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    K-Town was haunted. 
 
    That’s the only explanation I could come up with that made any sense.  
 
    I’d been coming down here for years, first with my Mom and then riding the bus once I was old enough to do it on my own, and in those hundreds of trips, I’d never once managed to avoid becoming lost.  
 
    No matter how well I thought I understood those winding alleyways and narrow streets, I’d inevitably find myself taking the left turn I remembered from my last visit and making my way down a dead-end street, or wandering into a completely different section of town than the one I wanted to go to. 
 
    At that moment, I was about as lost as I’d ever been.  
 
    According to my phone, the walk from the bus stop to the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary shouldn’t have taken more than five minutes, but I’d been wandering the streets for nearly a half-hour now.  
 
    I was starting to get worried—and it was beginning to get more than a little dark outside. My phone didn’t tell me what the hours of the shop were, but most places in K-Town didn’t stay open long after dark. 
 
    Neon lights reflected off a puddle at my feet as I rounded the corner.  
 
    Despite the fact that everyone had called this section of the city ‘K-Town’ for as long as I could remember, the architecture here was a mish-mash of East Asian cultures. Chinese restaurants fought for space against Filipino massage parlors, Japanese-style Karaoke bars, and dozens of different food stalls. My stomach rumbled at all the smells, but I had a job to do tonight. 
 
    I was tempted to ask someone for directions, but I didn’t want to look like even more of a tourist than I already did.  
 
    From the sideways glances I got from vendors and passersby, I knew I stuck out like a sore thumb. Tall, sandy-haired, and barely on the right side of twenty-five, I was not this place’s usual evening clientele. 
 
    For about the hundredth time since I got off the bus, I wished that Mom had listened to me. My mother, Raya, was sitting at home as sick as a dog, down with some sort of rattling cough that refused to release its grip on her. I’d been trying to convince her to go to a doctor, but she’d insisted on sending me down to the Dragon’s Hoard instead. 
 
    “Just go down there and ask for Soojin,” Mom told me, scribbling the address on a piece of paper before folding it up and handing it to me. “She’s got what I need. Trust me, I’ll be right as rain in a couple of days.” 
 
    Mom had been a longtime client of this apothecary—I’d seen the little decorative bottles in her medicine cabinet. If she wanted to entertain woo-woo alternative medicine every once in a while, I didn’t have a problem with that.  
 
    At the very worst, she was throwing a few bucks to local businesses. But that cough worried me, and I doubted whatever this ‘Soojin’ had could do anything for her that an antibiotic couldn’t. 
 
    Hey, I recognize this, I thought, quickening my pace.  
 
    At the intersection of two streets lay a ramen restaurant bustling with customers, with the symbols of a chicken and an egg over the sign.  
 
    I remembered wondering ‘which came first’ whenever Mom and I would pass it, and the memory reoriented me toward this section of town.  
 
    The apothecary was close! Just around the corner. 
 
    But, of course, K-Town was never that easy. 
 
    Feeling more confident, I shrugged off the strange looks from the diners and took a turn, then another. Each time I moved down another street, I told myself I’d be in front of the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary within moments. It had to be here. 
 
    Instead, I found myself staring at a brick wall at the end of an alley. 
 
    Buildings loomed like colossi on either side of the narrow lane. Only a narrow band of sky could be seen between them, which was rapidly darkening from blue to black. The stars came out one constellation at a time, peering through the firmament. 
 
    A chill wind blew across the alley, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. Have you ever been in a situation where nothing outwardly threatening was happening, but you still felt that fight-or-flight response? Like your Spidey-Sense was tingling something fierce? 
 
    I felt it right then and there. I knew that if I turned around, I’d see something standing at the entrance of the alley—something bad. 
 
    “Are you lost?” The voice wasn’t what I expected. It almost sounded kind, and was so quiet it could have been mistaken for a gust of wind. 
 
    I put both hands in the air, pretending to be helpless. I didn’t look like much of a scrapper, but I’d thrown shot put on the track team in high school and lifted weights three times a week at my university’s gym. If someone thought I’d make easy prey for a mugging, they were dead wrong. 
 
    “Relax,” I said, taking a step backward from the brick wall. “I don’t want any trouble—” 
 
    On the last syllable, I whirled around, my hands balled into fists. The entrance to the alley was empty. 
 
    Across the street, visible from where I stood, lay a convenience store with a neon green dragon over the door. 
 
    Huh? I stood there, dumbfounded. It’s right there? How the hell did I miss it? 
 
    The hairs stood back up on the back of my neck. “Because this place is haunted, that’s why,” I muttered, reaching for the piece of paper in my jacket pocket. “Screw this. Let’s get this medicine and get the hell out of here, Derek.” 
 
    Any charm K-Town had held for me was totally extinguished now.  
 
    I crossed the street as a light rain began to fall, pushing the few pedestrians on the street into restaurants and corner markets.  
 
    The smell of something burning assaulted my nostrils as I stepped out of the alley, and I looked around as if expecting to see smoke pouring out of a nearby building. 
 
    “One of these restaurants must have burned the shit out of somebody’s meal,” I said after a moment, shrugging. “Hope it doesn’t set off the fire alarm…” 
 
    I put aside thoughts of the strange burning smell and the voice I only half believed I’d heard at the mouth of the alley. For now, I cut across the flow of traffic and made my way to the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary, happy to have finally found my destination. 
 
    A lifetime ago, the store had been a 7-11. The city decayed around it and it closed, then K-Town’s immigrants gave it a second life by turning it into this shop. If gentrification continued at this pace, it would probably eventually become a 7-11 again.  
 
    The circle of life, I thought, looking up at the neon sign.  
 
    Beneath the big green dragon lay a smaller sign, advertising ‘Natural cures and herbal remedies’. 
 
    A bell above the door rang as I stepped inside.  
 
    The shop appeared empty; half-stocked aisles full of pills and potions stretched in either direction, dusty but well maintained. T 
 
    The counter lay next to where the Slurpee machine stood when I was a kid. As I recalled, the blue one was always out of service, leaving red as the only option. 
 
    Mom had said to give the note to Soojin, that she’d know what it meant. Clearly none of these off the shelf medications were what she was looking for, Mom wanted something stronger.  
 
    Nobody came to the counter, so I did a slow circuit of the store, waiting. 
 
    As I came around to the front, I thought I could hear someone talking in the back. I 
 
     craned my ear to hear; on second thought, it wasn’t a conversation. Someone was listening to a radio, or maybe they had their iPhone plugged into one of those portable speaker docks. 
 
    “Rabid sewer troll inbound on corner of Barker Street and Bachman,” a female voice intoned. The words crackled faintly with distortion, as if whatever radio station the set was tuned into was a little bit out of range. “I repeat, we have reports of a rabid sewer troll heading southbound, last spotted at the intersection of Barker Street and Bachman Avenue. Any hunters in the area please engage with prejudice. We need someone to take it down before one of the normies catches sight of it. A clean-up crew is already on their way…” 
 
    What? Was this some kind of internet thing? Normies and trolls?  
 
    Except the person speaking had mentioned two streets not terribly far from my Mom’s apartment—Barker Street and Bachman Avenue. Neither were in K-Town, so getting there wouldn’t have been a hassle.  
 
    Unless the internet were somehow spilling out into real life, I couldn’t imagine anything involving trolls happening there.  
 
    Was this one of those flash mob things? 
 
    I looked around for a bell on the counter, but there wasn’t any.  
 
    Maybe the owner wasn’t in—perhaps they’d run out to get a bite to eat and forgotten to close up shop.  
 
    Or maybe, they couldn’t hear me because of whatever they were listening to in the back room. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I would’ve kept on waiting. But Mom was sitting at home, more sick than I’d seen her in a long time, and she needed that medicine.  
 
    With a shrug, I stepped through the little set of waist-high saloon doors separating the part of the shop for customers from the part for employees. It felt strange to stand behind the counter—as if I’d suddenly decided to make a radical career change. 
 
    A multicolored curtain of beads separated the space behind the counter from the backroom. I reached my hand in and pushed half the strands aside, peering through into the gloom.  
 
    A narrow hallway stretched before me, ending in a dimly lit break room illuminated by candles.  
 
    A woman sat at a desk inside, her back to me, listening to an ancient looking radio as she chowed down on a bowl of noodles. 
 
    No wonder she can’t hear me, I thought, feeling a little silly. She’s eating. And she’s got that weird-looking thing on top of her head. What is it, cosplay? 
 
    The woman was dressed in an otherwise conservative fashion, in a navy blue button down and black slacks.  
 
    But on top of her head lay what looked like a kid’s beanie, with wolf ears sticking out of the top. It looked a bit blurry in the shadowy half-light of the break room, but the way the woman wore it almost made her look like she had actual wolf ears on top of her head. 
 
    I cleared my throat. The woman sat up straighter, tensing up immediately. 
 
    “Hello,” I said apologetically. “I’m looking for Soojin—” 
 
    The woman reached out with surprising speed and switched off the radio. “Be with you in just a minute!” she said, louder than she’d probably intended. “Could you please wait for me out front!” 
 
    Damn, I thought, retreating rapidly.  
 
    I knew I hadn’t really done anything wrong—I hadn’t touched a thing, just stepped into the back room for a second to make my presence known—but I still felt like a trespasser.  
 
    What if I’d been a robber, looking to loot the place? I could have robbed the whole store, even opened up the cash register, and the woman running the place would have never heard. 
 
    Come to think of it, what was a woman doing working here all alone, anyway? 
 
    A few moments later, the woman stepped out of the back, wiping the side of her mouth free of noodle juice with the back of her hand.  
 
    The headgear she’d been wearing a moment ago with the wolf ears had disappeared, too.  
 
    Weird, I thought. I guess she probably doesn’t want customers seeing a thing like that. 
 
    “My apologies,” the woman said, with a short bow that was more like a nod. “I’m Soojin. You have something for me, I believe you said?”
“Oh yeah.” I fished the piece of paper out of my pocket, taking another glance at the woman as I did so. Now that I could see her clearly, she was actually quite pretty. She looked to be middle-aged or a little bit older than that, with straight dark hair done up in a short bun the way a lot of Chinese matrons did their hair around K-Town. Her hairstyle made the beanie she’d been wearing a minute ago seem even weirder, and I decided I had to say something. 
 
    “What was that you were listening to?” I asked, handing over the piece of paper. “It sounded kinda weird…” 
 
    “Podcast,” the shopkeeper said with a guilty little smile. “Just something I like to listen to on my break. A silly program, but sometimes a little silliness is just what the doctor ordered, you know?”
“Definitely,” I said. Inside, though, I was questioning her story. Podcasts were rarely played on the radio—and that old set top box in her breakroom didn’t look new enough to hook an iPod or a phone up to. “Speaking of doctors, I’ve been trying to get my Mom to go to one. But she insisted on seeing you first.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” the shopkeeper said, glancing over the note. “Sometimes, it just takes a little… Wait a moment. This is for Raya? You’re Raya’s boy!?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah?” I was confused for a moment, then I remembered that Mom had asked for Soojin by name. As a frequent customer of the apothecary’s shop, she must have been on a first-name basis with the shopkeeper. “I’m Derek. Raya’s son.” 
 
    “Well my goodness,” the shopkeeper said. She set the piece of paper down on the counter and put her hands on her hips. “Let me take a look at you. Such a tall, strapping lad. Raya must be proud.” 
 
    “She is,” I said, feeling more than a little awkward. “Anyway, she’s really sick, so she sent me here to pick up some kind of medicine for her. She said you’d know once you saw the note…” 
 
    “Oh!” The shopkeeper dismissed my concerns with a gesture. “No worries there, young man. I know exactly what she needs.” 
 
    Relief flooded me. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    The shopkeeper snorted. “Don’t ma’am me. You’re Raya’s boy! You can call me Soojin.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Soojin,” I said, watching as the woman ducked behind the counter and began sorting through the bottles there.  
 
    This was getting stranger and stranger. First, the weird radio program and the wolf ears, and now, this woman was talking like she and my Mom were best friends. I decided to ask.  
 
    “How do you and my Mom know each other, by the way? Just from the store, or…?”
Soojin shot up from behind the counter, three different bottles of dark glass in her hands. “From the store? Ha! Your mother and I used to work together, young man. Oh, we were inseparable once. ‘Raya and Soojin,’ they used to say. ‘Two peas in the same pod!’” 
 
    “You worked together,” I repeated, frowning. “At an apothecary store?” 
 
    The woman paused, as if she’d only just realized something.  
 
    “No,” she said, her voice suddenly hesitant. “Not in an apothecary’s shop. A different career.” 
 
    Soojin quickly produced a mortar and pestle. She emptied about half of two of the glass bottles into the mortar immediately, then added a few sprinkles from the third as she ground the mixture down to a paste.  
 
    Watching her work was almost hypnotic; I soon found myself forgetting my questions and confusion to just watch her go.  
 
    She’s a pro, I thought dimly.  
 
    If making poultices was an Olympic sport, this woman would take home gold. 
 
    “How is Raya these days?” Soojin suddenly asked. Her eyes were big and dark, and for a few moments, I was sure she was far older than she appeared. Although if she used to work with my Mom, she might have been closer to her age. “Other than the illness, I mean?” 
 
    “She’s surviving, I guess,” I said, tearing my gaze away from the sight of Soojin’s work. Strange how it seemed to just draw you in.  
 
    “She told me that she had a kid going to college downtown, majoring in business.” The corner of Soojin’s mouth curled in a smile. “That would be you, right?” She clapped me on the shoulder over the counter. “A well-educated son! That should be enough to make any mother proud.” 
 
    I’d thought that grinding those herbs into a paste was the end of Soojin’s work.  
 
    It turned out to be just the beginning.  
 
    The shopkeeper ducked into the back and came out with a mix of green plants and a pair of slender silver scissors, then began severing leaves to put in the mixture. 
 
    “How much do you know,” Soojin asked as she worked, “about what your mother used to do for a living?” 
 
    The question took me off-guard.  
 
    “Not a lot,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    I hadn’t really come here to get interrogated, though if I was going to have to wait for Soojin to finish making Mom’s medicine, we might as well make small talk.  
 
    I continued. “She used to work for the government—some kind of intelligence thing. She always used to say that she could tell me about her job, but then she’d have to kill me…” 
 
    I laughed at the memory, but Soojin didn’t.  
 
    “She was a grand woman,” the shopkeeper said with pride. “A real life-saver. And a wonderful coworker. I wish things weren’t so tense between our peoples.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows furrow together.  
 
    “Between the Chinese and Americans?” I blurted, not understanding. 
 
    Soojin’s laughter sounded like the tinkling of the bell over the front door of her store.  
 
    “No, not like that at all,” she said, taking the mixture she’d ground up and putting it into a cloth pouch. “It’s just… people used to be nicer, you know? We used to be able to get along with each other, once upon a time. Everyone living next to each other, coexisting peacefully.”  
 
    Soojin sighed, as if she were remembering some fairytale kingdom she and my mother had been forced to leave. “Not like today.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I said. 
 
    No you don’t, Soojin’s smile said. But her indulgent look meant she was willing to forgive me, anyway. 
 
    “Please give Raya my love,” Soojin said, putting the cloth pouch into my hands. “Your mother was—is—one of the best people, young man. I know you don’t know much about the friendship we shared, but trust me—she’s saved my life more than once. Hell, she may have saved the world at least a handful of times.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe, but I appreciated the nice words. I was sure Mom would, too.  
 
    “I’ll tell her,” I told the shopkeeper. “Do you maybe have a phone number I could give her, in case she wants to catch up or something…?”
Soojin’s face lit up, her mouth forming a little ‘o’ of surprise. “Young man, are you hitting on me?”
My face flushed beet red, turning hot as an oven.  
 
    “Not like that!” I assured the shopkeeper, holding up the hand not clutching Mom’s medicine. 
 
    Soojin frowned deeply. 
 
    “Not that you’re not very attractive,” I blurted, putting my foot in it even further. “Especially for a woman your age. I mean, you are hotter than the girls I go to school with…” 
 
    Soojin’s smile grew wider, almost wolfish.  
 
    “I appreciate the compliment, young man. A famous man once said a person can live two months on one of those. Give Raya this medicine, and she should be fine.” She cocked her head to the side. “And if she wants to reach out to me, she knows how to do it. Unless you want my number?”
Was this woman for real?  
 
    “I, uh…” 
 
    Soojin gave me a sympathetic smile and gestured toward the door. “Have a nice night, young man. Watch out for yourself—it’s going to be raining off and on all night. Take care that medicine doesn’t get wet!” 
 
    It was still raining when I got outside of the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary.  
 
    As I tucked the pouch containing Mom’s medicine into my jacket, making sure it was nice and deep to avoid the rain, I kicked myself for being so awkward.  
 
    So what if the shopkeeper was Mom’s age? She’d seemed interested in me—and it wasn’t like I was going out on too many dates lately. 
 
    It wasn’t that I was a loser or anything like that. I’d had my share of girlfriends. It was just that between classes and looking after Mom, I didn’t have much time for anything like a dating life. Some cougar who owned her own business, though, probably wouldn’t be looking to play the game with some young guy like me.  
 
    More likely she’d just want a boy toy… 
 
    I was thinking a lot about Soojin as I made my way back to the bus stop. 
 
    Just like every other time I’d visited K-Town, it was as if whatever haunted it gave up the ghost as soon as I was done with my business. I encountered no strange sights or missed turns on the way back to the bus stop, and made it there in a cool five minutes flat. 
 
    Unfortunately, the bus back to my Mom’s apartment complex left four minutes after I made my way back. 
 
    “Damn it,” I grunted, running a finger down the bus schedule next to the stop. The bus lines around here were unreliable at the best of times, and looking at the sky it was going to start pouring down any minute now. Worse, the overhang that normally sheltered people waiting for the bus had been broken down the middle. Even now, in a light drizzle, water dripped onto the bench. 
 
    If I waited here, I’d get drenched—and Mom’s medicine would be ruined. Not that I wouldn’t have minded seeing Soojin again, but still. Mom was sick, and she needed this stuff. 
 
    As the rain began to pour, a pair of headlights cut through the gloom. A new bus roared up to the stop, coming to a halt with a squeak. The door retracted, revealing a world that was cool and dry. The bus driver swiveled in his seat, staring down at me like a traveler from another world. 
 
    “Waiting for another one?” he asked. 
 
    I glanced up and down the street. “I’m headed to the south side,” I said, frowning deeply. 
 
    The bus driver laughed. “Missed your ride, huh?” He was a portly fellow, with a friendly face. A plastic cup bigger than my head sat in the cupholder next to him, full of soda. “Well, you could hop aboard and take the next bus at the Barker Street stop. That ought to be hitting the same places.” He glanced through the windshield at the rain, then the broken bus stop ceiling. “Or you could wait here.” 
 
    That same chill I’d felt in the alleyway tingled at the back of my neck. Barker Street? I’d heard that on Soojin’s program—her ‘podcast’. There was some kind of troll there… 
 
    Why the fuck not? I asked myself. I was going to be late one way or the other, so I might as well be dry. The driver was right—I could catch the next bus at the Barker Street stop and make it home only a half-hour later than if I’d made my ride. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, stepping onto the bus. 
 
    As I snuggled into my seat, watching through the window as the bus drove into the rapidly falling night, I couldn’t help but wonder just what I’d find on Barker Street. 
 
    My mind raced with possibilities, my overactive imagination going into overdrive.  
 
    The least likely possibility, one that came from my innermost being, was that I’d find exactly what Soojin’s program had stated. 
 
    A troll. 
 
    I laughed to myself and shook my head as the bus rolled down the wet streets. 
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    The bus screeched to a halt, spraying walls of water in either direction as the brakes squealed.  
 
    “This is Barker Street,” the bus driver said, looking back over his shoulder. “Anyone for Barker Street, please exit the bus.” 
 
    No one else rose. Only a few patrons were on the bus at this late hour; most of them appeared to be either sleeping or dead. I wasn’t about to shake them and find out.  
 
    Sliding from my seat, I made my way to the front and stepped into the night. The bus driver gave me a final nod, then closed the door and drove off, leaving me alone at the bus stop. 
 
    It had clearly just finished raining. Mist hung on everything, obscuring buildings and making this section of the city look like something out of Silent Hill.  
 
    Maybe it was the weirdness of getting lost in K-Town or that strange radio program I’d heard in Soojin’s store, but I’d seriously started to get freaked out.  
 
    Something weird was going on, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it almost as much as I wanted to get Mom her medicine. 
 
    A quick check of my phone’s app for the bus company showed the next bus was due to arrive in about fifteen minutes. I could wait—or I could do a little exploring. I’d only rarely been to this part of town, even though it practically bordered the southside apartment complexes where Mom called home. Cities were like that—you could move from luxury to poverty in a few blocks, from single-family homes to high-rises and slums. 
 
    I pulled up Google Maps. A wireframe street map of the area filled my phone’s screen. My location showed up helpfully as a little red dot, sitting next to the ‘Barker Street Bus Stop’.  
 
    I zoomed out, looking for Bachman Avenue. It was two blocks to the west. I couldn’t see very well through the fog, but it looked like there were some warehouses or something over there. 
 
    Rabid troll sighting, I thought, tucking my phone away. Gotta keep it away from the normies. Shit, I’m a normie, aren’t I? At least, I always thought I was pretty normal. 
 
    Meeting with Soojin had definitely shaken that belief a bit, though. I was going to ask Mom some pointed questions about her former life and career as soon as she was feeling a little bit better. 
 
    Well, I might as well check it out. Better than sitting at the bus stop for fifteen minutes, right? 
 
    No traffic came as I made my way down Barker Street.  
 
    I did my best to avoid puddles as much as I could, but the bottoms of my boots still got soaked as I trod through the remnants of the storm.  
 
    Above my head, clouds rolled in, blocking out the stars and plunging the night even further into darkness. 
 
    At first, I didn’t even register that I reached the corner. A street sign stood atop the concrete, pointing balefully into the night. BARKER ST adorned one green side in pearly white print, BACHMAN AVE the other. 
 
    This was the place. So where was the troll? 
 
    Just as I’d guessed, a warehouse stood at the intersection.  
 
    It looked like it had seen better days. Half the windows had been smashed in by hooligans, and graffiti had been spray painted all along the sides. I was all for street art, but the things tagged on the building were unprintable—dicks and swear words, mostly. Definitely not for normies in any case. 
 
    I was about to turn around and head back for the bus stop when I heard a sound. A crash and a tinkle, like something falling over and then shattering into a thousand pieces. A robber? An alley cat? 
 
    I should have turned around.  
 
    Shit, if I’d have known what was waiting for me, I’d have run for my fucking life and never looked back.  
 
    Instead, I punched the numbers nine and one into my phone just for safety’s sake and stepped into the alley along the side of the warehouse, using the screen as a flashlight to peer through the fog. 
 
    “Hello? Who’s back here?” I asked, taking another step forward.  
 
    No more sounds.  
 
    Either whatever had caused the crash was long gone, or it was laying low and staying quiet. 
 
    I paused at the mouth of the alley for a long time, listening to my heart pound in my chest. Why the fuck was I so scared all of a sudden? 
 
    It was just a radio show, I told myself, feeling foolish. Some dumb podcast Soojin was using to entertain herself because her store had been empty for hours. That’s all it is, Derek. Your imagination. 
 
    There was nobody around—shit, I was two blocks away from the bus stop! If there wasn’t so much fog, I could see the damn thing from where I was standing. 
 
    Picturing it, I turned around and peered down the block, squinting. 
 
    As soon as I did, rough hands grabbed me by the shoulders. 
 
    My phone slipped out of my hand and hit the ground, plunging the alley into darkness. I hadn’t heard the intruder approach. They must have been standing right behind me the whole time. Either that, or they’d appeared out of thin air. 
 
    “Hands off, pal!” I roared, thrusting an elbow backward at the attacker’s midsection.  
 
    This guy was taller than me, and he stank besides, but I knew how to smack someone in the breastbone in a way that would make them back off. I’d gotten a mugger to leave me alone that way once. 
 
    This wasn’t like the mugger. My elbow hit what felt like solid steel, and I was the one crying out in pain. 
 
    “Buddy, I don’t have any fucking money!” I yelled, writhing in the man’s grip. J 
 
    esus, he smelled like a landfill!  
 
    He wasn’t going for my pockets or my wallet—just wrapping his arms tighter and tighter around me, like he wanted me to stop struggling.  
 
    Suddenly, I wondered if this was a mugger after all. What if I’d stumbled into the lair of some kind of serial killer? 
 
    The guy started sniffing me, and shit got weird in a hurry. 
 
    “Hmmm,” the mugger rumbled, like a boulder that could talk. “Stop wriggling, little fish. Where have you been playing to smell that way?” 
 
    A part of me was shocked this guy could smell at all. If I stank that bad, I’d have probably cut off my own nose just to make it stop. I kicked out at his legs, but they were like fucking tree trunks. I couldn’t get any leverage on him. He was even bigger than my first impression had led me to believe. What the fuck, was Andre the Giant lurking in this alley or something? 
 
    The man pulled me deeper into the alley, chuckling low in his throat. Fighting the sudden surge of panic that filled me as my escape route grew further away, I kicked out toward the mouth of the alley. The side of my boot hit the edge of my phone and flipped it over, illuminating the walls to either side of me. The man’s shadow loomed over me like something out of a horror movie, big and bad and only barely recognizable as human. 
 
    That wasn’t what shocked me, though. In the light from the phone, I could see the arms wrapped around me—and they were gray. Like, zombie gray. Dead person gray. 
 
    If I let this thing drag me to the back of the alley, I’d never leave. 
 
    My struggling must have pissed him off, because he stopped pulling backward and started trying to lift me off my feet. As he did it, he leaned down and sniffed me again, like I was a donut fresh off the line at Krispy Kreme and he hadn’t eaten for days. Something about the way he did it turned my stomach. 
 
    “You smell like a shifter,” the gray guy rumbled, sounding confused. “But there’s something else on you, too. Mage blood? How do you smell like both, little fish? Are you a mage, or have you been taking a bath in the blood of one?” 
 
    I couldn’t make heads or tails out of what he was saying. This was all insane—some crazy guy with a dead man’s arms and a vocabulary out of Lord of the Rings was trying to kill me. Or maybe drag me into the back of the alley and do something even worse to me. Either way, I wasn’t about to find out. 
 
    The phone sat by the rapidly shrinking square of the alley’s mouth. It was the only part of the world that made sense any more, and I needed to get back there with a burning passion. The numbers nine and one sat on my phone’s screen, like a scream that had died in someone’s throat. 
 
    “Let… me… go!” I roared, pulling as hard as I could toward the mouth of the alley. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference. The guy’s arms were like iron bands around my chest and waist, completely unbreakable. He started to tug harder, and my leverage against the ground slipped. Gravel slid beneath my feet as I went back a step, then another. 
 
    I got an idea. This guy was strong, sure—stronger than just about anyone I’d ever met. But he was stupid, too. Maybe I could do something he wouldn’t expect. 
 
    I thrust myself forward again, straining with all my might like I was at the very limit of my powers. The big guy gurgled with delight, wrapped his arms around me tighter, and began to tug. 
 
    As he did, I stopped what I was doing and shot backward, hard. 
 
    It caught my attacker completely flatfooted. He’d been tugging me toward the back of the alley with most of his strength, and the sudden change in resistance nearly knocked him on his ass. I stomped on his foot as hard as I could with my boot (thank God for steel toes) and ducked downward out of his grip, using his moment of disorientation to get away. Suddenly, the iron bands around me were gone. 
 
    I sprang to the mouth of the alley and picked up my phone, holding it in front of me like a talisman. “Stay the fuck back,” I growled, turning around. “Or else I call the police…” 
 
    I trailed off, staring up at the man. And up. And up… 
 
    It wasn’t a man at all. 
 
    Standing near the back of the alley was a ten-foot tall monster. Its entire body was gray, not just the arms it had wrapped around me to try and drag me back to its lair. Dirty brown rags covered its body, which would have been called ‘fat’ or ‘barrel-chested’ at the least if it wasn’t a literal slab of muscle. It was hairless, with beady red eyes and a mouth full of teeth too long to belong to a human being. 
 
    “Troll,” I said, stunned to my core. “Troll moving southward at Barker Street and Bachman Avenue…” 
 
    It was real. Holy shit, it was real! 
 
    The troll leaned forward, peering at me beneath its heavy brows. Now that I was no longer in its grasp, some of its interest in me seemed to have faded—as if it was my smell that drew the creature to me, and not anything else. I wasn’t about to map human emotions on a thing as big and beastly as it, but it looked almost confused as it peered from the back of the alley. 
 
    “You’re not a shifter, but you are,” the troll rumbled, taking a slow step forward. “You’re not a mage, either, but you are. Smells don’t lie, but it makes no sense!” The troll slammed a meaty fist against the side of its head. “How do you smell like both, little fish?” 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” I growled, trying my best to make myself appear menacing. In truth, I felt like I was about to shit my pants. I glanced over my shoulder, estimating the distance to the bus stop and how fast I could get back there— 
 
    A woman stood behind me. Holding a pistol in a two handed grip like something out of a crime thriller. 
 
    There was a loud pop, and suddenly my right ear was ringing like a bell. The troll gave a soft jerk, as if he’d just felt a sudden chill, and took another step forward toward me. His leg gave out beneath him, and he toppled, landing in a heap directly in front of me. 
 
    Something warm and wet covered my face and jacket. I touched my cheek with my hand and held it up in front of my phone—my fingers were a deep, sticky crimson. Blood. 
 
    A troll’s blood. 
 
    A big smoking hole lay in the center of the troll’s forehead. It smelled almost like that bizarre scent that had followed me out of the K-Town alleyway, and I realized that ever since that moment, the world had felt slightly off-kilter. As if something in that alleyway had opened my eyes to a world beyond the ordinary one—something buried far beneath our everyday city. 
 
    Okay, I didn’t think about all that right then. But telling you ‘I recoiled in horror from the troll and let out an undignified scream’ doesn’t sound nearly as cool. 
 
    Before I could let out the undignified scream tearing its way from inside my throat, the woman grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me around. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, gesturing at the fallen troll. “There’s going to be agents converging on this location any minute now. Come with me.” 
 
    I glanced back at where the troll had been—where its corpse had been—but all that was there was a puddle of blood. What the hell? The thing had definitely been shot, and it had definitely gone down like a sack of bricks.  
 
    “Where did—” 
 
    “Interlopers vanish soon after they’re killed,” the woman said. “One of nature’s ways of helping with the cleanup. Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    Numbly, I put my hand in hers and let her lead me back out into the light. She looked a little bit like a policewoman, in a smart button-down jacket with a gun holster beneath and a black tie—but no police uniform would have condoned a skirt that short. It swished around her thighs, showing off the fact that she wore a garter belt and stockings underneath. She had shoulder-length black hair, almost as straight and dark as Soojin’s. She— 
 
    She had cat’s ears. 
 
    There was no beanie on her head. This wasn’t some hat that a shopkeeper put on while they listened to their favorite radio program—this woman had actual cat’s ears sticking out from beneath her hair. One of them twitched slightly as I stared at them, as if she’d just heard something on the wind. 
 
    “Another bus is approaching,” the woman said, glancing at me over her shoulder. Her eyes were the deep red of a forest floor in autumn, and her face was the sort of thing men went to war over. “Stick to the shadows until it gets here. We don’t want anyone seeing you like this who doesn’t have to.” 
 
    Like this? I  glanced down at my clothes. Oh, shit. More blood covered my jacket. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I said, pins and needles spreading across my skin. “That was a troll. That was an actual troll and you fucking shot him and his blood’s all over me…” 
 
    The woman tucked her gun back into the holster and put her hands on my shoulders, bringing herself face-to-face with me. She had to stand on tiptoe in order to do it—even then, she was a couple of inches shorter than me. 
 
    “Listen to me,” she said, nodding at me eagerly. “I know right now it probably feels like your world is falling apart at the seams. I get it. I really do, and honestly, I sympathize. But right now, I need you to hold it together just a little bit longer. I promise you we will sit down and I’ll explain things to you until they make sense. But right now, you need to focus and kind of go with the flow. Understood?” 
 
    I nodded. Not because I felt any better—if anything, her speech made me feel even worse. But there was something in her tone that felt like that square of light at the end of the alleyway when the troll grabbed me. Not like an escape hatch, but a way of making sense of the world. After all, I knew by now that my life was not what I’d always believed it to be. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” I said, feeling on firmer ground as I said it. “I can do that. I’ve got to get this medicine to my Mom, though.” 
 
    The woman sighed with relief. I didn’t realize until then that she’d expected me to completely freak out. “I know,” she said. “Soojin told me. Raya will be fine, Derek—we’ll get you back to her before you know it.” 
 
    I was stunned. “You know Soojin?” I asked, struggling to comprehend. “But how?” 
 
    It was too late for questions. Just then, the bus pulled up—a different one this time. I would have liked to have seen the friendly, pudgy bus driver from before, but the person driving this one was thin as a scarecrow and had a face as sour as a lemon. 
 
    “You coming?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep!” The woman brushed her hand over her hair—and the cat ears disappeared. “Just a second!” 
 
    I stepped onto the bus and out of the night, the retractable door closing behind me with an almost inaudible hiss. The woman took me by the hand and led me to a seat as we rolled into the night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Psst,” the woman said, leaning over in her seat. “Here’s a handkerchief. Clean up some of that blood, chief—the normies are starting to stare.” 
 
    Her words snapped me out of my trance. I’d been staring out the window ever since we pulled away from the bus stop, but I hadn’t really been seeing the city at all. I’d been thinking about that troll, watching as his massive gray body slammed to the concrete. It replayed in my mind, over and over again. Each time, I remembered how he stank, and how he sniffed me like I was a loaf of fresh-baked bread. 
 
    I needed some fucking answers. 
 
    I took the handkerchief and wiped at the front of my jacket, doing a terrible job. Across the aisle, three elderly ladies sitting next to each other stared openly at me, whispering to each other like they were debating whether or not to call the police. I grinned back at them, which made all three turn away and grow very still all of a sudden. 
 
    “A little better,” the woman said, tucking away the stained fabric. “You’re lucky most normies have cell phones these days. They’re too busy staring at social media or a game to notice a guy covered in blood riding the bus…” 
 
    I nodded, but inside I felt nothing but terror. I wondered if I’d actually gone into shock from my encounter with the troll—but I guess it didn’t really matter. Just like the woman said, I had to go with the flow. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, turning my attention back to the woman sitting next to me. “You know mine, apparently, so it’s only fair that I know yours, too.” 
 
    She looked a little taken aback at my directness. “Carli,” she said, putting her hand in mine and shaking. “Carli Weber. And I know more than just your name, Derek.” 
 
    “Obviously.” I put a hand to my forehead, checking to make sure I didn’t have a fever. “You know Soojin, you know my Mom—hell, you probably know more about my Mom than I do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Carli purred, glancing away. “She did raise you, after all…” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “What the hell is this?” I demanded, clutching her fingers harder than I’d intended. 
 
    She pulled away, rubbing her wrist. “It’s my hand,” she said dryly. 
 
    I was in no mood for games. “Don’t fuck with me,” I snapped, shaking my head. “I just saw a goddamn fairytale monster try and sniff me to death!” 
 
    Carli snapped a hand over my mouth before I could say more. “Shhh! You want to freak out the normies?” She glanced over her shoulder at the elderly trio, who were now doing their best to pretend neither of us existed. “They can’t handle shit like that, Derek. The truth fries normie brains. They’re like babies—no critical thinking skills or object permanence. You jingle your keys in front of their face, they’ll forget whatever they were thinking about.” 
 
    “That’s pretty harsh,” I said, a little taken aback by her frank estimation of humanity. “Most people aren’t like that at all. They’re capable of thinking about things.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? I’ll prove it to you.” 
 
    Carli put her hand on top of mine and gave it a gentle squeeze.  
 
    Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she slid it between her thighs and beneath her skirt. 
 
    I gasped.  
 
    My fingers grazed the fabric of Carli’s panties, which were warm and slightly wet.  
 
    My cock throbbed to life in my boxers, roaring to full mast as Carli tugged my hand deeper into the valley between her thighs. 
 
    “Taking down an interloper always gets my blood pumping hot,” Carli purred, sounding more and more like a cat the more she spoke. “It’s the adrenaline. You feel like you’re going to die—and then you feel like you wanna live. You ever feel like that, baby? Like you wanna live a little?” 
 
    Was Carli propositioning me?  
 
    Fuck, if she was, the answer was an enthusiastic yes.  
 
    Cat ears or no, she was the cutest girl I’d seen in a long ass time—and I’d begun to think the cat ears had been  just a trick of the light, anyway. After all, they weren’t there anymore. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted, guiding her hand to the growing bulge between my legs. “Fuck, I want that…” 
 
    Carli giggled, then shoved my hand away. “See?” 
 
    Frustration filled me. Huh? “What?” 
 
    “All that so-called trauma,” Carli said, making air quotes with her fingers on the last word, “goes right out the window the second a cute girl puts your hand on her panties. One feel of my soft little kitty and you hardly even remember getting attacked by that tee are oh ell ell. Jingly keys, baby. Jingling the keys.” 
 
    My jaw hit the floor. “You… how dare you?” I whispered, unable to believe the shamelessness of this woman. “You got me all turned on just to fuck with me?” 
 
    “No,” Carli said with a shrug. “I did it to prove a point. And because you’re pretty cute, and I wanted to see what your fingers felt like between my legs. Oh hey, this is our stop!” 
 
    Before I could say another word, Carli reached up and tugged the cord hanging from the bus’s ceiling. It stretched all the way to the driver’s seat up front, and as soon as the scarecrow-thin man got the signal, he pulled the bus to a stop, his sour face looking even more sour than normal. 
 
    “Here?” I glanced out the window. “This isn’t home. This is just the warehouse district…” 
 
    “Come on,” Carli said, rising from her seat. “You want some of those answers you’re so keen on? Just follow me.” 
 
    When I didn’t get up immediately, Carli paused in the center aisle, a naughty smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Or if you just wanna feel me up again, you’d better follow me for that, too.” 
 
    I tried my best to glare at her, but neither of us could keep a straight face for long.  
 
    “Fine,” I said, doing my best to ignore the stares of the other passengers as I followed her down the aisle. “But it’s not because you’re jingling keys or whatever else you want to call it!” 
 
    “Sure thing, normie,” Carli said, winking at me over her shoulder. “Have a nice night, Mr. Bus Driver Man!” 
 
    Mr. Bus Driver Man did not look like he was having a nice night. The moment we were on the curb, he slammed the bus door closed and took off like a rocket, disappearing without a trace.  
 
    Carli sniffed and smoothed down her skirt, glancing around the empty street like she’d just entered her own living room. 
 
    “Great,” I grunted. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere. How the hell are we supposed to get home?” 
 
    Carli let out a laugh. “We are home. My home, at least. Come on.” 
 
    Without waiting for me, she moved between two of the warehouses, scanning the street as she did so to ensure no one was watching her as she disappeared. 
 
    With a shrug, I stepped into the darkness behind her. 
 
    The warehouse Carli had chosen to approach wasn’t as bad as the one the troll had decided to stake out, but it was getting there.  
 
    Most of the windows were intact, and a few flickering lights from somewhere inside let me know the place still had power.  
 
    Carli went right to a door next to a loading dock and tapped in a keycode, unlocking it. 
 
    “This is your warehouse?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    Carli snorted. “Of course not. You think I can afford to own real estate in this economy? I rent. Come on, it’s cooler inside.” 
 
    It was indeed.  
 
    The air was cool and dry, which felt good after how sticky and humid the streets had been after the storm. The chill air made me glad I was still wearing my jacket.  
 
    Thinking about my jacket made me think about the medicine I’d picked up for my Mom, and I reached into my pocket to make sure it was still there. Thankfully, the troll hadn’t managed to dislodge it. 
 
    The warehouse was practically empty, other than some bare shelves that looked like they’d once held building equipment or something else that was really heavy.  
 
    As Carli picked her way between the aisles, I looked down at the cloth pouch full of herbs. On impulse, I leaned down and sniffed them. They smelled earthy, and spicy too—if you’d put them on food, I probably would’ve eaten it. 
 
    Was that what the troll had smelled? That would make a certain kind of sense—but in that case, what was with all the fantasy talk? 
 
    “What’s a shifter?” I asked Carli’s back. 
 
    The woman stopped in her tracks, then turned around slowly.  
 
    I figured she was more amused than upset by the question, despite her posture. Just from the small amount of time I’d spent with her, I got the impression there wasn’t much that really got to Carli. She let things roll off her, either by joking about them or declaring them ‘for normies’. Carli definitely didn’t think of herself as a normie—but from the look on her face, she hadn’t yet decided whether I was one or not. 
 
    Carli crossed her arms underneath her breasts. The motion made me acutely aware of just how much she was packing beneath that businesslike jacket, and I had to clear my throat. 
 
    “Where would you have heard a term like that?” Carli asked innocently. 
 
    “The troll,” I said, thinking again of the radio in Soojin’s office.  
 
    Rabid sewer troll heading southbound.  
 
    All I knew about rabies was that there was no cure for it, and the only way to prevent it was to get a big needle straight through your belly button. I was pretty sure it could only be spread by a bite—and the troll hadn’t bit me. Still, I was covered in the thing’s blood.  
 
    “Was it really rabid, by the way?” I asked. 
 
    Carli’s eyes widened like saucers. “You’ve been listening to hunterwave!” she hissed. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I have or not,” I said, spreading my arms. “I’m familiar with vaporwave, though I’m not really a big fan of it. I didn’t know you were into weird music, Carli…” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Where did you pick up a hunterwave set? And if you knew a rabid sewer troll was in the area, why on Earth did you stick the fuck around?” 
 
    “I didn’t know the troll was real,” I said, not having to lie. “I thought the whole thing was bogus. A publicity stunt.” I reached for the word Soojin had used. “A podcast or something.” 
 
    “A podcast,” Carli said, shaking her head with a snicker. “For fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “Was it really rabid, or not?” I asked, my voice growing hard. “If I need to go to the hospital and get a shot, I’d appreciate the head’s up before I start foaming at the mouth!” 
 
    Now it was Carli’s turn to spread her hands. “Geez, calm down! No, the troll didn’t have rabies the way they talk about it in the normie world. You’re not going to die, Derek. Okay? Now settle down and help me move this shelf aside. There’s something behind it I need to get to…” 
 
    “Shifter,” I said, trying to hide how relieved I felt that I didn’t need to worry about rabies. If I bent that much, Carli would start thinking she could lead me around by the nose the way she had on the bus, with my hand between her thighs. “What is it?” 
 
    Carli had paused next to a shelving unit larger than the others, covered in beige boxes.  
 
    The section of wall behind it looked pitted and bubbly, like the popcorn ceilings they install in cheap motels and offices sometimes. 
 
    “He wants to know what a shifter is,” she muttered to herself. “I don’t suppose you’d forget the whole thing if I jingle my keys in front of you again, would you?” 
 
    “If you want to take your clothes off, I’d love to see it,” I said, feeling bold. “But I still want answers.” 
 
    Carli sighed explosively, rolling her eyes. “Fine. But first, tell me—where did you hear that term? Even on hunterwave, they’re careful not to say things that’ll blow too many normie minds.” 
 
    I realized I hadn’t gotten the chance to tell her—I’d been cut off before.  
 
    “The troll,” I explained. “When it attacked me, it kept… sniffing me. It was really gross.” 
 
    “Eww, yeah it was,” Carli said, wrinkling her nose. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “The troll told me I smelled like a shifter,” I said, repeating what I’d heard. “Then he told me I also smelled like a mage. Like I’d been bathing in the blood of one.” Saying that made me glance down at the blood still on my jacket with a scowl. “A mage is a magician—I know that, but that doesn’t make what the troll said make any sense. He said I was both a mage and a shifter.” I held out the package Soojin had given me. “Do you think he was smelling this? It’s the medicine for my Mom.” 
 
    Carli stared at me like I’d grown a second head.  
 
    “No,” she said, her jaw dropping open. “No, I don’t think he was smelling the medicine, Derek. You’re absolutely sure he said you smell like both?” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth,” I snapped. “He also kept calling me ‘little fish’, which totally creeped me out, but I don’t think that part’s as relevant.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Carli said, running a finger along her chin. Then she sighed. “Fine. You want to know what a shifter is? I’ll show you—but once I do, you’ve got to help me move this shelf. That’s the deal. You help me, I’ll give you answers.” 
 
    I looked at the shelf and shrugged. “Sure. Deal.” 
 
    Carli smiled. As she did, a glimmer of light covered her body, like someone had secretly set up a spotlight on the ceiling just above her and waited until that moment to switch it on. She looked like an actress taking the stage—but even more than that.  
 
    This was magic. I knew it in an instant. 
 
    The light washed over her, and when it faded, her cat ears were back.  
 
    And she had a curly, swinging tail sticking from just above her ass, swishing around her thighs.  
 
    No wonder she wore such a short skirt. 
 
    “I’m a shifter,” Carli said, brushing a hand over one of her ears to smooth it out against her dark hair.  “And unless I’m completely off base, Derek, I think you are, too.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, staring at Carli. “You’re a catgirl.” 
 
    The change in Carli was immediate and extreme.  
 
    “What!? I am not a catgirl!” She grabbed her tail with one hand, crossing the distance between herself and me in three big, angry steps. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    I threw my hands in the air to defend myself and took a step backward. “What? What’s the big deal!? You’ve got cat ears and a cat tail, and you’re a girl. Hence, catgirl!” 
 
    “I am not a cat shifter!” The words came out as a feral growl, torn from Carli’s throat.  
 
    Suddenly, she seemed less like a cat than an angry tigress.  
 
    “How dare you accuse me of being something so banal!” she accused. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s pretty special from where I’m sitting,” I said mildly. “You’re the first catgirl I’ve ever seen in person.” 
 
    Carli narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “I am a Raiju shifter,” she said, sounding offended. “It’s very different, okay!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, saying whatever I needed to say to calm her down. “That’s cool. You’re a Raiju shifter. That’s awesome, Carli. What’s a Raiju?” 
 
    She stared at me as if I were a toddler. “You don’t know about the Raiju?” 
 
    I tapped the side of my head, trying to still her rage. “Carli, normie brain, remember? You jingle your keys at me, everything just falls out of the back of my head?” 
 
    That got through to her.  
 
    “Ah, whatever,” she said, swatting an imaginary fly out of the air. “The Raiju are creatures from legend, Derek. Thunder beasts, the pets of the Thunder god from ancient mythology. They’re extremely powerful and dangerous.” 
 
    “I see,” I said with a nod. “And they’re feline as well, I’m assuming?” 
 
    Carli pursed her pouty lips.  
 
    “You assume correctly,” she said in an icy tone. “But that does not make me a catgirl!” 
 
    “Say no more,” I said with a laugh, more than happy to let her win whatever debate she felt like fighting. “And you think I’m one of these Raiju, too?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “You? Oh no, of course not. You’re not a Raiju shifter—but you’re definitely something legendary. All that remains is to see what, exactly.” 
 
    That sounded like a whole lot of trouble. The kind of trouble I didn’t want to bother myself with.  
 
    “Look, this all sounds very interesting,” I said, glancing out the big windows of the warehouse. “But I’ve had a really, really long night. As I said, my Mom is sick and she’s waiting on this medicine at home. I should really start heading back to her condo—” 
 
    Carli held a finger in front of my face. “We had a deal,” she purred, gesturing at the shelf. “Help me pull, Derek.” 
 
    I guess we did have a deal, at that. I took my position on one side of the shelving unit and pushed, Carli leaning against it right next to me. The thing refused to give for a long moment, then something shifted, and it began to move across the concrete floor, inch by inch. I had to really put my back into it.  
 
    As I pushed, I focused my thoughts. I’d learned so much over the last few hours that I felt kind of dizzy—or maybe that was the pushing. Trolls were real. Catgirls (Raiju shifters, I could almost hear Carli screaming in my head) were real, too. There was a whole world outside of the ordinary city I thought I knew, and everyone involved in it was tuned into some program Carli called ‘hunterwave’. I’d heard it in Soojin’s apothecary shop, which meant the gorgeous mature shopkeeper was in on all this fairy tale stuff. And Soojin said she knew my Mom way back when—that the two of them were practically best friends. 
 
    Carli knows my Mom, too, I thought, gritting my teeth as I helped her shove the shelf another few feet. It seems like all of these hunter people know her. Or they talk about her like they know her… 
 
    The implication was clear. My Mom was caught up in all this, too. Had been for years.  
 
    Was she one of these shifters, like Carli?  
 
    Was Soojin?  
 
    Suddenly, I realized that the wolf-ear hat I’d seen her wearing in the back room might not have been a hat after all. 
 
    The medicine in my pocket seemed a little less important than it had been a couple of hours ago.  
 
    Mom had been keeping a secret from me all my life—a big fucking secret.  
 
    Almost as big as who my real father was. 
 
    Feeling like I had a stone in my stomach, I cleared my throat and spoke. “You don’t know who my father is, do you?” I asked Carli, both hoping she did and she didn’t. 
 
    I never knew my father. Mom told me he died when I was just a baby, though of course I found myself wondering if that was the real story. Maybe he’d been a shifter too—or maybe a troll. Shit, wouldn’t that be a weird thing to discover. Either way, she’d never been what you’d call liberal with the details. “He’s dead, sweetheart,” she’d tell me whenever I got a wild hair about prying into my family line. “And nothing on Earth can bring him back. I’m so sorry, Derek.” 
 
    Carli gave a start and turned from the shelf, a confused look on her face. “Your dad? No, I don’t know anything about him—why do you ask?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You seem to know everything else about me. I figured it was worth asking.” 
 
    A strange look stole over Carli’s features. “You don’t know who your dad is?” 
 
    “He died when I was little,” I told the shifter. “I never got to know him. I thought—well, all of you seem to know a shit load more about my mother than I do. Maybe you all know who my dad is, too. Maybe he’s one of you crazy fairy tale people!” 
 
    Sympathy filled Carli’s face—which I hated. “I’m sorry, Derek,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “I keep forgetting that this is a lot to go through for a normie.” 
 
    I turned away, concentrating on the shelf. “Yeah, well, according to you, I might not be a normie at all,” I grunted. “So let’s not be so quick to judge, shall we?” 
 
    Together, the two of us got the shelf all the way to the opposite corner. 
 
    As soon as I stepped away to see the now revealed section of wall, I realized it was different from the rest of the warehouse. Either it had been put here after the rest of the place, as a kind of remodel, or it was way older than the rest of the building.  
 
    I ran the backs of my knuckles along the surface and heard a strangely hollow sound when I knocked. 
 
    Carli moved right to it like she knew exactly what she was doing.  
 
    “Alright, what’s the damned combination?” She put one of her cat’s ears to the wall, as if she were listening for rats somewhere in the foundation. “I always get normie brain at this part. Is it one knock at the beginning, or two?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. 
 
    Carli glanced back over her shoulder and grinned. “Of course not,” she said breezily. “But don’t worry, you will.” 
 
    After a little experimentation, Carli remembered. She tapped once against the different section of wall, then a quick flurry of three taps. After doing it twice, she tapped twice with one hand, then twice with the other, doing it with a slower, deliberate kind of motion. Then she stood back from the wall with a grin. 
 
    “There we go!” she said, rubbing her hands together. “Get ready for the magic!” 
 
    At first, nothing happened—then the section of wall moved upward, as smoothly and silently as if it had been greased. 
 
    First trolls and catgirls, now secret passages in old warehouses, I thought, watching as a faint smattering of plaster dust fluttered to the concrete floor. I’m starting to feel like I ought to dust off my old Hardy Boys novels—and maybe throw in Lord of the Rings on top of that… 
 
    Behind the wall was a steep set of stairs leading almost directly underground.  
 
    Carli leaned inside and tapped a switch on the side, lighting a series of bulbs suspended by a thin wire along the ceiling.  
 
    The stairs led down and down, further than I dared guess. 
 
    “What the hell is this place?” I asked, peering down the stairs. 
 
    “My hideout,” Carli said with pleasure. “I’m a private investigator. Well, I was a private investigator, anyway, until some very not nice people found out what I really am.” 
 
    “A Raiju shifter,” I whispered. 
 
    Carli nodded. “Because I’m legendary, people want to hunt me down,” she said, sounding more serious than I’d heard from her up until now. “We should be safe down here until things get a bit more quiet up in Normie World. Once the coast is clear, I’ll drop you off at your Mom’s.” 
 
    That sounded good. But I couldn’t help but notice something Carli had said. Because she was legendary, she’d told me, people wanted to hunt her down. I assumed these people weren’t looking for her in order to do good things to her, either—whatever they planned might make the troll in the alley look tame in comparison. 
 
    Carli had also said she thought I was legendary. I was having trouble wrapping my head around the idea that I might be a shifter like her, much less a legendary one.  
 
    But if I was, did that mean the same people would be gunning for me?  
 
    Would they come after my Mom, too? 
 
    I followed Carli down the steps. The temperature dropped the further we got beneath the warehouse, then suddenly began to warm back up again. “Central heating,” Carli explained with a grin. “I keep it so toasty in my hideout, you don’t even have to wear clothes. Of course you can if you want to—I just like lounging around in the nude. Especially after a big, action-packed mission.” 
 
    “All the adrenaline,” I said, remembering my hand between her thighs.  
 
    Suddenly, I was thinking about more than the danger. I was about to be alone down here with Carli—who’d definitely shown more than a little interest in me up until now.  
 
    What might she be planning to do with me in her safe house? 
 
    Despite everything, I was looking forward to finding out. 
 
    The stairs ended in an ordinary, nondescript door.  
 
    I guess when you put this much security into your secret lair, I thought, watching Carli open the thing up, you don’t need to worry about security this far in. 
 
    The door opened—and we were standing in the Batcave. 
 
    Okay, not exactly the Batcave.  
 
    There was no butler, no utility belt, nothing that would cause a copyright lawyer to start salivating. But the comparison was so stark, so obvious, that it was the first thing that came to mind when I saw Carli’s hideout for the first time.  
 
    The place was huge, cavernous, carved directly out of the stone beneath the warehouse.  
 
    The air was body-warm, as Carli had promised, and so muggy I felt the desire to take my jacket and outer layers off almost immediately.  
 
    The area immediately around the entrance had a homey feel, like an apartment that had just happened to be teleported into the middle of an underground cave. That feeling quickly evaporated further into the darkness, where the rest of the complex looked like nothing so much as a big cave someone had found and decided to take advantage of. 
 
    I wondered if Carli had built it, and decided she probably hadn’t. More likely, she or whoever she worked for as a private investigator had mapped out the cave systems under the city and decided to build a tunnel leading to one of them. 
 
    So it probably wasn’t the Batcave, and I probably wouldn’t be driving a sleek black battle sedan out of a hidden tunnel by the bay or anything like that. 
 
    Still, it was cool as hell. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Carli purred, unbuttoning her top as she stretched and sighed at the entrance.  
 
    She’d never had more of the cat about her than she did in that moment, as she took in the lay of her own personal kingdom. 
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    “Forgive me for not cleaning up more before you got here, Derek,” Carli said. “It’s rare that I get company these days.” 
 
    Was she joking?  
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, deciding to hedge my bets.  
 
    Normally, I would have been thinking clearer, but the size and scope of the cavernous hideout I’d been led to knocked out my critical thinking skills.  
 
    “This place is huge, Carli!” I said. “Did you build all this yourself?” 
 
    Carli’s eyes narrowed, and I knew my attempt to pump her for information hadn’t gone unnoticed.  
 
    “Those aren’t really first date kind of questions, Derek,” she said. “I’ve gotta get to know you a little bit better first before I let you peek that deep under the hood.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” I said with a shrug. I was just glad to no longer have anything threatening my life. “How do we get to know each other better, Carli?” 
 
    I’d been hoping she’d suggest the obvious. Besides, it was so warm in her lair that it made perfect sense for us to take off all our clothes.  
 
    But Carli just grinned at me knowingly, as if she was thinking the same thing but wasn’t quite ready to take that step. 
 
    Instead, she led me further into the cave.  
 
    “Feel free to hang your jacket up,” she said, indicating a coat rack sitting next to a bare rock wall. “It’s gotta be uncomfortable wearing that down here.” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
    I was still thinking about the medicine I had in my pocket. Soojin had made it sound really, really important. Although I was pretty sure it would be safe down here with Carli, I wasn’t about to let the packet out of my sight. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Carli shrugged as she removed the top layer of her clothing.  
 
    Underneath her tight blue policewoman’s top, she wore nothing but a form-fitting tank top. No bra held up those perky tits—she didn’t need one. She let out a purr as she stretched, her nipples poking through the thin fabric. 
 
    I would have kept on staring at them all night, but she turned away and led me to the edge of her caveside apartment.  
 
    Right where the furnished section gave way to open space, she or someone else had set up a kind of miniature laboratory, with a tube in the middle that looked like the thing they put you in at the airport when you set off the metal detector a few too many times. 
 
    “I once went through Dallas airport with a condom wrapper in my back pocket,” I muttered, staring at the glass tube. “They couldn’t figure out why I kept setting off the alarms—started getting worried I might be some kind of a terrorist. It was pretty embarrassing once security figured it out.” 
 
    Carli grinned. “I bet. Who was the condom for?” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at her. “Just a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Really?” The catgirl—shifter, I kept reminding myself, she gets mad when I call her anything else—nibbled her bottom lip as she looked me up and down. “Can’t believe she made you wear a rubber. Anyway, up on the platform, Derek.” 
 
    Rather than debate Carli on the effectiveness of birth control, I did as she said.  
 
    It slid closed behind me with another of those nearly soundless hisses, trapping me inside the machinery. 
 
    “I should warn you,” Carli said. “This is going to hurt—a lot. A lot a lot. But don’t worry, it’ll be worth it. We’re going to find out what you’re made of, Derek.” 
 
    “What I’m made of? And what do you mean a lot?” 
 
    “I think you have something special. I think you are something special. You want to see magic? You want to find out whether you’ve got some arcane secret laying in wait inside of you? Hop into the machine.” 
 
    I grimaced. “If it means I’ll discover some magical ability I never knew I had, then I’m all for it.” 
 
    Carli paused and looked at me with new eyes, as though she wondered whether I was truly man enough to go through with this. I didn’t see it as a question. Finding out I had magical abilities? Well, hell, that was something I wouldn’t turn down. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to back out now?” Carli asked me. “I won’t hold it against you.”  
 
    “No. I’m game,” I said firmly. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    The glass around the tube retracted as Carli pushed a button, opening with a hiss of steam. I peered inside intently, wondering what the hell this contraption was supposed to do. 
 
    I braced myself for the pain as the tube began to whir and shake. The smell of ozone filled the air, and suddenly, a bolt of energy shot from the glass to my right shoulder. It felt like a hundred hornets had touched down, stung me, and flew back off again. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared as every muscle in my body tensed.  
 
    “Just sit tight,” Carli said. “Try not to touch the wall. It’ll all be worth it, I promise.”  
 
    I bellowed as two more of those strange shocks hit me. One slapped my shin, the other shot across my neck to make me feel as if I’d been punched in the throat. 
 
    “Hang in there, Derek!” the shifter yelled above my pained groans. 
 
    More pulses of energy filled the glass tube. The machine whirred at a fever pitch, as if it had spooled up to its maximum speed.  
 
    Pain flared up and down my body—yet at the same time, a strange new awareness had begun to dawn within me. 
 
    I felt power. Incredible power. 
 
    My arms and legs felt different. I slammed a fist against the glass tube, growling with pain, and to my shock, something inside the machinery gave with a snap.  
 
    Carli made a panicked face and shut it down quickly, the engine rumbling to a stop as I kept on hitting the inside of my makeshift prison. 
 
    “Stop, stop!” Carli called, racing to the tube. “You’ll break it! Or worse—it’ll break you, Derek!” 
 
    I didn’t care. Reason had fled me—I felt like a caged animal, desperate to break out of the trap.  
 
    The tube opened just as I would have crashed through it, allowing me to step back out into the cave. The air no longer felt quite so hot. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?” I roared, much louder than I’d intended. 
 
    Carli shrank back in shock from the ferocity in my voice, her red eyes widening like saucers. “I’m just trying to shock your body out of its ordinary frame! The tube is a device that delivers charged pulses of preternatural energy to a potential shifter—” 
 
    Her words rolled off me, incomprehensible.  
 
    I should have calmed down and listened to her, but adrenaline was still pumping through my veins. 
 
    Every fiber of my body screamed get out of here.  
 
    “The thing failed,” I said. “I really wanted it to work, but it’s obvious I have about as much magical ability as a plank of wood.” 
 
    I made it halfway back to the stairs when Carli’s voice followed me.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, Derek?” 
 
    “Hunters or no hunters, I’m getting this medicine to my Mom, then I’m going to lay down and pretend none of this ever happened—” 
 
    “Derek.” Something in Carli’s voice had changed. 
 
    I turned around. Carli hit me with her most seductive weapon—her piercing, beautiful gaze. She stared deeply into my eyes, a strange and unidentifiable emotion burning in them. 
 
    “Take off your jacket,” she said. 
 
    I snorted. “Look, you’re hotter than hell,” I said. “I think we both know that. Under different circumstances, I’d absolutely be interested—” 
 
    Carli giggled and shook her head. “No, Derek. Take off your jacket and look.” 
 
    Huh? Look at what? With a shrug, I slipped one arm out from the black leather. 
 
    My eyes nearly fell out of the back of my head. 
 
    Underneath the jacket I wore a simple black T-shirt with the logo of one of my favorite heavy metal bands on it. What should have been beneath the sleeve was nothing but my bare arm, pale and covered in freckles. 
 
    Instead, my arm was covered in thick red scales, going right up under the sleeve. 
 
    Carli was right. 
 
    I was a shifter.
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    “Interesting,” Carli said, running a hand down my arm. “It looks like you don’t have access to all your Anatomical Forms—just your scales. But those are enough, my man. You passed the test.” 
 
    A wave of dizziness washed over me. I stared at my arm, the unfamiliar sight of scales searing itself into my brain. This had to be some kind of trick. It couldn’t be real.  
 
    Scales? Like some kind of lizard? 
 
    “I wasn’t even aware I was being tested,” I muttered, swaying on my feet.  
 
    Carli steadied me with her shoulder, all too aware that I might be a little unsteady after a revelation like that.  
 
    “What the fuck…?” I groaned. 
 
    “Here, here—come sit.” Carli deftly guided me back to her living quarters and helped me onto a couch that looked like it had come from a thrift store.  
 
    Everything in her hideout looked chosen to be inconspicuous and comfortable, rather than luxurious—the place could have been my first dorm at college. I sank into the cushions, feeling more than a little light-headed. 
 
    Carli left, then came back with a pair of ice-cold beers.  
 
    “Mini fridge,” she explained, handing one to me. “If I had some snacks, I’d give them to you. Your blood sugar is probably going haywire, since this is the first time you’ve transformed like this.” 
 
    I took a sip of the beer. It was a bottom-shelf brand, but I’d never been a choosy drinker, and it tasted fucking amazing right now. 
 
    “Listen, Carli,” I said after I swallowed. “This is all really, really crazy. I’m having a hard time accepting everything as it is. Anatomical Forms? Shifters?” 
 
    Carli took a big swig of her own drink, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.  
 
    “I know just what you mean,” she said, a glint of mirth in her eye. “I was the same as you, you know.” 
 
    “The same? How?” 
 
    Carli scooted closer, our thighs touching. Even through the dizziness and panic of my transformation, I couldn’t help but be keenly aware of how good being skin-on-skin with the beautiful shifter felt. 
 
    “I didn’t have anyone to help walk me through this stuff when I first started to shift,” Carli explained. “Us legendary creatures, we don’t come from shifter clans like the people who turn into wolves or bears or lions do.” 
 
    That piqued my interest. “There are shifter clans?” 
 
    Carli looked a little peeved to be interrupted, but she nodded. “Yep. But people like you and me? We would’ve been normies if it weren’t for the Gods. Or magic, destiny, or some science we don’t understand yet.” 
 
    “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” I blurted without thinking. 
 
    Carli blinked. “Arthur C. Clarke,” she said, sounding pleased. “Nerd.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “The point is, we were chosen. Maybe chosen at random, sure. But we didn’t grow up with these powers. They just manifested one day. Giving us the ability to inherit the mantle of shifter.” 
 
    I tried to imagine the first time Carli had grown cat ears and a tail. It must have been a terrible shock.  
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said. “So you used to be a ‘normie’ after all, Carli?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe. Never in my heart of hearts, though. I’m a Raiju shifter—and you, Derek, appear to have been chosen by the Dragon. That’s a hell of a powerful form to have at your disposal.” 
 
    I looked down at my arms. Part of me still recoiled at the sight of the red scales where my skin used to be. But Carli’s words touched something deep inside of me, too. 
 
    “The Dragon,” I whispered, flexing my fingers into a fist. “You’re saying I can transform, like you can.” 
 
    Carli nodded. “Yep. Wanna see what you’re capable of?” 
 
    Suddenly I really, really did.  
 
    “It doesn’t involve getting back in the tube, does it?” I asked with a sideways glance at the machinery. A faint mist still drifted from the open glass door. 
 
    Carli’s merry laughter echoed off the cavern walls. “No, Derek. No more prodding and shocking. That sort of thing can activate your powers whether you want them to get turned on or not—which is useful for determining whether you actually are a shifter, but not for giving you control over your powers. Trust me, it took a long-ass time before I had full control over my Raiju form, and I still have a few more Anatomical Forms to acquire just yet.” 
 
    My eyes widened. I could lose control? I tried to picture myself getting cut off in traffic, giving a guy the finger only for it to turn into a massive dragon’s claw. What kind of things might I be capable of when I got pissed off? 
 
    I definitely needed to be able to control my shifter powers. Until I could, I was a danger to myself and those around me.  
 
    And Carli had to face this completely alone, I thought. 
 
    I was really, really glad she was there—and not just because she was so hot. 
 
    Carli could see my worried look. “Don’t worry—until you get more control over yourself, it’s unlikely that you’ll go full Dragon mode in front of a bunch of normies. For most shifters, it’s a struggle to make your animal form appear, not to make it go away.” 
 
    That made me feel a little bit better. “Good.” 
 
    Carli downed the rest of her beer and tossed the empty bottle across the room. It flew with unerring accuracy, hitting the back rim of a nearby trash can and dropping in like the bottle had slammed against the backboard of a basketball hoop.  
 
    “Whoop!” she cried, grinning from ear to ear. “Alright. Let’s give this a try.” 
 
    I was tempted to make my own throw, but before I could, Carli turned to the side and put her hands over mine. This put them in my lap, where I’d become painfully aware of how close to me this beautiful part-cat, part-woman was sitting. I felt a strong urge to cross one leg over the other and resisted it. 
 
    “You got the scales,” Carli whispered happily. “That’s a start. Let’s see how much of the Dragon you can summon, Derek. Squeeze my hands and concentrate.” 
 
    She wants me to Enter the Dragon? I thought, closing my eyes. Well, I’m not Bruce Lee, but I have seen a lot of kung fu movies… 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed,” Carli teased, her fingers sliding up to my wrists before coming back again. “And don’t even think about copping a feel.” 
 
    “Yeah, only you get to do that,” I said wryly. “My eyes are closed, Carli. What’s next?” 
 
    Slowly, she guided me through the forms. It all sounded like a lot of mumbo-jumbo to me—‘opening yourself to the Beast within’, that sort of thing. Mostly it involved clenching my muscles in turn and thinking of dragons, which I was more than happy to do but didn’t feel particularly useful. 
 
    “This isn’t doing anything,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m just wasting time—” 
 
    Wait a second. 
 
    Why did my head feel so heavy all of a sudden? 
 
    I opened my eyes to Carli’s laughter, though the shifter’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Holy shit, Derek—you should see yourself! Isn’t doing anything my ass!” 
 
    I didn’t see a mirror anywhere in Carli’s lair, so I turned to the great glass tube and tried to see my reflection in it.  
 
    Instantly, I realized I no longer looked human.  
 
    My round, average-looking face now had a distinctly reptilian cast. My nose and chin had lengthened like a snout, and scales covered every part of my face and head save for around my eyes and mouth. 
 
    Most disturbing of all were the great curved horns sticking out of either side of my head. 
 
    “What—how did I do that?”  
 
    My fingers grazed my cheek. I felt scale on scale—with a start, I realized my hands had changed as well.  
 
    My palms and the backs of my hands were covered in those same red scales, and my fingers had one more knuckle than was normal.  
 
    My fingernails had lengthened to glossy black claws, as sharp as straight razors. 
 
    “Hmm,” Carli said, sizing me up. “No wings, no tail. Not that I expected much else from a normie giving it his first try.” 
 
    “Wings!?” I blurted. “A tail!?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Carli snorted, rolling her eyes. “You’re a Dragon shifter, Derek. Once you get your powers under control, you ought to be able to transform into a dragon.” 
 
    The very idea of it shocked me to my core. There were about a thousand questions I could have asked Carli in that moment, but only one occurred to me. 
 
    “Will I be able to fly?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” Carli said with a wink. “I’m looking forward to riding you.” 
 
    Ignoring the obvious double entendre in that statement, I turned back to the glass tube.  
 
    “This is really freaking me out,” I admitted, holding my hands up in front of my face. They shook slightly. 
 
    “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” Carli gripped my shoulders, then hugged me from behind. She was right—having her right there made it a little bit more okay. “Alright, let’s get you back in your normie form for now, Derek. We can practice the full Dragon shift later, once you pick up a couple of the Anatomical Forms.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Carli what those were, but at that moment, I wanted to get back into my normal human body even more.  
 
    My hands gripped Carli’s as she had me close my eyes and push away the Dragon form, filling my mind’s eye with the image of myself as an ordinary human guy. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was Derek again. A quick glance at the glass tube confirmed it. 
 
    “What’s an Anatomical Form?” I asked, rubbing my now all too human cheek. The transformation had even cleaned up my stubble—the five o’ clock shadow I’d been sporting ever since heading out to pick up Mom’s medicine was now gone, and my cheeks were nice and smooth. 
 
    Carli was happy to explain.  
 
    “It’s a type of Shifter form you get once you gain access to a powerful magic called a Sigil,” she said, settling back on the couch. I could have used another beer after that shock, but I wasn’t about to ask for it. “If we were in a clan, they’d bestow them upon us one by one, as part of your rites of passage upon becoming an adult in the group. ‘With great power comes great responsibility’, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw Spider-Man too,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “So I guess as legendary shifters, we have to fend for ourselves? That seems a little unfair.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Carli explained with a shrug. “There are a few ways to fast track the process, though. One of which you’ve just happened to luck into by running into me!” 
 
    My confused look met her grin. Why did I just feel like I’d been handed a jack in the box and asked to turn the crank until it exploded in my face? 
 
    “What’s that?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Uniting with another Legendary shifter,” Carli said thickly, wiggling her eyebrows in a way as suggestive as it was silly. “Care for another drink, Derek?” 
 
    Unite?  
 
    Holy shit. Did that mean what I think it meant? 
 
    Clearly Carli wasn’t talking about clapping our hands together and doing the Fusion Dance from Dragon Ball Z. This was the kind of ‘uniting’ they talked about in the Bible—the ‘becoming one flesh’ kind. 
 
    Carli rose from the couch and moved back into the kitchenette, humming to herself as she grabbed another pair of drinks. She leaned down super low to rummage around in the mini-fridge, causing her skirt to ride up even further than usual across her smooth thighs and curvy ass. I caught a flash of the black panties Carli had put my hands on back on the bus, and I had to stifle a groan. 
 
    This woman wanted me. Sure, maybe she wanted me solely to increase her own power. But hell, I’d take it. I didn’t mind getting ‘used’ a little bit if it meant hopping into bed with a hottie like Carli. 
 
    I still had to ask.  
 
    “So all that about how cute I am, and putting my hand between your legs on public transport—all that was about power, huh?” I grabbed the beer from Carli and took a sip.  
 
    Two was usually my limit before I started to feel the effects of the alcohol, and I wanted to be mostly sober for what was coming next.  
 
    Drunk sex was fun for a one-night stand, but there was no way I wanted what Carli wanted from me to only happen once. 
 
    The shifter gave me a strange look.  
 
    “What, you fishing for a compliment?” she purred, plopping down next to me on the couch. “You are cute, Derek. So yeah, I’m thinking about Anatomical Forms when I look at you—but I’m also thinking about your Anatomical Form, if you catch my drift.” She grinned from ear to ear and leaned back on the couch. “What do you think of mine?” 
 
    “Your what?” I asked, suddenly struck dumb by the sight of her preening.  
 
    God damn, this girl was gorgeous. 
 
    “My figure,” Carli panted. “My body. Don’t fucking lie to me, Derek. You want this kitty—even before you knew I was a kitty.” 
 
    “Are all shifters as shameless as you?” I asked, running my hands up her thighs. I wanted to see her in nothing but that garter belt and panties—then I wanted to see her in nothing at all. 
 
    “Nope,” Carli said, shaking her head with a giggle. “You hit the jackpot with me, stud.” 
 
    Yeah I did, I thought, pulling her to me. I really, really did— 
 
    An alarm began to sound somewhere in the cave. 
 
    “Damn it!” Carli snapped to attention immediately, leaping out of my arms and pacing across the room. “Hold that thought, Derek. It’s probably just a bat—damn things get in from the surface all the time. These caves cut underneath most of the city…” 
 
    One of the consoles in Carli’s hideout beeped frantically in time with the alarm.  
 
    Leaning over, I saw the words INTRUDER DETECTED flashing across the screen. That could have meant a bat or some other creature making its way through the caves—but it also could mean trouble. 
 
    “This shit always happens when I’m about to get laid,” Carli muttered, slamming a fist against the side of the console. “Come on, you stupid thing! Where’s the intruder…” 
 
    The door to the hideout slid open. 
 
    “Uh, Carli?” I pointed toward the square of light next to the stairs. “I’ve found the intruder.” 
 
    The shifter whirled around, reaching for her gun. “Shit! We were followed?” 
 
    A figure stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the harsh light of the stairs. They took a step forward into the apartment, revealing themselves with a smirk. 
 
    We had been followed into Carli’s hideout. But it wasn’t someone from hunterwave, or a friend of the troll looking for revenge. Nothing like that. 
 
    It was Soojin.
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    “Carli Weber,” Soojin said, striding into the hideout as the door closed behind her. “I heard you were entertaining a handsome stranger tonight.” 
 
    The proprietress of the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary Shop couldn’t have looked more different than the last time I’d seen her. Back in her store, she’d been relaxed, dressed in a casual uniform and more focused on listening to her radio than watching out for customers.  
 
    This woman, on the other hand, was like a freaking ninja. 
 
    She wore a form-fitting navy blue robe with what looked like black yoga pants beneath. Knee-high boots hugged her legs like a second skin. Soojin looked comfortable, but also like she could scrap if it was absolutely necessary. The knobby staff strapped between her shoulder blades amplified the impression. 
 
    “Soojin!” The corner of Carli’s mouth curled in a smile. “Who, this? Derek’s not a stranger! Though I was definitely looking to get a little strange before you showed up…” 
 
    If such a bold declaration shocked her, Soojin didn’t show it.  
 
    “I apologize for the interruption, then,” the middle-aged apothecary said with the same short bow she’d given me behind the counter of her shop. “Trust me when I say it was necessary.” 
 
    “So why’d you interrupt my soiree?” Carli asked. “Not that it’s not good to see you, of course, Sooj. Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Soojin said, making a face, “we won’t have time.” 
 
    The apothecary brushed her hands over her sides, revealing a pair of twin silver daggers sheathed against her hips. Another holster lower on her thigh held an odd device carved out of bone, twisted like a corkscrew with a sharpened tip. 
 
    The color drained from Carli’s face.  
 
    “Hoo boy,” she whispered, her cat’s tail shooting upward and puffing out like predators were near. “What’s the news, Sooj?” 
 
    “Good news and bad news,” Soojin said, her lips forming a tight little line. “Which do you want first?” 
 
    Carli sighed and tossed open a drawer near the couch. “I gotta get geared up. Let’s start with the bad.” 
 
    With a curt nod, Soojin turned right to me. “Your mother is in danger.” 
 
    I froze in my tracks. The world slowed around me as panic filled my veins, my hand unconsciously reaching into my jacket to feel the packet of medicine I kept there.  
 
    The undelivered packet of medicine. 
 
    “Has she gotten sicker?” I asked, kicking myself. How could I not have made it my priority to deliver the medicine! “Shit, I wish she’d listened to me and gone to the hospital—” 
 
    “If Raya had gone to the hospital, she’d already be dead,” Soojin said gravely. “Hunters are currently converging on your condo—and your mother is inside, as sick as a dog. Raya won’t be able to defend herself in such a state.” 
 
    “She can’t defend herself at all,” I shot back, looking at the door. “She’s an old woman—” 
 
    “How the hell did they find his mom!?” Carli wanted to know. “That’s a stretch, even for hunterwave.” 
 
    Soojin looked as if she’d been dreading that question.  
 
    “I am partially to blame,” the apothecary admitted, her expression that of someone who’d just swallowed something bitter. “Someone hacked into the database of clients I keep on the computer in my store. They were looking for someone, and I found out too late who it was. Raya Sinclair. And Raya’s address was in the database.” 
 
    “Shit,” Carli groaned, rolling her eyes. “Fucking technology…” 
 
    “What do you mean, they’re going to her condo?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What the hell are they going to do to my mom? She hasn’t done anything to anyone!” 
 
    Soojin and Carli shared a look. Clearly they knew some things about my mother that I didn’t. 
 
    “We’re not going to let them hurt her,” Soojin said fiercely. “The good news is this: we’re going to rescue her, and we have exactly what we need to do it.” 
 
    “What?” Carli scoffed. “An atom bomb?” 
 
    Soojin gave another one of those Mona Lisa smiles. “A mage.” 
 
    The shifter’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. From her reaction, a mage was even better than nukes.  
 
    “Really!?” Carli exclaimed. “You found one on such short notice? One who’d be willing to work with us Shifters?” 
 
    A strange look spread across Soojin’s face. “I did.” 
 
    The apothecary reached into a pocket and pulled out a slender scroll. It was tightly rolled, about the length of Soojin’s index finger. It almost looked like a hand-rolled cigarette—but when Soojin let it run across her fingers, the papyrus turned out to be covered in tiny, handwritten runes. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” Soojin said, thrusting the unfurled scroll at me. “You need to eat this, and do it quickly.” 
 
    I stared blankly at the piece of paper. “I’m sorry. You want me to do what!?” 
 
    “Ball this up and eat it,” Soojin repeated, glancing back at the door. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you. We’ve got to get this done before we head to Raya’s condo.” 
 
    “Hold up a second,” Carli said, her brows furrowed together. “You said you had a mage, Soojin.” 
 
    “I do,” the apothecary replied. 
 
    “So where are they? Waiting in the car?” 
 
    Soojin shook her head. “I’m looking at him,” she chuckled, her gaze focused right on me. “He’s standing right next to you.” 
 
    Oh. Oh. 
 
    The revelation hit me like a ton of bricks. Carli, on the other hand, was not so easily swayed. 
 
    “Look, I know you just got here, Sooj,” Carli explained, putting a wary hand on my shoulder. “So you missed out on some of the fun. But Derek just walked out of that tube with horns and scales. He’s a Shifter, Soojin, and a damned powerful one.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” Soojin said with a knowing expression. “He doesn’t have many of the Anatomical Forms yet, does he?” 
 
    The question caught Carli so off-guard that she took a step backward. “No. How the hell do you know that, Soojin?” 
 
    “Because he’s Raya’s boy,” the apothecary said simply. “Which means he’s powerful—but she hasn’t told him a thing about those powers.” 
 
    Soojin had me there. I didn’t know a thing about any of this. Clearly, some very important things about my life had been hidden from me until just a few hours ago. 
 
    “I’m a shifter and a mage?” I asked, glancing back to Carli for confirmation. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “No,” Carli said, her nostrils flaring. “No, Derek, it very much is not.” 
 
    I only had to think about it for a moment.  
 
    “I don’t care,” I snapped, grabbing the piece of paper out of Soojin’s hand. “I need to save Mom. If I’ve got to eat some paper to do that, then fuck it—I’ll chow down on a dead tree.” 
 
    “I thought you might,” Soojin said mysteriously. “Need something to wash it down with?” 
 
    I shook my head as I balled up the piece of paper and shoved it in my mouth. It tasted—well, like a piece of fucking paper. Fortunately, it was pretty thin, so it started dissolving on my tongue almost immediately. Still, the taste made me gag. 
 
    I chewed until the scroll was nothing but a mash of pulp against my tongue. A tear beaded in the corner of my eye, but I bravely swallowed until the whole thing was gone.  
 
    Feeling cheeky, I stuck out my tongue like a kid who’d just taken his medicine. 
 
    “All gone,” I said. “Now what?” 
 
    The scroll had a strange, peppery aftertaste. I could swear my tongue buzzed just a bit, almost like I’d drunk ice water right after chewing some mint gum. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, exactly—just strange. 
 
    Soojin checked her watch. “We need to be on our way to your mom’s condo in the next five minutes if we’re going to save her life.” 
 
    “What the hell are we waiting for?” I snapped. “If she’s in danger, let’s go—” 
 
    Soojin’s hand against my chest stopped me from bolting for the door right then and there. 
 
    “Listen,” she said, her voice brimming with sympathy. “I know you want to save your mom, but you’re just going to get yourself killed if you run in there without a plan. These men are hunters—they make their living dealing with mages like your mother. You need to learn that spell if you’re going to save her.” 
 
    “The one I just swallowed?” A bitter laugh escaped my throat. “I guess I probably should have read the damn thing before I chewed it up, huh?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have understood it in any case,” Soojin said kindly. “You should be able to understand it now. Do you feel it yet, Derek?” 
 
    I didn’t—and then, suddenly, I did. 
 
    New knowledge blossomed in the back of my brain, blooming like an exotic flower under a full moon. It pushed inward to my core with mounting pressure, filling me with the urge to do… something. What it was, I couldn’t quite understand—yet I knew that I could do it, in the same way I knew I could ride a bike or drive a car if I needed to.  
 
    Muscle memory. 
 
    Carli’s half-empty bottle of beer sat on the arm of her couch. Moving on sheer instinct, I reached toward it and opened my fingers. 
 
    The bottle shot from its resting place across the room, landing in my hand. 
 
    Glass felt cool beneath my palm. Or maybe it was that I suddenly felt white-hot, like I was on the verge of spontaneously combusting.  
 
    What on Earth was this power!? 
 
    “Telekinesis,” Soojin explained, as if she could read my mind. Hell, maybe she could. “The entry level version, so you won’t be throwing cars around or lifting buildings any time soon. But it ought to suffice for our purposes.” 
 
    I stared at the bottle in my hand as if I’d never seen it before. Then, hit with a burst of sudden inspiration, I tossed the thing straight up into the air and reached toward it with an outstretched hand. 
 
    The bottle froze at the apex of its arc, hovering above all of our heads. Then I pushed, and it soared to the cavernous ceiling to shatter against the stone. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as bits of broken glass rained down around us. “I can use the Force.” 
 
    That made Soojin laugh, though Carli still looked far too freaked out by all this to share in her laughter.  
 
    “Something like that,” the apothecary said. “Between that and your nascent shifter powers, you might stand a fighting chance against your mother’s assassins. Alone, I wouldn’t risk it—but with us? Well, let’s just say I owe Raya enough favors that jumping into danger for her won’t be a problem.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her more about that. Clearly, this woman had one hell of a history with the woman who’d raised me. But I didn’t have time—Soojin was already making her way back to the door. 
 
    “Come on, my car’s parked right outside,” she said, half in and half out of the doorway. “I already plugged Raya’s address into my phone’s GPS, so I know the fastest route. Let’s get there before it’s too late to save her!” 
 
    As Soojin disappeared up the stairs, I turned to the still-stunned Carli. The shifter stared at me open-mouthed, as if she never could have guessed I’d be the recipient of not one but two powers. 
 
    I moved without thinking. My hands flexed—and the shifter shot across the carpet, as if she’d been sliding in from the kitchen. 
 
    Carli’s body felt good against mine. She hit me with a little gasp, her thigh against mine as our body heat mingled.  
 
    “You moved me,” she gasped, snapping out of her trance. 
 
    “That’s not all I’ll do,” I grunted, already thinking about the so-called ‘Anatomical Forms’.  
 
    Uniting with Carli would give me even more power—and even if it didn’t, I wanted this woman. We’d been interrupted before the two of us could hook up, but next time, I wouldn’t let anything stand in my way. 
 
    Carli swallowed hard, as if she couldn’t believe what an alpha I’d suddenly become.  
 
    “L-let’s go,” she stammered, grabbing her policewoman’s jacket and hastily throwing it back on. “Your mom’s in danger. We’ve gotta stop those hunters.” 
 
    Carli was right, of course.  
 
    “Raincheck,” I growled, letting the beautiful cat shifter go. She paused by the stairs, turned around and gave me an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    I could almost feel the scales under my skin. 
 
    I’m coming, Mom, I thought, following Carli up the stairs. I just hope we’re not too late.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the place?” Carli asked.  
 
    From the parking lot of my mother’s condo, you never would have guessed that magical assassins were currently trying to break in and kill her.  
 
    At this time of night, the place was nearly deserted, though all the spaces earmarked for condo residents had their vehicles safely in tow. If these hunter assassins had parked in a handicapped spot, I’d beat the shit out of them just for that. 
 
    “Yeah, this is the one,” I said, gesturing at a sign marking this part of the condo complex as BUILDING FOUR. “Mom’s in 406.” 
 
    “Top floor,” Soojin murmured, pulling the car to a stop in the pull-up parking. Her vehicle was a gray, late-model sedan, the most boring car imaginable. She’d undoubtedly chosen it to be as nondescript as possible. “Assassins probably wouldn’t bother with the front door, then—they’ll try to gain access through a window.” 
 
    Could they do that?  
 
    “Mom always keeps her windows locked,” I said, craning my neck to see. The balcony for unit 406 overlooked the asphalt parking lot—Mom always joked the crappy view was the apartment’s best feature. “And her balcony door locked, too.” 
 
    “That won’t stop them,” Soojin said gravely. “What do you think, Weber? Go in the front?” 
 
    I glanced into the backseat and did a double take. Carli was in the middle of loading her service pistol with thick, silver-colored bullets. They had hollow points—which were illegal, but I doubted a shifter cared too much about being caught by the ‘normie’ police. Her normally agreeable demeanor had melted away—this wasn’t a playful housecat, but a tigress on the attack. 
 
    “Go right in the front and kick the door down,” Carli said, tucking her gun back into her holster. “Kick ass, and take names.” 
 
    Soojin had a slightly different take on it.  
 
    “We find Raya up there and no assassins, we’ll get her to the car and lay in wait for them,” she explained. “Derek, you think you can drive her somewhere safe in that case?” 
 
    She made it sound as sweet as possible, but the implication wasn’t lost on me.  
 
    I was the one most able to be spared in the event of a fight. I had powers—both shifter powers and mage powers, which was a thing I didn’t quite understand—but I couldn’t fully control them either. Which made me as much of a liability as a potential asset. 
 
    “Sure,” I grunted, throwing the door open. “Let’s just go!” 
 
    There was no point in buzzing Mom’s unit—it would either alert the assassins or just confuse her.  
 
    I punched in the access code and listened as the door unlocked with a hollow click. Mom’s condo was up four flights of stairs, on the top story as Soojin had said. 
 
    Strangely, I wasn’t winded by the time we reached the top. Normally, I always had to pause for a minute before entering Mom’s condo to cool down, but tonight I felt like I could’ve run up another four flights of stairs without stopping.  
 
    Must be the adrenaline, I told myself. 
 
    Carli and Soojin took up positions on either side of the door, weapons at the ready.  
 
    Carli held her gun in a two-handed grip, the same as when she’d taken down the sewer troll, while Soojin removed her long-handled knives from her belt and held one in each hand.  
 
    “Ready when you are,” Soojin whispered. 
 
    Fuck, I felt like the leader of a SWAT team. 
 
    The door was locked, of course. I reached for my keys—then I remembered I didn’t need them. Focusing my mental energy, I pushed out toward the lock, picturing the deadbolt on the inside sliding open. 
 
    There was a clunk from the other side of the door, and I knew it was unlocked. 
 
    A single kick was all it took to knock the door open. It slammed against the opposite wall, rattling its hinges and startling the four men in strange robes standing in Mom’s living room. They’d been in the middle of tearing apart the furniture when we interrupted, and their looks of shock deepened into anger as the three of us stepped into the room. 
 
    “Intruders,” the lead assassin grunted. He was bigger than the rest of them, though all of them could have passed for linebackers on my college’s football team. He was a slab of muscle, his loose flowing robes barely concealing the brawn beneath. “Pretty ones, at least.” 
 
    I ignored that.  
 
    “Mom!” I yelled, cupping my hands around my mouth. The bedroom was in the back of the condo, and she’d undoubtedly have hunkered down in there when she heard people trying to break in. “Just sit tight! I’m here! We’re coming!” 
 
    The men laughed at that. “You’re not going anywhere,” the man in the lead said, pulling back his hood. His eyes glowed a sickly yellow, and a thick gray beard covered his face. “So you’re the bitch’s kid, huh? You’re too late, pup. Your Mom’s dead.” 
 
    “She was delicious!” one of the other robed figures added with a laugh. 
 
    No. No, that couldn’t be.  
 
    The world narrowed around me as my sight turned into tunnel vision, the lights in the condo dimming.  
 
    My hands trembled as the enormity of it hit me. Mom? Dead? 
 
    “You sons of bitches,” I spat, something hard and cold welling up inside of me. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!” 
 
    Blinded by rage, I moved without thought. Telekinesis roared through me, and suddenly, Mom’s glass coffee table was in motion. The leader of the robed figures didn’t see it coming—it shot toward him from his blind spot, slamming into the side of his head with so much force it was a miracle he didn’t lose his balance and hit the floor. 
 
    But he stayed upright. 
 
    Blood poured down the assassin’s face. His shock deepened into rage as the rest of his crew dropped into battle stances.  
 
    “Mage,” he snarled, spitting out the word like a vile oath. “Kill the fuckers!” 
 
    The next few moments were a blur. Carli’s gun went off like a firecracker, a bullet whizzing just past the leader’s head and leaving a smoking hole in the wall. Soojin aimed one of her knives at a robed figure near the back of the pack, burying the silver spike hilt-deep in the brigand’s throat. 
 
    The rest of the group didn’t even see the man fall. They’d already begun to change. 
 
    I had just enough time to wonder why none of these assassins were armed when I realized—they didn’t carry weapons. They didn’t need them. 
 
    They were weapons. 
 
    The forms of the other three men shimmered like a skipped frame in a film reel, and within the span of a blink, three human-sized wolves filled my mother’s living room. Now I understood the reason for those long, flowing robes—any other clothing would have torn itself to shreds in the transformation. 
 
    They’d been big before, but now each of the assassins could have given an NBA player a run for their money in the height department. They reminded me of the sewer troll—but where that creature had been so large it was unwieldy, these monsters were sleek and destructive. 
 
    Werewolves! My brain screamed. Then, amending a moment later: No. Wolf shifters. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Carli threw her gun to me as she pounced, transforming mid-leap like something out of a superhero movie. But not even the most advanced CGI in the universe could have done her split-second transformation justice.  
 
    I’d seen Carli with cat ears and a tail before, but by the time she landed on top of Mom’s couch, she was a nightmare of fur and teeth. Electricity crackled along her coat, the powers of the Raiju filling her as she gave her soul over to the beast within. 
 
    The leader of the pack took one look at her and jumped out of the way. His two flunkies filled in the gap, attacking Carli from either side in a desperate attempt to outflank her. 
 
    She wasn’t having it. 
 
    Carli moved like a lightning strike, burying her clawed fist in one wolf shifter’s stomach. The other bit down on her shoulder, only to get a mouthful of sparks as the Raiju’s electricity powers infiltrated the shifter’s body. 
 
    I caught the gun. The metal felt faintly warm in my hands, almost like a living thing.  
 
    Silver bullets, I thought, remembering the loading process Carli had done in the backseat. We all know what those do to werewolves… 
 
    I raised the pistol and aimed at the second wolf shifter, intending to turn Carli’s fight from two-on-one into something more fair. But I didn’t get the chance. 
 
    Because just then, the leader of the pack hit me in the face. 
 
    The carpet and the roof of Mom’s condo switched places. Blood leaked from a shallow cut along my cheek where I’d landed in some of the broken glass from the coffee table. I felt like I’d been run over by a truck, but I managed to stagger to my feet. 
 
    The lead wolf shifter stood over me, seven feet tall if he was an inch. He stood upright like a man, retaining enough control over his form to turn himself into the classical Hollywood version of a werewolf. Drool dribbled down his jaw, his yellow fangs as long and sharp as paring knives. 
 
    “Pathetic little mageling,” the assassin chuckled. His wolf muzzle distorted the words, turning them into a barely-understandable growl. “Would you like to throw some more furniture at me before I tear your throat out?” 
 
    The gun. Where was the gun? It had been in my hands a moment ago.  
 
    The glint of metal caught my eye in the midst of the broken glass—I’d dropped the pistol a few feet to my left. 
 
    I could have reached for it, but the wolf would be on me before I could pull the trigger. Instead, I pictured the gun sailing upward into my fist and reached out a hand, praying my powers were strong enough to act fast. 
 
    An instant later, I felt the pistol against my palm, and fired. 
 
    The fucking wolf saw it coming. An inhuman laugh erupted from his lupine throat as he ducked to the side, anticipating the shot. The silver bullet sailed over its head, ricocheting off a dish sitting in the drying rack and pinging against the refrigerator. 
 
    A lazy sideswipe from the assassin knocked the pistol out of my hands.  
 
    “Parlor tricks,” the wolf growled. “That’s all you mages are good for—” 
 
    The wolf shifter reached for me, but suddenly there was a steel blossom in its wrist. The monster shrank back with a cry as Soojin entered the fray, swinging the corkscrew of bone she’d had strapped to her hip in a wide arc. 
 
    “Derek, get back! Run!” 
 
    Fuck that! The apothecary might have been thinking about Raya, and how she’d want her son to be safe. But my new friends were fighting for their lives, and it wasn’t in my nature to abandon them. 
 
    Soojin stabbed at the creature’s eyes with the twisted spear of bone. It struck a glancing blow off the wolf’s eyebrow, leaving a deep gash in his flesh. Blood trickled from the wound, leaving him blinded in one eye. 
 
    He twisted away, and Soojin tried to use the moment to snatch the silver dagger from the wolf’s wrist. A glance across the room confirmed that the other was still buried in one of the assassin’s throats—the man hadn’t been able to transform before Soojin’s weapon took him, so his all too human form lay bleeding on the carpet while Carli fought off the other two shifters. 
 
    Soojin’s fingers closed around the dagger’s hilt and tugged. It gave—but then caught against bone. Pain flared up the wolf’s arm—pain that told him exactly where Soojin had gone. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    The monster wrapped its free hand around Soojin’s throat and lifted her off her feet. The apothecary stabbed out with her twisted bone spear again and again, seeking the wolf’s other eye, before the villain plucked the pale weapon from her fingers. 
 
    “Using a mage weapon against a shifter,” the wolf rumbled, smashing the device to dust beneath its heel. “You must be desperate indeed, healer…” 
 
    Writhing in the creature’s grip, Soojin locked eyes with me. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Run, Derek!” she begged, putting every ounce of emotion for Raya’s boy that she could into the request. “Save yourself, young man!” 
 
    The wolf grinned savagely.  
 
    Behind him, one of his cronies caught a lucky swipe and socked Carli in the stomach, doubling her over as she landed on her knees. The two shifters stepped back, claws at the ready as they prepared to tear her apart. 
 
    We’d lost. The assassins would kill Soojin and Carli, the same way they’d killed my mother. There was nothing I could do to save them. 
 
    I just wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    I didn’t have enough time to learn my powers. 
 
    The wolves circled their prey, moving in for the kill. 
 
    I dropped to my knees. 
 
    And roared. 
 
    All of it—the rage, the fear, the despair—coursed through my veins like an electric current. Dimly, I felt my features beginning to shift, but it felt like something happening far away and to someone else. As I rose to my knees, the world quaking around me, I only had space for one emotion. 
 
    Fury. 
 
    I was on the leader in an instant—it was as if I’d teleported across the room, moving from one side to the other with no frames in between. The wolf shifter’s eyes widened with shock at the same moment I slugged him in the face, his nose giving beneath my fist with a sickening crack. 
 
    Soojin dropped from the monster’s grip, coughing and sputtering. If there’d been anything like a human being left inside of me, I’d have stopped fighting and checked on her to make sure she was alright. But the fire inside of me burnt out everything, consuming every nice impulse in my chest to leave me a hollow shell of pure, bloody vengeance. 
 
    I shoved the leader of the wolf shifters backward and grinned as he fell onto his ass. I pounced on top of him, pinning him to the glass-strewn carpet. The monster rolled this way and that, struggling to get away, but I was too strong. Glossy black claws held his forearms tight, keeping his face just below mine. 
 
    I opened my mouth as new knowledge exploded in my brain, filling me with the ability to take action. To reach in and activate powers I didn’t even realize I had. 
 
    Flames poured from my open mouth. 
 
    The fire consumed the screaming wolf shifter. All his bravado had vanished—these were no longer the actions of a fighter trying to win a battle but a desperate animal trying to escape with its life. The wolf shifter kicked with all his might, struggling to throw me off-balance, and succeeded in giving himself a tiny bit of space to roll away. In retrospect, it was the only thing that kept me from burning the whole condo to the ground. 
 
    As he raced for the balcony, I grabbed him from behind and bit into his throat. Hot, arterial blood poured down my jaws as my teeth sank deep into his flesh. He knew in that instant he was dead and stopped trying to get away. His claws reached for my eyes, trying to gouge them out to at least save the rest of his shifter buddies from my wrath. 
 
    Too much of his strength left him. The massive wolf sank to the carpet, blood pouring like a bib down his chest as the flow inside his arteries began to ebb. He was stone dead. 
 
    I kept on biting until I’d cut all the way through his neck. My whole body was covered in blood; I could have bathed in it. I grabbed his severed head between my jaws and tossed it across the room, aiming at one of the shifters still standing over Carli. 
 
    At the sight of their boss’s head rolling over the carpet, the remaining two shifters lost their nerve. Both of them abandoned the Raiju entirely, racing for the closed door leading to the balcony like it held their only salvation. 
 
    As they passed me, I grabbed the slower one, my claws digging into his chest from behind. With savage strength, I drilled into his flesh with my long nails, popping ribs out of their sockets with a sound like bubble wrap. The wolf screamed and screamed—then stopped as I ripped its rib cage wide open, spilling the contents of its torso out onto the carpet. 
 
    The final assassin barely spared a backward glance for his fallen comrades. He snapped the lock holding the balcony door closed with a single swipe, then prepared to jump into the night. Tail tucked between his legs, he’d have fled back to whatever clan had sent him, reporting that all but him had been killed by a dangerous new shifter. 
 
    That’s what would have happened, anyway, if Soojin’s dagger hadn’t taken him in the back of the neck and punched all the way through his throat. 
 
    To my surprise, it was Carli who’d done the deed. The Raiju plucked the dagger from the dead man and tossed it with all her might, sending the final shifter crumpling to the carpet to gurgle through his death throes. 
 
    As Carli transformed back to her human form (save for her ears and tail), her face filled with horror and awe. Part of my brain moved so sluggishly that I wanted to ask her and Soojin what they were staring at. Then I remembered the blood all over me and something inside my brain snapped. 
 
    The rage that had filled me flowed away like a dam bursting.  
 
    I sank to my knees, the world collapsing inward, as I landed on the carpet with a heavy thump, my arms and hands losing their silhouettes. 
 
    I could hear Soojin and Carli yelling at me as I sank into the black.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I woke up, Soojin and Carli were standing over me. Relief flooded both of their faces as my eyes opened, and I dimly wondered how long I’d been out. I felt like I’d been run over by a mack truck—what the hell happened to me? 
 
    Memory came back in a rush, and I sat bolt upright.  
 
    “Mom,” I yelled, already crawling toward the bedroom. “Is she…?” 
 
    Soojin kept me from rising to my feet.  
 
    “We searched the apartment after you… dealt with the wolf shifters,” she explained, sharing a look with Carli. “Your mother isn’t here, Derek. There’s no blood in the bedroom, either—and Carli would be able to smell it if there were.” 
 
    I felt some of my own relief. Mom wasn’t dead! The wolf shifter had just been winding me up, trying to break me before he killed me and my friends. It had backfired on him spectacularly, because he’d allowed me to access my powers. 
 
    Speaking of which…  
 
    “The Dragon,” I gasped, allowing Soojin to lead me to the remains of Mom’s couch. “I was the Dragon, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Both women shared another look. 
 
    “Derek, I won’t lie to you—I’ve seen a lot since becoming a Raiju shifter.” Carli smoothed down her skirt as she took a place next to me on the couch. “But that was some next-level shit you pulled off. I mean, biting right through that guy’s neck? That was badass!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted. “It’s going to take me days to get the blood off of my hands. And even longer to get that taste out of my mouth. Jesus, that’s foul!” 
 
    “Things that seem awesome in your shifter form can sometimes disgust you when you’re back in your normie body again,” Carli said sagely. “It goes for other stuff too. There’s some kinky shit Raiju me is into in the bedroom that I wouldn’t even think about trying while in human form…” 
 
    Carli trailed off, laughing at the look on my face. “Well, that part of you hasn’t sustained any serious damage, at least,” she said with a snicker. 
 
    I wiped some of the blood off my face with one of Mom’s decorative pillows. “Nah, I’m okay,” I told both women. “A little bit freaked out, though. I can’t believe I… I never thought I had that in me…” 
 
    I started to feel choked up, but Soojin’s hand on my shoulder steadied me. “You saved our lives, young man,” the apothecary said, meaning it. “We were dreadfully unprepared for that group of wolf shifters. Neither I nor Carli thought they’d bring heavy hitters like that in for an operation—not against an old mage like Raya, in any case.” 
 
    “They who?” I asked. 
 
    Carli’s lips formed a tight little line, as did Soojin’s. Clearly, neither of them thought I was ready for the whole story yet. 
 
    I decided to try a different tactic. “Wait, you said my Mom’s not here,” I said, my gaze flickering between the two women. “If that’s the case, then where the hell is she?” 
 
    Soojin gave me a look that said I wouldn’t like the answer. “There are a couple of possibilities,” the apothecary said, carefully hedging her words. “Raya might have gotten wind of the assassins en route to her condo and fled for some hiding place. Or her condition might have worsened, and she decided she needed to go to the hospital after all.” 
 
    “Or she might have opened a portal to a magical land full of unicorns and gumdrops,” I snarled, feeling irritated. “Why don’t you tell me what actually happened, Soojin? I’m a big guy, I can take it.” 
 
    She nodded. “The shifters kidnapped her,” she whispered. “The wolves we fought were merely the part of the strike force left behind, to ransack the place for any magical items it might contain. The real prize was Raya.” 
 
    I put my head in my hands. Truthfully, I’d been thinking along the same lines as Soojin ever since I’d been told my mother wasn’t in the condo. I just hadn’t wanted to say it. 
 
    “So what happens now?” I asked. 
 
    Carli leaned over and gave my clothing a theatrical sniff.  
 
    “Right now, I think you’d better take a shower,” the shifter purred, cocking an eyebrow. “You smell like an abattoir and you look like Jeffrey Dahmer. Five minutes out in normie world and you’ll get the cops called on us.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, looking down at my clothes. “And then?” 
 
    “Then we go back to my hideout,” Carli said, confirming with a glance at Soojin. “And start figuring out where the shifters stashed your Mom. These were wolf shifters, and they don’t tend to ally with others, so she’s likely taken to the base of a wolf pack. They don’t have any specific clan insignia on them, but they can only be from one of three wolf packs since only three operate in the area.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could do a scan of any other locations in K-Town capable of fixing your mother the medicine she needs,” Soojin suggested mildly. “She is still sick, after all. Whoever has her captured will want to cure her before they interrogate her.” 
 
    Interrogate her!? What the hell did these people want with my mother? 
 
    Dutiful son that I was, I wanted to run off and track her down right away. But Carli and Soojin were right—looking the way I did, I wouldn’t get very far. And the drying blood all over my clothes felt gross. 
 
    I took off my jacket and gave Soojin the packet of medicine. “I should have some old clothes in the hamper,” I explained, nodding toward the laundry room. “I bring stuff over for her to wash every week or so. Could one of you maybe…?” 
 
    It felt kind of silly to ask these beautiful, powerful women to do my dirty laundry.  
 
    But I had just saved both of their lives, after all. They kind of owed me. 
 
    “I’d be happy to take care of it,” Soojin said with a smile. “Carli, perhaps you can clean the living room up a bit while I take care of that?” 
 
    I was happy to leave them both to it. Trying my best to shake off the bizarre feeling of transforming into a homicidal dragon, I made my way down the hall and to the condo’s master bedroom. 
 
    It felt like stepping into another world—one that made a hell of a lot more sense. The back half of the condo hadn’t been touched by the wolf shifters, and all my mom’s things were right where she’d left them.  
 
    The door to the master bathroom lay open, and I quickly discarded my clothes and got in the shower, careful not to look at myself too closely in the mirror. 
 
    Hot water spilled from the taps, filling the room with steam. After so much blood and carnage, it felt like being born again. I scrubbed off the blood as best as I could, humming gently as red swirled around the shower’s drain. 
 
    As I worked, I tried to process what had just happened to me.  
 
    I’d just killed a man. Two men. Okay, they weren’t technically ‘men’ when I’d killed either of them—the cops would probably classify the fight as some kind of wild animal attack if they’d seen it. But that didn’t change anything. 
 
    I was a murderer. I’d done it for a righteous reason: if I hadn’t, Soojin, Carli, and I would be dead. That part of it didn’t bug me, as much as it shames me to admit it. I’d expected to feel awful about killing that wolf shifter and his cronies, but I couldn’t muster up much sympathy for them after finding out my mom had been kidnapped. 
 
    No. What really worried me as I washed the remains of other people’s blood off my naked body was how much I’d enjoyed it. It had felt good to give myself up to something animalistic inside of me, to go berserk and rip out some throats. 
 
    In fact, as I thought about it, my cock stiffened.  
 
    Shit, Carli did say combat gets your blood up, I thought, trying to ignore the way it pulsed.  
 
    I’d saved both those women. Even before that, they’d seemed like they were into me.  
 
    God, I need to get laid, I told myself, shaking my head. Maybe once we get out of this, I’ll ask Carli if she wants to go out on a date sometime. 
 
    Most of the blood was off and I’d switched attention to shampooing my hair when the bathroom door opened. Soojin stood in the doorway, holding a pair of clean, fluffy white towels and a neatly folded bundle of clothes. 
 
    “Hey there,” she said, stepping into the steamy bathroom. “There were a few outfits in that hamper, so I went ahead and picked out something I thought looked nice. I hope you like it.” 
 
    Oh shit! The master bathroom’s shower was a glass stall—and I was nursing a massive stiffy. Thankfully, steam filled the room, turning the normally see-through glass all foggy. But if she kept that door open too long, Soojin would be able to see that I had a boner. 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” I said, concentrating on washing my hair. I tried to keep my eyes closed, to not let my gaze linger on the still-gorgeous middle-aged Asian woman watching me bathe. 
 
    Soojin didn’t leave. Instead, she closed the door behind her. 
 
    Well, that helps with the steam, I thought, just as I realized I was now alone in the bathroom with Soojin. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” the apothecary asked. “You’ve been through one hell of a shock, young man.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, squirting some body wash on a loofah. It felt strange to wash myself in front of Soojin, but there was something calming about it, too. “It was… fuck. It still feels like it all happened to somebody else. I killed those guys…” 
 
    “Hey now,” Soojin said with a little smirk. “I killed one of them, too. And Carli got the last one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a chuckle. “I guess there was plenty to go around.” 
 
    Soojin took another step into the bathroom, then laid the clothes on the edge of the sink. I thought she’d retreat after that, but instead, she stepped forward and put one of the fluffy towels over the handle of the glass shower door. It put her right next to me, and I could almost feel her eyes trying to peer through the fogged-up glass. 
 
    “If there’s anything you want to talk about,” Soojin said in a low tone, “I just want you to know that I’m here for you, Derek. It really should be Raya who walks you through the basics of being a mage—but since she’s not here, I’d gladly step into the role. Your mother and I were very, very good friends, and I know she’d be happy to know that I’m taking care of you.” 
 
    I swallowed my dirty thoughts and kept my tone neutral.  
 
    “You are taking care of me,” I said, gesturing toward the neatly folded clothes. “Thanks, Soojin.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the older woman purred. There was definitely something else on her mind, though—she made no motions to leave. “Would you like another drink?” 
 
    “A shower beer?” I laughed. “I dunno. That’s maybe not such a good idea…” 
 
    “It’s an extremely good idea,” Soojin countered. “You’ve just experienced your first major transformation, Derek. That’s an incredibly draining thing to go through even under controlled circumstances, and those were not controlled circumstances. Your body chemistry is likely to be a little bit out of sync for a bit as a result.” 
 
    It sounded a little far-fetched, but Soojin also sounded like she knew what she was talking about.  
 
    “And alcohol will help with that?” I asked. 
 
    “A little buzz might help you over the worst of the side-effects,” she said breezily. “It’s almost like a shifter hangover. Sometimes a little hair of the dog is exactly what you need—especially after you transform into a dog.” 
 
    I’d been touched by the Dragon, but I understood what she meant. “Sure. Thanks.” 
 
    As Soojin headed out to get me that beer, I went over my body again with the loofah. My skin burned a bit, as if I’d been out in the sun for way too long. Maybe I did have one of those hangovers Soojin talked about. In fact, a cold refreshing drink sounded pretty alright. 
 
    Shit, I told myself, squirting another handful of shampoo in my hair to make sure all the blood was out. I haven’t drunk a shower beer since freshman year of college. It’s a little trashy, but hell—after a battle like that, I could use a little relaxation— 
 
    The shower door slid open. 
 
    I hadn’t heard Soojin come back in—she’d left the door open a crack so she could slip back into the bathroom without being noticed. I’d been so caught up in my own thoughts I hadn’t realized until she opened the shower door a crack. The beer was in her hand, beads of condensation on the bottle. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I said, startled. “Uh, thanks…” 
 
    Soojin handed it to me. If she’d just pulled back then, nothing would have happened—but of course, she’d had an ulterior motive all along. As the beer left her fingers, her gaze traveled down my soapy body. 
 
    Those eyes stopped at my cock and stayed there for several heartbeats. Soojin let out a little gasp, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. 
 
    Fuck. She saw my erection. 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” I hastened to say. “I…” 
 
    Soojin just smiled and shook her head. “You don’t need to explain anything to me,” the dark-haired beauty purred, looking at me like a cat with a whole bowl of cream. “I’ve been in plenty of shifter battles, young man. I know what happens to a man when he lets the Beast inside him out to play. So much pent-up energy…” 
 
    Without a hint of shame, Soojin reached into the shower and wrapped her fingers around my cock. I bit back a groan as she gave me a gentle stroke, still smiling like she just wanted to take care of me. I set the beer in the rack next to the shampoo and stared at her, my heart beating like a kettle drum. 
 
    “Come here, young man,” Soojin teased, dropping to her knees next to the shower. “Let me thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    I hesitated—then arched my hips forward, my cock sticking out from the shower stall. Soojin grinned and wrapped her fingers around my balls, giving them a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “You have no idea of the effect you have on us women,” the apothecary whispered, like she was confessing a naughty secret. “When I saw you transform and rip the throat out of the man who tried to kill me…” she shuddered with lust. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been so turned on, Derek.” 
 
    Holy shit. Holy shit Soojin was kneeling in front of me. Fuck, were we really going to do this? 
 
    My eyes traveled to the now-closed bathroom door.  
 
    “Carli…” I whispered, gesturing with my chin. 
 
    “Is busy,” Soojin finished, arching an eyebrow. “She’s currently doing her best to find out where your mother is, and there’s nothing we can do to help her right now. I won’t tell her a thing if you don’t, young man. But that’s for you to decide—because right now, I don’t think I can stop myself…” 
 
    I watched as Soojin formed an ‘O’ with her soft, pouty lips. She wrapped those lips around the crown of my cock, sucking gently as she guided the head into her warm, wet mouth. Her tongue lapped at the sensitive spot on the underside, and I nearly came apart right then and there. 
 
    Any thoughts that this might have been wrong fled my head. I put my wet hand on the back of Soojin’s head, guiding my cock deeper down her throat. Part of me wanted to rip her robes off, toss her into the shower with me, and fuck her for hours—but something inside me knew Soojin wasn’t ready to do that, not just yet. 
 
    Right now, she wanted to thank me. With her sweet, perfect mouth. 
 
    I rocked my head back into the spray as Soojin deepthroated me, sucking me off with a pace that was both rapid and attentive. It was clear that she wanted to make me come fast, so I didn’t bother holding back.  
 
    Honestly, after the battle, I wouldn’t have been able to if I’d wanted. I was a boiling cauldron of need, and Soojin understood that in the way only a woman of her maturity and stature could. 
 
    Her tongue swirled around my cock as she bobbed up and down on it like a cork, taking me all the way to the base. My balls tightened up against my sack as I thrust forward, little gasps spilling from my lips as I thrust deeper and deeper into Soojin’s throat. She took me without a hint of protest, keeping eye contact the entire time. 
 
    Finally, I hit the peak.  
 
    The pleasure became unbearable, and I let out a muffled cry into the side of my arm as I erupted in Soojin’s mouth. She kept right on sucking, drinking down my seed as thick ropes of it hit the back of her throat. My balls pulsed with the rapid pace of my heartbeat as every drop drained inside of her. 
 
    When my orgasm was finally finished, Soojin sucked me clean then planted a little kiss on the head of my cock.  
 
    “There, that’s better,” she purred, rising to her feet. “Enjoy your beer, Derek.” 
 
    With a wink, she was gone. 
 
    I stood there for several moments, the hot shower spray cascading down my back.  
 
    Fuck, that had felt awesome.  
 
    Part of me wanted to feel guilty for what we’d just done, because I clearly already had a connection to Carli—but I just couldn’t muster any regret. Soojin definitely didn’t seem like a ‘strings attached’ kinda girl—she was more like a hot cougar who wanted to give me some head because me saving her life turned on her. I liked that. 
 
    As I finished up my washing, I grabbed the still-cold beer and downed half of it in one gulp. 
 
    Soojin was right. 
 
    It was fucking delicious.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bodies were gone when I came back out into the living room. 
 
    I tossed the empty beer bottle into the trash and surveyed Carli’s handiwork. Just like with the sewer troll, the corpses of the wolf shifters had vanished into thin air shortly after their deaths.  
 
    Carli did an admirable job cleaning the blood off Mom’s living room floor. Nothing could be done about the broken furniture, unfortunately, but together she and Soojin had broken it down and tossed it in the condo complex’s dumpster. 
 
    “They disappear to keep normies from seeing them,” Carli explained when I asked her what had happened to the wolf shifters. “It would be pretty hard to hide the existence of people who transform into animals from the media if reporters kept finding dead trolls and werewolves on the streets, you know?” 
 
    I knew. “That doesn’t mean… Mom wouldn’t disappear, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Soojin assured me. “She’s not a shifter. She’s a mage. And mages aren’t technically magical creatures, so they don’t disappear when they die. Besides, your Mom isn’t dead, Derek. Raya’s a resourceful woman. We’ll find her. I promise.” 
 
    Soojin had spent the remainder of my shower brewing a pot of coffee—all of us were drinking some before we headed back to the hideout. She looked so fresh it was hard to remember that a few minutes ago she’d been on her knees, sucking me dry. 
 
    Carli didn’t notice the tension I felt toward Soojin. She looked cleaned up as well—I wondered if it was magic or something else that let them launder their clothes after a battle.  
 
    “You feel better after your shower?” the Raiju shifter asked me. 
 
    The question took me aback. She didn’t know, did she? 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, a little more forcefully than I’d intended. “I’m just upset. Those assholes have my Mom, and God only knows what they’re doing with her. The woman is sick, for fuck’s sake! She needs medicine!” 
 
    Soojin put an arm around my shoulders.  
 
    “I have her medicine,” the apothecary assured me. “As soon as we find her, we’ll give it to her, okay?” 
 
    That made me feel a bit better. But we still had to find her first. 
 
    “You really think we’ll be able to locate her from your hideout?” I asked Carli. 
 
    The shifter wasn’t paying enough attention to Soojin and me. As Soojin sat next to me on the couch, she surreptitiously slipped my arm around her waist, inviting me to grab a hold of her hip and use it like a handle. It was just a little physical contact—but between that and the little wink Soojin gave me as I grabbed hold, it was also her letting me know she was here for me whenever I needed her. 
 
    In whatever capacity that meant. 
 
    “Won’t know until we try,” Carli told me, still oblivious to the way I was holding her friend. “It’s the best lead we’ve got, though. Besides, once those wolves realize their whole squad got wiped out, they’re going to realize some more powerful players have moved into the game. It would probably be better for you to lay low in my hideout until things quiet down—or until you learn to control your powers.” 
 
    “He controlled them perfectly well from where I saw,” Soojin purred, crossing one leg over the other. Her words in the shower came back to me, reminding me that the sight of my Dragon form ripping out shifter throats had left the apothecary insatiably horny. “You should be more worried for whoever comes avenging those shifters, instead of Derek. He can handle himself.” 
 
    “You did save our bacon,” Carli conceded. “But there’s a lot about being a shifter you still don’t understand.” 
 
    Her gaze traveled to Soojin, and the apothecary slipped my hand behind her so smoothly it looked like a magic trick. Now I was holding onto a handful of her firm ass, so stealthily that Carli didn’t see a thing. 
 
    I was glad she didn’t. I knew the Raiju shifter had a thing for me, too, and I didn’t want to spoil it. 
 
    In short order, we packed up and left the apartment. It felt strange to abandon the condo, even knowing my mother wasn’t there. Even though we’d cleaned up as best as we could, the living room and kitchen bore the scars of the battle. It wouldn’t look like a safe, comfortable nest for a long time, and not without some remodeling. 
 
    I tried not to feel guilty—but I’d caused a great deal of that damage. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    Our steps felt loose and light as we cut through the parking lot, heading back toward Soojin’s gray sedan. The feeling in the air was of a hard-fought battle won, with the danger finally past. Carli’s gun stayed snugly in its holster, and Soojin carried nothing in her hands except her keys as she headed toward the driver’s side door. 
 
    The first figure that stepped out from behind the car caught us completely by surprise. 
 
    “Woah!” On instinct, I shoved both Carli and Soojin behind me. Even so, I didn’t feel the same sense of threat I’d experienced when we burst into mom’s condo to find wolf shifters tearing it apart.  
 
    This figure looked distinctly non-threatening—barely as tall as Carli, they dressed like a goth teenager who’d recently maxed out their parent’s credit card on a shopping spree at Hot Topic. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark fishnets clinging to their exposed arms and legs. The rest of their clothing was uniform black, too dark to see in the moonlight. 
 
    The newcomer raised their hands. Only now did I notice someone had scribbled a wide circle around our vehicle in what looked like gray chalk. As the newcomer spoke a word, that circle ignited into a chest-high wall of flame, cutting us off from any escape route. 
 
    “Mages,” Carli snarled, pulling her pistol out of her shoulder holster. “For fuck’s sake, we have to deal with both on the same night?” 
 
    The figure standing by the car looked surprised. They cocked their head to the side, tracing an intricate pattern in the air with their fishnetted fingers. “You’ve fought shifters tonight?” 
 
    From the voice, this was a woman. The height made a little bit more sense in that case. 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know, pal,” Carli growled, pointing her pistol at the mage. “Normally, I’d assume you’re working with those wolves, but you mages are the only people who hate those assholes more than we do right now.” 
 
    The mage leaned over and spit on the ground. “I care nothing for the movement of beasts,” she said with a shrug. “We are here for the woman. Move aside.” 
 
    ““You just cut off our ability to leave! How the fuck are we supposed to move aside?” I asked, glancing backward toward the wall of flame.  
 
    A knowing smile spread across the mage’s face. “You’re not.” 
 
    Silhouettes moved beyond the wall of flame. More mages, wearing jet-black outfits and way too much makeup. None of them looked particularly threatening physically, but they’d probably eaten a whole bowl of scrolls like the one Soojin gave me on the way over here. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” Soojin said, holding up her hands in a placating manner. I watched the smile she’d practiced behind the counter spread across her face, masking the turmoil behind it. “Raya’s never done anything to sanction mage hunters being brought against her…” 
 
    “She’s not here, anyway,” Carli added, giving the mage an annoyed look. “The shifters tore up her condo and left with her. So skedaddle!” 
 
    The mage gave our trio an implacable look. “Of course she is. Her energy signal is all over the apartment.” 
 
    What?  
 
    “You got wrong information from somewhere,” I told the mage. “We’ve been in Mom’s condo for the last hour and a half. She’s not there—the shifters kidnapped her.” 
 
    “Just let us go already,” Carli growled, something like real animus in her face. If I hadn’t already known that shifters and mages were natural enemies, the looks Carli and the mage gave each other would’ve sealed the deal for me. “We’re not the droids you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Nerd references,” the mage whispered, her eyes narrowing as she turned and spit onto the pavement a second time. “Very cute—” 
 
    She glanced up, her eyes widening with shock. A gun floated in the open air a few feet away, held level with the mage’s eyes. As if the Invisible Man were drawing down on our would-be attackers. 
 
    It cracked louder than a thunderbolt as it fired. A smoking hole opened up in the mage’s forehead as she crumbled to the pavement. In the same moment, the wall of flame surrounding us sputtered and went out, dying along with the mage. 
 
    A half-dozen figures rushed in, each dressed in those black uniforms. The death of their friend hadn’t slowed them down a bit—either that, or they hadn’t had time to realize she was dead. 
 
    Soojin and Carli formed a knot around me, back to back to back as the figures surrounded us. Flames coursed through the fingers of one as they spoke a spell, and ice covered the palms of another. A third had lightning coursing up and down their body, casting an eerie blue illumination over the otherwise quiet, subdued parking lot. 
 
    They weren’t going down without a fight.  
 
    Soojin reached for her twisted bone spear, while Carli had her pistol half out of the holster. I reached for the power inside of me, trying my best to summon the Dragon, but the rage I’d felt when I saw that shifter wrap its paw around Soojin’s neck didn’t come.  
 
    Either I still had a lot to learn, or I’d tapped myself out for the moment slaughtering the men who’d broken into Mom’s condo. 
 
    They outnumbered us two to one.  
 
    But within the span of a heartbeat, it no longer mattered. 
 
    Three spots near the balcony of Mom’s condo shimmered like a portal ripping open in a fantasy movie. More pistols appeared, floating in mid-air. Moonlight shined off their metallic forms, large as Desert Eagles. 
 
    More bullets split the night. Each fired with unerring accuracy, taking a mage in the back of the neck or through the chest. More black-clad figures slumped to the pavement, bleeding from fatal wounds. 
 
    The few mages left standing finally realized how outclassed they were. The remaining attackers booked it into the night, literally running for their lives beneath an onslaught of bullets. I watched one figure manage to cast some sort of glowing wall behind them, a magical aura that blocked the last few shots coming from the balcony. 
 
    The mages disappeared around the corner, their footfalls fading out.  
 
    We’d won—without firing a single shot.  
 
    Someone else had done the work for us.  
 
    Who? 
 
    I should have known the moment the mage told me Mom’s energy signal was all over the condo. As it was, I didn’t realize what had happened until a flash of movement on the balcony caught my eye. 
 
    My mother lay slumped against the balcony’s bars, her nightgown wrapped around her like a blanket.  
 
    “Derek!” she panted, sounding like her lungs had been burnt from the inside out. “Soojin!” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Soojin groaned, taking off for the condo entrance at a dead run. Mom doubled over in a coughing fit as I went for her, ignoring the blood and brain matter covering the pavement. Someone would deal with the bodies later—and if the police found them, they’d probably assume from the way the deceased were dressed that some witchcraft freaks had killed each other over a ritual. 
 
    By the time I made it back upstairs to the condo, Soojin had already managed to drag Mom back into the living room. Despite the fact that she looked like death warmed over, a faint smile spread across Mom’s face at the sight of the three of us. 
 
    “I’ve been asking you for so long… to bring a nice girl over…” Mom wheezed, a trickle of blood oozing from the side of her mouth. “And now you bring me two?” 
 
    “Don’t talk,” Soojin warned, cradling Mom in her lap. The apothecary sat cross-legged on the floor, and reached into the pouch at her side for the medicine I’d given her. “Spirits, Raya—you should have sent that boy to me a week ago. I had no idea you let your sickness get this bad…” 
 
    My heart dropped into my stomach. Did Soojin know something about this sickness that I didn’t? 
 
    “It wasn’t… this bad…” Mom whispered, allowing Soojin to sprinkle some of the medicine on a spoon and ease it into her mouth. “Managed to hide from those wolves. Saving you three… took it out of me…” 
 
    “We could have handled ourselves,” Soojin protested—but I could see from the look on her face she was glad Mom had intervened when she did. 
 
    Wait a second. My Mom—my mother, the woman who raised me—had conjured guns out of thin air. She’d killed nearly a half-dozen mages to protect us. Without blinking. 
 
    Which meant she’d done this before. A lot. 
 
    Mom’s gaze turned to me. Her brows furrowed together in pain, but the look on her face as she spoke to me was anything but. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her this proud—probably when I’d managed to bring home straight A’s my senior year of highschool. 
 
    “I saw you save these two from the wolves,” Mom whispered huskily. “Thank you for keeping Soojin safe. All these years, and she still doesn’t know how to keep herself out of trouble…” 
 
    Mom broke off in a laugh, which turned into another one of those awful coughing fits.  
 
    “You hush now,” Soojin said, sounding like a doctor joking with a patient. “Of course you would raise a boy who can turn into a dragon, Raya. You always were an overachiever.” 
 
    “Look, I love that you’re all getting caught up,” Carli snapped, peering through the curtains of the balcony. “But can we please get the fuck back to my hideout before something even worse shows up? Third time’s the charm, you know.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Soojin said gravely. “That shootout’s going to stir up trouble. We need to clear out before it gets here. Even if it only triggers the civilian authorities—” 
 
    “The normies,” Carli said, shutting the curtain. 
 
    Soojin rolled her eyes. “That’s still a lot of explaining we’ll have to do. Raya, I don’t know that you’re well enough to travel, but we don’t have any choice.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” my mother assured her. But then again, Raya would have said that even if both her legs were broken. She was just that kind of woman. “I’m feeling better already. I might dance my way out of here—” 
 
    She tried to rise to her feet, but she fell to the carpet. I caught her just before she landed, propping her up against my shoulder.  
 
    “I’ve got you, Mom,” I told her, meaning it. “Listen to Soojin, okay? You’re not well right now. We’re going to get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    Mom gave me a strange look. “Oh, hush up, young man,” she said, beginning to laugh. “When did you become such an adult all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Since your life was in danger,” I said, in no mood for jokes. 
 
    Soojin gave Mom a serious look. “He’s got a good head on his shoulders,” the apothecary said. “You ought to listen to him.” 
 
    I was listening—but inwardly, I cringed. Had Soojin put just a touch more emphasis on the word head, like she wanted to remind me of what happened in the shower? I wouldn’t put it past her, even with everything else that was going on. 
 
    Calm the fuck down, Derek, I told myself. You’re just hearing things. You horny bastard… 
 
    Carli swooped in, throwing Mom’s other arm over her shoulder. “I’ll help you out,” the shifter said, giving Raya a little nod. “I’m Carli Weber, by the way, Miss. Friend of your son’s—and a friend of Soojin’s, too.” 
 
    Mom nodded as if she’d expected all this. “Please, call me Raya. I insist. Are we going back to your place, Carli?” 
 
    Carli nodded. “I’ve got a hideout in the warehouse district. We should be safe there. And Soojin can brew you up another dose of that medicine, since you don’t really look like you should be walking around unassisted just yet.” 
 
    Mom looked like she wanted to protest again, but another one of those hacking coughing fits wracked her body. When she turned away, I couldn’t help but notice that she’d coughed small droplets of blood all over the condo wall.  
 
    Shit, I thought. This is serious… 
 
    No mages waited to ambush us in the parking lot. Carli and I loaded Mom into the backseat, then I climbed in with her to make sure she stayed safe. Soojin took the other side, a spoon and the packet of medicine at the ready, while Carli drove. The apothecary didn’t look terribly happy to be handing someone else the keys, but under the circumstances, she didn’t have much choice. 
 
    “Drive carefully,” Soojin said from the backseat. She spooned another mouthful of green herbs into Mom’s mouth, watching as she swallowed it. “I’m still making payments on this car. If my premiums go up because of you, we’re going to have words…” 
 
    “I’ll take good care of it,” Carli assured us, watching Mom from the rearview mirror. Her color had improved a bit, but she looked far from being out of the woods. “You just relax back there, Raya. We’ll have you somewhere nice and safe soon.” 
 
    Mom didn’t look interested in being either nice or safe. She lifted her head weakly, her gaze traveling over my body as a realization set in. 
 
    “You’re a mage,” Mom whispered, chuckling a bit. 
 
    “And a shifter, too,” Soojin added, readying another spoonful of the medicinal mixture. “You must be one proud parent, Raya.” 
 
    Mom smiled faintly and nodded. “I am. Proud, yes. But…” 
 
    Her expression was shot through with worry. 
 
    “But also terrified,” Mom whispered, taking hold of my hand. “This is bad for you, Derek. Very, very dangerous…” 
 
    Tell me about it, I thought, remembering the way that wolf shifter’s rib cage had buckled inward like a collapsing bridge.  
 
    How the fuck could I ever go back to having a normal life after a thing like that? 
 
    The mage’s smug little whisper echoed in my skull: you don’t. 
 
    I clutched Mom’s hand tighter as Carli drove us out of the parking lot. That much, at least, I could count on.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Carli said, pushing a few buttons on her console. “Doors are locked, the security system is on, and Soojin’s car is parked four blocks away in the back of the Target parking lot. That’s about as safe as we’re going to get for now.” 
 
    Despite all of Carli’s precautions, I didn’t feel particularly safe or sound. The whole way back to the hideout, my attention had been divided between Mom’s raggedy coughing and the back window of the sedan, watching for any sign of more mages or shifters traveling through the night. According to Soojin, we’d kicked up one hell of a hornet’s nest back at the condo, and as much as I wanted to believe the battle was over for now, part of me was still on edge.  
 
    A big part, as it turned out. 
 
    I was still thinking about the danger when I felt Carli’s hand on mine.  
 
    “She’s going to be okay,” the Raiju shifter purred, batting her eyelashes up at me. “Soojin’s one of the best healers I know, Derek. Don’t let the customer service smile fool you—she’s a shark when it comes to the field of medicine. Your Mom is in the best hands she could possibly be in.” 
 
    Carli didn’t know the half of it. But she was trying to be nice, and I appreciated it.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, glancing at the console behind her. It showed a half-dozen security cameras, some of which had been watching us as we’d made our way into the warehouse for the first time. I hadn’t even noticed they were there—they’d been that carefully concealed. 
 
    “Any time,” the shifter said, turning away and unbuttoning her top. “How about a fucking drink, Derek?” 
 
    Worry still shot through me. As soon as we’d arrived, Soojin took Mom to a back room near the edge of the furnished section of the hideout. Something about the air in the caves not being the best for Mom, and her needing to be in a cool, dry space for the medicine to work. It meant Mom wouldn’t be bunking down anywhere near the rest of us—not until she was better, in any case. 
 
    It felt wrong to celebrate while Soojin was still working on Mom. But Carli had already moved into the kitchen, bending over as she fished in the mini-fridge for two beers. Her skirt slid up her thighs, exposing her black garter belt and panties as she fished out the drinks and cracked them open between her teeth. 
 
    “Shit, that was close,” Carli purred, handing me a drink. “You never really think about that until you’re back home safe and sound, you know?” 
 
    I knew. It still seemed impossible what we’d gone through—first the wolf shifters, then the mages. If Mom hadn’t intervened when she had, would the three of us have been able to fight off those mages by ourselves? I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “Now, I know you must have about a billion questions,” Carli said, gesturing toward her leather couch. “Have a seat, and I’ll do my best to answer them. Once Sooj comes back, you can ask her any mage-specific stuff you want to know—she understands that stuff better than I do.” 
 
    I plopped down heavily and stared at the spot between my feet. I took a long draw from the bottle, feeling the cold beer work its way down my throat. The slight buzz felt good; I wanted more of it. 
 
    “This is all just a lot to take in,” I said, meeting Carli’s eye. “Mages, shifters, it’s all crazy. Yesterday, I had no idea any of these things existed.” My fingers traveled to my lips. “I can’t believe I ate a piece of paper in front of all of you!” 
 
    Carli laughed, leaning back against the cushions. Unlike me, she looked perfectly at ease, as if she’d been living a life of danger for years now. Given the kind of work she did, that just might have been true. 
 
    “It wasn’t just a ‘piece of paper’,” she teased, pursing her lips. “It was a scroll. And I was just as shocked as you were, because I had no idea you were a mage on top of everything else. That’s super, duper rare, Derek.” 
 
    I was starting to understand that. “I can’t believe people get stronger by eating pieces of paper, though. Could you really write something on a receipt, have me choke the thing down, and use it to get stronger?” 
 
    “What—like my number?” Carli asked, waggling her eyebrows. “It doesn’t work that way, Derek. You need to use a very specific kind of paper—” 
 
    “Kept by the Spellscribes.” 
 
    Both of us turned to the back of the room. Soojin closed the door behind her, bumping it with her rear as she brushed back her long, dark hair. “The scrolls are written by monks known as Spellscribes, who live in secret monasteries known only to the mage elite. It’s a point of contention among the mages themselves, believe it or not. Pretty much everything is.” She let out an audible sigh, the lines on her face smoothing with relief. “Raya is resting comfortably, Derek.” 
 
    That same relief flooded my bloodstream at her words.  
 
    “That’s great,” I said, springing from the couch and taking her hands in mine. “Is she going to be okay? That was a lot of blood coming out of her mouth…” 
 
    “It was,” Soojin said, paling noticeably. “I’ll need to go back there in a few minutes, and spend most of the night by her side. But she should make a full recovery. It will, however, take time. Not to mention a little food and tea.” 
 
    Her last line was a joke, only it took us a few moments to realize it.  
 
    “Take whatever you need,” Carli said, rising from the couch to join us. “Can I make you something?” 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine on my own,” Soojin said, her hips swaying as she walked into the kitchen. “I wouldn’t mind a little help locating the proper instruments, though.” 
 
    As the two women busied themselves in the kitchen, I set about asking Soojin more questions. “What’s wrong with Mom? How long do you think it’ll be before she’s up and walking again?” 
 
    “I should know more soon,” Soojin explained, smiling through her weariness. “I’m gearing up to perform an operation on your Mother—nothing serious, you understand. Just some old apothecary’s rituals. It should help bring her healing about faster.” 
 
    “We appreciate it,” Carli said. “Really, we do.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more about Mom’s illness, but Soojin cut me off with a smile.  
 
    “I believe you were asking about Spellscribes,” the apothecary said, grinding tea leaves together in a way that instantly made me think of her making medicine at her shop. “And how they give mages their power?” 
 
    “I’m not really all that interested in that,” I said, shaking my head. I wanted to ask more about Mom. 
 
    “Really?” Soojin looked surprised. “It’s of practical importance, considering you have the gift of magic.” 
 
    I caught myself. “Go right ahead,” I said, wiping my forehead. “Sorry. I’m a little out of it…” 
 
    “We all are,” Soojin agreed with an indulgent smile. “Unlike shifters, who learn how to control their powers via their clan—or by themselves, in the event of a legendary shifter like our Carli—Mages operate in a strictly top-down command chain. The sacred sect of mages known as the Spellscribes are the only ones capable of writing the scrolls that give mages their power—which means that at the elite level, Mages control the means of production. No one knows where the Spellscribes operate—most people assume they’re tucked away on another plane of existence, toiling away endlessly for the good of magekind.” 
 
    “If you’re thinking that sounds like the shittiest job in the universe,” Carli said with wry humor, “you’d be right. Half the reason shifters dislike mages is because of shit like that. We’re about freedom and family—not rigid control. If we needed an elite group of shifters to give us our powers, we’d at least make sure they got to go on vacation and got laid every now and then!” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. Those wolf shifters might have been a family of a sort, but they were no family I’d have wanted to sit down to Thanksgiving dinner with. 
 
    Soojin didn’t rise to Carli’s jibe. In fact, she looked like she was thinking about something else entirely. A faint frown spread across her face as she continued. “There’s been rumors lately about a schism from within the Spellscribes, actually. Even in K-Town, which is about as far from the center of mage power as it’s possible to be, gossip spreads. Thicker than flies.” Soojin crossed her arms beneath her breasts as the water began to boil. “I wonder if that has anything to do with the current unrest.” 
 
    I’d been thinking that from almost the beginning of her lecture. “It seems like a pretty big security hole,” I admitted. “Why wouldn’t someone just capture one of these ‘Spellscribes’ and put them to work pumping out magical edibles for the whole population? Or writing super-powerful spells for one particular mage so they could take everyone else out?” 
 
    Soojin looked offended. “That would never happen,” she said firmly. “Spellscribes are treated with the utmost respect.” 
 
    Geez, I thought. How could a woman so clever in other matters be this naive?  
 
    I could picture a dozen ways Spellscribes could be perverted to some wicked mage’s corruptive ends. When it comes right down to it, people are hungry for money and power. Anything that can give them the advantage over others is something they’ll take—and the whole time, they’ll justify it by saying someone else would do it if they didn’t. 
 
    “Even by shifters?” I asked, thinking about those wolves tearing up Mom’s condo. 
 
    “They don’t go against the decrees,” Soojin said quickly. Too quickly. “The truce between mages and shifters—” 
 
    “It seems to me, all you’d need to do is take out these monks,” I said, trying to seize the thread of the discussion. “No magic paper means no more mages—which means that eventually, shifters would win out for good. Since shifters don’t need anything to gain access to their powers other than to be born a shifter, right?” 
 
    Carli shifted in her seat. “It’s a little more complicated than that,” the shifter admitted. “But yes. And despite what Soojin says about mutual respect and admiration, most shifters would take that bargain in a heartbeat to remove the threat of mages off their back once and for all.” 
 
    Interesting. “So why don’t they?” 
 
    Carli snorted. “They can’t,” she said, downing her beer and going into the kitchen for another. “You ever seen a Spellscribe?” 
 
    I hadn’t, and said so. 
 
    “They’re enormously powerful,” Carli said, her voice echoing from inside the kitchen. “They have living magic, which gives them power over all living things.” 
 
    Soojin took the moment of us being alone to wink at me over her tea, as if to say I want some more of what we had in the shower later. I wouldn’t have minded giving it to her, but with Carli around, I had to keep my mouth shut and stay out of trouble. 
 
    “You’ve got to be one hell of a mage to literally write power into existence,” Soojin said, nodding toward the kitchen. “A mage could spend their entire lives trying to attain that kind of power and fall short of the goal.” 
 
    Just then, Carli came out of the kitchen. Along with another pair of beers for her and me, she’d fixed a sandwich. This she handed to a surprised Soojin, bidding her eat while we continued our conversation. “You’re going to need your strength,” the shifter said, and from the look on her face, I knew Soojin was well aware of how right that statement was. 
 
    I wondered what kind of rituals Soojin would be doing for my mother that night. Whatever they were, I felt glad to have her safeguarding Mom’s life. 
 
    As the three of us settled down on the couch, I asked, “So why do mages and shifters hate each other so much, anyway? And why do both of them want my mother so badly?” 
 
    Soojin and Carli shared a look.  
 
    “That’s… a long story,” Carli admitted, taking a sip of her beer. 
 
    “With shifters and mages, it’s the usual reasons people have made war on each other since the beginning of history.” Soojin nibbled at the sandwich between sentences, making appreciative noises to Carli for fixing the chow. “Money, power, territory—and differences of opinion. All the classic reasons for two groups of people to want to kill each other.” 
 
    “Soojin is overestimating it,” Carli said. Spots of color stood out on the cat shifter’s cheeks, telling me she was feeling the alcohol a little. Was she a lightweight, or had she been sneaking sips of something stronger in the kitchen? “Mages and shifters have been at peace way more than they’ve been at war. The last Council of Wand & Claw happened before I was even born!” 
 
    “The Council of what?” I asked. 
 
    “A group that promotes peace between mages and shifters,” Soojin explained. “Think of them as a kind of supernatural UN.” 
 
    “Except that in the last few years,” Carli said, punctuating her words with a hiccup, “everything’s been going haywire. The amount of shifter representation in the Council’s been doing nothing but increasing for the last couple of decades, while mage attendance remains stagnant. There’s always been a rivalry between our peoples, even at the best of times—but this is boiling over into a cold war.” 
 
    I vaguely remembered the real Cold War from my history classes. Mentally mapping the US and the Soviet Union on either side of the conflict, I said, “So the shifters and the mages won’t attack each other directly. Instead, they hit proxies, to try and weaken the other side. Like America in Vietnam or the Soviets in Afghanistan.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Soojin said with a frown. “There are certain powerful shifters who view Raya as one of those proxies. Back in the day, she was an extremely high-ranking mage—and one with quite a few skeletons in her closet. With the shifters close to having an unbeatable majority in the Council, there’s a few members of the old-guard sharpening their knives at the thought of revenge.” 
 
    The thought chilled me. Whatever my mother had done couldn’t have been that bad, right? It sounded like she was some kind of secret agent, performing mage operations in shifter territory, but somehow I knew the real truth was liable to be darker. 
 
    “Is that why they went after me?” I asked. “I thought these sorts of people didn’t attack family members, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “Only in that you were leverage on Raya,” Soojin said seriously. “I doubt anyone on either side of this conflict thought you had the potential to become a Dragon Shifter. And if anyone had suspected you could be a shifter and a mage—well. Both sides would have been trying to recruit you from a very young age.” 
 
    My mind swam with the idea. What would it have been like to know about these powers my entire life? To consider them second nature? I wouldn’t have been a normie then, that’s for sure. 
 
    Yet the more I thought about it, the more glad I felt that I had an ordinary upbringing. This new world held the promise of adventure, but it wouldn’t have felt nearly as special if I’d grown up in it the way others had. Sure, I could have been mad at Mom for keeping all this a secret, and I did feel a slight amount of frustration, but she no doubt had her reasons for keeping me in the dark about the supernatural world. 
 
    “The other primary method of peacekeeping between shifters and mages is the Hunter’s Guild,” Soojin said, nodding at Carli. “They work together to keep supernatural creatures off the streets and out of the headlines, keeping the ‘normie’ world clean of anything that would blow ordinary people’s minds. It’s supposed to be the one place without any prejudices, one way or the other.” 
 
    After a long moment, Soojin sipped her tea. “I should have noticed long ago, but recent events were too good for business. There’s been more conflict, and so many more monsters.” 
 
    “The number of interlopers out on the streets over the last six months are off the charts,” Carli added. “There’s a rumor going around that the higher-ups in the Council have been releasing creatures to keep mage and shifter Hunters busy and off each other’s territory—but given what we know now, I’m wondering if that was all a ruse to begin with. Either way, even bystanders like you are getting pulled into it.” 
 
    I met her gaze, my face going serious. “I’m not a bystander any more.” 
 
    Carli finished her drink and looked at me like she wanted to rip my clothes off. “No. No you most certainly are not…” 
 
    Once again, Soojin’s emotional intelligence won the day. “I’d better get back to Raya,” she said, rising smoothly from her place on the couch between us. “She’ll need at least one more course of medicine to be out of the woods. She’s burnt a lot of mana, so she’s going to need lots of rest, even when she starts to get better.” 
 
    What a brilliant woman, I thought, glancing past Soojin to Carli. She knows when I need release, and she knows when Carli needs it, too. Shit, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was happy about hooking me up with another girl… 
 
    I’d heard that older women were less jealous than girls my own age. If Soojin was a cougar looking for a casual hookup, maybe she didn’t mind me spending a little time between the sheets with Carli on the side. 
 
    That was one hot idea to think about. 
 
    Wait a second—mana? 
 
    “My mother uses mana?” I asked.  
 
    Soojin paused, already halfway to the door.  
 
    “I thought that was, like, video game stuff,” I added. 
 
    Soojin flashed an indulgent smile. “Not at all,” the apothecary said. “Your mother has an affinity for Mana Magic—it’s a rare and beautiful gift. It’s basically creation magic. Those guns she created to destroy the mages with were just a taste of her true power. Back in the day, when relations were better between our peoples, I used to look up to Raya.” 
 
    “Really? You’ll have to tell me about that sometime.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have minded hearing about it right then, but I could sense that Soojin was in a hurry to leave—and Carli was in a hurry to be alone with me. The Raiju shifter was looking more than a little tipsy, and she’d been casually putting her hands all over me ever since that second round of drinks. 
 
    “I will,” Soojin said, giving Carli a knowing look. “Later. Right now, I need to tend to Raya.” 
 
    Then the apothecary left, leaving Carli and me sitting on the couch. 
 
    “Well, it sounds like your mom is going to be okay,” Carli said, sounding relieved. “How about another drink to celebrate?” 
 
    Carli looked to be right at or near her limit, but sometimes appearances were deceiving. 
 
    Either way, I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her to stop.  
 
    “Sure,” I said, gesturing toward the kitchen. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything stronger, by chance?” 
 
    Carli’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree.  
 
    “I’ve been hoping you’d say something like that,” she purred, sounding more like a cat than usual. “Hang on, Derek. I’ve got something that’s going to knock your socks off.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I sat on the couch, eagerly waiting for Carli to return, I reflected on how crazy my life had just become. 
 
    There were people who could transform into animals. And other people who could eat paper in order to learn magic spells, and then cast them like the wizards from Harry Potter. Shifters and mages: an entire civilization of supernatural beings lurking just under the fringes of polite society, where ‘normies’ like me couldn’t see them operate. 
 
    No matter how many times I ran it over in my head, it just kept on blowing my mind. I doubted it would ever stop blowing my mind, to tell you the truth. My skull felt like a wind tunnel pretty much 24/7, thanks to Soojin and Carli. 
 
    Soojin.  
 
    Despite the attention she’d lavished on me in the shower, my cock pulsed in my boxers at the thought of her and Carli together. What would that even look like? Being so much older (more ‘mature’, I mentally amended, as she’d probably prefer to be called), Soojin would undoubtedly take the more dominant role. She’d treat Carli like a student or a stepdaughter, guiding the shifter through our lovemaking. The thought of it made me dizzy. 
 
    I was still thinking about it when Carli came back from the kitchen, her tail swishing between her legs as she shook her ass from side to side with each step. 
 
    “This is the good shit,” she said, practically pouncing on the couch. “Been saving it for a special occasion. And it doesn’t get much more special than this…” 
 
    The bottle was small and dark, with a silhouette of a mischievous looking pixie on the front. Carli popped the stopper, and the liquid inside smelled like sunshine and sex. 
 
    “This is genuine one hundred percent fairy mead,” Carli explained with gusto. “Don’t worry, it’s not the kind of stuff that binds you to some Fae or anything like that. This is the mead they produce to sell, not to entrap mortals.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said, taking the bottle. “How wasted is this going to get me?” 
 
    “Exactly as wasted as you want to be,” Carli purred. Now she was practically in my lap, her tail tugging gently at my belt like she wanted to tear it off with her teeth. “But there is a price you have to pay for tasting my mead, Derek.” 
 
    “Name it,” I said, giving her the most confident smirk in my arsenal. 
 
    Carli leaned over and put her lips against my ear. The touch made me tingle.  
 
    “I want,” she whispered, “to see you do some magic.” 
 
    My hand strayed to her ass. With her back arched like that, it was like she was begging me to squeeze it. Slap it. Mount her from behind and pound her like a bad kitty… 
 
    As my fingers touched her rear, Carli giggled and twisted away.  
 
    “Not just yet,” she said, plopping down beside me in a giggly heap. “Pay the toll first, normie boy. Then maybe I’ll let you jingle my keys.” 
 
    “I’ll do more than jingle,” I assured her. “Okay, what—do you want me to move something without touching it?” 
 
    To my surprise, Carli shook her head. 
 
    “What then?” I asked. 
 
    She hiccuped. “You know that mage I mentioned earlier? I’ve got a spell scroll she had me snatch for her. She won’t be using it anytime soon, so I figured… well, do you want it?” 
 
    I wanted to ask her if it would hurt me—but caution wasn’t what Carli longed for this night. The Raiju shifter wanted a little adventure—a little danger, sure, but safe danger. After the chaos of combat, she wanted to come down a little bit—but not too much. I understood her better than I think she knew. 
 
    “I’d love another spell,” I told her, leaning back on my side of the couch. “Bring it here and I’ll wash it down with some of that fairy mead.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Carli said. She sprang forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek, purring like a happy cat. “Hang on, I’ll be right back with it.” 
 
    While I waited for her, I tried to figure out what good deed I might have done in a previous life to be blessed with these two beautiful, sexually open women. 
 
    I hadn’t yet figured it out when Carli came back, a slender scroll clutched in her hand. “Full disclosure, I’m not one hundred percent sure what this does,” she admitted, handing me the paper. “I just know that mage wanted it something awful. So it’s gotta be cool, right?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s cool as fuck,” I told her, getting into it now.  
 
    I gestured for the bottle of mead, and Carli handed it to me with an eager expression. I balled up the rune-covered paper and chewed it, then washed it down with a big swig of the fairy mead. 
 
    The mead tasted even better than it smelled. Instantly, I knew I’d found my new favorite liquor. 
 
    “This is so freaking cool,” Carli whispered, watching me swallow the balled up paper with a spell written across it. “I’ve never had a mage friend before.” 
 
    I nearly choked on what was left of the parchment. “Friend?” 
 
    A smirk spread across Carli’s face. “You know what I mean. Well, I guess it’s not entirely true. I did have this one mage friend, but that was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Was she a friend, or a ‘friend-friend’?” 
 
    Carli punched me on the shoulder. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? No, she was… something else. I don’t want to talk about that tonight. I want to see some magic!” 
 
    I felt more than happy to oblige. The telltale tingle in my fingers told me new knowledge was about to bloom in my head, carrying along with it a whole new spell for me to cast. Dimly, I wondered what it would be. 
 
    While the surge slowly worked its way through my body, Carli continued to babble. I figured she’d drunk a little more than she intended, or maybe she handled it with less dignity than she’d expected from drinking alone. 
 
    “Never been much for shifter friends, either,” she said, glancing up at the high rock ceiling of the cave. “Except Soojin, I guess. Sometimes I wish I’d been born into a clan, but then I wouldn’t be Legendary. Just wouldn’t be as cool, you know? Clans are almost like the normies of shifters—they do things sooo by the book—” 
 
    “I thought they were all about freedom and family,” I said, closing my eyes and concentrating. 
 
    “Well yeah, compared to mages,” Carli said. “Have you seen those guys?” 
 
    I had. But at the moment, the spell captured my attention. I reached out and made a fist—and within the span of a heartbeat, my hand grew so heavy I could barely lift it. What the hell had I just done? 
 
    I opened my eyes—and beheld a living gauntlet of metal. 
 
    Silvery steel covered every inch of my hand, coating it like a second skin. To my surprise, it moved along with my digits—I could flex my hand, and the metal shifted around my fingers, almost like a glove. 
 
    “Woah,” Carli said, her eyes widening. “Neat!” 
 
    Feeling bold, I rose from the couch and walked over to the unfinished rock wall. With a grunt, I dealt the stone a fierce jab, intending to do no more than maybe shake it a little bit. Instead, the fist sank right into the wall, leaving a hole like a puncture wound. 
 
    “Better than neat!” Carli gasped, her jaw hitting the floor. “Fuck, I bet you could punch right through one of those shifters with that!” 
 
    I felt the same way. This was one hell of a weapon. 
 
    Carli crouched on the edge of the couch like a gargoyle, devouring the new spell with her eyes. “I wonder what would happen if you cast it while you were in Dragon form,” she mused, nibbling her bottom lip like the thought of it made her hot. “Wait—can you cast spells while you’re in your dragon form? Magery and shifting don’t usually mix.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    This time, the transformation felt easier. Without the stress of battle, stoking the dragon’s fire inside of me felt more like a simple matter of concentration. It took longer than it had when I acted to save Soojin. The dragon didn’t rip from my chest like a wave of energy—there was more give and take. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I had claws and a dragon’s head. I felt my reptilian snout with my scaled hands, noting the way Carli looked even more turned on by my nonhuman features. 
 
    “So fucking badass,” the catgirl whimpered. “Can you do a spell now?” 
 
    I reached for the new knowledge the scroll had implanted in my head, and a gauntlet of iron burst into existence around my scaled claws. The reptilian fingers gleamed like the blades of knives in the dim, romantic light of Carli’s living room. Yet I was certain that, were they to be used in combat, there would be nothing romantic about them. 
 
    I yearned to use my metallic dragon fists to smash the stone to splinters, to wreck wooden furniture until Carli’s awe took off into the stratosphere like a loosed balloon. The now-familiar rage I’d felt in Mom’s condo flared in my chest, igniting like a firecracker’s fuse. I put mental fingers over it and squeezed before it could go off, stifling the emotion.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Carli asked. No doubt she felt the anger rolling off me like steam. 
 
    “Never better,” I assured her. 
 
    Carli examined my hands with an almost scientific air. Her fingers felt warm against the metal.  
 
    “This looks extremely powerful,” she murmured, squeezing my palm with both of hers. Though she clearly put as much effort as she could into it, she couldn’t gain a single inch of leverage. “I’m curious, though. Does it have to be your hands?” 
 
    I glanced down at my metal-sheathed claws. “Why, would you prefer it was something else?” I asked with rakish good humor. 
 
    Carli’s eyes narrowed. “Not like that,” she insisted. “Could you summon the metal outside yourself, instead of all over your body?” 
 
    It felt like an interesting idea. I unsummoned the spell, allowing the metallic casing around my fingers to dissolve into thin air. Reflexively, I made fists out of my claws like someone shaking off the cold, though my fingers flexed as easily within the magical glove as they had outside of them. 
 
    I concentrated, picturing a ball of metal floating in the air before me. It felt very important to keep focused on that mental image—to not allow the spell to choose where its energies manifested, but to guide it. For a few moments, it felt like herding cats as some unseen resistance pressed against my mind—then it burst like a dam, and the air before me shimmered into a new form. 
 
    Thousands of tiny flakes of metal levitated over Carli’s living room table, hanging together in a loose sphere. 
 
    “I did it,” I said, glancing over at Carli to see her pleased reaction. “Now what do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    Carli didn’t answer at first. She rose from the couch and pressed a hesitant finger against the side of the loose sphere, pressing this flake and that one out of the way. As soon as the pressure left, the flakes of metal snapped back into formation, like geese flying south for the winter. 
 
    “Very cool,” the Raiju shifted purred, hands on her hips. “That first scroll Soojin gave you taught you telekinesis, right?” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re damn right it did,” I said, the idea occurring to both of us at the same time.  
 
    Up until that moment, I’d had no idea whether mages could handle two spells at the same time. I figured it was like trying to handle two women at the same time—fun as hell, but deadly dangerous at the same time. 
 
    With a mental push, the ball of pebbles soared across the room. I twirled it in a wide circle, pushing the formation into different shapes as I did a quick fly-by of Carli’s furniture.  
 
    Now it was a spider’s web—now a long cylinder like a bottle rocket.  
 
    Moving it around felt almost effortless, and I wondered how much of that had to do with the metal being of my creation. It felt easier to manipulate something I’d created with a spell, versus shoving a couch or a table out of the way. 
 
    Finally, the ball of metal landed on the coffee table. Carli clapped her hands like she’d just seen a magic trick, then pivoted into her next request almost immediately.  
 
    “You should make it into a weapon,” she whispered, her voice husky with arousal. “Could you make a sword?” 
 
    I had no idea—but since she’d asked so sweetly, I’d have to try. Moving each individual piece of the puzzle increased the complexity. I felt my brows furrowing together as I moved metal against metal, focusing as hard as I could on the final form of a sword. 
 
    It didn’t work. Instead of fusing together, each individual piece attempted to lengthen into the form of a miniature blade. The calm, sedate looking paperweight I’d deposited on Carli’s coffee table now resembled a tangle of thorns. 
 
    Disappointment filled me—but Carli’s reaction couldn’t have been more different. She picked up one of the long, thin pieces of metal, testing her finger against the tip. It pierced the pad of her thumb, leaving a small drop of blood behind. 
 
    “Fuck,” the shifter whispered. “Hang on a second.” 
 
    Before I could ask her what she was doing, Carli raced from the room. She headed down a side hallway, the sounds of her rummaging around echoing into the living room. A few moments later, she came back carrying a thick book, which she sat on top of the mini-fridge. A man in a black robe and a black-and-white mask stared at me from the cover, carrying a strange blade with a square edge where the point would normally be. 
 
    “I want you to hit that,” Carli said, pouncing onto the couch next to me. “Let me see how accurate you are, Derek.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Those things’ll probably obliterate the book—” 
 
    “I can order a new copy. Besides, I’ve read it a billion times. Show me your stuff!” 
 
    Well, I thought. If you insist… 
 
    The first shard ripped through the black-robed man’s mask, burying itself hilt deep in the cover. Within the span of a few heartbeats, a dozen more ringed the initial strike like arrows clustered around a bull’s eye. The book rocked backward and landed on the floor next to the mini-fridge, speared almost all the way through in more places than I had fingers to count. 
 
    Silence reigned in the living room. Then Carli said in a choked voice, “Alright, Derek. You can unsummon it now.” 
 
    The shards vanished.  
 
    Carli went over to the mini-fridge and picked up the book, which now hung in tatters. She gave a low whistle as she flipped through the ruined pages, then carried the thing back to the living room and tossed it on the table. 
 
    “You see how powerful magery is?” Carli said, shaking her head. “When you think outside the box, you realize how easy it is to create chaos with even the simplest powers.” 
 
    “You almost sound like you wish you were a mage,” I said without thinking. 
 
    Her blush told me I’d hit the mark closer than she was comfortable with. “There’s a sigil that gives shifters like me the ability to throw lightning bolts,” she confessed, whispering it like a secret dream. “The Lightning Strike Sigil. I’ve always wanted to claim it and pick up that Anatomical Form—it’d be the closest thing to seeing what being a mage is actually like. Fat chance I’m going to get the opportunity, though. Even Soojin says it’s a longshot.” 
 
    Carli didn’t seem to want to talk much more about that. Even that short declaration appeared to have pained her. Not wanting to hurt her, I decided to change the subject. 
 
    “You and Soojin seem pretty close,” I said, patting the cushion next to me. As Carli settled herself back down, tucking her tail beneath her fabulous ass, I asked: “How did the two of you hook up, anyway?” 
 
    Carli’s brows furrowed together. “We’ve never hooked up, if that’s what you mean,” she said, sounding a little taken aback. Then something flashed in her eyes, and she got a cunning kind of look. “I’ll tell you the story if you answer a question for me,” she said, crossing one leg over the other. “Deal?” 
 
    What was this, now? From the tone of her voice, the question sounded like it was going to be along the lines of, ‘can you take me in the bedroom and give me the greatest night of my life?’  
 
    But I sensed a trap. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, keeping my voice nonchalant. “You want me to go first?” 
 
    Carli shook her head. “I’d rather get it all out there. You want another drink, first? It’s kind of a long story. Don’t think that I’ll forget about your end of the bargain, though. We’re going to have words once I’m done.” 
 
    Hopefully we’d have a hell of a lot more than words.  
 
    I leaned closer, letting Carli feel me against her. “Maybe one more,” I said, gesturing toward the bottle of fairy mead. “As long as it doesn’t bind me to anyone…” 
 
    “You don’t like being bound?” Carli asked with a wiggle of her eyebrows. Oh yeah, she was definitely feeling her liquor. “I find it liberating, myself. Letting go and letting someone else tell you what to do…” 
 
    I almost started telling her what I wanted her to do right then and there. But I wanted to hear her story first—and there was the matter of this question, besides. 
 
    Both of us knew that. So as soon as she came back with two fresh glasses and poured us a final nightcap, I sat back and listened to Carli’s story of the night she met Soojin. 
 
    The same night she got the powers of the Raiju. 
 
    The night she almost died.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, this all happened a few years ago,” Carli began, sipping daintily at her glass of fairy mead. Despite the fact that she was tipsy, she’d taken on a more serious tone. I could tell she wanted me to listen to her—that telling it was important to her. “I won’t tell you how many years, mind you—that would be like telling you how old I am. And a lady never tells.” 
 
    “I assumed you were eighteen,” I said with a smirk, putting a hand on Carli’s stockinged knee. 
 
    “Ha!” Carli snorted. “What a charmer. So, let me ask you—you’ve met Soojin in her shop, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve seen that damn radio she stays glued to night and day, then, yeah?” 
 
    “I think I’ve seen something like that,” I admitted, remembering the scene I’d spied upon in Soojin’s backroom. A vague sensation of guilt flitted through my stomach at the memory, but I dismissed it. We were way past that now. “Definitely seen something like that.” 
 
    “Well, if Soojin was telling this story, that’s where it would start. With the hunterwave, and with the call about a ‘freshly minted’ legendary shifter.” Carli paused, as if realizing she might have started her tale on the wrong foot. “This isn’t about Soojin, though,” she said, staring down into her drink. “It’s about me.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I assured her, wanting her to feel as comfortable as possible. “Go ahead and take your time, Carli. We’ve got all night.” 
 
    The shifter brightened. “You’re right. My story starts with me getting back to the hideout. Not this hideout, of course—I didn’t get that until later. A lot later. My normie hideout.” 
 
    “Didn’t think you had anything to do with normies,” I said, slapping her thigh playfully. 
 
    “Yeah, well, this was a different era,” Carli replied, rolling her eyes. “Back then, Carli Weber was just another normie like everyone else. Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    I made a ‘zipping the lip’ gesture. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    “Even back then, I worked as a private investigator,” Carli explained. “I never did get much out of college—Dad was more of a ‘graduate and go to work’ kind of guy, so my family didn’t really do the whole higher education thing.” She said it with a hint of shame, as if she should have felt bad about it. Belatedly, I realized she already knew about my college career. 
 
    “It’s not for everyone,” I told her with a shrug, letting her know I didn’t think less of her in the least. “Besides, if you’d gone on and got some kind of degree, you wouldn’t be here right now, would you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Carli agreed. “Anyway, that night I’d been out super late, working this case. You know those big warehouses they use to ship packages, where they make a final stop before they get handed to the mailman or whatever? Distribution centers, I think they’re called.” 
 
    “Yep. I have a cousin who works in one.” 
 
    Carli nodded. “This woman hired me to investigate her husband. She thought he was cheating on her with one of his co-workers. The problem was, he worked at one of these distribution centers—on the fucking graveyard shift. This place sorted and shipped boxes twenty four seven, literally never stopping.” 
 
    “That’s how they get them to people’s doorsteps so quickly,” I said with another shrug. “Gotta suck being stuck on the night shift like that, though. Doesn’t justify cheating on your wife, though.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Carli said. “Honestly, the client was kind of a bitch. But she was paying me, so I did stakeouts of the place for an entire week. Every day, this guy walks into a big, nondescript gray box, sits inside it for a whole shift, then drives straight home. The most boring routine imaginable. By the end of the first week, I was about to pull my hair out—until…” 
 
    She drew the moment out, milking it for all the suspense it was worth. “You caught him?” I guessed. 
 
    Carli grinned. “Friday, right around midnight, the goober clocks out all of a sudden. He comes out of the building—and this time, he’s not alone. He’s got some little Latina cutie dressed in the company uniform with him.” The shifter wiggled her eyebrows. “Not just a coworker, Derek. Management.” 
 
    “Wow. What happened next?” 
 
    “Well, they went to his car, parked it around the other side of the building, and… you know.” Carli made a circle with the thumb and index finger of one hand, then stuck the index finger of her other through it several times, in the universal sign language for ‘they boned.’ “I got the whole thing on camera, and was feeling pretty great about it. Best of all, it happened early enough in the shift that I managed to get back to my office before the ass crack of dawn. All I had to do was upload the photos, send them to the wife, and get paid. Another satisfied customer.” 
 
    I heard the hesitance in her voice. “But something else happened on the way, right? You ran into a troll—or a shifter of some sort. Something that blew your ‘normie’ mind…” 
 
    “Good guess,” Carli purred. She was really getting into this now—the girl had a natural flair for the dramatic. She made one hell of a good storyteller. “But no. I made it back to the office perfectly fine—except that I got soaked all the way through to my fucking skin. On the way back, a huge storm moved in, like something out of the freaking Bible. The kind of weather that makes you start looking around to see if you’ve got anything to build an Ark.” 
 
    “I’m trying to picture you soaking wet,” I said, taking another sip of my mead. “Those clothes stuck to your body, moisture just dripping off of you…” 
 
    “Perv,” Carli said, but she was grinning from ear to ear. “I’ll have you know I dried off as soon as I got into my office. At the time, it wasn’t much to look at—not like the wonderful Batcave I’ve got here. I wouldn’t stoop to working out of my apartment, as that’s too low even for a gumshoe with nothing to lose. But, ah… let’s just say I had to seek alternative means of finding office space…” 
 
    I felt my brows furrow together. “What, like one of those work-share companies?” 
 
    Carli hesitated, then something inside of her gave. The pleasant buzz of alcohol and arousal made her feel like she could trust me, so she confessed.  
 
    “More like a storage locker,” the shifter said with a laugh. “The kind where they don’t lock the doors at night and they don’t check too closely whether people are staying in the units or not.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said, trying to picture it. Rain pouring down in sheets, Carli swearing as she lifted a big metal shutter to reveal a tiny storage unit crammed with computers and other gumshoe equipment. It would’ve been cute if not for whatever must have come next. 
 
    “I booted up the computer and started finishing the job,” she said. Suddenly, the jovial expression dropped from her face. “And then it happened.” 
 
    I leaned in a little closer. “What happened?” 
 
    Carli met my eye—then clapped her hands together right in front of my face. 
 
    “Boom!” the shifter shouted. “Lightning struck!” 
 
    I sat back, more dazed than I’d expected. This fairy mead was really getting to me. “Lightning struck what? The storage locker?” 
 
    Carli shook her head. “No. It struck me. That shit arced right inside the storage locker, zapping my cute ass with thirty thousand volts. I ought to have been dead on the spot—nothing but a greasy smear where Carli Weber had just been standing. Deader than a doornail!” 
 
    I frowned. “Lightning doesn’t go into buildings,” I said, cocking my head to the side. “Are you sure you weren’t standing outside?” 
 
    Carli nearly spit out her drink. “That’s the part you’re questioning?” the shifter asked, getting up on all fours on the cushion. “It wasn’t ordinary lightning, alright! I’m getting to that part!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, chuckling. She could really be cute when she was mad. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Like I said, I should have died. But I didn’t. Instead, it was like all my senses were ripped away in a single moment. All of a sudden, I wasn’t standing in my shitty storage locker office any more—I was above the clouds, and the sky was clear and blue. And standing there was…” Her expression changed. “Have you ever seen Godzilla, Derek?” 
 
    “Which one?” I asked, rising to the occasion. “The 1954 original, the awesome Hideaki Anno one from 2016, or the garbage version from the 90’s with Matthew Broaderick?” 
 
    Carli looked stunned. “Damn, you know your monster movies,” the catgirl whispered. “Which one’s your favorite?” 
 
    “Godzilla vs. MechaGodzilla,” I answered automatically. “But Shin Godzilla’s definitely up there. What about you?” 
 
    Carli gave me a bashful look. “Godzilla vs. King Ghidorah,” she admitted, glancing away. “It was the first one I ever saw, on my Dad’s old VHS player.” 
 
    “Wait, with the Futurians!?” I gasped, nearly spilling my drink. “Aww hell. If that was my first Godzilla movie, I dunno if I’d have watched any of the others.” 
 
    “I was a kid!” Carli giggled, moving closer to me.  
 
    Damn, had my knowledge of old kaiju movies actually gotten me closer to getting laid? I had to thank my lucky stars. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I said. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s what it looked like. Except instead of a building-sized lizard, the thing that stood in front of me looked like Mufasa from The Lion King if you blew him up to the size of the Goodyear Blimp.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be stunned. “The Raiju?” I asked. 
 
    Carli nodded. “In the flesh.” 
 
    Wow. A legendary creature had visited Carli. Sounded awesome to me, but I figured there was some kind of catch. 
 
    “What did it say?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “It didn’t say anything. Just zapped me with about a billion more volts, until the whole vision dissolved like soda going flat. I woke up laying on the concrete floor of my storage locker, sparks flying out of places I didn’t even know I had. My computers were fried—and the SD card I’d stored the client’s pictures on was borked beyond repair.” 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted. 
 
    “Ah, I didn’t really care about it. I was just glad to be alive. Besides, that’s when the flying monkeys came and started trying to kill me.” 
 
    I stared at Carli as if she’d grown a second head. “Flying monkeys?” 
 
    “Ape shifters,” Carli corrected with a snicker. “You should have seen these fucking things. Well, hell, you probably will sooner or later. Apes can move fast—almost like lightning bolts their damn selves. I barely made it back to my car in one piece.” 
 
    “You drove away?” It was an anticlimactic end to such a crazy story. 
 
    “Hell no! The shifters surrounded my car and ripped right through the wheels. I thought I was dead.” She glanced down into the depths of her drink, remembering. “That’s when I felt it. At first, I thought that crazy Pikachu Godzilla had come back—then I realized that what I was feeling was inside of me. That whatever I’d come into contact had put it there. And that, like it or not, it had given me the ability to fight…” 
 
    She glanced up, locking eyes with me. She didn’t need to say any more on that score. I’d felt the exact same thing, when I watched that wolf shifter nearly choke Soojin to death. 
 
    “You transformed,” I said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Carli nodded. “I was still outnumbered, but I gave them hell,” she said with a little laugh. “You know what it was like—you experienced the same thing. In that moment, the first time you transform, you aren’t thinking about how crazy it is or how you feel like something more than human or how you can no longer go back to your ordinary life. It’s just about survival, about killing. You know?” 
 
    I knew. The wave of red that covered my vision, the fury that filled me as I threw myself at the wolf shifters—all of it was a twin to what Carli had gone through that night. I tried to picture her tossing herself at the first ape, gouging out its eyes with brand-new claws. Moving with a power more primal than instinct. 
 
    I shuddered. 
 
    “I killed the first one before the rest even had time to notice the change,” Carli said, her voice brimming with pride. “They were fast, but I was even faster—and the stakes were different for me than it was for them. Attacking me was their mission, but mine was survival.” 
 
    Carli looked down at her hands, her face darkening as she remembered that night. “I almost died so many times. I took hit after hit, but every time I went down, I refused to stay that way. Long after the point where I thought I would’ve given up and died, I kept on fighting—kept on killing. Eventually, I made it to the point where it was just me and three of the ape shifters. If I’d been brought into the fight with fresh legs, I could have killed them—but I was bleeding from a dozen wounds at that point. Even the rage of the Raiju had begun to ebb.” 
 
    I knew that feeling, as well. The awful shifting as the power leached from between your fingers, when a new shifter finally hit the wall and reached the limits of their newfound powers. 
 
    “How’d you win?” I asked. Because Carli must have. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be here. 
 
    She smiled faintly. “They had me down on the ground,” she said, remembering it the way others might remember scoring a game-winning touchdown on the football field. “I think they were going to have a little fun with me before they finished me off, because I’d killed and hurt so many of their friends along the way. Plus, they’ve got that ape blood—which makes them vicious. To this fucking day, I can’t go to a zoo and look at one of those things from behind the glass. It’s like they’re plotting some way to get out and wrap their hands around my throat.” 
 
    Both of us got quiet for a few moments.  
 
    “So what happened next?” I asked, almost not wanting to hear it. 
 
    “One of them leaned over me,” she whispered. “Then it’s fucking head exploded.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot to my hairline. 
 
    “Believe me, I felt just as surprised,” she hastened to tell me. “I know she doesn’t really look like she can scrap, and it’s been a long time since she’s had to go beast mode, but trust me—when her back’s to the wall, there’s very few people in this world more dangerous than our friend Soojin.” 
 
    So that’s how they’d met.  
 
    “She saved you,” I realized. 
 
    “She killed two of the fuckers, then the last one ran,” Carli said. “By then, things weren’t making very much sense for me any more—I’d lost a lot of blood, as you can imagine. Soojin carried me to her car and got me somewhere safe. I woke up two days later covered in bandages, with someone spooning nasty-tasting medicine into my mouth. Remind you of anyone you know?” 
 
    “My mom,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Exactly. Soojin has a thing about taking in strays. Anyway, that’s how I met her—turns out she’d been listening over the hunterwave and decided that a freshly minted legendary shifter needed a helping hand to avoid getting murdered. I’m glad she did—otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    With that, she gestured around the expansive cave and its attendant apartment. I couldn’t disagree with her—Carli had done pretty good for herself. 
 
    Something occurred to me.  
 
    “Is Soojin your benefactor?” I asked. Maybe she made more money from the Dragon’s Hoard Apothecary Shop than I figured. 
 
    That brought a long, loud laugh from Carli.  
 
    “No, not Sooj,” she said, shaking her head. “She hooked me up with them, though. Back then, the mage-shifter alliance was a much bigger deal, and Soojin was able to pull some strings to get a brand-new shifter some time and money to get her feet under her. I never forgot it, either. I don’t see Sooj very often, but when she comes calling, I run.” Carli nudged me. “Like when she tells me some guy came into her apothecary shop smelling funny and she thinks he’s going to get himself in trouble before the night’s over.” 
 
    Suddenly, a whole lot of things made sense. 
 
    “She sent you to me,” I said, glancing at the closed door leading to the hallway where Soojin was treating Mom. “That’s why you were there to save me from the sewer troll!” 
 
    “She worries about Raya’s boy,” the shifter said, rocking back on her elbows. “She’s got a good heart, that one. You should be proud to count her as a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling a little awkward. “As a friend. Is that the whole story?” 
 
    Carli spread her hands. “It is. So now, I’m going to ask my question.” 
 
    I set my fairy mead down on the coffee table and leaned in close. “Go for it,” I said, putting a hand on her knee. “I’m just dying to hear this.” 
 
    Carli didn’t disappoint. She scrunched up her face cutely, leaned in close, and put her lips against my ear. 
 
    Then she asked her question. 
 
    “Just what the hell were you and Soojin doing while I was cleaning up those bodies?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I froze. It felt like all the blood had suddenly drained out of my body. All except for my cheeks, which felt hotter than a Fourth of July barbeque. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked. 
 
    Carli pulled back, an impish grin on her features. “You heard me, normie boy. Soojin disappeared for like twenty minutes while I was cleaning up the mess those wolf shifters left in your Mom’s condo. So dish already!” 
 
    My fight or flight response went into overdrive. The urge to get up from the couch and bolt into another room, or take off screaming into the darkness of the cave network surrounding us, was so strong as to be nearly irresistible.  
 
    Somehow, I managed to stay seated on the couch, covering my shock with a sip of fairy mead. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re expecting me to say,” I finally whispered. 
 
    “Come on,” Carli purred, nudging me with her elbow. “She’s in there taking care of Raya. She’s not going to hear a thing. There ain’t nobody here but us chickens. So tell me what happened.” 
 
    I stared at her blankly. “You’re serious?” 
 
    Carli put her drink down, grinning like a fox. “Did you fuck her? That’s all I want to know—I promise I won’t pry any further than that. Just satisfy my curiosity this one little bit, please?” 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    “You want to know if I had sex with your friend?” I asked, staring at Carli with incomprehension. 
 
    “Uh, yeah? She was grinning like a fucking idiot when she came back from ‘handing you towels’ in the shower, so I’m assuming you at least made her cum…” 
 
    Laughter broke from my throat. “Okay, we’re not having this conversation,” I said, setting my drink aside. “Both of us must be way too wasted off this fairy mead. And for the record, I did not fuck Soojin.” 
 
    My response didn’t daunt Carli in the slightest. “Ah, but I couldn’t help but hear that little bit of extra emphasis you put on the F-bomb,” the Raiju shifter purred. Suddenly, Carli was on all fours again, readying herself across the cushions like she was about to pounce on me. “Which means you did something else. Maybe not a home run, but you and her definitely rounded a few bases, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know so bad?” I asked, backing toward the arm on my side of the couch. I couldn’t believe how forward Carli was being—even for a supernatural creature, this was nearly too much. Surely the culture was different among mages and shifters, but I had a hard time believing they’d be this excited to discuss their friend’s sexual conquests. 
 
    Carli cocked her head to the side and pursed her lips. “Because,” the shifter said teasingly, “I want to know which of us planted our flag first.” 
 
    It took a few moments for the full import of her statement to sink in. When it did, the blush rose hotter and more noticeable on my face.  
 
    “Wait a second,” I said, holding up a hand. “You…” 
 
    “Want to fuck you,” Carli finished for me. “Uh, duh. Men. I swear—a girl can put a guy’s hand right up her panties before the first date, and he’s still clueless about the fact that she’s maaaaybe DTF?” 
 
    My mind whirled as I tried to process all this. The fairy mead didn’t help; nor did the large amount of beer I’d consumed. 
 
    “But if you want to go to bed with me,” I said, trying to push my sluggish thoughts into motion, “why do you want to hear about Soojin!?” 
 
    Carli glanced to the left, then the right, as if she expected a hidden camera crew to emerge from the mouth of the cave at any moment.  
 
    “Because it’s fun?” she said with a shrug. “And like I said, I want to know if she got to you first. So dish, Derek! Did you get laid or not?” 
 
    What the hell? This whole conversation was crazy—I might as well roll with it. Carli certainly didn’t seem shy about the subject, so why was I? 
 
    “I didn’t get laid,” I admitted. “I was taking a shower, and she came in. She gave me the towels, like she told you, then we started talking about what it’s like to come down from your first time shifting into a beast form. How it keys you up, and you need to relax after…” 
 
    “So she relaxed you,” Carli said with a wolfish grin. “Is that it?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” I said, glancing to the side. Even though Carli had said there was no way for Soojin to overhear us, I still wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    I figured that answer would be enough to satisfy Carli. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    “So what, did she—” Carli made a jerking off motion with one hand, grinning as she did it. “Or was it more like…” 
 
    Right in front of me, without a hint of shame, this legendary Raiju shifter stuck her tongue in one cheek and mimicked giving a blowjob. 
 
    “The, uh, the second one,” I said. Because what else could you say? 
 
    “Killer. It was good, right?” Carli leaned in closer, as if she could gain some sort of refracted pleasure from recounting the act. “God, I bet Soojin’s amazing in bed. She’s always so attentive and giving with her friends. Probably gives amazing head, too…” 
 
    “I cannot believe we’re having this conversation,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    Suddenly, Carli was in my lap. 
 
    “Me either,” she purred against my ear. Suddenly, she was as warm and loving as a man could possibly want. “I’m glad we did, though. Really glad. Want to know why?” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Because now I know she didn’t fuck you,” the shifter purred, nibbling at my bottom lip. “And I really, really wanted to be the first one of us to get to do that…” 
 
    Her hot mouth parted for me, and then the two of us were making out. My tongue slid into her mouth, making her moan as she arched her back and ground her hips against mine.  
 
    I grabbed her around the waist and shifted her, pushing her back against the couch as my tongue quested further in her mouth, kissing her harder. Deeper. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around mine, tugging at my clothes. It was like someone had tripped a secret signal—the alcohol and the lust that had been building in the room during our conversation finally boiled over, taking both of us with it. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Carli whimpered, her tongue tracing a circle around my sensitive earlobe. “Don’t worry about anyone hearing, baby. Even if Soojin figures out what we’re doing, she won’t mind. She’s not the jealous type…” 
 
    I wouldn’t have believed that ten minutes ago—but I did now. Something about these supernatural women just made them different from the girls I knew back in the ‘normie’ world. Carli hadn’t been fazed in the slightest to hear about Soojin giving me a blowjob, and something inside me knew my future relations with Soojin wouldn’t be impacted in the slightest by fucking her friend. 
 
    I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world, I thought, reaching for the straps of Carli’s tank top. 
 
    One spaghetti-thin strip of fabric slid down her arm, revealing even more of her perky, heaving breast. I couldn’t take it any longer—I broke the kiss, then traced my teeth down to the hem of her shirt and tugged with my mouth. One of her tits came free, perfect and curvy and topped with a diamond-hard nipple the same dark shade as her hair. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Carli whimpered, pushing my face between her breasts. “My nipples are so fucking sensitive, Derek. I don’t know if it’s a Raiju thing, but I just love having them sucked…” 
 
    I think it’s more of a woman thing, I thought, putting one of her nipples into my mouth and sucking it. Carli reacted like I’d struck her with a taser, the fire inside of her going supernova as I ran my tongue and lips over her sensitive nub. 
 
    Husky moans broke from the shifter’s throat as I tugged her to the cushions, laying her across the couch as I kept peppering her tits with kisses and consistent little licks. It couldn’t have been more clear that Carli was ready to fuck—but I wanted to take it slow.  
 
    Take my time. 
 
    Enjoy it. 
 
    Eventually, though, the iron rod in my pants grew too hard to ignore. The pure need inside of me felt overwhelming, and Carli knew it.  
 
    Her hands tugged at my belt, removing my pants and leaving me in nothing but my boxer shorts. She leaned back and took off her own top, leaving her naked above the waist, then flashed a cat-like grin as she hooked her thumbs in her short skirt. 
 
    “You want me to leave the stockings on, or take them off?” she asked, showing off her garter belt and the black silk panties she had on under the skirt. My mind instantly filled with thoughts of pulling those panties to the side, of leaving them coated and sticky with my seed. 
 
    “On,” I said, pulling her skirt down her tanned thighs. “You look fucking incredible in them.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” Carli purred, flipping over.  
 
    Her pert, round ass stuck into the air like an open invitation, and without saying a word, I knew she wanted me to spank it.  
 
    Asking would have ruined the fun, so I brought my hand down on her panties with a thick slap, enough to fill the apartment with the sound of it. 
 
    “Ah!” Carli’s eyes rolled back in her head—I could feel the warmth between her legs.  
 
    Her panties began to soak as I spanked her again and again, tugging the fabric to the side so I could leave handprints on her bare ass cheek. By the time I was done, Carli was begging through tears of joy for me to fuck her. 
 
    Jesus, I needed this so badly. I needed her. I couldn’t wait to be inside of her. 
 
    Carli lifted one leg over the arm of the couch, putting the other one on the floor. The motion made her do the splits like a dancer, putting her round ass in the air with her swollen, dripping mound just underneath. She rubbed herself through her panties, the living room filling with the feral tang of her sex. 
 
    I mounted her from behind, my hands going everywhere. I squeezed her soft breasts, pinching the nipples as she pressed her back against my chest. A stoned, blissful grin spread across Carli’s face as she leaned back and made out with me, grinding herself against that hot point of need between my legs. Fuck, she was so good at it—if she kept up this way, she’d get me off before I even made it inside her. 
 
    I couldn’t have that, could I? 
 
    Tugging down my boxers, I rubbed my cock between her ass cheeks. Carli groaned as she felt my full girth against her, throbbing with need.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so big,” the shifter panted, sliding a hand into her panties to get her pussy nice and wet for me. “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to fit all that inside of me, Derek…” 
 
    I cut off her words with another deep, passionate kiss. My free hand tangled in her hair, pinning her body against mine as I prepared to fill her with my cock. She tugged her panties to the side, exposing her dripping slit as she thrust herself back on me, desperate with need. 
 
    Still I teased her. The crown of my cock pushed gently against her opening, swirling around the throbbing nub of her clit until Carli whined and moaned like an animal caught in a trap. Drool trickled from the side of the shifter’s mouth as she rode the feelings, her claws digging into the leather of the couch. 
 
    “Please,” she finally begged. “Fuck, I can’t take it anymore! Fucking fuck me already, Derek! I need to feel you inside me!” 
 
    That was all the permission I needed.  
 
    Grabbing her hair with one hand and her hip with the other, I braced myself against the floor and slammed forward like a piston, filling her tight pussy to the hilt. Both of us cried out with pleasure as I sank home, bottoming out inside of her like her tight, wet opening had been custom built to fit me.  
 
    The heat and friction were incredible—she hadn’t been lying about it being a challenge to fit me. Her walls were so snug around me that it was hard to tell where Carli ended and my cock began. 
 
    In my arms, the shifter lost all control. She pressed herself against me desperately, her tongue diving deep into my mouth as I thrust into her heavenly tightness. Each time my cock drove into her, it produced the most amazing whimpers and sighs from the shifter’s throat. Carli was a vocal lover, who had no problem letting me know exactly how much she loved getting fucked. 
 
    I liked that about her instantly. 
 
    The leg she’d hooked over the arm of the couch trembled uncontrollably as I fucked her. Juice dripped from her slit, coating my shaft more and more every time I pulled back to ram home again and again. My balls tingled with it, drawing up against me as they slapped the backs of her thighs on every thrust. 
 
    I was no virgin—I’d had sex before. But it had never, ever been like this. 
 
    Carli was like the world’s most devoted wife and its nastiest pornstar, all wrapped up in one tight, athletic package. She bent over the couch, her tits flattened against the leather as she squeaked and squealed with every thrust, slamming herself back on me just as hard as I was fucking her. The hand in her hair tugged, adding pleasure to her pain. 
 
    “Fuck, are you trying to kill me?” she asked, glancing back over her shoulder with a mischievous grin. “I’m gonna cum, Derek. Fuck, you’re gonna make me cum…” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me. I could feel her slit quivering around my cock, her walls clenching like a fist as she prepared to go over the edge.  
 
    Just to make it even sweeter, I reached around her taut little tummy and slipped my fingers beneath the hem of her panties, rubbing her clit from the front as I fucked her from the back. 
 
    It proved to be too much for Carli to take.  
 
    The shifter’s eyes rolled back in her head, huge sobs of passion escaping her as she gave herself utterly over to me.  
 
    Carli thrust herself back one more time, trying to get me as deep inside of her as she possibly could, then the tenor of her moans changed to a low, endless cry as she went over the edge.  
 
    A flood of juice coated her thighs as she came, her walls gripping me extra tight as I kept right on thrusting inside of her. 
 
    The contrast of Carli’s tanned skin, flushed from her cheeks to her navel, against the black leather of the couch was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    I leaned back, watching my cock disappear and reappear from inside of her like a magic trick, coming back coated in more of her feminine juices each time.  
 
    Fucking her from behind let me go so deep, let me fill her exactly the way I wanted. I could have kept on pounding her like a jackhammer until I came. 
 
    But Carli wasn’t finished with me yet. 
 
    She kissed me hard as she came down from her peak, then slipped off me with a little whimper. Anticipation filled me as she positioned herself on the edge of the cushions and took me into her mouth.  
 
    Carli sucked me greedily, groaning with pleasure at the combination of her and my juices all over my fat, throbbing cock. 
 
    “You made me come so hard, Derek,” Carli whimpered, burying her face against my balls. “You know what I do for a guy who can get me off like that? Make me cum the way I deserve?” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to find out. “What?” 
 
    Carli pulled back, her eyes shining as she gazed up at me. It wasn’t love in those eyes, not yet—but it was the beginning of something deep and primal. 
 
    “Whatever he fucking wants,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    Then she went right back to sucking me. 
 
    My hand came down on the back of her head, coaxing Carli’s lips further down my shaft. The contrast between Soojin’s devoted, maternal sucking and Carli’s pornstar routine couldn’t have been clearer—the catgirl liked to get sloppy with it, to make a lot of noise and gag all over my cock. I tried to decide which I liked better, but both of them felt so fucking good. I couldn’t choose. 
 
    Carli took me deep three or four more times, then pulled off me with a gentle gag.  
 
    “You really like being dominant, don’t you?” the shifter asked hopefully. “Like, you really, really like being in charge of me?” 
 
    I heard the need in that voice. Carli was so capable and independent in her personal life—she needed someone to give her permission to be submissive. To let go in the bedroom in a way she never could when dealing with her business. 
 
    I leaned over and planted a hearty slap on her backside. Carli’s groan was all the answer she needed. 
 
    “Let’s finish this in the bedroom,” Carli purred, glancing at the door. “I’ve got something special for you, stud. Something I think you’re really gonna like…” 
 
    I followed her into the bedroom, my eyes on her ass the whole way. Once she got to the door, Carli removed her panties, leaving her shaved pussy bare and exposed. Only the garter belt and her black stockings remained. I figured she wouldn’t take those off unless I told her to, and I liked the way they looked too much. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting a long time for a man I could do this with,” Carli whispered, her voice crackling with need. She drew back the covers with a grin, reaching to either side of the mattress as if she were looking for something she’d dropped underneath the bed. “What do you think of this?” 
 
    When I realized what she’d brought up, my eyes widened. Twin straps led beneath the mattress, connected underneath by some unknown mechanism. Each one ended in a leather cuff, which was closed by a small silver key sitting on the nightstand. 
 
    Fuck. Carli’s bed came with restraints? 
 
    “You are a kinky little bitch,” I said, looking from the apparatus to her. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carli purred without shame. “I love being tied up. Restrained and helpless. Once I’m tied down to this bed, stud, I won’t be able to get up until you unlock me. Even my Raiju strength won’t get me free. You’ll be able to do whatever you want to me…” 
 
    Carli’s tits heaved with excitement as she described what had to be one of her all-time fantasies. I’d never really thought about it before, as my previous girlfriends had been a little bit too vanilla to do something crazy like install restraints beneath the bed. But suddenly the idea of tying Carli up and having my way with her sounded incredible. 
 
    “Come here, slut,” I growled, grabbing the catgirl by the wrists.  
 
    Carli played at resisting me, but the little kisses and nibbles she planted on my neck and cheeks as I strapped her down betrayed her need. I fastened the straps around her wrists and watched as the leather snapped, the restraints drawing tense as a bowstring once the cuffs were closed. Carli’s wrists pressed into the mattress, pinning her to the spot. 
 
    “There’s more over there,” she whispered, glancing toward the foot of the bed. “My ankles, Derek. Please…” 
 
    Two more cuffs lay beneath that end of the bed. In minutes, I’d fastened them around her ankles, leaving her spread-eagled across the mattress. 
 
    I looked down at the beautiful Raiju shifter, naked save for her stockings. What did I want to do to her? 
 
    Everything, I thought. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Carli whimpered, as if only now realizing the reality of her situation. “I really let you do it, Derek. Fuck, I’m helpless.” She tested her restraints, flexing a wrist and an ankle the couple of inches the tension would allow. “I barely even know you, and I’m letting you do whatever you want to me…” 
 
    I grinned down at her. “I know you in the only way that matters,” I said, gripping her inner thigh. 
 
    Carli’s eyes rolled back in her head as two of my fingers entered her.  
 
    “You’re so tight and wet,” I grunted, discarding what was left of my boxers. “How did you know I love fucking a girl after I’ve made her cum?” 
 
    “You do?” Carli whimpered, half-delirious with bliss. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Everything’s so wet and tight,” I said, climbing on top of her. I was going to do my level best to fuck Carli right through her mattress. She’d be walking funny for a week by the time I was done with her. “Plus it helps with fertility. Getting a girl off before you cum in her makes it even more likely you’ll get her pregnant…” 
 
    What was wrong with me? I’d never confessed that before—not to any girl. Not even my girlfriends knew about that side of me. 
 
    But Carli reacted as if I’d just touched on her darkest, deepest fantasy. 
 
    “Oh fuck how did you know?” the shifter panted, lifting her hips as much as she was able to grind them against me. “How did you know I was ovulating, Derek? Fuck, I’m not on birth control, either!” 
 
    I didn’t know. And to be honest, I kind of suspected Carli was just roleplaying with that last part. But that didn’t matter—the fantasy drove me wild. 
 
    “Now I can’t stop you,” Carli teased, grinding her pussy against me. “I could beg you to put on one of the condoms I’ve got in the nightstand, but you don’t even have to listen to me! You’ve got all the power—you can fuck me raw and unprotected, and there’s nothing I can do about it…” 
 
    Fuck. How did this girl get me so perfectly!? 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    With one hard thrust, I buried myself deep inside of Carli’s tight pussy. Her body spread beneath mine, twisting even further as the restraints bit into her wrists and ankles. She took me deeper than deep, grinding upward as hard as she could.  
 
    “Oh fuck, you’re so hard!” she groaned, her voice entering the upper registers barely on the edge of hearing. “You’re gonna breed me, aren’t you, Derek? You’re gonna claim my fucking pussy—make that pussy yours! Oh fuck, oh fuck you’re so deep…” 
 
    Her cries were as sweet as honey in my ears. Each thrust into her tight, wet pussy felt better than the last one—beneath me, I felt Carli have a second orgasm, the wave of pleasure barely slowing her babble of need. 
 
    She felt so tight, so perfect, so ready. 
 
    “I”m gonna come,” I roared, wrapping both arms around her shoulders for even more leverage. “Fuck, Carli, here it fucking comes!” 
 
    My cock jerked against the entrance to her core as the pleasure became unbearable—then release hit me like a tidal wave. Thick ropes of hot seed erupted from the head of my cock as bliss overwhelmed me, the feeling like nothing else on Earth.  
 
    Carli’s inner muscles gripped me tight, her legs flexing as hard as they could against the restraints with the primal desire to wrap her ankles around my back and coax me as deep as she could into her womb. I pushed her harder against the mattress, heedless to her cries of passion as my balls drained inside of her. 
 
    It was the strongest, sweetest orgasm of my entire life.  
 
    And as I looked up at Carli, expecting to see the sweat-covered face of my newest conquest, a vision unraveled before my eyes. 
 
    I was still coming—which was probably the only thing keeping me from going insane. In a flash, I was floating over a sprawling metropolis, rain pouring down in sheets across gray granite buildings. A massive beast stood astride those skyscrapers, laying waste to all before it with titanic lightning bolts. 
 
    It was a tempest made manifest—a force of nature. A destroyer. 
 
    The Raiju, I thought, the top of my head nearly rising into the stratosphere. 
 
    The vision lasted only a few more moments. As the pleasure ebbed, I collapsed and found myself buried against Carli’s collar, the shifter beneath me laughing and groaning in bliss as I finished emptying inside of her. Carli had already managed to wriggle one wrist free of the bed’s restraints—so much for being helpless—and was using it to hug me tight as I poured myself out inside of her. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Carli whimpered, tangling her fingers in my hair. “God damn you came so much! Oh fuck, I can feel it dripping out of me. I wish I still had panties on so they could be soaked with your load…” 
 
    I blinked, coming back to myself. “I saw it,” I grunted, looking Carli right in the eyes. “I saw the spirit that possessed you. I saw the fucking Raiju.” 
 
    Carli didn’t believe me. “Oh yeah? I think I felt the Earth move the second time you got me off, stud. Fuck, I had no idea you could fuck like that…” 
 
    She trailed off, seeing the look in my eyes. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Right as I came,” I said, resting my head against her collar. “It was crazy. Fuck, that’s what it looks like?” 
 
    Carli’s other wrist came free of the strap. She hugged me tight, smiling into my hair as she came down from her own amazing peak. 
 
    “Now you know what I see every night when I go to sleep,” she murmured, stroking the back of my head. “Pretty freaky, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You see that thing?” I asked. 
 
    Somehow, Carli’s legs came free.  
 
    “Shh,” she purred, tugging the blankets up over our bodies. The warmth of the shifter against me felt amazing after the hot, sweaty fucking—I had a runner’s high, like I’d just completed one hell of a workout.  
 
    “We can talk about it in the morning,” Carli said. “Rest now. You’ve earned it…” 
 
    That should have been it. We’d tabled things until tomorrow, and I had heaven itself in my bed—a glorious, naked shifter who’d just gotten finished giving me the best sex of my life. 
 
    But a few minutes later, as I gently snoozed against Carli’s side, the world began to change. 
 
    I stood on a busy city street, surrounded by pedestrians who didn’t seem to see me. They moved around me on either side, hustling and bustling to their destinations while glancing down at their ever-present phones. Only a sliver of sky could be seen between the buildings, a tiny reminder of the natural world surrounding us. 
 
    I glanced up into that sliver—and saw a blood-red, unblinking eye. 
 
    A scream tore itself from my throat, but it was already too late. A massive red dragon dove between the skyscrapers, screeching at a glass-breaking frequency as it dropped to the concrete street. Now people put down their phones and began to run, but it was too late for them. A blast of fire from the dragon coursed down the thoroughfare, laying waste to all before it. 
 
    I turned to run, but it was like my legs were made of solid stone. All I managed was to twist at the waist as the wall of flame covered the distance to me. The heat burned against my face, and I was torn apart— 
 
    I woke in a cold sweat. The covers slid down to my waist as I sat up in darkness. 
 
    It took a few moments to remember where I was. This was Carli’s bedroom—the woman herself lay beside me, completely naked beneath the blanket. Her garter belt and stockings lay in a messy pile next to the bed, discarded for sleeping. Even asleep, her cat ears and tail were a permanent part of her anatomy. 
 
    Her tail twisted just above her naked ass as she rolled over, her eyes shining in the darkness. “Nightmares?” the shifter asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I whispered, putting a hand to my forehead. “I saw a dragon destroying our city.” 
 
    Carli pulled me close, her cool embrace calming the storm inside my head. She purred against my ear. “Now you know how I feel.” 
 
    I remembered what she’d told me about the Raiju. “You too?” 
 
    I felt her nod more than I saw it. “Every night,” she admitted, pressing her body against mine. The skin-to-skin contact felt incredible, soothing me further. “It’s good to share this with you. I’ve had to carry it alone for so long. Legendary shifters like us—we have these dreams. They’re of our guardian spirits, the ones who gave us our powers. It’s pretty much the only downside to what we are.” 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted, sliding an arm around Carli’s taut little tummy. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “It’s less awful when you’ve got someone to share it with,” she giggled, nuzzling up against me. “Hold me, Derek. Keep me safe, so the next time the Raiju shows up, I know you’ve got me…” 
 
    I did. Carli was out like a light within minutes, and I followed soon after. 
 
    Neither of us had any more nightmares that night.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Carli and I woke to the smell of bacon and eggs. 
 
    Carli stretched and sighed beneath the covers, rolling over and throwing an arm over my bare chest.  
 
    “Good morning, Derek,” she purred, nuzzling up against me like the animal from whom she took her powers. “How’d you sleep?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Carli gave a start. Her eyes snapped open, her cute nose wrinkling at the smell permeating the bedroom.  
 
    “Oh shit,” she said with a giggle. “I was going to suggest the two of us go another round before everyone else wakes up, but I think somebody beat us to the punch. God, that smells delicious!” 
 
    The shifter peeled the covers back from her naked body. Without a hint of shame, Carli made her way over to the dresser and started sifting through it, picking out an old T-shirt with a punk band’s logo on it and a new pair of panties. The shirt came down to mid-thigh, covering her up just enough for other people. 
 
    I, on the other hand, had nothing but my boxers. I’d left the rest of my clothes on the couch when Carli and I headed to the bedroom. They were probably still laying there in a messy heap, visible to anyone who wanted to see them. 
 
    I swallowed hard. Soojin knows, I thought, my stomach doing a flip. Even though the gorgeous apothecary seemed okay with me banging one of her friends, there was one hell of a difference between theory and practice. I pictured coming out into the living room to Soojin waving a frying pan around, demanding vengeance for what Carli and I did last night. 
 
    Carli noticed my hesitation. “Oh shit, you don’t have any clothes,” she realized, laughing. “Not to worry, I’ve got a connection who can get you some threads fast. You’ll have to eat breakfast in what you’ve got, though—I don’t think any of my shirts will fit you.” 
 
    Well, hell. It wasn’t like I’d be able to hide what Carli and I had done last night. Shirtless or no, it was written all over my face. And it was plenty warm down here in the hideout: no shirt necessary. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, gruffly rising from the bed. “Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    “Geez, you seem pretty pissed for a guy who got laid last night,” Carli teased, throwing an arm over my shoulder. “Bet your belly’s rumbling after all that fun…” 
 
    It was. By the time we got to the living room, even the fear of being discovered had come second to my hunger. I felt ravenous, like I hadn’t eaten in weeks, even though it had been barely twelve hours since my last meal.  
 
    Was this another side effect of my powers? I’d have to keep an eye on it. 
 
    Soojin stood in the kitchen, her back to both of us as she stirred a pan full of scrambled eggs. “There you are,” the apothecary said, glancing over her shoulder. “I was wondering when you two were finally going to get up. Have a seat at the table—breakfast will be ready in a minute.” 
 
    I felt a hot flush covering my cheeks. Yet neither Soojin or Carli seemed the least bit put out by the situation. 
 
    “Geez, you didn’t need to do all this!” Carli said, taking a seat at the table. “Where’d you get all this food, anyway? I know I didn’t have this in the mini fridge!” 
 
    “Placed a pick up order a few blocks away,” Soojin confessed, working the oven. “Don’t worry, I didn’t let anyone trace it back to the hideout. I just wanted to fix something nice for you two—and I needed supplies for Raya.” 
 
    “How is she, by the way?” I asked, grateful for the change in topic.  
 
    As I sat down, I caught my reflection in a nearby mirror—and realized that not only did I have scratch marks on my back, there was a bite next to my shoulder that Carli had left during her first orgasm. Anyone who looked at me knew exactly what I’d been doing with Carli last night—and that I’d been doing it rough. 
 
    “A lot better,” Soojin said, carrying the bacon and eggs to the table. She set the delicious meal down, the smell of it making my mouth water. “She’ll actually be joining us in just a few minutes. I told her she should stay in bed, but she insisted.” 
 
    Mom!? My cheeks felt as hot as an open oven. “Shit, maybe I should get dressed…” 
 
    Both Soojin and Carli shared a look. “Uh, why?” Carli asked. “She’s your Mom, dude. I’m sure she’s seen you without a shirt before.” 
 
    How the hell could I explain this?  
 
    “I just don’t think she should see me lounging around half naked with two women,” I said, trying to put things daintily. “Plus there’s the… the…” 
 
    I gestured at the bite mark, and both women laughed. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Soojin said, rolling her eyes. “Raya’s no prude, though. From the way she talks about grandkids, she’ll probably be thrilled to find out you two hit it off. Let me grab your shirt from the wash—I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “The wash?” Soojin had found the evidence of me fucking Carli, and then decided to launder my clothes. Clearly, supernatural women were nothing like the girls I knew back in the mundane world. 
 
    Once Soojin was gone, Carli turned to me. “You look like you’re about to piss yourself,” she joked, piling a bunch of eggs and several pieces of bacon onto her plate. There was a goblet of orange juice, too. “Either that, or you think we’re going to kill you.” 
 
    I couldn’t control my blush, but I could take control of the situation.  
 
    “This is all just a lot to take in,” I said, serving myself a hearty portion of breakfast. “Last night, I told you that I’d been intimate with your friend, and it just made you want to have sex with me more. Then Soojin woke up to find us in bed together, and she decided to fix us breakfast and clean my clothes.” 
 
    “Yeah? And?” 
 
    I struggled to find the right words. “Let’s just say that if a normie girl gave me a blowjob, then found me in bed with a different girl the next morning, fixing breakfast would be the last thing on her mind.” 
 
    Carli snorted. “Well, that’s why normie girls suck. Are you going to eat, or not?” 
 
    As if on cue, my stomach gave an embarrassing rumble. I couldn’t wait any longer—I needed to chow down.  
 
    The eggs and bacon tasted delicious, seasoned to perfection and made with love. I’d finished almost the entire plate before I knew it. 
 
    I’d been so concentrated on the food, I barely noticed when Soojin came back in. A wadded up T-shirt lay in her hand, and she placed it next to my plate before seating herself across from me. “There you go,” she said. 
 
    It smelled vaguely of lavender. A fabric softener, maybe? The shirt was still warm from the dryer and felt great on my chest. 
 
    “That should help you cover up a bit,” Carli said, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “Sooj, did you hear this stuff Derek was telling me about normie girls?” 
 
    Soojin probably hadn’t heard our conversation, but she understood completely. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess what the two of us had been discussing. 
 
    “I know it seems strange to you, Derek,” Soojin explained, spreading her hands in a gesture for patience. “After all, you know very little of shifter dynamics and what clans are like. But an arrangement like what you’ve begun with the two of us is actually very common.” 
 
    Both women shared a look, a little spark passing between them. Carli nodded, and I felt even more confused than before. 
 
    “Arrangement?” I took a sip of orange juice to cover my unease. “What kind of arrangement?” 
 
    “It’s often expected in some clans for an older shifter, one either past her childbearing years or near the end of them, to live with a younger shifter couple,” Soojin explained. “She acts in a teaching role, and provides help with room and board for the young shifters so they can focus on their primary duty to the clan.” 
 
    “Making kittens,” Carli said, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    I nearly spit out my drink. “So all that talk about getting pregnant while we were in bed together,” I whispered, the realization dawning. “That wasn’t just you being kinky, was it?” 
 
    Carli shook her head. “As a female shifter, I desperately want to breed. But having a bunch of children running around would also severely impact my ability to contribute to the clan. Which is why this arrangement is so frequent among shifters in groups.” 
 
    I struggled to understand. “As a caretaking arrangement, right? Like a live-in nanny or something like that.” 
 
    Soojin stared at me blankly for a long moment, then tossed back her head and laughed. “Of course not, young man!” she said, tittering over her bacon. “What a silly notion. We would both be your partner, of course. In bed and out of it. It’s just that you’d be focusing on breeding Carli, while your relationship with me would merely be about pleasure.” 
 
    “Like random blowjobs in the shower,” I said, the realization slapping me in the face. Holy shit. How had I set this up with these two women without even realizing it? 
 
    “Look at him,” Soojin purred, sharing a knowing smile with Carli. “What’s that you always say about blowing normie minds, Carli?” 
 
    Carli leaned over and put a hand on top of mine. “Derek, relax. No one’s saying you have to start a family or anything like that right now. I’m just saying this is the way shifters do things, the way they set things up, and if you want that, well… it’s here for you.” The two women shared another look. “Frankly, you’d be a little silly to say no.” 
 
    I chewed my food silently, working through my emotions.  
 
    “I thought I was having no strings attached sex with you,” I told Carli, washing down my last bite of food with the final bit of the orange juice. “And I didn’t know what I was doing with Soojin, other than that I liked it. The fact that this was all setup for some kind of… I don’t know, polygamist relationship, feels a little strange…” 
 
    Soojin looked as if she might have said too much. “Well, I’ll tell you what,” the apothecary said, smiling sympathetically. “Why don’t we just take things as they come for now? You’ve bonded with us now, Derek, and if shifters are one thing, they’re faithful. We’ll be yours for as long as you’ll have us.” 
 
    I thought about that look Carli had in her eyes last night while I was plunging into her from behind. It hadn’t been love, exactly—not in the ordinary, human sense of the term. It was more like ownership. Like Carli was saying I was her mate, her man. Like something out of the fucking animal kingdom. 
 
    Well shit. I was part animal, right? The Dragon lived inside me, guiding my actions when the rage in my chest took hold. I could understand that. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” a voice asked. 
 
    All three of us rose from our seats as the kitchen door opened. Mom stood in the doorway, looking much improved from the last time I’d seen her. She wore a big puffy bathrobe and looked like she’d just gotten out of the shower. 
 
    She took in the sight of all three of us with a chuckle, gesturing for us to sit down. “All of you calm down,” she said, laughing. “I’m perfectly capable of handling myself. Please, finish your breakfast.” 
 
    Soojin guided Mom into the empty chair at the table, while I filled her plate with food. Knowing Mom, she’d pick at it and only eat a little, but she needed her strength. 
 
    “We were just discussing our relationship,” Soojin explained, gesturing at me. “Carli and I told your son about the… unconventional nature of shifter bonds, and he’s a little skittish about entering into a formal relationship with two women so quickly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I’m being skittish…”  
 
    Mom gave me a no-nonsense look. “Pish tosh,” she said, waving away my concerns with a gesture. “It’s about time you started giving me some grandkids, Derek. I might not have that much time left, you know!” 
 
    “You have plenty of time,” Soojin assured Mom, pouring her a glass of orange juice. 
 
    “Well, there’s no time like the present,” Mom insisted, giving me a hard glare. “Don’t you dare waste this opportunity, son. Soojin is a good woman—I’ve known her ever since both of us were Carli’s age. She’s exactly who you need to guide you through the world of mages and shifters. Carli, I don’t know you as well as I like, but you seem like a very nice girl. I’m glad you and my son make each other happy.” 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am!” Carli beamed.  
 
    Wait, what the fuck? It almost felt like my mom had set me up in some kind of arranged marriage. Except instead of some homely girl, it was with a catgirl who looked like a supermodel and the hottest MILF I’d ever met. 
 
    “This is… crazy,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this kind of thing with my own mother present,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “What, do you think I was born yesterday?” Mom chuckled and shook her head. “Every mother wants to secure a better future for her son, Derek. I don’t want you out there still single and looking for love when you’re thirty. It’s time you started making a home, a family—and some grandkids.” Mom grinned like a fucking shark. “They’re so cute, don’t you know?” 
 
    I sighed, staring down at my now-empty breakfast plate. “I’m really glad I put a shirt on before you came out here.” 
 
    All three women laughed at that. They sounded like they’d been in on this from the beginning, like it was some brilliant plan they’d hatched over drinks some night. Planning my future. 
 
    Sure, it was weird, but Soojin and Carli seemed to get me, at a deeper level than any women I’d been with before. Maybe there was something to this whole shifter bond thing? 
 
    “Not to change the subject,” Mom said, tucking into her eggs, “but I’ve been busy this morning. I hope none of you have plans for this afternoon—because we’ve got a very important meeting to go to.” 
 
    Soojin’s head gave a little jerk, her interest piqued. “Raya. What have you been up to?” 
 
    Mom grinned, and suddenly she and Soojin looked like they were each about twenty-five. “Oh, the usual trouble. Those wolf shifters who broke into my condo were Crescent Clan—who are already on thin ice with the other shifter packs. They’re claiming ‘rogue elements’ within the clan decided to move against me without proper authorization, but everyone knows that’s bunk. The important thing is, they want to formally apologize to me for the inconvenience.” Mom paused, savoring the moment. “At a Council of Wand & Claw.” 
 
    Jaws dropped around the table. Mine wasn’t one of them.  
 
    “Oh, the supernatural UN,” I said, repeating what Carli had told me last night over drinks. 
 
    Mom gave me a look like I’d suddenly grown a second head. “Where on Earth did you hear that!?” she asked. 
 
    A glance at Carli confirmed it. The shifter’s lips disappeared, a blush rising to her cheeks.  
 
    “I may have oversimplified things,” she whispered, nodding in my direction. “He was curious!” 
 
    Mom cleared her throat. “A Council of Wand & Claw is the most hallowed meeting of shifters and mages. They only happen on very specific occasions—the fact that they’re calling one now for an incident of this magnitude tells me I’m not really the main event. More like I’m an appetizer for whatever’s really going on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Soojin said, looking troubled. “Not that you’re not important, Raya. But a full Council meeting to have the Crescent Clan deliver an apology? Something’s going on.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s today,” Mom said, nibbling with satisfaction at her bacon. “Soojin, one of these days you’re going to have to share the recipe for this breakfast with me. Is that brown sugar I taste in this bacon?” 
 
    Soojin ignored that. “They’re calling it that soon?” 
 
    Mom nodded. 
 
    At my blank, uncomprehending look, Soojin realized she had some explaining to do. “The last Council of Wand & Claw happened over twenty years ago,” the apothecary explained. 
 
    I vaguely remembered Carli telling me it had happened right before she was born. A little over twenty years old sounded like a good enough guess for her age, though I never would have been fool enough to ask her directly. I nodded. 
 
    “Ever since that meeting, there’s been an amnesty between mages and shifters,” Soojin said. “There’ve been minor instances of fights between them, of course, although some people’s talk of a Cold War between the mages and shifters these last two decades is somewhat overblown. The last Council established peace between our peoples, ended the war ripping through the supernatural world.” Soojin stared down at the floor. “There’s a lot of risk involved in a new Council. If it goes bad, those old tensions could flare right back up again.” 
 
    “Which is probably why they want to have the apology,” Carli surmised. “You don’t think the Council is about the increased sightings of supernatural creatures, do you?” She nudged me. “Like the sewer troll. Shit like that’s been happening a lot for the last few years—and someone has to be causing it. Either a powerful mage or a band of shifters, hiding out of sight.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Mom said with a shrug, but I could tell she didn’t believe that. “Regardless, I am not about to miss the first Council to happen in my son’s lifetime. And neither is he.” 
 
    I glanced around the table, the implication settling in. “We’re all going?” 
 
    “You bet,” Mom said with a nod. “You’re going to be there, to witness the Crescent Clan apologizing for the attempt on my life. We’re all going to have very good seats—and the whole supernatural world will get to see you sitting right between my best friend and this pillar of the hunter community.” 
 
    Her goal couldn’t have been more obvious. “My new relationship,” I grunted, peeved to have been outflanked so easily. 
 
    “I know you want to keep it casual,” Mom said breezily. “That’s how your generation does everything. But do an old woman a favor, son, please. Put on something nice and go out with your girls. Make me proud—and let all those old mage bats who told me I’d never have grandkids eat crow.” 
 
    I looked around the table. “I… sure,” I said, nodding. It was an easy enough request to grant, after all. 
 
    Then I remembered there was another group who were trying to kill us last night.  
 
    “What about the mages?” I asked. “It wasn’t just wolf shifters who were looking for you.”  
 
    “Oh, them,” Mom said. “They were simply opportunists from a very different group, although I wouldn’t have put it past them to have been working with the wolf shifters. You don’t need to worry about them. In fact, I’d say whoever sent them is being dealt with as we speak.” Mom gave me a sweet smile that was totally at odds with her words. I couldn’t help but wonder exactly how little I knew about my own mother. “You should focus on having a good time at the Council. They can be such a blast.” 
 
    Mom clapped her hands together, looking pleased as punch. “Wonderful! It’s settled. Soojin, dear, would you make sure all of us have something nice to wear— 
 
    Mom froze. 
 
    Carli and I looked at her, then each other.  
 
    “Mom?” I said, approaching her. “Are you feeling al—” 
 
    Mom shook her head. “Yes… yes,” she said. “Sorry. Sometimes I just… It’s calling me again. I have to go.”  
 
    “Calling you?” I asked. “What do you mean? Who’s calling you?” 
 
    Mom shook her head and sighed. “Those mages you dealt with last night?”  
 
    “It’s about them?” I asked.  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything all in good time, Derek, I promise.” She pursed her lips. “But for now, I have to go. You’ll need to accept the apology on my behalf.” She shot a glance at Carli and Soojin. “Take care of him, alright?” 
 
    Carli nodded.  
 
    Mom flicked her wrist at the wall. A portal sputtered into life. It was the only way I could describe it. The magical gateway was like something out of Stargate, except it glowed a deep purple and thrummed with energy that made skin on my arm tingle.  
 
    After one last, loving look at me, Mom turned sharply. 
 
    I reached for her. “Mom, wait—” 
 
    But I was too late. She was gone, leaving only the gentle sizzle of the portal as it snapped shut. 
 
    Soojin sighed. “Don’t worry about it. That’s the fifth time she’s done that to me, y’know?” 
 
    I’d only just found out I was a shifter and a mage, and now my mother had disappeared to who-knew-where.  
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. Like it or not, I was going to have to forge ahead on my own.  
 
    Next step: The Council of Wand & Claw. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding. I have to wear that!?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    Soojin glanced at the garment she’d just finished unzipping. It lay across Carli’s mattress, while the woman herself could be heard humming from the bathroom as she got herself ready for the Council of Wand & Claw. 
 
    “The dress code for Councils is extremely formal,” Soojin explained, her brows furrowing together. “It’s not exactly a button down and jeans affair…” 
 
    I knew that. I figured I couldn’t walk into the upper echelon of supernatural society looking like a slob—I wasn’t that much of a rube. But the duds Soojin had picked out for me looked like something out of a 1940’s crime movie. Frank Sinatra might have been able to pull it off, but I felt certain I’d look ridiculous. 
 
    “Isn’t there something a little more modern I could wear?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m not saying I’ve got to look like James Bond, but this is some pre-Mad Men fashion…” 
 
    Understanding dawned in Soojin’s eyes. “The supernatural world does things a bit differently,” she explained, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Trust me, you’ll fit right in wearing this suit. Just put it on—I promise you’re going to love it.” 
 
    Nodding, I took out the suit and started getting dressed. Soojin left me to it, though the bathroom door was still open. I could hear Carli getting her makeup on for the trip to the Council. Even though I hadn’t known her very long, she sounded more excited than I’d heard her before. Except for when we were in bed together, of course. 
 
    By the time I finished getting the suit on, my estimation of it had completely flipped around. I did look good in it—almost like a silent film star or something like that. It would’ve looked a little odd in a modern gathering, but from what Soojin told me, we weren’t heading into anything like that. I took a look at my reflection and whistled, slicking back my hair a bit to really get into the feeling. 
 
    “Damn!” A voice from behind me made me turn. “You look crazy handsome, Derek.” 
 
    My jaw hit the floor. Carli’s outfit got into the spirit as well, except what she had on was a slinky black dress that looked like something a femme fatale would have worn in a film noir. It hugged her curves, showing off a deep expanse of cleavage and wrapping almost all the way down her long, curvaceous legs. A slit in the side revealed she was still wearing her stockings underneath. 
 
    “I take it you like the way I look,” Carli purred with a grin. She turned to the side, and I realized the dress had a V-shaped slit in the back cut deep enough for her tail to sway over her round ass. Holy shit, this girl was the total package. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I said, putting an arm around her waist. “Damn, Carli, you look so good I could eat you.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’m holding you to that later,” she said with a grin, planting a little nibble on my chin. “Come on, let’s go see how Soojin cleaned up.” 
 
    Soojin was waiting near the stairs. She dressed more conservatively than Carli had, but she wasn’t a slouch. Soojin’s red dress had a wide sash in the middle and a jaunty cap that made her look like a sailor’s girl. 
 
    Soojin and Carli leered at me. It was clear they were both having the same impure thoughts about my outfit. I swallowed hard, ignoring their gazes. 
 
    “So how are we getting to this meeting?” I asked.  
 
    I assumed we weren’t taking Soojin’s sedan, as good camouflage as it would make. I also figured we couldn’t just pop open a portal like my mom. 
 
    The answer lay above ground, just outside the warehouse. Waiting in the alleyway behind the warehouse was a black stretch limousine. A driver in black livery stood next to the passenger seat, opening it as we emerged into the light. 
 
    “All thanks to my benefactor,” Carli explained with a faint smile. “They wouldn’t want us showing up at a Council in anything less than the most stylish option.” 
 
    “Remind me to thank them,” I told Carli. “Once can tell me who they are, of course.” 
 
    “Uh, about that,” Carli said. “I don’t actually know who they are.”  
 
    “Does Soojin know?”  
 
    Carli shook her head. “She’s almost as in the dark as I am, even though she hooked me up with them.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Remind me that we should probably have a chat about that at some point.” 
 
    Carli covered her discomfort with a cough. The driver hadn’t noticed at all—he was busy helping Soojin inside. Carli and I entered a few moments later. 
 
    Me and a bunch of friends had rented a limousine for senior prom what felt like a lifetime ago, so it wasn’t my first time inside one. It was, however, the first time I’d been face-to-face with this kind of limo. 
 
    The internals had been subdivided into two different compartments for privacy, with a retractable screen separating them. Couches lined the limo on both sides, with turned-off TVs and bars on either side. Soojin took the compartment next to the driver’s side, while Carli and I sat in the rear. If there was any calculation behind these seating arrangements, I wouldn’t figure it out until later. 
 
    The driver turned around in the front seat with a genial smile and asked me, “Where to, sir?” 
 
    I looked at Carli.  
 
    “The Celesta,” she said to me.  
 
    “The Celesta,” I repeated to the driver. 
 
    “Yes sir.” The driver’s window slid upward, giving the three of us privacy in the limo. 
 
    “What’s the Celesta?” I asked, glancing at Carli. “I kinda feel like I’ve heard that word before…” 
 
    “It’s a casino just outside of town,” Soojin explained, settling herself in her seat. The raven-haired beauty looked in her element within the lap of luxury, completely at ease. “It’s the traditional meeting place of mages and shifters. Every Council happens there, or at a site like it. The casino is actually owned by a consortium of elite mages and shifters, and the profits are split equally between both sides.” 
 
    “Profiting off gambling,” I said, tut-tutting as I reached for one of the bottles along the side of the limo. “What other wickedness will shifters and mages do to make a buck?” 
 
    Carli rolled her eyes. “Like normies are so much better.” 
 
    The city passed us by on either side as the limo pulled onto the highway. The hottest part of the day had just passed, and it looked like nearly everyone in the city was out on the streets. Night would be falling soon, and the Council would begin. 
 
    For a few minutes, the trip passed in silence.  
 
    Soojin yawned and glanced at Carli and me. “I’m going to get some rest.” She gestured at the retractable privacy wall. “But don’t let me stop you two from having fun,” she said with a wink.  
 
    Soojin flipped the switch. A pane of dark glass filled the space between our section of the limo and Soojin’s, sealing us in our own backseat of the vehicle. 
 
    Carli reached out and tapped the glass. “Wow,” the shifter said, impressed. “This company really goes all out. I can’t see or hear them in the front. It’s like we’ve got the car all to ourselves…” 
 
    Now I understood why Soojin had made sure to set the seating arrangements the way they had. I shook my head and snickered, then popped open a bottle of something strong and filled two shot glasses. It was no fairy mead, but I was in the mood to celebrate. 
 
    “To the Council,” I said, and Carli and I clinked glasses. I watched the muscles of her slender throat clench as she swallowed her shot, licking her lips with a satisfied sound. 
 
    “So, we’ve got the place all to ourselves,” the catgirl purred, sliding a hand between my thighs. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    I glanced at the privacy glass. “Uh, Soojin’s getting some rest right there,” I said, looking Carli up and down.  
 
    “Soojin cleaned up the mess we made of the couch last night,” Carli said with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure she’s not going to flinch if she finds out we fucked in the limo on the way to the Council.” 
 
    Not to mention that little wink she gave us… I thought. Whether or not she minded us fucking in the back, I decided that we should try to keep it down—she was trying to get some rest, after all. She scratches my back, I scratch hers…  
 
    “Let’s try to keep it down,” I told Carli. “It’ll make it feel like we’re teenagers again, sneaking around.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” Carli agreed with a naughty smirk. 
 
    The shifter unzipped my pants and took out my cock. I was already hard, a big vein throbbing in the side of my shaft as Carli gripped me gently, running her fingers up and down the pulsing member. 
 
    “You know, I kinda owe you an orgasm,” Carli said breezily, stroking me harder. I stifled a groan, knowing it would give us away to the couple on the other side of the glass.  
 
    Carli leaned over with a giggle, pressing her lips against my ear. “You made me cum twice last night, and you only got to fill my pussy up once. Don’t you want to make things even before we get to the Council?” 
 
    I glanced out the window, judging our position in the city. The fact that I could see people outside the windows and they couldn’t see in just made the situation even hotter. 
 
    “How far are we from this casino?” I asked, glancing at Carli’s cleavage. “Twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Far enough,” she said with a giggle, running the palm of her hand down my crown. “Just relax, Derek. Lie back and enjoy yourself. Have another drink and let your girl take care of you…” 
 
    Carli sank to her knees on the floor of the limo, her ass pressed up against the privacy partition. If that glass suddenly became see-through, Soojin would have a front-row seat to Carli’s asshole and mound.  
 
    The shifter wrapped her lips around my shaft eagerly, swallowing me down as the limo sped through the city. She gagged gently around my prick, swirling her tongue along the sensitive spot on the underside of my crown and deep to my balls. 
 
    I rubbed her cat’s ears as I took another sip of my drink, feeling like the king of the fucking world.  
 
    “Good girl,” I told her, watching with pride as her eyes rolled back in her head at the compliment. “Take me all the way down. You’ve got to earn that load.” 
 
    Boy did she ever earn it.  
 
    Carli sucked me like she was born to give head, like she’d never even heard of the words gag reflex. All her former posturing proved to be for show—she didn’t need to gag as she took me hilt-deep down her throat, her head bobbing up and down like a cork in my lap. 
 
    “I’m not gonna last long,” I warned her, my fingers tightening in her hair. “I’ll tell you when I’m getting ready to blow…” 
 
    Carli winked and pulled back off me, my cock leaving her mouth with a wet little pop.  
 
    “Just do it,” she giggled, licking her lips. “Believe me, I’ll feel it. Just fill my mouth up as soon as you want to, Derek—don’t hold back, just pump me full…” 
 
    I could do that. Fuck, I could do that just fine. 
 
    As Carli worked me toward the edge with her mouth, the limo pulled off the highway. Apparently, there was some road work ahead and we needed to take a detour, moving right through the commercial district of the city. I saw restaurants and cafes outside the window, people going about their day mere feet away from me with no idea there was a catgirl on her knees sucking my dick for all she was worth. 
 
    The limo pulled to a stop at a stoplight. A cute blonde jogger ran by, stopping at the light and jogging in place. Skin-tight yoga pants hugged her curves, with a tight athletic top constraining her huge tits. 
 
    She looked right at me through the glass. She couldn’t see me, of course—all she saw was the vehicle and what it represented. Power, privilege, class. 
 
    The jogger bit her lip, as if imagining what it would be like to travel in such style. At that moment, with her feet away from me, I grabbed hold of the back of Carli’s head and erupted, my cock jerking in her throat as orgasm washed over me. 
 
    As we pulled away from the light, Carli swallowed eagerly, drinking down my load. The world blurred as I upthrust into her mouth, the jogger and Carli and Soojin all getting mixed up in my head as thick ropes of seed sprayed from my cockhead. 
 
    As my flow began to ebb, Carli cleaned me off and planted a kiss on my crown. “Soojin would kill me if she found out I swallowed all that,” she confessed, giving me a naughty wink. “You’ll fuck me, though, right? Cum in me raw, so I can tell Sooj we fucked?” 
 
    Was this more of that strange shifter relationship stuff? “I don’t appreciate being used,” I teased Carli through the haze of pleasure. 
 
    “Of course you do,” she giggled, climbing into my lap. 
 
    Carli hiked up her skirt, revealing that while she still wore her garter belt and stockings, she had no panties on beneath her dress. Her mound was freshly shaved, the lips of her sex swollen with need. 
 
    I reached out and stroked her, watching her legs tremble. “Fuck,” I whispered, overcome with the beauty of this shameless, gorgeous shifter. 
 
    “I’m not just using you for your seed,” Carli whispered, nibbling my earlobe. “I like you, Derek. Fuck, it actually scares me how much I like you. I don’t usually fall for guys this fast, you know?” 
 
    “Me neither,” I said, gripping her bare ass beneath her skirt. “For girls, though.” 
 
    Carli ground her hips against my lap, a string of precum connecting the head of my cock to the lip of her labia.  
 
    “Soojin knows her shit,” the shifter whispered, glancing over her shoulder like the apothecary could see us through the glass. “She thinks this is a good match, and fuck—the more time I spend with you, Derek, the more I think she’s right. I really, really like you, dude. Even if you do still have a bit of normie brain…” 
 
    As she spoke, Carli grabbed my still rock hard cock by the base and ran the crown up and down her slit. It was impossible to not know how wet she was—how eager the shifter was to be fucked. Sucking my dick had gotten Carli wetter than a thunderstorm, and now she needed me to pound her without any protection. 
 
    Fuck, this would be the second time I’d fucked her without a condom. Was I crazy? Or was this just the way things were in the supernatural world? 
 
    Carli could feel my hesitation. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, lowering herself onto me. “If you give me a child, it’ll be another shifter, or even a mage. Do you want that?”  
 
    “I… actually, I think I do.” As crazy as it sounded, I had a desperate desire to impregnate Carli. To pump my seed into her fertile pussy.  
 
    Was that part of the change? Was the Dragon now filling me with this desire?  
 
    Either way, I didn’t care. I wanted to fuck Carli. I wanted to put a baby in her.  
 
    “Just think about how good it’ll feel to be inside me, Derek,” she continued. “How incredible it’ll feel to spray your load deep inside my pussy, right where it belongs. How much of a fucking king you’ll feel like with me on your arm in the Celesta, knowing that my pussy’s still dripping with your cum—” 
 
    Carli’s words broke off in a scream of bliss as I thrust into her. At the same time, I grabbed her hips with both hands, using the leverage to bury myself as deep as I could inside of that perfect tightness. Carli’s head hit the ceiling of the limo, and she laughed, the humor mixing with the pain and pleasure to form an intoxicating, irresistible combination. 
 
    As we pulled out of the city entirely, I realized I needed to fuck Carli hard and fast.  
 
    And that’s just what we did.  
 
    Her hands gripped the headrest behind me as we fucked, her eyes rolling back in her head as she bounced up and down in my lap. There wasn’t time for complicated foreplay or fancy tricks—just hard, primal fucking. 
 
    “Turn around,” I told her, speaking with the same commanding voice I’d used when Carli was tied up. “I want to finish in you from behind.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she whimpered, as submissive as she could be.  
 
    Carli faced the back windshield, watching the cars trailing ours along the highway as I thrust into her roughly from behind. 
 
    I braced my feet on the privacy partition, no longer caring if Soojin heard the telltale squeaks letting her know what was happening on our side. The only thing that mattered was burying myself as hard and deep as I could inside of Carli—like I wanted to fuck her throat from the other side. 
 
    Her attempt to equalize our orgasms failed. I felt the shifter come beneath me twice as I pummelled her pussy: the first time, she had to shove a hand in her mouth to keep from screaming with the pleasure of it. The second, I felt it coming and placed my own hand over her mouth, pinning her to the backseat and loving every minute of it. 
 
    I felt so dominant. So in control. 
 
    That look she’d given me last night came back with a vengeance. Carli fucked me back like I owned her, like she was my woman and I was her man. The trappings of civilization fell away—at heart, we were two beasts in the jungle, mating for life.  
 
    Carli spread her legs wide to let me go even deeper, giving me the perfect angle to thrust all the way to the bottom of her pussy. 
 
    “I’m yours,” Carli whimpered, something inside of her breaking. “I’m yours and I’ll be yours forever, sir! Oh fuck, can’t you feel how you own me!?” 
 
    I could. Again, this wasn’t love—that would come later, although if I was being honest with myself, I’d already felt its first stirrings toward Carli and Soojin. This was primal. This was me marking Carli’s soul, becoming one with her forever in a way men and women had been doing since the beginning of time. 
 
    One more hard thrust was all it took to hit the edge. Carli and I came apart at the same moment, each of us hitting the peak as my cock jerked and spurted inside of her. From the amount I shot, it was as if she’d never given me head at all—I shot again and again, like I’d been pent up for weeks. Almost as if my body knew I was trying to fertilize her, like my muscles did everything they could to breed Carli’s pussy. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, the shifter refused to let me go. She grunted and shook her head, thrusting herself back on me harder to get my cock all the way in. Carli was intent on not wasting a drop—and after a moment, I realized I felt the same way. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said, stroking the side of her head. She looked so pretty in her fancy clothes, with my load filling her pussy to the brim and then some. “Such a good girl. You took my cock so well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Carli purred, meaning it from the bottom of her heart. “I’m yours, Derek. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” I told her, giving her pussy one more thrust before pulling out. “It’s making me seriously consider this crazy scheme you and Soojin have cooked up.” 
 
    Carli rolled back into her seat, smoothing down her dress. She licked her lips with satisfaction, giving me that ‘freshly fucked’ look that only a truly satisfied woman can make. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she purred. “Honestly, all I want is you, Derek.” 
 
    That made sense to me. I wanted her, as well. Whatever else happened, the two of us were bound now. Nothing was going to change that. 
 
    We had all of a minute to come down from the awesome high of backseat sex. As if she’d just been waiting for us to finish, the privacy partition slowly slid back down into the floor, revealing Soojin sitting pretty like nothing was going on. 
 
    At the last moment, I realized Carli’s ass prints were all over the glass. I felt bad for the person who’d have to clean that later—or maybe they’d enjoy it. The thought made me feel angry. Why should anyone else get to enjoy what was mine? 
 
    Huh? What was going on with me? Was this the Dragon’s influence? Being a shifter? 
 
    “Just wanted to let you know,” Soojin said cheerfully, “that we should be arriving at the Celesta in the next few minutes. You two having a nice drive?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said, glancing over at Carli. She wasn’t even trying to hide what we’d been doing—she splayed across the seat, sipping her drink like a cat with an entire bowl of cream. 
 
    “Good. I want you two to be on your best behavior. The supernatural set don’t tolerate troublemakers.” Soojin gave me a wink 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Carli and I said as one. God, how had I gotten myself into this? 
 
    The limo roared down the highway, the Celesta Casino almost in sight. Where our destiny would begin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, I thought the Celesta had to be a mirage. 
 
    There was no way an attraction like this could be located just outside of my ordinary, sleepy city. Even though I’d seen commercials for the Celesta before, with a heavy emphasis on the luxury of its resort hotel and casino, I’d always pictured something a little on the rundown side. 
 
    As our limousine pulled up to the casino, all three of us pressed our faces to the one-way glass of the passenger-side windows, oohing and aahing appreciatively. It towered over the skyline like a miniature mountain range, a thirty-story tall steel behemoth. An array of colored lights blazed in a circle around it, lighting it up with all the colors of the rainbow. Next to the main bulk of the casino, a narrow tower of suites overlooked the city, the windows sparkling like stars in the darkening sky. 
 
    “Wow, this place is huge,” Carli whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. The shifter looked almost as excited as she had when she climbed in my lap a few minutes ago. “Does it always look like this?” 
 
    Huh? What did she mean, always? 
 
    “Only on special occasions,” Soojin said, giving both of us a secretive smile. I could tell she didn’t just mean that it was all lit up. 
 
    Seeing my confusion, the apothecary added: “The complex normally sports a more… subdued appearance. For the reasons that Carli is always mentioning, it just doesn’t do to have civilians bearing witness to supernatural creatures in their midst.” 
 
    “What she means,” Carli purred, “is that mages make the place look bland as fuck to appeal to the normies. Then, during a special event like a Council, they tear down the illusion and let it all hang out.” The catgirl brimmed with excitement, practically bouncing up and down in her seat. “Ohh, I can’t wait to take the tour! Walking around the Celesta in the middle of a Council is going to be so exciting!” 
 
    We didn’t pull up to the front gate, the way I’d expected. Instead, our driver took a side route around the casino and pulled into a low-ceilinged tunnel. Running lights ran along either side, giving the tunnel a futuristic look that made us feel like we were traveling to some fancy cyberpunk locale. 
 
    At the bottom of the ramp, the tunnel opened into a subterranean parking garage. The air was cool and damp, and the concrete walls faintly thrummed with the bassline of music playing somewhere inside the event plaza. 
 
    The limo came to a stop near a bank of elevators, along with a half-dozen other cars that were equally fancy. The faint whir of the driver’s compartment partition rang in my ears—our chauffeur was already turning around in his seat. 
 
    “This is it,” the driver said courteously, hopping out to open the door for us. 
 
    “He’ll wait in the parking deck,” Soojin said, gesturing to the rows and rows of spaces with her chin. “Once we’re ready to leave, we’ll just signal a valet, and they’ll summon our ride.” 
 
    “Not that we’ll want to leave!” Carli purred, her face as bright and eager as Christmas morning. “I’ve been looking forward to getting out for so long! I’m not like you, Soojin—I don’t have a network of shifters supporting me. I’m a lone wolf.” 
 
    “Or lone catgirl,” I said with cheeky smile. 
 
    Carli turned around and glared. “Raiju,” she purred, the words so low in her throat they almost came out as a growl. “Which means I’m a legendary-class shifter, Derek. Like you. It’s a lonely life being a shifter without a clan. Normally I have to lay low—which means I don’t ever get invited to parties like this one.” 
 
    Soojin gave Carli a long, searching look. “I didn’t realize that,” the raven-haired beauty said, smoothing down her red dress. 
 
    “It’s dangerous to be around this many shifters and mages,” Carli said with a shrug. “Well, normally at least. The Council of Wand & Claw is so safe, no one would dare try anything.” 
 
    “You look like it’s your birthday,” I said, sliding an arm around Carli’s waist. The slit in her dress ran all the way up to her hip with the motion, making it clear to anyone looking that the shifter wasn’t wearing panties. Even having just been inside her, the sight sent a surge of lust through me. 
 
    “I feel like it,” Carli said, grinning from ear-to-ear. “Best birthday present ever!” 
 
    “When is your birthday?” I asked, leaning over and murmuring into her ear. As I did, my hand strayed to her ass, squeezing it through the thin fabric. “I’ll have to give you something special.” 
 
    Carli giggled. “As long as you treat me the way you did in the back of the limo,” she whispered huskily. “You make me feel like the most special girl in the world, Derek. I feel so glamorous on your arm…” 
 
    Soojin stuck out an elbow. With a gorgeous woman on either side of me, I escorted my dates into the elevator. The driver gave us a studious nod then retreated as the door closed. 
 
    “Swanky,” I said, checking out our reflection in the green marble. 
 
    Gold fixtures filled the elevator, which rose rapidly as soon as the door closed. I’d just started to think about using the privacy to fool around with Soojin and Carli when the door opened, emptying us on the main event floor. 
 
    Instantly, all other thoughts left my head. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, guiding my girls out of the elevator. “They really do give this place a makeover, don’t they?” 
 
    As it turned out, the old-school look of mine and my date’s outfits matched the decorations perfectly. The interior of the Celesta was art deco as hell, like the lavish parties of The Great Gatsby brought into the twenty-first century. 
 
    Crowds of well-dressed mages and shifters crowded around table games, throwing craps and playing roulette while elegant women in dresses just as revealing and fancy as Carli’s and Soojin’s watched on expectantly. A great glass chandelier hung above the gambling floor, shining with a thousand points of light. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve got enough net worth to hang out here,” I said with a laugh. “Soojin, you haven’t been hiding your double life as a secret millionaire from us, have you?” 
 
    Soojin tittered through her fingers. “I do well enough for myself,” she said, her eyes shining, “but no. I wouldn’t worry about that, Derek. The Council will take care of us, I’m sure.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, a slender man in a black suit hastened to the elevator. “Mr. Sinclair,” he said, a sickly smile spreading across his pale face. “Ms. Weber. Ms. Lee. Welcome to the Celesta. As you can see, gaming has begun. Refreshments are being served all throughout the hotel.”  
 
    I gave Carli a little swat on her ass. “We’re here for the Council,” I said, raising my voice enough that nearby shifters and mages turned their heads. “If there’s an afterparty, though, my women and I will most certainly make a showing.” 
 
    The man lowered his head. “Very good, sir. Allow me to present this to you.” 
 
    He held a black plastic card in his hand, covered in silver numbers. A credit card? 
 
    “Complements of the house,” he explained, nodding at my women as well as me. “For you and yours. Chips can be disbursed at any of the table games.” 
 
    Ah. So everyone here was playing with house money. That explained the extravagant bets and carefree atmosphere. It was a lot easier to play-act as 1940’s socialites when you weren’t risking your own wealth. 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I said, taking the card. The man nodded and moved away as quickly as he came. “Do either of you ladies gamble?” 
 
    Soojin nodded. “I could be convinced. Is that a roulette table over there?” 
 
    “How glamorous!” Carli’s eyes lit up. “I’ve always wanted to have some cute dame blow on my dice before I roll them for luck, just like in the movies!” She snuggled up against me. “Will you teach me how to play, Derek?” 
 
    I grinned. Sometimes growing up in a family of degenerate gamblers had its benefits. 
 
    “Sure thing, babe,” I said, grabbing a flute of champagne from a passing waiter. “Soojin, you coming?” 
 
    With Soojin and Carli both in hand, I escorted my two dates across the floor. One main thoroughfare cut through the center of the marble floor, with table games on either side. A row of slot machines dominated one far wall, which had been taken over completely by mages in dashing blue robes. They must have been working some magic on the machinery—every three or four pulls, one of the machines exploded in a burst of electronic fanfare, spilling chips across the floor. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Carli said, movement from the far end of the room catching her eye. “Looks like we’re not the only legendary shifters in town…” 
 
    Sitting at the roulette table in an elegant cream-colored suit with tails was a man with a basilisk’s head. His scales glittered in the light from the chandelier—it took several moments for me to realize that glitter was painted on, a kind of shifter makeup. His forked tongue shot from the slit of his mouth as he sized up the table, then moved two short stacks of chips onto several black numbers. 
 
    Several women wearing very revealing dresses surrounded the shifter—along with a half-dozen beefy guys in ill-fitting suits. Security, for sure. 
 
    “That’s Rococo Basilisk,” Soojin said, her eyes widening in surprise. She looked at the shifter like she’d just seen an old sports star or an aging movie director sitting at the table. “He’s a legend among the shifter set. A feared assassin of supernatural creatures, fond of petrification as a signature method.” 
 
    “He’s made more statues than Michaelangelo,” Carli added with a snicker. “No surprise he’s on the guest list. I am shocked to see her, though.” 
 
    I followed Carli’s gaze to the craps table which was our destination. A large group of shifters had coalesced around a central figure—one who’d clearly been holding the dice for much longer than an ordinary roller. After a look at her, I could see why. This woman was striking. 
 
    Her skin was burnished bronze, set to an achingly beautiful contrast with the tight leather outfit stretched skin-tight over her curves. Unlike everyone else at the Council of Wand & Claw, this shifter hadn’t gotten the memo about the dress code—but not a person present would dare correct her. She wore runes traced in dark paint over her arms, shoulders, and forehead, and wore a headdress that looked like Zeus himself were raining down hell on her hairline. This woman looked beautiful, so much so that half the men present were more focused on her than the money they were winning or losing—but she also looked intimidating as all hell. 
 
    “Who on Earth is that?” I asked, nudging Soojin. As if she’d heard me across the crowded room, the woman looked up from her toss of the dice and locked eyes with me, seeing me for the first time. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, then turned her attention back to the dice. 
 
    “Red seven,” the man in charge of the table called out. “That’s a winner!” 
 
    Over the cheers, Soojin drew close. “The fact that you don’t recognize Tallulah Binesi,” the apothecary whispered with a smirk, “is the clearest sign that you haven’t been a shifter very long.” 
 
    “She’s my idol,” Carli said, frozen in her tracks. A deep sense of awe stole over the Raiju’s features. “Her shifter form is the Thunderbird! Forget our little casino—she could power all of Las Vegas with the amount of voltage she’s capable of putting out!” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “And you’re about to play craps with her,” I told Carli, putting an arm around her waist. “Aren’t you glad you’ve got me to help you understand the game?” 
 
    I expected Carli to be over the moon at the idea of meeting such a celebrity. Yet something hesitant filled her stance. “Maybe… maybe I better work my way up to that,” she whispered, clearly comparing herself to the elegant shifter. “Get a few drinks in me first, too—a little liquid courage, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that,” I said, my gaze traveling from Tallulah to her entourage. Like the basilisk neck-deep in his roulette winnings, this shifter had a number of heavyset men in shiny suits surrounding her, all of them wearing earpieces. 
 
    “Have you noticed that everyone seems to be keeping to their own?” Soojin asked, leaning in close as a shifter in fox makeup pushed past us toward a table advertising baccarat. “This Council’s supposed to be about harmony, but it feels more like a wedding where the bride and groom are from different religions—mages on one side, shifters on the other.” 
 
    At her prompting, I glanced around the room. In what seemed to be a trend, Soojin’s powers of observation were more astute than the rest of us: the room was indeed segregated between the two main camps. The mages clustered around the slot machines and the games involving cards like blackjack and Texas hold ‘em—the shifters, on the other hand, favored roulette, craps, and keno. 
 
    Of course, I thought, slowly scanning the room with my gaze. Even in the halls of power, high school clique bullshit won the day. 
 
    Well. Maybe someone should shake things up a bit. 
 
    “Let’s find out how much money the Celesta put on these cards,” I said with a grin, leading Carli and Soojin across the room. Their stances changed when they realized we’d left the shifter side of things behind—I’d waded deep into mage territory, heading for the card tables. 
 
    “Uh, Derek?” Soojin whispered. Heads were already beginning to turn to regard our little breakaway group. “We’re kind of out on our own here…” 
 
    “I want to play some blackjack,” I said loudly—loud enough for all the mages around us to hear. “It’s my favorite game. Did you know blackjack is the only major game at a casino where a well-informed player has better odds than the house?” 
 
    I had no idea if that was true or not—I’d heard it in a movie once. It just felt good to say it, and then watch the eyes of mages around us narrow. 
 
    In short order, we made our way to the tables near the slot machines. The tables didn’t have the ordinary markers I was used to seeing to show bets: $5, $10, etc. Instead, each sported a card with a different rune written on it, almost like the ones adorning Tallulah Binesi’s arms. Nearly all the tables were full, save for a few with a more intricate rune than the rest. 
 
    It was at one of these tables that I parked myself. A waiter appeared at my side instantly, as if by magic—in this place, maybe teleportation really was involved. 
 
    “May I get you something, sir?” the waiter asked. “Or your guests?” 
 
    Both Soojin and Carli ordered more champagne. As for me, I decided to stay sober for the moment—I needed my wits about me. 
 
    Three mages sat at the blackjack table, each dressed more flamboyantly than the last. Though the mage side of the equation had stuck rigorously to the event’s dress code, each had put their own flair on the restrictions: one wore a pair of ridiculous-looking goggles, while the woman next to me had a shawl wrapped around her neck covered in constellations. 
 
    As I sat down, all the mages rose as one and left. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me, then,” I said, turning to the dealer. 
 
    From the telltale residue of spell energy surrounding this dealer, I surmised that they were a mage as well. Either that, or they’d had a sorcery placed on them by the mages running the casino, that would erase their memories of anything supernatural after the Council was over. For this woman, she’d probably just remember another boring night working at a corporate event a week from now. 
 
    More mages stopped what they were doing to stare as the dealer dealt me my cards. Neither Soojin nor Carli tried to join the table—their attention was on the growing group of people startled by my presence outside of the shifter clique. 
 
    Two aces lay on my side of the table. The dealer drew a seven, with the other card face-down. 
 
    “I’d like to split these,” I told the dealer, giving Carli a little nod. “And double down on them both.” Suddenly, I realized I’d gotten ahead of myself. “How much is the bet at this table, anyhow?” 
 
    “One thousand dollars per hand,” the dealer replied blandly, glancing at my card in the slot. “If this is the first time you’ve used that card tonight, there’ll be five thousand dollars of Celesta chips on it, gratis.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. I’d just wagered four thousand dollars on this hand!? 
 
    “Holy shit,” Carli whispered, even more shocked than I was. “Derek, do you know what you’re doing—” 
 
    Too late. The dealer had already begun setting out the next set of cards, laying them on top of my now-split hand. The first was an eight, which on top of the ace gave me a score of nineteen. Not bad at all, but still potentially beatable depending on what the dealer held. 
 
    The second, however, was blackjack. The King of Diamonds lay on top of the ace, giving me a perfect hand. 
 
    The dealer flipped over their own cards with a studied expression. A seven and the ace I’d already seen. Giving the dealer eighteen. Since the house had to stay on seventeen or higher, the dealer drew no other cards. 
 
    I’d won both hands. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered, both women reacting next to me like I’d just slapped their asses. “I just won seven thousand dollars!” 
 
    “Well done, chum!” The speaker was a blue-robed mage with a boyish smile, who’d slipped into the seat next to mine while I’d been busy with my hand. “Always a pleasure to watch a man who knows what he’s doing at the gambling table. Name’s Mortimer, by the way.” 
 
    He extended his hand to shake, and I took it. His fingers were clammy and cold—I distrusted this man instantly. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I lied. “I’m Derek Sinclair. Not many mages who’d be willing to share a table with a legendary shifter, Mortimer.” 
 
    “Their loss, then!” the man said, as if this had never occurred to him. From the half-smiles on the faces of the mages watching from afar, I could tell this was a prank of some kind. “We’ve heard things about you, Derek—but you know how the rumor mill is. Is it really true that you shift into a Dragon form when you activate your powers?” 
 
    To humor the man, I reached inside and stoked the flame in my heart. Red scales covered my hands and arms, my nails narrowing into black, knife-sharp claws. Mortimer swallowed hard as if he realized he’d underestimated me—then I went back to human form. 
 
    “You’re a Dragon, alright,” the mage said, sweat beading on his forehead. I could tell I’d shocked him. “Care to play a few rounds with a slightly less empty table?” 
 
    That sounded fine to me. While Soojin and Carli hunted down the waiter to get more champagne, I played through a half-dozen rounds of blackjack with Mortimer. This time, I was much more careful with my wagers, only pulling flashy stunts like splitting and doubling down if I was absolutely certain to win a hand. 
 
    Before long, I noticed a strange thing happening. I was losing hands—even hands that looked certain. And Mortimer was winning. 
 
    The smiles on the faces of the mages grew wider. They’re cheating, I realized, reaching out with my senses. They’re fucking hazing the only shifter with the balls to come over and gamble with them. Sons of bitches… 
 
    Now that I was looking for it, the touch of magery felt undeniable. The dealer had no idea what was going on, of that I felt certain. Yet every time they dealt another set of cards, an almost imperceptible current shot through the air, jerking cards from the bottom of the deck to the dealer’s eager finger. 
 
    Telekinesis, I thought, recognizing the spell. Well, two can play at that game… 
 
    I waited two more hands, biding my time for the right moment to strike. Both Mortimer and I won the next two rounds easily—the dealer busted both times, allowing me to build back a small amount of the chips I’d lost. 
 
    Now, it seemed, Mortimer was going in for the kill. 
 
    The mage stretched and sighed in a manner too theatrical to be anything but fake. “This is fun, but a little boring,” he confided in me, nudging me shoulder to shoulder. “How about we raise the stakes a little bit?” 
 
    My own stash of chips was looking a little light. Mortimer’s, on the other hand, was huge, and getting larger all the time. 
 
    Oh buddy, I thought with a grin. You have no fucking clue what you’ve just walked into. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Girls?” 
 
    Both Soojin and Carli stood behind me, sipping their drinks. Each looked at me blankly, not understanding what I wanted—until I gestured for them to give me their complimentary play cards. “You’ll get these back,” I whispered. 
 
    Mortimer wore the fox-like grin of someone who knows he’s hooked a gambling addict. “Well, shit!” the mage chuckled. “If you’re going to lay it all out there, I’ll do the same.” 
 
    I cashed out mine, Carli’s, and Soojin’s cards, adding the amount to my stack. The cashier did a double-take. This person dealt with high rollers, but this was something else. 
 
    “Sir,” the dealer said, frowning, “are you certain you wish to wager this much on one hand?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I said genially. I let the dealer deal, all while feeling Mortimer’s grubby little magical fingers all over the deck. 
 
    The initial pull was exactly what I’d feared. Mortimer held two aces, the exact same hand I’d made such hay out of the first time I sat down at the table. I, on the other hand, had one of the worst starting hands in blackjack—a twelve. Low enough that the dealer would probably beat me without another card, but if I drew any of those face cards—the King, the Queen, the Jack—I’d go over 21 and lose that way. 
 
    “Ooh, rough luck,” Mortimer said, his overly chummy humor beginning to grate. The mage pulled out a second black card from his pocket. “I’d like to split these, and double my bet. See, you’re not the only one who can bet big, Derek. Got a spare card of my own!” 
 
    Yeah, for now, I thought, nodding right back. Here we go… 
 
    I could feel the dealer moving. They were going to hand Mortimer’s two hands and my one each a face card—a King, a Queen, and a Jack. For Mortimer, that would give him two blackjacks—for me, I’d instantly lose every dollar I’d won at Celesta. 
 
    Instead, at the last possible second, I sent a thrum of telekinetic energy into the table. 
 
    The deck shook beneath the dealer’s fingers, spilling cards out along the board. One of the cards intended for Mortimer flipped over, showing the Queen of Spades. Mortimer was fuming. 
 
    “What, you choose now to get butter fingers!?” the mage snapped, glaring at the dealer. “When we’ve both bet everything we’ve got on this one hand!?” 
 
    “My apologies, sirs,” the dealer said blandly. He picked up the deck and fed it into an automated shuffling machine—shifting the cards around too fast for even Mortimer’s powers to affect the outcome. “I will shuffle, then redeal the entire hand.” 
 
    “No,” Mortimer said, leaning over the table. “I’ve got two aces. He’s got a shit hand. You deal those.” 
 
    For a moment, the dealer’s face went slack—then whatever enchantment the mages had on the employees took hold. “Yes, sir,” the dealer said blandly, picking up the deck. “We’ll finish the hand—” 
 
    And I’ll finish you, I thought, the corner of my mouth curling in a smirk. 
 
    I didn’t bother trying to counter Mortimer’s stupid telekinesis trick. He had years of experience over me of being a mage, so trying to outdo his spell with my own would be like trying to arm wrestle the Hulk. Which was why I hadn’t even tried. 
 
    Instead, I’d distracted him. What Mortimer failed to realize was, not all the cards the dealer spilled had gone back into the shuffler. 
 
    As the two face cards hit Mortimer’s aces, sealing his victory—and my defeat—the gloating mage finally let the mask of congeniality drop. He reared back like a shark, giggling as he bested the shifter who’d dared to come play with the mages. My embarrassment was total; I could feel the mages who’d gathered around whispering to each other and laughing. 
 
    Mortimer threw his hands in the air like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. 
 
    Only for a handful of playing cards to come tumbling out of his sleeves. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, jumping back from the table. “Cheater! You’ve got a cheater over here!” 
 
    Mortimer stared at the cards like live vipers had just landed on the table. His face went slack, then a horrible kind of realization dawned on his features. “You,” he growled, his bottom lip trembling with rage. 
 
    “Morty, how could you!?” Now it was my turn to act chummy—to paint the atmosphere with false camaraderie. “Stuffing cards up your sleeves to cheat at poker? That’s the exact opposite of what the Council of Wand & Claw is supposed to be about! We’re fostering unity here, not trying to start fights!” 
 
    “We all saw it!” Carli chimed in, her face daring any mage present to disagree. “This man is cheating!” 
 
    No one could deny it. After all, nearly every set of eyes in the casino had been on us while we’d been betting. And if none of those eyes had been on me while I used telekinesis to snatch a couple cards from the dealer’s spill and slip them into Mortimer’s sleeves while the shuffling machine ran—well, that was on them. 
 
    You’re supposed to pay attention when you’re gambling. Not let yourself get distracted. 
 
    Two of the heavyset guards appeared at the table so quickly I wondered if they’d teleported. “My deepest apologies, Mr. Sinclair,” the heavy said, giving me a swift bow. “This mage will be removed from the premises immediately. The Celesta has a zero-tolerance policy for cheating.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Mortimer growled. “Get your hands off me!” 
 
    “We’ll restore the winnings you had when you arrived at the table,” the man said smoothly, running my three black cards through a device. “Plus a little extra, for your trouble. Enjoy the games.” 
 
    “I will,” I said, handing Soojin and Carli back their cards. “Thanks for the loan, girls. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Any time,” Soojin murmured, watching the guards drag a screaming Mortimer from the casino. The mages who’d conspired to haze me looked suitably embarrassed now—and as I watched, more than a few began to wander over to the shifter side of the tables. 
 
    The groups had finally begun to mingle, and all it took was for an inter-supernatural incident to almost break out. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told my girls, giving each a peck on the cheek. “Gotta hit the little boy’s. Have fun for me, alright?” 
 
    All the drinks had left me in serious need of a bathroom. 
 
    “One thing,” I said. “Does being a mage run in the family?” 
 
    “Not typically, no,” Soojin said. “You just got lucky.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said, banking the thought for later. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    As I made my way from the floor, triumph flaring in my veins, I realized I’d learned something very important. 
 
    My shifter powers were well-known to everyone at the Council—but they didn’t know I was a mage, as well. As long as I could keep that under wraps, I’d have a leg up on the rest of the competition.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Considering how nice the rest of the Celesta was, I suppose I shouldn’t have expected the bathrooms to be any different. In here, the art deco features had spilled a little bit into the gaudy, but at least there wasn’t a towel guy or some other similarly humiliating servant waiting to let me in and out. Just a few stalls and a sink, exactly what I needed. 
 
    I hummed to myself as I did my business, feeling good. I’d beaten back an attempt to make me look stupid while also learning that I could use my wits to outsmart an opponent even when they outranked me in power. 
 
    Plus, after that stunt with the three cards, I was pretty damn sure Soojin and Carli were impressed as hell. The extra money, the suave way I’d tricked everybody—oh yeah. I was definitely taking both of them home tonight. 
 
    The sink had one of those silly over the counter basins that were all the rage with rich people—this one, for some reason, was in the shape of a five-pointed star. I heard a door slam as I scrubbed and glanced up, but there was nobody in the reflection of the mirror over the sink. 
 
    Huh, I thought. That’s weird. Someone must have changed their mind about how bad they needed to go— 
 
    “Big night tonight,” a voice said right next to my ear. 
 
    I jumped—I couldn’t help it. My fingers might have started to elongate into dragon’s claws before I could stop myself. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared, snapping to attention. “Do you always sneak up on people like that?” 
 
    How had I not noticed this guy come in? Especially when he looked so… well, so noticeable. He’d apparently taken the dress code’s old school flair to an almost absurd extreme, dressing up in a tuxedo and wing-tips that looked like something the attendees might have worn for a Beethoven symphony. His was the only face I’d seen since coming to the Celesta with glasses—a thick, coke-bottle pair that seemed at odds with the rest of his debonair appearance. 
 
    “My apologies,” the man said with a smile. 
 
    His lips were so red I wavered back and forth for a while on whether or not he was wearing lipstick. What he did have, however, were some big-ass teeth. The kind the kids at my school would have made fun of back in the day for being ‘bucktoothed’, though mostly around the canines. 
 
    “No worries,” I finally said, leaning back down to the sink. “I suppose you saw that performance back at the blackjack table?” 
 
    “A most admirable one,” the man agreed with a nod. There was nothing overly threatening about the man, but something about him made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. “The first of several tonight, I would wager.” 
 
    He talks funny, I realized. The way guys used to talk on the radio in WWII documentaries—that cultured kind of Tom Lehrer accent. Who the hell is this guy? 
 
    He answered the question for me. “I’m Richard Enfield,” the man said, making no motion to wash his hands or otherwise appear like he had a reason for being there. “You do not need to tell me your name—I know it well. You’re Derek Sinclair, Raya Sinclair’s son. Here to accept her apology from the Crescent Clan in absentia.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, pulling a paper towel from the dispenser and drying off my hands. Strange that such a fancy bathroom didn’t have those automatic dryers. “Look, I’m not trying to be rude, buddy, but what’s your deal? What kind of shifter are you?” 
 
    The man’s lips peeled back, revealing an even expanse of sharp, white teeth. “No shifter.” 
 
    I nodded, though this was beginning to seriously creep me out. “A mage, then.” Did this guy want a fight? Had he figured out that I’d tricked his cheating buddy, and wanted to try and give me a beatdown for it? 
 
    But Richard Enfield just shook his head again. “Of a sort,” he admitted with a shrug. “But not the sort of which you are thinking.” 
 
    Okay. I’d had just about enough of this. 
 
    “It was nice to meet you, Richard, but I’ve got a couple of hot dates waiting for me back on the casino floor. If you wouldn’t mind…” 
 
    “No trouble at all,” the strange man said with a nod of his head. “I merely wished to meet you before the big event, Mr. Sinclair. We have a lot riding on this Council of Wand & Claw, and as any theater director knows, it’s important to touch base with every actor before the curtain rises on the most important scene.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked, balling up the paper towel in anticipation of chucking it into a nearby trash can. “I’m just here to have fun…” 
 
    I trailed off. Richard Enfield’s smile widened from ear to ear, growing mischievous as I stared at him. For long moments, I couldn’t figure out why the sight of him standing there before the sink sent such a spike of primal terror through me. 
 
    Then, like one of those Magic Eye paintings you had to cross your vision in front of in order to see, the picture snapped into focus. Richard lounged next to the sink, his elbows gently resting upon it. In the reflection of the mirror, I stood a few feet away, pointing at him with a shocked expression. 
 
    Richard had no reflection. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I growled, taking a step toward the mirror. I feared some kind of trick, a magical hoax of the kind Mortimer had just tried to throw on me. “You don’t have a reflection! You’re some kind of vamp—” 
 
    He was only out of my field of view for an instant. But apparently, for Richard Enfield, an instant was enough. When I turned my head, the man had vanished, as if he’d never been in the bathroom to begin with. 
 
    I stood there holding my balled-up paper towel, staring at the space where he’d just been standing. What the fuck? 
 
    “Shifters, mages… and now vampires,” I said, tossing the towel away. “I wonder why Carli or Soojin never mentioned those?” 
 
    I’d just made the decision to ask them about it the next time I saw them when a tiny speaker in the ceiling crackled to life. The sound of a chiming bell filled the bathroom, and from the reverberations on the other side of the wall, I could tell a much louder version was currently playing on the casino floor, as well. 
 
    By the time I got out of the bathroom, the temporary alliance between mages and shifters had ended. Each stuck to their own groups, gathering in great clumps on either end of the room as they waited for more instructions. A strange sense of disappointment filled me at the sight; hadn’t my attempt to bridge the gap been worth more than this? 
 
    Soojin and Carli waited near the bathroom, each wearing expressions that were worried and excited all at once. Carli swayed gently on her feet as she crossed the floor—she’d clearly had a little too much to drink. Soojin did her best to support her without making it look like she was holding the shifter upright. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, glancing around the casino floor for any sign of trouble. “Is that some kind of alarm?” 
 
    Soojin shook her head. “Play time’s over,” the dark-haired beauty murmured, sliding an arm around Carli’s waist to keep her balanced. “The Council of Wand & Claw is moving into its next phase. There should be an announcement over the speakers any minute now…” 
 
    As if summoned by Soojin’s words, the final reverberation of the bell faded away to silence. A smooth female voice came over the line as a hush fell across the casino floor. 
 
    “Thank you so much for enjoying the gaming and refreshments,” the voice purred. It sounded both familiar and alien, like the speaker had learned English as a second language and only vaguely comprehended the way pronunciation worked. “Portals will be opening momentarily toward the entrance of the convention center. All attendees to the Council of Wand & Claw are requested to enter and take their seats. Please remember: no weapons will be permitted within the Council chambers. We similarly ask that you leave all food and drink in the Celesta casino…” 
 
    The woman’s voice faded out, then the message began to repeat. Groups of shifters and mages filed out of the casino floor, moving with purpose. Clearly, everyone but us already knew what to do—as if they’d rehearsed this phase of the Council while we were away. 
 
    “Come on,” Soojin purred, nodding toward the front gate. “There’ll be a portal for us to step through. Considering your mother is one of the main reasons this Council has been called, they’ll be expecting you.” 
 
    “Portals?” I asked, eyeing up the fleeing mages with a narrow gaze. “No one said anything about teleporting somewhere else. The Celesta is supposed to be neutral ground, but how do we know these portals aren’t some kind of trap?” 
 
    Soojin looked vaguely offended by the notion. “No one would dare bring violence into the heart of the Council,” she said, her cleavage heaving in her tight red dress. “Carli, dear, you’re going to need to sober up.” 
 
    The Raiju shifter gained her full height with a pout. “Aww, but I was having so much fun,” she whimpered. “I’m way less anxious with a few drinks in me!” 
 
    “You’re going to need your wits about you,” Soojin said with a faint smile. 
 
    Confusion filled me. I wasn’t aware Carli had a choice as to whether to be drunk or not. 
 
    Carli let out a huff. “Fine,” she said, rolling her shoulders. The shifter tilted her head back, eyes closed in concentration—then a faint current of electrical energy coursed across her skin. When it faded, the unsteadiness in her stance was gone as well. 
 
    “That is a neat trick,” I said, impressed. “You’ll have to show me that sometime.” 
 
    “It’s not as cool as you think,” Carli said, putting the heel of her hand against a temple. “Ugh, it doesn’t do anything about a hangover…” 
 
    “Grab a little hair of the dog on the way out,” Soojin suggested. “Come along. We really are going to be missed if we don’t enter the Council chambers soon.” 
 
    I felt in no hurry to listen to this awkward apology from the Crescent Clan, but Soojin was right. A large portion of this Council was about us, strictly speaking, so it would have felt strange for us not to be in attendance. 
 
    After getting Carli a small flute of champagne to calm down her nerves, we filed out with the rest of the partygoers toward the portals at the front of the convention complex. As I stepped outside, the warm night air flowing over my suit, a mage I’d seen watching the gambling tables before sidled up beside me. 
 
    “Derek, right?” the man asked. 
 
    I was in no mood to banter with more rude mages. “That’s right.” 
 
    The man grinned, like a schoolboy with a secret. “The shifter who came over to play with the mages. Looks like you belonged on our side of the party after all, huh?” 
 
    Before I could reply, the man stepped forward and disappeared into a portal. I stood there, stunned, working through the implications of his statement for a few moments. Then I swore. 
 
    “Derek, what was that about?” Carli asked, a tinge of worry in her voice. 
 
    They know, I realized. As hard as I’d tried to conceal my powers from the crowd at the Celesta, the mages must have figured out how they’d been bested. Hell, their leaders had probably grabbed Mortimer and interrogated him the moment the security force tossed him out of the casino. He certainly seemed to understand he’d been rooked, at the very least. 
 
    “My secret might be out,” I told my girls gruffly as I regarded the portal. “Keep an eye out for any tricks on the other side of this portal.” 
 
    Both of them nodded and stepped through with me. As the ozone-scented wall of magic passed over my head, I remembered the strange man in the bathroom who didn’t have a reflection. 
 
    He’d said tonight was going to be a big night. And the strange, sinking feeling in my chest as we were whisked away from the Celesta told me he’d been absolutely right. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the portal and was instantly flung back in time three thousand years. 
 
    Carli, Soojin, and I stood in an arena with an open ceiling, held aloft with thick Roman columns like something from a gladiatorial coliseum. Stands encircled three sides of the arena, with a high podium in the center for speakers to address the crowd. 
 
    The eager gamblers of the Celesta were already being guided to their seats—shifters to the left, mages to the right. None of them looked up at the night sky, visible through the massive hole in the roof. 
 
    I did. 
 
    The stars that twinkled above our heads were not of this Earth. Wherever this Council took place—a pocket dimension, a supernatural realm—we weren’t in Kansas anymore. 
 
    A hush fell over my girls as we stepped into the center of the circular arena. The longer I looked at it, the more I realized just how small it was. Less a gladiatorial ring than the kind of place the bad guys in a Saturday morning serial might gather to make their evil plans against the hero. 
 
    “Where on Earth are we?” Carli whispered. The shifter put a hand on my back, kneading the muscles between my shoulder blades with obvious tension. 
 
    “We’re not on Earth,” Soojin corrected in a small voice. No one seemed inclined to raise their voice in this space, as if some supernatural force compelled visitors to the Council of Wand & Claw to remain silent. “We’re within a very special place, where mages and shifters come together to meet and make the decisions that allow the supernatural realm to continue functioning as it has.” 
 
    “How many of these have you been to?” I asked Soojin, curious. 
 
    “Just one,” the dark-haired beauty purred, a wicked look entering her eyes. “I’m not that old, Derek.” 
 
    I expected us to be led to our seats, the same as everyone else who’d filed into the Council chambers. Instead, a servant appeared at my arm and led me and my entourage away from the group. 
 
    “You are Derek Sinclair, yes?” the servant asked, giving me a quick up and down glance. This man’s robes were even fancier than the ones of the servants in the Celesta—he looked almost like the attendant of some sultan. “Remain here, please. Once the Crescent Clan representative makes their speech, you and your guests will be escorted to their seats.” 
 
    Made sense. They needed me here for the show to go on. 
 
    “Works for me,” I said, glancing back at my girls. “You both alright?” 
 
    They were. 
 
    The assembled mages and shifters weren’t given time to get comfortable. Almost as soon as they’d taken their seats, a bolt of lightning lit up the unearthly sky above the chamber, and a man appeared at the podium. Instantly, I knew this had to be the person in charge. 
 
    Soojin confirmed it. “That’s Tomas Karkosa,” the apothecary whispered, nodding toward the podium. “The Majordomo of the Council—a kind of mayor, if the supernatural realm were a city or a town.” 
 
    “He’s a mage,” I said, the words low in my throat. The man practically stank of magic. 
 
    “Of course he is,” Carli quipped. “You think they’d let a shifter run something that required this much organization?” 
 
    Tomas resembled nothing so much as the product of an illicit affair between Julius Caesar and Santa Claus. A thick mane of salt-and-pepper hair wreathed his regal, angular face like a crown, with a bushy beard all the way down to his collarbone. His robes had a simple cut to them, but were of the finest materials—I could tell his wardrobe cost more than most people in the chamber made in a year. Even among high rollers, Tomas stood out as an anomaly. 
 
    He produced a bell from his robes and rang it. The chime sounded supernaturally deep and loud, plunging the chamber into profound silence. 
 
    “My fellow supernatural beings,” the man said, folding his hands at the podium. He had a light, breezy manner of speaking that somehow managed to be both stern and caring at the same time. He reminded me of a teacher in love with their subject, or a particularly good preacher without all the baggage. “Welcome to the 24th Council of Wand & Claw to occur in the modern era. It’s not every day we convene all in one place, and I appreciate you all making the long journey to assist in keeping the peace.” 
 
    Bullshit, I thought. No one here made a sacrifice. They’re treating this shit like a party. 
 
    I scanned the faces in the stalls as the Majordomo launched into a speech full of pleasantries. I was looking for the strange man I’d seen in the bathroom back at the Celesta—the one who’d said tonight was going to be such a big night. He was nowhere to be found. If he’d stepped through a portal in order to attend, he hid himself well. 
 
    Finally, the Majordomo turned to more practical matters. “Before we begin with our more technical business,” he said, nodding toward me and mine sitting just out of reach, “we have a matter of honor to discuss. Derek Sinclair—please rise.” 
 
    With some trepidation, I did. Every eye in that chamber turned as one to stare at me, and I was intensely aware of their searching looks. Many of the people there had seen me get a mage expelled for ‘cheating’ at cards, and the reactions from the crowd looked evenly split between mages and shifters. Shifters looked pleased, like I’d thumbed my nose at the hoity-toity mages—while the magical set looked like the sooner this part of the meeting was over, the better. 
 
    “Your mother Raya Sinclair has served this Council honorably,” Tomas said, his voice taking on a slight rumble. “She was a mage for whom honor and duty were not merely abstract concepts, but qualities of the greatest importance. She lived by those models, the way a medieval knight lived by lance, sword, and chivalry. All of us assembled here—mages and shifters alike—owe her a great debt.” 
 
    This was one hell of a lot of buttering up. I wondered when the other shoe would drop. 
 
    The Majordomo’s face darkened. “Recently, a most dishonorable attack commenced against your dear mother,” Tomas explained, although there wasn’t a soul in that chamber who didn’t know the details intimately by this point. “Members of the Crescent Clan, a group of wolf shifters with an otherwise stellar record of peacekeeping, broke into the apartment of Raya Sinclair in an evident attack on her life.” 
 
    Murmurs of feigned surprise and horror rippled through the mage section of the Council chamber. The noises sounded far less fake coming from the shifters, who seemed honestly outraged that one of their own had done this. 
 
    “I am to understand that the Crescent Clan did not sanction this attack,” Tomas said, eyeing the shifter side of the assemblage with a hard look. “In order to clear the air, and restore balance between our people’s, the son of Raya Sinclair is here to accept an apology on his mother’s behalf. I am told Raya is still too ill to attend this meeting herself, but that she has agreed for Derek to accept this judgement on her behalf.” With that, Tomas’s gaze turned to me. “Is that correct, Mr. Sinclair?” 
 
    Something about being called Mr. made all of this feel more immediate and important. I had to clear my throat before I spoke—when I did, some enchantment amplified my voice so it could clearly be heard throughout the chambers. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Raya—my mom—accepts this.” 
 
    Tomas nodded gravely. “Bring them out.” 
 
    Them? I thought, but didn’t have time to ask. A door near the back of the chamber opened, and two beefy-looking shifters entered. Both were dressed in the uniforms of the Crescent Clan, in sleeveless vests cut to show off their wolfish muscles. If you didn’t know about shifters, you’d have assumed they were members of some motorcycle gang. 
 
    As the pair of shifters drew closer, I realized that one was more or less dragging the other. The larger of the two, clearly the man in charge, had the second shifter’s vest clenched in his fist and was guiding him to the center of the council chamber before the podium. The smaller shifter refused to meet my eye, or the eyes of anyone else in the chamber. 
 
    The taller shifter gave Tomas a brisk nod, evidently a signal to yield the floor to this newcomer. 
 
    “Derek Sinclair,” the taller shifter said, his back teeth showing as his lips peeled back. “I am the Alpha of the Crescent Clan. On behalf of my people, our blood and our bones, I express my apologies for the attack on Raya. You have my word that it was not sanctioned by myself or anyone in a position of authority within the clan. These ruffians—” here he gripped the vest of the smaller shifter, who would have been huge standing next to literally anyone else, “—acted entirely on their own, without sanction.” 
 
    That smaller shifter looked like he’d rather be anywhere else than here. He still couldn’t meet my eye. 
 
    The corners of my vision flashed red when I looked at him. Despite the intense atmosphere of the Council chamber and all the eyes on me, I found it hard to concentrate on the meeting. I kept playing back a few choice moments from Mom’s condo in my mind’s eye: those monsters ripping apart the furniture, busting through the bedroom door with murder on their mind. A shifter wrapping his claws around Soojin’s neck, doing its level best to choke the life out of her right before my eyes… 
 
    Scales formed on my hands and arms. Behind me, Soojin nudged my lower back with her elbow, panic in her eyes. 
 
    “Derek,” she whispered. “You need to accept this shifter’s apology. Otherwise, this is going to boil over into open violence, right in the middle of the Council…” 
 
    Her words brought me back to myself. 
 
    I blinked rapidly, seeing what I’d been blind to before. The mages all along the rows whetted invisible knives, gleefully waiting for me to turn down the Crescent Clan’s apology so they could have reason to hold shifters in contempt. Not for the first time, I realized what a powerful and important mage my mom had been back in the day. 
 
    Something inside of me relaxed. “On behalf of Raya Sinclair, my mother, I accept your apology.” The words took on something of a ritual quality as they left my lips. “I understand that the Crescent Clan did not mean her harm.” 
 
    Shifters relaxed all around the chambers. Mages looked disappointed—doubly so for those who’d seen me at the blackjack table, their anger thwarted by someone who’d made them look stupid while they gambled. 
 
    The Crescent Clan leader turned to Tomas, who stood impassively over the whole proceedings like some sort of primal judge. “This shifter in my keeping is the last member of the raiding party that attacked Raya Sinclair’s home. The rest were all slaughtered by Derek and his mates.” 
 
    More than a few knowing laughs met that proclamation. I wasn’t sure if you could properly call either woman my ‘mate’—I’d had sex with Carli a couple of times and been the lucky recipient of Soojin’s mouth after the same fight we were up here litigating—but both women reacted with grace and aplomb. Suddenly, both Carli and Soojin were pressed against me, supporting me with fierce expressions as they stared down the shifter leader. 
 
    Neither of them would deny that they were my mate. In that moment, before the eyes of everyone important enough in the supernatural realm to attend the Council, I felt them accept the mantle for real. 
 
    Both women shot little smiles my way, as if they were now in on the joke. Soojin squeezed my hand just behind my back, giving me a sympathetic look. 
 
    “You’re doing well,” Soojin whispered, low enough that only me and Carli could hear. “Now, try not to freak out at this next part.” 
 
    Freak out? Why on Earth would I freak out…? 
 
    “Very well,” Tomas said, casting a baleful look out toward the crowd. 
 
    Only now did I notice the expectant looks on the faces of the mages and shifters in attendance. These people waited for something; yearned for it with the anticipation of a crowd at a rock concert waiting for the headliner to take the stage. 
 
    What had gotten into these people? 
 
    The Crescent Clan’s leader nodded. Then, as quickly as a lightning bolt, claws exploded from the fingers of the hand clutching the smaller shifter’s chest. 
 
    The final member of the team that had attacked my mother cried out, but it was already too late for that. Too late for mercy—too late to stop what was coming. Either way, the Crescent Clan’s leader had no mercy, and even if he did, the reputation of his family lay on how he handled the next few seconds. 
 
    The shifter didn’t hesitate. He brought his fist to the criminal’s throat, slashing open his jugular in one quick motion. 
 
    The smaller shifter let out a shocked little gasp. A spray of bright arterial blood stained the council chamber’s floor. 
 
    The criminal reached up to the wide slash in his neck, pinching at it as if he could somehow hold the wound closed. A moment later, his fingers fell away, and he crumpled forward onto his knees. 
 
    The leader of the Crescent Clan gave him a shove, and he toppled onto his face. A dark pool of heart’s blood spread beneath the criminal’s neck, staining the floor as it slowly pooled around the dead man. The audience let out a collective gasp, most of them looking thrilled to have seen such quick, brutal violence. 
 
    Neither Tomas nor the Crescent Clan’s leader looked happy to have delivered the sentence. 
 
    “Justice has been done,” Tomas said, folding his hands on the podium. “The attempt on Raya’s life has been avenged. You will report to your mother that we have done this thing—that blood has been repaid with blood. Do you understand me, Derek?” 
 
    With a struggle, I tore my eyes away from the corpse of the shifter. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, not needing to quell any emotion within me. I’d been well and truly shaken by this development. 
 
    Tomas nodded, and some of the placid composure he’d shown during his introductory speech returned to his face. “Very good—we trust you’ll make a full and fair report.” The Majordomo of the Council of Wand & Claw lifted a hand to indicate the crowd, like a showman moving from one attraction to another. “Now that this matter has been settled, we can turn our attention to the recent events involving—” 
 
    The corpse of the recently deceased wolf shifter gave a horrifying jerk. 
 
    Tomas trailed off, his gaze caught and held by the sight of the wolf shifter’s twitch. He hesitated for a moment before continuing. “As I was saying, the recent events—” 
 
    The shifter trembled again. And again. 
 
    Then, in front of the entire Council, he sat up. 
 
    Soojin and Carli both took huge steps backward. Carli actually squealed in shock, her hand clutching at my shoulder like she wanted to drag me out of danger along with her. The wolf shifter’s back arched in a hideous, inhuman way, forming a ‘U’ that not even a well-trained dancer could match. The criminal’s corpse drew tight as a bow, reacting as if it had been hit with a taser. 
 
    A low growl escaped the dead man’s mouth. Froth collected on his hairy face, spilling from his lips. 
 
    The crowd went nuts. 
 
    “Necromancy!” a shifter screeched, rising from his seat to point a finger at the mages. “Forbidden magic! Who would dare to practice such a thing in this hallowed place!?” 
 
    Mages shot from their seats at the accusation, red-faced and yelling. More shifters rose to argue with them, and suddenly nearly everyone in the Council chamber was talking at once. Soojin had warned me that not going along with the flow of events could lead to violence—but I’d done everything right. Yet it still looked like a war was about to break out between shifters and mages, right before my eyes. 
 
    Meanwhile, the corpse of the wolf shifter kept twitching. He’d somehow managed to get to his knees, pawing the floor beneath him like a man trying to claw his way out of his own coffin. Inhuman howls ripped from his dead throat, which would have been blood-freezingly horrible if not drowned out by the arguing from the stands. 
 
    “Calm down, everyone,” Tomas commanded, trying to reassert control of the situation. “No one would dare attempt to countermand an edict of the Council of Wand & Claw. Something else must be going on—something none of us can understand!” 
 
    He was more right than he knew. 
 
    Just then, a flash of lightning struck through the unearthly sky above. 
 
    The entire Council found themselves momentarily blinded, mages and shifters alike. As the council chamber cleared, two figures stood just behind the podium, having appeared out of thin air. The one standing next to Tomas was bad news, plain and simple—but it wasn’t him who froze my blood in my veins. It was his attendant, standing next to him with a neutral expression and his hands firmly in his pockets. 
 
    Richard Enfield. The man with no reflection. 
 
    “This is something beyond your understanding,” the newcomer said with a smirk. “This shifter belongs to us now. We claim his body for our servitude, by ancient right.” 
 
    I’d never seen such powerful people looking so helpless. The newcomer had an incredible psychological effect on the Council of Wand & Claw—even the most belligerent mages and shifters found themselves silent before him. One look at him and it wasn’t hard to see why, though. 
 
    Count Dracula wasn’t real. Even if vampires were actual, living creatures, and not some Hollywood invention, the story of the elegant vampire who lived in Transylvania and had a harem of beautiful vampiric women was a total fabrication. But if he had lived, the man standing at the podium next to the Majordomo of the Council would have given him nightmares as he lay in his coffin. 
 
    Pale skin set off the most expensive-looking suit I’d ever seen. His coal black hair was slicked back like Christopher Lee’s, and he even had the cloak to match. More than anyone else in attendance, he looked as if the old-school theme of the Council of Wand & Claw had been designed exclusively for him. Just looking at him sent the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. 
 
    From behind him, Richard caught my eye and gave an almost imperceptible nod. The big night, I thought, my stomach doing a flip. What the fuck!? 
 
    Tomas looked just as confused and upset as I was. “What is the meaning of this!?” the Majordomo roared. “Release this shifter at once!” 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” the vampire said, his thin lips curling back in a smile. “In fact, I’ve already finished.” 
 
    The corpse of the shifter had stopped twitching. It rose from its deathbed and shuffled across the floor in full view of the shocked audience, making its way to a point behind the newcomer and Richard. Its eyes were unfocused and dim, like the eyes of a doll. 
 
    “I believe our people should be represented in this Council,” the newcomer said, brushing back his cloak. “We have been absent from the world of the living for too long—over a century now. But we have finally returned, and we are ready to start afresh. Let the Council of Wand & Claw be the Council of Wand, Skull, & Claw once more!” 
 
    As he spoke, looks of horrified recognition had begun to spread over the faces of some of those in attendance. I noted that it was the older members of the Council especially who recognized this newcomer, hands clasped over their mouths or against their foreheads in shock. 
 
    Soojin was one of these. The poor woman trembled at the sight of the vampire, her hand gripping mine almost tight enough to bruise. 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked, leaning against Soojin. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    “I… I thought they’d all been vanquished from the world,” the shifter murmured. “Raya, she told me her grandfather… your great grandfather, Derek, slew the last one. She was so certain of that. My God, Raya was wrong…” 
 
    “The last what?” I couldn’t help raising my voice. “Just who the fuck are these guys?” 
 
    “Nightlords,” Soojin said, her face as still as a statue’s. “The undead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, not much was accomplished at the Council of Wand & Claw. 
 
    Before the rest of the crowd could so much as ask a question to the newcomer, he drew up his cloak and vanished in a puff of smoke, taking Richard Enfield and the reanimated wolf shifter along with him.  
 
    Only Tomas Karkosa remained standing at the podium, looking more flustered than the Majordomo of the supernatural realm might have normally had cause to be. 
 
    Along with a whole bunch of pissed off shifters and mages who wanted to take out their frustrations on each other. 
 
    Somehow, cooler heads prevailed. The situation didn’t descend into out and out violence, though I could tell more than a few of the drunker shifters from the Celesta couldn’t wait to get into it with a few of the smugger mages. The execution had riled up everyone’s emotions—and the sudden appearance of the Nightlords in our midst flipped the entire table as far as the balance of power in the supernatural realm went. 
 
    “It was thought that they were extinct,” Soojin explained to me later, once we’d left the Council’s chambers. “Nearly a century ago, the Nightlords came close to overthrowing the rest of the supernatural realm. They threatened to dissolve the uneasy peace that reigned over us for centuries, replacing the established order with an authoritarian dictatorship of the undead.” 
 
    “Shifters and mages came together to defeat them,” Carli added. “The current accord between them stems from that conflict—from the need to band together and defeat an existential threat. You could say that without the Nightlords, shifters and mages would still be at each other’s throats.” 
 
    “The one I met didn’t seem all that bad,” I said. “A little creepy, sure—but I’ve seen weirder since discovering supernatural creatures exist. I’d rather have dinner with Richard Enfield than that fucking sewer troll…” 
 
    The three of us sat on a couch in the grand lobby of the Celesta, people watching over drinks. With the Council of Wand & Claw ending so abruptly, a massive crush of supernatural creatures had taken over the entrance to the grand casino—the line to have personal valets bring vehicles to the front looked to be hours long. So Carli, Soojin, and I weren’t going anywhere any time soon—not unless I wanted to get into a fight, anyway. 
 
    Soojin had traded in champagne for a dark, rich wine the color of blood. Every time she sipped it, it reminded me uncomfortably of our new friends the Nightlords.  
 
    “I still can’t believe you met the Nightlords’ second in command,” Soojin murmured, staring down into the depths of her drink. “You should have told us immediately, Derek. We might have been able to warn the Council before their leader arrived…” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was anything special,” I countered with a shrug. “How on Earth was I supposed to know that vampires were the one supernatural creature I should be shocked to run into at this casino? After the basilisk and the thunderbird and all that.” 
 
    Spots of color shone on Soojin’s cheeks. “Fair enough,” she said. 
 
    Everyone dealt with the stress in their own way. Soojin got quiet and contemplative—while for Carli, it was the exact opposite. The Raiju shifter had taken the intrusion of the Nightlords as an excuse to completely jettison her sobriety, and was currently nursing a bottle of something dark and strong as she curled up against me, her tail twitching between my legs. I knew it wouldn’t be long until Carli suggested the three of us sneak off somewhere more private for some fun. 
 
    Honestly, I was looking forward to it. But I wanted to keep my eye on the mages and shifters, as well. Something momentous was happening here tonight, and I sensed that even more was happening beneath the surface than we knew. 
 
    Carli’s hand had just begun to grow bold enough to massage my inner thigh when the crowd near the casino entrance abruptly parted. A harried-looking servant in a business suit came power walking through the lobby, heading directly for the couch on which me and my girls sat. I raised myself up out of a half-slouch, feet on the floor as I prepared to receive the newcomer. Carli pulled back, frustration whining from her throat at being denied the use of my body as a toy. 
 
    This is trouble, I thought, staring the man down. For certain. 
 
    The man gave my group a perfunctory bow, with just enough respect to not be deliberately offensive. “Derek Sinclair?” the servant asked. 
 
    As if anyone in this building didn’t know who I was after tonight.  
 
    “That’s me,” I said, pulling Soojin and Carli closer. “What do you want?” 
 
    The servant shook his head, looking relieved. “It’s not what I want,” he said, gesturing behind himself toward the entrance of the casino. “He wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Conversations fell silent as Tomas Karkosa strode across the lobby. The Majordomo of the Council had lost some of his ethereal majesty standing in such a mundane building, yet he still managed to look imposing as all hell. A handful of guards stood at attention a short distance away, as if they wanted to ensure his safety without impugning on his conversation. 
 
    “Ah, Sinclair,” the Majordomo said, taking my hand and shaking it in both of his own hands. “No, please, sit. It is I who am interloping on your conversation. I’m very glad I managed to catch you before you and your mates left our meeting place.” 
 
    There it was again—the casual calling of Soojin and Carli my mates. I was pretty sure nobody here meant it in the Australian sense of the term, but neither of my women spoke a word to correct him. Perhaps they enjoyed being referred to in such a way, even though we’d never made an arrangement like that official. 
 
    “Small chance of me getting out of here early,” I said, jerking a thumb toward the crowd. “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    The Majordomo took a seat across from mine. Most of the stares remained, though a few people turned away to resume yelling at the frightened valet for their vehicles. 
 
    “Our Council was adjourned somewhat prematurely,” the Majordomo said, concealing his irritation at the fact with good humor. “As it stood, there were certain matters better tackled in the group that we did not have time to properly pursue, and must instead do so now. One of these is the matter of your place in the supernatural order of things.” 
 
    “My place?” I’d only understood about half of what Tomas said. “I’m Raya’s son. What else do I need to be besides that?” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Tomas said, smiling in recognition. “The child of a powerful, famous mage. With the abilities of a Dragon shifter. While it is rare that a child inherits the magical abilities of his or her parents, it is far rarer that the child of a mage becomes a legendary shifter. How very curious you are, Derek.” 
 
    He knows, too, I realized digging my fingers into my palm. He’s just too polite to say anything. Why don’t these people want to spoil the fact that I’m a mage on top of being a shifter? 
 
    “If you’ve got a point, I’d appreciate you getting to it,” I said with a casual yawn. “My mates and I have grown bored waiting for our limousine—we were about to search out some more private chambers to relax in.” 
 
    Tomas’s eyes widened slightly at the boldness of this claim, but his courteousness kept him from saying anything about it. 
 
    Instead, he got down to business.  
 
    “As the shifter offspring of a mage,” Tomas began, “you would normally acclimate to the supernatural world by joining an extant group of shifters. After a time, you would formally become a member of their clan, thereby joining a new family of affiliation on top of your natural blood relations.” 
 
    “Pssh,” Carli said, dismissing the words with a wave of her hand. “Derek doesn’t need that. He’s a legendary shifter, like me. We don’t play nicely with clans.” 
 
    Tomas Karkosa’s mask of geniality slipped. For a moment, he glared at Carli, and I wanted to punch him. Then his serene smile pushed through, and he continued. 
 
    “That is entirely accurate,” he agreed, turning away from Carli as if she no longer existed. “And yet, as the son of such an influential mage, it feels somehow disrespectful to Raya to have her son be an unclanned shifter. And since you appear to already have the makings of a group around you—of a sort—the Council of Wand & Claw have come up with a solution. If you will agree to it.” 
 
    I had some idea of what Tomas was proposing. My heart beat faster in my chest, excitement thrilling through my veins at the potential of what might be.  
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    Tomas smiled. “You will form your own clan.” 
 
    My own clan. From the gasps of those close enough to hear, I could tell this was a major honor—not the kind of thing extended to just any new shifter in town. But did I really want that kind of responsibility? 
 
    “I don’t know the first thing about running a clan,” I said, testing the waters a bit.  
 
    Let’s see how firm Tomas’s desire to see this happen truly was. 
 
    “Well, you have an excellent teacher,” Tomas replied, gesturing at Soojin. “Soojin Lee has nearly as much experience dealing with supernaturals as your dear mother—and from the correct side of the fence, to boot. I can’t blame you in the slightest for acquiring her as one of your mates.” 
 
    “She’s not my—” I said, but I was cut off. 
 
    “I’d be happy to be your second in command,” Soojin said smoothly, flashing that Mona Lisa smile. “As long as you want to be a clan leader, Derek.” 
 
    She put her hand in mine and gave it a gentle squeeze, her smile widening.  
 
    Holy shit, I thought, the pounding in my chest turning into a hummingbird’s flutter. Soojin and I had barely hooked up, yet this gorgeous older woman wanted to be my mate. My woman. 
 
    More than that—she was perfectly happy to share me. 
 
    “You see? You’re in good hands,” Tomas said with a chuckle. “Trust me, most shifter clans have a rather… Well, rough and tumble command structure would be a good word for it. You have far less to learn than you fear, I expect.” 
 
    I do like to tumble, I thought, glancing at both Soojin and Carli for confirmation. And these girls definitely like it rough. 
 
    “Are both of you okay with this?” I whispered. I felt that even asking made me look like a bit less of an alpha, which is why I kept it to a level where the crowd wouldn’t hear. I wasn’t about to force either woman into my service—but their attraction to me and lust for my body couldn’t be denied. 
 
    Soojin had already given her assent. At my question, Carli nodded like a bobblehead. 
 
    “Oh hell yes,” the shifter purred, giving my other hand an even harder squeeze than Soojin had. “Our own clan? A legendary clan!? Sign me the fuck up!” 
 
    “I’m talking about the other stuff,” I said, my hand sliding up her thigh. 
 
    Carli smirked and leaned over, her pouty lips pressed against my ear. “If I had a problem with that, I wouldn’t have fucked you in the limo, would I? And I definitely wouldn’t have done it raw.” Her chuckle made me want to bend her over and fuck her right then and there. “We both know I’m your woman, Derek. If you haven’t bred me, you sure as shit will soon. Because I’m not going to stop fucking you, and if you tried to wrap that cock up before you stuck it in me, I’d rip the fucking condom off and beg you to fill my pussy full…” 
 
    Holy fuck! I had to pull back—Carli’s words gave me a raging boner, and if she didn’t stop, I really would hike her skirt up and fuck her in front of everyone. She let out a giggle as I leaned away, her hand resting on the bulge between my legs like she wanted to unzip me and take me down her throat. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” I said, more certain of this than I’d been about anything in my life. “What do I have to do? Go back into the arena? Sign my name in blood?” 
 
    Tomas looked tickled pink at the suggestion. “There’s merely a few forms to fill out,” the Majordomo said with a shrug. “You’ll also need to choose a name for your clan, though that will be done in a ceremony later so you don’t need to pick one immediately. I’ll leave you to recruit whichever shifters you feel will be advantageous to join your ranks.” He gave both Soojin and Carli a knowing look. “I’m sure you can think of two already.” 
 
    With that, the Majordomo rose and shuffled away. A few sounds of congratulations reached me at the announcement that I’d be running my own clan, but most people were too stunned to do much more than push back into the line leading outside, redoubling their efforts to scramble over the other attendees. I sat there stunned for a long moment, within the warm embrace of my two beautiful women. 
 
    My clan members. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I grunted, looking first at Carli then Soojin. “We’re going to have our own clan!” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Soojin purred, planting a kiss on my cheek. Now that the two of them were officially members of my clan, neither of them felt the slightest bit of hesitation at showing their affection for me in public. “I hope you don’t think I jumped the gun, Derek—I know we never got a chance to discuss me officially becoming one of your women. I just thought we should strike while the iron was hot.” 
 
    Oh, more than the iron was fucking hot.  
 
    “I’m… thrilled,” I said, pulling her closer. “Really, I mean that. You’re a gorgeous woman, Soojin—and smart as a whip. I’m going to need a lot of help building this clan, if we want to thrive in the supernatural world…” 
 
    “And I’m happy to help you,” she replied with a grin. “It’s what Raya would want. Don’t worry about what she would think of all this, Derek—I can tell you she’d be extremely proud to see you running your own clan at such a young age. She’ll likely tell you herself the next time you meet her.” 
 
    She wanted grandkids, I thought, my head swimming. Fuck, she’s definitely going to get them. Carli’s getting wet just thinking about it… 
 
    “It’s just a lot to take in,” I said, grinning like an idiot. “I’m so new to all of this—I didn’t even know shifters and mages existed this time last week. Now I’m running a clan of my own… with the two most beautiful women I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Carli and Soojin shared a knowing look.  
 
    “So that line about taking us upstairs and having some fun,” the older woman asked in a husky tone, “did you mean that? Or was that just male bravado?” 
 
    In response, I rose from the couch and lifted both women to their feet. Right then, in full view of the entire Council, I gave Soojin’s ass a slap that reverberated through the entire lobby. She jumped into the air—then moaned in the most undignified way possible. 
 
    “You’re damned right I meant it,” I growled, sliding my arms around both women’s waists. “Come with me, ladies. We’re going to celebrate…” 
 
    Soojin and Carli were officially my mates—my seconds in command of my brand-new clan. We had a lot to celebrate indeed. 
 
    It was time to make them mine in a way no less important than the Council’s. By the time I was finished, it wouldn’t matter what pieces of paper they signed. These two women would be bound to me. Marked by me, owned by me in a way as primal as the blood flowing through our veins. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get started. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For such a large hotel, the upper floors of the Celesta were surprisingly quiet. 
 
    A quick glance at the map in the lobby confirmed our best bet for a little private chill time. The seventeenth floor of the building held no hotel suites, instead playing host to a row of conference rooms intended for corporate and institutional visitors. Each promised a panoramic view of the city, with luxury accommodations and thick privacy walls to protect any company secrets shared during a meeting. 
 
    Tonight, those walls would be muffling something else entirely. 
 
    By the time we made it into the elevator, Soojin and Carli were completely carried away. The pair made out hot and heavy as the floor indicator over the door slowly went up from one to seventeen, the older woman reaching for the slit in Carli’s dress and tearing it wide open to reveal a pale expanse of thigh and backside.  
 
    Carli wasn’t wearing a stitch underneath the slinky, skintight dress, and her thighs were soaked with need. As her tongue intertwined with Soojin’s, her tail twitched, the furry appendage gently slapping at the older woman’s ass as they showed off for me. 
 
    I could hardly think straight. My cock felt like an iron girder of pure need, and I longed to sink it into Soojin and Carli.  
 
    Images from the last time I’d been with each flashed through my head—Soojin on her knees, winking up at me as I unloaded inside of her mouth, Carli whimpering with bliss as I fucked her from behind in the back of the limo.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to see what the night had in store for us. 
 
    We found the nearest conference room and broke the lock, slamming the door behind us. I couldn’t find the light switch, but there was no point in flipping it—big bay windows covered three quarters of the walls, showing the skyline of the nearby city lit up like a Christmas tree.  
 
    In the darkness, Soojin and Carli tugged at each other’s clothing with giggles, the slurping sounds of their kisses mingling with the rustle of fabric. 
 
    As I reached for them, the pair turned to me as one.  
 
    “Come here,” Carli purred, grabbing me by my tie and leading me to the windows. Before them stood a heavy oak table, set up for videoconferencing or a corporate presentation, with a dozen thick leather chairs of the most comfortable sort sitting at intervals. 
 
    Both women kissed and caressed me as they led me to the chair at the head of the table. Their fingers tugged at my tie, the buttons of my shirt, the clasp of my belt.  
 
    By the time I sat down in the chair, looking out over the city, I was down to my shirt and boxer shorts. 
 
    Soojin looked down at me with a grin. In the city lights, I could see she was naked save for a pair of red panties and the pearls around her neck. She’d kept her six-inch high heels on, and they made everything below her waist look spectacular. She had the body of a woman half her age, and the attitude of an old-school housewife. One who knew how to keep her man happy. 
 
    “You’re the leader of our clan,” the older woman purred, helping Carli unzip her dress. “You know what that makes you, Derek?” 
 
    Carli answered for me. “It makes you our Alpha,” the shifter purred, her voice filled with need. 
 
    Alpha. Their Alpha. 
 
    “You know what the Alpha of a clan does to his women?” Soojin asked, running her hands down her topless body. “You know how he gets treated by them?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Soojin laughed. “However the fuck he wants,” she whimpered, more turned on than I’d ever seen her. “Tell us what to do, Derek. Command us, the way an Alpha commands his women…” 
 
    Holy fuck. This was my life now, wasn’t it? These women belonged to me. I couldn’t believe how fucking lucky I was. 
 
    Command them. What the hell did I want? Like, really want? 
 
    As I stared out over the city, the corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. 
 
    Everything, I thought. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” I growled, laying back in the plush leather seat. “Both of you.” 
 
    Soojin and Carli shared a look, a naughty smile on both of their faces.  
 
    “You like the sight of a woman on her knees, don’t you, Derek?” Soojin said. “You got so hard when I crawled up to you while you were in the shower—” 
 
    Slap! My hand came down on Soojin’s ass, leaving a red handprint on her smooth, tanned skin. God bless thong panties, I thought. 
 
    “Knees,” I grunted, feeling more like a caveman than ever before. “Now.” 
 
    Both women knelt submissively before me, framed against the city skyline. Soojin and Carli competed to see who could stick their ass further in the air as they kissed in front of my cock, Carli’s tail curling and uncurling like a clenched fist. 
 
    Finally, they realized I couldn’t take it any longer. Soojin gently tugged down my boxers, removing my cock and running her nails gently along my balls. She planted a kiss on the underside of my crown, leaving a smear of lipstick across the shaft. 
 
    “The Majordomo said you’d want to put me in a teaching position,” Soojin purred, her free hand tangling in Carli’s dark hair. “I’d like to start that now, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Carli’s red eyes widened as she realized what Soojin had in mind.  
 
    “Yeah,” the catgirl groaned, her tail wiggling back and forth. “You enjoyed cumming in Soojin’s mouth, right? Let her teach me what you really like.” 
 
    I didn’t respond with words—just a nod, and a gentle coax of Soojin with my knee. That was all the gorgeous older woman needed to take control of her new clanmate. 
 
    Soojin grabbed Carli’s shoulders and pressed her face against my balls, laughing wickedly as she forced the catgirl to taste me.  
 
    “Run your tongue all the way up his shaft,” Soojin groaned, taking obvious pleasure in bossing Carli around. “There you go, that’s a good girl… good kitty. Stick that ass higher in the air while you do it. You want our Alpha to have something nice to look at while you suck him off, don’t you?” 
 
    Soojin’s words ignited a fire between Carli’s thighs. The Raiju shifter hummed and sighed, licking and slurping my shaft with catlike glee. She stuck her ass further in the air, pressing it against the glass as her tail whipped back and forth. 
 
    If anyone could see all the way up here, I thought as the shifter wrapped her lips around the head of my shaft, they’d have one hell of a view— 
 
    That was as far as the thought went. A moment later, Carli’s mouth enveloped my shaft, and all the higher reasoning abilities in my brain went out the window. 
 
    “Oh wow, that’s so deep,” Soojin giggled, guiding Carli’s lips all the way to the base of my shaft. “Yes, you’re such a good little kitty for our Alpha! Oh fuck, are you touching yourself while you do that? You’re so bad!” 
 
    I craned my neck to see. Carli had a hand thrust between her legs, two fingers buried in her soft mound while a third swirled around her swollen, needy clit. The shifter’s eyes fluttered, only the whites showing as she sucked and slurped my cock like a lollipop.  
 
    Next to her, Soojin watched with rapturous delight, little grunts and groans spilling from her lips as she watched the much younger woman pleasure me. 
 
    Just as my balls began to tighten and I felt the familiar tingle of an oncoming orgasm, Carli pulled off my cock with a wet little pop. Her fingers continued to stroke me as she spoke, thick with a combination of her saliva and my juices. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Carli begged, batting her eyelashes. “I don’t want you to finish in my mouth, Derek. I want you to put every drop of that load inside of me where it belongs…” 
 
    Fuck. How had I been gifted with a woman so shameless? 
 
    “Mmh, this kitty’s in heat,” Soojin laughed, giving Carli’s ass a hearty slap. “Fuck, look at how much she’s dripping, Derek! This little Raiju slut’s fertility is in overdrive. I’d bet every dime you won at the blackjack table that she’s ovulating right now. Jesus, I can smell how turned on she is…” 
 
    Carli’s face burned with shame. “You can? Am I that obvious?” 
 
    All the while, the catgirl’s hand kept pumping between her thighs. 
 
    The thought of taking Carli here and now felt super hot, but one small problem stood between me and her—the woman standing next to her. 
 
    “How do you feel about that?” I asked Soojin, taking her emotional temperature.  
 
    Not that I couldn’t see her desire plain before my eyes. Hell, the girls had practically begged me to do just that when it came to both of them in the bedroom. But I wasn’t fully sure yet, so I’d appreciate Soojin’s feedback 
 
    Soojin stared down at Carli, biting her lip. 
 
    “I’ve fucked her already,” I prompted. “Meanwhile, I’ve only gotten head from you. You’d be well within your rights to demand I lay you out on this table and pound you good before our little kitty gets a single taste…” 
 
    A wicked grin tugged at the corners of Soojin’s cheeks.  
 
    “I don’t mind if you fuck her first,” the older woman purred, grabbing hold of my bulge. “But this thing had better stay nice and hard when it’s my turn. I want to be absolutely sure you can fuck me as hard as I deserve.” 
 
    Oh. That was all? 
 
    “Not a problem,” I grunted, lifting myself out of the chair. 
 
    I turned Soojin around, giving her another hard slap to the backside—again, I couldn’t say it enough, God bless thong panties—then hauled Carli to her feet and pressed her against the glass. 
 
    It was cold against our skin, and the shifter’s nipples hardened instantly. I ran my hand between her legs, adding my own stimulation to her needy slit as I spread her thighs for me. 
 
    “Face against the glass,” I teased, lifting her tail. “Fuck, you really are ready for me, aren’t you, kitty? I’ve never felt a woman this turned on…” 
 
    “Breed me,” Carli whimpered, her eyes twirling madly in their sockets. “I need it so fucking bad, Derek! I’m ready to be your woman! I want you to make me pregnant!” 
 
    I mounted her from behind, lifting her with both hands on her thighs as I pressed her against the window. Her tits flattened against the glass, a squeal of delight escaping her as she went weightless in my arms. She wiggled her ass against me, her naughty tail curling around my chest as she begged to get me inside her. 
 
    She wouldn’t have to beg any longer. 
 
    With one hard, driving thrust, I speared her womanhood and impaled Carli on my prick. The catgirl screamed with utter bliss, a cry of ragged passion tearing itself from her throat as I fucked her hard enough to shake the wall.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back—even more so than in the limo, there was nothing slow or sweet about what I did to Carli. This was savage, primal fucking, the kind of thing that made you and your partner look a little bit awkwardly at each other the next day. 
 
    Good for me that Carli loved it even more than I did. 
 
    The catgirl spread for me wider, purring like the engine of a sports car as my cock hammered like a piston into her pussy. More juice squelched from her needy slit, coating her thighs as she threw her ass back on me as hard as she could. Carli moved like a porn star, her eyes rolling back in her head and her cheeks flushed with heat as pleasure infiltrated her body. 
 
    I looked out over the city as we fucked, the conference room filling with the hot slaps of skin on skin.  
 
    Soojin settled herself in the chair I’d just vacated, then pulled her panties to the side and masturbated as she watched us, waiting for her turn. 
 
    I’m the King now, I thought, the pleasure building and building with every thrust into Carli’s heavenly tightness.  
 
    I fit her the way a hand fits a tailored glove, the head of my cock hitting the spongy surface of her G-spot on every thrust to make her moan and scream and claw at me.  
 
    With any other woman, it would be too intense to take—but not Carli. She rode me like she was born for it, like she existed for no purpose other than my pleasure. 
 
    I had my own clan. My own growing seat of power. And all I had to do to expand it was fuck. 
 
    All the concerns of the day dropped away as Carli and gave in to our primal lusts. The Nightlords, the attempt on Raya’s life, the whole supernatural world I’d only just discovered existed… None of it mattered compared to the intense pleasure of using Carli’s gorgeous body. 
 
    She impaled herself back on me with a groan, her hot cheek practically steaming against the cold glass.  
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” the shifter whimpered, her voice desperate. “Oh fuck, please cum inside me, Derek! I want to feel you dripping out of my pussy—I want you to put all that hot, creamy cum right where it belongs!” 
 
    In a flash, Soojin was at my side. I thought the sight of the gorgeous older woman touching herself as she watched us was provocation enough—but her mouth took things to a whole other level. Soojin wasn’t just a pragmatic thinker and strategist—she was a born hype woman, with a dirty mouth that could shame most sailors. 
 
    “That’s it, that’s a good boy,” the older woman whimpered against my ear, sounding maternal and whorish at the same time. Fuck, that combination did things to me. “Fuck her tight little kitty, Derek. Bruise that bitch’s pussy! Then be a good boy for Mommy and pump her fertile cunt with your load so we can both watch her get pregnant with your babies…” 
 
    Holy fucking Shit. A few days ago, I would have said I wasn’t ready to be a dad. But why the fuck was that the hottest sounding shit I’d ever heard? 
 
    “I’m coming!” Carli screamed, clawing at my chest as the shifter’s orgasm washed over her. Her pussy drew around me like a clenching fist, gripping my shaft even tighter as I thrust to the bottom of her pussy. 
 
    “Good kitty!” Soojin yelled, sounding like a happy teacher. “Ride him harder, little kitty. Don’t you want him to put that load deep inside you?” 
 
    As she said deep, Soojin grabbed Carli’s hips and slammed her down on me as hard as she could. Being taken control of like that was a huge turn on for Carli, and the effect on her body was immediate and extreme. The shifter cried out as she came, a flood of juice coating my cock as her slit quivered around me. 
 
    It was too much for me to take. The hot rush of pleasure gave way to relief as my cock jerked against Carli’s core and erupted. Each pulse of liquid lava felt like its own sweet climax, provoking a grunt of primal pleasure in me as I wrapped my arm beneath Carli’s breasts and pinned her against me as hard as I could. 
 
    This wasn’t even cumming. It was unloading, and unload I did. Right into Carli’s quivering, needy pussy, which sucked my load into her in a way no human woman’s anatomy could.  
 
    I tensed up as the pleasure ebbed, expecting another one of those crazy visions, but none were forthcoming. Apparently, I’d fucked Carli so hard even the Raiju itself didn’t want to intervene. 
 
    As I pulled out of Carli, she turned around and slid to the floor, leaving a long streak of my load against the glass. Soojin was already waiting for me, sitting on the edge of the conference table like a statue carved by a sculptor afflicted with chronic wet dreams. Her legs were spread like a gymnast, as if she were half her stated age. 
 
    “You’ve grown up to be such a powerful young man,” Soojin whimpered, crooking her finger for me to come closer. “So dominant. You have no idea how wet I got watching you fuck Carli’s brains out, young man. I can’t wait to feel you inside me…” 
 
    “I can’t wait to be inside you,” I said, putting one knee on the edge of the conference table and bracing the other against the floor. “But you’re wrong. I know exactly how watching made you feel. I’m about to make you feel even better than that…” 
 
    “God, yes!” Soojin wrapped her legs around me, coaxing my cock into her wetness. “Fuck me, young man! Use me like your personal whore!” 
 
    I buried my cock as hard and deep inside of her as I could, and we began to fuck. Soojin might have been twice Carli’s age, but she was no slouch in the athletic department. The way she rocked her hips, lifting them to get me even deeper into her velvet tightness as her ankles pressed into my lower back—fuck. It felt fucking amazing! 
 
    She sat up, her tits against my chest as she hugged me tight. Her hips ground in a slow circle around the head of my cock, like an alchemist trying to grind the philosopher’s stone into a fine powder.  
 
    We made out hot and heavy as she treated my dick like gold, her teeth biting down on my lip like she couldn’t contain her need for me. 
 
    “You’re such a good boy,” she purred, her nails digging into my back. “I think you can fuck me a little bit harder than that, can’t you? Don’t I deserve that?” 
 
    I eagerly complied, thrusting between her hips with the kind of force that would have ripped lesser women in half. 
 
    Soojin tossed her head back and let out a throaty moan. “Oh yes, that’s a good boy,” she groaned, her walls quivering around me as I went deep. “Yes, fuck me hard and deep! God, I haven’t had a strapping young man between my legs in ages! You’re so good at that, Derek—you’re so hard! So thick! You’re such a fucking man!” 
 
    I lost my rhythm and just started pounding her like a caveman. Thick, guttural moans escaped my throat as I buried my face between Soojin’s tits, fucking her harder than I’d ever dared. 
 
    “That’s right, let it all out,” Soojin whimpered, her voice so soothing and sweet that I could have cried. “I’m right here, baby—I’m right here with you! Cum inside me, baby, let all of it out! I’m going to cum right along with you, I’m cumming… oh Derek… oh Alpha… oh, Mommy’s gonna cum…” 
 
    One more hard thrust, and I let myself go.  
 
    As Soojin’s cries of passion rose to a fever pitch, the both of us climaxed simultaneously.  
 
    Carli crawled beneath the table as release washed over us, adding her tongue to the pleasure as juice dripped all over the carpet. A wave of bliss washed over me, ripping away my senses as every drop inside my balls drained inside of Soojin. 
 
    Her words didn’t even make sense anymore, but it didn’t matter. Her whimpers and sighs felt like home, like the sweetest coaxing I’d ever need. I held her close as the two of us writhed through our bliss, becoming one flesh. 
 
    And as the pleasure began to ebb, something strange grew in my head. 
 
    It was like the episode in Mom’s condo, almost. When I’d watched that shifter try to choke the life out of Soojin, new knowledge had blossomed in my brain—and now, a gentler revolution was taking place. There was something I could do, some technique my body had just learned. Even if my memory wasn’t capable of focusing on it, I knew I could activate it whenever it was needed. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, Carli’s words about ‘Anatomical Forms’ came back to me. Dimly, I wondered if having my first full sexual experience with Soojin had unlocked a new one for me. Guess I’d find out eventually. 
 
    All three of us splayed across the conference table, our clothes forgotten. Soojin nibbled her bottom lip like a woman in love as she threw an arm over me, welcoming me into a Soojin-Carli sandwich.  
 
    With Soojin’s breasts in my face and Carli’s gorgeous body pressed against my back, I felt like I’d been transported straight to heaven. The Council of Wand & Claw had nothing on this. 
 
    I don’t know how long I’d been lying in both women’s arms when the door opened. 
 
    Instantly, I sprang to my feet, moving on muscle memory in response to a threat. The figure who’d just entered the conference room paused, shocked to find a naked man with two beautiful women lounging in the room he’d just stepped into. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” the figure growled, his fingers clenching into a fist. “I was told this room was unoccupied!” 
 
    I relaxed. Clearly there’d just been some kind of misunderstanding. “Sorry, buddy,” I said, hands on my hips. “My girls and I were just looking for a quiet room to throw a little afterparty in. You know how it is. We’ll get out of your hair—” 
 
    Two more figures entered the room. 
 
    The group triggered some instinct that up until now had laid dormant in my brain. Only now did I notice the way their silhouettes looked only vaguely human. I tensed up, and behind me I heard a squeal as Soojin slid off the table and began searching for the remains of her dress and panties. 
 
    “Or not,” I finished, staring down the three shadowed forms on the other end of the room. “What is this, some kind of shakedown?” 
 
    When the lead figure spoke, there was a note in his voice that hadn’t been there before. “You’re the new clan leader,” he grunted. “Sinclair. The mage bitch’s boy.” 
 
    “I’m no bitch boy,” I grinned, shaking my head. The strange power I’d felt in the back of my mind when I climaxed with Soojin came back with a vengeance. I didn’t understand it, but suddenly I felt sure that despite the odds, I could make these assholes regret ever walking in on me and my girls. 
 
    “Whatever,” the man rumbled. He took another step forward, the light from the city skyline illuminating his face. I took a reflexive step back, shocked by what I saw. 
 
    The newcomer was a shifter, alright—with the head and arms of a bear. 
 
    “Morgan, Eric, let’s do things old school,” the shifter said, crossing his arms across his chest as he gestured toward his flunkies. Both of them looked just as vicious as their boss—if not more so. “Take out the Alpha, and we get his spoils. He’s a newbie, so there’ll be none of the baggage. Don’t fuck with the hotties, though. They’ll be mine when we’re done.” 
 
    “You lay a hand on me, and I’ll cut it off,” Carli growled, her voice sounding like the roar of a tigress. 
 
    No. That felt wrong somehow. The power inside of me—it wanted to be free. As if using it would be the final test that sealed it and made it mine. 
 
    “Both of you stand back,” I said, gesturing for Soojin and Carli to stay near the window. “I’ll handle this, don’t worry.” 
 
    They were worried, of course. But my words soothed them—and they respected me far too much to argue in front of our enemies. Both women fell silent, waiting for the fight to begin. 
 
    “Maybe we should capture him,” one of the flunkies said, cocking his head to the side. “He’s supposed to be a Dragon shifter, right? He might be worth even more than that thunderbird bitch—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up about that, Eric!” the second flunky yelled, slapping his partner on the head. That must be Morgan, I thought with a chuckle. Idiots. But fighters, for sure. 
 
    “You talking about Tallulah Binasi?” I asked, teasing the men. “My girl with the cat tail’s a big fan of hers. I was hoping to get her autograph later. I hope nothing’s happened to her…” 
 
    “You might find out sooner than you think,” the boss said, moving to block the door to the conference room. That was fine by me—he didn’t want anyone getting in, and I didn’t want anyone getting out. “Go at him, boys. Don’t hold anything back. Like I said, we’re doing it old school. Take out the Alpha, get his prizes.” 
 
    “We won’t be holding back, boss,” they growled in unison. 
 
    I could already feel the power burning beneath my skin.  
 
    “And neither will I,” I said as the flames took hold. 
 
    The two bear shifters charged forward, their full animal forms ripping their fancy outfits to shreds. 
 
    I stared them down. 
 
    And at the last possible moment, the room lit up as my power exploded. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I transformed into the Dragon. 
 
    I’d achieved bits and pieces of this transformation before—in Mom’s condo, or when I’d been threatened back in the Council chamber—but never before had the fires of rage burned so pure within me, or so strong. Flames rippled across my skin, heating it but never burning as the power took hold. My body began to transform almost instantly, becoming larger and stronger as the form of the Dragon flowed through my veins. My fingernails lengthened to jet-black claws, red scales spread to cover my body like armor, and my head turned draconic and savage. I even grew small leathery wings that, I somehow knew, were capable of very short bursts of flight. 
 
    With a glance down, I realized everything had gotten bigger. My shaft now hung almost all the way to my knees, with ridges of cartilage around it I just knew would drive any woman lucky enough to get fucked in this form absolutely wild. Behind me, Soojin and Carli let out squeals of shocked delight at the sight of the new me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Carli whispered, covering her naked body as best as she could with the remnants of her dress. “The Dragon Sigil. Derek, you learned a new form…” 
 
    “Yeah, I have,” I growled. My voice sounded barely recognizable to my own ears, more beast than man. “I’m looking forward to using it.” 
 
    The two thugs shared a look so comical I nearly broke out laughing. I could practically hear their thoughts: this was way above the paygrade of two flunkies. Why did they have to be here? 
 
    Both of them turned as if to flee, but their Boss at the door stood firm.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” the head bear shifter snarled, letting out a roar of challenge. “Kill the fucker!” 
 
    With a shrug, both charged into the fray. Their bodies rippled with fur-covered muscle, their silhouettes becoming more and more ursine with every step. One moved to my left, the other to my right, taking a route around the massive conference table rather than smash it to cinders by going through the middle. An admirable attempt to flank me—and one that would have worked, were I still in my human form. 
 
    As the Dragon, though? They didn’t have a chance. 
 
    I figured they knew it, too. Reluctance shone in the two bear shifters’ eyes as they came at me from either side, trying to overwhelm me with sheer, brutal inertia. I sprang at the one on the left, claws extended as I raked across the side of the bear’s flank. It let out a roar and the other quickened its pace, hoping to take me from behind. 
 
    I waited until I could practically feel its fur against my back before I launched myself into the air. I might have been larger in my dragon form, more muscular even than the most disciplined human bodybuilder, but I was lithe and fast as a snake. The two shifters collided with each other, going down in a hail of fur and teeth. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” I roared, gesturing for Carli and Soojin to run. The two of them had stayed where they were, looking for what remained of their clothes. How stupid of them, my dragon form thought. Don’t they realize I own them? 
 
    Human me wouldn’t have thought about it in those terms, but as a beast, I had no such compunctions. Everything was simpler. Sex, blood, and dominance. 
 
    I’d had the first, and now it was time for the second and the third. 
 
    I landed on the second shifter with a roar, flames spilling from my open mouth. Liquid napalm covered the bear shifter’s back, filling the conference room with the sickening scent of burning fur. Pinned beneath his fellow, the first shifter could do nothing but scream helplessly as he watched his associate burn to death beneath tongues of dragon’s flame. Harsh laughter erupted from my throat as I poured more flame into the conference room, doing my best to roast the massive bulk of the bear. 
 
    The burning shifter gave a great heave and expired, turning to dead weight above his pinned friend. With a savage grunt, I grabbed his still burning body and shoved it, slamming it so hard to the side that it crashed through the window of the conference room and sailed out into the night. 
 
    I’d probably weakened the structure of the window somewhat by fucking Carli against it, but still—god damn! Raw power flowed through my veins, more than I ever dared to be in control of. It felt amazing—almost as amazing as the look of utter dismay that filled the first shifter’s ursine face as I loomed over him. 
 
    “You should have never fucked with me,” I roared through my draconic jaw. “Now tell me—what the fuck did your clan do with the thunderbird?” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, I slammed my clawed hand into his chest. None of my nails dug deep enough to pierce his heart, but they each left deep puncture wounds that bled like fountains. The shifter’s face contorted in animal pain, his legs kicking out as he tried desperately to throw me off balance. 
 
    “I can do this all night,” I growled. A boast, to be sure—but I hadn’t felt the Dragon Sigil begin to ebb yet. This form held so much more power than my partial transformation—a staggeringly large amount. “You want to burn to death, or you want to get ripped apart like the Crescent Clan? Up to you, pal—” 
 
    A scream of warning from Carli alerted me to the attacker behind me just in time. The boss of the bear shifters had snuck up on me while I interrogated his flunky, and had just launched a sucker-punch at the side of my head. I couldn’t stop him, but I managed to deflect the blow just enough to avoid its full power. 
 
    As I spun, I spit a ball of flame into the face of the shifter laying on the ground. The man was good as dead—he tried to stop drop and roll, the way he’d probably learned in school, but his efforts sent him to the edge of the broken window and then over. I didn’t have time to savor his stupidity—I was already turning my attention to the Boss, who had murder in his eyes. 
 
    “Those were two of my best men,” the bear growled, his body expanding with power. 
 
    “If those were the best you’ve got,” I said, glancing back at the broken window, “then your clan is in serious trouble.” 
 
    He didn’t like that remark one bit. With blood in his eyes, the bear shifter charged, reaching out for me with paws the size of meat hooks. 
 
    Every instinct of the old Derek told me to run—to fly to another side of the room, or jump onto the conference table, or do anything to get leverage on the massive bear shifter. Instead, I stood there smirking, my draconic form standing tall as the bear’s bulk closed. 
 
    He slammed into me, and the grappling began. 
 
    The shifter forced me onto my back, intent on pinning me to the ground and negating the advantage of my superior movement. As we rolled, I kept the momentum going, throwing all my weight into forcing him to overshoot the move. For a sickening, heart-stopping moment, I was on my back with his full weight over me—then we kept rolling, freeing me from the hold. 
 
    I sprang to the side, leaving a slash across the shifter’s chest for good measure. It wasn’t deep enough to do much more than piss him off, but that was fine. I wanted him pissed off. 
 
    Carli and Soojin had managed to mostly dress themselves while the shifters and I fought. Now the two of them moved to jump into the fray, each embracing their animalistic forms as they sought to help me out. A werecat and a werewolf. I threw out a hand, holding them back. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” I growled, the words twisting to make me sound like some kind of bad guy from Lord of the Rings. “Stay back, both of you. This is between me and him, man to man. Shifter to shifter.” 
 
    They didn’t like it, but they accepted it. They could sense, just like I did, that this was something I needed to do all by myself. As the Alpha of our clan, the duty of crushing assholes who tried to harm us fell to me, and me alone. 
 
    So both Soojin and Carli fell back, slipping into their human forms—save for Carli’s ears and tail—as the bear and I clashed. The shifter kept trying to use his weight as a fulcrum to pin me, but my superior movement and slippery nature kept turning it against him, forcing him to eat his own momentum over and over again. 
 
    At the same time, I couldn’t seem to land a substantial hit. My claws, so lethal when used against the lesser shifters, seemed capable of little more than leaving surface wounds across the beast’s fur. I figured that he was their clan’s Alpha, which probably gave him additional powers and durability.  
 
    I needed to get some distance on him to spit a gout of flame in his eyes, but the shifter understood that need even better than I did. He kept the two of us close, never allowing me the space I needed. 
 
    Step by step we made our way across the conference room. The table shattered to dust beneath one of the bear’s thrusts, splintering down the middle with a sickening crack. I moved in a low, long circle again and again, dancing just out of reach of those mammoth paws.  
 
    One good hit and it would be over for me, despite the powers of the Dragon. 
 
    He knows my fucking weaknesses, I realized, slipping a leg lock. And he’s trying his damndest to use them against me! 
 
    This was a harsh lesson, but a good first one to learn. Against a crowd of uninformed, uneducated shifters, or human soldiers, my dragon form would be nigh on unstoppable. But one shifter of sufficient power with the knowledge of how to exploit the things dragon form didn’t cover could give me a real run for my money. 
 
    All in all, it made me want to defeat this prick even more. 
 
    The bear’s strikes grew increasingly desperate as we circled each other. None of the hits I’d landed on him were enough to take him out of the game, but together they added up to enough pain to weaken him and make him angry. Blood poured down his fur from a dozen wounds, and I was suddenly glad I’d been naked when these shifters decided to attack. 
 
    The bear grabbed the very same chair Soojin had been fingering herself in and tossed it at me. I raised my claws to block, and the bear got in under my guard as the chair tipped over and went out the window. He shoved me backward, nearly sending me over the edge along with it. Broken glass dug into my lower back as I writhed, both of us right next to a killer drop. 
 
    Over the blood surging in my ears, I could hear Soojin and Carli screaming. My ability to take wing for short periods made me more agile, I knew, but somehow I also knew that power wouldn’t be enough to save me if I fell and hit terminal velocity. This form couldn’t take flight in that way. And the bear shifter knew it, too. 
 
    With a savage grin, he ground my back into the glass, trying his best to weaken me enough to throw over. 
 
    I did the only thing I could think of to do. 
 
    I cast a spell. I encased my teeth with metal, and they became like tiny daggers in my mouth.  
 
    Then I bit the bear shifter. 
 
    Right in the fucking face. 
 
    The bear’s nose gave with a horrifying snapping sound, cleaved right down the middle like a broken wishbone. The shifter reared back in surprise and pain, blood streaming down its cheeks as a wound opened in its forehead. 
 
    I spit out a chunk of bear, watching it sail into the night. “Here, let me cauterize that for you,” I growled, charging up a flame. 
 
    At the last moment, the bear flinched and held up a paw. “Wait! Don’t—” 
 
    Too fucking late, pal. 
 
    The flame attack I’d been too worried about my girls to unleash so close to them arced upward into the night, searing the big man’s forehead. The bear howled in utter agony as burning fur cascaded down my face, tongues of flame lapping across the shifter’s upper body. He cooked, and I cooked him. 
 
    Unlike his fellows, the dragon’s flame wasn’t enough to kill him outright. This shifter felt tougher than the rest, more durable—so I didn’t feel bad about roasting his wounded face until he could no longer fight back. 
 
    Grinning with victory, I flipped the shifter onto his back and hung him halfway out of the window. Smoke poured from his burned upper body, sending a plume into the night like a barbeque. 
 
    “You want me to drop you?” I roared. “Huh?” 
 
    Something had broken inside of the shifter. Already his bear form began to fade, reverting him back to a human body.  
 
    “N-no,” he begged, his voice sounding more like a man’s. “No, please!” 
 
    He was so submissive and beaten that something twisted inside me. I wanted to finish him off, then climb back into the conference room and fuck Soojin and Carli both until I’d had my fill. The bloodlust and carnage sickened my human side, but I couldn’t deny that the bestial part of my nature got off on all this. 
 
    “Then talk,” I said, holding onto his legs with my claws. “The thunderbird. Tallulah Binesi.” 
 
    A humorless laugh left the shifter’s throat. “That bitch got a nasty surprise when she left the Council,” he explained, moaning in pain. “Her portal didn’t lead to the same place as everyone else’s…” 
 
    “Captured?” That was Soojin, who’d crowded into the side of the window following my victory. Both her and Carli stood near me, taut as bowstrings with my triumph. I could smell their arousal, their wetness at watching me destroy an opponent. “That’s a dirty trick, rerouting a teleportation portal like that.” 
 
    “Not too many people in the supernatural realm could pull that off,” Carli added. From the lines on her forehead, she was already composing a mental list of who it could be. 
 
    “Y-yeah, something like that!” Now that he’d been beaten and was hanging out of a window, the bear shifter was almost disgustingly eager to please. “Me and my boys are supposed to provide security for the auction.” 
 
    “Auction?” There was a lot about that statement that didn’t make sense, but I chose to focus on that for now. “What kind of auction?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” The bear shifter laughed, which turned into choking as blood filled his throat. “They captured the Binesi bitch. They’re going to auction her off to the highest bidder one week from now. Some kind of supernatural soiree, but not like the Council—for the real people in power. The heavy hitters.” 
 
    “Selling a shifter,” Carli hissed, utter disgust in her tone. “That’s an abomination!” 
 
    “A profitable abomination,” Soojin added, seeing my blank look. “If she’s auctioned off as a slave, Tallulah Binesi could be forced to serve one of the shifter clans—or the mages. Or she could be used for breeding experiments. I’ve heard some of the… less moral mages have some ideas about cross-breeding supernatural creatures to increase their powers…” 
 
    I tried to tuck that out of my mind, knowing of my own no-doubt mixed heritage.  
 
    “That’s fucking horrible,” I spat. 
 
    The shifter chuckled ruefully. “The rumor is, they’re going to rip the bitch apart and sell her for parts,” he wheezed, fully human now. “She’s not just an ordinary shifter—she’s legendary. Whatever lets her commune with the thunderbird would be worth a lot of money if someone could rip it out of her…” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  
 
    “That’s worse than monstrous,” I said, my grip on him tightening. “That’s fucking inhuman! Who are these people, asshole? Who’d dare treat someone like a piece of meat!?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the shifter confessed, shaking his head piteously. “All that’s above my pay grade. I don’t even know about the parts thing for sure—I just heard it somewhere.” 
 
    I shook him a bit, to remind him of his position and snap him out of his daze. “Tell me where this auction is going to be.” 
 
    The shifter weakly lifted his head. “I don’t know!” He pointed behind me. “We were supposed to get our marching orders here. That’s why we were up here in the first place, to find out where we needed to go to do guard duty.” 
 
    “Fine,” I snarled. “Then tell me who you work for. They were going to contact you, right? Did they have a phone number? An email?” 
 
    Again the shifter shook his head. “They’re supposed to call us,” he said, his voice weakening. “From the conference deck in this room…” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the ruined table, broken to splinters. The deck was somewhere in there, ripped apart in the fight. Fat chance of that happening now, I thought. 
 
    “So what you’re telling me is, you’ve reached the end of your usefulness,” I said, letting one hand free. The shifter tumbled over the side, only my claw around his ankle keeping him from plummeting seventeen stories. 
 
    “No! No please—you can’t do this!” 
 
    “I can’t?” I asked, beginning to enjoy this. 
 
    The bear shifter looked up at me, a smug look twisting on his face. “You kill me, and you’ll get my debts,” he growled, regaining some of his former composure. “I can handle them, but you? You’re a brand new clan, just you and those women! You can’t risk it—” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, cutting him off. “I can’t.” 
 
    The shifter relaxed. 
 
    “Is what I’d be saying if you only came against me,” I growled, my claws digging into the flesh of his ankle. “But you threatened my girls. And no one, I don’t give a shit who they are, gets to try and hurt my women and live!” 
 
    “Fuck!” the bear shifter spat, his expression collapsing. “No, no please don’t! I’ve told you everything I know!” 
 
    I let go and hit him full in the chest with a burst of telekinesis that rocketed his body out into the open air. Before he started to plummet, I summoned a bunch of small metal shards and used telekinesis to pepper his body with them. Blood misted the air as the shifter tumbled into the darkness, still screaming. 
 
    I stood at the window for a long time, watching him fall. By the time he made it to the roof of the parking deck, he was little more than a speck on the horizon. An ant. A smear.  
 
    “Carli,” I said. 
 
    The Raiju shifter gave a start. “Yes?” she asked, staring up at me in awe. 
 
    “If we bring what’s left of that conference deck back to your hideout,” I said, gesturing at the destroyed table, “do you think you could track down who was going to make that call?” 
 
    I could see her thinking about it.  
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Are you thinking of going after Tallulah?” 
 
    I was more than thinking about it. I was going to save the legendary thunderbird shifter, before she could be auctioned off as a slave or something even worse. 
 
    And once my team and I brought her out of that auction, and she saw what we were offering, I had no doubt that she’d become the newest member of my clan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we last saw the lobby of the Celesta Hotel and Casino, it had been a mad crush of mages and shifters trying to get home. Now, on coming back downstairs, it was a fucking crime scene. 
 
    My eradication of the bear shifters hadn’t gone unnoticed. Far from it, in fact—what crowd remained in the Celesta had gathered in the parking lot to watch as supernatural police forces converged on the parking garage where the bear shifter boss and his one flunky had landed after being tossed out of a window. They hadn’t found the third yet, laying in a pool of blood back up in the conference room, but it was only a matter of time at this point. 
 
    Then I remembered that shifter bodies disappeared shortly after their death, so maybe they wouldn’t find him. But whoever they were working for would surely find out that someone had taken them out.  
 
    “Shit,” Carli muttered as we stepped out into the night. The lines had dissolved—anyone who’d been alright with waiting had hightailed it once shifters started falling out of the sky. “There’s definitely going to be an investigation surrounding this. Once they find that other shifter upstairs, they’ll start looking for any Council attendees who were upstairs…” 
 
    “What they should be doing,” I said, “is hunting down Tallulah Binesi before she gets sold into slavery. Or worse. I’m guessing we’re going to have to find her ourselves.” 
 
    Both women looked somewhat hesitant. It was clear that the show of power I’d pulled off upstairs thrilled and aroused them—but it also worried them. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Soojin asked, putting a hand on my shoulder. She’d managed to pull her dress back together so well, you almost wouldn’t realize she’d been getting railed on a table just a few minutes ago. “This isn’t going to be like what happened with the Crescent Clan, Derek. I highly doubt anyone is going to formally apologize to us for what you did tonight.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Then fuck ‘em,” I said. “What I did was in self-defense. Those assholes threatened you and Carli—and they sure as shit didn’t try to deescalate the situation once the claws came out.” 
 
    Soojin nodded. “Then perhaps we should tell the authorities,” she said, suggesting a safer course of action. “Tomas Karkosa might still be in the building. If we could explain this to him, get ahead of any rumors that spread around the deaths of these shifters, we might head off any controversy at the pass.” 
 
    I thought that over. “Normally, I would,” I told her, meaning it. “And maybe I still will, but the auction is in a week. We have a bit of time. Let’s figure out whether we can trust the authorities before we go telling them what we heard.” 
 
    “Tallulah Binesi is gonna be sold to the highest bidder,” Carli said, putting a fist in her palm. “You’re damn right, Derek. Fuck ‘em. Let’s go be heroes.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s not just about heroics,” I told my harem. Hell, they really were my harem now, weren’t they? These two women were officially part of my clan. “I have every intention of adding that legendary thunderbird to our ranks once we save her. Do either of you have a problem with that?” 
 
    Both Soojin and Carli looked stunned. 
 
    “Tallulah Binesi is very powerful,” Soojin murmured. 
 
    “And hot,” Carli said, looking at me like she was a Taylor Swift fangirl and I’d just suggested adding Nashville’s biggest star to the team. “She’s my fucking idol, Derek. The legendary shifter. If you could get a goddess like that on the team, well… let’s just say I wouldn’t be shy about sharing her with you!” 
 
    All three of us laughed at that.  
 
    “It’s settled, then. We’ll do a bit of digging and figure out if we should tell Tomas Karkosa or anyone else about what we know. Until then, the plan is to rescue Tallulah ourselves,” I said, making my way quickly through the parking lot. I didn’t wait for my girls to catch up—I knew they could handle it. 
 
    These were powerful, independent women. And I just loved owning them, body and soul. 
 
    As we made our way to the parking deck, bypassing the valet station entirely, I let my mind wander. Plenty of topics could have occupied it: the auction, the fight with the bear shifters, or how I was going to explain all of this to my mom. Or even where the hell Mom was right now and what she was doing. 
 
    Instead, I found myself thinking about babies. 
 
    How many times had I finished inside of Carli now without a condom? The Raiju shifter hadn’t been shy about letting me know she wasn’t on birth control—and even less shy about her desire to have my babies. To get bred, in the toe-curlingly hot way she put it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Soojin really could detect a shifter’s ovulation, but Carli definitely felt hotter and wetter than usual while I’d railed her over the city skyline. If that was really her most fertile time, did it mean that even now, I’d pumped a future little Derek into Carli’s pussy? Or had I done that back in the limo? 
 
    It made my head swim. At the same time, I’d slowly begun to realize that as Alpha of my own clan, the normal pressures of fatherhood really wouldn’t apply. Knocking up women didn’t have the same cost when you had a dozen of them taking care of each other, after all. 
 
    I glanced at Carli’s taut little tummy as we stepped into the parking deck, trying to imagine what was going on in there.  
 
    I’d better make this clan bigger in a hurry, I thought. Starting with that legendary shifter. 
 
    Our limo driver had apparently had a good Samaritan’s streak. Rather than parking near the exit like everyone else had tried to do, he’d been more than happy to put our vehicle closer to the top of the deck and get away from the crowd. Hopefully, he wasn’t so far up that we’d run into the investigation happening on the parking deck’s roof. 
 
    That could lead to some uncomfortable questions I wasn’t yet ready to answer. 
 
    We’d just made it to the stairs when I noticed someone was following us. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said, stepping to one side of the stairwell door as it swung shut. A very confused Soojin and Carli stared at me, then twin naughty looks spread across their faces.  
 
    They think I want to fool around in here, I realized.  
 
    Maybe I would have, under normal circumstances. But these weren’t normal circumstances. 
 
    “Why Derek,” Soojin purred, running her fingers through her long, dark hair. “You just had both of us at the same time. Are you hard again already, young man? I suppose the wrath of the Dragon remains unquenched?” 
 
    I shook my head, then put a finger to my lips. “Wait,” I whispered, glancing at the door. 
 
    Both women understood. They slid to the side, crouched in positions of readiness. 
 
    For a few moments, I felt silly, like I’d been making the whole thing up. Then we heard the scraping. Footsteps, following a respectable distance behind the three of us. 
 
    Someone had tracked us out of the Celesta.  
 
    A friend of the shifters, perhaps?  
 
    Or maybe someone who’d seen us kick the shifter’s asses and wanted to turn us in to the authorities.  
 
    Either way, we needed to have a long talk with them. 
 
    The door to the stairwell creaked open. Hesitant footfalls made their way up the first few steps, bypassing us in our hiding spaces entirely. Each step kicked up a small cloud of dust, which was what my eyes focused on because I couldn’t believe the rest of it. 
 
    Our stalker was invisible. Not invisible in the sense of not having a reflection, but completely invisible. 
 
    Soojin’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. Carli’s jaw dropped open, a little whine of disbelief escaping her lips. That noise was apparently enough to make our stalker turn—I felt them give a start on the stairs, rather than saw them. 
 
    I sprang forward, reaching out with my arms outstretched. I had no way of knowing if this interloper was a shifter or mage, though with their invisibility powers I guessed mage. They could have been big or small, or something other than human entirely—I did my best to wrap my arms around them, wrestle them to the ground before they could hurt me or my women. 
 
    As it turned out, the body I grabbed felt suspiciously female. 
 
    “Get off me!” a voice whined as we toppled, landing at the bottom of the few steps the stalker had walked up.  
 
    Something shimmered beneath me, and I found myself staring into the face of a blue-robed mage, a shock of auburn hair bobbing in front of her flustered face. 
 
    Wow, what a knockout, I thought, before the rest of my brain could catch up. 
 
    She had a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones, with the dainty chin of a fashion model or actress. Shimmering waves of shoulder-length hair hung around her like a messy halo. Her pouty lips were pursed in a snarl as she tried to wrestle me off her, apparently unaware of the dragon’s strength flowing through my veins. 
 
    My appreciation of her feminine form didn’t end at her face. She had one hell of a body, too. Lithe and coltish, with high, firm breasts in a mage’s bustier that showed off a hint of cleavage. She looked young, even younger than Carli. The Raiju shifter was in her early twenties, with Soojin pushing the middle part of her forties if I had to guess. This girl couldn’t have been more than nineteen, probably eighteen—I doubted she could even drink at the Celesta. 
 
    “Who are you,” I demanded with a grin, “and what are you doing following my clan?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Following? I’m helping your clan, idiot!” 
 
    I glanced up at Soojin and Carli, chuckling. “Funny way of helping. Skulking about like a rodent, hiding behind some invisibility spell…” 
 
    “You’re crushing me,” the girl panted, pretending to be far more hurt than she was. I’d given her more than enough space—but now, I decided to get closer. 
 
    “I’m not,” I told her, looking into her eyes. “But I very easily could. You look like you’re in the mood to get crushed, little girl.” 
 
    “Gross,” the girl snarled, rolling to the side. “I hope you know I’m regretting sticking my neck out for you already, you asshole!” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you stick anything out yet,” I said teasingly, but just then Soojin decided to become the voice of reason. She crouched down next to the struggling young woman, extending one nail until it became long and razor sharp. 
 
    “You need to start talking to my Alpha,” Soojin said flatly. “Or I’ll make what he’s doing to you look like a walk in the park.” 
 
    “Ugh… fine!”  
 
    Damn, she really did sound like a bratty teenager. Something about her manner made me want to throw her over my shoulder and spank her. I wondered if she’d like that.  
 
    “I saw what happened in the conference room,” she said. “Well, the aftermath of it, at least. Those bear shifters attacked you, right?” 
 
    Soojin and I shared a look. Oh fuck, I could feel her thinking. This girl’s a witness? 
 
    “You’d do well to forget you ever saw that,” I told the girl, rising to my feet. “And stop following me unless you want me to let Soojin go apeshit all over your pretty face.” 
 
    Instead of being terrified, the way I’d expected, a smug smile spread across the girl’s face.  
 
    “What a perfect choice of words,” she sniffed, smoothing a lock of hair that had gotten mussed out of place as she stood up. “Since it’s ape shifters running the auction for Tallulah Binesi.” 
 
    I froze. “How the fuck do you know about that?” 
 
    Her smile got even more smug somehow. “I know about lots more than that,” she purred, poking at my chest with a finger. “I know that you’re a mage, on top of being a shifter. That you’ve been trying to hide it all night at the Council of Wand & Claw, but you let it slip out a bit when some mages tried to haze you at cards.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself. Before the better angels of my nature could seize control, I took hold of the front of the woman’s robes and shoved her up against the wall, lifting her completely off her feet. 
 
    “You will forget all of this,” I growled, staring her right in the eye with every bit of intimidation a new clan leader could summon. “Go back into the casino, go on with your life, and give up on trying to… I don’t know, blackmail me or whatever you think this is. Before you get seriously hurt.” 
 
    “Blackmail?” The girl snorted. “I don’t want to blackmail you, asshole. I’m here to join you.” 
 
    I stared at her flatly, disbelieving. “You what?” 
 
    The girl sighed, going limp in my arms. “I fucked this up,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “I kind of have a habit of doing that, to tell you the truth. Can we maybe start this over? With a little bit less pinning me down and having me feel your dick?” 
 
    Begrudgingly, I set her back on her feet. “You’re the one who snuck up on us,” I told her. 
 
    “Sorry,” the mage said, holding up her hands. “It was necessary. I didn’t want any of my fellow mages to see me leaving the Celesta. I’m… kind of in a lot of trouble, actually. With my own kind.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” I asked, staring up at the ceiling of the stairwell. “What the fuck do you want? Usually when a girl as cute as you follows me into a stairwell, it’s because they want me to fuck their brains out.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened a bit, but otherwise she kept her composure. Good. I liked that—I didn’t need dainty little flowers following me. 
 
    “My name is Riley,” the woman said, extending a hand. “Riley Beaumont. I might as well tell you that now, because later you’ll look me up and discover what I am: a washout.” 
 
    Both Soojin and Carli looked intrigued by this. 
 
    “What was your issue?” Soojin asked. 
 
    Riley blanched, her pale cheeks paling further. “Insufficient loyalty to my guild,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice from trembling. 
 
    “Of course,” I grunted. “What with all the skulking around and all. And now you want to join me, when you got cast out of your mage group for being disloyal?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she said quickly. “My guild was up to some bad shit. Still are, in fact. Why do you think I know so much about the auction happening tonight?” 
 
    “Because you overheard me interrogating that bear shifter before I threw him off the roof,” I shot back, not taking her bullshit. “Now you think you can capitalize on it and talk your way into my clan. I give you points for boldness, definitely. But this isn’t the way to do it—” 
 
    Riley was calm. “Okay. How about this, then. I can help you find Tallulah, and save her. And I can teach you how to use your mage powers.” 
 
    I laughed. Yet Soojin looked thoughtful, her thumb against her chin. Even Carli didn’t react like this was some kind of joke. I wondered what both of them were thinking. 
 
    “How can you help us locate the thunderbird?” Carli asked. That part made sense, at least—Carli looked up to Tallulah Binesi the way seventeen-year-olds looked up to Billie Eilish. She’d accept help from some random mage if it meant saving her—and winning her gratitude. 
 
    “You’ve got a hideout, right?” the mage asked. 
 
    Carli’s eyes narrowed, but the mage continued: “You’re a legendary shifter operating without clan sanction. You’ve got to have some hidey-hole full of advanced tech. There’s only a handful of places in the city where the ape shifters could be having the auction—and if you get me access to your scanner, I can narrow it down to just one.” 
 
    Carli stood up a little straighter, turning to me. “If she can really do that, it might be worth hearing her out,” the Raiju shifter said. 
 
    I held up a hand, slowing things down before we could get ahead of ourselves.  
 
    “Hold up,” I said, staring down Riley. God, she was cute. And trouble with a capital-T. “You still haven’t explained to me why you want to join this clan. Or what the fuck you were doing stalking me through a parking garage in the dead of night—” 
 
    “Impressing you,” Riley said, flashing a smile that was quite impressive in and of itself. “If I managed to get the drop on your group—imagine what a few well-trained mages or shifters could do. You won’t truly be safe until you learn to use your magic as well as you do your Dragon powers. And you want to keep your mage powers as quiet as possible for as long as possible. Sure, everyone is going to find out eventually, but you want to be powerful enough by then so that it doesn’t matter. Which means you need someone you can trust to help you master the ways of magery. Someone like me!” 
 
    It was a good argument, I had to admit. Except it came with one massive hole. 
 
    “I already have someone who can show me how to be a mage,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Did you forget? Her name is Raya Sinclair—she’s my mother.” 
 
    Suddenly, Riley looked supremely awkward. “Hmm,” she purred, chewing on one side of her mouth. “How do I put this in a way that won’t offend you…” 
 
    “You should be aware,” Soojin said harshly, “that Raya Sinclair is a very good friend of mine. So anything you say that would offend Derek has a very high probability of offending me, as well.” 
 
    “Shit,” Riley whispered. “I stepped in it, didn’t I? Alright, let me put it this way. Raya Sinclair is a highly respected figure in the field of magic. But Henry Ford is respected, too, and there’s not too many people still driving Model-T’s around…” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “You think she’s old.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Soojin asked, a little heated. 
 
    “Eighteen,” Riley snapped, glancing down at her cleavage as if she’d just noticed her feminine charms. “I turned eighteen two weeks ago. So I’m legal, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    Sheepishly, Carli raised her hand. “I was wondering,” she confessed with obvious interest, her cheeks coloring a bit. 
 
    “Ugh, is that all you people think about?” Riley groaned. “I mean, this is your whole clan, so I guess I get it. But you’re going to have to expand sooner or later.” 
 
    Her words made sense—of a sort. Yet I knew very little about this mage, this Riley Beaumont. One thing she’d said was absolutely correct: I needed to look her up soon. 
 
    “Are mages even allowed to join shifter clans?” I asked, pushing forward my final technical reservation. My personal judgement of Riley herself remained to be seen—but if she had information that could save Tallulah, I was open to working with her at least temporarily. 
 
    Riley snorted, blowing a lock of auburn hair out of her face. “Ordinary clans might not have mages,” she shot back. “But you’re anything but ordinary. You’re a legendary shifter, the son of a famous mage, who walks around with his two shifter girlfriends like he owns them. And you’ve got magic powers you don’t want the rest of the supernatural world to know about for as long as possible.” She grinned from ear-to-ear, as if she knew she’d already won. “Given everything else that they’re saying about you, you really think adding a mage to your stable is going to cause that much comment?” 
 
    All three of us were grinning now. “Why, what are they saying about me?” 
 
    Riley rolled her eyes. “That you’re a disgusting poon hound. That if you and Carli make kids, and that, by some slim chance, one of them happens to be a combination Dragon/Raiju shifter, then it’s going to be terrifying to behold. That Soojin over here is robbing the cradle by fucking you, but every woman her age in the supernatural realm would gladly trade places with her in a heartbeat. And that no one’s really sure if you’re going to fix the problems plaguing mages and shifters or send us into open war.” 
 
    “I don’t know that last one, either,” I said with a shrug. “I am a poon hound, though. Good thing for you I’ve already got two gorgeous women at my beck and call.” 
 
    Riley crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Yeah, about that,” she said, her voice taking on a hard edge. “This is a business arrangement, do you understand? I join your clan, add a little mage spice to your shifter group—but if you think I’m going to join your freaked-up polygamy situation, you’ve got a whole other thing coming.” 
 
    Interesting. Her words said no—but her body showed more and more interest. I’d run into girls like her before: beauties with naughty thoughts in their head who didn’t dare act on them. They were far more concerned with being perceived as ‘good girls’ than was healthy—so much so that they concealed their lust almost as hard as I concealed my magic. 
 
    I guessed it wouldn’t take long for Riley to start showing off her wild side. But I’d let her come to that in her own time: there was no need to push her. Besides, I had Soojin and Carli to keep me company. 
 
    “Suits me,” I said with another shrug. “Like you said, I’ve got two women already. I’ll tell you what—you come with us, you help us save Tallulah. If everything works alright between us, I’ll think about making you an official member of the clan. Deal?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Riley whispered, looking stunned. “You’re actually going to do it?” 
 
    I held up a finger. “As long as you prove yourself,” I told her. “I expect more loyalty than you showed to those mages. You can skulk around all you want—hell, I like skulking around—but you come at me or mine again, you’re out on your ass.” 
 
    She nodded smartly to show she understood.  
 
    “That’s no problem,” she said, grinning. “Those mages were assholes, anyway!” 
 
    You’ve called me an asshole about a dozen times since you’ve met me, I thought, but didn’t bother saying. Whether Riley joined us or not, the important thing was her helping me find the auction and stop Tallulah from being sold. Taking down another clan of wicked shifters was just the icing on the cake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Carli’s hideout looked exactly the same as we’d left it. No one had cleaned up after we left for the Council of Wand & Claw, so the place had a bit of the air of a frat house about it. Wine glasses sat atop the coffee table, with random pieces of clothing thrown over the ends of Carli’s couch in our rush to get headed to the Celesta. 
 
    The fact that the place was as we’d left it told me one thing: my mom hadn’t returned. I thought that maybe she was back at home, but I’d tried her cell and it wouldn’t connect. Soojin had said that Mom was likely still involved in whatever secret business had whisked her away before the council. I just hoped she wasn’t still sick. Either way, without her, I would have to handle things on my own. 
 
     “Nice place,” Riley said, her voice echoing as she stepped into the cave. “You really live down here all by yourself?” 
 
    “Yep,” Carli said, leading the young mage on a quick tour of her apartments. “I mean, probably not anymore—now that I’m in Derek’s clan, there’s probably going to be people going in and out of here all the time. It’ll be hard to keep it a secret, actually.” The shifter grinned guiltily at me. “I know we haven’t talked about where we’ll set up a clan base, but this place is probably our best option, right?” 
 
    I slipped an arm around Carli’s waist and gave her a squeeze. “Absolutely,” I said with pleasure. “There’s lots of room, too. In case we need to build out more living space. More bedrooms, maybe a pool…” 
 
    “A nursery or two,” Carli teased, practically swooning with delight.  
 
    Had I known she had her heart set on turning her hideout into our clan’s base, I would have agreed to it sooner. Carli’s batcave truly was about the best operations center I could possibly ask for. As our clan grew, it would no doubt grow right along with us. 
 
    “We’ve got to get a foothold first,” Soojin said, adding a touch of worry to our joyous decision. 
 
    Unlike the rest of us, Riley had no need to be concerned with those things—not yet, at least. “Sure, sure,” the mage said, stepping through the living room toward the section of the hideout filled with Riley’s gadgets and scanning equipment. “No worries. I know you three will land on your feet—you make one hell of a team. I mean, standing up there without flinching while the Crescent Clan executed one of their own? Not even Tomas Karkosa himself could manage that…” 
 
    Riley’s ramble hit a snag as she spotted Carli’s array of computer equipment. “Here we go!” the mage laughed, climbing into the chair next to the array and making herself at home. “Help me get this rolling, Carli. It might take me a while, but once I’m done, we’ll be able to narrow down the energy signature that the auction will be putting out. It’s a week away, but if we can get it sorted early, I can spend the rest of the time training Derek.” 
 
    The next few minutes passed in a blur of technical talk. Carli and the newcomer Riley were two peas in a pod when it came to technical details, and they talked to each other like sorority sisters. I felt pleased that they’d hit it off so quickly—even though Carli’s interest in Riley looked far more physical in nature than Riley’s for her.  
 
    Finally, a wireframe image of the city appeared over Carli’s console, shimmering like a mirage in the desert. “The scan is running,” Riley said, her voice filled with pleasure. “When the auction happens, we’ll know about it. We can leave it running for the whole week and see if it picks up anything else interesting? This is kind of like what the hunterwaves use, but with some extra special functionality. Until then, I have something else for you.”  
 
    She reached into her robe, and Soojin and Carli instinctively tensed. I, on the other hand, wasn’t frightened in the least of whatever this barely legal mage wanted to show me. So I wasn’t surprised when she pulled two narrow scrolls of paper out from the interior of her cleavage, each wrapped with a slender red ribbon. 
 
    “Spells,” I said, nodding at the pieces of paper. “Your mage friends let you take those with you when they threw you out of the guild?” 
 
    “My mage friends have no idea I have these,” Riley said with a grin. “And by the time they figure it out, you’ll already have eaten them. These are my offerings to you, oh Alpha of the legendary shifter clan. Two brand new spells for your arsenal. And a mage who can teach you how to use them.” 
 
    It sounded like a good deal. Yet, despite sensing no falsehood from Riley so far, I had to be on the lookout for traps. I took the scrolls from her and broke the seals on each, squinting at the squiggly text on the parchments. 
 
    “What do they do?” I asked. 
 
    “One’s a damage spell, and one’s more of a support,” Riley said, not wanting to give the game away too soon. “Come on, you don’t want me to actually tell you, do you? That’s no fun! Go ahead, down the hatch.” The mage looked around the apartment with a skeptical expression. “Do you all have something for this guy to drink?” 
 
    Soojin brought me a bottle of water from the mini-fridge, and I managed to choke down the two scrolls of parchment. Nothing untoward happened—that is, if you don’t count the natural aftereffects of eating a broadsheet’s worth of paper. 
 
    Almost immediately, new knowledge began to blossom in the back of my head.  
 
    “I can feel them,” I said, sitting on the edge of the couch. “It’s like someone opened up a can of soda and poured it in the back of my skull. Fuck, I don’t ever think I’ll get used to that feeling…” 
 
    “It can get addictive,” Riley confided with a giggle. “Come on, Alpha. Let’s go find a safe quarter of the cave to practice your new powers in.” 
 
    Neither Soojin nor Carli looked particularly pleased to see me traveling to the other side of the hideout alone with Riley. As much as it was for their own protection, they’d both clearly have come along for the ride. 
 
    “We’ll be right back,” I told the pair, giving both of them a kiss on the cheek. “Hold down the fort for me while I’m gone, alright? Keep an eye on the computer—the auction is still a ways off, but who knows, you might find something interesting.” 
 
    “Sure thing, babe,” Carli said, a strange look entering her eye. “Don’t worry about me and Soojin. We’ll just be hanging around waiting for you. Isn’t that right, Sooj?” 
 
    “It is,” the older woman said with that enigmatic smile. 
 
    Oh great, I thought, letting Riley lead me away. What am I in for now? 
 
    It was fifty-fifty—they’d either have some epic prank set up for me when I got back, or they’d both be in lingerie waiting on their knees with their mouths open for fucking. 
 
    I knew which one I’d prefer. 
 
    Riley led me into the darkness, stepping around a natural rock outcropping a stone’s throw away from the edge of the apartments. Whatever heating and cooling system Carli used to keep her hideout so warm must not have been able to affect the entire cave, as the air temperature dropped rapidly the further we got from the developed section of the hideout. 
 
    Eventually, Riley stopped. The mage whispered a few words as she spread her arms, summoning a ball of light that floated toward the top of the high, cavernous ceiling. 
 
    “That should keep us able to see,” the mage said with pride. “And it’ll scare away any bats. Urrrrgh, I hate those things…” 
 
    “I kinda thought we were going to stay in the dark,” I said, fixing the young mage with my gaze. 
 
    Riley just rolled her eyes. “God, you really are a horn dog, aren’t you? I’m trying to teach you magic, not hop on your cock! Now take a look at that wall over there and focus.” 
 
    With a bit of reluctance, I did as she said. The ball of light over our head cast cold shadows across the stone, reminding me of the silhouettes of the shifters in the conference room. They made easy enough targets for me to focus on, my rage at being reminded of the threat to Soojin and Carli’s lives more than enough to get the power flowing through my veins. 
 
    “Alright, you ought to feel both of the spells in your brain as physical pressure,” Riley explained, holding up her hands. “You want to open yourself to the first one, then the second one, but not both at the same time. You just have to concentrate and picture yourself casting the magic—” 
 
    “I’ve used a spell before,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, to move some playing cards around.” I could feel Riley’s eye-roll, rather than see it. “These are way more powerful than that. Go on and unleash the first one—don’t hold back…” 
 
    I threw my arms out in front of me, channelling the power. For a long moment, the air shimmered between my outstretched palms, stubbornly refusing to become anything but a weave of supernatural light. 
 
    Then a ball of wriggling, writhing dots shot across the cave like a bowling ball. A thick mass of flies exploded from my fingers, bringing with them a sickly purple aura wherever they traveled. The ball hit the far wall and exploded, the flies dissolving in mid-air like they’d never really been there to begin with. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I stared at the destruction I’d just caused. The poisonous aura corroded the rock face where it had touched, turning stone into sizzling streaks of foam. “Shit, those were bugs!” 
 
    “I’d hoped you’d figure out that one first,” Riley said with evident pride. “That’s a very old spell that’s the basis of any damage-based mage’s kit. It’s called Zaagroth’s Devouring Swarm—and no, don’t bother asking me who Zaagroth is. I have no idea, other than he or she must have had a real yen for summoning clouds of bugs.” 
 
    As Riley spoke, the purple aura faded. The wall looked damaged, but not catastrophically so.  
 
    “So I can summon bugs?” I asked. 
 
    “Not just any bugs,” Riley said smugly. “The Devouring Swarm is a cloud of rabid, blood-sucking insects enchanted with a draining, poisonous aura. They’ll do a small amount of damage to a target directly, as you’ve seen, but the real draw is the way their aura drains health and vitality. Seeing as you’re a Dragon Shifter, who likes to get up close and personal with those claws of yours, this spell will be a good way to soften up targets before you rip them apart.” 
 
    It all sounded good. Yet I felt something inside of me that Riley wasn’t telling me. Maybe something she didn’t know herself. 
 
    “That’s not all I can do with it, is there?” I guessed, thinking about the spell. “I feel almost like I could alter it somehow.” 
 
    Riley’s eyebrows furrowed together. “It is a spell that tends to grow along with the mage—that’s the other reason I decided to give it to you. Some mages add lightning to the swarm, while someone who’s more into blood magic will have the flies bite their targets and bring some fluid back to the caster, restoring their own health. It’s really up to you—” 
 
    With the Dragon’s energy flowing through my veins, I opened myself to the rage within and cast the spell a second time. The ball of insects soared through the cave, headed for the already-damaged wall—but now, each individual insect was surrounded by a wreath of flame. The darkened cave lit up as brightly as high noon as the ball of flaming flies exploded against the far wall, covering the stone in a gout of flame. 
 
    “Oh holy fuck,” Riley yelled, jumping backward. “You put dragon’s fire all over them!” 
 
    Suddenly, I found myself grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Well that’s one way to grow it along with me,” I said, thinking of all the havoc I could wreck with this spell. Combining my mage and shifter powers created something stronger than either one could be by itself—an important lesson. One I’d have to remember.  
 
    “Alright, let’s see this other one…” I said. 
 
    At first, the second spell seemed somewhat ordinary. I reached for it, channeling the power through my fingers, and watched as a kaleidoscope of sparks exploded before my vision. Something like a rainbow on LSD erupted from my chest, bathing the cavern walls in a multitude of lights like an entire fireworks display was in full-swing.  
 
    For a few long moments, I couldn’t see a thing, and had to wait for my eyes to readjust. 
 
    Riley was stunned as well. “Oof, I wish you’d warned me before you did that,” she grumbled, holding her forearm over her eyes. “That’s the support spell I told you about.” 
 
    I blinked away the colors. They remained on the backs of my eyelids for some time, like the afterimages you got from staring at the sun for too long.  
 
    “What the hell is it?” I grunted, disliking the sensation intensely. “A portable acid trip?” 
 
    “It’s called Prismatic Spray,” Riley said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Some of the older mages like to say it’s most excellent. That god-awful feeling you’ve got in your vision right now is the point. Normally, you point the spell at your enemy, not yourself.” 
 
    That made a certain amount of sense, I supposed. A spell like that could be disorienting—especially if I let it off in a shifter’s face, the way I’d done with my fire spells back in the Celesta. I may not have liked looking at it, but that was kind of the point. Prismatic Spray was a nauseating, eye-searing spell, exactly the kind of thing to throw an opponent on the back foot before I ripped their rib cage open. 
 
    Together with Riley, I practiced each spell a few more times until I got the hang of them. The Devouring Swarm, I quickly learned, could be given rudimentary commands like ‘arc in this direction’ or ‘swarm all over this object’, opening up all sorts of potential avenues for griefing my foes. 
 
    I was careful not to look directly at Prismatic Spray a second time. Used sparingly, it turned out to be a most impressive method of disabling an opponent. By the time I gained a little experience with both, I understood why Riley had chosen these two spells to loot and make an offering of. Both of them would augment my already considerable combat skills nicely. 
 
    “So you want to join my team,” I said as the two of us wrapped up. “And yet you don’t want any of the rest of it?”
Riley gave me a sideways glance, narrowing her eyes. “I hardly know you, Derek. I realize I’ve been prickly to you up until now, but you did start our relationship by tackling me in a stairwell…” 
 
    “You were stalking me,” I said with a shrug. “And not knowing the first thing about me hasn’t stopped women before, believe you me.” 
 
    “Oh stop!” Riley said, giving me a punch on the shoulder.  
 
    Some of the icy exterior she’d shown to me had begun to melt. I sensed I could slowly work this woman into becoming more of a team player with my other girls. If she wasn’t so achingly hot, I might not have bothered, but the idea of having a cute eighteen-year-old mage calling me ‘Daddy’ as she joined Soojin and Carli on their knees was hot enough that I was more than willing to wait a little while to enjoy it. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “Let’s get back—before my ladies think the two of us are doing something untoward.” I punctuated the statement with a smug grin that sent a blush covering Riley’s cheeks.  
 
    The ball of light followed us across the cave, lighting our path as we walked back to Carli’s apartments. 
 
    As it turned out, my girls weren’t waiting for me in lingerie—but neither were they fighting. Soojin and Carli sat on the couch, peering at a large book Soojin had in her lap. The thing was larger than one of my college textbooks, like a grimoire from some fantasy novel. It looked the part of an ancient magic tome. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as we stepped back into the living room. “A little light reading?” 
 
    “A package showed up while you were gone,” Soojin murmured, not lifting her eyes from the page. She devoured the tiny columns of text as if they were written in gold, while Carli looked Riley up and down as if trying to discern whether the two of us had fooled around at all while we were deeper in the cave. “From Carli’s mysterious benefactor.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I said, plopping down next to Soojin. “We’re going to have to find out exactly who this benefactor is one of these days. What’s this book?”
Soojin lifted the cover for me to see. The words PATH OF THE DRAGON were written across the front in an ornate silver font. My eyebrows rose at the sight of it—clearly this book concerned me intimately. 
 
    “If what I’m reading in this tome is correct, your brand new clan is even more different from most shifter clans than I realized.” Soojin looked profoundly stirred, the book in her lap opening up a whole new vista of knowledge. “The power of the Dragon gives you the authority to forge your clan in a sacred ritual—one that, if I’m reading this right, binds the members of your organization to you for all eternity. Body and soul.” 
 
    Sounds kinda like what I’ve done with you two already, I thought, but didn’t say.  
 
    Instead, I leaned over Soojin’s couch cushion, peering down into the book.  
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured, scanning the tiny lines of text. “I thought the Majordomo of the Council had to formally create a clan. Isn’t that what all that stuff in the lobby was about?” 
 
    Soojin glanced up from the book. “Legally speaking, yes,” she said, a veil lowering over her eyes. “But that’s a little bit like saying you have to go to the county clerk and get a marriage licence. This is more like being wed by a priest—the real, primal thing, like God himself was watching.” 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered.  
 
    Next to Soojin, Carli nodded eagerly. This stuff sounded… serious.  
 
    Was I really ready to do something like that? 
 
    But Soojin and Carli had clearly already been talking about it while I was off practicing my new spells.  
 
    “I think I’ve learned enough to pull off the ritual,” Soojin said, slamming the book closed in her lap. “It’s not a terrifically complicated procedure, despite the seriousness of it. If you’re willing to do it, Carli and I will gladly make formal our loyalty to your clan.” 
 
    I looked into Soojin’s eyes, then Carli’s. Both of them couldn’t have been more clear that they wanted this. Not if they’d been on their knees with their mouths open and their tongues out, eagerly begging for it. 
 
    “What are the benefits?” I asked.  
 
    On some level, all of us knew this was a fraudulent question. I didn’t give a shit what the ritual would do for me—I already knew it would bind Soojin and Carli even closer to me. That was what I really wanted. 
 
    Soojin just shrugged. “I’m not really sure,” she admitted, flipping through the remainder of the pages of the book she hadn’t read yet. “Apparently there’s some sort of task you have to perform in order to officially take up the mantle of the Dragon. The book itself is light on details, but you’re supposed to recognize it when you see it.” 
 
    “And I’m assuming taking up this mantle will make my draconic powers even stronger?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Soojin said, her eyes lighting up. “By an order of magnitude.” 
 
    I nodded, already having decided. “Killer. Let’s do this.”  
 
    I stood up from the couch, then pointed over at Riley, who’d watched this exchange with a mixture of awe and fear on her pretty young face.  
 
    “Are you in, or are you out, little girl?” I asked. “Now or never—I know you’re scared to see what I could do to you in the bedroom, but this is what you claim to have wanted. If you’re going to join us, this would pretty much seal the deal.” 
 
    Riley rolled her eyes. Damn, but she was good at that.  
 
    “I don’t have to be in bed with you in order to join your clan,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I’m… thinking about it, though. You’ll have to give me a little more time. But haven’t I proven myself so far? With the info, and the spells?” 
 
    She had me there.  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll be able to resist me if you’re bound with me this hard,” I said with a shrug. “It’s on you, though. I want you—all of you—but all I really need is loyalty. The rest can come later.” 
 
    I heard Riley gasp at the boldness of my declaration.  
 
    Was it really all that shocking, though? She was an utterly gorgeous young mage—the kind of woman whom men fell all over themselves to try to bring back home from a bar or club.  
 
    As much as I’d begun to shed the trappings of my ordinary human life, I’d started thinking of all the absurd barriers we put between us and our desires as just that—absurd.  
 
    From now on, if I wanted a woman, I was going to let her know. 
 
    “In that case… I’m in,” Riley said, glancing around the room for support. “A mage joining a group of shifters. God, the supernatural realm is going to have conniptions.” 
 
    “They might,” Carli said, gesturing at the book. “But as far as we can tell, the Dragon won’t. There’s nothing in this big-ass tome they sent us that says only shifters can serve the Dragon—in fact, it implies that just about anybody can join a legendary Dragon’s clan. Mages, Shifters, other supernatural creatures… the Dragon accepts them all.” 
 
    No, I thought, smiling internally. He dominates them.  
 
    I understood on a deep, instinctive level why there were no guardrails toward membership in the Dragon’s clan. The Dragon wanted to control everything. 
 
    As Riley and Carli made the other preparations, Soojin drew an intricate pattern on the floor of Carli’s living room. The rug beneath the coffee table got tossed into the cave, along with the coffee table itself.  
 
    Soojin sat cross-legged before the developing pattern, adding intricate flows into the drawing she sketched across the bare rock floor. 
 
    “Impressive,” I said, nodding at the design. “I didn’t know you had so much artistic talent…” 
 
    “Hush,” Soojin said, though she was smiling. “All of you sit around the circle. We’re going to perform the Dragon’s Chant. Once it’s complete, the task you need to perform in order to gain the mantle of the Dragon will make itself clear.” 
 
    My pulse thrummed in my veins as I took a seat in front of the highest point on the circle. Soojin and Carli took positions at my flanks, like the advisors of a king sitting on either side of his throne. Riley waited near the perimeter, both frightened of the pure power in the room and desperate to add herself to it. 
 
    “This should only take a minute,” Soojin said, slipping her hand into mine. “Then you’re going to be the person you were always meant to be.” 
 
    Mom will be proud, I thought, grinning. I kind of wished Raya were here to see this, to watch me take control of my destiny. But it might have been a little bit awkward, surrounded by all these beautiful women who wanted to jump my bones. 
 
    Soojin cleared her throat and flipped to the first page of the chant. All around the apartment, the lights dimmed as if darkened by magic. 
 
    When Carli suddenly sat up straight with a cry, I realized Soojin’s ritual had nothing to do with that darkness. 
 
    An alarm in the ceiling of the hideout went off, splitting the air like a siren. 
 
    We had company.

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    “Intruders,” Carli growled, springing toward the front door of the hideout. “Shit, they found us!” 
 
    I didn’t have to wonder who they were. Next to the security door leading to the hideout’s stairway to the surface, a closed-circuit television blared to life. It showed a view of the warehouse that sat atop our hiding place in monochrome, the dusty shelves and the scrape across the concrete that practically gave away the location of Carli’s secret hiding place. 
 
    Three shifters were poking and prodding around that specially marked section of wall. Three bear shifters. They might have looked mostly human, but each was wearing a vest with a roaring bear head embossed into the back. 
 
    “They must have followed us from the Celesta,” I realized. There could be only one explanation—these shifters belonged to the same clan as the Alpha bear I’d tossed off the seventeenth floor of the hotel and casino. Somehow, they’d managed to track us back to Carli’s hideout. Now they wanted revenge. 
 
    “Everyone get ready,” I commanded, keeping one eye on the door. “Those three might just be the vanguard of a much larger force.” 
 
    The three shifters conducted a methodical search of the warehouse, like they knew we were down here and just needed to figure out how to get under the floor to where we hid.  
 
    Another surprise—all three shifters were female. Each of them had quite a bit of muscle, but still managed to look feminine despite all that. Like sexy superheroes, or extras from a Wonder Woman movie. Their skin ranged from chestnut to golden wheat, and each had long trails of hair leading down to their asses like manes. They wore the same vest and tight leather pants combo the shifters at the Celesta had favored, which made their asses look incredible even in the shitty surveillance camera footage. 
 
    What are you thinking, Derek? I chided myself. That’s not like you at all. 
 
    Maybe not old human me. But dragon me? Yeah, I definitely thought like that. 
 
    Suddenly, one of the shifters peered up at a camera and mouthed something. 
 
    “Does your camera have audio?” I asked Carli, and she nodded. “Go ahead and turn it on.” 
 
    “Alpha,” one of the bear shifters grunted. “Please let us in. We do not wish to fight.” 
 
    I shared a look with Soojin and Carli. Alpha? 
 
    “Keep an eye on each other,” I said, reaching for my powers.  
 
    To either side, I could see Soojin and Carli embracing their animalistic natures, while Riley thrummed with magical energy. Fighting against three foes would be chaotic in an environment like this, but I had confidence we could win the day. 
 
    Guess I’ll get to use my new spells even earlier than I thought, I told myself with a smirk. 
 
    “Can you trigger the door remotely?” I asked Carli.  
 
    “I can unlock it, but they’ll still have to open it,” she replied. 
 
    “Do that, then.”  
 
    Carli typed a sequence into her computer, and there was a loud beep. 
 
    As I watched the surveillance, the shifters found the secret entrance, wedged their claws in the door, and shoved it open. Now we could hear them coming down the stairs, taking them two or three at a time as they descended toward our hiding place. 
 
    The trio of shifters reached the door—then stopped, waiting on the other side. All of us tensed, expecting a coordinated attack, but a few moments later came the sound of knocking. As if these three women were delivering a pizza or something like that. 
 
    “It’s open,” I grunted, willing my face to become less draconic. Scales covered my hands and forearms, hallmarks of the greater transformation I barely held at bay. “Go on and enter, if you want to get your asses kicked…” 
 
    The door slowly slid open. “I assure you,” the first bear shifter said, her hands held over her head, “that is not what we desire. My name is—” 
 
    “I don’t care what your name is,” I growled, holding the flames at bay. “State your business or get out.” 
 
    The three shifters shared a look. “Very well,” the one who was clearly the leader said, nodding at her clan sisters. “If you command us to, then we shall.” 
 
    Before I could wrap my head around the idea that I was commanding them, all three of the women dropped to their knees in the doorway. My jaw nearly hit the floor as the trio pressed their foreheads to the cold concrete, adopting postures of complete and total submission. 
 
    “We belong to you, Alpha,” the leader said. “You slew our owner, and now the three of us are your property. It is the old way.” 
 
    To say I was stunned would have been a massive understatement. 
 
    “You’re my what?” 
 
    “I wondered if this would happen,” Soojin said suddenly at my right arm. The older woman cast a thoughtful gaze over the newcomers, like a merchant weighing a gem on a scale to see how much it was worth. “You did kill a high-ranking bear shifter, after all. It’s definitely not typical, but I’ve heard of it happening even these days.” 
 
    “Soojin,” I grunted, disbelief filling my voice, “what are you saying I did?” 
 
    Soojin turned to the trio of bear shifters, still on their knees. “Please, enter,” she said, gesturing toward the couch. “I am one of your Alpha’s mates. Our Alpha doesn’t fully grasp the rules of clanhood yet, so for now you can take your cues from me. His words supercede mine, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” the trio chorused as they moved to sit on the couch.  
 
    “We are very grateful,” the leader added. 
 
    This must be what going mad feels like, I thought as I watched the three gorgeous, long-haired women settle on the cushions.  
 
    Gripping either side of my head, I whirled on Soojin. “Okay. I’m going to need you to explain this to me. Now.” 
 
    Soojin already knew. From the look on her face, Carli had begun to understand, as well. 
 
    “For centuries, shifter culture involved a near-constant state of war,” Soojin explained, walking through the living room. “Clans would attack each other regularly, hoping to kill high-ranking members of rival clans—in particular, the clan’s Alpha. You see, shifters have an ancient law. When you kill a shifter, you inherit his or her property. Including their mates.” 
 
    The words hit me like a truck. “Their mates,” I repeated, looking at the trio of beauties. “You’re saying these women…” 
 
    “Were mated to the shifter you killed,” Soojin finished for me. “Yes, the shifter you tossed out of the window. He mentioned doing it ‘old school’ when you fought him, so I figure he was aiming to take us by killing you—our Alpha. But you turned the tables on him. As Alpha of your own clan, you can lay claim to anything he owned—his weapons, his spells, and his women. ” 
 
    “Especially his women,” Carli added with a giggle. 
 
    The floor beneath me began to rock like I was on a boat.  
 
    “I think I need to sit down,” I said, looking again at the three bear shifter women arrayed submissively on the couch. All three of these women were mine now? My mates? 
 
    “I understand this must come as a shock,” Soojin said. She led me to the big easy chair in the apartment and let me sit, then gestured for Carli to get me something to drink. “You’re probably wondering why you’ve never heard of such a thing before. After all, if you could take control of someone’s entire clan by killing their Alpha, why wouldn’t it be happening all the time?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said, the words tasting ashen in my mouth. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that by killing that asshole who’d tried to hurt my women, I’d doubled my stable of babes. My harem had just grown by one hundred percent. 
 
    Soojin nodded like she understood what I was feeling. “The killings led to reprisals, and honor feuds between shifter clans that lasted for decades—sometimes centuries,” she told me. “In order to calm things down, the Council of Wand & Claw instituted a new rule—such high-ranking clan authorities can only be killed in self-defense, or as part of capital punishment. Any other killings are forbidden.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe. “What, no assassinations? No duels? You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Clan Alphas are… like kings on a chessboard,” Soojin said, grasping for the right metaphor. “They’re never killed—only checkmated. If a clan were to ambush another, putting the Alpha in an unwinnable situation, he would immediately surrender and negotiate terms with the opposing clan. That is the way the supernatural realm has done things for centuries.” 
 
    I looked sideways at the spoils of my war. “That’s not how I’d do them,” I said. The very idea raised my hackles. 
 
    Soojin flashed that enigmatic smile. “No, you wouldn’t,” she said. “And the good news is, you don’t have to.” 
 
    Huh? I couldn’t lie—the moment Soojin mentioned that an Alpha could lose their women, I immediately feared such a thing could happen to me. The thought of handing Soojin, Carli, or anyone else over to another man didn’t just raise my hackles—it filled me with a rage so blinding I could break things.  
 
    No one touched my girls. No one. 
 
    “The ritual,” Soojin said with a smile, holding up the book. “Once it’s complete, our clan will be like no other clan in the supernatural realm. The women who serve in the Dragon’s Hoard are unable to be unbound from their master—even your death wouldn’t release us from your service. And we’d never be able to betray you, either.” 
 
    “According to the book,” Carli added, “just the thought of turning against you or having sex with someone else would cause us physical pain. ‘Like dragon’s fire burning beneath the skin’, the book says. Sounds kinda patriarchal, but—I wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” the Raiju shifter giggled, rubbing her stomach. “So I’m cool with it.” 
 
    Untouchable. My girls would be completely safe. As long as I finished the ritual. 
 
    “You three,” I said, rising from the couch. 
 
    The bear shifters gave a start, as if unused to being addressed in this fashion. “Yes, Alpha?” the leader asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “You want to join me, right?” I glanced around the living room, taking in the sight of the intricate ritual design across the floor. There were just enough spokes on the wheel for everyone to sit around it—for everyone currently in Carli’s hideout to be bound to me, body and soul. 
 
    I didn’t know these bear shifters from Adam. I didn’t trust them. But if they went through the ritual with the rest of us, their loyalty would be without question. 
 
    And I’d have doubled the size of the team I was taking with me to save the thunderbird. 
 
    All three of them nodded. “Of course, Alpha.” 
 
    “Are you okay with signing onto this ritual, then? I know you all heard Soojin and Carli talking about it. You’re going to be stuck with me, and you’ll have to do everything I say. Even if it’s mean, or not what you want.” 
 
    The three looked at each other as if they’d just learned their new master had a second head.  
 
    “That is… how we live, Alpha,” the leader said, a little taken aback. “The ritual you speak of has already taken place in our hearts.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, taking my seat at the head of the sigil. “No time to lose, then. Riley’s scanner will have the auction’s location narrowed down soon. We need to get going—which means that if I’m going to fight beside you, I need to trust you completely. All of you.” 
 
    The bear shifters looked down at the sigil, each shrugging in turn. “Very well, Alpha.” 
 
    “What are your names?” I asked.  
 
    The lead shifter, whose skin was a chestnut-color and her hair a dark brown, was the first to speak. “My name is Alicia,” she said. 
 
    “I’m Nadine,” said the bear shifter with golden-wheat skin and tawny-brown hair.  
 
    “And I’m Gisele,” said the woman with pale skin and ash-blonde hair that was almost white. 
 
    “Good to have you all aboard,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Both Soojin and Carli looked totally comfortable with this, taking their respective places with grace. There was one other person in the apartment, however, whose temperature I needed to take. 
 
    “Riley,” I said, looking the gorgeous young mage up and down. “Are you willing to go through this ritual with the rest of us?” 
 
    The mage stared at the sigil, nibbling her bottom lip. Nothing had really changed—except now she knew that once we were done, she’d never be able to go back. No doubt whatever happened in the ritual would bind us so closely that she’d end up in my bed—and she was only eighteen. Riley had her whole life ahead of her. Would she be satisfied serving one man for her entire life? Maybe even bearing his children? 
 
    I saw all those thoughts flicker behind Riley’s eyes as she met mine, looking at me with an appraising gaze. At the scales on my arms, the muscles of my chest. The massive, draconic bulge in my pants. 
 
    Then I saw her smile. And I knew that for her, I was enough. The Dragon was more than enough. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she groaned, rolling her eyes. “I really, really want to see where all this is going. You’re flipping over so many tables in the supernatural realm, and you don’t even know it yet!” 
 
    I came up and slipped my hands around her waist, carrying her into the circle.  
 
    “You’re damned right,” I grunted, placing her in her seat. “Now be a good little girl and help Soojin and Carli get this thing started.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Riley blurted. 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the apartments. 
 
    Riley’s face flushed so crimson it could have doubled as a stop sign. “I mean… oh shit… you asshole…” 
 
    “You’re in luck,” I said, giving her a smirk. “I like that. Actually, I really like it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Riley said. “I’ll have to… do it more often, then?” 
 
    She glanced around as if expecting to be chastised. The problem with that idea was, she sat in the middle of my harem. All of whom considered worshipping me second nature. 
 
    “Sure,” Soojin said with a shrug. “If that gets Derek going, then totally.” 
 
    “Whatever our Alpha wishes you to call him,” Alicia the lead bear shifter said formally, “is the term of authority one should use.” 
 
    “Ohmigosh, you people are crazy,” Riley said, looking like she wasn’t sure whether she was blushing harder at herself or us. “Alright, let’s do this before I lose my nerve! Go ahead and start the ritual, Soojin!” 
 
    The ritual itself turned out to be much less complicated than we expected. Soojin recited a phrase from the book, then all of us followed along as best as we could. The intent of the lines seemed to be more important than their exact pronunciation. Slowly, as we moved from page to page, an aura of magic filled the room, thickening everything. 
 
    No, not magic. Magic was for mages. This was something deeper than magic. 
 
    Soojin handed me the book and had me read a few lines, after which each woman repeated a phrase. I wondered how they knew all of this, then I realized I was no longer reading from the book—the lines appeared in my head, like a billboard or a teleprompter. 
 
    The book sat in the center of the sigil, forgotten. Soojin began to sing, and suddenly, all of us knew the words. 
 
    I took Soojin and Carli’s hands, and they took the hands of the women next to them. In this way, we formed a circle around the strange symbol—a knot of clan members. The foundation of my empire, the way a building’s foundation can hold an edifice even larger than the Celesta. 
 
    As we chanted, music filled the apartment. A wind blew through the cave, making a mess of the bear shifters’ hair and causing them to giggle. Our voices rose higher and higher, reaching a crescendo that would do… what, exactly?  
 
    Make me the Dragon? Give me the power? 
 
    Open the path, I thought, the world around me beginning to shimmer. 
 
    All the voices abruptly fell away—save for Soojin’s, who repeated the final line with the solemn intonation of a woman committing bodies to burial.  
 
    As soon as the last syllable left her lips, she leaned over and planted a kiss on my forehead, cool and soothing compared to the unbearable heat that had suddenly engulfed me. 
 
    As her lips touched me, the world was ripped away. And suddenly, none of us were sitting in Carli’s living room any longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I floated in an endless void, speckled with the stars of another galaxy. 
 
    The starscape surrounding me looked exactly like the sky as seen through the chambers of the Council of Wand & Claw—that otherworldly sky that resembled no night as ever seen on Earth. Galaxies swirled around my waist, stars blinking on and off in the distance like signal flares.  
 
    I floated without form, without a body, for what felt like eons, unable to remember who I was or where I’d been. 
 
    Thoughts came slowly. I remembered my women first, of course, and only later the ritual we’d been taking part in.  
 
    Dimly, I wondered if all that had happened long ago—or if it was yet to come.  
 
    Had I been sent into the future or the past by the Dragon’s ritual? Did time even matter? 
 
    The first change came when I noticed the constellations.  
 
    For time immemorial, I stared at the array of stars above my head, noticing no pattern or symbolism in their spread. Then I began to see the forms of animals floating in the void. The bear, the lion, the wolf. 
 
    I reached out my hands, and each flared to life. The constellation of the bear became an image of a snarling grizzly, defending its cubs from the huntsman. The wolf became a dire wolf, a lone Alpha roaming the forests. I kept on going, reaching for constellations until the sky above me was full of shifters. 
 
    No, not the shifters. The forms which gave the shifters power. 
 
    This, I understood, was the realm where the Council of Wand & Claw truly took place. The fount that gave the supernatural world its power was this realm—filled with the spirits of the shifters, one for each type. 
 
    If there’s shifters here, my formless form thought, then everything else must be here too. Like mages… 
 
    As I thought it, I saw them. Like a puzzle whose solution only seems obvious once you’ve understood the contours of its pieces, I picked out seven spires in the far distance. Somehow, I knew each represented a school of magery, though the names of those schools were as foreign to me as the language of a country halfway around the world. 
 
    I saw them all, mages and shifters alike. Except for the one which animated me. 
 
    Where was the Dragon? 
 
    The more I turned, the more I saw that this realm was not perfect. A shadow spread around its edges, like mold growing in the cracks of shower stall. Something dark moved within the underbelly of supernatural society. Whatever it was didn’t have the power to threaten it yet—but it would eventually if someone didn’t do something. 
 
    If I didn’t do something. 
 
    Just then, a great blaze erupted on the horizon. I saw the constellation to which I had been blind—it lay between the others, both part of them and apart at the same time. It threatened to swallow them all at any moment, so powerful that the others couldn’t even fully comprehend its majesty. 
 
    The Dragon. Heading straight for me. 
 
    At the last moment, I realized this creature didn’t mean to embrace me. The dragon’s great maw opened, a galaxy’s worth of flames cascading from its mouth as it sought to annihilate me! The creature roared loud enough to crack planets, its rage deep and unfathomable. 
 
    This must have been the test Soojin mentioned. If I wanted to truly inherit the mantle of the Dragon, I had to beat the Dragon itself. The legendary monster. 
 
    Dimly, I knew that none of this was really happening. But that didn’t make it any less true. This was a battle for my soul, and the result would affect the entire future of the supernatural realm. 
 
    More important than that, without a victory here, I’d never be able to claim my girls forever. 
 
    So I threw myself at the Dragon, gaining form as I thought it. I became a massive, Kaiju-sized version of the Dragon Sigil itself, slamming a scaled fist into the creature’s face. The Dragon barely reacted—other than to slam a tail made of stars at me, knocking me off balance. 
 
    Good God! This thing was so strong! 
 
    I threw myself at it again and again. Hitting it was like slamming my knuckles into a brick wall. The Dragon roared with laughter as it shrugged off my attacks, as if the fact of my being unworthy to defeat it inflamed its sense of humor. 
 
    “Pathetic vessel,” the Dragon snarled, starshine erupting from its eyes. “You have neither the skill nor the wisdom to claim my mantle!” 
 
    Holy shit, it can talk, I thought, dodging to the side as the Dragon clawed at my eyes. I didn’t even think Carli’s Raiju was capable of such a thing. 
 
    We traded blows again and again, roaring with primal, bestial fury as we clashed. The Dragon was strong, I’d give it that.  
 
    But I was persistent. I couldn’t lose. I wouldn’t allow myself to. 
 
    “Enough,” the Dragon roared. “I shall end this!” 
 
    The Dragon lowered its broad, saurian head and charged. It slammed into me, and it was like the world itself ripping apart, blood pouring from my mouth as something snapped inside of me.  
 
    I landed among the stars, spilling fluid into the void, reeling before the Dragon’s might. 
 
    It climbed on top of me, sharpening its claws.  
 
    Weak, it grunted, a shock of laughter beneath its words. The creature struck downward, intent on piercing my heart. 
 
    I lifted my hands in protest. 
 
    And the most eye-searing spray of colors imaginable exploded from between my palms. 
 
    The Prismatic Spray caught the Dragon directly in the face. It was blinded instantly, reeling backward among galaxies as it clawed at its own eyes. Its scream was something the universe hadn’t heard in millennia: the pain and fear of a legendary creature. 
 
    My heart beat harder in my chest, thudding against my ribcage. I had this. 
 
    “I see my latest vessel is also a mage,” the Dragon grunted, blinking rapidly. “This is a first.” 
 
    “And a last,” I said, spreading my arms with a smirk. “Want to go ahead and surrender now and get it over with?” 
 
    Fear shone in the Dragon’s eyes. Actual fear. 
 
    I was going to win. 
 
    With a grunt, I fired Devouring Swarm at the dragon’s torso. A swarm of flaming insects shot through the void, swirling around the beast and forcing it to buffet a few of them away at a time. 
 
    As it focused on the stinging, biting swarm, I dove headfirst at the Dragon with claws extended. It’s a perfect way to soften up targets, I thought, remembering Riley’s words. Good girl. Daddy’s going to thank you personally when he gets back… 
 
    My first strike knocked the Dragon off-balance. My second nearly shattered his teeth. 
 
    The momentum was with me now. I pressed forward again and again, unleashing a fury like nothing I’d ever experienced with every blow. Anger, rage, bestial fury—all of them flashed through my brain as we grappled, clashing like titans in a fight to destroy all monsters. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized I was no longer alone. 
 
    The Dragon turned—and a massive Raiju slammed into its side. Electricity crackled across its fur, singing the Dragon’s scales as it flew away, trying to put space between us and itself. The creature was the same one I’d seen in my vision the first time I’d climaxed with Carli, and I sensed her presence in the back of my head when I looked at it. 
 
    The Dragon fled, in an utter panic. Only to collide headfirst with a snarling wolf, her claws digging into planets and asteroids. As I looked at her, I felt Soojin’s presence, and was heartened. 
 
    “Nowhere to run,” I said, striding toward the Dragon. “Come here, buddy. You know it’s your destiny…” 
 
    The Dragon picked another direction and flew, spitting flames to cover his trail. It soared past Soojin’s Wolf and Carli’s Raiju, trying its best to give both the slip. 
 
    Three figures surrounded it, grabbing hold of its tail and legs. Three bears, like the massive grizzly I’d summoned when the constellations revealed themselves one star at a time. Each of them were somehow beautiful and feminine, despite being walls of pure muscle. Each was the presence of Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele.  
 
    Hello girls, I thought, welcoming my newest clan members. Been waiting for you to show up. 
 
    The Dragon cried out in disbelief, surrounded by my clan. It swung at one of the bears, only for a silver rope to flash out and tie itself around its wrist. The thing holding it was a formless presence, without the animal form I expected from my shifter women. It felt… sharp, somehow, like a clutch of knives. 
 
    “Riley?” I asked, directing the word toward the presence. The nod of acknowledgement was all I needed. Somehow, the mage had managed to make her way to this realm to help me, as well. 
 
    Together, we surrounded the Dragon. Reasoning that he was beaten, the great beast relaxed, staring up at me through heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
    “You are not like the rest,” he rumbled, with the voice of entire star systems. “You are… special. Different.” 
 
    “I am,” I said, gazing down at him. “I claim your mantle, Dragon. You are surrounded by my new clan. Our new clan.” 
 
    “A new Hoard?” Amusement shone in the Dragon’s ageless eyes. “Well now. You should have said that before, young man.” 
 
    “Will you give me the power, or do I have to beat it out of you?” I demanded. 
 
    The Dragon began to chuckle. “I will give it—and gladly,” it hissed, spreading its arms. “Approach, Master of the Dragon’s Hoard. Alpha of my new Clan…” 
 
    I grabbed the Dragon—and, somehow, pulled it into my chest. 
 
    As it hit my core, the universe exploded in another fantastic vision. Soojin, Carli, Riley, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele, all of them were drawn along with me like objects passing an event horizon, the sky lighting up with a billion shades of color. 
 
    I saw all the constellations I’d revealed while moving through space. The shifters, the mages, even the other things that contained parts of both but were properly neither. I saw them moving about the sky for centuries, making war and love and plotting and peacemaking and stabbing each other in the back. 
 
    And I saw the Dragon, looming over all of them. Waiting for its time to strike. 
 
    As the vision went white-hot, ripping away my senses, I saw all of the constellations bowing before the Dragon. The seven spires subjugated themselves to it, as well, pledging allegiance to its might. Only the shadow, creeping along the edges of the void, remained in contention—and I sensed that this battle, between the Dragon and the Shadow, would be the one that eventually sealed the fate of the universe. 
 
    As the world dissolved, the last thing I saw was the face of the Dragon. The man-beast who would unite the supernatural world, grind it beneath his heel, and use it as fuel to fire the war with the void. 
 
    It was my face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke on the floor of Carli’s apartment, every part of my body aching. 
 
    I felt like I’d gone twelve rounds with a championship boxer, and lost all of them but the last. Sitting up felt like lifting a ten-ton weight over my head—just moving was a major hassle. For a long time, I lay against the bare floor, trying to will myself to rise. 
 
    Eventually, I managed to get myself to a sitting position, bracing my shoulders against the seat of Carli’s couch. Passed out women surrounded me—it seemed that everyone else had been rode hard and put away wet by the psychic journey we’d just been on. Soojin and Carli looked down for the count, while the three bear shifters snoozed in each others’ arms like sisters. Only Riley seemed somewhat immune from the psychological effects of the vision, and she, like me, was leaning against the furniture trying to gain the strength to stand. 
 
    “That… was a hell of a thing,” I said with a laugh, shaking my head. 
 
    Slowly, we all came back to ourselves. Soojin turned over with a groan, her hair a messy halo around her face. Sweat covered her forehead and the remains of a flush played at her cheeks.  
 
    “Wow,” the dark-haired beauty panted, seeing me for the first time. “That was amazing! Tell me we all just saw that!” 
 
    “I saw it,” Carli groaned, rubbing her head like she had the hangover to end all hangovers. “I remember slamming into that Dragon like I was trying to throw the fucker off a bridge. That was the sky over the Council chamber, right?” 
 
    As if that was the secret signal, all of the women began chattering to themselves. They gossiped about what this could possibly mean, along with shocked exclamations that the almighty Dragon could talk and even seemed to have a sense of humor. The gravity of what we’d done lay forgotten for the moment; I figured everyone just felt lucky to be alive. 
 
    I let the chatting go on for several minutes while I gathered my strength. Then I sat down on the couch and said a single word: 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    Silence reigned. Each woman’s mouth snapped shut like it was on a hinge. Soojin snickered, while Riley gave me an annoyed look and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I just wanted to test that out,” I said, feeling an almost boyish glee. “Just to see if it would actually work…” 
 
    “Great,” Riley groaned, managing to park her cute butt in a chair. “The ritual means we have to serve you. I’m sure you won’t take advantage of that, like, ever…” 
 
    “Only in ways I promise you’ll like,” I said, stretching out on the couch. “Little girl.” 
 
    A flush rose to Riley’s cheeks. God, she was cute when she was ashamed. I couldn’t wait to get her into bed and have her start calling me Daddy. 
 
    At least until I got my strength back… 
 
    That last part didn’t turn out to be a problem. Even as I lay there, I felt power radiating from my chest. In fact, my chest felt warm as hell—so much so that I ended up ripping off my shirt, removing the tattered remnants of what remained there. 
 
    I looked down at my bare chest and gasped. A moment later, the rest of my harem did the same. 
 
    A tattoo covered me from collarbone to navel. It was a massive red Dragon, the spitting image of the thing we’d fought in the eldritch sky above the Council chamber. It coiled around my heart like a sigil of protection, its jaws bared in a fierce roar. 
 
    “The Dragon Sigil,” Soojin murmured, tracing the tattoo with a nail. “You truly are the clan master now, Derek. The Alpha. Our Alpha.” 
 
    “You like it?” I asked, beaming up at her. “You look like you’re turned on.” 
 
    “I am,” Soojin admitted, nibbling her bottom lip. “God, looking at you like this makes me wish I was a much younger woman, Derek. One who could pump out as many heirs as a young thing like Carli…” 
 
    I was beyond shame. With a grunt, I pulled Soojin into my lap, letting her feel how hard I was. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I growled, my hands roaming over her ass. I felt better and better all the time. “You’ve got exactly what I need. You and Carli are my seconds in command, and you’re going to give me everything I want…” 
 
    If fate hadn’t intervened, would I have fucked Soojin right then and there on the couch in front of everyone? No one would have stopped me. Hell, the odds were likely they’d join in—Carli at least, and the bear shifters probably. Even Riley, for all her bratting, couldn’t deny that she really just needed me to spank her and call her a good girl. 
 
    Either way, I didn’t get to find out. Not then, at least. 
 
    Because as my hand slid between Soojin’s thighs, the console of Carli’s computers began to beep like a microwave whose food was ready. 
 
    Carli sprang from the floor, running over to the console. “Shit, we’ve got a hit!” she said, beaming.  
 
    I glanced up at Soojin, an apologetic look on my face. “Rain check?” I asked. 
 
    She ground her hips around me in a tight circle, then gave both Carli and Riley a significant glance. “Sure—but I’m holding you to that. Alpha.” 
 
    I gave her a spank on the backside. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “The auction doesn’t begin for another week?” Riley said to Carli, clearly confused. She got up and looked at the computer. “Oh, it’s another big signature. A monster of some kind. And it looks like the tech is working even better than the hunterwaves. I’d say we’re about an hour ahead of anyone else picking up the signature.”  
 
    “Would the Alpha like to send us to acquire its bounty?” Alicia, the lead bear shifter asked. 
 
    “We should all go,” I said. “It’ll give us a chance to fight together as a team before we face whoever is at the auction.” 
 
    As I rose from the couch, the dragon tattoo across my chest, I realized I had one last order of business to attend to. I had a clan—but it didn’t have a name. 
 
    I’d been thinking about it ever since Tomas Karkosa told me that I’d have to come up with one. For a while, I’d even thought about putting it to a vote, letting Soojin and Carli decide what our group should be called. Now I knew that was the wrong move. 
 
    The choice was mine alone. Although it had already been made for me millennia ago. I’d heard the Dragon say the words, and now all that remained was to bring them into the world. 
 
    “By the power invested in me by the Almighty Dragon,” I grunted, looking at each of my women in turn, “I hereby declare us a clan. Our name shall be The Dragon’s Hoard.” 
 
    Soojin and Carli shared a look. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Soojin purred. 
 
    “I love being part of your hoard, sir,” Carli giggled, playing with her tail. “And maybe soon I’ll have a treasure or two to add to our holdings…” 
 
    “It is a privilege to be owned by you, Alpha,” Alicia said. 
 
    I turned to look at Riley, who stared back at me with tight lips. 
 
    “Yeah, Hoard is fine, I guess,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s kind of chauvinistic, but… I also kinda like it?” She nibbled her bottom lip, blushed, and lowered her voice until it was barely audible. “I don’t know how I feel about being part of the Dragon’s Hoard, but I’m thinking I might not mind being one of his whores…” 
 
    I chuckled at the joke.  
 
    “None of you will ever betray me,” I said. It wasn’t a question—just facts. “No matter what happens, you will never belong to another Alpha. You will never serve another man.” A rakish grin spread across my face. “But I’m definitely looking forward to taking some other asshole’s girls.” 
 
    Cheers rose at the declaration. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, not bothering to throw on a new shirt. Let the people I faced see the Dragon protecting me—let it strike fear in their hearts, so that the survivors told the whole supernatural realm there was a new player in town. One who played for keeps, and didn’t deal with bullshit. “We have a week before the deal for the thunderbird shifter auction goes down. We need to be ready for whatever faces us. We need to be a seamless team if we’re going to get more shifters and mages to join my hoard. And this monster sounds like the perfect thing to practice on.” 
 
    I had a goal now: grow in power, increase the size of my hoard, and lead the greatest clan in the world. Before long, I’d have my own private army of babes to crush anyone standing in my way.  
 
    End of Book 1 
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    Aether Mage: Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in a corner booth of the Bean Me Up Cafe, twirling my pen in my fingers and occasionally tapping it on the mostly blank notepad that I had in front of me.  
 
    All that was written on the damned thing so far was the working title for my latest article: ‘Those That Walk on the Edge of Sight’.  
 
    It was a piece for the Occult Times, one of the internet’s most trusted sources of supernatural phenomena and all things eldritch. They had commissioned me to put the article together. 
 
    I tapped the notepad again a couple of times, willing my ballpoint to turn into a wand and magic the article into existence. 
 
    Seven words. 
 
    Pretty slow going for a little over six month’s work. 
 
    I was waiting for the Muses to whisper in my ear, for inspiration to strike. However, personally I was starting to think that it’d be more likely that lightning would. 
 
    I sighed, frowned, ran my hand through my sandy hair, and spun my pen around my fingers. I was getting pretty good at that at least.  
 
    No doubt my editor, Frank, would be stoked to hear about my pen-spinning skills when I told him that my research on ley lines and the reports of ghosts that appeared along them had come to a dead end.  
 
    Yeah, I could just imagine that conversation. 
 
    “Matthew Lane, my keenest reporter, how’s the article coming along?” 
 
    “Oh, not so good, Frank, I kinda feel like a rat that’s reached the end of the supernatural maze.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, you’ve been working on that thing for over half a year.” 
 
    “True, but it’s not all doom and gloom, Frank.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Nah. I can now spin my pen around all my fingers without dropping it once!” 
 
    “Well that’s fucking phenomonal news, Matt. Sure the article that you begged me to write and that led you all the way from L.A. to Portland would’ve been nice, but so long as you’re now proficient in stationary gymnastics, then I’m as pleased as punch! Keep up the sterling work!” 
 
    Yeah. That’s precisely how that conversation would go.  
 
    My reverie and incessant pen twirling was broken not by the arrival of a bolt of inspiration, but by the materialization of a steaming cup of coffee and a slice of key lime pie at my elbow. 
 
    “Well, at least you’ve got a title down,” said the sultry-sweet, accented voice of the bearer of the breakfast comestibles from above me. “That’s something at least, Matt.” 
 
    I looked up. Admittedly, it was a slow, swooping look that started at the motorcycle boot-covered feet of the pie-bearer and took in the fishnet stockings, denim cutoff shorts, bared midriff, and the cropped t-shirt with the slogan, ‘Don’t Join Dangerous Cults, Practise Safe Sects’, before it got to the young woman’s face. 
 
    But I did get there eventually. 
 
    When my eyes had managed to drag themselves over the swell of her perfectly perky breasts, I found myself thinking for the umpteenth time that it really was one hell of a face. Messy, devil-may-care brown hair framing forest green eyes, a cute nose, and a mouth set in a perpetual half-smile. 
 
    “Cherie Couture,” I said in the closest thing I could get to a debonair voice. “How’s my favourite French Canadian this morning?” 
 
    “You always sound so surprised that there can actually be such a thing as a cool French Canadian,” Cherie replied, cocking an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Well, you know, in college, the only French Canadian girls I ever met were the sort of crazy that went in for soup sandwiches,” I said. “I guess the novelty of meeting one that is actually cool and sane hasn’t quite worn off yet. So, how’s it going with you?”  
 
    “Probably a little more productively than things are with you I'd say,” Cherie replied, her half-smile broadening so that she flashed me her pearly white teeth. 
 
    I pointed at the page of my notebook with its seven words. “Like you say though, I’ve got the title, right? Rome wasn’t built in a day.” 
 
    “Hm, still struggling along, huh?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Would we say struggling?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Cherie said. “Yes, I think we would at this point.” 
 
    I took a sip of coffee and sighed again. “Thanks for the breakfast, Cherie,” I said. “Again.” 
 
    Cherie waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it, Matt.” 
 
    “I promise, if I ever get this freakin’ article finished, I’ll settle my tab with you.” 
 
    “I said don’t worry,” Cherie insisted. “You know I’m doing okay here. A few slices of pie and some coffee isn’t going to break the bank. Besides, you pay me back with supernatural gossip, which happens to be my favorite currency!” 
 
    I laughed. “Giving you the inside tips on the latest UFO sightings and America’s latest haunted buildings, and keeping you up to date with Oregon’s mystic rumor mill hardly seems like a fair trade after I’ve polished off one of your epic lunches, though.” 
 
    Cherie shrugged, looked around to make sure that her few staff were pulling their weight, and then slipped lithely into the booth seat opposite me. 
 
    “Well, I like it,” she said adamantly. “You know I’m a nut for all things eldritch. You know I’m a true believer.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, smiling at her. “That’s why you brought this place after all, right?” 
 
    Cherie sat back in her seat and crossed her arms. The vinyl creaked under her. She gestured around the cavernous old industrial space, which was now filled with carefully mismatched furniture, the delectable smell of coffee, and a bunch of men and women dressed in the hardhats, overalls, and high-visibility clothing of American laborers.  
 
    “I told you,” she said, “the ley lines guided me here. My parents thought I was fucking off my head when I moved here and brought the place with all my savings. We’d visited Portland lots of times from Quebec, you know, but they were staunch in their views. All the good cafes were east of the Willamette, they said. What the hell did I think I was doing trying to set up a place like this in the Northwest Industrial Area?, they said.” 
 
    I looked around us at the bustling cafe. “You know, if I was sceptical, I might be tempted to think that you’re just very smart. Setting up a cafe in a busy industrial area that had a distinct lack of them, filled with hardworking and hungry people… Might have just been a savvy business decision.” 
 
    Cherie smiled. “Are you saying I’m smart, Matt?” 
 
    “Coming from the people that brought us the likes of Justin Bieber, Canadian bacon—which, if we’re honest, is just ham—and the caesar cocktail, I would say that you’re very smart, Cherie.” 
 
    She giggled and slapped me on the back of the hand. 
 
    “Some might say that it was a savvy business decision,” she said. “But I’m the one who set up here, and I’m telling you, as a source to a reporter, that it was the ley lines that guided me. Sometimes, you just have to try and feel the energy and let it take you where it will, you know?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond with something suitably sarcastic, when I felt a thrumming rush of something emanate up from my feet and into my chest. My breath caught, and the piece of pie that had been balancing on the end of my fork fell topping side down on the table. 
 
    “What the…” I said. 
 
    The bell above the door tinkled behind me, and a wash of cold air entered the cafe. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” I asked. 
 
    The frisson of weird vivacity that I had momentarily felt inside of me was already fading away like indigestion. 
 
    “Feel what, Matt? That chill? Oui, summer is almost over, isn’t it?” Cherie replied. “I’ll have to put my shorts away for another season soon.” 
 
    “What? No, not the chill. There was that sort of, buzzing sensation… Didn’t you feel it?” 
 
    Cherie picked the dropped pie from the table and put it back on my plate. “I told you,” she said, winking, “it’s the energy.”  
 
    I shook my head and touched the centre of my chest. “The energy… Sure.” 
 
    “Besides,” Cherie continued, licking cream off her finger in a way that instantly distracted my attention, “I thought the ley lines, the conduits of paranormal energy flow, is what brought you here to my door all those months ago? That’s what this article,” and she nodded at my notepad, “is all about, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, yeah…” I said. “But I told you what really started the whole thing, right?” 
 
    Cherie leaned forward eagerly. “You mean your sighting?” she said in a low and, what I thought, overly dramatic voice. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Of course, I remember,” Cherie said, her green eyes shining with enthusiasm. “You only mentioned it briefly about a month after coming in here every single day. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about it for ages. Only, I never wanted to push you about talking about it because of it being of, well, your mom… ” 
 
    “The whole dead parent thing can be a minefield of awkwardness for those with the tact of a French Canadian,” I said with mock severity. 
 
    Cherie snorted, reached out, and took a sip of my coffee. 
 
    “Well, we weren’t such close buddies then, were we?” she said. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said. 
 
    “So, you want to tell me now?” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and speared another forkful of pie. “There’s not much of a mystery to reveal, I’m afraid, my little occultist. To cut a long and heart-wrenching tale fairly short, my dad left me and Mom before I was born. She raised me. Told me stories. Fired my imagination. She was a great mom, really. In my last semester of college, she was crossing the road when a tanker came out of nowhere and…” 
 
    I popped the pie into my mouth and chewed it without tasting it. I swallowed and speared another forkful, maybe a little more aggressively than that delicious key lime goodness deserved. 
 
    “Well…” I said, “like I said, that tanker came out of nowhere—and I’m not just using that phrase for the hell of it. This eighteen-wheeler literally came out of nowhere. There were no witnesses because it was late and she’d just finished doing the graveyard shift, but there were a couple of security cameras outside of a gas station and the hospital where she worked. The street was empty both ways for at least three blocks as she stepped off the curb, then both cameras cut to static for about four seconds. When they cleared, Mom was lying broken and twisted on the road and this fucking tanker that couldn’t have been there had crashed through a shopfront.” 
 
    Cherie didn’t say anything, but her eyes were fastened encouragingly on my face. 
 
    “Anywho,” I said, letting out a deep breath, “a few weeks later, I was walking along and I realized that I was walking by the very spot she’d been killed. I slowed down, and I felt this swooping sensation, like I’d just missed a step. I looked around then, because I had this weird notion that someone was standing over my shoulder. Then, behind me, I saw Mom walking through the crowd—walking through it, I mean, like all the people weren’t even there.” 
 
    “Was she green?” Cherie asked abruptly. 
 
    “Was she - was she green? No, she was a sort of pinkish color, the same as she’d been when she was alive,” I said, nonplussed. “Why would she have been green?” 
 
    “You know, ghosts are commonly green, aren’t they?” Cherie said reasonably. 
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen one?” 
 
    “Well… no, not as such,” Cherie replied, “but there are loads of people who reckon they would be green.” 
 
    I shook my head. We were wading into waters that were pretty foreign to me, and I decided to stay on topic, as far as that was possible. 
 
    “She was dressed in her scrubs and a jacket,” I said. “Just like she’d been when she left the hospital. She was kind of blurry though, smudged in a kind of way.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” Cherie asked eagerly. 
 
    “Um, nothing,” I said, somewhat lamely. 
 
    “Nothing?” Cherie asked, a slight disappointment edging her words. “She didn’t point at anything or entrust you with any final instructions so that she could have everlasting peace, or whatever?” 
 
    “Not that I noticed,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not that you noticed? Matt, come on! You say a fucking ghost!” 
 
    I swallowed some more pie, practically whole. “Hey, I don’t know what I saw. Could’ve been a trick of the light…” 
 
    ”How’re you not going to remember every little detail of something like that, or a ghost encounter?” Cherie said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Look, I was a little preoccupied with the thought that I might be suffering from some variety of grief-triggered aneurysm or something to whip my notebook out,” I said defensively. 
 
    Cherie made an understanding face. 
 
    “Might have been a bit overwhelming,” she admitted grudgingly. 
 
    “Very generous of you to say.” 
 
    We looked at each other for a moment or two. I felt a little out of breath after that interchange. It was a feeling that I had often experienced since meeting the vivacious, driven, yet endearingly nerdy Cherie Couture.  
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” Cherie said as I took a sip of my strong, black coffee. 
 
    “Will you ask it even if I say no?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Ask away, then,” I said. 
 
    “Do you believe?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Do I believe?” I repeated her question. “Do I believe in…?” 
 
    “The other side of the veil,” Cherie said, her sexy voice dropping even lower so that I was forced to lean across the table to hear her over the hubbub of the busy cafe. “The flip side of the coin. The world that converges with ours, overlaps it, and sometimes breaks through. The place where all those weird and wonderful things we’re told stories about when we’re children live. The shadowy realm where myth and legend and reality are blended up.” 
 
    “Ontario?” I quipped. 
 
    “I’m serious, Matt,” Cherie insisted, rolling her eyes. “”Do you believe? Do you believe what you write about? Do you believe what you saw?” 
 
    I chewed on another mouthful of pie slowly and thoughtfully while I considered the question. As I did so, as I really, truly ruminated on whether or not I set any store in the paranormal, the hairs on the back of my neck crackled. One by one, or so it seemed, I felt them stand on end. 
 
    That’s not a real sensation, I told myself. That’s just your brain playing tricks on you. 
 
    The speaker system, which had been playing the ubiquitous, smooth house music that is so unique to cafes the world over, suddenly switched to a well-known psychedelic rock band at that precise moment. It was that famous track about the wizard on the train, the one that mentions boning centaurs, or smoking weed with centaurs, or at least doing something fairly illegal with centaurs. 
 
    All right, that was weird, my mind admitted, but nothing more or less than a coincidence. 
 
    I swallowed and looked into the bright green eyes of the sexy cafe owner sitting across from me. 
 
    “I think,” I said, being mindful of my audience, “that I want to believe.” 
 
    Cherie tipped her head to one side. That gorgeous, quirky half-smile of hers never left her lips. If anything, it might have widened just a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “What?” I asked after she had declined to respond to my neutral statement. 
 
    “It’s just, you know sometimes in life when you tell yourself that you have a choice in some matter, but really you don’t?” 
 
    “Like when you walk into the ice-cream store and tell yourself that you’ll just see what flavors they’ve got going on, but that you won’t get a cone?” I said. “But really, you’ve already made the decision to buy a triple scoop?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like that,” Cherie replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I know the feeling.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what this is like,” Cherie said, matter-of-factly. “You believe. You’re just a little afraid of thinking about what that might mean. You're concerned with what it might mean if you kick that door open, rather than just peek through the keyhole, hm?” 
 
    The lights flickered above our heads. Just for a second. 
 
    I made a little disbelieving noise in the back of my throat, while I tried to think of something contradictory to say to Cherie that wasn’t a lie. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    Luckily, at that moment, I was saved by my cell going off on the table in front of us. I scooped it up and saw that I’d been sent a message from the office of the Occult Times, back in Los Angeles. 
 
      
 
    Matt, it read, I hope everything is progressing smoothly with the article and that you haven’t reached the end of the maze just yet. 
 
      
 
    I blinked. Weird that the message should have contained the exact words that I’d been thinking to myself not a quarter of an hour before. I set that coincidence aside for the time being and read on. 
 
      
 
    Readers are lapping up those pieces you wrote about ghost crossing boundaries and weak spots in our world. Don’t take this the wrong way, but we’ve organized a car to take you out to a possible site of supernatural interest this afternoon. We received a very well informed tip-off that checked out. You can expect the car around 3pm. Good luck. F. 
 
      
 
    “Hm, well that’s a turn up for the books,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that, Matty?” Cherie asked. 
 
    I passed her my phone and read the message. 
 
    “A possible site of supernatural interest,” she said, her whole face lighting up like a kid that’s just spotted the presents under the Christmas tree. “Man, I wish I could come!” 
 
    “A possible site of supernatural interest, Cherie,” I said, emphasizing the word. “Who knows what the hell is waiting for me wherever it is I’m being taken. Could be some tip from a Portland State University student off his rocker on acid and thinking that he’s some sort of paranormal investigator for all I know.” 
 
    Cherie laughed and slid out from behind the booth. “Well, Portland’s Portland, mon cherie. Nothing would surprise me in this town. The thing that I’ve realized in my time here, though, is that even if you’re hoping for a certain result to manifest itself, even if you think you’ve followed the ley lines to the destination you were after, life still finds a way to take you by surprise in some way.” 
 
    I laughed at that, drained my coffee, and picked up my pen. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s just Portland, Cherie,” I said. “Seems my whole life has been a big-ass case of that.” 
 
    Cherie took my now empty pie plate and cup and went to move away. 
 
    “You’ll just be hanging around here until this mysterious car comes to pick you up, right?” she asked, stopping in mid-stride. 
 
    “I don’t know if there’s going to be too much that’s mysterious about it,” I said. “Knowing Frank, it’ll probably be some piece of shit taxi whose driver owes him a favor somehow. But, yeah, I’ll just be hanging here working on my extreme pen twiddling skills, if you’ll allow it.” 
 
    “So long as you promise to make sure the crowd of potential spectators doesn’t get too unruly.” 
 
    I laughed again. “Why’s that anyway?” 
 
    “I just… I’ve got something I’d like to show you in a little bit. Something that I think you might want to see, and that you might be interested in.” 
 
    “Now that sounds mysterious,” I said. 
 
    To my amazement, Cherie pushed a strand of brown hair away from her face and gave me a smile that was almost bashful. 
 
    “I'll come and grab you around two, yeah?” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said. “Yeah, I’ll be here. Can I ask what it’s about?” 
 
    Cherie shook her head. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    Then she was gone, calling loudly for one of her staff to restock the pancetta and parmesan muffins at the counter. 
 
    I watched the French Canadian cafe owner go, my eyes drawn irresistibly to the way her ass moved in her denim cut-offs. 
 
    “A surprise…” I muttered to myself. 
 
    My twirling pen dropped from my suddenly nerveless fingers as my imagination, fired by the potent combination of pie and coffee, started tripping over itself in its haste to lay out all sorts of wondrous scenarios that might be waiting for me come two o’clock. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered to myself, snatching up my pen, rubbing distractedly at my stubbled jaw and almost taking my own eye out. “Does she mean what I think she means…?” 
 
    As it transpired… No, she did not. 
 
    Damned French Canadians. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Aether Mage: Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I actually managed to knuckle down and at least write an exciting and captivating starting paragraph for my article on ley lines, and how one could follow them across America, and visit some of the country’s most haunted and occultly sensitive places, by the time two o’clock rolled around. 
 
    All Cherie’s talk and probing questions about what had happened the day that I had thought I’d seen the spectre of my dead mother seemed to have kicked my motivation in the pants, and I found myself revitalized. 
 
    After all, it was that fleeting glimpse of my mom that had pushed me into applying for a job with the Occult Times, to see whether there might be more to this world than met the eye. I guess, in retrospect, it might have been my way of coping with the loss of the person that I had been closest to in this world. 
 
    They do say that the darker the night, the brighter the stars, and maybe I’d just been looking for some tiny twinkling ray of hope in the inky void that my life felt like it had become in those proceeding weeks. 
 
    That inspiring paragraph being jotted down though, I quickly realized that I might be at a bit of a deadend here. The fact was that, as much as I might like to believe in all this inexplicable shit, I had nothing much more to go on.  
 
    Fate, or whatever the hell you wanted to call it, had led me to Portland. Had led me to find a great friend in the stunning Cherie. Truthfully though, I thought that I was more interested in entertaining her beliefs than in bolstering any of my own. 
 
    When Cherie cleared her throat next to me just before two, I actually happened to be busy sketching out key scenes to my favorite movies on the back of my notebook. 
 
    “Hard at work again I see,” she said drily. 
 
    “You know me,” I replied. “Nose always to the grindstone.” 
 
    “You coming, then?” Cherie asked me. 
 
    A felt a sudden surge of warmth course through my body, which I did not reckon I could have attributed to the current atmospheric conditions taking inside the comfortable, edgy cafe. 
 
    “Where are - where are we going?” I asked, my attempt at playing it cool hampered by the fact that my vocal cords decided at that minute to tangle themselves up in my back teeth.  
 
    “I want you to come with me into the back room,” Cherie said. 
 
    Well polish my nuts and serve me a milkshake! This actually might be happening, my brain thrilled within the confines of my skull. 
 
    I cleared my throat. Twice. 
 
    “You okay?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Just a bit of, ah, pie crust,” I said, my brain applauding sardonically and shaking its head even as my mouth spoke the words. 
 
    “You had that pie like four hours ago,” Cherie pointed out. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You sure you’re all right?” Cherie asked, as she led me across the expanse of polished cement floor toward the back of the cafe. The place was emptying out now, the few staff that Cherie employed slowly tidying the Bean Me Up Cafe up for when it officially closed at three. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure,” I said, striding along behind the foxy French Canadian and fiddling with my notepad and pen. “Yeah, fine. The back room. Sure. Lead the way.” 
 
    Now, don’t get me wrong, I’d been with girls. There’d been a few of them through college, in fact, but that didn’t mean I was some sort of Lothario. I was just a normal guy: that is to say, a male who was more than a little easily bamboozled and thrown off his stride by the thought that I was being led into the back room of a coffeehouse by a super cute brunette to, maybe, turn the office into the set of some sort of cosplay porno shoot. 
 
    Take you into the back office… If those weren’t six words loaded with more innuendo than you could poke a stick at then I didn’t know what was. To my mind, she may as well have asked me whether I wanted to pop out back for a little Netflix and chill. 
 
    The cafe was an open affair, whose industrial, former warehouse heritage was openly celebrated. It was quite surprising to me then, when Cherie opened the nondescript door set into the back wall of the place and we stepped into a dimly lit, low-ceilinged corridor that stretched back into the guts of the renovated warehouse. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think the plan was to gentrify the whole building and sell off apartments,” Cherie said. “The area as a whole isn’t ready yet though, but I managed to convince the developers I brought the cafe space from to let me buy a couple of floors back here as part of the deal. 
 
    “And they let you?” I asked. 
 
    “I can be persuasive when I have to be, Matt,” Cherie said over her shoulder. “Don’t let this geeky, cute exterior fool you. I know how to get what I want when I need to.” 
 
    I felt my mouth go a little dry at that, even though I was only half listening. I was trying to remember whether or not I still had that condom in my wallet. When had I put that in? It’d become more of a lucky rabbit’s-foot than anything else, albeit one that didn’t really work. Did condoms expire? 
 
    While my brain was grappling with these important questions, my feet led me onward, following in the wake of the very cute cafe owner. 
 
    Cherie led the way through a couple of twisting corridors until we came to another door, this one equipped with a heavy double lock. 
 
    “You live here too?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, in the building, but not here. This room is one that I use for… other purposes,” Cherie replied, as she unlocked the first lock with a significantly heavy clunk. 
 
    “Like pottery?” I asked, remembering some movie from the nineties that I’d caught part of while channel surfing. It’d been about a ghost with incredible hair who had had a girlfriend that did pottery and had, I was fairly certain, been imaginatively titled Ghost. They sure knew how to market a movie in the nineties. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Cherie said, as the second deadbolt slid free. 
 
    She kicked the door open and pulled me inside, then locked the door behind me. 
 
    I was already fishing in my pocket for my wallet and antique rubber, when I actually realized what I was looking at. 
 
    “What d’you think?” Cherie asked me nervously. 
 
    “Uuuuuh…” I said. “It’s… Well, I’d be lying to you if I said it was what I’d been expecting to see.” 
 
    I looked around at the tall beeswax candles dribbling wax down themselves, the assorted herbs and incense burning in their bowls and holders and sending fingers of rippling smoke up toward the shadowy ceiling, and the intricate chalk lines that had been drawn across the rough wooden floorboards.  
 
    The walls were covered by ivy that was climbing out of tubs set around the room, and there were portable flower beds filled with herbs, flowers, and vegetables of all kinds. Diluted sunlight just permeated the grimy panels of glass above us. 
 
    “Okay, it might be a little like what I might have been expecting to see,” I admitted. “Apart from the vegetables.” 
 
    “Really?” Cherie asked, her eyebrows raising in surprise. 
 
    I colored a little. “I suppose vegetables might have played a part in things if—”  
 
    “Oh my god, you thought I was taking you out back to some sex dungeon or something, didn’t you?” the French Canadian asked me incredulously. 
 
    “Look, I think we’re getting a bit off track here,” I said brusquely. “How about telling me what the hell all these pentacles and wiggly lines and shit mean?” 
 
    Instantly, Cherie’s attention snapped back to the intricate chalk lines that festooned the bare boards of the floor. As far as I could make out, there were a trio of circles with points and lines coming off them surrounded by flowing script that wasn’t English. It might have been French, of course, but somehow I doubted it. 
 
    “It’s a summoning circle,” Cherie said. 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I said. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Sure. Absolutely. Why wouldn’ it be?” I said. “I’ve got one similar at my AirBnB, only a little smaller.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Cherie punched me on the arm. 
 
    “You think I’m delusional, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Not delusional,” I said, stifling a smile at the abashed look on her face, and reaching out to touch her arm affectionately. “Just nuttier than a porta potty at a peanut festival.” 
 
    “Matt!” 
 
    “I’m kidding!” I laughed good-naturedly. “Hell, what would I know about anything? Maybe, you’re just overly keen on cosplay, maybe you’re about to rustle up a celestial being that will save this article and stop me being disemboweled by my editor, Frank.” 
 
    Cherie’s half-smile brightened. “Ah, I forgot, you’re a believer deep down, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, deciding that there could be no harm in humouring my friend. 
 
    Unless she decided to use me as a human sacrifice and paint the walls with my blood, of course. 
 
    “Well, look, you just wait and see, eh?” Cherie said to me. “There’s a reason I brought you here. There’s something I’ve been gearing up to try for months now, but it’s only been this week that I’ve thought I’ve really been ready and prepared enough.” 
 
    “Demon summoning?” I asked casually. “Djinni, maybe?” 
 
    Although I might have been somewhat skeptical as to just how deep or wide the paranormal world extended into our own—if it existed at all—I was fairly up to date with the denizens that were said to inhabit it. Perks of the occupation, I supposed. 
 
    “Don’t be dumb,” Cherie said, stepping into the larger of the three circles and motoning for me to step inside with her. 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied, doing as I was told. 
 
    “You can’t go in for something like that first crack out of the box,” Cherie said. “Those entities are way too unpredictable. They’ll be wearing an amateur's head as a hat before you know it.” 
 
    “‘Course. Nothing ruins a day more than having your head turned into a fashion accessory. Then, we’re hoping to summon a…?” 
 
    “Just a low level forest nymph,” Cherie said in a blasé voice. “I like gardening, you know. I like growing stuff for the cafe, so I thought a forest nymph would help me with that.” 
 
    I nodded, deciding that no words of mine could be of any use here. Better to just get this over with so that I’d be ready to catch my lift to my mystery location. 
 
    “All right, I’m ready when you are,” I said encouragingly. 
 
    Cherie grabbed a suitably dusty, leather bound tome, which looked like it must weigh about twenty-five pounds, from a shelf. I wondered where she’d picked that up from, but restrained myself from asking. She found her page thanks to the placement of a goblin-headed bookmark and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Stay in the circle if you value your skin, American,” she told me. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. 
 
    Cherie began to recite words from the giant book, her finger moving across the page from bottom to top instead of left to right.  
 
    The words rolled out of her like electricity, like molten metal from underground. The language was impossible to follow, complete gibberish to my ears, and yet was somehow fair and foul at the same time.  
 
    I couldn’t help but get the impression that every syllable was helping to weave an intricate pattern in the air, a pattern that was beyond my sight. 
 
    Once more, the hairs on my neck prickled and stood to attention. Soon, they were joined by what felt like every other hair on my body. My skin rose in gooseflesh, despite the fact that the room was warm. 
 
    And yet, for all this, there was nothing tangible that I could attribute any of these sensations to. Nothing except the words coming out of Cherie’s mouth. 
 
    Looking over at the bowls of burning herbs, I noticed that the trails of smoke, which had been drifting and waving in the minute air currents of the large room, were now rising straight up. Straight as a ruler. Without any flicker of deviation. 
 
    What herbs has she got in those bowls? I thought to myself suspiciously. Is that her trick? Am I just bent as a banana right now? This is Portland after all. Who knows what they put in their incense sticks. 
 
    These musings of mine were abruptly cut off. Cherie’s voice jarred to a halt. It might have been my imagination, but I almost fancied that the last few words rolled out into the air even after her mouth had snapped shut. I looked over at the pretty brunette and saw that her jade eyes were rolling slowly up into her head. 
 
    Bit creepy, my brain said, before I could stop it. 
 
    And that’s when every one of the at least two dozen beeswax tapers in the place snuffed out simultaneously. 
 
    “No, no,” I said out loud to the gloom of the room, “now that is creepy.” 
 
    In the sudden twilight cast by the candles all going out, I could only make out Cherie’s body standing rigid as a mannequin next to me. I could hear her breath coming slow and steady through her pursed lips. Her eyes were unblinking. 
 
    The smoke emitted from the burning herbs was swirling gently around the room now, in flagrant denial of the fact that there was not a breath of air that I could discern. 
 
    “Holy snap, crackle, and pop,” I said softly to the room at large, invoking an exclamation I hadn’t used since I was about nine years-old, “is this magic? Are we fucking magicking right now?” 
 
    My eyes scanned the drifting smoke, unsure of what exactly I should do next. Cherie’s words buzzed like a neon bar sign in my brain. 
 
    “Stay in the circle if you value your skin, American.” 
 
    I mean, what really could be the harm of stepping outside of some chalk circle, really? 
 
    I raised my foot. 
 
    Then again, my ever-helpful mind elbowed in, there isn’t anyone who can throw a tantrum like a French Canadian, Matty boy. Might be more judicious to see how this pans out. 
 
    I had a point. No point risking the wrath of a Québécois if it could be helped. Sometimes, in weird-ass situations such as the one I was currently in, it didn’t take much for someone to reveal that their roof was nailed down as tight as you thought it was. 
 
    Unexpectedly and incongruously, my nose was suddenly full of the scent of pine needles, sap and leaf mold. On the very edge of my hearing I caught the sound of laughter, although, on second thoughts, it might have been the chattering of a distant river. 
 
    I shook my head. Neither of those sounds made a bit of sense. I was standing in a practically empty warehouse in the Northwest Industrial area of Portland for God’s sake, with only a catatonic cafe worker for company.  
 
    I replaced my foot carefully to the deck. Then, my eyes focused on something; a flash of emerald green in the middle of a collection of enormous pot plants in one corner of the room.  
 
    There was a suggestion of a humanoid form sliding between two towering terracotta pots before disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    “Please be a cat,” I said to the thing.  
 
    I peered into the swirling smoke, leaning as far forward as the chalk outline of the circle would allow. 
 
    “Or please be the weed incense,” I added. “I swear I won’t even be mad that I’ve unintentionally got baked right before a crucial business meeting…” 
 
    There was rustle amongst the plants. 
 
    And then, a face appeared through the drifting, pungent smoke. I caught a flash of lime green eyes that somehow looked capable of biting me, pale green skin, and wild hair that reminded me of a fern of some kind. Sharp teeth grinned out at me, as one of the bright green eyes closed in a lightning wink. 
 
    “What the—” I started to say. 
 
    The lights came up with a suddenness that almost left me with a chocolate flapjack in my boxers. The candles flared like miniature suns, the smoke seemed to dissipate from the thick fog of a second before back into the little steady streams. 
 
    I slammed my eyelids shut. 
 
    “—fuck!” I finished. 
 
    I opened my eyes as quickly as the sudden glare would allow, only to find the room exactly as it had been when Cherie and I had walked in. 
 
    The humanoid—but definitely not human—face, if it had ever existed outside of some bizarre drug-fueled hallucination, was gone. 
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