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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the ruins of my father’s castle, watching rain fall from a leaden sky. Alive, I thought, my hands balling into fists. Of course he is. Of course they couldn’t kill him… 
 
    “I should have known,” I said, shaking my head. A hard bark of a laugh left my lips, so unlike me that it sounded as if someone else had made it. “This whole time, I should have realized that he was still out there.” 
 
    Standing before me looking both turned on and worried was Alexandra Fyordorovna Romanov—Xandra for short. The new Queen of the Nightlords, and the newest member of the Dragon’s Hoard harem. She’d brought me to this Zone to tell me the truth about my parentage. Around us on all sides stretched a destroyed village, filled with decayed buildings and barren earth. Whatever had happened here, it had been thorough—the people who’d come after my father hadn’t wanted anyone to be able to live here once they were done. 
 
    My father. Even hearing it from Xandra’s lips felt impossible. I’d never known my father growing up—according to my mother, Raya, he’d died not long after I’d been born. She raised me as a single mother. Until recently, I never thought there was anything strange about my upbringing—it could have been the backstory of half the guys on my block. 
 
    Except most of it had turned out to be a lie. Raya wasn’t an ordinary single mother: she was a Mage, blessed with the incredibly rare gift of Mana Magic—basically the abilities of Creation itself. And I was anything but a regular college student. Part shifter, part mage, part Nightlord, I was the Dragon. The most powerful supernatural being to be born in a century, and the leader of the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    As a result, I had the most beautiful women in the world in my harem. Xandra included. 
 
    “This Zone was your father’s Kingdom,” Xandra explained, gesturing around the demolished village. Red hair trailed down her shoulders in rich ringlets, still looking a little out of place from the hard, sweaty time we’d had in her special dungeon on the way over here. Suffice to say the gorgeous vampire’s cheeks flushed with more than the cold. “His base of power. When these buildings stood, the place was actually quite beautiful—or so they tell me. I never saw it for myself.” 
 
    “What? Why?” My mind skipped, then caught on a whole suite of more important questions. “Who was he, Xandra? I want to know everything about him. What did he do, and why did the Nightlords destroy him?” 
 
    Shit, they’d even salted the earth around this castle. The other vampires in supernatural society must have hated my Father—enough to add insult to the injury of his Kingdom’s complete destruction. 
 
    An awkward look flickered across Xandra’s face. “It’s… a bit complicated,” she said, leaning on a crumbling wall with her elbow. Normally, the way she arched her back and stuck out her butt would have made me stop thinking about anything other than ripping her clothes off, but the circumstances were too important for me to get distracted. “I’ll be happy to try and explain more, though. Come with me.” 
 
    To my surprise, Xandra led me into the ruined castle. Only two of the building’s four walls stood completely intact—the others were a mass of crumbling stone, wooden beams, and charred carpet. The dimensions of the place were massive, and I tried to imagine what my father’s castle must have looked like in its hey-day. My best guess was that it would have given even Xandra’s estate a run for its money in the luxury department. 
 
    As we walked, the only sound to be heard was the whistling of the wind and Xandra’s heels against the stone. Creepy, I thought, rubbing the back of my neck. That strange feeling of being watched hadn’t left me since we’d entered this Zone—if anything, it was growing even stronger. Did anything still live in here? 
 
    “When this building was razed,” Xandra explained, smoothing down her dress, “a portion of it was left intact. So that we who came after would never forget the tragedy. It’s right over here.” 
 
    A few short steps away lay a heavy wooden trapdoor, tucked away in a corner of what had once been the castle’s kitchen. A thinner layer of dust coated the wood than the stones nearby, meaning whoever visited this place always made sure to check that entrance leading downward. Xandra grabbed it and hauled it up with one hand, letting out a cute noise of exertion that almost sounded like one of the whimpers she made in the bedroom. 
 
    “Downstairs,” the vampire said, arching an eyebrow. “I know, I know, just trust me. Your answers are waiting for you, my Lord Dragon.” 
 
    More than anything else, it was the way Xandra said my Lord Dragon that got me to follow her down into the basement. I could get used to hearing a Queen say my title that way—like it was rich, chocolate candy in her mouth. I liked most of what Xandra did with her hot little mouth, honestly. 
 
    Downstairs was even dustier than what was left of the kitchen. Only a narrow trail through the cellar had been cleared. Xandra guided me through the cobwebs toward another door, the candles in the alcoves on either side of it long since gutted. With a snap of her fingers, my vampire lover brought the flames back to life. 
 
    “We believe that this was the lord’s wine cellar,” Xandra explained, putting a curious emphasis on the last two words. It would be a long time before I connected the dots and realized that because vampires didn’t really drink alcohol, the term ‘wine cellar’ likely had a very different meaning for one of the creatures of the night. “It was decided by those who came before that this would be a suitable location to put the exhibit.” 
 
    Exhibit? Now this was getting interesting. “I wasn’t aware this place was a museum,” I said, glancing at the cobwebs and dirt surrounding us. “Can’t imagine giving a guided tour down here…” 
 
    “Can’t imagine anyone would want to,” Xandra said with a sigh. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go back upstairs and fuck me again, Dragon? You could put it between my tits this time—we haven’t done that yet, and I know from the way you look at them that you’d love getting your manhood squeezed between these puppies…” 
 
    Hmm. Tempting. Very tempting. But another one of those distractions I’d been warning myself against. 
 
    “I’ll definitely do just that,” I said. “After you show me what’s behind that door.” 
 
    Xandra nodded gravely, then led me inside. 
 
    The first thing that hit me was the warmth—then the smell. The room behind the door had none of the chill that had gripped the rest of the castle, and in sharp contrast to the rest of the Zone’s decayed odor, this space smelled like oak and cinnamon. Xandra snapped her fingers, and candles flickered to life around the room, giving the place a dim illumination that seemed almost romantic given the circumstances. 
 
    “Nice place,” I said, looking around. Unlike the rest of the castle, this room deep in the basement looked almost cozy. I could see myself setting up a place just like it as a kind of vacation home, bringing a girl from the harem whenever we needed some intimate one-on-one time. It sounded like a good idea. 
 
    Then I saw the paintings, and the fantasy soured in my skull. 
 
    An aged, weathered face stared down at me from the canvas. The figure’s piercing eyes had been perfectly captured—even in the medium of paint, they looked as if they were trying their best to bore their way through the back of my head. The expression matched his black robes and patent black boots, with black slacks beneath. The only part of him with any color were his fangs, which had a faint red tint to the tips like he’d been caught in the middle of drinking blood. 
 
    Beneath the portrait, a gold placard declared: Lord Sinclair. 
 
    “Sinclair,” I whispered, reaching out toward the frame. I caught myself at the last second, forcing my hand backward. This man… this was my father? I couldn’t quite see the resemblance. 
 
    “Yes,” Xandra said, shivering slightly before the figure’s baleful glare. “It seems your mother kept her husband’s last name, even after having her memories of her marriage stripped away. Strange, the things loyalty will provoke a spouse to do…” 
 
    Tell me about it, I thought, matching that hateful gaze for several long moments. I got the strangest sensation that the painting might blink. “Any of my women would gladly take my last name if I requested it,” I said with a shrug, shaking off the feeling. “It’s never really been a big deal for me.” 
 
    Xandra snorted. “That’s because you’re not the lord of a manor,” the vampire said, tossing her head back in a way that exposed her slender throat. “Believe me, we blood-drinkers put great stock in matters of succession. When you live for hundreds of years, thousands if you’re lucky, it leaves quite a lot of time to ponder one’s legacy…” 
 
    That wasn’t what I was pondering. One phrase in Xandra’s sentence had caught in my brain and stuck. 
 
    Blood drinkers, I thought, a shiver of lust trickling down my spine. I’m a blood drinker, too. I’ve tried to deny it for the longest time, but I am a Nightlord. And thanks to Xandra, I got my first taste of the red stuff… 
 
    Vampires typically kept a bunch of servants on retainer to provide them blood on demand—usually servants of the opposite gender, unless they swung a different way. There was something indisputably sexual about the act of drinking from another sentient creature’s veins. But as good as a human being’s blood tasted to a Nightlord, another vampire’s blood was orgasmic in comparison. Puncturing Xandra’s jugular in the middle of sex and drinking her black Nightlord blood had been the most erotic experience of my life, and I couldn’t wait to do it again sometime soon. As gross as it was to think about when I wasn’t horny. 
 
    Xandra guided me to the next painting in the hall, snapping her fingers to light up each candle in sequence. As the flames flickered to life, I saw that in this portrait, the Lord Sinclair wasn’t alone—he had his Lady with him. 
 
    The difference was like night and day. With his woman by his side, the Lord Sinclair looked a great deal less like some kind of supernatural monster. In fact, he had something of the proud papa about him. As I looked closer, I realized that my mother, Raya, wasn’t just sporting her characteristic smile—she had a baby bump under her long, flowing robes. 
 
    “Mom was pregnant when this portrait was taken,” I said, sounding amazed. “Is that… me who’s in her belly?” 
 
    “It would be strange if it wasn’t,” Xandra said with a snort. “You can see the change in the man, for certain. I never met Lord Sinclair myself, but it was said that he could stand among the greatest and most unendurable holy terrors in the supernatural world. Except when he had Lady Raya Sinclair by his side.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered. So Mom wasn’t just the lover of a Nightlord. That would have been hard enough to accept on its own. She’d married my father. This tall, dark, and gruesome vampire with a widow’s peak sharp enough to cut glass. They’d been happy together, somehow. 
 
    And then, something had happened to ruin it. 
 
    The third portrait told a portion of the story. Here, things got more symbolic, as whoever had painted this mural had apparently been in a great deal of confusion or distress during the events they were depicting. It showed thousands of peasants fleeing for their lives beneath a dark, spreading shadow covering the landscape. In the portion of the picture closest to the shadow, people had already begun to dissolve, as if they were being eaten alive by a swarm of hungry piranhas. 
 
    The shadow… it had my father’s eyes. 
 
    “Before you ask,” Xandra said, noting my stunned expression, “the answer is ‘no’. I don’t know exactly what happened between your father and Raya, or why your father turned against the Nightlords and their people. But what I do know are the cold, hard facts.” The beauty crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Casualty numbers. Tons of burnt wheat, number of cases of malnutrition over the next winter. How many servants of noble Houses grew up without a mother or father, due to the actions of the man who impregnated your mother.” 
 
    I stared at the painting, not fully comprehending. “But how can you not know?” I asked, whirling on Xandra. “What you’re telling me—it’s worse than a tragedy. You’re alleging my father, Lord Sinclair, carried out a campaign of genocide against the Nightlords and their vassals.” 
 
    Xandra nodded, a fierce look in her eyes. “That would be a good word to describe it, yes. Many would not have named you Royal Consort, knowing what horrors your bloodline was capable of.” Then the vampire smiled like a shark. “But I have always been attracted to bad boys.” 
 
    I wasn’t fool enough to pick up that remark. “How can the reasons possibly be unknown?” I asked. “Surely they’d be studied, discussed—made to never happen again…” 
 
    Xandra sighed. Something in her eyes told me I wasn’t going to like this part of the lesson. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said, looking me in the face. “I don’t blame you, Dragon—none of us do. You see, we are all like your mother. All of us. We share Raya’s… infirmity.” 
 
    It took a long, long moment for it to click. “You don’t remember what my father did,” I said, the words taking on a kind of horror as I spoke them. “There’s a hole in your memories, just like the one Raya has.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember some things of this period,” Xandra said flatly. “I remember that nearly a third of the Nightlord elite were wiped out in the conflict against Lord Sinclair. I remember that our lands—our servants, even our slugas—were subjected to a level of savagery and butchery that even the most depraved Nightlord could never sink to. Our people died in the most horrible ways possible, Dragon. But no, I do not remember the inciting incident that caused it. It has fled from us.” 
 
    For a time, quiet reigned in that stately hall. After chewing on it for a bit, I finally asked a question. “Wouldn’t that drive you insane, not knowing?” 
 
    Xandra barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “You’d be surprised how easy it is not to think about it,” she said with a shrug. “How many tragedies have happened in the history of your United States of America that aren’t a part of your daily life? These days, if something is not being blared on a TV screen or broadcast to the internet, most mortals are blind to it.” 
 
    “I’ve got a harem girl who likes to say something like that,” I told Xandra, thinking of my first bus ride with Carli. “She says that ‘normies’ can be distracted by jingling anything shiny in front of their faces—like a set of keys.” 
 
    Xandra looked thoughtful at that. “Your woman is right.” 
 
    The candles cast wan shadows on the walls as Xandra and I stood there. The hallway felt pleasantly warm, but outside I knew the sun had begun to go down. Soon it would be cold and dark, and this Zone would be even creepier than it had been when we’d come in. 
 
    “So you don’t remember what’s been taken from the Nightlords,” I said, thinking it over. “Do you know what caused the memory loss itself? It affected Raya, too. God, all this time, I’ve been blaming the Nightlords for wiping my mother’s memories. And you people are actually innocent…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t assume that,” Xandra said, shaking her head. Her gaze returned to the happier portrait of my father and Raya standing together on the grounds of his castle. I could see why she’d prefer that one: two happy parents with a secure estate, a Queen carrying what would soon be a beautiful baby. The vampire Queen had made no secret of wanting me to give her heirs. “It’s possible that we Nightlords did this to ourselves. That whatever happened between Lord and Lady Sinclair was too terrible for us to live with—or dangerous for us to carry around in our collective headspace. Or, as you believe, it may be a condition that was forced on us from without.” 
 
    That opened up all kinds of avenues for the truth. As I stared at the portrait of the spreading shadow, ripping apart the servants and slugas of the Nightlords, I tried to imagine my father’s state of mind at the time. What would make a man like him turn against his own people, try to exterminate them from the Earth? What would make me do that? Could anything force me to turn against the ones I loved? 
 
    Kill my own harem? No fucking way. But kill the Council? The Mages? It was less clear. 
 
    I cleared my throat as I chose my words carefully. I wanted to be as tactful as possible for this part. 
 
    “Is it possible,” I asked, pointing at the picture of my parents in happier times, “that Lord Sinclair didn’t do all this? I mean, if you don’t remember the details, maybe there’s a reason for that?” 
 
    Xandra just stared at me. 
 
    “Maybe someone set him up,” I blurted, feeling suddenly awkward. There was no good reason to defend the man, considering how he’d abandoned me and Mom, but I still felt a strange desire to see the good in him. “Made you all forget what really happened, so he’d be the bad guy. I mean, it’s possible, right?” 
 
    A strange smile spread across Xandra’s face. “What you say is considered a heresy in the courts of the Nightlords. A serious heresy, one that is harshly punished.” She nudged me with her elbow. “Good thing I like bad boys, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, turning away from the paintings. “I get it. There’s an official story, and questioning it doesn’t make you any friends. You’re telling me even the Queen of the Nightlords can’t propose an alternate theory?” 
 
    Xandra looked thoughtful at that. “I cannot…” she mused, placing a black-tipped nail against her chin. “The Royal Consort, however…” 
 
    Oh. Oh. 
 
    An impish expression spread across Xandra’s beautiful face. “Kneel.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Xandra lifted a hand. “I do it for you. Just kneel before me this one time, okay? I promise it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Normally I wouldn’t have—far too much opportunity for Xandra to play a prank. But seeing as I already had some idea of what she had in mind, I decided to go along. I dropped to one knee smoothly before her, inclining my head slightly forward. 
 
    It was exactly what she’d been looking for. 
 
    “Derek Sinclair,” Xandra said in a mock-formal tone. “In recognition of your service in giving the Queen of the Nightlords the good dick she deserves, I hereby grant you the full powers and privileges of the Royal Consort.” A wicked smile rose to the vampire’s face as she spoke. “As Consort, you will be welcome in any Nightlord castle or dwelling, no matter the Master or Mistress. All doors will be open to you, and all servants of the Realm will be ordered to give you aid.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, stunned. “You can do that?” 
 
    “I can do a great many things,” Xandra said, pursing her lips like a bratty college co-ed. “And now you can do even more. You’re officially my detective, Dragon. I suddenly feel a burning need to know the truth behind the events surrounding Lord and Lady Sinclair. I greatly desire clarity.” 
 
    I grinned. So Xandra was giving me the keys to the Kingdom? It sure as shit sounded like it. That part about all doors being open to me meant I’d be able to investigate any of the noble Houses of the Nightlords, and follow clues wherever they led. With the authority of the Crown behind me and my draconic powers to destroy any threats, I was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Suddenly I felt like a kid on Christmas morning. Oh hell yes. This is going to be fun! 
 
    I gave Xandra a mock bow, like a man being knighted. “Thank you, my Queen,” I said, shooting her my most rakish grin. “I only ask what I can do in return for you.” 
 
    Xandra’s look in response was smoldering enough to reignite a bonfire. “Just give me an heir as soon as possible,” the vampire queen said, sounding both turned on and terrifying at the same time. “It may look as if I’ve taken control of the Nightlords lock, stock and barrel, my Dragon. But what you see at the Cotillion is merely the opening act of a much longer play, filled with twists and turns that very few people are able to see coming. My reign is weak, vulnerable to the actions of a few noble Houses working in tandem against me.” 
 
    “And getting pregnant will help that?” I asked. 
 
    Xandra looked almost offended. “An heir will solidify my hold over the throne of Night,” the redhead purred. She ran a hand over her taut, flat stomach, as if already anticipating what would swell there once I’d successfully gotten my seed all the way to her fertile womb. “It’s the single best thing you could do to ensure I’m successful, my Lord. So I highly recommend we do what we did in my dungeon as often as possible.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “I’m sure it’s just the security of the Realm you’re thinking about when you slide your panties off, Xandra.” 
 
    “Silly,” the vampire queen said haughtily. “You should know by now that I don’t wear panties, my Lord Dragon.” 
 
    With that, Xandra apparently considered my history lesson over and done. The redhead raked her nails above her head, conjuring a flow of vampire magic as she traced the symbol of a wide oval in front of her. Her spell left traces of magic that trickled like blood, which slowly solidified into the shape of a portal floating a few feet in front of her. Through it, I could see the street in front of Carli Weber’s warehouse. 
 
    Beneath that quiet, unassuming building lay the hideout where my harem and I made our home: the Dragon’s Hoard. I was a little surprised to see the streets surrounding it so empty, to tell the truth. Usually there were at least a few paparazzi vehicles scoping the place out for gossip blog pics, or errant fans hoping to get a selfie with one of my harem girls. As I watched through the portal, a single figure stepped outside and stood in the drizzle: Alicia, one of the trio of bear shifters who’d joined my team after I’d slain her former clan leader at the Celesta hotel and casino. Apparently, the woman was as surprised to see the street deserted as I was. 
 
    Guard duty, I thought, nodding approvingly. Good. We should always have someone keeping eyes on the outside world—especially with the babies. 
 
    I had to get back to them. I’d spent more than enough time traipsing around a sex dungeon with the beautiful Xandra. 
 
    But as I walked to the portal, I noticed the vampire making no moves to follow me.  
 
    “You’re staying here?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    Xandra shook her head. “I’ll be leaving right after you,” the vixen explained. “I have a great number of issues to deal with as a brand-new Queen. It will be many hours before I’m able to curl up in a coffin and catch a nap.” She grinned at me. “Honestly, I shouldn’t have run off with you, but I just couldn’t help myself. How often does one get to bring the legendary Dragon to one’s dungeon and watch him tie you up and use you?” 
 
    “Hopefully many more times,” I said, running my fingers along the swell of Xandra’s ass. Something dark and possessive reared up inside of me, and my eyes narrowed. “Your place isn’t with those vampires, Xandra. You’re a member of the Dragon’s Hoard. You ought to be with the rest of us.” 
 
    Something about Xandra’s smile managed to disarm me. Maybe as a Queen, she had a great deal of experience making men think that they were the ones coming up with the decisions she put in their heads. 
 
    “Would that I could,” the vampire said sadly. “It sounds like quite a bit of fun. Unfortunately, being the Queen of the Nightlords is a full-time job. My people need me.” She gave me the kind of look that made men think about bedrooms and church bells. “But trust me, Dragon. After the treatment you gave me tonight, I’ll be looking for any opportunity I find to snag a repeat performance.” 
 
    That would have to do, then. After all, Xandra was right. She had an entire race of vampires to rule over—I couldn’t demand that she spend her time in my underground hideout with the rest of my girls. As long as she was fully loyal to me, it would be alright. And after the night we’d spent together, the amazing feeling of the bond between us solidifying, I knew the Queen of the Vampires would never be able to betray me. It wasn’t even a ‘love’ thing—this was more primal than love. 
 
    I was her man, and she knew it. 
 
    “Use your new powers and privileges and find the truth,” Xandra implored me, kissing me deep. “And if you can, find some way to reverse the damage that’s been done to your mother’s memories. I have a feeling if you fix her, you might just fix the Nightlords, as well.” 
 
    I’d been thinking along the same lines. “I will,” I promised the redhead. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything stand in my way.” 
 
    As I finished the sentence, I wrapped both hands around Xandra’s ass and lifted her off the ground. The vampire came up with a squeal, melting against me as her mouth opened beneath mine. We made out hot and heavy, me pinning the vampire queen against the wall while my hands went everywhere, making her feel owned and helpless in my arms. By the time I pulled away, Xandra was panting, and she looked like she wanted to beg me to stay another hour or so before stepping through that portal. Maybe another two hours. 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to our next meeting,” I told her. Then, before she could say another word, I turned and stepped through the portal. 
 
    Maybe, by the time I saw her again, I’d have found a lead that would help me solve the mystery of who—or what—had stolen my mother’s memories of her time among the Nightlords. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    K-Town was surprisingly quiet at this hour. 
 
    A faint line of gray dawn peered over the horizon, stretching long fingers against the inky black night. A light morning drizzle fell on the pavement, with puddles reflecting the gaudy neon of the signs up and down the block. This neighborhood was comfortingly familiar to me, a twisting warren of commercial and residential streets filled with convenience stores, apothecaries, and some of the best street food in the city. Most of those things weren’t open this late—or early, depending on how you looked at it—which was alright with me. I was way too tired to shop. 
 
    Alicia was still loitering out front, staring up into the cloudy sky with her glossy lips pursed in thought. The bear shifter wore a tight gray leotard and black workout leggings, like she’d just come upstairs from doing a few quick exercises. It was good there was no one else on the block, because the wet fabric clung to her curves like a second skin, showing off every inch of her body. Anyone with two brain cells to rub together could see exactly what Alicia would look like naked. 
 
    I scraped a foot against the pavement as I crossed the street, purposely making enough noise for the bear shifter to notice. She gave a start at the sound of foot on pavement, bracing for a fight, then relaxed when she saw it was just me. Relief flooded her face, and I realized why Alicia was outside: to look for any sign of my arrival. My harem must have been worried sick about me. 
 
    “Master,” the bear shifter said, stepping forward and pulling me into a powerful embrace. “I’m so glad you have returned to us. Your women have been watching Soojin’s special device closely, waiting for some sign that you were on your way.” 
 
    “You weren’t worried about me, were you?” I asked, giving the warrior a spank on her ass. Alicia might have been built like Wonder Woman and strong enough to intimidate men way bigger than her, but the gorgeous ursine shifter was always emotionally warm toward me. “Alicia, I was with the Queen of the Nightlords. After everything we’ve done for Xandra, she’d be an idiot to try and betray me.” 
 
    “With how attractive you are, she’d be a fool to try and betray you,” Alicia corrected, rubbing her luscious rump where I’d slapped it. For a moment, a look of lust flickered across the shifter’s face, and I wondered if she might drop to her knees right then and there in the street. Then a guilty look stole over her as she realized how selfish that would be. “You know how new mothers are, my Lord Dragon.” 
 
    “I certainly do,” I told Alicia. Most mothers didn’t show up with spells and claws to save my harem when they were threatened, though. 
 
    The upper floor of the warehouse was practically deserted. Given the late hour, pretty much none of the Dragon’s Hoard’s legitimate employees would be around, with the possible exception of Courtney. My redhead assistant had been known to pass out beneath a desk or slip into a broom closet for a quick nap in lieu of heading home. But if she was here, she was probably downstairs with Richard Enfield, my sluga among the vampires. The two of them had hit it off instantly, shocking the members of my harem who’d always assumed Courtney was asexual. Apparently, she just had a thing for dead guys. I didn’t mind—I had more women than I could count on both hands fighting with each other to worship me, and I liked my professional relationship with Court enough not to mix business with pleasure. 
 
    No soldiers or sentries popped out of the shadows while I called the newly installed elevator. If the people down below noticed the box ascending from the lower levels, they probably assumed it was merely Alicia coming back down below after checking out the street. 
 
    They’d see me on the cameras when I reached the lower level, of course, but there was nothing I could do about that. Though I had the blood of a Nightlord flowing in my veins, I’d yet to master tricks like turning into a bat. 
 
    I counted backward from ten as the elevator opened to the basement, waiting for news of my arrival to travel through the harem. I’d made it to six when the doors leading to the Hoard’s apartments burst open a stone’s throw away, the hallway suddenly filled with gorgeous women. 
 
    “There he is!” a feminine voice cried, full of even more relief than Alicia’s had been. “That damn blood-sucker kept you all night, Master, didn’t she…?” 
 
    That could only be Carli Weber herself—the Legendary Shifter who’d saved my ass all those months ago on the streets of K-Town and introduced me to my new life in supernatural society. Along with her came my entire harem, squeezing out of the apartments and into the basement space so closely they practically tripped over each other’s heels. 
 
    “Babe!” I roared, grabbing the kitty around the waist and lifting her off her feet. Carli was my good little kitty—technically, she transformed into a mythological creature known as a Raiju, but in practice, she looked like an anime catgirl. Ears, tail, the whole nine yards. Her curves were even more lush post-pregnancy, her heavy tits pressing against my chest as her hungry mouth opened beneath me. I felt Carli’s tail curl around my thighs, as if the catgirl wanted to spread her legs and mount me right then and there. 
 
    Our embrace only lasted a moment. Other girls wanted a piece of me—to touch, kiss, make promises for later. Carli gratefully stepped aside to admit the rest of my harem, who practically picked me up bodily and hauled me into our apartments, giggling and gossiping. 
 
    Warmth tingled over me as I stepped into my home. We kept things hot down here to accommodate both the natural habits of shifters and my women’s tendency to wear as little clothing as possible. In short order, I found myself set down on a couch, my childbearing heirs Carli and Riley on either side of me, while Tessa Butler toddled in from the kitchen with a bunch of beers in a bucket of ice. 
 
    “In recognition of surviving,” the brown-skinned shifter told me with a smile, popping the cap on a bottle and handing it to me. “I heard it was dicey for a bit back there in Xandra’s castle.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I said, nestling back against the cushions with a smile. After a long, difficult mission, nothing beat putting my feet up and surrounding myself with beautiful women. Every member of my harem kept me at the center of their awareness, ready to fulfill any of my needs. Several of them gave me anxious looks, eagerly awaiting the full story of what had happened after Xandra and I took off from the Nightlords’ Cotillion. 
 
    “Derek has a new harem member,” Tallulah Binesi said with a smile. The gorgeous thunderbird shifter had accompanied me on my mission to Xandra’s coming out party, and had been invaluable there. She’d also ridden me in a backroom while begging me to make her pregnant, but that part could be discussed among my girls later. “Xandra Romanov has been made a full member of the Dragon’s Hoard.” 
 
    Tessa nodded, digesting this. She grabbed a beer of her own and popped it, then handed the bucket over to Soojin to distribute. As the oldest woman in my harem, Soojin was something of a den mother to the rest of the girls—she tended to treat them like the daughters she’d never had. She doted on them, especially Carli and Riley. Any girl who’d given me a child was as good as gold where she was concerned. 
 
    “I take it the Nightlords’ new Queen was too busy to make a formal visit to the hideout?” Tessa asked diplomatically. Heads nodded around the room at this proclamation. Ever the diplomat, Tessa led a double-life: as harem girl in the Dragon’s Hoard and PR flack for the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw. Her beat was massaging human media through interviews and planted stories, keeping the relationship between supernatural creatures and what Carli referred to as ‘the normies’ trending in a positive direction. 
 
    The beer was delicious, as always. The girls knew my favorites. 
 
    “Countess Romanov sends her regards,” I said slowly, cocking the side of my mouth in a smirk. “She’s looking forward to coming and visiting you all when she’s got the time. For now, she’s given me full privileges as the Royal Consort, and you can trust me when I say the bond between her and me has been very well established. No worries there.” 
 
    Not that there would have been. From the naughty smiles spreading through the group, I was going to get more than a few requests for dirty details later. Kiss and tell was most definitely the normal mode of operation among my girls—they held nothing back between themselves. 
 
    I looked around the room, noticing that one face was missing. “Where’s Richard Enfield?” I asked, directing the question toward Soojin and Tessa. “Don’t tell me my sluga still hasn’t made it back from the land of the Spellscribes…” 
 
    One of the doors leading to the bedrooms swung open, as if whoever stood behind it had been waiting for the question. Into the room came my human assistant, Courtney, helping a figure across the room with a hand over her shoulder. Richard Enfield, my second-in-command among the Nightlords, looked better than he had laying on the floor of Xandra’s castle—but only just. A thick bandage had been girded around his waist to staunch the bleeding from the supernatural wound he’d taken in my defense. Richard had thrown himself in front of a cultist’s silver bullet, taking the hit so I could keep on fighting. I owed the man a lot. 
 
    “I’m right here, my Lord Dragon,” Enfield said, his voice betraying only a trace of pain. Unlike my girls, Richard never used the M-word when referring to me—I’d told him I didn’t like hearing it from another man. A gift from Xandra, the vampire had once been the sluga to Ivan Grozny, my mortal enemy. He’d walked the path between loyalty to his Lord and respect for a clearly superior opponent right up until Xandra slaughtered Grozny before the Nightlords’ Cotillion. He was grateful I’d given him a safe place to land, and I was grateful to have such a knowledgeable vampire as my liaison to the Nightlords. 
 
    “Someone clear a space for him,” I said, gesturing toward the trio of bear shifters on the far couch. Alicia hustled her clan sisters, Nadine and Gisele, from the love seat, then helped Courtney to lay the vampire down across the cushions. “How are you holding up, sluga?” 
 
    “I’ve been better,” Richard admitted with a faint smile. “But it’s almost been worth it, to be waited upon by such a vision of loveliness.” 
 
    Having just laid Richard down, Courtney gasped. Her face flushed as red as a fire hydrant as the room filled with giggles and titters. “I did not mean to shame you,” Richard said, taking the redhead’s hand. “It’s only…” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed,” Courtney said quickly. She stood up to her full height, giving the room a fierce look. “This man is a hero.” 
 
    “Couldn’t agree with you more,” I said, stilling the conversation among my women. “I’m glad he’s being looked after.” 
 
    Before Courtney could be embarrassed any further, a static crackling sound filled the room. It came from a baby monitor on a table near the door, which was suddenly being fought over by no less than four different girls. 
 
    Next to me, Riley stiffened. “That’s my baby,” the red-headed mage said, practically leaping out of her seat. “He probably needs me—” 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Soojin said smoothly, stepping into the breach. The girls shared parenting duties more efficiently—and more naturally—than any other family I’d ever seen. “I’ll grab both of the babies, actually. They’re likely to be hungry this time of night.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Carli told me, running her fingers across my chest. “Kid’s sucking on me night and day. My titties are more sore than when Derek made the damn brat.” She wiggled her eyebrows at that, letting me know she was just joking. 
 
    “I can get him,” Riley protested, using her spectacular pout. For many members of my harem, the mage’s tendency to start acting like a barely legal brat whenever she didn’t get her way was aggravating—but for me, it was major boner fuel. Something about the way she said the word Daddy… it did shit to me, man. 
 
    “Both of you should be resting,” Soojin said in a gently chiding tone. She disappeared into the hallway before either of my mates could protest, and soon the sound of her gentle coos filled the baby monitor. 
 
    “Resting,” Carli snorted. Her fingers quested lower, fiddling with my belt right in front of the rest of my girls like it was the most natural thing in the world. “It’s been almost three weeks now! And I’m not like your precious flower Riley over there—I’ve got a shifter’s anatomy. Momma’s ready to feel Daddy inside of her again. I haven’t gotten laid in so long I’m starting to squeak when I walk…” 
 
    “You should listen to doctor’s orders,” I said, grunting as her hand stroked my bulge through my pants. I swore I could see the other girls in the group salivating as my cock throbbed to its full length and girth, straining the fabric. “Once everything’s cleared and it’s safe, I… fuck that’s good… I promise I’ll give you a pounding that’ll have you walking funny for a week…” 
 
    “But I wanna get pounded now,” Carli whimpered, sounding almost as bratty about it as Riley. “I shaved my kitty tonight for you and everything, Derek. I’ve been looking forward to riding the Dragon all fucking day—” 
 
    Riley looked like she wanted to shove Carli aside and start tearing off my belt buckle, but just then the only thing in the world that could stop two ravenous girls came to pass. Soojin stepped into the living room, carrying my babies. 
 
    Instantly, the mood in the room changed. No matter how many times my harem basked in the sight of my newborn son and daughter, the oohs and ahhs never failed to materialize. They’re still going to be doing that when my kids are eighteen, I thought with a smile. To be fair, I can understand why. They’re stinking cute… 
 
    They most certainly were. Soojin carried each of the babies under her arms, each wrapped in their own individualized blankets. My daughter had been wrapped in a rich purple robe, covered in miniature flames of a much darker, more regal shade. My son’s blanket was—what else?—pure crimson, covered in the same Dragon sigil that lay tattooed across my chest. Soojin handed the babies to their mothers, each of whom beamed with pride. 
 
    One of the most confusing things about being a dad in the Dragon’s Hoard was that my children didn’t have names yet. Under normal, human circumstances Carli, Riley, and I would have already picked out names long before the birth, but according to ancient shifter tradition, that wasn’t the way these things worked. As the firstborn son and daughter of the clan, my heirs were to be given their names at a special ceremony, attended by representatives of every section of supernatural society—like a miniature Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw. 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell my girls that a full get-together of supernatural society wasn’t looking terribly likely any longer. Not after I punched Tomas Karkosa in the face and basically declared war on his Council. I doubted I’d be getting any invitations to his next soiree. 
 
    Once the babies had been cooed over long enough to calm everybody down, Tallulah took control of the situation with a suggestion. “I think we all should get some rest,” the thunderbird shifter said, rolling her shoulders. “We still have a lot to talk about, but it’s been one exhausting night. Maybe we should table this until coffee tomorrow?” 
 
    It was exactly what I’d been hoping for. “That sounds wonderful,” I said, handing my daughter back to Carli. “Everyone go back to your rooms and crash, except for whoever’s turn it is to keep an eye on the baby monitor. I’d feel a hell of a lot better about that if we had the rest of this cave complex built out…” 
 
    There was no helping it. The tunnels underneath of Carli’s warehouse were massive, and when I’d first come down here, the living space had basically been an unfinished rumpus room in an empty cave. We’d expanded the place considerably, using a great deal of money and the help of some unaffiliated mages who sold their services—but large sections of the cave complex remained unfinished, little more than bare rock and high ceilings. It could get creepy, especially at night. 
 
    As the girls made their way back to their rooms, I raised my voice and made a final announcement. “There’s two people I need to speak to before I go to bed. And I need to talk to both of them alone, one-on-one.” 
 
    Now that was a hell of a way to get my harem’s attention. Soojin, who had been just about to disappear down the hallway (it was her turn to be on baby duty tonight) cocked an eyebrow and asked the question the rest of my harem were afraid to. 
 
    “Of course, my Lord,” the Asian MILF said smoothly, even punctuating it with a little curtsy. “Who might that be?” 
 
    From the looks on the faces of my women, everyone thought I was choosing my bed partners for the night. They couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    “First, I need to speak alone with my sluga,” I said, gesturing at Richard on the couch. “There are things he and I need to discuss in private. And then… I need to talk to you, Soojin.” 
 
    Was that a little twitch I saw in her face when I said that? I couldn’t tell for sure. She definitely looked a bit less comfortable than she had a few moments ago, though. 
 
    Soojin covered her surprise with a deep bow, clasping her hands just beneath her breasts. “Of course, my Lord,” she said, as formal as a geisha. “I’ll wait for you in my quarters. Whenever you’ve finished with your other meeting, come to me.” She held up the baby monitor. “Who wants to swap bottle duty with me tonight?” 
 
    In the end, they decided to give the job to Nadine. The rest of the crew cleared out of the living room, although Courtney was extremely reluctant to leave Richard on his own. “You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked, clutching the vampire’s hand in two of her own. 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine,” Richard assured her. The man might have talked like some kind of old-world aristocrat, but he definitely had game. Just the way he looked at Courtney had my normally stoic assistant eating out of the palm of his hand. “The Dragon’s command to get some rest applies to you, too, Courtney. And that doesn’t mean the broom closet.” 
 
    Courtney let out a titter at that, as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “There’s plenty of empty beds,” she said, looking down the hall with a significant expression. “I guess I’ll just grab one…?” 
 
    The implication couldn’t be clearer. I just hoped Richard didn’t rip that wound of his open during whatever treatment Courtney gave him later. 
 
    Once the two of us were alone, I grabbed another beer and pulled up a chair close to the couch.  
 
    “I would serve you, my Lord,” my vampire attendant said, sitting up weakly. “But under the circumstances, it would likely only damage me further…” 
 
    “Tell that to your girlfriend later,” I said with a smile, sipping the beer. 
 
    Unlike Courtney, my sluga could hear things like that without being offended. “Mortals,” the vampire said, a strange smile on his face. “They always want to do things so quickly. ‘Carpe diem’ and all that.” 
 
    “‘Seize the day’,” I said, translating. “But you and I are creatures of the Night, aren’t we, Richard?” 
 
    He looked back at me and nodded. “What did you wish to discuss, my lord?” 
 
    I scooted the chair a bit closer and dropped my voice. It wasn’t that I suspected any of my women of being spies or anything like that—far from it. They were all loyal to fault, incapable of betraying me thanks to the bond that linked them to me. But some of them had a tendency to gossip. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, only to truly notice Richard’s weakened state. “Before we talk, is there anything I can get you?” I asked. 
 
    I could tell Richard Enfield appreciated the gesture. “You might help me sit up, my Lord,” the man confessed, looking a little sheepish. “I’d much rather continue this conversation sitting up man to man, rather than laying down.” 
 
    I slipped my hands beneath his arms and helped him to a sitting position, propping him up against the plush cushion of the couch. He winced with pain as he was moved, then relaxed against the backing and looked relieved. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” my sluga said. 
 
    “No worries. Anything else I can do to help speed your recovery along?” 
 
    The vampire shook his head. “Your assistant made a very gracious offer a short time ago of an opportunity to feed. After some fresh blood and a day’s rest, I should be right back on my feet.” 
 
    Oh, I just bet Courtney offered to let you bite her, I thought. I didn’t say it, but the grin on my face surely conveyed my thoughts to Richard. You sly devil, you… 
 
    “I’m sure Tallulah and the others already clued you in on what happened after we left for the Realm of the Spellscribes,” I began. 
 
    He nodded. “She and the other harem members who were there gave me a full report. I only regret I was unable to assist you in the assault on the fortress—a sluga’s place is next to his Lord.” 
 
    “You were hurt,” I said with a shrug. There was no shame in it—and by my gesture, I made it perfectly clear that Richard wasn’t to feel ashamed, either. “You took a bullet for me, man. That takes guts.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the vampire said, looking proud. Then a cloud passed over his face. “I have to admit, sir, that your discoveries relating to Raya are most troubling. Even my former Master believed your mother to be an unwitting tool of the Spellscribes. To discover that she’s actually been running them from the shadows for some time, well… it certainly changes the way we view power in the supernatural world.” 
 
    I didn’t need Richard to remind me of that. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about Mom being an active participant in whatever the Spellscribes were cooking up, rather than a sort of hostage. I wanted to trust her when she told me she was on the side of good, and that everything she’d done behind the scenes was for a good reason. I mean, hell, she’s my mother! 
 
    But I couldn’t help feeling betrayed by Raya’s actions. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized the signs had been there from the beginning—in Mom’s extreme skill with Mana Magic, and in her willingness to kill to remove objectives from her path. My mom wasn’t the kind, matronly figure I’d always perceived her as. She was something far stranger, and far more complicated. 
 
    Could she really be an enemy? 
 
    “As strange as it sounds, it’s not actually my mother I want to talk to you about,” I said, clearing my throat. “It’s about what happened after Xandra and I flew off together. You see…” 
 
    Richard lifted his hands, giving me an awkward smile. “I don’t need to know all the details, my Lord,” the man informed me, sounding like a dapper gentleman who’d just heard some coarse talk around the dinner table. “The fact that the Queen of the Nightlords has been bound to you and you’ve been given the title of Royal Consort is more than enough information for my purposes. And congratulations, I might add. Xandra is quite the get for your burgeoning Hoard.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, meaning it. False modesty had never suited me. “But it’s not about that, Richard. I’ll save that kind of talk for my girls. It’s about what happened after.” 
 
    Then I told him. 
 
    Richard’s eyes got wide and stayed that way as I related the details of the strange Zone that Xandra took me to after our long, sweaty session in her sex dungeon. By the time I made it to the part about my father’s ruined castle and the destroyed village that surrounded it, the vampire had somehow managed to sit up straighter in his seat with an awe-struck expression. 
 
    “So the rumors are true,” Richard gasped, his pain dismissed for the moment. “The Forgotten Lord is your father!” 
 
    I did a double take. “You knew about this?” I asked. The thought that my sluga might already know the truth of my parentage had occurred to me, though Richard had denied it on at least one occasion. But that was back when he’d been sworn to my enemy Ivan Grozny, which meant he might have been forced to lie. 
 
    “One hears all sorts of rumors,” Richard explained, catching himself a bit. “The lords of the Nightlord Houses are incorrigible gossips, and the question of who fathered the new Dragon was of course a subject that would engender all manner of speculation. The Forgotten Lord was a possible candidate, of course… but it was merely one among many. I wouldn’t have given you my suspicions unless I’d been able to make them clearer, my Lord.” 
 
    His explanation made sense. “You can consider them pretty fucking clear now,” I said, tipping back my beer. “The Forgotten Lord? The Nightlords even gave him a nickname?” 
 
    Richard spread his hands. “We had to—his name was lost to time,” my sluga explained. “He committed great atrocities against our kind, culling many noble houses. His presence lives in infamy, even if his name does not.” 
 
    Huh. So Richard had an explanation for why he and the rest of the Nightlords couldn’t remember this ‘Forgotten Lord’. In his view, it was a kind of punishment. I figured I wouldn’t tell him the explanation Xandra had given me—not until I had more information to go on, at any rate. He was right about one thing: you shouldn’t voice a theory until you had some evidence to back it up. 
 
    “He lives,” I explained. “My father. I don’t know where, and I don’t know how. But he’s out there, somewhere. We have to find him.” 
 
    Richard regarded me for a long moment, then nodded. “You’re absolutely right, my Lord. We need to find him as soon as possible—if for no other reason than keeping other Nightlords from finding him first.” 
 
    This caused my brows to furrow together. “Pardon? I don’t get it.” 
 
    My sluga sucked his teeth. “There are many who would love to do to your father exactly what was done to his previous Kingdom. Namely, tear it down brick by brick and salt the earth. You see, the Nightlords have many old rivalries and enmities, even between the most noble of Houses. We’ve quarreled, fought, killed each other in duels or assassinations or occasionally in open combat. But there are rules about vampiric warfare, my Lord. Your father—the Forgotten Lord—violated our oldest and most sacred taboos.” 
 
    From what Richard was saying, this was even more serious than Xandra had made it sound. “What did he do?” I asked, unable to stop myself. “What was so much more horrible than going after other Nightlords.” 
 
    Richard swallowed hard. “He targeted families,” the vampire explained. “Advisors, slugas, the ordinary people who provide our families with supplies of blood and labor. The Nightlords do not take these things lightly, my Lord. Many of these relationships go back centuries, with families serving for many generations.” 
 
    It’s like the Mafia, I thought, the pieces clicking together in my brain. They kill each other, but they leave the wives and children alone.  
 
    “The things the Forgotten Lord did to them… even for a culture used to savagery, it turns the stomach,” Richard said, making a distasteful expression. “I can tell you the details, my Lord, though I’d certainly refrain if any women were present…” 
 
    That’s cute, I thought. Richard was a chivalrous vampire, but my women could handle anything I could. The last thing they needed was one of my servants believing them too ‘delicate’ for the harsh facts of life. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said, shaking my head. “I can imagine. And I’m guessing he turned on his own House first, right? Killed his servants and retainers, then went to war with the rest of Nightlord society.” 
 
    It wasn’t often that I got to see Richard Enfield caught flat-footed. The look of shock on the face of a man usually so well-prepared was a rare treat, indeed. “Yes, my Lord. How did you know that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just followed from something Xandra told me.” 
 
    The two of us sat silently in thought for a short time. Richard had given me the backstory I needed—and a warning on top of that. I needed to find my father, because I sensed that doing so would solve the mystery of what the hell Raya was doing with the Spellscribes. But I knew now that such investigations wouldn’t be appreciated by Nightlord society. Or worse: they might inspire the noble houses to track the elder vampire down and put a stake through his heart before I could interrogate him. 
 
    Richard was clearly thinking along the same lines. “Sir, as your sluga, what I believe ought to be done is this. I should begin, slowly and carefully, to put feelers out for links to lore about the Forgotten Lord and his possible hiding places. I’ll stick to trusted sources and move in the shadows wherever possible, to avoid arousing suspicion. In the meantime, you can use the powers of the Royal Consort to perform your own, more public investigation.” 
 
    That all sounded like a good idea—except for the last point. “Why would I do that?” I asked. 
 
    Richard Enfield chuckled. “You haven’t gotten a feel for Nightlord society yet, my Lord. Running from noble family to noble family making a lot of noise will focus all eyes on you, allowing me to probe deeper without being detected. You have a tendency to gather attention wherever you go, and it’s high time we used that to our advantage, rather than the opposite.” 
 
    His frankness made me laugh. “I suppose I can see that,” I told the vampire. “Alright, we’ll do just that. Once you’re healed up, I want you on the case. Leave no stone unturned, and get me any information on this ‘Forgotten Lord’ that you can. Let’s help him get a little bit less forgotten.” 
 
    Richard looked both pleased to have been chosen, and grateful that our conversation was coming to an end. Just sitting up had taken a lot out of the man, which made me wonder what Courtney could possibly want from him tonight in the bedroom. I was sure my assistant would be plenty resourceful, though, when the time came. 
 
    “I have a couple of leads I may wish to look into shortly,” the vampire said, shakily getting to his feet. “That is, if you can manage to be without me for a few days once I’m healed…?” 
 
    I put an arm around the vampire’s shoulder, helping him down the hall. “I’ve done alright for myself so far,” I assured my sluga. “You get me the info I need, and I’ll take care of the Nightlords’ attention. Trust me, all eyes will be on me.” 
 
    I left Richard Enfield at the door of the room Courtney had commandeered, looking tired but happy. Hopefully once he had a little blood in him, he’d be on his way to having a much better night. 
 
    As for me, I had another job to do. As complicated as it had been, coordinating things with my sluga was actually the easy meeting I had to have before I could catch some shut eye. This next one was liable to be a whole lot worse. 
 
    I had to go talk to Soojin—and find out what my harem girl knew about my father and Raya and when she’d known it. If she’d been holding out on me, holding out on our family… 
 
    Well. Let’s just say the rage of a Dragon is a terrible thing to behold. 
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    The smell of jasmine filled the hallway as I drew closer to Soojin’s quarters. As one of the first women to join my harem, she had pride of place when it came to where she chose to lay her head at night, and she’d chosen a suite not far from the elevator leading back to the surface. It was far enough from the complex’s main channel to give her and anyone visiting her a little privacy, while close enough for her to rise quickly in the event of an emergency or an issue with the babies. I’d slipped in there on many a night for a quickie, leaving my own scent to mingle with hers in the sheets. 
 
    Normally, I would have entered without a second thought, claiming her room like it was my own. But tonight, I knocked. To say I felt anxious about this meeting would have been a massive understatement. I wanted a moment to compose myself, to prepare for what was coming. 
 
    As the sounds of my knocks faded, a feminine voice came from the opposite side of the door. “Enter,” Soojin said, sounding a little surprised that I hadn’t just come right in. 
 
    I understood why once I opened the door. Soojin’s room had several bookcases and shelves to hold all her apothecary gear, and tonight nearly every inch of empty space had been filled with candles. Their flames flickered gently in the dim room, adding a romantic ambiance to the bedroom that was further accentuated by the woman herself. 
 
    Soojin lay in the center of her mattress, wearing a rich silk kimono covered in cherry blossoms. She’d done her hair up with chopsticks and untied her sash, painting her eyes with dark makeup and her lips with a cherry gloss that made any man who looked at her think about how they’d look wrapped around his cock. Her robe lay half-open, exposing the inside of her ample breasts and the taut valley between her thighs. Unlike most of my harem girls, Soojin didn’t shave herself completely bare between her legs—she wore a narrow band of trimmed pubic hair, framing her glistening slit like the top of an exclamation point. 
 
    “Welcome home, my king,” the MILF panted, her head lolling back on her shoulders like she’d been waiting to make that pose since she excused herself to the bedroom. “You are triumphant yet again. I’m so proud of you.” She patted the mattress next to her. “Come over here and let me take care of you…” 
 
    I paused. Could it really be that Soojin didn’t know how much trouble she was in? Or maybe she was trying to distract me with her raw sex appeal—which, to be fair, was considerable. She definitely had a way about her, this girl did. When she talked all maternal to me, telling me all about how special I was and how proud I made her, it gave me fetishes I hadn’t even known I had. 
 
    Cool it, Derek, I told myself, walking across the bedroom. I kept my eyes on Soojin’s the whole time, waiting to see if her reaction changed. Business first, then pleasure. 
 
    If she was worried about the questions I might ask her, she certainly didn’t show it. She just looked eager for me to curl up next to her, to surrender myself to her skilled hands, tongue, and pussy. I unbuckled my belt and sat where she indicated, staring at her. 
 
    Soojin rolled over immediately, snuggling against me like I was a soldier who’d been at war for years, coming home at last. “My sweet boy,” she purred, those glossy lips brushing against my cheek. “Tell me how I can relax you. You’re so tense… you deserve anything you want, my king. Command me, and I will obey…” 
 
    I cleared my throat. Soojin’s voice was smoke and sex, but I couldn’t follow its siren song. Not yet, at least. 
 
    “I have some questions,” I said, keeping my voice studiously neutral. 
 
    At last, Soojin seemed to realize I hadn’t come here to pound her brains out. “What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting up in bed. The robe swished around her curvy hips, and she made no move to use it to cover up. “Derek, you’re angry at me. What have I done to hurt you?” 
 
    I could feel my brows furrowing. “How can you not know? How could you possibly not know all of this already? How could you be keeping it from me?” 
 
    Soojin’s mouth worked soundlessly as she tried to catch up to me. I watched her eyes fill with sympathy as she realized how agitated I was, realized that she really hadn’t expected me to come at her with this tonight. 
 
    “Derek, I have no idea what I’ve done to make you so upset,” the MILF said in a worried tone, gently squeezing my shoulders with her fingers. “Please, talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong!” 
 
    The word hissed out of me like a kettle boiling over: “Raya.” 
 
    Soojin fell silent. 
 
    “You were her best friend for years,” I said. “You worked with her, the two of you were part of some kind of mage and shifter alliance. You’re really had no idea about her history with the Nightlords? About my father?” 
 
    That quieted Soojin down in a hurry. She looked down at the mattress, gathering the hem of her robe around her. “Your father,” she said in a different tone. “I see.” 
 
    “You see?” my voice came out in a growl. I didn’t want to be angry at her, but I couldn’t keep my emotions from bubbling over. 
 
    “Damn you, Raya,” Soojin swore. She put a hand to her forehead and let out a sound that sounded like a sob. “How was I supposed to know when I made that promise that I’d end up like this? That your son and I would be… would be…” 
 
    “Bound,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Start talking, Soojin. Now. If you ever want to regain your place in my heart, you’d better start talking—” 
 
    All the color drained from Soojin’s face. “Oh Derek, no! My darling, my sweetness, I never betrayed you. I never would. I promise you!” 
 
    I wanted to believe Soojin. I’d give her a chance to explain herself. 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said. 
 
    Soojin looked around the room, brushing out of her face, then rose from the bed and tied her robe closed. I was sorry to see those curves disappear for the moment, but it was probably for the best—she knew exactly how distracting she could be wearing nothing but an open robe and a smile. It was why she’d waited for me in that getup. 
 
    “Your mother and I worked together for a long time,” Soojin began, smoothing the skirt of the robe over her hips. “We were very, very good days. How can I explain to you what that time was like? It was different, it was the 80’s—mages and shifters were just coming off a protracted period of antagonism, we were all looking at each other like the war might kick back off any day! It was the Wild West out there, and the only thing I could depend on was Raya…” 
 
    “You two cared about each other,” I said. It wasn’t a question—Mom had spoken well of Soojin more than enough times to let me know she considered the woman a part of her family. “I get that part, Soojin.” 
 
    “Bear with me,” she replied, still with that pleading look on her face. “I’m trying to make you understand the circumstances around Raya’s pregnancy. Around you, and how you came into the world.” 
 
    I could get with that. I also understood that the desperation written all over Soojin now turned me on more than I wanted to admit. It felt a little wrong to be holding so much power over one of my harem members—but also intoxicating. Suddenly I understood how someone as powerful as me—a Nightlord, say—could be corrupted under the right circumstances. 
 
    “It took me years of working with Raya to get up the courage to ask where she went between missions,” Soojin explained. Her lips formed a tight little line, as if feeling the frustration she’d experienced on all those nights after saving the world with my mother. “Even though she trusted me—trusted me enough to put her life in my hands—I think she was afraid for me to learn the truth. Because she didn’t know how I’d react. I hope that’s all it was, at least. I pray Raya never thought I was leaking secrets back to the shifters. I would never have done that to her.” 
 
    That, at much, I believed. “Go on.” 
 
    Soojin swallowed hard. “Eventually, Raya told me,” she said, looking almost pleased at the memory. “Not the specifics, her House or Zone, but that she lived with the Nightlords. She never confessed to me that she was Lady Sinclair or anything like that, but I was a smart cookie even then. I could put two and two together—I knew her beau was someone powerful among the Nightlords.” 
 
    You have no idea how powerful, I thought. “She never told you who the father was?” 
 
    Soojin shook her head. “And I never asked. I had my guesses, of course. Who wouldn’t? But I kept Raya’s confidence, and I kept her secrets. Whatever she might have been up to, Raya was squeaky clean enough that both the mages and the shifters overseeing our program were willing to clear her for top secret missions. Who was I to go digging into her private life, when even my superiors trusted her? Besides, Raya was my best friend.” 
 
    The more Soojin spoke, the more I began to understand. Keeping secrets for a friend was a perfectly logical thing to do—laudable, even, for how long Soojin had been able to keep Raya’s connection to the Nightlords under her hat. But there were still pieces of the puzzle missing. 
 
    “So that explains why you never told me about all this once you joined the Dragon’s Hoard,” I said, looking the shifter straight in the eyes. “After all, Raya was still with us back then—if she wanted to tell me the truth about the Nightlords, you figured she’d decide to tell me herself. But why keep it secret after she went to the Spellscribes? Why keep up the charade?” 
 
    Soojin sighed heavily, as if she were dreading this part. “Because,” she whispered, the corners of her eyes filling with tears. “Your mother asked me to, Derek.” 
 
    Oh shit. Suddenly it all made sense. All this time, Soojin had been tearing herself apart—walking a tightrope line between her friendship and loyalty to Raya and her love for me. She’d never expected to be bound to Raya’s son in this way—to become his lover in addition to his friend, his maternal figure. As a result, she had no idea how to proceed. 
 
    “It’s been killing you to keep your mouth shut, hasn’t it?” I asked. “I mean, shit, you’re such a natural submissive. Hiding something, even if Raya asked you to, had to be painful as hell…” 
 
    Tears flowed freely down Soojin’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” she begged, burying her face in her hands. “I didn’t… Raya put me in an impossible situation! She made me swear when you were born to keep all these things from you—just like she never wanted you to know about shifters and mages in the first place! And then, before she left to go work with the Spellscribes, she reminded me of all that. Honestly, I’d practically forgotten my pledge.” A harsh, flat bark of a laugh left the MILF’s lips. “Your mom is one of the most wonderful women I’ve ever met—and also the most frustrating. You have no idea what kind of hell she’s put me through…” 
 
    I nodded slowly, processing all this. So the truth was out at last. Mentally, I ticked a few things off on my fingers as I watched Soojin weep. One: she knew Raya spent time with the Nightlords before she had me. Two: she suspected a powerful Nightlord was my father, but without evidence she hadn’t wanted to speak over Raya herself. It made me think of Richard Enfield, and his caution in bringing unfounded theories to his lord. 
 
    “What did you think when Raya lost her memory?” I blurted, putting my arms around Soojin’s waist. “That had to be weird, right? It didn’t prompt you to do any searching?” 
 
    “They told us it was a side-effect of a mission,” Soojin said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Having my arms around her comforted the woman like nothing else—except maybe what usually came after throwing my arms around her. “Honestly, I barely even noticed. I know that’s a terrible thing to say, but it was only Raya’s memories of the Nightlords that were affected. Our friendship, our careers—none of that was touched. So it was easy to keep on working with her, like nothing had changed…” 
 
    Wow. That sounded a little ghoulish, but at the same time, I could understand where Soojin was coming from. Mom’s dad, my grandfather, had suffered from dementia, and while that wasn’t the same thing at all, there were times where you could converse with him and never know that anything was strange or unusual about his memory until you stumbled onto one of the many gaps that the disease had eaten away in his life. I could see it as something like that—a hole in Raya’s private life that would rarely come up during work hours. 
 
    Still, it was a lot to take in.  
 
    “You’ve always been acting on my mother’s behalf,” I said. “That’s a good thing, Soojin—really. I mean that.” 
 
    The shifter relaxed, relief flooding her face. “Thank you, Derek,” she said, sounding like she meant it from the bottom of her heart. “I knew you would understand. We both love Raya, and we both want what’s best for all of us.” 
 
    “Even so, I don’t want you lying to me. I could have used a head’s up about Raya’s memories long before we all went to the Realm of the Spellscribes. If there’s anything else you’re holding back from me, you need to tell it to me now.” 
 
    A strange look flickered across Soojin’s face. “You’re certain about that, Derek?” 
 
    Huh? What was she hiding? And why did she look like she was about to burst out laughing? “Of course I am,” I said. “I want you to be with me, Soojin, to be a part of the clan. But I can’t have you with us if I can’t trust you.” 
 
    “Very well.” Soojin was nodding now, grinning like she had a secret she wanted to share with me. “I don’t have anything else about Raya or the Spellscribes to tell you, sir. But there is a secret I’ve been keeping from you for the last day or so.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The shifter grinned. “Tessa is pregnant.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. In a flash, I saw the next nine months as if they were on a film reel being played on fast forward: Tessa on television with a baby bump, answering questions from an excited press corp; Tessa laying around the hideout on bedrest, being waited on hand and foot by my other girls; Tessa crying out in labor while Soojin helped her bring my newest son or daughter into the world. As deep as the bonds between myself and my harem girls were, Tessa and I were about to be joined in the most primal way a man and a woman can share their existence. From this point on, she’d forever be the mother of my child. 
 
    “Tessa…” I trailed off, a big dumb grin spreading across my face. “You’re sure? You’ve confirmed it?” 
 
    “I haven’t done the full workup like I did with Carli and Riley,” Soojin said with a giggle. “I simply haven’t had the time. But Miss Butler has apparently taken about a hundred tests over the last forty-eight hours, and all of them are positive. Tessa’s going to have your baby, Derek.” 
 
    You could have knocked me over with a feather. Suddenly, chastising Soojin didn’t seem like the most important thing in the world—if anything, it had suddenly become counterproductive. I needed Soojin to help look after the babies, and if the supercharged fertility that had given me Carli and Riley’s kids had spread to the rest of the harem, we were about to have a lot of babies soon. 
 
    “That’s wonderful news,” I said, hugging Soojin tight. She came with a squeal, her body relaxing as she realized I was no longer mad at her. “Do you think more members of the Hoard will start having babies, now that my firstborn son and daughter are here?” 
 
    Soojin looked thoughtful. “I’d been expecting this to happen after the naming ceremony,” she confessed, thinking of the meeting where Carli and Riley would officially give my firstborn heirs their names. “The fact that it’s happening so quickly, well… it means you’re a very virile man, Dragon. And you’ve got a lot of fertile women around you, aching to get knocked up.” 
 
    Damn straight, I thought. Ovaries explode when I walk in the room. And speaking of which… 
 
    “Come here,” I said, leaning back against the headboard. I put my hand under Soojin’s ass and pulled, guiding the Asian beauty to my side. All around us, the candles flickered and shone, filling the room with that romantic, dim light. 
 
    A sly look spread across Soojin’s face. “Now do you understand why I did what I did, Dragon?” She looked hopeful as could be, her face honest and open. “Am I forgiven?” 
 
    Thwack! My hand came down on Soojin’s unprotected ass cheek, filling the room with a meaty slap. 
 
    The shifter groaned in mingled pain and pleasure, her thighs clenching together as the sensation infiltrated her body. Suddenly, she was grinding her hot little pussy against my thigh, practically panting with need. 
 
    “Understand? Yes.” I rubbed her thigh, peeling back the robe until her entire right lay exposed and on display for me. Then I leaned in and pulled Soojin’s erect nipple into my mouth, sucking it while she arched her back with bliss. “I understand why you kept this information from me, even though you wanted to tell me everything. But as for forgiveness…” 
 
    I brought my hand down on Soojin’s other ass cheek, slapping it even harder than before. A little grunt left Soojin’s glossy lips, her eyes going glassy and drugged with arousal as her pussy boiled over with heat. 
 
    “Let’s just say you’re going to have to earn that,” I said. “I need to burn off some of this emotion. You think you can handle that, babe? Get back into my good graces by being a slutty little girl for me?” 
 
    In an instant, Soojin was the submissive sex kitten every man longed to possess. “Yes, Master,” the shifter whimpered, shrugging off her kimono. The silky fabric slid down her ample curves, coming to rest at the swell of her ass. Her bare breasts were heavy and full, one nipple sporting a faint bite mark where I’d been a little too enthusiastic with my mouth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Roll over,” I grunted. “I want to spank that ass some more, slut.” 
 
    Soojin did as I asked, removing her robe completely and setting it to the side before flipping over onto her taut tummy. Her round ass rolled behind her like a hill, her knees flexed just so to give it a little extra bounce as she stuck her pert behind into the air. Despite her age, you could bounce a quarter off Soojin’s ass—she had the kind of body women young enough to be her daughter would kill for. 
 
    I didn’t return to spanking her right away. She anticipated it, for one thing—it was much more pleasurable to let my hands roam over her ass, grazing her curves with the tips of my nails as I sized her up. None of my girls were quite into pain to the extent of Xandra the Vampire Queen, but they all enjoyed at least a bit of the rough stuff in the bedroom. Soojin was more of the “hold you tight and whisper sweet words into your ear while you shoot inside her” kind of girl, but she could definitely hold her own where the kinky stuff was concerned. 
 
    I could feel the heat rolling from between her thighs, like an open oven door. I spread her knees with my foot, showing off more of her dripping wet slit and the pink folds inside of them, then ran my free hand up the swell of her ass. 
 
    “You’ve been a bad girl,” I said, my eyes on fire with need. “Bad, lying little slut. Say you’re sorry, Soojin.” 
 
    “I’m soooo sorry!” She sounded just as bratty as Riley when she did that. “I should have come running to you right away, Dragon! I’m such a stupid, stupid little slut! I promise I’ll be a good girl for you from now on—AHH!” 
 
    I’d just brought my hand down on the same spot I’d hit before, reddening Soojin’s ass even further. I pummeled Soojin’s ass with more strokes, tying her hair around my fingers with my free hand for leverage while I smacked her round booty again and again. 
 
    Her pussy gushed with every strike, and her ass wiggled back and forth like she couldn’t wait for more spanking. Soojin clearly got off on this just as much as I did, and the begging just added to it. What a girl, I thought, my cock throbbing against her thigh. I’m a lucky man… 
 
    “I don’t know that I believe you,” I said, letting go of Soojin’s hair. She let out a little gasp of frustration at the lack of pressure behind her head, only to groan with bliss as that free hand massaged her between her thighs. I stabbed into her with two fingers, working my index and middle digits like a cock while my other hand spanked her, using a steady, driving rhythm. Each stroke slapped from bottom to top, making her booty jiggle as my fingers made wet squelching sounds in her pussy. 
 
    “Pleeeease,” Soojin whined, sounding like her brain was about to overheat from the mixture of agony and bliss. “Please fuck me, Master! Oh God, I need to be fucked!” 
 
    The hand that had been spanking her wrapped around her throat, gently choking her from behind while my fingers pumped inside of her. “What will you do to show me you’re sorry?” I asked. 
 
    Soojin was so blissed out she couldn’t respond at first. “What… whatever you want,” she panted, lifting herself up on her knees and arching her back to try and get more of me inside her. “Anything, baby! Please, please let me make it up to you!” 
 
    I let my eyes roam over her body. Her taut thighs, her heavy breasts, her glossy lips… oh yes. Those lips. She’d made them up all plump and glistening just for me, because she knew how much I loved seeing my cock stretch them out. That was just the ticket. 
 
    “I’m thinking you should perform a few acts of service,” I grunted, my fingers going deep into her channel as my hand made her ass sting. “You’ve been driving me crazy with those hot little lips of yours, and I think it’s only fair that I ought to have them whenever I want. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Yes!” Soojin cried. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she rode my fingers, the pain amplifying her pleasure until her body trembled like a leaf beneath me. “I’m yours, Master, fuck I’m so yours!” 
 
    “I’m glad we agree,” I said. The hand pumping between her legs covered her mouth, and I slid the fingers coated in her juice into her mouth and let her taste her own need. Soojin sucked the digits greedily, groaning like a whore all the while. “So it’s settled—I can have your mouth whenever I want. Got it?” 
 
    “Huh?” Soojin looked practically drugged, she was so turned on. I could feel her whining, pressing her body against me like a feral cat. The MILF needed a good dicking; my fingers were good, but not enough to put out the fire inside of her. Only my thick ropes of hot cum could do that, and only if I sprayed them all the way into the back of her pussy. “Yes, of course, Master. Blowjobs? I’ll give them to you whenever you want!” 
 
    “Whenever I want,” I repeated. “Whenever I snap my fingers”—I did so, right in front of Soojin’s face—“I want you to come over and suck my cock. Wherever we are, whoever else is in the room, even if we’re out in public, you kneel before me like a good girl and take my cock down your throat. And you don’t stop until you get a hot mouthful of my cum.” 
 
    Soojin’s eyes widened in shock. “Oh, you’re bad,” she gasped, her pussy gushing as she pictured it. “You’d really snap your fingers in the middle of a clan meeting, have me suck you off in front of everyone just like that?” 
 
    “Babe,” I said, “I’d keep on running the meeting while you sucked my cock. Are you willing to show everyone else what a little whore you are in order to earn my forgiveness, Soojin? Will you be a no-limits slut for me?” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting what happened next. Maybe I’d anticipated a bit of resistance from Soojin—or maybe a shameful look as she blushed and demurely agreed to my request. 
 
    Instead, the Asian MILF nibbled her bottom lip and looked like I’d just given her an expensive Christmas present. “Of course, Master,” she purred, impaling herself on my fingers and rocking her hips back and forth like a twerking stripper. “I’m yours to use whenever you want, Derek! Your hot little free use Mommy, ready and eager to swallow you whenever you choose…” 
 
    Fuck! I couldn’t take it anymore. No man could hear a promise like that and not immediately invoke it. 
 
    My hands left the dark-haired beauty, and I pushed myself up on my knees. Crawling over to the edge of the bed, I put my feet flat on the floor and snapped my fingers. “Get over here and prove it,” I said, my voice husky with lust. “Wrap those glossy lips around my cock, Soojin. I want you to swallow every drop…” 
 
    Soojin slid between my legs and onto the floor as if her place was at my feet—as if it had never been otherwise. Without a moment’s hesitation, she lowered her head to my lap and ran her tongue from my balls to my crown, lapping at the precum trickling down my shaft. She actually whimpered with relief, as if being given this opportunity to earn my forgiveness tripped some kind of circuit breaker in her brain.  
 
    Grinning, I grabbed a handful of her hair and lifted her mouth to my swollen head. “Suck it,” I grunted. “Now.” 
 
    Bless Soojin’s heart! The woman understood what I wanted immediately, age and experience giving her insight into the male mind that some other of my harem members lacked. She opened wide and swallowed me down, wet heat enveloping my shaft as she slid those soft, glistening lips all the way down to my balls. If Soojin had ever been born with a gag reflex, joining the Dragon’s Hoard had stripped it away from her—she swallowed me like a treat, taking me all the way down with wet, loving sounds. Her fancy makeup ran down her face in messy smears as tears formed in the corners of her eyes, adding to the effect of a whorish MILF begging my forgiveness. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good,” I grunted, lifting my hips to upthrust into her throat. Now Soojin gagged, though I got the distinct impression she did it for show and to make things hotter and sloppier for me. I used her throat like a pussy, my balls slapping against her chin as I face-fucked my most mature follower like there was no tomorrow. 
 
    The pleasure built and built, becoming a wave that left me dizzy. The candles around the room seemed to burn brighter as orgasm approached, the deep shadows over Soojin’s body making her look like some kind of model in a fancy men’s magazine. She sucked me greedily, working her lips in an even tighter seal as she felt me jerk and swell between her lips. Soojin knew I was about to fill her mouth with cum, and she was eager for it. 
 
    “Here it comes,” I told her, looking down into Soojin’s eyes as I stroked the side of her face. Those orbs filled with love and devotion, concerned only with my pleasure as the MILF used her tongue to push me over the edge. “Swallow it all, Sooj! I want to watch you eat my cum—fuck, I’m going to shoot so much…!” 
 
    I was a man of my word. The head of my cock jerked against the roof of Soojin’s mouth, unleashing a flood of virile cream. Hot jets of liquid lava filled the shifter’s mouth, forcing her to swallow it down greedily. Soojin moaned with bliss and triumph as she drank my load, working her tongue around my shaft to tease every last drop out of my balls. The relief that flooded over me was like a dam bursting—all the anger, rage, and frustration I’d been feeling during my earlier conversation melted away. In its place lay a sensation of peace and contentment, the bond between myself and my woman strengthened by our mutual pleasure. 
 
    Soojin kept sucking gently as I came down from my peak. Most girls in my pre-Dragon life had let go of my dick as soon as those first few jets left the head, leaving me to enjoy the long tail of my orgasm alone. Not Soojin. The MILF kept her mouth on me, sucking and swallowing gently, eager and willing to drink every drop of hot cum my balls wanted to give her. As I finally came down from my peak, she pulled away, then opened her mouth and jerked me off a few times onto her tongue to catch a few errant drops. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I panted, the pleasure ebbing out of me like electric current. I felt like a man in the desert who’d just been given a full bucket of water to drink. Yet the fire inside me hadn’t been extinguished—and it damn sure hadn’t been quenched in Soojin. The MILF had practically left a puddle on the carpet between her legs from how turned on she’d gotten sucking me off. 
 
    “I want you to ride me, Soojin. I’ve got to feel that sweet little pussy…” 
 
    After the rough face fucking Soojin had just taken, a switch in pace was in order. She took to it like a fish in water, grinning as she climbed onto the bed and crawled to me on her hands and knees. 
 
    “My sweet, sweet boy,” the MILF purred, straddling my still rock-hard cock with her dripping slit. “You used me so hard! Did it feel good, shooting your hot load all the way into the back of my throat?” 
 
    “So good,” I said, matching Soojin’s fantasy stroke for stroke. “But I’m still hard.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Soojin giggled, lowering herself onto me. “You just lie back and let Auntie Soojin take care of that, Derek. My softness is exactly what you need to make your hardness feel good. It’s like they were meant for each other…” 
 
    No one could argue with that. My cock stretched Soojin’s walls as she lowered herself onto me, her wet walls squelching as she ground herself down on me an inch at a time. Finally, I bottomed out inside of her, both of us groaning in unison as the awesomeness of full contact washed over us both. 
 
    “Oh gawd,” Soojin panted, her head rocking back on her shoulders. “Fuck, Derek, you’re so big. How are you still so fucking hard!?” 
 
    Grinning, I reached up and grabbed one of Soojin’s tits. “I can’t help it, being around you,” I said, thrusting into her heavenly tightness. “Make me cum, Soojin. You’re forgiven. I want to fill you up—I need it so much…” 
 
    It was exactly what Soojin needed to hear. Me asking her for it activated all the circuits in her brain labeled “MATERNAL” and “GENTLE FEMDOM,” turning her from a submissive sex kitten into something a bit more dominant and teasing—but still utterly focused on my pleasure. The whole ‘naughty mommy’ thing she had going on at times like this really did it for me, too. 
 
    “Oh, you’re filling me up so good!” Soojin panted, working up a sweat as she bounced up and down on top of my dick. “You’re going to make me come, Dragon! I’m so proud of you, dear. You are such a strong, young man. You’re going to cum all over your cock, you’re going to make me feel so good…!” 
 
    A moment later, Soojin’s words dissolved into a cry of passion as she shuddered and came. She went weightless in my arms, her back arching like a bow as huge shuddering sobs of pure bliss tore from her chest. Her tits bounced up and down, bobbing in my face as she rode out her climax, screaming my name. I could faintly hear cheering through the walls, and knew my other girls were all jealous of Soojin in this moment. 
 
    “Good girl,” I grunted, giving her ass a spank as I pounded into her. “You ride me so fucking well, Soojin. But I think I want to finish in a bit more dominant position…” 
 
    Before she could say anything, I grabbed Soojin and flipped her over. Her ankles went onto my shoulders, her legs held together to make her pussy extra tight as I filled her in a modified missionary position that turned her into a human wheelbarrow. I rocked back and forth on my knees, using the momentum to make my strokes even harder as I pumped inside of her like a piston. The room filled with wet squelching sounds as I used her pussy, pounding her hard enough to leave bruises. 
 
    “Yeah! Fuck yeah!” I growled, losing myself in my abandon. My balls bounced against Soojin’s ass, tensing up as I prepared to loose a second load. This one was going inside of her, all the way past her back walls and into her waiting womb. 
 
    Fuck, I wonder if I could get her pregnant, too, I thought, the world turning delirious and spinny as I pushed to the peak right along with her. It would be so hot to have all my girls knocked up at the same time… 
 
    More than anything, that thought carried me over the edge. As Soojin begged and clutched at me, I gave one more hard thrust and buried my cock as deep as I could inside her. With a grunt, I let go, giving into bliss as thick ropes of hot seed sprayed deep into her channel. Each one pulsed with my rapid heartbeat, making me grunt and groan like a caveman from the pleasure. 
 
    “Yes, baby, yes,” Soojin whimpered, grabbing hold of me tight as I filled her pussy. “That’s my good boy, fill me up… God, I’m so warm, you shot so much inside of me… come here, let me show you how proud I am of you…” 
 
    Then I was in her arms, being kissed and caressed as the last few shots of my load drained into Soojin’s pussy. Being held like this wasn’t just pleasurable—it was intimate, sweet, and maternal. I felt loved and supported in Soojin’s arms, at a level beyond mere sex. It would have made a lesser man cry. 
 
    As we both came down from our peaks, Soojin rubbed my sweaty hair and grinned. “I’m so sorry, baby,” she said, giving me a little kiss on the cheek. “Hopefully I was able to earn a reprieve from my Master.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven,” I said, burying my face in her tits. God, I was exhausted. The chase through the Zones, the confrontation with the cultists in the Realm of the Spellscribes… I was really feeling it all now. I needed a break. 
 
    Fortunately, I had a wonderful woman next to me, ready to support me. Along with nearly a dozen other beauties. 
 
    “You’re really going to hold me to my promise, aren’t you?” Soojin asked, arching an eyebrow. When it became clear I wasn’t going to tell her otherwise, she shrugged and grinned. “Oh well. I refuse to feel ashamed about making you feel good. If you want me to drop to my knees and blow you in the middle of a clan meeting, then I guess I’ll just forget about everything but drinking your seed.” 
 
    “Good girl,” I said with a grin, giving her a pat on the bottom. Not a full spank, because Soojin’s ass was looking pretty red. Being rough was fun, but aftercare was important, too. Once the moment was over, I didn’t want to deal any more damage to my girls than was necessary. “I understand, Soojin. I love Raya, too. Hopefully once we figure all this out, we can get her back into the Dragon’s Hoard where she belongs.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Soojin agreed. She rolled onto her side, throwing an arm over my chest, and made it clear that she expected me to stay snuggled up against her for the remainder of the night. “I don’t know about the rest of us, but that woman misses those babies. They might just be enough to convince her to turn away from this path of evil.” 
 
    I still wasn’t sure it was evil. But I didn’t have the strength to argue with Soojin. She’d drained my balls like a trained expert, and her soft body against mine was so comforting that I could barely keep my eyes open. 
 
    “I’m going to get some rest,” I said, laying back against the pillows. “Want to wake me if you hear anything on the baby monitor?” 
 
    “Pssh,” Soojin giggled. “I’ve got the three bears on that tonight. You just lie back and chill, Master. And if you want to try that finger-snapping, instant blowjob thing on me as soon as you wake up in the morning, I’ll be right here…” 
 
    I probably would. That would be fun. But tomorrow, I had something even more important to do. 
 
    I was going to start tracking down the people who could help me find my father. 
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    Soojin’s confessions about Tessa turned out to only be the start. Over the next few days, the number of harem members who were going to have my babies more than doubled. 
 
    Shortly after Tessa revealed her positive result to the rest of the group, Tallulah missed her period. A test confirmed it, and although it was too close to tell if I’d really knocked her up in that alcove during the vampire orgy, I’d always believe in my heart of hearts that I made her pregnant while she was begging me on a balcony to knock her up. 
 
    Hot on her heels, the youngest of the three bear shifters also announced a positive pregnancy test. Gisele, the blonde polar bear shifter—who was a favorite of mine to curl up next to on cold nights. The other two bear shifters hadn’t had much of a chance, though they hadn’t tried to take it—in an odd move, it seemed as if the trio had put their heads together and decided to offer Gisele up first to get knocked up with my heir. It was something I’d been meaning to ask them about for a while, but life always seemed to get in the way. 
 
    Meanwhile, things were changing rapidly in the harem. Tessa took the job Jewel Hayes had offered her with Paranormal News, dropping her gig for Tomas Karkosa to become one of the most recognizable supernatural figures on television. Her show routinely beat out Tucker Carlson and Rachel Maddow in the rankings—it seemed that partisan squabbles just couldn’t hold a candle to actual vampires and werewolves. 
 
    She’d announced her resignation publicly, not wanting to take it to the Nexus personally. I couldn’t blame her—ever since I’d punched Tomas Karkosa at Xandra’s Cotillion, the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw had been radio silent on the topic of myself and my clan. I knew I was no longer welcome in the Nexus, or any of the Council’s other holdings, but I wasn’t sure if this was the sort of thing that would blow over or lead to outright war. Either way, I was ready. I’d wanted to make a move, but Richard Enfield counseled caution—and to let Tessa keep placing pro-Derek stories in the press. The fact that her pregnancy was one of those stories definitely helped matters. 
 
    What I wasn’t making progress on was my father—the so-called ‘Forgotten Lord’. Over the next week, Richard Enfield made overtures to all the noble houses of the Nightlords on a fact-finding mission, trying to get any information he could about the Forgotten Lord’s whereabouts. He’d come back with a boatload of invitations to different Nightlord dinners and parties, but no info. I’d had Tallulah decline all the invites, as they’d eat up too much of my time—particularly because most of them requested the presence of Xandra Romanov as well. 
 
    For her part, Xandra moved with ruthless swiftness to solidify her new hold over the Nightlords. She made a statement denouncing the cultists in the strongest possible terms, and swore to hunt down the culprits and have them publicly executed for attempting to harm so many ‘upstanding citizens of supernatural society’ (her words, not mine). Inquiries were pending. 
 
    As for me, I did everything I could to try and piece together the links between Raya’s secession from House Sinclair, the terrible events my father committed, and the strange memory loss among the Nightlords. Mostly that involved falling down a bunch of Internet rabbit holes, and visiting ancient libraries full of crumbling tomes that had been written before the Nightlords all forgot my father’s name and what he’d done to them. I gained few facts from these missions, but had plenty of fun with my girls. All of them wanted to come, and with the fertility of the harem fully supercharged, they all wanted to be the next girl to get pregnant with the Dragon’s babies. 
 
    Even girls who’d already had kids weren’t immune. As soon as they were able, Carli and Riley threw themselves at me with the fury of cheerleaders trying to tire out the opposing team’s quarterback the night before the big game. I’d taken both of them that first night, and you’ve never seen a more competitive pair of women. It was one of the greatest nights of my fucking life. And all my other women wanted to top it. 
 
    It was during a gap of researching between primal sex sessions, about a week later, that Courtney showed up in the middle of my work. I’d used company funds to buy a new computer and filled it up with every bit of esoteric research I could find on Nightlords—mostly conspiracy theories and garbage, but every now and then you found a diamond in the rough. I’d been so focused on the screen that she managed to sneak up on me without my noticing—when I saw her, I roared so loud that she almost spilled the coffee she’d brought me. 
 
    “Damn, Derek, I wasn’t trying to terrify you!” Courtney set the steaming mug of coffee on the side of my desk and put a hand over her beating heart. “I just thought you could use a pick-me-up.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head to clear it. “I kind of got tunnel vision there for a bit. Everything okay on the home front?” 
 
    From the look Courtney gave me, I could tell she’d been resisting the urge to pepper me with questions for a while. 
 
    “Well,” she said, wringing her hands. “If you’re taking a break, I do have a few questions that require input from the leader of the Dragon’s Hoard…” 
 
    Ah, what the hell. I wasn’t getting much done on my own, anyway. 
 
    “Go for it,” I said, turning away from the screen and taking a sip of coffee. Delicious as always. 
 
    Courtney nodded, switching into her note-taking assistant mode in the blink of an eye. “Alright. First and most importantly, sir, would be the Naming Ceremony for your firstborn son and daughter. It’s coming up soon.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m looking forward to it,” I said, meaning it. “What about it?” 
 
    An awkward smile spread across Courtney’s face. “Well, sir, normally the event would take place in the Council’s Realm, and be chaired by Tomas Karkosa. The Naming of a firstborn son or daughter is almost a miniature Council meeting all its own. But seeing as our diplomatic relations with Karkosa could charitably be described as—well, I’m going to go with strained—I’m assuming we won’t be able to do that?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re in an undeclared war against Karkosa and the Council,” I said firmly. “Yeah, they definitely can’t be invited. I don’t want those bastards around my babies.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Courtney said, pulling out a pad and making a note. “In that case, we’ll need to come up with some alternate arrangements…” 
 
    She clearly wanted me to suggest something. Fortunately for her, I had just the thing. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said, feeling the shit-eating grin as it spread across my face. “We’ll do it here.” 
 
    It clearly wasn’t what Courtney expected. Her mouth dropped open—she stared at me like I’d just suggested we move the children’s naming ceremony to a Chuck E Cheese or a mundane toy store. 
 
    “You’re saying we should have the most important ritual of your newborn’s lives… here?” Courtney asked, looking around the apartments. “To a cave?” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. The Dragon’s Hoard was a power all to its own, pretty much completely separate from the Council of Wand, Skull and Claw and its machinations. Handling all our clan business without the Council’s input made it sound like we were deciding to secede from them entirely, which would piss off Tomas Karkosa something fierce. Anything that twisted that man’s underwear into a knot was fine by me. 
 
    It looked as if Courtney were following a similar train of thought. The redhead pursed her lips and began chuckling to herself, as if already anticipating the reaction this proclamation would make in so-called ‘polite’ supernatural society. 
 
    “That’s not the worst idea in the world,” she admitted, looking at me slyly. “Karkosa and the Council will have a fit—but as long as we invite the right people, we should avoid angering the Nightlords or any of the big shifter clans.” 
 
    “They’re already used to the Dragon doing things differently,” I said, feeling proud of myself. “Why should the naming ceremony for my firstborn son and daughter be an exception?” 
 
    “I can start putting the invites together pretty much immediately,” Courtney said, sounding a little surprised by my decisiveness in this matter. “Did you want to have it on the same day the Council was supposed to convene for the naming ceremony, or do it at a different time?” 
 
    My grin widened. “Let’s double-book the fuckers. Show them what it’s like to throw a party no one shows up to.” 
 
    Courtney bounced a few more details off me, including the names of some important Nightlords and shifter clans we needed to get invites to. I made sure that we’d deliver to these folks with couriers, to ensure there weren’t any miscommunications. Among the vampiric set, forgetting to invite someone important to a gathering was an insult akin to whipping your dick out and pissing all over their shoes. And the Nightlords had nice shoes. 
 
    Before long, I forgot all about my research. Courtney pulled out a yellowed legal pad and a few lists of names, and we spent most of the afternoon going over the details for the gathering. Normally I left these sorts of things to my girls and retainers to figure out, and didn’t get personally involved. But something about it just captured my attention. Maybe it was the fact that I loved the hell out of those babies, or maybe it was just the opportunity to stick my fingers in the eyes of those holier-than-thou assholes on the Council. Either way, the hours passed quickly. The rumble of my stomach let me know it had been a couple hours of planning. 
 
    Courtney looked up from her legal pad and gave my stomach a sheepish grin. “Wow, I didn’t mean to take up your whole afternoon,” she said, tucking away the remainder of her stuff. “Your girls are going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    Courtney grinned. “Most of them are probably lurking in the hallways, hoping to grab you and get a quickie out of the way before you switch over to your evening hunt. On that note, shall I order some takeout for everyone?” 
 
    That sounded like a good idea, and I told her so. “Hey Courtney,” I added, feeling impish. “I just noticed something about your neck.” 
 
    My assistant frowned, a look of confusion filling her as she grabbed at her throat. “What? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” I said, keeping a straight face. “I just don’t see any bite marks there.” 
 
    She understood my meaning instantly. Courtney’s eyes narrowed like I’d just slipped a whoopee cushion under her seat. 
 
    “Just because you spend the majority of your time joking about your and your mates’ sex lives, it does not mean that the rest of us in the Dragon’s Hoard have to follow your example.” Court managed to look a little offended, even, which surprised me. “This may come as a shock to you, Dragon, but gentlemen are not in the habit of playing ‘kiss and tell’.” 
 
    “Gentleman,” I said, teasing her. “Sure. So where’d he decide to bite you, Court? Come on, he’s gonna be a hell of a lot more flustered if I have to ask him instead of you…”’ 
 
    Spots of color rose to my assistant’s face. “Things are going very well between myself and Richard,” she said, rising from her seat and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “That’s all I’m going to say, and I’ll thank you not to interfere with my relationship!” 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t really mad. “Hey, as long as it doesn’t interfere with my clan,” I told her, smiling to show I didn’t mean that, either. “Come on, you’re the most professional person I know. I didn’t mean to upset you—” 
 
    But Courtney had already forgotten our mock-argument. The redhead was staring at the elevator, through which the bear shifter Alicia had just entered carrying a heavy envelope. From the look on her gorgeous, Valkyrie-like face, whatever she had to bring to us was nothing good. 
 
    “Master,” Alicia said, increasing her pace once she saw me. “I have something you need to see right away…” 
 
    Shit, I thought. “What the hell could this be?” I asked Courtney, dropping my voice as the bear shifter approached. “We have any deliveries expected today I didn’t know about?” 
 
    “Not a one,” Courtney replied, keeping her face studiously neutral. “What do you have there, Alicia?” 
 
    “I was outside on guard duty,” the shifter explained. She also looked like she’d probably been indulging in some late-afternoon exercise—she wore a tight spandex athletic top and matching leggings that made her look like the wet dream version of some 80’s aerobics guru. She even had the big puffy headband to match. “A black vehicle pulled up in front of the warehouse and stopped. One of those large ones that is neither a car nor a truck, like Tessa’s.” 
 
    “An SUV,” I said, nodding. Having grown up in a bear shifter clan that was embedded almost completely on the supernatural side of society, Alicia and her other clan sisters had a rather sheltered view of the world. Like the Amish on steroids. As a result, they spoke a little strangely sometimes, and didn’t recognize things the rest of us had all grown up with. Walking around a lingerie store and watching their reactions had been most gratifying. 
 
    Alicia gave me a curt nod. “As you say. The man inside told me that he had papers for the Lord Dragon, and asked me to write down my signature so that he could deliver them…” 
 
    Courtney swore. “Let me see that,” she asked, holding out her hand for the envelope. The bear shifter gave it over gladly, like a burden too heavy to easily hold. 
 
    Courtney tore open the top of the envelope and leafed through the documents inside. As she did, her worried look deepened into utter shock. “You’re fucking kidding me,” she whispered, handing me the envelope. “This is insane. I can’t believe Karkosa and the Council would stoop so low…” 
 
    Huh? What the hell was this? Some kind of threat against my women? Suddenly, I was glad they were all in the clan hideout with me, with the sole exception of Queen Xandra. 
 
    I pulled out the top sheet of paper from the stack and scanned with my eyes, reading the first few lines. Then I read them again. And again. 
 
    “This is… some kind of summons,” I said, frowning. “To appear at some place called the Celestial Court?” 
 
    “It’s where supernatural disputes are mediated,” Courtney explained, putting her face in her hands. “Also where crimes are judged, and sentences are handed down…” 
 
    Something about the last part of that sentence froze my blood. I scanned the rest of the page, a particular phrase on the sheet of vellum standing out to me. 
 
    “It says this action is being taken by Tomas Karkosa, on behalf of the Ursinia Clan,” I said, spitting the words out like a watermelon seed. “Who the fuck are the Ursinia Clan?” 
 
    “Ursinia was the official name.” Alicia’s pretty face twisted with angst. “My Alpha, that would be my clan,” the shifter whispered, going pale. “The clan that Gisele, Nadine, and I belonged to before you liberated us from our bondage. Where we were abused and mistreated by our former Alpha, that monster…” 
 
    I froze. Suddenly everything was monstrously clear. 
 
    “I killed him,” I said, crumpling up the piece of paper in my hand. “Threw him off the top floor of the Celesta casino. I was never arrested for it, because everyone agreed it had been done in fucking self-defense—” 
 
    “Apparently, Tomas Karkosa disagrees,” Courtney said coolly. “He can’t prosecute you criminally, not unless I’m reading these documents wrong. I’ll have to hand them over to Tessa to take a closer look. But he can pursue civil remedies on behalf of the clan and its surviving members.” 
 
    “The surviving members are now members of my clan!” I roared. The indignity of it stung—if Tomas Karkosa had been here, I’d have throttled his neck. “I saved those women! I’m the fucking hero here, not that asshole I tossed off a building! If he had his way, those shifters would still be getting abused…” 
 
    “I completely agree with you, Derek,” Courtney said quickly, cutting me off before I could rage out any harder. “But the fact of the matter is—you’ve been served. You’re going to have to stand a civil, supernatural trial for the murder of the shifter leader you killed. And if you lose, you’ll have to make restitution to the clan—through Tomas Karkosa.” 
 
    Oh hell no. I wasn’t going to like this one bit, was I? 
 
    “What kind of restitution?” I asked, already dreading the answer. 
 
    Courtney sighed and shared a look with Alicia. Neither of them wanted to speak. 
 
    “Tell me!” I demanded. 
 
    “Gold, restriction of privileges and loss of standing, in the Council of Wand and Claw are all possibilities,” Courtney said, sounding like each word had to be dragged from her mouth by a horse-drawn cart. “But mostly, Derek, other clans demand new mates as compensation.” 
 
    Mates. My mates. 
 
    That son of a bitch. 
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    I called an emergency meeting immediately, to find out if Tomas Karkosa’s little legal move was as bad as it sounded coming from Courtney. And as I quickly learned, it wasn’t. 
 
    It was worse. 
 
    “This is really, really bad,” Tessa whispered, flipping through page after page of tightly spaced legalese. “Shit, Derek, the man did his homework. There’s security camera footage from the Celesta being entered into discovery, testimony from witnesses who were there… Karkosa’s doing a full-court press against you. I had no idea the man could be this ruthless…” 
 
    “I punched him,” I said, shaking my head. “Worse than that, I embarrassed him in front of his favorite group of Nightlords. I should have expected something like this was coming down the pipe.” 
 
    It was an all hands on deck situation, which meant filling the command room above ground. My entire harem had gathered around the large conference table in the Dragon’s Hoard LLC public offices, located on the ground floor of the warehouse sheltering our clan’s secret hideout. A few employees came in and out with coffee and snacks, but for the most part, we’d sealed ourselves away to discuss this situation, and figure out how to proceed with this legal threat hanging over my—and the clan’s—heads. 
 
    “He can’t really take you away from me, can he?” I asked, the very question tasting like ashes on my tongue. “Even if Karkosa wins this stupid court case, taking one of my women away is completely beyond the pale.” 
 
    From the looks on the faces of the rest of my girls, I could tell they’d all wanted to ask Tessa the same thing. But they’d been too frightened of how she might answer. 
 
    Tessa cleared her throat, spreading a bunch of documents across the table. The order to appear in Celestial Court had come with a great deal of paperwork, most of which was covered in such a thick scrawl of lawyer-speak that it would take our legal team weeks to sort out the nuances. She looked down at the pile of papers and sighed. 
 
    “That depends,” Tessa began, looking at each of my women in turn. “Can the Celestial Court break the bond between ourselves and the Lord Dragon, severing the connection that’s become the most important thing in our lives since the day we met Derek?” The gorgeous shifter let out a dismissive sniff, her long braids swaying. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Oh thank God,” Tallulah panted, looking visibly relieved. Across the table, my women erupted with similar expressions of relaxation, the worried looks on their faces fading. “I was so worried!” 
 
    “You do that shit to me, you might as well kill me,” Carli growled, looking pissed. “I’d rather die than turn against Derek and the rest of the clan. I belong to the Dragon’s Hoard—” 
 
    “But,” Tessa said thickly, holding up a hand. “There is precedent for members of a clan to be forced to renounce their membership and serve another. The bond between ourselves and Derek can never be severed—that’s for life. But we could be forcibly removed as members of the Dragon’s Hoard and forced to work for the betterment of another clan.” 
 
    It was like Tessa had just dropped a nuclear bomb into the center of the table. Everyone started talking at once, going through all seven stages of grief in different parts of the room. I could hear Carli babbling in disbelief, Riley trying to bargain, while Alicia and her bear shifter sisters gave vent to their rage and frustration. 
 
    “This is insane,” Gisele roared, clutching the baby bump beneath her flowing gown. She’d only recently begun to show, and our heir was a long way out yet. “We left Clan Ursinia when Derek tossed the man who abused us through a hotel window. Forcing us to go back isn’t just wrong—it’s cruel. It’s the antithesis of justice!” 
 
    “There is precedent, unfortunately,” Tessa said, looking like she wanted to bury her face in her hands. “Any restitution would have to be paid to the clan directly—meaning that if Karkosa wins, any number of women in the clan might have to defect to Ursinia.” 
 
    I stood up from my seat. The chair tipped backward behind me, clattering to the floor in a crashing sound that had all eyes on me. 
 
    “That’s not happening,” I said, scales rippling up and down my skin as my draconic abilities took hold. I hadn’t even consciously summoned them—they came with the rage, boiling up from me like a kettle ready to pour the tea. “Listen to me, all of you. Do not worry about this. You let me handle that bastard Tomas Karkosa.” 
 
    “Derek,” Tessa said, her tone one of warning. “You—” 
 
    “Not one single hair on your heads,” I growled, my words distorted by a dragon’s maw as flames coursed over my body. “I won’t let that bastard have a single hair from your heads, you hear me!? Nothing that belongs to me will be taken from this clan. Karkosa can come to try and claim you, and we’ll see what happens to him.” 
 
    I expected my girls to be cooing and cheering for me after a speech like that. And they were—all except for Tessa. She looked like she’d swallowed something that didn’t agree with her. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Tessa said after a few moments. “Going up against the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw is one thing, Derek. They’re not the most popular group right now, and if you were to face them in open combat, you’d probably win. But going against the Celestial Court is another thing entirely.” 
 
    What? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “The Council owns the Court,” I said flatly. “They’re nothing but an extension of…” 
 
    But three of my girls were already raising their voices, hastening to explain.  
 
    “The court is impartial,” Tallulah said, looking like she’d dealt with them before. “Frustratingly impartial. I once had to drag the president of a supernatural fashion company before the Celestial Court in order to resolve a pay dispute. The whole process was such a pain, I would’ve been better off forgetting about the money…” 
 
    “Declaring war on the court would be declaring war on supernatural society itself,” Tessa warned. “Right now, you’re an extremely popular figure among shifters, mages, and Nightlords alike, largely because you’re in a rivalry with Karkosa and the corrupt figures of the Council. But if you publicly declare yourself as being against our most sacred traditions and rule of law, then that might not hold—” 
 
    The door to the conference room swung open. I glanced over, expecting an employee who’d been a little overzealous with the doorknob, and found myself staring instead at a triumphant figure in a smart suit. 
 
    “No,” Jewel Hayes said, entering the room with a smirk. “Derek is extremely popular because Paranormal News is wall-to-wall pro-Dragon propaganda day and night.” The red headed reporter came up and gave me a kiss on the cheek, her ponytail swaying with the same rhythm as her ass. “And because he’s really, really hot.” 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to show up,” I said, gesturing at an empty chair reserved for her. “Everyone else is here already—except for Xandra. Important Nightlord business, apparently.” 
 
    “Too important to be here to support the clan?” Jewel asked, smoothly slipping into her seat. A servant stepped up and took her drink order—an Americano with a double shot of espresso, the same thing I drank—and turned back to the table with a rueful look. 
 
    “From what I understand, the ‘business’ involves tearing out a few vampire throats. Xandra isn’t terribly connected to the media situation, so I told her it was alright.” 
 
    “She’s probably safe from any judgements, as well,” Tessa added thoughtfully. “Trying to take the new Queen of the Nightlords as legal spoils would probably start a supernatural war.” 
 
    “Trying to take any of my girls will start a supernatural war,” I said, nearly jumping up from the table a second time. “I don’t particularly give a shit who I have to fight. Tessa, I know you and Jewel do a good job of giving me this traditional, family man image in the media, and I appreciate it. Really, I do. But I’ll shatter that image in a second if it means protecting the women of this clan.” 
 
    All around the table, the women who weren’t directly responsible for my public image beamed. They definitely liked hearing that I would go to the mat for them, no matter who tried to come and take them. 
 
    “Understood,” Tessa said. Her almond eyes showed wariness, but underneath that I could tell even she was reassured by my fierceness. The thought of my pregnant mate serving in another clan, being used against me—it wasn’t just painful. It was unthinkable. I refused to believe such an event could ever come to pass. 
 
    Jewel leaned over and put her hand on top of mine. Just then the coffee arrived, filling the room with the rich scent of bean, and she used her free hand to take a dainty sip as she spoke. 
 
    “Don’t worry about a thing,” the redhead said, matching my fierce look with one of her own. “The Council is going to rue the day they ever dared to come after you, sir. I’ve already got the heads of a dozen different shifter clans going on record saying they think the lawsuit is both unnecessary and malicious in nature. We’ve got pro-Derek and anti-Karkosa stories trickling out around the clock. By the time this thing goes to court, there won’t be a jury in the multiverse that will convict you. You’ll walk, I promise!” 
 
    “A jury?” I looked at Tessa in disbelief, searching for confirmation. “I thought this was a civil suit. I can’t go to jail over this shit, can I?” 
 
    Tessa nibbled her bottom lip. “Supernaturals don’t really have ‘jails’, per se,” she explained with reluctance. “Most offenses between clans are resolved by paying a debt to wronged. The most common of these is known as weregild—meaning money, or anything else a clan considers precious.” 
 
    “Gems,” Carli chimed in. “Some clans go nuts for them. Or enchanted weapons—and there’s always land. ‘Cause they’re not making any more of it, ya know?” 
 
    “Where do the mates come in?” Riley asked fearfully. The lithe redhead squeezed my hand beneath the table. “What about us?” 
 
    Tessa got us back on track. “Mates are also sometimes exchanged as part of a settlement, though that’s typically reserved for more serious crimes. Paying mates as restitution is generally the final step before someone dies, though.” 
 
    “Dies?” Riley’s hand squeezed mine tight enough to make it hurt. “They can’t kill Derek, can they?” 
 
    I wouldn’t let them. Even if it meant declaring war on all of supernatural society, I wouldn’t accept any death sentence the Celestial Court laid down. Hell, I’d go to war with the whole universe to protect myself and my clan. I remembered the vision my clan and I had been shown when I first took on the mantle of the Dragon and smiled. 
 
    That’s exactly what it was, I thought. Me, the Dragon, expanding and consuming everything that opposes me in the whole fucking universe. The stars, the darkness—they’re just there to provide a nice backdrop for the real event. Me. 
 
    “Not in a civil trial,” Tessa was saying. “The absolute worst punishment that can be levied in a civil trial of the Celestial Court is imprisonment in a Voidzone, and even that is reserved for the most utterly heinous crimes. It’s not something we need to worry about.” 
 
    We might not have needed to worry about it, but I definitely wanted to know more. “A Voidzone?” I asked, guessing at the meaning. “I thought you said supernatural society doesn’t have prisons.” 
 
    “It’s not a prison,” Tessa said darkly. “It’s much worse. Prison, as bad as it is, still involves processes that make a person feel like a human being—communal meals, exercise outside, cellmates. A Voidzone is a pocket universe designed for a population of one.” 
 
    “Like solitary confinement in the extreme,” Alicia hissed. Only a great deal of control kept my bear shifter from leaning over to the side and spitting onto the floor. “It’s said that imprisonment for more than a month inside a Voidzone leaves a prisoner completely insane.” 
 
    That sounded more than a little odd to me. “I could do a month in solitary confinement,” I said. Next to me, Riley’s fingers gently stroked my bulge through my jeans—only the inhuman amount of control the Dragon gave me kept it from showing on my face. “That doesn’t sound like such a terrible thing.” 
 
    Women exchanged glances all around the table. “It wouldn’t feel like a month,” Tessa explained, looking like she’d rather be doing anything other than talking about this. about this. “Time and space are both distorted inside of Zones and Realms—we’ve discovered that a couple times already. Inside of a Voidzone, it’s slowed down to an almost unfathomable degree.” 
 
    The implications hit me like a slap in the face. “I read a Stephen King story like that once,” I said, thinking of a book I’d checked out from the library back in high school. “Longer than you think, Dad!” 
 
    From the look on her face, Tessa was also familiar with the story. “Something like that,” she said, her skin pale. 
 
    Just then, Jewel leaned forward on her elbows, cutting into the conversation. “Look, right now you’re just scaring everybody,” she said, directing the remark to both myself and Tessa. “None of this is going to happen. We’re going to change the tide of public opinion like a fucking tsunami. Karkosa and the Council are either going to settle or withdraw the suit entirely. It’s fucking ridiculous that they’ve even tried this to begin with!” 
 
    The mood around the table brightened. Someone came in and slapped down a charcuterie tray filled with meat and cheese, and I fell upon it like I hadn’t eaten in weeks. Girls chuckled as I feasted, as they knew perfectly well that I had a large appetite in every sense of the word. 
 
    As the rest of my harem served themselves from the tray, I glanced up toward a member of our group who’d been quiet up until now. “Soojin,” I grunted, chewing and swallowing. “Haven’t heard anything from you in a while. You have any thoughts about what’s going on?” 
 
    The MILF flashed that Mona Lisa smile, as if she knew something the rest of the harem didn’t. “Oh, I’m just waiting to see if you snap your fingers, sir,” she purred, resting on elbow on the table as she sipped her coffee. “Keeping myself at the ready, just in case you need me.” 
 
    Confused looks met this proclamation. My girls weren’t stupid—they knew Soojin had something going on that they didn’t know about, and the private meeting I’d had with her last night probably had something to do with it. They had enough tact not to pry too deeply, but I could see them sizing up Soojin for any sign of her intentions as they ate. 
 
    The temptation to do exactly what my woman suggested and snap my fingers felt nearly overwhelming. This situation felt incredibly stressful, and the knowledge that I could command Soojin to crawl over and put my cock in her mouth with a wave of my hand made me feel like a fucking king. How would the rest of my harem react to seeing her become so submissive and slutty in public? Would they watch, cheer me on? Or join in? 
 
    As if she knew exactly what I was thinking, Riley used the sounds of conversation to unfasten my belt and slide her fingers into my boxers. Her hand closed around my cock, using the pre-cum covering the head to run her digits up and down my length. Her thumb played at the zipper, hoping to free me so she’d have more room to jerk me off beneath the tabletop. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I panted, closing my eyes. The combination of good food, caffeine, and a handjob was exactly what a man needed in the morning. Suddenly, I couldn’t think straight enough to command Soojin over—Riley’s fingers felt amazing. 
 
    The mage leaned over, lifting one leg onto my thighs and clinging to me as she stroked. “I know you’ll take care of us,” she panted, her voice sounding high and girlish against my ear. “You won’t let them throw you in that nasty void—you wouldn’t be able to protect us from the Council and the Nightlords. We’d be sitting ducks without you, Daddy…” 
 
    Fuck. Hearing that word did things to me, man. Riley knew it, too. Recently, she’d been pulling back a bit, using the D-word more sparingly unless the two of us were in the bedroom alone together. But out here, among my harem, the word had a tang of the forbidden that made my cock throb in Riley’s fingers. 
 
    What she was doing to me could be hidden no longer. Carli gave a start, leaning over and peering between my legs as the mage’s fist moved up and down my prick. “Uh, Riley?” the catgirl purred, looking like she was pissed off she hadn’t thought of it first. “We’re trying to have a serious conversation here…” 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Riley giggled, kissing the stubble on my chin. “I could just tell that Derek needs a little relaxation. Go on, Daddy—enjoy your coffee and your breakfast. Just let me remind you how much you mean to me…” 
 
    With a little squeal of bliss, Riley buried her head between my legs and went to town. She swallowed me deep, her tongue swirling around my swollen crown to lap up all the pre-cum that already coated my dick. Around the table, my women had already recovered and were quietly discussing the situation, giving the red-haired head in my lap a snicker and an occasional laugh. Someone made a dirty joke. 
 
    Fuck, I guess I know what they’d do about Soojin, then, I thought, looking over at the dark-haired beauty. For her part, Soojin took the blowjob in stride, keeping herself at the ready in case I decided I wanted her to join my little mage on her knees. I almost snapped my fingers, but then I held myself back. I was supposed to be punishing Soojin—and watching her lick her lips as Riley gagged gently around me, I knew it was a bigger punishment to make her watch without taking part. 
 
    “This brings me to my next point,” Tessa said, cocking an eyebrow at Riley as she gave me sloppy, loving head. “We need to secure legal counsel for Derek. These documents are so complicated that I don’t fully understand them—we should get them in front of a reputable lawyer as soon as possible. One who won’t be distracted by trying to fuck the Dragon…” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I grunted, tangling my fingers in Riley’s hair. The mage let out a low, triumphant moan as I pressed down on the back of her hair, relaxing her throat to take me even deeper. “Knowing you, you’ve probably got a couple of names picked out already…” 
 
    “I do,” Tessa said, nibbing at her bottom lip. “After this meeting, Jewel and I should compare notes. I know Paranormal News has a crack legal team, and we can work something out.” 
 
    Jewel nodded. Next to her, Tallulah lifted a slender hand. “I’ve been in court a few times during my career,” the shifter said, referring to the multiple scandals the model had been through before she’d given up her life of celebrity to become a member of my harem. “I think I ought to be in that meeting too, girls…” 
 
    “Ah, fuck!” The sound of my moan cut off the conversation in the room. Suddenly, all my women were watching, their eyes eager as Riley bobbed up and down harder and faster on my dick. They could hear her sucking and swallowing, her loud slurps filling the room as she brought me to the peak like a perfect little whore. My cock jerked against the back of her throat, swelling up even bigger and thicker as the pleasure ripped away the rest of my senses. 
 
    The meeting, the lawsuit, the rest of my harem—suddenly it all felt a million miles away. The world shrunk to that perfect point of contact between my dick and Riley’s mouth, her lips sliding up and down my shaft in time with my rapid, thumping heartbeat. I looked down into her eyes, staring deep as I prepared to fill her throat with my load. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, fuck,” I grunted, thrusting upward into Riley’s mouth as I hit the peak.  
 
    My words broke off into a primal roar of passion as the dam inside me burst. Hot ropes of liquid cum erupted against the back of Riley’s throat, spraying like a firehose into her hot little mouth. The mage swallowed greedily, her own hand playing between her thighs as the taste of my virile cream sent her into her own climax. Riley’s eyes rolled back in her head as she drank my load, her lips forming an even tighter seal around my cock as she desperately tried not to waste a drop. 
 
    “Jesus,” Tessa gasped, watching as Riley swallowed noisily around my crown. “If I’d have known you were going to shoot that much, I’d have offered to get down there and help out…” 
 
    “You and me both,” Jewel Hayes said, looking like she wanted to start rubbing herself between her thighs right along with Riley. “Shit, I wish I’d noticed what she was doing sooner…” 
 
    Part of me did, as well. But if the rest of my girls had joined in, the whole meeting would have devolved into an orgy—and we’d have gotten nothing done. Better that I was able to get my rocks off and get an organized response to the Council’s lawsuit off the ground, even if that meant a few of my women walked out of the meeting all frustrated and wet. 
 
    They’d all get their turn eventually. For now, I needed to get back to business. 
 
    Riley’s dutiful slurps gently slowed as the last few drops of cum drained from my balls. Her mouth left my cock with a wet little pop, and she placed a kiss on my crown as she slid back to her former position sitting next to me. A flush rose to her cheeks as she closed my zipper and refastened my belt. 
 
    “I just couldn’t help myself,” the mage whispered, speaking about my cock the way you might a whole box of cookies you’d eaten without meaning to. “Seeing Derek stressed out just makes me want to make him feel good…” 
 
    Everyone sitting around the table could understand that. Half the women looked like they regretted not joining Riley in my lap, and the others looked they wished they’d thought of it first. 
 
    With my cock back in my pants, I grabbed a hunk of expensive cheese and nibbled on it as I rose. “I’ll let you girls handle the rest of the details,” I said, smiling inwardly at the frustrations on the faces of my women. Several of them were going to be squeaking as they walked out of the meeting room—they’d probably each need a little bit of private time to burn off those feelings. Private time where they’d be moaning and panting my name… 
 
    Well. It made a guy feel like he was ten feet tall just thinking about it. 
 
    As I made for the door, both Tessa and Jewel rose from their seats in confusion.  
 
    “Where are you going, sir?” Tessa asked. She looked to Soojin for backup, only to frown in consternation as the curvy Asian stared blissfully ahead. “There’s a large number of legal issues we need to discuss with your eventual council, once we pick them out—” 
 
    “I trust you to handle that,” I told her. “I’d just get in the way, and distract you, Jewel, and Tallulah from getting me the best representation possible. I’ve got other clan business to handle while you girls work on subduing the Council.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Riley asked. She drawled the words, drunk on her Dragon’s cum. 
 
    I gestured at the door with my chin. “Queen Xandra promised to track down my father. I want to know what she’s been able to find. Olga should be able to transport me to her castle.” 
 
    In a flash, everyone was standing up. 
 
    “My Alpha,” Alicia said, contorting her muscular frame into an elegant bow. “You should have protection while you travel in the lands of the Nightlords. I must insist that you bring me along with you as a guard.” 
 
    “No no no, he’s taking me!” Carli growled, her tail twisting like a pissed-off cat’s. “I can’t remember the last time Derek and I got some one-on-one time. You’re gonna need a Raiju with you if those bloodsuckers turn out to have betrayal on their minds!” 
 
    The rest of my women rose their voices in conversation as well, overlapping into a babble that would have shaken the most adamant of men. I lifted my hands to call for silence, grateful that Riley had just gotten finished blowing me. Without that release, I might have been tempted to bring a few of them with me. I needed to travel light. 
 
    “I’m not worried about the Nightlords,” I assured the group. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, and they’ve got enemies aplenty to worry about. I’ll bring Richard with me, though—the vampires will expect me to have my sluga with me.” 
 
    The rest of my girls wanted to argue, but I wasn’t having it. I gave out a slew of goodbye kisses, punctuated with a few squeezes and gropes to make the later solo sessions even hotter, then gave Tessa’s ass a hearty spank and bit down on her bottom lip.  
 
    “You’re in charge,” I said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    Tessa’s lips formed a tight little line, but she wasn’t about to argue with me. “Try not to get into any trouble,” she said—then kissed me back hard, opening her mouth beneath me. She broke away gasping, her eyes unfocused for a long moment. Part of me expected her to drop to her knees and try to do Riley one better. 
 
    Then I left the meeting chamber and went off to find my vampire assistant. We were bound for the realm of the Nightlords—and hopefully, once we got there, Xandra would have some news on the hunt for my father. 
 
    Because the Council and Tomas Karkosa were one thing. But I wanted revenge on that man. The safety and security of my clan depended on it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ya, mules!” Olga’s heavily accented voice rang out over the empty street. “Move your bony asses, you ungrateful mutts! We’ve got an appointment with royalty!” 
 
    The old woman cracked her whip across her mounts, cackling with glee as the coach staggered into motion. I would have felt bad for the poor creatures under her employ—but they’d died a long, long time ago. Only skeletal horses remained to power Olga’s morbid vehicle, the coach Richard Enfield and I would take to Xandra’s castle. 
 
    “She enjoys her job entirely too much,” I said, closing the blood-red curtain with a sigh. “Though I guess that’s probably not a bad thing, when you’re rolling with this crew.” 
 
    Across the cabin, Richard Enfield sat scrolling through a tablet. My sluga had been practically glued to the thing ever since Courtney bought it for him. The device connected to the Dragon’s Hoard private network, allowing him to constantly keep tabs on the clan’s news and updates, along with a feed of events happening in the greater supernatural society. I remembered how I’d been the first time I got a smartphone, and I sympathized—but I also needed Enfield on the ball for our meeting with the Nightlords. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” Richard said without looking up, a smirk on his face. “I heard you made quite the stir at the all-hands meeting this morning. I understand now why you told me I didn’t have to be there.” 
 
    “Technically,” I said, turning away from the window, “it was Riley who made the stir. I just enjoyed it. And the meeting was harem-only. We do that sometimes.” 
 
    Richard just nodded. His attention was so focused on the tablet that I scooted over, curious as to what could possibly be focusing him away from the business of diplomacy with the Nightlords. 
 
    He had the tablet’s photo program open and was flipping through pictures. The screen showed Richard and Courtney together on a busy K-Town street, smiling like a happy couple as some tourist passerby took their picture in front of a fountain. The corner of the vampire’s face curled into a smirk as he moved to the next picture, which appeared to be a candid shot of the two of them crowded around a laptop working on a press release related to the naming ceremony for my children. 
 
    “Everything going okay with that?” I asked, leaning over. “Wouldn’t pry into your personal life normally, but any trouble in paradise affects the clan.” 
 
    Richard Enfield straightened up like a spring, closing the photographs and switching over to a news app. Before the picture disappeared to be replaced by current headlines, I saw many more squares showing similar photographs. 
 
    “Ah, yes my Lord,” Richard said, looking a little sheepish as he tucked the tablet away. “My apologies. I should be paying attention to you, not this device…” 
 
    “Felt kind of nice not to be the center of attention for a few minutes,” I admitted, giving the man a shrug. “I would’ve lost every penny in the clan treasury betting against the both of you becoming a thing.” 
 
    “It is strange, isn’t it?” Richard said, glancing out the window. We’d just passed through the portal, leaving K-Town behind for a Realm of the Nightlords. A gray drizzle fell from the sky, illuminating the dark forest all around us. “You assumed I would only be attracted to other Nightlords.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I kind of figured at first that you didn’t bat for Courtney’s team, if you catch my drift. But I realized I was wrong pretty quick the first time I saw the two of you together.” 
 
    It wasn’t often that I saw Richard Enfield thrown off-balance. The man was prepared to a fault, which made the look on his face as he realized the meaning of my statement a rare treat indeed. 
 
    “You thought that I… no, of course not! Not that there’s anything wrong with that, I mean—I just—” 
 
    “Calm down,” I said, laughing. “I’m happy for you. Really, I am. It’s nice to have at least one woman around here who isn’t constantly trying to get into my pants. I love having such a big harem at the heart of our clan, Richard—but sometimes, juggling so many girls and their needs is like spinning plates, you know?” 
 
    Richard clearly knew. “Actually, my Lord,” the man said slowly, a serious look filling his face, “there’s something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    “Is it about the all-hands meeting?” I asked in a joking tone. “Because I didn’t think you wanted to hear all the dirty details…” 
 
    The vampire shook his head. “Not that. Perhaps this isn’t the right moment, considering all the stresses affecting the clan right now, but… well, if I’m not going to get up the guts to ask now, when will I?” 
 
    When will you what? I thought. Whatever Richard Enfield was aiming at, he intrigued me.  
 
    “Go on,” I said, leaning forward. “Ask your question.” If nothing else, it would be a good distraction from my worries about this upcoming court case. 
 
    Richard Enfield cleared his throat. Beneath us, the cart swayed back and forth as the dirt road turned to cobblestones. We weren’t far from Xandra’s castle now, which meant whatever my vampire assistant wanted, he’d have to be brief about it. 
 
    “Historically,” the vampire began, “the role of sluga has been a solitary one. Devotion to one’s Lord is expected to be paramount, coming before lesser concerns such as friends and family. Under normal circumstances, I would never seek to question this.” 
 
    “But these aren’t normal circumstances,” I said, thinking of Courtney. 
 
    The look on Richard Enfield’s face told me we were both on the same wavelength. “You’ve broken so many boundaries already,” the man said, sounding more dapper the more excited he got. “As the Dragon, you’ve upended centuries of supernatural tradition. You’ve broken boundaries and smashed barriers, inspiring the rest of us to wonder what might be possible if we allow ourselves to not be constrained by narrow-minded thinking—” 
 
    I could recognize smoke being blown up my ass when I saw it. “You’re buttering me up a little too hard,” I told my sluga, leaning back in my seat. Outside the carriage, the sound of Olga whipping her skeletal horses intensified as we drew near the castle. “Tell me what you mean, Richard. It’s just you and me in here—there’s no need to be so formal.” 
 
    My sluga braced himself. “I’ve spoken with Courtney,” he said, his eyes shining with a faraway light. “I… popped the question, you might say. And she’s agreed.” 
 
    I could feel my eyebrows shoot all the way to my hairline. “To marry you!?” 
 
    “Oh, heavens no!” Richard laughed at the very idea of conforming to human relationships. “To be turned, my Lord. She’s agreed to be bitten, and made into a vampiric Nightlord.” 
 
    My jaw dropped open. I knew the two of them were close, but this close? I hadn’t expected their relationship to move quite this quickly. 
 
    But then again, I told myself, you were banging Carli’s brains out less than a day after meeting her. The Dragon moves fast—so there’s no room to criticize others for hitting the gas. 
 
    “So?” Richard Enfield looked more nervous than I’d ever seen him. “What do you think, my Lord?” 
 
    What did I think? It was a struggle not to laugh—not because I didn’t like the idea. But because Richard looked so damned scared of what I might say. 
 
    “I think you’re a grown-ass man,” I told the vampire. “You don’t need to ask me for Court’s hand in marriage. Or to bite her, if that’s what the two of you would rather do instead.” 
 
    Richard stared at me for a long moment, then nodded. “Among the Nightlords, the second generally leads to the first,” he said slowly, suddenly unable to meet my eye. “Once Courtney has been a Nightlord for a proscribed period of time, the two of us would be ‘bound’ together in a special ceremony, overseen by the lord of my House. That’s the closest thing Nightlords have to being man and wife, outside of political marriages like your Royal Consort arrangement with Queen Xandra.” 
 
    That all sounded well and good to me. Except one little piece of what Richard had just said stuck in my head and refused to leave. “The lord of your House?” I asked. “That would be me, Richard.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure Queen Xandra would be happy to assist,” the vampire said, so quickly that he’d clearly thought all of this out before. “But it would do me honor if you would attend, my Lord.” 
 
    Wow, I thought. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Enfield this vulnerable before. My sluga was normally all about projecting a dapper, unruffled face to the world. While I’d thought of him as something akin to a 1920’s radio announcer back when he worked with Ivan Grozny, ever since he’d joined my clan, Richard had begun to seem more like an English butler—calm, collected, and ever so slightly wry and deprecating. This was a side of the vampire I’d never seen before—one that his relationship with my human assistant had finally brought to the forefront. 
 
    In light of that, I decided it was probably a good idea to cut out the jokes and be serious for once.  
 
    “I’m happy for you both,” I told my sluga. “I give you and Courtney my blessing to pursue this, and I look forward to attending whatever freaky blood ceremony the Nightlords have so you can be considered hitched.” 
 
    Well okay, maybe not entirely serious. But it satisfied Richard. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” the vampire said, looking almost comically relieved. “Oh, I believe we’re pulling up to Xandra’s castle now. Although this looks rather peculiar…” 
 
    Peculiar was one way to put it. As the skeletal horses pulling our carriage drew up to the outer courtyard of the palace complex, I got my first look at what Xandra had been doing with Ivan Grozny’s old mansion now that she’d moved into the place. Apparently, it involved a lot of remodeling. 
 
    I whistled softly as I pulled the curtain back the rest of the way. “I like what she’s done with the place,” I told my sluga, sharing a glance with Richard Enfield. “I get the impression the other Nightlord houses are going to have a conniption when they see what she’s done, though…” 
 
    The first time I’d been invited to this castle, it had resembled nothing so much as the freaky fortress featured in Symphony of the Night, one of my favorite video games. The towering Gothic spires and blood red moon behind the castle’s overlook had only heightened that impression. 
 
    Well, there was nothing Xandra could do about that blood red moon—but everything else had been changed. Where once a single castle stood now lay an entire complex, as if the village I’d seen huddled around the base of this mountain had been transported into the hills to more directly surround Xandra’s manor. In addition, the castle itself had been given a serious facelift. The gargoyles had been taken down and replaced with cameras, the slits in the high Gothic windows replaced with gun turrets manned by undead guards. The whole place had the air of a fortress being besieged, the kind where the people inside are expecting a long, hard winter. 
 
    I stuck my head out of the side of the carriage as we entered the town proper.  
 
    A short ways toward the front, Olga noticed me and grinned. “Looks different, doesn’t it, Master Dragon?” 
 
    I nodded. “A little bit less medieval and a bit more art deco,” I said, thinking about that period between the two World Wars. “The palace suits its new Queen perfectly.” 
 
    I expected Olga to make a joke at that. The old woman laughed at so much already, even things that didn’t seem particularly funny. But instead, a storm cloud passed over her aged features. 
 
    “It looks like the Queen is preparing to defend herself against a war,” she said, slapping the lead horse with the cracking end of her whip as she spoke. “Lowly times these are, my Lord Dragon. When even the Queen of the Nightlords needs to hide behind walls and towers.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I shared Olga’s assessment of Xandra’s new digs. But it did seem like the vampiric queen was preparing for something—something big. Dozens of new buildings fringed the edges of the castle complex, and most of them had functions I could only guess at. Was Xandra fortifying the place in anticipation of an attack? Or was she expecting to use her new home as a base to launch invasions on her fellow Nightlords? 
 
    Either way, I needed to know. The answer concerned me greatly. 
 
    As the carriage pulled up to the front gates of the castle, the big set of wooden double doors leading into the main hall swung open. Two muscular servants pulled the gate open, grunting and sweating as Queen Xandra and her entourage stepped into the empty space they created. When she saw me, the vampire queen quickened her step, spreading her arms wide to embrace me after so long away. 
 
    “My Royal Consort!” Xandra purred, showing her fangs. “It’s been too long!” 
 
    It had been barely a week since I’d last visited, but I understood what the vampire queen meant. No matter how many times I saw her, Xandra’s beauty never failed to knock me clean off my feet. There was something about her I just couldn’t get used to the way I did with other girls. Like Carli or Tallulah, Queen Xandra wasn’t human. But unlike them, she looked… otherworldly. Like a gorgeous creature from a fairy tale—the kind that lured unwary men to their deaths with the promise of pleasure beyond normal comprehension. 
 
    Today, the Queen had apparently decided to bundle up against the cold with furs. The coats of several supernatural creatures had been woven into her regal surcoat, which covered a dress of pure white silk that clung to every one of the vampire’s curves in ways that would have shamed the sultry concubines of Count Dracula. Xandra’s lips were as red as blood, her hair and makeup perfect, her underwear nonexistent. The smile she gave me as she approached my carriage could have given a dead man an erection. 
 
    “I’ve been tearing my hair out since I heard!” Xandra cried, lifting her voice into a shout loud enough for the entire castle town to hear. It had to be noted that her long red hair looked as shimmering and lustrous as ever. “My chosen consort, the almighty master of the Dragon’s Hoard, dragged before the Celestial Court like some common criminal! I will never forgive Tomas Karkosa for this disrespect!” 
 
    “Neither will I,” I said, stepping from the carriage. Technically, there was this whole complicated ritual deemed necessary by Nightlord etiquette where some servants came out and made announcements before a ‘visitor’ entered the courtyard, but Xandra and I were far past that. I knew this woman biblically, every inch of her skin as familiar to me as the pages of one of my favorite books. 
 
    “I’ll drain the blood from his body before I allow him to lay a finger on you!” Xandra cried haughtily, tossing her long mane over one shoulder. I knew that statements like this were more of a performance than a promise—Xandra was putting on a fiery show for her followers, one that would get back to the rest of the Nightlord houses before filtering out to the Council at large. But damn it, she was one hell of an actress. “The Nightlords will never allow this to stand! Such a grave miscarriage of justice…!” 
 
    Behind me, Richard Enfield hopped out of the carriage and dropped to one knee. Unlike me, he knew how to make the proper obeisance when presenting yourself to royalty. “My Queen,” the sluga said smoothly, taking Xandra’s hand and kissing the back of it like an old-timey movie star. “My Lord Dragon is honored to accept your hospitality. On the matter of this legal action, we have much to discuss.” 
 
    The legal action wasn’t why we were here, and Xandra knew it. But the rest of the people living in her complex didn’t know that—and the last thing we wanted was them blabbing the truth were agents of the Council could hear. Let them think instead we’d contacted Xandra for her excellent legal advice. 
 
    If anything, the Council will probably just think I came here to get laid. Xandra planted a kiss on my cheek, then gestured for me and my sluga to follow her into the castle proper. And technically, that is the case… 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The interior of Xandra’s castle had been given an upgrade as well. The place gleamed with marble and black glass, all the edges sharp and modern. It looked like a cross between an ultra-swanky penthouse and a corporate boardroom, with just a touch of the savagery and old-world class of the vampire underneath. 
 
    Xandra led us to a much smaller meeting room, shedding servants the whole way. By the time we reached the small, cozy chamber where we’d be talking, only one attendant remained to wait on the three of us—a gorgeous brunette in a maid’s uniform with a slender black ribbon tied around her throat like a present. She bowed deeply and opened the door, revealing a room with a towering fireplace. 
 
    “You may leave us,” Xandra said to the servant. “I’ll recall you when I’m ready to give my Royal Consort his gift.” 
 
    Gift? I wondered what that could possibly be. Searching the face of the servant might have provided some answers, but she bowed and disappeared through the door as quickly as she’d come, leaving Richard Enfield and I alone with the vampire queen. Strange. 
 
    “Can I get you anything, my Lord?” Now that we were alone—or the closest thing to it, given that the only other person in the chamber was my incorruptible sluga—Xandra’s demeanor changed from that of a haughty queen to a girl who’d invited her hot Tinder date over for some Netflix and chill. “I don’t have any blood on me at the moment—not human blood, in any case—but our wine cellar and liquor cabinet are always stacked. Any other libations you may wish to consume, I’d be happy to provide you.” 
 
    Her teasing tone made my cock perk up in my boxers. “I’d prefer to keep my head clear, thanks,” I said, taking a seat. “I’d take a coffee, if you’ve got it. And one for my sluga.” I knew that Richard Enfield would never risk offense by making a request to the vampire queen directly, so I elected to do it myself. 
 
    Xandra nodded and took an elegant carafe off a nearby table. It was bone-white, so crafted and delicate that it probably cost more than the pre-Dragon Derek made in a year. The room filled with the scent of rich coffee as she poured for us both, then filled up her own mug and sat it at her place. Xandra wouldn’t drink it, of course, but it was always a good idea to mimic the behavior of one’s guests. 
 
    “Tell me about the lawsuit,” Xandra said as a conversational opener. “Unless you’d rather not talk about it, my Lord. This room could be a refuge from the world, if you’d wish it…” 
 
    Now that sounded like an open invitation. I decided to decline it for now, but later on, I’d remember. No doubt the vampire queen had been thinking along the same lines. After all, she’d told me how badly she needed an heir to solidify her hold over the Nightlords—and only one man in the universe could give her the baby she needed. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, I gave Xandra the rundown on everything Tessa and Tallulah had told me about supernatural legal proceedings. I could tell that the vast majority of it was old news to my Queen, but to her credit, she never interrupted or made me feel like her knowledge vastly outstripped my own. 
 
    Once Richard and I were done, Xandra leaned back in her seat and folded her arms beneath her breasts. “I must concur with the assessment of your lover, this Jewel Hayes,” the vampire queen said, her pearly white fangs visible behind her blood red lips. “Karkosa is just being a nuisance. He can’t stand up like a man and duel you in the public square, so he’s launching backhanded attacks against you in the legal arena instead. Once it becomes clear just how unpopular that is, he’ll retract his suit—or my lawyers will obliterate him.” 
 
    “Your lawyers?” I shared a glance with Richard Enfield, who looked just as confused as I was. “I have three of my women working on securing the proper legal counsel right now, Xandra. I appreciate the help, but—” 
 
    Xandra dismissed the rest of my sentence with a gesture. “You’ll have the absolute finest lawyers money can buy,” the vampire queen assured me magnanimously. “I’m sure your girls know some very fine specimens, my Consort. But I have people on my payroll with centuries of experience. Don’t worry about a thing, my Lord Dragon. I’m going to get you off.” 
 
    I just bet you are, I thought, the double entendre not going unnoticed.  
 
    Next to me, Richard Enfield let out a little cough and sipped his coffee.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” I told Xandra, wanting to move onto more important business. “Maybe you can touch base later with Tessa, so the two of you can figure something out. But both of us know that’s not why I came to you today.” 
 
    Xandra’s smile widened. “Oh, I know why you came to my castle, my Lord,” the Queen purred, her leg lifting beneath the table. The heel of her foot slipped between my legs, grinding against the rapidly growing bulge in my pants. I was rock hard in moments, staring at Xandra’s cleavage and that soft, pouty lips as I stiffened. She dressed to accentuate her throat, as if wanting to remind me of that magical night where I’d bitten her and tasted supernatural blood for the first time… 
 
    I had to get a grip. Otherwise, I was going to mount and fuck Xandra right on her coffee table. Not that it wouldn’t have been fun, but Richard Enfield would probably need therapy after. 
 
    “Business first,” I chided the vampire. “Then pleasure. Tell me what you’ve managed to find out about my father.” 
 
    Xandra’s face changed in an instant. “You may leave us,” she said, looking over at Richard Enfield. “I appreciate your devotion to your Lord, sluga, but this discussion is between myself and the Dragon only.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve told Richard everything about my father,” I said. “Everything. I don’t keep secrets in my clan, Xandra. You should understand that, if you’re going to be part of it.” 
 
    Now it was Xandra’s turn to send her eyebrows toward her hairline. “You really do write your own rulebook,” she purred, looking at me like my delinquent nature only turned her on even more. Between my legs, her toes got in on the action, stroking up and down the side of my shaft. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” I said, thinking of Courtney. “You can talk about the hunt with Richard here, Xandra. What’s the news?” 
 
    “Precious little, my Lord,” the vampire queen said, her lips twisting with distaste. It was clear that Xandra greatly wished she had better news to give me—if only because handing a solid lead to the Royal Consort would be a ticket to a week of one-on-one breeding and a guaranteed heir for the Queen of the Nightlords. “The Forgotten Lord truly lives up to his name. I have my best people digging into the history surrounding his disappearance, as well as anything they can find about your mother Raya during that period. Unfortunately, we’ve run into some very odd setbacks.” 
 
    “Such as?” I asked, sipping my coffee. The Nightlords might have preferred blood over hot bean juice, but they were damn good at making the stuff. 
 
    Xandra paused, thinking about how to phrase this next part. “Documents that should be archived have not been,” the vampire queen said with a sniff. “Records have gone missing—paper trails have been burnt, electronic records glitched to the point of unreadability.” 
 
    It all sounded bad. Not to mention depressingly predictable. “Sounds like someone doesn’t want my father to be found,” I said. 
 
    Xandra nodded. “The other Nightlord houses are reticent to speak about the Forgotten Lord. Even the powers of a Queen haven’t been able to help me in my search, my Lord Consort.” Something changed in her face—the corners of her lips rose in a naughty smirk, as if she were about to tell a dirty joke. “If I had an heir in my belly, it’s possible certain doors that have been closed to me may very well open.” 
 
    “We’ll keep working on it,” I assured the vampire with a smile. In truth, I wasn’t that upset about the lack of progress on Xandra’s end. I’d hoped that some noble house with inside information on my father’s location might crumble underneath the force of Xandra’s questioning, but I wasn’t laying all my money on the vampire queen to locate the Forgotten Lord. I had plenty of irons in the fire, and eventually, at least one had to catch. 
 
    Speaking of which, I thought, glancing over at my sluga. Richard Enfield needed to be alone for a while, so he could make connections with the servants in Xandra’s palace. If anyone could point me in the direction of my father’s hiding place, it wouldn’t be a vampiric lord—it would be a maid or a guard, who saw and heard everything. 
 
    “Well,” Xandra said, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “If you don’t mind, my Lord, I have a question for you.” 
 
    That felt like as good a segway as any. I gave Richard Enfield a little look, nodding to let him know he was to excuse himself and go about his other business at the palace as soon as possible.  
 
    “Of course, my Queen,” I said, giving Xandra a smile. “Shoot.” 
 
    Xandra grinned like a shark. “When was the last time you fed?” 
 
    From her tone, I knew she wasn’t talking about anything as ordinary as human food. “You ought to know,” I said, refusing to let myself be intimidated by the discussion of vampire’s more barbaric tendencies. “You were there.” 
 
    Xandra looked pleased to hear it. “Wonderful. I have a gift to give you, my Lord Consort.” 
 
    Before the vampire queen could summon the present, Richard Enfield rose from his seat and bowed deeply. “With your leave, my Queen, I believe I ought to leave the two of you alone for this part,” my sluga explained. 
 
    Xandra looked as if she’d been thinking the same thing. “Very good, sluga. Do me a favor, and let the servant waiting in the hall know that she may enter as you pass.” 
 
    “Of course.” Richard’s hand came down on my shoulder, both a gesture of support and a warning. “Send for me once you’re done here, my Lord. I’ll meet you outside near Olga’s cart.” 
 
    Have fun, in other words, I thought, nodding at my sluga. It felt strange having an undead assistant as a wingman, but I agreed with Richard that it would be better for him to be out of the room from now on. Whatever this gift Xandra had for me might be, I had no illusions that it would involve feeding—and when Xandra and I fed together, hot, primal fucking always followed. 
 
    As Richard stepped out of the room, Xandra let her foot fall from between my legs. The redhead vampire tugged down her cleavage, showing off more of her ample breasts as the sound of quiet conversation floated in from out in the hallway. 
 
    “You really haven’t had a single drop since that night we spent together?” Xandra asked, her dark eyes shining with a naughty gleam. “You’ve been abstinent for me, my Consort?” 
 
    I sure as shit hadn’t been abstinent—but I hadn’t drunk any blood since the last time Xandra and I had sex, either. “No blood,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    “I’m surprised,” Xandra said. “With those gorgeous, fit women around you all the time, I’d have thought you’d be sipping from them night and day.” 
 
    It was a little surprising, now that I thought about it.  
 
    “I’ve been repressing that side of myself, I guess,” I admitted after a moment, opening myself up a crack to Xandra. “Being a Nightlord—a vampire—it’s just so strange, you know? I’ve spent all this time letting Jewel and the media hype me up as a good guy, and if they knew I secretly drank the blood of my women, that would put a major damper on my image…” 
 
    Xandra scoffed and shook her head. “Your problem is you’re still thinking of the Nightlords as evil,” the vampire queen said, cocking her head to the side. “What we do is as natural to us as dinner at a nice restaurant would be to you. You’ve got to stop hiding from your nature, Derek. A Nightlord isn’t good or bad—it’s simply what you are. You’d be a fool to ignore the needs your vampiric nature places on you.” 
 
    I realized that Xandra was right. And that for the second time, she’d referred to me by my given name, rather than as the ‘Royal Consort’ or ‘her Lord’. It appeared the vampire queen only did that when she had something very serious to say. 
 
    “I hear you,” I told Xandra, glancing over my shoulder as the door opened. The brunette servant from before was back, though she hadn’t brought anything into the room with her. Not even a tray. “Where’s this present you have for me, Xandra?” 
 
    The vampire queen smirked. “You’re looking at it,” she said, gesturing at her servant. 
 
    I looked at the woman who’d just come into the room. And then I saw her. 
 
    I recognized this girl. I’d met her at the Cotillion—except then, she’d been begging me to bite her instead of patiently waiting for orders. The femoral artery doesn’t have as much pressure as the jugular, her voice whispered in the back of my head, but the experience of drinking from between a woman’s legs more than makes up for it… 
 
    “Myra,” I said, the woman’s name floating to the top of my mind. “I remember you. The servant with the blood specially treated to appeal to the Dragon.” 
 
    Myra looked surprised. “I’m shocked you remember me, my Lord,” the maid said with a deep bow. I couldn’t help but notice the way she arched her back and stuck out her tits when she did it. “I was such a small part of your night. I’m pleased to have made such an impression on you…” 
 
    Between my legs, Xandra’s foot kept on massaging my erection. “You very nearly made my Royal Consort lose control of himself,” the vampire said smugly, nibbling her bottom lip with her fangs as she peered at me. “She is a tempting servant, is she not, my Lord? Such a beauty, with her pale skin and sleek curves. A woman like that should be able to please my Lord in any way he desires.” 
 
    Myra smiled. Suddenly I realized the two of them had been planning this all along. “And I’m more than willing to do so,” the brunette purred, unfastening the black ribbon around her neck. My Lord.” 
 
    The fabric fell away, and I groaned. I don’t know what drugs the servants of the Nightlords dosed themselves with to make their blood more appealing, but Myra had most definitely taken some. Her pulse was a visible vein throbbing in the side of her throat, like her blood pressure had been supercharged just before she came into the room. I could see it vibrating gently against her collarbone, all that hot, sweet blood flowing through her veins… 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, a jet of pre-cum spraying into my boxers. Fuck, I can smell her pulse. She really has been picked out especially for me… 
 
    The idea that a Queen like Xandra would share me with a mere servant felt beyond the pale. But here she was, grinning and rubbing my cock while her specially trained maid showed off her slender throat. 
 
    “Well, my Lord?” the Queen purred, looking like she knew she had me. “Do you like your gift?”  
 
    I swallowed hard. My throat had suddenly gone completely dry—but my mouth salivated like I hadn’t eaten in a week and someone had just thrown down a juicy steak.  
 
    “I…” I muttered, trying to get a grip. “I don’t want to make any new mates right now. As much as I appreciate the gift, I just—” 
 
    That was as far as I got before Xandra began to laugh. “Oh, my dear,” the vampire queen giggled, leaning forward to caress Myra’s neck. “The girl is a servant! I assure you, you won’t create any lasting bonds between the Dragon’s Hoard and Myra. As a bound member of my Nightlord house, you can fuck her and drink from her to your heart’s content without creating any lasting entanglements.” 
 
    Xandra being so bold shocked me—and made my cock even harder. “I can’t believe you’re cool with this,” I grunted, reaching out and caressing the brunette’s ass as she sashayed against me. Myra looked down at me like she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to fuck me or feed me first. 
 
    Xandra looked a little surprised. “I love to share,” the vampire queen said, her brows furrowing together. “As my Royal Consort and my chosen mate, you deserve the best of everything. That includes my most well-trained servants. Honestly, my Lord, did you believe all Nightlords went around drinking blood from casks like it was merely wine?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure,” I said, shaking my head. “Wait, Nightlords do this all the time? Does that mean you’ve been doing this when I’m not around, Xandra?” 
 
    The Queen of the Nightlords gave me a wry smile. She’d clearly anticipated this question, and was looking forward to answering it. 
 
    “For you, I’ve been restraining myself,” Xandra explained, crossing one leg over the other. “I’ve been practicing a bit of abstinence on my own. From speaking with the rest of your harem, I understand what you require—so I’ve been adopting a hands-off approach with my servants. It’s been nothing but bottled blood for me since our bond was formed, my Lord. I knew you wouldn’t be comfortable with me drinking from men or women without you.” 
 
    That was for damned sure. It might not technically have been cheating for Xandra to drink from someone else—but I’d experienced the pleasure of feeding as a Nightlord once before. It wasn’t sexual exactly, but it was the next best thing. Not to mention feeding normally led to fucking. 
 
    A girl like Myra I might have been comfortable keeping around Xandra, with the stipulation that I was able to drink from her, too. And I got the distinct impression that was the ask my vampire queen was going to make once we were done having fun with the brunette servant. Good for her that she’d managed to hold herself back until now—that dramatically increased the chances that I’d say yes. 
 
    “That must have been a terrible burden on you,” I told Xandra. The pressure in my jaw began to build, becoming almost intolerable as my Nightlord fangs ached to spring free. “A high-value vampire like yourself must be used to frequent feedings—to hold yourself back like that, to save yourself for me, is impressive.” 
 
    Xandra looked pleased as punch by the compliment. “Bottled keeps me going,” the vampire queen admitted, looking with eagerness toward her servant. “But like you, my Lord, I haven’t had a taste of fresh blood in quite some time.” 
 
    The atmosphere in the room was electric. Myra could feel it—the servant seemed lost in Xandra’s eyes, swaying gently back and forth like someone in a trance. Her heart beat faster, which made the pulse at her throat throb in an even more enticing way. I could feel my fangs tearing free of the gums, the emblems that made me a Nightlord finally making themselves known. 
 
    “Look at him trying to hold back!” Xandra teased, nudging Myra. “What do you say, my Lord? Shall we have a little fun before you have to leave me again? Share a drink, perhaps?” 
 
    I hardly listened. Something bestial had torn itself loose from inside me while I watched Myra pant and preen, showing off her womanly assets and her veins in equal measure. My fangs sprang free, teeth lengthening to match as I fully embraced my vampiric powers. 
 
    “Show me what to do,” I told Xandra, a note of hesitation entering my tone. I’d only fed once before, and that had been with another Nightlord. I had no idea how to do this without hurting Myra—or drinking so deeply from her that I put her into a coma. 
 
    Xandra chuckled. “Not to worry, my Lord. I’ll be with you every step of the way. You’re about to experience the most wonderful thing a Nightlord can feel… and I’ll be right beside you, making sure it’s as amazing as it can possibly be…” 
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    Having spoken these words, Xandra rose from the table with a commanding air. “Servant,” she purred, turning around and sticking out her round ass in Myra’s direction. “Help me undress for my Lord.” 
 
    Myra moved as if the two of them had planned out this part of the evening, too. The brunette servant had deft fingers, and she used them to unlace the ribbons holding Xandra’s sleek dress closed in the back. Each motion revealed more pale, vampiric flesh, until Xandra lay revealed from her shoulder blades to her lower back. 
 
    “Ahh, that feels so much better!” the vampire queen groaned, her voice filling with blissful relief as she shimmied out of the confining fabric. “I always prefer to feed in the nude. Even with the most cautious bites, blood does tend to spray a bit. I detest ruining my gowns.” 
 
    I was already right there with them, taking off my clothes. I tossed off my jacket and pulled my shirt over my head, revealing the sculpted muscles of my chest. Then I reached for my belt to take my pants off—only for Myra to kneel before me, her deft fingers already reaching for the latches. 
 
    “Let me do that for you, Master,” the servant purred, her large eyes blinking up at me as she smiled. Xandra’s servant had that crazy, intense look I always associated with that old meme of the obsessed girlfriend. She had a way of making you feel like the rest of the world didn’t exist—that you were the only thing that was important to her. Myra made me feel like an object of worship, and hearing the M-word slip from between her pouty lips was a total turn on. 
 
    “Good girl!” Xandra said, looking proudly at her servant like a madame with her favorite working girl. “Take his manhood out of his pants, slut. Show him how much you appreciate the Dragon’s big, hard cock!” 
 
    She certainly did that. Myra removed my belt with dexterous skill, slipping off the leather and setting it to the side like an actor saving a prop they wanted to use later in a scene. Her free hand unbuttoned my fly, freeing my aching cock. It flopped out, swelling even harder as it pressed against the side of Myra’s face, leaving a drop of pre-cum across her pearly skin. 
 
    Before she waited on us, the maid had applied a thick, glossy lipstick so dark that it looked nearly black. Now she wrapped those soft, pouty lips around my swollen crown, swirling her tongue in a tight circle as she sent spikes of pleasure up and down my spine. Xandra’s shoulders rose and fell rapidly as she watched her specially trained blood maid apply her lips and tongue to my swollen, aching member. 
 
    “Yes, that’s so sexy,” Xandra panted, tangling her fingers in the brunette’s hair. “I can’t stand it much longer, Dragon. I know her mouth must feel amazing around you, but if I don’t bite this bitch soon, I’m going to lose my mind…!” 
 
    Well, we certainly didn’t want that. I pulled my cock out of Myra’s mouth as she swallowed me deep, slapping my meat across her face a couple of times before allowing Xandra to go from pushing her onto me to pulling her back.  
 
    Xandra had clearly told her maid exactly what I like, using her previous experience making love to me in her dungeon as a guide. Yet there was still something hesitant inside Myra, as if she were slightly less than one hundred percent sure of how to proceed. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, until it did. When the answer hit me, it slapped me in the face. She threw herself at me at the Cotillion, I realized. But that was all part of Ivan Grozny’s plan. She was meant to tempt me, to get me to stray from the path before I met Xandra. She thinks I still hate her. 
 
    She thought I wanted revenge. 
 
    Well, I didn’t. I’d won, and like they said, history was written by the victors.  
 
    My gaze traveled up and down her body as I took her chin in my hand. Her eyes widened, her pulse racing like a hummingbird’s as the arousal inside of the maid mixed together into something stronger than either. This girl was turned on, and terrified by how turned on she was. I found the combination intoxicating, like a strong drink. 
 
    Maybe I’m more of a vampire than I know, I thought. This is going to be fun… 
 
    “She’s gorgeous,” Xandra said. She wasn’t buttering me up, either—it was a simple statement of fact. “I want you to use her like a whore, my Dragon. Hold nothing back!” 
 
     “The last time I saw you,” I grunted, my fingers moving from Myra’s chin to her slender throat, “you told me your blood had been specially treated to appeal to me. Is that still true?” 
 
    I didn’t need her to answer—I already knew. I just wanted to hear her say it. I could feel the throbbing pulse in her neck vibrating against my fingers, and I could smell the blood as it coursed through her body. This girl had been sweetened for me, like my favorite flavor of ice cream. I couldn’t wait to taste her. 
 
    “Y—yes, my lord,” Myra gasped. Her fear was unfeigned. She knew how things worked with her mistress, but this was uncharted territory. “When my mistress found out about the treatments, she decided to double them. I’ve been prepared just for you—my whole purpose is to let you fuck and feed!” 
 
    Something about that made me feel like a king. Maybe I really would marry Xandra after all, put myself officially in the line of succession for the throne of the Nightlords. My other girls might complain about it a bit, but having a permanent vacation home in not-Transylvania would more than make up for it. Plus, I could think of a couple of my girls who might enjoy being bit between the legs every now and then. 
 
    “Lay her down on the table, Dragon,” Xandra chortled, slamming the plates and mugs to the floor with a wave of her arm. Servants would clean it up later—little things like spills and broken crockery were beneath the notice of a Nightlord. “I want to watch you take your first taste of her. I want to see you drinking from her…!” 
 
    Myra could take a hint. The gorgeous brunette spread herself across the table, parting her legs and craning her neck to give me the best possible angle of her slender throat. Her lips parted as she gazed up at me, giving me a glazed look like the leading lady in a vampire movie about to be seduced by the master of the castle. 
 
    “So gorgeous,” I said, reaching down and tearing off her blouse with a single tug of my hand. “So alive…” 
 
    My fangs hurt with the need to bury them inside of something wet and willing. Between my legs, my cock did the same. 
 
    I’d satisfy the first, then the second. 
 
    “Yes,” Xandra groaned, sounding like she was on the edge of cumming just from watching me. “Bite her, my King! Drink her dry, taste her and taste your destiny as a Nightlord…!” 
 
    I couldn’t resist. If a supernatural SWAT team had burst into the room then and there, they would have opened fire while I opened wide and bit into Myra’s milk white throat. My fangs touched flesh, meeting a delicious moment of resistance as her skin refused to give, then the hot rush of blood coated my tongue as I punctured through. Myra gasped in mingled pain and pleasure, grabbing hold of me and clinging to my body as I bit down and began to drink. 
 
    Holy fuck! The rush wasn’t the same as drinking directly from Xandra. Sipping from a Nightlord and drinking from an ordinary human, even a specially prepared one, was as different as a blowjob was from vaginal sex. But both felt amazing. The taste was indescribable—like life itself, the liquid coming from Myra’s jugular faintly crackling with energy as I swallowed it down. 
 
    A few years ago, I’d gotten really into the intermittent fasting fad—and as normally happened when Derek got into something, I went way overboard with it. I sometimes wouldn’t eat for two or three days, just getting into a state where my body no longer even felt the hunger. In that state, I could take or leave food entirely—until I eventually decided to take that first bite that broke my fast. Then all the hunger would come rushing back like a dam bursting, and I’d find myself gorging like I was on the verge of dying of hunger. 
 
    That sensation—of breaking a fast and realizing for the first time how truly hungry I’d been—was what I experienced as I began to drink from Myra, only multiplied by a hundred. I bit down deeper, sucking greedily as rivulets of blood trickled down the maid’s collarbone to stain her cleavage. It was so good.  
 
    At the edge of my awareness, I saw Xandra sink to her knees. The beautiful vampire queen discarded the last of her clothes and grabbed each of Myra’s legs, spreading them wide. She lowered her face in between the brunette’s thighs, and for a moment I thought she was about to start eating Myra out…then I heard the unmistakable sound of fangs sinking into flesh. 
 
    Myra tensed beneath me, her back arching as she let out a pained gasp into my hair. She clung to me as I drank from her, one leg raising to welcome Xandra even deeper into her fertile valley as the vampire queen joined in on the fun. 
 
    I quickly lost track of time. Drinking from Myra was like being high—the pleasure was practically annihilating, ripping away my senses and replacing them with the bliss of eat and fuck and warmth all at the same time. I couldn’t tell how much of Myra’s blood I’d drunk when I finally felt Xandra’s hands on my shoulders, coaxing me away. 
 
    “Good, good,” the vampire queen purred in my ear. I could feel the warm trickle of blood on my shoulder, dripping from Xandra’s lips as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “That’s enough for now, I think, Dragon. Drink much more from my servant, and she won’t be able to do anything but lie there while you fuck her…” 
 
    That had a certain appeal, but I understood what Xandra meant. “Fine,” I said, licking blood off my fangs. “Get on your knees for me, Queen. Warm my cock up before I slam it hilt deep into this slut.” 
 
    An ordinary man would have died for saying a thing like that to Xandra. Coming from me, it just made the vampire queen’s pussy gush more. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Xandra giggled, slipping to the floor with a bad-girl squeal that would have done Harley Quinn proud. “You saw the way Myra was looking at you while she had your cock in her mouth, didn’t you? Ah, I’m sure you loved that. Almost as much as I love having your dick buried in my throat…” 
 
    Now that was news. “Tell me more,” I commanded, running my hands along Myra’s thighs while Xandra prepared to blow me. I could see the puncture marks where my Queen had bitten down between her maid’s thighs, the wounds sealing into two tiny drops of blood but ready to be opened up at any time. 
 
    Xandra ran her tongue down my length then laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder to get a better angle. “Are you kidding me? Nightlords love blowjobs, Dragon. Particularly when we have a big, hard man like you to pleasure! After all, we love blood so much…” 
 
    It still didn’t compute. Or maybe I was just too horny to think straight. “You’re not drinking from me, though,” I grunted, pressing my balls against Xandra’s face. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    It fell to Xandra to educate me. “A hard cock is just an organ swollen with as much blood as it can handle,” the vampire queen laughed, licking at my prick like a lollipop. “I can feel it just below the surface. It’s like a wine tasting, almost. Or smelling a favored dish while it’s cooking, with the anticipation of eating it later…” 
 
    She was as horny as could be, but something about her words took me aback. “You’d better not be planning to drink from me,” I grunted, sliding two fingers into Myra’s pussy as she lay on the table. “The first time you break the skin on my cock with those fangs of yours will be the last time, Xandra.” 
 
    “Oh, I would never, my Lord!” The way Xandra fell all over herself to reassure me almost made me laugh. “But you may bite me if you wish! I’m quite recovered after sipping from that servant. My black blood aches to be sipped by my man.” 
 
    The vampire queen knew exactly what I wanted. And she had the skills to give it to me—as she swallowed me down, she made me completely forget the writhing brunette laying on the table next to me. Xandra hadn’t been lying about getting off just on the feeling of having a swollen cock down her throat—the vampiress whimpered as she bobbed up and down on my prick, a puddle forming on the hardwood floor beneath her as she fingered her pussy in time with her slurps. 
 
    I leaned back and closed my eyes. I could still taste Myra’s blood, could feel its vitality flowing through me. Its energy filled me to the brim, making me feel superhuman. I rode it like the high of an expensive drug, going into the stratosphere as Xandra’s lips formed a tight seal over my cock. The heat, the friction—all of it was perfect. I was perfect. 
 
    I wasn’t a man any longer—I was a creature of the Night. A vampire. 
 
    A Nightlord. 
 
    Just like my father. 
 
    My eyes opened. 
 
    And pure rage filled my bloodstream. 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t getting a blowjob—I was fucking Xandra’s throat. The vampire queen’s eyes opened in surprise as I grabbed her head with both hands, leaving the brunette maid for the time being. Xandra’s eyes rolled back in her head, her throat relaxing as she gently gagged around me. More so than almost any woman I’d ever been with, she had a way of both anticipating and responding to my darkest needs. 
 
    That bastard, I thought, face-fucking the Queen of the Nightlords like she was nothing but a common whore. I’m nothing like him! I’m not! 
 
    “Aaaaagh!” I roared, my cock jerking against the back of Xandra’s throat as the pleasure reached a peak. “ 
 
    Even when the pleasure became unbearable and I began to shoot, my legs shaking uncontrollably beneath me, the beautiful Queen of the vampires kept on sucking and swallowing around my prick. Hot ropes of cum detonated against the back of her throat, shooting like fucking machine gun bullets from the pulsing crown of my cock. The pressure releasing inside of my balls was like an avalanche, adding to the wave of bliss I was already riding from the blood I’d drunk. 
 
    “Ohhh yes,” I groaned, leaning against Xandra as she drank up my load like liquid gold. “Yeah, fuck, get it all baby. That’s a good little whore queen. Keep on sucking…” 
 
    I didn’t need to tell her twice. Xandra’s mouth slowed as the pressure of my cum eased, moving from slurps to gentle sucks to slow, loving kisses across my head as I came down from my peak. She kept right on drinking me down, bathing my cock in warmth and wetness with her tongue as bliss coursed through me. 
 
    Then she pulled away and rose to her feet, transformed back into a queen. Though a slutty one. 
 
    Xandra wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her eyes wild with lust. “That was something else,” she whispered, speaking about my transformation the way a trail guide might about a wild beast attack. “You just came completely unglued there toward the end, my Lord. You were utterly unhinged!” 
 
    I felt a flush raise to my cheeks. Now that I was thinking clearly, my actions seemed harsher. “I kind of lost control,” I admitted, glancing away from Xandra and toward Myra. “I didn’t mean to hurt you—” 
 
    But Xandra was already speaking. “Hurt!? God damn, Dragon! Tell me what I need to do to make sure you use me like that every time you take me. The only thing that hurts me is that you put that load inside of my throat, instead of between my legs where it might give me the child I need to solidify my reign…” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. Xandra was utterly shameless. “I’ll have to lose control like that more often,” I said, realizing that the vampire queen truly did want me to go Beast Mode on her in the bedroom. 
 
    A sly smile spread across her face as she parted Myra’s soaking wet thighs. “Why don’t you do it right now?” she whispered, running her fingers up and down the brunette’s pussy. “I told you to use her like a whore, Dragon—and I meant it.” 
 
    Intriguing. Myra still lay dazed on the table, her eyes shining with need. Twin puncture marks studded her slender throat and pale white thigh, a trickle of blood dripping from each. Her already pale skin looked ghostly white. If I fucked her right now, I might very well break her in half. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to come inside of you,” I grunted, looking at the Queen. “You expect me to pull out of her after that kind of treatment and finish in your pussy?” 
 
    Xandra’s smirk was epic in its dimensions. “Of course not,” the Queen assured me. “You’ve already released once—I can get the best of you later, once you’ve replenished yourself once again. Right now, I want to see you use my servant.” The vampire leaned in closer, showing her fangs with a feral grin. “Remember how she tried to deceive you, my Lord. Don’t let her innocent face fool you—this creature was Ivan Grozny’s, through and through. Remember that when you take her.” 
 
    Jesus. This woman was twisted. And the fucked-up thing was, I liked it. 
 
    I mounted Myra with a rough motion, tugging her ass to the edge of the table so that the swollen mound of her pussy hung just over the side. In another one of those twists that Xandra had to have planned beforehand, the table was at the perfect height for me to stand next to and thrust forward into her servant’s tight, wet womanhood. I ran the head of my cock up and down her slit a few times, watching as she arched her back and lifted her ass. Myra was desperate to get me inside her. 
 
    “Tell me what you want me to do,” I said, putting my hand on Myra’s cheek. “I’ve heard it from your mistress, but now I want to hear it from you. Tell me what you want me to do to you…” 
 
    Despite her blood loss, Myra smiled weakly. Then, without an ounce of shame, she pulled my thumb into her mouth and began to suck on it, her eyes rolling back in her head. When the digit left her lips with a wet little pop, I already knew exactly what she was going to say. 
 
    “Fuck me,” the servant begged, offering her pussy as wide as she could for the plundering. “Fuck me hard, Dragon! Break me in half if you want to—it’s what I was made for, it’s exactly what a little slut like me deserves…!” 
 
    Indeed it was. One hard thrust, and I buried my prick all the way to the balls inside of Myra’s tight, perfect snatch. 
 
    Holy hell! I tossed my head back and howled with bliss, my fangs reemerging. I couldn’t help it—Xandra’s servant felt so tight and perfect, like not just her blood but her very body itself had been molded to my exact specifications. Her walls gripped my prick snugly, like the world’s most expensive sex toy, her ridged interior sending insane sparks of friction up and down my shaft. I balanced one knee on the edge of the table and used it as leverage to thrust into her like a piston, slamming all the way to the back of her pussy. 
 
    Myra wrapped her arms around me, lifting her tits into my face as I took her. “I’m yours, Dragon,” she panted, her voice weak from the drinking Xandra and I had done. “Fuck me however you want. Treat me like a living toy—like a sexy little doll you can use to relieve your lusts…” 
 
    I most definitely was. But something about the angle didn’t sit right with me. 
 
    “Nope,” I grunted, pulling almost all the way out of Myra’s pussy. Only my swollen head remained buried within her—the rest was visible, dripping with her juices. “This isn’t working.” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    When I looked over, Xandra’s face had twisted into a form so horrifying I nearly pulled all the way out of Myra. She looked like a creature from a storybook—the terrifying monster that lurked beneath the cultured exterior of the Nightlords. 
 
    It only lasted for a moment. At the look on my face, Xandra smoothed down her features, though she still glared at her servant. “Is Myra displeasing you, my Lord?” the vampire queen asked harshly. “Perhaps she ought to be punished—” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I said quickly, grabbing the maid’s hips. I didn’t want Myra to get hurt—as rough as I intended to treat her, I knew she was going to love it. “Just need to get deeper.” 
 
    I flipped Myra around, bending her over the table like a bad girl in need of a spanking. Her dripping wet mound lay just beneath her tight pucker, both spread and waiting for me as she obediently parted her legs. Myra knew exactly how to assume the position, and how to flatten her breasts invitingly across the table and watch me over her shoulder with that perfect, submissive gaze. 
 
    I thrust into her from behind, my balls slapping against her thighs as I penetrated all the way to the bottom of her pussy. Now it felt right. Her wet walls gripped me all the way down to the balls, grinding around me as they clenched in time with her rapid heartbeat. She couldn’t fuck herself back on me very hard, as weak as she was, but that was okay. After the lush treatment Xandra had given me, I was more than willing to take on a dominant role and do most of the work. 
 
    I fucked Myra madly from behind, using her long brunette hair as leverage to fill her even deeper. My cock disappeared inside of her like a magic trick, impaling her on my meat as I slammed forward harder and harder. Bruises rose to the surface of her gorgeous skin, the pearly flesh turned purple by my rough attentions. 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself. Every thrust into her pussy felt better than the one before, tighter and wetter. A few pumps later, Myra let out a groan and melted beneath me, her pussy gushing over as an orgasm crashed through her slender frame. It turned the temperature all the way up, making everything between her legs tighter and more awesome. I couldn’t tell where she ended and I began—I just knew that every time I rammed home, the table shook beneath us. 
 
    A pair of breasts pressed between my shoulder blades as Xandra hugged me from behind. “That’s right, my Lord,” the vampire queen groaned against my ear, her voice smoke and sex. “Pound her tight, wet little pussy! Fuck that slut hard—she’s nothing but a piece of meat! A whore, a fucktoy, a dumb little bimbo who exists to get stuffed full of hard cock!” 
 
    No man on earth could hold his load back when a Queen spoke like that in his ear. My strokes lost their rhythm, turning frenzied as my primal instincts took over.  
 
    “Aww yeah!” I roared, tossing back my head and bearing my fangs. “Fuck, fuck I’m going to cum…!” 
 
    “Do it,” Xandra begged, grinding her wet pussy against my thigh as I prepared to unload. “Fill her up, my Lord! My King! My God…!” 
 
    Her naughty words and sexy voice sent me right over the edge. I shuddered as the pleasure went stratospheric, washing over me like a tidal wave as I came and came and came. My vision blurred, the woman behind me and the wet slut beneath me merging into one needy, utterly feminine organism as I shot my load as hard and fast as I could, my balls slapping against Myra’s ass as I unloaded. 
 
    The pleasure felt like it went on for ages. When I finally opened my eyes, I realized what a mess we’d made of this private room. Blood covered the hardwood floor, stained the table, and formed crisscross patterns across Myra’s skin like morbid body art. Xandra and I weren’t much better. We’d fed—and when that impulse mixed with the drive to fuck, the process became a sloppy one. 
 
    Before I could say much to Myra, Xandra had her hustled out of the chamber. Now that she’d provided me with sexual satisfaction, it seemed there wasn’t much the vampire queen wanted from her maidservant. A trio of less attractive servants in normal outfits entered behind her, working to clean up the mess. None of them seemed the least bit put out by the sight of their Queen naked and covered in blood, or the muscular, still-hard man standing beside her. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” Xandra told me once the servants had carried the freshly fucked maid out the door. “She’ll be given the royal treatment for the rest of the week. Bed rest and infusions of saline and minerals until that red blood count is back up to sky high levels.” She grinned at me. “Then you get to drink from her all over again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that my fuck and feed session was over, I felt a little bit guilty about how much fun I’d had—but far less than last time. Maybe I really was getting used to being a Nightlord. And if Myra got a week off for a couple hours of fun riding my cock, then maybe it wasn’t so bad. I’d have to ask the woman herself sometime, the next opportunity I had. 
 
    Part of me still wanted to drink that amazing black blood from Xandra’s throat, but the Queen of the Nightlords seemed satisfied with what we’d just done. Apparently getting me off was enough for her, today at least. But I was no fool—I remembered her vaunted words about being a ‘switch’, someone who enjoyed being dominant just as much as they liked being submissive. Since she’d been such a whore for me today, Xandra would probably want to be in charge next time we stepped into the bedroom together. 
 
    For now, however, the vampire queen was all business.  
 
    “I’m sorry for the lack of progress on locating the Forgotten Lord,” Xandra said, taking a fluffy white towel a servant held out to her. “My Queenly powers haven’t been powerful enough to pierce the veil of Nightlord ignorance, I’m afraid. But I’m still working on it.” 
 
    “Work harder,” I said, accepting a towel of my own. It was fun to needle Xandra this way, even if I didn’t really mean it. I got the impression it had been centuries since anyone had dared speak to Xandra in this way, and she appreciated the novelty. 
 
    The vampire queen’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of shock, and she stuck out her ass for a spank. “I hope I was at least able to provide the Royal Consort with much needed moral support,” she purred like a sex kitten. 
 
    I gave her ass a hearty slap and started looking for my clothes. “You most definitely have,” I said, though inside of me was a different story. The worries the smoking hot, primal threesome had temporarily banished were already making their way back in. Not only was I no closer to locating my father’s hiding place, but I had this legal threat from the Council to worry about. It left me frustrated with the new order of things, though I never would have said so to Xandra directly. 
 
    I’d no more than managed to get my pants and boxers back on than a knock came at the door.  
 
    “Enter,” Xandra yawned, sounding bored as she walked over to a cart piled with liquor bottles and drank directly from the neck. As a trickle of red dripped from her chin, I realized it wasn’t wine she was sipping on. 
 
    The door opened, and Richard Enfield stood in the hallway. The sight of me without a shirt on didn’t bother the man, nor did the Queen of the Nightlords walking around wearing nothing but a towel tied loosely around her waist. He gave me a quick once over to make sure I was alright, then nodded. Whatever signal he wanted to send me by that, I wasn’t able to figure out. 
 
    “My apologies, Queen Xandra,” my sluga said, dropping into another one of those practiced, low bows. “My Lord Dragon is urgently needed back in his own world. I regret having to cut your fun short.” 
 
    Xandra was already waving away the man’s apologies. “No matter,” the Queen said, taking another long sip from the bottle. Maybe she wasn’t as ‘refreshed’ by drinking from Myra as she let on. Was there something about her specially treated blood that Xandra didn’t like? “We’ve had more than enough fun, sluga. Although I had hoped to have more. You’re leaving a very unsatisfied woman behind, Dragon. I hope you know that.” 
 
    I did, but whatever Richard claimed I was needed for back on Earth sounded serious. “I’m worth waiting for,” I told the vampire, giving her a long, lingering kiss on those pouty lips. She melted against me, and the towel around her waist sank to the floor. Only Richard Enfield’s noisy clearing of the throat kept Xandra from mounting me and having her way with me right then and there—as it was, she glared at my sluga but didn’t push the point. 
 
    “I’ll go back to—ugh—bottled blood until your return,” Xandra said, making a face. “We’ll need to work out something eventually where there are chosen servants I’m able to drink from, my Lord Dragon. This weak bottled stuff is like dog food when I could have steak whenever I chose…” 
 
    I promised her that we would. I had Myra herself in mind for the duty, though whatever Xandra didn’t like about her blood would have to be corrected before we could formally begin sharing her. For now, however, I had bigger things to worry about. 
 
    Olga’s cart waited for us in the courtyard right where we’d left it. The old woman was in the middle of feeding her skeletal horses carrots, which passed directly through their bony frames to plop on the frigid ground once they’d chewed and swallowed. Despite this, both horse and woman seemed pleased with the arrangement. 
 
    “Back to the clan,” I said, knocking my fist on the roof of the carriage as Richard and I hopped inside. Olga grumbled, but began the quick preparations needed to get us back on our way and through a portal leading back to our home. 
 
    The two of us stayed silent until the carriage was in motion. Then I leaned over and dropped my voice. “What was that about?” I asked my sluga. “You were sure in a hurry to get me out of Xandra’s castle. Eager to get back to Courtney and give her the good news?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Richard pursed his lips. “Ah, of course not, my Lord. I’m extremely excited to seal the deal with my chosen, but the business of the clan comes first. I did not pull you away from Xandra lightly. I’m well aware that you’d have preferred to spend the rest of the night trying to give an heir to the Queen of the Nightlords.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said with a laugh. “So what gives?” 
 
    Richard Enfield leaned in even closer, like a man with a secret. “I discovered something,” the man whispered, wiggling his eyebrows. “Something concerning your father.” 
 
    My heart skipped a fucking beat. “Tell me you know where he is,” I said, resisting the urge to grab my sluga by the collar. “Tell me you’ve found his hiding place, and we’re going there right now to force the bastard to give us some answers…!” 
 
    I trailed off. The look on Richard Enfield’s face gave me all the answer I needed. 
 
    “You don’t have his location,” I said, the disappointment so much more bitter than I’d expected. I hadn’t expected a miracle or anything like that, but I wanted to take action already. I’d had enough of sitting around and waiting, letting the walls close in around me from all sides. I wanted to fight, damn it! 
 
    Richard knew me well. He didn’t try to sugarcoat it—but he did have good news. “Not the exact location, my Lord,” he said, sitting up straighter in his seat. “But I do believe I may know where your father is hiding his Kingdom.” 
 
    The contradiction left me confused. “How can you know where he is but not his location?” I asked, feeling like I’d missed something obvious. 
 
    Richard explained. “While you were being entertained by the Queen and her maidservant, I spoke with a few contacts I have along the gossip grapevine. One, a servant who’s name I’m not permitted to mention for obvious reasons, managed to pass along a message for me from the sluga of another Nightlord house. He’d heard my call for information about the Forgotten Lord, and slugas typically know more about the gossip of a house than any Master or Mistress. More than the servants, even.” 
 
    This sounded juicy. “Go on,” I said, tempering my disappointment. This could be a lead—not the smoking gun I’d been looking for, but at least one of the bullets. “Tell me.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “This particular sluga had been working on a secret project for their Mistress for a number of months,” he said, slipping into the didactic tone he sometimes used when giving reports to the other employees of my clan. Usually I disliked it, but I didn’t want to interrupt him just when things were getting good. “His task was to make a complete survey of all Nightlord Zones currently in existence.” 
 
    Interesting. “How many are there?” I asked, honestly curious. 
 
    My sluga spread his hands. “No one really knows,” he admitted, giving me a sheepish grin. “New Zones open and close over the centuries—it’s uncommon, but not unheard of—and because of the looseness of Nightlord governance, it’s rare that a King or Queen would ever try and complete a full census of our society. We’re a people who value privacy first, you see.” 
 
    I could see. The vampires would naturally resist any effort to uncover all their secrets. An address book of the undead could be used as a weapon against them by a traitorous Council—or more likely, used by houses to make covert war against each other. 
 
    “So this sluga is supposed to make a full list of all Zones belonging to the Nightlords,” I said. “Was he successful?” 
 
    “The project is still ongoing,” Richard said with a wave of his hand. “But the vampire researching it has already discovered a number of abnormalities related to the Realm of the Nightlords. One of which, in particular, could be of interest to us.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I won’t bore you with the details,” Richard explained, his voice telling me he’d love to do just that if he had more time. “Suffice to say, this sluga created a system to record the locations of different Zones. A kind of atlas of the Nightlords, a road map containing coordinates not that different from latitude and longitude. But for a very long time, he believed he had to be making some kind of mistake. His system wasn’t working.” 
 
    I felt Richard winding me up for some kind of reveal. “Did he do something wrong?” 
 
    The vampire shook his head. “Not at all. But one of the Zones he catalogued disappeared shortly after he added it to his roster. Then, later, it reappeared—with a completely different set of coordinates.” 
 
    The implication wasn’t lost on me. “You’re saying it moved,” I whispered, stunned by the possibilities. “That there’s a Zone out there moving around from place to place.” 
 
    “Evading detection by constantly staying on the move,” Richard agreed. “Yes, my Lord Dragon. That is exactly what I’m saying. And this sluga stumbled upon the truth entirely by accident.” 
 
    This was it. It had to be.  
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” I said, looking out the window as we approached our portal. “How do you stay the Forgotten Lord in a world that keeps a record of your crimes? You disappear completely. You go off-grid, and work from the shadows, letting everyone forget you ever existed.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought as well,” Richard said, glad he and I were on the same wavelength. “Hence why I wanted to get this information to you so quickly, my Lord Dragon.” 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I felt we’d found him. This was just too strange to not be connected to my missing father somehow. What could be a better Kingdom for a Forgotten Lord than a disappearing Zone? 
 
    “We need to find a way to get there,” I told my sluga. “There has to be a way we can pin the Zone down, keep it from slipping away. Tether it to a set of coordinates long enough for Olga to open a portal.” 
 
    Just then, our carriage passed through our portal, and we were back on Earth. The dirt road leading from the Nightlords’ castle was replaced by smooth pavement, the city’s skyline gleaming in the distance beneath a thousand thousand stars. We were barely a block away from the clan’s hideout, where my women waited. 
 
    “I’ll keep researching it, sir,” Richard Enfield assured me. “This is a good lead, which is why I wanted to bring it to you as soon as possible. Hopefully we’ll have time to track it down, once you’ve put this business with the Council behind you.” 
 
    My heart felt like a balloon deflating. I’d tried not to think of my legal issues while I was at Xandra’s castle, and up until now, I’d been mostly successful. But now, back home, they were staring me in the face. 
 
    “I can’t track down my father’s Zone from prison,” I told my sluga, agreeing with him. “And I’ll be damned if I let Tomas Karkosa take any of my mates away as part of some fucked-up restitution scheme. No, I’ll take care of him first. Then I’ll find my father.” 
 
    It was time to get serious about court. I had a case coming up, and zero intention of losing it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re sure this is the right place?” 
 
    I sat in the passenger seat of Tessa’s SUV, in the parking lot of a non-descript office building on the bland side of town. It was the middle of the day, the sun high in the sky, and the offices of Shadebringer and Lucre LLC—the legal office whose front doors we were currently facing—had just ended their supernatural society-mandated hour-long lunch break. A handful of paralegals in business attire stood smoking or checking their cellphones outside, looking like they’d rather be heading home than into the second half of their day. 
 
    The only thing that made them stand out in any way was the fact that most of them weren’t human. 
 
    “I know it doesn’t look like much,” Tessa said with a sigh, cutting the ignition. “But I’ve been assured by several people who know what they’re talking about that Shadebringer & Lucre are the experts in Restitution Law. Which is exactly what we need.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” I said, eyeing the crowd with a skeptical expression. “I just expected their offices to be a bit more…” 
 
    “Swanky?” Tessa asked with a faint smile. “Not everything in supernatural society is orgies and magic spells, Master. There are a lot of blue-collar and white-collar jobs, too. Even mages need a plumber from time to time.” 
 
    As I watched, a green-skinned girl in a short skirt and a ridiculously tight top stubbed out her cigarette and went inside. She noticed me near the top of the steps and did a double-take, checking me out with such a lack of subtlety that Tessa rolled her eyes and scoffed. 
 
    “Keep your eye on the ball, stud,” she informed me, popping open the door on her side. “Remember, we’re here to get a lawyer—not another mate. Keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
    “Right, right,” I said, stepping out into the sunlight with her. The day was hot, so I’d dressed simply, in a button-down silk t-shirt and slacks. Tessa had dressed casually as well, but also with looking good for me on her mind. Her yoga pants were so skintight they looked like they’d been painted onto her ass, and the gray athletic top she wore above it showed off a great deal more soft brown cleavage than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “Just remember that these people are on our side,” Tessa told me as we walked across the parking lot. The remaining employees had all entered the building, leaving the front door looking almost abandoned. “You fight with spells and claws and dragon fire, they fight with depositions and objections and evidence. But we all have a common enemy—Karkosa and the Council.” 
 
    “You’re damned right,” I said, slipping an arm around Tessa’s waist. Despite how professional she was trying to present herself, my mate couldn’t resist melting against me and giving a little squee at the touch. “So, when I talk to Shadebringer—" 
 
    “Oh, you’re not seeing Shadebringer,” Tessa said with a laugh. “Monica Shadebringer is fit, attractive, and just slightly under middle-aged for her species. She’d be under the table using her mouth on you before you got halfway through introducing yourself. No, we’re here to see Philemon Lucre.” 
 
    “I don’t know him,” I said flatly. Jewel Hayes had given me the skinny on this outfit earlier, but she’d confined her remarks almost exclusively to the senior partner of the operation, Shadebringer. “Is he any good?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be the best,” Tessa said, letting me open the door for her. “Ah, that AC feels good on a hot day…” 
 
    It was a clever way to get my attention on Tessa’s nipples, and it worked. The tiny nubs stiffened beneath her gray top as the temperature dropped, practically aching to be licked and sucked through the fabric. I restrained myself as best as I could as we entered the lobby. 
 
    The green-skinned woman I’d seen before sat behind the front desk, looking prim and proper despite her revealing clothes. Evidently, she was the secretary. “You must be Miss Butler,” she said, rising and shaking Tessa’s hand before turning to me. “And that would make you the Dragon.” 
 
    “Not sure how you could miss it,” I said with a smile. “The news has a habit of putting my face on every other segment.” 
 
    “I don’t watch a lot of television,” the secretary admitted with a shrug. “Mr. Lucre says it rots the brain.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, putting my hand on top of hers on the desk. “And do you always do what Mr. Lucre tells you to do?” 
 
    “Derek…” Tessa warned me, but I was feeling too bold to pull back. Flirting with the employees of these law offices was likely to be the only entertainment I was going to get today. 
 
    The secretary—a goblin, unless I missed my guess, or some kind of a gnome—looked up at me, obvious interest in her eyes. I had recently discovered that shifters, mages, and vampires weren’t the only supernatural creatures in existence. And after the supernatural had been revealed to the world, all kinds of formerly fantastical creatures were becoming part of the norm.  
 
    “Why?” she asked in a smoky voice. “Is there something you want to tell me to do, Dragon?” 
 
    Hell yes. This girl was game. 
 
    “Oh, there’s several things I’d like to tell you to do,” I told the secretary, making a point of checking her out the same way she’d done to me outside. “But I’ve promised my mate to be a good boy this afternoon. So I’ll have to take a raincheck.” 
 
    “Pity!” The goblin peered over at Tessa, flashing her a knowing grin. “You two look like a lot of fun. Have a seat, and I’ll page Mr. Lucre to let him know you’re ready.” 
 
    The secretary gestured to a clutch of ancient chairs covered in fading green suede. Tessa and I seated ourselves next to a bubbling water cooler, my mate trying her best to conceal her annoyance. 
 
    “I told you to be good,” Tessa whispered, chiding but not really pissed. “I guess I can’t blame you, though. I had no idea Shadebringer & Lucre employed a goblin girl as a secretary…” 
 
    Ah! So she was a goblin, then. “Why, is there something wrong with goblins?” I asked, keeping my voice low so the secretary wouldn’t hear. “Wait, there’s not prejudice against goblins in supernatural society, is there? Do goblins experience racism from other fantasy creatures?” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing like that,” she replied. “But you’ve really never heard the things they say about goblin girls?” 
 
    I continued to check out our secretary while she punched a button on her intercom and picked up a phone. She spoke a few clipped words through the receiver, then hung up and began scanning a social media app on her phone while she waited. 
 
    “Somehow I’ve missed all that,” I whispered to Tessa. “What do they say?” 
 
    The shifter scoffed again and rolled her eyes. “That ‘submissive and breedable’ is the official goblin motto,” Tessa said, giving the girl behind the desk a lustful look. “And that they love human cock even more than leprechauns love gold. Honestly, I’m surprised that short little tart didn’t jump your bones the moment we entered the room…” 
 
    The more Tessa talked about the woman, the more interested I became in her. At first, I didn’t understand what my mate had meant by ‘little’, then the secretary crossed one leg over the other and I saw. The goblin wore the largest pair of platform heels I’d ever seen—they had to add at least eight inches of height to her frame. Without them, she’d be five foot nothing, or even shorter. 
 
    She caught me staring and smiled, then winked. A few moments later, the phone on her desk rang, and she began talking to whoever was on the other end, exchanging short, punctual sentences. 
 
    “You sound like you’re jealous,” I said, nudging my mate. “Those pregnancy hormones are messing with your head already, Tess.” 
 
    “They are not!” Tessa’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise at the very idea. “I mean, I love the idea of having a breedable, submissive goblin girl in the harem. But that’s not what today is about, Master. We’re supposed to be talking to Philemon Lucre—” 
 
    As if summoned by Tessa’s words, the secretary suddenly put the phone down and looked in our direction. “Mr. Lucre will see you now!” she trilled happily, skipping over to a door in the back of the room and holding it open for us both. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, favoring the secretary with a beaming smile as the two of us stepped into the hallway. I made a mental note to ask for her number later, once we were done with this meeting. 
 
    Mr. Lucre’s office lay at the end of the hall. It was a small but cozy space, filled with arcane legal texts in languages I didn’t recognize. They covered numerous shelves, so many that it made the place feel a little bit claustrophobic. Philemon Lucre sat behind a large oaken desk, covered in spirals and curlicues like something out of a wood nymph’s workshop. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to understand why the man had a goblin secretary, or why he employed so many non-humans. Lucre was himself non-human. The man was an imp, sitting on a high-backed stool like a gargoyle as he watched Tessa and I take his seat. He had a large nose and thinning gray hair, and one of his eyes were slightly larger than the other. A short pair of leathery wings extended behind his back, though I doubted they were powerful enough to carry him more than a short distance. 
 
    “Come in, come in!” the lawyer said, his wings flapping unconsciously as he gestured toward our seats. Once we were inside, he snapped his fingers and the door slammed shut behind us. “Forgive me for not rising and kissing your hand. You must be Tessa Butler! Which makes you Derek Sinclair!” 
 
    “That would be correct,” I said, relaxing into my seat. “I’ve heard so much about you, Mr. Lucre. I’m assuming my girls have already briefed you about the details of my case?” 
 
    “Have they ever!” Mr. Lucre had just said he was unable to rise from his seat, but here he managed to stand on top of it, practically brimming with excitement. “I find it a travesty, an absolute travesty, that such a sorry excuse of an injunction was ever allowed to be filed with the Celestial Courts! Their judges must be asleep at the wheel to let such a suit go forward!” 
 
    “I like this guy already,” I said to Tessa. 
 
    Philemon Lucre leaned forward, rubbing his hands together. “You’ve come to the right place, Dragon. I had my team go over this filing, and you wouldn’t believe what we’ve found! Look at this—” here he lifted a paper from the stack, waving it in my face, “—right here, in between paragraphs five and six. Res ipsa locuitor—the Latin isn’t even correct!” 
 
    I started to laugh. I couldn’t help it. The man’s manner was like that of a showman in the center of a three-ring circus, but he couldn’t have been more serious when it came to the legal profession. Plus, I was pretty sure he didn’t realize when he was flexing his wings, doing it completely unconsciously whenever he got upset. 
 
    “Is that disqualifying?” Tessa asked, peering intently at the paper. 
 
    “Not on its own, maybe,” Philemon said with a knowing grin, tucking the paper away. “But there are a half-dozen similar errors in the filing overture alone! Honestly, I’m not even sure the person who wrote this wants it to be read in open court. If I asked one of my paralegals to write something that looked good, but would fall apart in the Celestial Court under five minutes of scrutiny, they couldn’t provide me anything that would be better than this!” 
 
    Now that was a thought. Maybe Tomas Karkosa didn’t intend this suit to go forward at all. Perhaps it was just a nuisance, an attempt to smear me in the press, as Jewel Hayes had suggested when she showed up at our all-hands meeting. It was a tempting thought. 
 
    But I had to proceed as if the threat were real. Because if it was, my mates were on the line. 
 
    “So tell me how we’re going to pummel Karkosa,” I told the imp, leaning forward in my seat. “Don’t hold back—be specific. My mate has something of a legal mind herself, so she should be able to follow along on the parts that move too fast for me.” 
 
    Philemon began to speak, then caught himself. A slow, almost sleazy smile spread across the imp’s face, and Tessa looked at me strangely. 
 
    “I would be more than happy to, my Lord Dragon,” the lawyer said, rubbing his hands together. “But before I do, there’s the little matter of payment to be discussed.” 
 
    Huh? Had my girls really not worked this out before Tessa and I drove down to this meeting? “I’m sure your asking price is more than fair,” I told the man, heedless for any caution Tessa might try to give me on the monetary front. “I just want this to go away, Mr. Lucre. Whatever fee my clan has to pay you in order to make that happen, I’m sure it’s something we can afford.” 
 
    Philemon’s smile grew even odder. “The fiduciary terms we discussed over the phone are more than agreeable,” the imp said, gesturing at Tessa before she could start arguing about money. “It’s the fringe benefits I want to speak with you about, Dragon. You see, I think our contract needs a little something to sweeten it. Make it worth the while of a grand law firm like Shadebringer & Lucre, for example.” 
 
    Now the guy was pissing me off. “You’re going to win one of the most high-profile cases in the supernatural world,” I said, showing my teeth. “What the hell else could you want?” 
 
    Philemon finally came to it. His wings fluttered like a butterfly’s, beating so rapidly that the papers on his desk shuddered in a light breeze. 
 
    “I’d like you to take Tiffany on a date,” the imp said, grinning. 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in Lucre’s office. Tessa and I shared a long, confused look before both turning back to the lawyer on his high stool. “Who the hell is Tiffany?” I asked. 
 
    Lucre gestured with his one big eye toward the hallway we’d come through. “You met her on the way in,” he said, his grin spreading like a fox’s. “Blonde hair, green skin, great smile? Works the front desk?” 
 
    It was so unexpected that it took me a few moments to process it. “Your secretary?” I asked, barely able to believe myself. “Your price for helping me is for me to go out with your goblin secretary?” 
 
    “Well, go out for a start,” the imp said, rubbing his hands together. “But Tiffany is a great girl. I have every believe that the two of you will get along like a house on fire, Mr. Sinclair.” 
 
    Tessa rose halfway out of her seat, looking offended. “Clearly I’ve misjudged what’s going on here,” the shifter said, looking like she wanted to be pissed off but was too confused by the last few moments to do so. “Derek, I think we should leave—” 
 
    I didn’t feel like leaving. “Hang on a second,” I said, gesturing for Tessa to sit. “I want to hear more about this.” I turned to Mr. Lucre, appraising him. “Your secretary’s cute, sure. But what’s it to you whether I take her out on a date or not?” 
 
    The imp gave me a serious look. “Gold and prestige are good things,” the lawyer said, finally speaking to me man to man. Or imp to man, as the case may be. “But I want something no other law practice in the world has. I want an in with the Dragon’s Hoard. And I want a safe place for my Tiffany. And if I can kill two birds with one stone in a way that makes me outrageously wealthy, well—that’s a pretty good deal, don’t you think?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘my Tiffany?’ 
 
    The imp looked surprised. “Ah! You don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    Philemon smiled and leaned down, plucking a photo frame from his desk. “Tiffany is my ward,” he explained, cocking his head to the side as he passed the frame over to me. “I took her on when she was just a little girl—her parents were murdered during a turf war between two shifter clans. We smallfolk among the supernaturals often get caught between shifter wars. That’s her right there, not long after I officially took custody.” 
 
    It was indeed Tiffany in the picture, a much younger version of the secretary sitting behind the front desk of Philemon Lucre’s office, although it was likely a different building located in a Zone outside this world. There was something vulnerable and girlish about her goblin face, even though the man standing next to her radiated paternal stability and support. I couldn’t even imagine the series of events that led to these two ending up together, but I was glad that Lucre had stuck his neck out for the girl. 
 
    “You worked her case, didn’t you?” I guessed. 
 
    Philemon nodded. “One of the clans involved in the blood feud sued the other for official restitution,” the imp said sagely. “Tiffany herself was called upon to give testimony. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen the kind of trauma combat like that can have on a preteen girl, but it isn’t pretty. I… I was moved. I couldn’t not do something.” 
 
    I’d felt like that a time or two myself. “That’s laudable, Mr. Lucre,” I said, handing back the photograph. 
 
    “Please,” the imp said. “Call me Philemon.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, glancing over at Tessa before continuing. “My question then, Philemon, is this. How does sweet little Tiffany feel about you arranging matehood with the Dragon behind her back?” 
 
    A grin spread across the imp’s face. “Behind her back? You truly have misjudged me, you two.” He seemed vaguely offended, though there was still something of the showman about his manner. “I’ve discussed it with my ward in detail prior to your meeting. That little phone call she got before she called you into my office was me, checking to see if you met my ward’s qualifications. If she’d wanted to back out then, I would have done it—no questions asked.” 
 
    So that’s what that weird phone call had been about.  
 
    “So you’re saying she likes me?” I asked, unable to hide the prideful smile on my face. 
 
    Philemon snickered. “Let’s say she’s willing to give it a try. If you don’t find Tiffany to your liking, I’m not going to force you to do anything—I’m not a monster. But that’s my price for helping you out of this jam, Dragon. You give my ward an opportunity to enter the Dragon’s Hoard, and I’ll make sure your clan doesn’t lose a single dime to Karkosa and his underhanded tactics.” 
 
    “That… makes sense, actually,” I said, watching as Tessa gave a start. “Your offer seems pretty fair. If Tiffany and I don’t work out, you’ll let us part as friends? No bullshit?” 
 
    The imp lifted a hand. “That’s all I’m asking,” he said, his voice filled with paternal flair. “And if she winds up feeling the same way about you, no hard feelings on your side, either.” 
 
    “Derek, you can’t actually be entertaining the idea of doing this!” Tessa sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “You’re not Genghis Khan—the Dragon is not some warlord that other men give their daughters to in tribute!” 
 
    “This isn’t Mr. Lucre’s daughter,” I said mildly. “Though I’m sure you did a wonderful job raising her, sir.” 
 
    The imp nodded, taking my compliment with a smile. “There’s legal loopholes in Karkosa’s documents large enough to drive a truck through,” the lawyer said, his smile widening. “All I need you to do is say yes!” 
 
    I looked at Tessa, waiting to see if my mate would protest more. She’d just been telling me she wouldn’t mind having a submissive, breedable goblin girl in the harem, but pregnancy did strange things to women. Carli and Riley had gotten all sorts of weird cravings and notions while they were carrying my heirs, so when it came to Tessa, I had to be ready for anything. 
 
    The shifter stared at me, then shook her head with a smile. “You are incorrigible,” she said, making the word sound more like a compliment than an insult. “If that’s what you want to do, Derek, then go right ahead. Trade a date for legal help. I just think it’s setting a dangerous precedent. What happens when everyone starts to figure they can toss a pretty girl at you to get you to agree to what they want?” 
 
    If that happens, I thought, then my harem’s going to get bigger in a hurry. But that’s not what Tessa wanted to hear, so I didn’t rock the boat. 
 
    The imp and I shook hands.  
 
    “It’s a date,” I told him, leaning back in my seat. “Let’s talk about the case.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the next several minutes, it was like a dam bursting in the tiny office. Philemon Lucre launched into a long, complicated explanation of various obscure legal terms and loopholes—most of which even Tessa had never heard of—and how they related to the documents Tomas Karkosa had filed through the Council in order to bring a civil suit against me. I only got the gist of it, but from what I was able to glean, the man had made a lot of mistakes in filing his documents. Some of which were tiny, and likely to be overlooked by a zealous court. But some were, as Lucre said, large enough to drive a truck through. So much so that I found myself waiting for the other shoe to drop. Karkosa had to have some other trick in store. 
 
    The man’s rapid-fire delivery and encyclopedic knowledge of legal terms left my head spinning. Tessa was able to follow along a bit better, and before long, she had a legal pad from Lucre’s desk laid out in front of her and was taking notes with a pen, writing almost as fast as the legal minded imp could speak. 
 
    Given very little to do but sit and look impressive, I started thinking about Tiffany. What a strange name for a goblin, I thought, remembering the way the green-skinned woman had looked like she’d been poured into her tight, clingy top. Submissive and breedable, they say. Yeah, I’m definitely thinking you might be a fun time, Tiffany… 
 
    I snapped back to the discussion just in time to hear Tessa ask a question. “Something about this bothers me,” she was saying, her pen wiggling between her fingers as she spoke. “The leader of Clan Ursinia is dead. As he had no heirs, and had not chosen a designated successor at the time Derek defenestrated him from the top floor of the Celesta, the bear shifter clan should have legally ceased to exist at the time of his death. So how did anyone file this suit?” 
 
    Philemon chuckled like he’d just been handed a particularly juicy piece of gossip. “Now that’s an interesting story,” the imp said, chortling. “As the deceased died intestate, as we say in the legal profession, the status of his clan and holdings entered a kind of limbo state. Under normal circumstances, the dispensation of a clan’s debts—outstanding loans to other organizations, rents and mortgages, etc.—are handled by the proper Council authorities, along with the inheritance of various assets the clan has accumulated along the way. Such as the mates you are so desperate to protect. Those are typically handled by the same agency, in point of fact.” 
 
    It made so much sense that I felt like I was going to be sick. “Tomas Karkosa is the one who’s supposed to look after those bear shifters,” I said, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “His job is to make sure that Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele end up somewhere safe, where they won’t be hurt like they were in their former clan. And instead of doing that, he’s trying to take them away from us!” 
 
    “Indeed he is,” the imp said darkly. “But don’t worry, Dragon. If the trial even gets that far, those girls are going to be my star witnesses.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “You’ll have Alicia, Gisele, and Nadine testify?” 
 
    “Who else?” The imp spread his hands. “Those girls can tell the court exactly how they were treated under the leadership of their old clan. They can draw the contrast between that and the love and respect they receive in the Dragon’s Hoard, better than anyone else on Earth. I know the idea of having them speak in public is nerve-wracking, but trust me—once they’re done, there won’t be a dry eye in the house.” 
 
    I could see it in my mind’s eye. Gisele would be hesitant at first, but eventually she’d detail all the awful treatment she’d received at that man’s hands, explaining it with her usual artistic flair. Alicia would remain stoic right up until the end of her testimony, then break down and bring the audience along with her. Philemon was right—my women were our secret weapon, the thing that would break Tomas Karkosa’s case in half. 
 
    “But I seriously doubt things will get that fair,” the imp assured us both. “Like I said, this brief is laughable—no serious legal scholar could look at it and not immediately tell whoever wrote it wasn’t having their best day. I fully expect the judge to toss it out of court.” 
 
    I nodded. The meeting felt like it was drawing to a close, but I had one other thing I wanted to ask. Something I hadn’t even discussed with Tessa. Something I hadn’t even wanted my girls to think about. 
 
    “Okay,” I told the imp, laying my cards on the table. “Now tell me—what happens if we lose?” 
 
    The lawyer frowned. He leaned forward on his stool, looking almost like one of those drinking birds that continually drops down to a pail of water. 
 
    “Pardon?” the imp asked, putting a hand to his ear. “I must have misheard you, Dragon. You said what happens if we lose?” 
 
    Next to me, Tessa was aghast. Still, I pushed forward.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “What if the judge doesn’t throw the suit out of court? And what if my girls don’t agree to testify—or worse, they get confused on the stand and contradict themselves? If all else fails, what do we do then to secure my mates?” 
 
    Philemon laughed. “We’re not going to lose, young man.” 
 
    “Humor me,” I said, looking the imp in the eyes. “I find it a good idea to be ready for anything.” 
 
    The diminutive lawyer rubbed his chin with a long nail, his eyes closed in thought for a long moment. “Hmm,” he intoned, giving my question the consideration it deserved. More than anything else he’d said or done so far, it was this that made me certain Tessa had brought me to the right place for our legal needs. 
 
    “If everything else falls through,” the imp finally said, “you could demand a trial by combat. You’re a strong young man. I’ve heard tales of the Dragon’s might on the battlefield—why, you even killed the former leader of the Nightlords. A Mr. Grozny, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Ivan Grozny,” I said. “And I beat him, but I didn’t kill him. The new Queen of the Nightlords had that honor.” 
 
    Philemon shrugged like it didn’t really matter. “Either way—you’re a force to be reckoned with. You could always fight it out.” 
 
    I thought about it. “That sounds like a simple solution,” I told the man. “What am I not seeing?” 
 
    “For starters, the fact that it won’t come to that,” the lawyer assured me. “If you actually invoked the law of combat, Tomas Karkosa would be forced to face you in the ring—or name a second to do the job for him. The outcome of the suit would be decided by the winner.” 
 
    Before I could say another word, I heard Tessa make a noise of warning. “Derek,” my mate said, in the same tone she’d used to try and get me to stop flirting with the goblin secretary. “I know what you’re thinking, baby, but it’s not a good idea. You’re going to win this case—and you’re going to win it the right way. If you solve all your problems with sex and violence, people are eventually going to think you’re just some kind of horny warlord.” 
 
    “And?” I laughed at the idea. “I kind of am a horny warlord, Tessa.” 
 
    A flush rose to my mate’s face. “But you don’t want people to know about it!” 
 
    After that, the meeting wound down. Philemon gave me his assurances about a dozen more times that my case was as good as won, and Tessa counseled me as much as she could against resorting to open violence in court. On the way out of Lucre’s offices, I stopped by the desk and got Tiffany’s number. The goblin secretary seemed more than receptive to my advances, and even blew me a little kiss as Tessa and I left. We had a date scheduled for next week at a fancy restaurant in K-Town. 
 
    “That went about as well as I could have hoped,” Tessa said once we were back in the SUV. I let my mate drive, preferring to keep an eye out for threats while we went to and from the clan’s holdings. “Jewel warned me that Philemon Lucre is a bit of an oddball, but I wasn’t expecting the man to literally throw his daughter at you. Good lord…” 
 
    “He seems like an alright sort,” I said, looking out the window as Tessa pulled out of the parking lot. “He’s too confident, though.” 
 
    “You think so?” Tessa kept her eyes on the road, and both hands on the wheel. “He seemed about the right mix to me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s a trap closing around us. And we don’t even see it. That thing Lucre said about the documents Karkosa filed not making sense—even I could see that, once he showed them to me. There’s something else going on. Karkosa has some kind of nasty trick up his sleeve.” 
 
    Tessa looked worried. “You think so?” 
 
    “The man wants to kill me,” I said flatly, fiddling with the buttons on Tessa’s radio. “I humiliated him in front of the entirety of Nightlord society. Yeah, I think he’s got a score to settle.” 
 
    Before Tessa could reply, the radio roared to life. It was turned to Paranormal News’s talk radio station, as always, and Jewel’s voice filled the speakers in mid-sentence. The fact that my mate was conducting an interview on her own supernatural radio station didn’t surprise me—I’d grown to expect that kind of thing since adding Jewel to my harem. 
 
    It was who she was talking to. She was interviewing Xandra Romanov, the Queen of the Nightlords. The woman whose castle I’d just visited a day or two ago. 
 
    “Hey, turn that up!” Tessa motioned for me to adjust the volume. “Jewel mentioned she was going to have Xandra on the show. This should be good!” 
 
    “—hurtful stereotypes about vampires,” Xandra was saying, her voice growing louder as I cranked the dial to a reasonable volume. “That’s why I’m so glad to be a member of the Dragon’s Hoard. Derek Sinclair isn’t just making the world safer for supernatural creatures and humans alike; he’s breaking boundaries. Challenging people’s preconceptions.” 
 
    “Damn, she’s really buttering me up, isn’t she?” I asked, leaning with my elbow on the window. Xandra definitely made a good interview subject, though. Even through the radio, with no visual image, I found my dick swelling just from the sexiness of her voice. 
 
    “You yourself do not actually consume human blood, do I have that correct?” Jewel asked. “You’ve been abstinent since shortly after the Announcement, subsisting on bottled blood and plasma sourced from animals.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Xandra said, managing to sound almost submissive. “If the woman strong enough to call the Dragon her Royal Consort can conduct her business without committing the abominable act of drinking from human beings, than any Nightlord can do the same…” 
 
    I snorted. “That lying bitch!” I laughed, slapping the dashboard. “I just watched her go down on Myra and bite her like two days ago! ‘Animal products’ my ass!” 
 
    Tessa’s pouty lips curled in a smile. “It’s a puff piece,” she explained, giving me a long sideways glance as we pulled onto the freeway. “It’s not reporting—the purpose isn’t to be truthful or factual. It’s entirely there to improve relations between humans and Nightlords, to assure them that they have nothing to fear from vampires.” 
 
    “But they do have something to fear,” I said. “This is why no one trusts the media.” 
 
    “Mmh hmm,” Tessa said, a strange, husky note entering her tone. “Tell me more about it.” 
 
    “Oh, you want to hear more?” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “I’m serious.” Tessa’s knuckles tightened on the wheel. “Tell me about what you and Xandra did together. I want to hear it.” 
 
    Well now. This was interesting. 
 
    “You want to hear about my fangs?” I asked, sounding a little more sinister than usual. “You want to know what me and that bloodsucker did to that sweet, innocent little maid, Tessa?” 
 
    “Um, fuck yes,” the shifter panted, clinging to the wheel like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. Not for the first time, I realized that Tessa was awesome. Girl had gotten turned on like crazy watching me flirt with another woman in front of her, and now she wanted to hear all the dirty details about me and Xandra. 
 
    Should I tell her? The story was pretty gnarly. It might scare her. 
 
    But then again, pregnant girls did get the weirdest cravings. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I drawled, enjoying the way I teased her. “You might not be able to handle it. It was pretty savage.” 
 
    With a little giggle, Tessa’s grip on the wheel went one-handed. Her free hand snaked over and began massaging me through my pants, rubbing my erection as she drove with unerring accuracy down the road. 
 
    “Tell me, stud,” Tessa begged, her voice ragged. “I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    So I told her. 
 
    I narrated the whole story for Tessa. Before long, the gorgeous shifter had my cock out of my pants and was stroking me as we drove, listening to how I bit and fucked Myra’s brains out. When I got to the part about Xandra holding me and coaxing me on while I emptied myself inside of the servant’s spasming, needy pussy, Tessa groaned and squeezed her legs together, stroking me harder. 
 
    “Fuck,” Tessa panted, her eyes shining with need. “That’s so fucking hot, Derek. You were such a savage with that girl. I’ve seen you take control in the bedroom before, but that sounds like something else…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my voice tight with pleasure. I leaned back in my seat, enjoying it as Tessa continued her handjob. “Xandra told me I was totally unhinged. She liked it, too.” I glanced up the road, saw an exit leading to a road I knew would be deserted at this time of day. “Want to pull over?” 
 
    Tessa glanced over at me, nibbling her bottom lip. She was already signaling the turn. “Uh huh,” she whispered, putting both hands on the wheel as she maneuvered the SUV of the main road. 
 
    As soon as she could, she was back on me, stroking me with her fingers. The friction felt amazing, and by the time Tessa took a couple turns and led us to a dirt road, my cock was throbbing and dripping precum all over my fingers. 
 
    Tessa didn’t even stop to turn the car off as she hopped out of the driver’s side door. “Hood,” she growled, walking toward the front of her SUV. “Now.” 
 
    Yes ma’am, I thought, unfastening my belt as I stepped outside. What could be better than an outdoor quickie? 
 
    Not much. As Tessa reached the front of the SUV, I grabbed her around the waist and lifted her onto the hood. She came off her feet with a squeal, her thumbs in the waistband of her skintight yoga pants as I placed her on the running, thrumming hood of the SUV. By some miracle it was pleasingly warm, but not hot enough to scald. 
 
    Tessa slid one leg free of her pants and spread her thighs wide, wrapping her legs around me as I kissed her hard. The wind whistled through the trees, and we were still close enough to the highway to hear cars speeding by in the distance. The idea that someone might drive by and catch us in the act added to the danger and excitement of the situation, making my heart race as I tugged Tessa’s panties to the side. 
 
    “Fuck me,” the beautiful shifter begged, her heels digging into my lower back. She offered her pussy to me, her tight slit dripping with juice as the soft fabric was tugged away to reveal her womanhood. “Fuck me now, Derek. Hard and fast, the way I know you like it—” 
 
    Tessa’s words broke off in a scream of pleasure as my cock hit her back walls, bottoming out inside her tight, wet sheathe. Her nails dug into my back as she groaned, my dick doing its level best to rearrange her guts on the hood of her car. Tessa leaned back and took it, rocking back and forth with her low center of gravity as I impaled her on my cock over and over again. 
 
    This wasn’t slow, teasing love making. We were out in public, so we fucked hard and fast, rutting like animals. Tessa clutched me tight, her hard nipples poking through the fabric of her top as she ground herself on me with every thrust. Her pussy dripped with juice, coating my throbbing shaft every time I pulled back, letting me fuck her even deeper. 
 
    I expected dirty talk from Tessa. What I got was even hotter. 
 
    “I’m so happy I’m pregnant with your baby,” the shifter whimpered, huge shuddering sobs leaving her lips as she clung to me. “You’re going to be such an amazing Dad, Derek! I can’t wait for every girl in the harem to have your babies—they’re going to look so amazing carrying your heirs! Fuck, just thinking about it makes me so hot!” 
 
    “Doing it is what makes me hot,” I grunted, pinning her down against the hood as I fucked her deep. “You’re going to be one hell of a mom, Tessa. You’re fierce as fuck!” 
 
    She chuckled low in her throat, matching me stroke for stroke. “Me? You’re the fucking savage, Derek. I love you so fucking much, baby! You have any idea how wet it makes me knowing that you’ll protect us all no matter what? That you’ll go fucking Beast Mode on the whole fucking world if it tries to take us away from you?” 
 
    I knew. I could feel it every time my cock explored Tessa’s walls. 
 
    “You’re so amazing,” Tessa panted, sounding delirious with bliss. “I’m going to cum for you, Derek! I want to feel you shoot inside me, baby—don’t hold back, just do it! Cum in me now, fill my pussy up, remind me that you own me and that everything’s going to be okay, that you’re in control of my life forever…!” 
 
    She wanted to be reminded of my power? I’d show her. 
 
    With a grunt, I lifted Tessa up and shifted her on the hood, pinning her luscious body down further so that her ass rested on the bumper of her SUV. No one else would have been able to pound her right against the front of her own vehicle like that, but my draconic strength made it easy. I could lift Tessa with a single arm, the other groping her tits or gently squeezing her throat while I fucked her. A groan of sheer disbelief left Tessa as I held her aloft like a ragdoll, filling her with stroke after stroke of my rock-hard cock. 
 
    “I’m so soft for you, baby,” Tessa purred, right on the edge. “I’m so soft for your hardness, Derek, and you’re so, so hard! Put it all inside me, baby, let my soft walls hold onto you until you shoot every last drop inside of me!” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer. The SUV shook with the force of my thrusts—an ordinary woman would have had to tap out long ago, her thighs bruised from the rough sex. But Tessa loved it. She clung to me right up until the moment of my orgasm, holding herself over the brink so she could jump off the cliff right along with me. I felt her walls clench around my cock right as the first hot jet of seed sprayed from me, both of us hitting climax in the same moment. 
 
    Tessa yelled like a marathon runner crossing the finish line as I erupted inside of her. Hot streaks of liquid lava sprayed into her already fertilized womb, filling her to the brim and then some. It splashed against her walls, making them quiver again with a second climax as she hit an unexpected peak, going weightless in my arms. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, I pulled out and shot a few streaks across Tessa’s thighs. I loved the contrast of my pearly white seed against her skin—coating her face and tits with it was the kind of thing I totally got off on. Right now, I only had time to leave a few streaks on the area directly above her pussy, but Tessa obediently refused to wipe them away, pulling her panties back to the side instead. A stain spread against the fabric, and I knew the shifter would be feeling a memento of our quickie for the rest of the day. 
 
    “That was awesome,” Tessa said, looking back and forth up the street as she climbed back into the car. Now that we’d done it, and seemingly gotten away with it, she scanned the horizon to make sure there were no cops lurking in the bushes waiting to bust us. “We’ve got to do things like that more often.” 
 
    “Fuck in public? I can do that,” I said, shutting the passenger side door. “I’m ready to pump a load in your pussy any time, Tessa. Shit, you’re my kind of girl…” 
 
    Tessa grinned at that. “So I still have a place in the harem even after miss goblin girl joins the crew?” 
 
    I knew she had to be joking. “Yeah, I suppose you can stay,” I told her, giving her a playful swat on her tits. “Only because you fuck me so good, though.” 
 
    Tessa maneuvered us back onto the highway, and we headed home, sated and content. My worries about court had been blasted away for the evening, replaced with the memory of my quick roadside fuck with my shifter babe. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be long before reality came to intervene. My court date was coming up soon, and if things truly did fall through with Philemon Lucre, it could mean I’d have to fight. 
 
    For my mates, and for my life. 
 
    Either way, I was ready. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It rained the morning I was supposed to show up for Celestial Court. Not that it mattered, since the courtroom technically existed in another dimension, but it still made getting to our destination a bitch. 
 
    After some deliberation, we elected to use a few of the vehicles leased to the Dragon’s Hoard to transport the whole crew to the courthouse. These were large, late-model trucks, used both for transport and for towing the materials used to make various improvements to the underground portion of our clan hideout. My girls could fit five or six into each vehicle, even more if they sat on each other’s laps. On a day like today, they could use the comfort. 
 
    “Everyone’s accounted for, my Lord,” Richard Enfield said, slapping the hood of the lead truck. I was letting Tessa drive, like last time, though I doubted we’d be making any stops on the way to court like our last trip together. “Your entire harem will be accompanying you to court, with the sole exception of Miss Lee.” 
 
    I nodded. Soojin had elected to remain behind and take care of the babies. She’d agreed to stay in the clan hideout and hold down the fort with my sluga Richard Enfield and the other employees. 
 
    I needed my women with me, though. Besides the very real possibility that Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele might need to testify against Tomas Karkosa, today was about presenting a unified front and an overwhelming degree of force to the supernatural world. I wanted the Council, and anyone else who thought they could come at me, to see the powerful women I surrounded myself with. I wanted them to tremble. 
 
    “Don’t let Soojin get into any trouble,” I told Richard, leaning out of the window. He’d be fine while I was gone—probably spend most of his time playing hanky-panky with Courtney. The two hadn’t sealed the deal yet, or at least I hadn’t seen Court sleeping in a coffin or hanging upside down from the clan house ceiling like a bat. But I knew both of them were looking forward to the day when Courtney would be made a full Nightlord, and they could take their relationship public with supernatural society. 
 
    “I’ll be very careful, my Lord,” Richard said with a faint smile. “You concentrate on court. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” 
 
    “That’s a long list,” I told the man, laughing. “Don’t worry—we’re all coming back.” 
 
    Richard withdrew, and Tessa led our convoy into the city. 
 
    There was little conversation in the truck as we drove. My girls had all dressed up for the occasion, but no amount of makeup or high fashion could hide the anxiety coursing through all of them. There was a possibility, however slight, that at the end of this day they could be taken away from the Dragon’s Hoard. From me. Robbed of everything they’d ever wanted, forced to serve a makeshift clan Tomas Karkosa brought back from the dead out of pure spite. It would have been funny if it wasn’t such a sick joke. 
 
    Although the court date itself would take place in a Zone, the entrance to the Celestial Court lay within the boundaries of a more mundane facility: K-Town’s local Circuit Court. As our line of trucks pulled up out front, my girls and I noticed a crowd had formed around the building. People of all ages and races congregating around the building, waving homemade signs and chanting slogans. 
 
    As we got closer, I started to be able to read the words on those signs. ‘#FREEDEREK’. ‘#DRAGONSELFDEFENSE’, and other slogans written in bold ink and heavy strokes. 
 
    “Holy shit!” That was Tallulah, who sat directly behind me on the passenger side of the truck. “Jewel did it. That crazy bitch’s plan actually worked…” 
 
    “This is Jewel’s doing?” I asked. 
 
    Heads nodded all around the truck. “Her social media people have been working all week, trying to go viral,” the thunderbird shifter explained. “Those hashtags you see on those signs—‘free Derek’, stuff like that—that’s her and her people, trying to drum up support. They’ve been saying that the lawsuit is targeted harassment, that the bear shifters are domestic abuse survivors and shouldn’t be fucked with, that kind of thing. I didn’t think anyone would take it seriously, but look at it! We’ve got a whole crowd.” 
 
    That crowd erupted in cheers once the row closest to the road got a good look at the trucks and saw who was inside. Chants filled the afternoon as my girls, and I stepped out of our vehicles. The support everyone showed us touched me—it honestly made me almost cry. I had to force back the tears as we made our way toward the court, ignoring the scantily clad ladies waving signs who looked like they wanted to toss their panties at me. 
 
    I didn’t see any sign of Karkosa or his people. They must have already been inside. 
 
    We were waved directly through the security checkpoint, not having to pass through any metal detectors. The portal leading to the Celestial Court had been set up right next to the mundane facilities, an oval against a wall with a rippling blue spiral in the center. Standing next to it with his hair slicked down was Philemon Lucre, carrying a briefcase almost as large as he was. 
 
    “There you are!” the imp snapped, checking his watch as he raced forward to greet me. “The proceedings are just about to begin, Dragon. Tiffany can lead your girls to their seats—I need you up front with me.” He scrutinized my appearance for a long moment, then nodded. “You certainly look the part of the traditional family man. Any changes you’d make, Tiff?” 
 
    Only now did I realize the blonde goblin girl had been standing next to Philemon the whole time. “Nope,” she giggled, shooting me the kind of look that turned ordinary men into baby daddies. “He’s perfect just the way he is.” 
 
    While Tiffany counseled my women on what was about to happen, Philemon and I stepped through the portal. A wave of magical energy washed over me as we traveled thousands of miles in a single instant, leaving the ordinary world behind and entering a quasi-mystical realm known as a Zone. Supernaturals used them all the time, both as personal dwelling spaces and as a kind of high-class office. The Celestial Court was not one of the biggest ones I’d been to, but it wasn’t the smallest, either. 
 
    The biggest surprise the place held was just how much it looked like an ordinary courtroom. Buildings like this were self-contained even at the best of times, so it shouldn’t have surprised me that a court for supernatural citizens resembled one for mundane ones. If it wasn’t for the large number of nonhumans, mages, and shifters around, I could have pretended I was here for a speeding ticket. 
 
    Philemon hustled me up front, the watchful eyes of everyone in the stands on me the whole walk there. A quick glance up at the audience confirmed most of my harem girls were already taking their seats, watching me with a mixture of adoration and anxiety. Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele were absent from the pack, but I figured Tiffany would bring them to me later. 
 
    The only big surprise waiting for me was that Xandra was already there. The Queen of the Nightlords had staked out her seat early, getting a front-row ticket to the show. In a characteristically Xandra move, she’d dolled herself up in a black wedding dress covered in ribbons, and wore a veil across her face like a bride mourning her lost lover. I knew her performance had been perfectly calibrated to upset my enemies, I just wasn’t sure how. 
 
    No other Nightlords were in attendance. As this function was happening at the middle of the day, it would have been extremely inconvenient for them to make the journey. I was impressed Xandra had pushed herself to do it. 
 
    I smiled and nodded at the vampiress before I turned my attention back to the floor of the court. Philemon seated himself on a high stool and scanned the portion of the room set aside for the prosecution, narrowing his eyes at the lack of Tomas Karkosa. “The man himself isn’t here yet,” the imp said, looking pleased. “One wonders if he’ll even show, or if he’s already tucked his tail between his legs and run away.” 
 
    I doubted it. Karkosa was too wily an opponent to surrender that easily. “Be ready for anything,” I told my lawyer. “There’s no way that bastard’s going to let me off that easily. He’s got some nasty surprise waiting for us.” 
 
    Philemon nodded at that, though I couldn’t be sure whether he believed me or not. The imp looked like a kid in a candy store, completely in his element. The look in his eyes reminded me of myself, whenever I was about to jump into battle against a difficult foe. That mixture of danger and glee wasn’t hard to recognize, and I realized that for Philemon Lucre, this was his battlefield. 
 
    Just then Tiffany arrived, shepherding my trio of bear shifters to the defense’s table. The goblin had dressed up professionally for her day in court, though her pencil skirt and button up white top still clung to her curves like she wanted everyone in the room to know what she looked like naked. For other women, that would have been showing off. For Tiffany, I knew she’d gotten herself looking nice this morning for an audience of one. Me. 
 
    “Right here, girls,” the goblin said kindly, gesturing for my shifters to take their seats. It was hard to tell which of the former members of Clan Ursinia looked the most nervous to be sitting for the defense. Alicia managed to remain stoic in the face of so many observers, and Nadine’s expression remained so neutral I knew it was a struggle for her to stay that way. But poor Gisele looked almost on the verge of tears. Most of the people in the stands were looking at her, their eyes lingering on the slight bulge around the bear shifter’s midsection. Gisele wasn’t terribly far along just yet, but anyone who looked at her could tell something had changed about the polar bear shifter. She was carrying my child. 
 
    Philemon leaned over and checked his watch, then scoffed. “If your man is going to show, he’s cutting it right down to the wire,” the imp hissed. “I think he’s gotten cold feet, Dragon. All these people out in support of you have scared him off…” 
 
    Speak of the devil, I thought, the sound of the big double doors at the front of the court making me turn. And he shall appear. 
 
    With only moments to spare before the judge made his or her appearance, Tomas Karkosa finally entered the legal arena. He wore his robes of state, the fine silk tunic that marked him as the Majordomo of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw, but it looked as if he’d slept in his clothes. He had a rumpled, gray appearance, as if he’d been ill until recently. 
 
    “He’s lost weight,” I whispered, my eyes narrowing as the man approached. Three other lawyers in identical gray suits flanked the Majordomo like a celebrity’s handlers, each wearing the same stern, television-ready expression of seriousness. Their bulk made it all the more obvious that Tomas Karkosa had shed a few pounds since our encounter at the Nightlords’s Cotillion. 
 
    Next to me, Philemon’s eyes bulged. “Looks like he’s lost more than that,” the imp whispered. “All the stress must be getting to him. He looks like he’s on the verge of collapse.” 
 
    “He does,” I agreed. Suddenly, I felt a very strange sense of sympathy for the man. It wasn’t his fault that his world had fallen apart around his eyes since I’d come onto the scene. How he’d handled it was wrong, of course, but maybe I shared a bit of the blame, too. I made a snap decision. “Let me go talk to him. I bet we could settle this man to man in five minutes.” 
 
    The imp gave a start. “Are you crazy? Don’t you dare!” His hand came down on my shoulder before he could move. “We have the Majordomo right where we want him, Dragon. He’s never going to live this humiliation down. He’s going to lose today, and you’re going to win. After this, you and your clan will never have to worry about the Council again.” 
 
    Philemon was right. It seemed impossible that this gray, gaunt man who’d once been the Majordomo of the Council of Wand and Claw could put up much of a fight. And yet the idea of talking it out beyond the courtroom held a certain appeal. I had a reputation for fighting my own battles, and letting a bunch of lawyers do all the work felt… wrong, somehow. Unlike me. 
 
    Then Philemon leaned in. “Remember—this man tried to take your mates,” the imp reminded me, nodding at the trio of bear shifters sitting next to us. “If it was you sitting across from him looking like you’d run yourself ragged, he wouldn’t hesitate to bring the hammer down.” 
 
    The old familiar rage bubbled up inside me. I looked over at Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele, my vision blurring as a red film intruded on the edges. The thought of losing any one of them was intolerable. And Karkosa wanted even more than that from me. He wanted to split up my harem, to take what was mine. 
 
    No. No, Philemon was right. He’d chosen this battlefield, and now we were going to obliterate him on it. 
 
    “Very well,” I said with grim finality. “Let’s crush this motherfucker.” 
 
    “All rise!” I hadn’t seen the bailiff appear—it was as if they’d stepped out of a portal while no one was looking, taking their place next to the judge’s bench. “This session of Celestial Court is now commenced! The honorable Judge Rhadamanthys presiding. I say, all rise!” 
 
    I’d already sprung to my feet. Next to me, the trio of bear shifters stood with a series of grumbles. Philemon stretched to his full height on his stool, apparently allowed to bend the rules a bit because of his height. But over in the prosecution’s section, Tomas Karkosa was struggling. 
 
    The man gripped the table so hard his knuckles turned white, staggering as one of the men in gray suits helped him rise. What the fuck is going on with him? I wondered. Dude looks like he’s on death’s door. Jewel’s press blitz couldn’t have really gotten to him that badly, could it? 
 
    I almost felt guilty. I shouldn’t have. 
 
    Judge Rhadamanthys looked about the way I expected him. He had the regal bearing of an ancient king and the majestic beard to match—it stretched down over his black robes, speckled with streaks of gray and framed with bits of facial hair tied into Viking-like braids. He took in the whole court with steely blue eyes before nodding once and settling into his seat behind the bench. 
 
    “You may be seated,” the judge said in a sonorous tone. 
 
    The sounds of shuffling and sighing filled the court as everyone got back into their seats.  
 
    Judge Rhadamanthys pulled out a pair of tiny spectacles and scanned the document before him, holding it up to the light. “I’m to understand today we’re hearing a civil trial between Mr. Tomas Karkosa and Mr. Derek Sinclair,” the judge recited. “Mr. Karkosa, you are here representing the deceased on the behalf of Clan Ursinia, who were unable to send legal counsel on their own behalf.” 
 
    “Because they’ve been disbanded,” my own lawyer said, cutting into the proceedings. “Your honor, Clan Ursinia no longer exists. They’ve been folded entirely into the holdings of my client, and once you hear what they have to say about their current clan and their former one, you’ll have no doubt that that’s a very good thing—” 
 
    “I’m speaking,” Rhadamanthys said mildly. Philemon’s mouth snapped shut so fast I heard an audible click from his jaw when the judge spoke. “I understand the circumstances of this case. I’ve gone over them in great detail prior to this date.” The judge frowned. “And I must say, I’ve noticed some oddities and mistakes in the prosecution’s filings…” 
 
    All eyes turned toward Tomas Karkosa. The pleasure of watching the man squirm was so sweet that I almost couldn’t believe it. Up until this moment, I hadn’t truly believed my lawyer when he said Karkosa’s case was full of holes large enough to drive a truck through. But it looked like his side of the story was about to unravel right before our eyes. 
 
    Judge Rhadamanthys pulled his spectacles down over the bridge of his nose. “I’d like both the defense and the prosecution to rise at this time,” he said, his tone betraying an edge of annoyance. “Both Karkosa and Sinclair approach the desk, if you would. Just the two of you—no lawyers for a moment. I want to speak with you both.” 
 
    Here it was. The moment of truth. Would Judge Rhadamanthys dismiss the case outright, as my lawyer had predicted? Or would this turn into a dragged-out war between myself and the Council—a bare-knuckle brawl in the legal arena? 
 
    As I rose from my seat, Philemon gripped my arm. “Be unfailingly polite to Judge Rhadamanthys,” the imp beseeched me in a low voice. “Do not say or do anything to paint yourself in a negative light. Do you understand me, Dragon?” 
 
    I looked over at the judge’s bench and grinned. “It’s good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Do not stumble at the finish line,” Philemon said seriously. “You’re doing very well, Dragon. Now go finish this.” 
 
    I gave Philemon’s shoulder a little squeeze and prepared to do just that. 
 
    As I approached the bench, I saw Tomas Karkosa shuffling forward out of the corner of my eye. The man looked like he barely fit into his clothing, as if they would fall off his frame and leave him naked before the court at any moment. He stared straight ahead, swaying gently back and forth as his slow, hesitant steps contrasted with my sure ones. 
 
    Finally, the two of us stood before the judge. Rhadamanthys stared us both down, frowning deeply. From his demeanor, the judge had probably been hoping this issue would have been settled long before it ever reached the point of entering a courtroom. 
 
    “I have to say,” the judge began, “that in all my long years of hearing supernatural pleas, I’ve never quite had a case like this one. Although he is rude for speaking out of turn, your counsel is correct, Mr. Sinclair. As Clan Ursinia has already met the qualifications for formal disbanding, this issue should have been completed by the Majordomo long ago.” With that, he turned to Tomas Karkosa. “Instead, I see you here trying to steal mates away from a clan leader in good standing.” 
 
    A tremor of rage contorted Karkosa’s gray face. “He’s a murderer,” the man rasped, his eyes bulging in his head. His expression was all out of joint with his voice, which seemed calm and subdued while his face teetered on the edge of going completely berserk. “He’s a disgrace to the supernatural world. The Council of Wand and Claw should have shut him down long ago—” 
 
    “I believe it is the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw now,” Judge Rhadamanthys said dryly. “Yet another thing on which you seem to be behind the times, Mr. Karkosa.” 
 
    Tomas Karkosa looked as if he could barely contain himself. His body shook with huge, shuddering tremors, as if he were restraining himself from leaping across the courtroom and trying to strangle me. For my part, I found the man’s behavior odd, though not entirely unexpected. Karkosa had made no secret of his deepening hate toward me, and the events at the Cotillion had clearly pushed him into this insane quest for revenge. 
 
    Suddenly, Karkosa’s expression changed. A wave of eerie calm washed over the man, so unsettling in its suddenness that I felt a chill tingle down the back of my spine. That wasn’t natural, I thought, the idea hardening to certainty when I glanced over at the judge. Rhadamanthys was looking at Karkosa like he couldn’t quite figure out what to make of him. 
 
    “Under the circumstances,” Tomas said, “I’d like to relinquish the usual multi-week trial period. This will only waste mine and Mr. Sinclair’s time—and yours as well, Your Honor.” 
 
    If his smile was meant to be disarming, it couldn’t have failed any harder. The effect was eerie, almost inhuman in its dimensions. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Judge Rhadamanthys said, leaning forward and putting his elbows on the bench. “Would you be willing to pursue an alternative means of remedy, Mr. Sinclair?” 
 
    Would I? That depended.  
 
    “Possibly, Your Honor,” I said, remembering to be as polite as possible. Saying a silent prayer of thanks to Philemon for warning me, I added, “that would depend entirely on the method of restitution, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Well said,” Rhadamanthys said in a grumpy tone. “What were you thinking, Karkosa?” 
 
    What could the man possibly have up his sleeve? As Tomas Karkosa cleared his throat, dislodging so much mucus that several onlookers in the stands began to look sick, I leaned in closer and examined him up and down. This close, he looked even worse than he had walking into the courtroom. His clothes weren’t just ill-fitting—they were actually dirty, tattered, and torn, as if he’d worn them on a long camping trip and decided not to change out of them before heading to court. What the fuck was up with this guy? 
 
    “What do I suggest?” Karkosa asked, a mad little giggle spilling from his lips. “Satisfaction.” 
 
    Just then, the sound of the courtroom doors being locked reached my ears. 
 
    I whirled on my heel, staring at the big double doors leading back through the portal and into the real world. The whole time Karkosa and I had been standing before the judge, arguing, the trio of suited figures the Majordomo brought with him had been slowly retreating toward the doors. Now that they were there, they produced slender bars and padlocks from hidden pockets in their outfits, bolting the doors closed with a savage efficiency. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” I roared, turning back to Karkosa. This was his doing—it had to be. “What do you think you’re doing, asshole?” 
 
    “Getting satisfaction,” the man said with another one of those eerie giggles. “It must be gained, and it must be gained now!” 
 
    Murmurs erupted around the courtroom. People rose from their seats, surging toward the exit doors now that they saw the figures trying to bolt them inside. My girls sprang into action, leaping from their seats as they tried to push through the crush to reach their man. 
 
    “Stop this now!” Judge Rhadamanthys yelled, trying his best to restore calm. “Order in the court! Order in the court…!” 
 
    “Derek Sinclair,” Tomas Karkosa said, his eyes beginning to glow. Only now did I notice the subtle wriggling beneath his skin, as if something was eating him from the inside out. “In order to avenge all the wrongs you have done me and my Council, I hereby challenge you to trial by combat!” 
 
    Then he exploded. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A shockwave of pure force knocked me off my feet. The ceiling of the courtroom and the floor switched sides, splinters of Judge Rhadamanthys’s bench flying past my head as the whole front of the court exploded in a massive fireball. I slammed into a wall, pain flaring up my neck and back as I hit. Darkness closed in as bits of wood and flesh rained down over me, the room filling with black, acrid smoke. 
 
    Dimly, I heard the screaming of the onlookers in the courtroom. A horrible ringing sound tore through my ears, and the thoughts that trickled through my brain moved as slow as molasses, trying and failing to catch up to what my eyes were seeing. 
 
    I lay in a heap, covered in dozens of tiny wounds. But other than some scrapes, bruises, and minor burns, I was alright. The power of the Dragon had protected me, keeping my body safe even as Tomas Karkosa’s cleverly hidden explosive detonated. The man had killed himself, blown himself to Kingdom Come a few feet away from me in a last-ditch effort to get revenge. 
 
    He’d almost succeeded. 
 
    Somehow, I managed to get back to my feet. I grabbed hold of the flame in my chest, pulling the Dragon’s energy into my body to brush away the cobwebs in my head. The world sharpened right along with my claws, scales springing up and down my arms to replace my burned skin as I began to transform. 
 
    I opened my draconic eyes to the scene before me. The courtroom was in even worse shape than I feared. 
 
    The entire front of the court still burned, a smoldering fireball that had left the walls scorched and black. Judge Rhadamanthys’s bench was just gone, blown to smithereens by the force of Tomas Karkosa’s blast. The audience was in the middle of a desperate attempt to flee, running for their lives from the rapidly spreading flames. The only person still between the ruin and the crush was Philemon Lucre, who sat atop his special stool with a shocked look on his impish face. 
 
    “Well, you tried to warn me,” the lawyer said, looking at me through the devastation. “I should have listened!” 
 
    There was no time to chew the fat. Even as my eyes adjusted to the smoke, a figure crashed through the prosecutor’s table, heading my way with a horrifying screech. I caught a glimpse of a multi-jointed thorax and a half-dozen sharp, angled limbs as the monster crashed into me, trying its best to throw me back off my feet. 
 
    The attacker probably expected me to be disoriented, to try and twist away. Instead, I turned into the blow, curling my claws into a fist and punching the figure like I was trying to rip my way through a brick wall. I heard a familiar gasp as the creature slipped to the side, slashing out with its segmented limbs. 
 
    Who the fuck is this? I thought, reaching out for whatever passed for this thing’s throat. Before I could get a grip on it, it melted away like smoke, reappearing at the other side of the courtroom. It let out a horrifying howl, and I got a good look at the thing for the first time. 
 
    It had once been Tomas Karkosa. Other than a few shreds of skin and a single one of the man’s beady eyes, it had nothing of the Majordomo’s figure about it. Instantly, I knew this monster was a cousin to the terrifying, eldritch creature I’d fought inside of the Realm of the Spellscribes—the thing that had called itself a ‘Patron’. And now that I was seeing clearly, I realized that the suited men who’d come in along with Karkosa resembled the beefy cultists who had accompanied that creature. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what had happened. Karkosa had been fully human back at the vampire’s castle—but in between his humiliation and today, he must have given control of himself up to this thing. It was disturbingly understandable. Of course he would sell his soul to some eldritch abomination solely to get revenge on the man who’d bested him. Of course. 
 
    As the crowd surged against the gates, the cultists pulled out machine guns and began to fire. A hail of glowing green bullets slammed into the onlookers, cutting down dozens of mages and nonhumans in moments. For a moment, my heart skipped a beat, looking for my harem, then I saw them clustered together near the same side of the courtroom where the monster preened and howled. Unlike the rest of the attendees in the court, they’d seen the threat for what it was immediately and formed a protective ring around each other. Xandra appeared to be leading them, with the trio of traumatized bear shifters in the center backed up by the rest of my girls. 
 
    “We’ve been betrayed!” The speaker was a mage in the upper decks. Blood trickled down the side of his face from a savage wound, which the woman next to him was trying and failing to staunch with a thread of glowing blue magic. “Break the doors and get out! Karkosa’s gone mad—the bastard’s stabbed us in the back—” 
 
    It was as far as the mage got. Two of the cultists on the lower decks focused in on the sound of yelling and fired a salvo of bullets, filling both the mage who’d spoken and his companion full of holes. The pair crumpled, but their words had already been heard by the terrified crowd. 
 
    The mages were in on it, I realized, my hands balling into fists. Those sons of bitches! They knew Karkosa was going to do this! 
 
    This meant war, I knew. After today, whatever remained of the Council would be split in two—they’d be in open rebellion against each other, shifters versus mages. With Nightlords on my side, considering Queen Xandra’s romantic entanglements. 
 
    But I couldn’t think about that right now. My women could discuss strategy later—right now I needed to get to them. 
 
    And kill that fucking monster. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me!” Philemon said as I approached, floating off his stool. His wings turned out to be surprisingly powerful, capable of lifting him from his perch and getting him to safety. “Get the doors open, Dragon, and get these people back to Earth before those cultists kill us all!” 
 
    Now that was a plan I could get behind. 
 
    With a roar, I transformed my entire head and neck into the form of a dragon and spit fire over the heads of the crowd. A beam of pure flame hit the doors the cultists had bolted shut, hot enough to warp the bars they’d put through the door latches and set fire to the wood. The whole thing smoked and turned black, but I hadn’t blasted it with enough heat to twist off the metal—I’d just made the only exit too scorching hot for anyone but a superhuman to touch. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I charged up another blast but didn’t get the opportunity to loose it. The monster that had been Tomas Karkosa had evidently recovered from its punch. Spikes rippled across the creature’s skin, glossy and midnight black. By the time the monster had crossed half the distance toward his target, he looked like H.R. Geiger’s idea of a cactus. 
 
    The problem was, I wasn’t his target. My harem was. 
 
    Karkosa sailed right toward the heart of my girls, lifting his monstrous hands as he pounced at Gisele. Attacking a pregnant mate was a low blow, even for Karkosa, and fortunately for me, Tallulah was fast enough to parry the blow with a surge of lightning. Gisele stared in shock as the spiked arm missed her by inches, whistling through the courtroom. 
 
    Then I was on the beast, and it no longer mattered. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” I roared, grabbing hold of Karkosa and taking flight. Wings ripped from my back, propelling both of us into the air. I could tell the monster hadn’t expected to leave the ground—his legs kicked out like a little kid’s, protesting feebly as we gained altitude. 
 
    Just before we hit the ceiling, I tossed the monster into the upper galleries and pounced on him, my jaws biting down on his obsidian armor. 
 
    A bitter taste like cleaning fluid hit my tongue. Whatever alliance Karkosa had made to get revenge on me, he’d gone the extra mile. I recoiled just as the fiend swung out with another one of those heavy blows, one of the spikes sinking into my side. I roared with mingled pain and rage, the dragon’s fire I’d been holding spraying out over the creature like liquid napalm. 
 
    Far below us, I could hear mages fighting with the cultists. Everything was burning—the flames I poured out on Karkosa had already begun to catch in the upper rows, burning through the wooden pews like they’d been doused in gasoline. If I didn’t get us out of here soon, there wouldn’t be anyone to tell the tale of what Karkosa had done today. 
 
    And that really would have been a shame. 
 
    I punched the monster again and again, putting the power of the black flame behind the blow. The armor cracked, splintering away like shards of black icing on a crumbling cake as my powers surged inside of me. Fangs erupted from my gums as I embraced the Nightlord side of my abilities, channeling the black flame through my draconic maw and arms to amplify my powers. 
 
    I could see Karkosa’s jaundiced eye through the broken armor. He raised one arm weakly to try and stop me, as if he could beg me for mercy at this late moment. 
 
    Not a chance, pal, I thought, slashing downward with my claws. 
 
    It was a killing blow. And if the upper stands hadn’t chosen that moment to collapse beneath the flames, I’d have impaled Karkosa clean through. 
 
    A storm of burning wood rained down on the courtroom. My women screamed; mages desperately clawed at the red-hot doors, burning their fingers as they tried to contain the blaze with water and ice spells. I could tell they were going to be unsuccessful. 
 
    God damn it! I thought, twinning the Black Flame with the Dragon’s fire the way I’d learned while fighting the Patron.  
 
    I spit a bolt of black flame at the door. It shimmered in midair, dissolving everything it touched, and when it reached the massive doors, it turned the heavy iron rod holding the courtroom closed to slag. Finally, the surging crowd was able to get through. The doors swung inward, revealing the shimmering surface of the portal as everyone left alive in the courtroom ran for their lives. 
 
    But my harem didn’t move. 
 
    “Get out of here!” I roared at my girls. The spiked figure of Karkosa lay wounded on the floor, desperately trying to rise. “I’ll finish him off!” 
 
    My women looked like they wanted to join the fight instead, but just then a section of the ceiling collapsed next to them. Cut off from myself and Karkosa, they instead looked to the portal, worry lining the faces of Tallulah and Tessa. 
 
    “Just do it!” I roared, imbuing the words with every ounce of command I could muster. “I’m telling you to retreat! Make sure every single girl gets out!” 
 
    That did the trick. With Xandra and Tallulah taking point, I watched as my harem raced for the gate leading back to the mundane world. As they filed through the portal two at a time, I turned back to Karkosa on the floor, tongues of black flame coursing around my fingers. “Now let’s finish things—” 
 
    The monster was gone. 
 
    A heavy weight landed on my shoulders. I hardly had time to react before thick spikes drove themselves into my back. Karkosa hissed with glee as I toppled, the broken floor of the courtroom rising up to meet me as I landed hard. 
 
    Smoke roared just over my head. More sections of the upper decks collapsed, falling into the ruined courtroom like the last few bits of a pinata after it’s already been burst open. 
 
    The temperature felt like it went up ten degrees every few seconds, and sweat filled my eyes. 
 
    I tried to turn, to twist, but the monster was like an iron girder on top of me. Dimly, I realized that Karkosa must have been throwing everything he had into amplifying his weight—into making sure I couldn’t reach the portal and escape along with the rest of my clan. 
 
    “You and I will die together,” the thing whispered in Karkosa’s voice. It sounded almost obscenely gleeful about the prospect. “The blast did not kill you, Dragon, but you will not leave with your whores. Will Tessa Butler cry for you, I wonder? Or will she jump right to the next man capable of taking care of her?” 
 
    I didn’t bother arguing with Karkosa. There was nothing of humanity left within him—instead, I scrabbled against the floor, desperately trying to get enough leverage to get out from beneath him. It wasn’t working. 
 
    “Ha ha ha,” the thing inside of Karkosa wheezed. “Struggle all you want, Dragon. It’s hopeless. You used up all your energy saving your whores. Not even the Black Flame will come when you call!” 
 
    I reached deep down inside of me, searching for some hidden reserve of power I could use to smash Karkosa’s face in and escape. But nothing came. I was tapped out; completely dry. I couldn’t even access my spells. I had nothing but my muscles and my determination to get me out from under the beast. 
 
    The world began to dim. Smoke stung my eyes, burning as the flames grew steadily closer. No! I thought, watching the rectangular surface of the portal become obscured by the smoke. This isn’t the end! I won’t let you win, Karkosa, you fucking bastard…! 
 
    Then, just when things looked at their worst, a figure stepped through the portal. 
 
    No. Three figures. 
 
    In the shifted forms, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele raced across the burning courtroom, murder in their eyes. The three bear shifters didn’t hesitate for a moment—they slammed into Karkosa and lifted, tossing him aside like he was nothing but a mild inconvenience. Suddenly, I could move. 
 
    Alicia grabbed me and hauled me to my feet. “Do not worry, my Alpha,” she rumbled. “We have you now!” 
 
    Karkosa sprang to his feet, his spikes gleaming in the light of dozens of fires. “No! Never! Your whores will not save you from me—” 
 
    Gisele pawed Karkosa right in the face. 
 
    She managed to hit him right where my flames had split his armor in the heat of battle. The man toppled and went down on his ass, groaning in an all too human manner as he hit the ground. Gisele transformed back into her human form, standing over him like an avenging angel, her long blonde hair blowing in the smoke. 
 
    “You tried to send us back to that hell!” the blonde shifter screamed in Karkosa’s face. “You tried to use the love we have for our Alpha to destroy him!” Without an ounce of hesitation, she spit in Karkosa’s inhuman face. “You are filth!” 
 
    Karkosa’s sole yellow eye spun with confusion, turning madly in his face. “What!?” 
 
    “Get to the portal, my Alpha,” Alicia said, radiating confidence. “We have this covered.” 
 
    Part of me didn’t want to leave, but I understood. Just like when I’d let Tallulah unleash her power to destroy the Chupacabra, there were times when I needed to let my women use their abilities to overcome their own trauma. In all this back and forth about the legal threat, I’d forgotten one very important thing. 
 
    My women were the ones who were hurting. The ones who Tomas Karkosa was trying to take away from me, after years of abuse from their former Alpha. 
 
    And they, even more than me, deserved revenge. 
 
    Alicia and Nadine flanked their clan-sister, mauling the downed Karkosa. I heard his armor give inward, then crack entirely as they savaged the prone monster again and again. They howled like feral creatures as they unleashed their fury, bloodlust filling their faces as they made Karkosa bleed. 
 
    They continued right up until the ceiling gave over the monster’s head. When a shower of broken glass and splintered wood landed right on the creature, pinning it beneath a burning hell, the trio turned away and stalked together back toward the portal. 
 
    “Go, my Alpha,” Alicia said with a smile. “We’re right here.” 
 
    I still waited until the trio of bear shifters had stepped through the portal to join them on the other side. The temperature dropped about a hundred degrees as I walked back into the mundane courtroom, the coolness of the air conditioning feeling almost sinfully good in comparison to the burning hell I’d just left behind. 
 
    Dozens of survivors clustered in the hallway, some overcome by the smoke and laying on the tiled floor. Paramedics were attending to these, attaching oxygen masks to their faces and giving water to those less affected. My harem was waiting for me a short distance away, their fear giving way to triumph as my draconic features faded back to my human form. 
 
    Then Carli and Riley were in my arms, hugging me tight.  
 
    “I was so worried you wouldn’t step back through that portal,” Riley whimpered, clinging to me while the catgirl next to me kissed my chin and cheek. “I can’t believe Karkosa blew up the whole courtroom just to get at you!” 
 
    I couldn’t, either. Together, my girls and I staggered outside, where news vans and ambulances had already crowded around the courtroom. A reporter for Paranormal News caught sight of Jewel Hayes and pulled her into a cordon, starting an on-the-spot interview with the ragged looking media mogul. I had very little doubt of what she’d say. 
 
    Case fucking dismissed, I thought, looking back over my shoulder at the court. With extreme prejudice. 
 
    The crowd who’d been outside with their signs and hashtags went nuts. Cheers filled the parking lot, and all of a sudden it seemed as if every reporter in the world was trying to get a statement out of me. I pushed through, flanked by my girls, until I got to where Jewel and the other reporters stood. 
 
    “Oh, here he is now!” Jewel looked relieved to be handing things over to me. “Dragon, do you have any comments you’d like to make about the situation unfolding in the courthouse?” 
 
    I took the mic, feeling like a pro wrestler playing the hero to an adoring audience. “Yeah, I do,” I said, a wisp of smoke pouring from my ear as I looked directly into the camera. “Tomas Karkosa is a traitor. He sold his soul to some thing beyond the stars in order to try and kill me and my whole family. He didn’t give a shit about civilian casualties.” I paused, wondering if I should say the next part out loud, then decided to push forward. Fuck it. “The mages knew. They knew everything.” 
 
    The reporter, a young blonde of the type Jewel liked to put in front of the camera, looked stunned. “That’s an incredible accusation to make,” she stammered, her mouth dropping open. “Obviously the situation inside the courthouse is still evolving. We’ll likely have more information once the scene is investigated—” 
 
     “I heard the mages in there tell Karkosa he’d betrayed him,” I said as I stared into the camera. “I watched as Karkosa’s freaky cultists gunned them down with magical bullets, along with a whole lot of innocent people caught in the crossfire. So fuck your ‘speculation’. This means war!” 
 
    Cheers rose to greet my proclamation. I handed the mic back to Jewel and walked into the crowd, surrounded by my harem. 
 
    “Well, you certainly heard it here first!” Jewel said. Like no one else I’d ever met, she knew when to cling to the scoop and put the story first and foremost. “We here at Paranormal News will have more on this situation as it develops. This is Jewel Hayes, reporting on the scene, and we’ll have more after this word from our sponsors…” 
 
    I’d heard more than enough. All I wanted to do was climb into Tessa’s SUV, drive back to the clan’s hideout, and sleep for a fucking week. I’d dealt with Karkosa’s legal threat in the most explosive way possible, and now the rest of my mission was clear. Once I spent some time recovering, it would be time to track down my father. I was going to unravel the mystery of my parents, and how it related to the Spellscribes. 
 
    Then I was going to deal with the mage problem. 
 
    “Has anyone heard from Soojin?” Tessa asked. The shifter was a bit ahead of the rest of the group, standing on the curb with her cell phone held against her ear. “She’s not picking up. Normally when she stays back at the hideout, she’s glued to the TV—so if anything, I’d have expected her to start calling us in a panic as soon as shit popped off…” 
 
    I froze. 
 
    “Oh no,” I whispered, my heart skipping a beat. At the look on my face, my women’s faces fell, their triumphant looks replaced with worry. “The cultists. Those fucking confused cultists, who were looking for someone to shoot…” 
 
    Those men with guns in the courtroom, they hadn’t been overwhelmed by the sheer number of my girls in the audience. They’d been looking for the one woman who wasn’t there—who they couldn’t find no matter how thoroughly they scanned the building. 
 
    They’d been looking for Soojin. 
 
    And they’d been looking for my fucking babies. 
 
    There was no time to explain this to my women. I took to the sky, transforming into full dragon in a heartbeat as my bloodstream burned with flames. “Keep calling!” I roared, praying that Soojin had just fallen asleep watching TV. Or that she’d gotten distracted feeding a baby, or changing a diaper… 
 
    But the ice in my stomach told me neither of those were the case. Tomas Karkosa had wanted to more than kill me today in the courtroom—he’d wanted to hurt me. When he’d had the opportunity, he’d ignored me in favor of trying to attack my women. 
 
    And he hadn’t stopped at court. Everything that had happened, the assassination attempt in the middle of court—it had been nothing but a distraction. The real action happened back at the hideout, while I’d been fighting for my life. 
 
    I roared into the wind, beating my powerful wings. I just prayed I could make it back to the hideout in time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I made it to the hideout, I could hear sirens on the wind. 
 
    A small fire had broken out on the street in front of our warehouse, and the alarms were still bleating shrilly into the afternoon. I landed right out front, transforming from a dragon back to a human with a grunt as I raced for the door. I couldn’t be too late. I just couldn’t be… 
 
    The place had been fucking trashed. The offices of Dragon’s Hoard LLC had been ransacked, desks overturned and torn to shreds while other office equipment lay on the floor in unrecognizable piles of junk. Several long streaks of drying blood covered the tiled floor, along with scorch marks and broken bits of masonry from the walls and ceiling. 
 
    A short distance from the elevator leading below, I found Richard Enfield and Courtney. My sluga lay bleeding from a dozen wounds, any one of which would have been enough to kill an ordinary man. Courtney knelt over him, doing her best to tie off his wounds.  
 
    “Help is on the way,” she kept whispering, sounding frantic as she tore her shirt into strips, applying pressure to the vampire’s wounds. “They’ll be here any minute. Just hang on, baby, please hang on…” 
 
    “I’m here,” I said. Courtney gave a start, jerking away from Richard like she expected an attack. When she saw it was just me, she sighed heavily and went back to working on her vampire man’s wounds. “Tell me the downstairs is secure, Courtney. Tell me!” 
 
    The redhead couldn’t meet my eyes. “There were dozens of them,” she whispered, tossing a bloodied scrap of rag away with a sob. “We couldn’t hold them off—there were so many of those goddamn cultists. They just kept shooting…” 
 
    My vision went red. I’d been too late. 
 
    “My Lord…” Richard did his best to sit up, wincing with pain. “My Lord, I have failed you. As soon as I’m able, I’ll put a stake through my own heart. There’s no excuse for my inability to protect what belongs to you—” 
 
    I wasn’t interested in hearing Richard’s excuses. From the look of the vampire, he’d fought like a fucking hellcat—I honestly couldn’t tell if he was going to pull through or not, he was so hurt. 
 
     “Just tell me what happened!” I growled. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Courtney said, putting a rag to Richard’s head. “They already came and went, sir. All the carnage you see here is just what they made when they left.” 
 
    “They didn’t attack through the front door,” Richard managed to mutter. “The caves… the unfinished portion outside of the clan apartments. They must have… dug a hole…” 
 
    What I did next wasn’t the best move, but understandable. I grabbed Richard by the shoulders, shaking the man as I glared directly into his eyes. The pain sobered him up, his eyes clearing. 
 
    “DID THEY KILL MY BABIES!?” I roared, my voice loud enough to shake the few windows that weren’t broken. “Did they!?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. They took them. And they took Soojin along with them.” 
 
    I let the man drop. Courtney hastened to his side, staunching his bleeding as best as she could. I probably should have apologized, but that thought wouldn’t occur to me later. Right now, the world had shrunk to a single point, and Soojin and my babies were on the other end. I kicked the elevator door open and jumped down the shaft, needing to see the devastation for myself. I had to know. 
 
    As bad as the warehouse was, our apartments were worse. The whole place was little more than a bombed-out ruin after what Karkosa’s cultists had done to it. The doors had been ripped right off of each room, tossed on the floor, and punctured by dozens of those strange, magical bullets. What had once been our home, our refuge against both the supernatural world and the mundane one, had been violated in the worst way imaginable. 
 
    I searched the whole place, all the way out to the unfinished section of the caves beyond where we’d already built out. I flew to the edges of the underground cavern until I found it—a hole leading to the surface, nearly a half-mile out from where the lights of our clan hideout faded out. 
 
    They’d been working on it for a long time, I could tell. With a roar and an instinctual cast of my telekinesis spell, I brought the whole thing down, hitting the tunnel with a wave of force that collapsed it. It didn’t change anything, but it did make me feel a bit better. 
 
    By the time I made it back to the apartments, the rest of my harem was downstairs. They sat or knelt on the torn-up floor, or just stood there in shock like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. Their faces made my heart hurt. 
 
    But the worst was seeing Carli and Riley. 
 
    Both were sobbing like they’d had their hearts ripped out of their chests, clinging to whatever they could find of the baby’s cribs. Seeing them so distraught honestly scared me. These women were so powerful, so sure of themselves, that the sight of them weeping over a onesie or a child’s toy made my skin crawl. 
 
    Carli looked up as I approached. Tears flowed down her cheeks, but the look on her face was enough to stop the heart of the strongest man. I’d seen anger plenty of times, and the rage of the Dragon more often than most people could experience and remain alive. But I’d never seen fury before until I saw it on the faces of my mates after discovering their babies had been kidnapped. 
 
    “Yvette Soojin Sinclair,” Carli said, rising to her feet with a fierce look. “That’s what her name is, Derek. Yvette was my grandmother’s name, and Soojin’s a tribute to the woman who brought us together and shepherded you through becoming the Dragon. She’s alive, Derek. And we’re going to get her back.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re damned right,” I said, meaning it from the bottom of my heart. 
 
    Carli managed to get to his feet a few moments later, sniffing and clutching her toy. “Your son—his name’s Jaxon,” she said, looking me in the eye. “Jaxon Raya Sinclair. Who would dare take our babies, Daddy? Who the fuck could be such a monster!?” 
 
    “Tomas Karkosa,” I said, my fists curling in rage. “I’m so glad I killed that motherfucker. I can’t believe I ever thought about resolving this shit man-to-man. I should have killed the Majordomo and taken over the Council the moment I saw it…” 
 
    No one wanted to disagree with me. Everyone looked like they were still in a state of shock, unable to process the sudden way our lives had just changed forever. Then Tessa stepped out from a nearby bedroom, holding onto something like it was the only thing in the world that made sense. 
 
    “I found this on the floor of Soojin’s room,” the lion shifter said, handing the device over to me. I recognized it immediately—it was what Soojin had used to track the bullet that led us to the Realm of the Spellscribes. Its tiny screen was covered in a pulsing green and black radar diagram, which made no sense to me but could probably be interpreted by Richard. 
 
    On the screen, a single dot beeped mournfully. It got me wondering what it was—then the dot moved, shifting slightly to the right. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized what I was looking at, and my heart leapt into my throat. “That crazy woman,” I said, my voice filled with admiration. “Girls, take a look at this shit!” 
 
    My harem clustered around, peering at the screen. It was Tallulah who got onto my wavelength first—I should have known she’d recognize what was going on, as she’d helped Soojin track the bullet through the Clandestine and the other Zones between our world and the Realm of the Spellscribes. 
 
    “It’s tracking Soojin, isn’t it?” The thunderbird shifter’s mouth made an ‘o’ of surprise. “She set the tracking device on her own signal before the cultists grabbed her! It’s tracking her right now, as the cultists take her wherever they’re going…” 
 
    “She couldn’t stop them herself,” I said, wiping a tear from the corner of my eye. “But she made damn sure we’d know where to find her. Come on, I know exactly who can tell us where this place is pointing to.” 
 
    I didn’t bother waiting for the elevator. It was a damned miracle the thing worked anyhow—I flew right up the shaft, allowing my harem to follow me at their own pace. Back upstairs, Xandra was leaning over Richard Enfield, helping Courtney apply first aid to the wounded vampire. 
 
    “Tell me where this is,” I said, giving the device to Richard. 
 
    The vampire managed to sit up enough to take the tracker. His gaze was unfocused as he tried to make sense of the pulsing radar, his groans of pain trailing off as he concentrated. “It’s tracking something that’s moving,” he grunted, remembering his place as my sluga. “Whatever it is, they’re sure taking it far away…” 
 
    “It’s Soojin,” I told the man, watching his shocked reaction. “And stop trying to resign, Richard. No one’s getting a stake through their hearts today. I need you to tell me where this fucking tracker is pointing to, and then I’m going to get those babies back.” 
 
    Richard looked like he’d spent an entire week recuperating. He hardly made a noise of protest as he staggered to his feet, even though his wounds bled like it was going out of style. “It’s not a Zone frequented by mages,” the man said, ignoring his wounds as he fiddled with a few buttons on the tracking device. So much for Karkosa’s betrayal. He must not have told them he was going to strike the hideout at the same time, either. 
 
    “Keep narrowing it down,” I told my sluga. “Just give me coordinates I can hand to Olga, then you can rest.” 
 
    My sluga nodded. “It’s a Nightlord Zone,” he suddenly said, sounding completely certain. “It has all the correct markers. This definitely isn’t mages or shifters, my Lord. Wherever those kidnappers are taking the babies and Soojin, it’s crawling with vampires.” 
 
    Xandra somehow managed to look offended. “Whichever House has betrayed us will cease to be when I’m done with them,” she said fiercely, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll rip them out stem and root together, my Consort. I cannot believe one of my own subjects could stoop to doing this—” 
 
    “It’s not one of your subjects,” Richard Enfield said, paling. 
 
    “What?” Xandra put her hands on her hips. “All Nightlords are my subjects, sluga. My Consort, the blood loss must be affecting him. Please, allow me…” 
 
    Xandra pulled a vial of red fluid from a hidden compartment in her dress. She tried to hand it to Richard Enfield, but he waved her off—in a move he never would have been rude enough to perform were he not currently bleeding from a dozen holes. 
 
    “It’s the Zone, my Lord,” Enfield said, giving me a serious look. “The one we talked about before. It’s been moving, but it’s stopped. It’s sitting in place, waiting for those cultists to show up with your babies and your woman.” 
 
    Suddenly, every eye in the warehouse was on me.  
 
    “Derek,” Tessa asked, practically vibrating with confusion, “what is Richard talking about?” 
 
    “There’s this Zone,” I said, looking up at Xandra. I wanted to see if the vampire queen already knew what I was going to talk about. “One of the noble houses has been trying to track down its exact location, but it keeps on moving around. Every time they can write down its exact coordinates for a portal, they change. Almost like the fucking thing doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    Xandra’s gaze sharpened. She didn’t already know what I was speaking about—but she knew exactly what I was implying. “The Forgotten Lord,” she said, her eyes widening in shock. “You think you’ve found his hiding place.” 
 
    “Who the fuck else could it be!?” I threw my arms in the air, finally giving vent to the full force of my rage. “There’s no one else in the world with the balls to lay their hands on my babies. I’d say you just proved your thesis, Richard. That Zone is the one where my father is hiding.” 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Richard said, “then you only have until those cultists arrive to get there. Once they drop off Soojin and the babies, they’ll slip back into the aether and go invisible.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, making a snap decision. “Alicia. Xandra. Tallulah.” 
 
    Each of the three stepped forward, already sensing what I was going to say. “Yes, my Lord?” 
 
    “You’re my team,” I told the trio. “You’re my heaviest hitters, and whatever we run into in my father’s Zone, I’m definitely going to need some top tier abilities. I’d take more of you girls with me, but me and three are going to be tight enough in Olga’s carriage.” 
 
    The trio moved aside, admitting a distraught Carli and Riley. Both women looked like they wanted to go with me, but they knew they couldn’t. Both were babbling, barely able to contain themselves. They’d be no good in a fight, and all my father would have to do was dangle them in front of the pair to get them to surrender. 
 
    I walked up to the women and threw my arms around them, hugging Carli and Riley tight. “I will bring our babies back,” I promised them. “If I have to burn down the entire fucking universe, I’m bringing Yvette and Jaxon back to you two. Get ready for that naming ceremony.” 
 
    The simple declaration cut through their grief like nothing else on Earth could. Both women sniffed hugely, drying their tears as they nodded. “If it is your dad who did this, then I hope you kill the bastard,” Carli said, with Riley agreeing. “Bring me back Jaxon, baby. Please, I’m going to be a fucking wreck until you come back…” 
 
    “I will,” I promised them again. “And Soojin, too.” 
 
    Then I set off with Alicia, Xandra, and Tallulah, leaving the rest of my harem to pick up the pieces. Olga waited outside with her carriage, her skeletal horses at the ready. Even my chauffeur looked grave, displaying none of her characteristic humor as my girls and I climbed into her vehicle. 
 
    Xandra handed the old woman a set of coordinates. “And step on it,” the vampire queen said haughtily, slipping into the carriage. “We have some soon to be dead men to catch up to!” 
 
    I’d never seen Olga get the horses going so fast. In the blink of an eye, we were in motion, my girls steadying themselves as the carriage raced toward the portal Olga had just summoned. 
 
    I braced myself. On the other side was the Zone the cultists were taking Soojin and my babies to—and it just might be where my father, the Forgotten Lord, had made his hideout. 
 
    Either way, I’d made a promise to my girls to bring those babies back. And I didn’t break my promises. 
 
    I was ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Having seen the way that Nightlords preferred to live, I thought that I had an idea of what to expect on the other side of Olga’s portal. I was wrong. 
 
    The carriage slowed to a stop as we sizzled through to the other side of the rent in space, the solid asphalt street beneath us replaced with a muddy dirt road. Olga’s skeletal horses whinnied in surprise and discomfort as they took in the sight of the new world we’d just stepped into. Once I saw it, I wanted to do the same. 
 
    When Nightlords tucked themselves into their coffins after a long day of drinking blood, they probably prayed not to have nightmares of this place. It was structured much like the Zone where I’d found the ruins of my father’s lands, with a tall, sinister castle at the top of a hill overlooking a winding mountain path. But that was where the similarities ended. 
 
    Pulsing flesh fringed the dirt path on either side, stretching out into the forest. The trees and other foliage played host to massive tendrils of organic, faintly throbbing material. If the Zone where the Nightlords had their Cotillion was pure Symphony of the Night, this world looked like Alucard’s castle after it had been colonized by a bunch of abominations from planet Cthulhu. Olga kept the cart as straight as she could on the path, avoiding the hideous, pulsating masses on either side of the thoroughfare. 
 
    Tallulah recovered first. “Holy fuck,” the thunderbird shifter swore, leaning out of the carriage’s window. “What happened here!?” 
 
    Alicia shrank against the side of the carriage, her eyes as wide as saucers at the horrible sights stretching around us. “My Alpha, this is not natural,” the woman growled, sounding like a battle-hardened Valkyrie. “We should remain in this place as briefly as possible, and leave as soon as we’ve secured Soojin and the babies.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I said, climbing through the skylight. “Olga, what do you think about the landscape?” 
 
    The old woman looked more cheerful than the other females in my cart. “Hee! Heard tales of this, old Olga has! Long ago, some branches of the Nightlords followed their black arts down a different trail! Sought to become Gods, they did, and traded pieces of their souls to things beyond the stars!” 
 
    “That’s just a myth,” Xandra said. “Slander spread by the enemies of the vampire houses. You should know better than to repeat foolishness like that, servant!” 
 
    Olga wasn’t like most servants Xandra had ever seen. The old woman just cackled, gesturing around us with the reins as she fixed one rheumy eye on my mate. “Do these look like rumors to you, your high and mighty Majesty? Or be they the cold hard facts?” 
 
    Even Xandra couldn’t argue with that.  
 
    Olga cracked the whip gently, slowing the skeletal horses down as our path sloped sharply upward. Here the trees obscured my view, but the lack of visibility made everything even creepier. I could swear that things were moving in the forest, just outside the limits of our view—things with too many legs, with bodies that conformed to no animals found in nature. 
 
    “Everyone keep your eyes peeled,” I announced from my slot on the roof. “This place is insanely dangerous. God only knows what kind of security my father keeps around his palace…” 
 
    We were soon to find out. The path wound up and up, twisting around the contours of the mountain in ways that were both dizzying and non-Euclidian. More than once my women became convinced we were heading the wrong way, only for Olga to set us right. Sometimes, the correct way forward was to move in a direction that looked wrong—unlike the rest of us, Olga seemed to be able to discern what was true from what was illusion in that strange realm. Not for the first time, I found myself glad that I’d hired her. 
 
    Near the summit of the mountain, we ran into another obstacle. That horrible pulsating stuff clogging the roadways blocked our path, thick tendrils of it stretching from one side of the mountain road to the other. It formed a solid barrier directly in our way, and the horses had no hope of climbing over it or going around. 
 
    Olga brought the carriage to a halt, then turned around to look at me. “You’re going to have to blow it up, my Lord Dragon,” the old woman said wryly. She looked eager to see some fancy pyrotechnics, having stood by the sidelines so many times while I was in combat. “Elsewise my horsies will never be able to make it up the hill to the castle!” 
 
    So be it. I rolled up my sleeves and leapt from the carriage. 
 
    “Careful, Consort!” Xandra cried, cupping a hand around her mouth. “Those tentacles keep moving—it’s as if they’re alive. I wouldn’t expect them to go down without a fight!” 
 
    The closer I got to the blockage, the more I realized that Xandra was right. What I’d taken for the mere random pulsing of inert flesh was more like a heartbeat in the thick tendrils—and every few moments, one or another of them would gently whip from side to side, like someone yawning and flipping over in their slumber. The moment I approached them, they stiffened up even further, as if they were aware of my presence. 
 
    “What the fuck are these things?” I muttered aloud. “You don’t think they can hear me, can you?” 
 
    As if responding to my voice, an almost imperceptible tremor passed through the fleshy tentacles. 
 
    I took a step backward, stunned. They really could hear me. 
 
    I decided to give the thing one chance to move. An eldritch abomination it may be, but it hadn’t tried to hurt me or any of the women with me just yet.  
 
    “If you can understand me,” I said, summoning an iron gauntlet over my palm and conjuring Zaagroth’s Devouring Swarm in the other, “then withdraw and allow my carriage to pass. Otherwise, I’ll be forced to destroy you.” 
 
    The tendrils swayed in the wind but refused to retract. So be it, then, I thought, scales rippling up and down my arms. I gave you a chance to resolve this peacefully. 
 
    I tossed the Devouring Swarm—a cloud of rabid, bloodsucking insects—then I smashed my gauntleted fist at the tentacles. They recoiled as the spell and the blow struck them. But I wasn’t done yet. I summoned a fireball in each palm and tossed them into the foul masses of limbs. Both orbs of dragon’s fire exploded against the eldritch tentacles. Now the things decided to retract—they recoiled from the flames like they were deadly poison, the masses of flesh on the ground creeping backward away from the spreading heat. 
 
    I waited for an attack from the tentacles, readying myself to block and strike back. When none came after a dozen heartbeats, I finally allowed myself to relax. 
 
    “That ought to do it,” I said, climbing back on top of the carriage. “Let’s hope we didn’t just let everyone in this Zone know we’re coming.” 
 
    The idea that these tentacles could be some kind of distant early warning system for the Forgotten Lord hadn’t escaped my notice. If those things were connected somehow to the castle at the hill’s summit, then we’d just given them a big, warm signal that we’d arrived in their special Zone. The faces of my women reflected that concern as the possibility dawned on them as well. 
 
    We ran into no more tendrils after that. The strange, fleshy masses retreated the further we moved up the winding path, as if they were wary about approaching the master of the castle and his dwelling. Our carriage climbed higher and higher, the only sound the squeaking of the wheels and the occasional slap of Olga’s whip across the nonexistent hide of a skeletal horse. 
 
    At the top of the slope, the castle loomed. A high stone wall surrounded it on all sides, with a massive drawbridge providing the only entry. To my surprise—and the surprise of my mates—the drawbridge was down, and the massive iron gate lay open. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve rolled out the red carpet,” Tallulah said in a low voice. The thunderbird shifter had readied herself in her war paint and ceremonial headdress before we left, and now looked as fierce as a warrior queen as she leaned out of the carriage’s window. 
 
    Alicia and Tallulah both watched our destination with wariness. Xandra, however, didn’t share their fear. 
 
    “Whoever lives here is no fool,” the vampire queen said with a haughty flair. Unlike my other women, she’d neither climbed through the roof of the carriage nor leaned out of one of the windows—she was perfectly comfortable inside, with a loud enough voice for all to hear. “They would not dare challenge the Dragon, much less the Queen of the Nightlords. They’re likely preparing a parlay as we speak…” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. 
 
    As the carriage passed over the drawbridge, I craned my neck to peer into the shadows of the great stone arch. Under more civilized circumstances, there would be men in those compartments armed with crossbows and boiling oil. The thought of being ambushed by either as we entered the castle grounds didn’t appeal to me at all. 
 
    No such clever tricks materialized. Instead, as Olga guided the grumpy skeletal horses through the archway, I looked up and saw a gently swaying body, suspended from the apex of the door by a long cord of sturdy rope. 
 
    He’s been hanged, I thought, my eyes widening in surprise. What the hell? 
 
    The man’s body swung gently in the breeze. The shadows prevented me from seeing whether he’d died recently or been hanging there for a while, which was probably a good thing. As Olga’s carriage passed through the doorway, I caught a glimpse of two more pairs of feet hanging a short distance away from where the first man swayed. 
 
    “Someone’s been pissing off the lord of this castle,” I said, facing forward as our carriage entered the fortress proper. “There’s three men back there who’ve been hanged right over the entrance—” 
 
    The sound of a rope breaking filled my ears. 
 
    I spun around to see the three men who’d been swinging in the breeze only moments before land behind us, blocking the drawbridge we’d just crossed to enter the castle. At first, I couldn’t believe it. I thought they’d been dead—then they removed the ropes tied from their bodies and tossed them to the side. Now that they no longer hid in the shadows, I could see that the trio wore long robes covered in arcane symbols, just like the other cultists we’d faced off against. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” I roared, pounding the ceiling of the carriage with my fist. “Everyone get ready to fight!” 
 
    But suddenly there were a lot more than three cultists in the entranceway. 
 
    As if the three men dropping to the drawbridge had been some kind of secret signal, dark-robed cultists melted out of the shadows. I tried to count them and failed—there were far too many, more than an entire football team’s worth of eldritch lackeys. Most of them wore short daggers at their belts, but a few carried heavy oaken staffs with black obsidian tips. Two of the cultists slapped the heads of their staves together, filling the space between them with sparks of black magic. 
 
    Now I understood why those three cultists blocked off the drawbridge. Our carriage was completely surrounded, beset on all sides by an ambush prepared by the master of this castle. Small wonder the strange tentacles had let us through unscathed. As I suspected, they were likely some kind of warning system to let the guards here know that company was coming. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” Olga screeched, turning her whip on the nearest cultist. The leather gave a sharp cracking sound, slashing the man’s robes and sending him running for his friends with a cry of pain. “Don’t be scaring my babies, now! Not unless you want to be trampled, you damn scoundrels!” 
 
    A figure stepped from the group. His robes were of a fancier cut than the men around him, marking him out as some kind of leader. He had the face for it, too—all sharp angles and cruel frowns, with the cold look of command that came from a long-time post leading a bunch of flunkies. His weapon, too, was different from that carried by the rest of his men. Unlike the daggers and staves carried by the garden variety cultists, this guy had a double-edged broadsword that looked like something straight out of an Arthurian B-movie. An emerald the size of a robin’s egg glittered in the pommel, casting a faint but unearthly glow. 
 
    It was this sword he drew from its scabbard, holding it loosely by his side as he sized up our carriage. “Step out of your vehicle,” he commanded, that cruel smirk of his growing ever crueler. “I will give you this one and only opportunity to show yourselves.” 
 
    Sounded like a plan.  
 
    I hopped through the skylight, landing in front of the carriage and kicking up a cloud of dust.  
 
    “You must be the welcoming committee,” I growled, smoothing down my robes. “I would say it’s nice to meet you, but that would be a fucking lie.” 
 
    The man blinked. The change in his manner and bearing was subtle, but it passed over him the way a wave of unexpected heat might warm a cold man on a chilly night. 
 
    “The Dragon is here,” he said, sounding like he spoke more for himself than the men at his side. “At long last, the Dragon has come to the Master’s castle!” 
 
    Was this guy for real?  
 
    “You’re damned right he has,” I said, a touch of draconic power contorting my face into a snarl. “Now step aside and let me pass. I have business with the man who lives in that castle.” 
 
    The last thing I wanted was to fuss around with these assholes. I was so close to my goal I could taste it—with the right wind up, I could have thrown a stone far enough to hit the front door of the castle itself. Unfortunately, these men weren’t done with me yet. 
 
    “I am… sorry, my Lord Dragon,” the man said, sounding like deference didn’t come to him easily. “You may pass, of course—you are expected by the Master. He has waited long for you to come and find him, to meet with him man to man.” He glanced back at the castle, then at me, as if his unseen master were listening to every word he spoke. Maybe he was. “But the remainder of your party must stay here, within the castle’s gates.” 
 
    “Like hell they will,” I said flatly. My fingers balled into fists, tiny wisps of flame peeking through the spaces between my knuckles. A tiny reminder of my power, in case these cultists blocking my path needed it. “Step aside, or I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
 
    The cultists pushed inward, forming a tighter ring around the carriage. Olga tried to look in every direction at once, her whip held high above her head like she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to attack the men around her or direct her skeletal horses to flee. I could sympathize. Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t brought so many women with me—as counterintuitive as it seemed, I would have been more comfortable fighting so many people solo. 
 
    I took a step forward, and the leader of the cultists did as well. His eyes narrowed with anticipation, the gleaming silver sword in his hands glowing with that uncanny emerald light. 
 
    “I cannot allow your carriage to approach the Master’s home,” the cultist said, cocking his head to the side. Now I was sure his unseen master was listening in—he sounded like someone trying to pick up a faraway voice, or trying to tune a radio station through static. “Only you have been given permission to step into the castle, Dragon. Only you.” 
 
    I lifted my hand to release the flame, only for a voice to stop me. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who I am?” 
 
    The man looked over my shoulder, blanching. I turned to see Xandra striding from the carriage, her hands on her shapely hips as she marched up to the man in charge. She’d extended her fangs to their full length, peeking from her pouty red lips even with her mouth fully closed. And she looked pissed. 
 
    “You are Alexandra Romanov,” the lead cultist said in a mild tone. His deference helped hide how shocked he was to see the vampire queen here. “You are accompanying the Dragon?” 
 
    Xandra rolled her eyes and scoffed. “You really don’t get the news up here, do you?” she asked in a taunting tone, putting a hand on my shoulder. “The Dragon is my Royal Consort.” 
 
    The man’s face went white. “I was not aware—” 
 
    “No,” Xandra said, looking at the man like he’d just transformed into some exotic species of bug. “No, I don’t believe you did.” 
 
    The lead cultist looked back and forth at his fellows, then did that strange motion with his head where he cocked it to the side and listened. He held it for a long time, and once it faded, he looked more sure of himself. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect, Queen Xandra,” the cultist said, dropping into a stately bow. He even lowered the broadsword onto the ground in front of him, like a knight presenting his weapon to a princess. “Of course the Queen of the Nightlords is welcome at my Master’s table whenever she wishes. However, I must ask that the rest of your party remain at the gates. My Master says that he will gladly speak with the two of you, but no more.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to accept that. I didn’t negotiate with people who wanted to threaten what belonged to me. But Xandra looked more than pleased by this arrangement. 
 
    “Capital,” the vampire queen purred, slipping an arm around my shoulders. “Just go with this, my Consort. Allow the lord of the castle to save face. Besides, I’ll be more than enough to protect you should things go in a bad way!” 
 
    Sure she would. And with Xandra as the only companion by my side, any glory would belong solely to her. But she’d negotiated a way to get herself alongside me in the castle without bloodshed—and for that, I decided I should be grateful. 
 
    I hadn’t really wanted to step into my father’s castle over a pile of bodies, anyway. 
 
    “Very well,” I grunted, my own hand straying further down Xandra’s waist. “We’ll accept your Master’s rules. I trust that my property will be safe while we have this meeting?” 
 
    The lead cultist looked at the carriage, then gestured to his fellows. “Everyone back,” he said, waving his broadsword above his head like a baton. “Give the visitors some space.” 
 
    The cultists melted away like smoke. Within the span of a few heartbeats, they disappeared into the shadows—even the trio of men who’d dropped from the arch of the gateway, who’d had no obvious place to flee to. How they’d managed to do that, I had no idea. 
 
    If the cultists wanted to convince me they were no threat to my other mates, they’d done a lousy job of it. I had no doubt they could re-materialize just as quickly as they’d vanished. Yet even if they did throw themselves into an attack, they had both Alicia and Tallulah to contend with. 
 
    I walked back to the carriage and stuck my head in. “Both of you stay here,” I told my women, ignoring the frustrated looks on their faces. That they wanted to accompany me inside couldn’t have been more obvious, but the last thing I had time for was to argue with them. They’d just have to accept waiting, and get a long, hard apology from me in the bedroom later. “If Xandra and I don’t come back within an hour, fight your way inside. Kill all these cultist bastards if you have to.” 
 
    I said this last part loud enough for everyone in the courtyard to hear. Tallulah nodded, and Alicia’s eyes shone fiercely. 
 
    Then I slipped my arm back around the vampire queen’s waist and let the head cultist lead us inside. The man’s transition from guard to butler was a disorienting one, but nowhere near as disorienting as what we found within. 
 
    More of that gray, pulsating flesh covered the walls of the entrance hall. Here and there stood figures out of an ordinary man’s worst nightmares, pale creatures carved of sinew and muscle with segmented limbs and beady, insectoid eyes. I recognized them, of course: I’d fought one of their number before. 
 
    But I’d never seen so many Patrons in the same place. This castle was their headquarters, the closest thing these eldritch beings had to a home. 
 
    As we stepped into the center of the great hall, the monsters gathered around. Just looking at them made my eyes hurt, my teeth aching as they strode forward on their strange, unsteady gait. Next to me, Xandra took it a step further, shading her own gaze with the back of her hand. The Queen of the Nightlords was taking the sight well, but I could see she was profoundly disturbed to find one of her castles overtaken by the abominable creatures. 
 
    Seeing her in such distress made me angry. Bile roiled in my stomach as I drew some of the Black Flame into myself, reaching for the source of Nightlord energy in this vampire-owned Zone as naturally as going to the faucet for a drink of water. Tendrils of darkness wrapped around my arms as the temperature went nuts, igniting in the center of the chamber. 
 
    “What is this!?” I roared. I made myself sound as much like a sinister vampire lord as possible, and was delighted to see the creatures gathering around us actually shrink away in shock. “How dare you show such poor hospitality to the Queen of the Nightlords and her Royal Consort? Has your Master no shame!?” 
 
    The head cultist looked caught flat-footed. He stammered for a reply, finally giving up and cocking his head to the side to listen to that invisible, secret signal. Now that we were closer, I noticed that every time he did it, the top of his head pointed toward the throne room. 
 
    The cultist made a hand signal, and the Patrons fled. Doors slammed shut around the hall as the creatures disappeared, leaving the room empty save for the patches of that strange, fleshy material. Xandra let her hand drop, giving me a thankful little wink before turning back to our guide. 
 
    “It seems my Master must apologize a second time,” the cultist said, a big vein flexing in his forehead. “He wishes to convey these feelings to you both personally. Please follow me to the throne room.” 
 
    With that, he stalked off, leaving us in the dust. Xandra and I shared a mischievous look as we double-timed it behind him, having to move quickly to catch up. The path to the throne room was a single long hallway that ran down the center of the castle like a spine, covered in more of that fleshy, spongy substance. I saw no more Patrons on the way there—either those in the foyer were all the castle held, or they’d somehow warned their fellows to stay away. 
 
    The cultist paused before the door, then peeked inside and nodded. “Enter,” he said, throwing the door wide open. He called in a loud voice: “The Dragon and the Queen of the Nightlords!” 
 
    He didn’t need to announce us quite so loudly. Besides us, only one figure resided in the hall—the man sitting atop the throne. He was ancient, though still piercingly handsome, his raven-black hair struck through with streaks of snowy white. His eyes burned in his face like bright red coals, illuminating his high cheekbones and the pearly fangs protruding from his canines. He wore a jet-black suit of the most exquisite fabric I’d ever seen, tailored to his aged frame with the utmost skill. 
 
    One look at him and you knew this man was the Master of the castle. Hell, of this Zone. He could be nothing less—everything from his bearing to the expression on his face spoke of total, complete mastery. He looked the way ancient kings were supposed to look, before all the corruption and inbreeding—like a superhuman. Like a conqueror. 
 
    And like me. 
 
    Because what took me back almost immediately—made my heart skip a beat like an engine with an unexpected misfire—wasn’t just the obvious resemblance between my own face and the face of the man sitting on the throne. It was the strength of that resemblance. I’d always been told growing up that I took after my mother, Raya, but I clearly got more of my DNA from my father’s side than hers. This man was the spitting image of what I hoped to look like once I reached my ‘silver fox’ years. 
 
    Seeing him, the last vestiges of doubt in my mind evaporated. This man was my father. 
 
    “You’ve finally come,” the vampire lord said, looking pleased with himself as he sipped his wine. “It certainly took you long enough, child.” 
 
    I took a step forward, facing down the man who’d sired me. Who’d abandoned me, and my mother, after taking away her memories of her time among the Nightlords. Finally, at long last, we were face-to-face. 
 
    Rage filled my heart, and my vision turned red. 
 
    “Hi, Dad,” I said, the word filling me with a mix of complicated emotions. “I’m Derek. The Dragon. And you have some explaining to do.” 
 
    The man snickered. “No, child. You have some listening to do.” 
 
    In an instant, the rage within me exploded. The Black Flame, the Dragon’s Fire, my spells—I grabbed them all, mixing them within my heart like a Molotov cocktail as scales erupted across my skin. My roar split the throne room, superheating the air around me as I grabbed for every last ounce of my power. 
 
    Next to me, Xandra spoke. “Who are you to speak to the Dragon that way? Identify yourself, Forgotten Lord!” 
 
    For an instant, the man on the throne seemed taken aback. Then he laughed. “Is that what they call me?” 
 
    Before either of us could answer, the man rose from his seat. He tossed the wine to the floor, breaking the goblet into a thousand pieces across the carpet. 
 
    “Welcome to the Court of the Voidfather,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “Welcome, my son, and my Queen, to the castle of Lord Dracula!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dracula? 
 
    The legendary vampire. The inspiration for countless movies, television shows, books—all along, I hadn’t grown up without my father. He’d been around me my whole life. A myth, a legend, a monster from the silver screen. My father was Dracula himself? 
 
    I absorbed his words, the fire within me fading as I returned to human form. Then I did the only thing I could do. 
 
    I laughed in his face. 
 
    “Liar,” I said, wiggling my finger in his face. His eyes narrowed at this act of defiance, which only made me want to do it more. “Dracula is a myth. A game of telephone played between Vlad the Impaler’s victims—a character from a book who became an emblem of vampires everywhere. Dracula is a bad joke. He’s not real!” 
 
    Cold fury burned in my father’s eyes. He held himself perfectly still as he stared down from the throne, like a bird of prey waiting for the perfect moment to pounce on a wayward rabbit. 
 
    Then he smiled. “Oh, is that so?” He pinched himself theatrically, making a comically overdone expression of pain. “I’m still here, son. So I suppose I must be real.” 
 
    This had to be a joke. My father was not Dracula—Dracula didn’t exist. This man was either insane or playing a very long game with the rest of Nightlord society.  
 
    “Xandra,” I said, slipping my arm around the waist of the vampire queen. “Back me up here. This is bullshit, right?” 
 
    The vampire queen looked like she wasn’t entirely sure. “Dracula is a myth,” Xandra said, leaning into me like she wanted to rub it in my father’s face that she was fucking his son. “The Nightlords have no reputable records indicating a vampire named Dracula ever truly existed. It’s generally agreed that he’s a character from Bram Stoker’s imagination, inspired by several local legends and archaic encounters with our kind.” 
 
    The man on the throne shrugged. “Then your records are not as reputable as they appear. Here I am.” 
 
    He had chutzpah, this guy. I guess the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree in that regard. 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to argue about your name,” I said, dismissing the truth or fiction of Dracula for the moment. “Where are my fucking babies, old man? Where’s my mate?” 
 
    Dracula—for that was what he called himself, whether he truly was the legendary lord of the night or not—sat back down on his throne, his smug grin widening to truly punchable dimensions. He snapped his fingers, and the broken wine glass on the floor turned to smoke, only to reform fully fixed and refilled in his hand. He drank deeply, letting red trails trickle on either side of his mouth. 
 
    “Now son,” he said, setting the cup aside, “doesn’t the proud grandpapa have just as much right to see his grandchildren as your mother? I would have to keep them much longer than I already have to match Raya—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say her name!” I let go of Xandra, my hands balling into fists. “You don’t have the right to say that name, you deadbeat bastard!” 
 
    At the word deadbeat, Dracula made the kind of sneer that could curdle milk. “You are the one without a right, pup,” the vampire hissed, rising from his seat. For a moment, he looked like he was about to toss his wine glass to the floor in yet another overwrought moment of drama, then he realized he’d done it already and unsummoned the glass with a disgusted look. “Be grateful I let you speak to me at all!” 
 
    I couldn’t deal with it. Maybe the old Derek could—the one who’d wandered the back alleys of K-Town so long ago, looking for medicine to fix Raya’s cough. But the man I’d become simply couldn’t tolerate such disrespect. And hearing it from a man who dared to call himself my father, yet had never done the work of raising me, made my blood boil. 
 
    The Black Flame was back in my hands. I let that rage I’d felt upon seeing my father flow through my veins, ripping away the rest of the world. I was still dimly aware of Xandra next to me, radiating sex appeal, but everything else outside of this room had simply ceased to be. I had tunnel vision like you wouldn’t believe, and at the end of that tunnel lay one smug, asshole vampire in dire need of a beating. 
 
    “You may be my father,” I said, my face transforming into a draconic maw. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t beat the hell out of you!” 
 
    More power coursed through me. Dark flames wreathed my body like the lights around a Christmas tree, warping the very fabric of reality where they touched. I’d never been able to grab onto a level of power like this before and hold it steady—my rage at my father made me capable of things I’d only aspired to in the past. I wished the rest of my mates were with me. At the sight of this, they’d be so proud that their panties would hit the ground faster than the speed of light— 
 
    It was as far as the thought got. Dracula lifted a hand and cut across the air in a gesture—and the world went topsy-turvy. A wave of force knocked me off my feet, sending Xandra and I sailing across the room like bowling pins. 
 
    I landed on my shoulder, dazed. I hadn’t seen the wave coming, because it couldn’t be seen. It was completely invisible. 
 
    Whatever magic my father had access to, it was on such a higher level than mine that it couldn’t even be perceived. 
 
    Dracula rose from his throne with a sigh. He stepped down from the raised platform with the air of a man on his way to do a deeply unpleasant task, his skin faintly vibrating with power. I could see his ability’s effects on his body, but the power itself—the magic—was completely invisible. What the hell? 
 
    “You are willful and brash,” the elder vampire said, a devilish smirk on his aged face. “This is good. You would not be my son if it were not so, but such willfulness has its place. You will learn that this behavior gives you nothing but a slap in the face, boy.” 
 
    I sprang to my feet, already planning. Okay, you can’t see his magic, I told myself, trying to calm the panic the revelation stoked in my heart. You can still see its effects. There’s ways to play around this, Derek. 
 
    Dracula stalked forward, only to rear backward as a supremely pissed off woman raked his face with her claws. Xandra’s dress was torn, hanging off one shoulder, but the vampire queen barely noticed. Her pretty face contorted in pure rage, making her look like the ancient monster that all Nightlords were deep down. 
 
    “You dare strike your Queen!?” Xandra roared, dropping to the ground and delivering a horizontal sweep kick. Her foot connected with the back of Dracula’s knee, causing him to stagger but not fall. She sprang upward, seizing the momentum, only to be caught as the elder vampire wrapped his hand around her throat. 
 
    Dracula sized her up as I closed the distance, keeping one eye on me and the other on her. “My son chooses his mates well,” the vampire said with a chuckle. “You have the fire and spunk a budding dracul needs, little robin. But you are nowhere near as skilled as I—” 
 
    I brought both hands down on the back of Dracula’s neck. Covered in arcane power, my twinned fists rippled with hurricane force, coming down on the vampire’s spine like the hammer of Thor landing on an anvil. 
 
    It was like punching a brick wall. 
 
    Dracula paused—then turned around, shrugging off my attack with a smile. “Now now, son,” the elder vampire laughed, enjoying himself. “Father knows best!” 
 
    He followed this up with another blast of that strange, invisible magic. This time it pierced me straight through, like a blast of radiation from a nuclear reactor in the heart of Hell. What felt like ten thousand razor blades ripped through my torso, sending me staggering backward. 
 
    Dracula let Xandra twist for a few more moments, then tossed her aside like a ragdoll. He tossed the Queen of all vampires away like a discarded tissue. He really did not give a fuck. 
 
    I heard him crack his neck as I tried to get back to my feet. The world swayed sickeningly around me, as if I’d drunk way too much alcohol. I’d never faced an enemy like this before: I’d fought powerful foes, yes, but always ones that could be taken down with enough grit and determination. This power my father commanded—it was so much stronger than anything else in the universe. I knew it had to be linked to those creatures, those eldritch abominations he allowed to live in his castle. 
 
    As Dracula strode across the throne room, I reared back and spit in his face. Spittle landed on his robes, which he looked down at with disdain. “Unwilling to go down without a fight,” my father said, not unkindly. “If I had any inkling you were not my trueborn son, Derek, those doubts have most certainly left me now.” 
 
    A sense of futility filled my chest. If I could see that magic, counter it, I might have stood a chance against my father. But I didn’t, and he knew it. He’d known all along that he was leading me right into a trap. Into an unsolvable puzzle, a labyrinth with no exit. 
 
    “Why’d you bring me here?” I asked, summoning all the piss and vinegar I could as I stared him down. “Just to make yourself feel better about being a shitty dad? Thought beating the hell out of me with your special trick would make up for all the years of being a deadbeat?” 
 
    Dracula didn’t react, but somehow, I could tell the words stung. 
 
    “What the fuck do you even want?” I asked. 
 
    Apparently, it was the right question to ask. Dracula’s eyes peered down at me, burning so bright they threatened to outshine the sun. The vampire licked his lips, turning almost feral, then straightened up and retracted his fangs. I got the impression I’d just been tested—and that I’d passed. Barely. 
 
    “I want what I have always wanted,” my father told me, shaking his head with mock disapproval. “For you to go to the Realm of the Spellscribes. And destroy everything.” 
 
    I stared at him, uncomprehending, until the horror washed over me. A short distance away, I heard Xandra gasping as she came to the same realization I just had. 
 
    “It was you,” I said. Even having just been beaten by him, it felt like a whole new level of betrayal. “It’s been you all along. You abducted Xandra to force me to attack the Spellscribes. You let the Patrons try and murder my entire family. You blew Tomas Karkosa to smithereens in the middle of the Celestial Court!” 
 
    My own father had been behind my assassination. How could anyone be so fucking cold? What could possibly be worth it? 
 
    If I’d expected remorse from my father, I was to be disappointed. “Yes,” he said, looking almost proud of me. “But I knew the assassination attempt against you would fail. An heir of my blood would never be killed by a wretch like Tomas Karkosa—even a lowly child like you could defeat what you were sent. The purpose was not to kill you. It was to separate you from the babies.” 
 
    My blood went cold. “You bastard,” I said, staggering to my feet. “You fucking rotten bastard…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Dracula said, dismissing my words of hate with a gesture. “I’ve heard it all before. I do not care—and in not caring, I cast off every possible weakness that could be used against me. That is your problem, my wayward child. Your weakness is that you care about those you surround yourself with. No one more so than your heirs.” 
 
    Xandra threw herself at the elder vampire. He didn’t even turn around—simply grabbed her in mid-air, transferring the momentum of her strike so that she flew past him, landing roughly on the floor a few feet away from me. 
 
    “Look at my court!” Dracula spread his arms, showing his fangs in a vicious grin. “I have no weaknesses. I surround myself with monsters!” 
 
    “You do,” I agreed. “I’m looking at the biggest monster of them all, right now.” 
 
    The smile fell off Dracula’s face. It seemed that with enough needling, I could get under his skin. 
 
    “I should not show you this,” the elder vampire said with a sneer. “But I do not believe you will do what must be done without it—you’re so fickle that way. Behold!” 
 
    As I helped Xandra back to her feet, my father raised his arms and channeled vampiric power. This time, I could see it swirling around him, a maelstrom of pure energy as dark as his black, corrupted heart. It coalesced into a portal above his head: the kind that showed a faraway scene without letting anyone travel to or from it, a kind of one-way mirror for magicians. 
 
    It showed a quiet, peaceful looking nursery. The lights were down low, though I could still see the two cribs in either corner of the room. In one, my daughter snoozed gently, her tail curling and uncurling in her slumber. In the other, my son rolled over in his sleep, letting out incoherent syllables of baby talk. 
 
    Between them, heating up a bottle, was Soojin. The shifter looked no worse for wear, though she had a new piece in her wardrobe. She wore a pair of golden cuffs around her wrists, each with an inlaid ruby as red as blood. A faint pulse erupted from those jewels every few moments, causing the portal to vibrate just as faintly. It was plain to see that she was a prisoner, and that she’d been entrusted with taking care of my babies in captivity. 
 
    “As you can see, they have not been harmed,” Dracula said, clasping his hands behind his back. “They are perfectly safe and sound—and will remain so. For the next three days.” 
 
    A chill went down my spine. “Three days?” 
 
    The corner of Dracula’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Of course! For that is how long you have to do your duty as my son, Derek. Your task is what it has always been.” 
 
    “You mad bastard,” Xandra said. The vampire queen was rubbing her bleeding mouth with the back of her hand and staring at Dracula with murder in her eyes. “I will mobilize the entirety of the Nightlords to bring you down. I will tear your palace down brick by brick, and have you dragged by horses through the public square—” 
 
    “Enough,” Dracula said, clearly enjoying my mate’s spunk. “You have fire, but your words are empty. I could become the King of the Nightlords tomorrow if I wished it. I do not wish it.” 
 
    Xandra quaked with fury. That won’t stop her from trying to kill you, I thought. 
 
    Dracula turned his attention back to me. “Go to the Realm of the Spellscribes, Derek. The door will open for you, and only you, because you are of the proper blood. As Raya’s son, you will be given entry.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I told my father. “And fuck you for asking—” 
 
    He acted like he hadn’t heard. “You will tear down their temple, burn their scrolls, and kill them all. Save for Raya herself, whom I will allow you to bring home for old time’s sake. Once you do this, your firstborn son and daughter will be returned to your clan’s headquarters, along with Soojin Lee. This I promise you, on my honor as a Lord.” 
 
    “Honor?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. After all this, to talk about honor? “You’re a psychopath! I won’t destroy Mom’s research, and if you think I’d honestly do that after all the shit you’ve put my clan through, you’re fucking crazy!” 
 
    Dracula shrugged. “I know you will,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “Because you care about your babies. You won’t let those children’s blood be on your hands, son.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said, ice filling my stomach. 
 
    Everything I’d ever thought about my father, all the fears I’d had about who he might be—they were so much worse than I could have expected. Not only did Dracula not care about me, or my mother, he was willing to murder his own grandchildren to get what he wanted. 
 
    “This meeting is over,” my father informed me curtly. “Do as I command, and your woman and your babies will be returned to you promptly. Fail, and I may have to resort to more extreme measures to bring you to heel. Do not test my patience, my son. Or my cruelty.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” Xandra snarled, looking more monstrous than I’d ever seen her. “I’ll kill you for touching me like that!” 
 
    Dracula looked completely unmoved. He stared right through Xandra, as if she weren’t even there, and all of a sudden, I realized he’d dismissed her from his mind completely. He’d seen the limits of her power, and no longer considered the Queen of the Nightlords a threat. 
 
    Did that mean he still considered me one? 
 
    I didn’t have time to think about it. With a mad, cackling laugh, Dracula rippled and broke apart. The elder vampire split into a cloud of bats, each of which flew through a hole in the ceiling and into the dark, red-tinged night. 
 
    My father had made his demands. And now he was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d never seen the Queen of the Nightlords weep before. Having experienced it, I now never wanted to see it again. 
 
    I wound up carrying Xandra back to our carriage. The vampire queen was inconsolable—her worldview had been upended in a single hour, blown to pieces by Dracula and his arcane power. She’d been grabbed up, judged, and found wanting—not a serious player in the events of the supernatural world. And for someone who’d spent her life honing her skills in anticipation of a long rule, that was devastating in a way nothing else could be. 
 
    Things didn’t get better once we reached the castle gate. By the time we made it back to Olga and her horses, the cultists had vanished. Either Dracula had called them back or they’d simply grown bored with keeping watch over my mates. My women looked nervous, and when they saw me limping back to the carriage with Xandra in my arms, they knew their worst fears had come true. 
 
    “My Alpha,” Alicia asked, helping me carry Xandra into the carriage and into her seat. “What on Earth happened in there? You’re bleeding, and I can’t get Xandra to speak to me—” 
 
    “I found my father,” I said, the words tasting like ashes in my mouth. “We have to get back to the clan headquarters. I need to speak with everyone, as soon as possible. I’ll explain everything then…” 
 
    To tell the truth, I didn’t want to have to tell the story multiple times. Once was going to be hard enough. From the looks on their faces, my mates understood that as well. 
 
    The carriage was silent as we passed through the portal leading back to the clan’s hideout. Not even Olga was her usual jokey self, and for once, she’d spared the whip when it came to her strange skeletal mounts. We made our way down the street in front of headquarters with the pace of a dirge, the horse’s hooves against the pavement the only sound in the world. 
 
    As the carriage slowed to a stop, the door opened. Every member of my harem had been waiting just inside the warehouse, with Carli and Riley right up front. Their eyes shone with hope, and anxiety, and when they saw the state that I and Xandra were in, they knew what had happened without needing to be told. 
 
    Both Carli and Riley crumpled. The silent evening was split with mournful cries as both women let loose, whimpering and sobbing and begging the sky for mercy. I was with them in an instant—lifting them both from the pavement, gathering them in my arms, holding them tight and reminding them I was here. 
 
    “I’m going to bring them back,” I told the mothers of my children. “I promise you that. They’ll be in your arms before you know it.” 
 
    Riley’s body trembled like a leaf in my embrace. “Y-you promise?” the mage whimpered, looking utterly pitiable. I’d never seen two beautiful, powerful women broken like this. “You swear to me you’ll bring my baby home?” 
 
    I looked both women in the eyes. “I do,” I told them. “On my honor as the Dragon, I will.” 
 
    That calmed both women down somewhat. I was grateful for that—because I shared more of their worries than I’d like to admit. 
 
    “Okay,” Carli said, sniffing hugely. “Okay. Tell us what happened, Derek. Where are our babies, and what’s being done to them?” 
 
    “They’re safe,” I promised my mates. Then, louder, so the whole group could hear: “They’re both safe. Soojin is looking after the babies right now. She might be under lock and key, but that woman still cares deeply about the clan. As long as she lives, she won’t let any harm come to my son or my daughter.” 
 
    Yvette and Jaxon, I thought, remembering what Carli and Riley had told me. Good names. I’d better get the chance to give those names to them. 
 
    The mood was decidedly morose as my family followed me into the meeting room. Someone—probably Tessa, all things considered—had gotten the place ready for a post-excursion debriefing, but when she’d set it up, she clearly expected our meeting to be a triumphant one. Pastries and cured meats were the order of the day, along with copious amounts of alcoholic beverages, but no one had any appetite for it now. 
 
    “Get someone to get all this stuff out of here,” I said, taking my traditional seat at the head of the table. “I doubt anyone wants to eat it.” 
 
    As my mates filed in, Richard Enfield and Courtney took turns clearing the food and drink from the table. My sluga looked greatly recovered from the last time I saw him, which should have been a source of comfort but left me feeling more numb inside. By the time everyone was seated, the place looked a great deal sparser. 
 
    I glanced around the table, noting an absence. “Where’s Xandra?” I asked. 
 
    Tessa and Tallulah shared a look.  
 
    “She seemed really out of it,” Tessa said, speaking as slowly and mildly as she could. My women knew that underneath of my desolation lurked a rage that could go off like a fucking powder keg, and none of them wanted to provide the flame. “Under the circumstances, we thought she could use a little rest. I’d be happy to go and get her—” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. “It’s not necessary,” I told the shifter. “She’s a little bit more than ‘out of it’. My father beat her in single combat without even breaking a sweat. Then he told her that he ought to be leader of the Nightlords before he tossed her away like a broken plastic bag. So yeah, I’d say she’s going to need a little time to recover.” 
 
    There was silence around the table.  
 
    “So it was your father’s Zone,” Richard Enfield said, taking his place at the chair next to mine. “We’ve found the location of the Forgotten Lord.” 
 
    My sluga was right. It was important to establish the facts right off the bat.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said, knowing now that I had the full attention of everyone around the table. “The master of the Zone—the man who abducted Soojin, my son and my daughter—is none other than my father. The Forgotten Lord.” I cleared my throat, feeling suddenly foolish. “But he prefers to call himself Dracula.” 
 
    The looks around the table ranged from shocked to confused. Richard Enfield cocked an eyebrow, making an expression like he wasn’t sure whether I was joking or not. On the opposite end of the table, my trio of shifters were clearly the only people in the room who didn’t get the reference. 
 
    “For the record, I don’t believe that’s who he actually is,” I said quickly, forestalling any questions my mates might ask. “Whether he’s a madman or just misinformed, I don’t know. Not even Xandra was sure. But it’s not a joke—he’s convinced that he’s actually Count Dracula.” 
 
    Alicia frowned. “My Alpha,” the bear shifter rumbled. “I do not understand. Why is it important if your father is this Lord Dracula or not?” 
 
    Shit. I knew the girls from Clan Ursinia had grown up sheltered, but to not even know about the most famous vampire on Earth? It boggled the mind. 
 
    “He’s a legendary vampire,” Tessa explained, giving Richard Enfield a worried look. “A myth. In the mundane world, he’s been the subject of movies and books. Richard, is it really possible Derek’s father might be the Dracula?” 
 
    “That would be impressive,” Jewel Hayes said. I should have expected her of all people to accept the existence of an actual Dracula without complaint. “Derek’s an extremely important guy. From what I understand, he’s the most powerful Nightlord to be born in generations—it would make sense that his father is also an extremely powerful vampire. Maybe the most powerful one, honestly.” 
 
    My sluga nodded slowly. “It’s… a longshot,” he said, perfectly aware of how ridiculous the very idea sounded. “Most Nightlords agree that there was no actual elder vampire named Dracula—or that possibly the legend sprang from the exploits of several legendary figures over the centuries who got mixed up, similar to the legends that sprang up around King Arthur. Either way, it’s safe to say modern Nightlords don’t spend a lot of time thinking about Dracula.” 
 
    I stared at my sluga, a horrible possibility forming in the back of my skull. “What if you don’t think about it because the memories have been taken from you?” I asked, my lips forming a tight little line. “What if that’s what the Forgotten Lord took with him when he left the world of the Nightlords behind?” 
 
    Richard Enfield’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that,” my sluga said, looking honestly taken aback. “And I normally think of everything, my Lord.” 
 
    I knew. That’s what scared me. That we might be entering a situation that even my well-informed sluga hadn’t foreseen. 
 
    “Okay,” Jewel Hayes said, throwing up her hands to forestall more questions. “For the sake of argument, let’s just hypothetically say that Derek’s father is the actual, real-life Dracula. What does that mean? Where do we go from here?” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “I should tell you the rest of what happened inside the Forgotten Lord’s Zone,” I said, putting my hands on the table. It was time to turn over all my cards, as painful as it would be. 
 
    Across the table from me, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele nodded in lockstep. “We’re right here, my Alpha,” Nadine said, giving me a look of fierce sympathy.  
 
    “We love you, and we support you,” Alicia added.  
 
    Gisele gave me a warm smile. “Go on and give us the bad news.” 
 
    So I did. 
 
    I told them the whole story, starting with the strange tentacles blocking us on our way up the mountain to see my father. Richard Enfield looked like he wanted to say something about those, but was cut off before he could launch into one of his characteristic lectures. I still heard something about ‘parallel evolution’ between Nightlord Zones before we got back on track, giving me a clue as to what track his thoughts were going down. 
 
    When I got to the part about my father’s bizarre powers, the meeting room grew eerily quiet. I didn’t need to be a telepath to know what my women were thinking. All this time, we’d thought that I’d achieved the absolute apex of what a supernatural being could hope to do. I’d merged the powers of shifter, mage, and Nightlord, forming something so much more powerful than their component parts that I might as well be considered a new species. There wasn’t a creature in the world capable of standing against me in single combat. 
 
    And my father had defeated me and Xandra in a matter of minutes. This power of his was like nothing else in the universe. We had to understand it, to either find a way to duplicate it or nullify it, or we’d never defeat him. 
 
    But that wasn’t the worst part. No, that was what was about to come. 
 
    Because once I told the table about my father’s demands—about the three days I had to tear down the Realm of the Spellscribes brick by brick, and kill all the mages there—Carli and Riley rose from their seats, sobbing. 
 
    “What are we waiting for!?” Riley cried, stopping me in my tracks. “Let’s go, right now! All we have to do to get Jaxon back is kill a few people who’ve treated you like shit anyway? Fuck them! Let’s blow them to hell and get our babies back!” 
 
    To my surprise, that sentiment was shared by more women around my table than I’d like to admit. Carli rose from her seat right along with Riley, and both Tallulah and Alicia nodded along like they’d been waiting to suggest such a thing (in less inflammatory terms) once the time was right. 
 
    “He said you didn’t have to hurt Raya,” Carli said, clasping her hands together. The sight of my catgirl pleading with me practically broke my heart—her abject begging made the powerful Raiju seem so helpless that all my protective instincts went crazy at once. “You can go get your mom and bring her here, where she belongs! Please, Derek, go get our babies! Go get Soojin, and we can all be one clan again…” 
 
    It would take one hell of a man to stand firm in the wake of all that pleading. Fortunately, not all of my mates were as gung-ho to commit mass murder as my children’s mothers. 
 
    “I completely understand wanting to do that immediately,” Tessa said, putting her hand on Carli’s shoulder. “I can’t even imagine what you’re going through right now. You and Riley are the bravest women I’ve ever known—if this was me, I’d be tearing my hair out in a puddle of tears on the floor. But running to the Realm of the Spellscribes right now is exactly what Dracula wants. There’s a reason Derek’s father is so desperate to get him to destroy the Realm of the Spellscribes. The fact that he’s willing to abduct his own grandchildren to force our hand says it’s a terrible idea—” 
 
    Carli exploded. “I don’t care!” Lightning crackled from her eyes as the Raiju inside of her took hold, bringing a light downy fur springing to life over her arms and legs. “I don’t give a FUCK, Tessa! This is my DAUGHTER you’re talking about—” 
 
    “Silence!” I roared, amplifying the word with my draconic powers. 
 
    Mercifully, the table fell silent. If Carli and Riley kept on arguing, I didn’t know what I would’ve done. Would I really have been able to hurt them even further? 
 
    “I swore to you both that I would bring those babies back,” I told Carli and Riley, looking into both of their eyes with utter sincerity. “I promised it to you on my honor as the Lord Dragon. And I will get them back from my father, along with Soojin.” I let those words ring out, dissolving the worried looks on my mates’ faces. “But what I will not do is jump to my father’s bidding without knowing why he wants me to destroy my mother’s work.” 
 
    Carli stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. 
 
    “Of course,” the Raiju shifter groaned. “This is all about your fucking parents. Your father can’t handle whatever the fuck happened between him and Raya, even after all these years. She’s spent decades of relative time working with the Spellscribes to do something, and he can’t fucking stand not knowing. He has to destroy it!” 
 
    “If I can interrupt?” Jewel Hayes raised a hand, looking at both Carli and Riley for approval. As the latter was still sobbing into her revealing robes, it fell to Carli to nod in the reporter’s direction, giving her the table. 
 
    Jewel spread her hands, thinking. “We have three days to do what Derek’s father commanded,” she said slowly, working through the details in her mind. “I say we don’t spend those three days resting on our laurels.” 
 
    “I agree,” I told Jewel. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    The reporter’s gaze was fierce. “Go scorched fucking earth,” she said, her hands balling into fists. “Don’t keep this to yourself—let me broadcast it all over Paranormal News. The whole thing—the existence of Dracula, the abduction, the terms he’s given you to release his hostages.” 
 
    I nodded along, listening. “That all sounds good,” I told her, confirming with a glance at Carli and Riley that they agreed as well. Securing the consent of the women who this most directly affected was of the utmost importance to me. “I’m not sure how that helps us, though. And broadcasting my father’s demands will give the Spellscribes time to prepare if we do have to attack their Realm.” 
 
    Because one thing was for certain. I didn’t want to attack the Spellscribes, but if I ran out of time before the three days were over, I would. My father had been right about one thing: I’d stop at nothing to protect the people I cared about. And my babies were at the top of that list. 
 
    Jewel made an awkward face, then looked around the table like someone about to confess an embarrassing secret. “I don’t like to say this out loud, in case any cameras are recording,” the media mogul said with a sheepish grin, “but I kind of have an absurd level of control over public discourse. If you give me twenty-four hours with the gloves off, no holds barred, I’m pretty sure I can make your father the most unpopular person in history. If the entire mundane and supernatural population unite against him, we’ll have the whole world on our side. We’ll have resources we’ve never even dreamed of!” 
 
    “Imagine rolling up to the Forgotten Lord’s castle with an army of shifters, mages, and Nightlords,” Tallulah whispered, her eyes getting far away like she was already picturing it. “Shit, even Dracula’s crazy powers might not be able to save him in that case…” 
 
    It sounded like one hell of an audacious plan. I had some questions for Jewel about how we could put it into motion—but before I could ask them, the door to the meeting room slammed open with a crash. 
 
    Every head at the table turned in unison. Queen Xandra Romanov of the Nightlords stood in the doorway, looking like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Xandra?” I said, watching with a growing sense of unease as the vampire queen walked unsteadily into the room. “You should be in bed. We can handle this meeting—” 
 
    “My throne,” the vampire queen said, settling heavily into her seat, “is under siege.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    Xandra fucking trembled with rage, vibrating so hard I was a little surprised she didn’t knock her own chair over. “Lord Dracula has just submitted a claim to the throne of the Nightlords,” she said, sounding like she was expecting a hidden camera to come out of the shadows at any moment. “He states that he has documents affirming him as the rightful King of all undead beings, and that even if he didn’t, his power greatly outstrips my own.” She looked up at me, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Apparently the Forgotten Lord has decided he’d rather not be so forgotten after all…” 
 
    Shit. No wonder Xandra looked like such a fucking wreck. “Fuck!” I slammed my fist on the table. “Can he even do that? Surely there’s some kind of process…” 
 
    “There is,” Xandra whispered, wiping her face with the back of her pale hand. “He has to call another Cotillion, which will take time to set up. But in the meantime, the mere existence of his claim weakens my own hold on the throne. And it comes at the time when my base of power is at its least solid.” The powerful, haughty vampire queen put her head in her hands. “Insult to injury. This is a goddamn travesty.” 
 
    “Bastard!” 
 
    Eyes widened around the table. That was Richard Enfield of all people who’d spoken. I don’t think I’d ever heard him swear before. 
 
    “That was out of character,” I said, peering at my sluga. 
 
    “Xandra is the rightfully elected Queen of the Nightlords,” Richard said through gritted teeth. I’d rarely ever seen the man so upset—he normally controlled himself far better than this. The stress must have been getting to him as well. “To step in now, putting a knife in the Queen’s back after stealing the Dragon’s heirs… I’m sorry, my Lord, I just can’t stand it!” He stood from his seat, his fangs erupting from his gums. “It makes me want to rip his throat out with my bare hands…!” 
 
    Woah. Yet even as I thought it, I realized this made sense. Richard Enfield might have been a vampire, but he’d always fought with a sense of honor. He’d used Marquis of Queensbury rules during our duel on the highway, and withdrew honorably as soon as it was clear which of us was the better fighter. To strike an opponent’s family, their loved ones, the very foundations of their government—these things were completely outside of his worldview, so heinous to be intolerable. In this, he was like an old-timey cavalry officer looking at the horrors of World War II. He’d expected duels and charges, and instead faced an opponent bent on total war. 
 
    Richard’s grief set off the rest of the table.  
 
    “Fuck this!” Riley said, slamming a fist on the top of the table. “We’re sitting around here while every minute our babies are locked away in that monster’s dungeon! I can’t fucking stand it either! You have to save them, Master! Please, please just bring them back…!” 
 
    The poor mage was beginning to babble.  
 
    “I will,” I assured the table, “but we’re going about this all the wrong way. We need to think—” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. At the exact wrong moment. 
 
    In an instant, I had Carli up in my face. The Raiju shifter looked more upset than I’d ever seen her, tears streaming freely down her cheeks as she glared at me. She trembled with pain and rage, her face as red as a stop sign as she came right up to me, the top of her head level with my chin. 
 
    “How can you stay so calm at a time like this!?” Carli’s words cut me to the quick. “Our babies are in danger, Derek! Our babies are in the hands of a fucking psychopath, and you’re sitting here telling me to be calm—” 
 
    I couldn’t take it any longer. Something inside of me snapped. 
 
    “You think I’m CALM!?” I roared. 
 
    Carli’s eyes widened at the sudden rage in my tone. Already scales were rippling along my skin, the Black Flame cascading over my body as I gave vent to the full force of my frustration. I attained the full draconic transformation in record time, looming over my harem like some beast out of Ragnarök itself. The fear that coursed through my harem at the sight would have turned to arousal under better circumstances, but this wasn’t the moment for that. 
 
    “If you think I’m calm, you’ve seriously misjudged me!” I roared, flames leaping from my mouth with each syllable. “Believe me, Carli, no one knows better than I do how badly I want to burn the entire fucking world to cinders right now! It is… such a… struggle…!” 
 
    With a furious mastering of myself, I pulled my body back into human form. I left behind nothing but the scent of brimstone and a very changed atmosphere in the room. Carli’s jaw was practically on the floor, and the rest of my mates looked like they were about an inch from putting theirs down there with her. 
 
    “I… I had no idea,” Carli stammered, seeing for the first time how much it tore me up inside to have my babies and my mate in the hands of Dracula. “I’m sorry, Derek. You do care—of course you do.” 
 
    “But I have to be strong right now,” I told Carli, my face feeling like it was made of stone. “I don’t have the luxury of breaking down, Carli. If I don’t save our babies, no one will.” 
 
    Carli’s legs turned to jelly beneath her. I sprang forward, my arm under her shoulder the only thing that kept the Raiju shifter from collapsing to the carpet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Carli said in a weary tone, her eyes rolling back in her head as she clung to me. “I just… I feel like I’m losing my mind, Derek! Yvette is all I can think about!” 
 
    “I know, babe,” I said, tenderly helping her back into her seat. “I know. That’s why we’re going to do this the right way, and get her home safe. Her and Jaxon, and Soojin.” 
 
    Carli nodded, sniffing hard. 
 
    “What I need to know is this,” I said, taking in the whole group. “Why does Dracula want the Spellscribes dead so badly? Is this really all about taking revenge on my mother, or is there something else to it? Because if it’s the first, I really can’t see him stealing his own grandkids to make it happen. I just can’t.” 
 
    Heads nodded around the table.  
 
    “Let me get the whole world working on this,” Jewel asked me, leaning over the table with an excited look on her face. She was so into it that I don’t even think she realized how much cleavage she was showing off—it was just a side-effect. “If we all put our heads together: shifters, mages, and Nightlords, I know we can find a way to bring your father down.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to nod. “I’m all for it. If I can avoid going to the Spellscribes at all, I will.” I turned my gazes to my children’s mothers, who looked at me like I was the only thing standing between themselves and absolute despair. “But I want to make something clear right from the outset. I’m only going to say it once, so I want all of you to listen up.” 
 
    The attention in the room sharpened. What else could I possibly have to say at a time like this? 
 
    I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of the words I was about to speak. “If the three days run out, and we can’t figure out why Dracula wants me to do this so badly, then we will attack the Realm of the Spellscribes.” 
 
    I watched the expressions around the table to see how they took the news. Carli and Riley looked utterly relieved; the rest of my mates shared in their feeling. Only those at a remove from our family—like Courtney and Richard Enfield—looked nervous at the prospect. 
 
    “I won’t let him hurt our babies, or Soojin,” I told the clan, meaning it with all my heart. “But that doesn’t mean I’m about to play right into that bastard Dracula’s hands. If we can find a way to save our babies and Soojin in a way that doesn’t involve slaughtering the Spellscribes, we’re going to do it. And then we’re going to march back into that castle and destroy him.” 
 
    Shocked looks greeted this proclamation.  
 
    “My Lord,” Xandra gasped, her eyes widening like saucers. “You would kill your own father?” 
 
    I showed my teeth. “He deserves to burn. I understand now why the Nightlords salted the Earth behind him, Xandra. I totally get why they tore his Kingdom down—” 
 
    Of course. Of course. 
 
    I trailed off, letting the rest sink into silence. The wheels had just begun spinning behind my head, like the display on a slot machine, and they were about to come up all sevens. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I groaned, slapping my forehead with my palm. “Of course! That’s where we start the search—it’s the perfect place to move…” 
 
    Looks of confusion filled the chamber.  
 
    “My Lord Dragon?” Richard Enfield asked, squeezing Courtney’s hand beneath the table. “I’m afraid we aren’t following your train of thought, my Lord…” 
 
    “The hideout is no longer safe,” I said, raising my voice loud enough to focus everyone’s attention. “You know it, and I know it. The caves were a security hole we failed to plug for too long—even if we beef things up now, our enemies all know where to find us. None of you would ever be able to feel one hundred percent safe sleeping in those apartments again, and I wouldn’t blame you for feeling that way.” 
 
    Carli and Riley shared a look. It was clear that the same thought had been on their minds too, even before the meeting, but they hadn’t had the courage in their grief to voice it. 
 
    “The attack has certainly shaken the stability of our headquarters,” Tessa said, raising a rare dissenting voice from my mates. “But with the amount of sympathy you’re going to get from this story, I doubt you’ll have any trouble finding qualified mages and shifter builders to help put our home back together.” 
 
    “We’re going to need them,” I agreed. “But not here. We need a Zone of our own. And I know just where to find it.” 
 
    Our new home had already been handed to me on a silver platter. All the answers I needed to my father’s madness were buried there, exactly where they’d always been. 
 
    In the past. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look out below!” 
 
    The mage cried out over the sound of the rain and thunder, signaling his fellow workers as a chunk of masonry tumbled from the sky. Another piece of the ruined castle’s remaining tower had just crumpled, sending a shower of stone tumbling down on the workmen. As one, they raised the short staves they carried at their sides and summoned shimmering magical walls, blocking the projectiles. 
 
    As the rubble cleared, the men glanced around to make sure no one was injured and went back to work. Normally, I’d have told the crew to go ahead and take a break, as remodeling the ruin of my father’s destroyed castle wasn’t worth potentially getting injured. But time was of the essence right now. And besides, they were all being paid handsomely for their efforts. 
 
    “That was close,” I said, turning back beneath the awning to the woman in an elegant cocktail dress sipping blood from a wine glass next to me. “A couple more fuck-ups like that and someone’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    Construction had been going on for a few hours now. Shortly after my meeting with the entire Dragon’s Hoard, I’d had Xandra guide me back to the mysterious Zone that my father Dracula had once called his home. It looked exactly the way I remembered it from a week or so ago—ruined castle, destroyed village, red sky, and massive moon. 
 
    Once we arrived, I rolled my sleeves up and got to work. 
 
    Crews of magical construction workers flitted in and out of the ruins, casting spells. Bluish auras of sorcery studded the landscape, the spells cast by these builders for hire doing everything from leaching the salt from the ground to demolishing the moldy, worm-eaten outbuildings that remained. You see, I had a vision for this place. It had been allowed to fall into disrepair, sure, but the bones of it were still a Zone that would be the envy of any sinister, wicked Nightlord with conquest on his mind. 
 
    In that way, it made a perfect home. 
 
    Not even the sudden storm had slowed things down. These guys clearly weren’t afraid of the rain—they just waved their magic wands around their bodies, casting a completely waterproof sheen over their robes that repelled the raindrops like a reversed magnet. I made a mental note to see if they had any spare scrolls with that spell as I stood beneath the awning with Xandra. 
 
    “I still can’t believe this is where you want to move the clan,” Xandra said, shaking her head. “You really want to claim this place as your new home, Consort?” 
 
    I looked all around me and chuckled. How could Xandra, of all people, not see? 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I explained, peering through the rain as blue flickers passed back and forth in the gloom. “It has all the space our clan could ever need. Once we get the village square up and running again, it’ll be the new corporate offices for Dragon’s Hoard, LLC. And because it’s its own Zone, we don’t have to worry about security.” I grinned at my vampire queen. “Only those who are invited, or are as strong as you, can enter our new world.” 
 
    Xandra thought it over, taking another sip from her goblet. (True to her word, she’d only drunk fresh blood in my presence since becoming bound to me). “It’s a good choice when it comes to practical matters, yes. But don’t you have any idea what kind of reputation this place has? What people are going to think once they discover the Dragon has moved into this castle?” 
 
    I stuck out a hand into the rain. The drops fell like tiny daggers, though a storm of this ferocity probably wouldn’t stick around too long. It had been pouring down rain off and on ever since Xandra and I guided the builders to the site. According to the Queen of the Nightlords, I’d gain the ability to at least partially control the weather within my home Zone once I formally took control here and established my seat. Until then, we’d just have to grin and bear it. 
 
    “This place’s reputation is exactly what I’m counting on,” I told Xandra. “This is where Dracula suffered his greatest defeat. It’s where he lost his Kingdom—and my mother. The symbolism won’t be lost on him, believe me. Nor will it be lost on any other scholar of Nightlord lore.” 
 
    “Which includes the leader of every Nightlord house,” Xandra agreed, pursing her pouty lips in a smirk. “Alright, Dragon, I get it. It’s very clever. I’m sure Jewel’s news network will eat the whole ‘rebellious son rehabilitates his evil father’s castle’ angle up with a spoon.” 
 
    I sure hoped so. Jewel Hayes and Tessa Butler wouldn’t be joining us for some time. In fact, it was incredibly unlikely that I’d see them before the three-day timer my father had given me was up. Both of them had gone back to the offices of Paranormal News pretty much immediately after our meeting, and were currently coordinating the biggest wave of propaganda the supernatural world had ever seen or heard. Together, they were taking the fight to my father in the court of public opinion. 
 
    From the little bit I’d been able to tune into the news lately, they were both doing a damn fine job of it. The fact that Tessa’s baby bump was becoming visible every time she showed up on camera to deliver another piece of commentary was just the icing on the cake. I was going to owe both of those women one hell of a vacation once this was all over, that was for damn sure. 
 
    Retracting my hand from the pouring rain, I wiped it on my trousers and checked my watch. Time had been the first and most elemental force I’d sought to control once I stepped into this Zone, and with Xandra’s help, I’d managed to make it happen. The clock ticked at the same rate here as it did in the rest of the supernatural world—with the exception of any secret Realms that had done some funky magic to their versions of Father Time. Which meant that I could clearly see just how late my girls were. 
 
    “Where the fuck is Olga?” I snapped, my irritation betraying how invested I was in this process. The next three days were critical—before we were forced to move against the Spellscribes, I needed to find something that would allow me to either destroy my father or convince him to abandon his vendetta against my mother. I needed to understand why Mom’s memories had been taken from her, and why the Nightlords had ejected Dracula from their ranks in the first place. 
 
    I was praying I’d find answers here. 
 
    As if summoned by my thought, a portal cut through the air. A vertical line of magic appeared just in front of the castle’s gates, widening into a rectangle within the span of a few heartbeats. Eight skeletal horses rode through, towing Olga’s carriage through the portal. On the other side, I could see the street outside of the old clan headquarters, swarming with supernatural paparazzi and fire engines. 
 
    “Hoo wee!” Olga tossed her hood over her head immediately, tucking her gray hair away from the rain. “It’s wetter than an otter’s pocket out here! You sure you want to make this your new home, Dragon?” 
 
    Olga’s frankness made me smile.  
 
    “We’re working on that!” I told the crone, gesturing for her and the others to join Xandra and I beneath the awning. “Come get out of the chill. We have things to discuss.” 
 
    Olga did, but before she came scrambling over, she threw open the doors of her carriage. The horses, being dead, didn’t mind the rain in the slightest, so she didn’t mess with them. A trio of figures spilled from the interior of the vehicle, followed by two more behind them moving at a slightly slower pace. 
 
    I frowned as I watched them approach. This wasn’t my whole harem—not by a long shot. 
 
    The trio of figures turned out to be my bear shifters: Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele. The pair behind them were Richard Enfield and Courtney. 
 
    “The three bears,” I said, pulling Alicia into an embrace as she and her clan-sisters stepped beneath the awning. The sleek Valkyrie wasn’t the kind of woman to show affection to a man in public, but for me, she melted. Alicia had always turned me on in a different way than the rest of the harem, her muscles and long hair making her look like a slutty version of Wonder Woman. Behind her, her clan-sisters looked like they completed the matching set in sandy brown and blonde, respectively. 
 
    “My Alpha,” Alicia said with pride. “It is good to see you well. The situation back home is… not so good.” 
 
    “Not good?” That explained the lack of people in the carriage, at least. I’d figured everyone would make their way over as soon as possible. 
 
    “Alicia’s right,” Richard Enfield said. He alone of everyone who’d made the trip had thought to bring an umbrella with him, though he’d used it to shield Courtney and not himself. In contrast to the rest of the clan members standing with me beneath the awning, the slender redheaded human was completely dry. “The mood around the clan hideout is not a good one. Things have grown worse since you left, my Lord.” 
 
    “Worse how?” I asked. I could count on my sluga to tell me the truth—unlike my mates, he had no romantic incentive to say what I wanted to hear. “There wasn’t another attack, was there?” 
 
    The vampire shook his head, but he looked as haggard as if there had been. “I think you were just about the only thing holding back Carli and Riley from total despair,” he said, taking out a handkerchief and dabbing the rain off his forehead. “Shortly after you left, the two of them became extremely emotional. They’re both nearly catatonic with worry, the loss of their children and the threat against Soojin’s life driving them to the breaking point.” 
 
    “Tallulah is with them,” Courtney added, looking grim. “She’s doing the best she can to keep them calm. Dipping into Soojin’s stockpiles of pills and potions more often than not.” 
 
    I understood. “I would go to them,” I told the group. “I know they’re hurting. But every moment counts right now. They’ll forgive me once they hold those children in their arms again.” 
 
    “Of course they will, my Lord,” Richard Enfield said. From the looks on their faces, everyone here understood my decision. We had less than three days before Dracula would make good on his threats. If we didn’t find our answers by then, I’d have to go to the Realm of the Spellscribes and do unspeakable things. Things my mother would probably never forgive me for. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, making a mental headcount. “Other than the mages, it’s just going to be the seven of us: me, Xandra, Alicia, Nadine, Gisele, Richard, and Courtney. Everyone else is busy helping out the clan on other fronts. This Zone, and everything in it, is for us.” 
 
    The five people beneath the awning with me all shared looks. 
 
    “We will of course do as we are commanded, my Alpha,” Alicia said, speaking up for the group. “But what exactly is it that you want with your father’s old Zone?” 
 
    I spread my arms, encircling the castle, the village, and the hills surrounding it. “This is where it all happened,” I explained. “My father and Raya lived here happily, until they didn’t. Mom lost her memories here, and the Nightlords came with their metaphorical pitchforks to drive my father from his home and away from his crown. There has to be some evidence here as to why.” 
 
    It was a risky gamble. I could have spent the next three days hunting every Zone I could get into, using my connection to Xandra to open every door among the Nightlords. But they, just like my mother, were also nothing but my father’s victims. Dracula had taken away their memories, becoming the Forgotten Lord who only briefly showed up in the Nightlord histories. I wouldn’t find anything digging through their destroyed records. 
 
    I had to go to the source. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can, my Lord,” my sluga said, sharing a look with Courtney. In truth, neither of them looked too put out to be spending the next three days in close proximity to each other. I’d have to keep an eye on those two. “This weather is going to make it difficult to search through the rubble, however. How soon do you believe we’ll be able to consecrate this place?” 
 
    Good question. Consecrating was the official ritual of putting this Zone under my ownership. Once it was done, I’d have a degree of control over the way things were done here: the weather, the time of day, even the landscape would be mine to command. But it couldn’t be done until the castle was fully rebuilt—or at least until it was very close to being fully rebuilt. Until it was, we were shit out of luck when it came to these storms. 
 
    At least, that’s what my mates thought. I had a backup. 
 
    “I actually have a plan for that,” I said, stepping aside for Xandra. “Xandra, if you wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    She hadn’t just been sitting beneath the awning sipping wine for her own edification. Far from it. The redheaded vampire was fortifying her abilities, storing up her power like a battery that runs on blood. 
 
    The vampire queen cleared her throat and set aside her goblet, then accompanied me to the edge of the awning. Rain poured down in sheets inches away from where we stood, and droplets couldn’t help but splash all over Xandra’s face and cleavage. She looked even hotter wet, and she knew it. 
 
    With a smirk at the way I stared at her body, the redhead spread her arms and began to speak in a low voice. Guttural syllables poured from her lips, their ugliness in sharp contrast to the beauty of her face and body. As she chanted, the rain first began to slow, then stopped entirely. The red clouds rolled away, forming a hole over the ruins of the castle too perfect and circular to be natural. 
 
    Most of my clan was caught flat-footed at Xandra’s ability. But not Richard Enfield. 
 
    “Impressive,” the man said, his voice caught between surprise and outright awe. “I wouldn’t have said there were any Nightlords alive with the power to hold back a storm like that. Save for my Lord, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Xandra snarked. “It’s taking most of my power to keep this place dry and calm. I’m not going to be able to accompany you, Consort. I need to concentrate.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. I’d figured that much. “I appreciate what you’re doing for us, Xandra. Keep on sipping that blood whenever your powers flag.” 
 
    Now Richard looked shocked. “You do not have a servant on hand to provide you with blood, my Queen?” 
 
    Xandra pursed her pouty lips, her eyes narrowing. “The Lord Dragon did not want me bringing my chosen servant along with me to his father’s land. He finds Myra… distracting.” 
 
    There was a beat of confusion in Richard’s eyes, then it clicked exactly what the gorgeous vampire meant by her servant being a ‘distraction’. “Ah,” my sluga said mildly. “Well, should your supplies run low, my Queen, I’ll arrange to have some bottles brought from the Dragon’s Hoard’s cellars. Derek inherited quite a stash of vintage hematovino from Ivan Grozny, you know.” 
 
    I hadn’t known about that. But it didn’t matter—not yet, at least. I tried not to drink blood, as I still found the act somewhat distasteful, but when Xandra threw a sexy servant girl at me and got the act of feeding all mixed up with fucking, well… it made my head spin. 
 
    “That takes Xandra out of the game,” I said, peering up at the calmer sky. “We should split into teams of two, since there’s an even number of us left. Three groups of two, spreading out across the Zone, should be able to cover everything before the deadline.” 
 
    Everyone thought that was a good idea.  
 
    Before I could suggest arrangements, Courtney grabbed her boyfriend’s hand and squeezed it. “Richard and I will handle the eastern side of the plateau,” she said quickly, peering over the ruined village buildings in the midst of being demolished by mages. “Don’t worry, sir—we’ll be thorough.” 
 
    I had no doubt she would be. “Cool.” I turned to the bear shifters. “Which one of you wants to explore the castle ruins with me? The other two will comb the forest on the other side of the village. It’s very possible Raya might have had some kind of a dwelling out there.” 
 
    The trio of bear shifters shared a look. Gisele reached out and caressed the spot where her baby bump would soon be showing, then gave an almost imperceptible little shake of her head. Alicia saw it, then cocked an eyebrow with just as subtle a move in Nadine’s direction. 
 
    They’re really on each other’s wavelengths, I thought, seeing the way the shifters interacted. I guess growing up together will do that for you. 
 
    “Why don’t you accompany our Alpha?” Alicia said, putting a hand on Nadine’s shoulder. The grizzly shifter—always the quiet type—reddened beneath her tawny hair, clutching her hands together in a way that made her look almost girlish. “Keep him from getting into too much trouble. What do you say, clan-sister?” 
 
    Nadine gave me a look that was both awkward and full of longing. “I’d love to,” she said, unable to meet my eye. “As long as you’ll have me, my Alpha?” 
 
    “You’ll be very welcome,” I told her, meaning it. I knew less about Nadine than pretty much anyone else in my harem, so it would be a good opportunity to pick her brain a bit and get a little closer. “If anyone finds anything, report back to the awning and Xandra will get our attention with a storm. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone put their hands in a circle. Feeling a bit like a high-school gym coach, I led us in a quick cheer. We split up, each heading in a different direction: for Richard and Courtney, it was the village, for Alicia and Gisele, the forest. Meanwhile Nadine and I headed for the castle, to see what we could find there. 
 
    If there was a clue to solving this mystery somewhere in the Zone, we’d locate it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just after dawn the next day when we made the breakthrough. 
 
    The ruins of the castle had turned out to be much larger than they appeared from the outside. A good chunk of the outer fortifications had managed to weather whatever catastrophe had driven my father from his home and stolen my mother’s memories, and those parts of the fortress that still stood were filled with narrow passages and redoubts. Searching the place turned out to be no easy task, and we’d ended up crashing sometime late at night, catching a few hours curled up together in the remains of a soldier’s barracks. 
 
    Nadine and I had been too tired for sex when we’d passed out—we’d worked ourselves to exhaustion digging through the ruins. In the morning, though, I’d woken up with a raging erection and a cute bear shifter next to me on the lumpy mattress. Nature took its course, and before I knew it Nadine, was on all fours being taken from behind, begging for me to pump her pussy full the way I’d done with her clan-sister, Gisele. 
 
    So it was safe to say that I was pretty relaxed as the two of us cleared rooms along the castle’s interior that morning. Or I would have been relaxed, if it weren’t for the fact that we were rapidly running out of time. Nadine noticed. 
 
    Midway through examining a wall in the castle’s foyer for hidden cracks, Nadine straightened up and faced me, her arms crossed beneath her ample breasts. “Did I do something to displease you this morning, my Alpha?” 
 
    Huh? The question caught me off guard, so I didn’t have the best response to it. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Nadine took a full step backward, spots of color blooming on her golden cheeks. It had been the wrong thing to say, and I realized it immediately. 
 
    “This morning, when we first woke up, I thought I made you feel good,” the bear shifter said, her voice quivering slightly. “Now you walk around as if you’re angry at me. You’ve never made love to me without my clan-sisters present—do I simply not please you, Dragon? Is there something wrong with me?” 
 
    Oh. Oh fuck. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered, brushing my hair out of my face. “No, Nadine, it’s not that. I enjoyed this morning very much. I… I hadn’t realized that thing about your sisters, actually. I’m sorry we haven’t had the opportunity for much alone time, just me and you.” 
 
    She nodded as if she understood. “I am used to this,” she said, not without dignity. “In Clan Ursinia, I… but I apologize, my Alpha. I don’t wish to displease you with talk of our former lives.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her, batting her worries away with a gesture. “Tell me, Nadine. Back in the clan, you…?” 
 
    Nadine swallowed hard, her gaze taking on a faraway tinge. “In Clan Ursinia, I was not… favored by our Alpha,” she explained, speaking about as gingerly as you would an old wound. “When I was called to him, it was never without another one of my clan-sisters present. And for the most part, my Alpha, all I did was watch.” 
 
    I knew from experience how important it was for the women around me to know I loved and supported them. The connection between us was as important to them as life itself. What would it be like for one of my mates to show up for the clan every day, all while being shunned for physical intimacy and made to watch while I was with other women? That would be torture. 
 
    “That’s awful,” I said. “And that’s not how I think of you at all, Nadine.” 
 
    “I know,” the shifter said, a faint smile playing on her features. “I used to think I was lucky, you know? Our old Alpha at least left me to my own devices, so I could spend my time helping my clan-sisters. Only when we were absorbed into the Dragon’s Hoard, when we became mates instead of furniture, did I realize how truly deprived I’d been all my life.” 
 
    “Hey, I can kind of be a jerk sometimes,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Nadine said with a shy little laugh. “You are protective and care for us as an Alpha should.” The bear shifter raised a hand to her collarbone, loosely draping her fingers around her slender throat. “I would… actually, I would prefer it if you’d be even rougher with me, my Alpha…” 
 
    Well now. “You like it rough?” I asked, my cock swelling in my pants. 
 
    Nadine’s blush was all the answer I needed. “I am… deviant that way,” the shifter panted, glancing to the side and nibbling her bottom lip. “It’s a failing of mine, my Alpha, but I see you indulging it with other women in the clan! Perhaps you would with me, if I was able to please you more effectively—” 
 
    “Hold up, hold up,” I said, laughing as I waved my hands. Nadine had actually managed to distract me from my worries, which was one hell of a thing. “You’re not deviant because you like rough sex, Nadine. There’s nothing wrong with a woman wanting to be rode hard and put away wet. You should want that from your man—if he’s not doing that for you, then he’s not into it as much as he should be.” 
 
    Nadine flashed me a naughty look. “I want more than that,” she whispered, thrusting out her tits. She looked like she couldn’t believe how bad she was being by confessing this, but she trusted me. She loved me. 
 
    I took a step forward. “Oh yeah?” I asked, cupping the shifter’s chin. “What do you want me to do to you, Nadine? Spank you? Slap you? Pull your hair and choke you a bit while I’m fucking you?” 
 
    The shifter shuddered with lust. “That would be wonderful, my Alpha,” the shifter panted, her eyes shining with need. “But… but…” 
 
    My eyes widened. “You want more than that,” I said, speaking the words for her. 
 
    Nadine nodded, looking both eager and ashamed. “Your mate Tessa set my clan-sisters and I up with accounts on the Dragon’s Hoard’s wi-fi,” the shifter explained, looking excited. “She wanted us each to have a presence on social media, to make us more popular with the public. You remember this?” 
 
    I thought I did. It was one of Tessa’s PR campaigns.  
 
    “She gave you girls laptops and gave you a crash course in using the Internet, if I remember correctly,” I said. 
 
    Nadine was pleased we were on the same page. “I’m not sure if you’re aware,” the shifter said, leaning forward and dropping her voice to a whisper, “but there are these websites featuring videos of humans practicing copulation! Many of them even have nonhuman stars—it appears that human on shifter sex is an extremely popular category ever since you made your news debut—” 
 
    I couldn’t help it—I started laughing.  
 
    “Porn sites,” I said, smiling to show I wasn’t making fun of the shifter. “I’m, ah… passingly familiar with them.” 
 
    Nadine looked more than a little familiar with them as well. “On these sites, there are videos of women being tied up,” the grizzly shifter gasped, like it was the most deviant thing she’d ever seen. “They’re blindfolded, and men put clamps on their nipples and whip them! They attach wands with vibrating parts to their womenhoods, so that they cum and cum even as the men hurt them harder and harder…” 
 
    Nadine looked like she was describing her deepest, darkest fantasy.  
 
    “It’s called BDSM,” I told the shifter, giving her a skeptical look. “I kind of practice a light version of it with most of my mates: the spanking and the pulling the hair and whatnot—but what you’re describing is a little more hardcore than that. You’re sure that’s what turns you on, Nadine?” 
 
    The look on her face left little doubt. “Oh yes,” the shifter purred. “I’m very hardcore, my Alpha. If you and my clan-sisters would tie me up, use me however you wanted, bruise me until I couldn’t walk the next day… ah! My Alpha, I’m getting wet just thinking about it!” 
 
    “I’m getting hard thinking about it,” I admitted, letting my bulge become visible. “You’re really into that shit, Nadine? Whips and gags and all that stuff?” 
 
    Nadine gasped with need. “Yes, my Alpha,” she whimpered, sinking to her knees before me. I’d never seen such a powerful shifter plead before—the sight of a woman as strong as Nadine kneeling before me did powerful things to me. “If you’d do this for me, if you’d tie me up and engage in bondage with me like the women in those videos… I’d do anything you want! Whenever you want it, my Alpha!” 
 
    I made a snap decision.  
 
    “All I’ve got’s my belt,” I said, unlatching it with a leathery sound. “But I think we can get started with a little punishment right now, girl…” 
 
    I could practically feel Nadine’s pussy gush over as she realized what I intended. The shifter arched her back, her cheeks flushed as she presented her ass for the spanking. She wiggled it back and forth, nibbling her bottom lip with a mixture of worry and arousal as she prepared to let me whip her. 
 
    “Slap my ass, my Alpha,” Nadine begged. “I want you to bruise me! Use my body as your canvas, sir! Don’t hold back—be as rough as you want…!” 
 
    I wrapped the first third of the belt around my fingers, gripping the leather tightly. The remainder of the belt whistled through the air as I took it through a few practice swats, slapping the stone wall next to us until I felt satisfied I knew how to strike Nadine with precision. 
 
    “I need to take out some frustration,” I said, palming the brown-haired shifter’s gorgeous ass. “You can take that, right, doll? You can take whatever I give you, no matter how much it hurts?” 
 
    Tears of joy sprang to Nadine’s eyes. “Yes, my Alpha,” she whimpered, lowering her head. “I promise!” 
 
    I brought the leather down on Nadine’s ass, swatting it with the full force of my muscles. 
 
    The shifter sank into the floor and vanished. 
 
    It took several moments for my brain to catch up with my eyes. Nadine simply vanished, dropping out of view as the meaty thwack of the leather cracked against her backside. What I’d taken at first for a sudden disappearance was actually the breaking of a board beneath her knee, all her weight redistributing onto a single point as I laid out my first blow. The strong, muscular shifter had broken right through, tumbling through the floor. 
 
    “Nadine? Nadine!” In a flash I was at the hole, peering through a cloud of dust into what lay beneath. Beneath the floor lay a shaft over ten feet deep. Broken boards studded the edges, forming several layers of protection that had been snapped in succession by the bear shifter as she fell. They’d broken Nadine’s descent, otherwise she’d have been grievously injured. 
 
    “I’m… alright, my Alpha.” The shifter’s voice carried weakly through the broken floor. “That was a much more potent blow than I anticipated…” 
 
    Despite the circumstances, I started to laugh. After a few moments, so did Nadine. So the woman had a sense of humor after all. I liked her a lot—and regretted not getting to know her better sooner. Had I taken the time to have a conversation with her, I’d probably have been able to allow her to let her bondage freak fly for weeks now. 
 
    “Let me find something to get you up,” I said, glancing around the ruined hall. “There’s got to be a rope or something I can toss down…” 
 
    But Nadine was having none of it. “My Alpha? I think you should come down here at once.” 
 
    Terror seized my heart. “Why? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No!” Nadine hastened to explain that bit to me. “There’s… I think you should see it for yourself. There’s something strange down here!” 
 
    Well, there was no time like the present. Summoning my wings, I dove into the open hole in the floor and floated to the ground. I fell past layers of rock, stacked on top of each other like the parts of a sandwich, and found myself in a dank, musty basement. Nadine lay on top of a pile of broken boards, bruised but not terribly hurt. Under the circumstances, she’d maybe even enjoyed it. 
 
    I helped the shifter to her feet. “You alright?” I asked, hauling Nadine upright. “Can you walk?” 
 
    The shifter looked down at her own body, looking a bit surprised she wasn’t hurt in a graver fashion than she was. She brushed the dirt off her robes and pulled her tawny hair into a quick ponytail, her muscles flexing as she did the tiny tangles. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she assured me with a smile. “Nothing I can’t handle. It would be pretty hypocritical for me to tell you all about how I love pain, then immediately get the sniffles from a little fall.” 
 
    Now that the dust had begun to clear, I could see the space into which we’d fallen. This basement hadn’t been connected to anything on the maps of the place Xandra had managed to scrounge up. In fact, it hadn’t been on the map at all. Where the hell was this? 
 
    A secret passage, I thought, my heart pounding harder in my chest. Holy shit—this is it! It’s got to be! 
 
    The ravages of age had done little to this place. Hidden beneath the earth, there was little to show it had been abandoned save a light coating of dust on the floor and the other fixtures. The chamber was long and rectangular, and wrapped around itself in a rough circle as Nadine and I picked our way through it. The exterior wall was roughhewed stone, while the interior had been made from oak panels with long, spindling tubes running near the bottom. 
 
    “Curious,” Nadine said, looking both thrilled and fearful as we walked through the hidden passageway. “It seems this chamber is curving in on both ends, my Alpha. Is it some kind of circle?” 
 
    We decided to find out. Conjuring a flame in my bare palm, I led my mate through the gloom. Motes of dust fled from the fire as we walked the length of the subterranean chamber, turning right each time the passageway bent out of view. 
 
    Before long, we found ourselves right back where we started. The path led right back to its starting position, moving in a rough circle beneath the floor of the castle’s ruins. 
 
    “It is a circle!” Nadine’s eyes widened as if she’d found a hidden treasure. “Wait—yes, come over here, my Alpha! Look at these pipes…” 
 
    I did. I’d been so preoccupied by the dimensions of the hidden passage that I hadn’t even noticed the subtle deformations at one point of the circle. But Nadine had. The grizzly shifter shoved the pipes aside, revealing a hidden doorway that had somehow managed to repel the dust coating the rest of the chamber. An ornate golden knob sat in the exact center, faintly gleaming in the light from my conjured flame. 
 
    “Dragon,” Nadine gasped. “I think this is what we’ve been looking for!” 
 
    My heart thundered against my ribcage. My blood beat like the surf in my ears, the rush making me dizzy. We’d found it. The answers I needed lay within this chamber. 
 
    “Stand back,” I said, making sure Nadine didn’t touch the door. “Let me handle this. Knowing my father, he might have installed booby traps on this place.” 
 
    Under different circumstances, it would have sounded like an absurd idea. But from what I’d learned of Dracula, I doubted he’d stop at simply concealing his secret lair in order to keep it safe. I had to remain keenly aware that a nasty surprise may lay between us and the interior. 
 
    Holding my hands over the wood, I channeled the Black Flame. The power that had allowed Ivan Grozny to take control of the Nightlords was also that which had animated Dracula, before he’d sold his soul to things beyond the stars to grab even greater power. If there was a lock here, a hidden lock, the Black Flame was the key to unlatching it. 
 
    Behind me, Nadine whistled appreciatively. Once the tongues of darkness had fully covered my fingers and wrists, I slowly passed my hands around the frame of the door. The tongues waved back and forth, distorting the world around them, but nothing happened to make me suspect any special Nightlord-aspected defense measures. 
 
    “I think… we’re okay,” I said, unsummoning the Black Flame. “But just in case, take a step back. And be ready to run.” 
 
    Nadine braced herself behind me. Marshaling my courage, I reached out and grabbed the knob with my right hand. 
 
    It was cool to the touch. No magical traps or explosions filled the hall. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. Then I turned the knob—and let out a shocked gasp as the thing turned easily to the side. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” I said, chuckling as I opened the door. “Damn thing was unlocked the whole time…” 
 
    As the door swung completely open, I found out why. The chamber was indeed roughly circular, as the path running along its outside would have implied. Complicated equipment filled the space, stacked on tables and piled on the floor and hooked into the pipes running along the exterior of the room. Every space not taken up by machinery had been conquered by books: shelves and shelves of them, with titles that would have made a PhD student’s brain hurt. 
 
    But it was what stood in the center of the room that made me instantly reevaluate where we’d landed. There, stacked up in the middle of the largest table in that cramped, overstuffed space, was a stack of paper taller than two basketball players standing on each other’s shoulders. 
 
    And next to it was a bathtub full of ink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This isn’t my father’s study,” I said, stepping into the room. The thought hardened into certainty as I took in the sight of all the textbooks, the magical equipment, and the library’s worth of paper and ink. “This room belonged to my mother, Nadine. This was Raya’s lab. From the looks of it, this is where she spent all her time when she wasn’t busy being ‘Lady Sinclair’...” 
 
    We’d hit the motherlode. Literally. 
 
    Nadine left the door open a crack behind her as she entered the lab. The shifter tried to look in every direction at once, gawking at the sheer amount of stuff on display. 
 
    “This… this is an alchemical distillery!” Nadine sprang forward, grabbing hold of a mess of tubing and metallic barrels that looked like a cross between a vacuum cleaner and a sex robot. “Do you have any idea how expensive this device is, my Alpha? And—my Gods! Your mother had a first edition copy of The Crystalline Mystery…” 
 
    This was a side of Nadine I’d never seen before. Prior to us hanging out for the first time she’d been shy and withdrawn, submissive to a fault. Now she looked like a whole different person. And I liked it. 
 
    “You know about all this stuff?” I asked, peering around the room. 
 
    Nadine nodded. “This chamber… it would take the Dragon’s Hoard a year to amass all this, my Alpha. And only if we cut all our other expenses to the bone!” 
 
    Wow. “My mother had expensive tastes,” I said, heading over to the mass of paper and ink at the room’s center. “And my father appeared to be more than willing to indulge her…” 
 
    The mystery only deepened when I saw what lay at the chamber’s center. To my surprise, most of the massive stack of paper leaning against the bathtub of ink was blank. Only a few pages tacked to the front had been written on, and the markings on those looked tentative and vague. Two pages perhaps were completely covered in a sloping, runic scrawl—three others had a few scattered lines and mathematical formulas drawn on them. 
 
    I didn’t recognize a word of the strange language. I’d never seen it before. But I did recognize the handwriting. 
 
    It was Raya’s. My mother’s. 
 
    On the one hand, triumph filled my veins. And on the other, I wanted to scream. I’d found what I’d been searching for, the information I needed so badly. And all it gave me were more questions. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the scrawl on the pages—it might as well have been an alien tongue. I needed more context. 
 
    “You seem to be pretty knowledgeable about these things,” I said to Nadine. “Tell me what you think she was working on.” 
 
    The shifter looked up, a blush covering her cheeks. “Me? I mean, I did research projects for the old clan, but none of them ever came to fruition. I’ve only seen technology like this in catalogs, my Alpha! I couldn’t even begin to guess at the purpose of all this machinery—” 
 
    “You’re far too modest,” I told Nadine. “And you’re too pretty to be modest. Tell me what you can piece together.” 
 
    The shifter looked immensely pleased by the compliment—so much so that she was more than a little turned on. But her Alpha had also just asked for her skills, so she mastered herself and got to work. “Hmm,” Nadine said, running a finger across the device she’d called an ‘alchemical distillery’. “Whatever it is, it was very complicated.” 
 
    “I can tell that much on my own,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Come on, Dina. I know you can do better than that.” 
 
    For some reason, calling her ‘Dina’ lit a fire under my girl’s ass. “It involved several different disciplines of magic,” she said, dropping into a clipped tone as she made a circuit of the room. I could watch her testing how pieces fit together, trying to put together the big picture from what she’d been given. “Interestingly, though, I don’t think whatever she was working on involved casting from different schools of magic.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The books,” Nadine said, pointing almost absently at the rows upon rows of shelves. “They outnumber everything else in the room by a wide margin—and not just in number. A great deal of those tomes are practically priceless.” 
 
    I nodded. This was way more than I’d hoped for. “So you’re saying my mom wanted to know a great deal about magic,” I said, eyeing the stack of paper and ink in the center of the room. “But whatever she wanted to actually do was very narrow in scope?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense, I know,” Nadine said, looking crestfallen. “But it’s the impression I get from this chamber. And I can tell you one thing for certain. Whatever your mother was working on, she referred to it by the moniker ‘Project Sunset’.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “What!? How the hell do you know that?” 
 
    Nadine pointed. “It’s written right over there, my Alpha. On that paper hanging from the wall.” 
 
    I turned. There, right next to the room’s only piece of furniture, was a single broadsheet of paper. Wider than it was tall, it stretched across the antique desk, covered in tiny figures. Written above them all was the single thing I’d seen in plain English since falling through the floor. 
 
      
 
    PROJECT SUNSET. 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward, running my fingers up and down the paper. “The rest of the markings don’t make any sense to me,” Nadine said from behind me, sounding more pleased with herself than before. “They’re evenly spaced, so they clearly represent something. I just can’t figure out what…” 
 
    “I know,” I said, doing a few mental calculations. I didn’t like the answers. 
 
    I could hear and feel Nadine’s surprise. “Really?” 
 
     “I saw my mom’s desk calendar enough times growing up to recognize the way she marks dates when I see them. This was her way of keeping track of time—of knowing how long she’d spent on this ‘Project Sunset’ thing.” 
 
    Nadine stepped up behind me. Maybe she could sense the change in my stance. “How long?” 
 
    “Long,” I responded. “Look here. See how there’s a second set of runes next to the first?” 
 
    I guided Nadine’s gaze toward the final quarter or so of the calendar. A set of runes in red ink popped up here and there next to the more frequent black scrawls. Right at the end of the calendar, the black dates suddenly disappeared—replaced only with a single red one. 
 
    Nadine frowned. “I don’t get it,” she said, shaking her head. “If this is a month right here, then these red dates gradually push out what your mother was working on. It looks like she was doing as much as she could to complete this ‘Project Sunset’, but she runs out of time. Right around five months after the red dates start showing up…” 
 
    “Four and a half months, actually,” I said darkly. “The same amount of time it took Carli and Riley to have their babies.” 
 
    Nadine’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. “It’s you,” the shifter whispered, utterly gobsmacked. “Those red dates are her pregnancy…” 
 
    “Doctor’s visits,” I said, pointing at the broadsheet. “Probably some magical Lamaze classes. And then, at the end, the birth.” I frowned. “I’m the reason Raya never finished this ‘Project Sunset’ thing. She worked on it through her whole pregnancy—worked on it like a madwoman, if I’m reading these dates right—but she didn’t finish before I was born.” 
 
    What made my brain hurt was thinking about the timelines. None of it really made sense, since I was born long after my mom had left this realm and gone to the mundane one. But I knew time worked different across realms, so that child had to be me. 
 
    “My God,” Nadine whispered. “My Alpha, this is an incredible find!” 
 
    It was. Yet I couldn’t help but feel bitter. “Whatever Project Sunset was, it’s why my mother had her memories erased,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s why my father was nearly killed—and why the Nightlords tore this place apart. But they never found Raya’s study. It was down here all along.” 
 
    Nadine’s lips formed a tight little line. “But my Alpha, it’s all encrypted,” she realized, looking with despair at the tall pile of paper and the fancy equipment around the room. “All your mother’s work, it’s written in a language nobody else can read. Even if we could decipher it, there’s probably not enough time for us to truly understand it before we’re forced to carry out Dracula’s whims…” 
 
    I knew that. That’s why I’d already figured out what I needed to do. 
 
    “There’s one person who might know how to translate these,” I said, grabbing all the papers with writing on them and pushing them into a stack. I hunted around the room until I found a leather satchel and stuffed the papers inside, closing the flap. “Raya. We have to get these documents to my mother.” 
 
    It was a longshot, but Raya might have enough of her former life still kicking around in her brain to recognize the runes she used to write down her notes. If these papers could jog her memory, they might get her to spill the beans on Project Sunset. And if she did that, we could cut my bastard father off at the pass and drain the power from his threats. 
 
    Nadine was thinking on my wavelength now, and I liked it. “Raya is in the Realm of the Spellscribes,” she said, putting a hand to her chin and wrinkling her brow. It made her look pretty cute. “Like Dracula said, though, you’ll be let in if you approach the gate. As Raya’s blood, you’re allowed entry.” 
 
    “That’s exactly where I’m going,” I told my mate. “And I’m taking the notes with me. We’ll have to hide them, because I don’t know if I can trust the Spellscribes themselves. They’ve been holding Raya in their fortress all this time, after all—they might be in on the whole thing, trying to keep her busy so she can’t complete her real work. So there might still be a fight.” 
 
    Another, more disturbing possibility occurred to me, but I didn’t want to think about it. It was possible that Raya was leading the Spellscribes, and then keeping her in the fortress was exactly what she wanted. 
 
    But I wouldn’t allow myself to think about it. I had to trust my mother. She’d given me the world, after all—without her, I’d never have met Soojin and Carli, would never have created the Dragon’s Hoard and formed a harem of badass babes. 
 
    By the time Nadine and I managed to climb back out of the hole we’d fallen through, most of the day had already passed us by. The sun hung low on the horizon, the omnipresent clouds and their wall of storms held outside the castle’s perimeter by Xandra’s magic. As I shimmied back onto solid ground, a series of cries reached my ears. Women’s cries, calling out my name. 
 
    “It looks like they’ve figured out the two of us are missing,” I said, grabbing Nadine’s hand and hauling her up behind me. “Come on, let’s go clear up their worries. We’ve got to tell them about this.” 
 
    Richard Enfield saw me first, halfway back to Xandra’s tent. My sluga heaved a huge sigh of relief and cupped both hands around his mouth, releasing a magically amplified cry. “The Dragon has returned!” 
 
    I held up the leather satchel, grinning. I made my way to the tent, Nadine behind me, and by the time I made it there, the whole group had reassembled. The other members of our seven didn’t look as if they’d found anything promising during their searches. Probably they’d gotten distracted looking for me and Nadine, though. 
 
    “My Alpha, where were you?” Alicia demanded, pulling me into a rough, needy hug. I returned it, then placed the satchel on the table in the center of the group. “We were worried sick…” 
 
    I explained everything quickly. I’d hardly gotten to the part about the documents before Courtney had the satchel open and was handing them around, seeing if anyone recognized the script that Nadine and I couldn’t make heads or tails off. Confused looks showed all around. 
 
    “We have to take this to the Realm of the Spellscribes,” I said once I’d finished telling the tale of Nadine and I’d detour. I left out the part about bondage, though Dina’s two clan-sisters definitely noticed the more forward, confident manner their middle sister had since coming back from the hidden chamber. “Raya is the only one who can tell us what this means. And hell, we’ll probably lull Dracula into a false sense of security at the same time. He’ll assume I’m going to burn the whole place down like a good son.” 
 
    Richard and Courtney shared a look. 
 
    “We’ll leave first thing in the morning, my Lord,” my sluga said, a little stiffly. 
 
    Huh? Something was going on here.  
 
    “Why not now?” I asked, suspicion in my tone. 
 
    Courtney opened her mouth, then slowly closed it again. “Because that’s when Olga will be back with the carriage,” the redhead said, smiling at me awkwardly. 
 
    I could sense an entire novel’s worth of explanation behind those words. I wasn’t in the mood for the whole story.  
 
    “Just give me the condensed version,” I said, sighing and wiping my brow. I’d worked up quite the head of sweat digging mine and Nadine’s way out of the underbelly of the castle—I could use a shower, not that one was terribly likely in this Zone. 
 
    It fell to Richard to dispense the basic facts. “The world is in a state of turmoil,” my sluga began, sounding like he was pleased with the chaos. “The witness reports from the Celestial Court have been filtering through Paranormal News’s reporting, and the mages are on the run. Everyone knows that the leadership of the mage guilds was in league with Tomas Karkosa, and had been warned ahead of time about your assassination attempt. The fact that they didn’t do anything to stop it has tarnished their reputation, and the Council is more or less calling for their heads. Hence why Tessa Butler needs Olga and her carriage for some emergency meetings.” 
 
    “Also,” Courtney added in a pleased tone, “Tallulah managed to convince Carli and Riley to go on TV and talk about the babies and Soojin. The ratings are through the roof, and people are out for blood where your father is involved. Public opinion of you and the clan is at an all-time high!” 
 
    “What this means,” Richard said quickly, cutting me off before I could ask any more follow up questions, “is that when you do go to the Realm of the Spellscribes, my Lord, it’s possible you could have an entire army at your back.” 
 
    An army? It beggared description. “Seriously?” 
 
    My sluga flashed the same enigmatic grin he’d deployed in so many bathrooms back when he’d been Ivan Grozny’s right-hand man. “Tonight is a big night, my Lord. Lots of things happening in the paranormal world. If Tessa and Tallulah’s coup goes off without a hitch, aided by Jewel Hayes and the press, the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw could be in our corner when you face your father down. It’s very exciting!” 
 
    It was. But I felt the need to bring the discussion back down to Earth. “And what this means,” I said, looking from person to person, “is that Olga and our ride out of here won’t be back until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    My sluga blanched. “Well, yes, my Lord, but it’s a small price to pay! And you won’t have to spend it out of comfort—we’ve had the mage construction specialists leave several extremely luxurious tents behind.” 
 
    I could see those. Two of them stretched across the landscape directly behind me—one presumably for Richard and Courtney, the others for myself and my mates. I could get with that, for certain. 
 
    I thought it over. Pretty quickly, I realized I had no choice other than to roll with it. It wasn’t like I could forcibly punch a hole through the fabric of the Zone—I wasn’t quite that powerful yet. The only thing I could do would be to wait until tomorrow and take my documents to the Realm of the Spellscribes, and to Raya. 
 
    And in the meantime, if I enjoyed myself a bit, what was the harm in that? 
 
    “Very well, I suppose we’ll stay,” I told the group. “Xandra, is that alright with you?” 
 
    The vampire queen let out a very un-regal sounding yawn. “Yes, my Consort. But I must warn you—I doubt I will be good for anything intimate tonight. Holding back that storm has burnt me out, and I require a rest.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “Let’s get you to bed, my Queen. You could use a break…” 
 
    As I carried Xandra to my tent, her grasp faltered on the power holding back the storm. The clouds rolled in, carrying the rain with them, but it was alright. Once we were snug and safe inside our tents, it would be almost cozy. 
 
    I had my other mates to keep me company tonight. One of whom had just confessed that she wanted me to tie her up and use her like a whore… 
 
    I just had to make a few orders from the mages before the real fun could begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain beat down just outside of the tent flap, a deluge for the ages. It was as if all the time Xandra spent holding back the storm had only made it more powerful, and caused it to blaze in all the stronger once it was finally free to reign over the plateau. I closed the flap with a yawn, listening to the sound of droplets beating down on the canvas roof, and relaxed at last. 
 
    The mages we’d hired had done a good job. The whole place had the atmosphere of a general’s command tent, from the plush carpets covering the floor to the bed nearly as large and ornate as the one I had back home at our old hideout. The fact that three bear shifters lay under the covers in various states of undress didn’t hurt either. 
 
    Gisele wiggled her legs beneath the blankets. “This is very comfy, my Alpha,” the pregnant shifter purred. She’d positioned herself furthest from me tonight, as if she knew I wanted to focus on her two clan-sisters over her. She was alright with that, as she was currently carrying my heir and they hadn’t had the privilege yet. “Why don’t you come and join us?” 
 
    As I advanced into the tent, I cast a glance at the cot in the corner. Xandra lay on her stomach, snoozing gently. A half-drunk bottle of still-warm blood lay next to the tiny bed, leaning against one of the legs. The vampire queen hadn’t been lying about being too tapped out to have fun—she’d passed out almost instantly, nodding off after drinking enough blood to rehydrate an elephant. I hoped she’d be well enough tomorrow to pull back the storm. 
 
    I turned back to my women. Gisele was putting more space between herself and the other two bear shifters, as if she merely wanted to watch me with them. That was fine by me. I had an announcement to make, in any case. 
 
    “Girls,” I said, approaching the bed as I unbuttoned my shirt. “Your clan-sister explained a few things to me today while we were searching the castle.” 
 
    This was news to Alicia and Gisele. Both of them glanced over at Nadine, who’d gone roughly the shade of a fire hydrant. The grizzly shifter wiggled further beneath the covers, as if afraid she’d be punished by those closest to her. 
 
    Or maybe she hoped she’d be punished. 
 
    “What is this all about, my Alpha?” Alicia leaned over and put an arm around Nadine, holding her close. “Nadine has always been the shyest of us. If she’s opened up to you, my Alpha, it means you truly have made an impression on her—” 
 
    “I always make an impression,” I said, putting a knee on the bed. “And I’d most certainly love to make a few impressions on Dina.” 
 
    The bear shifters gasped.  
 
    “My Alpha!” Gisele purred, her hand moving beneath the covers. “How forward you are!” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we like in a man,” Alicia agreed. “Did Nadine tell you about the naughty things she’s been watching on the adult moving pictures? The extreme predilections she’s developed?” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s a funny way of describing it. She likes pain, yes. Where I come from, it’s usually called bondage, or BDSM, or Fifty Shades stuff.” 
 
    “Shades?” Alicia’s brows furrowed. “I do not understand, my Alpha.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I replied, chuckling and shaking my head. “You don’t need to. You just need to do what I say.” 
 
    What I say involved reaching beneath the bed and pulling out a very special chest. I’d had the mages put it in special, though I hadn’t expected at the time that it would be Nadine of all people that I’d be using these toys on. She was about the last girl I expected to get off on pain—but she seemed even more excited about it than Xandra had been. 
 
    “Come undress me,” I commanded Alicia. “You, Gisele, tonight you just watch and stroke that wet little pussy, honey. I want you to see every minute of what I do to sweet little Dina here.” 
 
    Gisele’s hand pumped faster beneath the satin sheets. The blonde was really getting into it now, frigging her womanhood while Alicia tore my shirt off with her teeth. Alicia growled like a wild animal, tossing her long mane over one shoulder before kneeling before me and biting down on my belt. The leather came free with a tug, and her slender fingers worked down my pants and boxers. 
 
    My thick cock sprang free, dripping with precum and throbbing with need. Alicia wasted no time in wrapping her lips around it, swallowing me down like it was second nature to her. Which it was. 
 
    “Ahh, yeah, shit,” I groaned, my fingers tangling in Alicia’s hair as her warm, wet mouth enveloped me. For long moments, all thoughts of bondage and the rest of my mates faded, as I gave myself over to the wet rhythm of my hips and her throat. 
 
    Alicia groaned gently around me, her hands working at my belt all the while. She pulled it completely free of the loops and tucked it behind her head, gripping it with both hands while she gave me a sloppy, hands-free blowjob. Her eyes rolled back in her head while she sucked me, making her look so much like Wonder Woman that I wanted to spray her down with my super-sperm. 
 
    But there was Nadine to think about. And her fantasy. 
 
    “Thanks for the belt,” I grunted, taking the leather from behind Alicia’s neck. I glanced over at Nadine, who was practically vibrating with arousal, and ran the tip of the belt down Alicia’s back. “Take those covers off you, Dina. I want to see every inch of that cute little body you’ve got.” 
 
    My wish was Nadine’s command. She shed the blankets, reclining on the mattress as naked as the day she was born. The bear shifter leaned back and played with herself, spreading her soft pink folds as the room filled with the aroma of feral pussy. 
 
    I thrust against the back of Alicia’s throat and cracked the belt in my fingers. “Is this what you’re aching for?” I asked Nadine, making an experimental slap with the whip. 
 
    “Mmh hmmm,” the bear shifter whimpered. Something melted inside of Nadine as she watched, some part of herself she’d always kept buried finally breaking free.  
 
    “Watch this,” I said. The next time Alicia gagged on me, taking me all the way down to the balls, I aimed at her ass and slapped it with the belt. 
 
    Cr-rack! The leather came down on the swell of Alicia’s booty. The bear shifter groaned with bliss, her pussy gushing over as she blew me harder. I slapped her again, and again, her arousal jumping into the stratosphere at the mix of pain and pleasure. 
 
    I couldn’t believe this was the cheat code to unlock every woman’s inner slut. All I’d had to do was spank them like they’d been a bad girl, and they unraveled all over me in their haste to be the most submissive woman possible. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped, watching the change in Alicia as I spanked a spot I’d already hit with the belt. “Did you just cum?” 
 
    Alicia’s mouth left my cock with a wet little pop. The brunette shifter’s eyes were glazed with lust, her mouth a perfect little ‘o’ of pleasure. “I love you so much,” she whimpered, her thighs quivering in aftershocks of bliss. “Fuck, fuck my Alpha, you’re such a fucking King!” 
 
    Alicia buried her face in my balls, working her tongue like she was performing an act of worship. I couldn’t believe I’d just made her climax with nothing but my cock in her throat and my belt on her ass.  
 
    I could see from the way she panted and writhed that Nadine needed the same treatment. Instead of using the belt, I reached for the special box I’d pulled from beneath the bed, placing it on the edge of the mattress as I removed my cock from Alicia’s mouth. 
 
    “Good girl,” I told the powerful shifter, stroking the side of her face like a cherished pet. “Now get over there and support your clan-sister. She’s going to need someone to help corrupt her innocent little slut mind even further.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Alicia didn’t hesitate—within moments she’d shimmied in next to Dina, clutching her from behind. Alicia stroked Nadine’s breasts, kissed her neck, let her fingers trail down into the grizzly shifter’s mound. If I’d let them go at it, they’d probably start having lesbian sex right in front of me. 
 
    That would have been hot. But it wasn’t what I wanted—not that night. 
 
    I opened the box and started taking out implements. First was a long coil of rope, along with a blindfold. Next came a riding crop with a long, black handle. Finally, and this was the part that made Nadine’s eyes go wide with a mixture of fear and arousal, came the jewel of the whole collection—a six-tongued whip, each strand a spiral of hard leather.  
 
    At the sight of these implements, Nadine nearly shattered. The shifter groaned with bliss, writhing in her clan-sister’s arms as she contemplated all the things I could do with the arsenal on display. 
 
    “Hold her down,” I told Alicia and Gisele, looking down at Nadine’s gloriously naked body. “Nadine confessed to me that she yearns to be tied up, blindfolded, and used. This is what you want, isn’t it, darling?” 
 
    Both women looked at Nadine, both fearing and hoping what she might say. Everyone in the room was about as turned on as it was possible for people to be, yet the question of consent hadn’t been answered just yet. Did the grizzly shifter really want to get tied up and whipped like my personal bondage fairy, or did she just want to fuck? 
 
    A moment later, Nadine opened her mouth and removed all doubt. 
 
    “Tie me up, Master,” the grizzly shifter whimpered. Huge, shuddering sobs of lust erupted from her curvy body, her tits jiggling as her shoulders rapidly rose and fell. “Please, I want to be a good girl for you. I want you to own me.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, looking at Alicia and Gisele with a smile. 
 
    Nadine swallowed hard. “And…” she confessed, her cheeks burning with need, “I want Alicia and Gisele to watch.” 
 
    There it was. Nadine’s darkest desires, spoken in front of everyone she cared about. I couldn’t have been prouder of her. 
 
    I tied the rope around the shifter’s wrist, lacing it tight enough that the woven fabric bit into Nadine’s skin. Both ends were looped behind the headboard, then tied off with a complicated knot I’d had to learn how to tie on YouTube. All the while, Alicia and Gisele rubbed themselves, rubbed Nadine, talked about how hot it was to watch her submitting to me. 
 
    “If we’d known this was what you were into,” Gisele said with a smile, “we’d have tied you up and presented you to Master like a turkey months ago!” 
 
    “Our Alpha deserves to enjoy his women in every way,” Alicia agreed. “And his women deserve to have their every fantasy fulfilled while they’re worshiping our Alpha’s virility.” 
 
    Was that so? I suppose this was a win-win situation, then. 
 
    Once Nadine’s arms were bound, I moved to her legs. Alicia had already torn the shifter’s panties off with her teeth, and her rough thighs squeezed together as juice dripped from her slit. Nadine didn’t want me to pull her legs apart, because she was having too much fun rubbing herself—but she enjoyed having her ankles tied up even more. 
 
    Once she was fully bound, I looked down at the blindfold. “Do you want this on or off?” I asked, waving it in front of her face. 
 
    Nadine nibbled her bottom lip nervously. “On,” she whispered, making the word sound almost like a question. “At first? Then, maybe once we get into it, you can tear it off me?” 
 
    “That’s not all I’ll tear off you,” I growled. “But yes. I don’t want you to see what’s coming.” 
 
    I handed the blindfold to Gisele and watched the blonde tie the silk fabric over Nadine’s face. The grizzly shifter let out a little moan once she could no longer see, wiggling her ass back and forth against the mattress.  
 
    “Please,” she whimpered, her pouty lips swollen with need. “Please…” 
 
    I took the riding crop and ran it over Nadine’s body. As much as my whole body throbbed with the need to bury my cock as deep as I could in the bear shifter’s tight, wet little pussy, I held myself back. The surprise was the point—the fact that Nadine was completely powerless beneath me, that she had no idea when the first blow would come. 
 
    “Such a pretty little pussy,” I grunted, spreading Nadine’s soft pink folds with my hand. I ran the leather crop over her labia, teasing the sensitive nub at her hood with the tip of the implement. “God, you have such a gorgeous pussy, Nadine. I’m going to enjoy what I’m about to do with it…” 
 
    Smack! The riding crop came down directly on Nadine’s hood. If her legs had been free, she’d have crossed her thighs over the other—but tied up as she was, all she could do was cry out with beautiful agony as the mixture of pain and pleasure filled her. More juice dripped from her channel, her pussy boiling over as the fantasy she’d held in her head so long finally became reality. 
 
    “Oh my gawwwd,” Gisele groaned. Her fingers slid into her snatch, fingering it while she watched. “Do it again, Master! Fuck, I had no idea I’d be so aroused by this!” 
 
    Neither did I, I thought. But fuck if I’m not enjoying the hell out of this… 
 
    Over the next half hour, I explored Nadine’s body in a whole different way. I wasn’t the most experienced dom in the world, but what I lacked in know-how I more than made up for in enthusiasm. I had the three women in bed with me eating out of my hand, literally begging for each smack and spank as I moved from the riding crop to the cat o’ nine tails. Before long, Alicia and Gisele were lying next to each other on one side of me, fingering each other and making out while they watched me take Nadine through the hottest, most intimate bondage session a woman could ask for. 
 
    “How does that make you feel?” I asked, bringing down the whip more times than I could count. I’d flipped Nadine over at some point and tied her ankles as far apart as they could go, forcing her to arch her back and stick her pert ass in the air to relieve the pressure. The pain of the whip’s leather strips only added to this. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I feel good, Master,” Nadine groaned. She wasn’t lying. Every time I spanked her, or cracked the whip across her sensitive flesh, her pussy gushed with juice. I stabbed two fingers deep into the walls of her channel, feeling how hot and wet she became between slaps, and she nearly came apart all over me right then and there. 
 
    “You want more?” I asked, palming her ass. “You’re doing such a good job taking all this, Nadine. I don’t think I’m going to be able to hold back much longer. I have to fuck you!” 
 
    “Nnnnnngh!” Nadine was practically drooling. “I love you so much, Dragon! Fuck, no one’s ever been able to make me feel this way before! Please, hurt me as much as you want! I can take it… aaagh, I can take it all if it’s coming from you…” 
 
    No guy could possibly hold back an erection after a compliment like that, I thought, reaching for the back of Nadine’s blindfold. I pulled it free, releasing it along with her long, sandy brown hair. It trailed down her back in shimmering waves, framing her heart-shaped face covered in sweat from the mixture of pain and pleasure coursing through her. 
 
    “I want you to watch this part,” I told her, flipping the whip around. I held it by the handle, teasing the opening of Nadine’s channel while I grabbed the riding crop with my free hand. “I want you to see what happens when I really use you, my little bear slut. I’m going to make you cum, and then I’m going to fuck you so hard that you cum again before I finally unload my balls inside of your womb…” 
 
    The mention of fertility sent Nadine into the stratosphere. Obviously, my bear shifters had been discussing which of them would be the next to get pregnant with my heirs. If it wasn’t Alicia, it would be Nadine, and with her spread beneath me and taking my whip, she seemed like a lock for the next mate to get pregnant. 
 
    “Fuck, yes, I’m so ready!” Nadine arched her ass even further into the air, going face down and ass up on the bed like a boasting stripper in a rap song. “Please, please, I’m so wet and tight for you! I can make you feel so good…!” 
 
    As I pushed the handle of the whip into her, listening to her groan, Alicia and Gisele couldn’t help but get in on the action.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the black bear shifter teased, running the fingers not buried in Gisele’s pussy through the blonde’s hair. “You’ve been teasing her for so long. Her little pussy might be too hot!” 
 
    “Well, he doesn’t want it to be too cold,” Gisele added, giggling like they’d been making this joke for as long as they’d been in my harem. “Our Master wants it juuuuust right!” 
 
    The bear shifters had obviously been reading children’s books after they’d entered my clan, and I could stomach one Goldilocks joke—especially when it came with the visual of me pushing the whip hilt-deep into Nadine’s perfect little pussy. She took it like a champion pornstar, grunting and biting her lip as the wet sounds of the implement bottoming out inside of her filled the room. The strands of leather lay across the mattress, unused, but I made up for it with my riding crop. 
 
    I slapped Nadine’s ass, raising red and purple welts on her beautiful rear, then attacked her thighs and labia as I pushed the whip in even deeper. I thrust it in and out of her like a cock, watching her ride it as juices dripped down her thigh. 
 
    “Good girl!” I roared, wrapping a hand around Nadine’s throat. I could feel her body tensing, her inner walls caressing the handle of the whip as it drilled deep inside of her. “Now cum for me, good girl. Make everything between those legs nice and tight for Master so he can fuck you…” 
 
    “Ah!” Nadine’s eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing. “Fuck! Master, yes, fuck! Fuck, I’m going to cum…!” 
 
    As she reached the peak, Nadine looked over and stared her clan-sisters right in the eyes. The mixture of shame and embarrassment the bear shifter felt at having her darkest fantasy acted out right in front of the women closest to her in the world sent her into a tailspin, causing her to shatter all over the whip. Her inner walls gripped the implement so tightly I could hardly pull it from her, clenching around the leather as she ground out the waves of her orgasm. A feral tang filled the room as the wet squelching sounds of her pussy gripped the whip, her already slapped ass flushing beet red as she shuddered and came. 
 
    As for me, I couldn’t hold back any longer. I quickly replaced the whip with my cock, slapping my throbbing rod a few times across Nadine’s gorgeous ass as I mounted her from behind. Next to us, the tenor of her clan sisters’ moans changed, growing deeper and more needy as they saw I was about to fuck their best friend. 
 
    And not just fuck. My harem was baby crazy? Shit, so was I. 
 
    “Gonna breed you,” I said, running the swollen crown of my cock up and down Nadine’s soaked opening. Her clit was still throbbing with the aftershocks of her orgasm, and as I ran my head over it, I watched her shudder and pant, writhing like she’d been hit with a taser. “Fuck, I’m going to pound you, slut! I need to own this pussy now!” 
 
    I thrust home all the way in, impaling Nadine on my cock with a single smooth stroke. After so much pain, it was ironic that it was simple pleasure that brought the bear shifter to her knees. Nadine screamed and buried her face in the pillow as a second orgasm tore through her, taking her from 0-100 as my dick bottomed out inside of her. 
 
    “Yeah, there we go,” I grunted, wrapping her hair around my fingers as I fucked her deep. “Look at your two little friends, Nadine. Tell them how you’re feeling right now. Tell them what I’m doing.” 
 
    “He’s fucking me!” Nadine cried, arching her back. “Fuck, he’s fucking me so hard! It hurts, but it feels so fucking good!” 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Gisele begged, sounding like she was on the verge of an orgasm herself. “Pump your load inside of her, my Alpha! Give her the heirs she craves!” 
 
    Did she? Nadine had confessed her bondage fantasies to me, but the whole motherhood thing hadn’t been spoken by us just yet. Then again, maybe they were two sides of the same coin. The housewife and the fucksleeve, both embodied in the gorgeous bear shifter writhing and groaning and cumming all over my cock. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I felt the familiar tingle work its way up my shaft. The sight of the bruised woman beneath me slamming herself back on my meat was too hot to resist—and if I needed a change of pace, Alicia and Gisele playing with each other just a short distance away was hotter than any porn I’d ever seen. With every thrust, I came closer to the edge, thrusting faster and harder as my climax approached. 
 
    Nadine could feel it. I pumped inside of her like a piston, going faster and faster like a plane freefalling from the sky. “Fuck me,” she begged, trying to break from her bonds so she could welcome me even deeper into her pussy. “Fuck me, Master! Plant your seed in me, my King…!” 
 
    “Cum in her!” Both of the other shifters intoned, coming on each other’s fingers.  
 
    I did. One more hard thrust and I stopped, relief washing over me as the first hot jet of my cum splashed against Nadine’s walls. She shuddered around me and came, the feeling of my warm spunk sending her into her own intense climax as her walls sucked my load in. I grabbed her hips tight enough to bruise, keeping myself buried deep as I shot my seed. Only once every drop was out of my balls did I finally pull out, reaching for the ropes tying my lover to the bed. 
 
    Alicia and Gisele recovered just in time to free Nadine.  
 
    As soon as she could move, the shifter leapt into my arms, covering my chest and chin with kisses. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” the shifter begged, sobbing openly with pleasure. “That was the greatest experience of my life, my Alpha. I… I finally feel like I’ve truly pleased you…” 
 
    “Hell, I pleased you,” I told her, rolling together in the covers. The other two bear shifters joined us, warm and sweaty after our exertions. “Are you okay? I wasn’t too rough, was I?” 
 
    The look in her eyes told me I could have been even rougher. 
 
    “Thank you so much, my Alpha,” Nadine whimpered, pressing her body against mine. Her wounds were numerous, though I knew they looked far worse than they actually felt. Next to us, Alicia and Gisele relaxed into the mattress, sinking into comfort after a long, satisfying session. “It feels so good to know you understand me. I’m so, so happy to be part of your clan…” 
 
    I slid an arm around the shifter, holding her close as she drifted off. I knew better than anyone how important it was to fulfill both functions in a woman’s mind—that of the dominant man and that of the supportive, loving mate. Mundane humans called such acts ‘aftercare’, though that word failed to properly describe the depths of the bond connecting me to my women. 
 
    The pounding sounds of the rain drummed on the canvas roof, lulling my women off to sleep. I waited until their snores became nice and even before sliding out from beneath the covers and pulling on some clothes. Later, when they woke, they’d never know I left them. 
 
    As I pulled back the canvas flap leading outside, Gisele stirred in her slumber and threw an arm over Nadine’s breasts. Good girls, I thought, stepping out into the storm. They’re better than I deserve. 
 
    A judicious application of the Dragon’s Flame kept me dry. Raindrops pinged and sizzled inches away from my skin, popping like popcorn kernels as I crossed the short distance between my tent and my sluga’s. Hopefully he was just as done with his intimate time as I was with mine, because I had a few questions for him. We needed to make sure the two of us were on the same wavelength tomorrow once we reached the Realm of the Spellscribes. We wouldn’t have time to compare notes once I stepped through the gates of my mother’s fortress. 
 
    I found Richard Enfield in bed, as I’d expected, with my assistant Courtney snuggled up beneath the covers next to him. To my surprise, the redhead was awake—and to my even greater surprise, she gave a start like she’d just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Surely she knew I sanctioned this relationship? 
 
    “It’s just me,” I said with a little chuckle, closing the flap behind myself. “Sorry if I’m interrupting anything—I just wanted to touch base with you both before Olga comes back in the morning…” 
 
    I trailed off. Courtney’s hand had gone to her mouth pretty much immediately as I stepped into the tent, but she hadn’t been fast enough to keep me from seeing everything. As her mouth snapped shut, I caught a glimpse of pearly white fangs peeking over her pouty lips. 
 
    Richard Enfield rose from bed, wearing nothing but a pair of pinstripe pajama pants that looked like something a 1920’s gangster would have put on before bed. “My Lord Dragon,” the man said, giving me a slight bow as he stood next to the mattress. “How may I serve you?” 
 
    The questions I’d been meaning to ask fell right out of the back of my head. I kept my eyes on Courtney, watching as her look of shock and embarrassment slowly transformed into one of giggling exuberance. She looked like she could just barely hold back laughter—and suddenly, I was having a hard time from chuckling, myself. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” I said, smiling to show I meant no actual anger. “You really did it. You made my assistant into a vampire!” 
 
    Courtney let her hand drop. Her fangs looked brand new, shining like diamonds in the firmament of her face. Their tips sharpened to points like a miner’s pick, giving her a fierceness that had only been hinted at previously. 
 
    “Nightlord,” my assistant corrected, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Richard made me into a Nightlord, Derek. And you did give him permission to turn me, as I recall.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not upset,” I said, looking from my sluga to my human assistant and back again. “I’m just surprised. You decided to do this now, of all times?” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Richard Enfield said roughly. Knowing the man as well as I did, I understood how difficult even this small act of defiance had been for him. “We don’t know what will happen once our three days are over, my Lord Dragon. The assault on the Spellscribes may very well claim my life—we have no way of knowing who amongst us might not survive the mission. Knowing that, Courtney and I decided it was best to make things official…” 
 
    I found myself grinning. “He gave you the old ‘I might not come back’ excuse, huh?” I said, letting out a laugh. “Soldiers have been doing that for as long as there’s been wars, Courtney.” 
 
    The redhead narrowed her eyes at me. “I wanted it,” she said, giving me a look that brooked no discussion. “It won’t affect my working hours, sir. Whenever solar exposure is required, I’ll just make sure to wear lots of sunscreen.” 
 
    I did a double take. “I thought that was just a myth,” I blurted. “Richard’s never needed to do anything like that…” 
 
    Abruptly, I realized there were lots of times I hadn’t seen my sluga until midway through an event. He could have been making all sorts of preparations I didn’t know about, and indeed he probably was. Suddenly I realized there were all sorts of things I still didn’t know about Nightlords. 
 
    But Richard assuaged my worries on this occasion, at least. “New Nightlords are more… fragile than more established ones,” he explained, nodding toward his beloved. “She’ll need to apply sunscreen judiciously when under direct exposure of the sun, for a while at least.” A smug little smile twisted the man’s mouth. “That’s how the myth that we can be killed by the sun came about in the first place. It doesn’t work, of course, but our younger members can be injured by such tactics.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. “He’ll keep you safe,” I told Courtney. “I approve.” 
 
    The redhead snorted, shifting beneath the covers. I already knew Courtney was naked under there, but it didn’t help to have it made so plain. 
 
    “You’d better,” the redhead purred, gesturing for Richard to join her back in bed. “Because we’ve already done it, sir.” 
 
    Many times, no doubt, I thought. I was good enough not to say it, though—I’d already embarrassed Richard Enfield enough for one night. Whatever checking in I’d wanted to do with my sluga could wait until just before the assault on the Realm of the Spellscribes. 
 
    “You two have a good night,” I told the pair, peeling back the flap. Outside the rain fell in sheets, though my draconic magic would keep me dry. “Wake me and the shifters as soon as Olga arrives. I want to get a move on as soon as possible.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and I crossed the short distance back to my tent. I hope I didn’t provoke a fight between those two, I thought as I slipped back into bed between Nadine and Gisele. Probably no big deal, though. Those two seem like they’re getting along like a house on fire. 
 
    It was good that they were getting in their jollies while they could. Because he might have used it as an excuse to get laid and bite Courtney’s jugular, but my sluga was right. The attack on the Spellscribes would be dangerous, indeed. 
 
    And it wasn’t promised that all of us would be coming back.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” I said, laughing. “We’ve been beaten to the punch!” 
 
    The air sizzled around us as Olga’s carriage raced through the portal, leaving the mundane world behind for the Realm of the Spellscribes. No matter how many times I stepped into this strange, beautiful world, the sight of it never failed to impress the hell out of me. It looked like something out of an old Bruce Lee movie: the mountaintop monastery where the ancient order of warrior monks hid from the world, honing their skills in anticipation of the arrival of the chosen one. Cherry blossoms littered the ground, and the air was filled with the scent of jasmine. 
 
    The Realm of the Spellscribes looked exactly as I remembered from my last visit. Except there were far, far more people surrounding the fortress than normal. 
 
    A crowd of shifters threw their arms in the air and cheered as the carriage slowed to a stop. Someone started a chant, and by the time I had the door of the vehicle open, it had spread through the group, the cries of ‘Dragon!’ echoing in my ears as my feet touched the ground. 
 
    The sheer size of the crowd shocked my normally talkative mates into silence. Everyone was present and accounted for, although not everyone would be joining us in the mission. After what had happened to Soojin and the babies after I left them alone, I had no desire to leave Carli and Riley by themselves until long after my father ceased being a threat. So they were with us, though neither of them were in anything like fighting shape. Jewel Hayes and Courtney too had come, though I didn’t expect either of them to face down any Spellscribes. 
 
    It was the former I addressed once I’d waved to the crowd of shifters and taken a few pictures. “How the hell did these people beat us here?” I asked the reporter, not even sure if I wanted to know what sort of propaganda Paranormal News had been up to publishing in my absence. “We’ve got a full day until my father’s deadline. No one should have known we were coming!” 
 
    Jewel just smiled. “They didn’t know,” the reporter said, gesturing at the tents around the fortress. “They just came to show their support, Dragon. They’re protesting what your father is trying to make you do.” 
 
    Now I understood. Shifters were making their voices heard—many of them had either brought makeshift signs along with them or had constructed them once they’d arrived, covering them with slogans. Most were messages of support for me, but there were more than a few unprintable things about Tomas Karkosa, as well. And a bunch of signs about ‘TRAITOR MAGES’ and the supernatural justice system. 
 
    Jewel saw me looking at these last ones and gestured toward the signs with her shoulder. “The leaders of Karkosa’s coup are on the run,” she explained, a faint smile playing across her features. “Several of them have been caught and arrested, held under lock and key in special cells in the Nexus. The rest have warrants out for their arrest.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on jury trials for the accused,” Tallulah added fiercely. “Pretty much everybody wants those mages to bleed—supernaturals and ordinary humans alike. You don’t need to be a shifter or a Nightlord to understand betrayal.” 
 
    That was true—though I didn’t see many Nightlords in attendance. Probably back at their castles, I thought, peering over the crowd. They don’t like betting on one team too heavily, anyway—they’d rather hang out at the finish line and embrace the eventual winner. 
 
    Well, that was going to be me. Those assholes could bet on it. 
 
    The crowd parted for me and my group of mates, nodding and gesturing respectfully as I passed. Whispers sparked through the crowd, and more than a few girls from other shifter clans made lewd gestures or flashed me when I got close. They want to jump ship, I thought. Who can blame them? Look at how satisfied all my girls look… 
 
    For the first time since that awful day when I’d come back to the hideout to find it looted and my girls gone, I realized just how fucking popular I’d become among the shifters. I was their guy: the only person willing to stand up to the mages and the Nightlords both. And if I had a little bit of vampire blood in me, and the power to mix mage magic with my own draconic abilities? Well, it just meant that I could really take it to those bloodsuckers. 
 
    “Are you going to do it, Dragon?” someone cried from the crowd. “Are you really going to kill the Spellscribes?” 
 
    “They’re just fucking mages,” a shifter woman covered in downy fur roared. “All of them are traitors!” 
 
    Cheers lifted from the crowd at this proclamation. Something about it rubbed me the wrong way, so I stopped mid-stride and stalked over to the woman who’d spoken. She did a double take as I approached, as if she weren’t sure whether I was coming to yell at her or add her to my harem. 
 
    “One of those mages is my mother,” I said in a voice loud enough to be heard by the whole crowd. “Are you calling my mother a traitor?” 
 
    The woman’s mouth snapped shut like someone closing a valve. “Of course not,” she stammered, all the fight in her gone. “I certainly would never imply that…” 
 
    Of course not, I thought, shaking my head. God, did everyone turn into a mass of jelly when I opened my mouth? 
 
    “I appreciate all of you coming here today to show your support,” I announced, lifting my voice over the fray. “I will remember this, just as I will remember which clans didn’t bother to let the world know that they took the side of the Dragon over those who would destroy my clan.” 
 
    The audience was rapt. Shit, I had them eating out of the palm of my hand. Maybe I should go into politics, I thought, before squashing the idea like an inconvenient bug. That wasn’t what I was about, not in the slightest. 
 
    Tessa, though? That might not be a bad idea. 
 
    “I’m going into the Spellscribes’s fortress,” I told the crowd, lifting the satchel full of documents from where I had it draped over my shoulder. “I have things I need to discuss with my mother, Raya. I do not wish for there to be violence today.” Then I grinned. “That said, if the Spellscribes don’t want to cooperate, we all know there’s only one way to settle this…” 
 
    Knowing chuckles echoed through the crowd. It felt good to know these people had my back, that they’d support me no matter what came. Part of me had expected the emergence of Dracula to shift the alliances of the supernatural world, shifters and Nightlords alike, but it hadn’t had the effect I’d feared. 
 
    These people didn’t want Dracula ruling over them. They wanted me. Would I give them what they wanted? 
 
    “Alright,” I said, glancing at the doors of the fortress. No shifters had been quite so foolhardy as to set up camp directly in the way of those gates, which meant there was a slender grassy pass leading straight to our destination. “I’m going in. Anyone who wants to stay behind here with the rest of the well-wishers is more than welcome to wait for me.” 
 
    It was like I’d just made one hell of a joke. A wave of knowing laughter crackled through the group.  
 
    “You’d have to drag us away from your side, my King,” Tessa said with a slight incline of her head. “We’re all in this together.” 
 
    We certainly were. I knew that, but it felt good to hear my women say it. 
 
    My family followed me down the path. I kept my eyes on the big double doors of the fortress as I walked, both expecting and fearing what would happen once we got close enough. Those doors had opened for me once before, because of my blood. But my mother Raya had stopped me before I could step through. Would that happen a second time? 
 
    Once I was a stone’s throw away from the entrance, a grinding sound echoed from within the fortress. A tiny crack appeared between the two mammoth doors, dust falling from their surface as the entranceway began to open. Gasps left the crowd as the crack widened, opening into a narrow path for myself and my harem to follow. 
 
    Only darkness could be seen within. I channeled flames into my palms, grunting with the slight effort, and peered into the gloom. 
 
    “Last chance to back out,” I said in a quiet voice, low enough for only my mates to hear. “If any of you want to remain here with the hoi polloi, I completely understand—” 
 
    A shove from behind was the response. “Quit trying to get us to bail on you,” Tallulah said with a smirk. “Let’s get some fucking answers!” 
 
    Despite the danger, I grinned. “Alright,” I said, thrusting my flame into the darkness. “Follow me!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I expected. I’d fantasized about entering the fortress of the Spellscribes so many times that their hidden monastery had taken on almost mythic proportions in my mind. I pictured a supernatural version of the Sistine Chapel, painted with massive frescoes detailing scenes from the world’s hidden history, along with so much luxury that the Vatican would have blushed to see it all. 
 
    Instead, I led my team into a rather understated hall. Marble columns held up a tiled ceiling overhanging a chamber filled with statues. The air was chilly and smelled faintly of herbs, as if someone had come through and cleaned the place just before we’d arrived. I didn’t recognize any of the figures who’d been immortalized in stone in the hall—my assumption was that these were the previous leaders of the Spellscribes, honored in the place where they’d done their greatest work. 
 
    “Nice place,” Alicia said, taking point next to me. I couldn’t help but notice the way my mates fanned out around me, as if I were at the head of a formation of fighter pilots. The way we moved was right out of a tactical playbook, my girls checking all the angles as we scoped out the foyer of the Spellscribes’s fortress. 
 
    Three exits led from the hall. The signs over each told the way: one had a sign over it marked ‘Dormitories’, another with an arrow pointing to ‘Cafeteria’. The first seemed like the most obvious way to find Raya, but it was the third hallway leading from the entranceway that intrigued me the most.  
 
    “Research,” I read, glancing back at my girls over my shoulder. “I bet we’ll find my mother hard at work on her secret projects down this way. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    We could have split up, but none of my women wanted to. This place was too new for us, and the possibility of an ambush or a booby trap too great. I stayed at the head of the team, moving down the hallway as we headed deeper into the fortress. 
 
    This place clearly hadn’t been designed with luxury in mind. The research wing of the Spellscribes’s hidden monastery resembled a section of a community college, little more than a bare hallway with a few lecture rooms hastily added onto it. Each of these appeared to be connected to each other via sliding doors, so that any one was as good as another to begin the search. I stepped inside, not waiting for my girls to catch up, and got my first look at what my mother had been working on for the Spellscribes all this time. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, freezing a single step into the room. “Girls, look at all this!” 
 
    Paper littered the floor. Not a little bit of paper, or even a ‘knock all the books at the library off their shelves after ripping off the spines’ amount of paper, either. In order to make my way deeper into the Spellscribes’s labs, I was going to have to wade through the stuff. It came up all the way to my waist in spots, bunched up haphazardly on every nearby table and empty surface. 
 
    Vellum crunched beneath my heels as I shuffled my feet, doing my best to move forward without disturbing the stacks. For this was clearly what Raya had been working on all this time she’d been a captive here. Every book in the world you could think of: religious texts, fiction, how-to manuals, all of them could have fit on these scrolls with room to spare. Tiny runes of text covered the pages from top to bottom, with only very small margins visible on the sides. I picked a long roll of paper up and held it to the light, peering at the miniscule letters written all over it. 
 
    They were just like the documents I’d looted from Dracula’s castle. The same language that Raya used for her own research, and in the same handwriting. 
 
    “My mother wrote this,” I said, casting my gaze around the room. “All of this. Shit, it must have taken years…” 
 
    “Decades,” Jewel Hayes said grimly. She’d waded further out into the sea of vellum than the rest of my mates, and appeared to be trying to organize the piles into something that made sense. “There are millions and millions of words on these scrolls, Derek. Hand-written words. Even going as fast as she can, I have no idea how Raya managed to get all this down without getting the world’s worst case of carpal tunnel!” 
 
    The fruits of her labor filled the lecture hall, but the woman herself was nowhere to be found. We’d found her work for the Spellscribes—what I’d begun to suspect was the continuation of her secret ‘Project Sunset’ magnum opus—but Raya wasn’t here. Maybe she was back at the dorms, taking a nap. Or eating. Either way, we needed to find her before the other Spellscribes found us. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. “Why haven’t we run into any Spellscribes yet?” 
 
    Jewel Hayes peered up from her pile of papers. “That’s a good question,” the reporter blurted, locking eyes with each of my women in turn. Tallulah, Tessa, the trio of bear shifters: they all looked just as confused and worried by the realization as I was. 
 
    And something even more shocking was beginning to bubble up in my brain as I held my mother’s work. 
 
    “They want us to see this,” I realized, the suspicion hardening into certainty in the back of my skull. “This is all part of the plan. They’ve stepped back to let us absorb whatever the hell this is, then they’re going to be in to see us…” 
 
    Over on the opposite side of the lecture hall, Tessa tried to separate two tangled masses of scrolls from each other. They refused to yield, connected to each other by a dozen different strands. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Tessa said, having to pull back to avoid tearing the paper. “How many scrolls are in this pile? What do you think they even do?” 
 
    I looked at the places where the two balls of vellum stuck together. My eyes traced over them like someone looking for the spot to start untying a knot. I couldn’t find any. The two balls Tessa held in either hand looked to be two parts of the same large whole. 
 
    Wait a second… 
 
    “No fucking way.” My jaw dropped open as I stared down at the mass of papers around my feet. I began to run my hands through them, experimentally at first and then with greater speed and certainty. “It couldn’t fucking be!” 
 
    “My Alpha?” That was Nadine, who looked more confident since the foursome we’d had before coming to this Realm. “What have you discovered?” 
 
    I don’t know if I’ve discovered it, I thought, reeling. But it’s the truth. It has to be! 
 
    I swallowed hard, marshaling my courage. “I can’t tell you what this is all for,” I told my mates, holding up a tangled mass of paper. “But I can tell you how many scrolls there are in this room.” 
 
    Tessa cocked an eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. One.” 
 
    The room went silent. My women stared down at the paper in huge piles around their feet, trying and failing to come up with a reason why I might be wrong. Finally, Tessa dropped her papers, both of her eyebrows shooting skyward as she came to the same realization as me. 
 
    “It’s all one scroll,” the shifter whispered, sounding as awestruck as if she’d been handed down a text from the gods themselves. “This is all ONE spell!?” 
 
    “It is,” a voice said from the doorway. “Don’t worry about breaking it—it’s already finished. Or at least as close to finished as it’s ever going to be.” 
 
    I turned toward the doorway, already knowing what I was going to see. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. 
 
    Standing in the entrance of the lecture hall, flanked by two high-ranking Spellscribes in fancy robes was Raya. 
 
    My mother.
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    “Hi Mom,” I said, staring down the two guards standing in the doorway. I’d tangled with Spellscribes before, and I had no wish to ever do so again. “I’m home.” 
 
    A complicated mix of emotions washed over Raya’s face at the sight of me and my harem. She wanted to greet us, of course—but she also had to know we’d just broken into the heart of her monastery. Whatever fragile peace had been forged between my clan and the Spellscribes, we’d shattered it into a thousand pieces by coming here. 
 
    That showed on Raya’s face as well. “Son, what are you doing here?” Mom chided, her lips forming a tight little line. “I told you to stay away!” 
 
    Next to her, the two Spellscribes began to move. My girls were faster, however. 
 
    Tallulah grabbed the man on the right, wedging his hands before his back before he could draw his weapon. Lightning flashed between her slender fingers, electrocuting the man with a taser’s worth of volts as he sank to his knees on the ground. Next to him, the other guy went for his weapon only to find himself surrounded by all three of my bear shifters. 
 
    “Everybody stay cool,” I said, meaning it more for the Spellscribe than my girls. Raya looked petrified by how quickly we’d struck, which meant she’d be less likely to listen to my reasons for coming here. “Keep an eye on that guard, but don’t knock him out unless you have to. Mom, I didn’t want to come here. It’s an emergency.” 
 
    “We’ve got him, my Alpha,” Nadine said. There was so much pleasure in her voice that the one Spellscribe still upright swallowed hard with fear. 
 
    Meanwhile, Raya frowned deeply. “What emergency? And where is Soojin? You come to see me, you don’t even bring her along with you to visit?” 
 
    Mom’s words hit me like a slap in the face. She doesn’t know, I realized, the tips of my fingers beginning to tingle. Who the hell knows what the Spellscribes have been hiding from her, in the name of keeping her calm and compliant? 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it,” I promised Raya, pulling the satchel off my shoulder. “But first, I need you to take a look at these.” 
 
    I pulled the sheaf of documents from their hiding place, passing them into my mother’s hands. As the guard surrounded by my bear shifters caught wind of what was on the first sheet of paper, he stiffened like an iron girder. 
 
    “Don’t!” the Spellscribe roared. He took a step toward Raya, only to be restrained by three sets of muscular bear shifter arms. They wrapped around him like iron bands, holding him fast. “Raya, do not read those…!” 
 
    “Whyever not?” Raya asked, giving me an amused glance. “If my son brought me something to look at, then it must be important…” 
 
    Raya trailed off as she stared down at the documents. Her eyes widened, her mouth forming a little ‘o’ of surprise as she realized what she was looking at. “My word,” she whispered, running a finger down the page. She looked with a curious sort of nostalgia at the papers she held, as if she’d just been handed old photographs from her college days. 
 
    “Do you recognize these?” I asked. 
 
    Raya paused, then shook her head. “But I wrote them,” she whispered, looking up at me with confusion. “Son, where did you get these?” 
 
    “From the place you used to live when you were with the Nightlords,” I told her, not wanting to reveal more in front of the Spellscribe. “Can you read these? Do you know what they say?” 
 
    “No,” Mom said quickly. “But I know how to translate them.” She looked over her shoulder at the trio of bear shifters, smiling faintly. “Help him back to his feet, girls.” 
 
    Looking a little confused at the direct command, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele did as she asked. They hauled the half-comatose man upward, using their combined strength to handle him like a rag doll. He’d stopped resisting as soon as he realized how strong they were—now he just stared balefully at Raya, like a kid whose mom was about to open a bad report card. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” the Spellscribe said. “Raya, please…” 
 
    “Girls,” Raya said, nodding at the trio, “take this man to the monastery’s library and bring me back a copy of Riders of the Purple Sage by Zane Grey. There should be several. He’ll know where to find one.” 
 
    It was a strange request to be sure, but my girls didn’t question it.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Gisele giggled, forcing an elbow into the Spellscribe’s back. “Come on, prisoner! And don’t try to run, or Tallulah will do something even worse to you than she did to your friend!” 
 
    As the trio led the sorrowful guard from the room, I cocked an eyebrow at Raya. “Riders of the Purple Sage? You’re in the mood for a Western?” 
 
    Mom cocked her head to the side and laughed. “Back when we were younger, Soojin and I used to write each other coded messages,” she explained. “We thought we were such clever spies… anyway, this is the same cipher I used to use back in the day. These runes are page numbers, these are lines, and these are words. The cipher is practically unbreakable, unless you know what text both parties are using to match up the words.” 
 
    I shook my head. “And you used your favorite book?” 
 
    “Favorite one that I had on hand, at any rate,” Mom said with a snort. “Now, before that man comes back, tell me: what the hell is going on? Where’s Soojin?” 
 
    Ice filled the pit of my stomach. “Mom, Soojin’s been kidnapped. Along with the babies…” 
 
    While we waited for the Spellscribe to come back with my bear shifters and the text, I explained everything Mom had missed out on while being cooped up in the monastery. Her face fell when I went over the attack from Tomas Karkosa’s forces—then filled with rage as I described our visit to Dracula’s hidden castle. Mom was spitting mad by the time I was done, her hands balled into fists. 
 
    “That bastard,” Raya whispered, showing her teeth. “I can’t believe he’d stoop so low! If he harms a hair on those babies’ heads, I’m going to kill him. I won’t be able to stop myself…!” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” I assured Mom. “I’ll do it for you. Mom—what is Project Sunrise?” 
 
    Raya’s face changed. “That’s… I don’t quite recall… actually, yes, it’s coming back to me, but it’s a long story of its own,” she explained, glancing back at the entrance to the lecture hall as the trio of bear shifters reentered. They had the guard in their center, looking even more haggard than before, and a thick book lay tucked beneath his arm. “First, let me find out what the old me had to say to the new one…” 
 
    Mom moved more swiftly than I’d have guessed, taking the documents and the books over to one of the few tables with enough space left to work. Alicia dealt the guard a swift cuff on the back of the head, knocking him unconscious as Raya began to translate her hidden message to herself. Then the trio approached me. 
 
    “Does Raya know what’s been happening in the ordinary world while she’s here?” Alicia asked, casting a sideways glance at my mother as she worked. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’ve filled her in,” I told the group. “Pissed off might be too mild a way to put the way she’s feeling right now. Right now, though, we need to focus on that message. Once we know what Project Sunrise is all about, we can take her to Dracula and see if she can force my father’s hand into giving up those babies…” 
 
    A few moments later, there was a cry from the table. Raya dropped the copy of the book she was using to translate the text, her skin paling to the shade of skim milk. Suddenly, Tessa was right next to her, keeping her from collapsing. 
 
    “Mom? Mom!” I raced to her side, scales rippling over my shoulders as I used my draconic powers to leap over a pile of papers. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
    Mom leaned against me, all the strength gone from her limbs. “It’s a lie,” she managed, clutching the documents in her trembling hand. “Project Sunrise… it’s all a lie! They’ve been using me this whole time—the Spellscribes, the Council, your bastard of a father! I remember now…!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Tell me,” I commanded, taking hold of Mom and lifted her back to her feet. “Tell me! What is it, what have you been working on? What could possibly be worth tearing the whole world apart and ripping away the memories of the Nightlords for?” 
 
    “What?” A little chuckle left Mom’s lips. “Why, everything, son. That’s what I’ve been working on.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. It sounded like what Xandra told me back at the Nightlord Cotillion—that everything was her business. The vampire queen had used it as a way to mean she was playing for keeps, but coming from Mom, it definitely had a different connotation. 
 
    Only my arms around Mom kept her from sinking to the floor. Mom shuddered, looking shaky, then propped herself up on one foot, looking haunted. 
 
    “This is all one spell,” Raya said, looking around the room like it belonged to someone else. “It’s the spell, son. Project Sunrise… it’s the last spell anyone will ever need to cast.” 
 
    Before I could ask another question, Tessa and Jewel were there by my mother’s side.  
 
    “Let’s get you out of here,” Tessa said gently, sliding an arm around my mother’s waist. “You can explain all this once we’re back at the castle…” 
 
    “No,” Mom said, the word coming out harsher than she’d intended. Somehow, she managed to stand on her own two feet. “No, you need to hear this. All of you. It’s the key to everything—it’s why I’ve been here for so long, why your father took away my memories and why the Nightlords took him away in exchange. It was… it was all for good reasons…” 
 
    The highway to hell is paved with good intentions, I thought. Thankfully, I had the good sense not to say it. 
 
    Tessa was still trying to drag Mom away, but I stopped her with a gesture. “Tell us,” I told Raya gently, realizing we wouldn’t get out of here until she unburdened herself. “What is Project Sunrise, Mom?” 
 
    Raya sighed heavily, straightening up. “It’s the last spell,” she repeated, looking from me to my mates and back again. “You have to understand something about creating spells, son. It’s almost like writing a book—except instead of a fictional world, the things you write down become true once they’re cast by a mage with enough skill. The only limit is how much power goes into the intention of the spell.” 
 
    Tessa and Tallulah were nodding along.  
 
    “There’s been theories about the upper limits of magic,” Tessa said, explaining to the group. “The Nexus keeps a few philosophers on staff whose only job is to be a kind of magical think-tank, writing theories about what might be possible—” 
 
    “Everything is possible,” Raya said firmly. “Everything.” 
 
    I tried to understand what that might mean. “Everything is possible for you, you mean,” I said, the realization snapping together in my head like the last two pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. “Because you’re a Mana Mage—blessed with the ultra-rare ability of Creation Magic…” 
 
    I’d seen Raya use her gifts once before, dispatching an entire group of shifter assassins with the kind of brutal efficiency that usually took centuries of practice. In the past, I’d tried not to think about how terrifyingly powerful a mage my kind, loving mother was deep down, but now it was staring me in the face. 
 
    “No more war,” Mom said, looking like she was about to burst into tears. “No more suffering, no more illness… no death! The endless war between shifters, mages, and Nightlords would finally be over, and the world would be at peace. I could fix it all—fix everything. I just had to have the right words…” 
 
    I stared down at the mass of papers around our feet, realizing. “Mom… these are a lot of words.” 
 
    Raya smiled. “It’s like making a wish to a genie,” she explained. “Except not the Disney kind—the sort out of the old stories, who tries to twist your wish around to harm you. The only way to make sure that everything goes off without a hitch is to have everything accounted for: every hidden loophole, every side effect, every word that could possibly be misinterpreted in a different way. If that spell was utterly precise—the longest, most detailed spell in the universe—then a Mana Mage could cast it exactly the way it was meant to be.” 
 
    I nodded. “It has to account for everything. Like, if you just made a spell to get rid of death, but didn’t account for aging, you’d end up with a world populated by senile walking corpses in a few hundred years.” 
 
    Mom’s face lit up. She knew I understood. “And that’s just one thing you’d be changing,” she said, gesturing around at all the paper. “There are thousands of variables involved in making a perfect world, son. Tens of thousands…” 
 
    Tessa looked stunned. “It would take decades of research,” the lion shifter said, looking at my mother with naked awe. “It would be one of the most complicated projects in human history. All to cast one spell.” 
 
    “One spell,” Raya agreed. “One spell that would save the world. That’s what your father and I agreed on, back when I was the Lady Sinclair.” 
 
    My mind skipped like a record put incorrectly into the sleeve. “Wait, what!? You’re saying Dad was in on this the whole time!?” 
 
    Mom’s hands began to shake. “All the memories are coming back,” she muttered, sounding more like she was speaking to herself than the rest of us in the lecture hall. “There’s so much… son, your father, he truly is Dracula! He’s so much older than he appears. He’s one of the original Nightlords—his power is even greater than he lets on. He’s been running the Spellscribes in secret, for longer than anyone could possibly understand…” 
 
    It seemed crazy. Dracula had wanted me to come here and destroy everything. How could he have been running the Spellscribes this whole time if he wanted me to burn it all to the ground? But if it was true, then it meant we were all in the middle of enemy territory. More than before, I wanted to get Mom out of here. The rest of her story could wait until we were safely back in our castle, making plans to go after Dracula. There was no reason to sit around making ourselves targets for my bastard father’s assassins. 
 
    But Raya could no longer stop herself. The memories had uncorked themselves like a bottle of wine, and now flowed freely through her in a tide that couldn’t be stopped. 
 
    “He’s been changing it,” Raya said, scanning a section of the rune-covered page. “What have I been building all this time, son? Am I building a world safe for you and your babies, or the world he wants?” 
 
    I didn’t know. But we were getting out of here. 
 
    “Come on, Mom,” I said, taking Raya’s hand and helping her to her feet. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand. We’ve got a whole new clan headquarters I’m looking forward to showing you—I think you’re even going to recognize it—” 
 
    I turned toward the entrance of the lecture hall and froze. A half-dozen Spellscribes stood in the entrance, armed to the teeth with magical weapons. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” their leader said, shaking his head.

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I command you to let us pass,” Raya said weakly, pushing away from me and standing on her own. “We’ve been tricked, Rhialto. Project Sunrise is a trap—a trap laid by Dracula himself! I’m done working for you and the rest of the Spellscribes. You can find the errors in your own time…” 
 
    The man my mother had referred to as Rhialto was already shaking his head. “No, Raya. You are the one who’s been tricked. The Dragon and his whores have clouded your mind. Blinding you to the truth of the Great Work.” 
 
    The Great Work? The way Rhialto talked about it definitely made it sound like it had capital letters in my mind. This, then, was what the Spellscribes had been working toward the whole time they had Raya as a guest in their monastery. Apparently, they weren’t willing to give up on the Last Spell so easily. 
 
    I was in no mood for more Spellscribe bullshit.  
 
    “Out of my way,” I grunted, taking on my draconic form in the blink of an eye. The Black Flame coursed through my veins, amplifying my powers to truly terrifying dimensions. “I’m taking my mother out of this fucking place, whether you like it or not. The only choice you’ve got is whether we leave peacefully, or climb out over a pile of bodies, pal.” 
 
    Rhialto snickered. “There may be a pile of bodies, indeed,” the aged Spellscribe said, pulling an ornate staff from behind his back. “But they won’t be mine, Dragon. You think your patron God controls the universe?” 
 
    Claws erupted from my fingers, gleaming and sharp. “I’ve never been much of a religious guy,” I admitted, my words distorted by my draconic maw. “But the idea of a blood sacrifice is looking pretty fucking appealing right now…” 
 
    Rhialto shook his head. “Think back to the Dragon’s Ritual. You would have been shown a vision of your God, yes? Think of what was surrounding him, boxing him in on all sides. A truly oppressive presence, even if both he and you were unable to perceive it.” 
 
    I didn’t understand what the man was talking about—until suddenly, I did. The feeling I’d had watching the Dragon conquer the universe rose to the forefront of my thoughts, the vision of the Great Dragon blotting out the stars as he took control of everything in the universe. Subjugated it, the way my clan did to other clans in the supernatural world and I did to my mates in the bedroom. Except something had been different, hadn’t it? 
 
    The darkness. It pushed in all around, like a curtain endlessly trying to close itself. I had thought that the darkness had represented the Nightlords, but had it been a symbol of something else? 
 
    Was the man I was facing down an avatar of that darkness? Was this Rhialto in league with the Patrons, then? Or was he part of something else entirely? 
 
    I didn’t have time to question it. A half-dozen Spellscribe guards filled the breach, fanning around Rhialto the way my women flanked me on the battlefield. More would be coming at any moment. I had to punch a hole right through their defenses, get my mother and my mates to freedom. 
 
    “Fine, pal,” I grunted, channeling the Black Flame around my hands and covering my claws in metal. “It’s your funeral!” 
 
    I pounced. A single leap sent me careening through the air, my fangs and claws extending with an almost sexual anticipation as I threw myself at the Spellscribe. Rhialto just stood there with a smug look on his face, spinning his stupid staff in a slow circle as I closed the distance. I was about to tear that asshole to pieces… 
 
    But suddenly, that asshole was no longer there. 
 
    My metal-coated claws sank into the ground, puncturing the piles of papers in a dozen points. The five guards who’d surrounded Rhialto now surrounded me—and they all raced in as one, swinging their clubs at my skull and my legs. In a way, I almost admired the ballsiness of the tactic. Sacrificing his pawns to disable a king was the kind of move a real bastard could be proud of. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to give Rhialto the satisfaction. 
 
    I swung in a wide horizontal arc, ripping a hole in the stomach of the man directly in front of me. He grabbed at the wound, the fight forgotten as his face filled with horror at seeing his insides on his outside. One down, I thought, snapping out with my jaws at another guard. Four to go— 
 
    It was as far as the thought got. A heavy club slammed down on the back of my neck, almost knocking me unconscious with the force of it. Stars swam in my vision as the world went blurry, the ground rising up to meet me like a high five. 
 
    The other guards surrounded me, beating me with their magical clubs. Pain flared in my back—then faded, which was scarier. Why couldn’t I feel the blows? 
 
    Because the men were no longer there, that was why. 
 
    Two blurs leapt over my head, each grabbing a Spellscribe and ripping out their jugular. An ordinary person on the street would have seen nothing but a pair of monsters and shrieked in terror, but the eyes of the Dragon allowed me to perceive the beautiful woman inside of the fury. Tessa Butler, in full lion form, and Tallulah Binesi in the form of the Thunderbird, ripping my enemies apart. 
 
    I managed to get back to my feet, shaking off the worst of the blows. A Spellscribe charged at me, roaring at the top of his lungs, and I grabbed him around the throat and lifted him off his feet before ripping his neck open with a powerful slash. 
 
    More guards died around us. That was good. But where was Rhialto? 
 
    Just then, the man reappeared in a puff of smoke. With a flourish of his wrist, he let a long scroll unroll over his robes, reaching almost all the way to the ground. The text on it was a great deal larger than the runes covering Raya’s research project, but there were still a lot of them. Rhialto began to read in a rapid, low voice, pronouncing the syllables like a foreign language. 
 
    While all this had been going on, my trio of bear shifters had focused on getting Raya out. They’d managed to smuggle my mother past the guards and had her in the doorway of the lecture hall when Raya suddenly let out a cry and spun around on a heel. She gestured back at the head Spellscribe, panic on her face. 
 
    “Son, don’t let him finish that spell!” From the way my mother sounded, I didn’t need to know that whatever Rhialto planned to cast would be very, very bad. “That’s one of my experiments he’s got! He’ll destroy this whole building…!” 
 
    That might not have been such a bad thing, but I had too many people I cared about still inside the Spellscribes’s fortress. I had to stop the bastard before he finished his speech. 
 
    With a growl, I launched myself into the air. Powerful wings erupted from my shoulder blades as I sailed across the room, sending up a shower of pages into the air as I scattered my mother’s project to the four winds. Even if we managed to salvage everything from this chamber, it would take ages to put Project Sunrise back together again. 
 
    Maybe that’s a good thing, I thought, Rhialto dead ahead in my sight. I’d hate to accidentally make my father the new lord of the universe… 
 
    Rhialto saw me and panicked, backing up rapidly as he read from the scroll. A lesser Spellscribe jumped into the breach, his scream dying in his throat as I paused just long enough to rip him in two before launching myself back at the leader. 
 
    Another man cut me off, sacrificing his life to give Rhialto a few more seconds of chanting. Then another. 
 
    Fuck! The combined efforts of the Spellscribes left me queasy. This isn’t human. People shouldn’t give up their lives just to get a single spell off… 
 
    Suddenly, I understood why Project Sunrise was so bad to begin with. This kind of power shouldn’t exist in the universe—and if it did, it should only be in the hands of a trusted few. Whatever Rhialto was casting wasn’t meant to be handled by humans. 
 
    Waves of power cascaded over the aged Spellscribe’s body, pushing me backward with each step. Now my wings turned into a liability, so I tucked them in close and lowered my broad head, charging into the fray like a bull. I threw up a Prismatic Spray in the hopes of blinding the mage, but it did nothing. I summoned a wave of force in front of me with my Telekinesis spell to try and use it to push further. It felt like I was wading through molasses, not paper, and I wasn’t getting any closer to the man. 
 
    Only a few inches of scroll remained in Rhialto’s hands. He slowed his tempo, looking straight at me as he pronounced the last few lines of the spell. A twisted smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, and he gave me a little wave as he finished his final sentence and tossed the scroll into the air. It dissolved into a wave of power, forming into flower petals that wrapped around the Spellscribe like something out of a mage’s dying dream. 
 
    Oh fuck, I thought, tossing myself as hard as I could at the man. Rhialto had just loosed a grenade in our midst, and the only thing I could think of to do was throw myself on it as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Everyone get out!” I roared, finally pushing through the magical wall surrounding the mage. “Run! NOW!!!” 
 
    I heard a dozen female voices crying out, demanding to help. One mental push silenced them all, gave them the command to flee. I felt Alicia haul Raya off her feet and sprint down the hallway at a dead run, the rest of my girls following suit. 
 
    I hope they make it out, I thought, grabbing Rhialto with both hands and shoving him to the ground. Run, girls! Run for your lives… 
 
    If the mage found himself surprised to suddenly be horizontal on the ground, he certainly didn’t show it. Instead, the man displayed a twisted snarl, the kind that involved showing teeth. 
 
    “Die, Dragon,” Rhialto laughed, wrapping his arms around me as tendrils of magic knotted themselves above both of our heads. “Die!” 
 
    My claws pinned the man to the earth as the world around us began to sizzle. Colors unfurled behind my eyes, a kaleidoscope of them that encompassed shades the human eye was normally incapable of perceiving. The world rippled with heat as Rhialto’s spell coalesced above our heads, ripping apart the fabric of reality as it came into being. 
 
    Instantly, I knew why it took so much effort to conjure. The power the lead Spellscribe had called upon was a solid, glowing sphere of molten gold. Flares of pure power shot from it every few moments, arcing like electric current to spear and ignite sections of the wall, the desks, the papers bundled up around us everywhere like so much kindling. 
 
    This place is going to burn to cinders! I thought dimly. None of it mattered. My women needed to get clear—and until they did, the man beneath me was going nowhere. 
 
    “Come to me,” Rhialto hissed weakly, flexing his fingers toward the glowing orb. “Must… finish… the spell…” 
 
    My eyes widened. The spell wasn’t done!? 
 
    The orb dipped an inch lower in the air, crackling with a pure golden hue. The smell of smoke filled the lecture hall as the dozen or so small fires it had already caused merged into one larger one, using the many flammable materials in the hall as fuel to grow into a raging bonfire. Tears sprang to my eyes as the world burned around us, and still the golden orb dipped lower and lower. 
 
    Sparks of energy tingled from Rhialto’s fingers. If he touched that orb, I knew the whole thing would go up like a supernatural atom bomb. My women, my mother, the people gathered outside of the Spellscribes’s fortress—they’d all be killed. I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    Even if it cost me my life. 
 
    “You can’t… stop me… Dragon!” Rhialto shifted beneath me, kicking out in a feeble attempt to break the Dragon’s grip. He had no hope of slipping out from beneath me, but holding all his limbs down was another matter entirely. He already had his fingers above my shoulders, and was reaching out toward the almost complete spell like a lover he dearly wished to hug. “The Great Work will be complete whether you like it or not!” 
 
    Was this guy for real? “The Great Work is in flames!” I roared, summoning a fireball from my mouth and roasting Rhialto with it, point-blank.  
 
    Except it didn’t roast him. When the flames cleared, his hair had been burned off and his face blistered, but it hadn’t done much beyond that. I bit into Rhialto’s shoulder with my powerful jaws. My teeth sank through sinew and muscle, yet still the man reached for his spell. How could he keep going like this? 
 
    A single syllable passed his lips, and the whole world ignited. 
 
    “No!” I roared. I would not let it happen! 
 
    I moved without thinking. Rhialto, who’d been trying so hard to break free from my grip, suddenly found himself thrust in the same direction he’d been trying to go for a full minute. Only now the mage sailed right past his destination, landing heavily on his bleeding shoulder in a pile of paper. 
 
    The orb floated just above my head. It rippled, coming apart, looking like the atom that was split to send a mushroom cloud over Hiroshima. 
 
    Without thinking, I channeled the Black Flame. 
 
    And reached out. 
 
    My arms grabbed the orb, and it was like holding liquid fire. 
 
    I’d gone so long without being burned—without feeling much more than a slight sense of warmth at every flame—that the sensation of flesh searing and smoking filled me with more surprise than pain. At least at first. 
 
    The whole thing waved back and forth like a bubble about to pop, splintering into shards of multicolored light. The world shook like the mother of all earthquakes had just hit the fortress of the Spellscribes. I closed my eyes and squeezed, putting every ounce of draconic energy I had into combatting the spell. 
 
    This would either absorb it or destroy it. Either way, I had no illusions about surviving. 
 
    This was about saving those women running for their lives. And all those people who’d come to watch me win. I refused to let them down. And I refused to let some Spellscribe asshole blow up what belonged to me. 
 
    So I took it all for myself. 
 
    Dimly, like someone sitting at the bottom of a well, I could hear Rhialto shrieking defiance. But his voice was already fading, ripped away by the black wind. 
 
    The orb exploded, and the world was silent.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Regaining consciousness was a lengthy process, full of false starts and setbacks. I have no idea how long I lay there in the darkness, clinging feebly to life—as far as I knew, I’d been dead for thousands of years. A meteor could have hit Earth, eradicated all life, only for it come crawling out of the ocean after innumerable years had passed, and I was just now opening my eyes to see it. 
 
    I cracked my eyes a fraction, trying to remember my name and who I was. A wave of pain and nausea washed over me that was so strong, I silently promised never to try that again. 
 
    Everything was quiet. All save for a little voice in the back of my head, which had been roaring like a distant thunderstorm for some time now. Its words hadn’t made sense to me while my eyes were closed, but it was becoming a real nagging pain—like an alarm clock you couldn’t quite reach to hit the snooze button. 
 
    Get up, the voice growled. Get up, Dragon. 
 
    That voice didn’t sound human. Something about it tickled the back of my mind, and words began to trickle in. Dragon. Nightlord. Babies. Dracula… 
 
    GET UP! The voice sounded more insistent now. Your father has declared himself my blood enemy. You must challenge him as soon as possible. 
 
    “What… who?” the words came out as little more than a croak. I could hardly move my lips, and there was a taste in my mouth like week-old dirt. I let out a weak cough, swallowing bile. “Who is this?” 
 
    This time, there was no mistaking the voice. Rise, the Dragon commanded, his voice bringing a wave of fire in my veins. No bastard of a mage will ever get the glory of claiming my chosen… 
 
    It all came back to me. The Dragon’s Ritual—I’d heard that voice in my head, back when I’d defeated the spirit of the Dragon and took it into my body. Into the tattoo that covered my chest like a sigil… 
 
    That tattoo was speaking to me, inside of my head. The Dragon could be silent no longer, so it seemed. 
 
    “I’m… I’m moving,” I mumbled, trying and failing to stand. Something heavy had me pinned down, sitting on my chest like a fucking elephant. Beyond it I got the impression of intense heat, the kind they tell you to check the doorknob for as a kid and jump out the window if you feel it in the middle of the night. I writhed beneath the blockage, muttering to myself. 
 
    That was how Nadine found me. The grizzly shifter grabbed the piece of rubble holding me down with both hands and flipped it in a single motion. Her hands wrapped around me, impossibly cool and smooth, and lifted me from the flaming wreckage. 
 
    “He’s here!” Nadine cried, her voice crackling with worry. “The Dragon is alive! He’s hurt!” 
 
    I made things easier for the bear shifter by promptly passing out. When I came to, I was lying on a cot near the buildings where Riley and I had stayed together—which felt like a lifetime ago. Someone had a cool rag pressed against my forehead, and my mouth tasted like healing potions. 
 
    I blinked—and found myself staring up at Tessa. No, not Tessa. This woman looked like her but was older. The smile was the same, though the rest of her face had lines that the younger Butler lacked. 
 
    “You were there when my daughter was born,” I said, the words slipping out nervelessly from my lips. “You’re Tessa’s mother. Margaret, right?” 
 
    “Margaret Butler,” Tessa’s mother said with a faint smile. “And technically, I delivered your son. Soojin aided in your daughter. But seeing as you just saved the lives of everyone in this Zone, I suppose I can cut you some slack…” 
 
    Somehow, those words gave me the strength to sit up. Or maybe it was the tiny trickle of flame coursing through my bloodstream, yet another one of the Dragon’s gifts. Either way, I was able to look around—and see the devastation Rhialto’s final spell had wrought. 
 
    The Spellscribes’s fortress was gone. What remained resembled the remnants of a decaying building after a controlled demolition: little more than a pile of rubble with a few gates around the center. Most of the people who’d been here to cheer me on when I’d arrived had left, though a small crowd still lingered on the side of the cherry blossom covered hill. My women stood among them, looking at the cots with worry and hope. 
 
    No one else seemed seriously injured. I whispered a silent prayer that none of my girls had been hurt, and moved to throw my legs over the side of the cot. They stubbornly refused to obey me, like bratty teenagers. 
 
    Margaret’s eyes widened, and she reached for me before I could do any more damage. “Hold up, Dragon,” the doctor said, taking me by the shoulders and bidding me to be calm. “Tessa warned me that you were a willful man. I guess I should have listened.” 
 
    That brought a chuckle out of me. “Where is your daughter? Did everyone get out okay…?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” a voice said. I turned to see Tessa herself, along with Alicia and Tallulah. All of them looked grateful to see me, like they’d been praying themselves that I made it out of the Spellscribes’s fortress in one piece. For the first time, I realized that I’d actually absorbed part of the spell that had blown the whole place to cinders. 
 
    By all rights, I ought to be dead. Only the Dragon had kept me from total obliteration. 
 
    “We all managed to get out in time, my Alpha,” Alicia assured me. The relief on the faces of my women was palpable, and I wondered whether they’d assumed I died when the whole fortress went sky high. “Your mother is resting comfortably near one of the outbuildings that survived the blast, though she is extremely… agitated. She keeps saying she needs to speak with you…” 
 
    “Let her,” I said, groaning and leaning over. I spit on the grass, some of my nausea retreating. “I need another healing potion. We have work to do once I speak with Raya…” 
 
    Margaret Butler laughed in disbelief. “Derek, you’re not going anywhere,” the woman said in a kindly tone. “You’re lucky that you’re able to sit up—I’d be surprised if you’re able to do much more than walk to the bathroom for the next week or so.” 
 
    “You’re about to be surprised, then,” I rasped back. The trickle of dragon’s flame in my veins increased like someone turning a faucet. “I have to go face down my father. He’s to blame for all of this! The Spellscribes were working for him from the beginning!” 
 
    Margaret’s face darkened. “We’re perfectly aware of the strings Dracula has been pulling in the background of supernatural society,” the matronly woman said, showing her teeth. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “The Council has plans to bring the menace of the Forgotten Lord to heel, Dragon—no worries there. Now rest.” 
 
    But I couldn’t. And I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “The Council?” I snorted. “Tomas Karkosa was a traitor. The Council’s probably all full of his toadies, trying to help Dracula out.” 
 
    “I assure you,” Margaret said in a hard voice. “They are not.” 
 
    I should have figured it out right then and there, but in my defense, I’d just been blown up. I might have had a mild concussion fucking with the old thinker, which made me a bit slower on the uptake than usual. 
 
    “Look, I’m sure you have plenty of experience treating supernaturals,” I said, turning on the charm a bit with Tessa’s mother. “I just need something to get back on my feet, so I can handle this. You leave the Council to me…” 
 
    I finally noticed that Tessa looked as white as a sheet. She looked like she’d swallowed a lemon whole, peel and all. 
 
    “Derek,” Tessa hissed, her eyes so wide that they were almost all white. “My mother, Margaret Butler, has just been named the new Majordomo of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw.” 
 
    Oh. Oh. I’d just been mouthing off to the woman in charge. Who happened to be one of my mates’ mothers. 
 
    “Well,” I said, chuckling a bit. “You ought to be able to requisition me some of the good drugs, at least.” 
 
    The women near me all went silent. Margaret Butler stared at me for a long moment, her face unreadable—then, to my relief, she began to laugh. I’d finally cracked that professional veneer of hers, though it had required a whole hell of a lot of charm. 
 
    Like mother, like daughter, I guess, I thought. I remembered having to push Tessa a bit to get her out of professional mode, too. 
 
    “That’s the last thing a guy like you needs,” Margaret said with a snicker. “I’ll have them bring you more healing potions. Just try not to break anything, alright? You’re still not at full strength. And you won’t be for a while. You’re going to need to relax as much as possible.” 
 
    Tell the Dragon that, I thought, but I nodded all the same. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, giving her my best Boy Scout impression. “Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “Wow,” Tessa whispered as her mother walked off to get me some more medicine. “I can’t believe she likes you so much.” 
 
    “I’m not likable?” I asked with a fake pout. 
 
    Tessa narrowed her eyes. “Of course you are. She just usually doesn’t come around on guys that often. Especially when they have multiple partners.” 
 
    I reached over and rubbed the faint bulge on my mate’s belly, holding her close. “This little guy probably changes the calculus quite a bit,” I told my mate, smiling up at her. 
 
    Tessa looked like she was about to kiss me, but then a cry snapped us both out of our thoughts. Raya was on her way over to me, having seen that I was no longer down for the count. 
 
    “It’s not ready,” my mother was saying, waving her hands like someone had just taken the Thanksgiving turkey out of the oven too soon. “They have no idea what they’re doing, son! You have to stop them, before they lay waste to the whole universe! That spell could do anything—anything at all…” 
 
    “Woah, woah,” I replied, holding up my hands. “Calm down, Mom. It’s good to know you’re glad I’m alright. What’s this about a spell?” 
 
    Raya caught herself, realizing for the first time just how injured I was. “Oh, son,” she said, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “I’m sorry, it’s just—they got away! They got away, and no one seems to care!” 
 
    “Who got away?” I asked, pulling away from the embrace. 
 
    “The Spellscribes!” Mom pointed toward the edge of the Zone. “You missed them, son. They fled from the building just before it collapsed. We didn’t get them all—at least a few of them managed to escape!” 
 
    I didn’t understand. “Are you talking about my father’s commands?” I asked, thinking of the demands Dracula had made in exchange for returning my children and my mate Soojin. I’d certainly burnt down the Realm of the Spellscribes and destroyed their work, though it hadn’t been my intention. If a few of them lived, so what? 
 
    But Raya was already shaking her head. “Not that,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “I could care less what your bastard father wants us to do, son. Those Spellscribes—they might have Project Sunrise with them. If they can get it to Dracula, there’s no telling what kind of hell he can rain down on the supernatural world!” 
 
     “That’s impossible,” I blurted, the shock giving me the ability to stand up next to my cot. “I saw your spell, Raya. It was pages and pages—a whole fucking room full of scrolls, just to cast a single spell.” 
 
    Raya looked like she’d rather have kept her mouth shut, but the urgency of the moment forced her to speak. “There’s a backup,” she admitted, looking like she’d bitten down on something bitter. “The Spellscribes weren’t completely averse to technology, son. They had everything I’d been working on locked up on a computer—scans of all the scrolls I wrote while I was working at their monastery.” 
 
    The realization froze my blood. “They can reconstruct the spell from those files,” I realized, hauling myself to my feet. The world rocked dangerously around me, my body swaying like a branch in a strong wind, but somehow, I managed not to fall. I shrugged off both Tessa and Alicia’s offers of help, preferring to walk on my own. “We’ve got to get to my father first. He can’t be allowed to cast that spell.” 
 
    “He’s not casting any spell just yet.” That was Margaret Butler, who carried a slender blue healing potion in her fist. “From what you’ve been telling me about Project Sunset, Raya, it requires a Mana Mage in order to make the vision you’ve been working on come to life?” 
 
    That was right! “Shit,” I said, thinking it over. “Let’s hope my father doesn’t have another one of those in storage…” 
 
    Mana Mages were extremely rare. But it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that Dracula would have one on standby. I took the healing potion from Tessa’s mother and downed it in a single gulp, feeling strength return to my limbs. I wasn’t back at one hundred percent strength, and I doubted I would be for quite some time. 
 
    But it was enough. It would have to be enough. 
 
    “Olga!” I managed to walk, studiously avoiding any help. There were too many people here, too many witnesses. If they saw the Dragon leaning on a woman, they’d start spreading all kinds of stories about how injured I was. And as I’d learned from the strike on my old hideout, it only took a few drops of blood in the water before the sharks got the bright idea to circle. 
 
    The carriage with its skeletal horses was set up near the edge of the clearing, right where the hill of cherry blossoms gave way to the valley below. I knew from experience that valley was a fake, little more than scenery designed to give the Realm of the Spellscribes a bit more depth. I’d tried to go down to it plenty of times while Riley and I spent our honeymoon in this Realm, only to discover there was nothing there. 
 
    “My Lord?” Olga looked surprised to see me back on my feet. “Shouldn’t you be resting up a spell before you head out…?” 
 
    I didn’t bother explaining myself to a servant. With one hand, I managed to lift myself off the ground and climb into the carriage, seating myself on the plush bench with a sigh. 
 
    “Take me to my father’s castle,” I commanded, putting every bit of anger and command I could muster into the words. “Take me straight to the Forgotten Lord’s manor, Olga.” 
 
    “Not so forgotten now,” the crone snickered, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Are you sure you don’t want to bring your women with you, my Lord? Facing down Dracula in this condition might not be the brightest idea in the world…” 
 
    I doubted I could stop them. A faint smile spread across my face as the familiar sound of thumping hit the opposite side of the carriage. In a flash, Tallulah, Nadine, and Alicia were inside the vehicle with me, stretching out and attending to me like an injured patient. 
 
    “Fuck, you were really going to leave without us, weren’t you?” Tallulah asked, shaking her head. “He’s got you pissed off, doesn’t he, Master?” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “I’ve got some unfinished business with my father,” I told the trio. “I’ll appreciate the help in giving him a beatdown.” 
 
    All three of the women shared a look, then grinned at me fiercely.  
 
    “We’re with you, Dragon,” Nadine said. 
 
    I knew they were. And I couldn’t have been more glad for it. 
 
    My father had made his demands. Now it was time for us to make a few of our own. 
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    Dracula’s castle looked much the way I’d remembered it. The eerie masses of tendrils that had so vexed our carriage on our climb up the mountain had vanished, with only a few fleshy patches of gray, decaying matter staining the weedy earth. Either Dracula had rolled those eldritch abominations out along with the red-carpet last time, or they moved on some kind of a cycle. 
 
    No bodies hung from the gates of the castle town, and we weren’t ambushed on our way in. It was quiet—far too quiet, to be honest. My father was probably waiting for us inside, gloating over his victory. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” I told my women as we marched toward the front door. I was still a little unsteady on my feet, but the slow tingle of the dragon’s flame through my body kept me warm and restored my strength. “As far as he knows, I’ve just gone and fulfilled the terms of our arrangement. I might keep bluffing him for a bit, just to see what happens.” 
 
    “We’ll follow your lead, my Alpha,” Alicia said fiercely. “And if things go south while you’re speaking with your father, we won’t hesitate to back you up.” 
 
    I hadn’t even worried about that, but it was a valid concern. Dracula might have been a bastard, but he was still my father—punching the elder vampire in the face would have been a massive slight if relations between the two of us were anything other than a dumpster fire. Fortunately for my women, I didn’t give a shit if they wanted to fight him. 
 
    As we reached the front door, we got a surprise. A single line of white light sizzled through the air, stretching downward like a zipper being opened to reveal a rectangle filled with various neon shades. I took a step backward, readying myself. Who had the strength to open a portal here? 
 
    The answer, it turned out, was Raya. My mother stepped through the hole with a determined look on her face, followed closely by my sluga Richard Enfield. My vampiric assistant had kept himself scarce during our assault on the fortress of the Spellscribes, but he apparently didn’t want to miss the opportunity for a second crack at my father. 
 
    “There you are,” Raya said, dismissing the portal with a wave of her hand. “I was worried I wouldn’t be able to catch you before you made it inside.” 
 
    “Mom? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Raya glanced back at my sluga in her wake, then put her hands on my shoulders. “I didn’t want you to have to face him alone,” she said in a low voice, looking directly into my eyes. “I know how strong you are, son. But I also know how much saving all of us from that spell took out of you.” 
 
    “I can handle this on my own,” I told her, shrugging off her touch. “I appreciate you bringing Richard Enfield to me, Raya. But you should go back to the Realm of the Spellscribes and tend to the wounded.” 
 
    Had I ever tried to order Mom around in such a direct manner before? I couldn’t remember—and it didn’t work, anyway. Raya just snorted. 
 
    “How about this?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips. “That bastard has Soojin and my grandbabies under lock and key. That’s my business, Derek. I’m part of this family, too. Not to mention this clan.” 
 
    Richard Enfield nudged me. When I glanced down at my sluga, I already knew what he was going to try and convince me of. “She is extremely powerful, my Lord,” the vampire whispered, directing my attention toward the closing portal. “I can count the number of mages who could open a direct connection to the home of the Forgotten Lord on one hand, and I’d have fingers left over…” 
 
    I sighed. So Raya wanted to come with us? Fine. After all, she was part of the clan. If she wanted to serve, what right did I have to stop her? 
 
    “Alright,” I told her, taking the lead. “But stay behind me. Follow Alicia’s example: you’re here to back up the Dragon. Not to go doing whatever it is you want to do.” 
 
    Raya nodded quite seriously, taking Tallulah and Alicia’s hands as she did so. “Of course, Derek,” she said, as if there was never any doubt. “Now let’s get those babies back. I have a powerful need to see my old friend Soojin again…” 
 
    In recognition of all the shit Dracula had put us through, I didn’t give him the respect of knocking. A swift kick to the doors of his mansion flung them open, revealing a hall covered in that strange, fleshy material. Several mournful-looking Patrons skulked in the shadows, but they didn’t dare fuck with me and mine as we made our way to the throne room. Even if they’d wanted to fight, one look at my face and they suddenly decided discretion was the better part of valor. 
 
    “Throne room,” I said, making the words into a growl of command. No one standing with me argued. They’d never seen me this upset before—and to be honest, I don’t think I’d ever been this upset before. Even in the aftermath of the abduction of my children, most of what I’d felt was desolation—in contrast, my chest seethed with an almost inexpressible rage. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t stand up to Dracula alone. But with my mates, my sluga, and Raya by my side, we might be able to end our war against my father right here and now. If chance were on our side, along with our single-minded determination, we might just be able to win the day. Together. 
 
    No one waited by the doors of the throne room to announce us. I delivered a second kick to these inner gates, breaking one clear off its hinges with the force of my draconic power. Through the crack I’d just opened into the room, I could see Dracula on his throne, eyeing the damage with an amused expression. 
 
    “Ah, the Dragon! I was just getting ready to contact you,” the man himself said. Like before, he sipped from a seemingly inexhaustible goblet of wine, as proud and unflappable as a divine emperor holding court. “My spy network reported to me the moment you disappeared into the fortress of the Spellscribes, and I understand their grand temple is now little more than a pile of rubble. Well done, my son. We may just make a man of you yet—” 
 
    A bolt of black flame erupted from my hands, shattering Dracula’s wine glass. The elder vampire stared at the broken stem in his hand with a frown, then dismissed the whole thing with a gesture. 
 
    “Not interested in hearing your fucking praise,” I growled, crackling with power. “I didn’t do any of this for you, Drac. Where are my goddamn children?” 
 
    If I’d expected any of this to ruffle Dracula’s feathers in the slightest, I was sadly mistaken. The elder vampire glared evenly at me for a long moment, smirking like someone waiting for a child to finish having a tantrum before continuing their conversation. With a sigh, he rose from his throne, taking slow, sweeping steps across the elevated throne platform. 
 
    “You worry for your progeny,” Dracula said smugly. “And it’s well that you should. A man’s thoughts should be for his family at all times.” 
 
    Just then, Raya stepped out from behind me. “Hearing that from you makes me sick,” my mother hissed, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    For the first time since I’d met him, I had the rare pleasure of seeing Dracula caught off-guard. “Raya!” 
 
    “Give us the babies, you bastard,” Raya demanded, holding out a hand. “And let Soojin go!” 
 
    Dracula’s mouth moved soundlessly for long moments. Despite his holier-than-thou air and the way he held himself at a remove from events, I could detect an undercurrent of longing in the way he looked at my mother. Maybe Raya wasn’t the only one dealing with the effects of having long buried memories brought back to life. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Did this bastard actually miss her, after everything that had happened? 
 
    If so, he’d fucked up his chances in a big way. 
 
    “You did exactly as I requested,” the elder vampire said. His voice sounded almost chastened, as if he’d been read the riot act in the few words Raya had spoken. “I would be remiss if I did not hold up my end of our bargain.” He gestured toward the rear of the chamber, raising his voice to a shout. “Bring them forth!” 
 
    As Dracula spoke, a set of doors in the back of the throne room slid soundlessly open. One of those hideous, multi-limbed creatures shuffled from the rear chamber, leading a woman on a chain. The woman was Soojin. 
 
    And in each of her arms were my babies. Yvette lay across her left shoulder, snoozing peacefully, while Jaxon cooed and gurgled in the space between her elbow and her breasts. 
 
    I wanted to run to her right away, to snatch up the babies and put them into my mates’ arms. But the hideous creature leading Soojin, and the chain connecting him to the cuffs around her wrists, kept me from doing so. The last thing I wanted was to get Soojin hurt, this close to the finish line. 
 
    “Let the record show I am a man of my word,” Dracula said magnanimously. I hated that smug way of speaking he had, but I’d endure it just long enough to get my babies and my mates back to safety. I watched as he had the Patron drop Soojin and the babies off on the raised dais, then shooed the creature away with a wave of the hand. Once the door connecting the throne room to the rear chamber was closed once again, Dracula made a gesture and the cuffs fell away from Soojin’s hands. 
 
    Tears sprang to the woman’s eyes. “Derek!” she whimpered, leaping from the dais like a bat out of hell. She clung tightly to the babies as she raced toward me, the world blurring until all I could see were her and my children, coming at me like everything I wanted in the world. 
 
    Then she was in my arms, and everything was perfect. Raya grabbed Yvette up, and Tallulah tenderly held Jaxon in her own arms. A huge, shuddering sob broke loose from Soojin’s throat as she clung to me, the relief in her body at being free at last so palpable that I wanted to cry right along with her. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry,” Soojin sobbed, holding onto me like I might dissolve into smoke if she let go of me for even a single moment. “I couldn’t stop them, Derek! They came for the babies, and there were just so many of them! I tried to fight, but I was completely overwhelmed!” 
 
    Her grief was so real, so raw, that it took everything inside of me to hold back the relieved laughter I desperately wanted to loose. “You think I care about any of that?” I asked the woman, brushing her long dark hair out of her eyes and planting a kiss on her lips. “You kept those kids safe, Soojin. I can’t even imagine what hell my father put you through. It’s all okay…” 
 
    Relief flooded the woman’s body. “Oh, Derek,” Soojin whimpered, “you have no idea how happy I am to hear that. I thought… I thought that even once you freed us, you wouldn’t take me back…” 
 
    What? How could Soojin possibly believe that? “We’re bonded,” I told her, putting a hand between her ample breasts. “You’re with me for life, Soojin.” 
 
    It was like watching someone come out of a trance. The glazed expression that had bedeviled Soojin ever since Dracula slapped those magical cuffs on her wrists dissolved like smoke, replaced with the fierce, intelligent look I knew so well. The Soojin I knew so well rose to the surface of her skin, released at long last from the prison my father had been keeping her in. As she clung to me, sobbing, we both knew that she was home at last. 
 
    I was still holding onto Soojin when I heard the sweetest fucking sound in the world. In Raya’s arms, my daughter twisted with a giggle, her tail swishing back and forth like a paintbrush as she held her arms out for her daddy. My son looked less affected by his captivity, though he shared in his sister’s glee at being back in their father’s presence again. 
 
    My heart had never been fuller. It literally hurt as I took Yvette into my arms and embraced her, overwhelmed by the relief of holding my child once again. Carli and Riley were going to be so happy once we brought them back… 
 
    “That’s my girl,” I said, sounding every bit like a proud papa as I patted my daughter’s back. “That’s a good little girl! Look at you, you’re so happy to see your daddy, aren’t you, little Yvette…” 
 
    I knew it was a massive faux pas to refer to my children by their true names before the official naming ceremony. But right then, right there, I didn’t really give a shit. These two children were the most important things in the world to me, and now that I had them back, I was never letting them out of my sight again. 
 
    “They are strong children,” Dracula said from his dais. The vampire sounded almost proud, which made my blood boil. “Now that our bargain is concluded, Dragon, you and the rest of your clan are free to leave whenever you wish. I would, however, request that Raya remain behind briefly so that the two of us may speak privately. There are many things I wish to discuss with my former beloved.” 
 
    Oh no. Oh hell no. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, stepping forward between my mother and my father. “You and I have unfinished business.” 
 
    Dracula let out a smug little laugh and arched one flawless eyebrow. “Business? I do not recall making any other arrangements with you, son.” 
 
    I handed Yvette over to Mom, trusting that the child would be safe in her arms. What I was about to do to my father wasn’t the kind of thing you could accomplish with a squalling child clinging to your shoulder. 
 
    “There’s something I want to know,” I said, glaring up at my father on his makeshift throne. “Something that’s been bothering me since the Celestial Court.” 
 
    Dracula had looked irritated by the interruption at first. Clearly, the man wished to spend a little time turning on the charm with Raya, trying to flip the clock back to the days when the two of them were an item. But it seemed my utter disrespect and rebellion amused him more than a little bit. It had probably been centuries since he’d been in the presence of someone so openly willing to defy him. 
 
    “You may ask,” Dracula said with a shrug. “I cannot guarantee I will answer.” 
 
    Oh, you will, I thought, rolling up my sleeves. Otherwise, I’ll make you. 
 
    My mates knew me intimately enough to sense when it was showtime. I could feel my babies being passed down the line, shuffled out of the hall to safety before the fight could begin. Good. Even if everything went as poorly as it possibly could in Dracula’s castle, Olga would make sure my son and daughter made it back to Carli and Riley. I could hold onto that much, at least. 
 
    I looked my father square in the eyes, watching for any signs of deceit. “The Spellscribes were working for you, weren’t they?” 
 
    Again, that strange specter of amusement flickered across my father’s face. “Of course they were. They’ve been on my payroll for a very, very long time. Although I cannot claim to be as old as their order, their goals and mine have been running along parallel tracks for long enough that it feels as if we’ve been joined at the hip from the very beginning!” 
 
    That was what I thought. The answer only deepened my confusion. 
 
    “Then why do any of this?” I asked, gesturing around the room. “Why kidnap the babies and Soojin, then force me to destroy the Spellscribes’s work? You could have had their fortress put to the torch whenever you wanted—it would have been as easy as calling your contacts and making the order. So why all this deception? Why all the goddamn drama?” 
 
    It was a good question. I could tell my mates hadn’t thought of it. We’d walked a truly convoluted path from the Celestial Court to Dracula’s castle, and none of it made a bit of sense when I thought about it for more than a minute or two. Unless Dracula was playing a way more complicated game than any of us realized, it seemed as if he’d done nothing but waste his own time forcing me to attack the Spellscribes. 
 
    Dracula frowned, his gaze settling on Raya. “I don’t need to explain myself to the likes of you,” my father grunted, dismissing me with a gesture. “But for Raya, yes—darling, you truly do deserve to understand why I chose this path.” 
 
    My father oozed charisma, but it was the sleazy kind that tried to sell you a timeshare. I couldn’t imagine Mom could fall for it—and as I watched her react, I knew Dracula had missed the mark. 
 
    “I want to believe you,” Raya lied, fishing for more details. “But you hurt our son! You stole our grandbabies, you had me worried sick…” 
 
    “The children were always safe,” Dracula said smugly, holding up a hand. “And they always would have been.” 
 
    Fuck that, I thought, my claws digging into my palms. Dracula might have been the most powerful Nightlord to be born in thousands of years, but he’d have made a shitty poker player. He had absolutely no ability to keep his face neutral when he was lying. 
 
    “Then why?” Raya asked. Like me, she sounded honestly curious now. What motivations could Dracula possibly have? “Why do all this?” 
 
    For a moment, the elder vampire looked almost pained. “It makes sense if you look at it the right way,” he said, reaching into his robes. “You see, I need you, Raya. You are an integral part in the Kingdom that is to come. Had I done things in a more direct way, you never would have understood the consequences for trying to defy me. You would never have said yes to this.” 
 
    This turned out to be a flash drive covered in runes. My father held it up like it was the Ark of the fucking Covenant, gazing at it the way zealots do at a holy relic. A faint smile played across his features, as if he were reminding himself that everything he’d done had been worth the device currently in his hand. 
 
    Ice filled the pit of my stomach. I knew what Dracula held. 
 
    “That’s Mom’s spell,” I growled, the Black Flame tingling in my veins. “The copy of it the Spellscribes stole before Rhialto burned the whole place to the ground!” 
 
    “Yes,” Dracula said, tasting the word on his tongue like a sip of wine. “Not the only copy, if you were hoping to ambush me and destroy it. But one of them, for certain. On this tiny hard drive is the entirety of Project Sunset—the goal I have been working toward my entire life. Centuries of blood, sweat, and tears have been shed for these words, son. For this spell. A sacrifice you could never understand.” 
 
    Anger welled up inside of me. “That’s Mom’s work!” I yelled, flames and metal forming gauntlets over my fists. “Raya did that research, not you! Bankrolling the Spellscribes doesn’t mean you have any right to the fruits of her labor!” 
 
    Dracula let out a disbelieving little laugh. “You still don’t remember, do you, dear?” the vampire purred, smirking down at Raya from his dais. “Who do you think it was who gave you the idea for your venture in the first place? Who pushed you into it—gave you the name ‘Project Sunset’, kept you working on it even through your pregnancy in the hopes of having it completed before those dupes at the head of the Nightlord houses shut me down!?” 
 
    Raya looked more and more alarmed by the moment. “That’s... not true,” my mother muttered, looking more like she desperately hoped Dracula was lying than actually believed it. “I was going to fix the whole world! Bring about peace and prosperity for everyone, remove suffering and death from the universe…” 
 
    Dracula just shook his head, chuckling as if Mom were being hopelessly naive. “Foolish dreams,” the elder vampire said, slowly closing his fingers into a fist. “You’re the most powerful mage to be born in a generation, Raya—a Mana Mage, blessed with the ability to shape Creation itself. And yet your sentimentality makes you so weak.” He let out a self-satisfied little noise. “Small wonder I had to threaten you with your unborn son to bring you to heel!” 
 
    Raya gasped. “Derek!?” she asked, looking at me helplessly. I’d never seen Mom look like that before, and I never wanted to see it again. “What did you do to me, husband? What awful things did you threaten me with to get me to do your dirty work?” 
 
    The elder vampire shrugged. “I simply made you an offer,” Dracula said, as if it were no big deal. “Just as I did with the Dragon.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” Richard Enfield said. Though his voice was neither loud nor angry, my dapper sluga managed to pour so much disgust into the three simple words that Dracula actually flinched! 
 
    “They may call me that,” Dracula said, poorly regaining his poise. “I do not care. Once the spell is read, all will be forgiven. The world, and the universe, will be the way it was always meant to be. No doubts. No inconvenient questions. No disobedience.” 
 
    There was little question as to what changes my father had made to Raya’s research. But I had to know—and more than that, I wanted to hear it from his own monstrous lips. 
 
    “Mom said the spell was all wrong,” I said, my tone accusatory. “She thought she screwed something up—but she didn’t, did she? It was you. You’ve been altering her research all along!” 
 
    Dracula didn’t even bother trying to deny it. “Your mother has a kind heart,” he said, the words dripping with sympathy. “But the world she wants to create is not one that can ever truly be, son. What I did was merely place a few safeguards into her vision, so that it would last forever. Not torn down by fools.” 
 
    I didn’t need to say what kind of ‘safeguards’ my father was talking about, but I did anyway. “You put yourself in charge.” 
 
    Dracula grinned. “Who else? What the universe needs is a firm hand at the tiller, son. You, of all people, should understand the truth of that!” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Those fools on the Council,” Dracula said with a scoff. “They are corrupt and easily led astray. Worse, they didn’t have the fortitude to hang onto themselves when making deals with the Other Side. Tomas Karkosa thought he could master the Patrons in order to get his revenge on you, but they destroyed him in the end.” He shook his head bitterly. “The man was a useful tool. I take no pleasure in his death.” 
 
    I could hardly believe what I was hearing. Tomas Karkosa had been in contact with my father the entire time? It was truly beyond the pale. 
 
    “Raya will recite the spell,” Dracula said, speaking with the easy confidence of one who was absolutely certain his will would be carried out. “And if she refuses, I will simply find another vessel to bear Project Sunrise. Either way, everything will be fixed. Her perfect world will come about at last, and none will suffer any longer.” 
 
    “A perfect world,” I snarled, spitting out the word like a watermelon seed. “Where everyone worships you.” 
 
    His smile was all the confirmation I needed. “There will only be a few changes,” the elder vampire chuckled. “I will be king, of course, with my beautiful wife by my side at long last. You will become a most obedient son, Derek. And your women…” 
 
    Dracula’s gaze traveled past my shoulder, lingering for longer than a father’s gaze should on Tallulah Binesi’s curves. 
 
    “Well, perhaps you’ll have a few missing from your roster in my new world,” Dracula said with a sly shrug. “You have gathered many beauties around you that you do not truly deserve. Some of them are stunning enough that they deserve to belong to a much more powerful, and… shall we say, more capable Master…?” 
 
    I wasn’t even conscious of the attack. One moment I was standing in the middle of the throne room, listening to my father pontificate—and in the next I was halfway across the room, my body propelled by my powerful wings. Flames exploded from my every pore as my human flesh was replaced with tough, leathery scales. By the time I reached Dracula, I had the head and neck of a dragon, and used it to bite at his neck the way he’d undoubtedly done to so many victims. 
 
    He didn’t try and move. I figured he was too shocked for that. Up until this moment, he’d been the master of this conversation, but the mention of my mates sent me over the edge. Forget seeing red—I was red, a blazing hot bonfire of pure rage. 
 
    Take Tallulah away? Rewrite history so that my women—my heirs—belonged to Dracula instead? 
 
    It was about the most horrifying thing I could possibly imagine. 
 
    My jaws closed on Dracula’s collarbone, ripping out a chunk of ghastly gray flesh. The elder vampire stared down at the wound in horror, recoiling as thick black blood oozed sluggishly from the torn meat of his shoulder. In a flash, he was six feet away from me, blinking backward with a speed that left visible trails in the air around him. 
 
    “You will regret that,” Dracula said, staring down at his torn robe. “For this, I will take all of your concubines. In fact…” A devious smile flickered across his face. “I’ll change it so that you died in that K-Town alley before you even knew your powers.” 
 
    No! Bastard! 
 
    “Yes,” Dracula continued, sipping my anguish as if it were wine. “No Carli the Raiju to save you. Just a quick death face down in a puddle, another dead K-Towner with no idea about the potential hidden within him.” He showed his fangs. “I’ll think I’ll have you die completely alone, son.” 
 
    I’d heard more than enough. The Black Flame mixed with the powers of the Dragon inside of me, becoming a pillar of fire that wreathed its way up and down my spine. I could feel my bones cracking, reshaping themselves into the form of a dragon. I was ready. 
 
    An unexpected pain hit me in the side, making me wince. Okay, maybe I wasn’t one hundred percent back on my feet. The destruction of the Spellscribes’ fortress hit me harder than I’d expected, sapping my strength. But I could do this. I had to. 
 
    Besides, I wasn’t doing it alone. 
 
    “You’ve hurt so many people,” I said, pushing through the pain to stare my father down. “But no more. This ends today, monster. Only one of us is going to get to rewrite the world—and it sure as hell isn’t you.” 
 
    The smug look fell off Dracula’s face. “Very well,” the elder vampire said, spreading his arms. “Come at me then, son! If you think you’ve got the guts! You and me, one-on-one, with the whole universe hanging in the balance! A duel, as we Nightlords did in the days of honor!” 
 
    Slowly, I shook my head. “For all that you’ve shown me exactly what not to be, old man, there is one thing you’ve taught me. One thing I picked up loud and clear.” 
 
    Dracula frowned. “To be a coward?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I shot forward, and my mates jumped into the fray right along with me. Tallulah, Alicia, Nadine, Richard Enfield—and my mother Raya. We all moved as one, ascending the dais to challenge Dracula directly. 
 
    “Never let your enemy have a fair fight!” I roared, channeling pure power through my body. 
 
    It was time to teach Dracula a lesson he’d never forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I flew across the throne room, the taste of vampiric blood in my teeth, I dared to hope that we might have an easy time of it. I’d wounded Dracula deeply, though his inky black blood had already ceased flowing from the chunk of flesh I’d torn from his shoulder. Even discounting the fact that neither of us were going into this fight on fresh legs, I held a distinct numerical advantage. Four members of my clan accompanied me into battle, turning this from a duel into a five-on-one beat down. Surely Dracula couldn’t stand before all that, even with his eldritch powers? 
 
    I was a fool to think that, of course. But hope springs eternal in the human heart. 
 
    I made it my personal business to get up in Dad’s face, to fight him in melee range while the rest of my clan provided support. To my immediate right and left, Tallulah, Alicia, and Nadine jumped onto the dais, their bodies crackling with energy. Tallulah embraced the aspect of the Thunderbird, her jewelry acting as conductors for the bolts of lightning that flew up and down her sleek curves—on my opposite side, Alicia grew to nearly eight feet tall as she became a humanoid black bear, while Nadine became a humanoid grizzly. All three were strong enough to take down nearly any supernatural being on their own: I’d watched Tallulah dismantle a Chupacabra beneath Soojin’s old apothecary shop without breaking a sweat. 
 
    But this was Dracula we were talking about. A real son of a bitch. 
 
    As my jaws bit down, seeking his face, the vampire did that strange shimmer move for a second time. He moved in a fast-forward, coming to rest nearly a foot away from my mouth with a smug little laugh. 
 
    Ignoring the pain in my side, I twisted and struck again. Yet again, he shimmered out of the way. And again. And again. 
 
    It was like fighting someone in an online game who insisted on using a lag switch. Every time I got close to laying a glove on Dracula, he simply warped the fabric of time and space around himself, disappearing from my view. The worst part was that I couldn’t see how he did it. Whatever power this was, it was a cousin to those eldritch abilities bestowed upon him by the Patrons. They were invisible to those who hadn’t accepted their gifts, which meant I had to anticipate my father’s attacks ahead of time. 
 
    Within the span of a few moments, I found myself having to do just that. Dracula didn’t remain on the back foot for long—he struck out with a swift kick at my midsection, the toe of his elegant shoes striking a glancing blow against my scales. It did very little damage, but left me with a deep feeling of unease. 
 
    He knows where I’m weak, I thought, roaring as the vampire teleported out of range yet again. He went right for where I got that stitch in my side. If he gets the opportunity, he’ll use it to take me down… 
 
    I couldn’t let him hit my weak points. I’d just have to keep myself protected, even as I battered him with the Black Flame. 
 
    Three figures landed on either side of me, roaring with anger at the sight of their clan leader being wounded. Tallulah, Alicia, and Nadine had taken on so much of the aspect of their animal forms as to be nearly unrecognizable. As they watched Dracula shimmer and preen like a matador before the bull, the trio looked to me for orders. 
 
    “Command us, my Alpha,” Alicia roared, her voice sounding more ursine than human. “Use us like a general on the battlefield today, rather than like a lover in the bedroom.” 
 
    “To be perfectly clear, we want you to do that second thing later,” Tallulah chuckled, her laugh sounding like lightning. “But right now, you should be focused on bringing that bastard Dracula down!” 
 
    “He can’t dodge all of us!” Nadine said. 
 
    Good point, I thought, refocusing my attention on the throne room surrounding us. The chamber my harem and I were in was vast, but not so large that Dracula could go on dodging us forever. Sooner or later, the vampire would have to close the distance and fight. And when he did, we could all swarm him as one. 
 
    Then all we’d have to do is beat the shit out of the most powerful Nightlord in existence. Easy, right? 
 
    “Flank him,” I growled, indicating the directions that they should go. Mastering the rage inside of me proved a more difficult task than I’d anticipated. The rage coursing through my veins was so great that I wanted to throw myself at my father, to attack him with tooth and claw until he was little more than a pile of ragged shreds on the floor of his own throne room. But fighting him alone would have been suicide. 
 
    My women moved to either side of the vampire, striking at him with animal ferocity. Dracula kept on dodging, skillfully moving out of the way of all three—but now he looked like he was starting to sweat. 
 
    Not so goddamn confident anymore, are you, asshole? I thought, moving in for the kill. With the Black Flame wrapped around my heart like the ribbon on a Christmas present, I felt like I was about a hundred feet tall. The pain in my side diminished to practically nothing, almost forgotten as I closed the distance between myself and my father. 
 
    This time there’d be no escape. I waited until the moment one of Dracula’s shimmers ended, throwing my claws into a massive downward slash right as the vampire danced out of the way of Tallulah’s lightning. 
 
    Yes! My claws pierced flesh, sinking home like knives. Dracula howled with pain, more inky black blood dripping from his side as he rapidly backed away from me. 
 
    “You’re dead,” I assured my father, chasing after him just as fast as he could run. “You’ve fucked with my family and my clan for the last time! I won’t stop until you’re dust, you fucking blood-sucker! Do you hear me, asshole?” 
 
    Mid-step, Dracula split into a shower of bats, rippling around me on both sides like a raging river with a boulder in the middle. Tiny claws and fangs battered at my flesh, doing little in the way of damage but disorienting me in the extreme. 
 
    “Five on one isn’t exactly sporting, son!” Dracula roared, reforming into a human a few feet away. “Allow me to even up the odds!” 
 
    The doors of the throne room were kicked inward with so much force that they fell right off their hinges. A half-dozen abominations waded into the chamber, their eyes little more than dark slits in their faces. Long, blades limbs flickered back and forth like switchblades as the creatures advanced, their long tongues lolling from their mouths. 
 
    Dracula had called upon the Patrons. And they’d come to defend him. 
 
    Fuck! We needed to take those creatures out. We couldn’t focus on Dracula until he was pinned down and alone. With extreme reluctance, I gave up the chase and flew toward the front of the throne room, charging up a beam of black flames as I closed the distance on the newcomers. 
 
    “Your alien weirdos won’t save you.” I sent a wave of black-flame-empowered Zaagroth’s Devouring Swarm at them. The black blaze of blood-sucking insects split the monsters off from their leader, separating Dracula from the monsters who’d come to back him up. “The Cthulhu Crew might be strange as hell, but these things are nothing I haven’t fought before—” 
 
    I hit an invisible brick wall and went down. I landed in my own flames, darkness cascading over my scales but doing no damage as I slammed into the floor tiles. The fucking Patrons were on me in seconds, stabbing indiscriminately with their limbs as they opened up a dozen wounds along my sides. 
 
    What the fuck!? Confusion filled me. Nothing had struck me—one second, I’d been flying, the next I’d been falling. Had those bastards done this to me, or had Dracula? 
 
    It shortly ceased to matter. Once of the wounds happened to land right where I’d felt that stitch in my side earlier, and a pain unlike anything I’d ever experienced became my world. I shrieked like a banshee, the pain so intense it felt like being burnt alive. Above me, the eldritch monsters tittered like schoolgirls, pleased to be doing so much damage. 
 
    Stop! I thought, reaching for more power. My abilities felt like they’d been locked behind a solid wall of glass—I couldn’t have summoned the Black Flame if my life depended on it. Which it probably did. Fuck, someone make them stop—! 
 
    A blurry figure leapt over me, crashing into the closest Patron. It went down in a shower of limbs and blood, ripped open from stem to stern like a manila envelope. The ferocity of the move shocked me, even as Tallulah, Alicia, and Nadine arrived to take down more of the creatures swarming on me. 
 
    The blur resolved into the form of Richard Enfield, holding the severed head of the Patron who’d stabbed my weak spot. The sluga tossed the creature’s skull contemptuously at Dracula and spat on the ground, all his hackles raised. 
 
    “You dare call this honor!?” Richard roared, sounding more pissed off than I’d ever heard him. “Either face the Dragon like a man or don’t, Forgotten Lord! But don’t you speak of better days when allowing abominations like these to do your dirty work!” 
 
    Dracula looked honestly shocked. “You are made of stern stuff!” the elder vampire chortled, evidently enjoying the fire in my sluga’s eyes. “My son does not deserve one such as you. When I remake the world in my image, I will give you a high post in my administration.” 
 
    Richard spat again. “Over my dead body,” the dapper vampire said, showing his fangs. 
 
    In an instant, Dracula went from amused to enraged. “If you insist,” he growled. 
 
    That awful shimmer filled the air once more, and when it cleared, Dracula stood inches away from my sluga. With a growl of triumph, the vampire balled his hand into a fist and punched right through Richard Enfield’s torso, his hand coming out the other side like someone trying to open a package that had been wrapped too tightly. 
 
    All the fight went out of my sluga. He dropped to the floor, a puddle of black blood spreading slowly across the tiles. His mouth opened and closed like a fish, his already pale skin paling further. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, my injuries forgotten. “Get your hands off my sluga, you piece of shit!” 
 
    Dracula calmly wiped his fingers off on his robe, clearing the blood and gore from his pale digits. “If you wish this to end,” the vampire informed me brusquely, “then agree to what your sluga demanded. Duel me one-on-one, man-on-man—and I promise you, no matter what happens, I will let the rest of your clan go. You have my word as a Nightlord, son.” 
 
    Your word’s not worth shit, I thought bitterly. And if I failed to kill Dracula, what happened to the rest of my clan wouldn’t matter—they’d all have their lives and personalities changed once Dracula cast his spell. The Last Spell. The spell that rewired the entire world like someone stealing a fucking car. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    And yet something pulsed inside of me. The wound I’d taken from the destruction of the Spellscribes’s fortress—it no longer hurt. It felt as if a balloon inside of me had popped when the abomination stabbed through me with its claw. What flowed out I couldn’t even begin to fathom, but I wasn’t about to stop it. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. 
 
    So I held up a fist. The fighting throughout the throne room stilled as everyone saw it, Tallulah pausing in the middle of disemboweling a Patron, Alicia freezing while trying to outflank the elder vampire, and Nadine pausing as she mauled an eldritch abomination. Everyone waited for my word—for my decision. 
 
    Then I made it. 
 
    “The dais,” I said, gesturing to the narrow, square platform which held my father’s throne. “You and me. Neither of us step off it until the thing is done.” Then, unable to resist: “Two men enter, one man leaves.” 
 
    Dracula stared at me in disbelief, clearly amused by my foolishness. “Very well, son,” the vampire snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “I will grant your request. You and me.” He gestured toward the rear of the chamber. “Everyone else out! The Dragon’s clan may remain at the front of the room to witness.” 
 
    In short order, all the eldritch abominations had shuffled out the hall. That left us alone with Dracula—and to my surprise, Richard Enfield already appeared to be back on his feet. The man took slow, swaying steps, aided by my mother Raya. A blue aura covered the spot where he’d been wounded, like a supernatural bandage. Instantly, I knew my mother had done that. She’d saved my sluga’s life. 
 
    As she helped Richard to safety, she clutched my robes. “Son, don’t do this,” Raya begged, keeping one eye on the throne. “You don’t have to fight him this way! He knows you can’t win—he just wants to humiliate you in front of your clan. Once he’s done that, he’s going to kill you!” 
 
    Maybe. But something inside me whispered that wasn’t the whole truth. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” I said, looking Mom right in the eye. “Whatever happens up there, you get the girls back to their mothers. You look after them, no matter what. Promise?” 
 
    “They’re already on their way back to the clan headquarters,” Raya assured me. “Olga is taking them. But son…” 
 
    “No buts,” I said, wiggling a finger in Raya’s face. It felt good to be on the winning side of an argument with her for once. “You promise me, Mom. No matter what.” 
 
    Seeing I wasn’t going to back down, she sighed. “No matter what,” Raya repeated, taking a step back to take her place with the rest of my clan. “But son, be careful.” 
 
    “I’m always careful,” I told her with a wink. 
 
    Then I took wing, flying the short distance to the dais. Dracula awaited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe,” my father chortled as I landed, “that you would make this decision, son. It is brave, yes—it makes me think that perhaps you are my trueborn heir after all. But it is foolish. You cannot defeat me.” 
 
    I paid no attention. As I landed, I shifted back into human form, abandoning the anatomy of a hulking dragon. Brute force wouldn’t aid me here—I’d already seen how fast Dracula could be in combat, and in draconic form, he’d be able to dance around me like I was moving in slow motion. We both needed to be humanoid if this was going to be a fight. 
 
    “It makes sense,” I told my father. “If you look at it the right way.” 
 
    Oh, he did not like having his own words fed back to him. I suspected very few parents did. I’d have to remember that someday, when Yvette and Jaxon got old enough to talk back to me. Not to mention the rest of the kids I was going to have. 
 
    “You are insolent and disobedient,” Dracula told me, looking not entirely pissed off at his own assessment. “Your little bluff is doomed to fail. And yet…” 
 
    “And yet you’re afraid?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “A little worried perhaps that your stolen powers won’t be enough to let you triumph?” 
 
    The words stung; I could tell. Dracula’s eyes narrowed, his long nails digging into his palms. “Such spunk is befitting of a child descended from the great Dracula,” my father said magnanimously. “Perhaps I do not wish to see you obliterated after all, son. Perhaps we could come to some sort of deal.” 
 
    I highly doubted that. More than that, I couldn’t quite understand why my father would start negotiating with me now, of all times. 
 
    “All your boasting, and you want to bargain?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. “Granted, I haven’t had much opportunity to get to know you, old man, but I’ve gotta say—that doesn’t sound much like you at all.” 
 
    Dracula merely snickered at this. “I can be magnanimous,” the elder vampire said, making a steeple of his fingers. “I will be the ruler of this world, son—its undisputed Master. Nothing can change that. But you could have a very nice life. One less nice than mine, of course, but you could still have… hmm… several wives. I would be willing to let you keep a great number of them, purely in the interest of maintaining peace within our family.” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. How could the man be so callous? 
 
    “Those women are mine,” I told my father. “My clan. My family. The power that binds us isn’t some parlor trick—it’s the stuff of life itself. It’s primal.” Now it was my turn to laugh at him. I won’t lie; it felt good as hell. “Of course you wouldn’t understand that. You pushed your family away—no wonder you have to surround yourself with monsters!” 
 
    My father’s mouth dropped open. If I hadn’t been before, I was now utterly certain that no one had ever dared speak to him in such a way for many years. From the look on his face, he didn’t like the sensation one bit. 
 
    I watched Dracula swallow down his rage. Then he lifted an arm—and the world filled with black smoke. 
 
    I turned, but it was already too late. Dracula had summoned a thick wall of some foggy, nameless magic, tracing a circle around the raised dais that repelled anyone trying to enter. My mates, my sluga, my mother—all of them waited just outside of the barrier, abruptly cut off from aiding me. 
 
    “As you say, this is between you and me,” Dracula said smugly.  
 
    The man was back in his element—my words had temporarily managed to make him question the path he’d been on his whole life, but by now he’d convinced himself it was worth it. I had to wonder, though: even if he’d gotten everything he wanted and rewrote the world, would it be enough? Would he be able to look into the eyes of his loving wife, his dutiful son, and truly enjoy it? Knowing deep down that every bit of it was built on lies? 
 
    I wouldn’t have been able to. But maybe Dracula was built from sterner stuff. 
 
    “As you say,” I repeated, reaching for that strange power in my wound. Touching it felt like digging my fingers through an oil slick for the cool, clean water underneath—it felt filthy against my skin somehow, as if it didn’t belong. Not just inside of me, but on the Earth itself. 
 
    Patrons, I thought, pushing my hand gently against my side. They did this to me, didn’t they? Did they even mean to? Is this all part of the plan, or am I some sort of wildcard that no one could predict? 
 
    So many questions. So few answers. 
 
    But as the wind kicked up, and my father blazed to life in the fullness of his power, I got one answer. And truly, it was the only one I needed. 
 
    In the back of my skull, I heard the whispered voice of the Dragon. And what it told me was this: 
 
    Who gives a shit? Don’t question the power—just TAKE it. Take it and kick his ass! 
 
    I grinned. The Dragon might have been an unfathomable, primal power, akin to a God, but it sure as shit didn’t mince words when it came to a good fight. 
 
    “Can do,” I whispered, trusting that the spirit of the Dragon would hear me. I squared up, channeling pure power through my arms, and stepped forward. I was ready to face my father, one-on-one, man-to-man. 
 
    Except I suddenly wasn’t. 
 
    A fist came out of nowhere, hitting the side of my head with enough force to make my vision swim. The world rocked sickeningly as I lost my balance, the floor of the throne room careening wildly in my eyes as I struggled to keep my footing. From a very great distance, I could hear my clan screaming with anger on the other side of the barrier, incensed at the cheap shot. 
 
    No sooner had I recovered than a second blow came from the other direction. This one I managed to parry by pure instinct, warding off the invisible punch with a movement of my elbow. But even as I did it, a phantom foot connected with the back of my calves. 
 
    I nearly toppled. And as I did, something as hard as a brick slammed directly between my eyes. 
 
    I saw none of this. I physically couldn’t see it. My father’s power—the abilities he’d gained from the Patrons in exchange for advancing their unfathomable goals—it existed on a whole different plane from the mage spells and dragon’s fire and the Black Flame of the Nightlords. It wasn’t so powerful that I couldn’t counter it—but if I couldn’t see the damn attacks, then I wasn’t able to dodge or parry them. 
 
    Dracula looked as happy as a pig in shit as he buffeted me with phantom blows. “Remember,” he called, cupping a hand around his mouth as a pair of fists hit me in the midsection, “this is what you wanted! This pain—this humiliation—you asked for this, son!” 
 
    I had to get away from his attacks. Up close, I reasoned they’d be less impactful, so I raced forward with my arms up, intending to block any phantom punches or kicks my father aimed at me as I ran. Fortunately, he summoned none as I crossed the throne room. 
 
    But what he did summon was a shin-high wall of pure, invisible energy. 
 
    I hit it going full speed and toppled, like a pratfall in a shitty comedy. I went head over heels onto the floor, sprawling across the tiles like a far less powerful, respectable shifter. I heard Dracula laughing, the kind of deep belly laughs that only came with a good joke, and knew the bastard was enjoying this more than he’d enjoyed anything in years. 
 
    I’ll give you something to laugh about! I thought. I had tunnel vision in the extreme; all I could see was my father preening and laughing on the other end of the platform. His long coat whipped in the wind he’d conjured, making him look even more like Count Dracula than any number of Castlevania games could put into a young man’s head. I had to stop this. 
 
    Even as I thought it, a phantom hand wrapped around my throat. 
 
    My father flexed his arm, lifting me off the ground with his arcane powers. A shower of sparks filled the air as I fought off his spell, but it was like trying to cut the heads off the mythical hydra: every time I tore free of one invisible bond, three others wrapped around my arms and legs. 
 
    Dracula moved me like a puppet on phantom strings. I floated helplessly across the room, totally held by his sway as the man himself decided to examine me up close. Dracula peered at my face, sniffing with disdain at the resemblance between us. 
 
    “There is not enough of me in you,” the elder vampire finally pronounced. He sounded like an old-timey magistrate sentencing a criminal to die when he said it. “You have too much of your mother. You are too soft, too weak. Too… sentimental.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I snarled through the pain. “How’s that for sentimental?” 
 
    That brought a snicker out of my father, if nothing else. “I am surprised you were ever given the mantle of the Dragon to begin with. Although you were certainly more than enough to deal with Tomas Karkosa and purge the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw of fools. But I am different.” 
 
    I looked up into my father’s eyes. “Yes,” I agreed. “You are.” 
 
    He looked surprised. “Really? You of all people admit this, son?” 
 
    Something shifted inside of me. 
 
    Dracula didn’t see it. Of course he didn’t. Narcissistic monsters like him never could see what was in front of their faces until it was too late. Human or otherwise. 
 
    “You sold your soul for power,” I said, and for the first time since I’d met him, I didn’t mean it as an insult or an accusation. It was simply a matter of fact, spoken as such. “You handed a piece of yourself to things beyond the stars, with the promise that you’d be able to mold the world exactly the way you wanted when it was all said and done. I can’t help but notice you said you’d be the master of ‘this world’, old man—were you intending to give the rest of the galaxy to those things that tried to abduct Queen Xandra?” 
 
    Even before he opened his mouth, I knew I’d hit the mark. All the color drained from Dracula’s face as he held me aloft with his powers, and his eyes grew as wide as saucers. His lips peeled back from his teeth in a vicious snarl, showing his fangs. 
 
    “Yes, you are far too much like your mother,” Dracula said, sounding like he was speaking to himself. “My new world has no place for you, son. Say goodbye…” 
 
    The invisible ropes around me tightened. Maybe Nadine would have enjoyed a thing like this, under the right conditions, but this was neither the time nor the place for that kind of experience. The phantom cords wrapped around my throat like iron bands, choking me in mid-air as I kicked helplessly out toward the ground. 
 
    But I barely noticed. My world had shrunk to that strange, tainted power in my side—only it wasn’t in my side, or not only there. It was spreading, traveling through my veins like an expensive poison, changing me from the inside out. 
 
    As the edges of my vision turned to gray, the doors of my perception opened. I could see in ways I never had before, in ways that defied human understanding. I knew instantly that no human being could have a thing like this happen to them without going completely insane—and that just such a thing had happened many times in the past to some unfortunate explorer or traveler. 
 
    But I could handle it. Because I was more than human. More than a mage. More than shifter, even, or Nightlord. 
 
    Fuck it. I was the Dragon. 
 
    I looked up at my father, who was choking the life out of me with every ounce of strength he had. 
 
    And smiled. 
 
    “I gave my soul to something, too,” I rasped, blood trickling from my mouth as I grinned like something out of a horror movie. “Only I think mine’s more powerful than yours, old man!” 
 
    Dracula recoiled from me in terror, his face filled with disbelief. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to see what was happening behind his eyes—he kept telling himself this couldn’t be happening, that it wasn’t happening. But it was. 
 
    With a cry of shock, Dracula reared back and summoned a spell. Dozens of tiny fists filled the air around him, each tipped with razor-sharp claws carved from wisps of magic. He sent them forward with a single gesture, aiming the entire flock of them directly at my heart. 
 
    Except this was different. I could see these. 
 
    As the first of the fists reached me, I slammed my elbow right through the mass, sending the phantom fists flying to either side. Dracula couldn’t have looked more shocked if I’d grown a second head—I’d just blocked one of his invisible attacks. 
 
    “You can see them!” my father cried, rage contorting his features. “How!?” 
 
    How indeed? It boggled the mind, but thinking about it from the right perspective made everything clear. After all, what was the Dragon except a creature like the Patrons—greater than the rest of the universe, desirous of conquering everything that was? 
 
    I’d been following a being from beyond the stars all this time and didn’t even realize it. Except my spirit wasn’t some alien abomination—it was the animating principle inside of manhood itself. And that was a thing my father would never, ever understand. 
 
    The poison power turned itself into pure fury within me, like lead being transmogrified into gold by the ancient alchemists. My father summoned more eldritch powers, filling the space within the barrier with tentacles and non-Euclidian snares—but his powers no longer worked on me. I could see right through his trickery, literally. 
 
    A beam of pure black fire erupted from between my outstretched palms as I ducked my father’s latest salvo. The dark flames sizzled through the air, kicking up clouds of smoke as they rolled over Dracula’s fine robes. The vampire hissed and backed up rapidly, his strange teleportation powers seeming to have fled for the moment. 
 
    Seizing the momentum, I pushed him further and further across the dais. Dracula backed up step by step, less angry than just plain gobsmacked by the fury of my attacks. Pillars of black fire erupted across the throne platform, scorching the vampire and forcing him to throw his hands in front of his face for defense. 
 
    “This cannot be!” Dracula howled, his voice trembling with pain and rage. “This power cost me everything! How can a whelp like you control it?” 
 
    A smug, sinister sneer rose to my face as I grabbed my father and hauled him off his feet. 
 
    “Because,” I growled, the power of the Dragon flowing through me like a goddamn tsunami. “I’m the one who’s going to rule the universe, Drac. Not you!” 
 
    The elder vampire stared at me for a single, horrified moment. 
 
    Then, just as I thought the fight was getting good, he exploded. 
 
    Ten thousand bats stabbed at my face and chest, trying to get in a good hit in on my eyes as they fled. The wall of magic surrounding my father’s throne withered and died, popping like a soap bubble. Suddenly, I could hear the cries and cheers of my clan again: before, it had been like the outside world was coming to us from the bottom of a deep, dark well. Now things sounded normal again. 
 
    I let out a frustrated growl and channeled a beam of flame at the swarm of bats. No use: they simply reformed themselves around the attack, discarding the few unlucky creatures too slow to avoid the fire. Right before my eyes, Dracula fled through the big bay window of his own castle, smashing through the glass like it wasn’t even there. 
 
    The flock of bats disappeared into the night sky, hissing and spitting with anger. They weren’t nearly as angry as I was. 
 
    “Come back here, you coward!” I roared, shaking my fist at the retreating cloud of bats. “Fight me like a man, you son of a bitch! Don’t you dare run away!” 
 
    All of a sudden, the exhaustion I’d been holding back rolled over me like an ocean wave. I dropped to my knees, power ebbing from my body as that strange, sickly magic bled from my veins and into the marble floor beneath me. By the time my sluga and Raya made it to me, I was almost my old self again—though demonstrably weaker than I’d been before. 
 
    I needed a fucking break. 
 
    “Son?” Raya’s voice quavered. Only then did I realize how shocked my clan was by what they’d seen in the arena. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Are you YOU? That was the unspoken question inside of Raya’s inquiry. Had I lost myself to whatever that thing was that took control of me, making me grin at my father like an evil clown about to drag him into the sewers? How had that even happened? 
 
    Don’t worry about it, I told myself. The words echoed the message I’d gotten from the Dragon earlier. Just be a badass, kill the bad guys, and save the world. Then celebrate with your women… 
 
    “Yeah,” I managed, reaching out and grabbing hold of my mother’s outstretched hand. “Yeah, I’m okay. That was intense.” 
 
    As Raya helped me to my feet, Richard Enfield patted me down with a worried expression. My sluga seemed half-convinced that some monster had possessed me in the middle of the ring, as if those creatures from another world had staked a claim to my soul. I was pretty sure they hadn’t, though. And I would know, wouldn’t I? I thought so. 
 
    Richard gave a little wince as he peeled up the damaged side of my shirt. The wound the Patrons had dealt me looked worse than it felt, true, but it still felt pretty fucking awful. It didn’t help that my sluga insisted on poking and prodding the puncture mark, inspecting it as if he anticipated some hideous creature trying to climb from the wound. 
 
    “He seems alright,” Richard finally said to Raya. Since when did he take advice from Mom? “My Lord Dragon, what is my name? Can you tell me what day it currently is?” 
 
    The questions felt a little odd, but I supposed my clan had a good reason for them. Once I satisfied Richard Enfield with my answers and assured him I hadn’t been replaced with a space alien, I walked over to the nearest wall and leaned against it. My legs felt like they’d been replaced with poorly cooked molds of jello. 
 
    I feel like I just got laid, I thought, a little dizzy. It was the weirdest way to describe the sensation I was experiencing, but it’s what I kept coming back to. You know that feeling after some good, hard fucking where you just kind of stare up at the ceiling for a while thinking about how lucky you are, and maybe you want a cigarette? It was like that, only better. 
 
    Whatever power I’d just reached out to in my fight against Dracula, my body liked it. I’d have to remember that. 
 
    The rest of my clan helped me off the dais. Everyone looked very relieved that I’d managed to hurt Dracula enough to make him retreat, though they seemed a bit worried about exactly how I’d managed to do what I did. It wasn’t long before my girls started asking questions, beginning with Alicia. 
 
    “My Alpha…” the bear shifter began, looking oddly nervous for such a strong woman. “For a few moments when you fought your father, you looked like someone else. What did you call upon to defeat Dracula’s power?” 
 
    Everyone was looking at me. I still felt like I might fall over at any moment, so I steadied myself as best as I was able and cleared my throat. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure what happened in there,” I admitted to my family, spreading my hands. “All I can tell you is I heard the Dragon in my head while I was fighting my father—and whatever happened to me, he approves of this transformation.” 
 
    My women traded uneasy looks.  
 
    “Yes, my Alpha,” Alicia said with a nod. “It was just, well, you seemed like a beast.” 
 
    “And not in the good way,” Tallulah hastily added with a smile. 
 
    I smiled back. “I didn’t touch one of those things from the stars, girls. At least, I don’t think I did. Whatever this power is, it’s a lot like the abilities my father allied with the Patrons in order to get—but somehow, it comes from the Dragon. I don’t understand a goddamn thing about it, but under the circumstances I’m not about to question it.” 
 
    “And neither should we,” my mother added, giving the rest of the clan a look like they’d been speaking out of turn. “If it weren’t for my son, Dracula would have forced me to recite Project Sunset. We’d be looking at a whole different world right now—one where none of you have the family and the support you’ve become used to. Derek earned more than just your loyalty today, ladies. He ought to have earned your trust, as well.” 
 
    Damn, I thought. Well said! 
 
    The rest of my clan seemed to think so, too. I could see Tallulah and Alicia tucking their worries in the back of their head, trusting that I was in control.  
 
    I wanted to go back to our clan’s hideout. Raya hadn’t seen it yet, and the babies were already there with Olga. By now, Carli and Riley would be delirious with relief, playing with the newborns, and they’d be so eager to thank me that I knew I should brace myself before I headed back to our castle. But we had a bit of unfinished business to attend to first. 
 
    “Speaking of Project Sunset,” I said, putting a hand on the frame of the castle’s broken front doors, “what happens with that now? I managed to get the upper hand on my father—this time, at least—but Dracula’s not done yet. Not by a long shot.” 
 
    Mom’s lips formed a tight little line. “I fear that you’re right, son.” 
 
    “Then what do we do about it?” Tallulah looked worried. 
 
    Mom ran a finger down her chin, deep in thought. “Your father knows now that he can’t force me to finish the spell,” she said after a few moments. “Not with you able to protect the clan with this new power of yours. Which means he’ll need another vessel to make Project Sunset a reality.” 
 
    “Another vessel?” I asked. 
 
    Mom nodded. “Someone else with the power of Creation Magic,” she explained. “Another Mana Mage.” 
 
    Shit! I hadn’t even realized that was an option. If Dracula had back-up mages, he could be working his way toward altering the world before we knew what hit us. 
 
    “How many Mana Mages are there?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    To my relief, Raya looked hopeful on this point. “Not many,” my mother said, sounding like she just realized how stressed out the question made me. “There’s maybe a handful of Mana Mages in the world. Finding one is like plucking a needle out of a haystack. Your father’s going to have a lot of trouble locating one before we can…” 
 
    He would. Not to mention the fact that I had the world’s largest and most successful propaganda network on my side. 
 
    “We’ll have to check the mages who got arrested in Karkosa’s coup,” I told the group. Most of the high-ranking members of the Mage Guilds had been put under lock and key by the new management of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw. It wasn’t a proper prison, as supernaturals tended to not have those, but the Nexus was more than roomy enough to house the criminals until they had their trials. If one of the conspirators was a Mana Mage, then Dracula would have a hell of a time breaking them out of the Nexus. 
 
    “Richard,” I said, making a mental note. “Can you—?” 
 
    “Already on it,” my sluga informed me in a dapper tone. “As soon as we’re back at headquarters, I’ll have Court pull up dossiers on all the captive mages.” 
 
    Good, I thought. Also, Court? I knew the two of them were pretty much the Nightlord equivalent of man and wife now, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about Richard and Courtney using nicknames for each other in the course of clan business. I supposed I should just be glad they weren’t calling each other pet names or something cutesy like that. 
 
    “How are you doing, by the way?” I asked, gesturing at the faint blue aura of magic covering Enfield’s wound. “That was one nasty piece of work.” 
 
    Richard Enfield looked down at the hole in his chest as if he’d forgotten all about it. “Just a flesh wound, my Lord,” the vampire said with his usual dry humor. “Nothing a night or two in coffin dirt won’t fix.” 
 
    “A flesh wound?” I cocked an eyebrow. “My father literally punched through your chest!” 
 
    Richard Enfield shrugged. “An injury in the line of duty. You can give me a medal for it later, should it please you.” 
 
    I just might, at that. In the meantime, we were long past due for some rest and relaxation. And my little ones needed their names. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I said, looking around at the now-abandoned castle. Those horrible creatures my father called his business associates were still somewhere around here, but I couldn’t be bothered to track them down. It would only be a drop in the bucket, anyway. 
 
    “Absolutely, my Alpha,” Alicia said. “Back to the castle at once.” 
 
    My mother made a strange face. “Castle? Come again?” 
 
    I chuckled. The laughter made its way through the entire group, like tension deflating from a balloon. We’re gonna be alright, I thought, putting an arm around my mother’s waist. We won against Dracula today. The battle is ours. Even though I have a feeling the war is just beginning. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot to show you,” I assured Raya, leading her back to the carriage. “I think you’re going to like our new place. After all, you used to live there…” 
 
    Together, my clan and I went home. I could worry about Dracula later. 
 
    For now, we’d won. 
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    “And that,” Tallulah said with a yawn, “is how Derek saved the world. Again.” 
 
    A tittering of laughter passed through the listeners, most of whom sounded more than a little bit drunk. Steam billowed through the air, prompting a thin sheen of sweat to form on my forehead and the tops of my shoulders. 
 
    “I didn’t do it all by myself,” I said, leaning back against the bubbling jets on the side of the hot tub.  
 
    Three days had passed since our victory at Dracula’s castle, and it felt as if I hadn’t stopped moving for the last seventy-two hours. After we’d come back to the mundane world with Soojin and the babies, the press wanted to know all about it—chiefly Jewel Hayes and Paranormal News, who’d pushed the whole kidnapping fracas into a national news story. It had been a whirlwind of interviews, public events, and meetings with representatives from the shifters and the Nightlords. 
 
    Though I only saw a tiny sliver of what was going on in the world, I got the distinct impression that paranormal history would never be the same. The reveal of Dracula, along with the exposure of the mages guilds’ treachery, had shaken up the geopolitical order even more than the death of Tomas Karkosa. Relations at the Council were at an all-time high, and an era of peace between humans and supernatural creatures the likes of which the world had never seen before was beginning. If Dracula didn’t screw things up with his ultimate spell, actual world peace might become a reality within my lifetime. 
 
    I’d been worrying about all that for the last three days. But tonight was for my mates and I to catch up, to finally spend an evening alone with each other. Raya, Courtney, and Richard Enfield were on baby duty, keeping my newborn son and daughter happy and safe on the eve of their official naming ceremony. That left me and my women to relax and let our hair down in our new castle—which just so happened to have an even larger hot tub than the one we’d installed beneath our old warehouse. 
 
    We needed the space. There were a lot of us. 
 
    This bathing chamber wasn’t located beneath the ground. I hadn’t liked the whole subterranean aspect of our old headquarters, so I’d asked the mages in charge of renovating the ancient castle for something a little more… modern. In response, they’d built me a kind of solarium, the medieval equivalent of a rooftop penthouse for my women to relax in. Over the lip of the hot tub, anyone who cared to look could see the broad front of the castle’s battlements, as well as the remains of the forest surrounding the mountain. 
 
    The whole place looks Transylvanian as fuck, I thought, splashing Carli as I reached for my drink. But I suppose it suits me now. This place is my new home. I’ll have to start getting some awesome suits or something—really look the part of an elegant vampire lord. 
 
    Maybe Richard Enfield could give me the name of his tailor. I was sure he wouldn’t be stingy with the information. 
 
    The three bear shifters sat on the raised step of the tub, shoulder to shoulder as they relaxed in the body-warm water. The night was cold, which made the heat of the churning, frothing water feel even better. As I glanced over, catching Nadine’s eye with a wink, Tessa Butler and Jewel Hayes stepped onto the ledge, moving around them to enter the tub. They were the last two of my mates to arrive, and they’d been deep in conversation while they stripped down to their bikinis. Business, no doubt, but whatever it was could wait until after the fun. 
 
    “Did I miss the story about Derek fighting Dracula?” Jewel asked, the water lapping over her breasts as she dropped into the center of the tub. She held a goblet of champagne in either hand, one for herself and the other for Soojin, the sole member of our group who couldn’t be pregnant. Everyone else had decided to abstain completely or sip something non-alcoholic. 
 
    “Just got finished telling it,” Tallulah said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Derek would love to regale you with it in great detail later…” 
 
    I shrugged, shifting the water around me. “You girls tell it better than I could, anyway. I hardly even remember a fight after it’s all said and done. There’s so much adrenaline coursing through the bloodstream, it’s like my head’s going a mile a minute the whole time.” It was true. I only remembered snatches of my duel with Dracula, though I sure as shit remembered the shocked look on my father’s face when he realized I might actually beat him. 
 
    Jewel waded across the hot tub and took a seat next to me. “My hero,” she purred, lifting the goblet of champagne to my lips. I drank deep, then kissed her, hard. All around us, my other mates let out little noises of jealousy, wishing it was them who’d had the balls to grab me first. 
 
    I’d been worried about letting my girls all get in the hot tub together—in particular, the ones we knew for certain were pregnant. But Soojin explained to me that shifter physiology wasn’t the same as an ordinary human’s. All my girls would be perfectly fine soaking in the hot tub, even if they carried my heirs in their bellies. The only possible exception would be Jewel, who was still fully human, but Soojin assured me the bond between herself and the clan would keep any babies inside of her safe. So I had nothing to worry about. 
 
    I could lie back and kiss Jewel Hayes, pulling her into my lap as her mouth opened against mine. I reached for the knot in the back of her bikini top with my free hand and untied it in a single motion, rubbing my fingers between her shoulder blades as the fabric fell away. Jewel groaned with relief as it dropped into the water, only to be lifted out by Tessa who tossed it out of the tub with a smirk. 
 
    I lifted Jewel up and buried my face between her tits. Miss Hayes had a gorgeous set of knockers that she loved showing off on TV every night in low-cut tops. I knew that half the men in the city drooled over this woman, but that her charms belonged only to me. No one else would see her bounty unveiled this way, or get to suck her nipples and thrust my cock between her glorious orbs. 
 
    I attacked her tits with my mouth as I held her against me, enjoying the way she groaned and squirmed. For the rest of my mates in the hot tub, this was the signal to start the party off right. Tallulah grabbed Carli Weber and kissed her like it was the most natural thing in the world, making out hot and heavy as the thunderbird shifter and the Raiju undressed each other. On the opposite side of the hot tub, Nadine and her fellow bear shifters tugged Tessa into their orbit, showering the dusky woman with kisses and attention. 
 
    As I made out with Jewel, the air shimmered next to me. In the blink of an eye, a woman emerged, naked as the day she was born and sitting halfway out of the water. As the only member of my harem who was a mage, Riley had been blessed with the power to turn invisible at will—and she loved nothing more than sneaking up on me with it for a quickie. 
 
    She straddled the back of my head with her thighs, massaging my scalp with her nails as she cooed over me. “I’m so proud of you, sir,” Riley giggled, her voice teasing and submissive as she gently squeezed my head. I could feel the heat rolling off the space between her thighs as she spoke. “You saved us all and you defeated Dracula. You deserve absolutely anything you want after a performance like that, sir…” 
 
    I grinned at the hot tub full of naked and soon-to-be naked women all around me. Any one of these women would have been enough to make the old, pre-Dragon Derek completely freak out—now I mastered them all with ease. These women were my mates, and the ties that bound us were as old and primal as men and women themselves. I felt as comfortable around them as I was in my own skin. 
 
    “I’ve already got everything I could possibly want,” I told Riley, leaning back and smiling up at her. The sweet sentiment melted the mage’s heart, making her purse her pouty lips and sigh happily. 
 
    “But I wouldn’t mind a blowjob,” I added. 
 
    Riley laughed at that. “Come here, Jewel,” she purred, slipping into the water next to the redheaded reporter. “I think the Dragon needs to feel a couple of mouths on his cock…” 
 
    I did. And there was definitely one more I needed to join them. 
 
    As the rest of my mates fell to kissing and groping each other, I looked out over the surface of the water and locked eyes with Soojin. The gorgeous older woman had been awfully quiet ever since coming back to the clan, as if she hadn’t quite reacquired her former comfort level within our organization. I intended to change that. 
 
    Once I was sure Soojin was looking at me, I cleared my throat and snapped my fingers. A couple of my mates looked at the gesture with confusion, then let out shocked gasps as the Asian MILF shot across the water, moving like her ass was on fire. 
 
    In a flash Soojin was in front of me. She took the hand I’d used to summon her and wrapped her pouty lip around the thumb, swirling her tongue around the digit in a way that made everyone in the hot tub who saw it know exactly what she was implying with those skills. Her mouth let my thumb with a wet little pop, and without a word of protest she grabbed me by the hips and lowered her mouth into my lap. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Jewel said, her words between a gasp and a laugh. “I knew you were a little out of sorts after having those cuffs slapped on you, but I had no idea you needed to suck some cock that bad, Sooj…” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” I said, stroking the MILF’s long dark hair as my cock broke the surface of the water. “Soojin and I had a conversation a while back. It turns out there were things she knew that she ought to have been telling me.” I closed my eyes, savoring the moment as Sooijn’s pouty lips worked me all the way down the base, neither hesitating nor slowing at the prospect of having so many eyes upon her. “She had a good reason for it—one that we both agreed more than made up for her temporary lapse in judgment. But, seeing as she’d technically done something bad, we both agreed she should be put on punishment. This is part of that.” 
 
    My women watched Soojin bob up and down on my prick. The MILF kept her eyes closed as she blew me, though not because she was ashamed by their stares. Rather, she wanted to focus on nothing save for me—and how she was worshiping my cock with her mouth. 
 
    Carli spoke up first. “If that’s your idea of punishment, then sign me up,” she purred, her tail raking back and forth over her ass. “Anything I can do to piss you off right now, Derek?” 
 
    I favored the Raiju shifter with a smile as Soojin’s cheeks hollowed out, providing an incredibly hot visual for all my girls watching the blowjob. Soojin’s hair was longer than normal, making it even easier as I wrapped her hair around my fist, using it as leverage to force her down even harder on my shaft. The crown of my cock hit the back of Soojin’s throat, going in deep as I used her mouth to get off. 
 
    “I can think of a few things,” I told Carli, my eyes narrowed from the heavy-duty dose of bliss Soojin was laying on me. “Come over her and kiss me. I want to feel your mouth and Soojin’s at the same time…” 
 
    Carli was out of the water faster than you could say orgy. She crawled on all fours around the edge of the hot tub, arching her back as she reached me. Her mouth melted against mine, her tongue snaking into my mouth as Soojin’s gentle, loving slurps increased. I could hear both Riley and Jewel giggling, and knew they were itching to get in on the action, too. 
 
    “Don’t be greedy now,” I chuckled, breaking the kiss and looking down at Soojin. “Share with the rest of the clan. In fact, why don’t you show the younger women how you did that trick with your throat?” 
 
    “Trick?” Riley asked. 
 
    Both Jewel and Riley looked interested as hell. Anything my harem members could do to get my attention and keep it on themselves was as good as gold as far as they were concerned.  
 
    “Ooh, Soojin, dish it up!” Jewel said. 
 
    “Yeah! Show us how you give Derek that good brain!” Riley both looked and sounded as bratty as could be, which made me even harder as I pulsed in Soojin’s mouth. 
 
    The MILF pulled off me with a wet little noise, grinning at the two women surrounding her. “Come here, girls,” she purred, crooking a finger in the direction of my stiff, throbbing cock. “Let me show both you bitches how it’s done…” 
 
    Suddenly there was not one but three mouths on my cock. I groaned and lifted my hips into the air, pulling Carli to me as I made out with her hot and heavy. My hand went to her breasts, kneading them beneath my fingers as the trio of harem girls did their best with their wet little mouths. 
 
    My hands strayed to Carli’s ass, and suddenly I wanted more. I pulled back from the Raiju shifter and teased her tail as I spanked her. 
 
    “Fuck, Derek, just making out with you makes me feel like I’m going to cum…” 
 
    Without a hint of shame, I moved one of the hands from Carli’s ass to the swell of her mound. I palmed her tight, wet pussy, loving the feel of her juice all over my fingers. I slid two of them inside her, testing her soft folds and watching as her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
     “Turn and around and present your kitty to me, Carli,” I said, my voice deepening as Jewel and Riley shared my cock. “I want to taste you while they’re tasting me.” 
 
    Carli couldn’t have looked more turned on if she tried. She pulled away, going back onto all fours on the edge of the hot tub, then flipped around and stuck her ass in the hair. Her silky tail swished back and forth over her tight pucker and swollen mound, framing them in the most erotic possible terms. 
 
    Not wasting any time, I grabbed Carli by the hips and buried my face in her pussy from behind. The dark-haired Raiju shifter let out a wail of pure bliss as my tongue entered her, her hips wiggling back and forth like she was finding the perfect angle to sit on my face. The rest of my women watched with naked jealousy, kissing and caressing each other as the fun reached a boiling point. 
 
    I devoured Carli from behind. Her pussy tasted like cinnamon, her juices flowing freely as I teased her clit and her labia with my lips and the tip of my tongue. When I added two fingers to the action, stabbing them into her to hit that special, spongy spot deep inside of her, I knew she was going to come apart. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Derek, holy shit!” Carli looked like she couldn’t believe her luck. “Don’t stop, Master, don’t fucking stop! Oh fuck I’m gonna cum, I’m cumming for you, baby, I’m fucking cumming…!” 
 
    Carli was as good as her word. She unraveled, screaming with bliss as she threw her pussy back on my face as hard as she possibly could. She ground her womanhood against me tight enough to throw sparks as she came, swiping it up and down my face like an itch she desperately needed to scratch. Her clit pulsed against my tongue, the swollen nub throbbing as I milked her pleasure completely dry. 
 
    A moment later, my cock jerked and swelled in Soojin’s throat. She’d taken back over from the other two girls at her side just in time—I was going to cum, and Soojin wanted to be the one who drank my seed. The Asian MILF let out a little whimper as she took me all the way down to my balls, sticking my cock as deep as she could down her throat so I could shoot directly into her esophagus. 
 
    I opened my mouth and groaned against Carli’s pussy as I shot. Soojin sucked and slurped my load as I unloaded down her throat, filling the hot tub with greedy little noises of pride that she had every drop to herself. Jewel and Riley looked a little pissed that she’d taken everything for herself—but their turn would come. 
 
    First of all, though, I needed Carli. 
 
    I’d barely finished cumming when I pulled my cock out of Soojin’s mouth and grabbed Carli. She came off her hands and knees with a little cry, which turned to a moan of pure pleasure as I slammed her tight, still-spasming pussy all over my cock. She fit me like a glove, her soaked walls leaving trails of juice down my cock as I thrust deep into her. 
 
    “There we go,” I said, putting my arms on the sides of the hot tub. In this position, with Carli riding me, I felt like even more than the leader of a clan—I felt like a fucking emperor. “Ride me. Give me that tight, wet little kitty. Feels so fucking good…” 
 
    Never one to back down from an opportunity to be naughty, Carli grinned at me as she slammed her hips down on me. “Oh yeah?” she groaned, impaling herself again and again. “Say it, Derek. Tell them all how fucking good I’m making you feel…” 
 
    I smirked at her, looking around at the women in the hot tub. Sure, I could do that. 
 
    “That bare, soft little kitty feels so good wrapped around my hard dick,” I told Carli, pitching my voice loud enough that everyone could hear it. A little shudder of bliss coursed through the group as my women got off on seeing me use my very first harem girl. “Feels like the best fucking thing in the world, Carli!” 
 
    In that moment, I decided to try and be as chronological as I could with my girls. They deserved to get fucked in the order they’d bound themselves to me—all save for Soojin. She’d already gotten to taste my seed, and she was still on punishment. 
 
    “Oh fuck, I’m really taking it all,” Carli groaned, shuddering around my cock as it bottomed out inside of her. “Fuck, you’re so fucking big, Derek! I swear you get even bigger and harder every time you add a girl to the clan!” 
 
    “Probably,” I said. Part of me wanted to reach out and grab Carli by the hips, slam her down on me even harder, but I was enjoying watching like I was Genghis fucking Khan. “Are you ready for me to cum inside you? You think you might be ready to have another one of my babies?” 
 
    The mention of breeding nearly sent Carli over the edge right then and there. “Uh, yeah!” She picked up the pace, her walls quivering around me as she speared herself again and again. “Fuck yes, Derek! Give me another baby! Make me pregnant!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at her eagerness. “I thought you said you were never going to get pregnant again?” I teased. “That I was such an asshole for making you go through all that…” 
 
    “Oh, shut the fuck up!” Carli tossed her head back, her tits bouncing in my face as her tight walls drew even tighter around me. “Mmmh, you know I can’t resist! I’ll have as many babies as you want to put in me, Derek. I fucking love you!” 
 
    I loved her, too. “Cum for me,” I commanded, looking up into her almond eyes. “Make that pussy nice and tight so it’ll suck in my load. Put that baby batter right where it belongs!” 
 
    Carli’s lashes fluttered as she went over the edge. Her hands came down on my shoulders, gripping me tight for even more leverage as she ground her pussy in a tight swirl around my rock-hard prick. Her second orgasm was even stronger than her first—she went weightless in my arms, babbling and moaning like I’d fucked all the sense right out of her. Hell, maybe I had. 
 
    Finally, my arms left the sides of the hot tub. I grabbed Carli around the waist, holding her like a ragdoll as I pounded her pussy with powerful thrusts. “Here it comes,” I rasped, locking in my strokes as I buried myself as deep as I could inside of her. “Going to fucking breed you, Carli! Fuck, I’m gonna shoot!” 
 
    She recovered her senses just in time to hold me close and squeeze her thighs together. Everything beneath her waist was tight and perfect, and as I erupted into her soft, yielding channel, I’d rarely if ever felt so much bliss before. 
 
    It must have filtered out to the clan, too, because suddenly I was hearing moans from everybody. All my girls got off on feeling Carli cum—or on experiencing the second-hand sensation of me unloading inside of a tight, wet pussy. I held myself deep inside of Carli until the primal part of my brain was sure my load was on its way to her fertile womb, then I let her go. 
 
    “Riley,” I whispered, sliding deeper into the hot tub as I headed for the mage. “Daddy needs to feel that pussy.” 
 
    I’d never seen Riley react the way she did before. As the other women parted around the mage, the haughty, bratty expression fell right off her face like she’d been slapped. She spread her arms and embraced me as I came to her, lifted from the foam as I carried her over to the side of the hot tub and pushed her against it. 
 
    “It’s all yours, Daddy,” Riley panted, locking her ankles behind my hips. “If you get Carli pregnant, then I definitely want another baby! I want to give you another son, another strong little boy like Jaxon—” 
 
    Her words broke off in a cry of bliss as I thrust into her. Riley lost control of her powers, her lower half turning completely invisible beneath the water as I bottomed out inside of her silky pussy. And I’d thought Carli was tight! Riley’s ridges ground up and down my prick hard enough to throw sparks. I was half-surprised we weren’t electrocuting the rest of the hot tub. 
 
    My other girls did not stand idle as I pumped hard and fast into Riley. I felt female flesh on all sides, this girl and that one begging me in the dirtiest possible terms to fuck them next, to breed them next. I shook off their pleading and concentrated on the gorgeous young thing beneath me. 
 
    Riley knew exactly what she was doing to me. Unlike Carli, she didn’t need to hear me proclaim how tight she was to the whole clan—the moans that spilled from my lips with every thrust were more than enough. Riley grinned like she was looking up at her hero, nibbling her bottom lip as the tenor of my thrusts changed all of a sudden. 
 
    “Cum for me, sir,” the mage begged, holding me oh so tight as I pounded her like a sassy little fuckdoll. “Don’t hold back, just shoot! I’m right there with you, I’m going to fucking come when you do…!” 
 
    One more hard thrust and I was done. The first hot jet of my seed sprayed against Riley’s channel like a fucking bomb going off, detonating against her walls. A moment later, her pussy quivered around me, the feel of it sending the young mage right over the edge. She let out huge shuddering sobs as she clung to me, riding out her own bliss as I drained my balls deep into her. 
 
    As I came back to my senses, I saw Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele grinning at me.  
 
    “I believe it’s our turn, my Alpha,” Alicia said, having figured out my plans. “The three of us have spoken, and we’d like you to finish inside of me, if that’s alright. As the only one of my clan-sisters who hasn’t been bred by your virile dominance, I would like the opportunity to see if I can bear your heirs…” 
 
    It was unexpectedly tender. I hadn’t realized until how now much seeing everyone else in my clan getting pregnant had affected Alicia.  
 
    “Of course,” I told her, nodding at the other side of the hot tub with its elevated step. “All three of you get on that and stick those asses in the air for me. Since you three do everything else together, I figure I might as well fuck you at the same time, too!” 
 
    In no time at all, I was staring at a trio of gorgeous asses, my three bears leaning out of the hot tub with their tits pressed flat against the marble fringe. 
 
    “Look at you,” I said, running my hands over the trio’s asses and mounds, giving a spank here and a caress there. “There’s no ‘too hot’ or ‘too cold’ where you three are involved, girls. As far as I’m concerned, all three of you are just right!” 
 
    I fucked each of them roughly, loving the way I could use their sleek bodies like custom-built hardware. Their pussies were as soft as silk, and their moans as I thrust deep into each of them as sweet as honey. Each of them had bruises on their behinds by the time I was done with them. 
 
    After fucking both Nadine and Gisele into a barely coherent froth, I concentrated on Alicia. Her dark hair made a perfect hand-hold to use to drive deep inside of her, and from the way she groaned, she loved the pain of it almost as much as the pleasure. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I told the black bear shifter, making my voice as serious as a mid-orgy conversation could possibly be. “Are you listening, Alicia?” 
 
    “Yes!” The bear shifter’s nails dug into the side of the hot tub, her knuckles white. “Fuck, please don’t stop, Master! Fuck me harder, fuck me deeper!” 
 
    I did. “I’m going to cum inside of you,” I told Alicia, tugging her long hair so hard that tears sprang to her eyes. “And then you’re going to get pregnant for me.” 
 
    A deep groan of anticipation left Alicia’s body. 
 
    “No ifs, ands or buts,” I continued. The rest of the hot tub had fallen silent—the only sounds were Alicia’s moans, my balls slapping against her thighs, and the wet squelching sound of her pussy being used. “You understand me? You will make me an heir, like all my other girls. I want to see that big belly of yours swollen with my seed, Alicia!” 
 
    “Agh, yes sir!” Alicia threw her pussy back on me even harder, grinding herself around me. “But… but I’m not sure I can!” 
 
    Thwack! I slapped her ass so hard the rest of my girls looked a little worried. “The Dragon will make it happen,” I insisted, punctuating the statement with a hard thrust into Alicia’s core. “You just worry about getting every last drop, sweetheart. Fucking throw that shit back on me like you mean it…!” 
 
    She might have been a bear shifter, but she turned into a hellcat in my arms, using her leverage against the side of the hot tub to impale herself so hard I worried I might pop out of her throat from the opposite side. The pleasure went supernova inside of me, the rush of bliss washing over my cock and balls so quickly I barely had time to prepare before I was cumming. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck!” I roared, losing control. “Yeah, Alicia, fucking take it!” 
 
    “Get it, girl!” Tallulah yelled, looking pleased. She knew she and Tessa were next on deck. “Fuck yeah, ride him!” 
 
    A moment later, I hit the peak and sailed right through. Thick ropes of hot, liquid lava filled Alicia’s channel, pumping her fuller than full. Despite the number of times I’d had an orgasm already in the hot tub, the pressure in my balls looked to be no closer to easing. In fact, I felt as horny as if I hadn’t gotten laid in days. 
 
    The Dragon is doing this to me, I thought, shoving Alicia aside and spearing Tessa in a wheelbarrow position. It’s amplifying all my powers—supercharging them like a fucking atomic bomb so I can fuck my way through my harem with ease! 
 
    Tessa only lasted a few hard pumps before she came, a torrent of juice dripping down my cock. If Miss Butler had been a men’s sex toy, she’d definitely be a one-time-use sleeve—but one so tight that the pleasure was like nothing else. I pulled out of Tessa and into Tallulah, admiring the contrast between Binesi’s soft, mocha skin and Butler’s darker shade. Both of them looked absolutely luscious as I fucked them, especially with their arms and legs all tangled up like they’d been in the middle of getting each other off when I switched over to them. 
 
    Both women were already pregnant with my heirs, which was maybe why I fucked them faster than normal. Almost as soon as I’d gotten off inside of Tessa, I grabbed Tallulah by the hips and slammed her onto me from behind, fucking her hard and deep doggy style. The thunderbird shifter was naked save for her jeweled headdress, which she had to hold up with one hand while I pummeled and shook her body with powerful thrusts. 
 
    Finally, I sent myself over the edge, Tallulah falling with me. Her snatch drew as tight as a bowstring around my cock as I pumped a load into her already-fertilized womb, reminding me that even though she’d been bred, I fucked her for nothing more than my own pleasure. God damn what a wonderful reminder! 
 
    The atmosphere had slowly begun to change in the hot tub. The girls who’d already been fucked were practically in a stupor, chilling and drinking and only occasionally kissing or rubbing down their fellow clan girls. Those who had yet to be fucked looked more eager than ever, practically humming like live wires in the frothing water. 
 
    There were only a few women who hadn’t felt me send them over the edge. Jewel, Xandra of the Nightlords… and Soojin. Who had been patiently waiting her turn ever since I shot my load inside her throat. 
 
    First however, I turned to the other two women. “Jewel,” I said with real feeling. “Xandra. Come here. You know, Xandra, that you’re the reason we’ve got Jewel in the harem, right?” 
 
    The two women shared a look.  
 
    “I’ve heard,” Xandra said, giving me the kind of look that made men wonder how much they were going to regret sticking their dick in crazy. But it was also the kind of look that made those same men decide to risk it, because it (like Xandra) was hot as fuck. “She pretended to be one of the slutty little servants at my Cotillion. It must have been fun, fucking her in the middle of a gathering of bloodsucking Nightlords…” 
 
    It had been.  
 
    “I’d rather see you suck something other than blood,” I told Xandra, guiding her mouth to my stiff prick. (How the fuck it was still stiff after all this I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to question it). “Didn’t you tell me that you love having it in your mouth, vampire, because you can taste all that warm, sweet blood throbbing just below the surface?” 
 
    Xandra had. And as she lowered her mouth to my cock, licking her lips at the memory, it was clear that I made the Queen of the Nightlords every bit as hungry as I did horny. Xandra sucked me up like a fucking Hoover, exploiting the fact that her undead throat had no gag reflex to go even deeper than deep. 
 
    “Yeah, shit, that’s so good,” I grunted, enjoying myself. My free hand snaked around Jewel Hayes’s waist, lifting the reporter and pulling her to me with a supernatural level of strength. She groaned and pressed herself against me, watching with a mixture of lust and awe as Xandra deepthroated me like a champion porn star. 
 
    Unlike the other women in the hot tub, Jewel Hayes was fully human. No supernatural blood flowed in her veins, but the bond of the Dragon connecting her and me had the power to make her both stronger and hotter than an ordinary woman. Both of which were qualities she leveraged to the hilt at Paranormal News, the twenty-four-hour propaganda channel devoted to our clan’s ideas about the supernatural world. 
 
    It seemed the reporter was thinking of that as well as I slid my hand between her thighs. “You changed my life,” Jewel gasped, groaning as my fingers slid into her pussy and began to massage her clit. “Fuck, I never could have dreamed my life would ever look like this, Derek! You’re so fucking sexy—you’re such a fucking man! God, oh my gawd your fingers feel so good!” 
 
    Grinning, I pumped the digits into Jewel, prepping her as Xandra sucked me clean. I pulled my cock from the vampire queen and sank it deep into Jewel, holding her above the water in my arms as I upthrust into her heavenly tightness. The rest of my girls, having already been fucked senseless, applauded this new trick, hooting and hollering like a bachelorette party. 
 
    Jewel took less time than the rest of my girls to cum—even Tessa couldn’t boast of being so turned on that she unraveled around me within a half-dozen thrusts. Jewel held on for dear life, her walls making wet slapping sounds around me as I used the Dragon’s strength to its absolute limits. 
 
    Once she’d cum, I deposited her on the side of the hot tub and went to Xandra. “My Queen,” I said, watching the way the vampire licked her lips clean from the ministrations she’d given my cock. “I understand you’ve been telling your subjects to expect an heir from me soon.” 
 
    The look on Xandra’s face was that of every crazy girl who made the sex worth the rest of her bullshit. “You’d better give me one,” the Nightlord purred, wiggling her eyebrows as she spread her arms over the hot tub’s edge. “I need an heir to solidify my hold over the Nightlords, so if you’re thinking of denying me what you’d freely give to all of your women with a pulse, well… that simply won’t do at all!” 
 
    I met Xandra’s haughty look with one of my own. “No worries, my Queen,” I assured the redheaded vampire, pulling her to me at the hot tub’s center. The frothy water was deepest here, coming up to my chest and nearly touching Xandra’s chin. “I’m going to give you exactly what you want. But we do it the way I want to.” 
 
    Xandra had to be cognizant of the fact that she’d claimed to be a switch. Even after I’d taken control of her in her own sex dungeon, she’d continued to insist that she wanted to play the dominant role in bed with me as often as she became the submissive. Seeing as she’d never managed to be dominant with me since, I figured she’d changed her mind. Had she? 
 
    Xandra looked me up and down, weighing her options. “Perhaps…” A naughty smile played on the Queen’s face. 
 
    “Perhaps what?” 
 
    “Perhaps my King has convinced me of the need to be the lesser partner in a relationship,” the vampire Queen giggled, cocking her head to the side. “But I reserve the right to dominate any of your wet little sluts when you bring multiple women to bed with you. The energy of a Nightlord needs to vent itself somewhere, my King, and if you won’t let me tie you up, then I’ll just have to do it to my fellow harem girls…” 
 
    The image of Xandra restraining and sexually torturing my women sounded appealing as fuck. “I think I’d like to see that,” I said, pulling the Nightlord Queen to me. “I’d also like to see you pregnant, Xandra—but first, I think I need to taste you in a different way than the rest of my women…” 
 
    Xandra understood exactly what I wanted. As the two of us fucked at the center of the hot tub, putting on a pornographic show for the harem girls around the edges, the Queen of the Nightlords arched her back and presented her slender throat. A fat vein of inky black blood pulsed just beneath the surface, tantalizing a primal part of my brain. 
 
    Suddenly, my gums ached. On the next thrust, a set of pearly white fangs erupted from my mouth. On the next, I bit down on Xandra’s throat. 
 
    Black blood filled my mouth, tasting like the sweetest wine. As Xandra gasped, giving the very essence of a Nightlord to me, my cock jerked and erupted inside of her spasming, quivering pussy. Both of us came in unison, the drinker and the vessel, her cries of passion beneath me giving the lie to the idea that a woman like her could ever be ‘dominant’ toward a man like me. 
 
    And then there was one, I thought, wading across the hot tub to sit down once I was finished. I wiped the blood from my lips with the back of my hand, my fangs retreating. Let’s see what Soojin has in store for me… 
 
    Whatever it was, it was as submissive as the day was long. Soojin looked more like a servant than a partner as she came over toward me, her eyes on the frothing water below her. 
 
    “I’ve already tasted you today, sir,” Soojin said in a sweet tone. “That’s more than I deserve. And I’m not able to provide you with babies at my age, so any seed you shot inside of me would be a waste. I… I understand if you want to skip me…” 
 
    I shook my head, clucking my tongue like an irritated professor. “Soojin,” I said in a tone of mock disapproval. “Look at me.” 
 
    She did. The doleful look she gave the group gathered around the hot tub couldn’t have been in greater contrast to the sight of her naked body covered in sweat and foam. I looked her up and down and smiled, the King inside me transformed to a magnanimous one. 
 
    Maybe it was just the bliss of having all of us back together again and safe. Or maybe it was the fact that I’d just come more times than a human being was intended to experience in an entire week. Either way, I felt merciful—and I wanted Soojin to be happy. 
 
    “I officially forgive you,” I told her, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Forgiven and forgotten, Soojin. Now come over here and take your place, where you belong.” 
 
    I sat on the ledge and patted my thighs, the head of my cock protruding from the water. Soojin looked shocked at first, then filled with pride and pleasure as she realized she was getting to be the grand finale of our hot tub fun. 
 
    She approached me slowly, stepping out of the water to showcase more and more of her curvy MILF body. Then, just outside of my reach, she suddenly stopped, pursing her lips in thought. 
 
    “You promise that I’m forgiven, sir?” Soojin asked, her voice a tease. “One hundred percent, so that nothing will be held against me?” 
 
    Huh? What was she getting at? “There’s at least one thing I’d love to hold against you,” I said, eyeing the tanned valley between her thighs. “But go on, Soojin. Speak.” 
 
    Once again, as always, she understood me in a way that not even the rest of my harem could match. 
 
    “You’ve been dominating all of us this entire party,” Soojin said, brushing a lock of dark, wet hair from her face with a knowing laugh. “Taking control, using us, pummeled our little pussies into submission before moving onto the next girl. But whom among us has been thinking about you?” 
 
    As a tactical move, it was fucking brilliant. The girls had been thinking of nothing but me, but now Soojin had managed to make herself look like my most intimate confidant. I could see the jealous looks on the faces of my other harem girls, and knew there’d probably be no end of little comments if they hadn’t all just been fucked into submission. 
 
    “So what I want you to do, sir,” Soojin purred, sounding almost maternal as she put her hands on my shoulders, “is to lie back. Just relax, and enjoy this, and let me do all the work…” 
 
    I relaxed as Soojin straddled me, thrusting her huge tits in my face. “Such a good boy,” she whispered, low and against my ear. She held onto me tight, filling my chest with an indescribable mix of emotions as she lowered the lips of her sex to my cock and oh-so-slowly ground them up and down my shaft. “You’ve done such a good job fucking our clan, Derek. Now let me fuck you, sweetheart. Be my good boy and just relax and enjoy it.” 
 
    Relax. Fuck yeah, I was relaxed. 
 
    Right up until the moment Soojin sat down on my cock, impaling herself on it to the hilt inside of her tight little snatch. Then I wasn’t very relaxed, but I stayed laying back against the wall, enjoying the way she treated me. The way she took over, did everything for my pleasure, with no thought for herself. 
 
    “Does that feel good, baby?” she asked, as sweet as a peach. “You don’t have to hold back, you know. Just come inside me as soon as you feel the urge to do it—relax and let go! I want to make you feel so, so good, young man! I want you to feel like the most special boy on Earth…” 
 
    Fuck, I really did. Soojin’s words were crazy, because who could possibly assure me I didn’t need to hold back my load after cumming inside so many women? I should have been completely tapped out. Instead, her words did something to me. 
 
    I bit my lip, groaning as Soojin’s wet walls wrapped around me like a warm embrace. Her voice, her motions, her tits—it all merged together to form the most perfect, loving moment a guy could ask for. I reached out and wrapped my arms around her waist, holding on tight as she took me skillfully to the edge. 
 
    “Come for me,” she giggled, making me feel like the rest of the world didn’t exist. She had eyes only for me: her leader, her king, her man. “Shoot inside me, Derek! Shoot all that hot cum and feel so good for me! Drain your balls inside my pussy, put all that sticky white stuff right where it belongs…” 
 
    Primal, caveman grunts left my lips as Soojin sent me over the edge. I bucked and thrashed beneath her, nearly coming apart as a final orgasm tore through my body. My balls felt fuller than full as I erupted inside of the gorgeous, curvy Asian, painting her inner walls white as I shot again and again and again. 
 
    As the pleasure washed over me, I buried my face in between Soojin’s tits and let go. She truly understood what the greatest pleasure was for a man like me. I was in control, dominant, in charge of so many women. What I truly wanted—if only for a moment, every now and then—was to let her treat me. To take away all my worries, my cares, and just cum. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, my women all snuggled up against me. It was a rather tight fit considering how many of them we had in the hot tub, but they made it work. 
 
    Fuck, I’m the luckiest man in the world, I thought, my exhaustion catching up to me at long last. I have the greatest harem in the universe. This clan is my family, my life—and I’ll protect it. No matter what. 
 
    And I would never, ever let that bastard Dracula take that away. He’d never be allowed to lay a finger on what was mine.

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa turned out to be wrong. We did have my children’s naming ceremony at the Council, after all. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t the Council of Wand and Claw any longer. Technically this was the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw, presided over by the new Majordomo (and mother of Tessa) Margaret Butler. But I’d already heard plenty of whispers about removing the ‘Wand’ part from the official name at some time in the near future. Mages were no longer popular in this part of the supernatural world—not after the way they’d helped Tomas Karkosa conspire to overthrow the supernatural order. 
 
    Riley was exempt from that, of course. As the mother of my child, she was every bit as welcome to the ceremony as everyone else. 
 
    I recognized the fine chamber where the Council chose to throw the ceremony the moment I stepped through the portal. In what felt like so long ago as to be another life, I’d met all the main players of supernatural society here. Except back then it had felt like a convention hall, while today the Inner Council had the atmosphere of a church. 
 
    Maybe it was Margaret Butler’s robes. She certainly looked like some manner of priestess, even if her religion was keeping the peace among the supernatural set. She smiled as the rest of my girls not involved in the ceremony took their seats, then guided Carli, Riley, and I to the center of the chamber. In the stands all around us were the movers and shakers of supernatural society—people I’d looked up to as heroes only a short time ago. 
 
    Today, they might have stood above me in the room. But I towered over everyone else, and they all knew it. The Dragon’s Hoard was the mightiest clan in the supernatural world, and every eligible woman on Earth dreamed of becoming one of my mates. 
 
    Woe be to anyone who tries it today, though, I thought, smiling at the two women with me on the dais. Both Carli and Riley had dressed a little bit more professionally than usual, as this party was unlikely to devolve into debauchery once the ceremonies were done. For them, that meant clothes that were less revealing but still tight, to show off the bodies they kept in tip-top shape for their clan and their leader. But neither woman looked as if she’d have much sympathy for a woman trying to make a pass at me today of all days. Their eyes were only for the kids. 
 
    Speaking of which, where were they? We were all here, but the little ones had yet to arrive. 
 
    The sounds of conversation and gossip gradually died down as everyone in the stands began to realize the same thing. A few moments later, a portal opened and Queen Xandra stepped through, taking her place next to Margaret Butler. 
 
    “There you are,” Margaret said with a smirk. “I was beginning to wonder if the Nightlords would show.” 
 
    Behind Xandra, a dozen or more portals cut through the air. The room filled with dapper vampires, each of whom took their seats near the bottom of the stands. Xandra winked at me, then gestured for me to step forward and confer with her and Margaret. 
 
    “We’ll get started in just a moment, my Consort,” Xandra said magnanimously. The Queen of the Nightlords was in her element here, helping the Majordomo of the Council hold court in the midst of my naming ceremony. Her dress was both elegant and slutty, showing off a ton of cleavage with a slit in the side cut all the way up to her hip. Anyone who saw her could tell she wasn’t wearing a stitch underneath it. 
 
    “Oh good,” I said with a chuckle. “I was beginning to get nervous.” 
 
    Margaret Butler turned to me. “We have no representation among the mages currently, for legal reasons,” Tessa’s mom explained. “So it’s of paramount importance that representatives from both the Nightlords and the Shifters preside over the ceremony. I couldn’t start until Xandra arrived.” 
 
    “And the shifters would be you,” I said with a little smile. “Well done, by the way. I never got to congratulate you on your promotion. Majordomo Butler.” 
 
    “You’d better call me ‘Mom’,” Margaret said with a sideways look. “I’m looking forward to seeing my grandchild sooner than later, Derek.” 
 
    “No worries there,” I said with a laugh. Tessa sat between Tallulah and Soojin in the stands, the bulge beneath her dress so large as to be unmistakable from even the most casual glance. Nearly all the women in my clan were pregnant, or soon to be. “Going to be having many more of these ceremonies soon, Mom.” 
 
    Speaking of which, I spared a glance for my real Mom, as well. Raya was front and center, looking prouder than I’d ever seen her. She’d promised me that she’d hold it together through the entire naming ceremony, but I could already see the tears forming in the corners of her eyes. Once they brought out the babies, I knew she was going to be a sobbing mess. 
 
    Margaret Butler just nodded. Before she could do or say more, a final portal sizzled open at the far end of the Council chamber. The assembled masses who’d come to witness the naming ceremony fell silent as Soojin Lee stepped through, carrying two squalling infants in her arms. In recognition of the way she’d watched over them during her captivity, we’d given the honor of bearing the kids to her—and she’d been grateful for it. 
 
    The crowd oohed and aahed at the appearance of my children in their cute little uniforms. Courtney had requisitioned them, using a design that fulfilled the need to look fierce while also making the whole ‘Dragon’s Hoard’ aesthetic seem about as cute as something you’d pull off a rack at Babies R’ Us. There was much awwing and giggles as Yvette flipped over in Soojin’s arms, her tail battering at the woman’s chin as she carried them up to the dais. 
 
    “Today, we meet to christen the firstborn son and daughter of House Sinclair,” Margaret said in an official tone. “The first—but certainly not the last—children to be born to the Dragon’s Hoard.” 
 
    A knowing undercurrent of laughter passed through the room. How could it not? Half the women I’d brought with me to sit in the stands sported baby bumps, and the rest just probably weren’t that far along yet. 
 
    “Derek,” Xandra said, sounding for a moment like the Queen of the Nightlords rather than my lover. “Have you brought us the trueborn mothers of your children? Do you swear that these first of your heirs share your blood, your bones—the essence of the Dragon’s Hoard?” 
 
    As if there could be any doubt. “I do,” I said. 
 
    Margaret took the baton back from Xandra. “Then reunite the babies with their mothers,” the new Majordomo of the Council said. “And bring them to the center of the dais.” 
 
    I stepped down and took the infants from Soojin, sharing a smile with her as she handed over first Yvette and then Jaxon. While my daughter hadn’t been able to keep still since she’d been carried through the portal, my son sat and watched everything with a gaze wiser than his years. He’s destined for big things, that one, I thought, my heart filling with fatherly pride. I can’t wait to see what they’ll be. 
 
    Once I had both kids firmly secured, I moved to climb back onto the dais. Only an impish impulse seized me, and I planted a very scandalous kiss on Soojin’s cheek. People actually gasped! 
 
    “Thanks, babe,” I told her, giving Soojin a wink. “You’re the best.” 
 
    Soojin’s eyes were wide with shock. “Get up there!” she whispered, looking both shocked and pleased. She rubbed her cheek where I’d kissed her, smiling. “Everyone’s watching!” 
 
    One more wink and I did just that. “Here you go, ladies,” I said, handing Yvette over to Carli. She grabbed her daughter firmly, rubbing her back between her shoulder blades as I gave Jaxon to the petite mage Riley. “Watch out now—they’re squirmy.” 
 
    Both women chuckled.  
 
    “Got it,” Riley said, holding Jaxon to her breast. “Don’t worry about us.” 
 
    “We’re not normies,” Carli added, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Never said you were,” I whispered, stepping between them. “You two ready for this?” 
 
    Ready or not, it was happening. 
 
    To what I’m sure would be Riley’s everlasting bitterness, Carli got to go up first. She lifted my daughter into a ray of light at the center of the dais, which split into a thousand beams across the audience as Margaret asked her for the baby’s name. It was all very impressive, though I couldn’t quite help but feel like we’d put the horse before the cart, as it were. We’d been referring to these kids as Yvette and Jaxon for weeks now, so this official ceremony felt like a fait accompli. Still, I was glad to see my women having so much fun. 
 
    “Yvette Soojin Sinclair,” Margaret intoned, putting her hand on my daughter’s forehead. “May you be an asset to your clan, little Yvette.” 
 
    My daughter’s tongue shot out of her mouth, licking at Margaret’s hand. The Majordomo of the Council took a step backward, scandalized, then looked poleaxed when Yvette twisted in her mother’s arms and fluttered her tail in the leader of supernatural society’s face. 
 
    All my women up front roared with laughter. After a few moments, it spread through the rest of the crowd. 
 
    “She certainly has her father’s energy,” Margaret Butler said, looking a little bit offended. “I’d watch out for the boys around that one if I were you, Dragon. She’s going to be a little heartbreaker…” 
 
    “And a little spitfire,” I told the Majordomo proudly. “Just like her dad.” 
 
    Margaret Butler’s narrow eyed look turned to a very unexpected chuckle. “You know I can’t stay mad at you, little one,” she said, cooing at Yvette as the infant squirmed in her keeper’s arms. “You’re too beautiful for that. Ah, she’s going to get away with everything, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. I had tried not to think about it too closely, but having a woman running around with the blood of the Dragon in her veins was one hell of a way to create an alpha female. Yvette was going to grow up into a little shit kicker—the kind of girl who kicked ass and took names. I was looking forward to seeing what kind of trouble she got up to when she grew up. 
 
    As she was carried away, I said a silent prayer to not let myself end up like one of those dads. You know the ones—the kind who joke about owning a shotgun and a big enough back yard to bury someone in. I never wanted to be that kind of guy for my kids, especially when they were growing up and figuring out who they were. If Yvette wanted to bring guys home when she was my age, well—I’d done it plenty myself, hadn’t I? 
 
    But I still didn’t want to think about it. There was still a bit of that asshole father in me, no matter how much I tried to stamp it out. Oh well. 
 
    Then it was Riley’s turn. The mage trembled like a leaf as she lifted my firstborn son into the light. “Jaxon Raya Sinclair,” she said, sending smiles through the crowd at the mention of my mother’s name. “I hereby christen him so. The firstborn male heir of the Dragon’s Hoard…!” 
 
    Oh yeah, I thought, looking out into the stands. Raya’s definitely got the waterworks turned up full blast. 
 
    All my women were sobbing together, looking so proud and envious they might burst. I knew they were all looking forward to having their own naming ceremonies, where their children would be officially inducted into the Dragon’s Hoard. In that way, our clan would live on, even after I and the rest of my mates were dust. 
 
    There was something profound in that. Something almost sacred. Really, when you thought about it, family was the most important thing. Everything else eventually went away—decayed, was made outdated, disappeared like smoke in the quickly moving rush of human living and civilization. The events of a single life couldn’t make that much of a mark when all was said and done—even when that life was that of the Dragon, who commanded a harem of babes and a horde of clans under his clawed thumbs. I wouldn’t be young forever. A man had to start thinking about his legacy, what he left behind for the world. I’d done a pretty good job so far, building that castle and making all these beautiful babies with my mates. But that was only the start. In order to make something that would last, we would have to follow through. Keep our family strong, no matter what. Was I ready for that? Truly? 
 
    I looked out over the stands at my women, bathing in their rapt attention. Alone among all the supernatural citizens in attendance, these gorgeous creatures mattered to me. I’d gladly burn the rest of the world down to protect them, and they knew it. Which was why they gave me their bodies and their fertility so easily. I loved them for it, and they loved me too. 
 
    We were building something to last. We all knew that. 
 
    The ceremony was over before I knew it. Both women and their babies were presented to the audience, who applauded and cheered with what I’m guessing was way more than the usual enthusiasm applied to one of these gatherings. After that, drinks and refreshments were served, and the supernatural world hobnobbed together. The mage split and the Dragon’s Hoard were the popular topics of gossip, as well as the possible location of the ‘Forgotten Lord’, my father Dracula. 
 
    “Oh, Derek,” Carli said, wiping a tear from her eye as she hugged me. “That was the greatest moment of my life!” 
 
    Both women embraced me, their babies in their arms.  
 
    “We’ll do it again real soon,” I assured them both with a lewd grin, already thinking of the fun we’d had in the hot tub and its likely effects. 
 
    Raya embraced me, sobbing like I’d never seen her cry before. They were happy tears, though, and I was glad. 
 
    As the party continued, all my girls mingling with supernatural society at large, I sat back and looked over the crowd. Despite the happiness of the day and the occasion, I couldn’t keep a note of bitterness from my stomach. The name Dracula was on too many lips. 
 
    What that man is planning would ruin everything, I thought, looking at the Kingdom I’d built. Women, power, prestige—all of it would vanish in an instant if Dracula got to cast that spell. He’d rewrite reality the way he wanted, putting himself in charge of everything. It would be a disaster. 
 
    It would take away everything I’d built. I’d tear the universe apart brick by brick before I let him do it. 
 
    And just like that, I realized. 
 
    I stepped through the crowd, imbued with a new sense of purpose. Girls came up to me—some who were in my clan, and some who weren’t—but I kept moving forward, looking for the one person I needed to see. The most important piece of the puzzle, the key to winning against Dracula before he destroyed us. 
 
    My Mom. Raya. 
 
    She was deep in conversation with Soojin next to the punchbowl. I approached swiftly, sounding a little winded as I stepped between the two women.  
 
    “I know what we need to do next,” I told my mother. 
 
    Both Soojin and Raya stared at me like I’d grown a second head.  
 
    “Yes, Dragon?” Soojin answered, stepping smoothly into her professional role. 
 
    “We have to get there first,” I said, speaking my idea. “Dracula has the spell that will rewrite the universe—and we have the person who can cast it. You. Which means, Mom, that we need to reconstruct your research. You need to cast that spell, before Dracula does.” 
 
    Raya’s brows furrowed together. It was clear she didn’t really want to discuss it on a day like this, but I’d pushed her into it. “Son. Your father can’t do anything without me. I’m a Mana Mage—” 
 
    “And the mages are on the run,” I said, cutting her off. “They’re hated by both shifters and Nightlords now, and they’ve just found out there’s a power that can utterly change the universe. Who do you two think they’re gonna run to once they get their head on straight?” 
 
    I could see both women chewing it over, the wheels turning behind their eyes.  
 
    Raya got it first. “Shit,” my mother blurted. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “Left without a leader, the mages will be easy pickings for Dracula. Once he gets his hands on a mage with the same power as you, he’ll be able to start trying to cast the Last Spell. Everything you’ve seen today—including those babies—will never be the same.” 
 
    More than anything else, it was the mention of her grandkids that spurred Raya into action. “So what do we do, son?” she asked. 
 
    I’m glad you asked, I thought. “We get there first. It’s time the mages got some new management—someone who won’t let bastards like my father push them around.” 
 
    It had gotten quiet around us all of a sudden. When I looked up, everyone was staring at me. 
 
    “Derek.” That was Margaret, the new Majordomo of the Council. The most powerful supernatural politician in the world. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” 
 
    I looked around the room, taking in all the glances. Well shit, I thought with a chuckle. In for a penny, in for a pound, right? 
 
    “You’re damned right,” I said, bringing myself to my full height. “In order to stop Dracula from destroying the world—I’m going to conquer the mages. You won’t be removing the ‘Wand’ from the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw anytime soon, Majordomo. It’s just that I’ll be the one doing the representing.” 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the Council chambers. 
 
    “Derek…” Soojin whispered. “That’s…” 
 
    “Awesome!” Carli Weber was next to me, grinning like an idiot. “Hell yes, let’s go conquer some mages!” 
 
    The rest of my women wore equally eager expressions. They all looked ready to go kick some ass and take some names. 
 
    I should have known they’d be in my corner, I thought, grinning fiercely. Watch out, old man. I’m coming for you. 
 
    And once I cast the Last Spell myself? How would I rewrite the world, given the power to change anything I wanted? 
 
    Well. There were a few things I could think of… 
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