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    It was a beautiful place to start a war. 
 
    The wheels of the carriage jerked across the cobblestones, shifting me in my seat.  
 
    Through the window, the sky twinkled with thousands of brilliant stars, almost bright enough to block out the sight of the skeletal horses pulling me into battle.  
 
    Patches of the ground gave way to boggy marsh, with a low, greenish fog covering the ground in all directions. A gorgeous place, to be sure, but the weather was spooky. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “How much farther?” I asked, rapping on the roof of the carriage with my knuckles.  
 
    Only the sound of banshee-like cackling on the wind told me that our driver, Olga, had heard me. She’d been cackling for most of the drive, actually—the woman loved to cackle. She loved it almost as much as she loved the gold I paid her. 
 
    “We’ll be there soon, my lord Dragon!” Olga’s bony head peered backward, her attention directed away from the skeletal horses carrying us through the marsh. “Yes we will, by the Gods—old Olga is never late!” 
 
    A slender hand gripped my thigh. I turned away from the night and found myself staring directly into the eyes of my traveling companion, Tallulah Binesi. 
 
    No matter how many times I laid eyes on Tallulah, the sight of her never failed to light up all the reward centers of my brain.  
 
    Forget eye candy—this girl was an eye banquet, with candy, ice cream, and apple pies galore.  
 
    I was lucky that she was mine, and even more lucky that she was willing to share me with so many other gorgeous ladies. Tallulah Binesi had been one of the supernatural world’s most sought-after celebrities when I met her, and now she was part of the Dragon’s Hoard.  
 
    My Hoard. 
 
    “Excited, huh?” Tallulah purred. She’d prepped herself for battle, which meant war paint on her burnished, copper skin and fetishes tied in her long, luxurious hair. Tallulah looked fierce and sexy all at once, like a goddess of battle. “Need to burn off a little steam before we get there?” 
 
    In another lifetime, I’d have fallen all over myself like an idiot to say yes to that.  
 
    Instead, I shook my head, peering out the window.  
 
    “Never before the big game,” I said, the corner of my mouth curling upward. “You know that, Tallulah.” 
 
    “I do,” she said, giving my inner thigh a squeeze. “As soon as we’re done, then. Unless one of the others has already called dibs on this?” 
 
    Her hand moved somewhere else, and I growled low in my throat. 
 
    “You’re the first,” I said with a grin, pulling back the glass pane on the inside of the carriage. Chilly wind blew into our compartment, sharpening my senses. “Speaking of, let’s check how the other girls are doing…” 
 
    Out the window, in the gloom, I could make out our two other carts pushing through the marsh. Each carried one of my gorgeous, powerful mates. Normally I’d have brought the whole harem along with me on a mission like this, but tonight we needed stealth, not brute force. So I’d kept the roster light. 
 
    The further cart carried Riley Beaumont, a mage who’d joined our group at its inception and risen through the ranks to become the mother of my baby. The other, nearer to us, belonged to Tessa Butler, lion shifter, Shifter Ambassador, and the former assistant to Majordomo Tomas Karkosa of the Council of Wand and Claw. 
 
    Tomas Karkosa was dead now, and the Council of Wand and Claw was now the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw. Tessa had found other employment in my group, and a permanent place in my harem. She was also the daughter of the new Majordomo, which gave me major brownie points with the elite of supernatural society. 
 
    I’d need those brownie points. Because I’d just declared open war on a not-insignificant part of the supernatural world, and until I won, I was going to be wreaking havoc. 
 
    Why would I go to war against the mages and declare a second war against my father, Lord Dracula, at the same time?  
 
    A good question; I would have been the first to sign up for a wild adventure just very recently, but now, with a harem and several infants to protect, I didn’t indulge my desire for action without good reason. And I had more than a good reason this time around. Dracula currently had access to a source of power that could completely rewrite the universe—an ultra-powerful, reality-altering incantation called the ‘Last Spell’.  
 
    Unbeknownst to everyone in the supernatural world, he’d been researching it for years, using the elite mages known as the Spellscribes as a front group. My mother, Raya, was the head researcher in charge of helping craft the Last Spell. She was also one of a few mages in the world with the power of Creation Magic, the branch of arcane knowledge necessary to cast the thing. 
 
    So right now, Dracula and I were at a Mexican standoff. He had the Last Spell, and I had Raya—without her, he couldn’t cast the spell and rewire the universe to put himself in charge of everything. Unfortunately for me, I’d recently learned that a small number of mages with Creation Magic were still alive and running around. 
 
    As soon as my father got his hands on one, he’d cast the Last Spell and take control of the Dragon’s Hoard. The Council, the whole of supernatural society—he’d own it all.  
 
    And I’d be nothing. 
 
    Which meant I had to get to those mages first. 
 
    That was our destination this evening. We were going to make one hell of a splash. 
 
    Satisfied that Riley and Tessa were okay, I shut the window again. The carriage shook from side to side as the path turned into a steep incline, winding back and forth across the forest in a series of switchbacks. Tallulah tumbled into me, her breast pressing against my side quite invitingly as she grabbed hold of one of the leather straps on the ceiling of the carriage for balance. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Tallulah groaned, rolling her eyes as she settled back into her seat. “You’d think a bunch of students with the power to shape reality would have at least built a paved path to their university.” 
 
    I grinned. “From what Riley told me, most of them just teleport in and out. The road is only used to resupply the place from the local villages down the mountain. Of course, we can’t teleport in—they’d catch us instantly and hide the mages. We’ve got to sneak up on those assholes.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” A naughty smile spread across Tallulah’s face. “Maybe you’ll sneak up on my tight little hole after we’re done with the mission, sir.” 
 
    Something thumped on top of the carriage.  
 
    Both Tallulah and I stared at the ceiling, our hearts thundering in our chest.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Tallulah whispered. 
 
    I didn’t know. Had we been found out early? Were the mages of Schwarzwelt College cleverer than I gave them credit for? Riley had assured me that the mages of this particular university didn’t employ scrying devices to monitor the surrounding landscape. But maybe they’d beefed up the security with everything that was going on with Dracula and the supernatural world— 
 
    The thumping moved from the roof of the carriage to Tallulah’s side.  
 
    Okay, that definitely wasn’t a rock.  
 
    Tallulah shot to my side of the carriage, causing it to rock gently onto one set of its wheels.  
 
    “What the fuck!?” the thunderbird shifter growled, staring at the rattling window. Tendrils of lightning burned across her fingers, the magic of the thunderbird crackling just beneath the surface of her skin. When she got pissed off, Tallulah could put on one hell of a light show. 
 
    “We’ve got an intruder,” I said, reaching across the compartment. “Get ready for a fight—”  
 
    Before I could reach for the Black Flame, the window of the carriage slid open. This was most unusual—it meant that whoever had climbed onto the roof of our vehicle not only knew it well enough to know how to get inside, but they also had the dexterity to slide open the windows on Olga’s ramshackle carriage.  
 
    I began to relax. Deep down, I knew whoever this was, they were no threat. 
 
    A grinning face appeared in the window, covered in drizzle. 
 
    “Carli?!” I said.  
 
    “Evening, babe!” Carli Weber purred, her furry ears twitching back and forth on her head. “Mind opening this door the rest of the way so I can get in out of the rain?” 
 
    I grabbed at the catgirl—sorry, Raiju shifter—instinctively, pulling her through the window rather than opening the door like she’d requested.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Carli?” I asked. 
 
    “We left you back at the castle,” Tallulah protested, looking so shocked that her jaw practically rested on the floor. 
 
    Carli brushed herself off as she took a seat next to me on the bench. The Raiju shifter had been the first woman to join my harem, once upon a time, and she still had an independent streak that put the rest of my mates to shame. I liked that about her, usually, but not when she threw a wrench into my plans. 
 
    “You didn’t really think I’d let you pull off a stealth job without me, did you?” Carli purred and licked her lips. “No way you’re going to do this without me, Derek.” 
 
    “I chose each team member for a reason,” I told the shifter, my eyes roaming over her pleasing curves.  
 
    Carli’s skirt was shorter and her top cut lower than usual, as if she knew she’d be pissing me off by showing up and wanted to make me feel better by dressing a little slutty. I was sure she also wanted to show her post-pregnancy body off as well—both she and Riley had done an insane job of losing their baby weight and getting their bodies nice and tight again. 
 
    The pieces clicked together in my brain.  
 
    “You’re here because Riley’s on the mission team,” I said. “Damn it.” I should have taken into account the complicated system of intra-harem rivalries, which grew more intricate and layered with each passing orgy. 
 
    Carli grinned like—well, like a cat. “I’m way more useful to you than she is,” the shifter protested, prompting Tallulah to giggle. “I was in the group first, Derek! Did Riley save you from a troll in the back alleys of K-Town? If it weren’t for me, you would’ve gotten choked to death by the first paranormal creature you ever encountered!” 
 
    She had me there. Carli and I went way back. I knew her better than most men knew their wives—which is why I should have seen this coming. Carli Weber and Riley Beaumont had a competitive streak like nothing I’d ever seen. The women had done everything short of outright murder to try and become the first woman to give birth to one of my heirs—Riley had even used time dilation to even up the score between herself and Carli. The result was that, even though I’d impregnated Carli with my heir weeks before Riley, both women had ended up giving birth on the same day. They still argued about which baby had been born first. 
 
    Well, I thought, it’s too late to complain now. It’s not like I can command Carli to go home. She’s with us now. 
 
    Shaking my head with amusement, I felt for the tiny black earpiece in my ear. “Soojin?” I asked, pushing the button. “Got an unexpected wrinkle in the plan.” 
 
    The voice of Soojin crackled over the speakers, sure and sweet. “Carli hitched a ride on the top of Olga’s carriage?”  
 
    No matter how long I’d been with Soojin, the woman’s perceptiveness never failed to surprise me. “How the fuck did you know that?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “You invited Riley to the mission and not her,” the Asian MILF said, her voice bubbling with laughter. “All of us could see that coming, Dragon. Don’t worry, I already altered the mission plans under the assumption Carli would be there.” 
 
    I could almost hear her tea getting ready to boil on the kettle. While we headed toward Schwarzwelt, Soojin monitored our operation from her command center in my castle—our earpieces allowed everyone on the mission to check in with her at any time. She’d definitely moved up from running missions in the basement of a downtown warehouse: her new studio had everything she could possibly need. Including copious amounts of tea. 
 
    Just then, another voice came crackling over the speaker. There was a hiss of static, then Soojin and I were listening to the dulcet tones of Riley Beaumont, mage extraordinaire.  
 
    “Is everything okay over there, Derek?” the mage asked, her voice high and ditzy with worry. “I thought I saw someone climbing on top of your carriage. Are you and Tallulah alright?” 
 
    “What’s that little tart saying about me?” Carli grinned from ear to ear, having heard the faint sound of Riley’s voice coming out of my speaker. “Is she shocked that I tagged along for the ride? She shouldn’t be.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. These two, I thought. The whole world could be ending, and they’d still be bickering.  
 
    “We picked up a stowaway,” I told the other women on the line. “A little catgirl who couldn’t stand to just sit back at the castle where she was told to stay—”  
 
    “Raiju shifter!” Carli called out playfully. She wrapped her arms around me, going for the speaker in my ear with her teeth. My hands on her ass kept her from grabbing it—and made her moan in delight, besides. “I wasn’t going to sit on my hands while you bitches got all the glory! That would be a totally normie thing to do!” 
 
    Soojin’s laughter crackled over the speaker. “You’re very welcome,” she said soothingly, forestalling any complaints the rest of my mates could make. “If you check beneath your seat, Dragon, there’s an extra earpiece in a box underneath the cushion.” 
 
    So there was. “I wondered why the seat was so damned uncomfortable,” I said, tossing the box to Carli. 
 
    “I stashed it down there before Olga headed out,” Soojin said proudly. “I had a sneaking suspicion you’d need it before the night would be over.” 
 
    A bolt of lightning split the dark sky. Rain poured from the clouds, increasing into a downpour as our carriages wound up the hill toward Schwarzwelt College. I shifted in my seat, nervous like I hadn’t been in a long time. 
 
    I was no stranger to fights and missions. Some of them vicious, most of them dangerous as all hell.  
 
    But this wasn’t just about keeping some supernatural so-and-so from gaining power, or making sure one group of mages didn’t overpower another and commit mass murder.  
 
    This was about the world itself.  
 
    If Dracula managed to get his hands on a mage capable of casting the Last Spell, I could kiss everything I’d spent the last year building goodbye. My powers, my women, my castle and the Zone which contained it—I’d lose them all in one fell swoop. And not just lose them. Dracula would take them for his own, and he’d probably set the world up in such a way that he could spend the rest of my natural life lording it over me. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen. I refused to let that bastard win. 
 
    For all its size, Schwarzwelt managed to sneak up on us. The college loomed out of the fog and storm like something out of a Gothic novel, all tall spires and peaked roofs. Gargoyles straddled the walls, their faces leering at me with each bolt of lightning. The place looked like Hogwarts on steroids, and the sheer size of it filled the line connecting me to my mates with gasps. 
 
    “Look at the size of it,” Tessa said, astounded. The lion shifter had been silent up until now. If everything went right with this mission, she wouldn’t even leave her carriage tonight. She and Tallulah were muscle, the lion and the thunderbird, their powers held back to be unleashed if our cover got blown. 
 
    “Back when it was built, there were a whole hell of a lot more mages,” Riley said. Her voice tingled with nostalgia, and I remembered that she herself had taken lessons at this college before dropping out to assist her fledgling guild. “In the glory days, the dorms were completely full, and even the most important magical families fought over admission letters. By the time I went there, it was practically a ghost town.” I could hear her shudder over the line. “I never thought I’d see it again. 
 
    It was Riley who’d given us the tip on this place. Schwarzwelt College wasn’t the only place in the world that trained new mages, but it was the largest. And as the largest and oldest institution of higher learning for magekind, it kept detailed records on each guild and family with the powers of magic. 
 
    Meaning that somewhere within this college was a roster of every living mage. Once we got our hands on it, we’d know exactly how many Mana Mages with the power of Creation Magic we needed to locate to keep the Last Spell out of Dracula’s hands. Even better, we’d have their last-known addresses. It wouldn’t let us pinpoint their locations, but any lead was better than nothing. 
 
    “Remember, Carli,” Riley said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “This is a stealth mission. The last thing we need is for you to cause another international incident!” 
 
    Carli had just finished adjusting her own earpiece. Riley’s admonition was the first thing she’d heard over the line. “Hey, that was a one-time thing,” the Raiju shifter shot back, sticking out her tongue as if everyone could see it. “Don’t worry about me. With Derek here, I’ll be a good girl…” 
 
    The look she gave me would have had a lesser man ripping off his clothing in an instant. Not before the big game, I said, reminding myself of the reason I’d given Tallulah with a smile to Carli. Once this was over, though, I’d have to set aside some serious fun time with my girls. 
 
    The spot we’d chosen for infiltration lay just behind the rear wall of the campus. The carriages made their way to it, cutting through the grass, the sound of their wheels muffled by the endless pounding of the rain. I opened the door and stuck my head out, making sure everyone was in place and ready for action. 
 
    Riley leapt out of her vehicle, her body turning translucent in the rain. The mage’s specialty was her power of invisibility, and she’d be using it quite a bit tonight. Evidently, she wanted to warm up before we scaled the walls. 
 
    The mage’s eyes narrowed at the sight of Carli. Then she grinned and shook her head, embracing the Raiju shifter. “You’re crazy, Carli. Are you coming with us into Schwarzwelt, or staying back here with the vanguard?” 
 
    “She should stay here,” I said, just as Carli began to speak. 
 
    The Raiju shifter’s eyes opened wide. “I didn’t ride on top of the damned Cinderella bonemobile all the way here in the rain just to sit on the sidelines! You’ve got to let me come with you!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only Riley and I are going inside.” I didn’t need to get angry or shout with my women—even a gentle admonition from me practically left them in tears, trying to make things up to me. I’d had a serious temper when I first gained my powers, but I was doing my best to keep it in line. “She knows where the school keeps its roster of mages, and I won’t let her go alone.” 
 
    I expected the rest of my mates to agree. But to my surprise, it was Riley of all people who spoke up for her rival.  
 
    “Maybe she should come with us,” the mage whispered, giving my hand a squeeze. “Her and Tallulah, too. They can each scale the wall, while we go in the way we planned.” 
 
    I’d said that I was used to being obeyed—but I’d learned not to be an arrogant ass when a good idea from one of my women. Or at least an interesting one. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, genuinely curious to hear her thoughts. 
 
    “Lookouts,” Riley said. She peered upward at the gargoyles on the wall, as if their stony eyes were watching her. “Just in case things go back. They can help cover our retreat once we grab the roster.” 
 
    I thought it over. Bringing more women with me would complicate things, but it would also provide a buffer in case we needed to go full-on attack mode against these mages. And my women were always so fierce with me after they spilled blood. Sometimes I swore they fucked me hard enough to make me forget my own name after a fight. 
 
    Fuck it, I thought, staring up at the towers of Schwarzwelt. The more, the merrier, right? 
 
    “Slight change of plans,” I said, tapping my earpiece. “I want Carli and Tallulah to take up liminal positions on the edge of the college. It’ll be good to have them closer by, just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Soojin said quickly. I could tell by the tone of her voice that she liked the idea. 
 
    Tallulah and Carli both stepped forward, joining the group.  
 
    “You two can handle the climb up the walls?” I asked, peering at the stone. It was pitted and cracked in several places, as this side of the college had received a great deal less attention than the more public-facing parts. Even an ordinary human could probably make it to the top, though not without significant risk of injury. 
 
    Both Tallulah and Carli scoffed at the question.  
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” the thunderbird assured me, looking at the high wall of Schwarzwelt like it owed her money. “Need any help climbing up, Carli?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” she purred. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Nodding, I reached for the only member of our party who was going to need help getting up the wall. Riley was a powerful mage, to be sure, but levitation spells weren’t part of her repertoire. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked, pulling the redhead into my arms. 
 
    “Let’s fly!” she gasped against my ear, sounding so excited she could hardly stand it. 
 
    I laughed into the rain, sliding Riley around so that her hands gripped my back. 
 
    Then I transformed. 
 
    Taking on the aspect of the Dragon grew a little easier every time I did it, and by the time I declared war on Dracula and assaulted the college of Schwarzwelt, I was basically an expert. The form of the Dragon ripped through my human body like the Hulk bursting out of a poorly fitting suit, tearing free in a gout of scales and talons.  
 
    Riley let out a gleeful giggle as she held on for dear life, the ground dropping away from her as my leathery wings caught the wind and took us into the air. 
 
    The wind and rain felt wonderful as I soared. The chill of the air against the warmth of my dragon’s body was an intoxicating combination, and as I gained altitude, I felt Riley’s thighs clenching across my back with desperate need. The redhead leaned forward, straddling me as we rose toward the top of the wall. 
 
    “You’re so powerful,” Riley panted, sounding even wetter than the storm around us. Her nails dug into my scales, trying and failing to break my skin. “The moment we’re done with this mission, I’m going to give you the hottest, nastiest sex of your life. You want me to be a good girl for you, Daddy?” 
 
    Fuck. The D-word never failed to do things to me. These days, Riley kept it in reserve. During the early stages of our relationship, she’d peppered her sentences with it like an exotic spice—now she held it back like a secret weapon, pulling it out and using it when she knew it would have the maximum effect on me. 
 
    Like when I was the Dragon. All my senses sharpened when I embraced my draconic form, bringing the world into sharp focus and opening up sensations I didn’t even realize I had. I could smell the rain, could feel the body heat of Tallulah and Carli as they scaled the wall. With my enhanced vision, I could see inside windows all the way on the other side of campus, where a normal human couldn’t spy without binoculars. 
 
    I grunted in response. My draconic maw wouldn’t let me do more. But for Riley, it was all the answer she could have wanted. She stretched and sighed on top of me as we crested the wall, grinding her thighs against me as if she just wanted to remind me what I could have from her whenever I wanted. 
 
    Concentrate on the mission, Derek, I commanded myself, forcing away my lust. Like Riley said. Roster stealing now, filthy sex later. 
 
    As my feet touched down on the wall encircling the campus, I discarded my draconic form as easily as a man removes his clothes. My scales vanished, and Riley slipped off my side, touching down with a giggle. I cracked my neck, scanning the interior of the campus. 
 
    This time of night, no one was out except the guards—and in this weather, a guard didn’t want to be outside any longer than they needed to be. That’s what we’d been counting on, in fact. The storm beat down on Schwarzwelt College, reaching its most intense point as Carli and Tallulah reached the top of the wall behind me. For the next half hour or so, no one inside the college would be able to hear anything over the sounds of the rain and hail. 
 
    “You’re in.” Soojin’s voice over the communicator focused us all. “Tallulah and Carli, fan out in either direction. My scans are picking up watch stations on opposite sides of the wall, though I’m not detecting signs of guards in either one. If you take control of those, you should be able to keep watch over the entire wall—and most of the campus’s interior.” 
 
    It sounded like a good plan.  
 
    “Got it!” Carli purred, ignoring the way the water made her outfit cling to her curves. She shot me a kiss and made her way across the wall, moving swiftly to our left. 
 
    With a shrug, Tallulah gave me a quick nod and headed in the other direction. 
 
    “And us?” Carli asked, peering up at me. 
 
    Whispering a silent prayer of thanks that I’d memorized the start of our route back at my castle, I gestured at a doorway set into the floor of the wall. “Down here,” I said, taking Riley’s hand. “This should take us to the main hall. You think you can find your way to the roster from there?” 
 
    The redhead beamed at me. “If I can’t, then we’ve come all this way and risked our people for nothing. Don’t worry—I’ll take care of my responsibilities. By the time this storm breaks, you’ll have that roster, and the name of all the mages capable of casting the Last Spell. The faculty at Schwarzwelt won’t even miss it…” 
 
    I hoped she was right.  
 
    Riley and I took the stairs down, entering Schwarzwelt College proper. From now on, we were in hostile territory. If we managed to sneak in and out without being detected, the mission would be a perfect success. 
 
    And if we weren’t? 
 
    Then my war against the mages would start in earnest tonight. 
 
    I fully intended to win it. 
 
      
 
      
 
  

 
   
     
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh wow,” Riley whispered, clinging to me wetly. “This place brings back memories. I used to read smutty novels in that alcove right over there between classes. Hell, sometimes I used to skip class and do it…” 
 
    The halls of Schwarzwelt looked like a cross between a magical fantasy academy and something you’d see from an ordinary community college. Lush tapestries hung from the walls, showing scenes from mage history, and the extravagant chandeliers bathed the hallways in an ambience that certainly made me think of the Harry Potter movies. But Hogwarts didn’t have bare spots in the alcoves where someone had removed pay phones, and it definitely didn’t have water fountains. 
 
    “I’d love to hear about your penchant for naughty fiction later,” I assured Riley. “Right now, though, we need to find that roster. Which way should we be heading?” 
 
    “Give me a second,” Riley said, turning a slow circle in the hallway. “It’s been a long time since I was a student here. I wonder who ended up with my old locker. I wonder if I could bust the thing open and see if my old posters are still taped to the inside?” 
 
    “We’re not here for your nostalgia trip,” I reminded her. “You want filthy sex when this is all done? You get me that roster, Riley.” 
 
    The words shot through the mage like a lightning bolt. “Ungh! Yes, sir! Shit, I can’t believe I’m letting myself get carried away. First, let’s do something about these clothes…” 
 
    Riley passed a hand over her body. A wave of heat rolled over her, then me, sizzling away every drop of moisture on our outfits. Within moments, my robes looked as fresh as if they’d just been dry-cleaned. I swore they even smelled a bit like detergent. 
 
    Riley might have been an elegant mage before she met me, but she’d become one hell of a housewife once she joined my clan.  
 
    “Is this how we handle laundry in the castle?” I asked her. 
 
    Riley laughed and rolled her eyes. “Until we have servants, I’ve had to handle certain duties myself,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Why, do you have a complaint?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said, shrugging into my jacket. “I’ve always considered laundry fresh from the dryer to be one of life’s greatest pleasures. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Riley beamed like Christmas morning. “Really? I’ll have to do it for you more often. It’s this way, by the way,” she added, pointing down the hallway. 
 
    Together, we made our way through the halls. Classrooms lay on either side, big lecture halls with lecterns and bench seating like something out of a Roman symposium. Just from the way the place looked, I could tell the methods of learning and education here were a little bit offbeat. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” I asked, checking out each lecture hall as we passed. Around the corner, a soda machine cast its baleful glow up and down the hallway, the touch of modernity sticking out in these hallowed surroundings like a hangnail on a hand model. “Nice digs. Must have been weird going to this college.” 
 
    “It was,” Riley said, smiling back at me. “We’re going to the faculty offices, Derek. The roster of active mages should be located in the Dean’s quarters, somewhere in his desk.” 
 
    “It’s not on a computer?” I scanned the list of sodas on the machine, noting with some surprise that they corresponded to no list of soft drinks I’d ever heard of. What the hell was Nuka Cola? “This place doesn’t seem to shy away from modern touches, Riley. If I were running this place, I’d keep everything on some hard drive, to make sure it didn’t get stolen. You know, like we’re trying to do.” 
 
    Riley chuckled at that, keeping her voice low as we slunk toward the stairs. “That’s because you’re not a mage, Derek. They do everything by the book—and the book on storing the roster was written long before computers and cell phones came into the world. Mages are… rigid in their thinking. It’s the main reason why I didn’t stay here very long.” 
 
    “Ended up in the dean’s office a lot, huh?” I couldn’t keep the dumb grin off my face. I was the one who was supposed to be keeping our minds on the mission, but teasing Riley was too much fun. “I can see that. You, in a little schoolgirl outfit, bent over my desk, telling me you’re so sorry and you’ll be a good girl from now on…” 
 
    Riley’s cheeks flushed with heat. “I would definitely like to do that sometime, sir,” the mage purred. “Shit, I’ll do it on the dean’s fucking desk if you want. Assuming we manage to find that roster first.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, trying to focus. “The roster. Let’s find that fucker.” 
 
    Like most colleges and universities, the administrative faculty had their own building. Fortunately for us, it was right next to the lecture hall—a short stroll from the building we’d touched down on top of. There was even a covered walkway on the second floor linking the two structures, so we didn’t even need to slip back out into the storm and get wet again. 
 
    “Any news?” Tessa sounded worried. She hadn’t left her carriage yet—the lion shifter was our rear guard, called up only in case of emergency. “How close are you to the objective?” 
 
    “We’re getting there,” I said, calming down my mates. The walkway between the buildings stretched just ahead of us, the glass top shimmering from the constant hail of heavy rain. “Riley says the administrative building is just up ahead—”  
 
    Suddenly Riley’s hand was on my mouth. The mage grabbed me and shoved me up against the walkway’s wall, holding a finger to her lips. Her eyes were wide as saucers as she gestured across the way, where the platform stretched between the buildings. 
 
    There was a guard standing a short distance away. 
 
    Thankfully the man’s back was turned, otherwise we’d have been fucked. He wore the outfit I normally associated with mages, though underneath his robes he wore an ordinary pair of blue jeans and boots. Must be casual Friday, I thought. As we watched, he stretched and yawned, before pulling out a cell phone and scrolling through his social media feeds. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered. Riley could slip past the man undetected—her invisibility powers made sure of that. I, on the other hand, would either have to kill or incapacitate the guard in order to make progress. 
 
    Or would I? 
 
    Riley appeared to already have an idea. “Stay right here,” the redhead whispered, already beginning to turn translucent. It was already hard enough to see the mage before she turned on her magic—as I blinked, she faded until she was little more than a shadow. Easy enough to overlook in the storm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, glancing past her to the guard. “Just let me bite him. One guard’s no threat…” 
 
    Even as I said it, my fangs ached in my jaw. My Nightlord powers were never far from the surface of my thoughts, a dark current that ever longed to pull me into its crimson flow. The true inheritance from my father, Lord Dracula, the Black Flame allowed me to take on all the powers of a near-immortal Nightlord at will. Against that kind of strength, the guard would have folded like tissue paper. 
 
    But Riley stopped me. “They’ll know,” she whispered. “Let me handle it.” 
 
    I didn’t want to let her go off on her own. But this was a stealth mission—and as I’d told my harem before the operation began, Riley was our most skilled member when it came to stealthy tactics. So, assuring myself I could go beast mode if anything went wrong, I nodded. 
 
    Riley disappeared completely as she slipped across the platform. For my part, I backed into the shadows, making myself appear as invisible as I could in the wind and the rain. Trying to make myself as small as possible, just in case the guard turned and looked back into the lecture building. 
 
    The moments lengthened, and I began to worry. She’s coming right back, I told myself. Riley’s not arrogant enough to try and slip all the way to where the roster’s being kept without me. She wouldn’t leave me behind—not the Dragon. Not on her life. 
 
    Yet she’d slipped right past the guard and was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Just when I began to give up and reached for my earpiece, the sound of breaking glass filled the walkway. 
 
    The guard straightened up instantly, forgetting his phone. For an instant, I was afraid he’d turn around and look at me, scanning three hundred and sixty degrees around himself by sheer instinct, but he just grabbed his flashlight and activated the beam in the direction of the administrative building. 
 
    “Hello?” the mage asked, trying to sound bigger and badder than he truly was. “Who’s there? Answer me!” 
 
    Another tinkling, crackling sound met the mage’s demands. It sounded like someone was tossing rocks at windows over in the administrative building. The guard probably thought it was pranksters, but I knew better. 
 
    “Damn it, answer me!” The guard advanced across the walkway, shining his flashlight in the rectangle of black. Even if that beam raked across Riley’s skin, the man wouldn’t see her—she was as invisible as Claude Rains. “If you’re damaging school property, you’d better stop right now and put your hands up…!” 
 
    The man disappeared into the administrative building, heading to the left as another broken glass sound filled the air. Almost the moment he vanished around the corner, the doorway shimmered, and Riley stood revealed. 
 
    “Come on,” she whispered, gesturing in the opposite direction. “Quick!” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. Riley and I slipped down the rightward hallway, moving quickly and quietly as the guard shouted in the opposite direction. He’d never find the phantom delinquents Riley had him chasing, and hopefully by the time he figured out whoever made the noises had vanished, she and I would be far away. 
 
    As soon as we were out of sight, Riley jumped up into my arms and kissed me, hard. I was so shocked that instinct took over, and I grabbed her ass with both hands and pushed her to me as our tongues entwined. 
 
    I broke the kiss a few moments later, both of us gasping.  
 
    “I love running missions with you,” Riley purred. “You sure you don’t want to bend me over the dean’s desk and show me what a bad girl I’ve been?” 
 
    Maybe I do, I thought. “Let’s get the damned roster first,” I said, giving the redhead a spank on her ass. 
 
    Together, we made our way through the administrative building. Riley seemed to know her way around it like the back of her hand: I wondered if she hadn’t been constantly getting in trouble at Schwarzwelt College, after all. Maybe she’d interned with some member of the faculty, but I doubted it. 
 
    We passed rows of cubicles decorated with magical tchotchkes and motivational posters. The dean’s office was in a corner of the space, overlooking the valley in front of the college. It was a plush view for a man at the top of the educational totem pole, and I was looking forward to seeing his digs almost as much as I was getting the roster. 
 
    The door was locked.  
 
    “I can try and pick it,” Riley said, batting her eyelashes at me as she leaned over the knob, “but under the circumstances, it might be faster if you…?” 
 
    “Say no more,” I told her with a grin.  
 
    I grabbed the knob and concentrated, my awareness spreading to the locking mechanism in the doorknob, the knob itself, and the surrounding wall. My kinetic powers were something I hadn’t used in a long time. Brute force and magical fury were just so much more impressive, not to mention more powerful, than using my mind to move things short distances. 
 
    But when you needed to do something with finesse, like pick the lock to an administrator’s office, telekinesis was as good as gold. 
 
    I grabbed the interior of the lock with my mind and pulled it to the side, pushing in all the pins within it at once. There was a hollow click from within the door, and it slowly slid inward to reveal a dark, quiet office. 
 
    “There.” I glanced back at Riley, only to find her staring at me strangely. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I thought you were going to rip the knob off,” the mage whispered, sounding like she’d have preferred I used my dragon powers. “I kind of forgot you can do that.” 
 
    “Hell, I almost forgot too,” I said, gesturing into the office. “Ladies first?” 
 
    I didn’t know who the dean of studies was at Schwarzwelt College, but they certainly had good taste. The interior of the office was tasteful and elegant, the shelves on the walls covered with magical artifacts and rare books. I was tempted to grab a few for my own private collection, but there was no telling what kind of security spells might have been placed on them.  
 
    Instead, Riley and I focused on the huge mahogany desk at the back of the room. A leather chair that probably cost more than the old Derek made in a year lay behind it, silent even when Riley parked her pert ass on the edge of its cushion. 
 
    “Damn, this place is a mess,” the mage said, turning on an ornate lamp on the desktop. As its beam cut on, I saw piles of papers and notebooks strewn across the desk, bundled into piles without rhyme or reason. 
 
    I hesitated. If the roster of mages was in here, finding it was going to be like plucking a needle out of a haystack. 
 
    Before I could ask Riley for more info, my earpiece crackled. It was Tallulah. 
 
    “Just wanted you to know that there’s guards on my side of the wall,” the thunderbird said in a low, even voice. “I heard them saying something about a broken window?” 
 
    “That would be the distraction Riley came up with to get us past the guards,” I said. “I don’t think she actually broke any windows—she just made the guards think she did.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” Riley told me with a smirk. “Believe me, you never went to school here, Derek. These assholes deserve it.” 
 
    I was sure that they did. That didn’t mean jeopardizing the mission.  
 
    “I guess we shook up the hornet’s nest,” I said. “Just stick to the shadows for now, girls. Priority one is not getting seen until we’re out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Tallulah said. Unlike Riley, the thunderbird didn’t take the opportunity to make any sex jokes. When Tallulah got into battle mode, she stayed that way until all our enemies were dead, or all of us were home safe. I knew that she’d be even more of a hellcat once we got back to the castle for all that. “How’s it coming, by the way?” 
 
    “We’re searching the dean’s office right now,” I said, grimacing as my hand came down on a stack of papers. Someone had left half a sub on a plate on top of the desk, and it slipped onto the floor with a crash as I jerked my hand away. Damn. “It’s, uh… it’s pretty fucking messy, to be honest.” 
 
    “No pressure,” Tallulah said calmly. “It’s just looking like this place is going to get busy in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, gesturing for Riley to hurry up. “We’re going as fast as we can. Derek out.” 
 
    As I hung up the line, Riley sank to the floor behind the desk.  
 
    “No,” I said firmly, visions of naughty schoolgirls dancing in my head. “This is not the time, Riley. No BJ’s until we get this shit done—” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m doing.” Riley gestured at a closed drawer at the bottom of the desk. There looked to be six of them in the mahogany desk, but only this one had a lock—a large, golden one that looked like it needed one of the keys from The Legend of Zelda to open. “Can you work your lockpicking magic on this drawer? I think I’ve hit paydirt.” 
 
    For all its ornateness, the bottom drawer of the desk was easier to jimmy open with my powers than the door of the office had been. It only took a gentle push of mental senses to snap the pins into place, filling the room with a sharp click as the drawer opened. Riley dove in immediately, digging out file folders like she’d just found a dragon’s secret treasure trove. 
 
    “Yes… yes!” Riley swept the top of the desk with her arm, scattering papers and books all over the floor. “This is it, Derek!” 
 
    “The roster?” I asked, my heart leaping into my throat. 
 
    “Yes,” Riley said, opening one of the manila folders and dumping the contents across the desk. 
 
    Fuck yes! We’d managed to find the damn thing after all. Just in time, too, since our little trick with the guards had inadvertently put them on alert. Sneaking back out of here was going to be a hell of a lot harder than sneaking in. 
 
    “Now I’ve just got to find the Mana Mages,” Riley continued. “Once I’ve got that, I just narrow it down to the ones who have the capacity for Creation Magic, and we’ve got our list…” 
 
    I paced back and forth across the office as Riley worked. Every few moments, I was sure someone was walking just outside in the hallway. Phantom guards filled my mind, breaking in to find us in the middle of our subterfuge and ruining our mission. We were so close to having the list, the weapon we needed to take the fight to Dracula and keep him from destroying the world. 
 
    Even if we got caught now, I’d cover Riley until she got the names. They were worth their weight in gold. 
 
    “Ah!” Riley pointed at a column on one of the pages. The scroll was aged papyrus, covered in script so tiny that I could hardly distinguish one letter from another. For Riley, though, it was easy. “I’ve got it. This is them, Derek. Every mage who can possibly cast the Last Spell.” 
 
    “Awesome work, Riley. How many are they?” It was the question I’d been holding back this whole time. “How many mages can do it?” My fingers tingled with the need to know the answer. 
 
    Riley’s brows furrowed together. “Besides your mom? Let’s see… okay. There’s three.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I’d expected dozens, far too many to juggle effectively while Dracula’s minions searched the supernatural world. Just three—well, technically four, including my mother Raya—seemed almost manageable. 
 
    “It’s not that many, is it?” Riley said. 
 
    “Shit!” I laughed. “All we need to do is find these three people and shield them before Dracula can get to them. We do that, no Last Spell. No new world. And my father withers away into irrelevance while the Dragon’s Hoard conquers the world.” 
 
    “You sound so sexy when you’re talking about conquest. Speaking of which, we can pick up one of the three tonight.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me.” I laughed. “One of the mages is here?” 
 
    Riley pointed at the bottom of the page. “Lucretia Linaxes,” she said, pronouncing the name as if it were an exotic soup. “She’s Schwarzwelt College’s Advanced Combat Magic instructor. She also happens to be a Mana Mage.” She held up the page. “One of the three.” 
 
    Unbelievable. We’d broken in to steal this list of names, and one of the mages we needed to keep away from Dracula was right under our noses. 
 
    “So she’s into Defense Against The Dark Arts, then,” I said, getting a giggle out of Riley. “That might make her a tough customer.” 
 
    “Once she finds out Dracula is trying to abduct her and force her to rewrite the world, she’ll probably be amenable to coming with us,” Riley guessed. 
 
    You’d think so. But I’d learned more times than I cared to admit that people were stubborn above all else. Even with the fate of the world at stake, a lot of folks would rather stay within their comfort zone than try and make a change. Even the supernatural set weren’t immune. 
 
    I made a snap decision. “Change of plans,” I said, activating my earpiece. “Riley and I are going to be bringing a guest back with us to the carriage. Turns out there’s a Mana Mage teaching in the college.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence over the line while my women absorbed this information. Then everyone started talking at once. 
 
    “That’s wonderful news!” Soojin cried, cutting off the rest of the speakers. Back at her command center, she could take over the line whenever she chose to, and she’d chosen to now. “You think you’ll be able to convince her to defect?” 
 
    “I’ll make her an offer she can’t refuse,” I said. “And if she does refuse, Riley and I will tie her up and carry her on the roof of the carriage back to the castle. After all, Carli proved to all of us that it’s possible—” 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    I froze. I knew that voice, but I’d never expected to hear it on our private line. That was Olga, who ought to have been tending to her skeletal horses while she waited for the rest of us to make our way back from the college. 
 
    “Olga?” I said. “How am I talking to you right now?” 
 
    “I’ve always been able to hear you, my lord,” the old woman said, her voice filled with worry. “Old Olga can tap into the ether when she needs to, yes she can!” 
 
    Riley and I shared a horrified look. How many sex jokes had my mates and I made over the radio, with absolutely no idea that our ancient babushka of a chauffeur could hear every word? 
 
    Oh well. I wasn’t ashamed of what I had going with my harem. I was quite proud of it, in fact.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Olga?” I asked her. 
 
    The sound of the storm crackled in the background of Olga’s call. Yet I couldn’t help but notice that it was nowhere near as loud as it had been only a few moments ago. The bad weather was beginning to break, and with it, our cover was beginning to dissolve. Time was running out. 
 
    “My lord,” Olga cackled, “there are lights on the horizon! Someone is pulling up to the front gates of Schwarzwelt—a lot of someones! And from the looks of them, they’re in one hell of a hurry!” 
 
    Ice filled the pit of my stomach. As the line buzzed with questions from all my harem girls, I raced to the window and threw open the shutter. My heart hammered against my ribcage like a kettle drum as I stuck my head out into the windy, rainy night, peering into the gloom with my dragon’s senses. 
 
    I saw what Olga was talking about immediately. Off in the distance, through the gloom of the storm, dozens of tiny eyes burned in the darkness. Torches, each carried by a hulking figure moving much faster than an ordinary man. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered. The things moved in a herky-jerky manner that I instantly recognized. I’d only seen that strange form of locomotion once before—at my father’s castle. 
 
    Monsters were swarming Schwarzwelt College. Dracula’s monsters. 
 
    I touched my earpiece. “Looks like Dracula knows there’s a Mana Mage here, too,” I said, informing the harem. “I know you all are tired of hearing this, but change of plans. We go full throttle, right now, and get this mage out of here before Dracula gets his claws on her.” 
 
    “We can’t let him have her,” Soojin said over the line. “You’ve got to find her before he does!” 
 
    “Everyone switch to active mode,” I growled, suddenly glad that Carli had snuck along with us on the journey tonight. “Carli, Tallulah—” 
 
    “Already on it,” Tallulah said, laughing. In the distance, I heard the crackle of lightning that had nothing to do with the storm. “Getting the party started right now. Let’s get that mage and get the hell out of here!” 
 
    Out in the storm, the monsters moved faster. Several of them dropped to all fours, discarding their torches as they grabbed the front gates of the college and began to climb. We had moments before they entered the college proper, tripping the alarm. Once they did, this place was going to explode with chaos. 
 
    “Let’s move,” I told Riley, practically dragging her away from the desk and its stockpile of papers. “I hope you know where the teachers here lay their heads at night, Riley. Otherwise, we’re going to have to fight our way to this Lucretia lady through a field of horrors.” 
 
    That’s what I told Riley. But deep down, I knew the awful truth. The Mana Mages were far too important—any one of them could allow Dracula to rewrite reality in his favor. If I couldn’t convince this Lucretia Linaxes to come with Riley and me and flee the college, I’d have no choice but to switch to more drastic measures. 
 
    I didn’t want to spill innocent blood. But when it came to keeping Dracula from taking what belonged to me, I’d kill if I had to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cries of alarm pierced the night air as sleeping mages were awakened by the sound of eldritch monsters storming the gates. The hallways of the administrative building echoed with footfalls as guards and students rolled out of bed, the high keening cry of magic erupting every few seconds. The college was under attack. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, peering out the window. “Time to get the fuck out of here. Let’s find this Lucretia and get back to the carriage before this whole fucking college burns down. You ready?” 
 
    A fireball exploded into the night. The first few guards to reach their posts fired their spells at the advancing ranks of monsters, only to discover that they were dramatically outnumbered. The torches I’d seen cutting up the mountain had been a diversion—for every creature carrying a glowing ember through the storm, there’d been a dozen slinking through the darkness around them. 
 
    Worst of all, something massive and beetle-black moved at the rear of the attackers, its chitinous armor glistening with rain. At first, I’d thought it to be a battering ram or some other kind of siege engine, brought by the attackers to break down the walls if they encountered unexpected resistance. But as it unspooled its eight legs and began to skitter horribly across the campus grounds, I saw it for what it truly was. 
 
    A massive, armored spider. 
 
    Riley shuddered next to me, her face filled with horror. “Look at them all,” she whispered, the words dropping from her lips like ash. “They’re monsters. Dracula’s allied himself with horrors from the deep…” 
 
    He certainly had. But there was something else I’d noticed about the attackers—their leader was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Of course Drac didn’t come himself,” I said, shaking my head. Something about the lack of Dracula in the vanguard filled me with a sense of superiority. “Coward wouldn’t risk running into me on the battlefield. So he sends monsters to do his dirty work for him.” 
 
    It was truly shameful. And yet it didn’t matter. If Dracula’s goons captured Lucretia Linaxes, it was game over—whether or not the vampire decided to show up and do the job himself. 
 
    As mages and monsters clashed at the front of Schwarzwelt College, Riley and I sprang into action.  
 
    “Let’s be quick,” I said, tossing the remaining papers to the floor as we headed toward the exit. If mages searched the room later, hopefully they wouldn’t notice anyone had broken in and ransacked the place—the mess would hide it. “I’d rather not kill any mages tonight if I can help it…” 
 
    I trailed off. Riley’s hand squeezed mine, suddenly worried. “Derek?” 
 
    My gaze traveled across the shelves lining the expansive office. One of the alcoves held a thick sheaf of scrolls—the magical delivery method pioneered by the Spellscribes. The handful of mage spells I knew, I’d learned from scrolls. Not by reading them, either—but by eating them. The Spellscribes were disturbingly direct with their powers, not to mention visceral. 
 
    Fuck it, I thought, grabbing the papers. We’ve already tripped the alarm, right? Might as well get some new toys in the bargain. 
 
    Several of the scrolls were so old that they turned to dust beneath my fingers. When I withdrew my hand, I only held three papers covered in magical runes—three more than I’d had a few moments ago. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” I said, grinning at Riley. “Lead the way!” 
 
    The halls of Schwarzwelt were chaos personified. As we rounded a corner toward the covered walkway, a monster leaped from one of the lecture halls, locked in combat with the same guard Riley and I had slipped by earlier. His eyes widened with shock and disbelief at the sight of Riley and me, which distracted him for a split-second. 
 
    A split-second was all the monster needed. Its claws flashed downward, piercing the mage’s chest in a dozen places. The man let out a horrified gurgling noise, blood pooling from his mouth as his eyes widened in fear. He twitched a few times beneath the creature, then went still. 
 
    Riley screamed. 
 
    The monster rose from the mage’s body, turning to face us. Up close, it was even more terrifying than it had been racing across the campus’s courtyard. The thing was tall, wearing ill-fitting robes that clung to its scaly skin like rags. Its skin was the sickly green of a seasick sailor. The beard I first thought was made of stringy, wet hair was actually made of dozens of tiny, writhing tentacles, wiggling back and forth like worms. 
 
    It looked like one of Cthulhu’s worshippers. Which made it a perfect servant for my bastard of a father. 
 
    The monster reared back, its slit of a mouth opening wide in a roar as it spotted its new prey. “Dragon!” it screamed, its voice high enough to shatter glass. “Die!” 
 
    “Great,” I groaned, shoving Riley behind me. “So much for sneaking our way to that fucking tower—!” 
 
    The monster threw itself at me, slashing its scaly claws at my throat. I elbowed Riley backward and retreated right along with her, trying to put some space between myself and the creature. I needed room to embrace my draconic transformation. This close, I’d kill the monster and Riley both, expanding to fill the hallway like that fucked-up monster at the end of Akira. 
 
    The tentacle cultist was smart enough to realize this. It scrambled forward on all fours, waving its head back and forth like a mocking bully as it kept as close to me as it could get.  
 
    Damn it! 
 
    I backed up again and again, until Riley bumped into a row of lockers at the side of the hall. There was nowhere else to go. The monster saw its moment and lifted both hands, roaring with triumph. 
 
    Reaching for my telekinesis, I grabbed hold of the door of the nearest locker and tugged as hard as I could. The hinges holding it to the locker snapped like twigs, and the rectangular slab of thin metal shot forward like an arrow in flight. It struck the monster in the face, startling it but not hurting it enough to force it to retreat. 
 
    Shit. What else could I go for? Zaagroth’s Devouring Swarm? Prismatic Spray? 
 
    The second made more sense. I put my thumbs together and held my hands out in a ‘W’, crying out with rage as a phantasmagoric rainbow of colors erupted from my outstretched palms. I squinted against the glow, roaring at Riley to keep her eyes closed as I blinded and disoriented the creature. 
 
    It stalled the monster for several seconds, which I could have used to get away. Except that when I’d cast Prismatic Spray, I’d realized something. 
 
    I still had three spell scrolls in my hand. 
 
    Down the hatch, I thought, ripping off the top one and shoving it in my mouth. Time to learn some new fucking spells! 
 
    The monster blinked rapidly, trying to will its vision to clear. It struck out madly in all directions, slashing with its claws as it roared for backup. A door to one of the lecture halls broke open, and suddenly there were four more of the tentacled monsters pushing their way into the hallway. The creatures practically fell on top of each other to surround us, their tiny tendrils wiggling with excitement at the possibility of a kill. 
 
    As they pushed in, I felt new awareness bloom in my skull.  
 
    “Try this on for size, fuckers!” I screamed, balling one hand into a fist and shoving it in their faces. 
 
    Lightning erupted from between my fingers, arcing down the hall. It struck the first creature full in the face, sizzling it until smoke poured from its eyes, then jumped to another tentacle beast in their ragged robes, doing the same thing. Then again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Chain Lightning, I thought, watching the beam of electricity bounce down the hall. Where it couldn’t find a target to hit, it ricocheted off lockers, leaving scorch marks across the metal. What a powerful fucking spell! Clearly the Dean of Schwarzwelt College only kept the best stuff in his private quarters. I was tempted to down the other two scrolls right then and there and see what they contained. 
 
    But then Riley had my hand, and she was running. “Come on!” she cried, tugging me between two howling, burning tentacle monsters. “We’ve got to get to Lucretia’s quarters!” 
 
    We ran. More monsters spilled from open classrooms as we reached the door leading to the courtyard, and the sounds of battle filled the night. We tumbled out onto the grass, the sound of carnage echoing all around. 
 
    The campus was a madhouse. Mages stuck together in tiny groups, fighting back-to-back. The bodies of the dead littered the ground. For every mage, there were probably ten of Dracula’s creatures—but every moment, more of the hideous things burst through the hole the Armored Spider had punched through the wall. How many did Dracula have? 
 
    Too many, I thought. We weren’t going to be able to save the college. The best thing we could do was get the roster and this Mana Mage, and get the hell out. 
 
    “Which way?” I asked Riley. 
 
    She stood frozen in her tracks, her mouth wide open as a mage slammed a glowing silver sword hilt-deep into the chest of a tentacle beast. “The dorms!” she said, snapping back to her senses. “It’s this way!” 
 
    Together, we sprinted across the green. In better times this had been a place for mages to socialize, flirt, picnic, and play games. Now it was a battlefield, covered in blood. The dorms lay on the far side, a squat building longer than it was wide. Riley raced toward it, ignoring the fighting and dying going on all around us as best as she could. 
 
    Something exploded far behind us. I looked backward to see what was left of the college’s wall buckling, crumbling inward as something massive pushed straight through the brick. Fuck, it’s the Spider, I realized, my eyes widening. We’ve got to move! 
 
    “Uh, Derek?” Carli’s voice crackled over the line, filled with surprise. “Dude, there’s something huge coming through the wall!” 
 
    “I know!” I yelled, practically tearing out the earpiece. I was so distracted by it that I bumped into Riley, nearly knocking her over. She was in the middle of turning herself invisible, and I could see why. 
 
    A half-dozen of the tentacle monsters had come barreling out of a nearby building, their jowls quivering as they spilled out high-pitched whines. They stood directly between us and the dorms, and Riley was trying without success to get around them with her invisibility spell. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. The second scroll went down just as easily at the first, crumpled up and shoved in my mouth like my stomach was a mage’s trash can. 
 
    The tentacle monsters shared a confused glance. Then they struck forward, six pairs of claws reaching out for Riley’s beautiful body. 
 
    None of them laid a finger on her. 
 
    As they lunged, the ground beneath them erupted with thick vines. Within the span of a heartbeat, the flat green of the campus was transformed into an Amazonian jungle. Long tendrils of plant matter wrapped around each of the monsters, tying them up from ankles to necks. The tentacle monsters’ cries of triumph turned to horror as they were lifted off the ground, squirming helplessly in their living coffins. 
 
    Then the vines squeezed, and the sounds of breaking bones filled the green. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Riley leapt backward into my arms. “That scroll’s Strangling Roots, Derek! Shit, that’s a high-level spell! That scroll was worth a damn fortune…” 
 
    “And saving your life was worth a whole lot more,” I said, my hands pressing into her lower back. “Come on, the dorm is right there!” 
 
    The front door of the dormitory hung open, ripped off its hinges by an opportunistic monster. I only prayed that we weren’t too late—that this Lucretia lady was still inside, that she’d managed to hold her own and resist capture by Dracula’s forces. 
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    As Riley and I slipped into the dorm, the green filled with screams. The Armored Spider had taken the field, and the mage’s spells were proving surprisingly ineffective against it. Behind us, the guards in charge of keeping the college safe fought and died, while Dracula’s forces pushed inward, seeking the same thing we did. 
 
    No point in hiding it now, I thought.  
 
    “Lucretia Linaxes!” I roared, cupping a hand around my mouth and amplifying my voice with magic. “If you want to survive the night, show yourself! I’m a friend, and I’ve come to get you out of here!” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Maybe she’s on an upper floor,” Riley said, looking up at the ceiling. “If I was trying to barricade myself in here against the monsters, I’d probably try to get as far up as possible—”  
 
    Her words were cut off by the trembling of the building. Bits of plaster rained from the ceiling as something massive struck the dorms, shaking the structure to its foundations. That could only be one thing. 
 
    “The Spider,” I said bitterly. “It knows she’s in here, too. Fuck, let’s get upstairs!” 
 
    We found the stairwell and raced up it as quickly as possible. Every few steps, another projectile struck the building, twisting the way up until it felt like climbing through a carnival funhouse. Finally, we reached the top floor and kicked open the door, revealing a common room with a kitchen, showers, and a lounge. 
 
    The lounge was occupied by a half-dozen mages, all crowded around a severe-looking woman with gray hair tied in a tight ponytail. The mages surrounding her looked barely older than teenagers. Her students, I realized, my eyebrows shooting to my hairline. She didn’t barricade herself up here. She’s protecting them! 
 
    Suddenly I knew exactly how I was going to convince Lucretia Linaxes to fly the coop with me. 
 
    Another fireball struck the building. The bottom floors of the dormitory were on fire now, flames leaping from the windows like the angry tentacles of Dracula’s servants. Smoke rose into the night. I had no idea how much longer the dormitory could hold up under this kind of treatment, but I didn’t want to test it. 
 
    The older mage had a wand pointed between my eyes, but when she saw we lacked tentacles and scales, she let it drop.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” she asked. “You’re not with those monsters, are you?” 
 
    I advanced into the room. “My name is Derek. Unless you’ve been living under a rock for the last couple of years, you probably already know who I am.” 
 
    The mage stared at me in confusion for a moment—then her eyes widened like saucers. “Good Lord,” she whispered, her mouth dropping open. “You’re the Dragon!” 
 
    “And you’re Lucretia Linaxes,” I said, pointing out the window. “Would you believe that all these bastards out here are looking for you, Lucretia?” 
 
    The mage looked past me at Riley, her brows furrowing. “I know you,” she blurted, pointing a finger at Riley. “You’re the dropout who vandalized the entire North Wing!” 
 
    “Vandalized?” I asked, looking back at Riley. “You never told me about that.” 
 
    “I made a bit of a ruckus when I tendered my withdrawal from the college,” Riley said, rolling her eyes. “It’s not important now.” 
 
    “Not important to you, maybe,” Lucretia huffed. “Those of us who had to clean up your handiwork see things a bit differently—”  
 
    Just then, another explosion rocked the building. I could literally feel the Armored Spider getting closer, its monstrous legs carrying it across the green. Another minute or two and this whole dorm would be so much rubble beneath its bulk, getting picked over by tentacle cultists. 
 
    “We can argue about the past later,” I told both women, silencing them. “We need to get you out of here, Lucretia. That spider is coming for you.” 
 
    The mage drew herself up to her full height. The teenagers around her put on their bravest faces, but it didn’t take a psychiatrist to see that they were all fucking terrified. No wonder Lucretia was holding out up here. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she told me fiercely. “My pupils need me. You can’t honestly expect me to abandon them?” 
 
    I’d anticipated this. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said, while another impact rattled the foundation of the building. “Look, it’s a lot to explain right now, and frankly we don’t have time to go into it. But those monsters out there? That big Armored Spider? They’re not here for the kids, or to destroy the college; they want you.” 
 
    Lucretia stared at me in disbelief. “This is hardly the time to be joking—”  
 
    “He’s not,” Riley said quickly, backing me up. “If we get you out of here, and they see us getting you out of here, they’ll stop attacking the building. They’ll chase after us instead.” 
 
    I was pleased that Riley picked up what I was putting down so quickly. Lucretia was still skeptical, however, so I decided to appeal to her sense of self-sacrifice directly. 
 
    “If we don’t get out of this building in the next few minutes, we’re all going to be crushed,” I told the instructor harshly. “You want this place to come down on your students’ heads? Stick around and see what that gets you.” 
 
    It seemed like it was the heat in my voice that finally convinced the woman. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, glancing at the window. “We’ll try it your way. How are we going to get back to the first floor, though, with half the building on fire?” 
 
    “We’re not going to the first floor,” I growled, my body already beginning to distort. “We’re headed out the window.” 
 
    As the sounds of battle raged over the square, I embraced the powers of the Dragon and channeled them through my body. The mage and her squadron of teenagers shrank in my view as my head rose, finally punching right through the already damaged ceiling of the dormitory. My body expanded into the form of a dragon, scaled and vicious, and I could hear the mixture of fright and awe in the cries of those watching. 
 
    “Get on his back,” Riley said. “Come with us. The students will be safe.” 
 
    Lucretia gave me one look and scrambled up onto my back, moving with a surprising speed, given her age. Riley clambered up just behind her, clinging onto my scales for dear life as I tested my wings. There was no way I could fit through the window—I was going to have to just bust through like the fucking Kool-Aid Man. 
 
    So that’s exactly what I did. 
 
    The wall of the dormitory collapsed behind me as I soared into the night, Lucretia and Riley clinging to my back. Dozens of tentacle monsters stared upward as I took flight, the Armored Spider behind them giving a little jerk of its head as it switched targets. Suddenly the fireballs were no longer targeting the dormitories—the spider started flinging them directly at us. 
 
    “You were telling the truth!” Lucretia shouted over the wind. “They’re not interested in the students at all!” 
 
    A crackling sound filled my right ear, then Riley’s voice came over the line. “We’ve got the combat instructor,” she said, the voice in my ear and the one behind my head warring for attention. “Start pulling back to the rear wall, everybody! Olga, if you can still hear us, I hope you’ve got that carriage ready. We’re coming in hot!” 
 
    We most certainly were—though we had no idea just how hot. 
 
    Fireballs filled the night sky. The Armored Spider opened up with everything it had, spitting massive orbs of flame over the square. Every time its broad mouth opened, another pillar of flame emerged from it. At the same time, a big metal catapult built into its carapace released balls of flaming debris, filling the sky with burning shrapnel. 
 
    I ducked and dived like a fighter pilot, weaving through the shots as best as I could. The Armored Spider roared as it fired on all cylinders, lighting the dark sky up like high noon. Most of the fights down on the green had stopped as combatants on both sides stared upward, watching the Dragon square off against the Spider. 
 
    My mates saw me, as well. My earpiece was suddenly alive with overlapping voices, each one belonging to one of my women.  
 
    “I’m coming!” Tessa cried, and I could hear her working the door of her carriage free. “Everyone convene on Derek! We need to give him as much support as we can—” 
 
    “No!” the word came out on a belch of flame. I used to always had trouble speaking in my Dragon form, but I’d figured out how to adjust the transformation so I could still form intelligible words. “Don’t you dare! Everyone get to the fucking carriages and stay there! I’m not coming back out here to rescue you!” 
 
    “Derek, you’ve got to let us fight!” Carli’s voice was pleading in my ear. “We can help!” 
 
    “You want to fight?” I asked, my draconic maw unable to hide the mirth in my voice. “You’ll be able to fight. I’m going to need all of you to cover Lucretia’s escape. We need to hold back Dracula’s monsters as long as possible—”  
 
    A fireball struck me in the side of the head.  
 
    My scales protected me from the worst of the heat, but the shockwave hit me with concussive force. Only my massive body shielded Lucretia and Riley, otherwise they’d have been thrown from my back and tossed into the middle of a bunch of tentacle monsters. I flapped my wings, but they weren’t responding the way they were supposed to—it was like I’d been drugged. 
 
    What the fuck? I went into a tailspin, dropping like a broken whirligig.  
 
    Lucretia and Riley clung to me for dear life, screaming at the top of their lungs. 
 
    “Hold on!” I managed, roaring loud enough to split the sky. “We’re going down—!” 
 
    I slammed into the ground with bone-crunching force. My dragon’s body took the brunt of the hit, breaking Lucretia and Riley’s fall as best as I was able. They rattled back and forth like marbles in a bag, but the mages were more shaken up than hurt. 
 
    A good thing, too, because we’d landed close to the Spider. Too close. 
 
    I staggered to my feet, my body quivering and transforming beneath me. My claws shrunk back to fingers, and suddenly I was more comfortable upright on two legs than four. My scales faded, replaced with my clothing once more as I knelt in the center of the crater I’d made in the green with my impact. Riley and Lucretia sat in the dirt just behind me, a stone’s throw from the massive hole the Armored Spider had burst in the wall. 
 
    Through it, beneath a leaden sky, I saw Olga’s carriage. Finally, I thought. 
 
    “Run,” I commanded both women. “Get to the carriage and get out of here. Olga will take you back to the castle. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    Even as I said it, I could hear earth-shaking footsteps behind me. The Armored Spider advanced, bringing a legion of tentacle-clad fiends along with it. I didn’t need to see them—the fear in Lucretia’s eyes was proof enough they were there. 
 
    “I can’t leave you,” Riley said, shaking her head. “Derek…” 
 
    “Get out of here, now,” I said, putting the command in no uncertain terms. “Your job is to make sure this mage gets back to the castle in one piece, Riley. You understand me?” 
 
    The monsters came closer. 
 
    Riley didn’t like it, but she obeyed. “Y-yes,” she whispered, her voice close to tears. “I understand. I’ll protect the mage.” 
 
    “Good.” I rose to my feet, turning to face the monsters. “Now go!” 
 
    I didn’t look—the sound of their footfalls told me they’d obeyed. The Armored Spider’s beady eyes followed the combat instructor as she ran, but if it wanted to get to her, it was going to need to go through me first. 
 
    It was showtime. 
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    “Come on, then!” I roared, flames racing up and down my arms as I pulled magic into my body. “I know your master’s told you about me, you bastards! I am Dracula’s son! You want to gain your lord’s eternal favor? Try and kill me!” 
 
    The monsters understood a taunt when they heard it. Tentacle creatures fought each other to be the first in line, the one who’d gain glory by slaying the dreaded Dragon for Lord Dracula. Behind them, the Armored Spider stared, the catapult on top of its chitinous shell twitching with anticipation. All eyes were on me, monster and mage alike, and I alone stood in the breach between the combat instructor and the horde. 
 
    Alright, I thought, grinning at my foes. Fucking showtime! 
 
    I knew switching into dragon form would be risky. I’d taken a big hit from the Armored Spider’s fireball, which meant I might not be in tip-top shape to defeat the horde of monsters bearing down on me. Instead, I stoked the Black Flame within my chest, embracing the Nightlord half of my heritage. 
 
    So my vampire father wanted to send a bunch of monsters to kill me? Fine. His vampire son would use his own powers to destroy them! 
 
    Fangs erupted from my jaws as the Black Flame took hold. Suddenly, I could smell the black blood running through each of my father’s cultist servants—the ichor pouring through their veins was distant kin to the enhanced blood of an elder vampire. My father must have given them blood treatments to make them stronger, or perhaps he’d done it solely for taste. He fed off these creatures, after all. 
 
    And now, so would I. 
 
    I leaped into the front line of tentacle monsters, biting and slashing. I had no weapon to my name, but a Nightlord did not need one. The strength and speed of a vampire put other supernatural creatures to shame, and monster after monster fell before my attacks. My vision turned red as the tide of blood soared in my veins, adding fury to my strikes. 
 
    I balled my fingers into a fist and struck directly through a tentacle monster’s chest with an uppercut, then tossed him like a ragdoll into two more creatures who sought to flank me. I was death incarnate, but even as I slaughtered, more of the creatures poured in from all sides.  
 
    And that damned Armored Spider was trying to get a bead on Olga’s carriage. All the cover in the world wouldn’t mean much if that overgrown beast blew her skeletal horses sky high with a fireball. 
 
    I had to punch through and distract the Spider. And as I killed, I realized I had just the tool. 
 
    I threw up both hands, summoning the two spells I’d learned earlier. Casting two incantations at once was the kind of thing normally reserved for high-level mages, but the fury within me made it simple—I was doing it before I knew it, acting on instinct. 
 
    Vines exploded from the bloody earth, grabbing up tentacle cultists and wrapping them in strangling tendrils of plant matter. At the same time lightning spread across the battlefield like a spider’s web, electrifying the vines and burning the monsters from the inside out. As I raced forward, cutting through the fray, I saw smoke pouring from the cultists’ eyes. A gruesome death, indeed. 
 
    I had no time to gloat, however. The Armored Spider was about to fire. 
 
    Throwing an arm into the air, I jumped onto the back of a dying cultist and used it as a platform to leap into the sky. 
 
    Then I summoned the Swarm. 
 
    It had been so long since I used Zaagroth’s Devouring Swarm that I nearly forgot the proper form of the incantation. It was the very first spell I’d learned, back when I hardly understood what a mage was. I still had no idea who Zaagroth was or what branch of magic he’d worked in—I just knew that the man (or woman) really, really liked bugs. The Swarm summoned a whole cloud of them, biting and stinging the selected target until they collapsed from the toxins in their bodies. 
 
    They were useless against an armored target, of course. But they weren’t meant to hurt the Spider. 
 
    Just to make it miss. 
 
    The swarm of angry insects danced like motes on the wind and blocked out the Armored Spider’s beady eyes. The creature let out a high-pitched whine and tried to put its attack on hold, but the catapult on its back had already begun to move. It launched its projectile wide, the fireball hitting an unburnt section of the college’s wall and leaving an angry, black smear. 
 
    The Spider had fired its one shot. I wouldn’t let it loose a second. 
 
    As it shook off the Swarm, I was already there, all up in its stupid arachnid face. Shards of metal appeared around my fists, forming a gauntlet of overlapping scales like a futuristic medieval knight. Putting both hands together, I lifted the gauntlets over my head and brought them down as hard as I could on top of the Armored Spider’s head. 
 
    You could hear the crunch as the creature’s skull buckled inward, its legs giving out beneath it as it toppled. The Spider sank to the ground, stunned or dead, while the creatures surrounding it cried out in shocked despair. 
 
    Even as the Armored Spider collapsed, I was making sure it couldn’t get back up again. I couldn’t bring myself to actually bite the thing, even with my Nightlord powers. Something about the blood I sensed running through its veins was pure poison, a mix of flesh and mechanical components—an abomination. 
 
    So rather than drain it, I decided to beat the shit out of it. 
 
    I’ve heard of tearing wings off a fly, I thought, slamming a fist into one of the creature’s heavily armored legs, but this is a whole new level of cruel! 
 
    Three blows crunched the joint between the upper and lower sections of the Spider’s leg into an unrecognizable mass. Before the tentacle cultists could think to regroup and swarm me, I leaped to another leg and dealt it the same fate. In short order, two of the massive beast’s legs had been rendered completely useless. 
 
    “Let’s see you try and get back up on those,” I roared, crunching my boot heel through another one of the monster’s joints. “Try and hurt the people I care about, will you? I’ll go get a rolled-up newspaper and squish you like a bug!” 
 
    The Armored Spider’s head twisted and turned, trying to get a shot off from its mouth. Laughing, I soared into the air on a Nightlord-powered jump and landed atop its skull, looking down on the ruined section of chitin. One more good hit ought to do it, I thought, charging up the Black Flame. Kill this fucker, and I can go home and get some rest and relaxation with my mates. 
 
    I rose both hands to swing. The Armored Spider went limp beneath me, sensing the end. 
 
    The sky exploded with spells. 
 
    A shockwave tore across the square and knocked me off my feet. I hadn’t seen it coming, and I fell to the grass like a ragdoll. I brushed the dirt off my robes and sprang to my feet, my fangs aching for blood. 
 
    Who dared!? 
 
    The answer was an unexpected one. Over a dozen figures stood near the entrance to the administration building, nuking the hell out of what was left of Dracula’s forces. Fireballs rained from the sky, punctuated by blasts of arctic ice and lightning. The attackers were holding nothing back, going all out with their magic. 
 
    Mages. More of Schwarzwelt’s faculty had survived the attack than I’d anticipated. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, lifting an arm. “Great job so far! Concentrate your spells on that Armored Spider, and you ought to be able to crack that shell it’s got like a fucking egg—”  
 
    A group of mages turned, hearing me speak. Then, to my shock, they tossed spells in my direction. A bolt of blue magic streaked across the grass like a miniature tidal wave, leaving blue flames behind. I rolled to the side, so close to it that the edges of my cloak started to smoke. 
 
    I regained my footing, the Black Flame pulsing in my chest. “What the fuck?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “I’m on your side, you fucking idiots! I’m fighting the monsters too!” 
 
    “You declared war on us!” More spells flew from the mages—they were using even more magic trying to hit me than they were the invaders! “And you stole our combat instructor, for Gods only know what perverted purpose!” 
 
    “I…” I trailed off as a snowball the size of a Chrysler whizzed past my head. It was no use trying to explain things to these people. They didn’t understand about the Last Spell, or Mana Mages, or Dracula’s plans. Trying to get the truth through their thick skulls would only lead to me getting zapped. 
 
    The Armored Spider began to stir, life returning to its beady eyes. Shit. I’d been hiding behind the fucking thing while getting shelled by mages. Once it moved, I’d have to move as well—and the Spider would start attacking me, instead of the college. How was I supposed to fight both at once? 
 
    Simple. I wasn’t. 
 
    Just then, I heard voices calling my name. Looking backward, I saw a carriage racing toward the open section of wall, with several women clinging to the roof screaming for me. I recognized Tallulah, Carli, and Riley, and was pretty sure Tessa was inside the cart. 
 
    “Derek, run!” they shouted, pulling up to the gate. “Hurry!” 
 
    I looked back at the mages, then at my escape route. It was a straight shot: the only problem was, I’d be open to enemy fire the whole run. Also, as assholish as they’d shown themselves to be, I didn’t want the mages to get slaughtered by the Armored Spider. Letting a whole college get murdered wouldn’t endear me to Lucretia Linaxes one bit. 
 
    As I watched, a chunk of masonry fell from the wall and shattered on the ground below. That gave me an idea. Maybe I can kill two birds with one stone, I thought, a plan forming in my brain. 
 
    There was one part of my Nightlord heritage I’d only just begun to understand. It was past time to get a little more familiarity with it. So, adjusting my collar as the Armored Spider began to rise, I channeled the Black Flame and exploded into a cloud of bats, rising on the wind the same way my father did when he wanted to escape an inconvenient situation. 
 
    Being a couple dozen bats was…disorienting, to say the least. I saw through a dozen pairs of beady eyes, heard through dozens of pulses of sonar as I rode the wind. Behind me, I could hear the mages screaming, tossing spells at me to try and block my escape. 
 
    “He’s getting away!” someone yelled. “Stop him! Bring back Lucretia!” 
 
    You’re worried about Lucretia, when you ought to be worried about saving your own hides, I thought. Thank God these ungrateful mages had me to help them out, right? 
 
    In bat form, I easily flew to the top of the wall. This far above the ground, the night appeared almost peaceful. If you could ignore the slaughter going on at ground level, of course. Mages screamed far beneath me, more preoccupied with trying to catch the Dragon than stopping the monsters at their doorstep. 
 
    Well, whatever. I could handle it. 
 
    I flew to the broken section of wall, several of my bats landing on the edges of the battlement and perching like gargoyles. I did a bit of mental math and prepared to strike, picturing the angles in my head. Yeah, that might just work. If I could hit it in just the right place— 
 
    A fireball soared into the night. The Armored Spider was firing once again. 
 
    Shit, it’s now or never, I thought, gathering the bats in a tight cloud. Here we go…! 
 
    I shot straight upward, putting every ounce of power I could into the move. 
 
    Then, at the apex of my flight, I turned back into a human being. For an instant I hung there, suspended in the sky like some madman’s idea of fruit. Closing my eyes, I purified the flame within me, burning away the power of the Nightlords and leaving only the original spirit that animated me. 
 
    The Dragon. 
 
    My skin rippled as I fell, transforming from a human being into my full draconic regalia. I dropped like a stone, going faster and faster as the world blurred around me. My lips pulled back in a wicked snarl as I sailed toward the edge of the ragged, broken wall, high above where the Armored Spider charged up in the square below. 
 
    “He’s gone crazy!” a mage screamed. “He’s going to hit the wall!” 
 
    I was. But I wasn’t crazy. 
 
    I was the fucking Dragon. 
 
    I slammed into the weakened wall, summoning a shockwave that shattered the stone into a thousand pieces. A deep, guttural rumble traveled up and down the college’s perimeter, and the wall began to crack up and down its length—all over the side surrounding the square, where the Armored Spider and his tentacle troops attacked the mages. 
 
    It held for a moment, like a Jenga tower with too many blocks taken out of it. Then the whole wall crumbled in a landslide of stone, toppling forward onto the Spider and its troops. 
 
    A rain of heavy boulders crushed them all, thick black smoke spreading across the square. The mages ran back toward their buildings, taking cover as best they could as the wall buckled inward and shattered. Beneath it I heard the Armored Spider howl with rage, before a boulder larger than the rest crushed its skull and it spoke no more. 
 
    By the time the dust settled on the green, I was already gone. I climbed into Tessa’s carriage, grinning as I took a seat next to the gorgeous, pregnant lion shifter. 
 
    “Everyone make it out alright?” I asked. 
 
    Tessa pursed her lips, looking like she didn’t know if she wanted to slap me or kiss me. “Everyone but you,” she purred, crossing one leg over the other. “You’re the last one out.” 
 
    “As it should be,” I said, kissing her on the cheek. “Now let’s haul ass before those mages figure out what I did!” 
 
    The carriage raced through the night, heading for one of Olga’s summoned portals. My castle waited on the other side, with the rest of my mates and the members of my clan. 
 
    I leaned out of the window and howled into the wind. We’d hit a couple of unexpected snags, to be sure, but the mission was a success. I had the roster of mages capable of casting the Last Spell—and I’d already removed one of them from Dracula’s clutches. 
 
    One down, two to go, I thought, the ozone of the portal sizzling over me. Time to head home and debrief. In more ways than one. 
 
    I was sure we’d learn plenty from Lucretia Liraxes. 
 
    And once we did, it was time to grab those other two mages and ruin Dracula’s whole fucking life. 
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    “Welcome to the Dragon’s Hoard,” I told the startled mage. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    The other carriages rolled to a stop behind me as I greeted Lucretia, the skeletal horses letting out macabre whinnies as Olga coaxed them into their places. My mates piled out of their vehicles, all smiles now that the hard part of the evening was over and done with.  
 
    Lucretia’s eyes practically bugged out of her head as she took in the scene around her, her gaze traveling up and up as she looked at the spires of the castle I called home. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucretia finally managed. “You saved my students, and a great deal of the rest of Schwarzwelt College. I’ve heard the things they’ve said about you, but tonight, you were a true hero.” 
 
    I didn’t know about that, but I definitely felt good. 
 
    A light snow fell from the sky, dusting the rooftops and turrets of the castle wall. It gave the place a whimsical feel, as if Santa Claus had decided to relocate to Transylvania this year and make his presents in the heart of the Carpathian Forest.  
 
    I always loved coming back home to the castle after a long, difficult mission, but tonight had a special feel to it. I was glad that this was how the place looked when I brought Lucretia here for the first time—it would make getting her on my side easier. 
 
    A solitary figure waited by the door of the castle, a light dusting of snow on the shoulders of his smart suit. Richard Enfield, my sluga and second-in-command, looked as pale as the falling snowflakes as he waited for me and my party with a faint smile. As we ascended the steps, he bowed slightly at the waist, lowering his head in supplication to his vampire lord. 
 
    “Welcome home, Dragon,” Richard said smoothly, as dapper as ever. He had an extra spring in his step, too—probably had something to do with Courtney. “I see the mission was a success?” 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe. Richard, I’d like you to meet Lucretia Linaxes, combat instructor of Schwarzwelt College. She’s also a Mana Mage.” 
 
    Richard’s eyebrows shot upward. “Is she, now? That’s very interesting, my lord.” 
 
    My sluga may have been many things to many people, but he certainly wasn’t subtle. Lucretia picked up on it pretty much immediately, her middle-aged face filling with suspicion.  
 
    “Yes,” the mage said, shaking her head at the sight of the Nightlord. “I’m looking forward to finding out what it is about me that makes it so important to keep me out of Dracula’s clutches.” 
 
    “We’ll handle all that inside,” I told the woman, gesturing at the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    I wasn’t a big fan of all the pomp and circumstance associated with my returns to the castle. I was a simple guy at heart—I’d much rather just come home after a long day, put my feet up, and maybe get a back rub from one of my mates. But being the ruler of a Nightlord house came with certain expectations. And I knew it was important that I play my role well. 
 
    As our group entered the great room, two servants with trumpets blew high, triumphant notes. “The Lord Dragon Derek Sinclair!” one shouted, as the other’s note slowly trailed off into nothing. “The Master of the Castle has returned!” 
 
    It was as if the whole place had waited for this moment. The normally quiet halls of my castle exploded with motion, servants spilling from the hallways like guests at a surprise party welcoming the guest of honor. The members of my clan who hadn’t accompanied us on the mission were first in line, of course, and all eager to greet me. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” Xandra said. The redheaded vampire was a Nightlord in her own right—the current Queen of the Nightlords, in point of fact. Technically, I was merely considered the Queen’s Royal Consort among the vampiric set, but no one who looked at us could deny who truly wore the pants in the relationship. “Had I been able to join you sooner, I would have loved to have been at your side. Did you get the roster?” 
 
        “Riley’s got it,” I said, giving the Vampire Queen a long kiss on the lips and a sharp swat on her ass. “Have the servants bring refreshments to the war room. I’m fucking famished.” 
 
    “In more ways than one, I’d wager,” Xandra purred, giving me a naughty grin. “Would you like to drink from me now, my lord? I’ve recently recharged, so it will be no great sacrifice to let you sip a few pints.” She indicated a vein in the side of her neck, gently throbbing beneath the surface of her pale skin. “Hmm?” 
 
    God damn, I thought, my Nightlord hunger almost overwhelming me. Someone who wasn’t a vampire wouldn’t understand it, but Xandra had basically just done the Nightlord equivalent of hiking her skirt up over her bare thighs, bending over a table, and spreading her soft inner folds.  
 
     I could smell the black blood pulsing in her veins and could practically taste the energy within. Only a great effort of will held me back. My new guest doesn’t need to see that yet, I thought, shaking my head. 
 
    “Soon,” I assured my vampiress. “Right now, I want some more human forms of refreshment. Girls—!” 
 
    Even as I said it, I was swept into the arms of a trio of gorgeous bear shifters. Alicia, Gisele, and Nadine had the bodies of Amazonians and the faces of supermodels, and they were almost as physical in their affection as a pet. In short order I was covered in cuddles, lifted into the powerful arms of the maidens like a sack of potatoes. No matter how many times I experienced the love and devotion of the former members of Clan Ursinia, I was always blown away by their strength. The outer and inner kind. 
 
    “Our king is victorious!” Alicia roared, lifting me into the air before kissing me. “We knew you would be, my king. The Dragon is as undefeated as ever.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the laughter that spilled from my lips. “It got hairy there for a bit,” I told the lead bear shifter, grinning like a schoolboy. “But we made it out okay. Meeting in the war room, alright?” 
 
    Alicia put me down and gave me a pat on the back that would have knocked down an ordinary man. “Of course, my king! Summon servants with refreshments!” 
 
    An entire delegation made its way to my war room. Before I took control of the castle, it had been a dining room for the lord of the castle and his guests—now I used it to plan the war against Dracula and the mages. Such a room needed to be huge, because of the large number of women bound to me. 
 
    As I walked at the head of the group, I ran into Courtney Enfield. She looked good for a vampire—but of course, she’d been human until a few days ago. A spunky redhead with an eye for detail, she was the administrative head of the Dragon’s Hoard. She’d never made a pass at me or my mates in all the time she’d worked for us, which had led to speculation she was asexual. But once she met my sluga, Richard, we all realized the truth. 
 
    She was just into dead guys. 
 
    “Meeting?” Courtney asked with a cocked eyebrow. Her gestures were even beginning to resemble her husband’s a little. As my sluga, I’d apparently had to give Richard Enfield permission to bite Courtney and turn her into his wife—which I’d done with a happy heart, of course. “I have about a million items for you to action, sir. There’s a group of mages trying to organize a boycott of Jewel Hayes and Paranormal News, there’s been about a dozen different sightings of cryptids in K-Town, and—”  
 
    Good lord, she’s been running herself ragged, I thought, shaking my head. Thank God she’s got a partner now to help her unwind every now and then. 
 
    “It can wait,” I told Courtney, leading her down the hall. “There’s literally nothing more important than stopping Dracula from casting the Last Spell. Priority one is securing those mages, Court. We don’t do that, we can kiss our reality goodbye.” 
 
    “I know that, sir,” Courtney said, still pushing forward. “But—”  
 
    “You like reality, right?” I said. “Your job, your friends—your vampire husband. You don’t want Drac to take those things away, no?” 
 
        Courtney nearly missed a step. Her face hardened as she thought through the implications of what would happen if we lost. “No, sir,” she said fiercely, her expression one of grim determination. “I most definitely do not.” 
 
    “Good. Everyone inside!” I shoved open the door to the war room, striding in beneath the high vaulted ceiling. My plush chair waited for me at the head of the table, and as I took my seat, I watched the rest of my mates and retainers file in and take theirs. Servants brought refreshments, and I finally began to relax. 
 
    As our new guest (not to mention an important strategic asset), Lucretia got pride of place. The mage sat at my left, watching the proceedings with eyes that took in everything but showed little. She’d taken no food, only drinking a cup of coffee as she waited for the meeting to begin. 
 
    “Alright, everyone, let’s calm it down.” That was Courtney, who slipped into the role of coordinator so naturally the idea of letting anyone else run these meetings had never occurred to me. “As you can see, everyone made it back from Schwarzwelt College in one piece. From what Derek tells me, we managed to secure the roster of active Mana Mages from the college’s records. And, apparently, we brought home a new friend.” A faint smile lit up her face. “Derek, would you like to give us all the gory details?” 
 
    “I would,” I said, and I proceeded to do exactly that.  
 
    While my mates enjoyed food and drink, I gave those who hadn’t been there the full story of what had occurred at Schwarzwelt. My women whistled and hooted approvingly as I described my fight with the Armored Spider, and they filled the room with good-natured hissing when I got to the part about the mages turning on me. Lucretia looked uncomfortable with that, but at that moment a mage could look forward to better treatment in my castle than pretty much anywhere else in the supernatural world. They were reviled for conspiring with Tomas Karkosa to overthrow the Council of Wand and Claw, and most people still considered them traitors. Especially shifters. 
 
    She was soothed somewhat when I explained to her why I’d taken such a risk to get her out of Schwarzwelt. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Lucretia whispered. Her face was as pale as skim milk, all the color drained out of her face. I’d just explained to her Dracula’s plans with the Last Spell, and what he intended to do to the world we knew if he were allowed to cast it. “The Spellscribes were working with Dracula this whole time? But that’s insane! That’s an abomination—” 
 
    A cough from further down the table silenced her. My mother, Raya, pulled back her chair, sitting up in her seat. 
 
    “We didn’t know we were doing Dracula’s bidding,” she explained, frowning deeply. “The Spellscribes thought they were preserving humanity’s relationship with the supernatural world by pursuing this research, not destroying it. Derek’s father betrayed us all.” She settled back down, her arms crossed over her chest. “He’s always been like that,” she said with a long-suffering note of finality. 
 
    I could tell by the look on Lucretia’s face that she’d forgotten my mom and Dracula used to be lovers. To be fair, Mom had forgotten for decades—the Nightlords had ripped those memories away from her. So it wasn’t like it was public knowledge. 
 
    “So now you know the stakes,” I told Lucretia, taking back control of the meeting. “We’re fighting over a spell with the power to rewrite reality however the caster wills it. If Dracula casts it, he’ll remake Earth in his image—make himself the supreme, immortal ruler of the whole planet. Every man in this room will kneel and worship him, and every woman will be his.” 
 
    My women let me know what they thought of that. I thought they’d been hissing before. They sounded like sports fans watching their favorite team get fouled by a crooked referee. 
 
    “Fuck no!” Carli growled, voicing the table’s frustrations. “We’ll never hook up with that fucking monster! That’s why we’ve got to have the spell for ourselves! We have to destroy it!” 
 
        “Or cast it,” Soojin said, musing with her hand beneath her chin. “With that kind of power, we could remove the divisions that have always existed between shifter, mage, and Nightlord—we could build a perfect society. One where supernaturals and humans live in harmony…” 
 
    “Yeah, it would take a super-spell to make that a reality,” I said. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that from Soojin, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. “It’s a bad idea. Life is competition: without the rivalries between shifters and mages, we wouldn’t be as powerful as we are right now. It’s a mistake to think you can magic up a perfect world. I mean, every attempt in history to create one basically ended with a brutal dictatorship, right?” 
 
    “I agree with Derek,” Riley said quickly. 
 
    “You would,” Carli teased. 
 
    “No, seriously.” For once, Riley wasn’t joking. “The Last Spell… it’s like the ring from Lord of the Rings. Even if someone were to wield it with the best of intentions, with a pure heart and perfect motives, they’d inevitably create something evil. Absolute power corrupts absolutely.” 
 
    “I think Derek could do it,” Tallulah said, her headdress shifting on the crown of her head. “He’s basically got everything he could possibly want already. An empire, a harem of mates, and a growing family. What could possibly corrupt him?” 
 
    It was an interesting thought exercise, but one we didn’t have time for.  
 
    “I’m not here to debate the pros or cons of the Last Spell,” I told the room, holding up my hands to stifle a half-dozen conversations. “The fact of the matter is this: Dracula has it, and we don’t. But he doesn’t have anyone who can actually cast the spell.” I turned to Lucretia. “That’s where you come in.” 
 
    The middle-aged woman nodded. “The roster of Mana Mages,” she said, nodding at the piece of paper Riley had in front of her on the table. “Those are the people with the power to cast the spell, right?” 
 
    “Them,” I said, nodding. “And my mother, Raya.” 
 
    Lucretia absorbed this gracefully. “Then you can’t allow me to leave,” the mage realized, looking surprisingly calm about the whole thing. “Because as soon as I’m outside these walls, I’m fair game for your father.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, trying to put a good face on it. “Until we handle this, I’d like you to remain in my Zone, here in my castle. You’ll be treated as an honored guest, of course—”  
 
    Lucretia waved off my protestations. “It’s fine,” she said briskly. “Honestly, I’m kind of relieved that someone is finally taking responsibility for the mess out there. The supernatural world has been in chaos ever since Tomas Karkosa killed himself. If someone has to restore order and take control, it might as well be the man who saved my students.” 
 
    “Hear hear,” Soojin said quietly. I could see the same sentiment in the eyes of each of my mates. 
 
    It was time to move to the interrogation. Fortunately, Lucretia was on my side now, which would hopefully make this part easy. 
 
    “Riley,” I said. 
 
    She gave a little start. 
 
    “Read the other two names on the roster of Mana Mages,” I continued, making the command as gentle as possible. “We need to know who we’re looking for.” I sat up straighter, addressing the whole room. “And these names do not leave this room, understood? No one says them, whispers them, even writes them down on a post-it note. I’m not giving my father any breadcrumbs that might lead him to those mages.” 
 
    The room filled with nods. From his seat at my right hand, Richard Enfield shot me a surreptitious nod. My sluga knew that if there was a leak, it would be up to him to track down the leaker and punish them—no, eliminate them. 
 
    Riley cleared her throat and smoothed out the parchment across the table’s surface. “Lucretia Linaxes,” she recited, lifting her eyes to meet the gaze of the mage sitting next to me near the head of the table. “Mana Mage with capacity for Creation Magic. Nicholas Faircoup: Mana Mage with capacity for Creation Magic. Joann Voller: Mana Mage with capacity for Creation Magic.” 
 
    The words rang out through the chamber, echoing off the walls like funeral bells. Everyone was silent, reciting the syllables to themselves within the temples of their own minds, committing them to memory. 
 
    Nicholas Faircoup and Joann Voller, I thought. Neither name meant anything to me—mostly, I was surprised that Raya Sinclair wasn’t on the list along with the other three. Maybe Mom’s old security clearance back when she worked secret missions with Soojin had kept her off the list. Or maybe she was so far out of the game that the bean counters near the top of mage society didn’t bother keeping tabs on her. 
 
    Either way, we had our work cut out for us. 
 
    “So you’ve got the names,” I said, licking my lips as I studied Lucretia’s face for any sign of a reaction. “You wouldn’t happen to know either of these people, would you?” 
 
    Lucretia shook her head. 
 
    “You sure?” I didn’t want to be an asshole, but this was the fate of the entire world we were talking about. “They’re fellow Mana Mages, after all. I’ve been told that mages with similar specialties tend to hang out in groups. You know, like high school cliques. ‘We sit at this table in the cafeteria, they sit at that table’…shit like that.” 
 
    “I don’t know either of them,” Lucretia said. “I wish I did, Dragon. So I could help you find them before Dracula does—” 
 
    “I know one of them,” Tessa said. 
 
    All heads turned to Tessa Butler. The lion shifter wore a tight-fitting dress with a pair of black leggings beneath it, both of which showed off her enviable curves. But the curve I knew everyone was looking at the hardest these days was the slightly thicker one around her waist. Tessa was just barely beginning to show, but pregnancy in the Dragon’s mates wasn’t like an ordinary human pregnancy. As a shifter, she’d give birth to my heir much sooner than a normal woman, which meant her belly would swell much faster than normal. Sitting in her chair with her robes around her and her hair done up in thick dreadlocks, she looked like a Caribbean fertility goddess. 
 
    “Nick Faircoup,” Tessa said, rolling the syllables over her tongue like they meant something different than what she said. “I know the man, my lord Dragon. He worked for Tomas Karkosa, in the Nexus.” 
 
    Well, now. That was interesting. 
 
    “Does he still work for your mother?” I asked. 
 
    Tessa’s mom, Margaret Butler, had been named the new Majordomo of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw after Tomas Karkosa’s death (more specifically, his suicide bombing). She’d done a damn sight better than her predecessor at fostering harmony between the supernatural factions, and I understood that even after the schism with the mages, she still kept a few of them on her staff. Was this Nick guy one of those? 
 
    Tessa paused. I would be tempted to call it a pregnant pause, but there are times that are right for cheesy puns, and times that aren’t. 
 
    “I believe he does,” she purred, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “I’m certain we could get in to see him were we to visit my mother’s office. As long as I’m there with you, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said quickly. Emotional blackmail was something I tried to avoid with my mates, but when they were hot as Tessa, who fucking cared? She was trying to manipulate me into going off alone with her. Private time with Derek was the thing each of my mates prized above all else. These powerful, willful women were practically willing to put entire civilizations to the torch just to get a date night. Having seen some men’s wives, I sympathized. “You and I will go to the Nexus together immediately. Send a wire to Majordomo Butler to let her know to expect us later today.” 
 
    “I will,” Tessa said with a smirk, rising from her seat. “But you’d better not call her Majordomo Butler to her face, Dragon. You know she only wants you to call her ‘Mom’.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Tessa went off to do just that, wiggling her ass with excitement as she walked. Each of my mates stared at her with rank jealousy, wishing they’d managed to talk me into a solo excursion. 
 
    “As for this other mage, this… Joann Voller,” I said, tapping the page of runes we’d looted from Schwarzwelt College. “Anybody present know what her deal is? Have a job, an address, a boyfriend we could look into?” 
 
    Everyone in the room shook their heads.  
 
    “I can do some research, my lord,” Richard said, taking the rune-covered page from where Riley had left it. His eyes scrutinized it closely, leaving little doubt that he could understand the writings that were such a mystery to me. “If this person is capable of casting the Last Spell, they must be a rather high-level mage—which means they’ll likely occupy a position of some importance within the mage hierarchy. They should be easy to track down.” 
 
    I nodded. “Try and have the information for me by the time I get back from the Nexus,” I said, pushing my chair back. “I want both those magic users within the castle gates as quickly as possible. We’re not giving Dracula any opportunities to fuck with us here. And like I said—no one says a word about those two names while we’re outside of this room. Got it?” 
 
    My mates shot out of their seats.  
 
    “We’ve got it, Derek,” Carli said quickly. She practically climbed up on the table on her hands and knees, so eager was she to stop me from getting away. “Where are you going?” 
 
        I stared blankly at the table. “Where else? The Nexus.” I’d thought that was obvious. “Tessa can guide me around her old stomping grounds, and we’ll come right back with the Mana Mage. Once we explain to her mom what’s going on with the Last Spell, I’m sure she’ll let us move him to the castle for safekeeping—”  
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Carli said, waving her hands. “You’ve just got to go now?” 
 
    Suddenly I realized all my other mates were staring at me expectantly. I felt like a rooster who’d just walked into a fully occupied henhouse—and all the chicks needed their eggs fertilized. Oh fuck, I thought, doing a bit of mental math. When was the last time we all had an orgy? Or even a threesome? 
 
    It had been a bit. And unfortunately, it was going to have to be a bit longer. 
 
    “I’ve really got to go,” I told Carli, meaning it for everyone in attendance. “The fate of the whole universe kind of depends on me, you know.” 
 
    Only my mates had gathered around me—the rest of the group had either left to go back to their stations, or were clustered around the far end of the table. Both Richard Enfield and Courtney were conversing quietly with Lucretia, asking the Mana Mage questions and explaining her new position and lodgings within the castle. 
 
    Suddenly Riley was at Carli’s elbow. “I promised you filthy sex when we got back from the mission,” the mage said, pouting. God damn she had a spectacular pout. 
 
    My women closed in, each of them doing their best to entice me. I realized all of a sudden just how outnumbered I was—my mates could easily throw me to the ground and take turns having their way with me if they so chose. Under different circumstances, I’d even encourage that—it would be hot as hell, even if I’d only let them do it once to play-act being in control. 
 
    “Sir?” A servant appeared in the war room’s doorway. “Your carriage is ready. Miss Butler is seating herself within it now.” 
 
    Saved by the bell, I thought, brushing a lock of hair out of my face. 
 
    “Gotta run,” I told my girls, streaking across the tiled marble floor. “I’ll make it up to you when I get back!” 
 
    Richard and Courtney started to laugh. The horny cries and desperate whimpers of my clan pursued me out of the castle and into the courtyard, where Olga and my transport to the Nexus waited. 
 
    I had an appointment with Margaret Butler and a Mana Mage. Time to take another piece off the board and out of Dracula’s hands.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did what!?” Tessa asked, her voice on the brink of laughter. “Oh, you’re kidding me, Derek! The women must have been so disappointed…” 
 
    Tessa Butler and I sat in Olga’s carriage, listening to the squeaks and rumbles of the wheels as it passed between worlds. Traveling from one Zone to another was a dicey proposition at the best of times, and Olga had informed me she’d need to traverse several interstitial Zones in order to reach the Nexus with all the chaos going on in the world. So I’d raced off, leaving my castle, only to find myself sitting in a comfortable cab with Tessa for a while. 
 
    Hurry up and wait, I thought, smirking. I’ve had some jobs like that. 
 
    Outside the carriage’s window, the world churned like a paint mixer. Multiple Zones crisscrossed each other, forming a mélange of realities that hurt your eyes if you looked at them too long. I kept the curtain closed, much preferring to take in the more pleasing sights within the vehicle. I had no idea how Olga managed to stand riding up front. 
 
    “I was in a rush,” I protested, laughing gently. “I didn’t have any time for long goodbyes. Besides, I’ll make it up to them later. Those girls will be good and satisfied once we’ve got those mages safe in our castle where they belong.” 
 
    “I know,” Tessa said through her laughter. “I just can’t believe you ran right out of your own war room! You left all those women pining for you, you know that?” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head as I leaned back in my seat. 
 
    As I moved, Tessa scooted in closer to me. Even with a little bit of a bump, my lion shifter was still as hot as ever—honestly, it sort of made her look even hotter. The physical reminder of the bond between us did incredible things for our intimacy, especially in the close confines of the carriage. 
 
    Tessa ran her nails through my hair, purring like a house cat. “I should feel bad about having you all to myself while the rest of your mates are probably crying into their drinks back at home,” the dark-skinned beauty whispered. “But you know what? I don’t. I really, really don’t…” 
 
    Before I knew what was happening, Tessa was in my lap. The shifter put her hands on my thighs and used them as leverage to bring her mouth to mine, her soft, pouty lips pressing against my own. She smelled like spices and sex, and the way her body pressed against mine as we kissed lit a fire in my chest that had nothing to do with dragons or vampires. 
 
    Her tongue slid into my mouth, and I grabbed a handful of her braids to pull her mouth harder onto mine. We broke the kiss, gasping, our faces flushed with heat. My cock was fully erect, straining against the fabric of my robes and rubbing against Tessa’s inner thigh. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, wiping my mouth. “Shit, Tessa…” 
 
    Her eyes burned right through me, alight with desire. “I want you,” she purred, her fingers reaching for my belt. “Right now.” 
 
    A dozen different questions flickered through my head. Did we have enough time? Would Olga overhear us? How jealous would the rest of my mates be once they found out I’d had sex with Tessa during our solo trip? 
 
    Most of all, I wondered: was it safe for me to be doing this with her right now? I knew that in the ordinary, human world, pregnant women had sex with their husbands and baby daddies all the time—but this wasn’t an ordinary pregnancy. Not much could restrain the beast within me when Tessa was in my arms, but the thought of hurting her or the baby could do it. 
 
    Tessa noticed the tension in my limbs. “What’s wrong?” the lion shifter asked, her fingers slowing at the loop of my belt. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said automatically. “It’s just… I’m not going to hurt anything by doing this am I? You’ll be okay, even if I get rough?” 
 
    Tessa laughed when she realized what I was asking. “I’m not some shrinking violet, Derek,” she said, unlatching the leather of my belt as she straddled my thighs. “I’m a lion. Of course you’re not going to hurt our baby. I appreciate you worrying about me, though…” 
 
    I grinned. “Good. Because I want you too.” 
 
    “Oh, I can feel that!” Her hands reached into my pants, gripping my hard member. “When was the last time you got off, baby? Fuck, I can feel you throbbing in my fingers…” 
 
    “Honestly, I can’t even remember.” My hands went to her breasts. “But you’re here right now.” 
 
    A strangely tender look spread across Tessa’s face. “That’s right,” she whispered, sliding into the seat directly at my side. All the while, her hands didn’t stray from my cock. “I’m right here now, Derek. Let me take care of you…” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, only to be cut off by a powerful wave of pleasure. As Tessa removed my cock from my pants, she ran her hands up and down my shaft, using the precum dripping from the tip as lube to build up a hot, slick friction.  
 
    I leaned back against the wall, closing my eyes and grunting with bliss as the pleasure infiltrated me. 
 
    “There you go,” Tessa said, grinning from ear to ear. “Fuck, you really needed to relax, didn’t you? You’ve been so pent up with stress lately.” 
 
    “Yeah, I fucking have,” I agreed. It was easy to agree with a woman as beautiful as Tessa when she had your cock in her hands. “Fuck, that’s so good.” 
 
    “It’s about to get better,” Tessa whispered. Now I understood why she’d chosen the seat next to mine to start this show, rather than sinking to the floor or straddling me. She leaned over, spreading out across the bench like the lioness she was inside as she lowered her mouth to my cock. The same soft, pouty lips that felt so good against mine felt even better against my throbbing manhood. 
 
    She kissed the head, bathing it in warmth with her tongue. Her attentions were soft and sweet—at first, anyway. Tessa treated my cock like a holy relic, making out with it from the tip of my crown to the base of my balls. 
 
    Then she opened wide and took me deep, swallowing me down without a hint of a gag reflex. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I panted, tangling my fingers in her braids.  
 
    All my mates were extremely skilled at fellatio, but there was something about Tessa’s hunger that did things to me. I felt instincts I’d repressed bubbling to the surface, the urge to thrust into her tight throat so strong and sweet that I nearly lost myself.  
 
    Tessa bobbed like a cork in my lap, her tits pressing against my thigh as she worked my cock in and out of her mouth, giving me a hot, sloppy blowjob. 
 
    After a minute or two, Tessa correctly judged I’d had enough. Her mouth felt amazing, but I was so keyed up and needy that I’d explode down her throat if she didn’t slow down or stop before long. Both of us knew my cock and cum belonged somewhere else. 
 
    She pulled off me with a wet little pop, grinning triumphantly. “Fuck me.” 
 
    No hesitation. No doubt. No guilt. 
 
    God damn, I loved being the Dragon. 
 
    I patted my thighs and leaned back, giving my cock a few quick strokes. “Come here,” I commanded her, tugging down her leggings with my free hand. “We don’t have much time. Olga could get us to the Nexus at any moment.” 
 
    A smirk spread across Tessa’s face. “Then you’d better fuck me fast,” she purred, climbing into my lap. 
 
    In short order, Tessa peeled her leggings off and tossed them to the floor. Just as I’d suspected, she wore no panties underneath. Her slit was bare and shining, so fresh that was I certain she’d run off to shave while I was still finishing my meeting. The sight of it filled me with pride. What kind of man had his women pay attention to such small details just for him? 
 
    She grabbed my cock and aimed the head into her folds, straddling me with her creamy mocha thighs. I could feel the heat and wetness pouring from her like a lush jungle, and knew that she was more than ready for me to fill her. 
 
    “Mmmh, you have no idea how bad I need this,” she said, running the head of my member up and down her slit a few times. It came back coated in her honey, dripping like it had been left out in the rain. “I started to worry you didn’t find me attractive any more now that I’m carrying your baby…” 
 
    My eyes nearly fell out of my head. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I grunted, pulling Tessa’s face to mine. The kiss we shared was warm and wet. “You’re fucking gorgeous, Tessa. I’m so proud of you. You’re going to be the best daddy in the world to our beautiful baby…” 
 
    Grinning, Tessa lowered herself onto me. “I want more than one,” she confessed, the words coming out of her like she just couldn’t stop them. “I want you to give me so many babies, Derek…” 
 
    Tessa and I locked into the rhythm we both loved so well. Her soft, ridged walls wrapped around me like a tight hug, stretching gently as I upthrust into her every time she slammed herself down on me. Our pants and moans of bliss filled the carriage, the temperature warming dramatically as we fucked with wild abandon.  
 
    Soon Tessa was so wet that her pussy squelched around me, clenching madly as her clit throbbed against my hood. 
 
    “That’s right,” I told her, my voice low and possessive. Hearing about all the babies we were going to make, the family we were going to build, being called daddy—it activated every dominant impulse in my body at once, like someone pushing every button on an elevator. “Ride that cock. Make daddy happy so he nuts in you again. You want my heirs?” 
 
    “Yesss,” Tessa groaned, tossing her head back. Her voice sounded like steam escaping from an overheated kettle. “Please, Derek, fuck!” 
 
    I’d heard pregnant women were hornier than normal, but carrying my baby had done wonders to Tessa’s temperament. She’d never been this submissive before, and her pussy had never been this hot or tight. Her body burned in my arms like she had a fever, every muscle taut with pleasure as I fucked her into a mad frenzy. 
 
    She wasn’t going to last much longer. Which was good, because only a supreme effort of will kept me from shooting my load into her right then and there. 
 
    Tessa put her hands on top of the carriage to force herself down on me harder. Using them to keep her balance, she slammed herself on me as hard as she could—then she rotated her hips in a circle like she wanted to twerk on my dick. The feeling was incredible, and suddenly, I was just fucking done. 
 
    “Cum for me, Daddy,” Tessa begged right on cue, her big tits bouncing in my face. “Fucking pump me full…!” 
 
    I hastened to obey. Burying my face between her big, soft tits, I pulled one of her nipples into my mouth and sucked on the sensitive nub as I felt my orgasm hit the point of no return.  
 
    Tessa screamed with bliss and arched her back, her pussy clenching madly as the stimulation sent her to the edge. 
 
    Carli and Riley are the same way, I thought, grinning around the nub as Tessa began to cum. Their tits get so fucking sensitive when they’re knocked up—just sucking on one is like going down on them… 
 
    Then I had no more thoughts, for I was spurting and shooting inside of Tessa’s pussy. The hot, hungry walls of her womanhood gripped me like a vise as she screamed my name, raking the roof of the carriage with her nails.  
 
    I upthrust into her as hard as I could and kept my cock there, burying it deep as I jerked and shot my load. Relief flooded me like a dam bursting as thick ropes of hot cum sprayed into Tessa’s pussy, painting her pink walls with my white load. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, both of us became slow and languid.  
 
    Tessa leaned over and kissed me, slower and longer this time. She hugged me tight, sobs shaking her shoulders as a wave of emotion overwhelmed her. I remember this part, too, I thought, thinking of the way Carli and Riley’s hormones drove them crazy while they were carrying my babies. I knew the best thing to do was just to hold her back—to let her feel my strength and know that I was there. 
 
    Tessa recovered quickly. She sighed with squelchy bliss as she lifted herself off me, her kisses moving to my neck and chest. Before I could stop her, she sank to the floor of the carriage, trailing those soft kisses down my stomach and toward the pillar between my thighs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, though I already knew. 
 
    “Cleaning you up,” Tessa purred with a glint in her eye. “Don’t worry, Derek, I already got off hard. This is about you. Just lie back and enjoy…” 
 
    I did. Tessa’s warm, wet mouth closed around my cock, gently sucking it clean before moving faster, forming a tight seal between her lips and my shaft. The carriage filled with the sounds of her gentle slurps, along with my caveman grunts of pleasure as she worked me toward a second orgasm. 
 
    In the sliver of window space next to the curtains, I thought I saw light peering through a crack. We’re almost at the Nexus, I thought, realizing that Olga had taken a longer route specifically so that Tessa and I could get each other off on the way. Like the rest of the Dragon’s Hoard, my chauffeur apparently believed I needed to get laid. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    “We’re almost there, so this is going to be quick,” I grunted, tangling my fingers in Tessa’s braids. “You ready to be used?” 
 
        “Mmmh hmmm,” Tessa groaned around my dick. Her mouth left my cock as she pumped me with her fingers, grinning. “Go ahead, Derek. Fuck my face. I want to feel you in the back of my throat…” 
 
    “Oh, you definitely will,” I grunted, guiding her back to my member.  
 
    The old Derek would never have dared use a woman like this. He’d always believed women to be the ‘fairer sex’, that they were gentle creatures at heart who’d be shocked by the depths of men’s depraved perversions were they ever to be exposed to them. He never would have believed that a woman could take a face-fucking like this outside of a porno—and that she could not just endure such treatment but enjoy it. That enjoying it was the core of the relationship between a dominant man and a submissive woman—or many submissive women. 
 
    I held Tessa’s head with both hands and thrust into her mouth, the crown of my cock hammering the back of her throat. She gagged gently around me, her eyes rolling back in her head as the feeling of being used sent her into a tailspin of pleasure. I fucked Tessa’s mouth and throat like a pussy, testing her this way and that as the hot sounds of her throat filled the carriage. 
 
    It didn’t take long at all for another wave of bliss to bubble from my balls up my shaft.  
 
    I let out a caveman roar as I erupted. Tessa’s cheeks hollowed as she sucked and slurped me greedily, drinking down my semen as fast as I could drain it from my balls. She kept on sucking long after I’d finished, cleaning every drop of the pearly white goodness from my shaft before planting a sloppy, loving kiss on the crown of my cock. 
 
    “That,” Tessa said with pride, “is just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    I leaned back against the padded wall of the carriage and closed my eyes, riding the aftershocks of bliss. After shooting inside of Tessa’s pussy and filling her mouth with my load, I felt like a new man—like all the things that had seemed impossible only a few minutes ago were now within my grasp. I felt the dragon tattoo across my chest coil with reflected bliss, the spirit that animated me showing that it was well-satisfied. 
 
    “I’ll say,” I whispered, tucking myself back into my pants. “You doing alright down there? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    During the sex, I’d allowed myself to forget about Tessa’s delicate condition other than the ways it excited me. Now, after the fact, I worried about her. But those worries dropped away as she smiled, settled herself back in her seat, and slid her leggings back on. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? That was… amazing. Just amazing.” Tessa tugged the dark fabric over her smooth thighs, hiding the glorious valley between her legs once more. “When I get a little bit farther along, I might need you to give me a little push to make it over that last mile. You did something like that with Carli and Riley, right?” 
 
    Had I? I honestly didn’t remember.  
 
    “I’ll be glad to help you out,” I said dazedly. “Especially if your pussy feels like that.” 
 
    Tessa laughed like she could read my mind. “I bet you will,” she purred, putting her cool hand on my warm cheek. “I can’t wait to welcome our baby into the world. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I said with a yawn. “Hey, why’s the carriage stopped?” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes widened. Her cheeks paled as she held a hand to her face, peeling back the window an inch to peer out at our surroundings. “Oh shit, we’re here! You don’t think anyone heard us, do you?” 
 
    “If they did, they’re jealous as fuck. Come on, let’s go see your mom. I’m sure she’s got lots of nice things to say about you before she hands over that mage. It’s been a while since you’ve had a mother-daughter visit.” 
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Let’s go. I’m looking forward to seeing my old stomping grounds.” 
 
    So was I.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Nexus brought back lots of memories. 
 
    I’d only been here once before, but that visit had been memorable enough for a lifetime. The Nexus was the core of supernatural society, a kind of Pentagon, CIA, and Senate combined for shifters, mages, and Nightlords. Representatives from every major shifter clan, mage guild, and Nightlord great house kept embassies here, and the Majordomo of the Council actually lived here. It was an almost entirely artificial structure, comprised of golden islands floating in a sea of piercing blue sky. The people who’d built it had no restrictions and commanded ridiculous amounts of magical power, so they’d held nothing back in its construction. Had it existed on Earth, it undoubtedly would have been the Ninth Wonder of the World. 
 
    What I hadn’t known on my last visit was that the Nexus reflected both the taste and the temperament of its current Majordomo. While Tomas Karkosa was in command of the place, the towering spires and golden walkways of the Nexus resembled something out of a baroque 1970s sci-fi movie—but Tessa’s mom, Margaret Butler, had put more of a human face on the place. With wider streets, high white marble walls, and Victorian towers, it actually looked like a place where people might live. 
 
    “I like what your mom’s done with the place,” I told Tessa as we walked the streets. The Nexus was practically deserted, so we walked alone. With all the chaos going on in the world, most of the agents of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw were engaged in putting out fires across both human and supernatural society. I didn’t envy them. Hopefully once we took down Dracula and his minions, there’d finally be peace. 
 
    Tessa ran her finger over the railing of a bridge as we passed, peering over the side into the endless sky. “I do, too,” she said, though the smile on her face was filled with nostalgia. “Remember what you did to me here?” 
 
        “How could I forget?” I slipped an arm around her. “I wasn’t sure you were going to go along with it.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes widened. “Really? You didn’t realize that I was totally into you from the jump?” 
 
    “I did,” I said, laughing. “I just hadn’t figured on you being the kind of girl to ride me in a closet while dozens of your boss’s associates could hear. I don’t think Tomas Karkosa ever forgave me for claiming you in such a public manner…” 
 
    It had been necessary, though. Since she had been the ambassador for all shifters, the former Majordomo of the Council had been dead-set on keeping Tessa locked up in the Nexus, unable to mend the rift between shifters and mages. Only my protection allowed her to cross the barrier—and the only way I’d known to give her that protection was to bind her as one of my mates. 
 
    We’d both enjoyed the hell out of it, of course. 
 
    “I needed you,” Tessa said, lacing her fingers through mine. “Honestly, I didn’t realize how badly I needed you until long after you’d already saved me. My life was stuck in a serious rut here at the Nexus. I was on a dead-end track to spend the rest of my life exploited by Karkosa, and I almost certainly would have been passed over for next Majordomo by one of his hand-picked successors.” 
 
    “So you don’t miss it, then?” I asked. 
 
    Tessa shrugged. “A little,” she admitted. “But I needed something to come along and shake up my life. To mess up my plans. And you certainly did that, Derek.” 
 
    Her hand strayed to the bulge of her belly. Yeah, I’d definitely done that. 
 
    “I like my life a lot better now,” Tessa said, her lips pursing in a smile. 
 
    Together, we approached the Nexus’s main administrative complex. Unlike the rest of the Zone, this area still had employees streaming in and out of it—people so high-level that they essentially never left the Nexus. Like Tessa. These people’s whole lives were devoted to arcane issues within shifter and mage society, or toward fostering cooperation between supernatural peoples. I appreciated their sacrifice, but I had no desire to share it. 
 
    A guard in the shifter equivalent of a tactical vest met us at the entrance. “Lord Dragon,” he said smoothly, nodding at me. “Miss Butler.” 
 
    “We’re here to see the Majordomo,” Tessa told the man, looking up at the high windows of the building. “Is my mother in the office?” 
 
        The guard betrayed a hint of a smile at that. “Majordomo Butler is at lunch right now,” he said, checking his watch. “But if you’d like to wait in her office, she should be back very soon.” 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    The man insisted on chaperoning us through the offices, which was kind of cute. If there was some trap hidden within the Nexus, or a monster lurking to try and tear our throats out, it would be much more likely that I’d save him rather than the other way around. But guarding us was his job, so I let him do his business. 
 
    He led us past rows of cubicles, which looked almost like something from a modern office building. Each alcove had a desk and an agent, most of whom were on the phone or rapidly typing something into their computers. A few looked up as we passed, greeting us or saluting or just watching in amazement as the Dragon and his mate crossed the room. 
 
    The guard led us to a massive glass elevator that stuck out from the building like the vein on a woman’s neck when she was on the edge of climax. “The Majordomo’s office is on the twenty-fifth floor,” he said smoothly, activating the lift with a keycard hanging around his neck on a lanyard. “If you’ll permit me to accompany you up—”  
 
    “I know which floor my mother’s office is on,” Tessa said sweetly. Her smile hid the sting beneath her words. “I think the Dragon and I will be fine to ride up a few floors on our own. You can handle that, surely, Derek?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I agreed, grinning at the security guard. He didn’t look terribly happy about it, but he stepped aside and let us enter unaccompanied. “Please don’t hesitate to let us know if you need anything,” he said hastily as the doors began to close. 
 
    “Will do,” I said.  
 
    The doors slid closed, and the elevator began to rise. Tessa and I stared at each other for a few seconds before breaking down in laughter. 
 
    “Oh my God,” the lion shifter said, her hands on her knees as she cackled. “That was so adorable…” 
 
    “Poor guy,” I said, wiping away a tear. “He thinks you totally snubbed him.” 
 
    “Well, I kinda did.” 
 
    Fair enough, I thought. “Why were you so interested in getting rid of him, anyway?” I asked, more curious than concerned. 
 
    As Tessa recovered, she lifted one leg and pressed her needy slit against my thigh. She nibbled her bottom lip, brushing several braids out of her face as she peered up at me. Oh, I thought, my cock already beginning to stiffen to new life within my pants. Damn… 
 
    “Because,” Tessa said in a husky voice. “I’m still horny. You know how pregnant girls are, Derek—shit, half the fucking harem’s knocked up with your babies…” 
 
    Grinning, I grabbed twin handfuls of Tessa’s ass and pushed her against the glass wall of the elevator. It had been designed to let someone see out over the whole Nexus as the lift ascended, and the higher it crested, the more I could see. And the more anyone else looking up from street level could see. 
 
    “Does that make you hot?” I grunted. “Knowing that the nights I’m not fucking you, I’m getting other women pregnant?” 
 
    In response, Tessa laced her fingers behind my neck and lifted her mouth to mine. Her kiss was hot and hungry, aching with need. 
 
    “I think it’s the hottest fucking thing in the world,” she gasped as she broke the kiss. “Oh shit—my ass is right up against this glass! If you take my leggings off, everybody’s going to see it!” 
 
    I grinned darkly, pinning her against me. “You know the first time I met you in the Nexus, I didn’t want to fuck you in a closet, right?” I pointed at one of the glass bridges connecting the Nexus’s elegant buildings. “My original plan was to push you up against one of those walls and fuck you from behind, so everyone in the Nexus could see. I wanted the whole upper strata of supernatural society to know I owned your pussy…” 
 
    Tessa growled—and the elevator door opened. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Tessa’s leg returned to the floor. “We’re supposed to get off at the twenty-fifth floor! This isn’t even the twelfth—” 
 
    In the reflection of the glass, I saw a young man standing in the entrance to the elevator. He wasn’t dressed like most of the people I met in the Nexus, wearing just a hoodie and a pair of jeans. In the reflection, I watched his eyes widen in recognition as he realized who he’d almost stepped into an elevator with. 
 
    Then he bolted like a startled deer, running in the opposite direction. 
 
    Tessa started to laugh. “Shit, I think we scared him,” she purred, tangling her fingers in my hair. “Guess he didn’t know this one’s occupied.” 
 
    My chest went cold. “No, that’s not it,” I said, turning around. The man was still running down the hallway, and as I watched him, I reached out and grabbed the elevator door to keep it from closing. He turned around, his bottom lip trembling and his eyes nearly bugging out of his head. 
 
    He’s fucking terrified, I realized. Way more than a guy who just interrupted a couple kissing would be… 
 
    “Tessa,” I whispered without turning around. “That wouldn’t happen to be Nick, would it?” 
 
        I felt Tessa’s eyes narrow as she squinted to see better. Then she gasped, and I had my answer. 
 
    “Oh fuck, that’s him,” Tessa gasped—but I was already in motion. I sprang through the elevator’s doors as they closed, chasing after the man in the hoodie. We’d just found our mage. 
 
    And, evidently, he’d been on the lookout for us. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled, breaking into a run. “Come back, asshole!” 
 
    It was no use. The mage in the hoodie tore ass around a corner, sparing only a quick backward glance at me before he disappeared. I punched more energy into my arms and legs, running like an Olympic sprinter as I tried my best to make up the distance. 
 
    I turned the corner. Before me lay a hallway with offices on either side, potted plants placed at intervals next to the doors. The hallway was long—too long for someone to cross quickly. And yet the mage in the hoodie had disappeared. 
 
    He had to be in one of the offices. 
 
    I slowed down, scanning the hallway. Riley’s invisibility powers flickered through my mind as I took a step, then another, thrusting my arms out in random directions in the hope of making contact with a hidden assailant. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said, my words somewhat belied by the fact that I was punching the air. “I just want to talk, Nick. Some very powerful people are after you…” 
 
    I stared at the hallway like it was a puzzle in a magazine—one of those ones where you had to spot all the differences between two panels. If I was a mage with the power to turn temporarily invisible, I thought, reaching for my Prismatic Spray, where would I hide? 
 
    An office door on the right-hand side of the hallway had been left open a crack. A clever diversion, or Nick forgetting to cover his tracks? Either way, I was going to find out. 
 
    “Surprise!” I yelled, kicking open the door and activating Prismatic Spray. A rainbow of nauseating colors erupted from my outstretched palms, and I had to look away to avoid being disoriented by my own spell. If Nick was in the room, he’d soon be on the floor, gasping and trying to figure out which direction was up. 
 
    As the spell filled the office with a shower of prismatic sparks, one of the potted plants in the hall turned into a man and ran away. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Hey! Stop!” I cried, trying to unsummon the Prismatic Spray. I’d made a tactical error by assuming Nick had the power to turn himself invisible—I should have guessed he might have the power to look like other objects. If I’d counted the number of potted plants on either side of the hallway, I’d have immediately spotted the subterfuge, but my earlier experiences with Riley had left me biased. 
 
    The mage didn’t turn around at the sound of my voice. He just kept running. Fuck. 
 
    Well, I could run, too. The moment Prismatic Spray ended I was after him, hot on the mage’s heels. He took another turn, then another, but he’d blown his load with the chameleon routine. He didn’t try to turn into anything in any of the hallways, or blend in with the local wallpaper. He knew I’d be on the lookout for that now. 
 
    I was almost caught up when the hallway suddenly widened, emptying into a large office. Cubicles in X-shaped arrangements littered the floor, with several galleys full of tea and coffee sprinkled in for good measure. The big glass windows let in plenty of light, giving me a great view of the startled clerks and office drones staring at their coworker like he’d lost his fucking mind. 
 
    “Stop!” I roared, the flame inside my chest burning into a bonfire. “I don’t want to have to hurt you, Nick!” 
 
    He looked back at me once, as if considering my offer. For a moment, I thought he was going to take it—that the sight of his coworkers had shamed him into surrender. 
 
    Then he began to transform, and I realized I was chasing after one hell of a powerful mage, indeed. 
 
    Nick’s legs lengthened into the muscular, backward bent limbs of an ostrich. Feathers erupted across his body, golden in color, shooting through the fabric of his hoodie like the fletchings of arrows. His speed increased, and he let out a horrifying squawk as he flapped his new wings and leapt from cubicle to cubicle. 
 
    The ostrich is the fastest bird on foot in the world, at nearly forty miles an hour. This guy was faster. And those weren’t an ostrich’s feathers, or an ostrich’s beak. Nick hadn’t taken his inspiration from nature—he’d taken it from a video game. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, watching him race from cubicle to cubicle. He turned himself into a chocobo! 
 
    His coworkers fled in a frenzy. Terrified office workers turned over their desks, spilling coffee and filling the air with papers. Nick plunged right through a cubicle, shattering the particle board and sending huge chunks of it spraying across the office. A secretary screamed. 
 
    “Get away from me!” Nick squawked, his words distorted by his avian maw. “Go away!” 
 
    I sighed. I wasn’t going to catch the man in human form, I could see that. Which meant I was going to have to make an even bigger mess than he was. 
 
    Reaching for the flame within me, I embraced the Dragon. 
 
    It wasn’t a full transformation: I didn’t have enough space to do that inside. My head, arms, and legs erupted in scales as I took flight, the leathery dragon’s wings I knew and loved so well erupting from my back as I gave chase. The workers who hadn’t already taken cover ducked and hid, whimpering with horror at the turn their ordinary day had taken. Several of the windows shattered as I roared, gaining on the bird rapidly. 
 
    Nick reached a stairwell at the edge of the office and took it upward, his bird’s wings and legs shimmering as they transformed into the eight appendages of a spider. He climbed straight up the wall, running for dear life as he sought to avoid me. I couldn’t fit my draconic body through the doorway, so I was forced to punch through with my claws, leaving a huge hole that some poor custodial crew would have to clean up later. 
 
    He’s heading for the roof, I realized. He’ll probably turn back into a bird and fly away if I don’t stop him… 
 
    He’d be a sitting duck for Dracula. Literally. I had to catch him before he got away. 
 
    I emerged from the door onto the roof, squinting in the harsh light of the day. The mage stood on the edge of the rooftop, overlooking the endless blue sky. He was back in human form, which I took as a good sign. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer!” the mage said, throwing up a hand as I strode across the rooftop. “Get any closer and I’ll fucking jump!” 
 
    My face twisted. “So? You’ll just grow some wings and fly away.” 
 
    The mage’s face filled with despair. “I… I can’t,” he said, his bottom lip trembling. “I’m all tapped out. I burnt all my magic up running away from you—it’ll take me hours to manage another transformation…” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Well, don’t jump,” I said, lifting my hands and keeping my distance. “I’m really not going to hurt you, dude! You know who I am, right?” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Nick said, his foot sliding closer to the edge. “You’re Derek Sinclair. The Dragon.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, pleased we were at least having a conversation. “And you’re Nick Faircoup. Nick, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, my man, but you’re in incredible danger.” 
 
    Nick stared over the edge of the building. “You think?” he said, forcing out a laugh. “They warned me you were coming, Dragon. That you were going to take me…” 
 
    Damn it. Someone in the mage hierarchy must have gotten to him first. Warned him that the Dragon was out for blood with the mages, that I was planning to declare war on all of them, starting with Nick himself. 
 
    “I’m taking you somewhere where you can be safe,” I told the mage. “I’m not going to hurt you. It’s my father who wants to hurt you, Nick. Dracula needs you. I know this may be hard to believe, but you’re essential to his plans to conquer the whole world.” 
 
    I figured Nick would have a hard time accepting that. But I didn’t expect the response I got. 
 
    “You think I don’t know that!?” he shot back. He was very close to the edge now—it looked as if a stiff breeze could knock him right into the sky. “He wants me, because I’m a Mana Mage, and he thinks I can cast some kind of spell. But I can’t!” 
 
    “How did you know all that?” I asked, taking a step closer. Clearly, someone had been educating this young mage—though they’d been doing it all wrong, setting him against me. It was a risk to get any closer, but if he fell, I might be able to turn into the Dragon and chase him down before he hit anything down below. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” Nick spat, ignoring the question. “I can’t cast the spell! I’m not strong enough—you saw me! A quick chameleon spell and a couple faunamancer transformations drained all my energy! You can’t use me to cast that fucking spell, man!” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “I don’t want to cast the spell!” I said, trying to make the mage see reason. “You’ve got to listen to me, Nick. I’m not the person you think I am. Whoever’s been talking to you, they’ve been filling your head with nonsense—”  
 
    A sharp noise made both of us turn. Tessa Butler stepped onto the roof. She was panting hard, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly. A stately woman in the robes of office entered directly behind her, looking seriously irritated. 
 
    Fuck, I thought. Hi Mom. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!” Margaret Butler thundered, more upset than I’d ever seen her. “We’re dealing with multiple injuries and a completely destroyed floor downstairs. You boys have made one hell of a mess in my office!” 
 
    Nick gave a start, which nearly sent him over the edge. “Majordomo!” 
 
    “Nick,” Margaret said, frowning. “What are you doing, son? Why are you running?” 
 
    The young mage pointed at me. “He… he wants to use me to destroy the world!” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I said flatly. “I’m trying to save the world—”  
 
    “I’d rather die!” Nick yelled, sticking one leg out over the abyss. “I’d rather die than destroy the entire world! Do you know what will happen if I try to cast that spell? Any of you? I’m not strong enough! It’ll rip reality to pieces—”  
 
    Margaret Butler stamped her foot to shut the man up, and he flinched. I had a second chance to take my shot, and I wasn’t going to waste it. 
 
    With the Black Flame burning in my chest, I lunged forward and grabbed Nick before he could leap over the edge. I wrenched him backward, dragging him away from the ledge and tossing him onto the center of the roof. He landed on his hands and knees, gasping. 
 
    “I’m not going to destroy the world,” I told the mage, kneeling down next to him. “That’s what Dracula wants to do. I’m going to keep the Last Spell from ever being cast.” 
 
    Nick sniffed hugely, his face telling me he was realizing the truth for the first time. “The mages… they lied to me, didn’t they?” 
 
    I looked up at Margaret Butler. “It sure as shit seems so. What the hell did your mage friends tell you, Nick?” 
 
    I punctuated it with a laugh, and a few moments later, Nick laughed as well. “That both you and Dracula want to cast some spell that will rewrite reality,” he said, neatly summing up the crux of the matter. “But that I’m not strong enough to cast the spell, even if I’m on some list of people who can. I’m too weak—that’s why I’ve always been an office mage. I’m in intelligence, I’m not a frontline fighter. If they try to cast the spell with me, it’ll fail—and the explosion will destroy the world.” 
 
    Was that true? I had no idea, but either way, I never wanted to find out. 
 
    “It’s a good thing we found you first, then,” I told him, clapping him on the shoulder. “Cheer up. You’re going to love the castle. Just don’t try and touch any of my women.” 
 
    I left him to recover and walked over to Margaret and Tessa. Despite my need to greet my mother-in-law, my concerns for my mate came first. “Are you alright?” I asked, grabbing Tessa and putting a hand to her bump. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she assured me. “A little winded, and pissed off that you left me in the elevator while you ran off to chase Faircoup. But I’m alright. Not hurt.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. Then I straightened up and addressed Margaret Butler. “Hi, Mom. Sorry for the mess.” 
 
    The Majordomo slowly shook her head. “Normally we’d arrest young Mr. Faircoup here for assault, not to mention destruction of property. But under the circumstances, I think remanding him to the custody of the Dragon would be the better option. Do you agree?” 
 
    I sighed with relief, glad she saw things my way. “I’ll take him. He’ll be safe from Dracula with me.” 
 
    “You’d better make damn sure he is,” Margaret said, her voice still hard. “I don’t want anything happening to Tessa or my grandbaby. You owe me, Dragon, remember that.” 
 
    Tessa and I shared a look. Just let her be her, Tessa’s eyes told me. 
 
    “I will,” I said, hauling the mage to his feet. “Let’s get him back to the castle and find out what he knows. Maybe he can help us track down the mages spreading these bullshit rumors—or maybe he can help us find Joann Voller.” 
 
    Two down, I thought. One to go. One more mage, and Dracula’s plan is toast. 
 
    Now I just had to find her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I slept most of the way back to the castle, with Tessa in my lap and our new friend Nick sitting on the bench across from me. The sex, the chase, and the transformation into my Dragon form had left me exhausted, and there was no real worry of the mage escaping when opening the carriage would plunge him into the primordial darkness between the Zones.  
 
    So I could rest easy. 
 
    This time, I had no difficulty in establishing a meeting. Everyone was pumped up and ready to go once they realized I’d already secured two of the three Mana Mages capable of casting the Last Spell. My women cast even more sensual glances at me than usual, and I could feel how needy they were—how turned on and desperate. I was better able to resist the temptation to stop now because of what Tessa and I had done on the way to the Nexus. 
 
    I couldn’t afford to spend a day in a hot tub with my harem. We were one mage away from ripping Dracula’s plans to alter the entire world to shreds. Once we had this Joann Voller on the castle grounds, all Mana Mages in the world capable of casting the Last Spell would be under my control. In a Zone completely run by me, where Dracula had no power. Nothing short of betrayal could stop me then—and my women were clinically incapable of betraying me. 
 
    The new mage, Nick, fit in pretty well. “Thank you so much,” he said as a servant poured him some more coffee, his eyes wide with amazement. I’d learned over the last few minutes that pretty much everything amazed Nick Faircoup—from the splendor of my castle to the size of my harem. The young man looked at me like he was seeing his greatest fantasy brought to life, and I could tell he wanted the life I had. If he was willing to work for it, I might be willing to teach him. 
 
    He watched the servant go, his eyes straying to her ass for longer than was strictly necessary. I couldn’t help but chuckle under my breath. Nick might end up enjoying this place a lot more than he originally thought. 
 
    Courtney Enfield had made sure everyone at the table had food and drink before securing her seat for herself—she was a perfect hostess that way. If she hadn’t taken on a life as a Nightlord, she might have made it to some high positional within supernatural society one day—I certainly would have voted for her. Somehow, I got the impression she’d rather be Richard’s girl than in charge of the supernatural world, though. 
 
    “So that’s two mages,” she said mildly. “Dracula must be fuming right now. I’m sure he’s got his cronies searching high and low for that final Mana Mage, trying to get to them before you do.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” I agreed. “It’s important to remember that we’re not out of the woods yet, everyone. Until we have every single Mana Mage within the castle walls, Dracula could still cast the Last Spell.” 
 
    Silence fell over the chamber. Mates who’d been eagerly gossiping and sipping tea moments before now wore upset expressions, as if picturing what their lives would look like in a world where Dracula held total control. No one would like that, least of all me. 
 
    The only person who didn’t seem to have gotten the message was Nick Faircoup. “I’m definitely all for a reunion,” he said, biting a cookie in two. “I was worried that you just wanted to use me like Dracula did, Dragon, but now I’m convinced. You might be arrogant and a big old pussy hound like they say, but you’re a good guy under all that. You’ve treated me right.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tallulah said, her words carrying an edge of disgust as she watched the mage eat. “He has. Richard, any news on the final mage?” 
 
    All eyes in the room turned to my sluga. I’d given Richard Enfield the job of tracking down Joann Voller before I left to find Nick, and I had high hopes that my vampiric second in command would strike paydirt. If anyone in the world could locate this Mana Mage, it would be him. 
 
    But one glance at Richard’s face told me he had bad news to share. 
 
    “My lord,” Richard began, rising from his seat stiffly. He was being even more formal than usual with me, which was always a bad sign. “I contacted my sources and did as much research as I was able to in your absence without leaving the castle unguarded. Before I speak, I should mention that even the best rosters of mages available tend to be secretive about their locations, so as to discourage inter-guild poaching or assassination attempts—”  
 
    “You don’t have to justify yourself to me,” I said, lifting a hand to stop him. “You weren’t able to find her.” 
 
    Richard’s smile was pained. “No, my lord, that’s the problem. You see, I did.” 
 
    Huh? I could feel my face filling with confusion. “Then where is she?” 
 
    Richard Enfield sighed. “Joann Voller was—emphasis on the past tense here—a distinguished researcher, responsible for several breakthroughs in magical research. In particular, she excelled at magery that violated the so-called ‘laws’ of thermodynamics—creating something out of nothing, for example, or duplicating an object in a way that retains the same mass of both created duplicates…” 
 
    “Loaves and fishes, in other words,” I said with a faint smile. “I think I’ve heard of something like that before, Richard. So what happened?” 
 
    My sluga sighed. “In addition to her brilliant mind and diligent work ethic, Miss Voller apparently nursed a drug addiction.” 
 
    “Treated several times,” Courtney added, looking to her husband. The two of them made perfect foils, and I’d never seen a happier-looking couple. “Rehab, both magical and mundane. It always took, but never for long.” 
 
    I frowned. I could feel my brows furrowing together. “What, some kind of magical drug? Was she snorting pixie dust or something?” 
 
    It was meant as a joke, but both Richard and Courtney were already shaking their heads.  
 
    “Heroin,” Richard said, pronouncing the word like a death sentence. “Dope. Junk. Miss Voller was a junkie, sir, and from everything I’ve been able to dig up, a remarkably tenacious one.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said, sitting back in my seat. Reactions around the table were hardly any more muted. “There aren’t spells that can fix that? You’d think mages would have found a way to cure a drug addict a long, long time ago.” 
 
    Courtney paused, looking severe. “There are spells that can cure a physical addiction, yes,” the redhead said, her skin ghostly pale. I still wasn’t used to seeing her as a vampire. “But the psychological addiction is something else entirely. Joan Voller took dozens of potions to try and cure her habit, but nothing stopped it.” 
 
    I tried to follow my sluga and his wife’s train of thought to its destination. “So she’s dead, is that what you’re saying? A drug overdose?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. I got the impression he sort of wished that were the case—that we’d be in the clear if all the Mana Mages capable of casting the Last Spell were either dead or under control of the Dragon’s Hoard. I understood that kind of thinking, even if it was vicious. 
 
    “According to my contacts in the institute where she worked, Miss Voller suffered a total relapse approximately three weeks ago,” Richard said. “A most inopportune moment to become a junkie once more, but there’s rarely a good time, I suppose. A day or two after getting back on the needle, she simply… disappeared.” 
 
    The word sent shock waves through the meeting room. 
 
    “Disappeared!?” Carli asked, grabbing the sides of the table. “That’s bullshit. No one just disappears, and you know it. Your friends can find anyone. Shit, your Nightlord cronies could find a guy hiding in a cabin on the fucking moon! You think Dracula’s already got her, and is shooting her up with junk?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s already turned her,” Tallulah speculated darkly. “She could bite junkies, then, and absorb the drug through the veins like some fucked-up filtering system…” 
 
    “I don’t believe Dracula has her,” Richard said mildly. “If he had captured Miss Voller, does anyone honestly believe we would be here right now?” 
 
    It was a sobering thought. If Dracula had the means at his disposal to cast the Last Spell, he would have done so. Unless doing so created a whole different universe where my vampire father got to rule unchecked, leaving us alone…? 
 
    No. I knew that most of the satisfaction he’d get out of this power would be to knock me off my throne. Joann was still out there, getting high, completely unaware that she carried the power within her to unmake the world. We had to find her before my father did. But how? 
 
    The room fell silent, thinking it over. 
 
    And then, someone coughed. 
 
    All of us turned to look—at Nick Faircoup, who was holding his cup of coffee like he was afraid it might slip from his fingers and shatter on the ground. How long had he been sitting there like a deer caught in the headlights? 
 
    “You guys are looking for Joann?” he asked mildly. 
 
    Before the room could erupt into conversation, I stood up. The creaking of my chair silenced my mates, and I loomed over the table with the power of the Black Flame burning in my chest. I think I’ve mentioned I can loom with the best of them, and someone like poor Nick had little chance of doing anything other than cowering in fright when I revealed myself this way. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled. “We’re looking for Joann Voller. You know this woman?” 
 
    Nick swallowed hard, his mouth working soundlessly. The poor man looked as if he’d swallowed a lemon. “Yeah. I know her. She’s the one who warned me about you.” 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t the only one leaning forward. Both Richard Enfield and Courtney were staring at the young mage intently, their eyes beaming at him like daggers. 
 
    “How did she get in touch with you?” Courtney asked. He didn’t even flinch. He hardly noticed my vampiric cohorts glaring at him. He only had eyes for me. 
 
    I didn’t particularly care how Joann Voller had gotten in touch with this young mage. I cared even less how she’d known about the Last Spell, or my part in things, or how she’d filled Nick’s head with biased nonsense against the Dragon’s Hoard. There was only one topic of conversation on my mind that I wanted to know the answer to. 
 
    “Where is she?” I said. The words were low and filled with menace, though you could have heard them from any corner of the war room. The place had grown so quiet that you could hear a pin drop. 
 
    Nick swallowed hard yet again, as if his coffee refused to go down. “You’re not going to like this,” he whispered. 
 
    To the surprise of everyone, I started to laugh. “I don’t like any of this,” I said, a hint of mirth cutting through my vicious exterior. “I don’t like having to do all these things to stop Dracula—I do it because it needs to be done. Now tell me where Voller is, Nick. Where can I find the final Mana Mage?” 
 
    For a moment, I thought he was going to keep his secrets. Then Nick sighed, staring down into the depths of his coffee mug, and set both food and drink aside. 
 
    “You won’t find her,” he said, sounding not at all proud of the fact. “She told me where she was going before she left. ‘It’s the one place where neither the Dragon nor Dracula can find me’, she said.” 
 
    “The name,” I growled, my lips peeling back over my teeth. “Give me the name.” 
 
    Nick sighed. “She’s gone to the Interzone,” he said, putting a hand to his forehead. 
 
    “What the hell is the Interzone?” 
 
    Confusion spread from one end of the room to the other, touching every member of the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    Except for Richard Enfield. 
 
    “Oh, no,” the vampire said. His hand shook as he raised it, his face draining of the few drops of blood normally present beneath his skin. “You’re lying. Tell me you’re lying…” 
 
    Nick looked strangely defensive for a young man who’d been scared shitless only a few moments before. “Joann didn’t lie to me,” he said, his hackles rising. “I mean, she was wrong about the Dragon, sure, but that’s only because she never met you. The rest of it: the spell, the war—she knew all about that shit. She never steered me wrong!” 
 
    “Richard?” I asked, a note of worry in my voice. “What is the Interzone?” 
 
    My sluga looked for all the world like he wished he could rip the word from Nick’s throat for a moment. Then he sighed. “I had hoped we would never have to talk about the Interzone,” he said sadly. “Courtney?” 
 
    To my surprise, the redhead didn’t look surprised in the change of topic, either. So whatever this place was, Richard had shared the details of its nature with his wife, as well. Probably a need-to-know thing, I thought, hoping that was the case. Because I really, really didn’t want to think my own sluga had been lying to me—even by omission. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” Courtney said, professional as ever. 
 
    “Could you clear the room, please?” Richard asked. “I have some things to discuss with my master. Things that must be discussed directly, in private, between a sluga and his lord.” 
 
    For once, the M-word sounded neither strange nor patronizing coming from Richard’s mouth. Whatever he was talking about, it appeared important enough to rate the moniker. 
 
    “Of course,” she said—then she put a hand on Richard’s arm. “Do you want me to stay as well?”  
 
    How strange, I thought, watching the two of them. She looks at Richard the same way my women look at me. It’s really interesting seeing that kind of love and devotion through another pair of eyes… 
 
    For a moment, I thought Richard was going to say yes. Then his sense of duty kicked in, and he shook his head. “I can handle it,” he said, forcing a smile. “Just make sure our new mage is giving the proper accommodations. He’s an honored guest of the Dragon’s Hoard, and I’ll have no one accusing us of forsaking hospitality beneath this roof.” 
 
    “Of course,” Courtney repeated. I could tell that it pained her to abandon him, but she got everyone out of the room in short order—even my mates, who did not want to leave. They’d all been looking forward to a table-top orgy once the meeting was adjourned, and they didn’t want to let go of their naughty fantasies. They’d probably all worn special undergarments for the occasion, too. 
 
    Damn. But duty called. 
 
    Once the room was empty, save for me and Richard, I sat back down in my chair and put my feet up on the table.  
 
    Richard stood facing the door, looking like he’d rather slip through with the rest of the Dragon’s Hoard and leave me to my contemplation. 
 
    But he wouldn’t. He was my sluga. 
 
    “Alright, Richard,” I said, gesturing for him to take a seat. “Time to spill it. What’s the Interzone?” 
 
    Rather than sit, Richard walked over to a stately table service in a corner of the room. He’s really broken up about something, I realized, watching as the man took a goblet and filled it with a red liquid from a vial. Blood. Richard rarely if ever imbibed in my presence, considering it ‘gauche’ and unrefined. Courtney had even confessed to me he tried his best not to bite her in any places that might be visible, to avoid the appearance of impropriety. When I’d asked if that upset her, she’d told me no—because she very much enjoyed the places where he bit her instead. 
 
    Today, apparently, was an exception to all that. 
 
    Richard downed the goblet in a single swig, then poured a refill. “Forgive me, my lord,” he said, laughing a bit at his own nerves as he took his seat. “This is not a conversation I ever expected to have with you.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, just wanting to get to the meat of the matter. “Tell me, what the hell is the Interzone? Why does Joann Voller think it’ll protect her from both me and Dracula?” 
 
    “It won’t,” he said, taking a long sip of his drink. He adjusted his collar, unlacing the first button. “But she doesn’t know that. She’s walking right into a death trap, and her heroin-addled brain is too blind to see it.” 
 
    “Richard!” My tone made my sluga look up, slightly ashamed of himself. “What is it?” 
 
    He grinned, and I saw blood on his fangs. “It’s the Nightlords’s dirty secret,” he said, chuckling to himself. “Oh sir, you have no idea how dirty. This is bad stuff we’re getting into.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, feeling it in my bones. “Tell me.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To start with,” Richard said, pouring himself another goblet of blood, “you may be tempted to blame the Interzone on one particular vampire King or Queen. This would be a mistake. There are no records relating to which one of us created the Interzone—and believe me, I tried to locate them.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, my lips pursed in thought. Richard’s words were little more than a preamble—a tiny piece of the mystery, but I could tell from his agitated manner that this was a story my sluga would prefer to tell on his own time. So I’d give it to him, even though time was of the essence. 
 
    “If anyone could do it, it would be you,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    Richard nodded, wordlessly acknowledging the compliment. “There aren’t any records of the Interzone’s creation, my lord. Which raises two disturbing possibilities. The first is that the very first King of the Nightlords established it. The second is that it’s simply… always been there. Lurking in the id of each Nightlord. Long before our Houses and our Cotillions. Waiting.” 
 
    That sounded creepy as fuck.  
 
    “That’s silly,” I said—but was it, really? Ever since I became the Dragon, I’d stepped into a world where vampires, mages, and people who transformed into animals were commonplace. In my world, you were in more danger from literal trolls than Internet trolls. Was the existence of some immortal realm of evil really any more ridiculous to think about? 
 
    “Maybe,” Richard said, staring down into his drink. “The Interzone,” he said, in a more didactic tone, “is a ‘null region’ of space between Zones of reality. It’s been colonized—briefly—by supernatural society, though almost exclusively by the Nightlords. I’m not even sure the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw is aware of the Interzone’s existence. If they were to become aware of it, I shudder to think what the consequences would be for the fragile peace we’ve managed to establish.” 
 
    “Wait a second.” My memory had already begun to unspool like a film reel, showing me images of endless storage lockers and quiet, air-conditioned hallways. “I’ve already been there, haven’t I? When we were chasing after Xandra. Olga’s carriage kept jumping between Zones, following her kidnappers back to their hideout…” 
 
    Richard’s eyebrows rose. “You’re speaking of the Clandestine, of course,” he said, looking more on firmer ground than he had when this conversation started. “No, that’s something different. Same principle, but a different place. The confusion helps the Nightlords, actually, as any rumors related to the Interzone will naturally get diluted by the mistaken belief the speaker is misinterpreting the Clandestine.” 
 
    “So what’s the difference?” I asked. 
 
    Richard thought long and hard before he responded. “The Clandestine is just white noise. Bits and pieces of Zones coming together in the primordial chaos between realities, forming a liminal space. There’s no plan to it, or guiding intelligence behind it.” 
 
    I thought of those random storage lockers, the endless hallways and stairwells, and nodded. “The Clandestine is like a video game with the cartridge half out of the slot,” I said, thinking of the old Nintendo games I’d played as a kid. “The console is still on, but it’s just reading junk data, instead of whatever the programmers put in.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes widened. “That’s a novel way to think of it. In contrast, the Interzone was created. It has borders, neighborhoods, towns… you just wouldn’t want to be there.” 
 
    “Why not?” This was what I had to understand. “What’s so awful about the Interzone that it needs to be kept so secret?” 
 
    Richard grew very quiet at the question. “When I say colonized,” he began, slowly and carefully, “I mean that word in its most literal fashion. We Nightlords are often accused of aping Eastern European styles of dress, accent, and decor. Are you familiar with the history of European colonization in Africa and the Americas?” 
 
    “Only slightly,” I said, cocking my head to the side. In truth, I didn’t fully understand the digression. “I think it was pretty bad.” 
 
    “There’s places where the currency was severed human hands,” Richard said simply. “And that was human colonization. When you replace people—for all their greed, venality, and cruelty—and replace them with masters who are not only immortal but endlessly thirst for blood? Well. It makes the worst atrocities of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries look like children playing in a sandbox.” 
 
    “Shit…” I whispered, trying to picture it. I found that I couldn’t—which was alright with me. I had a sneaking suspicion I’d have to see it all for myself soon enough, anyway. “Who did the Nightlord colonize, anyway? Didn’t you say the Interzone is a ‘null space’ or whatever? Just a hole in reality between Zones?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t know who the natives were in the Interzone, or where they might have come from. Whether they were immigrants themselves, from another plane of reality, or if they’d been spawned there.” He cleared his throat. “And no one knows. Because they’ve been eradicated.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to swallow hard.  
 
    “Genocide?” I asked, stunned. 
 
    Richard nodded sadly. “Done before your or my time, I’m afraid,” he said, shaking his head at the incivility of it. “The original inhabitants of the Interzone were wiped out by some previous Nightlord King, though the reasons for it elude me. Perhaps they were organizing some form of revolt against their vampire masters, or they were about to reveal the secrets of the Zone to the rest of the supernatural world. It’s all speculation.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, trying to absorb the enormity of it. “Okay. So there’s a King Leopold’s ghost–sized skeleton in the Nightlords’ closet. I can see why you’d want to hide that part of your history from the world, and why it would hurt the standing of the Nightlords in supernatural society. But…” 
 
    “But what, my lord?” Richard looked up. 
 
    I frowned. “It’s all over then, isn’t it? I mean, you can’t have a colony without colonists, right? It’s embarrassing, sure, but isn’t the history of the Interzone pretty much over after the genocide…?” 
 
    “Oh, my lord,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “Sadly, that’s not how it works.” 
 
    “Please tell me how it does work, then. In fact, maybe you could start telling me what you know and when you found out about it. And when your former master Ivan Grozny found out, as well.” Something occurred to me. “Shit, how much of this is Xandra aware of?” 
 
    Richard sucked his teeth. “Like all high-ranking Nightlords, Alexandra is aware of the Interzone’s existence,” he said quietly, chastened. “From what I understand, however, Queen Romanov hasn’t begun to trade on the Interzone markets. I believe she was waiting to ascend to her crown before cornering the market.” His face grew grave. “My former Master, Ivan Grozny, on the other hand was into the Interzone’s economy even deeper than most Nightlords—”  
 
    I held up a hand. “Trade? Economy?” I forced out a harsh bark of a laugh, trying and failing to understand. “What the fuck do they trade, Richard? You’re telling me the Interzone is some kind of no-man’s land between realities—what the hell do they even have there to trade with?” 
 
    Richard was quiet for a long moment. “I think you can guess, sir,” he said, looking up at me balefully. “What do human beings like Joann Voller need—and what do Nightlords fight to gain possession of?” 
 
    Things clicked together in my head. “The Interzone is a supernatural cartel,” I whispered, shocked at my own anger. “Drugs, contraband… people?” 
 
    “We need blood,” Richard said. “And there are so many industries in the human world that are in need of constant repletion. Fresh bodies every week, so they say…” 
 
    I gasped. I couldn’t help it.  
 
    “You’re talking about human trafficking,” I whispered, appalled. “Vampires run all that?” 
 
    “Certain vampires,” Richard said, his lips forming a tight little line. “I want you to know I don’t endorse such things, my lord. I was never for my Master Ivan Grozny sticking his fingers in the market, or cornering it to such a degree. Had I been able to do more than voice token resistance, I would have—but I was his sluga. Practically a thrall, in some aspects.” 
 
    I understood. That still didn’t lessen my shock, however. 
 
    “Ivan Grozny was a drug lord,” I said, trying the words on for size. “And he bought and sold human beings. Slaves. For labor, for blood—for all kinds of sick shit.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “The Interzone is used by these Nightlords for all manner of illicit activities the rest of supernatural society would find… distasteful. Some are as innocent as gambling and bootlegging, but many more are the sorts of things you read about in horror stories, I’m afraid.” 
 
    The enormity of it washed over me like a tidal wave. “Jesus,” I whispered, putting my elbows on the table. “Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Richard’s face was grave. “It is a bad place, my lord.” 
 
    I looked up from my seat, my jaw set in determination. “We have to shut it down, Richard.” This was almost as important as stopping Dracula from taking over the world. “We have to end it.” 
 
    Was that pride I detected in my sluga’s eyes? 
 
    “That is why you’re my new lord, sir,” Richard said, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I knew that would be your reaction.” 
 
    “It’s extremely important that we help those people,” I continued, feeling more certain about it with each passing word. “This world you’re talking about—shit, it sounds like what my father wants to do when he casts the Last Spell. If Dracula takes over the universe and puts himself on top of everything, the whole world will turn into the Interzone.” 
 
    It appeared Richard had already thought of that. “Dracula probably knows it far better than you do, as well—he’s far more willing to plunder it than even the most depraved Nightlords. I’m afraid he already has tendrils there.” Richard shuddered. “It’s why I’m so worried about Miss Voller. If she believes she can get her fix while avoiding both you and Dracula in the Interzone, she’s sadly mistaken.” He showed his fangs, his rage peeking to the surface. “That monster will eat her alive.” 
 
    Alright. So I had to stop it, then. Easy enough. 
 
    “How do I get there?” 
 
    Richard nodded grimly at the question. He knew, just as I’d come to realize, that going to the Interzone myself was the only answer. 
 
    “I can take you there,” Richard suggested, his tone stiff even for him. “My former Master required I run errands into the Interzone frequently. I think he did it because he knew that it disturbed me—perhaps he thought that frequent contact with the seedier side of Nightlord activities would burn away my repulsion. In that, he was wrong.” Richard shook himself. “He really was a good man until near the end, Grozny. I know that’s hard to believe, but he had many good qualities. The Interzone is a black eye for many Nightlords who are otherwise compassionate. It’s been part of our way of life for so long that many don’t know how we would survive without it.” 
 
    “Without blood from human slaves?” I laughed harshly. “Tell them to hire some servants. Or get a wife, the way you have.” 
 
    That made Richard grin. “Not all Nightlords are as blessed as I am, my lord. Courtney is a rare jewel.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s rare alright,” I said, my mind already turning to the mission ahead.  
 
    Get into this Interzone, and try not to be too disgusted by it. Find Joann Voller, convince her by hook or by crook to come with us back to the castle, get the Mana Mage somewhere she’d be safe. I figured I could appeal to her drug addiction to get her along with the idea, or just knock her out and carry her over my shoulder back to the castle. It would be a minor sin, but a far lesser one than what most Nightlords had crawling along their backs. 
 
    “Hey.” I’d just thought of something. “Will Courtney be alright with you coming on this mission with me?” 
 
    Richard looked like he’d been drawn up short. “My wife knows of the Interzone’s existence,” he admitted, reminding me that the pair had no secrets between them. “She would approve of your plan to shut it down—to put it mildly. As far as me traveling there with you, she will worry of course—but I’ve been to the Interzone several times in the past. I should be all right.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “And I think it’ll be best to make this a no-mates mission.” 
 
    I didn’t want to risk any of my girls. If there were slave traffickers in the Interzone, they might capture one of my mates—or worse. The thought of anything happening to them boiled my blood. While laying a finger on my women would have been the easiest way to get me to hulk out and burn the Interzone to the ground, I’d have preferred a solution that didn’t harm the people closest to me. 
 
    As we began to wrap up the meeting, I had another thought.  
 
    “Look, let’s keep this under our hats,” I told Richard, dropping my voice to a conspiratorial whisper, even though we were the only ones in the room. “There’s no reason we even need to let the women know that we’re going on this trip. They’d only worry about me, and they’d probably all try and go along for the ride. You and I both know what a bad idea that would be.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “If you insist, my lord…” 
 
    What was his problem? It took a moment for me to realize. 
 
    “Oh. You can tell Courtney, of course,” I told my sluga, clapping him on my shoulder. “I’m talking about my mates, man. Speaking of which, any plans to add a couple more fang-bangers to your bedroom?” 
 
    My sluga was a very practical man when it came to many things, but sex wasn’t one of them. I thought I actually saw him blush when the implications of what I was talking about finally sank in. 
 
    “I… don’t think that’s a path I’m likely to walk, my lord,” Richard said, chuckling to himself. “Or one I’d even be good at walking. Courtney is all the mate I need.” 
 
    “Good for you,” I said, looking out at the castle courtyard. “It can be heaven, having so many women, Richard. But sometimes, it can also be hell.” 
 
    “I know just what you mean, sir,” Richard said. For a moment, understanding passed between us, in the ways of Nightlords and their slugas since time immemorial. If it came down to it, Richard Enfield had my back. 
 
    “Go kiss Courtney goodbye,” I told Richard, giving the top of the table a short, smart rap. “And if you need to do a little more than kiss her, well—I’ll be taking my time heading to the carriage. Olga can slip me one of her old Stephen King novels to read if I get bored.” I clapped him on the back. “Then we’ll hit up the Interzone, get our last Mana Mage, and be free and easy.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The halls of the castle’s interior were dark and quiet. Rain constantly fell in the Zone where I’d established my castle and my kingdom—or at least so frequent as to feel constant. A bolt of lightning erupted somewhere in the distance, and as it faded into the gloom, I noticed two more shadows besides mine dancing on the stone wall. 
 
    Instantly, I was on high alert. I didn’t fear intruders, not in the heart of my power, but that didn’t mean I was going to let just anyone sneak up on me. Doing my best not to give the game away, I sauntered casually down the hall, whistling the melody of a Talking Heads song. Just look like you’re taking a stroll around the castle grounds, I thought, grinning as the game of cat and mouse began. Don’t give anything away… 
 
    The feeling of being watched only grew the longer I walked. I was pretty sure I heard something rustling behind me as I turned a corner, and the sounds of giggling echoed up and down the hall. Could it be a ghost? Pretty unlikely as these things went, but considering the pedigree of this castle, it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility. 
 
    It still blew my mind that this castle had once belonged to Dracula. If Simon Belmont had been real and not just a video game character, this was the place he’d have had to fight his way through in order to get his famous one-on-one fight against the Prince of Darkness. I’d done the place up in a more modern style, hoping to shed the famous trappings of the building, but the bones remained. 
 
    Quite literally, in some cases.  
 
    By the time I reached the main hall, I was ninety-nine percent sure that two of my mates were spying on me. I was slightly less sure which two, but I had a pretty good guess. In any case, it was pretty obvious what they wanted. 
 
    Well, I thought, I did tell Richard to take his time… 
 
    I wanted to move quickly, to secure the three mages and block Dracula’s plan as soon as possible. But if Richard was going to cause a delay, I might as well enjoy the downtime I’d been given, right? That’s what I told myself, anyway. Maybe I was just horny, and eager to stick my dick into more than one woman. It had been a bit since I’d had a threesome. 
 
    “Now where should I go?” I muttered to myself, taking a left and heading up the stairs. There were any number of rooms in the castle suitable for ‘entertaining’ the Lord’s guests, and any number of fantasies were available to me. I could head down to the castle’s original bathing chambers and put the showers on, or head to the heated pool on the back patio of the property and take a dip, looking out over the endless forest. Or did I want something else entirely? 
 
    I let my mind wander as I walked, filling it with no end of dirty fantasies. The sounds of pursuit grew steadily closer as I made my way down the halls. The two women in my wake were getting worse at hiding their footfalls—together, they were too busy giggling and laughing with each other to remain truly stealthy. 
 
    That was fine with me, because I’d just figured out where I wanted to take this party. 
 
    I faked one direction at a turn in the hall, then shot down the other. With a laugh, I raced down a nearby staircase, heading to the lower levels of the castle with a light step and a gleeful heart. I heard the two women swear, tossing caution to the wind as they gave chase. 
 
    Before they caught me, I threw open a heavy door and slammed it behind me. The room within was dark, but a snap of my fingers brought several torches on the wall to life.  
 
    I found myself in a long, rectangular chamber with stone walls, filled with entertainment. This was a game room, and a bit of a man cave—though I hadn’t had time to visit it since christening the castle. I’d simply been too busy. 
 
    Now, however, I had a bit of down time to enjoy it. 
 
    The room had arcade machines from the 80s and 90s, a large projector screen on one wall hooked up to a media server, and a number of cinema-style seats, but the largest and most expensive thing in the room was definitely the pool table. It dominated the center of the space, a relic of a bygone era—it was the one thing in here I hadn’t bought to decorate the room with. We’d found it when we renovated the castle and reupholstered it in order to return it to its former glory. It had an art deco look, with fine wooden cues tipped with ivory. I loved it, even though I hadn’t gotten to play a game yet. 
 
    Tonight, I was going to fuck two of my mates on it. 
 
    As I grinned over the pool table, the heavy door slammed open then closed behind me. I turned around, elbows on the side of the table, and laughed at how right I’d been. On both counts. 
 
    Carli Weber and Tallulah Binesi stood in the doorway, their faces flushed from the chase. Both of them looked more than ready to go, like they’d picked this naughty adventure out together before stalking the halls in search of Derek Sinclair. 
 
    “You almost gave us the slip,” Carli purred, brushing a lock of sweaty hair from her face as she stepped into the room. Her tail swished around her ass, showing off her short skirt and boots—wait a second. Was that…? 
 
    “You’re wearing the same outfit,” I blurted, laughing with disbelief. 
 
    Tallulah looked at Carli, then me, frowning. “Huh?” 
 
    “Carli,” I said, grinning. “She’s wearing the same outfit she had on the night we met. The alleyway, the troll—all of it. That tight little skirt, that men’s dress shirt with the cute little tie…” 
 
    Tallulah’s eyes widened in recognition. “And here I thought you dressed up casually for this,” the thunderbird said, her gaze narrowing. 
 
    “I thought you might like a reminder of the old days,” Carli said, looking almost nervous as she sauntered up to me. “Before the kids, before the clan and all that. When it was just you and me…” 
 
    I pulled Carli into my arms and kissed her, hard. Her tail curled like a happy cat’s, swishing around her ass as she lifted one leg off the ground to rest against the side of the pool table. Oh yeah, I thought, feeling the heat coursing through her body. This shifter’s ready to get fucked. Hard. 
 
    “You know,” I said, breaking the kiss, “I don’t mean to break your heart, but I was already crushing on Soojin when we met.” 
 
    I expected Carli to be mad at that—but she just laughed. “Oh, I know,” she purred, putting an arm behind my neck. “Because I was, too. I knew the three of us were going to get along like a house on fire…” 
 
    She kissed me again, deeper this time, and I used the leverage to lift her up and set her ass on the edge of the pool table. Carli’s skirt rode up all the way to her ass as we made out, and as my hand slid between her thighs, I was pleased to discover that she wasn’t wearing any panties beneath the tight leather. 
 
    “I guess you’re not dressed quite exactly the way you were that night,” I grunted, running my fingers up and down her folds. “Unless you weren’t wearing panties when I met you, either?” 
 
    Suddenly there were breasts pressing against my back. Tallulah Binesi’s lips caressed my earlobe, her tongue licking up and down my ear as she ground her pussy against my thigh. 
 
    “I most definitely wasn’t wearing panties the night you met me,” the thunderbird said with a naughty chuckle. “Those little dresses I used to wear to supernatural events—they were so tight I could never wear underwear underneath of them.” 
 
    “That’s so hot,” Carli said, watching the thunderbird kiss my ear and neck. She looked almost drugged with bliss, she was so turned on. 
 
    “Normally it wasn’t a problem,” Tallulah teased, “but the night I met Derek, he made me so wet that I couldn’t stand it. I was leaving a fucking puddle in my seats. Now I pretty much never wear panties—I like giving the Dragon’s dick easy access…” 
 
    Both girls laughed, caressing me front and back. I let their hands roam over me, grabbing the muscles of my chest and slowly questing lower to the hard rod between my legs.  
 
    I let out a grunt as Tallulah’s hands unbuckled my belt, freeing my cock from my pants.  
 
    Suddenly Carli stiffened, batting her eyelashes up at me. Her eyes shined with love and devotion, and I realized the Raiju knew more about this night than she let on. “You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?” she asked, whispering the words as she cocked her head to the side. 
 
    No point in lying.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It’s complicated, but Richard and I are going after the third Mana Mage. We pull this off, Dracula will never be able to threaten us again.” 
 
    “And we can’t go with you, right?” Tallulah asked. Behind me, the thunderbird was stripping off her clothing, showing more copper skin as she removed everything except her stockings and garter belt. 
 
    “Too dangerous,” I said, honestly feeling regretful about it. “Just me and my sluga.” 
 
    Carli nodded. “It’ll be dangerous, then,” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded. No point in lying about that, either. “It always is.” 
 
    Carli appeared to come to some sort of decision. “Then tell us,” she purred, lying back and pressing her tits together with her elbows. “Tell us how you want us, Derek. Command us tonight, the way I know you want. Let us be your whores, your sluts.” 
 
    “Your fuckdolls,” Tallulah panted. “Your wish is our command, Master. We live to serve…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted, unbuttoning the only closed button on Carli’s top. It left her in only her bra, her breasts even larger after bearing my child than they’d been the night I met her. “Yeah, I definitely think I can do that…” 
 
    I put one hand in Carli’s hair and the other on the back of her neck, pulling her to me and making out with her hard. She writhed in my arms like she’d been hit with a taser, her every molecule igniting with pure lust. I could literally smell how turned on she was, how badly she needed to get fucked. 
 
    I broke the kiss and grinned. “Tallulah.” 
 
    Neither of them had expected me to say Binesi’s name—they both figured I was too busy with Carli. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” the thunderbird asked. 
 
    I gestured downward with my chin. “Finish what Carli was working on with my pants,” I commanded the supermodel. “Then get me nice and hard for what I’m about to do to you both.” 
 
    “Of course, Master,” Tallulah whispered, sinking to her knees in front of the pool table.  
 
    As Carli and I made out some more, Tallulah removed my belt and tugged off my pants first, then my boxers. My cock stood straight out from my body like a ramrod, a big vein in the side throbbing with need. 
 
    I let out a groan as Tallulah’s tongue licked me from balls to base. All my girls were skilled at the art of the blowjob, but few of them if any approached the subject with as much vigor as Tallulah. Having lived her life for so long at the apex of supernatural society, used to being waited on hand and foot and treated as an object of pedestal worship by suitors, the presence of a man not only willing but able to degrade her like a common whore did things to Tallulah that no other person had ever been to achieve. Only I held the keys to unlock Tallulah’s true slut mode, and I did so every time I took her. 
 
    “Good girl,” I grunted, breaking the kiss with Carli. “Keep sucking it, slut. Get it nice and wet so I can fuck you twice as hard as last time…” 
 
    As Tallulah sucked me eagerly, I leaned down and bit through Carli’s bra with my teeth.  
 
    Carli screamed with surprise, arching her back as the fabric began to tear. “That’s my best bra!” she protested, but obviously she wasn’t really upset. 
 
    It soon became difficult to think. Tallulah’s sucks and slurps were insane, and the skill with which the thunderbird shifter took my cock all the way down her throat was undeniable. She got on her hands and knees, sticking her ass in the air and arching her back like a bow as she sucked me. Meanwhile, I buried my face in Carli’s big tits, motorboating her and sucking her dark, sensitive nipples with gusto. 
 
    Before long, Carli was naked in my arms. The two of them had prepared for this night—they were freshly washed and shaved, as clean and sweet-smelling as daisies. I parked Carli on the edge of the pool table and slid my hand between her legs, feeling for her soaking wet slit as I gently thrust my hips against Tallulah’s face. 
 
    “Hmm, yeah,” I panted, grinning savagely. 
 
    My fingers pushed into Carli’s slit, rubbing her clit in hard, slick little circles with my thumb while I stabbed her deep with my index and middle fingers. I found that special, spongey spot in the back of her pussy and hammered it as hard as I could, until Carli’s legs quivered and shook madly, her body losing control as honey dripped from her overstimulated slit. 
 
    “Yeah, you like that, don’t you?” I grunted, slapping her mound with the palm of my hand before attacking her slit and clit with more finger action.  
 
    “I’m a dirty little whore,” Carli said. “Mother of your children, and I’m still your shameless little slut. Fuck, you should do this more often…” 
 
    At my feet, Tallulah added her other hand to her blowjob, squeezing and massaging my balls as she sucked me deep. I could feel my cock jerking against the back of her throat, the familiar tingle of an oncoming rush of pleasure worming its way from my nuts to the tip of my crown. Coming inside Tallulah’s mouth was fun, and pulling out and busting all over her face and tits would have been great—but that wasn’t what I wanted tonight. Not at first, at any rate. 
 
    I pulled my cock from Tallulah’s mouth and my hand from Carli’s twat at the same time, leaving both women whimpering with frustration.  
 
    “Both of you get up on the pool table,” I grunted, giving Carli a spank on her ass cheek. “Now. Show me those asses and pussies, girls. Let me see what I’m going to be fucking.” 
 
    Carli and Tallulah shared a naughty look as they climbed onto their hands and knees on the pool table, thrusting their butts in the air to show off their best assets. Carli’s tail flickered around her curves, caressing the mark I’d left on her bottom, while Tallulah spread her soft pink folds with her fingers. 
 
    Both of them were at the perfect height to fuck from behind. They wiggled their asses back and forth, grinning at each other like they couldn’t tell which one of them wanted to get fucked first. 
 
    “You’re both so fucking gorgeous,” I grunted, giving Tallulah’s ass the same spank I’d given Carli. “I’ve already given Carli some pleasure, so I think you get fucked first, Tallulah.” 
 
    “Do whatever you want with us, Master,” Carli purred. “We’re the Dragon’s girls, your slave girls, your worshippers…” 
 
    The mention of slaves made me think of the Interzone, and for a moment I lost my concentration. I shook my head, clearing out the cobwebs. I’ll fix that as soon as I can, I told myself. Those people won’t be suffering much longer. Nothing I could do about it now. And there were two gorgeous shifters waiting to be fucked. 
 
    I grabbed Tallulah’s hips with both hands and buried my cock in her folds from behind. The contrast between my white skin and her copper-colored beauty drove me wild, and her thick thighs and ass made a perfect cushion for some hard, deep fucking. 
 
    As I wrapped my fingers around Tallulah’s hair, the thunderbird leaned over and kissed Carli. My two mates made out in front of me, engaging in a little girl-on-girl to get me even hotter. It worked. 
 
    With a grunt, I thrust forward and buried my cock as deep inside Tallulah’s pussy as I could. Lubricated and covered in saliva from the attentions of her mouth, it sank hilt-deep into her primed opening, stretching her walls as I bottomed out inches away from her spasming cervix. 
 
    The thunderbird’s mouth opened wide like an opera singer’s, her eyes rolling back in her head as her tits pressed into the fuzzy green top of the pool table.  
 
    “Good Lord!” Tallulah cried, her nails digging into the surface of the pool table. “Oh fuck, that’s so deep!” 
 
    Carli broke the kiss and leaned over, watching me fuck her friend. “Fuck, he is pounding you deep,” she said with a giggle. “Fuck, throw that ass back on his dick, Tallulah! Come on, don’t just lay there—ride him like a little whore!” 
 
    Carli punctuated her encouragement by slamming her tongue deep down Tallulah’s throat. As the two kissed, Tallulah raised herself up on her elbows and rocked her hips backward, coaxing me even deeper into her heavenly pussy. The pleasure was so hot and tight that I cried out, unable to stop myself from savaging the thunderbird’s ass with savage slaps. 
 
    Slap! Slap! Slap!  
 
    I hit Tallulah’s ass with the same rhythm as the Talking Heads song I’d been whistling earlier, with upward smacks that left her booty jiggling with every hit. Each one brought groans of pure bliss from Tallulah’s throat, the pain adding to her pleasure as she did her level best to impale herself on my prick. 
 
    I fucked her hard and fast, trying as hard as I could to rail her right through the table. Soon the room was filled with wet squelching sounds, Tallulah’s hungry pussy gripping my cock with soaking folds on every thrust. 
 
    “Such a dirty bitch,” Carli purred, cradling Tallulah’s head in her hands. Carli looked almost maternal holding Tallulah that way, her eyes filled with something harder and deeper than love as she watched her friend and fellow clan member getting fucked. “Ride him harder, Tallulah. You gonna cum all over that dick? You going to let Master’s big cock send you over the edge?” 
 
    “Uh haaaah,” Tallulah panted, her eyes rolling back in her head.  
 
    I freed her from Carli’s grip and hooked two fingers in her mouth, feeling her suck them as I used her mouth as leverage to fuck her even deeper. I knew that the visual Carli was getting from this was filthy in the extreme, and that it was sending the Raiju shifter’s pussy into overdrive.  
 
    “Come on my cock,” I commanded, pounding Tallulah even harder. “I want to get all in the Raiju’s guts, don’t you want to see that? Don’t you want to watch me fuck Carli’s brains out?” 
 
    “Please,” Tallulah panted, her hot cheek resting against the cool table. The pool table shook with every thrust, until I began to become seriously worried that it might splinter and break beneath us. “Please! Oh fuck, please!” 
 
    “Cum for me,” I hissed in her ear, sliding a finger between her cheeks. The pad of my index finger found her tight pucker and stretched it, adding the most filthy, sinful pleasure to her sensation of being fucked. “Do it, Tallulah. Make that pussy nice and hot for me so I can empty inside of it…” 
 
    Apparently having her backdoor stimulated was exactly what Tallulah needed. The thunderbird arched her back like a bow, her body actually leaving the surface of the table as she screamed and came.  
 
    A flood of juice poured from her pussy, coating my prick as I thrust deep into her heavenly walls, milking every last drop of pleasure from her mound. As she came down from her peak, Tallulah slumped bonelessly to the surface of the pool table, as stoned as Mount Kilimanjaro without the snow. 
 
    “That was fun,” I said, slapping Tallulah’s ass with my cock a couple times. “Come here, Carli. I want to pound you just like your friend…” 
 
    Carli was more than willing to do that. She backed up, rocking her ass back and forth, but I decided I wanted something different from the Raiju shifter. So I grabbed her hips and turned her around, parking her round ass on the edge of the table and lifting one of her legs across the surface like a ballet dancer. The move thrust her pussy forward, putting it right on the edge of the table and spreading her folds the tiniest bit. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Carli whimpered, her pussy grinding against the pool table’s surface. “You want to be face-to-face, Master? That’s hot—I want to see you while you’re unloading inside me, too. I want you to hold me tight while you empty your balls in me…” 
 
    Hearing her talk like that turned me on like crazy. Pulling her to me, I thrust my slick cock deep into her channel, bracing my feet against the floor to go even deeper inside of her. Carli’s head rocked back on her shoulders, thrusting her tits forward and arching her back as I fucked her. 
 
    “Yes, ungh, fuck!” she moaned. Her nails dug into my back, raking my skin as I pounded her pussy. We moved with a rhythm as old and inexorable as the tides, using each other’s bodies with even more familiarity than a husband and wife who’d been married for decades. 
 
    Except a husband and wife who’d been married for decades never fucked like this. 
 
    I pounded Carli like a porn star, completely losing control. She’d told me to use her, to command her like my little servant girl, which meant I wasn’t going to hold anything back. I thought I’d been shaking the pool table before—now, each thrust sent it toward the wall a few inches. 
 
    Next to her, Tallulah slowly recovered. The thunderbird slowly ran her hand down her heated folds, gathering juice, only to lick it off her fingers. 
 
    “I’m still so horny,” Tallulah panted, an edge of worry cutting through her arousal. “What the fuck’s happening to me?” 
 
    I could feel it too: a strange pressure behind my eyes, like a storm was about to break.  
 
    “You need to ride,” I said with a smile, slapping the pool table with both hands. “Saddle up, thunderbird. Carli, lean back so Tallulah can put her pussy on your face.” 
 
    I’d never seen one of my mates so eager before. Carli leaned all the way back, like someone going for the gold medal at a limbo championship. The back of her head touched the pool table as she spread her legs, lifting her heels onto my shoulders as I piledrove her into the pool table with every thrust. 
 
    Tallulah straddled the Raiju shifter’s face, lowering her soppy wet pussy to Carli’s mouth. Soon she was grinding her pussy against her face, panting and moaning and shuddering as Carli stuck her tongue deep in Tallulah’s snatch. It was hard for her to eat the thunderbird out with me fucking her like a caveman, shaking her body with every thrust, but she managed it. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” Tallulah groaned, leaning forward and rocking her pussy up and down Carli’s face. “Come here, baby. Give me a kiss…” 
 
    It took me a second to realize Tallulah was talking to me. The thunderbird grinned at me, leaning forward and kissing me while she rode Carli’s face. She shuddered beneath us both, taking it between her legs while she tasted Tallulah’s pussy. 
 
    The thunderbird and I made out hot and heavy, both of us losing our minds at the pleasure Carli was giving us. I could feel the pressure and the pleasure building at the same time, becoming overwhelming. Above my head, the lights in the room began to flicker, as if all the circuits in the castle were about to overheat. 
 
    What the fuck? I thought, staring at the lights as my orgasm approached. Fuck… 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself. One more hard thrust into Carli’s pussy was all I needed to go over the edge, burying my prick as hard and deep into her sex as I could. I felt Carli moan into Tallulah’s pussy as her body shuddered, her own orgasm hitting her as the first hot jet of my seed splashed against the walls of her womb. At the same time, Tallulah’s thighs tensed around Carli’s face, gripping her tight as the thunderbird reached her own climax. 
 
    All three of us came at the same time, screaming in ecstasy as we clutched each other’s bodies. The pleasure grew and grew, the relief matching the pressure until I was screaming as I unloaded inside Carli’s pussy. What the fuck…what the fuck…? 
 
    The room erupted with lightning. Bolts flashed across the game room, shorting out all the arcade machines and catching the side of the pool table on fire. I slammed my hands down on it, smothering the flames before they could spread. 
 
    Wait—where were Tallulah and Carli? They weren’t beneath me where they’d been a moment ago. Had they disappeared—? 
 
    I gasped. Tallulah and Carli were floating. 
 
    Both of my shifter mates were encased in a sparking ball of lightning, streaks of it erupting from their nails. Tallulah looked triumphant but not particularly surprised by this turn of events, while Carli’s whole body trembled with excitement. Reaching into myself, I felt new awareness there as well—knowledge tinged with lightning, like the powers of Thor himself. 
 
    I just fucked two lightning-based shifters, I realized. We leveled up. Hot damn. Carli always said she wanted to unlock the true powers of a Raiju… 
 
    As the storm of lightning faded, both women slumped to the ground, spent. Carli’s eyes opened slowly, her palm opening to reveal a small mote of ball lightning, dancing from finger to finger. Her eyes were wet with tears. 
 
    “Raiju,” she whispered, looking up at me with the most devoted gaze I’d ever seen. “You did it, Derek. You gave me what I’ve always wanted…” 
 
    I had. And as I kissed both women, saying goodbye in the most physical way possible, I knew they’d hold the fort for me while I traveled to the Interzone.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here I was thinking you’d be here before me,” Richard said, cocking an eyebrow as I walked down the stairs. My sluga rested with his elbows against the door to Olga’s cabin. He appeared to have been waiting for me for some time. He didn’t look upset, though, which told me he’d gotten just as lucky with Courtney as I had with Tallulah and Carli. 
 
    “Got a little sidetracked,” I told my sluga, jumping into the carriage with a single leap. “How’d your goodbyes go with the missus?” 
 
    Richard’s eyes narrowed as he followed me into the carriage. “My lord, you know that’s not appropriate to talk about. What happens between a man and his mate should be between them, not spoken about willy-nilly in public.” 
 
    I decided to let the matter drop—if Richard wanted to be coy and avoid playing kiss and tell, I wasn’t going to press him for details. Besides, Courtney would joke about it plenty later. I needed to be concentrating on the mission, after all. 
 
    “Olga, let’s go!” I said, hammering the roof of the carriage with my fist as Richard closed the door behind him. She’d long since accepted this as the signal to get going, and I heard the skeletal horses coming to life even as the echo of the last hit filled the cab. With nothing else to do, I settled back on the bench and stared over at Richard as the cart began to move.  
 
    “Tell me about the Interzone,” I said. 
 
    At the sound of my voice, my sluga gave a start, blinking rapidly as he came back to his senses. 
 
    “What would you like to know, my lord?” he asked. 
 
    I leaned forward, putting my elbows on my knees. “Anything you can tell me. I don’t even know what the damn place looks like. Is it like the Clandestine, a big warehouse? Or is it something else entirely?” 
 
    “It’s… a little hard to describe,” Richard said, frowning. “Have you ever seen the movie Casablanca?” 
 
    The sudden change in conversational topic threw off my train of thought. “The old black-and-white movie? ’Ere’s looking at you, kid?” 
 
    “That’s a passable Bogey,” Richard said with a chuckle. “It’s a bit like that, my lord. Not the black-and-white part—but a city out in the desert, full of illicit trade and watched over by authoritarian monsters? That’s as good a description of the Interzone as any.” 
 
    It still didn’t give me a full picture, but I decided to let it lie. I’d be seeing the place for myself soon enough, after all. “Alright. It’s evil Casablanca. So how the hell do we find the girl?” 
 
    Richard seemed taken aback. “The… girl? Ingrid Bergman, my lord?” 
 
    “Joann Voller,” I said with a chuckle. “The Mana Mage.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Excuse my muddled old brain, my lord. Once we arrive at the Interzone, I’ll reach out to one of the contacts my former lord maintained in the colony. They should easily be able to tell us where the Mage has holed herself up. That’s not the part I’m worried about.” 
 
    “No? Then what is?” 
 
    Richard’s lips peeled back, revealing his fangs. “A drug-addicted Mage in the Interzone might as well have a dozen red flags tied to her robes. My concern is not finding Miss Voller—it’s who might have already found her before us.” 
 
    Dracula’s the least of it, I realized, a chill traveling down my spine. Shit, this place is filled with some very, very bad people. 
 
    “Alright,” I told Richard, steeling my resolve. “Once we get there, we move fast. Get the girl, knock her out if need be, then get her to the castle. We can detox her behind solid stone walls. What’s important is—” 
 
    The carriage tipped to one side, going up on two wheels as something slammed into it. 
 
    “Holy hell!” I roared, losing my balance and nearly tumbling out the window. Through the glass, I saw what had caused the sudden disturbance in our trip—a sandstorm of enormous proportions. It was so big even Darude would have been impressed. The glass pane shuddered and shook, just barely hanging on as the wind battered it. 
 
    Suddenly I was glad Olga only employed skeletal horses. Real ones would have been feeling mighty uncomfortable right about now. Actually… 
 
    I popped open the door in the carriage’s roof. Gale-force wind blew across it, spilling a thick dusting of sand into the compartment.  
 
    I stuck my head up as far as I dared and yelled out, “Olga!” 
 
    Something shimmered just in front of me. Our chauffeur had a bubble of magic surrounding her, shutting out the storm as she piloted our carriage through the storm. Thank God. 
 
    The crone looked back over her shoulder, cackling against the wind. “Don’t trouble yourself, m’lord! It’ll take more than some pissant storm to keep old Olga from getting to her destination!” 
 
    Before I could say anything, a pair of hands grabbed me and tugged back into the cart. Richard Enfield slammed the door closed, wiping as much sand as he could off his suit as we settled back down. The flap had only been opened for thirty seconds, if that, yet more than an inch of sand littered the floor of the carriage. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said, looking around. “Olga’s going to be so pissed when she sees what she’s got to clean up…” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I should have warned you, my lord,” the vampire said, closing the curtains against further assaults. “The path to the Interzone is perilous at the best of times. And these are far from the best of times. I fear we have a great deal more turbulence between us and our destination.” 
 
    In this, as with most things, Richard was right. Olga’s magical barrier turned out to be prescient indeed, for the storm not only refused to let up as we passed closer to the Interzone, it increased in both speed and ferocity. Before long, Richard and I were holding the curtains to the windows to try to brace the glass before the wind, each praying to our own higher powers that the storm didn’t shatter the cart itself and force us to make our way on foot. 
 
    Finally, after a long travail, Olga steered the carriage through the worst of the storm. We slipped within the boundary of the Interzone, the waves of sand pausing against the windows and the shaking of the earth subsiding beneath us.  
 
    Richard looked at me and nodded, and I peeled back the curtain, taking my first look at that strange, benighted land. 
 
    I immediately understood my sluga’s difficulties with explaining its nature. Picture an endless expanse of white sand, the bleached color of bone, stretching beneath an abyss of darkness every bit as endless. As above, so below, as an ancient mystic once said, and nowhere did that maxim hold more true than within the boundaries of the Interzone. 
 
    Despite the desert landscape, the weather quickly grew so chilly that I was glad I’d worn comfortable robes. I was also glad for the skeletal horses, for their fleshless legs, which were the same color as the sand stretching around us on all sides, never tired. Even as the dunes grew deep, shading us on either side, they trudged tirelessly on, ignoring the signs of horror and trauma all around them. 
 
    For horror and trauma defined the Interzone. Though it would not have shown to a casual observer, the crimes of the past lay written in every curve of the land’s cartography—it was etched within each grain of sand that lay before us. As I leaned out of the carriage, running my fingers through that strange, pearly-white sand, I made a staggering discovery. 
 
    It was not sand I touched. 
 
    What looked as white and pale as bone was indeed bone—ground to such a fine powder that you could have poured it from a shaker on your evening meal. 
 
    I recoiled from the touch of the ground, hissing as I jumped back into the cart. When I turned, Richard’s eyes were twin beacons in the darkness, his face filled with grim understanding. He nodded, once, and I knew that all his explanations of the Interzone only scratched the surface of the abominable things done there. 
 
    “Genocide,” I whispered, looking down at my palm. “Fuck, Richard, how could you serve a man who supported this?” 
 
    His face was hard and cold. “I had no choice, my lord.” 
 
    “You do now,” I shot back. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, looking more menacing than I’d ever seen him. “I do. Which is why we’re going to destroy it.” 
 
    We certainly were. A place like this should not exist—even the most depraved horror writer would have had to stretch his or her imagination to create a land like this. And yet it was nothing but a dark mirror, a reflection of the worst excesses and vices throughout human history. Who were we to condemn the vampires who created it? We’d done the same in our time. 
 
    We sought to scorn them from our high horses. But just like Olga’s mounts, ours were not flesh and blood—but hideous bone. 
 
    The bubble around Olga burst. The crone tapped the roof of the carriage, inviting me to climb to the top and join her in the driver’s compartment. I climbed out gratefully, the interior of our vehicle feeling more like a coffin than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be mad at him,” Olga said as I took a place next to her. “He only did as he was told.” 
 
    Instead of replying immediately, I stared up at the inky night sky. It appeared to be an unbroken black at first glance, but the longer I looked at it, the more I thought I could detect streaks of purple running through it, like the faint impressions of veins far beneath the skin. As if I gazed upon the face of some massive beast, some great menace grinning back at me from realms unseen… 
 
    I snapped back to myself, shaking off the eerie impression. “I’m trying not to be. He said he was just following orders. Plenty of men have used that excuse throughout the ages, Olga. Do you have a better one?” 
 
    The crone turned her ageless eyes upon me, peering deep into the depths of my soul. “I see. So you’ve never killed, then, Dragon? You’ve never hurled down iniquities on the heads of those who opposed you, destroyed them utterly and listened to the lamentations of their women?” 
 
    “Their women do something very different from lamenting around me,” I said, thinking of a shifter falling from the window of a hotel so long ago. “I’ve done terrible things, yes,” I said in a slightly different tone. “But I do them for a good reason, and to people who deserve it. That and this have nothing to do with each other.” 
 
    Olga was quiet for a long while—so long that I actually thought I’d won the argument. I shouldn’t have been so naive. 
 
    “Perhaps that’s so,” she said, leaning back and gripping the reins by which she held her skeletal horses in check. “But you don’t know what those under you have done, Dragon. You don’t know what sins you forgave when you let them into your house, when you allowed them to wear your crest and serve you.” She gave me a significant look, her eyes as white as pearls in the hollow of her face. “You understand me? Even old Olga isn’t as innocent as she appears.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to ask what she was talking about. I should have demanded to know what was in her past that was so terrible that it could make the horrors of the Interzone seem like something worth forgiving—that it could inspire her to preach compassion toward bloodsuckers and literal monsters. 
 
    But I didn’t. And the reason? 
 
    I was the most fearsome being in the universe. The Dragon, the master of this world. I conquered kingdoms, tamed women, and filled my bed with the most eligible beauties to be found in human or supernatural society. If the world had a food chain, I was at the apex, the topmost floor, the place everyone else in the universe fought their asses off to climb toward. 
 
    I, the Dragon himself, looked into Olga’s eyes. 
 
    And what I saw there frightened me. 
 
    We rode in silence the rest of the way to the Interzone—Olga with her horses and me with my thoughts. The world’s a complicated place, I told myself, stealing glances at her. And that’s without even beginning to get all the supernatural shit involved. Maybe I wouldn’t hold things against Richard, or Olga, or anyone else who joined the Dragon’s Hoard. But one thing was for sure. 
 
    I was going to destroy the Interzone. Dracula’s perfect world might have included a place for it, but mine didn’t. 
 
    Gradually, I became aware of structures in the distance. They jutted from the bone-white sand like teeth—an entire field of them, arranged into rows and streets like some grotesque parody of a quiet, peaceful village. Figures in dark robes moved between buildings, never staying outside for very long. The buildings themselves were practically featureless, so utilitarian as to be almost spartan. 
 
    This was not a place where people went for vacation, I realized. Or even to live anything resembling a normal life. Business was conducted here, and little else. I can’t blame them, I thought. I wouldn’t want to be here longer than necessary, either. Every moment within the Interzone was a reminder of the horror you walked across, the sacrifices made to power this engine of blood and gold. 
 
    “Casablanca, huh?” I asked, leaning back far enough for Richard to hear me through the opening in the roof. “Here’s looking at you, kid…” 
 
    The carriage weaved a haphazard path between the buildings, traveling down what passed for the city’s main thoroughfare. Furtive, black-robed figures watched us from narrow windows, their faces hidden by velvet masks. 
 
    “Black robes and black masks,” I said, leaning back toward the opening in the carriage roof. “Seems like there’s a uniform around here. How come you didn’t tell me about it, sluga?” 
 
    “What?” Richard stuck his head through the hole. He peered around him with slitted eyes, frowning against the faint pull of the wind and sand. “That’s new, my lord. I wasn’t aware of this…” 
 
    The understanding passed between us without words. New management, I thought, licking my lips as I looked from one building to another. Dracula’s already been here. New man in charge means new rules for the rank and file… 
 
    I had to find that Mana Mage. If Drac got his undead claws on her before I did, the world we knew was toast. 
 
    Olga pulled the carriage up to a squat, beige two story building and slowed the horses to a stop. The structure reminded me of a saloon from an Old West cowboy picture, if it had been drawn by a child who wasn’t capable of much more on the artistic front than stick figures and boxes. The second floor was slightly smaller than the first, with a wrap-around porch stretching around three of its four sides. 
 
    The robed figures standing on that balcony all disappeared when we got close. Guess they’re not coming out to play, I thought. Wonder what their watering hole is for? 
 
    As Olga climbed down to see to the skeletal horses, Richard left the carriage and walked over to me. “I’m going to look up Ivan Grozny’s old contact, my lord. See if they know where this Mana Mage is hiding.” 
 
    The street was as empty as a ghost town. Curious how quickly people cleared out when a Nightlord’s sluga came to check the place out. I looked up and down the lane with trepidation, expecting any moment for some horror to come shambling out of an alleyway. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked, checking him for any sign of nervousness. “Might not be a good idea to split up in a town like this. Lots of dangerous characters skulking about.” 
 
    A faint smile spread across Richard’s face. “I know my way around, my lord. I’m more concerned about you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    His smile widened, growing more ingratiating. I didn’t like it one bit when he treated me like some untouchable lord—I much preferred it when we spoke man to man. 
 
    “Not that you’re not powerful, my lord,” he said, bowing smoothly. Of course—we were being watched, and my sluga knew as much, too. This was an act. “But you don’t know your way around the Interzone. You’re likely to get lost, to be pulled into some trap laid by a clever denizen of the city.” He gestured at the squat building before us. “You’ll be safe here.” 
 
    “Here?” I cocked an eyebrow. “It looks like a wretched hive of scum and villainy.” 
 
    He grinned. “It’s a bar. The closest thing the Interzone has to neutral ground. If you remain here while I conduct my business, I’ll bring us both to the Mana Mage as soon as I have a lead.” 
 
    That sounded easy. Too easy. Richard was trying to separate us. 
 
    “Why don’t I just go with you?” I asked, harsher than I intended. “You’re talking about me, but you might need protection here too, Richard. Someone to watch your back.” 
 
    He laughed. “My lord, you’re very good at overcoming adversity. But when it comes to solving a problem, you only have one setting—and it’s not a subtle one. I need a pair of tweezers to pull Miss Voller out of the haystack of the Interzone. And you, my lord, are not a pair of tweezers.” 
 
    “Then what am I?” 
 
    Richard balled his hand into a fist and punched his other palm. “A hammer.” 
 
    Now that I could agree with. “Alright,” I said, looking at the doorway. “I’ll get a drink, then. Come back as soon as you can.” 
 
    As Richard made his way down the street, seeking out his old Ivan Grozny contacts, I headed inside to cool my heels. If there was a patch of sane, stable life within the horrific hell of the Interzone, it was likely to be inside this building. 
 
    Come on, Derek, I chided myself, putting one foot in front of the other. It’s just a bar. No one in there is likely to be as big or bad as you. What do you have to be afraid of? 
 
    I took one last look both ways down the street, then ducked my head and stepped inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The air within the bar was cool and damp. I heard the sound of dripping water from somewhere far off, like a leaky faucet amplified by the sound of a deep, deep well. Acrid smoke billowed around the floor, as if someone had left a fog machine unattended. 
 
    The interior of the bar looked just as dingy and sinister as its outside implied. Here, at least, the black robed figures lingered, sitting at small tables and sipping drinks through holes in their masks. Candles flickered on shelves positioned at regular intervals throughout the room. The background noise was a single deep, droning note that looped over and over again like a bassist practicing the intro to a Black Sabbath song. 
 
    Well, I thought, looking over the dim room and its denizens. Might as well make myself at home while Richard takes care of business. 
 
    Forgoing the tables, I sidled up to the bar and took a seat on a stool. I assumed every eye in the place was staring at me, but it was impossible to tell beneath the masks. Other than the bartender, every other person in the bar wore them—they hid their faces completely, keeping me from seeing if I was looking at a human, a shifter, or a Nightlord. 
 
    The bartender turned his baleful eye on me. Eye, singular: he only had the one. It sat in the center of his forehead, like the mythical cyclops of Greek myth. Unlike the rest of the patrons in the bar, he didn’t seem the least bit impressed. It felt refreshing to be just another guy coming in for a drink, actually. 
 
    “What’ll it be, traveler?” the cyclops asked. 
 
    More smoke billowed about the legs of the barstool, sneaking between my legs like the tentacle of some hidden beast. I crossed one leg over the other, hoping to banish it. There was no telling whether even the fog might be sentient in a place like this. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said, trying to sound worldly rather than uncertain. “What’s good here?” 
 
    The cyclops let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “Nothing. Nothing is good here, traveler.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ll have, then,” I said, putting my elbows on the counter. “Thank you for the recommendation.” 
 
    The cyclops stared at me flatly for a moment, as if trying to reason whether I was joking or not. Then he shrugged and headed down to the other side of the bar, polishing a dirty glass with a slightly less dirty rag. I watched him go, then glanced to the side—only to see a masked figure sitting on the barstool next to mine. 
 
    Where the hell had they come from? I hadn’t heard them approach. They’d snuck up on me like a damned ninja. 
 
    A pair of dark eyes peered at me from behind the figure’s mask. They were flatter and deader than the fabric surrounding them, so that it looked like someone had dressed a doll up and set it on the stool next to mine. For a heartbeat I wondered if this might not be some kind of strange, Interzone prank, then the figure shook themselves gently and leaned in close. 
 
    Their voice gave no hint as to their gender. “Hello, traveler,” they whispered, sounding as if they had ice in their mouth. “Looking for a little fun?” 
 
    Fun could have any number of meanings coming from a creature like this. I had a sneaking suspicion that I wouldn’t like any of them. 
 
    “What kind of fun?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    The room had grown even quieter. Smoke rose around the masked figure, embracing them like a cloak. Unlike me, the rest of the bar’s denizens seemed at peace with this strange feature of the building. 
 
    The black robed figure reached into that smoke. Right before my eyes, it plucked something from the fog, brandishing it before me like a magic trick. “This kind,” the thing said, opening its gloved hand with a furtive glance at the rest of the bar. 
 
    A tiny, clear plastic pouch rested on its palm. It bulged with a brownish powder, speckled here and there with black and white grains like someone had mixed paprika into the drug. I had no idea what the stuff did, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to find out. 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, taking the thing’s hand and folding its fingers over the pouch. I nearly recoiled from the touch—it was like handling a latex glove filled with pudding. There was too much give in the figure’s fingers, as if they weren’t fully solid. “But I’m looking for someone who’s a pretty big fan of what you’re selling. Might be one of your top customers, in fact.” 
 
    The robed figure cocked their head to the side, suddenly looking more alert. “You seek someone who accepted my offer?” 
 
    Interesting, I thought. My sluga Richard had told me to stay put, to enjoy the creepy sights of the Interzone in a relatively safe place while he did the difficult leg work of locating our target. But what if I could find her first? 
 
    I’d be working smarter, not harder. Maybe I could beat Richard to the punch. 
 
    “I am,” I said, leaning back on my barstool. “Maybe you know who I’m talking about.” 
 
    I could have sworn there was a smile behind the stranger’s mask. “Perhaps I do.” 
 
    I decided to go for it. Fuck it, take the risk, right? 
 
    “A young woman,” I said, remembering the file I’d been given on Joann Voller by Richard after our meeting in the castle. “Slender, maybe a bit mousey—I don’t know if you people have mice here, but I hope you know what I mean. If it helps, she’s someone of the magically inclined persuasion.” 
 
    Now I was sure there was a smile behind that mask. “I know just what you seek,” the creature said in a whisper. 
 
    Something about its tone made me look around. The few patrons within the establishment remained at their tables, silently drinking and staring at the walls, but I couldn’t shake the strange sensation that all of them were paying attention to nothing but me. That I was being watched by every patron here, that I was the most interesting thing that had happened to this place in months. 
 
    Well, I thought, discarding my worries. There’s nothing I can do about that. 
 
    “Good,” I said, matching the figure’s whisper. “Where can I find this person?” 
 
    The figure stared at me a moment longer, its dark eyes growing canny behind the mask. Then it abruptly rose from it stool, shaking off its robes as it stood like dust had begun to colonize the fabric while it sat. 
 
    “Meet me in the alley behind the building in two minutes,” the figure said in a rasp. “There I will give you the information you seek—once we have discussed its price, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    The figure shuffled off without much fanfare, slipping out the front door like a shadow. The tension in the bar eased the moment they were gone. It was as if the atmosphere in the establishment had lightened. Not that the place was particularly sunny, mind you—it was still as gloomy as a tomb. Just a little less sepulchral, I suppose. 
 
    As the cyclops bartender eyed me from the other side of the room, I silently counted to one hundred. That, plus the time it would take me to slip behind the building, would be more than enough for whatever sort of creature the drug dealer was to find its bearings. 
 
    At ninety-eight, I slipped off my barstool and headed to the front. I felt the eyes of every person in the room on my back, burning holes through my robes as I slipped outside and into the endless night. Following the beige exterior of the building, I trudged my way to the back, feeding a trickle of magic into the flame in my chest just in case. 
 
    The bar bordered another, smaller building. The two structures stood almost back-to-back, casting deep shadows into the narrow alley between them. It was open on both ends, and the creature who’d promised to help me locate Joann Voller stood in the center, almost too dark to be seen. His back was to me, his robes drawn tight around his emaciated frame. The creature looked so much smaller out here than it had sitting next to me at the bar. 
 
    “I’m here,” I said, stepping into the alley. The last thing I wanted was to scare the fellow. With the other side of the alley open to a side street, they’d have bolted before I could catch them. Unless I used my dragon powers, which I really did not want to do in the Interzone unless I couldn’t help it. “Let’s talk about your price for the information I need.” 
 
    The figure didn’t respond. I took a step into the darkness, then another, feeling more certain with each step that something was wrong. The sand beneath my feet had more crunch than usual, owing to the terrible condition of the alley, and the sky above our heads was an inky black streak between the buildings. It was strangely warm in the shade, too, as if we’d stepped into the sunlight instead of out of it. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” I said, allowing my irritation to seep into my words, hoping this would get it to respond. This creature had sounded so eager to transact with me back in the bar, and now it was practically ignoring me. “What’s going on? You want to make a deal, or not…?” 
 
    As I approached the figure from behind, a strange thought flickered through my head. Every single person I’d met in the Interzone so far, with the exception of the bartender, wore the same shapeless black robes. With their black gloves and their matching face mask, they were featureless, genderless, impossible to tell apart. 
 
    So how did I know this was the same person I’d met back in the bar? 
 
    I put a hand on the figure’s shoulder, squeezing it through the fabric. I braced myself, because I expected to feel nothing like a human body beneath it, just more of that horrible pudding-like filling within. 
 
    What I didn’t expect was for the creature to topple over like a poorly constructed card table, falling face-first into the sand as their body began to unravel. 
 
    Smoke poured from the creature as they began to dissolve. It’s a trick, I realized, standing up. A trap— 
 
    Three figures stepped into the opening of the alley ahead of me. 
 
    I turned—and three more slipped in behind me, where I’d just entered. Knuckles cracked within black gloves as the six masked figures stepped forward, blocking off my exit from either side of the alley. I couldn’t make out the faces beneath the fabric, but something told me the figures who surrounded me were smiling—grim smiles of determination and death. Like the rictus of a corpse. 
 
    One of the figures who’d entered the alley behind me stepped forward, leaving the other two just behind him. The black-robed creatures were as interchangeable as identical twins, yet something about his bearing and posture told me that this was the one I’d spoken to in the bar. The one carrying the pouch full of magical drugs, the one who’d wanted to make a deal with me. 
 
    I smiled, cracking my neck as I sized its posse up. “I didn’t realize you needed to bring muscle to a simple business transaction,” I said, treating the other robed figures like they weren’t even there. “You that scared I’m going to hurt you?” 
 
    The figure cocked its head to the side. “You chose the wrong place to visit, traveler,” the creature hissed, its voice more masculine outside than it had been in the bar. It changed depending on circumstance, which had probably helped the thing snare unwary, naive travelers before. “Bounty hunters aren’t welcome in the Interzone.” 
 
    “Bounty…?” Now it was my turn to cock my head to the side. “You think I’m a bounty hunter?” 
 
    “Don’t try to wriggle your way out of things now!” That voice was more feminine, and came from somewhere behind me. The three robed figures who’d entered the alley from the opposite side were also pushing in, blocking off any hope of retreat. 
 
    If I’d wanted to retreat, that might have been worrying. 
 
    “You showed up out of nowhere, asking about a mage,” the figure from the bar said, sounding smug now. “I’m not sure who hired you to track down the girl, traveler, but the Interzone doesn’t appreciate meddling interlopers. Whoever’s got her, they earned her.” 
 
    I frowned. In front of me and behind me, the creatures pressed in closer, their footfalls displacing the bone sand around their feet. Soon they’d strike, and the battle would begin. 
 
    I welcomed it. 
 
    “So you kill me, rob me, and leave me in an alley—is that it?” I glanced over my shoulder at the trio coming at me from behind before turning my attention back to their leader from the bar. “Not a very warm welcome.” 
 
    “An Interzone welcome,” the lead figure said. They spread their arms like a ringmaster at a circus, one just about to introduce the act that would drive the crowd wild. “Kill or be killed, traveler. If you didn’t learn that lesson before you came here, you truly did not deserve to pass our borders—” 
 
    Before the figure finished his sentence, the trio of robed figures struck. As they removed their hands from their robes, I saw they’d done a number on them—each of their fingers was as long as a dagger and sharp as a razor. Their blade-like appendages moved like the tines of a rake, slashing back and forth with a slight waggle as the three monsters threw themselves at me, howling like banshees. 
 
    I laughed in their faces. Wrong move, I thought, stoking the fire within. 
 
    Six against one was no fun, no matter how much I outgunned the group on the magical front. So my first move was to even the odds. 
 
    Throwing my hands out before me and touching the tips of my thumbs together, I unleashed Prismatic Spray. A rainbow of psychedelic colors erupted from between my palms, bathing the alley in light. So much color after the endless grays and beiges of the Interzone made me feel like Dorothy entering Oz, and I had to shield my gaze against the spray of technicolor particles. 
 
    I spared a moment to check the three robed figures I’d hit before I turned to face the other three. Nothing fancy: I just wanted to make sure that they were stunned, and that the stun I’d just given them would last long enough for me to take down the leader—maybe one of his flunkies, too. But what I saw made my heart skip a beat. 
 
    The three figures were gone. In their place were three plumes of thin black smoke, rising into the sky. 
 
    What the fuck? I thought, shocked at my own strength. I killed them? 
 
    The plumes of smoke dissolved, filling the alley with the sound of three barely audible screams. Either these black robed figures were illusions, little more than light and sound concentrated in one spot, or the rank-and-file creatures that haunted the Interzone were so weak they might as well have been made out of tissue paper. 
 
    Or were they susceptible to Prismatic Spray, somehow? After all, this world lacked anything like proper, vibrant color. Maybe they simply couldn’t handle color? 
 
    The other three robed figures were hissing as I turned back around.  
 
    “A mage!” one of them shouted, their voice distorted like it was coming out of a tinny old radio. “He’s a fucking mage!” 
 
    “That’s right,” I roared triumphantly, hands on my hips. I was much more than just a mage, of course, but there was no reason for them to know that. And it was technically true—I’d gained my magery from my mother Raya, who’d passed it down to me in the womb. “Your friends weren’t very strong. Looks like they weren’t ready to add a little color to their lives!” 
 
    The two figures standing on either side of the leader looked petrified. But the leader himself remained calm.  
 
    “Fine,” it hissed, a sigh escaping from behind its mask. “We do this the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    Before I could respond with a witty quip, the leader pulled a snub-nosed pistol from beneath its robes and fired. 
 
    A wave of gray enveloped the alleyway. I’d expected a bullet, thrown myself to the side in an effort to dodge it, but no solid projectile fired from the barrel of that weapon. Just a stream of gray particles, which stuck to the alley on both sides like magnetized ball bearings in a science museum experiment. They shouldn’t have been able to do anything, especially with me powered up and ready to go. 
 
    Except that, suddenly, I lost my magic. 
 
    I’d been preparing the Chain Lighting spell I’d learned from Schwarzwelt almost as soon as Prismatic Spray disappeared from between my outstretched palms. I’d harbored visions of it jumping from robed figure to robed figure, dancing across the top of their heads as my attackers were roasted from the inside out. But it was as if a thick wall had come down between me and my powers. 
 
    The leader watched me trying and failing to cast a spell, its bearing even more smug than before. “That’s right,” it hissed, pulling a long dagger from its robes. (How many fucking things did it have hidden in there)? “We have all manner of toys here in the Interzone. Especially good at dealing with troublesome little mages who stick their nose where it doesn’t belong…” 
 
    The two figures flanked the leader on either side, pulling identical daggers from their robes. They were long and curved, covered in arcane symbols like something that would be used in a blood sacrifice. I had no doubt that they’d spilled plenty of blood in their time. 
 
    The trio thought I was powerless. They couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    “Come on then,” I said, balling my hands into fists before gesturing for the figures to join me. “Are we going to get this show on the road, or not?” 
 
    The leader hesitated. Maybe it was just my confidence, but either way, it sent its two flunkies out before it, shoving them both in the back with a howl. 
 
    “Kill!” 
 
    The two creatures moved in to do just that, brandishing their knives with slow, sleazy smiles beneath their masks. They had the bearing of a cat playing with a mouse. 
 
    The alley was still open behind me. I could have run. But I didn’t, and that might have worried the leader more than anything else. 
 
    The two attacked as one unit, as if they’d practiced their moves many times before. One struck high, the other low, going to my left and right like they wanted to cut off all possibility of dodging their blades. The metal sought my flesh, singing out for my blood as they slashed. 
 
    I threw myself forward, through the tumult. Lowering my head, I charged right between the strikes, landing in a harsh roll on the floor of the alley. One blade soared just over my head, close enough that it sliced a few hairs in half, while the other missed me completely. I rose to my full height, balanced between the two figures and the one.  
 
    “You missed,” I said, making a come here gesture with my fingers. “Want to try again?” 
 
    This time their attacks were colored with anger, fierce and disorganized. They both raced at me with the intent to stab me to death, and I parried their blows with expertise. As the blade of the first shot downward, I reached out and seized the creature’s wrist, twisting it so hard that it dropped its dagger. A quick shove knocked the other robed figure off-balance, causing its strike to swing wide and hit the wall with an audible ping and a spark. 
 
    I kneed the first figure between the legs, expecting it to go down easily. It’d only ever sounded like a male. But there was nothing where its cock should have been but more pudding. My knee sank into the fabric of its robes like I was pushing a thumb into Silly Putty, giving in a way that made me want to retch. 
 
    The second attacker recovered and slashed out with a horizontal strike. I twisted away just in time, using the knee buried in the first creature’s robes to move it to the side and use it as a shield. The dagger slashed through fabric, and the wounded creature screamed, but didn’t fall. 
 
    Fuck, I thought. A beam of colored light turns these fuckers into dust, but knife wounds hardly faze them? What the hell are these things? 
 
    I needed more power. I couldn’t reach for my mage abilities, true, but I had way more in my arsenal than just a few spells. As the two creatures tried to get back on the same page and come at me with a coordinated strike, I reached into my chest and felt for the Black Flame. Unlike my spells, it hadn’t been tampered with by the lead creature’s strange gun. 
 
    Let’s see how you handle this, I thought, steeling myself for the next strike. 
 
    Their idea was to use the same move they’d opened with—the combination of high and low strikes that I’d avoided with a clever leap at the beginning of the battle. Except that this time, the leader waited in the spot where I’d land, its dagger at the ready. 
 
    If I’d been an ordinary human, or a mage temporarily robbed of my powers, I’d be dead. But I was neither. 
 
    I was more. I was shifter, mage, Nightlord. All three at once, and yet more than all three, too. 
 
    I was the Dragon. 
 
    As the two creatures struck with their daggers, I split into a cloud of bats. Their blades found nothing but air, the beating wings of dozens of tiny creatures forcing them to recoil in horror and clutch their masks tight. They screamed, flinging themselves back at their leader in their confusion. 
 
    “He’s a Nightlord!” one of them cried. “But that’s impossible! He cast a spell! He’s a mage, like you said!” 
 
    Too slow, I thought, watching the second creature’s retreating back with dozens of tiny eyes. Way, way too slow! 
 
    In a flash, the slower of the two attackers was covered in bats. They formed back into me instantly, my hands around the creature’s waist and my Nightlord fangs fully extended. The creature had just enough time to tense, its jellied arms and legs going stale within its robes, before I struck. 
 
    I bit straight through its mask. 
 
    My fangs pierced the fabric, ripping through it like a hot knife through butter. I expected to sink into the creature’s face, and maybe to get a nasty taste of whatever ectoplasm lay beneath the shapeless robes of these bizarre Interzone entities, but I wasn’t prepared for what happened next. 
 
    As the mask ripped in two, black smoke poured from the puncture wounds I’d created, spilling upward as if a great furnace worked just beneath the surface of the creature’s robes. The screaming that came from the thing made the howls I’d heard earlier look positively sedate and quiet in comparison. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” the creature shrieked, its robes shimmering around it like a living thing. “No! NO!” 
 
    The creature collapsed inward. Suddenly I held nothing in my hands—just a big pile of robes, a torn leather mask, and a pair of silky black leather gloves to match. The thing had turned into smoke, rising into the air and dissolving like sugar poured into tea. 
 
    So that’s where those other three went, I realized, tossing the robes away. These things aren’t really here, are they? They’re not solid at all. They’re like ghosts. 
 
    Evil ghosts. 
 
    The creature who’d been fleeing took one look behind it at what was happening to his companion and screamed like a little girl. It fled for the mouth of the alley and the dubious freedom it provided, its robes swishing around it as it crossed the bone-white sand. 
 
    I jumped onto its back, ripping and tearing with my claws. Each time I punctured its robes, black smoke poured from the place I’d torn. The smoke spilled from it like from a broken bellows, filling the alleyway with thick, acrid fog. Yet the creature didn’t dissolve like the others had, even though it screamed in pain like a thousand hornets were stinging its body. 
 
    The mask, I thought, looking at the unbroken surface covering the creature’s face. The mask is the weak point. 
 
    I lifted the creature off the ground, gripping its jellied robes tightly. As the leader turned to run, evidently choosing discretion as the better part of valor, I reached out with a Nightlord’s strength and seized the back of its cloak, lifting it from the floor of the alley just as easily. Slowly, I turned it to face me and the other creature, who was trembling in my grip by now. 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked, staring into the nothing of the creature’s eyes. “Tell me now.” 
 
    Somehow, the thing managed to still sound smug and haughty. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” it spat, writhing in my grip. “I only told you what you wanted to hear to trick you into stepping into this alley—” 
 
    I tossed the other creature into the air, then grabbed its mask with my free hand. With a single, savage motion I ripped the thing off wholesale, tearing it from the being’s robes like someone picking a scab from an open wound. A massive gout of smoke poured from its face, as if all of it was being loosed from the thing’s core at once, and suddenly I held nothing but rags and strips of leather in my free hand. 
 
    I dropped what remained of the creature to the floor of the alley, then placed my hand on the side of the leader’s mask. “Last chance,” I whispered, the Black Flame roaring in my chest like a hurricane. “Joann Voller. Where is she?” 
 
    The thing squirmed in my grip, then slumped over like all the fight had gone out of it. “I don’t know that name,” it said, sounding defeated. “But I know the woman who matches the description you gave me. The junkie mage.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, grinning fiercely. “Good. Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    The creature’s voice became a rasp. “The lighthouse,” it said, gently shaking its head back and forth as if recriminating itself. “She’s at the lighthouse.” 
 
    “Lighthouse?” I gave the creature a shake, my fingers tightening along the side of its mask. “Look around you. We’re in a desert. There’s no lighthouses here…” 
 
    “You’ll see,” the thing assured me, sounding almost desperate to please. In a bedroom partner, I liked that, but not in someone I was interrogating. It felt unseemly, somehow. “Take the main road north, to the docks. They’re not docks, not really, but you’ll see when you get there. You’ll understand.” 
 
    “I doubt I will. You’re saying she’s north?” 
 
    The thing nodded. “Once you reach the docks that aren’t docks, look out over the water that isn’t water.” It chuckled to itself, like it realized full well how absurd its directions sounded. “There’s an island dead ahead, with a lighthouse. The woman is there, on the top floor, lost in a haze of drugs and regret. That’s where you’ll find her, traveler.” 
 
    The thing squirmed in my grip, uncertain. “What… what are you? You cast spells, yet you have the fangs of a Nightlord. You killed three of my best men with a single spell, like it… like it was easy for you…” 
 
    I chuckled. “You really haven’t heard of me? Really?” 
 
    Before the thing could answer, I transformed. 
 
    It wasn’t a full unveiling—this scum didn’t deserve that. My grin widened beyond human proportions as my head erupted with scales, morphing from a human skull to one much older and fiercer in nature. My jaw extended, teeth bursting from my gums like nails hammered through wood as I gave everything above my collarbone over to the power of the Dragon. 
 
    Flames burned in my chest. The cold, dead eyes within the creature’s mask filled with unspeakable terror. “No! You promised if I told, you would let me go…!” 
 
    “I never said I’d let you go,” I told the thing. “I said you have one chance.” 
 
    The creature howled as draconic flames burnt through its mask. The smoke that poured from it was no match for my own, dissolving into the larger cloud as I filled the alleyway with thick, red flames. 
 
    “I’m the Dragon,” I told the pile of smoking robes where my foe had once stood. “Don’t you fucking forget it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked the streets of the Interzone, I felt phantom eyes peering from every window. I ignored them. I had a job to do. 
 
    Following the shade’s directions turned out to be even easier than I’d anticipated. The layout of the Interzone’s sole city was straightforward, and the place was back to being a ghost town, with only the constant sensation of being watched convincing me it was anything more than that. 
 
    As I picked my way past the gray and beige buildings, my sense of unease grew. Ever since I’d arrived in the Interzone, I’d somehow felt like I was on the edge of… everything. Only now, as I reached the outskirts of what could charitably be called civilization, did I realize how right I was. 
 
    “It’s like a video game,” I whispered, giving voice to the strange suspicion I’d been nursing for nearly an hour. “But once you get past all the stuff that’s been programmed and designed for you.” 
 
    When I was a kid, I’d had one of those devices that allowed you to input cheat codes in video games: give you infinite money, make you invincible, that sort of thing. But when random codes were put in the device, it frequently caused glitches and visual distortion to the game, making it nearly unplayable. 
 
    Once, while bored and playing an old Star Wars game, I’d found a code that let me glitch through the walls of levels, a technique known as ‘no clipping’. I’d flown like a human starship across Hoth, disappearing over hills and ignoring enemies until I reached the limits of the world the developers had created. And what I’d found there had been creepy as hell. 
 
    Low-poly textures, flat expanses leading to the horizon, and an endless skybox of boring blue and white. The farther I went, the stranger the land became, until the whole screen was just one big glitch. Then the console crashed, and I was too disturbed to mess with the code after that. 
 
    That was what the Interzone reminded me of. The part of a video game you’re not supposed to see—the part you only see a tiny diorama of when you’re running around the levels the people who made it put actual effort into. The Interzone felt like a back door into a world no one should enter, like a living glitch. 
 
    Perhaps that sense of glitchiness was why I immediately understood what the robed figure meant about ‘a dock that isn’t a dock’ as soon as I saw it. Here on the edge of town, a series of buildings with low roofs stood in rows, arrayed like warehouses near the border of the dunes. I knew without having to look inside that they likely carried all manner of contraband, and not just the drugs the robed figure had so cavalierly showed me at the bar. 
 
    It was what lay beyond those warehouses that interested me. The land sloped like a bay, giving way to an expanse of sand that felt somehow thicker and more oppressive than the rest of the landscape. I couldn’t put it into words—not words that the members of the Dragon’s Hoard could understand, at any rate—but even as I looked at the rolling, uneven expanse of ground, I noticed waves. I saw an unquiet pool of water, stretching out into an ocean far beyond the darkness at the edge of the Interzone. 
 
    Far out, almost at the limit of my seeing, there was a slight lift to the land. Someone who wasn’t looking for it would never have seen it, but for me it appeared as obvious as a slap in the face. That’s the lighthouse, I thought, staring at the slightly raised lump of land. Except it’s not in the sky. It’s down below… 
 
    The perfect place to hide. A building underground, an inverted lighthouse for a bay that didn’t exist. None of it made sense, yet somehow in the Interzone it made perfect sense. 
 
    Hesitating only slightly at the edge of the ‘water’, I discarded my concerns and waded in. The sand here felt different than what I’d trudged through to reach this point, thicker and wetter somehow. Though I walked across a sea of bleached white bone, I felt like a mariner in an old-timey diving suit plumbing the depths of some 1920s seascape. I found myself walking with a slight sway, as if beneath an invisible lake. 
 
    Finally, I crested the surface. My feet found the slight rise in the landscape a few minutes later and climbed, the strange feeling deserting me as quickly as it had come. I gasped with joy as I scrambled to the top of the rise, expecting to see my answer. I’d come out of the sea that wasn’t a sea, and now the lighthouse lay dead ahead. 
 
    At first, I couldn’t see anything. The white, finely ground bone stretched out on all sides, blowing gently in the wind. I paced it slowly, frowning, reaching out with my hands as if to feel for an invisible door. 
 
    I found what I was looking for at the center. My boot touched something harder and firmer than the ground as I stepped across the central point of the plateau, and a strange hollow sound echoed beneath me. Dropping onto my hands and knees, I started brushing away sand with both hands, carrying clumps of it in my fist while trying not to think too hard about what it really was. 
 
    What lay beneath was revealed almost immediately. Suspended beneath the black sky and the white sand was a red door, the deep maroon of a Californian forest. A faded gilt knocker barely held onto the wood. 
 
    My hands moved faster in my excitement. Soon I had the whole door cleared, and was tugging the ring for dear life. The door opened easily, swinging open to reveal stairs leading down into darkness. 
 
    “Paydirt!” I said, looking back at the town. It didn’t appear that anyone had followed me out here. I doubted anyone could sneak up on me all the way out here, on my little island in the bizarre sea surrounding the Interzone. 
 
    Reaching into my chest with spectral fingers, I was pleased to find that my magery had returned. Evidently the effect of the strange shade’s gun only held while I was within the alley, because it took almost no energy to summon a tiny spark of lightning for light and slip down the stairs into the darkness. A ball of illumination floated over my palm, casting deep shadows on the wall as I descended. 
 
    The air grew cool and damp almost immediately. The stairs were narrow and covered in dew, as if all the moisture missing in the desert outside had decided to coalesce in this place instead. I found the way down slick and nearly fell several times, grabbing onto the walls to steady myself. 
 
    The stairs wound down and down in a long, unbroken spiral. The further down I walked, the cleaner they became, until my steps were sure and even.  
 
    I considered calling out for Joann Voller but decided against it. Let’s take this easy, Derek, I reminded myself. This woman might have been a drug addict who’d fled to the most inhospitable place in the universe to hide from me, but she was still a mage. If pressed, she undoubtedly had powerful magic at her disposal. I didn’t want to hurt her if I could possibly avoid it. 
 
    The stairs terminated in a small platform with a single metal door at the end. It’s a lighthouse, I thought, the strangeness of the situation only reinforcing my belief. And this is the light. 
 
    The topmost platform of the strange structure lay just behind the door. And, if the shade’s dying words were correct, so did Joann Voller. The final Mana Mage. 
 
    Was I ready? Was I prepared to keep Dracula’s greatest dream from ever coming true? 
 
    Hell yes, I was. 
 
    With a gentleness that actually surprised me, I opened the door and slipped inside. The chamber was larger than I’d expected, with walls and a ceiling made of thick glass panes just like a real lighthouse. Except that all I could see beyond them was darkness, even though I expected to encounter solid rock walls. 
 
    Except for a bed in one corner, a thick rug covering the floor, and a couple of chairs, the chamber at the bottom of the stairs was completely empty. Only one of the chairs was occupied, and its occupant sat with their back to me, facing the darkness at the far end of the glass chamber. 
 
    Joann? 
 
    This had to be her. The Mana Mage. She’s probably high, I thought, approaching her slowly and carefully. Can mages cast spells while they’re high? Or does it affect their natural abilities? I made a mental note to smoke up with Riley and a couple of my other girls sometime to see if it messed with my spellcasting. At any rate, I’d probably find out very soon what the effects were: Joann would attack me if she was able. 
 
    Or would she? Maybe I could talk her into joining me, the same way I’d talked Nick Faircoup out of jumping off a building. I could be pretty damn persuasive when I put my mind to it, after all. 
 
    “Joann Voller?” I lifted my hands to show I meant no threat, hoping she could see my reflection in the dark glass. “I’m Derek Sinclair—the Dragon. Listen, I just want you to know that I mean you no harm. I haven’t come here to hurt you. Just to take you somewhere safe…” 
 
    I trailed off. Joann wasn’t saying anything. Was she high out of her mind, with a needle still stuck in her arm? It seemed depressingly likely. 
 
    “Alright, fuck it,” I said, dispensing with politeness. “You’re coming with me, Joann—” 
 
    As I put my hand on the young mage’s shoulder, she toppled from the chair, landing face-first on the rug with a hollow thud. For a moment, I dared believe she was just high on her favorite drug—but then I noticed the lack of needles or any other drug paraphernalia in the chamber. 
 
    She’s not using, I thought, my heart thudding against my ribs. At least not right now. What the fuck…? 
 
    With tingling hands, I flipped Joann over…and realized I was far too late to do any good for this woman. 
 
    Sightless eyes stared up at me. The insides of Joann’s pupils were a milky white, the rheumy hue of an ancient crone who’d long since lost her sight. A white foam lay crusted around her lips, dripping gently onto her chin as I hauled her upright. Even as I did it, the analytical part of my mind was trying to judge how long she’d been dead, and how she’d met her untimely end. 
 
    One thing was for certain: her death hadn’t been pretty. I’d seen some pretty awful dying expressions, and created more than a few of them myself as I tore through my enemies. But the horror and fright that still lay heavy on Joann Voller’s face as I lifted her back into the chair could have curdled milk. This woman had died badly. She’d died in fear and pain, and more than a little surprise. What had done this? There wasn’t a mark on her. 
 
    I had to reach into her mouth to find the truth. There, sticking out from beneath her tongue, was a half-chewed ampule filled with grains of black sand. It wasn’t a drug—at least not the kind you took for recreational purposes. This was… 
 
    “A suicide pill,” I whispered, stunned. I’d seen the trope in plenty of old war movies—the spy who bites down on a hidden cyanide capsule hidden in a tooth, rather than be captured and pumped for information by the enemy. 
 
    I wondered if whoever had sold the capsule to Joann Voller had told her it was painless—and she’d found out in her dying moments that she’d been lied to. It made me shiver. 
 
    Yet, at the same time, I felt a burden lift off my shoulders. I was done. I’d won. It was an awful, Machiavellian thing to think—but Joann Voller, the only Mana Mage left who wasn’t under my direct control, the only one capable of winning the world for Dracula, had been removed from play. 
 
    She was dead. Gone where he could never reach. 
 
    It was an awful way for the mage’s life to end. And yet, by eluding whatever capture she’d hoped to avoid with her special pill, Joann Voller had played a crucial part in saving the world. Dracula could no longer cast the Last Spell. There was only one person left in the universe who could. 
 
    Me. 
 
    I know I’d said that I would burn it. That I’d never let such a powerful thing exist in the world—that the Last Spell was far too dangerous for any single mortal to control. And when I’d said it, I’d meant it. 
 
    But that was before the Interzone. 
 
    Seeing this inhumanity, this genocide, I knew I couldn’t let things like this continue to exist. The horror on Joann’s face appeared to me to be a terror of the entire world, of a species that allowed mundane and supernatural powers to trend so easily to unspeakable suffering. Removing things like this from the world would be a kindness, and would improve the lives of millions of people. 
 
    “You don’t know this, Joann,” I said, rising from the bed, “but your death is going to put an end to all this. You’re the reason I’m going to fix everything. Shit like this is not going to happen when I’m in charge of the universe. You won’t have to kill yourself to keep the monsters from getting you.” 
 
    Joann Voller stared sightlessly at the mirrored wall of the lighthouse chamber. She’d made her decision, and it had been the last one she’d ever make. I only wished I’d been here to show her she could have kept safe in a better way, by joining me. 
 
    But wait. 
 
    If she killed herself to avoid capture, she must have been under immediate threat of capture. She didn’t know I was coming. So who was about to capture her? The shades? 
 
    That didn’t seem right. 
 
    No, not right at all— 
 
    And just as I started on this train of thought, something moved in the reflection of the glass. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I whirled around on a heel just as the door leading to the stairs was ripped off its hinges. 
 
    It flew through the air and landed in the center of the room, tipping over the chair the dead Joann Voller had been sat on until I touched her. Torchlight flooded the room as two, then four, then a dozen tentacle cultists stepped into the chamber, with more of them crouching on the stairs waiting for their cue. A lot more. 
 
    “Derek.” The lead tentacle cultist chuckled. He was taller than the rest, with a gnarled staff that had a ruby the size of a robin’s egg bolted to the top. Clouds of magic boiled within that ruby, filling the air with the smell of ozone. “Your father didn’t expect you to come alone.” 
 
    Dracula, I thought. He knew I’d go after the Mana Mages. 
 
    He’d been too slow to stop me from plucking Nick Faircoup from the Nexus, but Joann? She was just a junkie, a wayward mage who probably had died never knowing the power that lay within her. She’d been easy enough to kill once Dracula and his goons established a foothold in the Interzone. Knowing dear old Dad, he’d probably packaged the pills that killed her himself before giving them to a subordinate to deliver. 
 
    I had no idea why Dracula would kill a Mana Mage. Honestly, that scared me way worse than the squadron of tentacle cultists he’d sent to take their best shot at bringing me down. The idea that my father had been playing a different and more dangerous game all along froze my blood. 
 
    The lead cultist smiled. “You think we did this.” He gestured at the body on the floor. 
 
    “Who the fuck else?” I snarled, reaching for my powers. “You know, she probably would have made a good addition to my team if you hadn’t murdered her. I’m going to make you pay for that.” 
 
    The cultist clucked his tongue, chuckling with delight. “Oh no,” he said, snickering like he’d just watched someone trip and faceplant going down a flight of stairs. “This woman’s blood is not on our hands, Dragon. Her death is your fault.” 
 
    “You’re barking up the wrong tree, pal,” I shot back. My Nightlord fangs ached within the meat of my gums, begging me to set them free, begging me to feed. “I didn’t even know this girl.” 
 
    “That means little,” the lead cultist continued, dismissing me with a gesture. “You’ve seen the Interzone, Dragon. You of all people should understand that some crimes are committed by distance—that the person who harms and the person who is harmed can be far removed from each other, kept apart by layers of bureaucracy and abstraction.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let the cultist throw me off my game. 
 
    “I’ll kill you all,” I told the group coolly, my fangs finally emerging from my gums. “You have no idea what fate you’ve brought onto yourselves by pissing me off. You’re going to regret the day you met me.” 
 
    The cultist simply stared at me, a faint expression of amusement on his inhuman face. 
 
    “The alpha of Clan Ursinia,” he said simply, as if it were the trump card to end all trump cards.  
 
    A bear shifter falling from a hotel window, screaming as he tumbled end over end to the pavement dozens of flights below. Clan Ursinia, disbanded in a single night, its three most talented and beautiful shifters joining me by ancient law… 
 
    “What does he have to do with any of this?” I asked, holding back my laughter. This cultist had to be grasping at straws. He didn’t even have anything good to get under my skin with. 
 
    At least, that was what I thought. I was wrong. 
 
    “The Ursinia Alpha owned this building,” the cultist explained. “And most of those warehouses you saw on your journey over here.” 
 
    A pit of unpleasantness opened in my stomach. “That has nothing to do with me,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Stop spouting nonsense and fight me—”  
 
    “The Nightlords have always been in charge of the most unspeakable things within the Interzone, true,” the cultist said, continuing as if I hadn’t spoken. “But historically, shifters and mages have been perfectly capable of using this place for illicit trade of their own once they’re introduced to it. Assuming they survive the process of acclimation, of course, the way you did.” 
 
    They know about the shades, I realized. Shit, they probably watched me kill the fuckers. 
 
    “As such,” the cultist continued, “they have few qualms about selling addictive substances to their own people. And they have none about selling them to their enemies. The most successful drug dealers among mages are shifters, Dragon, just as the historically largest drug cartels marketing to shifters are run by mages, in the back rooms. It’s amazing what your kind will do to one another. It makes us look almost civilized by comparison.” 
 
    This cultist was starting to make sense. Too much sense. I could see all the dots in front of me, I just had yet to connect them. Unfortunately for me, the cultist was insistent that I see the light. 
 
    “Your good friend, the Ursinia Alpha, was one of the most prodigious drug pushers in all the mage world. A great deal of magical addictions rested firmly on his shoulders—which was why, when you tossed him out the window of the Celesta, so many people’s lives were thrown into unexpected chaos. An organization without a leader isn’t worth much, after all, as I’m sure you understand from your time bearing the mantle of Dragon’s Hoard…” 
 
    I didn’t need to listen to any of this. “None of this is my fault,” I shot back at the creature. “The Alpha brought his death on himself—” 
 
    “The mage’s addiction was under control,” the creature said, once again behaving as if my words did not exist, “right up until the death of her supplier. Without a steady supply of the product keeping her sane, your poor Mana Mage watched her life fall apart. She was forced to turn to mundane suppliers to keep the wolf from her door—human drug pushers. Who aren’t nearly as kind or forgiving of mage peccadilloes as we supernaturals.” 
 
        I looked back at the corpse of the woman on the floor. Her eyes seemed filled with accusations, her body frozen in death with longing to point the finger at me. I knew that any action one took had ripple effects—the butterfly flapping its wings, etcetera—but I’d thought I was doing the right thing back at the Celesta. The Ursinia Alpha was a brutal man. The stories my trio of bear shifters told me about him confirmed it, and had made me feel like his death was well deserved. 
 
    Yet was it? Could I have kept him alive, humbled and powerless? Or would that have damaged my pride? 
 
    I wasn’t equipped to deal with these questions. Besides, I was too pissed off. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I snarled, showing my fangs. “You’re an asshole—and more than that, you’re wrong. I had nothing to do with any of this. I never stuck a needle in Joann Voller’s veins. I never told the Alpha that he had to abuse his mates, or try and kill my women on the top floor of the Celesta. I was defending myself. Which is the most natural law of them all. Enslaved to Dracula as you are, you wouldn’t understand that a man can follow his own sense of what is right and what is wrong without being ordered to.” 
 
    The monster spit on the ground. “Fiend!” he snarled, hyping up the beasts around him. “We will slay you, and Dracula will reward us!” 
 
        I shook my head. “This is the end of your path,” I told the monster calmly, charging up the black flame. “You and all your friends are going to die down here.” 
 
    Enraged by my words, the tentacle beast lifted his jeweled staff over his head. “Attack!” the beast roared, pointing straight at me. “Kill the Dragon!” 
 
    Easier said than done, I thought. Bring it on, assholes! 
 
    The front rank of tentacle monsters charged. Nails as sharp as knives erupted from the tips of my fingers as I fully embraced my Nightlord heritage, pulling so much vampiric energy into my body that I felt like one of the undead. Grinning like Death himself, I threw myself into the fray and began to kill. 
 
    The ease of it shocked me. Dracula’s minions had apparently hoped to bring me down with overwhelming numbers, but the large amount of tentacle beasts pouring into the lighthouse chamber simply ensured that wherever I struck, I found a target.  
 
    Soon I was dancing through the crowd, dealing out death like cards on a Vegas blackjack table. Beasts fell before me like wheat from the thresher, collapsing and dying as I tore out throats, severed limbs from torsos, decapitated monsters who dared get close to me. I felt the wind bending around me as I worked my way from one side of the room to the other. 
 
    Finally, I turned to strike at my next foe and found no one waiting for me. A thick carpet of gray-green bodies littered the floor, their robes covered in ichor and blood. Only the leader remained, with his strange staff and fancy robes, though I could see more tentacle cultists on the stairs through the doorway, waiting to be called in as backup. 
 
    Why doesn’t he summon them? I wondered. The leader was alone with me in the glass-walled chamber. If a man feared death, he’d surround himself as quickly as possible, creating a human shield. 
 
    But the leader just stood there, looking smug. 
 
    “That was easy,” I said, blood dripping from my vampiric claws. “You want to send the rest of your goons in, or would you prefer to fight one-on-one and get this over with?” 
 
    The leader didn’t respond with words. Instead, the tentacle cultist began to chant, the ruby at the apex of his staff glowing with an arcane light. I raced toward him, intending to end the spell before he could complete it, but some invisible barrier prevented me from getting to him. Even as I bashed against it and summoned a globe of fire from my jaws, a slowly spreading aura of gold and red motes emerged from the cultist’s staff. It spilled from the facets of the gem like a sinking cloud. It spread across the floor like the fog at the Interzone bar. 
 
    One of the tentacle cultists rose from the ground. 
 
    One of the dead cultists. 
 
    What the fuck? More of the beasts began to sit up, brushing themselves off as if they’d lain down for a nap rather than been murdered by the claws of a Nightlord. Still covered in blood and riven by gaping, ragged wounds, the creatures hauled themselves to their feet with undead strength and howled. The dead ones looked more or less like the live ones—except that their eyes were a glowing blood red. 
 
    The lead cultist grinned at me, his eyes maddened with second sight. The ruby on his staff glowed like a miniature bonfire, long trails of magic leading from the gem to each of the creatures he resurrected. With more ease than I’d cast the little bolt of lightning while descending to the bottom of the lighthouse, he was bringing his companions back to life. 
 
    And suddenly, the room was filled with enemies once more. 
 
    “That’s a neat trick,” I grudgingly admitted, jumping backward and regrouping. I was going to need more power to tear through these bastards—I had a sneaking suspicion that they wouldn’t stop coming until I killed their leader. “How many times can you do that?” 
 
    “As many times as I need,” the lead cultist intoned. His voice carried a hollow, dull undertone, as if something massive spoke through him. His grin had grown too wide, stretching to unnatural dimensions. 
 
    “Cool,” I shot back, thankful for the tip. “I’ll just have to tear them apart this time.” 
 
    What happened next would have slotted in nicely as a fight scene in any Hollywood zombie picture. Wave after wave of hideous, tentacle-clad cultists filled the breach, packing into the room like sardines in a tin as they sought to bring me down. I soon had to abandon Joann Voller’s body, my back pressed to one of the glass walls as the creatures flooded me. 
 
    My jaw distorted into the maw of a Dragon as I activated my powers. Flames spilled from my open mouth, roasting the eldritch beasts to a crisp—but for every one I killed, two more sprang up to take their place. The things were unstoppable. No matter how I killed them, the necromancer at their back continued bringing them back to life, spurring them on with the ruby in his staff. 
 
    The leader was wily. Every time I tried to strike out and bring him to his knees, he’d surround himself with a carpet of bodies like a shield. The number of casualties didn’t matter, because the leader could bring his friends’ bodies back to life as many times as he needed. Even with their bodies torn, bleeding, and burned, the things rose like zombies to strike at me over and over again. 
 
    I killed. I killed so many of the things. I’d probably slaughtered each of the cultists a dozen times over by the time the first one managed to lay a glove on me. I slipped, and one of them managed to get through, its claws raking the shoulder of my coat. Pinpricks of pain flashed through the fabric, faint enough that they only enraged me further. I shouldn’t have been taking any hits from monsters like these—not ones I’d killed this many times. 
 
    But there were so many of them. Even as the necromancer brought my latest slain foes back to life, fresh troops appeared in the doorway, spilling into the room. There was standing room only in the chamber, like a deadly mosh pit. 
 
    Another blow got through, then another. The first was a punch, the second a bite. Neither did much in the way of damage, but I was taking hits now. Eventually, the blood-dimmed tide of bodies would overwhelm me, and I’d be pulled under without hope of escape. 
 
    Pushing every ounce of energy I could into my limbs, I filled the room with a half-dozen beams of molten fire. It burned straight through the closest wave of tentacle beasts, leaving little more than ashes behind. The second row screamed and writhed, consumed by the flames, while those charging to the front watched in horror. 
 
    You’d have thought that seeing their fate written so plainly in the faces of their fellow cultists would have stopped the charge—but you’d have been wrong. The crush of bodies entering the room had simply grown too strong. More cultists piled in, pushing the figures in front of them in a wave that threatened to crush us all unless we kept moving. Suddenly I was packed in with over a dozen snarling, scratching beasts, trying to hold them back while I charged up another fire blast. 
 
    The Dragon! the voice roared within my skull, beating within my veins like the pulse of a hummingbird’s wings. Embrace the Dragon! 
 
    If only I could. A full unveiling would have allowed me to punch my way directly through the throng of attackers and carve a path to the necromancer himself, but I lacked the space to make it happen. The Dragon’s body was much larger than mine, and it wouldn’t fit into the necessary space to make the transformation possible. I was tempted to try anyway, even if it might leave me embedded in the strange scene beyond the glass. 
 
    I had to make a move. More hits were landing on me with each passing moment. I could feel the tide of cultists bearing down on me, threatening to knock me off my feet. 
 
    As if reading my mind, the necromancer howled in triumph. “Crush him!” the fiend cackled, tossing back his head and letting his tentacles curl beneath his chin like grotesque spirals. “Bury the Dragon alive! Your corpses will be his tomb!” 
 
    I thrust a hand above the heads of the creatures nearest to me, commanding it to become a Dragon’s claw. And as I did, I saw something move beyond the ceiling of the glass chamber. It was far off but coming downward as fast as a comet burning up in the atmosphere. I thought I recognized it… 
 
    Oh shit. I did know what that was! 
 
    As the object plummeted through the strange land beyond the glass, falling like a stone, I shifted all my draconic strength to my legs and jumped for the stairs. Tentacle beasts grabbed at my feet as I hurled myself away from the object, trying with all my might to get out of its immediate landing zone.  
 
    I kicked out against the hands, gaining distance, and was almost in the face of the necromancer himself when a great crashing sound filled the chamber. The glass ceiling gave, throwing shards in every direction as it exploded inward in a great confusion of sound and light. Jagged edges of glass slashed the cultists unlucky enough to be closest to the explosion, cutting through their veins and arteries with lethal efficiency. 
 
    The ones unluckiest enough to be at ground zero were simply crushed, as Olga’s cart hit the ground. 
 
    I had no idea how she’d done it. But somehow, Olga had piloted her vehicle through the Interzone and to this hidden chamber of the lighthouse. 
 
    Her skeletal horses lost their composure at the sudden carpet of monstrous bodies beneath them. They reared back and crunched tentacle cultists to paste beneath their hooves, snorting and snuffling as the few cultists with their wits still about them tried to crawl away. Atop her seat, Olga cackled with mad glee, her eyes and hair as wild as Baba Yaga herself. 
 
    “Ha ha ha!” the old crone yelled, her voice carried on a phantom wind. “Make a path, my darlings! Let any who stand in our way feel the weight of your hooves!” 
 
    As I watched, spellbound, the horses snapped back to their positions and drew the cart forward. It sped up, running over a group of fleeing cultists—then, with timing as perfect as in a Hollywood comedy, she backed up over those unlucky enough to have not been killed outright by the collision. All the while, she cackled like this was the most fun she’d had in years. 
 
    A dark figure slammed to the ground like a superhero, falling through the hole in the glass ceiling. Richard Enfield, my sluga, wiped his mouth as he cast his gaze around the room, taking stock of the situation in a heartbeat, before flashing to my side, putting the heel of his hand through the face of an errant cultist who hadn’t possessed the wits to flee. 
 
    “My lord,” Richard said, as casually as if this were any other meeting. “I thought I asked you to remain at the bar until I returned.” 
 
    Another cultist ran at us, and I lifted him off the ground and tossed him like a stone into the hole Olga’s cart had created. His screams echoed in the endless darkness, distorting until it was hard to tell where the screams ended and the Interzone’s eerie sounds began. 
 
    “Bar was boring,” I said with a guilty smile. “A more exciting opportunity came up.” 
 
    “I see.” Richard’s eyes flickered over the corpse of Joann Voller—not judging, just taking in data. “Did you do that, my lord?” 
 
    I shook my head, a little offended he’d even ask. “Happened before I got here. Poor girl.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Dracula will never get that Mana Mage now,” he said, his gaze intense. 
 
    “I know.” It was an awful thing to take away from the situation, but the future of the universe was at stake. 
 
    Just then, the necromancer lifted his staff. “Cheater!” the cultist roared, the jewel topping his weapon glowing like a sunrise. “You fight without honor, Dragon!” 
 
    “Says the man who keeps bringing his colleagues back to life to die over and over again,” Richard said with a dismissive sniff. “I dare say you’ve lost the right to complain about unfair tactics. We’re not exactly playing by Marquess of Queensbury rules here…!” 
 
    I snickered at that—because I knew exactly who did play by those same rules whenever possible. He was standing right next to me. Except I didn’t think Richard Enfield would hold himself to quite the same high standard when dealing with this trash. 
 
    Something inside the cultist’s face collapse when he saw us standing together. He quickly rallied, but the damage was done—he’d clearly given up any hope of presenting my corpse to Dracula as a trophy. The necromancer had decided to retreat, to live to fight another day. 
 
    A moment later, his final order sealed the deal. “Kill them all!” the necromancer roared, slamming the butt end of his staff against the floor. It summoned a wave in all directions that brought his beleaguered troops back to life. As they staggered up, the lead cultist started pushing through the crowd, heading for the stairs.  
 
    He’s running, I thought. Coward! Talking about honor, then running like a little wimp! 
 
    I wouldn’t let him get away with that. 
 
    Richard and I shared a look. My sluga sighed, then gestured back at Olga on her cart. “Clear a path,” he commanded our driver. “I’ll hold the riff-raff off you while you deal with the leader, my lord.” 
 
    “Capital,” I said, matching his dapper tone with my own. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    The wheels of Olga’s carriage squealed like pigs as the skeletal horses took off. Her mounts plunged headfirst into the mass of tentacle beasts, spilling bodies left and right. The cart’s wheels were soon slick with blood and ichor, the cab bouncing up and down with the impacts as Olga ran as many of the creatures down as she could. 
 
    It was disgusting. But also kind of awesome. 
 
    I couldn’t stick around and watch, however. I had a job to do. That necromancer couldn’t be allowed to escape—I wanted Dracula in the dark about what happened here for as long as possible. So I attacked. 
 
    I split into a cloud of chittering bats, rising above the crowd. Tentacle beasts leapt into the air, trying to snatch my bats from the sky, but I was far too fast for them. My hundred wings beat like hammers as I soared across the room, my hundred fangs aching to sink into the necromancer’s flesh. 
 
    I’ll give him this. He’d almost made it to the stairs by the time I caught him. 
 
    He was close enough to the door that the light of the stairwell illuminated him as he fell to his knees. The bats coalesced back into my human form, looming over him like the Grim Reaper himself as the necromancer realized just how fucked he was. He twisted on one knee, peering up at me through his mass of tentacles. His body slumped with the defeat of his imminent death, but his eyes still burned with hatred and defiance. 
 
    “You will beg your father to kill you when the time comes,” the necromancer spat. “But he won’t allow it. Instead, you’ll have to live in the beautiful world he will create—”  
 
    No more. 
 
    I grabbed the fiend’s neck and twisted. It made a neat little snapping sound, before the necromancer slumped to the ground, the light going out of the ruby in his staff as quickly as his heart ceased to beat. Without the magic to power his undead army, anyone who had already been killed once sank back to the earth, dead as doornails. The few creatures remaining after that wave raced for the door, only to take fireballs in the back from both me and my sluga. 
 
    By the time we were done, the room resembled an abattoir. The charnel smell of burning monster flesh filled the room, twisting my guts as I looked over the slaughter. I couldn’t believe Dracula had sent so many creatures to kill me—and that he’d failed so utterly. There wouldn’t be a single survivor of this massacre to bring him news of Joann Voller, or to tell him how badly he’d fucked up by provoking me. 
 
    Although, to be fair, he’d personally find out what happened to anyone who provoked me soon enough. 
 
    “Well done, my lord,” Richard said as I picked my way through the bodies of the dead. “It will take Dracula some time to recover from such a sustained defeat.” He gazed around the room, looking faintly nauseous. “I must admit, I had no idea the Lord of Darkness had managed to train and equip so many soldiers within the Interzone’s borders.” 
 
    For once, I had a leg up on my sluga. “He didn’t,” I said. 
 
    As Richard stared at me in confusion, I walked over to the fallen necromancer and hauled him off the floor. Showing my sluga the man’s fine robes and fancy staff, I continued. 
 
    “This creature didn’t come from the Interzone,” I said. “This is one of Drac’s elite troops—we saw them back at his castle. He brought an entire strike team here to kill me, once he found out that I was going to the Interzone to track down the final Mana Mage.” 
 
    Richard let out a shocked little laugh as he digested my words. “My lord, that’s impossible,” the vampire said, shaking his head. “There’s no way Dracula could have known you were heading to the Interzone quickly enough for him to put together this team. They must have already been here, protecting his business interests.” 
 
    I let the necromancer drop and rose to my feet, wiping my stained hands on my robes. “That’s not true and you know it,” I said simply. “If Dracula were keeping a necromancer and a battalion of cultists in the Interzone, you would have heard about it when you went to check with your sources. And you didn’t, did you?” 
 
    Richard’s lips formed a tight little line. “No,” he admitted. “But—” 
 
    “No buts, sadly.” I shook my head, preparing the truth both of us knew but neither wanted to speak aloud. “Someone tipped my father off.” 
 
    It took my second-in-command a long time to reply, so long that I almost thought he’d decided to keep his silence. But finally, he gave a long sigh and put a hand to his forehead. 
 
    “I don’t want to believe that, my lord,” he whispered. “The idea that someone in the Dragon’s Hoard could be giving information to Dracula… it makes me want to vomit. At the same time, it makes me so angry I can hardly hold back my fangs…” 
 
    “I know how you feel.” I had even more reason to be angry than Richard Enfield did—because, unlike him, I already thought I knew who’d done it. “It’s not a possibility I ever wanted to entertain, but it seems inescapable to me. Dracula knew we were coming. He knew before we even got here.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “It’s not me, my lord,” my sluga suddenly said, standing up straighter. “But regardless, if there is a spy, it means I have failed you and your House. You have every right to stake me through the heart for this failure to protect the Hoard—” 
 
    I put a hand up in the air, stalling any further professions of loyalty from Richard. “Enough,” I said, chuckling. “Richard, you have nothing to apologize for. Even if you did, if I went all Vlad the Impaler on my followers every time something bad happened to the Dragon’s Hoard, I’d soon have no friends left—and I’d be just as bad as my father. I’m not going to punish you, and I refuse to let you punish yourself.” 
 
    Something relaxed in Richard’s face. “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “And it’s not Courtney, either,” I said, forestalling the speech I could already see coming. “So you don’t need to assure me of how loyal your wife is to the Hoard.” 
 
    Richard was thinking now, which I greatly preferred to him being all melodramatic. “Your mates are right out as well,” he said, rubbing his chin as his fangs disappeared back into his gums. “They’re completely incapable of betraying you—their link with the Dragon makes it so.” 
 
    “They’re physically unable to turn on me,” I said, nodding along. The link intensified their loyalty to me until it was practically a zealot’s fervor. If Dracula had somehow found a way to corrupt one of my mates despite all of this, then I was truly lost. 
 
    “That… doesn’t leave very many suspects, my lord,” Richard finally said, looking puzzled. “I can’t help but note that you don’t seem to share in my confusion.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” I said, walking over to Olga’s carriage. “But we can talk about those later. For now, let’s head back to the castle and give my clan the good news. Dracula no longer has the ability to cast the Last Spell.” I stared out the hole in the glass, peering into the strange, shifting dark. “For now, that will have to be enough. Because it is good news, Richard. We don’t have to tell them about the rest yet.” 
 
    Richard nodded as my words sank in. “Yes, my lord,” he agreed, happy to do so. “We’ll leave that for when you’re ready.” 
 
    As we climbed into Olga’s cart and made our way back home, I wondered when I’d ever be ready for that conversation. Without a Mana Mage capable of casting the Last Spell, it no longer mattered if Dracula had my mother’s research or not—he couldn’t rewrite reality to suit his whims. He couldn’t destroy the Dragon’s Hoard, or worse—make himself the leader of the Hoard instead of me. We’d won today, in every sense of the word. The fate of the universe was secure. 
 
    But if that was the case, then why did I feel so worried? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time we got back to the castle, I’d almost managed to forget my dolorous mood. We’d won the day, after all, preventing Dracula from amassing the tools needed to cast the Last Spell. Despite the unfortunate death of Joann Voller, I should have been jubilant. This was a happy day. 
 
    There was certainly happiness on the face of my mates when they heard the news. Although they all made the proper noises of sadness when they learned that I hadn’t been able to save the final Mana Mage on our list, I could tell that the real news flickering behind their eyes was that I wouldn’t be taken from them anytime soon. Without a Mana Mage in his employ, Dracula’s threats to knock me off my pedestal and conquer the universe were looking increasingly empty. This was a huge relief for them. As I was soon to learn, my mates were about to add several more reasons for wanting stability in our clan. 
 
    “How many of you are pregnant?” My eyes bulged from my head as I absorbed the news. 
 
    Soojin flashed her Mona Lisa smile, leaning back in her chair as she glanced up and down the table. “Just about everyone except me, my Lord Dragon,” the older woman admitted, looking pleased by the news. “I do regular tests on each member of your harem, of course, as well as more infrequent tests when they feel as though they’re experiencing early pregnancy symptoms.” Her smile grew. “We want to start them on the proper vitamins as soon as possible, after all.” 
 
    Up and down the table, my mates beamed. All three members of Clan Ursinia were carrying my heirs. The journalist Jewel Hayes had discovered her own condition via a store-bought test taken between segments on her TV network, and later had it confirmed by Soojin herself. As a result, she’d taken a ‘leave of absence’ from her role as head of Paranormal News, and was staying within the castle grounds until further notice. 
 
    The most shocking news, however, didn’t have anything to do with my women who were pregnant for the first time. It was the fact that both Carli and Riley had popped positive results on their most recent tests. The mothers of my firstborn son and daughter were going to have my babies a second time. They were fucking giddy about it, too. 
 
    “We knew it was totally a possibility,” Carli said, rubbing my shoulder as she purred with pride. The Raiju Shifter had taken the seat to my immediate left as soon as I’d sat down, with Riley moving quickly to fill the seat to my right. As the mates who’d given birth to my first son and daughter, the two of them had a special level of importance and respect among my women. That was why no one had tried to force them out of the seats. “I mean, even after having a baby, Derek and I fuck like bunnies almost every day.” 
 
    “We’re not some dowdy old housewives,” Riley agreed, rubbing my thigh suggestively. “We got our bodies tight again as soon as the babies came. Both me and Carli knew we wanted to have lots and lots of kids with you, Derek. I’m so happy this happened again so quickly!” 
 
    Everyone else appeared to be pleased, as well. Even Soojin, who had no birth announcement of her own, looked pleased as punch by how quickly the Dragon’s Hoard was expanding. I was honestly a little surprised that she didn’t have an announcement of her own, given that the power of the Dragon seemed to make any woman who spent the night with me hyper-fertile. Even though Soojin was the oldest of my mates, it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that I might make her pregnant. 
 
    “Where’s Tessa?” I looked around the room, but my lion shifter was nowhere to be found. “I haven’t seen her since we got back to the castle. She’s not feeling poorly, is she?” 
 
    “Bed rest,” Soojin said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Miss Butler is just about ready to pop, my Lord Dragon. We’ve dispatched a carriage to pick up her mother, as Tessa wants her to be present for the birth. I assured her that Majordomo Butler would be a welcome guest in the castle?” 
 
    “She’ll be very welcome,” I said, to Soojin’s grateful smile. “I’m sure she’ll be of help. Majordomo Butler is a board-certified supernatural obstetrician, after all, in addition to her other considerable talents.” 
 
    Riley grinned. “I still remember when she and Soojin were running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Carli and I went into labor at the same time, and we’d only budgeted for one doula to be present at each of our births…” 
 
    Evidently, enough time had passed since that event for us all to laugh at it. At the time, though, I’d been worried as hell.  
 
    “Oh, I know,” I said. “Tessa’s mom raked me over the coals for it for weeks. I don’t think she’ll fully forgive me until we give her that grandchild.” 
 
    Suddenly Courtney put her elbow on the table, sighing with theatrical flair. “Everyone in the Dragon’s Hoard is having babies,” she said, batting her eyelashes at her vampire mate. “It almost makes me wish we’d waited a bit before having me turned, Richard.” 
 
    Surprised faces turned toward my sluga Richard Enfield and his newly-vampiric bride. One of the things Courtney had been adamant about, even before she’d hooked up with Richard, was that she had no interest in the traditional things like motherhood and family. Her job was her home and hearth, and she pursued it with the single-mindedness most people reserved for building their legacy. 
 
    Richard coughed politely. “My darling, why ever would you wish that? You had ample opportunities to spend a night with the Dragon…” 
 
    It took us all a moment to understand what he meant. It hit us all like a good-natured slap in the face, but none as much as Courtney. Her jaw dropped all the way to the ground, and she couldn’t hold back her laughter. 
 
    “You cad!” She balled up a fist and gently punched him in the chest, making him cackle at his own humor. “I wasn’t talking about having Derek’s babies, you nitwit! I meant having yours!” 
 
    As the laughter died down, however, a regal voice spoke from the table’s other end.  
 
    “It may not be impossible,” Xandra drawled. 
 
    Suddenly she commanded the eye of everyone in my meeting chamber. Queen Alexandra of the Nightlords was one of the few women in the chamber not currently carrying my child—you could say that like Soojin, she was too old, though her age was measured in centuries rather than years. I still wasn’t entirely sure how Nightlord procreation worked, so hearing those words spill from her blood-red lips was something of a shock. 
 
    Courtney’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Nightlords aren’t born, Xandra. They’re made. Just like Richard made me.” 
 
    I knew a bit more about that process, though less than any Nightlord who’d been born and bred in one of their Zones. Richard had had to bite Courtney, then she’d had to bite him, then there was some complicated ritual involving being buried in the same grave together. All I knew was that it took a day and a night, and that when it was over, Courtney went from being an ordinary human woman to a vampire. She had the speed and strength of a Nightlord now, even if she found little occasion to use them in the course of her official duties. She was an organizer, not a fighter. 
 
    “First of all,” Xandra said, looking amused, “you may refer to me as ‘Your Majesty’. As a Nightlord, I am technically your queen, Courtney.” 
 
    What little blood there was in the Courtney’s face drained away, leaving her paler than milk. “Yes, your Majesty,” she said, sounding more than a little like a teenager being forced to recite a prayer at the dinner table. 
 
    “Don’t mock her,” I said, cutting Xandra off before she could say something else to undermine my employee’s confidence. “You don’t make my sluga call you by fancy titles, Xandra. You might be a Queen out there, but in here you’re a member of the Dragon’s Hoard, like anyone else.” 
 
    Xandra peered at me through heavy-lidded eyes. In her hundreds of years of dominance, no mortal had ever dared slap her down in such a fashion—it was a huge part of why she was so hot for me. It was always the control freaks who secretly wanted someone to put them over their knee and spank them. 
 
    “Of course, my lord consort,” Xandra said, slightly inclining her head. “I was just explaining to young Miss Enfield that, while it’s difficult for you and I to produce a viable heir, it is significantly easier for her and your sluga to pursue a family. Should they wish.” She smiled. “And should you give permission.” 
 
    Give permission? Sometimes it staggered me, the depth of power I had over my subordinates. I’d forgotten that I not only controlled the fertility of my mates, I literally held the destiny of my employees on a string. I could allow Richard and Courtney’s dreams of a family to flourish or crush them forever, all on a whim. They could hate it, but they’d never hate me for it. 
 
    That felt almost wrong, somehow. As the philosopher Kanye West once said: no one man should have all that power. Wielding it in such a fashion would have made me feel like my father. 
 
    Courtney’s eyes burned into mine, practically begging. If I dangled it out, I had no doubts that she would crawl on her hands and knees in order to get what she wanted from me. Up until this moment, I hadn’t realized how thoroughly my employee’s preferences had changed—Court truly had caught a case of baby fever. 
 
    “Sir,” Courtney began, gritting her teeth so hard her fangs nearly emerged. “I know I have a lot of important work to do with the Dragon’s Hoard—”  
 
    Suddenly I didn’t want to hear it. Making Courtney grovel was the sort of thing Dracula would do—he’d probably even have insisted on sampling Richard’s wife in private before giving them the blessing to breed. Thinking of doing a thing like that made me sick. I’d never allow one of my wives to be handled in such a manner: why do it to others? 
 
    “Stop,” I said, turning the word into a joke. “You’re going to make me cry if you go any further, Court. If Xandra can give you two a way to bring a little vampire baby into your lives, you go for it. I’m not going to stand in the way of your happiness.” 
 
    Richard looked poleaxed.  
 
    Courtney pumped both her fists, then slid an arm around her husband, hugging him tight. “We’ll get with you later,” she whispered over at Xandra, their earlier squabbling forgotten. 
 
    Xandra merely smiled back, more than happy to indulge. “And when I said it would be difficult for us to breed, my lord consort, I did not say impossible.” The vampire queen’s smile widened in a way that looked almost predatory. “After all, are you not the result of a union of a vampire and a mortal? It can be done. We’re just going to need lots and lots of practice before you give me that heir to the throne.” 
 
    No doubt she would get it. After all, with the threat of Dracula neutralized, we were due for a long period of peace. That was, in fact, what I wanted to talk to the Dragon’s Hoard about today. In all the celebration about babies and gossip about births, I’d almost forgotten. 
 
    I tapped my hand on the side of the table, calling for more wine. I was served immediately, and after a sip of the more innocent red liquid delight, I cleared my throat to bring the room to silence.  
 
    “There is something I wish to tell you all,” I announced. 
 
    Silence reigned in the meeting chamber. My mates closed their mouths, their conversations and gossip stilled as they all assumed receptive, submissive poses with their hands in their laps. Except for Xandra, who yawned. Richard and Courtney snapped out of their contemplation of parenthood and back into the present moment, straightening up in their chairs. 
 
    I set the goblet aside and gathered my thoughts. “Many people in the supernatural world will say we’ve won the war against Dracula,” I began, looking at each person sitting at the table in turn. “It’s true that things look good for us. Of the three Mana Mages we identified from the roster at Schwarzwelt, two are now guests of my castle. The third is dead—an unfortunate occurrence, but also one that robs Dracula of a needed resource.” 
 
    There were nods around the table. They’d heard this part enough to know how it went. 
 
    “But the fight isn’t over,” I told the Hoard, shaking my head. “We all know that Dracula isn’t going to stop, no matter how hopeless things seem. He wants what I have. I’m the most powerful, influential man in the supernatural community. I’m next in line for the throne of the Nightlords. And, I have a clan of the most beautiful, powerful women in the universe as my mates and adoring wives.” 
 
    All my mates smiled at that. They loved flattery the way a kitten loved catnip. 
 
    “Which means we can’t rest on our laurels, as much as my father probably wants us to,” I said, thinking about my travels. “When tracking down Joann Voller, Richard and I traveled to a land called the Interzone. I’m not sure how much you all know about it—I was wholly ignorant of its existence until a short time ago.” 
 
    Carli lifted a hand. I should have known it would be her who spoke up. “Didn’t know a thing about it, babe,” she said with a smile. “Pretty much all of us were just as in the dark as you. With the possible exception of Miss Queen of the Night over here…” 
 
    She jerked a thumb at Xandra, who colored prettily. 
 
    “The Interzone has been a necessary part of Nightlord dominance for longer than I’ve been alive…” she started. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not interested in excuses. It’s a land built on genocide, whose riches are the product of human trafficking and slave labor. I don’t want to ruin this wonderful meeting for any of you, so I’ll just say that some of the things I saw there were staggering in their cruelty. A blight like that doesn’t deserve to exist in this universe.” As I gave my mates time to absorb my words, I finished with a flourish. “So I’ve decided… that I won’t let it.” 
 
    Richard Enfield grasped it first. My sluga shot bolt upright on his chair, his eyes widening. “You’re going to cast the Last Spell yourself!” 
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    The meeting room erupted in excited conversations—and soon I gathered that most (if not all) of my mates had been expecting this move for some time, and that they in fact agreed with it. I thanked my lucky stars that I had such intelligent, understanding women around me. 
 
    “That’s right,” I told the group, plunging them into silence once more. “I know I told you all that I intended to destroy the Last Spell. That once Raya’s research was complete, and we had a duplicate of what Dracula could do, I’d simply seal it away until the Prince of Darkness was dead—and then burn it once the world was free. But I’ve seen too much of the world to believe it can be freed easily.” 
 
    Xandra let out an involuntary hiss. “You would remove a pillar of the Nightlord’s history, my consort? How will you replace the millions of gallons of blood our people would be robbed of over the last thousand years? The new sires weaned by that blood?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Magic. I’m not planning to do a lot to the world with the Last Spell, honestly. I have things pretty great already—there’s no point in getting greedy.” 
 
    Up and down the table, women grinned at that. My mates knew they were already the apex of attractiveness, power, and grace. No one else could compete. In admitting this, I was telling them I’d be an idiot to ask for anything more than you, and bless their humble hearts, they knew I was right. 
 
    “My lord,” Richard asked, sounding serious. “What are your main goals with the spell?” 
 
    I ticked them off on my fingers. “No more Dracula. No more Interzone. The Nightlords will be given blood and treasure in abundance to make up for their losses, and the original inhabitants of the Interzone will remain undiscovered for all time, unless they choose otherwise. Dracula will still survive the burning of his castle, after he and Raya have had me. But the flames will rob him of his powers, removing his ability to cause this troubling timeline we inhabit.” 
 
    That was the main thrust of it. Plus a few other things, but I wasn’t going to share that with the rest of my mates. Let it be a fun surprise. 
 
    The group didn’t require much convincing. Xandra was the sole holdout to my original announcement, and she softened easily once she heard about compensations for the Nightlords. Giving them literal blood and treasure in return for their colony turned my stomach a slight bit, but I rationalized it by telling myself I wasn’t just making restitution for their crimes. I was literally making it so those crimes had never happened at all. ‘Truth and Reconciliation’ could never touch this. 
 
    “There is one other thing I would ask,” Xandra purred once I’d finished laying out the details. “As you know, the House of Romanov needs an heir to be fully secure upon the Throne. Should you make it so that the first time you and I made love, I became pregnant with your child, I will gladly support your plan and bring the full power of the Nightlords to bear in further support.” 
 
    A tempting offer, to be sure. But it came with hidden snares. “I can’t do that,” I told the vampire queen, shaking my head with a faint smile. 
 
    Xandra looked shocked. “Truly? But you have so many women bearing your children! It’s not fair to keep one from me—” 
 
    “You’ll get your heir,” I told the vampire, looking her body up and down in a way that conveyed I’d be happy, if not thrilled, to give her luscious body as many tries as it took to conceive. “If I start making special exceptions for you, Xandra, I’m going to have to start doing it for everybody. Who wouldn’t want me to sand off some of the rough edges of their lives?” 
 
    I could already see it. The bear shifters asking me to erase the harsh treatment they’d suffered at the hand of their former master—a request only the most heartless could deny, right? But who knew what kind of ripple effects it would have? Carli would undoubtedly want to gain the powers of a Raiju shifter earlier in her life. Tallulah would want to never go through the trauma of being kidnapped. God only knew what Soojin would ask for… 
 
    No. I wasn’t about to bring some laundry list of special rules and caveats with me to the Last Spell. We’d keep it simple and clean, to make sure it went off without a hitch. 
 
    Not every one of my mates took the news well. There were more than a few irritated looks at my declaration. I could see the secret hopes of each member of the Dragon’s Hoard flashing behind their eyes, and knew many had been planning on asking me for them as soon as the meeting adjourned. While they might have liked fantasizing about this genie-like ability to grant wishes, in the end it would have hurt our cause more than helped it. They knew that, even if it was going to take them a while to admit it. 
 
    Besides, I had other plans for the meeting’s end. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and stared all the way down to the far end of the table, seeking out a face I hadn’t spoken to at all during this council. “Mom?” I asked, craning my neck to see. “Are you still down there?” 
 
    She was. Raya had little interest in these sorts of meetings, but she attended them out of a sense of duty. Since she’d come to join us full time at the Dragon’s Hoard, my mother had been busy working on recreating the research she’d done for her husband Dracula in her youth—the documentation of magery that had become the springboard for the Spellscribes to try and create the Last Spell. When she wasn’t doing that, she was usually playing with her grandchildren—my daughter with Carli, Yvette, and my son with Riley, Jaxon. She doted on the kids, and was looking forward to more of them almost as much as my mates. 
 
    Raya looked up from her mug of tea with an expression that told me she’d been daydreaming for some time. She’d absorbed the basic details of the meeting, however, and knew about my plans to cast the Last Spell. “Yes, son? Something you need me for?” 
 
    You have no idea, I thought ruefully. 
 
    “I need to speak with you after the meeting,” I said. “Alone.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. Obviously I was going to go over this or that aspect of the Last Spell with my mother. She was the one who’d crafted it, after all. 
 
    “Sure,” Raya said, sipping her tea. “I’d be happy to give you an update.” 
 
    After that, the meeting wrapped up quickly. Each of my mates kissed me before they left the meeting chamber, and several of them strutted out with walks that would have made a lingerie model on the catwalk jealous, trying to catch my eye. Courtney and Richard left the room arm in arm, Xandra alongside them as they talked quietly about the future. 
 
    And then the servants were closing the doors, sealing me in the meeting room with Mom. Raya. 
 
    She was still sitting at the far end of the table, sipping her tea. “There’s no sense in being so far away,” I said, tapping my side of the table. “Come over here.” 
 
    She walked over, carrying her teacup. “So many grandbabies,” she said, smiling as she settled into the chair Carli had recently occupied. “It’s going to be so busy in here once all those women give birth, son. You’re going to have little boys and girls underfoot, getting into so much trouble—” 
 
    I smiled, cutting her off. “How’s Project Sunset going?” 
 
    Project Sunset was the unofficial code name for the Last Spell. Completing it required a laboratory full of notes and instruments, each of which cost a ridiculous sum of money and needed to be imported from exotic locations. Pursuing the Spell was costing me a fortune, but thankfully I had all the money I needed—between my betrothal to the Queen of the Nightlords and the residuals from Jewel’s news empire, I was fucking loaded. I could throw all the money at the quest to cast the ultimate spell as I wanted. After all, as long as I managed to cast it, I could give myself Scrooge McDuck levels of money back. 
 
    “It’s coming along.” Raya sounded pleased but guarded, like she didn’t want to give me a too optimistic picture of when her work might be finished. “Every day, I remember things I thought I’d forgotten forever. I’ve almost got the full picture now. I’m close, son. I can almost taste it.” 
 
    “Good. Any idea when it’ll be ready for the big time?” 
 
    Raya thought it over. “I’m not sure. But son—as soon as I have it, you know I’ll give it to you. The decision you made today, I know it’s the right one. I’m looking forward to finally creating a world where you’re all safe. Not just you, but the grandbabies, too. You know I want this family to get big and strong, son.” 
 
    “I know,” I told her, my smile freezing on my face. “I’m looking forward to that, too. I just have one other question, Mom.” 
 
    Raya’s eyebrows furrowed together, a confused look spreading across her face. “What’s that, son?” 
 
    I held the words over the abyss, then let them drop. 
 
    “Why did you tell Dracula I was going to the Interzone?” 
 
    To her credit, Mom didn’t try to lie to me. I saw the hurt on her face as my words sank in, like a knife between the ribs. It seemed unfair that she should be the one showing hurt, when I was the one who’d been betrayed. 
 
    “Son,” Raya said, her lips forming a tight little line. “This isn’t what you think—” 
 
    “I know it was you,” I said, the words coming out in a rush. Ever since my talk with Richard, when I’d figured all this out, I’d been rehearsing what I was going to say to Raya. And yet I couldn’t keep my composure. Now that the moment was finally here, my anger broke through, until I could hardly think straight. 
 
    “There’s no one else it could be,” I said. “Nobody else knew about Joann Voller, or that Richard and I were going to the Interzone to try and bring her back. None of my mates would ever talk, and Richard was with me.” I stood up, looming over Raya until my shadow fell across her face. “Tell me it wasn’t you, Mom. Tell me you’re not still working with Dracula.” 
 
    “I’m not working with him,” Raya snapped back, looking offended. “I would never betray you, son. I’m working with you, so that we can create a world where my son and my grandbabies are safe!” 
 
    Her protestations fell on deaf ears. “But you are talking to him,” I said flatly. A warm burning sensation like the bubble of soda pop sizzled in my chest, filling my stomach with acid. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Raya sighed. Suddenly she couldn’t meet my eyes—it was like she was too ashamed to look directly at me. “Yes,” she admitted, nodding. “Yes, I did. I do.” 
 
    The world blurred before me. “You betrayed me,” I growled, the edges of my vision turning red. “My own fucking mother! I’ve been trying to save the world, and all the while you’ve been running around with the man who wants to destroy me and my mates! And your grandbabies!” 
 
    “Son,” Raya said, trying to hold up her hands for peace, “I was married to your father. Before the fire, before the Nightlords… before a whole lot of things, he was a very different man. He was… he wasn’t always this way.” 
 
    “But he is this way now,” I said, my lips peeling back over my teeth. “You nearly got me killed. He sent cultists to try and murder me.” 
 
    Raya did a double-take. “What!?” 
 
    I hadn’t mentioned that part of my journey through the Interzone. I’d purposely held it back, so I could use that part of the story for maximum emotional effect. I could see in Raya’s eyes that she genuinely hadn’t expected this. Dracula had probably assured her I wouldn’t be harmed. She was too naive, my mother. 
 
    “Whatever Dracula told you, he lied,” I said, hammering each word through my mother’s heart like nails in a piece of wood. “You nearly got your own son killed. Your much-loved grandbabies would have had to grow up without their dad if Dracula got his way. Does that sound like a man who used to be a good person?” 
 
    I should have stopped. Raya had been pushed too far. But, damn it, if there was one person I ought to have been able to count on never to speak to that bastard Dracula again, it was Raya. Yet here she was, fraternizing with the enemy. 
 
    Tears filled Mom’s eyes. “I… I never…” she blurted, holding the sides of her head like they might shatter inward at any moment. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry, son. I am so, so sorry…” 
 
    I knew she was. And maybe at some point in the future, I could accept that. For now, the hurt was too much. 
 
    “How did you contact him?” I asked flatly. 
 
    Mom didn’t hesitate. “A looking glass,” she said, shaking her head as if she wanted to scream at herself for being so foolish. “It was an old gift from your father. It looks like an ordinary mirror, but it’s a two-way communication device.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be confiscating that,” I said, wishing I didn’t need to be so hard on my mom—but I did. “And anything else you have that might be used to contact Dracula.” 
 
    “That’s all I have, son,” Raya protested. “I’m not hiding anything else, I swear.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe you,” I said, shaking my head. “Honestly, I’m tempted to destroy your research right here and now. How am I supposed to believe you’ll actually create the Last Spell after you stabbed me in the back? For all I know, you’ll create a world where Dracula is married to you again, and I’m just some footnote you hardly remember.” 
 
    “Son.” Raya sounded as if her heart was breaking in two. “I can understand why you might think that, but, please, listen to me. I would never—” 
 
    “You already did!” I roared. 
 
    Raya shrank back, fear showing in her eyes. Good. If fear was what it took to get her to see reason, then fear was what I would bring. 
 
    “You already fucking did, Mom,” I continued. “I can’t trust you anymore. I’d be an idiot to take my eyes off you after this.” I thought fast, making a decision. “Courtney will double-check all your research. And there’ll be guards on you twenty-four hours a day. When you’re in your quarters, they’ll be outside. When you want to go work, they’ll escort you, and make sure you aren’t contacting my enemies.” 
 
    “Oh son, no,” Mom protested. She was weeping openly now, sniffing loudly as she tried unsuccessfully to fight back tears. Raya was a Mana Mage, one of the most powerful magicians on the planet, and a fearsome force to be reckoned with. Yet before me, with her failures tossed in her face, she crumbled like a piece of tissue paper. “Please no. I made a mistake. I know that now. If I’d let something happen to you, or to the grandbabies, I’d never be able to forgive myself!” 
 
    “I know,” I said, looking down at the woman who’d raised me. “The problem is, I’d never be able to forgive myself if I put some slack in your leash and you used it to bite me. The next time I get ambushed by cultists because I made the mistake of trusting my own mother, I might not have Richard or Olga to help me win.” 
 
    Raya’s expression collapsed. Whatever excuses she wanted to make, whatever wall she wanted to throw up between herself and the truth, it fell apart before the force of my angry stare. She’d screwed up, she knew that, and she also knew that it would take a long, long time before things were okay between us again. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, son,” Raya said, hanging her head. If you’d looked up the word ‘defeat’ in a dictionary, you might have seen a picture of her next to it looking the way she did right at that moment. “Of course, I’ll agree to whatever security you want to give me. I understand that you can’t believe me. Whatever it takes to win back your trust, I’ll do it.” 
 
    I sighed. I’d raked Mom over the coals enough for one day. Once we had a couple things taken care of, I’d hand the problem of Raya over to Courtney and Richard to deal with. Doubtless they’d just extend whatever security we had around Nick Faircoup and Lucretia Linaxes to my mom, keeping an eye on her to ensure she didn’t contact anyone outside of the castle. 
 
    Not that I believed she would. I knew Raya had learned her lesson. I just wasn’t sure how long it would take me to come to terms with that. 
 
    “Let’s deal with this looking glass of yours,” I told her. “I don’t like the idea of having some security hole leading right back to Dracula under my own roof. Where is it?” 
 
    At the prospect of moving on to something other than her own guilt, Raya brightened. She looked relieved to lead me through the castle, back to the suite of apartments where the members of the Dragon’s Hoard who weren’t my mates stayed. Under their previous owner, they’d been servants’ quarters without much in the way of luxuries, but we’d renovated them. Now the people who lived there had almost as many amenities as my women. 
 
    “It’s right in here,” Raya sound, sounding relieved to be rid of the thing. “Go on and smash it, son. I never want to use the damned thing again!” 
 
    I was about to tell Raya my plans were to lock the thing away and study it when I heard a voice from within her chambers. At the sound of it, the hair rose on the back of my neck. 
 
    I knew that voice. 
 
    With a grunt, I kicked open the door to Mom’s bedroom so hard it nearly snapped off the hinges. Her quarters looked clean and stately, without a single sign that anyone had been inside it while Raya was gone. No one had been inside, of course. The voice wasn’t a person—it came from the little makeup mirror sitting on top of her dresser. 
 
    A bloodless, grinning face appeared in the glass. Dracula. 
 
    “Hello, son,” my vampire father said, looking pleased to see me. “I’m glad you’re here. I want to talk to you…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Destroy it!” Raya screamed, recoiling from the little makeup mirror like it was a sack full of vipers. “Smash the glass, son!” 
 
    He was a monster. But Dracula was the monster who’d sired me. The Prince of Darkness had managed to smuggle his likeness into the very heart of my power, which meant he was even more dangerous than I’d given him credit for. I needed to feel him out, if for no other reason than to find out just how much he’d learned during his period of spying on Raya. 
 
    I put on my best poker face as I stepped into the bedroom. I tried to remember that this was my castle now, not Dracula’s, and that my bastard of a father had no power here. He was just a ghost—a disembodied voice, speaking to us from the other side of a mirror. There was no way he could harm us. 
 
    And yet, I thought. He nearly turned my own mother against me. Don’t underestimate him, Derek. Even powerless, without a Mana Mage, he’s one of the most dangerous creatures in the universe. 
 
    As if responding to my thought, the Dragon tattoo across my chest coiled and flexed. The spirit that animated me hated Dracula. The spirit of the Dragon yearned to destroy Dracula, to remove the final obstacle that withheld it from conquering the entire universe. Once he was dead, the Dragon’s Hoard would be free to spread throughout the supernatural world, taking over all the levers of power. My children would inherit both the supernatural and the mundane worlds, and rule the resulting empire together. 
 
    Or at least that’s what the Dragon told me. I still had to win, first. 
 
    “I hear you’ve been chatting with my mother,” I said, stepping into the room with a smile on my face. “She always did have a soft spot for the downtrodden. She pities you, old man. Have you heard about my adventures in the Interzone yet, or did she not get around to gossiping with you about that yet?” 
 
    A deep frown scored the lines of Dracula’s face. “Raya did not tell me about your quest, son. I did not need your mother to give me that information.” 
 
    I stared at the mirror, growing more furious with each passing moment. “No, I suppose you just overheard it,” I shot back, my hands balling into fists. “All this time, we’ve had a little spy ear sitting in Mom’s room, soaking up all the local gossip. You’ve probably got the list of Mana Mages from Schwarzwelt’s roaster, too. How does it feel, knowing you sent all those cultists and that big armored spider to their deaths for nothing at all?” 
 
    If I expected Dracula to be his usual haughty, imperious self, I was to be disappointed. There was a look on the Prince of Darkness’s face like nothing I’d ever seen from him. He appeared almost desperate, like a man at the end of his rope. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to speak to you for some time, son,” Dracula said, his tone almost respectful. “It’s clear to me now that I’ve misjudged you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I barked out a laugh. “No shit.” 
 
    Dracula smiled at that. “I did not think you had it in you to succeed me. I believed you had too much of your mother in you to truly take charge of the killer instinct needed to be master of the Nightlords. But you’ve exceeded my expectations in every way, son. I was wrong to try and send my servants against you in the Interzone.” 
 
    You’re saying this now, I thought bitterly. Too bad you weren’t saying it before I beat the shit out of your forces, old man. I was no fool, and I wasn’t naive. I knew that Dracula hadn’t really had a change of heart, or come around to seeing me as his trueborn heir. He was just salty that I’d robbed him of his chance for true immortality. 
 
    Old Drac just wanted to salvage his reputation as best as he could. He knew that, whenever the two of us met on the field of battle, it would be I who wound up the victor. 
 
    “I wish to—what is the word—to parlay?” Dracula spread his hands, giving us his best shit-eating grin. “It is past time that we met once more, son. To make peace. There is no reason for us to break reality apart fighting a private battle between father and son.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Come to your castle? You must really think I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “Derek is going nowhere,” Raya cut in, grabbing hold of my arm. Mom looked so fierce that an image flashed through my mind of her on the balcony of her apartment, spearing a group of burglars with shards of pure magic. As benign as my mother could be around me and my mates, it was important to remember that she commanded more powerful magic than most other people in the supernatural world. “You tried to trick me, but you won’t do it to him. Our son is the best parts of both of us, Vlad. All of our strengths with none of our weaknesses.” 
 
    “I don’t have your cruelty,” I told the Prince of Darkness. “And I sure as shit don’t have my mother’s soft heart.” 
 
    Dracula seemed to be enjoying the verbal jousting. “You, not cruel? There are many in the supernatural world who would disagree. Tomas Karkosa, perhaps?” 
 
    I grit my teeth. He was just trying to get under my skin. “Tomas Karkosa is dead.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dracula said. “Dead after losing his position on the Council. Dead after losing the respect of the supernatural community, and all the trust he’d spent decades carefully building. You took all that away from him, son.” He smiled. “Don’t you think that’s more than a bit cruel?” 
 
    “Tomas Karkosa brought it on himself,” I said, standing tall. There was no sense in beating myself up over what had happened to the former Majordomo of the Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw. It was Karkosa who’d betrayed us all by elevating the mages, by allying with them against his own people. By working in the shadows with the Nightlords, and with Dracula himself. “He got what he deserved.” 
 
    “Perhaps, perhaps.” Dracula’s hands brushed my words away like so much inconvenient dust. “Regardless, I wish to speak with you, son. I have an offer to make to you—a peace offer. Don’t you want to end this war between us without further bloodshed?” 
 
    “I’m not the one spilling innocent blood.”  
 
    Dracula’s words were poison. Whatever deal he wanted to make no doubt came with a number of barbs attached—barbs that would sink deep into my Hoard and my family. If I had my way, I’d obliterate the old bastard and wipe him from the history books with the Last Spell. That would be the best, easiest way to get what I wanted. 
 
    Dracula stared at me for a long moment, sizing me up. “I know what you are thinking,” he said, suddenly as cool as a cucumber. 
 
    I tried to match his swagger with my own, but I was too pissed off.  
 
    “Trust me,” I growled, the edges of my vision still blood red. “If you could read my thoughts right now, father, you’d run for the fucking hills and hide in the deepest hole you could find.” 
 
    Dracula laughed. “You truly are my son,” he said, sounding pleased. “No, what you are thinking beneath all your anger, is this: why bother listening to my father? I hold all the cards now. I have the Mana Mages—the ones who are still alive, anyway—and the Last Spell. Why risk any of that by meeting him beneath his own roof?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If I was asking for something like that, I’d make sure I could provide a damned good reason when asked.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Dracula chuckled. “I am your father, Derek. As much as you want to deny it, it is the truth. It is what’s in your blood.” The vampire spread his arms. “Without me, you do not exist. Wipe me from the historical record, and you only destroy yourself.” 
 
    I was pretty sure that the Last Spell could work its way around such paradoxes, but I wasn’t about to tell Dracula that.  
 
    “Why erase you?” I asked smugly. Let the old bastard know I’d been thinking about how best to get rid of him. “I was thinking I’d just change things so you died in your old castle, when it originally caught fire. By then, I’ve already been born, and Raya and I have moved to K-Town. I don’t see how you biting the dust then makes my life any more difficult…” 
 
    Next to me, Raya gave a little jerk. Huh? Why was my mom so surprised all of a sudden? 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” Dracula looked positively delighted. “Ha! You really don’t! Well, I won’t spoil it for you. I’ll let your darling mother do that.” 
 
    I turned to Raya, my shock deepening into disbelief. “Mom… what is he talking about?” 
 
    From Raya’s grimace, I took that the situation was far more complicated than I’d been led to believe. “Killing Dracula then would be a bad mistake, son,” my mother admitted, glancing nervously between me and the father of her child. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Raya bit her lip. “Your father was… important, during several moments of your early upbringing. Some of his contributions likely saved both your and my life while the other Nightlords were trying to locate you. They’d have killed you if they could find you—after all, they only respect strength. You represented the possibility of Dracula returning to the world, of reclaiming his former glory. Until you came of age, you were considered fair game…” 
 
    Shit. Sure, the Last Spell could account for any number of real-world paradoxes and be written around them, with enough guile and ability. But it couldn’t account for events I knew nothing about. With this little confession, my mother had just opened up a whole other avenue of changes I’d have to make in order to write Dracula out of the world without upsetting the balance of power. 
 
    It’s like a genie, I realized, thinking of all the TV shows and movies I’d seen as a kid. You make a wish, but whatever the wish is, it always comes back to bite you. Because you didn’t word it correctly, or you said something that could be taken in more than one way, or any number of errors… 
 
    Even if Dracula was lying about everything else he told me, one thing he said was the truth—casting the Last Spell was shaping up to be a lot more complicated than I could have imagined. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to just make peace?” Dracula teased. The smug bastard looked like he was enjoying how uncomfortable he was able to make me. “My offer is not unreasonable, son. At least come to my castle and hear it. You will be my guest, and I promise that no harm will come to you. Nor to anyone else you decide to bring with you.” 
 
    Fuck it. If it came down to it, I knew I could best the Prince of Darkness at his own game. I’d more than proven that by now. In addition, I’d grown in power since the last time we fought—and even then, Dracula had been forced to flee before the fury of my wrath. 
 
    “I will bring my sluga,” I told Dracula, rising to my full height. “Together, we will hear this offer you have to give me. If I don’t like what I hear, however, I will leave. And if you try to stop me…” 
 
    Dracula looked almost contrite. “I will not,” he assured me, lowering his head. “Believe it or not, son, I truly do desire peace. This war between us has been bad for me on many fronts, some of which you and the Dragon’s Hoard are only able to guess at. I am not trying to trick or delude you. You have bested me, truly, and now I come to you less to lock horns than to negotiate some form of peace that doesn’t cost us all too much.” 
 
    He would. Without a Mana Mage, Dracula was up shit creek without a paddle.  
 
    “Be ready for me,” I said, approaching the mirror. “See you soon.” 
 
    Then, before Dracula could pour another poisoned word into mine or Raya’s ears, I made a fist and punched right through the mirror. 
 
    Dracula’s face splintered into a thousand glittering shards, raining down on Raya’s bedroom carpet. I watched them fall, the cuts they’d delivered to my knuckles scabbing over and disappearing within seconds. A fully human Derek would have stood there and bled; my advanced healing powers brought me back to full strength in moments. 
 
    “I thought you said you were going to pack the looking glass away,” Raya said mildly behind me. 
 
    I turned around, looking down at my hand. “That was before he pissed me off,” I said, sweeping what was left of the frame to the floor. “Here’s what I want you to do for me, Mom.” 
 
    Raya knew that tone in my voice. She straightened up immediately, her lips forming a tight little line. “Yes, son?” 
 
    Good. She really wants to make it up to me. And I knew exactly how she could. 
 
    “I want you to finish your research,” I told her, stepping over the broken mirror. “I want you to create the most complicated, detailed creation spell the universe has ever seen. But let me be clear.” The Dragon tattoo pulsed across my chest. “I don’t want the Last Spell.” 
 
    Raya frowned at my declaration. “Then what do you want, son?” 
 
    I took hold of her shoulders, staring into her eyes. The same eyes that inspired so much devotion in Soojin. That had directed a squadron of Spellscribes on the most ambitious magical project the world had ever known. 
 
    Eyes that had watched men die. 
 
    “I want something better,” I told her. “You heard Dracula—cutting him out of the world isn’t going to be easy. But it’s got to be done. You know that now. I want you to make something better than what you gave him. Something that can give the Dragon’s Hoard the happy ending it deserves.” 
 
    Raya looked shocked at first, then emboldened. “It… it would be difficult,” she admitted. “The work of a lifetime. But I’ve spent most of my lifetime doing the preliminaries. Are you sure this is what you want, son?” 
 
    What I wanted? No—it was what I needed. If I was going to win, I had to triumph completely. 
 
    “Yes,” I told Raya. “Do it, and everything is forgiven, Mom.” 
 
    She nodded fiercely, without a word.  I’d just about entered the hallway when I heard Mom’s voice calling out behind me: “Son?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” She sounded nervous. 
 
    I turned around, my hand on the door frame, smiling. “You heard my father. He’s got a peace offering he wants to make. I’m going to go see what it is.” I turned away. “Richard will be pissed I’m tearing him away from Courtney so soon again, but I need my sluga to help see through Drac’s lies. I’ll pay both of them back with a long vacation once this is over.” I stared down at my hands, sighing. “Once this is over, we’ll all be able to take one hell of a vacation.” 
 
    And I was looking forward to it. 
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    “So how’s the baby-making going?” 
 
    Richard stared across the carriage at me, his face unreadable. He’d been watching the landscape pass for almost an hour now, paying silent witness to our surroundings as the chaos between Zones gave way to the Transylvanian Forest that surrounded Dracula’s castle. The mountains we rode through resembled our own home base greatly. 
 
    “It’s too early to speak of that, my lord.” Richard shifted nervously in his seat. “But the conversation Queen Xandra had with Courtney and me was… fruitful.” 
 
    “Good.” I leaned back and brushed the curtain away from the window. “You two deserve a family. Besides, maybe some kids running around the castle that aren’t mine will quell some of the more severe cases of baby fever in the Hoard…” 
 
    I knew the reason my sluga was being so quiet. Richard abhorred the thought of walking willingly into Dracula’s lair. Only his loyalty to me as his vampiric master kept him from bolting from the carriage and racing back home, abandoning our quest.  
 
    Richard Enfield cleared his throat rather brusquely. “My lord,” he began, “are you certain it’s a good idea for us to be doing this?” 
 
    I laughed. “Not in the slightest. In fact, I’m sure there’s some sort of trap waiting for us at Dracula’s manor. The man doesn’t give anything up without a fight, and we’re not just talking about anything here. This is the fate of the entire universe we’re gambling on. 
 
    Richard leaned forward. “My lord, that’s exactly what I mean. There’s no reason for us to take this risk—Dracula has lost. It’s him who should be coming to us, not the other way around. Your father is defeated and practically powerless. The only risk he represents to us is lies far ahead in the future: that he might eventually gain access to a new Mana Mage who’s only just beginning to understand their powers.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, looking out the window. For a long moment, I didn’t want to respond. Richard wouldn’t press me on it, I knew. He’d take my will without further question if I left it at this. But he was my loyal sluga, following me into danger—he deserved to know. 
 
    “Dracula has been in contact with my mother,” I whispered, putting the curtain back in its place. 
 
    It grew so still in the carriage that if Richard had still had a heartbeat, I would have been able to hear it. “My lord, I had no idea. Had I discovered this, I would have put a stop to it at once—”  
 
    I couldn’t take his self-deprecation any longer. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I yelled, throwing up my hands. “I’m not accusing you of failing to take your security duties seriously, Richard. I’m saying, my mother has betrayed me. She’s betrayed the entire Hoard. For all her talk of grandbabies and family, she’s put everything we care about at risk.” 
 
    Richard held himself well, but I could see by the set of his jaw that he was moved by my plight. After all, he and Courtney were hoping to have a little vampire family of their own. If Mom threatened that, she also threatened Richard’s future. 
 
    “How did she get in contact with the Prince of Darkness, my lord?” 
 
    Good, I thought, relief flooding me. He’s back to business. “Through an enchanted mirror. I broke it when I discovered its hidden properties.” 
 
    “As well you should have, sir.” Richard sounded pleased by the news. “What does he know?” 
 
    I heaved a heavy sigh. “Everything. Raya was scarce on details, of course, but we know the mirror allowed Dracula to spy on conversations and gossip within the castle walls. If we’ve talked about it, it’s safe to say that Drac has as at least a passing knowledge of it.” 
 
    Richard swore. “We’re coming to this castle at a distinct disadvantage then, my lord.” 
 
    Don’t I fucking know it, I thought. “That’s why we have to meet with him, Richard. I need more time. We have to get him off our backs, for a time at least, so we can do what must be done.” 
 
    Richard’s eyebrows furrowed together. “Time, my lord?” 
 
    My grin was as fierce and vicious as any dragon. “I’m going to kill him, Richard. Dracula has to die. Either that, or be written out of the world entirely. I made that decision back at the Interzone, and as much as the temperament of that place horrified me, it wasn’t a patch on my reasons for changing my mind. Until we beat Dracula, he’s a sword hanging over my bed at night.” 
 
    “I see, my lord.” 
 
    In this carriage, at least, we were safe from his ears and eyes. “So I’m going to listen to him, and hear his offer of peace. If it’s not too ridiculous, I might even pretend to accept it. But pretending is all it will be. Dracula and I are like oil and water—we can’t possibly mix. One of us will inevitably have to destroy the other. So even if I smile in his face today, and tell him we’ll each draw down our forces, we’ll really be working overtime to get the Last Spell complete. Understood?” 
 
    Richard stared at me for a long moment, searching my face, then slowly nodded. “I do. I’m glad you shared this with me, my lord. I only wish you’d told me sooner. I spent a great deal of this carriage ride being irritated, rather than strategizing.” 
 
    Somehow, that brought a chuckle out of me. “You, irritated? Shit, Richard, most of the time you act like you’re made out of stone. I’m shocked Courtney ever managed to get past that stiff upper lip of yours.” 
 
    A faint flush rose over the vampire’s cheeks. “I can be… bellicose, at times, my lord.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said, leaning back with a knowing laugh. 
 
    The cart rolled up the mountain path, headed toward Dracula’s castle. Above our heads, a blood-red moon rose in the dark sky. The castle’s turrets loomed against it, scraping the upper layer of the stratosphere with their floating buttresses and high spires. The whole place had a low aura of menace, though the strange, living barriers we’d encountered the last time we were here seemed to have been retired. 
 
    As a result, the switchbacks were much easier to maneuver through, and Olga was able to bring her skeletal horses to the top of the hill without any difficulty. More of those awful tentacle cultists waited at the front gates, their tendrils waving back and forth in the breeze, but they merely waved us on through without stopping to peer into the carriage. 
 
    “We must be expected,” I murmured, watching through the window as we passed. We’d killed so many of Dracula’s troops lately that I’d just figured the old man had a skeleton crew back at his castle, yet the further into the interior we traveled, the more figures we saw. Just how many reserves did the bastard of a vampire have? 
 
    More than enough to overwhelm us? 
 
    “Your father will have told them to stand down,” Richard said, sounding calmer than I felt. “Olga ought to be able to bring us right up to the entrance to the throne room before we encounter any difficulties.” 
 
    In this, as in so many other things, my sluga was correct. No guards stepped out of shaded alcoves to stop us or bar our way as we drove through the castle’s inner city. The cart wound through narrow, unoccupied alleys filled with empty buildings, driving past what should have been a bustling village, if a man with blood in his veins had ruled over the castle. Under Dracula’s reign, the place was a ghost town—which I expected was exactly as my father wanted it. 
 
    The cart rolled to a stop before a great set of double doors. We were hustled inside with all due haste, the attendants who saw to us practically trembling with nerves. Oh yes, Dracula had informed his servants of our imminent arrival—and from the looks on their faces, they knew exactly how much was at stake. The hallways flittered with servants, performing little in the way of duties but much in the way of fretting. All eyes were on Richard and me as we were led to the throne room. 
 
    “Stop right here,” a tentacle creature hissed as we reached a set of inner doors. “I will announce you.” 
 
    Seriously? “Fuck that,” I said, stepping past the creature with a smile. “I’m already expected. Let’s surprise the old fucker—”  
 
    Before Richard or any of Dracula’s minions could stop me, I kicked open the door to the throne room. Dracula had renovated the place since the last time I’d been here—it now had a huge sunroof in the ceiling rather than the hole he’d flown through last time in bat form. Though given his proclivities, it should probably be called a moon roof.  
 
    The old man’s throne looked as weathered and stately as ever. The man sitting on the cushioned seat, however, had a wan look to him that hadn’t been there when last we’d clashed. My father was sipping a goblet of blood, which he set on a silver plate next to him as I entered. 
 
    “There you are, son,” the old vampire said with a smile. Then his gaze hardened. “My servants failed to announce you.” 
 
    “Not their fault,” I said, gesturing behind me. Richard stepped through the breach, brushing off the entreaties of the poor tentacled announcer. “I didn’t feel like fucking with all that pomp and circumstance today. My women are waiting for me to come back home and fuck their brains out.” 
 
    My women didn’t even know I was here, but there was no reason to tell Dracula that. The part about them waiting for me to fuck their brains out, was true, of course—they always were.  
 
    My father frowned upon his throne, examining the surface of his wine like it held secret answers at the bottom of the glass. “You are impertinent. Rude. Yes, you truly are my son.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” I said, walking into the middle of the room. The old man looked frailer and older than ever before, like he hadn’t been feeding properly lately. I wondered if his servants were beginning to desert him, now that his chances of casting the Last Spell were pretty much kaput. “I’m starting to think I’m not really your son at all. I’m Raya’s—except that unlike Raya, I’m not a fucking traitor.” 
 
    Dracula’s face twisted. Was that sympathy I saw from the old vampire, of all emotions?  
 
    “Do not be harsh on Raya,” the undead sovereign hissed, trying for reasonable but coming off shrill instead. “Your mother can not help the love that she has for either of us. She has betrayed me far more times than she has betrayed you, son—remember that, if you remember nothing else of our talk.” 
 
    I’d forgive Raya in my own due time, thanks. I didn’t need Dracula to give me pointers on my familial relationships. 
 
    “I’m not really interested in hearing about Mom,” I said, glancing to my side as Richard appeared in my peripheral vision. My sluga looked a little put out to have been abandoned, and kept checking the corners of the room as if he expected an ambush at any moment. Probably prudent, considering the circumstances. 
 
    “Of course, of course.” Dracula pushed the silver tray away from him, the goblet of wine and blood forgotten for the moment. “You come to hear my offer of peace.” 
 
    Peace. The word sounded fucking absurd coming from his lips. This was the man who’d tried his damnedest to screw me over so many times. He’d hurt my clan, kidnapped my children, and tried to have me murdered on more occasions than I could count. The only reason he’d softened somewhat was because I’d snatched away his dreams of rewriting history so that I never became the Dragon—so that I never got gorgeous babes like Carli, Riley, Tessa, and Tallulah in my bed. Just thinking of losing them made me so angry I couldn’t think straight. 
 
    I was about to tell him exactly what I thought of his ‘peace’ offer when I felt a hand on my shoulder. Richard’s. 
 
    “I don’t believe you knew my previous master,” my sluga said, looking directly at the Prince of Darkness. “His name was Ivan Grozny. You and he would have gotten along well.” 
 
    Dracula gave Richard a strange look, his head cocked slightly to the side. “You wish to address me?” he asked, sounding a bit surprised. “Do you allow him to do this, son?” 
 
    I glanced over at Richard. I wasn’t sure what game the man was playing, but he’d earned my trust more than enough times for me to give him a little slack here. “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Of course.” 
 
    Satisfied, Dracula turned to Richard. “You are correct—Grozny and I never met directly,” Dracula said, his eyes sparkling faintly with mirth. “I took over most of his operation in the Interzone once I emerged from my long period of dormancy, however, and we have very complementary management styles. I agree with your belief that he and I would have found common ground, sluga.” 
 
    Richard nodded. The man looked fierce staring down the Prince of Darkness—and somehow more regal, more dapper, than even the vampire on his throne could manage.  
 
    “Grozny became a monster by the end,” Richard said flatly, “but there was a time when he could be counted in the ranks of the very best Nightlords. I sense that about you as well, Lord Dracula. You have fallen far—but it may not be impossible for you to remember yourself, and to make right the damage you’ve caused. I would only urge you to remember my former master’s fate, and to try and pledge that you won’t make the mistakes that he did.” 
 
    Dracula did a double-take. “Fallen far? You speak presumptuously for a sluga who abandoned his master! I know of your crimes, Richard Enfield. Were you not hired as my son’s wet nurse, his protection wouldn’t save you from the rage of your fellow Nightlords—” 
 
    I stepped between Richard and Dracula. “That’s enough,” I said, stopping the conversation with a stern look. “Richard is trying to give you advice, father. If you could let go of your foolish pride long enough to listen to it, you might actually accomplish something in your final, waning years.” 
 
    “Ha!” Dracula tossed his head back. “Such casual threats from my progeny. Do you speak to your mother this way, as well?” Before I could answer, he straightened up suddenly and leaned forward. “I hope you did not punish Raya too badly. I wish to hear from her—with you closed off to me, she’s my only source of information about my grandchildren. How are Yvette and Jaxon, by the way?” 
 
    Hearing my children’s name coming from Dracula’s mouth made me furious. The world flashed red as my hands balled into fists, the tattoo across my chest spinning like a loading screen as power flared through my veins. 
 
    “You don’t get to talk about them,” I said, only just barely keeping my head from transforming into a draconic maw. “Understood?” 
 
    Dracula stared at me for a long moment, then lifted his hands. “Yes, understood,” he said, giving me a chided expression. “I… I have behaved poorly. The master of the house should be more charitable to his guests. Forgive me, my son.” 
 
    Huh? This was the first time I’d heard the Prince of Darkness express contrition. It actually threw me for a loop. I shared a look with Richard, who looked just as shocked as I felt. Maybe his story about Ivan Grozny had actually sunk in? 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, clearing my throat. The red mist in my head slowly cleared, the urge to transform into a dragon and rip out my father’s beating heart from his chest and eat it fading with each passing moment. “Let’s get this over with. Your offer—let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dracula said, looking pleased as he leaned forward. He put his feet on the floor as if he would rise, then thought better of it and remained seated on the throne. “Listen well—and your sluga, also. What I offer you, Derek Sinclair, is peace at last.” 
 
    And a trap, I thought, but didn’t say. Always a fucking trap. 
 
    “Peace sounds good,” Richard said slowly, looking to me to make sure I approved of him taking the lead. “But a wise man once said that the devil’s in the details. What exactly does this peace of yours entail, Lord Dracula?” 
 
    He nodded, his hair bunching around his shoulders. “A complete cessation of hostilities,” the vampire said, taking a sip of his blood-filled goblet. “No open warfare, no sneak attacks, no assassinations or spying. Both sides stand down, and there is peace in the supernatural world at last.” 
 
    Richard looked back at me. “Is that all?” my sluga asked, looking at me for confirmation. 
 
    “That sounds agreeable to me,” I said. “As long as you actually hold up your end of the bargain.” 
 
    Dracula nodded. “I have two conditions.” 
 
    Of course he fucking did. “Name them.” 
 
    Dracula held up two fingers, then dropped them just as smoothly. “First, I will be allowed a seat on the Council.” When Richard Enfield nearly shot forward to cut him off, he added, “I understand I will not be made Majordomo. I will not even be given a position of leadership—a member of this, how-you-say, parliament of supernatural creatures. I will merely be given a post regarding my stature. It will be too much of an embarrassment for me to be exiled fully from supernatural society. I must be allowed my social standing.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I spat, hating the idea as soon as I heard it. “I’m not sharing a Council chamber with you, old man. Not after you stole my children.” 
 
    Dracula’s gaze was cool and unbroken. “Then you can skip the meetings,” he said mildly. “I hear you rarely attend the Council in any case. Send one of your mates as a proxy.” 
 
    “My lord.” Richard turned on a heel, taking my shoulder. “One moment, Dracula. I wish to confer with the Lord Dragon.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dracula said with a dismissive hand gesture. “I would not expect otherwise.” 
 
    Richard dragged me a short distance away—far enough that Dracula could still probably hear every word that we said, but with the plausible deniability that allowed him to still be surprised by whatever we decided.  
 
    “I’m not agreeing to any of his bullshit,” I told Richard, gritting my teeth. “He wants to sit on the Council after everything he’s done?” 
 
    In response to my anger, Richard was chill incarnate. “My lord, it’s not as ridiculous a request as you might think. Dracula is a Nightlord of some renown—his being given a Council seat would be considered extremely controversial among the other vampires, but a matter of course among the mages and shifters. The only person close to you you’d likely upset with this decision would be Xandra, and her anger is likely to be cooled as soon as you give her an heir.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what my sluga was saying. “You’re telling me I ought to accept this.” 
 
    Richard grimaced. “It’s a sop, my lord,” he said, sounding as serious as I’d ever heard him. “A way for your father to save face—to look like this was a mutual agreement, rather than a surrender. Think about it. If Dracula gives up and gets absolutely nothing out of the bargain, how does that make him look to the other Nightlords?” 
 
    “I don’t care how he looks to the other Nightlords,” I said. 
 
    Richard’s eyes grew hard. “Raya does,” he whispered. “I know you’re angry at your mother, my lord Dragon, but she and Dracula have one hell of a shared history. If the Prince of Darkness is believed to be weak by the rest of the Nightlords, you won’t need to get your revenge against him. The other vampires will eat him alive.” 
 
    “They’ll do to him what they did to Ivan Grozny,” I said. “That’s what he deserves.” 
 
    Richard sighed. “I know he does.” He sounded tired all of a sudden. “But is it a price you’d be willing to pay for peace?” 
 
    Was it? I honestly wasn’t sure. Closing my eyes, I sought the Dragon within. The tattoo of the Dragon burned like a brand across my chest—it hadn’t been quiet or still since we’d entered Dracula’s realm. In times like these, I listened for the Dragon’s voice, to see what it would or wouldn’t tolerate. Was giving these scraps to my father, preserving his life with some manner of dignity, worth it? Would the Dragon within me still be satisfied if I bent that much? 
 
    I got my answer in short order. The Dragon within me wasn’t happy—but it wasn’t going to stop me. This decision was mine and mine alone. 
 
    I opened my eyes. “Shit,” I said with a sigh. “Fuck it. Let’s go talk to my dad.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I strode back across the throne room, Richard in tow. 
 
    “Well?” Dracula called out, having refilled his glass of blood wine. “What did you and the Dragon’s Hoard decide?” 
 
    My hands balled into fists as I contemplated what I was about to say. A part of me screamed with fury at the idea of even giving Dracula a little bit of freedom—but Richard was right. Preserving the world was more important than winning absolutely everything. 
 
    And if Mom truly did create the Last Spell, I could always stab Dracula in the back. He deserved it, considering how many knives he’d sunk into mine. 
 
    “The Dragon’s Hoard will accept the condition,” I growled, hating myself for it a bit. “I’ll speak with Majordomo Butler once her daughter gives birth, and talk to her about giving you a Council seat. A small one. You’ll also be allowed to keep your castle, of course, and your attendant… servants.” 
 
    “I won’t need those,” Dracula said with a smile. I should have expected he’d dump the eldritch beings the moment something better came along. Genteel Nightlord society wouldn’t accept them, after all—he’d probably get a bunch of maids and butlers, the way Xandra and other high-level Nightlords did. “That’s wonderful, son. I appreciate you being willing to compromise for an old man—” 
 
    “I’m not,” I shot back. “You’re lucky that I take after my mother, Dracula. Raya is the only reason I’m sparing your life right now.” 
 
    Dracula waved a hand in front of his face. “Of course, of course. Now, as for my second condition…” 
 
    Ice filled the pit of my stomach. “I’ve already given you more than you deserve,” I said, gritting my teeth. 
 
    “I know,” Dracula said, pursing his lips in a way that sounded almost sympathetic. “But I’m afraid this part is non-negotiable. You see, I have just as much to fear from you as you do from me. Just as I’m sure you’ve told your women they’ll never be safe until you either make peace with me or destroy me, I will never be safe and free until I’ve rid myself of the threat of the Dragon.” 
 
    I supposed that made a kind of twisted sense. Seen from Dracula’s point of view, his situation was the mirror image of my own—though that wasn’t the most fitting metaphor for a vampire. 
 
    “Speak,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    “What will quell the worry of this threat?” Richard asked, his eyebrows shooting skyward. 
 
    I already knew what Dracula was going to say. He wants me to destroy the Last Spell, I thought, already bracing myself for the request. He wants to be sure that Raya and the other Mana Mages can’t write him out of history. So we’ll put all the research in a casket and sink it to the bottom of the sea, or in a storage locker in the Clandestine—as long as it’s somewhere neither of us can reach… 
 
    “You will be allowed to keep all your women, power, and holdings,” Dracula pronounced. “Your status among the supernatural set will be preserved: including your ties to Queen Xandra as Royal Consort and Majordomo Butler as her favorite son-in-law. I would never dream of taking these things from you.” 
 
    I could hardly believe this. “Then what would you take?” 
 
    Dracula cleared his throat. “You must swear, in open Council, that you will not take up arms against me. And it must be in blood. In the only way that matters—the only way that cannot be contravened.” 
 
    I heard Richard gasp. He knew what Dracula was saying, though it had yet to dawn on me. “What?” 
 
    “You will swear yourself to the Prince of Darkness,” Dracula said, sounding smug. “You will become my vassal, and mend the rift between father and son. A formality, of course, because I will have no actual power to command you. Your personal demesne far outstrips mine, and your powerful friends will blunt any attempt by me to ‘call in my chips’, so to speak.” 
 
    I stared at the old man like he’d suddenly grown a second head. “You want me,” I said, barely able to repeat the words. “To swear. Fealty? To you?” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself. My head shot back as I laughed loud and long, shaking the walls with my disbelief. 
 
    “It is a mere formality,” Dracula repeated flatly. I kept on laughing, so hard and loud that he had to raise his voice in order to be heard. “I would have no power against you! It is simply a ritual, to preserve my status within supernatural society. It will keep you from wielding the power of the Council to destroy me…” 
 
    But I wasn’t listening any longer. “Boy,” I said, wiping a tear from the corner of my eye, ““you must really think I’m stupid, don’t you?” 
 
        “This is too much,” Richard said, raising his voice above the fray in a desperate attempt to keep talks from breaking down. “You know we won’t accept this, Lord Dracula. If you require a written pledge to keep the Council’s hands off your holdings, we can speak about that instead—” 
 
    Fuck no, my ever-diplomatic sluga. I was done speaking. 
 
    “No deal,” I said, all my mirth extinguished in an instant. “And fuck you for even asking, honestly.” 
 
    Dracula looked shocked, which I hadn’t expected. Had the vampire really thought I’d be capable of doing such a thing in order to secure a shaky peace.  
 
    “Now, son,” he said, waving a finger, “let’s be reasonable.” 
 
    “After what you’ve asked—what you’ve done—you have the nerve to ask me to be reasonable?” I knew I was losing my cool, but I didn’t care. Each of Dracula’s transgressions flashed before my eyes: the kidnapping, the torment of Raya, the horrific creatures sent to kill me in the Interzone. And after all that, Dracula still expected me to kneel before him. To kiss his ring, like some disgraceful little insect. 
 
    Never. 
 
    “I won’t let you save face with this truce,” I said, scales rippling up and down my arms. I did my best to stop them, but even through concentration, I couldn’t do much more than stop a full unveiling there in the heart of Dracula’s power. “And even if I did accept it, I’d never rest. Never be able to truly enjoy fatherhood, my wives, my family. Not with you looming in the darkness.” My eyes burned like coals in my face as I stared my father down. “Not until I destroy you.” 
 
        Dracula held my gaze a long moment, then looked away. He sipped his goblet with a desultory expression, as if the liquid had gone sour since the last time he’d brought it to his lips. “So be it,” he said, sounding almost disappointed. “There will be no peace.” 
 
    I tensed up and looked at Richard. Both of us expected a fight.  
 
    “That’s it?” I asked, suddenly wary. The shadows of the throne room seemed to be hiding any number of nasty beasties, all prepared to jump out and make my life awfully unpleasant. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that.” A faint smile curled the corner of Dracula’s lips. “I did not think you would agree, anyway, no matter how generous I made my terms.” There was something nostalgic in his tone. 
 
    “Because there’s too much of you in me?” I asked, honestly curious. 
 
    Dracula seemed surprised to hear it. “No. There’s little of me in you, my progeny. You are Raya’s boy, through and through.” He punctuated the statement with another sip of blood. “And Raya was the most stubborn women I’ve ever known.” 
 
    She was. While the old man cherished his memories, however, I looked to the future. I had little time to deal with his bullshit—and even less to listen to tales of his glory days. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you,” I told Dracula, “you ought to go my mother’s feet and beg for her forgiveness. That might be the only chance you get.” 
 
    An enigmatic smile filled my father’s face. “If things don’t work out between us,” he told me, making an invisible toast, “I may wind up doing just that.” 
 
    Bah. Fuck it. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I told Richard, sweeping my cape and turning my back on Dracula. 
 
    The whole walk back to the carriage, I expected an attack. An eldritch horror from beneath the castle, a group of cultists hidden around a corner, or a whole squadron of mechanical spiders outside in the courtyard. None emerged. They all remained safely tucked away in my mind, mere fantasies I worried my father would unleash on the world. Whatever else had happened between us, Dracula showed little interest in trying to stop me from going home. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” Richard said as we climbed into the carriage. Olga cracked her reigns, and the skeletal horses began their march down the hill, toward the portal leading back to our Zone. 
 
    “Don’t even start,” I said, crossing my arms and lying back in my seat.  
 
    As I closed my eyes, I heard Richard’s voice, tinged faintly with mirth. “I was going to say, my lord,” my sluga said as I dozed off, “that it could have gone a great deal worse, as well…” 
 
    Aye. That it could have. We’d have to see what the future held. 
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    I had to hand it to Raya. When you dangled her grandchildren in front of her as bargaining chips, you really got the best out of her education. It only took six days before my mother made her breakthrough—the one that changed the supernatural world forever. 
 
    I stretched and sighed in bed, feeling out with my fingers and toes in my half-awake state. While sleep still lay heavy on me I played a kind of game, trying to tell with my limbs how many women were in bed with me before my mind caught up and flooded me with memories. 
 
    Today, to my surprise, I had but one. Tessa Butler lay snuggled beneath the covers next to me, her belly swollen gently beneath the sheets like the world’s cutest balloon. Her braids lay undone on the covers around her, turning her dark hair into a messy halo around her face. She was snoozing gently, her legs wrapped around a thick pillow her mother promised would ease the pains in her hips. Her due date was officially considered to be ‘any time now’, and the poor woman could hardly make it out of bed. Now I remembered why I’d brought her to my chambers last night. 
 
    We’d been trying to induce labor. It had been fun, but it hadn’t taken. Maybe this morning, though…? 
 
    I moved beneath the covers, embracing Tessa from behind. Her big bump made most of the ordinary positions more difficult, so we’d had quite a time last night trying to figure out novel ways to get me inside of her. Tessa was not so secretly glad that she’d had me all to herself, as adding more women would have left her hopelessly embarrassed. 
 
    As I pressed my body against hers, the warmth of her skin making me drowse, I thrilled to find she was naked save for a pair of black lace panties.  
 
    “Good morning, Dragon,” she said as she woke. “Interested in some more fun this morning?” 
 
    “You bet,” I said. “You are so damn beautiful, Tessa.” 
 
    I tugged her panties to the side and slid my fingers between her thighs from behind. 
 
    Oh fuck… Tessa was nice and wet.  
 
    “Were you dreaming of me?” I asked.  
 
    “When do I ever not?”  
 
    I took my cock out of my boxers and slowly pushing the crown against her folds. I rocked her against me, cradling her head between my shoulder and the pillow as I gently thrust into her, filling her channel an inch at a time. Being all tangled up with her like this, slowly and sweetly fucking her first thing in the morning—it felt less like bachelorhood and more like the sort of thing a man and his wife would do. 
 
    I let out a low groan as my cock entered Tessa’s pussy. Her body was soft and fine, and her breasts had already gone up a full cup size in preparation for all the long nights of breastfeeding and pumping bottles of milk. Her nipples were swollen and dark, so stiff that they pulsed beneath my fingers when I gently squeezed them. The pleasure that filled me as I slowly bottomed out inside of her at the same time was a sweet as honey.  
 
    Tessa whimpered with pleasure, her eyes fluttering. The shifter leaned over, pressing her lips to mine as I thrust gently into her womanhood, kneading one of her swollen breasts all the while. Before long, Tessa was rocking back onto me, lifting one leg to give me a better angle to enter her from behind. 
 
    “This is a good morning, Dragon,” Tessa gasped, the walls of her sex gripping me tightly as I pulled back for another thrust.  
 
    I buried my face in her neck and kissed her. “You smell so fucking good, Tessa. I swear, there’s something about you when you’re like this that just makes me want to fucking devour you…” 
 
    She let out a throaty groan as my cock stretched her walls. “Fuck, that feels so good,” she whimpered, reaching around and taking my hand in hers. She squeezed it tight while she thrust herself back onto me, letting my cock test every angle of her sensitive channel. “Everything below my waist aches so fucking bad, Derek. Having you in there’s the only thing that’s giving me any relief.” 
 
    I kept on squeezing her breast, kneading the nipple between my fingers. My hips locked into a steady rhythm, gentle enough to shake her body but keep her embracing me from behind. 
 
    “You think today’ll be the day?” I asked, nibbling her earlobe as I pushed deeper into her pussy. 
 
    “Mmmh, let’s fucking hope so!” Tessa relaxed against me, sighing happily as the wet squelching sounds of sex filled the bedroom. She peeled back the covers completely, letting her eyes roam over my naked body as I fucked her. “I’m so sick of carrying this big bump around. Once the baby’s here, I’m going to make Carli and Riley’s heads spin with how fast I lose this baby weight!” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I kept on pumping, my cock jerking inside of Tessa as I shot pre-cum against her walls. “Don’t think you need to strain yourself on my account. I kinda like you like this.” 
 
    Tessa giggled. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my fingers still busy twirling her nubs this way and that. “I mean, I definitely like these tits.” 
 
    “I like the things you’re doing to them,” Tessa groaned, arching her back as my hand slid between her glorious orbs. “Fuck, that’s so good.” 
 
        Tessa’s hips moved faster, her motions growing needy. I could feel the walls of her sex embracing me, holding me tight as her muscles milked my prick. It wouldn’t be long now before I exploded. 
 
    I grunted, nibbling her shoulder. She smelled and tasted amazing—I wanted to bathe in Tessa’s morning scent.  
 
    “Do it,” Tessa growled, sounding every bit as fierce as the lioness spirit which animated her. “Give me that morning load, Dragon. I want to have this baby today! Get me going, baby, please get me going! I’m so tired of waiting…!” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back. I buried my face in Tessa’s hair, squeezing her breasts so hard she cried out.  
 
    One more hard thrust and I erupted. My gorgeous, sleepy shifter pressed her body hard against me, working her hips as best as she was able as I shot liquid lava against her walls. Thick ropes of hot seed filled her pussy, making the muscles of her womb clench and spasm as nature took over. Hopefully it was the jolt Tessa needed to go into labor today. And if not, well—I didn’t mind renewing my efforts tomorrow. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, I held Tessa tightly, running my hands over her breasts and ass. My hands slowly moved to her bump, feeling for any sign of activity on this fine morning. “I don’t feel a kick,” I said after a few moments, chuckling. 
 
    “She’s like me,” Tessa said with a smirk. “She likes to sleep in. She’ll get up when there’s food on the table, though, trust me.” 
 
    I looked sideways at Tessa, then kissed the corner of her mouth. “So it’s a she, then?” I asked.  
 
    We hadn’t checked the sex of Tessa’s baby beforehand—for whatever reason, the lion shifter had wanted it to be a surprise. So the notion that it was a little lioness sitting in Tessa’s belly was something of a surprise. 
 
    “I think so,” Tessa purred. “She’s definitely a little wildcat. She’s gonna be a hell-raiser like her daddy, I bet.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I told Tessa.  
 
    I was tempted to go back to bed. The morning sun had only just begun to show through the windows, which meant that Soojin probably wouldn’t have breakfast ready for another hour or so. The days had turned remarkably sleepy since coming back from Dracula’s castle—the supernatural world was under an unofficial cease-fire for the moment. 
 
    I knew better, of course. Dracula was merely biding his time, waiting for the right moment to strike. The day one of my mates gave birth was a perfect opportunity, which meant I’d taken extra precautions. We had extra security around the castle, and each of my mates who weren’t too pregnant to serve were taking turns doing their own security detail. 
 
    Tessa and I were lying in bed, a single sheet covering only the bare essentials of our anatomy, when a knock at the door snapped me to my senses. One of my mates, perhaps, come for a little morning fun? Or Richard Enfield, with the day’s itinerary and most important decisions? Either way, I didn’t really care enough to get dressed. Instead, I lay back in bed and let Tessa snuggle up next to me as best as she could with her bump. 
 
    “Come in,” I said, yawning. “Tess and I have been up for a bit…” 
 
    The door opened—and my mother, Raya, stood in the doorway. 
 
    I grabbed the comforter on instinct, pulling it over our naked bodies. “Mom! What are you doing in here? You should knock first!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel like a teenager again as I said those words. I chuckled at how angry and worried I’d sounded. 
 
    “I did,” Raya said, putting her fingers to her lips to stifle her laughter. “Honestly, son, I do know where babies come from. You’re not sheltering me from anything by hiding under those blankets. It’s perfectly obvious what you’ve been up to this morning.” 
 
    Tessa recovered much quicker than I had. “Good morning, Miss Sinclair,” she said sweetly, holding the covers around her bare shoulders. 
 
    Mom smiled. “Good morning, Tessa. Feeling like today might be the day, hmm?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she confessed. “Felt like using your son to try and up the odds.” 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t mind,” Raya said, scandalizing me even further. “And I hope you won’t mind, Tessa, if I borrow my son for an hour or two this morning. I have something to show him—something I think he’s been waiting on for quite some time.” 
 
    There could be only one thing Raya was talking about. The Last Spell. 
 
    Forgetting my earlier reluctance, I grabbed the sheet beneath the blanket and wrapped it around me as best as I could. Using it as cover, I sprang from the bed and raced to the closet, grabbing my robes and getting them on in record time. By the time I stumbled out of the closet, both women were laughing, shocked by my eagerness. 
 
    “I can see you’re excited,” Tessa purred, relaxing beneath the covers. “Go on and see whatever this surprise is, Derek. I’ll be fine. If anything changes, I’ll make sure you’re the first to know.” 
 
    Man, I thought. What if I get the Last Spell and Tessa’s first kid on the same day? What an afternoon that would be. 
 
    Definitely a red-letter day. 
 
    Once I was buttoned up, I followed Mom out into the hallway. I could hardly restrain myself—as soon as the door closed, I asked the question. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is?” 
 
    Raya smiled. “It is. I think you’re going to be very pleased with the results, son. Soojin and I really outdid ourselves…” 
 
    “Soojin? You’ve been working with her?” 
 
    “Are you surprised? Soojin is brilliant,” Mom explained as she walked. “She’s worth a hundred of those Spellscribes. All of your women are more brilliant than you give them credit for, son. You think they joined the Dragon’s Hoard solely for their looks?” 
 
    Well… 
 
    “Kinda?” I couldn’t help but say. 
 
    Mom chuckled. “Oh son. You have a lot to learn about marriage…” 
 
    Raya led me through the courtyard, toward the tower where her research had been progressing since she’d arrived at the castle. I spied my trio of bear shifters in the practice yard, getting an early start on sparring, and looking up, I noticed Tallulah Binesi striding the walls. Must be the thunderbird’s shift on security duty, I thought, nodding once at the shifter with a proud expression. 
 
    “They’re preparing for war,” Raya said, giving the proceedings a critical eye. “Ever since you came back from Dracula’s castle with no peace deal, they’ve known that it will come down to war between you and your father eventually.” 
 
    “My women aren’t afraid to fight for me,” I assured Raya, watching the drills. “And they’re damn sure not afraid to fight for those babies.” 
 
    Mom nodded fiercely. “They want to see you win. Well, if you take control of what Soojin and I have made for you, son, you’ll be able to win against Dracula without firing a single shot.” 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat. That was exactly what I wanted: the promise of the Last Spell. A way to rewrite the world to my heart’s content, to remove all the bad things and emphasize the good. With it, I could write Dracula out of my story and correct all the wrongs I’d seen throughout my supernatural journey. It almost seemed too good to be true. 
 
    “It works?” I asked, giving Raya a skeptical look as we stepped beneath the shadow of the tower. “Or is your research still in the theoretical stages?” 
 
        Raya held the door open, gesturing for me to enter first. “For obvious reasons, we won’t have practical data until we actually use the thing,” she said, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “But Soojin and I have both done as much tinkering with it as we dared. It’s the real deal, son. The Holy Grail, just waiting for you to put your lips to it.” 
 
    As I followed Raya through her labs, my heart thrummed like the beat of a hummingbird’s wings. This was finally happening. And yet, as I walked, something stuck in my craw. Why did Raya keep referring to it as a thing? 
 
    “It’s still a spell, right?” I asked as we descended a narrow set of stairs. The temperature was unusually cool down here, the air damp and thick like we were walking through a refrigeration unit. “Like, you haven’t turned it into a magic wand or anything like that, have you?” 
 
        “It is,” Raya said with a knowing expression. “Aaand, it isn’t. You’ll see…” 
 
    At first, I didn’t. The room she’d led me to was a massive chamber beneath the surface of the castle, practically cavernous in its dimensions. I was instantly reminded of our original hideout—the one Carli Weber had tended, that had been built out from an actual cave. We’d abandoned it eventually due to security issues, but the memories remained. The main difference between that space and this one was a huge mass of machinery in the center, glowing with arcane light and covered in long, retro-looking tubes. 
 
    Soojin stood next to the machinery, watching it work with a critical eye. She wore a pink silk kimono that ended at mid-thigh, and her hair was done up in an elegant bun with two jade chopsticks holding it together. Her curves looked amazing, and I was hit with the sudden urge to banish Raya from the room and take her right then and there. It had been too long since I’d gotten some mature loving. 
 
    Instead, I mastered myself. “Is this the Last Spell?” I asked, advancing on the column of machinery. “It looks rather physical for a spell, don’t you think?” 
 
    Soojin turned, her skirt swishing around her curvy thighs. Her eyes lit up to see me, and my Dragon’s senses detected the way her pulse raced to be in my presence.  
 
    “Hello, Master,” Soojin purred without a hint of shame. The M-word slipped from her lips as easily as ‘babe’ would from Carli’s, or ‘Daddy’ from Riley’s while I was inside of her. It was just how she thought of me.  
 
    “Hey, gorgeous,” I said, coming up and dealing a sharp swat to Soojin’s backside. Lots of women who reached her age stopped thinking of themselves as sexual beings, once men’s attention to them began to wane—but Soojin’s ass truly was like a fine wine. 
 
    “How we doing?” I said. 
 
    A deep flush spread across Soojin’s cheeks. There was only one thing that could fluster her anymore, and I’d just done it—manhandled her in front of Raya. She and my mom were old friends, and she still wasn’t fully comfortable with the fact that she’d bound herself to her closest companion’s son. 
 
    Raya, on the other hand, had no problem with it. 
 
    “Keep it in your pants, son,” she groaned, rolling her eyes as she stepped into the center of the room. “This is important. You need to be paying attention for all this.” 
 
    In an instant, I was. Later, I mouthed, nodding gently at Soojin. She looked happy for the raincheck, for as attracted to me as she was, she was worried about doing too much in front of Raya. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, stretching and sighing. “Tell me what I’m looking at. Is this the Last Spell?” 
 
    If so, it couldn’t have been more different than I’d expected. When I thought about the Last Spell, I pictured an endless scroll, one long enough that it would have filled a whole room all by itself. That’s how the Spellscribes did it, after all—and my mother had been one of the Spellscribes’ leaders. 
 
    I should have known something as complicated as this would require a special delivery method. 
 
    “What you are looking at,” Raya said, beaming with pride at the machinery, “is a scale model of the Lathe.” 
 
    “Someone’s got good taste in science fiction,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “It was my idea,” Soojin said, beaming. “It was either that or name it after STALKER, and calling it a ‘room’ wouldn’t have worked. The Lathe is a thing, not a place, even if it has the power to change the world.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” I leaned in closer, examining the tangled mass of wires and conductors.  
 
    The more I looked, the more I saw a mingling of magic and technology, both wrapped around each other to form something greater than the sum of their parts. When I held the palm of my hand up to the scale model, I felt a strange energy emanating from its core. Even in a small, uncompleted form, this thing had incredible power. Wow. 
 
    “It’s a control center,” Raya said, taking a seat a short distance away from the model of the Lathe. “You see the keyboard in the middle, son?” 
 
    I could hardly have missed it. Several of the thickest groupings of wires ran through it, connecting them all to a small screen that sat in the center of the mass. It was turned off at the moment, with nothing to power it, yet I felt certain that when the real thing came to life, it would have all the power it needed to function. 
 
    I tapped a few keys experimentally. “How does it work?” I asked, my body thrumming with excitement. This was what I’d been waiting my whole life for. 
 
    Soojin snorted at that. “It requires its own spell just to activate,” she said, motioning at a massive scroll sitting on a nearby table. That was more what I’d expected the Last Spell to look like. The scroll was nearly as thick as a phone book, and would probably take a mage an hour to read from front to back. No wonder this was so complicated.  
 
    “Once Raya reads the spell,” Soojin continued, “the Lathe will be generated for an hour. During that time, anyone who claims it can put any command they want into it—or any series of commands. Once you ascend to the Lathe, Master, you’ll be able to alter the universe in any form you choose.” 
 
    The Last Spell, I thought, my heart skipping a beat. What Soojin and Raya were talking about was more than just magical power—being at the helm of this device would be like wielding the abilities of God himself. At the Lathe, you would become God. 
 
    And I’d be able to make the world into whatever I wanted it to be. 
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    “What are we waiting for?” I asked, suddenly excited. “I know what changes I want to make. Let’s summon the Lathe, and then I’ll go inside and take care of things. Dracula will be powerless once and for all, and the Dragon’s Hoard will never need to worry about outside threats again.” 
 
    Plus I had a few other surprises in store for my ladies. After all, why not make my harem absolute perfection if I had the chance? I’d worked out how to do the minimum changes with the maximum impacts that wouldn’t cause any butterfly effects, and I was eager to put them into motion. 
 
    Raya and Soojin shared a look.  
 
    “It’s a bit more complicated than just speaking the spell,” Mom whispered, giving the scroll on the table a serious look. 
 
    Of course it was. I realized I’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop since I’d been escorted into Raya’s laboratory. To find out just how much more difficult it was going to be to get our goals accomplished. But we’d triumph, of course. We always did. 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that,” I said, leaning on a table. “Alright. Lay it on me. What’s the problem?” 
 
    Soojin cleared her throat. “We’re not able to cast the spell here,” she explained, taking over for Raya. “The Lathe cannot be created within a Zone—doing so will cause that Zone to cease to exist entirely, for reasons we still don’t fully understand. So reading the Last Spell here, in the shadow of the castle, would—” 
 
    “Erase the castle completely,” I finished for her, a cold feeling spreading through my chest. “It wouldn’t just kill me and all my mates. It would rip us right out of the universe, destroy us utterly.” 
 
    Soojin’s face was grave. “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d expected something like this—though now that I thought about it, the restrictions placed on us by the Lathe didn’t seem all that onerous.  
 
    “We’ll go to Earth, then,” I said, sounding hopeful. “Shit, we’ll go to K-Town. I’ll buy the building that used to be your apothecary shop, and we’ll set the Lathe up there. End all this right back where it began, right at the spot where I learned my destiny all those months ago. It’ll be perfect…” 
 
    I trailed off. The look both Soojin and Raya were giving me told me that wouldn’t work. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Raya sighed. “The scroll I’ve created, son, it has very… I guess you could call it finicky grammar. It’s written in the language of the ancients, which had some extremely strange notions where things like declensions and gendered nouns are concerned. I could sit here and lecture you about it all day, but I don’t think it would interest you.” 
 
    “It might,” I conceded, “but it seems kind of unimportant, given the circumstances. What’s the problem?” 
 
    Raya was quiet for a moment before saying it. “Under the rules of the scroll, Earth also counts as a Zone. A very large, extremely diverse one, to be sure—but a Zone all the same.” 
 
    The implications hit me like a slap in the face. “Creating the Lathe on Earth would destroy it,” I realized, my heart thundering against my ribs. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “She’s saying it would destroy the whole galaxy,” Soojin said with a faint smile. “But the Earth is the part we care about, of course. I doubt you want to sacrifice all of existence in order to reach your goal, Master.” 
 
    “Nah, I happen to be quite partial to existence,” I said. “Okay, so Raya can’t read the scroll here, and she can’t read it on Earth. I’m assuming from the fact that you brought me in here that you’ve figured out somewhere she can read it. And from the looks on your faces, I’m also assuming I’m not going to like it.” 
 
    “You’re not.” Soojin crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which deepened her cleavage and distracted me for a moment. “The only way to create the Lathe without destroying a Zone is to read the scroll outside of a Zone entirely—in a place that isn’t considered a Zone by any definition of the word. Even the ancient ones.” 
 
    There was only one place I knew of that fit that description. Soojin was right. I didn’t like this. 
 
    “The Interzone,” I hissed, gritting my teeth. 
 
    Both women nodded.  
 
    “That’s right,” Soojin said. 
 
    “You know that’s Dracula’s territory now, right?” I looked from one woman to the other, sizing them up. “That desert’s crawling with his creatures. The shades, the cultists, they all serve him completely. Any illicit activities in there that he hadn’t already taken over from Ivan Grozny are under his thumb now.” 
 
    “We know,” Raya said heavily. “We know that there’s no way to do this without alerting Dracula. Without letting your father know we’re about to do it.” 
 
    “You’re just going to have to be faster.” Soojin’s eyes filled with pride, her expression fierce. “Stronger. You’ll have to fight him for the Lathe, Master. You’ll need to keep him away from it while Raya is bringing the full version to life with the Last Spell. And once you’re there, you can finally delete him from our lives forever.” 
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. I suppose part of me had always known it would come down to this—to a final bout between myself and my father. In a very real sense, my entire journey had been leading to this moment: the fight against Ivan Grozny had been little more than a warm-up. My father was the real deal, an ancient and powerful Nightlord, and the vast majority of the supernatural world would have been pissing themselves if they’d known they’d had to fight him mano a mano. 
 
    But me? I’d already beaten him once. I’d fought him to the point that he had to retreat, to turn his tail like a little wimp and fly away in a cloud of bats. When all of existence was on the line, I had no doubt I could rise to the occasion and defeat him once more. 
 
    “Dracula will bring everything he has to bear against you,” Raya warned me. “You should have your mates surrounding you, son—you’ll need every drop of power you have in order to triumph over your father—” 
 
    But I was already shaking my head. “No mates,” I said firmly. “I’m doing this alone. And he is, too.” 
 
    Mom didn’t see it. After being beaten once, Dracula wouldn’t dare try softening me up with his cadre of monsters. Not that he was honorable or anything like that—the man was just prideful. His own sense of superiority wouldn’t allow him to do it. 
 
    I knew that if I showed up in the Interzone alone, he’d do the same. It would be him against me, with everything on the line. Literally. 
 
    Raya’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Son, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    I snapped around. “And I don’t think it was a good idea to talk to my father behind my back,” I said, startling Soojin into silence before she could try and make peace. “So just this once, Mom, I’m not going to listen to your advice. I’ll fight Dracula like a man. And I’ll win.” 
 
    Raya looked like she wanted to keep on arguing, but a nod from Soojin silenced her. She sighed instead, waving her hands like she wished she had the words to convince me otherwise. “Very well, son,” she said, looking down at the ground.  
 
    I nodded at the Lathe. “How soon can you be ready to cast the Last Spell?” 
 
    Soojin’s voice was brisk. “Within the hour, Master.” 
 
    Did I dare? I could finish all this before dinnertime, if I had the will. I imagined shocking my clan mates with the news that Dracula was powerless and finished, the world already reshaping itself to my will as I sat down at the dinner table. Shit, dinner would probably turn into an orgy before the first course was served. 
 
    I grinned at the thought. Fuck it, I thought. Let’s do it. Let’s be God. 
 
    “Make it happen,” I said, gesturing for the women to pack everything up. “I’ll go get Olga and the carriage. By the time the sun sets tonight, the world will never be the same.”
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    After so much waiting and hoping, I expected the summoning of the Lathe within the heart of the Interzone to be a true climax of my journey. In my head, I’d pictured trumpets, lights appearing in the sky—the whole nine yards. A real Hollywood moment. 
 
    The reality, of course, turned out to be a lot duller. Olga’s carriage led us out into the desert of the Interzone, both Raya and Soojin looking with horror at the bone-white desert and the black sky rolling above our heads. They’d clearly chosen a pre-determined spot, not far from the lighthouse where I’d fought for my life near Joann Voller’s body, and Raya began to read. 
 
    And read. And read. 
 
    Mom and Soojin hadn’t been lying when they said it would take hours. Mom had to translate dozens of tiny runes written over and over again across the scroll she and Soojin had created, creating difference by repetition. A time or two I heard what sounded like her faltering, only to realize she’d been pronouncing phonemes with no equivalent in any human language. At these times, it sounded like my dear mother was gargling rocks while reading all the names of H.P. Lovecraft’s monsters. 
 
    Before long, I actually began to get bored. Scanning the horizon for any trace of Dracula could only hold my interest for so long, and the Prince of Darkness was stubbornly refusing to take the field. Either that, or he didn’t yet know we were here. 
 
    It was tempting to believe that I’d just get away with it. That Mom would summon the Lathe, I’d fly over to it, and rewire reality without a fight. But I knew better than to let my guard down completely. The moment I thought I was clear, that I could finally relax—that’s when Dracula would strike. You could set your watch to that old bastard. 
 
    “How much longer do you think it’ll be?” I asked Soojin. The two of us were a short distance away from Raya, standing beneath a tent my mate had erected to shield us from the wind and the bone dust. 
 
    Soojin shrugged. She looked back at the scrolls at Raya’s feet, doing her best to judge how long Raya had to go in order to complete the spell. “She’s most of the way there,” Soojin said, pursing her lips. “It won’t be long now. Maybe another ten minutes of reading if she does it fast. Fifteen if she takes her time and really works those syllables.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the teasing lilt at the end of her sentence. “You’re fucking with me,” I told Soojin, sliding my hands around her waist. She hadn’t changed out of her kimono, and the silk’s color looked like an oasis in the gray desert surrounding us. 
 
    “I had to do something to loosen you up,” she purred. In my arms she was suddenly all sex, and before I knew it, she’d closed the tent flap behind us, sealing us away from Raya. “You’re so tense, Master. You should be thrilled. Today is your triumph—it’s what you’ve been working toward for months! What we’ve been working toward. Today, we win.” 
 
    “We do,” I assured her. God, she felt so good in my arms. But I needed to keep my head in the game. Didn’t I? 
 
    As if asking that very question, Soojin began to rub my shoulders. Her fingers kneaded my muscles like a skilled masseuse, soothing away my worries and my pains. I let out a low, unstoppable groan.  
 
    “You need to relax,” Soojin told me firmly. “To let all that stress go so you can concentrate on the battle ahead.” Without a moment of hesitation, Soojin sank to her knees in the middle of the tent. “Let me help you, Master…” 
 
    Never before the big game, I tried to say—but the gorgeous mature woman already had her hand in my pants. I stiffened beneath Soojin’s fingers, groaning as she pulled me from my boxers and freed my cock into the open air. She let out a throaty chuckle and leaned in, kissing the underside of my crown like she’d been waiting to greet my manhood all day. 
 
    “Fuck, Sooj,” I whispered, keenly aware of how close we were to being discovered. “This is so fucking wrong…” 
 
    In response, Soojin opened her mouth and swallowed me. My knees locked as bliss coursed through me, the warm wetness of her tongue and lips working their way down my shaft like the world’s most skilled porn star. Soojin took me all the way down without a hint of a gag reflex, eagerly and submissively swallowing me all the way to the back of her throat. As my balls hit her chin, I felt her smile with her own flavor of triumph. 
 
    I could no more pull out of Soojin’s throat than I could turn down the opportunity to change the world. As soon as I was in her mouth, it was the only thing in the universe I cared about. My fingers tangled in her hair, tossing the pair of chopsticks holding her bun across the tent and freeing her long locks. They trailed down her back as she sucked and slurped, her head bobbing gently up and down on my member. When she looked up at me, her eyes filled with love and devotion, I nearly came apart right then and there. 
 
    Soojin began to move faster. As she did, she reached for the catch holding her robes closed and unfastened it, all without taking her eyes off mine. The soft fabric fell away, revealing what I’d already known—that Soojin wasn’t wearing a stitch underneath.  
 
    Her heavy breasts swung back and forth as she sucked me, and the valley between her thighs was both freshly shaved and glistening with juice. Sucking me off, feeling my pleasure as my cock throbbed in her throat, was as blissful for Soojin as having my tongue on their clit would be for any number of other women. More than anyone else in my harem, Soojin got off on taking care of me—of being the gorgeous older woman who showed a young man how good a mature woman can take care of business. 
 
    In no time at all, I felt my balls pulsing with seed. They throbbed as they gently slapped against Soojin’s chin, my cock swelling bigger and thicker inside her mouth as I prepared to loose my load. Wow. She’d been totally right—I needed this.  
 
    Before I entered the field and fought the final battle, I needed to get off. To unload all my worries and cares so my head could be perfectly clear.  
 
    Soojin knew me better than I knew myself. 
 
    She also knew just how to get me off. There was no time to pull off me and use her tits, or to talk dirty to me—we were too close to my mom. What if she walked in and found her old friend soaked in her son’s cum? 
 
    So instead, she bathed my member in love with her tongue and mouth, treating my cock like a lollipop she’d been waiting her whole life to taste.  
 
    I knew Soojin was only keeping quiet with a supreme effort of will, and she wanted to cry out with how much she loved giving me a hot, quick blowjob. I grabbed the back of her head and guided her on me deeper, harder, thrusting to meet her lips as the crown of my cock hammered the back of her throat. 
 
    My orgasm snuck up on me. I’d merely thought I was getting close to the brink when suddenly I hit the point of no return, my cock jerking and spasming against Soojin’s tongue as she brought me off. I bit down on my knuckles, stifling a moan of triumph as the first hot jet of seed exploded in her mouth, filling it with hot cream. Soojin swallowed me as quietly as she could, her eyes rolling back in her head and her cheeks flushing like one of those internet anime girls as she drank my load. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered as I came down from my peak. “Fuck, that was so wrong. You shouldn’t have done that, Soojin…” 
 
    But she had. And she was still doing it. She slurped my member clean, bathing it with warmth from her tongue as she cleaned me of every drop of my seed. Only when my cock was fully washed off did she pull back, plant a kiss on the tip and rise to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said, her eyes sparkling with the maddest and most addicting kind of love. “I need that all the time, Master. I want to get you off all the time—once this is over, I want to be your free use whore. I give you permission to use my mouth, my pussy, my ass whenever you want it. You don’t even have to ask—just take me whenever you feel the urge…” 
 
    The thought of it made me dizzy. I’d heard of such things before, of course, but not even my other mates and I had dared take our relationship that far. The thought of using Soojin in such a way—of truly owning her body and soul—had the kind of effect on me that a promotion at work had on more ordinary men. Suddenly I felt like I was ten feet tall, like I could conquer the whole fucking world. 
 
    Which was exactly what Soojin wanted to give me, of course. I told you, she was smart. 
 
    Before I could respond, the chanting behind us rose to a crescendo. Her eyes widening, Soojin ran to the front of the tent and tore it open, using a touch of her shifter powers to rip through the fabric. There, in the dark sky, bolts of lightning flashed from cloud to cloud. 
 
    And in their bursts of light, I saw the island. 
 
    It floated far above the desert, like something out of a fantasy novel. It was impossible to tell how large it was from this far away, but it appeared to be not very big at all. A tiny castle that looked like a scale model of a Nightlord’s base dominated it, floating in the clouds like a mirage. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said, my heart pounding even harder than it had when I was unloading inside of Soojin’s mouth. “That’s the fucking Lathe…!” 
 
    “It’s in the castle,” Soojin said, pointing at the floating island. “Go, Derek! Claim your destiny!” 
 
    I didn’t stop to say goodbye to my mate, or even to thank Raya for her service. I knew every moment was of the essence, that we’d just started a race where the fate of the universe waited at the finish line. I pulled power into my arms and legs as I raced across the sand, preparing a full unveiling. No half measures this time—today, the true Dragon would rear his fearsome head. 
 
    I leapt into the sky, my body transforming. The flame in my chest became a bonfire, the Dragon tattoo across my body becoming my body as scales erupted across every inch of my skin. 
 
    In a heartbeat I was the Dragon, a massive flying beast. My wings unfurled as I spit fire across the black sky, soaring higher and higher on the wind blowing over the desert. The floating island shimmered in the distance, growing steadily closer as I opened up my wings and flew as hard as I could. 
 
    No matter how many times I experienced it, I never got used to the feeling of flight. It was the greatest fucking thing in the world—that sensation when the ground dropped out from under you, opening up the sky as your personal playground. It was freedom in the greatest sense of the word. I could have raced the wind forever. 
 
    For a time, I lost myself in the sheer joy of it. I lowered my head and shot like a bullet toward the floating island, as intent on my goal as a pirate is on the ‘X’. As I streaked over the desert I saw tiny settlements, the people staring up in amazement at the sudden change in the sky. 
 
    I was halfway to my destination when I saw the other speck in the black abyss. 
 
    I belched flame across the sky, lighting up the endless night with my fires. In their light, I saw a single figure racing toward the floating island from the opposite side—a wan, pale man surrounded by bats. The creatures appeared to be both holding him up and spurring him on, giving him far more speed than an ordinary Nightlord. 
 
    It was Dracula. My father. 
 
    He anticipated all this, I realized, startled to my core. He’d known Raya and Soojin would have to create the Lathe here, in the Interzone, and he’d been waiting for it to appear in the sky just as I had. It pleased me to see that he flew alone, with no retainers and servants by his side. Just as I’d figured, his pride prevented him from bringing an army along with him. 
 
    Too bad for him, I thought. He was going to need a fucking army to keep me away from the Lathe. 
 
    Today was the day Dracula died. 
 
    As I drew closer to the floating island, I realized that we were both going to hit it at the same time. Extending my claws, I prepared to launch myself into an attack. Even from this distance, I could see Dracula’s eyes widening at the fury in my draconic face. Good. 
 
    It was a game of chicken—and Dracula was the first to flinch. At the last moment, my father threw himself to the side, streaking around me as he headed straight for the castle on the floating island. It truly did look like a scale model of one I’d seen before, but to my delight it wasn’t Dracula’s current home. It was mine. 
 
    “Bastard!” I roared, giving chase. “You won’t get away from me this time!” 
 
    I followed close behind, raking him with my claws. Each strike separated more bats from his body, bleeding them off like shields around a starship. I could see him weakening, slowing down as I ripped away the armor he’d hoped would keep him safe on his way to the Lathe. It wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Finally, my claws hit flesh. Dracula howled as I ripped through his cape, shredding the fine fabric. He put on a sudden burst of speed and plummeted, heading straight for the small, open field in front of the castle. With the doors locked tightly, it made the most obvious battlefield. 
 
    I followed him there, plummeting just as fast. As I did, I let go of the Dragon, pulling more of the Black Flame into my chest as I transformed back into human form. By the time I reached the ground, I was Derek again, albeit a Derek surrounded by black tendrils of flame and with glowing red eyes. Standing before Dracula, I looked like a younger version of him sent from the past to usurp his position—which I was sure was exactly how I appeared to him. 
 
    Dracula sank to one knee for a long moment, passing his hand over his wounds. When he stood up, they had closed—but imperfectly. I sapped more of his power than I expected, I thought, my chest filling with triumph. He won’t beat me this time. 
 
    “So,” Dracula said, his ancient eyes cold and harsh. “You did it. You truly cast the Last Spell. I’m proud of you, son. You’ve made the greatest advance in magic since Merlin himself.” 
 
    I could feel my hands balling into fists. “I didn’t do it for you,” I spit at the vampire. “And I didn’t do it for the fame, either. I did it to win.” 
 
    A rueful smile spread across my father’s face. “Of course you did,” he said, making the words sound almost desultory. 
 
    I looked past my father to the gates of the castle. The Lathe lay within, the power to reshape reality tucked inside of it. Only one of us would be able to reach it and use it—and I knew which of us it would be. Me. 
 
    The Dragon. 
 
    “This is your last chance,” I told my father. “Surrender now, unconditionally, and I’ll spare your life. I’ll only use the Lathe to take your powers away. You can live the rest of your life as a Nightlord, safe behind the walls of your castle. Alone and forgotten.” 
 
    Dracula scoffed, as if such a fate sounded worse to him than death. Perhaps it did. I know how I would have felt about it. “You know I can’t accept that, son.” 
 
    “I do. I was hoping you’d say no. Prepare to die, father.” 
 
    Filling my heart with the Black Flame, I struck. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since taking on the mantle of the Dragon, I’d had more than my share of fights. Whether destroying my enemies or protecting the Hoard, I always fought each battle like the entire world rested on the result. As far as I was concerned, it was the only way to fight: those who cared about showing off, or glory, were merely deluded. The only thing that mattered was to win. 
 
    Never more so than now. Today, the fate of the entire world actually did hang in the balance. 
 
    Dracula twisted away from my first attack, bats swirling around his body as he turned himself semi-solid in an attempt to escape my grip. Without a moment’s hesitation, he raced toward the gates of the castle at the center of the island, putting on as much speed as he could. He left me in the dust, howling like a banshee as he flew. 
 
    Of course my father wouldn’t fight me. All he needed to do was distract me and get to the Lathe first. 
 
    All I needed to do was race him. 
 
    My body split into a cloud of bats, each one sailing like an arrow loosed from a crossbow as I shot after the fleeing vampire. Dracula was shockingly nimble for a man his age, leaping across the field like Jack from the nursery rhyme jumping over a candlestick. But each step brought me closer, the bats chittering on his heels like death incarnate. 
 
    He made it a stone’s throw from the gates before I was on him. Bats bit through the fabric of his robes, drawing blood in a dozen different places. My tiny fangs ripped through my father’s flesh, filling my dozens of mouths with the taste of black vampire blood as the strength ebbed from his limbs. 
 
    In a flash, he turned, gnarled nails erupting from his fingers as the humanity dropped from his face. “Stay back, boy!” the monster howled, sounding only vaguely like the man who’d sired me. “This treasure is mine! You wouldn’t know how to use it!” 
 
    “Don’t call me ‘boy’, abomination! I’m more a man than you ever were!” I roared, spreading my hands before me. At my command, bits of metal appeared in the air around me, coalescing out of motes of steel and iron from the surrounding castle. They formed a thick gauntlet around each of my fists, weightless and crackling with power. I’d used the gauntlets before, to devastating effect, against the Nightlords and the shades of the Interzone—but I’d never wielded them with such righteousness before, or such surety. 
 
    I was going to make Dracula bleed. 
 
    Clenching my hands into a single massive fist, I swung for my father’s midsection. He tried to slip to the side, but he wasn’t fast enough. He only managed to deflect some of the blow, while the rest slammed into him with bone-crunching force. I felt his ribs snap before I heard them, the look of horror and pain on his ageless face one of the sweetest things I’d ever seen. 
 
    I followed up with a swift kick, sending the vampire sprawling backward. “You should have brought your paid friends,” I said, looming over the man like the Reaper himself. “You should have brought a fucking army.” 
 
    “Stop,” Dracula growled, holding up a hand. “Son, please—” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have stopped me,” I said, battering his hand away and ignoring his words. “But it might have slowed me down.” 
 
    As I swung, Dracula split into another cloud of bats, barely avoiding the blow. Bastard, I thought, gritting my teeth as my fury doubled. Pure rage powered me: rage at the way he’d treated my mother, my mates, the Dragon’s Hoard I’d worked so hard to create. For all his crimes he was going to pay—and that was before taking into account his misdeeds in the Interzone. 
 
    In fact, it felt as if the whole landscape were with me. Lightning flashed in the sky above us as Dracula danced out of the way of my strikes, illuminating his frightened face each time. Until now, I’d never had cause to think of what a terror it must be for a Nightlord to confront their own mortality. Normally their unnaturally long lives were the best kind of blessing—but they carried a hidden curse. For someone so used to hanging on, the idea of being ground to dust held a special, blood-freezing sort of horror. 
 
    I was glad that it did. I wanted him to be afraid. I wanted the whole universe to be afraid of the Dragon and what he could do. 
 
    As Dracula leaped backward, his shoulders hit the big wooden doors protecting the entrance to the castle. It slowed him down for a single heartbeat, forcing him to look both ways to choose a direction to dodge—and in that heartbeat, I made a fan with my gauntlets and unleashed the brightest Prismatic Spray I’d ever cast. 
 
    Beams of rainbow light exploded across the castle walls. Dracula cried out, throwing up his hands before his sudden blindness. As he blinked rapidly, trying to rid himself of the heinous kaleidoscope of colors bursting in his brain, I switched over to my other array of spells and let loose. 
 
    Clouds of bugs erupted from my fingers, covering my father’s body with their stinging, biting fury. Before he could shake them off, I summoned strangling vines that wrapped around his lower body, pinning him to the spot. They grew across the wooden walls, extending tendrils that left them clung to each imperfection and groove in the doors, forming a thick cocoon within which my father found himself entombed. 
 
    Lastly I unloaded with Chain Lightning, sending pulses of pure electricity through the web of vines. Dracula howled and shook, quivering like a leaf in a hurricane as the smell of burning flesh and smoke slipped through the slots between the vines.  
 
    By the time I was done, the vampire hung loosely in his net of plant matter, his mouth slack and his eyes nearly sightless. 
 
    I looked past him, toward the doors of the castle. They were open a crack, likely from the sheer force of the spells I’d unleashed, and through them I could see the open doors of the inner castle. Within, something dark and powerful glittered. 
 
    The Lathe, I thought, my heart thundering with triumph. It’s right there! 
 
    Hardly a stone’s throw away lay the machine capable of altering the entire universe. 
 
    And all I had to do to claim it was kill the weakened man on his knees before me. 
 
    I knew what Raya would want. Had she been on the floating island, she’d have been on her knees already, begging me for mercy. Pleading with all her might for me to spare Dracula’s life—to let him live out whatever time remained him as a powerless exile, with the hopes that one day perhaps son would forgive father. 
 
    There was just one problem with that. 
 
    Raya wasn’t here. 
 
    Dracula looked up at me, something crumbling in his gaze. He felt the Black Flame burning in my chest, consuming all that surrounded it like a blazing bonfire. And he knew how he was to die—through the Dragon’s flame, as my head transformed into the draconic mantle that would adorn my flags of triumph. 
 
    “Any last words?” I asked my father, my mouth already beginning to distort. “Want to beg my mother for her forgiveness before I send you to the other side, bastard?” 
 
    Dracula shook his head. Instead, as he stared down his executioner, his eyes traveled to a point over my shoulder. Astonishment lit up his face. The corner of his mouth curled in a startled smile, as if he’d just seen something he didn’t expect. 
 
    “Behind you,” Dracula whispered. 
 
    I wasn’t so naive as to be taken in by tricks like that. Yet, even as the words faded out, I heard something approaching me from behind. Something moving very, very fast. 
 
    So the bastard did bring an army, I thought, turning as the Dragon began to take hold. No matter. I’ll kill whoever tries to protect him. This bastard’s death belongs to me— 
 
    Then I saw who was behind me. 
 
    And the world stopped making sense for a while. 
 
    I stood there, open-mouthed in shock, as Carli Weber leaped from the ground and kicked me square in the chest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stay away from him!” Carli hissed, sounding more like a cat than I’d ever heard from her outside the bedroom. “Get your hands off him, you filth!” 
 
    I stared at her. My brain refused to process it. What the fuck was Carli doing here? And why was she attacking me? She couldn’t be serving Dracula! She was bound to me, one of the mates of the Dragon’s Hoard— 
 
    Her claws flashed in a horizontal swipe. I hardly even flinched as her nails tore open a gash on my cheek. Blood oozed from the wound, trickling into the collar of my robe, and still I stood there in shock, just watching her. 
 
    Carli was dressed in the same outfit she’d been wearing the night we met. Her men’s button-down top was unbuttoned all the way down to the bottom of her ample tits, showing off a luscious expanse of pale cleavage. The tiny half tie she’d once favored completed the ensemble above the waist, nestled snug between her breasts like she wanted any man looking at her to imagine something else in between those tits. Her short skirt swished about her waist as she aimed a high kick at my face—now I regained enough of my senses to dodge. 
 
    “Carli!?” I couldn’t help the hurt in my voice. “What the fuck are you doing here, babe?” 
 
    Her face twisted with hate. “Don’t babe me, usurper!” Lightning flashed up and down her arms as she opened herself to her Raiju powers, the storm surrounding us serving to power her batteries even more. “Back the fuck away from Dracula! Now!” 
 
    It made no sense. I hadn’t even had Carli on my suspect list when I’d thought of who could be a spy within my harem. The idea that it could be one of my mates wasn’t just unthinkable—it was physically painful. Though I didn’t dwell on it as often as I should, I was bound just as tightly to my mates as they were to me. We were linked by bonds of mutual respect and devotion, and I loved them just as fiercely as they loved me. 
 
    Why the hell had Carli decided to get all dolled up in her old private investigator gear and come at me like this? How did she get here? What… 
 
    I had too many questions and no time whatsoever to contemplate them. I was faced with an enemy I had never even contemplated, never considered how I might defend myself against. 
 
    I was being attacked by one of my women. 
 
    I dodged out of the way of Carli’s strikes, ducking back and forth in front of Dracula’s restrained form. One perfect opportunity to counterattack passed, then another—yet I held back my attacks. Why? 
 
    I couldn’t do it, I realized. Even knowing Carli was a traitor, I couldn’t hit her. She was the mother of my child. Hurting her was too much for me to bear. 
 
    I’ve got to restrain her, I thought, parrying a kick as it flew toward my temple. The next time she hits the ground, I can use those strangling vines on her. They tied Dracula up, they can do the same to her. Fuck, she must have lost her mind or something! 
 
    It had to be some trick Dracula was playing on me. Either that, or some unforeseen effect of the Last Spell. Regardless, I couldn’t hurt Carli. I’d just hold her down with the vines until she came to her senses. Whatever it was, I could undo it as soon as I reached the Lathe. I just had to hold out long enough. 
 
    It took longer for both of Carli’s feet to be on solid ground than I expected. She was a fucking gymnast, springing off the wall and tossing enough lightning into her attacks to make it difficult to tell when she was actually standing on her own two feet. I found myself blinded by her strikes as often as I was wounded by them, until my vision swam with the effort of keeping her in view.  
 
    Shit, how was she this fast? I’d thought giving birth had robbed her of some of her strength, but it had apparently only made her fiercer. Carli fought like a fucking hellcat, using all of her power and will. Not to defend the Dragon’s Hoard, or even her own child. But Dracula—my rancid, horrible vampire of a father. 
 
    It was enough to make a strong man cry. 
 
    Finally, though, Carli had to come down to Earth. She repositioned herself after a flurry of lightning strikes, both legs and one elbow on the grass as she spread like a dancer. Her tail curled like a question mark, big and fluffy like an angered feline’s. 
 
    This was my only chance to stop her from her madness. I struck. 
 
    Vines erupted from the ground around the Carli, wrapping her up in their tendrils. She screamed in rage and frustration as she tried to bite through the vines, unsuccessful in her writhing and straining. Each moment lashed her to the grass tighter, binding her long, gorgeous legs and hips in place. 
 
    Thank God, I thought. She was finally unable to do any more damage. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you!?” I roared. I shouldn’t have spoken so harshly, but I couldn’t help it—whatever was wrong with Carli, it had me severely rattled. “Have you lost your goddamn mind, Carli? Why are you attacking me instead of Dracula?” 
 
    With a spike of panic, I realized I hadn’t heard anything from Dracula in several minutes. 
 
    I turned—and what I saw froze my blood right in my veins. 
 
    Dracula had nearly managed to get free of the vines that bound him. He’d been unsuccessful at tearing through them with his own strength, but fortunately for him he’d found a partner—a guardian angel who’d swooped down to help him cut through his bonds. 
 
    A guardian angel with a golden headdress, copper-colored skin, and a dress that would have looked right at home on a Parisian fashion designer’s catwalk. 
 
    Even after fighting Carli, my brain refused to process what I was seeing. Something inside of me crumbled, the betrayal and hurt spreading through my veins like an exotic poison as I watched the woman I loved freeing the man who’d kidnapped her and tried to sell her to the highest bidder. How could Tallulah Binesi do such a thing? 
 
    “Tallulah!? Stop!” In a flash I was there, tugging her away from the halfway-bound vampire. “Jesus Christ, why are you helping him? Get off my father!” 
 
    Tallulah’s golden eyes widened at the sight of me. “Usurper!” she snarled, shoving a fist in my face. More lightning erupted from between her fingers, blinding me and forcing me to stagger backward. 
 
    Tears beaded in my eyes. How could my harem do this to me? 
 
    Unless they weren’t. 
 
    What I was seeing was completely impossible. My mates couldn’t turn on me—the women who’d given birth to my children couldn’t turn traitor and serve Dracula instead of the Dragon. Which meant that the simplest explanation was true. This wasn’t happening. My mates weren’t fighting me. 
 
    But if that was the case, then who was? 
 
    I reached out with my senses—and what I found filled me with shock. If I hadn’t been momentarily blinded, I’d have never thought to feel around me with my inner senses, to touch the unbreakable bonds between myself and my mates. The women of the Dragon’s Hoard were so close to me that I could sense them even when I didn’t see them. I’d used this power several times to keep track of us in the midst of a battle, and it had served me well. 
 
    I couldn’t sense either of the two women fighting me. Which meant that the Carli I’d tied up with vines and the Tallulah trying to free Dracula were not my mates. 
 
    And yet they were Carli Weber and Tallulah Binesi. They looked like them, talked like them—hell, they even smelled like them. If they were nothing but a clever illusion, the Dragon’s senses would have been able to cut through to the truth. 
 
    So what was this? 
 
    As my vision cleared, Tallulah threw herself at me, lowering her head in a charge. I stepped out of the way just in time, ducking around the thunderbird as Dracula’s leg broke free of his prison of vines. The vampire split into bats to clear the rest of his cage, then sprinted through the gates of the castle, heading straight for the Lathe. 
 
    Damn it! I had to stop him! 
 
    I could figure out why the fuck women who weren’t my Carli and Tallulah were attacking me later. Right now, I had to stop Dracula from getting his filthy claws on that device. If he did, Raya would have just unknowingly handed the keys to the universe to the greatest monster I knew. 
 
    “Come back here!” I called, pumping the speed of the Black Flame into my legs. The world blurred around me as I jumped, covering the space between myself and Dracula in a single leap. I landed just in front of him, growling like an angered animal as I cut off his escape route. 
 
    Even as I landed, I reached out with my telekinesis and slammed the inner doors. There was no lock that I could sense, but at least the Lathe was no longer sitting out in the open. 
 
    Dracula’s demeanor had much improved since I’d battered him with my best spells. “You’ve lost, son,” the old vampire said. “Give up and step aside. I may be inclined to be merciful if you fall to your knees now and swear fealty to me—” 
 
    I punched him in the face. 
 
    Dracula shot backward from the force of my blow, going down on his knees in the dirt. His face twisted with shock as I reared up for a follow-up strike, but before I could land it, something grabbed hold of my shoulders. A figure stood just behind me, holding me with all their might. 
 
    I hadn’t heard them sneak up on me. Which meant they’d appeared out of nowhere. There could be only one person I knew with that ability. 
 
    “Riley?” I gasped, twisting as the lithe redhead wrapped her hands around my throat. “Get the fuck off me!” 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I caught a glimpse of the mage. She’d been invisible until a few moments ago, shrouded by her power to disappear at will. When she saw me striking Dracula, though, she’d jumped into action, tossing her stealth abilities away. Seeing yet another member of my clan betraying me should have cut deep, but by now I’d begun to understand that something very strange and abnormal was happening here. These weren’t my mates, even if they looked just like them. 
 
    While Riley choked me, Dracula managed to lurch back to his feet. He ran for the inner doors of the castle, making his way through the courtyard like a lightning bolt. I hastened to follow, but with Riley on my back, I was nowhere near as fast as the Prince of Darkness. 
 
    Yet still I ran.  
 
    As I chased after Dracula, I managed to get my hands beneath Riley’s waist and peel her off me like an ill-fitting garment. She squirmed and screamed, trying to claw and bite me as I tossed her to the grass. I could have knocked her unconscious, or done even worse, but I couldn’t bring myself to hurt her. The imposters looked too much like my mates, smelled too much like them, for me to ever consider seriously harming them. 
 
    As I regained my speed, a trio of figures dropped from the castle walls, blocking my way. Oh no, I thought, recoiling in shock. Fuck no, this can’t be happening… 
 
    All three of the bear shifters I’d liberated blocked my path. Alicia, Gisele, and Nadine stood locked arm-in-arm, expressions as fierce as grizzlies on their faces. Each of them crouched in a battle stance, ready to tackle me if I tried to get past them and catch my father.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    More women filled the breach behind me. It felt like my whole clan was here, all of them coming together to stop me. The situation grew more absurd with each passing moment, until I felt certain I was no longer in the Interzone but had somehow fallen through a dimensional gate into a world were everything was upside down. A world where my mates served Dracula instead of me— 
 
    The pieces clicked together in my head. That was exactly what I was seeing. 
 
    These women were from the world where Dracula won. Where he’d taken command of the Last Spell, bound the universe to him, and ruled the world with the iron fist of a dictatorial tyrant. Somehow, using a magic I didn’t understand, the Prince of Darkness in that world had managed to open the door a crack, allowing these alternate versions of my mates to slip through. 
 
    I’d joked that Dracula needed to bring an army to defeat me. Little did I know that the future version of himself had been thinking the same thing. 
 
    Women climbed onto my back, dogpiling me in the castle courtyard. Normally I would have enjoyed such a thing, taking my liberties and letting my hands roam over my mates’ bodies, but this wasn’t a place where I could afford to enjoy myself—if I would even enjoy it if these mates resisted me like I was an abomination. No, I could focus on one thing only—Dracula was taking control of the Lathe, tearing open the inner doors of the castle to claim the treasure at its heart. I had to stop him. 
 
    Rage blazed to life in my heart. Power flared through my veins, tapping into a reservoir I hadn’t even realized I possessed. The world blurred before me as I reached for some new ability, grabbing hold of it like a desperate man clinging to pieces of a shipwreck. 
 
    “Let!” I roared. “Me! Go!” 
 
    A wave of force exploded from my body, scattering my ersatz mates like bowling pins. I didn’t stop to see how wounded they were—I ran forward like an Olympic sprinter, covering the distance of the castle courtyard in heartbeats. 
 
    The door to the inner sanctum slammed shut behind me as I entered, sealing me in with Dracula. Alone. 
 
    The bastard had already reached the Lathe. A beam of light pulsed through the center of the machinery, like the spine in an anatomical drawing. It stretched from floor to ceiling, filling the chamber with a brilliant light, yet Dracula was neither burnt nor blinded by its illumination. His gnarled fingers punched the keys, inputting commands the way a carpenter hammers tacks into a piece of wood. 
 
    I was too late. He’d taken my prize. 
 
    With a roar, I shot across the chamber in a blur. I tackled Dracula, knocking my father off his feet and slamming him into the wall at the far end of the chamber. My metallic gauntlets met flesh, each punch cracking bones and destroying organs as I vented my rage and frustration. 
 
    I beat Dracula senseless. It was all I could do. 
 
    Even as I quite literally beat him to death, Dracula gurgled with laughter. “You’re too late,” he managed, black blood dripping from his lips as I delivered a punch to his sternum strong enough to level a building. “You should have accepted my offer, son. You could have ruled the world at my side!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I roared, bringing both gauntlets down on the top of his head. I expected his skull to crack, yet somehow he managed to shrug off the blow. Was whatever he’d done with the Lathe already beginning to take effect? 
 
    “You could have kept everything.” He chuckled, smug in the extreme. Just hearing him made me want to rip him in two, but all my rage could do nothing to him now. “We could have had peace, you and I. All you would have had to do was kneel to me, and kiss my ring. You could have had your power, your women—all of it. Now you’ll lose it all…” 
 
    “Shut up!” I roared, spitting flames over the vampire’s body. They burned through his clothing, leaving massive burns across his skin, but Dracula hardly noticed them. He was past paying attention to his body now. Whatever I did to it wouldn’t matter in a few moments. “Shut the fuck up!” 
 
    Dracula did no such thing. “You know, right up until I was at the Lathe, I intended to fully destroy you,” he managed, the burns distorting his voice into a hideous croak. “I was going to erase you from the world. Make it so that Raya was barren, childless, unable to produce the heir who’d grow up to vex me so.” His grin widened. “But as my victory became certain, the strangest thing happened, son. I changed my mind.” 
 
    My head erupted as I transformed into a dragon. The scales rippling up and down my body felt like burning brands, like too little too late. Behind us both, the beam of light grew brighter and brighter, until our shadows against the far wall were longer than life itself. What the hell had my father done? 
 
    “I’ve decided I’m going to keep you,” he said, cackling like a madman. “You’ll be there in that new world with me, son—though not at my side. And that’s really so much better, isn’t it?” 
 
    Finally I could no longer look away. I turned, only to see the Lathe burning. The center of the chamber looked like a nuclear reactor captured in the middle of a meltdown. The components of the Lathe itself were white hot, the steel glowing as it bent and collapsed beneath the insane energy of the reaction it was creating. Like the spell my mother had worked most of her adult life to write, the Lathe was strictly one-time use only: fulfilling Dracula’s wishes would destroy it. 
 
    Unless I could destroy the thing first. 
 
    I sprang at the Lathe—and found myself floating in mid-air. Waves of force rippled from the device, freezing anything unlucky enough to be caught in its range like a mosquito trapped in amber. I couldn’t move. I could just barely turn enough to see Dracula as he strode up beside me, grinning at the machinery like he was watching the season finale of his favorite television show. 
 
    “You had a taste of the good life,” Dracula hissed in my ear. “You had power, and money, and women. All that will be gone now, son. Knowing that you once had it will only deepen your frustration. It will drive you mad!” 
 
    I closed my eyes, but the light still burned through my lids. In the growing maelstrom of the Lathe, I saw nearly a dozen silhouettes floating in the light. With a start, I realized that the women I thought were my mates had been trapped right along with me, caught in the Lathe’s eclectic, electric flow. 
 
    “The world won’t remember the Dragon or his Hoard,” Dracula said, his voice crackling with triumph. “They will only remember the Prince of Darkness! His Royal Highness, Count Dracula—the King of the Nightlords! The King of the entire world!” 
 
    Concentrating, I pulled the plates of metal off my gauntlets with telekinesis and formed them into a long, heinously sharp railroad spike. It wasn’t a wooden stake, to be sure—but that had always just been a silly superstition. 
 
    Plunging pretty much anything through a vampire’s heart will kill them. 
 
    As the exploding Lathe absorbed the world, I let out a howl of despair and forced the spike through Dracula’s chest. 
 
    The Prince of Darkness crumbled to dust. 
 
    But it was far too late to make a difference. I’d finally killed my father, and I would only be able to celebrate his death for moments. The Lathe was already rewriting reality, overwriting my victory with Dracula’s wishes. 
 
    As I struggled, helpless before the Lathe, it exploded. A wall of rippling light destroyed the island, the desert, the Interzone. 
 
    It destroyed the world. 
 
    And remade it anew. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Had I died when the Lathe exploded? I didn’t really know. A philosopher could certainly make the argument that when Dracula’s wish took the universe and rearranged it, shaking it up like a ping pong ball in a washing machine, he’d actually murdered us all and replaced us with exact duplicates. 
 
    Just as a redshirt on Star Trek is ripped apart by the teleporter, atom by atom, and reassembled on a new planet, I found myself inside Dracula’s world. Which was now the only world. Was I still the real me, or had the original Derek died right there when he’d been blown apart by the Lathe’s explosion? Come to think of it, what happened to the Dracula who’d died moments before the world was reborn? Was that the same guy, or had Dracula’s commands created a whole new vampire—one with all the old one’s memories, who merely thought he was the original Dracula? 
 
    I suppose it didn’t really matter. Leave the dry philosophy of it to graduate students. I was, as ever, a man of action. 
 
    I came back to myself laying in a field of grass, with the smell of the city in my nostrils and dirt all over my clothes. For a long time—longer than I’d like to admit—I lay there, an inert lump, never even looking around my surroundings or wondering where I’d managed to end up after the Lathe exploded. The basic facts were bad enough. 
 
    I’d lost, Dracula had won. Whatever world I lived in now had been shaped by his hand, and was unlikely to be kind to me. 
 
    Eventually, I rolled over. Beams of sunlight warmed my face, which felt as if it hadn’t been washed in a very long time. Wrinkling my nose, I realized I smelled terrible. The scent of garbage wafted from my clothes, as if I’d gone to sleep a week ago inside a dumpster and had only woken up a few minutes ago. Looking down at my body, I saw several unrecognizable stains covering my clothing. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, bracing myself for the long and painful process of adjusting myself to my surroundings. “Clearly, I’ve had a bad time. Come on, Derek, let’s figure this out…” 
 
    I sat up. My fine robes had been replaced with the world’s most generic T-shirt and pair of jeans in the transition to this new world, and the clothes were uncomfortable to boot. A quick search of my pockets confirmed my worst suspicions: I had no wallet, no identification, and no money. Not even a picture of my kids, or my mates. 
 
    My mates, I thought. If Dracula had his way, they were all gone now. They wouldn’t even recognize me. And my kids wouldn’t even exist. 
 
    Shit. What had that bastard done? 
 
    I staggered through the field, my legs responding like wet noodles beneath me as I walked. I knew where I was: a public park, not far from K-Town. Raya had taken me here plenty of times as a kid, and we’d walked by the river. There was a tiny playground a short distance away, where I’d used to go on the swings and the slide until I was too big for them. 
 
    With a starting destination in mind, I felt better. No matter the circumstances, my body and my brain refused to give up. Even in this new world that Dracula had made, I was still the Dragon. I was still me. 
 
    Wasn’t I? 
 
    My first shock came as I reached the street. K-Town’s architecture was decidedly modern, if trending more toward the stereotypes associated with various ‘Chinatowns’ and other Asian-heavy sections of major cities. Moreover, I knew this section of my hometown like the back of my hand. It had been my stomping grounds as a kid, after all. 
 
    But I’d never seen it like this. Towering Gothic spires lined both ends of the street, stretching like dark fingers against the afternoon sky. High, narrow windows looked out into the thoroughfare, with wispy silk curtains wafting in the breeze. I fancied I could sense eyes up there, peering out into the streets below. 
 
    The pavement had been replaced with cobblestone. Even the street itself looked different—I no longer recognized half of the shops and buildings in this area. Many were the same locations I remembered, but just as many had been changed to something completely different. 
 
    I no longer recognized my own hometown. More than anything else, that was what made me realize Dracula had won. 
 
    I turned toward the river, only to find myself staring up at a billboard. It was Dracula’s final joke—it had to be. The Prince of Darkness had put it there as part of his commands to the Lathe, because he knew that it would be one of the first things I saw once I entered his world. 
 
      
 
    REMEMBER, it said. STAYING OUT AFTER CURFEW IS A CRIME! 
 
      
 
    But it was the man on the sign who chilled my blood. 
 
    The giant, illustrated face of my father dominated the center of the billboard. Dracula looked younger than he had in decades, the blush of youthful vitality on his cheeks once more. He grinned down from the billboard like a man who knew he’d won the world—and that it would be his for exactly as long as he wanted it. 
 
    Underneath his face was a simple line: Sponsored by your King—Supreme Lord Vlad Dracula! 
 
    “Father,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No. No, I can’t believe this…” 
 
    Dracula was king of the entire world. He’d demolished the barriers between supernatural and mundane society, from the looks of the city and the fact that he put his own face on billboards. He was large and in charge, literally. 
 
    I looked down at myself. And realized that in this world, I’d become a powerless peasant. 
 
    I felt myself on the verge of tears. Would I ever see my mates again? Did they belong to Dracula already? Was there any hope? 
 
    I grit my teeth. Where I expected to find despair, depression that would drag me down into its black pit to never be seen again, I instead found a different emotion. One I knew all too well. 
 
    My rage. My fury. 
 
    All is not as it seems, a little voice whispered inside my brain. 
 
    I gave a start, looking all around me. That voice had sounded like it came from right next to my ear, as if an invisible interloper were spying on me. But I was alone on the street. Wasn’t I? 
 
    He thinks he has rewritten the entire world. The voice was surer now, almost familiar to me. I felt as if I knew it well—as if I’d once listened to it every day, keeping it within me. He is wrong. The Lathe was not powerful enough to do everything Dracula desired. 
 
    I froze. If the voice was telling the truth, then there might be a chance. 
 
    Who are you? I thought, sending the words into my skull. A friend? 
 
    A deep, knowing chuckle responded. I am you. Look at yourself, Dragon… 
 
    With a sudden realization, I tugged down the front of my T-shirt. It tore almost immediately, the cheap fabric worn down by time and age, but that no longer mattered. I let it rip, discarding it like a cocoon. 
 
    A tattoo of a Dragon coiled across my chest. My powers weren’t gone. Dracula might have had the power to remake the entire rest of the world, but he couldn’t take away my heritage. My powers. 
 
    I grinned. I was still stronger than him. 
 
    With a roar, I opened myself to the Black Flame. Fangs erupted from my gums as I howled, loud enough for everyone to hear for a dozen city blocks. I didn’t care—I didn’t give a fuck. 
 
    I was alive. I was back. 
 
    I was a shifter. A mage. A Nightlord. 
 
    A Dragon. 
 
    “Dracula!” I roared. “I will have my revenge on you, bastard!” 
 
    My father thought he’d won. That everything I once had now belonged to him. That the world rested safely in the palm of his hand, now and forever. 
 
    He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    He should have destroyed me, I thought, my fangs biting into my bottom lip so hard I tasted blood. That was the only thing that could have saved him, and he missed his chance. 
 
    So Dracula had the whole world on his side. So he had complete control of the government, the media, the cities. Who cared? It just meant that it would hurt even more when he lost it all—when he watched it slip through his fingers, ripped away by the superior man. 
 
    I was the fucking Dragon. 
 
    And now, I was going to win everything back. 
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