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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    K-Town was definitely haunted. 
 
    Once upon a time, it hadn’t been. Though I’d grown up believing that the winding streets, narrow alleys, and broad thoroughfares of my city harbored a secret, second face, I’d been wrong. I wasn’t being visited by ghosts when I took the last turn before a convenience store I’d visited a hundred times before and found myself staring at a brick wall. 
 
    I’d been peeking beneath the surface of the mundane world. 
 
    The supernatural world had always existed within the mundane one, hidden to all but a few with the power to perceive it. 
 
    Boy, could I perceive it now. 
 
    “Come back, Usurper!” The speaker was a vampire in a business suit, flanked by two flunkies who looked like knock-off versions of the real thing. “Surrender now, and we’ll make things easy for you!” 
 
    Surrender was the last thing on my mind. I raced down the cobblestone street, the wind in my hair and the adrenaline of a life-or-death chase thrumming through my veins. Back when I was a kid, these streets had been asphalt, as hot and dry as a desert in summer. Now they reminded me of Charles Dickens. The city I loved had been rewritten, by the power of my bastard vampire father. 
 
    Dracula. The King of this World. For now, at least. 
 
    I turned a corner and put on a burst of speed, the world blurring around me as I gave the vampire and his friends the slip. When he’d first started chasing me, he’d had five back-up goons with him, not two. The others had been lost in the labyrinthine streets of K-Town, helplessly backtracking through back alleys while the distance between them and the front of the pack increased. 
 
    So many times, it had felt like this city and its shifting nature had been against me. Tonight, as never before, K-Town was on my side. 
 
    “Come catch me, assholes!” I roared, the thrill of the hunt filling me with reckless abandon. On any other night I might have been more cautious, but not now. Not with my first goal so close at hand. 
 
    I could have turned around and killed all three of the vampires, of course. Doing so would have been as simple as freezing in my tracks, reaching out for the Black Flame, and giving in to my full Nightlord nature. Or I could have become the Dragon, devouring my own body in a mass of scales and claws as I fell upon the trio, a nightmare brought to life. 
 
    I did neither. I didn’t want to kill any of these men—I wanted them to come back to my father with news that I’d slipped out of their grasp. Tonight wasn’t about murder. 
 
    It was about sending a message. 
 
    The alley gave onto a much broader street, one that had been closed to vehicles in anticipation of the evening’s nightlife. People milled about in the center of the road, flitting from brightly-lit storefront to brightly-lit storefront like bees picking the perfect flower to pollinate.  A woman in a minidress saw me first and screamed, dropping her fruity drink to the pavement. More screams followed. 
 
    “It’s him!” 
 
    “The Usurper!” 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    The crowd began to scatter before me. They were all terrified of the Usurper, of course—every night, the news networks were filled with rumors and gossip about me, propaganda that was both terrible and terrifying. My face was at the top of the nation’s most wanted list, with a hefty reward for my capture—not that any of these people would have wanted to try and claim it. More of my father’s work. 
 
    I raced on and came upon a market I’d visited many times before Dracula cast the Last Spell and altered the world to fit his whims; of course, it was barely recognizable now. Long, narrow pylons stood between each of the storefronts, every one of them topped with a security camera whose single red eye turned to follow me as I ran. 
 
    As bad as the security state had been before Dracula took over the world, he’d certainly ramped things up into overdrive. Every citizen I’d startled out of the marketplace wore a band around either their wrists or their necks. Men seemed to prefer the wrist, women the neck. The bands provided a constant stream of biometric data to the Ministry of Blood. They were even color-coded, to let any passing Nightlord in need of a drink know exactly what he or she would get if they punctured one of Dracula’s servile blood bags. 
 
    One more way the world had changed after Dracula took control of the Lathe and rewrote the universe to suit his own love of domination. 
 
    My father and I had fought a bitter war, elder vampire versus his son. After many battles, I finally received a peace offer, back when things were looking bad for him, and turned it down. Then I’d gotten it in my head to destroy him. To erase him from the world and the very timeline we inhabited, so he could never threaten me or my mates again. 
 
    The plan had been to turn Dracula’s greatest weapon against him—an incredibly complicated bit of magic colloquially known as the Last Spell. Its first version required an entire building’s worth of scrolls, forming a single spell that allowed its wielder to alter the universe in any way they chose. My mother, Raya, had helped create it. Working at the head of the secretive organization known as the Spellscribes, she’d toiled at it for years in a time-dilated Zone—all while unknowingly serving Dracula himself, who owned the Spellscribes. 
 
    At first, I had wanted to destroy the Last Spell. It was too dangerous to be wielded by any magician, no matter how powerful they were or how good their intentions. But as the war against my father dragged on, I became increasingly convinced it would be necessary in order to win. And once I traveled to the Interzone, a bizarre Zone between Zones steeped by murder and genocide at Dracula’s hand, I knew I had the opportunity to make the world a better place by taking the Last Spell for myself. 
 
    It had been the world’s downfall. In order to activate the spell, my mother Raya used her Mana Magic to cast a smaller, less complicated spell: one that created a physical space known as the “Lathe.” The Lathe turned out to be a castle on a floating island, one that mirrored Dracula’s own, and within the inner chamber lay a device capable of taking a spell-caster’s commands and turning them into fact. A God machine, in other words. 
 
    I’d just reached the island when Dracula showed up. We’d clashed, and I was on the cusp of defeating him when he’d received an unexpected source of help: my own harem of gorgeous mates. Except they weren’t my mates: they were alternate universe versions of themselves, traveling back from the timeline where Dracula controlled the world. 
 
    By the time I’d managed to get away from them, Dracula ascended the Lathe and cast the Last Spell. Now the world belonged to him. I’d learned a lot about the way the government and the media were set up in the two weeks I’d been living in his twisted mirror-world, and the one thing that linked every aspect of society was him. Dracula was the alpha and the omega of his world, the supreme authority on everything from how cities should be built to how women should dress. As a result, K-Town had transformed into a Nightlord’s dream city. 
 
    The screams of the townspeople grew even louder as the trio of vampires spilled out into the market. They scanned the square for a moment, then their leader pointed. 
 
    “Catch the Usurper!” he hissed, his voice carrying over the crowd via magical amplification. “Stop him, before he gets away!” 
 
    The word Usurper sent an illicit thrill through the crowd, even as they fled for their lives. I felt a smirk stretch my face as I ducked into a nearby alley, fading into the shadows as I ran. Even my enemies spoke my name with fear and reverence these days, as if I were some creature out of legend that had emerged from underneath their beds in the middle of the night. 
 
    In a sense, I had. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure if Dracula was like me. In this new world that the Last Spell created, I’d kept all my memories of the way things used to be, along with my powers. I assumed Dracula also retained the full knowledge of what he’d done—but perhaps he’d chosen to purge those memories from his own mind when he built his new world. Maybe he didn’t enjoy remembering the heinous crimes he’d committed in order to build his paradise. 
 
    Either way, one thing was for certain—he’d been preparing for a threat to his reign for some time. People living under Dracula’s iron fist probably assumed all the surveillance was to keep them contained and docile. They didn’t realize it had all been set up to try and stop one man. 
 
    Me. 
 
    But they weren’t going to succeed today. It was time to give them the slip. The alleyway split in two just ahead, winding behind a dingy bar and a store that sold bootleg bags of blood before opening back up into the thoroughfare. A large green dumpster sat slowly rusting in the corner, bathed in shadow, and I pressed myself against the brick just behind it, dropping into a crouch. From where I sat kneeling, I was practically invisible. 
 
    The sound of footsteps grew louder. The three vampires reached the intersection and stopped, their backs to me as they tried to figure out which direction I’d run. If they had turned around, they might have seen me. It would have been the last thing they ever saw. 
 
    But they didn’t. “Move,” their leader growled, shoving one flunky toward the left alley and the other to the right. “There’s only two ways he could have gone.” 
 
    Wrong about that, I thought with a grin. 
 
    “When we catch the bastard, Drac will make us famous,” one said, hastening down the alley. “We’ll get some fancy fucking medal!” 
 
    “Right,” the leader said, rolling his eyes. “He’ll probably even let us fuck that thunderbird he’s always got hanging off his arm.” 
 
    Ooh—if he’d done that on purpose, it was probably the smartest trick they’d used yet to try and find me. At the mention of Tallulah Binesi, I bit back a hiss, rage blurring my vision for a heartbeat. The first thing I’d done in this new world was find out what had happened to my mates. I’d been able to verify that each of them still lived. For all but one of them, that was all I could find out. 
 
    Tallulah was the one exception. 
 
    I knew Dracula coveted her. She’d been the member of my harem Dracula had ‘joked’ about claiming for himself once he tossed me from my throne at the top of the Dragon’s Hoard. Tallulah was a thunderbird shifter, a supernatural celebrity, possessed of beauty to match her considerable power. In Drac’s kingdom, shifters were now considered second-class citizens, but Tallulah had managed to rise above that status. Dracula doted on her, bringing her along to high-profile events and affairs of state. She was on TV almost as often as I was. 
 
    The thought of her on Dracula’s arm made my skin crawl. The only consolation was that I knew Dracula hadn’t taken her, in the way a man takes a woman. I wasn’t sure how I knew that, exactly—just that every time I looked at Tallulah’s sad, vaguely distant gaze through a television camera, I became certain she and Dracula retired to separate beds at night. 
 
    Maybe the old man was frightened to fuck her while I was still alive and running the streets. Maybe he was saving her for a special treat when he got the news of my death. 
 
    Either way, he was going to be disappointed. 
 
    The two flunkies finally took off in different directions. As they did, I closed my eyes and reached out with invisible, mental fingers—performing a bit of magic that had nothing to do with magery. This was deeper and more primal than that. The power of the Dragon’s Hoard allowed me to sense my mates, to feel the women bound to me like they were an extension of my own body. I’d relied on it many times, both in battle and in the bedroom, to remind me of what I possessed and my responsibilities toward it. 
 
    Yet as I pushed, I felt… nothing. The connections between myself and my mates had been severed, blanking out my harem as effectively as a burglar cutting power to a building he planned to rob. I knew they were still out there, somewhere, yet I couldn’t sense them. I couldn’t feel them, and that absence was like a missing tooth. I couldn’t stop running my tongue over it, reminding myself of what I lacked. 
 
    Tonight, I reminded myself. If everything goes right, this will be the night things begins to change. 
 
    To take my mind off it, I focused on the final vampire—the leader. He still stood in the middle of the alley’s intersection, tapping his foot as he stared at the narrow band of sky between the buildings. It appeared he’d thought to check above him, but the idea of turning around and scrutinizing the shadows in the alley behind him hadn’t occurred to him yet. Too bad for him. 
 
    Not that spotting me would have done him any good either. 
 
    I rose to my full height, reaching for my powers. Now I finally allowed myself to feel everything I’d been repressing: the anger, the frustration, the hurt of having my world ripped away. It coursed through my veins like the Dragon’s own flames, tinting the edges of my vision red as I took a step away from the shadows. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill Dracula’s men indiscriminately. Doing so would only provide the media and the government with ammunition, and spur the tired old man to repress the local population to an even greater degree. But one Nightlord, disappearing without a trace in the back alleys of K-Town? Hardly something to be remarked upon. Certainly no reason to step up troop deployments in the area. 
 
    Tonight, I could have a little fun. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, keeping my voice low. To my delight, the Nightlord made a little jump before turning around, his enhanced senses unable to detect me before I snuck up on him. “Looking for me?” 
 
    He turned slowly. Like all Dracula’s minions, he wore a special patch on his robes just above the breast: a black dragon with glowing red eyes. It was a parody of my own crest, designed to irritate me every time I saw his soldiers swarming the streets. 
 
    Tonight, however, it looked like a premonition of the future. My future. 
 
    “Usurper?” The Nightlord looked down each branch of the alley, wishing he could call back his reinforcements. Then a tremor passed through him, and he lifted his hands, balling them into fists. “Shit. It really is you…” 
 
    He thinks we’re going to fight, I thought, chuckling to myself. How cute. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, fanning my hands before me. “It’s me.” 
 
    The alley exploded with light. 
 
    The media kept my list of powers and abilities a closely held secret, but I’d heard Dracula’s troops gossiping and whispering about what I could do any number of times. Of all the openers I used to cut through the vampire’s people, none produced more irritation in his followers than ‘that damn rainbow’. Prismatic Spray had risen through my ranks to become one of my very favorite spells, and it was this that I unleashed in the Nightlord’s face, blinding him with a phantasmagoric spray of brilliant, blinding hues. 
 
    And to think it was on some random scroll I’d eaten. Good luck indeed! 
 
    The vampire’s claws went straight to his eyes, trying to block out the light. Unfortunately for him, it was like trying to cover the noonday sun with a piece of paper. The glow burned right through his pale skin, smoke rising from his body as he collapsed backward. 
 
    I didn’t let him hit the ground. As he fell, I tugged with my telekinetic powers, hauling the vampire right back off his feet. 
 
    My lips peeled back, revealing my fangs as I fully gave myself over to my rage. I howled into the night, venting all my anger at the indignity of being forced into this broken world, of being hunted and vilified while my bastard of a father sat smugly atop his throne. 
 
    Before I even knew what I was doing, I’d filled both sides of the alley with clouds of metallic shards. 
 
    The Nightlord gasped with shock as dozens of tiny needles pierced his skin. The shards I’d summoned weren’t large, more focused on wounding rather than doing serious damage to my target. That would come in a moment. 
 
    “Ahh, you bastard!” The Nightlord tossed back his head, black blood dripping from dozens of tiny, shallow cuts. “You’re done for when the others —” 
 
    Lightning crackled from my outstretched hands. “No one is coming,” I told the vampire, as certain of that as I was of my own name. 
 
    The creature’s screams grew desperate as the electricity overwhelmed him. This was Chain Lightning, a mighty spell I’d picked up from the library of a mage college called Schwarzwelt. Infiltrating it had been part of my plan to stop Dracula from getting his hands on the Last Spell before he could cast it—and while we’d eventually failed, I hadn’t made out poorly in the bargain. 
 
    I was sure the Nightlord would agree, if he could still speak. 
 
    Tiny bolts of lightning arced from each of the needles piercing the vampire’s skin, sizzling him like a well-done steak. Each of the tiny shards of metal, hardly noticeable at first, now became a miniature bonfire of pain. They sank deeper into the fiend’s skin, filling the alley with the scent of burning meat as the vampire shrieked like a teenage girl. 
 
    “This is all your master’s fault,” I said, stepping closer. “You know who I am, right? Or does Dracula keep that secret, even from his fellow Nightlords?” 
 
    The vamp’s eyes rolled like marbles in his head. With a disgusted grunt, I turned down the lightning, providing enough relief for him to think and speak once more. He probably thought giving me the right answer could earn him mercy. He replied with pathetic eagerness. 
 
    “You’re… his son,” the Nightlord whispered, his eyes filled with horror and awe. “He e-exiled you, but you’re back…” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, the corner of my mouth curling upward. “He tried to erase me from the world, but I’m still here. Still fighting. And you know what?” 
 
    The vampire’s face slowly turned toward me. The pain was too great for him to do much more than whimper, but his clouded eyes managed to stare up at me. He floated six inches off the ground, held there by my telekinesis as the fire burned through each of his wounds. 
 
    I leaned forward and spoke the words like a guilty confession. “I’m going to win.” 
 
    Fangs erupted from my gums. The last thing the Nightlord saw was the Black Flame in my eyes, the true power of the Nightlords cascading through my body as I recast Chain Lightning and ripped his senses away. 
 
    And I fed. Drinking from a Nightlord wasn’t my preferred way of taking in sustenance—I preferred Xandra spreading her thighs to give me access to her femoral artery, or bending the neck of one of her maids beautifully to show the pulsing vein at the hollow of her throat. But I couldn’t afford to be choosy. 
 
    In this world, you did what you had to in order to survive. 
 
    As I killed the Nightlord, I thought about the first kills I’d made against Dracula’s army. I’d washed up by the river when I emerged from the Lathe, penniless and stinking, lacking even a bank account or a Social Security number. I’d had to live on the streets, finding whatever hiding places I could. Seeking the gaps in Dracula’s surveillance state, the blind spots on his cameras. 
 
    Those first Nightlords I’d ambushed had provided more than just blood: they’d had clothes, money, and car keys. Lacking any way of making a normal living in my father’s utopia, I’d been fighting and killing robbing for as long as I’d been here. I didn’t feel bad about it. I chose my victims well, and knew that it was his fault. 
 
    This was the world Dracula had made. 
 
    A noise from the periphery startled me from my feeding. I lifted my head, expecting a Nightlord, but it was just a rat. It skittered from the dumpster, clearly satiated. Good evening to you, fellow scavenger, I thought. We do what we must, as always. 
 
    When I’d eaten my fill as well, I stood up and wiped my mouth, then banished the Black Flame and reached for the purer fire within. It wasn’t often that I did this these days—it tended to attract far too much attention—but the drained and scorched body of a Nightlord in a K-Town alleyway would attract even more attention, and decidedly the wrong kind. So I needed to do something about that. And there was only one way I knew of to dispose of a vampire quickly, with no fuss. 
 
    By letting out the Dragon. 
 
    It wasn’t a full unveiling, if for no other reason than I didn’t have room for it. My draconic form wouldn’t fit in the alley—it would have either been crushed, or more likely broken right through the walls of the nearby buildings. So I merely extended the power to my head and arms, allowing them to grow thick with horny scales as I gave myself over to my savage, bestial nature. 
 
    My human face distorted into a dragon’s maw, my eyes turning to slits as my teeth and gums stretched and widened. Flames poured white-hot from my open mouth, enveloping the body of the Nightlord. Smoke rose from his fallen form and through the narrow slit between the buildings like some kind of infernal chimney. I wondered if anyone would notice. If so, would it bring the Nightlords running, or scare them off? 
 
    In short order, nothing was left of the vampire leader but bones and dust. I gathered these up and tossed them in the dumpster for my furry fellow scavengers to feast on. Then, patting my hands clean on my clothes, I listened. 
 
    At first, there was nothing. Then, shouts. 
 
    Oh yes. More Nightlords were coming. 
 
    I slipped into the shadows of a nearby alley, moving fast. By the time Dracula’s second squad arrived to provide back-up, I’d be nowhere to be found. Just a ghost, with no trace of the vampire leader to mark my trail. 
 
    The legend of the Usurper would grow. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I’d given my pursuers the slip, which meant I could move on to the more important business of the night. I had places to be before the sun came up—one place, in particular. 
 
    I’d been running from Dracula and his forces for too long. Tonight, I’d take the first step toward winning the world back. 
 
    I was about to fire the first shot in my war against my father. 
 
    A war I was going to win.
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    The building wasn’t much to look at. 
 
    It was the street surrounding it that was interesting. Here, on the edges of K-Town, the gothic and art deco styles of the Nightlords finally gave way to the needs of modern architecture. The dingy street resembled a rogue’s gallery of lesser-known building styles, filled with flying buttresses and Doric columns and good, old-fashioned brutalist concrete. Tucked between these structures, near the end of the road, lay my destination: a single-story building that had clearly seen better days. It used to be a 7-11, I remembered. How curious that you could find yourself being nostalgic about such a run-of-the-mill place. 
 
    In retrospect, it was obvious that this had to be the place. I’d been blinded by all the changes Dracula had made throughout the world. And as I’d tracked down all the information I could find on my mates, I’d come to the conclusion that none of them had lived a life anything like what they’d experienced in the timeline where they became members of the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    I ticked them off on my fingers as I crossed the street, sticking to the shadows wherever I could. I wasn’t much of a religious guy, but my list of mates had become the closest thing I had to a rosary: each one of them a little prayer I sent out into the universe as I slipped through the cracks of Dracula’s world. 
 
    Carli Weber, I said, my lips moving silently as I walked. Riley Beaumont. Tallulah Binesi. 
 
    I knew so little about them. Was Carli still a private investigator, even in this world, or had she found a new vocation entirely? Did she hear the Raiju calling out to her in the night, the way she had before I bound her and made her dreams come true? If so, she must be on the edge of insanity by now. I worried for her more than most of my mates. 
 
    But Riley’s future was even less certain. The mages had pretty much been wiped out as an institution, mostly because my father feared Raya’s powers almost as much as mine. It was why I could ambush Nightlords with as basic a spell as Prismatic Spray: most of them had never seen a spell being cast, even a first-level one. Without the support structure of magicians to nurture her, what had happened to the slender redhead girl who loved to call me ‘Daddy’ in the bedroom? I’d heard rumors of magical thieves near K-Town, Robin Hoods stealing contraband from the vampires and smuggling the spoils to the people. I wondered if she was with them. 
 
    Tallulah was known to me, of course. Plastered all over news and print, she was famous in Dracula’s world, even more famous than she had been in her life before. Except I knew she didn’t enjoy it any longer. Could she remember how she relished the fame in the other reality she’d inhabited? Did she remember me? When she closed her eyes, did she catch vague flickers of our shared past—walking in lingerie down a runway, being held by me after her kidnapping, raining down holy vengeance on her tormenters in the form of a lightning storm? I hoped she’d remember me when the time came. 
 
    I actually knew a bit more about Alicia, Gisele, and Nadine—but none of it was good. Without me to murder the wicked alpha of Clan Ursinius – I’d tossed him off the top floor of the Celesta casino – that group of shifters was still alive and kicking. Worse, they’d been promoted by Dracula to the status of a secret police over the shifters. Dracula had probably done it on purpose, knowing how it would infuriate me.  
 
    As highly as the trio had been placed within Dracula’s command structure, there was one of my mates who worked an even higher pinnacle: Tessa Butler. My father had apparently recognized Tessa’s skills at diplomacy and organization, and had rewarded her with a high position in his leadership. Just like in the real world, Tessa was a fixture on the Council of Wand and Claw—even if said Council was little more than a figurehead for Dracula these days. I’d tried to get a message to her, but I couldn’t manage to get close. She was too well protected. 
 
    Even more protected was Jewel Hayes. If not seeing my mates or knowing where they were drove me nearly crazy with frustration, it was nothing compared to watching Jewel spout the propaganda of Dracula and his vampire Ministry every night on the news. In this world, Jewel still worked with Paranormal News, but she was no occult reporter—she’d become a legitimate journalist, and Dracula had made sure she’d been promoted to the point that every television and internet cafe was filled with her face. I missed her terribly. 
 
    As I reached the crumbling front door of the building, I thought about Xandra. Queen Alexandra Romanov was a Queen no longer among the Nightlords, though she was no less fierce a warrior for being denied her crown. I’d seen her several times at the head of a command of vampires, scouring the streets in search of me. Every time I saw her flowing red hair and gorgeous vampire body, I yearned to go to her—but I withdrew each time, instead. I didn’t know if I’d have the capacity to actually fight one of my mates when the time came. What if Xandra didn’t recognize me, and tried to kill me? Would I be able to defend myself? 
 
    I wasn’t sure. Rather than question it, I stared up at the fading sign over the building’s door. Herbs and Potions, it said, in a barely legible scrawl, as if it had been written in a hurry. 
 
    There was one member of my harem left to think about—and unlike my other mates, I knew almost nothing about what she’d been up to in Dracula’s new world. Because of the changes to the timeline, she’d never gone on any of her youthful adventures with my mother, Raya—which meant that, even more so than my other mates, almost anything could have happened to her. 
 
    I’d dreamed up all manner of lives she could have had. The only one I hadn’t anticipated was that she’d be right here. In the same place I’d met her, living the same life. 
 
    Only worse. 
 
    I pushed the door open and entered the shop. A smell like stale basil and cilantro stung my nostrils as I looked around, peering at the poorly-labeled and barely stocked shelves. Dust motes hung in the air, clinging to the fixtures like ticks on a hound. The place was long overdue for some cleaning, and I couldn’t imagine the last time the little store had entertained a customer. 
 
    A small, rusty bell tinkled against the door frame as the door closed behind me. “Hello?” I asked, looking around. The place appeared to be closed, but if that was the case, then why was the door unlocked? 
 
    “Anybody home?” 
 
    All through the evening, as I’d given the pack of vampires the slip and headed toward this decaying old building, I’d wondered why Dracula hadn’t come after her. If she was right here, in his own backyard, why wouldn’t the Prince of Darkness take the opportunity to eliminate her? Or, if not to kill, then to at least make an example out of her—bring her into his organization, keep her under lock and key? 
 
    It wasn’t until I made my way to the counter and saw the figure hunched beneath a blanket behind it that I understood. Dracula had no more expected this woman to be here than I had—he’d probably been just as unsuccessful at locating her as everyone else. And even if he had found her, her current circumstances would have engendered nothing but pity. There was no point to hurting such a woman. 
 
    Soojin looked up from her stool, shivering beneath her thin blanket. Time had done a number on her in this world, aging her prematurely, but I would have recognized the face of my mate anywhere. Even if her beauty had faded somewhat under the harsh conditions of a world where Dracula ran both supernatural and mundane society. 
 
    I could see her, but she couldn’t see me. Standing in the shadows, I was little more than a vague silhouette to her—she had to squint and lean forward on her stool just to know I was there. 
 
    “I don’t have anything worth stealing,” she said in a tired voice, as if she’d been in this situation many times before. Then she straightened up, realizing that I meant her no harm. “Oh. A customer. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Holy hell. How had Soojin fallen so far? 
 
    She hadn’t lived her life, that’s how. Without Raya, without a world where shifters were respected, Soojin had never risen in the ranks of supernatural society. She’d still opened her apothecary shop, apparently, but without her customer base or the comfortable cushion of her supernatural pension, it had never gotten off the ground. Now she lingered in the back room of her own establishment, weathered and forgotten. 
 
    As Soojin leaned forward, peering into the shadows, I felt my heart skip a beat. This was the first time I was coming face to face with one of my mates since the world rearranged itself to match Dracula’s whims. Would she recognize me? Would the mist Dracula put in my mate’s head clear long enough for her to know who she was looking at—to know how much I meant to her? How much she meant to me? 
 
    This was where the first part of my plan ended. I’d done everything up until this point solely with the goal of getting myself into a room alone with one of my mates. But if Soojin didn’t recognize me, or come to her senses… I had no idea what I would do. 
 
    I suppose I’d be lost. I’d have to fight Dracula without my mates—and without my women, I had no idea how I could win. 
 
    “Who is that?” Soojin asked, clearing her throat. She obviously hadn’t had the need to use her voice in some time. “What are you in need of, sir? Something to ease your pain? Your worries? I have guaranteed cures for gout and flaking feet, and an incredible tea that will fill you with a sense of peace…” 
 
    Dear God, please let her recognize me, I thought, stepping into the light. I’d managed to hold onto my sanity so far in Dracula’s topsy-turvy paradise, but if Soojin Lee saw me and spoke to me like just another customer, I didn’t know how I was going to be able to come back from it. 
 
    “Soojin, it’s me,” I whispered. “It’s Derek. The Dragon. I’ve been looking for you for so long.” 
 
    She stared at me. And stared. The look on her face was as inscrutable as a brick wall. Seeing this blankness on the same place where I could still vividly remember seeing looks of the deepest love and devotion… it was perhaps the most otherworldly thing I’d experienced this far in Drac’s world. 
 
    Soojin didn’t know me. I was sure of it. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Don’t you know me, Soojin?” I asked, something inside of me threatening to burst. “It’s me, it’s Derek. Raya’s boy…” 
 
    Slowly, Soojin pulled back the blanket. Her hair beneath had the lustrous sheen I remembered, though there was a streak of gray running through it like she’d decided to join the X-Men while I’d been gone. She let the fabric fall to her shoulders, her bottom lip trembling as she looked me up and down. 
 
    Then she began to cry. 
 
    “Derek!” Soojin howled, losing her composure and springing from behind the counter. There was so much pain in her voice, so much longing, that I felt my own eyes beginning to water in response. “It’s you! It’s you!” 
 
    Then she was in my arms. My hands roamed beneath the blanket, holding her to me tightly. To my surprise, she was a great deal less curvy than she’d been in the ‘real’ world—privation had withered her, turning what had been ample into something sleek and muscular. The gasp she made as I grabbed one of her breasts and refamiliarized myself with them made me burn with need. 
 
    “Oh God,” Soojin whimpered, burying her face in my chest. “I’ve been waiting for you my entire life! Oh Derek, what happened to you? What happened to us?” 
 
    With a start, I realized how much my mate had forgotten. Thank God she didn’t forget me, I thought, holding her to me. We were just two people sitting in a decaying, forgotten shop—but it was better than nothing. So much better. It was the start of us fighting back. 
 
    “A lot’s happened,” I admitted, letting out a laugh. I couldn’t help it; I was just so happy to have at least one of my mates back. “A lot. Are you okay?” 
 
    Even as I held her, my mental fingers pushed outward, seeking the psychic connection I’d taken for granted between myself and my women. It was faint, barely there, but I could feel it. I could feel her. Relief flooded me like a dam bursting as I held my woman in my arms. 
 
    “I’m better now,” Soojin said, wiping her face with a sniff. “Derek… what is this? Where are we right now?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “That’s kind of a philosophical question, I guess,” I said, brushing away her tears. “I’ll give you the short version.” 
 
    I did. While I held her, basking in the nearness of her body to mine, I gave Soojin a rough summary of everything that had happened with the Last Spell. She listened in silence, her eyes feasting on me like a starving man before a banquet.  
 
    When I was finished, I had a question for her. “How much of everything do you remember?” I asked, my hand sliding down to her still perfectly shapely ass. “Do you remember the real world? Our life together?” 
 
    A lot hinged on the question. I needed to know everything I could find out about how Dracula had pulled off his trick at the Lathe. Any information could help me free my mates. 
 
    I’d managed to snap Soojin out of whatever trance Dracula put her in, but she was the most likely to jump back into my harem. Not only was she my closest mate, but she was the least ‘in’ Dracula’s world, so to speak. Lacking a new life to conflict with her old memories, she had less bullshit to shake to snap back to her senses. 
 
    “I… I had dreams,” Soojin whispered, her fingers gripping me tighter. “Almost every night, I dreamed I lived a different life than this. One where I lived a glamorous life as a secret agent, a shifter paired up with a mage.” She smiled ruefully at the memories. “I thought it was so absurd. Even if shifters and mages didn’t hate each other, Dracula disbanded the mages entirely. So how could any of it be true?” 
 
    “That’s not all you remember,” I told her, looking into her eyes. “Is it?” 
 
    A little tremble of lust passed through Soojin’s body, and I resonated with it. “No,” she admitted, her cheeks coloring. “The woman I worked with, I became involved with her son. At first as his lover—then, as one of his mates. As a leader in his clan. A clan called the Dragon’s Hoard.” Her lips formed a tight little line. “It was real.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s all real. Dracula tried to take it from you, Soojin. He failed.” 
 
    The woman closed her eyes, gently rocking back and forth in my arms. “I… yes,” she panted, her body trembling. “The more I look at you, young man, the more it’s coming back to me…” 
 
    I grinned to myself. Soojin always loved calling me ‘young man’, as if she wanted to call attention to the age gap between us. I’d never minded that she was older—I loved how doting and maternal she was with me, especially when I was inside her. She drove me crazy when she called me her ‘young man’ in the bedroom. 
 
    When Soojin’s eyes opened, they were clearer—and she looked better than before. It was as if the years were dropping from her before my eyes, the false her discarded like an old napkin as the real one came back into focus. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like a dream anymore,” she said, her voice filled with new confidence. “I remember everything, Derek. Whatever wool Dracula pulled over my eyes—it’s gone now. You did it. I’m me.” 
 
    She certainly was. Although that single streak of gray remained in her hair—everything else had changed back to the woman she’d been, but not that. Maybe she’d seen how I admired it and subconsciously decided it was a change she’d like to keep. 
 
    “No,” I told the woman. “We did it, Soojin. Shit, we ought to celebrate.” 
 
    Soojin grinned. “Come with me,” she said, leading me behind the counter. “I have a bottle of something I’ve been saving for a special occasion. And it doesn’t get more special than this.” 
 
    Soojin led me to the stairwell I knew lay far behind the counter. It was practically a secret—looking at it from the outside, few observers would have guessed anything lay beneath the first floor of the building.  
 
    It mostly looked the same as I remembered. Except that Soojin had obviously been living down here. 
 
    One corner of the basement had been turned into a tiny apartment. Soojin’s bed was sparse but comfy, with a small table for eating and reading and a counter with a makeshift sink and stove. A few books sat on a shelf, with no dust on their covers or spines. Soojin was an avid reader. 
 
    “Am I the first one of your mates you managed to reach?” Soojin asked, digging under the bed. “I must be.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding as she pulled out a dark bottle. “I’ve compiled dossiers on the rest of the Dragon’s Hoard, but I wasn’t able to find out much about what they’re all doing in Dracula’s world.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Tallulah,” Soojin realized, her eyes narrowing. “And Jewel on the news, of course.” 
 
    I nodded. Soojin popped the cork on her bottle, filling the basement with the smell of rich liquor. Whatever this was a bottle of, it smelled strong and good. It had been so long since I’d been able to relax and have a drink that I felt like crying with relief. 
 
    “I don’t have any glasses,” Soojin confessed with a naughty look. “You don’t mind sharing from the bottle with an old lady, do you, Derek?” 
 
    I grinned. Taking the bottle from her, I filled my mouth with rich, dark liquid—then I kissed her, opening my mouth against hers. 
 
    Soojin stiffened, then relaxed as we shared the mouthful. As I swallowed, she rapidly replaced the drink with her tongue, making out with me hot and heavy. My free hand grabbed the small of her back, pulling her toward me as she broke away long enough to take another big swig of the bottle. 
 
    “God, Derek, I’ve missed you so much,” Soojin panted, her eyes beginning to water once more. “I’m so glad you’re back—and I’m so glad I can help you. You know what’s funny?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, taking the bottle from her and drinking. Kissing her was fun, but I wanted more. Once the bottle was empty, I’d make my move. 
 
    Soojin let out a little laugh, then reached for a curtain draped across an alcove over the sink. “Even as I thought the dreams were absurd, I let them guide me,” she admitted, pulling back the fabric. “I wasn’t able to afford as many nice things as I could without Dracula running the show, but I haven’t exactly been idle, either…” 
 
    I saw what lay behind the curtain and gasped. The hidden alcove was packed with gadgets. Cameras, computers, communication equipment—it was all a spy’s dream. Soojin was right in that it wasn’t quite the equal of our arsenal tucked away inside my castle, or even in the warehouse where we’d started the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    But it was a start. One hell of a start. 
 
    “Soojin,” I whispered, honestly overcome with emotion. “Holy shit. Even when you forgot me, you were still doing what I needed you to do. You’re such a good girl…” 
 
    It was the kind of talk I normally reserved for Riley, but Soojin beamed at the compliment. “Thank you, Derek,” she said, taking my hand and squeezing it. Even more than the liquor, we were drunk on each other, on no longer being alone after so long. “What do you know about your other mates? Besides Tallulah and Jewel, I mean. Have you been able to find Carli?” 
 
    I shook my head. “My information’s been spotty at best,” I said, taking the bottle from her. “But here’s what I know…” 
 
    As we shared that bottle of fancy liquor, I told Soojin everything. At first, I only meant to give her an update on each of my mates, and let her know where her fellow clan girls had managed to end up in Dracula’s world. But once I started talking, I found I couldn’t stop. I’d been alone for so long, quiet and stoic in the face of adversity, that upon being given the chance to unburden myself with my oldest mate, I couldn’t hold back. 
 
    I told Soojin about showing up in Dracula’s world, about my early days on the street fighting to survive. Before long, I was in her arms again, her body cradling mine while I told her the whole story. She made sympathetic noises, listening intently as I spilled my guts and regaled her with the whole sordid story of my survival. When I was done, she just held me for a while, pressing my face to her cleavage as she rubbed my back. 
 
    “And I thought I had it bad…” Soojin finally whispered. “You’ve been fighting for your life every day, Derek. Every single day. How have you managed to stand it?” 
 
    I lifted my face from her cleavage and looked into Soojin’s eyes. “Soojin Lee,” I whispered, letting the woman in on my secret ritual. “Carli Weber. Tallulah Binesi. Tessa Butler…” 
 
    Soojin understood. She buried my face between her tits again, laying back on the bed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she assured me, her hand moving up down my back beneath my shirt. “We’ll get them all back. We’ll defeat Dracula and end this ridiculous charade—we’ll bring the world back the way it’s supposed to be. You don’t have to worry any longer. I’m here with you, and I’m not going anywhere…” 
 
    “Thank you,” I groaned, my hands tugging up Soojin’s dress. She was naked underneath, her body fresh and clean from her transformation back into my real mate. Her inner folds glistened with juice, and I could smell how turned on she was. “Fuck, thank you so much, Soojin…” 
 
    “I’ll take care of you,” the mature woman said, her eyes shining with love and devotion. “I don’t have much, but everything I have belongs to you. Everything I am belongs to you! I’m your mate, your lover—your friend. Your wife…” 
 
    She pushed me back onto the bed, and I went. I braced myself with my elbows, then pushed her pillows up against the headboard so I could sit up while Soojin straddled me. Neither of us had initiated this—we’d both decided at the same time that we needed it. That we could no longer stand being apart for another moment. 
 
    Soojin’s fingers unzipped my stolen pants, taking my cock from my trousers. I throbbed in her fingers, coating the digits in clear, pearly precum. “Oh God,” I groaned, my voice dropping an octave as it filled with beastly intent. 
 
    “You haven’t cum since the fight, have you?” Soojin asked, looking down at me. “Since the Last Spell?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No mates,” I admitted, chuckling a bit. “And ever since the universe conspired to give me a taste of women like you, I haven’t felt like taking care of business myself anymore.” 
 
    Soojin gave my cock a few quick, desperate strokes. The friction made me cry out, and I almost spilled myself all over her slit right then and there. 
 
    “I’m right here, Derek,” Soojin said, lowering her hips on me. “I’m right here with you, forever. I won’t let Dracula take me from you again—I’m your mate. You know what that means?” 
 
    I locked eyes with her and nodded. “Tell me anyway,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Soojin grinned back. “It means,” she whispered, running her slit up and down my prick, “that this pussy isn’t mine—it’s all yours, whenever you want it. Whenever you need it…” 
 
    Fuck, I needed it so bad. I needed it like a man in the desert needs a cold bottle of water. “Whenever?” I panted, grabbing her hips with both hands. I had to be inside her. 
 
    She nodded and started whimpering. I swear I could see her pussy trembling with need, begging for my attention. 
 
    “Right now, Soojin,” I said. “Right now.” 
 
    It was all I needed to say. She slammed her hips down on me, her tight walls wrapping around my cock as I bottomed out inside of her. In an instant I was buried all the way inside her snug passage, juice dripping onto my balls as the crown of my cock hit her G-spot. 
 
    “Oh god!” Soojin tossed back her head, loosing her bun and letting her hair trail down her gorgeous, bare back. She kept her shoulders straight as she worked her hips in a tight circle, letting me feel every inch of her folds with my stiff cock. 
 
    I was so hard, and she was so soft, and it seemed like the whole universe had been manufactured solely to put those parts together. Like a hand inside a tailored glove, I fit inside of Soojin perfectly. 
 
    “Oh yes, oh that’s so good!” Soojin panted, her hands on my shoulders as she bounced on my dick. “Tell me you needed this as much as I did, Derek! Tell me you thought about me every day while you were fighting!” 
 
    “I dreamt about you,” I groaned, burying my face in her tits as I upthrust into her heavenly tightness. “I saved myself, because I wanted my first load here to be inside of you.” 
 
    I’d embellished a bit there, but one thing was undeniable—none of my fantasies about being back with my mates could hold a candle to the real thing. Soojin’s pussy was hot, tight, and hungry, the walls clenching around my cock so sweetly with each thrust I couldn’t hold back my moans. Neither of us could. If Soojin happened to get a customer upstairs while she was down here, they’d be able to hear everything. They’d feel the walls shaking. 
 
    They’d know she was getting fucked. Fucked good and hard. 
 
    That thought sent me right to the edge. My balls pulsed as liquid lava boiled over inside them, and I grabbed Soojin’s hips tight as I thrust as hard and deep as I could inside of her. My ass left the bed as I hammered home, the tip of my cock grazing her cervix as orgasm washed over me. I roared with triumph as I shot, two weeks’ worth of hot, salty cum spraying inside of Soojin’s tight channel until she was full to the brim. I didn’t stop there, either—I kept on thrusting through the pleasure, throwing sparks as each aftershock of pure bliss coursed through me. 
 
    As the first jet of seed splashed against her walls, Soojin lost control. Her legs shook madly, clenching hard enough to break a walnut against my thighs as her own climax hit her. A flood of juice dripped over my throbbing, spurting cock as she rode out her orgasm, a thick vein pulsing in her neck as her tits heaved with huge, shuddering sobs. 
 
    For a moment I entertained the notion of going Nightlord and feeding from that vein. But Soojin had only just come back to herself, and I’d fed already that night. I could wait. 
 
    Instead, I slowed my hips, basking in the feeling of skin on skin as both of us came down from our peaks. Soojin slowly ground herself up and down on my prick, laughing softly  as her pussy spasmed and quivered with little aftershocks of bliss. Both of us were giddy, in fact—as light and free as if this were the first time we’d made love. God, I’d missed her. I’d missed this. 
 
    “Fuck, that was good,” I groaned, collapsing back on the narrow bed. “Sorry it didn’t last longer…” 
 
    Soojin grinned down at me, then kissed my chest. Her pussy left my cock with a wet little squelching sound. 
 
    “I love that I made you feel so good that you couldn’t contain yourself,” she purred, tying her hair behind her head as she lowered her mouth to my slick cock. “That you were so pent up that you just had to fill me as fast as you could. Oh fuck, it makes me so wet, Derek…” 
 
    She opened her mouth and swallowed me. I let out a groan, tangling my fingers in her hair as her lips worked up and down my shaft. As much as I’d missed her pussy, I’d missed this particular act of service almost as much. 
 
    There’s nothing better than getting a blowjob right after fucking, I thought, watching Soojin’s ass bounce up and down as she cleaned me with her mouth. Except for fucking, getting a blowjob and then fucking again right after… 
 
    I could tell Soojin was working us up to precisely that scenario, but it wasn’t to be. As my cock throbbed bigger and thicker in her throat, a second hot rush of pleasure building in my balls, both of us were distracted by a sudden noise upstairs. As if a customer had come in and accidentally knocked something off a shelf. 
 
    Soojin’s mouth left my cock with a wet little pop, her face instantly on high alert. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked, peering up at the ceiling of the basement. “A customer?” 
 
    “No.” I was already grabbing for my pants, not wanting to face our assailants naked from the waist down. “We’ve got company.” 
 
    As much as she’d been overlooked by the world at large, it would have taken Dracula no more effort to locate Soojin Lee than it had for me to find her in her store. Of course he’d located her at some point early in his reign. 
 
    And having found her, he decided to keep tabs on her and her store. Just in case the Usurper showed up one day. 
 
    “Get ready,” I roared, embracing my powers. At the foot of the bed, Soojin slipped into a silk kimono she’d taken from a drawer, keeping it for a special day without consciously realizing what she was doing, like the communication gear. 
 
    “I am,” Soojin said, her hands balling into fists. “It’s so strange. I only remembered my powers a few minutes ago, but I just know that I’m more than ready to use them.” 
 
    Just as she finished talking, the door to the basement opened so hard it flew off its hinges and fell down the stairs. 
 
    Two vampires in tactical gear descended the steps, guns held at the ready. I knew there were no bullets in those rifles they carried at their sides—instead they were stocked with special darts, designed to nullify shifter powers and tranquilize their targets. As the Dragon, such weapons were only partially effective against me. But they would slow me down. 
 
    “Targets acquired!” the two vampires shouted, leaping halfway down the stairs and landing on the floor. “Freeze, Usurper! Put your hands in the fucking air!” 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing,” I said, snarling. If these assholes thought a couple anti-shifter guns and some fancy armor could stop the Dragon, they were wrong. I’d make them see the error of their ways. “You have no idea who the fuck you’re messing with—” 
 
    But suddenly, I knew they did. 
 
    Because a third figure had just descended from the steps. Unlike the other two, she moved with a gentle, unhurried pace—as if she had all the time in the world to bring me down. Her hips swayed with each step, highlighting the skintight uniform clinging to her curves. She’d tied her long red hair back in a severe ponytail, but even that couldn’t hide her natural beauty. 
 
    No doubt the team she commanded called her Romanov. 
 
    But to me, she was just Xandra.
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    “So he returns to the scene of the crime,” Xandra purred, looking pleased with herself. “When our Lord told me you’d be coming to this dingy little shop of all places, I thought he’d finally made a very rare mistake. Only now do I understand his brilliance.” 
 
    The two men at Xandra’s side pointed anti-shifter rifles at my chest, but their hands were trembling. Alone, they’d have been no challenge—but Xandra? How could I raise my hand against one of my mates? My failure to do so had allowed Dracula to win at the Lathe. Could I do it this time, now that I’d experienced the consequences of that failure? 
 
    “I can’t believe the Prince of Darkness would send you of all people to try and bring me down,” I said harshly. I looked at Xandra like she was the only one in the basement—like the two vampires at her side didn’t even exist. “Don’t you know who you are, Xandra?” 
 
    For just a moment, I saw doubt enter Alexandra Romanov’s eyes. Then a shutter came down over her expression, and the spark of the woman she used to be disappeared. 
 
    “Our Lord warned me that you are a master of deception,” she said, holding herself. “You will not shake my confidence, Usurper! I have not waited this long to lose my chance at glory!” 
 
    Glory? The vampire queen had less glory in Dracula’s world than the ‘old’ world, where she had commanded the Nightlords, true—but she didn’t lack for it here. So what was she talking about? 
 
    For a long moment, I let my eyes roam over Xandra’s body. Unlike Soojin, who’d been temporarily diminished by her time in Dracula’s world, Alexandra was just as gorgeous as I remembered from our time together in my castle. The tactical gear spoiled it a bit, but not as much as I might have expected. 
 
    “Should we shoot?” One of the vampire soldiers asked, his hand on the trigger of his rifle. “And what about the woman?” 
 
    Xandra gave Soojin a hard look, then turned her attention back to me. Jealous? I thought. Maybe there was a little more of the old vampire queen inside her than she wanted to admit. 
 
    “We bring the Usurper to our Lord alive,” Xandra said, her mouth pursed in a wicked moue. “He wants to speak to him personally before destroying him. As for his little toy”—a grin spread across Xandra’s face, making her look just as fierce as she was when she was my mate—“do as thou wilt.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” the vampire on the left said, pointing the gun at Soojin. 
 
    In a flash, I was standing between the barrel and its target. 
 
    “Step the fuck back,” I growled, feeling the Black Flame pulse in my chest like a living thing. It was good to know it was there, whenever I needed it. Hell, it felt even more energized now that I’d reclaimed Soojin. “The woman has nothing to do with this. It’s me you want.” 
 
    Xandra laughed. “How chivalrous,” she scoffed, shaking her head. “Protecting the innocent, Usurper? You should have thought of that before challenging our Lord.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to smirk. “Chivalry has nothing to do with it, bitch,” I said, giving her just a taste of my anger. “You really don’t recognize this woman, do you? Take a good look at her, Xandra—you ought to know her. Intimately.” 
 
    To my slight surprise, Xandra did just that. She leaned forward, peering intently at the woman sitting at the foot of the bed as if she’d seen her somewhere recently and forgotten about it. For a moment, something impossible shined in the vampire’s eyes. 
 
    “You…” Xandra said, her eyes fluttering like a woman in a trance. “You’re…” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, feeling triumph flare in my chest. “Remember, Xandra. Remember who you are!” 
 
    I almost thought it would work. That the vampire queen would snap out of her trance, remember exactly who she’d once been. And that, along with Soojin, we’d subdue these vampire guards and make our way across the city, dancing with glee at our freedom. 
 
    I should have known it wouldn’t be that simple. 
 
    “You’re a traitor, too!” Xandra growled, the dazed look leaving her eyes. “Bring her in alive, both of you. I’ll handle the Usurper personally. Once Dracula has his head on a silver platter, he’ll finally promote me away from this shit show of a posting…” 
 
    Something clicked in my head. Of course Xandra was only a low-level functionary in Dracula’s army. He might not have hated the Queen of the Nightlords with the same fury he reserved for me, but that didn’t mean he liked Xandra. She was sitting on a throne he believed he ought to occupy, after all. 
 
    He’d bumped Xandra so far down the chain of command in order to humiliate her. Which might be even worse for someone like the erstwhile Queen of the Nightlords than being excluded from the power structure altogether. Maybe I could use that frustration as a lever to get to her, to break through her delusions. 
 
    “This isn’t who you are,” I said firmly, trying to lock eyes with the vampire queen once more. She appeared resistant to the tactic, refusing to meet my gaze after breaking free of that odd trance I’d put her in. “You were a queen once, Xandra. Queen of all the Nightlords—the highest-ranking vampire in the world. People like Dracula used to bow before you and kiss your ring!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice,” one of the guards snorted. “You buying this at all, boss?” 
 
    Xandra smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. Did she look a bit troubled, or was it just my imagination? 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, “it does sound nice. I see how the Usurper manages to sway so many people from our Lord now. He’s… persuasive.” 
 
    “Let me show you how persuasive I am,” I said, opening my arms. “Come to me, Xandra. Let’s settle this one on one, and I’ll show you how a real man treats one of his women.” 
 
    The vampire’s jaw hit the floor. “Your women?” Xandra asked, a hint of mirth in her tone. 
 
    Hmm. I might have taken this tactic a bit too far. My voice became a growl. “Xandra—” 
 
    “Open fire,” Xandra commanded. “Only to wound. I want them alive and alert for our Lord.” 
 
    The gunshots were painfully loud in that basement space. The muzzles of the vampire guards’ guns flashed needles of anti-shifter serum in the dim light. Both of them howled at the sound of their own weapons. 
 
    I was already in motion. I grabbed Soojin and tossed her over the side of the bed, her ass hitting the carpet with a gentle thump. As she cried out, surprised but not harmed, I leaped with her—pulling the whole bed along with me. It went up on its side, the mattress shaking with the impact of dozens of needles. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake!” Xandra roared. “You’re going to make me deaf with that bullshit! Ditch the guns and switch to fangs!” 
 
    “They’re going to drain us,” Soojin whispered, her eyes going wide. “Drink us into unconsciousness. Next thing we know, we wake up in a cell being watched by Dracula…” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, they won’t,” I said, grinning. “Stay behind cover, Soojin. Let me handle this.” 
 
    “Derek—” Soojin cried, reaching out for me, but I was already gone. 
 
    I jumped right over the bed, landing on the other side. Even as I hit, I’d already sized up the situation. Xandra stood by the stairs, a short distance away, watching as her two flunkies made as if to flank around the makeshift barricade of the bed. One had gone to the left, the other right, their fangs and claws fully extended. 
 
    First priority, I thought, reaching for the Black Flame, protect Soojin from these fuckers. 
 
    That part, at least, would be easy. 
 
    Both of the guards gave a start as they saw me land, their reaction times far slower than I’d expected. Their guns lay in a small pile almost exactly between them, discarded at Xandra’s order. A foolish move. 
 
    I snatched them up. I had no way of knowing how many projectiles were still inside, but it didn’t matter. The darts wouldn’t do much damage to them anyway. 
 
    “Here,” I said. “You forgot these!” 
 
    I tossed one at the first guard, then chucked the other over my shoulder at the second. The first guard managed to dodge in time, but the second was too slow. The butt end of the rifle slammed into his face, knocking him over onto his ass. 
 
    I was on him before his friend could help. The Black Flame erupted from my chest, turning me into the most fearsome kind of Nightlord. The basement faded to practically nothing as I did my work. 
 
    I tried to see it from Xandra’s point of view. The redhead watched in horror as first one, then the other of her subordinates began to scream. In the few flashes of light from the basement, she saw limbs go flying, black blood staining the boards and the carpet as I tore through the two vampires. Soojin wouldn’t have to worry about any sneak attacks now, as long as she stayed safely behind the bed. 
 
    As I released the power, the lights came back on. And Xandra was treated to the sight of me standing over the mangled bodies of her fellow soldiers, their black blood staining me from head to toe. 
 
    I grinned, my fangs coated in blood. “Appetizer was delicious,” I told the vampire queen. “I’m ready for the main course now.” 
 
    Xandra stared at me in utter shock—then her gaze traveled to the stairs. Oh shit, was she going to run? That wouldn’t do, no, that wouldn’t do at all. I couldn’t let her flee. Dracula would never let her out of his sight again once he realized I was starting to free my mates. 
 
    As Xandra turned, I split into a cloud of bats. Like a thousand tiny arrows fired by the world’s sleekest crossbow, I shot past the vampire queen and turned back into human form at the top of the stairs. Xandra had only managed to reach the second step—she stood frozen, her face showing that only now had she realized just how powerful the ‘Usurper’ truly was. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “You’re not going anywhere, Xandra. Not until you remember who you used to be, and who you used to belong to.” 
 
    Seeing that her only escape route had been cut off, Xandra made the decision to fight. Her face transformed in an instant as her fangs emerged, the gorgeousness of her countenance giving way to the monstrous cheekbones and hard edges of a bird of prey. By the time her claws erupted from her fingers, there was more of a monster about her than a woman. 
 
    And yet I couldn’t bring myself to hurt her. I knew that deep within her lay a woman who’d bound herself to me as my mate—which meant that by striking her, I’d be striking the Xandra I knew. I could push her back, stun her if necessary, but the idea of leaving lasting wounds on her beautiful body felt too much like kicking a puppy. 
 
    My only advantage was that Xandra didn’t know that. Yet. 
 
    The vampire let out a heinous screech and charged, her arms and legs a blur. She struck out with a horizontal slash, then pirouetted on her heel, transferring her momentum into an uppercut without missing a step. Both attacks missed me by inches, the latter passing so close to me it rustled my clothes. 
 
    There was no doubt about it. Xandra was pissed. 
 
    Maybe seeing her subordinates getting torn apart in front of her had gotten her blood up. Or perhaps, it was the fact that seeing Soojin and I together had begun doing things to her—firing neurons in the back of her brain that had been dormant for a long, long time. Either way, she clearly didn’t want to think about anything but the fight. 
 
    Xandra advanced again and again, her claws slashing from what felt like every direction at once. I moved back a step, then another, walking backward up the stairs as the vampire queen attacked me with everything she had. It took all my concentration to dodge her strikes —then, as her attacks intensified, I found myself forced to parry her as best I could. The palms of my hands batted away her nails as she sought to rake them across my face, enhanced with my draconic powers. I grabbed a section of railing and tugged it free, using it to hold the vampire back as she bit at me with her fangs. 
 
    It took Xandra a while to notice through her haze of anger, but gradually she began to realize that I wasn’t fighting back. Her strikes slowed as her frenzy gave way to deliberate attacks, each one weighed and measured for maximum damage to my weak spots. I blocked again and again, turning sections of my arms into masses of scales in order to soften the blows. I was on the verge of summoning metal to coat my arms in gauntlets when she suddenly spun away, doing the splits across the carpet as she landed on the floor. 
 
    “What,” Xandra asked, blowing a lock of hair from her face, “is wrong with you?” 
 
    Huh? I stared down at her from position on the stairs. As long as I blocked her escape, Xandra couldn’t run. But there was nothing stopping her from targeting Soojin in an attempt to make me move. 
 
    “Why are you going easy on me?” Xandra demanded, rising to her full height. “You’re the Usurper, aren’t you? You’re supposed to be evil, for fuck’s sake! Stop pulling your punches and fight me like a man, you bastard!” 
 
    How ironic, I thought. She uses the same terms to describe me that I use when thinking about my father. The man she now works for in this world. 
 
    Seeing that I had no plans to move, Xandra let out a pained whimper and raced up the stairs. This time I was ready for her. 
 
    Pieces of metal formed in mid-air, snapping into place as I covered my hands and wrists in my homemade gauntlets. The metallic shards overlapped like the scales of a reptile as I prepared to weather whatever attacks Xandra wanted to dish out. 
 
    The vampire aimed a dropkick at my heart, throwing her whole body into the move like a wrestler jumping off the top turnbuckle. I crossed my gauntlets just in time, fortifying them with some of the Black Flame burning in my core. Xandra bounced off me like a ping pong ball hitting a brick wall, landing hard on the bottom stair leading to the basement. 
 
    She groaned and rolled to the side, hissing with contempt. “Why don’t you fight me?” she demanded, leaping back to her feet before I could reply. “What are you, scared? Or is the big bad Usurper too afraid to hit a girl?” 
 
    Xandra couldn’t possibly have known how close to the truth her little jibe was. I concentrated on ducking and weaving as she unleashed another flurry of strikes, trying to push past me and reach the exit. Each parried attack left her more furious, her face morphing into more and more bestial forms until there was very little left within her of the beautiful woman I knew. 
 
    That’s when things really fell apart. 
 
    As Xandra fell backward to the bottom of the steps, grimacing, the bed I’d propped up to block the soldiers’ anti-shifter bullets tipped back over. Soojin stood behind it, her arms wrapped around her kimono and her eyes wide as a cloud of dust rose from the mattress. My mate was exposed, completely out in the open just a few feet away from Xandra. 
 
    A wicked smile spread across the vampire queen’s face. “If you won’t fight me,” she purred, her eyes glowing a sickly yellow, “maybe you’ll try to stop me from hurting your little whore!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch her!” I roared, leaping off the stairs. But too late. The redheaded vampire shot toward Soojin like a rocket, her mouth open wide and a rattling laugh like a jackal’s erupting from her lips as she pounced. 
 
    She landed on Soojin and shoved her to the floor, forcing my mate to the carpet with a crunching noise. For an instant I worried that Soojin might have broken something, then my fear was ripped away by a deeper one. Xandra’s claws flashed, high and tight, seizing for my mate’s throat. 
 
    I did the only thing I could think to do, knowing I was a second too late to stop her. I reached out with my telekinesis and wrenched at the vampire as hard as I could. 
 
    It only worked because Xandra wasn’t expecting it. She’d heard about my powers to manipulate metal, as I’d used it plenty of times to my advantage in fights against Dracula’s troops. But my pure telekinetic abilities were something I rarely brought out to the fore, if only to keep them secret from Dracula’s flunkies. 
 
    Xandra looked down at her hands as if expecting to see ropes wrapped around them, her brows furrowing. She brought them together, then pushed them apart, marveling at the invisible force of my power. 
 
    This bought Soojin time. She shimmied backward and kicked Xandra in the chest. She flopped backward, her head and shoulders hitting the mattress. I was on her in an instant, pinning her to the floor with my knee beneath her chin. She gasped as I pressed my weight down on her, trying to keep her from rising. 
 
    “There’s no need to get her involved,” I said with a jerk of my head toward the fleeing Soojin. She was running for the stairs—good girl! “This is between you and me, Queen.” 
 
    Xandra hissed and spat, squirming beneath me. “I told you,” she said, raking my leg with her claws. “I’m no queen!” 
 
    Her nails hurt me deeply, but I ignored it. I didn’t need to be an expert on Nightlords to know that right now, showing any pain or fear would destroy what I was trying to build with Xandra. In order for this to work, I needed to present a front of total confidence. I needed to be in control. 
 
    So even as my leg burned, I stared down into Xandra’s eyes with a cold, cruel smile. 
 
    “But you are a queen, Xandra. More than that, you’re my queen.” Slowly she stopped fighting so hard, her pupils dilating under the force of my stare. “You ruled over all of the Nightlords once. You murdered Ivan Grozny in front of me, simply because he was a threat to your kingdom. Now you’re going to tell me you’ve become the kind of woman who bows and scrapes before Dracula? I don’t believe it!” 
 
    That strange look was back in Xandra’s eyes. I could tell that, deep down, she sensed that what I spoke of was true. That the things I told her had truly happened, and that they were more real than the life of servitude in which she now found herself. 
 
    Yet I also knew it would be much harder to break through to Xandra than it had been to get inside of Soojin’s head. There was something there: some black seed Dracula had planted, sapping away her independence and authority. I would have to rip it out in order to get my Xandra back. 
 
    “I don’t bow for anyone,” Xandra protested, going limp beneath me. “But Dracula owns this world, Usurper. Those who do not pay homage to him are destroyed, utterly. Their names are written out of the history books, their deeds forgotten.” 
 
    “I’m sure he edits them out of photographs, too,” I said, thinking of the old Soviet propaganda photos of Joseph Stalin. “He sounds like every dictator I’ve ever heard of, Xandra. But he’s not a king. You’re the monarch, not him.” 
 
    Xandra’s expression had begun to change. There was something there that hadn’t been there before. Hope. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” she snarled, her breasts heaving in her skintight uniform, “if I’m really the Queen of the Nightlords, then why do I put up with you, Usurper? You’re dangerous, powerful—you’d be a bigger threat to my reign than anyone else. Why fight Dracula, and not you?” 
 
    I had to hand it to her. That was a very astute question. 
 
    I answered it the only way I knew how. I reached for the zipper at the front of Xandra’s uniform and tugged it down, revealing her from collarbone to navel. 
 
    The sleek fabric fell away, revealing her pale skin. Xandra’s breasts were as flawless as ever, her nipples just barely clinging to the interior of her top as I pulled down the zipper. I yearned to bury my face in between her glorious orbs—even more than that, I wanted to ram my cock between them. If I played my cards right, there was a very real possibility that could happen soon. 
 
    “I am your consort,” I told the vampire queen, sliding a hand into her uniform. My fingers found her nipple and squeezed, the sensitive flesh stiffening as the redhead gasped. “I’m the only man who knows how to tame you, my queen. To the other Nightlords, you may be a queen—but to me… you’re my whore.” 
 
    Xandra looked like she wanted to be pissed off, but was too turned on to manage it. Her skintight uniform practically squeaked, she was so wet. With one hand I continued to maul her large, ample breasts, while I sought the valley between her thighs with the other. Even with me pinning her down, she groaned and spread her legs for me, her body remembering what her mind had forgotten. 
 
    That she was mine. And that I was hers: her Lord. Her Master. 
 
    Her Dragon. 
 
    “I… I want to believe you,” the vampire queen whispered, her resistance crumbling. “Fuck, I want to believe that none of this was supposed to happen. Dracula’s been shitting on me my whole fucking life, giving me the worst posts and the most dangerous missions in his empire, and I never knew why…” 
 
    “It’s because he fears you,” I growled, kissing the side of her neck. My fingers found her slit and dove right in, swirling around her clit in exactly the way I knew drove her wild. Her inner walls clenched around my digits, welcoming them into her snug channel as I stoked her inner fire. “He’s afraid of what you might become. What you’ll do to him when you realize what he’s put you through.” 
 
    Xandra knew what I was about to do even before I did. Her eyes widened with a combination of terror and excitement, her hips lifting off the carpet to try and get my fingers deeper inside of her. “What are you going to do to me, Usurper?” she groaned, clinging to me tight. 
 
    Good question. I didn’t really know. Until, suddenly, I did. 
 
    Fangs punched through my gums as the Black Flame erupted in my chest. The powers of the Nightlords filled me up like a strong drink, sharpening my senses until I could taste the sweat on Xandra’s skin and feel the heat growing between her thighs. But more than that—far, far more than any other sense of her body—I could hear the sweet nectar moving through her veins. 
 
    The black blood of a Nightlord. Feeding on anyone was bliss, but to drink from Xandra was practically heaven itself. 
 
    “Reminding you of what you are,” I said, hammering her G-spot with two of my fingers. “Showing you that you belong to the Dragon’s Hoard…!” 
 
    I bit down, my fangs puncturing Xandra’s flesh. 
 
    Nightlords are all cannibals at heart. For the vampiric set, there’s no pleasure in the world quite like sipping from your own kind. Each one of us had drunk from hundreds, if not thousands, of willing maids, servants, and terrestrial conquests, which left the black blood in our veins a melange of flavors and spices the greatest vintner on earth could never hope to achieve with mere grapes. 
 
    Drinking from a Nightlord was like drinking from history. Our shared history was exactly what I needed to give back to Xandra. 
 
    The first hot spurt of blood filled my mouth. The pleasure was incredible, far beyond anything a normal human orgasm could provide. The growls that erupted from me as I sucked the twin wounds I’d punctured in Xandra’s throat could only be described as monstrous. In this, as in no other time, the dapper exterior of the Nightlords was shed so they could be what they truly were: a beast out of mankind’s greatest nightmares. 
 
    And beasts were sexy as hell. 
 
    Xandra grabbed my head with both hands as I drank from her. At first I thought she intended to try and weakly push me away—it was only after a few swallows that I realized she was pinning me to her, keeping me in place while I fed. And that the walls of her pussy around my fingers were clenching like a vice, spasming madly as climax after climax tore through her incredible body. 
 
    Her face flushed, and her eyes rolled all the way back in her head. Her own fangs erupted of their own accord from her mouth, springing uncontrollably hard and fast. Slowly, once I’d been satisfied, I pulled away from her wounds, licking them clean before extending my own neck to those soft lips. 
 
    “Taste me, my queen,” I told her, my smoldering eyes making the words a command. “Taste everything we’ve been through together. Taste who you really are—” 
 
    My words broke off in a groan of mingled pain and pleasure as Xandra bit me. She was hesitant at first, as if she was frightened of the way I might taste, but as my blood poured into her mouth, she soon gave in to her feral majesty. 
 
    Xandra drank greedily, her moans increasing in volume and intensity as she tasted my essence. I’d thought her walls clenched around me powerfully before: but the pleasure of being drunk from was nothing like the pleasure of drinking. Multiple orgasms wouldn’t even touch the bliss Xandra got as she sipped. 
 
    “Derek,” Xandra groaned, breaking away from her fang marks for a moment before burying her face in my neck once more. “Oh, Derek, it’s you…!” 
 
    She’s back, I thought, triumph flowing in my veins. She remembers… 
 
    Dracula could pull the wool over Xandra’s eyes, but he couldn’t change the blood. Blood will tell, as the philosophers once said, and the memories burning through my veins could fill more than a few history books.  
 
    As the familiar taste burned through her brain, Xandra underwent a similar transformation to what I’d seen from Soojin. In her case it was far less dramatic, since she looked mostly the same as she had in the ‘real’ world, but there was a special shine in her eyes when she finally gorged herself to the limit and pulled away from my neck. 
 
    Her lips met mine, kissing me hard. Blood filled our mouths. 
 
    “My consort,” Xandra cried as she kissed me, tears spilling down her face. “My King! You brought me back—you brought me back…!” 
 
    I laughed as I held Xandra close. My cock throbbed against the roughness of the vampire queen’s thigh. The nearness of her filled me with need, and hearing her say my name with that special tone of love and devotion made my heart burn with pride. 
 
    “Of course I did,” I told her, wiping away her tears. “You think I’d let the hottest piece of vampire pussy in the world slip away from my bedroom?” 
 
    “You ass,” Xandra said, but she was laughing. “You’re such a fucking dick sometimes, Dragon…” 
 
    “I know,” I told the vampire queen, squeezing her ass. “And you love it.” 
 
    We might have made love right then and there, atop the fallen mattress, were it not for Soojin. The door leading from the basement to the first floor of her apothecary shop opened, a rectangle of light illuminating Xandra and me on the floor. Now I saw what I hadn’t noticed before: all the blood. 
 
    Xandra and I were covered with it. We’d been rolling around together through a virtual battlefield, then we’d sprayed each other’s blood everywhere as we fed from each other. Both of us looked like we’d gone on an axe murder spree in a slaughterhouse. 
 
    Soojin, to her credit, managed to keep her composure at the sight of two half-feral Nightlords lying together on a bloody mattress. “Is she her again?” my mate asked, clutching the fabric of her kimono as she stared down in shock at Xandra. 
 
    The vampire queen smiled. “Soojin!” she cried, looking surprisingly cute for someone covered in so much blood. “God, it’s good to see another one of the Dragon’s mates! How are you?” 
 
    Xandra’s fist slipped in the blood as she tried to haul herself to her feet, and she went down on the mattress with a laugh. Soojin paled a bit, but managed not to freak out. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” the shifter said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “But I’ve been worse, too. I’m glad you’re back with us, Xandra. It was terrifying having you on the other side of a fight.” 
 
    “She’s definitely a fighter,” I agreed, getting to my feet. “What’s going on upstairs?” 
 
    Soojin glanced back into the first floor, frowning, then turned back to us. “Nothing yet,” she said, “but the rest of the cavalry can’t be far behind. Once Dracula finds out Xandra no longer serves him, he’ll be sending in reinforcements to try and get her back. We should leave before that happens.” Her gaze raked us both up and down, taking in all the blood. “And we should get the two of you cleaned up as soon as possible.” 
 
    I had some ideas about how we could handle that—but to my surprise, Xandra cut me off before I could express them. “Oh! I know where we can go!” 
 
    “You do?” Soojin’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not some place Dracula’s troops know about, is it?” 
 
    Xandra shook her head, looking a little offended that Soojin would even suggest such a thing. “Not at all. I’m the only one who knows about it. I go there sometimes when life gets too overwhelming to bear—or at least I did. The old me, anyway. The new me won’t need it.” She grinned, showing lots of fang. “I remember my place now. My family.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever heard Xandra express it in those words before. She chose the perfect time to use them. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, then,” Soojin said, gesturing for us to climb the stairs. We emerged back into the dusty apothecary shop, the door having been torn open by the soldiers on their way into the building. “I’ll need to gather up all my comms equipment and my other gadgets. We’ll be wanting them over there.” 
 
    Good call. I collected everything, then met the girls back at the front. By the time I got there, Xandra had pulled up with the soldiers’ van, her bloody hands wrapped around the wheel. 
 
    “This should help us evade their patrols,” she said, holding up the radio receiver with a grin. “Don’t worry, it’s not a long drive. I’ll ditch the van somewhere nearby once we get there—they won’t be able to find us, even once they locate the vehicle. And we’ll all be able to take a shower… and talk about what’s next.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d taken cover in some rough places before, but the hidey hole Xandra cooked up for me, her, and Soojin took the cake. 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” the vampire queen said, discarding her bloodstained clothes and tossing them into a wastebasket near the entrance. Naked, she strode across the living room in the direction of the showers, casting a cheeky wink over her shoulder—she knew we were looking. “I’m going to get cleaned up real fast. Unless you two want to join me…” 
 
    Soojin and I shared a look. “Oh yes,” my mate said. “We most definitely do.” 
 
    So we took a shower together, the three of us, and I reintroduced my mates to the concept of a threesome for the first time since snapping out of Dracula’s control. Of course I remembered all the steps, and I had no trouble slotting each of my women into their proper role. As a queen, Xandra was naturally dominant with my other harem girls, only submitting to the male who’d claimed her. And Soojin was probably the most submissive woman in the Dragon’s Hoard, all too eager to please us both in whatever way we chose. 
 
    Both of us had Soojin wash us down, scrubbing the blood and gore from our bodies. By the time she was done, I was hard as a rock, and both women knelt down and took turns guiding my manhood into each other’s mouths. Eventually I erupted all over both Xandra and Soojin’s faces, spraying them down with my cum. It covered their smiles, their tits, dripping down across their taut stomachs as they kissed and rubbed it into their skin before washing it away with sweet-smelling oils. Xandra had plenty of those. 
 
    She also had plenty of dirty talk. She rode me like a phenom, slamming herself back on me while I fucked her from behind and watched Soojin play with herself. By the time I was done, the mature shifter knelt between us, adding her tongue-fu to the hard, fast fucking going on just above her face. I came inside of Xandra, wringing her body of pleasure like a rag, then got on top with Soojin and just about pounded her right through the floor. 
 
    I finished scrubbing myself down while my two mates ate each other’s pussies, the shifter and the Nightlord sixty-nining while steam billowed about them. It was one hell of a mental image, and by the time we’d all toweled off and put on some clean clothes, I felt like a new man. The despair and frustration I’d felt while running for my life and hiding from Dracula’s forces was over—I was done with that. I hadn’t realized until I had my mates back just how demoralizing it had been to be alone in this world. 
 
    I won’t let him take them from me again, I said, smiling at Xandra as Soojin served us all snacks and drinks from the vampire queen’s stash. I have two of my mates back, but there’s so many left to free. I won’t stop until the Dragon’s Hoard is completely reformed—and we bring Dracula down for good. 
 
    “How on Earth did you find this place?” Soojin asked as she took her seat. “We must be half a mile beneath the city streets right now—even the sewers don’t reach this far under K-Town. What was this place, Xandra?” 
 
    The vampire queen sipped a mug of hot blood mixed with red wine, frowning at some old memory. “This building used to be a rebel base,” she explained, casting her gaze around the spacious apartment. “A group of guerrilla fighters—dissident mages who escaped Dracula’s purges in the Council—holed up here, using it as a base to launch attacks against the vampire authorities. They succeeded, for a while.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked. I had a feeling I already knew the answer. 
 
    Xandra shot me a rueful grin. “I did,” she admitted, biting her bottom lip. “They could hide from the rank and file, but not from me. I hunted them down and destroyed them. Afterwards, I destroyed the records of their base’s location and took it for myself.” She looked around, a wistful expression in her eyes. “I think even back then, I knew deep down that something about the world wasn’t right. I wouldn’t have carved out a space like this, hidden away from Dracula and the rest of the Nightlords, if I didn’t intend to one day use it.” 
 
    The place was exactly what we needed in our quest to strike back against Dracula. In fact, it reminded me more than a little bit of the apartments we’d built beneath Carli’s old warehouse. 
 
    As we ate and drank, the conversation slowly turned toward what to do next.  
 
    “This place might not be the most savory hideout, but I assure you that it’s safe,” Xandra hastened to explain as she poured a second glass of blood wine. “Anyone who knew about it besides me has met with an unfortunate accident. We can hide down here while you, Soojin, and I figure out how to strike down Dracula.” 
 
    Soojin set down her plate. “That’s the question,” she said, frowning. “What do we do? Derek snapped me out of my life under Dracula barely two hours ago, and it already feels like something that happened to someone else. But I remember enough of it to know that Dracula controls everything.” 
 
    “It’s an uphill battle,” I agreed. “I’ve had to fight for everything I’ve managed to get so far. I won’t stop fighting.” 
 
    Soojin appreciated that, but the laundry list of advantages in Dracula’s corner still proved to be daunting. “The media, the government, the police—even the military,” my mate whispered. “You might be a legend, my lord Dragon, but you’re still only one man. You’re not an army.” 
 
    Her words made a lot of sense. I stood up from my chair, a hand to my chin as I thought things through. 
 
    “I know that,” I said. “What we need is an army of our own.” 
 
    My two mates shared a look.  
 
    “The people, my lord?” Xandra asked. The vampire queen scoffed. “They’re practically brainwashed.” 
 
    “And you’re the Usurper,” Soojin added mildly. “The citizens have been conditioned their whole lives to hate and fear you. Turning them against Dracula’s programming is a tall order, indeed.” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. “I’m not talking about them. I’m talking about my mates.” 
 
    Now both women looked far more interested. I could tell that after our romp in the shadow, they were aching to play with the other members of my clan present. They missed my girls almost as much as I did, and would do anything to get them back. 
 
    Just like that, an idea occurred to me. “Xandra.” 
 
    The vampire queen could tell from my voice that I was about to give her a command. She tucked away her food and drink and rose from her seat, brushing off the robe she’d put on when she got out of the shower. “Yes, my consort?” 
 
    “Do you still have access to the local grid? I mean, can you access it from here?” 
 
    The question caught Xandra off-guard. “Yes, I absolutely can. I’ve needed to use my hideout to check in with my bosses from time to time. All the data that enters or leaves here is encrypted, however—sent through a dozen different Nightlord routers to scramble the signal. No one will be able to trace it to us.” She beamed at this part, proud of her deception. I had to admit, I was proud, too. I wouldn’t have thought to set up that level of security to protect myself against the Nightlords. 
 
    “Good. I want you to dial in and get any information you can on my other mates. We need to catalog their current locations and movements—identify which of them will be easiest to break from Dracula’s grip. We’ll go after the easy targets first, then snowball into the more protected ones once we have a larger strike team.” 
 
    None of us could afford to forget: more women meant more powers. My mates all commanded skill to match their beauty, from fearsome magic to awesome shifter abilities. Getting them all back would radically increase our chances of being able to take on Dracula’s forces head-on. I looked forward to being able to shock the bastard with the full force of my clan, mages and shifters and Nightlords all tied together in a glorious crew of carnage. 
 
    “I’ll make a list,” Soojin said brightly. 
 
    “And I’ll go through it,” Xandra agreed, nodding. “Although with a couple of your mates, I know all I need to already.” 
 
    I knew exactly what she was talking about. “Tallulah and Jewel,” I said, nodding my head. “They really are both out in the public eye, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They’re traps, is what they are,” Xandra said, a fierce look on her face. “Dracula dangled both of those women out like jewelry, in the hopes that when and if you did come back, you’d see them and go running right for your most visible mates.” She smiled. “I’m pleased to see you’re still far more clever than your father gives you credit for, my lord Dragon.” 
 
    Damn right. I knew Tallulah and Jewel were bad news. They might as well have had giant red flags tied around their throats, the danger was so obvious. That didn’t mean I hadn’t yearned to go to them anyway and fight my way out of Dracula’s forces, or that I didn’t spend every night alone that first week fantasizing about Tallulah’s slender thighs straddling me as she rode me into the stratosphere. 
 
    “Derek is too smart to fall for ruses like that,” Soojin agreed, looking at me with a proud expression. “I’m thinking we should focus on getting a mage added to the team as soon as possible. We already have a shifter and a Nightlord, though my powers in that area are nowhere near the level of your other shifter mates. Hmm.” She put a thumb to her chin, no doubt racking her brain as she did a mental tally of each of my mates. “What about Riley?” 
 
    I knew very little about where the lithe little mage had managed to hide herself away from Dracula’s forces. Whatever she was up to, she was even better at stealth than I’d been. Of course, her powers gave her a distinct advantage in that area: unlike her, I couldn’t turn myself invisible at will. It would have been a cool ability, though. 
 
    To both Soojin’s and my surprise, Xandra began to laugh. “I don’t need a fancy computer system to track that one down.” She chuckled, wiping a tear of mirth from her eye. “I almost forgot the thief is another one of your mates…” 
 
    Something clicked in my head. “She’s the Robin Hood of K-Town, isn’t she? Riley, I mean.” 
 
    Soojin made a blank face, her brows furrowing together in confusion. “Robin Hood?” 
 
    Xandra, however, understood it immediately. “Good name,” she said, grinning in a way that showed lots of fang. “We in Dracula’s patrols had our own names for her—none of them repeatable in mixed company. That little minx eluded some of Dracula’s best trackers, and left Nightlords strung up in alleyways for their trouble.” Strangely, Xandra sounded proud when she spoke of this—almost as if she’d been proud of it before I’d snapped her out of Dracula’s control. 
 
    “From the sounds of things, she might already know which world she really belongs to,” I said cautiously. “Or she might just have decided to start fighting Dracula on her own terms. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Either way,” Soojin said fiercely, “we need to find her. You know where she is, Xandra?” 
 
    Xandra’s grin grew lopsided. “Not… exactly,” she purred in a cryptic voice. “Let’s just say I can easily get her down here if I so choose. Let me make a quick phone call, and I’ll set up the meeting.” 
 
    The vampire queen made as if to leave, but I grabbed her arm as she tried to step past me. The pieces had begun to fall together in my brain almost as soon as she’d spoken to me in that strange, too-knowing voice, and things were finally beginning to make sense. As much sense as they’d make in Dracula’s world, anyway. 
 
    “You already have her contact information,” I said, looking Xandra right in the eyes. “Which means you were doing business for her, even when you didn’t remember who you were. Back when you were working for Dracula.” 
 
    The implication hit Soojin like a slap in the face. “You were a double agent?” 
 
    Xandra scoffed at the idea. “Me? Hell no! I just wanted to get rich. You have any idea how much rebel artifacts fetch on the black market? Anything that used to belong to mages is worth its weight in gold times ten. Grimoires, spell scrolls—even old robes and staves. Everything must go, as they used to say in the old days.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Riley is your fence,” I realized, slowly shaking my head. “You stole goods from Dracula himself and sold them on the black market, using an illegal mage as a go-between. All so you could… what? Make a quick buck?” 
 
    Even though she was fully mine now, Xandra’s eyes still narrowed at the memory. “If Dracula didn’t want his people dealing on the side, he ought to have paid them more,” she said, burning with a subordinate’s fury. “Or at least treated us with respect, instead of acting like we were something he’d found on the bottom of his shoe. And not recognizing our individual worth. You have no idea how infuriating it is to serve beneath people you know have far less skill and administrative focus than you.” 
 
    “I might know a little bit more about that than you think,” I said, remembering all the terrible customer service jobs I’d worked to put myself through college. “And now you know why Dracula was doing that to you, Xandra. It’s because you’re royalty in the real world—he’s afraid of you. He kept you down to keep you from being a threat to him.” 
 
    Xandra snorted. “I know that now,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And it’s not just me. Dracula is afraid of all your mates, Derek. He wants us—he covets us—but he’s too chicken to try and seal the deal. Not while you’re alive and kicking.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good,” I said. “I’m glad that even though he has the world he’s always wanted, he lives in fear that I’m going to take it away. Because once I get the Dragon’s Hoard running again and my mates under my roof, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
 
    After that, Xandra had to depart to make her phone calls. Both Soojin and I began to yawn, and I realized just how long it had been since I’d had a rest. The fun in the shower, combined with the extracurricular activities in the apothecary basement, had exhausted me. I needed to recharge. 
 
    Xandra saw both of us yawning and gestured at the couch. “Why don’t you two get some rest?” she said, sounding sympathetic. “I’ll wake you up once something happens. You ought to catch some shut-eye while you still can, before the next fight. I wish I had a nicer bed to give you, but the couch is really the only thing that’ll hold you both…” 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I said, sharing a look with Soojin. “Both of us are so exhausted we’d gladly sleep on the fucking ground if we had to.” 
 
    As Xandra left to take care of business, I curled up on the couch and held out my arms. Soojin climbed up next to me, pressing her half-naked body against mine as she yawned deeply. Her body was soft and sweet, her kisses gentle as she snuggled in beside me. With my arms around her, I was in heaven. 
 
    Just as I felt myself begin to drift off, Xandra appeared out of nowhere with a couple of pillows and a blanket. “So you two can be comfortable,” she said, tucking us in with a surprising amount of gentleness. “Sleep tight, my lord. I’ll keep watch over you while you rest…” 
 
    I had no doubt she would. 
 
    For the first time since I’d entered Dracula’s world, I was no longer on the run. I held Soojin to me and passed out in moments, as peaceful and content as a newborn babe.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I woke up the next morning, Soojin was no longer with me on the couch. And someone stood over me, gently poking me in the side. 
 
    I rolled over on the cushion, rubbing at my eyes. I’d been out like a light, dreaming of all my mates together with me in a bed the size of a small football field, and it took some moments before my eyesight adjusted enough to recognize the slender red-haired woman standing next to the couch. 
 
    It was Riley. 
 
    Instantly I sat up, my senses on high alert. As Riley went to poke me again, I grabbed her wrist smoothly, bringing her fingers to my lips and kissing the tips. Riley’s cheeks flushed crimson, but she didn’t respond to my gesture. Not directly, at any rate. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would get up,” Riley said, sounding every bit as sarcastic as I remembered. “I thought the Usurper was supposed to be some supervillain who slept upside down like a bat and plotted world domination. You’re just some lazy lump!” 
 
    “I’m the Dragon,” I said, feeling a snarl rise to my face at the provocation. “And you’re Riley Beaumont, my mate.” 
 
    “Mate?” Riley cocked an eyebrow. Evidently, neither Soojin nor Xandra had given her the lowdown on how reality was supposed to run. “You’re cracked, Usurper.” 
 
    I looked Riley right in the eyes, searching for some sign of the submissive young mage I’d seduced and loved and made a child with together. If she was in there, she was standing way, way at the back—so far that she couldn’t be seen unless someone waded all the way into the nosebleed section. I sighed as I realized the task before me was liable to be mighty difficult. 
 
    “I’m not cracked, and I’m not crazy,” I told her, hoping the force of my gaze might get through. “Both Soojin and Xandra are my mates. They were bound to the Dragon before Dracula stole the world, as were you. You have to remember me, Riley—you’re the mother of my child.” 
 
    She snatched her hand away, startled. “I can’t believe you’re the man who’s given Dracula so much trouble,” she said, looking down at her fingers. “From the way the news talks about you, I expected you to be an absolute madman—but not like this. Believing every woman you meet is secretly your mate?” 
 
    Damn it. I should have known it wouldn’t be easy. Soojin had come back to her senses almost immediately, and Xandra had remembered herself once we tasted each other’s blood, but Riley didn’t appear to be anywhere near overcoming the wool Dracula had pulled over her eyes. I was going to need to find something stronger to shake her out of her delusions. Something that meant as much to her as blood did to Xandra, or taking care of me did to Soojin. 
 
    The truth wasn’t doing it. But that didn’t mean I would stop speaking the truth. 
 
    “Every woman I meet is my potential mate,” I said without a hint of shame. “But you and I were together before Dracula took over the world. So was Soojin, and Xandra. You have to remember, Riley. You have to be you again, so you can help us defeat Dracula.” 
 
    Riley shied back a step, her eyes widening. “You can’t defeat Dracula,” she said, shaking her head. “He controls everything.” 
 
    I was getting nowhere fast. “Damn it,” I said, lowering my head. “I’d hoped we could do this the easy way.” I looked up at her. “You’re not running, though. Why’s that?” 
 
    Riley shrugged. “You’re the first person I’ve ever met who says they want to defeat Dracula and actually sounds like they mean it,” she said. “Also, you’re kinda cute.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “The old you thought that, too. Thinks it. She’s still there.” 
 
    Riley pursed her lips, like a girl trying to psyche herself up to ask for a cute guy’s number. “How much has Xandra told you about me, Usurper? About what I’ve been doing in K-Town?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Not much. You can call me Derek, by the way. Or—” 
 
    Daddy. 
 
    The word hit me like a burning brand. Suddenly I knew exactly what mattered to Riley more than anything else. 
 
    She stared at me inscrutably, watching as I trailed off. “Or what?” she finally asked. 
 
    I snapped back to myself. “Or Dragon,” I said smoothly, recovering. I’d strike with what I’d just learned when the time was right—when I was ready to give it my all. For now, I’d like to learn about the sort of person Riley had become in this new world Dracula created. “Are you hungry? It’s breakfast time, isn’t it?” 
 
    That focused Riley away from the awkwardness. She jerked a thumb in the direction of the kitchen, smiling faintly. “Yeah. That mate of yours with the chopsticks in her hair is fixing us all something to eat. Says she knows all our favorite foods, even though I’ve never met her before in my life.” Riley laughed at that. “I’m more than happy to eat with you, Usur—Derek.” 
 
    “Good. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Soojin had quite the spread laid out by the time Riley and I made it to the kitchen. Bacon and eggs for me, more blood wine for Xandra, and a very special treat for our newest guest. Riley’s eyes nearly fell out of her head when she saw it sitting at place setting, waiting for her to tuck in and enjoy her meal. 
 
    “You made me waffles,” she said in amazement. 
 
    Soojin turned around. She wore a cute apron she’d looted from Xandra’s stores and not much else, just her underwear and a smile. She’d never been shy about dressing down around the clan. 
 
    “Not just any waffles,” she said, pointing at Riley’s breakfast. “Waffles with strawberries and blueberries, along with whipped cream on top.” She chuckled. “You never could just settle on one style, Riley. Eventually I gave up and just started putting both flavors on your waffles in the morning…” 
 
    Riley took her seat, her shoulders as straight as a pin. All the color drained out of her face as she picked up her knife and fork—she looked like she’d seen a ghost waiting for her on the plate, rather than her breakfast. 
 
    “How could you possibly know this?” she blurted, her brows furrowing together in confusion. She looked helplessly from me to Xandra, and finally to Soojin herself. “I’ve never even told the other members of my thieving group about this. My mom used to make these for me when I was just a kid…” 
 
    “I know,” Soojin said, her grin widening. “Because I know you, Riley.” 
 
    The mage was poleaxed. “You’re telling the truth, aren’t you? Oh God, you are!” 
 
    I could see the way she trembled. I ached to reach out for her, to sweep the mage into my arms and tell her everything would be alright. I knew she needed that, and that she was just about ready to accept the Dragon back into her heart. 
 
    But I had to proceed carefully. Mess up here, and she could go running back into K-Town. And I’d have lost the opportunity to bring back one of my mates. 
 
    “We wouldn’t lie to you,” I said, gently putting a hand over hers. I was suddenly glad that Soojin had placed me right next to our guest at the breakfast table, so that I could hold her like this without having to banish anyone else from their seats. “I know this all sounds crazy, Riley—believe me, I wouldn’t blame you for thinking we’ve all lost our marbles. But Xandra, Soojin, and I, we all were part of the same group. You were too.” 
 
    “Dracula stole the world away from our true Lord,” Xandra said firmly, downing her drink. “We have to help him get it back.” 
 
    I saw the consternation on Riley’s face. She wanted to believe us, if for no other reason than she wanted us to help her fight Dracula. Maybe that would help her calm down, and open up to us. 
 
    “Tell us about what you’ve been going through,” I told Riley, gently but firmly. I gave her hand a squeeze and used my other one to pour myself a glass of orange juice, keeping her near me at the same time. “You promised to regale me with tales of your exploits, little girl. You don’t want to disappoint me, now, do you?” 
 
    On both sides of the table, I could feel the smiles before I even saw them. Soojin and Xandra knew exactly what I was up to—it wasn’t by coincidence that I’d peppered my statement with phrases like ‘little girl’ and ‘you don’t want to disappoint me’. I had to be slow, so that Riley didn’t get skittish, but gradually I was beginning to speak to her in the way that I would have spoken to her within my clan. 
 
    Riley let out a little gasp, her body tensing, but still the confusion remained thick in her eyes. She cleared her throat as she cut her waffles, taking back control of her hand, then chewed thoughtfully as she reasoned out the best way to begin. 
 
    “After Dracula withdrew the charters for the mage colleges, he started rounding us all up,” Riley said, nibbling daintily at the corner of a blueberry embedded in her waffle. “Most of the students I’d been closest to wanted to fight back, but they didn’t know how—or else they wanted to organize against Dracula. Like a couple of well-placed marches with some clever signs and slogans would convince the bloodsucker that he was out of line.” 
 
    Xandra snickered. “How could they think some cute puns on a plaque could spur the Prince of Darkness to anything but more violence?” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Riley agreed around a mouthful of breakfast. “And as it turned out, they never got the chance, anyway. Dracula dissolved the mage sections of the Council of Wand and Claw shortly after, and people started handing mages over to the authorities left and right.” 
 
    Something about that turned my stomach.  “You mean citizens just gave mages over to the vampires? That’s fucked up.” 
 
    Riley let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “Most of them probably saw it as well-justified revenge. Mages can be haughty at the best of times—and the mages in charge were the worst of all. Dracula might have a laundry list of crimes next to his name, but the list of crimes done by the leaders of magekind wasn’t much shorter. We hadn’t made any friends among the shifters, that’s for sure.” Suddenly she looked at me and Soojin with new eyes, as if only now realizing we might be her ancestral enemies. “Is any of that true where you come from?” 
 
    Soojin and I shared a look. 
 
    “The animosity between shifters and mages exists, yes,” Soojin admitted, “though in a greatly diminished form. I was part of a pilot program in my youth to put agents from both teams together to cooperate on missions, and your mate Derek is both shifter and mage.” 
 
    “In the world we created, those divisions were a thing of the past,” I assured Riley. “I brought peace to supernatural society. The Council under Margaret Butler was less prejudiced than any before it in the history of supernatural society. Then Dracula destroyed it.” 
 
    Riley shuddered. “I wish I could see it.” 
 
    “You can if you remember,” I told her, dropping my voice. “Babygirl.” 
 
    A bolt shot through Riley at the word. “Ahhhnn…” she whimpered, as if something inside of her were trying to break free. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about what you did after Dracula took control?” I asked, changing the subject. I didn’t want Riley to question what was happening to her—not now, at least. “You must have been crafty to slip the net when all the fuss went down.” 
 
    Riley came back to her senses, momentarily forgetting how I’d managed to make her heart skip a beat with a single word. “More like I was lucky,” she said with a glance at Xandra. “I happened to already have a pre-existing relationship with one of Dracula’s top lieutenants, you see.” 
 
    “Waaaait…” I said, looking between the two women with a smile. “You mean to tell me you two knew each other while Riley was still enrolled in mage college.” 
 
    Both Nightlord and mage nodded.  
 
    “Even then, she’d proved to be a skilled mover of contraband,” Xandra explained. “As I said, mage articles of any kind are worth their weight in gold on the black market, my king.” 
 
    Riley’s eyes bugged out a bit at the word king, but she said nothing. 
 
    “So you two were working together the whole time,” I said, laughing as I polished off a slice of bacon.  
 
    “Nothing like that!” Riley said quickly. “It was a professional relationship only, Usurper. I would never do anything like that with one of your mates!” 
 
    “Yes, this is the truth,” Xandra agreed. “Though I would not mind a little experimentation now, of course, my king.” 
 
    Something else occurred to me. “Isn’t smuggling contraband how you got kicked out of the mage academy the first time? In the real world, I mean.” I could see by the look on her face that Riley didn’t remember what I was talking about. “Oh, never mind. You don’t know. It’s just funny how life imitates itself, even in a whole other timeline…” 
 
    Riley, on the other hand, appeared to be working up the nerve to say something. “You,” she blurted, her pale face flushing red with heat. 
 
    “Me?” I asked. “Yes?” 
 
    “You keep referring to me,” Riley stammered, “by these… pet names.” 
 
    Behind the mage, my two other mates at the table grinned. Both of them knew I was about to make my move, and they couldn’t wait for Riley to remember all the naughty details of our lives together. 
 
    I frowned, feigning like I didn’t understand. “Why wouldn’t I call you those things?” I asked, reaching out and putting a hand on Riley’s thigh. “That’s what I used to call you, babygirl. You liked it. You used to beg me to call you that while I was inside you.” 
 
    “I don’t… remember,” Riley gasped, sweat beading on her forehead. “Oh wow, why does my head hurt? Jesus, it feels like I’ve got such a migraine!” 
 
    “Living two lives will do that to a person,” I said firmly, taking the mage well in hand. “Look at me, Riley. Look at Daddy now.” 
 
    At the D-word, Riley’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. She trembled like a leaf as her gaze met mine, the half-eaten waffle on the plate in front of her already forgotten. For her, there was nothing except my face, my eyes, staring endlessly at her. 
 
    I’d remembered what Riley needed to be pushed over the edge. She needed to remember that she was my babygirl—and that I was her Daddy. Her protector, the father of her children—the man she could always love and trust and serve. 
 
    “You need to remember who you are, babygirl,” I commanded her. My hands squeezed hers, as if they could squeeze out Dracula’s control from her fingers. “Come on, baby, do it for me. Get all that fucked up shit out of your head and come back where you belong. Daddy needs you. Our babies need you…” 
 
    Tears spilled down Riley’s cheeks. “I don’t remember!” she gasped, looking like she wanted to more than anything else in the world. “I look at you, and it’s like I’m looking into the surface of a pool. Only there’s too much dirt in the water to see clearly—it’s like someone’s poured oil all over the top, making everything dirty…” 
 
    “You’re not dirty, angel,” I said, pulling the mage into my lap. “You’re mine. Part of the Dragon’s Hoard. Which means you’re going to remember who you are right now, like a good girl, or I’m going to bend you over this table and spank the shit out of you. Is that what you want?” 
 
    She stared at me, her face awash with desire. “I… I think you might need to do just that,” she admitted, covering her mouth with a hand as she gasped. She hadn’t meant to say that. 
 
    Those words had come from somewhere within. From the real Riley, who was fucking aching to come back to the surface. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a smile. “I was hoping I’d get the opportunity to punish you. Take my belt off, sweetheart.” 
 
    Riley stared at me with an utter lack of comprehension, her shoulders hitching as I thrust out the buckle of my belt. Pure biology and need took over as her nimble fingers worked the leather, her gasp telling everyone else at the table that I’d grown as hard as a rock inside my pants. 
 
    “Good girl,” I grunted as the belt came free. “Now let’s get you in the proper position…” 
 
    I grabbed the redhead by the waist and bent her over the table, slamming dishes and cups to the side. Riley was wearing a skintight pair of leggings, the kind of thing an ordinary woman wore jogging or on a trip to the gym. She doesn’t need these any more, I thought, turning one of my nails into a long, jagged claw. 
 
    A single tear was all it took to rip the fabric right off her ass. Riley wore a pair of blue thong panties underneath, a narrow band of lace the only thing keeping her backside from being totally naked. 
 
    “Very nice,” I said, running my hand over pale cheeks. God in heaven, I’d missed the hell out of this. I felt Riley shudder with lust as I groped her ass, her tits heaving as she pressed against the table. 
 
    “Please, sir,” she groaned, her mind awash with emotions. I knew she couldn’t think straight right now—that even though the real Riley’s memories were somewhere inside of her, right now she was so confused she didn’t even know who she was. I intended to correct that as soon as possible. 
 
    “Please what?” I asked, tracing my fingers over the swell of her ass. “You’ve got to be very specific with me, angel. Daddy won’t know what to do to your sweet little ass if you don’t use your words.” 
 
    Riley gasped, swallowed hard, then spoke. “Spank me,” she whimpered, pressing her cheek against the breakfast table. “Spank me until all that bad shit’s out of me and I’m yours again!” 
 
    Both Soojin and Xandra looked chuffed. The vampire queen made as if to join in on the fun, but Soojin shot out an arm and caught her before she could get far. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Not until she’s back. This is between the Dragon and his mate.” 
 
    “We should get to have fun,” Xandra protested with that spectacular pout of hers. 
 
    “I didn’t interrupt your biting,” Soojin chided, a faint smile on her face. “So you can sit back and let Riley get spanked in peace.” 
 
    Both women took their seats as I slowly wrapped my belt around my fingers. I left just enough hanging out that I could quickly and firmly slap Riley’s ass with the leather strap—just to test it, I sent a few experimental strikes whizzing through the air. Augmented as they were with my Dragon’s strength, they filled the room with a high-pitched sound, so fast the belt could hardly be seen. 
 
    Riley trembled beneath me. “Daddy,” she panted, wiggling her ass back and forth just for me. “I wanna remember you! I wanna be part of your clan, just like Soojin and Xandra!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, angel,” I assured Riley, giving her a gentle smack on the ass with my palm while I readied the belt. “You will. Ready?” 
 
    Riley’s eyes closed tight. “Uh haah,” she whispered, tensing up in the anticipation of her spanking. 
 
    “Good. Because I want you to count these for me.” This part I’d come with on the spur of the moment—it was a sudden whim, a way to force the wooly perversions of Dracula from my mate’s heart. “I’m going to smack your cute little butt twelve times—and by the twelfth, you’re going to be mine again. Once I’m done, there won’t be anything that bloodsucking asshole put in your head left. You got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Riley gasped, aching for it. “Please.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I cupped a hand against my ear. “What was that?” 
 
    “Yes!” Riley sounded so desperate, with tears beading in the corners of her eyes, that my cock swelled in my boxers. “Yes, I want you to spank me, Daddy! Please! I’ve been a bad girl! I need to remember how to be a good girl for you again—a good little slut for my Master the Dragon!” 
 
    “Good girl,” I grunted, sending the compliment to Riley’s bloodstream like a shot of an exotic drug. 
 
    Before her body had time to absorb it, the first blow came. 
 
    Thwack! I’d pulled my punch somewhat, yet the sound of leather on flesh still filled the dining room with a heavy crack. Riley cried out, grinding her pussy against the edge of the table through the thin fabric of her panties. From their seats at the table, my two freed mates slid their hands between their legs, surreptitiously touching themselves as they watched me take control. 
 
    I could hardly blame them. 
 
    Riley arched her back like all she wanted was to get my cock inside of her. She trembled as she glanced at me over her shoulder, licking her lips as she spied the bulge in my pants. “One down, eleven to go,” she moaned, only the whites of her eyes showing for a moment. 
 
    “You remember me yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Uh uh.” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    I brought the second strike down on the opposite cheek, hitting her with more force this time. Her booty jiggled with the hit, reddening where the leather made contact with the skin. Riley howled with need, her nails digging into the table as she arched her back and cried out with pleasure. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Xandra groaned, propping one leg up on the table as she watched. “Look at the blood rising to the surface!” 
 
    “She looks so pretty,” Soojin whispered. “She loves it so much…” 
 
    She did. 
 
    The next few strikes came one on top of the other, until I was sure Riley’s backside was a constant haze of stinging pain and soothing pleasure. Her pussy boiled over, a few alluring trickles of lady juice slowly dripping down her thighs as she ground her womanhood against the edge of the table, purring like a feral kitten as she dutifully counted the number of spanks. Three, four, five, six… 
 
    Finally she looked back at me before the next one. “Daddy, please take my panties off,” she begged, looking down at the sopping mess between her thighs. “I need to be bare when you hit me! I need my little pussy to soak the table…!” 
 
    Tucking my belt to the side for a moment, I took the waistband of Riley’s panties and slowly tugged them down her creamy thighs. Her ass was red from the multiple strikes, the blows fading to a pink hue that nearly matched the glow of her soft, glistening folds. Riley’s mound swelled with each hit, her walls grinding down on nothing as she ached to have my cock inside her. 
 
    “You want me to fuck you, don’t you?” I asked, holding her damp panties in my hand. 
 
    She nodded like a bobblehead. “Oh yes, Daddy, plea—!” 
 
    Her words were cut off as I wadded up the panties and put them in her mouth. Riley groaned as she tasted her own juices, her eyes rolling back in her head. The fact that my mates were watching, getting off on it, just turned her on more. 
 
    “Once you remember who you are,” I told Riley, cupping her mound, “then you’ll feel me inside this tight little kitty.” To remind her, I slid two fingers in, checking the tightness and wetness of her channel. Her inner muscles gripped my fingers, like they didn’t want to let them go.  
 
    “You think you can remember for me in a few more spanks, angel?” I asked. 
 
    She couldn’t speak with the panties in her mouth, but the loud unhhhh hnnnngh that escaped from Riley like steam from a kettle told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    “Good. This will be seven, then.” 
 
    Thwack! I might have been a merciful master to my ladies, but my belt had never heard the word. The leather came down on a spot I’d already hit several times before, deepening the bruise across Riley’s pale, creamy bottom. Her pussy was clenching with every strike now, dripping juice like a freshly-cut pineapple as her legs slammed against the table again and again. Her moans as I spanked her sounded like she was being fucked. The room filled with the smell of her feral pussy, mixing with the tang of my other two mates as they rubbed themselves. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long now. One way or the other. After all, I’d told Riley twelve strikes, and we were already at nine. 
 
    I slapped her upward this time across both cheeks, making her ass jiggle. I could have watched that all day. Her groan was a wordless, inchoate cry. If my little angel reacted to all my remaining slaps with as much pleasure and ferocity as she had the first, then I was going to be one happy fucking Daddy indeed…. 
 
    The eleventh hit filled the room with the sound of leather on flesh. I reared back to deliver the twelfth and final strike when Riley’s body gave a sudden jerk, the panties falling from her mouth with a moan of pure delight. Both of my other mates froze as she slowly turned, peering at me over her shoulder. Her long red hair was stuck to her forehead with the sweat of her blissful agony, making her look so deliciously girlish I could have popped then and there. 
 
    It’s her, I thought, my heart leaping into my throat. Even before I heard her speak, I could tell from the look in her eyes that this was a very different person than the one who’d walked into my sanctum. 
 
    This woman remembered. This was my Riley. 
 
    “We were bound before the constellation of the Dragon,” Riley whispered, tears springing to her eyes. “The three bear shifters from that clan you rescued showed up in the middle of it and swore fealty to you right then and there, in the middle of the ritual. I helped you break into Schwarzwelt College!” she cried out, emotion making her voice crackle. “Our child is named Jaxon! And I love him just as much as I love you, my mate! My Dragon!” 
 
    Soojin and Xandra cheered. I, on the other hand, had a very different method of celebrating. 
 
    I rammed my hips home, spearing Riley’s pussy in a single thrust. I’d promised her that I’d fuck her the moment she was herself again, and removing my belt had made it easy to take my cock out of my pants between strikes. My mage mate let out a deep groan of pure bliss as I bottomed out inside of her, the crown of my cock ramming her cervix as I fucked her balls-deep. 
 
    “Oh yes, ohmigawd fuck me!” Riley panted, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Fuck me harder, Daddy! Ungh, I need you to fuck my brains out!” 
 
    “Wish granted,” I said, wrapping her red hair around my fingers. “You have no idea how badly I’ve missed you, angel.” 
 
    Riley grinned back at me. “I missed you even more, Daddy. Now pound my tight little kitty!” 
 
    I hastened to comply. While Riley threw her ass back on me, scooping up the fallen panties and shoving them back into her mouth for the visual image, I fucked her as hard and deep as I could. 
 
    My balls slapped against her ass as I took her, the wet squelching sounds of my cock inside of her primed pussy filling the kitchen. They mixed with Riley’s animalistic moans, the pleasure of all three of my mates building like an oncoming storm in my skull. 
 
    It was no one-time thing. I could feel Riley inside of me, the way I could supernaturally sense each of the women bound to me through our links to the Dragon’s Hoard. Feeling her pleasure was what made me start spanking her again: I could sense how turned on being slapped and degraded left my submissive little mage. 
 
    “Who do you belong to?” I grunted, ripping the panties from Riley’s mouth. She groaned with frustration at being denied their taste, but when I wrapped the thin end around her throat and grabbed the sides with both hands, tightening it around her neck, she easily forgave me. 
 
    “You, Daddy!” The words brought a great release of pressure within Riley, and suddenly she was fucking me back even harder than I was giving it to her. “I belong to yo-ou!” 
 
    Riley impaled herself on me as hard as she could, grinding her tight little pussy down my prick as my swollen crown hit spots inside her neither of us even knew she had. Her walls gripped me oh-so tightly, the soft ridges of her pussy quivering around me as the piston-like action of my cock sent her over the edge. 
 
    “Oh yes, Daddy, yes! Fuck, I’m gonna cum for you! I’m gonna cum like a good girl…!” 
 
    A moment later she did just that. She came like a good girl and pressed her tits against the table and screamed with bliss. Everything between her legs got hot and tight as she came, her interior suddenly so snug that I had to brace my feet against the floor to get all the way inside of her. 
 
    And suddenly I could no longer hold back my load. My baby girl had primed her pussy to take me come, and my dick knew better than my brain how she deserved to get every drop. I grunted with bliss as I wrapped the panties tighter around her neck, holding her close as I buried myself as deep inside of her as I could go. 
 
    My hips slammed against Riley’s rear so hard that the table shifted several inches, groaning in protest as I held myself deep inside her womb and let go. Thick, hot jets of liquid lava sprayed against her walls, filling her tight little kitty to the brim and then some. Each spurt felt like an orgasm in its own right, making me moan and pant and finally loose the silky, wet fabric from around my mate’s throat. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, I slowly pulled out of Riley, shooting a couple jets of seed across the red marks on her ass.  
 
    “Are you okay, angel?” I asked, staring down at her ass. She’d taken a hell of a lot of punishment, to be sure. I’d have to make sure my other mates and I gave her some killer aftercare. 
 
    “Oh, I love you!” Riley moaned, sounding like she was floating on clouds. “I love you so, sooo much, Daddy…!” 
 
    Oh yes. Riley had come home. My little mage was back in the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    Three down, I thought, looking at the other two mates sitting at the table with me. That’s a hell of a start. Now I’ve just got to find a way to get the others back into the fold… 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we’d cared for Riley’s wounds and kissed every welt on her flawless ass better, it was time to discuss strategy for taking down Dracula and his cronies. 
 
    “The whole world is against us,” Riley said, shaking her head at the enormity of it. This hideout, as it turned out, had a whole suite of rooms besides the kitchen and Xandra’s apartment. We’d commandeered an old meeting room and turned it into a sort of lounge, using the couches to sit around and chew the fat on strategy. “I don’t think I realized the degree to which the deck is stacked against the Dragon’s Hoard until I really sat down and thought about it. Ouch!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not good,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Riley added with a giggle. “I said ‘ouch’ because my ass is sore. Even on these cushions, it still kinda hurts.” 
 
    I grinned at the mage. “Well, if you didn’t want to get spanked, you shouldn’t have been such a bad girl.” 
 
    Riley’s cheeks blossomed. “I didn’t say I disliked you making my ass sore. I loved it. I just wish the rest of the clan was here to see it.” 
 
    Riley’s wish was one shared by the other two women in the room with us. Xandra had taken to the chaise longue almost immediately upon entering the room, splaying herself across it like a figure in a Renaissance painting with her goblet of blood wine. Soojin, meanwhile, was busying herself setting up some of the equipment we’d taken from her apothecary shop. Apparently she intended to turn this room into her mobile command listening post for the missions to come. 
 
    For there would be missions. I was sure of that. We couldn’t liberate the rest of my mates without them. 
 
    “We all wish we had the rest of the team here with us,” Soojin said without turning around. She’d been humming to herself while she transferred the guts of an old transistor radio to a newer piece of tech, but she’d evidently been listening to every word of our conversation while she was doing it. Soojin was good at multitasking. “My main worry is how difficult it’s going to be to snap the rest of the clan out of their trances. Each member of the Dragon’s Hoard you’ve rescued has required more effort than the last, my lord. I’m sure that hasn’t escaped your notice.” 
 
    It hadn’t. 
 
    “I have my own theories about what caused that. You came right to me, Soojin, and Xandra and Riley jumped ship from Dracula’s illusions once I put something in front of them they cared about more than the life they’d built in this new world. Seems to me like we’ve got a template we can use to save the rest of the girls, if I can just keep up the pace.” 
 
    Soojin frowned. “That’s a good theory,” she said, rubbing her chin, “but it’s only a theory. I’m still working under the assumption that the deeper a member of the Dragon’s Hoard has ingratiated herself in the life Dracula created for her, the harder it will be to make her see reason. Which means that Tallulah Binesi, Tessa Butler, and Jewel Hayes might be the hardest nuts to crack, Master.” 
 
    I nodded. “All of this is just bullshit Dracula cooked up to increase his glory,” I said, the indignity of it making me sting. “There has to be some way to undo the damage he’s caused. To show the people that their leader has been lying to them all this time. To speak to some part of them deep down that has always known this but didn’t dare to admit it. Maybe we could get them to rise up against Dracula and help us.” 
 
    The suggestion hung in the air for a moment. Then Xandra snorted. 
 
    “My lord, you’re clearly no student of history,” the vampire queen said, reclining on her fancy chair. “Peasants don’t turn against despots because some outside force tells them the despot is making their lives miserable. That only brings the people closer to the dictator oppressing them, not further away. Telling the people of K-Town that their lives are a clever lie designed by Dracula will only make them hate and fear you more. It’s sad, but true.” 
 
    Xandra’s words made a disturbing amount of sense. 
 
    “Damn,” I said. “How do you turn a dictator’s people against him, then?” 
 
    “Money, usually,” Xandra said, a wicked grin spreading across her face. “But we have very little of that. Failing a well-established propaganda coup by a more powerful rival nation, you could always go with the old standby. The reliable method.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, genuinely intrigued. 
 
    Xandra’s grin widened. “Make him look weak,” she purred, savoring every syllable. “Nothing, and I mean nothing, saps the power from a strongman like making him appear as if he’s not so strong after all. I mean, why do you think your father burns so much time and energy chasing you?” 
 
    “Because I’m a threat to him,” I said. 
 
    “You’re a threat to him symbolically,” Xandra corrected, sipping her blood wine. “As powerful as you are, you’re still a single man. Even without resistance, it would take you years to dismantle Dracula’s army brick by brick.” 
 
    “That’s why you need the Hoard, my lord,” Soojin chimed in. “You need an army at your back if you’re going to take Dracula down.” 
 
    “We have been lucky so far. Soojin practically fell into your lap, and you had all the tools you needed to break Dracula’s control over both myself and Xandra. The rest of your mates are liable to be much more difficult to snap out of Dracula’s world.” She leaned back. “We need something stronger than what we’ve got.” 
 
    They were right. We’d made a good start of things so far. But we still had so much further to go. Dracula wasn’t about to go down without a fight. 
 
    But, fortunately for my mates, neither was I. 
 
    “There’s one very important difference between our world and Dracula’s,” I said, ideas bubbling to life in my brain. “One I don’t think even the old bastard has thought of yet. Or if he’s thought of it, he mistakenly thinks it’s a strength, instead of a weakness.” 
 
    All three of my mates in the room leaned forward, their attention suddenly fully on me.  
 
    “What’s that, my lord?” Xandra asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “This world,” I said, looking at each of them in turn, “has never had its awakening to the supernatural.” 
 
    All three women looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “My lord, the people know vampires, shifters, and mages are all real,” Xandra explained. She looked like she wanted to believe I had some brilliant plan tucked away in my back pocket, but the facts weren’t looking like they were in my favor. “There was no need for a figure like Tomas Karkosa to go on television and explain these things to them—they lived through the events themselves.” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. “It’s not the same thing. Not at all. These people know that Dracula is in control, but they don’t know the truth. Most importantly, they don’t know about the Dragon. They never saw me beat the shit out of Ivan Grozny on live TV, or transform into a dragon across the fucking interstate. What do you think seeing something like that on every screen in America might do to the population? In a setting where Dracula’s media assholes can’t spool up the spin machine in real time?” 
 
    Soojin and Xandra shared a look. I could tell both of them were thinking through it, trying to feel out the possible effects. 
 
    “It might weaken Dracula’s hold on the populace somewhat,” Soojin finally said. “But if we’re expecting wide-scale civil disobedience against the Nightlords, Master, I think we might be disappointed—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about the people,” I snapped. “Well, I mean, I do, but only in the abstract. I care about my mates, Soojin.” 
 
    Suddenly the shape of my plans became clear. Soojin’s eyes lit up with the possibilities.  
 
    “I still don’t get it,” Riley blurted, looking confused. “What are we talking about doing, exactly?” 
 
    “In this world, no one ever got on television and explained supernatural society to people,” I told the mage. “They never got to know me, or the Council, or the truth about Dracula. They had all these things forced on them, instead, from the top down. So I’m thinking I ought to go live and do some explaining.” 
 
    Riley looked surprised. “I’m all for it,” she whispered, giving both of my other two mates an impressed look. “What do we do?” 
 
    The way I saw it, we already had an in. “This world is crazy,” I told my mates. “Everything is so upside down that even conspiracy theorists make perfect sense. Who do we know who used to be a ‘crazy conspiracy theorist’, and is now a perfectly functioning cog in a reasonable and well-ordered society?” 
 
    The answer was obvious. “Jewel?” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s an ordinary reporter. A reporter. What do you say we give Miss Hayes the story of a lifetime?” 
 
    They still weren’t fully following me, I could tell. But they still supported me.  
 
    Riley slowly began to nod. “I’d say it sounds like you’re finally ready to stop skulking around in the shadows,” the mage said with a grin. “Like we’re ready to bring a whole hell of a lot of trouble right to Dracula’s doorstep!” 
 
    That was for damn sure. 
 
    “Soojin,” I said, fixing my gaze on the mature shifter at the other end of the table. “How quickly do you think you can get all your communications equipment up and running?” 
 
    She pursed her lips in thought. “I don’t have a lot of practice with it,” she admitted. “But given my experience, I should be quick to learn. The technology here in Dracula’s world is subtly different, however.” 
 
    “Ballpark it,” I said, leaning forward. “How long do you need?” 
 
    Soojin shrugged. “I could have us up and running in another hour,” she guessed. “Maybe two?” 
 
    I slapped the top of the table and stood, excitement tingling my body from head to toe. 
 
    “Perfect. We’ll be right in time for the six o’clock news, then. The people are going to get a breaking bulletin they’ll never forget.” I extended my hands to both Xandra and Riley. “Soojin will stay behind and keep us all coordinated via earpieces and radios. Will you two do me the honor of coming with me on this mission?” 
 
    Riley didn’t hesitate. “Of course!” the mage said, throwing herself into my arms. “Sooj said we’ve got two whole hours before we leave?” She batted her lashes up at me, wriggling in my arms. “Sounds like we could have a lot of fun before it’s time to go, Daddy…” 
 
    I grinned and squeezed her hips tighter. Her round ass called to me, but I’d done enough damage to her backside for today—it was time to let that heal, until the next time she found herself in need of a stinging punishment and a hard fuck. Instead, I looked over her shoulder at Xandra. “And you, my queen?” 
 
    The vampire’s eyebrows shot skyward. “Oh, of course I’m in,” she purred, grinning at the thought of all the carnage. “Strike a blow at Dracula’s heart and get the old clan vibes running again? I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She held my gaze a moment longer, her brows furrowing together. “Now, where exactly are you taking us, my Lord Consort?” 
 
    I pointed across the room at a turned-off television on a counter. “Where the magic happens,” I said with a grin. “Paranormal News’s star reporter is about to get a couple of unexpected visitors during her broadcast tonight. I think this is going to be one news hour the people won’t forget any time soon…” 
 
    My team was back in business. Though there were only four of us, it truly felt like the Dragon’s Hoard had been reformed. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to save my other girls. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the place?” Riley frowned as she stared up at the billboard atop the modest brick building. “Really?” 
 
    I understood what she meant. The three of us were in a parking lot outside the studio of Paranormal News, in a rented SUV Xandra had managed to pick up with one of the credit cards Dracula’s forces hadn’t shut down yet. We’d gone for tinted windows and a high profile, so that we wouldn’t be visible as we drove down the central artery of K-Town. Now we were in a surprisingly run-down section of town, looking up at a five-story building that looked like it had either been built or decorated sometime in the 1980s. I could almost hear the vaporwave elevator musak. 
 
    “For obvious reasons, the Prince of Darkness does not spend large amounts of money on news coverage.” Xandra peered out the window, her predatory gaze instinctively scanning the scene for potential threats. “When you have a one-party state, with a dictator who rules with an iron fist, there’s little reason to paper over the horrors of your regime with pretty words.” She grinned like a tiger, her eyes flashing in the dim light. “There were plenty of pretty words before he took control. But once his authority was total, Dracula found little need for such niceties.” 
 
    I could understand that. But the building I was looking at was shockingly run-down, all the same. 
 
    “This is where Jewel broadcasts from, yes?” I asked, looking Xandra in the eyes. “This isn’t like some satellite office, where bean counters do all the paperwork or anything like that?” 
 
    The vampire queen shook her head with a haughty expression. “What kind of soldier do you take me for? I do my research, my lord consort.” She pointed at the mirrored walls of the building. “Your mate Hayes is within. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said, holding up my hands. “It just seems weird that the place is so undefended. You’d think Dracula would already be putting guards around each of my mates. He has to know by now that he’s lost you, Xandra.” 
 
    The vampire queen’s eyes narrowed. “He may or he may not. We killed all the witnesses, my lord. This broadcast of yours may be the first inkling the Prince of Darkness has that you are not just alive, but reclaiming your mates.” 
 
    I didn’t need to have psychic powers to understand the implicit threat in those words. Not from Xandra, of course, who’d never threaten me with anything but a good time—but from Dracula himself. If my father truly didn’t know about me yet, then going on television and telling the world about myself was as good as ruining the element of surprise. Did I really want to do that? 
 
    As I stared through the windows, I told myself that somewhere inside that building, Jewel Hayes waited for me. She’d been one of the later members to join our group, a mundane reporter with an occult blog who’d been practically obsessed with proving the existence of the supernatural. She showed up while my mates and I investigated a missing persons case in a mall, centering around a lingerie store called Vixens and Vamps. She’d been sucked inside of a Zone with us and discovered her theories were truer than she could possibly have imagined. It hadn’t taken much to convince her to join us, especially when I caught her sneaking into the Nightlords’s cotillion and had to take her to a private sex room in order to hide her from the vamps. 
 
    I wondered what Jewel’s day was like now that she was a mundane reporter. Did she feel the tug whenever she reported on the activities of the Usurper, like somewhere deep down she knew she belonged on my side instead of the establishment’s? Or had Dracula successfully buried that part of her so far inside her psyche that she never felt it? 
 
    Jewel was an ordinary human before she joined the Hoard, I thought. I wonder if that’ll make it easier or harder to free her? 
 
    With a little chuckle, I realized I was already thinking of it in terms of freeing her. The core of me wasn’t wondering about whether or not I should break my way into the TV station and take things over—I’d already decided to do it. There was no point in holding back. 
 
    After all, Jewel Hayes was in there. And Jewel was part of the Dragon’s Hoard. Which meant I needed my mate back. 
 
    I made my decision.  
 
    “We’ll have to go mask off sooner or later,” I said, shaking my head. “It might as well be now. Let’s get this done.” I reached for the earpiece sitting in my lobe, a tiny black pearl that I’d worn on so many missions I practically forgot it. “Soojin?” 
 
    The speaker crackled, then the woman was with us. There was slightly more interference than usual on the line, because Soojin was so far beneath the surface of the city. Xandra and I had set up a couple of repeaters to strengthen the signal, otherwise she’d never have been able to reach us in the first place, but the reception was still spotty. We’d just have to make do until we got in a better place. 
 
    “I’m here,” Soojin said, her smile carrying right over the line. She had a relaxing effect on us all—she was both an organizer and a rock in the Dragon’s Hoard, keeping us all grounded. “Signal on my scanners is kind of poor, but I’m seeing the building next to you as well. No alarms that I can see—and if they do trip the police, I should be able to at least slow down the call.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that—not until we made it to the broadcast room, at any rate—but it was good to know we had at least a bit of a buffer. “Alright, we’re all set up. Moving to phase one of the operation.” I glanced over at the mage curled up next to me. “Riley?” 
 
    My mate uncoiled herself from around me, stretching languidly and yawning like a sorority girl waking up from a nap. “On it,” she said, popping open the passenger door and strutting across the parking lot. As she walked, she reached for the earbud in her ear and tapped it. “Can you still hear me?” she asked. 
 
    “Loud and clear,” I said, watching her go. “Shake that ass, angel. Shit, you look amazing.” 
 
    “You hate to see me go,” Riley said with a giggle. “But you love to watch me leave. Is that it?” 
 
    I grinned. “I just keep thinking about all the bruises you’ve got under those leggings. I’d love to add some more once we’re done with this mission.” 
 
    I watched as Riley missed a step, nearly toppling over on the asphalt. Xandra chuckled at the sight, and I could hear Soojin aching to ask about it over the line. When Riley recovered, her hips had a hell of a lot more sway than before. She knew we were both watching her move, and digging it. 
 
    As she reached the front door of the news network, her body began to disappear. Riley still had full access to her invisibility powers, as well as everything else she’d learned before Dracula ripped away the world and put everything under his own control. Like me, any of my mates who snapped out of his power were given their old abilities back, even if they hadn’t learned them in the new world. It was a neat exploit, and without it, I’d have had to train each of my mates in basic things like managing missions all over again. 
 
    Riley’s feet disappeared, then the wave of invisibility washed up her long legs all the way to her round, bobbing ass. It lingered there as if inviting Xandra and me to stare, then rushed up her body all in one wave, until not even a shadow stretched across the parking lot in the afternoon light. 
 
    “She’s invisible,” I whispered into the line, so that Soojin would know. “Approaching the door now.” 
 
    The front door of the building opened a crack. I knew from what we’d discussed earlier that Riley had all her senses on alert right now—that she was checking every direction to make sure no one would see her enter the lobby. Hopefully even if there was a security camera on the door, and a guard keeping an eye on it, they’d dismiss it as a trick of the light or the wind long enough for Riley to slip inside undetected. 
 
    The door opened wider, then slammed shut with a gentle noise. “She’s in,” I said, informing Soojin. 
 
    Now was the most important part. Riley wouldn’t talk to us while there was a chance she could be overheard—the next time we heard anything from her, it would either be a scream as she threw herself into battle or the sound of her giving us the all-clear. Which would it be? 
 
    I took Xandra’s hand, leaning forward with my other palm on the door handle. In the event of an emergency, I could be across the parking lot and by Riley’s side in two heartbeats. Hopefully that would be enough to stop them from harming her.  
 
    A whump sounded over the line, then another. When Riley finally spoke, her voice was tinged with exertion, and filled with triumph. 
 
    “Both guards at the front desk are down,” the mage said, beaming so wide I could sense it over the line. “Cameras are off, too. Come on in, guys!” 
 
    “Phase one fucking complete,” I said, springing from the SUV. “Entering the building now…!” 
 
    Together, Xandra and I raced inside. The interior lobby of the television station was as humble as the exterior—it looked more like the waiting room of a doctor’s office than the foyer for the city’s largest television station. One desk sat in the center of the marble floor, with two desks on either side of it. In the middle stood Riley, with two unconscious guards at her feet. She was just finishing tying them up when we approached. 
 
    “They never saw it coming,” she said, grinning. “Whoever designed this place put the main security console right in the lobby, too—I’ve already disabled everything. We should have a clear shot to the sound stages, once we find them.” 
 
    “Get on it,” I said, tapping a nearby keyboard. “It’s almost showtime.” 
 
    As I said it, I glanced up at the clock. It showed a few minutes before six—the time when the nightly news began across the city. Thanks to Dracula and his bastard of a curfew, most families were sitting down to dinner right about now, about to be fed a steady diet of propaganda and bullshit along with their nightly meal. I knew that the beginning of the broadcast was actually live—it would be Jewel herself reading the day’s top stories, before the show cut away to prerecorded features put together by the rest of the staff. 
 
    I wanted to hit the stage in the middle of that broadcast. It was the only way I’d have time to say what needed to be said before Dracula and his minions shut me down. 
 
    While I rehearsed my speech, Riley’s fingers flew across the keys. We’d decided ahead of time that any hacking would be her province—Xandra, being a Nightlord who was hundreds of years old, didn’t know the first thing about how a computer worked. She would have been worse than useless at finding the correct room, and probably would have smashed the whole thing the first time it didn’t do exactly what she wanted. 
 
    I scanned the exits as Riley worked, keeping an eye out for any more guards. Even an employee of the news station would have been a problem—I’d have to take them down if they looked like they might raise an alarm. But no one showed up. 
 
    Either it was a slow news day, or we’d timed things perfectly. 
 
    “Got it!” Riley threw her hands up like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. On the screen of her computer, a green outline flashed around a room on a wireframe map of the building’s blueprints. “This is where Jewel is. Third floor.” She let out a little laugh. “You’d think they’d keep all the news equipment on the first floor. I feel kind of bad for whoever had to lug all that stuff up three flights of stairs…” 
 
    To our collective surprise, the elevator required neither key nor keycard to activate. A simple press of the button was all it took—the dark, cool space lay before us, the faint melody of some mind-numbing music playing gently over the speakers. We rode up together, waiting for the door to open on the third floor. 
 
    As soon as it did, we were on the move. The hallway looked empty, bereft of any security personnel or interns grabbing a cup of coffee, but that could change at any moment. Riley turned invisible while both Xandra and I dissolved into swarms of bats, sticking as close to the ceiling as possible as we followed Riley through the winding labyrinth of cubicles and offices. 
 
    Had we remained in human form, tracking the mage would have been impossible. But bats were virtually blind—in swarm form, I saw my way forward through sonar, not via ordinary sight. And while Riley’s light-bending powers made her invisible to human eyes, her magic did nothing to sound waves. So she looked as clear as a bell to me as she wound her way down the halls, heading like an arrow toward the broadcast chamber. 
 
    A small red light glowed above the door, next to a sign that said: QUIET—LIVE BROADCAST IN PROGRESS. Perfect. 
 
    “Looks like we got here just in time,” I said, glancing back at my women as I reformed into a human.  
 
    Xandra shifted just behind me, her gorgeousness reappearing as she went from a cloud of bats into a Nightlord woman, and a shimmer in the air heralded the appearance of Riley. I could feel the mage reaching for her magic, keeping it at the ready to unleash at the first sign of trouble. Though Xandra looked more relaxed, she was no less deadly. Appearances could be extremely deceiving with that woman. 
 
    We shared a final look, asking without words if we were ready for this. As one, the three of us nodded. 
 
    “Going in,” I whispered into the earpiece. “Wish us luck, Sooj.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Soojin purred. “I’m cutting the outside lines now. Hopefully that’ll blunt the police response a little bit.” 
 
    Great. We were going to need the head start. 
 
    I made as if to kick down the door, then changed my mind at the last moment and reached out with my telekinesis. The lock couldn’t have been simpler—all it took was a single twist with my mental muscles to snap it, the door opening a crack as it came free. I pulled it as much as I dared and slipped into the darkness. 
 
    The studio looked like every newsroom I’d ever seen. A veritable wall of cameras and sound equipment surrounded a long desk, with a field of lights shining above it to provide the best possible ambience. Behind the desk, a single woman sat in a smart suit, reading headlines off a teleprompter. Even made up heavily and faintly sweating beneath the studio lights, I would have recognized Jewel Hayes anywhere. 
 
    At the sight of her, it took everything inside of me not to leap right through the wall of cameras and scoop her up in my arms. Something dark and primal reared up inside of me, urging me to tear through every person in that room who stood between myself and my mate. But if I did that, the first thing people at home would see wouldn’t be a man explaining the truth to them—it would be a wave of blood, along with enough body parts to offend anyone’s sensibilities. 
 
    So I hung back and watched, my mates at my side. Up at the desk, Jewel appeared to be hip-deep in her opening spiel, loose and easy as she worked through her element. 
 
    “Police dealt with a chaotic situation today as arsonists set fire to a building in K-Town,” Jewel recited, reading the macabre news off the teleprompter with a bland smile on her face. “Authorities arrived too late to stop the blaze from consuming the store on V Street, though Paranormal News was able to confirm the actions of local authorities kept the fire spreading to nearby buildings. Official casualty numbers are not available at this time, but it’s believed that the store’s owner perished in the fire before crews could reach her…” 
 
    “Look,” Xandra whispered, poking me in the back. “You recognize that, don’t you?” 
 
    To my shock, I did. Behind Jewel’s head, a photograph of a burning building filled the backdrop of the news broadcast. It wasn’t just any building, either—what we were looking at was Soojin’s apothecary shop on the rough side of K-Town. 
 
    “They burned it down,” I whispered, incredulous. “Who the fuck did that? Were you in charge of that, Xandra?” 
 
    The vampire queen shook her head. “I didn’t have a thing to do with this,” she hissed. “Someone must have wanted to hide evidence of their failure. Shit, maybe Dracula does know what’s going on…” 
 
    If he did, then this could be a trap. The longer I looked at those hulking silhouettes of cameras, the more wary I felt. Were there troops hidden among those devices, crouching within them like the soldiers inside the Trojan Horse? I wasn’t sure. But I knew I wouldn’t risk any harm coming to Jewel Hayes—if for no other reason than it would be broadcast over every television in the city. 
 
    “Are you getting all this, Soojin?” Riley whispered, holding herself close to me. “What’s your read on the situation?” 
 
    I could hear the uncertainty in Soojin’s voice. I didn’t like knowing the most rock-solid member of my clan was anything other than sure about the future. “It’s up to Derek,” she said, passing the momentum to me. “If he thinks we can secure Jewel and get the message out, we should go ahead and do it. Otherwise, we should retreat and come back another day…” 
 
    The thought of leaving after all this turned my stomach. The Dragon tattoo across my chest coiled in anger and frustration, refusing to back down. I knew that it was about to win the argument within me—that any moment now, the Black Flame would roar to life in my chest and turn me into a vicious beast. One way or another, we’d destroy these fuckers and get Jewel out of here. 
 
    Had I not seen the teleprompter just then, I would have done just that. But as I scanned the studio, trying to identify all the threats before springing into action, I noticed something out of place. Below the next paragraph of Jewel’s spiel, someone had inserted a single line in all capital letters, framed by brackets: 
 
      
 
    <GO TO COMMERCIAL BREAK> 
 
      
 
    Huh. So there was going to be downtime between the first half of this broadcast and the second? Maybe we could work with that. 
 
    “Hold up,” I whispered, putting my hands on each of my mates’ shoulders. “Give Jewel a minute. I want to see what’s about to happen.” 
 
    As Jewel wrapped up the story she was currently telling the audience about, her demeanor suddenly shifted. “We’ll be back with more news after a message from our sponsors,” she said, looking a little surprised by the interruption in her performance. “We’ll also have a brief but necessary message from our leader, Lord Dracula. Our monarch has a fireside chat prepared, and from what I understand, attendance is mandatory. We’ll give you all a few minutes to prepare for our Lord’s message, after these commercials.” 
 
    “Cut!” someone cried. Lights flashed on, and I hissed away from them, but they were all concentrated in the center of the chamber. Here at the periphery, my mates and I were still well-hidden from prying eyes. “Thanks, Jewel. Sorry for the interruption. Last-minute addition to the program tonight.” 
 
    Jewel didn’t look happy about it, but she knew better than to argue. Dracula was the supreme monarch, after all—what he wanted, he got. If he wanted to show up on the nightly news to deliver some kind of monologue, the networks would gladly preempt whatever programming they had going on in their normal slots. 
 
    What was this speech, anyway? Whatever Dracula had planned, it couldn’t be good. Between the announcement and the news report about Soojin’s shop being torched, I’d begun to worry that we weren’t as stealthy as we’d hoped in our plan to liberate my mates from Dracula’s control. 
 
    But I couldn’t worry about that right now. I was already in too deep to back down now. 
 
    “Well, whatever,” Jewel said, preening her hair before the camera. “Does anybody know what the Prince of Darkness wants to talk about this time? Did the speech leak early?” 
 
    The same voice that had called out ‘cut’ answered her. I gathered this was the boss of the operation; he sounded gruff and middle-aged. “Not a damn thing. I bet you ten bucks though that he’s proposed to that piece of arm candy he’s always got at his side, and he wants to lord it over all of us!” 
 
    Tallulah!? My vision flashed red. If Dracula had laid a single bone-white finger on my women, I was going to rip each of his digits off one after the other. 
 
    “The thunderbird?” Jewel asked, laughing. “Who knows? Could be anything. Is it alright if I head back to my dressing room and get something to drink?” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” the boss said. “I get the feeling we’re gonna be pushing the whole broadcast back by an hour at this rate.” 
 
    “Dressing room,” I whispered, glancing back at my mates. “Fucking perfect!” 
 
    A plan had begun to form in the back of my head. So Dracula wanted to make a special address to the people, huh? 
 
    From where I saw it, one good turn deserves another. If Drac was going to preempt my mate and her news program, I’d do the same thing right back to him. And unlike whatever meaningless speech he’d planned to give, what I had to say would leave the population good and fired up. 
 
    After all, I planned to have Jewel Hayes herself at my side when I said it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Hayes?” I edged the door open, grinning like I didn’t have a care in the world. “May I speak to you for a moment?” 
 
    Gentle humming came from within the dressing room. It was a few minutes after Jewel had excused herself from the news broadcast, and the sound of commercials could still be faintly heard from the other side of the walls. Whatever broadcast Dracula wanted to make across the city had yet to begin—either the Prince of Darkness needed more time to get set up, or he really wanted to rehearse what he had to say before he said it. 
 
    I didn’t really care what he had to tell us all. It didn’t change a goddamn thing as far as I was concerned. Unless it was an unconditional order of surrender to me, the Dragon, the war between us would continue. As it should, until only one of us was the victor. 
 
    The humming stopped as Jewel noticed she had a visitor. “Hello? Who is it?” 
 
    On the other side of the door, Xandra and Riley waited. I’d asked them to hang back for now, and let me speak with Jewel directly. I had an idea of how I could convince Miss Hayes to join me, whether I could break through Dracula’s control quickly or not. But her seeing that I’d been accompanied here by a mage and a Nightlord wasn’t part of the plan. If she freaked out and started screaming, things could go downhill fast. 
 
    “I’m with the network,” I lied, stepping into the room. I closed the door behind me before Jewel could look at the gap, and accidentally spy a glimpse of Xandra or Riley. “It’s about Dracula’s big announcement tonight. May I speak to you in private for a few moments?” 
 
    Jewel looked around her dressing room, as if expecting a hidden person to leap out at any moment. The truth was that it was a very modest dressing room to begin with—little more than a broom closet with a couple extra curtains and a vanity covered in lights. Even if someone did try to hide in her quarters, they likely wouldn’t have been able to escape detection. 
 
    “We already are in private, sir,” Jewel said, turning around in her seat with a smile. She had a cell phone in her hand, open on a social media wall. From the looks of things, she’d been trying to figure out what the hell Dracula wanted to say so badly that he’d interrupted the nightly news. The web had already begun to buzz with speculation and rumor. 
 
    “So someone did leak the contents of Dracula’s speech, huh?” she said. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” I said, taking another step forward. I won’t lie—something in me flared up with disappointment that a look of shock didn’t immediately spread across Jewel’s face as she remembered me. 
 
    “In what manner of speaking?” Jewel asked. She looked like she was treating the whole thing as a game, and why wouldn’t she? Whatever Dracula had to say likely wouldn’t affect her—she was a minor piece on the board, a reporter on a local news network. 
 
    That’s what she thought, anyway. I knew that she meant far, far more than that to the Prince of Darkness. 
 
    “I’ve heard that you’re into conspiracy theories,” I said with a faint smile. 
 
    A look of honest shock spread across Jewel’s face. Obviously she’d concealed this from the people she worked with—they would have looked down on her for it. “Where on Earth would you have heard that?” she asked me. “My hobbies outside of work aren’t exactly common knowledge…” 
 
    I pushed on, ignoring the question. 
 
    “It must have been both the best and worst day of your life when Dracula took control of the city,” I told her instead, giving Jewel a knowing smile. “Sure, you wound up under the thumb of an authoritarian dictator, but you turned out to be right! About everything! Vampires are real—shifters and mages are real, and all the things that go bump in the night turned out to have an actual, tangible source. People have called you crazy your whole life, Jewel. But when Dracula stepped out of the shadows, all those people had to eat a big plate of humble pie.” 
 
    Jewel’s eyes had grown wider and wider all throughout my little speech. Now she stared at me as if I’d grown a second head—one that spoke Greek instead of common English. “How… how do you know all of this?” she gasped, shaking her head back and forth. “I don’t know who you think you, sir, but you—” 
 
    “My name is Derek,” I said, taking Jewel’s hand. “You and I know each other, actually. Maybe if you concentrate, you can remember.” 
 
    To her credit, Jewel did just that. Unlike Xandra, who’d been openly hostile toward my attempts to free her, or Riley who’d just been confused, Jewel seemed to honestly want to help me with seeking the truth. It probably had something to do with her secret passion for the occult. She’d spent a great deal of her life hunting for the real story behind all sorts of supernatural monsters. How different could some man showing up in your dressing room with knowledge about your life really be? 
 
    Jewel scrunched up her face cutely, pursing her lips and wrinkling her brow in thought. Finally she relaxed, gently shaking her head. “Nope,” she said, looking up at me. “Nothing’s coming to me. But it feels like I know you… I could swear I’ve seen you before, somewhere…” 
 
    Ah. Something clicked in my head. 
 
    “Sometimes your network refers to me as the Usurper,” I said, giving her a guilty little smile. 
 
    The change in Jewel was sudden and visible. She gripped my hand tighter, her eyes widening in alarm as she looked at me the way you might a snake that had fallen from a hole in the ceiling right in front of you. 
 
    Underneath the wariness, however, a feeling of a different nature bloomed. Jewel’s shoulders rose and fell a touch more rapidly, sweat beading on her forehead as she realized just how close she sat to the most dangerous man in the city.  
 
    And danger was sexy. 
 
    “You’re him,” she gasped, sounding more thrilled than frightened to find me in her dressing room. “The Usurper. The one they call the Dragon…” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be surprised. “You know that name?” I asked, smiling from ear to ear. “You really are ahead of the curve, Miss Hayes, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Please—call me Jewel,” she said. “The authorities are trying their damnedest to suppress that name, but I’ve heard it a time or two around the newsroom. It really raises Dracula’s hackles for some reason.” A sweet little smile spread across her face. “I’m guessing you might know a little bit more about that…?” 
 
    Fuck it, I thought. She seemed to really be digging this hang-out with the Dragon—I might as well go for broke. 
 
    “There’s someone I want to introduce you to,” I said, reaching for the dressing room door. “A couple of someones, actually…” 
 
    Both Riley and Xandra let out surprised little gasps as the door opened. Riley tried to hide behind the vampire queen, who let out a hiss when she realized she’d been revealed. Xandra’s claws shot from her nails, causing Jewel to nearly fall backward out of her seat. 
 
    “Girls, girls, calm down,” I chided my mates. “Come inside. Jewel, this is Alexandra Romanov and Riley Beaumont. They’re not terribly famous in this world, but in mine, they’re celebrities.” 
 
    Both women stepped into the dressing room, gobsmacked by my boldness. With all four of us in the smallish chamber, there was hardly enough room to maneuver. 
 
    The earpiece in my ear let out a faint burst of static as Soojin jumped onto the line. “Derek, what’s going on? You’re all in the same room together—are there guards outside? Do I need to start scrambling transmissions leaving the TV station?” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I said, touching the tiny bulb in my ear. I leaned over and showed it to Jewel, smiling as I tapped my lobe. “These earpieces keep us in contact with the woman running our operation. Her name is Soojin, and she’s one of your best friends.” 
 
    “In another world,” Jewel said slowly, looking from me to the vampire and the mage I’d brought into her private chambers with me. “Right.” 
 
    “Our lord does not lie,” Xandra said, sounding offended by Jewel’s tone. “You are his mate, though I do not know why Derek goes to such lengths to try and secure you in the Dragon’s Hoard. You are impertinent… and human.” 
 
    “Jewel is extremely important,” I shot back, speaking to Xandra before Jewel could muster a response. “She’s going to help us, Xandra. We need her. Otherwise, Dracula’s going to get all the time he wants to spread his bullshit message. Isn’t that right, Jewel?” 
 
    “Huh?” The reporter looked confused. “What are you asking, exactly? Usurper, who are these people?” 
 
    I looked at my women and grinned. “We’re the future,” I said, reaching for the Black Flame inside my chest. “And you’re going to help us come true, Jewel Hayes.” 
 
    Before Jewel could react, I embraced my Nightlord powers. Long, vicious fangs punched through my gums, giving me that classic vampiric appearance as I preened for the terrified reporter. Tiny wisps of jet-black flame raced up and down my arms, showing off to anyone who cared to look that I was imbued with the powers of a creature of the night. 
 
    All the color drained from Jewel’s face. For a moment I thought she might actually pass out, but she managed to get a grip of herself, only slumping over a tiny bit. 
 
    “You’re a vampire,” she hissed, looking at me like she knew I was going to bite her and she couldn’t decide whether she wanted me to or not. “Just like him. Are you some kind of rebel Nightlord?” 
 
    “They call me the Dragon,” I told Jewel, looming over her like a colossus. “And this is why!” 
 
    With a toss of my head, I banished the Nightlord side of my heritage and opened myself to the Dragon. Scales rippled across my neck, my face, and my arms as I transformed, power crackling through my body with hurricane force as I assumed my draconic form. It wasn’t a full unveiling—doing that likely would have crushed the three women in the small dressing room with me—but even the partial transformation of my head and arms was enough to shock Jewel Hayes to her very core. 
 
    “Holy Jesus!” Jewel forgot her (and our) need to remain quiet, shrieking like a banshee as tongues of flame erupted from my open, draconic mouth. “Oh my God, what the fuck!?” 
 
    Before either Xandra or Riley could stop her, Jewel sprung from her chair and climbed beneath the vanity, making herself as small as possible. It must have been some kind of survival instinct, as she wasn’t a being of supernatural power like my shifter or Nightlord mates. 
 
    Despite myself, I laughed. My draconic maw turned my chuckles into smoky roars anyway, keeping Jewel from discovering my mirth. 
 
    “This is the power of the Dragon,” Xandra said. My vampire bride looked a little put out to see Jewel so shocked by something she’d once taken as an ordinary, almost everyday event. “This is why Dracula fears our master, Jewel. He is not going to harm you—he merely wishes to show you the promise of his majesty!” 
 
    Jewel didn’t look like she was swayed by Xandra’s high and lofty rhetoric. “He’s gonna eat me!” 
 
    Most definitely, I thought with a smirk. Though not in the way you’re implying… 
 
    It fell to Riley to calm the reporter down. “He’s not going to hurt you,” she promised the terrified woman. She leaned down and extended a hand beneath the desk, smiling in an attempt to coax Jewel from her hiding place. “You’re one of his mates, Jewel. You literally mean the world to Derek. He’d never lay a finger on you!” 
 
    “Other than the ones you want him to, that is,” Xandra added with a grin. “Take a look at our sweet little mage’s backside sometime if you want to see what our lord is capable of in the bedroom…” 
 
    Thankfully, Jewel was so frightened of my dragon form the remark passed without comment. Otherwise I might have had something to explain. 
 
    The fact that I hadn’t attacked her finally sank in. 
 
    “He’s really not going to bite my face off?” Jewel asked, peeking out from beneath the desk. The motion made her look like a schoolgirl after a tornado drill, so it was a good thing that my laughter still sounded like a dragon bellowing instead of something more recognizable. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, rising from underneath the desk. “Shit, you scared the hell out of me!” 
 
    She still faintly trembled but looked a bit more in control. At the look both of my mates gave me, I relaxed and closed my eyes, relinquishing the power of the Dragon. Losing my awesome dragon form and going back to my human body always felt a bit like opening the drain at the end of a long, hot bath. In the moment, I never wanted the feeling to end, but I also knew it was for the best. 
 
    I couldn’t very well go walking around the human world with the head of a dragon. Not yet at any rate. 
 
    My scales disappeared. Within the span of a few heartbeats, I was back to my normal appearance, all the threat of the true Dragon buried beneath my skin. It was always there, though. Jewel’s shoulders rose and fell far more rapidly now, and the way she was looking at me made me feel like she wanted to gobble me up. If Xandra and Riley weren’t there, she might even have already made a move at me. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, taking her hand and lifting her the rest of the way out of her hiding place. She came easily, which I’d figured. “Even if you don’t remember being with me, you know there’s something seriously weird about how Dracula came to rule the human world, right?” 
 
    Jewel looked like she’d have much rather talked about more intimate matters, but I managed to keep her on the straight and narrow for now. “Sure,” she said, shaking her head to clear it from the no-doubt erotic images filling her mind’s eye. “There’s all sorts of inconsistencies with the historical record. Forget a single conspiracy theory: you could fill an entire book of them with the story of Dracula’s rise to power.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, let me give you the short version,” I told her, putting my hands on her shoulders. “You ready for that much?” 
 
    She looked like she was ready for a whole hell of a lot more. But for now she just glanced at Xandra and Riley, making sure neither of them were going to slap her for moving in on their man, and smiled fiercely at me when she realized they weren’t. 
 
    “Lay it on me,” she said. 
 
    So I did. 
 
    “I used to be the leader of supernatural society,” I told Jewel. At the sharp look Xandra gave me when I said it, I amended: “one of the leaders of supernatural society. The Nightlords did their own thing, and the Council was still around, of course. But mostly, it was me. Me versus my father.” 
 
    “Your father…” Jewel trailed off, her eyes going wide. “Dracula’s your father, isn’t he? The Usurper is his own son! No wonder he’s had such a difficult time bringing you to heel!” 
 
    “A difficult time bringing me to heel …” I said with a chuckle. “That old bastard could barely hold his own against me. I was winning the war, Jewel. We were all winning the war. Our clan was going to run supernatural society, and there was going to be peace between shifter and mage and Nightlord at long last.” 
 
    Of all the things I’d told her, it was this that shocked Jewel the most. “Peace,” she muttered, sounding like I’d told her I was going to replace the city’s skyscrapers with massive pillars of candy. “That sounds completely impossible. Why do I actually believe you?” 
 
    “Because I’m telling the truth,” I said firmly. “It’s what the world looked like before Dracula took control of everything. You, me, and the rest of the Dragon’s Hoard were on the cusp of winning everything.” 
 
    Jewel looked deep into my eyes, something shifting beneath the surface of her gaze. It reminded me of the way I’d sensed the ‘true’ Riley inside of the one who’d been convinced she lived in Dracula’s world. I knew I was looking at the Jewel Hayes I’d met inside of Vixens and Vamps. She was in there—deep, deep down in there. But if I could just push her a bit, I knew I could bring the woman she used to be to the surface. 
 
    Only I didn’t have time. We had a war to win. So I made a decision. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then how did you lose?” There was a bit of hurt in Jewel’s eyes now, and I couldn’t really blame her. The world I’d described was wonderful enough to be worth fighting for, yet we’d somehow lost it all. If she wanted to pin the blame on me for that, I understood. 
 
    “I’m the one who built the weapon,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We built something, a powerful incantation known as the Last Spell. It allows anyone who casts it to remake the world in a manner of their choosing, like rewriting the first draft of a story to change the ending. Or bringing back a character on a TV show who’s died in a previous episode—there’s a word for that, I just can’t think of it…” 
 
    “Retconning,” Jewel said without hesitation. “You’re saying that the world we live in now is straight out of Dracula’s brain? That he turned our world into this fucked-up, Man in the High Castle–ass reality?” 
 
    Her bluntness made me laugh. My mates did as well.  
 
    “Something like that,” I said, gripping her shoulders a little tighter. “I can prove it, too. That’s why I need your help, Jewel. I know you don’t remember who you are yet—maybe you won’t until I beat Dracula a second time. Soojin warned me that some of the clan members would be way harder to snap out of Dracula’s control than others.” 
 
    “I’m not under anyone’s control,” Jewel protested. “And I’m more than happy to help you bring that monster down.” 
 
    Good. That was exactly what I needed. And if there was any member of the Dragon’s Hoard I’d expected to sign on even without remembering who she used to be, it would have been Jewel Hayes. She’d always been one hell of an intrepid reporter, and this was the story of a lifetime I was dangling out here in front of her. 
 
    I hoped she was smart enough to take the bait. 
 
    “If that’s true,” I told her, looking in her eyes as I moved in for the proverbial kill, “then help me. Help me show everyone else the truth, so that we can put that fucker back in the ground where he belongs.” I extended a hand, holding it out to Jewel the way a genie might offer a new life to a street urchin in a fairy tale. “Will you join me, Jewel?” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    For about half a second. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the reporter said, taking my hand and gripping it. She had a surprisingly strong handshake for such a dainty lady—like the rest of her, it was stronger than it appeared. “I’m in. I don’t know if everything you’re telling me is the truth, but you’re one hundred percent a guy who can turn into a dragon. I’d be a fool to pick that bloodsucker over you!” 
 
    That’s what all my mates say, I thought. I was smart enough not to say it, though. I could sense that it wasn’t time to make Jewel Hayes mine—that whatever necessary push the reporter needed to break through Dracula’s control, it wouldn’t come from jokes about sex or clever banter. Something else was required to rip the wool fully from Miss Hayes’s eyes. 
 
    “That’s good,” I told her, relief flooding me. “Really, really good. Alright then, here’s what I need you to do. Can you get me on the air?” 
 
    It was time to make one earth-shattering broadcast. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You would have thought that managing to get me on television would be easy. 
 
    I’d never been a camera-shy person after embracing the mantle of the Dragon. The beast within me fed on attention from the masses as easily as it devoured the adoration of my women or the hard, primal intimacy of my bedchamber. Most people considered money to be the word synonymous with power, but in our society, engagement was practically the coin of the realm. Jewel knew it, too—as the chief media consultant of the Dragon’s Hoard, she’d proven herself a wizard when it came to massaging the press. From her, I’d learned that there were types of magic that had nothing to do with spells and incantations, and everything to do with cameras and clickbait. 
 
    So when Jewel told me we weren’t heading back to the main studio, I managed to contain my surprise. I’d expected us to head directly back to the anchor’s desk and its bank of cameras, for a quick fight and a much longer speech. But Jewel had other ideas. 
 
    “You won’t manage to achieve your objective if you attack the studio directly,” she explained as we rode the elevator downward. “There’s a kill switch in the director’s booth, a few feet away from the news desk itself. You’d maybe get halfway through your first sentence before your face gets replaced on every TV with a generic ‘technical difficulties’ frame.” 
 
    “Then we should murder the director,” Xandra said flatly. Unlike me, my mates were less sanguine when it came to following Jewel’s lead. “If this man can stop us from broadcasting what my master has to say, then I will stop him from letting blood flow through his veins.” 
 
    Jewel glanced over her shoulder with an unreadable expression. “Half the time, it’s me in that director’s chair,” she said, giving the vampire a baleful look before turning back to the doors. “And I’d appreciate it if my co-workers remained unmurdered, thank you very much. Unlike Dracula, they haven’t done anything to deserve getting killed over.” 
 
    That might have been true. But if we managed to wrangle the Last Spell away from Dracula and give me control of the world instead, would it even matter? I could snap my fingers and make it so her staff had never died in the first place. 
 
    But would I? She was probably right. It was better to avoid the issue entirely. 
 
    Before Xandra or Riley could issue any further complaints, a cheerful ding filled the elevator.  
 
    “Ah,” Jewel said, stepping forward as the doors slid silently open. “Here we are…” 
 
    My first thought was that we’d somehow managed to travel to the Clandestine. The large, labyrinthine space in which my mates and I had found ourselves reminded me of nothing so much as that bizarre space in between zones where time and dimensions are all relative. Only instead of rows of storage lockers or endless stair wells, this place looked like someone had taken the aisles of a library’s basement and hit ‘copy/paste’ until they’d filled a football field. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” I asked, following Jewel into the chamber. My mates hurried close behind, looking around in every direction at once. “This is way bigger than the building we walked into…” 
 
    “That’s because we’re not in the building you walked into,” Jewel said with a smile. “We’re underneath it.” 
 
    She walked with a seductive sway to her hips that hadn’t been there before, like she knew my eyes would be staring at her ass. Jewel might not have remembered being my mate in her brain, but her body remembered the things she couldn’t forget. I knew there was a primal, savage part of her that ached for my touch.  
 
    Tucking away the list of dirty things I wanted to do to Jewel, I followed her down the aisles and deeper into the basement. 
 
    “This place looked so unassuming from the front…” I muttered, scanning the shelves as we walked. “You don’t have the Ark of the Covenant stashed down here, do you?” 
 
    Jewel grinned at that. “Just a lot of old records,” she said, gesturing at the shelves full of their heavy tomes. “There’s this weird law your father established, or maybe someone working for your father, about record keeping and the media. Any news company over a specific size has to keep every story they’ve ever aired or report they’ve ever published on file. And I mean everything!” 
 
    “That’s a prudent practice,” I said, looking at the shelves surrounding me with new eyes. “I’m sure news offices did this even before Dracula took over the world, Jewel. But they usually backed up their information on a hard drive, not in all… this.” 
 
    Jewel looked around at the shelves as if she were seeing them for the first time—seeing them for the strangeness that they were. “Yeah, I could see how that could be a little weird,” she admitted, glancing back at me with a smile. “I don’t think your father entirely trusts computers, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “Most older folks don’t,” I said with a shrug. “I guess he’d rather have good old-fashioned paper records. Shit—is that microfiche?” 
 
    It was. Dracula had invested in only the nerdiest data storage methods. Jewel delighted in pointing them out to me, as if their cases were artifacts from some long-lost civilization. 
 
    “You know what these are?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “I did some work in a library,” I said, meeting her eye. “Feels like it was at least a couple lifetimes ago, but yeah. These things are kind of hard to forget. He’s got every story Paranormal News ever did stored on these things?” 
 
    I could sense Jewel wanted to gush about them even more. But a cough from behind us in the hallway made us turn from our conversation. Xandra stood with a hand on her hip, her gorgeous lips pursed with barely-contained annoyance at this unexpected detour. 
 
    “I fail to see how any of this is helping our lord,” the vampire queen said, rolling her eyes. “Can you two constrain your peculiar shared interests until after we’ve completed the mission?” 
 
    Jewel and I shared a guilty smile.  
 
    “Sure,” I said, rising from the shelves and making my way to join the rest of my mates. “This is just weird, that’s all. I never expected an archive like this here. I bet if I spent a couple hours here, I could learn all about the world Dracula built to replace ours.” 
 
    But I didn’t have a couple of hours. In fact, as Jewel led us down the hallway, I could see we were already nearing our destination.  
 
    “We’re going in there?” I asked, pointing as we reached the archive’s far end. Then, in a lower tone: “All of us?” 
 
    There was no polite way to put it. What we approached was a bunker. 
 
    I’d played more than enough Bethesda games to recognize one when I saw it. If there’d been any doubt, the thick bands of metal both above and beneath the heavy iron door at the end of the hallway would have extinguished them. This place had been designed to withstand heavy fallout—or the end of the world. 
 
    Suddenly I felt like I understood my father’s thought processes a little more than I had before. 
 
    “I assure you we can all fit,” Jewel said, the first one of us to approach the door directly. “Watch out when you step inside, though—there might be some old pizza boxes or weed down here. Coming down to the bunker’s kind of a rite of passage for the news crew.” 
 
    “Gross,” Riley said, wrinkling her nose as Jewel spoke. “Do I even want to know how many interns brought their girlfriends down here to get laid?” 
 
    “The number’s worse than you’d expect,” Jewel said with a laugh. “Ah, here we go…” 
 
    In contrast to the high-security framing around the door, its lock mechanism appeared to be controlled by a simple numerical keypad. It was this Jewel tapped with her dexterous fingers, punching in a code she’d probably memorized on her first day at Paranormal News. Upon entering the final digit, a little light above the pad lit up green, and a deep clunk sound echoed from somewhere inside the door. It swung open a crack, unlocked. 
 
    “Welcome to the panic room,” Jewel said, stepping into the darkness. She fiddled around for a few moments before finding the light switch. Harsh fluorescent light filled the bunker, illuminating shelves filled with communication equipment and an anchor’s desk that could have been the twin of the one I’d seen on the newsroom floor. Evidently this place was some kind of back-up communication center for the building. 
 
    Jewel confirmed that a moment later. “This place is also part of Dracula’s rules,” she said, taking in the room and squinting in the harsh light. “Much like the backup of news stories, this place is designed to keep operating even in the event of sudden societal unrest.” She looked back at me, frowning slightly as my mates pored through the room. “The Prince of Darkness clearly feared that something might eventually rise up to destroy his rule, despite how tightly he controls the world.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips as I surveyed the bunker. “That’s right,” I said, feeling something like pride flare up in my chest. “He’s right to be afraid. All this—the bunker, the archives, the special instructions—they’re for something coming to destroy him, alright. Me.” 
 
    Jewel nodded. It was clear she’d been thinking along the same lines as well. “You’re the threat,” she whispered. 
 
    “My old man did all this because of me,” I said, gesturing at the big chair. “And now I’m going to use it against him. How do we get all this working?” 
 
    Jewel was already on the case. She shooed the rest of my mates away from the communications equipment, taking control of the machinery as easily as one of the cameramen upstairs handled his camera. She tapped at the controls, powering up device after device. Slowly the ancient bunker began to come alive once more. 
 
    I turned to find Riley and Xandra staring at me. 
 
    “Have you figured out what you’re going to say yet?” the mage asked. She looked like she was hoping I’d say no, and that she could help me cobble together a statement. It was pretty cute how eager she was. “I was thinking, this is prime time territory we’re wading into here. We’ve got to have a speech that cracks—” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. “I won’t be making a speech,” I said with a grin, gesturing at Xandra. “The Queen of the Nightlords will be handling that part for me.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure which of them looked more surprised—Riley or Xandra. 
 
    “She is?” Riley asked. 
 
    “I am?” Xandra added. 
 
    “You’ll know what to do,” I said, patting the vampire’s shoulder. “You’re a better diplomat than you know, queen. I’m going to need you to be my spokeswoman here in a few minutes. I’m probably going to have my hands full keeping Dracula’s people from shutting down our broadcast.” 
 
    A pall fell over my mates. With the exception of Jewel, none of them had yet realized that our little bunker would immediately be targeted once we cut in on Paranormal News’s feed. If we were going to get our message out to the world, and more importantly to my other mates, we were going to have to fight for it. 
 
    I was ready for that. Were they? 
 
    I met each of their gazes in turn, silently reading them. Of fucking course they were. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, cracking my neck as I approached the anchor’s desk. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    As Jewel made the proper preparations, I took a seat behind the desk and motioned for Xandra to join me. It felt more than a little odd to be sitting back there—it reminded me of one of those exhibits at a children’s museum where kids could pretend to be newscasters, with a little overlay and a couple of cameras. I certainly didn’t feel like an actual anchor. Not that I needed to be one. I just had to be damn impressive—I just had to be myself. Hopefully Xandra would be able to handle the talking. 
 
    “You almost ready, Jewel?” I asked, checking myself out. There was a tiny monitor in one corner of the bunker, showing a current live feed of whatever we happened to be broadcasting. Xandra and I looked like tiny video game characters on the screen.  
 
    My hand went to my earpiece, tapping the little black jewel in a blast of static. 
 
    “Soojin? You there?” 
 
    Her voice came over the line immediately. “I’m right here, Dragon,” she purred, sounding like she had her lips right against my ear. “I’ve been keeping an eye on everything. No alarms coming from the Paranormal News building. It doesn’t even seem like they’ve noticed you yet.” 
 
    “They’re about to,” I said, punctuating the statement with a little laugh. “Do me a favor. Turn on the TV and flip it to the news. You’re about to catch a once-in-a-lifetime broadcast.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Soojin sounded intrigued. “I hope you’re not about to get us all in trouble.” 
 
    “Liar,” I replied with a chuckle. “You fucking love it when I get us in trouble.” 
 
    I could feel Soojin smiling through the line. “Just be careful. Don’t let the bastards catch you.” 
 
    “Never,” I told her, meaning it. “Wish us luck.” 
 
    “Always,” Soojin whispered. “Love you, Dragon.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” I said, letting go of the earpiece. Another burst of static closed the line, and I was left staring at the glassy eye of the camera pointing at our desk. 
 
    Just then, Jewel stuck her head out from the mass of communication equipment. “I’m ready to do this whenever you are,” the reporter said, looking like she couldn’t believe she was really about to throw a pirate broadcast over her own show. “It’ll take about a minute to overwrite the signal on all channels, so just give me the go-ahead whenever you want to start the countdown.” 
 
    I nodded. “Now’s fine, thanks,” I told her, grinning. “Riley, you keeping watch?” 
 
    The mage stood at the entrance of the bunker. She stared out uneasily at the hallway, as if expecting it to fill with enemies at any moment. “Anyone comes for this bunker, they’re going to get a face full of spells,” she said, her lips peeling back from her teeth in a growl. “I’ll keep them off your back, Derek.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell Riley that I didn’t think her spells would be nearly enough to shield us. Once word got out of our pirate broadcast—which would be quick, though Jewel had explained that the bunker was designed to resist transmissions being blocked—Dracula would throw everything he could muster on short notice at this bunker in order to destroy us. I’d need to step in personally and protect my mates. 
 
    But she’d be our alarm system. That in itself made her role worth all our lives. 
 
    “T-minus thirty seconds,” Jewel yelled from behind the computers. “Get ready!” 
 
    I straightened up in my seat. Brushing a few specks of dust from my shoulder, I turned and sized up my co-anchor for the evening. Xandra looked every bit as beautiful at my side as she did holding court at a Nightlord cotillion. 
 
    “I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to be doing, my lord,” Xandra said, giving me a panicked look. I’d rarely if ever seen the Queen of the Nightlords so out of sorts. 
 
    “It’s simple,” I assured her. “Take over talking once I stop. You’ll know when. As far as what you should say—just be my hype girl. Talk about how great I am, how powerful and fearsome, how awesome I am in bed, that kind of thing. You know, just be honest.” 
 
    Xandra scoffed and rolled her eyes, but I could tell she liked it. “Of course. I’m to bolster your narcissism. I can certainly do that, my lord.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I said, cupping her chin. “Fangs out. I want everyone at home to see exactly how fierce and beautiful you are.” 
 
    Xandra looked surprised for a moment. Then her fangs ripped through her gums with a soft tearing sound. The pearly white incisors stuck out past her bottom lip.  
 
    “Much better,” I said, giving her a gentle pat on the cheek. “You shouldn’t hide what you are, Xandra. The Queen of the Nightlords would never have compromised her image to look more ‘normal’ for mundane society.” 
 
    “I…” Xandra’s hand rose to meet mine. “Thank you, my lord. You never fail to remind me why I made you my consort.” 
 
    “Nine!” Jewel said, holding up five fingers on one hand and four on the other. “Eight! Seven…” 
 
    “Here we go!” I roared, putting my hands before me on the anchor’s desk. “You ready to go live? Let’s do this!” 
 
    We were about to cut into every live broadcast of Paranormal News, all at once. And with Dracula’s requirements for every citizen to be clued into his propaganda, we’d be going live in pretty much every home with a television inside of it. I wondered if Jewel had managed to preempt other stations, too, or if it would just be the one.  
 
    No matter. We were going live. 
 
    It was time to start the show.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Good evening,” I said, unable to keep the grin off my face. “Tonight, we have a special report for you all. A developing situation that needs to be brought to every citizen’s attention.” 
 
    Behind the camera, Jewel’s computers lit up like a fucking Christmas tree. In basements all around the city, circuits switched over as the usual programming beamed to televisions everywhere was preempted by our special bunker signal. I could only imagine the looks of surprise on the faces of the people sitting down to watch the news. Their normal broadcast had just been replaced by a vampire queen and the Usurper himself. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You have lived the wrong life,” I said, looking straight into the camera. As I spoke, I imagined each of the viewers on the other side of that lens—I made my plea directly to them, imbuing it with all the sincerity I could muster. “You know it—maybe you’ve felt it deep down in the middle of the night, when the rest of the world has gone to sleep. Or maybe you’ve been on your way to work and looked up at a leaden sky, filled with vampires, and heard a little voice tell you it was not supposed to be this way. I’m here to tell you the truth. This world is unnatural. It’s depraved.” 
 
    “We’ve got contact!” Riley’s voice was loud enough that it carried through the newsroom. Next to me, Xandra flinched. “Armored troops marching down the hallway!” 
 
    “Nuke ’em,” I said, tossing the words off as an aside to my mage. “Hold them back as long as possible.” I turned back to the cameras, flashing a grin at the prospect of a fight. “As you can see, your esteemed leader doesn’t want this truth getting out. He doesn’t want you to know the real story. Which is why he’s going to try and send his monsters to destroy me.” I gestured over at Xandra. “Well, I’ve got monsters, too. And I am one.” 
 
    The sound of gunfire filled the hallway. The bullets echoed hollowly in the bunker, each impact sounding like someone tossing a dart into a mattress. Riley answered with a roar and a wave of magic. The air in the room thickened as our mage let loose, attacking the soldiers with condensed mana. 
 
    That would hold us for a few more moments. But I was about to have to fight. 
 
    “The truth is this,” I said, standing up. Ever on the ball, Jewel moved the cameras up to follow my face as I towered over the anchor’s desk, keeping me in the center of the frame. “Dracula didn’t conquer this world, or build it, or even do anything to earn it for himself. He stole the world from me—the Usurper. The man who bested him. Who’s defeated him every time we’ve clashed, and will do so again the first time the bastard dares to show his face in my presence. This time, I’ll kill him! Kill him for all of you, and free this world!” 
 
    “They’re coming closer!” Riley’s shriek echoed through the room, followed immediately by the searing sound of twin pillars of flame. She’d just opened up with her most powerful spell—a high-level fire ability that turned the hallway into the interior of an oven. Armored troops fell before the inferno, but more were behind them. And worse besides. 
 
    I knew Dracula wouldn’t hold back from sending his abominations to kill me. 
 
    In fact, it was what I was counting on. 
 
    “My name is Derek Sinclair,” I said, looking right at the camera. “I am Dracula’s son. His heir. And I… am the motherfucking Dragon!” 
 
    It was the last word I spoke before transforming. My ribs clenched around the fire in my heart like the fingers of a fist, squeezing it until it felt that it might burst. It had grown hotter and hotter through my entire speech, and now as I released it at last, it burned fiercer than any of Riley’s fire spells. 
 
    The first armored soldier entered the bunker. He shoved Riley aside, butting her in the chest with the grip of his rifle. He turned, scanning the ersatz newsroom as he tried to get a bead on me and bring me down. 
 
    But he was too late. I was no longer human. 
 
    In what would undoubtedly become the most replayed clip of all time on Dracula’s internet, I unveiled myself before the cameras. No half-measures this time, either—this was a full transformation, as powerful and draconic as I could make myself. Scales exploded from my skin, ripping through my clothes as my sleek limbs were replaced with huge slabs of muscle. Wings sprouted from my back, unfurling like the flags of the Dragon’s Hoard as I tossed back my dragon’s maw and roared. 
 
    Xandra seized her moment. “You heard the man!” she cried, embracing her own Nightlord nature as she leaped onto the table top. “Dracula is a fraud! A charlatan! Rise up and destroy him! Destroy this tainted world and bring the balance back!” 
 
    I could only imagine what this scene looked like to someone watching at home. If they’d been sitting on their couch, gripping their popcorn until it dropped on the floor as I unveiled myself, I could hardly picture how their heart likely skipped a beat when the attacker entered the frame. A figure in armor moved swiftly, bringing his rifle loaded with anti-shifter bullets up and firing directly into my face. 
 
    “Die!” the armored soldier roared, unloading his whole mag in my face. 
 
    Each bullet had been designed to shred shifters, enchanted with spells to increase their force, explode them inside of flesh and fill their target’s veins with poison. If the bastard had thought to shoot Xandra instead of me, she’d have been down for the count. It would have made me look weak in front of a live audience. 
 
    But instead, he shot at me. And showed the citizens of the world exactly how fucking powerful I am. 
 
    The bullets bounced off my scales, unable to puncture my thick hide. My draconic maw peeled back in a smile as the soldier roared, his anger slowly turning to horror as he realized his weapon had barely dented me. 
 
    There were dozens of ways I could have dispatched the first man brave enough to attack the bunker. I could have swiped him in half, or burned him to death with a quick fire spell. Any option would have sufficed—and under different circumstances, they would have been as interchangeable as a pair of socks. 
 
    But I felt the eyes of the nation on me. They wanted more than just violence—they wanted a show. And I was going to give it to them. 
 
    So I opened my maw wide and struck. The soldier’s head and shoulders disappeared inside of my mouth as I bit down, crunching bones and ripping through flesh as my jaws slammed shut. His cries turned to gurgles as I tore his head off. 
 
    Blood trickled down my chin as I spit the severed head at the entrance, hitting one of a trio of armored soldiers who’d breached the door. I let out an ear-splitting roar, flames pouring from my mouth as I filled the hallway with flames much more potent than Riley’s. My mates ducked out of the way as I summoned a pillar of fire, burning through the rest of the soldiers like they were extra charcoal briquettes. That’s what they looked like when I was done, at least. 
 
    Somehow, Xandra managed to speak through the carnage. “You see his power!?” she cried, her fangs fully on display for the audience. “You witness the true owner of this world, people!” 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t have added anything—Xandra’s speech was perfect. But there was one final command I wanted to give before I really threw down. So I turned my draconic head to the camera, flexing the muscles in my throat until I felt my roars transforming back into human speech. I’d sound like a fucking beast, of course, but that would hardly dent the meaning of my message. 
 
    “I want my mates,” I snarled, smoke pouring from my nostrils as I spoke. “Carli Weber. Tessa Butler. Tallulah Binesi. Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele. Come to me now! Come home to your master!” 
 
    If they were watching, there was no way they could have missed it. Unless someone had my women tied up in a cell somewhere, they were racing to me right now like their asses were on fire.  
 
    I felt a shiver pass through Xandra’s body. “Gods, I love you, Dragon.” 
 
    I just grinned. “Keep the cameras rolling!” I roared, heading toward the door. Already, alarms had begun to ring throughout the building. Whatever back-up Dracula had would be here soon. “I’m about to show the world what true power is!” 
 
    My dragon form didn’t fit through the door. That was no problem—a single slam was all it took to burst right through the wall. I erupted into the hallway like floodwaters from a broken dam, filling the narrow hall before me with flame. Already a half-dozen more goons had been making their way up to the door—now they recoiled in pain and fear, clutching their burning bodies as they went up like highway flares. 
 
    I marched down the hallway in dragon form, intent on throwing myself into the next wave. This was for two reasons. First, I didn’t want to see any of my mates get hurt in the crossfire. I knew that Dracula would have told his troops to aim for my women if they could get a shot at them—so never letting them get close enough would be ideal. 
 
    The second? 
 
    The second was in the handheld camera clutched in Jewel Hayes’s hands. The intrepid reporter switched the feed over to it when the shit popped off, and dragged it to the entrance of the bunker with her to record the show. 
 
    If Dracula had hoped that moving the action outside of the broadcast studio would hide it from the masses, he was wrong. They were going to see everything—every moment of his troops getting smashed by the Dragon. 
 
    I’d make absolute sure of it. 
 
    The sound of footfalls filled the stairwell at the far end of the hall. More troops were on their way. God only knew what monsters Dracula had summoned to make up the second wave of the attackers. Doubtless they’d be even fiercer and more dangerous than the last. 
 
    And they were. But they were also monsters in the most literal sense of the world. 
 
    At first, I thought the second wave had started throwing bundles of leaves and vines into the hallway, like they were planning to soak them in gasoline and light the whole place on fire. But as the bundles unwound themselves, springing up into human-shaped fiends made of plant matter and moss, I realized that these were the creatures close enough to respond to Dracula’s order to attack first. These weren’t the eldritch abominations I knew so well from his castle. They were more like the junior version—the home game given away as a consolation prize. At their full height they just barely came up to the top of Riley’s head, making them far shorter than most of my mates. 
 
    But no less vicious for all that. 
 
    “Birchmen!” Xandra shrieked from behind me. In a flash, the Queen of the Nightlords was at my side. Blood covered her body, none of it hers. In fact, most of it trickled from her mouth. “Why would Dracula send these against the Dragon? They’re weak to fire!” 
 
    I didn’t know—and I didn’t care. A blast from my mighty throat left them scattering, half of the creatures already ablaze. 
 
    As they ran, I decided to seize the moment. Turning back to the camera, I forced my muscles to transform my roars into human words and filled them with as much scorn as I could muster. 
 
    “You see what the bloodsucker does?” I growled. My words sounded like tectonic plates slamming together—they sounded like they came from under the earth. “He sends abominations to try and destroy the citizens of this world. Monsters just like him! There’s no creature too vile for Dracula to ally himself with!” 
 
    “You heard it here first!” That was Jewel, who’d waded far closer to the carnage than I was comfortable with. As an intrepid reporter extraordinaire, Jewel would much rather have sawed one of her own feet off than missed a story this big. “Lord Dracula allied with fiends from the deep! Birchmen and worse besides!” 
 
    The birchmen chittered at each other as they fell back, trying to find a way around the walls of flames I continued to conjure. Killing them was as easy as shooting fish in a barrel, and as I caught them ablaze one after the other, I felt a strange sense of annoyance. I wasn’t meant for combat like this. I wanted to fight Dracula, damn it! 
 
    I tossed back my head and let out a roar loud enough to shake the building. “Coward! Come down here and fight me yourself, Dracula! How many worthless beasts do I have to slaughter before we face each other man to man, father?” 
 
    A tremor passed through the floor. Cracks spread through the walls of the basement, spiderwebbing in all directions like a thousand drills were trying to dig through the solid metal to my mates and me. For a moment I reared back, fearing an earthquake, but it was only the newest wave Dracula summoned. This one looked worse than the rest. 
 
    And yet I smiled.  
 
    “Finally!” I said, drawing down my power until I was human from the waist down. I wanted room to maneuver in this part of the fight even more than I wanted raw strength. “I was wondering when he’d send you. Jewel, get the camera!” 
 
    Pouring from the far door like clowns erupting from a car were the eldritch abominations who’d been my father’s lieutenants. Beady red eyes peered over mossy beards filled with writhing tendrils. Their robes were fancier in this world—covered in arcane symbols, cut tight around the waist and the shoulders to show off their hideous, malformed muscle. I made a mental note to steal one off a body in case I needed a costume change later. 
 
    Xandra had expected the birchmen. None of Dracula’s troops had surprised my mates so far—but the appearance of the tentacle cultists provoked cries of shock in one member of my party. Jewel Hayes, whose grip around her handheld camcorder was looking shaky as hell. 
 
    “What… what the fuck are those things!?” the reporter snapped, forgetting for a moment her journalistic professionalism. “They’re horrible!” 
 
    I turned around, grinning from my draconic features. “These are my father’s most trusted troops!” I bellowed, gesturing behind me at the growing wave of tentacle monsters. “This is Dracula’s true face—these abominations! I’ll exterminate them all, along with their master!” 
 
    These tentacle creatures had come with a plan. Unlike the previous waves, these monsters didn’t all rush forward for the bunker in a single mass—they moved in formation, flanking to both sides as they drew vicious-looking spears and flails from beneath their robes. The hallway filled with the ozone thickness of magic as their spellcasters warmed up. 
 
    Shit. This was bad. They were smart enough to keep their mages in the back, where it would be harder for me to get to them. If those spellcasters managed to get off more than a single incantation, they might fill the hallway with too much magic for my mates to avoid. I wasn’t worried about myself—I’d proved that by having a soldier empty an enchanted AK in my face that there was nothing these assholes could do to me. But my mates? 
 
    I’d have to take the lead here. 
 
    “Stay back!” I roared, jumping into the fray. “I’ll handle this!” 
 
    I was going to need to move fast to take them down before they unloaded, which meant I needed to get first strike on these assholes. Pushing power into my limbs, I jumped across the hallway in a single leap and landed just outside the range of the tentacle beasts’ spears. 
 
    Their leader was taller than the rest, with a face more human than abomination. His beady eyes fixed on me with unusual cunning, and his tentacles quivered as he gave orders to his lieutenants. 
 
    “Go for the women!” the monster hissed, pointing past me at Riley and Jewel. “Ignore the Usurper! Hit his mates and the Dragon will crumble!” 
 
    No fucking way. Not today, asshole. 
 
    “That’s the last order you get to give,” I said, claws erupting from my fingers. “Hope it was a good one, motherfucker!” 
 
    The tentacle monster gave me a thin smile as he pulled his weapon from his robes. Or weapons, as I soon saw—though in truth, neither of the devices the creature took out and exposed to the light resembled a weapon. He held two golden bands, thick as cola bottles and gleaming faintly in the light. Without a word, the monster fastened one onto his left wrist, then the right. 
 
    Jewelry? I thought. Looks like something Tallulah would wear. 
 
    As the leader stomped forward, two of the tentacle beasts tried to flank around me. Smart fucker, I thought, jumping backward to cut them off. Time to even the odds… 
 
    I threw my dragon’s claws out before me, thumb touching thumb as I made a fan with my palms. This was the most obvious opening move in the Dragon’s entire MO—one that Dracula and his minions had seen so many times I never would have started with it in the real world. 
 
    But here, as I already knew, people weren’t quite as familiar with the most excellent Prismatic Spray. 
 
    A rainbow of phantasmagoric color erupted from between my hands, blinding the wave of tentacle beasts. They reared backward, pawing at their eyes, as the spell struck them with confusion. 
 
    I charged up Chain Lightning in my right hand and tossed it toward the leader of the tentacle beasts. 
 
    Only to notice that the leader wasn’t blind. Alone, the tentacle monster stood tall, completely unaffected by my spell. He smirked at the arcing beam of electricity and threw up his left wristband, parrying it with the edge of the strange, golden metal. 
 
    As soon as the spell hit the bracelet, it fizzled. What the fuck? 
 
    Magic-dampening bracelets, I thought, noting the triumphant look on the leader. No wonder he’s not afraid of my spells— 
 
    Suddenly I was flying through the air. The ceiling and floor of the hallway inverted unexpectedly, the ground rushing up to meet me as I slammed face-first into the concrete. I heard the tentacle monsters laughing behind me, their steps echoing across the floor as they charged. 
 
    Those bracelets stopped my spells—but they didn’t do shit to the tentacle monster’s. Great. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and slashed, trusting that there’d be a target in front of me. I was right—my claws hit a charging tentacle monster, cutting through his robes and deep into his flesh. He let out a groan and sunk to his knees, slumping over as he bled out. Green ichor covered my hands, and I felt the absurd urge to wash my hands. 
 
    I looked up from the fallen monster just in time to intercept two more. These had spears extended, holding them so far forward it looked like they were trying to drive them into the opposite wall. A strong attack, sure—but poor on weight distribution. 
 
    They got the lesson as I slipped to the side and kicked out their knees, sending both of the monsters sprawling on top of their own spears. They each got cut, though unfortunately nothing fatal. They were down, but not out. 
 
    No chance to follow up with a killing blow—a fireball was shot across the hallway, aimed straight at Jewel Hayes. The poor, brave reporter was sitting there like a deer in headlights, filming the spell that was about to kill her. She’d probably get a Pulitzer for a shot like that, but it would have to be posthumous. 
 
    I jumped at the flaming ball of fire, activating my full dragon form in mid-air. A quick twist of my wings put me right in the fireball’s path. Now it was bearing down on me instead of Jewel, but that was alright—that was exactly what I wanted. 
 
    I opened my mouth and roared, meeting the fireball with one of my own. Both hit midway down the hall and exploded, the two balls of flame feeding on each other in an explosion that sent shards of ceiling and wall raining through the chamber. 
 
    Shit, if we kept this up, the whole place was going to collapse. Dracula might not even have to show up on his own time if he could just entomb me and my mates, trapping us inside a coffin of metal and rebar. I had to finish these creatures off before they could do any more damage to the foundation. 
 
    It was time for the Black Flame. Dropping from the air into a crouch, I shed the form of the Dragon the way a snake sheds its skin. I moved in a blur, the world going slow motion around me as I streaked down the hall like an Olympic sprinter. As I ran, I did a mental count of how many more tentacle beasts I had to deal with. 
 
    There were twelve, including the leader. Three of them were spellcasters, glowing with the energy of new spells as they summoned them into being. Within moments, they’d fill the hall with an inferno of magical energy. Once they did, one of two things would happen. 
 
    Either they’d hit my mates, or they’d send the whole hallway collapsing down on our heads. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    The Black Flame burned like a bonfire in my veins as I pushed more power through me. The world slowed down further, until it looked as if each of the tentacle beasts moved through a thick soup of molasses. Did I have enough time? Could I really kill twelve monsters before they lifted a hand against my mates? 
 
    Time to find out. 
 
    I passed the first, ripping his throat out in a single motion of my fangs. I spit out bits of moss and an errant tentacle, doing my best to ignore the slimy feel of the monster as I dropkicked the second. A horizontal slash of my claws neatly bisected three and four, their faces only just beginning to fill with shock as their legs toppled. 
 
    I followed up with a vertical cut that split a fifth monster from groin to chin. Even I was amazed at the power of that blow—I’d never hit anything that hard before. Shit, I thought, the thing split apart like fucking cheesecloth! 
 
    I was so strong, and so fast! My fury doubled as I ripped through monster numbers six and seven, dispatching them as quickly and easily as a lesser man clips his fingernails. They fell like sheaves of wheat before the thrasher, fattened and ready for the harvest. 
 
    But there were still those spellcasters to worry about. 
 
    Two of them actually had sparks flying around them, their spells forming into massive balls of electrical energy. The final one appeared to be summoning some kind of ice spell. I made an executive decision to save the ice caster for last and threw myself as hard as I could at the other two. 
 
    I killed eight and nine along the way, hardly even noticing them fall. I swore I could see individual atoms as I ran, as if the fabric of time and space had been stretched to its very limit by the power of the Black Flame. Surely this was more than just the powers of a Nightlord? 
 
    Something’s happening to me, I thought, putting on a final burst of speed as the lightning orbs formed. I’m on the cusp of something else. Something incredible…! 
 
    Once the lightning spells were done, they’d move at the speed of light. I could literally see light moving now, cascading through the room in shimmering waves. The beauty of it nearly brought tears to my eyes. How was I this fast? 
 
    The world snapped back into focus as I slammed into the spellcasters. All three of us went down in a heap, the orbs fizzling into failed spells as I bit through one mage’s neck and slashed right through the face of the second. 
 
    A ball of ice slammed into my back. 
 
    The tentacle monster let out a girlish shriek as the ice ball hit, knocking me a few steps down the hall instead of pulverizing one of my mates the way he’d intended. 
 
    I turned around, tendrils of steam rising from my back. “That hurt,” I said blankly, then chuckled. “You want to say sorry?” 
 
    The final spellcaster took one look at me, and then my mates. Then he bolted, running down the hallway like his ass was on fire. His robes swished around his feet as he ran, revealing a faint trail of slime around every foot step. 
 
    I weighed whether or not to chase him, then decided to let him go. Fuck it—it would have looked lame in front of the TV audience to go running after a fleeing foe. Besides, that poor bastard would probably drink free for the rest of his life, telling people about the time he’d been the only survivor against the Dragon— 
 
    A black and red blur shot past me, landing on the fleeing cultist’s back. Xandra grabbed the creature’s head with both hands and twisted, breaking his neck like a popsicle stick. The creature twitched beneath her once, then went still. 
 
    Xandra rose, grinning, blood trickling from her mouth. “That’s all of them,” she said, sounding like she’d just completed a humdrum time-consuming job. “Are you alright, my consort?” 
 
    “Never better.” I turned back to the camera, grinning. “As you can see, Dracula will stop at nothing to keep the rightful ruler of this world from reclaiming his throne. But all of his strength is meaningless. I’ll keep on breaking his toys and tools until I find the man himself—you can bet on that! In the meantime, stop listening to the fucking vampires.” 
 
    I walked toward the camera, painfully aware of how much I looked like death incarnate. “Resist them all, and know that I resist right along with you. Together, we’re going to take that bastard Dracula down. This world will never be the same—” 
 
    A blast of static erupted from Jewel’s camera. 
 
    At the same time, the lights in the hallway flickered.  
 
    Riley turned from the entrance of the bunker and stared back into the broadcast room, her eyes widening in shock. “They just cut our signal,” she said, stepping into the bunker. “It looks like Dracula managed to get on the line!” 
 
    “Really?” My heart jumped into my throat. If the Prince of Darkness had really come here, then we could settle this tonight. Man to man, the way it was meant to be. Could Dracula really be that bold, though? I wouldn’t have thought he’d have had the balls to actually man up and face me… 
 
    I didn’t notice the horrified looks on my mates’ faces until I entered the bunker and saw for myself. The screen that had previous shown our pirate signal was once again transmitting a live feed of the Paranormal News broadcast. 
 
    From Dracula’s castle. 
 
    For the first time since coming to this world, I beheld my bastard of a father in the flesh. He favored the camera with his classic regal smirk as he held court, looking pleased to have finally cut off my attempt at recreating the Max Headroom Incident. 
 
    “People of the world,” the Prince of Darkness said, looking as unruffled as ever. “I regret that your news broadcast tonight has been preempted by these… ruffians. The Usurper is ever trying to destroy me, and my many attempts to make him see reason have fallen on deaf ears. I’m afraid he’s quite set in his ways.” 
 
    “Liar!” I roared, wishing I could cut back in. “You’ve never tried shit!” 
 
    “Normally,” Dracula continued, “you would expect me to soothe you after a hiccup of this nature. Reassure you with gentle words, remind you all that I am in control of your lives and destinies.” The vampire cleared his throat. “But tonight, good people, I am possessed of a higher purpose. Tonight, I have an audience of one.” 
 
    Dracula looked right at the camera. At me. 
 
    “Hello, son,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smile. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    Then the camera zoomed out, and my blood turned to ice in my veins. 
 
    Dracula was running the show tonight, alright. 
 
    But he wasn’t alone.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh God,” Riley gasped, her hand against her mouth. “It’s Carli! And Tessa! And…” 
 
    “And all of them,” I said, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. “He’s got all of my mates. The fucking bastard!” 
 
    He’d arranged them like he was the host of a goddamn game show and they were the girls who turned the wheel or flipped the tiles around. Each of my women were dressed to the nines, their hair and makeup as perfect as runway models. They’d each been given outfits that enhanced their best assets: Tallulah looked like she’d just stepped off a catwalk, while Alicia and the other bear shifters had been dolled up like superheroines, all sleek muscle and fierce cheekbones. 
 
    Just seeing them made my heart ache. This was bad. Really, really bad. 
 
    “You put out a call tonight,” Dracula said, a touch of smugness entering his tone. The bastard was enjoying this—I could tell. He always did when he thought he’d pushed my back against a wall, when he believed he’d won the upper hand. He was a sore winner, my father. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I snarled, fully aware that he couldn’t hear me. 
 
    Dracula turned and looked each of my mates up and down, smirking at the perfection of their bodies. Only now did I notice the despairing, dazed looks on their faces. Carli, Tessa, Tallulah, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele—they didn’t look like themselves at all. Rather they appeared to have disconnected from the world, looking at it through glassy eyes from the bottom of a deep, dark well. 
 
    “You demanded that these women come to you,” Dracula said, his gaze lingering on Carli Weber a beat longer than was strictly necessary. “I don’t think you realized what you’d done when you made that command, son. For you see, I’ve already put my own geas upon all of your former mates that I could find. When your commands conflicted with mine, I’m afraid it made them all kinds of confused.” He snickered, then flicked Carli between her eyes, his nail raking her forehead. 
 
    She didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “Your women. The ones who mean the most to you.” Dracula reached out and stroked Tallulah’s cheek. The noise I made as he touched her would have sent a grizzly bear running for the hills. “They’ve given you their loyalty, their devotion, their bodies. Some of them have borne you a child—and they would gladly do so again.” He smiled sadly, as if these words truly pained him. “I wonder. Would they die for you, son?” 
 
    I knew they would. But they weren’t going to—not as long as I drew breath. 
 
    “Let’s see what you think,” Dracula said with a shrug. He glanced off the side of the screen, motioning to someone else in the castle. “Yes, activate it now, please. I want to see the look on his face.” 
 
    Just then, the screen began to change. It was a visual effect I hadn’t seen in years—something I thought had been relegated to the early days of high-definition television: a picture in a picture. 
 
    Dracula dominated the screen, of course. But in the bottom right-hand corner of the broadcast was Jewel’s handheld camera, showing me and my mates staring at the screen like we’d been struck by lightning. 
 
    I hastily straightened up, wiping the upset look off my face. It wouldn’t have done any good to show weakness in front of a live audience. I could grieve this later. For now, I had to look strong, even if I felt like screaming. 
 
    “That’s better,” Dracula said, looking pleased. “I ought to even be able to hear you. Tell me, son—do you think these women would die for you?” 
 
    “Let them go,” I said. To my surprise, I managed to keep my voice even and steady. “Let them go, old man, and you’ll be sparing yourself the worst of what’s coming.” 
 
    The worst…? Dracula mouthed the words, his eyes lighting up with mirth. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, son,” the old bloodsucker said. He could barely hold back his laughter.  “I didn’t win the world by playing fair. I’m not about to start now. Why on Earth would I hand you even a single one of these women, son? When I know that they have such power over you—when I know they can reduce you to a whimpering mess with a single blow?” 
 
    As if to illustrate his power, Dracula balled his fingers into a fist and aimed a fake swing at Tallulah Binesi’s face. He pulled his punch at the last moment, of course, but the damage was done—I sprang forward without being able to stop myself, fangs erupting from my gums as I roared with fury. 
 
    “Bastard!” I growled. “Coward! Fight me man to man!” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Dracula said with a chuckle. “But there’s no fight coming, son. I have your women—which means it’s game over for you, I’m afraid. There’s nothing you can do to reach them, you see. Granted, you’ve managed to gather a few of your mates around you, like lost sheep around the world’s most inept shepherd. But your most powerful, most beautiful women are guests of my castle. Carli. Tallulah.” He frowned, faking like he’d suddenly been overcome with emotion. “Carli is the mother of your eldest child, is she not?” 
 
    “If you lay a finger on her,” I growled, “the things I will do to you, old man—” 
 
    “I’ll lay more than a finger,” Dracula snapped, clearly having the time of his life needling me. “I’m tempted to command your little brood mare to strip bare in front of all these cameras and show all these people exactly why the Dragon felt compelled to plant his seed inside her belly… but no matter. It would only make you angry—and you’re mad enough to burn down a city already, are you not?” 
 
    His constant mirth was beginning to aggravate me. It was nothing compared to the anguish I felt about my mates, however. That was a candle against the fucking sun. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I asked, spreading my hands. “You’ve already shown the people you’re a coward. Now you’re going to show them that you’re a pimp, too?” 
 
    “I’m the pimp?” Dracula cackled like I’d told the world’s funniest joke. “That’s rich coming from you, son. No, the reason I’m doing this is simple. You’ve gotten a bit big for your britches since coming to my world, Derek. You really thought you could topple my regime—that it would be as easy as collecting your mates, reforming your little wonder troupe, and destroying your father with the power of friendship and polygamy. After all, Dracula is a coward, is he not? And a tyrant?” 
 
    My father put a hand to his heart as he monologued, like an actor on a stage. The falseness of it sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    Dracula leaned in close, grinning wide enough to show fang. “It doesn’t matter, Derek. The fact that I’m a coward, a tyrant, that I’d gladly cover my hands in your mates’ blood if it secured my reign for another thousand years—none of it means a goddamn thing! None of these people can rise against me. Your efforts have failed. And now, you must surrender.” 
 
    Surrender. The word left me frozen in my tracks. No. That was fucking impossible. Surrender to this asshole? It was beyond the pale. No self-respecting man could do it and still call himself a man. 
 
    “Yes, the Dragon must set down his weapons and surrender,” Dracula repeated, relishing the words. “Otherwise, he’s going to have to sit back and watch his mates die.” 
 
    And with that, he grabbed Carli and dragged her before the camera. 
 
    “No!” the cry burst from me, but there was nothing I could do. All my rage, all my strength, it was about as useful to me as a bicycle to a fish. Dracula was a million miles away, transmitting from his own pocket Realm. Not even my high-speed Black Flame powers could have gotten me to his castle fast enough to stop him from doing whatever he was planning to do. 
 
    “Look at her,” Dracula cackled, inviting the camera to caress Carli’s curves. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? A Raiju shifter—so rare. A Legendary shifter. You know, I thought long and hard about what order to kill your mates, son. I went back and forth for hours, concocting all sorts of schemes, trying to think of which ones would hurt you the most and how to space them out to cause you maximum despair.” 
 
    “I’m warning you,” I said, keeping my face frozen. I had to be strong here. If the people saw me break, everything I’d built to try and topple Dracula would fall. “You hurt her, father, and I’ll make your death so slow you’ll be begging me to just slit your throat before I’m done.” 
 
    “Eventually,” Dracula said, going on as if he hadn’t heard me, “I decided that there was only one fair way to do it. I had to go in chronological order, of course! Killing your first mate would cut deepest, after all. What’s that phrase they say in the special forces, son? ‘First in, last out?’ It’s ‘first in, first out’ in this case!” 
 
    I could see Carli squirming in the old vampire’s grip. She might not have remembered her life with me yet, but she knew she didn’t want any part of what Dracula was planning to give her. Her eyes pleaded, begging me for help. It broke my fucking heart. 
 
    “Wait!” I said, throwing up a hand. “Stop!” 
 
    Maybe there was some tone in my voice that told Dracula I’d had enough. He lifted his head from his study of Carli’s bust, his full lips pursed like he’d been interrupted in the middle of drinking blood wine. 
 
    “You’re right,” Dracula said, dropping Carli like a sack of potatoes. “This is unbecoming of me, son. I must give you a chance to surrender unconditionally to your father, first. Then, and only then, can the slaughter of your precious mates commence.” 
 
    I grit my teeth, my lips peeling back. “And where is this ‘surrender’ of yours supposed to take place, old man?” 
 
    Dracula pretended to think about it. I knew he had planned every aspect of this speech long in advance, which made the whole act galling. 
 
    “Since you can’t come to visit me, why don’t we meet somewhere we both know?” His voice turned into a lustrous purr, the kind of thing an older woman might find appealing coming from a man of his stature. “Say… the Celesta casino, for example?” 
 
    The Celesta? I had bad memories of the place—which was probably the point. A shifter leader falling from the top floor, a bunch of mages trying to bully me and losing stacks of chips for their trouble. The Council of Wand and Claw, and all the betrayal that followed… 
 
    “That place is still standing?” I managed to make it sound like a laugh. “I would’ve thought you’d have razed it to the ground and put up another castle. Or some condos or something.” 
 
    “The casino is still standing, I assure you,” Dracula said. “It’s also still the chosen location for the Council of Wand and Claw. A permanent set of portals to the Council chambers have been installed in the convention center. We’ll make it a whole event.” Dracula smiled. “That way, everyone will see you kneel to me—just as they saw your little tantrum tonight.” 
 
    I kept the cold, haughty look on my face, but inside I was seething. Calling my rebellion a ‘tantrum’ was just another bead on the string of insults. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” I said. I couldn’t help it. “I’m going to tear down every brick of your kingdom and feed it to you. Then I’m going to tie you to a car by your ankle and take you for a drive on the freeway at high noon. When I’m done with you, I’ll cut you into seven pieces and bury them so deep in the fucking ground that not even Simon goddamn Belmont will be able to find you—” 
 
    “No,” Dracula said, cutting me off with a gesture. “You won’t.” He made a study of staring down at his watch, as if he didn’t know exactly what time it was. “Let’s see, it’s getting rather late, so let’s say… midnight Friday for our meeting? I’m sure you know how to get to the Celesta, after all. That gives you just under thirty hours to prepare.” He leaned in closer, grinning. “I’ll expect a nice speech, son. Saying nice things about me might just save your women’s lives…” 
 
    My fingers balled into fists, digging so deep into my palms that I felt blood. “Fuck you,” I growled. “You’ve just given me thirty hours to destroy you, old man.” 
 
    Dracula shrugged. “Suits me either way, son. I get to broadcast your submission—or the murder of your clan. But I know you’ll be there. I made you, after all. See you at the Celesta.” 
 
    And before I could say another word, the bastard cut all the lines. Both his broadcast and mine switched off like a light, plunging the station into static. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To say the mood was grim back at our hideout would have been something of an understatement. 
 
    Xandra, Riley, Jewel, and I made it back from the Paranormal News headquarters in record time. It helped that Dracula had declared a mandatory curfew, ensuring that the streets were practically empty and we could drive as fast as we wanted. No one spoke on the way back—Soojin didn’t even chime in over her ear piece. 
 
    I knew my women were trying to come up with something to say. Something hopeful, that would let me know they still believed in me and had full faith that I’d guide them through this dark night into a bright new day. The problem was, I was no longer sure if I believed it. 
 
    Dracula had over half of my mates. Women whose names were etched into my very soul lay imprisoned within my bastard of a vampire father’s castle, kept under lock and key while the man himself awaited our midnight rendezvous. Dracula didn’t just expect me to surrender to him, no: he wanted me humiliated. Defeated in every sense of the word. I gave it fifty-fifty odds that he killed my mates in front of me no matter what, just to hear me scream. 
 
    By the time we made it home, my hopes were about as low as Xandra’s subterranean apartment. Jewel oohed and aahed in the appropriate places at all our gear and equipment, but the celebration that should have taken place upon saving another one of my mates was decidedly muted. The grand tour of our digs felt perfunctory; Jewel’s face fell every time she looked at me. 
 
    “This fucking sucks,” I finally said, landing on the couch so hard I felt the springs in the cushion squeak. “There’s no way around it. This is really fucking awful.” 
 
    In twenty-seven hours I’d be as locked up as my mates, helpless and under Dracula’s control. I’d probably never see this place again. 
 
    My mates shared a look. None of them could seem to marshal the right words; as always, it fell to Soojin to take point. 
 
    “You did the best you could,” she said as she came up behind me, rubbing my shoulders. Her fingers did miracles at the worst of times, and I felt my stress melting away beneath her skilled hands. “There was no way we could have known Dracula would move so fast to collect the rest of your mates. We bet big that your command going out over the airwaves would bring the rest of them to you—” 
 
    “Yeah, we bet big,” I snapped, rubbing my eyes. “And lost. Turns out, the game was fucking rigged. Just like I’m sure all the games at the Celesta will be, too.” I looked over at the clock on the wall, counting the hours. “How long do we have before it’s time to leave?” 
 
    Soojin straightened up. “No one’s said we are leaving,” my mate said, quietly but firmly. “Master, we have a full day before Dracula’s deadline. There are any number of plans we could put into motion in that time—it’s possible that we could still win this—” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. “If we move against Dracula, he’ll kill Carli,” I said bitterly. 
 
    I couldn’t blame Soojin for trying to help—I’d already run through dozens of different scenarios in my head. What Dracula had us in was a hostage situation, and I didn’t know how to take him down while also keeping him from killing the hostage at the same time. 
 
    “He warned me, Sooj,” I continued. “Shit, he nearly cut her throat right there on the broadcast, live on TV. You all saw it.” 
 
    They certainly had. My mates looked at each other, nibbling their lips and wringing their hands. 
 
    “She didn’t even try to fight,” Riley whispered, shaking her head. “It was like… like he’d drugged her or something! What the fuck did he do to the clan, Derek?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said robotically. “Something about my command and Dracula’s getting all mixed up. I’m not really sure—” 
 
    “Maybe we should get sure,” Soojin said, brightening. “What if there’s some way to reverse what Dracula did to the women of the Dragon’s Hoard? We could turn them back into fighters!” 
 
    Everyone seemed to think that was a good idea. 
 
    Except for me. 
 
    “Dracula has them all guarded,” I whispered, hating how much of a buzzkill I sounded like. I couldn’t help it—I knew my father’s mind better than them, better than anyone except the woman he’d married. He wouldn’t let them regain their minds. Not before the Celesta, at least. If they showed any sign of independence, he’d kill them. At the first sign that they were breaking through Dracula’s control, he’d drink them dry. 
 
    No, if I was going to restore my girls to their former glory, it would have to be at the Celesta itself. But there, time would be up—and Dracula would be expecting me to surrender. I’d only have one shot at eluding him, and I wasn’t terribly sanguine about my chances. 
 
    “It’s something to look into,” Xandra said. But even I could tell there was something uncertain in the vampire queen’s tone. “There has to be some solution to this problem, my lord. I cannot believe it is possible for you to actually lose.” 
 
    “Me either,” I said, nodding along. “But this is Dracula’s world, girls. He made the rules. If we find any loopholes in them, it’ll be because he didn’t think about them hard enough—not because he wanted them to be there.” I leaned back in my seat, staring at the ceiling. “Shit. Maybe we should have as much fun as we can before the Celesta. This might be the last time we all get to spend together…” 
 
    Soojin’s pretty face turned as white as a sheet. “Don’t you dare say that,” she whispered, gritting her teeth. “We don’t even have half the Hoard to celebrate with.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the tidal wave of bitterness that welled up within me. “So? Dracula’s about to take everything away from me, Soojin. Maybe I should just drink and fuck my way through the next day, so at least I can face the bastard down with a smile on my face. Huh? What do you say to that?” 
 
    The rest of my mates looked frightened by the growing conflict between myself and my mate. Soojin’s face seemed carved from stone. 
 
    “I say I’ll gladly fuck you whenever you want, Dragon,” Soojin said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “But what I will not do is watch you give up! Did you give up when those monsters stole the Queen of the Nightlords away? Did you give up when Tomas Karkosa leveled a death warrant against you? Did you give up when Dracula stole your children!?” 
 
    Her words pierced me to the depths of my soul. “No,” I said, something dark and powerful rearing up inside of me. “No, I did not!” 
 
    Soojin’s smile was like a knife drawn in a dark alley. “Good,” she said. “So mope and sulk, Master, go ahead—for a couple of minutes. Then get up and make that bastard pay!” 
 
    Her task evidently done, Soojin gave me a little bow and moved into the kitchen. A few moments later, we all heard the sound of humming coming from the room as she started cleaning up the place. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jewel said. “Is she always like that?” 
 
    “Only when the chips are down,” I said, shaking my head. I couldn’t have been more proud of Soojin. “God damn, we don’t deserve that woman. She’s right, too. Fuck feeling like the world’s about to end. We’ll find a way to get around Dracula and his bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m making tea!” Soojin called from the kitchen. “You four brainstorm while I work, and I’ll bring it out to you!” 
 
    It was the closest thing to a direct command my mate would dare utter. Xandra, Jewel, and I shared a look, waiting to see who would laugh first. 
 
    “I guess she gave us our marching orders,” I said, walking across the living room and settling down on the center cushion of the couch. “Come sit with me, girls. Let’s figure this out together.” 
 
    Within moments, I had Xandra on my left and Riley on my right. Jewel crouched like a gargoyle in Xandra’s old easy chair, worrying the fabric of the armrest with her thumb as she pursed her lips in thought. I could feel the concentration in the room like a living thing. If it was possible to reason our way out of this situation, I felt certain the Dragon’s Hoard could find a way to do it. 
 
    “I really hate to even say this out loud,” Jewel began. “It’s going to sound awful.” 
 
    Both Riley and Xandra straightened up.  
 
    “An awful option might still be the best one we have,” I said, coaxing the woman on. “I’d have you speak, Jewel. Whatever you’ve got to say, you can say it without fear. You’re my mate.” 
 
    The reminder sent spots of color to Jewel’s cheeks. “Well, I was just thinking about everything you told me. How the world was made this way by a super powerful spell, and Dracula got control of it instead of you.” 
 
    Jewel ceased her contemplation of the floor and met my gaze. There was an unexpected fierceness in those eyes, and in that moment, I fell in love with the reporter all over again. 
 
    “Which means that if you win,” Jewel continued, circling the point like a paper airplane, “you could cast another spell just like Dracula’s. Another ‘Last Spell’, to rewrite the world the way you want it.” 
 
    Next to me, Xandra stiffened. “What you’re suggesting is monstrous,” the vampire queen whispered. “And as the chief monster of the clan, I ought to know.” 
 
    But Jewel pushed on, undaunted. “If you beat Dracula, you’ll have the power to change the world,” she said, as if she knew I wouldn’t like what she had to say but couldn’t stop herself from saying it. “You can fix any mistakes you’ve made along the way. Like losing a clan member or two to Dracula.” 
 
    Only a supreme effort of will kept me from leaping off the couch and ascending into my dragon form. The edges of my vision flushed red , but I managed to keep my voice even and steady as I said: “We won’t be doing that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I won’t let it happen,” I said, the hurricane of my heart beginning to ebb. “I couldn’t take it, Jewel. Watching Carli be killed in front of me, or Tessa, or Tallulah—I’m a strong man, Jewel, but it would break me. I don’t think I could come back from it.” 
 
    Both Xandra and Riley pressed themselves against me, and for once it had nothing to do with sex.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Derek,” Riley whispered, taking my hand in hers. “We won’t let anything happen to them. I promise!” 
 
    “We’ll fight,” Xandra said, showing her fangs. “I know how much you care about us, my lord. It’s why we agree to serve you so utterly—why we allow our lives to be dominated by your presence. Because life without you would be so hollow…” 
 
    “And that’s how it would be for you without us,” Riley finished, catching the vampire queen’s eye. “So you can’t lose your mates—not even a single one of them. We understand. It would be like us losing you.” 
 
    They truly did understand. I knew, in a logical sense, that the road of least resistance when it came to victory was simply to sacrifice all my pieces in order to checkmate Dracula. The point of the game was to pin down the King and keep him from escaping, no matter how many pieces you lost in the process. Once you succeeded in doing that, you won the entire game. But the thought of losing one of my mates, of being forced to watch them die at Dracula’s hand, was too much for me to bear. 
 
    Soojin entered from the kitchen, but no steaming pot of tea followed. Instead, she carried one of the handheld radios from her stash of communications equipment. A light just above the speaker blinked in an on-off staccato like Morse, and every few seconds a bleating burst of static joined it before fading out entirely. She wore a concerned expression as she held up the radio, as if she feared it might be a hallucination. 
 
    “Tell me you’re all seeing this,” Soojin whispered. “I’m not crazy, right?” 
 
    Riley and Xandra shared a look. 
 
    “You’re not crazy,” Xandra replied, leaning forward in her seat. “I noticed, too. It must be a private transmission from Dracula to his troops, giving them orders. At first I thought it was Morse code, but the dots and dashes don’t add up right. Whatever it is, it’s gibberish to me.” 
 
    Soojin nodded. “I understand it,” she said, putting the radio on the table, stunning us all. She glanced up from the device like a woman leaving a trance. “Can someone get me a pen and some paper, please?” she asked, her expression showing the excitement her voice held back. “As quickly as you can. I want to get all this down before it’s gone!” 
 
    Riley raced off to do as she requested. 
 
    “Your hands are shaking,” I told Soojin, taking a seat next to her. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, too quickly. Her eyes shone like she was fighting back tears. “I just never expected… not after all this time…” 
 
    Before she could explain further, Riley arrived with an old, yellowing notebook. “Here,” she said, pushing it, along with a couple of pens, into Soojin’s hands. “Go for it, Sooj!” 
 
    Cocking her head to the side, Soojin listened. She scrawled runes across the notepad as the light flashed and the static beeped—I couldn’t make heads or tails of any of it. Finally she stopped, setting the pen aside and listening for a few more moments before switching off the radio. “It’s just repeating now,” she explained. “I got the message.” 
 
    “That wasn’t one of Dracula’s codes, was it?” Riley said. 
 
    Soojin shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. I don’t think anyone has used that particular code in Dracula’s world before, actually. It’s very, very old.” 
 
    “What’s it from?” I asked. 
 
    Soojin hesitated. Almost like she didn’t want to give us false hope. “In my old life, I knew it like the back of my hand,” she finally said. “Your mother and I used it to communicate on our missions for the Council of Wand and Claw. It’s a cipher we devised together—kind of a cousin of traditional Morse code. Only different enough that neither the mages nor the shifters would be able to break it.” 
 
    The implication hit me like a ton of bricks. “Mother…” I whispered. “You’re saying Raya sent that message.” 
 
    Soojin set the pad down on the coffee table and spread it out, tracing each rune with her fingernail. “Yes—this is a message from Raya,” she said, looking me straight in the eyes. “She wants to meet you. In the message, she’s asking you to come to the Realm of the Spellscribes. And to bring all of your mates with you—especially me.” At that, Soojin’s cheeks colored. “I think she needs me, Derek.” 
 
    Probably not as badly as we needed her. I’d assumed she ended up like Soojin: powerless without her connections to the Council, slowly fading away in some forgotten corner of the world. 
 
    But Raya was different. She was a Mana Mage, one of the few spellcasters in the world powerful enough to handle the Last Spell all on her own. Dracula hadn’t been able to change my memories or my self-perception when he created his world—perhaps he hadn’t been able to alter Raya, either? 
 
    If so, that meant my mother was one of the strongest mages in this world, too. And that she’d been biding her time, waiting for the right moment to reveal herself. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, my heart racing. “Mom’s alive. And she’s pissed.” 
 
    Despite the circumstances, a smile spread across Soojin’s face. “There certainly was an… aggrieved tenor to the message I received,” she admitted, chuckling. “I think she’s seen what Dracula threatened to do to the mother of her oldest grandchild, Derek. And I don’t think she likes it one bit.” 
 
    Neither do I, I thought. “The Realm of the Spellscribes it is, then. Shit, I didn’t even know the Realm of the Spellscribes existed in this world… Wait. Does it exist?” 
 
    “Briefly,” Xandra said, picking up the thread of the conversation. “When Dracula took total control, he brought the mages to heel before anyone else—knowing what we know now, I’d say he feared that your mother might be hiding among them, or perhaps teaching them the powers they’d need to overcome the King of the Nightlords.” I could see the wheels turning behind Xandra’s striking eyes as she made a few quick calculations. “The Realm exists. It has been sitting idle for quite some time, however. I would’ve assumed it to be little more than a wreck, but if Raya has made it her own kingdom…” 
 
    “Then she’s probably been sprucing up the place,” I said, finishing for my mate. “Hell yes! This might be exactly what we need!” 
 
    If Raya was alive, and had been planning all this time, then doubtless she knew some magic that would help me defeat Dracula without risking my mates. After all, Raya could bear the thought of one of her grandbabies being harmed about as well as I could picture parting with one of my mates—and if Carli was killed, she’d never see Yvette again. 
 
    I could only imagine how angry that made Raya. 
 
    There was, however, one problem with our new plan. Namely, how the hell did we get to the Realm of the Spellscribes? 
 
    The room got quiet in a hurry once I posed that particular question. If this had been the ordinary world, it would have been as easy as traveling to the Nexus or hitching a ride with Olga: but I had no Olga in this world, and the Nexus was likely a hive of rabid bloodsuckers and abominations. I could fight my way through it, of course—I could do just about anything when the safety of my mates was at stake—but fight my way through the Nexus, make it to the Realm of the Spellscribes, and complete a round trip within twenty-four hours? Not likely. 
 
    We would need an alternative method of traversing the Realms. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, seeing the looks on my mates’ faces. “The message didn’t mention anything about a route to the Spellscribes, did it? Maybe Raya planned ahead and sent us a supernatural Uber or something…” 
 
    Soojin was already shaking her head. “I’m afraid not,” the shifter said, her lips a tight little line. “It appears this puzzle was given to us by your mother to solve. Raya always did love a good brainteaser—” 
 
    “I know how to get there,” Xandra said suddenly. 
 
    All eyes in the hideout were on the vampire queen. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, my voice low and filled with command. 
 
    Xandra looked like she wished she hadn’t said anything. I’d never seen the Queen of the Nightlords so hesitant before. Whatever she had to tell me, it was clear that I wasn’t going to like it. Not one little bit. 
 
    “There… may be a way, my lord,” the vampire queen admitted. She nibbled her bottom lip with her fangs, looking at the other women in the room desperately, like she hoped them to bail her out of this. “But it’s very, very dangerous,” she finally said. 
 
    “Danger is what we do,” I countered with a shrug. 
 
    Xandra sighed, then nodded. Then she rose from the couch, leaving only the impression of her thigh against the side of my leg. 
 
    “Follow me, my lord,” the vampire said, heading deeper into the hideout. “All of you come, too. I have something to show you.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I watched Xandra go, my eyes lingering on the curve of her pert ass. “Do any of you happen to know what she’s talking about?” 
 
    Soojin’s expression was blank. “It’s as much a surprise to you as it is to me,” she said, rising along with the rest of my mates. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, getting to my feet. “Let’s go see what surprise Xandra has in store for us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell am I looking at?” 
 
    Xandra had led Soojin, Riley, Jewel, and me to the very bottom of the subterranean hideout. Down here, the air was cool and damp, the walls made of hard packed earth—and the sights too bizarre to believe. We’d stepped right out of the apartments and into an underground tunnel, one that twisted deep beneath the earth like a corkscrew burrowing into a bottle of wine. Where a drinker would have found sweet liquid, we found ourselves in a wide, rectangular chamber that looked like something from an alien spaceship. 
 
    Fungus covered the walls. Thick tendrils of some unknown plant stretched across the wall, buttressing it even as it tore cracks in the earth. The place reminded me of the Metroid games I played as a kid. Especially because what Xandra had led us to was a blue, shimmering portal in the wall, surrounded by thick fungus and strange engravings. 
 
    “Remember how I told you this place belonged to renegade mages?” Xandra asked, peering at the portal. She grazed the glowing blue ambience with her nails, showing me and my mates that it was anything but solid. It shimmered and shook like liquid as she raked it with her nails, her touch spreading outward in circles like ripples in a still pool. “This was their greatest achievement. It was how they managed to elude Dracula and his abominations for so long.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m going to get sick down here,” Riley said, watching spores dance in the dust. “We don’t need respirators or anything like that this far down, do we?” 
 
    Xandra shook her head. “It’s fine. None of this is dangerous—the danger, I’m afraid, lies on the other side of that portal. As does our one chance at making it to the Realm of the Spellscribes before Dracula starts murdering Derek’s mates.” 
 
    Whatever lay on the other side of that shimmering blue aura, it must have been fearsome to frighten my vampire queen so badly.  
 
    “What are we talking about here?” I asked, taking a step closer. I couldn’t see anything through the floating blue vapor. Or maybe it was liquid. I couldn’t tell without walking right through it, and walking through it would put me on the other side. So scratch that. 
 
    Xandra’s lips formed a tight little line. “This portal is a passageway to a place you’ve previously known as the Clandestine,” the vampire explained. “Yes, the same place you traveled through in order to rescue me when I was kidnapped from the Nightlord’s Cotillion—” 
 
    “The place with all the storage lockers?” I said. “That’s great! That’s a Realm between Realms, right? We can probably travel straight through there in order to get to the Spellscribes, just like we did when you were kidnapped.” 
 
    The look on Xandra’s face told me it wouldn’t be that simple. “This Realm was changed greatly when Dracula took control of the world, my lord. And it has been changed even more since.” She looked remorseful all of a sudden. “I myself have done much of the changing.” 
 
    Ah. 
 
    “You fought these rebels,” I said. “Claimed their base as your own secret hideout in the bargain.” 
 
    Xandra turned away from the shimmering portal, stepping through the shadows as she spoke. “The rebels who fought against Dracula knew they could never win in a fair fight,” she explained, “so they slunk from Realm to Realm, using this portal to the Clandestine to travel undetected. They waged a magical form of guerrilla warfare against the Prince of Darkness. For a time, they were even winning.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” said Jewel, enthralled by this history lesson. “Then what happened?” 
 
    Xandra stepped from the shadows, her fangs fully extended. The look on her face was so fierce that my mates reflexively took a step back. 
 
    “I happened,” she said, sounding every bit like the nightmare that had chased the rebels to their doom. “Once Dracula set me to the task, I quickly discovered the trails the mages left behind them as they fled from their attacks. I followed them to the Clandestine. From there, I spent weeks surveying the endless Realm, locating the right paths that would lead me to their secret base.” 
 
    “Sounds like a hell of a lot of work,” I said, impressed. “You were committed.” 
 
    Xandra grinned fiercely, and without mirth. “As I said, Dracula refused to promote me. Even in circumstances where lesser Nightlords would have had glory heaped upon them, he kept me in the shadows. I naively thought that if I brought these rebels to heel, he would finally see the error of his ways.” 
 
    “He didn’t,” I said with a laugh. “It had nothing to do with your skills, Xandra. His disdain for you had everything to do with who you were in the previous world.” 
 
    “I know that now,” Xandra replied, beaming with pride, “but at the time, I was determined to show I was the greatest Nightlord in Dracula’s employ. Which was why I made certain alterations to the Clandestine.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. All around the strange, fungus-filled chamber, my mates fidgeted and waited for the worst. 
 
    “Well, lay it on me,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “No use sugarcoating it. Whatever you did, I forgive you for, Xandra. You were just one of Dracula’s tools after all—the true blame lies with him.” 
 
    Xandra nodded. I wasn’t sure if she believed me, but she wouldn’t be so silly as to try and tell me anything but the full truth. 
 
    “Even before what I did, the Clandestine was a dangerous place,” the vampire queen explained. “The rebels, they lost almost as many people traversing the Realm between Realms as they did to the vampires. It’s hard to tell which did more damage to them.” 
 
    “Not to you, though,” I said. “Whatever horrors were in that place couldn’t touch you.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord. Dracula corrupted the Clandestine. It will look nothing like what you remember once we go there. But it was I who introduced the hunters to the Realm.” 
 
    “Hunters?” said Riley, whose eyes had just gone as wide as dinner plates. “What kind of hunters?” 
 
    “Two of them,” Xandra said gravely. “Two very different, yet complimentary abominations. I procured them from Dracula’s stockpile of horrors and set them loose in the Clandestine, after giving them enough rebel blood to track down the guerillas. And track them down they did.” Despite the circumstances, Xandra looked strangely proud of her performance. “Once they were done, I followed the trail of blood to this subterranean base. Dracula and his ilk never found out about it—I never reported the existence of this location to anyone. I just kept it for myself.” 
 
    “You knew you would need it,” I said, looking her in the eyes. “Something inside of you was waiting for me, even then. You knew that when the Dragon found you, you’d need a safe place to take the both of you—and a good, sturdy bed.” 
 
    Xandra blushed. “Perhaps you’re correct, my lord. Regardless, the creatures I set loose within the Clandestine have never been recaptured. Worse, I’ve heard reports of vampire patrols being attacked by a pair of strange, mutated creatures while traveling the Realm between Realms. The descriptions given by the survivors don’t match what I took from Dracula’s storerooms—which means the beasts have transformed. Mutated. They’re probably even more dangerous now…” 
 
    Xandra trailed off, and I stepped forward and peered into the portal. Strange, I thought, looking at the gently undulating blue aura separating us from the Clandestine. It’s weird how something that looks so peaceful could be the gateway to so much horror. But calm and terror were two sides of the same coin in Dracula’s realm. He’d used both to build his kingdom in equal measure, deadening the people with endless peace while punctuating dissent with death. I shouldn’t have been shocked. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” I said, rolling up my sleeves, “then I ought to go this alone. There’s no reason to risk anyone’s life but mine in order to get to the Realm of the Spellscribes. Raya wants me—and Soojin, I suppose, but she’ll probably forgive me for leaving you all behind when she hears about those monsters—” 
 
    For the next thirty seconds, I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. 
 
    All of my mates talked at once, their voices overlapping. They surrounded me, gesticulating and swearing, their words all different but the sentiment the same. 
 
    “Derek, you can’t possibly think of going to the Realm of the Spellscribes by yourself,” Soojin said, trying to gently change my mind. “If you do this, I won’t stay behind and coordinate things for you!” 
 
    “Fuck that!” Xandra hissed. “I know how dangerous those fuckers are. Do you really think I’d let you handle them alone, my lord?” 
 
    The rest of the conversations fell somewhere between those two extremes. I let my mates go on for a bit, then held up my hands and growled with the full force of the Dragon. 
 
    All four women fell silent. 
 
    “Clearly, none of you are ever going to allow me to be apart from the rest of the Hoard again,” I said, my voice filling with pride. “I can’t say that I blame you. As long as you understand how dangerous this is, I won’t try and stop any of you from coming along for the ride.” 
 
    Soojin looked pleased. “Thank you, my Lord Dragon,” she said, giving me a little bow. 
 
    “But you have to understand,” I continued, “this is all or nothing. Once we get to the opposite side of that portal, we don’t turn back, and we don’t give up. We are going to get to the Realm of the Spellscribes, come Hell or high water or the darkest fiends Dracula can throw at us. And I won’t have any of you slowing the group down.” I eyed each of my mates in turn, sizing up their expressions. “Understood?” 
 
    For a moment, I worried that one or two of them might actually say no. Jewel, being an inexperienced human, certainly had the most to lose from going spelunking in the Clandestine. And the look of terror on Riley’s face at the mention of the beasts Xandra cut loose inside that Realm was enough to make even the doughtiest adventurer second-guess themselves. 
 
    But it was Soojin, dear Soojin, who held us together. As gentle as a spring rain and firm as steel, she knelt before me, bowing her head like a medieval knight swearing fealty to their liege lord. 
 
    “I hereby make an oath to you, Dragon,” Soojin intoned, sounding for all the world like she’d practiced this speech a hundred times before our meeting. “All that I have is yours. My body and blood belong to you. No matter what happens, the Hoard will be whole again!” 
 
    Soojin looked up directly into my eyes, giving me the sort of look that was the last thing the Hoard’s enemies ever saw. “All of us are one, my Lord Dragon. And all of us are yours.” 
 
    She rose swiftly, moving to the side of the portal. “Well?” she then asked, turning back, a teasing lilt to her voice as she looked at each of the stunned women standing around me in turn. “Are you women too full of yourselves to get on your knees and prove you’re in it for the long haul?” 
 
    Well—after a jibe like that, they had to do it. It was a race to see which of my mates could hit the dirt first, reciting the same speech Soojin had made with a few small changes or mistakes. Xandra managed to remember the whole thing word for word, and delivered it with even more fierceness than her counterpart. Riley threw ‘Daddy’ in a couple of times, and Jewel Hayes, even though she hardly remembered her old life, gave every bit as passionate a speech as the rest of my mates. 
 
    Four women. Binding themselves to me all over again. Pledging their loyalty, their fertility—their lives. Agreeing to share me. 
 
    It was some heady shit for any man, much less the Dragon. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, helping my mates back to their feet. “I believe you. Shit, I believe you all. Let’s get to Raya and find a way to murder that bastard Dracula before he does the same thing to our Hoard. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” Soojin said for the group. Only Xandra still looked frightened —and unlike the rest of my mates, she had first-hand knowledge of how bad the Clandestine had become. 
 
    I knew that meant this trip was going to be bad news. But we didn’t have any other options. We either had to make it through the Clandestine, or Carli would be dead. Tessa would be dead. Alicia, Tallulah, and the rest… 
 
    Well, it just didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    “Here I come, Mom,” I said, standing before the blue wall. “Hope you rolled out the red carpet. Because I’m bringing company.” 
 
    Together, we stepped through the portal and were gone.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing I felt was the heat. 
 
    We left the cool, dark room at the bottom of the rebel hideout and stepped into a balmy jungle—one that felt like it had just reached the hottest part of its summer. My clothes stuck to my skin as I walked out of the portal, sweat beading like raindrops on my forehead as I took my first step into the Clandestine. 
 
    Xandra was right. This place wasn’t at all like I remembered. 
 
    The old Clandestine had been entirely an indoor affair, for one thing. Though I’d only seen a small part of the Realm between Realms on my last visit, I somehow doubted that a few yards away from the endless IKEA backroom I’d once traipsed through lay an open-air jungle, a virtual Amazon filled with scraggly vegetation and thick fog. The air lay so thick against me that it almost felt like a living thing. Walking through it felt like walking through soup. 
 
    “Oh, gross!” Riley cried out, brushing her clothes off as she stepped through the portal behind me. “What the hell is this? Oh my God, it’s so humid! It’s like Miami in midsummer…!” 
 
    “When have you been to Miami?” I asked, stepping to the side as the rest of my mates filed through the portal one by one. Jewel and Soojin both grimaced at the heat, while Xandra had anticipated it and shrugged it off with grim determination. 
 
    “Oh, I go down to Florida all the time,” Riley said, beaming at me. “At least I used to, before I got swept up by this guy and his troupe of hot supernatural bitches… but I’d love to run along the beach with you in a string bikini sometime, Derek.” 
 
    That was a sight I wouldn’t say no to. “It’s a date,” I told the mage, grinning. “Alright, everybody listen up. This place obviously sucks, so we want to get through it as quickly as possible. Stick close together, because we have no idea what we might run into the deeper we get into the Clandestine. Above all, if you see any sign of those hunters—let me know immediately. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Good.” I peered through the jungle, seeing trees and plants in every direction. “Now how the hell do we get from here to the Realm of the Spellscribes?” 
 
    Fortunately for us all, Xandra and Soojin already had an answer for that. 
 
    “Leave it to me, Master,” Soojin said smoothly, extracting another radio transmitter from her silk kimono. “Raya’s message is still repeating—traveling out there over the aether, completely incomprehensible to everyone who isn’t us. Dracula’s code-breakers are probably tying themselves into knots trying to distinguish the signal from the noise.” She smiled at that, and I loved her for it. “So we should be able to just lock on the transmission…” 
 
    Soojin pushed some buttons on the side of the device, then turned in a very slow circle between the trees. Somewhere between what I judged to be north and north-west, a little red light across the top of the transmitter lit up like Rudolf’s nose, and Soojin let out a little cry of triumph. 
 
    “Got it!” she said. “I’ve isolated the signal. Now we just have to follow it. Xandra?” 
 
    The two shared a look. 
 
    “I know my way through the Clandestine,” the vampire queen said. “Mostly. It changes so frequently that no man or woman can be fully cognizant of its entire topography at one time. But I will find a way for us, my lord.” 
 
    “Sounds like the streets of K-Town,” I told the group with a chuckle. “I know you’ll see us true, Xandra. After you.” 
 
    The vampire took the lead as we made our way through the jungle, pausing here and there to clear the way with a fire spell or a judicious application of claws. The going was slow, as there were no trails through the underbrush and every step seemed to be choked with more weeds than the last. The sun through the canopy of trees guided our path, along with the little beeping light on Soojin’s device. 
 
    Every now and then she and Xandra called a halt, the latter scanning the horizon for threats while the former tread a slow circle with the radio held out in front of her. Once it picked up a signal and began to glow brightly again, we headed off with renewed vigor for a time. 
 
    It was Riley who noticed the strangeness first. So single-minded was I at the prospect of making it to the Realm of the Spellscribes and finding a way to save my wayward mates that I hardly noticed the mate crying out behind me. “Hey!” Riley called. “Wasn’t there a path behind us a few minutes ago?” 
 
    We stopped in our tracks and turned. Riley was right—we’d been cutting a path through the jungle for the better part of an hour now, and sweating our butts off while doing so. But instead of the long row of burnt trees and destroyed plant matter I expected to see behind us, there lay nothing but an undisturbed tree line. 
 
    “The fuck?” I could hardly believe my eyes. “We’ve been moving in a straight line, haven’t we?” 
 
    Soojin looked at the little device in her hand as if it could explain this to her. “Yes, Master,” she whispered, sharing a concerned glance with Xandra. “We’re traveling directly toward Raya’s signal. It appears the jungle has just… zipped itself up behind us.” 
 
    “It heals quickly,” Xandra growled, showing her fangs. “More quickly than I expected.” 
 
    Right, I thought. We’d better not take a break, then. Otherwise we’re liable to end up surrounded by trees and vines.  
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” I said, turning my gaze away from the aberrance. “We can worry about the jungle once we put the damn thing behind us.” 
 
    Like clockwork, the paths we carved through the underbrush had sealed up like an old scar any time I looked back. Almost as if someone were coming behind us with healing spells, fixing the damage we’d caused. It gave me the fucking creeps—it felt like we were being followed. 
 
    So I wasn’t sad when the jungle began to change. The temperature dropped a few lifesaving degrees, cool wind blowing through the trees as they went from ever-present to merely thick. I fanned out the collar of my robe, blowing into it to banish some of the sticky heat from over my chest. 
 
    “You’d think someone would have figured out a spell to counter this kind of discomfort at some point,” I said, seeing my women’s beautiful but no less sweaty faces. “I guess mages aren’t really known for exploring jungles. Mostly they sit in ivory towers and try to think up new ways to kill people.” 
 
    “We could always go naked,” Riley suggested helpfully. She pulled at the straps of her top, as if a single yes was all it would take to get her to strip down to the buff. I couldn’t blame her—I felt like going naked, too. It would be a hell of a lot easier than marching through the jungle in wet clothes. 
 
    “No,” Xandra shot back. 
 
    “Aww, come on,” Riley groaned, rolling her eyes. “We’ve had fucking orgies before. You can’t tell me you’re shy about us seeing each other’s bodies—” 
 
    “I’m not rolling up on my mother’s house naked,” I said, laughing. “That’s not happening, Riley.” 
 
    “Then we could get naked,” Riley said, gesturing at the women. “Come on, you’re really going to complain?” 
 
    “Quiet!” Soojin cupped a hand to her ear and leaned into the brush. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Instantly, we all fell silent. I craned my neck, amplifying my hearing with a bit of magic. For long moments there was nothing but the sound of the wind and the buzzing of insects. 
 
    But then I heard it. A faint gurgling, like someone being choked. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “Someone’s in trouble?” 
 
    I moved to go chase the noise, only to find Soojin’s hand on my chest, holding me back. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “It’s not a person.” 
 
    My heart sank into my stomach. “Then what is it?” 
 
    Soojin paused a moment longer, listening, then sighed. “I think it’s another wrinkle in our plan,” she said, straightening up abruptly. “Everyone follow me through this part. And step lightly. I have a feeling the ground beneath our feet isn’t going to be quite as solid soon…” 
 
    Sharing confused looks, we did as Soojin asked. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to understand what she was talking about. The firm, mossy ground beneath us shortly gave way to a swampy marsh, filled with stagnant puddles and pools. My boots sank into the earth with each step, coming back with a wet sucking sound. Our already slow pace slackened to a virtual crawl. 
 
    Just ahead of me, Xandra was brought up short. “Damn it!” the vampire hissed. “This wasn’t here before! This was a damn jungle!” 
 
    “And now they’re wetlands,” I said, looking down at the mess on my boots. “It’s going to take us all day to cross this. And that’s if it doesn’t get any thicker out deeper in the swamp.” 
 
    Flies buzzed over the water, cantering back and forth in the reeds. They scattered at our approach, went casually about their business a few feet away. Unlike us, they didn’t care about the fate of the world or the people closest to them. They were happy as pigs in shit, with all the muck to eat and breed in that they could want. 
 
    As my boots sank into the muck, a pair of icy wisps surrounded them. All of a sudden I stood on much firmer, and colder ground. The swamp beneath us had just firmed up like a dried-out sponge, trailing wisps of steam from the grass. 
 
    A few feet away, Riley stood with her hands out and her brow furrowed in concentration. “I can do that a few times,” she said, rubbing her hands together as if the spell had left them as cold as the sodden earth beneath us. “If we need a break, or get caught in a really deep patch. But I can’t freeze us a highway across this entire swamp, Derek.” 
 
    “Nor should you have to,” I said, scanning the horizon with a frown. Swamp surrounded us as far as the eye could see. “There’s really no other way, Soojin? That device of yours can’t help us skirt around this?” 
 
    “It’s like a compass, Master—it’s pointing at the location of Raya’s signal the way a real compass points at magnetic north. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to venture too far out of the way.” 
 
    “Bah!” Xandra balled her hands into fists. “We’d just run into something else equally nasty if we tried to detour. I say we cut right through it, my lord. If the swamp becomes too deep for the rest of your mates to cross, you and I could always take wing. As Nightlords, we can leave pathetic obstacles like this in the dust…” 
 
    “Hmm…that’s actually a great idea,” I said. 
 
    The other women shot me alarmed glances. 
 
    “You’re leaving us behind, Master?” Soojin asked, cocking an eyebrow so far skyward I knew there was no way I could win that argument with her. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. 
 
    “Of course not,” I said, lifting my hands for silence before Riley or Jewel started as well. “But Xandra and I can fly. That’s what I was referring to. She can’t carry any of you, nor can the bats she turns into. But there’s nothing stopping any of you from riding on my back.” 
 
    Soojin, Jewel, and Riley exchanged looks. 
 
    “All three of us, Derek?” Jewel asked, looking skeptical. “That’s a lot of cargo to look after. You’d have to make sure none of us fall.” 
 
    “I’ve had mates on my back before,” I told the reporter. “Three’s a tall order, but I can handle it.” 
 
    “The Dragon is very skilled at aerial maneuvering,” Soojin said sagely. 
 
    “So what’ll it be?” I said, clapping and then rubbing my hands together. “You girls want to take a flight, or would you rather spend the rest of the day wading waist-deep in mud?” 
 
    Of course it wasn’t much of a decision. Time was of the essence, and every half-hour we wasted swatting away flies and scraping mud off our boots was a half-hour less than we needed to make Dracula’s deadline. I had no intention of walking into the vampire’s casino holding anything less than all the cards. My women understood that, just as they understood that all the risk in flying us across the swamp lay on my shoulders, not theirs.. 
 
    Soojin, Riley, and Jewel lined up next to the bank of the swamp as I waded in up to my knees and began to transform. Taking Dragon form felt even easier than usual when the alternative was having muck around your thighs, and the requisite scales and wings erupted from my all-too-human body with the speed of a robot car from a kid’s cartoon show. For most of my mates, who’d seen me do this any number of times, it was thrilling and awe-inspiring. 
 
    For Jewel, it was nearly enough to make her pass out. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Soojin said with a chuckle. “Master will be gentle.” 
 
    The color drained from Jewel’s face all the same. “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee,” the reporter whispered, crossing herself as she trembled before the might of the Dragon. “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee…” 
 
    “Pray later,” I said, smoke billowing from my nostrils as I turned my mighty head toward my mates. “Fly now!” 
 
    Soojin climbed up onto my back first, helped along by Xandra and Riley. The roughness of my scales helped her reach a comfortable position across my spine—without them, she likely would have slipped. Once Soojin was seated, Riley sprang up my side like a crossfitter racing to the top of a climbing wall, using the protrusions between my shoulder blades as stepping stones. She finished her climb with a leap, landing just behind Soojin with the flair of a gymnast. Riley wrapped her hands around the older woman’s lap, grinning. 
 
    “I’m ready, Daddy,” she giggled, squeezing me with her inner thighs.  
 
    That left just one member of the group to climb aboard. Xandra had stayed on the ground, since she could turn into bats and fly off whenever she felt like it, and so it fell to her to coax Jewel into the final spot on my back. 
 
    “Come on,” the vampire queen said, tugging Jewel’s arm. “You’re going to do this whether you want to or not, so you might as well put your big girl panties on and suck it up!” 
 
    “You’d know plenty about sucking!” Jewel shot back, gawking at the fangs protruding from Xandra’s mouth. “I keep telling you, I’m not good with heights! I’m not going to be able to ride Derek with the rest of you—I’m just going to have to stay down here…” 
 
    I rolled my draconic eyes. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I said, forcing my draconic throat into something like human speech. I peered over my shoulder at Jewel, the added scrutiny making her knees grow even weaker. “I will not let you fall, Jewel. Understood?” In fact, I’d just gotten an idea. “Soojin. Riley. Make room.” 
 
    The two mates shared a look, then Soojin scooted forward a bit and Riley backward. Between the two of them they left just enough space for another person to sit—and whoever wound up between them would be the meat in a mate sandwich. No person with blood in their veins, male or female, could resist being pressed between Riley and Soojin. 
 
    Jewel wasn’t immune, either. At the sight of my mates making space for her to sit, the reporter’s resistance crumbled. 
 
    “Oh hell,” she blurted, and allowed Xandra to drag her to my side. “I’ll do the best I can…” 
 
    Riley and Soojin cheered for the reporter as she climbed onto my back. With all three of my mates as secure as they could be, Xandra leapt off of me and transformed. The gorgeous redhead exploded into a cloud of writhing bats, chirping and skittering as they soared above the swamp. They gained altitude rapidly, rising over the trees in a spiral as they ascended. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the trio of mates straddling me, giving them one last check. “Hold on tight to that radio,” I told Soojin, holding back the smoke from my mouth as best as I was able. “If I start to wander off course, give me a quick punch in the direction I need to turn.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Soojin nodded, pleased with the opportunity to play pilot for such a majestic creature. “I’ll be your captain, Master. Then later, you can be mine.” 
 
    I flexed my wings. Alright. Time to get this show on the road. 
 
    My wings beat across the swamp, scattering flies and turning reeds and small trees from vertical to horizontal. Waves of muddy water washed up on the shores as I took flight, soaring over the treetops as my powerful, leathery wings lifted us higher and higher.  
 
    No matter how many times I took to the sky in my Dragon form, the thrill of it never ceased to make me feel as if I were half a god. As I caught up with Xandra high over the trees, I felt like a figure out of Greek myth—one with the power to fly up to Mount Olympus and challenge the pantheon itself. 
 
    From the way my mates squeezed me with their thighs, I could tell they were having similar thoughts. It turned them on to ride me, to know that the powerful creature beneath them was their mate and their master. The fact that they could feel me grinding against their most sensitive areas every time I dropped altitude to dive through the wind didn’t hurt things, either. 
 
    Faint echoes of their arousal tingled through the psychic bond connecting me to my mates. I felt the need of their bodies as if it were a reflection of my own, and before long it became difficult to focus on the swarming mass of bats guiding my way over the swamp. I kept thinking about Soojin, and Riley, and Jewel—all of them together, writhing beneath me the way I soared beneath them. 
 
    We hadn’t seen a single dangerous thing since stepping through the portal beneath the rebel’s hideout. We hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Xandra’s hunters, and every beat of my wings brought us closer to the gold at the end of the rainbow. 
 
    It was all too easy. The thought that maybe someone, two someones, had cleared the way ahead of time to lull us into a false sense of security was never far from my mind. 
 
    The cloud of bats I’d been following suddenly shot past my head, traveling rapidly in the opposite direction. Just as quickly, the mass of wings transformed back into Xandra, her vampiric claws digging painlessly into my scales as she held onto me to keep from falling. 
 
    “Look out, my lord!” the vampire queen shrieked. “We’re under attack—” 
 
    Her warning came a heartbeat too late. A beam of energy erupted from the swamp beneath us, raking back and forth like a search light across my pale white underbelly. Searing pain flared through my body as my senses were ripped away, sending me plummeting. 
 
    My mates clung to my scales as I toppled, screaming their heads off. 
 
    I’d just broken my promise to Jewel Hayes. 
 
    We were, indeed, going to fall.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, my body still burning from the blast, the swamp was approaching at break-neck speed. The sky and the ground spun end over end, rapidly switching positions as I fell. From the screaming in my ears, I could tell that at least some of my mates still held onto me—though if any of them had fallen, I didn’t know it. If they had, I prayed Xandra had the presence of mind to let go of me and catch them in bat form. 
 
    Ten seconds from the ground, I flipped around and turned my freefall into a dive. It happened far too close to the swamp for me to completely stop the impact, but I managed to blunt it enough to keep the shock from breaking any bones. Muddy water splashed over my scales as I struck the water, making a noise like a wet boot as the swamp squelched around me. 
 
    Even as I landed, my first thought was for my mates. Three women had been clinging to my back as I fell, and the thought of losing a single one felt nigh-on intolerable. My muscular dragon’s neck swished back and forth as I scanned the horizon. Where were they? 
 
    The answer lay on my back. Somehow, Jewel, Soojin, and Riley had all managed to stay upright through the impact. I reached out for them with one of my claws, the appendage shrinking to the size of a human arm as the magic flowed out of my limb. By the time I grabbed hold of Riley’s shoulder, my fingers were the same ones that touched and caressed my women. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, looking at each of my women in turn. They had no visible injuries, but I knew that sometimes the damage from a crash didn’t show itself until much later.  
 
    Riley nodded weakly. “Spell,” she rasped, her arms like iron bands against the thick scales between my shoulder blades. 
 
    It took me a moment to understand what she meant. Tendrils of power wrapped around the mage’s limbs, anchoring her to the point like she’d been expertly harnessed against my body in mid-flight. With a start, I realized that each of my mates had the same aura around their arms and legs, couching them as snugly as the airbags on an automobile. 
 
    “Nice thinking,” I said, honestly impressed.  
 
    “Thanks,” the mage whispered, her teeth clenched. “I’m stuck, though. Gotta wait for it to wear off…” 
 
    Only now did I see what she was talking about. The spell had reinforced my mates’ arms and legs, keeping their bodies safe during the fall, but it had also left them frozen to the spot. I’d broken my wrist as a kid, and still remembered the frustration of wearing a thick cast on my arm, so I understood what they felt. 
 
    “Just hang on,” I said. Now that I knew they were safe, finding the source of that attack became priority number one. “I’ll get us out of here—” 
 
    Another beam of energy arced over the swamp. I flinched instinctively, lowering my head almost to the level of the swampy water, but I needn’t have bothered. This attack was meant for a different target. 
 
    Xandra. 
 
    My vampire queen floated through the air in bat form, expertly dodging around the pillar of hateful light. Bats scattered in all directions as the beam raked through the sky, then formed back into a single cloud as quickly as they’d broken apart. I could feel how pissed off Xandra was through our psychic bond—she’d seen me get hit, and had been forced to watch as three of my mates had their lives put in danger. 
 
    The Queen of the Nightlords was out for blood. 
 
    As the cloud reformed, it suddenly had company. A dark shape sailed over the trees, blotting out the sun as its shadow moved across the surface of the swamp. For a moment I thought Dracula had gone mad and created another Dragon—then I got a better look at the monster. 
 
    A massive stone gargoyle was attacking Xandra. It looked like nothing so much as one of the creatures flanking the parapets of the Notre-Dame de Paris—if one of them had been blown up to a hundred times its ordinary size and brought to life by a spell. Thick veins of some black metal shot through its stony flesh, glowing faintly with magic as the thing pivoted in mid-air and struck out at Xandra. 
 
    Okay, not just a gargoyle. A gargoyle golem. That was… worse, somehow? 
 
    The creature hadn’t noticed me yet—it was too busy trying to chomp down on bats in mid-flight. For a monster made of stone, its hideous face was surprisingly expressive. It managed to show all sorts of emotions: hate, hunger, the furious desire to kill. It was a miracle Xandra managed to remain unfazed in its presence. 
 
    The thing’s wings didn’t beat against the wind. It moved as if on invisible strings, pulled by some puppeteer who worked from a hidden, unseen dimension. Nothing except its face and arms moved at all as it attacked, giving the fight a herky-jerky, stop-motion–movie kind of look that wigged me out. This thing was uncanny valley to the max. 
 
    It swung both hands in different directions, reminding me of a dancer trying to do the robot. Xandra dove straight downward, slipping through the creature’s arms like it was nothing, then reformed into her vampiric body, floating in mid-air. She pointed at me, her mouth moving, but the wind blew her words away. 
 
    “We’re okay!” I roared, lifting a wing. “Nobody got hurt! As soon as I can get the girls to safety, I’ll help you take out that hunter!” 
 
    This didn’t calm Xandra down in the least. Her gesturing grew even more frantic, her mouth moving rapidly as she tried to bring my attention to something on the edge of the swamp. What was that she was saying? 
 
    The wind shifted, and suddenly her voice was crystal clear. “Run, my lord! The Gargoyle didn’t fire that beam!” 
 
    The other hunter— 
 
    A bolt of pure energy shot across the swamp. 
 
    This time I threw myself even further into the muck, burying myself as deep as I could. It was slimy as hell but probably saved my life. The beam of energy burned like a miniature sun, and even with a foot of space between it and me, I felt so much heat rolling off it that I’d have had burns if I’d been in human form. Thankfully I’d twisted to the side as I ducked, sending my women well out of the attack’s path. 
 
    Xandra released two hunters into the Clandestine, I reminded myself, hissing at my own naivete. Of course they’d work as a fucking team! 
 
    My vision cleared. I scanned the edge of the swamp, every muscle tense as I waited for the monster to reveal itself with another shot. This time, I had no intention of letting its spell get anywhere near me. Something powerful enough to wield that kind of energy had to be big, which meant I’d see it long before it fired. 
 
    And it was big. But sometimes, you can stare at something big and not even see it. 
 
    Call it missing the forest for the trees. Except in this case, the trees were a fucking house. As my eyes adjusted to the light and Xandra continued darting in and out of the Gargoyle’s reach, I noticed the structure on the edge of the swamp for the first time. What had looked like a couple of fallen trees in the mist turned out to be a smallish house—one suspended above the watery swamp on what looked like stilts. 
 
    The stilts moved. 
 
    What the fuck!? 
 
    “The house is moving!” Riley shrieked from my back. “It’s going to shoot at us again!” 
 
    Like hell it is, I thought, taking flight. Whether Xandra had unleashed a living house in the Clandestine to pick off rebels or had accidentally created one through the Realm’s mutations, the fact remained that my mates and I were being attacked by a domicile. 
 
    I’d never fought a house before. And I’d have been glad if this was the last time I had to. 
 
    The House moved with surprising speed, scuttling crabwise across the muddy ground as it closed the distance. I put on more altitude—not enough to alert the Gargoyle over my head, but enough that I’d have a better than even chance of dodging whatever this residential bastard planned to throw at us next. As we drew closer, it became apparent that those weren’t stilts holding the House above the mud and the algae—they were feet. Thick feet, with long clawed toenails and webbing between the toes. A chicken’s feet. 
 
    Except a chicken that big would have been able to feed a whole KFC all by itself. The closer it got, the bigger the House swelled, until it was less a McMansion than a whole city block. Damn, how did this monster get so huge? 
 
    The Clandestine mutated it, I told myself. Xandra was right—nothing stays the same here. It’s always changing, growing more vicious and dangerous. 
 
    The House sported two large bay windows across its front, framing the door like a pair of eyes. As my shadow covered the creature, it looked up at me—there was no other way to describe it—and those windows blew open as if hit with an invisible wind. Glowing red coals burned from within. 
 
    Another beam of energy erupted from the front of the House. 
 
    Fortunately for us, this one went wide. The House had either overplayed its hand, or its first two shots had been lucky. The ray flashed upward at an angle, like the hilt of a hockey stick, lighting up the cloudy sky for an instant before fizzling out. 
 
    Unfortunately, the beam caught the attention of the Gargoyle. Who was just now noticing the Dragon and his three mates writhing around in the swamp beneath him. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I had to get my mates to safety. As long as they straddled my back, I carried three massive weak points I couldn’t do anything about. Until I removed them, I couldn’t cut loose and jump into battle. 
 
    “Xandra!” I flew directly between the Gargoyle and the House, punctuating the cry with a blast of fire aimed directly beneath me. “We’ve got to get the other mates out of here!” 
 
    The Queen of the Nightlords was too busy trying not to get ground to paste between the Gargoyle’s fists to reply. She was a thing of beauty, my queen—elegance and ferocity in equal measure, capable of switching from savage murderess to sex kitten at the drop of a hat. 
 
    Right now, the first was far more useful than the second. 
 
     With Xandra keeping the Gargoyle busy, I decided to take things into my own hands. “Are you able to move yet?” I roared, diving between two big trees as the House erupted behind me with another one of those massive energy beams. Holy hell, did he have any other attacks? This one was getting stale. “Riley! Can you move?” 
 
    “Working on it!” the mage cried, her jaw locked tight. 
 
    “Work harder!” The Gargoyle wheeled like a flock of gulls overhead, seeking a target. “Or at least smarter!” 
 
    As if in response to my jibe, Riley shifted. Suddenly there were no more iron bands wrapped around my scales—the mage had regained the power of movement. With a flourish, she grabbed each of the other women clinging to me and did something with her fingers—some spell that hastened the process along. Within the span of a few heartbeats, Soojin and Jewel could move, though they kept wiggling their fingers and toes like they had the most stubborn case of pins and needles in history. 
 
    The House’s windows shook madly, seeking a new target. Both the giant stone gargoyle and the bizarre walking house had shifted to attacking Xandra, and the Queen of the Nightlords had little she could do against that kind of power. She switched to a fully defensive mode, bats flying in all directions as she scattered around to dodge each blow. 
 
    Right, I thought, sizing up both of our opponents. Only two of us can fly, and I’m the only one who can attack while I do it. It’s time to switch positions. 
 
    “Stay here!” I roared, soaring into the air. The ground dropped out from under me as I rose on the wind, rapidly gaining altitude. Both the Gargoyle and the House noticed me as I drew closer, though their attention remained on Xandra. Evidently, they judged her an easier target. 
 
    They were right. 
 
    I roared, spitting a ball of fire directly at the stone gargoyle. It struck the monster square in the chest, the flames lapping over his rocky exterior. Not a lot of damage, but I hadn’t been going for that. I wanted to catch the thing’s attention—get it off Xandra and focused on me. 
 
    The attack did the trick. The Gargoyle turned, the cloud of bats forgotten, its eyes refocusing on me. A terrifying roar issued from its throat, splitting the sky. 
 
    “Xandra!” I roared, twinning my physical words with a mental pulse through the bond connecting us. “Get down there and help my other mates!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the vampire was a vampire again. Xandra saw the trio of women standing in the swamp, knee-deep in water as the living house rolled around and threw a temper tantrum. 
 
    “You want us to fight it?” Xandra asked, cool as a cucumber. I had a good influence on her. 
 
    “I’ll take the air,” I said, pointing at the fuming gargoyle. “You and the rest of the Hoard handle the ground. Once I kill that overgrown piece of masonry, I’ll come down and help you all huff and puff and blow that house down. Got it?” 
 
    Xandra grinned. “At your command, my lord!” 
 
    That’s what I like to hear. In bat form, Xandra dropped like a stone toward the three women flanking the living House. She’d know how to take it down, or at least what tactics to use to hold the thing back long enough for me to turn its partner into rubble. She’d unleashed these things in the Clandestine, after all. 
 
    The Gargoyle struck. I hadn’t heard it sneak up on me—for a creature made of stone the size of a mansion, it had a surprisingly stealthy manner of flight. Those eerie, motionless wings stayed frozen as the thing arced toward me, its jaws snapping shut like a guillotine. 
 
    “That’s right!” I roared, pivoting out of the way just in time. “You’ve got me to deal with now!” 
 
    While my mates surrounded the living House, poking and prodding it to keep it from joining its partner in the fight, the Gargoyle and I squared off over the swamp. The thing was fast, devilishly so, but it had nowhere near enough maneuverability to back up its bulk. For all its power, the creature steered through the air like a floating bathtub. I soon learned I could dodge nimbly out of the way of most of its attacks, leaving it to whiff again and again as its rage steadily grew. 
 
    And oh how that rage grew! Though the Gargoyle’s tongue was far too stiff for it to approximate anything like human speech, the grunts and groans it made as it chased me across the swamp still managed to speak volumes, despite being completely unintelligible. This thing was pissed. At me, personally, for some reason. 
 
    When I turned back, I swore I could almost see something familiar in the Gargoyle’s face. A faint echo of someone I’d seen before, in a place long ago and far away. But it swiftly faded. 
 
    What was that about? 
 
    The Gargoyle lowered its head and charged. Down below, on the floor of the swamp, the living house tried to fire another one of those laser beams into the sky but missed. I ducked out of the way, then put my draconic hands together and reached for my magic. 
 
    A spray of phantasmagoric sparks shot from my claws. Even as a Dragon, I simply couldn’t get enough of Prismatic Spray as an opener. My enemies never saw it coming. 
 
    Except somehow the Gargoyle did. It knew I preferred to open with the blinding, disabling spell, and shot straight upward in the same moment I unleashed it. The glimmering rainbow erupted just beneath the creature’s heels, and its tightly closed eyes kept it from being affected by the spray of colors. 
 
    The Gargoyle twisted, slamming its tail into my face. I sputtered and fell backward, losing altitude more from sheer surprise than damage. How did this monster know so much about me? Had Dracula primed it somehow in his storehouse, before Xandra set it free to roam the Clandestine? Or was something else going on? 
 
    I had no time to think about it. The Gargoyle followed up the tail whip with a flurry of slashes, capitalizing on the momentum of his surprise strike. His stone fists battered me again and again, until I saw stars. The swamp rose to meet me as I fell, and only a quick readjustment of my wings managed to keep me airborne. 
 
    Now it was a race. I soared across the swamp, disappearing through the trees as the monster gave chase. My mates cried out in shock as the distance between us increased. Soon Riley, Soojin, Jewel, and Xandra looked like ants fighting a living anthill, shrinking off into the distance as I flew further and faster than before. 
 
    I had an idea of how to destroy this monster. And I didn’t want those I cared about to be anywhere nearby when I did it. 
 
    The Gargoyle grasped the basics of what I was trying to do. It picked up the base, its motionless wings looking even creepier as it sped over the trees. A rictus grin was spread across its face, its fangs glistening. The bastard wouldn’t be smiling for long, that was for sure. 
 
    Once I judged I’d made it far enough away, I turned around and spread my arms. The strength of the dragon left me, the flame inside my chest burning black as midnight as I embraced the power of my Nightlord heritage. Tendrils of darkness surrounded me, and I tossed back my head as fangs erupted from my gums, laughing with menacing glee all the while. 
 
    This enraged the Gargoyle. Maybe it had wanted the glory of fighting me in Dragon form? If so, it had underestimated the difficulty of fighting me in my Nightlord form. 
 
    The Gargoyle picked up a sudden burst of speed, its claws extending like rakes as it sought to batter me out of the air. 
 
    It wasn’t going to get the chance. 
 
    I knew my fangs couldn’t penetrate its thick hide, not even with the Black Flame to amplify my abilities. Biting it would have been a waste of time. Instead, as it opened its stony claws to grab me, I pushed the Black Flame into my limbs and filled them with as much vampiric might as I could muster. I’d only get a single shot at this—if I fucked up, I’d wind up in the Gargoyle’s talons, and that was no sane place to be. 
 
    “Come on!” I roared, taunting the creature. If its beady brain was capable of sensing that it was being rope-a-doped, the monster gave no sign. “I’m right here, asshole! Tiny little human, dancing on the wind like a fucking leaf! Give me everything you’ve got!” 
 
    I could have sworn the Gargoyle laughed as it made to grab me. I hope it enjoyed that little moment of triumph. 
 
    Because the next thing it experienced was my Black Flame–clad fist punching right through its face. 
 
    Stone splintered beneath my knuckles from the force of the blow. The Gargoyle’s momentum was too strong for the punch to stop it from moving forward entirely, so it sailed past me in a huge cloud of shards as its expression turned from malicious glee to frozen horror. One of its horns splintered at the base, falling to the swamp below and landing in a spray of muddy water. 
 
    For a heartbeat or two, I dared to hope that was it. That the Gargoyle would fall into the water along with his shattered horn, sink beneath the surface, and move no more. But it would take far more than one punch to end a creature like that. 
 
    As it turned around, I saw what lay beneath that wound I’d punched in its head. A quivering, pulsing brain writhed beneath the mask of marble, glistening like an uncooked hotdog. The sight of it made me want to hurl. 
 
    “Aiiiiiiiegh!” the Gargoyle shrieked, clutching the side of its makeshift skull. There was something unnervingly human about the gesture. Then it faded, and the desire to kill this thing and be done with it returned. It was more than a desire to defend myself and even my clan—it was something primal deep within me that wanted to wipe the abomination out of existence. 
 
    I risked a glance down at the living House. My mates were all on their feet attacking the thing, so the fight couldn’t have been going so bad. Hopefully I’d be able to bring in some backup shortly.  
 
    Spittle flew from the gargoyle’s stony lips as it charged at me, throwing caution to the wind. This thing wanted me dead, and for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why. Why did it hate me so much more than it did my mates? Than anyone else who’d tried to cross its swamp? 
 
    The time for questions like that would come later. I met the beast’s charge head on, no longer frightened by its attacks. The wounds I’d opened in its hide were cracking worse as it flew on those strange, motionless wings—even now, more glistening strips of exposed flesh shone beneath the creature’s marble hide. 
 
    I let it come. Then I grabbed the beast in mid-flight, soaring straight upward into the sky. 
 
    This was not what the gargoyle had expected. It writhed in my grip, but it had lost too much strength—any ability it once had to escape me had long passed, if it indeed had ever held the power to do so. It let out an inchoate roar of mingled rage and sorrow, and the look on its face told me it knew full well what was coming. 
 
    Goodbye, you weird mystery beast, I thought, reaching the apex of my flight. I’ll have to ask Xandra about you later. 
 
    Power built around me as the sky darkened. The Black Flame in my chest burned over its boundaries, infecting my veins with the corrupted power of the Nightlords. I knew that I looked about as human now as the thing I held in my arms—and I didn’t care. It was time for the Gargoyle to die. 
 
    I grabbed one shoulder in each arm and tugged. And tugged. 
 
    The stone beast howled in disbelief as its damaged foundation began to crack. Thick shards of stone rained from its body as the breaks I’d opened in its frame spread like a spider’s web, shattering everything. An all-too-human scream of pain issued from its throat as thick black blood poured from the monster’s wounds. It fell over the swamp like rain as I continued to rip, pulling and tugging and grunting with the effort. 
 
    Finally I held not one monster in my hands, but two halves of a monster. I’d split the Gargoyle down the middle. Shorn of his protection, the beast looked like nothing so much as a snail stripped of its shell. A hideous mass glistened within, bleeding and dying and letting out pathetic whines that sounded far too much like a human being’s cries for comfort. 
 
    “One down,” I growled, tossing the two halves of the Gargoyle away. “One to go!” 
 
    I fell even faster than the discarded chunks of stone. My feet hit the muddy ground, water sinking almost all the way up to my knees as I stomped over to my mates. They’d surrounded the living House and were keeping it boxed in with spells, with Riley and Xandra taking point against the thing’s attacks. From her defensive posture, Soojin looked as if she were more concerned with keeping Jewel Hayes safe than with joining them. 
 
    That was fine with me. As long as we all made it through this, I was happy. 
 
    Besides, the big guns had just arrived. 
 
    Riley glanced over her shoulder as I approached, a fierce smile lighting up her beautiful face. Ice flew from between her palms, a thick frozen pillar binding the living House to the muddy ground. She’d evidently been reinforcing the ice for some time, and it was this that had been keeping the House from jumping into the fray and interfering while I’d dueled with the Gargoyle. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said, giving the mage a peck on the cheek. “Alright, now it’s three on one. This ought to be fun!” 
 
    One hunter was dead. All we had to do now to be on our way again was to take out the House.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Xandra, Riley, and I flanked the living House, a strange thing happened. I hadn’t given any thought to what might have happened with the fallen pieces of the Gargoyle I’d slaughtered. As far as I knew, the two halves of stone and wriggling flesh had disappeared forever beneath the surface of the swamp. 
 
    And yet, here they were. 
 
    I was stoking the Black Flame back to killing heat when two oblong shapes erupted from the dark water. The two halves of the broken hunter, floating gently toward the living House as if tugged by an invisible magnet. What the fuck? 
 
    Xandra reacted like she’d been struck. 
 
    “My lord, get back!” the vampire queen hissed. Her nails dug into my shoulders in a way I would have loved in the bedroom. “We’ve made a mistake! We should have killed both creatures at the same time…!” 
 
    I was about to tell Xandra we never would have been able to coordinate such a thing, when the two halves of the Gargoyle began to glow. An ethereal light rose from the shredded stone, spreading from both pieces of the fallen warrior to cover the living House like a blanket. In short order the creature itself could no longer be seen—only the aura of magic hiding it from view. 
 
    “What the fuck is it doing?” I asked, glancing back at Soojin and Jewel, calculating how I could get them to safety as quickly as possible. “Is it going to—” 
 
    And then they answered my question before I could finish it: they exploded. 
 
    The Gargoyle’s shell split into a thousand pieces and shot out in all directions, like shrapnel from a bomb. Pieces of it stung my skin, opening shallow cuts as I put myself between the worst of the blast and my mates. Behind me, Riley summoned a wall of ice to block the projectiles, conjuring it from thin air just in time, right in front of me. 
 
    Then the living House began to grow. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the structure expanded to twice its previous size. Then it kept right on growing, until the already abnormally sized building was eight stories tall. Its front windows lengthened, turning into narrow vertical slits filled with glowing red magic. A pair of arms ripped free of the wooden siding, matching the thick chicken’s feet plunging deep into the swamp. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Riley groaned, expanding her shield of ice to include me. “It’s absorbing the Gargoyle!” 
 
    As the glowing aura of magic covered the living House, infusing it with power, the body of the fallen hunter began to diminish in size. Both halves of the giant stone gargoyle were little more than pebbles now, and shrinking fast. 
 
    I watched the house grow even taller, until it loomed over us like a colossus. 
 
    “I beat that fucking stone bastard half to death before I ripped him in two,” I said, trying to give myself and my mates heart. “There couldn’t have been more than a trickle of magic left inside him when I was done!” 
 
    Xandra narrowed her eyes before the House’s glow. “Unfortunately, my lord, the effect seems to be multiplicative rather than cumulative,” she said, grimacing. “I’m afraid this hunter just received an exponential boost to its magical power. We are going to have to work together to bring it down now, and no mistake…” 
 
    Shit. I wished the Queen of the Nightlords had warned me, but I gathered she had other things on her mind at the time. I could hardly blame her for failing to give me exposition on the nature of the beasts while we were locked in a life-or-death struggle. But I could have dearly used the information. 
 
    As if summoned by Xandra’s explanation, the aura around the living House faded. It had done all the growing it was going to do, and now it was enormous. Its narrow windows peered down at me, its frescoes filled with hatred. 
 
    Surely that was a trick of the light, right? A fucking House couldn’t feel hate. This Baba Yaga motherfucker was nothing but an automaton—an unfeeling unthinking monster bred to kill. The Clandestine would be a safer place once I brought it to heel, just like I’d done with the other hunter. 
 
    That’s what I told myself, anyway. 
 
    Then the House fucking spoke. 
 
    “Traitor!” it shrieked, the massive double doors of its mouth twisting as it forced the frame into words. Cracks opened both above and to the sides of the House’s entrance, yet it seemed to not notice a whit that it was damaging itself by talking. Whatever it had to say was of too much importance to hold back. “Thief! Abomination!” 
 
    The experience of being yelled at by a living building was so strange that it took a few moments for me to work up a reply. 
 
    “That’s what I should be saying to you!” I finally shot back, on my guard—the fact that this creature wanted to speak to me rather than immediately fight made me more wary, rather than less. “Who are you to call me an abomination, you fucking freak?” 
 
    The House giggled in response. The noise was so unnerving that I watched the color drain from Riley’s face. Even Xandra looked taken aback by the creature’s behavior. 
 
    “I knew I’d have my revenge!” it growled, its chicken-claw hands balling into fists. “You and your pathetic mates, you think everything belongs to you! You think just because a woman has a pretty face and something tight between her legs, she should be warming your bedchamber instead of mine! Ohh, I’m going to kill you slow, Dragon!” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said, something horrible clicking into place in the back of my brain. How the fuck did I recognize that voice? 
 
    My mind raced as the fiend looked down at me from its high, uncanny windows, and it must have seen the way I racked my brains to remember where I’d heard it speak before. More laughter echoed from the living House, this time cold and cruel. 
 
    “I only wish you had Tessa with you,” the House snickered, pointing at me with a claw. “It would have been perfect if that traitorous slut had to watch you die before I finished her off, too.” 
 
    It was the mention of Tessa that did it. I gasped, the revelation freezing me in my tracks. Every cell of my body rebelled against it, insisting it couldn’t be true—yet I knew that it was. Horribly true. It made a certain twisted kind of sense, even. 
 
    “You’re Tomas Karkosa,” I said, looking up into the windows of the living House. “Jesus Christ, Tom. What the fuck did Dracula do to you?” 
 
    The House looked down at itself as if seeing its state for the first time. For an instant I saw an all too human expression of horror twist its features, then the anger and malicious glee reasserted itself like the sun beaming from the corner of a cloud after a storm. 
 
    “You did this to me,” the House hissed. “You took everything from me… everything! I was respected, admired… an elder statesman of my time! I was bound for the history books and Tessa Butler’s bedchamber, and then you stepped onto the scene and ruined everything, Dragon!” 
 
    Of all the grandiose claims the House made, it was the ones concerning Tessa I couldn’t allow to pass unchallenged. My voice was a harsh bark of a laugh as I met the hulking building’s baleful gaze. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I asked, filling my tone with scorn. “Tessa would never have fucked you, Karkosa. You were barking up the wrong tree. Then and now.” I laughed. “Though I guess you are the tree these days, huh?” 
 
    “You know nothing!” the House growled. An ill wind blew from its basement, as if I’d opened some wound in the bowels of the man’s domicile. “You’re the worst thing that’s ever happened to the supernatural world, Dragon! But your father—oh yes, your father! Dracula has promised me my revenge!” 
 
    Another piece of the puzzle fell into place. This felt even more impossible than the fact that I was talking to Tomas Karkosa in the guise of a massive, living building—and yet I felt certain about it, as soon as the thought entered my head. 
 
    “You volunteered to let Dracula turn you into this, didn’t you?” I said. 
 
    I’d assumed Karkosa had been captured and experimented on by Dracula’s forces. Who would possibly be crazy enough to submit to that kind of treatment, that dread transformation, willingly? 
 
    Tomas Karkosa, that’s who. A bitter, slighted man. 
 
    “How else was I to hurt you?” Tomas sounded almost depressed as he said it, as if speaking the words took something out of him. “Oh, I remember the old world, Dragon. I remember trying to kill you and failing—blowing myself up in front of the Council. Just like you, I’ve retained my memories of the way things used to be before Dracula changed our way of life.” 
 
    “If that’s the case,” I said, appalled, “then why do this?” 
 
    Those high, narrow windows peered down at me. “I already sold my soul to the Devil once,” the thing that had once been Tomas Karkosa said in a low voice. “Why not do it again?” 
 
    “How about the flying beast Derek brought down?” Xandra asked, raising her voice to be heard. “Was someone inside it? Or was it just some creature cooked up by Dracula in one of his labs?” 
 
    Tomas Karkosa chuckled, like a child with a secret. “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he growled. 
 
    Then I realized I already did know. It had been staring me in the face the whole fucking time. 
 
    “Grozny,” I said, shaking my head. “My old enemy. Did he sign up willingly to be made into that fucking abomination, like you? Or did he get tricked?” 
 
    The House shrugged—that was the only way to describe it. “How should I know? Dracula doesn’t share the details of every action he takes with the likes of me. You want him to tell me what he drinks for breakfast? How about the shape of his first shit in the morning?” 
 
    I clucked my tongue and shook my head. “Look at you now,” I said, filling my voice with as much disdain as a human voice could carry. “You were once the pride of the Council, Karkosa. Now you’re a worthless monster, tilting at windmills on the edge of the world. All because a woman didn’t want to fuck you and you couldn’t get over it.” 
 
    “It’s you who aren’t going to get over this, Dragon,” Karkosa tried to say—but I was much too fast. He’d gotten my dander up, and I wasn’t yet finished with my tongue lashing. 
 
    “It’s such a fucking waste!” I roared, balling my hands into fists. “You used to run the Council, you forgetful dumbass! You might not be the Dragon, sure, but do you have any idea how many women would have gladly flocked to that kind of money and power? You could have been up to your eyeballs in pussy half your age, all of them looking to call you ‘Daddy’. But you just couldn’t get over Tessa. You couldn’t see the fucking forest for the trees, man.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d revealed himself, Tomas Karkosa was speechless. The open door of the house swung on its hinges, making a hideous creaking sound that echoed over the swamp. 
 
    “You could have had whatever you wanted. I would have even helped you. But you had to spit on me and try to kill me.” As I spoke, I rolled up my sleeves. “Now you’re going to die, Tomas Karkosa. Again.” 
 
    I would have never thought a house could be possessed with so much rage before. The foundations of the erstwhile Tomas Karkosa shook like an earthquake, and the shutters of the windows slammed against the front wall like beating drums. 
 
    “No, you’re about to die, Dragon!” The House grinned maliciously, turning the rectangle of its door into a square. “I have all my power and Grozny’s now! Even your little whores won’t be able to keep me from ripping you apart…!” 
 
    The idea occurred to me in an instant—and once it took hold, it was unstoppable. 
 
    “I don’t need my mates to beat you,” I scoffed. “Girls, stand back. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    Scales erupted from my skin as I took hold of my draconic form. I transformed into the Dragon in record time, forcing more flame into my veins until I stood nearly as tall as the massive living house I intended to fight. Tomas Karkosa drew back for a moment, shocked by the ferocity of the thing he’d been taunting, and only slowly did he come back to himself and resume his hatred. 
 
    “Kill you,” the house grunted, barely even sentient now. “Kill!” 
 
    “Bring it,” I growled, smoke pouring from my nostrils. 
 
    That’s when things started happening very fast. 
 
    I mostly caught bits and pieces of it from my mates, to tell you the truth. I tended to get tunnel vision even in the most low-risk of battle scenarios, such as when I’d let Tallulah Binesi murder the hell out of the Chupacabra in the basement below Soojin’s old apothecary shop. At moments like that, the beast inside me took over, and I wasn’t entirely conscious of my moment-to-moment decision making. I moved on pure, primal instinct, attacking like a jungle animal until my enemy was dead. 
 
    Tomas and I clashed in the center of the swamp. Now, the living house spewed fantastic light from every window and door. The constant spray of illumination reminded me of my own love of Prismatic Spray, and a little voice in the back of my head whispered that this was Tomas’s way of mocking me. 
 
    “Use my own opening against me, Karkosa?” I roared, spitting flames with each syllable. “I’ll teach you some respect!” 
 
    We grappled. Unless you’ve had the experience of wrestling in a swamp with a gigantic living house, you can’t possibly understand the hows and whys of it. Grabbing hold of Karkosa was like trying to wrap your arms around an entire neighborhood, and every time I thought I’d gotten the hang of it, the thing proved to be as slippery as an eel. He slid from my grasp again and again, leaving walls of that burning light behind him like he was farting and shitting it. 
 
    It made sense that a man who’d been so gross in life would be as equally repellent after death. 
 
    As we fought, blood dimmed my vision. The lasers raked away my thick scales, drawing them down until they felt as thin as the bone at a man’s temple. I could sense my defenses weakening and threw myself into the attack all the harder, tossing caution to the wind. I ripped off a windowsill, he raked an ear, and the whole fight became a damage race to see who would fall down first. Who could take the most punishment and still stay upright? 
 
    I was determined that it wouldn’t be me. The world shrank to each point of contact between myself and the mutant house, until all I felt and saw were the wounds I gave and received. The connection between myself and the creature trying to kill me was so deep it felt intimate, and I almost wished I had the ability to turn back time and save this man. There had been something good inside of Tomas Karkosa once, and there could have been again—had I been possessed of the necessary forgiveness. 
 
    Bad luck for Karkosa that I was the Dragon. He’d laid hands on my mates—and I would never allow someone who’d done that to escape justice. 
 
    He tried to bite me with his door, only to get a kick into the foyer. The living house had weakened, but I was unsteady on my feet myself, rocking back and forth in the swampy marsh. I couldn’t hold on much longer. 
 
    Could I? 
 
    As I fought on, an unfamiliar pressure built behind my eyes. It wasn’t the Black Flame, or the Dragon’s Flame—or even the dizzying sense of triumph I felt when nearing the climax of a tryst with one of my mates. 
 
    It was something of all three, yet as foreign as a feeling from another world. I couldn’t put my finger on it. All I could do was fight on as it grew and grew, threatening to consume me. 
 
    Soon I was fighting a two-front war. In one world, I conducted a bare-knuckle, no-holds-barred brawl with Tomas Karkosa, doing my best to drown the living house beneath the swampy waters. And in the other, I fought a mental battle against the thing worming its way through my skull. For to let it free would have consumed me. I knew that, just as keenly as I knew every inch of my mate’s bodies. 
 
    No, no, no, I thought, punching directly through one of Karkosa’s upstairs windows. I won’t lose to you! Whatever this shit is, I won’t let it take control of me! You’re going down, fucker! 
 
    Yet the tide swelled and swelled within me. My vision blurred, and the living house I grappled with took my hesitation for weakness. Tomas head-butted me, using every pound of his momentum to try and force me off my feet. He smacked me in the head again and again, like a hammer on an anvil, throwing everything into this final, desperate attack. 
 
    His blows weakened the growing thing within me. Even as I secretly rejoiced for my newfound control, I felt my knees buckle beneath me. Swampy water lapped against my waist, and I heard my mates cry out in shock and dismay. From somewhere behind me, Xandra cried out in rage and flung herself forward, only to be restrained by Soojin. 
 
    “Kill you!” the house snarled, forcing me inch by inch beneath the water. “Kill! Kill!” 
 
    He’s lost his mind, I thought dimly, putting every ounce of strength I could into rising. Even if he kills me now, he won’t know it. He’s completely given himself to whatever Dracula put inside him. He’s a house now, not a man, and a house has no honor. Nor can it know the pull of true victory. 
 
    I let out a savage growl as I forced myself back to my feet. It felt as if the world itself lay atop me—every ounce of Tomas Karkosa was trying as hard as it could to force me down. The balance tipped upward, then downward, my face nearly dropping below the surface of the water— 
 
    Suddenly I could stand. The weight that had been so oppressive to me slackened, replaced by tortured screams. The screams weren’t mine—they were Tomas Karkosa’s. Just above my head, the house shrieked like a banshee as it was torn apart, ripped to fucking shreds by a beam of pure energy. 
 
    The beam looked so much like the ones Karkosa himself used that for a moment I believed the living house had done itself in somehow. But this wasn’t Karkosa’s attack. It was much stronger than that. 
 
    The roof of the living house sheaved off from the main bulk like a man who’d been scalped. Inside the attic lay a horrifying, glistening flesh, similar to the one I’d seen when fighting the Gargoyle. This was Tomas Karkosa’s true form, the snail within the shell—the hideous monster he’d become at Dracula’s behest. It was enough to make a man retch, unless that man had been fighting for his life until only a few moments ago. 
 
    I leaped backward, catching the wind with my wings as the monster crumbled. The beam pierced the back walls of Karkosa at last, arching through a clutch of nearby trees and blowing the leaves on them to cinders. Further out, the energy dissipated into a cloud and winked out entirely. Whoever had conjured that spell had a great deal of control—more than most humans. 
 
    I already had some idea of who to thank for the assist. “Soojin,” I growled, transforming back into a human. “Let me guess—that beam came from the same place your radio keeps telling us to go.” 
 
    Soojin looked down at the tiny radio device in her hand, following its single blinking light. “That’s right,” she said, her jaw nearly touching the water. “The attack came from our destination.” 
 
    I wasted no time. Transforming back into the Dragon was no picnic right after abandoning the form, but I needed to make it to the spot where that attack had been loosed with all due haste. I put on my claws and scales like a previously worn set of clothes, and tried not to think too hard about where they’d been. 
 
    “On my back,” I hissed at my shocked mates. Behind me, the corpse of Tomas Karkosa continued to cough and sputter as it sank into the swamp. It was of no threat to me now. “Get on. Now. We have an appointment. Apparently, we’re already late.” 
 
    My women hastened to obey. Even Xandra climbed on board, no doubt preferring the reassuring solidity of my scales between her thighs to the cloud of bats she normally flew around as. Once they were all seated securely, I took off like a rocket, leaving the smoldering body behind. The House would continue being eaten by the flames for some time, I knew, but it didn’t need any water. 
 
    Let the motherfucker burn. 
 
    I didn’t look back. Only now did I manage to calm down my system sufficiently for the thread of my memory to reappear. I realized how close I’d come to death, and how I’d killed Ivan Grozny and Tomas Karkosa all over again, and… I couldn’t help it: I laughed.  
 
    I was just about laughed out when we reached the destination Soojin’s special device had so diligently stayed focused on. The light atop the radio beeped faster and faster the closer we came, so that by the time we reached the portal atop its plateau, it had become a single held tone. A solitary figure stood before the portal in fine robes, waiting for us with their arms spread. 
 
    Even before we came close enough to make out her face, I knew it was Raya. 
 
    I landed quickly, transforming back into my human body as soon as my mates were secure. I felt a sudden, absurd urge to check myself in a mirror and make sure my hair was okay. 
 
    But of course Raya wouldn’t care. She must have been waiting years to meet me. 
 
    As we approached, I realized Mom was wearing a mask. Her fine robes were of a Spellscribe’s blue and white, and the mask over her face matched it perfectly. My mates walked ahead of me, lifting their hands in greeting, so that a field of them lay before my vision when Mom removed her face covering. 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” I said, frozen in my tracks. It was Raya, alright. But I’d never seen my mother like this before. 
 
    Raya was blind. 
 
    A milky-white film covered her eyes. And yet there was a smile on her face. I stopped being the Dragon in that moment and for a short moment, I was simply Raya’s son. 
 
    “Mom!” I crossed the distance between us in three strides and pulled her into my arms. It was Raya, alright—she held me the same, she smelled the same: she was my mother. And yet she was so different, so changed. What had Dracula taken from us all… 
 
    “You’re… you’re…” I said, finding myself unable to just spit it out. 
 
    “I’m alright,” Mom finished for me, punctuating the statement with a laugh. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you again, son—even in this fallen world.” 
 
    There were tears on my cheeks as I pulled back. “I’m glad to see you, too,” I said, laughing through the pain. “What happened? Did Dracula do that to you? I’ll fucking kill him, I swear to you I will…” 
 
    Raya only shook her head. “It’s not important, son. Believe me, it doesn’t even hurt. It didn’t stop me from finally giving Tomas Karkosa the gift I’ve always dreamed of giving him, either!” 
 
    Finally it hit me that Mom had aimed a spell over half a Realm without the use of her eyes. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, honestly stunned. “You’re even stronger here than you were there…” 
 
    “I am,” Raya said, beaming proudly. “And it’s good that I am, son. Something you’re going to learn is that things had to transpire precisely as they did. This is the only reality where I can help you beat Dracula for good. Where you can save the world from your father.” 
 
    Before I could ask her for more, Raya turned. “But I’m being an old biddy! Come with me, all of you—mates, too. You are all so very welcome. Welcome to the Realm of the Spellscribes. Welcome home, son!” 
 
    I looked back at the half of my clan I’d saved so far. They were all staring at Raya with a nearly religious awe. 
 
    “You heard the woman,” I said, chuckling. “Let’s go see what she’s done with the place. I have a feeling we’re going to like it.” 
 
    Arm in arm, I stepped with Raya through the portal leading to the Realm of the Spellscribes. 
 
    And somewhere far behind us in the swamp, two forgotten men sank beneath the waves, never to be seen again.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Realm of the Spellscribes was not as I remembered it. 
 
    I’d visited this Realm several times, though rarely by choice. Before Dracula changed reality to suit his whim, it had been a peaceful land filled with cherry blossoms and monasteries. Riley and I had even had our time-warp honeymoon here, spending weeks making love in the forest and bathing in a nearby stream while only a few days passed in the ‘real’ world. It was a place I associated with peace and contentment, even if that peace was kept by the blade. The Spellscribes were powerful enough that no one in the supernatural world wanted to tangle with them, and my mother Raya ran them. 
 
    Now the Realm lay in tatters. The beautiful cherry blossoms had fallen from the trees; none could grow with the thick blanket of dark, leaden clouds stretching from one horizon to the next. Storms blew across the mountain, sending bolts of thunder from cloud to cloud like one of Riley’s spells. The fanciful, romantic landscape I remembered in all its pastoral splendor was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Most of the buildings we passed lay empty, their windows and doors open to the weather. Each made me think of Tomas Karkosa and his hideous door of a mouth, and each square of darkness brought the faint frisson of a phantom laugh in the back of my skull. To say the place was creepy would have been a major understatement. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Jewel asked, following near the back of our group. I’d taken the absolute rear, both for security purposes and for the view it gave me of my mates’ shapely backsides. Raya had the front, for obvious reasons—it was her we followed. “This place looks deserted. Like everyone just decided to pack up and leave one day…” 
 
    “It was like this when Derek and I were here,” Riley said. “Well, sort of. It was pretty empty then, but it didn’t look like this. This is…” 
 
    “A bummer,” I said, taking in the ruined majesty of the once-powerful Realm. “This place was beautiful once, girls. Riley and I had our honeymoon here, and it was stunning then. The kind of place I’d have taken you for some R&R after a difficult mission.” 
 
    I could practically see the fantasies unspooling in each of their heads.  
 
    “That would have been nice,” Jewel said, picturing the gorgeous hillside in her mind’s eye. “I bet this place was gorgeous when you and Riley spent your honeymoon here.” 
 
    “It was,” I assured them—Riley and I shared a glance, and the mage winked lasciviously. “We were planning on doing it again, too. Maybe once we restore this place, it’ll look the way we remember…” 
 
    As we walked, one member of our party remained silent. Raya had few words for the decaying buildings or deserted streets of the Spellscribes’ realm. Her eyes were fixed on her destination. 
 
    You couldn’t possibly miss it. Even when the landscape was pleasant and colorful, the monastery of the Spellscribes stood out over the skyline like the biggest jewel in a king’s crown. Its walls were tall and star-shaped, covered in towers and buttresses like a medieval fortress. The Spellscribes had been famous for their reclusiveness before Dracula exposed them, and hadn’t allowed outsiders into their sanctum. Most people in the supernatural world didn’t even know this place existed. 
 
    Though our path through the surrounding village seemed random, Raya’s steps were imbued with purpose. My mother led us toward the monastery by a roundabout path, yet I knew there wasn’t a single extraneous or needless step in my mother’s path. She had her own way of doing things, and she’d take us to the Spellscribes’ fortress in her own good time. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’ve noticed,” Raya said, her voice entering the fray as easily as if we’d been chatting for some time, “the Last Spell had an unequal effect on certain people when it rewrote reality in my ex-husband’s favor. Those who were especially powerful, or possessed of arcane knowledge, gained some natural resistance to the process your father unleashed in the Lathe. You for example, son, didn’t forget a single thing about your old life. Most of your women were similarly affected—they only needed a reminder of their love for you to snap out of Dracula’s powers, and become their old selves once again.” 
 
    “I have noticed that,” I said, wondering what Mom could be getting at. “Did you do that on purpose, or was it a natural limit of the Last Spell?” 
 
    “No spell is perfect, son. I could have gotten every Mana Mage on the planet together to help me create the Last Spell, and still there would have been gaps. As much as I’d love to take credit for you keeping your memory and not waking up in Dracula’s world as a mindless worshiper of the Prince of Darkness… no. It wasn’t on purpose. It was just entropy.” 
 
    I nodded. I would have liked to believe it had all been part of Raya’s plan, too. The idea that she’d had a hand in protecting me, and shielding my mates to a degree, was a seductive one. But facts were facts, and I had to face the truth. 
 
    That is, until Mom dropped her other bombshell. 
 
    “Or perhaps it was fate,” she said, turning around as we reached the next intersection. The monastery’s gates were hardly a stone’s throw away from her now. I could see the grain in the wood, and every break in the hard surface where an axe or a sword had tried to chip through the perimeter’s defenses. “After all, son, this had to happen. It was the only way for you to win.” 
 
    “That’s not the first time you’ve said that,” I told Raya. I crossed my arms over my chest reflexively, as if her words were an animal that might bite me. “But what do you mean? This world is terrible—it’s Dracula’s wet dream of controlling everything and everybody. How can it be fate?” 
 
    If my ranting left Raya perturbed, she showed no sign of it. 
 
    “You had to lose,” she said, making the words sound so kindly that there was no sting in them. “You had to be tossed into this universe, son, precisely because there are gaps in the Last Spell. Because the creation I labored my entire life to make a reality was imperfect, and had weaknesses. One of which is going to make you into a God.” 
 
    I nearly missed a step. It wasn’t every day your mother told you that you had the opportunity to gain the powers of the Divine. 
 
    “What!?” was all I could say. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Raya?” Soojin asked, sounding even more alarmed than me. “What sort of gaps?” 
 
    Raya looked up and down the block, like someone was going to spring out of a destroyed building and stop her before she could explain things. When no one arrived to bar her path, she sighed gently and continued. “Do you have any idea what your father asked for when he was connected to the Lathe?” 
 
    The Lathe. How could I forget it? That strange bank of computers, that twinned tower of machinery and magic. It sat in the center of a floating island like something out of a fairy tale, conjured by Raya’s own Mana Mage powers. Interfacing with it gave you the power to cast the Last Spell—to rewrite the universe according to your own will. It was what allowed Dracula to claim victory from the jaws of defeat, and create the twisted world in which me and my mates fought for dominance. 
 
    “I can’t say that I do,” I told Raya. 
 
    “You don’t,” Raya replied. “But I do. Your father feared one thing above all else.” My mother looked at the eyes of each member of the Hoard in turn. Considering she was blind, the effect was quite chilling. “Even more than he fears you, son. Dracula was afraid that someone would do to him exactly what he’d just done to the Dragon—use the Lathe and the Last Spell to rewrite the world, erasing his victory from the history books. The idea of having the rug pulled out from under him was utterly intolerable to your father.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I scoffed. “People who were given a ladder to the top are always so eager to pull it up before the poor bastard behind them gets to use it.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Raya said. “Which was why the first command your father made of the Lathe, even before he began to reshape the world into his Transylvanian fantasy, was to put new railings on reality.” 
 
    “Railings?” 
 
    “Think of them like the bumpers in a bowling alley. You put them up when a child wants to play the game, and they keep the ball from rolling into the gutter. Dracula’s bumpers were designed to keep the Last Spell from ever being cast again.” 
 
    Riley looked aghast. “But that’s not fair… you can’t cast the Last Spell to stop the Last Spell! That’s like feeding yourself with hunger, or putting out a fire with gasoline!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” my mother said, smiling at us all. “Dracula has made it much harder in this universe to create a universe-altering spell. It’s very unlikely I’ll be able to create another Lathe. Even if it were theoretically possible, I’d need my team—and if you hadn’t noticed, we’re not exactly swimming in Spellscribes in this Realm anymore.” 
 
    It would have been hard to not notice it. “If we could get the Spellscribes back here, could you do something? Speaking of which, how did my father evict all of the universe’s most powerful mages from their own Realm and miss you? You’d think you’d be at the very top of his Most Wanted list…” 
 
    Raya grinned fiercely. “Oh, I am,” she said, her milky eyes filling with pride. “Your father might have thrown out the mages, son, but he’d never dare to try and attack me on my home turf. Not even in the fullness of his power.” 
 
    “Even blind?” I asked. 
 
    Raya’s grin widened, her expression growing even more fierce. “There are many senses other than sight, son. Dracula might fear you more than me—but you’re the only one he fears more than me. We alone have the power to bring Dracula down.” 
 
    With that, Raya turned and led us toward the big double doors of the Spellscribes’ monastery. We followed in her footsteps, until the shadow of the building lay across us like a thick blanket. The entrance to the sanctum was eerily quiet, with no sounds to be heard. In the old Realm of the Spellscribes, you would have at least heard prayers or ringing gongs coming from inside. 
 
    “You still haven’t explained how Dracula stopping the Last Spell is a good thing,” I said to my mother. “From what you’ve told me, he’s even stronger than he was the last time we fought. How am I supposed to beat him?” 
 
    “Forget beating him for a minute,” Riley said. “How are we supposed to save the rest of the Hoard?” 
 
    Raya seemed unperturbed by these questions. “Come inside, and I’ll show you,” she said, sounding almost serene as she approached the gates. “We have much to discuss…” 
 
    As my mother trailed off, the massive double doors of the monastery began to open. At first only a thin line of darkness could be seen between the massive wooden slabs—then that line began to thicken, turning into a rectangle. I couldn’t see anything inside, but at least no hidden reserve of Dracula’s troops had come racing out of the inner sanctum to try and spill our blood. 
 
    That had to count for something, at least. 
 
    I shared a look with Soojin as we stepped inside. Our intimacy had grown deep enough that I was able to ask questions to the shifter without using words; and she was able to likewise answer. The question I posed with my look was simple: What the hell is going on with Raya? 
 
    The look on Soojin’s face replied: I don’t know, but I’ve never seen her like this before. I’m worried. 
 
    I could second her there. 
 
    The interior of the monastery did nothing to assuage our worries. What had been a noble hall filled with the treasures of generations of spellcasters lay covered in dust, ransacked by the same army of vampires who had come and evicted the Spellscribes from their home. The place looked like it could use a good cleaning, though who could do that I had no idea. I never would have asked Raya, even if she’d had use of her sight. 
 
    “This way,” my mother assured us, walking steadily and purposefully through the monastery. She never stopped or stumbled, and if you’d been watching her from the back, you could easily have forgotten about her blindness. She certainly didn’t move like an old sightless woman with a cane. 
 
    We followed. Raya led us past lecture halls and classrooms, all of which lay empty and covered in a thick layer of dust. Only the path my mother walked was clean—the rest of the building looked as if it hadn’t been used in a long, long time. I trusted my mother to lead us to the right place and in the right fashion, but the Realm of the Spellscribes looked as if it had seen better days. I confess I felt skeptical about her ability to help us. 
 
    These ill feelings were cheered a bit when Raya opened the door to her laboratory and led us inside. Unlike the rest of the Spellscribes’s monastery, this room looked as if it had been occupied and used for actual magic sometime in the last century. Long tables covered in beakers and bottles were clean and free of dust, and all the magical gadgets I expected from a laboratory of the Spellscribes were present and accounted for. Yet even looking at all this work, I felt strangely perturbed. 
 
    Mom hadn’t reached the heights of magical science she had in her old life. Without an army of Spellscribes to do her bidding, not to mention the full resources of the Council behind her, Raya had to make do with what she had. She’d worked hard, no doubt about it—yet this wasn’t the sleek, well-oiled machine I remembered from my visit to the Realm of the Spellscribes. 
 
    Raya knew it, too. “Over the last few years, I’ve more or less had to rediscover the basics of magical research,” she explained, gesturing at the tables and the devices covering them. “The changes your father made to the systems of magic were aimed at preventing a new Last Spell, but they’ve had far-reaching implications for elemental systems. Sure, basic attack spells haven’t been affected—the bastard would never touch those—but constants we took for granted in magical physics and chemistry have been completely altered. I’ve had to do so much work just to re-learn the most fundamental aspects of this new universe…” 
 
    At some point during her spiel, I realized Raya was begging. Obviously it bothered her for me to see her like this, though she’d never have come right out and said that directly. She wouldn’t have put so much effort into explaining how hard it had been for her otherwise. 
 
    You see, Mom was no complainer. Even when she’d sent me on this journey’s beginning, asking me to go to K-Town to visit Soojin and pick up some supplies for a nasty illness she’d been nursing, she hadn’t been dramatic about it. She was practically on death’s doorstep before she asked for help—and even then, she was so apologetic with her own son that it made me feel a little awkward. So when I heard Mom make excuses like this, I knew what was going on. 
 
    “Mom,” I said, cutting her off as she made another excuse. “I understand. The world’s been fucked up for everybody. Just the fact that you’re still surviving means you’re strong as hell in my book.” 
 
    “Mine, too!” said Jewel, who Raya seemed to have forgotten was there. My mother gave a little start and grinned, pleased to hear my mates supporting her. 
 
    “Well, it hasn’t been perfect,” Raya said, sounding more in her element. “But I’ve done the best I can. And what I’ve discovered is this: Dracula might have made it exponentially harder for someone to cast another Last Spell in this world, but when he did that, he unintentionally planted the seeds of his own downfall.” 
 
    Oh yes. Now this was the part I wanted to hear about. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, my tone only barely stopping short of a command. “How do we beat Dracula? How do we save my mates?” 
 
    Raya paused for a moment, her smile growing sly. “You’ve already felt its first stirrings, I’d wager,” Mom said, sounding all regal and mysterious the way she did when she had a nice surprise for me. “Perhaps you had a feeling you couldn’t understand, son? One that came out of nowhere during a tense moment—that threatened to pull you under with the force of it, to obliterate your consciousness and substitute it with something else entirely?” 
 
    I gasped, for how could Raya understand me so well? What she described was exactly the strange sensation I’d been struggling with during my fight with the living House that had once been Tomas Karkosa. It was like she could see directly into my head, as if she had a bird’s eye view of the terrors I’d been facing. 
 
    With a start, I realized my mates were staring at me. From the looks on their faces, I’d given away quite a bit of what was going on inside. 
 
    “I may have felt something like that, yes,” I admitted, clearing my throat. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “When Dracula put those ‘bumpers’ on the Last Spell,” Raya explained, “he accidentally opened a door he had no idea existed. It was as if he’d gone into the rulebook and changed one of the rules, except that in doing so, he’d created loopholes he hadn’t foreseen. In short, son, Dracula has inadvertently opened the path for you to become the True Dragon.” 
 
    “True Dragon?” I cocked my head to the side. “I already am the True Dragon, Mom. I had the vision and everything—” 
 
    Raya pounced, as if she’d just been waiting for me to say it. “You certainly did,” she replied, lifting a hand to cut me off as her smile widened. “And what did you see during that vision, son? When you were bound to the Dragon as tightly as your mates are bound now to you?” 
 
    I racked my brain, playing the events of my binding like a film reel in my mind. It wasn’t hard—the events of that day were seared into my memory, as one of the most triumphant moments of my life. 
 
    “I saw the Dragon fighting the stars,” I told Raya. “Fighting in the sky against the entire universe. Stars, darkness, planets… all of it fell before him. He conquered it all.” 
 
    Raya’s milky eyes shone with pride. “Exactly. That is the True Dragon, son. As powerful as you are, you’ve yet to take that final step and bring the vision you were shown to its fruition. You’re not to blame for this, however. You literally couldn’t take that final step in the so-called ‘real’ world. Only here, in the twisted landscape your father created, will the portal open.” 
 
    “Portal?” Soojin asked. “A portal to where, Raya?” 
 
    “To the place in Derek’s vision,” Raya said matter-of-factly. “The Astral Plane. Where the Dragon does battle with the universe itself—and conquers it!” 
 
    The entire room fell silent. The enormity of what Raya had just told us took time to sink in. 
 
    “I’ve never even heard of the Astral Plane,” Soojin admitted after a long silence, her hands on her hips. “Are you sure you didn’t just make this up, Raya?” 
 
    My mother chuckled. “It didn’t exist until recently,” she admitted, beaming at us. “Or rather, it did exist—but there was no way to reach it until now. It could only be shown in visions, like the vision you and the rest of the Dragon’s mates were shown during the ceremony that created the Dragon’s Hoard.” 
 
    “So the door is open,” I said, thinking things over—it made a certain kind of sense. “And you’re saying that once I walk through it, I become something else? A True Dragon?” 
 
    Raya nodded. “The final form of your power, son. I know you think that you’ve reached the apex of what it means to be the Dragon. That combining the flame of the Dragon with the Black Flame of the Nightlords has made you more powerful than anyone else in the universe. And if we were back in the old world, you’d be right. But Dracula has changed things. If you faced him now, as you are, you wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    I heard my mates gasp.  
 
    “Derek’s beaten him before,” Riley protested, her posture saying it couldn’t be true. “There’s no way that asshole is more powerful than our man!” 
 
    Raya’s milky-white eyes shined with disdain for her ex-husband. “He won’t be, not by the time you face off against him. It’s time for you to make the vision you saw at the start of your journey a reality, son. It’s time for you to visit the Astral Plane.” 
 
    I was ready. Hell, I was more than ready—I was excited. What Raya was telling me sounded like everything I’d wanted to hear since I’d stepped into this world. With the power of the True Dragon at my side, I might just win after all. And protect my mates in the bargain. 
 
    I should have known it was too good to be true—Soojin reached out and punctured the balloon of hope I’d been inflating in my chest. 
 
    “This Realm of yours,” the shifter began. 
 
    “The Astral Plane,” Raya corrected. “It’s not technically a Realm—it’s something else entirely. Explaining it would take far too long, and we don’t have that much time. If Derek is going to achieve his final form and make it to the Celesta before Dracula starts killing his mates, we need to start moving now.” 
 
    Soojin nodded. “In order to reach the place where Derek will become the True Dragon, it’ll require another spell, won’t it?” she asked, as though Mom hadn’t spoken. “One almost as powerful and complicated as the Last Spell itself. Power like that doesn’t come easily, does it?” 
 
    Oh shit. My hopes, buoyed so recently by Mom’s message of hope, began to trend steadily downward. Of course we’d need to create some sort of gateway. Some spell that would allow us to traverse the Realms and make it to this mythical ‘Astral Plane’ Raya kept talking about. It would require years of work and study. Or at least enough errands for me and my clan that we’d never pull it off in time to stop Dracula from killing Carli. 
 
    We were doomed. 
 
    Mom’s lips formed a tight little line, and I knew she was about to deliver the bad news. “You’re absolutely right,” she admitted, walking toward the farthest corner of the long, rectangular laboratory. “Creating something like that wouldn’t be much for an entire team—but for a single person, it would be the work of a lifetime. Research and development, trial and error, failures and frustrations. Hell, if someone wanted to do that on their own, they’d need a world-class magical laboratory and all the time in the world. Years of it, in fact…” 
 
    As Mom spoke, the smile on her face widened and widened. The truth struck me like a slap in the face, so bright and clear I nearly laughed with the cleverness of her reveal. 
 
    “You’ve done it,” I told her. “It’s what you’ve been working on all this time. While Dracula expected you to attack him directly, you’ve been working behind the scenes to create this!” 
 
    Raya gestured toward the far wall. A heavy stone arch lay above the wooden slats, covered in arcane runes. At the sight of them, something old and powerful stirred within my blood—as if the core of the Dragon’s power not only recognized the sigils, but approved of them. 
 
    My mother had burned her entire existence to give me this. Her final gift. I swore right then and there that I wouldn’t waste it. 
 
    Soojin was even more taken aback. “My… my Gods, Raya. How did you build this?” 
 
    “With a lot of time,” Mom said, regarding the portal with her blind eyes as if she could see it perfectly clearly. “And even more patience. The passage to the Astral Plane is ready, son. You’ll have this one and only chance to prove yourself worthy of the mantle of the Dragon. Win, and you’ll have all the power you need to take down Dracula. Fail, and… well, I don’t need to go into that. You will not fail, son.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I told her, believing it with every molecule in my body. “I’m going to win.” 
 
    Mom looked at me then, and tears formed in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “My boy,” she said, her voice on the verge of breaking down as she embraced me. “My sweet boy. I’m so, so proud of the man you’ve become…” 
 
    I held Raya tight, fighting back my own wave of tears. It felt wrong that our reunion should be filled with so much pain and loss, but that was the world my bastard of a father had created. Once I took it back from him, I would make things up to Raya. I swore it. 
 
    “When this is all over, you’re taking a much-needed vacation,” I told Raya. “I promise you that.” 
 
    Raya nodded, wiping away her tears. “I did all this for you, son. And for Soojin and the other women, of course. But mostly, so you could succeed.” Something firm came into her face, darkening her words. “But in exchange, son, there’s something I want you to swear to me. Two things, in fact—and I need you to swear them both before you step through that portal.” 
 
    Two promises? Whatever they were, I felt certain Raya meant them. She wouldn’t have put this kind of burden on me lightly. They’d be important, and they’d be necessary for me to succeed. 
 
    I nodded, holding her tight. “Of course, Mom,” I told her. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth lifted in a slight smile. “First, you promise me that you’ll be a better man than your father,” she whispered, fighting back a new wave of tears. “That you’ll build a better world than he did—one that’s peaceful, and free, where beauty can thrive.” 
 
    “Of course I will,” I told her, meaning it with every part of my being. “I have no desire to put my boot on the people’s necks the way Dracula did.” 
 
    “You have nothing to be afraid of on that score, Raya,” Soojin said. “We’ll keep your boy in line.” 
 
    “Good,” Raya said. “Because my second request is a doozy. It has to do with your father.” 
 
    Despite the closeness between myself and Raya, I felt my body instantly tense up. I’d been expecting this, though my mind hadn’t wanted to admit it. The relationship between Raya and my father was both ancient and fraught with horrible abuses. In the old world, she’d practically begged me to spare the old bloodsucker’s life when I rewrote the universe with the Last Spell. She’d wanted him powerless and contained, with some chance at redemption. 
 
    Bracing myself for the request to spare my father’s life, I looked her deep in her blind eyes. 
 
    “Mom,” I whispered, “You know I can’t risk him coming back again—” 
 
    But Raya was already shaking her head. Tears fell freely down her cheeks as something inside of her gave. “I want you to kill him,” she said, the words coming out in a hot rush. “You have to kill him, son!” 
 
    A stunned silence filled the laboratory. The words were much more pleasing to my ear than a plea for mercy would have been—but I still need confirmation. 
 
    “Mom,” I said, “are you sure?” 
 
    Raya sniffed hugely and wiped her nose with her fine sleeve. “What he’s done to me, I can forgive,” she said, fighting back tears. “But what he’s done to those grandbabies… asking me to forgive that is asking me to do something that is far beyond my capacities, son. He has to die.” 
 
    So there it was. I thought of how many abused women throughout history had taken what their husbands, boyfriends, or lords had given out without complaint, with endless patience and excuses. Only for those same women to turn into vicious hellcats worthy of Boudicca once the abuse turned to their children. It was how Mom had broken free of Dracula’s control to begin with. 
 
    The cycle ends with me, I thought, looking back at my mates. I could never hurt these women. I won’t be like him. The words spread through me like an infusion of life force, taking root in every corner of my being. And I won’t ever let him hurt us again. 
 
    “Alright, Mom,” I said, gripping Raya’s shoulders. “I promise. I won’t let him escape. I won’t give him mercy. He’ll die.” 
 
    Raya nodded grimly. I could tell she didn’t like this second promise of hers, but she wouldn’t take it back. Nor could she, not when I’d already agreed to it. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, letting go of me at last. “Let me handle this, then. I’ll prepare the gate. Oh, and all of you will be expected to go through—not just Derek. Normally I’d love to have you all here to keep my company, but…” 
 
    “We’re going to need to help him complete the ritual,” Soojin finished for her. “No worries, Raya. You know we’ll back your son up.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” Riley added. “You’re powerful as hell, Raya—we’d be glad to have you…” 
 
    Spots of color rose to my mother’s cheeks. “Not when you find out what you’ll be doing in the Astral Plane, you won’t,” Mom said, sounding embarrassed for the first time since we’d entered the Realm of the Spellscribes. “But I’ll leave that for you and Derek. You’ll come back once you’re done—at least I think you will. So we can deal with everything then…” 
 
    Before any of my mates could ask her more questions, Raya disappeared behind a pile of machinery. Mechanical clanks and clunks filled the laboratory as she worked, filling the room with the thick, ozone smell of magic. The arch over one wall began to glow, each rune lighting up in sequence as the portal was brought to life by my mother’s magic. 
 
    A phantom wind blew through the laboratory. The portal ripped open like a tapestry being torn in two, filling the space beneath the arch with velvet darkness. Through it, I could see the tiny pinpricks of stars. 
 
    This is it, I thought, the double vision filling my mind’s eye. Though no one else would have placed it, I knew that this starscape was the same I’d seen during my vision of the Dragon. This was the vision I’d seen when I first took the mantle of my power upon myself. 
 
    This was my destiny. 
 
    “The portal is open!” Raya howled as the wind picked up. It ripped through the laboratory with hurricane force, knocking beakers from tables and scattering books and notes. Raya had to scream to be heard. “Hurry and run through, all of you! Now! Before it closes!” 
 
    Xandra eyed the portal warily. “It looks like it leads to outer space. Won’t we all be killed if we go through…?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. We won’t. We’ll become something different. Something way more powerful. Come on—this is what we were meant to do!” 
 
    Before any of my mates could stop me with cautions and reasonable worries, I charged at the portal. My feet carried me toward the wall at a sprint like a first-year Hogwarts student running at platform nine and three quarters, even as my brain screamed at me that I was running into space, that I’d be killed out there without a suit or any oxygen… 
 
    And finally I jumped into the portal. My mates followed behind me, as unwilling to leave me behind as a captain his sinking ship. 
 
    We sailed through Raya’s portal, and found ourselves among the stars.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and found myself in the Astral Plane at last. 
 
    An endless expanse of space extended in all directions. Stars, planets, galaxies—I floated among them as if I belonged there, weightless and directionless in an infinite void. A comet pulsed like a searchlight across the sky, shining bright and vanishing an instant later. My mind reeled. 
 
    I was in space. Outer space! I was going to die, I was going to suffocate and freeze and fucking die— 
 
    I was fine. My lungs continued to function, my eyes didn’t fall out of my head, and the tips of my fingers and toes remained warm and moveable. Raya had been right: this place wasn’t like any other Realm in the universe. It looked different, it even felt different. It felt powerful, like every atom in the endless expanse had been charged to its limit with cosmic energy. 
 
    There was no way of knowing how long I floated in that endless void, staring at the stars. It could have been a hundred years or a hundred seconds. All I knew was that one moment I was alone, and the next I was not. 
 
    Portals opened all around, and my mates appeared. All of them. 
 
    They weren’t themselves, I could tell that immediately. Oh, they were there all right, beautiful and fierce as ever. But if I squinted, I could see the shine of galaxies through their flowing hair and the curve of the Milky Way in the swell of their luscious tits and asses. My women weren’t here physically—when Raya said this was the Astral Plane, she meant it. These were astral projections of my mates, phantoms of their true selves. 
 
    Dimly, I wondered what their captors were seeing back at Dracula’s castle. Had my women simply dropped off and gone to sleep out of nowhere? Did their eyes roll back in their head as they started chanting, or did they look perfectly normal as they sat in a chair or lay on a bed, staring at nothing? Whatever the case, they were here, with me, and I was finally at my destiny. 
 
    Carli reached me first. The Raiju shifter’s eyes filled with tears as she swam across the stars, displacing galaxies in her haste to be with me. “Derek! It’s you—!” 
 
    She was in my arms. To my surprise, I no longer had human arms, but the massive slabs of muscle and scale of the Dragon. Yet it felt like the most natural thing in the world to pick Carli up and pull her into an embrace. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I said as I broke the kiss. “How have they been treating you? Are you well?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Carli said, batting at my chest with her fingers. “I don’t want to talk about that, Derek. That would be a totally normie thing to discuss, and we’re definitely pretty fucking far from the world of the normies right now!” 
 
    That we were. It was hard to imagine a less normal state of being than this, as a matter of fact. 
 
    In a flash all of my women were around me. Tessa, Tallulah, the bear shifters, the women I’d brought with me—they surrounded me, babbling and eager, floating among the stars as we rejoiced at being together at long last. 
 
    “Is this… this is real, isn’t it?” Tessa asked, looking at the starscape around her with eyes as wide as a supernova. “Holy shit, Dragon—what did you do? How did you pull this off?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Tallulah Binesi said. The Thunderbird looked even fiercer than usual, with the stars in her eyes and a galaxy glimmering between her sleek, muscular thighs. “We’re here. That’s what matters.” She looked down at herself, noticing her insubstantial state for the first time. “Can you bring our bodies here too, Derek? Break us free from Dracula’s clutches?” 
 
    I laughed. “I think if I brought your body here, you’d die,” I said, looking around at my mates. “As for defeating Dracula, I’m working on it. It’s why I brought you all here. Well, why Raya brought us here, actually.” 
 
    “Raya!” said Gisele, the youngest of the trio of bear shifters. “I knew your mother lived, my lord! Dracula boasted that he’d killed her, but we all knew he was lying. He just wanted to scare us, to make us feel like our situation was hopeless!” 
 
    “It’s not hopeless,” I said, spreading my arms. “Look around you, girls. Does this place remind you of anything?” 
 
    For a few of my women, like Xandra and Tallulah, it didn’t. But most of my mates had been with me during the Dragon’s Ritual—and at my request, they all saw the world around them with new eyes. 
 
    “This is where we were bound to you, sir,” Alicia purred. The leader of the bear shifters looked even more like a wet-dream version of Wonder Woman than usual—thank the post-apocalyptic exercise plan, I guess. “Where the Dragon revealed himself!” 
 
    “It is,” a voice growled inside my skull. “And it is where I shall reveal myself once again…!” 
 
    My mates gasped. All of our gazes shot skyward, though the sky was in all directions on the Astral Plane, to see an enormous serpent spring into being among the stars. It appeared to be made of stars, in fact—like a constellation brought to life, a symbol of the ancients given physical form by sheer force of will. 
 
    This was the Dragon. The creature who’d given me my powers, my responsibilities—my mantle. 
 
    Was I ready to face it a second time? 
 
    Had I been alone there in the Astral Plane, the answer might have been no. But surrounded by my loving, supportive mates, I felt like the luckiest man in the galaxy. Nothing could stop me—nothing could stop us. 
 
    This is where we win, I thought, triumph flaring in my chest. This is where we get the power to destroy Dracula. 
 
    As I watched, the Dragon struck. The creature made of stars attacked the planets and galaxies around us, devouring them in giant bites from its cosmic maw. The stars themselves fought against the Dragon, along with the endless darkness stretching in all directions. That darkness had become a living, sentient thing, yet it was powerless to stop the Dragon from trampling it into dust. 
 
    “I remember everything now!” Jewel Hayes shrieked at some point. Evidently, the vision had the power to jog her blocked memories. “The Dragon’s going to take everything, Master. Everything!” 
 
    You’re damn right, I thought, watching the show. I understood it better now, of course—what we witnessed was a metaphor for the whole of the supernatural world. The stars and galaxies were the mages and the shifters, while the babbling darkness served as a stand-in for the ancient power of the Nightlords. Or maybe the darkness was Dracula’s abominations—either way, they didn’t hold a candle to the Dragon. Nothing could stop the Dragon. 
 
    Once the entirety of the universe had been consumed, leaving my mates and me stranded in an endless void, the Dragon turned to me. A crude smile was stitched across its starry face, and its eyes were two pools of endless night. 
 
    “I have done everything you asked for,” I told the creature, spreading my arms in supplication before the Dragon. “Grant me your final power! Make me the True Dragon, so that I can crush my father and save the world!” 
 
    The Dragon didn’t respond. Its pause grew long, so long that my mates began to fidget restlessly around me, floating around my draconic body like swimmers on a lazy river. They worried for me, I knew, yet I stood firm. 
 
    “You wish to be the True Dragon?” the constellation asked. I could have sworn I saw the ghost of a smirk on its uncanny face. “To gain the ultimate power?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Now the creature did smirk. “You do not understand, Derek Sinclair,” the Dragon said, its voice the music of the spheres. “This power cannot be given. You do not become the True Dragon—you either are him, or you are not.” 
 
    The Dragon’s words were a riddle, clearly—one left to me to figure out, to force into a shape that I could understand. But I was going to get everything I could out of the Dragon. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” I said firmly. 
 
    “If you have to ask for the power,” he continued, “then you are not worthy of it. Will you take what belongs to you, Dragon? Or will this be the end of your road?” 
 
    With that, the Dragon leaped into the sky. The constellation froze, forming the backdrop of the galaxy around us. All else—the planets, the Milky Way, the other galaxies—had been wiped from the map. The Dragon was all, and ruled over all. 
 
    Will you take what belongs to you? 
 
    The words bounced around my skull, heavy with innuendo. I couldn’t help but be keenly aware of their double meaning: the power of the Dragon belonged to me, yet I was also surrounded by women who belonged to me. Who had bound themselves as my mates, twining their fate with mine for all eternity. 
 
    Could one truly be the other? 
 
    As I turned to my mates, I realized they’d all been thinking the same thing. The astral projections of my women stood transformed. Each of my mates had used their energy to reshape their mental projections, turning themselves into the forms most pleasing to me. Tessa Butler wore the skintight dress she’d had on when I first claimed her in the Nexus, so snug and revealing that her every curve lay on display for anyone to see. Carli had transformed herself into a slutty version of her private investigator outfit, cut low in the front to show off her tits and so high in the skirt that she might as well have been flashing her pussy with each step. 
 
    It wasn’t just those two, either. All of my women had made themselves up like models, like goddesses, like mates. I’m the luckiest fucking man in the world, I thought, looking at the bevy of beauties. No. In the fucking universe. 
 
    They knew what to do, too. As I adjusted to the sight of my clan in all its glory, Carli stepped forward. Just like Dracula when deciding which of my women’s throats to slit first, the ladies of the Dragon’s Hoard had apparently decided to worship me in chronological order. 
 
    “You heard the man,” Carli said with her characteristic wry humor. “Or the Dragon, I guess. If you want the power, Derek, you’ve got to take what belongs to you.” 
 
    “Mmh hmm.” My hand came down on Carli’s ass. She wore no panties beneath the short skirt, her tail swishing back and forth with glee as the pleasure and pain infiltrated her body. “And do you belong to me, little Raiju? Are you mine, to do with as I please? Are you mine to be used?” 
 
    Carli groaned, arching her back as my mates all murmured and sighed. “We all are, sir,” she panted, her spectral form flushing with heat. “Please, Derek—make this happen. Take us—all of us—and gain the ultimate power for yourself.” 
 
    As I watched, Soojin grabbed Tessa and started making out with her, her fingers caressing the dreadlocked shifter’s curves. 
 
    It was as if that were a secret signal for us to get started.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Dragon watched silently, beaming down on the endlessness of outer space in constellation form, I grabbed Carli and turned her around, hiking up her short skirt. Her naked, swollen slit shined with juice. As I revealed her to the clan, she groaned and arched her back, showing off the goods with as much naughty flair as she could muster while floating in space. 
 
    “Fuck me, Derek…” Carli begged, working her hips back and forth like a dancer in a music video. “I need it so fucking bad. Pound my kitty while I’m sitting back in Dracula’s castle, stoned out of my mind with bliss because you’re making me feel like no other man in existence can…!” 
 
    I unsummoned my clothes as easily as my mates had changed their appearance; in the Astral Plane, physical shape was affected by mental cognition. My cock stood straight from my body like an iron girder, a big vein in the side throbbing as precum dripped from my tip. Each of my mates groaned at the sight of it, some licking their lips with anticipation of having it on and inside them. 
 
    “I need that tight pussy,” I groaned, grabbing Carli by the hips. Were she physical it would have been enough to bruise her, but her astral form could take a lot more punishment than the flesh-and-blood woman. “Spread your legs and show me that soft, pink place where I’m going to put my cum…” 
 
    Carli’s eyes rolled back in her head as she spread for me. I ran the crown of my cock up and down the entrance of her channel a few times, teasing her mercilessly, then thrust into her with all the force of the Dragon. My balls slammed against her ass as I bottomed out inside of her, rocking her body with enough force to knock planets out of orbit. 
 
    “Oh gawwwwd!” Carli cried, raking my thighs with her nails as I pounded her. “Yes, Derek, yes! Oh fuck, Master, don’t stop! Fuck me, fuck meeee…!” 
 
    Fucking her was exactly what I did. I soon learned that I didn’t just control the physical aspects of my own body in the Astral Plane—I also controlled the stars themselves. Gravity was merely an extension of my body, another kind of spell I could use to get what I wanted. I created a black hole behind me, the gravitational force so strong that it slammed Carli back on me after each thrust hard enough to alter the fabric of time and space. I slapped her ass, my cock pumping like a piston inside of her, the pleasure building and building until it threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    Carli, for her part, was having the time of her life. She grunted and groaned as she threw herself back on me, the pull of the black holes greatly amplifying how hard she was getting fucked. I felt her inner walls clench around me, coming loud and long, and when she did, I swore I heard the Raiju within her shriek with utter bliss. All around us, my mates cheered, kissing and fondling each other as they waited for their turn to feel my cock inside them. 
 
    The pleasure built until I could bear it no more. As my own orgasm approached, I grabbed the whole universe around me and altered the constants that governed its motion. When I thrust deep into Carli’s heavenly pussy, the entire universe expanded right along with the motion—and when I pulled back to do it again, all of existence contracted at my command. It increased the sensations past the point that they were bearable, and I lost my cosmic rhythm as I fucked Carli hard and fast. 
 
    One more hard thrust put me balls-deep inside Carli, and I erupted like all the volcanoes in the world going off at once. Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed from my cock against the Raiju’s inner walls, painting her womb with my load. As the sense of release filled me, I pulled out of Carli and sprayed all over her lower back, covering her ass with more of the creamy goodness. 
 
    I came a galaxy. The Milky Way flowed from my balls, filling the space around us with a thousand points of blinking light. The universe is coming back, I thought, the words making sense to me and only me. I have to do this with all of them, then it’ll all be just like it was. And I’ll be the True Dragon… 
 
    As Carli came down from her peak, she understood as well. She leaned over and cleaned me with her mouth, working her catlike tongue up and down my prick until every drop was gone. Then she kissed my crown and scooted away with a giggle, floating among the stars as she moved from an active to a passive role. 
 
    “Soojin,” I grunted, my cock still rock-hard. “Get on your knees, you gorgeous slut. I want to know what a cosmic blowjob feels like.” 
 
    Soojin didn’t look the least bit put out at the idea of serving me instead of getting fucked. If anything, she liked that even better—she was far and away the most submissive member of my clan. She knelt before me among the galaxy I’d created, gently and sweetly tonguing my cock and balls until they were covered in her saliva. 
 
    I moaned and shook like a guy getting his very first BJ. How the fuck was Soojin so good at this? Even after taking her more times than I could count, she still managed to blow my fucking mind. By the time she moved her mouth to a more active role, I was shaking like a leaf among the stars. 
 
    “My sweet Dragon,” Soojin purred. “Oh my sweet, sweet Derek. What a strong young man you’ve grown up to be. So stout and bold. So deserving of everything I have to offer…” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I panted, tossing my head back as Soojin parted her lips and swallowed me deep. She was so fucking good at giving head—all my mates saw it. If they were jealous of Soojin’s blowjob skills, it was only because they all wished they were as good at getting me off as she was. 
 
    My fingers tangled in Soojin’s hair as she sucked me. Her mouth moved up and down around my cock like a cork bobbing in a strong current, the heat and friction of her soft warm mouth too much to be believed. Even after coming my brains out inside of Carli’s tight Raiju pussy, it wasn’t long at all before I felt the familiar rush of pleasure tingling its way up my shaft. 
 
    “Fuck, Soojin, you’re gonna make me cum again,” I growled, leaning back and watching Soojin go.  
 
    At my declaration of being on the edge she sucked me like a Hoover, taking me all the way down her throat. My cock hit that special spot that made most women gag, and Soojin groaned with bliss as I claimed her. The pleasure built and built, until I could no longer hold back. 
 
    I roared like the whole universe coming apart as I came, shooting against the back of Soojin’s throat. My gorgeous, mature shifter swallowed my load like it was liquid gold, groaning with bliss like she was the one getting off as she drained my balls. Near the end of it she pulled off me with a wet pop and let my seed escape into space, some of it spraying on her face and some of it floating among the stars. 
 
    When we were done, more of the universe was restored. The Dragon watched me with an inscrutable expression, as if the great beast couldn’t decide whether it supported me or feared me. Maybe both. 
 
    Two down, I thought, grinning at the rest of my mates. And a whole hell of a lot more sex to go… 
 
    Thank the Dragon that I was hard as fuck. Even after two literally earth-shaking orgasms, I still felt as pent-up and needy as if I hadn’t gotten laid in weeks. The might of the Dragon was truly flowing in my veins, filling me with sexual power. I knew it wouldn’t stop until I’d fucked each of my mates and made them cum, filling the universe with a little bit more of the reality we all agreed was real. 
 
    Now, who was next? The bear shifters, right? 
 
    They’d already figured out what I wanted. The trio approached me as a single unit, Alicia and Nadine and Gisele moving in perfect harmony. Though they shared not a single drop of blood between them, they were closer than any set of sisters. They’d shared a clan long before me, and now the Dragon’s Hoard was their home. It didn’t hurt that they each looked like sexy Amazonian warriors, all sleek muscles and soft curves. 
 
    “We would breed with you, my lord,” Alicia said, looking as haughty as a Viking queen on a throne of skulls. “And we would do it together, as we do all things.” 
 
    She shared a look with her other two clan-sisters as she spoke, noting the clear arousal on their shimmering, astrally-projected faces. “Will you claim us, my lord?” 
 
    “You three,” I said, spreading my arms, “are the most loyal servants I have. It would be a privilege to have a foursome with you.” 
 
    Grinning, the trio of bear shifters began to make out in front of me. In short order, all three of them had lined up among the stars, bent over with their backs arched and their womanly openings spread for me. I fucked one, then the other, moving sometimes in mid-stroke from one set of tight, welcoming walls to the next. 
 
    I soon lost track of how many times I made each bear shifter cum with full-body tremors. The girls of Clan Ursinia were ravenous with need, as if they’d been hibernating for years and dreaming of getting pounded all the while. Carli had made me feel like I was at home, and Soojin made me feel like I was loved—but the trio of bear shifters made me feel like a fucking king. Their bodies were tight in the right places and soft in the even righter ones, and each one had a slicker, snugger pussy than the one before. I felt like a man before heaven’s very own banquet, and couldn’t stop until I’d eaten my fill. 
 
    As my orgasm approached, Alicia, Nadine, and Gisele seemed to sense its imminent arrival. They arrayed themselves in front of me, their mouths open and their tongues hanging out. 
 
    Alicia wrapped her hand around my slick cock and worked it up and down, bringing me to the edge and then some. Even when I bucked and thrashed she didn’t stop, as she knew she wanted to milk every drop of pleasure from my manhood that she could. I closed my eyes and howled like a wolf as I shot, spraying down all three of the beauties with my thick seed. How did my balls keep making all this cum? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. It felt amazing to cover my mates with it. 
 
    And some of it floated among the stars, of course. The Astral Plane was beginning to look a bit like it had when we’d first arrived here—when it resembled the farthest reaches of outer space. Bit by bit, I was conquering this world. Making it anew. Proving not that I was worthy of being the True Dragon, but that I already was the True Dragon. 
 
    As the bear shifters retreated, two new entrants joined the fray. Tessa Butler and Tallulah Binesi had been going at each other with far more verve than most of my mates while I’d fucked my way through the roster, and now both of them were naked and dripping with need. Their skin formed a pleasing contrast with each other, Tessa’s mocha and Tallulah’s copper overlapping as their legs crossed over each other’s limbs. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. Neither woman was all that into sharing—they preferred having me one on one as often as not. “You two want me to fuck you at the same time?” I asked, one eyebrow arching skyward. “Really?” 
 
    In response, the pair made out loud and long. My other mates cheered like drunk co-eds on spring break as Tallulah’s fingers slid into Tessa’s snatch, spreading her soft pink folds for my perusal. Juice dripped from her, coating her thighs as she moaned and wriggled against the Thunderbird. 
 
    “Want? No, my Lord Dragon…” Tallulah’s eyes shined with need, heavy-lidded with desire. “We need you to fuck us both at the same time!” 
 
    Grinning, I took the thunderbird and guided her to her knees. I’d fucked Soojin’s throat until she gagged around my length, but it was the perfect, perky tits of Tallulah Binesi that I was thinking of here. I’d seen her walk the runway so many times, showing off the fashions of supernatural society, that I couldn’t help but bury my prick between those luscious funbags.  
 
    Tallulah grabbed her tits and wrapped them around me, spitting into her cleavage to make it even easier for me to fuck her glorious orbs. Tessa soon joined in on the fun, kneeling down next to her and burying her face between Tallulah’s bodacious ta-tas. Every time my prick emerged from her cleavage, Tessa would be right there, her lips and tongue adding to the pleasure until I pulled back to pound her tits again. 
 
    My balls slammed against the underside of her mammaries as I lost control. Had Tallulah been flesh and blood, it would have been a struggle for her to stay upright—but in the Astral Plane, I could titfuck her like a madman and the pain would just make her love it more. She grunted and groaned like she was the one getting off as my cock appeared and disappeared between her tits, her mounds of flesh held tightly in her fists as Tessa sucked me off with every thrust. The feelings coursing through me were incredible: the pleasure of the fuck and the naughtiness of being watched and the thrill of being fully in control all at once. 
 
    Maybe it was no surprise then that my orgasm snuck up on me. Before I knew what I was doing my cock began to spurt between Tallulah’s tits, a thick jet of seed spraying Tessa in the face. Both girls moaned in triumph like marathon runners crossing the finish line, Tallulah shaking her tits around me to milk me dry while Tessa sucked on the swollen, sensitive crown of my cock. I kept on shooting long past the point where I normally would have stopped, until so much cream drained from me it felt like I had moons for balls. 
 
    I didn’t stop there. Pulling away from Tallulah’s glazed tits, I thrust roughly between her legs, impaling the Thunderbird on my stiff prick. Her walls wrapped around me like a finger trap, so snug and slick with arousal that I never wanted to leave. Here was proof indeed that just having her titties blasted with my load left Tallulah more aroused than most women got in their entire lives! Next to the Thunderbird, Tessa cooed and sighed, licking Tallulah’s heavy breasts as she drank my load. 
 
    “I’m so jealous,” the lion shifter purred, watching me fuck her friend. “God damn, Tallulah—you got Master’s load on your tits and you’re going to get it in your pussy, too! You’re such a lucky fucking girl, you know that?” 
 
    Tallulah barely had the power of speech, she was getting fucked so hard. “Unnngh, I know!” the Thunderbird panted, impaling herself on my cock as hard as she could. “Fuck, fuck I love it so much!” 
 
    Tallulah’s headdress shimmered and shook as I fucked her brains out, filling the cosmos around us with bolts of lightning. The sparking explosions illuminated her, showing me glimpses of her face contorted in beautiful agony. I never would have said that any of my mates looked better than the others. 
 
    But Tallulah lying beneath me while I pounded her insides and Tessa sucked on her cum-drenched titties might have been the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, suddenly right on the edge. A little voice in the back of my head whispered that it wasn’t normal to be able to come so many times in a row, so fast, but I ignored it. The normal rules no longer applied to us—we were in the Astral Plane, where trifles like that didn’t matter. “Tessa, spread your legs! I’m going to put this load deep inside of both of you!” 
 
    Tessa moved with admirable swiftness. At my command, she slunk down next to Tallulah, covering her copper leg with one of Tessa’s mocha limbs as they put their pussies as close as they possibly could to each other.  
 
    One more hard thrust inside of Tallulah and I was over the edge, shooting inside of her—but I only let two or three bursts erupt before I pulled out. My load sprayed among the stars for an instant as I slammed my cock hilt-deep into Tessa, instantly sending the lion shifter into a tailspin of an orgasm as I finished unloading inside of her. 
 
    The universe quieted as I came down from my peak. Was I finally done? Had my prodigious arousal finally been spent? Was my stamina at an end? 
 
    Hardly. 
 
    I had even more girls to fuck. 
 
    They came to me now, having frigged their own pussiesand each other’s over the sight of me pounding their friends and loved ones. A trio of my mates remained—the same trio I’d traveled with for so much of this adventure. Xandra, the Vampire Queen. Riley the submissive mage with a ‘Daddy’ fetish. And Jewel Hayes, who finally remembered that she was part of the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    One last foursome, and I’ll be the True Dragon, I told myself, eager to sink my cock deep into my mates. Come to me, girls… 
 
    It was as if my command touched them telepathically. Riley and Jewel giggled, sharing kisses as they floated across galaxies to be at my side. Behind them, Xandra watched like a sexy bird of prey, waiting for her time to strike and spring onto my cock. 
 
    Finally, after so many orgasms, I was able to relent and take my time. I moved slow with Jewel and Riley, kissing each of them deeply and letting my hands roam over their gorgeous, model-perfect bodies. Each of my mates might have been jealous of the level of attention these two were given, if they weren’t all busy recovering from the hard, primal pounding they’d taken as my mates. These women were very, very satisfied, and had no hard feelings as they watched the two get pleasured. 
 
    No—the hard feelings were all mine. 
 
    My cock throbbed against Jewel’s thigh as I squeezed her tits, pressing against the rough spot next to her dripping slit. Its nearness to her pussy made her quiver, one leg kicking out madly against the stars as she groaned and writhed beneath me. I bent down and sucked on her nipple, swirling my tongue around the sensitive nub as she arched her back and gasped. 
 
    “Please, Derek—fuck me!” Hearing such a lewd, wanton declaration from my human beloved lit a fire in me that only a good, hard fuck could quench. “I need you inside me—I need you to get me pregnant!” 
 
    Well now. That was a line none of the other girls I’d fucked beneath the Dragon had yet crossed. Hearing it said so sweetly made me throb, and I sprayed a burst of pre-cum over Jewel’s shaved pussy. She groaned and squeezed my balls, playfully tugging as she tried to get me inside of her. 
 
    She’d begged enough, I decided. It was time for her to get fucked good and hard. 
 
    I spread her legs with my free hand and mounted her, the head of my cock pushing gently into her soft, pink folds. Jewel whined like she’d been hit with a taser, grinding her sensitive nub against my cock as she tried desperately to get me inside of her. But I held back, teasing her, running my tip over that sensitive spot until her screams of frustrated bliss rocked the heavens. 
 
    “Please!” Jewel roared, only the whites of her eyes showing. “Fucking fuck me, Derek, I’m such a mess! Please, please, I need to have your baby so bad…!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at how quickly the reporter had fallen apart.  
 
    “Lucky for you that’s exactly what I need right now, Jewel.” 
 
    And I thrust into her pussy so hard a normal woman would have been knocked unconscious. 
 
    I bottomed out inside of Jewel, using her slick walls like a perfect cock sleeve to get myself off. Hard thrust gave way to hard thrust, blurring together until it felt like my hips were in the middle of one constant penetration, fucking deep into Jewel without any hint of a bottom. Forget back walls—this was no walls. Nothing but pleasure. 
 
    Perfection. 
 
    Jewel came beneath me, then again when she realized I wasn’t stopping. I pounded her harder and harder, slamming all the way through to the entrance of her womb with each savage, driving thrust. Soon the world was a blur around me, the stars and their wheeling orbits completely forgotten in favor of the wet, ready woman beneath me. Jewel squealed and came a third time, her body wrung out for its pleasure like a rag. 
 
    Riley came up behind her and held Jewel, whispering sweet words in her ear. “Look at Daddy,” the mage cooed, grinning because she knew her words turned me on even more than they did Jewel. “Look into his eyes when he breeds you, Jewel. Look right at him when he unloads inside that tight, perfect pussy. See how much pleasure you’re giving him… how much he loves to fuck you… how bad he needs to come…” 
 
    Jewel’s eyes opened wide, meeting my own as I reached the peak. One more hard thrust and it was done, my seed erupting inside the reporter’s pussy as her walls clenched madly. Her inner muscles kept my load right where it belonged. Then Riley was already moving to take over dominance of the situation. 
 
    “My turn,” the mage whimpered, sliding me off Jewel. Riley slipped my cock into her mouth and cleaned me while I felt a pair of tits press against the spot between my shoulder blades. Xandra embraced me from behind, her nails gently raking me as Riley sucked and slurped the member that had just been buried deep in Jewel’s womanhood. 
 
    “You like tasting that little slut on me?” I asked the mage. “You like watching Daddy fuck other girls?” 
 
    “I love it,” Riley admitted, my cock leaving her mouth with a wet little pop. “Fuck Xandra next, Daddy. I want to be the last one you take. The one that seals the whole deal. I’ve got something special in mind for it, too…” 
 
    I had an idea of what she had in mind. Since she wasn’t likely to change her tune any time soon, it fell to me to turn Xandra from a caressing bloodsucker into a needy little whore. Being that she was a queen, it was easy. Queens are always so defenseless against some man treating them like a piece of meat. 
 
    Reaching behind my back, I tangled my fingers in Xandra’s long, red hair. The Nightlord shifted easily, her hand squeezing my balls as we turned to face each other. It made me rock-fucking-hard to know I could have Xandra in any way I chose, and she’d love it even more for knowing I’d chosen it. 
 
    We fucked among the stars. Xandra rode me reverse cowgirl, stars and galaxies exploding behind her eyelids as I massaged her clit while I pounded her. Her pussy made wet squelching sounds that echoed through space, her inner walls gripping me as tight as a well-made fist. Despite the fact that I’d come more times than I could count in the Astral Plane, I soon felt the familiar throb in my balls that heralded a climax. Xandra felt it, too. 
 
    “My lord,” the vampire queen purred, licking her fangs. “My Consort. I’ve held myself from going over the edge so that I may fall along with you.” Her hand gripped my wrist, keeping it from leaving the swollen nub of her clit. “I’m going to come when you do! Ah, the moment I feel you shoot inside my tight, vampiric cunt, I’m going to go over the edge and take all that precious seed right where it belongs, give it the perfect, fertile welcome! You’re going to give me an heir, Dragon—a new leader of the Nightlords!” 
 
    I could no more hold back than I could will my heart to stop beating. The pulse in my cock raged like a hurricane as I became a piston, pounding Xandra’s walls as she rode that perfect edge all the way to the top of the mountain. It was an Everest, and I leaped over the peak and brought her down right with me. Her clit pulsed and throbbed as she came, a torrent of juice flooding her pussy as I shot inside her, unloading my seed deep in her womb. 
 
    And then, there was only Riley. The mage had bent over doggy-style among the black holes I’d used to increase the pleasure of fucking Carli, though both of us knew it wasn’t her slit she was offering me. My little princess had something much dirtier in mind. 
 
    “I want you in my backdoor, Daddy,” Riley purred, spreading the round, soft cheeks of her ass just for me. Riley had the kind of ass men wept over, and the tight, pulsing little pucker between her curves was the kind of thing men would kill over.  
 
    “You want me to take your ass, babygirl?” I asked, walking among the stars. I knew her answer, but I still wanted to hear her say it. “You want me to fuck your asshole and become the True Dragon? You think you can handle that, angel?” 
 
    Riley bit her lip and nodded. “I’m ready, Daddy. I’ve been stretching it with my fingers the whole time you were fucking Jewel and Xandra. I’m ready to take your cock, even though I know it’s going to hurt. Fuck, I want it to hurt!” She grinned. “I want to feel you inside me even when you’re not inside me, so I’ll always know that I belong to you…” 
 
    Fuck. No straight man with a pulse could turn down a request like that. 
 
    I mounted Riley from behind, wrapping her long red hair around my fingers. She’d done it up in a ponytail, which made it much easier. Her pert, heart-shaped ass wiggled back and forth, inviting me to stick myself as deep as I wanted into her tight little pucker. 
 
    The urge to bury myself hilt-deep was nearly overwhelming. Yet I held back, teasing the opening of Riley’s tightest, most forbidden hole with the tip of my cock. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this, angel?” I growled, my words teasing against her ear. “This is going to hurt. Daddy’s not going to be slow and sweet with you—once I’m inside that ass, I’m going to lose control.” 
 
    “I want you to lose control,” Riley groaned, sliding a hand between her thighs to rub her clit while I stimulated her back door. “Fuck me, Daddy. Fuck me in the ass and become the True Dragon!” 
 
    In marked contrast to my other conquests in the Astral Plane, I took my time with Riley. My cock pushed into her tight ass an inch at a time, slowly stretching her walls around me as I thrust deeper. Holy shit she was tight! Her ass felt so fucking snug that I could barely move—it took the energy of the Dragon to bury myself all the way inside of her, to bottom out in her bowels. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Daddy, it’s all the way in!” Riley groaned in disbelief as she rubbed herself, watching me fuck her asshole from over her shoulder. “Oh my God, it feels so dirty! I love you so much, Daddy!” 
 
    “I love you too, baby girl,” I grunted, spanking her so hard it left a handprint on her ass. “I’m ready. I’m ready to be the real me…” 
 
    Then I fucked Riley’s ass so hard she screamed. 
 
    Not screams of pain, mind you. My bratty little mage loved nothing so much as being a little submissive slut for her man, and she threw herself back on my cock just as eagerly as I rearranged her guts. No, Riley was screaming in utter bliss, cumming her brains out on her fingers while she impaled herself on my cock. 
 
    As we fucked faster and faster, my mates gathered around. I looked from face to face, seeing nothing but perfect love and devotion as my bliss rose to the boiling point. That strange feeling I’d felt while fighting the living House was back, but this time I didn’t bother trying to resist it. I gave in, mixing it with the sensation of Riley’s super-tight asshole wrapped around my cock. 
 
    “Something’s happening!” I roared, wings erupting from my back. “Holy shit, it’s happening…!” 
 
    As I tossed back my head, each of my women gasped with pleasure. Their eyes rolled back in their heads like someone who’d gone into a trance, each of them quivering and grunting in hypnotic ecstasy. They felt my pleasure like it was their own, and I felt them, and the whole of the Dragon’s Hoard was one. The strange feeling filled me, filling them, and I gave myself to it utterly. 
 
    I came inside of Riley’s ass, and became the True Dragon. 
 
    The universe erupted in one massive cosmic orgasm, each of my mates experiencing the hardest, sweetest climax of their lives. Planets slammed together, galaxies exploding as waves of our bliss cascaded through the Milky Way, leaving it a little bit milkier when all was said and done. A wave of pure white erupted through the universe like a supernova, ripping away my senses as I transformed. 
 
    And oh God did I transform. 
 
    With my entire clan there, they were all present and part of the show. Bits and pieces of each of my mates: Carli’s Raiju powers, Tallulah’s Thunderbird, Riley’s magery—all of their threads weaved a tapestry that added up to the True Dragon. I could feel their powers as an extension of my own, and knew that every ability my mates possessed, I now possessed as well. Adding more girls to the clan would only increase my roster of powers, making me even more deadly. 
 
    I was larger, as well. The scales that ripped from me were blood-red, shot through with veins of darkness like the Nightlord half of my heritage wanted to make a strong showing during battle. I was a true terror, a magical Dragon with glowing red eyes and the power of a dozen brilliant, beautiful women. 
 
    Even as I transformed, my bonds with those women deepened. I felt the perfect peace of knowing they would always love me, always support me, no matter what. Even if Dracula ripped the world away a second time, none of my mates would support him for a moment. There was no magic he could bring to bear that could ever again make them forget, even momentarily, that they were the Dragon’s. They knew I would always protect them. 
 
    I’m going to win, I realized. In a very real sense, the battle with Dracula was already over. All that was left was the fighting. 
 
    Everything else had already been ordained. 
 
    That white wave ripped away the world, and when I came back to myself at last, I was lying on the floor of Raya’s laboratory once more. I was naked, surrounded by my mates—though I noted with some disappointment that only the mates who’d been physically present with me at the portal were represented. The rest were still under lock and key, kept prisoner by Dracula. No matter. I’d get them soon enough. 
 
    “Son?” I heard Raya peek out from behind a table. “Did it work?” 
 
    Grunting with surprise, I grabbed my boxer briefs to obscure my junk. I finally felt tapped out after my trip to the Astral Realm, so the fabric felt comfy and there was nothing hard tugging at it to make a bulge. It had taken the whole Dragon’s Hoard to slake my lust, and I’d probably be just as horny tomorrow. 
 
    I grinned. Wasn’t that great? 
 
    “I think I felt the Earth move,” Soojin whispered. She was the first to rise, and like me she was as naked as the day she was born. Unlike me, she seemed in no hurry to cover up. “Show her, my love. Show your mother what you learned in the Astral Plane.” 
 
    Nodding, I extended an arm. Blood-red scales ripped through my muscles, my nails extending into long, vicious claws. I heard Raya gasp, and held the effect a few moments longer just to look even more impressive. Then I relaxed and went fully human again. 
 
    “I’m the True Dragon,” I told the group. “We did it.” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to celebrate this,” Soojin said, “we need to get moving. The fact that your mates all suddenly climaxed at the same time almost certainly alerted Dracula that something is going on. We need to get to the Celesta before he gets second thoughts about this meeting.” 
 
    Sounded good to me. I looked over the half-comatose women lying on the floor, then sent a mental jolt of energy through the bond connecting us. It was so simple now, I hardly had to think about it. 
 
    Each of my women snapped awake.  
 
    “Huh?” Riley gasped, rubbing the back of her head. “Oh man, my ass hurts.” 
 
    “Everybody up and at ’em,” I growled, summoning a new set of clothes. “It’s time to introduce the old fool to the new me. My father’s never going to know what hit him…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no reason in this reality to hide the Celesta hotel and casino’s true nature. With all of supernatural society exposed and tightly controlled by Dracula, the place could be its true self—and it was every bit as gaudy and bloodless as its owner. 
 
    Unlike a lot of the world post-Dracula and Last Spell, the hotel still resembled its old form to a great degree. Dracula had done little to change the art deco style of its architecture, other than to enhance it with a few gothic flourishes that made the place look even more like the villain’s lair in a James Bond movie. As the limousine we’d rented pulled up to the parking lot, I glared at the gargoyles perched on each corner of the roof, thinking about a bear shifter falling to his death and a bunch of mages who thought they could cheat me at cards. 
 
    No one had ever underestimated me after that. And after tonight, they’d never doubt me again. 
 
    A large crowd had gathered around the building. Some of the civilians outside had taken to protesting, waving huge anti-Dracula signs around for the sheer novelty of being able to do it without having all the blood drained from their bodies. Most, however, looked like they were looking forward to the Usurper getting his just deserts. They did not appear to have my back. 
 
    “Look at them,” Riley whispered, watching the crowd through the tinted window with disgust. “Rubberneckers. Gawkers. Came to see history in the making, and all they can do is make asses of themselves.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on them,” I told the mage. “Every single one of them will remember this day for the rest of their lives. They’ll probably tell their grandchildren about it, if they’re lucky enough to have grandchildren.” 
 
    “They’ll remember this night for the rest of their lives,” Soojin replied with a chuckle. “It’s almost midnight, Master.” 
 
    So it was. Midnight was the deadline Dracula had given us to come to him at the Celesta’s main concert hall and surrender, and it looked like we were going to cut that mighty close. I could just picture the old bloodsucker salivating as he watched the clock, counting the minutes until he could cut Carli’s throat. 
 
    As we drew closer to the hotel parking lot, more of the crowd outside noticed us approaching. Soon there were more rubberneckers clustered around our vehicle than the front gates of the Celesta. Of course, people expected such a vehicle to be transporting an important person (or persons)—and given the hour, there seemed little doubt who that could be. 
 
    A woman pressed her face to the glass, trying to see inside. It slid over her cheek, making a sound like someone trying to squeegee the window. “It’s the Usurper!” she cried, though she hadn’t seen us inside. “He’s here! He’s come to surrender to Lord Dracula!” 
 
    A cry went up through the crowd. People screamed with joy or despair, turning against each other as the emotions around the Celesta grew heated. I saw a fistfight break out between a man carrying a pro-Dracula sign and a protester, the two going at each other like back alley trolls. 
 
    “Great, we’ve got an audience,” Xandra said, rolling her eyes. “And they managed to correctly guess who’s inside the only limousine pulling up to the Celesta at ten minutes to midnight…” 
 
    I had no time for games. 
 
    “Stop the limo,” I commanded, reaching out a hand in the direction of the driver. “We’ll walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    The mates who were with me stared out the tinted windows, surprised looks on their faces. Outside, the crowd milled about like an ocean of bodies, undulating back and forth as their anticipation grew. We still had a decent way to go before making it to the Celesta’s front door. 
 
    “Are you sure, Dragon?” Soojin asked, concern etching her face. “There’s a lot of protesters between us and our destination. We could start a riot by stepping out this early.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I told the group. “They want a show, right? So let’s give them one.” 
 
    I reached for the door and stepped out. You could have heard a pin drop in the crowd as I brushed off my shoulders, flattening out my short cape as I stepped onto the street. 
 
    “It’s the Usurper!” someone cried out. “He’s here!” 
 
    The crowd shrank back. By now, they’d all seen videos of me wrecking shit on the news, and they’d almost certainly witnessed the fight my mates and I had triumphed through at the Paranormal News building. They were frightened of me, and I didn’t blame them. 
 
    As cool as a cucumber, I went to the larger door and escorted my mates from the limo. As much as the crowd feared me, they lusted after my women even more. Here, as before, I couldn’t blame them. My ladies looked their best: dressed to the nines with their hair and makeup on point. They looked like a troop of runway models ready to strut their stuff, except that normal runway models would have broken down in tears at the sight of the clearly superior beings that made up my clan. 
 
    “Come on, ladies,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “Let’s go face our judgment.” 
 
    I strode at the head of my mates, keeping them safe as we made our way through the protesters. Heads turned to follow me and my women as we walked, the faces of the onlookers filled with an almost reluctant flavor of awe.  
 
    Despite Soojin’s worries, not a single one of the people around the Celesta dared to fuck with us. Either they were too scared, or something inside of them secretly hoped that we’d win the day. Maybe these people were more sick of living beneath Dracula’s boot than they let on. 
 
    The changes Drac had made to the Celesta’s outside extended within, as well. The casino with its rows of slot machines, video poker seats, and table games had all been changed to fit the Prince of Darkness’s themes, filled with bats and vampires and Gothic flourishes. Even the roulette table looked like a Nightlord’s Cotillion, the squares with their red and black numbers replaced with the floor plan of a stately mansion. 
 
    “I like what he’s done with the place,” I said as we walked across the casino floor. No one gambled in the Celesta—they’d abandoned the machines and tables, probably anticipating a fight between me and my bloodsucker father. “Are you sure my father didn’t hire you as an interior decorator, Xandra?” 
 
    My vampire queen scoffed. “I would never be so gauche as to theme gambling machines around Nightlord culture,” she protested, gazing with a withering glance toward a one-armed bandit adorned with a picture of the man himself. The legend atop the spinning wheels named it ‘Dracula’s Treasure’, and informed the would-be gambler that three sets of fangs on a single spin would win the jackpot. “You might as well turn our history into Skee-Ball machines for a boardwalk promenade.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll do just that once I win,” I said, spending a little bit longer than necessary checking out a Lair of the White Worm–themed craps table. I’d always found those skintight leather outfits appealing. Not like I’d have an opportunity to do much gambling, though. “I’m assuming the convention center is this way?” 
 
    Like we could have missed it. The path had been picked out in advance for us, marked with velvet ropes and signs. ‘USURPER THIS WAY’, proclaimed a sign with a big gaudy arrow on it, pointing toward a set of double doors large enough for a rock band to fit all their gear through. 
 
    “This is it, my lord,” Xandra said, pausing before the threshold. “Once we do this, there’s no turning back. We’re committed.” 
 
    I turned around and looked at each of my mates. “You’re damn right,” I told the Queen of the Nightlords. “This is the big one. Are you all ready to fight?” 
 
    They shared a look. One by one, they nodded, their eyes filled with love and devotion. I knew there had never been any doubt—but it still felt great to have my mates on my side. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, my heart lighter. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    Inside, Dracula had set everything up like a master showman. The first thing you saw upon entering the auditorium were the lights pointing at the stage—so many of them and with such an intensity that they were nearly blinding. In those lights, strapped to the stage, were the mates I’d made love to in the Astral Plane. A handful of press outlets sat in the front rows, cameras and microphones at the ready. 
 
    I couldn’t see the man himself, but that didn’t matter. Even if he’d been looking right at me, all I’d have been able to see were my mates. Tessa, Tallulah, Alicia, all of them—just seeing them restrained like that made my heart hurt. I couldn’t believe my father would be so callous as to string them up like common criminals, leaving them to sweat and pant beneath lights hotter than those in an interrogation room. 
 
    “Girls!” I roared, the draconic power within me bubbling to the surface. The urge to transform right here and now was strong, but not so powerful as to be irresistible. It would have ruined the surprise to transform into the True Dragon so soon, and might have proven my downfall. “I’m here!” 
 
    Every head in the auditorium turned to me. My mates’ faces lit up like Christmas trees at the sight of me, tears streaming down their beleaguered faces. 
 
    “Derek!” said Carli, who’d been fastened in an even more cruel manner than the others. Her wrists were bound behind her back, twisted in a way that left her shoulders nearly dislocated with the pain. “Run, baby! It’s a fucking trap!” 
 
    I laughed as I walked down the aisle. “You think I don’t know that?” 
 
    Despite themselves, my women smiled. They knew I had the situation well in hand—that no one would be able to defeat me. After all, they’d seen what I’d become in the Astral Plane. Nothing frightened them after that. 
 
    I was a few feet from the stage when a booming voice rose above the crowd. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    The curtains parted—and Dracula took the stage. 
 
    My father looked as dapper as ever, as if Richard Enfield had seen to his suit and wingtips. His long, white hair had been pulled back into a ponytail that made him look like Geralt of Rivia’s vampire cousin, and his thin lips parted in a fanged smile at the sight of me. His clothes looked like a grim parody of my own, with a much longer cape and blood-red highlights woven into the silk of his cravat. 
 
    “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show up, son,” the vampire said, taking center stage. He stayed just in front of the lights, keeping me firmly in the center of his vision. I could tell the bastard expected a surprise attack, and was doing his best not to be caught off-guard by it. “I’d just begun sharpening the knife to cut your catgirl’s pretty little throat. I told her you weren’t coming—I suppose I was lying to the poor thing.” He turned to Carli. “I owe you a soda.” 
 
    “You owe her far, far more than that,” I growled, leaping onto the stage. Below me, I heard the clicks of cameras and the faint hum of microphones.  Every moment of this exchange was being beamed out live, and no doubt everyone in the city and beyond was currently glued to their screens. 
 
    Good. That was precisely what I’d been counting on. 
 
    Dracula shrugged. “So you are here,” he said, his fangs showing as he smiled. “You have come to surrender to me, of course, and are feeling frustrated with yourself for knowing that you’ve failed. Don’t worry, son—I come not to gloat on this day. I have a solution which may be mutually beneficial to both of us.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him!” said Tessa, who strained against her chains like a lioness trying to break free from a poacher. “He’s poison, Derek! Anything he tells you is false!” 
 
    Dracula turned on a heel, fixing the shifter with a look of so much hatred I could hear the crowd outside gasping. “Who told you that you could talk?” the Prince of Darkness hissed. Then he turned back to me. “Oh yes, I’ve noticed your little bitches have regained their senses. Whatever trick you pulled to make that happen, son, it impressed me. You truly do love these women, don’t you?” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly understand,” I told my father. “You’d have to be capable of experiencing love, first.” 
 
    I could feel the shock ripple through the media. I’d just verbally bitch-slapped Dracula, and from the look on his face, he knew it. How would he respond? 
 
    I expected an attack. Instead, a slow, sleazy smile spread across Dracula’s face. 
 
    “You can keep your sluts, my son,” he said. “I care little for them—though one or two have struck my fancy, I admit.” Here he looked at Tallulah Binesi, licking his lips like he was thinking of all the depraved things he could do with the Thunderbird. Tallulah shuddered in horror. “All I require is that you stop this pointless war. Kneel before me, honor me as your proper master, and your property will be returned to you. I swear this on my own blood. Your mates will be freed, and you can go back to whatever hole you came from and breed them to your heart’s content.” 
 
    I was already shaking my head. If Dracula thought he could sway popular opinion with this transparent bullshit, he had another thing coming. 
 
    “You’d just come after them again,” I told the man, staring him down. “Me and mine will never be safe while you’re in charge of the world. You’ll hunt me down wherever I go—and you’ll use my mates like poker chips to try and keep me in line.” I turned to the camera and laughed, inviting the watching audience to join in on the scorn. “What, do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Dracula didn’t like it one bit. His lips peeled back from his fangs in a vicious grimace, and he reached into his robes and pulled out a long, ceremonial knife. It looked like he’d plucked it right from the top of an Aztec ziggurat—one of the ones where they offered their human sacrifices to the Sun God. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Dracula asked. “Did you really just want to see your catgirl die up close?” He took a step closer to Carli, brandishing the blade. “Because I can make that happen!” 
 
    “No,” I said, the corner of my mouth curling upward. Despite the danger, I felt completely in my element—perfectly at ease with Dracula and his bullshit. I felt like a well-prepared performer, getting ready to begin the show. “I’m going to kill you, father. You won’t be laying a finger on Carli—or any of my mates.” 
 
    Dracula looked stunned. He stared at me for a long moment, then tossed back his head and laughed. Despite his fear, he managed to make the whole thing look like one big joke. I suppose he cared more about the cameras on us both than he realized. Pity for him that he’d been the one to invite in the press. 
 
    “I admire your boldness, son,” the bloodsucker said. “You’ve always been like me in that way. But today, I’m afraid, you’ve reached your limit. Today, son, you will be humbled. Observe.” 
 
    Dracula lifted the blade. 
 
    “Before you do that,” I said, reaching into my pocket, “there’s something I want to tell the crowd.” 
 
    Dracula turned, his brows furrowing together in a frown. “Hmm?” 
 
    I pulled a piece of paper from my pocket and turned toward the cameras, unfurling it in full view of the press. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” I began, acting as if I were reciting from the square of paper I’d kept concealed in my robe. “Today is truly an auspicious day. A red letter day, if I may be permitted to call it that—” 
 
    Dracula didn’t hesitate. The old bloodsucker was canny enough to know that I always carried a trick or two up my sleeve, and he was smart enough to recognize the moment I’d been waiting for when it arrived. He sprang from Carli’s side, the ritual knife forgotten, and snatched at the square of paper in my hands.  
 
    Unlike the press, who watched the whole thing stupefied and spellbound, my bloodsucker father knew exactly what kind of powers could be hidden in a single piece of paper. 
 
    Especially one that had been crafted for me by a Mana Mage. 
 
    In mid-syllable, I balled the piece of paper up and shoved it in my mouth. Dracula continued his flying leap in my direction—but the Prince of Darkness was already too late. Power flared through my gums as I bit down, new knowledge blooming in my brain. 
 
    I reached out with a hand and drew an invisible line across the stage, touching each of my mates in turn. Then I coughed, an instant before Dracula’s blurred form slammed into me and knocked me off my feet. 
 
    We rolled, and I used his own momentum against him—I sprang to my feet, pushing him away. Then I pointed at the stage behind us and laughed. 
 
    Dracula turned just in time to see a thick wall of crystal wrap each of my mates up like they were Christmas presents. Carli closed her eyes as the crystal cocoon sealed shut, her body freezing in place as if put into suspended animation. Tessa was frozen in mid-laugh, a look of triumph on her beautiful face. The trio of bear shifters huddled around each other as best as they could, looking contemplative as their own crystal wall shielded them tight. 
 
    “What the fuck…?” Oh, the pleasure of making a Grade-A bastard like my father look as flabbergasted as a schoolkid learning Santa isn’t real. “What did you do, son?” 
 
    I punched Dracula in the face. 
 
    “That’s a present from Mom, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Raya had cooked up that spell for me special before I left for the Celesta. The thick crystal was impenetrable—no magic or physical attack could crack it. I could no longer reach my mates, but neither could Dracula. They’d be safe for the duration of the fight, protected by Raya’s gift until either he or I stood triumphant. 
 
    Dracula had just lost his sole bargaining chips to keep me from slashing his throat. As the realization flashed through his eyes, my father refocused his plans. 
 
    “That wretched woman,” the vampire hissed, rubbing his cheek where I’d smacked him. It hadn’t done a lot of damage, but it had felt good, and that’s what really mattered. “Always ruining my plans. Never content to stay on the sidelines where she belongs…” 
 
    I spit on the stage. “You’re the one who put her there,” I said, pointing at my father. “You held Raya back, and now you’re paying for it. She’s a better woman than you’re a man. She always has been. I’ve always been her son, Dracula; not yours.” 
 
    “That is true,” the Prince of Darkness said with a chuckle. “Only a son of Raya could be so cruel.” The vampire brushed off his cape, sparing a glance at the press box. The reporters looked like they’d hit the scoop of the century, and had no desire to leave any time soon. “Very well, son. You wish to fight me?” 
 
    I let my knuckles do the talking. They cracked loud enough to make the reporters in the front row jump. 
 
    “I’m ready, old man. Ready to kill you.” 
 
    Dracula glanced at the mates who hadn’t been encased in crystal, sizing them up. Even without heavy hitters like Tallulah, Carli, and Alicia, I had a fearsome crew indeed. Dracula wouldn’t be able to measure up, and he knew it. 
 
    “Fine,” the Prince of Darkness said. “You versus me, then. Right here, on this stage. One on one—the way you’ve always wanted it. The way it’s meant to be.” 
 
    I knew how to work a crowd—and tonight, we were performing in front of the biggest crowd I’d ever had. 
 
    I looked contemptuously at my father. “You don’t deserve to make the rules, father. But I’ll agree. You know why?” 
 
    Dracula shook his head. “I can only assume it’s because you want to fight me like a man,” he said. “Instead of letting your whores do the work for you—” 
 
    “It’s because I don’t want anyone to be able to say shit like that,” I informed him with a laugh. “I want the whole world to see me beat you, old man. So that once I’m done, it won’t be every man for himself in this new world. It’ll be me in charge.” 
 
    I saw true fear flash in my father’s eyes. Did he realize what he’d just walked into? 
 
    “Very well,” Dracula said, fluttering his cape on the wind. “Come to me now, son. Let’s finish this.” 
 
    Dracula and I faced each other, and bowed perfunctorily. 
 
    Let the battle begin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dracula and I circled each other warily, each sizing the other up. Despite his advanced age, my father moved across the stage with a spring in his step, deceptively spry. Was he showing off, or was this some clever double feint intended to lure me into a false sense of security? The old man certainly looked like he was having more fun than he had in years—hell, he almost looked young again. 
 
    “Let’s stay in our human form,” Dracula suggested, holding up his fists like he was preparing to fight by Marquis of Queensbury rules. He spoke loud enough for the press to hear, which meant everyone watching us through their cameras could hear as well. “Changing into something else in order to win is so… so gauche, don’t you think? We should give these good people a show, without giving into our beastly natures.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You think turning into a beast is showing weakness?” I asked, my voice cruel. “Always with the same old tricks, old man. You know you can’t beat the Dragon, so you don’t want me to turn into one.” 
 
    Dracula just shrugged. “If you want to be the first coward to reach for something other than human form, that’s on you,” he said contemptuously, as if such a thing was eternally beneath him. “There’s no one to tell you no, of course. No one but your mates, and all the people watching us clash.” 
 
    He was trying to goad me—get under my skin. It wouldn’t work. 
 
    Instead of denying his words, or even offering up a jibe of my own, I simply straightened. I reached out toward my father with a hand, making a ‘come here’ gesture. Delivered in such a fashion, it couldn’t help but make Dracula look subservient to me—which was the point. 
 
    “Enough talking,” I told the Prince of Darkness. “Let’s fight.” 
 
    Dracula snarled, then struck like a lightning bolt. 
 
    So I had been right to be wary. My father’s aged appearance concealed a strength as potent as a lion’s. He moved like the wind, the world blurring around him as he bent both light and sound around his frame. I got my arms up just in time as he slashed with his claws, seeking my throat. 
 
    Searing pain rippled up and down my wrists. Blood trickled from the wounds as I staggered backward, ragged strips of flesh hanging down my forearms. I grimaced in pain. 
 
    Dracula returned to his starting position, grinning from ear to ear. “You’re not fast enough, son,” he said, chiding me like this was some baroque sparring session. “I wonder if your whores say the same thing about you behind your back. You’re simply not as powerful as your old man—” 
 
    Now it was my turn to strike, and I did. I raced toward my father, blurring the world around me as I balled a hand into a fist and pumped the Black Flame into the limb. I stopped on a dime, directly in front of Dracula, then pivoted to the side like a man stumbling and falling over. 
 
    The gambit worked. Dracula flinched backward, but not far enough, and I got a solid hit right in his solar plexus. I felt ribs crack beneath my knuckles as I hit him with all my might, aiming to debilitate him with a single blow. 
 
    I hopped back to my starting position and wiped my mouth. “You were saying?” I asked. 
 
    Dracula held his chest, his mouth open wide in an ‘o’ of shock. “You whelp…!” 
 
    As the cameras rolled and the media watched like this was the TV event of the century, my father and I fought. 
 
    With the preliminaries done, we charged into the center of the stage and began to grapple in earnest. Both of us used the Black Flame to enhance our strength and speed, though we were careful never to use enough to begin altering our physical forms. Any change in appearance would look to the cameras like we were letting our bestial natures out to play, which would have shown the ‘weakness’ Dracula had been chiding me about. 
 
    I’d be damned if I’d be the first to blink. I’d beat Dracula until he had no choice but to transform into whatever monster he held deep within. 
 
    And once that was done, I’d kill him at long last. 
 
    I tossed Dracula away, aiming a kick at his knee as we broke our latest grapple. The old man slipped to the side, appearing to lose his balance, then disappeared as swiftly as if the wind had carried him away. Huh? 
 
    “Above you, Dragon!” Soojin screamed, warning me just in time. 
 
    I didn’t even look—just threw myself to the side. Dracula slammed into the stage with a downward kick, hitting the boards so hard that they shattered. Splinters of wood rained down on the front rows, the press screaming as they covered their faces like attendees at a Gwar concert. I just barely managed to get out of the way of the shockwave. One of my mates tumbled over, the stage beneath their crystal cracking and sending them horizontal. Thankfully Raya’s magic kept them from getting hurt. 
 
    “That’s hardly fair!” Dracula snarled. He moved a little slower than before as he rose from a kneeling position to a standing one, which told me he’d hurt himself with that heavy downward strike. “Letting your women call the shots for you, Dragon? Not very sporting!” 
 
    “Soojin!” I roared, bearing my teeth. “No more!” 
 
    My mates looked at each other like they’d just had their favorite toy taken away. “Derek?” Soojin asked. 
 
    “Don’t interfere,” I said, stepping so that my back was to my mates. “This is between me and my father. I don’t want anyone to say I had help when I beat him to death!” 
 
    My mates didn’t reply—but I saw Dracula’s face fill with shock at my declaration. He hissed, showing his fangs, and before he could muster a second attack, I struck. Not at his face, or his chest, but at the wounded knee he’d revealed after his sneaky strike. 
 
    Dracula knew it was coming and moved to protect himself. But he wasn’t as fast as before, and I managed to hook the heel of my boot behind his knee and tug. There was a sickening moment where the Prince of Darkness’s leg gave, then he was flat on his back across the stage. 
 
    Triumph flared in my sternum, my heart beating against my ribs so hard I was surprised the muscle hadn’t ripped right through my chest.  
 
    I leaped into the air and summoned a fireball, wrapping it in tendrils of darkness with the Black Flame. Roaring like a hungry lion, I used the ceiling as a springboard and shot like a rocket at my father’s fallen form. Halfway down I tossed the black flame, watching as it reflected in Dracula’s terrified eyes. 
 
    An instant before it struck, the Prince of Darkness split into a cloud of bats. Flying rodents screamed in pain as they were consumed by the blast, but most of the creatures managed to fly away from the blaze in time. The fireball fizzled out in a cloud of smoke, leaving a half-dozen smoking bat corpses behind. I landed in a heap and rolled, springing to my feet as Dracula reformed himself a few feet away. 
 
    I was on him in a flash, grabbing him by his lapels and hauling him off the ground. “You think you can get away from me!?” I roared, red tinting the corners of my vision. 
 
    He was hurt. I could tell—and worse for him, he knew it too. “Son,” Dracula said, real fear in his face now. “Please—” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear his bullshit begging. Not after everything we’d been through. Everything he’d put Mom through. Everything he’d done to my mates, and my children, and the Dragon’s Hoard… 
 
    I headbutted him as hard as I could. My skull screamed in protest as I slammed into Dracula’s face, but the sound of his nose splintering soothed my pain. My father let out a horrible groan and grabbed for his own face, blood trickling from his nostrils. His hands went reflexively for his own, black blood, giving me the space to knee him in the chest and slam him against the nearest solid object. In a moment of supreme irony, that turned out to be the frozen crystal containing Tallulah Binesi, the same woman my father had openly coveted. 
 
    “Go on and beg!” I growled, getting right up in Dracula’s face. “Beg me for mercy, bastard! Let everyone hear it!” 
 
    “Stop,” Dracula groaned, his head rolling on his shoulders like a poorly-placed gumball. “Son, stop it…” 
 
    A wave of disgust rolled through me. I tossed Dracula to the ground, letting him fall in front of the cameras. He crawled to the edge of the stage on his hands and knees, more black Nightlord blood staining the shattered boards as he put distance between himself and me. 
 
    “Tell them what you just told me!” I said, looming over Dracula like the Grim Reaper himself. 
 
    Dracula rolled onto his back, looking up at me with fear. “What?” 
 
    I glanced from him to the camera. “Tell them!” 
 
    Dracula hesitated. “I… I told you to stop,” he whispered, wincing in pain. It truly looked as if something inside of him had broken when I slammed him up against Tallulah’s crystal sarcophagus.  
 
    “You asked me for mercy,” I said, my voice as cold as the grave. “You think I have any, old man? After everything you’ve done to me?” 
 
    Dracula tried to turn into bats and fly away, but something inside of him refused to move. Whatever I’d done to him with that flurry of blows and the savage headbutt, he wasn’t able to shake it off so easily. 
 
    “Surrender,” I said, putting a foot on Dracula’s chest. “Surrender in front of all these TV cameras. Surrender in front of the world, and I just might let you live.” 
 
    Dracula’s eyes filled with amazement. “Truly?” 
 
    My foot pressed harder, and the vampire squirmed. 
 
    “Not because I’m your son,” I told the bloodsucker. “I’m only doing this for Raya.” 
 
    The fact that I’d promised my mother to kill Dracula didn’t enter into it. Would I really have spared the Prince of Darkness if he’d crumbled right then and there? If Dracula had looked into the TV cameras and repented of his past crimes, begged for mercy and forgiveness, promised to abdicate his post in favor of the Dragon? 
 
    Probably not. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. 
 
    Because I knew Dracula had no intention of going quietly. 
 
    At first, I took the shaking of my father’s shoulders for sobs. It took several seconds to realize that Dracula was laughing. Even flat on his back, looking up at his destroyer, the bloodsucker cackled like a madman. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about what I’ll do with your women once you’re dead,” my father told me, grinning from ear to ear. Black blood trickled from his nose, ignored and completely forgotten. “Which ones I’ll take as my concubines, which ones I’ll give to my lieutenants, that sort of thing. I’ve been giving the whole thing a great deal of thought, son. Sort of my own version of ‘Fuck, Marry, Kill.’ Would you like to hear what I’ve come up with so far?” 
 
    He was trying to get under my skin. To boil my blood and make me lose control, so that I’d make a fatal mistake at the worst possible moment. If I hadn’t been possessed of so much self-control, if I hadn’t fought so hard to get the upper hand over my father, it might have worked. 
 
    Instead of the rage he expected, an eerie sense of calm washed over me. “Go ahead,” I said, sounding almost amused. 
 
    Dracula did a double take. Clearly this wasn’t the reaction he’d expected with his little gambit. But he’d gone too far to back down now. “Carli Weber,” he hissed, his eyes searching my face for some sign of a reaction. “Kill. Your catgirl isn’t worth much to me—she’s just a little gutter slut. I’ll slit her throat and bleed her slow—“ 
 
    “She’s a Raiju, though,” I countered. 
 
    Dracula faltered. His words broke off, whatever foul deeds he’d planned to do to Carli forgotten for the moment. “What!?” 
 
    “A Raiju,” I said, a hint of a smile in my tone. “Not a catgirl, as she informs me every time I call her that. A Raiju is a legendary shifter, which means she’s a lot more valuable than an ordinary supernatural. You’d really waste that?” 
 
    Dracula stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. “You’re mad,” he blurted, trying to squirm out of my grip. “I’m insulting your woman, son! Telling you that she’s not even worth fucking—that the only pleasure I’ll take from her is watching her life’s blood spill onto the floor—“ 
 
    “And I’m telling you you’re wrong,” I said, shaking my head. My gaze was stone, unable to be pierced by any of Dracula’s jibes. “I’m not surprised you’re unable to see the value of my mates, father. After all, you were married to Raya for years and still underestimated her.” 
 
    Now Dracula began to get heated. “You cur,” the bloodsucker snarled, only realizing once the words left his lips that it was him giving into his anger, not the other way around. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    I grinned down at my father. Then I aimed another headbutt at his already shattered nose. 
 
    The bone gave with a sickening crunch, the already splintered bone breaking even further. Shards of white broke from my father’s skin like needles in reverse, bringing gouts of thick black blood along with them. His scream gave way to watery gurgling as the same liquid filled his throat, flowing hot and sweet like wine. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Dracula gasped, trying not to choke. “You’re… you’re a monster!” 
 
    I shook my head. How could the old fool be so naive? “You don’t understand a thing,” I told the bloodsucker, wrapping a hand around his throat. “You can say whatever you want about my mates. I don’t care.” 
 
    Dracula’s struggles grew weaker and weaker beneath me. He was fading, and he knew it. Soon the light would go out of his eyes, and I’d slam a stake through his chest just to be on the safe side. 
 
    “You’re never going to get to lay a finger on them,” I told my father. “I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    I watched as the realization filled Dracula’s face. All the fear I’d seen within him up until now looked like a candle next to the sun, the horror dawning on his face as he realized I meant to truly end his life stronger than anything I’d ever seen. 
 
    “No…” Dracula grunted, trying to fight. “Tallulah… I’ll fuck the Thunderbird… fuck her so much harder than you ever did…” 
 
    “You won’t be doing anything but dying,” I said calmly, flames erupting from my fingers. “Burn, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Somehow, Dracula found the strength to scream. His high, keening cry echoed across the stage, loud and piercing enough that I saw some of the lenses in the cameras carried by the press crack and split. Flames coursed over Dracula’s body, the light of the Dragon burning away the darkness as I pumped more and more heat into the spell. 
 
    His screams turned savage and insane. There was nothing of a human being left inside the Prince of Darkness now—just the low cunning of an animal caught in a trap. 
 
    So maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised when a dark, muscled fist erupted from the flames and hit me in the side of the face. 
 
    The world rocked on its axis as I was thrown backward, my weight no longer pinning Dracula to the floor. The flames fizzled out as quickly as they’d come, revealing a massive, jet-black figure with glowing red eyes. Dracula had just transformed. 
 
    All this meant was that we’d entered a new phase of the fight—and that now, I could fully tap into the powers of the Dragon and the Nightlords. 
 
    I’d never seen my father like this before. His true Nightlord form was hideous—hairless and glistening, his skin as dark and shiny as a killer whale’s. A pair of thick horns sprouted from the top of his head, curling back on themselves like a ram’s, and a set of thick, webbed wings extended from his armpits to his wrists like something from an opera singer’s wardrobe. His eyes glowed like coals as he watched me, grinning from ear to hideous ear. 
 
    “Playtime is over!” the thing that had been my father cackled, sounding less like a cultured vampire than a wild animal that had slipped the leash. “Behold my true form!” 
 
    I straightened up and wiped the blood from my split lip. “Finally,” I said, laughing. “You’re as ugly on the outside as you are inside, old man!” 
 
    Dracula stared at me in disbelief for a long moment, his beastly eyes heavy-lidded as he sized me up. Then he attacked, faster than I’d have believed possible. 
 
    In the blink of an eye he stood before me, grabbing my shoulders and twisting. The bastard tried to wrench my arms right out of their sockets, tugging at my limbs like a child having a temper tantrum with one of his toys. Muscle and sinew stretched sickeningly as I fought him off, trying and failing to reach for the fire within. 
 
    Dracula knew that his only chance would be to keep me off balance. Stopping me from activating my draconic form would keep the balance of power in his favor, which meant hitting hard and fast without giving me time to think. 
 
    The pain helped with that, too. Nearly having my arms ripped right off my body drove thoughts of the Dragon’s flame from my head. 
 
    I screamed in pain and rage, forcing more of the Black Flame into my limbs. From somewhere far behind us both, I could hear the press narrating the fight as if this were some wrestling match my father and I had agreed to in order to settle matters. The reporters would have been better served by running away. My father was about to tear this place down around our heads… 
 
    I slipped backward, dancing between the bastard’s strikes, and used the moment of quiet I’d earned to reach deep within myself and call for the Dragon. Dracula laced both hands into a fist and brought it down like a hammer, trying to knock me unconscious before I could fully grasp the power. 
 
    His arms came down—and were caught by a dragon’s claw. 
 
    Scales erupted from my skin as I gave in to my bestial nature. My face distorted in a draconic smile as the transformation took hold, pushing the bloodsucker backward as I rapidly grew in size. For a heartbeat, I was as large as Dracula himself, then twice as large. Dracula aimed a flurry of strikes at my midsection, only to be snatched off the stage by my powerful jaws and tossed into the back row. Seats exploded as he landed, filling the amphitheater with bits of shrapnel. 
 
    As my father hit the ground, the press abruptly realized how much danger they’d put themselves in. Reporters sprang from their seats, waving their cameras around and loudly announcing their retreat to the audience watching at home. A chunk of the ceiling collapsed inward, and the camera-wielding reporters ran faster, heading to the exits like the whole place had just caught fire. 
 
    One group, however, did not retreat. 
 
    As Dracula rose to his feet, he found himself surrounded by my mates, the ones I hadn’t encased in crystal with the spell. Xandra, Jewel, Soojin, and Riley stood at the points of the compass, blocking off all potential routes of escape for the Prince of Darkness. 
 
    Dracula looked at them in surprise, then narrowed his eyes. “Letting your women do the fighting for you?” he hissed in my direction, acting as if my mates weren’t there. “Not very sporting, son—“ 
 
    A blast of ice erupted from between Riley’s hands, spraying Dracula in the face. 
 
    “You’re the one who transformed first!” the mage roared, letting loose a savage snarl as she did her best to freeze Dracula to the spot. “You’ve lost the right to talk about what’s fair and what’s not, asshole!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Soojin added with a smirk. “We won’t kill you—we know the Dragon gets the killing blow. We’ll just soften you up a bit first!” 
 
    “And let the whole audience see you get beaten up by girls,” Xandra said, looking like there was nothing in the world that would give her more pleasure. “You might be the Prince of Darkness—but you’re looking at the Queen of the Nightlords!” 
 
    Dracula raked his face with claws of darkness, banishing the ice. He made as if to pounce on Xandra, then he noticed the cameras still filming from the back of the auditorium. Was it the worry that Xandra was telling the truth that stilled my father’s hand? Could he just not stand the thought that my mates could defeat him unaccompanied—that he’d lose in a fight to my women? 
 
    The reasons didn’t matter. Dracula leaped into the air, spreading his webbed wings and soaring directly through the hole in the Celesta’s ceiling. My father soared into the night, leaving us all behind, and while I wasn’t sorry to see him go, I wasn’t about to let him leave. 
 
    I slimmed down my draconic figure until I could fit in the same opening, then pounced into flight. Beneath me, my mates cried out, wanting to come with me, but I silenced them with a harsh cry. “Stay down here!” 
 
    They hung back as I shot through the ceiling. The chilly night air washed over me like a balm as I rapidly gained altitude, expanding in size as more of the Dragon’s flame coursed through my veins. I wasn’t at the level of the True Dragon—not yet, anyway—but I’d just about tapped out at what my old powers were able to provide. 
 
    Dracula was a smudge against the side of the Celesta’s main spire. He climbed in fits and starts, using his wings to aid him as he headed for the penthouse level of the resort’s hotel tower. He had one hell of a head start on me, but my wings were far more powerful than his. By the time he made it three-fourths of the way to the roof, I’d closed the distance. 
 
    Dracula’s head twisted on his shoulders, his glowing eyes narrowing as he saw me behind him. “Stay back, son,” the Prince of Darkness hissed,  warding me off with one muscled arm. “Don’t come any closer! You don’t want me to get angry!” 
 
    My claws sank into the side of the building, punching deep gouges through the concrete. Climbing after my father was as easy as lifting myself upward, and I treated the side of the Celesta the way a gym-goer does the beginner’s rock climbing wall next to the treadmills. In no time at all I was right beneath him, gaining fast as he made his way to the apex of the building. 
 
    Right as I swung out with my tail, Dracula disappeared over the lip of the Celesta’s roof. I grabbed the ledge with both hands and hauled myself up, flapping my wings to float over the flat top of the building. Dracula was still in a sitting position, struggling to rise after his climb. 
 
    “Why’d you run up here?” I asked, my voice dripping with contempt. “Don’t you know I have a reputation for throwing people off this building?” 
 
    Dracula snickered at that. “I don’t intend to be thrown,” he said, propping himself up one elbow. “I needed some additional height so I could do this.” 
 
    Drac flung his free hand in the air and loosed a streamer of darkness. It arced across the sky like a black rainbow, filling the space over the Celesta with negative light. Far below, the crowd of protesters and counter-protesters freaked out at the sight of it, each sure that it meant their side had been defeated. 
 
    I watched the black light ripple across the sky, confused. “What the fuck was that?” I asked, turning back to my father. “A little light show?” 
 
    Dracula’s smug laughter filled my ears. “It’s a signal,” the Prince of Darkness explained, looking like he’d just played the world’s most clever prank on me. “An insurance policy, just in case I needed to go to phase two of the fight. Let this be a lesson to you, son—always have a Plan B.” 
 
    As my father spoke, the air filled with the sound of screams. I looked down to see dozens of black-clad figures wading into the crowd of protestors around the Celesta, scattering civilians with powerful attacks and magical spells. I knew exactly what I was looking at—in fact, I’d been wondering why I hadn’t seen any of these figures since coming to Dracula’s world. 
 
    Abominations, I thought, my heart sinking into my stomach. Good God. They’re going to kill everyone…! 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” I roared, staring down from the roof of the Celesta. “Those people down there aren’t fighters! They’ll be sitting ducks!” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Dracula said with a shrug. Far below us, a tentacle beast plunged into the thickest part of the crowd, scattering bystanders with a series of horizontal claw swipes. I saw tiny figures drop to the ground, pools of blood spreading around their fallen bodies. 
 
    “You’re sick,” I told Dracula, turning back to the beast. “Even if you managed to escape after this, the people will turn against you. You’ve just signed your own fucking death warrant!” 
 
    Dracula was already shaking his head. “Power is all that matters, son. I’ve never been a ruler who needs to be loved—as long as I’m feared, that’s good enough. Killing everyone with a massive wave of undead won’t dent my reputation in the slightest. It will only make my legend grow.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. If there had ever been any doubt that Dracula’s reign needed to be torn out by the roots, it was extinguished by listening to the callous way my father talked about those bound to serve him. 
 
    “You can go down there and try to save some people, if you want,” Dracula said, chuckling darkly. “All you have to do is turn tail and run, son. You can be a big hero, just like you’ve always wanted…” 
 
    Dracula trailed off then, his brow furrowing in sudden confusion. For a moment he looked almost lost, as if he’d just gotten a message from a hidden earpiece that he couldn’t help doubting. 
 
    “Hmm!?” My father raced to the side of the building, looking over the edge in his monster form. “What in the world…?” 
 
    The chaos of the crowd had already begun to turn. Instead of the chaotic rout Dracula had anticipated, the protestors around the Celesta were in the middle of an organized retreat. How had they managed to keep their heads while being attacked by Dracula’s abominations? 
 
    The answer was simple—they hadn’t. 
 
    They had someone even stronger keeping them in line. 
 
    Or someones, plural. 
 
    Standing between the main body of protestors and the abominations like an unbreakable wall were Soojin, Riley, Xandra, and Jewel. The foursome held back the abominations together, each playing to their own strengths. Xandra danced among the tentacle cultists like a homicidal wind, slashing open throats and decapitating monsters, while Jewel escorted the terrified protestors to safety. 
 
    Good girls, I thought, watching my mates get a handle on the situation. They hadn’t needed me to guide them or tell them what to do. They’d simply seen an awful tragedy unfolding and decided to take action—to leap into the fray and be heroes. 
 
    If the cameras were still rolling from the press, then everyone was seeing this. Everyone in the city and beyond knew exactly who the real heroes were, and who really had their backs. 
 
    Upon seeing it, Dracula grew furious. The vampire watched as my mates poured ice water on his brilliant plan, turning his scheme to fill the Celesta with horror and death into little more than an addendum to our battle. His lips peeled back from his fangs, showing his rage as he trembled. 
 
    “Let’s see your whores protect them from me!” the Prince of Darkness snarled, racing to the edge of the roof. “I’ll kill every last one of your sluts with my bare hands!” 
 
    Dracula was over the side before I could grab him, falling like a stone. 
 
    As I threw myself off the Celesta along with him, I closed my eyes and reached out for my mates via our psychic link. The women enclosed in Raya’s crystal spell couldn’t hear me, of course, but the four ladies currently holding back the abominations could both feel and hear me inside of their skulls. Touching their minds felt like sliding my hand into a cool, deep pool on a hot day. Each of them gave a little start as our thoughts collided, a little frisson of devotion and arousal carrying over the bond. 
 
    Watch the sky, I told my mates, warning them. Dracula’s about to join his buddies in front of the Celesta. I’ll try to stop him… 
 
    I could feel my women cheering me on through the psychic bond. You’ve got this, Derek! Soojin thought, pausing midway through the sentence to jab a dagger beneath the chin of a tentacle creature. We’re all with you! 
 
    Damned right, Xandra thought, the words reeking of blood and hotter than an arterial spray. Just from touching her mind, I could tell the Queen of the Nightlords was running hot. Her undead heart pumped black blood like a bellows as she disembowled her enemies, forming a one-woman army against the abominations hoping to indiscriminately murder civilians. We’ll all kill him together, my consort! 
 
    Maybe. But I didn’t want to expose my women to danger if I didn’t have to. 
 
    Snapping back to myself, I tucked in my wings to fall faster. Dracula had nearly reached the parking lot, only a few stories above the ground floor of the Celesta. I reached out for the power of the True Dragon, hoping to feel it sing in my veins, but it remained stubbornly unmoving. Whatever claw the Dragon had on the scales of victory, the beast within me felt disinclined to tip the thing one way or another. Not yet. 
 
    I’d have to prove myself a bit more, first. 
 
    Dracula hit the ground a moment before I did and sprinted off toward my mates, kicking up a cloud of dust. He moved fast, ignoring the cries of his own loyal flunkies as he sprang toward the four women aiding the protestors in their escape. His beady, bloodstained eyes filled with a killing glare, and I knew he’d do everything he could to tear my women apart. 
 
    He was fast, but I was faster. I turned my fall into a dive, catching the wind with my Dragon’s wings and soaring like an arrow. The monster grew in my vision, until he was nearly close enough to be snatched up in my claws. Try as he might, Dracula wasn’t going to make it to my mates in time. 
 
    That is, until he pivoted at the waist and tossed a ball of something behind him. A black orb struck the pavement, exploding into a wall of acrid smoke I had no time to avoid. As I plunged through the cloud, the smoke turned into tendrils of liquid darkness, wrapping around my arms and legs like iron bands. 
 
    My claws slashed at them, tearing through the darkness with ease, but for every tentacle I cut, two more took its place. Dracula gained on me, closing the distance to my mates. The four women standing at the edge of the parking lot turned, seeing for the first time that I wouldn’t be able to make it to them before my father was upon them. They readied themselves for battle. 
 
    “No!” I roared. “Don’t you dare touch them!” 
 
    More tentacles shredded beneath my claws, and I got a wing free. Still, it wasn’t going to be enough. He was on them, and my mates were sitting ducks before Dracula’s onslaught. 
 
    Xandra turned on a heel and jumped in front of the pack, showing her fangs. “Come get me!” the redheaded vampire shrieked boldly. “I’ll show you what a fool you were to try and bury me in the ranks!” 
 
    Dracula made as if to lock horns with the Queen of the Nightlords, but at the last moment, he did a somersault over her head. Xandra’s claws struck nothing but air as she let out a cry of frustration, turning toward Dracula’s real target—Soojin. 
 
    The mature shifter had no weapon but her knives. She’d been helping a woman free her ankle from beneath some rubble when she saw Dracula approaching. Soojin glanced down at herself and her weapons, then transformed into her a form that was somewhere between wolf and woman. 
 
    “This is for Raya,” Soojin said, her lips curling back to reveal elongated canines as she brandished her knives. “For everything you’ve done to her!” 
 
    “Nooo!” I roared. As well-intentioned as she was, Soojin had about as much chance of defeating Dracula in single combat as Tomas Karkosa did of being elected sexiest man alive. Dracula sensed it, too—he delivered a swift kick to Soojin’s midsection, laughing as her knives fell from her nerveless hands. 
 
    I shot like an arrow toward my father. He loomed over Soojin, his shadow covering her fallen form. My mate shot a hand skyward, as if to beg for mercy. I could see her lips forming a tight little line, her dark eyes meeting me like she knew she wanted me to be the last thing she ever saw. 
 
    I had to reach her. I had to stop my father! 
 
    I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    Dracula laced his fingers together, making a mace of his two fists. He lifted it over his head, cackling like a madman as he prepared to slam down on Soojin’s head with all his strength. A thick vein of muscle flexed in his neck as he brought his arms over his head. 
 
    A bolt of lightning shot across the parking lot. 
 
    Dracula dropped to the pavement, hissing and clutching the back of his head. Smoke poured from a wound in his skull, filling the air with the sound of sizzling flesh. All of us turned toward the source of that lightning bolt, toward its source. The woman standing in the doorway of the Celesta casino like an avenging angel, wreathed in power. 
 
    It was Tallulah Binesi. Chunks of jade crystal clung to her outfit and her headdress, cracking with each movement of her body. Behind her, Carli staggered toward the door, shrugging off huge chunks of the translucent crystal. 
 
    My other mates had awoken. Now the real battle could begin. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hope I’m not late,” Tallulah said, her eyes narrowing at the sight of the vampire in the parking lot. “Feels like I’ve been napping for a fucking week…” 
 
    I stared in amazement as the Thunderbird strolled through the front door of the Celesta, discarding the final remnants of the crystal she’d been encased inside. Behind her, the rest of my mates filled the doorway, with Carli and Tessa at the front of the pack. Both of them had more of the translucent crystal clinging to them than Tallulah, but were discarding it just as eagerly as her. 
 
    “You’re right on time,” I said, grinning from ear to ear. “What kept you?” 
 
    Tallulah narrowed her eyes good-naturedly as she took her place beside me. “Your mother did a good job protecting us from Dracula. But it would’ve been terrible for us to have missed out on all the fun.” She spared the fallen vampire a glance, checking to see if he was about to attack, then looked back at me. “You woke us, Derek. I felt you in my head while you were chasing that bloodsucker down from the roof.” 
 
    Oh! So the psychic bond between myself and my mates was even stronger than I thought. I hadn’t felt any responses from my mates trapped in crystal when I warned the Dragon’s Hoard about Dracula, but evidently they’d felt something. Something strong enough to pull them from Raya’s spell and bring them back to life. 
 
    As Dracula climbed back to his feet, clutching the side of his head, he realized that the entire Dragon’s Hoard surrounded him. His beady, bloodshot eyes widened like dinner plates at the sight of all the beautiful, powerful women glaring at him. He turned in a short circle, seeking an escape route, but every exit was blocked with mates. 
 
    “This is wrong!” Dracula spat, his eyes searching mine. “We agreed to a one on one fight, son! Are you really going to let your little whores do the fighting for you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You still don’t get it, do you?” I asked contemptuously. “They’re not whores, Dad—they’re my mates. And they have just as much right to kick your ass as I do—if not more.” 
 
    “You transformed first,” Riley growled, her hands balled into fists. “You broke the rules that you laid down when you activated your monster form!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jewel agreed. “You’ve got a lot of nerve talking about fairness, old man!” 
 
    In a flash, Carli was between me and the Prince of Darkness. “You. Kidnapped. My. Child!” the Raiju shifter roared, her growl so fierce and loud that Dracula took a step backward in surprise. “You monster! You have no right to do anything but die!” 
 
    For a moment, Dracula looked as if Carli had managed to wound him. Then an angry look slammed down like shutters over his eyes, and he regained control of himself. 
 
    “Very well,” the Prince of Darkness spat. “Then I’ll just have to kill all of you!” 
 
    But Dracula would do no such thing. 
 
    I stepped in front of Carli, forming a solid wall of scale between my father and my mates. My eyes were hard and cold as I looked Dracula up and down, taking in the still-smoking wound on the back of his head and the other contusions he’d taken during the fight. 
 
    “Surrender,” I said in a low voice. “Give up now, and we can end this like men. With dignity.” 
 
    Dracula stared at me for a moment, then laughed. “You really think I’m stupid enough to believe you’d let me live, son?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. But I’ll make your death quick. And painless. Which is far more than you deserve.” 
 
    A look of disbelief filled the old bloodsucker’s eyes. For the first time, I thought Dracula became cognizant of the fact that he could really, truly lose here. That even with all his strength, and his monstrous form, he might not be able to triumph over myself and my mates. 
 
    I knew that, of course. But he was just beginning to accept it. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Dracula snarled. When did the Prince of Darkness start looking so small and weak? He looked like a stiff breeze would knock him over—like his pride had already begun to crack. “I am the Master of this world! I created it, built it with my own two hands, molded it into being with the power of the Last Spell—” 
 
    I’d heard enough. My fist moved of its own accord, cuffing Dracula in the side of the face. I missed the smoking spot Tallulah had ripped open with her thunderbolt, but just barely. 
 
    “Raya created the Last Spell,” I told the Prince of Darkness, looming over him like a thunderhead. “Just like always, you’re taking credit for something Mom did. The only contribution you made to the Last Spell was to steal the damned thing out from under our noses.” 
 
    Dracula writhed across the asphalt, his muscles flexing as he crawled to his feet. “Possession is nine tenths of the law,” the old bloodsucker spat, looking at me and the women surrounding me with scorn. “And I am the law, son!” 
 
    Disgust welled up inside me, hot and sick. I tasted bile in the back of my throat as I looked at this man—this monster—who’d been my father. While I couldn’t deny that certain traits of my personality had come directly from him, I valued the parts of myself that had come from Raya far more. They’d tempered the dominance and the boldness of Dracula, turning his negative aspects into positives. Wringing his poisonous nature out and turning it into something true and right. 
 
    “You’re not even worth it,” I said, taking a step backward. The look on Dracula’s face when I said it showed I’d hurt him with this more than any physical  attack. “Girls, do your thing. Just leave me the final blow. I’ve lost my taste for this fight—I just want it to be over.” 
 
    “What? No!” Dracula’s monstrous hands balled into fists, but I was already stepping backward—letting the women of the Dragon’s Hoard form ranks in front of me. “This isn’t fair! You have to fight me, son! You have to duel me one on one, like an honorable man!” 
 
    “This isn’t a duel,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s not even a fight. It’s just taking out the trash.” 
 
    My women advanced, grinning as they activated their powers. 
 
    “Coward!” Dracula shrieked, his voice growing more shrill with each passing moment. “Phony! You’re not a fucking man, you’ll never be on my level…!” 
 
    Then my women were on him, and what happened next happened in a blur. 
 
    My mates surrounded Dracula, attacking him with a variety of spells and strikes. Acrid smoke poured from the Prince of Darkness’s wounds as my women attacked, filling the parking lot with darkness. Soon, only his arms and legs were visible as my women leaped into the cloud of fury and attacked. 
 
    Lightning flashed from Tallulah’s outstretched hands, mingling with the waves of ice Riley summoned. My mates attacked Dracula like avenging angels, raining down blow after blow on the bloodsucker’s head. Their strength and ferocity shocked me, even after everything we’d been through together. I’d seen my women fight, and I’d seen them unleashed. 
 
    But I’d never seen them like this. 
 
    As I watched, a figure staggered from the cloud, wiping their last knife on the hem of their kimono. It was Soojin, her gorgeous dark hair flowing down her back from where her bun had come undone, her outfit torn in all the right places. No longer in her wolf hybrid form, she walked over to me and stood, watching the carnage as the rest of my mates unleashed all their pent-up frustration and rage on the Prince of Darkness. 
 
    For a time we watched together in silence. Soojin laced her arm in mine, pressing her body against me as the battle continued. 
 
    “They won’t kill him,” she said, as if she were guessing what I’d been thinking about. “Don’t worry about that, Dragon. They’ll leave you the finishing blow once they’re done with the bastard.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. My hand strayed down to Soojin’s ass, cupping the supple, heart-shaped flesh through the thin silk of her kimono. Something about asserting my dominance so casually while watching my clan beat the shit out of Dracula filled me with pride—made me feel like I was ten feet tall. A smile spread across my face. “I’m just enjoying the show.” 
 
    Soojin arched her back into my touch, sighing gently with pleasure. “As am I,” she said, resting her head in the hollow of my shoulder. “I’m tapped out, though. An old bat like me can only fight for so long. I hope Raya forgives me…” 
 
    “I’m sure she will,” I said. “They look like they’re able to handle everything without your help, Soojin. You’re more needed right here, by my side…” 
 
    The cloud of black smoke began to dissipate. Each of my mates pulled back from the fight, revealing the fallen form of Dracula in the middle of the parking lot. The Prince of Darkness looked worse for wear—in fact, he looked like he’d been beaten half to death. Bruises and contusions marred his demonic flesh, and the light in his beady red eyes had nearly gone out. Had he not been such an utter bastard, I might have felt pity for my father. Almost. 
 
    My mates formed a semi-circle around Dracula, a kind of horseshoe of gorgeous women. They’d left one spot open, right next to the creature’s feet. I filled the gap, my shadow falling over my father’s body, blotting out the stars and the moon. 
 
    I took a good, long look at the man. At some point during the beatdown, Dracula had begun to lose control of his monster form. He was now neither fully human nor fully demon, but something in between. The coldly handsome face of the vampire peered out from Dad’s muscled, demonic body, like the rest of him was little more than a Halloween costume he’d thrown on to scare trick or treaters. 
 
    “You look like hell,” I said, staring down at the Prince of Darkness. I couldn’t resist twisting the knife. “Did you enjoy that, old man? When was the last time you had so many women’s hands on you at the same time?” 
 
    If I’d expected Dracula to rise to the bait, however, I was sadly disappointed. His eyes barely recognized me—it was as if he’d retreated within himself, preparing his soul for the end. Kind of a bummer when I thought about it, but at least the fight was nearly through. I was going to have one hell of a celebration once the Dragon’s Hoard was back on top. 
 
    “I was wrong,” Dracula wheezed, rocking back on his elbows. In marked contrast to the battered appearance of his body, the man himself sounded almost relaxed. Like we were having a casual conversation under the stars. “You truly are my son. Raya alone could never have given you such cruelty.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s for damned sure. I’m you, Dad. You with all the hard edges sanded down enough for the rest of the world to accept.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” a voice said behind me. Dracula stared at a point behind me, and I turned to see Soojin standing in the middle of the parking lot, glaring at the Prince of Darkness with her arms beneath her breasts. I’d never seen the gorgeous shifter’s face filled with so much anger. 
 
    “Hmm?” Even at the last extremity of his life, Dracula managed to sound wry. “You have something you wish to say, wench?” 
 
    Wench? Well, it was nicer than ‘whore’, at least. 
 
    Soojin sniffed. “He’s not like you at all,” she said, taking my arm.  
 
    “And with us by his side,” Tallulah Binesi added, “he’ll never be like you.” 
 
    Dracula stared up at the Thunderbird for a long moment, his eyes filled with envy at the sight of my mate. Then he sank to the pavement with a sigh, collapsing against the asphalt. He looked almost comfortable like that, until you remembered how many wounds he had concealed beneath his robes. 
 
    “What a pity,” Dracula said, looking up at the sky. “I had hoped to avoid this. Truly. Remember, son, that I never wanted it to come to this. All I wanted was for you to bend the knee, and I would have let you keep your entire kingdom.” 
 
    Doubtless Dracula would have kept ranting on for some time if I hadn’t done something about it. I cut him off with a wave of my hand, placing the heel of my boot on his chest. He got the message after that—his mouth slammed shut like a guillotine, a dark look entering his eyes. 
 
    “We both know you never would have been satisfied sharing power,” I told my father, shaking my head sadly. “This was never going to end any other way, Drac. You’re who you are, and I’m who I am. This world’s not big enough for the both of us.” 
 
    A rattling wheeze escaped Dracula’s throat. Just as before, it took me several moments to realize that the vampire was laughing. The sound of it sent a chill through me, and my mates looked worried at the sound of it. 
 
    What was the old man hiding? What final trick did he have up his sleeve? 
 
    “You’re right about that, son.” Dracula cackled, reaching skyward with one pale, decaying hand. “This world’s not big enough for both of us. And it’s getting smaller all the time…” 
 
    At his smile, my gaze shot skyward. When I saw what was happening, I gasped—and a moment later, so did my entire clan. 
 
    Far above our heads, in the sky above the city, the stars were winking out one by one. 
 
    I stared at the darkening sky in disbelief, frozen to the spot. “What in the world?” I managed, shot through with a growing horror like nothing I’d ever felt before. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Like I said,” Dracula rasped. “I didn’t want to do this. But this is my world, son, make no mistake. And there’s nothing I won’t do to keep it in my possession. Even if I have to destroy it!” 
 
    As Dracula spoke, the process he’d unleashed sped up dramatically. The stars shuddered and died, each a spot of blackness in the bleak sky over the city. Galaxies disappeared at Dracula’s command, fading away as the world was plunged into an endless darkness. 
 
    “Someone stop him!” Tallulah shrieked, charging up her lightning. “He can’t be allowed to do this!” 
 
    The Thunderbird threw her hands forward, intending to roast Dracula like a bug caught in a zapper. But the ball of energy she’d summoned fizzled in between her fingers, producing little more than a shower of sparks and a hissing noise. All the magic was beginning to fade, in fact—and the walls between Realms were growing porous and unstable. As I watched, several buildings were ripped away by the gothic spires of Dracula’s castle, one Realm laying on top of another like a poorly developed roll of film. 
 
    “All Realms are one Realm,” Dracula intoned. When had the Prince of Darkness managed to get to his feet? He looked more fearsome than ever, even though he’d fully reverted to his human form thanks to his wounds. “All worlds are one world! There are no other lands than these, son—and this land is mine! Now and forever, everything under the sun belongs to the Lord of the Night!” 
 
    The world blurred together, as if I’d been plunged into the middle of a drug trip. My women surrounded me, their faces filled with fear as the city itself melted away, replaced by a primal abyss of pure darkness. Stars still twinkled somewhere in that black, but only a few pinpricks of light split the velvet night. Just enough light for Dracula himself, in all his glory, to be seen. 
 
    The ground fell out from beneath us, and we were floating. With a growl, I embraced the nature of the Dragon, turning into my full draconic form as I faced my father down. My women clung to my scales, hanging from me or riding me as we floated in the void. 
 
    I managed to force the Dragon’s throat into human speech. “What have you done!?” I roared, my voice carrying over solar systems and galaxies. “Where is everyone? The mages, the shifters? The Nightlords?” 
 
    Dracula didn’t reply. He was too busy morphing into the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    My father’s final form was that of an alabaster statue, something you’d see in the Greco-Roman section of a museum showing off the ideal male body in sculpture. Only this statue was thousands of feet tall, as white as the endless night around us was black, and completely naked. A cold, cruel smirk that belonged on the face of a conqueror was the only adornment Dracula needed. 
 
    It was a gorgeous, heinous vision of twisted beauty. One look at it and I knew—this was how my father saw himself, deep down within his monstrous brain. He didn’t just view himself as the Prince of Darkness, or the king of the world he’d created. 
 
    No. In his own mind, my father was a God. 
 
    Of the vengeful, Old Testament variety. 
 
    “They’re all gone,” Dracula said contemptuously. He dismissed the genocide of the entire universe with a wave of his hand, as if he’d done nothing more than scatter a bunch of ants from one of their burrows. “Oh, I’ll bring them back once I feel like it. Once I’m finished punishing you, son.” That cold, cruel smirk on his face widened. “I think perhaps a few million years of watching me claim your women will suffice.” 
 
    The remains of other worlds and galaxies flew past us as Dracula spoke, giving me glimpses of the ruins left behind in this universe. I caught a glimpse of the wide, glass-lined bridge overlooking the Nexus, and the smoky interior of the Vixens and Vamps clothing store. These tiny reminders of the real world made my heart leap into my throat, and heightened the pain I felt at knowing Dracula had just destroyed the universe. 
 
    We’ll bring it back, I told myself, trying not to lose heart. We’ll beat this bloodsucker, then make things the way they ought to be… 
 
    Yet it was hard to hold on. What Dracula had done was more than the actions of a tyrant. It was the final act of a genocidal maniac. Even if we found ourselves triumphant, how could we possibly restore the universe? Maybe Drac was right. Maybe all these worlds truly did belong to him… 
 
    In my moment of greatest doubt, I looked past my father and toward the stars. And that’s when I saw it. 
 
    The face of the Dragon winking back at me. 
 
    The pinpricks of light that remained after my father’s spell—they weren’t random. They were the farthest thing from an arbitrary splash of light. Looked at from the correct angle, they showed the face of the spirit animating me—the Great Dragon, just as I’d seen in my vision. 
 
    Conquering everything. The world. The darkness. 
 
    The vision had come true. This was my destiny. 
 
    And with that realization, my doubts were banished. I laughed into the void, stunning my father in the middle of his monologue. 
 
    Showtime, I thought. 
 
    “You think you’ve won?” I roared, splitting the sky with the force of my anger. “You think killing the rest of the world will hide your shame, old man? All you’ve bought yourself is a nice, quiet grave!” 
 
    The massive living statue turned its cold, cruel face on me. 
 
    “You’ll beg for a grave soon enough,” Dracula said with glee. “This is the end of the line for you, son. There’s nowhere for you to run—literally. Once I defeat you, and entrap your mates, we’ll have all the time in the universe to get to know each other better.” 
 
    “Lies,” I snarled, flames pouring from my nostrils. 
 
    Dracula shook his head. “Soon your mates will beg to worship me, if only for a reprieve from the endless nothingness. This is hell, son—your hell. Floating in an endless void while watching me take what once belonged to you, over and over again until you go insane…” 
 
    I knew what Dracula was trying to do. He struck at my heart, inflaming my emotions to try and break me. But I could see what he couldn’t. The face of the Dragon shone in the black, watching the final battle between myself and my father. 
 
    The victor would be me. It had been written, and it would be done. 
 
    As Dracula continued to taunt me, detailing the twisted, perverted things he planned to do to my mates, I closed my eyes. His words washed off me like a soft spring rain, there and gone just as quickly. Instead of listening, I reached deep within myself. Within my core, I felt something powerful—something that had been waiting for the proper moment to be revealed. 
 
    I’m ready, I told the True Dragon, grabbing hold of it with all my might. I’m ready to fulfill my destiny! 
 
    Back in the real world, Dracula trailed off as he realized I was no longer listening. “Hiding from me will do nothing.” The monster cackled, his stony face splitting with a smile. “There’s nowhere to escape to, son. I’ll make you see!” 
 
    The massive living statue floated closer. As he approached, the Black Flame and the fires of the Dragon twinned in my chest. Once again, I felt that strange sense of pressure inside my skull—as if my head were about to split in two. 
 
    That feeling frightened me so much the first time I experienced it. Now, at the end of everything, with Dracula bearing down on me, I embraced it. The pressure built and built, the stars beyond the battlefield blurring as I took hold of the True Dragon and forced it into my chest. 
 
    An explosion of power filled the heavens. 
 
    Dracula had been inches away from me when I embraced the True Dragon. Now the living statue shied away, screaming in shock and horror as my scales darkened. Bolts of thick black energy ran through my armor, filling me with a power deeper and darker than the sun. I could feel new awareness growing in my mind as I took on the aspects of each of my mates: from the Raiju to the Thunderbird, from the Mage to the Bear Shifter. 
 
    I was all of my mates, and they were all of me. They clung to my scales, mentally adding their own power to my own. The link between us had grown to full awareness, until I sensed each of my mates as if they were an extension of my own body. 
 
    Only now, with victory at hand, did I truly understand the meaning of the Dragon’s Hoard. I wasn’t merely some fearsome beast crouching atop a mountain of gold and women, keeping it hidden from the rest of the universe. 
 
    The Hoard was me. I couldn’t explain it any clearer than that: something told me that once I was in human form again, the essential truth of what I’d discovered would fade. 
 
    But for now, my mates and I faced down Dracula in the fullness of our power. 
 
    “No! This cannot be!” Dracula swiftly recovered, charging up as he closed the distance between us. Waves of darkness wrapped around his arms and legs, thickening them with cords of pure midnight as he took a swing at me and missed. “You cannot be as strong as I am! I am the God of this universe!” 
 
    I could practically hear the choirs singing as Dracula unleashed his fury upon me. His massive stone arms became a blur as he struck out, trying and failing to land a glove on me. I danced between his strikes, laughing contemptuously as the power of the True Dragon enhanced my movements. 
 
    As I twisted, I lifted a claw and thrust it at Dracula’s face. Both Tallulah Binesi and Riley Beaumont rode that mass of scale, and each one received a psychic prod that told them exactly what to do. 
 
    As my hand balled into a fist, both of them unleashed with their strongest spells. Bolts of lightning, fire, and ice erupted from between my fingers, though I’d cast no spell to bring them into being. Dracula was blindsided as my mates threw everything but the kitchen sink at the living statue. They were completely uninhibited, holding nothing back. 
 
    Before Dracula could recover, I dropped my head and lifted my back. Tessa, Xandra, and Soojin hung between my shoulder blades, and at my signal each of them exploded like a stick of dynamite. More bolts of power fired from my scales, blinding and burning Dracula. Thick cracks opened in his gorgeous, alabaster armor, searing away his shell like an overheated snail. 
 
    With my mates going ham from the safety of my body, I felt like a kaiju from a Japanese monster movie. Like Mechagodzilla, unleashing hell on the people of Tokyo with laser guns. Except that instead of innocent civilians, my target was my bastard of a father. 
 
    Who deserved everything he got and more. 
 
    Huge chunks of marble fell away from Dracula’s body as the lasers pierced his flesh. The cracks spread like a spider’s web across his torso and waist, revealing holes in the flawless marble that deepened with each blast. As his beautiful shell began to crumble, I got my first glimpse at what lay beneath. What the so-called ‘God’ of this universe truly looked like on the inside. 
 
    It was horrible. Much like the creatures we’d fought in the Clandestine, the flesh beneath Dracula’s shell was slick and red as blood. It wriggled and undulated like a massive jellyfish, sickening me with the animalism of the motion. The more we damaged the statue, the more patches of that hideous flesh were exposed. 
 
    I focused my attacks on Dracula’s chest, battering his marble shell with my claws. 
 
    The Prince of Darkness had been knocked off-guard by the ferocity of mine and my mates’s attacks, but he wasn’t resting on his laurels any longer. His mouth opened wider than an ordinary human’s, filling the abyss around us with thick tendrils of black flame. Those tentacles wrapped around my wings and legs, trying to slow my maneuverability so Dracula could get in close and bash me with his stone fists.  
 
    I knew if I let him wail on me for long, I’d be dead. Or worse than dead—so damaged that he could pluck my mates from my scales and do whatever he wanted to them. I knew I couldn’t let that happen. Not in a million years. 
 
    So as my father did his best to tie up the True Dragon, I leaned into his attacks. Tentacles lashed my scales, wriggling back and forth as they tried to dislodge my mates, yet nothing the Prince of Darkness could do to me hurt in the slightest. I just kept right on coming, attacking the marble stretching across his chest like a mole trying to dig a tunnel through the earth. 
 
    I felt the shell give, then crack inward. More of that horribly slimy, oozing monster flesh lurked beneath, along with enough wiggling red cilia to make me regret ever taking high school biology. Yet Dracula’s weak spot lay exposed—his very heart was open, vulnerable to attack. 
 
    The living statue growled with triumph as the tentacles dug into my arms and legs. Despite the power of the True Dragon, my limbs began to grow numb, pins and needles ripping through my sensation. Some kind of poison, I realized, sparing a glance for the tendrils wrapped around my left arm. 
 
    “Yes!” Dracula cackled, not even seeing the massive wound in his chest. “Go to sleep, True Dragon! When you wake up, I’ll have you and all your whores in Hell!” 
 
    I could feel the darkness creeping in on the edges of my vision. My mates screamed inside my head, demanding that I strike. All across my body, they fought the tendrils, trying to slow them down long enough for me to attack. 
 
    I closed my eyes. And pulled the fire of the Dragon into my throat. 
 
    It burned like I’d swallowed a million stars. The world dimmed with pain as I pulled every drop of energy I could into my body, charging up a flame so pure it would burn through the restraints holding me. If I just had a few moments to make it perfect, I’d be able to break free from Dracula’s power. Then my mates and I could shell him with lasers until he was dust. 
 
    But we didn’t have the time. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I nearly lost my senses. I staggered, the tentacles around my arms and legs digging in deeper as Dracula seized the moment. 
 
    “Derek, please!” Soojin yelled in my head. 
 
    “Help us, Daddy!” Riley shrieked. “He’s killing us!” 
 
    Through heavy-lidded eyes, I saw the gaping wound in Dracula’s chest. With my strength leaving me, I did the only thing I could think of left to do. 
 
    I buried my head in the horrible, slimy wound and bit down. 
 
    Dracula recoiled in pain, the tentacles around my arms and legs slackening. The poison retreated, and with it, my head felt clearer. Except that my head was now literally inside Dracula, covered in gore and shards of his marble shell. 
 
    “Now!” my mates screamed as one. 
 
    I opened my mouth and roared. Flames poured from me, filling the interior of Dracula’s shell with burning, searing fire. An inferno of it. 
 
    The True Dragon did not let me down. Dracula’s weak, corrupted heart was no match for the pure flames of the Dragon. I bit through more sinew, slashing through the Prince of Darkness’s innards before letting loose another blast of pure napalm inside his chest. 
 
    Then I pulled back, watching the smoke pour from Dracula’s heart. My father stared down at the smoking inferno across his torso and wept tears of blood. His hands clutched the hole, trying without success to staunch the blaze. 
 
    “No,” Dracula groaned, falling backward. “This cannot be! You… I defeated you! I made you!” 
 
    “And I’m unmaking you,” I growled, shrugging off the last of the tentacles. “Goodbye, father. I wish things had been different between us.” 
 
    To my surprise, I truly meant it. As I watched the living statue jerk like a marionette, more chunks of alabaster falling from it as Dracula’s inner self burned, I felt none of the triumph I had expected to feel upon my ultimate victory. 
 
    Instead, I just felt bad for the old fool. Like Tomas Karkosa before him, he could have had the world—if he’d just had the sense to see the forest for the trees. 
 
    “I can never be killed!” Dracula ranted. “I’m immortal! I’m invincible! I’m God!” 
 
    “God is dead,” I shot back, charging up another blast. “And so are you.” 
 
    Before Dracula could come up with some clever final words, I blasted him with a wall of fire. He buckled inward, his shell collapsing in on itself as he burned. His scream rose higher and higher, until it sounded like a wave of feedback cascading through the universe. 
 
    Then it faded, and there was only silence. And darkness. 
 
    Dracula was dead. 
 
    My father was dead. 
 
    At long last, we’d won.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We had won. But the world was gone. 
 
    My mates and I floated in an endless void, with only a handful of stars in the faraway sky to light the way. After Dracula imploded, he’d left behind nothing—not even a cloud of stardust. Earth had not reappeared, nor had the rest of the solar system. Whatever my father had done to his universe before facing off against us in the final battle, it appeared irreversible. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    I had to find out.  
 
    “Hang on to me,” I commanded my clan, my wings beating against the endless expanse. “I’m going to go have a chat with the Dragon.” 
 
    My mates didn’t argue. Though we’d finally triumphed over Dracula, ridding the universe of my bastard bloodsucker of a father, his death left tragedy in its wake. The world, the solar system, the entire universe—all of it was gone. Only the stars of the Dragon remained. 
 
    With Dracula gone, my mates and I found ourselves suspended in the darkness of space, endlessly powerful—but endlessly alone. Surely this wasn't a victory? 
 
    It can’t be, I told myself, flying through the void. There has to be something we can do. I just have to ask the True Dragon to restore the world. He’ll grant me that—after all, I’ve done everything he asked of me. Haven’t I truly honored his mantle? 
 
    I’m not sure how long it took me to reach the stars of the True Dragon. It certainly felt like an eternity. For uncounted eras I flew through empty space, with only the faint warmth of my mates nestled against my scales to remind me I wasn’t alone. Several times here and there, I felt tempted to speak to them—but there was nothing to say. We’d become so connected via our psychic link that we all knew each other intimately, far more intimately than a husband and a wife. There was no point to conversation. 
 
    Not until we knew what to do next, at least. 
 
    Finally I found myself floating beneath the Dragon’s constellation. This close, it was hard to make the stars look like the figure I knew so well. The twinkling orbs just looked like any random grouping in the night sky. 
 
    “Dragon,” I roared, forcing my draconic muscles to form human words. “I wish to speak with you.” 
 
    The stars moved. Suddenly there was no mistaking them for anything else—they were the head and neck of a massive, stellar dragon. The Dragon watched me with faint amusement, the stars forming his constellation burning in the darkness. 
 
    “Speak, my chosen,” the Dragon replied, its booming voice coming from everywhere at once. “You wish to compose a poem upon the day of your great victory? Create a monument to your power?” 
 
    Huh? I didn’t understand.  
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “But I want a world for my monument. My world.” 
 
    Now it was the Dragon’s turn to look as if it didn’t understand. It was hard to tell in the void, but I would’ve sworn it looked like his starry brow furrowed as he looked down at me. 
 
    “This is your world,” the Dragon said, making it sound like I should have known that. “Your universe. Your dominion stretches over all, True Dragon. It is infinite. You have won.” 
 
    I could feel my mates squirming across my scales. They didn’t like what they were hearing—and neither did I, to be blunt. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” I said, glaring up at the constellation of the Dragon. “Does this look like I’ve won? There’s nothing here! The whole universe has been destroyed!” 
 
    The Dragon’s starry frown grew deeper. “This was the vision, was it not?” 
 
    I stood there, stunned, trying to understand. 
 
    “You were shown this future,” the Dragon informed me curtly. “This is exactly what you were promised, Derek Sinclair. The Dragon, ruling over all. The stars, the darkness, the board on which the game itself is played. The Dragon has triumphed. All have fallen. The Dragon is the true master of the universe.” 
 
    “But… this isn’t what I wanted!” I shouted, unable to believe what I was being told. Surely the Dragon couldn’t possibly be so cruel, could it? “I wanted a family! A dynasty! A world to rule! This is just… endless emptiness! This can’t possibly be the end!” 
 
    “This is what you were shown,” the Dragon replied, its eyes twinkling. “Nothing more, and nothing less. It is what you were promised.” 
 
    “No!” I roared. This couldn’t be it! This couldn’t be everything. My kingdom, my world—was I fated to rule over an endless void for all eternity? Flying through space with my mates clinging to my scales, unable to land or make a home for ourselves? 
 
    That didn’t sound like victory. It felt like Hell. 
 
    As I pondered this, the darkness began to grow. The stars that formed the constellation of the Dragon were fading, winking out one after the other like the universe was a bar at closing time and someone had just started turning off all the lights. I could feel my mates shivering across my scales as the only light in the void dimmed, casting us deeper into the endless darkness. 
 
    “Wait!” I bent my neck toward the constellation of the dragon, fuming. “Where are you going!?” 
 
    “My work is done,” the Dragon informed me. “You have attained my mantle. As the son flourishes, the father withers and dies. You have already slain your physical father. I would not have you do the same to your spiritual one.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have attacked the Dragon, even if I could get away with it. But that didn’t matter, because just then the stars started winking out faster and faster. Half the Dragon’s face was gone in the span of a heartbeat, then the rest began to fade like someone twiddling a dimmer switch. 
 
    “No! Don’t leave me here! This isn’t victory! This isn’t what I wanted!” 
 
    “It is,” the Dragon hissed, its voice fading into the void, “what you were promised…” 
 
    Then the Dragon was gone, and my mates and I floated alone in the darkness. 
 
    I’m not proud of what happened next. Upon being abandoned by the spirit that had animated me for so long, I raged. I fumed. I spat great plumes of fire across the endless void, my mates and I reflected in its light like a one-man revolution against the darkness. Finally, when it became clear that no amount of rage (however righteous) would bring back the world, I calmed down and floated. 
 
    Someone was climbing across my neck. It was Soojin, her arms clinging to my scales as she made the delicate climb to my ear. “Master?” the mature shifter whispered, sounding less sure of herself than I’d ever heard. “What do we do now?” 
 
    What now, indeed? I wasn’t sure. I was free at last, free to do whatever I wanted—but without a world to form a backdrop, there was nothing to do. My mates clung to me, their fear tingling over the psychic bond connecting us. I felt it, just as I felt that having me close calmed them. 
 
    More than anything else, it was the nearness of my mates which steadied me. As long as they were with me, I had a purpose—it was to keep these women safe. They depended on me. 
 
    Which meant I couldn’t afford to give up. I had to keep trying, as long as I possibly could. 
 
    “We’re adrift at sea,” I told my mates. Somehow, I managed to make it sound like a joke. “I’m going to go find us some dry land. You all hang on tight, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Xandra whispered in the darkness. “Don’t worry about us. We’re all watching out for each other. None of us will let a member of the Hoard fall…” 
 
    That was good. Because if one of my mates did slip off my back and plummet into the void, it would be hell getting them back. I had no idea if they’d fall forever, or eventually come back to the top of the endless expanse of nothing. We’d have to be as careful as possible. 
 
    “Good,” I told my mates. They felt better already—I could tell through the bond. Just having an objective steadied them, kept them from thinking too much about the situation we’d found ourselves in. “It’s this way. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Of course I had no idea which direction was which. But at a moment like this, it was better to sound as if I knew what I was doing and be wrong than to be indecisive. Hesitation was defeat, and in the darkest of situations, many a leader had found themselves thwarted by their own inability to just choose a course and stick with it. So I picked a direction at random and began to fly, soaring through the darkness as if I already knew my destination. 
 
    I can’t tell you how long I flew. It’s like the old story about the nature of infinity: picture a mountain twice as large as Everest, floating in the central point of the universe. A bird flies from one side of the universe to the other, and every time it passes this mountain, it sharpens its beak on the tip of the summit. This breaks a single crumb off the mountain, sending it sailing into the infinite void below. 
 
    By the time that bird managed to wear down the mountain to a nub, infinity would have only just begun. 
 
    Okay, maybe it’s not the greatest illustration. But I had plenty of time to think of new ones as I flew. Infinity, eternity—they’re just words until you experience them for yourself. They’re so much bigger than I could possibly comprehend, so I didn’t comprehend them. 
 
    I probably would have lost my mind if it weren’t for my mates. The psychic bond between us never wavered, and the intimacy between us was like a tiny fire in the endless cold. It warmed my soul and kept me flying, even as years gave way to centuries and centuries gave way to millennia. 
 
    I don’t know about forever. I just know that I traveled a long, long time. Mercifully, I’ve forgotten most of it. When I look back on that time, I just remember being surrounded by my women—looking back to see their smiling faces around me, reminding me that even here, I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Eventually, after what felt like eternity itself, I felt solid ground beneath my feet. Even now, I can’t fully explain it. The only explanation that makes sense to me is that after enough time, I churned the void into a solid form, the way the frog in the fable churned milk into butter after getting trapped in a pail. As soon as I felt something solid beneath my claws, I landed, releasing the power of the True Dragon. 
 
    In human form, I slumped to the ground, exhausted. My mates landed around me, each of them surprised to find themselves off my back and yet not falling through infinity. We found ourselves on a wide, circular platform, so dark that it could hardly be distinguished from the endless void all around it. It wasn’t much. Yet it was something—and after what felt like an eternity of nothingness, just that something was enough. 
 
    “Someone cast a light spell,” I croaked, shocked by how rusty my voice had grown from disuse. “I want to see what we’ve got to work with.” 
 
    Most of my women were too insensate to hear me. But Riley managed to lift a hand and conjure a ball of light. It floated to the center of the platform and slowly lifted, stopping once it illuminated the entire platform like a chandelier. 
 
    As my eyes adjusted to the light, I discovered we weren’t alone. A solitary figure stood next to the edge of the platform, leaning against a dusty, ramshackle carriage. A pair of skeletal horses were lashed to it, standing like silent sentinels over the endless void. 
 
    “You did it, son,” the figure said, stepping forward. “I always knew you had it in you.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
    Here, at the end of the universe, I found myself face-to-face with my mother. 
 
    Raya. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom?” I rubbed my eyes, expecting the vision of Raya to fade like a mirage. “No way. What are you doing here? How…?” 
 
    Raya’s smile was brighter than the light above our heads. It warmed the platform, bringing smiles in response to the faces of my mates. They looked thrilled to see my mother, and the psychic bond between us crackled with relief. I hadn’t realized how worried my women had been about Raya until now. 
 
    “Oh son,” Raya said, shaking her head and chuckling. “You should know by now that no one tells a Mana Mage where she can or can’t be. But to answer your question…” 
 
    Raya gestured with her chin toward the carriage behind her. One of the skeletal horses let out a snuffling snort, and a door in the roof of the vehicle opened with a faint creak. A head shot from the opening, all wrinkles and long white hair. 
 
    “Olga!?” If seeing Raya here had startled me, the presence of Olga truly shocked me. “The fuck?” 
 
    “I caught a ride with an old friend,” Raya explained, stepping forward. “Olga owes me a few favors, so she was more than willing to bring me here. You’ve always known there was something strange about your chauffeur, wasn’t there?” 
 
    Strange didn’t even begin to cover it. As Raya spoke, pieces clicked together in my brain. “She works for you,” I said, pointing a finger at the carriage. “But she was working for the Nightlords when I met her! Ferrying the vampires back and forth to their Cotillions…” 
 
    Raya was already shaking her head. “Of course she was.” Mom chuckled. “How else was I supposed to get her into your household without suspicion? She’s been watching over you for a long time, son. You think I’d let anything happen to my only boy?” 
 
    I looked at the carriage and laughed. “I don’t even want to know how Olga managed to get you past the end of the universe,” I said, shaking my head. “Clearly, she’s always been far more powerful than she lets on.” 
 
    “My carriage always gets where it needs to be!” Olga cackled, lifting herself out of the hole in the ceiling and into the driver’s seat of the carriage. “Old Olga always knows how to be in the right place at the right time, yes she does!” 
 
    “I can’t believe I used to pay you,” I said, laughing at the strange old woman. “All the while, you were secretly working for Raya. Getting my money and hers at the same time…!” 
 
    “You’re a very generous boss,” Olga said, her manner suddenly a bit more serious than before. “Always so giving with your gold and your time. Not that I needed the gold, of course!” 
 
    Olga winked at me then, and I decided that there were things I’d never understand about my mysterious chauffeur. And you know what? That was alright with me. There were some things I frankly didn’t need to know. 
 
    Just then, I felt Soojin beside me. “It’s good to see you, Raya,” the shifter said, embracing my mother. “Even at Derek’s side, eternity would have been lonely without you.” 
 
    “Eternity?” Raya arched an eyebrow as she ended the hug. “Is that what you think you’re in for, old friend?” 
 
    My mates shared a look. What was all this, now? Did Raya have some kind of trick up her sleeve? 
 
    “We’ve been traveling a long, long time,” I told my mother. I didn’t want to feel hopeless, but it was hard to hold onto any belief that things would get any better within the endless void Dracula had left us. “It took us this long just to reach this place. I don’t have high hopes for us being able to rebuild a new world.” 
 
    Raya shook her head with a knowing smile. “Oh, of course not. That would take far too long, son. Thankfully for you, I have a shortcut.” 
 
    My mother raised her hands and traced a complicated set of symbols in the air. Her fingers left traces of light behind, the lines overlapping each other like a whole set of runes printed on a single sheet of paper. After so long in the endless darkness, such brightness hurt my eyes, and I squinted against the glare. 
 
    As the runes faded, a new platform emerged in the center of our world. It floated a few feet above the ground, with a set of narrow steps leading up to it. And there, in the middle, like it had always been there and we were just too blind to see it, was our salvation. 
 
    The Lathe. 
 
    My mother had brought it with her. 
 
    I stared at the configuration of gears and tubes, dumbfounded. “But…” 
 
    Raya looked at me. “But what?” 
 
    The very last thing I wanted to do was question a miracle, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Dracula ensured there’d never be another Last Spell,” I said, feeling foolish for even saying it. “I thought he remade the world in his own image so it couldn’t happen.” 
 
    Mom flashed a tight little smile. “Dracula is dead, son,” she said, pronouncing the words like a judge passing sentence. “And you should know better than anyone that there’s always another spell. There’s always a little bit more magic in the world.” 
 
    My mates surrounded the raised platform, excitedly whispering to each other. The implications of the Lathe being here were obvious, especially to them—unlike in the real world, there’d be no Prince of Darkness to stop me from activating the spell contained within the machinery. Using the Lathe, I could cast the Last Spell. 
 
    And once I did, I could remake the world into any form I chose. 
 
    I took a step toward the Lathe, only to hear my mother’s voice calling me back. “Son,” Raya said, moving to my side, “there’s something you should know about this spell.” 
 
    I turned to her, staring down into my mother’s eyes. “What?” I asked, emotion choking my voice. I could feel tears streaming down my face—I couldn’t help it. This spell was a miracle, an absolute miracle. We’d never end up trudging through the endless darkness for all eternity. “Is there some sacrifice I have to make in order to activate this thing?” 
 
    Raya tittered at the very idea. “Of course not,” she said, gesturing at the Lathe. “Honestly, son, where do you get these ideas? I only wanted to explain to you that this Lathe is not exactly like the one we conjured on the floating island. There are a few important differences.” 
 
    “Oh.” Relief flooded my chest. “Good. What are they?” 
 
    Raya gestured around herself, as if the endless void surrounding us were endlessly interesting instead of, well, empty. “When your father activated the Lathe, he wasn’t creating a universe so much as he was altering a pre-existing one. Everything he did was twice as difficult, because he had to overwrite the nature of things as they’d already been established. And once set into a fixed form, the universe does not want to change.” 
 
    “Believe me, I would know!” Olga cackled from the room of the carriage. 
 
    I didn’t bother asking how my mother’s chauffeur would know a thing like that. “Understood. So wait—you’re warning me that this Lathe is easier to operate than the last one?” 
 
    “Not just easier,” Mom said with a faint smile. “The universe can’t resist you, son—because it literally no longer exists. Dracula destroyed it.” 
 
    The implication hit me like a slap in the face. 
 
    “Derek can do whatever he wants,” Tessa gasped, stepping in front of my crowd of mates. “He can remake the universe in whatever form he chooses. Can’t he?” 
 
    “Got it in one,” Mom said, nodding eagerly at Tessa. “Limitless power lies within the Lathe, son. What form will you choose to shape it into?” 
 
    Everyone stared at me—Mom, Olga, and all of my mates. I approached the floating platform with trembling hands, taking each step as if it could be my last. The power that had been foisted upon me was one thing—the responsibility, though, was quite another. 
 
    I’d just been handed the keys to the entire universe. 
 
    And although it was exactly what I’d always wanted, what I’d been fighting for from the moment the war between myself and Dracula began, I couldn’t help but be taken aback. I’d never truly expected to have limitless freedom over the universe. 
 
    I can do anything I want, I thought, approaching the Lathe. The screen and its keyboard let out a friendly little beep, like there was some motion detector set to turn it on once a suitable user reached the keyboard. I could center the entire universe around myself. Have every living thing in the universe worshiping me. Every woman would be mine, and every man would bow and scrape before me! It would be…it would be… 
 
    I froze. This wasn’t me. Dracula might have been dead, but whatever I’d inherited from him still lurked within me. It was time I put it down for good and become myself. The True Dragon. Derek Sinclair. Master of the Dragon’s Hoard. 
 
    I stopped, inches away from the keys. I could feel the expectation in each of my mates, but this wasn’t a moment to be taken lightly. I closed my eyes, thinking. About so much. 
 
    I’d been through so much since taking the mantle of the Dragon upon myself. Like a film reel unspooling in my head, I watched it all—everything that had happened since that night I stepped into the wrong alley and discovered the supernatural really did exist. It sped through me in a fast-forward, all the triumph and terror and love and lust. In quiet, contemplative silence, I searched through my memories, hoping that the past would give me the inspiration I needed to create the future. 
 
    Finally, in the darkness of the endless void, I made my decision. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find everyone left in the universe staring at me. My mates, the rest of the Dragon’s Hoard, Raya and Olga… all of them waited for me. So much depended on the decision I was about to make. Not just my own life, but all of theirs as well. Whatever form I shaped the universe into would be the one they lived in, after all, so I’d better do a damn good job. 
 
    Fortunately, I’d just had the best idea. 
 
    “There’s nowhere I want to be except home,” I said, looking at the Dragon’s Hoard with my most winning smile. “Let’s make that happen, yeah?” 
 
    The entire Hoard sighed with relief.  
 
    “Yes, sir!” Xandra said, beaming with pride. Next to her, Tallulah and Tessa nodded like bobbleheads. From behind the pack, Olga shot me a thumb’s up, as if to say “I knew you had it in you.” 
 
    I reached out to the keyboard of the Lathe, inputting a few simple commands. As I locked in, my hands flew across the keys, faster and faster as I remade the universe. So committed to the task at hand was I that I hardly noticed the slowly spreading white light, or the way it consumed the false universe around us like the dawn bringing daylight to the world. 
 
    I wrote exactly what I wanted, in enough detail to be certain that the Lathe couldn’t betray or twist my vision of the world. As I read it over a final time, making sure it was perfect, my finger hovered above the ENTER key. 
 
    One quick push, and it would be real. All of it. 
 
    Was I ready? 
 
    I closed my eyes and pushed the ENTER button. 
 
    The searing white light enveloped the universe, and Raya’s final spell activated. 
 
    I cast the Last Spell. 
 
    And remade the universe anew. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seven Months Later 
 
      
 
    This time around, there was no question about it. Carli beat Riley to the punch. 
 
    Both women groaned in pain, laying their sweaty heads against the pillows as Margaret Butler and Soojin tended to them. Though it had been a close fight, full of twists and turns, Carli gave birth to her second child a good five minutes before Riley, becoming the first woman to have two of the Dragon’s babies. I wasn’t keeping track of who managed things like that first, but the women did. My mates had a competitive streak a mile wide—and never more so than where breeding the Dragon’s heirs was concerned. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Margaret Butler said, placing the freshly swaddled baby in Carli’s arms. “It’s a boy.” 
 
    My heart swelled with pride. A boy!  
 
    “You did it, babe,” I said, holding onto Carli’s shoulder. Just like last time, I sat between both women—they wouldn’t have had it any other way. Both of them needed me to be at their side while they gave birth, and this was the only way to do it. “A son. He’s handsome.” 
 
    “You’d better believe it,” Carli said, laughing with pride as she held her newborn to her breast. “He’s gonna be a heartbreaker just like his Daddy. Whew, I’m dizzy! Can you take him, Derek?” 
 
    I gratefully took the child, lifting the baby boy into my arms. Carli looked more than a little worse for wear—she and Riley had been laboring all night. We’d been wondering if either of them would give birth before dawn, and they had. Even though the sun had several hours before it would come up, the castle hummed with activity. Everyone wanted to welcome the new babies into the world. 
 
    I turned from one mate to the other, using my free hand to brush a lock of sweaty hair out of Riley’s face. The mage lay back against her pillow, her eyes heavy-lidded as she held our newborn baby girl to her chest. Each of them had the opposite gender child they did last time, I marveled, looking down into my son’s eyes. Carli wanted a boy after the girl, and Riley wanted a girl after the boy. Guess they both got their wish… 
 
    It would’ve been tempting to ascribe that to luck. But it was the will of the Dragon. 
 
    Just then, Soojin stepped between the beds. “Here, I’ll take the boy,” she said, holding out her arms. “As long as you’re okay with that, Carli?” 
 
    The Raiju shifter waved a hand. “Please! Ugh, I know I said it last time, but I think I’m done. No more babies for me. I’ve had two, that’s enough. It doesn’t get any easier, either!” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, grinning down at Riley. I knew damn well that in two weeks she’d be sidling up to me, begging me to finish inside her without a condom. My mates were insatiable, needy and fertile, and they wouldn’t stop until they’d given me as many heirs as humanly possible. 
 
    Not that I wanted them to stop, of course. I’d always wanted a big family. Now I finally had one. 
 
    “Those midwife courses you’ve been taking are really paying off,” Carli said, letting out another sigh of pain. “And that TV show you’re obsessed with, of course.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get Derek to watch it with me,” Soojin said as she cooed over the baby. “I’ve even promised him a few ‘special’ nights if he’ll give it a try. But I guess he’s too busy breeding everyone else in the Hoard…” 
 
    We all chuckled at that. 
 
    “Oh, Derek?” Carli rolled over, wincing gently. “Can you go check on Yvette and Jaxon, please? They should have been in bed hours ago—but I know they both wanted to see the new addition to the Hoard.” 
 
    “Like you can force those two to go to bed when they don’t want to.” Riley giggled. “They’re dangerous, those two. I swear, they’ve got even more of their Dad in them than usual. We’re going to have our hands full raising those hellcats.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve got so many extra hands,” I assured her. I planted a kiss on Riley’s forehead, tasting the sweat on her brow. “Good girl,” I whispered. “You did such a good job…” 
 
    Riley beamed at the compliment. “Thank you, Daddy,” she whimpered, closing her eyes. “And don’t worry. I’m not like that catgirl over there. I’m not even close to retiring. I want lots more babies…” 
 
    Within another few moments, Riley was snoozing softly.  
 
    “I’ll go check on the kids,” I told the group with a nod. “Be back in a few?” 
 
    “Hurry on back,” Soojin said, holding both babies. “The rest of the Hoard is going to want you here when we unveil these two to the whole group. They’ll be asking about you more than the babies if you’re not there!” 
 
    With a grin, I went off to do just that. 
 
    The halls of my castle were surprisingly quiet considering all the activity that had taken place that night. Most of the servants and the other mates kept their distance from the nursery, not wanting to interfere in the new births. Meaning I had the halls to myself as I made my way to the playroom where my oldest children Yvette and Jaxon were being looked after. 
 
    As I walked, I thought about everything that had happened since coming back from the void. I hardly even remembered that long sojourn after fighting Dracula now—it felt like something that had happened to another Derek, not the person I was now. I vaguely remembered defeating my father, greeting Olga and Raya, then remaking the world, but the memories had already begun to grow fuzzy. Almost as if rewriting the universe was gradually taking my memories of the old world away from me. 
 
    Good riddance, I thought. This world was much sweeter than the one I’d left behind. Unsurprisingly, given how much I enjoyed the Dragon’s Hoard, I’d kept my castle and my kingdom. The new world looked a lot like the old one—except that I’d excised Dracula entirely, so my father could never threaten us again. The Council of Wand, Skull, and Claw was still in charge, and humanity knew all about shifters, mages, and Nightlords. The ‘mundane’ society and the supernatural one had never been so close—fantastic creatures were now an accepted part of society, and shifter sports stars and mage celebrities were commonplace. 
 
    As if that weren’t enough, the age-old rivalry between shifters and mages had finally been put to rest. Under the watchful eye of Margaret Butler and the Council, peace reigned between the supernatural races. The fights and civil wars that had punctuated the supernatural world were now a thing of the past. 
 
    I was a member of the Council, of course. It was a common joke that while I might only have been the number two supernatural leader after Tessa’s mother, there was no denying who really had control of the Council. I was a pretty hands-off guy when it came to politics, though. As long as no one threatened the Dragon’s Hoard, I was more than happy to sit back and let Margaret handle everything. 
 
    Since I’d come back from the void, things had finally settled down. Which meant I could focus on the things that really mattered to me: namely, my family. And my mates. 
 
    One of my mates was in the playroom, dozing and half-asleep as she watched over the kids. Tallulah Binesi looked even more beautiful in a sweatshirt and leggings than she had the night I’d met her. The swelling bump underneath her clothes only added to her feminine allure. 
 
    She gave a slight start as I entered the playroom, her eyes shooting open. “Oh, it’s you,” Tallulah said, relaxing. “How did it go?” 
 
    “No issues,” I said, looking over the playroom. The walls were covered in cute cartoon murals of dragons and other supernatural creatures. Yvette liked them just as much as Jaxon. “Both Carli and Riley’s deliveries went off without a hitch. We’re going to let the rest of the Hoard in to visit as soon as the girls get a little rest.” 
 
    Tallulah’s face lit up. “Oh, that’s wonderful news! I’m so happy to hear it!” She sat up, gesturing at the two little ones who’d been playing with blocks. “They’ve napped a little bit, but mostly they’ve been bouncing off the walls. I think they’re just as eager to meet their new brothers or sisters as we are!” 
 
    “As well they should be,” I said, beaming with pride. Though neither Yvette nor Jaxon were yet a year old, both of them had grown up fast. The power of the Dragon gave them the ability to walk and talk faster than normal, and you might have guessed both of them were precocious three-year-olds if you hadn’t known when they’d been born. 
 
    Yvette saw me first. The toddler abandoned her blocks, her tail waving as she tottered over to me. “Daddy!” she squealed, extending her arms for a hug. 
 
    I pulled the child into my arms and squeezed her. “Hey there, darling,” I told my oldest daughter, tossing her around a bit before setting her back down on the ground. “You’ve got a brand new brother!” 
 
    “Yay!” Yvette gurgled and giggled with glee. “Can’t wait! Brother!” 
 
    I turned to Jaxon. God, he looked just like me when I was a toddler. The resemblance between my oldest son and myself was striking. I knew that if any of my kids inherited the mantle of the Dragon from their old man, it would be him. He already looked the part. 
 
    “Hey there, kiddo,” I said, lifting Jaxon into my arms. He came without complaint, his dark eyes searching mine with a faint smile. “Guess what? You’ve got a brand new baby sister.” 
 
    His smile widened. “Sissy?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, ruffling the child’s hair. “You’ve got to protect her, alright? You’ve got to watch over her, just like Yvette watches over you!” 
 
    He frowned at that. “I’m not a baby!” Jaxon protested, jerking a thumb at the fox-tailed toddler. “She’s a baby!” 
 
    “You’re both babies,” I said with a smile, setting the boy back down. “My babies. And you’re always going to stay that way, no matter how old you get. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Yvette said, a sly look in her eye. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Da!” Jaxon said, lifting a block. 
 
    God damn. I never knew a heart could fill with so much love until I heard it from my own children. 
 
    Tallulah felt it, too. “They’ve both been very good,” she assured me, looking at the two. “And I’m going to put them both to bed as soon as they get to meet their new siblings.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, suddenly overwhelmed. For a moment, it all seemed to be too much for me—I was proud, of course, but I also needed a minute to think about all this. To give thanks for it. “I’m, uh, going to go outside for a minute. I need a bit of air. Meet you and the kids back at the nursery?” 
 
    To her credit, Tallulah understood me even better than I did. “Of course,” the Thunderbird said with a nod, flashing a knowing smile. “Go pull yourself together, then come inside and be the proud Papa. I’ll tell the others you needed a smoke or something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As Tallulah dressed the kids, I made my way into the castle courtyard. The night was starry and cold, though it was practically the middle of summer back on Earth. My own personal Realm kept with the Transylvanian theme, even though my father was dead and gone. As the unofficial King of the Nightlords, and Consort to Queen Alexandra Romanov, I was expected to keep up certain appearances. 
 
    Once I was fully outside, I closed the door behind me and sat down on a stone bench. The cold didn’t bother me, and I welcomed the steam that rose from my lips. As it rose into the sky, I stared up at the stars, wondering if any of them formed the face of a Dragon when looked at from the proper angle. 
 
    I hadn’t heard a thing from the True Dragon since rebuilding the universe. And maybe I never would. Like so many things that had happened to me, I was okay not knowing the full story. I still felt the capacity to reach my final form, like a fire pit ready to be lit inside my chest, but I hoped I’d never need that power again. The world seemed pretty peaceful these days, so another war was unlikely. 
 
    “Wish you could be here, Dad,” I whispered, staring into the sky. I shook my head. “If you hadn’t been… well, you, you could be celebrating with the rest of us. Seems like such a fucking waste.” 
 
    “It’s not,” a little voice said. 
 
    I’m not too proud to admit I nearly jumped out of my skin. Apparently I had not been alone in the castle courtyard—a figure stood in the shadows, having been there long before I took my quick break. They stepped out from the side of a pillar, the moonlight framing their pretty face. Then it illuminated the massive bump under their clothes. 
 
    “Courtney,” I said, willing my heartbeat to go back to normal. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
 
    She sighed and rolled her eyes as she walked over to the bench. “You and my husband,” she groaned, settling herself on the edge a few feet away from me. “You’re both like broken records. You should be laying down. No, don’t get up—you ought to be in bed…” 
 
    Her impression of my sluga Richard Enfield was so good that I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Well, it’s true,” I said. “And I know damn well you shouldn’t be out in this cold.” 
 
    “Oh please,” Courtney said. “I’m not some fragile little girl, sir. I hope I’ve proved that by now.” 
 
    I thought about all we’d been through together and realized Courtney was right. “Fair enough,” I said, leaning back on the bench. “You’ve certainly earned the right to sit wherever you want to. How are things coming along, incidentally?” 
 
    Courtney looked down at her bulge with a mixture of wonder and pride. As it turned out, Xandra’s help hadn’t been necessary to allow my human assistant and my Nightlord sluga to make a child—I’d given them the ability when I rewrote the universe. Along with all the other Nightlords, as well, which would no doubt have unexpected consequences down the line. But I didn’t care. Seeing the look in Courtney’s eyes when she thought about her family to come was thanks enough. 
 
    Besides, it would make it easier for me to knock Xandra up. That was a bonus. 
 
    “It’s going well,” Courtney said, as if she still couldn’t quite believe she was pregnant. “Thank you, by the way. Richard and I… well. There’s nothing we can say that could possibly show you how grateful we are for this.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to thank me,” I told the woman, meaning it. “Hell, I should be thanking you. The Dragon’s Hoard wouldn’t exist without you two.” 
 
    Courtney smiled. “Honestly, I am a little woozy,” she admitted. “I came out here to cool down and relax for a few minutes. Oh no, don’t you dare look at me that way…” 
 
    I could barely hold back my laughter. “I was just going to say that maybe you should be in bed,” I said, chuckling. “But you already know. I won’t say it.” 
 
    Courtney smiled and rolled her eyes. “If it’s not Rick, it’s you,” she said, putting her hands on her knees. “Pretty soon, though, I’ll have my own little one running around with the next generation of the Dragon’s Hoard.” 
 
    I put my arm around Courtney. Though the two of us had never been an item, I still felt a deep and abiding respect for her. “I wish you both the best,” I told her, meaning it from the bottom of my head. “Maybe… maybe now that you two are building a family of your own, you’ll want to form a new organization?” 
 
    Courtney looked at me as if I’d grown a second head. “Are you kidding me?” she spat, her eyes wide. “No, sir. Noooo. We’re Dragon’s Hoard through and through. I wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    “Just saying,” I assured her. “If that was something you wanted, I wouldn’t try to stop you—or my sluga. You’ve both earned all the happiness and good fortune in the world, I mean that.” 
 
    The corner of Courtney’s mouth curled in a smile. “Thanks,” she said. “Hey, if you’re feeling generous, there is something I’m curious about.” 
 
    Oh? Suddenly I was intrigued. “Shoot,” I said, leaning forward. 
 
    Courtney pursed her lips in thought, wondering how to phrase the question. “There’s something I want to know,” she said by way of preamble. When I didn’t speak, she went on. “I’ve heard all about your adventures against Dracula. I don’t remember any of them, of course—unlike your mates, I have zero memories of the world that bloodsucker created. Not that I want them—what Tessa and Carli have told me about them sound bad enough.” 
 
    I nodded along. “It was pretty fucked up,” I admitted. “But we won.” 
 
    “You did,” Courtney said. “And you got to recreate the whole universe as a reward.” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. 
 
    “That’s what I want to know.” Courtney’s voice dropped to a whisper, and her eyes lit up with honest curiosity. “Once Dracula was dead, you could have created any universe at all. You could’ve done anything you wanted—literally. And yet, you rebuilt things more or less the same as they were, with a few minor tweaks.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said, still nodding. “I’m not hearing a question?” 
 
    Courtney chuckled. “I’m just not used to that sort of behavior from the Dragon,” she said, looking up into the sky. A light snow had just begun to fall from the clouds, coating the grass in the courtyard. “You’re more of a ‘swing for the fences’ kind of guy. I thought you’d have big picture ideas, and make huge changes to the whole world. So I guess my question is… why? Why make the world the way it was before Dracula?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply. 
 
    Only for the answer to cut me off. 
 
    From back in the castle, both of us suddenly heard the sound of a baby crying. One of Carli and Riley’s newborns. 
 
    As she saw the look on my face, Courtney suddenly understood. She looked at me and nodded, her smile widening. “Of course,” she whispered, shaking her head. “You would consider this Heaven, wouldn’t you, sir?” 
 
    I rose from the bench, rubbing the snow off my thighs. “I don’t know about Heaven,” I said, standing over Courtney. My face filled with fatherly pride as a second squalling voice joined the first, and both of my newborn babies cried out for their first food. “But honestly, Court? I just couldn’t think of anything better than this.” 
 
    Then I went back inside to comfort my wives, and introduce the newest little members of the Dragon’s Hoard to the rest of the clan. 
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