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      I nudged open the door of the Remorseless MMA Fight Center and Gym in Mar Vista, Los Angeles, and stepped out to make my way to Venice Boulevard.

      I paused for a moment to put on my sunglasses and re-tie my bootlace. As I did so, I noticed, for the first time, the grazes across the knuckles of my right hand. I had gone three rounds with Remorseless’s self-proclaimed top fighter, Kirk. The motherfucker had a head made of granite.

      It had been a friendly exhibition—an amicable sparring session between gym buddies, you know—where the two of us were meant to pull our punches and take it easy.

      That didn’t happen, of course.

      Two athletic dudes who’d spent months practicing how to knock another person out get into an octagon together, and what do you expect? Well, the chances of them pulling their punches after the bell rings were about as close to zero as you could get.

      “I just keep getting prettier and prettier,” I muttered to myself.

      I ran my fingers over the lump forming on the back of my head. Kirk landed a doozy of a roundhouse to the back of my skull—a kick that would have probably laid out a lesser guy. He had thought me beat. He allowed himself to relax, allowed himself a smile, but hadn’t allowed for the fact that I had a streak of determination in me a mile wide.

      The look on his face, just before I’d connected with my retaliatory spinning back-fist, had been about as priceless as they come. I grinned as I recalled the way Kirk had gone down like a sack of spuds.

      Best fighter my ass, I thought.

      “Yo, Michael!” a voice called from behind me.

      I turned and saw that Rosco was standing in the doorway to the fight club.

      “What’s up, man?” I asked.

      Rosco was part owner of Remorseless and ran the mixed martial arts training.

      “You left your phone in the locker room,” he said. He tossed me my cellphone, and I caught it with the hand that wasn’t holding my backpack.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You looked good up there today, Mike. Fit. Strong,” Rosco said.

      “How’s Kirk?” I asked.

      “You don’t like the guy much, do you?”

      I shrugged. “He’s the sort of dude whose mind seems to be permanently on vacation while his mouth’s working overtime.”

      Rosco gave me a small smile. “That’s about right. Anyway, he’s awake,” he said. “You busted him up pretty good with that spinning back-fist.”

      “I’ve probably done him a favor.”

      I ran a hand through my shoulder-length, shower-wet hair, which I had tied up in a quick bun.

      I touched the lump on my head again. “If ever a son-of-a-bitch needed a helping of humble pie, it was that guy.”

      Rosco snorted. “Hell, that’s going to be the only thing he’s eating for a while. I think you might’ve loosened up a few of his teeth. He says you had the weight advantage on him.”

      I gave a disparaging little laugh. “Muscle weighs more than fat, you remind him of that. Besides, I can lose weight, but he’s always going to be ugly.”

      Rosco laughed. “You don’t worry. You’re as lean a fighter as I’ve ever seen, but you hit as hard as someone with another twenty pounds on you. You come into the office next time you’re in. We need to talk about getting you some real fights.”

      I nodded and waved the phone. “All right. Thanks for the phone. I need this thing. I’ve got a hot date in a little bit.”

      Rosco raised a hand in farewell. “All right, man, well you take it easy. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “You know me, Rosco,” I said, grinning. “I’m a perfect fucking gentleman. Just ask old Kirk up there.”

      I walked down Mountain View Avenue for a few blocks, then turned on to Victoria Avenue. It wasn’t the most direct route to Venice, where I was meeting this Tinder date that I had set up, but it meant that I wouldn’t have to walk along next to the 187, which was always busy as hell. Despite having been raised on concrete, I had always felt an affinity for the wide-open spaces—although the furthest I had ever traveled was Las Vegas.

      I made my way through a couple of alleyways, crossed Beethoven Street, and turned down Lucille Avenue. As I walked along, I thumbed through my phone and re-read a few of the messages that I’d received recently.

      For a man with no fixed address and only the possessions that I had in my backpack, I had certainly been doing pretty well when it came to socializing with the opposite sex. I hadn’t been so much dipping a toe in the dating pool as jumping off the high-dive board and cannonballing into it.

      I tweaked down an alleyway that would point me in a more Venice-esque direction. Then, I came to a halt as a text came through on my WhatsApp.

      It was from the Tinder chick that I was on my way to meet.

      I had just messaged her and told her that I was still about half an hour away from the bar we had agreed to meet at, and she had just replied with a picture of herself.

      Oh boy, I said, feeling my pulse pick up from the image on my cell.

      In the picture, she was standing in front of a mirror. She was topless, showing off a pair of incredible, pert breasts and dressed only in a red g-string. Under the picture, the young woman had written:

      

      “That’s all good. I only live 5 mins away. Having a bit of a fashion dilemma. What do you think of my outfit so far?”

      

      I doubted she was going to get let into any bars dressed like that, but I couldn’t deny that she was off to a very good start. I was about to text her back, voicing my approval of her choice of attire, when there was a scuffle of feet from behind me. With only that brief warning, someone barged into my shoulder from behind and snatched my phone from out of my hand.

      “What the fu—!” I said as the thief boosted off up the alleyway, moving fast as a scalded cat.

      The image of the blonde that I was supposed to be meeting flashed back into my mind. Those exquisite tits, the blue eyes that were full of confidence and promise, the legs that went up to here…

      “Not fucking likely, asshole,” I growled, and took off after the phone snatcher.

      The guy was fast, there could be no denying that. He also had the advantage of having grabbed my phone at a run, while I had been stationary.

      I, however, had the power of righteous anger on my side. I also had—if that photo had been anything to go by and we were being honest about it—a sure thing with a hot piece of ass riding on the line.

      The thief made a sharp right and sprinted down Glydon Court. I followed, already running at full speed now.

      The little shit who had stolen my phone might have been going like a particularly anxious bat out of hell, but I was in the best shape that I had ever been in. One-hundred and ninety pounds and six-foot-one of lean, hard muscle.

      This guy, whoever he was, better hope that he could outrun me. If he didn’t, he’d spend the rest of his evening picking his teeth up out of the gutter.

      The thief sprinted across Carlton Way, narrowly dodging an oncoming cab. The cabbie slammed on his brakes and leaned on the horn as he came within an inch of inadvertently parking his vehicle in the robber’s rectum.

      Without slowing, I vaulted across the hood of the cab, using my hands to propel myself clear across the width of the vehicle. I heard a couple of pedestrians cry out as I leapt onto a bench, used a post box as a stepping stone, and carried on after the thief, without ever breaking stride.

      The thief was in a hoodie, but the hood had come off as he ran. I caught a glimpse of his face as he sprinted on. He was white, with dark circles under his eyes and a mop of greasy blonde hair.

      Junkie, most likely, I thought to myself.

      Which meant that I’d have to be careful when I caught him—I didn’t fancy getting stuck with anything when I was using his face to sweep the sidewalk.

      The thieving junkie swung a sharp left and gunned it down Vienna Way before he dodged and jinked his way through the traffic on Penmar Avenue and zoomed off down Superba Avenue.

      I was, as the 5-0 might say, in hot pursuit. My teeth were gritted and the perfect funbags of my Tinder date bounced around in the forefront of my mind, like the mental equivalent of a dangling sugarcube in front of a racehorse. As I boosted through the traffic on Penmar—fulfilling a private dream of mine by sliding across the broad hood of a Cadillac El Dorado—I realized that I was really enjoying myself.

      Once he was on Superba, the thief started trying to utilize the suburbs to his advantage. He was pretty fleet on his feet—I doubted he had expected me to give chase—and was leaping over the fences that divided the houses.

      “Give it up, man!” I called.

      The guy in the hoodie scrambled up onto a trashcan and knocked it over as he jumped the fence it stood against. The fencing looked cheap and sun-bleached so, without slowing down, I simply smashed through it. Splinters exploded outward, and somewhere off to my left a dog started yapping away. It probably looked quite cool, but it slowed me a little and allowed the thief to gain a few more yards on me.

      By dodging and weaving and leaping around like a fucking tick on steroids, the thief managed to make his way from Superba to Nowita Place and across to Palms Boulevard. He tried his best to shake me, he really did. If my cardiovascular fitness hadn’t been so high, the sticky-fingered little a-hole would have gotten away. Unfortunately for him though, I was fit and stayed with him.

      I ran up a kid’s slide and vaulted off it to avoid a bicycle that the thief threw behind him to try and trip me. He slipped through a chain-link gate in front of me and managed to lock it before I could reach him.

      As he ran on, I used an adjacent garage wall to springboard up and onto the top of the gate and vaulted over the top of it. I dropped the eight feet, allowed my knees to absorb the impact, rolled onto my feet, and carried on running.

      The blood was rushing in my ears and the breath burning in my chest as we turned into a deserted alleyway that ran between two blocks of houses. Dumpsters and trash cans lined the back alley, and dog turds littered the place like curled landmines.

      I was about ten yards behind the thief, and closing, when a woman appeared out from behind a dumpster as he boosted past. She was tall, thin, and angular. Leggy as any supermodel (and I had seen my fair share of those in this town), she wore her red hair in a high ponytail, and her eyes were so green they cut through the dusk like emerald LEDs.

      As the thief passed the hiding place that she had stepped out from, she whipped a long, gleaming, curved dagger from a sheath at her belt. In one smooth motion, she spun across the thief’s path and swept it upward.

      By the time the thief screamed, the blade was already sheathed again.

      Blood fountained into the air. The thief carried on for a stride or two, then dropped like he’d just run into an invisible clothesline. Guts—purple, gray, and deep pink—spilled out across the alleyway as he fell to the ground.

      I skidded to a halt, almost falling as my boots fought to find purchase on the loose gravel of the alleyway.

      A pale orangey-colored sack, which might have been his stomach, flopped out of the thief’s gaping wound. His leg twitched and kicked feebly a few times as his eyes glazed over.

      Then he lay still.

      Blood began to pool around him, soaking into his gray hoodie and the discarded Playboy magazine beneath him.

      I had seen a lot of brutal shit in the MMA octagon. I had seen a lot of guys get knocked out, busted open, and had their bones broken.

      But I had never seen someone eviscerated before. That sort of shit was generally frowned upon in gyms and properly scheduled fights. Yeah, I didn’t have to rack my brain long to know seeing that was definitely a first for me. I summed up my thoughts on the matter with an eloquence that would have done Terry Pratchett proud.

      “Holy fucking fuckcakes! Are you nuts? Look what you just did to that junkie dumbass!”

      For her part, the mystery woman only gave me a look of such ultimate coolness that you might have found it in the freezer aisle at Trader Joe’s next to the taquitos. She cocked her pretty head at me and said, “Your quarry has been neutralized.”

      “Neutralized? I’d fucking say so! I doubt you get any more neutralized than having your goddamn spleen lying under an old copy of Playboy!” I shook my head in stunned amazement. “And my quarry?” I asked incredulously. “You don’t hear anyone talk like that outside of a Robert Jordan novel.”

      Bizarrely, it was only now that I was taking the time to really look at her that I realized what she was dressed in. She wore what was unmistakably armor. A gleaming steel breastplate painted a verdant green, stitched into supple-looking leather, with buffed pauldrons protecting her shoulders. On these armored shoulder guards, which looked like what the terminator might wear when he went out rollerblading, I noticed that there was an etching of a reptile of some kind.

      In any other town, this getup might have signaled someone who had left reality in their rearview mirror. In Los Angeles though, it wasn’t completely indicative of a total lunatic. This chick could have come from a day on set somewhere, working on some fantasy epic or HBO special. I mean, yeah, she’d just neatly disemboweled a running target, but maybe she’d just been in the area and done a good—but grisly—deed.

      Despite the fact that the dumbass thief had kind of reaped what he’d sown, I knelt down and checked his pulse. I was already certain that he didn’t have one, but on the off-chance that this was some elaborate prank, I decided to anyway.

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” the young woman said in the same uber-chilled and slightly melodic voice. “He is quite dead, I assure you.”

      “Quite dead, huh?” I said evenly. I prised my phone out of the guy’s dead fingers and pocketed it. He was definitely dead. And this was definitely not a prank organized by some idiot on YouTube. “I would never have guessed by the way his intestines are tangled around his ankles.”

      “Yes, there’ll be no need for you to finish him,” my armor-clad savior told me helpfully.

      “Great news,” I said drily. My natural calm was beginning to reassert itself now. This was not the first body that I had seen in my transient L.A. life.

      I looked the woman up and down then. Taking in every inch of her, from the heels of her travel-stained leather boots to the tips of her pointed ears.

      Pointed ears…

      “Uh,” I said, getting to my feet and subconsciously relaxing into a fighting stance, “I don’t suppose you mind telling me who you are, and what you were doing behind this dumpster?”

      The woman’s eyes widened for a moment and put a hand to her mouth. “Of course,” she said. “How rude of me.”

      I glanced down at the cooling corpse. I felt that had probably been the low point, as far as manners were concerned.

      “My name,” the woman continued, “is Elenari, Hunter of Wyrmwood, Bearer of Gharmon, the Emerald Dragon.”

      I nodded. “Right,” I said, “well, I’m Michael Gilmore.” Thinking that we might as well get the next bit over and done with, I added, “And you are a member of which species…?”

      Elenari cocked her head to the side once again. Even though I had some poor bastard’s blood staining the toes of my Timberlands, I couldn’t help but find the gesture alluring. She regarded me solemnly from those deep jade eyes of hers.

      “I’m an elf,” she said simply.

      And there it is, I thought. Just as I expected; she’s one fry short of a happy meal.

      Although my initial estimation of this woman was that she was as nutty as squirrel shit, there was a little nagging voice in the back of my head. It was my subconscious telling me that this chick, this Elenari as she called herself, was about as elvish a woman as I had ever read about.

      People were always surprised to learn that I was an avid reader of fantasy and sci-fi. It was a sadly common misconception that, just because I was capable of handling my own, I wouldn’t be interested in any book longer than the TV Guide. Living such a transient life though—ever since I had been booted out of home at fifteen—left a lot of time for reading, and books were portable and didn’t require batteries.

      I stood up. I was at least a foot taller than the self-proclaimed elf and must have weighed twice what she did. However, she stood before me totally at her ease, radiating a self-assurance and confidence that I could feel more than see.

      Her emerald eyes moved slowly over my body. “You stand as a warrior should,” she mused to herself, running a thumb over the pommel of the curved dagger at her belt. Her head straightened, and she looked at me through narrowed eyes. “Tell me,” she said, “are you a woman?”

      “What?” I asked.

      Considering the plethora of things that this stranger could have said to me after abruptly murdering someone in front of my eyes, a question about my gender was the last thing I would have expected.

      “You are not a woman, are you?” Elenari asked me again.

      “No,” I said, “I am not a woman.” I pointed at my face. “There’s the stubble for one thing.” Then I pointed south of the belt that held up my jeans. “Then there’s the… Well, you know. There’s that.”

      Elenari ran her gaze over me once more. Was it my imagination, or did her eyes linger on my crotch a little longer than was necessary?

      “Strange,” the elf woman said.

      I looked from her to the eviscerated body of the thief lying amidst the detritus of modern humanity; an empty Fritos bag, a crushed Mountain Dew can, and a few torn pages from the Playboy magazine.

      “What the fuck is not strange about this?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      Elenari shook her head. “No, it’s just that the seer must have been referring to you—she couldn’t have been referring to him,” and she gave the corpse at her feet a nudge with her boot.

      “The seer…” I said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes, the seer,” said Elenari, as if she was explaining something to a child. “She told me that the warrior I was supposed to be meeting would be here. You have the long, brown hair that I saw in my dream, but I could not see your face and only assumed that you were a woman. Besides, for you to be a man, well, that would be the greatest thing to happen to my world since the beginning of the last age. No wonder the seer told me to beware of assumptions when I left the council that I sought with her.”

      I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I had a sinking feeling that, no matter what happened here, I wasn’t going to have the pleasure of meeting Titty McSweetass, or whatever the hell her name was, for our Tinder-crafted rendezvous this evening.

      “Why is it so odd that I’m a man?” I asked.

      Elenari pursed her lips and then said, “Because a man cannot be bonded to a dragon.”

      I blinked. You would have thought that the whole slaughtering of a running thief in a Los Angeles alleyway thing was the wackiest part of this whole interaction, but nope.

      “A dragon?” I asked. I realized that my hair was all over my face from the chase. Slowly, I re-tied it as I tried to give my brain a few seconds to play catch-up. “What, is that like a euphemism or something? Is this some weird fetish thing that Tinder has brought in? ‘Cause, if it is, I’ve got to say I’m a little behind the eight-ball on this one.”

      Elenari gave me a puzzled look. “You don’t know what a dragon is?” she asked me.

      “Well, look, I know what I think a dragon is,” I said, “but it can’t be what you’re referring to. You say dragon, I think fire-breathing beasts that make their beds on piles of hoarded and ill-gotten gold.”

      “Ridiculous,” Elenari said.

      “Right,” I agreed, glad that this chick hadn’t gone completely off the deep end.

      “Yes,” Elenari said. “What use would dragons have for beds of hoarded gold? They covet nothing more than battle and glory and the fall of their enemies.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said.

      “And, while they don’t sleep as we do, they take their rest and regenerate while lying dormant in their crystal homes,” Elenari told me.

      I didn’t really have much to say to this. I mean, what the fuck can you say to that without sounding either sarcastic or like a complete crackpot?

      “Hm,” was all that came out of my mouth. Then I managed, “I can’t help but think though, that if dragons were to exist, they’d be pretty damn easy to spot, wouldn’t they?”

      Elenari pointed over my shoulder. “I think you might be surprised, Michael. You didn’t see him after all.”

      I turned, and I came nose to nose with a dragon. At least, it was either a dragon or some species of enormous lizard that I had yet to see anywhere. Ever. Then there were the wings, of course. The fucking thing had wings.

      “That’s a… that’s a dragon then?” I managed, fighting the twin urge to lash out with a roundhouse kick, while simultaneously running for the San Gabriel Mountains. Something in me told me that my best course of action here was to hold my ground. Besides, I’d never run from a fight before. I’d never run from anything.

      The dragon was about the size of a panther, and the first thought that struck me was that here was a perfect killing machine. It was the same feeling that you got when you saw a picture of a great white shark or a Nile crocodile. It was the visceral feeling that here was something that was to be respected and feared. It was the same feeling that men must have been experiencing ever since they climbed down out of the trees and started poking about in places they shouldn’t.

      The dragon was a luscious, vibrant, vital green. The same color green, I realized, as Elenari’s eyes. It was scaled like a snake, each individual scale slotting into place with the ones around it to form a flowing, mercurial armor. They looked thick, those scales. Tough and leathery almost, but with a captivating iridescent sheen to them. Its large, three-toed feet ended in claws that reminded me more of blunt trauma than surgery.

      The dragon leaped with a cat-like grace that I had not been expecting onto the top of the dumpster nearest me. Its leathery wings were folded tight along its flanks.

      Spines that looked very much like the leaves of some otherworldly, spiny succulent plant ran from the sharp horn on its snout, down its body—getting larger in the middle and tapering off toward the tail—before ending at a sort of spiked club at the tail-end.

      The dragon let out a soft snort, and my light jacket blew open with the power of it. Its breath smelled like you might expect; strong with the coppery scent of old blood, charred meat, and sulfuric smoke.

      I coughed.

      The creature’s eyes—set above a mouth stuffed with the sort of teeth that would make Venom look like the dog from Marley & Me—were what really held my attention though. They were old eyes—crazy old. They were intelligent, patient, and completely without fear.

      In an instant, I truly believed—before my good old human brain could impose the cynical disbelief that shelters us all from the things that we can’t rationally explain—that here was a thing that was not from our world.
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      I blinked. So did the dragon.

      “Holy shit,” I said. “They’re—they’re real.”

      I reached out a hand to the green beast and before it could retract its sinuous neck, laid a hand to one scaly cheek. It was as smooth and strong as I had thought it would be, and hot too. It was like holding my hand to a kettle that had just boiled.

      I pulled my hand away and let out a little laugh of disbelief. What else could I do? I was face to face with a creature that had been inscribed in human legend for millennia. It was goddamn insane.

      “He let you touch him. . .” Elenari said in an awed voice.

      My eyes were still fixed on the magnificent creature sitting on the dumpster like a fucking prehistoric parody of a cat on a fence. “Is that not normal?” I asked the elf woman.

      “Wanting to touch a dragon is normal,” Elenari replied in her lilting accent. “Having your arm still attached to your body after actually doing it is not normal. You have no fear.”

      I grinned at the Emerald Dragon. “Why would I be scared of it? The worst it can do is kill me, right? You can’t let fear get in your way. I’ve seen fear cripple people more effectively than a baseball bat to the kneecap.”

      I tore my gaze away from the dragon and looked at Elenari.

      “Is this for real?” I asked. “Are you real?”

      Elenari frowned as if she did not understand.

      “Am I real?” she asked. “But, of course. Do I not eat and breathe and live? Do you not feel this?” Her hand shot out in a vicious backhand. Unthinkingly, my own hand flashed out and caught her wrist in a grip of iron. Still, the force of her blow almost sent my own hand jerking back into my face. I had a feeling that, had she really intended to strike me with serious force, she would have busted my lip open. For such a slight woman, I was amazed at her strength.

      A smile split Elenari’s face, showing off a set of brilliant white teeth. “You must be the one that I was sent to find,” she said when I had released my arm. “A powerful Earthling man, with a natural affinity for dragons… Such a thing has not been seen in our world for centuries!”

      “Your world?” I repeated.

      Elenari waved my question away. She seemed, in spite of her reserve—which I found to be typically elvish somehow—to be rather excited. She reached into the neck of her leather jerkin and pulled out a thong—not the red, lacy variety that the Tinder girl had sent me a picture of earlier, but a cord—on the end of which was a black crystal. She removed the crystal from the end of the thong and tossed it to me.

      I caught the crystal. It was an opaque black—not completely clear—and smoky in the center. It sat in my palm, heavy and oddly warm, like it had been sitting out in the sun.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      In a distant corner of my head, I couldn’t help but be amazed at what the human brain was capable of momentarily setting aside. Here I was, asking a seemingly innocuous question about something that could have been taken from some kid’s crystal collection when, not ten feet away, a dead body lay with its guts spilled over the street and a dragon sat watching me.

      “It is the final test,” Elenari answered.

      “Test for what?” I looked up and down the alleyway to make sure that there was no one coming.

      “The test to see whether you are one of us,” Elenari said simply.

      “Looks like one of those stones that meant to change color depending on what mood you’re in,” I said.

      “It is a stone that will allow you to summon your dragon,” Elenari said, in the chilled voice of someone explaining how to use a new app. “Though, I do not think that you, as a male, will be able to wield it.”

      I couldn’t help but scoff. “Oh yeah, because me having a dick is the crazy part about this whole scenario.”

      Elenari frowned at me. “Is that so?”

      I cast an eye at the dragon, whose name was apparently Gharmon, who was sitting behind me. It was watching me with the intensity of a cat looking at a mousehole. I took a deep breath.

      “Okay, look,” I said. “Say I go along with you here. Say I decide to overlook the fact that you just almost cut a man in half in the middle of fucking Mar Vista—not that I’m saying he wasn’t asking for it but, you know, it was, in retrospect only an iPhone 8, and some people might think that sort of punishment was a little harsh. Say I decide to roll with this whole absurd sequence of events—even though I have a sneaking suspicion this might be some intense trip brought on by a concussion.” I paused and puffed out my cheeks. “Saying all that, how might one go about summoning a dragon?”

      Elenari stared at me apprehensively. “I should have known that this might be difficult,” she said. “I have only been at the academy a few months myself, you see. I’m not an expert, you understand, but I’m a bloody scholar compared to an Earthling like yourself.”

      I didn’t retort to this barb. She was undoubtedly right. I was half certain that this was some elaborate hallucination.

      There was a scream from one end of the alleyway. I glanced up and saw a short, fat man pointing in our direction, toward the body on the ground, the woman dressed like she was on her way to a cosplay orgy, and the dragon on the dumpster. Shrieking and tossing down the shopping bags he’d been carrying, the man vanished from sight.

      “Crap,” I said. If this chick was to head back to wherever she’d come from now and leave me here, I doubted the LAPD would believe the old “it-wasn’t-me-it-was-a-dragon” excuse.

      “Hold the crystal, and your dragon interface should appear on it,” Elenari instructed me.

      I pushed aside the horde of cynical replies that popped into my head. The crystal was still in my palm, still as warm as something that was, well, warm-blooded. I stared into its black surfaces.

      Far off, but growing louder, I heard the sound of a police siren. With a desperation born of not wanting to end up in Pelican Bay State Prison, I willed the crystal to fucking show me something.

      I gasped in amazement. A small interface had indeed appeared out of the crystal smoke and inscribed itself on the surface I was looking at.

      It read:

      

      
        	Head [insufficient skill]

        	Chest [insufficient skill]

        	Right Arm

        	Left Arm [insufficient skill]

        	Legs

        	Weapon Slot A [insufficient skill]

        	Weapon Slot B [[insufficient skill]

        	Wings [insufficient skill]

        	Titan [insufficient skill]

      

      

      All of the slots that ended with “insufficient skill” were also grayed out with what looked like smoke. The ones that weren’t were marked LEGS and RIGHT ARM.

      “You see the interface?” the elf woman asked me as the police siren drew slowly closer and was joined by another siren.

      “Yeah,” I breathed, “I see it.”

      “The list that you see, are the places in which you can ‘insert’ your dragon,” she explained, with commendable patience for someone looking at twenty to life.

      “And the ones that have been sort of colored in by smoke?” I asked.

      “You need to grow in power before you can access those slots,” Elenari said.

      “I see,” I said, not seeing at all.

      “Now, my dragon is currently occupying my legs slot,” Elenari continued. “This is the slot that I suppose you could say is most relevant to travel. Depending on your need, personal magical ability, and surroundings, your dragon will take the form most conducive to overland or air travel.”

      I nodded, not having a fucking clue what she was talking about.

      “Sounds like something from a video game,” I said, but the elf didn’t hear me.

      “Your dragon is contained in the crystal,” Elenari said.

      I looked at her blankly. “There’s a dragon in the crystal?” I tapped the crystal with a thumbnail. “Must be pretty fucking small.”

      Elenari rolled her eyes. “The dragon’s purest form—its essence is inside the crystal. You need only impose your will on that essence, select the slot you wish the dragon to occupy, and call it forth with your mind.”

      I recalled all those movies where the hero had to battle the memory of how he let his uncle die or some shit, so that he can tap into his inner strength and learn how to do something or defeat the baddie or whatever. In my present situation, though, I discovered that all the dude in question really needed to do was envision having a few squad cars of LA’s finest coming for his ass. The thought of all those nine-mil pistols waiting to point their evil little muzzles in my direction really helped to sharpen my mind.

      As I stared at the black crystal, I imagined the crude shape of a dragon. I took this mental picture and mentally slotted it into the ‘legs’ slot on my interface. I did this in much the same way that a video game would set it out—and tried to convince Los Angeles to let me spawn a mythical beast in its midst.

      There was a flash of heat, as if I had walked past the open door of a furnace.

      Then another dragon was standing in front of me in the alleyway.

      “Holy shit, would you check that out,” I said to myself.

      This new dragon was as different to Gharmon the Emerald Dragon as a cayman was from a crocodile. Similar, and yet most definitely different.

      For one thing, this new arrival was the size of a horse. It was also as black as sable, as black as the space between the stars, like it was wearing midnight. It had a faint pearlescent sheen to it too, like it might have been coated in oil. Its limbs, compared to that of the Emerald Dragon, were slim, with muscles knotted along with them like dumbbells strung along steel cables. The beast’s claws, rather than looking like blunt punching tools, appeared sharp enough to cut through plate steel like butter. Its teeth glinted like Satan’s steak knives.

      The black dragon’s eyes regarded me somberly, without malice, and I realized that the dragon was waiting for me to make the first move.

      “An Onyx Dragon!” Elenari gasped. “Can it really be? Not only are you potentially the first male dragonmancer in eons, but you also have an Onyx Dragon.”

      I held out my hand. The Onyx Dragon stuck out its snout—with its trio of small sharp horns at the tip—and took a long slow breath in. It blinked, and its eyelids closed together from side to side instead of from the top and the bottom.

      “What’s so crazy about that?” I asked as my fingers brushed the scaly snout and ran up the line of a jaw that looked powerful enough to crush my head like a grape.

      “I thought they were extinct,” the red-headed elf replied. “They were all supposed to have been wiped out during the Massacre of the Aeries.”

      As the Onyx Dragon and I gazed at one another, the sound of the encroaching sirens faded away to a murmur in the background. The mythical beast’s deep breathing seemed to boom in my head.

      I grinned. Could this actually be happening? Could my Timberlands really be coated in the blood of that jackass that tried to steal my phone? Were the cops really on their way? More pertinently, was there a pair of dragons sitting to either side of me?

      The Onyx Dragon broke our locked gaze, and the world came flooding back. Then, with the sure, sharp movement of something that feared nothing, it turned its head and looked at the corpse lying a few feet away. The pupils of its amber eyes dilated, and the dragon moved toward the body.

      I was struck with a sudden premonition as to what was going to happen next. It seemed highly inevitable.

      “Guess we’re not going to have to worry about whether he gets buried or crema—” I began to mutter.

      The dragon stuck its graceful neck out, extending it a good five feet or so, and let rip with a sudden burst of blinding fire. The brick walls of the alley in which we stood glowed in the intensity of the light given off. The litter and dog shit and other debris in the alley shriveled or was blown away. The dragon’s flame was so hot that it burned almost white, with flickering tongues of shadow rippling through it. It was less like a tongue of flame as I had so often read about in books, and more like the afterburner of Maverick’s F-14 Tomcat out of Top Gun—or so it seemed in the flesh.

      After making these fleeting observations, I had to close my eyes or run the risk of going completely blind. My eyelids glowed red for a second or two more, and then the heat and light faded.

      Before I opened my eyes, I heard the steady clink-clink-clink sound of cooling bricks and smelled the nauseatingly familiar scent of roasting meat.

      I swallowed, steeling myself, and said in what I hoped was a light voice, “So, the Onyx Dragon is more a barbecue guy than a carpaccio guy, huh?”

      My eyelids creaked open. I was just in time to see the Onyx Dragon’s large reptilian head lunge out and grab the corpse of the unfortunate almost-thief. The body did not look much like a person anymore, which was the saving grace. I’d had a rather eventful evening already and it wasn’t even 5pm yet. I doubted the old cranium would have been able to process watching a former human being eaten. As it was, the cadaver now looked like a sausage that had been burnt to fuck on the grill. It was mostly black, with a few glistening streaks of red and pink running along it.

      “Chaos magic,” Elenari said.

      “Chaos magic?” I asked, blinking sunspots out of my eyes.

      “That’s why the flame is black and white,” Elenari explained. “That is the physical manifestation of chaos magic—the magic which Onyx Dragons employ.”

      “Chaos magic…” I said, liking the sound of that somehow. “Fucking aye…”

      The Onyx Dragon gave the dead thief a jerk, an action that reminded me of the way that chickens killed and broke apart lizards. I’d witnessed it while hitchhiking around Northern California when I’d stayed a week at a farm to earn some money. It had always struck me as a particularly violent and prehistoric action. Like the way that the T-Rex in Jurassic Park ate that dude on the toilet... sort of.

      Such was the power of the dragon, that the extra-crispy thief was ripped cleanly in two. With some savage jaw work, the onyx beast crunched and ripped up the dead thief’s upper torso and swallowed it with the incredible dexterity of throat and mouth that enabled crocodiles to gulp down whole wildebeest heads.

      Elenari watched impassively as the dragon disposed of the evidence, far more efficiently than Tony Soprano ever could have.

      “Oh and look,” I said, “the legs just go down a fucking treat. Like slurping up those last two strands of spaghetti.”

      The incredible sable creature finished its meal, stretched its coal-black wings, refolded them, and then looked up at me.

      Clear as day, I read the expression in its ancient sage eyes.

      What now? they asked.

      “Shit, I guess I should give you a name, huh?” I said, patting the dragon’s scaly snout. “Where’s the harm in naming you?” I pulled out my phone, only realizing now that it was slightly sticky with blood. I had a quick Google, picking the Latin—old and classy, like the dragon itself—word for “night.”

      “Noctis,” I said, running my hand down the sinuous neck. “That sounds right.”

      The sound of sirens was all around us now. If the cops didn’t have us bottled up in this alleyway within two-minutes, then it wouldn’t be much longer after. I could feel my pulse picking up, as it did before I stepped into an octagon for a fight. I almost felt the adrenaline being released into my system.

      I turned to Elenari. There might have been two dragons in my immediate vicinity, but I made the mental decision to put my awe and amazement on hold for a minute.

      “You have to tell me what is going on, and you have to do it fucking fast,” I said to the beautiful elf. “Because we’re about to have a whole lot of trouble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I was expecting Elenari, to play it all coy and evasive. It’s what the situation would have called for had it been produced by D.B Weiss and David Benioff. Thankfully, this was real life, and Elenari clearly wasn’t clueless as to the significance of the approaching sirens.

      “I was sent here—sent to find you—for a reason, Michael Gilmore,” the elf woman said. “There is a seer—I suppose an Earthling like you would call her a witch—who lives in the grounds of the Drako Academy. She tends the gardens there. Gardens that remind me of my home…”

      I snapped my fingers a couple of times. “I’m going to need the Late Late Show summation of these events, yeah?” I said. I cast my eyes up and down the alleyway. There seemed to be some commotion at one end, the sound of cars honking their horns and people yelling.

      Elenari might not have understood my reference, but she certainly grasped my tone. She flushed and then continued. “This seer is a kindly old soul, known once to have cast prophecies that etched the future of our world, but now she simply tends the gardens. I often went to speak with her and help her weed and prune.”

      “Shit, Elenari,” I said. “Quick version!”

      The elf nodded, glancing herself down the other end of the alley. “The seer used Luck Dragon blood on a portal-scroll. She told me that this scroll would transport me to a place where I would find the person who would save the Mystocean Empire, find the person that would be able to multiply the dragons once more. I experienced a brief vision, where I saw you from behind but not your face. It’s why I never considered that you’d be a man.”

      “I’m gonna be frank with you, Elenari,” I said. “None of that made a blind bit of sense to me. You’re saying that I’m this person that is meant to save an Empire and multiply dragons?”

      Elenari nodded and gestured at the Onyx Dragon that was still eyeing me intently. “I found you here, and you passed the test. What is most significant though, is that you are a man. Finding such a one as you cannot be mere chance.”

      There was the screeching of rubber as the black and white rides of the LAPD’s boys and girls in blue pulled up and corked each end of the alley that ran between the back gardens of two streets of houses.

      Doors slammed. Instructions that I couldn’t make out were yelled as cops piled out of their vehicles.

      Elenari observed the cops through sanguine eyes. She didn’t look at all like she had just become the meat in a shit sandwich. I took this to mean that she had an ace up her sleeve, or else she was so far off the reservation that she was coming back around from the other side.

      “Will you come with me?” she asked simply.

      I looked into her emerald eyes. My gaze ran down and followed the line of her angular jaw, down her neck to the open collar of her jerkin that plunged down to…

      I almost asked where she wanted me to go. What with the gathering firepower at either end of the alley though, this question was pretty much moot. So long as wherever we were going wasn’t jail, that was all good with me.

      Abruptly, every fiber of my being hoped that what I was experiencing was true and real and not just some fucked up chemical dream created by a knock on the head. I had lived a transient, unsettled life on Earth and had enjoyed almost all of it. How much cooler might it be living the life of a nomad in some other world? Did I want to try my hand at being this dragon-riding badass if I could?

      Of course, I did, I answered myself.

      “I’m in,” I said, nodding and shooting the elven woman a quick smile. There was no denying it, delusional or not delusional, she was a damn fox.

      Something rubbed up against me, almost pushing me over. I turned about and saw that Noctis the Onyx Dragon had given me—what I hoped was—a friendly head nudge.

      “You’re happy about that, are you?” I asked.

      Noctis blinked in a way that I instinctively knew was in the affirmative.

      Next to me, Elenari had fished out a small, furled scroll from her pocket and was reading it under her breath.

      “Will your dragon back into the crystal,” she said to me.

      I did it without thinking, closing my eyes and inwardly housing the dragon back inside the crystal that I still clutched in my palm.

      There was a distorted squeal that heralded a loud-hailer being turned on.

      “Hurry, and take my hand!” Elenari cried.

      I opened my eyes. My dragon was gone, and so was Gharmon the Emerald Dragon, who had been sitting on the dumpster. Elenari grabbed me by the wrist in that surprisingly strong grip of hers and pull me through a—

      —through a goddamn window that had been cut from the very fabric of the alley. It was like my entire surroundings had been nothing more than a material backdrop to something beyond, as if I was in a version of The Truman Show with a far smaller budget.

      And, not knowing what the fuck lay ahead of me, but understanding that a series of really awkward questions from the police awaited me if I stayed, I stepped through the portal.

      There was no dramatic swirling and contorting of reality, no pulling apart and rebuilding of bodily molecules as my essence traveled across both time and space. Not that I noticed. I stepped from Earth into whatever world it was that Elenari was leading me. From the blood and soot-stained concrete of an alleyway into the mildewy, fragrant leaf mold of a thick wood. My stomach lurched slightly, like I had missed a step going downstairs, but that was about it.

      “Holy fuck,” I said, basically exactly mimicking what Sam Gamgee said when he got caught eavesdropping on Gandalf and Frodo when they were discussing the ring.

      I whipped my head around and was just in time to see the portal close behind us. It looked like the material world was healing itself, the background of the scene knitting itself back together. I heard a last distant shout of confusion from one of the cops, and then Los Angeles vanished, and I was staring at the bole of some gnarly old tree.

      It was the smell of the place that convinced me I had just teleported to another world. You couldn’t fake that smell. It was the smell of ancient trees and flowing sap, of leaves that had fallen and rotted and had more leaves piled on top of them. It was the smell of age and time.

      A smile spread across my face. This was like a dream! Only, it was far better than a dream because it was real.

      I was really in another fucking world!

      “How—how did we just casually step from one world to another?” I asked when I had managed to sort the queue of questions that were jostling and shoving each other to be the first out of my mouth.

      Elenari looked distracted, but she held up the scroll in her hand.

      “This is a portal-scroll,” she said absently, her eyes darting from one tree trunk to another. “It is written in the blood of a Luck Dragon—a breed that can pass from one world to another as their fancy takes them, though they seldom move at all unless goaded. These scrolls can take you to the worlds that the spell written on them states.”

      “Magic scroll,” I said, trying to pretend that was totally normal, “written in blood. Yeah. Obviously.”

      Elenari took a long breath in through her nose. I saw her nostrils dilate as she sniffed at the still, damp air.

      “You don’t look entirely pleased to be here,” I said.

      I ran my own gaze over the knobby and twisted trunks of the cedars and firs that surrounded us, pressing in on every side.

      “The scroll was not supposed to bring us here,” Elenari said. Her hand crept to the hilt of the curved dagger that hung at her belt. Only half-consciously, I relaxed into my fighter’s stance; setting my feet and opening my legs so that I was nicely balanced to both attack and defend.

      I’d never been much of a boy for drawn-out silences. “Hey,” I said brightly, “this wouldn’t happen to be the Wyrmwood, would it? You know the one that you mentioned in your sweet-ass introduction?”

      There was mist sitting low to the ground in places, and the branches of trees, though far above our heads, were so dense that there was more wood and leaves over us than sky.

      Elenari spared me a glance and gave me a curt nod. “Yes, it is,” she replied.

      “Well, this is your hood then, isn’t it?” I said. “Your homeland,” I amended when I caught the blank look on the elf’s face.

      “Yes, but just because a place is your home, does not necessarily make it safe,” Elenari replied.

      I thought of places like Skid Row, West Adams, and Lincoln Heights back in L.A. I had gotten into my fair share of scrapes in neighborhoods like that, and people most definitely called those places home.

      Elenari looked about as on her guard as I had ever seen a woman look before.

      “The old seer must not have drawn the return scroll properly,” she murmured to herself. She motioned to me and drew her dagger. “Follow me,” she said.

      I followed Elenari through the dense wood.

      We wended our way between trees that looked like they had stood since the dawn of time, clambered over rotten logs, and ducked through curtains of lichen the color of lapis lazuli stone.

      Parasitic mushrooms bloomed from a few of the trees, so big that I could have snapped them off and used them as an umbrella if the weather turned. There wasn’t much in the way of birdsong, but by the time I heard the harsh croaking of a raven or a crow or something like that, I wasn’t surprised in the least.

      Elenari moved like a wild thing, like a ghost, through the trees. She flitted from shadow to shadow on nimble feet, the blade in her hand gleaming with eldritch light. I followed along behind her, my body primed and ready to fight if we had to.

      It was hard trying to concentrate on listening and watching out for potential danger when the forest itself was so captivating. The only other forests that I had been in were the redwood forests in northern California. They were impressive of course, but the wood we were stalking through now was awe-inspiring in a totally different way. It was a formidable place, the sort of environment from which monsters and legends must spring. It was Fangorn Forest on a comedown.

      I approached Elenari as she paused at the base of an enormous tree that had finally had enough and toppled over.

      “This place, the Wyrmwood,” I said in a low voice, “what sort of malicious a-hole creatures live in a place like this? You know, I’ve been through neighborhoods where you could just feel trouble mounting, the longer you were in there. I get that feeling with this place. I mean, there’s mist pooling in the hollows and around the roots of these trees, Elenari. That’s not a good sign, everyone knows that! This is exactly the sort of neck of the woods that I’d expect fucking gob—”

      Elenari laid a hand across my lips. She was obviously telling me to put a sock in it, but I felt my always simmering sex-drive give a little lurch, nevertheless. Her hand was soft and smelled of pine needles and wood smoke.

      “Through there,” she mouthed, jerking a thumb over her shoulder.

      I crept over the edge of the fallen tree and cautiously poked my head over the top. For a full thirty seconds, I stared open-mouthed out at the sight in front of me. Then, just as cautiously, I lowered my head.

      “Are those, uh, are those fucking goblins?” I asked in a steady, unemotional voice.

      Elenari nodded.

      “I thought they might be,” I said, and raised my head back over the fallen tree trunk so that I could peer out at the clearing in front of us.

      The goblins were gathered in the glade that had been created by the falling of the large cedar tree. About ten of the green-skinned creatures were gathered around a campfire where a large haunch of nameless meat dripped fat into the flames.

      The nearest goblin must have been sitting at least twenty five feet away, but I could still smell their reek. They exuded a smell that I could almost taste. From my vantage point, I could make out the shared features of these goblins. They were a bent, crooked folk, dressed in simple loincloths of hide and fur. Their spindly frames were covered in skin the color of moss, with a thick thatch of hair across their shoulders but none on their heads.

      “What are they doing?” I asked, slowly dropping back into cover again.

      “They look to be hunting,” Elenari told me with a small shrug. “Or, at least, pausing in the hunt so that they can refresh themselves.”

      “Hm, well, can’t we just wander out and wish them luck and mosey on our way?” I asked.

      The gorgeous elf woman adjusted the armor across her chest, in a thoroughly distracting rearranging of tits, and grinned wryly to herself. “They think the Wyrmwood is their land. They do not recognize the rule of the Mystocean Empire. They hunt the game that belongs to Empress Cyrene, and they hunt our citizens, those that call the Empire home.”

      I nodded. “So, going out there and trying to ingratiate ourselves…”

      “You’ll end up with a stone spear point through your ribs for your efforts,” Elenari said.

      “But we have dragons,” I said with a smile.

      “We do,” she said. “I suppose then, that this could be an exercise for you.”

      “I can test Noctis on some filthy goblins?”

      Elenari nodded. “You’d be doing the Empress a service.”

      Despite what she was talking about, killing a bunch of living, sentient creatures, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of excitement. After all, if you didn’t kill some goblins during your first few hours in a fantasy world, you were doing it wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      As Elenari and I were making our way through a patch of low shrubs, we ran into a trio of goblin sentries. We popped out from behind a particularly rotten and scabrous tree and found the three creatures relieving themselves. Elenari and I were only a stone’s throw away from the ugly fuckers, so I got an eyeful of their warped little knobs.

      “What the fuck,” I managed to say.

      The trio was surprised as all hell. The goblins didn’t look any better up close than they did from far away. On the contrary, they looked a fair bit worse. I could clearly see their little bulging eyes, all yellow with no irises and only little black pupils in the center. They breathed heavily, like asthmatic pigs. Their mouths were full of yellow, broken teeth and rimmed with saliva.

      “Just what were you three up to?” I asked. “A dick-measuring contest? I’ll be honest; you’re all losers.”

      “We was having a pissing contest,” one piped up. I was somewhat surprised to hear they could not only speak English, but they could also understand it. Either that or there was some strange magic that allowed me to both speak and understand the language of this world.

      The second goblin thumped the one who’d spoken. “Fuck explaining to this pink-skin, we’re gonna gut him then fuck his pointy-eared whore.”

      Then the goblin nearest me moved. His hand snaked up to a crude blade that was wedged into a scabbard across his chest. It might have been an unrefined weapon, but it looked plenty sharp enough to run across my throat and turn me into a Pez dispenser.

      My fighter’s instincts took over, and my hand shot out to jab the goblin hard in the forearm. The blow must have numbed the goblin’s arm because he dropped his weapon and gave a little grunt of pain. My follow-up punch was the sort of raw haymaker that you’d see thrown about in any bar fight, but I knew that my foe wouldn’t be expecting it and so I went for it.

      I could average a punch that generated around seven-hundred pounds of force, and that goblin caught every single one of those pounds right on the end of his crooked nose. I flattened his conk like it was made of wet cardboard and smashed him into the leaf mold in a spray of dark blood. Judging by the way that his eyes were still open, I had either killed him or knocked him out so conclusively that he’d probably not wake up for three days.

      His knife stuck quivering in the dirt at my feet.

      One of the goblins made a dash for it, but Elenari swept her curved dagger around and buried it in his hairy ear canal. She wrenched the blade free of her opponent and threw it underhand at third goblin, who’d decided to flee. By sheer luck, the goblin whipped up his stone-tipped spear as he ran and deflected the flying dagger so that it thunked into an overhanging tree branch about twelve feet above him.

      Then he was gone. I could hear him crashing away through the brush and piled leaves, shrieking at the top of his lungs.

      “Sphinx bollocks!” Elenari hissed, her eyes blazing.

      She ran up and boosted off the tree trunk nearest to her and made a leap that completely defied gravity and the limitations of the muscles in her legs. She whipped her dagger out of the bough above us and landed with the ease of a leopard on the ground.

      “How the hell do you do that?” I asked, looking at her with a mixture of awe and attraction.

      Elenari ran a hand through her long, red hair. “I’m a bloody dragonmancer,” as if that cleared that up. “Now, place your dragon in the right arm slot of your crystal! Now!”

      I did as I was bid, noting the urgency in her tone. I didn’t worry if I could do what the elf was asking me—I knew I could. I had done it before, after all, hadn’t I?

      I pulled the crystal from the pocket of my jeans and focused on it so that the interface reappeared out of the swirling smoke inside. Then, I willed the Onyx Dragon, Noctis, into the slot marked, Right Arm. The interface flickered and then changed.

      

      
        	Head

        	Chest

        	Right Arm: Noctis (Offensive Spell: SHADOW SPHERE)

        	Left Arm

        	Legs

        	Weapon Slot A

        	Weapon Slot B

        	Wings

        	Titan

      

      

      This change in my interface was accompanied by a sudden and unexpected burning down my right arm. It was a sensation that rode the line between pleasure and pain, sending a warm glow from the fingertips of my right arm, across my chest, and down my back. It was like being sunburned and submerged into a cooling bath of chamomile lotion at the same time.

      I pulled the sleeve of my worn Carhartt flannel shirt up and saw that a tattoo had appeared: a dragon in black ink snaked down from above my bicep, curled around my arm with its wings spread, and finished by opening its mouth in a snarl at my wrist. As I looked at it in astonishment, I could have sworn that the image of the creature blinked and more effectively bared its little teeth.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked Elenari.

      “The tattoo represents a spell that your dragon’s power has gifted you. See?” she said, showing me a glittering emerald tattoo crawling down her own slender arm.

      “How do I use this spell?” I asked.

      “You’ll feel it! If you have shown me anything in the few minutes that we have known one another,” and she pointed at the goblin that I had just freight-trained with that haymaker, “it’s that you are a man who can handle trouble as it comes.”

      I felt like pointing out that that just because I’d knocked Dobby the fuck out, didn’t mean that I was suddenly Harry motherfuckin’ Potter, but at that moment, Elenari pulled a knife from a sheath at the small of her back and handed it to me.

      “You know how to use this?” she asked.

      “I know that you want to be at the opposite end to the pointy bit,” I said drily. “I’ve always been more of a bare-knuckle brawler than a knife fighter, sweetheart. Besides, I haven’t had the formal training that you have.”

      “Well, consider this your first lesson,” the elf said and started pulling me through the trees toward the goblin camp.

      We slinked through the trees and soon found ourselves nearing the edge of the glade. I saw a goblin on the edge of the clearing. He had a short bow in his hands and was peering about nervously.

      He was right to be nervous.

      I burst out of the bushes with a smile on my face and a roar on my lips. The goblins were short—about five foot, maybe, on average—so the sentry’s head was at a perfect level for me to bring my knee up like a mountain rising from the bottom of the ocean and smash it into his mug without even breaking stride. The goblin flew backward into the glade, shards of yellow teeth flying out in all directions.

      Elenari launched herself out of the bushes behind me. She actually vaulted off my shoulder as she emerged and performed a graceful front flip that sent her into the midst of the confused goblins. Her curved dagger was drawn and glowing, and she scythed it about in a wonderful and eye-opening display of brutality. Blood sprayed everywhere as the glowing dagger snuck past guards and opened arteries and throats.

      As captivating as this show of ferocity was, I didn’t have long to observe it. Two goblins came running in my direction, spears waving toward my face. I hefted the knife that Elenari had given me in my hand.

      The first came at me with his spear, thrusting at my throat. I sidestepped out of the way, then lunged forward with the knife. I slashed at his throat, and his neck sprayed blood. He dropped his spear and clutched at the open wound as blood poured from between his fingertips.

      The second goblin thrust his spear toward me, and I dodged it easily, bouncing on the soles of my feet. The spear flailed at me again, and I slipped around it once more, the razor-sharp flint tip zipping past my nose by a whisker. I stepped into the goblin’s guard and grasped the rough wooden haft of the spear, then I pivoted and swung the spear about. The goblin, still clutching his end of the weapon, screamed and fell away as I smashed him into the nearest tree trunk.

      I sensed movement at my rear and flicked a foot out. I caught the goblin trying to sneak up on me with an axe kick right in the chest. It sent him spinning away, and he landed in the campfire. There was a dull whumpf as the furs and skins he wore went up like a torch, then he ran off, bumbling into another of his fellows and setting him alight too.

      I could see in the corner of my eye that Elenari was getting surrounded. More and more goblins seemed to be emerging out of the woodwork. They had been called, perhaps, by messengers that had been sent out when the fighting started.

      I scooped up a poorly made pot from near the fire and blocked a knife thrust with it. Then I stabbed my attacker in the ribs with it before delivering a wicked elbow strike to the side of his head. As chance would have it, the goblin stumbled away and impaled himself on the end of an oncoming spear. My pot arm came round and brained the spear-carrier so hard that blood squirted out of his nostrils, and he collapsed instantly.

      I had cleared a bit of space around me. Breathing heavily, I looked over at Elenari. She too had made a bit of room around her with her dagger. Goblin corpses lay around her like discarded clothes. As I watched, four goblins formed up and charged the elf.

      Elenari punched her fist into the dirt at her feet, and the dead leaves exploded up into the air around her like a flock of brown birds. Then, out of this mess of fluttering, decomposing leaves, roots whipped out and snared the four goblins. They squealed in fear, but the roots bore them down to the ground, curling about them like crushing pythons. There was a crackle of bones, the sound reminding me of someone standing on a giant bag of potato chips, as the goblins were crushed by the enchanted roots. One of the poor fuckers was actually squeezed in half, his guts bursting out of him as he ruptured like some foul overripe fruit.

      It was the only incentive I needed to attempt releasing the spell that was wrapped around my own right arm.

      I extended my awareness in the same way that I tried to impose my will on the spirit of Noctis. To my astonishment, I felt a pocket of energy residing inside myself. It was the weirdest sensation, being able to feel that small, warm pocket of swirling force inside of me. I wondered if that was what people referred to when they talked of mana.

      I focused on the pocket of mana inside my chest and willed it to fill the tattoo on my right arm. It was like the mental equivalent of one of those cubes which had a maze inside, where you had to guide a tiny ball through that maze.

      I looked down and saw a ball of black, swirling energy swell out of my palm until it filled my hand. There were only a few goblins left now, and two were moving in on Elenari from different sides. Not sure what else I could do with the ball of sable energy, I chucked it at the goblin nearest my elven companion. The energy struck the goblin on its raised sword arm.

      And the arm dissolved and vanished, leaving no trace that the goblin had ever had one.

      The goblin freaked at this turn of events and dashed off into the woods, screaming at the top of its lungs.

      I felt that I had a little more juice in the tank and summoned another ball of sable energy, though this one was smaller than the first. When I threw it, this one caught the other goblin in the back of the head and simply made its head vanish in a burst of black dust. The goblin fell dead.

      The rest of the goblins broke after that. There was only a handful left, but they clearly realized that prudence was going to trump valor today. They took off like the hounds of hell were behind them.

      And, just like that, as abruptly as it always seemed, the fight was over. I surveyed the scene of my very first battle and puffed out my cheeks. Somehow, I’d come out unscathed. I doubted every battle I fought in this fantasy world would be equally lucky.

      “I’d have to call that a win,” I said. I peered at the blood on Elenari’s knife and stooped down to dry it on the dirt. The blood didn’t come off all that well. Not like it would have done in the movies. I shrugged and handed it back to Elenari. “Thanks for that. Works well, but I gotta say the spell is preferable.”

      Suddenly, I observed a glittering powder floating up out of the slaughtered goblins. The powder coalesced into two streams, then flew toward me and Elenari. The greater stream seemed to flow down the elf’s top, while the thinner stream sped into my pocket.

      Into the dragon crystal, I realized.

      In answer to my raised eyebrow, Elenari said, “Every time that you use your dragon, the dragon grows in power. Although it gathers the most power during battle.”

      “Like experience points?” I blurted out.

      “Experience points?” the elf woman asked.

      “XP?” I tried. “No? Never mind.”

      “I have never heard it described thus,” Elenari said. “It is essence. Strength.”

      I nodded. Took another deep breath. A sudden weariness swept over me, a fatigue that I couldn’t attribute just to the fight. When I asked Elenari about this, she said, “That’s mana exhaustion. You must be careful not to tap yourself out too hard or too fast.”

      “What do we do now then?” I asked.

      Elenari wiped the blade of her curved dagger on a goblin’s loincloth and sheathed it.

      “I think I know where we are,” she said. “If I’m any judge of this place, we can’t be very far from Drako Academy.”

      “Drako Academy? I’m going to school?”

      Elenari smiled. “Something like that.”

      I shrugged. “Even if it’s not that far away, it might be too far if the woods are filled with a hundred more of those goblins.”

      “I concur,” the elf said. “Which is why we shall fly there.”

      “Fly there?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, prepared to believe just about anything this elf woman would tell me about this world.

      “Now, enough of this talk,” Elenari said briskly. “Transfer your dragon to your ‘leg’ slot and let’s mount up.”

      I did as Elenari instructed. In the wink of an eye, Noctis stood before me in all his midnight-colored glory. The Onyx Dragon lowered a wing for me, and I climbed on. I found that the shape of the dragon’s body created a natural saddle for me to sit in.

      “Now, before you ask,” the elf said with a grin, “this—flying—is something that cannot be taught. You must figure it out. It is between you and Noctis.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said, “but how about a few pointers?”

      In answer, Elenari launched herself into the air on the back of her Emerald Dragon, and Noctis rose like a rocket behind them. It was, hands down, the most exhilarating thing I had ever experienced—including fighting a bunch of goblins. I clung on and pressed myself to Noctis’ flanks to minimize wind resistance. Happily, the scales of the Onyx Dragon’s back gripped my clothing like Velcro, and I didn’t feel like I was in danger of slipping at all. I hadn’t realized that I had closed my eyes as we took off, but I opened them now.

      We must have been a thousand feet up.

      I let loose just about every expletive I knew and finished off the exclamation with a great “Chaaaaaa-hoo!” of boundless delight.

      This was how to travel! This was how to live! I had never been on a plane before, but if this was what it was like for people who did… Why were they not constantly raving about it?

      Below us, speeding by at about one-hundred miles per hour, was some of the most phenomenally breathtaking country that I had ever seen or imagined. The Wyrmwood stretched off to one side like a blanket woven of dark green shadow and secrets made solid. There were gorgeous rolling hills that spread off to the horizon like ripples in a sage sea. Along said horizon rose the distant crystalline teeth of a mammoth mountain range, marching along like spires and icicles of pearl and silver. Lakes shone like the loose change of giants, and rivers ran like threads of mercury through the landscape.

      It was wonderfully wild land, and it called to a part of me that I hadn’t realized even existed. Even though it was a mostly untamed land, that wasn’t to say there were no signs of civilization. Off to my right, I saw smoke rising from a large walled town. There were myriad farmsteads, stone villages, and shepherds’ huts that looked like toys spread out on a child’s playmat.

      I was pretty sure that the smile I was rocking would have made the Cheshire Cat look like a manic-depressive.

      The flying wasn’t so hard, all things considered. Not for one who had spent many hours as a kid playing truant and raising hell in arcades all over L.A. I’d been raised on Ace Combat and Assault Horizon. It didn’t take me long to learn how different pressures exerted on different parts of Noctis’ flanks would turn the mythical beast in different directions.

      Elenari flew in close on her emerald mount and yelled over the rush of the wind, “Everything that you see is part of the Mystocean Empire. From each group of peoples, from each branch of life that spreads over this land, there comes a Dragonmancer, and they all attend the Drako Academy, where they learn how to use their dragons.”

      I could hear her voice clearly despite the wind, so I wondered if there was some magic at work for dragon riders so that they could efficiently communicate with each other.

      We skimmed under some low clouds, and I saw their shadows projected below us.

      The wind buffeted my face as I sat up slightly. It seemed that if I crouched low to Noctis’ back, I was protected from the wind of his passage by the horns on his nose that deflected the wind over the two of us.

      “You’re going to be quite the spectacle,” Elenari said. “The first male dragonmancer in millennia!”

      That’s not going to hurt your chances with any ladies that go to this Academy, I thought.

      “What can I expect there?” I asked as we shot over a gorge filled with a frothing, milky river that tumbled off and away toward a huge lake.

      “Training, first and foremost,” the elf warrior said. “You’ll need to learn how to wield a blade. And use your mana more efficiently.”

      “Sweet!”

      Elenari grinned. “It will be hard work, but I have seen that you are strong and brave. I think you’ll take to it like a dragon to a thatched roof.”

      I laughed at that.

      “Then you’ll be given your squad,” Elenari said.

      “My squad?” I asked.

      “Regular soldiers who’ll fight alongside you,” the elf explained impatiently.

      “So, this place is like a military academy?” I asked.

      Elenari gave me a funny look. “Of course it is a military academy,” she said. “You will train to become the most formidable warrior the Mystocean Empire has in its arsenal…”

      Holy shit, I thought, gazing out at the horizon and the mountains that sparkled like teeth along it. That sounds like a bit of me. That sounds like what I was made for.

      “Then it’s the transfusion ceremony and proper missions,” Elenari finished.

      “Sounds intense,” I said, winning the competition for the biggest understatement of the day.

      “It is. But you’ll be a dragonmancer—the greatest honor in our Empire,” said Elenari. “And not just that, because of who and what you are, I have a feeling that you’re going to be one of the most famous faces in the land before long.”

      I patted Noctis on the neck and grinned out at the world.

      “This shit just keeps getting better and better,” I said.
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      The thing about flying on a dragon for the first time is that time really does fly by. I wasn’t sure how long we had been traveling—might have been thirty minutes, could have been three hours—but, before I knew it, Elenari had swooped in close so that she could hail me again.

      “Michael, we’re approaching the Drako Academy!” she called over the rush of the wind.

      “Where?” I craned my head to search the landscape spread below us like a patterned rug of myriad greens, browns, grays, and yellows.

      Elenari pointed to our two o’clock.

      “The mountains?” I asked.

      Elenari nodded and swept her hand right, telling me to scan across.

      We had been flying toward the mountains steadily, deviating only so that I could practice my swoops and climbs and, on one overzealous occasion, a barrel-roll. I had been sorely tempted to attempt flying upside down over the top of Elenari—in a homage to Goose and Maverick—and then yell, “I was inverted!”

      However, there were three reasons why I nipped this plan in the bud. The first was that I wasn’t sure if Noctis and I had formed a strong enough bond in the little time we had been dragon and rider. The second was that I couldn’t think of any worse way to finish the best day of my life than falling off my mount and spreading myself messily over the countryside below. The third was that the sexy she-elf, Elenari, seemed exceedingly pleased with herself for being the one to find the first male dragonmancer in ages. I didn’t want to disappoint her by messing up an aerial maneuver.

      I ran my gaze east along the spectacular procession of peaks. A mountain range seen from the air is one of the most awe-inspiring natural phenomena you can lay your retinas on. The sheer scale and majesty of those purplish-gray ridges, for a moment, made me forget why I was looking at them.

      From the air, and from left to right, the range went from skinny—as skinny as a fucking mountain range can be—to broadening out in the middle of the belt, before narrowing again into a long outthrust arm that snaked out into the green plains beyond. This sinuous arm ended in a last bulbous bastion of grouped peaks. All in all, the whole mountain chain looked like…

      “The mountains,” I yelled, glancing over at Elenari, “they look like a goddamn massive dragon that’s laying down and sunbaking!”

      Elenari’s pretty, angular face split into a smile that would have had dentists all across the world weeping with appreciation. “Yes,” she yelled back at me, seemingly delighted that I had noticed this, “that is why they’re known as the Dragon Rest Ranges!”

      I looked back at the mountains that were drawing nearer and nearer with every one of Noctis’ powerful wing beats. My gaze fell back on what might be called the ‘head’ of the gargantuan sleeping dragon. The cluster of mountains there thrust up in a tight formation of peaks. Squinting against the glare of the sun on the mountain snow and the wind rushing into my face, I saw that there was a city built around the broad, massive slopes of the biggest central mountain of this cluster—a proper, walled medieval city!

      “Awesome,” I murmured to myself, leaning over Noctis’ neck.

      From what I could make out, the town proper spread around the feet and knees of the majestic central peak. As you moved further up the chief peak, the buildings became more tightly packed, bigger, more substantial, and grander. The edifices near the peak of the central spire looked constructed from marble or some other gleaming white stone. The central peak itself had a summit that seemed to have been snapped off by a giant hand, leaving a vast flattened platform or plateau.

      On this plateau was a castle—an enormous keep of glittering white rock that looked as if it had been constructed from snow and ice and silver. It was ringed by a curtain wall that looked about as scalable as your average glacier. Within this curtain wall—cornered by round mural towers that glimmered like glass and quartz stalagmites—were large courtyards. We were still pretty high up, and I couldn’t make out all the details, but the courtyards sparkled as light glinted and winked off metal or glass.

      “And that must be the fucking swanky part of town!” I said, my eyes running up the cherry on top of this marvelous and unbelievable cake.

      The central keep was topped with a tower that was to towers what a Rolls Royce is to automobiles. It was the most incredible piece of craftsmanship that I had ever seen; sheer-sided, black and gold veined like marble, without a single visible window. It must have risen a good three-thousand feet, so that the top of it was almost on a level with where Elenari and I were flying. On the very top of this highest tower was another, smaller plateau that was splashed with green, as if there was a garden or park there.

      From my dragon’s eye vantage, it was like I was playing the most epic and realistic game of Age of Empires ever. It was the PlayStation 12 with VR and on steroids.

      I tried to guess at what buildings might be used for what purpose, but we were too high up to make out much of them. The only landmark that I could identify with any real surety was a large, covered market or bazaar at the base of the central mountain, which filled an area, maybe, the size of the Rose Bowl in Pasadena.

      “I bet there’s not a single Footlocker or Burger King in there,” I said to Noctis, and smiled at the thought.

      As we swept in ever closer and dipped below the level of this glimmering, wonderous piece of architecture, there were dragons. Dozens and dozens of dragons of different shapes, sizes, and colors swooped and cruised around the central, highest tower. They reminded me of the seabirds that called the California coast their home—except no goddamn grebe or cormorant had ever grown to the size of a minivan.

      “Follow me!” Elenari yelled from my left. “We need to land in the lower bailey as custom and manners dictate!”

      We began circling the tower, wheeling around that massive central steeple-peak in great even circles. The other dragons spared us cursory glances but looked mostly unconcerned with our approach.

      As we drew in closer, I noticed something else about the tower—something that eclipsed even its sheer size and the fact that it was contravening all the usual laws of architecture and physics. The entire surface of the edifice was covered in shining runes; archaic-looking symbols that shone in and out of sight as we moved and descended around the tower. It looked as if they had been painted in something similar to oil, except that it was a weird iridescent crimson-silver color.

      “What’s with all the artwork?” I asked Elenari.

      “They are protection runes,” she told me. “Carved into the rock and then filled with the blood of dragons and magic. The blood congeals, trapping the magic. There is no better safeguard for a stronghold of this size than dragon blood infused with magic.”

      “So, it works?” I asked.

      “Of course it works,” Elenari answered me. “Nobody has breached even the outer curtain walls of the Drako Academy in millennia. We have here,” and she gestured to the great expanse of fortified city, “the second greatest concentration of military might in the Mystocean Empire. Only the capital, Wyverngarth, where the Empress Cyrene rules, is more highly protected than the Drako Academy.”

      I could see the glittering shapes in the courtyards now. They were men and women—armored troops, to be precise—moving in fluid formation. Working their way through what looked like designated drill moves. It’d always been a bit of a head-scratcher for me, why soldiers practiced these moves. From everything that I had seen—and admittedly, my expertise in hand-to-hand medieval combat started at Braveheart and ended at The King—battles were messy affairs, and everyone basically just charged into them with the sole goal in mind of killing the bastard opposite them before they killed them.

      Even so, I was happy to be proved wrong in the coming weeks. I figured a lot of my assumptions about how anything worked would change while attending the Drako Academy.

      We were swooping in lower now. Low enough for me to see the shape of the rooftops in the lower town. They were fashioned with wooden tiles and steeply pitched, and I realized that it was probably so that the snow slid off.

      I looked to my left as Elenari guided us toward a patch of grass that might just have been left vacant for parking your dragon. The drilling soldiers in one of the courtyards were near enough now for me to hear their cries as they swept their swords up, jabbed them forward, and swung them about in silver arcs.

      Everything about what I was seeing was ridiculous, really, when I came to think of it. I mean, I’d gone from the grimy, materialistic bustle of downtown Los Angeles, to riding on the back of a motherfucking dragon in the space of time that it took to visit the laundromat and wash and dry my clothes. However, the sight of the armored companies arrayed out under the alpine sun was really something to behold. I mean, you didn’t get to see that sort of thing, even on the sets in the San Fernando Valley.

      Up closer, as we flew past the bristling line-up of troopers going through their moves in the practice courtyards, I could see that they were all attired in overlapping scale armor. The scale-mail coats were burnished to a high sheen, were bronze-colored, and fell to the bottom of their thighs. They wore helmets with nose-guards that were shaped like dragon horns and their pauldrons were etched with the same mark that Elenari wore on hers.

      I saw too, that they weren’t all just drilling with swords as I had initially thought. There were squads of pikemen, battalions of soldiers wielding bright axes and, at the far end of the courtyard, companies of archers firing longbows and crossbows at straw targets—some of which were levitating and moving.

      That’s magic, my stunned brain told me. That, right there, is fucking magic, man.

      I could only agree with myself.

      Before we dropped below the parapets of the outer curtain walls and lost sight of the training warriors, I had one final revelation. The training soldiers were not solely men and women—not solely human, I mean.

      There were elves, dwarves, half-orcs, and humans in evidence. There were also a number of other humanoids that I couldn’t identify, sparring alongside all the others. There were men and women who shared obvious, and not so obvious, characteristics with bears and eagles, lynxes and lizards, and other mountain creatures.

      Briefly, I wondered whether any of those that were training were fellow dragonmancers. My eyes flicked from one promising soldier to the next, until I realized that all the male fighters couldn’t possibly be dragonmancers—as dragonmancers were all female, according to Elenari.

      I turned back to the task at hand (e.g. landing a flying dragon) and shelved the overwhelming sense of awe I felt at everything. As the ground came up to meet us, my heart suddenly glowed and burned with intense anticipation.

      Now that I came to think about it, if there had been one era that I could have transported myself back in time to, it would have been that time during which people fought hand to hand. When there were pitched battles. When warriors were able to forge reputations and renown by the strength of their hands and the size of their balls—their bravery, I mean, not the physical dimensions of their testicles.

      Shit yeah, this could be my chance. This could be a way for me to utilize my MMA combat training in a way that my instructors could never have imagined.

      The thought, the knowledge, that I could be entering this seemingly militaristic world with at least the means to defend myself in unarmed combat acted as a balm to my mind. Just because I was an Earthling, a stranger here, didn’t mean that I was going to let myself be pushed around. If push came to shove, I meant to be the one shoving.

      And there was always the great fantasy equalizer to count on, too: magic. And it seemed like I’d be able to wield a bunch of it with Noctis as my dragon companion.

      Luckily, the whole landing process was something that Noctis had well in hand. On her Emerald Dragon, Gharmon, Elenari glided down onto the lawn ahead of me. Her green dragon turned and adjusted its wings, just as its feet were about to hit the grass, and they caught the air like the sails of a ship, breaking it in mid-flight so that its feet hit the earth with the impact of a galloping horse.

      Noctis followed suit. I braced myself for a jarring landing, but the Onyx Dragon’s muscles and joints soaked up the impact like the best shock-absorbers. We trotted along for a few spaces, before Elenari guided Gharmon the Emerald Dragon off the runway and pulled it up at a hitching post.

      Without realizing, or consciously thinking about what I was doing, I pressed my left thigh to Noctis’ flank and turned the dragon so that it followed Elenari’s mount. Once we were stopped, I slid down from my dragon and patted it on the flank. Only then, when my boots touched down on alien—but quite solid—soil did the true enormity of the fact that I had just flown on the back of a giant airborne creature hit me.

      “Fucking hell,” I said softly, “did I just survive that shit?”

      Noctis growled, as if the dragon too couldn’t believe that we’d made it without me falling off or maiming myself in some other way.

      “What do we do with our dragons?” I asked Elenari.

      “Retract them into your crystal,” the elf said succinctly. She cocked her head to one side and smiled and Gharmon, her dragon, disappeared. I noticed that an emerald set into the pommel of one of the daggers on her hip glowed briefly with a green fire.

      I focused my attention on Noctis and willed the carthorse-sized creature back into the nice, cozy confines of the onyx crystal in my pocket. The dragon cocked its head at me as I bent my will upon it.

      Then, it vanished. The crystal in my pocket glowed with a sudden warmth that quickly faded.

      Elenari took me by the arm and towed my gawping ass toward a drawbridge that led into an open gate, flanked by two intimidating gate houses. The oak gate looked to have been aged to the hardness of solid iron, and carved with intricate symbols that would have put Da Vinci to shame.

      “We’re ok to turn up to this place unannounced, are we?” I asked Elenari. I wasn’t able to see any guardsmen within the slotted windows of the gatehouse, but I could feel them. I could practically feel the tips of their arrowheads tickling the back of my neck as Elenari and I walked through that first set of gates and out into the lower bailey of the Drako Academy.

      “Yes, we’re fine, Michael,” the elf said. She seemed to find my slight discomfort vaguely amusing. “They’re not going to slay us unnecessarily.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “No,” Elenari said. “If they were going to put us to the sword, we wouldn’t know about it. We’d be dead before we hit the floor. Until you undergo the transfusion ceremony, you are not yet a full dragonmancer. After that point, well, an arrow is more likely to tickle you than penetrate your skin.”

      I gave her a sideways look as we passed under the gateway, and I noticed the murderholes from which boiling oil could be so liberally applied to people entering without an RSVP.

      “Oh, that’s a relief,” I said. “We should get that ceremony over with soon then.”

      Elenari smiled, almost sympathetically. “I wouldn’t be so eager. It’s a harrowing experience that some potential dragonmancers don’t survive.”
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      Elenari and I walked along a wide path that wended its way through a series of ornately pruned bushes of animals in various poses. There was a cat in mid leap, a bird with spread wings, a rearing bear, and a canine creature that seemed to be slinking along beside us.

      “I thought dragons would be the overriding decorative theme,” I said.

      “There were once mancers of other beasts,” Elenari said. “Those besides dragons. These bushes are an homage to their short-lived existence. Still, we do have dragons in the garden. Such as that one, there.”

      She pointed ahead of us to where the path snaked through the vegetative sculptural maze and ended at another gate. This gate was topped by a bush, shaped into the form of a dragon. The dragon’s neck swept up and around until its snout was pointing, in quite an intimidating fashion, down at the pedestrians passing along the path.

      “That’s a manicured bush,” I said, coming to a halt and staring up at the carefully groomed vegetation.

      “Yes, it is,” Elenari conceded.

      “I bet Kim Kardashian hasn’t got a bush that exquisitely styled,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” the elf warrior asked. “Who is this Kim Kardashian?”

      I shook my head. “Never mind,” I said as we passed under the arch and entered the middle bailey, which was the area that surrounded the main keep.

      This middle bailey was as beautifully kept and maintained as Balboa Park or Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens. It was a stunning conflagration of flowers and blooming hedges, ornate ponds, and subtle statues.

      The whole walk, though it couldn’t have taken more than ten minutes from the moment that we slipped down off of our dragon’s backs, passed as if in a dream for me. I walked past flowers as big as my head that smelled like caramel and, somehow, reminded me of a Stevie Ray Vaughan guitar solo. I brushed trees that had fingers that clutched seductively at me, walked alongside bushes that were filled with jabbering fairy-like, neon-blue creatures, and passed under one stone, ivy-encrusted arch that I was sure sniffed at me and chuckled to itself.

      Eventually, after walking through this ‘shroom trip of a garden, we fetched up at another one of those solid, enormous gates that didn’t look as if you’d need to hack it down if you wanted to get past it, but mine your way through it. There were knot holes in it, but when I reached out a hand and brushed it with my fingertips, all I felt was stone.

      Elenari motioned at the guards inside the gatehouse, and the doors swung open.

      We passed into the shadow of the main building. The entrance hall was all polished stone and glittering metal and warm wood inserts. It was like standing in the very classiest of hotels.

      “Are we in the castle?” I asked Elenari.

      “The keep,” she corrected me. “But yes. This is the main entrance to the Crystal Spire.”

      “Crystal Spire?” I asked as we walked past another pair of guards, these two distinctly female.

      Even though she looked extremely preoccupied, Elenari turned to me and said, “The Crystal Spire is what you might consider, I suppose, the crowning jewel of the Drako Academy. It is the most famous building—the structure that everyone thinks of when they think of the Drako Academy.”

      I nodded. “It’s exclusive?”

      “Yes, you might say that,” Elenari said.

      “Hard to get into?” I asked.

      The butt of a spear thudded into my chest and arrested my forward progress. My natural reaction—had I not been in a world that I might most easily have been able to compare with Middle Earth—would have been to brush the obstruction aside and smack the wielder of said obstruction square in their laughing gear. However, on this extra-special occasion, I looked up.

      And stared into the eyes of the sort of stunning blonde female that would have been cast perfectly in bikini-heavy movies like Lamprey 4 and Zombie Pelicans vs Cheese. The woman appeared human, as far as I could judge, but human in the way that the messengers of the Swedish Volleyball Gods might have been human. She was lovely. She took all the fight out of me, wrapped it in cotton-wool, and stored it away for later.

      “Elenari,” this vision of paradise said to Elenari, “it’s good to see that you’re back.”

      Elenari nodded.

      The blonde haired, blue-eyed woman turned her gaze on me again. To my surprise, her eyes widened. She gaped, showing the same perfectly white teeth that Elenari had.

      “Oh my gods, who is this? You know you can’t bring men in here.”

      “It’s the dragonmancer,” Elenari explained. “The one from Earth.”

      “The one you told me about? The one the seer showed you?”

      Elenari nodded. “That’s correct.”

      “You never said he’d be a man.”

      “Because I didn’t know. Not until I arrived on Earth.”

      “Are you sure he’s a man?” The blonde raised an eyebrow. “Have you checked?”

      Elenari, for the first time in the short while that I’d known her, blushed. “I, ah, haven’t checked, no.”

      The blonde stepped toward me, her hand outstretched, and her eyes locked on my crotch.

      I raised my hands. “You know, I’d be happy to show you, but I’d prefer somewhere a little more private, you know? How about you take my word for it. I’m most definitely a male.”

      The blonde, supermodel guard couldn’t have looked harder at me if she tried. She glanced at my face, and I suspected she was looking over the stubble spotting my cheeks and chin. Then, her eyes ran over my muscled physique. She took one last look at my crotch, then seemed to decide against giving me a hands-on physical examination.

      “Well hells bells, let me introduce myself to this legend in the making,” the blonde guard said.

      She extended a slim, tanned hand toward me and I took it. It was warm and gentle, and yet I was visited with the unmistakable feeling that this chick would be able to kick my goofy ass through a door with complete ease.

      “I’m Michael Gilmore,” I said.

      “Amara,” the blonde bombshell said. “Bearer of Padymin, Shield Dragon.”

      “Absolute pleasure,” I said, speaking nothing but the truth. “Oh, and I’m the bearer of Noctis, Onyx Dragon.”

      Amara’s mouth fell open. “Onyx Dragon?”

      “That’s right,” I said with a nod.

      “Well, blast. You really are special, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I’m just here to learn how to train my dragon.”

      Amara smiled at me, then turned back to Elenari. “Elenari, you know you should speak to the Overseer and the Martial Council about this. They’re going to want to know about it. You know that they have been umming and aahing about whether to go after this individual for weeks. They were the first to hear about it from the Seer. It was only after they deliberated that the seer told you about it.”

      “I thought I was the first to know,” Elenari said, sounding a little disappointed.

      Amara chuckled, then stopped herself when Elenari scowled at her.

      “We should be on our way then,” the elf said.

      The blonde nodded. “I’m sure everyone is eager to meet Michael.” Amara turned to me. “You may continue.”

      Elenari led me into a single, clean white room with an enormous egg-shaped crystal in the center of it. This crystal was about seven-feet tall and five-feet across and was carved with neat runes.

      “Luck Dragon Blood,” Elenari explained when she caught me staring at the shimmering runes.

      There was a counter set against one wall. Behind this counter, dressed in pristine white robes adorned with glittering gold thread at the cuffs and neck, sat a slight, red-haired woman. She had almond-shaped eyes with purple irises, and her bright hair was piled up on her head in a beehive that reminded me of Amy Winehouse. She also had a pair of pointed ears that would have put Legolas’ to shame; they were so pointed that the tips of them were almost higher than the crown of her head.

      “Hello,” the red-haired woman said to me. “We are Leuce. We’re afraid males are not allowed to travel into the Spires.”

      “He’s with me,” Elenari said. “Leuce, this is Michael.” When Leuce seemed a little unsure, the elf added, “He’s the first male dragonmancer in a long, long time.”

      “Wow,” Leuce said, her eyes widening. She composed herself and smiled at me. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “This is a transport hub,” Elenari said, sweeping the room with one toned arm. “There are many of them dotted about the Empire. They are used by people who wish to corporeally transport themselves to other sights around our land. There are no stairs to the pinnacle of the Crystal Spire, no way to get up there unless it is through the transport hub.”

      “Bit of a fire risk, not having any stairs,” I quipped. “Then again, I suppose being a dragonrider is basically a twenty-four-seven fire risk.”

      Elenari raised an eyebrow at me. “You better get used to it,” she said. “Because there’s no way that you can get into the Crystal Spire without being officially transported by one of the wind nymphs, Leuce.”

      “She has some kind of transportation magic?” I asked.

      “We aren’t dragonmancers,” Leuce answered, “but being a wind nymph, we have a little innate magic that allows us to activate the runes drawn in Luck Dragon blood.”

      It was weird to hear the wind nymph refer to herself as ‘we’ rather than ‘I’. Still, it was the least weird thing to happen today, so I let it fly.

      “So I’ll need to speak with Leuce whenever I want to get into the Crystal Spire?”

      “That’s correct,” Elenari answered.

      I blinked. “What, and there’s no way for magical, dragon-flying motherfuckers to get around that?”

      I wasn’t sure what made me so cynical. Maybe it was life on Earth. Whatever it was, I voiced it and it earned me a stony look from Elenari.

      “Of course there are physical ways for people to scale the tower, if they wanted to,” Elenari said. “But no one would want to.”

      “Why not?”

      “The amount of magic that would be focused on those people attacking the tower physically would be terrible to behold,” Elenari said. “It would be like someone swatting a moth that had encroached upon a campfire.”

      “Stand in the triangle, please,” Leuce said.

      “The triangle?” I asked.

      Elenari took me by the hand and pulled me to stand in the middle of a bronze triangle set into the floor. The dull amber metal looked darkened and tarnished in places, as if countless feet had scuffed over it.

      “We’re about to be teleported,” Elenari said.

      “Enjoy the ride.” Leuce gave me a wink. It was a suggestive wink, but the suggestiveness of it was lost—in my opinion—by the fact that I was bodily transported through space and time.

      I’m not sure if that has happened to you before—traveling through space and time— but, let me just say, it will deflate your concentration and sex drive like a ballistic missile falling through an inflatable pool flamingo.

      The feeling was about as similar to suddenly falling off a ledge as is possible to describe.

      My stomach, as we were transported, seemed to slip up out of my guts—where it had spent most of its life, having a fine time in my abdomen—and travel up to my ears. My eyelids fluttered involuntarily, and I had to squint. It was almost like I was flying again; the air buffeting my face, the wind ripping past my cheeks.

      Then, my booted feet smacked into the ground with force similar to if I had jumped out of a second story window. I staggered a little and sucked in a breath of fresh air.

      Elenari brushed off my shoulders and smiled at me. I shook myself, feeling like I might suddenly fall apart, atom by atom.

      Elenari actually laughed.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You didn’t seem to enjoy that.”

      “Well, I can’t say it was the most enjoyable ride of my life.”

      Elenari took my hand and dragged me through a corridor lined with statues. Each showed a mighty warrior, clad in spectacular armor, beside an equally armored and impressive dragon. Most of the warriors were female, but I did catch a few that looked male. All kinds of fantastical races were represented, and many of them were completely alien to me.

      We emerged from the other end of the corridor and out into the open air. It was as flawless and vibrant. It was obvious, due to the fact that there was no roof over my head, that we had been transported to the very top of the tower. Everything within my sight was green and bright and fresh.

      Somehow, I knew that it was the same splash of green that I had seen while on the back of Noctis. It was vividly green, so beautifully sparkling, that I knew that it was saved for the elite of the elite.

      Elenari and I walked out into the park. To my left, there was a low wall. I looked over the side of this wall, thinking that I might be peering over a ten yard drop. Turns out that I might as well have been taking a peak over the edge of the Victoria Falls.

      “Fuck me!” I said, to no one in particular.

      “Excuse me, why?” Elenari asked, keeping her voice down low.

      “Sorry, it was just an expression,” I said. “What are we doing up here, Elenari?”

      “You shall soon see,” Elenari answered. “Pull up your hood. I’d like to keep your identity a surprise for as long as possible.”

      I did as she said.

      As Elenari and I walked around an ornate fountain, we came across half a dozen beautiful women that were in the middle of what seemed to be strength conditioning training.

      At least, that was what I supposed it was. What they were actually doing was beating the hell out of huge blocks of stone.

      “Are they using their bare fists to smash those boulders apart?” I asked, my voice failing to hide how flabbergasted I was by the sight.

      “Of course,” Elenari said, looking at the women pummeling the solid rock with as little interest as I might have shown for someone going a few rounds with a punching bag.

      For a moment, all I could do was watch with my mouth open. It was such an incongruous sight, these women—any of whom could have quite happily earned a crust as a swimsuit model—pulverizing giant chunks of masonry with their bare hands.

      “Who are these ladies?” I asked Elenari out of the corner of my mouth, careful to keep my masculine face obscured beneath my hood.

      “They,” Elenari said, “are dragonmancers. They are you. Or, at least, what you will become should you pass the Transfusion Ceremony.”

      As I watched, a stunning, athletic babe with ash-blonde hair and skin the color of coffee jumped ten feet into the air. She executed a perfect roundhouse kick that smashed a chunk the size of a basketball out of the lump of rock she was working on.

      “That’s impossible,” I said automatically. “You can’t just go smashing solid rock apart like that.”

      Elenari laughed and took me by the arm. “Oh my, Michael,” she said. “If you struggle to get your mind around that, you just wait and see what you’ll be doing in a few weeks time. This is simple. This is just the application of speed and strength. Dragonmancers are capable of so much more than this.”

      I shook my head and grinned. I liked the sound of that. If I could get to the point where I was breaking rock apart with punches and kicks, then that was fine with me. The idea of becoming a formidable warrior who could utilize that level of raw power against an opponent was an intoxicating one.

      I glanced over my shoulder as Elenari led me away from the gorgeous dragonmancers training with their stone blocks, further into the luscious rooftop garden. The woman who had just performed the stone-cracking roundhouse had walked over to the large chunk of masonry she had just knocked free. She picked it up in one hand and tossed it over her shoulder with an ease usually reserved for throwing away a takeaway coffee cup. The chunk of rock must have weighed at least one hundred and fifty pounds—probably the chick’s bodyweight. The lump of stone soared away and dropped out of sight beyond the parapet of the roof.

      “Uh, isn’t anyone a little concerned about potentially braining some poor bastard down below with the broken rock?” I asked, picking up my pace so that I could catch up with Elenari.

      The elf shook her head. “There’s no danger of that. On the side that the rock is thrown there is a deep pool. No one has ever been hurt.”

      “I have to say that the soldiers below were impressive, but these women—these dragonmancers—are something else.”

      “They, or should I say we, are the elite, Michael,” Elenari said.

      The two of us passed through a gap in a high hedge and, suddenly, there were boobs everywhere.

      I blinked.

      Gorgeous, fit women were arrayed around the space beyond the hedge. Most were attired only in bikini bottoms, the better to sun themselves. They were arrayed artfully around the place; spread out on sunloungers, reclining on stretches of grass, and chatting amongst themselves. Their dragons, which were all in small forms that ranged from the size of a cat to a Great Dane, were sprawled contentedly beside them.

      My eye was caught and held by the rather pleasing sight of one woman oiling up another’s front. As I watched, the woman doing the oiling ran her hands over the other’s breasts without any sign of awkwardness whatsoever. The other’s nipples rose under the touch, and she gave a little groan.

      Elenari caught me looking and raised an eyebrow. There was a small smile on her lips.

      “Guilty as charged,” I said.

      My voice was loud in the sleepy, languid silence that pervaded this side of the hedge. I assumed that this area must be the designated chill-out zone, where dragonmancers went to take a load off—and work on their tans apparently.

      “Remove your hood,” Elenari whispered to me from the side of my mouth.

      When I’d done so, Elenari addressed the sunbaking women. “I have returned! With a prize unlike anything seen in millennia!”

      I couldn’t help but cringe a little at the epicness of Elenari’s announcement, but it seemed that everyone else found it suitably intriguing.

      The heads of the reclining women all snapped to turn in my direction. The looks of sleepy relaxation, which diffused most of their faces, morphed into scowls of suspicion.

      Never having been one to let something as surmountable as a fairly frosty reception get in the way of ingratiating myself, I smiled and said, “Ladies, as you were.”

      There was a slight relaxing of the tension in the air, and I saw some of the looks of wariness soften into outward interest. There wasn’t another dude in sight, and I was reminded once again of what Elenari had said about me being the only male dragonmancer in thousands of years.

      Looking around at all the scantily clad ass in my immediate vicinity, the implications of this fact took on a whole new poignancy.

      The only male dragonmancer… You’ve got to love those odds.

      At that moment, the sound of footsteps made me turn. A woman built along the lines of Rhonda Rousey, though far more attractive, was marching in mine and Elenari’s direction. She, like the rest of the women here, was topless. Her cans bounced up and down in an extremely distracting manner as she headed toward us, and it took all of my willpower not to openly oggle her.

      Every muscle of her abdominals was etched and defined and the muscles in her legs stood out as if they were keen on bursting out from under her tanned skin. She was only a few inches shorter than I was and had shoulder and arm muscles that would have been the envy of every female fighter that worked out at Rosco’s gym back in L.A. She looked like she could have thrown one of the blocks of stone that the women over the hedge were beating on without breaking it apart at all.

      For all her ferocious intensity and insane musculature though, the approaching woman was still stunningly sexy. She had bright blonde hair the color of ripe wheat and startlingly blue eyes, like chips of ice. Whack her in a bright red swimsuit and capture her running down Santa Monica beach in slo-mo and you’d have thought a pre-Hep C Pamela Anderson was back in business.

      Those icy blue eyes bored into mine as she marched up to Elenari and me. For a moment, I thought she might try and steamroll over me, but she pulled up short and ran her gaze over me. She was so close that her sizable jugs—at least D-cups, if I was any judge—were a whisker away from brushing my own chest.

      “Who,” she said, aiming the the blunt words at the elf at my side, but keeping her eyes locked on mine, “the fuck is this, Elenari?”

      The crass language only made the imposing woman more attractive. What was more, she looked as if she was spoiling for a fight. I couldn’t help but find that a turn-on.

      “This is Michael Gilmore,” Elenari said. “Michael, this is Saya, Bearer of Scopula the Gargoyle Dragon.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that Elenari hadn’t used my title of “Bearer of Noctis, the Onyx Dragon.” Was she wanting to tease out the surprise a little more? Well, I had my own ideas of how to make a fitting introduction to all these beautiful dragonmancer women.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I don’t really give a shit what his name is,” Saya said brusquely. “What I meant was, what the hell is he doing here? You know the Crystal Spire is off limits to men. If you want to fornicate, then you’ll be so good as to do it on the lower levels where such things are permitted. The Spire is the dragonmancer sanctuary.”

      Elenari began to stutter a reply, but Saya held up a commanding hand and cut her off.

      “I get it,” the beautiful blonde said, “you’re new here. You might not remember all the little rules and regs that aspiring dragonmancers need to adhere to. Be that as it may, you need to turn that tight little ass of yours around and get this fucking guy out of here.”

      Pale and composed as she was, Elenari still managed one hell of a blush at this reprimand. She started to stammer a reply, but I decided to save her the trouble. The elf warrior had been nothing but good to me since she had picked me up in that alleyway, and I wanted to help her out of this jam. Besides, maybe when Saya saw that I wasn’t just a pretty face, she’d stop riding Elenari’s ass.

      So, to break the ice in a way that I thought the beautiful, muscular blonde would understand, I reached into the pocket of my jeans, clutched the warm crystal, and summoned my dragon.

      The Onyx Dragon popped into being with a suddenness that clearly took Saya aback.

      The blonde woman took two steps backward and automatically adopted a hand-to-hand combat stance, which spoke to me of many, many hours spent training. However, she had only just settled into this automatic body position when her eyes caught up with her brain and she realized what she was seeing. Her arms dropped out of the loose fighting pose, and her mouth opened in shock.

      A rustling and moving all around us alerted me to the fact that the women all over this designated relaxing zone were sitting up or turning to stare in my direction. There was quite a satisfying collection of exclamations and gasps.

      “By the gods… Was that… Is that… Was that him?” she asked Elenari, jerking a thumb at me, and then pointing at Noctis. For his part, the dragon gazed imperiously around at the other dragons, all of whom were staring fixedly at the sable beast.

      “Yeah, that was me,” I said, in a matter-of-fact voice that was loud enough to carry to every ear in the place. “Like Elenari said, the name’s Michael Gilmore. I’m the Bearer of Noctis, the Onyx Dragon. From what she has told me, I seem to be the only dragonmancer in these parts adopting the ball, dick, ball formation. Is that right?”

      No one answered, but the looks of mute astonishment that I was getting from every female suggested that this was the case. There were a lot of open mouths, and more than a few slightly lascivious looks being fired my way. I felt like the new hot kid at school, albeit a school stuffed to the rafters with topshelf hotties.

      “This,” I said, pointing at my dragon, “is Noctis. He’s got a bit of a resting bitch face, but trust me, he’s just as pleased to see you all as I am.”

      This got a couple of laughs, and I felt the ice begin to thaw more rapidly.

      Saya took a step toward me. She opened her mouth as if she was about to ask me something.

      There was a blinding flash of light—and I mean, properly blinding—and my vision turned into one giant sunspot.

      I had about a half-second to wonder what the fuck had just happened, if I’d been suckerpunched to the back of the head, when I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes.

      My mouth fell at what confronted me when my vision cleared.
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      When I could see again, I became aware that we had been joined by two newcomers. These two women stood out from the rest of the surrounding females in that they were actually clothed. Not just clothed either, but armored.

      I had thought that Elenari was dressed for business, what with her breastplate that plunged invitingly at the neckline, but she was nothing compared to these two fresh faces. Each woman wore the sort of armor that looked like it’d stop a fifty-caliber sniper round, let alone a sword blade. It was burnished to a mirror sheen. So shiny and clean was their armor that it reflected the surrounding garden and the women in it. As the armored women moved, streaks of liquid green and pink seemed to run across it. The breast plates were clearly tailored to suit the individual needs of either warrior and, if they were anything to go by, both soldiers were blessed with killer racks.

      I had watched a few YouTube clips that decried the use of so-called “boob armor” on women in fantasy settings, but what such clips failed to mention was the hidden purpose of this armor: distraction. Not to mention that, in this world, women who could punch stone boulders to smithereens, cast powerful spells, and command dragons really didn’t need all that much in the way of traditional bodily protection.

      Something that I had never seen before—not that I had too much experience of people knocking about in full plate-armor—were segmented armored hoods attached to the back of the women’s suits of armor. These hoods appeared as if they rolled up to protect the backs of their necks and heads.

      Somehow, as practical and efficient as it looked, the armor also managed to be sexy too. The fine chainmail that started from around the navel, which must have been a design feature for enhanced mobility in battle, clung to the sculpted asses of the two newcomers like lycra. One woman had an enormous bastard sword in a scabbard that she wore across her back. The other had a serious-looking warhammer hanging from her belt.

      Both these newcomers were sitting atop dragons, which had taken forms about twice the size of Noctis. One of the beasts was a shimmering, pale gold with a long, curved nose horn. The other was a bright silver with wings that were completely transparent folded to its sides.

      Apart from being physically dazzling, the dragons also exuded a magical power that I could feel—newbie as I was to this whole magical gig. It brushed and buffeted my skin and tingled all the way down to my bones, giving me the bizarre and unique sensation of my entire skeleton having been dipped in frost.

      The two impressively armored women dismounted from their steeds and slid to the ground. I noticed that they both sported the kinds of asses that’d make even the Pope question his vocation. Whatever it was that people learned at this academy, it sure as hell kept their asses in tip-top condition.

      It was then that I noticed the complete silence which had fallen over this area of the upper courtyard. Not a soul spoke or moved. It was clear that, whoever these two women were, they were held in high esteem by those present. A hushed awe had fallen upon the group of women.

      The warrior who had dismounted from the back of the golden dragon gave her mount a pat and then held up a hand. On one of her fingers was a ring with a large amber stone set into it. In a twinkling, the dragon disappeared, presumably summoned back to the amber crystal.

      I should do something similar with my own crystal, I thought. Get it attached to a chain or something so that I can wear it. I don’t want to lose it or have it stolen.

      The gleaming, sleek soldier turned to look at me, while behind her, her compatriot vanished her silver dragon into a piece of what might have been moonstone that was set into the pin that held her dreads in place. She and the other female were similar enough that they might have been twins. They both looked the same—although one had short hair and the other long—and both moved in the same way.

      These two aren’t your shouty, loud, posturing tough guys, I thought. They’re the other kind. The more dangerous kind.

      I had been given some pretty searching looks in my time—cops could scrutinize you like no one’s business—but never had I been so obviously appraised than at that moment. The woman with the gold dragon had blood-red eyes which weighed me up, as if I was a block of meat on the butcher’s scales. She had white dreadlocks pinned up at the back of her head, exposing her pointed ears. Her skin was the same sort of milky white as Elenari’s. Here, without doubt, was yet another example of some elvish race—though which subrace exactly, I couldn’t say—that I had previously thought to be confined to fiction, along with dragons, goblins, dwarves, and orcs.

      The two women approached me, walking with the confident strut of people who knew how to handle themselves. It was the casual saunter of people who knew, almost without a doubt, that they were the hardest motherfuckers in the room.

      “So,” said the woman rocking the dreadlocks.

      I didn’t reply. I figured that this was yet another test of sorts.

      The woman stepped up closer to me and inhaled deeply. Then she began minutely examining me, running her eyes down from the top of my head all the way down my body. There was something predatory in her eyes, and it was clear by her stance that she was more than able to spring into fighting action without a moment’s hesitation.

      My eyes flicked over the woman’s shoulder as she continued to scrutinize me like a particularly interesting specimen under a microscope. Behind her, her short-haired companion ran a practiced hand over Noctis’s satiny black flanks. She clearly had a big old set of cojones on her, because, as I watched her, she reached up and prised Noctis’ jaws open so that she could take a look at the dragon’s teeth.

      I winced. That’d be just my luck; in the middle of this rather tense inspection by these couple of big cheeses my dragon would bite the inspector’s fucking head off her shoulders. I needn’t have worried though. Noctis stood there and allowed the woman to take a good look at his teeth, though he rumbled a growl deep in his chest as she did it.

      Once she was done inspecting Noctis, the short haired woman turned on her booted heel and strode over to me. She, too, had blood-red eyes like her dreadlocked companion. Without so much as a how d’you do, she moved her colleague aside with a touch on the shoulder, then she reached down and grabbed me squarely by the package.

      You show me a man that doesn’t tense up when he’s grabbed unexpectedly by the unmentionables by a total stranger, especially one with blood-red eyes and a don’t-fuck-with-me attitude, and I’ll show you a eunuch.

      I took in a sharp little breath through my nose and said in a voice that was only a touch strained, “Yeah, those are attached.”

      The woman gave me a grin. She had the same perfect, white teeth that Elenari had, and her breath smelled like oranges and lemons.

      “So, you are a male,” she purred. She gave me a very soft, very pleasant squeeze, and held her hand there just long enough to feel me start to harden up.

      “Yep, that’s all me, sweetheart,” I said.

      Her grin widened. Then she released my sausage and beans, poked a few times at my chest and abs, and grabbed my biceps. “And what a male you are,” she said.

      “The seer was right, then?” the dreadlocked elf said.

      “She was,” Elenari blurted out from off to one side of me.

      The short-haired elf’s head snapped around, and her lip curled in a snarl.

      Elenari cleared her throat and stood up a little straighter. “Yes, the seer was right, Sergeant Milena,” she said more formally.

      “Hm,” the short-haired Milena said, “isn’t that interesting, Lieutenant Kaleen?”

      “That’s right,” Lieutenant Kaleen agreed. “The Overseer and the rest of the Martial Council will be very interested in the arrival of this male.” Then she turned her blood-red eyes upon Elenari. “The Overseer and the Martial Council ordered Sergeant Milena and me to converse with the seer. We verified that there was some credence to the rumor that there was a male Earthling who could be bonded to a dragon. The Council then instructed us to retrieve this man from the world called Earth—before hearing that you, a new recruit at the Drako Academy, had taken it upon yourself to go in search of him.”

      There was a very heavy, very pregnant pause there. So pregnant that, had it been human, it would have been rummaging around the house at 3am looking for ice-cream to go with its pulled pork.

      Sergeant Milena beckoned Elenari over. Elenari swallowed and went to stand in front of the armor-plated woman. I braced myself for what I believed, in military parlance, was known as a beasting. I felt sorry for Elenari, but didn’t think it would be wise to intervene on, what could very well be, my first day at school.

      The sergeant’s lips drew back in a sarcastic smile. “You left without your squad, Elenari,” the short-haired elf said in a pleasant voice. “That was a stupid, stupid thing to do. Are you stupid, Elenari?”

      There’s a loaded question just waiting to go off in your face, I thought.

      Elenari opened her mouth to reply but, before she could utter so much as a syllable, Lieutenant Kaleen went off, unexpectedly.

      “Calling you stupid would be an insult to all the fools in this world, Elenari!” she roared. “You’re a fucking oxygen thief, Elenari! Aren’t you, Elenari?”

      “Yes,” Elenari tried to say, but she didn’t get past the Y before Lieutenant Kaleen continued with her tongue lashing.

      “Shut the fuck up, Elenari!” the lieutenant bellowed, leaning forward and spraying Elenari liberally with spit as she screamed at her. “Gods give me strength, if someone wanted to kill themselves all they’d need to do was climb your ego, jump off, and aim at your intelligence!”

      “You know what oxygen thieves like you get to do all day tomorrow, don’t you, Elenari?” Lieutenant Kaleen continued, warming to her theme. “You get to polish, wax, and buff every single shield in the armory, and once you’ve done that—guess what?—you get to do it again! Aren’t you lucky?”

      Elenari opened her mouth to respond.

      “Go on, shock me and say something intelligent, Elenari!” Lieutenant Kaleen shouted. “Aren’t you lucky?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant,” Elenari said, looking at that special spot just over the top of the other woman’s head.

      I had made the conscious decision to stay out of this little friendly exchange when it had started. Now, however, I found I couldn’t. I couldn’t, in good conscience, leave Elenari to get a tongue-lashing from her superior officer. If worse came to worst, I could always adopt that age-old technique used by cornered criminals when confronted by the authorities: beg ignorance to everything that was going on.

      “Lieutenant Kaleen,” I said, “allow me just to say one thing. Right now, if it had not been for Elenari, I would probably be sitting in custody, under the watchful eye of some of the least understanding and most impatient guardians of Earth law imaginable,” I said.

      I neglected to mention that I probably wouldn’t have been in the fix if the elf had not rather hastily disemboweled the thief I’d been chasing.

      “You’re saying you would have been lost to us forever were it not for her?” Lieutenant Kaleen asked.

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “Without a doubt. Lost forever.”

      Sergeant Milena gave me a shrewd look. “So, despite her breaking one of our only rules for new recruits, you are telling Lieutenant Kaleen and myself that Elenari was basically solely responsible for getting you here, for helping to fulfill the old witch’s prophecy, and for delivering the first male dragonmancer in millennia into our care.”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess so,” I said.

      “Helpful,” Lieutenant Kaleen said.

      “Selfless,” Sergeant Milena agreed.

      “In that case, you can join Elenari on sword polishing duty tomorrow,” Lieutenant Kaleen said in a dangerously sweet tone that brooked no argument.

      “Sounds like a hell of a time to me, Lieutenant Ka…”

      “Lieutenant Kaleen!” the lieutenant said, her red eyes narrowing dangerously.

      “That’s the one,” I said. “I look forward to shining my first shield, Lieutenant. Variety is the spice of life.”

      “We’ll see how enthusiastic you are when you’re shining shield number one-hundred and eighty,” Sergeant Milena said.

      “Now, what was I saying? That’s right, I was saying how fucking lucky you are, Elenari,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “Now, kindly get the fuck out of my sight before I decide to get really fucking furious. And the next time you decide to get all fucking clever and freestyle, just remember to take your bloody squad with you!”

      Elenari gave me one last fleeting look and then made a dash for freedom. She didn’t run exactly, but there was a definite hurry in her step.

      “Now, the rest of you,” Sergeant Milena said, addressing the rest of the young women present, “resume whatever it was you were doing, while we welcome our newest recruit.”

      Lieutenant Kaleen put a surprisingly gentle hand on my shoulder and pulled me a little further away from where the other dragonmancers sunbathed and gossiped. Many were grinning and whispering to each other. It was obvious to me what they were chatting about—everyone loves a good roasting, so long as they’re not the one on the receiving end of it.

      “Now that we have dispensed with the niceties regarding Elenari,” Lieutenant Kaleen said, “allow Sergeant Milena and me to welcome you to the Drako Academy.” She offered her hand, and I took it. For a woman who clearly commanded a great deal of respect from the students and ruled with the old iron hand inside the velvet glove, she had the softest hands. It seemed that even badass women knew how to look after their hands.

      “I still can’t really believe that one such as you actually exists,” Milena said to me as we shook hands in turn. The sergeant’s hands, in contrast to Lieutenant Kaleen’s, were callused in the palm and along the fingers, no doubt from the hours spent practicing with that warhammer on her belt.

      “One such as me?” I asked. “I presume you mean a dragonmancer with a clam hammer in his pants?”

      Milena flashed me a smile. It was only a fleeting smile, but it managed to convey that, as far as the one-eyed wonder worm went, she was far from inexperienced.

      “Speaking of that,” she said, returning to something close to her professional soldiering manner, “I’m sorry that we had to inspect you in such a blatant way, but it was crucial to make sure of your… credentials, as it were.”

      “Never heard my junk referred to as credentials before,” I said truthfully.

      “Yes, well, it was probably a good thing that the inspection took place in front of so many witnesses,” Lieutenant Kaleen interjected.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because now there can be no doubt that you are exactly what the old woman, the seer, prophesied,” Lieutenant Kaleen said.

      “Your male-ness can’t be thrown into doubt,” Milena said. “Not with so many witnesses having seen the Lieutenant and I conduct our examination on both you and your dragon.”

      “A species of dragon, what is more, that was reputed to be extinct,” Lieutenant Kaleen said.

      “As you may have noticed,” Sergeant Milena said, hitting me with another of those loaded smiles of hers, “we dragonmancers have very little shame when it comes to exposing our bodies while relaxing and training within the Crystal Spire.”

      Over her shoulder, I saw one of the dragonmancers—a woman with peacock-blue skin and petite breasts that were tipped with dark blue nipples—stretch like a cat on her sunlounger.

      “Yeah,” I said, returning my gaze to the sergeant and lieutenant, “now that you mention it, I did notice that you ladies are pretty relaxed when it comes to showing off your assets.”

      Lieutenant Kaleen nodded. “It comes from years and years of not having had any male dragonmancers in this area of the Spires,” she said. “I hope that this arrangement will not bother you. I’m unsure as to how modest Earthlings such as yourself are.”

      Is she kidding me? I find out that there is an alternate world in which people train as warriors and fly dragons, where the women are crazy hot and deadly to boot and, to top it off, I’m the only dude in this world that can be a part of this elite group of dragon-riding badasses. And she wants to know whether or not I’m okay with being surrounded by half-naked chicks on the reg?

      “Um, no,” I said. “No, that won’t be a problem on my end.”

      “Good,” said Lieutenant Kaleen.

      “The girls aren’t going to feel uncomfortable, what with having a guy around now, are they?” I asked.

      Sergeant Milena snorted, but hastily turned the laugh into a cough when she caught sight of Lieutenant Kaleen’s face.

      “No,” the lieutenant said. “The other dragonmancers will not care one whit as to having you around, I imagine. On the contrary, I think that you will find yourself to be the flavor of the month for quite some time to come, Mr…?”

      “Gilmore. Michael Gilmore,” I said.

      “Gilmore…” Lieutenant Kaleen said, rolling my name around her tongue like port.

      “This place?” I asked, gesturing around at the rooftop oasis. “Is this for the sole use of the dragonmancers?”

      “Correct,” Sergeant Milena said.

      “And the other troops that I saw drilling in the courtyards below when I flew in,” I said, “they don’t have access to this level?”

      “No,” Sergeant Milena said. “This area is reserved exclusively for dragonmancers. It is where only they train and relax. It will be where you spend much of your down time.”

      I nodded. That sounded a lot better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

      I had to resist the urge to shake my head in disbelief. Was it only a few hours ago that Elenari and I were holed up in an alleyway next to an eviscerated phone thief, listening to the sound of sirens as they converged on our location? It felt like a lifetime ago somehow.

      I puffed out my cheeks and clapped my hands together in the universal sign of someone who was wondering what the hell to do next. Clearly, this translated across worlds because Lieutenant Kaleen looked around and then yelled, “Saya! Saya, get over here!”

      Saya, the muscular blonde that had so reminded me of Pamela Anderson when she was in her prime, arrived about five heartbeats later. She was still topless. Neither she nor the superior officers seemed at all abashed about it.

      “Saya,” Sergeant Milena said, “I’m going to leave our newest recruit, Michael Gilmore, in your capable hands.”

      These words resonated with me. I was sure that Saya could do all sorts of things with those hands of hers, and my mind started sidling off down a path of delightful possibilities.

      “Just as you say, Sergeant Milena,” Saya said obediently. “Will he be bunking with Elenari and me?”

      My eyebrows raised of their own volition at these words. I had assumed that I’d be in separate accommodations, but it sounded very much like I was going to be rooming with two absolute stunners.

      Another tough break, I thought drily, trying not to grin like an idiot.

      “That’s right,” Sergeant Milena said. “Show him where he can store his belongings. Make him feel welcome.”

      I noticed that Saya had simmered down somewhat, compared to how she had strutted up to me when Elenari and I had first arrived.

      Although she looked like she could tear a phonebook in half, the super fit blonde gave me a shy smile and said gruffly, “Make him feel welcome. I can do that… Return your dragon to its crystal, Michael, and follow me.”
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      Saya led me back through the garden, past the training dragonmancers still smashing their blocks of stone, and toward a small building that reminded me of a miniature temple crossed with a bomb shelter or machine gun bunker. It was square and cut from more of the ubiquitous black and gold-veined white marble. It gleamed in the light of the sun heading determinedly westward.

      “What’s in there?” I asked as we headed toward the little ornate building.

      “That’s a transport hub,” Saya said shortly.

      “Uh, transport to where?”

      Saya made a little noise in her throat. “I keep forgetting that you know literally nothing about our world,” she said.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, “but if you spare me a little patience I promise, should you ever find yourself on my home turf, that I’ll explain to you the difference between iOS and Android and show you just how to navigate places like Central City without having your head kicked in and your gold fillings stolen.”

      Saya looked over her shoulder at me. For a moment, I thought she might fire up, but then she grinned. “I’ll explain the transport hub in a second,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “And in return, you’ll have to tell me stories about where you’re from. I’ve never really heard anything about Earth before.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      There was a rough slithering sound behind me, an alien noise that was a mix between a snake slithering and cinder block being dragged along a sidewalk. It tweaked and tickled at the primal parts of me, pressed the button within my humanity marked “DANGER - PREDATOR.”

      I turned and saw a long, dark gray dragon following behind Saya and me. I recalled seeing the creature lying on one of the roof parapets back where all the dragonmancers had been sunbathing. I had taken it for a decorative statue because it had been lying so still.

      The form that the stone-like dragon had currently adopted was about the length of a large saltwater crocodile. Its body was low-slung, and it had short, powerful-looking legs. The scraping sound was the noise that its thick tail made as the dragon hauled itself along. Its hide was more textured and rougher than any dragon I had seen so far. The cement-gray wings were attached to its body by muscular joints, and its head was a blunt wedge with a pair of dark eyes that smoldered like coals out of deep-set sockets.

      “Uh, we’ve got a tail,” I said.

      Saya turned and regarded the following dragon fondly. “Yeah, I guess you should get your stony ass back in your crystal too, Scopula,” she said.

      “And Scopula is your dragon?” I asked.

      “Yep, she sure is,” Saya said. “She’s a Gargoyle breed. They’re pretty rare. Tough as all hell, but not the speediest, isn’t that right, girl?”

      Scopula let loose a low rumble of ascent from deep in her chest. It was the sort of sound a sleeping volcano might make.

      Saya held out her hand, palm up, and closed her eyes. I noticed that she wore a silver bracelet around her wrist from which hung an uncut and unrefined nugget of plain gray stone. The little chunk of rock glowed for an instant, and the Gargoyle Dragon, Scopula, vanished.

      I shook my head and let out a short laugh. “Shit,” I said, “I wonder how long it’s going to take to get used to that?”

      Saya grinned and motioned me on. “Come on, Michael Gilmore,” she said. “There’s far more that we need to sort you out with today. Being a tourist can wait.”

      The six-foot, topless dragonmancer led the way into the transport hub.

      As she walked ahead of me, I took in the breathtaking spectacle of her ass as she prowled through the heavy stone doors of the building. It was, thanks to the minuscule bikini bottoms that she wore, all too easy for me to imagine what that ass would look like in the nude. They were that style of bikini bottoms which cut across the wearer’s buttcheeks in a way that ignited the libidos of hot-blooded men and lesbians the universe over.

      Hot damn, but I wouldn’t mind spending some one-on-one time with Saya. She was a hard woman obviously—as tough as a fifty-cent steak— but I could tell that she had a tender side too—a part of her that I imagined not many people got to see.

      Saya led me into an almost identical version of the transportation hub which Elenari had taken me to earlier. It was a single, clean white room with an enormous egg-shaped crystal in the center. This seven-feet-tall crystal was carved with neat runes.

      Saya turned to the woman behind the counter who had been regarding the two of us with polite attention. “Michael, this is Leuce.”

      “Oh, I already know Leuce,” I said, recognizing the woman who had been at the bottom of the Spire earlier. “Elenari introduced me to her.”

      “We are afraid that we don’t recognize you. You must have met with one of our sisters.”

      “Her name is Leuce, too?”

      “All our sisters are named Leuce,” she said. “We all work within the transport hubs of the spires.”

      “Oh, right,” I said, nodding like I understood. “So, how’s it going, Leuce?”

      Leuce cocked her head to one side and smiled at me in a slightly disconcerting way. Then she said, in a voice like honey, “How is what going, Michael?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to this.

      “That was… just an expression,” I said. I looked at Saya.

      Saya grinned. “Leuce is a wind nymph, Michael,” she said. “They’re a very literal people. They also cannot lie, which makes them the perfect guardians to look after our transport hubs. They remember everyone who passes through and can’t be bribed. Isn’t that right, Leuce.”

      “Completely veracious, Saya,” Leuce said.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you anyway, Leuce,” I said.

      “Thus far, meeting you has also been a pleasurable encounter,” Leuce said. She turned her attention back to Saya. “What can we do for you, Saya?”

      “Well, you can pass me my shirt for one thing,” Saya said. “And my pants.”

      There were a series of pigeonholes behind Leuce’s desk, and many of them were filled with items of clothing or trinkets. The wind nymph turned gracefully, pulled a white linen shirt and gray-colored pants from one of the cubby holes, and passed them to Saya.

      “Each dragonmancer is allocated a cubby,” Saya explained. “Feel free to leave any valuables or anything you can’t be bothered to carry around with you here when you come to the top of the Crystal Spire.”

      “I’ve got pockets,” I said, shrugging. Living a transient lifestyle, I had never been comfortable with leaving my belongings where others could get a hold of them.

      “Hm, but who says you’ll always be wearing clothing with pockets?” Saya asked me, a suggestive smile quirking up the corners of her mouth. “Or any clothing at all.”

      I had no answer to this, though I very much enjoyed that smile of hers.

      Saya pulled the shirt over her head, affording me a view of her taut stomach muscles and firm tits as she did so. The shirt was one of those sweet billowy numbers with the laces at the collar. The type of shirt that you can imagine all those poets wore during the Renaissance; when they were swanning around Italy, chasing pussy and getting hammered. It seemed a shame to cover up those top-class breasts of hers, but I could still make out the press of her nipples against the fabric.

      She took her gray-colored pants and wriggled into them. It was a wonder that her ass managed to fit inside them, but then this world seemed to be a place where the miraculous happened every other moment.

      “How come you’re covering up now?” I asked, trying to sound as if this was a totally legitimate question.

      Saya shot me a knowing look and gave my shoulder a little nudge. “We’re going down into the lower courtyards,” she said. “That’s where the dragonmancer barracks are, but it’s also, as you’ve seen, where the regular troopers train and drill. They live pretty strict lives down there, and we dragonmancers are held in higher regard than any of the conventional soldiers of the Mystocean Empire. The last thing the commanding officers need is to have dragonmancers walking about with their assets on show. It could incite a riot.”

      I grinned as Saya put her hands on the crystal’s surface and mimed for me to do the same.

      “After having seen all the, uh, assets up here, I reckon riots would be the least of your problems,” I said.

      Saya snorted in amusement. Then she said over her shoulder, “Send us down to the barracks level, Leuce.”

      “Right away,” said Leuce.

      For the briefest of moments, it felt like someone had squeezed all the air out of my lungs and I was convinced that my eyeballs had somehow been left far, far behind me. Then, eyelids fluttering a little, I sucked in a deep lungful of air, coughed, and gasped.

      For a moment, I thought that nothing had happened and that we were still in the transport hub. Then, my scrambled brain cells shuffled into something that vaguely resembled order.

      This transportation hub had scuff marks of boots across the floor, as if many people tramped in and out of here on a daily basis. There was another wind nymph stationed behind an identical desk as the one upstairs. She was dressed in the same uniform as Leuce had been and had the same red hair—although this slender sprite’s locks were styled into a bowl-cut that would have been enough to merit an ass-kicking when I was in school, but were now the only style that most of the people in neighborhoods like Culver City and Los Feliz wore.

      Saya pulled me out of the transport hub and through a series of corridors. These passages were enormously broad, with high ceilings and doorways that you could have driven a tank down.

      “What’s the deal with these hallways, Saya, why’re they so huge?” I asked.

      Then, I cottoned on to the obvious. Before Saya could respond, I snapped my fingers and said, “Dragons. Duh.”

      “That’s right,” Saya said. “There have been times, in the long distant past, when the Mystocean Empire had enemies and rivals prowling like wolves all around its borders. Enemies who had mancers of their own, though not dragonmancers.”

      “There are other kinds of mancers?” I asked.

      Saya waved a hand as if to say ‘duh’ and said, “Bears, eagles, stags, lions, sea serpents, and sea goats. There are many kinds of mancers in the world.”

      I opened my mouth to voice my amazement at this revelation, but Saya waved a hand at me again. I took this one to mean that I should button my lip.

      “On one occasion, the Crystal Spire itself was breached after enemy troops managed to force their way into the fortress. With the old design, with hallways that accommodate only humanoids, the dragonmancers couldn’t make use of their steeds. And our enemies, well, they had other beasts at their disposals, ones with forms that weren’t quite as large as those of dragons. It’s recalled that blood ran through the corridors in rivers and the bodies of our defending troops were piled in the doorways like bricks, their spilled entrails the mortar.”

      “Sounds like a shitty time to have been a cleaner,” I said.

      Saya nodded gravely. “Indeed, but we came out on top in the end, and one of the first things that the Empress at the time did was to redesign the keep so that dragons could travel the hallways.”

      “Yeah, I imagine that’d be a pretty good deterrent,” I said fervently. “I bet nothing weakens the bladder quite like sneaking around a castle you shouldn’t be in, wondering whether the next corner you creep around is going to reveal a dragon.”

      Saya laughed and punched me playfully on the arm. “We have never been attacked in any major way since the renovations were completed and the word went out to the civilizations outside the Empire. In fact, it was around the same time that the last male dragonmancer died out.”

      We continued through the keep. Due to the sheer scale of the architecture of this dragon-friendly military building, I felt like I was one of those little guys from Gulliver’s Travels, or Jack after he went up that goddamn beanstalk.

      We passed many doorways, all of iron-bound oak. Every now and again, Saya would point or nod her head at one and say something like, “Apothecary classes are held through there,” or, “Our Basic Sanative Lectures take place in here”.

      In the background of this tour through the main keep, the sound of training soldiers came faintly from the courtyards outside. There was the clash and smash of metal on metal, barked orders, choruses of “Yes, sir!” and “No, sir!” These were joined by the occasional good-natured jeering of men and women giving each other shit.

      Rather than annoy Saya by asking questions about every single thing, I merely grunted as though this all made complete sense. I was here now, and I may as well just wait for each lesson and class to see what it was going to bring. I had no qualms about being ignorant about things—I’d been unaware of this entire world up until a few short hours ago. I was loving every minute of my experiences here so far and figured that, like all good MMA fighters, I’d just roll with the punches as they came and adapt as well as I was able.

      Besides, I thought, where the hell is the fun in trying to have a plan in a situation like this? Way more interesting to make decisions on the fly, and see where each choice takes me.

      I eyed the toned figure of Saya walking proudly and confidently in front of me.

      I know where I hope any decision involving her takes me…

      “All right,” Saya said as we came to the end of another wide corridor.

      This hallway was sealed by a circular door of carved stone. Around the edge of this door was a carving of a snake-like dragon with short wings and long-clawed feet. It ran around the circumference of the portal and was eating its tail in the manner of the ouroboros back on Earth. The head and tail were located at the top of the door, where twelve o’clock would be on a clock. To the right side of the door was a small alcove, big enough to put your hand.

      “These are our digs?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Saya said.

      “And let me guess, we have to hold our dragon crystal in that little nook there, right?” I asked, indicating the alcove.

      Saya looked impressed. “That’s right,” she said again. “Only those with dragon crystals can get through this door.”

      “What happens if someone shady tries to get through with a forgery or a fake?” I asked. “They get a slap on the wrist and are told to piss off in no uncertain terms?”

      Saya laughed and patted me on the shoulder. I got the impression that she thought I was about as naive as a newborn kitten.

      “Not a slap on the wrist,” she chuckled. “More of a separation of the wrist—from the rest of your arm.”

      “Yeah, that’ll do the trick too.” I squared my shoulders. “Still, I’ve got nothing to worry about, do I?”

      With that, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my onyx crystal, and thrust my clenched fist into the small recess. There was a moment’s pause. Then, with a weighty grinding of stone, the stone dragon above me pulled its tail from its mouth and the door opened.

      “That’s a lot cooler than a swipe card,” I muttered to myself, pocketing my crystal.

      We entered another wide passage, which was lit by a combination of flickering torches set in sconces on the wall and cunningly placed windows in the upper reaches of the ceiling. The corridor was straight and level and reminded me of Bilbo Baggins’ pad, when he had the dwarves over for a drinking session in The Hobbit. Doors led off from either side of this corridor.

      “These are where the dragonmancer dormitories are,” Saya told me. “There’s also a well-appointed bathroom and sauna at the far end of this passage, a library, private apothecary workroom, small combat gymnasium, and meditation room.”

      I nodded. It all sounded pretty fucking sweet to me.

      Saya led me up the corridor a little way and opened one of the heavy oak doors.

      “And here,” she said, “is where you, Elenari, and I sleep.”

      The stone corridor that we had stepped from was as utilitarian and scrupulously clean as any hallway in any military academy back on earth, albeit with a slightly Hogwartian twist to it. These chambers though, the private quarters of me, Saya, and Elenari, were—and there wasn’t really any other way to describe it—luxuriously appointed.

      “This is, uh, this is…” I said, trying to find the words.

      “You don’t like it?” Saya asked, a faint note of concern in her voice.

      I remembered the last place that I had called home, back in Los Angeles. Calling that apartment a shithole would have been disparaging to hellholes across America. It had been like something out of National Lampoon’s Animal House.

      “This is what is known in certain circles back home as riciculuxe,” I said.

      Before Saya could hit me with another one of those glazed stares of hers, I said, “It’s fucking incredible, Saya. I feel like a goddamn lord.”

      Saya looked relieved. “You’re not a lord,” she said, “but you are a dragonmancer, and many people would say that’s a hell of a lot better. You may release your dragon here too. This is their home as much as it is ours.”

      I did as she suggested, summoning Noctis from the onyx crystal in my pocket, while Saya released Scopula. It was lucky that these new digs of mine were so roomy because the two dragons were still in the same forms that they had been when they had been sucked back into their crystals up at the spire’s zenith.

      The two dragons eyed each other warily for a few seconds and then inched closer together, their lips quivering, nostrils dilating, occasionally flashing a tooth or letting loose a small growl.

      “They’re just getting to know one another,” Saya said casually. “Dragons are proud, but they are clever too. They won’t fight, not with the two of us getting along as we are. If we were enemies however, they would detect the animosity between us and might spark up a fight amongst themselves.”

      I imagined that, when a tussle between two dragons sparked off, it probably went up like a fireworks factory.

      The quarters—my quarters, I reminded myself—were something along the lines of a Turkish teahouse mixed with one of those posh London social clubs that you can imagine Sherlock Holmes participating in.

      The quarters were really an open apartment of sorts, with a large spacious main living area, which was sunken so that you had to step down into it. This sunken space was surrounded by squashy armchairs and sofas upholstered in faded blue velvet.

      In the middle of the sunken area, surrounded by the comfy velvet furniture, was a large stone fire pit. The ledge of this pit was wide enough to prop your feet on or, more importantly, rest a beverage on. There were a couple of coffee tables dotted about the room and a large ebony desk up against one wall. Light was provided by thick, Gothic-style windows all along one wall and oil lamps that I bet cast a pretty cozy glow through the room in the evening.

      “Yeah, this is pretty freaking lavish, isn’t it?” I said.

      My eyes were picking out specific objects dotted about the room. There was a beautiful and delicate silver coffee service on the sideboard, a chandelier hanging from the ceiling that looked as if it was crafted from giant teeth instead of antlers, and a huge water-bong in one corner of the room that was surrounded by massive, soft pillows.

      Saya shrugged. Clearly, she had grown accustomed to this sort of living. The tactician’s part of my brain made me ponder on whether that had softened her and my other fellow dragonmancers somewhat.

      “We are dragonmancers,” she said again. “We are the most elite fighters that the Empire has at its disposal, sent on the most dangerous missions and into the teeth of our most deadly foes. Peril hangs over us like a damned storm cloud most of the time, so why should we not live in comfort when we can, hm?”

      Well, I couldn’t really argue with that. Besides, I felt as if I had paid my dues when it came to living in the worst sorts of accommodations. I wasn’t about to lose any sleep at the thought of sharing this comfy crib with two beautiful female warriors.

      “So,” I said, “is this me over here?”

      There were three beds set into raised nooks in three different walls. Each bed had posts and hangings so that the sleeper could have a little privacy if they fancied it.

      I sat down on the edge of the nearest bed and noticed that there was something gold sparkling on the duvet. It was a pendant, I thought, or a locket. I reached to see what the piece of jewelry was and toss it over to Saya to see if she recognized it. Before I could even get a fingertip to it though, the blonde woman strode over to the bed and snatched it up.

      “No,” she said sharply. “No, this is—this is my bed.” She stuffed the locket under her pillow and turned away from me. “You’re over there.”

      “All right. That’s cool,” I said and walked over to sit on the bed Saya had indicated on the other side of the room.

      What was that about? I wondered. Obviously, there’s a story to be heard there, but now probably isn’t the time.

      “What’s through that door?” I asked, breaking the slight tension that had permeated the room.

      Saya seemed relieved that I wasn’t about to bring the locket up. She turned, running a hand through her thick ash-blonde hair and said, “That’s the balcony. We have a private dragon landing pad out there, though you won’t be able to land your dragon when it is in its biggest battle form. There’s also a hot-tub which can be filled with the same thermally-heated water as the rest of the baths and showers.”

      “We’ve got a geo-thermal hot-tub?” I asked incredulously. “On the balcony?”

      Saya nodded.

      “Shit, that’s a greenie’s wet-dream right there,” I said with a laugh. “Jeez, what the hell did I do to deserve all this, huh?”

      Saya shrugged her strong shoulders. “You were chosen,” she said. “Chosen like the rest of us.”

      “Chosen by whom?”

      Saya stretched her arms over her head and grinned when she caught me checking her body out yet again. “Chosen by Fate, by the gods, by luck, chance, or the universe—take your pick, because it amounts to the same thing.”

      “Beats winning the lottery,” I said under my breath. “So, Saya, when can I start cracking rocks with my bare hands, huh?”

      Saya laughed. “You won’t be doing anything like that, Earthling,” she said, with a little of her original haughtiness. “Not until you’ve passed through the Transfusion Ceremony.”

      “Oh yeah, Elenari mentioned something about that. She didn’t say much about it. What is it?”

      “A secret.”

      “Of course it is,” I said.

      “It is something that all prospective dragonmancers must pass through,” Saya said, “but no dragonmancer is allowed to speak of it to the uninitiated. I will say this though; if you pass through it, unscathed you will be changed. You will be different to what you were. A whole new woman—man, I mean.”

      I laughed at her mistake and put my hands up in mock supplication. “How did you find out that all dudes wonder what it’d be like to spend a day with lady parts? That’s supposed to be an insider secret!”

      Saya cracked a smile of her own. It softened her hard exterior even more. “I apologize. I haven’t ever had to introduce anyone to the Crystal Spire that wasn't of the female persuasion.”

      I waved the apology away. “That’s all good. If I’ve come away with one impression after walking around here, it’s that if I can become half as powerful and skilled as you ladies, I’ll consider that a win.”

      Saya looked at me thoughtfully. “Not only are you strong, and obviously a quick learner—judging by the way you summoned your dragon with ease—but you have a skilled tongue too, Michael Gilmore.”

      It would have taken a stronger man than me to resist that opening. “You have no idea,” I said.

      There was a series of snarls from the middle of the room that curtailed this potentially interesting line of conversation before it could get started. The two dragons were squaring up to one another. Noctis had his long neck arched back like a cobra, while the squatter, low-slung  Scopula had her teeth bared.

      “Oh, shit…” I said.

      I knew that it had been too good to be true. Things had gone relatively smoothly, all things considered, but now these two angry beasts were going to turn this splendid room into a goddamn Mongolian barbecue.

      I made to get up from the bed, but Saya put a hand on my shoulder. “Wait,” she said, “I’ve never seen this before, but I think that they might be…”

      Scopula made a low keening whine in her throat and then rolled over onto her back. Noctis let out a whine of the same variety, then curled his neck over so that he could sniff around the other dragon’s jaws.

      “Are they flirting?” I said with a dubious laugh.

      “I think that they are,” Saya said, with a disbelieving little giggle of her own.

      We watched the two big beasts wrestle and tussle, mock fighting and snapping playfully at one another.

      “Hey,” I said, “seeing as they’re obviously getting along and what not, maybe this is a good time to ask; how come you don’t see any baby dragons flapping about the place?”

      Saya grinned at me. “You have procreation on the mind, huh?”

      “You are definitely out of practice hanging out with guys if you find that surprising,” I said.

      Saya and I stared into each other’s eyes for a few moments. Over on the far side of the room, our two dragons continued to snap and growl flirtatiously at each other.

      I wasn’t a stranger to the host of little signals that people gave off before they began the old bingo-bango-bongo. And Saya and I were giving them all off at once. It was a fireworks display of subconscious sexual greenlights.

      Well, this might turn out to be quite the introduction to Drako Academy.
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      There was a moment where coy eye-contact turned into blatant staring, smiles widened, and lips parted. Sweat prickled my palms, and my heart rate picked up as dopamine, norepinephrine, and oxytocin flooded my system.

      Like I said, I’ve ridden a lot of buses and read a lot of random magazines.

      And then…

      It was on.

      I made the first move, stepping toward Saya, reaching out a hand to cup her face and pulling her toward me. Part of that was totally instinctive, but there was also a conscious decision on my part. I doubted Saya was accustomed to another person taking control of a situation, and I wanted to throw her off balance.

      We came together in one of those kisses that felt like they could stretch on forever. There was an element of hesitation, of surprise, on her part, but that passed in about two seconds. Then Saya’s hands came up so that she could run her fingers through my hair.

      Our tongues investigated each other’s mouths.

      Probing, lapping, and licking.

      As we kissed, I couldn’t help but be surprised at how coquettish Saya was. I had expected a tiger in the bedroom. Expected her to be as domineering and as powerful, as confident and as aggressive, as she had been when I had first met her, only an hour or so before.

      Little did I know, Saya was just warming up.

      I ran my hands over her perfectly toned, marvelously fit, fighter’s body. My free hand slipped under her shirt and slid up her back. There wasn’t, as I had observed before, a superfluous ounce of fat on her. She was all silky skin and tight muscles and coiled expectation. I could feel her heart thudding strong and quick against me, and I realized we were pressed chest to chest. I hadn’t even noticed it happen.

      Surprising really, what with that pair of perfect double-Ds of hers wedged between us, nipples hardening against my chest even as we continued to lock lips.

      Saya broke away from me, her eyes fixed on my face, and ripped her shirt up over her head. I followed suit, pulling my own worn Carhartt flannel over my head.

      For a moment, we stood regarding one another. Our breathing came hard and hungry through our mouths. Saya’s breasts caught my gaze and held it like a tractorbeam, like a spotlight, like a pair of fucking shotgun barrels.

      It was funny, I thought, but I still couldn’t get a read on Saya. Despite the fact that she had just whipped her shirt off to reveal a pair of gravity-defying breasts, I still wasn’t certain how far this would go.

      Saya didn’t look skittish, but she didn’t look like she’d be as difficult to get my hands on as, say, a controlling interest in Tesla.

      Then, with a slow seductiveness from a Levi’s commercial, Saya slipped out of her ass-hugging pants. They fell to the floor, and she stepped out of them to stand nude in front of me.

      “Well, shit,” I croaked.

      She was something to see all right, was Saya. Her tanned body gleamed, the muscles etched.

      Then, she launched herself at me with unbelievable speed. She hit me like an NFL defenseman and propelled me onto the nearest bed. I had no ideas whose it was, but it was about to become ours for the next little while.

      Her lips pressed against mine, her legs gripping either side of my thighs. As she reached down and ripped off my belt—literally tore the leather band in half and flung it across the room—I played with her massive breasts. I rubbed her nipples between forefinger and thumb, teasing her, and was rewarded with a savage grunt of pleasure from deep in her throat.

      I kicked off my Timberlands as Saya pulled my jeans and boxer shorts down and, just like that, the two of us—complete strangers only an hour before—were stark naked.

      I pushed Saya away from me so that I could drink her in from close-range. From ten feet away, she had looked incredible. Face to face, with those big titties of hers swaying pendulously in front of my nose and her hot breath in my mouth. . .

      She looked, quite simply, remarkable.

      I slid my hand down her flat, defined stomach and between her legs.

      Her center was just as tight, and just as wet, as I could have imagined.

      The stunning warrior let out a gasp as I slipped a finger inside her with a soft squelching sound. As she flung up her blonde head to stare at the ceiling, I used her momentary distraction to flip her over so that I was on top.

      There’s a time for a bit of the slow, steady and sensual foreplay, but this was most definitely not it. The palm of my hand slammed against Saya’s clitoris and pelvis as I finger fucked her as hard as I could. I nuzzled her neck, every now and again kissing my way down to bite playfully at one of her perfect, pink nipples.

      Saya’s mouth contorted in a grimace of animal pleasure and her breath came in ragged gasps as I plowed into her with first one, then two, then three fingers. She grew so wet that her girl juice started flicking up onto her stomach and mine, coating us in natural lubricant.

      Saya’s hands had been resting on my chest as I finger-blasted her. With an abrupt burst of sexual strength, the blonde bombshell of a warrior pushed hard against me with a drawn out cry of, “Fuuuuck yes, fuuuuck me!”

      She didn’t just flip me off her, she propelled me about six feet into the air and backward across the room.

      Thankfully, I landed on one of the couches in the sunken fire pit. I bounced, feeling the springs under me take the strain as all my weight fell on the poor sofa, and landed on the floor with a dull thud.

      I got unsteadily to my feet, had just enough time to get my bearings and say, “Whoa” before Saya was on my again.

      It was my first taste of sleeping with a dragonmancer, and it had almost been my last. Still, the thrill of what pain, what potential injuries I could suffer, only made my cock harder.

      Sure, I was a sucker for punishment in the arena and in the bedroom. Sue me.

      This time, I grabbed Saya as she launched at me and coiled her legs around my waist. Her momentum, however, drove us backward so that I stumbled and wobbled, trying to keep my feet, before we crashed into the far wall. A mirror shattered behind me as we slammed into it, but I would have gladly traded seven years bad luck for what happened next.

      Saya used my broad shoulders to boost herself up a little, and then brought her box down, right where my cock happened to be standing firmly to attention. My rigid member slid into her tight sex like a sword into a scabbard.

      Saya let out a scream of lust, and I gasped as her walls clenched around me.

      I spun and—I hoped—canceled out the seven years worth of bad luck by plonking Saya on a conveniently placed walnut dresser and touching the wood with my thighs once...and again...and again….and again, and again, and again, ad infinitum.

      With her ass resting on the dresser, Saya lifted her legs so that her ankles were almost touching my ears while I fucked her as fast and as hard as I could. My balls slapped against her asscrack, which was slick with the juices running down from her coochie.

      I grabbed a handful of her blonde hair and forced her head to the side so that I could kiss her throat.

      “Harder, Earthling, harder,” Saya grunted.

      As the new kid on the block, I figured I should do as I was told. I thrust into the leggy blonde faster and faster and—

      — then found myself flying backward across the room once more as Saya shoved me with a foot in the chest. I crashed through a spindly coffee table, flailing, before I landed on the poor old couch. If the couch hadn’t been sunken, and thus wedged against solid stone, I would have undoubtedly gone head over biscuit off the back of it.

      There was the sound of Saya laughing with delight before she pounced on me. She reached down, guided my cock inside her, and began to ride me like a drunk white chick on a mechanical bull.

      I sat back and enjoyed the sensation of having a pair of huge, sweat-covered tits bouncing around in my face.

      The tempo picked up. Saya ground her crotch into mine, her nails clawing at my shoulders as she drove herself against me with ever increasing desperation.

      Just like the moment before a zombie apocalypse in the movies, I could feel that the end was nigh. In truth, I was amazed I had lasted as long as I had, what with having the amalgamation of the top ten hottest Playboy bunnies writhing around in my lap.

      Happily, it seemed that Saya was in the same boat. She was breathing hard now, rocking backward and forward with an eagerness that communicated the obvious.

      The Orgasm Express was arriving at the station.

      “Yes,” she said, her perfect ass smacking into my lap as she reached down to rub her clit. “Yes, yes, yes, yes!”

      The muscles of her thighs tightened with delicious pain against my hips, her knees digging into my sides. Saya leaned back and stared up at the ceiling with unseeing eyes as she came. Her stomach contracted, and she let out a strangled cry as her sex quivered and spasmed uncontrollably. That quivering then set me off, and I thrust hard up into the gorgeous warrior, once, twice, thrice, more.

      My load shot up into the warm, moist depths of her soaking box.

      To my astonishment, a light suddenly flared just under Saya’s navel. It brightened, and then died suddenly away.

      “What the fuck…” I managed to say, though my breath came out as a whisper.

      Saya didn’t hear me, being too caught up in the throes of her orgasm. Nor did she see my surprise because her eyes were screwed shut in ecstasy.

      I only had a brief chance to wonder if that was some sort of magic at work, before we collapsed across the sofa in a tangled heap.

      We lay sprawled on the couch by the firepit; butt-ass naked, sweaty and panting. I felt like I’d been a participant in the most enjoyable fight of my life. A fight-fuck if you will.

      I could feel the lines of fire across my shoulder blades where Saya’s nails had dug into my flesh. I could feel bruises blooming across my back, my asscheeks, and my sides. I could taste blood in my mouth.

      My imaginative mind conjured up images of how I might have felt had I tried to have sex with someone in a barrel that had just been pushed over Niagara Falls.

      I sat up with some difficulty and propped myself on the couch, so that I looked a little less like a crash test dummy. The naked form of Saya lay beside me, and I couldn’t help but regard her with more than a little wonder.

      “I have heard sex referred to as thunderfucking before,” I said, “but that, right there, takes the cake. I’m going to be limping for a week, you bad girl.”

      Saya smiled widely. Her ash blonde hair was all over her face and fanned about the couch like some sort of Greek goddess, Aphrodite perhaps—although maybe Freyja, the Norse goddess of sex, magic, war, and death might have been more accurate for a woman such as Saya.

      “Like I said, I have not been with a man for many, many moons,” she said.

      “You could have fooled me,” I said, running a hand up her silky, muscular thigh. “You were incredible.”

      “You were not so bad yourself, Michael Gilmore.”

      I turned to face the Amazonian blonde and said, “Right, now that we’ve got that out of the way, where were we?” I ran a teasing finger around the woman’s navel as she stretched her legs out over my lap. “Oh yeah, we were talking of babies—dragon babies, to be precise.”

      The smile faded a little on Saya’s attractive face. “Dragons do not procreate,” she said. “There are a set number of dragons in our world, and no way for their numbers to increase. They live to a great age but, with battle and sickness, their numbers are dwindling.”

      “So, no dragon eggs?” I asked.

      “No dragon eggs,” Saya affirmed.

      “That’s a shame,” I said. “I liked the idea of raising a dragon from an egg, you know.”

      We watched the two dragons, who had been totally unconcerned with our fucking, playing for a few more moments. Then, I said, “Look, I might be way off, having taken most of my education from Nat Geo and the History Channel, but surely dragons had to have come from somewhere.”

      “They are, or were, birthed out of pure magic,” Saya said, running a finger through the jizz that coated her flat stomach. She placed a finger to her mouth and sucked it clean. She shivered a little, as though it was the most exquisite morsel to ever touch her taste buds. “Even the greatest lore-masters profess to know little about the actual process, and I know far less than they do, obviously. Any real knowledge that we as a people ever had about how dragons spawn was lost many years ago, around the same time that male dragonmancers stopped being born.”

      This didn’t really make much sense to me, and I said as much.

      Saya sat on the arm of a velvet armchair and looked at me. She sighed. “Look,” she said brusquely, “it’s not really my job to fill in the gaps in your knowledge. You’re here to learn all that from the Preceptors—the teachers.”

      “C’mon,” I said, nudging Saya’s knee with mine, “give me the layman’s version. The Earthling version. Just so that I don’t go into whatever the hell comes next completely clueless.”

      Saya sighed again. “Fine,” she said.

      I winked at her and coaxed a small smile out of her.

      “Dragonmancers have something special within them,” she said. “They are part of a unique and magical bloodline that enables them to bond with dragons. It is a latent power, you know. It cannot be taught.”

      “What, you can be as clever as you like, but if you don’t possess this inherent ability, you can’t make a dragon trust you?” I asked.

      “That’s right. Only one such person can represent a people at any point in time. Do you understand that?”

      “So, I’m not just the only male in this Empire, but also the only Earthling?” I said. “I’m not going to run into some other jackass from, like, Fresno or San Francisco or something?”

      “I don’t think so,” Saya said. “When a person from a specific bloodline dies, that bloodline is hunted and sniffed out by special agents and the next most potent holder of the magic of that bloodline is brought here. It means that every dragonmancer that you see in the Crystal Spire has been especially picked out from amongst countless other candidates within their race.”

      “But what about the sergeant and the lieutenant. They’re both elves of the same race, right?”

      “Yeah, but they’re twins,” Saya explained. “They share the bloodline equally between them. That is the one and only exception to the rule of a single representative of each race’s bloodline.”

      “So, everyone here is representing their homeland and their own people, and hopes to do them proud. Is that about the shape of it?” I asked.

      “Yes, there’s the aspect of pride to it, undoubtedly,” Saya said. She toyed, rather distractingly, with one of her nipples. “But we can earn currency—loot and treasure from missions and raids, for example—and other things which we can send home to our family and people. Then, of course, there is the great honor we have in serving the Empress and the Empire on behalf of all peoples.”

      I nodded slowly. The notion of fighting for anyone other than myself or my close group of friends back in L.A. had never been one that I had really had to consider before. Now that I came to think about it, I quite liked the idea of putting myself on the line for something that was bigger and more important than myself. The thought of fighting for the men and women on either side of you, while they did the same, was one that struck a chord within me.

      I can do this, I thought. I can really make something of myself in this world.

      “Okay,” I said, fixing Saya with my most determined gaze and squeezing her ass in a cheeky way, “fill me in. How does this Academy work? Give me a rough outline as to what to expect day-to-day.”

      “Well,” Saya said, “it’s like any other educational facility, I imagine. Here though, you’ll typically spend your day like this: up at dawn for physical training. Then it’s martial classes until noon, followed by combat theory and the study of tactical leaders through history until dinner. After we have eaten, it’s arcane practice throughout the evening.”

      She paused there, and I guessed it was to see whether all that was going to scare me off. However, she had no idea how seriously I had been taking my MMA training over the past few months. I had seen fighting as the means to get myself out of the crumby neighborhoods I’d been running in and into some serious, life-changing cash. With this in mind, I had seen more dawns break over the past few weeks than I ever had in my life. I’d come to cherish the feeling of falling into whatever fleapit I was staying in with all my muscles aching, but knowing that I was that little bit faster, that little bit stronger, that fraction more agile or enduring than the day before.

      “And?” I asked.

      Saya grinned at my obvious resolve and gave me an openly admiring look. “Missions come at random. When they take place, we go out into the field and do what we are ordered to get done. However, you won’t be put on active mission status until you’ve passed through the Transfusion Ceremony. Even then, if you pass through that, you’ll have to prove that you have mastered the fundamentals before you’ll be given permission to embark on missions alone.”

      I leaned forward, untied my long brown hair, which had been mussed up during our coupling, and let it fall about my shoulders. I ran a hand through it, and this action suddenly brought another question bubbling up to the surface.

      “When do we get time to let our hair down?” I asked.

      She frowned, and I could almost see her brain try to work out what I meant. Then, she smiled, clearly pleased that she’d deciphered my expression.

      “We get the weekends off,” Saya said.

      “Unless I’m very much mistaken,” I said, “today is a weekend. What do you say, fancy taking me on a tavern tour?”

      Saya laughed and took me by the hand, pulling me to my feet. “I’d like nothing better than to drink your Earthling ass under the table,” she said, “but you have to come with me now. You have a squad to select.”

      “My squad?” I asked. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. Elenari said something about dragonmancers having a squad. She got roasted by those higher ups for not bringing them along with her to Earth.”

      Saya nodded. “Elenari’s a very headstrong recruit. Only more so after she completed the Transfusion Ceremony herself.”

      I shrugged. “I like her.”

      “As do I,” Saya said. “Which is why I was so harsh on her earlier.”

      “I get it,” I said, “Tough love, and all that.”

      “Back to the task at hand,” Saya said. “One of your many privileges is picking out a trio of fighting men or women to act as your crew and bodyguards. Once picked, these men or women will be one-hundred percent loyal to you. They will kill at your lightest word, and die if you command it. Having a squad of such fighters is a powerful weapon in anyone’s arsenal, but—”

      “As Uncle Ben said, ‘With great power comes great responsibility,’” I cut in.

      “Your uncle sounds like a wise man,” Saya said.

      “I… He wasn’t actually… Yeah, he was,” I said, finding myself unequal to the task of explaining to this woman who Spider-Man was. “I guess I should ask, how do I go about selecting this squad of mine?”

      “Anyone you choose for your squad, any soldiers that step forward to be a part of your squad, you have to beat in combat. That’s the requirement. It’s an age-old martial law.”

      “Unarmed combat?” I asked.

      Saya nodded. “I hope you know how to handle yourself. Otherwise, you’ll get a shitty squad, or you’ll get dead.”

      I grinned. “Saya, I’m happy to say that unarmed combat is somewhat of a specialty of mine.”
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      Before I could elaborate on how I had learned how to fight and in what sort of style of combat I was trained, there was a sudden flash of bright orange light in the center of my quarters, over the sunken fire pit.

      I jumped to my feet, still completely naked, and spun, my fists rising to my chest with a fighter’s reflex, but Saya just laughed and slapped my bare ass playfully..

      “Go easy there, Earthling,” she grinned, “it’s just a messenger-drake.”

      There was a little dragon hovering in mid-air over the fire pit. It was about a foot long, with a short tail that flattened out horizontally and reminded me of the empennage of a Cessna plane. Its wings were a blur, like those of a hummingbird, as it hovered in mid-air. Its little bird-like head was fixed in my direction, the jewel-bright eyes glittered unblinkingly.

      “And, presumably, this is like a carrier pigeon, is it?” I asked. “You know, the pigeons that people used to use to carry little message scrolls during the olden days.”

      Saya considered this. “Yes, I suppose they are similar. Messenger-drakes can either fly to those they are tasked with delivering their messages or else use the fire pits, which can be found in most rooms within the Crystal Spire, to transport themselves directly from one room to another.”

      I looked at the little dragon hovering quite unconcernedly in mid-air. It was a deep, coppery brown with feet that ended in three taloned toes, which were not unlike those of an eagle or a hawk.

      “I can’t see any sign of a message,” I said. There was no obvious scroll or anything like that tied or fixed to any part of the little messenger-drake. “Who does this little guy belong to anyway? Is he bonded to someone in the same way that me and Noctis are?”

      “No,” Saya said, “you’ll encounter lesser dragons like the messenger drakes all over our world when you go exploring. They are dragons certainly, but don’t have the… the…” she snapped her fingers a few times, as if she was looking for a word.

      “Pedigree?” I tried.

      “Yes, in a way,” Saya said. “They are not as intelligent, and don’t come from the same lineage as the dragons that we dragonmancers ride. Some, like the messenger-drakes, can be trained in certain tasks—the same way that a hawk can be trained to catch rabbits.”

      I nodded. “I still don’t get where the message is though. It doesn’t have, like, a little pouch or anything like that, does it?”

      Saya smiled. She got to her feet and started busying herself finding our clothes. She seemed to be enjoying the fact that I knew nothing at all about her world.

      “You’ll see. First, you need to ask it to report its message.” Saya tossed my pants and shirt to me, from where she had retrieved them from the floor.

      “Asked it to report?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Saya replied. “You have to ask it to deliver its message.”

      I turned to look at the messenger-drake. It was still eyeing me with beady intensity. It was a little bit pervy, what with me not wearing anything. I found my boxer shorts, and then started to dress.

      “Uh, do you fancy delivering my message then, buddy?” I asked awkwardly as I pulled my shirt back on.

      The messenger-drake turned its little head and spat a gobbet of green flame into the dormant fire pit. The fire caught and then sprang up until it was about two feet tall. Suddenly, the twisting tongues of green flame morphed and writhed and changed into technicolor, and the top half of a blue-skinned woman appeared in the fire. She had long blue hair, pointed elven ears, and looked to be wearing a deep blue robe, which Saya quickly pointed out was the regalia of the Crystal Spire librarians.

      I looked in surprise at the flickering image of the woman. It was like something out of Star Wars crossed with Harry Potter’s fire communication, like some kind of arcane hologram.

      “Michael Gilmore,” the blue elf woman said, staring out of the fire, though not at me, “this is a message to inform you that your presence is required at the Grand Library immediately for your orientation. I await your arrival with extreme anticipation. The messenger-drake will guide you to the Grand Library if you do not know where to go.”

      The fiery message flickered, and the woman’s face dissolved and died away. I looked at Saya.

      “I guess that’s what you’ll be doing next,” the tall blonde said to me. “You heard the librarian. Follow the messenger-drake to your orientation.”

      “But, what about my squad selection?” I asked. “I was kind of looking forward to that.”

      Saya shrugged and laughed. “Don’t fret, Michael Gilmore,” she said. “You are a prospective dragonmancer. Once the word is out that there is a new dragonmancer looking to find his squad, there will be warriors camping out for their chance to fight you. It can wait. Besides, after I’ve taken a little nap, I’ll get the gossip circulating that you’re looking to pick your squad. Get the interest stirred up a little.”

      “All right, if you say so,” I said. “I’ll meet you back here after I’m done with this orientation thing?”

      Saya nodded. She flopped down on her bed, sadly dressed again, and crossed her long legs. “I can wait,” she said, putting her hands behind her ash-blonde head and closing her eyes.

      Swallowing back some rather ardent misgivings about leaving the stunning blonde for the inevitable hush and tedium of a library, I turned back to the still-hovering messenger-drake.

      “All right, small-fry,” I said, “lead the way.”

      The messenger-drake guided me with the unerring assuredness of something that had spent its whole life zipping around these halls. The only time that it stopped was while it was waiting for me to open doors for it. At these times, it would use its long talons to grip onto the rough stone of the keep walls. Then, when I’d heaved a heavy door open, it would dart through and continue on its way.

      After about a quarter of an hour of following the messenger-drake along the labyrinthine corridors and through one enormous hall after another, we fetched up outside of a particularly grandiose-looking door. It was at least twenty feet high and, once more, wide enough to admit even your most Smaug-sized dragon. It was the sort of door that impressed upon you the importance of the room beyond.

      “This is us, is it?” I asked the messenger-drake.

      The little beast gave a strange fluting trill, which I took to be dragon-speak for, “No shit, Sherlock.”

      I raised my hand to knock upon the massive door but, before I could lay fist to wood, a side door that I had not noticed sprang open to my left. Without hesitation, the messenger-drake swooped through it, and I followed.

      I stopped in my tracks after stepping through the little side door, and only dimly heard the sound of it snapping shut behind me.

      I had been prepared for some dusty, quiet room filled with the smell of mildewed paper and rows upon rows of books on tall shelves. Perhaps a backing track composed of a studious murmuring blended with the soft rustle of pages. What I had not expected was to walk into a sort of scholarly, cerebral cathedral.

      The ceiling of the truly enormous room ended at least one hundred yards above me. It was a dome of intricately constructed ironwork and glass panes. It was what St. Paul’s Cathedral in London might have been, had Christopher Wren decided he wanted to use it as a greenhouse rather than a place of worship. Now that I was looking at it more closely, the entire magnificent structure depicted a dragon with a scroll on one side of it and a sword on the other. It was, essentially, a stained-glass window, and of giant proportions. It filled the room with natural light, which I supposed was conducive to study and reading.

      I managed to wrench my eyes away from the dome and lower them so that I could take in the rest of the library.

      The main floor, which was all white marble veined with gold and silver, stretched away from me like a spreading, shining pool of molten gemstones and precious metals. This floor was littered with bookshelves laid out in concentric circles.

      There were quite a few dragonmancers—all of them female, of course—perusing the voluminous tomes and furled scrolls on these shelves. Interspersed around the room were rows and clusters of desks. At these study stations sat more dragonmancers poring over books and reading through scrolls, their crystals sitting on the desks in front of them in much the same way that people back on Earth might place their wallet or phone in front of them.

      “It’s like a museum, not just a library,” I muttered to myself as I looked around the vast space.

      There were statues hewn from great lumps of rock that were so lifelike they would have had Leonardo da Vinci high-fiving the sculptors responsible. There were paintings that, at a glance, I might have mistaken for being photographs because they were painted with such skill and realism. These works of art depicted dragonmancers in various positions; holding swords and spears aloft in defiance of something or other, standing with their hands behind their backs, kneeling in poses of exhausted delight and great woe and, of course, riding on the backs of their mighty mythical steeds.

      The walls of the Grand Library were, as you’d expect, stuffed to the gills with books, scrolls, and manuscripts. They lined the ginormous circular space, the shelves rising right up to the bottom edge of the glass dome.

      Dotted about the place, scooped out of the walls, were about two dozen alcoves. These nooks held a desk and chair each, which were set off to one side, and were obviously the Grand Library’s version of private study rooms. Each of these study nooks also held a large nest of clean, fresh straw in which, I guessed, the dragonmancer’s dragon could relax in, while their bonded dragonmancer hit the books.

      Even as I watched, one dragonmancer climbed onto the back of her pale pink dragon and launched up into the air, heading for one of the topmost shelves. When she reached her required row, her dragon pulled up and hovered, beating its wings to hold steady while the dragonmancer reached over and found the text she was after. Then, dragon and rider soared across the Grand Library and into one of the study nooks.

      “Wouldn’t see that in the fucking Beverly Hills Public Library,” I said to myself, shaking my head in rueful awe at the sight.

      There was no way to reach these nooks—no stairs or anything of that sort—and I assumed that the only way was to ride your dragon up there.

      “Impressive, is it not?” a quiet, earnest voice asked from off to my right.

      I closed my mouth and turned to see the blue-skinned, elven-looking woman dressed in the deep blue robe moving toward me. She was the same woman from the arcane hologram.

      “Impressive,” I said, glancing back up at the glass-domed ceiling. “Yeah, impressive is one word for it, all right.”

      There were a couple of glassy, iridescent blades over both of the woman’s shoulders, which I hadn’t noticed in the flaming message that the messenger-drake had delivered.

      Not blades, dumbass, I said to myself. Those are freakin’ wings!

      Obviously, my sudden wonderstruck look had not gone unnoticed by the librarian, for a navy blush suffused her cheeks, and she smiled shyly.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, thinking that, maybe, in this world, staring in amazement at someone’s wings might be akin to gawking at a chick’s hooters on Earth. “It’s just, where I come from, we’re very much a wingless society.”

      The blue woman’s face was a picture of astonishment. “No one has wings? No one can fly?”

      “Only those with sizable visual-effects budgets,” I said.

      The woman ruffled her wings in the same way that a human might give their head a little shake when they didn’t understand something and meant to ignore it.

      “My name is Penelope, Bearer of the Rooster Dragon, Glizbe,” she said, “and I am a Knowledge Sprite.”

      Thankfully, I managed to quash the impulse I had to make the inane, “I’ve heard of a Tropical Sprite, I’ve heard of a Zero Sugar Sprite, but I’ve never heard of a Knowledge Sprite” quip.

      “I’m Michael,” I said, holding out a hand, “but feel free to call me Mike. Everyone else does—or did back on Earth, at least.”

      Penelope reached out and took my proffered hand, and I was amazed to see how small hers looked in mine. She was very dainty up close, with the bone structure of some delicate bird. I felt like I could have crushed her hand in mine had I wanted to. Our hands clasped for a second or so longer than propriety dictated, then Penelope blushed navy again and looked fixedly at the floor.

      “So,” I said, taking one more look at her pearlescent wings, which looked remarkably similar to a creature I had seen before, although I couldn’t remember which at that moment. “The little messenger-drake, that’s not your dragon, huh? Saya said that was more a sort of general dragon that anyone could ask to carry messages.”

      The Knowledge Sprite nodded. “That’s correct,” she said. She spoke quite clearly, but her voice was pitched very quietly—a result of spending all her time in a library, I supposed. “My dragon, Glizbe, is right… here.”

      With a flick of her hand, Penelope summoned her dragon. Around her neck on a leather thong, a shard of iridescent abalone-looking stone glowed like a rainbow spark.

      Penelope’s dragon was a sleek snow-white beast, five yards long and about a yard and a half tall at the shoulder, and almost more bird than reptile. It had no visible horn on its nose, but its snout looked to be hard as bone and its top jaw ended in a sort of curved beak. Under its bottom jaw it had a feathered wattle that looked a little like a beard. All in all, I got the impression of a wise old man crossed with a rooster—albeit a rooster that could tear your head off and trample your body to mush. I looked at the glittering, long insect-like wings, and then glanced at Penelope’s own wings.

      “Dragonflies,” I said softly. “That’s what I’m reminded of. Dragonflies!”

      Penelope looked quizzically at me. “Of course, most dragons fly,” she said hesitantly.

      “Yeah, right,” I said, “it’s just on Earth we have these bugs call dragonflies and—”

      “There are dragons on Earth,” Penelope said, all keen interest.

      “No—look—nevermind,” I said. “Why don’t we forget about the last twenty seconds and you can tell me why it is that I’m here?”

      “Oh. Yes,” Penelope said. “Quite. Sorry. I’m fairly new to my position, you see. In actual fact, technically speaking, you would be the, um, very first prospective dragonmancer that I’ve ever helped induct.”

      “Well, look,” I said, giving the woman an encouraging smile, “if it makes you feel any better, I have absolutely no idea about anything here. This is all new to me. I’ve got a feeling that my unfamiliarity with this place is going to make me stick out like a goddamn scorpion on top of a birthday cake. So, whatever you had in mind to tell me, give me the layman’s version, okay, Penelope?”

      The Knowledge Sprite looked slightly mollified, but she still fumbled with a sheaf of notes as she pulled them from a robe pocket and almost dropped them. She shuffled through the notes, shooting furtive glances at me from under her long eyelashes, and then dropping her gaze when she caught me looking at her.

      Is she nervous because this is her first gig, or because of me? I speculated as Penelope cleared her throat a couple of times but said nothing. Is it because I’m the first male dragonmancer in this place? Because I’m the first one that she has ever met?

      Penelope cleared her throat once and then gave a little sigh.

      “Look,” I said, “how about I ask you a few questions that I’ve got in my head? A couple of key questions that I think would clear up a hell of a lot for me. How about that?”

      “That’s not really adhering to the procedure that I’ve been taught…” Penelope said.

      “Shit, if we adhere to the procedure that you’ve been taught, I think we might both be here until our dying day,” I said.

      Penelope gave a nervous little giggle.

      “Okay,” she said, “why not? Fire away, Mike.”

      “All right,” I said, “but before we start, I suppose it’s all good for me to let Noctis—my dragon—out? I figure it can’t be nice for him to be trapped inside his crystal when all the other dragons get to frolic around the bookshelves.”

      “Of course,” Penelope said.

      “Great,” I said, and summoned Noctis from the confines of his crystal.

      Penelope’s almond-shaped eyes lit up when she saw the sable dragon standing behind me.

      “Wow,” she breathed, “an Onyx Dragon! I never thought that I would ever get to see one in the flesh. Magnificent!”

      I turned to Noctis. “Man, you’re just collecting fans all over the place, aren’t you? Am I going to have to start carrying a pen around with me so that you can sign autographs?”

      Noctis snorted at me, blowing my hair back.

      “Well, I thought it was funny,” I said to him.

      “What is your first question then, Mike?” Penelope asked me.

      “Do you mind if we walk too?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” Penelope said, and we took off toward the outer wall of the Grand Library and began a leisurely circuit of the mammoth hall.

      “Okay,” I said, “so, I suppose the first thing that I want to know is this: what actually is a dragonmancer? What do they do?”

      “Well, I would say that dragonmancers are, essentially, the most elite soldiers at the disposal of the Mystocean Empire,” Penelope said.

      “And the Mystocean Empire is governed by…?” I asked.

      “By Empress Cyrene.”

      “Right, so dragonmancers are bad-ass super-soldiers. Got it. And we’re obviously trained exclusively here, at the Drako Academy?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Penelope said. “The dragonmancers attend the Academy until they’re deemed worthy to graduate. Once they have attained the required level of training, in the eyes of their instructors, they are sent on missions that will help benefit and strengthen the Empire. Of course, the first missions that dragonmancers are sent out on are usually assignments that will help boost their skills. They are undertakings that need to be done, yes, but they are also lessons in themselves.”

      “So the missions are like a final test, of sorts? Except, if you fail these tests, you don’t just flunk your class, you flunk out of life itself.”

      Penelope nodded thoughtfully as we passed a table stacked with scrolls, behind which sat a dragonmancer with a shaved head and tattoos that ran all through her hairline and disappeared into the collar of her shirt. Her nose was almost pressed to the piece of parchment that she was scribbling over with a quill but, as we passed, she looked up and flashed me a wink before returning to her work. From what I could see of the parchment, it looked as if she had been making a detailed drawing of a wing joint.

      “Yes,” Penelope said, recalling me to her presence. “Yes, it must be said that the lessons that a dragonmancer learns during this period in their career can sometimes be somewhat terminal.”

      “You say that the missions dragonmancers go on are tailored to help them boost their skills,” I said. “But does that also mean certain dragonmancers are picked for certain types of mission?”

      Penelope nodded and gave me a small smile. She looked genuinely pleased at the questions I was asking her.

      “Yes, absolutely,” she said. “Missions are most often given to riders who are bonded with dragons, or have specialist powers, that are most likely going to help in the fulfilment of said mission. That is part of what makes the Mystocean Empire’s coterie of dragonmancers such a formidable fighting force.”

      “The fact that Empress Cyrene and her captains have a multitude of ‘tools’ to choose from, each one with slightly different powers and abilities?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” Penelope said.

      A shadow passed over us, as a dragon leapt from one of the study nooks above us, its wings snapping open with a crack as the membranes caught the air and it glided down to the hall floor.

      Penelope and I continued around the circumference of the Grand Library. As we strolled along, the weight of all that knowledge, of all the potential secrets on magic and warfare waiting to be discovered, pressed down on me.

      “Can you tell me what sort of missions dragonmancers are requested to go on?” I asked the Knowledge Sprite as we sat for a moment on one of the many benches dotted about the hall.

      “The jobs and responsibilities of a dragonmancer are various,” Penelope hedged. “However, the chief responsibility and care for all dragonmancers is the continued prosperity and safety of the Mystocean Empire.”

      “Makes sense,” I murmured, my eyes making their way once more to that incredible glass dome. “Where do the chief threats to the Empire lie, then?”

      “There are very few places that threaten Empress Cyrene’s Empire,” Penelope said loyally.

      “Oh, come on now,” I said. “There is always someone or some civilization lurking in the background and threatening to piss everyone right off by sticking their nose, or a dagger, where it’s not wanted. If the Mystocean Empire is as strong as you claim, I doubt it got to that point by going around to its neighbors and offering them cookies.”

      Penelope gave me a calculating look. “You have the looks of a warrior, but your mind is more like that of one of our tacticians.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. “Now, come on, you don’t have to sugar-coat anything for me, Penelope.”

      “Well, the northern and western borders are where the chief threats to our homeland lie,” Penelope said. “For that’s where the other city states, Empires, and a few uncouth civilizations are situated.”

      “These other empires,” I said, “do they have dragonmancers of their own?”

      Penelope frowned. “Well, not dragonmancers.”

      I nodded, recalling what I’d heard earlier. “They don’t have dragons, but they have other monsters they can tame?”

      “That is what is rumored,” Penelope said. “But I really shouldn’t talk about it. We are at peace with all those civilizations who border us, and knowledge of what lies outside the Empire is relegated to a few choice members of the Empire. Truly, most dragonmancers only serve to keep the peace within the confines of the Empire. Even so, it may not be this way forever. For this reason, it is imperative that you learn all you can about the biology and history of dragons. You must know the limitations of these superb creatures. You must know what areas of aerial combat the different breeds are proficient in. You must become expert in how their bodies work, what they require to stay strong and recover quickly, and you can fly them hard and fast without tiring them too quickly. Only knowing your mount, and the mounts of your allies, inside out can you hope to take down the mounts of your enemies. Should those other civilizations with access to taming crystals threaten the Empire, you must be ready.”

      “So,” I said as we got to our feet and started wandering into the middle of the library with our dragons following behind, “is it just these border disputes that take up the dragonmancers’ days?”

      “These days, yes it is, mostly,” Penelope said. “However, about a millennium ago, there was a great deal more trouble than simple border skirmishes and raiding parties.”

      I was starting to detect a theme here.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Around the same time the Spire was attacked and the last male dragonmancer died?”

      “That is correct. It was all due to the Shadow Nations,” Penelope whispered, and this time her quiet voice lowered so much that I only just caught her words. “They were a collection of tribes—of subterranean civilizations—that lived under the Mystocean Empire.”

      “What, in caves and tunnels and whatnot?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Penelope said, still in that hushed voice.

      Instantly, my imagination jumped to the goblins of Middle-Earth, tunneling away through the bowels of the earth, turning all the land under the Misty Mountains to swiss cheese.

      “And what did these Shadow Nations do?” I asked.

      “They used to issue from their warrens and lairs every so often, but as separate, selfish tribes. They would raid caravans carrying food and supplies, kill merchants—what might be considered ‘usual banditry’, I suppose. After putting a village to the sword or stealing a herd of cattle, they would be driven off or slain, and that was the sort of rhythm of things. They would issue forth, commit minor outrages and a dragonmancer or two would be sent with a platoon of soldiers to deal with them.” Penelope licked her blue lips and then frowned, as if making sure that the details she was about to divulge were absolutely correct. “However, about a thousand years ago, unbeknownst to the Mystocean Empire, hundreds and hundreds of these usually selfish, shortsighted tribes suddenly banded together and fought under the one banner, calling themselves the Shadow Nations.”

      “Who, or what, unified them?” I said, asking the obvious question.

      “That is just it,” the Knowledge Sprite said. “No one ringleader was ever pinpointed, but historians all agree that there must have been someone, or something, that brought that multitude of bickering tribes together.”

      “The Mystocean Empire won though, obviously,” I said, gesturing around the room. “That’s why you guys are still studying what happened, here, in the world’s biggest glasshouse.”

      “Yes, the Shadow Nations were vanquished, but they struck with so little warning and with such ferocity that it was a very near thing, dragonmancers or no.”

      At that point, Penelope whistled to her dragon, Glizbe. The glossy beast padded up on great fat paws that looked like just the thing for running over snow or sand.

      “Mount up,” the Knowledge Sprite said, “and I will show you one of our private study alcoves.”

      As Penelope took off on her sleek white mount, I jumped on the back of Noctis and urged him up to follow her. Penelope only flew to the nearest alcove, but I couldn’t resist taking Noctis on a spin around the Grand Library.

      We soared around, up by the glass. We were so close that I could make out some of the taller towers of the castle outside. Then, with a smoothness that seemed impossible given that I’d only taken my dragon on a single extended trip, Noctis swept in to land in the alcove that Penelope had picked out to show me.

      Goddamn, that is the only way to travel! I thought to myself, grinning from ear to ear.

      “So, you know how you said that the Shadow Nations were vanquished?” I said, returning to my history lesson as I slipped off Noctis’ back. “Do you mean that they were wiped out completely?”

      “The chronicles are sketchy on those details,” Penelope said. “I think the story-tellers and bards of the time were more concerned about telling a tale that was likely to reflect most handsomely on the Empire’s handling of the situation.”

      “So they didn’t wipe out the marauding army?” I asked.

      “I think it unlikely,” Penelope said thoughtfully. “The Shadow Nations had too many bolt-holes that they could have fled through to be entirely exterminated. I would be inclined to think that a remnant of that force still lives below the earth, in some deep, dark caverns.”

      “Why is it that they haven’t ever come out for round two?” I asked. “Surely, after a thousand years of breeding and stewing, they should have at least come out to raise a little bit of hell?”

      “It is said—hinted at really—that the Shadow Nations took their hitherto undemonstrated strength, and a form of bastardized magic, from a race of supernatural beings known only as the Elder,” Penelope said. “When the Shadow Nations were driven back and dispersed, there were whispers that—rather than risk the Mystocean Empire getting their hands on these Elder and gaining even more power through them—the Shadow Nations’ survivors slew them.”

      “There must have been a few sightings of the last of these Shadow Nations guys through the years, though?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course, but none of the claims were ever substantiated,” Penelope said.

      “And that final confrontation between the Mystocean Empire and the Shadow Nations, that was the last big fight that the dragonmancers were involved in?” I asked.

      “Yes, indeed, and it was also the confrontation in which the last male dragonmancer was slain,” Penelope said gravely. “And since then, none have been born. It is suspected that the Elder Magic caused this to happen. Something must have changed which has caused you to exist. No doubt, when word spreads of your arrival, the lore-masters will wish to study you.”

      I wasn’t exactly eager to be put under this world’s version of a microscope, but what interested me about Penelope’s words was the Elder Magic. It was the first time that anyone had mentioned a theory on how the male line of dragonmancers had died out.

      “Although I love the acquisition of knowledge,” Penelope said, looking out from our lofty perch at the library below, “that sort of ancient knowledge is very hard to come by.”

      I came to stand next to her and watched the figures below us all going about their separate tasks. “How do you mean?” I asked. “Look at this place. It’s a fucking depository of wisdom, isn’t it?”’

      “The Academy does have much of the lore available to the people of the Mystocean Empire,” Penelope said slowly, not looking at me. “But there are some things—some scrolls—that are kept only in the catacombs under Empress Cyrene’s palace. Under lock, key and enchantment.”

      “What sort of scrolls?” I asked.

      “I don’t know for certain, being but a novice here,” Penelope said quickly, “but I would guess that they were texts on the Elder. I imagine that they are scrolls which, perhaps, touch on where it is one might find these powerful beings—if any survive—and how one might go about tapping their powers.”

      I looked carefully at Penelope out of the corner of my eye. I got the impression that she was not telling me everything she knew, and that she’d already told me more than was prudent. She was clearly as sharp as a tack and that was worth remembering. Smart people, after all, surrounded themselves with other smart people. It would probably be a good idea to keep the Knowledge Sprite on my side. You never knew when a big old brain like hers would come in handy.

      I elected to change the subject and put the young woman at her ease.

      “Okay then,” I said, “that all sounds like a dead-end if the Empress has got the biggest secrets of the Empire tucked under her pillow. What can you tell me about the whole disappearing, non-rejuvenating dragons problem, then?”

      Penelope seemed to visibly relax.

      “What specifically do you want to know?” the Knowledge Sprite asked.

      “Well, when Elenari—one of the fairly fresh dragonmancers—swung by Earth and picked me up, she told me about an old seer who lived in the Academy orchards somewhere. Apparently, this seer said that I would be able to help with this particular problem. If that’s the case, then the first step to helping is probably knowing how the problem started in the first place.”

      “Sound reasoning,” Penelope said approvingly. “And, once again, I wish I could give you a definite answer.”

      I nodded and smiled ruefully. “Yeah, I think I’m starting to understand that this world is one in which the mysteries are wrapped up in riddles, which are then tucked down the pants of enigmas that in turn are stowed behind the secret hidden bookcase at a conundrum’s house.”

      The Knowledge Sprite giggled at this play on words and covered her mouth with her hand in a quite adorable fashion. It really seemed to tickle her. It made me think that a surefire way to romance this cute, all-blue chick would be to set up a game of Scrabble and Trivial Pursuit side by side and let nature run its course.

      “It is a little like that,” Penelope admitted. “In this instance though, we can turn once more to those marauders, the Shadow Nations, for the probable explanation.”

      “Oh, come on, Penelope, you tease,” I said amiably as the Knowledge Sprite paused to take a breath and gather her thoughts. “I’m drooling here. Why was it the fault of those cheeky little bastards?”

      “Simply—yet, admittedly, vaguely,” Penelope said, “it is believed that the same curse which led to preventing the births of any male dragonmancers also caused new dragons to stop being born.”

      “Ah,” I said. “A final fuck you to the Empire that had defeated them. The equivalent of salting the fields—or whatever the hell it is that you do to a field when you don’t want someone to grow anything in it.”

      “Quite. An accurate comparison,” the Knowledge Sprite said, giving me another one of those approving looks, which told me that, although she was far too polite to say it, I was exceeding her expectations. “Although, of course,” she continued, turning to look at me, “what they were spitefully robbing us of was not food, but power.”

      “And growing civilizations are always hungry for that, right?” I asked.

      Penelope looked back over the huge library that opened out before us like a bibliophile’s wet dream. “Yes. Yes, they are,” she said.

      “This curse,” I said, breaking into the sprite’s musings. “It basically just resulted in—what?—the male dragons firing blanks? The female dragons rolling over and saying they were tired when the male dragons tried to exercise their conjugal rights?”

      “Essentially, yes,” Penelope said. Then she blushed. “Although, I couldn’t tell you if the dragons were affected in any sort of… physical way.”

      “Can dragons die?” I asked.

      Penelope looked fondly at her white dragon, which had curled up in the nest of hay provided for just such a reason. Noctis was sitting nearby, fastidiously cleaning a claw.

      “They aren’t subject to the passage of time like we are,” she said. “They do not wither and fade and succumb to age like we do. But they can be killed.”

      “And with their numbers being fixed, I guess that means that every dragon lost in battle brings them closer to extinction, and the Mystocean Empire one step closer to losing their most powerful weapons?” I said, thinking out loud.

      “True enough, that,” the sprite agreed. “But it is no easy thing to kill a dragon.”

      “And we—dragonmancers, I mean—do we share in their longevity?” I asked. I’d seen a lot of movies where characters of one sort or another would say that invulnerability or living forever was a curse more than anything but, personally, I was game for giving eternal life a nudge if it was on offer.

      “You have yet to undergo the Transfusion Ceremony, so you do not have access to all a dragonmancers powers. Yes, you are bonded to your Onyx Dragon, but not completely.”

      Well, that was more than anyone had said about the Transfusion Ceremony so far.

      “And after the Ceremony, I’ll be immortal?” I asked.

      “We live longer, but not forever,” Penelope told me. “It is far more common, in battle, for a dragon rider to be killed rather than their dragon.”

      “What happens to the bonded dragon when that happens?” I asked.

      This was exactly the sort of lesson that I needed, exactly the sort of blanks that I needed filling in.

      “When a dragonmancer dies,” Penelope told me, seating herself on the edge of the desk and reciting her words in a way that made me feel that she had learned this particular spiel by rote, “their dragon reverts to its earliest stage of progression—its weakest and least mature form. Then, a new dragonmancer is sought out from a particular people or race that is now bereft of a dragonmancer representative.”

      “So, each race within the Empire gets a dragon?” I asked.

      “Correct. Well, sometimes the dragonmancers can be found on other worlds. Like you were found on Earth.”

      “But they’re not given a particular breed of dragon? They just get one purely by chance?”

      “That’s correct.” Penelope nodded.

      “So, Noctis once belonged to someone else?”

      “Indeed. It would have been some time ago, though, since a Onyx Dragon hasn’t been seen for an exceptionally long time. Sometimes the dead dragon inhabits limbo for many years before it is reborn again as a crystal. Nevertheless, he found you.”

      “Every single race or people gets a dragon,” I mused aloud at the wonder of this. “But not those outside the Empire?”

      “Only those within the Empire,” Penelope confirmed. “It ensures that each race has a share in the responsibility of protecting the Empire. And that is the key duty, as I have already mentioned, of the dragonmancers.”

      It seemed that we had finally progressed back to our starting point. Still, I had another question. It was the most pressing question that no hot-blooded male—no matter how mature he wanted to seem—could resist asking for long.

      “So, what with us being trained to, basically, be the cutting edge of the blade that is made up of the armed forces and used to protect the realm,” I said. “What sort of powers can I expect to gain, once I’m qualified?”

      Penelope gave me such a knowing look then, that I could tell she knew exactly what I was asking. I was asking her; how much of a fucking badass was I going to become, and what sort of epic shit was I going to be able to accomplish?

      She shot me a small smile and then studied her fingertips. “The powers of each dragonmancer are unique,” she said, “and thus are hard to estimate with any great degree of accuracy. However, I think you will find that it will not be long before besting fifty regular soldiers in combat becomes a fairly straightforward task.”

      “Fifty men?” I asked incredulously.

      “And when you open up more of your crystal slots, through experience and bonding with your dragon, you will be able to defeat more than that,” the Knowledge Sprite said casually.

      I shook my head in wonder. It was the dream of every person who took up fighting as a sport, whether they admitted it or not, to get to the point where they could single-handedly take on all comers. If you could somehow get to the level of the fictional characters played by Jean-Claude Van Damme or Jet Li, where you were clearing out whole barrooms on your own…

      “I guess that explanation just begs the question; what can those slots that I can see on my crystal actually do?” I asked.

      Penelope looked sideways at me. It was an appraising look. I could practically hear the gears turning in her head as she considered what to do next.

      “I could explain it to you,” she said, “but I think it would be more efficacious if I were to show you instead.” She whistled softly to her dragon, and the sleek white beast got lithely to its feet.

      I motioned for Noctis to stop with his manicure and get ready to fly too.

      “I probably shouldn’t be doing this,” Penelope said to me, with a grin that might very well have been considered devilish when on the face of a librarian. “But blast it all! Let’s fly to the Training Halls!”
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      I mounted Noctis and took off into the air behind Penelope and her Rooster Dragon. Sable dragon and snow-white dragon boosted out into the air like Yin and Yang made real.

      We flew across the library and, as we went, I saw Penelope rummage in the front of her robes and pull something out. I couldn’t see what it was, but a moment later, there was a sound like an owl doing its best Mariah Carey impression and the huge door of the library opened ahead of us.

      Noctis and I flashed through the open portal after Penelope and into the corridor beyond. I almost let loose an exhilarated whoooooo-hoooo-hoo! as we shot through the gap, but then I remembered that we were in a library technically, and I had already received a punishment from my commanding officer. Better to keep the old lips sealed.

      We shot through the wide, high stone corridors of the Royal Academy like the two helicopters do in that chase sequence in Mission Impossible: Fallout when they’re pursuing each other through that New Zealand gorge. I followed on Penelope’s Rooster Dragon’s tail, Noctis showing me his ability to channel his inner swallow as he switched this way and that through the twisting hallways.

      The Academy was mercifully quite empty, what with it being a weekend, and so we only had to avoid a smattering of students, who ducked at our approach, cursed as we shot past a few feet over their heads, and staggered in the wash of air the dragons left in their wake.

      To call that little flight exhilarating would be like calling an evening spent in a hot tub with Zoe Saldana dressed as Gamora an average date.

      After what seemed like only a few seconds, Penelope slowed and descended. Her dragon’s padded toes skimmed the hallway’s floor as it came to land. Noctis, being what seemed a fast learner, followed suit. The two dragons touched down with a clatter of claws and a bunching of muscles before they trotted to a halt.

      “We’re here,” Penelope said, gesturing at a set of nondescript double doors flanked by a couple of statues of eight-foot rearing dragons.

      “The Training Halls?” I asked.

      Penelope nodded and shoved on the door. It creaked open and the familiar sound of people hitting things, grunting, swearing, and gasping in pain and exertion flowed out. A smell came with it. It was the smell of fresh sweat and heavy breath. I grinned. It was an atmosphere that I knew well. Call the room what you will, but the smell of a gym was seemingly the same the universe over.

      “Follow me,” Penelope instructed, “and let me explain a few things to you about slots in your crystal.”

      We edged into the room, and I closed the door behind us with a dull boom. It was, as I had thought, a gym—though a gym that would never have passed any sort of health and safety test on Earth. That wasn’t because it was grimy or dirty in any way. It was due to the spears, swords, bows, crossbows, throwing stars, maces, war-hammers, flails, pikes, daggers, nets, and hosts of other weapons that I didn’t even recognize adorning the walls. Health and safety inspectors look down on that sort of thing, or so I hear.

      There were no such obstacles here, that much was certain. As I followed Penelope around the edge of the large wooden-floored room, I saw people hacking at each other with wooden staves, practicing archery, and lifting weights that looked impossibly heavy. There was an obstacle course on the far side of the room too, and a couple of dragonmancers were busy leaping and springing and vaulting from platforms and beams while others were scrambling up impossibly sheer-sided walls.

      “Okay, Mike Gilmore, it is time for you to focus on me now,” Penelope said. “Let me show you the different ways that you can use your dragon’s energy and power to help you in combat.”

      I was all attention. This was the sort of thing that really mattered. At the end of the day, you could have as comprehensive a knowledge of Mystocean history as the next guy, but if you didn’t know how to block a flying crossbow quarrel or hadn’t learned how to correctly handle the spear that you had been given, then that knowledge was worth about as much as a fart in a hurricane.

      I followed Penelope around the wall until she stopped by a pair of training partners who were standing about twenty yards apart. One of the two, a tall woman with a stubbly mohawk and a flat, snake-like face, held a crossbow in her hands. The other was standing with her hands behind her back.

      “That is one of the Empire’s multi-shot crossbows,” Penelope told me. “The string returns to the firing position thanks to a simple dragon-blooded charm, while another little rune slots the next arrow into place.”

      “And why is she pointing it at her buddy there?” I asked, watching the tall woman with the crossbow raising it to her shoulder.

      Penelope pulled out her sheaf of notes from the pocket of her robes and flicked through it until she found what she was looking for. She handed it across to me.

      “Read it,” she said.

      I looked down at the neat, curling cursive script.

      
        
        HEAD SLOT

        Creates an aura around the dragonmancer. This can be defensive or offensive depending on the dragonmancer's focus, but will adjust automatically.

      

      

      

      I looked up at Penelope. “An aura? What does that mean?” I had a bit of an idea, based on my probably irrelevant gaming experience, but I figured it best to ask anyway.

      Penelope pointed in answer.

      The tall female warrior with the mohawk readied her stance and started firing quite indiscriminately at her partner, a curvaceous but quite short woman with a shock of black hair, who was standing down range. To my amazement, as soon as the first quarrel came within about two feet of the short warrior’s ample chest, a thin thread of purple lightning struck it in mid-air. The next crossbow bolt, heading straight for the little warrior’s pretty, full-lipped face, met the same fate—as did the third, fourth, and fifth. Each projectile was sent spinning out of the air by a finger of the spontaneously appearing purple lightning. One landed fairly near us, and I could clearly see that it was charred and melted.

      I realized that my mouth was hanging open, but I had the good sense not to close it immediately. I had a feeling that I was about to see a few more jaw-sagging examples of just what dragon power, correctly applied, could do. Instead, I let my bottom jaw hang at half-mast.

      Penelope dragged me around the room then, guiding me past a stack of shields stacked haphazardly against the wall.

      “Next on the agenda of things for you to see,” she said, taking me by the hand and pulling me past a couple of scantily clad women who were greasing themselves up and standing next to a wrestling circle, “is what a dragon that is willed into your chest slot can do.”

      What this could do, it turned out, was attire the dragonmancer in a defensive suit of armor.

      “Each set of armor is, as you might have guessed, unique to the particular dragonmancer who summons it, as well as the dragon they command,” said Penelope.

      “But they generally all work as well as that, yeah?” I asked as we watched one dragonmancer—who had summoned a matching breastplate, backplate, greaves, rerebraces, spaulders, and gauntlets all of glowing yellow metal—getting hammered at by a sparring partner with a flail. The blows should have been breaking limbs, cracking ribs, and shattering bones, but the armor was doing its job and then some. The woman in the armor was actually chatting to her friend about the latest cut of formal skirt, while her mate went to town on her with the flail. It was knocking the armored woman around certainly, but not making a cripple of her as it should have been.

      “The bond with your dragon, along with your level of mana and skill, allows you to summon more effective armor,” Penelope said. “You will find, in time, that the armor you can create by placing your dragon in your chest slot will make you akin to a god. The greatest dragonmancers the Empire has to offer are even worshipped as gods among the more primitive of the Empire’s peoples.”

      A god. I could become like a fucking god.

      I swallowed back the sense of overwhelm.

      “I’m starting to see that a strong and flawless bond with your dragon is well worth cultivating,” I said as the woman with the flail finally managed to knock her partner over. I could hear the fallen woman’s laughter echoing out of her magically constructed helmet.

      “That is quite the understatement, Mike,” Penelope said.

      The next stop on our magical mystery tour was where Penelope could show me dragon power harnessed into the crystal’s right arm slot. Apparently, this was the offensive spell slot, where a dragonmancer sent his dragon when he wanted to get weaponized.

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I’ve used this one before. I summoned these crazy spheres of black fire. They made a bunch of goblins’ body parts just disappear when they hit.”

      “Intriguing. I believe that spell is known as the Shadow Sphere.”

      “That’s right,” I said, recalling the name that had appeared in little writing above the crystal.

      “You can view the description in further detail when focusing upon a particular slot,” Penelope explained. “Place your dragon in the right arm slot and you can see for yourself.”

      I did as Penelope suggested and found that there was a brief description of my Shadow Sphere spell when I focused on it.

      
        
        SHADOW SPHERE

        Throwable explosive sphere that erases from existence whatever it touches.

      

      

      

      I read the description aloud, and Penelope’s eyes widened.

      “That is an exceedingly terrifying spell,” she said. “You should use it wisely.”

      I nodded. “No erasing my fellow dragonmancers?”

      Penelope nodded profusely. “Or anyone whose existence might be important. Chaos magic is a strange thing. Should you erase someone, it might affect whether they ever existed in the first place. I can’t guarantee that’s how it works, but it’s Chaos Magic—it could do practically anything. Now, why don’t you see how other dragonmancers implement the right arm slot?”

      The Knowledge Sprite pointed out a woman who was built along the lines of a professional shot putter. She was standing at the end of a long gallery at the end of which were three straw targets shaped like men. The woman, with a flick of her wrists, utilized a spell that fired spinning shards of scything metal out from her hand and reduced the dummies to confetti. Somehow, I couldn’t ever see Harry using that one to spread that slimy asshole Malfoy across the Great Hall like an exploded can of dog food.

      The more I saw of the Training Hall, the more I wanted to come back and get involved. It reminded me of the place the guy from Assassin’s Creed would have gone to work out at. The hall itself was enormous but rugged and simplistic in its design. There were set pieces and elaborate stages on which dragonmancers could practice their techniques for dealing with various scenarios, whether it be fighting on a rolling deck, shooting arrows from the pitching back of a dragon in combat, or dealing with multiple enemies at once.

      “The left arm slot is for defensive spells,” Penelope explained to me. She motioned over to a dragonmancer who was running after her sparring partner. The woman in front threw her left hand behind her, as if she was scattering invisible tacks or marbles in her wake. Suddenly, the woman behind found herself ankle-deep in a particularly viscous and sticky-looking mud.

      We walked past this exhibition without really slowing.

      “I assume you already know that the leg slot is reserved for travel,” Penelope said.

      “Yep,” I agreed. “Thanks to Elenari.”

      “What you may not have realized is just how quickly the bond that you and Noctis share enables him to interpret your thoughts,” Penelope went on.

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, when you summon Noctis forth from the crystal,” Penelope said, “what you’re actually doing is willing him into the leg slot—whether to ride him on the ground or in the air.”

      “But what if I just want to hang out with the guy?” I asked. “Give him a scratch behind the ear or something.”

      Penelope smiled. “I’m just telling you how he interprets it,” she said. She looked over at the two dragons, the black and the white, that were slinking along behind us. “I have a feeling that Noctis is going to prove to be one of the most adaptable and astute dragons that we have ever seen. Onyx Dragons are incredibly intelligent. Most dragons cannot truly communicate with their mancers. Some can communicate through emotions. And a very select few can use words, but their vocabularies are limited.”

      “He might actually be able to speak with me one day?” I asked, looking at my dragon. He seemed to smirk at me, as though he was thinking: “Only if I let you, buddy.”

      “I wouldn’t get that far ahead,” Penelope cautioned. “Like I said, very, very few dragons can communicate with words.”

      “How would he even do it? A dragon’s mouth doesn’t look all that effective at speaking.”

      Penelope laughed. “It would take the form of telepathic communication.”

      “Oh, right,” I said. “That makes sense.”

      I looked at Noctis, and the sable beast gave me a yellow-eyed wink.

      “What’s next on your list?” I asked the Knowledge Sprite.

      “You have your two weapon slots; A and B,” Penelope replied. “Weapon slot B is for utility items. They can take the form of a shield, a bow, or something else entirely. The properties and hidden abilities of these items vary with the dragonmancer. Weapon slot B is among the rarest slots since it takes a lot of experience to unlock.”

      “Of course,” I said. “But have you ever seen any in action?”

      “A few times,” Penelope admitted. “There are those shields that might deflect arrows, slingshot stones, and other projectiles back at the original casters with the same force with which they were originally shot. I have seen a shield take on magnetic properties so that any sword blade caught on it was stuck fast for a number of seconds.”

      “Cool,” I said. “And what about slot A?”

      “Weapon slot A is for when you want to use your dragon as a hand-to-hand weapon,” Penelope said.

      “The dragon can become a hand-to-hand weapon?”

      “Correct,” Penelope said, as if this were totally normal.

      “Wow,” I said. “And it changes, depending on the dragonmancer, yeah?”

      Penelope nodded. Then she pointed over my shoulder. “If you’re after an example of what you can expect with regards to the weapon and its special ability, then take a look at Tamsin over there.”

      I looked over to where Penelope was pointing and saw an extremely limber and agile-looking woman. She was dressed in tight, form-fitting breeches of gray leather, supple leather boots that finished above the knee, and a sleeveless tunic topped with a shirt of mail rings. Her skin was the same dark red as those classic barns of my homeland, America, were painted. Her eyes were an incandescent yellow—sclera, pupils, and irises—and her black hair was long, billowing out behind her like shredded shadow.

      As we watched, the woman summoned a spear out of nothing and began an intricate dance which, while beautiful to watch, also gave you an idea of the speed and deadly precision of the woman. Her spear darted this way and that, sweeping and slicing.

      The warrior woman spun with the alacrity of a mongoose on Ritalin before she flung the spear at a target ten yards away. The spear buried itself in the target’s head, sticking two feet out the back of it. Then, as if it were connected to Tamsin’s hand by an invisible cord, the spear pulled itself free and flew back into her grip.

      The red-skinned woman executed a backflip, which would have had the Olympic judges holding up at least 9.5 scorecards, and snatched the spear from the air without even looking at it. As she landed on cat-soft feet, she threw the weapon underhand at the target. The spear sliced through the air and slammed into the target’s belly. The spear once more retracted itself, pulling about a bail-load of straw out with it, and slapped back into Tamsin’s hand.

      It was a pretty gobsmacking display—not to mention the sort of exhibition that stirred up and heated my blood like a red-hot egg whisk.

      I managed to keep enough of my wits about me to listen to Penelope telling me that the last two crystal slots were the wings and titan slots.

      “Wings are self-explanatory,” the Knowledge Sprite said, while my eyes stayed glued to Tamsin. “It simply means that the dragonmancer himself can fly.”

      This news would usually have been greeted with a hearty cry of “Holy fuck, are you pulling my fucking leg!”, but I was too distracted as I continued to watch Tamsin twirling her spear.

      “A functional and helpful trick,” I managed to say. Then I blinked and pulled my eyes away from the red-skinned warrior for a second. “And what the hell is the titan slot?”

      “It’s a slot that only about one hundred experienced dragonmancers have ever unlocked, and only a dozen or so of those have used it effectively,” Penelope said. “It enables the dragonmancer to become the dragon—the dragon in its most destructive and massive form. However, this ability doesn’t just drain your mana reserves, but also your lifeforce too, if you are not careful. Dragonmancers have died while embodying their titan forms.”

      I looked back over at the raven-haired, yellow-eyed Tamsin. “I bet she can do it,” I said.

      Penelope cocked her head and looked at me. “Those who are able to access the titan slot are sworn to secrecy,” she said. “Personally though, I think that Tamsin has the potential to do so. She might not unlock it in the next year, but give her five years, and I’m sure she’ll accomplish that feat.”

      At that moment, Tamsin looked up and pinned me with those blazing yellow eyes.

      “You,” she said, in an almost Eastern European accent that reminded me of every vampire movie that I had ever seen. “You. Come here.”

      “Don’t have to ask me twice,” I muttered and walked on over, Penelope hurrying to stick on my heels.

      “Ah, Mike, this is Tamsin, Bearer of Fyzos, the Force Dragon. She’s a hobgoblin from Grimteeth Mounds,” the Knowledge Sprite said, hastily making the introductions. “Tamsin, this is Mike, the Academy’s newest prospective dragonmancer, and an Earthling.”

      “A hobgoblin!” I said, trying to keep things light. “I think I met some of your smaller, hairier, far less attractive cousins on my way to the Crystal Spire.”

      Tamsin was running her eyes over me. She gave me a smile that was not completely friendly when I mentioned my run-in with the goblins. Her teeth were very white and very pointy.

      “I heard about that,” she said. “Rumor spreads like dragon fire around here.” She ran a very pink tongue across her teeth and smiled again. “So, you are the male dragonmancer,” she said, in a voice that was so low that it was almost a purr. It sent a tingle from the base of my skull, sashaying down my spine and into my pelvis.

      “I guess I am,” I said.

      Tamsin’s eyes darted over my shoulder for a moment, and she took in a deep breath, which made her chest rise in a way that I found more than a bit distracting. “And you have a Onyx Dragon,” she said. “You lucky, lucky boy.”

      Tamsin’s voice was having a peculiar effect on me. A sort of melting effect. I felt a little bit like a chocolate rabbit that had strayed a little too close to an open fire.

      Tamsin leaned in close, and I caught the unmistakable smells of fresh sweat, leather, and shea butter.

      “By the way, just a word of advice, insinuating that a hobgoblin is related to goblins,” and she spat the word, “is about as foul an insult as you can deliver. However, I’ll forgive you this affront because of that very handsome face of yours, and because you will do me a favor.”

      “What favor’s that?” I asked. Up close, I could see that the irises in her eyes were, in fact, actually gold.

      “You’ll let me take you out into the practice circle and dance with me a little,” Tamsin said, and she flashed another one of those predatory smiles that simultaneously raised the hairs on the back of my neck and set my frank’n’beans to tingling.

      “You want to fight me?” I asked.

      “Oh, just a little rough and tumble,” Tamsin said, starting to strut slowly out into the center of the space in which she had been practicing with her spear.

      Sweet Christopher Walken, she’s got a phenomenal ass! I thought. It was the sort of rump that made me want to ask her to sit in my lap, even though I was standing.

      “I know you’re new here, but allow me to have the honor of being the first of your fellow dragonmancers to tangle with you, hm?” Tamsin said. “What slots do you have available?”

      I was pretty sure that I still only had my legs and right arm slots, but I decided to check my crystal on a whim.

      

      
        	Head

        	Chest [insufficient skill]

        	Right Arm

        	Left Arm [insufficient skill]

        	Legs

        	Weapon Slot A [insufficient skill]

        	Weapon Slot B [[insufficient skill]

        	Wings [insufficient skill]

        	Titan [insufficient skill]

      

      

      “Would you look at that,” I said aloud, a grin forming on my face. “It looks like I have three slots now. The head slot just became active.”

      Penelope seemed taken aback at this. “Already? That’s rather soon.”

      I shrugged. “I neutralized a few goblins on my way here, and my bond has been growing with Noctis, so maybe I gained the required experience?”

      “Maybe,” Penelope said, but she seemed unconvinced.

      “Which will you choose to use against me?” Tamsin asked me.

      “Uh, I’ve been warned against the right arm slot, and I don’t think it’d be all that useful flying around you while Noctis is in the leg slot. How about the head slot? I might as well take it for a spin.” I paused to ask Penelope out of the corner of my mouth, “That would be the defensive aura thing, right?”

      “Yes,” she replied, although she frowned at me. “Are you sure you wish to do this? To spar with Tamsin, Bearer of Fyzos, the Force Dragon?”

      “Why not?” I asked with a shrug. I turned back to the hobgoblin. “All right then. I’ll lock horns with you, and I’ll be using my head slot.”

      I stepped out into the circle, noting as I did so that the walls here were lined with mirrors. That explained why the hobgoblin had been practicing here; she had been analyzing her form.

      As I walked out to meet Tamsin, I willed Noctis into the head slot of my crystal. Instantly, I felt my head enclosed in a semi-transparent helmet.

      I looked over at the mirror and saw that the helmet was styled somewhere between a motorcycle helmet and a medieval jouster’s lid.

      I tapped at the front and realized that there was a vizor there, but it was so clear that my eyesight was almost totally unencumbered. Only the smoked armor in my far peripheral and the slight deadening of my hearing told me that I was wearing a helmet at all.

      I glanced at my crystal and saw my new ability:

      
        
        Head Slot: Noctis (Aura: Blink)

      

      

      Blink? What the fuck was that? I was about to focus on the ability so that I could see its brief description, but then Tamis activated her own head slot.

      A similar helmet of smoked red armor, topped with a little crown, enveloped her head. She stepped forward and raised her hands.

      “Very well, Earthling,” she said, her voice only slightly muffled, “let us see what you are made of.”

      She started toward me, so I pocketed my crystal and left whatever the “Blink” ability did as a surprise.

      When it came to sparring, I wasn’t one to let myself get weighed down with notions of chivalry. It didn’t matter whether you were fighting a guy or a gal, what mattered was getting them down and out of that fight as quickly as possible. The cardinal rule was: rather them than you.

      I strode out, fainted with a right jab, and then lashed out with a front kick with my left foot. Almost immediately, I realized that something was very wrong. It felt like I was trying to fight underwater. As soon as I got within about a foot or two of the hobgoblin, forcing my limbs onward was like trying to push them through molasses.

      I danced backward, avoiding a couple of lightning-fast punches from Tamsin.

      That’s magic, that's her aura. It slows my strikes so that they’re way easier to avoid.

      It was a startling realization. Annoying too.

      I ducked under a vicious high kick and went to slam my fist into Tamsin’s kidney, just to test my theory. Sure enough, her aura slowed my punch enough for her to spin easily out of the way. I couldn’t see her face behind the helmet, but I could tell by the set of her shoulders that she was enjoying herself.

      “Come on, Noctis, fucking help me out here, huh?” I growled into the interior of the helmet.

      Tamsin lunged in and let loose a string of jabs that were so fast that I almost couldn’t follow them. Only my professional fight training allowed me to twist, duck, and weave out of the way as they rained in. Somehow, I managed to avoid having any of them land on me, but they still drove me back until my spine was pressed against the mirrored wall.

      Tamsin’s final blow in her series of punches was a haymaker, which I only just managed to avoid. The hobgoblin’s fist smashed into the wall with such force that a stretch of mirror exploded outward in a concentric ring of shattering glass.

      “Holy fuck!” I gasped. The power of that blow, had it made contact, probably would have had my head sailing across the Training Hall.

      Part of my brain—the part not busy with keeping my melon attached to my neck—wondered when I would have that level of raw physical power at my fingertips.

      You won’t at all if you don’t keep your face from getting turned inside-out, I reminded myself.

      Tamsin let loose an axe kick that left a crater in the ground, right where I’d just been standing. I tried to take advantage of the fact that she was off balance and smack her ungentlemanly in the back of the head, but once more, her aura prevented me from making contact.

      The beautiful hobgoblin lashed out with a counter punch, and I slapped her hand away, the shock of that glancing blow almost numbing my arm. Then I was up against the shattered wall once more, with Tamsin’s fist heading straight for my ribcage.

      “Shit,” I said.

      Then, in a blur of motion, I was exactly where I would have been had I possessed the speed of a cobra. I was behind Tamsin, and had no real inkling as to how I’d gotten there.

      Tamsin’s punch crashed into the wall, sending a cloud of plaster dust bursting out, as if it had been shot with a solid-slug shotgun round.

      “What the…” she said.

      She swung about with a roundhouse kick that no doubt would have sent me yards across the practice circle, but once again, without any clear notion as to how I’d done it, I was behind her.

      “Short range teleportation,” I muttered, barely able to believe the words coming out of my own mouth. “That is so fucking cool.”

      The hobgoblin came at me again, but this time I channeled my energy and actually sent myself where I wanted to go. She missed me again. And the next punch didn’t even get close.

      However, the more I used and relied on my aura ability, the weaker I felt myself becoming. It was that same mana weakness that Elenari had warned me about. It sapped the energy and will from muscle and sinew.

      I won’t be able to rely on this in a prolonged fight, I realized.

      With that in mind, I dodged Tamsin’s next sidekick, which flung a table holding some water skins across the room, and then I teleported right behind her. As I moved through space and time quicker than I had any right to, I began to close my arms in a bear hug. It was around nothing at first, but in the blink that it took me to get behind the hobgoblin, my cinch was almost complete. Her aura did little to stop me getting my hands on her.

      She might have been super strong, but she had not been expecting to get taken down by me. And just because she was stronger than she should have been, it didn’t mean that she was heavier. I flipped her over my hip and pinned her to the ground. Her thighs wrapped around my waist, while my hands gripped her by the wrists. She squirmed, and her crotch ground into my groin as she struggled.

      Keep your head in the game, I told myself, and not that head either.

      “Mind if… I go on… top?” Tamsin grunted.

      She slipped out from under me and rolled me onto my back with a deft twist of her legs. I still had a hold of her hands, but now she was on top of me, with her breasts crushed against me. The smell of the beautiful hobgoblin was thick in my nostrils. Our faces were inches apart, the helmets clonking together as we wrestled.

      It was immediately clear that she was the strongest person I’d ever tussled with.

      By far.

      She laughed as I tried to take her down, as though my strongest grip carried merely a child’s strength.

      I could feel the muscles in her legs bunching and her arms heaving. The thinness of her leather breeches made me very aware of just what parts of her lower anatomy were rubbing and pressing against mine.

      Then, there was a cough from above us.

      “I, um, I think that is probably enough for now, Mike,” Penelope said in a small, squeaky voice. “Don’t you, um, don’t you think?”

      I looked up at Tamsin. Her helmet had disappeared. I made mine do the same.

      “You fight well,” she growled in a low voice.

      “Uh, and you’re just about the strongest person I’ve ever fought,” I said.

      “You are weak,” she said, and I felt a comeback bubble up to my mind, but I didn’t voice it. She was right. Compared to this superpowered woman, I was little more than a mouse.

      “You will be formidable when you have passed through the Transfusion Ceremony,” the hobgoblin added. “I will gladly spar with you anytime.”

      Tamsin got off me, pressing her pelvis hard into my groin as she dismounted me. I was pretty sure that she did that on purpose. At least she hadn’t used all her strength.

      I followed Penelope out of the Training Hall and into the corridor.

      “This Transfusion Ceremony,” I said, “when can I go through it? I want the strength Tamsin had.”

      “The strength we all have,” Penelope corrected me. “You will receive the ceremony soon enough. After you select your squad. So long as you don’t die.”

      “Right,” I said. “I forgot that was a possibility with the squad selection.”

      “And after the ceremony, you must develop your bond with your dragon. This will enable you to open other slots so that you can will Noctis into them. To do that, you both must become more powerful. Through fighting, and through battle.”

      I grinned to myself as I stared into the obsidian-like crystal where Noctis was housed. “Fighting and battle, I can do that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Saya met me outside the corridor as Penelope mounted her Rooster Dragon and returned to the Grand Library.

      Saya was still only dressed in her billowy linen shirt and loose-fitting gray pants. The shirt was big enough to cover all the bits and pieces that might have caused a good soldier to release his arrow prematurely, as it were, but still skimpy enough to garner more than a few glances from those that we passed.

      “It took me forever to find you!” Saya exclaimed, seeming a little flustered. “I thought you’d be in the library.”

      “Penelope thought she’d show me the training halls. I gained access to a new crystal slot, too.”

      “Really?” Saya said, clearly surprised. “You haven’t been doing much training, or gaining experience in the field, so your bond with your dragon must have grown a lot.”

      I patted the crystal in my pocket, inside of which Noctis was held. “I guess it has. He’s a pretty reliable guy.”

      “We ought to get moving,” Saya said. “I heard that there’s quite the crowd waiting to compete for a position in your squad.”

      I followed my beautiful statuesque guide through the enormous and befuddling interior of the Drako Academy.

      “Should we have brought a picnic or anything with us?” I asked. “This place is absolutely ginormous, and I’m a growing boy that needs his protein.” I put a hand on my ripped stomach and patted it.

      Saya gave a little grunt of understanding. “We do not have to go far, but if you’re hungry, we can stop off somewhere on the way to the Disputation Dungeons.”

      “Catchy name,” I said. “And, yeah, that’d be awesome. I could definitely eat.”

      The thing that I noticed about the Drako Academy was that you had no idea what was going to be around the next corner.

      There were soldiers stationed at many of the doorways and gateways that we passed through, and not all of them were human. From what I managed to piece together, I saw elves of one kind or another, some mean-looking dwarves, a few reptilian-looking lizardfolk and, as we passed through an archway that led out into a cobbled quadrangle—

      “Uh, are those… Did I just see some centaurs?” I asked out of the corner of my mouth.

      “Probably,” Saya said casually.

      “Right. Cool. Just checking that I hadn’t accidentally ingested some magic mushrooms or something.”

      “For obvious reasons, centaurs make the very best cavalry,” Saya told me.

      “That makes a lot of sense,” I said.

      I didn’t know why seeing centaurs struck me as any weirder than seeing goblins or orcs. Perhaps it was because the horse half of them was something that I could relate to Earth. Goblins and orcs looked so fantastically outlandish that my brain sort of just glossed over them, brushed their existence under the rug to deal with later.

      All the guards, whichever race they might be a part of, were attired in the same sort of armor. Their heads were covered in a fine mail coif—with convenient ear holes cut out for those humanoids that needed a little extra room in that department—that gleamed like polished bronze. They had elaborate pauldrons, shaped like miniature dragon wings, that protected their shoulders and armpits. Over their torsos—I figured because they were on guard duty within a keep that had not been breached by the enemy for donkey’s years—they wore simple leather jerkins, with burnished, long-sleeved mail hauberks that came down to mid-thigh over the top. They sported polished vambraces on their forearms and leather gloves of dark crimson on their hands. Their legs were clothed in comfortable-looking breeches that were tucked into serviceable leather boots. Propped against their shoulders were war scythes—properly vicious-looking spears with razor sharp, curved blades—and at their sides, they wore short swords.

      The thought of moving around with all that armor on—and probably more when it came to actually going into battle—might have seemed impractical. However, I’d read somewhere that it was a common misconception that armor was so heavy that it turned the wearer into a metal mannequin that could barely move. Apparently, a full suit of armor back in the day had weighed about fiftyish pounds, which was less weight of gear than what modern firefighters carried, or soldiers had lugged around with them since the start of the nineteenth century. I habitually trained in a sixty-pound weight vest myself.

      All in all, the guards looked exactly like the sort of people you would not want to fuck with. They were impressive, standing there with their impassive faces and immoveable stances, and I had a sudden, visceral urge to join their ranks and be one of them.

      Apparently though, I am going to be far more capable than any of these guys, I remembered.

      It was an exciting thought. I couldn’t wait to get started.

      As disciplined as the guards looked, I still caught many of the male soldiers following Saya with their eyes as she stalked past them. I attributed this to a simple case of boys being boys when it came to females walking past without any pants on. I thought that it was the shirt that was getting the surreptitious glances—the shadows of Saya’s nipples were evident even through the linen—but then I concluded that it was the woman herself that was collecting the sneaky sideways looks. When I mentioned this to Saya, as we crossed the cobbled courtyard, she grinned at me.

      “I told you, Michael,” she said. “It’s because I am a dragonmancer. Respect is our due.”

      As if to emphasize her point, she began pushing through the throng of men and women gathered around a smoking brazier in the middle of the cobbled quadrangle. Some turned with a growl or narrowed eyes when Saya moved them aside. As soon as they saw who was cutting the line though, they gave brief nods of respectful greeting. I noticed that they would then raise their right hands, with forefingers curled into the shape of a crude claw, to their chests in a sort of salute.

      I followed Saya through the crowd, getting quite a few interested looks of my own, due to the fact that I was still dressed in my Timberlands, jeans, and jacket. We pushed our way to the front of the mob, and I saw that there was a large pit of smoldering logs and coals that had drawn the crowd. Stuck into the bed of coals and embers were sword blades on which a variety of different meats were skewered. They were running with grease and giving off a smell that had appealed to humans ever since the first mammoth steak was put on the grill.

      Next to this au naturel barbecue was a wizened old… thing. It was vaguely goblin in appearance—hunched, crooked, and about four feet tall—but was rotund enough to be the answer to the question of who ate all the pies. Its skin was green and covered in a downy fuzz, and its head was thatched with white hair. The creature’s top-lip was decorated with a mustache that looked more like some sort of pond weed than actual facial hair.

      I shot a quick, questioning look at Saya, and the muscular blonde leaned in and whispered, “A gnoll.”

      That clears that up then, I thought to myself. Not.

      As we stepped out through the front rank of waiting customers, who were queuing up for some of this meat, the gnoll looked up at us. When it spoke, it was in the totally unexpected accent of a native Londoner. He sounded—for I highly doubted the creature could be a female of the species—like a Dickensian street merchant of some kind.

      “Ah, well, look ‘ere! If it ain’t my most cherished and valued punter! Lovely to see you, Dragonmancer Saya. An honor! A delight! A bloody—”

      “That’s enough,” Saya said, the ghost of a smile playing around the corners of her icy blue eyes. She turned to me and indicated the gnoll. “Michael, this is Old Sleazy. Old Sleazy, this is Michael Gilmore, the newest member of the dragonmancer coterie.”

      A murmur of astonishment rippled through the crowd. A shuffling and scuffling behind me told me that people were doing a bit of craning to have a gander at the new dragonmancer.

      “Well, blow me down,” Old Sleazy said, peering up at me, “another one of you buggers, eh? But this one looks like he’s sporting a sausage and meatballs.”

      “Can confirm,” I said.

      Old Sleazy clapped his hands together and grinned. It was the ear-to-ear smile of a shark that had just seen a baby seal jump off a rock and start gamboling around. He held out a stumpy three-fingered hand, and I took it, despite some private misgivings for my personal hygiene.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Dragonmancer Michael,” Old Sleazy said. “As the illustrious and bloody charming Saya said, my name is Old Sleazy, purveyor of the finest meat products this side of the mountains. Speaking of which, can I offer the two of you a skewer of something to take away?”

      I glanced over at Saya. “Is this guy for real?” I asked. I stared at the spitted, sizzling meat. It looked good and smelled amazing, but I doubted it was the finest meat product around these parts. “All these people are lining up for this stuff?”

      Saya laughed. “As repulsive as Old Sleazy looks, he does do some of the finest, protein-rich kebabs in the Mystocean Empire.”

      Old Sleazy shot Saya a patient look. Then he turned to me and said, in the aggrieved voice of an honest merchant just trying to earn a crust, “Ah, dear old Saya likes to take the piss with yours truly sometimes, but she speaks sense as far as Old Sleazy’s meat is concerned.”

      “What makes it so special?” I asked, crossing my arms and looking down at the gnoll. I couldn’t help but like him. The combination of his sales patter and the look that he was going for—a battered chef’s toque and a grubby apron with the words, ‘Sex, Drugs and Sausage Rolls’ stitched across the front of it—endeared him to me. I had to wonder, given that slogan, if he’d ever paid a visit to Earth.

      “I couldn’t tell you that, mate,” Old Sleazy said, his voice aghast. “No, no, no! More than my hide’s worth to tell you the secret of my meat. Let’s just say that the magic is in the marinade, yeah? A blend of herbs and spices gathered from the far corners of the Empire, some of which are grown by a select group of monks who live on the top of some mountain somewhere.”

      “Save the sales pitch, Old Sleazy,” Saya said, “and give us a couple of parcels of the black-bellied beaver.”

      “The what?” I asked.

      “No, no, Saya, darlin’, you don’t want the black-bellied today,” Old Sleazy said, “not when I’ve just carted in a barrel of finest salted ice hogget.”

      I saw Saya’s eyebrow tweak upward at this. “You’ve got the hogget?”

      “That’s right,” Old Sleazy said. “I beat the living shit out of it with my tenderizing hammer, then drizzle it with—well, I can’t tell you with what, but the results speak for themselves, don’t they? It’s a snip at two scales a parcel.” The gnoll lowered his voice and leaned in. “And that’s doing myself a disservice, you know. These other mugs will pay three scales and be happy to get it.”

      Saya slapped the gnoll on his shoulder. She had to bend down slightly to do this. “Do you have to wipe the bullshit off the corners of your mouth at the end of the day, Old Sleazy?” she asked.

      “Oh come on, Saya, you know I’ve got the hogget meat that keeps the ladies sweet, eh?”

      “All right,” Saya said, “we’ll take a couple of parcels to go. I’ve got no scales on me at the moment, but I’ll send a runner with it as soon as I get back to my rooms.”

      It sounded like “scales” were what passed for currency in the Empire. I’d have to figure out a way to earn myself some when I got the chance.

      “You know I like to feel the cash in my hand,” Old Sleazy said ruefully, “but I know you’re good for it, eh.”

      “Yes, I am,” Saya said. “Now, while you wrap up the food, I’m going to address your clientele.”

      While Old Sleazy busied himself with an old but extremely sharp cleaver, Saya turned to the waiting soldiers behind her.

      “Spread the word, all of you!” she called in an authoritative voice. “We have a squad selection in the Disputation Dungeons within the hour. Any of you that are keen to be considered, come along and try your luck against our new prospective dragonmancer. Tell your friends!”

      Saya turned and took the proffered packets of meat that Old Sleazy had expertly wrapped for us.

      “Come on, Michael,” she said. We pushed our way back through the crowd, leaving the smell of roasting meat and the sound of bubbling gossip behind us.

      “Old Sleazy is…” I started as I unwrapped the leaf-wrapped package of succulent meat.

      “Old Sleazy is Old Sleazy,” said Saya simply. “He’s been here since forever and isn’t going to change any time soon. Even if we were to be overrun by our enemies tomorrow, Old Sleazy would just see it as an interesting opportunity to expand his commercial enterprises.”

      As we walked through a network of open-sided but roofed corridors, I ate. As I ate, my perception of Old Sleazy changed. The stout little prick might speak more shit than a politician, but he was also a culinary genius.

      “Shit, that was good!” I said to Saya, licking the last of the grease from my lips.

      “I told you that Old Sleazy’s barbecue is some of the best in the Mystocean Empire,” Saya said, crumpling up her own leaf wrapper and tossing it into a bush.

      “Must be all those secret monk spices, huh?” I said.

      We had reached the end of an open-air corridor and found ourselves at the back of yet another group of soldiers who were milling around a set of double doors, one of which was open. This time, there was nothing at all polite about the way that Saya pushed her way through the throng. It was my first look at the authority dragonmancers had over the lesser troops, and it was quite an eye-opener.

      “Make way, make way!” she said. “Dragonmancers coming through!”

      Saya was a well-built, strong woman, but she was nowhere near as wide as I was. She forged ahead like the prow of a ship cutting through ice, and I came along behind her, widening the gap.

      We passed through the doors that stood open and found ourselves in a corridor filled with people all heading the same way. This corridor was just as wide as all the other dragon-friendly hallways, but this one was bereft of windows. Instead, balls of pearly, white light zig-zagged lazily across the ceiling, seemingly completely randomly. A faint chatter came from the lights, almost like the buzz you hear coming from that neon strip-lighting that makes everyone’s complexions look like complete shit in malls.

      “What powers the lights?” I asked Saya.

      “Powers them? They’re fairy lights,” she replied, prying apart two dawdling soldiers in front her.

      “Yeah, but what are the fairy lights powered by?” I asked.

      “They’re fairy lights,” Saya said to me slowly, in the same way that you might explain to someone that two plus two equals four. She reached up and grabbed a passing light as it zoomed over our heads. She opened her hand and showed me what lay in her palm.

      “A fairy light,” she said.

      The tiny, winged figure, wearing a miniature dress that might have been woven from spider’s web, pulled the finger at the two of us and took off again, jabbering furiously.

      “Right,” I said. “That’s an actual fairy, is it?”

      “Yeah. Come on.”

      We turned a sharp corner and found ourselves in a short gallery. The walls were swathed in gray silk instead of wallpaper or paint. On each side were eight-foot tall portraits of the most breathtaking, weird, and wonderful iterations of dragons I had ever seen.

      “What are these?” I asked as we made our way steadily through the crush of people.

      “They are paintings of every dragon that we know to exist, or to have existed and passed on into legend,” Saya said.

      There was a dragon with jaws filled with teeth as long as swords, a dragon with a mouth that reminded me of that of a frog, complete with an extended tongue. There was a dragon with six legs, and a dragon with no legs at all. There was a dragon with a single eye in the center of its forehead, a dragon whose nose was as wide and snout-like as a wild boar, and a dragon that looked as if it had leaves instead of scales. I would have loved to dawdle along and check them all out, but Saya had other ideas.

      “Clearly, the word about you has spread like dragon fire,” she said.

      I looked around at the stream of people around us. “They aren’t all here to fight me, are they?” I asked. “I’m feeling pretty pumped after that slab of Old Sleazy’s crispy hogget, but I don’t think I’ll be able to kick all these asses today.”

      “No, I think that the majority of these warriors are here just to see you,” Saya said.

      “See me?”

      “You’re the first damned male dragonmancer in centuries! I told you, you’d be the apple of many eyes!”

      I looked about me again. I caught the gaze of a female orc, who was watching me intently out of bright orange eyes, and she grinned a toothy grin at me and looked away. Others were gazing at me in interest. I figured, in that sea of armor and leather, my faded Levis and Carhartt jacket probably stuck out like a hotdog at a hamburger convention.

      “Move!” Saya ordered, shoving her way through the crowd.

      Being fairly tall certainly came with some advantages—a longer than average reach was one, being able to access everyone’s alcohol cabinets another—and one of these was that I could see over the heads of most of the crowd. Beyond us, the gallery walkway opened into a chamber that was as starkly rugged as the hallway with the portraits had been subtly chic.

      “Follow me, there’s an area reserved for us,” Saya said.

      She pulled me through the crowd, and we emerged out beyond the front row of people. There was a simple barrier of purple rope erected in front of us. This separated the crowd from an open, circular, dirt-floored space in the middle of the cavern.

      An oculus set high up in the roof of the cave, some twenty feet above, let in some dim late afternoon light, but the roughhewn cavern was illuminated mostly by a series of smoky torches fixed to the cave walls. The smoke let off by these torches eventually drifted up through the oculus, but they also endowed the underground chamber with a particularly theatrical vibe.

      “This would be the Disputation Dungeon?” I asked Saya as she led me around the rope barrier until we came to a simple desk behind which a dude in a deep purple livery, who had ‘bureaucrat’ practically stenciled on his forehead, sat with a clipboard.

      “That’s right,” Saya said, nodding at the administrative-looking guy. The man disappeared.

      “A fight club?” I asked.

      “Of sorts,” Saya said. She stepped out of the crowd and over the rope. I followed.

      “Let me guess, the first rule of fight club is we don’t talk about fight club?” I asked her.

      Saya gave me a puzzled look. “No, that’s not the first rule at all.”

      “Sorry, it’s just a… That was an Earth thing,” I said.

      “What would be the point of a fight club which you could not talk about?” Saya asked.

      “It’s just a… never mind.”

      Saya shook her head. “The first rule of the Disputation Dungeons is that there are no weapons, and no magic. The second rule is that dragonmancers and prospective dragonmancers alike are not allowed to set out to inflict lethal force on their challengers.”

      The administrator returned bearing two simple wooden chairs and set them down next to the one that he had been sitting on. Saya sat and motioned for me to sit beside her.

      “And the third rule is that the challengers aren’t supposed to kill us, right?” I asked.

      We were sitting with our back to the crowd, but I could feel the expectation, curiosity, excitement, and anticipation pressing on me like a tangible force. There was that feeling in the air, that sort of animalistic aura that permeated the crowd of an MMA fight. It was the building expectancy of a bunch of people looking forward to seeing some other people beat seven shades of shit out of each other. I had become accustomed to that suspense. I could feel it gathering in the confines of that cave like a weather front bringing a tempest with it.

      But I knew the key to weathering those storms, to making sure that you weren’t caught out by them.

      The key was to be the storm.

      “No,” Saya said calmly. “The challengers are encouraged to kill us.”

      I was just about to try and unpick this startling revelation when the purple-uniformed administrator leaned forward and asked, “Dragonmancer Saya, Sergeant Milena instructed me that a squad choosing would most likely be taking place this evening. I assume that the man next to you is the prospective dragonmancer?” He seemed in awe of me. I figured, being the first male dragonmancer in eons, that it was something I’d have to get used to.

      I extended a hand to the bespectacled guy. “How’s it going, pal?”

      The administrator blinked, looked down at my hand as if he had never seen such a thing before then, after a second or two, took it in his and gave it a limp shake. Saya smirked at me, and then turned her attention to the administrator.

      “You’ve taken a preliminary list of interested parties?” she asked.

      “Yes, Dragonmancer,” the man said, poking his spectacles up his nose. “Just give me the word, and I shall ring the bell and we can get the proceedings underway.”

      Saya nodded her understanding but held up a finger to tell the man that she required a moment. The man turned to his clipboard, and Saya leaned in toward me.

      “Okay, so here is what is expected of you, Michael,” she said.

      “Look, Saya, just call me Mike, will you?” I interjected. “Seeing that we just jumped each other’s bones within an hour of meeting, I think it’s safe for you to use my nickname.”

      “Mike,” Saya said carefully, and another one of those shy smiles lit her face. It somehow changed her from a babe who could take all the teeth out of your head with one punch, to the girl who lived next door and had a serious penchant for CrossFit.

      “Easier to call out during a fight,” I said encouragingly, “and during other times of intense exertion.”

      Saya smiled and gave a little snort of mirth. “Right, well, here is what you can expect, Mike, and what is expected of you. The administrator next to me will ring a bell, and the challengers who wish to be part of your squad will form a line. You will conduct preliminary interviews if you wish, though it is completely at your prerogative whether you talk to the potential squad members or not.”

      “What, I can just judge the book by the cover, go with my gut, and tell them to move on if I don’t fancy the look of them?” I asked.

      Saya nodded. “It’s your squad. You can pick the three men or women any way that you see fit.”

      “We’re only required to pick three?” I asked.

      “Yes. A trio is customary. The Drako Academy has found this to be the optimal number for the sort of missions that dragonmancers are habitually sent on.”

      “Okay, that seems pretty straightforward,” I said. “Shall we get this show on the road?”

      “As you wish,” Saya said. “Remember, that the warriors you recruit here will accompany you all through your Rank One training and beyond—should they survive, and you wish it.”

      Saya signaled to the administrator, and the man ceased scribbling on his clipboard and reached downward. He held up a small silver bell and rang it five times. The first peal seemed to fill the cave with molten silver ripples. It felt like the very air was undulating. The second peal added to this sensation, as did the third. By the time the fifth peal had rung out, the cavern had fallen completely silent.

      There was a shuffling as the fifth peal shivered away into silence, leaving the large cave somehow gloomier than it had been while the bell had been ringing. A relatively short line of potential squad recruits formed with the orderly calmness of professionally trained soldiers.

      “Is that all?” the administrator cried out into the silence.

      There was no answer, and no one else came forward.

      “Very well,” the administrator said. “Then allow me to say that the Disputation Dungeon is now in session! May the latest dragonmancer squad be chosen forthwith!”

      One by one, my potential squad recruits stepped up to the desk and stated their names.

      “Redbow, sir!”

      “Rubra Hardarm, sir!”

      “Drash, sir!”

      “Zalne, sir!”

      There were half-orcs, elves of one kind and another, nymphs of various cast, humans and dwarves. It quickly became evident to me, though, that I would need some way to weed my group down.

      The fact was that I didn’t know anything about any of them.

      I didn’t know who might be more proficient at what, or what experience they might have. I needed to take a moment to figure out what I wanted from a squad, what I thought might be most beneficial to me.

      Naturally, this meant I had to rack my brain and recall every relevant thing about every fantasy-based RPG and MMORPG game that I had ever played. Admittedly, this was a pretty short list—constantly moving about and spending most of my free time learning how to survive rather than play a ton of video games. However, I had read a lot of fantasy, and I used this experience to help me figure out the rough skeleton for my squad.

      The first thing I decided, before I even thought about what particular skill sets I would need, was that my squad would be made up of males only. I appreciated that this was not very modern of me, not very 2021, but I had two reasons that I thought were solid. The first was that I’d be surrounded by chicks on my day-to-day, what with all the other dragonmancers being female. Now, this was great on many levels, but having some men around might balance things. Especially if the dragonmancers’ cycles all happened to line up at the same time, which, if my time reading about Sebastian Frost was anything to go by, was mostly a bad thing.

      My second reason for filling my squad with sausages instead of buns, was a slightly more somber one. I wasn’t sure if I fancied seeing a woman get killed on my account. I mean, I didn’t want anyone to go Han Solo at the end of The Force Awakens on my watch, but battles were notoriously dangerous places.

      With that in mind, I stood and addressed the line of potential squad recruits, “All the ladies present, thank you for coming, but your military services will not be required today. The rest of you stand in a row so that I can get a better look at you.”

      I was expecting some muttering and outward signs of despondency at this, but it seemed that the soldiers of the Drako Academy were too well trained for that. A few of the female warriors gave me curious looks, and a couple of them winked as they walked off, but there was no grumbling whatsoever.

      “All right,” I muttered to myself, surveying the remaining warriors, “if I’m the lead singer, who else do I want in the band?”

      I ran my eyes over the gathered warriors. Some had their shirts off and displayed the solid physiques of men who had gotten ripped through necessity, rather than vanity. There were bulging forearms built up by the constant use of long bows, a plethora of shoulders and chests thick with muscle from swinging maces and axes, and an array of stomachs lean from marching miles and miles every day.

      My dark blue eyes settled on the most obvious candidate in the line-up without too much trouble. He was a mountainous motherfucker—in fact, he could very well have been the big brother of the Mountain from Game of Thrones. He was about seven and a half feet tall with skin as white as snow. Naked from the waist up, he wore only his standard-issue linen pants and a pair of boots that looked big enough to use as coffins. His hair was as white as his skin, and his eyes glowed like a couple of rubies in his head. Red and white scars covered his thickly muscled torso. His pale blonde hair was pulled back in a warrior’s braid, the sides of his head shaved to show off some swirling tribal scarring. His impassive mouth was like an axe wound in a slab of wood, but his expression was mostly disguised by a huge, forked beard. He looked, as Jules from Pulp Fiction might have said, like a bad motherfucker.

      Just the boy for the job.

      “You,” I said, pointing at him. “What’s your name?”

      “Bjorn,” came the grunted reply from out of the depths of the beard.

      “Are you as mean as you look, Bjorn?” I asked.

      The giant took a deep, thoughtful breath. Then he said, in a voice like thunder, “Nah… I’m meaner.”

      I grinned. I liked that. That was a good line.

      “All right, you’re in,” I said, and turned away.

      I had my strong man, my tank. He was a man—or whatever he might be—who could hopefully deal damage like no one’s business out on the field but, more importantly, he might act as a deterrent to any opponents we might face. Personally, I wasn’t put off by size alone. It all depended on what a fighter could do with his size. However, for the more impressionable enemies, a warrior who looked like he ate a bowlful of broken glass for breakfast before heading out to conduct a few friendly human sacrifices, was a good man to have.

      Right, so I’ve got someone who can help me wreak havoc. Next, prudence dictates that I get someone who might be able to patch us up, once the fighting is done.

      I looked once more along the lineup.

      “Do any of you know anything about the healing arts?” I asked. “Are there any medics or apothecaries or herbalists among you?”

      Before I had even finished my sentence a young, skinny bastard leapt out of line and completed the sort of salute that was either a mockery or absolutely militaristically correct. He was a tweaked out looking dude, skinny as a rake but somehow radiating an aura of being as smart as a whip. He had a shock of dark hair that, on closer inspection, he seemed to have tried to cut himself with extremely limited success. On top of this hairdo was a feathered cap that Robin Hood might have worn, but no one else. His eyes were wide and scarily keen and seemed to look through me rather than at me.

      “I d-do, Dragonmancer!” he said.

      “And what’s your name, man?” I asked. The guy made me slightly uneasy, like when you meet an ownerless dog on the street and aren’t sure whether it would give your hand a lick or pull your hamstring out with its teeth.

      “Rupert, Dragonmancer,” the young guy replied, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “Rupert Dyer.”

      There was a collection of groans from the audience who, up until now, had remained quiet.

      “Dyer by name, even more dire by nature!” some funny bastard from out in the crowd called.

      “Do your parents know you're out, Rupert?” someone else yelled.

      There was a smattering of laughter. Another warrior in the line, a surly-looking dwarf with a drooping mustache, said, “Rupert, you ain’t supposed to volunteer yourself, you know that, mate.”

      That was strange. I’d have thought the selection process was something that the potential squad members would volunteer for. I was cut off from pondering the mystery when the administrator yelled out.

      “Silence!” he bellowed.

      The noise died at once.

      “I’ve served under various masters, D-dragonmancer,” Rupert Dyer stuttered, “and while I’m not the greatest, nor perhaps the neatest, soldier, I am the best herbalist aspirant here.”

      “Cocky,” I said.

      “Confident and realistic in my abilities, Dragonmancer,” the twitchy dude replied. “I was always taught to be honest by my squad leaders, Dragonmancer. I will be honest with you, if you’ll have me.”

      I looked at Rupert thoughtfully. I had always liked to back an underdog, and the way that the watchers had jumped on Rupert’s case had only endeared the mad-looking man to me. Besides, if I did decide to take him on, I could beat him one-on-one in about three seconds flat. It’d be an easy win, and potentially a useful one too, if he was as skilled at healing as he said.

      “Rupert,” I said, “get some healing bits and pieces together—nothing too fancy, just something to heal shallow cuts. And, also, tell me, do you know your other aspirants here?”

      Rupert looked sideways down the line, then back at me. He nodded. “I know them all fairly well, Dragonmancer.”

      “Who would you say you would be most comfortable with shooting at the feather on your hat and pinning it to a wall that you’re standing against?” I asked casually.

      Rupert goggled at me. He was one of life’s naturally blessed gogglers at any rate, so when his eyes popped, they really popped.

      “Is this a hypothetical assessment, Dragonmancer?” he asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Forgive me for saying so, Dragonmancer, but that strikes me as somewhat d-d-dangerous, and the rules—”

      “The rules of this selection process say that I can’t kill you, but I don’t think they mention anything about another challenger accidentally handing you your harp.”

      There was some excited muttering from the crowd at these words. The pack smelled blood.

      “Besides!” I said. “You seem like a smart cookie! You’ll pick someone that won’t miss, won’t you? And even if they do nick you a little bit, you’ve got the healing skills to patch yourself up, right?”

      “Uh, admittedly, I’m not sure if my healing capabilities w-will stretch to retracting ten inches of arrow out of m-my own head, Dragonmancer,” Rupert replied.

      “Bummer,” I said. “Because this is your big chance, Rupert. You pick a winner here, and you might well get your shot at being in my squad. So, who is the archer whose skills you’d hang your hat on?”

      Rupert swallowed, setting that Adam’s apple of his to bobbing again. Then, without looking, he jerked his thumb at the man standing right next to him.

      Somehow, this guy had totally escaped my notice. He was… unassuming. I didn’t think he had even come forward to speak his name at the beginning of the inspection. He was dressed in his uniform, but had a cloak fastened around his neck, and his face was pointed at the floor. A curtain of long auburn hair fell to either side of his face, obscuring it.

      “And you are?” I asked the brooding fellow.

      Rupert nudged the man. Slowly, he raised his head, revealing a stubbly jaw and a pair of bright yellow eyes, as piercing and cold as those of a hawk.

      “What’s your name, buddy?” I asked again.

      The man didn’t answer. A few people in the crowd snickered.

      “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” I asked.

      There was a chorus of chuckling at this. The warrior snarled through clenched teeth and looked about at the crowd, fury blazing across his features.

      “He’s, um, actually missing his tongue, Dragonmancer,” Rupert said.

      “Ah,” I said. I looked over at Saya, who was obviously trying not to laugh. I looked back at the red-headed, yellow-eyed soldier in front of me. “Don’t I feel like a fucking asshole,” I said.

      “We call him, ah, Gabby,” Rupert said. “It’s one of those ironic nicknames.”

      “Yeah. Very good,” I said stonily.

      Silence settled over the cavern.

      I pondered these two, Rupert and Gabby. The former, in a pre-modern world, would be worth his weight in salt. The latter, according to Rupert, was an excellent marksman. Rupert had been willing to bet his life on Gabby’s skill, so it seemed likely that he could work his way around a bow and arrow.

      There it was. My decision.

      “Fuck it,” I said. “Rupert. Gabby. You’re in, too.”

      A babble of voices exploded out around the chamber, sending the torch flames to flickering in their sconces. As the administrator tried to get the crowd back under control, Saya stood up and said into my ear, “I don’t think anyone here would have put money on you picking those three. Bjorn yes, but the other two…”

      “So, what, now I fight them?” I asked.

      “Yes. You’ll need to defeat each of them in single combat. One at a time. It’s best to defeat each man as fast as you can.”

      I nodded. “Right, because I’m only going to get more tired, while each new man is going to be fresh as a fucking daisy.”

      “Quite,” Saya said.

      “And if I lose?” I asked.

      Saya gave me a funny look, as if she couldn’t tell if this was some Earthling joke that she didn’t understand. “To lose is to die, Mike,” she said. “Tradition cannot be done away with. Even for someone as rare as you, the first male dragonmancer in years.”

      I raised my eyebrow. I’d somehow forgotten about that. “Right,” I said. “I guess I’ll be winning then.”
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      “All right,” Saya said, “you need to lose any jewelry, your belt, your shirt, and your boots.”

      I had to laugh at that. It was turning out to be quite a lot like Fight Club.

      “What’s so funny?” Saya asked.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just noticing certain similarities.”

      As I pulled off my jacket and began to unlace my Timberlands, I had a quick glance around the chamber. It was obvious that the cleared space in the middle of the cavern was the fighting floor. It was about as rudimentary a combat space as you could possibly get, and I imagined that was exactly why the squad-choosing fights were fought here. There was no way that anyone could gain an advantage from the environment itself, as there was none. The fighting arena was literally a bare dirt floor.

      There’s always something you can use as a weapon, I reminded myself. Even if it is just a floor to bounce someone’s head off.

      “Hey, have you thought about who you’re going to call into the arena first?” Saya asked me, taking my jacket from me and watching me as I unbuttoned my shirt. “Have you thought of the order you want to face your opponents?”

      “Are you going to tell me anything about them that might sway my decision?” I asked.

      “No,” Saya said simply.

      “Thought not,” I said, pulling my shirt off and handing it to her. I rolled my shoulders, twirled my arms, and touched my toes a few times. I straightened up and saw that Saya was looking at me approvingly. “What?” I asked.

      “I just… I mean, I have heard so little of Earth and its inhabitants,” she said. “The last Earthling dragonmancer we had was in her dotage when I first arrived and had taken up a post as a Master of Histories. I never saw her leave her library and workroom. She was a brilliant tactician, but I could never imagine her as a frontline warrior. You though…” She reached out a hand, traced light fingers across the muscles of my chests, and ran her hand down to trace the lines of my obliques.

      I grabbed her hand to stop it traveling even further south. “Ah, I’m trying to get my head in the game here,” I chided her good-naturedly. “Kind of hard when my imagination is running all over the place. Besides, you’ve seen all this and more, you minx.”

      Saya gave me a small smile. “I’m sorry,” she said. Then she cleared her throat and said, “You have nothing to fear, I think. You look strong. Stronger even than I thought at first.”

      “Rosco would be glad to hear that,” I said.

      “Who’s Rosco?” Saya asked.

      “My old trainer back on Earth,” I said. “Now, I think I’ve got my order sorted. I’m going to start with Rupert and knock him out as fast as I can. I don’t want to embarrass him too much in front of these people, who I think have a pretty low regard for him.”

      “Admirable but, as a dragonmancer, an unnecessary concern,” Saya said. “They are the soldiers of the Mystocean Empire—yours to command. You should not worry about them unduly.”

      This sat uncomfortably with me as a human, but I didn’t want to go into it now. “Cut me some slack,” I said with a wry smile. “It’s my first day.”

      “Fair enough,” Saya said. “Who’s next?”

      “I’ll move onto the big guy, Bjorn,” I said. “I’m hoping that, after he’s seen me deal with Rupert in a no-nonsense fashion, he might be a bit less sure of himself.”

      “True. Or he might be more cautious. He might have you figured out by that point.”

      “I think it’s a justifiable gamble,” I said. “I don’t want to run the risk of getting caught up with him for fifteen minutes and then be sucking air like an old man against the other two. Tell me one thing if you can, though,” I said, glancing over at Bjorn who was chatting unconcernedly with a couple of elvish-looking women in the crowd. “Is that guy, Bjorn, human or what?”

      An uncomfortable look flashed fleetingly over Saya’s face. She looked from Bjorn to me and then out into the crowd. “He is half Jotunn,” she said. “Some call them Frost Giants. That’s all I can tell you.”

      “Jotunn?” I echoed. He was a big bastard, but to hear that he was half giant seemed almost unbelievable. If he was this world’s version of Hagrid, then I’d have my work cut out for me.

      “And you want to leave the mute—Gabby, as the rest of the troopers call him—until last?” Saya said.

      “Yeah. He’s the unknown entity, I think. I’ll just have to hope that I’m in a condition to deal with him by that time.”

      Saya clapped me on the shoulder. “You didn’t even end up testing out his bow skills,” she said. “I think those watching found that puzzling.”

      “Found what puzzling?” I asked, jumping on the spot to get the blood pumping a little more.

      “That you took the word of Rupert that this mute was the best archer out of those assembled in front of you,” Saya replied.

      “Yeah, well, if you ask someone who they would trust with guarding their life and watching their back, they’re probably going to give a solid answer. I figured that was sufficient.”

      “Wise,” Saya said. “Gabby is, indeed, the best archer present. I haven’t seen everyone here, but Gabby has won more contests than anyone in the history of the Academy. Rupert, though, he looks half-cracked to me. An unsound egg.”

      I looked over to where Rupert was sitting in a basic seating area for those selected to fight the dragonmancers—nothing more than a few wooden chairs in a small area cordoned off from the rest of the crowd by more of the purple rope. The twitchy guy was running his fingers through a small basket and muttering to himself, occasionally nodding and holding something up for inspection in the poor, flickering light cast by the torches. I guessed he’d had his healing bits and pieces stashed nearby or waiting with a friend and was going through them in case I called on him for a demonstration. I liked that. It showed foresight. It showed preparation.

      “Rupert might be a little cracked on the surface,” I said, “but who isn’t? I think though, that he’s a good egg. Sound. Mad enough to trust.”

      “Dragonmancer,” the administrator said respectfully from next to me, “are you ready to begin?”

      I squeezed my fists together and felt the knuckles pop.

      “I’m ready,” I affirmed.

      “And the order of the combatants?” the purple-uniformed man asked.

      I told him. He bowed his head and scurried off to inform the three men that I had made my selection and that they should ready themselves.

      There was no point hesitating. There was a job that needed doing, an obstacle that needed clearing, a goal that needed completing. That was what it boiled down to. One fight, one opponent at a time.

      Just another day.

      “Good luck,” Saya said as I turned and walked out into the cleared space.

      “Thanks,” I said with a nod.

      The noise in the cavern was growing now. The cheers and boos and catcalls of the watchers was building, winding up like the engine of an Airbus. I felt the old, shuddering pre-combat thrill undulate up my spine and flood my brain.

      My senses sharpened almost painfully. I could smell the damp, clay earth. I could feel it pressing between my bare toes. The dim white light filtering down from the oculus above mingled with the smoky illumination cast by the torches burning on the craggy cavern walls.

      I realized that I was grinning.

      This is what I live for, I told myself. This is when I feel most alive.

      I took in a deep breath and watched as Rupert stepped over the ropes and into the circle. There were a few derisive shouts, but mostly the noise was just one, long continuous roar. It felt like we were fighting in the throat of some massive beast, some stone dragon’s mouth filled with smoke and flickering firelight and the grumbling growl of a hunger that needed to be slaked.

      Rupert began hopping up and down, jumping and pulling his knees up to his chest like some sort of gangly grasshopper. With his shirt off, I could see that he was even skinnier than I had thought; all ribs and knobby spine and sharp collar bones pointing through taut skin.

      His eyes were wide and seemed to be taking in everything. He’d removed the ridiculous feathered cap that he had been wearing, but in its place, he had tied a strip of cloth around his head. He looked like the bastard fashion offspring of the kid from Juno and Sylvester Stallone in Rambo.

      I stretched my neck from side to side and stepped out to meet the whippy dude. He was bouncing on the balls of his feet, springing about like a kangaroo that’d just snorted a line. There was no formal starting of the fight—no ringing of the bell or anything like that. The two of us exchanged curt nods and that was enough.

      Get it over and done quickly, I told myself. No showboating.

      I lunged in, faked a punch at Rupert, and then lashed out with a kick that should have swept his spindly legs out from under and sent him crashing to the deck. However, Rupert sprang over my side kick with the sort of agility you might more commonly see displayed by something living on the edge of a pond and going after a fly. He landed in a neat crouch, clawed at the earth, spun to the right, and chucked a handful of dirt into my eyes.

      “Son of a—!” I said, taking a step back.

      Instinctively, I ducked and dodged off to the side, blinking furiously to try and clear my vision. I felt something brush past my temple and heard the crowd gasp as one.

      Cheeky fucker almost got me! I thought.

      I faked to one side, and then stepped to the other and managed to clear the dirt from my eyes. I faked another side kick at Rupert, who was moving in on his springy feet, and the skinny dude performed a side flip mixed with a kick that would have Brazilian capoeira masters strewing flowers at his feet.

      The motherfucker could move, there was no denying that. I had the feeling that catching him was going to be about as easy as putting socks on a rooster.

      Rupert bounced into range and let loose with a couple of pirouetting kicks that, thanks to my fighter’s reactions, flashed past my nose.

      I knew myself well enough to know that I was not as fast as Rupert, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have a turn of speed. I was quick for a big guy.

      I stepped in and snapped out a jab that caught the smaller man in the hollow of his shoulder. The force of the punch rotated him on the spot, and the crowd cheered. I followed in, making to grab Rupert, but the tweaker of an herbalist slipped aside and ripped at my face with an unapologetic attempt at an eye-gouge. I pulled my head back just in time, but still received a couple of scratches across the cheek for my trouble.

      As all good fighters must, I adapted my strategy in the blink of an eye—an eye that I had almost lost not a moment before.

      I staggered back, clutching my face. The crowd let out a bellow. It was the group equivalent of a hound baying at the scent of a fox. They thought that Rupert, the little skinny healer that many of them had mocked, had just landed a good one on a prospective dragonmancer, and they were loving it.

      Their cries of adulation and admiration must have done exactly what I had hoped they would; gone to Rupert’s head like cheap wine. I watched from between my fingers as he bounded toward me and reached out a hand to grab at my long brown hair.

      He’s a dirty fighter. A ruthless little shit, my subconscious noted. A handy man to have in a tight corner.

      In a flash, I knocked Rupert’s reaching left arm aside with the back of my own left hand. Taking advantage of his momentary lack of balance, I clocked him hard in the side of the neck with the outside of my right fist and was rewarded with a squawk of pain. Without retracting the hand that I’d used to crack him, I grabbed the stricken Rupert by the back of the neck and wrenched his face down to meet my knee that was coming up.

      There was a dull thud of bone meeting flesh. Rupert, without so much as a whimper or a sigh, keeled over backward and lay unconscious on the floor.

      There was a slight delay in the cheering, as if the crowd had been caught by surprise. Their surprise wasn’t unwarranted, given that Rupert looked like he might have bested me at the beginning of the fight. The skinny guy had looked so promising, and now he was laid out in the dirt. He couldn’t have been out colder if he’d been bitch-slapped by a polar bear.

      I took a deep breath through my nose and expelled it. Then I leaned forward and made sure that the herbalist was, in fact, still of this world. I must have switched his lights out pretty good because, although he was senseless, his eyes were still open and staring blankly up at the ceiling. I looked around at the crowd. The brief bout of cheering had died down already, and the spectators were craning forward to see what the result was.

      “He’s still breathing!” I called. “Bring in the big lad!”

      I almost felt the air in the cavern thin as the watchers took in a collective breath and then began to shriek and whoop their approval at these words. There was, I felt, a measure more respect in the eyes now. I had thought that Rupert had been the underdog, but, maybe, I’d been wrong in that assumption. Maybe the soldiers of the Crystal Spire had less regard for the abilities of humans than I might have guessed.

      Rupert was carted out from the ring, and Bjorn entered. I was wondering how we should begin the fight, with a bow or a nod or something else altogether. I didn’t have to wonder long, though, because Bjorn came charging at me like a bull that had just mistaken me for the mother of all red flags.

      The big half-Jotunn came roaring in, head down, arms outthrust to catch me in a bear hug. It was a fitting move for a man that looked very much like a bear that had been strategically shaved. Luckily, the bellow he let loose as he came rushing toward me gave me plenty of time to assess his path and act accordingly.

      Just as he was about to plow into me like a runaway train, I jumped up and rolled over his broad back—in the same way that you see the people in the movies roll over the hood of a car as it hits them at low speed. I landed behind him and gave the big man a hard kick to the seat of his pants. This sent him teetering forward, and he crashed face-first into the dirt. He skidded along, leaving a furrow in the dirt like a spaceship smashing back down to earth.

      The crowd jeered and laughed, but I didn’t stand around soaking up their adulation like an amateur. Instead, I sprang on Bjorn’s back, intending to use his face to dig a hole into the ground. It was either that or put him in a rear naked choke from which he’d drift peacefully into unconsciousness as I cut the oxygen flow to his brain.

      Bjorn, though, apparently had a different plan. He let loose a rumbling laugh as I landed on his back and said, “Well, well, if there ain’t a fly on my back! But, by the gods, it feels like one hell of a blue bottle!”

      In reply, I cracked my elbow into the big man’s head once… and then once more for good measure. Showing off was all well and good in WWE, maybe, where things were scripted and what not, but in the real world that shit just got you into trouble.

      The crowd let out an appreciative groan. It was a groan that said, “That had to have got the bells ringing!”

      I was with them. Despite his size, Bjorn would have felt those two strikes all the way down to his toes.

      Then, Bjorn laughed again. Quicker than I would have thought possible, he squirmed around so that he and I were suddenly face to face. Then, with a heave of his great shoulders and chest combined, the huge bastard threw me off him—tossed me over his head as if I weighed less than a child. He was chuckling as he did it too.

      I landed on all fours and bounded to my feet. This was no time to stand about scratching my head and wondering how the hell to take down this giant albino Viking-looking son of a bitch. Better just to get in there and start hammering away.

      I struck out with first one kick and then another; a side kick to the half-giant’s ribs followed by a roundhouse kick to his stomach as he regained his feet. The only result of these two blows was a slight gasp as the second kick landed and drove him back a step.

      It should have knocked him on his ass, clutching at his ribs like he’d just been struck with a baseball bat.

      “Oi, oi! It’s a stinging fly!” Bjorn yelled jovially to the crowd.

      In response to this jibe, I ducked under another slow lunge and let loose a flurry of jabs into Bjorn’s ribs, finishing with an uppercut into his kidneys. It was the kind of punch that would have laid out another man, but Bjorn just let out a theatrical groan, and then reached out and grabbed me by the shoulders.

      The man’s got no finesse, I noted as Bjorn flung me from him.

      Strong though, my brain added helpfully as I performed a double flip and crashed into the ground to a chorus of hoots from the crowd.

      Reflexively, I rolled over to my right straight away. It was a good thing too, because Bjorn’s size 26 foot smacked down exactly where my head had been a fraction of a second later.

      I hopped up to my feet, just in time to block a haymaker with my forearm. Even though I had got my arm up in time, the punch still sent me reeling across the fighting floor and almost over the ropes separating the combatants from the crowd.

      Bjorn thundered out a rumbling war cry and beat his chest with his fists like some kind of albino, shaved gorilla. Eager hands in the audience pushed me back into the fray, and I had to duck a swing that might have knocked my block off had it connected.

      “Come here,” Bjorn growled, lunging at me, throwing his fists forward again.

      His big pale fingers got hold of my shoulder, but I twisted out of his grip. I feinted with my left hand, then stomped forward with a textbook MMA front kick. It was the sort of kick that could give you a bit of room in a fight, aimed at your opponent’s stomach. This time though, what with Bjorn being about a foot taller than I was, I aimed at his knee. There was a satisfying crunch as my kick connected.

      “Spawn of a hellhound!” Bjorn roared.

      He whipped around, throwing out a hand the size of a dinner plate. I almost avoided the backhand, but Bjorn’s knuckles cracked across my nose and mouth. It was like being hit across the face by a rubber glove filled with brazil nuts. I staggered backward, tasting blood but making sure to keep my guard up as well as I was able. Bjorn made a move in my direction but howled as he put his considerable weight on his injured leg.

      I grinned a bloody smile and spat a gob of crimson at his feet. I glanced over to where Saya was standing and saw that Elenari was standing next to her. Elenari must have joined the other woman some time during the fight. The pair of beautiful dragonmancers seemed to have put away their earlier differences and clash of views. The two women were leaning forward, watching me intently. I flashed them both a wink, and they smiled in return.

      Then I turned back to Bjorn, raised my fists, and set my stance. “All right, Tinkerbell, let’s be having you.”

      I doubted Bjorn knew who Tinkerbell was, but he got the tone of my comment just fine. Regardless of his busted leg, he let loose another roar and lumbered toward me.

      The man clearly had testicular fortitude, but it was also clear that I’d gotten under his skin. If I managed to lay his big ass out and he became part of my squad, then we would have to work on that. He hadn’t liked the fact that I’d hurt him, and I suspected that he’d cultivated a reputation as a man who was basically impossible to best.

      Well, there was a first time for everything, wasn’t there?

      He came swinging at me like an irate windmill. Punch after punch, I ducked and weaved, waiting for an opening that I hoped he’d provide.

      I sacrificed a blow to the body and felt my ribs creak as a heavy left from Bjorn’s meaty fist thudded into me. Using the opening that this hit created, I used his thigh as a launching pad and flipped myself backward in a tight backflip. I swept my right leg up and felt my foot connect with the big man’s head.

      That stunned him for just a moment. I landed squarely on my feet, the movement punctuated by gasps and applause from the audience. It was a martial arts move I hadn’t even been sure I could have pulled off, and they seemed pleased with it.

      Bjorn blinked dazedly at me. Then his face contorted in fury. He stepped forward, cried out in pain as his weight went once more onto his busted leg, and then staggered into me. Using the half-giant’s own weight to my advantage, I planted my back foot, and then smashed him in the chin with an open-handed palm strike.

      My strike connected with as much force as it possibly could have done.

      Immovable object, meet unstoppable force.

      It was that kind of impact.

      There was a horrible crunchy clack as Bjorn’s open bottom jaw cracked into his upper one. At least three big teeth made a break for freedom from the Frost Giant’s mouth. One got caught in the tangled beard. For a second, the half-giant just stopped in his tracks, and I realized that my extended arm was actually holding the guy up by his chin. I whipped it away, and Bjorn crashed onto his knees.

      Slowly, like a man whose brain was trying to play catch-up, Bjorn looked up at me.

      “I’m on my knees,” he mumbled through his bloody mouth.

      “You are, yeah,” I panted.

      “Have I been down ‘ere long?” Bjorn slurred.

      “About three seconds, I reckon,” I said.

      “I’m gonna get back up in a bit,” Bjorn rumbled, blood drooling out of his smashed lips and into his white-blonde beard.

      “Stupidity isn’t a crime, Bjorn, so you’re free to do what you like, but I wouldn’t advise getting up, big fella,” I warned him.

      “You’re not the… boss of me,” Bjorn said, and collapsed forward. I managed to catch his head before he kissed dirt and knocked out any more of his teeth.

      “Thanks,” came the deep voice from down by my toes.

      “All right,” I yelled, “help this guy out of here!”

      The noise was deafening in the cavern now. The watching warriors screamed themselves hoarse, as they jumped up and down, their arms around each other’s shoulders. Clearly, me taking down Bjorn had awarded a few gamblers some good winnings.

      I let out a little groan, which was lost in the din that enveloped me, and walked over to where Elenari and Saya were standing.

      “How am I doing?” I asked my two roomies.

      Elenari looked at the sweat running down my chiseled torso, at the blood around my mouth. “Well,” she said, “you’re still alive.”

      “Yeah, still alive,” I said.

      I knew that well enough. The thunderous hits to the body that I had taken from Bjorn had already begun to take their toll. Still, I could persevere. After all, it was either that or throw in the towel and be known throughout these parts as the would-be dragonmancer who lost. I wasn’t even sure what would happen if I chose not to enter Round 3, but it wasn’t like I’d ever forfeit and find out.

      “Still one to go, though,” said Saya. She motioned over to where the mysterious Gabby had got to his feet.

      The mute was in the little roped-off area reserved for the men that I had picked out. A couple of soldiers were helping Bjorn over to the area, one man supporting him under each arm. He looked rather unsteady on his feet.

      Rupert had been sitting next to Gabby with something like a poultice or compress over one eye. Even from here, I could see the edge of the bruise beneath it. When the twitchy healer caught me looking in his direction, he grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. From the size of his grin, you would have thought that me switching his lights out with a knee to the head had been the highlight of his week.

      “I’ll patch Bjorn up a treat in no time,” Rupert said.

      I nodded at him. This would, I figured, be a good test of his healing abilities.

      I turned back to the arena. Gabby was standing impassively in the middle of it. His head was down, his hands behind his back, but I caught the glint of his yellow eyes through the auburn hair hanging in front of his face. He was watching and waiting.

      “All right, let’s get this over and done with,” I said, shaking my hands a little and flexing my fingers.

      With that, I took a leaf out of Bjorn’s book and sprinted at Gabby. The noise of the crowd propelled me onward. I only had a little left in the tank, while Gabby was fresh off the bench and an unknown entity. Better to get him down and out before I found out that he was some mysterious Raiden-type dude.

      I was almost on him, when Gabby popped into the air and flicked his leg in a spinning high kick, aimed at my head. It was a beautifully skilled and executed kick, but I slid beneath him on my knees at the last second. I passed clean under where he hung momentarily in the air, dirt spraying up around me where I skidded across the floor and used my foot as a brake.

      When Gabby landed a second later, I reached out and yanked on his foot, hoping to trip him. The tongueless man was incredibly agile though. He flung himself forward, using my own strength to his advantage and cartwheeled back onto his feet. His foot lashed out and stomped down. He trod on my fingers, and I wrenched my hand away.

      “Ow,” I said.

      A ripple of amusement went through the audience like a Mexican Wave. It had not hurt particularly, though one of my fingers felt like it might have been bent back the wrong way and would no doubt blow up like a sausage later.

      Already though, I had an inkling as to the hand Gabby was going to play. I imagined that if you cut the man open, you would find the word ‘patience’ running all the way through. He was going to wear me down until I slipped up. Then he was going to cave my head in with a snap kick or something along those lines.

      In that case, I better make sure he slips up first.

      I sprang to the attack with a whirlwind kick that forced Gabby backward. Then I delivered a flurry of punches, blows that came so thick and fast that I didn’t even consciously string the combination together. Gabby was driven back even further, blocking with lightning-fast reflexes that were nothing short of impressive.

      The mute caught my hand as I went in with an overhead hammer fist. He aimed at my groin with a kick, but I blocked it.

      Then, we found ourselves locked together.

      We strained backward and forward, each trying to get the other off balance. This was the visceral nose-to-nose fighting that I imagined battle would be like.

      The heat of your foe’s breath on your face, the soft grunting as you tried to get the better of one another. The intense, singular focus each of you channeled as you tried to incapacitate your adversary before they dropped your ass like a hot brick.

      With a deft twist of his hip and a small grunt, Gabby gained the advantage and pushed me away. He struck out with a walloping sidekick that I took on the thigh—and instantly wished I hadn’t. He might have been a slight dude, but he kicked like a fucking mule. I felt my leg buckle, and Gabby lashed out with a follow-up kick. This one I caught though, and suddenly I had my opponent by the leg.

      I forced a smile back, looked at him sternly, and asked, “Do you yield?”

      In response, Gabby threw himself around in an attempt to decapitate me with his other leg. However, I saw this one coming a mile away and ducked. The kick scythed over my head, and Gabby had to stop himself from face-planting by putting his hands out.

      All of a sudden, we were in the wheelbarrow position.

      Gabby made a little noise, which I interpreted as “Shit.”

      I grunted back, a sound of assent, then I drop-kicked him in the face, letting go of his feet at the same time.

      Gabby flipped around, up into the air, and landed on his back. More out of professional soldiering reflex than anything else, I thought, he popped back onto his feet. He was still facing away from me and wobbled slightly as he regained his feet.

      Not being in the mood for what you might call “playing it fair,” I smoked him as hard as I could in the neck—where neck met shoulder, to be precise—with a knifehand strike.

      Gabby dropped to his knees as if his ligaments had been cut. With the inevitability and suddenness of a landslide, I fell on him and wrapped my forearms around his throat. With a sharp, upward squeeze, I applied the rear choke hold, and Gabby’s arms dropped to his side.

      Gently, I lowered the unconscious man to the floor, and stood panting. It was only then that I became aware of the level of noise battering at me like a tide.

      I sucked in a great breath of air and let out a long, “Wooooo!”

      The fight was over, so I figured now was the time to showboat. Do it after the fight is done, and it’s completely legitimate.

      In a blink, Elenari and Saya were at my side. Their arms were around me, heedless of the sweat streaming off me.

      “You did it!” Elenari beamed up at me, her green eyes shining. “One step closer to being a fully-fledged dragonmancer!”

      The crowd had overrun the ropes and encircled us now, but I noticed that they still gave us, the dragonmancers, our room. A few kindly souls made sure to pick up Gabby and carry him over to where Rupert was working on Bjorn’s busted mouth. Clearly, the spectators were delighted to have witnessed such a bout, but they weren’t going to get too familiar with us.

      Saya gripped me by the shoulder. “What do you want to do now? We must celebrate, yes?”

      I let out another breath, waiting for my heart rate to get back to normal.

      “Celebrate?” I arched an eyebrow. “Back in our private quarters?”

      Elenari frowned at me, clearly confused. “Is there something I’m missing?”

      I laughed and smiled at her. “You can join us if you like, Elenari.”

      Saya grinned at me. “The elf is unfamiliar with such celebrations.”

      I shrugged. “Then I suppose we can think of something else. I doubt I’d be able to contort myself all that well after fighting those three. First things first, though; I need to get dressed.”

      Elenari pressed a bundle into my chest. “You’ll be needing these then,” she said.

      “And these are?” I asked.

      “They are the official uniform of the Rank One dragonmancer,” Elenari explained. “Crimson fighting breeches and a long, comfortable sable shirt. There is a belt too, sturdy enough to hang a sword on when you are issued one. Also, there is this.” She pulled something from her pocket.

      “Hey, my onyx crystal,” I said. “I left that in my jeans. What’s this weird gold cage that’s holding it?”

      “While you were being inducted,” Elenari replied, “I purchased a little golden cage for it, along with the golden chain. Thankfully, it fits without a problem. Now, your crystal will be safe.”

      I took the pendant from her and put it around my neck. My shoulders ached just putting it over my head.

      “Thanks, Elenari,” I said. “I appreciate that.” I rolled my shoulders and looked about us. “Okay, how's this for a plan? You point me in the direction of a shower, and while I’m cleaning up, you gather my new squad together. And each of yours too, I suppose—don’t want anyone to get into trouble for wandering about unprotected now, do we? ”

      “And then?” Saya asked.

      I smiled a blood stained but victorious smile. “Well, I don’t know about you girls, but I could use a fucking drink.”
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      Elenari and Saya led me through the chattering, packed crowds. Behind us, at my instruction, came my new squad. Rupert had administered a dose of pungent smelling salts to Gabby to get him back on his feet, while Bjorn was stumping along at the back with a vaguely dazed look on his face and one of his teeth clenched in his giant fist.

      I was elated at the triple victory of course—it was always great when you avoided getting beaten to death in front of a horde of strangers—but I was also eager for a hot shower.

      As ecstatic and excited as the press of spectators were, Elenari and Saya didn’t have to shove anyone out of the way or speak a single hard word. The swarm parted like the Red Sea as we approached and closed in behind us after we passed.

      The women led me and the lads back up through the gallery hallway and the corridor beyond, and back out into the early evening air. As we stepped into the fragrant, fresh air of dusk, full of the smell of wild mint and rosemary from some herb beds nearby, I inhaled a restoring lungful of air.

      “Come on,” Elenari said, taking me by the arm, “the closest baths are this way.”

      The red-headed elf and the muscular blonde led me and the other three men through a series of gardens. Eventually, Elenari and Saya stopped outside a door covered in a mosaic pattern depicting a dragon rising from the sea.

      “I sent word ahead with a runner,” she said. “There are four baths ready and waiting for you all, with partitions between each one and towels too. Take as much time as you need.”

      I opened the door and looked at my new squad. I guessed there was no harm in starting with the orders now, albeit pretty basic ones.

      “Let’s not waste too much time,” I said. “Wash the dirt and blood off and soak the muscles a little. Then, we’ll see if Rupert can hold up his end of the bargain and patch up any scrapes. I noticed that potent stuff he waved under Gabby’s nose seems to have done the trick, though it smelled strong enough to solder your nose hairs together. You all good, Gabby?”

      Gabby tucked his auburn hair behind his ears and gave me a thumbs-up. He didn’t smile, but from a seemingly dour man, a thumbs-up was probably a good keystone on which to build a friendship.

      “All right. Let’s get cleaned up and then we’ll make a move into town. I need to get the old tonsils floating in something cold and sudsy ASAP. I’m sure you all feel the same.”

      “Fucking aye,” rumbled Bjorn, giving me a smile that definitely had a few more gaps in it than before we had started our scrap.

      I held the door open, and the boys trooped on ahead of me. I was about to follow them in when I caught the twin looks that Saya and Elenari were giving me. Bemused would be the word that I would use to describe those looks.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s just… you are unlike any of the other dragonmancers here,” Elenari said. “The way that you treat your squad… Like equals. I feel like you are going to turn out to be quite the leader.”

      “I can only agree,” Saya said. “You are certainly different from the other dragonmancers, and not merely by the leviathan between your legs.”

      “Leviathan?” I asked. “Can’t say I’ve heard that one before, but thank you all the same, Saya.”

      Elenari, and not for the first time today, shot the muscular blonde a confused look before aiming the same look at me.

      I laughed. “Well, let’s hope I can get far enough to complete the Transfusion Ceremony. I’m really looking forward to that. For now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and get cleaned up and slip into these sweet new threads you’ve given me.”

      After the bath, I felt like a new man. It was with a light heart, a springy step, and quite the thirst that I followed Elenari and Saya out of the imposing and impregnable front gates of the Crystal Spire and into the town proper.

      While the boys and I had been sluicing the blood, sweat, and dirt from ourselves, Elenari and Saya had sent for their squads. I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure that dragonmancers needed to bring their squads along when they left the keep to enter the town beneath the Crystal Spire. After getting chewed out, it was possible that Elenari didn’t want to take any chances.

      While the two women discussed the quickest way that Elenari and I could get through our shield polishing punishment, I dropped back so that I could talk to Bjorn, Gabby, and Rupert.

      The respective squads had been hanging back from Saya, Elenari, and me, and I gathered that this was an ingrained behavior—soldiers, even squad members, didn’t socialize with the dragonmancers. This might have been custom, but I figured that, if these guys were going to fight alongside me and possibly die for me, then I should at least get to know them a little.

      “So, how’s everyone feeling?” I asked.

      Bjorn looked slightly taken aback at me hanging back here with them, but Rupert was as unperturbed as I imagined he was about most things.

      “No hard feelings, Dragonmancer,” he said. “What happens in the combat arena stays there.”

      Gabby made a noise in his throat which I took for ascent.

      “We’re warriors, and you bested us fairly, Dragonmancer,” Bjorn said. “My only regret is that we did not test you more.”

      I touched my tender ribs, where Bjorn had belted me hard enough that, had I not seen him do it, I might have thought he’d used a sledgehammer. Rupert had smeared an herbal unguent over the spot, and it seemed to be causing the discomfort to fade even as we walked, but it was still a little sensitive.

      I looked up at the big man. He was covered now in a sleeveless tunic, which left his imposingly massive arms bare.

      “I’m sorry I knocked so many of your teeth out,” I said.

      Bjorn shrugged. “No apology necessary, Dragonmancer,” the big man said. “They grow back.”

      “Uh, I think that’s just the once, big fella,” I said. I shot a look at Rupert, wondering whether I should ask the healer whether I might have inflicted a bout of amnesia on Bjorn.

      Gabby grunted, pointed at Bjorn, and then tapped his own teeth.

      “Gabby’s correct in his surmise, Dragonmancer,” Rupert said. “Bjorn, being half-giant, grows teeth back whenever he loses them. The Jotunn are a race prone to fighting. It is an evolutionary trait.”

      “Handy,” I said. “And just call me, Mike, will you?”

      Gabby shot a surprised glance at the other two squad members, which I thought was ironic seeing as he couldn’t call me anything anyway.

      “Uh, that’s not really the usual protocol—” Rupert began.

      “Fuck the usual,” I said. “Anyways, apparently I’m not even a full dragonmancer until I pass this Transfusion Ceremony, right?”

      “Yeah, but after kicking our asses, that is surely just a formality, Dragonmancer,” Bjorn said in his deep bass.

      “Well, for tonight you can just call me Mike, yeah? Then, after the Ceremony, I’ll just make it an order, and you’ll have to call me Mike. I figure we should be friends, as best as we’re able to. It’ll mean we can count on each other when it matters.”

      We carried on walking down the hill. Behind us, the sun gave up the ghost, and the deep purple of the mountain dusk diffused the sky. Even though a band of white remained on the horizon, stars started appearing in the vault above. Coming from L.A., the sight of so many stars was captivating, and I kept looking up to check on how many more materialized.

      “How come those two keep looking back at us?” I asked, noticing the funny look that Elenari shot over her shoulder as we started wending our way into the outskirts of the town.

      “Because you are a dragonmancer and we are simple soldiers,” Bjorn told me. “You walk among us mere mortals as though you are one of us.”

      Gabby motioned at Elenari and Saya with a surreptitious nod, then pointed at the two squads behind us and shook his head.

      “Yeah, but why don’t you all hang out?” I asked, having a stab at interpreting the mute member of my new little company. “You fight together. Surely you can hang together.”

      Gabby shrugged and looked out at the buildings that we had started to pass with his yellow hawk-like eyes.

      “It’s the way it’s always been,” Rupert said.

      I nodded thoughtfully, thinking my squad would operate differently. You couldn’t ask people to risk their lives for you and follow your orders without question, then refuse to sit at the bar with them. The very thought of that was just too alien to my nature.

      “Right,” I said, clapping my hands, “where are we off to then? You guys must know a few good watering holes. I want to hear the story about how Gabby lost his tongue—we may as well address that elephant in the room as soon as possible.”

      “Well, I guess that you and the other two dragonmancers might head to some of the fancier, more select taverns,” Bjorn growled. “The squads tend to wait outside and remain sober.”

      “No, no fuck that,” I said. “We’re all going to celebrate together. I beat you all, so I get to choose how we roll this evening. That’s only fair, right?”

      Gabby shrugged and pointed at me.

      “That’s right, Gabby,” I said. “I’m the boss for tonight.”

      We had passed out of what might have been called the suburbs, if we had been back in Los Angeles, and into Downtown. Up close, the architecture was particularly foreign, and I had to say that I liked it. It sure beat the usual concrete monstrosities of apartment blocks, strip malls, and parking lots.

      The houses were all made from a pleasant mixture of wood and stone. They all sported steeply pitched roofs, and many of the stone chimneys were already leaking fragrant white wood smoke out into the early evening air. Their windows looked warm and inviting, orange firelight and the flicker of candles seeping out into the street to light the cobbles. There were also streetlights dotted about the place, Dickensian-style glass boxes set on iron poles. These were filled with the same sort of soft luminescence that I recognized as fairy light.

      “Are the fairies trapped in the lights?” I asked Rupert as we passed one.

      “No, of course not, Dragonm—uh, Mike, I mean,” Rupert replied. “That would be slavery. No, they are employed by the Martial Council.”

      “Paid in what?” I asked.

      “Bread and honey is traditional,” Rupert said. “Fairies are fiends for a bit of bread and honey.”

      The streets became busier with pedestrians heading this way and that, crossing and recrossing the winding cobbled lanes. Once again, there was a host of races that I hadn’t ever imagined could actually exist outside of a C.S Lewis novel; fauns, pixies—who weren’t as small as we on Earth had been led to believe—and some rangy, hairy humanoids that might have been lycans. There were many more, creatures and folk that I couldn’t put a name to but were certainly not human. No doubt many had finished work for the day and were hurrying home to their cozy hearths and waiting families. Many bowed their heads reverently as they passed Elenari and Saya—I even noticed a couple of men performing sweeping bows and one old woman drop a curtsy the likes of which I hadn’t seen outside of a period drama.

      Eventually, we came to a wide-open space—the town square, according to Rupert. It was vibrant, filled with life; smells and sounds and talk. A large statue stood in its center, depicting a dragonmancer riding a rearing dragon. The dragon’s neck was stretched out, its mouth pointed at the night sky, and in its maw a blue flame burned.

      I hadn’t realized that I had stopped to stand and stare at it until Elenari touched me on the arm. I blinked and looked down at her.

      “Nice bit of statue, that,” I said, somewhat lamely.

      She smiled. “Yes. It acts as more than just a piece of art though.”

      “How’s that?” I asked. “Does it double as an anti-dragon cannon too?”

      “The flame burns blue in times of peace,” Elenari said, “but if we were ever to be attacked, the flame roars up into the sky and turns a bright red. That way the villagers know to grab their weapons, or else flee to their cellars.”

      “But I guess that hasn’t happened for a long time, right?” I asked, gazing about the bustling town. It was so quaint that it reminded me of a scene depicted on a cracker tin or a box of ginger biscuits.

      “No. It’s never been lit in the time of anyone currently living,” Elenari said. “But, if it ever was, we—the dragonmancers—would be the tip of the spear in the defense of our people.”

      We continued to gaze up at the statue for a few seconds, while across the square a blacksmith pounded out a steady rhythm on his anvil.

      “When do the blacksmiths call it a day then?” I asked.

      Elenari looked at me like I was a bit mad. “They call it a day when the sun is in the sky,” she said. “Then, when the sun goes down, they call it a night.”

      I waved my hands in front of me. “No, no, I just mean, when do they finish? Everyone else seems to be hurrying home or to the taverns, maybe? But that blacksmith is still working away.”

      “Oh, a forge never sleeps,” Elenari said. “A blacksmith will usually have an apprentice or helper that keeps the smithy fire burning, and he will not be far away. You never know when a horse might need shoeing or a carriage wheel repairing.”

      “That’s right,” Saya said, coming to stand on my other side. “They say that at the heart of a doomed village is a cold forge.”

      “Well, on that cheery note,” I said, “how about we get our butts into one of these taverns or inns or gin palaces that I see around the place, hm?”

      “Where would you like to go?” Elenari asked. “There are a few establishments which cater almost exclusively to dragonmancers.”

      I jerked my head toward my squad, and the squads of the two girls, who stood a little apart from us, talking among themselves.

      “We’re all going out together, ladies,” I said.

      Elenari looked at Saya. The blonde woman’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “It is not really traditional for dragonmancers to mingle and fraternize in establishments with common soldiers, especially not establishments in which the general public are eating and drinking,” the gorgeous blonde said slowly.

      “Pft, you know that tradition is just a security blanket, right? And where the fuck is the fun in too much security? Come on guys, let’s get you out of that stuffy comfort zone, hm?”

      Elenari looked unsure.

      “It’s not illegal to hang out with the squad, right?” I asked her.

      “Well, no…” the elf said.

      “Exactly, so let’s just visit a few places and have a few drinks and see what happens,” I said. I put my arms around the two women. “Come on, indulge me this once and let me take you on a good old Californian bar crawl.”

      “It sounds like some sort of grueling exercise, this bar crawl,” Saya said.

      “I can tell you that there’s nothing grueling about it,” I said, and then paused for a moment. “Well, maybe it gets a little grueling around the tenth bar—not to mention in the morning, if you’ve done the thing right—but sometimes you’ve got to stick your neck out and mix things up.”

      Saya grinned. “Fine. Show us what this bar crawl is.”

      Elenari glanced over her shoulder at the three squads waiting in the wings. “Sure,” she said, “I’m in. I mean, how much trouble could we really get into?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me seven drinks before I became accustomed to just how much attention dragonmancers received from the general public. I thought that Elenari and Saya must have been overstating the fact that dragonmancers did not mingle with the townspeople, but, if anything, they were understating it.

      Visiting the first tavern had been an eye-opening experience. Word seemed to have spread, as word does, from the Disputation Dungeons all the way down to the town center, running ahead of us like wildfire. It was already known that a new male dragonmancer had been brought to the Drako Academy from Earth—long brown hair, tall, fit, deep blue eyes—and that he had selected an unlikely band to form his squad, before putting on one of the best displays of combat that the Disputation Dungeons had ever seen.

      Not my words. This had come along the town’s gossip grapevine.

      As soon as we had walked into the first inn, our three squads in tow, every conversation faltered and died. There had been a heavy pause, in which I heard the clatter of a goblet falling to the ground, then a babble of chatter broke out. People craned over one another for a look at Elenari, Saya, and me. I was sure that, had everyone been armed with iPhones, we would have been all over everyone’s Instagram feeds before you could say TMZ.

      The hubbub had only grown as we made our way toward the bar. When it became apparent that we were ordering drinks and actually going to stay there, consorting with all the regular townsfolk, people actually began leaving so that they could wrangle their friends into coming and seeing the dragonmancers hanging out in a regular inn…

      We had ended up only staying in that tavern for as long as it took to order and down a round of cocktails. The neon green beverages left me smoking from the nose for a minute or two afterward. Then we left the tavern behind and headed down the street.

      “Damn,” I remarked to Saya, “that was crazy. All those people...you weren’t wrong about dragonmancers being popular. We’re pretty much celebrities. That must be how Leonardo DiCaprio or Brad Pitt must feel every time they leave the house!”

      “I do not know who they are, but I assume they are well-liked,” Elenari had said.

      “You bet your cute ass they are.”

      “Welcome to your first taste of what it is like to be a dragonmancer,” Saya said.

      “We are the apple of the peoples’ eye!” Elenari laughed at the stunned look on my face as a little boy ran up to me and touched my hand before he ran back to hide behind his parents.

      “Honored and feared,” Saya said. “Honored and feared are the dragonmancers.”

      “It’s fucking bonkers,” I replied and steered us toward another tavern, larger and noisier than the first.

      Even as we hustled along, we were followed by gawping strangers and people nudging and whispering to each other as we passed.

      So yeah, seven drinks was all it took to take the edge off my first little dalliance with celebrity. I couldn’t tell you what those seven drinks contained—the tankard I was imbibing from just then held a carbonated beverage that tasted of honey and smelled of pine trees and mountain winds. Nor could I tell you who was paying for them. I got the impression that we were drinking on the house, and this was confirmed when Rupert came and plonked himself next to me and clapped me on the shoulder.

      “I must say,” he said in his twitchy, eager stammer, “that this dismantling of the usual societal walls is really going down a treat.” He took a long pull from his own tankard, managing on the second attempt to actually pour some its contents into his mouth rather than down his chin. “Especially on my coin purse,” he finished.

      “What the hell are we drinking, Rupert?” I asked him.

      “Hm? Oh, this is mountain mead—a local specialty brewed by dwarves. What the dwarves don’t know about the manufacturing of alcohol is not worth the knowing.”

      We were sitting in a tavern taken straight out of every novel or fable I had ever read. It was named The Wing Tip, and had a log fire roaring in its massive stone hearth. Rotating over it, on a magically powered spit, was what looked like an enormous crispy chicken drumstick. Bjorn had assured me it was from a roc, a giant crow-like bird that was also a pest in these parts. They could carry off sheep and, occasionally, small children.

      “They look evil. Like they would taste like shit,” the bearded half-giant told me, suppressing a belch. “But, by the gods, just you wait until you try it. Fuckin’ divine. Are you a leg or breast man, Dragonm—Mike?”

      “I’ll take whatever I can get, you cheeky motherfucker,” I replied. As was requisite after a comment like that, we laughed like schoolboys, exchanged knowing looks and smacked our tankards together in a toast.

      The roof of this fine old alehouse was high and filled with blue pipe smoke, and the walls were constructed of solid logs laid end to end.

      Elenari, Saya, Rupert, Gabby, Bjorn, and I were sitting in an area that had been cordoned off for us at my request. I’d flexed my dragonmancer’s metaphorical muscles and told the guy behind the bar that we’d settle in here so long as we could get a bit of space to ourselves, while still being part of the general atmosphere. The bartender, eager no doubt to keep the attraction of three dragonmancers on his premises, had swiftly booted out a group of hammered hobgoblins from a large corner booth and cordoned it off with rope. At the barrier, he had stationed a short, square man with a craggy face to stop anyone from bothering us. And, voila, just like that, the Mystocean Empire’s first VIP area was born.

      Day one, and I was already shaking things up.

      Whether it was because they had been fighting under Saya and Elenari for too long before I turned up, or for some other reason I wasn’t privy to, the two female dragonmancer’s squads sat a little apart from us and drank at a separate table.

      When I mentioned this to Saya and asked whether their squads felt awkward, she said simply, “I don’t know. Perhaps. I imagine though, it is because they are used to the old ways.”

      “Mm,” I said, swallowing a gulp of mountain mead, “so you’re saying that, in this world, change freaks people out, is that it?”

      Saya drained her own tankard, held it up, and waved it at the barman. The man gave her an obsequious smile and began filling a round of fresh tankards for the table.

      “New things, new ways, can be… unsettling,” she replied.

      “Yeah, I guess they can,” I said, “but it doesn’t take long for people to stop complaining, start embracing the new thing, and start asking how they ever did that thing any other way.”

      “You’re a philosopher?” Elenari leaned past Saya, slopping her drink over the edge of her tankard.

      “Only when I’m drinking,” I said. “Just like everyone else.”

      Saya and Elenari laughed.

      “Michael,” Saya said as she moved closer to me but kept her eyes on my new squad, “you should be careful getting so friendly with your men.”

      “Why’s that?” I gave the innkeeper a thumbs-up as he smoothly whisked away the empty tankard I had just set down and replaced it with a fresh one.

      “Because you shall feel it all the more keenly if one of them is killed in conflict,” Saya replied in a low voice.

      She had a point, of course. Drako Academy was, after all, where you trained to become proficient war-making machines. Soldiers were, at the end of the day, the sword in the hand of whatever civilization wielded them. Swords, by definition, were always in the thick of things and sometimes got broken.

      It was a sobering thought—metaphorically sobering I mean; it would have taken a line of cocaine, a quart of coffee, and an ice-bath to make me anything less than half drunk. I couldn’t help but feel a little concerned for my new friends. In this dangerous world, they could be cut down in an instant.

      Rupert gazed around the room while he twirled a small clasp knife around in his fingers. Occasionally, he stabbed at the gaps between the fingers on his other hand, which was spread out on the table.

      Bjorn drank in that steady, purposeful way that you see people at weddings doing, when they fear that the open-bar might close at any moment.

      Gabby, incredibly, was leaning back in his chair while some local strumpet bent over the rope and kissed her way up and down his neck. I made a mental note to ask him how he had managed to snare a girl—what with him having no tongue and all—and, more relevantly, what he planned on doing to her without one.

      Maybe she’s just into the strong, silent type, my half-loaded brain postulated. I mean, he’s pretty strong and you won’t get much more silent.

      Time blurred a little after that. Flashes of what we did came to my memory afterward, like when you’re standing on a train platform at night and a train whips past and you only catch static glimpses of what is going on inside the lighted carriages before they are whisked away again.

      I remembered that Bjorn got up and started singing. There was a definite memory of Gabby falling off his chair and Rupert trying to help him up. Then Rupert was dancing—perhaps on a table, though I couldn’t be sure. Elenari ordered a round of shots, which the innkeeper had to put on special gloves and a pair of goggles to make. The resultant concoction tasted like diesel mixed with tabasco, and it actually spontaneously set Rupert’s feathered cap on fire when Gabby spat his drink out all over the headwear. Thankfully, it was lying on the table at the time of combustion.

      Then we were outside, back in the crisp night air. There were still locals gathered around us and chattering excitedly, but the alcohol had wrapped me up in a nice blanket, which was mostly woven of goodwill for all my fellow creatures and a pressing need for a bacon cheeseburger.

      “Hey, Elerina—I mean, Erinlara. Fuck! I mean, hey, Elenari, what’s the go with drinking and flying?”

      Elenari looked at me through one eye. “What do you mean, Michael?”

      “Well, can we just hop on dragons and go for a bit of a night time cruise? Or are we not allowed to do that while we’re under the influence?”

      Saya snorted. “Not allowed? Of course we’re allowed. You just better make sure that you hold on. Our dragons are not intoxicated and can fly as easily as ever. Furthermore, it’s not as if Noctis will let you fly him into a cliff, but it’s not his responsibility to stop you slipping off either.”

      “Right,” I said, turning around to see what had become of my squad members, my three crack troops.

      Bjorn was hanging for dear life onto a lampost, which looked as if it might buckle under the strain. Rupert was trying to pick his hat up off the ground but was having a hard time getting hold of it. Gabby was a mere shadow in the night as he entered a shadowed alley with a woman who was part of Elenari’s squad.

      “Well, gentlemen,” I said to Bjorn and Rupert, “we’re going to fly home, but allow me to say that it was a pleasure kicking your asses this afternoon and drinking with you this evening.”

      Bjorn’s white-blonde beard was stained a dark red from whatever he had been drinking all night, giving him the worrying appearance of a man who had been guzzling raw meat.

      “Mike… Mike… I’m tellin’ you. I am tellin’ you that… uh, that it’s going to be an honor serving under you,” the big half-giant managed to say.

      “You better keep an eye out for his cock and balls swinging about, if you’re serving under him!” Rupert quipped as he managed to snatch his hat up only to drop it again.

      “Nice one, Rupert,” I said. “Anyway, you idiots get home safe, while we,” and I touched the crystal that was hanging from the golden chain at my neck, “go by air.”

      Noctis materialized. In the dim light cast by the taverns, eateries, and fairy lights, he looked like a shadow made solid.

      “Damn, I wish I had one of those,” Bjorn said.

      I mounted up. Elenari and Saya followed suit, though Saya almost fell off the other side of her dark gray steed.

      “I might see you boys tomorrow,” I said. “Toodle-oo, motherfuckers!”

      With that, the muscles in Noctis’ haunches bunched, and he leapt into the air. Behind me, I heard Gharmon and Scopula launch themselves skyward. Saya gave a tipsy whoop of delight that echoed out over the pointed rooftops of the town.

      The night air was even more chilly eighty feet off the ground, so I set a relaxed pace to save the three of us from getting frozen by the cold mountain breeze. Noctis emitted contentment at being out and about. I could feel it radiating through his sable scales. I patted him and grinned into the night.

      What a life!

      I could see the keep of the Crystal Spire dead ahead, lit from within, glowing like a ghostly finger amongst the dark peaks. Not wanting the voyage to end too soon, I swooped around and followed a moonlight-illuminated track. The track ran out of the town proper and into the wooded countryside surrounding the town. Thatched cottages and houses bordered the dirt road, their gardens larger and more ordered than the city dwellings. I guessed that these houses belonged to small time farmers and producers, artisans and craftsmen, who needed a bit more space than town living allowed.

      Most of the windows in the cottages and houses were dark, and I mentioned this to Saya who was flying on my left. Despite the wind, she could hear me, thanks to whatever magic allowed fellow dragonriders to communicate while astride their steeds.

      “People go to bed early on the weekends, do they?” I asked.

      Saya grinned. “No,” she said, “it is more likely that these farmers and artificers are still in town, spending the scales they made during the week. People here work hard, but they also know how to enjoy life. You learn to take pleasure in the small things when your society has lived under the threat of war for so long.”

      It was then, as the three of us swooped silently along, following the course of the track below, that I heard the scream.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked Elenari, who was on my left.

      She nodded.

      “Sounds like a woman in need,” Saya said from my right.

      I peered down onto the starlit track, pulling Noctis into a hover. Elenari and Saya followed suit.

      “There!” I pointed down the track, which wound away, heading toward a rather forbidding-looking forest. The sizable cottages and workshops along this stretch of the path were all in shadow, the inhabitants clearly out and about, feasting and floating the tonsils.

      A cloaked figure was running as fast as it could along the track below. As we watched, it rolled nimbly under a parked hay cart, vaulted a fence, and cut through a well-tended vegetable patch. It boosted through this large garden, cutting a small loop off the dirt road, then hopped over a gate and onto the track beyond. Behind it, another cloaked figure, this one a little smaller, had pulled up and was screaming in fury at the retreating form.

      “You shitstain!” yelled the second cloaked. “You thieving jackalope turd!”

      The high-pitched, euphonious voice was unmistakably that of a woman.

      “Looks like we’ve got a little theft-related offense,” I said. I turned to Saya and Elenari as they hovered nearby. “How about we do our good deed for the day, before we head back to the Crystal Spire and pass out?”

      “I’m in,” Saya said.

      Before I could formulate any sort of plan, she had dropped Scopula into a silent dive. As I watched her fall like the wrath of God toward the fleeing thief, I recalled how Elenari had dealt with the thief back in L.A.

      Dragonmancers don’t do things by halves, I realized too late.

      I nosed Noctis into a dive, and Elenari followed.

      My Onyx Dragon’s nose had just pulled level with the concrete-gray tail of Saya’s dragon when the blonde warrior woman flung herself from Scopula’s back. She dropped twenty feet, as silent as an owl, and crashed into the retreating thief’s back with a raised knee.

      “Oooh,” I said, wincing.

      It must have taken the cloaked figure by surprise. I imagined it would have been like going for a jog and then being hit unexpectedly by a van. He went flying, bouncing and skidding along the dirt track like he’d been batted by a giant tennis racket. I saw something pearlescent, about the size of a baseball, fly out of his hands and jounce away up the path.

      What the hell was that? Was that what he stole?

      Things happened with terrifying swiftness after that. The winded, groaning figure got to his feet and looked wildly about. His hood had fallen off, and he had a shaved head and a long scar running over the top of his scalp, from ear to ear. He was dressed in a get-up that reminded me of something a ninja might wear; tight-fitting, dark gray pants and jacket, light boots with thin soles and that face-covering cowl. This outfit was also colored with splashes of dark crimson—almost like a camouflage—and I wondered whether that was to disguise any injuries that the thief might gain in a scrap and make him look stronger and more invulnerable.

      Saya, who didn’t seem to have seen the object scatter up the path, clamped her arms around the thieving man. With a strained bellow, she quite simply squeezed him in two.

      The sight of all those guts spilling over the ground like giant, slimy worms, the blood and stomach bile gushing out into the dirt, and the sound of the man’s final gurgling cries as Saya snapped his spine in two was enough to make me thankful that I hadn’t been able to find that bacon cheeseburger after all.

      I landed Noctis down the track a little way. Behind me, Elenari brought Gharmon, her Emerald Dragon, to land next to Saya. The elf congratulated the other woman on her take down.

      “I ruined this shirt though,” I heard Saya say regretfully. “You can never get stomach acid out of the linen,” she added with a disappointed sigh.

      I walked along the track and searched around in the brush to the side of the path. After only a few moments of looking and some helpful tail-pointing from Noctis, I turned up the item that the thief had seemingly stolen.

      “A crystal,” I muttered, “or an egg?”

      To my eye, it looked like both. A heavy, solid egg of pearly crystal. It looked as if the surface had a sort of smoked pattern to it, but then I realized that it was, in fact, smoke inside the crystal, swirling ever so slowly around.

      “Dragon crystal, maybe?” I thought.

      Then, for the first time, and with no warning, a voice resounded in my head.

      “Do not show the others,” the voice said. It resonated through my head and heart like thunder; deep, old, and powerful. Without even needing to look at Noctis and see that he was looking intently at me, I could tell that the voice belonged to him.

      “We can chat?” I said in my mind.

      “Indeed.”

      “Since when?” I asked. I recalled what Penelope had said about how rare it was for dragons to be able to communicate with actual words.

      “Since the moment we met,” the dragon said. The words bounced around in my head like an echo before fading away.

      “But you only decided to speak up now. Why?” I asked.

      Noctis cocked his head, as if my question was a particularly foolish one. “Because I did not trust you.”

      I glanced behind me and saw that Saya was still scraping spleen or something off the front of her shirt. Elenari was nowhere to be seen. I assumed she had headed back down the track to see if she could pick up any clues as to who the thief, or the victim, had been and if they had been working alone.

      “Why shouldn’t I tell them about this orb thing?” I asked Noctis.

      “It is best that this is kept between you and me for now,” the dragon said cryptically.

      “Right,” I said. I felt a bit too drunk for mysteries just then. I’d leave this little head-scratcher for sober Mike. I walked back toward Saya, swaying only a little. I saw that there was only a patch of blood and miscellaneous fluids left on the ground.

      “Where’s the thief?” I asked.

      Saya jerked her thumb at Scopula. The squat gray dragon licked its lips.

      “I see,” I said.

      Elenari reappeared at that moment.

      “Did you find the woman the thief mugged?” I asked.

      Elenari shook her head. There was a frown creasing her brow. “No. The person, whoever it was, has vanished.”

      Before we could go a step further or speak another word, a dull growl emanated from Noctis’ throat. It was not a nice growl. It was the sort of deep, rumbling snarl that spoke of a creature with its hackles up. Uneasy. Alert. Ready to rend and tear. It was taken up a second later by Scopula and Gharmon.

      “What’s got into them?” I asked.

      Elenari did not answer. She was watching her Emerald Dragon intently.

      Gharmon’s head was moving from left to right, like a cobra under the influence of the flute.

      Then it froze. Its green head was pointed up at the top of the thatched roof of a two-story farmhouse to our left. Slowly, Gharmon let out a low, angry hiss.

      Saya, Elenari, and I followed the gaze of the Emerald Dragon.

      There was a figure standing on the ridge of the roof. Where it had come from I couldn’t say. It was only a silhouette, a black human shape of sable cut out of the cold stars behind it, but it looked to be dressed in similar garb to that of the recently bisected thief.

      As the three of us gazed up at it, five more shapes seemed to materialize beside it. They were so quiet, their movements so smooth, as though they’d taken shape out of the darkness of the night itself.

      “They don’t look like your run-of-the-mill spectators, do they?” I said out of the corner of my mouth. “Not your average bunch of locals sticking their noses out to see what the commotion was all about.”

      “What gave you that impression, Mike?” Saya asked drily.

      “The whole standing silently on the top of a roof bit, looking down on us in a menacing fashion, I guess,” I said.

      “There’s more over there.” Elenari nodded to the left at the cottage just down the road from the farmhouse.

      Half a dozen more figures were standing and squatting on the ridgeline of that roof too. As we observed them in silence, six more popped up over the roofline. They sprung up, as if propelled by a trampoline on the other side of the building, hung in the air for a second longer than was normal, then landed without so much as a crunching of thatch.

      On impulse, I looked sharply around at the buildings to our right. There were at least two dozen more figures lining the two cottages and the large warehouse-cum-workshop on that side of the road too.

      “Ah,” I said, “I believe this is what military commanders back on my world would designate as a kill box.”

      “That does not sound promising,” Elenari said softly, her hands slipping casually down to the daggers at her hips.

      “No,” I agreed. “Unless you are on the outside of it.”

      “And we are…?” Saya asked.

      “Very much on the inside,” I said.

      To my surprise, Saya grinned. It looked to me as though the flight on dragonback through the chilly mountain air, freefalling onto the back of a thief, and subsequently squishing him in half had acted in about the same way as a couple of cans of Monster and a cold shower. The only aspect of her that even hinted at drunkenness was the slight redness in her cheeks.

      “What a way to end the evening,” Elenari said.

      “Beats a kebab, doesn’t it?” Saya said.

      A soft scrapping of boots on gravel made us turn again. Five of the gray-clad, Assassin Creed-looking strangers had appeared in the middle of the road, blocking our exit that way. The only route available to us, had we been even slightly inclined to make a break for it, was back toward town.

      And I bet my ass that’s exactly what they want us to do. Make a break back past all those other buildings so that their buddies can ambush us.

      There was no question that there’d be an altercation. I could feel it in the air and taste it on the wind. The only questions remaining were: when was it going to kick off and who was going to start it?

      I glanced over at Saya and Elenari. Elenari looked as cool and composed as she ever did. She was scanning carefully around at our foe with her glittering jade eyes; analyzing, counting, and weighing up tactics. Saya looked like she was ready to claim the title of Belle of the Brawl. Her jaw was set, and she was even now tying her ash blonde hair up in a practical ponytail.

      The tension built to such a level that I found myself subconsciously reaching into that mana-well inside of me, my fingers tingling with the beginnings of Shadow Sphere. With only the barest thought, I switched Noctis into the Right Arm slot of my crystal, making him vanish.

      Out of the starlit gloom of the road leading to town, I heard the running of many booted feet.

      My two fellow dragonmancers and I tensed for a second, but then I heard the familiar grunting rasp of Bjorn.

      “Bugger me, but runnin’ is harder with a belly full of ale sloshing about inside of you!” the half-Jotunn said from out of the gloom.

      My squad had arrived!

      But how the hell they had found us beat me. All such questions vanished from my mind when a high, shrill call pierced the night like the cry of some nocturnal hunting hawk.

      It was obviously the battle cry for the mysterious ninjas arrayed on the rooftops around us because, as one, they quite literally leapt into action.
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      In response to the hawk-like battle cry of the ninjas, Elenari, Saya, and I scattered with our dragons. You didn’t have to be Einstein to know that those gray-clad ninjas would make killing dragonmancers their top priority. As they disappeared from my sight, I saw both women’s dragons vanish, telling me that they had assigned their powers to different slots in their own crystals.

      As I ducked left, using a dry stone garden wall as cover, a particularly zealous ninja floated down and landed like a cat in front of me. Without hesitating, I hit him square in the chest with the Shadow Sphere that I’d had waiting especially for just such an asshole. His torso vanished in a blast of black mist, and his head and limbs fell into a tidy pile in the dirt.

      I vaulted the weirdly neat pile of body parts and headed back down the road, toward town and my oncoming squad.

      A flicker of movement to my left made me dive and roll as a couple of gun-metal gray shuriken thudded into a barrel behind me.

      I popped onto my feet and saw the ninja who had tried to perforate me. As he somersaulted off the cottage roof nearest me, I hit him in mid-air with another Shadow Sphere. Once more, the sphere of Chaos Magic caught the figure square in the torso, and his limbs and head went spinning in all directions into the night.

      A roar nearby made me look up, and I saw Bjorn running up the middle of the road, heedless of the throwing-stars zipping at him. One ninja stepped into his path, drew a gleaming blade, and attempted to run him through with it. Bjorn caught the man’s hand, jerked it viciously upward, and dislocated his shoulder. The ninja dropped the dagger with a muffled howl. The big man flung the ninja away from him like a half-finished sandwich, and the cloaked bastard cartwheeled through the air. He landed, with a sickening crack, bent backward over one of the low stone garden walls.

      Gabby, following in Bjorn’s ruinous wake, snatched up the dagger the ninja had dropped, and flung it at one of a pair of gray-clad warriors heading after Elenari.  The dagger hit the running man in the side of the throat and caused the other ninja to turn. Before the second warrior could do a thing, Gabby had sprinted up and ripped the dagger out of the first ninja’s neck at such an angle that blood spurted like a geyser into the other ninja’s face. The warrior staggered back blindly as his comrade fell, and Gabby lunged at him, punching the dagger into his chest and stomach in a blur of psychotic stabs that had blood flying in all directions.

      A tap on my shoulder made me whirl about with my fist raised.

      “Easy, sir!” Rupert said. “It’s j-j-just me!”

      “How the hell did you guys know we were here?” I cut straight to the heart of the matter.

      “Dragonmancer Elenari’s squad followed her as best they were able to on foot, sir—Mike,” Rupert said, his mad eyes flicking all around as the din of fighting rose around us like a fog.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “After her indiscretion involving sneaking off to Earth to find you, it seems that they were under strict orders from Sergeant Milena not to let her out of their sight.”

      “And they saw us get into this pickle?” I asked. “And sent one of their number to grab you guys?”

      Rupert nodded, his ridiculous hat waggling on his mess of black hair. “And Dragonmancer Saya’s.”

      “All right,” I said, “keep your head down as best you can and let’s take out these mystery party-crashers.”

      “Very good, Dragonmancer,” Rupert said.

      There was a high pitched shriek of bloodthirsty delight, and I turned back to the road. Saya galloped past on Scopula’s back, having summoned her dragon once more. As she rode past one of the unknown ninja warriors, she grabbed the man by the throat and crushed his windpipe like a cheese straw. Then, she backflipped off the charging dragon, which vanished back into her crystal just as three black arrows thunked into the section of path it had been about to run over.

      I looked up at the roof where the arrows had come from, spied the three archers, and let loose a couple more Shadow Spheres. One missed, but vanished the chimney on which one of the archers was perched so that he fell to the roof. The second Shadow Sphere struck another archer’s leg, dispersing it into nothingness and causing him to roll off the roof and fall to his death.

      A winded feeling immediately rolled through my body, as if I’d just run five miles without knowing it. I recognized it at once as mana exhaustion. It looked like I was going to have to work on my mana stamina if I wanted to be flinging spells around like fucking Merlin.

      Saya landed her backflip in a perfect crouch, right in front of another ninja. She lashed out with a Spartan kick of such power that her enemy was flung bonelessly backward, a good thirty feet, with such force that his heels left twin grooves in the dirt road. He smashed into the side of a cart with such violence that the wooden timbers of the cart exploded in a shower of splinters. The cart itself upended into the air with the power of the impact, flipping side over side before crashing down with a noise like Dorothy’s house landing right on top of another hapless ninja.

      That’s why dragonmancers were primary targets.

      The other two archers had redrawn their bowstrings to their ears, and were sighting at Saya. I was helpless to act, out of magical juice as I was.

      “Saya, watch out!” I yelled.

      The arrows flew.

      Saya transformed.

      One minute, she was the imposing, blonde Baywatch beauty, the next she was a nine-foot tall stone golem-looking creature. She hadn’t actually transformed into a different kind of creature, but her armor made it look that way. She was now covered in stone plate armor, and her blue eyes shone like blue coals.

      Chest slot, I thought.

      The arrows struck her back and pinwheeled away.

      Elenari appeared then. The red-headed elf’s hair flew behind her like a flickering flame. Looking up at the building on which the two archers were redrawing their bows, she raised her fist and punched it into the earth. Two cracks shot out from where her fist had made impact. They ran, dragon-quick, toward the cottage, then two roots emerged from the earth. The two roots ran up the wall of the cottage, like ivy on amphetamines, and across the thatched roof. Before the two archers could loose their next arrows, they were snatched from their feet, constricted by the roots, and dragged thrashing and screaming under the thick thatch.

      My attention was arrested by a ninja thrusting a spear toward my face. Flicking Noctis mentally into my Head Slot, I used my Blink spell to teleport behind my assailant. While the cowled warrior’s spear was thrusting through the air that had, a second before, been occupied by my face, my arms closed around his neck. I wrenched it savagely to the side. A dull click and a gurgle told me that I’d exerted enough force to snap the bastard’s spine.

      “Arnie eat your heart out,” I muttered as the ninja slumped to the deck.

      “Form up!” Saya bellowed, making me glance up. Her squad instantly formed a tight circle around her, knives drawn, showing the sort of precision and unswerving loyalty that a dragonmancer’s squad were said to embody. It became clear in  an instant that I was going to have to ensure that my lads were as good, if not better, than Elenari’s and Saya’s squads.

      “Dragon potions at the ready!” Saya yelled as two groups of ninjas came pelting toward her and her crew. Her four squad members reached for matching pouches at their waists and drew forth small vials corked with wax. Each looked to contain a liquid resembling quicksilver.

      Dragon potions? I thought. What are dragon potions?

      “Deploy!” Saya cried.

      Her squad tossed the potions at the onrushing gray-clad warriors.

      The vials shattered against the dirt road and exploded. Whizzing fragments and chunks of magically conjured stone flew in all directions, scything down ninjas like wheat. Blood sprayed, and chunks of flesh were ripped from bones.

      I used Blink to get inside the guard of a momentarily distracted gray warrior, stole a dagger from a sheath at his belt, teleported behind him, and punched it twice into his kidneys. He fell away, but then another ninja crashed into me, his fingers locked around my wrist and forcing the dagger away.

      We were face to face. Locked together. My back was pressed to the cold earth. My foe’s masked countenance was only a couple of inches from mine as we squirmed in the mud, each of us trying to use the dagger in my grip to end the other’s life.

      From this close up, I had a clear view of one of our mystery opponent’s faces—though all that entailed was an unencumbered look at the man’s eyes.

      They were popping, mad and fanatical. What was more, the thin strip of skin I could see was a tracery of bright blue veins, running across his visage like frozen lightning.

      The dagger inched a little closer to my face. The ninja’s grip seemed, what with the size of the man on top of me, to be unnaturally strong.

      Then, the warrior stiffened. The bulging eyes bulged all the more, to the point that they looked like they would pop from his skull. Blood drooled from his mouth and onto my chest and the mad-looking dude slumped over sideways to reveal…

      “Rupert!” I said, hauling myself up.

      My squad’s designated herbalist-cum-healer-cum-mad genius grinned at me and wiped his bloody knife on the back of the dead assassin’s tunic. With a small salute, he disappeared back into the fray.

      I looked around. The gray-clad warriors were almost routed. There were only ten or so of the most hardy ones left, but they were proving difficult to pin down and kill.

      I was covered in mud and blood. My temper was fraying rapidly.

      “Fuck it, let’s finish this shit,” I growled.

      I summoned Noctis into being and mounted him.

      “All right, buddy,” I said, “are you in the mood for barbecue?”

      “Only if it’s well done,” came the telepathic reply from my Onyx Dragon, and he rumbled with anticipation.

      “Well go get ‘em, chef,” I said.

      Noctis, like a streak of midnight, rocketed around the street. Flying about six feet off the ground, he systematically incinerated the last half dozen or so ninjas that managed to evade the squads and my fellow dragonmancers.

      What I learned later was that Elenari and Saya had quit fighting so that the squads could gain some more experience. Saya’s final kill came by utilizing a cool Right Arm spell that rippled the ground around her like water before a huge stone fist punched up from the soil and sent a gray warrior hurtling like a cannonball through a second story window of a farmhouse. He didn’t stop there either, splintering out of the top of the thatch roof a moment later and hurtling limply toward the forest like a ragged firework.

      It was the overexuberance that accompanied victory, I thought, that led to Noctis accidentally setting the pottery workshop on fire.

      He engulfed the last pair of gray-clad fighters with such a blast of roaring white and black fire that the wooden building behind them caught alight too.

      To everyone’s surprise, a second later, a man burst from the adjoining cottage and came to stand and stare in horror as the fire engulfed the large shed.

      “My workshop!” he cried. “My kiln!”

      I didn’t really know what to say to the poor guy, but I suddenly realized why Saya and Elenari had refrained from mounting their dragons straight away and torching the ninjas: collateral damage. Dragonfire was hard to defend against, but it was pretty indiscriminate when it came to property damage—I doubted it would be covered under insurance, if they had such a scam on this world.

      I was feeling pretty guilty, of course, but Elenari summoned Gharmon, and the Emerald Dragon blasted the burning workshop with a gust of cooling air and soon had the fire out.

      “I am sorry for your troubles, sir,” the red-haired elf said to the man, who was looking over his torched workshop with undisguised despair. “The heat of battle and all that. Do not worry though, the Drako Academy will reimburse you. I shall make sure of it.”

      While Elenari continued to placate the potter, Saya and the three squads were busy searching through the corpses of the unknown gray warriors. After a few minutes, the leggy blonde walked over to me shaking her head.

      “Nothing?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. She motioned at Noctis and then said to me, “you should let him feast on the flesh of the fallen like the other two. It will keep him strong and make him more powerful still.”

      I looked around at the carnage. “Saves on a clean-up team,” I said, “but can three dragons polish off, like, fifty dead men?”

      “You’d be amazed at how corrosive a dragon’s stomach acid is.” Saya winked at me. “And how insatiable their appetites.”

      I looked at Noctis, who was regarding me with a questioning eye. “Have at it, champ.”

      The Onyx Dragon stalked away to join his reptilian friends in the street, which had become an alfresco dining area.

      “You got any idea who these guys were?” I asked. “And why the fuck they looked like they had Cool Blue Gatorade running through their veins?”

      Saya clearly didn’t get the reference, but she got the jist of what I was talking about.

      “I don’t know for sure,” she said, “but I suspect that these thieves were part of a secret society known as the Bloodletters.”

      “What makes you think that?” I asked. “Is blue blood a prerequisite for entry?”

      Saya nodded. “And from the way that madness lurked in their eyes,” she said matter-of-factly, “and their erratic movements. Their strength and speed. It was not usual. Not for ones without tainted blood.”

      “Coming from a one-hundred and thirty pound woman who kicked a man into a one-ton cart so hard that he flipped it,” I said drily.

      Saya smiled. “That was highly satisfying,” she said. “But it is to be expected from us, being dragonmancers.”

      “If you’re right and these guys are part of these Bloodletters,” I said over the crunch and crack of bones coming from the feeding dragons, “how do they become stronger and faster than your average citizen, and what’s with the name?”

      “The Bloodletters,” Saya explained, “is a thieves guild that extracts blood from dragons—although which dragons is a completely closed book to us—and injects it through... unrefined methods into the veins. It is a method that bestows enhanced physical prowess compared to regular folk, but is paid for in sanity by the user. They trade their empathy for power. It makes them dangerous criminals.”

      Her words reminded me, a little, of junkies back on Earth. The recreational drugs that they used gradually snuck up and claimed them, stripping them of their humanity and ability to reason. Made the bad ones capable of all sorts of heinous things.

      I was about to ask a few more questions but was cut off by the downdraft of dragon wings.

      None other than Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen arrived on the scene.

      There was a rush of air from above us, and the two officers descended on their silver and gold dragons like authority personified.

      I wondered how the hell these hard-asses happened to be in this neighborhood at this time of night, and whether we were about to get another reprimanding. However, it seemed that Sergeant Milena could read my mind.

      “We heard reports that three dragonmancers were flying out toward the Eldritch Wood,” Milena said. “Feeling like a shit load of paperwork was about to fall into my lap, I decided that the  lieutenant and I should come and have a nosy in person.” She smiled a humorless smile. “And who should we find, but you three heroes.”

      “What happened here?” Lieutenant Kaleen asked in her crisp and officious voice, while her golden dragon sniffed at a patch of blood. It was all that remained of one of the ninja thieves.

      Elenari regaled our two commanding officers with the tale, while I stood and casually leaned against Noctis.

      “And what did this thief take from this mysterious cloaked stranger?” Sergeant Milena asked. There was a wry smile playing around her mouth, as if she knew that there was more behind this than it seemed.

      “No idea, Sergeant,” I said. “I had a little poke around but couldn’t find anything.”

      I recalled what Noctis had said about keeping the weird crystal egg a secret. As much as I hardly knew Noctis, I had bonded with him. For now, I would keep the existence of the egg to myself.

      Sergeant Milena eyed me shrewdly for a minute, but I didn’t look away.

      “Okay then,” she said, after the moment had stretched well beyond its expiry date. “The three of you had better head back to the keep. You two,” and she pointed at me and Elenari, “have got a big day of shield polishing ahead of you tomorrow. Your squads will follow along behind.”

      “Sergeant,” Elenari said, speaking to that special point some two inches above our CO’s head, “the villager over there… He suffered from a bit of accidental combustion…”

      The sergeant’s gaze flicked over to the potter’s half ruined workshop. Then she looked at me.

      “The Academy will take care of it,” she said without the slightest flicker of emotion.

      So, after being advised by Noctis to lie to my superior officers, Elenari, Saya and I hopped on our mounts and flew back to the Crystal Spire.

      The three of us were pretty tired when we got up to our quarters, and there wasn’t much in the way of conversation while we hit the showers and had a good rinse.

      I was a bit speedier at sluicing water and soap over myself and got back to the room ahead of Elenari and Saya. I sat for a while on the edge of my bed simply decompressing. When the two women got back to the room, Elenari and Saya slipped unabashedly out of their towels. Their backs were to me, but I drank in the sight of their firm bodies and tight asses. Rather than enjoy the sight of the gorgeous naked duo for too long, I pulled on a pair of boxers, which had been conveniently provided to me. Don’t let anyone tell you that there’s no comfortable underwear in pre-modern worlds, because these cradled the crown jewels a treat.

      Elenari nodded at me as she slipped into bed, and I couldn’t help but feel that I’d made her proud today. After all, she had been the one to fetch me from Earth.

      Saya, now free of the blood and guts that had caked her, gave me a long, mischievous smile.

      I slipped into bed too, putting the golden pendant containing the onyx crystal on my bedside table. The charms that lit the room dimmed slowly until the only light in the dormitory came from the moon outside the window.

      What. A. Day, I thought.

      I rolled over and pulled the dragon orb or crystal or whatever the hell it was out from under the pillow where I had stashed it.

      I looked at the crystal, wondering what the woman who had been robbed had been doing with it and why the thief wanted it so badly. The other ninjas, or Bloodletters as Saya had called them, must have been backup or something. What would have been so precious as to require about 50 soldiers to fetch?

      The question fell to the back of my mind as I pondered on what the fuck I was meant to do with it. I took the opportunity to ask Noctis, touching my onyx crystal and sending the thought into it.

      “Simply keep it safe,” he replied, his ancient voice echoing in my mind.

      That wasn’t much of an answer, but it seemed to be all I’d get, because he didn’t reply when I asked him for more information.

      I was just drifting off, listening to the soft, regular sound of Elenari breathing, when a shadow stirred across my closed lids. The air around me moved. I opened my eyes.

      Saya was standing over me. She was dressed only in shadow and moonlight.

      It was a good look for her. An outfit that I would happily endorse. A fashion style that I’d get behind—or to the side of or the front of, for that matter.

      “Good evening,” I said, grinning like the cat who had, if not got the cream just yet, had managed to find its way into the dairy.

      Without a word and with her usual domineering attitude, Saya pulled back my sheets and pointed to my boxer shorts.

      “Lose them,” she said in a barely discernible whisper.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied. I slipped out of my underwear and shuffled over so that Saya could lie down next to me.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked as Saya pulled the sheet back over us. Already, I could feel myself starting to stiffen.

      “In the short time since we slept together,” Saya whispered. “Whenever I thought about it—about bedding you—I had a...a fire...a hunger flare in my belly. Like something ignited at the very thought of doing it again.”

      She reached out a hand and ran her fingers down my chest and my abdominals before she clasped me by the cock.

      “You’ve got an itch?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level and quiet, even as Saya spat into her other palm and began to do the old five-knuckle shuffle.

      “And I want you to scratch it,” she whispered into my ear, biting at my earlobe as she continued to rub Mike junior until he was standing up, bright eyed and bushy tailed.

      “What about Elenari?” I breathed, taking one of her huge, firm tits in my hand and then running my fingers down to her eager sex.

      “We fuck as quiet as mice, Michael Gilmore,” Saya said.

      And we did too. It was slow, lazy sex. We lay on our sides at first and toyed with one another until we could take it no more. Then, with a silent slowness that barely ruffled the sheets, Saya raised her leg and guided me into her. My cock rubbed at the entrance of her slippery slit for a moment or two, kneading against her clit before, with a soft grunt, I pushed into her.

      We let loose a combined sigh and pulled the covers up over our heads. Slowly, but with a gradually increasing intensity, we writhed against one another. The only sound was our breathing and gasps—which we tried to muffle with my pillows—and the soft squelch of, as the Spice Girls once put it, two becoming one.

      After a while, Saya clambered on top of me and began to rock—deep, vigorous thrusts—backward and forward on top of me. While she took the reins and set the pace, I busied myself with playing with her incredible breasts; burying my face in her cleavage and biting and licking at her nipples, which were set to high-beam.

      Even though it was far slower and less aggressive than the sex we had enjoyed before, it was made all the more passionate and intense by the need to remain silent. I spread the Amazonian-esque woman’s buttcheeks with my fingers and pulled her harder against me, willing myself deeper inside of her.

      I could feel the head of my cock grinding against something inside of her, could feel that pink, hot tension rising between us.

      Saya’s movements became faster, and she nipped at my neck and shoulder with her teeth. Her breath came hot and fast against my chest as she lowered her head and lost herself in the rhythm. My fingers ran up and down the female dragonmancer’s spine like spiders, revelling in the slickness of her sweat.

      And, like a tide that unexpectedly sweeps up a beach and washes over a pair of unsuspecting sunbathers, we both felt our climaxes rise above us like a wave, ready to simultaneously wash us away.

      I made a half-hearted attempt to pull out, but I was weary from the day’s exertions—getting in a full-blown battle the likes of which would have made the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles proud  would take it out of any man, I was sure.

      Despite my half-assed efforts to do the gentlemanly thing, Saya reached down with a strong hand and grabbed my cock.

      “No, don’t pull out,” she hissed in my ear. “I want your seed.” Her breath was warm and irresistible, and I found myself only too happy to yield to her wishes.

      That one word was the final shove that kicked my libido over the edge. As Saya ground herself into me and came, I grabbed her firm asscheeks and squeezed, silently pressing myself as deeply into her as I was able.

      That release was epic. For a few internal moments, we remained locked together, each holding our breath as we climaxed. I thought I could hear my joints creaking at the intensity of the orgasm while Saya’s fingers clawed into my chest. I swear, light even flashed across my vision from under the covers.

      I blinked.

      I wasn’t imagining it. Light was emanating from under the covers. A warm pulsating glow that mirrored the throbs of ecstasy flooding over me.

      I blinked again.

      There was no doubt about it, there was a hot light radiating from just under Saya’s navel—just as it had the last time we had sex. Only this time, the light did not flicker and die. It stayed put, while Saya moaned quietly, so as not to wake Elenari, and trembled on top of me.

      The weird internal fire brightened with a suddenness and intensity that reminded me of one of those old school bulb flashes going off, and then it died down so that I could only notice it if I looked closely.

      Before I could utter so much as a question—or a single word—Saya’s lips pressed against mine. Then she swung her leg off me and disappeared into the moonlit room. There was a rustle of bed clothes, a sigh of contentment, and then silence.

      I closed my eyes, intending just to blink and then stare up at the ceiling to consider what I’d just seen, but the post-coital exhaustion closed over me like a warm river.

      Before you could say “ejaculate and evacuate,” sleep had claimed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke the next morning with a tolerable case of the mead flu. What had stirred me from my delicious slumber I couldn’t identify at first. Once my vision had cleared a little though, I saw that Elenari was leaning over me. Through my blurred vision, she seemed to be wearing a lacy bra and little else.

      “Is this a dream?” I mumbled.

      “Hells, no,” the elf replied. “If it was a dream, then I would still be asleep.”

      “Not if we were sharing the same dream,” I said.

      Elenari gave a soft snort of amusement. “Come on,” she said, “we have to be in the armory in ten minutes. And be quiet, I think Saya is feeling a little under the weather this morning.”

      “What makes you say that?” I whispered.

      “She has been tossing and turning in the time that I have been awake.”

      She was doing a lot of tossing and turning last night too, my brain interjected silently.

      “Drink the beverage that I’ve left on your bedside table. It’ll wipe your hangover completely,” Elenari said”

      I sat up at this promise of salvation. Elenari was indeed dressed only in a set of lacy black underwear that complemented her pale skin and long, red hair perfectly.

      “Casual Friday is it?” I asked drily, cocking an eyebrow at her.

      “It’s Sunday,” Elenari replied, “and now that you’re conscious, I shall resume getting changed.”

      “A pity,” I sighed as I pulled back the covers and swung my legs out of bed. I saw that there was a silver cup steaming on my bedside table. “What is this stuff?” I asked as I picked it up and half-heartedly cast about for my new Rank One dragonmancer threads that I had received yesterday.

      “It is Lightning Cider,” Elenari said.

      The cup paused halfway to my mouth. The liquid smelled like apples, hay, and lazy summer afternoons. It also reminded me, somehow of Coachella, the year that I managed to sneak in inside of a truck filled with bags of cotton candy. It was a deep black color, almost a licorice purple.

      “More booze?” I asked.

      “It’s alcoholic, yes,” Elenari said as she slipped on a linen shirt. “You have, on Earth, the phrase, the hair of the dog, yes?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Well, this is the scale of the dragon. You’ll be right as rain in minutes.”

      “All right,” I said. “Bottoms up.”

      I necked the drink and found, to my surprise, that it was delicious. Then I got dressed into my new clothes, looking over at Saya enviously, where she was still tucked up in her blankets in bed. Even as I looked at her though, she squirmed and gave a little moan. I thought about making sure she was okay, but figured it best to leave her to wear off the hangover. There was nothing worse than having someone interrupt you while you were fighting off the dreaded after-grog-dog.

      By the time that I had pulled on my knee-high, leather, dragon-riding boots, I was feeling a marked improvement. My brain cells had shaken themselves out of the semi-coma, my eyes had ceased to burn like they had been dipped in lemon juice, and my tongue had shrunk back to its usual size. Even my breath tasted fresh and clean, and the fuzz on my teeth had disappeared.

      “Holy hell, if you took this stuff back to Earth, you’d make an absolute killing!” I said. “Take it to somewhere like Vegas and you’d be a millionaire by the second morning.”

      Elenari grabbed me by the arm and guided me to the door. “Well, remind me to show you how to brew it when we get a chance, but for now, we have to get moving!”

      Some time later, we skidded to a halt outside the massive, reinforced doors of the armory. That was something about the Crystal Spire that I was quickly learning; the place was so vast and so intricate that you really had to plan your journeys. The dragonmancer quarters were on the other, quieter side of the keep to the armory and smithies. Elenari and I had to leg it through about two miles of winding passages, which echoed under the fall of our running footsteps since the keep was rather quiet on a Sunday morning.

      “I don’t know what difference it would have made being two minutes late,” I said, puffing out my cheeks when we arrived. Being in the peak of fitness like I was, the run had served to wake me up rather than exhaust me.

      “Lieutenant Kaleen has eyes and ears everywhere,” Elenari said. “You should put your best foot forward from the very beginning. You might be the first male dragonmancer in centuries, but do not rely on that fact alone. You will not receive special treatment. That is not the lieutenant’s style.”

      Elenari ruffled a hand through her long locks and straightened her jerkin. She was dressed as I was today; in the long shirt and loose pants of a Rank One dragonmancer, with a leather sword belt cinched and knotted around her waist. Thankfully, I had also received a second belt, since Saya had torn in two the belt I’d brought from Earth.

      I looked up at the massive door: a construction of steel and bronze and wood, aged to the hardness of iron. It was most definitely a door that would take more than a kick to knock it down.

      “How do we get in?” I asked.

      Elenari motioned to a door on her right. It was a regular sized door, but looked much smaller next to the enormity of the main armory door; plain steel, etched with dragon blood-filled runes along the edges. There was no sign of a lock or hinges. The elf stepped up to it and banged on it three times with the flat of her hand. There was a pause.

      “Maybe whoever is supposed to be opening up slept in?” I said hopefully.

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Elenari said.

      She was right. Suddenly, without warning, a mouth appeared in the center of the door. A metal-lipped mouth with blunt metal teeth. Take it from me, it was the most peculiar thing I’d ever seen at that time in the morning, and I’d been on Sunset Boulevard plenty of times when the bars were closing. It was so weird that my brain instantly gave up on trying to deal with it and just accepted it.

      Magic, I thought. Fucking magic.

      “May I help you?” said the door in a slightly sleepy voice. It almost sounded as if it was stifling a yawn.

      “Dragonmancer Elenari and prospective Dragonmancer Michael reporting for shield cleaning detail,” Elenari replied.

      The mouth closed and disappeared. Then, there was the sound of myriad bolts clicking and thunking and sliding out of place, the rhythmic clicking of gears and the subtle ticking of minute locking mechanisms working smoothly. Then, silence.

      The door slid suddenly into the floor, as seamlessly and quietly as if it was running on greased tracks. When it had fully descended, there was no crack or gap in the floor that would tell you that a door had ever been there.

      “Enter,” came a deep, chocolatey female voice from inside.

      I stepped over the threshold and found myself in a small antechamber. It reminded me somewhat of the sort of waiting room that you’d find in a GP’s or dentist’s clinic. There were a couple of worn leather sofas, a potted plant, and a stack of old, much-thumbed codexes (which were probably this world’s version of magazines). There was even a goddamn fish tank with a few rather depressed, lethargic-looking green fish swimming about in it and a snail that flashed from red to orange to yellow every few seconds.

      Unlike your average GP’s or dentist’s office, however, there was also a powerfully built, blue-skinned woman seated behind a counter. She had bright silver hair braided tightly to her scalp, a ring through her septum, and a loaded crossbow in her hands. I admit that it was the crossbow I noticed first. It was pointed right at me, and the huge blue-skinned woman, who had a warm and pleasant face, looked to have drawn a bead right in the center of my chest.

      “Fucking hell,” I said in greeting.

      The woman behind the counter grinned, and I saw that her teeth were all of silver too. “Well met,” she said, but did not lower the bow until Elenari stepped through the door behind me. From her voice, I could tell that she was the same woman who had spoken a moment ago for us to enter.

      “Dragonmancer Elenari,” said the guardian of the armory, “how nice to see you again—though, maybe, it’s not so nice for you?”

      “Morning, Renji.” Elenari gave the blue-skinned woman a rueful smile. “Yes, it could be under slightly better circumstances that I’m here, eh?” Then she turned to me. “Michael, this is Renji, Bearer of Corvar, the Steel Dragon. Renji is a djinn and one of the most highly respected administrators in the Crystal Spire. Renji this is Michael Gilmore, the latest addition to the dragonmancer coterie.”

      I stretched out a hand, and Renji took it. Her palm was wonderfully soft, and her grip surprisingly gentle for someone who looked like she could quite happily pull my arm out of its socket. I noticed then that a pendant hung around her neck. It was silver forged into the shape of a hammer, the head of the hammer being made of a glimmering silver crystal—hematite, maybe?

      “A pleasure,” Renji said in her slow, soulful voice.

      There was a metallic scraping sound, as if a platoon’s worth of soldiers had decided to draw their swords from their scabbards simultaneously, and a dragon waddled out from the doorway leading into the booth that Renji was occupying.

      I took a breath when I saw the low-slung body appear around the door frame, for the creature was—even amongst dragons—an extraordinary-looking thing.

      It was smallish, though with the confines of Renji’s Armory office, that wasn’t too surprising. However, what it lacked in size, it more than made up for in razzle-dazzle and straight bling. The creature looked like a cross between a komodo dragon and a full-on armored knight; all scintillating, smooth, mirror-bright flanks, and a tail like a mercury bullwhip. The beautiful beast was so shiny that I could have used its torso as a shaving mirror.

      The metallic dragon regarded me out of glittering white eyes, opened its mouth, and darted a long, forked quicksilver tongue in my direction.

      “Hey there,” I breathed.

      “Ah, yes,”Renji said, “that there is my dear companion, Corvar. She is, unsurprisingly, a Steel Dragon.”

      “She is… she is really something, isn’t she?” I said, unable to look away from the sleek, metallic dragon.

      “She is nosy is what she is,” the big, blue djinn scolded her dragon gently. “Corvar, come to me.”

      The dragon vanished into the crystal hammer pendant that hung around Remji’s neck, but then a smith’s hammer appeared on the countertop in front of the djinn. I gaped.

      “This is my forging hammer,” Renji explained. “Corvar as she is when shifted to Weapon Slot A. Dragons do not always need to be used in combat, you know.”

      “Very cool,” I said with a smile. “Renji, just so we get this out of the way as quickly as possible; can you grant us a wish? Maybe let us off the hook today?”

      Renji laughed. “Alas, no,” she said.

      “Not even if I were to rub your lamp?” I asked.

      “Hm, you are thinking of genies—there is a distinction you know,” Renji said. “Nice effort though.”

      “It was worth a shot,” I said.

      “Now,” the blue-skinned djinn said, pulling herself up from her sagging chair and drawing herself up to her considerable full height, “I believe that you are here on the orders of Lieutenant Kaleen?”

      “That’s right,” Elenari said. “A punishment detail.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Renji said, “but at the same time, I am grateful. I do so hate polishing those darn shields.”

      “You’re not helping?” Elenari asked.

      “Usually I would,” the djinn answered, “but today, I must audit the armory and do a weapon-take. It is often the way when I am on duty.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      The djinn tapped her broad forehead and her dark eyes twinkled like gems in a mine. “Us djinn keep a cool head. Very good with riddles. Very good with puzzles. Very good with numbers.”

      “Not working the forges?” I asked.

      “Not since the academy outsourced much of the equipment production to the dwarves,” Renji said with a sigh.  “I do a little maintenance here and there, but no real creation.”

      “That’s too bad,” Elenari said. “I suppose we may as well get stuck into our task then. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish.”

      “There is one other thing that I have been instructed to do before you start with your cleaning,” Renji said. “Lieutenant Kaleen wants to ensure that Michael Gilmore is equipped in the basic rudiments of war; the gear that he will need for the beginning of his training.”

      I looked up at this. So, today wasn’t going to be a total drag after all.

      “Lead the way, Renji,” I said.

      Renji summoned Corvar once more and, leaving her Steel Dragon to guard the outer office, led us through a door that opened at her touch and by a whispered word. Beyond that door was a short corridor through which we had to stroll. As we set off, a breeze that smelled of fire and dust and sulfur swept up the corridor and then dissipated.

      “A spell to check for any hidden magic of dark design,” Elenari explained before I could ask what the hell that had just been.

      As we walked through that corridor, I couldn’t help but notice a series of holes spaced periodically along the ceiling, as well as some grates set into the floor. I mentioned this observation to our djinn guide.

      “Yes, those are the murder holes,” she said, quite casually.

      I had heard of these little delights before.

      “To incapacitate thieves?” I asked.

      “Correct,” said Renji.

      “What’s your drop of choice?” I asked. “Boiling oil? Scalding water?”

      “The Drako Academy opts for a liquid magma,” Renji said as we reached the end of the corridor. “It dissolves everything—even bone. Makes for an easier clean-up.”

      “Convenient,” I said, eyeing the murder holes with fresh apprehension.

      Beyond the next door was the armory proper. And, boy, was it absolutely goddamn ginormous. It reminded me of that warehouse room at the end of Indiana Jones: Raiders of the Lost Ark where all the world’s secrets are kept. The sheer scale of the place was amazing, but what came to the forefront of my mind was that the shield section of this armory must be huge. And we’d be polishing those damn shields.

      “We’re going to be in here forever,” I said.

      Elenari laughed and took my arm. “Come on, let’s get you kitted out first before you lose the will to live.”

      Renji led us along one row, across another, and down a few more.

      “This is the area where the equipment for the newly recruited dragonmancers is kept,” she said as she stopped at a row with items that looked like they’d been stripped from some kind of HEMA video game. It was a museum of medieval equipment, except this museum had brand-spanking new artifacts. “It is far better gear than the newly recruited regular troopers get,” Renji went on to explain, “though still fairly basic compared to what you will learn to use later on. And even less impressive than what you can buy once you have secured yourself some loot and spoils of war.”

      Without further ado, the djinn measured me up with an accurate eye and procured a heavy leather coat from a rack to her left.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “It’s a brigandine,” Elenari explained. “It is lightweight armor for the body; leather with tiny steel plates stitched into it. It will stop a casual knife cut or thrust. An arrow if you are lucky.”

      Next came a hauberk—the thigh length mail shirt—of incredibly fine mesh finished in a burnished bronze color.

      “You’ll wear that when you go on missions,” Elenari told me. “It is far more flexible than the gear the regular foot soldiers wear, but about eight times stronger. It will stop a crossbow bolt, if it isn’t fired from point blank. It’ll also drastically reduce the damage that a longbow arrow does to you—those are the weapons most often deployed against dragonriders.”

      Renji also gave me a set of leather and steel vambraces to protect my forearms, some mailed gauntlets, and a matching set of greaves and thigh guards.

      “And that will do for now on the armor front, I think,” the djinn said. “Weapon-wise, I think that this is your best option…”

      She pulled a spear from a rack and handed it to me. It was, unsurprisingly, quite heavy. Luckily though, my weight training had endowed me with some quite meaty forearms, and I was able to maneuver it fairly well.

      “It’s ash, six feet long, and has an eighteen-inch glaive tip, though it has been modified for dragonmancers by also having a bill hook,” Renji told me.

      I looked at the business end of the spear. The blade looked like the lovechild of a kitchen knife and a giant fishing hook. It looked mean and unforgiving. I grinned.

      “It is the perfect weapon for you, if I may say so,” the djinn said.

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “Because you have no training as of yet,” Renji said, “and should you get into a confrontation, all the action takes place a relatively long way away from you.”

      I looked over at Elenari. Her lips twitched in a barely controlled smile.

      I handed the spear back to the djinn and asked her whether she wouldn’t mind taking all my new gear back to the front desk with her and leaving it there for me.

      “Of course,” she said. “That is no problem.”

      “Hey, you know that you said I could purchase newer and better gear once I start going on missions and bringing in some plunder?” I asked, and Renji nodded. “Will I also be able to purchase items that have been imbued with dragon’s blood?”

      Renji nodded again. “Yes,” she said, “but such items are highly powerful and thus expensive.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, but I have a dragon, right? Couldn’t I just ask Noctis to be a sport, prick himself with a claw and smear a bit of blood onto my spear or something?”

      Renji looked at Elenari. The elf chuckled and gave me a knowing look.

      “You are trouble, Michael Gilmore,” she said.

      “Darling, I’ve barely even got started,” I said, and flashed her a wink.

      “Read this scroll, if you please,” the female djinn said resignedly, capturing my attention again. “You would not believe the amount of new dragonmancers and soldiers who come in here and want to know why they can’t just take a bath, wearing all their gear, in dragon’s blood.”

      The brawny, blue warrior reached into a pouch at her waist and pulled forth an old-looking, very worn scroll of parchment. I took it from Renji’s hand, unfurled it, and began to read.

      

      
        
        If one spills the blood of the dragon, then said person would best be wise to take care. For a dragon’s blood is filled with a potent charm which you do not yet fully understand.

      

        

      
        Coequal in the midst of the hurlyburly, at which hour the blood of the gentle beasts were spilled in the heat of the square, all sorts of strange horrors befell. The very countryside has changed whither the magical liquid touched the ground. There has been recorded instances of battlegrounds becoming susceptible to the spawning of monsters of all varieties, most wondrous treasure troves appearing and disappearing by fate, and crazed weather patterns unleashing their madness on land, sea, and sky.

      

      

      

      I read over the cracked and weathered parchment a couple more times, trying to get my head around some of the curly wording.

      “So, basically, what this is saying, is that you can’t be splashing dragon blood all over the place like a drunken Tijuana coed with her tequila slushy?” I said. “It says that places where lots of dragon blood is spilled—battlegrounds and the like—have all sorts of crazy shit happen to them. Pots of gold spontaneously popping in and out of existence, insane weather, and monsters coming out of the woodwork.”

      Elenari nodded. “That would probably be the most simplistic translation that I have ever heard,” she said, “but, in essence, correct.”

      I sighed. “Things are never that easy, are they?”

      “If they were, everyone would be doing it, and I guarantee that we would have a lot less dragons,” Renji said.

      “You’re probably right,” I said.

      “Well, I must get back to my auditing.” The djinn smiled warmly at the two of us. “The shields are two rows down and one to the right. Will you be able to find your way back to the entrance?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “no worries.” A life roaming the streets had imprinted on me an almost infallible sense of direction.

      “Very well, I shall leave you to it,” Renji said, and she took her leave.

      “Come,” Elenari said, “let’s get this done.”

      She brushed past me, her ass grazing my crotch as she walked past. I didn’t need to be Hercule Poirot to notice that she had touched me intentionally. After all, it wasn’t like we were competing for space in this behemoth of an armory. My cock gave a little sigh of longing, and I followed after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      There are some things, some memories that I will take to my grave with me, but the tedious hours Elenari and I spent cleaning those fucking shields in the Drako Academy armory will not be one of them.

      We started off chatting; swapping stories about this and that, things we had done and things that we wished we hadn’t done and things that we still hoped to do. I told Elenari a little about my life in Los Angeles and how I had taken up fighting as a means of self-defense and discipline. For her part, Elenari regaled me with tales of her youth and how she and her people had known from the moment of her birth that she would end up bonding with a dragon.

      After a while, the talk died out and we lost ourselves in the steady, constant polishing of the shields. They were bucklers, these shields. The small, round shields used by the infantry units of the Mystocean Empire in hand-to-hand combat. The bosses on the shields—the strongest central points forged from quality steel—had to be free of rust and then polished to a high sheen.

      Eventually, it was over, and we threw down our rags and polish. The two of us were filthy, covered in sweat, polish, and the grease used to keep the leather arm loops on the back of the buckler supple.

      We trooped back through the aisles, the despondent exhaustion we both felt quickly replaced by a feeling of unbridled joy at the thought that we wouldn’t—fingers crossed—have to do that again.

      I picked up my gear from the waiting area, and we both bid Renji goodbye.

      “If you have any questions when it comes to gear, or need any advice when it comes to upgrading or purchasing new equipment,” the djinn said to me, “don’t hesitate to come and see me, Michael.”

      “I won’t,” I assured her. “And call me Mike!”

      Elenari and I walked slowly back to our quarters, where I leaned my new spear against the wall and dumped the rest of my armor on the bed. Saya was nowhere to be seen, but her bed was made. No doubt she was off somewhere, making the most of her last day of weekend freedom before she got back into training.

      “We’ll store your gear properly later,” Elenari said, rubbing at a smudge of grease on the end of her nose. “First though, let’s get cleaned up.”

      We started toward the private showers adjacent to our quarters, but found that the door was locked. I nudged it, attempting to get it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “It appears to be closed for maintenance,” Elenari said.

      “I guess we’ll just have to wait then,” I said with a shrug.

      “Maybe not,” Elenari said. “We can always attend the bathhouse.”

      “Bathhouse?” I asked, my mind filled with images of those Roman bath houses filled with naked geriatric dudes.

      “It’s open only to dragonmancers,” I said.

      Then my mental image suddenly shifted to one that was far more pleasant.

      “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” I grinned at the beautiful elf.

      Elenari led me back into the main corridor of the exclusive lodgings of the dragonmancers and toward a simple wooden door studded with iron rivets, an ornate dragon carved into its center.

      “There are towels and everything inside,” Elenari explained. She pushed the door open, and the both of us were engulfed in fragrant steam, the rush of water, and the babble of female voices.

      When I stepped into the white-marble bathhouse, I was confronted by half a dozen gorgeous women dressed only in their birthday suits as they soaked in a grand, central bath.

      “Uh,” I said, freezing in the doorway for a second.

      My initial reaction was to turn around and get out of there. It was a reaction that had been ingrained in me all through school—until I dropped out—and beyond. However, I quickly rewired my thinking, especially when the naked women gave me a few interested glances.

      Elenari led me to an adjacent room arrayed in clock-shaped formation. The room was ringed by a wooden walkway, which encircled twelve showers, which were centered around a single draining point. There were no partitions between the showers, only low, waist-high walls. On these walls clustered various bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and the zillion other products that ladies seem to need to keep clean.

      Elenari stripped off her dirty clothes with as little self-consciousness as she would show had she been changing her shoes. I walked around the edge of the shower room until I came to an empty stall. As I passed the occasionally filled cubicles, I was greeted by the distracting sight of a soaped up ass or a flash of nipple. One woman I passed—a petite, red-skinned dragonmancer whom I had not been introduced to as of yet—rubbed a hand over her bald vagina, washing away the suds and held my gaze until I had passed.

      Is it hot in here? Or is it just that I’ve walked into every dream that I ever had as a horny teenager?

      Once I found my empty nook, I flicked on the shower, undressed, and stepped into the powerful spray. As I was scrubbing at my long hair with some lotion, someone slapped my naked ass. Spitting bubbles, I turned around and saw Elenari looking at me.

      She was buck naked. Pale skin gleamed like porcelain and misted with the spray from the other showers. Her breasts were perfectly sized, pert and bouncy, tipped with nipples that stood to attention despite the humidity of the room. She was as toned and as subtly muscled as you might expect an elf to be, the outer line of her stomach muscles leading down to…

      I swallowed.

      Shaven haven, my struggling brain fired out. Seems to be a recurring theme here.

      “I’m one to your left,” she said, her eyes lingering on my chest and stomach. “I have some stuff that will get the grease off your hands and face.”

      Her eyes flicked south, just for a moment, and her eyes widened, almost as if she’d never seen a cock before. Then, almost embarrassed, she quickly ducked beneath the head of her shower, and the jet burst into life.

      Needless to say, I spared little attention on cleansing the dirt and grime from my body. I might have shampooed my head twice and conditioned my body—I really couldn’t say.

      Inevitably, my cock started to stir and come to life. It was completely vulnerable to the room full of beautiful naked women, who kept casting interested and not-so-covert glances in my direction, flashing titties, asses, and vaginas in my direction in the way that a fly fisherman flicks out his fly.

      “Here, try some of this,” Elenari said. She offered me a bottle of bright pink liquid. “It’ll get every last bit of grease off your…”

      She trailed off, her eyes on the semi I was now sporting between my legs. She froze, like some helpless adventurer caught by a gorgon’s gaze.

      “You guys have got me at a slight advantage,” I muttered to her. “I’ll meet you back at the room before we’re having to deal with a full-on boner here, okay?”

      Without waiting for her reply, I scooped up a towel, wrapped it around myself, grabbed my things, and made a fairly hasty departure. Usually, I wouldn’t have given a shit—if this was a one-off scenario—but I didn’t want any of these women to be uncomfortable with having me about, not if I was going to be seeing them every day.

      As I opened the door, I heard one of the girls let loose a wolf-whistle, and a couple of others giggled.

      I made it back across the hall to my shared quarters without incident. I had just ripped off my towel when the door opened and Elenari walked in. She was wrapped in a towel too.

      I looked down at my erection. There was no getting around or disguising the fact that I was sporting some serious wood—you could have anchored an airship to that thing.

      “I have never seen… that before,” Elenari said, while my mind buzzed unhelpfully, like a radio that’s out of reception. “Its size has increased exponentially. Is that. . . is that normal?”

      “Well, it’s a pretty standard operating procedure when a guy is surrounded by a bunch of naked women,” I replied.

      “You know,” Elenari said, almost as if she was talking to herself, “growing up, I was always consumed by the idea that I would bond with a dragon. I was never given any time to take an interest in anything else. My life was controlled by others, so that I might fulfill this destiny.” She reached up and pulled her towel away. It fell to the floor. “Perhaps, Mike, you might show me what I missed?”

      She padded across the large room to me, past the firepit and the comfy sofas, and stopped within a hand’s breadth of me.

      “Show me,” she urged. With the unflinching confidence of the warrior, she reached out and took my throbbing cock in one of her small, strong hands.

      I gave a little involuntary groan of longing. I had thought about fucking this woman since the moment I’d clapped eyes on her—well, maybe not from the exact moment I clapped eyes on her. It was tricky to get turned on by someone you’d just met, no matter how fucking hot they were, when the first thing you see them do is eviscerate someone who’d just stolen your phone.

      Still, it would have been a gross trivialization to say that I wasn’t pleased to find myself in this situation.

      I stepped in close, my cock rubbing up against Elenari’s stomach. I bent down and kissed my way gently down her collar bone and ran my fingertips delicately down her back.

      Then, I continued to kiss my way downward, bending my head so that I could nuzzle at her perfect, nubile breasts. Elenari groaned as I began tonguing her nipples, moving with deliberate slowness from one to the other. Meanwhile, she continued to rub my shaft up and down, mirroring the same, steady, slow rhythm that my tongue was working on her.

      After a while, Elenari and I stepped down into the sunken lounge area. I brought my head back up, and we kissed, still standing, while our hands explored each other’s bodies. The elf woman groaned as one of my hands ran down her torso, skirted around her hips, and slipped down to rub at her sex.

      Since this was apparently Elenari’s first time, I resolved to be slow and gentle. I didn’t want to ruin this for her by being too hasty.

      I needn’t have worried.

      The elf suddenly shoved me down onto the velvet sofa and threw herself on top of me. The feeling of her still wet and slippery body against my own damp skin drove me wild with lust. I pulled her face down and kissed her deeply while she grabbed my cock and went to guide it, instinctively, into her wet and eager box.

      “Wait, wait,” I managed to get out, even though our lips were pressed hard together.

      “What?” Elenari growled.

      “I want to do something for you—to you,” I said.

      With a deft twist, I flipped the elf off me so that she landed spread-eagle on the sofa beside me. Then, before she knew what was going on, I had knelt on the ground between her legs and began running my tongue up and down her soaking wet slot.

      “Goooodness!” Elenari cried, opening her legs wider and gripping her ankles.

      I slid a finger into her tight hole and began thrusting it slowly in and out of her while my tongue ran circles around her clit, teasing it. Teasing her.

      When I could feel her vagina starting to contract, and knew that she was getting close to climaxing, I hopped up and sat back on the sofa. Without a word of encouragement, Elenari swung her leg over me and sat down on my rock-hard cock.

      With a growl of longing, I thrust up to meet her, and the elf cried out in delight. I clamped a hand over her mouth. I didn’t want any of the other girls to hear her, come through the door, and break the sexual spell that we were weaving together.

      Elenari ground herself against me, the combination of our sweat, the last of the shower water, and her own juices squelching as we bucked and writhed.

      We continued like this for who knew how long. The world dissolved into the sound of our ragged breathing, the taste of each other’s mouths, and movement of our bodies. Elenari was crazily tight and gripped onto my shaft like an anaconda taking down a capybara.

      Then, abruptly, Elenari let out a cry, and her back arched. Her nails ripped into my shoulders where she clutched them, and her thighs quivered and shook as she came.

      Following her lead, I let myself go. The rush of our joint climax, as well as Elenari’s guttural noises, sent us both rigid. With a soft, simultaneous sigh, we collapsed into each other.

      After a couple of minutes, Elenari slid off me, flopped onto her back, and lay stretched out on the velvet sofa.

      As I sat back, I caught sight of the strangest thing—or, at least, it might have been strange if I had not experienced the same thing twice before. A brief pinkish-golden glow flared just under Elenari’s navel. The milky skin of her stomach brightened before my eyes. The elf was lying back with a contented smile and her jade eyes closed and so didn’t notice this bizarre phenomenon.

      What the fuck is going on? I thought. Is that lightning cider from this morning playing havoc with my jizz or something? Have I got phosphorescent swimmers all of a sudden?

      “Oh… gods, that was incredible!” Elenari panted. Her pale skin was flushed, and her chest rose and fell. I could see her pulse pounding in her throat. She propped herself up on one elbow. “We must do that again.”

      I laughed. “Well, you won’t have a hard job convincing me,” I said.

      I turned my head and looked at the angular woman; at her perfect body, at the way that her bright green eyes were running hungrily over my own naked body, the way that they lingered on my cock.

      A quote from the ancient philosophical teachings of Billy Crystal had always stuck with me. He had once said, “Women need a reason to have sex. Men just need a place.”

      I do not think that applies with Elenari, I thought. I have a feeling I’ve just introduced her to her new favorite hobby.

      “Perhaps, next time, we can see if Saya would like to join us?” she asked unabashedly, reaching out and tracing a line of sweat over the ridges of my abdominals.

      “You know,” I said, stretching to run a hand down her side and cup her firm asscheek, “I think that’s a really great idea.”
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      I awoke the next morning to the smell of Lightning Cider brewing in the silver contraption over on the sideboard. I wasn’t hungover today—far from it, I was feeling as fit as a fiddle—but there couldn’t be any harm in partaking in a cup of the fragrant liquor. There was no way to know what the day would hold, but facing it with licorice-colored nectar sitting warm in my stomach could only be a good thing.

      I opened my eyes and let out a contented sigh. I let the memory of yesterday’s escapades with Elenari wash over me. The hiss of skin on skin, the feel of her ass cheeks under my hands, the soft moan and gasp as we writhed against one another.

      Not too shabby for being three days in, I thought to myself. Not too shabby at all.

      Idly, I wondered if we had time before class, training or whatever else, to jump on the good foot and do the bad thing. With another relaxed exhalation of breath, I rolled over onto my other side.

      And saw Saya on the side of my bed, standing over me, hands on hips. She was looking a little pissed off about something, but no less pretty for that. Her ash-blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders like sunlight made solid, and her ice-blue eyes glittered in the early morning sunshine coming through the window. She wore the same outfit that I had been given after my squad selection fight. Loose black fighting pants were tucked into serviceable leather riding boots while a long crimson shirt fell to her knees and was cinched with a leather sword belt.

      “Man, I could get used to waking up to you and Elenari every morning, ” I said.  I smiled up at her and propped myself up on one elbow. I wiped sleep from my eyes and gave a theatrical sniff. “And is that Lightning Cider I smell on the brew?”

      Saya didn’t reply at first. It seemed that her panties weren’t actually in a twist. It worse far, far worse. She was royally pissed about something.

      “What’s going on?” I sat up and tied my hair in a neat warrior’s tail, as I did before an MMA fight. “What’s the matter? Has something happened?”

      “You tell me what happened?” Saya said.

      Then I clicked, or thought I did.

      Shit, is this a jealousy thing? Because I went to the boneyard with Elenari yesterday? Did Saya think that she and I were hitting it off  exclusively or something?

      “Look, Saya,” I said, “if this is about yesterday with Elenari—”

      “Of course, it is,” Saya said, her eyes flashing dangerously.

      I was suddenly reminded that this gorgeous Amazon-looking chick had quite literally squeezed a man in two only a few nights ago. I doubted I could handle that kind of treatment, dragonmancer or not. Unless, maybe, she squeezed me in two with her thighs wrapped around me in a way that Xenia Onatopp from GoldenEye would have approved of.

      “What do you mean, ‘of course it is?’” I asked.

      “Well, what did you do to her?” Saya leaned forward slightly and raised an eyebrow.

      I tried not to look down the cleavage that was suddenly very much in evidence thanks to the open neck of Saya’s top.

      “Do to her?” I replied mildly. “I like to think that it was something that I did with her, you know.” I shrugged. “You are aware there’s that old wive’s tale about how polishing shields does the job of a couple of glasses of champagne and a dozen oysters, right? Aphrodisiac-wise, I mean.”

      “I have not heard that old wives’ tale,” Saya said.

      “No… Well… I might have made it up just now,” I said. “But, my point is that we slogged our way through that shitty punishment together, showered together, and… one thing led to another, more naked and vigorous thing.”

      “That I understand,” Saya said, “but what have you got to say about that?”

      I looked where she was pointing, twisting around.

      Elenari was standing in the doorway to our private bathroom. She had a dreamy look on her face. As I stood up in my boxer shorts, pulled the sheets away from me, and searched for my own Rank One uniform, Elenari walked over to me and hugged me.

      I hugged her back, as you do, and looked at Saya over the top of the elf’s orange ponytail. “What’s up?” I asked.

      Elenari stepped away, and I saw that she had one hand resting on her stomach.

      “Mike, can you believe it?” she asked, her face lit with the sort of excitement that can barely be contained. “I am with child!”

      I blinked. Thanks to Hollywood, I’d have thought that it was rather difficult for someone to retain their composure when being hit in the face, point-black, with a bit of news like this.

      However, rather than get all stressed or defensive or panicked about it, I went into a short-lived catatonic state. I figured it was my brain’s way of dealing with a revelation of this magnitude: “Let me shut the engines down for a moment,” my brain was saying. “And I’ll get my crack detective neurons on the case and try and figure this out.”

      “I… uh… I’m not one-hundred percent sure that that’s possible, Elenari,” I said. “Not that you couldn’t be with a child, you know—at some point—just not with mine the day after we slept together.”

      Elenari pulled up her top and showed me her stomach. It had been as toned and flat as any Olympic volleyballer’s yesterday, but this morning…

      I looked closer. There could be no denying it, the elf’s stomach was now definitely more rounded. And it seemed to glow with a weird, ephemeral light.

      “Excuse the crudeness,” I said, flicking my gaze from Saya to Elenari “but maybe you’re just on the verge of building a really big log cabin this morning, if you follow my drift.” I glanced down at Elenari’s glowing belly bulge again. It was definitely bigger than it had been yesterday. “A five-bedroom log cabin with home cinema and private sauna,” I added. “Maybe one that’s possibly radioactive, too.”

      Elenari frowned at me, then gave me a not-too-playful whack on the shoulder. “Ew, Mike, no,” she said. “No, this is definitely something. Look closer.”

      A little reluctantly, I leaned down and looked closer at the smooth patch of bulging skin. For an instant, I pictured the alien bursting out of John Hurt’s stomach in Ridley Scott’s seminal extraterrestrial horror flick.

      “Is that glow par for the course?” I asked, before I could stop myself. “What I mean is, is that normal? For elves, I mean?”

      Elenari tried to shrug and shake her head at the same time. The result was an action that would have made quite a nice little dance move. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s not normal,” Saya interjected at this point, with a dash of the same surliness with which she had greeted Elenari and myself when we had first arrived at the Crystal Spire. “This is something to do with you, Michael.”

      I put my hands up. “Look, I’d like to say, without sounding conceited or boastful, that I have had sex before.” I pointed at Elenari’s vaguely glowing stomach. “And I can also say that I have never noticed, or been made aware, that I have radioactive jizz.”

      “You did something,” Saya repeated obstinately.

      “I’ll say he did something,” Elenari said, patting my ass. “You should let Mike do something to you sometime too, Saya. It was a lot of fun. You would love it.”

      Without taking her eyes off me, without saying a goddamn word, Saya pulled her own loose crimson shirt up, untucking it from her sword belt.

      “I already did,” the buxom blonde warrior said.

      I looked down at the slightly raised stomach—where there should have only been chiseled washboard abs. My eyes gazed at the deep, subtle glow that emanated from inside Saya’s belly.

      “You have got to be pulling my fucking leg…” I breathed.

      “Mike,” Saya said in a level voice, “if I pulled your leg right now you would know about it. I’d probably pull it off. Whatever you did to Elenari, you did to me as well. And, if I’m not mistaken, it appears your seed has properties beyond those of normal mortals.”

      I shook my head.

      “This is some Twilight Zone shit,” I muttered.

      “What?” Saya asked.

      “Nothing… I just… I’m at a fucking loss here, ladies,” I said. “I wish I could tell you what the hell is going on, but I can’t. Trust me when I say that this is not normal for Earthling man chowder.”

      It might have been the obvious and genuine  confusion plastered all over my mug, but Saya’s expression softened an iota or two, and a small smile lifted the corners of her mouth.

      With some commendable pragmatism she said, “Well, we can figure all this out later. As for now, though, I received a drake message early this morning. Mike, you have an appointment first thing today.”

      Saya exchanged a meaningful glance with Elenari. The elf stepped away from me.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked as I pulled my pants on, slipped the shirt over my head, and fastened my belt. “Something that’s going to be more important than finding out I’ve just planted a glowing baby inside two women?”

      “Yes,” Elenari said with a nod. “Far more important.”

      I looked up from where I was sitting on the edge of my bed and pulling on my leather dragon-riding boots. I waggled my eyebrows at the elfin beauty. “A bit cryptic for first thing in the morning, isn’t it, Saya?”

      Then, with all the abruptness of a sudden unexpected downpour, two portals ripped themselves into being in the middle of our sunken sitting room. A powerful draft pulled at my shirt and hair, a breeze that rushed past me as if the air in the room was being sucked through the portals like water down a suddenly opened plughole.

      “What the fuck is this now?” I asked of no one in particular.

      Two robed and shrouded figures emerged from the portals—one from each. They were tall, but not particularly broad. They moved with a sure, feline sort of grace.

      Lithe and slinky as they appeared, I could tell that they would be strong too. You get a feel for this sort of thing when you fight recreationally. You learn how to appraise people, casting aside all preconceived notions like because someone is skinny they are bound to be weak, or because someone is fat they’re going to be slow. Those sort of prejudicial judging-a-book-by-its-cover moves are how you wind up getting yourself knocked the fuck out by a big fat dude who hits with the rapidity of a thunderbolt or a skinny guy who lifts nothing but weights all day but also happens to be a vegan.

      The two figures moved swiftly toward me, padding forward so smoothly that it looked like they were gliding, especially because I couldn’t see their feet under their burgundy-colored robes. Their faces were shrouded by voluminous hoods you’d expect from the type of people who suddenly appeared without warning from magical portals. Their faces were pools of darkness, which must have been partly an illusion, as there was plenty of light coming through the floor to ceiling windows. Thick leather gauntlets covered their hands.

      “Just when I thought my morning couldn’t throw me any more curveballs!” I quipped, as the nearest figure grabbed my upper arm in a vice-like grip.

      On instinct, I struggled, the muscles in my free arm bunching as I readied myself to deliver a palm strike right to where the figure’s nose should have been—assuming it was a human. Then, the second figure’s hands latched onto my free arm, long fingers freezing onto my bicep like tree roots gripping stone.

      I wrenched this arm one way and was gratified to see the figure lurch with it, though its grip did not diminish. I felt that tingle of testosterone trickle down from the crown of my head all the way down my spine, like a cold egg that had been cracked over my head.

      My breathing became deeper, and I could practically feel my heart pushing the blood around my body, as I prepared to treat the figure on my right to a headbutt that would knock him into next week.

      Then, just as I was going to snap my head forward, I wondered whether this might not be some sort of hazing ritual. Maybe, this was something everyone went through at the Academy, some schtick that you had to endure before you were accepted as one of the gang. If that was the case, then I doubted whoever was doing it would appreciate me mashing their proboscis into paté with my forehead.

      I forced my body to relax, which was difficult considering every instinct in my body was telling me to thrash about and lay waste to these two robed figures. My arms were forced behind my back in a position that, thanks to the good folk at the L.A.P.D., was not entirely foreign to me, and secured with a length of rope.

      “Kinky,” I said.

      I said no more after that because the next item on the bill was a gag that was shoved into my mouth and secured with, of all things, a wet leaf of some kind. This leaf acted as adhesive tape and glued my lips together, making it impossible for me to spit the gag out of my mouth and fire off the sort of zingers that would have made Bruce Willis or Sly Stallone proud.

      Then, in a satisfyingly predictable fashion, a hood was pulled over my head.

      It was clear that these two figures hadn’t watched any of the many movies that I had, because the hood wasn’t made of some hessian-like material through which I could easily see. Instead, it was made of velvet. It was hot, and so dark inside that I may as well have just been swallowed by something or put into a giant’s pocket.

      I was turned around and bundled forward. I didn’t doubt that I was going to be transported through one of the portals in no short order. Then, if I was any judge of these hazings, I would get the magical equivalent of six shots of tequila poured down my throat and then cling-wrapped to a telephone pole naked.

      The world lurched, and my stomach dropped, just as it had done when Elenari had pulled me out of that Los Angeles alley and brought me to the Mystocean Empire. The temperature went from comfortable to slightly too hot in the space of a second. There was a soft sucking sound that I attributed to the portal closing behind me.

      There came a voice; cool and calm as a glacial stream and totally androgenous.

      “Michael Gilmore, Bearer of Noctis the Onyx Dragon, Earthling and prospective dragonmancer, this is the Ceremony of the Transfusion. It is the final hurdle that you must overcome before you can begin your training in earnest.”

      There was a second voice, deeper and slower still.

      “This, as Tanila says, is the final hurdle. It is here that you will soar… or fall.”

      And, with that portentous opening statement, the velvet hood was pulled slowly from my head, and I stood blinking in the light.
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      The light that I found myself in was certainly not the clean, crisp light of day that had been shining through the balcony windows back in my quarters. Before my eyes had become accustomed to my new surroundings, I could tell that the ruddy glare surrounding me was born of fire or lava or something along those lines—brimstone, maybe? If I was honest, though, I couldn’t have picked out brimstone from a lineup of rocks if my life had depended on it.

      I narrowed my eyes, forcing my vision to adjust. The smell of sulfur was thick in my nostrils. The temperature, even though I was dressed in my loose Rank One uniform, seemed to be creeping up. I could feel the sweat prickling on the back of my neck.

      The dungeon—for that was what it looked like to me, once my eyes got accustomed to the gloom of the place—was extremely high-ceilinged. The lights of the flickering taper candles combined with the soft, incandescent glow of bubbling magma pools did not reach the vaults above.

      The first voice that I had heard belonged to the slightly shorter figure who’d pulled me through the portal. “Remove his gag and his bonds, Dasyr.” I assumed that this person was Tanila.

      The taller figure with the deeper voice moved sedately forward and ripped the leaf from my mouth. I spat out the cloth gag and worked my jaw while Dasyr freed me from the rope binding my wrists. Once I was free, I rubbed my wrists and looked around.

      Then I smiled.

      “I love it,” I said. “Very Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom.”

      I was surrounded by eighteen figures, not including my friendly neighborhood kidnappers. Each of them wore the same get-up as Tanila and Dasyr—burgundy robes that concealed their features.

      I was in the middle of this rather somber group and, although I knew that this Transfusion Ceremony was all part of the Drako Academy induction, I couldn’t help but be a little awed. It was very still in here. None of the other figures encircling me moved a hair’s breadth. The only real movement came from the flickering flames of the tapers—and this was uncanny in itself, because I could feel no air or breeze that might account for the flames moving.

      At a gesture from Dasyr, I looked to my right.

      “Noctis!” I said involuntarily.

      My Onyx Dragon was hanging suspended in a glittering crystal cage—or was it a vat of some kind? It was hard to tell. The vessel holding the horse-sized dragon kept changing and fluctuating in a way that was befuddling to the eye. Whatever it was, Noctis himself seemed to be asleep, or put under some spell more likely.

      “What have you done to him?” I asked Tanila. “And why the hell didn’t I feel you take him from my crystal?”

      “Why, we have simply temporarily extricated your dragon from his home without waking him,” said the hooded Tanila.  “As far as he is concerned, he is still in his spirit form, safe and warm within that chunk of onyx that you carry with you.”

      “How did you do that without me knowing?” I asked, my voice hard. I felt a little violated, as if someone had gone into my wallet and rifled through my cards and IDs.

      There was the suggestion of a smile in Tanila’s sanguine voice. “You presume much, to think that we—the lorekeepers—would divulge any of our secrets with an untested and untried Earthling. Especially one who has not yet undergone the Transfusion Ceremony.”

      I’d always hated being spoken to like this. It was why I got along with so few of my teachers. So many of them treated my questions as insults, as if I were testing them or trying to catch them out. I turned my attention to Dasyr.

      “Hey, Dasyr,” I said. “Has anyone ever told you that your name sounds like a model of car? Not like a Cadillac or GMC or anything like that, but like a little, shitty one with a beige interior. The Renault Dasyr? No?”

      I don’t know why I was so nettled, or why I was wasting my time trying to bait these folks into doing something stupid. I guessed it was the slight shock of seeing my dragon helpless and captured like that. Taken away without me having any knowledge of it whatsoever. In the short time we’d known one another, the bond between Noctis and I had grown a lot. He’d saved my ass when those thieves had attacked, and he was the very reason why I was in this world in the first place. If I hadn’t bonded with him, Elenari would have no doubt shuffled off back to the Empire and left me to deal with the boys in blue, an eviscerated thief at my feet.

      I looked at Noctis again. This time, I also noticed what looked like tubes snaking out from points on his body. They weren’t intravenous lines or anything, but they were similar. They were constructed from the same magical substance the cage was made from; they looked like air made solid. They snaked out from Noctis’s thighs, forelegs, and either side of his serpentine neck.

      Even as I watched, the glittering tubes shot out toward me, in the same way that creepers do when they were looking for light or a surface to climb. When the waving tubes had grown out to the point precisely between Noctis and myself, a receptacle—about the size of my two fists held together and shaped like a rudimentary heart—constructed itself organically in mid-air.

      “All right, I give up,” I said. “What the fuck does this Tranfusion Ceremony require me to do? I appreciate the theatrics as much as the next Stephen King fan, but I’m ready to get started.”

      As if they had been waiting for my words, the eighteen hooded figures encircling me began to chant. It was a throbbing dirge, a rhythm that built in my chest and stirred my blood. It was ominous, and yet filled with hope at the same time, though I could not guess the words or the language that they were spoken in.

      Dasyr and Tanila stepped forward.

      “As you wish,” Tanila said. “We shall begin in earnest.”

      Dasyr stepped toward me and moved her hands in a fluid motion. To my surprise, I suddenly found myself elevated a couple of feet into the air, my arms and legs loosely spread in a rough approximation of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. It felt like I was being gripped loosely by the wrists and ankles and waist. As an automatic reaction, I struggled and found that I couldn’t have broken free even if I used all my strength.

      While Dasyr kept me elevated like this and the chanters continued on with their recitation, Tanila stepped forward and started moving her own hands in a series of complex patterns.

      I became aware, from my slightly elevated position, that new tubes had started snaking their way out of the crystalline, heart-shaped vessel suspended between me and Noctis. There were six tubes The same amount that were fixed into Noctis’ flesh. They twisted across the dividing space, like half a dozen glass sea snakes making their way lazily toward me.

      It was an unnerving sight. I remained still though. I maintained my equanimity and kept my face composed.

      Calm, I told myself. Calm. It’s no more stressful than that time you had to face four whacked out and cracked out homeless dudes in that alleyway in Chino. Or the time that you got jumped by those crazy hookers with switchblades when you were walking through that park in Angelus Rosedale Ceyardy. Or…

      The tubes had reached me now. One by one, their ends morphed into spikes. Slowly, carefully, each tube snaked to a specific part of my body, parts that mirrored those that already had tubes connected to them on my dragon.

      Within a few seconds, I had a tube wavering an inch from either thigh, both my forearms and—most uncomfortably—on either side of my neck.

      I looked down at the ethereal, glittering tubes connecting Noctis and me to the heart-shaped vessel between us, then I peered down at the two robed figures standing in front of me, their cowls still obscuring their features.

      “If you’re about to do what I think you’re about to do,” I said, thinking about why this whole business was called the Transfusion Ceremony, “I have to voice my concerns as to how sanitary it is.”

      “We are here to officially induct you into the ancient Order of Dragonmancers, Michael,” said Dasyr in her slow, rolling voice. “And to do that, you must share your blood with that of your prospective dragon.”

      “You wish to be a dragonmancer, do you not, Micheal?” Tanila asked. “You wish to continue down this illustrious road, of which you have only taken a few mere steps?”

      “Well… yeah, of course,” I said, “I’m just sayi—”

      The needles stabbed into my arms, legs, and neck. I winced and let a little groan out through my nose.

      Almost instantaneously, bright red blood started flowing along the magical intravenous lines that led out from my body. Likewise, golden blood that reminded me of the golden ichor that was said to run through the veins of the Greek gods began flowing from Noctis and through the tubes.

      The two bloodlines met in the heart-shaped nexus hovering between us. As soon as they entered the vessel and filled it, the flow from mine and Noctis’ bodies was cut off. The remaining blood in the lines drained into the heart, topping it off. Then, the magical heart began to pump, blending the scarlet and golden blood so that it became one substance of a metallic orange color.

      “There is a secret,” Tanila said as she continued twisting her hands in their arcane motions. “A secret known only to dragonmancers. It is that blood is made of things called ‘cells.’ There are two kinds within the body; white and red.”

      I almost said something helpful then, like, “No shit” or “You don’t say”, but I managed to refrain at the last second.

      “It is the co-mingling of these cells—between rider and dragon—that imbues both with the power of the other,” Tanila said. Her arms shot out to her sides. “It is this mingling that takes place during the Transfusion Ceremony!”

      I looked from Tanila back to the artificial magical heart pump and saw that the orange blood was now heading back toward Noctis and myself. The orange ichor flowed steadily along the tubes; human blood melded and mixed with that of a dragon.

      Which, in case you have forgotten, is a big fuck-off lizard, my brain put in.

      My brain had a point. I mean, if you tried to mix the blood of a college freshman with that of, say, an alligator, and then pump it back into their body… Well, I imagined that the charter for your fraternity was probably going to get revoked in no time at all. Not to mention the fact that the freshman was likely to be completely fucked.

      I was all prepped and ready for some serious pain when the orange blood entered my body through the tubes once more. However, to my relief, and slight disappointment, I felt nothing at all. Perhaps, there was a slight feeling of warmth at the points where the tubes punctured my skin but, apart from that, there was nothing. Within a few seconds, half of the combined blood that had been mixed within the heart nexus was back in my body. The other half had been pumped into Noctis.

      The crystalline heart stopped pumping as soon as the last drop of shining orange blood disappeared from the lines. With a slight pinching sensation, the tubes withdrew from my body and retracted back into the heart. Noctis’ tubes did the same. When they had coiled themselves tightly into the heart, the entire glittering apparatus dissolved into nothing.

      Dasyr waved her hands and lowered me once more. As soon as my feet touched the dungeon floor, the supernatural grip on my body vanished and the candles all around the dungeon flared up.

      It was only then that I realized the chanting had stopped. It had been thrumming through the dungeon while the transfusion had taken place, but somehow it had slipped into the background, like elevator music.

      I blinked a couple of times, as if coming out of a trance and looked about me. The sixteen other robed figures were gone, leaving Tanila and Dasyr behind.

      “Neat trick.” I gave my head a little shake. “But I didn’t feel any pain, so I’m figuring that was all just smoke and mirrors. You didn’t really mix my blood with Noctis’ blood, and vice versa.”

      Tanila and Dasyr stood still before me. Even as I turned my attention to them, Dasyr snapped her fingers, and Noctis came out of his supernaturally induced sleep. The dragon didn’t so much as blink, just turned his great, sleek head toward me and bared his teeth.

      “The merging is complete,” his voice spoke inside my head. Neither Tanila nor Dasyr seemed to register that he’d spoken, so I figured only I could hear him.

      So this wasn’t just a big act? I’d actually shared my blood with Noctis, and him with me?

      That look, the way that Noctis fixed me with that knowing eye of his, made me wonder if the dragon had gone through this before.

      I turned back to Dasyr and Tanila and held back an exclamation. The two robed figures were hooded no more. Their faces were bared to me, and I saw at once that they were not human, as I had supposed.

      Tanila had the striped ears of a white tiger protruding through the shock of white hair that covered her head. Faint lines marked the skin on her face that might have been stripes of pigmentation or light tattoos, I wasn’t sure. Her eyes were a startling blue.

      Dasyr had the same set of tiger ears protruding through her hair, though both the ears and her hair were striped in red, as well as black and white. Her eyes were an almost gold color.

      These two strange women had also removed their gloves, and their long fingers were tipped in jet-black claws. Behind them, waving like a couple of fronds of striped weed in an ocean current, were tiger tails. Red, black, and white for Dasyr, while Tanila’s was white and black.

      Before I could even utter so much as the first syllable of a question, both these robed enigmas made an identical motion in the air with their left hands and summoned their dragons.

      Tanila’s and Dasyr’s dragons looked like they had been bred with Bengali tigers. In fact, they looked more tiger than dragon. There was something vaguely reptilian in the way they moved and rested, but the beasts—each one being about the size of a minibus—had the feline faces and striped hides of tigers.

      Both tiger-dragons had a pair of curved horns thrusting out from their heads—the beast that Dasyr had summoned having the slightly bigger set. Tanila’s was striped in black and white, while Dasyr’s had the added red stripes, just as the woman did herself. For some reason, only Tanila’s dragon had wings. They weren’t like Noctis’ though, they were feathered, rather than like those of a bat.

      My eyes ran over over the vast flanks of the tiger-dragons, taking in the paws that could flatten a man, the claws that could skewer a horse, and the jaws of the noble heads powerful enough to bite through a steel girder.

      “A proper introduction is due,” Tanila said with a smile. “I am Tanila of the White Tigers of the Striking Tundra, Bearer of Koman, the Tiger Dragon.”

      “And I am Dasyr of the Red Tigers of the Seething Crag, Bearer of Namok, the Dragon Tiger.”

      This pair had nailed the theatrics earlier, and their introductions were no less awesome.

      “Our two peoples have kept and remembered the secrets of the Transfusion Ceremony for generations,” Tanila said. “It has been our responsibility to gift the dragonmancers of the Mystocean Empire with the power of the very creatures that they ride.”

      “And, in doing so,” said Dasyr, “we encourage and strengthen the bond between riders and steeds.”

      “Through this ritual,” Tanila continued, “cohorts of dragonmancers have been able to share in the magic of their dragons in a way that is both intimate and potent beyond measure.”

      I cleared my throat. “This isn’t the bit where you tell me that I have to fuck Noctis to seal the deal or something, is it? Because I like Noctis and all, just not like that.”

      Dasyr shook her head. Her tail twitched behind her. “No,” she said, without smiling. Her eerie golden eyes were fixed on my face. “You are close to activating the mixed blood within you. Close to becoming, essentially, a demigod.”

      An unbidden image of Steve Rogers—Captain America—came to my mind.

      “There is only one thing that you have to do to complete the bond,” continued Dasyr.

      “And what’s that?” I asked.

      “Suffer for it,” Tanila said softly.

      The pain hit me like a freight train in the small of the back. It drove the air from my lungs. Scythed my legs out from under me. Turned the blood in my veins into boiling acid.

      My jaw was locked so tight in silent agony that I could hear my teeth creaking. Spit sprayed from between my lips, which were pulled back in an animal snarl.

      My back arched spasmodically, and I wondered whether I would start climbing the walls like that chick in The Exorcist, barfing green slime everywhere.

      Red lightning crackled across the inside of my closed eyelids, pulsing with each thrumming wave of purest trauma. It was pain turned up to eleven, pain undiluted by anything else, a pain so intense that I could feel it crawling up my throat as a black sludge threatening to eat my brain away.

      It was, in short, a shitty time.

      And then, after what might have been five seconds or two weeks, the pain vanished.

      Every muscle in my body—including those in my toes and head and fingers and ass—was on fire. I sucked in a great lungful of air. It tasted as sweet as only those who have been buried alive or nearly drowned know.

      I opened my eyes.

      I was lying under a blue sky. Fat, fluffy clouds floated lazily overhead, and a warm sun played across my face.

      “Ouch,” I said, and the word came out as a wheeze. I coughed and hawked up a mouthful of blood. I spat and sat up.

      I was in a strange green field. It was strange because, as far as I could see, the field only extended to about the size of a football field before it dropped away at the edges. All four edges. The weird pasture was ringed by mountains and looked, to my mind, very much like an arena from Super Smash Bros or Pokémon Stadium, which I used to play on the N64 as a kid.

      I got to my feet, refusing to listen to my body, which seemed intent on going to sleep there and then. I was dressed in all the armor that I had been issued when Elenari and I had visited the armory the other day. My spear was even lying at my side. I picked it up. It felt lighter than it had done in the armory. Far lighter.

      A rustle made me turn. Dasyr and Tanila were standing behind me, right on one edge of the field.

      “Holy shit,” I said, “is this a vision brought on by the pain? Are you about to hit me with some profound Sun Tzu, Machiavelli warrior shit right now?”

      Tanila shook her striped head. “This is no vision. Neither is that monster.”

      “Monster?” I asked, and turned slowly on the spot to see where Tanila was pointing.

      A huge beast had appeared at the other end of the arena—from where, I had no fucking clue. That was irrelevant. What was relevant was the fact that it was there at all.

      The monster was about six times the size of Noctis when he was in his usual form. It had a huge body that was somewhere between a giant grizzly bear and a gorilla on steroids. Its long, sinewy arms were tipped with two-foot claws. Stump legs hinted at power rather than speed. Its hide was bristly and brown like that of a wild boar.

      It was also, and most noticeably, somewhat similar to a hydra. By which, I mean, the thing had more than one head. Six, to be exact.

      “That fucking thing’s got six heads!” I said, glancing at Tanila and Dasyr.

      “Yes,” Dasyr said in her deep, low voice. “Each head represents an evil that the prospective dragonmancer must overcome.”

      “It’s a walking, roaring, slashing metaphor, is what you’re telling me?” I asked.

      “The lion is pride, the wolf is anger, the dog is jealousy, the bear is sloth, the swine is gluttony, and the goat is lust,” Tanila reeled off.

      I gave the creature a more careful look and studied it once over.

      “Yep,” I said, “the whole menagerie is there, all right. And I’ve got to kill this thing?”

      “You must defeat the sinbeast, yes,” said Tanila, as casually as if she was asking me to hang out the laundry. “If you die, another will be found to take your place. A new Earthling dragonmancer will be trained. One who is worthy.”

      “Another male dragonmancer?” I asked.

      “Perhaps not,” Dasyr said.

      “Most likely not,” Tanila added. “But that does not matter. What matters is tradition. What matters is the dragonmancer way. Defeat the sinbeast in battle, or die.”

      “I’ll be around to see another day,” I said vehemently. “I can promise you that.”

      “Good luck, Michael Gimore,” Dasyr said.

      And, just like that, my two friendly, robed, kidnapping, torturing buddies disappeared.

      I turned back to the sinbeast. It was working itself up into quite a state of agitation.

      I felt something clink against my chainmail and looked down. Resting against my chest was my onyx crystal pendant.

      With a determined gesture and a thought, I summoned Noctis to my side. Ignoring my protesting muscles, I leapt onto his back and hefted my spear.

      “All right, pal,” I said, patting the dragon’s scaly neck, “I guess this is what they call make or break time. Let’s kill this ugly son of a bitch.”
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      As I urged Noctis into a gallop, I pulled my onyx crystal out from the collar of my shirt to run quickly through my current crystal slots,

      In my Right Arm slot I could access the Shadow Sphere spell.

      My Legs slot was currently taken up by Noctis.

      My Head slot could produce the Blink ability, which would help me predict the movements and maneuvers of my enemies, while allowing me to teleport a limited number of times at short range.

      And my Chest slot was…

      Wait, my Chest slot? That hadn’t been opened before…

      Then it dawned on me: the experience that I gained in fighting the Bloodletter ninjas had apparently translated into my Chest slot being unlocked. Where once my crystal had simply said, in tiny etched letters, that I had insufficient skill, now it read:

      

      
        
        Chest Slot: (Defensive Item / Offensive Spell : ONYX ARMOR)

        Sleek, black armor that absorbs kinetic damage and transforms it into offensive Chaos Magic, which can then be fired at a chosen target through a conduit set into the breast plate.

      

      

      

      That sounded pretty damn helpful. Armed with those four slots…

      It’s enough, I thought to myself as I looked up and focused on the giant six-headed sinbeast. It’s more than enough.

      I hefted my spear.

      I could do this.

      Noctis, it turned out, could run like a goddamn Kentucky Derby winner, and it wasn’t long before we were within spear-chucking range of the big, bellowing sinbeast. As I approached, I half knelt, half stood on Noctis’ back, using his wing joints to hook my legs in and raise myself up. I held the spear back, like a javelin thrower.

      The only knowledge that I possessed about fighting a hydra I had gleaned from the Disney movie version of Hercules. I knew you weren’t supposed to go for the heads because they just multiply. However, I figured that in this instance, when the heads weren’t all the same and stood for their own specific sins, I couldn’t help but try.

      Just to see what would happen.

      I flung the spear as hard as I could, trying not to dwell on the fact that I had never thrown a javelin with the intent to score points, let alone throw a spear at something with the intent to kill it. The length of ash, with its tip of very lethal and efficient steel, shot through the air and straight at the sinbeast’s lion-like head.

      However, the spear did not strike its target. A deft swat from one of the enormous paws sent the spear spinning away.

      The lion-like head turned to look at me. Its mouth opened. It let out a roar that shook my brain in my head, addling my thoughts and blurring my eyes.

      “Shit!” I said.  If I was totally honest, this hadn’t been the way I had expected things to pan out. I had thought that I would have at least scratched the goddamn thing.

      My vision blurred and vibrated as the lion head roared on.

      Then, the bellowing suddenly cut out, and my vision realigned itself.

      “Fuck man,” I said. “Realities within realities within realities. This is some Christopher Nolan shit.”

      I was standing in the middle of what was, essentially, an armory, while a massive male lion prowled around the circular walls.

      I’d played enough video games in my time to conclude that what we had here was a good, old-fashioned, multi-faceted boss level. This the lion, embodying pride, was the head of the beast that I had to take care of now.

      How that would affect the sinbeast as a whole though, I had no idea.

      “So, I have to take you down, huh?” I watched the huge lion as it continued to circle on paws that must have been about a foot wide. “And, I guess I have to pick one of these weapons to do it.”

      My spear was gone, but I was surrounded by weapons that looked quite capable of taking down even the most jacked up and pissed off lion. There were your bog-standard blades and hammers and axes in uniform racks, but there were also singularly impressive weapons on plinths. There was a sword with a deep, red blade and a golden crossguard, a set of knives that glowed with a green eldritch light, and a compound bow strung with blue fire.

      I considered using one of my Shadow Spheres but something in the back of my mind told me not to. This was, after all, a test against pride, and what was more proud than using magic to best this beast?

      My hand reached toward a mace, the head of which was a diamond as big as a watermelon. The lion stopped in its pacing and let loose a deep, rumbling growl. It was a sound that called all the way back to my forefathers; back to the apes that had stepped out of the trees and attempted to cook their meat over a fire. It was a growl that spoke to my human arrogance at thinking that I was in some way better than all the other animals in the world.

      Pride, I reminded myself. This thing is Pride. And the most effective and subtle weapon against Pride isn’t an inflated sense of hubris. My hand dropped from the shiny, blinging mace. The most effective weapon against Pride is unpretentious humbleness.

      As if in retaliation to this thought, the lion roared and bounded across the room, a mass of coiled muscle and killing aggression.

      My hand reached out with a swift surety and picked up a small nondescript dagger from a rack of nondescript small daggers.

      I whirled as the lion flung itself at me; hundreds of pounds of honed, predatory hostility heading like an express train with a mullet at my throat.

      With a dexterous spin, I pivoted and used the lion’s own weight to punch the small dagger right into the top of its head as it bulled past me. It was a slick move, but it would have looked way more badass if the lion hadn’t bowled me over as it cannoned past, sending me rolling head over heels and crashing into a plinth holding up a rather ornate club of carved bone and gold leaf.

      However, the overall result looked to have been the same. As I got to my feet, my heart thundering inside my chest, I saw that the lion had been brought to bay. The great animal lay dead on the ground, the handle of the dagger protruding right from the center of its proud forehead.

      I reached out and tugged the knife free.

      The lion’s head exploded in a cloud of deep blue dust, and I was engulfed.

      When the dust cleared, I was back in the grassy arena in which I had been left to face the sinbeast.

      The great creature towered over me. It was shaking its six remaining heads and roaring in pain.

      The lion-like head of the creature lay in the grass at my feet. My spear was back in my hands, the end slick with azure colored blood. I kicked the head away and pointed the spear at the creature in delight.

      “All right, you bastard, let’s see the rest of you then!” I yelled.

      Alone of all the other distressed heads, the sinbeast’s wolf head turned to regard me and then lashed out. It was furiously angry, completely frenzied with rage, and I remembered that it personified anger.

      My spear came up to catch the wolf in its drooling mouth, but its maw seemed to grow as wide as a tunnel, and I was engulfed in blackness.

      The blackness quickly brightened to a slate-gray, to an abalone-gray, before growing increasingly lighter. I became aware that I was standing in the middle of a perfectly crisp and snowy field, amidst hills that rolled out in every direction. There were a few thatched cottages dotted about in the distance, roofed in snow, with woodsmoke coming out of their chimneys in lazy white drifts. Trees were scattered with perfect randomness, and the fields were divided by hedgerows like sparkling cotton wool.

      “How then,” I muttered aloud, my breath steaming out in front of me in the frigid air, “is this lovely scene about to get ruined?”

      The answer came within moments. A howling filled my ears. It was a sound that, especially in that environment, chilled the blood.

      In the far distance, a dark speck emerged over the brow of a far hill and quite literally became a blot on the landscape. It was joined by another, and another, and another and another and another. It could only have been a matter of heartbeats before a few wolves had turned into a veritable army of furious fur, teeth, and claws, all heading in my direction.

      “Shit,” I said, “meet fan.”

      There must have been a hundred of the things—more, even—streaming across the snow toward me. Churning the perfect, flawless white of snow into a mess of water and mud.

      There were too many of them for me to have a chance against. The tide of Anger was washing toward me. It looked like all I could do was light the proverbial final cigarette, tie the handkerchief around my eyes, and wait for the inevitable.

      I mentally reached into the Right Arm slot of my inventory and summoned a Shadow Sphere into my hand. Just like that, it appeared in my palm. A globe about the size of a tennis ball, filled with black and silver swirling smoke. It looked like the lovechild of a crystal ball and an M67 hand grenade.

      I tossed it up and caught it. I stared across the shrinking belt of snow that divided me from the wolf hoard. There was one wolf out in front—the alpha, I assumed. It was boosting ahead of the others, its long pink tongue hanging out of its mouth, its eyes burning with an insatiable hate and directionless resentment.

      Anger.

      I lobbed the Shadow Sphere at this lead wolf. It was a damn good throw, judged to perfection and guided by fate or luck. The Shadow Sphere struck the wolf on the back and instantly whipped the beast away into the ether, with a violence that reminded me of a star imploding in on itself. One second the wolf was there, the next it had ceased to be. The lead wolf had winked out of existence, but the hundred other wolves kept coming, racing across the landscape.

      No, I thought, that’s not the way to defeat anger. Anger can be relentless, but it has a weakness.

      I summoned Noctis into being, climbed up onto his back, and took to the sky just as the ravening wolves entered the field. The noise and smell was unbelievable; the metallic scent of blood, the pungent aroma of the wet fur, the secondhand stink of rotten meat, and the dank stench of the forests from where the pack had come.

      From a height of about fifty feet, I watched the wolves fill the entire field. They were snarling up at me in mad frustration, snapping their slavering jaws and rolling their ember eyes. They wanted, more than anything, for me to leap off Noctis’ back and dive into their midst so that they could rend me into hamburger meat.

      I could feel the anger radiating off the mass of snapping, snarling creatures like heat, like cartoon stinkwaves.

      And that was the thing about Anger; if you let it fester and gave it nothing to feed off at your end, that anger would eventually destroy itself.

      It was all a little moralistic, but I guessed this was the lesson that this whole test was meant to instill in even the dumbest, blockhead of a prospective dragonmancer.

      The wolves turned on each other within seconds. I tossed down the odd Shadow Sphere just to keep them going, vanishing one or two, but basically I just let them destroy themselves.

      Within a surprisingly short time, the entire pack lay mangled and bloody across the landscape. The snow had gone from white to crimson.

      There was, of course, always one survivor; the lone wolf that triumphs against the rest.

      This survivor was a great, scarred brute of an animal with a missing eye.

      I dropped down to hover some twenty feet above the wolf, while it jumped and leapt in a vain attempt to get its teeth on me or Noctis. Despite its powerful legs, its greatest leaps could not reach me while I flew atop Noctis. As it rose again, jumping and stretching to its full height, I dropped a Shadow Sphere into its mouth.

      The wolf crunched down on the little globe of infinity and disappeared.

      Instantly, a blizzard flared up, whipped out of nowhere by a sudden burst of wind, and the world dissolved into a sea of swirling snowflakes.

      When the wind died and the snow cleared, I was standing once more in the luscious grassy arena with the sinbeast for company.

      A fresh neck stump was fountaining blood into the air, and I felt some of it splash against my face. For a dream within a dream, spell within a trip, or whatever this weird, metaphysical experience was, the blood was certainly warm and sticky enough to pass for the real deal.

      I rolled my shoulders as I sat atop my Onyx Dragon, while Noctis pranced around the enraged sinbeast like a cat toying with a mouse.

      This was turning out to be somewhat easier than I had dared to expect, but I knew that I couldn’t get complacent. Confidence in one’s own abilities was one thing, but to be complacent in the face of the unknown was foolish.

      The sinbeast whirled to face me again, its four remaining heads snarling and drooling and frothing. Lined up next to one another and arrayed upon a single body, the blood-splashed heads—the dog, the bear, the pig, and the goat—looked like some fucked up parody of a finger puppet show. They were snapping their heads in different directions, nipping each other and yelling unintelligibly into one another’s ears.

      “Which one of you are next, then, eh?” I yelled.

      Now that I knew the formula, I felt a bit more confident. I felt that, if I just faced each sin, one at a time, then the overall enemy wouldn’t seem so bad. It wasn’t overconfidence. Just the surety that I needed if I was going to get through this.

      The dog—Jealousy—lunged at me. Noctis, rearing up on his hind legs like a war charger, slashed out with his claws at the dog head’s throat.

      There was a flash of bright light, of lightning, and I found myself alone, in the middle of a large hall filled with stone statues, while outside a storm raged.

      The heavy, oppressive base rumble of the thunder outside, the sporadic stark flash as forked lightning ripped across the sky, the hiss of rain, all these things somehow magnified the silence that reigned inside the hall of statues.

      I took a few tentative steps into the hall. It looked to be one large open space, almost like a gallery. My footfalls were practically soundless on the wooden boards. Shadowy beams crisscrossed the roof overhead.

      The statues, when I started to pay a little more attention to them, all depicted the same  man. As I progressed through the aisles, I noticed that this man was slowly transforming and changing. The statues grew more hunched, more contorted, and the man’s expression became more blurred, more pained.

      “What’s the gag here then?” I found myself speaking to the silence. “That jealousy twists a man over time? That’s a bit heavy-handed, isn’t it?”

      There was a creaking of floorboards from behind me, and I turned, Noctis mentally slotted into my Right Hand slot. I had a Shadow Sphere in my hand and my arm was raised, ready to lob it at any motherfucker that came close.

      But there was nothing.

      Another flash of lightning lit the interior of the hall.

      “Building the tension a little, huh?” I said.

      I had made it to the middle of the hall now and the statues had taken on quite a change.

      Quite a disquieting change.

      Where, on the outer edge of the gallery, there had been a man sculpted, now there was a pretty grim-looking dog creature. Not quite what I’d call a werewolf, but something very much akin to it. It reminded me of pictures of Anubis that I had seen for that awful movie, Gods of Egypt. Only, this creature depicted in the statue had traded in all of Anubis’ austere commanding power for a straight grotesque savagery.

      “That’s who’s coming for me, is it?” I asked the hall.

      There was another flash of lightning. A quick moving shadow.

      I went as if to turn around, but then stopped halfway and spun back.

      The dog-man, the malformed monster from the final statue in the center of the hall, appeared in front of me. It had been going for the old you look right, I go left trick, but I’d seen that coming a mile away.

      Jealousy can creep up on you if you let it, but it more often than not smacks you right in the face.

      The dog-man growled at me, annoyed that I would make this a fight and not just let it seize me by the back of the neck in its jaws. Its body tensed. A long rope of shining saliva hung from its lips. Its teeth, when it pulled its top lip back to growl at me, were yellow and sharp as a boar’s tusks.

      With a careful and slow flick of my thoughts, I moved Noctis into the Head slot of my inventory.

      The dog-man sprang.

      I teleported out of the way—by only a couple of feet, really—and reappeared behind where I thought the ugly bastard would land.

      It was a buzzy and unique sensation, the teleporting part of things. It lay somewhere between falling asleep and waking up—all at the same time. It was a sort of sudden dreamstate where you went from one space to another, while simultaneously inhabiting both spaces at once.

      I appeared exactly where I meant to, right behind the jealous asshole.

      I pulled back my fist and drove with every ounce of strength I possessed right into the base of the twisted humanoid’s skull.

      It should have knocked it out.

      It might have killed it on a good day.

      What shouldn’t have happened was nothing.

      Jealousy, I guessed, was more tenacious than I gave it credit for.

      The dog-man’s head jerked forward, but then the beast whirled and lashed out a clawed, twisted hand.

      In the blink of an eye, I switched Noctis from Head slot to Chest. My new Onyx Armor rippled into being across my chest and down my limbs.

      A life-saving action, no doubt, since the dog-man’s fist hit me in the chest like the macdaddy of all battering rams.

      In normal circumstances, my chest would have caved in, my ribs reduced to splinters, and my internal organs pulped—if I was lucky.

      However, thanks to the Onyx Armor, I was merely thrown off my feet and hurled about ten yards through the air. My back smashed through one of the statues that filled the room in an explosion of stone dust, and I skidded a few feet across the ground.

      “Holy shit!” I muttered.

      I looked down. The armor appeared to be a cross between medieval and tactical; the sort of thing that the Batman from Arkham Knight might have worn if he had to attend a jousting tourney. In the middle of the gleaming sable breastplate was something like a fiberglass partition. It was the same shape as the onyx crystal hanging around my neck, only larger. It was partly filled with a swirling, silver fog.

      I looked up and saw the monster stalking toward me.

      I rolled to my feet. I was amazed that, as far as I could see, the armor hadn’t so much as been scratched from that incredible blow.

      I let loose a flurry of strikes at the dog-man as he came within range, both kicks and punches, but the monster simply took the blows on the chin and kept on coming. It feinted with a kick of its own, and then delivered an uppercut to my stomach that sent me into the stone ceiling with such force that rocks rained down with me as I fell back to earth.

      Before I could collect myself, the dog-man struck me with a kick from its warped leg. The force of the blow lifted me off my feet, and I smashed through another statue or two in a cloud of dust and debris.

      Jealousy wasn’t just powerful, it was persistent too.

      The dog-man charged at me through the clouds of dust, snarling and roaring. I found myself at a loss at how to fight this thing. It was stronger and faster than me. It had me dead to rights. I just needed a little breathing space to collect myself. A little time.

      Then, I saw that the glas cavity in my breastplate was pulsating with a silvery glow.

      That must be the Chaos Magic, changed from the kinetic energy of that monster’s attacks, I thought.

      Not quite knowing how I was meant to activate this freakin’ magic beam thing, I squared up to the charging hellhound and willed the stored Chaos Magic to smack it right in the chest.

      Immediately, a beam of glittering light—more like air made solid than a laser beam—blasted out from the center of my chest. It hit the oncoming monster right in the middle of its torso and blasted it backward.

      Had I shoved a Tomahawk cruise missile up my foe’s ass, the effect could not have been more extreme. The beast was smashed through a dozen statues, sending stone fragments and shrapnel flying in all directions, before it was punched two feet into the far solid stone wall.

      The beam of Chaos Magic faded and died, leaving the magical reservoir empty.

      “Yeah,” I said to myself. “Yeah. That’ll do.”

      The sound of falling masonry from the far side of the room caught my attention.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned.

      The dog-man was making its way—a little unsteadily this time, it was true—toward me. It looked pretty pissed. It also looked a little wobbly on its feet.

      In a flash, I had myself a basic plan. It would take a little dexterity of mind, but I didn’t have another choice.

      The dog-man got within grabbing range of me and lunged.

      I switched Noctis from Chest slot to Head slot and used Blink to teleport right behind the slightly addled creature. The groping hands missed me—just—as I vanished. The dog-man snarled in frustration.

      As soon as I landed behind the monstrous embodiment of Jealousy, I switched Noctis’ power from my Head slot to the Right Arm slot, conjured a Shadow Sphere into being, and slapped it down hard into the middle of the dog-man’s back.

      There was no time for the monster to make a sound. Strangely, this time, it was not the whole creature that vanished, sucked into whatever void the magic transported body parts to. The torso disappeared, in an instant, but the legs, arms, and head of the monster simply popped loose from their moorings in the torso and splatted messily to the ground in front of me.

      The thing was dead instantaneously, of course, but I still felt a bit guilty for sending it out in such a brutal fashion.

      As another crash of thunder brought the hall of statues crumbling down, I was enveloped in blackness.

      I couldn’t help but wonder whether these trials, apart from being a straight case of survival training, were also a way of seeing just how effectively prospective dragonmancers could use their new abilities.

      I felt, weirdly, as if a modern life on Earth had somehow conditioned me for this test. I had learned to actively channel Noctis’ power into the different inventory spots as though they were the controls of a video game, or rules of a board game.

      Was the whole concept—that I had been blood-bonded with a dragon and could now make use of its energy to cast spells—crazier than Tony Montana and scientology mixed up in a blender with some ice and PCP?

      Yeah, it was.

      But it was my new life. And I had accepted it. Taken to it like a duck to water.

      “Three down, three to go,” I said as I peered up at the sinbeast. “Bear, swine, and goat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After the fight with the dog-man, I found myself mired in the muck of a foul, stinking swapland. I could hardly move, the clinging mud and ooze sucking hungrily at my boots. It dragged at my armor and forced me down inch by inch. It was obvious that the mire was meant to symbolize sloth, but that didn’t make the going any easier.

      I waded through the boggy, foggy wasteland, waiting to be set upon by something large and bear-like. To keep myself from getting completely sucked under, I made a habit of occasionally setting off Shadow Spheres under the mud. I had no idea how it worked, but they created a reverse concussion effect of sorts, which propelled me upward and allowed me to move along with relative ease for a few yards, before the quagmire retook its hold of me.

      I gave up on this ploy after a while and decided to put Noctis into the Chest slot. My Onyx Armor flowed across my back and chest instantaneously. The cool ridges of the blackened, magically enhanced metal gleamed even in the murky light of the swamps. I thought that this was the judicious move, adopting slightly defensive measures in a scenario in which I could only see about ten feet in front of me.

      Eventually, after I had been making my way listlessly around this bubbling, stinky shithole for however long it had been, something emerged slowly out of the swamp ahead of me.

      I had no doubt that, had I let it fully emerge, I would have seen some vast, goo-covered, dripping monstrosity of a swamp bear extricate itself from the mire.

      If there’s one thing you learn on the streets of Los Angeles, it’s that you don’t give anyone or anything hostile time to gather its wits.

      Before the swamp bear had gotten even halfway out of the clutching bog, I shifted Noctis’ power to my Right Arm slot. Then, I hit it with two Shadow Spheres—an extra one for luck, because it was a huge goddamn thing that promised to be about twenty feet tall once it emerged. The spheres plunged into its muddy forms and took it down.

      With a suddenness that took my breath away, the swamp wrapped my thighs and pulled me under.

      Sloth was, unsurprisingly, a rather quick affair. I’d never been susceptible to that particular temptation.

      Next up, was Gluttony, the manifestation of the sinbeast’s pig-head.

      I stood in the middle of a huge feasting hall, in which a truly repulsive man-pig eyesore was snuffling and grunting and gorging its way through a pile of roughly severed human limbs.

      Flies buzzed around the gory pile of body parts. The smell was atrocious.

      Once more, I didn't waste any more time than I needed to. I could feel mana exhaustion threatening to overwhelm me, so I decided to save my mana-based attacks for if I really needed them.

      The man-pig was a grossly fat, sweaty, blood covered humanoid; a true excrescence. When I engaged him with hand-to-hand, he squealed as he swung heavy, dangerous fists at me, but his blows were telegraphed, and I easily dodged them. I pummeled the creature’s thick hide with my fists and feet, battering him with a combination of punches and kicks that I doubted the Mystocean Empire had ever seen before. I felt a grin touch my face as I drilled the fucker, as though he were the perfect punching bag.

      Try as I might though, and as heartily as I went at the man-pig, the monster seemed to be practically unaffected. It squealed and flinched as I struck it over and over again, but I couldn’t take it down.

      In the meantime, I found myself swelling dangerously. My muscles bulged, and with every punch I landed, I felt my brain slipping further and further into a pleasant red haze.

      Whoa, whoa, whoa, I thought, with some difficulty. This isn’t right.

      Then, I clicked as to what must be happening. The man-pig was allowing me to beat it. It was making me hungry—ravenous and insatiably glutinous—for its pain and misery.

      I felt a little sick with myself then. A little ashamed of the bloodlust that had come over me. A dragonmancer, I imagined, should have more control over that sort of thing. You couldn’t get too caught up with the killing, you couldn’t get to love violence. The only thing that you should love about violence, I reckoned, was what that violence was being used to protect.

      I looked down at the worryingly strained appearance of my forearm muscles. They felt tight against my skin, as if they might burst.

      Ah-ha, I thought.

      I lowered my hands then, and adopted a defensive stance.

      “Come on then, Miss Piggy,” I said as I summoned my Onyx Armor, and the black plates formed around my body. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      The man-pig went to town now, pummeling me this way and that, while I did my best to defend myself against his blows.

      His heavy, strong, flabby arms came down with the force of clobbering tree limbs, but my MMA training helped me ward off most of his blows, or else catch them in a way that took a lot of the sting out of them. When he hit hard, my new armor dispersed much of the force.

      The man-pig grew larger and larger, the flabby skin of his torso and arms stretching. He became stronger, his unrefined haymakers and uppercuts becoming slower but more powerful. I found myself, even if I got an arm of elbow up to protect myself, being flung across the grotty feasting hall.

      The man-pig laughed as he tried to administer an amateur ass-whooping. He laughed right up until the point when he clubbed me with a severed arm, the broken humerus cracking my Onyx Armor’s helmet. Then, abruptly, the swollen figure burst in a spray of vile-smelling bile and chunks of viscera and ragged flaps of skin.

      The world imploded again, swam together, and reformed into sunlight and grass.

      I found myself standing in front of the giant sinbeast, only one of its heads remaining on its shoulders. The other five were littered about the grassy arena.

      “That’s careless of you, pal,” I said. “You better hope that goat’s head of yours does a better job of cooking up a trial than the others did.”

      The beast snatched out and grabbed at me with its odd bear-like claws. It brought its goat head back and went to headbutt me, just as I raised my spear up to its eye level.

      The impact of the goat’s headbutt shattered my already damaged helmet, and sent me reeling into another plane of existence.

      It felt as if I was floating for a few moments, suspended in the air, and then I splashed down unexpectedly into cool, clean water.

      This came as somewhat of a relief, as I had still been coated in the man-pig’s guts, blood, half-chewed gobbets of human flesh, and digestive juices.

      I was on the brink of exhaustion from the five rounds, and I couldn’t help wanting to surrender to the cooling, soothing water that held me in its soft embrace.

      It was a tempting alternative to carrying on fighting and scrapping. I found myself being lulled into a restful semi-coma.

      It’s hard to slap yourself with any great force underwater, so I pinched myself instead.

      The goat is Lust, I thought. Resist it. How many times have you been led astray by lusting after a woman? This is like that, but that fucking thing is going to try to tempt you to your death.

      I came up blowing water and sucking air. I pushed my sopping long hair out of my face and looked around.

      I was floating in the middle of a pool that was in the center of a bathhouse. The room was surrounded by columns that disappeared up into an invisible hazy ceiling. Steam swirled between these intricately carved columns, along with music and laughter.

      The soft laughter came from the thirteen women lounging, completely naked, around the pool that I was treading water in. They were regarding me with extreme interest; leaning forward and sitting up in various highly distracting poses, whispering behind their hands and licking their lips.

      These women were the sort of broads that could have walked down Rodeo Drive and secured about two score eager sugar-daddies apiece. In the few brief moments that I allowed my cock to do the thinking, I glanced around and saw that there was a woman here for almost every conceivable taste; skinny, curvaceous, dark skinned, light skinned, blue skinned, huge tits, petite tits, three tits.

      Three tits?

      I looked back.

      “Would you look at those,” I said aloud.

      It was hardly subtle, this place. Then again, lust was rarely subtle either.

      I swam over to the side of the pool and was met by a gorgeous woman with platinum blonde hair styled in tight curls. Her eyes were a liquid green, and I noticed that she had two horns poking through her hair.

      Goats horns…

      Well, shit. Discovering that the beautiful woman before your eyes was, in fact, a goat beneath her tantalizing exterior was a boner killer if there ever was one. I liked my monster girls as much as the next guy, but this was a bridge too far.

      After I had noted that little physiological trait, the ensuing flirting on the goat woman’s part was wasted on me. The spell was broken, and the rest of the women gathered around me lost their attraction.

      It was very peculiar, but as much as I knew they were talking to me and begging me to stay, I could never make out the individual words or the language they were using.

      Well, it didn’t take long for the ladies to get all riled up. I spurned every advance that they made, ignoring them or politely declining their offers to have them sit on my face—along with numerous other, less savory, activities.

      After I had turned Lust and her groupies down what must have been a million times, the goat-horned woman grabbed me roughly by the face and twisted my head so I could look into her eyes.

      “You will stay!” she said, in a voice gone suddenly hard and harsh and cold as ice. “Your seed is the key to our survival! The key to the survival of all magical creatures! You will stay.”

      “I don’t fucking think so, darling,” I said. I elbowed her hard in the temple to break her grip on my face, and then drove her face down into the marble step on which we were sitting with a nasty crack.

      Lust’s team of top models went from tens to zeros in less time than it took to say it.

      Where once there had been thirteen women that most men would sell their grandmothers just to run a hand over, there were now thirteen bent and long-fingered demonoids.

      Withered and tousle haired, with sunken eyes and beaky noses, they were what I imagined the Olsen sisters might look like if they were to spend the next seventy odd years smoking crack and sleeping once every three weeks.

      They surged at me, like a dozen zombie models. So, in response, I summoned Noctis to help me out.

      The dragon arrived, conjured into being with the speed of thought, and instantly bit into the back of a female fiend’s skull with a soft crunching sound. Noctis shook her, like a fox worrying a bunny, then flung her away.

      I used my dragon’s arrival to strike out at two other women. I cracked one with an edgewise strike of the hand right in the throat. Another fiend, I side-kicked so hard that her legs were swept from under her, and she broke her neck on the fancy polished tiles lining the floor.

      The fiendish creatures were desperate and angry in their fighting, but they could do little against the combined ferocity of myself and Noctis.

      We went through them like a thunderbolt through dry woodland.

      Noctis was all quick claws and snapping teeth. I used my fists, knees, and elbows to pummel the demonfolk into submission. I dispatched a couple of the women by using an ornate vase as a blunt instrument, but Noctis did most of the killing. His claws were long, and the women were all skin and bone once they had transformed. The demons’ skin came apart like wet newspaper under the slashing talons of the Onyx Dragon.

      Eventually, it was only Lust herself left. Her face was all busted up where I had introduced it to the step. She had looked a little intimidating at first, but now that I had the embodiment of lust in my grip, I saw that there was far less to her than met the eye.

      “Another important lesson there, Noctis,” I said, and shoved the demon’s head under the water of the pool.

      She managed to rip herself free before I could force her head back under again, she spoke a few more words about my seed being the key to her survival. When she surfaced a second time, Noctis craned forward and shoved one of his claws up and under the base of her skull. The squelching sound went beyond my ability to describe.

      Lust’s feet kicked randomly a few times, and then she lay still. Blood curled and blossomed into the water. I let out a breath, tried to get my heartrate back under control, and wondered if the wet line running down my back was pool water or one of the demon’s blood.

      “Effective, I’ll give you that,” I said, looking up at the dragon. I pointed down at the whitish gunk oozing out of the puncture wound Noctis had made. “But, it’s messy.”

      Noctis rolled his yellow eyes. “You would have preferred that I didn’t assist you?”

      “Oh, I’m glad for the assist,” I said.

      The pool water rose suddenly, sweeping me, Noctis, and the thirteen demon whore corpses upward. Everything went a beautiful crystalline blue—tinged with a little blood. And then…

      … I stood, panting and blinking and disorientated. My spear was heavy in my hand, and sweat streamed down my body beneath my armor.

      The great, formerly six-headed embodiment of sin—six-headed no longer—crashed onto its knees. The goat’s head was gone, laying in the lush, blood-soaked grass of the field. The sextet of hideous animal heads had now been completely downgraded to six neck stumps. As far as immediate threat levels went, six neck stumps did not pose much of a threat at all.

      With a nice, slow, final thump the body of the massive, vaguely mythical, and quite metaphorical monster keeled forward onto its front and lay still.

      “Congratulations, Michael Gilmore,” Dasyr said from behind me. Her rich, calming voice seemingly even more serene after the madness of the seven trials I had just faced.

      “Or, as you shall henceforth be known as, Michael Noctis,” Tanila said.

      “Michael Noctis?” I asked, looking over at the Onyx Dragon next to me. “Are we a package deal now? Two for the price of one?”

      “You have sealed the warrior’s bond,” Tanila said. Her blue eyes flashed as she regarded both myself and Noctis. The sunlight made her strange striped skin glow, the black standing more prominently against the paleness. “You have completed the Transfusion Ceremony. You are, to all intents and purposes, one being inhabiting two bodies. You are both now imbued with each other’s strengths. This is well worth remembering in battle, of course. However, you also wear each other’s weaknesses too, and that is worth remembering even more so.”

      Dasyr inclined her head at the wisdom of her compatriot’s words.

      “What has transpired here must not be spoken about outside to anyone who is not one of your fellow dragonmancers,” she said. Her golden eyes pinned me in place as she spoke, and her tufted tiger ears were turned straight forward.

      “Not even my squad—my little coterie of three guys?” I asked.

      Dasyr shook her head, those golden orb eyes of hers fixed and unblinking. It might have been a look that could unnerve a man, if he hadn’t just finished fighting a six-headed metaphorical beast.

      “This ceremony is sacred,” the tall Red Tiger of the Seething Crag said. “It is the last and most important secret of the Mystocean Empire. No matter who the person—no matter how much you think you can or should trust them—you must remember that this secret trumps all trust.”

      “Even the trust that those three guys are handing me; the trust of their lives?” I asked.

      “Even that,” Dasyr said gravely. “And that is the greatest trust that one person can show another. Don’t think we don’t know what we are asking. However, it is good to hear you voice that question. It gives me a new faith in you, Earthling.”

      “Meaning that you didn’t have much faith in me straight off the cuff?” I said. “Ouch.”

      “A person who voices genuine concern for whose he barely knows might go far in this world,” Dasyr said, a small smile creeping onto her feline features. “It is evident to me—from the way that you carry yourself, as well as the skills and discernment that you displayed during your battle with the sin-beast—that you are a warrior to watch. But, I think you have great potential in you to be more than just a distinguished fighter. You have the makings to be one of the great Dragonmancers of the age.”

      On that promising note, Dasyr snapped her gauntleted fingers.

      “The bond you now share between your dragon, it is something that will last until you die,” Tanila told me matter-of-factly, reaching out a hand to stroke the massive cheek of her own impressive Tiger Dragon as the world around us whirled into a hazy fog of mixed colors. “Remember that.”

      “I think it’ll be hard to forget after what we just went through.” I went to clap Noctis warmly on his sleek and muscular flank, but I found that the dragon was no longer there—and neither was my hand. I felt myself lifted from the ground, which was then whipped away from under my feet like a rug.

      Then, blackness.

      This time, when I came to my senses, I found myself unbound and standing in the moody chamber in which Noctis and I had had our bloods mingled. I was back in my standard Rank One robes again; my blood spattered armor gone. Noctis had vanished too, though I could feel the dull warmth of the onyx crystal emanating from where it hung around my neck.

      The place was empty except for Tanila and Dasyr. The two strange women had their hoods up once more, but I could now see their bright eyes—gold for Dasyr, blue for Tanila—burning in the darkness of their cowls.

      “How do you feel?” Tanila asked me.

      I took a deep breath and considered this question.

      I feel…

      I feel…

      “I feel like… I feel like fucking Steve Rogers!” I said.

      It was the first thing that leaped to my mind just then; the only analogy that I could use. I’d gone suddenly from drab to fab, in the same way that spindly Steve Rogers became Captain America. I felt like I was suddenly walking taller.

      A Marvel comic book universe reference was probably not the analogy most likely to strike a chord with Tanila and Dasyr—despite the ironic fact that the pair of them looked like they could have quite happily stepped out of Guardians of the Galaxy—and I was predictably greeted with blank looks.

      “I mean,” I said, trying to break the feeling down in my own head so that I could clarify it to myself, as much as the two robed women. “I mean, I feel… powerful. Like there’s storm running through my veins.” I rubbed my stubbly jaw as I sought for words.

      “You think you have an inkling as to how a dammed-up river must feel?” Dasyr put forward. “You can feel the built-up force behind you, waiting to be unleashed?”

      I nodded. The woman had a way with words. “That’s exactly it,” I said. “It’s like every sinew and bit of muscle in my body has been carved out of raw potential.”

      I flexed my hand. I pulled the sleeve of my shirt up and prodded at my forearm muscle. It might have been carved out of oak, and I wasn’t even tensing. I had been in good condition before this, what with the hours and hours of training I had put myself through every day, but this was different. Admittedly, my muscles had definitely taken on more definition and mass, but it was the intrinsic strength that I could feel inside them that was the most noticeable change.

      I could have walked into any octagon on Earth with utter confidence right then. I could have faced Conor McGregor, Alistair Overeem, and Khabib ‘The Eagle’ Nurmagomedov under the bright lights of Vegas and been completely certain of annihilating all three of them.

      “I swear, I can even see… and hear better than I could before,” I said musingly.

      “I don’t doubt it,” said Tanila. “As we said, you share the strengths of your dragon now.”

      I took a long, slow sniff of air. Even the simple act of smelling seemed to have been enhanced for me. In some way that I lacked the eloquence to describe, I was able to sift the air for scents like a prospector might swill his pan for flecks of gold.

      Now that my nose possessed this acuity, I couldn’t imagine having ever lived without it. I could scent the animal fat in the candle, could tell that it had been taken from a cow or an ox—though how my brain made this assumption when I hadn’t ever seen an ox was a mystery to me. I could smell the dry dust of the cavernous room we were standing in, could smell the distant minerally tang of the water flowing through the rock of this subterranean place.

      “Shit, but I feel alive,” I said. “Is this what makes dragonmancers so formidable? This feeling of invincibility and virility?”

      “Yes, this is why we undergo the Transfusion Ceremony,” Tanila said. “That feeling is what it means to be a dragonmancer.”

      With a lazy wave of her hand, Dasyr conjured a portal out of the air, the fabric of reality parting with a wet, tearing sound.

      “It is worth remembering, Earthling,” she said, “that though you may feel invincible, this is not the case. Bravery is an important cornerstone tenet for the dragonmancer, but it is not everything. Prudence, a sanguine mind in the face of adversity, logic, and humbleness are also extremely important.”

      I walked over to the portal. I could see a hazy image of my dormitory room through the wavering opening. Saya and Elenari weren’t there anymore.

      I glanced back at the two enigmatic women.

      “I guess this is my cue to get out of your hair, huh?” I asked.

      Tanila’s shining ice-chip eyes narrowed in a way that suggested she was smiling.

      “This is your cue to go out and build your legend, Michael Noctis,” she said.

      “No pressure then,” I said with a grin. “Wish me luck.”

      As I stepped into the portal, which would take me back to the Drako Academy and the new and exciting world that I now found myself a part of, I heard Dasyr say, “Luck cannot be wished into being, Michael Noctis, it must be forged out of the fires of necessity.”

      That, I thought, as I stepped down into the dorm room and the portal sucked closed behind me, was a badass exit line!
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      The significance of what I had actually achieved by beating the six-headed sinbeast was, as it often is in these sort of intense situations, lost on me at the time. However, as I looked around the quiet and comfortable dormitory room,  it seeped slowly through my consciousness.

      That hadn’t just been the most insane and otherworldly fight that I had ever been in, that had been the Transfusion Ceremony.

      I had been bonded, intravenously, to a real-life dragon…

      My blood had mingled with a creature that, up until only a few days ago, I would have only expected to see after ingesting bath salts or bad acid.

      I held my hand up to my face once again, as if I expected to see the difference, see the glow of dragonfire coursing through my veins. But, barring a couple of little circular white scars on my wrists where the supernatural crystalline tubes had punctured my skin, my hands looked just as they ever did.

      I poured myself a cup of Lightning Cider, a jug of which had been thoughtfully left out on a thaumaturgical hotplate to keep warm, and plonked myself gratefully onto one of the low couches surrounding the firepit.

      So, I thought, a little dazedly, I’m in.

      I took a sip of the Lightning Cider and felt that special brew battling with the deep-seated fatigue that wrapped my body. Now that I was sitting and was able to catch my breath, I felt the low hum of muscle weariness enveloping me.

      The individual components of the scrap with the sinbeast might not have been the most taxing—requiring skills of interpretation and cool logic almost more than combat skills—but it had been prolonged. Being on edge for so long, wondering when something covered in hair and claws was going to jump out with the express idea of liberating my internal organs from the confines of my abdomen, had taken a mental strain as well as a physical one. I had been as tense as an electric wire the whole time, my brain on high alert for any sign or sound of something evil creeping in my direction, my muscles stretched taut and ready to spring into action. It had been draining.

      I leaned my head back, exhaled, and grinned up at the ceiling.

      Michael Noctis: Dragonmancer.

      Ah, actually, that’s Michael Noctis, I reminded myself.

      I couldn’t deny it, it sounded better. More the sort of name you could imagine seeing on a plaque under a large statue in the town square, maybe?

      I shook my head and chuckled.

      “Maybe, you better slow your roll, boy,” I said to myself. “You’ve a fucking ways to go yet, I’ll bet. This is doubtless just the tip of one hell of an iceberg.”

      Speaking of tips and icebergs…

      “Elenari and Saya might be knocked up, man,” I said to myself, feeling my stomach tighten. “That might throw a spanner in the works as far as my training is concerned. I wonder what the Drako Academy policy is as far as making milfs of your female colleagues goes?”

      Try as I might, as I sat there with my mulled drink, I couldn’t get my head around how the fuck they could have gone from naught to pregnant over night. It simply made no biological sense.

      Biological sense! my brain crowbarred in at this juncture. You’re still thinking like an Earthling. You just defeated a ravening six-headed beast hand-picked from the Nightmare All-Stars, and you’re still laboring under the impression that anything you used to know holds any sway in this world.

      My noggin had a point. What if, despite everything I thought I knew about the birds and the bees, I was going to become a father? Was I ready?

      I guessed it didn’t really make any difference whether I was ready or not. What was going to be was going to be. I’d just have to do the best I could when the future came a-knocking.

      One thing’s for damn sure, I thought vehemently, I’m going to take responsibility and do better at this fathering business than my old man.

      I took a sip of Lightning Cider and swilled it around my mouth thoughtfully. I’d been so excited to tell my roomies that I’d passed and that we were officially fellow dragonmancers and colleagues. Now though, now that I had passed that particular test, I was struck by the fact that the three of us might have a quite different sort of trial ahead of us.

      Still, we were dragonmancers, we could get through this sort of thing if anyone could.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I muttered. I drained my cup and refilled it.

      I sat quietly for a while, just resting. I savored the many complexities of the Lightning Cider that my Noctis-heightened senses of taste and smell allowed me to enjoy now.

      It was as I put my feet up on the edge of the firepit, toying with the idea of catching a quick catnap, when there came one of the little messenger-drakes—the tiny dragons that acted as interpersonal couriers for the Crystal Spire and the surrounding castle grounds.

      The messenger-drake, as shiny and bright a green as a Jackson Chameleon, landed in front of me. It looked a bit exhausted, as if the little creature had had to come farther than it was wont to, and fast. Its wings drooped tiredly as it alighted, and it yawned, showing a mouthful of spiny little teeth. It looked up at me expectantly through sparkling black eyes.

      “Deliver your message then, buddy,” I said.

      The little dragon hiccuped a couple of times, and then spewed a small gout of fire into the firepit. The fire took shape and morphed into the upper torso of a truly stunning woman.

      The woman had the aquiline, slightly otherworldly features of a runway model. She had a long neck and wore her long hair in intricate braids.  As the fire blossomed a little more, the message was brought into technicolor, and I saw that the woman’s skin was pale, her hair silver and her almond-shaped eyes mismatched—one was a bright greenish-blue of a robin’s egg, the other a ruby red. As the image refined further, I made out something huge in the background.

      It was a giant bone-white dragon slumbering in a meadow.

      “Michael Noctis,” the woman said, “newly appointed dragonmancer of the Mystocean Empire, I am the Seer, Claire.”

      The Seer! The Seer whose prophecy compelled Elenari to come to Earth and find me? I thought she was supposed to be a dusty relic? Ancient as—

      But the woman was talking again, and my thoughts shut themselves off.

      “Presently, I am residing in my orchard, the Augury Grove. I am here with your friends and fellow warriors, Elenari and Saya.”

      “Shit, I hope they’re okay,” I muttered out loud.

      “They are fine,” Claire the Seer said.

      “We can communicate through this message?” I asked, wondering how else she could have heard me.

      “No, we cannot,” the Seer said. “I have simply foreseen what you would ask, and have answered those questions in this message.”

      “Weird,” I said.

      And she chuckled. “Your women, Saya and Elenari, are more than fine, in fact.”

      My women? That was a weird way to refer to the pair, but then this was very much a pre-modern world.

      “They are,” Claire continued, “as they both assumed, with child. What is more, it would seem that these infants are not ordinary children… They are dragonlings.”

      “What?!”

      Claire smiled. “All will be explained when you arrive here.”

      “I’m going to you? I don’t even know where the hell your glade is.”

      “Doubtless your coterie will be able to point you in the right direction,” Claire said.

      The flaming message flickered and faded, and the figure vanished. With a little snort that sounded very much like a sigh, the messenger-drake took off and disappeared.

      I was on my feet before I knew what I was doing.

      I summoned Noctis from his crystal home. My dragon pawed the ground impatiently, his claws leaving long grooves in the rug. Clearly, he was picking up on my agitation.

      “The only question there’s time for is this one: where the fuck is this Augury Grove?” I asked. I still wasn’t used to Noctis speaking to me, so I was a little surprised when he answered.

      “I can take you there,” replied the Onyx Dragon. “I once lived many moons ago in this world, and I still bear memories of this grove.”

      “You think it’s the same place?”

      Noctis nodded his head.

      “What’s the quickest way out of here?” I wondered aloud, and this time, Noctis didn’t provide me with an answer. I glanced over at the floor-to-ceiling windows leading onto the balcony. “We can’t fly up, but I bet we can fly down.”

      I considered simply flying through the glass windows but figured that, while theatrical, it would probably get me into trouble, so I thrust them open before I mounted Noctis. I gave Noctis the mental spurs, and we leapt over the balcony.

      Noctis ripped through the chill night air like a sable thunderbolt. We passed by the Crystal Spire on our right and the town proper on our left before we headed out toward the Eldritch Forest. In the bright moonlight, I spied a foaming silver river below us at the same time that Noctis banked to follow it. The river snaked its way up into the steep, wooded tors that overlooked the town.

      Within three minutes, Noctis dropped his right wing and began to circle down, aiming at a large natural orchard set on the edge of a cliff. In the midst of this orchard, by the side of a still pool, was a quaint lime-washed cottage with a small apple tree growing out of the thatch.

      Noctis landed and, before he had even come to complete halt, I had slid off his back and was moving toward the house.

      As I ran for the house, three female figures had emerged from inside.

      The woman in the lead was obviously the ethereally stunning Seer, Claire. She smiled at me as I jogged up to meet them. She was even more spell-bindingly attractive in real life. Everything about her seemed to radiate health and prosperity and wisdom. She looked like Galadriel on vacation. She was dressed in a simple dress of white that trailed through the meadow grass behind like a train of summer clouds.

      “I’m not going to lie to you, Claire,” I said, standing before her, “I imagined you to be old as hell.”

      The Seer smiled even more widely, and I suddenly became aware of the slight crow’s-feet at the corners of her mismatched eyes.

      “But I am, as you put it, old as hell,” she said.

      She stepped aside then, and I saw Elenari and Saya walking slowly over to us. To my astonishment, both dragonmancers looked as if they were about seven months pregnant. They were dressed in sheer shifts, and I could clearly see the curvature of their bellies pressing against the thin material. I couldn’t help but notice their large dark nipples through the semi-transparent fabric—Elenari’s were particularly noticeable against the pallor of her fair skin. Both womens’ breasts also looked swollen and larger. This was saying something as far as Saya was concerned, because she was already sporting a rack that would have left Sofia Vergara green with envy.

      I walked over to the two women, trying not to stare at just how insanely pregnant they looked, and kissed them both on the cheeks. The three of us exchanged slightly bashful, slightly disbelieving grins.

      I turned back to Claire, the Seer, and my brow furrowed a little as I recalled her words in the message.

      “In your communication,” I said, “you mentioned that these offspring would be dragonlings. What does that mean?”

      The Seer beamed at me, stared up into the dusky sky, and sighed happily. Then her mismatched eyes came back down to earth to focus on me.

      “You can be assured,” she said in her fluting voice, “that they will be dragons.”

      I blinked dumbfoundedly.

      “Dragons?” I said. “As in dragon,” and I pointed at Noctis, “dragons?”

      The Seer nodded happily.

      I turned to Elenari and Saya. Both women looked extremely composed for two people who had been told that they were carrying fire-breathing reptiles within them.

      “Can you believe it?” Elenari asked me.

      “It is truly unbelievable,” Saya said, cradling her stomach.

      “Mike, you’ve given us such a gift,” the red-headed elf added.

      All I could do was smile. Despite myself, that smile turned into a broad grin.

      “You’re sure about this?” I asked the Seer.

      “I have seen this in my visions,” Claire affirmed, “though I couldn’t believe it until now, not until I had confirmed it with my own eyes and certain potions and incantations.”

      “So, what? We’ve solved the whole dragon repopulation problem just like that?” I asked incredulously. “How can that be?”

      The Seer turned her eerie mismatched eyes on me. In her excitement, the red one glowed with heat that conjured images of dragonfire, while the blue eye shone with the cold fire that you might attribute to the heart of a star.

      Claire’s face, as flawless and smooth and beautiful as any countenance that I had ever seen, was lit suddenly by the light of the rising moon.

      “It is possible,” she said in a soft, weighty voice, “because you, Michael, Bearer of Noctis, Dragonmancer of the Mystocean Empire… are a Dragon Breeder!”

      

      
        
        End of Book 1

      

      

      Thanks for reading! I’ll start working on book 2 when this hits triple digit reviews. Please leave a review here and let me know you want more.

      

      You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page.
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Facebook Fan Group

      You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page.

      

  




Follow me on Amazon

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

  




Immortal Swordslinger

      Have you read my martial arts fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon.

      

  




Bone Lord

      Do you like characters with a darker shade of magic? Bone Lord is my necromancer adult fantasy. Check it out on Amazon.

      

      I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.
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      Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.

      

      You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com
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