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      “Hold on a second,” I said, looking from Claire the Seer, to Elenari, to Saya, and back to Claire again. “A dragon breeder? What the hell is a dragon breeder? And how are you absolutely sure that I am one?”

      The Seer, Claire, tipped her head to one side and regarded me out of her mismatched, almond-shaped eyes: one a greenish-blue, the other a glowing ruby red. They were eyes that reminded me of The Matrix, when Morpheus offers old Keanu Reeves the red or the blue pill.

      Something told me that I was about to get sucked down my very own bizarre rabbit hole in the near future, whether I wanted to or not.

      “You are indubitably a dragon breeder, Michael Noctis,” Claire said in her fluting, sure voice. It was a voice as calm and kind as summer, and there was not a trace of doubt in it. “As I said before, I myself would not have believed it were it not for the evidence of my own eyes. Not to mention the incantations I have spoken over your two female companions and the potions I have given them.”

      Claire was as tall, slender, and long-limbed as any Milanese catwalk model. Her skin was milky pale and flawless, her braided hair an otherworldly silver color. As I had noted when I first met her, she looked like Galadriel after a day at the spa. What with the long, trailing white dress that she wore, it might have been fairer to compare her to Galadriel if she were to enter the Eurovision song contest.

      “You’re saying that the proof is, uh, in the pudding, so to speak?” I asked her.

      Claire grinned and inclined her head.

      “Watch who you’re calling ‘pudding,’ buster,” Saya said to me in a warning voice.

      I looked over at the gorgeous and tanned, blue-eyed blonde bombshell. Even when she looked seven months pregnant, she still reminded me of Pamela Anderson as an Amazonian warrior.

      I raised my hands and smiled at her. I had seen Saya literally squeeze a man in half with nothing but her prodigious strength. It would be a foolish man indeed who pissed her off, especially now that she had a bun in the oven.

      “Hey, you’d know that was a compliment if you knew how much I love pudding,” I said.

      Saya gave a little snort of laughter and shook her head.

      There was a dull rumble, like distant thunder, and the Seer’s dragon wended its way out from behind her quaint lime-washed cottage. The apple tree that grew out from the thatched roof quivered as the dragon’s furry flank brushed against it. Even though it was the dead of night, the bright moon illuminated the little glade.

      The Seer’s dragon was the largest I had yet seen. It was about twenty-five feet long and five feet wide and covered in bone-white fur. A long neck tapered into a pointed face like that of an arctic fox. It had huge paws, rather than the usual reptilian clawed feet. A pair of long, ebony teeth protruded from its upper jaw and overlapped its lower lip. It reminded me of Falkor, the big, fluffy dragon from The Neverending Story. Falkor’s bigger, more badass cousin.

      “Ah, Sonos,” the Seer said, laying a long hand on her dragon’s snout as it came and lay next to her. “You’re glad to be here to witness such a thing as this, are you? Luck Dragon that you are, it’s no surprise that you would find yourself at such a portentous moment in time.”

      Luck Dragon? Well, that made the comparison to Falkor all the more apt since he was a Luck Dragon, too.

      Sonos growled a subterranean growl, which I took to be a sound of assent. Its long neck snaked out, and it dipped its muzzle in the crystal pond that we stood by and began to drink.

      “Seer,” Elenari said, watching the fantastic beast out of her bright jade eyes as it slurped up gallons of water in a single mouthful, “are you sure that we can stay here with you until… Until the dragonlings are born?”

      I realized then that Elenari—as brave and badass a woman as I had ever met—looked a little worried.

      “It’s just… Will we not get in trouble with our commanding officers back at the Spire?” She ran a hand through her auburn hair, tucking a loose copper-colored strand behind one pointed elven ear. “We have stringent training schedules to keep to and duties to perform.”

      I might have known. The elf woman was not worried about the whole giving birth thing. She was more concerned about how much of a bollocking Sergeant Milena or Lieutenant Kaleen could be expected to rain down on her and Saya if they missed too many Drako Academy classes.

      “You will be safe here in Augury Grove,” the Seer said. “Safe from the disgruntlement of your superiors, and safe from other, more malicious, things. My little parcel of land, my orchard, may nestle against the tors and woods of the Eldritch Forest—a name that is black in the minds of many who do not know it—but there is a magic here that will protect you. Besides, I have a special dispensation from the Empress herself. Should your superiors find themselves displeased with your absence, then I will speak with them.”

      I nodded. That sounded good to me—even if the casual mention of “other, more malicious things” struck a less than promising note.

      “That’s all well and good,” I said, focusing my attention back on the Seer, “but let’s clarify things for those in the cheap seats. What exactly is a dragon breeder? I’m presuming, with my Holmes-like powers of deduction, that it’s a guy capable—somehow—of knocking chicks up with dragon babies? That about right?”

      The Seer extended a pale arm and indicated the two very beautiful, very pregnant, female dragonmancers standing next to me.

      “Your language is a little earthy,” she said, “but I would say that you have captured the gist of the thing. As I said before, the evidence before our eyes speaks for itself. However, allow me a brief demonstration.”

      She turned her ethereal attention on the two pregnant ladies dressed in matching shifts of sheer, white material, through which the bulge of their heavy breasts and their enlarged nipples could easily be made out.

      “Saya, Elenari,” Claire said, “if you would be so kind as to summon your dragons?”

      Instantly, two more dragons materialized to join Noctis and Sonos. One was Elenari’s Emerald Dragon, Gharmon, who was a lovely female dragon with scales that flashed and gleamed like new leaves in the daytime. The other creature was Scopula, the Gargoyle Dragon that had been bonded with Saya. She was a wedge-headed, dark gray beast with a low-slung body set upon legs that one might describe—though not around Saya—as stumpy.

      As the two new dragons appeared, Sonos continued to drink from the pond without looking up. Noctis’ head moved this way and that on his sinuous sable neck for a moment or two as he took in the newly arrived dragons. After a second’s appraisal, my dragon went back to cleaning his claws.

      “So, you see, here we have two male dragons,” said Claire, indicating Sonos and Noctis, “and two female dragons.” She pointed at Gharmon and Scopula. “In most other creatures, you might expect increased interest between the sexes. Dragons are at least, if not more, as intelligent as we are, and yet they consider each other with the same respect whether they are female or male.”

      “You’re saying that they’re like that dude from Game of Thrones who looks like an egg,” I said. “The guy with no sex-drive.” I snapped my fingers a couple of times, trying to recall the word I was looking for. “A eunuch,” I said after a couple of seconds.

      Claire gave a little smile and said, “Your specific reference is lost on me, Michael Noctis. But I understand what a eunuch is, and yes, you might say that dragons are supremely unconcerned when it comes to procreation.”

      “But, I’ve seen Noctis sort of flirting with Saya’s dragon, Scopula,” I said. “In our dorm room, the two of them were definitely paying attention to one another.”

      The Seer gave me a penetrating look—and when someone who can look into the future gives you one of those, it really cuts to the heart of you, let me tell you.

      “Tell me,” she said, “what were you and Saya doing at that moment in time?”

      It didn’t take me long to rifle through my thoughts and remember that. In fact, if my brain had been a drawer, that memory would have been at the top, not down at the bottom with the loose change, forgotten bits of candy, and miscellaneous keys.

      “We were, ah… We were about to, you know… Make the beast with two backs…” I cursed myself for not answering with more confidence, but the Seer’s intense stare had me weak in the knees.

      Claire nodded sagely. “You see, that makes perfect sense. You and your dragons are bonded. They are extremely sensitive creatures for all their ferocity and size. Just as a horse can feel a fly land on its back, so a dragon can pick up on the slightest fluctuations and changes in the mood and emotions of its rider. Because of this, because of the bond you share, they often mimic how you feel. They would not have been showing interest in each other for their own sake. It would have been more about mirroring the pre-coital tensions that were building between you and Dragonmancer Saya.”

      I nodded, not quite sure how to respond to this admittedly intriguing bit of information.

      “Why?” I blurted out suddenly.

      “Why what?” the Seer asked politely.

      I cleared my throat, looked at my two beautiful fellow dragonmancers, and said, “You know, I just don’t understand why they wouldn’t be interested. Not caring about getting laid doesn’t seem like much of a survival trait in my book. Or much fun.”

      Elenari giggled and looked at me. “You’re a hot-blooded Earthling, Mike,” she said.

      I winked at her.

      “Have they ever had the desire to engage in a bit of whoopie?” I asked. “Or is the lack of desire one of nature’s great ironies?”

      Claire’s smile was wide and white under the light of the waxing moon. “You are so much more than just a warrior, aren’t you?” she said softly to herself. “It is true dragons have never procreated in the usual manner. They are ancient beasts that regenerate in much the same that phoenixes do. Even when they die, they are not always dead in the way that we would think.”

      “So how do they multiply, then?” I asked.

      The Seer regarded me through her eerie, otherworldly eyes. In the moonlight, they sparkled like gemstones.

      “It is a tightly kept secret, known only to a handful of men and women in this world,” she said eventually, “that there have been certain male dragonmancers, throughout our history, who possessed a potent seed.”

      “I’m guessing you’re referring to partly hydrogenated ballbag oil, rather than an actual seed, right?” I said drily.

      “Yes,” Claire said simply.

      I nodded. I could see well enough where this was going.

      “So, I’m one of these rare male dragonmancers who has the ability to produce dragons?” I asked.

      Claire nodded. Sonos finished drinking, raised his dripping snout from the pond, and regarded me with extremely intelligent eyes. Water trickled from his furred muzzle like drops of mercury.

      “You are one of these rare individuals,” Claire confirmed. “An individual who has the ability to harness and channel the creative magic of our world to produce new magical beasts.”

      There was silence then. The only sound was the gentle hiss of the wind through the long grass of the orchard. Part of my brain wondered at why it wasn’t colder than it was.

      When Noctis and I had flown to Augury Grove, the air had been biting and chill. Here, in the Seer’s private little slice of alpine paradise, it seemed that a little pocket of late afternoon temperature lingered. It should have been cold, since we were high in the craggy hills surrounding the Crystal Spire, the castle below, and the town of Drakereach below that.

      The air was full of the lush, slightly alcoholic scent of fallen apples. It made me hanker for a nice tall mug of cider—the normal boozy kind, not Lightning Cider, which was the Mystocean Empire’s version of a strong coffee.

      “Mike,” Noctis’ deep, relaxed voice echoed through the telepathic pathways of my mind, “this ability, this skill that you possess. It, like all rare things, may present a danger to you.”

      I was getting more accustomed to Noctis projecting his thoughts directly into my brain. It had come as quite a shock to be sure, the first time that he had spoken, using the telepathy we shared. It had been on the evening that, on the way home from Drakereach with our squads, Saya had taken out a thief and I had found the weird crystal he had been attempting to steal. That had been followed by a fight with gray-clad ninja warriors that Elenari and Saya believed were part of some guild called the Bloodletters.

      Despite our bonding at the Transfusion Ceremony, it still felt strange that someone could just beam their deliberations right into the privacy of your mind without giving you even a microsecond’s chance to prepare yourself.

      However, according to Penelope, the Knowledge Sprite who had inducted me into the workings of the Grand Library and the Training Halls, Noctis and I shared a strong bond—and that surely had to be a good thing.

      “What d’you mean?” I asked, my thoughts linking and merging with the dragon’s as fluidly, easily, and naturally as one breath followed another.

      “I mean what I say,” Noctis said, in his imperiously pragmatic tone, which I imagined was shared by all dragons. “I mean that, just as there is great potential for you to help the Mystocean Empire with your gift, it also holds the possibility to bring out the very worst in your kind.”

      “I suppose it’s like any new resource or weapon,” I replied mentally. “There will always be a bunch of assholes that are looking to exploit it or harness it.”

      “You speak the truth,” my dragon said, looking at me out of one ancient yellow eye. “It is my experience that elves, men, and all other humanoid races rarely think in terms of what is good over a relatively long period of time. They are far too concerned with furthering their own fleeting ambitions, with what they can achieve in their meager lifespans.”

      “Tread carefully and keep this under my hat for as long as possible then, you think?” I asked.

      Noctis ducked his equine head. “It always pays to tread carefully, dragon rider,” he said, the thought bouncing weightily around the inside of my skull, as if he had put a special emphasis on it. “It’s too late to wish that you had walked more cautiously when you are plummeting from the cliff edge.”

      “Hold on one second,” I said to Claire as the import of the Seer’s words permeated my busy mind and mingled with Noctis’ warning. “Surely, if there are no more dragons being born, and I can somehow breed them, well, that’s a bit of a big deal, right?”

      “Just a little bit of a big deal,” Saya said, her words dripping with syrupy sarcasm. She rested a hand on her swollen belly.

      “An important event such as this only happens once every millennium or so,” Elenari said with an air of theatrical indifference. “Nothing to write home about, really.” She smirked at me.

      “Ha-ha-ha, you two,” I said, looking from statuesque blonde to athletic redhead, “but this is exactly my goddamn point. If I’ve got this ability, surely that’s going to excite comment amongst the high and the mighty.”

      Claire looked at me thoughtfully. “I imagine those on the Martial Council might have some strong opinions, were they to learn of it.”

      “Right,” I said, my imagination running away freely now that it had got going, “so that means I could inadvertently become some sort of fucking career sperm donor, couldn’t I?”

      “What are you talking about, Mike?” Saya asked, leaning against Scopula.

      “I’m talking about me being harnessed up like a fucking dairy cow somewhere,” I said, this terrifying though growing larger in my mind’s eye until it was all I could see. “Milked and pumped of this magical seed that my nuts are supposed to be producing, then left to recuperate before being drained again—all for the good of the Empire, I imagine.”

      Elenari gave a little disbelieving laugh at my somewhat melodramatic description, but the Seer, Claire, looked thoughtful.

      “The Seer sees the truth in your words,” Noctis said, his thoughts only discernible to me.

      “Exaggerated as your language is, Michael Noctis,” Claire said, “it carries a grain of truth. There are sure to be those within the Empire, as well as beyond its borders, that would think they alone know how best to make use of this gift of yours.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I said. “And you know how things go when people in positions of power begin doing things ‘for the greater good.’ Next thing you know, you’re up to your eyebrows in maniacal dictators, there are all sorts of fucked up plots and schemes coming out of the woodwork, and screwy individuals start to have vastly different views on the pros and cons of genocide.”

      “Which is why I suggest we keep this development a secret,” the Seer said. “A secret that is known unto only those gathered here.”

      “That’s a strong second from me,” I said.

      “You can count on us, of course, Mike,” Saya said.

      Elenari put her hand on her belly. Her green eyes blazed. “We’ll tell no one, Mike,” she said.

      I believed them too. And, if the dragonmancers were going to keep their lips buttoned up tighter than a fish’s asshole, I had no worries about their dragons letting anything slip, even to other dragons.

      “They will say nothing,” Noctis said to me, in a voice that brooked no argument.

      “Now, as much as I wish to hope the Empire will not use you in the way that you fear—” Claire began to say.

      “By hooking my dong up to a jacking off machine and ejaculating me until my balls are the size of raisins?” I interjected, unable to keep the mental image from my mind.

      “Ye-es,” Claire said slowly. “Well, as much as I hope you do not find yourself in that highly uncomfortable-sounding position, it would be remiss of me not to say that I think the Mystocean Empire will make use of you in some other way.”

      “We are, essentially, soldiers,” Elenari said. “We are weapons. Tools. To be used in whatever way our commanding officers or, indeed, the Empress see fit.”

      “That is the truth of the matter, of course,” the Seer said. “That is why you are born. That is why you are trained. That is why you are bonded with your dragons. That is why, some of you, will die.” Her piercing alien gaze shifted between us, her mismatched eyes glittering with an almost bottomless perception.

      There’s a lot of wheels turning in that head of hers, I thought. There are a lot of plans revolving.

      “With regards to this ability, with regards to your seed,” the Seer said, “I will bestow a warning upon you—a little piece of advice.”

      I looked away then, briefly. There were few things that made me uncomfortable, but I had to admit that listening to someone talk about your jizz in such a familiar way was probably one of them. I gazed around at the peaceful meadow, at the little cottage with its chimney smoking cozily, at the old, bent apple trees, at the forested mountains looming above.

      “What’s the advice, Claire?” I asked, a little stiffly.

      “I believe there may be a limitation of sorts when it comes to your seed,” the Seer said.

      “How does she know this?” Noctis asked, his questioning forming in the forefront of my mind as if I had thought it up myself.

      “How do you know this?” I asked Claire, playing the part of my Onyx Dragon’s mouthpiece.

      “I have gathered information and material on this matter through abstruse ways,” the Seer said, her eyes gazing off the edge of the cliff on which her little homestead sat. “I have mustered and marshaled knowledge through dreams, visions, and through scrying from afar.”

      I nodded, trying not to let my skepticism show on my face. “Dreams and visions, huh?” I said. “I know you’re a professional seer and stuff, but that sounds a little wooly.”

      “It’s said that there are books and scrolls on this matter,” Saya said, “but they are locked away, buried deep in the catacombs of the Sacred Library.”

      “Sacred Library?” I asked.

      “It is the chief depository of the Mystocean Empire’s knowledge,” Elenari said. “Located in the capital, Wyverngarth.”

      “It’s whispered among the recruits that even those dusty old crusts who call themselves the Lorekeepers have never laid eyes on those particular scrolls,” Saya said. She patted Scopula’s stony head, and the dragon sighed and closed its eyes.

      “And those rumors are quite true,” the Seer said. “None have seen those scrolls, not for centuries.”

      “Why?” I asked. “They sound pretty damned important to me.”

      “Like I said,” Saya replied, “they are under lock, and the key has been lost.”

      “Oh, right,” I said. “Sorry, I thought you were kind of waxing lyrical on me. There’s actually a key required to get to them and find out the definite truth of this matter?”

      “That’s right,” said Claire. “These scrolls and parchments are mentioned in a book as being drawn in the blood of an Onyx Dragon.”

      “Like Noctis?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said the Seer. “Which, as you know, means that they are imbued with Chaos Magic—one of the most potent forms of magic in this world. These scrolls are said to contain the secrets of our history. The secrets of how dragonmancers came to rule this part of our world. People speculate as to whether the secret of how to stop the extinction of the dragons and their magic is written in those scrolls too.”

      “Sounds like the sort of knowledge that any right-thinking monarch would want to get their hands on,” I said.

      “You’re not wrong there, Mike,” Elenari said. She lowered herself gingerly into the fragrant meadow grass and leaned against the flank of Gharmon. The Emerald Dragon put a protective foreleg around her.

      “There is a special band of treasure hunters who answer only to the Empress Cyrene,” Elenari continued as Claire wandered away toward the edge of the cliff that looked across at the topmost battlement of the Crystal Spire. “These treasure hunters are known as the Wardens of Artifice.”

      “Bit wordy,” I said, and Saya smiled.

      “They are more commonly known as the Wardens,” Elenari said, managing to stop rolling her eyes with extreme difficulty. “The men at arms sometimes belittle them by calling them the Locksmiths.”

      “Why belittle them?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s seen as a pretty cushy detail, being picked for the Wardens,” Saya said. “They basically ride about the land on horseback searching for this key, following up on clues and rumored whispers. Hardly carries the same threat as going into battle, does it?”

      “If one of these Wardens were ever to find this key though,” I said, “that could prove to be the most valuable piece of information in the Mystocean Empire. Very valuable.”

      “The key word there, I think,” Elenari said, “is ‘if.’”

      A sharp clap stopped this conversation.

      The three of us looked over to where Claire stood at the edge of the cliff. The pale woman was silhouetted against the night sky and the stars. Her long white dress flew like a battle standard in the breeze that shipped across the cliff face.

      “This is all irrelevant talk,” she said firmly. “I need to conduct a few other tests on these two women before the dragonlings are born, to have complete certainty that Mike’s powerful seed is responsible for the conceptions.”

      “I doubt it’s something that they had for breakfast,” I quipped.

      “Be that as it may,” the Seer said, “I need to know for certain that you are who, and what, we presume you to be.”

      These words brought another question bubbling up to the surface of my mind. One that I could not believe I had failed to ask as soon as my feet touched terra firma.

      “How long?” I asked. “How long until we can expect the dragonlings—if that’s what they are—to be born?”

      Elenari and Saya looked fixedly at Claire.

      The Seer touched a finger to her full lips, pondering. “I would say that they will gestate for only a few more days, possibly less than that. Dragonlings grow and flourish quickly. They are conceived with survival and strength in mind.”

      I looked questioningly at the two warrior women across from me, suddenly a little awkward.

      What was the MO here? What was the modus operandi usually in a situation like this?

      “Do you need me to… Should I… Would you like me to, you know, wait around and… stuff?” I asked, my words coming out of my mouth in fits and starts.

      “No,” Claire said.

      I looked over at the ethereal seer and saw that she had turned back to look at the sky again.

      “No?” I asked. I looked back at Elenari and Saya. “Are you sure? That doesn’t really strike me as the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      Saya actually started chuckling at that.

      “What?” I said.

      “You are no gentleman!” she choked, slapping her muscular thigh.

      Elenari giggled.

      “Well, look, you know what I mean, don’t you?” I said. “I just mean that I feel an obligation to stay here and look after you two. Protect you.”

      Saya’s laughter redoubled.

      Elenari raised a sharp eyebrow at me. “Protection? Do you not recall how we met, Mike?”

      I sure did. It wasn’t many people who broke the ice by eviscerating a fleeing criminal in front of your eyes, but Elenari was one of them. That display of ferocity straight out of the gate had, unsurprisingly, stuck in my memory bank.

      “And do you not remember who we are—what we are?” Saya said, wiping a tear of mirth from the corner of one beautiful blue eye. “We’re bloody dragonmancers, Mike. We can take care of ourselves just fine.”

      Elenari tossed a pebble at me in a good-natured way, and I caught it. She grinned at me. “It was a very sweet offer though, Mike,” she said, her perfect elven teeth shining white in the light of the moon.

      “Besides,” Claire said, “you, Michael Noctis, need to ensure that no one knows about this for as long as we can contain the secret.”

      “True,” I said, “and that won’t happen if those little bundles of joy, Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen, miss all three of us in our lesson, right?”

      “Correct,” said the Seer.

      “If Sergeant Milena or Lieutenant Kaleen were to hear of this,” I asked Claire, “what would they do?”

      “A fair question,” Saya said.

      ”If they were to discover what has happened, that there are two dragonmancers who are carrying what most probably are going to turn out to be dragonlings?” the Seer asked. “That the male dragon rider who has just proved himself and been let into the ranks of the Dragonmancers also harbors the ability to create said dragonlings?”

      “Yes that,” Elenari said, with a bite of impatience in her voice.

      Claire pursed her perfect lips. “Mike will be whisked off to the Overseer and the Martial Council. Once they are satisfied with what he tells them, he would likely be subjected to all kinds of experiments by the Lorekeepers .”

      I held up my hands. “In that case, you hardass ladies are on your own. I’m very fond of you, but if leaving you here while I act like nothing’s happened means saving myself from being probed—potentially physically, as well as mentally—by some dried-up old farts in robes, then that’s what I’m going to do.”

      Elenari laughed. “The Lorekeepers don’t wear robes.”

      “Their name makes it sound like they should,” I said.

      “There has been, I think, enough talk this evening,” the Seer said, walking back over to the three of us. “Why don’t we make our way inside my cottage? We can pull up chairs by the fire and talk of less consequential matters. I have a pot of quite passable stew simmering over the fire.”

      At the mention of stew my stomach gave a little, hopeful gurgle. “I could eat,” I said.

      The Seer took me by the arm and steered me toward the house. “Excellent,” she said dreamily, “I thought that you would be a man of appetites.”

      Is that an innuendo? I thought.

      “Have you ever had slow-cooked roc, Michael?” Claire asked me as we walked slowly toward the house, Elenari and Saya following behind.

      “Roc? As in the enormous legendary bird of prey that was said to be able to carry away whole elephants to munch on? That kind of roc?”

      “Yes,” Claire replied.

      “Oh,” I said. “No. I can’t say that I have. The closest I’ve gotten to that is probably KFC.”

      “KFC?” the Seer asked as we walked down the little path of gleaming white stones leading to her front door.

      “You know, KFC,” I said. “The dirty bird? The Colonel’s finest?”

      Claire shook her elegant head, sending her silver braids to shimmying like a beaded curtain.

      “I know little of Earthling history,” she said. “He was a great military man, this Colonel?”

      “I don’t know about that,” I replied, “but he knew the way to a man’s heart.”

      “That’s very important when it comes to soldiering,” Claire said, and there was the suggestion of a knowing laugh in her voice, though her face remained unreadable.

      “Yeah, right,” I said. “I’m willing to bet that he’s ushered more than a few people into their graves with a greasy smile on their face.”

      The Seer smiled, although she might have just been being polite seeing as I had seen very little evidence that K-Fry had managed to jump worlds just yet.

      “Let the dragons sleep under the stars tonight,’ she said to myself, Elenari and Saya. “Let them breathe the fresh air. The Augury Grove’s atmosphere will do your beasts good.”

      The Seer opened the heavy oak door with a thrust of her hand, and the four of us trooped inside.
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      The following morning, I awoke feeling as fresh as a goddamn daisy. This was, to be honest, surprising. The Seer had been as liberal and generous with her wine as she had been with her roc stew. Seeing as Elenari and Saya had not been drinking, I had imbibed for three.

      I was sandwiched between Elenari and Saya on a nest of blankets, pillows, and straw mattresses that Claire had placed in front of the smoldering fire after dinner. The few rays of sunlight coming through the simple hemp curtains spoke of the dawn.

      With exaggerated care so as not to wake the sleeping women, I pushed myself up, fished around in the higgledy-piggledy pile of bed clothes for my shirt, and pulled it over my head. Then I walked quietly to the door and stepped out into the early morning sunshine.

      It had been a nice evening; relaxed and convivial. The roc stew had been as good as, if not better than, even the freshest, most perfectly spiced fried chicken. The four of us had talked far into the night, speaking of everything and anything that came to our heads.

      Claire had offered to let me sleep there with the other two dragonmancers, and I couldn’t think of a reason that I shouldn’t. The Seer bid us goodnight, and the three of us had lain down next to the dying fire. A large part of my intoxicated brain thought that, perhaps, we were going to do a Motörhead and get a rocking threesome started. However, the girls were not in the mood—which was fair enough seeing as we were essentially camping out on someone’s kitchen floor.

      “Not tonight, Mike,” Saya had crooned sleepily from where her head lay in the crook of my left arm.

      “No, not tonight, Michael,” Elenari seconded from the corresponding spot on my other side, a wisp of her red hair tickling my nose. “But you might want to ready yourself for tomorrow evening.”

      “Oh yeah?” I’d said, stroking both women’s heads and feeling exceedingly at peace with the world. “What’s happening tomorrow night, huh?”

      “The Seer says she has some final tests to determine that you are definitely a dragon breeder,” Saya had murmured.

      “What kind of tests?” I’d tried to ask, but the two pregnant warriors had nodded off.

      Now, I took a deep breath of mountain air, feeling the scent of the pines and the river stir my blood as the stink of Los Angeles had never done.

      I shook my head and grinned out at the growing day. Here I was, standing on top of an alien world, a world inhabited by every fantastical creature I had ever read about or seen on the silver screen.

      What was more, I wasn’t even the tiniest bit hungover or tired. I had only slept for about three hours, and with a stomach filled with wine and stew, but I felt as if I had passed eight hours in a feather bed rather than the floor.

      I took another breath of the crisp, fresh air. I had a sneaking suspicion that the reason I was so bright-eyed and bushy tailed had something to do with the Transfusion Ceremony. Apparently, being bonded with a dragon had all sorts of benefits that the average Joe might not think about initially.

      What a life!

      Previously, I had been worried about how I had not used protection with the girls when we had slept together. Right now though, it seemed like the best thing that I could have done.

      Just fucking stop and think for a second, man, I thought to myself. You could be the only person in this whole massive, racial melting-pot of a land who has the ability to bring back the dragons! That’s something!

      The sound of the door opening behind me stirred me from my memory of the previous night and my musings about the future.

      I turned and saw Elenari and Saya step out into the growing sunshine. The two women would have garnered straight tens for their looks from all right-thinking individuals. Wearing only their semi-transparent shifts and with the sunlight glimmering in their hair, they looked like figures out of a Botticelli painting.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Good morning, Mike,” Elenari said, hitting me with one of those radiant smiles of hers that could have illuminated Dodger Stadium. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Funny you should ask,” I said, “because I was just mulling this over myself. I must have drunk about two bottles of wine last night, but I feel absolutely fine. Better than fine, really.”

      Saya grinned as the two women reached me. “Ah, so you have discovered one of the many perks of life as a dragonmancer, eh?”

      “No more unwanted cases of the stein flu, huh?” I asked.

      “Not exclusively,” Saya said, “but let me tell you; when you get a hangover, you know that you’ve had one hell of a night.”

      I was feeling so good that, as Elenari reached out her arms to give me a morning hug, I picked her up and twirled her on the spot.

      She felt as light as a feather.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “What?” Elenari shot at me.

      “It’s just… I mean, you’re pregnant. How is it that you feel as if you only way about twenty pounds? Shouldn’t you be heavier?”

      Elenari laughed.

      I turned to Saya, who was taller by about a foot than Elenari and probably had about ten pounds of muscle on the willowy elf. I reached out and picked the athletic blonde up by the hips. The movement cost me hardly any effort at all, even with my arms fully extended and all of the woman’s weight being taken by my shoulders.

      “Dragon strength…” I said in a hushed voice, gently replacing Saya on the grass and kissing her absentmindedly on the cheek. “That’s fucking wild!”

      Saya chuckled. “You didn’t think I gained the strength to squeeze that potential no-good Bloodletter in half with my bare hands just by doing pushups and planks, did you?”

      “Honestly, as far as that went, I didn’t know what to think, you badass,” I said, grinning at the perfect physical specimen of female fitness standing in front of me.

      Saya smiled back, obviously pleased with the compliment.

      “The disbelief and amazement at your new physical abilities will fade soon, Mike,” Elenari said, giving me a playful tap on the ass. “Then you will have to get your head around what those abilities mean you can do.”

      I closed my eyes and took another deep lungful of air.

      This time, I concentrated on filtering the wind for the scents that it carried. There was the festive smell of woodsmoke from the morning fires in the town of Drakereach far below, the pungent tang of a dead salmon that had been washed up on a gravel shoal about two miles down river, and the almost boozy aroma of fresh sap flowing in the trees as the day warmed imperceptibly.

      I could even taste the approach of the snow as the clouds massed over the peaks to the west. I could hear the rush of wings of a murmuration of starlings as they flew above the low-hanging clouds, and the deep boom of other wings speeding toward us.

      I opened my eyes.

      “What did you sense?” Elenari stared at me intently with her bright emerald eyes.

      I looked at her. I gave her a little disbelieving half-smile and tucked a flyaway strand of copper hair behind one pointed ear.

      “Everything,” I said.

      At that moment, Claire appeared, walking sedately down her white garden path.

      “Miss Seer,” I said, “we are about to have company of the dragon variety.”

      The Seer tipped her head to one side and gave it a little shake, as if she was clearing water from it.

      “Ah yes,” she said, “so we are.”

      I looked up.

      A dragon dropped out of a cloud like a huge, gilt-edged ghost. I recognized it—thanks to my magically enhanced, dragon-aided vision—as the dragon belonging to Penelope, the blue-skinned Knowledge Sprite who had shown me around the Grand Library.

      “You two better get inside the cottage,” I said to Elenari and Saya. “No offense but—and I’m saying this as someone who thinks both of you are hotter than the hinges of hell—you look pregnant as fuck. If we meant to keep this a secret, I think you should both get your perfect butts under cover.”

      Saya only spared enough time to give me a dirty look before she took Elenari by the arm and the two pregnant women hurried back toward the Seer’s cottage.

      Penelope’s Rooster Dragon dropped like a sinuous bomb through the air above us, before swooping in to land on a patch of grass on the other side of Claire’s crystal-clear pond.

      The dragon was a brighter, snowier white than the Seer’s dragon, Sonos, and its snout was much more beak-like than any of the other dragons that I had seen thus far. It also had a feathery wattle under its chin that made it look like it was sporting a beard.

      The other dragons—Noctis, Gharmon, and Scopula—had appeared from wherever they had been hanging out at the approach of the newcomers. As Penelope slid from her mount’s back, they exchanged polite growling greetings.

      “Penelope and Glizbe,” the Seer said, opening her arms in welcome. “Welcome!”

      Penelope waved shyly at me and the Seer. Then I noticed her all-blue eyes flick over my shoulder. As casually as I could, I glanced behind me and saw Saya and Elenari in the doorway of the Seer’s cottage. They were visible, in their pure white shifts, for only a moment or two before they shut the door with a snap, but I had a feeling it had been more than enough time for the Knowledge Sprite to see all she needed.

      The young elvish-looking woman was all blue; blue hair and eyes to go with her blue skin and dressed in a long blue robe. She also had a pair of dragonfly wings issuing from specially cut slots in the back of her navy mantle. She ruffled these wings as she walked around the pond toward Claire and I, in much the same manner someone might shake out their shirt sleeves and brush down their pants after getting out of a car.

      “Good morning, Seer,” she said politely.

      I had only spent a little time with Penelope, when it had been her responsibility to show me around the Grand Library, but I had liked her style and her manners. She had been nothing but polite to me and, after being thrown out of a city like L.A. and into a weird new world, her quiet courtesy had acted like a balm to a fevered brow. Not to mention she’d also given me a bonus tour of the Training Halls, where I’d learned about the different functions of my various crystal slots.

      “How’s it going, Penelope?” I asked cheerfully. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Penelope blushed a slightly darker shade of blue and replied, without looking at me, “It’s a pleasure to see you again too, dragonmancer.”

      “Pfft, call me Mike, will you?” I asked. I thought about whether I outranked Penelope, her being a librarian and all. I wasn’t sure where exactly we stood on the totem pole that was Drako Academy.

      “You’re here for the Earthling?” Claire asked.

      “That’s correct, ma’am,” Penelope said, bowing her head reverentially.

      “For me?” I asked. “Why? What have I done?”

      “It’s not what you have done, but what you are supposed to be doing, I imagine,” Claire said in a placid voice.

      “Huh?” I said.

      “You’re supposed to be at training, are you not?” the Seer said patiently. “You can’t just spend all your time popping in to visit me and mooning around on hilltops. You have work to do, you know.”

      “Excuse me for asking,” Penelope said. She was fidgeting with the air of one who was simply bursting with a bunch of questions that would be either very hard to answer or would require some truly magnificent lies.

      “Yes, Penelope?” Claire said.

      “Was it my imagination, or did I just see Dragonmancers Elenari and Saya before?” the blue-skinned librarian asked.

      “Nope, you saw them right enough,” I said. “Those are their dragons there.” I nodded at Gharmon and Scopula.

      “I hate to pry,” Penelope said, “but I could have sworn that they were—”

      “Looking a little porky?” I cut in. “Yeah, they’re feeling a bit under the weather. We visited the Seer last night for dinner and—no disrespect to Claire, of course—I don’t think that the roc stew agreed with the girls. You know how sick people can get eating bad chicken? Well, a roc is however many times bigger than a chicken, so you can imagine how they feel. Bloated as a set of bagpipes.”

      It was then that I realized I was on the verge of turning into a fully-fledged driveling idiot. I was, as William Shakespeare might have once said, talking shit.

      I turned to Claire, hoping that she would extricate me from the hole I was busy digging for myself.

      The Seer looked slightly flummoxed, as far as one so eminently poised could look.

      “Yes,” she said, smiling the bright smile of someone peddling bullshit, “you should have, ah, seen the state of my privy.”

      Penelope looked from me to the Seer and back again.

      “Yes… I… Well that is to say, um… Quite,” the Knowledge Sprite said.

      The three of us exchanged looks.

      I clapped my hands to try and clear the air and banish the awkwardness of the situation and then said, “So, I should be getting back, right, Penelope?”

      “Yes, Mike, that would be best,” she replied with her characteristic civility.

      “How did you even find me?” I asked, genuinely interested.

      “The remnants of your messenger-drake message was playing in your hearth when I went looking for you in your quarters,” Penelope said, a slight apologetic note coloring her voice. “I did not mean to listen in to your communications,” she continued, “but as you did not put the message out, I could not help but overhear.”

      “Messages keep playing, even after you’ve listened to them?” I asked.

      “Unless you poke at the fire and put them out, yes,” the Seer said. “Although they lose clarity over time.”

      “That’s true,” the Knowledge Sprite said. “I could not make any of the specifics of your message out, as the fire was practically extinguished when I entered your quarters. There was no sound. The only reason that I knew to come here was because I recognized the Seer’s face among the flames and embers.”

      I puffed out my cheeks. It was all these little details of life here that took the most getting used to, as opposed to the larger ones—such as the existence of dragons.

      “I guess we should get out of here then,” I said. “We don’t want to keep Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen waiting, do we?”

      Penelope shuddered. “No,” she said, “we don’t want to do that.”

      “What have we got first?” I asked.

      “You have your first physical training class this morning,” Penelope replied. “Before the noontime meal, you will partake in martial classes with your squad. This is followed by combat theory until dinner. After that, it’s arcane practice for a couple of hours in the evening.”

      “Shit, that sounds like a full day,” I said. “It’s a good thing I’ve been given a shot of dragon stamina.”

      I gave Noctis a look, and the Onyx Dragon came trotting over. I mounted him—the process was becoming more and more natural—and peered down at Claire.

      “I’ll see you soon, Seer,” I said, giving Claire a meaningful glance.

      The tall, graceful figure smiled up at me. Her red and blue eyes twinkled in her beautiful face.

      “Not if I don’t see you first, Dragonmancer,” she said.
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      Goddamn, but if there was one thing I loved, it was flying.

      Sitting on dragonback, hunkered down low to minimize wind drag, taking advantage of the natural heat emanating through Noctis’ scaly sable flank, watching the world unravel below like a rug being rolled out… Well, for me, it didn’t get much better than that.

      The sun was just peeking over the eastern horizon as Penelope and I sped through the clean mountain air. The Eldritch Forest was below and behind us while fluffy clouds floated above and in front of us.

      The mountain range called the Dragon Rest Ranges stretched off to our right. This range had taken its name from the fact that it looked like a gigantic dragon had laid down for a quick century-long snooze and then been fossilized.

      Ahead of us, its peak lost in the aforementioned clouds, was the Crystal Spire. This magnificent building was the exclusive bastion of the Dragonmancers, reaching up to the heavens like a finger of pearl and silver. The Crystal Spire was covered in gleaming, coruscated runes which, Elenari had informed me on my first day, were painted in dragon’s blood and sealed with magic. The only way to reach the very pinnacle of the Crystal Spire was through one of the well-guarded transportation hubs found throughout the Drako Academy and the Spire itself.

      Below the Crystal Spire, hugging its knees like a shy kid hugging the skirts of its mother, was the main keep and surrounding baileys of the castle. These were formally known as the Drako Academy—the Academy for short. The regular troops that helped to protect the Mystocean Empire were trained here. There were archery butts, drilling grounds, practice squares, classrooms, butteries, armories, and every other facility and convenience that a large body of fighting men and women might need. All of this was ringed in a tall and imposing curtain wall of overhanging stone that had not been breached since there were male dragonmancers still roaming the lands.

      Outside of the walls of the Drako Academy was a single road that led from the main gates of the castle to the township of Drakereach. It was your picture-perfect mountain town. The houses all had steeply pitched roofs to help keep off the winter snows. There were fountains, statues, cobbled streets, and more cozy inns and bawdy taverns than you could shake a stick at. Coming from the concrete jungle that was Los Angeles, Drakereach was an alpine paradise.

      Although, what with that recent run-in with the apparent Bloodletters, Drakereach might be a paradise with a set of horns holding up its halo.

      I followed Penelope as she executed a graceful, sweeping bank around the Crystal Spire and then streaked in toward the middle bailey. This was a large open area, about four football fields square in which military drills were habitually held. Eight round mural towers glared out from the walls surrounding the middle bailey, as well as four higher, smaller watchtowers.

      As we swept in to land, our dragons spreading their wings to arrest their flight a little, I saw a few companies of men and women already in the middle bailey. None were clad in armor or flourishing weapons, but were dressed in simple tunics or long shirts cinched at the waist by a knotted leather sword belt, loose pants, and boots. All of them were participating in what amounted to a medieval HIIT session. They were doing, as one, jumping jacks followed by pushups, followed by bursts of sprinting on the spot, and so on.

      I grinned to myself. It wasn’t so far removed from my routine back on Earth.

      Penelope’s dragon, Glizbe, touched down in an area she explained was colloquially known by the dragonmancers and soldiers as the lower roost. It was, fundamentally, where dragonmancers parked their rides. We slid off our mounts and looked around.

      “Are we bringing our dragons with us?” I asked Penelope as she indicated that I should follow her.

      “It’s up to you,” she replied. “You can either summon Noctis to your crystal or allow him to stay outside. It’s at your discretion.”

      For her part, Penelope summoned Glizbe back into the shard of abalone-like rock that hung from her neck on a leather thong.

      Maybe it was just because I had spent my whole life surrounded by concrete, which now struck me as quite a confining way to live, but I preferred the idea of Noctis going free-range instead of being cooped up in a crystal.

      But, really, it wasn’t up to me, was it?

      “What do you want to do, pal?” I asked the Onyx Dragon telepathically.

      Noctis considered for a moment.

      “I shall stay here,” he said, “and observe. It will be beneficial to see how the regular soldiers drill and train. I will share and mingle my knowledge with you, so it will be like you watched them yourself. It is useful to know the army’s strengths and weaknesses if we are to fight with them in battle.”

      “All right,” I replied, turning to follow the retreating back of Penelope, “have fun doing our homework.”

      “If you need me,” Noctis said in his voice that was simultaneously ancient, wise, and stuffed to the brim with the wolfish cunning of an apex predator, “just think it, and I shall come.”

      I gave the sable dragon a mental thumbs-up and hurried after the Knowledge Sprite.

      Penelope led me away from the mass of drilling, exercising soldiery. We passed through a guarded gate and went into a slightly smaller courtyard.

      This area was filled with row upon row of female warriors, many of whom were dressed in the same garb as me; crimson fighting breeches, long black shirt, sword belt, and boots. Some wore other colored breeches though—burnt umber, indigo blue, and mulberry purple—and there were a couple of warriors who wore all black.

      When I asked Penelope as to the significance of the different colored breeches she said, “Each color denotes a different rank.”

      “Rank of what?” I asked.

      “Dragonmancer,” Penelope replied.

      “Of course,” I said.

      My eyes fell on one of the females clad in entirely black. This one, judging by her height, was of the dwarf persuasion. She didn’t have a beard, so I figured that those stories of bearded female dwarves were all bogus. Either that or she had an excellent cutthroat razor.

      “What about the chicks in the matching pajamas?” I asked, nodding toward the dwarf.

      Penelope glanced at the dwarf. “They are dragonmancers who have passed through the ranks, proved themselves in combat, and earned the right to fly where they wish. They can roam the world as they please. All they have to do is answer to the Empress Cyrene when she summons them in times of great strife.”

      The most badass of the badass, I thought to myself.

      The dwarf certainly walked around the courtyard with the air and steely eye of someone who knows that they can take on almost any opponent. It was like being the hardest guy in the bar.

      “And all of us train together?” I asked.

      “It depends on what the class entails,” Penelope said in a low voice. “For physical training, dragonmancers of all ranks can train together, as it’s more about fitness than skill.”

      I looked at the rows of dragonmancers assembled in this training area. There seemed to be a lot of them, more than I had supposed there might be. At a glance, I counted ten rows of ten warriors.

      “There are a hundred dragonmancers?” I asked incredulously.

      “More,” said Penelope. “There are always a contingent of riders out on missions. By the last count, I think there were close to one-hundred and twenty-five dragonmancers here at the Academy.”

      “And each dragonmancer represents a different race,” I said, shaking my head. “How is that even possible?”

      Penelope gave me a strange look then. “How is it possible that there are so many stars in the sky? How is it possible that we know more about the tops of the mountains than we do about the bottoms of the seas? How is it possible that some lizards can detach their tails and grow a new one, or squirt blood from their eyes? How is anything possible, Mike?

      “Well, when you put it like that,” I said.

      “You do not have so many races on your home world?” Penelope asked, her face shining with a sudden interest.

      “Not one one-hundred and twenty-five of them, no,” I said. “Man, if we had that many, I don’t think we would ever stop fighting one another.”

      A twin booming sound suddenly echoed overhead, and two dragons appeared. One was gold, and the other was silver, and they both swept low over the courtyard wall. Their great wings beat as they slowed their descent, producing a sound like the sails of some great ship snapping in a strong wind. The two metallic-looking dragons alighted at the end of the training ground at which Penelope and I stood watching the milling dragonmancers.

      Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen dismounted smoothly. They were elves of some kind or another with pale white skin, blood red eyes, and hair the color of daisy petals. They looked so alike because, as I’d been told, they were twins.

      Milena’s hair was cut short—you might have described it as a pixie cut, if you fancied getting cracked in the side of the head—while Lieutenant Kaleen opted for dreadlocks tied behind her head.

      Lieutenant Kaleen instantly started bawling out orders to the assembled dragonmancers. who started getting into neater rank and file. Meanwhile, Sergeant Milena glanced over and saw Penelope and I standing apart from the rest of the gang. Her face set into a mirthless smile. She began to march over to us, walking with the delighted and enthusiastic tread of a commanding officer who had spotted her first reason of the day to get all shouty. Her expression reminded me of T-rex from Jurassic Park when it knocks down the walls of that bamboo toilet and finds that poor bastard sitting on the shitter.

      “Oh, no,” Penelope squeaked.

      I hitched a smile onto my dial and, as the sergeant came to halt, said brightly, “Morning, Sergeant!”

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” Sergeant Milena said, “kindly shut the fuck up.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” I said, still smiling.

      Sergeant Milena looked up at me with an expression that would have sent most folk’s knees to shaking. It was the sort of look that you could have beaten and sharpened a sword blade on. It was the sort of look to intimidate anyone who hadn’t been cornered by four crackheads in Downtown Los Angeles and had to fight their way out. She obviously knew how effective that stare was though because she decided to share it with Penelope. Sergeant Milena was just generous like that.

      Despite her prickly exterior, I figured that Sergeant Milena was actually, deep down, a soft marshmallowy creature, who quite liked to see a bit of character in the warriors she trained.

      Or so I hoped.

      Unlike me, Penelope wilted under the sunny sergeant’s stare like a lettuce under a blowtorch.

      “How’re things, Sergeant?” I asked, trying to take the heat from the Knowledge Sprite. “You caught us admiring the gang. They’re looking really—”

      Sergeant Milena let out a long sigh and turned back to me. “You should be ashamed of yourselves,” she said in a grating voice.

      “Ashamed, Sergeant?” I asked.

      “Think of the sun, who tirelessly provides light for you to see by,” Sergeant Milena said “and here you two are fucking wasting it.”

      I loved these sorts of insults, and I had difficulty keeping my face straight.

      I had never had the inclination to join the military back on Earth, despite it being an intelligent option for someone with so few legitimate options. I possessed enough self-knowledge to know that there was only so long I could endure being yelled at. Here, in this world though, there were dragons. And dragons made up for a lot, and I’d endure all the yelling the officers could give if it meant I could play with the winged, scaled, magic-enabling creatures.

      “Apologies, Sergeant,” Penelope said, cleverly taking the reins of the situation before I landed us in deeper trouble. “Permission to join the company?”

      “Permission granted, Dragonmancer,” Sergeant Milena said grudgingly.

      As Penelope hurried off, I went to follow her.

      A hand shot out, however, and stopped my progress. It happened so fast that I walked right into Sergeant Milena’s arm and had to take a step back after I hit it. It was like walking into an iron bar.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Sergeant said, pinning me with her blood red eyes.

      “Yes, Sergeant?”

      The Sergeant pointed at the onyx crystal hanging from my neck on its golden chain. It was secured by a golden cage that was fixed to the chain, and had been a gift from Elenari after I had successfully picked my coterie—the squad of three who acted as a dragonmancer’s personal guard.

      “Where’s your dragon?” Sergeant Milena demanded.

      I looked down at the crystal. It was dull, as it always was when Noctis wasn’t inside.

      “Noctis is back in the middle bailey watching the regular troops drill, Sergeant Milena,” I said. “I thought it might be nice for him to have some non-crystal time, you know, what with it being a pleasant morning. I think he’s pretty pleased to be—”

      Sergeant Milena cut me off by raising one hand and closing her eyes in a slightly aggrieved way.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in a pained tone, “if I wanted to hear from an asshole, I would have farted. Why the fuck is your dragon not with you?”

      I frowned. “I told you. It’s a nice day. I thought he might like to get some fresh air and—”

      “Dragonmancer Noctis, I’ll tell you this once,” Sergeant Milena said. “Whenever you set foot inside the Drako Academy castle for training, you can consider yourself on standby for battle. It’s part of the mentality we are trying to instill in you. What Lieutenant Kaleen and I are trying however ineffectually to do is sharpen you to a fine, cutting edge. Because if the dungheap hits the windmill, it’ll most likely hit it so fast that you’ll be called to arms in an instant. Not particularly easy to do when your dragon is off sunbathing or having a picnic or some shit, is it?”

      I nodded. To be fair, the woman had a point.

      “Are we clear, Dragonmancer Noctis?” the Sergeant said in a dangerous voice.

      “Crystal, Sergeant,” I said.

      “Good. Now, recall your dragon.”

      “Hey, Noctis,” I thought, “I’m going to need you back here with me. Sergeant’s orders and all that.”

      I was given the mental impression of the Onyx Dragon inclining his head, then I felt a thrum of heat against my chest. The onyx crystal in its cage glowed with a sudden orange flame that quickly faded.

      “Splendid,” said Sergeant Milena, who had been watching. “Now, get the fuck into line and try not to spout anymore of your smartass comments, otherwise the next thing coming out of your mouth will be your teeth.”

      And, because sometimes I just couldn’t resist, I gave the dear, sweet Sergeant a wink before striding off to find a spot behind a three-foot tall gnome and in front of a half-orc.

      As I took my allotted place amongst the ranks of dragonmancers, I noticed that none of them had their dragons out in the open. The only two dragons in sight were those of the Sergeant and the Lieutenant, and I supposed this was a demonstration of power and authority by the two ranking officers.

      I was spared no more time for observation or thought because we started our exercises. Almost immediately, a calm came over me, and I lost myself in the repetition of the exercises and the shouted commands yelled out by Lieutenant Kaleen.
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      The only thing that made me sit up and take attention in those opening minutes of my first ever dragonmancer physical exercise class was when, after running on the spot for ten minutes, Lieutenant Kaleen roared, “All right, you slobs! Drop and give me four hundred pushups!”

      Four hundred pushups! I thought.

      I knew I was strong, but I also knew that four hundred pushups was a ridiculous ask of anyone.

      Which just went to show that I wasn’t half as smart, or cognizant of my dragon bonded body’s abilities, as I thought I was.

      By the time that I reached my own personal best—fifty-nine pushups—I was aware of just how dramatic a change my body had gone through, I wasn’t even puffed, wasn’t even close to being puffed. I couldn’t feel a drop of perspiration anywhere on my body. I blew past one hundred with consummate ease. It was only when i reached two hundred and fifty that I felt a slight burn in my biceps, triceps and shoulders that told me that the lactic acid was finally beginning to build up. As I finished my four hundred reps, a single drop of sweat crept down out of my hairline.

      I stood up and looked around. I was glad to see that I wasn’t the last dragonmancer to finish, but I sure as hell hadn’t been the first. At least twenty or thirty dragonmancers were standing and waiting for the next instruction from Lieutenant Kaleen.

      This ignited the old fire within my stomach. It was the flame that had driven me to push past pain and fear during my MMA training. It was the old competitive street that had got me into so much trouble in my youth but had, crucially, also brought me to where I was right now.

      Lieutenant Kaleen’s next command was for five hundred squat jumps.

      The next for three hundred burpees.

      The next for one thousand jumping jacks.

      With every new round of exercises I endeavored to beat those around me, to push myself further and find my new limit. I liked to think that I was getting fitter and better and faster even as the morning wore on, but, realistically, that isn’t how this sort of thing goes. You don’t just make gains over a two-hour period. Maybe, if you were a regular human, doing three hundred crunches in under five minutes might chisel your abs right there on the spot—if the effort didn’t give you a hernia. The thing was though, I wasn’t just your average human now, I was a dragonmancer.

      I kept having to remind myself of that. In spite of the evidence of my newly tuned and heightened senses, sometimes I caught myself looking about as if I was in some sort of dreamland.

      “All right, ladies!” Lieutenant Kaleen bellowed.

      “And gentleman!” I added, just loud enough for those around me to hear. There were a few chuckles, and I caught the eye of a pretty slip of a warrior with shimmering aqua-colored skin and what looked like gills along the sides of her neck. She stuck a forked tongue out at me.

      “And gentleman, thank you, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “All of you, shake down and loosen up. Grab some water from the butts. You’ve got five minutes to ready yourselves and then we’ll be taking a nice little stroll up into the mountains.”

      After the nuts amount of exercises that we had just been put through, I could only imagine what a ‘nice little stroll in the mountains’ was going to entail. Following the lead of the little gnome in front of me, I walked over to the water butts where there was a short line of warriors waiting for a drink.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” Lieutenant Kaleen’s voice sounded in my ear. “A moment of your time, please.”

      I followed the lieutenant a short way away.

      Abruptly, Lieutenant Kaleen spun on her heel to face me. It was a close-run thing, but I just managed to take a step back and avoid being whipped in the face by a dread that had escaped the silver hairpin that held the rest of them in place at the back of her head.

      “Just a quick question for you, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the lieutenant said. “And I’d appreciate an answer that is at least eighty percent free from horseshit.”

      “I’ll do my best, Lieutenant Kaleen,” I said, adopting that special soldier’s stare and focusing on a point some three inches above my CO’s head.

      Lieutenant Kaleen shook her head at me and rubbed her eyes. “The fact that you’re the only male dragonmancer we have, Michael,” she said, “you really are one of a kind, aren’t you?”

      “You’ll never find another like me, Lieutenant Kaleen,” I replied in a friendly voice.

      “We can only hope so, can’t we?” the lieutenant said. “Although I haven’t been that lucky of late.”

      I decided to refrain from saying anything overly smart. It was a trial, but I remembered how goddamn boring polishing those shields with Elenari had been and wasn’t too keen on repeating the punishment.

      “How can I help, Lieutenant Kaleen?” I asked.

      Lieutenant Kaleen gathered herself and hitched that characteristic knowing, somewhat unsettling smile onto her face.

      “Where in the blazing hellfire are the dragonmancers that you share a room with?” she asked.

      “Saya and Elenari?” I said.

      “Oh, yes, those are the ones,” Lieutenant Kaleen replied in a sardonic voice. “Where are they?”

      “They were a little under the weather this morning, Lieutenant Kaleen,” I said.

      Lieutenant Kaleen made a show of looking up at the corrugated clouds that were spread across the sky.

      “Under the weather?” she said. “I’m under the weather, Dragonmancer Noctis. You’re under the weather. We’re all under the fucking weather.”

      I bit back a retort.

      “What do you mean they are under the weather?” the lieutenant asked.

      “I mean that they’re suffering from a sickness, ma’am,” I said. “Both of them. Surely, it’s permitted for dragonmancers to sometimes take a day off if they’re feeling unwell or are injured?”

      Lieutenant Kaleen regarded me for a long moment. She glanced to her right and motioned to where Sergeant Milena was standing watch over the other dragonmancers. The sergeant strolled over.

      “I like you most of the time, Michael Noctis, truly I do,” Lieutenant Kaleen said as her twin approached. “You have… spunk.”

      Yeah, I know, I thought, it’s that damned stuff that's got me lying to you right now.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” I said.

      Lieutenant Kaleen’s eyes narrowed. “However, being as bloody unhelpful as you’re being right now, I feel like the only way I could like the look of you today was if we were both stranded on a desert island and there was nothing in the way of sustenance in sight.”

      “What is it?” Milena said, coming to stand next to Lieutenant Kaleen and myself.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis was telling me that Saya and Elenari are absent through sickness,” Lieutenant Kaleen said sweetly.

      Sergeant Milena’s face didn’t move, but she somehow managed to imbue it with a frost. Her red eyes flashed dangerously.

      “Is that right?” she said. “Must’ve been a hell of a sickness, seeing as dragonmancers usually only get struck down by the most virulent of viruses or the most pernicious of poisons.”

      Bollocks. I’ve always been a crap liar.

      “Well…” I said, but Sergeant Milena had turned to her twin and the two of them were conversing in low voices that only allowed me to catch the broken shards of sentences, even with my dragon-enhanced hearing.

      “... was an excellent prospect,” the Sergeant said.

      “... Elenari… corrupted the other… Wood Elves way…” muttered Lieutenant Kaleen.

      Milena then snarled something in a tongue that must have been some sort of elvish because I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

      “All right, look,” I said, feeling as if I should step in here before this pair of sibling superiors jumped to the wrong conclusion and my two friends found themselves buried in shit right up to the tips of Elenari’s pointy ears. “Listen to me, officers. The two girls are with the Seer.”

      “The Seer?” Sergeant Milena said.

      Next to her, Lieutenant Kaleen snorted and said, “That Seer. I don’t see why she’s allowed her special dispensations as far as our soldiers and dragonmancers are concerned.”

      Milena looked like she wouldn’t have minded spitting a bit of bile herself on that score, but professionalism got the better of her. She gave me one last vitriolic look and then told me to get back in formation.

      Within ten minutes, we had commenced on our ‘nice little stroll’ into the mountains. We ran through the castle in two files of fifty. While Sergeant Milena glided overhead on the back of her golden dragon, Lieutenant Kaleen led the way at the head of the column. She took us out through the middle bailey, through the lower bailey and then past the twin gatehouses that guarded the enormous and impregnable-looking gates, which stood open.

      Maybe it was being born and raised on the streets of a city as notoriously vapid and self-centered and fake as Los Angeles, but I couldn’t help but think that at least part of our run was a PR stunt of sorts.

      Lieutenant Kaleen led our company down the road and into the town of Drakereach, running through the main streets on a circuit that she obviously knew every well. It looked to me as if this were all part of the Empress Cyrene not-so-subtly reminding the people of the town who it was that would protect them in the eventuality of an attack by a neighboring empire.

      We ran down through the town, back up through it and into the foothills of the wooded mountains. For a while we jogged swiftly along the riverside. The gentle stream that flowed down and out from Augury Grove was a raging torrent down here. It cut and ground and chewed its way through the hard granite to form a wide canyon that was filled with the booming echo of whitewater and ponding stone.

      We must have run twenty miles—most of it uphill—before my legs gave even the tiniest inkling that they might, at some point in the future, get tired. Maybe.

      I enjoyed running in L.A, enjoyed seeing the city change and evolve around me as I jogged. Out here though, the sense of accomplishment that I felt about covering a certain amount of distance was eclipsed by the sheer majesty and beauty of the scenery. I knew that I had my dragon-enhanced senses to thank for a lot of it, but I was sure that even if I hadn’t passed through the Transfusion Ceremony, I wouldn’t have been able to stop gawking and smiling like a damned idiot tourist.

      The smell of sap was strong in the air. The wind blew keenly enough to wick away the little sweat gathered on my forehead. The road that we were running along wound this way and that through the stunning mixed woodland. Some of the trees looked familiar, but most were totally alien to me. Mostly, they were evergreens—pines and firs and whatnot—but there was a smattering of huge broadleaf things, beautiful bedecked in leaves of red, gold, amber, mustard, ocher, and currant.

      The tramp of one hundred pairs of feet beat like the rhythm of a marching drum against the rough gravel under our boots. All around us, in an accompanying melody, myriad birds warbled and tootled.

      My blood pounded through my veins. My breath whooshed in and out of my lungs. Occasionally, when it was able to find a gap in the clouds overhead, the sun poked a gilt finger down and illuminated the river, turning it into a flood of milky, sparkling diamonds.

      I had never, in all my life, felt so alive. Not even when I’d been chased down Hope Street at four in the morning by a guy dressed only in a bathrobe and so high off his ass on bath salts that he’d thought I was a giant hummingbird that he hoped to swat with a shovel and present to the California Science Museum.

      As we ran, I found myself jogging along next to none other than my old pal, Penelope.

      “Hey,” I said, in a voice that was far too steady for someone who had run a little over the equivalent of Torrance Beach to Topanga Beach, “so I guess you forgot to mention about how we have to have our dragons on us at all times whilst training?”

      Penelope, who was looking as relaxed at just having covered twenty miles on foot as I felt, opened her mouth in horror.

      “Oh my goodness, Mike,” she said, I’m sorry! I completely forgot! Did Lieutenant Kaleen chastise you?”

      I shrugged and squinted as we rounded a fall of scree and came out into sudden sunshine. “Nah, I’m just teasing you. It wasn’t so bad. You know the old saying; ‘the burned hand teaches best’? Well, I consider that as my burned hand. I won’t forget next time.”

      Penelope and I followed the lead of those in front of us and leaped like a couple of gazelles over an enormous fallen tree, its trunk about five yards in diameter. After I’d cleared it, I once more realized that I was something more than human. It was a jump I could never have hoped to make before my Transfusion Ceremony.

      Penelope had her blue robe hiked up around her thighs and looped into her sword belt to keep it out of her away as she ran. It looked so secure that I guessed she must have utilized the method many times before.

      “Penelope,” I said as we cut down a track to the left and started up an incline that would had me puffing in a matter of seconds in my pre-Transfusion days, “why is it that you get to carry on wearing your blue robe, even though the rest of us have to wear our matching uniforms?”

      Penelope grinned, blushed prettily, and shot me a sideways look.

      “It’s because my purpose at the Draco Academy is a twofold one,” she said, a modicum of pride entering her voice. “I am a qualified Librarian—a position that is not to be taken lightly at the Academy. I agreed to my indenture. After five years of study, toil, and late nights, I was awarded my blue robe.”

      She paused then, as we were required to scramble our way under a patch of bushes armed with yard long thorns.

      “About a week after I received my robes, the Knowledge Sprite who had been representing our people at the Drako Academy was killed while on patrol in the northern Dimway Mires,” Penelope continued, plucking a stray strand of her blue hair out of her mouth. “To my complete surprise it was me who was chosen as a replacement for poor Oronia.”

      “And because you were already a pro Librarian, it meant that you got to keep your robe and train as a dragonmancer?” I asked, wiping away a bead of sweat that had trickled down the side of my face.

      Penelope nodded bashfully. I liked that about her; her humbleness, the way that her accomplishments embarrassed her. Humility had been a rare commodity among my friends back on Earth.

      We had to stop our talk just then, though we continued to run side by side, because Lieutenant Kaleen picked up the pace. All of a sudden, I found that we were really running—sprinting, even.

      Penelope and I were about a third of the way up the line. Ahead of us, I could hear the sound of boots crashing through the undergrowth as those following directly behind Lieutenant Kaleen began to charge along the broken track.

      In no time at all, the pace had been turned up to eleven. I ripped along the path as quickly as I possibly could. Trees and bushes and boulders flashed by. On more than one occasion, my superhuman reflexes were all that saved me from getting struck in the face by a branch that whipped back toward me after being pushed aside by the dragonmancer in front.

      My pulse had picked up considerably, and my breath was coming a little heavier in my chest, but it still amazed me how fresh I felt. I was boosting along, mile after mile, with the speed of an Olympic sprinter and still felt no more tired than I might after going one round in the arena.

      Suddenly, we burst out of the forest and into a clearing. The sound of churning water coming from a great depth filled my ears. Ahead of me, the ground dropped gradually in a long, rocky slope. At the end of this slope was…

      “Is that a cliff?” I asked Penelope as we ran.

      “Yes, it is.”

      The chasm beyond yawned. It seemed to suck the one hundred running dragonmancers toward it like a snaking, forty feet wide plughole. At the bottom of the chasm, the river roared, a ceaseless mincing machine utilizing boulders as grinding stones and powered by glacial runoff.

      “Do we need to summon our dragons to get over?” I asked.

      Penelope gave me a shy smile.

      “Keep your eye on the lieutenant,” she said.

      Due to the sloping ground, I could see all the dragonmancers in front of me, including Lieutenant Kaleen.

      The lieutenant moved toward the edge of the canyon on blurred legs. When she reached the edge of the giant gap, she launched herself without hesitation into the void.

      It was like something out of The Matrix or that Sekiro: Shadows Die Twice game. Lieutenant Kaleen flew into the air, traveling up and up, as if she had suddenly turned herself to paper. She floated with incredible grace across the void, her arms and legs pumping slowly. Then, with an audible crack of breaking stone, she landed, rolled, and was on her feet and on her way once again.

      The dragonmancers following her threw themselves into the air, using muscles that had, apparently, changed from flesh to metal and rubber.

      “Hooooly shit, we’re going to do this aren’t we?” I yelled as the chasm rushed up to meet us.

      In reply, Penelope let out a little wild yowl of affirmation.

      Time slowed.

      I felt every nuance of my surrounding environment.

      The tilt of the earth beneath my feet, the stones and twigs and slight unevenness of the surface beneath my boots. Somehow, I became aware of the humidity in the air and factored this into the jump that I was about to make. The wind kissed my face—at a mere five miles per hour or so.

      And, with no further ado and with Penelope at my side, I bounded out into space. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sergeant Milena on her golden dragon, gliding along about fifty feet above me.

      I soared across the forty-foot gap with laughable ease. In fact, I somewhat overshot it in my eagerness not to drop short into a watery grave. I landed hard, about five feet forward from the far edge, and my knees buckled. I turned the fall into a passable roll, got to my feet, and continued on down the path.

      My eyes were wide with exhilaration and disbelief at what I had just done.

      “Chen Zhen eat your fucking heart out!” I gasped, and ran on.

      Eventually, we were called to a halt in a wide open glade in the middle of a pine forest, some thirty miles from the Crystal Spire. The glade was filled with an assortment of huge metal and stone weights and targets.

      Off to one side, I saw a row of ten-foot-tall blocks of stone. I recognized them as the same sort of blocks the dragonmancers had been breaking apart in the garden at the very top of the Crystal Spire. It looked like an al fresco gym that Hercules might have put together if he’d been a bit low on cash and had to employ the Flintstones to build it for him.

      Sergeant Milena had landed her dragon on the massive, thick limb of a monstrous pine that towered above the forest training glade. From this perch, some twenty feet above the basic training ground, the sergeant called down from the back of her golden mount.

      “I have to say that Fennu and I were almost proud to call ourselves the leaders of you lot today, after watching you run through the woods from the air!” she said, patting her gleaming golden dragon on its short neck.

      There were a few half-hearted cheers at that half-assed bit of praise.

      “All right, let’s not get carried away,” the sergeant said, “you’re only half done. Now, as far as I can tell, most of you are adults. I want you to use the next hour or so to work on your strength and stamina as you see fit. Lieutenant Kaleen will walk among you and suggest how you might improve techniques and so on. I shall watch with a keen and kindly eye from up here. Carry on.”

      Instantly, my gaze fell upon the row of stone blocks.

      I had wanted to smash one of those fuckers ever since I had seen Saya pounding one of them to rubble with her bare fists on the day that I had arrived at the Crystal Spire.

      The idea of breaking apart stone with nothing but my hands spoke to the caveman in me, as well as the little boy who used to read about the adventures of Marvel’s Thor in comic books.

      I clapped my hands and stretched my fingers. “Let’s break some stones.”
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      I touched Penelope on the shoulder and motioned toward the row of blocks.

      “Fancy giving me some advice or being my spotter?” I asked.

      Penelope smiled. “Ah, as I understand it, you are yet to break the mountain stone with your flesh yet? Is that right?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Can I do it though, like I leapt that canyon back there?”

      Penelope considered this, running her all-blue eyes over my face.

      “I believe that you, Mike, are capable of a whole lot more than just breaking apart a one-ton block of stone,” the Knowledge Sprite said.

      I grinned. “Shit, that’s all right then! So long as you’ve got my back, eh?”

      Penelope blushed navy again.

      I walked over to the row of stone blocks and was joined by a handful of other dragonmancers who had the same idea. Around the glade, other dragonmancers were lifting enormous iron weights that must have weighed as much as your average family hatchback.

      Others, I noticed, were gathered on the very edge of the glade. They were taking it in turns to sprint at the boles of the more enormous trees and seeing how far they could sprint up them before they ran out of momentum. When each of the dragonmancers reached the zenith of their battle against gravity, they would slap their hand against the tree trunk, stabbing their fingers into the solid bark of the tree as easily as if it was styrofoam and marking their place. In the little time that I watched this, the woman who reached the highest was none other than the red-skinned hobgoblin I fought briefly in the Training Halls back at the castle: Tamsin.

      Goddamn, but she is beautiful, I thought distractedly, before turning back to the task at hand.

      I stepped toward the block of stone. It looked, up close, extremely solid.

      “The only bit of advice I can give you,” Penelope said softly by my side as I studied the innocuous block of granite, “is to forget everything you think you know about how this should turn out.”

      “So discard all mental images of shattered fingers, bones poking through flesh, and pulped tendons?” I said, trying to keep my voice light.

      “Yes,” Penelope said in a serious voice. “Yes, that will most definitely be beneficial to you.”

      It was one of those scenarios where you either put your big boy pants on and threw out all caution, or gave it a miss entirely. If I was going to half-ass this, I may as well no-ass it. It was the same thing.

      I pressed my fist to the cool stone.

      I drew it back.

      I planted my feet.

      I took a breath.

      And threw my weight forward.

      I don’t know what I had been expecting. Pain, maybe?

      What I experienced was something akin to punching a punch bag, or maybe a giant bag of flour. There was no pain, there was simply… resistance.

      The solid rock cracked with the sound of a forty-five going off in a confined space. Jagged fractures spread from where my fist hit the block, like ice breaking under foot.

      I pulled my hand away and stared at my fist in amazement. There wasn’t so much as a graze.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, “now that is a gamechanger!”

      “Good,” Penelope said by my side, “but, clearly, your mind was not totally convinced of what it was able to do.”

      I looked back at the block of stone, staring intently at the slight crater I had made on its surface and the fractured lines running out from the point I had struck it. It looked like something towed out of Stonehenge. I should definitely not have been able to take even a chip out of it.

      But I had.

      “Forget everything you know,” the Knowledge Sprite murmured softly, for my ears only. “You’re a dragonmancer now. This is where you redefine your limitations.”

      Forget everything you know. Redefine your limitations…

      I drew my fist back, already envisioning it smashing through the stone in front of me.

      It came forward like a piston, like a piece of machinery that cannot be hurt and cannot tire.

      The stone block exploded outward. The edge that I had struck sheared away. Fragments of rock as big as my fist fizzed into the bushes behind. Dust billowed into the still air of the glade, and I could hear the soft patter of gravel as smaller stones rained down.

      I threw a follow-up left and then another right and more rock splintered under my pulverizing fists. I tried not to dwell too much on the ridiculousness of what I was doing, but I couldn’t help but marvel at how unresisting I was finding the rock. There was less resistance to it than even the most basic, homemade punching bag.

      After I had smashed a few more chunks out of the block of stone, I settled back on my left foot and struck out with a Spartan kick that Gerard Butler would have approved of. I hit the giant slab of granite in the middle, and with an almighty bang, it cracked perfectly down the center. Then, with both hands and a snarl of determination, I lashed out with a double palm strike—hitting the separate pieces of rock with the heels of my hands—and sent them crashing over.

      I stood there, breathing hard—more out of excitement than exertion.

      “I would say that you have managed to conquer that piece of matter with your mind,” Penelope said approvingly.

      “I think I might have a boner,” I said, my mouth running on autopilot while my brain tried to catch up with what I had just done. “Is that normal?”

      I was still looking at the destroyed block of granite lying in front of me, but I could hear the navy blush in Penelope’s voice.

      “Ah, as far as that goes, I’m afraid that I wouldn’t know, Mike,” she said.

      I shook my head. My smile was so wide that I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had reached around the back of my head and met in the middle.

      “Right,” I said, eyeing the enormous, crudely constructed metal weights over on the other side of the clearing. “Let’s continue on, shall we?”

      I spent the next twenty minutes or so going from one station to the next. I pitted myself against the one-ton weights and lifted them with surprising ease, carrying them from one side of the dell to the other. Next, feeling that I had proved myself strength-wise, I wandered over to the dragonmancers lining up to attempt to beat Tamsin’s vertical running record. Many were coming close, but none had succeeded.

      When my turn came, I naturally attracted a bit of an audience, being the only person in that glade carrying some meat and potatoes in his trousers. The ladies stood back. There were, as was to be expected, a few smartass commments as well as general banter.

      I sprinted at the tree. My confidence was high now, what with having pulverized that chunk of quarried rock and lifted weights that, back on Earth, would have slipped every disk in my back and had me shitting out my own colon at the mere effort.

      I was determined to get one over on Tamsin—not just for pride and the fact that there were a dozen other very attractive dragonmancers looking on, but because of how she had almost smoked my ass in the Training Halls.

      I hit the tree at a dead sprint and boosted up it. The first ten steps or so were a breeze, but after that, my Earth logic started trying to reassert itself. It was one thing to lift something that should have been too heavy but, somehow, running up a vertical surface and defying gravity required a far greater suspension of belief.

      “C’mon…” I growled as my footsteps began to drag when I was twenty feet up.

      I could see the mark that Tamsin had gouged into the trunk, still a good fifteen feet above me. In desperation, I rammed the toes of my boots into the solid wood of the enormous pine tree, and they crunched into it as easily as if it had been a giant wafer.

      A chorus of jeers and some laughter floated up. I realized then that I had inadvertently broken an unspoken rule.

      “Fuck,” I said, and gave it up.

      And began to fall.

      Funny how being twenty-five or thirty feet up in the air and defying one of the laws of physics can slip your mind in the heat of competition.

      I plummeted backward.

      Ten feet from the ground, my survival instincts fired up again. I flicked myself backward, using the momentum of the fall, and performed a lovely backflip. I landed in a spray of dust and pine needles at the foot of the tree and straightened up.

      Many of the watching dragonmancers, including Penelope, patted me on the back.

      “Better luck next time, greenhorn,” said one stunning woman with dark skin and platinum blonde hair cut into a fashionable bob. She lay a soft hand on my shoulder and gave it a brief squeeze. “The name is Nina,” she added, almost as a careless afterthought, flashing a pair of violet eyes at me from under long lashes as she walked past. She had the most exquisite facial bone structure that I had ever seen. “Let me know if you ever need some one-on-one tuition.”

      As I watched her sashay away, I felt the sting of my minor failure fade a little.

      “Hey, you,” a soft, smoky voice said from behind me.

      I felt a tingle run from the bottom of my spine to the top, like a lightning bolt in reverse, followed by a nice warming sensation that flooded my brain like mulled wine.

      I knew that voice, and I knew that accompanying sensation.

      “Hello, Tamsin,” I said, turning.

      The hobgoblin stood behind me, looking just as fantastic as she had the last time I had seen her. The scent of her—fresh sweat, shea butter, and leather—filled my head in an intoxicating fashion. She stood tall and proud and beautiful as any goddess, her black hair falling like a shadow down her back. Her yellow demonic eyes with their gold pupils looked me up and down. Her sharp, white pointed teeth were exposed as she smiled.

      I gave my head a little shake. It was a strong glamor, if that is what it was. I wondered whether it could be taught, whether it was a natural or whether I was affected in this way because I was male. Certainly, none of the other women standing nearby seemed to be influenced by this strange pull that Tamsin exuded.

      “You did pretty well for your first time there, Earthling,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I replied, trying not to stare at the hobgoblin’s austerely beautiful countenance. “But call me Mike, yeah?”

      Tamsin’s lips quirked up, showing off more of her impressive set of gnashers. It looked to me like she enjoyed a bit of banter.

      “Well… Mike,” she said, biting off the word. “I was going to show a few of the other newer recruits around some weapon drills. Fancy joining in?”

      I looked around. Most of the other dragonmancers were busy working out, but there were a few pairs dotted here and there who looked to be practicing with finely crafted wooden weapons.

      “Sure,” I said to Tamsin.

      Without another word, Tamsin led the way to where a couple of other dragonmancers, wearing the red and black combo of Rank Ones, were chatting by a rack of weapons set against the trunk of a fallen tree. One was none other than the sexy dark-skinned platinum blonde Nina who had introduced herself to me a moment before.

      “Right,” Tamsin said, “we only have a limited time out here, so allow me to make the introductions and then we can get on with things. Viessa and Nina, this is Mike, our resident Earthling, token male, and Bearer of Noctis, the Onyx Dragon. Mike this is Viessa, a Drow and Bearer of Emrin, the Ivory Dragon, and this is Nina, a Sea Elf and Bearer of Ixlid, the Aqua Dragon.”

      Viessa, who had a chilly blue tint to her skin and an icy gleam in her black eyes, nodded politely to me. Her head was shaved except for a plaited warrior’s queue at the back of her head that ran down to the top of her shapely butt. I’d never seen a woman look sexy with a hairstyle like that before, but this Viessa somehow managed to pull it off.

      Nina inclined her head at me and held my gaze for far longer than the introduction merited. She really was extraordinarily attractive. Those violet eyes of hers cut down into me, probed around, and stirred me up like a couple of drill bits.

      “Mike, as the newest of the newbies, is there any weapon that you fancy working on?” Tamsin said, snapping me out of the semi-trance I was in.

      I blinked and looked over at the weapon rack. I didn’t really need to think too long and hard about it though. Tamsin was amazing with the spear, and I had quite enjoyed the feel of the weapon in my hand when I had taken on the six-headed sinbeast during my Transfusion Ceremony—despite the fact that I had barely had a chance to use it.

      I pointed at the bunch of long ash spears that sat at one end of the rack. Tamsin’s eyes shone.

      “Ah, an excellent choice,” she said. “And, if I may say so, I’m just the woman to teach you how to use one. ”

      I picked a spear up. For something that was so long and heavy, I found that I could hold it and maneuver it in one hand as easily as a walking stick or a golf club.

      Nina and Viessa picked up a spear each too, and I grabbed up another and tossed it to Tamsin.

      “She talks the talk,” I said, “but does she walk the walk?”

      For the rest of the time the company spent in the glade, the three of us—me, Nina, and Viessa—were put through our paces by Tamsin. Just as the hobgoblin had said, and just as I had seen, she really knew her shit when it came to polearms.

      “There are two obvious advantages to the spear,” Tamsin told us as she showed us the best way to grip the weapon and the stances that would most benefit us when using it. “The first is that, for amateurs, the fighting takes place a safe distance from your body.”

      Viessa snorted derisively, as if taking this into account constituted cowardice. Her snort earned her a smack in the back of the knee with Tamsin’s spear.

      “The second advantage is reach, obviously,” Tamsin continued in her silky voice, ignoring the poisonous glance that Viessa shot at her. “Reach buys you time. Reach gives you safety. There’s no shame in fighting smart, in fighting with your head.”

      She whipped her spear around in a complex whirl of stabs, swipes, and thrusts. She moved so fast that the spear appeared to be just a smear of brown in the air. It spun around her neck, twirled along her arms, and came to half about an inch from Nina’s throat. Nina gulped and took a step back.

      “Did I mention that they can be fast too?” Tamsin crooned, her yellow eyes lit with a savage light. “Especially with the strength given to us by our dragons.”

      The red-skinned hobgoblin walked between us, adjusting our grips and stances until they were precisely the way she wanted them. She laid her callused hands on the back of my front hand and tweaked it around a few degrees. Her breath was warm and tickly on my face.

      “Can you think of another advantage of the spear?” she hissed into my ear. “Can you think of a common misconception of this weapon that the spear wielder can use to their advantage in battle?”

      It was hard to concentrate with her lips an inch from my throat. Very hard. I steered my mind away from what else we could enjoy that was very hard and considered the question.

      “Ah, I guess, that its length might be something that opponents take for granted,” I said.

      “Good,” Tamsin said, using her spear to open up my legs a little so that I was more balanced. “How so?”

      “Well, a spear is long, right? But that doesn’t mean you have to spend all your time fighting from a distance, does it?”

      I skipped forward then, briefly releasing the shaft of the wooden spear and then grabbing it again just below the tip. Suddenly, with the ash shaft behind me, it was no longer a spear but a dagger that could be punched into someone, if you were up close and personal with them.

      “Very good, Earthling,” Tamsin said, and she sounded so genuinely pleased that I bit the retort for calling me ‘Earthling.’ The name rankled me. Made me feel like I was an exhibition, or a bit-part in some shitty eighties sci-fi flick.

      “Excuse me for asking, Tamsin,” Viessa said in a harsh voice that exuded rudeness despite the politeness of her words, “but why is it that we need to learn conventional arms? It’s not that I don’t find it interesting, or delight in the idea of slaying hordes of our enemies with a blade, but surely magic is a more expedient method of killing?”

      Tamsin presented the other warrior with a blank stare.

      “It would be foolish for a dragonmancer to rely solely upon the power—the magic—that their bond with their dragon imbues them with,” she said. “And dragonmancers are many things, but foolish is not one of them.”

      “Yes, Viessa,” Nina said, “and we have limitations, don’t we? Our mana isn’t inexhaustible.”

      Viessa looked like she wanted to fling a scathing retort at Nina, but Tamsin held up a hand.

      “Despite sounding like a condescending know-it-all, the Sea Elf is right, Viessa,” the hobgoblin said. “Although we are powerful when compared to the mortal soldiers that make up the bulk of armies, we are only able to use our dragon’s powers in one crystal slot at a time. That means that we must be able wield conventional weapons to a damned good degree if we find ourselves inclined to use our dragons defensively.”

      She bared her teeth wolfishly, and any other questions that Viessa had withered and died on her lips.

      “Now,” Tamsin said, “let’s stop the rabbiting and practice, yes?”

      We drilled through a series of set positions for about ten minutes, going through the same motions over and over again until they became easier to complete successfully. I had experienced similar repetitive tutelage before, during my training at Remorseless. It was the sort of schooling that became ingrained, instilling moves that you could fall back on when you were beat and dead on your feet—no thinking required.

      “Another aspect of the spear that warriors tend to forget in the heat of the moment,” Tamsin said, as we twirled, stabbed, and returned to our starting positions, “is that the bladed tip is not the only part of the spear that can ruin someone’s day.”

      We stopped our drilling and faced Tamsin as she instructed.

      “Stop me, if you can,” she said.

      And, with that little warning, she attacked. She thrust the spear tip at my face, and I bumbled backward, just managing to flick the tip aside with the haft of my own weapon. The tip of Tamsin’s spear darted right, aimed at Viessa’s chest. Before it reached her target, however, Tamsin kicked the butt of her spear. It shot around and smacked Nina in the chin.

      Then, Tamsin spun like a top, her spear zipping around her waist in a blur as if it were fixed to her, and thrust at me again. I blocked the stab but didn’t even see the exact way that the hobgoblin once more kicked the butt of her spear—this time making it rotate over her shoulder—and sent it whipping down toward my unprotected head.

      It was another case of dragon-enhanced abilities coming to the rescue. My hand shot out instinctively—so fast that my muscles must have bypassed my brain—and the spear shaft thwacked into my palm with a meaty slap. I closed my fingers around the ash shaft and held on.

      And, this time, I had the dragonmancer’s strength to match Tamsin’s.

      The hobgoblin jerked at the spear. It was clear that she had expected to be able to wrench it free, but this time, she was out of luck. She staggered a little, as she failed to free her wooden weapon and was put off balance. In the time that it took her to regain her equilibrium, I had rested the tip of my own spear against her breast.

      “That’d count as stopping, wouldn’t it?” I asked mildly.

      Tamsin looked down at the wooden spear tip resting against her heart as Nina stood rubbing her forehead and Viessa relaxed out of her fighting stance.

      “Yes,” she said, through slightly gritted teeth. “Yes, it would.”

      She stepped away and batted the tip away from her chest.

      “It seems,” she said to me, “that you and I are due a rematch one of these days.”

      “Is that a date?” I quipped, with a grin and wink.

      Before Tamsin could answer me, a roar from Fennu, Sergeant Milena’s golden dragon, stopped the training company in their tracks as effectively as the school lunch bell.

      “All right, kids,” the Sergeant bellowed, “I like what I see, but life can’t be all fun. Tidy up and then summon your dragons. We’re running a tad on the late side, so we’ll be flying home today.”

      Having to only put our spears back in the rack, Viessa, Nina, and I quickly summoned our dragons into our Leg Slots, mounted and waited for the signal to leave.

      Viessa’s dragon, Emrin, was a sulfur yellow creature with the same cold, black eyes as his rider. He had a fringe of yellow spikes all around his head, which, when looked at head on, made him look like some terrifying caricature of the sun. His claws were long and curved and gouged into the earth as he shuffled his feet. They looked like just the claws you’d choose if you needed something disemboweled in a hurry.

      The gorgeous Sea Elf, Nina, had a cerulean-colored dragon that was as disarmingly good looking as she was—almost. Ixlid had a neck that curved up into the shape of an S, rather than stretched out straight like many of the other dragons. Her scales were so small and closely knit that she appeared as smooth as a seal from a few yards away. Her legs also more closely resembled claw-tipped flippers than feet, though this did not seem to hinder her movement.

      After only a few minutes, Sergeant Milena gave the order to depart. Fifty dragons rose into the air like a phalanx of monstrous swans. Me and Noctis were among them and ascending next to Penelope on her Rooster Dragon. Together, we began making their way back to the Drako Academy.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived back at the middle bailey, I said goodbye to Penelope. She had to hurry away to take up her duties in the Grand Library, while I was due to partake in martial classes with my squad before lunch.

      As I watched the shapely Knowledge Sprite pull down her robes so that they covered her slender legs, I couldn’t help but notice that she had an intellectual attractiveness about her. She reminded me of how I felt when I learned that Mila Kunis would—or so rumor in Hollywood had it—play World of Warcraft in her panties. She wasn’t just hot physically; she had a super academic quality to her too.

      Once Penelope had left, I looked around. Many of the dragonmancers had been met by soldiers that I assumed were their individual squad members.

      I guess they’re meeting up for a bit of lunchtime bonding with their coteries before they head off for martial training, I thought.

      “They’re meeting their squads here,” Noctis said, responding to my thoughts, “because that is all part of the training. Squads rarely leave their dragonmancer’s side.”

      A slight frown creased my face.

      “Surely, in that case,” I said to my dragon, “my squad should be here too, shouldn’t they?”

      “They should be,” Noctis replied.

      “Hm,” I thought back. “I guess they’re running a little late.”

      “Hopefully, for their sake, not too late,” Noctis said in his unhurried, ancient voice. “The Academy is not known to look kindly upon squads who shirk their duties.” The Onyx Dragon’s equine head snapped to the right. “One approaches with you in her sights, Mike. The female who, judging by her scent, both wants to fight you and—”

      “Michael!” Tamsin said, striding up to me.

      “Mike,” I corrected her automatically, but Tamsin brushed my words aside like they were flies. Still, at least she wasn’t calling me Earthling anymore.

      Behind her, two female and one male soldier lingered, their eyes canvassing their surroundings ceaselessly. They were obviously Tamsin’s squad—or coterie, as dragonmancers referred to them.

      “Are you about to hit me up for that date already, Tamsin?” I asked, refusing to let this intimidating woman overawe me.

      Tamsin had the same commanding presence as Saya did, but with an added squeeze of potential ruthlessness that the Amazonian blonde did not possess.

      The red-skinned hobgoblin flashed that carnivorous smile at me. The top few buttons of her shirt were undone, and her exposed cleavage made my eyes want to migrate south for the winter.

      “Alas no,” she said in her sultry voice. “It pains me to say that we will have to put such plans on hold for the nonce.”

      “Did she just say ‘for the nonce’?” I mentally asked Noctis.

      “What is so peculiar about that?” the dragon asked.

      I had to concede that point. I guessed that bit of wordage wouldn’t have sounded strange to a mythical entity that was however many thousand years old.

      “That’s too bad,” I said to Tamsin. “I was thinking we could run over some of your techniques when it comes to the handling of a pole.”

      I saw that comment flash over Tamsin’s head like a frisbee.

      “You’ve got bigger fish to fry right now,” the red-skinned beauty said.

      “I do?”

      “A whale might be closer to the mark,” Tamsin said.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, though I had a notion. “My squad not being here?”

      “Precisely,” the hobgoblin said.

      “What’s the big deal about that?” I asked.

      Tamsin cocked her head to one side and gave me a slightly condescending look—arched brows, a smirk, a slight narrowing of the gold-pupiled yellow eyes—which, bizarrely, made me want to fuck her all the more.

      “Fresh squad members are not indispensable, Mike,” she said. “This is a black mark against them. You can bet that Lieutenant Kaleen will have noted it. If they cut training again, they’ll be punished.”

      “Punished how?” I asked, though I doubted they could expect to get a smack on the ass and sent to bed without dinner.

      “Execution,” Tamsin said detachedly.

      “Bit extreme, isn’t it?” I said.

      “It’s to show how serious the Spire is about training: cutting training is analogous to deserting on the battlefield.” The hobgoblin sniffed. “And that is the lowest of all crimes here.”

      With those encouraging words, Tamsin and her coterie left.

      “Shit,” I said.

      I summoned Noctis back into his crystal and made a move toward the gate leading into the lower bailey and, beyond that, the town of Drakereach.

      “I’m all for that New Age work-life balance bullshit,” I muttered to myself as I strode quickly along the path past the archery butts. “If they’re going to work and fight hard, then they can play as hard as they like.”

      I exchanged nods and salutes with a cluster of brawny bastards gathered around a barrel of crossbow bolts to have their lunch.

      “But those pricks aren’t going to be much good to me if they end up dangling from a gibbet somewhere.”

      And with that cheerful thought, I started toward the barracks where I hoped to find my squad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I happened to cruise past Old Sleazy on my search for my squad, so I took the opportunity to grab some lunch to go. He had stationed his little BBQ stand elsewhere in the castle the last time I’d seen him, so I considered it fortunate to have found a familiar face—and some familiar food.

      Old Sleazy was a crusty old gnoll, about four-feet tall with a physique like a slightly deflated balloon—the kind of sad balloons that you see the morning after a wedding or event like that, fat enough so that he could roll off both sides of the bed at once. He had the lumpy green skin of your average goblin, but with the added aesthetic touch of a fine downy hair that covered his whole body. The hair on his head was a thatch of white. He had cultivated himself the sort of horrific, drooping mustache that only the greatest, most venerable kung fu masters have ever thought were stylish.

      He also prepared, cooked, and sold the best motherfucking barbecue I had ever tasted.

      “Old Sleazy,” I said, using my new dragonmancer status to cheekily cut the long line, “do you remember me?”

      Old Sleazy looked up from the large wheelbarrow that served him as kitchen, shop front, and office. Next to him, sizzling away on a grill set over a bed of white-hot coals, were strips and chunks of some marinated meat.

      “‘Ello, ‘ello,” he said, “if it ain’t Michael Gilmore—Dragonmancer Noctis, I should say now. Course I remember you. With a mug like yours how could I not, eh?”

      He began to have some sort of mild seizure, which I realized after a disconcerting moment or two was actually him laughing.

      That was another thing about Old Sleazy; the old wheeler and dealer seemed to be the only humanoid in the Mystocean Empire that didn’t have a deep, respectful fear of dragonmancers built into them. A salesman through and through, who could probably sell hair care products to Bruce Willis, Old Sleazy wasn’t above giving dragonmancers a healthy bit of shit every now and again.

      I liked that about him.

      “You’re a funny guy, Old Sleazy,” I said. “You know, if you ran like your mouth, you’d be in pretty good shape.”

      Old Sleazy clutched a three-fingered hand to his chest and grimaced. “You’re tellin’ me I don’t look like I’ve been runnin’ through the woods like you lot?”

      “I’m telling you that you looked like you’ve been poured into that fucking apron,” I said.

      Old Sleazy hit me with a baleful eye and then broke into a fit of chuckles.

      “Ah, you’re a sharp one, Dragonmancer Noctis, I’ll give you that,” the gnoll said.

      “I’d rather you give me a parcel of whatever the hell it is you’re cremating on that grill of yours,” I said.

      “You ever ‘ad the pleasure of tuckin’ into one of my pieces of marinated mountain skunk?”

      I made an involuntary face. “Fuck, I hope not,” I said.

      “Spoken like a silly little lad with all the gastronomique experience of your average dungbeetle,” Old Sleazy retorted.

      I sighed. “Man, I would love to spend some of my precious time insulting you, Old Sleazy, but I know I wouldn’t be able to do as good a job at it as nature has already done.”

      A few soldiers behind me laughed at this.

      Old Sleazy flipped some meat and said, “I’m just sayin’ that this mountain skunk was of the perfect size and weight for barbecuing when I saw it and chased it down with my hammer.”

      I had to laugh at that one. “Chased it down? Is your ass jealous of the amount of shit that comes out of your mouth, pal?”

      “When I trapped it, then,” Old Sleazy said grudgingly.

      He procured a mysterious bottle of sauce from his apron and sprayed the meat liberally with it. It crackled and hissed and gave off a fine, toothsome smell that reminded my stomach that my whole body had been working hard that morning and could do with a fuel-up.

      “It’s good is it?” I asked doubtfully, eyeing the strips of gleaming meat as they sizzled and spat above the coals.

      “Course it is.”

      “What d’you marinate it in?”

      “Like, I’m goin’ to tell you that,” scoffed the gnoll, his chef’s toque wobbling on his head in his mirth. “You want me to tell you all about how I caught it and why? What it was eatin’ at the time and the way I prepared it—it ain’t easy to skin, bone and fillet a mountain skunk, you know. You need to stick a spoon up its—”

      I held up my hand. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure I could get a good look at a T-bone steak if I shoved my head up a cow’s ass, but I’d much rather just have faith that the butcher knew what he was doing.”

      Old Sleazy spat with alarming accuracy at a passing fly, knocking it out of the air, and wiped his greasy hands on his apron. It was the same apron he had been wearing the last time I saw him. It had the slogan ‘Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls’ emblazoned across it.

      I shrugged. “Fuck it, a parcel of your finest marinated mountain skunk then, please.”

      “You got the scales, lad?” Old Sleazy said, eyeing me beadily.

      I made a face. He’d put his finger on the sore spot.

      “I’ve got no funds as of yet,” I admitted.

      “Ahh, one of them customers, aye,” Old Sleazy said in a pained voice. “Like your mate Saya—though, to be fair, she does settle her tabs.”

      “I haven’t been sent out on any missions yet. Nothing that has enabled me to pick up any treasure or loot,” I said.

      Saying those sorts of words were what made this whole experience seem surreal. Treasure? Loot? When the hell did I ever get to use those words in a serious conversation back on Earth?

      “And, what? You’re expectin’ Old Sleazy to reach into his own, pathetically threadbare and mostly empty pocket and cover your ass?” Old Sleazy said, hitting me with the poor, struggling entrepreneur schtick.

      “I’m thinking that Old Sleazy is a crafty and shrewd enough old toad that he knows when doing a favor to the right person might pay off for him in the long run,” I said.

      Old Sleazy nodded. He reached for one of the leaf wrappings sitting in a pile on one side of his cart-cum-barbecue.

      “Hitch me wagon to a star sort of thing, is it?” he asked.

      “That’s right,” I said.

      Old Sleazy considered this. “Yeah, all right then,” he said, and began fiddling about with a spatula, flipping a couple of juicy portions of meat. “But I want my money as soon as you get it, yeah?”

      “Deal,” I said. “Also, you know most of the faces around here, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. Maybe,” said Old Sleazy.

      “I was wondering if you could help me locate some lads. One’s a big dude; pale white skin, covered in scars, red eyes, forked white beard—”

      “Yeah, Bjorn, I know ‘im,” Old Sleazy said. “He’d eat everything I cooked every day if he had the funds.”

      “Have you seen him today?” I asked.

      “Nah,” said Old Sleazy. “I’ll tell you what though, if you get an eyeball on the fat bastard, tell ‘im that ‘e owes Old Sleazy four scales for a couple o’ very nice bullfrog liver skewers.”

      Old Sleazy passed me my packet of barbecue and I bowed. “Cheers, Old Sleazy, I owe you one.”

      “Yeah, and don’t you bleedin’ well forget it,” the crusty old gnoll said as I started to make my way out of the mess of people queuing for his barbecue.

      I made my way around the barracks section of the lower bailey, eating from my packet of barbecue and keeping my eyes skinned for Bjorn, Gabby, or Rupert.

      Goddamn, Old Sleazy might be the sort of character that made you wish you had a dozen more middle fingers, but the little devil sure could slow cook some meat. If I’d been able to get his barbecue marinade recipe out of him and taken it back to Earth, I think I could have made millions.

      After wandering about the barracks for a while, I managed to find someone who could point me in the direction of the private quarters of the three guys. Maybe they’d had a big night and forgotten all about their duties?

      When I knocked on the door of the small, lime-washed Mediterranean-looking house, there wasn’t any response. It appeared that there was no one home.

      Not no one home, I chided myself. No one answering the door.

      I had had to lay low from the cops and even less savory individuals more than a few times in my streetlife in LA. I knew that my three squad members could very well just be hiding under their beds and hoping that whoever was rapping their knuckles on their front door would just piss off.

      I tried the door handle, but my luck wasn’t that good, and I found it to be locked. Of course, now that I had my dragonmancer’s strength, I could probably have kicked the door off the hinges and through the far wall, but that would have just been rude.

      I walked around the side of the house and down the alleyway that divided it from the house next door. I hopped over a five-foot wall and landed, with the softness of an extremely stealthy cat, in the back garden.

      I wrinkled my nose. I had landed only a few strides away from the long-drop latrine. My dragon-boosted sense of smell told me that my squad had been making excellent use of it—and fairly recently.

      There’s a not so delightful bonus to the Transfusion Ceremony, I thought.

      “And there we have it,” I said to myself, smiling at the open window that looked out over the back garden.

      I climbed through the open window and entered the main living area, which consisted of the kitchen, dining area, and lounge all encapsulated in one room.

      I took a moment then to just listen. I closed my eyes and allowed my enhanced hearing to stretch into every corner of the building. The house was made of stone, so there were none of the creaks and groans that you’d get from a wooden residence. I held my breath and slowed my heart rate so as to hear all the better.

      Nothing.

      No sound of breathing hidden behind a cupped hand. Not a peep of a joint creaking as someone shifted just a little.

      The only thing that I heard was the scuffling of a mouse upstairs at it chowed down on a crumb of something that had been dropped in one of the bedrooms. By the soft little scraping crunch it made while it nibbled, I thought that it might be a crust of bread.

      I opened my eyes and looked around the room. I took a deep breath.

      There was a vaguely alchemical stink, which coincided with a makeshift laboratory setup that had been erected in one corner. That would be Rupert’s doing, I had no doubt about that.

      Rupert Dyer was my tweaked-out medic, who had won me over with his borderline inappropriate honesty during the Squad Trials. He was a scrappy fighter with a bevy of dirty tricks. He had innovative brain on him that I hoped would come in handy down the track.

      I had a feeling that the consensus among many of the other soldiers at the Drako Academy was that Rupert’s dad should have wiped Rupert on the sheets, but I did not share this opinion. He was a nice guy—if somewhat eccentric—and gave me the impression that, now I had taken a chance on him, his loyalty was mine.

      I just had to somehow break him of the habit of wearing the ridiculous Robin hood-style feathered hat that he never left the house without.

      Even though I was ninety-five percent sure that no one was home, I headed upstairs.

      On exiting the staircase, I was confronted by a bedroom that was as utilitarian and neat as any you might find in an open home. The bed had been made with such exactitude that I could have shaved with the creases on the sheets. I had a quick look and saw a cloak hanging on the back of the door. There was also a fine-looking bow—unstrung—in the corner of the room, along with a quiver of arrows.

      “Gabby,” I muttered.

      Gabby was the designated scout, hunter, and all-round silent assassin of my coterie. He was certainly more silent than the other two men, what with Rupert’s pockets being filled with bottles, flasks, and tins of potion ingredients—not to mention things that might spontaneously explode at any moment—and Bjorn having roughly the same grace and surreptitiousness as a pick-up truck being driven off a cliff and into a lake.

      In the tradition of barracks the universe over, Gabby had been given his name by his fellow infantrymen since he had had his tongue cut out at some point in his past. No one knew why or when and, for obvious reasons, Gabby wasn’t telling.

      Although he wasn’t the guy you wanted on your team for a game of ‘I Have Never’, when it came to tracking and shooting, Gabby let his yellow, hawk-like eyes and fingers do the talking. The man was said to be absolutely deadly with a bow and was raised to hunt and track from the moment he could walk. Much of this I had taken from Rupert and Bjorn during our night on the town, but I was sure I’d get the chance to verify the information before long.

      I carried on down the short corridor and glanced into the jumbled abyss that was obviously Rupert’s room. It was like a larger version of the alchemical workshop downstairs, except this one look decidedly more. . . radioactive. I closed the door, not wanting to catch something, and then went to the room at the end of the hallway.

      I opened the door carefully.

      “Holy son of a bitch!” I said, taking a step back from the room and putting my hand over my mouth and nose.

      This room was obviously Bjorn’s. The plate of carefully stripped ribs sitting on the windowsill proclaimed it, as did the naked ribcage of some large fowl sitting on a platter on the bedside table, the large bowl of gnawed chicken legs sitting by the bed, and the empty ale jug stuffed into one draw of the simple chest of drawers.

      What had made me recoil in disgust wasn’t the food or bones—Bjorn never left enough food at the end of a meal to satisfy a peckish cockroach, let alone make a smell—but the pungent aroma of butt-whispers that filled the room.

      It seemed to me that Bjorn, the seven and a half foot tall, four-hundred and fifty pound mean-machine, who would have filled the role of tank in anyone’s Wasteland 2 team and would eat anything so long as it stayed still long enough and didn’t wriggle too much, had systematically purged himself of every fart in his body. Then he had closed the window of his room and shut the door so that he could come back and enjoy it later.

      I shook my head and walked away. I needn’t have worried about the guys hiding in there. If they had been foolish enough to take refuge under Bjorn’s bed or something the stink would have killed them within minutes.

      I wondered why I hadn’t caught a whiff of this earlier, then I realized I hadn’t attempted to focus on my sense of smell. It seemed that my newfound dragonmancer senses weren’t always “on.” Which made sense, since I figured constantly being assaulted by all sorts of sounds, scents, and sights would probably drive someone insane pretty damn quickly.

      I trooped back downstairs, puzzling over where they could be, when I heard a familiar voice outside the front door.

      “Can you believe it? They’re r-real! The Bloodletters!”

      It was Rupert. I would have known that excited stammer anywhere.

      I heard the door swing open, the tramp of boots, and then the sound of the door closing again. There was a despairing groan from the simple sofa as Bjorn sat himself down on it.

      “Of course they’re bloody real, Rupert,” the half-Jotunn rumbled, “you bloody well fought them just the other night, didn’t you? I know I did. I’m still getting the blood out from under my fingernails.”

      “I know I d-did,” Rupert replied. “But I didn’t think they were really Bloodletters. Just some nasty, wannabe members of a thieves guild.”

      There was a series of grunts from Gabby.

      “There’s no thieves’ guild meaner, more ruthless or dangerous than the fucking Bloodletters,” said Bjorn as I eased myself silently down the last couple of steps. “Stealing dragon’s blood. It’s fucking sacri-sacra… Fucking sacrimonious if you ask me.”

      “Sacrilegious,” Rupert corrected Bjorn. “You mean sacrilegious.”

      Gabby grunted his agreement.

      I stepped out into the room at that point and cleared my throat.

      Bjorn jumped so mightily that the sofa he was sprawled on tipped backward, and he was thrown to the floor with a house-shaking crash. Rupert spun about, his eyes wide and a stiletto knife in his hand. Gabby, with his usual sangfroid, raised a hand in greeting without even turning to face me in the battered old armchair he was sitting in.

      Enjoying the spectacle of Bjorn flailing on his back like a musclebound beetle, I said, “Hello, boys. I think you have some explaining to do.”

      Gabby made an inquisitive noise in his throat.

      “You lot are going to have to explain—not to me, but to those in charge—why it was that you weren’t up at the middle bailey at lunchtime today, when me and the rest of the dragonmancers came back from our little PT class.”

      Gabby thumped the arm of his chair with a fist. From his place on the ground, Bjorn said, “Ah, troll tits! Are we in the shit?”

      “I don’t really know honestly, but one of my fellow dragonmancers told me that you get one chance to fuck up and then you’re as good as buzzard bait. So, whatever the hell you three were up to, it better be a fucking good excuse. Life is full of disappointments as it is, and I refuse to add you guys to the list.”

      Rupert stepped forward. He looked slightly awkward at having let his boss—me—down, but also brimming over with his usual manic excitement.

      “What’s the excuse then, Rupert?” I asked.

      “It’s airtight, Mike, I s-swear!” Rupert said. “When the higher-ups receive this information that we’ve gathered, they’re not going to give two sphinx shits that we weren’t where we were supposed to be!”

      “All right,” I said, “that sounds promising. It’s got something to do with the Bloodletters I presume?”

      Gabby nodded.

      “You better spill the beans then,” I said, leaning back against the wall.

      Rupert opened his mouth to get started on what I hoped was going to be an enlightening and half-sane tale. He was silenced by a ferocious knocking on the front door. It was less a knocking and more of a pounding, the solid wood of the door rattling on its iron pin-barrel hinges.

      “I think someone’s at the door, lads,” I said.

      Being the closest to the door, Rupert reached out and pulled the bolt.

      The door crashed open as the knocker—the pounder—hit it again. Rupert jumped backward out of the way, and the door hit the wall behind and took a chunk of masonry out of it.

      Lieutenant Kaleen stepped over the threshold. She was looking less sardonically amused than she usually did, and more genuinely pissed off. The sarcastic smile which usually adorned her face when she was scrutinizing the rank and file was absent. It was replaced with a flat pursing of the lips that spoke of imminent trouble.

      Sergeant Milena followed Kaleen in. She was looking just as grim as her twin and ran a hand through her short, white hair as she stepped inside. She glanced around the room, noting the occupants, and frowning slightly at the sight of Bjorn struggling to get back to his feet and right the sofa.

      “On your feet!” Milena barked in a whiplash voice.

      Gabby sprang up from the armchair he had been relaxing in. Bjorn managed to finally get upright, looking more than a little embarrassed.

      I noticed then that another person—a man—had walked in behind Sergeant Milena. He was a tall, thin guy. His face was as long and thin as an axe blade. He didn’t have much in the way of a forehead, but he was packing enough nose and chin for two. His hair was mostly black, shot with a handful of bright blonde hairs—where you’d normally say someone was going gray this man was going gold. His gray eyes were as distant and frigid as a couple of stars, and he sported a neat dark beard. His age was impossible to determine, especially in this world. The motherfucker could have been in his late thirties or just clocked a hundred for all I knew. One thing was certain though; he exuded an air that he would not be trifled with lightly, nor suffer idiocy. He reminded me of my old principal.

      Sergeant Milena evidently noticed me looking at the newcomer because she said, “Gentlemen, this—as you jackasses know,” and the sergeant indicated Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert, “—is Captain Cade. He is the commanding field officer of the Rank One Dragonmancers and, subsequently, their coteries.”

      There was quite a juicy little silence left after these words. It matured nicely. Deepened and broadened until Captain Cade deemed it ripe enough to squash.

      “I would be gratified,” he said, in a surprisingly mellow and serene voice, “if you three men would be so accommodating as to divulge to me just where you were today, when you were supposed to be assembling in the middle bailey in preparation to meet Dragonmancer Noctis here?”

      I couldn’t help but wonder how this man had managed to become a Captain when he wasn’t a dragonmancer. He was, from what I could tell, a male, so that precluded him being bonded to a dragon. I was, as I had been told many times, the first male dragonmancer in a very long while.

      Captain Cade looked at Gabby, his distant gray eyes searching the man’s stubbly face.

      Gabby stared blankly back.

      Realization flittered over the captain’s face, and he swallowed back a cough before turning to Rupert.

      “Well, soldier?” he prompted politely.

      There was something about his cultivated tone that filled me with disquiet. I felt like it was the politeness that precedes someone going completely ballistic. The sort of civility which one neighbor might employ with another, less considerate neighbor who has let their hedge grow over the fence, right before they lose it and brain them with a shovel.

      Rupert stuttered a few times, doing a fair impersonation of an engine that is turning over but refuses to catch.

      “We f-f-found them, Captain!”

      “Found who?” Captain Cade asked.

      Sergeant Milena glared at the twitching lad with the ridiculous Robin Hood hat perched on black hair that he had obviously cut himself.

      “What the fuck are you on about, Dyer?” she said in a faintly resigned voice.

      “We f-f-found th-them!” Rupert repeated.

      “Who?” Sergeant Milena snapped. “Let me just warn, lad, this better be a fucking good excuse. This better be a really fucking good excuse. This better be the mother of all excuses because, in case you weren’t aware, you and your two fellow members of this dream team are so deep in shit that it’s going to be a wonder if you manage to surface again. Now, who did you find?”

      Rupert took a deep breath, twitched a couple of times, and then said, “We f-followed a lead and learned that th-the Bloodletters have taken refuge in Drakereach, Sergeant!”

      Another silence followed this pronouncement. This one though was much shorter and had a ringing quality to it.

      I looked at Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen. Just for a second, I thought I saw a joint look of consternation and shock pass over their faces.

      The new guy, Captain Cade, stood up a little straighter. His thin face tightened, and his eyes glittered with a light that you might normally expect to find twinkling on the edge of a very sharp knife. His eyes were fixed on Rupert, boring into him.

      Then, Sergeant Milena swelled, and she began ripping into Rupert with the sort of gusto that I thought only existed on the parade ground of movies like Full Metal Jacket.

      “Of all the goddamn ridiculous cockatrice cack that I was expecting to come out of your mouth, soldier, even I wasn’t expecting this!”

      “But, ma’am,” Rupert started to say, “I s-swear th—”

      “Shut the fuck up, soldier!” snapped Sergeant Milena wearily. “Just shut the fuck up. You know, it’s men like you that can make this job really rub. The gods know I try to be a more optimistic person when I wake up in the morning. More positive than the day before. But today, the only thing that I’m positive about is that you three are a bunch of fucking idiots the likes of which I have rarely had the misfortune to meet.”

      At this point, thought Captain Cade was going to interject and ask a question. He was looking intently at Rupert, his eyes occasionally shifting to Bjorn and Gabby. He looked like a man with something on his mind. However, Sergeant Milena was in full flow, and the thin man did not get a chance to voice anything.

      “You realize that failing to be at the side of your dragonmancer when you should be is punishable by being hung from the castle walls, don’t you?” the irate sergeant said.

      “You can answer that one,” Lieutenant Kaleen prompted Rupert.

      “Uh, yes Serge—” Rupert tried to say.

      “Then why, if you’re cognizant of that fact, would you try and sell me this load of bollocks about Bloodletters?”

      “Sergeant, Rupert’s telling the truth,” Bjorn rumbled somewhat tentatively. “He’s—”

      “Well, fuck me!” the sergeant cut across the half-Jotunn warrior, causing whatever words were about to come out from between his bearded lips to go scuttling back down his throat. “I must have a fucking brain worm and not even know it, because I don’t remember asking you a damned thing, Bjorn!”

      Bjorn swallowed and closed his mouth.

      Despite knowing that trying to help my men was fruitless, I couldn’t leave them to be roasted without at least trying to stand up for them. I stepped away from the wall and drew myself up to my full height.

      “Sergeant Milena?” I said.

      “What is it, Dragonmancer Noctis?”

      “Respectfully, Rupert might be onto something. Those guys we fought in the town—”

      “What guys?” Milena asked me.

      I blinked and stared at her. Then I looked at Lieutenant Kaleen. “Uh, the guys, the gray-clad ninja dudes that the four of us—along with Saya and Elenari and their coteries—battled only the other night.”

      The two white-haired, red-eyed twins gave me matching blank looks and said nothing.

      “We told you about them the other night!” I said, completely nonplussed as to why they were acting like I was talking Dutch to them.

      “Lieutenant Kaleen, do you recall the dragonmancer telling us about these ‘ninjas’?” Sergeant Milena asked her sibling.

      “No, Sergeant Milena,” Lieutenant Kaleen replied casually, shaking her head.

      I narrowed my eyes but said nothing.

      What the fuck is going on here? I thought.

      “Something,” Noctis’ voice insinuated itself into my head, “is not as it seems.”

      I had to agree.

      Not only that, but a captain had shown up for something as trivial as a disciplinary matter. Cade’s presence was a definite red flag that had all my internal alarms blaring.

      “Gentlemen,” Captain Cade said, crossing his wiry arms over his chest and looking at Bjorn, Gabby, and Rupert, “what exactly do you think you found? What made you think that you fought Bloodletters? They’re a myth. A tavern rumor.”

      A flurry of agitated twitches passed over Rupert’s face. He opened his mouth to answer.

      “I don’t want to hear any more of this garbage,” Sergeant Milena said, holding up a hand.

      She took a deep breath and looked at each man of my squad in turn.

      “Consider this your first and only warning,” she said gravely. “You know that failure to be at your dragonmancer’s side when required is as good as deserting the battlefield. Next time it happens, you’ll be taken up to the top of the wall, dressed up all pretty in a hemp cravat, and given one chance to dance on air. Got it?”

      There was a chorus of gulps, though they might just have been added in by my brain for effect.

      “Yes, Sergeant!” said Bjorn and Rupert.

      Then, Gabby, Rupert, and Bjorn saluted—making the sign of the claw with their index finger over their heart—and stood to attention.

      “Captain Cade,” Sergeant Milena said, gesturing toward the open door, “I know that you have things to do.”

      “I do,” Cade said with a nod. “I can leave this little matter with you two?”

      “You can,” Lieutenant Kaleen said with a nod. “Thank you, sir.”

      Cade looked like he was itching to stay behind and grill my coterie about the Bloodletters, but he was clearly a busy man. I wasn’t exactly an expert on military rank, but it did seem that he outranked Milena and Kaleen. Again, I found this somewhat strange since I’d been given the impression that dragonmancers were the cream of the crop, and this Cade guy was obviously not one of those.

      He gave us all one last searching look with his cold gray eyes and then ducked out through the door.

      Sergeant Milena stood for a few moments longer, regarding the three men who still stood at attention. Then she took her leave and walked out into the sporadic noon sunshine.

      Lieutenant Kaleen walked slowly to the door. When she was on the threshold, she turned, pointed at me, and crooked a finger. “Michael Noctis,” she said in her usual mildly acerbic voice, “a word outside.”

      I followed Lieutenant Kaleen outside the house, and she closed the door behind us. With my dragon-enhanced hearing, I was actually able to hear the sound of Gabby, Rupert, and Bjorn all letting out the breaths they had been holding, even through the thickness of the door.

      Lieutenant Kaleen led me right, down the street a little, in the opposite direction of the Academy. I glanced left and saw the tall, rangy figure of Captain Cade striding away in the other direction.

      Sergeant Milena was waiting for us in the shadowy lee of a closed pottery shop.

      “Sergeant,” I said, “what did you mean back there, pretending that you didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about with the Bloodletters? You saw the bodies!”

      “Course I knew what you were talking about,” Sergeant Milena said breezily. “Don’t be a fool. I was banking on you realizing that I wouldn’t just blatantly lie like that unless I had a good reason.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I hate this sort of clandestine bullshit,” I said bluntly.

      “All you need to know is this,” Lieutenant Kaleen said, putting a hand on my shoulder and fixing me with her unwavering blood-red gaze. “The existence of the Bloodletters is not a subject for general consumption.”

      “Especially,” Sergeant Milena said, “around men like Captain Cade.”

      “Doesn’t he outrank you?”

      “He does,” Kaleen replied.

      “Am I going to end up on the copping block for insubordination along with you two?”

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “The Overseer is aware of this.” Milena sighed, and I got the impression she was trying to talk down to me. “Cade is not a dragonmancer. While he does, indeed, outrank us, there are things he doesn’t understand—things he cannot understand.”

      “Right,” I said, remaining unconvinced.

      “Don’t worry about your men,” Sergeant Milena said. “We won’t be holding them to that warning. And we’ll ask them all about what they discovered in the town. For now, just make sure that they don’t skip out on their duties again though, you hear? You keep them in line. That’s part of what it means to be a dragonmancer. And let them know that they should leave the sleuthing to others. Weak men like them—that is to say non-dragonmancers—might sleuth their ways into an early grave if they’re not careful.”

      That struck a chord with me, her wording.

      Weak men… Non-dragonmancers…

      I knew my guys weren’t weak. They were three fantastic fighters—not nearly in the same league as dragonmancers when it came to strength and stamina, of course, but I couldn’t imagine there were many better warriors among the regular troopers of the Mystocean Empire.

      “Sergeant,” I said, struck by a thought, “my squad, they’re good guys, you know. I was just wondering, have you ever heard of any way in which a coterie has been altered—strengthened in a similar way to dragonmancers.”

      Lieutenant Kaleen scoffed, but Sergeant Milena looked at me pensively.

      “You have Arcane practice at some point in the near future, I imagine,” the sergeant said. “You might find that that is the place to voice those sorts of queries. Now, we must be off. what I’ve said here, Dragonmancer Noctis; keep those headache magnets of yours out of trouble. And don’t go jabbering around the Academy about Bloodletters. That’s an order.”

      With that, the Sergeant marched off without looking back.

      Lieutenant Kaleen started to follow and then turned sharply around to face me. Her red eyes roved over my face. Her usual sardonic grin widened a little. She winked at me, and then said, as she backed away, “Keep in mind that it’s those stir the shitpot, whether out of good intentions or bad, that usually end up licking the spoon.”

      Then she was gone, leaving me standing there with nothing but my whirling thoughts for company. The sun peeked out from behind the fast-moving clouds just then and bathed me in its warm glow. I puffed out my cheeks.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked the street quietly, but the street didn’t answer.

      Suddenly, a chorus of gasps went up from the few soldiers milling about the barracks. The sunlight was blotted out, and a sharp wind whipped up, blowing dust and litter around.

      I shielded my eyes and looked up.

      A dragon—a big dragon—had come to hover above the street. Its wings beat periodically, but I got the impression that it was the thing’s copious latent magic that kept it aloft more than anything else.

      “That’s a Titan!” I heard a soldier say in an awed voice from off to my left.

      The dragon beat its wings again, and I took a step back to steady myself against the blast of wind that set window shutters to flapping and a couple of stray dogs to barking.

      I recognized the beast now, as I squinted up through my narrowed eyelids. It was Sonos, the dragon paired with Claire, the Seer.

      I raised my hand in greeting, and the dragon dropped its massive head toward me. On closer inspection, I saw that the eyes, each as big as a basketball, were different colors: one was red and the other was greenish blue.

      Claire’s eyes, I thought.

      “Yes,” Noctis said, speaking to me from within his crystal, “the Seer is in Titan form. She is Sonos for the time being.”

      The dragon opened its huge maw and spoke then, in a surprisingly quiet voice. I had been expecting the sort of booming vocalization that would send me through the nearest wall.

      “An event that has not occurred in millennia is about to begin, dragonmancer,” the dragon said. “Two, in fact... You had better come with me.”

      My stomach clenched into a knot inside my abdomen, then uncoiled and seemed to vanish altogether.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Elenari and Saya…

      They were about to give birth.
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      There are few things in life that might distract a man from the reality that he is flying along next to a dragon roughly the size of a school bus. However, as I soared on the back of Noctis, flying alongside Sonos, I don’t mind admitting that I was fairly fucking preoccupied.

      I had never witnessed anyone, or anything for that matter, giving birth. The closest I had got to such a thing was that scene in the R-rated version of Knocked Up when you see the crown of the baby pressing out of Katherine Heigl’s fake hootenanny. If that was anything to go by, I was about as interested in witnessing the miracle of creation as self-circumcising.

      I had concluded, after the short time that I had spent in this world, that dragons were versatile creatures when it came to occupying space. I had the impression that, depending on the strength of the dragonmancer that they were bonded to, they could materialize in almost any size—taking the form of something as relatively small as a Great Dane or as something as massive as the Luck Dragon flapping along on my left.

      Noctis had adopted, in his current form, the rough proportions of a large cart horse. A good size for riding; big enough to be comfortable but small enough to allow for sharp and snazzy flying if so needed.

      To take my mind off what I might be about to see, I looked over at the Titan next to me. Sonos—or Claire, I supposed, at that moment—felt me staring at her. The one eye—the greenish blue one—that was visible to me as we flew toward Augury Grove snapped up to look at me.

      “You have a question for me, Mike?” the dragon said, voicing Claire’s words.

      “I was just mulling over whether—if I knew how and had the power—Noctis could get to the size that Sonos is now,” I said, projecting my voice over the rush of the wind.

      Claire considered this as both dragons banked gently to the west, heading deeper into the mountain forests that surrounded the Drako Academy.

      “Perhaps,” she said after a few moments, “though you still have much to learn before you have this ability. Very few dragonmancers ever master this particular skill.”

      “So I hear,” I said. “But I’m not most dragonmancers.”

      “You sound very sure of yourself,” the Seer said through her dragon’s lips.

      “Who’s going to have faith in you if you don’t have faith in yourself?” I countered.

      “A very fair point.”

      We began to descend. In the distance, I could make out the cliff on which a patch of land had been cleared from the forest that backed it. Augury Grove: the home of the Seer.

      “I have lived for a very long time, Mike,” Claire said. “As a matter of fact, I am one of the very few who remember a time when male dragonmancers still walked amongst the people.”

      “That was millennia ago,” I said.

      “That’s right.”

      “I knew you were old as hell,” I teased.

      The Titan grinned, showing off rows and rows of saber-sharp teeth.

      “It is my great age and longevity that have allowed me to gain and master most of the powers that are available for dragonmancers to learn,” she continued.

      “I bet you’re a fucking handful in battle then, huh?” I said.

      Claire shook Sonos’ head from side to side. “It is not my place to play the part of the warrior,” she said. “I do not take life. Not unless the future holds no other alternative—and that is a rare and cruel future indeed. I am the Guide for that which might come. I am the Keeper of that which has passed.”

      “In a nutshell, it’s your job to try and steer the Mystocean Empire’s ship through the choppy uncertain waters and into a nice placid, calm future, is that right?” I asked, dodging my head out of the way of some wandering flying insect.

      “In a nutshell,” the Seer replied.

      “So, if you have known a time when male dragonmancers were strutting about doing their thing,” I said. “That would mean, presumably, that you’ve seen dragonlings being born before?”

      Claire nodded Sonos’ car-sized head. “That’s right. I was only a child then, but I remember it well.”

      I swallowed. My mouth was suddenly dry. I wasn’t sure if it was the rushing wind as we flew along or the trepidation I felt at potentially seeing Saya and Elenari give birth.

      “What was it like?” I asked as our dragons began to circle toward the glade.

      “Glorious,” the Seer replied without hesitation.

      “Really?” I asked, unable to keep the incredulity from my tone.

      “Really,” the Seer said through the mouth of her dragon companion. “I have to thank you, Michael, dragonmancer and bonded companion of Noctis.”

      “Thank me?” I asked. “For what?”

      “For allowing me to bear witness to such a thing once again. For allowing me to once more live in a time where dragons can hope to prosper and flourish.”

      I shut my mouth, pondering on whether the magnificent glory of this scenario was going to be lost on me. Was the Seer just waxing eloquent about something that might be, in a word, gross?

      We spiraled downward, getting closer and closer to Augury Grove.

      I guessed that I was about to find out.

      Our dragons set claws to turf a few moments later, amidst the heady, heartening scent of fallen apples and meadow grass. With a slowness born of trepidation, I slipped down from Noctis’ back. I didn’t summon him back into the crystal but let him wander off at his leisure.

      The Onyx Dragon walked away and flopped unconcernedly down on the edge of the cliff with his head hanging out into the void. He was a cool customer, was old Noctis. Anyone looking at him would never have been able to guess that something truly remarkable, centering around the continuation of his species, was about to go down.

      “It is nothing more and nothing less than life,” he said simply to me, and fell into a comfortable doze.

      I turned my attention on the Seer’s little cottage. It was the sort of thatched architectural delight that would have looked good adorning the front of those twee little boxes of toffees or shortbread biscuits.

      I strained my magically enhanced ears, expecting to hear the grunting, roaring, cavewoman-like sounds that heralded an incoming baby—or dragonling.

      But there was nothing.

      No sound of intense labor. No swearing or crying. No guttural cries.

      The door to Claire’s cottage opened, and Claire herself walked out.

      “What the… I thought…” I twisted around to look at the massive, shaggy Luck Dragon, but Sonos had lumbered away to curl up in the shade of a large, twisted apple tree. “I was flying next to you, wasn’t I?” I asked, turning back to the Seer.

      Claire grinned. “You were flying next to Sonos,” she said simply. “I was merely sharing his mind. He allowed me to take control of his body, while he sat back and observed.”

      “Pretty trusting of him,” I said.

      “We have been bonded for many years,” Claire said. “The trust that I share with him transcends any trust that I have known with any other living thing. We have no secrets.”

      I nodded and then looked pointedly toward the cottage behind her.

      “Everything all right in there?” I asked.

      Claire grinned at me, as if she could read my thoughts. She might have already known what I was going to say, come to think of it.

      “Yes,” she said. “Everything is fine—better than fine, in fact.”

      “The girls…” I said.

      “Elenari and Saya are fine,” the Seer said. “See for yourself.”

      As if on cue, the door to the cottage opened once again. My two friends, and fellow dragonmancers, came outside.

      My mouth fell open.

      I had not really known what to expect, had not spared too much thought on how the whole uber-fast magical pregnancy might have affected them. I probably would have been expecting the two of them to be flushed and swollen. Staggering, maybe. Creased with pain and perturbation. Groaning and sweating, most likely.

      What I would not have expected them to look like was—well, there was no other word for it—radiant.

      Elenari led the way, and Saya followed just behind. Both women were scantily clad in the same spotless, semi-transparent white shifts that I had last seen them in. Both gorgeous females were, to my complete and utter stupefaction, as flat and toned around the stomach region as they ever had been. There was not a single sign or clue that they had ever been pregnant. The icing on the cake though, was that their skins now shone with a slight golden glimmer. Dressed as they were, they looked like they could have walked straight out of one of Studio 54’s famous parties during 1970’s New York.

      There was one other aspect about them that had changed, now that I gave them both the once over. If the glimmering golden sheen to their skin had been the icing on the cake, then the fact that both women’s breasts had most definitely grown slightly perkier and bigger must have been the twin cherries on the sundae.

      They looked, quite simply, fucking fantastic.

      I must have been gaping like a landed sea bass because the girls both started laughing at the same time.

      “What?” I asked, hoisting my mandible off the deck and putting it back into place.

      “Your face, Mike!” Elenari said. “You look like you don’t know whether you are coming or going.”

      I considered this. “That’s probably a fair summation,” I said. I shook my head to clear it, but it did no good.

      “I think,” Claire said, “that our dear Michael here has been laboring—excuse me very much for that pun—under a misapprehension.”

      “He has?” Elenari said.

      “I have?” I asked.

      “He definitely has,” said Saya, with that old, sure sarcasm of hers that I found so attractive.

      “I think our male dragonmancer has been vexed over you ladies birthing your dragonlings in the conventional way,” the Seer said.

      I gave her a look then. It was a look that could have been carved into Mount Rushmore and still couldn’t have been any stonier.

      “I wasn’t aware that there was another way to birth something,” I said.

      “That is incontrovertible,” the Seer said, “but that does not mean that it is so.”

      I threw up my hands in such a display of perplexed surrender that all three women laughed.

      “Ladies, help me out here,” I said. “I feel like I’m about five moves behind.”

      I held out a hand and cupped Elenari’s pretty face, running my fingers up to the point of her pointed elven ear and making her shiver.

      “You both look absolutely incredible,” I said, shifting my gaze to Saya. I reached out and pulled her to me by her waist. She gave a little gasp and grinned as I ran my hand across her taut muscled stomach. “I just don’t get it. Was it a false alarm, or are there dragonlings?”

      In answer to my question, a series of soft screeches came to my ears. They were emanating from the cottage, the door of which was still ajar.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

      There was a rustle of leathery wings, and then two shapes shot out of the open door. They were pale gray and tiny, only a little bigger than sparrows, but they were unmistakably dragons. They flew out of the cottage on tiny, fluttering wings and perched up in the apple tree that grew out from the thatched roof. They peered down at the four of us assembled below them and screeched happily a couple of times.

      My young…?

      It was a fucking odd thought on about sixty-seven different levels. First, foremost, and at the top of that list was that I was a dad—a father. That bit of information took a while to dissolve into my gray matter, before I could really consider any of the other points.

      I had responsibilities now. Real responsibilities. I was responsible for the lives of two other creatures. My offspring.

      And that brought up the next point: my offspring would seem to be dragons.

      Essentially, flying lizards. Highly intelligent, borderline invulnerable, extremely dangerous lizards, but lizards nonetheless.

      It was a lot to get my head around.

      I watched the little creatures as they snapped and played with one another up in the tree. There was no denying it, they were pretty goddamn adorable. I felt a smile creeping over my face.

      With so many questions whizzing through my head, it was only right that I ended up asking the most mundane one.

      “What are their names?” I said, tearing my eyes away from the dragonlings and looking at the Saya and Elenari.

      “Names?” Saya said.

      “They don’t have names yet,” Elenari said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Newborn dragons do not get their names until they are bonded with their very first dragonmancer,” explained Claire. “That is the way of these things.”

      “But—I—you can’t just—they need names,” I insisted. “Look at them. I’ve only been watching them a few minutes and you can tell that each of them has its own personality. They need names.”

      Saya and Elenari were looking up at the dragonlings and seemed not to be listening to me.

      “What sex are they?” I asked Claire.

      “You have two little males there,” the Seer said happily.

      “Two males,” I mused, watching the dragonlings fluttering around as they chased one another across the thatched roof. “Then I’m going to call them Wayne and Garth, just for the time being. Just so we can differentiate one from the other.”

      Claire spread her hands and smiled. “You are their father, you act with a father’s prerogative.”

      I nodded. The names had occurred to me because the two little dragons epitomized, in my eyes at least, bundles of happy-go-lucky energy. They were not even an hour old and already they looked intent on tearing the world a new asshole. Making their way through the world, no matter what stood in their way. They were trouble with a capital T.

      I grinned again.

      As I watched, the dragonlings suddenly dived off the roof and made a beeline for Elenari and Saya. They began flapping around and circling their mothers, plucking at their shifts and letting out little mewling cries.

      “What’s up with them?” I asked.

      Saya gave me an old-fashioned look. “They’re hungry,” she said.

      With very little fuss and absolutely no self-consciousness, both Saya and Elenari pulled their shifts down to expose their beautiful, firm breasts. Immediately, the little dragons alighted on their chests—one on each woman. The two little creatures folded their wings and began to suckle.

      I couldn’t help but stare. I mean, come on! When the hell had I ever seen such a thing as that? It was one of the strangest things I had ever laid my eyes on.

      I had always been quite awkward when walking around L.A. and unexpectedly finding a mother breastfeeding her shield in public. It seemed like I was intruding on something old and holy, something sacred almost, and I never knew where to put my eyes.

      Now, seeing as I had bedded both these women and made little dragon babies with them, I had no such qualms about copping an eyeful. It was certainly something, seeing an elf and—I suddenly realized that I had never ascertained what race of people Saya came from, due to her looking like an Earthling—an Amazonian-looking woman breastfeeding two creatures that looked like a cross between hawks and monitor lizards.

      I wondered what David Attenborough would have made of that one.

      “I thought that only mammals drank milk?” I said in an aside to the Seer.

      “They do,” Claire replied, her eyes fixed on Garth and Wayne as they continued chowing down. “Dragons are mammals, for all their reptilian looks.”

      I didn’t even try to contradict this. It was becoming quite clear that I knew next to fuck-all about dragons. Apparently, reading the Four Eyes comic book series and playing Skyrim could not be counted on as proper studying of dragon lore. Unfortunately.

      “Look, I know you probably think it’s weird that I don’t know any of this,” I said, “but where I come from, chicks don’t just get knocked up overnight, go through a few days of pregnancy, and then pop out a dragon each. Even if I could get my head around it—which I barely can, just so you know—they still should at least look like they’ve given birth, shouldn’t they?”

      Claire looked at me in that way of hers that managed to tell me that she was a lot cleverer than I was and that I was making a mountain out of a molehill.

      “They do look like they have just birthed dragonlings,” she said patiently. “You see the gold skin, the enlarged breasts.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah, I do, but I was expecting at least a bit of blood, you know. Maybe hair stuck to the heads with sweat. That sort of thing. Evidence that they had just squeezed a life form out of their goddamn pleasure ditch!”

      Claire burst a low and melodious chuckle. She wiped a tear of merriment from her eye.

      “Oh, Mike,” she said. “Dragons are not born in the way that we are. “

      “They pop out of eggs?” I hazarded.

      Claire shook her head and chuckled a little more. “No, no. They generate outside of the women’s bodies, through a magical process that it would be pointless for me to explain. It is…” and she searched for the words that might help her explain this miracle. “It is a coalescing of ambient magic,” she said. “Do you understand?”

      “No,” I said.

      Claire smiled.

      “Suffice to say that the essence of a dragonling is conceived and knitted inside a dragonmancer’s womb. The actual forming of the dragon takes place outside, under the open sky. For the sky is a dragon’s true home and the realm in which it is a king or queen.”

      I thought I had got enough of an idea of what the Seer was talking about to satisfy myself as to why the girls looked so fucking great then.

      “Sounds kind of cool,” I said. “Way less gross than I was expecting. Might have been nice to witness that.”

      Claire placed a long-fingered hand on my arm and squeezed my bicep.

      “You may yet get another chance to see it,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You will get the chance to impregnate again,” she said, in a prosaic voice.

      “You make it sound so romantic,” I said drily.

      We watched Elenari and Saya switch the little dragons over to their other breasts. Wayne and Garth made little clucking noises as they nestled into the bosoms of their mothers.

      “You have another task before you,” Claire said to me, capturing my attention.

      I took my eyes off the girls I had MILFs of and locked eyes with the Seer. I stared into the fathomless depths of those mismatched eyes and saw the future swirling inside, though it was beyond my ability to make out.

      “What task would that be?” I asked.

      “These dragonlings that were born are unmarked,” Claire explained. “In order to bring them into dragonhood, you will need to find a special crystal for them.”

      “A crystal? Why?” I asked.

      “For now, the dragonlings do not have any true magic of their own, only that magic which they receive through their mother’s milk. They must be presented with a crystal each, melt it with their dragonfire, and consume it, if they’re to survive and become full dragons.”

      “And let me guess,” I said, “these aren’t the kind of crystals that you can just pop down to the apothecary for along with a pint of milk and the latest issue of Entertainment Weekly?”

      Claire shook her head. “These crystals are found in one place and one place alone: in the subterranean depths, where the Shadow Nations fled and have been hiding.”

      I considered this and let out a slow breath.

      “We can’t just let Wayne and Garth stay as little dragons?” I asked.

      Claire shook her head again. “Eventually, they will wean themselves off their mothers,” she said. “Then, with no access to our world’s intrinsic magic, they will wither and die.”

      I looked away, back at the dragonlings that had, after seemingly having their fill of milk, taken to the air once more. Their delighted screeches echoed around Augury Grove as they chased one another in and out of the tree branches, sending birds twittering indignantly away as they pelted amongst the leaves.

      “Come,” Claire said, recalling me back to myself and taking me by the hand. “Let the little ones play a while. There is a final test that I need you and Elenari and Saya to help me with.”
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      The Seer and I walked back toward her cottage, to where Elenari and Saya were standing with their arms folded over their new post-birth breasts. They were watching the dragonlings zoom around, smiles of beatific contentment on their faces.

      “You two,” the Seer said, crooking the forefinger of the hand that wasn’t holding mine at the two warriors. “I require your help in the matter that we touched upon earlier.”

      Saya and Elenari exchanged looks and giggled.

      “Is this the test that you were talking about?” Saya asked.

      “Yes,” Claire replied.

      “What is this test?” I asked.

      Elenari gave me a deep, searching, mischievous look from under her long eyelashes.

      “Perhaps ‘test’ was the wrong word,” Claire said. “What I meant was that I require the three of you to demonstrate a process for me, so that I can see whether or not Mike truly is, beyond a shadow of a doubt, possessed of the powers that we think he is.”

      I pointed at Wayne and Garth, who looked as if they were having a whale of a time terrorizing the local dragonfly community that lived around the pond.

      “Surely those two little suckers right there are the proof?” I said.

      “They are proof that you were in possession of the seed that produces dragonlings,” Claire said. “We need to verify that this coupling and subsequent birthing of dragonlings was not just some sort of freak one-off.”

      “But you said earlier that Saya and Elenari would need some time before becoming pregnant again.”

      Claire nodded. “I did. But I should still be able to detect whether this potency your seed possesses is something which it still possesses, or whether it has a limited supply. For that, I will need to witness the act of copulation.”

      I felt a furrow of growing comprehension growing on my brow.

      “So, this process that you want to observe…” I said slowly. “You mean that you want to watch me—to watch us,” and I indicated Elenari and Saya, “have sex. Is that about the shape of it?”

      To her credit, Claire remained as impassive as any scientist ever had in the face of a question that, at surface value, had the potential to be pretty freaking awkward.

      The Seer’s mismatched red and green-blue eyes swept the three of us.

      “That’s right,” she said. “I require the three of you to couple so that I can observe the results.”

      I looked at Elenari and Saya, expecting them to make mild protestations to this idea. I didn’t think that they would object out of any sense of prudishness or anything like that, but the two female dragonmancers had just given birth—even if it was some sort of perplexing, oddball birth that I didn’t really understand. Surely, they weren’t going to be in the mood to jump straight back in the sack, were they?

      If the glances that Saya and Elenari were shooting each other were to be interpreted rightly, it appeared that the two women were disposed to consider this arrangement.

      “Don’t you guys feel… Aren’t you, like, sore or anything?” I asked.

      I had no real idea about what was going on, but I felt that enquiring after the health and comfort of the ladies was the gentlemanly thing to do in this situation.

      Elenari smiled sheepishly at me, subconsciously running a hand over one of her breasts. Through the sheer fabric, I saw the nipple harden at her own touch.

      Saya let out a characteristic snort of derision, which convinced me, more than anything she could have said, that she was perfectly capable of fucking my brains out, thank you very much.

      “Now that we have experienced what it is like to carry dragonlings,” Elenari said, “the more I am convinced that the more infants, the better.”

      “As am I,” said Saya.

      I fixed gazes with the Seer, who was watching me intently with a slightly knowing smile playing about her Angelina Jolie-esque lips. I shrugged. “Hey, if the girls are up for it, then who am I to refuse a threesome in the name of…”

      “In the name of thauma-biological study?” Claire said.

      “Right,” I said.

      I put one arm around the waist of Elenari and the other around Saya. The women pressed in close to me, and all of a sudden, I found myself as the filling in a delicious boob sandwich.

      “Um, how exactly are you going to observe?” I asked the Seer.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Claire reached into her robes and extracted a pair of what looked to me like your run-of-the-mill glasses.

      “These bifocals,” she told the three of us, “have lenses of crystal that were melted together with dragon’s blood and ground using a special technique known only to a few. They will help me see within the women at the moment of climax.”

      My eyebrows raised of their own volition at this. “So, I presume that, what with their being two women, you’re going to want me to, ah, climax, twice?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said Claire.

      I nodded. “Right, well, despite the fact that Elenari and Saya are both a couple of the hottest women that my retinas have ever had the pleasure to look at, I might need a little time to recharge in between… you know.”

      Saya gave me a nudge in the ribs with a finger. “You are forgetting one thing,” she said.

      “What’s that?” I asked her.

      From my other side, Elenari got up on her tiptoes and bit my earlobe. Her tongue caressed the side of my neck.

      “You’re once again failing to remember that you are a dragonmancer now,” she said. “It’s not just your stamina for running and leaping and fighting that has been greatly increased…”

      I looked down at her, and she laughed to see the look on my face.

      “Well, well, well,” I said, “ain’t that a turn up for the books.”

      Claire clapped her hands and then said, “Very good. If that is all agreed upon, why don’t we head inside. As pleasant a day as it is out here, it would not do for our experiment to be stumbled upon by a random scout flying by on their way to or from the Academy. As I said before, it is to the benefit of all that this development remains a secret for as long as possible. Once the Martial Council and the Lorekeepers find out about it, things will become a lot more convoluted for you, Mike.”

      “A lot more bureaucratic, you mean,” I said.

      “Yes,” Claire said, “that is precisely what I mean.”

      The three of us walked into the cozy confines of the cottage and closed the door behind us, leaving our dragons outside to guard Wayne and Garth.

      The inside of the Seer’s cottage was as comfortable and welcoming as you would expect a home to be after the inhabitant had lived there for a few centuries or so.

      It was a single large room, with a kitchen complete with a log-burning stove and scrubbed wooden table and handmade chairs, generous fireplace surrounded by a couple of squashy couches and a well-worn reading chair, and a plethora of hams, game birds, herbs, and sausages hanging from the beams that crisscrossed the ceiling. A single corridor led off from the back of the room and toward the Seer’s bedroom, along with a couple of small guest bedchambers.

      The furniture had that genuine vintage, handcrafted look that cafe owners in L.A. suburbs like Silver Lake paid top dollar for. In fact, if you could have transported the Seer’s whole house to somewhere like Westwood and turned it into a vegan restaurant, you’d be laughing all the way to the bank.

      The Seer led the three of us over to the section of the room that I would have designated as the lounge and ushered us onto a green velvet sofa. Then, she sat herself comfortably on the reading chair, propped her feet up on a pouffe, and pulled a small end table closer to her. There was a roll of parchment, a quill, and a bottle of ink set on the table already. Clearly, the Seer had not been worried that I would turn down her request.

      I supposed that was the benefit of being able to see into the future. Strangely, she still needed to perform this test even though she was a seer. I figured that, like most fortune tellers and their ilk, there were certain things she couldn’t see, or were blurry or something.

      Claire slipped her special, dragon blood-inculcated spectacles onto her nose and looked over the top of them.

      “You may begin,” she said serenely, picking up her quill and dipping it into the ink bottle.

      Her words had to have been the least sexy way that I had ever entered a sex session. It felt more like the starter’s gun than anything else.

      Nevertheless, the girls didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, they both leaned across me—I was sitting in the middle of them—and began to tongue and kiss each other. That sight fired up my blood, and I slipped both my hands down their backs and gave their asses a squeeze.

      The girls grinned, even as they played tonsil hockey with one another with their eyes closed. I reached my hands down further and began to ruck up their shifts from where they were sitting on them.

      Elenari and Saya both propped themselves up for a moment so that I could free the loose garments and expose their beautiful, curvaceous asses.

      It was then that the sound of the Seer’s quill scratching against the parchment found its way into my subconscious. Try as I might, and despite what was going on, I couldn’t tune out the sound.

      Elenari and Saya broke apart and began taking it in turns to kiss me, but even with their tongues probing into my mouth and their hands beginning to roam like horny pioneers exploring the wilds of the south, I couldn’t get the sound of that damn quill out of my head.

      Elenari must have picked up on my lack of focus because she pulled away—pulling my lip in her teeth for a second—and asked, “What’s wrong, Mike?”

      My eyes flicked over to Claire and then down at the quill that was poised in my hand.

      “Ah,” the Seer said, “I see. Perhaps it would be better if I simply committed my notes to my mind?”

      “Might be a bit less distracting,” I admitted. “Especially seeing as this whole scenario already feels weird enough, you know?”

      “A fair point,” the Seer said. She put her quill down and pushed the end table away from her. Then she settled back more comfortably in her reading chair and motioned for us to continue.

      And continue we did.

      But only for about three and a half more minutes.

      I detached myself from a very enjoyable, deep bit of lip-locking because I just still wasn’t feeling it.

      “What’s wrong?” Saya asked breathlessly, leaning away from me so that she could look into my face, as Elenari stroked my hair.

      “It’s not you guys,” I said. “It’s just…” I waved my hands around in an airy fashion. “It’s just that the mood is all wrong. This obviously wasn’t the most organic, impulsive thing initially and, what with Claire sitting over there in her very pretty, but quite clinical robe, I just get the impression that I’m under a microscope or that we’re at school in a class while a teacher watches us present a project or something.”

      What I really felt was that I was acting in one of those terribly scripted pornos; where the teacher catches some pupils getting it on in her class and, instead of suspending them and calling their parents, risks losing her job and being vilified on social media, by joining in and showing them how it’s done.

      “Perhaps,” Claire said, in the same calm and reasonable voice with which she said everything, “if I were to look like I was part of proceedings a little more—a participant, rather than just a spectator—you might be a little less distracted?”

      I made an unconvinced noise in my throat, but this tailed off into a gurgle when the Seer abruptly stood up and pulled her ethereal white dress up over her head.

      It became evident in a second that Claire had been hiding the body of a yoga instructor under the loose, billowy dress that she wore. She had a similar build of body to Elenari—athletic and willowy, with none of the obvious, hard-etched muscle definition that Saya did—but was taller and longer limbed. Her breasts weren’t massive, but perfectly proportioned to her body, and stood up as perkily as any twenty-year-old pornstar. My eyes made the journey southward, and I saw that she was wearing a lacy white G-string and nothing else.

      “Is this better, Michael Noctis?” she asked, sitting back down in her reading chair. She crossed her long legs with a slow seductiveness that, had she not been wearing any panties, would have put Sharon Stone to shame.

      “I—uh—I—um, yeah… That’ll—that’ll do it,” I stammered.

      “I’m glad,” the Seer said. She toyed with the waistband of the G-string and bit her full lip. “Carry on, then.”

      Elenari, taking inspiration from Claire, stood up in front of me and pulled their shifts over their heads. Their skin gleamed with that strange golden sheen, smooth as satin and silk, in the light that was coming through the open window shutters.

      I felt a throbbing in my crotch at the sight of the two stark naked women. To my right, in her chair, the Seer’s eyes were glued on the two women, drinking in the sight of them.

      Saya was about a head taller than Elenari. She ducked her head, took the smaller elf’s head in her hands, and kissed her deeply. Where the other kisses had been soft and tender, this one was hungry and rough. The two warrior’s tits pressed together in a way that I couldn’t take my eyes off. Their nipples rubbed against each other, becoming more and more erect, as they groaned into one another’s mouths.

      I kicked off my boots, feeling that I had come overdressed to this party, and unlooped my sword belt before tossing it onto the other couch. Trying to keep my eyes on the pair of women as they writhed together, I pulled my shirt over my head.

      I was just about to go the whole hog and rip my loose fighting pants off, when Elenari began to kiss her way down Saya’s neck and chest. The red-haired elf woman ran her tongue around the great globes of Saya’s jugs and then, taking it in turns, started nibbling and sucking on the other dragonmancer’s diamond hard nips.

      Saya moaned and stroked Elenari’s head while she did this, but her eyes stayed locked on my face.

      Elenari slurped and bit at Saya’s nipples for a while longer, then she dropped slowly to her knees—displaying a great deal of quadricep strength, I couldn’t help but notice—and kissed her way down Saya’s chiseled abdominals. The elf’s tongue ran over the hard ridges and planes of Saya’s impressive stomach muscles before dropping lower.

      Saya, her eyes still on me, moaned and opened her legs wider. Elenari, taking the hint, went lower and buried her face in Saya’s hairless crotch.

      I couldn’t see anything too naughty, due to Elenari’s head being in the way, but I could hear her tongue lapping at Saya’s box, while Saya pressed Elenari’s head tighter into her groin.

      My cock was nearing silicon carbide hardness as I watched this display, and I was thinking that it was just about time for me to tag in and do my part for thauma-biology, when Saya pulled Elenari’s face away from her crotch by the hair and grinned at me.

      “We’re forgetting ourselves, Elenari,” she said. “Mike is integral to the success of this experiment.”

      Elenari licked her lips. Saya’s girl juice was smeared all over her face.

      From virgin to mistress of cunnilingus! I thought happily.

      “Look at you go, girl,” I said, and I motioned for the elf to come over to me.

      Elenari crawled over to me on her knees and began to tug my pants down. My cock sprung free from the confines of my breeches when Elenari got my pants over my hips and pulled them off.

      Saya’s eyes gleamed at the sight of my rock-hard schlong and cast a sideways look at the Seer. I followed where she was looking and saw that Claire was also staring intently at my dick.

      Was it just my optimistic brain, or was there a slightly avid and eager look in the mismatched eyes?

      I didn’t have long to mull on this. At that moment, running her hands up my thighs and sending shivers racing through me, Elenari moved forward and took the tip of my cock in her mouth.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped as the elf swallowed my rod like she’d been to the School of Blowjobs and majored in Deepthroating.

      “You like it?” Elenari asked as she briefly came up for air.

      “Fucking-yes!” I said.

      “Then I shall continue,” Elenari said with a wet grin.

      Saya came down and sat next to me, while Elenari gave me the sloppiest, most enthusiastic blowjob that I think I had ever received. She gagged and moaned and spat, only occasionally coming up for air so that she could look at me with those big, emerald eyes of her.

      Meanwhile, one of my hands had snuck down and was busy toying with Saya’s vagina, my fingers running up and down her slot, which was still slick with Elenari’s saliva. Saya leaned back against the arm of the sofa and tugged and pinched at her own nipples. Her tits were so big that she was able to reach her nipples with her tongue, and she took advantage of this, lapping and licking at them as I played roughly with her clit.

      “That’s it, harder,” she urged. “You think that I can’t handle a bit of rough, Mike, is that it? Do you forget who you’re pleasuring? Harder! Harder! Harder, harder, harder!”

      I took her at her word and stuffed two digits into her soaking love box. She growled in response and tipped her head back.

      “That’s it,” she grunted.

      After a swell five minutes of us being locked in this position, Saya leaned over and took over from where Elenari left off, sucking on my dick with royal abandon. Elenari, after catching her breath for a few seconds, busied herself by tonguing and sucking on my balls.

      When you had two women that looked like Saya and Elenari rocking your microphone while another woman looked on, your chances of holding out for very long—especially when the Seer leaned forward and started breathing heavily, in a fashion that told me she was taking more than a scientific interest in this little exhibition—were slim.

      After about another three and a half minutes of Saya working away at my cock while Elenari fondled and sucked on my plums, I grabbed Saya by her mane of ash blonde hair and pulled her off me.

      “I need to switch it up,” I said. “I can’t get all the taking and do none of the giving. That’s not my style.”

      I stood up abruptly, so that Saya had to stand too. I maneuvered her roughly around and pushed her down, so that she was bent forward with her hands on the sofa cushions. Then I made her stick out her fantastically muscled ass to me while she clutched the sofa. I reached forward and hooked one index finger into the corner of her mouth like a fishhook, forcing her proud head sideways so that she had to look at me.

      I think it was a bit of a new sensation for Saya, who had been the dominant force the last time that we had got together. Back then, before I had gone through the Transfusion Ceremony, she had been far stronger than I was. She had tossed me about like I had been made of straw, rather than two hundred pounds of hardened muscle. Now though, the shoe was on the other foot.

      I stared coolly back into her glacial blue eyes, while she bit eagerly at my finger, and slapped her hard on the ass.

      Saya grinned, and Elenari let out a little excited gasp.

      “Saya is a naughty girl,” Elenari said, obviously attempting to play along and doing a fucking great job at it.

      I slapped Saya’s rump a couple more times, just to show her who was in control.

      Then, I started to fuck her, ruthlessly penetrating her as deeply as I could from behind.

      “Uhhhh. . . fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!” Saya cried with every thrust, each one causing my nuts to slap her clit.

      Elenari, her pale golden skin flushed rose with excitement, sat on the couch and played with Saya’s huge, swaying knockers.

      “That’s it, yes,” Claire said, leaning forward and peering at us through her magical bifocals. “Yes. Yes, I can see something… Something building.”

      She wasn’t fucking wrong there, and I would have told her as much—if I’d had the breath or the inclination.

      I jackhammered away at Saya until her face was pressed up against the back of the sofa. She was crying out with ecstasy, holding her buttcheeks apart so that I could thrust into her as deeply as possible.

      “Harder!” she cried out. “I want it… I want it rough!”

      Saya wanted to be fucked rough, and so I fucked her rough. I fucked her as hard as I ever had anyone before, while keeping an eye on Elenari too, who seemed quite happy playing with Saya’s tits while we screwed.

      I could feel Saya getting close to climaxing and so I edged her closer to an orgasm before pulling back and letting her recover.

      “What the fuck!” she panted.

      Then I slammed my johnson back into her eager hole and started thrusting away at her again. I brought her to the brink again, and once again stopped, before starting all over.

      The third time, with Elenari slapping Saya’s ass like a jockey whipping a horse at the Belmont Stakes, I felt myself teetering on the brink of an orgasm too.

      “Let me see it!” Claire cried, scooched so far forward that, for all intents and purposes, the threesome became a foursome.

      I felt Saya’s mighty thighs clench, felt her pussy clamp around my throbbing pole. She let out a great cry. As soon as I felt her climax, I let myself go, throwing down the shaky barriers that were holding back my own orgasm. I emptied myself into her, jerking spasmodically as I came, my world turning to shades of misty red and vivid pink behind my eyelids.

      The two of us ground into one another, Saya pushing her backside into me while I thrust forward as hard as I was able, trying to reach the very center of her.

      “I see… something!” Claire said eagerly.

      “What?” Elenari asked. I could see, through half closed lids, that the elf was running her eyes over Saya and I.

      “There was a flash,” Claire said, her mismatched eyes focused on Saya’s navel as the Amazonian blonde’s chest heaved.

      Saya looked utterly spent.

      “But… No, it is gone,” the Seer said, a slight frown lining her forehead.

      “Gone?” I managed to say.

      “Yes, it was like a flash of slow lightning,” Claire said. She took the glances off her nose, polished them, and put them back on again. She shook her head. “No, it has faded.”

      I pulled out of Saya, and the female dragonmancer flopped onto the couch, a smile of blissful contentment across her face.

      To my delighted amazement, I felt none of the satisfied tranquility that usually accompanied blowing my load. On the contrary, when I looked down at the naked form of Elenari, peering up at me with those big emerald eyes of hers, I felt my libido stretch and paw eagerly at the ground.

      Elenari must have caught something in my stare. She ran her tongue over her teeth and opened her body a little more. She was kneeling on the floor rug, her thighs spread to show off her perfect pink taco. Reaching down, the elf spread her lips and slipped a finger into herself. She pulled it out with teasing slowness and put it around in her mouth. She groaned softly and sucked at her finger.

      Lust blazed through me, and I reached down with a tireless swiftness that I attributed to my dragon bond. I picked Elenari up as easily as I might a sack of potatoes, my hands clamped under her tight buttocks. She let out a choking cry as I strode over to the far wall, next to the fireplace. There was a dresser there, and I sat the athletic dragonmancer on the top of the solid wood, sweeping the random-looking assortment of bones, claws, and teeth aside, using Elenari’s ass as a broom. We kissed and tongued each other hungrily, while Saya made approving noises where she sat slumped on the couch. When Elenari was firmly planted on the dresser, I pulled her legs apart, and the elven beauty gasped with delight.

      My hand went straight up to her crotch and started to knead roughly at her vagina. It was hurried, keen and unrefined groping, as if I were in a mad rush to have her naked flesh under me—which I was, in fact. I felt Elenari respond, bucking against my hand as I rubbed at her soaking wet sex. She pushed herself up on her hands so that I could more easily access her naughty bits, and I heard the wooden top of the dresser creak dangerously under her.

      “Care not for the furniture!” Claire said. “There is more at stake here than a dresser!”

      My fingers probed and squelched at Elenari’s wetness. The elf grunted in a thoroughly dirty fashion, her face pressed up against my sweat slicked pecs, my ragged breath ruffling her copper tresses. Occasionally, in my haste and lust, I would run my eager digits across the dragonmancer’s asshole and feel Elenari tense up and quiver with building sexual excitement. Once or twice, one of my fingers probed into it, fingering her ass for a few moments while the elf bucked against me and panted.

      “Gods, this is good!” Elenari whispered into my shoulder, her nails digging into my broad back. “Show me more!”

      I obeyed, my fingers pummeling into Elenari’s sex. I was finger-blasting her so fast that my hand was a blur—two, then three, and then four fingers inside of her, stretching her lips to their limit.

      I leaned forward to suck and bite her erect nipples, while Elenari pressed her head up against the wall and made little mewling noises that told me she had bypassed cloud nine and was well on her way to going over the moon.

      Dragon blood, the stuff must have been about fifty times more efficacious than Viagra. Despite having just shot a wad of baby batter up inside Saya, I was as solid in the trouser department as I had ever been. My senses were heightened. I could practically feel the heat emanating from Elenari’s box in waves.

      As if sensing my building desire to ram my throbbing cock into her, Elenari spat into her hand and reached between her legs. She found my cock ready and waiting for her, and guided me toward her warm slot.

      Suddenly, I found myself simply bursting to get inside Elenari. I couldn’t wait. I looked over at Saya and saw that she was watching us from under hooded eyelids. She looked as replete and satisfied as a python that has just swallowed a deer. She nodded at me and bit her lip.

      “Give her what you gave me, Mike,” she said. “The experiment is only half done.”

      “Yes, couple with her, Michael!” Claire seconded. “I want to see you both climax. The future of our world might depend on this.”

      I doubt anyone in the history of the universe has been given such a strong boot up the ass as that.

      My sexual longing flamed in my groin, spread to my chest, and engulfed my brain.

      I picked Elenari up under her buttocks again, lifting her with superlative ease. I raised her and then dropped her onto my waiting prick. Elenari let out a long, heartfelt cry of ecstasy as we came together. Slowly, teasingly, I eased out of her and then into her until my balls were pressed against her clit once more. Then, with equally intense and excruciatingly delightful slowness, I pulled out again and repeated the procedure.

      “This is. . . this is almost too much,” Elenari whimpered.

      “You want me to stop?” I asked as I continued to thrust.

      Her arm shot out and wrapped around my neck, and she pulled me ever deeper into her.

      “Never! You must never stop!” the elf woman cried.

      Elenari’s eyes were squeezed shut and her legs locked around the middle of my back. The angle must have meant that the tip of my dong was pressing that magic button inside of her, the mythical g-spot, because every time I pushed into her, she let out a low moan of unbridled longing.

      It wasn’t long before the slow and steady approach lost its appeal. In another red-hot surge of lust, I pushed further into Elenari, pressing her up against the solid wooden dresser that I had been finger-blasting her on only a moment before.

      There was a splintering crunch, which I only heard out of the corner of my ear, and I glanced down and saw that I had smashed through the dresser so that I was standing in the middle of the damned thing. I had barely registered there was any resistance, so engrossed was I with fucking the beautiful elf. With twin dull thuds, both ends of the dresser fell over.

      “Mike!” Elenari yelled, drawing my attention back to her. “You haven’t finished yet.”

      I grinned and began to fuck her up against the wall—though I was careful not to get too carried away and smash through it.

      The world faded away so that it felt like the only things that meant anything were Elenari and I, the joined sound of our ragged breath, and the slippery hot epicenter of our union. For however long I had her pressed up against that wall, nothing else seemed to matter. I could hear the soft squelch of the elf’s box as I pressed into her, could feel the hardness of her nipples as I occasionally snuck a hand up to squeeze her beautiful, firm tits.

      It was a perfect blending of body and mind—or so it seemed to me. We exchanged few words, letting our bodies do the talking. Our rhythm grew and sped up naturally as I stood in the broken wreckage of the Seer’s dresser. I thrust harder and quicker into Elenari’s keen and accepting box, as her vagina contracted and released around my shaft.

      In a cascade of emotions and chemicals, two of us came together.

      I let out a hoarse cry as I emptied my manberries into her with gusto. I was pretty sure that I felt the plaster that covered the wall crack as I pushed myself deeper into Elenari.

      “Yes!” I heard the Seer cry, although she sounded a long way off. “There it is again! The same phenomenon!”

      “I think I can even see it!” Saya said.

      I jerked and twitched a couple of times, and then set Elenari down on her feet. She had to grab hold of me for a second, her legs were that shaky, but then she staggered over to the sofa on which Saya sat and collapsed next to the muscular blonde.

      The Seer was observing Elenari closely, following her with her eyes even as the elf sat down.

      “Yes,” the Seer said, in a soft voice that was aimed more at herself than to either Saya, Elenari, or me. “Yes… There it goes again. The same synaptic flash. Fire… Magic… And then… gone. Curious.”

      I took a deep breath and sat down on the one spare couch.

      “Curious… in a good… way?” I asked.

      The topless Seer, clad only in that sexy as fuck G-string, looked at me. She pulled the bifocals from her face, carefully looping the wire arms off her ears. She touched thoughtfully at one of her silver braids that fell down her shoulder.

      “I think that it is as I expected,” she said after a moment. “It would seem to me that the fact that you harbor a special seed inside of you cannot be disputed.”

      “I feel there’s a ‘but’ sailing into this sea of conversation,” I said, wiping the sweat from my chest with my discarded shirt.

      “But,” the Seer said, “I think that your seed has a finite power.”

      “You mean that I can’t just go firing dragonlings into every female dragonmancer who signs up?” I asked cheekily.

      Elenari threw a cushion at me.

      I laughed and caught the cushion. I looked over at the two dragonmancers. Elenari was lying next to Saya on the couch. She had her head resting on Saya’s shoulder and her legs pulled up and laid across the taller woman’s lap. Saya was stroking her hand absently up and down the elf’s golden thighs. It was a peaceful tableau. Would have looked good on a Christmas card.

      “No, it would seem that while you might sleep with whomever you wish,” Claire said. “There isn’t any chance of you conceiving another dragonling again until your seed has been replenished with whatever magic it was imbued with to start with.”

      I sighed. That sounded about right.

      “And this magic,” I asked. “It’s not just a naturally occurring thing, is it?”

      Claire shook her head. “I think not,” she said.

      “Then how do we get my seed all jazzed up again?” I asked.

      The Seer looked thoughtful. “I am not quite sure yet,” she said. “But there must be a way. Your seed must be rejuvenated. That is the key to us being able to bring forth a new generation of dragons.”

      “I wish all the experiments we did during our time at the Drako Academy were that fun,” Elenari said.

      “Maybe we should start conducting our own experiments after class,” Saya said, twirling a lock of her blonde hair around her finger.

      Lying there on the green velvet couch, clothed only in their slightly golden skins, the two gorgeous dragonmancers looked like something that Michelangelo might have painted—in one of his more erotically charged moments.

      Speaking of erotically charged…

      My eyes switched over to the Seer. Now that her little thauma-biological experiment was complete, I noticed that Claire’s eyes were staring, rather fixedly, on my dick. I was still sporting a semi and, at the sight of the Seer eyeing my junk, I felt Mike junior give a little stir of interest.

      An idea tapped my brain on the shoulder.

      “Hey, Claire,” I said, with a fair attempt at nonchalance, “with an experiment such as this, you probably need as much data as you can get, right?”

      The Seer’s eyes flicked upward, and she met my gaze.

      “Are you trying to proposition me, Michael Noctis?” she asked.

      Saya and Elenari grinned, watching the exchange between me and the Seer.

      “Not a proposition,” I said. “It’s all in the name of thauma-bio-whatchamacallit.”

      “Thauma-biology?” Claire said.

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      In answer to my question, Claire stood up. She walked—prowled with the lightness of step of a hunting cat, really—over to where I sat on my couch. She tilted her head to one side and contemplated me keenly. Once more, I got the impression that I was being weighed by those unsettling, otherworldly mismatched eyes of hers.

      I sat back and spread my arms out, resting them on the back of the sofa so that the Seer could get more of an eye full of me. Surely, having lived all the way up here for most of her life, opportunities for sex had been few and far between?

      “Three sets of data are surely better than two,” I said. “And there’s no experience like first-hand experience.”

      Slowly and deliberately, the Seer slipped her thumbs into the waistband of her lacy G-string. She gave a lovely little wriggle, and the panties dropped to the floor. She stepped out of them and stood naked before me.

      Professor Trelawney hasn’t got shit on you, I thought.

      Claire was a forceful personality; a woman who knew what she wanted and when she wanted it, a woman who had obviously been around long enough to know herself inside and out, to know what she was capable of.

      It made sense then that she took the bull by the horns right from the get-go.

      She clambered onto my lap, her thighs either side of mine, and began to rub her crotch into my cock. Not surprisingly—well, maybe a little surprisingly, seeing as it had done its thing twice already—it only took a few seconds for my schlong to regain its fully erect status.

      Claire’s breasts were perfect—the perfect size, the perfect shape—and I need no goading to lean forward and take one of her nipples in my mouth. I bit down gently on it and was rewarded with a pleased gasp from the Seer.

      “You like them?”

      “Very much,” I said as I tasted her nipple.

      In response, Claire pushed her cans together so that my head was lost in cleavage, and I spent the next few minutes being, as the wise and astute dialectician Vince Vaughn once called, a “motorboating son of a bitch.”

      My cock was as hard as a rock now. Claire’s eyes glittered as she took a good, long look at it.

      “Large,” Claire gasped. “Rather large.”

      Her tongue protruded from between those fantastic lips of hers, ran slowly along them, moistening them. She bit her full bottom lip, and her mismatched eyes, sliding up the ridges of my stomach and over my chest, locked with mine.

      “First-hand experience,” she muttered. “It would seem that you were right, Dragonmancer Noctis—there’s no experience like it.”

      She began to rock in my lap, rubbing her quickly moistening sex against my cock. It was infuriating—but in the best way possible—the way that the tip of my spear would graze and rub along her slit but not slip inside her. It drove me wild with longing, but I allowed the Seer to play the game her own way.

      At least for a while.

      I sat up and, in one smooth motion, tossed the Seer gently out of my lap so that she landed on the couch on her back. I grabbed the woman by her hips and flipped her over, and then pulled her up so that she was on her hands and knees.

      “Even as one who can look into the future,” Claire panted, “I did not see that coming!”

      “How about this?” I asked, and thrust into the Seer’s gaping sex from behind.

      She was painfully, fabulously tight. With that insertion, a surging tingle of energy flowed through me, from the tip of my cock all the way to the ends of my toes and the crown of my head.

      “Yes!” Claire cried out in shocked approval as I began pumping away at her doggy-style, occasionally slapping her smooth ass at Saya’s behest.

      “Show her, Mike,” Elenari said, coming to stand by the couch so that she could watch the Seer and I fucking from a front-row seat.

      Saya came to stand at my shoulder as I penetrated Claire fast and hard. She reached out, put her hand under my ass, and squeezed my nuts while I continued to piledrive the Seer’s tight box.

      It was the sort of rough and ready sex that hearkened back to the times of our bestial forefathers, to when men and women lived in caves. We ground against one another, and the only sound was the slap and hiss of skin on skin, the grunt and rasp of our breathing, and the wet sucking noises as we fucked on the velvet couch.

      Saya and Elenari played minor roles in the proceedings, occasionally reaching out to slap an ass or run tickling fingers across skin.

      I smacked Claire’s buttcheeks as she began to buck vigorously backward to meet my every thrust, and my hands left red prints, as if they were brands that I pressed into her.

      After a quarter of an hour of this, the Seer, with a shrill wordless yowl, reared back, her spine arched, and pressed herself to me. I cupped both her tits in my hands, pinching the nipples as she shuddered against me.

      With the knowledge that Claire was climaxing, it was as if the dam inside of me suddenly broke. I thrust up once more, lifting the Seer clean into the air, as she wrapped her legs backward around my waist.

      From where I held her, I was able to see Claire’s face, was able to see that her mouth was open and her eyes wide.

      And her eyes, usually blue and red, were glowing white.

      The two of us collapsed backward onto the velvet in a tangle of limbs, sweat, and mess of Claire’s silver braided hair.

      “I’ve… I’ve had a vision of the future—no, that’s not correct, that’s too strong a word,” the Seer gasped, her eyes fading back to their usual colors. “Perhaps not the future. More a future—though one more powerful and more likely than any of the others, maybe.”

      “What did you see?” Elenari asked, sitting up on her knees on the velvet sofa across from us, where she had sat back down.

      “Yes, Seer, what did you see?” Saya asked. She was dressed in her shawl again and was pouring cups of wine for everyone from a jug on the table.

      “While it is true that the potency of Mike’s seed has reached its limit and will require recharging,” Claire said. “I have seen the means for this to be accomplished. Or, at least, where this feat can be accomplished.”

      The way that Claire said this filled me with a sudden foreboding.

      “It’s in the subterranean depths, isn’t it?” I said, without quite knowing how I knew this. “The way that we can give my swimmers the shot of life; it’s down deep, where the Shadow Nations pissed off to at the end of the last war. The same place where we can find the crystals to turn the dragonlings into dragons. Isn’t it?”

      The Seer nodded slowly. “Well guessed, dragonmancer,” she said.

      “But surely an expedition into the subterranean realms is too risky for a dragonmancer who has only just passed through the Transfusion Ceremony?” Elenari said, looking at Claire with concern in her eyes.

      The Seer nodded. She reached for her dress and slipped it back over her head. In an instant, she went from raunchy, perky breasted older woman, who wouldn’t have looked out of place twirling around a pole at Cheetahs or 4Play, to ethereal farsighted goddess who had never so much as imagined a penis.

      “Yes, unfortunately I think that, in time, the Martial Council will have to be let in on this,” Claire said.

      “That means the Lorekeepers finding out about Mike too,” Saya said, and there was an unfriendly gleam in her eye.

      The Seer nodded again.

      I sat back in my chair and cast about for my breeches.

      “Great,” I said sarcastically, locating my pants under an end table. “The Lorekeepers. I hear such good things about them.”

      “They will probe your mind to find out what you are, Mike,” Elenari said.

      “So long as they’re gentle,” I said. “And use lube.”
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      When it was time for me to head back to the Drako Academy, I left Saya and Elenari with the Seer. The two female dragonmancers were due to come back with me to the Academy for our Combat Theory class, but Claire said that that would be impossible at that moment.

      “For one thing,” the Seer said as she walked me outside toward the pond where Noctis was having a drink, “their skin has not faded back to its usual color.”

      That was true enough. Elenari and Saya’s skin was still very much imbued with that faint golden sheen, which gave them that high-class Vegas showgirl look. They glittered eye-catchingly in the sunshine filtering down through the clouds that ran across the early afternoon sky.

      “So, you think that will fade, do you?” I asked.

      The Seer nodded. “Oh, yes. Women sometimes suffer from changes in pigmentation during their pregnancies, of course—this is usual even among conventional gestations. The golden hue that currently colors your fellow dragonmancers though, that is unique to dragonlings. Even in our world, where there are men and women with skin colors as versatile as a palette of paints, that golden hue is unmistakable. Anyone who sees it will recognize it as magical, and while they might not know what it means, it will inevitably lead to questions that we are not yet ready to answer.”

      I nodded as we waited for Noctis to drink his fill from the clear pool. “You really think that it could cause that much trouble? The fact that there’s someone out there—e.g., me—that can produce dragonlings?”

      “As we discussed before,” the Seer said, laying an unafraid hand on Noctis’ snout when he prowled over to stand at my shoulder, “this is, in a way, another resource for the Mystocean Empire. You would be hiding your head in the sand if you think that the Empress Cyrene is not going to be very interested in this once she gets to hear of it. And, if the most politically powerful individual in the Empire makes something her concern, you can bet a cauldron of scales on the fact that there will be those who oppose her looking for ways to use that concern to their advantage.”

      I nodded thoughtfully while I stroked Noctis’s long neck.

      Sounded to me like there was the potential for friction here. The potential for some considerable friction somewhere down the line.

      “And the other thing?” I asked.

      “What other thing?” the Seer replied.

      “When I asked whether the girls were coming back to class with me, you said ‘For one thing’, so I assumed there’s a second thing.”

      “Ah, yes, indeed,” Claire said. “The other reason that they should not go back to the Academy just yet is that the maternal bonds with their dragonlings are still extremely fresh and strong. If they were to go back now, they would not be able to concentrate. There would be… an itch that they would not be able to scratch. After only a little while, they would be drawn back here, as certainly as a bee is drawn back to its hive.”

      “Well, that sounds like that bond could prove to be a bit of a problem down the road, and not even that far down the road,” I said.

      “The bond between dragonmancer and their young is not like that of a normal mother and child,” she said. “Dragonlings are born with the seed of knowledge in their minds that they are—or very soon will be—the apex predators of their worlds. Their reliance on their mothers does not last long.”

      “But what about the mothers? What about Elenari and Saya?” I asked as Noctis stretched his wings in a not-so-subtle sign that he was eager to hit the thermals.

      “There is no greater joy to any mother of dragons than to see their young flying free,” Claire said simply. “No greater sense of satisfaction than to see a dragonling making its own way in the world, dependent on nothing and no one but itself.”

      “I guess that makes sense. But in the meantime, won’t Saya and Elenari get into trouble by being here?”

      “I will ensure they do not receive any reprimand for staying in my grove,” Claire said.

      “Elenari got torn a new asshole for coming to Earth to fetch me,” I said.

      “Ah, yes, I heard about that. Do not worry; I have spoken with the Martial Council, and the sergeant and the lieutenant were given a stern speaking to about that. It has been so long since I have interfered with the affairs of the Empire that many have forgotten the power I wield. If I wish for Elenari and Saya to remain here, then that is what will happen. No one can say otherwise, save for the Overseer herself.”

      I climbed onto Noctis’ back. “That’s good to know. I’ll be seeing you, Claire.”

      The beautiful silver-haired woman smiled. “And I you, Michael Noctis.”

      I turned Noctis, and he walked through the beautifully fragrant orchard of Augury Grove and headed for the cliff edge.
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      And so, that is how I came to be sitting all on my lonesome at the back of a large classroom somewhere in the bowels of the Drako Academy.

      I wasn’t actually on my own, of course. I was surrounded by at least thirty women of different races—of a plethora of shapes, sizes, skin tones, and hair colors—all of whom were wearing the crimson and black uniform of Rank One dragonmancers.

      To say that there were a lot of hot pieces of ass in that room would have been like saying that there were a lot of leaves on a tree, or that two plus two was four, or that Baldur’s Gate 2 was the best isometric CRPG of all time—it was an obvious fact for those with a working brain and eyes.

      The room we were all gathered in was a typical medieval affair. It was the variety of classroom that conjured images of Game of Thrones, Harry Potter, and The Tudors all at once. It was high-ceilinged with stone walls constructed of enormous blocks of masonry. A week ago, I might have wondered how anyone set about building with such massive bits of stone, but now I imagined that the builders simply got a few dragonmancers to carry the things and called it a Physical Training class. The stone had been lime-washed white.

      Up in the shadows of the ceiling beams of dark wood crisscrossed. A large chandelier filled with about a hundred candles hung from a central rafter. It was not lit at present, but I imagined that it must cast a golden glow when it was.

      I was sitting at an old, battered, and scarred desk at the back of the room, facing three large windows. The positioning of the windows, and of the long, polished desk in front of it, meant that the class was illuminated by the gray light of the gloomy day. Behind the aforementioned long, polished desk, stood a woman. Because she was standing in front of the windows, with the light streaming in behind her, she was merely a tall, curvaceous silhouette. One thing that I could tell straight away though, was that this woman was as bald as an egg.

      “For the new students present today, I shall introduce myself,” said the woman behind the desk, leaning forward to peer intently at the gathered class so that the light shone off the back of her pate. “My name is Preceptor Tang, Bearer of Fyva the Eel Dragon. I am your assigned tutor for Combat Theory. Welcome, class.”

      There was a murmur of greeting from the gathered students.

      “Afternoon, Preceptor,” I heard myself saying a little stiffly.

      Preceptor Tang raised a hand. As she did so, the gray light from the large windows shone through her fingers, and I saw that she had webs of translucent skin stretching between each digit.

      She must be unbeatable in the Academy swimming carnival, I thought drily.

      A dull green glow emanated from the middle of the Preceptor’s forehead and, a moment later, a thin snake-like creature emerged from one of her sleeves. It was her dragon, Fyva.

      The Eel Dragon was only about a foot long in its current form. It was as long and sinuous of body as I might have expected for something that was named an Eel Dragon. The light was dim, so I couldn’t make out much of its appearance, but it had a long body, short legs, tightly folded wings, and a bullet head. All in all, it looked extremely streamlined.

      The little dragon snapped its wings open and, at a nod from Preceptor Tang, flew up into the air. It circled the chandelier once, and then let out a long, thin twin stream of flames from its nostrils. By the time that it had completed two circuits of the chandelier, every one of the candles was alight and glowing with a soft radiance that illuminated the room.

      In the light of the now glowing chandelier, I could make out our tutor far more easily. She was tall and curvaceous—as her silhouette had already proclaimed—and was dressed in the all-black fighting array of the fully qualified dragonmancer. Over the standard sable breeches and long shirt, she also wore a black velvet waistcoat; cut long, in the double-breasted style and with tails.

      The woman had curious—curious even for the Mystocean Empire—skin of mottled green and blue. The way that it shone in the light gave the impression that it was incredibly smooth. As I had previously seen, she was bald, but I also noticed now that she had no eyebrows or eyelashes either. Her eyes were large, liquid, and dark like those of a sea lion. Under those big, dark eyes there was only the very slightest suggestion of a nose. It was the merest suggestion of a raised ridge with two slits on either side of it. On her head rested a circlet of silver, in the middle of which was a large green stone.

      Preceptor Tang’s dragon, Fyva, alighted back on her shoulder, twined its way down her body, and disappeared back up her cuff.

      The Preceptor clapped her hands, and the class, which had been muttering amongst themselves, fell silent.

      “Now, all of you here have passed through the Transfusion Ceremony and are now bonded fully with your dragons,” the tutor said. Her voice was as relaxing and calming as waves breaking on the shore. “You are at the very start of the road that will lead you, hopefully, to standing where I am now; in the all-black raiment of the fully qualified dragonmancer.”

      There was a shuffling as a handful of the gathered Rank Ones looked around at each other. The sense of excitement was palpable.

      “You have taken the first step in your training,” Preceptor Tang continued, holding up a webbed hand to silence the class once more. “Some of you will get further along the path than others. You are all reaping the physical benefits of your dragon-bond—more stamina, greater strength, magnified senses, increased speed, enhanced reactions, and augmented healing abilities. However, even though being a warrior is a major facet of being a dragonmancer, we can’t only focus on the physical fighting aspect.”

      I held up my hand, and she nodded at me.

      “You have a question, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she asked.

      “Is this the part where you tell us that the strength of a warrior lies in their head as much as in their hand?” I asked.

      “I hadn’t planned on using those exact words, but the merit of what you say cannot be ignored. Even if you were being sarcastic.”

      “I wasn’t being sarcastic. I was just curious if you think of fighting similarly to how we do back on Earth.”

      “You trained to fight on your homeworld?” Tang asked me.

      “Yes, Preceptor,” I said. “In MMA—that’s a sort of mix of fighting styles we had on Earth.”

      “And during this fight training, was mastering your mind, knowing the history of your opponent, and of the fighting style that you were practicing impressed on you?” the Preceptor asked.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I mean, my trainers always told me that you fight with your brain as much as your fists. If you fight smart then, most of the time, you don’t have to fight as hard.”

      Preceptor Tang nodded her bald head in agreement.

      “Well put,” she said. “The rest of you,” she said, sweeping her liquid gaze across the class, “take heed of Dragonmancer Noctis’ words.”

      A few of the women in front of me turned to sneak a look at me. Most of them smiled shyly before turning back around.

      “You may be wondering what we’re going to touch on in this first lesson,” Preceptor Tang said. “Well, allow me to tell you. In this class, we will learn what is expected from a dragonmancer. I will tell you about what the Mystocean Empire expects from the coteries—the small squads that each of you have selected to act as your bodyguard. I will touch on the types of missions that dragonmancers—specifically dragonmancers of your rank—might be required to carry out.”

      At the mention of missions another ripple of muttering swept through the classroom.

      That was what everyone wanted to know really, wasn’t it? It was the question in the forefront of my mind. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I had played enough RPG games to know that the training and the accumulating of knowledge and the gaining of experience was bound to be a blast, but there was also a reason that movies made use of montages to sum all that up.

      I was excited to get to the main event.

      I was keen to throw on my gear, to look and act the part of the dragonmancer.

      Also, and this went without saying, I was chomping at the bit to get my hands on some loot. After all, I owed Old Sleazy.

      Once she had wet our whistles with that introduction, Preceptor Tang launched into her lesson. This, in itself, was eye-opening for me. I had not set foot in a classroom ever since I had dropped out of high school. It had been a good while since I had sat down to listen to another person expound on anything, and I would be lying if I said that my attention did not waver from time to time.

      I couldn’t help but lose myself in daydreams of what I might be tasked with doing on my very first mission, while Preceptor Tang talked at great length about the ancient history of the Mystocean Empire. Distractedly, I heard her discussing at great length how many Empresses there had been and how many Emperors before them.

      I was deep in a reverie, in which I imagined wielding my spear and slaying goblins by the cartload, when the subject of Preceptor Tang’s lecture changed.

      “Now that I have summarized the long and glorious history of the Mystocean Empire,” she said, “let us talk about what it is that the Empress wants out of her dragonmancers. What she expects you to be able to accomplish during your training.”

      Preceptor Tang rolled her head on her shoulders, stepped back, and perched casually on the edge of her polished desk. She crossed her ankles and stared pensively at the ceiling.

      “Without delving too deeply into history, would anyone care to venture a guess as to what the first Empress of the Mystocean Empire had in mind when she decided to form the first unit of dragonmancers?” the Preceptor asked.

      There were a few half-hearted mutterings, but no one seemed to want to run the risk of sticking up their hands and making an ass of themselves.

      I had never had that problem. Not with making an ass of myself—though the Universe knew I had plenty of experience doing that—but with sticking my neck out.

      I put up my hand.

      “Yes, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Preceptor Tang said, pointing at me.

      “Sounds to me,” I said, trying to give the impression that I had been listening attentively to her lecture so far and not, in fact, dreaming up fictional escapades and writing my own legend in my mind. “Sounds to me that she was trying to make super-soldiers.”

      A small, thin smile slowly burgeoned on Preceptor Tang’s face. Her liquid eyes played around the room, moving from one dragonmancer’s face to another.

      “I like the way you put things, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Short. To the point. Yes… super-soldiers. That would be precisely what it was that our first Empress was looking to create when she started the dragonmancer program.”

      “By super-soldiers,” a woman with a shock of bubblegum pink hair in the middle of the class asked, “do you simply mean that Empress Gratia was looking to create the very first elite unit.”

      “Absolutely, Dragonmancer Doty,” Preceptor Tang said. “Empress Gratia had only just unified the three smaller kingdoms which she renamed under the banner of the Mystocean Empire. Ensuring that she had the best troops in the land was inevitably and understandably at the top of an exceptionally long list.”

      “But how did she settle on making dragonmancers?” I blurted out, hoping that Preceptor Tang had not already gone over this in her talk.

      “The First Empress was a magical practitioner of considerable power, guile, and wisdom,” Preceptor Tang said. “It is said, though the scrolls containing this part of the history are buried in the catacombs under the Empress Cyrene’s palace, that she was already in possession of a dragon when she forged the Mystocean Empire.”

      “I heard someone singing in The Foamy Finger Inn that it was because she had the dragon that she was able to defeat and unify those three lesser kingdoms in the first place,” said a short woman in the front row, sporting a bowl haircut and a pair of foot-long horns.

      “This could very well be the case,” the Preceptor said. “Although, as I say, the records lie hidden under the Empress’ palace and would need to be checked before I could state that what you say is absolute truth.”

      “So, this First Empress, Empress Gratia, she set out to make this elite unit,” I said. “And what? She went from a sort of special forces straight to men and women who were bonded with dragons?”

      “There was, as there always is when it comes to the progress of civilizations, some trial and error,” Preceptor Tang said carefully.

      Somehow, her tone alone painted a picture for me. It wasn’t necessarily a nice picture either.

      “Oh, shit,” I said, “you mean that there were a few hundred years of trialing out a bit of genetic modification on people, aren’t you?”

      I could tell by Tang’s face that it was exactly what she thought had happened, but she said, “I couldn’t say what happened in those days for certain. There are none who can. It was a long time ago. The upshot of it is that, somewhere along the way, Empress Gratia discovered or invented the way in which we mingle the blood of dragons with the blood of those few individuals who are chosen as dragonmancers. And what, in essence, did Empress Gratia get when her experiments came to fruition?”

      This time every hand in the class shot up.

      “Yes, class?” Preceptor Tang said.

      “The finest warriors in the world, Preceptor!” the class said as one.

      Preceptor Tang smiled. “Correct.”

      “Excuse me, Preceptor,” said the woman with the bright pink hair.

      “Yes, Dragonmancer Doty,” Preceptor Tang said.

      “If dragonmancers—I mean, if we—are so powerful, why is it that it is a requirement that we have a three-soldier coterie?” asked Dragonmancer Doty.

      Preceptor Tang re-crossed her ankles and looked up at the ceiling again. “It is a requirement because not even dragonmancers can watch every direction all at once. What is more, the idea of a coterie is that there are three people in this world that the dragonmancer can absolutely trust. There may come a time when you find yourself surrounded by potential enemies. These are the times when you want to know that there are at least three people that you can trust not to try to kill you.”

      I raised my hand to voice the same old niggle that had been gnawing away at me, ever since I learned what Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert had signed up for by pledging their allegiance to me.

      “Yes, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Tang asked, craning her head to see me.

      “I just wanted to know for certain,” I said, my voice echoing around the classroom. “Is it just sort of dramatic rhetoric when people say that our squads are expected to die at our command, or are they actually trained to give their lives if we deem it to be in the interest of the Empire?”

      There was some intrigued muttering at this. A few more heads flicked back to look at me before returning their gazes to the front of the room.

      “No,” Preceptor Tang said gently. “It is not simply rhetoric.” She took a deep breath and got to her feet. She began pacing slowly across the room, her boot heels clicking crisply on the stone. “The training of the regular troopers in the army is not really the concern of anyone here. However, I will say that the idea that the dragonmancers squads may have to give their lives at a moment’s notice is something that is instilled in all of the soldiers of the Empire.”

      “Why?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

      “Simply because if a soldier is part of dragonmancer’s coterie—the single greatest badge of honor there is for a trooper, I might add—then they will most likely find themselves in the greatest danger. Can you tell me why that might be, Dragonmancer Noctis?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, because we’re the tip of the spear, right?” I said. “It’s us who are sent into the gnarliest situations, I imagine, because of our skills. It’s us who engage with the most dangerous, volatile, psychotic enemies. So, if our coteries are with us, they’re sharing that danger.”

      Preceptor Tang nodded. “Exactly. Dragonmancers and their squads are only sent into battle when things look dire. Dragonmancer squads are trained to expect to give their lives at a moment’s notice, because that it something they may need to do, and have done many times in the past.”

      “But, Preceptor,” came a high, piping voice just off to my right.

      “Yes, Dragonmancer Roarloss,” Tang said patiently.

      “You mentioned that there were missions that we could be expected to carry out, even as Rank One dragonmancers.”

      Preceptor Tang smiled her slow, wide smile. She didn’t show her teeth when she did this, but her big, dark eyes crinkled up in the corners. She snapped her fingers and pointed at the young woman who had spoken.

      “Right you are, Dragonmancer Roarloss. Right you are. And that leads me, rather neatly, into my next topic of discussion.”

      My brain, almost without bothering to check with me, prepared to tune itself to Imagination FM, but then Preceptor Tang said, “Now, as dragonmancers, it is common knowledge that you are capable of taking on small forces all on your own—so long as these forces do not include enemy magical practitioners.”

      This made me sit up in my chair.

      I remembered that Saya had told me once that a dragonmancer had the ability to take on fifty regular troopers at a time—fight them and slay them if it came down to it. I had taken it with a pinch of salt, I guessed, when she had first told me that. I thought she might have been exaggerating a little bit. I had been fresh to the Empire then and hadn’t really appreciated just how fucking badass dragonmancers were.

      If an all-black attired tutor was telling a class full of Rank Ones this though…

      “Is that one of the missions that we might be sent out to complete?” the woman with the bowl cut and horns asked from the front of the room.

      Preceptor Tang nodded curtly.

      “It might be,” she said. “Depending on your prowess in your other classes, of course.”

      “What sort of specific mission would just involve one of us heading out and laying waste to a whole company of enemies?” I asked.

      “Well, a goblin cull for one,” Preceptor Tang said.

      “Goblin cull?” I asked.

      “The goblin population spreads like dragonfire,” Preceptor Tang said. “Especially in the springtime when they come forth from their burrows and multiply.”

      I had met goblins before. It had been right after Elenari had taken me from Earth to the Mystocean Empire through a portal.

      A revolting image of the gross, crooked, slavering, blood-thirsty bastards that I had met in that forest holding some sort of springtime orgy popped into my head. Mentally, I shoved it away.

      “They come out of hiding when the weather in the forests and the mountains begins to warm,” Preceptor Tang explained. “Obviously, as they multiply, they require more provisions. They do not grow their own food, being chiefly scavengers and thieves, and so they raid our more remote villages. They carry away food, livestock, and anything else that they need. Often, for fun, they put the hamlets to the torch and the villagers to the sword.”

      The thought of a horde of ravening goblins descending on a remote mountain village did not strike me as particularly sunny one.

      “So, we get sent to these, ah, disturbances?” Dragonmancer Doty asked.

      Preceptor Tang tapped a blue-green finger against her chin. “The Empire has many spies in its employ—birds, beasts, and creatures of various sorts—and if we are lucky, we hear about goblin raids before they take place.”

      “And if we aren’t lucky?” I asked, voicing the question that most of the class must have been thinking.

      “Then the dragonmancer who is chosen must play the part of avenger instead of rescuer,” the Preceptor said quietly.

      She let us chew that one over for a few moments. Heads turned this way and that as dragonmancers eyed their neighbors. Preceptor Tang allowed the chatter to build a little before she raised her webbed hands and brought it back down again.

      “Now, this sort of assignment probably sounds more like what you all envisioned when you first learned that you would be becoming dragonmancers, is it not?” she asked.

      The class murmured its agreement.

      “Yes,” said Preceptor Tang. “But being a dragonmancer is not all swinging swords and casting spells. There is an element of politics to being one of the Empress’s most treasured warriors too.”

      Preceptor Tang then went on to talk about escort details. These were typically what other dragonmancers referred to as a ‘cushy number.’ Basically, a wealthy merchant or noble who had a journey to make would hire a dragonmancer from Empress Cyrene—for about three to four fuckloads of gold, as far as I could gather—to protect them on their travels.

      This was, to be fair, a shrewd move on the part of the upper crust. If the rich bastard in question was moving some valuable cargo, or was just worried about getting picked up by enterprising bandits with ransom in mind, having a dragonmancer in their entourage was about as big a deterrent as it was possible to have. It would probably equate to walking through Chesterfield Square at night wearing a Rolex and with your wallet out, but having an Abrams battle tank following behind you.

      Although dragonmancers often found these escort details boring—if the journey was across the Empire, they might be on the road for months at a time—there was a silver lining. Because of their elite status, not to mention the fact that the client would be wanting to keep the dragonmancer happy, they would often get treated better than the people they were hired to escort.

      “As a dragonmancer gets older,” Preceptor Tang said, giving us all a knowing smile, “they see these escort details as little vacations.”

      “Vacations?” a voice down the row to my left snorted, “what kind of dragonmancer worth their bread and salt would want to go on a vacation?”

      The smile on Preceptor Tang’s countenance shrunk and disappeared. “Once you have lived a lifetime of war, dragonmancer,” she said. “You might not think so little of a few weeks R and R.”

      Preceptor Tang lectured us on a few other types of mission, which I privately labeled as ‘PR missions’ in my head. These included visiting far-flung corners of the Mystocean Empire to show our faces and let them know that the Empress had her eye on all her people and was able to send aid whenever it was called for.

      Our ability to cover vast distances in a fraction of the time that it would take a horseman, naturally meant that Rank One dragonmancers often found themselves running important and urgent messages.

      One type of non-violent assignment that I quite liked the sound of was the scouting and reconnaissance commissions.

      “The advantage of having airborne riders to watch the Empire’s borders or spy out what neighboring Empires might be doing is one that cannot be overlooked,” the Preceptor told us. “In fact, there is a standing rotation of scouts and lookouts constantly on call. All of you will be required to take your turn in this roster. The name of this rotational recon unit is the Storm Riders.”

      Well, I couldn’t fault the name. That was suitably badass.

      At that point, Preceptor Tang dissolved into a long-winded explanation of how that aerial scouting unit had come about and what it was they were expected to do.

      I was jerked out of yet another fantasy, in which I was fighting an army of faceless monsters attired in pig-iron armor by the Preceptor saying, “And this brings me to the final type of mission that a Rank One dragonmancer might be given.”

      I felt the class’s cumulative attention sharpen once again. There was something about Preceptor Tang’s manner that drew every eye in the room.

      “It is important that you should listen to me here,” she said. Her voice was just as calm and languorous as it had been before, but it had a slight edge to it now. “These missions… They have been brought into being after much discussion between the Overseer, the Martial Council, and the Empress Cyrene herself. I must impress upon you that, because you are Rank One dragonmancers, you are subject to the same oath of silence and secrecy as every other dragonmancer of any rank that lives or has ever lived. Is that understood?”

      I sat forward in my chair and put my elbows on my desk. I ran a hand though my long, dark hair to get it out of my face and stared fixedly at Preceptor Tang.

      She seems edgy… Nervous, I thought.

      “In the next few weeks—maybe sooner— dragonmancers will start being sent out as sappers into the subterranean realms.”

      This info drop garnered a general gasp from the assembled dragonmancers. Many of them exchanged incredulous looks, as if they could not believe what they had just heard.

      If it hadn’t been for Penelope filling me in on the Shadow Nations and how they had fled into the subterranean realms, I would not have a had a fucking clue what the hell Preceptor Tang was talking about. As it was though, I assumed that this was all part of a move to somehow expand the Empire’s territory.

      As if in answer to my musings, Preceptor Tang raised her arms for silence and said loudly, “This is, as I probably do not need to remind you, a new kind of mission.”

      “Preceptor,” someone called out, “what do you mean we’ll start being sent out as sappers?”

      “Yes, Preceptor, what do you mean by sapper?” someone else asked.

      I found myself talking before I knew it. I had gathered a lot of random information in my time, thanks to the many books, magazines, and pamphlets I had read while sitting and sleeping in a variety of bus stops all over California.

      “Back on my homeworld,” I said, “a sapper was a soldier who was sent out to do things like build bridges or carve out roads before the main army came through behind them and...” I stopped then, suddenly very aware of what I was saying and of what it meant or might mean.

      The Preceptor must have seen the look of abrupt thoughtful consternation on my face because she cleared her throat and said, “Yes, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “And…?”

      I raised my eyebrows and looked around at the faces of the women who were, suddenly, staring right at me.

      “And they would have to do other things,” I continued slowly. “Things like breaching fortifications, demolishing enemy outposts, taking out garrisons that might be laying in wait in seemingly unoccupied land, laying or clearing traps, preparing bases for their own troops to come and inhabit, and generally making sure that the coast was well and truly clear.”

      There was a very long, very thoughtful silence after my voice faded away. No one in that room was stupid—I doubted that there was such a thing as a moronic dragonmancer. An idiot dragonmancer was, I was fairly sure, a dead dragonmancer.

      “Yes,” the enigmatic and uber-chilled Tang said, “the Empire is looking at expanding their influence into the subterranean realms. It goes without saying that this is a step that has not been taken for a great many years. However, the Martial Council has decided that the time is now ripe. That, and the Empress has finally started to gain an interest in those realms once more, and of what they might hold.”

      My mind instantly snapped to the dragonlings, to Wayne and Garth, and the crystals that the Seer thought might help them gain maturity. I also remembered about how she thought that the secret to rejuvenating my fucking magical man-jam lay in the forgotten paths of the subterranean realms.

      Was this a coincidence? Was it chance that I should be the catalyst that helped to bring back dragons from the edge of the slow extinction that threatened them, while, at the same time, the Empress Cyrene went after a bit of underground real estate?

      A line from Star Trek or Star Wars or some other space-related bit of TV or cinema took shape in my mind as I mulled this over.

      I believe in coincidences. Coincidences happen every day. But I don’t trust coincidences.

      I could feel the buzz of questions frothing up from the minds of the gathered dragonmancers. They were all thinking, all mulling this development over, but they were forming inquiries and queries in their heads too.

      Before a single question could be fired in Preceptor Tang’s direction, there was a deep booming gong-gong-gong sound, which turned the high-ceilinged room into a giant bell. When the three resounding notes had dwindled away into nothing, Preceptor Tang raised her arms.

      “That,” she said, “is dinner.”
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      I trekked up to my room before heading into the enormous refectory hall for dinner.

      I still didn’t really have the lay of the Drako Academy down pat in my head. As a matter of fact, I would have struggled to get from the dormitory that I shared with Elenari and Saya to the practice yards without getting lost if left up to my own devices.

      Luckily, I had Noctis.

      The Onyx Dragon knew the Academy like the back of his hand. We had not had the discussion about how many years he had been rocking around in this world, or how many dragonmancers he had served the Empire with. That felt like the type of conversation that had to wait until a particular time. It felt a bit intrusive to ask him about just yet—a little like asking a chick how old they were straight out of the gate.

      Anyway, if I ever got lost or was in a rush to get somewhere, all I had to do was ask Noctis, and he would tell me where I needed to go.

      I was in a rush now. It had felt like a long day already, and I was determined not to miss out on dinner, but I was keen to retrieve the crystal that I had stashed upstairs.

      It was the crystal that I had found on the thief that Saya, Elenari, and I had taken down on the evening that we had been confronted by the Bloodletters. I wanted to take a closer look at the thing before dinner.

      After Noctis helped guide me to my room, I snatched up the crystal from where I had stowed it behind my padded teak bedhead.

      I sat on the bed and gathered my thoughts. All I could think about was the strange converging of events that seemed to have come together in the past few days.

      Really, my life had been going at about one-hundred and twenty miles per hour ever since I had stepped through that portal with Elenari. I tried to list the main points in my head, to order my thoughts.

      

      
        	I had found out that I was a dragonmancer.

        	I’d been introduced to Noctis.

        	I’d been blood-bonded with the dragon and then been subjected to the ultimate psychedelic mindfuck that was commonly referred to as the Transfusion Ceremony.

        	I had found the crystal that I now held, shortly before being involved in the biggest brawl of my life.

        	I’d had sex with Elenari and Saya, and managed to knock them both up.

        	They had grown and then birthed our shared offspring in a matter of days.

        	Those offspring had turned out to be dragonlings.

        	The dragonlings—hilariously, if not originally, named Garth and Wayne—needed crystals imbued with magic and found only in the subterranean realms to grow and mature, otherwise they would wither and die.

        	My jizz, apparently, also needed rejuvenating, and this could only be accomplished by venturing into the subterranean realms in search of who-the-fuck-knew-what.

        	And now, the word on the grapevine was that Empress Cyrene was going to start sending dragonmancers into the subterranean realm to clear the way for what sounded very much to me like an invasion.

      

      

      It was safe to say that things were only getting more interesting.

      I turned the crystal over in my hand thoughtfully. I ran my thumb over the unrefined edges, across the rough surfaces of the front and back faces.

      My mind had naturally jumped to a few conclusions concerning this seemingly innocuous bit of pretty rock, especially after my visit to the Seer and the lesson that I had just sat through.

      Could it be possible that this crystal was the very same kind that once brought dragons to maturity and helped them cement their spots as among this world’s most preeminent beings?

      “I find your musings point toward the probable rather than the possible,” Noctis’ old, cunning voice echoed through the pathways of my head.

      “You reckon?” I replied telepathically. “You really think that this crystal is, well, a crystal?”

      “Yes, I think that it is far more likely than not. It would explain why the thief wanted it. It is potentially a powerful magical object.”

      “Not just powerful either,” I said back. “It’d be fucking valuable too. To have the ability to mature a dragonling, to make sure that it can grow into a beast as powerful and smart and capable as you… That’d be worth a king’s ransom.”

      “Or an Empress’,” Noctis said.

      “But it doesn’t mean shit if you don’t have dragonlings to begin with,” I said.

      “Correct,” the Onyx Dragon replied.

      “That does beg the question; who the fuck was the woman that the thief grabbed it off that night? And what did she want with an empty crystal?”

      Noctis didn’t answer, but I could practically hear the cogs turning as he mulled this over.

      “Was she a friend or a foe of the Mystocean Empire?” I continued to ponder. “Obviously, she was no pal of the Bloodletters because they stole it off of her.”

      “Yes, but from everything that I have ever heard or known about these blood stealing disgraces that you call the Bloodletters,” Noctis said, and there was the definite echo of a growl even in his telepathic communication, “they do not have very many friends. Their agenda is strictly known only unto themselves.”

      “You don’t know anything about them?” I asked in surprise. I was quickly forming the opinion that Noctis was the wisest and most badass creature that I had ever met, so his lack of knowledge was a little weird.

      “No. I don’t know any dragon who possesses any knowledge about them—even those who survived being drained by them, and they are few. No, if the men and women we faced the other evening really were Bloodletters, then all I can tell you is that they are part of an order that has been operating in the shadows for centuries. But what they have been trying to achieve in all that time is a mystery.”

      “Great,” I said, “another mystery.”

      I rolled the crystal around in my hands for a bit while I considered everything.

      “Leaving aside who the woman was,” I thought. “Where do you think that she would have gotten a dragonling crystal from?”

      Noctis considered my question with his usual world championship patience.

      “There is, in my mind, only one place that she could have found such a crystal,” he said.

      “The subterranean realms?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Noctis replied.

      “So she might have been from the Shadow Nations? Or she risked life and limb to go down there and fetch the crystal?”

      “Both could be true. Nevertheless, there is a mystery here.”

      And with that slightly foreboding thought, I stashed the crystal once more, got up, and went to the refectory for dinner.
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      After dinner, I followed the stream of crimson and sable clad Rank One dragonmancers as they made a mass exodus from the refectory. By tagging along behind this group, I discovered that our Arcane Practice sessions were held outside in one of the spacious courtyards of the middle bailey.

      I squinted and raised a hand as I stepped suddenly out of the cool gloom of the castle and into the stark white glare of the afternoon.

      Above me, the sky had taken on the flat, severe white cast that spoke of a potential blizzard in the making. I could tell this much even though I was a California boy through and through and had only ever spied snow on the top of far-off Mount Baldy.

      The group of Rank One dragonmancers halted at the edge of a courtyard that had a slightly less used feel to it, compared to the drilling grounds nearer the main gates of the castle. The walls of this courtyard were overgrown with vines on their inner face and, in one spot, there was actually a pine tree growing out of a decent-sized crack in the fortifications.

      “Why is this courtyard in such disrepair?” I heard one young woman ask another. I figured she was new, and this was her first day, just like it was mine. I scanned the faces of everyone else present, and they all seemed equally new. So, it seemed that this was a proper introduction. At least I’d be starting on the same level as everyone else.

      “Because this,” said a deep, chocolatey, dangerous voice from up on top of the wall, “is the Cloister of Recollection.”

      There was a rustle of billowing cloth. The class, as one, looked up.

      A figure dropped from the wall high above. It was a fall of at least twenty yards—a lethal, bone-breaking, brain-damaging drop.

      A black cloak billowed out behind the falling figure, fluttering and snapping as she descended. I narrowed my eyes, ready to snap them shut in case of flying entrails or anything like that.

      The figure landed on her feet, her knees absorbing the impossible impact in a dope superhero crouch, before popping back up into a standing position. The dirt around the feet of this new and dramatic arrival cracked. A few chunks of loose stone and mud flew in all directions.

      Talk about an entrance, I thought.

      The figure raised her head to scrutinize the spellbound class through a single deep brown eye set into the middle of her forehead.

      “The Cloister of Recollection was the only part of the Drako Academy that was not completely rebuilt and restored after the last time that an enemy dared to invade the castle,” the woman—who I assumed must be our Arcane Practice tutor—said in her rich, rolling voice.

      “Why?” someone asked.

      “Because the Empress deemed it prudent,” the cyclops said. “A reminder, of sorts.”

      I caught myself staring at the woman because, on Earth at least, you don’t get to meet someone sporting one massive eye in the middle of their face. She wore the same all-black garb as Preceptor Tang, though her little splash of fashion individuality came in the form of an ankle-length cloak that brought Darth Vader to mind.

      The one-eyed woman wore a single large earring in her left ear with a smoky brown quartz dangling from the golden hoop. She had broad shoulders, and her features might have been quite pretty once, but now she sported a rather gnarly burn across one side of her face. The scarring gave her a formidable appearance, as did the fact that she seemed to be incapable of smiling. She was, or so it appeared to me, all business.

      “My name,” the cyclops woman said in a commanding tone, “is Preceptor Ipheca, Bearer of Gondred the Wind Dragon. And this is Arcane Practice.”

      She looked around. Her gaze was slightly disdainful, as if she had seen too many Rank One dragonmancers disappoint her in her time. Her eye fell on Penelope, who I realized had come to stand next to me while I had been staring at the one-eyed woman. The shy Knowledge Sprite squirmed and looked away.

      Preceptor Ipheca’s dark brown eye flicked across to stare at me, but I did not give her the satisfaction of looking away. Instead, I gave her a cheerful smile and waggled my eyebrows a bit to try and diffuse any tension.

      The Preceptor licked her lips, and I saw the flash of a gold tooth as her single eye narrowed slightly. Then, her gaze shifted to the next unfortunate in line and the moment was broken.

      “It is here, in this place that stands as a living reminder of how close the Mystocean Empire came to being overrun, that you will practice and harness your magical abilities,” Preceptor Ipheca said. “There are three aspects to Arcane Practice that all dragonmancers must understand and master if they are to become truly competent magical practitioners in battle. Would anyone like to hazard a guess as to what those three facets might be?”

      The thick-set woman with the horns and edgy bowl haircut raised her hand tentatively.

      “You,” Preceptor Ipheca said to her.

      “Knowing your limitations?” the horned woman said.

      “Wrong,” Preceptor Ipheca said with a crushing brusqueness. “Anyone else?”

      In a show of smarts, no one else in the group put themselves forward to be shot down.

      Preceptor Ipheca sighed through her slightly flattened nose. It whistled in the same way that many of my pals did, back in the MMA fight gym.

      “The three things that we are going to learn and, hopefully, master in this class are these. Number one: the best tutor that you have, when it comes to magic, is yourself. Number two: dragonmancers can only ever occupy one of their crystal itinerary slots with their dragon’s power, and you will learn how best to utilize this knowledge. Number three: while it is an advantage to be a strong spellcaster, the real mastery of battle magic comes in speed.”

      “What kind of speed?” I asked.

      Preceptor Ipheca’s eye swiveled to find me at the back of the crowd.

      “Speed in switching slots,” she said shortly. “As you become more familiar with your magic and with what you are capable of doing, you should aim to increase the speed at which you can change slots. As you know, every dragonmancer is able to allot their dragon one of the following slots: Head, Chest, Left Arm, Right Arm, Legs, Weapon Slot A, Weapon Slot B, and Wings. I don’t imagine I need to discuss the Titan slot.”

      Speak for yourself, I thought. I’m going to find a way to unlock that badboy.

      Preceptor Ipheca continued. “It is all well and good to be able to perform a devastating or accurate spell with your dragon applied to, say, your Right Arm slot, but the greatest dragonmancer warriors could switch their dragon’s powers from one slot to another so quickly that it appeared that all their slots were filled simultaneously.”

      A couple of the gathered Rank Ones raised their hands to ask questions, but Preceptor Ipheca ignored them.

      “This isn’t a Q and A,” she said tersely, “this isn’t a damned theory lesson where we have a cozy chat about magical-based surmises and hypotheses. This is Arcane Practice. With that in mind, we will… What will we do?”

      “Practice?” I ventured.

      The cyclops clapped her hands sarcastically a few times. “That’s right. We will practice. We’ll practice a bit of self-knowledge today. This lesson, all I want you lot of newbies to do is line up and face the targets against that wall over there, put your dragon in your Right Arm slot, and use the spell that it gives you access to. That’s all. I will not be instructing you, but I will be observing. Get comfortable in your own skin, because only by getting comfortable in your own skin will you have any chance in saving it later on. Wait for my word to begin your casting.”

      The class didn’t move. I turned and looked over to where a couple of Rank Ones were peering. Against a far wall, which was pocked and scarred as if from machine gun fire, were a whole array of simple wooden targets. They had been constructed crudely out of whole logs and made to look like soldiers; they had branches for arms and legs, and their heads were wooden blocks or stumps.

      “What the hell are you waiting for, a bloody written invitation? Get a fucking move on!” screamed Preceptor Ipheca.

      The class jumped and scrambled to obey. Penelope and I headed toward the far end of the line, furthest away from the prickly cyclops Preceptor.

      “What’s the deal with old Preceptor Ipheca?” I asked the Knowledge Sprite out of the corner of my mouth, a quieter whisper than I’d ever used before. With the enhanced hearing of dragonmancers, you had to be careful about that sort of thing. “What’s the nature of the stick that she clearly has wedged up her ass?”

      Penelope glanced over her shoulder, making sure that the Preceptor was totally engrossed in chewing the ears off a nymph who had already started firing glittering starbursts of pink magic at her target without Preceptor Ipheca’s say-so.

      “I do not know too much about her,” she said evasively.

      “C’mon, Penelope,” I said. “You’re a damned Knowledge Sprite, aren’t you? If anyone in this class had a little background on our tutors…”

      Penelope gave me a half-pleased half-stern smile.

      “I’ll only say that, as far as battle experience goes within the dragonmancer ranks, you’ll be hard-pressed to find someone with more enemy blood on her hands than Preceptor Ipheca.”

      “She’s good with a sword, huh?” I asked, eyeing the cloaked Preceptor with a bit more interest.

      “One of the best,” Penelope said, squaring up to her target. “And not just with a sword. I’ve read through and copied out the annals of dragonmancer law and history a number of times as part of my Librarian duties, and Preceptor Ipheca’s name is present in almost all of the battles and notable skirmishes that have taken place over the last two centuries or so.”

      “How did she get that burn on her face?” I asked, looking downrange at my own target and mentally switching Noctis into my Right Arm slot as we had been instructed. “Running into a burning building to save a bunch of orphans?”

      Penelope gave me a reproachful look. “It isn’t a scar acquired through contact with flame,” she said, “but from venom.”

      I glanced at Penelope. “Venom? What kind of creature has venom that can melt flesh like that?”

      Before Penelope could answer me, the dulcet, patient tones of Preceptor Ipheca cut through the air.

      “Has everyone selected their Right Arm slot? Yes? Good! All right then, on the count of three, you will release and refine your spellcasting technique. Do not accidentally cast your spells at your fellow classmates. Thaumaturgical injuries can be messy and irreversible, and the last thing I fucking feel like doing is filling out the lengthy and boring bit of paperwork that proceeds a death in class.”

      She let that indirect warning float over our heads like a cloud of miasma for a second or two. Then she said, “One… two… three!”

      I had never felt or been around magic when it had been cast in such profusion before. The feeling reminded me a little of when, in the movies, a whole load of archers let loose at the enemy with their longbows. There was a rush. The air juddered and rippled. There was the sensation of a host of individual little pieces of death rushing forward to create a bigger, more collectively lethal barrier of bad news.

      The colors and shapes of the spells were as varied as the skin tones of those casting them. There were scintillating flying needles of green, slow-moving blobs of toxic yellow, a vague form of something translucent and serpentine writhing through the air at knee height, blue fish that swam through the air, and my own shadowy balls of pulsing black and white magic as I cast my Shadow Spheres.

      I tried not to get distracted by the mess of sound that was the indescribable din of exploding, imploding, shattering spells to my left. I was, of course, living every nerd’s dream in being in a medieval courtyard and practicing magic, but I was focused on actually spending my time becoming more proficient at it, rather than just goggling at the others.

      I reached into the center of my being, as Elenari had told me to do on the first day that we had met, and grasped at the mana that sat in the depths of my sternum like a hot, liquid pearl of possibility.

      It was all a mental thing, of course—something that, in battle, I had done as quickly and naturally as breathing—but now I concentrated on the method more than I had done before. I imagined that every step of the spellcasting process could be broken down and peered at closely.  In making a concerted effort to understand each individual step more intimately, the better I would be at magic in general. Not to mention, if I knew the technique of casting spells inside and out, I wouldn’t be distracted as easily.

      That was the theory anyway. I had not got any further than casting a couple of Shadow Spheres to warm up, before settling down to concentrate on the individual steps of the spell, when my attentiveness was disturbed by a rush of warm air, a smell like freshly mown grass, and a sighing sound.

      I looked over to my immediate left, where Penelope was, and saw that my friend had let loose with a spell. The bit of magic left a path of flowers and gently cascading petals in its wake, before striking the crude wooden dummy and wrapping it in flowering vines.

      To my untrained eye, the spell, while carrying a nice aesthetic, didn’t look as if it had affected the dummy in any negative way. On the contrary, the target looked more aesthetically pleasing than it had done before. Smelled better too. If it had been a person, the only thing that I could imagine happening to them was that they’d be able to pick up a date more easily, what with all that extra color and free perfume.

      For the next quarter of an hour or so, I lost myself in my own little world as I sought to perfect and streamline reaching for my mana. It became more like a reaction than a conscious decision—more like breathing than brushing my teeth, was how I thought of it.

      I tuned out the barked orders and tips coming from Preceptor Ipheca. I shut away the curses of frustration and the cries of triumph emanating from the other dragonmancers as they loosed their spells on their unsuspecting wooden targets.

      I focused on me, and me alone.

      It was very fucking zen, if I do say so myself.

      With this practice, I found my mana pool felt larger. Could it be that the Transfusion Ceremony had increased the size of my mana pool? It seemed logical, given that the same ceremony had also made my body into something far more than it had been before.

      From there, I moved on to the spell itself.

      I fired a few Shadow Spheres down range to get a feel for the spell as I was using it now. The first one hit the target in one of its blocky branch arms. The second hit it in the chest and disappeared the whole thing.

      I kept my eyes looking down the range and saw that the target that I had just vanished in a sparking mist of Chaos Magic rematerialized into being. A quick glance to my left showed me that the same latent magic was rebuilding or bringing back into being everyone else’s targets.

      “Not bad,” the deep, grudging voice of Preceptor Ipheca said from my side. “But, unsurprisingly, it lacks finesse.”

      “No finesse, you reckon, Preceptor?” I asked, turning to look at Preceptor Ipheca’s venom-scarred face. “Surely hitting the target is about as much finesse as a dragonmancer needs during war time?”

      The cyclops let out a snort and shook her head. Her arms were folded behind her back, under her sable cloak, giving her a particularly Sith-like vibe. From up close, the breadth and obvious strength of her shoulders was all the more evident. I also noticed that the skin I had taken to be a dusky brown, was actually more like a basalt gray. It had a definite rocky look to it.

      “That might be all the accuracy you require in a life-or-death contest, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “But it’s hardly helpful in the day-to-day trials and tribulations that a dragonmancer might find themselves embroiled in.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “To be honest, Preceptor, I can’t think of anything I might face in my day-to-day life that might require me to banish someone’s limbs or head into the ether. For that everyday sort of trouble, I’d probably just knock them the fuck out if violence became inevitable.”

      The cyclops’ one eye narrowed as she looked me over.

      “Yes,” she said in her rich, caramel-covered voice, “there’s no denying that you look more warrior than most of the other Rank Ones here. You look like a man who can certainly defend himself. But you lack imagination.”

      “I’ll need you to clarify, Preceptor,” I said politely, although I made sure to inject just the right amount of steel into my words.

      “Oh, I’ll bloody clarify for you,” Preceptor Ipheca said scornfully. She uncrossed her hands from behind her back and scratched at her burned face. I saw that the backs of her grayish hands were crossed and recrossed with an impressive collection of dark scars. If the uniform thinness was anything to go by, they were knife wounds or, more likely in this world, the remnants of sword cuts.

      “What I mean is,” Preceptor Ipheca continued, in the deliberately slow tone of one explaining something to a halfwit, “is that there are ways to alter your magic, refine it, so that you don’t have to vanish random parts of your target’s anatomy.”

      I frowned. “You mean that I can alter the spell’s strength?” I said.

      Preceptor Ipheca pointed at me. “Check out the big brain on the Earthling,” she said. “That is the reason that we are here. I want you to figure out how to manipulate your spell so that you can—in your case—vanish precisely what you bloody well meant to vanish.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “You feel it. You concentrate. You change the form of the spell in your mind. You take only as much mana from your reserves as you think you need to do the job. Don’t fling everything you have at your target and hope to hit it. Find a point on your target that you wish to strike. Focus with an intensity so complete that, should you miss or allow your concentration to stray, your spell will simply fade.”

      “Easier said than done,” I said.

      Preceptor Ipheca raised her one eyebrow. “Of course, it is easier said than done,” she said. “Name me one thing that bloody well isn’t.”

      “What you’re saying makes sense,” I said. “But have you got any other tips for me?”

      The cyclops shook her head. “No, the rest is up to you.”

      And so, I did as she said.
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      Learning how to cause specific things to vanish with my Shadow Sphere spell, not just make whatever the orb touches, was a little like trying to pat your head while you rubbed your stomach; it required coordination—shitloads of that—and thought—but not too much of that.

      I had to both imagine the object, or the part of the object, that I wanted to vanish, while also ensuring I hit the object itself with the Shadow Sphere when I threw it. Factor in the whole changing the amount of magic that I pumped into the spell, plus altering the size of the spell itself, and it was no surprise to me how quickly and seamlessly the time slipped by.

      At the end of an hour and a half, I was starting to get the hang of it.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” Preceptor Ipheca said, coming to stand behind me after she had inspected Penelope’s progress. “Let me see how you have refined yourself. Let me see if you have taken on board what I have said.”

      The Preceptor grunted her approval as I let loose with a string of sized-down Shadow Spheres that took the bark off the logs and branches that made up the target but left the wood itself intact.

      “There,” she said, “is finesse. The real trick is being able to do it when half an enemy army is trying to shoot you off your dragon, or while you’re trying to maintain a conversation at dinner and vanish the leg off someone’s chair so that they fall and create a diversion.”

      “Practice makes perfect,” I said breezily.

      “No,” Preceptor Ipheca said, “Practice simply ensures that you don’t fuck up too regularly or too dramatically. Remember that, Dragonmancer Noctis.” She held up her head and addressed the class. “Now, those who wish to continue may do so, but the class is officially over. A good ten minutes early, too. You ought to count yourselves lucky.”

      And with that, the cyclops woman bent down in a runner’s crouch, then leaped up onto the wall above the practice yard. In a swirl of her cloak, she was gone.

      “Badass,” I said under my breath.

      A few dragonmancers left now that the class was over, but the majority stayed behind to continue practicing. I resumed my throwing of Shadow Spheres, focusing on the targets, when a laugh from just down the row made me look up.

      I was looking at a tall, whip-thin dragonmancer with slicked back blonde hair cut short, an orange complexion, and a proud and beautiful face. She was cackling theatrically and pointing at Penelope.

      “Wow,” she said in a high, brittle, heavily accented voice, “that is fucking incredible! So many pretty flowers. Your enemies will be quaking in their boots, eh?”

      The Knowledge Sprite was blushing so heavily that her face was the color of a blueberry. She was standing in front of her target, which was wreathed in garlands of flowers and sweet-smelling herbs.

      Admittedly—though I would never say anything to Penelope—it did look to me like whatever spell her Right Arm slot gave her would have been about as much use in a fight as a taco shield.

      “You should be a fucking florist, not a dragonmancer, sprite!” the blonde-haired woman said and turned to her audience with a smirk across her pretty face. The few dragonmancers that were nearby laughed appreciatively, but without any real enthusiasm, at the gag.

      I could think of a gag that was far more appropriate, and after my little training session, I now had the finesse to do it.

      As the women continued to cackle like a gaggle of witches, I conjured a couple of miniature Shadow Spheres and sent them whizzing at the woman who was teasing Penelope. They struck her square in the back—one between the shoulders, the other right spang in the middle of her tight ass. Exactly where I’d wanted. Instantly, her breeches and shirt vanished in twin puffs of black and silver Chaos Magic.

      To give the bully her due, she had a banging bod. If she had been left completely nude, it wouldn’t have really been so bad for her. However, I had not vanished her sword belt or boots, and somehow this left her looking plain ridiculous.

      For a second, there was a stunned silence. The blonde woman looked down, made aware of her missing garments, I imagine, by the sudden chill.

      Then, there was laughter.

      The blonde, orange-skinned chick whirled on the spot, her face outraged—and caught me looking entirely too self-satisfied with what I had done.

      “You!” she hissed.

      The gong started peeling away, marking what would have been the end of the class had Preceptor Ipheca not ended it early.

      As the gong continued to ring, Penelope scooted past me. My spidey senses tingling, I thought I better follow her.

      I trailed Penelope as she dashed through the nearest open doorway that led back into the main castle of the Drako Academy. Behind us, the extremely pissed off voice of the dragonmancer who had been mocking Penelope followed us.

      The words were unintelligible—whether that was because the woman was swearing in another language or because she was just that supremely pissed, I couldn’t say—but they floated along behind us like weak ghosts as the two of us legged it into the torch-lit sanctuary of the castle corridors.

      Penelope was quick on her feet, as fleet as a deer and twice as silent. I struggled to keep up with her, even with my dragon-enhanced speed. From my position in second place, just behind her, I could hear that Penelope was making strange little gulping noises.

      Goddamn, I hope she isn’t crying, I suddenly thought. There were few situations that I didn’t back myself to handle, but a distraught and upset female was probably one of them.

      However, I needn’t have worried.

      As I ran around a corner, a blue hand shot out and grabbed me by the sleeve.

      Penelope was standing in the shadowy recesses of a statue of a dragon. When I looked at her, I saw that there were tears in her eyes but, happily, they appeared to be tears of mirth.

      “Oh my—oh my goodness,” she choked, trying to squeeze out words around her laughter. “That was—that was a superlative bit—bit of magic, Mike!”

      I grinned down at her and sketched a bow. “Anything for you, your Librarianship,” I said.

      Penelope put her hands up against my chest, like she was trying to use me to steady herself. She rested her head against my pecs and shook it. Then she looked up at me through bright eyes filled with laughter and, I thought, mischief.

      “Speaking of libraries,” she said. “Come with me! I must pay you back for what you did!”

      I put up a casual hand and waved it. “You don’t need to pay me back for anything,” I said. “You’re my friend. You showed me nothing but patience and kindness during my induction, when I was asking you all those annoying questions. I will always have your back, Pen, so don’t worry about it.”

      “No, no,” Penelope said, taking my hand and pulling me down the corridor. “Please, come with me. I want to show you something. I—I think that you’ll like it. I hope you will.”

      Such was her obvious eagerness and enthusiasm to show me whatever it was that she thought I’d like to see, that I followed her. I wore a bemused smile as she skipped ahead of me.

      The blue-skinned Knowledge Sprite led me through a series of back passages that I would have got lost in on my own, until we emerged into one of the main corridors that I recognized as leading toward the Grand Library.

      We turned the far corner of this dragon-sized corridor—designed after the Drako Academy had last been stormed so that dragons could fight inside as well as outside—and found ourselves facing the gigantic and beautiful door to the Grand Library.

      Penelope led the way through the smaller, everyday side door and into the great, glass-domed expanse beyond. I barely had time to glance up at the insanely intricate metal and glass ceiling that depicted dragonmancers in full flight, before Penelope had grabbed me and towed me into a deserted row of books.

      “I—I want to show you something—give you something,” the Librarian Knowledge Sprite said to me. “In appreciation what you did for me. You defended me in front of everyone,”

      “I told you, you don’t have—” I tried to reply.

      “No, I want to,” Penelope insisted.

      “Okay then.”

      Penelope pointed to an official looking door on the other side of the library. It didn’t have a sign on it, but if it did it would have been one reading “STAFF ONLY.”

      “That’s my private study chamber,” she said. “When I have closed the door behind me, count to sixty and let yourself in. Make sure you close the door behind you. What I’m about to show is not for the eyes of anyone else. Understand?”

      I frowned a little but nodded all the same. Was Penelope about to show me something pertinent to the Bloodletters or the crystal? No, that wasn’t right. She couldn’t have known that either of those two things were subjects of interest for me. Then what the hell was it?

      “We will know soon enough,” Noctis said sagely from within his crystal.

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Penelope hurried away, fumbled with a lock on the door and let herself in. I began to count down from sixty.

      I moved slowly toward the door, my brain fizzing with the possibilities of what the knowledgeable woman might be waiting to show or tell me.

      Four… three… two… one… zero.

      I stepped through the heavy door, which Penelope had left just ajar, and shut it quickly behind me, as I had been instructed. A heavy metal latch fell into place barring it.

      The room was obviously a small, private office or study room. There were piles of books stacked haphazardly about the place, pyramids of scrolls, and wads of parchment.

      Above us, I could see a young moon through huge panes of glass set into an iron girder ceiling. It looked to me like a part of the grand glass dome that spanned the library proper overlapped into this small office in which Penelope studied and worked. It was quite strikingly hip, in an industrial way, and I once more caught myself thinking how well the design of the Drako Academy would have gone down within the Los Angeles restaurant scene.

      I noticed these things, weirdly, before being struck by the object that was hanging in the center of the room. The object that Penelope was sitting in.

      I instantly recognized it as, a sex-swing—though it had clearly been made by Penelope and not just ordered off Lovehoney.com. It was hanging from one of the metal girders, in a pool of light cast by a single lantern.

      Penelope was sitting in the thing, her bare blue feet wedged in the stirrups, a metal bar connected to each ankle stopping her from closing her legs. She was still dressed in her navy Librarian robe. The skirt fell across her and helped her retain her modesty. Her head was cradled in the sling at the back of the swing, her arms were held up above her, and her hands gripped a couple of leather straps.

      She was looking defiantly at me, as if daring me to laugh.

      Fat chance of that. If I was reading the situation correctly—if what I thought and hoped was about to go down was, in fact about to go down—then I saw nothing funny about it. I saw a lot about it that was incredibly exciting, that might prove to be extremely fun, but nothing actually funny.

      I looked around the room aimlessly. I saw some other details of the space, but they slipped from my mind as soon as my eyes moved away from them. The only thing that I could see was the imprint of the shy, reserved, quiet Librarian hanging in a sex swing on my retinas. It was like when you stare at the sun and it embosses itself on your eyes in a blue smudge.

      “So,” I said, not quite knowing how to play this one, “this is your office, huh? I like your seating arrangements.”

      Penelope gave me a small, shy smile.

      “You look a little shocked, Mike,” she said, in the same polite way she might have commented that I looked tired or angry.

      I puffed out my cheeks and ran my tongue across my suddenly dry lips.

      “I think surprised would be a more accurate word,” I said.

      “Surprised? Surprised how?” Penelope asked.

      Surprised in the same way that someone might be if they bent down to pat a Pekingese and the thing bit their arm off, was what I thought.

      What I actually said though was, “Well, you’re such a sweet, reserved girl, you know. I guess, I’m just surprised that you have this side to you.”

      Penelope bit her lip and looked at me from out of her all-blue eyes. “Too many people parade all that they are, for all to see. I prefer a little mystery in my life. A little of the unexpected. I was hoping that you would too.”

      I smiled a Cheshire Cat grin then. “Hey, you won’t hear me complaining about surprises. I just need a minute to catch up!”

      I ran my eyes over the suspended Knowledge Sprite. From her face, down to the tips of her perfect blue toes. My gaze, predictably—and no doubt as Penelope had intended it to be—was drawn back to the folds of her robe’s skirt. She had hiked them up a little more to show off the strong muscles of her calves.

      I swallowed. My imagination ran gleefully away, over the fields of fancy, and busied itself with what ridiculously hot delights might be waiting under that skirt.

      “Are you caught up yet, Mike?” Penelope said, breaking into my thoughts.

      I cleared my throat and locked eyes with her.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I’d say I’m up with the play now.”

      I stepped forward. I could feel that familiar coiling fire of expectation spreading through my body. I could see that same fire mirrored in the eyes of the Librarian straddling the sex-swing, in eyes that were no longer as shy nor as reserved as they had been previously.

      I reached out and took Penelope’s ankles in my hands. Ran my fingers up the outsides of her calves.

      Higher.

      Higher.

      I pushed the folds of her robe northward, revealing more leg, more thigh.

      Penelope was trembling slightly. I was aware that she longed for some real physical contact, not this gentle, slow teasing. Knowing this, I continued to inch my hands up the sides of her thighs, revealing more of her shapely legs in slow increments.

      While I was teasing this grand reveal out and, hopefully, ratcheting up the sexual tension that Penelope was feeling, I could feel myself heating up. The old scrotum totem was stiffening like I had just poured some liquid starch down it. Just before my fingertips reached Penelope’s hip bones, I stopped and dropped my hands.

      “What are you—” Penelope began to say, but I put my finger to my lips and gave her a look that stopped the words in her throat. “Oh, I see,” she whispered.

      I walked around her, bent down, and kissed her hard on the lips. Then, as her tongue tried to explore my mouth, I pulled away and ran the tip of my finger around her lips. Obediently, the Librarian opened her mouth, and I slipped first my forefinger and then my middle finger into it. Penelope, obviously becoming more and more turned on by the second, started to run her tongue over my two digits and then to suck on them gently, all the while looking at me as I stood over her.

      “You always hear people say,” I said softly in the Knowledge Sprite’s ear, caressing her neck with my hand, “that it’s the quiet ones you’ve got to watch.”

      Without warning, I slipped my hand down the front of her robe and cupped her small breast in my hand. The nipple was as erect as I hoped it would be, and I massaged her tit before pinching it between thumb and forefinger.

      “Uh,” Penelope gave a little, sharp gasp, which dissolved into a groan of longing. “I do very much like that, Mike Noctis.”

      I twisted her other nipple, harder this time, and she lay her head back and moaned again.

      “Mmm,” she let out, “very, very much.”

      I could practically feel the current of lust crackle down from Penelope’s chest to her groin.

      Without moving from where I stood by Penelope’s head, I reached down and tugged up her robe so that the blue-skinned Librarian was naked from the waist down.

      I felt my pulse pick up at the sight of Penelope’s body. Her thighs were as toned as you might expect for someone who spent most of the day on her feet even when she wasn’t in dragonmancer training, but not as muscular as Saya’s. There was a small triangle of dark blue hair that marked the top of her vagina and drew my eye down.

      A little roughly, I reached down and gave her box a gentle slap with my four fingers.

      “Oh,” Penelope groaned and bucked slightly in her restraints.

      I gave her vagina another little love-tap, and she bucked again, biting her lip and looking at me hungrily. I felt the back of my hand and noted how wet it was with Penelope’s girl juice.

      “Have you been hanging out for this?” I asked.

      “Was that an attempt at a pun?” the Librarian shot back at me, indicating the sex-swing with her all-blue eyes.

      In reply, I ran a finger down her slot and slipped it into her tight pink bits.

      Penelope grunted, and her head tipped backward again as her whole body went momentarily rigid.

      I moved around to stand next to the Librarian’s side and slipped another finger inside of her. Gently, I began to finger-fuck her.

      I was in no way a prudish dude, but I had to admit to myself that the bookish Penelope being the kind of chick who had a sex-swing in her office was probably the biggest sexual surprise I had ever encountered. I mean, I just really did not see that one coming! Coupled with the impression I was getting that the blue-skinned, timid Librarian had the sexual appetite of a BDSM-prone lioness in heat and, well, this had the potential to be an evening study session to remember.

      I picked up my pace when Penelope, who couldn’t quite shake her inherent politeness despite how dirty this situation was becoming, said, “Finger me harder, please!”

      I gave her what she wanted. I shoved three fingers, and then four, inside of her and began jackhammering her, while at the same time I stuck my free hand up her robe and played with her nipples.

      The Librarian thrashed in her bonds, moaning and crying out at the delicious smashing I was delivering, and trying desperately not to succumb to the building urge to cum.

      “Must. Hold. Off.” She groaned through each thrust of my fingers. “Patience. Penelope. Patience.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her little pep-talk, midway through a furious fingering.

      This naturally revved my libido up into the red. After watching her enjoyment for a good few minutes, I couldn’t refrain from taking the next step.

      I moved swiftly around her, ducked under the metal bar that locked her ankles and kept her legs separated, and stood in between her bare thighs. Feverishly, I unbuckled my sword belt and pulled out my cock.

      “Yes, please,” was all that Penelope said, her eyes glued to the rock-hard shaft I held in my hand.

      I gasped with unadulterated pleasure as I filled Penelope’s eager, wet vagina, thrusting the length of my cock into her in one long, smooth push.

      To my delight, it didn’t take long for Penelope to shrug off the last of her inhibitions and selfishly apply herself to the task of orgasming.

      The Librarian’s legs might have been fixed in position, but she held them up of her own accord, the deeper to take my cock. I could feel my testicles slapping against the Knowledge Sprite’s asshole and could feel the wetness of her excitement dripping down to coat my nuts as they made contact over and over again.

      I started to pick up my pace, using the angle that the sex-swing was holding Penelope at to make sure that, each and every time I rammed into her, my cock penetrated as deeply as possible.

      “Timperata nin vamor!” Penelope screamed, then her worlds devolved into guttural cries and utterances in a bizarre language that must have been the tongue that Knowledge Sprites used back in their native land. I might not have understood the words that she was using, but I got the meaning of them right enough; the Librarian was on the cusp of winning the Emmy for Best Orgasm.

      I grabbed onto the Knowledge Sprite’s thighs and began pounding away at her as if my life depended on it. A small—a very small, if I were honest—part of my brain wondered whether anyone outside in the quiet of the Grand Library could hear what was going on.

      Penelope’s mouth fell open, and her eyes rolled up into the back of head. She let out a long, rasping, strained expulsion of breath.

      “Ahhhhh,” she bellowed.

      And, taking my cue, I let myself go and emptied myself into her warmth.

      Damn, but those sex swings really are fucking great inventions. I went up onto my tip toes, every muscle in my lower body straining, as I thrust one last time as far into Penelope’s soaking, slippery snatch as I could. There was a flicker of light, weaker than any that I had seen after cumming in the other dragonmancer women. It was almost imperceptible.

      I didn’t worry about cumming inside of Penelope. If I had taken one thing away from that threesome-turned-foursome up at the Seer’s house, it was that my magical little swimmers were currently bereft of the stuff that helped cook up and churn out dragonlings.

      I pulled my cock out of the satiated Librarian, ducked under the bar that held her legs apart, and tucked myself back into my breeches.

      For her part, Penelope stayed where she was in the sex-swing, her body far limper than it had been a mere sixty seconds before.

      “Is it done?” she asked me breathlessly, her eyes still shut.

      I looked at her open legs, at her gorgeous, blue-lipped vagina, out of which a trickle of my seed was dripping onto the floor of her office.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, pulling my long, brown hair back and retying it into a bun. “I’d say that you could consider that done.”

      The Librarian opened her eyes a touch, so that I could see a gleaming slit of blue under her lid.

      “I have a dragon in me?”

      This took me aback. I wasn’t aware that anyone, bar myself, the Seer, Elenari, and Saya, was aware of that particular talent of mine. Still, perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      Penelope was the sort of perceptive, smart woman that could find a whisper in a whirlwind. She had also caught a glimpse, I was fairly certain, of a pregnant Elenari and Saya one day at Augury Grove.

      “I…. Uh… I’m not sure that it’s wise to be spouting all that sort of stuff, Penelope,” I said as I tried to get my breath back under control. “From what I hear that kind of talk can be dangerous, you know.”

      Penelope unhooked her feet from the stirrups of the sex-swing and gave me one of her very bright, very knowing looks.

      I gave her one back.

      “How the fuck do you know about that?” I asked, deciding to be straight up. “How the hell do you know that I can,” and I dropped my voice an octave or two, “make dragons.”

      Penelope gave me a smile that was three equal parts sly, enigmatic, and cute.

      “I’m a Librarian, Mike,” she said, primly straightening her robe and patting her blue hair, “I have access to all sorts of knowledge.”

      Seeing the uncertain look that was on my face, the Knowledge Sprite leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “your secret is safe with me, Michael Noctis, first Dragon Breeder in an age of ages.”

      “You didn’t do all this because you wanted a dragon, did you?”

      “Of course not,” Penelope said.

      I eyed her for a few moments, scanning her features for any sign of a lie. I couldn’t find one.

      “Why didn’t you mention it earlier, then?” I asked her.

      “Because I couldn’t believe it was true. It was only when I saw the flicker of light that I realized that you are a very special dragonmancer indeed.”

      “Well,” I said, “I’m sorry to tell you this, but my jizz is all out of the dragon-making ingredient. At least for now.”

      “Oh,” Penelope said. She seemed disappointed for a moment before she shrugged. “No matter. It would merely have been an extra benefit to sleeping with you.”

      “On that note,” I said, “care for round 2? This being a dragonmancer business means I’m pretty fucking virile.”

      Penelope gave me a smile that bespoke of a sexual hunger that would require at least another three rounds before it would be satiated.

      In fact, it was five rounds before she even suggested that we should grab supper.
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      With a single-minded dedication that I was able to channel from my MMA days—which felt now as if they had had happened to another dude in some other place and I had just somehow absorbed the knowledge—I threw myself into my dragonmancer training.

      The next few days zipped by. I had thought I had known what an intense physical training workload had been, but dragonmancer training was something else entirely. The main difference to anything I had done on Earth was that here, under the storm clouds and sun of the Mystocean Empire, I was learning how to become the best warrior I could be so that when the shit hit the fan, I wouldn’t wind up dead.

      That was the chief reason that I wanted to be the best and most formidable dragonmancer that I could be: to minimize the chances of me getting an arrow through the throat or a trident all tangled up in my guts like a fork in a plateful of fettuccine.

      I zoned into each and every one of my classes with a furious zeal. Even Combat Theory, which involved a lot more theory than combat, was a couple of hours where I tried to turn my mind into a sponge and soak up all the lessons that Preceptor Tang’s tales of battles gone by and fallen dragonmancers offered us.

      So it was that that first week of classes passed in the blink of an eye. I would wake up at the crack of dawn—usually before dawn had cracked the sky actually—eat breakfast, and then head to my Physical Training lesson. From there, I only paused or got off my feet when I was sitting down to eat or else studying in the Grand Library. When I fell into bed each night, and I let my fatigue wash me into a dreamless sleep, the last thing my brain dwelt on was how Elenari and Saya were going looking after Garth and Wayne, the dragonlings. I assumed that there was nothing to report, as I had had no communication from either of the women or the Seer. My best guess was that they were minimizing the chance of anyone in the Martial Council finding out about this by not risking any messages.

      One of the aspects of being dragon bonded that I came to appreciate the most wasn’t any of the more spectacular facets that might jump to mind. It was the way that being bonded to Noctis gave me such an insane, latent power for recovery. It was incredible. I would go to bed as sore in the muscles and weary in the mind as I had ever been in my life. Then, the following morning, before daybreak, my eyes would snap open and I would spring out from my bed like I’d just been given a shot of adrenaline, feeling as good as new.

      It was a galvanizing and intoxicating sensation, feeling the way I felt every day. My muscles were pumped full of potential energy and stored mayhem. I felt that, if I wanted to, I could move so fast that I’d be able to blow out the candle that burned in my dorm room and make it to the door before it got dark. I felt strong enough to bend iron like toffee, and make Samson look like a delicate and sensitive flower.

      I had been attending my classes for a week, and I was just getting into a proper routine, falling into a regime in which my mental game was strong, when I was sent a message just before noon.

      I had arrived back from my Physical Training class out in the forest glade. Today, thanks to Sergeant Milena’s time management, we had had time at the end of the class to run all the way back to the castle to meet our waiting squads. I was standing with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath, while my squad stood nearby, when a uniformed messenger came to stand next to me.

      I was getting better at distinguishing the many varied races that made up the melting pot that was the Mystocean Empire and the Drako Academy, and the young stern-faced woman looked to be a Naga—essentially a race of snake-like humanoids. She had a flat, oval face and sharp amber eyes with vertical pupils. I knew that she was a messenger because she wore the sky-blue cloak that denoted her so.

      “Yes?” I managed to say, between labored breaths. “You’re after me, are you?”

      “Indeed I am, Dragonmancer,” she said formally. When she pronounced the ‘cer’ of ‘Dragonmancer’ she drew out the ‘s’ sound, and a fork tongue flickered between her teeth. “I have a message for you.”

      “Report then,” I said, waving a hand and wiping the sweat off my forehead with the back of my arm.

      I had an inkling that it must have been important. Cloaked messengers were only sent by the top hierarchy, messenger-drakes saved for more mundane messages.

      “Here you are, sir,” the Naga said and, instead of speaking her message as I thought she would, she handed me a tightly furled scroll that had been sealed with green wax. A single dragon talon sign had been stamped into the wax.

      “Who’s it from?” I asked, but the messenger simply bowed her head, turned away, and marched off.

      I turned to look at Rupert, Bjorn, and Gabby who were standing nearby and trying their best not to be nosy.

      “What do you think this is all about?” I asked, waving the scroll around.

      “Open the bloody thing and find out,” Bjorn rumbled, before realizing that we were in a public area and not an inn and adding, “Sir.”

      I slit open the seal and unfurled the scroll.

      

      Dragonmancer Noctis,

      

      I require your presence immediately to discuss a possible excursion that you and your squad would be singularly suited for. Report to my quarters immediately to discuss said excursion and to receive your orders.

      

      Captain Remington Cade

      

      I looked up at the boys. They must have seen the excitement in my eyes because Rupert said, “What is it, Mike—I mean, Dragonmancer Noctis?”

      I waggled the scroll in my hand. “I think,” I said, moving toward them until we were basically in a huddle and keeping my voice low, “that we might have ourselves our very first mission. If I’ve interpreted this right.”

      Gabby raised an eyebrow and nodded inquiringly at the message in my hand.

      “It’s from Captain Cade,” I said in answer.

      Gabby’s other eyebrow migrated north to join his other one.

      I handed the scroll to the mute scout, who was standing in the middle of my three squad members, so that each of the trio could read it.

      Rupert was the first to look up.

      “A m-mission?” he whispered, the light of adventure shining in his eyes like a couple of silver dollars at the bottom of a well.

      “Plunder… Treasure… Scales!” Bjorn muttered, fingering his forked beard thoughtfully.

      “I can hear the bartenders, innkeepers, brothel mistresses, and armorers rejoicing at the very thought of you being able to pay them back, big man,” I said to the half-Jotunn. “Not to mention Old Sleazy.”

      Bjorn made a derisive sound in his throat like a mammoth pulling its foot out of a peat bog. “It’d have to be a pretty sizeable fucking haul if they all expect to get paid back,” he said.

      I took the scroll back and stowed it inside a pocket of my breeches.

      “Anyone know how to get to the quarters of our favorite captain?” I asked.

      To no one’s surprise, Gabby nodded.

      “Lead the way then, my friend,” I said.

      With unerring confidence and without a faltering step, Gabby headed our little procession and led the way into the castle. As was usual, it turned out to be a mission in itself just to find Captain Cade’s offices. The Drako Academy was one of those buildings that could have taught Hogwarts a trick or two when it came to sheer size and the labyrinthine quality of its passages. The place must have been saturated with some serious magic, because I swear you sometimes ended up looking out of a turret window hundreds of feet off the ground without ever having set foot on stairs.

      After about twenty minutes, tramping along through the enormous, torchlit stone corridors, Gabby cut through a section of snaking, rough-hewn passages, and we popped out into an airy hallway with massive windows overlooking the glittering sea.

      “Shit, this must be where the best real estate in the castle is, huh?” I said. “With views like this.”

      It was a golden autumn day. The air was crisp and fresh and coming straight off the mountains. It smelled like snow again, but the sun was shining down from an azure vault of sky.

      Gabby grunted and pointed down the corridor. I gave myself a little internal head shake. There were times to stop and smell the roses, but this wasn’t one of them.

      We walked down the sunlight dappled corridor. The breeze wafting against the side of my face carried with it the salt tang of the ocean and I was reminded abruptly of California, of spending evenings bumming around on Santa Monica pier.

      Gabby stopped outside of a nondescript, but clearly very thick, wooden door that was banded and studded with iron. He motioned to it with his head and grunted in his throat.

      “This is old Chuckles’ lair?” I asked the scout softly.

      Gabby nodded.

      “All right. Nice one, Gabby,” I said to the mute and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Do w-w-we come in too?” Rupert asked.

      “Nah, you guys stay out here,” I said. “I’m pretty sure that that’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it?”

      Bjorn nodded. “Yeah, guard the door, sell our lives dearly if enemies try and enter, and all that shit,” he said drily.

      I punched him on a bicep as thick as a normal person's thigh. “Your enthusiasm is to be applauded.”

      I knocked on the door.

      “Enter,” came the polite, but somehow menacing, reply.

      I pushed open the door and braced myself to step into the noxious, faintly disquieting office of the creepiest person that I had met since arriving in the Mystocean Empire.

      Instead, I entered an airy, brightly lit studio filled with the smell of the sea coming in through a doorway that led out onto a balcony. The room was as large and well-appointed as you might expect of the hierarchy. Where I had been expecting a sort of dank, dark sex-dungeony set up, there was a suite of shiny, comfortable-looking Chesterfield-style couches set around a fireplace of clean, sandy stone. There was an enormous table in the middle of the light-filled space and on it a proper 3D map of what I assumed was the Mystocean Empire was carved.

      “That,” I said as I closed the door behind me, “is fucking beautiful, sir.”

      It was too. Every mountain range was carved in intricate detail. Veins and pools of silver marked out the rivers and lakes. Each town, city, and village was represented with a collection of tiny houses of a castle—depending, I guessed, as to how big each settlement was. A stick of crystal represented the Crystal Spire, of course, and a block of carved emerald represented the Empress’ palace in the capital, Wyverngarth. The truly incredible part of the map though was that, moving slowly about and above the giant wooden thing, were a series of blinking, fluttering lights.

      “I respect your appreciation for my little project, Dragonmancer,” the Captain said, “but I would warn you that that sort of uncouth language will not be tolerated while you are standing within the sanctity of my chambers. Despite how other officers might deign to talk to one another and their troops, I endeavor to cultivate an air of decorum and genteel hospitality in these quarters. Is that understood?”

      I refused to let this little show of power rankle me. Instead, acting as if I barely heard the waspy-looking guy, I said, “Yes, sir. What are those lights, sir?”

      Captain Cade moved forward. Those cold, gray eyes of his were as fathomless as the ocean that I could just spy through the open balcony door.

      “They are simple spirits that I have had enchanted to mirror the movements of those dragonmancers who are out on scouting assignments at the moment.”

      “The Storm Riders,” I said, the name coming back to me from Preceptor Tang’s first Combat Theory lesson.

      “Quite so,” Cade said curtly. I might have imagined it, but I thought a wistful look passed over his face.

      I looked at him then, a little more scrutinizingly. The man’s appearance was perfect and pristine. His beard was so neat that it looked like he stuck it on every morning. His gray hair, with its streaks of gold running through it, was swept carefully back on his head and there wasn’t a strand out of place.

      “You sent for me, Captain,” I said.

      “Yes, I did indeed,” the Captain said.

      His thin face was turned toward the window, as if he were momentarily lost in thought, or else weighing something up in his mind.

      Then he turned to face me once more.

      “Sit,” he said, indicating one of the immaculate leather couches.

      I did as I was commanded. The leather squeaked softly under me as the sofa took my weight.

      The Captain remained standing and began to pace slowly up and down.

      “Have you any thoughts as to why it is I sent for you, Dragonmancer Noctis?” he asked.

      I decided that there was nothing to be gained by beating around the bush or playing the dummy.

      “Me in particular?” I asked.

      Captain Cade glanced at me. He gave me a thin-lipped smile. I don’t think I’d ever seen a smile that looked less at home on a face in my life.

      “You have discussed the note with your squad already?” he asked, and there was the ghost of a smirk in his voice.

      “That’s right,” I replied, allowing just a touch of ice into my voice. I didn’t like the slimy prick’s tone. It spoke too much of a guy who held the ‘lesser’ troopers in contempt. “They’re waiting outside the door, in case you wanted us to carry out the mission at a moment’s notice. Sir.”

      “Very good. Ready to depart at a moment’s notice, eh? Very good. I approve most heartily of your keenness.”

      A slight frown creased my brow. I looked at the Captain, trying to discern his thoughts in his face, but the axe-blade face was turned toward the window and all I could make out was the silhouette of his profile.

      “What were you thinking that you might want us to do, sir?” I asked.

      “Straight to it, is that it, Dragonmancer? That’s the spirit,” Cade said.

      What the fuck else do you think I came here for? was what I wanted to say. A fucking game of chess and a cozy catch-up?

      “Better to get cracking, sir,” I said. “At least, I suppose I might as well hear what you have to say, and then I can let you know whether or not it’s something that I think my squad and I are capable of tackling.”

      Captain Cade gave me another one of his cold, mirthless smiles.

      “Oh, I don’t think you’re going to have to scratch your head for very long over whether or not you and your men will be able to handle it,” he said. “It will be more about whether or not you feel it is beneath you, I think.”

      I couldn’t be sure, but what with this whole unnatural-feeling heartiness and the slight sense that this senior officer was playing up to my vanity, I felt like Captain Cade wanted me and the boys to accept this mission far more than he was letting on.

      “I better hear what it is you want us to do, sir,” I said.

      In response, Cade pointed at a spot on his beautiful carved map some little distance east of the Crystal Spire.

      I stood up and walked over to stand on the opposite side of the large table. At a glance, the spot that Captain Cade was indicating was a village or a town that was situated at the side of a lake, behind a belt of woodland. There didn’t seem to be any other settlements nearby.

      “The village of Swanside, located next to the idyllic Swan Lake,” Captain Cade said.

      I thought about making some allusion to the famous ballet, but only for about half a second. What I knew about ballet you could have inscribed on the back of a toothpick, and Captain Cade wouldn’t have known what the hell I was saying anyway.

      “How far is that from here, sir?” I asked. “I don’t really have a gauge as to distances when measured in dragonflight.”

      Another one of those quick little spasms of discomfort rippled across Captain Cade’s face at the mention of dragonflight. I began to suspect that the thin, severe bastard might be as sore as a sunburned ass when it came to all things dragons. He was, after all, not a dragonmancer.

      “Perhaps, as a fellow humanoid male, he is sensitive to the fact that you alone of all males in the Empire are able to be bonded with a dragon—and an Onyx Dragon at that,” Noctis communicated with me.

      I grinned inwardly. “Even if you say so yourself, huh?”

      Noctis imprinted a nonplussed sort of vibe on my consciousness.

      I wasn’t really surprised he didn’t get the sarcasm; dragons were cunning, dangerous, and wise, sure, but they were nothing if not proud.

      Still, he might be onto something, about dear old Captain Cade.

      “I am onto something,” Noctis assured me, with the assertiveness of a being that was centuries old and had seen a thing or three.

      “Might be that the poor bastard has fallen prey to the green goblin, you reckon?” I said to him.

      “I saw and sensed no green goblin,” Noctis said matter-of-factly. “And one with my senses would have. They reek worse than the dead.”

      “I meant Envy,” I explained. “He’s envious of me. Of dragonmancers in general.”

      “Yes. I think that could be so,” the Onyx Dragon said.

      “It is not far from the Crystal Spire when traveling by air,” Captain Cade said, cutting into mine and Noctis’ telepathic conversation. “About an hour’s flight.”

      I nodded. Any excuse to travel by air was all right with me. “And what would we be doing at Swanside, sir?” I asked.

      Captain Cade gave one of those airy waves of his long hand. “It’s a small Leprechaun logging village. Apparently, some of their woodcutters have spied what they believe were bandit scouts out in the woods. They fear that a raid is imminent, and they have asked for us to send a dragonmancer out to investigate.”

      “Is there a likelihood that things will get bloody, Captain?” I asked.

      Captain Cade gave me a vaguely amused look. “This is the Mystocean Empire, Dragonmancer Noctis,” he said. “There is always a chance that things will get bloody. The Empire itself floats on a sea of the stuff like an island.”

      “I just meant, should we go expecting a fight, sir?” I asked, checking a rising impatience.

      “No,” Cade replied, running a finger along the side of his surgically exact beard. “No, I shouldn’t say so. I think it more likely that all you’ll have to do is walk about and make your presence known. That should be enough to appease the worry of these rustics.”

      I sighed inwardly.

      Rustics. He makes it sound like people who live simply and mind their own business are in some way inferior to everyone else. Hasn’t the stuck-up prick ever read The Lord of the Rings or The Sword of Shannara? It’s the rustics that usually have to step up and save the motherfucking day.

      It didn’t sound like the sort of mission that was going to result in me and the boys being covered in glory and finding ourselves up to our eyebrows in treasure, but if it meant getting out of the Drako Academy for a spell, then I was all for it.

      “I’ll fly out there straight away, sir, and check it out,” I said, casting another glance at the map. It looked, if you left the castle from the side that faced the sea, that all you had to do was take a sharp right and then fly straight east until you saw Swan Lake below you. There was an island in the middle of the lake, which would make identifying it pretty straightforward.

      Captain Cade rubbed his hands together, then folded his arms behind his back and paced slowly over to the desk that sat at the back of the room near the balcony door.

      “Good,” he said. “I think this will be exactly the sort of five-finger exercise that a new dragonmancer needs to get under their belt before they embark on harder assignments. I’ll send word to your instructors and superiors that you and your squad have been deployed on a mission.”

      He began to rifle idly through the scattered papers that littered his desk. He did so in a manner that I interpreted to mean that I could make a move and get out of his immaculate hair.

      “Shall I report when we get back, sir?” I asked.

      “Oh, don’t concern yourself with that, Dragonmancer Noctis,” he said. “I doubt this will be an assignment worth reporting on.”

      I left the room, shutting the door crisply behind me.
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      As soon as I left the captain’s quarters, Rupert, who looked like he was about to burst if he didn’t hit me with about fifteen questions, opened his mouth to speak. I held up a hand and motioned for my three squad members to accompany me down the hallway.

      When we had rounded the far corner, I turned to them.

      “Swanside, a Leprechaun village about an hour’s ride east of the Crystal Spire,” I said, preempting Rupert’s inevitable query. “Next to Swan Lake. Anyone know it?”

      All three of the lads shook their heads.

      “What’re we doing?” Bjorn asked, cutting straight to the point.

      “I wouldn’t get too excited, man,” I said. “So far as I can figure, it sounds more like we’re going out there to play at soldiers, rather than fight. Saying that though, grab all your shit and meet me outside the gate of the Upper Bailey in an hour.”

      The three men of my squad made sounds of agreement.

      “One hour,” I said. “I’ll see you then.”

      My squad hurried off down the way we had come while I, using the sense of direction that I was quickly coming to nickname Noctis Maps, went a different way and headed for the Armory.

      The walk gave me time to ponder a little on this upcoming foray out into the world. The first thing that I realized, now that I had the time and quiet to think a little, was that I had just been asked to go and check on the safety of a Leprechaun village…

      Aren’t Leprechauns supposed to be tiny? What if I accidentally walk over their village while I’m looking for it? I wondered.

      I didn’t give this too much thought, thinking that one of the squad would know what real Leprechauns looked like and how they lived.

      The next thing that I couldn’t help thinking about was what might prove to be a tricky dilemma. It was an hour’s flight to the village of Swanside, and that was all very well and good for me because I had Noctis. How though, did squads travel when they were required to set out with a dragonmancer? Did Noctis take a big enough form so that all four of us could ride on his back? I didn’t think it was likely.

      “Given a little more time in which to strengthen our bond, gain experience and power and generally grow together, there is no doubt in my mind that I could easily take a form sufficiently large enough to transport you and your three comrades—even the fat one,” Noctis told me, in his usual laidback voice.

      I grinned as I strode around a corner, dodging out of the way of a messenger-drake boosting in the other direction.

      “I’m not sure if Bjorn would appreciate you calling him fat,” I said.

      “Why not?” Noctis replied, generally not understanding. “It means he eats well. Eats the most. Is as far up the food chain as he is able to climb.”

      “At the top some might say,” I said.

      “They who said that would be wrong,” the Onyx Dragon growled in my head.

      “Anyway, let’s get back on topic,” I said. “How the hell are we all supposed to get airborne?”

      Noctis’ reply was as relaxed as it ever was. “I will show you. The place used to be called the Eyrie, though it might have changed since last I saw it.”

      “When was that?” I asked as I headed toward the Armory doors up ahead.

      “Four-hundred and seven years ago,” Noctis said promptly.

      “Well,” I said, “I guess we’ll see if the Academy has been renovated since you were last out and about at the Eyrie, won’t we?”

      I presented myself at the talking side door of the armory and declared myself. The face, which I had taken to be just a bit of decorative molding when I first was shown the armory, came to life at my approach and informed me that it would announce my presence to the Armory Warden. It disappeared and left me waiting.

      Twelve seconds later, it reappeared and said, “You may enter, Dragonmancer Noctis.”

      I walked through the side door and into the odd waiting room that fronted the Drako Academy’s main armory. Just as it had last time I had visited—when Elenari and I had been tasked with polishing what felt like a zillion shields as a punishment—the room struck me as incongruous. More like the modern waiting room of a dentist’s surgery than the front of a place where you could pick up a sword, shield, and crossbow if you needed them.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “One second,” came a voice that I recognized.

      A moment later, the muscle-bound, blue-skinned, silver-toothed Djinn, Renji, came through a closed door and walked out from behind the counter at which I was waiting. She was carrying a large parcel wrapped in waxed cloth in her arms.

      “Renji!” I said, pleased to see the formidable looking but very amiable Djinn again. “I was hoping you’d be on duty. How’re tricks?”

      “Tricks are good, Dragonmancer Noctis.” The big blue woman smiled.

      “Come on, Renji,” I said, “call me Mike, yeah? I’m trying to take a little of the starch out of all the stuffed shirts around here.”

      Renji flashed me her silver smile, which matched the large silver ring that pierced her septum.

      “Very well, Mike,” she said. “Here are your things.” She pushed the parcel across the desk.

      “How did you know I was coming?” I said, picking up the parcel. It was pretty heavy.

      “I didn’t, but the door spirit announced you, and there is only one reason that people come a-knocking at the door to the armory—unless they are here to be punished, of course.”

      “Well, there’s no punishment for me today, thankfully,” I said. “It’s business.”

      Renji nodded understandingly.

      “There is a room in which to change over there,” the Djinn said. “If the sands of time are not flowing in your favor and you need haste.”

      “They aren’t and I do, as it happens,” I said. “What about my daily threads? Can I just leave them here and pick them up later?”

      “I will have your Rank One attire laundered and sent back to your dorm room, Mike,” Renji said, tipping me a wink.

      “Renji,” I said. “You are one hell of a female. When are you going to take a day off and let me take you out, hm?”

      Renji let out a girlish giggle that was totally in contrast to her imposing outer appearance. I grinned at the sound.

      “Well, you just let me know,” I said, making my way toward the door. “And I’ll come running. I know Noctis wouldn’t mind spending some quality time with Corvar.”

      I thought I might have heard an impatient metallic snarl come from the back room at this comment, so I decided to shut up and get changed.

      I emerged about ten minutes later—getting changed into my fighting gear turned out to be a bit of a lengthier process than simply chucking on a pair of breeches and a shirt. I was wearing my burnished bronze hauberk—a thigh-length shirt of fine chainmail—with my leather brigandine with its embedded tiny steel plates stitched underneath the fabric. I had a pair of leather and steel vambraces strapped to my forearms, a set of matching thigh guards and greaves, and a pair of mailed gauntlets covering my hands.

      It might have been a heavy ensemble for an average human, but thanks to my dragon-bonded strength, it felt about as weighty as wearing a set of American football pads.

      “How do I look?” I asked, when I stepped back out into the Armory waiting room.

      “You look like a dragonmancer,” Renji said, and there was a note of pride in her voice.

      I reckoned that, in the Mystocean Empire, there were fewer higher words of praise than that.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said, my smile fading as my game-day demeanor began to establish itself. “But you let me know when I’m taking you to dinner.”

      Renji flashed me another silver smile, and I made my exit.

      I caught up with the boys just where I said I would.

      The three of them were attired in the same matching uniforms and equipment—leather undershirts, polished hauberks of plain steel, and scarred greaves and vambraces with the sigil of the Drako Academy claw stamped into them.

      I looked closer at Bjorn, the giant seven-foot piece of bad news. His beard was freshly groomed and forked, and his red eyes gleamed. Over his shoulder, I could see the handle of a double-headed axe that must have been big enough to cut about three men in half at a single stroke.

      “You thinking of running away to join the Leprechauns as a lumberjack, mate?” I asked, pointing at the axe.

      Bjorn grinned a tombstone smile at me. “You said come prepared, boss.”

      “That’s true,” I said.

      I turned to Gabby. The mute tracker stood watching me with his impassive yellow hawk eyes. He was wearing his cloak with the hood pulled up and had his bow and quiver slung across his back, as well as a pair of sabers hanging from his sword belt.

      “I’ve got you down as cultural liaison, Gabby,” I said. “You’ll be doing all the talking. That all right?”

      Gabby pulled the finger at me.

      “Great,” I said.

      Rupert was the last man in line. He still, sadly, had his battered Robin Hood bycoket hat on his head. He was strapped with a half-dozen knives, but he also had a leather satchel fastened tight across his shoulders, the bag part strapped to his chest so that he could get to it easily.

      “What’s in there?” I asked.

      “Medicaments, Mike,” he said.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “W-w-w-well, there are a few b-bottles of this p-potion that I’ve been experimenting on.”

      “What kind of potion?” I said.

      “Less a potion and m-more a sort of c-combustible liquid,” Rupert said.

      “You made some bombs?” I asked incredulously, crushing an impulse to take a step back.

      “N-no, Mike,” Rupert said in an affronted tone. “I just b-brewed up a mixture of certain elements—saltpeter, carbon and sulfur mostly—that reacts in a v-v-v-volatile manner when exposed to excessive heat, direct f-flame or, in some instances, a sharp impact.”

      “Yeah, Rupert,” I said, “you’ve quite literally given me the fucking dictionary definition of a bomb there.”

      “Bomb?” Rupert asked, intrigue written on every feature of his face.

      “That’s what we call them back on Earth,” I said.

      “B-bombs… Yes, I like the n-name. Well, in that case, yes, I h-h-have produced some b-bombs and have them safely stowed in my b-bag,” Rupert said, patting his bag in a satisfied manner.

      I flinched at the sound of bottles clinking but took solace in the fact that if Rupert hadn’t done his homework—something that I felt was extremely unlikely— we would all be scattered across the surrounding landscape so fast that we wouldn’t have time to be pissed off with him.

      “Okay, lads,” I said. “Let’s get the hell out of here, yeah? We’ve got—what, six hours of daylight left, Gabby?”

      Gabby held up five fingers.

      “Five hours of daylight,” I corrected myself. “An hour flight either way, gives us three hours to sort this shit out and still make it back before the refectory closes for supper.”

      “Back in time for cocoa and medals, is that it?” Bjorn said sarcastically.

      “Back in time for you to be tucked in by whatever poor prostitute will have you,” I retorted cheerily.

      The boys laughed.

      “Now, follow me, ladies,” I said. “I believe there’s some means somewhere in the castle that’ll allow you a nice trip to Swanside.”

      Noctis allowed me to access his memories of the Drako Academy as he had known it so many hundreds of years before. These memories guided my squad through the burrowing passages and myriad twists and turns until we emerged out on the side of the castle that faced the sea.

      There was a courtyard from which we could hear the crash of the waves breaking on the base of the cliffs far below. After stepping into the courtyard, still following Noctis Maps, we were brought up short by a wall that, according to Noctis’ memories, was not supposed to be there.

      “Excuse me, miss,” I said, to a guardswoman who happened to be marching past at that moment.

      She turned, and I found myself staring into a pair of all-white eyes, as milky as any blind person that I had ever seen.

      “Oh, uh, I was just wondering whether or not you knew the way to the Eyrie?” I asked.

      The blind woman smiled. “Yes, Dragonmancer, I do.”

      “How did you know I was a dragonmancer?” I asked in amazement.

      “I might not be able to see, sir,” the guardswoman said, “but my people, who are from the lightless caves in the far south, have an unparalleled sense of smell. Dragonmancers carry a particular scent. Although, I had thought there was more than one dragonmancer present, since you carry the scent of two.”

      I laughed at that. Penelope and I had been taking advantage of her private room in the library a lot lately.

      “Look, we’re in a bit of a rush,” I said amicably. “Any chance that you could show us where the Eyrie is?”

      “Of course,” the blind soldier said. “Follow me.”

      The woman hurried off, and we followed.

      So amazed was I by the way that she steered herself unerringly through the corridors, gardens, and open spaces, that I almost walked into her when she stopped outside a wrought iron gate.

      “Here you are, sir,” she said.

      “I… Thanks. Thanks a lot,” I said.

      “It was my honor to help you, dragonmancer,” the guardswoman said. She bowed and went to leave.

      “What’s your name, soldier?” I blurted suddenly.

      The guardswoman’s tanned cheeks darkened a shade. She raised a hand to brush a honey-colored strand of her out of her face and then seemed to remember who it was she was talking to. I noticed that she only had three fingers on her left hand. The same was true of her right. I wondered what race she might be part of.

      “My name is Private Bedra Swiftcreek, Dragonmancer Noctis. One of the Cave Fae and a pikewoman of the Sixth Academy Battalion.”

      “Right, well, thanks for the help, Bedra Swiftcreek,” I said. “You’ve done me and the boys here a real service and we appreciate it. I owe you one.”

      Private Bedra stammered, as if she was not quite sure how to reply to these words of thanks coming from a dragonmancer. Then she colored again, bowed, turned on her heel, and left.

      Once she was out of sight, I found myself still staring after her.

      “Uh, boss,” Bjorn said, clearing his throat with a sound like someone tossing a bucket of grit into a cement mixer, “are you all right?”

      I turned. “I just… I mean, she was blind.”

      “Yes, boss,” Bjorn said. “And?”

      I looked at him. “And she can’t see.”

      “No, boss,” Bjorn said patiently.

      “And she’s a fucking soldier,” I said, wondering why I was the only one who thought this was odd.

      “Yep,” Bjorn said.

      “None of the Fae f-from the southern caves can see, Mike,” Rupert said.

      I shook my head and raised my hands.

      “Clearly,” I said, “this is one of those things that I just do not understand, and there’s no time for that to be remedied just yet, so let’s just push on and get Bedra out of our minds.”

      “Bedra isn’t in m-m-my mind, Mike,” Rupert said.

      “She’s sort of in my mind,” Bjorn said, grinning.

      Gabby made a gesture.

      “Gabby’s right, Bjorn,” I said. “Storing an image of a woman away in your wank bank is not the same as keeping her in my mind.”

      With Bjorn’s feigned sounds of outrage playing as a soundtrack, the four of us passed under the archway of the wrought iron gates, under a cunningly worked metal sign that spelled, “THE EYRIE.”

      The wrought iron gate led us into a roughly hewn tunnel which, in short order, spat the four of us out into an enormous space that reminded me of an aircraft hangar. This space was more a cave than it was the hangar bay of the Death Star. It looked, if the coarse pickaxe strokes that scored the surface nearest to us were to be believed, to have been mined by hand.

      “Whoa,” I said, “this is pretty cool isn’t it?”

      At the far end of the hanger there was no wall. All that could be seen from the end of the enormous cave was a large patch of perfect blue: the sky.

      “That must just drop out of the cliff,” Rupert said. “A very c-c-convenient launching point.”

      “Launching point for what though?” I asked.

      Gabby pointed and gave a little grunt. I turned and followed his finger.

      “Oh, right,” I said. “Fucking flying boats. Why didn’t I guess that?”

      The boats in question were design along similar lines as Viking longboats, though smaller and more maneuverable looking. The one that we were standing next to now was also floating, which I don’t believe the Vikings ever got theirs to do.

      Gabby, in his nonchalant way, turned out to know how to fly these longboats—although, of course, just how the mysterious son of a bitch learned he couldn’t tell us. After I had used my dragonmancer status to procure us a boat, Gabby directed—through some pretty modest hand gestures—Rupert and Bjorn to sit down, shut up, and not touch anything.

      Once the boys were all safely stowed on the magical, floating longboat, Gabby took up his position at the tiller. He was running his eyes over the rigging as I went quickly through my crystal’s itinerary slots to make sure that I was prepared as I could be.

      It was only then that I noticed that my Weapon Slot A, which up until then had INSUFFICIENT EXPERIENCE written next to it, now said CHAOS SPEAR.

      “Hello, hello, what the hell is this now?” I wondered aloud and shifted Noctis’ power into it.

      Instantaneously, a spear appeared in my hand. Its shaft seemed to be made of smooth, flawless ebony or some other dark wood. The tip was long and sharp and gave off the impression that it would probably go clean through plate armor. What really caught the eye though, what really made this weapon stand out from the crowd as not just another infantryman sticker, was the crackling black, white, and silver Chaos Magic that roiled up and down the shaft like a heatwave.

      “Holy shit, this is an enchanted weapon, isn’t it?” I breathed, turning the beautiful stick of death around in my hands. The weapon was perfectly weighted and, as the tip moved through the air, it seemed to sing a song that tickled at the edge of my hearing. I couldn’t make out the words—hell, I couldn’t even make out the melody—but I knew one thing: the song the weapon was singing was a lullaby. The ultimate lullaby for my enemies.

      “Wowee!” Rupert yelled, so amazed that he even forgot to stutter. “Where did that come from?”

      I whirled the spear around in a blur of speed and thrust it into the air, doing a statue-of-liberty pose.

      “Noctis’s power in Weapon Slot A,” I said. “You reckon the bandits are going to like it, if we run into any of them?”

      “Oh, sure,” Rupert said. “They’ll like it, all right. They’ll love it. Love it like a mouse loves a cat.”

      I grinned, put the Chaos Spear down, and then transferred Noctis’ power into my Leg Slot. The spear vanished, and the Onyx Dragon appeared in a misty burst of Chaos Magic.

      I mounted Noctis’ back and looked across at my squad in the dragon-headed longboat.

      “If you three would put your tray tables in the upright position and your window shades up,” I said, “we can buckle our seatbelts and prepare for takeoff.”
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      Just as Captain Cade had said, the flight from the Drako Academy’s flying armada hangar to Swanside took about an hour. The flying longboat, with Gabby acting as helmsman, was nowhere near as fast as a dragon in flight. If, maneuverability-wise, Noctis was a F-22 Raptor, then the longboat would have been a C-5 Galaxy. The longboat swept smoothly along, its sails billowing in the stiff breeze.

      “There’s the lake!” I called over the dull rush of the wind, pointing down at a glittering expanse of water that looked like a pool of mercury from a thousand feet up. Just as Cade had described and shown me on the beautiful carved map in his office, there was an island right in the middle of it.

      The lake was surrounded by a fairly thick, unbroken belt of woodland that stretched toward some low hills to the north like a great green stain. With my heightened dragonmancer senses, I could make out the faint, warm, and inviting smell of woodsmoke on the air. I couldn’t see any smoke though, which made me think that the people who lived down there were careful to only burn dry, seasoned wood. Leprechauns, it appeared, were a body of people that enjoyed their privacy.

      I saw Bjorn lean almost imperceptibly over the edge of the longboat, wince, and then stare fixedly ahead. One of his gigantic hands was clamped immovably to the mainmast. I grinned and looked back down at the lake. It seemed that a big, bad half-Jotunn tank wasn’t a fan of heights.

      We descended in slow, wide spirals. There wasn’t too much in the way of available parking around the lake, as the forest grew almost to the water’s edge. However, I gave Gabby instructions to land the longboat on the lake.

      I withheld a slight misapprehension that, knowing my luck, the longboat would end up being incapable of floating on water. I tried not to imagine the conversation with Captain Cade that would eventuate if I managed to sink one of the Academy’s ships on my very first mission.

      The longboat touched down onto the glassy surface of Swan Lake like a leaf, with barely a sound. A slight spray hissed up from the prow and caught the sun like a shower of liquid silver. A couple of enormous swans, which plainly gave the lake its name, took flight from the reeds as our longboat slowed and Rupert began to guide Gabby into a good spot at the bank. Gabby clearly had a bit more of a knack for piloting the vessel than he had let on—although, when I considered it, modesty in a mute was probably not that rare a thing.

      Once I had ascertained that the longboat could actually float and that I wasn’t going to have to rescue Bjorn from a watery grave—the scarred-up warrior looked about as buoyant as a dumbbell—I landed myself.

      I slipped off Noctis’ back and stood looking about. There was no immediately discernible noise that you wouldn’t expect to hear at the edge of a lake. There was the constant rustle of leaves, the busy and unconcerned chirping and whirring of insects going about their daily business, the whisper of the wind in the reed beds, and the occasional sound of one unseen bird yelling at another unseen bird.

      I strained my ears as the lads climbed out of the longboat. Bjorn muttered what sounded like a prayer of thanks in the Jotunn tongue as his feet came in contact with terra firma once again. Far off, reaching my heightened hearing like a distant echo, I could just make out the thudding, rhythmic chuk-chuk-chuk of woodsmen’s axes.

      I took a long, slow breath through my nose. If I concentrated, if I allowed myself to see with my nose as I sifted the scents being picked up by my enhanced smell receptors, the different smells and textures in the air lit up in my brain like different colored lights. I closed my eyes and took another breath.

      There was the smell of beeswax, of wood shavings, of freshly sharpened metal, and that of good, clean sweat.

      I turned my head and investigated a clump of bushes that looked like all the other clumps of bushes in an immediate landscape constructed almost entirely of clumps of bushes.

      “We mean you no harm,” I said to the bushes. “My name’s Dragonmancer Noctis, although if you could call me Mike, that would make me feel way less self-important. This here,” and I jerked my thumb at the Onyx Dragon at my side who was staring fixedly at the bushes with his big yellow eyes, “is Noctis.”

      “Uh, Mike,” Bjorn said, striding slowly over to me, his massive, booted feet sinking into the soft mud at the edge of the lake, “who the hell are you talkin’ to?”

      “Them,” I said.

      A quartet of short, stumpy figures seemed to take shape from out of the bushes. They didn’t move aside branches and leaves and emerge, they didn’t spring out of holes in the ground. They just… stepped out of the vegetation, like they were one with it. Like they had been wearing it as a cloak or something.

      If they were Leprechauns—and logic dictated that they were—they were nothing like the cheeky little creatures that I had grown up on Earth hearing about. For one thing, they weren’t wearing bright green bowler hats with black ribbons wrapped around them and a golden shamrock on the front. For another, I couldn’t see a hint of gold anywhere on their persons.

      They’re also a lot bigger than I imagined, I caught myself thinking.

      That, of course, was sizeist thinking, and I gave myself a mental rap on the knuckles. I had to remind myself that everything I had thought I knew about “mythical” creatures, from growing up on Earth, was probably about as much use to me as a soluble tampon.

      The four men were small, about three feet tall, but they were not pocket-sized. They were dressed in a motley of greens and browns, which disguised them beautifully with their forest surroundings. They were bare-armed, smeared with mud, and had leaves tangled through their long, dark, curling hair. On their feet were great, square-toed boots, which looked to me like they tipped with the mother of all steel caps. All four of them had thick beards, that were a rust red in color, and matching eyebrows. Their eyes sparkled with a keen wariness that you might expect to see in a fox or a deer or a bear.

      “Greetings,” one of the Leprechauns said. His voice was like the crackle of autumn leaves underfoot. His tone was gruff, but his words were clear and polite. He also, despite convention, wasn’t Irish. “Well met, Dragonmancer.”

      I waved a hand and said, “Mike. Just call me Mike.”

      The Leprechaun betrayed only the faintest flicker of surprise at my request. “Very good. My name is Davo. This,” he said, indicating his trio of pals, “is Gall, Billi, and Lu.”

      “How’s it going, guys,” I said. I nodded my head back toward where Gabby, Rupert, and Bjorn stood gazing about into the forest, fingering their weapons. I made the introductions.

      Now that I had a moment to study them, I noticed that the Leprechauns were looking pretty grim. Their mouths were unsmiling, and their eyes and fingers twitched impatiently.

      “I hear that you might have a bit of a bandit problem?” I said. “Word is that some of your people might have seen some other people creeping about your woods, is that right?”

      One of the Leprechauns—Lu I think it was, though the little dudes looked very much alike—snorted and shook his head.

      “Might?” he said. “There’s no might about it, Dragonmancer.”

      I looked from one hard, rugged face to the next. “One of you saw them?” I asked. “What are you afraid they’ll do?”

      “It’s immaterial what we were afraid they’ll do,” Davo said. “Because the blasted, foul fuckers have already done it.”

      I looked over at Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert. My three squad members had their weapons in their hands. Gabby had an arrow set to his bowstring and was running his clever, dexterous fingers along the fletching.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked Davo.

      “Follow me,” the small fellow said shortly.

      With a thought, I summoned Noctis back into the onyx crystal that hung about my neck on the bespoke chain that Elenari had made for me.

      The four of us Draco Academy soldiers followed the quartet of Leprechauns into the thick brush that lay under the forest trees. It was a difficult task keeping up with the little guys in that terrain. With them being so short and squat, not to mention heavily camouflaged, I might have lost them in the twinkling of an eye had it not been for my magnified senses.

      We made our way through the forest, the Leprechauns leading, myself following them with Rupert and Bjorn, Gabby bringing up the rear.

      There was that pungent, rich smell of good, dark soil, moldering leaves, and new shoots. Unseen creatures moved occasionally in the underbrush. Twigs cracked and trees groaned and birds piped away, chatting amongst themselves about who had the most recently renovated nests, the most handsome feathers and, basically, who had the greatest sex appeal.

      I probably would have enjoyed that half hour stroll a lot more if it hadn’t been for the somber mood that gripped the Leprechauns. The four of them only spoke to each other every now and again in their native tongue, never to us. They exchanged grunted words, never more than a couple at time, and scowled around at the boles of the trees. Every now and again they would halt, Davo would hold up a hand for quiet, and we would all stand stock-still for a minute while he listened.

      It was not long before I smelled the blood. It was only a faint tang on the air at first, like a drop of ink in a glass of water, but it strengthened quickly. My face darkened, and I felt the slow, cold surge of the familiar fight or flight chemicals pulsing through my body.

      Whatever it was that had put the Leprechauns in such a foul mood, whatever it was that they were about to show us, I doubted it would be a pot of gold. Or a rainbow, for that matter.

      As it turned out, I wasn’t entirely right about that. When we emerged from out of the woods and into a clearing, we were greeted by a rainbow of color, only it wasn’t your conventional rainbow—more the Halloween special kind. It was a butcher’s rainbow. A rainbow of red and pink and brown and purple.

      “Ah,” I said, stopping on the edge of the glade and looking about me.

      “F-f-f-fuck me,” Rupert whispered, his usually wide eyes popping even further.

      Our four Leprechaun guides looked at us and gestured expansively around the glade.

      “As you can see, Dragonmancer Mike,” Davo said, “this village has been the victim of a raid.”

      He wasn’t wrong there.

      It had been a small village—and I don’t just mean in the way you would expect a village inhabited by Leprechauns to be small. It consisted of no more than a dozen or so quaint little two-story houses, built with wooden beams, walled with wooden planks, and roofed with wooden shingles. There was a well in the middle of the cluster of homes, a blacksmith on the outskirts, and the remains of market stalls ranged along the treeline off to my right.

      And there were bodies. Dead bodies scattered all over the place. Some of them were small bodies—small even for Leprechauns.

      Women.

      Kids.

      I took a deep breath. Took two more.

      I felt the acidic trickle of undistilled rage in the back of my throat. I could feel myself flushing with it. Could feel the unadulterated anger and revulsion spreading through me like good whiskey. Warming me. Setting me on fire.

      The need to find whoever did this, to find them and pick them apart in the most savage and brutal fashion possible, flashed like a neon sign in my brain.

      Blood was spattered over the walls of the houses and pooled in the dirt paths that crisscrossed the little square. There was a severed bearded head in the bucket that hung over the well. A few limbs lay scattered around the place like casually discarded garbage. One woman looked like she had crawled away from her attacker after they had shot her in the back with a blue-feathered arrow.

      A deep rumbling sound next to me, like a volcano that was gathering itself to wreak havoc on some unsuspecting island nation, made me turn.

      Bjorn was towering above me, his face set in a thunderous expression. His massive pale hand gripped the handle of his double-headed axe, the leather of the grip squeaking in protest as his fingers squeezed it.

      “Who the… Why…” he growled.

      Rupert had his bag of medicines and bandages off his shoulder and open. He stepped forward, his saucer-sized eyes raking the still forms that were cast around the place. His hat sat on the back of his head, the feather drooping sadly.

      “No,” said one of our Leprechaun guides, Billi, holding out his hand to stop Rupert. “No point in that. No point in fancy Academy medicines. All dead. Every last one.”

      I swallowed the venomous, frustrated bile that threatened to choke me. “Why did this happen? What did they take?”

      Gall chuckled mirthlessly, pulled at his beard, and opened his arms to indicate the little village.

      “Take?” he said. “What did these folk ‘ave that was worth takin’, eh? Nothin’, is the answer to that question.”

      Billi spat into the dirt at his feet and wiped a hand across his eyes. “Bloody, stinking bandit scum!” he cursed.

      “Then what the hell did they attack for?” I asked through gritted teeth. My eyes had fallen upon a Leprechaun man whose guts had been strewn about the ground like Silly String. Just because some ideas are too deeply ingrained in the psyche, I added, “Was there any, you know, treasure or pots of gold or anything hidden around here?”

      “Gold?” Gall replied. “These were simple woodcutters and their families, not miners. Who ever ‘eard of a Leprechaun mintin’ money or minin’ gold? We, as a people, make our livin’ in forestry—lumber, carpentry, and the like.”

      “That’s right,” Davo said, speaking quietly. “The most expensive and treasured possession that any Leprechaun has is their axe—and you can see the shites left those.”

      “What are your thoughts on why this happened, then?” I asked Davo.

      “Because bandits are bandits,” he said, with a weary shrug of his small shoulders. “Because there’s good and bad in this world, and when the bad rears its head, then the good know about it and suffer.”

      I scanned the remains of the smashed and destroyed market stalls.

      “But they took the food?” I asked.

      “Aye,” Billi said. “Took the food. Took the drink. Took every last animal and crumb.”

      “They took the farm animals—the cows and pigs and… that sort of thing?” I asked.

      “Aye,” Billi said.

      “Yes, they took the lot,” Davo seconded.

      “Which points to a camp nearby, does it not?” I said.

      “Aye,” Billi said again.

      “Do you know where?” I asked.

      “Aye,” Billi said.

      I grinned with an effort and reined back the sudden urge to shake the little Leprechaun.

      “Well, where the fuck is it, then?” I said. “

      “We know where the camp is,” Davo said. “We are woodsmen, but even a blind man could follow the trail these bastards left behind them.”

      “They didn’t try to cover their tracks?” I asked.

      Gall gave a short laugh and shook his head.

      “These are the sort of gutless, scavenging swine that would steal the flowers off their grandmother’s graves,” Davo said. “The sort of violent, vicious animals that are as mean as they are cocky. They don’t think that any of our folk would band together and stand against them.”

      “They’d be bloody right, too,” Gall grunted. “We’d be slaughtered.”

      “You’re going to get slaughtered if you let them hang about here much longer,” Bjorn growled.

      “Why d’you think we contacted the Academy, giant?” Gall replied.

      “How far is this camp of theirs?” I asked.

      “A two-hour march north,” Davo said. “The four of us tracked them as far as we dared, but they had scouts strung through the woods so we couldn’t get within sight of their actual camp.”

      “D-d-does it look to be fairly large?” Rupert asked.

      Davo shrugged but nodded at the same time. “I’d say so. I’d guess so. They had more than a couple of men on watch. From what we could gather by their location, I believe that they are on the edge of the Windy Belt—this province of the Empire—and have set up their camp just within its eaves.”

      “So the cowards can make a dash into the hills if they smell trouble,” Gall said.

      “Sounds like a smart place to make a camp,” I said. “Access to an escape route, with the trees providing cover from aerial spies and attack, as well as providing shelter from the elements. What do you boys, reckon?” I addressed this last comment to my coterie.

      “Yeah. Not the stupidest fucking place for a bunch of gutless murderers to hide, I s’pose,” Bjorn conceded. His eyes were burning in his pale face. If ever there was a time when the bandits that had done this should think about taking out a life insurance policy, then this was it.

      “Tricky t-t-to approach by the sounds of it, ”Rupert said thoughtfully. “The easy access to the hills means that they’ll be able to see an attack coming from that way too.”

      Gabby pulled a face and shrugged, then he pointed at his eyes.

      “Yeah, I reckon you’re right, Gabby,” I said. “We don’t really know until we’ve had a look at it.”

      I clapped a hand on Davo’s shoulder.

      “We’ll leave you to mourn and bury your dead,” I said. “If you could just show us to where the trail starts, Gabby will be able to lead us the rest of the way to the bandit camp.”

      “Good luck, Dragonmancer Mike,” Davo said, offering me his small, strong, and calloused hand. “May the gods of the Great Forest go with you.”

      “Don’t you worry about us,” I said, clasping the Leprechaun’s hand in mine and trying to radiate sincerity through my palm. “Keep your luck for yourselves.”

      I nodded to my squad, and they hefted their weapons. Then, I looked back at the four grim-faced Leprechauns. I released Davo’s hand, clapped Lu on the shoulder, and nodded at Gall and Billi.

      “And I’d be very much surprised if the gods wanted anything to do with what is about to happen next,” I said.
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      “Hm,” Bjorn said quietly, wiping the blade of his double-headed axe off on a clump of grass to rid it of the blood and brain-matter he had smeared on it, and peering through the leaves of a thick bush with blue flowers burgeoning all over it. “That would seem to be quite the encampment down there, boss.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “I’d say that you’re right on that one.”

      We were squatting in the big bush, with its bright blue flowers, which was situated at the top of a low hill. The hill rose from the floor of the forest without going above the canopy and afforded us a lovely, unencumbered view of the bandit camp below us. We had found a couple of bandit sentries making use of the bush’s cover to hide the fact that they were sharing a sneaky pipe of some pungent herb that glowed with a purple flame from their encampment. Bjorn had cut them down like a silent shadow, emerging out of the undergrowth to smack one of the men in the chest with his axe before pulling it free and slicing the other man’s head off.

      “How many do you make it, Gabby?” I asked our scout and tracker. I probably had better vision than him, given that I was a dragonmancer, but I wasn’t an expert at estimating the numbers of an enemy encampment like I was led to believe Gabby was.

      It was a large camp. Very large, it looked to me. There were half a dozen campfires, some fairly substantial looking huts that had been knocked up out of split logs, tree branches, and random stones, and a lot of heavily armed men.

      A hiss from my right made me look. Gabby held three fingers up and then made a rough circle with his hand.

      “Three hundred?” I asked.

      Gabby waggled his hand and nodded.

      Roughly three hundred, I thought. That’s a fair few. Even as a dragonmancer. Even with magic and Noctis on my side.

      Still, I didn’t really have any options. There was no way in hell that I was going to go back to the Leprechauns and tell them that, on second thoughts, I’d deemed that taking on the vile fuckers who gutted their fellow Leprechauns was a little too risky for my taste.

      Not that I wanted to in the slightest. After seeing what these bandits had done to those innocent men, women, and children…

      No, I thought resolutely. Justice is coming to visit these sick sons of bitches today, and he’s got a heavy hand and no mercy.

      I ran my eyes over the camp again. The bandits were dressed in a diverse assortment of gear. I figured that that was because they kitted themselves out with whatever they could get their hands on. The best fighters in their ranks probably got the best gear by right of killing better equipped men and purloining it from their corpses.

      The bandit encampment was surrounded by a rough palisade, an anti-cavalry fence of sharpened spikes. Sentries lounged about and chatted amongst themselves, but they were spaced evenly around the perimeter of the fence.

      As I had observed to the others before, the canopy of high trees screened the movement, configuration, and numbers of the bandits from the air. It also meant that, when the fighting started, it would be like battling inside a very high-ceilinged hall—more indoors than out because of the roof of leaves and branches above and the tree trunks that looked like the pillars in a hall.

      I noticed that there was a center point to this band of misfits and murderers, a hut constructed out of neatly cut logs and roofed with turf. This building alone told me that, as casual and relaxed as this outfit appeared at a glance, there was probably a streak of cohesion running through it. A hierarchy of sorts.

      It also told me that whoever was holed up in that central cabin ran a tight ship when it counted and was probably the meanest motherfucker in this who’s-who of villains. The worst in a bad bunch, as they say.

      “Boss?” Bjorn whispered.

      “Yeah?” I replied.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” the half-Jotunn asked me.

      Good question.

      “We need to throw them into uncertainty,” I said. “Sprinkle enough uncertainty around men like these and chaos will bloom, I think. I doubt they have much discipline—I mean look at the dudes that Bjorn just iced. That sentry who he turned into a Pez dispenser was high as a kite on duty. If they’re all like that, we shouldn’t have a problem.”

      I spoke with more confidence than I felt, but then I wasn’t going to allow myself to waver in front of the men under my command.

      “Three-hundred against f-f-four is still three-hundred against four,” Rupert pointed out.

      A slight shift in the scents surrounding us, an almost intangible change in the air currents, was the only warning that I got that something was different.

      “Someone comes,” Noctis said in my head a second later.

      “Better make that three-hundred against six, boys,” said a soft, deadly voice from out of the undergrowth to our left.

      Then, the alien smell coalesced and turned into one that I recognized. Shea butter, fresh sweat, and leather—scents that reminded me simultaneously of sex and violence, somehow. Although, that might have been because I knew who the smell belonged to.

      “Hello, Tamsin,” I said in a voice that was barely more than a whisper.

      Tamsin, a fellow dragonmancer and hobgoblin, slipped out of the bushes like a red-skinned dream. Her black hair, which usually flowed freely behind her like tattered storm clouds, was bound up in a tight bun at the back of her head. She wore a black bandana pulled low down her forehead. Her face and bare arms were strategically smeared with what might have been dirt or ash to help disguise her red-colored skin. A spear was in her hand.

      “Mike, fancy seeing you here,” she said in that sexy predator’s voice of hers. “Always getting yourself into trouble.”

      “I’m starting to think that I always have a toe in the trouble pool to be honest,” I said.

      Gabby had whirled around in a crouch at the sound of Tamsin’s voice, with his bowstring drawn to his ear. With a hissing exhalation of breath, he untensed and pointed the arrow at the ground.

      “Hello, Mike,” came another voice from off to my right. “Looks to me as if you have your work cut out a bit here.”

      It was Penelope. The all-blue Knowledge Sprite stepped out from behind a sapling and moved in a crouch to where I was lying prone in the bush. She had a quiver of arrows and a short bow slung across her robed shoulders.

      “Hey, Pen,” I said. “How’re things?”

      “Fine, thanks.”

      “Excuse me for not warming up with a bit of small talk, but what the hell are you guys doing here?” I asked Tamsin.

      The hobgoblin ran a finger down the thigh-length chainmail vest that she was wearing and said frankly, “Can I trust your squad not to repeat what they hear here?”

      I looked around at the boys. They all nodded.

      “Good,” said Tamsin. “The reason that Penelope and I were sent is a delicate one. You might say that it’s off the books.”

      I shot an inquiring look at Penelope.

      “Tamsin and I were approached by Sergeant Milena,” the blue-skinned Librarian said, picking up the thread of explanation. “The Sergeant pulled us aside and told us that she and Lieutenant Kaleen had overheard Captain Cade recording a messenger-drake correspondence in his office. Now, they were at pains to iterate to us that they only heard the tail end of his missive, but they said that he signed off with something along the lines of ‘that’ll teach the male Earthling upstart that there is more to being a dragonmancer than a lucky bloodline,’ or something like that. He thought that was quite funny, apparently.”

      I looked at her in surprise.

      “Yes,” Penelope said. “I was surprised too. It’s extremely irresponsible for the Captain to send a fresh dragonmancer on a mission that they might not be trained for. We are not commodities that are lightly thrown aside.”

      “No, it’s not that that surprises me,” I said. “Cade is a cocknoggin, and I have a feeling that he’s a little bit jealous of the fact that he and I share reproductive parts, but that it’s me who is the dragonmancer and not him. No, sending a greenhorn on a possibly deadly mission seems like something he’d do. What surprises me is that he thought it was funny. I didn’t think he was in possession of a sense of humor. Did he laugh?”

      Penelope frowned and said, “So Sergeant Milena led me to believe in her recollection of the events.”

      “Weird,” I said, trying and failing to picture the menacingly polite Cade cracking up.

      “T-two more dragonmancers, Mike?” Rupert asked, breaking into my thoughts.

      Tamsin turned to regard him with her cool, unsettling yellow and gold eyes. “You should show more reverence when addressing your dragonmancer, soldier,” she said curtly.

      Rupert went bright red and looked at his feet. He looked like a six-year-old who’d just been told to put on the dunce cap and go and sit in the corner.

      “M-m-my apologies, Dragonmancer Fyzos,” Rupert said to Tamsin.

      “Would you quit with that shit around my squad, Tamsin,” I said. “You should have heard that I don’t go in for all that ass kissing bullcrap. I let my coterie call me Mike, so don’t let it bother you.”

      Tamsin held up her hands.

      “Speaking of coteries,” I said. “Where are your squads? I thought leaving school without them is a big no-no?”

      “The sergeant and the lieutenant told us to make all possible haste here,” Tamsin said. “That means flying on dragonback, not by longship. Our squads are coming behind, but I’m thinking that we’re probably going to have to move on these bloodthirsty gentlemen before they get here. I did some reconnaissance of my own while you were perched up here, and it appears that they are heading on another raid shortly. We take them in their camp, where they feel the safest, we could have our very own slaughter.”

      The hobgoblin smiled, and her yellow eyes flashed.

      “Who doesn’t like a good challenge though, hm?” she asked, in her melodious and seductive voice.

      “Right,” I said, “now that there are six of us against three-hundred odd, let’s come up with a plan. I’m thinking that we make it a nice simple one so that there’s less potential for disappointment when we find ourselves up shit creek.”

      “What are you thinking, Mike?” Penelope asked.

      Despite being far more powerful than the average soldier, I could tell that the Knowledge Sprite was nervous. That was unsurprising, really. She didn’t strike me as someone who’d enter into battle with a smile on her face and a spring in her step.

      “I’m thinking that the three of us dragonmancers take one side of the camp each,” I said. “We start off my firing in a bit of magic to stir this nest of assholes up. Make sure we’re not on opposite sides of the camp, just to prevent any friendly fire. Gabby, you come with me. Bjorn, you’re going to accompany Penelope. Rupert, you’re backing up Tamsin.”

      Rupert’s gulp was audible even over the rustling of the leaves. Tamsin glanced sideways at my squad member, then at me, then back at Rupert. She grinned, showing off her sharp, white teeth.

      “Don’t worry, Rupert,” she said. “I don’t bite. Well… not you, at any rate.”

      “Gabby,” I said, addressing the mute, “I want you to hang back out of sight and pick anyone you can off with that bow of yours.”

      Gabby nodded. Once.

      “Once the camp is nicely mixed up and trying to figure out what the fuck is going, then we run in and slaughter every last one of the pricks,” I said.

      I gazed around at the five determined faces that were looking in my direction.

      “Do we give quarter if it is asked for?” Bjorn rumbled, running a thick thumb across the blade of his axe. His beard was splashed with blood from one of the men that he had killed just a moment before.

      “Oh, sure,” I said. “Give them as much quarter as they gave the kids in the village.”

      A chilling smile spread across the big, scarred warrior’s face. “Yes, sir,” he said.

      Tamsin sighed and stretched her neck from side to side.

      “Now, this is all very entertaining,” she said, “and very strategic, but can we go and be dragonmancers now?”

      I looked through the branches of the bush we were hiding behind, peering past the sweet-smelling blue flowers.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go and do our fucking jobs.”
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      Now that my muscles were enhanced with dragon blood, it was surprisingly and terrifyingly easy to break the sentry’s neck. In fact, I was a little overzealous and ended up twisting the bandit’s head so far around that it almost ended up doing a full three-sixty.

      From off to my right, a soft gurgle told me that Gabby had slit his man from ear to ear—or possibly from chin to cock. You never knew with Gabby.

      I dropped my sentry into the bushes beside me and peered cautiously around a tree trunk. I was right on the edge of the enemy camp. I reckoned that there was only a matter of seconds before we kicked off and things got wild.

      Gabby materialized out of the forest. There was a splash of arterial spray across the sleeve of his mail hauberk that had not been there a few seconds before.

      “All good?” I asked him.

      In response, the mute drew a thumb across his throat. I didn’t need to be fluent in ASL to know what that meant.

      “You stay here,” I said. “I’m going to creep around a bit further and then light this place up.”

      Gabby gave me a thumbs up before he crouched behind the trunk of a tree, an arrow in his hand and ready to nock should the situation require it.

      I moved silently through the undergrowth, wondering how long it was going to be before Tamsin got bored and—

      A dragon—a deep, honey yellow, with a triangular head stuck at the end of a medium-length neck, black wings, and a unicorn-like horn standing out from its forehead—burst out of the trees and flew low toward the middle of the encampment. On its back, was Tamsin.

      “Not long at all,” I muttered.

      I summoned Noctis into my Right Arm slot, drew a careful bead on the base of a mammoth tree limb that stretched out over the edge of the camp. Then I released a carefully considered Shadow Sphere.

      The Chaos Magic spell hit where I wanted and vanished that segment of the tree in a burst of silvery-sable mist. Suddenly, the branch found that it was unsupported.

      It must have weighed ten tons.

      There are few things more distracting to a bunch of professional criminals than a dragon turning up. I can state that one categorically.

      With the appearance of Tamsin and her dragon, Fyzos, all eyes in the camp were turned up. There was a deal of yelling and pointing, a mass of sudden confusion.

      The gigantic tree limb fell to the earth as Tamsin swooped her yellow dragon downward. It landed, just where I thought and hoped it might do, in the middle of a cluster of soldiers that had been gathered around a campfire and gnawing on sticks of meat. At least ten men were flattened or maimed as the great limb landed. A fresh chorus of screams joined the general clamor.

      I fired a few more Shadow Spheres at likely looking tree limbs, sending them crashing to earth. One crushed a tent, another landed on a pyramid of stolen beer barrels. The barrels exploded under the impact, sending beer and shards of oak wood flying in all directions. Splinters scythed in all directions as the barrels burst, and I saw one punch through the face of an elvish-looking dude, while another took the top two inches off an orc’s skull, exposing his slimy brain to the air. The orc reached up, poked at his exposed brain, and fell in a heap.

      Meanwhile, Tamsin steered her dragon downward, ignoring the arrows that leapt up to meet her. If I had wondered what a Force Dragon was, then I didn’t need to wonder much longer. The rhinoceros-sized beast flew in low, pulled back its head, aimed at a cluster of bandits fiddling around with their crossbows, and let loose with a deep, reverberating roar that felt like it shook the ribs in my chest loose. Up close and personal, it seemed like the weird, supersonic roar did more than that. The bandits burst apart like half a dozen ripe tomatoes. Blood and viscera misted the air.

      Arrows started looping in from the forest in two spots, fired with deadly skill by Gabby and Penelope. As I hesitated on whether to join the fray, or maybe fire off a few more spells, I saw one bandit stiffen in mid-stride as a shaft went through one ear and burst gruesomely out the other. An enemy archer, aiming up Tamsin and Fyzos as they passed over again, fell lifeless with an arrow through the top of his head. Another toppled with a shaft sticking from his throat. For just the two of them, Gabby and Penelope were putting on a show that would have had me thinking there were two dozen archers hidden out in the woods.

      It does not take your average soldier that long to get over the element of surprise and start getting their shit together. I could see, now that the initial shock of the dragon and the attack in general had passed, that the bandits were an experienced crew. There was no standing around looking dumbstruck, no panic, no crying and wailing at the sides of dead friends. They grabbed their weapons and started hunting for the enemy that had dared to raid their base.

      And boy, did they get a sight of the enemy. More of an eyeful than many of them wanted, I imagine.

      Bjorn came roaring out of the trees on one side, his huge axe in one hand and his other raised in a fist of defiance.

      That’s my cue, I thought. I couldn’t let the big man go out there alone. There were just too many of the enemy for even him to last long against.

      I dashed out from my hiding place, firing a full-bodied Shadow Sphere that vanished some bastard from the waist down and left him briefly screaming in utter terror as his guts spilled neatly out of his torso. I quickly shifted Noctis into Weapon Slot A in my inventory, and the Chaos Spear appeared in my hand.

      Shit, but it was a joy to fight for real with Noctis’ dragon blood thrumming through my veins. It made me so fast, so strong, so fucking deadly. I felt like the apex predator, like a fox that had been let into the chicken coop.

      Although, it was worth bearing in mind that these chickens were armed with swords, clubs, maces, and all those other heavy, pointy, and very sharp things that I had only glimpsed in movies.

      As I sprinted like a racehorse across the open ground dividing the edge of the forest from my enemies, I saw Rupert jump out of the bushes and ram a knife into the base of a bandit’s skull. He ripped the blade free and threw it overhand at a svelte, athletic bandit with dull green skin who was running in my direction. It caught the green dude in the temple and sent him crashing into another bandit running in the opposite direction.

      Before I really realized it, I was amongst the enemy. I arrived so fast that I ran the first guy through with my spear quite by accident. He looked down at the magical, Chaos Magic infused weapon sticking out from his gut and then up at me.

      “Yeah, your day’s not likely to get any better, man,” I said, and lashed out with a kick. The dude shot off the end of my spear and catapulted backward into the man behind, sending both of them tumbling away like they were two leaves caught up in a tornado.

      I twisted, the spear moving so fast in my hand that it appeared to bend around my body as I spun it around my waist. It cut through the two men to my right, spilling the guts of one across the dirt, while the second taller bandit merely had his quadricep muscles severed to the bone. Both dropped.

      I shot forward in the direction of the nearest bandits, and a couple of swords struck out at me, but I dodged them. I whipped the spear up again, struck out, and hit a dwarf so hard in the face with the butt of my enchanted weapon that his bottom jaw was ripped free of his head. His eyes goggled at me, as his tongue lolled around on his chest like a bloody purple eel, but I was already focused on the sound of the orc behind me swinging at my head with a meat cleaver.

      I twisted faster than the eye could follow, but his blade still managed to nick my cheek. It was a shallow cut, but a cut all the same. I took the spear in one hand, freeing up my right hand, and delivered a killer hook to the orc’s face. My gauntleted fist connected with my opponent’s face, and his skull shattered. Teeth, blood, and what looked like brain flew through the air as the orc fell to the bloody battlefield. I reached up to touch the shallow cut his cleaver had made, but the skin was already knitting itself back together.

      The rest of the bandits surrounding me fell like toy soldiers. Blood fountained into the air around me, spraying across my face and soaking my front.

      I gazed quickly around, trying to pinpoint my friends.

      Rupert was sprinting around the place like a psychotic Energizer Bunny, popping up to cut a hamstring here or knife a kidney there, and then dissolving back into the bedlam. Bjorn, bellowing like a bull, was fighting half a dozen men at once. As I watched, his axe swept the head from the shoulders of a bandit that might have been a troll, before he reached out and snapped the neck of another brigand.

      I dodged aside as a warhammer swept past my face. My spear punched out, fast as a captive-bolt gun, and skewered two bandits at once. In a burst of inspiration, I hefted the Chaos Spear and flung it at an elf. It pierced his chest and knocked him onto his back. Normally, throwing your only weapon might have been stupid, but I had my handy crystal to retrieve it.

      I switched Noctis’ power to my head slot, the spear vanishing from where it had impaled the elf.  Then, I used my Blink ability to transport behind a brigand as he charged toward me. Before he realized I was no longer there, I broke his neck, then shifted Noctis back into the Right Arm slot and fired a Shadow Sphere into the face of another bandit, vanishing his head.

      It was glorious destruction. Combat turned into an art form. I lost myself for a while in the clash and din of battle, in the ultimate contest that two warriors can have between themselves.

      Penelope appeared at some point. Her quiver was empty, her bow sheathed. She took to the air on her Rooster Dragon, Glizbe, and helped Tamsin harry the remaining bandits from the air. Fyzos blasted the fuckers with her force breath, while Glizbe snatched them up in her jaws before breaking their necks with a savage shake.

      Time dissolved, simplified. I was fighting now and, presumably, there was going to come a point in the future when I could stop. Until then though…

      I lashed out with a roundhouse kick that sent a bandit cartwheeling through the air and into a tree. An overhand punch crumpled the iron breastplate of another of my enemies like tinfoil. I picked up a bandit in each hand and smashed their heads together so that they popped like a couple of grapes before I tossed their bodies away so that they knocked over a couple of their pals.

      It didn’t take me long to create a circle of dead bodies around myself, while Bjorn, Rupert, and Gabby—who had joined the open battle and was now wielding his sabers with awesome effect—methodically took down as many bandits as they could.

      As I dropped my last opponent—with a doozy of a Spartan kick that sent him rocketing through the wall of one of the huts and out the other wall in a shower of broken wood—I caught sight of the man that must have been heading this army of brigands.

      He was your typical, villainous-looking motherfucker—slicked back, receding hair of a faded turquoise color, pointed ears, and pale skin that indicated that he might be an elf of some description. In looks he wasn’t so different to his comrades, although his clothes were perhaps a bit more well-kept. He wore a long dark blue cloak, and his knee-high riding boots were polished and not caked in mud like the others.

      He emerged from the central hut and stared out at the battle raging around him. I figured he was trying to get his head around just who his men were fighting and how many of us there were. I doubt he thought for a second that there was only half a dozen of us. The carnage that was being created had even me second guessing that.

      At the same time that I spotted him, he caught my eye.

      My dragon-heightened senses couldn’t pick out anything amongst this mess of sensory details, but I imagined a slight dilation of the pupil, the elevation in his heart rate and the smell of him change as he realized that he wasn’t just looking at me but at his death also.

      I held up a hand and pointed a finger at him. Then, without moving a muscle, I shifted Noctis into Weapon Slot A. The Chaos Spear appeared in my pointing hand.

      Then I began to march toward him, slowly picking up speed as I got closer.

      Of course, I could have run at him like a freight train from a standing start, but I wanted the fucker to have time to accept just how screwed he was. Normally, I wouldn’t have been showy like this, but I was fucking furious at the fate of the village.

      He yelled something, and a line of about twenty bandits suddenly coalesced in front of me. I threw my spear at the man directly in front of me, and he was hurled thirty feet backward. My spear pinned him to the door that the Chief Bandit had just come through. The brigand twitched, stapled to the wood by my spear, until I shifted Noctis into the Leg slot and the spear holding him disappeared.

      Noctis appeared in front of me. I jumped into the air, using my enhanced muscles to soar twenty feet upward, just as Noctis took flight. I landed on the Onyx Dragon’s back, and together we flew over the line of gaping men. As soon as we were over the Chief’s central hut, I backflipped off the dragon from a height of about fifty feet and plummeted.

      I smashed through the ceiling of the hut like a bunker buster. A shockwave ripped out from where I landed in a superhero crouch. The door of the hut exploded outward with the force of the impact, spinning end over end until it nailed a bandit who was busy keeping his eye on Noctis.

      Noctis banked like an F-16 and lined up the row of men that the Chief Bandit had tried to stop me with. My dragon opened his mouth and let loose with a raking burst of flaming monochromatic Chaos Magic. The twenty or so bandits exploded into wisps of nothingness as they were engulfed in the stream of magical fire, their bodies reduced to something less substantial than dust.

      I walked out of the Chief’s hut as casually as I might have strolled down Hermosa Beach Pier on a Friday afternoon. A crossbow bolt flickered toward me. I caught it like it was nothing more deadly than a passing butterfly.

      The Chief gaped at me.

      “Wait,” he croaked, in a voice that sounded like he started each morning by gargling broken bottles. “I can explain!”

      “Ooooh, that’s a zero for originality,” I said, walking toward him. Over his shoulder, I saw Gabby run a bandit through the chest with his saber, slice the hand off of another, and then bury his other saber in the skull of a third with a hollow chonk sound.

      “No, I speak the truth!” the Chief said.

      “Sure you do, asswipe,” I said pleasantly.

      “I can tell you things that will give you pause! Wait!” the Chief held up a hand, as if that alone could stop me. My wrist snapped out, and I flung the crossbow quarrel that I had just caught so hard that it went through the dude’s hand like it wasn’t even there.

      “Mercy!” the Chief said, staring at the hole in his hand. “Mercy! Let me kneel before you and beg for my life!”

      “Didn’t you know? A worm is the only fucking animal that can’t fall any lower,” I replied.

      “Wait!” the wicked Chief cried.

      My punch, powered by righteous anger and vengeance, smashed through the Chief’s teeth like they were made of styrofoam. My fist drove right through the back of the bastard’s head and out into the fresh air, spilling brains like confetti.

      The Chief keeled over backward into the dust, blood pooling out around his head.

      The rest of the bandits were mopped up in short order. With three dragonmancers on their case and their leader lying dead, they quickly lost what little composure they had. A few tried to make a break for it, but Gabby and Penelope picked them off with arrows they’d snatched from among their kills.

      By the time that the last of the murdering brigands fell dead at Tamsin’s feet, the shadows were deepening under the trees. I was soaked in blood—some of it mine, but the wounds had since healed—and was feeling tired in the way that only using magic can make you feel.

      “And that,” I said, my foot stamping down on the head of a groaning bandit who, to his credit, was reaching for a dropped knife even as he was bleeding out, “is that.”

      As if by magic, once the glade had gone from battleground to graveyard, Davo and his three likely lads—Lu, Billi, and Gall—appeared on the edge of the clearing.

      The four Leprechauns looked around at the destruction: at the shattered huts, mangled bodies, and fallen tree limbs. I saw four Adam’s apples bob up and down as their eyes fell on me, standing at the front of our little group of Drako Academy representatives.

      I felt behind my ear and pulled out a severed finger that had lodged there in all the excitement. I flicked it away.

      “Sorry about all the mess, gentlemen,” I said. “You know how it goes though, when someone has to shut down the party. People make a fuss sometimes.”

      The Leprechauns said nothing but carried on gazing about. They looked a little dazed.

      “Nothing a b-b-bit of a funeral pyre can’t fix,” Rupert said bracingly.

      Davo blinked. “One moment.” He went over to the treeline and pulled along a cart on wheels. Inside, was a large hessian sack. He hauled the sack from out of the cart and handed it to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked, handing the sack over to Bjorn without looking at it.

      “Payment,” Billi said. “Thanks.”

      “It’s not enough,” Lu said, “but it’s what we can spare. A token to you and the might of the Crystal Spire, for saving our asses.”

      “That’s very generous, gentlemen,” I said, well aware of the look in the four Leprechauns eyes that told me that there was no point in trying to refuse the payment.

      “Do you need guiding back to Swan Lake?” the Leprechauns asked us.

      I shook my head. “No. If there’s somewhere you lads need to be, then feel free to go. Gabby will be able to show us our way back.”

      Davo bowed his head. “Thank you again, Dragonmancer Noctis. We wish to get back to our main settlement and report on what happened here. The ferocity of you and your friends in battle will be known far and wide in these parts. You will have friends in this land, long before you meet them.”

      I shook Davo’s hand. “Cheers. That’s good to know. Good luck to you.”

      And, with barely a rustle, the Leprechauns dissolved into the woods.

      As soon as they were gone, Penelope called to me. She was kneeling by the corpse of the dead Chief and had evidently just gone through his pockets.

      “What is it, Pen?” I asked, rubbing at the dried blood in my stubble.

      “This,” the Knowledge Sprite said. She held out a piece of thick, folded parchment to me. It had been sealed at some point with a blob of plain white wax. There was no sign of a sigil.

      

      Rhook,

      Use your force to spread discontent and despondency through the Windy Belt province. If possible, destroy towns and villages. Put all you find there to the sword. Blood and carnage are the watchwords of the day. Spare no one.

      The Crystal Spire may send a dragonmancer to investigate. They will doubtless be an unblooded greenhorn. With your combined might, even they cannot stop you.

      Kill any who oppose you, and you will weaken the Empress more than if you were to slay a whole contingent of her soldiers.

      We will bring her to her knees one way or another.

      With men like you on the outside splitting the Empress’ forces and me weakening them from within, we will soon usher in a new regime.

      Good luck,

      Dragon’s Bane

      

      I looked up at Penelope.

      “What do you make of this?” I asked. From what was said in this letter, it was obvious that these bandits had been expecting a dragonmancer, but they had been poorly prepared and had little to no discipline. They must have been overconfident.

      “I have run most of the likely scenarios in my head, with all the available knowledge, Mike,” the Librarian said. “To me, it seems like that note coupled with what these bandits did here points to only one thing.”

      I nodded, folded the note, and slid it into a pocket.

      “Yeah,” I said. “A goddamn traitor.”
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      We crossed paths with Tamsin and Penelope’s squads on the leisurely flight back home. Us three dragonmancers were on dragonback, while my squad followed in the longboat. Of course, soldiers being soldiers, there was a good deal of not-so-subtle ribbing directed at the two squads from my boys.

      “Better late than never!” Bjorn bellowed, still clutching tightly to the main mast but putting on a good show of nonchalant manliness despite that.

      “W-we missed you at the p-p-p-party, obviously,” Rupert stuttered, “but we made the best of it. A very social affair!”

      Bjorn ignored—or, more likely, not even noticing—the frosty eyes cast at him from Tamsin’s squad in their longboat.

      “Speaking of parties,” he said, “you lasses might not have been much help in the fight, but did you at least bring some refreshments with you? We should celebrate!”

      I let the boys have their moronic fun. After all, despite surviving our first proper mission together and walking out of it with all our limbs intact, we had seen some pretty heavy shit back there.

      What a world, I thought as I gazed right out to the far northern horizon.

      The chill air was soothing against my brow. My dragon was warm beneath me. From what I could gather, we had maybe an hour of daylight left. As it sunk toward the horizon, it grew a warmer shade of orange, sending long shadows stretching hungrily across the hills and plains below us until they ran up against the hard sides of the mountain range for which we were aiming. It was quite a sight. A sight that would have had Bob Ross rise from the grave to create yet another happy little accident.

      What a universe; that you can see something as sickening and as brutal as what we saw at the Leprechaun village one minute, and then the next moment you’re confronted with beauty like that.

      On the flight back, we all spent the time cleaning the blood from our armor and weapons. As I had been told on numerous occasions by my instructors, blood rusted equipment.

      When we arrived at the Drako Academy, our squads took the longboats back to the hangar. Penelope, Tamsin, and I headed to the middle bailey where, according to Penelope, there were a selection of merchants who would take our loot in exchange for cold hard scales.

      “I’ll bring your guys’ share to your place tomorrow or as soon as I can,” I said to my coterie as Gabby pulled on the tiller and swung the longboat toward the hangar. “Try not to rack up too many more debts this evening while you’re out on the town celebrating, Bjorn!” I added.

      Bjorn had a face like a boulder that had fallen to earth from space, so it was a hell of a thing to see him somehow paste a look of boyish innocence on it.

      “Out on the town? We couldn’t do that, Dragonmancer. It’s a bloody school day tomorrow. Can’t be sufferin’ from the wine flu on a school day.”

      “Bullshit,” I said. “I can read you like a damn book.”

      “A b-book would you say?” Rupert interjected. “I would have said Bjorn would be more like a leaflet.”

      Gabby made a motion in the air, and I laughed.

      “Yeah, or a flyer!” I said, pointing at the mute, whose mouth twitched up at the corner—that was practically slapping the knee for Gabby.

      “Don’t w-worry, Mike,” Rupert said to me, while Bjorn grumbled and shot him dirty looks, “I’ll make sure that our friend doesn’t run up too much more bad credit. Besides, I d-d-doubt he’d be able to find a single whore left in Drakereach that’d give him freebies.”

      Bjorn ran his hands along the shaved sides of his head, where his tribal scars swirled in all their intricate patterns, like a greaser running a comb through his pompadour.

      “That sounds like a challenge to me!” he boomed.

      The middle bailey was busy with dragonmancers and soldiers finishing up their outdoor training sessions and drills and heading off to their next assignments. Some were chatting and laughing amongst themselves and ambling off in the direction of the refectory for an early dinner. Others were marching swiftly to the nearest armory to get attired for their turn at guard duty—sundown was a typically a time when the guards changed.

      Tamsin, Penelope, and I landed and stowed our dragons within their crystals. Tamsin went over to an official looking building to provide a debriefing on the mission, and she returned a few minutes later.

      “All done?” I asked.

      She nodded. “A successful mission against our names will do a lot of good for ranking up.”

      “Great,” I said, shifting the sack of Leprechaun loot that was slung over my shoulder. I was keen to get it sold or exchanged for some ready money. I might be able to purchase something at the shops in Drakereach and, maybe, upgrade a few of my items.

      “You said that there were a few of these merchants around,” I said to the two women at my side. “Is there one that you favor above the rest?”

      Tamsin returned the claw salute given her by a group of soldiers heading past. Then she said, “I have only run a couple of missions that have resulted in treasure that I thought worthy of trading in, but I’ll take you to the fellow I used.”

      “You trust him?” I asked as Tamsin started off in the direction of the middle bailey gate.

      The hobgoblin laughed and cast one yellow eye over her shoulder at me. “Trust him? He’s a bloody merchant. Of course, I don’t trust him.”

      Penelope gave me a shy smile and added, “You must have heard the expression, ‘Only trust a merchant as far as you can throw him’?”

      I grunted. “They sound like insurance salesmen in that respect.” I hefted the bag on my shoulder into a more comfortable position and followed my two female companions. “Never trust a merchant as far as you can throw them…”
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        * * *

      

      Well, I thought as I set eyes on the merchant that Tamsin had selected for the first time, if it comes to trusting this guy as far as I can throw him, then that’s not going to amount to much trust—even with dragon strength.

      We had followed Tamsin up the steps of a large, all-wooden building that stood in the shadow of the western curtain wall, not far from the gate that led from the middle bailey to the lower one. It was, as real estate within the castle went, a good spot from a merchant’s point of view.

      There was lots of foot traffic, as soldiers came and went from the barracks and armories located in the lowest circle of the castle. There were also a couple of shady gin palaces and boutique rum distilleries set up in the shadows of the curtain wall—the types of establishments where a hard-up soldier might run up a tab, or enter a game of cards, or be extended a line of credit with the proviso that he be happy paying a two-hundred percent interest on it if he didn’t repay the loan within the next luna cycle.

      Such neighbors are a pawn shop’s best friend.

      And a pawn shop was, essentially, what this establishment was. You went in with treasure, loot, or your old wedding ring, and you came out with money.

      Privately, I had been expecting something along the Gringotts line of building, what with the Mystocean Empire being a magical place and all. However, when the three of us entered the shop, it looked more like a cross between one of those trippy curiosity shops and an antiques store. There were knick-knacks, treasure, dusty jewels, gleaming gold, clothes, armor, rusted weapons, and all sorts of other trinkets everywhere; hanging from the ceiling, behind glass cases, stuffed into racks, arranged on pillows, and displayed on teetering shelves.

      “Aaaah,” came a voice from out of the dusty shadows at the back of the shop. I tracked the voice to behind a long counter, under which there were surely arrayed a selection of knives, cudgels and, if this shop had been situated in Downtown L.A., a sawn-off shotgun.

      “Aaaah, my my, if it ain’t my most favoritest of all me customers,” said the voice again. It was a voice that was simultaneously accommodating and cunning, slippery as snake oil and as comforting and sweet as a marshmallow mattress. It was the sort of voice that a crocodile might use to usher zebra into the waterhole for a refreshing dip on a hot day, before whipping off its fake mustache and getting down to a serious bit of al fresco dining.

      A small, squat figure emerged from out of the gloom at the back of the shop and approached the counter. He had the sort of physique that would have landed him at least a runner-up prize in the annual pumpkin beauty pageant. He wasn’t so much round as oval—the first person that I had ever met who was genuinely wider than he was tall. He looked as if he had been poured into the tight, bright red velvet suit that he wore and then had a bowler hat wedged onto his head to stop him spilling out of it again. His complexion was a familiar moldy green. He had a mustache that was so lank and oily that I was amazed it didn’t just slide off his top lip. He was a gnoll, of that much I was certain.

      “Welcome, welcome,” the fat gnoll said. When he was next to the high wooden counter, I could barely see the top of his bowler hat. However, with a series of grunts, the stout guy climbed up some steps that must have been out of sight behind the counter and came back into view again.

      “Hello, friend,” I said, holding out a hand against my better judgement.

      “Friend, is it?” the gnoll said, taking my hand in a three-fingered paw that was so warm and moist that it felt like he’d been using butter as hand cream. “A purveyor such as meself can never have enough of those, can he? Allow me to introduce meself. The name,” the gnoll said, tipping his bowler hat, “is Big Greasy.”

      I smiled. “Of course it is. You know, you remind me of an acquaintance of mine.”

      “Is that right?” Big Greasy said, one eye flicking toward the bag on my shoulder.

      “Yeah. He goes by the name of Old Sleazy,” I said. “You wouldn’t happen to be related, would you?”

      “Nah,” Big Greasy said, “but you’d be amazed at how often people tell us that. What’s your name then, friend?”

      “This is Dragonmancer Noctis,” Penelope said, in an effort, I rather thought, to curtail me introducing myself as Mike.

      I smiled to myself. I knew how my lack of concern about dragonmancer decorum niggled the Knowledge Sprite.

      “Is that so,” Big Greasy said thoughtfully. “The new male dragonmancer, eh?”

      “That’s me,” I said. “If you and I can strike up a good deal here, I might even let you call me Mike.”

      “How very good of you, Dragonmancer,” Big Greasy said obsequiously.

      “And you will do me a good deal on this loot, won’t you?” I asked, plonking the heavy bag down on the counter. “You seem like a stand-up guy that wouldn’t lead a newcomer like me down the garden path, isn’t that right?”

      At the sound of clinking metal and the chink of jewels, Big Greasy’s eyes lit up. If ever the world went completely to hell and a used car salesman was allowed to procreate with a medicine man of the Old West, then Big Greasy would surely be the offspring of such an unholy union.

      The gnoll spread his hands. “I am a merchant of good standing, Dragonmancer, sir,” he said in a voice of honey and iron, “and, as such, I have to try and look after me customers and meself in these troubling, volatile, cruel economic times, where a simple gnoll can barely scrape a livin.’”

      I looked at the gnoll’s simpering expression.

      Next to me, Tamsin snorted and said in her dangerously seductive voice, “Remember Mike, a mule can be tame at one end and wild at the other.”

      “Oi, who are you callin’ a bloody mule?” Big Greasy said. “I’m a simple purveyor me, tryin’ to make his way through a hostile world that seems intent on bringing down the small-time entrepreneur. Why, when I was a nipper, I—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, holding up a hand, “I’ve heard this one before. It’s very good, but I haven’t got the time to listen to the encore just now. Have a look through this and tell me what you think it’s worth. Then I’ll tell you to go and fuck yourself. Then you can give me your real offer.”

      Big Greasy gave me a calculating look. “Hey, you sure we haven’t done business before?”

      “Yes. Why’s that?” I replied.

      “You seem to know my method o’ doing business inside and out.”

      “Just get on with it, Big Greasy,” I said. “There’s a good...gnoll.”

      Now that the niceties had seemingly been observed, I was left to wander around the shop and peer at a few of the trinkets that Big Greasy had for sale. Penelope stayed with Big Greasy while the gnoll pawed through the bag that the Leprechauns had given me, to make sure that he didn’t do a number on me.

      While I perused the numerous items around Big Greasy’s emporium, my mind dwelled on the troubling letter that Penelope had found on the bandit chieftain. The more I pondered on it, the more likely it appeared to me that it had been sent from a traitor within the Academy.

      “A fucking snake in the grass,” I muttered, looking idly at a collection of human bones inside a suede-lined chest. “What do you do about a snake in the grass?”

      After a little bit of contemplation, I resolved that my best course of action would be to take the problem to Captain Cade. He was the asshole who’d sent me on a mission that he thought I wasn’t ready for, just because he was envious. In a brief bit of mental gymnastics, I did wonder if he could have been the person who’d sent the letter to the bandits, but then I dismissed the idea. Making that logical leap felt like way too much of an asshole move on my part.

      In the end, I didn’t have to haggle too hard with Big Greasy to get what Tamsin and Penelope agreed was a fair price for the Leprechaun loot. Perhaps it was having three dragonmancers descend on him at once, or maybe he could tell that I was preoccupied and wasn’t in the mood for any bartering bullshit or sales patter. Whatever the reason, the gnoll handed over a nice, plump purse of scales and tipped his bowler to me at the end of the transaction.

      Big Greasy was metaphorically rubbing his hands in a thoroughly Mr. Burns-esque way when he said, “You be having a spiffy day now, Dragonmancer Noctis. And remember, next time you have a few trinkets that are surplus to your requirements, you come and see your old friend, Big Greasy, yeah?”

      I crossed my heart with my finger, picked up the purse, stuffed it into a pocket under my hauberk, and followed Tamsin and Penelope out of the shop.

      Out on the street, dusk had well and truly fallen. Braziers had been lit, as had the oil lanterns that hung from posts on the corners of the more major boulevards and thoroughfares. I couldn’t see any of the fairies that illuminated the inside of the Spire, who were paid in bread and honey by the Martial Council.

      “So,” Tamsin said, walking up to a brazier and holding out her hands to the logs that had not long ago been lit. “Where would you like to go now, Mike? Presumably that bag of scales in your pocket is itching to be spent, no?”

      I considered this. There had been a few things that I had had my mind set on acquiring. Nothing too lavish mind you, just a newer, firmer pillow and a few other creature comforts. There had been a couple of days recently when the wind had blown westward across the spine of the Sleeping Dragon Mountains and brought with it the promise of snow, and I had thought that it might be worth investing in a cloak of some kind. I also thought that, perhaps, I should grab some gifts for Elenari and Saya—that’s what you were supposed to do when women gave birth, weren’t you?

      These thoughts formed like snowflakes in my mind before being melted by my overriding desire to take news of that letter that Penelope had found to Captain Cade.

      I mentioned this to my companions, and they thought it was a swell idea.

      “By the great moon goddess Zamera, I would not have thought that Michael Noctis would so quickly adhere to the chain of command!” Tamsin said.

      “I’m just not looking to polish any more shields in the damned armory,” I said. “Plus, as soon as I pass it along to Cade, it becomes his problem. That means that, in the event that he cocks the investigation up, he’s the one who receives a nice, juicy, freshly-baked bollocking from his superiors.”

      Tamsin smiled that sharp-toothed grin of hers. Her red skin glowed ruddily in the light of the brazier. “In that case then,” she said, “I think this is a fine idea. Let’s all go together, yes?”

      Penelope nodded her head in agreement and the three of us set off for the main keep of the castle.

      We arrived, thanks to Penelope’s encyclopedic knowledge of the Drako Academy, outside of Captain Cade’s office a mere quarter of an hour later. The corridor with the windows that held such spectacular views in the daytime seemed a closer place at night. The windows were robbed of their views and looked like they were filled with black velvet.

      I listened at Cade’s door for a moment but could hear nothing from within. Then, with a cheerful rat-ta-ta-tat tat-tat, I knocked on the door.

      I waited a full ten seconds, just in case this evening call had caught Cade with his pants around his ankles and his purple helmeted love warrior clasped by the neck, then tried again.

      There was no answer.

      “Sir?” I called. “Captain Cade? It’s Mike—Dragonmancer Noctis, I mean, sir. It’s important.”

      Still nothing.

      I touched the handle of the door.

      “Mike!” Penelope hissed in an aghast voice. “What are you doing?”

      I looked from Penelope to Tamsin. “I’m leaning forward to examine a scuff on my boot,” I said. “And, in doing so, I’m losing my balance and—oops!—falling against our dear, sweet non-assholeish Captain’s door handle.”

      The door handle clicked, revealing that it was unlocked, and the portal swung smoothly open.

      Cade either had way too much faith in just how highly the soldiers under him hold his rank, or that he’s going to be back from wherever he has gone at any minute.

      “No time to lose then,” Noctis prompted me telepathically.

      “I reckon not,” I replied with a flash of thought.

      “Mike, you shouldn’t… We can’t go in there!” Penelope whispered.

      “Sure we can,” I said. “I’ll show you how easy it is to overcome those pesky limits that you impose on yourself, Pen.”

      I grabbed the pretty Librarian by the hand and pulled her into the room. Tamsin followed and shut the door, but left it open a crack.

      “What are we going to say if the Captain should come back?” Tamsin asked. The hobgoblin did not sound worried as such. More intrigued as to how much bullshit I thought Cade was capable of swallowing.

      “We just tell him that we were looking for him,” I said. “He might get his panties in a wad over us being in his office, but they should untangle once we tell him about the letter. Trust me, this works in all the movies I’ve watched.”

      “What are these movies you are always speaking of?” Tamsin asked me, idly running her fingers over a stack of very dull looking reports on Cade’s desk.

      “Well, you learn all this bullshit at school on Earth, right?” I said, ripping over a few drawers and poking about in them before closing them again. “You learn this mostly irrelevant stuff through an educational system that has not been properly updated or modernized for decades—the only way that it has really changed at all, in fact, is by having tests get easier so that kids don’t get their feelings hurt by failing. Well, that is school. Then, when you get home from school, you watch these movies—which are basically fictionalized stories that depict human nature. And these movies help you navigate all sorts of scenarios that they never teach you about in school.”

      “So, these movies are like a supplementary education?” Tamsin said.

      “They’re the only real education,” I said. “I guess they help teach you street smarts, which don’t get you any extra credit, but can help keep you out of trouble down the track.”

      Penelope, who had been trawling the office with her incomparably analytical Librarian’s eye, suddenly said, “There’s nothing out of the ordinary in here, Mike. I don’t know what you think you’re likely to find.”

      “Oh, I was just thinking it might be nice to have something on that douchewaffle, Cade,” I said. “Something embarrassing that I can slap on the table if he ever tries to pull anything along the lines of his hilarious trick today.”

      Penelope nodded understandably, but gestured around the room. “I think you might be out of luck on that score.”

      “Oh, I dunno,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Tamsin asked. “You have something?”

      “Maybe,” I said, and I pointed under Captain Cade’s desk. From the front, what I was pointing at would be unable to be seen, but once you were behind the Captain’s desk…

      “Is that a trapdoor?” Tamsin said.

      “I believe it is,” I said.

      I knelt down, moved Cade’s chair out of the way, and reached out to the cunningly hidden handle.

      “Wait!” Penelope said.

      My hand halted a couple of inches from the trapdoor handle. I stifled an exasperated sigh.

      “There’s a time for caution, Pen,” I said, “but this isn’t it. This is another thing that movies have warned us about through the years; don’t muck around and waste time having a discussion when you find yourself in this situation. You’re going to warn me not to try and open this trapdoor, and I’m going to do it anyway. Let’s just both get over that and get to it, yeah?”

      Penelope made a little noise of dissent.

      “That’s the spirit,” I said, and I grasped the handle.

      I heaved on the door, and there was a dull flash—nothing too fancy, just your average firework intensity flare, and I was flung backward against the stone wall. The breath was crushed out of me as I hit the wall, and I slid down it with a gentle sigh.

      I looked up and saw that Penelope was regarding me with a knowing expression on her face. Behind her, every single one of Tamsin’s pointed teeth were bared in a grin that threatened to split her head in half.

      “Yep, all right,” I said. “Point taken. Maybe we’ll just mosey on.”

      We left Captain Cade’s office, closing the door carefully behind us.

      “That thing,” I said, when we were well away from the place. “That thing that threw me against the wall. What was that?”

      “My best guess,” Penelope said, “would be that it’s a ward of some kind.”

      “A ward? Like a magical spell of protection?” I asked.

      “In layman’s terms, yes,” said Penelope. “Wards take a lot of time to weave, and a lot of magic to complete. They are intricate and costly spells.”

      “So, we can assume that that trapdoor doesn’t just lead to Cade’s porno stash then?” I said.

      “Probably not,” Tamsin said, her face deadpan. “But then the male brain has always been a mystery to me.”

      Penelope guided us back outside. Above us, the sky was fading from a deep plum to pure black at its edges. Stars pricked the firmament like light shining through a threadbare rug.

      “Right,” I said, my thoughts suddenly turning to Elenari, Saya, the dragonlings, and the mysterious crystal that was still in my room. “I’ve got to get going. Things to do, people to see, and all that.”

      I gave Penelope a significant look, hoping that she would get what I was talking about and tactfully find a way to guide Tamsin away—an invitation to a friendly knife fight, I thought, would be a good way to snare the hobgoblin’s attention.

      Thankfully, Tamsin either knew how to take a hint or had plans of her own. She turned as if to walk off. Then, she turned back abruptly and said to me, “Mike, what with all the fun we had in the Windy Belt, it would seem that we have the rest of the evening off, yes?”

      Tamsin squared her sinewy shoulders and stared at me down her perfect nose.

      “If you find yourself at a loss for something to do this evening,” she said, “perhaps I will sniff you out and we can do something together? I could show you how to use that spear of yours properly, hm?”

      I looked at Penelope, and she was smiling like she knew something that I didn’t.

      I turned back to Tamsin. She was a hard one to figure out; the very epitome of hot, cold, hot, cold treatment.

      “Sure, we can hang out tonight,” I said, seeing her nonchalance and raising it to indifference. “Why don’t I meet you back here a bit later? I have something I want to do first. Keep your eye to the sky, and I should be back here in two hours.”

      Tamsin’s teeth gleamed in the dim light. She inclined her head.

      “Librarian,” she said to Penelope as a way of farewell, and then the hobgoblin was gone.

      Once Tamsin had vanished into the shadows, I turned to Penelope.

      “You’re going to see Saya and Elenari and the dragonlings?” she said at once, in a low voice.

      I puffed out my cheeks. It was a tricky situation I was in. I wanted to keep this as under my hat as possible—every mention of Wayne and Garth made me feel as if I had betrayed the Seer in some way, even though Penelope had found out on her own—but I also didn’t want the Librarian to think that I was snubbing her.

      “I am,” I said, “but you’re the only person who knows that, Pen. I need you to keep it to yourself, please, as I said before.”

      The Knowledge Sprite looked slightly hurt at the insinuation that she couldn’t be trusted to keep it to herself.

      “I told you that your secret was safe in my possession, Mike,” she said.

      “Great,” I said, smiling.

      I turned and summoned Noctis. The Onyx Dragon dropped a shoulder so that I could climb onto his back and then stopped, his piercing amber eyes locked over my shoulder.

      I spun on my heel.

      Penelope had summoned her distinctive Rooster Dragon, Glizbe, and was climbing onto her back.

      “Where are you off to?” I asked.

      Penelope looked surprised. “I’m coming with you.”

      “Oh, no no no no,” I said. “That’s not what’s happening. Noctis and I can blend into the night sky like a shadow, but Glizbe… Not so much. This is a stealth visit.”

      “You need someone to watch your back, Mike,” Penelope pressed, with her patient politeness that always wore away at my protestations like a glacier at a cliff face. A cliff face might be tough, but the glacier always wins.

      “Don’t you have any Librarian stuff to do?” I asked hopefully.

      “Because of the mission, I’ve been excused from those duties for this evening,” Penelope said.

      “Goddamn it,” I said, though with no real fire. “Fine.”

      I recalled the crystal, the one that I wanted to test on the dragonlings to see whether it was one they could use to become real dragons.

      “I gotta grab something from my quarters,” I said. “Wait here.”

      I jumped back down from Noctis, placed him back inside his crystal, and took the transportation hub to the dormitories. I ran into my room to grab the spare crystal from where I had it stowed behind my headboard. I also grabbed a fresh set of threads while I was at it, thinking that I might be able to wash myself at the Seer’s place and remove, at the very least, the worst of the blood and grime from my body.

      When I returned, Penelope was looking at me curiously.

      “What was it that you needed?” she asked as I summoned Noctis and climbed onto his back.

      “Just some clothes and something else that you’ll doubtless see in due time,” I said.
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      I was excited to see the mothers of my offspring when Noctis touched down in the moonlit orchard of Augury Grove, in which the Seer’s cottage was located. Warm, cheerful firelight shone out from the windows set into the lime-washed walls.

      The coming of Noctis and Glizbe sparked a chorus of excited squeaks and minuscule rasping roars from Garth and Wayne. The two dragonlings were so excited that they actually smashed through one of the top windows of the cottage like a couple of rogue cannonballs.

      “Hey, guys!” I said, laughing as the baby dragons flapped around me and zoomed under Noctis’ chin and through his legs.

      For his part, Noctis snapped lazily at them in a good-natured way. This seemed to be just the sort of game that Wayne and Garth were keen on playing, because they began zooming backward and forward between Noctis and Glizbe, while the mature dragons snapped and clicked their teeth at them.

      As delighted and excited as Garth and Wayne were, the same could not be said for the three women who came out of the building behind them. When they caught sight of Penelope, they stopped in their tracks and glared accusingly at me.

      “What?” I said, sliding off Noctis and walking toward Claire, Elenari, and Saya with my hands up. “What did I do? Is this about the window? Because that was totally the fault of the two little jackasses over there.”

      I pointed at Wayne and Garth who were trying to goad a bored-looking Noctis into playing tag with them. The dragonlings were tugging at Noctis’ wings in an attempt to get him to join the fun they were having.

      “It’s not the window that matters,” the Seer said, waving a hand disdainfully at the broken pane and causing it to fly back into a whole window again. “It’s the fact that you brought Penelope here to see the dragonlings! We already talked about the significance of keeping this secret within as select a group as possible to minimize the chance of any slips of tongue.”

      Penelope was standing at my shoulder, but I heard the rustle of her Librarian’s robes as she shuffled her feet awkwardly. I could practically hear the sizzle of her characteristic navy-blue blush.

      I looked from Claire to Saya to Elenari.

      None of the women appeared overly pleased with what I had, seemingly, done. Saya, unsurprisingly, looked especially annoyed.

      “Now, let’s just get a couple of things straight before you bend me over and give me a good, hard spanking,” I said. “Firstly, Penelope already knew about Saya and Elenari being knocked up. She already knew about the dragonlings. She saw enough on the day that she came here to warn me I was going to be late for my first class. She’s a Knowledge Sprite, for crying out loud. She knows shit.”

      I saw Claire the Seer weighing these words.

      “Still, how do we know that we can trust her?” Saya said.

      From what I could make out in the light cast by the full moon, both Saya and Elenari had lost the golden glow that had suffused their skin last time I had seen them. I wondered how long it would be until they were both back training with the rest of us.

      “Respectfully,” said Penelope in her polite voice, “I must remind you that I am not just some raw dragonmancer recruit picked up yesterday. I am a qualified and trusted Librarian of the Grand Library of the Drako Academy.”

      The challenging, tough look on Saya’s face—which reminded me so strongly of the day we had met that it almost made me smile—softened somewhat.

      “That is true,” Elenari said.

      Penelope looked at her gratefully.

      “Besides,” the red-headed elf said, “there is nothing that can be done now. We must all trust each other to keep this a secret.”

      “Right,” I said, eager to capitalize on this change of mood, “which brings me to the second thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

      I pulled the roughly hewn crystal from my pocket.

      The Seer’s face suddenly stilled. Her eyes were glued on the crystal in a way that made any doubts I had as to its significance vanish.

      “Is that…?” she said, her mismatched eyes glued on the rock in my hand.

      “I was hoping that you could tell me,” I said.

      I tossed the crystal across to her, and she plucked it deftly from the air. She ran a single finger over it and then held it to her ear. Her eyes looked far away for a moment, back into some distant past memory, then they back snapped to mine.

      “It is,” she said softly.

      “Is what?” Saya asked. “What is that thing, Mike?”

      “It’s a crystal,” I said. “The kind of crystal that we talked about last time I was here. I’m hoping that it’s the very crystal that we need to bring one of our dragonlings to maturity.”

      “To ensure the survival of one of our young, you mean?” Elenari asked. Her pale face was even paler under the bleaching light of the moon.

      “That’s right,” I said.

      Penelope clapped a hand to her mouth. She looked completely astounded.

      “So long as the Seer reckons it can be done,” I said.

      “But where did you find this?” Claire asked, turning the crystal over reverently in her hands. “I never really held out much hope of seeing another one of these ever again.”

      I pointed at Elenari and Saya. “I found it with these two, on the night that we fought with those we suspect of being the Bloodletters.”

      “Wait, what?” Saya said. “You never mentioned this to Elenari or me.”

      I was hoping we might skirt around the whole me keeping the crystal a secret part, but it seemed like that was just wishful thinking.

      “No,” I said. “No I didn’t.”

      “Why?” Elenari asked.

      “Because I didn’t know what I had,” I said. “I didn’t know what that thief was carrying. I was worried that it might be some sort of weapon, you know...” I fished around for the words that I thought might make them understand my reticence at mentioning the crystal.

      In the end, like any reasonable and level-headed dude who knew his fantasy, I quoted Gandalf—well, paraphrased him, I suppose.

      “I was worried that it could be the sort of magical item that, in the wrong hands, might help some prick wield a power too great and too terrible to imagine,” I said.

      Saya and Elenari looked slightly placated by this excuse.

      Tolkien, you wise SOB, I thought.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “Noctis seemed to think that keeping it under our hats was the smart move. What kind of man would I be if I didn’t take the advice of a centuries old dragon that I was bonded to through the old-fashioned methods of pain and blood?”

      Saya snorted. “A fair point. Maybe,” she added.

      “Anyway,” I said, “I think that there’s a more pressing question here. Not about how I got a hold of this thing, but where the woman got it from. You know, the one the thief—that Saya killed—stole it off.”

      “That interests me also,” Claire said. “It interests me most acutely. For there is only one place that this crystal could have come from, and that is the subterranean realm...”

      The only sound for a few moments was the forlorn wind playing through the long grass of the orchard.

      After a time, I cleared my throat and gestured at Garth, who had come to roost on Saya’s shoulder.

      “Look, there are some questions that we need answering here,” I said, “but how about we get one of these guys sealed into this crystal, or whatever it is that has to be done.”

      “Yes,” Penelope said, breaking in. “That, at the very least, will make sure that one of these fine new dragonlings survives to be bonded to a dragonmancer.”

      The Seer nodded. “Quite so, Librarian,” she said.

      “Is it a hard thing to do?” Saya asked.

      Claire smiled one of her luminous, otherworldly smiles.

      “No, not especially,” she said. “It just all depends on whether or not one of the dragonlings is hungry.”

      “Garth is always hungry,” Saya suggested. “Honestly, if it were not for our dragonmancer regenerative abilities, I feel like my breasts would look like a couple of deflated bladders!”

      Elenari laughed at the face that I pulled at that description.

      “Alright then,” I said. “We’ll make Garth the chosen one for today. Wayne, unfortunately, will have to wait.”

      Elenari seemed a little disappointed at this, but she gave me a resigned nod.

      “Now, what has to happen?” I asked the Seer.

      “I will show you,” Claire replied. “Bring Garth over here.”

      She led the way to an open patch of ground between three bent apple trees. Here, she knelt, and Garth carried the little gray dragonling over and placed him on the grass.

      “Here, little one,” Claire said. She placed the crystal in the grass in front of the dragon and leaned backward. “This may be quite bright.”

      Garth sniffed at the crystal in front of him, his whole attention riveted on the thing. Nearby, his half-brother, Wayne, squirmed in Elenari’s iron grip.

      Abruptly, and with no warning at all, Garth let forth a beam of concentrated white fire at the crystal.

      As Claire had said, the beam of light was so bright that all five of us were forced to narrow our eyes against the glare. Garth’s fire struck the stone, and at once began to melt into it, penetrating it to its center.

      Once the beam of white-hot flame had reached the crystal’s core, the whole stone began to melt and bubble and liquefy in on itself.

      Within a minute, it was no more than a bubbling mess on the grass.

      “Was that meant to happen?” I asked.

      “Wait,” the Seer said.

      Garth, crooning happily with the mess he had just made, stretched forth his scrawny neck and, with surprising vim, began to suck the liquid crystal up off the grass. It must have taken the greedy little guy all of thirty seconds to hoover up the liquidized rock.

      We all stared at the dragon. I had no notion as to what should happen next. It seemed that neither did Garth, because the little fellow curled up and went to sleep.

      “Um…” said Saya.

      “The transformation will take at least half an hour,” Penelope said matter-of-factly.

      I clapped my hands, eyeing the pool of clear water that stood nearby. “In that case,” I said. “I’m going to clean up.”

      I washed myself vigorously in the pool, leaving my armor and clothes by Noctis. When I was done, I changed into my fresh clothes and joined the others in the space between the trees once more.

      “Holy shit!” I said.

      Garth was no longer there. Where the curled-up dragon had been there was now only a pinkish white stone.

      I reached down and picked up the stone.

      “Is he all right?” I asked the Seer as I peered into the stone.

      Claire gave me a warm smile and said, “Why don’t you call him forth and find out. You’re his father after all.”

      I looked down at the little pink stone. Then I said gruffly, “Okay, Garth, you better get up now.”

      In an instant, taking up a lot more room than the dragonling that had lay down to sleep, a large pinkish-white dragon appeared in front of me.

      “A Pearl Dragon,” the Seer breathed softly.

      Penelope stifled what sounded like a sob of delight.

      Garth looked as smooth and sleek as a skink, although no skink that I had ever seen had managed to grow to the size of a cow. He was, as previously noted, a beautiful shimmering pearlescent pink, with only three toes on each foot, which were tipped with two-foot claws. Around his pointed head was a fan of delicate looking fronds, which pulsated with a red light, echoing his heartbeat. His eyes were all-black with silver slitted pupils that ran diagonally.

      “Good gods, what a sight you are!” Elenari said.

      I beamed proudly. “Yeah,” I said, “he’s a good-looking boy, that’s for sure.”

      Garth let out a hiss of delight at the compliment, and a large black tongue flicked out and tasted the air.

      “So, when will we find out who is going to be bonded with?” I asked as I pocketed the pink crystal.

      “What are you talking about?” said a young, cocky male voice. It bounced around in my head in the same way that Noctis’ did when he was chatting to me telepathically.

      “Garth?” I thought back.

      Garth blinked at me and rolled one black eye.

      “I definitely got mom’s brains,” he said cheekily.

      The Seer was looking at me in wonder.

      “He’s talking to you, isn’t he?” she said.

      “You can hear?” I asked her.

      “Just the faintest murmur, the remotest echo,” Claire said.

      “Why can’t anyone else hear?” I asked her.

      “Hear what?” Elenari and Saya said together.

      “It would seem,” said Noctis, cutting in, “that the youngling has automatically bonded to you and, subsequently, to me.”

      I relayed this message to the others.

      The jaws of all four women dropped as if they had been working on a synchronized routine.

      “There were legends of dragonmancers who could be bonded to more than one dragon,” Penelope said. “Legends… Unconfirmed reports… Rumors…”

      “Yes, but they were literally thousands upon thousands of years ago,” said Claire. “During the Age of Fire, when the only dragonmancers were the Celestial Elves.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, “are you telling me that I’m bonded with two dragons now?”

      “So it would seem,” the Seer. “Although, there is a simple way that this can be tested.”

      “How?” Elenari asked.

      “Mike must equip two dragons to separate slots in his inventory,” Claire said. “If he can wield two dragons simultaneously, it will be clear that he has somehow established a double bond.”

      “How can that be?” Saya asked,

      The Seer shrugged. “This is beyond my experience and knowledge.”

      I’d never been one dawdle. I focused on both dragons, reaching for their essences. I shifted Noctis’ power into my Right Arm slot. Then, after mentally fumbling for only a few seconds, I located the new presence of Garth within myself. It was like reaching for something under your bed, something that you knew was there and were familiar with. As soon as I found his mana signature, I knew that that was Garth.

      Using my mind, I selected my Leg Slot for Garth. I tried to put him into one of my other available slots, but it seemed, for the time being, that he was limited to that one particular slot.

      “Chop chop, Dad,” the Pearl Dragon said. “Let’s hit the air, huh?”

      I jumped onto Garth’s back, and the young dragon launched into the air, snapping open his translucent pink wings.

      We rocketed around Augury Grove at about one-hundred miles per hour. On the second lap, I remembered what I was supposed to be doing and, taking careful aim, fired a Shadow Sphere at a fallen, rotting tree trunk. The dead tree vanished in a burst of Chaos Magic.

      I detected gasps of wonder and disbelief from down below with my even more acute dragon-boosted hearing. Grinning to myself, I guided Garth down to earth and hopped off his back.

      “So, I guess I’m double bonded,” I said to the quartet of women, who were staring at me with wide, shining eyes.

      “Mike,” Saya said, “do you know what this means?”

      I shrugged. “I guess, it’s going to give me an edge in a fight.”

      Saya put a trembling hand on my shoulder and pinned me with those beautiful blue eyes of hers.

      “It means that you’re surely going to be the most formidable dragonmancer in living memory,” she said.

      “Perhaps since the Age of Fire,” said Penelope.

      I grinned still wider, but words failed me. It certainly sounded promising.

      I might be able to breed enough dragons to fill all my slots, I suddenly thought, and then some!

      “That might be so,” Noctis said, butting in, “but you’re also going to need to find more empty crystals to house those dragonlings, and grow and strengthen your bond with Garth and I at the same time. Remember that before you get too carried away.”

      That warning from Noctis jarred my thoughts in another direction. Garth was my offspring, but he was also a dragon. And that meant that, eventually, he was going to be called into some battle or war or something. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      I figured that was a paternal string being pulled somewhere inside of me.

      “I better head back to the Academy,” I said. “This was. . . kinda incredible, really. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I figure that, now that Garth has a crystal he can stay in, that I can take him with me.” I looked at Saya, checking to see whether she’d voice any objections.

      “He is grown now,” Saya said. “And he should be with his father.”

      I beamed at that.

      “I’ll fly back to the Academy with you,” Penelope said.

      “I’ll come too,” Saya said unexpectedly.

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      Saya grinned. “I have no reason to remain here now, not now that you’ve found a crystal home for Garth.”

      The stunning Amazonian blonde placed a hand to my cheek, stopping me as I mounted Noctis.

      “You’re a good man, Michael Noctis,” she said. “I’m proud to share our young.”

      I smiled, bent down, and kissed her. “Look at you getting all soft,” I murmured.

      Saya snorted and punched me in the arm. Then she and Penelope mounted their dragons.

      “Make sure you have Garth’s stone fitted to something that you will guard close and safe always,” Claire advised.

      I nodded as I tapped the pink stone that was in my pocket. “I will.”

      “You’re going to be all right here, Elenari?” I called.

      The elf winked at me. “Just you worry about yourself, Mike,” she said.

      I winked back and took off after Saya and Penelope.

      We arrived back in the lower bailey a short time later. The three of us dismounted and stowed our dragons. I stretched my arms over my head and cracked my knuckles. Part of me was eager for bed—alone or with someone, I was undecided just yet—but the other part of me wanted to spend the evening with Tamsin as I had organized earlier.

      “Mike?” Penelope said bashfully.

      “Yeah,” I said. I was still trying to get my head around this whole double bonding situation, and the implications of it.

      “Do you… Do you think that we have any time for some extra study this evening…?” the Knowledge Sprite asked me. “After you’ve trained with Tamsin, of course.”

      The innuendo was not lost on me. Nor, it transpired, did it go over Saya’s head.

      The muscular blonde warrior’s eyes narrowed. She leaned forward and made a show of examining Penelope’s flat stomach.

      “Hmm, I must compliment you on keeping such a tidy, tight physique, Librarian,” Saya said icily. “But I guess you were a little late to the party, as it were.”

      As always happened when two female tribes go to war, as a male spectator, I could do little more than watch as things unfolded in front of me—and cross my fingers that things would escalate enough to merit a wrestle in a mud pit.

      Penelope was smart enough to know that Saya was alluding to the fact that she and I had slept together after my dragon-making seed had been used up.

      “Yes, a little late,” she said politely, “but we Knowledge Sprites are a patient race. I’m happy to wait for another chance. Don’t you worry about that.”

      Saya’s lip drew back from her teeth in a combative snarl, so I took that moment to step in and say, “Easy there, ladies. It’s been a hell of a day hasn’t it? As much as I enjoy you arguing over me, there’s really enough for all. Especially when we get our butts to the subterranean realm and figure out what we need to find to boost my swimmers again.”

      Saya opened her mouth to retort—despite the awkwardness of this confrontation, I had to admit that it was nice seeing her back to her old, sexily aggressive self—but was stopped by another voice issuing out of the dark.

      “Mike Noctis,” Tamsin said, stepping out of the shadows, “are you ready for our rendezvous? I kept my eye to the sky as you said.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      Tamsin had prowled out of the darkness and, whatever she might have said earlier about spear practice, she certainly didn’t look dressed for fighting now.

      She looked exquisite in a simple, trailing ball gown of scintillating light blue. Her black hair was washed clean of blood and dirt and flowed down her back like shimmering shadow vapor.

      I realized that I was standing like a rabbit that had just been clubbed over the head, but I could not take my eyes away from the red-skinned vision.

      “Are you ready?” Tamsin asked again, the suggestion of a smile in her purring voice.

      “Sure,” I said—though ready for what I had no idea.

      Tamsin took my arm and, leaving Saya and Penelope standing frozen with slack jaws in her wake, guided me through the gates and toward Drakereach town.
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      Tamsin and I made our way down through Drakereach, walking at our ease. With me being the only male dragonmancer to show his face for however many years, and Tamsin looking like sex on legs, we garnered quite a bit of attention from both the local citizenry and our fellow military colleagues.

      Happily, unlike the celebrities back on earth, who looked as if they couldn’t go anywhere without a horde of people swarming all over them and asking for selfies, our status as dragonmancers afforded us our own space. If anyone caught my eye, I noticed that they might nod or wave or pull the claw salute, but no one accosted or harassed us.

      Except one little boy.

      As we were walking along, chatting about this and that and generally flirting in a roundabout way, a young boy caught sight of us. I saw him out of the corner of my eye. He grabbed his mother by the sleeve and pointed brazenly in mine and Tamsin’s direction.

      “Mama! Dragonmancers!” I heard him squeak excitedly.

      Then, in that slippery way that little boys have, he eeled out of his mother’s grip and pelted toward us.

      Ever so briefly, my senses—seemingly of their own accord—quested out to see if this wasn’t some sort of cunning distraction. It wasn’t thankfully, because I wasn’t really in the mood to disrupt this leisurely stroll.

      The little boy skidded to a halt, almost right under my size eleven boots. Behind him, I saw his mother struggling with some shopping bags that she had. She grabbed everything and began to hurry over.

      “Dragonmancer!” the lad chirped, pointing up at me. The top of his head must have only been level with my knee.

      I recalled when I had first gone into Drakereach, that a boy much like this one had run up to me when I had been speaking with Elenari and Saya. That boy had been silent, whereas this one looked like he wanted to have a conversation. I figured I might as well oblige the little guy.

      I held out my hand and knelt down so that we were on the same level. “Call me, Mike,” I said.

      The little boy shook my hand shyly. “I’m Kalimac.”

      I noticed, now that he was up close, that he had pointed ears, though not as pointed as Elenari’s elven ears.

      “You don’t need to be shy around me or Tamsin, Kalimac,” I said, gesturing up at the hobgoblin by my side. “We’re your buddies.”

      Kalimac cast a dubious look up at Tamsin who stared levelly back at him with her disquieting yellow eyes. I followed his gaze and then patted him on the arm.

      “Well, us boys have to stick together, anyway. You know what they say about girls, huh?”

      Kalimac shook his head.

      “Boys rule and girls drool!” I said.

      Judging by his giggling, Kalimac thought this was a great gag.

      At that moment, the boy’s mother came to his side and took him by the arm.

      “Kalimac! Don’t you go running off like that and annoying the dragonmancers! They’ve places to be, I don’t doubt.” She cast a wary eye at Tamsin and then looked at her shoes.

      I smiled up at her. “Ah, it’s all good. Don’t you worry about us. I was just meeting your son here.”

      “Can you do magic?” the little boy piped up.

      “Kalimac!” his mother said.

      “Hm, well, yeah we can do magic,” I said.

      The kid’s eyes lit up. “Can you show me?”

      “It’s not really the kind of magic that we can do in public,” I said. “It’s more the sort of magic that we only use when we’re out doing stuff to keep guys like you safe.”

      Am I doing public relations right now? I thought to myself.

      “You’re making me nauseous, is what you’re doing,” Garth’s sarcastic telepathic reply echoed through my head.

      I ignored my offspring.

      Kalimac looked gutted at my refusal to bust out any magic, so I fished around for something that might distract him.

      “Hey,” I said, my face serious, “do you have a lucky coin?”

      Kalimac shook his head, meeting my gaze.

      “That’s no good,” I said. “Everyone should have a lucky coin.”

      The boy shrugged.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a golden scale from my coin purse.

      “Here,” I said, “you can have my lucky coin.”

      Kalimac’s eyes lit up at the sight of the golden disk. He turned it in his hands. The coin looked much bigger in his little mitts than it had in mine. On one side there was printed the head of the Empress in profile, while on the other was the claw of a dragon.

      “Here,” I said, “I’ll mark it so that you won’t ever get it confused with any of your other coins when you’re older. Lucky coins should never be spent, only passed from one person to another.”

      I pulled out the dagger that I wore on the back of my belt at the small of my back. Then I scratched an M and an N onto the claw side of the coin.

      “The M is for Mike,” I said, “and the N is for Noctis—that’s the name of my dragon.”

      “I know the name of your dragon, silly!” the boy laughed.

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Sure! Me and all my friends know it. We know all the names of the dragons!”

      “You know hers?” I asked, jerking a thumb at Tamsin.

      Kalimac nodded and pointed a sheepish finger at the red-skinned hobgoblin. “She’s Tamsin, Bearer of Fiz - Fizzle - of Fyzos.”

      Tamsin lips curled in a smile. Her yellow eyes crinkled at the corners. It was weird, seeing her smile without any hint of cynicism or knowing sarcasm behind it. It made her look far less intimidating.

      “Very good,” she said. “The bards have obviously been doing their jobs well if you know of Fyzos and I.”

      I got to my feet. “All right Kalimac,” I said, “Tamsin and I had better be stepping. You look after that coin, yeah?”

      “What about you?” Kalimac said as his mother readjusted her shopping so that she could take him firmly by the hand that wasn’t clutching the scale.

      “What about me?” I asked.

      “What will you do about luck?” the boy asked.

      “Kid, my luck peaked the day I became a dragonmancer,” I said.

      “So, when I’m a dragonmancer shall I give the coin to another little boy—littler than me?”

      Kalimac’s mother pulled her son away. “That’s not how the world works, darling,” she said, casting an apologetic eye at me.

      I thought about my dragonlings, about the crystal with the first newly fledged dragon to be born in millennia sitting in my pocket.

      “Sure, kid,” I called, “when you’re a dragonmancer, then you pass that scale along.”

      “Okay, Mike!” Kalimac said. “Bye!”

      I waved as mother and boy headed off down the street.

      “You don’t like kids?” I asked Tamsin as Kalimac and his mother turned the corner. The little boy gave me one last excited wave, holding up the coin I had given him in farewell and hopping from one foot to another.

      “I like them spread on toast,” Tamsin replied flatly.

      “What!” I said. “You don’t…”

      “Urgh, I’m fucking kidding!” Tamsin said, shaking her head and laughing deep in her throat. “I don’t look that scary, do I?”

      I made a face. “That first day that we fought together…”

      Tamsin snorted and swatted at my chest with the back of her hand.

      “Where did you learn to fight by the way?” I asked her as we turned another corner and emerged onto a cobbled lane. Squares of comfortable yellow light spilled onto the dark cobbles from shops, alehouses, and private residences.

      Tamsin let out a long breath through her nose. She stopped briefly, reached into the slit of her baby-blue dress, and pulled out a packet of what looked like thin cigars. She lit one with a match and stowed the packet back in her garter.

      “My people are a race of warriors, so I was better prepared than most when I was called up to become the dragonmancer representative,” she said, exhaling twin streams of purple, lemon-scented smoke from her nostrils. “Hobgoblins, my people, my race, is a race bred for war. We excel at it because we must. In the far north, where the majority of the hobgoblin tribe resides, living requires toughness and durability. Life is cheap, but death is free.”

      Tamsin took a long pull on her thin, black cigar, and smoked curled around her proud and beautiful face.

      I nodded as we walked past a fine-looking bakery, its windows filled with shiny tarts and flaky pies. “Were you surprised when you were called up to go through the Transfusion Ceremony?” I asked.

      Tamsin indicated that we should turn down a little side street. It was narrow and crooked as a dog’s back leg and lit with fairy lights that moved lazily overhead. Learning that fairy lights in this world were actually living, glowing fairies had been one of the many lessons I had learned since becoming a member of the Mystocean Empire.

      “I was honored,” the hobgoblin said as we walked side by side down the skinny street, “but surprised? No. I was raised by my father, who is a great warlord of the Northern Marches. He spent much of his time campaigning during minor uprisings, helping to protect the Northern Border Wall for Empress Cyrene. He served under our people’s previous dragonmancer, and they accomplished great things together.”

      “The hobgoblin dragonmancer before you?” I asked, intrigued. “Who was that? Did you know her?”

      A smile lit Tamsin’s face like a flash of lightning, then was gone. “Yes, I knew her,” she said in her low, sultry voice. “She was my great great grandmother.”

      “Your great great grandmother?” I repeated.

      Tamsin stopped us outside of an olive-green door, the paint of which was peeling off. Over this door a pale red lantern glowed, and a faded silver sign read, THE NOBODY INN.

      “You know dragonmancers age much, much slower than regular people, Mike,” the hobgoblin said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Does that mean, with her being your relative, that you were familiar with what dragonmancers do—more than most, I mean?”

      “My grandmother told me that she was often required to take part in special operations,” Tamsin said.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      Tamsin took a final drag on her thin cigar and crushed it out on the wall next to her. She lowered her voice so that I had to lean in. The woman smelled so good; shea butter, leather, and now citrus smoke.

      “Like the sort of operations that took place outside of the Empire’s Northern Border Walls.”

      “You mean, she was a spy?” I asked. “An agent behind enemy lines type of thing?”

      “She was sworn to secrecy, as were all those who campaigned outside the walls,” Tamsin said. Her white teeth flashed as she smiled at me. Her hand reached for the door handle and cracked the door. The sound of merrymaking and music escaped from the inn, as did the smell of roasting meat.

      “Come on,” she said, her lips only a few inches away from mine, “the atmosphere and food here are great, and I am ravenous.”

      The Nobody Inn was a wonky, fashionably shabby place, which reminded me of an underground speakeasy mixed with the 1920s clubs that you read about in Hemingway and Fitzgerald novels. There was a man tinkling away on a piano-like instrument in the corner. Smoky, dimly lit booths lined the walls, except for the one in which a fire burned. It was as perfect a setting for a date with Tamsin as could ever be.

      We had just been served our food—steak done medium-rare and accompanied by sweet vegetables called water carrots, potatoes, and bread sauce. The wine was fantastic.

      However, within five minutes, Tamsin pushed her plate away.

      “I am done eating,” she said.

      “I thought you said you were hungry,” I replied, slicing into some steak.

      Tamsin fixed me with those glowing yellow eyes of hers. The golden pupils glinted in the middle of the lemon irises. Her eyes seem to flicker with an inner flame, shining with the same incandescence as the heart of a forge.

      “I am hungry,” she said.

      The forkful of steak, potato, and water carrot stopped halfway to my mouth.

      “Hungry?” I asked carefully, my gaze running over her face. My eyeballs, the little devils, took the opportunity to follow the line of her neck downward to where her firm breasts spilled artfully over the top of the baby-blue dress.

      “Starving,” the provocative hobgoblin purred.

      I sat back in my chair, a half-smile playing about my lips as I stared at the gorgeous, red-skinned being opposite me. She exuded a slinky, powerful, sexual allure in the same way that a hot water let off steam. It was almost a tangible miasma around her, exhilarating and enrapturing.

      Without taking my eyes off her, I signaled for the innkeeper. The female proprietress came over, inclining her head respectfully as she approached our table.

      “Dragonmancers,” she said in a soft, silvery voice, “I hope everything is to your liking?”

      “The food is exceptional, ma’am,” I said courteously—I thought it best to be as courteous as possible, seeing as I was basically about to tell her that we were leaving our half-eaten meal so that we could go and have a roll in the hay. “However, my companion here is feeling a little tired. We had a rather trying day today traveling and fighting. I was wondering, could we please have the most comfortable room you have available, so that she might have a lie down?”

      The innkeeper was clearly of the mind that keeping dragonmancers happy was in her best interest—a tavern that hosted dragonmancers, I noticed, became a hotspot in the neighborhood—so she bowed and said, “Of course, Dragonmancers. I will show you to a room that I have on the second floor. It overlooks the square. Will you be wanting your meals?”

      “Sure,” I said, thinking that after I had helped Tamsin sate her hunger, we might find ourselves actually being hungry. “You can have them brought up.”

      “Very good,” the proprietress said. “If you’ll give me just a moment, I shall fetch a jug of our best Mystocean burgundy and show you to the room.”

      The room was a large but cozy affair, with a well-appointed fireplace and bed that could have accommodated four people comfortably. A door opposite the one in which we entered led out to a medium-sized stone balcony. There was a small window next to the bed. It was open, but the view was only of a wall opposite, which I guessed to mean that the room was located at the end of the building, on the corner of the skinny street we had walked down and the square.

      The innkeeper swept around the room in a rustle of skirts, lighting candles, puffing pillows, and doing those preliminary checks that proprietresses do, before she smiled and backed out of the room.

      I walked over to the table, on which our dinners and wine had been left, that was set in front of the fire. I poured two goblets of red wine and handed one to Tamsin.

      “Cheers,” I said, raising my goblet. I had only stayed in paid accommodation on a few occasions, and of those, only one had been legal. It made me feel all the more like this new life I lived was a thousand times grander than the one I’d lived back on Earth.

      “May all your ups and downs be under the covers,” Tamsin said softly.

      She gave her elbow a tilt and poured the whole goblet of wine down her throat, in one long, slow swallow. I followed her lead. Then the hobgoblin tossed her goblet carelessly across the room. It landed on a couch and bounced off and thudded onto a thick rug.

      Before it had bounced a second time, Tamsin was on me.

      Damn, but she could move like a tiger; swift, sure and powerful. She was not as strong as Saya, but moved with an athletic, single-minded intensity that took my breath away. She didn’t wait for me to take the lead but slipped straight out of her baby-blue dress. It pooled around her feet, a puddle of sapphire silk. With a rough shove, she pushed me against the nearest wall. Some guiltless ornament was knocked free from a shelf and tinkled on the floor.

      I looked down at her then, past the rise of her magnificent breasts with their dark nipples standing to attention like a couple of diligent guardsmen. To my surprise, I noticed that each one was pierced with a silver bar. She was wearing a pair of black lace panties, the crotch of which was made of some sheer material which displayed her vagina for my viewing pleasure.

      “You like what you see, do you?” Tamsin asked, in a whispering growl. “You know, it’s not gentlemanly to stare.”

      “I’m no gentleman,” I said into her ear.

      I shoved her up against the wall instead. Tamsin let out a noise that was something between a gasp and snarl. Her teeth gleamed in the light of the fire in the grate as she bared them in delight.

      “That’s it,” the hobgoblin said. “That’s it! Show me who is in charge, you big bad dragonmancer. Show me that I am wrong about Earthlings, hm?”

      She ripped my belt open with a practiced twist of her clever fingers, and it dropped to the floor. I raised my arms above my head, and Tamsin dutifully peeled my shirt off and tossed it on the bed.

      Tamsin grabbed me around the back of the neck and began to kiss and bite her way across the muscles of my chest. Her teeth were sharp, and she didn’t go carefully, causing me to grunt in pained pleasure. I ran my hand up her smooth back, feeling the taut muscles under the skin, and twined my fingers through her lustrous raven hair.

      I pulled her head away from me and looked down into her glowing eyes. The red-skinned woman smiled up at me, watching me from under lazy half-closed lids, and I noticed that there was bright blood on her lips. I looked down at my chest. There were open bite marks there, but they closed even as I looked at them, healing before my eyes and leaving only little smears of blood behind them.

      “You’re a handful, aren’t you?” I said.

      “You’ve no idea as to what I am, Mike,” Tamsin hissed.

      “I think you’re a naughty little minx for one thing, aren’t you?” I said.

      The hobgoblin kissed me hard on the mouth, pulled back, and said, “And what are you going to do about it if I am?”

      “I suppose a smacked ass would be a start,” I replied. I slapped the woman’s asscheek with the flat of my hand.

      “You call that a spanking?” Tamsin said, the challenge glinting in her eyes.

      I tossed the hobgoblin across the room so that she landed squarely on the big bed. She laughed as she bounced on the mattress, twisting in mid-air to land on her hands and knees with her ass pointing in my direction.

      I walked over to her, pulling my own breeches off and stepping out of them as I went. I tore her panties off when I got to her, as easily as if they had been made of tissue paper.

      “Here,” I said, pulling her head back by her hair and kissing her swiftly on the cheek, “just in case.” I pushed the wadded lace panties into her mouth, and Tamsin growled approvingly.

      I delivered a slow, careful, sensuous spanking  to the hobgoblin. While I worked her, I feasted my eyes on her pornstar perfect slit. After a little while, Tamsin spat the underwear from out of her mouth, twisted around so that she was lying on the bed with her legs splayed wide open, and beckoned to me.

      “Can I help you?” I asked feigning confusion.

      I put one knee on the edge of the bed. My cock was a goddamn bollard in front of me.

      “On the armchair,” she said as she thrust a finger behind me. “Now.”

      I started to move slowly backward, but Tamsin shoved me in the chest, and I landed heavily in the armchair. Before I could recover, Tamsin, laughing throatily, had launched herself on me and taken my cock in her mouth.

      I groaned as the hobgoblin licked lustily down my shaft before sucking both my nuts into her pretty mouth.

      “Your taste sets my tongue aflame,” she said as she went up for air.

      I’d never heard that one before, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      Tamsin ran her tongue all over my balls before gargling them in the back of her throat. I moaned and closed my eyes blissfully, leaning my head back in the chair. She licked her way back up my shaft before plunging her mouth down on my cock and swallowing it with the dexterous deepthroating technique of the seasoned adult movie actress. She squashed her lips into my groin, and I felt my cock hit the back of her throat. The hobgoblin gagged and gurgled in a way that drove me crazy, made me feel as if she was properly degrading her.

      “Fucking hell, where did you learn to do that?” I muttered, staring unseeingly at the ceiling.

      Tamsin raised her head slowly, releasing my penis inch by inch until she had only the tip still in her hungry mouth, her tongue flicking over it. She smiled with her eyes, and then sank onto it—all the way to the base—again. She repeated this trick four more times, listening to my breathing become more ragged. My stomach muscles tensed each time she swallowed my prick. Tamsin moaned as she did it, and I lost myself in the overwhelming sensations that accompanied one of the best blowjobs of my life.

      Tamsin took my cock from her mouth, stroked it a couple of times, and slapped it on her pouting lips while she looked me in the eyes.

      “Are you ready to fuck me, Mike Noctis?” she said in a low voice.

      In response, I pulled her up from where she knelt between my feet. Her nipple piercings flashed in the light of the fire. She looked magnificent standing there, and I noticed that she was so wet that there was pussy juice running down the insides of her thighs.

      Tamsin turned so that her back was to me. Then she slowly, ever so slowly, bent at the waist and reached down until she was clutching her ankles. I found myself staring right down the barrel of her perfect pink pleasure tunnel then. It was quite a sight.

      I grabbed Tamsin by the hips, and the hobgoblin obliging let me guide her eager slot right onto my prick.

      She was so warm. So slippery. So ardent.

      While she moved up and down on top of me, I could see that her fingers were working away at her clit, rubbing and kneading at it. The firelight played over Tamsin’s red skin. Her long, loose hair moved across her strong back like a living shadow. The sounds of Drakereach’s citizens heading to and from dinner or doing some evening shopping drifted in through the window, mingling with the sounds of our harsh breathing and the slap and squelch of flesh on flesh.

      The next hour or so dissolved into a warm red fog of lusts revealed and lusts sated. By the time that both of us let out twin groans of fulfilment, and I shot my wad all over her shapely ass, and we collapsed as one onto the bed, I was about ready for the rest of our meal and two more jugs of wine.

      It was while we were lying on the bed in that blissful post-coital state of fuzz, that I heard a noise outside. Probably, in the half-exhausted state I was in, I would not have noticed anything amiss. However, with my doubly enhanced dragon hearing, I could hear that a whispered, fervent conversation was taking place in the skinny street, below our window.

      Tamsin had gotten to her feet. She padded over to the table on which our meals sat. There was the comforting gurgle of liquid being poured into goblets.

      I lay back in the pillows, trying to relax, mind my own business, and ignore the whispered and urgent conversation taking place out in the street below us. I had heard plenty of those sorts of conversations back in L.A.. They were usually the herald of a drug deal going down, or an illegal weapon changing hands for cash.

      But something about those voices irritated me, rubbed against my psyche like a grain of sand aggravating an oyster.

      And then I heard something that made my half-closed eyes snap open.

      “... Dragon Bane wants a report, I tell ya!”

      “A report?”

      “Aye, he’s called a meetin’! He wants all the Bloodletters there!”

      “You’re sure it’s Dragon Bane?”

      “Who the fuck else would call a full meetin’, ya daft beggar?”

      The raised voices died, so that even I couldn’t make out anything more than an impassioned murmuring.

      I crept over to Tamsin.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked her.

      “Hear what? What are you. . .” Tamsin began to say, but then she saw the urgency in my face. Her own countenance changed to mirror how I felt; suddenly alert, tense, and ready.

      But ready for what? I wasn’t sure I knew.

      I was pulling on my breeches, shirt, and belt before I had an answer to that question. As I hunted around for my boots, I could still hear the men outside chattering to each other, although they sounded like they were moving down the skinny street on which The Nobody Inn was located and heading toward the main part of Drakereach.

      “Hurry!” I said to Tamsin—unnecessarily it turned out because she was already changed and ready to go.

      “A dress takes a lot less time to get back into than all your shit,” the hobgoblin said to me. “And you destroyed my undies so that was one less garment to worry about.” As if to emphasize her point, she picked her tattered lace underpants off the floor and threw them into the fire.

      For the first time since this little date of ours had started, I looked at Tamsin’s outfit in terms of practicality. She looked like a million dollars, and her saving grace was that she was still wearing her dragonrider boots, but I wasn’t sure if a gown was the sort of thing you wanted to be scrapping in.

      “What the hell is going on?” Tamsin asked me when she caught me running an appraising eye over her.

      In a clipped, subdued tone, and in as few words as possible, I filled her in on the snatch of conversation that I had heard.

      “And, what I was thinking,” I said, gesturing at the gorgeous, shimmering confection of silk that she was wearing, “is that, if it comes to a fight—and my gut is telling me that that is a distinct possibility—then I’m not sure of that dress is going to cut it.”

      Tamsin seemed to regard what I was telling her for a second. Then she reached down and ripped a length of her dress off so that she was wearing—in the immortal words of the great Steven Tyler—’a little skirt hanging way up her knee’.

      “There,” the red-skinned warrior woman said, “now I think it is going to cut it.”

      She whipped her leg round in a spinning back kick that could have decapitated a marble statue. Admittedly, I caught a flash of vagina—but that was only because I was directly in front of the hobgoblin and because I was looking for it. Sure, an enemy would have caught a peek of her private parts, but that would have been of very little comfort when her heel caved their head in a second later.

      “You’re sure you’re ready to fight like that?” I asked.

      Tamsin gave me a disgusted look. We’re dragonmancers, Mike. We’re ready to fight even if the call comes while we’re sleeping in the bath. Do you think clothes make any difference as to how powerful we are? How dangerous we are? How—”

      I held up my hand.

      “The voices—the men I could hear—they’re moving away!” I said.

      “Curse them!” Tamsin said, padding over to the door. “We might lose them by the time we make it back through the Nobody!”

      It was my turn to give her a withering look. Then I grinned.

      “Are we dragonmancers or not?” I asked her.

      Tamsin bristled. “What do you mean?”

      “Come on,” I said. “We’re out of here.”

      I walked over to the window. Because, I supposed, it was facing a plain brick wall in a tight street, there was no glass in it. It was basically a rectangular hole cut out of the wall with wooden shutters on the outside that could be fastened if the weather turned really bad. I carefully pushed the shutters open as far as they would go and strained my hearing.

      The voices were fading fast.

      “Let’s go,” I told Tamsin. “Follow my lead.”

      I clambered onto the bedside table and stepped out of the window.

      The two-story fall would have broken a bone had I been my purely Earthling self. As it was, I landed as lightly on my feet as if I had stepped off a curb.

      I moved to the side and Tamsin dropped down next to me.

      “Where have they gone?” she asked.

      I moved my head to the right. “That way, let’s follow them.”
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      Tamsin and I walked quickly, keeping to the shadows. It was amazing how many of those there were in Drakereach—how many shadows, I mean. With no electric lighting and only oil lanterns and the candle and firelight spilling out from the shops around us to light the street, there were patches of deep night littering the lanes and thoroughfares, even in the very center of town.

      These we kept to, as I guided us through the streets, tailing the voices that always remained just that little bit ahead of us.

      It immediately became apparent that the two men we were following were using the backstreets and lesser frequented alleyways of Drakereach to get to wherever it was they were going. I had overheard them mentioning the name of Dragon Bane, the person who had signed the letter that Penelope had found on the body of the bandit chief, and that was what had aroused my suspicions. The fact that they were obviously moving through the town in such an overly surreptitious manner was what compounded my speculations that they were up to no good.

      Now, them choosing to take the lesser walked paths and the lesser trodden streets must have saved them from some potentially awkward run-ins with pedestrians, there can be no question of that, but it also made our job easier so far as tracking them went.

      “Wait one moment,” I said, holding up my hand and bringing us to a halt on the corner of a back street that smelled beautifully of stale vomit and fresh piss. I strained my hearing and heard hurried footsteps moving westward toward the outskirts of town.

      “I can hear them now,” Tamsin said. “We must be close.”

      We followed the voices through streets that became gradually more and more noisome, until we found ourselves in what was most definitely the warehouse district. Nearby, I could hear the sound of the river, and that distorted the sound of the two men that we were following.

      “This way, I think,” I said, moving on silent feet down a particularly fetid alleyway.

      “This is where much of the goods for the town are brought in by poled barge,” Tamsin breathed in my ear. “It’s also where a lot of the timber—supplied by lumber camps like the Leprechaun one that we helped out today—passes through on its way to Wyverngarth.”

      I nodded, only half listening. I heard, not too far away, the sound of a rusted gate or door being opened.

      “Hurry,” I said.

      We rushed around a corner, down a couple of steps, and through a very tight space which looked like it had been carved out of a solid mound of refuse. Squeezing carefully through this space, we turned another corner and found ourselves nose to nose with a rusty wrought iron gate that led into a tunnel.

      It was locked.

      Beyond this gateway, there was a short stretch of tunnel that could just be made out in the dim light of the stars above and with the help of our heightened vision.

      “That tunnel leads downward,” said Tamsin. She sniffed long and hard through her perfect nose, then breathed out through her mouth.

      “I can smell oil lamp smoke,” she said. “Fresh. And the air isn’t as foul down there as it is up here.”

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I’m following your lead. I’m telling you that I think those two men went down there and lit an oil lamp—the smoke is acrid, which tells me the wick hasn’t started burning cleanly yet.”

      I was about to say something inane about the gate being locked—with a nice, shiny new padlock no less—but I caught myself.

      I reached out, took hold of the gate, and jerked it. I ripped it straight out of the mortar and set it one side.

      Tamsin’s smile was a white line in the dim light.

      “I guess we’re going in, Mike Noctis,” she said.

      “I’d say ‘ladies first,’” I said. “But from what I saw earlier, I think we both know that you’re no lady.”

      The white line in the darkness widened. “You’re fucking right I’m not,” Tamsin said. “Lead on.”

      Thanks to our dragon-enhanced senses, the blackness that enveloped us within seconds of walking through that gateway wasn’t so much pitch as… smoky.

      I had never been able to rely so heavily on my senses of smell and hearing to supplement my eyesight as I did then. Even my heightened touch played its part—and I don’t mean the touch afforded to me by my fingers. It was my feet that did most of the heavy work in that department. They felt every contour and groove and weakness in the steps under my feet, as Tamsin and I walked steadily down into the dark.

      The steps were roughly hewn and cut from soft rock. The air smelled moist and earthy and minerally, but not rotten. It was obvious that we were corkscrewing down into the ground, below the bed of the river.

      In due course, the spiraling hand-cut stairway leveled out and deposited the two of us into a dim corridor. It was a narrow and confined space, and I didn’t much like it. It wasn’t going to win any architectural prizes, that was for sure.

      We paused to get our bearings then. I moved my booted feet carefully, and the sound of water greeted my ears. There was a little rivulet running down the center of the underground passage in which we were now standing.

      Gods, I thought—ironically not knowing anything about the local religious beliefs to merit using the word ‘Gods’—please don’t let me get buried alive tonight. Please give me a chance to go back to The Nobody Inn and carry on where Tamsin and I left off.

      “There’s only one way they could have gone,” I said.

      I heard Tamsin take a couple of steps and slap at the wall behind us. “Correct,” she said. “It’s either go back the way we came or push on.”

      I gave a soft laugh. I could feel that familiar tingling of adrenaline slowly building. “That’s no option,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We followed the passage onward.

      After some time, even without the aid of our dragon-magnified senses, we noticed the light growing around us. The dull murmuring of many voices added to the sound of the running rivulet.

      We continued, moving with greater and greater stealth. We were afforded, thanks to our dragon bonds, the ability to move almost noiselessly, complemented by the small stream running along at our feet.

      The light broadened, until we found ourselves moving in a dull orange twilight.

      “Torches,” Tamsin whispered into my ear.

      She was right. The passageway widened ahead of us so that Tamsin and I could stalk along side by side. I made out two men standing on either side of where the tunnel opened into whatever space lay beyond. They were standing casually—not with military precision, or anything like it—holding long-shafted tridents by their sides. We were still hidden from the glow of their torches, and they weren’t dragonmancers so they wouldn’t have been able to see us.

      “You go right, I’ll go left,” I said over my shoulder.

      Tamsin didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

      I slotted Noctis into my Head slot and used Blink to teleport behind the guard on the left.

      In an instant, I appeared behind the guard. I reached up, covered his mouth with my hand, and drove my fist into his kidney. I hit him so hard that the man pissed himself on the spot—a first for me, I must say—then dropped to his knees with a gurgle of pain that was lost in the sound of the rivulet at our feet. I released his mouth but kept my hold on his head, then I squeezed his melon until it popped like, well, like a melon. I shook my hands to free them of blood and brain matter.

      Never thought I’d actually be able to pop someone’s skull with my bare hands, but there you go.

      I glanced to my side and saw that Tamsin had snapped the neck of her guard. She gave me a look that suggested I’d made an awful mess, and I shrugged.

      Tamsin and I dragged the bodies and their ridiculous tridents out of sight, then slipped through the exit of the passageway and into the main underground atrium beyond.

      “What kind of carnival of fuckuppery have we stumbled upon here?” I whispered as we emerged into the semi-light of the main chamber.

      Tamsin and I had walked out onto the edge of what I can only describe as your garden variety satanic ritual.

      We were standing in a large, hollowed out cavern—a subterranean hall almost. It looked as if it had been carved out by an army of dwarves armed with pickaxes and sledgehammers and only a rough idea on how to use them. Stalactites and stalagmites acted as pillars throughout the large open space. In short, it was something you might have found in the Mines of Moria, if the architect had been suffering from a hangover and had only had a rudimentary grasp on design in the first place.

      Standing around the chamber, dressed in the cliched brown robes of the hopelessly devout were about fifty or sixty people. What really snared mine and Tamsin’s attention, like a catfish that had just been hooked with a whaling harpoon, was the spectacle taking place in the center of the chamber.

      A dragon was chained there.

      A dragon that was a little bigger than Noctis, chained, and spread out like a starfish in the middle of that underground chamber. Right under Drakereach.

      I didn’t know what was going on but, whatever it was, the person behind it had balls the size of goddamn watermelons.

      The dragon was shackled with lengths of pure gold chain, which were then fixed to spikes of what looked like ebony, embedded deep into the ground. The chains were so taut that the dragon could only move its head.

      “Look!” Tamsin said, pointing off to the right. “That’s Amara!”

      At the edge of the chamber, fastened and cuffed and bound in much the same way as the dragon, was a woman—a dragonmancer. She had blonde hair, blue eyes, and a volleyball player figure. I recognized her as the woman who had stopped me at the gate of the Crystal Spire, when Elenari had first brought me from Los Angeles.

      You didn’t have to be a genius to see that Amara was up to the roots of her beautiful blonde hair in the shit.

      “What, in the name of all the gods, is going on here?” Tamsin murmured. Her voice was low, cold, and deadly. “What do these people think they’re doing?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure what they thought they were doing, but it sure didn’t look like anything good.

      “What do you reckon?” I asked Tamsin, my voice a barely audible whisper. “Do we go for back-up, or do we stay and try to mop these guys up ourselves? Doesn’t look to me like Amara is here of her own volition, does it?”

      “I’d say not,” Tamsin replied, watching our fellow dragonmancer heave and strain in the chains that wrapped her. “Why can’t she break out of those fucking chains? Conventional chains should present no challenge to one who has been bonded with a dragon.”

      “Taking a wild stab in the dark, I’d say that they’re not conventional chains. Look,” I said.

      It was hard to get a clear view of Amara through the milling crowd of rebels or insurgents or whoever they were. However, by craning our heads and still managing to keep in the shadows at the edge of the cavern, Tamsin and I witnessed Amara make every effort to get free from her bonds. The blonde woman, sweat beading her brow and sticking her fringe to her forehead, twisted and tensed, but the chains only clinked, and steam rose from them.

      “Steaming chains? That looks like an enchantment to me,” I said.

      “But what kind?” Tamsin asked.

      “Damned if I know,” I replied. “How about we go out there and ask the leader of this sweet little gathering?”

      “And who would that be, do you think?” Tamsin said.

      “My money would be on that guy,” I said, jerking my head at a tall, robed figure that had just slid out of the crowd and was making its way toward the restrained dragon and dragonmancer.

      “How the hell did Amara get herself into this mess?” I asked Tamsin as the tall figure walked purposefully out toward the dragon, and a ripple of excited whispering swept the crowd of onlookers.

      “She was sent out on a scouting mission the other day,” Tamsin whispered as we lurked in the mouth of the tunnel and tried to remain inconspicuous.

      “What about her squad? Shouldn’t they have been watching her back?”

      “I overheard my coterie talking amongst themselves when I left you earlier this evening,” Tamsin said. “They were saying how pissed Amara’s squad were at having Captain Cade tell them that they would not need to accompany Amara on her mission. Apparently, Cade instructed them that they’d spend the entire day drilling on dragonmancer defense formations instead.”

      “Fucking Cade’s name surfacing again,” I said.

      “Like a bubble of marsh gas,” Tamsin growled.

      “And, like marsh gas, it stinks,” I said. “I reckon that Cade is tied up in this somehow.”

      At that moment, there was a scuffling of footsteps from behind us, and another robed figure came hurrying out of the tunnel. By the shape of her face and her almond-shaped eyes, she appeared to be a nymph of some kind—a forest nymph, I guessed, if her mossy green hair was anything to go by.

      She was rushing down the tunnel, her eyes wide, and her hands covered in blood. I figured she’d just stumbled upon the two guards Tamsin and I had killed.

      I switched Noctis to my Right Arm slot and flung a Shadow Sphere at the woman. The ball of black and white energy shot toward her. Her eyes widened just a tad more before it slammed into head. Instantly, her green-haired noggin vanished, and the rest of her body crumpled lifelessly to the ground.

      A few days ago, I might have winced, but I’d witnessed a lot of bloodshed today, and I was starting to get immune to it all.

      I returned my attention to the tall, hooded man in the center of the chamber as he reached the prostrate dragon. He wisely did not approach the beast’s head, but ran a hand down its scaled flank, caressing it. Then he walked around to where Amara was fastened to her ebony stakes, bent down, and stroked her hair. The dragonmancer gritted her teeth and tried to thrash in her bonds, but all she achieved was to have some more steam rise from the chains that held her. The hooded figure bent his hidden face to her ear. He must have said something that made an impression because Amara stopped trying to move and looked up at him, thunderstruck.

      The hooded figure straightened to his full height, turned away from the prisoners, and raised his hands.

      The murmuring in the cavern faded away and died.

      Once he was sure he had everyone’s attention, the figure lowered his arms slowly and, as he did so, removed the hood that obscured his features. As the cowl dropped to his shoulders, he exposed a head of black hair shot through with gold, cold gray eyes, a mathematically precise beard, and an axe blade-thin face that I had had a hankering to dropkick ever since I had first laid eyes on it.

      Captain Remington Cade.
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      “That son of a whore…” Tamsin hissed through her teeth at my side.

      I was weighing up the options. Cade looked to be up to his fucking eyebrows in some serious degeneracy here, and I thought that Tamsin and I had better stop it. However, thanks to the solid education I had had in buddy cop movies and nineties action flicks, I was aware that there was always the chance that he was potentially in the midst of some undercover scheme.

      Maybe Cade and Amara are doing whatever it is they’re doing as part of a sting or something? Maybe they’re about to spring the trap on these bunch of idiots any second?

      Cade addressed the gathered throng of hooded figures, breaking into my thoughts.

      “Sisters! Brothers!” he cried in his commandingly polite voice. “My thanks goes to you for assembling at such short notice. We are here, as you may have surmised, to finally put our plan through its initial testing phase!”

      The swell of chatter rose again at these words. The attention of every person in that underground cavern was turned toward the middle of the space. Every eye was on Cade. There was a lot of elbow nudging, and some of the robed figures leaned in to exchange a few excited words with their neighbor.

      Captain Cade held his hands up once more. When he next spoke, there was a bite of his old crispness in his voice.

      “Yes, yes. It’s promising indeed. However, our plans have been fast-tracked somewhat due to meddling from the Empire’s military.”

      There was a chorus of disgruntled mutterings at this. A couple of people yelled out “Down with the Empress!” and “A curse on tyranny!”

      “Yes,” Cade continued, his voice riding smoothly over the cranky mumblings of his audience. “Yes, the fresh batch of dragonmancers that have been taken on by the Drako Academy have turned out to contain more zeal than I would have thought possible. There is a streak of meddling in them that has forced some of our plans to be pushed forward.”

      “What does that mean?” someone in the crowd said in a loud voice. “Speak plainly! Every minute we spend down here with a trapped dragon and dragonmancer increases the likelihood of discovery.”

      Captain Cade looked for a moment as if he’d like to give whoever had spoken the sort of reprimand that only a swift backhand could communicate. However, he swallowed the retort that was doubtless tickling the back of his throat and said, “It means that tonight we will run the first tests…”

      The crowd began chattering in earnest. Cade had to raise his polite, authoritative voice considerably to be heard over the noise.

      “We all know that the secret of the Transfusion Ceremony is one that is held more closely to the chest of the dragonmancers of the Drako Academy than any other. Even I, a Captain in the Empress’s own army, am not privy to that particular secret!”

      The bitter resentment in Captain Cade’s voice when he uttered these words convinced me that this was not an elaborate set-up that he had been spearheading on the behalf of the Academy or the Empress Cyrene. There was no faking the disdainful jealousy that laced his words.

      Tamsin looked at me, the question of whether we should move in shining in her eyes.

      I shook my head. Not yet. I wanted to see exactly what Cade was mixed up in and with whom. I wanted to see what the envious, devious, vindictive asshole had been cooking, and why he had tried to have me and my squad killed by the bandits in the Windy Belt.

      “Yes, we may not have been allotted sufficient time to puzzle out the secret that gives Drako Academy—and, more pertinently, Empress Cyrene—the power that holds the rest of us so firmly under their thumbs, but I have formed the best hypothesis that I can about how they give the dragonmancers their powers.”

      “How?” someone yelled.

      “Show us!” bellowed someone else, a note of hysterical eagerness crackling and echoing off the chamber ceiling.

      “Yes, show us!” someone else agreed.

      “I will!” Cade said, raising his hands once more. “Tonight, my brethren, we become Bloodletters not just in name, but in practice too!”

      There was a dull cheer at these words. It bounced and echoed off the natural limestone pillars and stalactites and stalagmites, reverberating and stirring the gathered throng up.

      “Bloodletters!” Tamsin hissed.

      I frowned and looked around at the gathered men and women in their mismatched robes and cloaks. These guys didn’t look anything like the gang of ninja warriors that Elenari, Saya, and myself had faced the night that I found Garth’s crystal.

      “When last I was abroad in this world,” Noctis said, his words sliding as smoothly and appearing as organically into my head as my own thoughts, “the Bloodletters were whispered to be a single organization made up of multiple different cabals—different factions. Each cabal brought something different to the organization, and each of these cabals worked toward the goals that the Bloodletters chief council set for the organization. As I recall though, each cabal toiled toward this end from their own specific angle and didn’t know how any of the other cabals were endeavoring to achieve the same goal from their side.”

      “With the idea being that, if one of these cabals should get busted, they couldn’t be turned or tortured into divulging the secrets of what the other factions had been up to because they simply didn’t know,” I said.

      “Just as you say,” Noctis said. “Those were my thoughts exactly.”

      So, Cade and this group of fanatics might well be sheltering and working under the umbrella of the Bloodletters, but they might not even be aware of the existence of the ninja warrior facet of the organization?

      The noise of the crowd had died now.

      “I would not ask any of you to be the first. As a true leader, I shall share in the danger myself,” Captain Cade said.

      Even from where Tamsin and stood at the back of the cavern, I caught the maniacal flash that emanated from Cade’s eyes as he spoke.

      “And so, I and half a dozen of our keen and enlightened comrades-in-arms will take the plunge, and see if the secret that the Drako Academy has been hiding all these years is as easy to unlock as many of us have thought. Ladies and gentlemen, will you please come forth!”

      Six people—three men and three women—trooped out of the crowd. One of the men was holding a bright silver crowbar, while one woman carried a large silver urn, and another carried a long, thin lance about three feet long. All of them had their hoods pushed back from their faces. A fanatical light illuminated their features.

      “Let us not delay!” Captain Cade said. His long, thin hands twisted together like a couple of pale spiders wrestling.

      I was captivated. Part of my brain was telling me that I should move in, but another part of me was fascinated by the drama that was unfolding before me. This was the sort of thing that Indiana Jones signed up for when he was planning one of his adventures to rescue some tasty bit of archeology.

      The man with the shiny crowbar moved toward the dragon. His face was pale but resolute. Moving like a robot, the man approached one of the bound dragon’s forelegs.

      I recalled now the name of Amara’s dragon, though I had never actually seen it before. The beast’s name was Padymin, and she was a Shield Dragon. She had a hide made up of large, thick scales the pinky color of eggshells. Each scale loosely overlapped the one in front of it and looked thick enough to stop a rifle bullet. The dragon’s head was as ridged and bumpy as an alligator’s, and it had a pointy, triangular snout. Soot-black teeth stuck out from between its lips in a haphazard way. Its legs were strangely long and sinewy and looked like they’d be damned good for running over loose soil or sand. Its eyes were the deep orange color of the setting sun.

      With the apathetic demeanor of a man lifting a manhole cover or opening a rusted door, the man with the glittering crowbar thrust the piece of thin metal under one of the thick scales on Padymin’s leg and ripped upward.

      The dragon roared in pain, so loudly that a few bits of loose rock were shaken from the ceiling. The scale hung from a flap of torn skin, revealing a patch of wrinkled black skin underneath.

      The man stepped hastily backward, his job apparently done.

      Next, the woman holding the three-foot silver lance stepped forward. She held it aloft for a second. Then, gritting her teeth, she swung it back. It was as she was swinging it forward that I realized what the thing was.

      That’s a giant needle!

      The needle punched into the unprotected skin = revealed by the removal of the scale. Padymin hissed and tried to turn her head, but her bonds would not allow her to get within reach of the needle that pierced her foreleg.

      The women with the urn hurried forward, and I saw a spurt of bright blue blood spray into it from the end of the needle. She knelt by the needle as blood gushed into the urn, propelled by Padymin’s powerful heart.

      The crowd around the bound dragonmancer and dragon had gone very quiet now. I figured that, with the spilling of Padymin’s blood, the severity of what they had just seen, what they were a part of, had come home to a lot of them. They were well and truly Bloodletters now, as Cade had said. They were committed. They had spilled a dragon’s blood.

      The penalty was death.

      “Line up, my friends!” Captain Cade cried in a loud voice, swooping down and taking the brimming urn from the woman’s hands.

      The three men and three women formed a line and, while blue dragon’s blood pooled around Padymin’s foreleg, Cade raised the urn above his head.

      “They're not going to do what I think they’re going to do, are they?” I said in quiet disbelief.

      “I think that there’s a strong possibility that they are,” Tamsin replied in a dazed voice.

      “They don’t actually think that ingesting dragon blood is going to turn them into dragonmancers, do they?”

      Tamsin had moved away from the shadows of the wall. She was moving slowly toward the back of the press of Cade’s gathered cabal of Bloodletters. Moving slowly. As if she could not believe what was transpiring.

      “Drink and revel in the secret!” Cade said happily, and for the first time, I heard the note of madness running through his voice.

      Captain Cade, trusted member of the Mystocean Empire’s armed forces, tipped the urn and spilled dragon blood into the mouth of the first woman in line. He allowed her to fill her mouth and gulp twice before he moved onto the next woman in line. Then the next. Then the three men after them.

      By the time Cade had reached the end of the line, I had decided that enough was enough.

      I equipped Noctis into my Head Slot and reached the back of the crowd just as Tamsin did, and just as Captain Cade lifted the silver urn on high once more.

      This time, his cold gray eyes were fixed on it.

      He licked his lips.

      Tamsin and I exchanged a brief glance and then began to shove our way through the crowd.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re bloody well doing?” a bearded man said, turning to peer at me crossly from under his cowl.

      His mouth dropped open as he saw who I was.

      “Dragonm—” he began to whisper.

      I headbutted him and spread his nose generously over his face. He went as limp as a cooked noodle and dropped to the floor.

      I couldn’t use my Blink ability because everyone was so tightly packed together. It only allowed me to teleport a short distance at a time, and if I’d teleported, I could have ended up merged with one of these robed assholes. Instead, I started laying about, shoving anyone in my path. The robed figures cascaded before my pushes like dominoes, but I still couldn’t get past them quickly enough.

      We were halfway through the crowd before anyone knew that there were two dragonmancers amongst them. My eyes were locked on Cade, and he spotted me.

      A slight flicker of fear touched his eyes, but then he lifted the silver urn to his lips.

      “To equality!” the Captain yelled before he drank deeply.

      The thick blue blood ran down his chin as he quaffed—far more than he had allowed his followers to drink.

      And they were definitely Cade’s followers, there could be no doubt about that. He called them his compatriots or whatever, but it was obviously the Captain that was playing the part of puppet master.

      Cade threw the urn aside just as I shoulder-barged my way through to the front of the crowd. I was dimly aware of an angry buzzing behind me, like the sound of a wasp’s nest just after you’ve kicked it.

      “Captain Cade!” I shouted.

      Cade looked down at me. He had a sort of dreamy, unfocused expression on his countenance. He looked like he’d just been hit over the head with something blunt and heavy.

      Behind him, I noticed that the first woman to have sucked down the dragonblood smoothie was clutching her stomach and moaning. The woman next to her was sweating, while a man at the other end of the line was shaking his head and moaning, “No, no, no, no, this feels wrong… This feels… wrong.”

      “You…” Cade said, his cool gaze tightening and focusing on me for a moment. “What in the name of all that is holy are you doing here, Dragonmancer Noctis?”

      “I think a better question is why the fuck are you standing in a secret underground chamber next to a chained up dragonmancer and dragon, and indulging in a bit of a blood binge, Cade?”

      “That’s Captain Cade to you, Dragonmancer!” Cade barked, and his gray eyes bulged.

      I laughed one of those good, derisive laughs, the type that really gets under the skin of those who have puffed themselves up on self-importance and expect you to stand in awe and suck on their balls because they’re just so freakin’ awesome.

      “I think you and I both know that your days as a Captain are going to be well and truly numbered once the higher ups hear about this little science experiment.”

      One of the other men behind Cade let out a sudden shriek and held his hands up in front of his face. His fingers were lengthening and blackening. They looked like they were going through the motions of getting frostbite, only at an accelerated pace. In the few seconds that I thought it safe to look away from Cade, the man’s hands must have grown to twice their size and the ends of his fingers became as hooked and curved as claws.

      “Hm,” I said as one of the women began convulsing on the floor, her teeth chattering so hard in her head that they were only a blur. “I don’t know if that’s the sort of elective procedure that I’d necessarily sign up for myself, but each to their own.”

      One of the men, who was perspiring freely, ripped his robes over his head in an attempt to cool himself. His eyes were bloodshot to the point that the whites looked pink. His mouth was contorted in a grimace of abject terror. He was a chubby man with a luscious chest rug, but as I watched, his shoulders broadened, and his arms lengthened. He snarled and shook his head from side to side.

      Captain Cade had begun to sweat too now. His face, due to its thinness, had turned into a web of bulging veins. The artery in his neck thumped alarmingly.

      “If I were you,” I said, eyeing him skeptically, “I would have just gone for a boob job.”

      “You’ll be… laughing out… of the other side… of your… face… soon enough, Dragonmancer Noctis!” Cade wheezed.

      He dropped to his knees. His back arched. His booted feet rattled against the floor as his legs shook.

      “If I were you,” I heard Tamsin say loudly to the crowd, “I would be getting the hell out of here. Now!”

      I looked around. Most of the faces that I could see under the hoods were turned to Cade and his half a dozen test monkeys. Practically all of them looked less than enthusiastic about what they saw.

      “Does it look like whatever it is Cade thought was going to happen has worked?” I yelled in a voice that carried around the whole chamber. “Either get the fuck out now, or face the consequences of your treason at our hands!”

      That ultimatum, coupled with the fact that all of Cade’s six guinea pigs were on their backs and spasming like they had just been hit with twenty-thousand volts, seemed to be enough for most of the crowd. Many of them made a break for the tunnel. As some left, more followed, until there was a stampede to get the fuck out of Dodge.

      The penalty for treason in this world was death, but we had entered the fray to save Amara and Padymin, not deal with a mob of would-be Bloodletters, most of whom weren’t posing a threat right now.

      I turned my attention back to Captain Cade, who did not look healthy. His skin had paled to a dead gray color. The dark hair that had been shot with gold went bone-white in front of my eyes, as did his beard, and became brittle.

      As Tamsin chivvied the last of the Bloodletters out of the chamber, using the expedient method of bodily picking up stragglers and throwing them toward the mouth of the tunnel, I watched Cade’s shoulders broaden, hunch, and then broaden again. Spikes of bone ripped out from the center of his back, and he screamed in agony. The two spikes that protruded from his spine had flaps of leathery black skin hanging from them.

      They’re wings… A mockery of dragon’s wings! The blood isn’t turning them into dragonmancers, it’s turning them into dragons! Or, at least, trying to.

      The six men and women, who Cade had allowed to take a couple of swallows of blood, all suddenly stopped their synchronized thrashing on the floor and got shakily to their feet. All six looked crooked and bent, but unnaturally tall; taller than they had been pre-blood. They still had the same facial features, but their actual faces had lengthened. Some of their teeth stuck out at odd angles and were sharper. Their eyes were all the same uniform glazed blue.

      “Like a bunch of fucking white walkers,” I said to myself.

      “Aaaaaaaah!” Cade screamed. “Can you feel it? Can you feeeeeeeel it? The power… The raw energy…”

      His back arched again. His boots suddenly exploded outward as his legs lengthened, and his feet warped into a parody of the clawed feet of lizards. His neck made a hideous clicking sound and then suddenly grew, the gray skin stretching so that it actually split in places.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Tamsin said.

      She was standing by my side now, watching the disgusting transformation take place. She shook her head in horrified repugnance and walked over to Padymin.

      The blue eyes of the six hybrid dragon-people followed her.

      “Tamsin…” I said uneasily.

      Tamsin reached Padymin, reached down, and pulled the massive needle out of the dragon’s foreleg.

      At once, the six hybrids moved on Tamsin like a pack of hounds sighting a hare. They were quick—unnaturally quick. They moved with an inhuman speed and single-mindedness that didn’t make sense, when you considered that the target they had selected was a dragonmancer.

      The first one, a man, managed to get his hand on Tamsin before the hobgoblin whirled and hit him with a spinning roundhouse kick that sent him careening across the chamber. The man smashed through one of the thinner stalactites in a shower of rock and skidded across the dirt, leaving a furrow along the cave floor.

      There goes one, I thought.

      The rest of the hybrids paused in their attack and looked over at their fallen comrade.

      There was the sound of broken rock being moved and then, slowly and with much snarling and half-babbled words, the man that should have been suffering from a case of every-bone-broken-itis got to his feet and turned his blue gaze on Tamsin.

      “All right, Cade,” I said. “I think it’d be a pretty good idea for you to come with us.”

      Tamsin backed away from the five hybrids that had turned their attention back to her and were moving toward her in a way that told me they weren’t just coming in for a group hug.

      Cade made a noise that might have been a scream or a laugh—I’d say the odds were about even as to which it could have been—and tore his tattered robes off. His body was the same dead gray color as his face. The muscles—muscles which he had looked not to possess only a short time before—bulged and writhed under his skin.

      A flurry of ticks ran across his hideously distended face, as he turned it to me.

      “I’m not going to lie to you, Cade,” I said, giving him the old north to south, “but you look like shit, man.”

      Cade roared wordlessly at me.

      “I’m serious. You look like something that someone has chewed up, spat out, and then stepped on,” I said.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tamsin strike out with a punch that sent one of the five hybrids tumbling away like a ragdoll caught in a tornado.

      “I can’t guarantee anything, of course,” I said, still watching Cade carefully, “but I think if you and your buddies come with me, we might be able to find someone who can reverse this fucking silly thing that you have done.”

      Cade took a couple of steps toward me. His freshly taloned feet gouged long grooves in the soft earth.

      “Don’t make me fuck you up, Cade,” I said in a low voice. “You might think you’re a cross between Venom and Captain America, but I’m a dragonmancer.”

      Cade reached for me with a blackened, skeletal claw. It was hard to tell, because of the teeth that stuck out sharp and irregular from his top jaw, but I thought he might have been smiling.

      “Fine,” I said.

      I threw a right hook, with the idea that I’d try and knock the ugly bastard out if at all possible. However, to my surprise, Cade slid aside, batted my hand away, spun, and smacked me hard in the gut with his…

      He’s got a fucking tail, I thought detachedly as I was flung across the room and crashed into one of the natural arches that supported the ceiling. The blow wasn’t hard enough to destroy the arch, but I heard it crack as I smacked into it and slid to the floor. A trickle of stone fell from the ceiling and went down the neck of my shirt.

      “Uh,” I said, picking myself up and brushing the grit from the back of my neck. “I hate that feeling, you son of a bitch.”

      I wasn’t sure of the exact implications of drinking dragon’s blood, but it appeared that—apart from sprouting tails and making you look like a corpse that has been left in the ground for a fortnight before being exhumed—it bestowed the drinker with excessive strength.

      I wanted to take Cade alive if I could, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use some of my more defensive crystal slots. I swapped Noctis out from my Head slot and placed him into my Chest slot, activating my Onyx Armor. The sleek, black armor materialized over my limbs, encasing me in a suit of gleaming sable.

      I ran toward Cade, my face contorted in a snarl of determination. If that was the way the fucker wanted to play it, then so be it. For his part, Cade gave another one of those animalistic shrieks of his and then pelted toward me.

      We came together in the middle of the chamber like two storms meeting over a grassy savannah. The stalactites surrounding us shivered and cracked, and a five-yard-wide circle of dirt around us jumped into the air like sand on a drum.

      I threw a meaty combination of punches at Cade that should have shattered his every rib like porcelain. Instead, Cade merely grunted, stepped back a pace, and lashed out with a front kick of his own.

      I blocked the kick in my hands, but the force of it sent me sliding backward about three yards, the feet skidding across the dirt floor. Cade pressed in with another tail whip, and I jumped over it as it scythed under me. I landed on the balls of my feet just in the exact right spot for Cade to unleash a textbook uppercut. The punch caught me square under the jaw and propelled me thirty feet into the air. I hit the ceiling of the chamber in a crunch of splintering stone and dirt and then plummeted back earthward. I hit the ground in a crouch, which might’ve looked cool but unfortunately left me open to another tail whip from the pale gray tail that Cade had grown.

      This one caught me right in the face.

      This time I smashed right through the nearest column. Chunks of rock as big as tennis balls bounced away in all directions as I came to rest in the rubble.

      I sat up and let out a deep breath through my nose.

      He’s fucking strong and getting stronger, my brain told me. I tapped the center of the breastplate of my Onyx Armor, where a light glowed behind something like a fiberglass partition. It was kinetic energy, absorbed through the army. I could transform that kinetic energy into Chaos magic that could be channeled like that beam Iron Man used.

      On the other side of the chamber, Tamsin had activated her Head slot. A smoked red helmet, topped with a little crown, covered her head. Tamsin’s Head slot produced an aura that would slow down her enemies, and it was doing that very thing to the hybrids, but they were still incredibly fast. She was busy playing a game of strategic retreat, turn and fight with the six hybrids. As I hauled myself to my feet, I saw her dodge a swipe from one of the women and then somersault over one of the men who had reached out for her and wrap him up in a friendly headlock.

      Tamsin, using the man she had in a headlock as a shield, managed to maneuver around so that the other five hybrids couldn’t get to her. As she twisted and turned, trying to keep all her enemies within sight, I saw the muscles in her arms tense and stand out like cables.

      The headlocked dragon-man let out a squeal through his warped and fucked up snout. Then, with a gristly ripping sound, Tamsin tore the man’s head clean off his shoulders in a spray of deep crimson blood.

      In the chaos of decapitating the hybrid with her bare hands, Tamsin lost track of one of the women. The chick had prowled around behind one of the pillars and had scaled the cavern wall using her handy-dandy new talons. She scuttled sideways along the wall and, as the hobgoblin tossed the dead hybrid man away, prepared to launch herself onto my unsuspecting friend.

      Shifting Noctis into the corresponding Weapon Slot A, I materialized my Chaos Spear. Simultaneously, my Onyx Armor vanished, taking the stored kinetic energy along with it. I threw the Chaos Spear as hard as I could across the chamber. The spear punched right through the center of the dragon-woman who had been about to leap down on Tamsin, pinning her to the wall like a butterfly on a lepidopterist’s board. It was such a powerful throw that the spear was half buried in the soft rock wall. The hybrid let out a keening wail, struggled momentarily and then hung limply.

      Dead.

      I didn’t have much time to congratulate myself for saving Tamsin though, because Cade grabbed me by the throat just then and flung me across the room like I weighed less than a frisbee. I slammed face down onto the dirt floor near where Amara was still gagged and bound.

      “You okay?” I managed to wheeze as I rolled to my feet.

      Amara nodded.

      “I’ll be right with you,” I said.

      Cade was running at me once more, his eyes looked basically normal now, which made his twisted half dragon, half human face all he creepier.

      I switched Noctis into my Head slot and waited until Cade was about five feet from me before I used Blink to teleport around behind him. My former Captain stopped in his tracks and looked wildly around, his shiny new tail lashing in agitation.

      “Where—” he began to say, showering poor Amara with saliva.

      I grabbed Captain Cockhead by the tail and swung him like a bag of crap into the cavern wall. Rock and dirt exploded out, and I screwed up my eyes against the shrapnel.

      Cade’s clawed fingers scrabbled for purchase on the ground, but I spun around in a tight one-eighty and threw him from me like a hammer-thrower launching his hammer. Cade was a blur as he flew across the room, smashing through three separate pillars with the force of my launch. He plowed into the far wall like a meteorite and dropped to the floor in a shower of falling rock.

      A series of cracks shot across the ceiling of the cavern. There was a dull, ominous rumbling noise that seemed to issue from the bowels of the earth. A lump of stone, as big as a dining table, dropped from the ceiling and plummeted toward Tamsin. The hobgoblin backflipped out of the path of the falling boulder, and it crushed two of the hybrids that were closing in on her instead. Guts and blood sprayed across the floor.

      “You know those things you keep destroying are holding up the ceiling, right?” Tamsin yelled.

      “I know, I know!” I shouted back and ran over to where Amara and Padymin were bound.

      I reached down and tried to rip at the chains that held Amara, but I simply couldn’t do anything about them. They were ice-cold to the touch, but apart from that looked like your bog-standard chains.

      I switched Noctis to my Right Arm slot and bathed the chains in Shadow Spheres.

      For the very first time, nothing happened. The damn things stayed there.

      “Impervious to Shadow Spheres,” Noctis said, “that is something I have seen only a few times before. I wonder how they procured such things.”

      “A question for later!” I yelled mentally at my dragon.

      Amara was mumbling something at me from under her gag. The gag, I realized, was something that I could help with. I pulled it out of her mouth and threw it away.

      “Dragon fire,” the winsome blonde said. “Dragon fire will melt the chains at the points they are fastened to the stakes!”

      “Right,” I said.

      I was pretty loath to give up Noctis, what with Cade proving to be a lot more of a handful than anyone might have expected.

      Then, I remembered.

      “Garth…”

      I summoned the Pearl Dragon forth.

      “Whose dragon is that?” Amara asked in wonder.

      “Take care of the chains!” I said to Garth telepathically.

      Garth growled in answer and began shooting bursts of bright white fire at the chains affixed to the stakes that held Amara.

      Tamsin was fighting the last two hybrids on the other side of the chamber; her fists and legs were a blur as she fought them back. They were crafty though, attacking her at different times, one going high and one going low, one going right and the other going left. They hadn’t necked as much dragon blood as Captain Cade had, so they weren’t as insanely strong as he was, but they had still ingested enough to make them formidable foes.

      I turned my attention back to Cade when I heard stone sliding on stone.

      Cade pushed himself up and out of the pile of rocks that I hoped might act as his tomb and roared at me from across the open chamber. More rocks clattered down from the ceiling.

      This whole place is going to come down, I thought. It was not a comfortable mental picture to have playing about my mind.

      There was a sizzling snapping noise from behind me, and I figured that Garth had managed to break through Amara’s chains.

      “Go and help Tamsin, Amara!” I yelled over my shoulder as Cade stalked toward me.

      “Will do!” Amara called back. Her voice sounded a little feeble. I wondered if those enchanted chains had drained her in some way.

      “Garth, free Padymin!”

      Garth roared his acquiescence.

      I walked out to meet Cade. Above us, a few more cracks splintered across the ceiling. The rumbling sound grew louder, more insistent.

      I spared a quick look to my right and saw that Tamsin and Amara were engaged with one hybrid each. It wouldn’t be long before they had put them down. Hopefully by the time they had killed the last of Cade’s misguided disciples, Garth would have freed Amara’s dragon.

      “Alright, you motherfucker,” I said to Cade. “The gloves are off. Time to taste my Shadow Spheres!”

      I summoned a sphere on each palm, then threw one and then the other at him. In a blur of speed, Cade evaded them both. His form had flickered, like an old television screen, before he reappeared at my side. He cracked me in the head, and I went down like a bag of bricks.

      I saw his foot come down, and I rolled aside before he could smear me beneath his newly formed dragon heel.

      I jumped to my feet and noticed that there were two new corridors in the walls, gaping holes that hadn’t been there before.

      My Shadow Spheres. . . They erase things from a distance.

      If Cade could so easily dodge them, then I’d be putting everyone in here at risk. Either they’d get hit by one that wasn’t intended for them, or I could bring this whole place down on our heads.

      Well, I’d just have to get close enough to Cade that he wouldn’t be able to dodge them.

      Things were complicated further though, when Cade opened his mouth and spat a jet of liquid green fire in my direction. The green fire resembled napalm more than actual flames, having a rather sticky consistency. It sprayed toward me, and I threw myself sideways. The green fire bubbled and charred the ground where it touched it, sending up an acrid odor. That was enough to convince me that I didn’t want to get any of that on my clothes, and that getting close to him would be all the more dangerous.

      “Done,” Garth said, his thought blazing into my mind while I heard the sizzling clink of the enchanted chains breaking under the ferocity of his fire.

      Cade’s eyes flickered over my shoulder. It looked to me as if he were weighing the situation and finding it not to his liking.

      A high-pitched, bloodthirsty shriek rent the air, and I saw Amara deliver a backhand chop  to the last standing hybrid. The blow was so hard that the dragon-woman’s head imploded. The creature staggered a few steps before Tamsin lashed out with a front kick that sent it careening backward into yet another pillar.

      The rumbling that was shaking the chamber changed its pitch.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” I yelled at Tamsin and Amara. “No arguing, just go! I’ll hold off Cade!”

      Dragonmancers were trained to be pragmatic. There was nothing to be gained in the middle of a fight to the death or a battle by standing around trying to play the hero. Tamsin and Amara analyzed the situation in a heartbeat and saw that my call made sense. There was no glory in all of us being buried alive. They made a dash for the exit, Amara summoning her dragon back into its crystal as she sprinted like a gazelle across the intervening space.

      Cade turned to spit fire as the two women rushed past him, but I threw a flurry of Shadow Spheres at his attack. My spheres struck his green fire, and there was an explosion of light. When the light cleared, there was no sign of either Cade’s fire or my thrown Shadow Spheres.

      What I did see was Tamsin and Amara flash into the safety of the tunnel. Cracks started to run down the walls and across the ceiling.

      Suddenly, Cade crashed into me, and I was sent skittering along the ground before I slammed into a pillar. Cade reached for one of the stalactites and plucked it from where it hung from the ceiling. I imagined that he wanted to impale me with the thing, and he might have gotten the chance, except the cracks above us opened and stone and river water began to pour down into the cavern.

      Suddenly, something strong, agile, and fast plowed into me, and I found myself lying over Garth’s neck as he galloped for the tunnel exit. When we reached it, I summoned Garth back into his crystal—the dragon being too large to fit up the spiraling stairs.

      I used every ounce of speed at my disposal and practically flew up the winding stairs. Behind me the cavern was filled with the cataclysmic din as the river poured through the fissures caused by our fight.

      There was no fear, no thinking, no plan—there was no time.

      I just ran.

      I burst out into the cool night air. The fetid stink of the warehouse district was sweeter to me than Chanel No. 5, so relieved was I to be above ground. Dust exploded out of the tunnel after me, propelled by the rushing water and collapse of tons and tons of rock. Stone fragments whizzed through the air like shrapnel, shattering windows nearby and ripping the tiles from the roofs of the adjacent warehouses. The noise of the chaos was so loud that it must have been able to have been heard from the top of the Crystal Spire.

      On the off-chance that some of the shrapnel might hit me, I slotted Noctis into my Chest slot, and the Onyx Armor covered my body.

      In all the billowing dust and cacophony, I couldn’t see Amara or Tamsin. Things weren’t helped when an old warehouse next door abruptly caved in on itself, perhaps because its foundations had been compromised. Stone dust filled the air, reducing visibility to only a few yards. I backed away from where the tunnel entrance had been with my arms over my head to ward off any falling masonry.

      After what seemed like hours, but what must really have been about thirty seconds, the noise of falling stone died away. Silence fell then, a silence as thick as the dust that hung in the air. There was a babble of panicked voices—citizens, I figured, wondering what the fuck had just happened—in the distance.

      “Fuck you, Captain,” I said to the rubble.  “You crazy son of a b—”

      Cade burst like a demon from out of the wreck and ruin.

      He landed on a pile of stone nearby and looked down at me with those calculating gray eyes of his. They burned in his head with a cold, mad light.

      Man alive, but I had had enough of this fucking around. I still couldn’t use my damned Shadow Spheres with all these people around, but I had a new slot that would seal the deal just fine.

      With little fuss, I slotted Noctis into Weapon Slot A and conjured my Chaos Spear into my hand.

      “Half-wit!” the twisted monstrosity that had once been Cade slavered at me. “You witless worm! You dirty, weak-minded Earthling scum!”

      I raised an eyebrow but didn’t rise to the bait.

      I brushed theatrically at the thick dust that coated my shoulders. “I’ve been called worse things by better people.”

      “You think that you can defeat me, eh?” snarled Cade, forcing the words past his assortment of sharp teeth. “But I’ve proved that I’m at least the equal of you.”

      I hefted the Chaos Spear in my hand. Chaos Magic flickered up and down the shaft.

      “I think that’s a bit of stretching of the truth there, Cade, don’t you?” I said in an infuriatingly reasonable voice. “I mean, you don’t even have a dragon.”

      Cade reared and snorted like I’d probed a sore tooth. His eyes bulged and snot sprayed from his newly elongated snout-like nose.

      “Dragons? Bah! I’ve shown you that there’s little use in a single dragon against one such as me!”

      I nodded, considering this. Meanwhile, I sent Garth a little mental message.

      “Maybe,” I said. “But do you know what’s more helpful than having a dragon?”

      “What?” sneered Cade. His muscles bunched, readying to spring at me.

      “Having two of them,” I said.

      Garth materialized at Cade’s side.

      Cade just had time to open his mouth and let loose a wordless, disbelieving little noise, then Garth engulfed his head with a beam of scintillatingly bright white fire.

      Cade’s skin blackened and cracked in a moment. His eyeballs turned to jelly and ran down his face. The brittle white hair and beard curled and disappeared. Within a few seconds, his head had been reduced to a blackened skull.

      Captain Remington Cade keeled over backward, his body twitching on the pile of stone that he had been standing on.

      Slowly, I walked over to the corpse and stabbed downward with my Chaos Spear, being careful to aim my thrust right where the heart lay. Because I’m thorough, I stirred it around a bit too. Just to make sure.

      Quiet fell. The dust swirled in the night air. With a weary sigh, I flopped down and took a load off on a pile of rubble.

      “Just your typical date night,” I said to Garth.

      “Ugh,” was all he said in reply. He bared his fangs in a way that communicated that he didn’t want to hear about my dating antics.

      A soft clapping reached my ears. The sound of two people applauding, albeit pretty unenthusiastically.

      Lieutenant Kaleen and Sergeant Milena walked out of the dusty dark.

      “Well, well, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Sergeant Milena said chummily as she walked over to me. With her white hair and pale skin, she looked like a specter amidst all the destruction. “Fancy finding you at the epicenter of this ruination. I am surprised. Aren’t you surprised, Lieutenant Kaleen?”

      “I am both surprised and flummoxed, Sergeant,” said Lieutenant Kaleen in voice so heavy with sarcasm that it was a wonder the words managed to make it out of her mouth.

      “It wasn’t me,” I said, seeking solace in the oldest excuse of them all. I pointed at the Captain who had just been done extra-crispy. “It was Cade.”

      Both of my commanding officers’ attention was suddenly riveted on the corpse of the former Captain.

      “Tell us what happened,” Sergeant Milena said curtly.

      I had been in these two women’s companies enough to know when it was safe to act a fool and when it wasn’t. This was most certainly a time for doing as I was told.

      In as few words as I could, I told them that I had been out on the town with Tamsin when we had overheard a couple of men mention Dragon Bane. I then had to quickly let them know about the letter, which, it turned out, they already knew about because of the debriefing Penelope had given. After this brief aside, I told the officers how we had followed these men to an underground cavern that was even now filling with river water, where we had observed Captain Cade and a bunch of self-proclaimed Bloodletters siphon dragon blood from Padymin and drink it.

      “Whereupon,” I said, “they turned into some extremely funky-looking dragon-human half breeds.”

      I then told them about the ensuing confrontation and how Cade had, seemingly, the strength and speed to rival a dragonmancer. After which, I detailed how Tamsin and Amara and I had fought and killed the hybrids.

      “Have you seen the other two, ma’am?” I asked the sergeant. “Tamsin and Amara?”

      “Tamsin and Amara are setting up a perimeter and telling the growing number of curious onlookers what has transpired here—more or less,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “We found them as we arrived. They’re fine. Amara is a little weakened, but she should recover by the hour’s end.”

      “That’s great,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. “If you want to verify what I’ve said, just check out the missing scale on Amara’s dragon’s foreleg, Sergeant.”

      Sergeant Milena ignored that. “Speaking of dragons,” she said, “you will have to regale us later with just how it is that you have the ability to bond with two dragons, won’t you?”

      I swallowed. I looked at the Chaos Spear in my hand and at Garth crouching over the corpse of Captain Cade. With a thought, I summoned both spear and Garth back into their crystals.

      “I, uuuuuuh…” I said.

      “Oh no, please don’t make some bullshit up on our account,” Lieutenant Kaleen said in her sweetly acerbic voice. “Why half-ass your excuse now, when you can whole-ass it in front of the Overseer and the Martial Council.”

      I got to my feet. It was hard trying to be authoritative and lofty while being covered in dust and mud and blood, but I gave it a try.

      “And when can I expect to have that pleasure, Lieutenant?” I asked.

      Lieutenant Kaleen looked at her twin.

      Sergeant Milena smiled a toothy and humorless smile.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “There’s no time like the present?”

      The sergeant’s grin widened.

      “It’s a lovely night for it,” she said, gesturing around at the utter obliteration that surrounded us. “Shall we be on our way?”
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      Lieutenant Kaleen sent Sergeant Milena off ahead of us to let the Martial Council and the Overseer know that we were on our way. I liked to think that Kaleen might have dropped a few hints that it might be nice to have a lovely cold jug of beer waiting too—my throat was pretty dusty—and maybe a couple of hot dogs, but I wasn’t hopeful.

      Lieutenant Kaleen and I walked along at a more leisurely pace, through the center of Drakereach. Covered in dust and blood and dirt as I was, I attracted quite a lot of attention—if we’d been on Earth there’s no doubt that the sound of camera phones shutters clicking would have been audible the whole way through town and up to the Crystal Spire. Thankfully, Lieutenant Kaleen’s reputation made sure that we were left alone.

      I was hailed from one quarter though. As we walked down a street lined exclusively with gold and silversmiths, jewelers, and appraisers, and known as Temptation Road, a little voice squeaked out of the night.

      “Mike! Mike! What happened? You’re all dusty! Mike, you’re all dusty!”

      I looked around and saw my little buddy, Kalimac, standing in a nightshirt and slippers on the corner. His harassed-looking mother was standing behind him and clutching him by the shoulder. Kalimac, it looked to me, was one of those kids who needed a good stout leather lead to make sure he wasn’t running off every ten seconds.

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” I replied, answering his question with a question.

      “I was in bed,” Kalimac said excitedly. His hair was standing up every which way, which attested to his claim—unless he was getting Rupert to cut his hair. “I was in bed, I swear! Then there was this big, loud crunchy rumbling banging sound! Our whole house was shaking! Mommy wasn’t too happy, but it was super fun!” Kalimac rubbed the back of his tousled head and grinned happily. “I fell out of bed and banged my head!”

      I looked at Kalimac’s mother who gave me a shy smile and a look that said plainly, “He’s only quiet when he’s sleeping.”

      “Well, I’m glad that you had a good time,” I said. “It’s all over now though, so you might as well head back and get some shut-eye. You still got that lucky coin I gave you?”

      Kalimac held up the golden scale so that it glinted under a streetlight.

      “I had it under my pillow!” he said.

      “Good work,” I said, giving him a thumbs-up.  “That must have been why all those buildings didn’t fall on my head.”

      Kalimac’s face lit up at the mention of falling buildings. His mother, sensing that her son was on the verge of an extreme bout of verbal diarrhea, began to steer him away.

      “Bye, Mike!” the little boy said as he was ushered back off home. “I’ll try and make sure no more buildings fall on your head with my coin!”

      “Bye, Kalimac, and thanks!” I called after the departing lad.

      We walked on. I could feel Lieutenant Kaleen looking at me.

      “I see you’ve got a fan,” she said drily after a few moments.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but I had to pay him.”

      “I always find it funny,” Lieutenant Kaleen mused as we began to walk through the outskirts of Drakereach, past larger shops selling rugs and household items, apothecaries, and chandlers. “The way that the word fan has such positive connotations, whilst the word that it’s abbreviated from—fanatic—is usually used to describe the sort of people who wear their underpants on their head.”

      “You mean like Cade?” I said.

      Lieutenant Kaleen held up her hand. “I’ve heard everything I wish about our illustrious former Captain,” she said. “Let’s save the rest of this talk for when we reach the Spire.”

      I wasn’t much in the mood for a chat, having plenty on my mind. However, at the thought of the Crystal Spire, a question popped into my head.

      “This Overseer,” I said. “Where does she live? In the Spire? What does she do?”

      Lieutenant Kaleen shook her head, causing her white dreadlocks to sway.

      “No, not the Spire. The Overseer’s quarters are a secret. Once we’re inside the castle, I’ll show you the way to go.”

      We walked along in a companionable silence. The night was cool and calm once we got outside the town proper and began making our way up to the Drako Academy. The sounds of Drakereach faded so that we were left in a world of hooting owls and whispering fir branches.

      Ahead of us, I could make out the dark line of the Academy’s curtain wall. There were a few torches dotted about the mammoth structure. Some of them were moving, showing me where the roving guards were stationed.

      “Are we sharing a moment right now, Lieutenant?” I said, trying to keep the laughter out of my voice. Despite Lieutenant Kaleen’s somewhat prickly demeanor, I had to admit that I quite liked the woman. She was cut from the same cloth as the sort of fictional police captains that give their boys a hard time but really, when push comes to shove, are one-hundred percent in their corner.

      “You know,” Lieutenant Kaleen said thoughtfully, “if you really wanted to share a moment with me, Dragonmancer Noctis, I could break my foot off in your ass. That’d bring us closer together, wouldn’t it?”

      “That sounds pleasant, Lieutenant,” I said, keeping my voice as level as I could, “but I’m just worried that having your foot up my butt might compromise my ability to ride a dragon.”

      “Hm,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “That’s a fair point. But my argument would be that you could just ride your dragon with your face, surely? I mean, the amount of shit that comes out of your mouth makes me think that your ass and your face must be interchangeable, no?”

      Although I had not been at the Drako Academy for a whole month, I knew when to make the strategic withdrawal from a conversation with a superior who had a limited store of goodwill.

      “Just as you say, Lieutenant,” I said in a respectful tone. “I’m just a Rank One dragonmancer. Maybe we learn about the intricacies of asses and heads when we reach officer level?”

      There was a noise that sounded to me like a snort of mirth but might just have been the breeze.

      We walked over the drawbridge that spanned the deep, swift-flowing moat in front of the curtain wall and passed under the arch of the main gate. Armored guardsmen nodded respectfully to the Lieutenant as she passed them. Some offered the claw salute which we both returned.

      We strolled under the gazes of the numerous watchtowers with their twenty-four-seven guards on shift rotation and through the gate that divided the lower and middle baileys. Off to my left, I saw Big Greasy’s establishment. There was only a single light burning at the back of the shop at this late hour. Blacksmiths within the castle walls never slept, even in peacetime, and the sound of someone shoeing a horse came as clear as a bell to my ears.

      Eventually, we fetched up outside the main keep of the castle. Above us, in the very center of that vast stronghold, the Crystal Spire climbed high into the sky.

      “Mount up,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. The amber ring on the middle finger of her left hand glowed suddenly. An instant later, Fennu, her Golden Dragon, appeared.

      I summoned Noctis from the Onyx Crystal, climbed up onto his back, and patted my pocket to make sure that Garth’s pearlescent pink crystal was still safely in my pocket.

      “Follow me,” Lieutenant Kaleen said.

      The two dragons launched upward in a rustle of leathery wings.

      We climbed up into the night air, the rush of the air current helping to blast some of the dust off of me as we picked up speed. We circled the keep and the base of the crystal spire and then the Lieutenant led the way northward. We didn’t hurry, but glided over the expanse of drilling grounds, combat circles, obstacle courses, and weapons ranges. After only a couple of minutes, the Lieutenant pointed forward and indicated a thick, crooked tower at the back of the less used upper bailey.

      “What is that place?” I asked Lieutenant Kaleen. Because of the magic that allowed dragonmancers to communicate while flying, I could talk to her as easily up here, travelling at thirty miles per hour, as I might sitting across a desk from her.

      It was a tower that I had seen plenty of times before, but never really paid much attention to. Always, if you looked at the keep of the Academy or the Spire, it was in the corner of your eye, but I had never even thought to ask anyone what its deal was.

      “It’s the old arsenal tower,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “Where our army used to store their weapons, back when the Drako Academy was newly built and about a fifth of its current size. Now, it has no name. It is strictly off limits to any who are not expected.”

      “I thought we couldn’t fly up the Spire? We had to always use transportation hubs.”

      Lieutenant Kaleen laughed. “And that is true, unless, of course, the Overseer knows you’re coming. This tower is the home of the Overseer and the meeting place of the Martial Council.”

      There was a tight opening in the side of the arsenal tower, but Noctis and Fennu shot through the gap as neatly as a couple of swallows re-entering a cave. Once they were through, though, the two creatures had to put on the brakes sharply, as the chamber we found ourselves in was only about thirty yards long. Claws scrambled on stone as the dragons came to a halt. Lieutenant Kaleen and I dismounted.

      “Shall we leave them here?” I asked.

      “No, bring Noctis along with you,” the Lieutenant said, summoning Fennu back into the crystal on her ring. “And the other one,” she added.

      Lieutenant Kaleen led me out of the dragon bay and into a thin, dimly lit corridor. There were guards stationed along the walls. They were dressed in a uniform that I didn’t recognize; breeches, shirts, and mail hauberks all in the same deep crimson color, black velvet cloaks, and black tabards with a silver eye with a vertical pupil stitched onto the front.

      When I saw the first woman standing in the shadows with her hand resting on the pommel of her sword, I thought that I knew her. Then I realized that she looked familiar because she was surely of the same race as the Leuce sisters; the identical female siblings who guarded the transport hubs within the Crystal Spire and Drako Academy Keep. The woman had the same purple, almond-shaped eyes, the same red hair, and the same expression of polite, unavoidable alertness.

      “Wind Nymphs as guards?” I asked Lieutenant Kaleen as we moved through a series of utilitarian and bare hallways and started up a narrow staircase, which looked to me like it was leading up into the main turret of the tower.

      “There are none better for sniffing out those with malice in mind,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “Wind Nymphs are living, breathing lie detectors. You cannot deceive them. Not only that, they can actually spot one whose lies might hide evil intent.”

      “And the Overseer needs this sort of specialist protection, does she?” I asked.

      Lieutenant Kaleen made an impatient little noise in her throat as we continued up the stairs.

      “She’s only the most important person at the Drako Academy, Dragonmancer Noctis. If she’s not entitled and due a bit of expert safeguarding, who is?”

      “Good point.”

      “Keep your eyes peeled when we enter the Overseer’s office,” Lieutenant Kaleen said. “You might catch sight of the rarest of all dragons—the Overseer’s Ancient Platinum beast, Gratiss.”

      After trudging up about eight-hundred or so steps, we emerged out into a landing. There were ten more of the uniquely attired Wind Nymph guards arrayed around this chamber. Every one of them was staring, unblinkingly, at Lieutenant Kaleen and me.

      I followed the Lieutenant’s lead and didn’t move, while we were subjected to this eerie mental scan. After about twenty seconds, one of the Wind Nymphs stepped forward and ushered us to the door on the other side of the room. She knocked four times on the iron-studded wood, waited for a few seconds, and then pushed the door open.

      “After you,” the Lieutenant said to me.

      I walked through the door and found myself in a large room. It was so brightly lit, in comparison with the rest of the tower, that for a moment I blinked and had to wait for my eyes to adjust to the glare of the many candles glowing in the candelabras fixed around the walls. The air was fresh, not stale as I might have expected it to be, thanks to a couple of windows that had their shutters flung wide to the night. There were thick rugs underfoot. Tapestries depicting battles on dragonback, fortresses in flames, and other cheery scenes of that nature covered the bare stone walls.

      In the middle of the room was a huge stone table. It was perfectly round and Arthurian-looking and had a giant claw carved into the middle of it.

      Around this imposing bit of furniture sat a bunch of men and women who I supposed must be the much-talked about Martial Council. Over in one corner, leaning nonchalantly against a wall and studying her fingernails with the single-minded dedication of the professional soldier trying to be invisible, was Sergeant Milena.

      What I at first took to be a dragon-shaped mirror at the back of the room turned out to actually be a dragon. It was clearly metallic in nature, like a few other dragons I had seen since arriving in this world. I concluded that it must be the Overseer’s Ancient Platinum Dragon, which Lieutenant Kaleen had mentioned to me.

      Obviously, with a round table, it should be impossible to know where the head of it is. That’s why the round table is such a favored bit of interior decor when it comes to places in which men and women with big fuck-off egos gather. It puts everyone on an even keel. No one, as far as the seating arrangements go, is any better or any worse than the next person. This is very important in politics because no one wants to be reminded of how shit they are or in what bad graces they are in just by sitting down.

      Now, even though it should not have been obvious as to where the head honcho in this gathering was sat, I identified the Overseer almost immediately. It was clear who she was simply by the way that she sat and the way that the other men and women around the table treated her. Within her immediate vicinity, she attracted respect and civility in the same way that black holes attract anything within their event horizon.

      Now, as far as someone who practically ran the Drako Academy and commanded respect and politeness from people as crabby and unwavering as Lieutenant Kaleen and the late, mentally unbalanced Captain Cade, the Overseer was most definitely not what I had envisioned. I had pictured a bit of a crusty old bat, who wasn’t so much prickly as a whole cactus in of herself. In my head, as I had been ascending the stairs up here, I had conceived an image of a haughty old woman with her nose stuck up in the air and cold eyes filled to the brim with disdain.

      I could not have been further away if I’d tried.

      The Overseer was a statuesque woman of indeterminate age—in much the same way as Claire, the Seer, was. She was dressed in a simple gown of emerald silk with a shawl of silver-gray fur cast casually around her shapely shoulders. She had skin the color of cinnamon, smooth and unblemished by age or sun. Her hair was a cascade of tight black curls. On her hands she wore a collection of silver rings, a few of which had stones set into but most of them were carved with crude runes. Most unexpectedly of all, I could just make out, under the edges of the fur shawl that she wore, that there were a series of black tattoos peeking above the neckline of her gown.

      Head in the game, I said to myself as my imagination tried to go off on a rather appealing tangent; imagining just how tattooed the Overseer was.

      “Your ladyship, Overseer,” Lieutenant Kaleen said, bowing stiffly, “may I introduce Dragonmancer Noctis.”

      I stepped forward. I didn’t bow. That was a little subservient for my tastes, and I’d never really been a big advocate for positions of authority that expected you to scrape and kneel just because they were positions of authority—the Los Angeles Police Department could have attested to that. I did, however, incline my head.

      “Overseer,” I said, “it’s a pleasure. And, may I just say, that you’re a sight for sore, gritty eyes.”

      A discontented murmur ran around the table at my words. I got the feeling that I might have said something borderline inappropriate.

      The Overseer regarded me out of the lightest, brightest green eyes I had ever seen. I had thought Elenari had green eyes, but this woman’s were the same shade as your average highlighter pen.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, and her voice was as cool and sweet as summer wine. “I have heard much about you. Many reports come fluttering to my waiting ears on eager wings. Fluttering, fluttering, fluttering from so many sources, and whispering all about our one and only male dragonmancer.”

      “I’d like to say that I hope it’s all good stuff,” I said, “but I’m a little bit too realistic to believe that.”

      “News and gossip are not good or bad in themselves,” the Overseer said. “It all depends on what side of the fence you’re sitting on when the reports and gossip come in.”

      “Speaking of reports,” I said, “I guess that Sergeant Milena has filled you in on the adventures of the most jealous Captains to ever have a stick stuck up his ass, Captain Cade?”

      The corner of the Overseer’s mouth twitched. She leaned back in her carved, high-backed wooden chair and crossed her legs. I saw that she had more black tattoos snaking down her calves and into the suede, ankle-high moccasins that she wore.

      “Yes. The Martial Council and I have heard all about Captain Cade,” she said.

      “And how he led a faction of the Bloodletters into a bit of harmless clandestine rebellion?” I said. “Not to mention his dabbling  with cross-breeding?”

      The men and women of the Martial Council—there were a dozen of them, six women and six men—once more dissolved into a nicely orchestrated bit of muttering.

      The Overseer allowed them to grumble amongst themselves for a little while. Then, she placed her hands together in her lap. The carping stopped at once.

      “We are aware of everything that happened,” the Overseer said. “Or, at least, aware of everything that you and your two fellow dragonmancers say happened.”

      “It’s the same thing,” I said. “We don’t have any reason to lie, do we? Not like good old Captain Cade.”

      The muttering of the council started up for a third time. This time, despite knowing better, I couldn’t help myself in saying, “I get it, girls and boys, it’s a sore topic. You probably promoted the mad bastard to the position he was in when my dragon was forced to broil his head, so naturally you don’t want some Rank One dragonmancer reminding you about it. Still though,” and here I wagged a reproving finger at the twelve uniforms arrayed around the table, “you have been very silly sausages, the lot of you.”

      “Why, you disrespectful upstart!” yelled one of the older men, rocking a pair of salt and pepper mutton chops.

      “Do you not teach new recruits to curb their tongues these days, Kaleen?” a woman with a dangerously pretty smile and waspish face said to Lieutenant Kaleen.

      The Overseer raised a hand, and the heated outbursts simmered down. The old boy with the fantastic whiskers sat down heavily in his chair. He was staring daggers at me, but it had been a long time since anyone had been able to scare me with a look.

      “As I said,” the Overseer said to me, twirling one of her curls around her finger, “we have heard all about the late Remington Cade. Part of this council’s job tonight is to figure out just how the man managed to hoodwink us so completely. To more easily help us in this work, I would appreciate it if you would tell us, once again, how this evening developed into the fully-fledged demonstration of urban destruction that it culminated in being.”

      I sighed.

      “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a drink is there?” I asked. “The last thing to pass my lips was mortar dust and some pretty questionable river water.”

      After I had refreshed myself from a jug of wine on the table, I launched into the tale of that night’s antics.

      “And, as so often is the case with megalomaniacs,” I said, “Cade didn’t just try to kill me again like he ought to have. No, he and I traded a bit of snappy banter, which gave me the time I needed to communicate a plan to my dragon. It was he who ensured that Cade’s head was served up well-done.”

      The Martial Council, as was its MO, apparently, had a little mutter to itself.

      “Thank you, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Overseer said. “An entertaining, if not highly troubling, account it proved to be.”

      “Dragons, monsters, good-looking women, a villain with an ego you could moor a warship to—just call me George R. R. Martin,” I said lightly.

      “I don’t follow you,” the Overseer said.

      “Never mind,” I said.

      “Ending on that final note, where your dragon carbonized Captain Cade’s head,” the Overseer said, as flippantly as someone might mention what kind of sauce they’d had with their fries, “this was the dragon that you bonded with during the Transfusion Ceremony, is that correct?”

      “No,” I said. “This is the dragon that I mentioned before, the dragon that freed Amara and her dragon from their chains. I bonded with him, I guess, through natural channels.”

      “Impossible,” said one of the men, a rather short guy with a spare tire around his midriff. “Codswallop.”

      “Well, I’ve never walloped a cod and don’t really see what the hell that’s got to do with anything,” I replied levelly. “But, with all due respect, that’s the truth. Who are you to say it’s impossible?”

      “I am a member of the Martial Council, boy,” the man said, “and I’ll have you know that in two hundred years, I have never heard of anything so ludicrous as that. A dragonmancer bonding with two dragons! I ask you, Overseer, are we meant to believe that?”

      I didn’t bother to respond to the corpulent gentlemen—some people are just too pompous to be helped. I turned my attention back to the Overseer.

      “That’s the truth of it, Overseer,” I said. “I don’t know how to explain to you how I came to be able to bond with Garth, but I was.”

      The Overseer tapped the table a few times with her beringed fingers. Then she said, “I won’t ask you to explain how you bonded with this Pearl Dragon. However, I will ask you from whence this dragon came. We have no record of it having ever been bonded to any other dragonmancer before you.”

      “I, uh…” I said.

      I guess the secret is out, I thought.

      “Well, the thing is, Overseer, I share a room with a couple of other female dragonmancers,” I said.

      “I am aware of your lodging situation,” the Overseer said.

      “Right. Well. I’m sure you know how it goes, being a beautiful woman yourself,” I said, trying to ingratiate myself a little before I dropped the bomb into her lap. “Well, in a nutshell, the three of us ended up, you know…”

      No one said anything. The Overseer’s face remained as impassive and unreadable as a piece of rock.

      “You know,” I said, “we… served up a course of chicken noodle soup together… No? Did the Devil’s dance? Shellacked the old canoe? Got to know each other in a Biblical sense? Hung twenty toes out the bottom of the bed?”

      A few of the members of the Martial Council were looking increasingly confused.

      “You mean,” the Overseer said, the corners of her mouth most definitely creeping northward, “that you engaged in sexual intercourse with these female dragonmancers.”

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s the one,” I said. “Exactly.”

      “At the same time?” one of the women on the Council asked.

      “No ma’am,” I said. “Well… not that first time anyway.”

      Before we could get any deeper into the details, the Overseer said, “All right, so you slept with these two women separately—”

      “The first time,” I added in automatically.

      “—initially,” the Overseer said. “And then what?”

      “They became pregnant,” I said. “In fucking record time, I might add. Bit of a shock to the system I can tell you.”

      “Both of them were pregnant?” asked the guy with the mutton chop sideburns.

      “Correct,” I replied.

      “And?” the Overseer prompted.

      I took a deep breath. Best to just rip the bandaid off.

      “Then, within just a few days, they gave birth,” I said. “They gave birth to dragonlings.”

      The uproar was as predictable as I had imagined it would be, and the roar stayed elevated for quite some time.

      I took a step back and let the council yell at each other for a while. I thought a couple of the members might have fired a query or two my way, but I chose to ignore them and wait until the bedlam had died somewhat and they’d got all of their incredulity off their chests.

      When the volume had started to decrease somewhat, I decided to take the unicorn by the horn and get a word in first.

      “Before any of you say something as hackneyed and unoriginal as ‘do you expect us to believe’ or ‘are you trying to tell us that you created baby dragons’ let me just say this: if you’re registering a bit of disbelief and shock, just imagine how I felt!”

      I took a breath and then plowed on.

      “Yeah, I know it sounds like my brain has gone fishing, but that is what happened. We had sex, Elenari and Saya got knocked up and gave birth in about a fifth of the time that it takes a chicken egg to hatch, and two dragonlings were born. Boom. Just like that. What’s more, by chance, I found a crystal on a thief that Saya, Elenari, and I had killed, which turned out to be one of those crystals that dragons need to consume to mature and tether themselves to this world.”

      “And that dragonling that matured…” the Overseer said, her voice surfing over the babble of voices emanating from the Martial Council like a seagull bobbing over a tidal wave.

      “Was Garth, the Pearl Dragon, yeah,” I said.

      “So, this new dragoon that you organically bonded with is, in actual fact, of your blood?” the waspish woman said.

      “That’s right,” I replied.

      The woman ran a hand through her short, faded pink hair and said, “Hm, well, that would decipher the mystery around the organic bonding somewhat, I suppose…”

      What followed after that reveal was what a court scribe might have labeled as a “heated debate.” It could more accurately have been described as a shitshow. I stood listening as the ladies and gentlemen of the Martial Council jabbered and pointed and gesticulated at one another and the world in general. I took a few more steps back to blend into the background.

      “They’re taking it well, aren’t they?” said a voice in my ear. It was Lieutenant Kaleen.

      “Yeah,” I muttered back out of the corner of my mouth. “Yeah, it would’ve been a real shame if they’d gotten all in a twist and lost all sense of dignity and decorum.”

      The word “decorum” was almost lost in the din of the little fat guy slapping his porky hand on the round table and bellowing, “He should be taken for extensive probing and interrogation!”

      I sighed inwardly.

      Why is that civilization’s first response to anything out of the ordinary—whether it be a guy who involuntarily knocks up girls with dragons or a questionable mole on their asscheek—is to probe it?

      “Because creatures such as you fear that which they do not understand, and seek to contain it so that they can study in a way that does not scare them,” Noctis said sagely.

      “And dragons don’t fear the unknown?” I thought back.

      “Dragons fear nothing,” Garth said, butting in.

      “The youngling is right,” Noctis said. “Dragons fear nothing. Fear only hampers. It is not worth the time it takes to feel it. Dragons see something, and then they either choose to kill it or they don’t. Either way, there is no fear.”

      “That’s all very well and good,” I said, “and would probably make a great bumper sticker—or in your case a slogan that we could tattoo on your ass—but I don’t think that’s going to help me getting out of a probing.”

      “Do you realize the implications of what this means, if the lad is telling the truth?” one of the other men was saying exasperatedly.

      “Of course I know what it means, Andar, I’m not an imbecile,” one of the women retorted sharply. “The implications are huge, both for us and the Empress.”

      “The potential benefits to our military might be stupendous!” the little fat guy said. “Just think… this dragonmancer could repopulate dragons. We could grow our army tenfold!”

      “We could become the undisputed powerhouse of our world once more…” one of the women said.

      Only the Overseer said nothing through all of this hubbub. She remained completely silent, sitting upright in her chair with her legs crossed, one foot bopping in time to a music that only she could hear.

      The talk was turning a little bit too much towards the whole ‘greater good’ theme, which I always found unsettling. How many times had things almost gone sharply downhill because some giant idiot had decided that they didn’t like the way the world was and had to sort it out, for the better of all mankind obviously, by destroying most of mankind.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, raising my hands above my head. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, I’m hearing some pretty awkward talk of probing being bandied about. Locking me up so that you can run whatever kind of experiments you’re thinking of would be a stupid idea.”

      “Why is that?” the woman with pink hair asked bluntly.

      “Well, not to put too fine a point on it,” I said, “my… my seed is, apparently limited as far as firing out baby dragons left, right, and center goes.”

      “I believe that a dragonmancer that professes to be able to sire dragonlings,” the little fat fellow said, “would be able to sire them whenever he damn well pleased!”

      “Well, I could be polite and say that I agree with you, pal,” I said in a tone of voice that was so rich with scathing that the man flinched, “but then we’d both be wrong.”

      The Overseer uncrossed her legs. As if someone had cracked a whip, the rest of the Martial Council quieted and sat down.

      “How do you know this?” the beautiful, curly-haired woman asked me, cocking her head to one side in her interest. “Elaborate, if you would be so good, Dragonmancer Noctis.”

      I took a couple of steps closer to the round table.

      “What I know,” I said, “is that my seed is limited in its power to create dragonlings. I can’t just spend all my time fucking female dragonmancers and churning out a procession of dragons, as some of these fine, moral folk seem to think.”

      I looked brazenly around the circular table. My eyes moved from face to face. I didn’t really care who these people were. I took comfort in the fact that I was, in this world at least, as rare as hen’s teeth, and that would probably protect me when I inevitably said something they didn’t like. Clearly though, they were not used to having subordinates get all up in their grill. Not one of them could hold my eye for longer than a few seconds.

      “How do you know this though?” the Overseer said politely. She alone seemed to be completely unmoved by my obvious growing annoyance.

      “Because I told him it was so,” said a familiar voice from behind me.

      Claire, the Seer, floated serenely into the room. She bowed low to the Overseer but did not really even acknowledge the rest of the Martial Council.

      “Seer,” the Overseer said, “you received my summons then. It’s a pleasure to see you here once more. It has been many moons since last you descended from Augury Grove and visited us.”

      “Too long,” Claire agreed. “Although I find that, as I get older, these fierce debates of this council hold less and less enjoyment for me. I like the quiet.”

      “Well, it’s lovely to see you here again,” the Overseer said. “Doubly so, if you can shed some mystery on Dragonmancer Noctis’ claims that he has sired two dragonlings.”

      “It is no claim, but a fact,” Claire said promptly. “I have seen them.”

      Any doubts that the Martial Council might have had that I was lying were instantly dispelled with these words. It was apparent that no one would dare contradict the Seer.

      “He is also correct when he says that his seed has lost its potency—” Claire started to say.

      “Just the dragon-making part of it, you understand,” I said quickly, not wanting anyone to get the wrong idea. “The machinery is working just as it should be still…”

      Claire raised an eyebrow at me, and I shut up.

      “He speaks the truth with regards to that matter,” she said again.

      “So, what? He’s spun us this fine yarn for nothing? This knack of his is gone, used up, is that it?” one of the women from the council asked.

      “I need to find a crystal—certain crystals—to house the dragonlings in,” I said, looking at the Seer who nodded encouragingly at me. “I also need to find a kind of substance in the subterranean realms before my fucking magical sperm will be magical again.”

      There was some grumbling from the Martial Council at my use of profanity, but the Overseer said, “What kind of substance?”

      I shrugged.

      “All I know is what Claire has told me,” I said. “That we need these materials to secure the future of the dragons of the Mystocean Empire and to be able to house the dragonlings’ power once they are born. The other dragonling, Wayne, I need to find him a crystal as soon as possible…”

      The Overseer stood up. She was a tall and majestic woman, who would have been equally at home on the cover of Vogue as she clearly was running the Drako Academy. The rest of the Martial Council followed suit at once. When she spoke, it was with a decisiveness that brooked no argument or gainsay.

      “We shall refrain from handing Dragonmancer Noctis over to the Lorekeepers for examination for the present,” she said. “And we shall do as the Seer seems to think necessary. If she believes that in exploring the subterranean realm—that part of our world that has long since been off limits to us—we can save dragons from their slow extinction, then that is what we shall do. We have already begun such incursions, but we shall increase them tenfold.”

      I grinned then. Things had suddenly taken a turn for the promising.

      “Great,” I said. “When can we get going? What with Wayne and everything, it’d be better if we could get off in the next few days.”

      The Overseer turned those pale green eyes of hers on me. I felt my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth.

      “Dragonmancer Noctis, you will have to stay here inside the safety of the castle. With you being as rare a specimen as has walked under the sun of the Mystocean Empire for a thousand years or more, you are far too precious to be sent away, especially on a mission that will be fraught with the utmost peril.”

      My mouth went dry.

      “Are you grounding me?” I asked.

      The Overseer nodded. “For the time being.”

      Of course I understood why she did that, but it didn’t make the medicine any easier to swallow. I’d had a taste of battle and of fighting for something that I believed to be right, back in the Leprechaun-inhabited woods. It had been gruesome, it had been intense, but it had also been satisfying and more exhilarating than any MMA fight could ever be. That famous quote from Winston Churchill floated into my mind then:

      

      
        
        Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without result.

      

      

      

      I had read that on the back of an advertisement for paintballs or something, back in California. I had liked the sound of it, thinking that it was probably on the money.

      Now, beyond any doubt, I knew that it was true. There was no rush like running out into a battle and not knowing whether you were going to make it or not. Nothing more invigorating than facing your fear and going head on with it anyway.

      The soft sound of Claire clearing her throat drew every eye in the room.

      “Yes, Seer?” the Overseer said.

      “Unfortunately,” Claire said, “Michael Noctis will not be able to remain within the Drako Academy while others partake in this expedition.”

      “Why is that?” the Overseer asked.

      “If you are to find these empty crystals and the substance which will replenish his seed, then you will need him searching for them. He is the dragon breeder, and with this power comes the knowledge of where to find these items.”

      “But, with every drop of respect that is due you, Seer,” the council member with the whiskers said, “he just said that he had no idea what the substance we will be searching for is.”

      “That is true,” the Seer said, “but it matters not. Once inside the subterranean realm, he will be drawn to it. Drawn to it as a sunflower is drawn to the sun, though it has no eyes. How else did he come upon the crystal, the exact one needed to house the dragonling that is now a Pearl Dragon?”

      There was a long, heavy, thoughtful pause. A pause so thick that you could have greased a bicycle chain with.

      Then the Overseer smiled.

      “Very well,” she said. “The expedition into the subterranean realms will be organized, and with alacrity. You, Michael Noctis will go with it. You will be called when all is finalized. You may leave.”

      And, just like that, I was shown the door.

      I walked out of the chamber, leaving the bunch of bureaucrats that was the Martial Council behind. The Seer followed me.

      It just goes to show, I thought, even in a magical realm as full of possibility as this one, and with a name as cool as the ‘Martial Council’, things are still run by a bunch of dusty old farts.

      Except for the Overseer, of course. In a room full of flintlock pistols, she was an E-11 blaster rifle.

      Only once Claire and I were in the dragon bay of the old arsenal tower did I turn and say to her, “When were you going to tell me about this special crystal locating power of mine then, huh?”

      The Seer shrugged and smiled at me. “I saw the potential future. If I had told you of it, you would have set off for the subterranean depths immediately, in order to secure the safety of your other son, Wayne.” Her mismatched red and blue eyes sparkled knowingly. “And had you done that, you would have not stopped the evil you stopped today. The Overseer owes you her life, though she does not know it.”

      We flew back to Augury Grove, to the Seer’s orchard, at Claire’s invitation. As we circled down into the orchard, I noticed that, along with the lights of the cottage, there were also fairy lights fluttering through the trees and lanterns of different colors hanging from the branches. There was also a large fire burning.

      When we landed, I saw that there were a whole lot of people standing around the fire and scattered through the trees.

      “What’s this?” I asked, turning to look at the Seer, as Noctis and Sonos, Claire’s Luck Dragon, slunk off into the orchard. I released Garth from his crystal too, and he loped off in search of Saya.

      “Well, what’s the use in being able to read the future if you can’t use it to throw a little get together every now and again?” the Seer said placidly.

      All my favorite people were present; Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, Penelope, and all of their squads. My own coterie—Bjorn, Rupert and Gabby—stood around the fire talking shit and drinking out of large tankards.

      Thinking that an ale would be just the thing, I cast about and saw a few kegs sitting under a tree not far away. I smiled. It had been a long day, and an even longer night, but this was just the thing to put the pin in it.

      “Got a lovely salamander sausage ‘ere for you, Dragonmancer Noctis,” said an unexpected voice from out of the night. “Fresh as a daisy it is. Caught only last week in traps I made meself, seasoned and spiced and hung for five days in an easterly wind.”

      I turned. Old Sleazy had just emerged from out of the night bearing skewers of cooked sausages.

      “What herbs and spices do you use?” I asked the gnoll, smiling at the sight of him in his chef’s toque and apron that read: Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls.

      “What do you think I am, daft?” Old Sleazy said in a hurt tone. “I can’t be givin’ me secret away willy-nilly, lad! Just bloody eat them and tell me they were the best sausages you ever ‘ad later.”

      I took a sausage.

      “How much is this going to set me back?” I said.

      “Not a scale,” Old Sleazy said. “The good Seer has me on retainer.”

      I took a bite of the salamander sausage.

      “That,” I said, wiping grease from my lips, “is the best fucking sausage I have ever fucking eaten.”

      “I bloody told ya, didn’t I?” Old Sleazy said, and he bustled off to offer one to Elenari.

      I smiled, took another bite of sausage, and looked around at my friends gathered here. There was a bond that was growing, burgeoning. I could feel it as surely as you can feel when the rain is coming. It was a bond not only between me and my dragons, but also between me and these people. Already, we had been through some tough times and close shaves. Most of us had killed together, while other people had been trying their damndest to kill us too.

      The bond that I shared with these people was one that had been hammered on the anvil of shared trials. It was one that had been forged in blood.

      I walked over to the keg, took a pewter tankard from on top of it, and poured myself an ale. As I took a long, thankful mouthful, there was a shriek overhead. Wayne, my dragonling, came to perch on my shoulder. I reached up and tickled the little dragon under the chin.

      Yeah, life was pretty sweet. I took another pull on my ale.

      Of course, things were bound to get a little sticky sooner or later. There was the ever-present threat of the Bloodletters for one, not to mention the fact that I was on the cusp of being sent on an expedition into the subterranean realms—a place that the Empire hadn’t set foot since the Shadow Nations retreated down there.

      The future was an unknown country rising up to meet my feet; a country dotted with possibly enormous dog turds in the form of insurmountable problems to be faced, heart-breaking decisions to be made, and a whole smorgasbord of people trying to kill me.

      I gazed out at the lantern-lit orchard and all my friends gathered there.

      I smiled to myself. Dog turds aplenty the future might hold, but that’s why they invented boots, wasn’t it?

      I refilled my tankard and walked out to join the party.

      
        
        End of Book 2
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