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      Galen Stormwing couldn’t decide if it was harder to believe that one of the black disks had reappeared or that it had taken so long to do so.

      He and Vala had enjoyed a good couple of months. Winter was almost over, and thanks to a generous consulting fee from the Steel Guard for discovering one of the manufacturing plants for the dragon drug, Pixie Dust, the business account for Magic Managed was far from empty. They still lived in the tiny apartment above the shop as both felt that money in the bank was better than having to move into a nicer place and move out again if things slowed.

      They had been busy, too. A blizzard had struck Cranbook almost a century before and caused quite a few deaths. The spirits of the dead had appeared in the middle of blizzards ever since. Fortunately, Vala found a way to harmonize their magical frequencies, which allowed them to speak their final words and move on.

      The young dragon had dared to hope that the black disks were also a thing of the past, but the call they received from the police made that difficult to believe.

      “Are you sure?” he asked for the ninth time since Vala had loaded her gear and climbed onto the back of his dragon form.

      “I can’t be sure until I see it myself, but the officer who called said that it was a pitch-black disk that had already sliced through a light pole. He also said the entire telephone pole had fallen into the disk and not come out the bottom. Even you have to agree that sounds exactly like those disks.”

      “Or…maybe he was a fan of Mary Poppins?”

      “You don’t need to worry, Galen,” she said and patted his scaly shoulder. “Claw made short work of them.”

      “So why did you bring your gear?”

      “Because your sword can make short work of them so I might as well get some readings. The last time they appeared, it wasn’t only one. I want to see if I can identify a pattern this time.”

      “You make it sound like it was a bad thing that they stopped appearing.”

      “It’s good that they stopped. I would never think otherwise, but I’d like to know why. I was worried that this might happen.”

      “And you never said anything?”

      “Oh, hush, Galen! I’ve tried to describe how the gear in my bag works a dozen times. You always act like it's boring.”

      “Heh, heh. Yeah. That’s true. So do you think your gear will work?”

      “I should get some more accurate readings, yes. I’m still counting on you to destroy it, though.”

      “I can’t wait.” He didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm.

      “That must be the location.”

      Galen looked at the street below them. A streetlight was positioned about every ten meters except for a dark area, where a couple of police cars had their lights flashing. They had put official tape around the blackness.

      He banked, decreased speed as he turned, and spiraled slowly earthward. Not wanting to accidentally put a foot through the black disk and lose it to the Void, he made sure to land well outside the perimeter the police had established,

      “Woo-hoo! Vala’s here. Thank the Earth,” one of the police exclaimed and hurried from the ranks to shake her hand.

      “Yeah, it’s nice to see you too,” the young dragon grumbled. His scowl faded, however, when another police officer waved at him.

      “Mr. Stormwing, sir! Did you bring that sword of yours?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned to the other officers present. “I told you it would be okay. Mr. Stormwing’s here.”

      Galen would never admit how much he liked hearing that his reputation had preceded him but he reminded himself that he’d earned it, especially in Cranbook. Although he knew he was the center of attention, he went ahead and transformed out of his dragon body and into his half-dragon one. He took some time with it—not because he was trying to show off but because he had discovered that he could slightly alter the shape of it and wanted to make sure it was perfect. Again, not because he had fans.

      First, he reared on his hind legs—in his dragon form, this made him well over twenty feet tall—then exhaled a great gout of mist from his nostrils. Despite not having command of any of the storm powers almost everyone else in his vile family possessed, mist still formed thanks to his lineage.

      It swirled around him and enveloped him in a blanket of magic that made the impossible possible. As he shrank to the size of a human, his body changed. His torso became smaller and his organs shifted inside him as his body adjusted to an upright posture. Although they kept their scales and talons, his arms assumed human proportions. His legs maintained their basic dragon form.

      Unlike his arms—which were human in shape—his legs had the heel much higher up, more like the legs of a tiger or a dinosaur than a flat-footed human. His wings diminished and curled around him and while his tail became thinner, the barb at its tip became no less sharp. Finally, his horns receded into his skull. Before, they had been big enough to knock a car over but the twisting horns would now have fit on a ram. His face remained scaly and his snout draconic, but his eyes kept their stormy color, noticeably those of a human.

      In his dragon form, his sword merged with his body, and his claw, tail, or one of the horns on his head were comprised of the indestructible material. Now that he was in his half-human form, Claw became the sword Vala had enchanted it to be. It was slightly curved, oddly organic in color instead of metallic, and had a scaled hilt that perfectly matched his storm-cloud-colored scales.

      The enthusiastic dwarf watched all this and even applauded when he had completed the transformation.

      “Of course I brought Claw. Where’s the disk?” Galen said nonchalantly.

      “Right this way, sir.” The dwarf officer grinned. “And that was radical, by the way. Were you thinking about doing a diving stab at it? Or maybe a flip and then a slice? Or—wait, wait, wait! What about the thing in anime where, like, you run past it and you freeze and you, like, hold your sword there. And all the other dwarves and me are all, like, ‘wait, he didn’t even do anything,’ and then…and then boom! Because you sliced it, like, so fast that we couldn’t even see you move.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d let Galen wait for me to run a few tests before you watch him destroy the disk,” Vala interjected as she unloaded her gear. “Is that all right?”

      “Whatever you say, Miss Gagnon,” the other dwarf officer said. “Bernie here gets a little excited. He…uh, he moved here—”

      “I asked for a transfer to Cranbook to be closer to where all the action is. Ever since you two arrived—well, I had to move here.”

      “Rest assured, Bernie, I will slice this black disc to pieces. You won’t want to be too close either. There can be a…a release of energy.”

      “You mean an explosion?” Bernie asked with the same enthusiasm human children had for Santa Claus.

      Galen nodded.

      The dwarf’s grin widened. “So…fricking…sweet!”

      “If you wouldn’t mind showing us to it?” Vala asked politely.

      “Right this way, ma’am.” The officer led her inside the perimeter with an air of importance. The floating black disk could only be seen because the lights of one of the cop cars were shining on it. It didn’t reflect the light but everything else nearby did, so it created a negative space.

      “We think we caught it early,” Bernie explained eagerly. “It cut into the light pole and some old lady—”

      “A concerned citizen reported it,” the first officer said and put a hand firmly on his partner’s shoulder. “And we’re thankful that our senior community is actively involved in the wellbeing of Cranbook. Aren’t we, Bernie?”

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. That’s right, sir.”

      Vala ignored them and approached the disk. It was about three feet wide and hovered six inches off the ground. She crouched and flicked a toggle on the side of her goggles.

      “Did you call the Steel Guard?” Galen asked.

      “We called you first,” the senior officer said. “They can take a while to get here, plus…well—”

      “It was your sword that stopped the disks anyway!” Bernie gushed.

      “Did you hear that, Vala? No backup is coming. Maybe I should go ahead and finish the job.”

      “I have time to run some tests,” she said and took some of her instruments out. Since their first experience with the destructive anomalies, she had planned for this. Instead of cobbled-together guitar speakers or a car’s sound system, she had bought a good supply of cheap computer speakers. She positioned them around the disk, strung them together, and ran her magic through them.

      Galen watched her work. He knew her devices could not only monitor the disk but could also create a harmonic energy that could stop it from expanding. Despite this, he grasped the hilt of his sword firmly with one hand.
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      After the disaster these disks had wrought on Cranbook in the past, Vala knew she should let Galen destroy this one, but she also had unanswered questions. She still didn’t understand where they came from and without that knowledge, she didn’t see how she could ever do anything besides play catch-up. It made sense to be able to anticipate their formation and prevent them from happening. She didn’t want to wait for them to cause damage, not even if that damage was limited to a single streetlight.

      As a result, she had continued to work on her containment gear, even though it had been months since anyone had seen one of the disks. Instead of massive guitar amps, she now had much smaller and more portable speakers augmented by her magic and connected to her magical oscilloscope. She put them in a ring around it, activated them, and went to her oscilloscope to see what was happening.

      “Can I destroy it, yet?” her partner asked after less than thirty seconds.

      “Can you give me a literal minute?” she asked.

      “Wha—oh! Trouble in paradise at Magic Managed.”

      “Shut up, Bernie,” the other officer said and pulled him away.

      “The power levels are different than last time.” Vala frowned as she tried to make sense of them. “They’re more…coherent somehow. More focused.”

      “That sounds bad.” The young dragon shook his head nervously.

      “I don’t know about bad but different, certainly.”

      “So it isn’t the same as the other disks?”

      Vala shook her head. “No, I think it’s the same. I still detect Void magic, but…I don’t know. It’s like the others had been some kind of natural phenomenon, but this one feels more like a spell.”

      “A spell? You mean you finally agree that someone is making these?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Oh, come on.” The young dragon snorted. “I don’t think any of them were natural. If so, why in Cranbook? And why the Void? I guess…I guess the first portal could have been an accident—the one that appeared after I broke the orb—but the others? I doubt it.”

      “I don’t want to make guesses without comparing this to the other data, but—”

      “But what? Do you think whoever was making these is back?”

      “I think it’s too soon to assume that a who made them. But if someone is making them, I think it might be a dragon.”

      “A dragon?”

      Vala bit her lip as she nodded. “This magic looks more…draconic…to me. That’s weird, though. Do we know any dragons who—”

      “Vala!” Galen drew his sword and dove between her and the portal as it expanded rapidly.

      In a moment, it went from three feet wide to fifteen and sliced a cop car through the middle. Severed from the bottom, the top half of the vehicle fell into the blackness. It did not emerge from the bottom. Worse though, in her estimation, was that it had also sliced through all the speakers she had set up. Her oscilloscope couldn’t get any more readings, nor could she activate the containment field.

      “My oscilloscope!” she exclaimed and stumbled forward to pick it up and move away. Something grasped her ankle and she managed to twist as she fell. Instead of landing on top of the device and crushing it beneath her dwarf bulk, she landed on her butt and cradled the machine against her chest. She tried to scoot away but she couldn’t. Something had her by the ankle and dragged her closer to the disk.

      The young dwarf had not wasted her time during the last six months, though. She called upon telekinetic powers that Jasmine Patel showed her and that she’d practiced ever since. The intention was to take hold of whatever had wound around her ankle and force it loose, but she couldn’t control her breathing. She was close to freaking out as she tried to protect the oscilloscope and the data it had stored on it. Telekinesis was always a struggle for her at the best of times and her mind refused to settle enough to make it possible.

      Rather than waste any more time with it, she fumbled in her pocket and retrieved a bracelet she had worked on when Jasmine had shown her how to make shield magic. That ability continued to elude her except in the most controlled settings, but the principles of the magic had been easy enough to replicate.

      Vala pulled the bracelet on and touched the charm that activated the shield. Blue energy rippled from it and created a transparent bubble around her. Unlike a regular spell, the bracelet had a specific amount of power. She had charged it fully before she brought it out into the field and knew that it should last against a couple of minutes of dragon punches or fire. Unfortunately, it lasted for about three seconds before the disk touched it and sucked what magic it had into the Void.

      Worse, something still held fast to her leg and hauled her toward the disk like the tongue of a frog catching an insect.
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      Galen didn’t know what could have compelled someone with reflexes like Bernie’s to sign up to be a police officer in the first place, let alone move to a town that had earned some renown for magical problems.

      When the disk expanded, the dwarf didn’t even flinch. He merely grinned like this was all part of the show—until it almost cut his feet off. Bernie stumbled and tried to get away from it but he fell. If not for Galen’s ability to change into his dragon form in moments, he would have gone into the Void.

      As soon as the disk expanded, the young dragon leapt into the air. Vala had the wherewithal to react, while Bernie did not seem capable of anything. He swooped toward the dwarf and caught him with the talons on his feet and his whip-like tail.

      “Ouch—that hurts, but thanks,” the shaken police officer said as he released him from his talons onto the street a couple of meters away from the disk. “It’s gonna leave a bruise but hey, it’s cool. Seriously, it’s cool.”

      He did not stop to check possible injury to the dwarf whose life he had saved and flew to Vala without even a response.

      Something was very wrong. She cradled her oscilloscope against her chest but she made no effort to stand and move away from the disk.

      “Your readings can wait,” he roared at her. He loved her like a sister, but she sure could be dense when it came to data.

      “I got my readings, but something’s got me!” she screamed and yanked her leg.

      Galen landed between her and the aberration and scowled.

      A tendril of black slime extended from the darkness and wrapped around her ankle like an octopus hoping to drag a crab into its lair.

      He severed it from its source with a flick of Claw.

      Vala immediately scooted back and held the oscilloscope to her chest as she scrambled to her feet and moved a safe distance away.

      “Okay,” she said, very flustered but slowly gaining control of herself. “Okay, but I need more readings.”

      “We’re not letting this grow again,” Galen said firmly.

      “Just because it jumped like that doesn’t mean it will necessarily—”

      The disk grew alarmingly quickly. He almost got the sense that it tried to reach her. While he knew she wanted more data, her life was more valuable.

      “Get clear—this will blow!” he hollered.

      He swung Claw at the still-growing aberration and braced himself for a blast. That was what had happened every other time he had struck one of them with his blade. He had not expected Claw to get stuck but stuck it was. The point of his sword was held fast, its tip invisible and lost to the Void.

      Both irritated and concerned, he yanked the blade but it did not come free. The target didn’t seem to be pleased with the arrangement either. Glowing cracks radiated from Claw, a spider web of radiant energy against the perfect blackness. He was never one to do anything halfway, so he twisted the blade. The cracks expanded even faster and the pieces of blackness that touched Claw flaked away like shards of broken glass.

      The sword popped out with a squelch and a moment later, the disk exploded.

      Galen was thrown back with a flash of light. He slammed into one of the police cars and destroyed it while Bernie cheered for him from behind the police line.

      He opened his eyes cautiously. Shards of the disk were scattered everywhere but they did not last long. They bubbled and hissed and dissolved into nothingness like shattered motes of magic that couldn’t sustain themselves once disconnected from each other.

      “Vala?” he yelled.

      “I’m all right, Galen! Thanks for the save.”

      “Bernie?”

      “I’m doing great, boss, thanks for asking,” the officer replied.

      “Uh…other guy?”

      “Delacourt, and yes, I’m all right too.”

      “All right, then.” The young dragon pushed to his feet. One of the bones in his left wing had broken, but his dragon healing power had already begun to mend the injury. It hurt but he’d had worse.

      He extended his wings, winced at the tender, freshly mended bone, and limped to his partner. By the time he reached her, his leg felt better although his wing still smarted.

      “Has it gone?” he asked.

      Vala was already fiddling with her oscilloscope and had set up a pair of speakers in front of it. Although he didn't fully understand the mechanics of the magic, he knew the vibrating membranes of the speakers could somehow sense the harmonics of the magic and that her device was what made sense of it all. She stopped what she was doing to sigh with relief.

      “It’s gone. I don’t detect the Void signature at all. For a minute there…ah, never mind.”

      “For a minute there, what?” Galen asked.

      “It’s probably nothing, but for a second it looked like some of it was still here.”

      “Some of the Void?”

      Vala nodded. “But it diminished rapidly. Probably because it took time for those shards to break, I guess.”

      “But those shards were gone long before you turned your oscilloscope on,” he pointed out, not happy with this at all.

      “It might have been an error of some kind.” She shrugged. “I haven’t seen it do that before, which means this could be an anomaly.”

      “I don’t think so,” he confided and stepped closer to her while he glanced at the police. They were much too preoccupied with their ruined cruisers to pay attention to what the partners were saying. “The disk… It felt…different.”

      “Different how? Different good or different bad?” she whispered.

      The young dragon swallowed. “Different bad. Claw got stuck. That’s never happened before.”

      Vala nodded. “The first few times we found the disks, there wasn’t any of that…slime either. This time—”

      “That’s what held onto you, right?” She nodded again. “I wonder if that’s what grabbed my sword. Claw can cut through anything, but if that gunk gripped onto the flat of the blade… I don’t know. It seems unlikely, but all the training I’ve done with Drake and Mylo have made me realize that many things can be done with or to swords that I never thought of.”

      “That would mean whatever’s making these is adapting.”

      “Which means it’s not a natural phenomenon at all and it never was. If it’s adapting, it’s intelligent.”

      The young dwarf nodded and chewed her lip. “That fits with the data. I would have liked to get more, and I didn’t get that long a look. But from what I saw, you could argue that the magic has evolved. Like it's adapting to this world, maybe, or like a dragon has found a way to access it.”

      “Are you sure it’s a dragon?” Galen asked.

      “I think so, but don’t say anything yet. Not until I study the data more.”

      “Who would I tell?”

      “Bernie and his reporter friend, maybe?” Vala pointed to the dwarf, who had moved on from the loss of his cruiser now that the media had shown up.

      A smiling woman and a cameraman approached and the light from the camera washed Galen’s night vision out so all he could hear was her voice.

      “Vala Gagnon and Galen Stormwing are at it again! Please, the Channel Six viewers would love to know what crisis you’ve saved us from this time. Surely there’s more here than a missing streetlight?”

      He glanced at his partner but she smirked, packed her gear away, and looked busy, very hunched, and very uncharismatic. The reporter barely acknowledged her existence. Her microphone found his dragon snout instead.

      “All standard stuff here. We merely did our part. Support your local police department, that’s our message.”

      “Oh, Mr. Stormwing is being modest,” Bernie said and pushed into the light of the camera. “Another of those disks appeared—the same as those that carved a hole out of the center of Cranbook.”

      “Was anyone hurt?” the reporter asked.

      “Myself and another officer were caught in an explosion—all in a day’s work you understand—but other than that, there were no casualties, no.”

      “And the disk? Last time, they appeared in clusters. What will the police do in the event that another of these appears?”

      “Er…clusters?” Bernie scratched his beard. “I…uh, that’s right, isn’t it? What will you do about the clusters?” He turned to Galen. The cameraman was all too happy to oblige and focused squarely on his dragon features.

      “The local…police will—”

      “Take care of everything and ensure the safety of our community,” Inspector Trudeau said as he stepped out of a police car that had pulled to a stop. “While it is true that another of these disks was sighted, thanks to the renewed focus of our force on…magical events and thanks to our continued cooperation with Magic Managed, a crisis was avoided.”

      “Was this disk anticipated, then?” the reporter asked and her voice seemed a little more heated. Galen could sense from her aura that she wished to grill the inspector. She wanted a scoop.

      “We cannot anticipate these acts. We can only remain vigilant—which we’ve been able to do thanks to the cooperation of Mr. Stormwing and Miss Gagnon. We’d like to thank them for their service, although I’m sure you’ll need to analyze what happened here, Mr. Stormwing?”

      “Vala usually—oh! Yes. Analyze it. Yup. That is certainly something I do and not only Vala.”

      “Very good, then, if you’d like to get to it?” The inspector raised a bushy eyebrow.

      The young dragon took the generous offer to aid his escape and hurried to his partner. “Are you ready?”

      “I want to get back in the lab. Let’s go,” she said.

      He crossed the street so he’d be behind the cameraman and not in front of him, transformed into a dragon, and lowered a wing so she could climb onto his back.

      Twenty minutes later, they were home and she didn’t even want to go upstairs before she hurried to her lab to start working. He only managed to convince her by pulling a pot of soup out of the fridge and cutting some bread—both from her parents and delivered the night before.

      They sat at the table and turned the TV on. Despite having more money than when they’d started, the dwarf had not wanted to buy a new TV. Galen understood why. This one was cracked but it was also the home to a digital version of her, a kind of animated avatar that appeared to crawl out of the crack and climb across the screen whenever they turned the set on.

      It didn’t take long for him to find the report about them on Channel Six. As usual, when they were on TV, Li’l Vala couldn’t help but poke and make fun of their images. Sometimes, it came across as uncouth but he didn’t mind it this time. It was hard to mind Li’l Vala poking fun at them given how glowing the reporter had made the segment.

      “So Cranbook can once again sleep safe and sound thanks to the tireless work of our two local heroes at Magic Managed. Because even when the lights are out, they’re still working. Back to you, Chuck.”

      “Thanks, Cindy,” Chuck said. “Mike with hockey updates after the break.”

      Galen pressed mute, turned to Vala, and caught her as she plopped her bowl in the sink and before she could run away to her lab downstairs.

      “I take it you won’t sleep safe and sound tonight?” he asked her.

      “No…I probably won’t sleep much at all. You know me. I can’t sleep when there are numbers to crunch.”

      “Are you worried there will be more of these disks?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been worried this entire time. We never knew where any of them came from in the first place—especially those that appeared without the orb. I was glad they stopped, but having more data…” Her eyes gleamed in a way that meant she had no intention to sleep at all.

      “Well, I’ll probably turn in then. If there are more of those, I want to face them well-rested.”

      “You’re the muscle. And thanks again for today. I’m glad Cindy made you look so good. You deserve it.”

      “Nah. No, I don’t.”

      “You do, Galen. Bernie was a little much, for sure, but I’m very proud to work with someone like you.”

      “You only like me for my sword.”

      “As if!” Vala laughed. “I made that sword. If it was all I cared about, I’d be flying solo.”

      “Ha-ha. I guess so.” He smiled, pleased that he finally felt so comfortable. “Don’t stay up too late, all right?”

      “I’ll have coffee for you in the morning.”

      He let her go downstairs and went to bed, although he had trouble falling asleep at first. Darkness crept constantly from the edges of his vision, but it wasn’t simply shadow. It was the Void that slithered ever closer and heaved with tentacles, vines, and tendrils of darkness.

      Oddly enough, he was able to focus his thoughts on Li’l Vala. Between her antics and the glowing report Cindy had given them, sleep wasn’t too hard to come by after all.
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      Lord Boneclaw was beyond furious. There was no word in English, French, Arabic, or any of the dead languages he knew that could describe how he felt—although pissed seemed to come close.

      He had left Cranbook and spent the last few months in the Canadian countryside, where he had opened portals from the Void to feed himself so he could regain all his memories. There were still gaps, even after all this time, but given that he had been on the Dragon Council for thousands of years and had operated and made decisions on a global scale, he could accept that he probably couldn’t recover everything.

      His focus on recent events—and specifically, his memories of Galen Stormwing—was the reason why he was so upset.

      The young dragon could have been his greatest servant. He had, after all, brought him back from the dead. Working with Kylara Diamantine’s aunt, he had provided a body for the ancient dragon’s spirit to bond to. This should have been the boy’s greatest triumph and the defining moment of his life. It should have been marveled at as the extraordinary achievement it was. He had brought a god back. Instead, the fool had destroyed his legacy by betraying him.

      It irked him that the upstart had played a key role that helped Kylara to throw him into the Void. She deserved most of the blame, of course—and the Steel Dragon Kristen Hall who had killed him in the first place. But Galen had willingly aided her to destroy him.

      Boneclaw had meant to bide his time and grow strong enough to confront the steel bitch and the diamond one, but as his intellect returned, he understood the threat the young dragon represented. He was not as powerful as either of his other two foes—not nearly as powerful—but he’d grown wily, suspicious, and surprisingly tenacious.

      He needed to be eliminated, not because he was as dangerous as that sword of his but because he was a splinter. That kind of enemy might not be able to threaten him directly but he needed to be dealt with. If he wasn’t, he could turn into a problem when facing a true threat.

      The ancient dragon had intended to slay Galen that very night—the real reason why he was so pissed.

      Although he had far more control over his new body, he recognized that his powers over the Void were more powerful still. It had taken him months to learn how to properly channel his magic to make the portals expand at anything more than a slow, steady pace. He had thought that doing so would be enough to slice the upstart’s ankle so the mongrel would tumble into the Void and be done with. Unfortunately, the cursed runt had once again proven too wily.

      It was incredibly frustrating, Boneclaw thought as he shifted. While he could take the form of a dragon for longer amounts of time, when he moved, it still wasn’t quite right. He was no longer made of bones wrapped in muscle and powered by his heart. Now, he was a thousand strands of slime, an amorphous mass of Void energy that could take any form, although sustaining them was much harder.

      He knew he didn’t look as majestic as he once had but his new form had powers no other dragon possessed. And that was why he still hesitated to attack his young enemy directly. If he struck too soon and that smarmy rat squeezed out of his clutches, he’d have an idea of what he was facing. As long as he struck from behind a disk, Galen would continue to chase shadows—which would give Boneclaw the opportunity to stab him in the back.

      Although there were times when he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. He had spent considerable time thinking about him. Given where the boy had come from and what he had been, he couldn't help but be impressed—mildly impressed, perhaps, but certainly interested. It was simply that he had been such a waste of a dragon before, a useless, mewling, powerless vanilla, not worth the food it took to feed him. He had none of his mother’s storm powers, nor her cunning. He had dismissed him from birth, but he had somehow become an adversary worth worrying about.

      Did he need to be an adversary, though?

      The ancient dragon no longer had the list of allies—witting and unwitting—he had once had. He knew there would be no way he could work with Kristen Hall or Kylara Diamantine, but might Galen be convinced that he was not the enemy he thought he was?

      He dismissed the thought as easily as he dismissed one of his clawed hands and let it slump into his slimy body and be reabsorbed.

      His focus should not be on what the young dragon had been. He needed to remember what he had become. Not only that, but he had to keep what he had done to him in mind as well.

      Boneclaw thought himself peerless and far beyond the intellect of all other dragons, but he could lower his mind to their level if the need arose. He knew the upstart harbored considerable resentment toward him.

      How could he not?

      After all, he had stabbed the runt with the dragon’s claw he had since fashioned into a sword and used it to drain his powers and trap him in the form of the mongrel he was. He could see how such actions would be difficult—if not impossible—to forgive. While he might have resented the boy for turning his back on what could be the true master of this earth, he also respected the fact that he stuck to his beliefs. He knew he must think of him as evil.

      The old Galen would not have made such distinctions. Good, evil, right, or wrong, nothing had mattered compared to the difference between strong and weak. But now that he was stronger, it was almost unthinkable that he would come crawling back. He would not overlook their shared past, and Boneclaw wasn’t the kind of dragon to underestimate an adversary.

      What all this boiled down to was that Galen Stormwing represented a threat that could not be ignored. He was wily and stubborn and had no love for him. Worst of all, that sword of his made the ancient dragon’s greatest strength less than it should be.

      It was quite an advantage, was it not? The boy had a sword that could not only carve through the steel skin or the diamond scales of Boneclaw’s two foremost foes, but he could also slice through the Void itself. This was a serious problem and the young dragon had been wildly lucky to have gained possession of such a weapon.

      This left only one option. He would have to take it from him.

      Fortunately, his new powers made surveillance easier than it had ever been before.

      He did not have a base of operations in Cranbook yet but the town’s simple-minded police department somehow thought that since he had already attacked from the sewers once, it would never happen again. Boneclaw had used them to escape after Galen had destroyed yet another disk with his sword. For a moment, he’d thought that he might have captured his young adversary but the blade had slipped free.

      Confident that he would remain undetected, he moved through the sewers. His form was boneless, formless, and more flexible than any creature of the Earth. It was easy to follow the two young partners to their shop and equally as easy to listen to what they discussed.

      If the dwarf turned her machine on again, Lord Boneclaw might be forced to go ahead and devour her. Even though the prospect exhilarated him, he would bide his time until he found the perfect moment to strike. He needed to make sure it was swift and final so another threat would be neutralized.
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      Vala and Galen spent the next day flying over Cranbook and the surrounding area, searching for black disks. It was a fruitless endeavor. While she reminded herself that she should be relieved when they didn’t find any more of them, she couldn't help but feel like she was missing something right under their noses.

      “That’s the fifth lap, Galen. Let’s head back.”

      “One more swoop?” he suggested.

      “Sure.” She sighed. What she honestly thought was that they should go home, but he took the disks even more seriously than she did—especially after she mentioned her concern that the magical frequency had aspects of both Void and dragon magic.

      They made another pass over Cranbook and soared over the places where the aberration had appeared before. Nothing caught their attention and they could find no sign of the inky black holes—no destruction, no panicked crowds, nothing. It was a bust. They had spent the whole day searching with no results. What was truly frustrating was that she knew they might still have missed one. Looking at the city from the air wouldn’t reveal one hidden inside a building or under the street.

      “Still nothing,” Vala said.

      “I know. I thought that we might see a building cave in or something…” Galen trailed off as if saying it might make it happen, but this was thankfully not the case.

      “Let’s head back. We can start looking again in the morning—all right, Galen?”

      “Sure. Yeah. It makes sense,” he grumbled but he still turned toward the strip mall where they worked and lived.

      They did not get a chance to land, however, as another dragon circled above the parking lot when they arrived.

      Even she recognized this one.

      “Well, well, well. It looks like young Master Galen and Lady Gagnon,” Uncle Petrov roared into the darkening night sky.

      “What do you want, Uncle?” the young dragon demanded.

      “I thought I made it quite clear what I would do to you if you came back,” Vala said, took a device out of her pocket, and brandished it at the unwelcome visitor.

      “Tell your dwarf that I am well aware of her devices and I remember quite well how her machine drained us both of our powers. It’s probably best to not activate it while we’re in the air, isn’t it?”

      “Do you intend to tell us why you are here or did you merely come to make this speech about not being scared?” Galen asked.

      “Since you’re so eager to know, you insolent little brat, I might as well skip the formalities and get to it. Your parents would like you to come to dinner.”

      “I have food, thanks.”

      “They couldn’t care less about your caloric needs, you moron. This is a formal invitation to dine. I left the letter in your shop’s mailbox. They request your attendance in two days.”

      “Can you tell them to shove it? I honestly don’t want to go all that way simply to tell them hell no.”

      “How dare you speak of your clan this way?”

      “You mean the clan that cast me out the moment I needed them most? Or the clan that treated me like I was less than worthless because I couldn’t make the wind blow? I have zero interest in hanging out with a group of dragons who couldn’t care less about me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Galen. Despite my best efforts to convince her otherwise, your mother is pleased with you right now.”

      “You don’t say,” Vala interjected snidely.

      “I just said it, you—” Petrov snorted. It seemed he had not wanted to debase himself by speaking to her and she took that as a personal challenge. “I am supposed to make it clear to you that despite your…uh, less than impressive history, your mother is impressed.”

      “She is?” The young dragon looked skeptical.

      “It would seem so.” His uncle sounded quite annoyed at this change of heart. “Perhaps she likes hearing the Stormwing name on the news, even if it is only about a glorified magical sleuth. I tried to tell her that you’ve conquered nothing and what wealth you’ve gathered could hardly be called a treasure horde. Despite this, she insisted that I waste my time bringing you this invitation.”

      “Is that because you told them I have a device that makes you as soft and cuddly as a cute li’l bunny?” the dwarf asked.

      “They are aware of this blasphemous, unnatural device and have updated their house staff, so if Galen were to try to rob them of their dragon powers, there would be lethal repercussions.”

      “All because of little old me. What an honor!” Vala smiled from Galen’s back.

      “Do not delude yourself into thinking the Stormwing clan would ever notice someone as insignificantly infinitesimal as you.” Petrov snarled his disgust. “Updates needed to be made, that is all.”

      “Oh, oh—maybe it wasn’t me at all. Maybe it was Amy threatening to break you into pieces that made them reconsider. Could the most powerful mage in the world and one of the most important people at the Steel Guard scare the Stormwing clan?”

      “That’s enough!” the old dragon roared and twitched into an attack posture.

      “Back off, Uncle.”

      “Don’t speak to me that way, boy. You defeated me in your mongrel form but you cannot stand against my dragon body, nor can you force us to change to human form. I’ll kill you both before you land and bring your corpses to dinner.”

      “Hold tight, Vala,” he warned his partner with a growl.

      “I got this, Galen,” she assured him. While Petrov had puffed his chest up, she had casually pulled her net gun from her back. She lifted the barrel, adjusted for the wind and the relative motion of the two dragons, and fired.

      A pellet launched from the weapon. The older dragon saw it coming and dodged, but it burst above him despite his evasion and gummed one of his wings up with threads of sticky pink slime.

      He roared and blasted lighting from his throat at his nephew, but his aim was off thanks to the goo.

      “Stupid dwarf!” he bellowed as he careened earthward, pounded into the side of a building, and managed to slow the last of his fall by digging his claws into the structure. He landed in the parking lot but one of his wings was still tangled in the glue, which was also stuck to the building.

      Petrov snarled at the bonds but stopped struggling when Galen landed in front of him. Vala climbed off and the partners approached the trapped dragon but remained far enough apart that a blast of fire wouldn’t be able to reach them both.

      “Fools!” Petrov yelled and was eclipsed by mist as he transformed from his dragon body to his human form. The magic of the transformation was enough to help him break free of the sticky substance. He burst from the mist, a dragon in the shape of a human but powered by magic.

      He might have been able to reach the young dragon, but he had foolishly chosen to focus on Vala instead. Tracking a flying dragon’s movements from the back of another flying dragon and compensating for wind speed was tricky. Shooting at someone running directly toward her was not.

      The dwarf barely had time to aim before she fired. His eyes widened when the tiny canister of slime streaked toward him. He even managed to jump but it burst and webs of gunge erupted to gum his legs up this time. Petrov fell heavily, face-first. He tried to push the pink goo away but only succeeded in getting one of his hands stuck in it.

      “In case you don’t want the fun to stop, you should know I have more ammo. Feel free to change into your dragon form a couple more times.”

      The trapped dragon snarled from the ground. Vala didn’t want to show it but she had to admit that even when gummed up with pink goo, he was very intimidating. When he'd fallen, he'd scraped his face on the asphalt of the parking lot. Half the skin had been ripped away and grit and gravel were stuck in the open wound. He didn't even seem to notice. She knew that some of that was his dragon healing powers at work but still, the man knew how to intimidate.

      “You know what?” he screamed. “I did my part. I delivered your stupid invitation, even though you don’t deserve to step foot in Stormsiege. And this is what I get? Forget it and forget you.”

      When he transformed into his dragon shape, he managed to shed most of the pink gunk. He didn't step completely out of what had already snagged him, however. The tip of one of his wings brushed against the substance and strands of it came with him. Not one to learn from his mistakes, he flapped the wing, which only made the mess worse.

      “I left the invitation in your stupid mailbox. Come or not. I don’t care. I told your mother this was a waste of my time. It’ll be great to tell her I told you so.”

      Petrov leapt skyward and took flight but thanks to the goo, he did it with little grace. Instead of looking like a hawk soaring into the hunt, he looked like a flamingo without enough space to get airborne.

      “It was nice seeing you, Uncle!” Galen waved as he flew off.

      “Let us know next time you want to drop in!” Vala added.

      The older dragon crashed into a low building, scrambled onto the top of it—and broke a few windows in the process—and lunged awkwardly into the sky.
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      “Vala! That was amazing!” Galen transformed from his dragon body into his human one and scooped her up in a massive hug. He was not a hugger but he found that he couldn’t help himself. She was incredible!

      “Oh, nonsense. It was nothing,” she protested.

      “Nothing? Vala, you slimed him not once but twice! And you didn’t even hesitate. I had no idea what to do and while I still tried to think of something, you’d already gummed him.”

      “I knew I had enough ammo and I thought it might do the job.”

      He finally released her and set her on the ground. “You were fearless. Utterly fearless!”

      “Galen, you’re fearless all the time. Yesterday, you saved me from unfathomable oblivion.”

      “Yeah, but not when it comes to my family.” The young dragon grinned. “I keep telling myself I don’t care about them, but then I see my uncle and I start to wonder if I’m doing the right thing or not. Not you, though. You showed no hesitation.”

      “Speaking of no hesitation, can we go inside? It’s been a long day and I’m famished.”

      “If the hero wants a feast, let us not disappoint,” he joked.

      They entered, fished the invitation out of the mail slot, and trudged upstairs to their apartment. She read it while he ordered pizza. He hung up and grinned at her until he saw the invitation in her hand.

      “That’s it, huh?” Galen frowned and took it when she held it out for him. He turned it in his hands and examined the paper and gilt letters. “It’s nice. I’m sure some underpaid servant put considerable time and effort into this. It’s a pity to throw it into the trash.”

      The sentiment wasn’t enough to outweigh his distaste and he still dumped the invitation unceremoniously in the trash can.

      “You don’t think we should go?” Vala asked.

      “I don’t.” He stared at her like she was crazy but after a moment, he smiled. “Did you say we?”

      She nodded. “Of course. Your uncle delivered it to our address and it did say you could bring a plus-one.”

      “That means a servant.”

      “Who cares what it says?” She smiled. “I won’t let you go into danger without me. If that means they think I’m your servant when we walk in, it doesn’t bother me.”

      “Vala, it would be, like, stupidly dangerous. They don’t like dwarves—or mages or anyone. We can’t risk it.”

      “Jumping between me and that disk was a risk too and you didn’t hesitate to do it.”

      “This is completely different.”

      “I agree. I think your family is arguably far less dangerous than a magical black hole to a realm where nothing exists.”

      “Arguably.”

      “That’s why I said it.”

      Galen stared at her long and hard. “I’ll think about it, I guess. I’d rather not see my family, though. Why do you want to go?” He understood that some people like Vala liked their families. At the same time, he also knew that some families were toxic and his might as well be the definition of a noxiously poisonous one.

      “Well, for starters, I don’t know if we can avoid seeing them. Petrov shouldn’t be in dwarf territory at all, but he constantly arrives here. If we ignore the invitation, do you think there would be retaliation?”

      “Uh…probably.” He shrugged. “But with your power dampener and other magic gear, we could handle it.”

      “If I’m there. I don’t think Petrov would be above waiting for me to be out of the picture before he attacked.”

      “I guess that’s a fair point. But they could do something to you if we went to dinner,” he pointed out.

      “Do you think they invited only you? Or other dragons, too?”

      Galen paused as he thought about this. “No, probably not only me. These kinds of events are about being seen. If they want to bring me back into the family, they’d want other dragons there to see it.”

      “Do you think they’d do something to us if there were witnesses?”

      “Maybe not? It depends on the guests, honestly. But I guess they normally play nice at events like this. They might even leave me alone if we arrive on time. That’s what they used to do when they threw feasts and I still lived there. I don’t know, Vala. Do you want to go?”

      “It’s your family so it’s your call, but I’m certainly willing. I don’t think we can make your family go away by ignoring them, so it might make sense to go. But no pressure—unless Petrov brings a hurricane down on Cranbook.”

      Galen chuckled and excused himself when the doorbell rang. He went to the front of the shop, got the pizza from the delivery driver, and brought it up.

      She emptied half the box onto a plate, then said something around a mouthful of pizza about needing to crunch the numbers.

      Galen settled at their tiny dining room table and tried to decide what he wanted to do while he devoured his meal.

      His family was horrible. He knew this and had always known this. As a kid, he’d been treated like less than nothing and shipped off to a private school only because there were places for worthless dragons like him. The Stormwing clan was full of the worst kind of dragon. They valued their scaly hides above all others and cared not for the mages who worked for them and even less for their regular human servants.

      But they were his family. There was no escaping that. He had grown up with them and they had shaped his mindset as a youth. They still shaped it, infuriatingly enough, although it seemed that more of his beliefs were in direct opposition to them rather than agreement. Could he simply walk away from them?

      He knew that humans could and did. But they were…well, to quote his family, insignificant. Humans could move to a different town. They could change their hair or their telephone number.

      Galen could do those things as well but he couldn’t change the stormy color of his scales or how his aura pulsed. He would forever recognize the auras of his family and he knew they would forever recognize his.

      Could he leave them behind? He’d tried and it had not exactly gone well. Maybe Vala was right. Maybe it was better to face them head-on. They would probably not try to kill her. Maybe.

      And besides, Petrov had made it sound like his mom was proud of him—or a little proud, anyway. It was too much to hope that she would declare him her heir and let him control the family and their behavior toward the rest of the world, but maybe there was something to be gained by going to dinner all the same.

      The young dragon honestly wasn’t sure. He wanted to turn his back on them but that also seemed like an awfully good way to get stabbed. Surely it was better to face an attacker than to leave himself open for them to attack when he least expected it.

      His mind danced relentlessly—to go, or not to go?—and his indecision lasted far longer than the pizza did.
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      Petrov pumped his wings but he could not gain enough elevation fast enough. The pink gunk from that stupid dwarf still covered part of a wing and ruined both his aerodynamics and his range of motion. He could not believe that he could not get the substance off.

      “Stupid dwarf,” he growled as he tried frantically to flap hard enough to get over a building ahead of him. His head and arms cleared it but his back legs caught the top and broke two windows while his tail did far more damage to the floors below. He didn’t mind destroying buildings. On the contrary, he relished it but not when the reason was pink goo that made it ridiculously hard to fly.

      He pulled up onto the roof of the building to try to scrape some of the substance away.

      It was a laborious process but he managed to scratch some of it off with his claw. He considered changing into his human form to simply slough it off but something didn’t feel right about the roof.

      Cautiously, he looked around. Could the dwarf have planned this? As much as he called her stupid, he recognized her intelligence. Could she have somehow calculated how far he would be able to fly, encumbered as he had been by the gunk? A year before, he would never have even considered the idea that a dwarf could determine something like that but she had forced him to change some of his notions about their kind.

      She could not be there, though. Nor would she have able been to calculate how much of the substance would hit him. Still, this reasoning aside, he felt like something was off about the rooftop—like the shadows were too deep and hid an unseen menace.

      Petrov snorted. “That’s the first time I’ve ever thought of Galen like that,” he said in his deep baritone dragon voice. If someone was there, hearing him growl would surely startle them out of hiding. And if it was Galen…well, despite the boy’s growth, he wouldn’t be able to resist. He had always been fairly easy to bait.

      But his nephew did not emerge from the shadows any more than Vala had. Given his current condition, he conceded that it was something of a relief. It was insane to think that he now had to consider the young dragon as a threat. He was confident that he could still beat him in his dragon form. That was why he had waited for them in the air, after all. But the boy’s half-dragon mongrel form—as he liked to call it—was not something to be underestimated. He knew his reports about these abilities were partly responsible for Gabriela inviting her son to the dinner. Part of him wished he had painted the kid’s abilities in a less flattering light and possibly avoided him being welcomed back, but that would not be best for the clan.

      The dragon had made fairly good progress on the gunk, although numerous threads of it remained. He wasn't exactly trying to keep a low profile so he went ahead and blasted it with dragon fire. It crackled but did not burn away.

      Annoyed that he had already wasted this much time, he changed into his human form. The magic transformation was enough to make the last trace of the substance fall away.

      Petrov had never particularly liked being in his human form. It was stronger than a regular human, of course, but still far weaker than his dragon body. He sometimes felt vulnerable when he couldn’t fly or breathe fire, and something about this rooftop made him feel especially vulnerable tonight.

      Part of it might have been the angle. Before, his head had been twenty feet up but now, down there, he was in the shadows. They extended from everything despite the full moon being bright overhead.

      He looked at the moon. It was a little past directly overhead and made a tiny shadow beneath him. This was odd because the shadows from the air conditioning units and work shed on the roof were not the same proportional size. They were long and somehow stretched, and they came from every side of the objects they originated from. Even stranger, there was no space between them. A ring of moonlight surrounded him but the shadows that came from the objects on the roof all ran together like ink.

      The only explanation was that the shadows were not natural. They had to be magic.

      “That’s quite enough, Vala.” Petrov growled in annoyance. “I stopped to scrape that slime off my wings. Do you think I would spend another minute in this worthless town if I didn’t have to?”

      No answer was forthcoming.

      He didn’t sense Galen’s aura either. Some dragons could suppress their auras but the boy had never been one of them.

      “I know there’s magic at work here. Show yourself,” he ordered as he changed into his dragon form.

      Although he didn’t know who was messing with him right now—no one but his clan knew he had come to dwarf country—he wasn’t about to let anyone get the jump on him. Magic meant that whoever was hiding from him could be a threat.

      The dragon liked threats and he understood them. He had never backed down from one and was not about to start now. He chose not to think about the time with Amy Williams after he’d battled Galen or about Vala and her stupid device. Those were both unusual circumstances and didn’t count. Someone was there, hiding in the shadows, which meant they either tried to stay safe in his presence—a good strategy—or to intimidate him. The latter, of course, would never happen.

      But if they were hiding, why make the shadows take such an obvious formation?

      “Show yourself!” Petrov roared and blasted fire at the inky darkness. It burned away the blackness on the roof, which didn’t surprise him. Not much could withstand dragon fire, after all, and his was stronger than most. Whoever was hiding would learn the error of their ways.

      He swallowed when the shadow crept forward again and flowed across the surface like some horribly viscous liquid.

      Now, it surrounded him completely but remained out of reach of his dragon talons.

      “What game is this?” he demanded. He had summoned clouds overhead but was careful to leave the moon unobscured so it could continue to shine through. The idea of facing whatever this was without light was unappealing. He’d finally built up a thunderhead and now called upon the energy stored within to launch a blast of lightning that struck the shadow.

      The dragon had expected the light to overwhelm the darkness. What he had not expected was for the darkness to pop and fizzle away from the blast of energy. It wasn’t shadow at all, he realized, but an extremely thin liquid that was supposed to look like shadow.

      “Show yourself.” He growled warningly as he turned in all directions and scanned the blackness. “My fire might not have hurt your little puddle, but my lighting certainly burned some of it away. And I Can. Do. Lightning.” A bolt of lightning punctuated each word “I can do this all night.” Six bolts struck all around him, one after another, to sizzle and fry the liquid shadow.

      There was no response and he laughed into the silence. The inky substance was still unnatural but no longer appeared to flow around him. Now, it looked like a child’s sketch of shadows—unnatural, yes, but also unfocused and without a pattern. Whoever or whatever had made them had been defeated, overwhelmed by his strength.

      “Like I thought.” He snorted in derision.

      He gathered himself—still careful to avoid touching it—and was about to leap skyward when he heard a voice.

      “Wait.” It sounded hollow and wispy as if made from vocal cords filled with blood, but he couldn’t honestly say it was weak. Something sinister was conveyed in that word too—something icy and conniving as if the speaker was demanding, not requesting.

      “Show yourself,” Petrov growled.

      In response, some of the shadows on the ground swirled together to form the face of a dragon in silhouette.

      “I mean no disrespect, but this is all my current faculties allow me,” the shadow said. Petrov understood why the voice sounded so odd now. It did not come from a body but from a layer of gunk on the ground.

      “Why are you here?”

      “For the same reason you are. The dwarf, Vala Gagnon, continues to thwart me.”

      “Then you’re the only one she thwarts,” he snapped.

      “Forgive me,” the dragon face on the ground responded with what could have been a purr. “I merely thought the gunk on your wings must have been from her. I do not know who else would disrespect a dragon of the Stormwing clan.”

      “No one with any sense, certainly. You’re too much of a coward to even show your body.”

      “I wish it were cowardice that kept me like this. But alas, it is the continued actions of the dwarf and her accomplice, the cursed Galen Stormwing. Oh, forgive me. He must be a prized nephew of yours.”

      “He’s no such thing.” Petrov snarled, angered by even the thought of that. “An embarrassment is all he is. He could have been something great but squandered it all away.”

      “How do you mean?”

      Something clicked in Petrov’s mind then. “He helped bring back a dragon by the name of Boneclaw—one with shadow powers like you seem to have. But then he killed him, or helped to kill him.”

      The dragon face nodded. “Not completely, as it turns out.”

      “You’re him, then?” he asked. He knew Boneclaw was dead but he also knew the world was a bizarre place and that magic worked in many ways. One couldn’t be too careful. Besides, he also knew the ancient dragon had always prized knowledge above all else and that showing surprise would be akin to showing weakness.

      “I’m what’s left of him,” the shadow admitted. “Thanks to Galen and that dwarf, I don’t seem able to bring any more of myself back.”

      “A great pity,” Petrov declared. “But I guess a loser’s a loser.” He prepared to leap into the night. He didn’t know if this slime truly was Boneclaw, but he didn’t like that it claimed to be, whether it was or not.

      “Wait.”

      “You already said that.” He snarled impatiently. “I don’t see why I should listen to a shadow.”

      A thread of inky darkness slithered forward and wound around his claws. He lifted it off the ground and frowned.

      “You don’t like Galen or Vala and neither do I,” the dragon face stated calmly. “We should work together.”

      “I already have a clan. We helped you, if you recall, although it didn’t matter much when you lost.” Petrov blasted the gunk on his claws and was pleased to see that it boiled into nothingness.

      “And what is your plan now? To whine to Gabriela? Her rage blinds her. You know this. Your entire clan knows this. What they do not see is how Galen represents a threat to them. He must be eliminated or risk the entire Stormwing clan being destroyed.”

      “You talk too much for a puddle.” He sneered and took a step back. The black gunk crept slowly inward and left him with an increasingly smaller place to sit.

      “You underestimate Galen, which is a mistake. He must be removed as quickly as possible before he festers as part of your clan and spreads the rot throughout.”

      “So what am I supposed to do about it?” Petrov moved away but his back foot stepped in some of the gunk. “Did you not see me bring lightning down? That energy is in the cloud, not me. I will end you if you don’t get off.”

      “You should challenge him to a duel, the stakes of which are his sword.”

      “That’s foolish. He’s been training with two swordmasters. I said get off!”

      Petrov tried to scrape the black substance off his leg but it stuck to his hand. He blasted it with fire, but in the time it took him to inhale, more of it slithered onto his leg. It began to creep up his body and cover every inch.

      “You misunderstand me,” the voice said and now seemed to vibrate from his scales. “We should work together. I have yet to be able to take a truly solid form and you are a mindless idiot with access to what I want. Together, we could work to undo Galen and Vala so that when they attend this event of yours, no one will be at all disappointed when you kill him.”

      “Get off me!” The frustrated dragon vaulted upward but the gunk came with him. It had all flowed onto him now.

      “We’ll undermine their reputation, then strike at their lowest point,” the substance that called itself Boneclaw whispered in his ear.

      “There is no we,” he roared and brought down a blast of lightning that struck him directly in the face. It hurt, of course. Lighting always hurt, even storm dragons, but it hurt the slime more.

      Traces of it flew off him and burned away in the night.

      “I thought you intended to take control of my body?” he teased. “You can’t even cover it.”

      “There’s no need,” Boneclaw said and the slime surged into Petrov’s mouth. He roared but the sound was quickly choked off as more of the gunk slithered down his throat.

      “No!” he burbled and plummeted from the sky. His wings wouldn’t obey.

      He drove through the canopy of a grove of pine trees and landed hard. Even though it hurt, he wasted no time. He scratched and pulled at the dark substance on his chest and tried desperately to rip it free. It was weaker in consistency than the pink goo had been but whenever he tore it loose, it merely attached to another part of him. While he struggled, it flowed up his body, arms, chest, and his long neck until it reached his mouth and seeped into him.

      Petrov could no longer breathe. It clogged his throat and when he tried to unleash fire, the slime covered those glands. All he could do was choke and splutter as more of it pushed into his mouth.

      “Let me go!” He tried to scream. “We can work...we can work together if we must. We can—”

      More of the vile substance choked his words and he fell back. He felt like his jaw would crack from the way it was pushed open so widely. His throat was crammed with gunk, so much so that he couldn’t breathe because his lungs were filled with it too. He thrashed, scratched, and writhed in a desperate attempt to stop it from filling him.

      In the next moment, he felt something cold inside at the base of his neck where his spine connected to his skull.

      “No,” was the last word he was able to say before Boneclaw took control of his body.
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      While Galen hopefully slept, Vala busied herself in her lab. She wasn’t sure why but for some reason, she was never tired at night, although having a trove of data certainly contributed to that.

      She studied the readings she had obtained from the latest appearance of the disk. While she had something to work with, it wasn’t enough. She had not anticipated that it would expand as rapidly as it had. Based on the last time they had appeared, they were fairly slow when they were small. It shouldn’t have been able to do what it had.

      That it had damaged some of her equipment was even more frustrating. And part of it had come out and grabbed her leg as if it had known she was there. How could it have done that? If she was a more suspicious person, she might think someone nearby was controlling it.

      The young dwarf swallowed and took a step back from her screen. She had to consider the possibility that someone was in direct control of the disks. The first had appeared more or less by accident when a few teenagers had messed with a magical orb they could not have possibly fully understood. But those after that had appeared without an obvious source. She had never identified what had caused them.

      It was a question that haunted Galen. If she were honest, she had not spent much time grappling with the idea. She was more interested in how they worked than the why. But if someone was making them appear, the how would be inextricably wrapped up in the why.

      Vala had not entirely dismissed the idea of someone making them, but when they’d stopped appearing, she had assumed it was disproven. It had seemed far more likely that the other disks had been some kind of ripple effect from the first one. The last of those had horrible tentacles, of course, but she had been able to rationalize even those away.

      But this new disk had appeared months later and lashed out with more of the tentacles to snatch her after destroying her equipment. Hypothesizing that it was controlled by someone no longer seemed far-fetched but a reasonable theory.

      She looked again at the waveform she had recorded.

      “What are you?” she asked the screen.

      The magical energy of this disk looked different than the others on her remaining instruments. Without a doubt, it contained a thread of magic of the wavelength and frequency she had identified as being draconic. Could it have been in the earlier ones as well? She thought it was possible—she was continually revising her techniques, after all—but it seemed unlikely. The draconic part of the signature seemed to correlate with the disks being more “intentional.” And certainly, those with the dark tentacles had more of the draconic signature than the other ones did.

      That could be a coincidence.

      But it could also be that a dragon truly was behind all this.

      But why? And who?

      The dwarf had never heard of a dragon making portals to the Void, let alone one who wanted her dead and also had such skills.

      Having powerful dragons or mages with grudges against him was more Galen’s department anyway. He had never talked that much about it but she knew he had faced a dragon with a connection to the Void.

      That had ended with the death of that dragon but still, there was a link. It gave her a thread to pull on. If her partner had faced one with a link to the Void, perhaps another with a similar link might see him as a threat?

      The phone rang and she almost jumped through the roof.

      She drew a few deep breaths and forced herself to calm when she looked at the screen and recognized the number of the police station.

      “Magic Managed,” she answered.

      “Vala, is that you? I’m sorry for the early hour.”

      “Early?” She looked at her clock and was surprised to see that it was already six in the morning. She’d been up all night while she worked through data, tinkered with devices, and pondered the disks. “What seems to be the problem?” she asked and promised herself that she’d take a nap later. Sleeping during the day was preferable to her, anyway.

      “There’s another disk, Vala. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do about these things. We might as well put you two on the force given how often I have to call. I’m sorry. I truly am.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. You’re not the one causing them,” she replied. “Let me wake Galen and we’ll be right over.”
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      “I distinctly remember being promised coffee,” Galen grumbled as Vala climbed onto his back with her bag full of equipment.

      “That was yesterday. I made no such promises about this morning.”

      “When you send me to bed after scaring my uncle off, I expect coffee.”

      “I’ll get you one later, all right?”

      “It’s that serious?” he asked as he lifted them into the air.

      “Inspector Trudeau said they found the disk less than an hour ago and that it was only a couple of inches across.”

      “We should have time, then,” he responded, even though he did not believe the words.

      “That’s what I said, but Trudeau…”

      The young dragon focused on the city below them when she trailed off. It wasn’t hard to see what had distressed the police.

      In the middle of an intersection large enough to earn stoplights was a black disk. That he could see it from the sky was a problem. It was easily ten feet across and as he flew toward it, he could see it growing before his eyes.

      Inch by inch, the black disk expanded and eclipsed the white paint of the crosswalk beneath it at an uncomfortably fast pace.

      The police were on site and had blocked off the entire intersection, but they had their hands full. The four streets leading to it were all jammed with morning traffic. The officers tried to persuade the drivers to turn and take another route, but the dragon’s appearance in the sky only added to the difficulty of that task.

      “It’s Galen.”

      “Vala must be up there too.”

      “Magic Managed is here!” people on the street shouted. Those who had yet to turn their cars abandoned them there. It appeared that many of the residents of Cranbook thought what would transpire there that morning was more interesting than starting another workday on time.

      Galen focused on the area outside the police perimeter between the tape blocking the disk off and the cruisers. He thought that if he landed away from the crowds, he’d cause less of a headache, but they had other ideas. They pushed forward as he circled and began to descend, surrounded the police vehicles, and threatened to flow around them if not for the quick action of the officers.

      “They need some space to work, people!” Bernie yelled but despite his words, he waved cheerily at the onlookers. “You can’t crowd genius, people. You simply can’t. No, it's fine if you touch the cars but no closer than that, all right? Okay, a little closer isn’t a big deal I guess.”

      “I don’t think we have time for you to get any readings,” the young dragon said.

      “No kidding,” Vala responded, her tone disgruntled. “I don’t know if we’ll have time to land.”

      “Maybe I should drop you off and when you are clear, I take Claw and bust this to shards.”

      “That works for me,” Vala agreed and leaned over the side of his back to study the disk. “This one is expanding at a faster rate than the one we saw the other night. If whoever is causing it has the ability to make it slice out again like it did, all these buildings and everyone in the crowd could already be in danger.”

      “Who? So, you finally agree that someone is behind these?” he asked as he swooped to the opposite side of the cordoned-off area.

      “I think I need to take the possibility that this is intentional seriously, yes,” she conceded.

      Galen wished that being right made him feel better but at that moment, he would have greatly preferred for her to tell him that he was completely wrong. He could even accept the explanation that they were caused by the northern lights and that she had worked it all out on her own, no thanks to him.

      He suppressed his thoughts and landed, and she hopped off his back.

      Inspector Trudeau had tracked their flight and was ready to brief them when they touched down.

      “The disk has been here for…” He consulted his watch, “Forty-eight minutes at this point. Obviously, it's expanding far more rapidly than any of the others we’ve seen.”

      The young dragon drew Claw. “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”

      “What about the buildings?” Vala asked. “I hope you can tell me they’ve been evacuated.”

      “We’re trying but with all the commuters stopping to rubberneck, it hasn’t been easy.”

      “Great. So if it expands, it's not only the crowd in danger but everyone in the buildings too.” She grimaced. “No pressure, Galen.”

      He knew people being at risk should have concerned him, but he already felt like he was on the highest alert possible. His heart pounded and his muscles were tight as he grasped his sword.

      These disks weren’t a natural phenomenon. He was sure of that, which meant someone was making them—and in Cranbook where he lived. That didn’t necessarily mean this was about him, but he felt it was almost guaranteed that this was about either him or Vala. A few people being in danger was a problem, yes, but what truly frightened him was that he was becoming more convinced that someone was hunting him or his partner and they were using these people as pawns or bait.

      What terrified him even more than that when he thought about who would do something like that, one name always topped the list and he had a connection to the Void—the dragon Galen had brought back from the dead, only to help Kylara to send him to the Void. There was no way he could have survived that, right? No one could survive that.

      Except that wasn’t true. The dragon mage had gone to the Void and lived to tell the tale. He knew she was a special case—what with being the Big Pixie and all—but there were many special cases when it came to dragons. There was no guarantee that she was the only one.

      “No pressure.” He grunted, summoned his courage and his focus, and walked toward the disk. As Sir Francis Drake had taught him, he held Claw in front of him with both hands on the hilt, relaxed but ready to strike. He also tried to keep his eyes open. Mylo had shown him repeatedly how devastating it could be to let one’s guard down. During a duel, even something as simple as a fallen tree branch could become a huge liability. He didn’t want anything to interrupt him before he destroyed this aberration.

      It was these lessons of constant awareness and readiness that made him pause a few feet away from it.

      “Vala,” he called over his shoulder, “does this one look different to you?”

      His partner looked up from her oscilloscope. She had her goggles on as well and he smirked at her. Of course she would say they didn’t have enough time to get any data and immediately proceed to try to gather more. If she had a weakness, it was an obsession with measuring magic. Then again, maybe that was a strength.

      “I’m trying to get a reading on it, but I still mostly detect the same Void magic and the dragon signature. Although the dragon part seems…uh, more prevalent, I guess.”

      “What about the edge of it? It looks…I don’t know, charged? Instead of only black, the edge is blue-and-white. Or am I seeing things?”

      Vala stood from the oscilloscope and studied the disk with her goggles. She fiddled with the controls on the side to change the colors of the tinted lenses until they were transparent.

      “Yes, I see that.”

      “Can you tell me what it is?”

      “No… It’s… Galen, it’s very much like your magic signature.”

      “Great.” He sighed. “That’s not creepy at all.”

      “I don’t mean to rush your genius but it is still expanding,” Trudeau said, his expression nervous.

      “Right. Let’s get this over with.” The young dragon closed the distance between himself and the disk.

      He held his sword up and ready to strike. The last two times they had faced these aberrations, black tentacles had been their defense of choice. It didn’t surprise him that he thought about them as making choices. Someone had to be doing so. It would be folly to assume that it would no longer use a method that had been at least moderately successful in the past.

      Except no black tentacles lurched out. Nothing tried to snatch him, trip him, or knock him off his feet. The only thing that came from it was a sense of impending dread.

      Galen drew a deep breath and swung Claw.

      It was a good strike and the force of the blow originated in his core. Drake had taught him to focus on his legs when he fought, and that advice had proven useful. His legs gave him both stability and strength. With the strike he had just performed, he would have been able to slice through a foot of concrete or a couple of inches of steel without even slowing his blade.

      Unfortunately, that did not happen there.

      Instead of Claw breaking the disk into a hundred pieces or getting stuck and splintering it with cracks of glowing light, a bolt of lightning shot out and struck the sword.

      The force of it threw the blade at him before the energy coursed into him and hurled him back. He would have been dead if Claw was sharp on both edges. It wasn't, thankfully, and instead of dying, he whacked himself on the head before he careened into the metal pole of a streetlight.

      It teetered and fell over him and directly into the blackness. Exactly like before, it vanished instead of emerging on the other side.

      As if it had fueled it, the disk began to expand even more rapidly.
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      Galen staggered to his feet and untangled himself from the twisted metal and tangle of wires that was all that was left of the light pole. The disk did not slow its approach. Instead, it quickened as if it could somehow sense that he was stuck and it wished to take advantage of his weakness.

      Claw made short work of the metal pole and wires, though, and he stumbled back.

      The aberration immediately slowed its growth to a stop. The young dragon continued to stagger away—being thrown into that metal pole had hurt, dammit—but the blackness did not pursue.

      “Galen!” Vala said and appeared beside him. He knew she had walked there but he hadn’t seen her. He had not shifted his gaze from the disk since it had tried to swallow him.

      “I’m all right,” he said. “Although I wish my healing ability was as strong as it used to be.”

      “That energy—”

      “Lightning,” he corrected.

      The dwarf nodded. “That’s what my goggles made it look like too but I wasn’t sure.”

      “I am. I’ve had more than enough experience dealing with electricity as an attack thanks to my family.”

      “I’ve never seen your Uncle Petrov try to roast you, though.”

      “Roast me?” He frowned, then realized that he was still smoking from the lightning strike. “I’ll be fine,” he said, lifted his sword, then stumbled and only managed to avoid falling by using his weapon to prop himself up. It was something Mylo would have castigated him for and Drake would have applauded. The sword was an almost mythic tool to one instructor, not to be besmirched or desecrated no matter what the circumstances. To the other, it was a tool to be used in whatever way possible. Galen was inclined to agree with Drake on this one. Besides, it wasn’t like the asphalt of the street would dull Claw’s edge.

      “What’s changed, Vala? Something’s different.”

      “We’ve seen the disks defend themselves before,” she pointed out.

      “With those tentacles, sure, but that always seemed like an artifact of the Void to me.”

      “That seems like a dangerous assumption. There are dragons with shadow magic.”

      His throat went dry. He knew of two dragons with shadow magic. One was dead and the other was one of Kylara’s friends. “Do you think that’s who is behind this? A shadow dragon?”

      “That would explain the tentacles but not the lightning. I wonder if it's reacting to you.”

      “But I don’t have weather powers.”

      “I know.” His partner shook her head.

      Galen sighed. He felt slightly better and certainly good enough to try again. “I’ll give it another shot.”

      “Wait, Galen. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “What other choice do we have?”

      “If these things—or whoever controls them—is adapting, then attacking in the same way might give them another chance to learn how best to defend against us. As far as we know, Claw is the only thing that works to destroy them. If that stops…”

      Vala didn’t need to finish her sentence for him to know how bad that could be. The fact was that they didn’t know how big they could get and couldn’t even begin to guess. As far as they knew, these disks could get big enough to swallow the whole damn town and maybe the planet. If he lost his ability to stop them…well, some hypotheses went better untested.

      “If I can get some data, maybe we can—”

      “There’s no time, Vala.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Uh…maybe I do.” He focused on the disk again. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it looks like that ring of lightning energy is only on the outside, right?”

      The dwarf bit her lip as she studied. “It appears so,” she conceded but her tone made it clear that she did not like where he was going with this at all.

      “And you’d say it’s about three feet off the ground, right? And it's two-dimensional like the surface of a table.”

      “Yeah, Galen, but where are you going with this?”

      “It just expanded, right?”

      “Galen, please tell me what you’re planning.”

      “That blue-and-white energy zapped me when I touched it. It didn’t strike when I was ten feet away, or five, or even two. It didn’t strike until it needed to protect itself.”

      “True, but it struck hard.”

      “On that, we agree. Claw absorbed some of the energy or I might have been knocked out.”

      “Which means I don’t like you thinking whatever it is you’re thinking,” Vala stated firmly.

      “You don’t need to worry about me. The last thing I want to do is touch the edge of it again.”

      “But…”

      The young dragon tried to smile reassuringly. “But if I fly directly above it, I can dive toward it and stab the center of the disk without being hurt. It's big so I’ll be farther from the edge than when I walked up to it. I might be safe.”

      “But Galen, if you attack the disk from above and something happens, you’ll fall in. That can’t be healthy. And by not healthy I mean your atoms will likely be instantly annihilated.”

      “Which I’d like to avoid. But I also don’t want to let this get any bigger and I can’t sneak under it. I wouldn't be able to wield my sword properly, for one thing. Besides, I bet it would strike me if I tried to crawl under it. That means diving from above is my best option.”

      “It’s our only option,” she responded reluctantly.

      “So you agree.”

      Vala chewed her lip. “That’s not what I was trying to say. We can think of something. We only need time.”

      “I hate to butt in here, but we’re running out of time,” Trudeau pointed out as a light pole was sliced by the disk and toppled into it.

      In response, Galen transformed into his half-dragon form. He crouched, tensed his muscles, and vaulted skyward as he spread his wings.

      “Be careful, Galen!” his partner shouted as the crowd began to chant his name slowly and steadily.

      “Ga-len. Ga-len.”

      The encouragement built in pitch and speed as he circled over the disk and tried to decide on his best angle. Claw felt right in his hand and much better than it did in his human body, not because it was larger—it grew to match this body—but because this had become his favorite form.

      He dove down once as a test. The lighting seemed to intensify as it crackled around the edge of the disk but it did not shoot out to knock him from the sky.

      “Maybe I am far enough away,” he mumbled although he thought that might be wishful thinking. He had not been completely honest with Vala. He believed that attacking from above was his best option but not because he thought the lighting couldn’t strike him. His reasoning was that if he was struck, he wouldn’t be knocked back and instead, he’d plummet into the disk. Hopefully, he'd retain enough of his senses to still deliver a winning strike.

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” Galen said. He raised his sword above his head with both hands and folded his wings as he dove. As he plunged toward his target, he twitched his tail and began to spin. The motion—while nauseating—should make him harder to knock aside if the lightning did strike him.

      The world blurred as building joined with building and face joined with face. A thousand eyes pressed to windows watched as he plummeted toward the disk, the only thing that appeared to be stationary. Its darkness was so complete that it didn’t seem to spin at all. Like the north star, it seemed to hold its position while the world spun around it.

      A sound like a bomb detonating was followed by a blast of lightning that caught him in the chest.

      This one hurt far more than the last one had and confirmed his guess that Claw had absorbed a large amount of the energy.

      Without the magic sword as a buffer, he was knocked sideways. The lightning was so strong that he thought he might be knocked completely clear of his target but his spinning motion helped him to retain some of his forward momentum.

      Still, he was knocked off his trajectory. He was wildly dizzy—too much to adjust and come out of a fall but he didn’t want to. He had to stop this. Besides, the entire world had blurred together but the inky blackness remained dark, no matter how fast he spun.

      He lashed out with his sword and dragged the point across the disk. It slid deeply into the darkness that shattered into shards as he fell through it.

      The young dragon didn’t know what hurt more—hitting the street with his face or the aberration exploding only inches above him to hurl him into the street again. The second impact was certainly more forceful but it had the benefit that his face was already so mangled that he couldn’t feel some of it. It was a hard call, to be sure, and he groaned loudly.

      The pain began to fade as Vala rushed closer to check on him. The crowd cheered and the police exchanged high-fives and shook hands like they had destroyed it instead of him.

      Tentatively, he touched his face and his fingers came away bloody. He didn’t want to change into his human form for fear that the wounds would carry over. Still, he grinned through the pain.
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      “You did it, Galen! It was the worst plan I’ve ever seen but you did it.” Vala bounded to her partner. His face was a mess but even with his diminished healing abilities, it was mending before her eyes.

      “You’re only mad you didn’t get any data,” he joked.

      “What I’m mad about is that your crazy idea worked.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “It means you might try to do something even dumber.”

      “Oh, you can count on that.” He let her pull him to his feet.

      The dwarf smiled, not because he winced when he stood but because the crowd went wild.

      “I think we’re kind of a big deal,” she commented.

      “You’ve earned it.”

      “So have you.” They held hands and raised them above their heads, champions claiming victory to the adoration of the crowd.

      Inspector Trudeau hurried to them. “Great work, you two. Seriously, we’re all very impressed. Even our chief. This is Vala and Galen, Chief Morden. Vala and Galen, this is Chief Morden.”

      “You can call me Chief,” the dwarf said. His braided beard hung straight beneath his face and didn’t obscure any of the medals on his chest. “I have a few questions if you don’t mind.”

      “We have questions too,” Vala told him. “If we can answer some of yours, maybe you can help us with ours.”

      “Fair enough.” Trudeau smiled.

      “Indeed.” Chief Morden nodded. “These disks. They were gone and now they’re back. Why?”

      “I think something about them has changed.” Vala fielded the question since magic was more her area of expertise and Galen was still recovering from his fall.

      “What, exactly?” Morden asked.

      “Well, I can’t quite answer that yet,” she admitted. “I have some ideas but I’m still trying to find the answer.”

      “What are your theories?”

      “The energy readings I have from the disks that appeared in the last few days are different than the ones we saw months ago. It's as if they’re more…refined.”

      Galen glanced at her and raised his eyebrow. He knew her well enough to know that she had intended to say dragon but changed her answer at the last second. She wasn’t sure why she had done that—maybe because there wasn’t only one reason. That aside, she didn’t want to say anything about dragons there, not with a crowd so close. Dwarves were paranoid about them at the best of times. Telling a big group of them that a dragon might be making holes into the Void would likely not go over well. But there was more than that.

      Vala might have called it professional pride but she did not like presenting ideas that had yet to be proven. A dragon could be responsible for this, but it was also possible that the disks were reacting to one. If the latter was true, telling the police a dragon was involved would be worse than negligence. She knew that dwarves—even professionals like Chief Morden—would be so hung up on the idea of a dragon invading that they’d lose sight of any other theories. That wouldn’t serve the investigation at all. And if it was a dragon, that would come to light anyway.

      “Refined how?” Morden tried to clarify.

      “It’s hard to say,” she replied. “But I think it’s possible that some new source of power generated the two most recent disks.”

      “A copycat situation, then?” he asked and frowned.

      “It’s possible.”

      “But unlikely.” The chief seemed to understand at least some of what she was saying. “Do you think it's more likely that whoever is doing this has refined their techniques?”

      “I think that’s a more likely possibility, sir, yes.” She nodded.

      “Very good.” His tone made it sound like it was anything but. “I would like to thank both of you for your time and service to Cranbook. Unless there's anything else you’d like to share, we can take it from here.”

      “What are you hoping to find, if I may ask?”

      “We’ve got CCTVs in the area this time. We’ll start there and see if the footage can show us something we hadn’t seen before. We had run a speed trap here before the disk appeared so we’re reasonably certain we can narrow its appearance down to a window of only a few minutes. Hopefully, that window of time will reveal some useful information.”

      “That sounds like a great approach to me.” Vala summoned her sunniest smile. “Would it be possible for us to review the footage as well? I have some theories but seeing someone do this would go a long way toward proving what is real and what couldn’t possibly be.”

      “That sounds good, yes.” Morden nodded. “Your insights might be valuable. You and Mr. Stormwing should stop by the precinct to check it out. Does tomorrow work for you?”

      “That sounds great, sir. We’ll keep our phones close in case any more of these appear. Don’t hesitate to call.”

      “And keep the only tool that can stop them away from these disks? I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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      The young dragon told himself that no more disks reported for the rest of the day was a good thing. It should have filled him with a sense of calm or peace. He had destroyed one of them with a new defense. That should have counted as a victory.

      He didn’t feel that way, however. More than anything, he needed to understand more about them, where they came from, and what was causing them. Without that information, all he could do was wrack his brains with little result as they flew above Cranbook.

      “I guess it’s a good thing no more have appeared,” Vala said and confirmed that she could also feel the tension hanging over the city.

      “I guess so.”

      They checked a few building interiors and peered under a few sewer grates but found nothing out of the ordinary. All in all, it had been a thoroughly frustrating day.

      When they awoke the next morning and she reminded him that they had an appointment at the police precinct, he was excited. Anything sounded better than another fruitless search and if the CCTV footage revealed something, they might have a decent lead for this case.

      They flew to the precinct and landed outside. The young dragon settled on the street in front of a very small and very unassuming building. It had a single door, no windows, and was so low to the ground that he had to crouch to not bump his head on the doorframe. He still clipped the tops of his wings.

      “Miss Gagnon. Mr. Stormwing. We’ve been expecting you,” a receptionist said. She was seated at a desk a little inside the door, flanked by two dwarf police officers. One was armed with a hammer, and the other a net. Dragon-hunting weapons, Galen knew.

      “Well, good morning, to you too,” Vala said cheerfully.

      If she felt any of the apprehension her partner did, she did not show it.

      “This place is smaller than I thought,” he said quietly.

      “Dwarf police stations are built above the jail cells, which are always underground. The original idea was that having them below would make it harder for dragons to escape and the practice stuck,” she explained as if they were on a school field trip.

      “Charming,” he muttered.

      “If you would both follow us, please,” the officer who clutched the hammer said stiffly.

      “Sure.” Vala smiled.

      He pushed a pair of double doors open and led them down a hallway with a packed earth floor. As they moved forward, the walls changed from regular walls— Galen didn’t know much about construction and decided they were possibly sheetrock but maybe wood—to packed earth. The ground sloped downward and took them deeper into the earth. Another frosted glass double door barred their path as soon as the walls became made completely of soil.

      The dwarves pushed it open to reveal the kind of area Galen had expected a police station to look like, albeit one that was dwarf-sized.

      Desks were scattered around a large room ringed with offices. The young dragon was the tallest thing there by a couple of feet. The desks were all short and stout—like their dwarf users—and the doors were all shaped for dwarves. A few humans were present but the vast majority of the occupants were bearded male dwarves and female dwarves with long locks of braided hair.

      What the young dragon noticed most of all, though, was the reserved looks from the police. He would not go so far as to say he had expected cheers but he had certainly anticipated smiles. After all, he knew most of the dwarves in this room.

      He and Vala had helped with magical problems around Cranbook for months now. That meant he met regularly with the Cranbook police department and he’d come to regard the officers as something like coworkers. They were all committed to the protection of the city but now, it was as if they had never met him before—or worse, like they’d only heard rumors about him and not good ones.

      The newest dwarf on the force stepped out of one of the offices. His eyes were red and bloodshot and snot ran from his nose into his beard. “I trusted you!” Bernie shouted across the room. “I trusted you and this is what you do?”

      “That’s enough, Bernie,” Chief Morden said, stepped out of the office, and put a hand on the officer’s shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Chief. I’m plain sick, is all. Sick!” He said the last word with such venom that snot shot onto the nearest desk.

      His superior officer snapped a finger and two dwarves stood and took Bernie into the chief’s office.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Galen whispered to Vala as Chief Morden threaded between the heavy desks that filled the room.

      “I wish I knew,” she replied. She might have said more but the chief had reached them.

      “I’m sorry about Bernie. I’m sure you saw that he’s a real powder keg when it comes to emotions.”

      “Is he mad at us?” the young dragon asked.

      Morden shrugged. “Who knows? If you two will step through that door over there, I’ll be right with you.”

      The officers who had escorted them showed them into one of the offices. The partners stepped inside a small room with a table in the middle and two chairs on either side.

      A camera was positioned in two of the four corners, and a mirror that was almost certainly one-way glass and a TV screen were mounted on a wall. It wasn’t the smartest place to mount the TV, Galen thought—unless, of course, it was next to the one-way glass so whoever was behind it could see the reactions of the people watching the TV.

      They were in an interrogation room.

      “Coffee?” one of their escorts asked.

      “That would be great, thanks.” Vala hadn’t seemed to grasp the predicament that they were in.

      The dwarves nodded and left, closing the door behind them with a heavy click.

      “That’s funny. He didn’t ask if I wanted cream or sugar,” she said obliviously.

      “We’re in an interrogation room, Vala. He only asked about the coffee so they can set up the whole good cop, bad cop scenario. They’ll bring it as a treat.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “I am not. This is most certainly an interrogation room.”

      “Why would they interrogate us? This is probably the only space available.”

      “There are more than enough desks out there, not to mention the chief’s office. Something’s up, Vala. We wouldn’t be here unless they wanted to ask us some pointed questions.”

      “Maybe it's about our taxes. I don’t know if I filled all the paperwork out the right way,” she confided.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes and grew more uncomfortable by the minute. After a long one hundred and eighty seconds, she pounded the table. “Dammit. You must be right.” She hissed in irritation. “They should have brought us some snacks by now—and coffee since they offered. What do you think this is all about?”

      The door creaked open at that moment and essentially confirmed that their every movement was being watched by either someone on the other side of the glass or the cameras.

      “Pardon the wait,” Chief Morden said as he entered with another female officer whose hair was so elaborately braided that Galen thought it a wonder she was there at all this early in the morning. “We have a few questions, you understand. Officer Ghetz, if you’d be so kind.”

      Officer Ghetz said nothing. She merely sat and opened a laptop. A moment later, the TV screen blinked on.

      “Will you tell us what is going on or are we supposed to discover it for ourselves?” Vala blurted. “If this is about my taxes—”

      “It’s not about your taxes.”

      “The property damage, then? I know Galen wrecked a few cruisers, but that’s hardly a reason for all this.”

      “Those cruisers needed to be updated anyway. It’s not about that, either.” Morden wasn’t hostile, the dragon thought, and was certainly not impatient either. His voice was a little gruff but other than that, he seemed cool and collected. The opposite of Vala, unfortunately.

      “So what?” she demanded and pounded her fist on the table.

      The chief waited a moment for the echo of the metal in the bare room to cease. Galen got the sense that the police chief knew exactly how long he would have to wait for that particular sound to stop reverberating.

      “For starters, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell us where you were the night before last.”

      “We were home,” she said immediately. “Which you should know because you called us to help with the disk.”

      “And before that?” Morden asked.

      “I was sleeping,” Galen told him.

      “Alone?”

      “No, I had a harem of dwarves over.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Of course I was alone,” he snapped. “I think you need to tell us what this is all about.”

      “All in good time. Vala, where were you during the time that Galen was ‘sleeping.’” Morden didn’t make air quotes with his fingers but they were present all the same.

      “I was in my lab,” she said. “I have records I can show you—some computer work that should have time stamps on it.”

      “Given her proclivity, that could be faked,” the other officer with the laptop said.

      “Given my proclivity, I could turn that laptop battery into a bomb,” she retorted acidly.

      “Is that a threat?” Morden asked.

      “No, sir.” Galen answered for his partner as her face had begun to ripen like a tomato. “We’re merely confused. We thought we were here to help but it seems you have other thoughts.”

      “What makes it obvious?” Morden asked.

      “The interrogation room is something of a giveaway.”

      “Are we under arrest?” Vala snapped.

      “Why would we place you under arrest?”

      “Oh, for the love of dragon fire, can we please get to it?” Galen asked.

      “What about yesterday evening?” the chief countered.

      “Sir, the timestamp says early morning.”

      “Timestamp from what? Did you see something in the security footage?” Vala made an effort to reign her frustration and anger in.

      “Tell me what you were doing in the evening and I’ll show you the footage. As you reminded us, you can mess with electronics. I’m not sure we can trust timestamps. Did you have any visitors?”

      “No,” Galen said but not quickly enough. His partner had already answered in the affirmative.

      “Well, that’s interesting, isn’t it? And who, might I ask, came calling, Vala?”

      “Oh…uh, no one.”

      “Really?”

      She looked at her partner and shrugged.

      “My uncle came by.”

      “Your uncle would be a dragon, correct?” Morden asked.

      “Yes, sir. He invited me to a dinner.”

      “And why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because I assumed this is about the black disks and my uncle is too stupid to have anything to do with those,” he said. “Also, I don’t want you to get distracted and go on a wild goose chase for his passport because it's not like he visited legally.”

      “Do you have proof of this?”

      “I have the invite. I can show it to you. Look, honestly, if this is some kind of sting to net my uncle, I’m game. I hate that guy.”

      “He truly does,” Vala said.

      “This is not about your uncle although we will want to follow up on that.”

      It took the young dragon considerable effort to not roll his eyes. “Of course, sir.”

      “Look, can we get to it?” she asked. “We came here to help. I grew up in Cranbook and started Magic Managed to help Cranbook. Whatever you think we’re doing, we’re not doing it.”

      “And it’s getting very annoying with all the beating around the bush,” Galen said.

      “Fine,” Morden said. “Ghetz, play it.”

      Officer Ghetz typed some commands into the laptop and gestured toward the TV screen. The partners both turned to see the crime scene shot from a camera that must have been high above a storefront facing the intersection where the disk appeared.

      The video started to play and a moment later, a dwarf and a dragon walked into the frame.
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      Vala watched in horror as a dragon and a dwarf walked into the middle of the street. That alone was damning. Dragons were not welcome in Canada and those who came did not go for early morning strolls with dwarves. The only ones anyone knew about were her and Galen.

      She watched every pixel of the grainy footage and searched for some way to prove that it wasn’t them because she knew that was the truth.

      “That could be anyone,” Galen said as the figures approached the middle of the intersection.

      “Please watch the tape, Mr. Stormwing,” Morden said.

      They moved into the intersection and chose a path that kept them wreathed in shadows. Even though the footage was in color, Vala couldn’t make out the hair color of the dwarf, the clothes, or much of anything. The dragon somehow stayed in the shadows too, despite being much larger. It even flicked its tail through one of the lights but no color reflected. The appendage seemed to suck the light in rather than reflect it.

      Silence settled in the room as the dragon extended a claw and performed some kind of maneuver with it before a tiny pixel went ever darker and became the disk.

      The dragon glanced at something off-camera—possibly the police arriving to set up the speed trap, Galen told himself—and the two departed and took the same careful path through the shadows.

      “We can keep playing it but there’s no point,” the chief said. “My officers find the disk about fifteen minutes later after it does a number on a minivan that drove through it. It completely ripped the suspension out of it—or cut it out, I guess. There’s nothing left.”

      “And you’re telling us this because?” Galen growled.

      “Because if you hurt those people, I want you to know that you did.”

      “Hurt those people? What are you talking about?” Vala demanded. “That wasn’t us.”

      “I never said it was,” Morden replied carefully.

      “Sir, with all due respect, cut the crap.” The young dragon was losing patience

      “I told you this would happen, sir,” Ghetz interjected. “These punks have been pulling one over on us and filling their bank accounts with taxpayer money.”

      “Easy, Ghetz,” Morden warned.

      “Yeah, what exactly are you accusing us of?” Galen asked. “Because it sounds like a weak conspiracy.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything,” she snapped. “I’m merely connecting the dots. When these first showed up, they were linked to an orb that went missing from the shop right next to your offices.”

      “That’s a coincidence—”

      “And you two arriving at every site since then is a coincidence too?” she demanded.

      “You’ve called us to help,” Vala reminded her, affronted.

      “That’s another thing!” The officer was on a roll now. “How is it that we’ve never seen these things before and now, they’re popping up all over Cranbook and the new dragon in town—the only dragon in town—has the perfect tool to stop them? It’s all damn convenient.”

      “Language, Ghetz.” Morden didn’t bother to extend the role of the good cop any further.

      “And we’re doing all this so we can get a stipend to pay our rent?” Galen asked. “If I could make these, why not go to the capital and threaten the president? I could be richer.”

      “I haven’t worked that part out yet, but this visit from your uncle must have something to do with it,” Ghetz replied dryly.

      “Oh, so you believe that part but not the part about where we didn’t do it?” He fumed.

      “Then who did?” she asked.

      “I don’t know! You’re the police, not us,” he answered. “There’s nothing in that video that makes it clear that it's us. It’s a dragon and a dwarf. That’s it.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with Mr. Stormwing,” Morden said. “And that’s why you’re not in custody yet.”

      “Custody?” Vala moaned.

      “That is normally what happens to those who are suspected of breaking the law and endangering lives,” Ghetz snapped.

      “But we didn’t do it,” Galen insisted.

      “I want to believe you two, I truly do,” the chief told them. “But we’re not sure.”

      “Play the tape again. The dragon’s tail swooshed into the light,” Vala declared. “Freeze frame and do a color enhance on the tail. I could help if you—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” the officer said.

      “Or wise,” Morden agreed. “Look, I know the exact moment you’re talking about. We already checked it. The dragon’s tail is as dark as anything. No color at all.”

      “Well, there you go then,” Vala proclaimed. “Galen’s scales are the color of rainclouds. It can’t be him.”

      “I wish it were that simple.” Morden didn’t even sound apologetic.

      “It is that simple,” Galen stated. “Because we didn’t do this. I can’t make these disks.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong but as far as we know, no one can make them, correct?” the chief asked.

      The two partners shared a look.

      “We know one person who can access the Void.”

      Morden nodded. “Kylara Diamantine. We already looked into her. Unlike you two, she has an airtight alibi. Plus, her portals don’t leave disks lying around. We think we can rule her out.”

      “Why can’t you rule us out? I can’t make those disks either,” the young dragon said.

      “As I was saying—"

      “Before you so rudely interrupted.”

      Morden glared at Ghetz, who seemed to realize she had committed the taboo she had accused them of.

      “As I was saying,” the chief began again. “As far as we know, no one can make disks like this. That means we're dealing with a dragon with unknown powers. It’s not unthinkable to assume that this dragon can make themselves appear in the dark or wrap themselves in Void…or…or something.”

      “But I can’t do that.” Galen growled in frustration.

      “Isn’t that what anyone would say, though?” The police chief smiled.

      “I suppose so.”

      “So you see the problem then.” Morden stood and moved to pace behind the partners while Ghetz glared at them both. “I don’t want it to be you. I honestly don’t, but if it is—and you have to both admit that from our angle it at least looks like a possibility—I can’t have you helping in this case.”

      “Why not?” Vala demanded.

      “Because he can’t risk us tampering with evidence,” Galen explained. “For all they know, you might be able to adjust the color of the scales in the video.”

      “For all we know, you already have,” Ghetz added.

      “There’s also publicity to think about. There isn’t exactly a long list of dragon-dwarf teams running around in these parts—well, or any parts for that matter. We have to proceed with caution, which means we need to ask you some more questions. Would it be all right if we ask about your powers?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Vala asked.

      “Of course, you do. You can cooperate willingly, give us the intel we need, and we’ll let you go. Or you can refuse, which means you might be able to go or it means I might tell Ghetz to go ahead and get that arrest warrant she so badly wants signed. If we go down that path, you will no longer have a choice about answering the questions.”

      “This is ridiculous!” she protested. “Preposterous! Like a deer pretending to be a moose. How dare you—"

      “We’ll tell you anything you want to know,” Galen said firmly.

      “We will?” She gave him a scathing look.

      “We will because we didn’t do this. If learning about our powers will help you clear our name, then of course we'll help. Now, what would you like to know?”

      “What about your dragon form?” Morden asked. “I see you use it to ferry Vala around town but you don’t spend much time in it, not even when facing the disks. Why?”

      “I can’t hold it that long,” he said through clenched teeth. It was still a sore point for his pride. “Plus, I like using Claw in my half-dragon form.”

      “Claw? That’s the sword you use to break these disks?” the chief asked.

      “Yes sir.”

      “And that came from…”

      “I took it from a dead dragon I…reanimated.”

      “Reanimated?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ghetz replied for him. “Stormwing here caused some problems at a private school in the States. I read all about it.”

      “You’ll show me that when we’re done here,” Morden said to her. “You were telling me about Claw.”

      “It was only a claw, but Vala changed it into a sword using her powers.”

      “And these powers of yours, Vala—where did they come from?”

      “I don’t know. They kind of…uh, showed up one day.”

      “That’s a bit unusual, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Not really,” Galen explained. “Human mages have their magic appear randomly at first. It’s unusual that Vala's a dwarf, but mages almost always find out they have magic by chance.”

      Morden looked at Ghetz, who nodded.

      “Could you change the footage of the camera hypothetically?” Morden asked Vala.

      “Of course not,” she replied immediately.

      “Are you sure? If we find out you’ve changed something else, it would not be a good look for you.”

      “I guess it might be…possible. But I’ve never done it. I focus more on how things work than making those kinds of changes. I’ve messed with CCTVs before but I shut them down or made them play a loop instead of altering the video.”

      “You have proof of this?”

      “The Steel Guard does. We helped them bust a drug ring a while back—Pixie Dust.”

      Morden sucked his teeth. “That was you two? Well, I’ll be—that was a big deal!”

      “Sir.” Ghetz growled her disapproval.

      “Right, sorry. But it’s not every day you see a drug lab get burned down like that. So you can change cameras.”

      “Yes, sir,” Vala admitted.

      He nodded and moved into another line of questioning, then another. After what felt like forever, he finally sighed and pushed his chair back. “I think we’re done here.”

      “Are we free to go?” Vala asked.

      “You are.”

      “But sir! She admitted she can affect the video.”

      “Which means she wouldn’t have left their images on there if she had done it,” Morden pointed out.

      “So we’re no longer suspects?” Vala sounded excited.

      “I wouldn’t go that far. You could have neglected to notice the cameras,” the chief pointed out. “But you’re free to go. We don’t have enough to make an arrest but we’d appreciate it if the two of you refrained from skipping town right now.”

      “Of course, sir,” she agreed.

      They left and followed the dirt ramp to the street while Bernie moaned about his broken heart from behind them. When they exited, Galen thought Cranbook had never smelled so sweet.
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      When Galen changed into his full dragon form, part of him wondered if he was being watched and his silhouette compared to the dragon hidden in darkness in the video from the CCTV. Vala seemed to be about as glum as he was. She climbed onto his back with resignation rather than her usual excitement at having an opportunity to fly.

      “Are we headed home?” he asked.

      “I think so, yeah.” She sighed. “I had hoped to have some of that footage to go over—”

      “I still can’t believe they would accuse us.”

      “They’re only doing their job.” She didn't sound like she believed it.

      “I guess so.” Galen launched skyward and banked toward home. They traveled in silence for a few minutes, not an easy thing for him at the moment as his mind struggled to come to terms with what had changed. Only the day before, he had been a local hero—cheered for by the police and adored by the masses— and now, he was a suspect? It was both unfair and terrifying.

      “Do you think the Steel Guard will come for us?” he asked Vala and hoped she would say no.

      “I don’t know. I hope not.” She didn’t sound any more confident than he felt. “You have more experience with them than I do.”

      “Thanks for bringing that up.”

      “No, I only meant that I only ever text with Amy and she’s not exactly a rules lawyer. Do you think they would…I don’t know…hold us in protective custody or something?”

      “I can’t say.” He wasn’t so optimistic as to hope for something like protective custody and worried that this might convince Amy that he could not be trusted. “But there are still many mages and dragons there who don’t like me or my family. If Morden tells them that my uncle was here and shows them the footage…I don’t know. It does seem reasonable to suspect us, I guess.”

      “Except we didn’t do it. It’s ludicrous to accuse us. What would we gain? It’s like you said—if you had the power to make those disks, you could ransom the president or practically anyone!”

      “I’m a little worried that came across as a threat,” he admitted.

      “Oh… Oh yeah, I guess it could have. But a suspect wouldn’t threaten the police, right?”

      “I think that’s exactly what a suspect would do,” he muttered.

      “But we’re innocent,” Vala reiterated. “We know we are.”

      “The cops don’t.”

      “Which means we need to clear our names if we want to fix this. We have to find out who is doing this. No, we have to prove who is doing this and either stop them or convince the cops to help us stop them.”

      “It’s easier said than done,” Galen pointed out. “I don’t have any idea who could be responsible.” He knew that was a lie because he had a creeping suspicion of who this could be but it was too much and too terrifying. It wasn’t the kind of thing he wanted to say aloud. He honestly felt it was far better to be suspected of murder than to think that he could be back.

      “Well, let’s start with what we know,” she said and some of her optimism returned.

      “And what’s that?”

      “There’s no way it was an accident that the alleged culprits were a dragon and a dwarf woman. Someone was targeting us.”

      “You think so?” he asked, fortunately not as sarcastically as he wanted to.

      She didn’t seem to notice the slightly biting edge, though. “I do. Before we teamed up, I had never heard of a dwarf and a dragon agreeing on anything, let alone working together. I guess there’s a delegation of dwarves who work with the Steel Guard but their job is mostly to keep dragons out of Canada. Plus, it was a dwarf woman comfortable with magic. Whoever made that…that illusion or whatever it was had to be targeting me.”

      “That makes sense, although—”

      But she was already on a roll. “Plus, they stuck to the shadows. Why bother with that unless they knew there was a CCTV? That whole thing was intended to make us look as bad as possible. If it was merely an evil team, they would have made a mistake.”

      “So you’re saying it’s personal?” Galen asked, mostly to confirm that they were on the same page.

      “It must be. That means someone, not something is making the disks and whoever it is does not like us at all.”

      “That makes sense, I guess. Except we don’t know anyone capable of making black hole portals to the Void.” He realized as he said it how churlish he must sound.

      “Dang. I hoped you would have a lead on this. I didn’t know anything about magic until I became a mage,” Vala said.

      The young dragon didn’t want to say the name aloud but he felt like he had to. He couldn’t keep things from Vala. She was his best friend and the closest thing to family that he had. “Boneclaw was thrown into the Void.”

      “When he was killed.”

      “He was killed before.”

      “I don’t want to rule it out but I don’t see a reason to suspect him either. Let’s say he somehow is back and can open portals. There are still the illusions. How did he make those?”

      “He had shadow magic.”

      “And what does that mean, exactly?”

      “It means he could move between shadows, mostly, and turn parts of himself into darkness. He could build things like those tentacles out of shadow.”

      “I don’t know… The crime happened in the dark but I don’t know if that means it’s necessarily related. Those figures didn’t look like shadows to me.”

      “They could have been, especially if someone was doing that specifically so the CCTVs would see us.”

      “And fake it from multiple angles? The chief implied that they had more than one shot.”

      “Then why didn’t they show us?”

      He could feel her shrug, even though she was on his back and he couldn’t see her. “They think we might have done it. There’s no reason to share all their evidence with us.”

      “But if they have a different angle—”

      “We won’t get any clues from the CCTVs,” she said and cut him off.

      “Then where will we get clues?” he asked.

      “From the crime scene, of course.”

      “Vala, it was in the middle of downtown and knocked a few light poles down. It’ll be crawling with police and construction crews for days.”

      “Which is why we’ll go to the other site. The one on the street that you destroyed without getting electrocuted.”

      He nodded and turned in that direction.
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      It was amazing what sunlight could do to a place.

      The two partners had been in the same location only a few nights earlier but it could not feel more different. When they had arrived the first time, Galen had known where they were. After all, he had flown them there. He had known that the disk had appeared in an unremarkable neighborhood in front of a house that bordered a city park. On a subconscious level, he had known that a green space packed with pines and maples had sprawled on one side of him and a row of houses stretched on the other side.

      But he hadn’t felt any of that.

      All he had felt around him that night had been the darkness, the glare of the police lights, and the voices of the dwarves in the dark. There had been streetlights, yes, but the streetlight that was missing had caught and held their attention. He had been focused on a spot of black in an otherwise normal part of the world and everything had fallen away while he’d faced yet another of the enigmatic disks. He’d felt the aberration, all right, along with the dread it triggered in him like a weight on his chest. Feeling anything besides that had been the hard part.

      Now, it seemed almost laughable that he had felt anything even close to dread that night.

      On one side, the park practically glittered. A few tiny pockets of snow remained in the very deepest places, but most of the area was flush with the fresh green growth of spring. Flowers bloomed, insects flitted about, and birds sang. Children played, older people did calisthenics, and the middle-aged lazily enjoyed the one time in their life when they didn’t need to be in motion.

      Across the street, the line of homes framed the crime scene in understated grandeur. There were good, handmade dwarf homes for the most part. Although not the biggest of buildings, they were lavishly created. Those that had been expanded had been done so tastefully. To see one of these whimsical, slightly crooked houses in an American suburb would have been an uncomfortable experience like seeing an illustration from a kid’s book at a museum for fine art. But there, resting one after another and framed by gardens coming alive for the spring, it was a truly impressive sight.

      It was hard to believe that this was the kind of place where a hole into a realm of pure nothingness could have opened, but how else could one explain the missing streetlight?

      The stump—all that was left—was cut cleanly. There was no broken glass or scraps of paint. It looked as if the lamp had simply been removed. And it had, of course, but not by any construction crew that worked for the city of Cranbook.

      “Take us in,” Vala instructed. She had brightened since they’d decided to revisit the site. He wished he could share her optimism but he didn’t see what they could possibly find there that could prove their innocence.

      Still, he complied and came in for a landing with the cheers of kids in the park in the background.

      He took his human form and waved at them.

      “At least they still like us.” The dwarf patted him on the back.

      Cranbook was a small community, however. He guessed that one of the parents in the park either worked on the police force or was good enough friends with a cop to get all the gossip in a far too timely manner. Behind the group of kids cheering at the arrival of the local hero on the back of a dragon was a bank of concerned-looking adults, their arms folded and brows furrowed.

      “Do they?” Galen asked.

      “Huh?” Vala had already donned her goggles, taken her oscilloscope out, and added an attachment that looked something like a tuning fork.

      “Never mind,” he muttered as one of the parents called their kid to come away from “that no-good dragon” and the other parents—now no longer in danger of being the first to offend him, hollered at their kids to step away from the street or whatever other euphemism they could come up with to get them away.

      “Okay, great.” His partner hovered over the stump of the light pole—right where the disk had been when they arrived—and waved her tuning fork from side to side while she adjusted the controls on her goggles.

      The young dragon sighed. He hadn’t looked forward to crowd control—that was what he told himself, anyway—but part of him had to admit that he liked talking to the locals. One of the very best things about being in such a small town was that everyone knew each other. He hadn’t learned everyone’s name yet—the town wasn’t that small—but he recognized numerous faces and families. But unlike Claw, the small-town vibe was a double-edged sword. It was great that everyone knew him when they liked him, but it had taken no time at all for a rumor to spread which had turned the entire town against him. It was grossly unfair.

      Although there was nothing to do about it except try to prove that it wasn’t him and Vala in that video. How many people had seen it? Now that was a horrifying thought to his burgeoning sense of worth to his community.

      Galen turned away from the kids and the park and tried to focus on the crime scene itself, although there wasn’t much to see.

      “Do you need any help, Vala?” he asked, already bored.

      “I don’t believe so, no. I’d like to get some readings from a few different angles and see if there’s any residual magic I missed before. I hope I can find some trace of a different harmonic resonance. It’s possible that the peaks and troughs have been shifting, although I think I have an algorithm that can make quick work of that—depending on the quality of the data, of course. Any interference will give me a headache. Oh! Wait, you can help!”

      “How’s that?” He perked up slightly like a parched plant after a little mist.

      “Could you take a step in that direction?”

      He took a step without protest.

      “Great. And another… Yeah, go ahead and take a couple more. And two more.”

      “Look, what is this about?” he asked as he took the last two steps.

      “That’ll do. Now you’re clear of my instruments. Thanks, Galen, I’ll only be a minute.”

      Galen sighed. First, the cops had turned on him, then the parents, and now Vala? At this rate, the kids from the park would throw rotten fruit at him within the next half hour.

      The young dragon shook the thoughts from his head and tried to focus on the crime scene. He knew his partner wasn’t trying to be rude. She merely got excited when she was recording data. There truly was no need to take that—or any of this—personally.

      If he wanted to take something personally, he ought to focus on whoever was trying to frame them for creating these disks and wreaking havoc in Cranbook.

      With a heavy sigh, he forced himself to concentrate on the area around him.

      “Okay. Now, what do I see that no one else has seen?”

      The light pole was gone. That was the most obvious place to start.

      Nothing was left of it—no broken glass, metal, wires, or anything else.

      There was glass, he acknowledged, but it wasn’t from the light pole. It must have been left when he had careened into the police car. The cops had already picked over the scene but they had left a little.

      It was enough to help him position himself in the scene.

      “I was here,” he said. “Or I ended up here, anyway, after I blew it up with Claw. That means…” He took a few steps. “Vala was here when those tentacles grabbed her leg.”

      She snorted vaguely in acknowledgment when he said her name but she did not look up from her work. That was fine, he told himself. She was busy.

      Galen went to stand where she had been standing. He paused with his hands on his hips and scanned the area. The police must have missed something but there honestly wasn’t much to see. He cataloged everything in his mind—a sidewalk with nothing on it, a street, the houses on one side and the park on the other, a storm drain, and a car that might or might not have been there a few nights earlier.

      “Wait…” he murmured and focused his gaze on the storm drain. The opening was only a few inches tall so it had been below the disk. It bore no scratches or damage and inside was nothing but darkness. He sighed at what appeared to be another red herring.

      Although he remembered that when the disks had appeared months before, the last one had manifested the same black tentacles that had attacked Vala. It had formed underground and had presumably grown to quite a large size before it had been discovered.

      Why not use the storm drains and maintenance hatches of the tunnels for the same effect? he wondered. It didn’t make sense. Previously, he had thought that whoever was making these had done so for a particular purpose. Keeping them hidden was logical because it gave them more time to grow and accomplish whatever that goal was. But this one—despite being very close to a storm drain—had been made on the street. Why?

      Galen crouched and peered inside the storm drain, but he could see nothing that seemed even remotely out of place. He lay on his stomach and looked inside with the same dismal result.

      He stood, stepped back, and scratched his head. While he was probably grasping at straws, he felt it had to be more than a coincidence that this disk had appeared near a storm drain. The last one was different. It had possessed the electrical lightning border and had been “cast” by the dwarf and dragon, who had been caught on video. But this one had not possessed the electrical ring around it. It followed the old pattern of the disks, which meant that maybe the storm drain did have relevance.

      The young dragon stepped onto the sidewalk and pulled the round drain cover up. Light flooded the tight space and washed away shadows that had previously been inscrutable—except for one spot where the darkness did not wash away.

      “That’s weird…” he muttered until he remembered some of the materials that humans used to make streets. The gunk looked like—what was it called? That’s right—tar. But why would there be one glob of tar there? If it came from the street, it had somehow managed to get to the back of the storm drain without leaving any marks anywhere. That seemed unlikely.

      Especially since a dark, tar-like tentacle had caught Vala by the leg.

      Not wanting to move his gaze from the glob, he knelt and felt around for a stick. He put his hands on one, stood, and wielded it with a flourish. The action brought a small smile. His sword teachers would be proud. He hadn’t simply picked the stick up but had armed himself with it. Reflexively, he gave it a couple of practice swings and automatically noted how the balance was off compared to Claw but also that it was fairly straight for a stick. It should be able to keep the glob of goo away from him if it animated or tried to attack.

      Galen poked it with the stick. Every muscle in his body was tensed, ready for the glob to dart toward him or for another disk to appear. His preparedness was unnecessary, however. The black gunk didn’t move, nor did a disk appear.

      He twisted the stick and removed as much of the goo as he could, which was—strangely—all of it. It was odd that none of the gunk had stayed stuck to the concrete inside the storm drain. If it were normal tar, surely some of it would have.

      “Vala?” he called.

      “Galen?” She was likely still involved with her work.

      “Vala, I think you might want to see this.”

      “Can it wait? I don’t get much of anything here. If I can maybe boost the signal—”

      “I think I found something magical. Can you please get your googly-eyed goggles over here and check it for me, or do I need to flick it into your frizzy hair?”

      “Fine, fine. I’m coming.” She chuckled. “Sorry. It’s one of those weird things that it takes more effort to get bad data than good—what the heck is that?” Her fingers dropped her tuning fork oscilloscope attachment at her feet and she fiddled with the controls on the sides of her multicolored goggles.

      “You don’t think it’s tar?”

      “I know it’s not tar. These goggles make the magic as clear as day, although it’s fading. Here. Give it to me.”

      “I don’t think you should touch it.” He immediately felt foolish for saying anything at all because she had taken a vial out.

      “Touching it is the last thing I want to do. Based on the aura I get from my goggles, I think it might have something to do with Void magic. I wouldn’t even trust it to a regular vial, but I enchanted these. See if you can scrape it on the side. Wait, let me get a stick first too.”

      Galen thought that it was hilarious that Vala—mage and inventor extraordinaire—needed a stick to help her gather this sample, but he had wielded one like a sword so he wasn’t about to say anything about it. Sticks were great tools. There was no way to argue it.

      “Okay. Ready.” She held the vial up for him.

      He put the tip of his stick against it and scraped the goo inside. The substance didn’t crawl or try to jump away or anything like that but he got the sense that it resisted. It had come off the concrete of the storm drain so easily but getting it off the stick was much more difficult. He did not think it was simply because the gunk had the same affinity for sticks that they had.

      “Give it a poke, would you?” he suggested.

      Vala nodded and pushed the goo inside the vial. With a flick of her wrist, she dislodged most of it. She dropped her stick, pulled the vial close, and put a stopper in it.

      “Good find. I don’t think it would have lasted much longer outside the vial but I enchanted these to make a preservative atmosphere. Hopefully, we’ll have enough to get back to the lab.”

      “Too bad we couldn’t get all of it.” He held his stick up to examine how much of the gunk had been left behind. Oddly, none of it was. “I guess we did get it all.”

      “Those last traces might have disincorporated due to magical degradation. That would give credence to the Void magic hypothesis. Although it is odd that—”

      “Did you get the rest of what you needed?” he asked before Vala launched into a dissertation on the topic.

      “I got as much as I could. Let’s head back.”

      “Right. It sounds good to me.” He took a few steps back and transformed into his dragon shape.

      His partner climbed on and they took to the air. He couldn’t help but grin as the kids from the park cheered again as their friendly neighborhood dragon flew overhead. The adults continued to scowl but hopefully, a study of this goo would lead them somewhere that could clear their name and put public opinion back on their side.
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      He had barely landed when Vala clambered off his back. She had been so frustrated at the lack of usable data that his discovering something magical had made her restless with relief. After flying over the city with a glob of what might either be Void magic or the substance that had tried to drag her into the Void, some of that excitement had faded. In its place was a steadfast resolution to determine exactly what this substance was.

      Galen seemed stressed about the police suspecting them and some of the locals believing the rumors. She, on the other hand, had gotten over that. While she had been shocked and dismayed to realize they were being accused of causing the disks, once that initial reaction had passed, she had come to accept their assumptions. The police were merely doing their job. Right now, the evidence pointed at the two of them. She wouldn't blame them for that. What she would do was find out exactly what was going on, show them, and stop these disks from ever forming again.

      “To the lab!” she declared as she unlocked the door to Magic Managed, bypassed the stairs into their apartment, and hurried to her work area. “I’ll let you know when I’m done!” she yelled over her shoulder and almost jumped out of her pants when she saw her partner right behind her.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to be there for this. I don’t know what this crap is but I seriously don’t want it to get out and hurt you.”

      “Fair enough. Who knows, you might even learn something.”

      Vala put the vial of goo down inside a holster, then pointed her modified spectroscope at it, as well as the tuning forks of her oscilloscope.

      Galen frowned in confusion. “Don’t you always download the data you gather before you do this stuff?”

      “By this stuff, I assume you mean practical science and yes, I usually get started on the data right away but there was hardly anything to find there.”

      “Didn’t you find anything? But that disk had just been there.”

      “I know, but without a source, magic fades quickly. Enchanting objects is one of the only ways to make it stay and whoever is making these doesn’t seem to have either the ability or the know-how to enchant objects, thank Father Earth for that.”

      “It’s still kind of hard to believe there was nothing left.”

      The dwarf shrugged. “Magic fades. There were traces and I think that if I could maybe amplify the pickup on my devices, I could get a reading based on fainter data. I’ve seen Amy Williams do something like that. Especially if multiple kinds of magic have been used in an area, it seems possible to somehow relive or re-enact what happened there, but I don’t have those capabilities yet.”

      “When will you?” he asked.

      She chuckled. “Add it to the pile of things I’d very much like to learn. If I had a free schedule, it might take me a week or a month. I couldn’t say. But that’s a task for another day. Right now, we’ll work with what we have.”

      Vala approached the vial, made a few notes about its behavior or lack thereof, and studied her instruments. She found nothing but that made sense. The vial was supposed to isolate it in a preservative bubble. If she could read something with it closed, it would mean the containment was not working.

      “Stand by. I’ll crack this sucker open.” She armed herself with a scalpel and a microscope slide.

      “Are you sure this will work?”

      “It should. My goggles made it look like this gunk is made of magic. That’s very unusual for almost anything that’s not a pixie. I should be able to get great data from it.”

      “And you don’t think it will…I don’t know, attack?”

      “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? In case it tries something?”

      The dragon nodded and put his hand on his sword. His partner struggled to not roll her eyes. She had made a joke but of course, he took it seriously. Although maybe she should be relieved that he was so worried about it. It was certainly better than letting his guard down.

      She drew a deep breath, held it, then opened the vial with her scalpel ready.

      Despite Galen putting her on edge, nothing happened. The goo did not leap out and latch onto her face. Nor did it make a portal inside her chest—a fear she had not wanted to confess in fear that he might forbid this entire line of research.

      Still, Vala wasn’t about to dally given that this magic gunk was no longer trapped inside the vial. She scooped a tiny amount off with her scalpel and smeared it on her slide. With deft but careful movements, she replaced the lid on the vial and put the tiny piece of glass on top of the slide to flatten the substance and make sure it didn’t accidentally touch any of her instruments.

      She took the slide and put it under her microscope.

      “Odd. Very odd,” she said after a moment.

      “What’s odd? What is it?”

      “Well, I had expected it to look like something, but it honestly looks like tar.”

      “How is that odd?” He seemed annoyed, which was basically his default setting. “That sounds normal.”

      “It’s odd because this substance is magic. It’s not active right now, though. I wonder… Hmm…”

      “Wonder what?”

      “Well, I wonder if it’s acting this way because it’s been cut off from its source. What if… What if that’s what these disks are all about? What if they’re some kind of a power source?”

      “I don’t know about that. The last one had to be intended to frame us.”

      “Right. I agree with that. But the ones before might have been to—I don’t know—power this up? Maybe?”

      Vala removed the slide from the microscope and put it in front of one of the attachments for her oscilloscope. This one resembled an egg beater or a whisk more than it resembled a fork. It was a far better sensor than the portable version she had taken with her into the field. The disadvantage was that it was not at all portable and could be rather finicky.

      She glanced at Galen. “Don’t touch that, all right?”

      “I didn’t plan on it,” Galen responded, his hand still on his sword.

      The dwarf nodded and activated her magical oscilloscope. They waited a few minutes before the results appeared on the screen.

      With her brow furrowed, she sat in front of it. This was one of her favorite parts of doing research. There was nothing quite like analyzing fresh data with no preconceptions. She had theories, of course—every scientist always had theories—but confronting the truth of the data would let those theories soar or ground them forever.

      “What does it say?” her partner asked to break the moment after less than thirty seconds of waiting with bated breath. “I can’t make heads or tails of the wavy lines and such.”

      “Well…” She honestly didn’t want to live-stream her analytical process but also understood that he was freaking out. “There’s definitely a draconic flavor to it.”

      “Weird,” he declared. “That’s weird, right?”

      “I would say so, yes, but maybe not a complete surprise.” She turned and brought some of her old readings up on a monitor. “It’s more draconic than the disk itself. Although—”

      “Although what?”

      “Believe it or not, Galen, I will tell you everything I discover.”

      “Sorry. I’m nervous, I guess.” He lasted for about three seconds before he pressed her for more information. “You said ‘though.’”

      “I intended to say that it being more draconic makes sense.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, the disks are portals to the Void—or perhaps a manifestation of the Void itself. It makes sense that this has more dragon energy than they do.”

      “Can you tell what kind of dragon energy?”

      “From this gunk? No, not really. But I can say that it’s not storm energy. I’ve read your magic enough times that I think I can say this is not that.”

      “That’s good for my uncle, I guess,” Galen muttered.

      “It would have been easier if it was him, but it’s more…I don’t know. It’s like dragon magic mixed with something far more alien. Although it seems to be based on Void magic, I can’t say for sure. Wait—now that’s interesting.”

      Vala zoomed in on part of the waveform readout on the oscilloscope.

      “What’s interesting?” Galen asked.

      “You seriously have selective hearing,” she joked.

      “Selective? No, I don’t.”

      “I said wait. It takes me more than a microsecond to understand what I find. Most of the time when I’m working, you’re sleeping.”

      “Yeah. I’m not so sure I feel like napping right now.”

      “Well, you’ll have to find something to amuse yourself because I don’t have every answer ready.”

      “Sorry. You said to wait. I can wait.”

      “Thank you.” The dwarf turned to the screen again. “Now, as I was saying, this part of the wave looks very similar to something I’ve seen before.”

      She turned to her monitor and brought up some of the files of waveforms she had previously scanned. Her face scrunched in concentration, she flipped through them slowly, looked at the overall shape of the curves first, then focused on the point directly after the first peak.

      “There. Do you see that?”

      “I…those don’t look anything alike,” he commented.

      “That’s because this is a reading from a regular dragon. It’s much more straightforward.”

      “And by that you mean it’s less squiggly?”

      “There are no competing forms of magic trying to form parity,” she explained.

      “So…less squiggly.”

      “Sure, less squiggly. Let’s call it that. So you can see that they aren’t very much alike.”

      “They’re not alike at all.”

      “Except for right here.” Vala pointed to three little peaks in the readout image that were the same on both the glob and the dragon reading. “Right here,” she repeated and zoomed in further. “Those three peaks? Do you see how the first and third are the same and the middle one is about half as tall?”

      “I…guess so. Sure,” he replied uncertainly. “What does that mean?”

      “Well, I had previously assumed that they were unique to the dragon I scanned to get them. My hypothesis was that this particular set of peaks related to dragon powers. Now I think that’s probably the case.”

      “What power is that?” he asked.

      “The reading is from Karl Midnight.”

      “So, shadow powers? That makes sense, I guess.” He scowled and nodded. “He…I mean, Boneclaw had shadow powers.”

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t the only dragon with them.” She placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “Just because we see shadow powers doesn’t mean it’s him, Galen.”

      “It also doesn’t mean it isn’t.”

      She saw the stark fear in his eyes. “We’ll find the answers. This is either shadow or dark. The black tentacles we’ve seen near some of the disks are at least superficially similar to the powers Karl has.”

      “Lucky us. I know who to ask about that kind of power.”
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      After a phone call and a few minutes of waiting, a portal to the pixie realm appeared in the front room of Magic Managed.

      “Did someone order a date with a shadow dragon?” Kylara stepped from the gateway. She was in her pixie form, something Galen didn’t think he would ever fully get used to. It wasn’t merely that she had moth wings but also that her eyes were too large and fuzzy antennae sprouted from her forehead. And she was only twelve inches tall. He would think that one of his swordmasters being this size would make him used to it, but there was no way to adjust to seeing a human who was supposed to be as tall as him reduced to the size of a small cat.

      “No one ordered anything of the sort,” he replied after he managed to move past the distraction of her shape.

      “I thought you wanted to talk to Karl.”

      “We do want to talk to Karl. Galen is being ridiculous. Just because a jay flocks with crows doesn’t mean he is one,” Vala said matter-of-factly.

      “Well, then. Right this way.” Kylara gestured for them to follow her through the slice of the pixie realm and out another portal onto the grounds of the Lumos School.

      The same guard who had been less than happy to see the young dragon the last time was there, although he did little more than glower this time. Galen considered it an improvement that he opened that gate without saying anything to him or his partner.

      They walked down the road leading to the three main buildings that made up the U of the school. Tanya waited on the green, wearing an amazing cream and robin’s-egg-blue dress. She shaded herself from the sun with a matching parasol.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite entrepreneur,” she said to him and her eyes twinkled.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Tanya.” He grinned like a fool and wasn’t able to stop himself from doing it.

      “How’s life? What brings you two to the Lumos School? Kylara made it sound like business.” Tanya stuck her tongue out in distaste but her eyes were still smiling.

      “Life’s…uh, complicated right now.”

      “Oh, dear. Business or family?” she asked. He had confided in her about his family many times so he appreciated the question.

      “Both, honestly, but I might as well wait to explain the business issues until we have the whole crew altogether.”

      “What about the family stuff?”

      “Believe it or not, it’s good news,” Vala interjected.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he protested.

      “It is good news, Galen. Even if we don’t go.”

      “Don’t go to what?” Tanya’s eyes gleamed with the prospect of gossip.

      “It’s not a big deal—”

      “Galen’s family invited him to a formal dinner—or, rather, they formally invited him to a dinner. I don’t know how it all works in dragon society but they sent his uncle with a fancy invitation.”

      “Oh,” Tanya said guardedly. “That is a development. Will you accept the invitation?”

      “I think we should,” the dwarf responded.

      “I’m not so sure,” Galen said guardedly. “Part of me thinks it might be best, but…well, my family sucks. Plus, I don’t know if it’s a good idea to be away from Cranbook right now.”

      “And yet you’re here. Curious.” Kylara flitted around their heads in her pixie form.

      “This is for work,” Vala explained. “Also this place has insane security. If one of those disks reappears while we’re here, we’ll have a better alibi than if we were in Cranbook.”

      “The disks?” the dragon mage asked. “You don’t mean those that go to the Void?” She shuddered and the vibration shed scales from her moth wings.

      “They’re back.”

      “We can talk about that with everyone.” Galen didn’t want to dwell on the damned things any longer than he had to.

      Tanya took the hint. “So what will you wear to this formal dinner with a formal invitation if you decide to go?” she asked the dwarf. “We don’t have the same figure but maybe I could lend you something.”

      “We don’t have the same figure?” Vala laughed. “You’re like twenty centimeters taller than me and ten kilos less.”

      The girl batted her eyelashes. “You must tell that to all the girls with dragon metabolisms who still insist on wearing corsets.”

      She giggled. “I don’t know…do you think I need to wear a dress?”

      “If you consider that”—Tanya pointed to Vala’s outfit—“a dress, then no.”

      “What’s wrong with this? There are pockets.”

      “And nineteen layers. I’m not sure if I would call what you’re wearing a smock or a frock, but I know that whatever it is, it has the ‘ock’ sound. That won’t fly with any dragon clan and especially not the Stormwings.”

      Vala laughed and enjoyed Tanya’s banter. The two of them fell into a conversation about what to wear as they strolled across campus. Kylara peppered the conversation with comments and used her powers of illusion—she had so many abilities that it was hard for Galen to keep track—to make the dwarf appear in different outfits as Tanya described them.

      While they talked, he thought about the best way to tell everyone what they were facing. The problem was that his mind constantly raced to conclusions. He didn’t know for sure what was causing these disks but felt like he did.

      Thanks to Vala’s data, they knew that whoever was doing this was a dragon with shadow powers and some connection to the Void. He couldn’t help but think that it had to be Boneclaw.

      But he’s dead.

      And not only dead but obliterated. His connection to the Void was that he had been destroyed by it. Surely that didn’t count, right? But who else had a connection to it? Kylara did but that was about it—and she seemed to hate it as much as any pixie.

      Galen tried to push the thoughts of Kylara trying to frame them out of his head. She was a friend and it wasn’t her. Besides, when she was in her pixie form, she wasn’t exactly a Machiavellian schemer. He didn't suspect her but the one he most suspected was too frightening.

      Still, he had to consider the possibility.  The ancient dragon still haunted his dreams, but that did not mean that he could afford to avoid thinking about him. What if it was him? What would that mean?

      For one thing, their enemy was more powerful than he had imagined and had centuries of experience to draw on. Boneclaw was also notoriously cunning. If he was their foe, it would take more than strength or fancy swordplay to defeat him. It would take enormous guile. At least Galen had Vala on his side. She was far more clever than he was.

      The thought of that monster crawling out of the Void to focus his attention on him was a terrifying thought but it made sense to some degree. He had not been there when the shadow dragon died but he had brought him back from the dead. Maybe someone besides him would have been thankful for having such a feat being performed on them, but he had always been resentful that the young dragon hadn’t sworn fealty to the reanimated corpse Kylara’s aunt had bound his spirit to. Then Galen had helped Kylara to throw him into the Void. If he was honest with himself, Boneclaw would have a long list of reasons to hate him.

      But he was gone. He must be—exactly like when he was dead, he had to be gone because he was dead. Except he hadn’t been.

      All of the different kinds of magic at play made his head spin. As a child, he had been raised to respect the power of magic. The Stormwing clan had always been extremely proud—to the point of arrogance, one could argue—of their unusual powers. They had valued above all others those dragons who could do more than simply fly and breathe fire. He had grown up thinking this too.

      Much had changed, however, and he did not feel that way any longer. He had forsaken his strange abilities and was proud that the most unusual thing he could do these days was to turn into half a dragon. Although his business with Vala was all about magic, puzzles like this could make his mind hurt. There were so many kinds of magic out there that untangling them all seemed impossible.

      In the knot that was the world of magic, a dragon being cunning enough to pull themselves out of the Void didn’t seem entirely impossible, especially since that very same dragon had already beaten death.

      “And what will you wear, Galen?” Tanya asked.

      “Wear?”

      “If you go to dinner with your family.” She laughed. “But I see the business world is bothering you more than your family. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

      “Bad,” he responded morosely.

      “Should we talk about it?” she asked gently.

      Galen sighed. He realized that he should talk to Tanya before he talked to everyone else but it was too late for that. Vala was already waving at Jasmine, who returned the gesture after she’d called a timeout in whatever argument she was currently refereeing between Karl and Sam.

      “Hi, Vala!” the mage called.

      “Galen. It’s been a minute. Congrats on the duel with Sir Francis Drake, by the way. I heard all about it,” Sam said with a polite nod.

      “Hi,” Karl said darkly. Normally, Galen would have considered that business as usual, but he couldn't help but wonder if the young shadow dragon knew something about all this. No. He’s a friend, he told himself and tried to crush the paranoid thoughts. It had become exhausting not knowing what was going on. He was jumping at shadows and now shadow dragons too.

      “So, what’s going on?” Kylara asked and buzzed around everyone’s heads.

      Vala planted her feet, squared her shoulders, and drew a deep breath. That alone was enough to put a grave expression on everyone else’s face. Normally, she was a blabber. Her partner knew it and so did all of them. If she hesitated to tell the tale, it was bad.

      “There seems to be a magical anomaly occurring in Cranbook with a waveform similar to draconic energy, specifically of the shadow variety. Although there’s another signature I think can best be described as shadow magic.”

      “Okay, so the only part of that I got was shadow magic,” Sam said. “I think we should go ahead and blame Karl.”

      “No, but we do need his help,” the dwarf said quickly. “I had previously assumed that the special distortions were a natural occurrence but now—”

      “What Vala’s trying to say is that the disks are back,” Galen interjected.

      Kylara stopped fluttering around and settled next to the others with a grim look on her face.

      “You don’t mean the portals to the Void, right? Please tell me you don’t mean the portals to the Void,” Tanya pleaded nervously and twirled her parasol.

      “Two of them have appeared in Cranbook,” he told her.

      “But you took care of them, right?” Kylara demanded. “Like you did before?”

      “The disks, yes, but it’s worse this time.”

      “What could be worse than disks that make matter vanish?” Jasmine asked.

      “We think someone is trying to make it look like we’re making the disks,” Galen explained.

      Sam sucked a breath of air in through his teeth. “That is bad news.”

      “How could they possibly think you did it?” the mage asked. “I thought Claw was the only thing that could destroy them.”

      “It is,” Vala confirmed. “And I was frustrated at first too, but the police are only trying to do their jobs. We have to do ours as well.”

      “How can they think it was you two, though?” Sam asked.

      “They caught a dwarf and a dragon opening a disk on camera,” Galen said.

      “But it wasn’t us!” the dwarf added hastily.

      Tanya laughed. “Of course it wasn’t you two.”

      “We think someone is using some kind of ability to make it look like it was us, though,” he clarified.

      “We think it’s personal.” Vala grimaced with displeasure.

      Sam nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “But who?” Karl asked.

      “We didn’t know at first, but we got some magic readings from a substance that was left behind. It has signatures of shadow magic similar to yours, Karl,” she told him.

      “Wait, what?” Midnight rocked on his feet and shadow tendrils whipped out from him unbidden. “I didn’t have anything to do with any of this. I’ve been here this entire time. You can ask any of them.”

      “I didn’t see you last night at dinner,” Sam said with a grin.

      “Fine.” Karl reddened. “Ask Jasmine, then.”

      “I can confirm he was with me. Don’t ask more questions.”

      “We didn’t think you did it,” Vala assured him.

      “Yeah, dude, chill out,” the golden dragon said. “We know you’re not making these disks.”

      “Wow, Sam. From you, that means a lot to me.” The other boy looked genuinely touched.

      “Of course, man. If you had the power to make one of them, I know you wouldn’t be able to resist using it to stop me from whooping your butt in our duels.”

      “Oh, yeah, right! I can whoop you without it.”

      “Maybe half the time—if I’m tired.”

      “Boys, let’s focus. Can we focus?” Tanya asked.

      “She accused me of making some seriously dark magic and you want me to chill?” Karl demanded.

      “That’s not why we’re here,” the dwarf insisted. “We know you were here and we trust you.”

      “Then what?” the shadow dragon asked.

      “We want to know if you know anyone who would have any reason to hurt me and Vala,” Galen answered quietly.

      “My family loves hurting people,” Karl responded. “But you two aren’t exactly worthy of notice. Why would they care?”

      He drew a deep breath. “I’d rather it was one of your family than the alternative. Because the dragon who constantly comes to mind in all this mess is way worse.”

      “Who?” Midnight asked.

      “Boneclaw.”
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      Before Galen had finished speaking, Kylara had changed into her human form and activated her diamond skin. “Boneclaw’s gone. I destroyed him.”

      “Can we be sure of that, though?” he asked and tried to keep his voice level. “He came back from the dead. What is coming back from the Void compared to that?”

      “Much worse,” Sam muttered darkly.

      “If Boneclaw’s back, I think I would know,” Karl said.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that, ink stain?” the golden dragon asked.

      “Because my family sucks. They didn’t find out about Boneclaw having shadow powers until just before Kristen Hall killed him, but my dad wasn’t exactly embarrassed that they shared an ability.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean they would know, though,” Kylara pointed out. “Boneclaw was a master of deception. He wouldn’t simply come out and reveal himself.”

      “Can we please take a few steps back for a minute?” Tanya managed to maintain a mask of politeness over her frustration. “I guess if the disks to the Void are back, it’s worth considering, but that’s not why you two came here, right?”

      “Right,” Vala agreed. “I got a shadow reading off of them. But if it was only the disk, I don’t think we’d be here. There was more of the black substance that was there when you all came to help us and we discovered that Galen’s sword could destroy them.”

      “I thought that was part of the disk,” Karl said.

      “I don’t think so.” The dwarf shook her head. “I’ve obtained readings from them before and this slime is different. It’s more draconic. I think it’s more related to the shadow dragons than the disks are. We wanted to see if Karl had heard any rumors about his father showing an interest in us.”

      Galen turned to Midnight and tried to read his aura, not because he didn’t trust him but because he knew how hard it was to be part of a difficult family. While he had no love for the Stormwing clan, he still cared about what they thought about him. He couldn’t turn it off, even if he knew he should for the sake of his mental health. Karl likely suffered from a similar conflict.

      “Well, I can tell you that it’s not my dad.”

      “How do you know that?” he demanded. He didn’t want to be rude but if Karl was either consciously or subconsciously covering for his family, he would catch him by working quickly and keeping him off guard.

      “For starters, that’s not his style. He’s all about the accolades. If he wanted to kill you, he’d…I don’t know…lure you into a mansion under the darkness of a new moon or something like that. He wouldn’t start dropping weird portals in Canada.”

      “Are you sure?” Vala asked.

      “Yeah. Also—and no offense—but the two of you are far below his notice.”

      “He could be acting like he doesn’t know who we are,” Galen suggested.

      Karl threw his head back and laughed at that.

      “What?” Galen growled.

      “Sorry. It’s only that I misspoke. He’s noticed you. After you two burned that Pixie Dust factory and got involved with Sir Francis Drake, everyone has heard of you. It’s merely that you’re so insignificant he doesn’t care.”

      “How can you know that?” he pressed.

      Midnight grinned. “He said outright, ‘Galen Stormwing…now there’s an embarrassment to a clan. He’s so insignificant he had to go to Canada to make a name for himself.’ It was legend. Over dinner and everything.”

      Galen smoldered but shut up.

      “Could it be about Vala, though?” Jasmine asked.

      “I seriously doubt it,” Karl replied. “Compared to what he said about Vala—the dwarf mutant, he likes to call you, by the way—the crap he said about Galen was polite.”

      “Dang.” Galen swallowed hard. “I truly hoped it was your family. Better them than…than—”

      “Now, hold up.” Karl raised a hand to stop his train of thought. “Just because it’s not my dad doesn’t mean it’s not an even crappier member of the Midnight clan. If we’re talking about an ability to make shadow into ropes or tendrils or whatever, there are quite a few of us with that.”

      “Could any of them have done this?”

      The shadow dragon rubbed his chin while he considered it. “Come to think of it, I have one cousin who might try pulling crap like this. He’s a louse named Victor on the US side of the border close to where you two live. He has shadow powers that could have made those tentacles, and he’s something of a black sheep in our family.”

      “I thought your entire family was black sheep?” Jasmine’s eyes twinkled at her boyfriend as she teased him.

      “Heh. Yeah, I suppose. You could argue that I’m a black sheep because I’m dating a mage instead of trying to treat you like a servant.”

      “You do treat me like a servant.”

      “Oh, whatever. I rubbed your feet for an hour last night. If you’re a servant, you’re a well-treated one.”

      “Seriously, dude? That’s nasty,” Sam said.

      “Shut up, sunshine,” Karl snapped. “It’s called being considerate. Kylara, I feel bad for you.”

      The dragon mage snorted. Now that she wasn’t in her pixie form and the conversation had touched on Boneclaw, her silly, lackadaisical demeanor was gone.

      “You were telling us about Victor,” Galen reminded him to refocus the conversation.

      “Yeah. Victor. He’s a total douche. He will try anything to gain a little power. My dad has a firm stranglehold on the Midnight clan. If you want to move up through the ranks, you go along with his plots. That—by the way—is why I don't think he is doing this. He would have already talked about it at a clan meeting. Victor doesn’t have the patience for that, though. He’ll do practically anything to get ahead.”

      “Do you think he could make the disks, though?” Vala asked.

      Karl laughed. “By himself? Not a chance. But if he met someone who could or someone who said they could, he wouldn’t hesitate to join forces. Last time I heard, he had gotten into Pixie Dust because someone told him it would give him pixie powers.”

      “He sounds desperate,” Galen commented.

      “Desperate is the perfect word to describe Victor.”

      The shadow dragon could see that loser doing crazy shit like this. “He would do anything to get ahead. Honestly, I should have warned you two about him sooner because he’s very close to where you live. Grannybrook? Cranberrybog?”

      “Cranbook,” Vala corrected him.

      “Right, whatever.”

      “Well, that must be it, then.” Galen could not believe how relieved he felt. Of course it wasn’t Boneclaw. The ancient dragon had been defeated twice. He felt like a fool for even mentioning his name. Now they all probably thought he was crazy, except for Kylara. He would have to apologize to her when this was all done. She probably had the dragon-pixie-mage equivalent of PTSD. Not that he was much better.

      He needed his friends to take him seriously, and the way to do that was not by talking about the dragon who scared him the most. It wasn’t even a rational fear anymore. Boneclaw’s gone, he told himself. He has to be gone.

      “Do you have his address?” Vala asked.

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll text you the location.” Karl retrieved his phone. “I should warn you, though. Victor is honestly nuts. He’s my cousin but he’s decades older and spent most of his entire life trying to find ways to get ahead. That’s made him some crappy friends and even worse habits. If he’s not in trouble with our family, he’s in trouble with someone else. If you go there and try knocking on the door…well, I wouldn’t surprise him, is all.”

      “Should we call ahead?” Vala asked.

      Karl laughed. “No! My mom invited him to dinner once and he assumed it was a trap—because well, that’s Victor—and we didn’t hear from him for two years. My dad had never been so proud of Mother.”

      “You call your mom Mother? That’s so cute,” Jasmine quipped.

      “I’m glad you think so, baby,” he retorted in a fake cutesy voice.

      It was delivered well enough to make both Tanya and Sam pretend to gag.

      “I feel like I have to say, though, that this doesn’t seem like a dragon to me,” Midnight added.

      The mage nodded. “I thought the same thing.”

      “What do you mean?” Vala asked.

      “It’s not only my dad who favors directness.”

      “I thought you said he lures people to haunted houses,” Sam said. “That doesn’t exactly sound direct.”

      “Lured is not the right word,” Karl clarified. “He’d invite you to an address, tell you he intends to kill you, and when you show up, you’d see that he chose terrain that favors his stealth attacks. It’s still direct if that makes sense.”

      “It sounds like the Midnight clan, yup,” Tanya agreed.

      “Right. But like I said, most dragons are like that,” Midnight continued. “Framing someone so the dwarf police would lose confidence in them? That’s very sneaky and roundabout. I don’t think most dragons would even consider such a thing. If they wanted you to look bad, they’d simply challenge you to a duel and beat you senseless.”

      “That’s true, I suppose,” Sam said. “I’ve seen dragons try to use numbers as an advantage but we do normally announce ourselves.”

      “Have you considered that all this might be a mage?” Jasmine asked. “Maybe someone’s jealous of your new power.”

      “It’s possible. But the shadow magic had a dragon signature to it so we want to start there,” Vala replied.

      “Speaking of which, we should get going,” Galen told her.

      “Wait a minute. You can’t tell me you’ve learned how to identify magic to that level of detail and bounce,” the mage protested.

      “I wondered about your powers too,” Kylara added quickly.

      “And we haven’t even had a chance to talk,” Tanya told Galen.

      “It’s the middle of the afternoon. Believe me, Victor’s not going anywhere. You two can chill for a while,” Karl said.

      “Only because you want to talk about magic,” Vala conceded.

      Galen grinned at Tanya.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand. How can you be so sure that it’s dragon magic?” Jasmine asked Vala.

      They were in the library, a place so enchanting that the dwarf thought they must have stepped into an epic fantasy novel. The towering shelves were crammed with not only books but scrolls shelved in tiny boxes, weapons secured to the walls with chains, and so many knickknacks that it would take a lifetime to explore them all.

      It positively oozed magic, and not only because mage librarians took books off the shelves and put others back with nothing but their telekinesis. Everything in there begged to be studied and to her—and the magic goggles she wore shamelessly—it was the most interesting place in the world. One day, she would make time to visit there and simply soak it all in, but that day was not today.

      She had to find out how the disks were forming and she hoped Jasmine and Kylara could help her get to the root of the issue.

      “Every type of magic has a different signature. At first, I thought only the major types of magic could be distinguished from each other—dragon, mage, pixie, that kind of thing—but now, I think that it might be more like fingerprints. Every single one is unique.”

      “But if it’s unique, how can you say it’s shadow magic?” the dragon mage asked.

      “There are microvariations upon microvariations,” she explained. “Also like fingerprints or DNA, I suppose. One part of the magical waveform shows shadow magic, but my theory is that if I could decode the entire waveform, I would be able to tell not only the type of magic but how it manifests.”

      “You mean what a dragon could look like?” Kylara asked.

      She nodded. “That’s my theory, anyway. It would make solving crimes much easier, that’s for sure. Imagine if by simply examining the fire damage to a structure, I could tell which dragon did it. It could create real accountability.”

      “But that’s still a long way off?”

      “A very long way off.” The dwarf chuckled. “At this point, all I can tell you about this slime we found is that it’s from a shadow dragon. I can’t narrow it down any more than that, not yet anyway.”

      Jasmine nodded. “It makes sense, I guess, but what a bummer.”

      “Total bummer,” Kylara agreed.

      “Have you had time to work on anything else?” the mage asked.

      “This has consumed all my time recently, but I have worked on a handheld scanner version of my goggles. Would you like to see it?” Vala asked.

      “Sure.”

      Vala rummaged through her bag and pulled the scanner out. It was the size of a cellphone but had an extendable antenna that made it much larger. “It was easier to work with glass to identify the other types of magic, for whatever reason, so it has multiple lenses.”

      “It’s pretty.” Jasmine admired the multicolored back.

      “Only because it has to be.” The dwarf laughed. “I’ll admit that my inventions sometimes lack in appearance.”

      “I, for one, think your bug-eyed goggles are super-neat,” Kylara said. “And not weird at all. Especially not weird that you’re wearing them in the library.”

      She pulled them off. “They’re super-useful in the lab but out in public…yeah. Plus they make it obvious that I’m looking for something.”

      “The scanner seems to work, though. It’s bouncing between pixie, mage, and dragon.” Jasmine had the scanner pointed at Kylara.

      “That’s me!” the dragon mage said.

      “It needs to be close to have real accuracy, but I think it will prove to be extremely useful. The best thing about it is that I can lock a power in and scan for that specifically.”

      “Is that what it’s trying to do now? Is that why it keeps putting an X next to Kylara’s reading?”

      Vala nodded. “I have it keyed into the specific signature I got off the slime we found near the disk. I consider it a good thing that none of that’s here.”

      The three of them laughed. Vala felt a comforting sense of warmth at what her life had become. She was seated in a library and talking magic with two prestigious mages. Never in her wildest dreams would she have thought this was something she would ever do. And yet, there she was.

      She merely hoped she could find out how to stop the disks before this was all taken away from her.
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        * * *

      

      “How is life in the great frozen north treating you?” Tanya asked Galen.

      “It’s not so bad. Spring has come so there’s only a little snow left.”

      Tanya shuddered. “Ugh. A little snow in spring? I prefer my snow to fall never.”

      “Even now, after living at the Lumos School?”

      “I guess a little cold’s okay,” she conceded. “But I think California will forever be my home. You can’t beat the climate, plus my family can at least afford it because we’re dragons. Do you feel that way about Seattle?”

      He sighed because he had known it wouldn't take long to get around to his family. “Not really. I do miss the clouds, though.”

      She nodded, eternally patient and understanding. Galen didn’t deserve her time, let alone to share the air she breathed. They were in a quiet corner of the woods that ran along either side of the Lumos School. Flowers bloomed in the trees all around them and the air was sweet with their scent. He knew she had made them bloom—her power was to make plants grow how she wished—but he wasn’t about to call her out on it.

      “I guess my time in the desert changed how I saw things. My family…”

      “I know they’re horrible.”

      “But they’re also part of what made me who I am,” he replied. “I’m not sure what that means anymore.”

      “I thought you’d turned your back on them.”

      “I thought so too, but then my Uncle Petrov showed up with that dinner invitation.”

      “Galen, I’ve thought about that and I wonder if it’s not a good thing.”

      He shrugged. “Is it? I was so ready to be done with them but I now feel like I’m still trapped.”

      “Don’t look at it that way.”

      “Then how should I look at it?”

      “Okay…well, for starters, I know your family can be…problematic. Do you think this could be some kind of trap?”

      “I don’t think so, no. They wouldn’t have invited other people. If they wanted me dead, they’d separate me from Vala and do away with me. I don’t honestly think I could stop the whole clan.”

      “And Vala?”

      “Is welcome. They still think that she’s a servant, but Petrov knows she’s made a device that can disable dragon powers. If they’re willing for me to bring her, I don’t think they’ll attack me.”

      Tanya nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Then maybe this is a chance to start anew.”

      “That sounds a little touchy-feely to me.”

      “Touchy-feely?”

      “Uh…I only meant that it sounds like an idea that might work in California but maybe not with the Stormwing clan.”

      “But then why did they invite you?”

      “I don’t know. Because I’ve been on the news and had decent publicity?”

      “That might count as starting anew for them. Maybe your mom is finally willing to give you the respect you deserve. I know it’s totally messed up that you had to earn that from her, but now that you have, maybe you can use the opportunity to redefine your relationship with them.”

      “I didn’t come here to talk about that relationship,” he said.

      “Oh. And which relationship did you want to talk about?” Her eyes sparkled and Galen thought the smell of flowers grew stronger with her smile.

      “Ours?”

      “I like you, Galen. I won’t pretend that I don’t.”

      “I like you too.”

      “And the moments we’ve shared.”

      “The kiss.”

      “It was special. But if we’re going to be more than that, we need to know what’s going on with your family. I’m not saying we need their approval but I also don’t want my parents’ house to be hit with a hurricane because they wouldn’t provide a dowry. Sorry. I didn’t mean that to be rude. Was it rude?”

      Galen laughed. “No. But only because my mom has destroyed other clans’ castles with hurricanes before.”

      “See? That’s what I’m talking about. It seems like you should resolve where you stand with the legendary Gabriela Stormwing if she’s giving you the opportunity to do so.”

      “And until then?”

      “Well, there’s no reason you need to tell her everything,” she said and scooted closer to him.
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      Even though Vala would have liked to stay in the library for days, she began to get impatient before too long. They were on a case and she had to go. It was frustrating, though, because for all she knew, the answer to how Void magic worked was right there, tucked away in some esoteric tome hidden in a corner of the library.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t stay there and dig through old books. That wasn’t her style anyway. Her magic let her commune with circuits and change the fundamentals of how complex machines worked. Digging through books was a waste of her time because the Internet existed. If someone digitized all these books, she would have been able to use her powers to pry their most deeply hidden secrets out. But alas, no one had taken time to scan every page of every book in the centuries-old library.

      “I should probably get going,” she said finally when her impatience won.

      “Just like that?” the mage asked. She had benefited most from the dwarf’s presence and had peppered her with questions. While that was appealing and made Vala feel good about herself, she could only spend a limited time providing answers.

      “She has a job to do,” Kylara pointed out. “We can’t take all her time.”

      Jasmine sighed but she nodded. “I’ll go find Galen.”

      “I can do that.” The dragon mage opened a portal to the pixie realm.

      “I don’t mind,” the other girl said. “Tanya is always looking down her nose when Karl and I so much as hold hands. I’d love to turn the tables on her.”

      Five minutes later, they were all in the U and saying their goodbyes. The dwarf couldn’t help but wonder what Galen and Tanya had been doing, given that he blushed continuously and she wore a glare so smoldering that she wondered if it would set Jasmine on fire.

      “Back to Cranbook?” Kylara asked.

      “If it’s not too much trouble, could you send us closer to the address Karl gave us?” The dwarf held her phone up with a map of the location displayed on it.

      “No problem. Well, only a slight problem. Portaling to new places is a little tricky because I don’t want you to end up trapped inside a wall or the ground or something.”

      “That’s fine,” Galen assured her as he recovered from his embarrassment and transformed into his full dragon form. “Vala can climb on and you can open a portal in the sky.”

      “Perfect!” The dragon mage promptly complied.

      His partner climbed on his back and secured her pack into place before he soared through the portal.

      After a brief passage through the pixie realm in which they flew over a field of color-changing flowers, they passed out of another gateway into the sky above the eastern foothills of the Rocky Mountains.

      “Is there anything else?” Kylara asked and buzzed around them in her pixie form. “I mean besides solving this entire case for you, which I’d like to do but don’t even know where to begin.”

      “We’ll call you if we need anything else,” Vala said. “Thanks for the help.”

      “No problem.” Kylara darted through her portal and blinked into nothingness.

      “All right,” the dwarf said to Galen via the earpiece he had put on when he’d taken his dragon form. “According to Karl, his cousin Victor’s place should be a little north—”

      “There it is.” He raised a claw to point at a mansion on the very top of one of the larger hills.

      “Um…are you sure? The map is—”

      “I’m sure. A giant mansion on a hill by itself with no other houses nearby. There’s a road but it looks like it’s in poor shape. That’s likely because the dragon who lives there never uses it and it’s only for delivery drivers. Plus the landscaping is what I’d call slash and burn.”

      “I think the wildflowers are cute.”

      “And the blackened tree stumps poking between them?”

      Now that he had pointed them out to her, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed them before. “I guess humans aren’t particularly fond of stumps, are they?”

      “It’s more like humans can’t help but plant things,” he clarified. “But it doesn’t look like Cousin Victor has any real interest in making the place look good to humans.”

      “Oh, come on. We’re only a few miles from the nearest town. It’s not like he’s going for the ‘evil tyrant living outside town who must be appeased with deliveries.’”

      “I think that’s exactly what he’s going for. Otherwise, I think we’d see servants.”

      “Do you think he’s dangerous?” she asked.

      “I’m counting on it.” She could hear his smirk in his voice. “If he’s merely some loser, he’s probably not making the disks. Trying to obliterate us or Cranbook or whatever else he might have planned takes guts. I think this might be our guy.”

      Vala was less sure. Still, it was their best lead and she wanted to do her due diligence.

      They landed at the foot of the hill below the mansion. She climbed off Galen’s back and shouldered her pack of magically augmented tools as he transformed into his human form.

      “You don’t think you should stick to your half-dragon body?” she asked.

      “If this isn’t our guy, I don’t want to freak him out too much. If it is, I still have Claw.”

      The dwarf nodded. She wasn’t about to tell her muscle how to muscle. They began the walk to the mansion.

      As they drew closer, she had to concede that it was a mansion. She was used to the handmade dwarf houses of Cranbook. Some of those were larger than others but all paled in comparison to a palatial building like this. It had pillars in the front and massive windows that bespoke an entryway that must have been large enough to fit a dragon in its true form. There were more windows on the second floor, all with white shutters and windows cut into perfect squares of glass framed in white.

      The entire house looked like an exercise in excess to her. It didn’t seem like the kind of building someone would live in but more like a fraternity house or a plantation home, perhaps. Both were things she had only ever seen in the movies. The closest thing to a fraternity house in Cranbook was a cluster of handmade dirt houses made by some of the more principled dwarves.

      Still, she knew many dragons lived in far more opulent homes. Castles were ever-popular, as were multiple floors of skyscrapers or even entire skyscrapers for a whole clan. Cousin Victor—oh, great, now Galen had her thinking of him that way—must have fallen from grace if he lived out there on his own.

      “Shouldn’t there be cars here or something?” Vala asked.

      He nodded. “Some dragons have garages and outbuildings for their servants but I didn’t see one here. It’s very unusual for a dragon to live completely alone.”

      “I suppose that would make it easier to hide that he’s been mucking about with Void magic,” Vala suggested.

      “I thought the same thing.”

      They stepped onto the porch. She thought this part of the house was rather charming. The pillars created an imposing border and the deeply set porch provided a nice amount of shade. It was slightly odd to have something like this so far north. Most people there wanted sun, but she wasn’t about to second-guess a dragon’s architectural choices.

      “Is there a doorbell, do you think?” she asked and looked around for one as a chill blew across the porch.

      “It isn’t the dragon style to press a dainty button when we can simply pound on the door,” Galen joked, but given the empty space all around them, the humor of the quip seemed to blow away in the chilly wind.

      “I guess we’ll knock, then.” She rapped on the door with her knuckles.

      They waited for an answer but none was forthcoming.

      He knocked again, harder than she had, and used Claw’s pommel instead of his knuckles. She was not the only member of Magic Managed on edge. The threat of danger was real. If Victor was making the disks, he might open one under their feet. Her partner might have the dragon reflexes to avoid such a trap but she most certainly did not. The idea of knocking and announcing their presence now seemed like a foolish notion.

      But if the occupant was planning a stealth attack for the two trespassers, he was a master of patience. They waited for another minute but there was neither an answer nor an attack.

      “This sucks.” The young dragon grasped the doorknob and twisted. It responded to his touch and opened the door.

      “It wasn’t locked?” Vala asked.

      “This is the home of a massive fire-breathing dragon who can use shadows as weapons. Do you think he’s afraid of home invaders?”

      “Okay, that’s a fair point.” Still, she was increasingly convinced that announcing their presence had been a mistake.

      Galen, though, seemed less concerned. He pushed the door open so slowly that the hinges creaked and he stepped inside.

      The grandeur of the house did not extend beyond the front door but at least Vala’s assessment of the building as a fraternity house still seemed apt. Now, however, instead of a place to live, study, and network while attending college, it seemed more like somewhere to survive alcohol poisoning and dysentery.

      Garbage was strewn everywhere—empty plastic cups, take-out bags, and dirty clothes left undisturbed for so long they were growing mold. A massive pile of pizza boxes looked as if someone had tried to shape them into a chair. Then someone else—or perhaps the same person in disappointment—had set them on fire. The pizza had not been eaten, though. She knew this because when she looked at the grand ceiling of the entryway, slices were stuck to it and the chandelier. The mansion looked like a health hazard, the kind of place a realtor would recommend demolishing and rebuilding rather than trying to restore. It would take an army of maids to get it into halfway decent shape, let alone clean it thoroughly.

      “I never thought I’d meet a member of the Midnight clan more disgusting than Karl but I see now that I was wrong,” Galen muttered.

      “Do you honestly think someone who lives like this could be attacking Cranbook and trying to frame us?” Vala asked.

      “No,” he responded flatly. “But we should still look around. It’s not hard to make a mess and this would be like the world’s most impressive cover story.”

      “Yeah, good point.” She retrieved her scanner, turned it on, and set it to a wide frequency to see what was there.

      “What does it show you?” Her partner peered into the gloom and his hands remained on Claw’s hilt.

      “There’s considerable lingering dragon magic. Shadow magic too.” She bit her lip and pointed the scanner around the room. “But I don’t see any Void magic.”

      “Are you sure?” She could tell that he wanted her to answer to be in the affirmative.

      “None at all, unfortunately.” She moved deeper into the filthy room. “The proximity on this isn’t great. I might as well put on my goggles too.”

      “Go ahead.” He widened his stance and grasped Claw firmly with both hands to defend her while she donned her goggles.

      She put them on and was immediately comforted by the colored glass. Now, all the garbage was a uniform red. Rather than slices of pizza or a pair of dirty underwear that had no right to be in an entryway to any home, what stood out were the handprints of dragons and the burn marks on the pizza boxes that must have been caused by a fire-breather.

      “Anything?”

      “Not with these, no. There’s nothing at all in that hallway to the back.”

      “No surprise there. That must be where the kitchen is,” Galen responded snidely. “Victor looks like he might be allergic to cooking his own food.”

      “It sounds kind of like you when we first met.”

      “And I doubt Victor has had a peppy magic dwarf to help him see the errors of his ways,” he retorted.

      Vala tried to chuckle but she didn’t feel comfortable enough given the condition of their surroundings.

      “Are you getting anything at all?” the dragon asked.

      “No… Nothing that—oh wait. There’s more magic upstairs.”

      “What kind?” He swallowed a sudden lump in his throat.

      “Shadow,” Vala said firmly. “I don’t see any Void magic but that doesn’t mean—”

      “That we shouldn’t investigate. I agree. Come on, let’s check it out.”

      “Ick. Do we have to?” she whined. “If it’s this nasty down here where guests might see, I don’t even want to imagine the condition of the upstairs area.”

      “Let’s agree that if there is anything magic in the bathrooms, we give it the benefit of the doubt,” he retorted. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s get this over with.”

      The dragon stepped over a broken television that she hadn’t noticed—which spoke to how filthy the room was—and approached the staircase.

      He put a foot on the first step. It creaked so loudly that it made the hinges of the front door sound oiled.

      “Maybe Cousin Victor has squeaky magic,” she snarked.

      “I assure you, the shadows are my forte,” a voice replied from the gloom all around them.

      Shadow coalesced from the nooks and crannies of the staircase, made a fist even taller than Galen, and punched him so hard that he catapulted through one of the massive windows and tumbled into the yard.

      Vala’s goggles made it all too clear what was happening. A man stepped from the fist-shaped shadows. Tendrils of darkness whipped from his back and glowed in her goggles, but that only made the sheer quantity of them more frightening.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said. “I didn’t know I was related to a dwarf.”
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      Galen hadn’t been hit that hard in a while. He shook his head in the hope that it would stop him from seeing stars. The glass of the window had cut his back and it stung, but he brushed it off and felt his dragon healing go to work on the lacerations. He stood and drew Claw.

      “First you break into my house and then I find out I’m not related to a dwarf?” Victor shouted as he poured through the broken window and onto the slope in front of his mansion. The area outside was beginning to match its derelict interior.

      “We only want to talk,” the young dragon said.

      “With a sword? No one talks with swords.” Victor stumbled and caught himself only by making one of his legs wrap itself with shadow to stop him from tumbling.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Okay? I’m better than okay. I’m great!” He sneezed and rainbow powder shot out of his snout. That was weird. Galen had never heard of a shadow dragon having anything to do with color or illusory powers. He frowned but a moment later, he understood.

      “You’re high on Pixie Dust, aren’t you?”

      “Who are you? My mom?” Victor roared. Shadow erupted from his tail to form a massive spring that coiled against the earth. It solidified and launched him forward like a villain from a kid’s cartoon.

      The young dragon sidestepped. It was a surprising way to lunge but that’s all it was. The spring-tail transformed into snapping whips. He severed three of them with Claw before they could touch him.

      “No one stops my tendrils!” his opponent yelled.

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it. I practiced against an oak tree.”

      “Are you making fun of me?” the dragon demanded.

      “I only want to talk.”

      “Says the man who attacked.”

      Victor grew additional legs—all made from shadow—and scurried up the hill toward him. Galen knew from his training that technically, he should have the advantage because he had the higher ground but those lessons had never been applied to giant shape-shifting dragon centipedes.

      “You attacked me,” Galen pointed out and tried to defend himself. He had to fight while he tried to maintain his footing on the slope of the hill. It might have been easier if the grass wasn’t so overgrown and there weren’t blackened tree stumps and dented beer kegs hidden in it.

      “Don’t touch my beer kegs!” His adversary growled and transformed one of his many legs into a giant pincer. The young dragon crouched and lifted Claw to block the huge appendage. He knew that although his blade was sharp, things still had force and the unusual weapon was huge.

      It turned out to be a feint and instead of being hammered into the dirt, the pincer puffed into nothingness. At the same moment, Victor transformed into his human form. The extra mass and bulk didn’t disappear like it did for most dragons, however, and flowed into an inky stain on the soil that flowed up the hill and wound up Galen’s legs.

      He sliced at the surface around him without hesitation and severed the flowing shadow from its creator.

      “No one stops my shadow floor technique. Who sent you?”

      “Your cousin,” he answered honestly.

      “The dwarf? How does she know shadow magic?”

      “She’s not your cousin, you ignoramus.” He continued to swing the blade at the ground in an attempt to stop the shadows from overwhelming him.

      He failed, but barely. One thread snuck past his sword and in a moment, shadow gunk had covered him.

      Victor approached. His face was even more difficult to read than his aura was. In a single moment, he looked amused, then angry, then ecstatic, then delirious, and finally furious, before they’d all flick past again.

      “I’ve heard of you, haven’t I?” When the shadow dragon moved closer, the stains of Pixie Dust on his human face were quite apparent. “You’re from the commercials. Uh…Manage Your Magic.”

      “Magic Managed.”

      “No, that’s not it.” He paused for a moment and looked as if he was considering what to order for dessert. “But that is you. This is great. I’ve always wanted to murder a celebrity—uh, I mean, punish them for trespassing.” He laughed at that, although Galen didn’t see how it qualified as a joke.

      In that moment, the young dragon flicked his sword and cut away the shadows binding him.

      “Impossible!”

      “I do not think that word means what you think it means.” He smirked and quoted one of Mylo’s favorite lines from his favorite movie.

      “Tell me who you are!” Victor shouted and formed six arms out of shadow, each tipped with a blade.

      “I’ve been trying to talk this entire time!”

      The shadow dragon’s mood had shifted again for what might be the thousandth time and he attacked. The young dragon parried the blows and sliced the blades away, but it was obvious that they were mostly deception.

      He did as his teachers had taught him and tried to strike where it would be most effective. First, he went through a series of moves that made it appear as if he’d left himself open. When his opponent tried to strike, he stepped aside, then sliced through the other dragon’s Achilles tendon.

      Victor screamed and fell. “I thought that only worked in the movies!” Inky shadow formed over the wound. It seemed to either provide structure or augment his dragon healing powers because he was already on his feet. “Tell me who you are.”

      “Galen Stormwing. We only want to ask you a few questions.”

      “That’s exactly what someone trying to kill me would say.”

      The shadow dragon stumbled back, fell, and rolled down the hill. It was impossible to tell if this was a trick, though, because before he had stopped, he had changed into his dragon form.

      Using the momentum of his tumbling to help him get airborne, Victor launched into the air. He flapped and swooped around, took a massive breath, and blasted his adversary with fire.

      Fortunately, the young dragon had seen the attack coming a mile away. He changed into his half-dragon form and took to the skies. His attacker’s fire burned away a swath of wildflowers to reveal more burned stumps and beer kegs.

      “What the heck are you?” the aggressor demanded, swooped after him, and lashed out at him with tendrils of shadow. In the sky, however, Galen had the advantage.

      The angry dragon was fast but he wasn’t nearly as agile as his quarry’s smaller half-dragon form. He launched multiple tendrils and tried to snag his adversary, but the young dragon sliced each one as it came within range.

      “I’m Galen Stormwing. You said you saw me on TV.”

      “I never said such a thing!” Victor shouted and laughed.

      Galen sliced away more tendrils and tried to think of how he could possibly outsmart someone who could barely think. If he tried something too subtle, Victor wouldn't even notice. But if he left himself too exposed for too long, he knew the shadow powers could overpower him.

      His adversary attacked again and with a scowl, he dodged and severed tendril after tendril.

      “Galen!” Vala shouted from the doorway of the house and waved one of her tools to catch his attention. “I have it calibrated.”

      That gave him an idea.

      “Your shadows are no match for my blade,” he shouted and flapped toward the house.

      “I’ll show you shadows!” Victor attacked with renewed vigor, exactly like he had hoped he would. Galen cut the first few strikes away—he didn’t want to be too obvious—but when he saw a tendril moving at about the right speed and direction, he let it knock his sword out of his hand.

      This particular trick was one Sir Francis Drake had taught him and Mylo had lambasted. It wasn’t exactly a throw. Both swordmasters had made it very clear that they did not think throwing swords was an effective range attack. They agreed that there was no honor in it and there were better choices for throwing weapons.

      What Drake had shown him—and what he tried to accomplish now—was to change the terrain of the fight. Anyone in combat automatically reacted differently to someone with a blade than without one. Drake believed that by tossing one’s weapon to a more favorable terrain, a swordsman could redefine the battle.

      His sword flew from his fingers and through the broken window of the house.

      “Hah! Victory is mine,” Victor boasted. “That’s why my mommy named me Victor.”

      It took an amazing amount of willpower for the young dragon to not push his plan aside and try to eviscerate the junkie then and there. Somehow, he restrained himself and continued as he had intended.

      “It’s all making sense,” he shouted over his shoulder as he turned to flee.

      “There’s no escaping me now!” the shadow dragon roared and gave chase.

      Again, Galen was thankful for the tutelage of his instructors. Mylo had not failed to notice that both he and his pupil were human-shaped individuals with wings. Although the pixie was only a foot tall and his student more closely resembled a demon in this form than he did a human, they had practiced aerial acrobatics for many hours.

      Because of this, he was able to lead his adversary all around his property and stay out of reach the entire time. He dodged every tendril that snapped at him and avoided each breath of fire.

      The aerial antics continued until he had his opponent right where he wanted him.

      “You’ll never catch me!” he shouted and bulldozed through the front door.

      “Fool!” Victor shouted and instead of barreling through the same space the young dragon had, he dove through the broken window next to it.

      Again, it was exactly like Galen had planned.

      While the shadow dragon had missed the door frame, he had forgotten the staircase that wound through the middle of his house.

      He hurtled into it and it collapsed on top of him. Caught by surprise, he thrashed for a moment and tried to free himself from the tangle of wood before he remembered that he was a dragon with powers perfectly suited to this situation. He flowed into shadow and untangled himself, then launched himself at his foe anew.

      The young dragon, however, had not been idle. He had “dropped” his sword and by some freak “accident,” it had landed perfectly in the couch. The blade was impaled and the hilt protruded. While his opponent had freed himself from the debris, he had pulled his sword from the filthy sofa like some poor man’s version of a demonic King Arthur. He kept the blade ready at his side.

      Victor flowed toward him and solidified into his dragon form so he could drive him back.

      Galen was ready and had planned for this moment. With a flick of his wrist, he sliced a wing from his foe’s body.

      The shadow dragon screamed when blood as dark as shadow spurted from the wound to join the pizza stuck on the ceiling.

      “You piece of crap! How dare you!” he bellowed and thrashed wildly. In his pain-induced gyrations, he destroyed the couch that had held the sword, broke the other window, and knocked the chandelier down, which shattered on his head with spectacular effect. Broken glass and dirty underpants that Galen had not previously noticed hanging on the chandelier went everywhere.

      “It’s over,” he said and raised his sword in a stance that was less about practicality and more about appearing menacing.

      “Because you have a little twig to poke me with?” Victor retorted and blood and shadow streamed out of his injury. Instead of a wing, he now had a mass of inky dark tentacles growing from the wound as if some horrible otherworldly god had been living in his body, waiting for someone strong enough to make him bleed and free it.

      The young dragon held his stance although he began to doubt what he was facing. Could this drugged-up dragon be the foe that they sought? He had shadow tendrils like those that had attacked them. He had not seemed as clever as he had assumed their hidden enemy to be, but what if he wasn’t high on Pixie Dust? What if this was all a ruse?

      “I will rip those wings from your back and drain your fluids. When I’m done with you, you’ll envy how quickly spiders kill flies. You infinitesimal little turd!”

      “You’d be more threatening if your metaphors stayed on point.”

      Victor frowned and turned to Vala, who aimed a weapon at him.

      “Is that a nerf gun?”

      “Modified. Have you ever seen a spider trapped in another’s web?”

      She squeezed the trigger. The canister popped out and exploded when it struck the shadow dragon.

      Strands of pink goo, tacky like bubblegum, blasted out in a dozen directions, although all of them flowed around Victor and stuck to the wall behind him.

      “Fool!” he shrieked and changed to shadow.

      He couldn’t go anywhere, however. The strands that touched his body stopped it from melting into its shadow form. After a moment during which the darkness tried to flee, he coalesced again, still pinned behind the net.

      His struggle resumed and he attempted to slice the strands of pink goo away, but that proved to be an even worse plan. Every time he touched one, it divided and in moments, instead of a dozen strands binding him, it was closer to a hundred.

      Victor grinned sheepishly. “You said you only wanted to talk?”
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      “So, what exactly did the two of you want to know?” the shadow dragon asked as if they were merely having a friendly chat and had not been in a battle that ended with him tangled in his staircase and pink goo.

      Galen glanced at Vala, who didn’t seem any more ready to start the interrogation than he was. He decided he should have prepared for this but thus far, Magic Managed had not been involved in this kind of detective work. She had persuaded a few ghosts to explain why they were haunting people, but that wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that had proven difficult. Ghosts were always desperate to talk about why they were there. With Victor, he didn’t even know where to begin. It occurred to him that he looked like a demon and his partner looked extremely friendly, even for a dwarf. Maybe they could do their version of the good cap, bad cop routine.

      He gestured for her to come closer. “You be good and I’ll be bad and threaten him, all right?”

      “Yeah, totally!” She nodded.

      “What are you two whispering about? No one likes a secret,” their captive moaned.

      “We want to know where the hell you were last night!” Galen snarled, spun on his heel, and drew Claw.

      “A little too much, Galen. Calm down,” Vala said and stepped between the two dragons. He realized immediately that they should have talked a little more about their plan and that he didn’t know how to tell when he was going too far. She seemed genuinely concerned that he would stab Victor with Claw.

      “I got some, man. I got some!” the shadow dragon sputtered. It seemed he had also been convinced by the bad cop routine.

      “Got some what?”

      “Some of what you need, brother. I know how it is. You try to dry the supply up, but you already got a taste. Don’t worry. I got you.”

      “What are you talking about?” the dwarf asked.

      “Nothing, ma’am. Nothing at all,” Victor winked at Galen. It was painfully obvious but he looked as if he thought he was genuinely fooling her.

      “Stop these games!” the young dragon roared.

      “It’s in the kitchen. I keep it in a cookie jar. You’ll know it’s a cookie jar because it says “cookies” on it. Please, you got to believe me!”

      “What’s in the jar?” he demanded.

      “What you need, man. What you need!” The shadow dragon was crying now and Galen decided to leave him with his partner for a minute to examine the cookie jar.

      As he walked into the filthy kitchen, he heard her speak to their captive in a quiet, soothing voice. “While that mean old Stormwing is in the other room, why not tell me exactly where you were last night so we can be on our way, huh?”

      He didn’t hear the reply. His senses were too overwhelmed by the filth of the kitchen to be able to focus on the words said in the other room. It honestly made the living room look comparatively presentable. There was pizza in there too, but it was so covered in mold that he couldn’t tell if the mushrooms were the original topping or a recent addition. The sink looked like it had been dammed up by every kind of insect imaginable. Oddly enough, there was a conspicuously clear path to one of the cupboards.

      Inside, he found the cookie jar and opened it to find Pixie Dust.

      Victor was trying to pay them off with drugs.

      Galen snatched the sack of rainbow powder marked with the stylized print of a pixie and stormed into the other room. He didn’t think he’d have to act as the bad cop now. This was ridiculous.

      “Stormwing,” Vala said, “I know where Victor was last night.”

      “Me too.” He held the baggy of dragon drugs up. “Is that what you hoped to give me? How dare you?”

      The sight of the Pixie Dust seemed to enrage the shadow dragon. He thrashed violently against the pink gunk that trapped him in place, but Vala had made her device for a situation like this and calibrated it for his power. While he only broke a couple of strands, they simply multiplied and bound him even tighter.

      “Who are you to speak to me this way? I am Victor Midnight. My clan almost rebirthed a goddess and we are an ancient and venerated line. So what if I use a little Pixie Dust? There’s nothing wrong with that. When my clan finds out what you’ve done to me… Oh, ho ho ho! You’ll regret this! You’ll beg me for Pixie Dust. Speaking of which…can I…um…”

      “We have heard of your clan,” the dwarf told him sternly. “In fact, we got your address from one of their leaders.”

      “Not my uncle.” He paled and appeared to forget about the drugs, if only for a moment.

      “Your cousin Karl.”

      “Vala,” Galen snapped. He didn’t think name-dropping Karl would be the most effective thing to do.

      “Karl?” The name did not seem to calm the other dragon at all. If anything, he seemed more frightened.

      “You know him?” she asked.

      “Of course. He’ll be clan leader one day. Why would he give you this address?”

      “Maybe because they’re sick of your crap. The Pixie Dust is the last straw,” Galen snapped.

      “Okay, okay! But…do they know about the dust? Because if they don’t…well, we don’t need to tell them, do we?” Victor pleaded. “Karl’s been really down on it, even though he doesn’t know anything about it, but still. Come on. Can we work this out? Do you…you want some?”

      “For the last time, no! We do not want any of this crap. Mention it again and we’ll take you to the Steel Guard.”

      “They’ll help you get clean,” Vala said.

      “No, please. I don’t want to get clean,” the dragon pleaded. “Please don’t call the Steel Guard! I’ll…I’ll answer your questions. You only have to ask! Where was I last night? I was buying Pixie Dust.”

      “Where?”

      “Not in dwarf country,” he told her. “No one brings Pixie Dust to dwarf country. Not since—wait, you two were there, right? I saw the video on the Internet.”

      “You see now why offering him Pixie Dust isn’t great?” She smirked.

      “Of course. Yeah, sorry. I only thought…well, it feels so good, but never mind. No. Please don’t call the Steel Guard or my family. You know, it might be best if you don’t call anyone because we can work this out.”

      “Can anyone else verify where you were last night?” Galen asked. He didn’t think mentioning that Karl, at least, already knew he was using the drug.

      “I was with my crew—Flamer, Bull, and Piercer. We all went to get the dust together.”

      “Can you prove it?” Vala pressed.

      “Uh…yeah! Check my phone. We went to this hilarious human karaoke bar. You should have seen those humans’ faces when we walked in. Oh, my God. It was like they’d never seen royalty before. And when we started to sing—Piercer, see, has this voice. It’s piercing but not in your ears. In your heart. It was a good night.”

      “Phone?” the dwarf asked. “No, wait. I can feel it with my magic.” She went to the kitchen and looked pale when she returned. “I found the phone and also a new form of life growing in your sink.”

      “There’s a video on it. Check it.”

      She found the video, watched for a few seconds, and looked even sicker. “That was too much skin.”

      Victor laughed. “Yeah. But you saw the clock in the background, right? Those karaoke booths charge by the hour so you know their clocks are legit.”

      “There’s a time stamp on the video.” Galen snorted.

      “Stormwing, a moment.” She gestured aside with her head.

      He nodded and they retreated while the shadow dragon continued to prattle about the previous night’s festivities.

      “I don’t think this is our guy. He has a good alibi. We could check it out further but—”

      “I agree. He doesn’t seem capable of speaking in complete sentences, let alone conducting magical espionage.”

      “I want to look around and check for Void magic to be sure. Can you handle him?”

      Galen nodded.

      “Wait, wait—where’s she going?” Victor asked. “Because there might be more Pixie Dust. You didn’t tell me to tell you where it all was. Please don’t…don’t mess with it, all right? It’s the good stuff.”

      “Shut up and she won’t touch it.”

      The shadow dragon nodded frantically.

      The odd thump or scuffle traced Vala as she poked around upstairs but before long, she returned to the two dragons.

      “Nothing. Only shadow dragon magic. I don’t think this is our guy.”

      “Agreed,” Galen said. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait! Wait—aren’t you going to get me free?” Victor asked.

      “Gee, I’d love to, but I haven’t discovered how to make this break down any faster yet,” the dwarf told him. “Not to worry. It’ll dissolve in a few hours—probably around the same time you finally come down from the Pixie Dust.”

      “But…but can’t you at least call for help or something? What if I get lonely?”

      “You said not to call anyone. We wouldn't go against your wishes,” Galen reminded him with a smirk.

      They left while Victor wailed behind them and moaned not for freedom but for them to toss the bag of Pixie Dust closer.
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      Vala climbed onto Galen’s back and they turned north toward Cranbook. She was slightly concerned about leaving town when the chief of police had asked them not to, but they had been following a case and had left a trail of alibis, so she wasn’t particularly worried.

      That thought reminded her of something. “Galen, do you mind if I make a call quickly?”

      “To whom?”

      “Amy at the Steel Guard. They’re still trying to find out what’s going on with Pixie Dust. I want to let them know there’s a dealer around here.”

      “That sounds good to me. I wish that factory we burned down had been the end of it.”

      “Maybe it was. Perhaps what’s out there still is back stock,” she suggested halfheartedly. She didn’t think an operation as large and successful as Langston's would simply vanish. It was very likely that there were multiple locations or they’d rebuild.

      She dialed Amy and donned her headset that she had enchanted to stop the sound of the wind when she made calls from a dragon’s back. While the phone rang, she considered what her life had become—enchanting a hands-free headset so she could talk to a mage while riding a dragon. Almost every word in that sentence would have been unthinkable to her young self. It was amazing how much one’s life could change.

      “Vala, what up?” Amy said from the other end of the connection.

      “Hey, Amy. We just came across a dragon who bought some Pixie Dust yesterday.”

      “Ah, dang. Where?”

      “South of the Canadian border. Very close to Cranbook actually.”

      “That’s not good. Is there any connection to your hometown?”

      “No. We’re following another case.”

      “Is it anything I should be worried about?”

      “I…” She didn’t know why she hesitated to tell the mage about the disks. Was it because she had been falsely accused of creating them? Was it because she wanted to show Amy that she could solve this herself? Or was it simply because the woman started talking before she had the chance to make her mind up?

      “If you don’t mind sending me the location of the Pixie Dust guy, that would be great,” Amy said. “Did you talk to the dealer or a user?”

      “A user. Someone from the Midnight clan.”

      “Not Karl!”

      “No. His cousin Victor.”

      “Dang. This whole Pixie Dust situation is getting out of hand.”

      “There’s still some out there, then?”

      “We haven’t found another manufacturing center but that’s hardly surprising. You only found that last one by being hired. It was well shielded from both magic and pedestrian detection methods. We don’t know if there’s one out there or merely a massive stockpile.”

      “Do you need to go after a user? He sucked but he also didn’t exactly seem to leave his house that often.”

      “Does he have shadow powers?” Amy asked.

      “He does.”

      “See, this is the problem. When it comes to humans, I think drug addiction needs to be treated as a medical condition. People need support, not punishments. Dragons, though… It becomes far more complicated when a junkie can transform, take to the air, and rain fire on a city because they need a fix.”

      Vala didn’t know how to reply to that. “I don’t envy you your job,” she finally managed to say.

      “It’s getting tough. We didn’t make The Steel Guard Headquarters to be a jail. Okay, that’s not completely true. We knew we would need to hold a few ornery dragons now and then so we have cells. But we don’t have that many and it seems like Pixie Dust is everywhere. It’s an unanticipated crisis.” The mage sighed. “I should go. Unless there’s anything else?”

      “Uh…no. Nothing we can’t manage.”

      “I saw what you did there,” the mage said and hung up.

      Before long, they reached the Canadian border. They landed and approached the customs office. The guards looked as concerned as heck but when Galen took his half-dragon form, they relaxed.

      “Hey! Magic Managed, right?” one of them asked with palpable relief.

      “I hope you two have your passport,” the other said.

      Vala showed them her ID and explained that they were working on getting Galen’s. The guards looked a little unsure about what to do about that, but after they’d conferred and agreed that they’d never heard of another dragon who could take the shape he had, they let them pass. The dwarf didn’t hear any of this, of course, but his dragon hearing was able to eavesdrop rather well.

      Not much later, Cranbook was on the horizon and she smiled. It was always good to see the skyline of where she had grown up. Better yet, it wasn’t missing any buildings and there didn’t appear to be any swarms of police cars or fire trucks, so it seemed that maybe no more disks had formed while they were away.

      “Should we head home?” Galen asked.

      For a moment, she considered it. She wanted to go home but she didn't need to. If Chief Morden called, the office phone would redirect to her cell—not because she had paid for such a service but because she had enchanted her phones to work that way. She had enough gear on her and always did these days.

      “Do you want to look at the site of the other disk? The one with the lightning?” she asked.

      “Sure. But I don’t want the chief to freak out and act like we’re returning to the scene of the crime or whatever,” Galen replied.

      “That’s a fair point. What if you land a few blocks away and we walk there?”

      “It sounds good. I might get a sandwich too.”

      “Sure.”

      He landed in one of the town’s parks, transformed, and straightened his hair—it was getting long—and the two set off toward the downtown area.

      About a block away, he turned into a sandwich shop. At first, the dwarf was a little annoyed. Was he always hungry? But while she waited outside the eatery, she changed her mind about the merits of stopping.

      Downtown Cranbook was bustling at this hour. Office workers were leaving their places of employment and being late in the week, numerous people had elected to stay out instead of going home. For Canadians, the weather was nice enough to be outside so sidewalks had little groups of tables and chairs set up where people sipped water, tea, or something more adult. The bells of shop doors chimed repeatedly as customers went in and out. It was a lovely day.

      Vala only wished she could enjoy it.

      She couldn’t help but think that another disk could open at any second and bring chaos to this idyllic small town. It was unlikely—she knew it was unlikely that one would appear in the middle of the afternoon—but she felt like she had wasted time and that for every minute she had enjoyed herself in the Lumos School library, she had put some of the people of Cranbook in danger.

      It was a rotten feeling, made worse because she still didn't know who was creating the damn disks.

      “Sandwich?” Galen asked and she jumped out of her boots.

      “What? No! You scared me.”

      “I can tell. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. But I’m…on edge.”

      “Why would you be on edge? Because some unseen foe with the power to wield dark magic seems to be stalking us?” He snorted.

      For some reason, him sharing her paranoia was a relief. She felt so out of place as the only person who was worried about what was happening there. But with him at her side—even when that involved him chewing on a sandwich—she felt better or at least less crazy.

      “You know what? I will take that sandwich.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” He handed her half a submarine sandwich. “You didn’t say anything so I—”

      “It’s fine.” She took a few bites and felt better for them.

      “Let’s go have a look. Do you think we can keep a low profile?” Galen asked.

      “I think so,” the dwarf replied between mouthfuls. “I don’t see any police and I only want to get a few scans to see if anything has changed.”

      “Okay, then.” The dragon wiped his mouth on his sleeve like a barbarian. “I’ll keep an eye out for Cranbook’s finest and hopefully see some more of that goop.”

      “Sure.” Honestly, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to find any more of the black gunk.

      But she would be damned if she didn’t do her due diligence.

      She finished her half of the sandwich as they approached the intersection where the aberration had appeared. The scene reminded her that the authorities believed it to be the work of an alleged dwarf and dragon.

      “There’s a security camera.” She pointed to one above them. Her partner nodded and didn’t break stride but moved a little closer to the building beside them and surreptitiously avoided the electronic eye.

      The dwarf had to admit that he was a natural when it came to looking like he wasn’t doing anything of importance. He simply conveyed an aura of nonchalance that only dragons could have. His time studying the sword had made it even more pronounced. He was like a jungle cat, completely languid as he looked around the intersection but ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. She thought he looked the perfect image of a well-to-do tourist. With luck, no one would recognize him from the Magic Managed commercials until after she had obtained her readings.

      She took her handheld scanner out and activated it. While she was tempted to use her goggles, given the desire to maintain a low profile, it did not seem particularly wise. No one else in Cranbook walked around with oversized, multicolored goggles covered in switches and dials on their head.

      It didn’t take long for Vala to realize that this search was in vain. No other signs of magic were present besides the ones she already had—dragon shadow magic, Void magic, and the odd touch of storm magic. All of them were weaker than they had been too, which indicated to her that no one had returned to the location since the disk had been opened and later destroyed.

      “Do you have anything, Galen?” she asked and looked up from her scanner.

      He had moved on from his sandwich and purchased an ice cream cone. He slurped it while he crouched and peered into a storm drain. “I got mint chocolate chip.”

      “I mean from the crime, you bottomless pit of a dragon.”

      Galen shook his head. “This ice cream is the most interesting thing around here. There’s nothing in the storm drains and no remains of anything else either.”

      “That makes sense, I guess. The police were here for a while. They must have picked over this scene extremely thoroughly.”

      “We could try to go into the sewer system again,” he suggested.

      “We can but I don’t get anything on my scanner at all.”

      “Didn’t you say it has limited range? Maybe it can’t sense through the stone.”

      Vala was flattered that he had been listening. “That’s right, but still. I should get something.”

      He shrugged. “Probably.”

      “How can you be so nonchalant at a time like this?” she asked.

      The young dragon shook his head. “I have to be. We have no idea when another of these disks will appear. It could happen right now and if it does, I need to be ready. That means I need food to keep my strength up. What I’m worried about is what if one does not reappear today.”

      “But that would be good.”

      “Would it? We know someone’s out there and that they’re messing with us. Despite trying to find out who it is, we still have nothing. Are we supposed to stay on edge for the next few days? Weeks? It’ll wear us down, Vala. That’s what they would do if they’re smart, at least, and I think they must be. We have to stay calm, especially if they’re watching.”

      “And that’s why you bought ice cream?”

      Galen shrugged, his expression only slightly guilty. “There’s no better way to look like you can’t be bothered with the troubles of the world than with an ice cream cone in your hand. I thought that if whoever is making the disks is watching, they might start to doubt that they’re getting in our heads. The same applies if the chief is watching. I’m eating ice cream and you look like you’re staring at your phone. That’s good. We need to seem at ease. If we start acting all strung out and paranoid, we’ll make a mistake—or worse, someone will think we made a mistake and attack. And…well, I love mint chocolate chip.”

      “I hadn’t thought of all that,” Vala admitted. She didn’t put her scanner away but moved it constantly in search of some sign of magic—Void, shadow, dragon, or anything. “But I think you’re right,” she said when she realized what she was doing. “We can’t keep running all over to try to find answers.”

      “Hence the ice cream.”

      “But we can’t sit around and wait to be attacked either.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying—"

      “No, no, no! You’re right, Galen. We have to get out in front of this.”

      “No, we need to wait and see—”

      “What we need is a decentralized system of nodes, strategically placed to not arouse suspicion but also giving us full coverage of the Cranbook metropolitan area.”

      “Vala, you’re not speaking real English.”

      “A power source might be an issue. And of course, we can’t be seen setting them up. If our foe knows to avoid cameras, it can be assumed that they could avoid surveillance equipment too.”

      “Vala. Slow down.”

      “Slow down? We have to get moving! Can you get us to the base?”

      “I thought we were trying to maintain a low profile. Transforming into a dragon at the scene of the last disk is not the way to do that.”

      “Yeah. That’s a good point.” She grimaced and began to stride in the direction of home.

      “Vala—Vala, wait up!”

      The dwarf barely heard her partner. Her mind was already racing. She could solve this and should have solved it sooner. So her enemy thought he could hide behind different kinds of magic? He thought he could make a web of shadow in which to ensnare her? Oh, ho, ho, ho, did he have another think coming!

      “Like the wolf caught in the middle of a river after the beavers built their dam,” she said triumphantly.

      “Vala. Please do not do the animal metaphors. You’ve done so well at not doing the animal metaphors.”

      “Catch up, Galen! I want this set up today. There’s no more time for ice cream. We have a case to solve.”

      “But I like ice cream,” he whined softly.

      She ignored him. Her mind was spinning with possibilities. Which pieces of tech could she use and where could she put them? Could she use the city’s already existing infrastructure or did she need to set her machines up?

      Minutes later, she was in her lab with her goggles on and ready to get started. Galen watched from the sidelines. He had battled a shadow dragon but when it came to solving problems using tech infused with magic, she was in her domain.
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      Vala had spent considerable time and magical energy enchanting her grocery shopping cart and was excited that she could get to use it.

      She moved through her lab like a dwarf on a mission, stopped at each shelf for barely a moment, and filled her cart with everything she thought she could repurpose for the task at hand.

      “Surely you don’t need all this, right?” Galen asked, scratched his head, and looked dumbfounded as she raced around like a sparrow watching a hummingbird waste its energy.

      “We do need all this—and don’t call me Shirley!” she retorted.

      He groaned. “I think I preferred the animal phrases.”

      “Then make like a cow and moooove it! I need everything with a speaker and anything that beeps, blips, pings, or yells in a weird robotic voice,” she ordered and piled her shopping cart higher. When it seemed like nothing more would fit on top of it, she used her powers to animate an electrical cord to tether it all together.

      Once it was secure, she stacked even more things on top of that. She was fully aware that to the untrained eye—and given that no one in all of Cranbook let alone the world had her powers, that was every eyeball that would see it—the cart probably looked like it belonged to the world’s most well-to-do homeless person. The half-broken and patched objects were not, however, as important as what she could do with them.

      “So, what is the actual plan here?” Galen asked, tried to add more items, and failed as the cart rolled away from him to follow her into the parking lot in front of Magic Managed.

      Vala grinned. “We weren’t thinking big enough. Or I wasn't thinking big enough. You’re a dragon, so I guess your thoughts tend to be dragon-sized. It’s all about scale, Galen. We need coverage at a scale that will help Cranbook.”

      “Was that a dragon scales joke? Because if it was, I didn’t get it.”

      “No, no, no! All this is how we find the disks.”

      “With…broken clock radios?”

      “Exactly!” She crowed in triumph. “Everything in this cart has a speaker of some kind, which means all of it can be reverse-engineered—well, I guess I should say reverse-enchanted—to detect magic.”

      “How does that work?”

      “Speakers work by vibrating the air, right?” she asked but did not wait for an answer. “Microphones work on the same principle but in reverse.”

      “The air vibrates them.”

      “Precisely!” she confirmed, which wiped the smirk off his face. Maybe he had been trying to be clever. She didn’t know and was too excited to think about it. “I’ve used speakers because they have this inverse reciprocal relationship with microphones. Speakers can detect vibrations and since I’ve discovered that magic also has different harmonic vibrations to it, we can use this to detect magic.”

      “Even the smoke detector?” He held up a yellowing case with a single blinking red light.

      “Anything that makes sound needs to vibrate. I’m sure I’ll be able to get something off all of these.”

      “Okay…but how strong can the speaker in a clock radio be? It can’t have much of a range.”

      “You’re right. But it’s not about power, it’s about coverage. If we can get a device within...I need to crunch the numbers but I’ll say five hundred meters. That should be enough to read the signature of the Void magic. Then, when one device detects it, I’ll set the network to increase the signal strength in that part of town. By itself, each detector won’t do a thing, but by measuring tiny differences in the relative strength, I should be able to get a location.”

      “That…sounds effective.”

      “Ugh. It’ll be tricky given that everything has different power levels, but it should work.”

      “Great. What can I do to help?”

      “Right now? Step back.”

      The young dragon did not need to be told twice. He quickly and adroitly left the parking lot and went to stand under the awning in front of Magic Managed.

      There might have been a time in Vala’s life when she cared about what she might look like. Now, however, she was too excited to think about how a dwarf who seemed to worship a yellow grocery cart filled with broken appliances might appear to any passersby.

      She focused on her collection, stretched her hands out, and closed them. Her frizzy hair began to sway as she hummed. The volume increased a little. In reality, the humming itself didn’t matter. It was merely a way to focus her attention and key her into the harmonic frequency of Void energy.

      The dwarf focused on that and every iteration of it and tried to attune her devices to it. She thought of how it terrified her, how destructive it was, and how Galen could destroy it simply because all these details were essential to its composition. Careful to not rush the process, she fixed her being on what the waveform looked like when seen on the screen of her oscilloscope and how the Void energy looked through her goggles. In short, she focused on every single aspect of the energy she could as she tuned her devices to this signature type of magic and no other.

      Suddenly, every single fire alarm, clock radio, toy speaker, and amplifier she had piled into the grocery cart screeched at once.

      It was painfully loud and not at all pleasant. Galen went so far as to draw his sword but she liked the sound of the alarms. It meant they had all been calibrated.

      “It’s all right, Galen!” she shouted over the din.

      The dragon did not hear her. He strode toward the piled devices but she didn’t exactly blame him. It was quite a ruckus and it wasn’t as if she had warned him of what would happen.

      With a snap of her fingers, she silenced them. “It’s all right, Galen! That was me.”

      He stopped his approach but he did not put Claw in its sheath.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Calibration.”

      “I thought we were trying to stop the disks.”

      “We can’t stop them if we can’t find them, but now we can.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll explain on the way. Let’s go—dragon form!”

      Galen raised an eyebrow at her. “For the record, I’m not into that…uh, catchphrase or whatever.”

      “Oh, don’t be such a stick in the mud. Go-go—dragon rider!”

      With a scowl, he transformed begrudgingly into his dragon body. She scrambled onto his back. “All right, grab the shopping cart in your talons and fly. Chop-chop!”

      “You’re walking on thin ice, dwarf,” he growled but she knew him well enough to know he was joking. He launched smoothly and swooped again to grasp the shopping cart in his talons.

      “All right, I want you to fly low, and about every five hundred meters, we’ll stop and leave one of these.”

      “Your big plan is to litter?” he teased.

      “My big plan is to create a decentralized web of nodes that can sense the harmonic frequency of Void magic and allow us to triangulate the location of any new disks.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Mhmm. I calibrated all of these to Void magic. If any of them sense it—”

      “I heard what they’ll do.”

      “That was only to bring them online. If any of them sense Void magic, they’ll send me a ping on my scanner. If it's only one, we’ll be able to go to that device, but if multiple ping me, we should be able to triangulate so we can determine exactly where they are.”

      The dragon swooped lower and she dropped a modified smoke detector on a roof before he elevated again. “So you’re saying that if any Void magic is used near these—”

      “Within five hundred meters.”

      “Sure, whatever. If that happens, you’ll know.”

      “Precisely.”

      “This might be the break we need,” he said when he finally grasped it. “Whoever is casting these is using the element of surprise. This could take that away from them.”

      “That’s what I thought. Plus, by starting at our place and working out from there, we can test if we are the targets. We won’t be able to cover all of Cranbook but we’ll get pretty dang close,” Vala explained.

      “Vala, you’re a genius! They won’t even be able to see this coming. Seriously, it looks like a pile of junk!”

      “Clock radios are not junk, but whatever,” she said as he descended and she tucked a clock radio under a public trash can.

      They fell into a routine after that. He would fly a couple of hundred meters, she would get off and stash her device somewhere that wasn’t easy to see, and they’d move on. They worked in a grid that started at their office and extended in a spiral to the edges of the square around them little by little.

      “Do we seriously think we’re the targets of all this?” Vala asked.

      “Is that supposed to be rhetorical? Why else would they make it look like a dwarf and a dragon did it?”

      “You’re right. I was only asking because if we suspect that we’re the targets, I think we should focus more on the part of town between us and downtown. The outskirts are technically closer to Magic Managed, but if someone is trying to frame us, they’ll want witnesses besides pine trees.”

      “That makes sense to me.” He banked immediately toward downtown.

      They finished setting up what was more or less a lopsided rectangle. Their business was surrounded by devices for a couple of kilometers on each side, but rather than extending equally in all directions, they also covered the downtown area of Cranbook.

      “Would it make more sense to spread these out more?” the dragon asked.

      “I don’t think so. I’ve placed them as far apart as I can without leaving gaps in coverage. If we create blind spots that are too big, too much could fall through our net.”

      “Fair enough. The shopping cart is almost empty. What do we do now?”

      “We go to Magic Managed and we wait.”

      Vala wished that simply by saying that, she could have caused a ping to happen. Of course, that was not the case.

      Instead, they flew home as the afternoon came to a close and evening dawned. They landed outside Magic Managed, went to the Palestinian restaurant next door, and loaded their containers high with vegetarian fare.

      They trudged up to their apartment. Galen put the food on the table and she checked her scanner again, with no results.

      The partners tried to relax, served themselves from the glass containers the restaurant next door would fill for them, and took the plates to the couch. He flipped a sports game on and looked about ready to change the channel when the animated version of Vala that lived inside their television began to jump around and gesture wildly.

      The dwarf was on her feet before she had even put her plate of food down. It clattered to the floor and he shouted at her that she had better clean her mess up. Her only response was to gesture halfheartedly at a vacuum cleaner to start working on it.

      She picked her handheld scanner up—a converted Gameboy—and tried to make sense of what she saw.

      “Is there a disk? Or is it only Void magic? Do you know where it is? What’s going on?” Galen demanded, still with his mouth full of food. Even in a crisis, he could eat. In fact, he often ate faster during crises.

      “It was only one ping,” she told him. “Not far from here.”

      “Landmarks?”

      “I’m not sure yet. It’s only the—wait, wait! There’s another one! Okay, yeah, and a third.” Vala looked at the relative strengths of each signal and noted the central location. “We need to go.”

      “Where is it?”

      “In the parking lot of a grocery store. It’ll be crawling with people.”

      The dragon didn’t need to be told twice. He shoved the last of his spicy potatoes in his mouth, hurried down the steps, and changed into his dragon form. She scrambled up and prepared herself to face the maker of the disks that had already caused them so much trouble.
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      The grocery store was only seven minutes away as the crow flies. Galen covered the distance in five. At this point, he was not surprised to see one of the black disks hovering a few feet above the surface of the parking lot about ten parking places out from the largest grocery store in town.

      What did surprise him was that two of Cranbook’s finest had already parked and were cordoning off the area around the disk.

      “How did they find out about it before us?” he asked his partner. “Could one of them be making the disks? It was a dwarf in the CCTV footage.”

      “I don’t think so,” she replied hesitantly. “I think that some kind of illusion magic is far more likely than another magic dwarf. Plus…well, did you see that guy?”

      She bumped her left ankle against his flank and he glanced down in that direction. He couldn’t help but grin at the individual she was talking about. The dwarf was red in the face, waved his arms wildly, and stamped his feet as the black disk expanded slowly through his car. His voice was audible on the wind. “How dare you? I pay taxes for stuff like this. That’s a new car!”

      The aberration continued its inexorable expansion, severed the last part of the vehicle’s frame, and the top—everything above three feet, which was the height of the disk—sank into the darkness, never to be seen again.

      “My car!” The dwarf’s voice rose to a piercing shriek. He whipped a cellphone out to call whoever might be next on his list. As he’d already called the police, maybe he hoped to bring in the National Guard or the army. He did not look like the type of individual who would try to hire Magic Managed.

      One of the police officers escorted him back a few feet while the other fussed over a second parked car that was now being bisected by the Void magic disk. It was obvious that there was nothing he could do to halt the destruction. It wasn’t like he had the keys to it, even if it was safe to enter it and try to drive away. By the time they called a tow truck, the vehicle would be long gone.

      “This will destroy every car in the parking lot if we don’t get in there,” Vala said.

      “Let’s go manage the magic then,” Galen replied and swooped in to land. All around them, housewives pushed shopping carts full of a week’s worth of food to the cars, single guys bought weeks’ worth of cat food, and college kids left with food that would never last a week.

      But by the time he had settled, she had dismounted, and he transformed into his human form, the way to the aberration was blocked by the two police officers.

      “That’s far enough!” the first dwarf said, his hand on the butt of his gun.

      “What a coincidence,” the other snarked, his arms folded across his chest. “Another disk appears and our two primary suspects are back.”

      “We’re only here to help you stop it before it destroys any more property or hurts someone,” the young dragon assured them and stepped forward.

      “That’s far enough!” the first officer repeated, drew his pistol, and leveled it at Galen’s chest. “One more step and I shoot.”

      “Damn it, Steve. You know as well as I do that he’s a dragon,” his partner snapped. “What can you do with a pistol? Piss him off?”

      “Don’t talk to me like that, Mark. I was simply doing good cop, bad cop.”

      “More like good cop, dumbass cop. Seriously! You always do this.”

      “I do not!” Steve holstered his pistol.

      “You do too. Every damn time. Now go call and confirm this thing and tell the precinct we’ll need back up.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go call for backup,” he said a little too loudly. “It’s still awfully suspicious that you two are here. I am watching you, by the way. With both eyes. One on each of you.”

      “Will you let me destroy the disk, Mark?” Galen asked.

      “That will be a negative, Mr. Stormwing,” the officer replied. “Look, I appreciate everything that the two of you have done for Cranbook—”

      “Then let him through to destroy it,” Vala said.

      “It’s not that easy.” Mark tugged his beard. “I don’t think you two did it but there’s evidence to follow. How did you two arrive here so quickly? Why is there a dwarf in that footage? I want you to be innocent but you shutting this down simply because a couple of police showed up isn’t the way to do this.”

      “So you want us to stand here while it grows?” Her question was timed perfectly to the expansion of the disk. As soon as she said “grows,” it sliced through the last remaining support of the car’s frame and the top of it vanished into the Void.

      The officer cursed but he clenched his jaw, his expression resolute. “Orders are orders. The chief will be here soon. Look, if it makes you feel any better, I’ll advise that they allow you to destroy it but until then, we need to wait. I can’t have you contaminating the crime scene.”

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t want to stop any more cars from vanishing into the Void.” The dragon growled in frustration.

      Mark looked supremely uncomfortable but he did not budge.

      Galen knew the dwarf was only doing his job but he couldn't help pacing anxiously with his hand on the hilt of his sword as the aberration increased in size. He didn’t want to make the Cranbook police officers uncomfortable but he didn’t honestly mind it that much either.

      Regardless of their feelings, he had to be ready. The disks had proven that they could expand slowly or rapidly and the last one had possessed lightning powers. It was reasonable to assume that this one had something similar. He certainly couldn’t stand helplessly by while everything in him shouted for him to take action so, despite the stares of the police, he paced.

      When he turned to stride in the opposite direction, he glanced at Vala. His partner was scanning the disk with her handheld scanner but for once, she didn’t have the look of desperation for more data. She looked concerned like the scanner was telling her exactly what she expected.

      At least they didn’t have to wait long. Within five minutes, two police cruisers pulled up and a minute after that, Chief Morden arrived in a third car. The dragon was also a little surprised to see the new transfer Bernie climb out of the vehicle.

      He made a point of taking his hand off the hilt of his sword and approached the chief and Bernie, who had moved directly from the car to talk to the two dwarves who had been first on the scene.

      “Chief Morden, sir. Welcome.”

      “Cut the crap, Steve. Tell me what we’re dealing with,” Morden snapped. He looked on edge and Galen didn't blame him. He’d be on edge too if he ignored the solution to the problem that was right in front of him.

      “We got called in for a vandal.” Mark took over. “It turned out it was one of these disks.”

      “And those two?” The chief not so discreetly hooked a thumb at the two Magic Managed partners.

      “I’m telling you it wasn’t them!” Bernie interjected. “I saw the footage too, but the posture of the dragon is all wrong. Galen tends to slouch and that dragon was more confident—”

      “Enough, Bernie,” Morden admonished him. “I brought you here to have fresh eyes on these disks, not to hear a full-throated defense.”

      Galen decided in that moment that although Bernie could be a little much, he liked the enthusiastic dwarf. Somewhere between his emotional condemnation of them in the precinct and now, he’d gained some common sense.

      “They showed up shortly after,” Mark explained. “Sir, they’ve already offered to destroy it. I think we should take them up on that.”

      “Thank you for your opinion, officer,” Morden replied.

      “Sir, I—”

      “It’s my call, Mark, and we’ll take this slow. Now, show me around the scene.”

      Thunder cracked above and it started to rain.

      “That’s weird,” the two partners said almost simultaneously.

      “What is?” the young dragon asked.

      “No, you go first,” she said. “It’s not like they’ll let us help before this disk swallows the entire grocery store.” Despite the rain, she did not put her scanner away. If anything, she seemed more intrigued than she had before.

      “The rain… I can’t honestly tell because I never had storm magic power, but it doesn’t seem completely natural to me.”

      “Are you sure?” Her brow furrowed.

      “Not completely, no. But it was clear on the way here, then the wind shifted and brought in humidity that I hadn’t felt while we were flying. I could be wrong but it’s too sudden. I think someone is messing with the weather.”

      Vala nodded. “I thought maybe my scanner was acting up, but I think you might be right. I got a reading of magic very similar to yours when the rain started.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Last time we were here, the disk used lightning to keep you away. Maybe whoever is making this can control storm magic as well.”

      “Why a storm, though?” He frowned as he thought it through. “Why not simply hit me with lightning?”

      “That didn’t work last time. They’re learning.”

      “Which means there’s much more than a storm coming.” Galen grimaced as he looked at the heavy clouds. The wind picked up and the sky grew darker as the rain fell harder.

      And still, the chief of police refused to let the only people who knew how to stop the disk do their job.
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      The young dragon might have relished the look on Chief Morden’s face if he had rejoined them sooner. But in the time it took for him to make a lap around the disk, it had expanded another few feet and began to eat into another car. A crowd had started to gather despite the rain, likely people who needed to go home in cars that had since been taken to the Void.

      “Do you mind if I speak to you two privately?” the chief asked and raised his voice a little to be heard over the dull roar of the rain. Neither he nor Vala looked very comfortable in the wet weather, but Galen didn’t mind it. He had changed to his half-dragon form and his scales—the color of bruised clouds—kept the drops running off him. The ridges above his eyes directed any rivulets of water away so it didn't affect his vision.

      He couldn’t resist the temptation to wait a moment and make Morden smolder as the rain drenched the officer.

      His partner spoke before he could decide what he wanted to say to the arrogant chief of police.

      “Of course we can talk. We’re here to help and want to destroy that disk,” she said.

      “I need to know how you got here,” the chief said and didn’t sound particularly proud of the statement.

      “Are you sure you don’t need us to destroy it? Or does the Cranbook police department like denying families their forms of transportation and buying new cars for people?” Galen snapped.

      “Humor me, all right? How did you get here? We were careful to not let this reach the media and we used encrypted channels. You couldn’t have found out from us.”

      He wanted to reply that Vala was a magic dwarf who could control electronic devices as easily as Morden could control his fingers and that no encryption could stop her. Sensibly, he held his tongue. Generally, those kinds of statements—even if true—did not put people at ease.

      “We have our own channels,” he said instead. He considered it a triumph given what he wanted to say to the Cranbook chief of police.

      Morden wiped rain from his eyes and sighed heavily. “Please look at it from my perspective, all right? I have one pair of suspects in this case—you two. My personal opinions aside, I have to consider that the magic dwarf-dragon team is responsible for this, given that footage.

      “On top of that, you two arrive before I do. I don’t know how that’s possible. Now, I know magic’s a beast and I’d love to trust you, but you have to admit that this looks damn suspicious. So I’ll repeat myself once more before we have to make the back of a police car very wet. How did you two know about this disk?”

      The dragon wanted to tell him that it wasn’t exactly hard to find anything in this tiny excuse for a town on the edge of nowhere but fortunately, he knew Vala could answer the question so he let her field it.

      “It’s all about magic signatures, sir, and specifically, the magic signature of Void energy. I’ve devised a series of machines that can sense it and we’ve distributed them around town. As soon as this disk appeared, I was able to detect it.”

      Morden rubbed his face, although it didn’t seem to be because of the rain this time.

      “So you’re telling me you’re innocent because you’ve gone and installed illegal surveillance equipment all over town?”

      “Is this honestly the time to talk about red tape?” Galen fumed.

      “Fair point, fair point,” the chief muttered. “Can you show me how these devices work?”

      “Of course!” If Vala felt uncomfortable being suspected of a crime, her enthusiasm for her magical tech outweighed any outward appearance of this. She handed Morden her scanner and proceeded to explain exactly how it worked.

      While she explained the controls and the calibration and whatever else went into her device, the dragon watched the disk. It had already sliced into two more cars. In minutes, their top halves would tumble into the Void. That wasn’t what concerned him, though. It was hard to tell for sure but he was almost certain that the rate of expansion was increasing. While the difference was subtle, Galen felt fairly certain that it was speeding up.

      This made him supremely uncomfortable. They had seen the disk expand slowly and had seen it expand rapidly. Now, it was trying to grow as quickly as possible but at a pace that wouldn’t immediately be noticed, and it seemed to be working. The dwarf police officers weren’t paying nearly enough attention to it. They worked the crowd, explained that if people’s cars were damaged, their insurance companies needed to be contacted, directed traffic, and other humdrum things when what they needed to do was let him get in there and destroy the damn thing.

      “Look, I want to believe you. I truly do,” Morden said to Vala and drew the young dragon from his focus on the disk. “But the evidence—although circumstantial—is problematic for me.”

      “Did you consider that this might be exactly what whoever is making these wants?” Galen demanded.

      “Excuse me?” Morden paused.

      “By framing us, they’ve essentially cast doubt on the only tool you have to destroy these disks. I don’t mean to be rude but you might be playing right into their hands.”

      The dwarf tugged his beard and looked uncomfortable. “I suppose that makes some sense. I wish we had called you in, though, instead of you arriving because of this…tech.”

      “Do you want us to leave?”

      That seemed to tip the scales. Morden frowned at him. While he didn’t like the tone the dragon had used, he also finally seemed to understand what his suspicion was costing him. If they didn’t hurry, the disk would swallow a dozen cars plus everything taller than three feet in the biggest grocery store in town. In other words, almost everything would be consumed.

      “No, I don’t want you to leave,” he said finally. The chief swallowed his pride visibly. Galen almost felt bad for the guy. He didn’t seem like a bad cop or a bad chief. On the contrary, he seemed like a man who valued professionalism and the process of investigation and following facts. In different circumstances, he would have liked that the dwarf was so level-headed. But the fact was that they were dealing with magical disks that could swallow matter like it was nothing at all. There were no footprints, fingerprints, or whatever police would normally look for in a crime scene. There was only the destruction caused by the disks. Nothing about this case was at all normal.

      Plus, they were in dwarf country. Canada didn’t have the population of mages that the States did in the south. True, those mages had historically been controlled by dragons, but they had been able to practice magic for centuries in ways that the mages who fled to Canada simply could not. Those in the States—once shackled and put under the control of a dragon—were allowed to practice their magic and they were most certainly encouraged to track and stop other mages. In dwarf country, mages lived in hiding. Although tolerant, dwarves were suspicious of their powers, and then there was the constant threat of dragons raiding from the southern border.

      In other words, Morden was out of his depth. He didn't have the staff to handle something like this. There was the Steel Guard, of course, but Galen knew that even Amy Williams had not successfully shut down one of these portals. The officer had to know this too, of course.

      So—although he didn’t look pleased about it—the chief of police squared his shoulders, looked Galen squarely in the eye, and asked for help. “Can you shatter this like you did the others?”

      “With pleasure, sir,” he said. He wasn’t about to use this moment to gloat or waste any more time. So far, the disks had been destroyed by a single strike of his sword but there was no way to guarantee that this would continue to be the case.

      He drew Claw and stepped past Morden.

      As soon as he did, lightning cracked in the sky above them, struck a light pole, and knocked it over. It toppled into the disk and vanished like everything else did, a somber reminder of what these aberrations could do and—to the young dragon, at least—it felt like a threat.

      “Galen,” Vala said.

      “I know,” he replied.

      “The storm’s not natural.”

      “I’ll be careful.” He approached cautiously but had only taken three steps before lightning struck again—not at one of the many light poles this time but at him. He raised Claw and caught the bolt with the blade. Then, with a deft twist of his wrist, he redirected the electricity into the earth.

      It would have been impossible without the magic blade made from the indestructible claw of a dead dragon. Not only that, it would have been impossible had he not spent his entire childhood trying to learn how to control the weather like everyone else in the Stormwing clan could.

      He took another step forward and the lightning retaliated with two bolts this time.

      One followed the other less than a second apart.

      Galen caught the first, then the second, and deflected them both into the soil in one movement. His scales now practically vibrated with energy. His horns felt like they’d blast off of his head but he continued.

      Lightning struck three more times before an errant blast struck a van. The dragon redirected the first three—he could now taste electricity on his tongue—and immediately raced forward.

      He braced himself for another blast of electricity to launch from the ring of the disk now that he was within striking distance, but none came.

      “It’s dissipating!” Vala shouted from behind him.

      Wary, he held his defensive stance. He held his raised sword between him and the disk but was also ready to stop any lightning that came from the sky. A long, tense moment followed but nothing came.

      Above him, the storm seemed to blow itself to pieces. If a dragon or a mage was behind it—as he suspected—it meant they had exhausted their energy reserves and that the weather patterns were trying to return to what they had been before magic had redirected them.

      In front of them, the disk waited.

      It had no electric band around it and no black, grasping tentacles tried to pull him in.

      Somehow, that was worse than if it had attacked him.

      Galen hefted his sword, ready to defend himself while his mind raced. Where were they coming from? Who was controlling them? How were these other powers appearing? He couldn’t help but think about his worst nightmare. It had to be Lord Boneclaw.

      His enemy, who had stabbed him with the sword he now held.

      The ancient dragon who had come back from the dead.

      An evil, insidious monster who had tricked other dragons into starting the Third Mage War.

      No other dragon could be behind this. Who else could it be? But if it was him, what hope did they have to defeat him?

      Lord Boneclaw had controlled the Dragon Council for centuries, all from behind the scenes. He was a master manipulator, a deadly duelist, and had powers he had always held in secret reserve. Could his shadow powers be behind the tendrils? Was it possible that he had somehow acquired storm powers?

      A darker thought occurred to Galen as he stared at the inky depths of the disk and waited for it to attack. He didn’t dare to drop his guard for even a second.

      What if it was Boneclaw behind these disks and the reason they had storm magic was because the ancient dragon had taken that power from him? He had never been able to control storms, but some dragons’ special abilities didn’t manifest until later in life. Maybe his powers had manifested and the wily creature had taken them. What if he was growing stronger because of him? That made him consider the possibility that this wasn’t revenge or a grudge but something far worse. Could their fates be linked?

      What if the worst monster in the history of dragons was somehow connected to him?

      The thought made him want to simultaneously vomit and run away but of course, he would do neither.

      “This is not Boneclaw,” he told himself. Even if the ancient dragon was making them, he was not the disks. They were merely magic portals, likely made to be distractions. If the monster was behind them, he needed them for some reason—either as a shield, to strengthen himself, or as a distraction. No matter what it was, he wasn’t strong enough to face him, let alone the world. Still, as long as all he did was make these disks—if it was indeed him—he could still fight him.

      More than that, he had to fight him.

      He couldn’t lose himself to his fear and paranoia, not when he didn’t even know for sure that it was Boneclaw.

      Of course, he could—and did—feel afraid. If Galen had learned one thing while he’d survived in the desert and through all his wrong choices, it was that he was not his feelings. He was not his worst thoughts. No matter how many mistakes he’d made, he was more than that. He was the result of his actions and today, he would act.

      The last rays of sunlight overcame the remaining wisps of clouds and the young dragon struck.

      With Claw’s hilt held firmly in both hands, he lunged forward and sliced downward with every ounce of strength he had. He knew from experience that he could generate enough force to slice an engine in half or fell a tree.

      His blade penetrated and the part it touched shattered instantly and triggered hairline fractures throughout the black surface.

      There was a moment where he wasn’t sure if it would be enough. Maybe this one had developed a resistance to his blade. Fortunately, the cracks reached the edges and the entire thing exploded.

      Galen raised his sword to block any errant piece of Void magic from hitting him and planted his taloned feet into the ground. Although the blast from the explosion was as strong as it had been in the past, he was able to anticipate the vector of force and stop himself from being knocked off his feet.

      It was a small victory—he knew that—but he couldn’t help hoping that whoever had made this disk outside the grocery store, be it Boneclaw or someone else, was watching. They were trying to improve how the disks worked. Now they had to contend with the fact that he was also improving as he dispatched them.

      A precious moment of silence followed the explosion. No thunder boomed and no one stepped in or out of the grocery store or opened their car doors. It was simply blissfully quiet until Bernie broke the silence.

      “Yeah! Magic Managed does it again. Woo-hoo!”

      The crowd in the parking lot joined the cheer and some began to chant and counter-chant. “Galen, Vala, Galen, Vala!”

      He was glad he was in his dragon form so none of the police could see the smug expression on his face. Of course, the people were relieved that he had stopped yet another of the destructive aberrations. Nothing else kept them safe. They needed someone to protect them and the police had become so entangled in their red tape that they had forgotten that the partners were the only two who could help.

      Morden looked like he’d swallowed a bee but followed Vala as she rushed to the young dragon. “Well done and…uh, thank you, I guess.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I guess,” Galen added to his partner’s enthusiastic reply, perhaps undercutting how delighted the friendly dwarf sounded. But he could only hold his temper for so long.

      “Are there any more of those disks around?” the chief asked Vala and nodded at her device.

      “Not at the moment, no. But you can keep this scanner if you like. It’ll alert you the moment one of the disks—or any other source of Void magic—appears.”

      “Won’t you need it?” Morden asked although he did accept it.

      “I can connect another one to the network as soon as I get back to our office.” She waved his protests aside.

      “Does this mean we’re off the suspect list?” Galen asked. “Or is this more evidence that we’re somehow conspiring against you with Void magic?”

      Morden looked down his nose at them for a long moment before he finally shook his head. “I never thought you were the culprits. You’ve built a solid reputation for yourselves here in Cranbook, and I don’t know why you’d risk everything now. If you were in control of these disks, you would have struck already.”

      “That’s assuming we’re not completely incompetent,” the young dragon responded.

      That earned a laugh from the chief. “You two are many things, but incompetent? I don’t think that one fits.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Vala darted a look at Galen that said he needed to stop talking.

      “It was meant as one,” Morden assured her. “You don’t strike me as the kind of people who would risk your lives for nothing.”

      “Then why bring us in at all?” Galen asked.

      “Because my gut can be wrong. It has been before. Now, I’d appreciate it if you two stay out of trouble until we catch the real guy.”

      “Stay out of trouble? You’re not saying that you don’t want us to come if more disks appear, are you?” Vala sounded quite concerned at the prospect of not being able to scan and subsequently destroy another of these aberrations.

      “If one of these does appear again, we want you there. But we can keep you on retainer in the meantime. Please don’t go off chasing any ghost cats or whatever Magic Managed does. What I’m trying to say is…we want you on the case.”

      “We’re happy to help.”
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      They landed in the parking lot outside Magic Managed and walked to their office. Galen was hoping for a quick afternoon nap and that they had some time before the next disk appeared. Was it wishful thinking? Probably, but a little sleep would do him good.

      Unfortunately, any hopes of having a normal evening were dashed as soon as he reached the door.

      “Oh, not this again.” He sighed when he saw the piece of parchment pinned to the frame of the glass door.

      “What is it? Another invitation to a duel?” Vala asked, hopped in front of him, and tried to snatch the missive from the door.

      “I don’t think so.” He plucked it off as they walked inside and up the stairs to their apartment. “The wax seal is Stormwing so it must be from my family. Do you want to do the honors?”

      “Oh, most definitely.” She accepted the parchment but almost dropped it on the kitchen floor. “This is overflowing with magic!”

      “I bet it is. They already sent Petrov. At this point, they want the final headcount. That's mage work—at least that’s what my dad would say.

      “Oh, wow.” She studied the rolled parchment. “How do I open it?”

      “Break the wax seal.”

      She complied and it unfurled itself immediately to show her what was written inside. “Oh, my goodness. Someone used their fancy handwriting.” She giggled. “I can’t even read this.”

      “It’s kind of a disappointment that you have to,” Galen said.

      “What do you mean by that?” She inspected the flowing calligraphy.

      “Ah, nothing. They used to read themselves. We had a mage who was amazing at doing voice charms but he quit. I’m glad for the guy, to be honest. When I first heard, it was right after the Steel Dragon’s revolution, and I… Well, I reacted poorly. I was a different dragon then. Still, it was cool what he could do.”

      “What do you think he’s doing now?”

      “Last I heard, he had moved into sports announcing. But I recognize the handwriting. I can read it.”

      “Please do!” She grinned in anticipation.

      The young dragon cleared his throat and began to read. “Dear Sir Galen Stormwing, esteemed proprietor of Magic Managed, esteemed duelist and esteemed—okay, no. I’ll go ahead and skip to the end of that nonsense.”

      “No! I like the fancy parts.”

      He sighed. “Okay… Well, it says esteemed about four more times. Then…uh, we request your presence for a springtime feast at Stormsiege. Dinner will be served promptly at seven. If you are able to attend, please indicate so on this parchment and we will send transportation if needed.”

      “Esteemed proprietor. How about that?” His partner giggled. “When is it again?”

      “It’s tonight, remember?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yeah. I guess we’ll have to say no.”

      “No! Why?” she demanded.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, magic disks from the Void are popping up all over town, destroying things, and endangering people. We have to stay.”

      “A fair point,” Vala conceded. “Except for the storm magic.”

      “The storm magic? What do you mean, the…” His mouth went dry. “You don’t think—”

      “That someone from your family is involved? We have to admit it’s a possibility.”

      “We do?”

      “I think so. We’re both fairly certain that we’re being framed, right?”

      “Yeah. That video certainly seemed to be designed to get us in trouble.”

      “Well, you and your family don’t exactly have the best history,” she pointed out.

      “Sure, but this is a little much. This invitation means there will be other guests there. It’s not considered proper to murder a family member in front of guests,” he explained. “If they wanted me dead, why go through all this?”

      “I agree that it being your family is unlikely, but as far as keeping a low profile and working the case…well, I think we kind of have to follow this.”

      Galen sighed. Nothing sounded more unpleasant although he had to admit there might be benefits. “I suppose my parents haven’t bugged us that much, which has been rather nice. Maybe if we go—assuming they’re not involved with the Void disks—we can keep it that way.”

      “Would they be angry if you skipped dinner?” Vala asked.

      He nodded. “Oh yes. Especially since they sent it via mage scroll. That’s not cheap—which my mother would never admit is a factor but I know it is. Even saying no might not go over very well. I’d rather avoid having Petrov come here again.”

      “So will we go?” She looked far more eager than he felt.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to, but maybe we should. Putting aside the storm magic mixed up with the disk for a moment—the Stormwing clan is not the only clan with that power, by the way—it would be less than ideal to piss my family off.”

      “Can you imagine if they arrive in the middle of an investigation?”

      The young dragon chuckled. “It wouldn’t be good.”

      “So…”

      “So I think we should go.”

      “All right! This will be great,” the dwarf responded cheerfully.

      “I’m not so sure about that but hopefully, we’ll survive.”

      “Survive? It’s your family. How bad can a family dinner be?”

      Vala managed to deliver the question with a straight face but they both almost died laughing a moment later.

      “Well, it’s not like they can send Uncle Petrov after me since I’ll already be there,” Galen said.

      “Uncle Petrov’s not even that bad,” she retorted. “Now that he respects my techno-power. You should consider yourself lucky that your dad never fell in with a religion of troglodytes who kidnapped you.”

      “Troglodytes sound good compared to a horde of storm dragons trying to worship an eternally pregnant Tiamat.”

      “I heard about her,” his partner replied. “She was a goddess, right?”

      “Self-proclaimed.”

      “And your family wanted a piece of that?”

      “Are you kidding? They see unnatural power and they go out of their way to appease it. They probably only want us there because of my new half-dragon form and the fact that you’re a dwarf who can do magic.”

      They both laughed for a moment then trailed off into companionable silence.

      “We’re doing this, then?” she asked again.

      “I guess so.” The young dragon plopped onto the couch with the parchment. “Are you sure you’ll come?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      He nodded, resigned to an unpleasant evening, and used a claw to mark where it asked for an RSVP and indicated that he would bring a plus-one. No sooner had he scratched the parchment than it rolled tighter than before and continued to do so until nothing was left.

      “What did it do?” Vala’s mouth almost watered over the display of magic.

      “My mom loves to put on a good show. I bet she’s had the mages working on these invites for weeks.”

      “A good show, huh?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s not one for subtlety either.”

      “This is sounding better and better, Galen!”

      He could only grit his teeth and grimace. At least he knew how to destroy the disks. A dinner with his family was something he’d never learned how to avoid.
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      Although Galen did not particularly want to attend the dinner at his parents’ house, he would certainly not attend in anything but his absolute finest.

      When he rose from his blessedly uninterrupted nap, he showered, shaved—but left a blond chin patch to impress his dad and piss his mom off—slicked his hair back, and dressed in a suit the color of storm clouds. Shiny black shoes, a bowtie he knew how to tie because that was the kind of skill the Stormwings had taught their children, and a pair of pearl cufflinks completed the ensemble.

      He stepped into his and Vala’s shared living space to find that she had also put on her finest clothes.

      “You look…stunning,” Galen said.

      “You don’t think the kilt’s too much?” she asked.

      “Not at all, no.”

      She wore a blue-and-green checkered kilt that hung a little past her knees. For a top, she had chosen a creamy linen shirt and wore a piece of the same material as the kilt as a sash. It was perhaps not the most feminine outfit—he was almost certain all the dragons at the dinner would wear gowns—but it looked great on her. Plus, she did not have the body of a dragon. Their metabolisms gave them pinched waists and high cheekbones more often than not.

      The dwarf, in contrast, was essentially shaped like a barrel. To try to dress like a dragon would have immediately made it clear that she was not built like one but in this, she looked both elegant and attractive. He did not fail to notice that pockets were stitched into the pleats of the kilt and surely in the sash as well.

      Her frizzy hair had been tamed into a series of French braids that were woven into a rose-shaped bun on the back of her head. He had no idea how she had managed to do that to her hair. Knowing her, it seemed likely that she had enchanted some kind of a machine to do the braiding for her as opposed to doing it herself.

      Around her neck, she wore a necklace made of tiny golden gears and a jeweled watch face hung at its center.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself.” She winked at him.

      “Storm-cloud-gray is practically the Stormwing uniform. Try not to lose sight of me when we get to the castle. I’ll look like every other moron in there.”

      “Ah, but my moron will be the only one wearing a sword,” Vala said and gestured at Claw hanging in its ornate scabbard at his waist.

      “You don’t think I should leave it, do you?” Galen asked.

      “Absolutely not. The way I see it, that sword probably earned you the invitation. Plus, if a Stormwing is somehow involved with these disks, you’ll need it.”

      “I don’t think that’s what’s going on, by the way,” he cautioned.

      “But the magic—”

      “I know. But there are other dragons with those powers.”

      “You don’t think the Stormwings would dabble in dark power?”

      “I know they would.” He frowned. “But there’s so much deception involved in this. That’s not my family’s style. They want power, yes, but only to glorify themselves. I don’t think any of them would willingly go along with a secret, months-long plot like this. It simply doesn’t make sense when they could wipe Cranbook off the face of the earth with a couple of tornadoes.”

      “There’s the Steel Guard, though. An attack like that would be met with resistance.”

      “I guess so…” he conceded but he still wasn’t convinced. The Stormwing clan was loyal to itself above all other things. Despite them all being despicable, they had always worked to empower their clan. Even though he didn’t like them, he still felt the same way. He needed to make them proud—or at least gain their approval—even if he told himself that he did not want it.

      “We’ll find out one way or another, I suppose,” Vala said and took an old flip phone out of her pocket.

      “Is that your scanner?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I modified its antenna to detect magic. I couldn’t quite manage to do it with something more modern.”

      He chuckled. “It will still probably be the most cutting-edge piece of technology in the entire castle.”

      “Your family is that unplugged?” She sounded incredulous.

      “They thought electric light bulbs would be a fad when they first came out. I’m sure touchscreens are something they can’t understand—or they think all screens work that way, I suppose. Come on, we should head downstairs. The invite said transportation would arrive at six. If it’s a portal, we need to be there when it opens.”

      “After you, Mr. Stormwing.”

      “Right this way, Miss Gagnon.”

      They descended the steps of their tiny apartment above their business in a strip mall, dressed to kill and giggling like mad.

      Their timing was good and they didn’t have to wait long in the parking lot before their transportation appeared.

      Vala sensed it first, although she didn’t know what it was for when she did. “That’s weird.”

      “What’s weird?”

      “Did Cranbook police call in a helicopter maybe? I didn’t think they had one.”

      Galen heard the telltale thwack-thwack-thwack of the spinning blades a moment after she sensed it with her magical power. The aircraft didn’t fly past the Magic Managed parking lot, however. Instead, it slowed, descended, and landed in the almost always empty back section of the parking lot.

      “Wow,” she said. “I never expected a helicopter.”

      “Me neither.” He tried to not take this as a snub, even though he felt like it was probably intended as one. His family knew that he could no longer hold his dragon form for a long time. His half-dragon form was another story completely, but there was something about the way his magic flowed these days that seemed to not work as well in his dragon body. It was a rare condition but not a unique one. He knew other dragons with similar issues, and those who had been invited to the Stormwing dinners in the past had normally been brought by portal.

      This was considered the politest way to bring any guests because it was so fast. A helicopter was unheard of for dragon guests.

      At the same time, the aircraft were often used for human guests. Whenever the Stormwing clan wanted to impress a human—senators, governors,  and occasionally, filmmakers or musicians—they would fetch them by helicopter. Was that what Gabriela Stormwing intended to show?

      After all, Vala was a dwarf, not a dragon. He had marked plus-one on the invitation. His mother would assume that his partner would come—it wasn’t like he’d told her about the budding romance between him and Tanya Fastwing. Perhaps Gabriela had sent a helicopter for Vala’s sake.

      She would never have considered that Vala might ride on Galen’s back. Such things were simply not done by respectable dragons. Plus, as a rule, dwarves and magic were not supposed to mix. Vala had magic—Gabriela knew this—but that didn’t necessarily mean that her traveling by portal was safe. The helicopter might have been sent for her comfort as much as his.

      Or they simply didn’t have the mages necessary to open the portals.

      “Are we doing this?” the dwarf asked and took his arm as a door opened on the helicopter and a man dressed in a black tuxedo, sunglasses, and a headset stepped out. He unfolded a little staircase for them to climb into the aircraft.

      “Yeah. Sorry. Let’s go,” the young dragon said.

      They walked across the parking lot, climbed the steps, and entered. The pilot nodded at them, gestured to two headsets, and continued to check his instruments. He also wore a black tuxedo.

      Galen swallowed. If the pilots were dressed this nicely, tonight would be quite an event. Reflexively, he looked at his suit. It was not a tuxedo, not even kind of. It was a stormy-gray suit with a bowtie. Compared to everyone else at dinner, he would look like a bum.

      He had no idea what to think about Vala. It could be that her kilt ensemble would go over great—his mother did like a splash of excitement at her events—or it could simply come across as stilted and weird, especially since dwarves were not Scottish.

      But there was nothing to be done about it now. They strapped themselves in, switched to the channel the co-pilot indicated on their headset so they could talk, and held on as the helicopter lifted into the air.

      The flight could be described as uneventful but traveling by whirlybird with his partner was way more fun than he had expected. They were not attacked by anything, nor did they meet any rough patches of turbulence, but she acted as if being there was the most exciting thing that could have happened.

      “Wow, can you feel the rear propeller stabilizing us as we slice through the wind?” she’d ask. Or, “The RPMs kicked up ten percent!”

      Galen couldn’t feel any of this but the pilot could tell that his guest was especially interested in his machine and put the chopper through its paces while she felt its engine and circuits at work.

      By the time they arrived, the young dragon was in a decent mood.

      That changed the moment they landed on the Stormsiege estate.

      They stepped out of the aircraft onto a tarmac still wet from recent rain. No sooner had they cleared the landing pad and entered the family gardens than the helicopter lifted off, no doubt to fetch more guests. If they only had one helicopter, he thought it might have been intended as an honor. It also meant that the family’s wealth was diminishing.

      “Wow, it’s beautiful here and everything is so green.” Vala’s mouth hung open as she looked at the lush gardens that grew at the foot of Stormsiege Castle. The grass beneath their feet was perfectly trimmed. Flowers bloomed in profusion all around them, lined the path, and drew the eye to the impressive bulk of Stormsiege. The keep was built into and on top of the mountain that faced this garden on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other.

      “Part of it is the climate. We are west of the mountains, after all. But part of it is my family. They always make it rain before an event like this. It washes the grounds, makes the plants look great, and helps cool the air.”

      “It feels lovely,” she agreed.

      “It won’t rain tonight either. Well, not if my mom is having a good time. I’ve seen blizzards rage outside our estate during dinner parties before but the Stormwing clan can keep a bubble of warm, humid air here.”

      “Your mom has that much power over the weather?” the dwarf asked as they strolled through the garden and past two servants—not mages, he noted—who handed them steamed towels to clean their face and hands if they so wished.

      “Not alone, no, but together, the clan can do amazing things with the weather. This one time, we had a senator in town. He thought he was untouchable, even by dragons, but changed his tune when it started to sleet and the roads slicked up. This was July, mind you. I don’t think the clan ever had to pay property taxes after that.” He chuckled at the memory but it soured almost immediately.

      What if the clan tried something like that on him and Vala? They knew he couldn’t do a thing to control the weather. If they decided to suck him out of the dining room with a tornado, they could.

      “Are you all right?” she asked him.

      “Fine.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. Because I’m freaking out. I've never been in a castle before, let alone a dragon castle. I’m glad one of us is cool-headed.”

      He nodded. Strangely, that made him feel better. He was not comfortable but he did know how to navigate this environment and this situation. Her being uncomfortable meant he had to be strong for her and he could do that. He was used to being strong for her and liked to do it.

      “We’ll be fine. If they want us dead, they’ll slam the doors behind us when we walk in. If they don’t, we’re in the clear.”

      “Couldn’t you have told me that after they didn’t slam the doors?” she asked and focused on the massive pair of wooden doors beyond the portcullis that loomed in front of them.

      “But if they do, I need you to be ready to get us out of here,” he joked. “There should be a garage door opener on those things or something.”

      Vala giggled. “I don’t sense one, believe it or not.”

      They walked from the gardens, under the portcullis, and into an even more elaborate inner sanctum. The plants there were spectacular. The young dragon had never cared or noticed them, but after spending so much time with Tanya, he had more of an appreciation for botany than he had before. Maybe, if this went well, he could take her there one day. She could probably give him a better tour of his gardens than he could.

      “I was only kidding—technology deficiency, remember. The portcullis is controlled by oxen.” He gestured to a screen of bamboo that almost completely blocked off the view of a couple of the beasts. “The weak and the old ones end up on the dinner table.”

      “How…industrious.” She tried to smile at the bovines. “Although I now hope we don’t have beef for dinner.”

      “I can assure you there will be every kind of animal on that table. Plus, I hope you like seafood.”

      “Ew. Like squids and crabs?”

      He nodded. “The Stormwing clan are ocean dragons. There will be every kind of creature you can imagine. You’ll see.”

      “Will I? The doors are closed.”

      No sooner had she spoken than the massive wooden doors were swung inward by hidden servants. The view inside the castle was the very definition of opulent. It was like a golden-age Hollywood film’s version of rich except it was so garish and glamorous that it made those movies look pedestrian.

      “Oh, Galen…Galen, wow,” was all Vala said.

      “Master Stormwing. A pleasure to see you again, sir,” the family butler said, bowed low, and revealed a receding hairline that left geometric tattoos visible on the man’s scalp.

      “It’s good to see you, Hammond,” Galen said. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be here.”

      “While some of the mages found other employment, I would never turn my back on this family.”

      “They don’t deserve you, Hammond.”

      “And you can’t afford me, young Master Stormwing, so what are we to do?”

      “Did you do those invitations?” Vala asked.

      “Oh, pardon me, Hammond. This is—”

      “Lady Vala Gagnon, I presume. Charmed,” the retainer said and bowed very low.

      “Oh, Vala is fine. How did you get the parchment to teleport?”

      “It didn’t teleport,” Hammond said with the faintest smile on his lips. Galen was all but certain the dwarf couldn’t even see the expression. “It incinerated itself and sent me the information via light waves.”

      “That’s brilliant!”

      “Lady Gagnon is too kind.” The butler bowed even more deeply. “I fear the task of not repaying such kindness falls upon me.”

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      The mage cleared his throat and straightened his posture into something rigid and formal. “Master Petrov Stormwing had made it known to the clan that Lady Vala Gagnon possesses a device that can deactivate dragon powers. The task of ensuring that this device does not enter Stormsiege falls upon me. I am truly sorry and mean no offense.”

      “It’s fine,” Galen said. “She didn’t bring that one—right, Vala?”

      She smiled widely and blushed brightly. “We are going to a dragon dinner, Galen. I thought it might be wise to be prepared.” She reached into her plaid sash and removed a small device with a button on it.

      “I do so apologize, madam. If I could be permitted to hold it while you are inside our castle, I assure you I will return it to you when you make your departure.”

      “Of course, Hammond. That’s only reasonable.” She gave him the device. “But be sure to not press that button.”

      He accepted it, looked at the button, and nodded curtly. “Very good, my lady. Your cooperation is much appreciated. You have nothing else like this, then?”

      “Hammond, Vala can transform electronic devices with magic. Asking her to surrender all her tools would be like asking a dragon or a mage to wear a magic blocking bracelet.”

      “Sir, I would never inflict such powerlessness on another,” the mage responded. “My orders were clear—ensure that Lady Gagnon does not have the capability to take away our guests’ abilities to take their true form. There were no instructions beyond that.”

      “But Vala has all kinds of—”

      “No. Instructions. Beyond. That,” Hammond said with a flicker on his face that might have been a wink. “It would not do for any of our guests to be devoid of their abilities. That includes Lady Gagnon.”

      “Mr. Hammond, you make me want a butler,” she said.

      “If you are both refreshed, please follow me.”

      “Don’t you have other guests to greet, Hammond? Mother usually reserves you for the senators or whoever the most important flavor of the night is.”

      “I believe you are the flavor of the evening, Master Stormwing. Now, if you’d follow me.”

      The young dragon didn’t quite know how to take that. When his partner elbowed him in the ribs and nodded as if she was impressed, he decided to go with that.

      Hammond led them through the garish entryway. Even though Galen had seen the room many times, he still couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer grandiosity of it.

      The first thing he noticed—this time and every time he had ever entered through the bottom floor of Stormsiege instead of the landing pad for dragons high in the mountain above—was the chandelier.

      It was almost two stories tall, made of crystals in every shade of blue, and suspended from strands of golden wire as thin as hairs. These days, it was lit from within by electric lights—carefully hidden, of course—but for centuries, it had been the job of a mage to keep it lit at all hours of the day. It swayed slightly when the doors were opened and always made him think of the splash of a whale’s tail in the sea suspended in time.

      Beneath it was a plush carpet with an elaborate design of coral and fish. This was a new one—he hadn’t seen it before—but he had no doubt that it had been handcrafted by an army of the finest weavers.

      On either side of the hall, suits of armor framed paintings, although these were a macabre decoration. Each suit of armor was blackened by dragon’s fire and some of them were damaged or melted. The paintings seemed to match them. Each one featured a dragon breathing fire or summoning a hurricane onto a group of knights who hoped to fight them with swords and banners that—compared to the size of the dragons—looked like toothpicks and napkins.

      Behind these paintings of the shortcomings of humans and the mastery of dragons, the wall was made of tiles in different shades of blue and flecked with gold to accentuate the chandelier.

      “So I guess they went for subtle, then?” Vala quipped.

      Galen snorted a laugh. He simply couldn’t help it. It was the exact response that his mother wanted to avoid—sarcastic indifference. This certainly would be quite a night.

      Hammond turned and raised an eyebrow. “I do like her, young Master Stormwing. She will get along with your mother famously, of course.”

      They ascended one of the twin sweeping staircases on either side of the hallway and entered a smaller—but no less garish—hall. The carpet there was simple seafoam-green and the paintings on the walls were of dragons in their human forms. Gabriela Stormwing rearranged the portraits annually. Those dragons long-deceased kept their places near the front of the hall, but as they walked down the long and slightly upward-sloping space, they passed the living members of the Stormwing clan. Those the matriarch favored were placed closest to her and Galen’s father Torren. Those who had displeased her were moved closer to their dead ancestors.

      The young dragon was pleasantly surprised to see that he was not next to a deceased family member. He was next to Eustace, who was next to a dead ancestor. While he wasn't last, his mom had not moved him up the hallway either.

      Once his surprise at not being relegated to an almost dead position had faded, he was uncertain how he felt about that. He had spent his entire childhood trying to please his parents and his mother especially, but his portrait had always been hung close enough to a dead dragon to send a message. Now that he had finally turned his back on them and tried to forge his path, he had moved up? He was partly flattered but mostly confused.

      “Have the other guests arrived?” he asked Hammond when they were about halfway down the hall.

      “Oh yes, young master. Many. Your mother wanted your arrival to be seen, you see.”

      “Really.”

      “She did, yes. How did she put it—ah, yes. She wondered if your manners have improved.”

      Galen groaned. “Are you saying she’s waiting for me?”

      “Yes, sir, in the ballroom. She is playing the role of the eager host this evening, welcoming each guest as they arrive and sending them on for introductions. Some of the house staff have a bet on who she will send you to.”

      “Oh, come off it, Hammond. Seriously?” He knew the butler was probably not joking only because he had participated in some of those very same bets. It was always interesting to see when his mother paired off one of the particularly outspoken senators with an actor who had opposing political views on whatever the hot topic issue of the day was. He had always found it hilarious that the senators would flip their opinions more easily than the actors would.

      Now, he wondered if his mother would try to pair him off with some eager young dragon whose fortune she wanted him to marry into or a group of dragon-slaying assassins. She had certainly done both to members of the Stormwing clan.
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      To say Vala was out of her depth would have been an understatement. The claim that she was drowned by opulence, overwhelmed by charm, and in awe of the splendor of the castle might begin to get close to the truth.

      The problem was that she had never known any dragons. She had never known anyone in Seattle, for that matter. Part of her wondered if this was merely how the rich lived in America. Prior to this, the fanciest place she had ever been to was a refurbished mine. Not that the mine wasn’t nice—it had been for a wedding—but it was so much less than this castle nestled in a mountain.

      The young dwarf could remember the first time she’d ever seen electric lights. There was also the time when she first saw a human-made house and how all the wood had been straight. She had grown up in the backcountry of Canada thinking there was nothing more impressive than a tree or a moose or a moose eating a tree.

      Wow, was she wrong.

      It wasn’t that she liked the castle more than the forest. She most certainly liked the forest more. But the intention of this structure was astonishing. So much of it was devoted simply to people making an entrance. She very much doubted that the Stormwing family ever hung out in their entryway, nor did she think they spent much time playing in the hall of portraits. In fact, she was willing to bet that most of the time, the dragons landed on the top of the castle and that this part of their real estate often went unused.

      Vala didn’t know if that impressed her or simply left her stupefied. It was so much. And to think that Galen had given all this up to live above a strip mall in Cranbook. She knew that it wasn’t only her that had convinced him to leave all this behind. They had ostracized him for a while when he’d been trapped in the mongrel version of his half-dragon form. Since then, he’d tangled with Petrov a few times. With the invitation, however, he could have moved back there, but it was as if the thought had not even occurred to him.

      She was flattered that he wished to continue mooching leftover food from the restaurant next door, chase ghost cats, and deal with the chief of the Cranbook police department. In all honesty, she didn’t know if she would have been able to walk away from all this. At the same time, however, it was remarkably stuffy for a house that was built next to the Pacific Ocean.

      The stuffiness aside, the air was still sucked out of her lungs when Hammond opened the door to the ballroom.

      Calling it a room didn’t feel right. It didn’t seem that a space so large could be defined the same way as the dumpy room where she lived. This was more like an auditorium or a venue or…or something.

      Instead of one chandelier, this room had five. One in the center—larger and with finer stones than the one in the entryway—and four at the corners of the room. It was hard to see anything except them but fortunately, the rest of the room demanded her attention.

      Pillars were spaced out throughout the room, each daintier than she thought should be strictly possible and decorated with amazing carvings. She imagined it would take a master sculptor a lifetime to carve only one of them and the room had dozens.

      The ceiling they held up was a series of domes, each painted with friezes of spectacular-looking dragons. Pieces of marble as large as city blocks tiled the floor. It was seamless and beautiful and the dancers at the very center of the ballroom beneath the chandelier glided across it and looked effortless and beautiful.

      Around the dance floor, dragons clustered in groups—all in their human forms, of course, although the room could have accommodated a large number of full-grown dragons in it as well—chatted amicably, and more importantly, were seen.

      And what a view it was. The two partners had stopped behind other guests on a platform elevated above the ballroom floor. A crowd in front of them began to move slowly toward the edge of the dais, where a winding staircase would take them into the actual party.

      Hammond pressed them forward until another two guests appeared behind them and locked their place in the procession.

      “It is a pleasure seeing you, sir. If you’ll allow me to get back to my duties.”

      “Of course, Hammond.” Galen nodded at the mage butler. “It’s nice seeing you too. Sorry I didn’t write.”

      The retainer smiled. “I never expected you to, sir, but I didn’t expect you to become what you have either. I can’t speak for the clan but the staff is very proud of you.”

      Before he was able to respond, Hammond was gone.

      “What now?” Vala asked. She wondered if she would have to dance. There were dwarf dances but they were mostly designed to keep the heart pumping during the brutally cold Canadian winters. They were designed to be done in groups and to make people laugh. The dancers in this ballroom…well, it was like watching a natural spectacle. They were all so graceful and flawless in their movements.

      “Now you meet my mom,” Galen managed to whisper before a woman who looked remarkably like him smiled from the top of the staircase and raised a glass of champagne toward them.

      “Ah! The prodigal son returns.” Gabriela Stormwing laughed and spilled champagne on the guests she had been talking to.

      The young dragon tutted but saw something in Lady Stormwing’s eyes that Vala couldn’t see from a distance and stepped forward.

      “Vala Gagnon, may I present to you Lady Gabriela Stormwing, matriarch of the Stormwing clan and my mother. Mother, this is my business partner, Vala Gagnon.”

      “Yes. I’ve heard the two of you have managed to make ends meet. How lovely for you,” Gabriela said. Something like venom in her voice immediately put the dwarf on edge. She suddenly got the impression that everyone in this room—everyone dancing and chatting and dressed in their suits and ballroom gowns—were all there not because they wanted to be but because they did not wish to run afoul of this woman.

      Galen gritted his teeth and seemed to understand the dynamic very well. “We’ve done better than make ends meet. We’ve saved the town of Cranbook multiple times—”

      “How interesting, Galen. To think we taught you to raze towns with the might of the winds and the rain and now you’re talking about saving them as if they’re nothing but coins in your pockets.” His mother laughed and her voice tinkled like broken glass.

      “Cranbook is worth far more than a couple of coins,” he retorted.

      “Well, obviously, my boy. The coins were merely an expression.”

      He reddened and smoldered silently for a moment. “Is Father around?”

      “Of course he’s around, Galen. Where else would he be? It’s not as if there’s a more important event happening tonight. But if you’re asking if he’ll come and bail you out, no. I don’t believe he will.”

      “I haven’t had Father defend me from you since I was child.”

      “You still are a child,” she stated coldly.

      “A child who stood against Sir Francis Drake for twenty-two minutes in a duel?” Vala interjected. She simply couldn’t help herself. Galen had considerable baggage around his mom. He was afraid of her in a way that she simply was not. She knew intellectually that this woman could transform into a giant fire-breathing lizard and eat her in a single bite, or she could call a tornado down on her hometown and leave nothing in its wake, but that didn’t mean she would get to walk all over her.

      “Before losing, if I’m not mistaken,” the matriarch replied, although she seemed to be caught off balance. She wasn’t angry, though. More like surprised and possibly impressed? The dwarf couldn’t be sure and she knew she was getting into dangerous territory, but she had to press Lady Stormwing.

      “And how many other members of the Stormwing clan have lasted that long in a duel with a master swordsman? I’ve seen Petrov in action. He was unable to last half that long against Galen—and that was before your son apprenticed under not one but two legendary swordsmen. How long do you think it would be now?”

      Galen looked mortified as if they might be murdered right then and there, but their hostess tossed her champagne glass over her shoulder and onto the ballroom dancers below before she threw her head back and laughed.

      “This is impressive. Quite impressive indeed! I had heard the rumors that you had taken a dwarf as a personal mage, but I did not expect her to be so well-trained. And in comparison to your slumped shoulders routine, it certainly is quite a show. Is her bite as bad as her bark?”

      “That’s enough, Mother,” Galen said, his eyes like ice and his voice like steel.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said that. Is. Enough.”

      “Galen, my son. I was merely trying to compliment you on the job you’ve done. She is the only dwarf mage in existence and you’ve not only taken her as a prize but trained her to tease me. It’s quite an accomplishment.”

      “Vala is not trained, Mother. She is my partner and is not standing up for me because I told her to.”

      “I’m standing up for him because we’re friends,” Vala snapped.

      “Friends? Truly?”

      “Yeah—you know, people who like you because of who you are. Oh…never mind. I guess you might not know what that means.”

      Gabriela raised an eyebrow. The dwarf got the sense that such a gesture had started wars and ended lives not once but many times in the past.

      “You are very sharp, Miss Gagnon. I will give you that. I see why Galen brought you on.”

      “You’re not getting it, Mother,” the young dragon said. “She doesn’t work for me and she’s not a servant. I don’t have a magic bracelet to control her, or mind control, or whatever other tricks the Stormwings use to manipulate their servants. We are equals. Dragon and dwarf working together to make the world a better place. And if that’s too much for you to take…well, we can see ourselves out.”

      Gabriela flinched at that. It wasn’t much, merely the briefest of flickers in her otherwise calm and cool expression, but Vala saw and noted to herself that maybe she had gone too far in what she had initially said to this woman.

      Fortunately for them, before the dragon could arm herself with a retort, Hammond reappeared and bowed deeply to Lady Stormwing. “Your Grace, as you ordered, I am here to tell you that dinner is served.”

      “Very good, Hammond. You always did know how to keep the peace.”

      “You are too kind, madam,” he said and his face showed not even an iota of emotion.

      “Have the guests go to the dining rooms, Hammond. Galen, we’ll discuss this more later.”

      Gabriela descended the staircase and a trail of mist drifted behind her to leave no question about who the preeminent dragon in the entire castle was.
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      Galen was surprised to discover that he was at the same table as his parents. These events were so large that all the guests couldn’t fit in a single room, let alone at a table. Previously, he had always been relegated to a side room with either a group of dragonlings or clans that had some oddball and seemingly useless power. Now he sat only a few places down from his parents. To say it was overwhelming would be an understatement. It was far more than he had expected from this dinner and he wished he knew what had earned him a place of honor like this.

      He knew that he was supposed to recognize this as an honor, even if he would rather be in another room. His parents both sat at the head of their table—it was wide so they could sit beside each other but also so there would be space for the endless smorgasbord of platters the servants brought—and at the far end, another two guests had the other so-called place of honor.

      Although even this was something of a slight. If the Stormwings truly wanted something from someone, they kept them close during dinner. Whoever was at the far end of the table had likely already given them exactly what they wanted and was now being used to win good grace for the clan without any of their members having to do anything about it.

      Only Stormwings were seated between Galen and Vala and his parents. That was rather unusual. The clan members were shameless in currying favor and each was expected to work certain guests. That they were all there made him feel like he was the one who needed to be worked, which wasn’t good.

      Stranger still was an empty seat directly across from him. It was not like a dragon to be late to dinner and even less like a Stormwing. They lived in fear of their matron and all knew that tardiness would not be tolerated.

      After a process of elimination, he realized that the only member of the clan missing was his Uncle Petrov. That was weird. The cantankerous dragon had delivered his invitation, after all. It would be too much to think that Gabriela Stormwing would have sent him on such a mission and then not invited him. Even for a lesser relative like him, that could only be taken as an insult.

      “Lords and ladies, dragons and dwarf.” Gabriela’s eyes twinkled at the sally. “Welcome, and let us begin the feast.”

      The guests did not need to be told twice. Although they believed themselves the pinnacle of society, dragons had no compunction about serving themselves. The moment the matriarch said they could, an arm from every single person at the table stretched for a platter of food.

      Plates were filled with roasted quail stuffed with fennel, wild boar stuffed with apples, and mushrooms stuffed with tiny, diced shrimp. Roast oysters were piled high next to prawns that still had their heads, lobsters that did not, and a dozen different kinds of clams. Fish of every color were scooped up, doused in sauces of even more colors, and devoured. Vegetables were provided too and the dragons did not ignore this nutritious fare. They piled plates with asparagus and dill salads, roasted peppers stuffed with rice, Brussels sprouts roasted and tossed with reduced balsamic vinaigrettes, broccoli, mushrooms, and pine nuts as well as a dozen other dishes.

      Galen didn’t understand how a feast on such a scale could be prepared and served to multiple tables in multiple rooms at the same time. Magic was no doubt involved, but how much and at what cost? As a kid, he had simply accepted that the mages did it and helped himself to seconds but now, he couldn't help but wonder about the financial cost of such a feast.

      There was no way his parents could afford to keep the number of mages needed for such a feast on staff. How many had they hired? And what did they pay them? A large part of the Steel Guard’s alleged purpose was to solve these types of labor disputes although, in practice, they did far more to stop dragons determined to demolish towns than they did in mediations. If the Stormwing clan didn’t pay what they were supposed to, they could lose the castle.

      It seemed he was not the only member of the Stormwing clan with finances on their mind.

      “So do tell me…how exactly do the two of you afford an estate when you… What do you do exactly—defeat ghost cats?” Gabriela asked them.

      “We’ve never had to defeat a ghost cat,” Vala replied. “They merely need to be soothed, which is difficult because no one can touch them because they’re ghosts.”

      “Fascinating. And these ghosts… Are they a pestilence on the dwarf people?” Torren asked.

      “Not exactly, no,” she admitted. “More of a nuisance.”

      “It’s a pity that you don’t spend your time on issues that are more demanding,” Lady Stormwing commented.

      “Nonsense, darling. We’ve seen these two on the news and not because of ghost cats,” her husband reminded her. “Those black holes were quite an event, huh? Galen, did your sword truly work on them, or was that a dwarf conspiracy to hide some kind of tech they don’t wish the world to know about?”

      “It was Claw,” the young dragon said. He had taken the sword off for dinner and it rested against the wall behind him in its scabbard and out of reach. His father mentioning it immediately made him uncomfortable without it.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. I had to slice them myself.”

      “Very good. Yes, very good.” Torren looked pleased and Galen tried to peer through his aura. Could he be trying to hide his involvement with the disks from him? He honestly didn’t think so. His father looked smug and maybe a little proud. It was unlikely that he would talk about dwarf conspiracies if he had a part in the sinister problem.

      He suspected his mother even less. She seemed far more concerned that he measured up to whatever metric she held him against. That did not seem like the behavior of someone who was plotting his demise in secret.

      “And you like it there?” Torren asked. “From what Petrov said, it sounds rather…rustic.”

      “Oh, no, sir. We’re right in the middle of Cranbook,” Vala said cheerfully.

      “What my husband meant is that Petrov made it sound like you live in squalor and filth,” Gabriella snapped. “Is that better than eating stringy desert beasts, Galen? I do know how you like your baked goods.”

      “It’s fine, Mother.”

      “Not from how Petrov described it,” Torren said.

      “Where is my brother?” Gabriela demanded. “He was given a place at the table tonight that is far above what he deserves. Now he’s late?”

      “He must be on a scent or something, my darling,” her husband reassured her soothingly.

      “I would have very much liked you to hear what he said about your place. Squalor would be putting it nicely.”

      “I suppose we could hire a maid,” Vala said.

      “A maid? As in a single one?” Lady Stormwing laughed. “Must you think so low? Why, for this party alone we hired a staff of hundreds. And we have dozens working full-time. If you truly want to be a boon to your local economy, you must be able to do more than horde wealth.”

      “Gabriela has been studying economics lately,” Torren explained. “It seems that if we pay the help more, they are more industrious. Plus they’ll spend on some of our investments.”

      Galen was fascinated to hear that his parents were paying their staff with more than merely fear and threats but he was largely unable to focus on the conversation. A chill had run down his spine. There were certainly numerous reasons to feel uncomfortable dining a few seats away from his judgmental and spiteful mother, but he had not felt anything like this until now. He didn’t think it was the discussion of economics either. Something was wrong.

      The young dragon looked furtively around the room and tried to see if something had changed. Nothing stood out or triggered his senses. The dragons in attendance continued to stuff their faces. The patter of conversation had slowed slightly to accommodate the feasting but no one seemed to behave suspiciously. Despite this, a feeling that something was amiss coiled in his gut.

      The doors to the dining hall opened and with a gust of wind that rattled some of the wine glasses and whipped a dragon’s napkin off his lap and out the far window, Uncle Petrov stepped in.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, Master Petrov Stormwing apologizes for being late,” Hammond said, stepped in behind the new arrival, and closed the doors behind him.

      “There’s no need to apologize for me, Hammond,” Petrov said amicably.

      “Indeed, there is!” Gabriela’s voice had risen in pitch and fury. “Your tardiness is a stain on an otherwise perfect evening.”

      “I only mean that Hammond need not apologize because I should do it myself,” her brother said with uncharacteristic grace. He strode past his chair toward the matriarch and bowed deeply with a flourish of his wrist. “I apologize for my tardiness, Lady Stormwing, my dear sister. I would offer an excuse, but there is nothing I can say that can justify my behavior other than simply swearing that I am indeed sorry I was late and feel rotten for missing the ball.”

      “Well…all right then,” she conceded disdainfully and inclined her head for him to sit.

      He bowed again and took his seat opposite his nephew.

      Despite his uncle’s impeccable manners, Galen felt more nervous rather than less.

      But at least he understood why he felt odd. He must have sensed Petrov’s aura and his warning senses had been triggered. After all, he had spent months hiding out and living in fear of the Stormwings generally and Petrov specifically. The older dragon was an accomplished tracker because he could use the air currents to guide him toward his prey. His nephew had always known that if someone could track him and drag him to Stormsiege, it would have been him. It was no small irony that he had been the one to deliver the invitation that had finally brought them there.

      Now that he knew why he felt uncomfortable, he tried to quell the sensation, especially since its source was so close to him.

      “Uncle Petrov, good evening,” he said calmly.

      “Galen Stormwing. It’s been too long.”

      Vala chuckled. “You’ve seen Galen more than anyone else in the family, though.”

      “Oh, but to me, it feels like it’s been so long that I could have died.”
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      Vala couldn’t put her finger on it but she couldn’t help feeling that something was off about Petrov. His tardiness had seemed in character to her. From what she had learned of him, he didn’t seem like the kind of guy to stand on ceremony. Now, however, he behaved like the consummate gentleman.

      He chatted with the other members of the clan, sampled from the various trays of food—always using a fork to spear his selection instead of his fingers like so many of the guests did—and generally played the part of a courtier.

      She reminded herself that they were in a situation in which she had never seen him before. When she had seen him previously, he was beating a door down, threatening Galen, or worse. Now, though, he behaved as if he were the type of person who valued words far more than actions.

      “Do tell us what you think of Cranbook,” Gabriela said to her brother when there was a brief lull in the conversation. “Miss Gagnon seems to be immune to objective descriptions of it and Galen would have us believe it’s some bucolic villa.”

      “Cranbook is special,” Petrov said and sipped a glass of wine while he gathered his thoughts. “It’s fairly rural but still a college town, so there are all kinds of people you’d never expect all over town. For a place so small, you would never expect to find the things that show up there.”

      “Have you seen one of the disks?” Torren asked. “The news makes it seem like Galen handles them himself but you were seen at one of them a while back, weren’t you?”

      The young dwarf knew this was true. He’d arrived at the site of one of the larger disks and she had used her magic-dampening device to make him play nice with Galen. He had left both embarrassed and furious but it had set the tone for how he treated them later.

      “I…suppose so, yes,” Petrov replied.

      “Well, what was it like? Were you able to blast it with the old lightning and send it away?”

      “I assure you, the disks are much more powerful than that. They take energy from the Void itself, a place of such power that it could destroy this castle and leave not even rubble behind,” he replied and his pace quickened as he spoke.

      Something nudged her leg and she realized that her partner had poked her under the table and was now looking at his uncle with a raised eyebrow. He also felt something was strange.

      It was not like Petrov to glorify anything but himself, but he had seen something in the disks that had…frightened him, perhaps? Vala couldn’t be sure but her thoughts immediately turned to the storm magic she’d sensed from the disks.

      Carefully, she reached into the sash that ran across her dress, pulled the modified Gameboy scanner out, and lowered it slowly below the table so no one could see it. She waited until Galen’s uncle was in the middle of a story about how beautiful the Canadian countryside was, and when everyone around them laughed at a joke he made about maple trees of all things, she activated her device.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the initial readings. Dragon storm magic abounded. It came from Gabriela, Torren, the other members of the Stormwing clan as well as Petrov.

      Vala smiled to herself. Of course the unlikeable dragon behaved differently when he was at a dinner in his clan’s castle than when he was out hunting on a mission. She had never seen this side of him, but how could she have?

      The young dwarf was about to put the scanner away but saw Galen peer at the screen, his expression as concerned as she had felt. If he was that nervous, she did not think it wise to rush to stow the device. There were dragons at the other end of the table, after all, with all kinds of different types of magic. A party like this would be the perfect place to hide Void magic. With so many different dragons, most of whom possessed unique powers, it would be hard for anyone to determine where the Void magic came from.

      “This dining hall is amazing. Would you mind if I looked at how they installed the electric lights in here?” she asked Gabriela and interrupted a story by one of Galen’s cousins. She held her scanner up and waggled it for effect.

      “You’re here at a gala—the first dwarf to ever be invited to one in this castle, let alone an event such as this—and you wish to examine the electrical wiring?” Gabriela raised an eyebrow slowly.

      “Um…yes? Is that a problem?”

      A tense moment followed during which it seemed as if the dragons might be deciding what to do with this impertinent little dwarf and her plaid outfit, but Lady Stormwing threw her head back and laughed. “Of course you may scan the wiring. As for how they got them in here, it was not without a fair number of complaints, I can tell you that.”

      “They were regular human contractors, then?” Petrov asked.

      “Of course, Petrov. You hired them. Don’t you remember?” Torren laughed. “The looks on their faces when you explained that we did not want the wires exposed.”

      “Ah, yes,” Petrov replied rather blandly. “I suppose I suppressed the memory of their incompetence.”

      “Oh, it was quite an event,” Gabriela added waspishly.

      Vala hesitated for a moment, conflicted between the thought that she should appear to want to hear this story and her desperation to scan their guests. Anxiety won and she scooted her chair back politely and stood with her scanner. “Would you mind if I take a look first and then ask you some questions? I want to see if they were able to…uh, hide their incompetence.”

      “A delightful idea, yes!” her hostess responded. “And do pay attention to the chandelier. Those fools thought they could leave a few inches of wiring protruding from the bottom and we wouldn’t notice. We have guests who can feel the rock itself, I told them. A few inches of wire is far too much…”

      As she droned on, the dwarf crept away and tried to make it look like she was scanning the wall while she focused on the guests. Luckily for her, she could feel the electricity flowing through the wiring thanks to her powers. If the vindictive matriarch tried to grill her on how it all worked, she’d be able to tell her, which left her free to focus on the dragons.

      She started with the Stormwing clan because she had sensed storm magic, after all. Her readings showed nothing out of the ordinary. Galen’s parents were clean—although the magical signature that emanated from Galen’s mother could only be described as massive—as were the other members of his clan.

      Vala moved down the dining hall and drew a desperate look from her partner but she ignored him for now. He looked uncomfortable but something was off about Petrov. It was better if one of them kept an eye on him.

      With an inward sigh, she turned her attention to the other guests. She had set the scanner to detect Void magic but it could still distinguish the different magic signatures. It was a pity she couldn’t spend more time scanning the dragons because it was hard to make sense of the readings she was getting without seeing them in action. Still, she was fairly certain that some there could do things with water, stone, and air.

      To think of the library of knowledge hidden beneath their fine clothes and self-important smiles. She would have loved to spend the rest of her time there building a library of their magic, but she knew it would not be tolerated.

      That thought was thrust aside by a spike on her scanner.

      She recognized the shape of the wave immediately.

      The reading was unmistakable. Someone in that room was doing something with Void magic.

      Vala cursed herself for leaving her better scanner with Chief Morden in Cranbook.

      This one could indicate relative strength but couldn’t tell the difference between proximity and power. That meant she had to move around the room to determine who was causing the energy signature.

      With her gaze on the lights built into the stone walls of the castle, she moved her device furtively to scan each guest as she walked past them. Although the signature grew stronger as she returned slowly to her seat, she was still unsure of who exactly was causing it.

      Finally, she reached her chair and sat. The magic was strongest there. That had to mean that it was someone in the Stormwing clan and that they were using Void magic at that moment.

      “So did the electricians do a good job or do their descendants need to be drawn and quartered?” Lady Stormwing asked with a laugh as if torture might be a lovely way to spend the evening.

      “It looked surprisingly good to me,” the dwarf responded and tried to keep her voice calm and to stop herself from sweating. She let the conversation flow on without her, and when Gabriela and Torren were invested in a conversation about the applications of mages in the human labor market, she showed the scanner to Galen.

      She wasn’t sure if he would recognize the waveform but he must have as he gasped and stood hastily, spilled his plate of food on the floor, and knocked his chair over.

      “Galen Stormwing! Explain yourself,” his mother roared.

      “I—”

      “We invite you back into our home and this is how you repay us? That chair was made by a village we burned to the ground so no one else could ever have this style and you scratch the wood?”

      “Lady Stormwing, I think we might have a problem.” Vala started to explain but one of the dragons across the table screamed and pushed their chair back. Rather than knocking it aside, though, they tumbled back and the piece of wooden furniture broke into splinters under them.

      “Eustace! That chair is irreplaceable!” Gabriela screamed and thunder rumbled outside.

      He did not apologize, however. Instead, he continued to scream as he clutched the bloody stump where his foot should be. “My leg! Something bit my leg off!”

      For a moment, the dwarf was frozen in horror. Blood sprayed from the limb until skin began to creep across the wound. Dragon healing power was an amazing force. It could take a severed stump, seal the veins, and cover it with flesh and skin long before he could bleed out. As astonishing as that was, though, it did not seem able to regrow his foot.

      She was shaken from her petrified moment of terror when the dragon next to him screamed and bolted back from the table. They didn’t fall like Eustace did and instead, shoved their chair with such force that it impacted with the wall and exploded into pieces.

      He had a deep gash in his shin but had reacted quickly enough to save his foot, at least. “Gabriela? What is this?” the wounded dragon demanded.

      Vala thought she knew the answer. Her heart pounded as she lifted the exquisite tablecloth and looked beneath it. She barely had time to jerk her feet up and onto her chair before one of the disks of Void magic expanded to where her feet had dangled a moment before.
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      The young dwarf screamed as she scrambled onto her chair. Seeing his partner in danger forced Galen into action. He lunged forward with a burst of dragon speed and scooped her up as the black disk of Void magic severed the legs of the chair and swallowed everything in its path that was more than a foot off the floor.

      With her in his arms, he planted a foot in the middle of the table—and upended a platter of clams as he did so—then bounded off and landed near the far wall.

      “Everyone get back!” he roared.

      It was not something he needed to say twice. Everyone at the table—including his parents—stood hastily and toppled Gabriela’s precious chairs in the process.

      The aberration continued to grow. In a moment, it sliced through the four legs of the table it had hidden under and the surface collapsed into it. Everything vanished and was obliterated or whatever happened when regular objects entered the Void.

      A long line of tables remained on either end of the disk, but no one was interested in the food on them any longer. Dragons, mages, and the few humans who were important enough to merit a seat in this room all streamed toward the exits.

      “No! Don’t leave. The evening is only getting started!” Gabriela cried. It seemed the missing foot of one of her clan members was not as important as her dinner’s success. Galen was not exactly surprised. She seemed like she might be trying to change but old habits died hard.

      The young dragon snatched his sword from where it rested against the wall and assessed the scene. In mere seconds, the entire room had emptied. The only people still present were his parents, Vala, and his Uncle Petrov, who looked utterly furious.

      “Do you have all the data you need?” he asked his partner.

      She had pointed her scanner at the disk and now pressed buttons rapidly on the repurposed Gameboy like she was playing the boss in a fighting game.

      “Go for it, Galen,” she said. “I got a good scan. There’s nothing there except Void energy and a touch of storm magic. It’s exactly like the last two.”

      “Storm magic?” Gabriela asked and somehow sounded more enraged than she had been moments before. “You dare to accuse one of us of opening this?”

      “Step back for a minute, Mom. I’ll take care of this.” Galen said, stepped forward to the side of the aberration, and planted his feet in preparation for a strike.

      Before he could act, it expanded rapidly and forced him to move. Its diameter increased almost to the point that it stretched from one side of the room to the other. If he didn’t act quickly, it would slice through the walls on the narrow side and the entire roof would collapse on top of them.

      He strode to where the disk pushed under one of the other tables that had all been positioned in a line to look like only one. His expression grim, he swung Claw but his grasp on the sword wasn’t quite right after he’d had to jump out of the way. Despite the blade being supernaturally sharp, there was a limit to what it could cut through if it wasn’t held perfectly straight. Unfortunately, his hold had been slightly crooked so rather than slicing through the heavy wooden table, it got lodged in it.

      “You dare draw that weapon in your parents’ home?” Petrov roared.

      “We can’t stop it any other way!” Vala protested.

      The young dragon tried to yank the sword out but it only had a cutting edge on one side and was wedged in.

      Inexplicably, the disk seemed to somehow perceive this and pushed outward again. It cut more deeply into the walls on two sides of the hall as it grew toward him and threatened to sever his feet.

      He had expected the reaction and jumped onto the table, pivoted around the hilt of the sword, and landed on the surface again after completing a backflip. Despite the maneuver, the tip of his blade remained stuck.

      Galen knew what he had to do. He had not wanted to do it in front of his parents but what choice did he have? If he wanted to stop the disk, it was the only option available to him.

      With a sigh, he transformed into his half-dragon form.

      As if in protest, the disk expanded and sliced into the stone walls as well as the tables on either side of it where the length provided more space.

      His skin transformed to scales and his bones shifted and extended with ridges to provide more places for his greater muscle mass to attach onto. He grew a tail, horns, and most importantly, wings. When the table beneath him collapsed into nothing, he flapped his wings and flew above it with Claw in hand.

      The sword had changed too. In his human form, it was a slender blade much like one might see in a swashbuckling film, and in his half-dragon form, it was still graceful but far more formidable. It was thicker and longer, and the curve in the blade was slightly more wicked.

      He landed next to the disk as a chandelier rattled above and fell into the Void to vanish like everything else had.

      Although the ceiling had begun to collapse, he wasted no more time. He planted his taloned feet, squared his shoulders, centered himself, and arced Claw through another table and into his target.

      Galen struck with enough force that rather than sending hairline fractures through the surface that made it shatter a few moments later, it simply exploded.

      The few remaining tables in the room were caught up in the shockwave. They careened into the walls and dislodged both lights and chandeliers. A moment later, a secondary blast rang out, this one strong enough to blow the already weakened roof off Stormsiege.

      His experience with the disks had taught him how to dig his claws in as the force slid him back and dragged his claws through the stone.

      No one else was as lucky, however. His parents were ripped from their feet and thrown into a mass of storm clouds that grew in intensity above them. He wasn't particularly worried about them given their abilities. As they vanished into the clouds, they took their dragon forms and called the storm to heel.

      Vala was another matter entirely.

      “Gaaaaalennn!” she screamed as she was hurled from the dining room and into the sky. He bounded into the air, flew after her, and dropped Claw moments before he reached her. As he caught her in his arms, his tail curled around the hilt of the sword.

      With her cradled gently against him, he coasted to the top of Stormsiege and the wreckage of the dining room that had crowned the castle.

      He landed in the middle of the carnage. Even though the disk was gone, it was easy to see where it had been. Under its circumference, the remnants of chair and table legs, all less than a foot long, were strewn haphazardly. They had been sliced by the Void and fallen. When the disk had exploded, they had all been pushed down but not knocked away.

      Beyond the circumference, nothing was left. All the other pieces of the tables and chairs had been blown through the massive hole and out of Stormsiege.

      The strangest part, though, was what had happened to the castle itself. The disks were always perfect circles—or so close to it that he couldn’t tell the difference—and that could be seen in the swathe of destruction it had made. The hall they had been dining in was rectangular so was narrower than the disk had been, while its longer edge extended well past it.

      The aberration had formed very close to the center of the room and expanded from there. It had sliced completely through the two closest walls and everything above about a foot was gone. He could see a perfect arc on both sides of the dining hall where the disk had cut through the stone. When it exploded, it knocked everything away but it was still very evident where the Void magic had sliced compared to the damage from the blast.

      A circle in the middle of the jagged rectangle looked like some kind of arena from a video game.

      On one side of it stood Petrov Stormwing. Although the stone walls, tables, and the leaders of the clan had all been hurled away, he had somehow weathered the explosion and held his ground. That he had managed this in human form made his nephew supremely uncomfortable.

      His words certainly didn’t help in that regard either. “Galen Stormwing, you have destroyed your family’s home. Land and face me! You must answer for the disks that you have been creating.”
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      “What is the meaning of this?” Gabriela Stormwing roared from the cloudbank above. “Is what Petrov says true?”

      “Of course not!” Galen replied and tried to sound proud and confident. He had taken his human form again, knowing how his parents would react to his half-dragon one, but his voice was not as strong in his human body. He did not sound as sure as he would have liked to.

      “You cannot trust his words. He destroyed the storied hall of Stormsiege,” his uncle shouted.

      “That’s not true—”

      “Oh, but it is,” his mother snapped as she descended out of the storm clouds. Lightning struck the broken crown of Stormsiege and the resulting thunder drowned out all sound so he couldn’t explain himself.

      She landed in the damaged dining room now exposed to the sky and the first drops of rain. A funnel of clouds followed her, swirled around her dragon form, and eclipsed her. When they withdrew, she stood there in her human form.

      “Dragon custom lets the accuser speak first,” she declared. “I would hear what my brother has to say.”

      “Thank you, dearest sister.” Petrov bowed deeply. “The case of Galen’s evidence is simple, although it is not my own. The dwarf police of Cranbook have accused him and his dwarf mage of making these disks. I challenge him to deny it.”

      The young dragon said nothing. He knew that to speak now was to breach protocol and that he’d have his opportunity. Vala, however, knew nothing of these customs.

      “Someone is trying to frame us. They’re trying to make it look like Galen and I are making these disks.”

      “That video shows no one being framed. It simply shows a dwarf and a dragon. Who else could it be but the two of you?” Petrov snarled.

      “What do you know about that video?” she asked. “How could you possibly—”

      “Silence!” he roared and evoked a clap of thunder in his fury. “Do you think to trick me into some game of evidence? The town of Cranbook has dwarves as defenders. Do you think they would dare to stand against me?”

      “They very well would—”

      “Speak again and you will be banished from these grounds,” Gabriela warned. “In this case, that means the top of the castle. Not to worry. I know an expedient exit.” She looked toward the edge.

      “I—”

      Galen put a hand on his partner’s shoulder. “Now’s not the time,” he whispered.

      “Will you simply let him slander us?” she snapped.

      “This is how it is done,” he replied and directed his attention to Petrov, who seemed to be enjoying laying the case out against them.

      “And now, as if the investigation in Cranbook were not enough, they dare to open another disk here in the home of the Stormwing clan that he has slandered with his words and actions time and again.”

      He pivoted to address the other dragons who now began to soar around the top of Stormsiege. Most were members of the Stormwing clan although a few of the nosier guests—and those who didn’t fear storm powers—were there as well.

      “I dare not say what horrors creep through the mind of this twisted youth, but is it too much to believe that he came here to make an attempt on all our lives? Is it too much to think he came here because he was tired of serving his exile and wished to take this castle as his own? I cannot say and I will not say but his actions have long since betrayed this family and disgraced his name. What has happened today is an obvious evolution of the disdain he thinks this worthless clan deserves.”

      Lighting cracked in the sky at the end of this monologue. The young dragon couldn’t tell if it was Petrov who had made it or his mother. And if it was his mother, he couldn’t tell if she had done it to shut him up or because she agreed with him.

      “Galen. What say you to these accusations?” Gabriela asked. She didn’t look flustered that the top of her castle had been destroyed, or that her brother had accused her son of trying to kill her. On the contrary, she looked like she was having the time of her life.

      Galen drew a deep breath and tried to keep his voice steady. “None of it is true. The dwarves have already asked for our help with another disk since their early suspicions and agree that it makes no sense for us to do this. There is still no suspect for the crime of the destruction they have caused, but Vala and I are working with the police of Cranbook to discover who it could be. A recent scan showed storm magic was involved.”

      “Liar!” Petrov roared.

      “Enough, brother of my wife,” Torren called from above where he continued to circle in his dragon form. “You have had your chance and made your case. Let the boy speak.”

      “I will not tire the dragons here with the particulars of Vala’s work, but I offer my partner and her information as a witness. She can show all of you things about the disk.”

      “Dwarf tom-foolery!” his uncle protested.

      “This is your second warning!” Torren snapped.

      Petrov gritted his teeth but he nodded in acceptance of the rebuke.

      “Furthermore, if I wished to hurt anyone here with it, why would I have destroyed it? For that matter, why would I have backed away and warned everyone?”

      His accuser glanced at Torren and the dragon nodded. Galen had inadvertently asked a question. That meant Petrov was allowed to reply.

      “The answer is obvious. He destroyed the disk in an attempt to restore his corroded reputation. It’s the Hegelian dialectic—a human term but useful all the same. A problem is presented for which a solution is needed. He then provides the solution.”

      “That makes no sense,” Vala said.

      “Silence!” Galan’s father bellowed from above.

      The young dragon looked warningly at his partner, but Torren did not seem interested in attacking her. He seemed far more bothered by Petrov and certainly did not seem to share his wife’s fascination for what was transpiring.

      “Mother, do you honestly think I’m the kind of dragon who would put numerous random strangers at risk for no reason? I know the clan and I have been at odds but truly, Mother, would I risk your lives and the lives of people for a chance to trick you into earning your respect?”

      Gabriela laughed. “I would not put such a course of actions past any other Stormwing, but from you? I doubt it. Your reputation for weakness for mortal creatures precedes you. You would have known they would be here and not wanted to hurt their fragile little bodies.”

      “I am telling you that Galen is guilty!” Petrov screamed and even from across the wrecked dining hall, his nephew could see spittle shoot from his mouth as he raged. “He is a danger to this clan, dragons, and the new world order we could bring about if he didn’t keep messing everything up. He must be disposed of—now!”

      “That’s enough, Petrov. You’ve spoken out of turn too many times. Your right to an unbiased trial is now forfeit. Any further outbursts will be met with force. If you introduce any evidence in this way, it will be ignored.”

      “I withdraw my request for this trial,” he snarled in return. “If none of you will listen to reason, I will not waste my breath. Galen is a blight on this family although he could have been something amazing when he earned the power to summon the dead. He could have been the right hand of a god when he brought Lord Boneclaw back from the dead—something no other dragon has ever accomplished—but instead, he threw all that away. He is an embarrassment and a freak. He must be disposed of. I challenge him to a duel.”

      “You can’t do that!” Vala shouted.

      “Oh, he most certainly can.” Gabriela clapped enthusiastically. “How delightful! It seems our evening will have entertainment after all.”
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      “Oh, how exciting! We haven’t had a proper duel at Stormsiege in months.” Gabriela grinned despite the rain that was noticeably heavier now. “Petrov, you called for the duel so Galen can choose either the rules or the terrain. Galen? Please don’t bore us.”

      “We don’t need to have a duel,” the young dragon protested. He did not want this fight. His uncle was an accomplished warrior and for decades, his job for the Stormwing clan had been to go out and fetch dragons who needed to be disciplined. He excelled in one-on-one combat and a duel would favor him.

      “We do unless Petrov retracts his challenge,” Torren reminded him. “The history of the Stormwing clan is one of conflict. I knew that when I married your mother and taught it to you as you grew. You will not shirk this duty, my son. You will fight and you will make me proud.”

      Reluctantly, he nodded. He didn’t want to fight but when his dad spoke to him like that, his resistance lost impetus. How could he still care about what anyone from the Stormwing clan thought about him? They were vile and his mother was terrible, but there were times when he thought his father was even worse for not standing up to her. Gabriela was unstable while Torren seemed to be far more level-headed. Him going along with the mother’s plans always seemed like more of a failing than his mom’s simple vindictiveness.

      Still, when his father said he would be proud of him along with the look in his mother’s eyes when she gazed at him stirred something within him. He didn’t want to care and knew he shouldn’t care, but this was the first time she’d ever looked at him with anything besides disdain. He had expected her to call lightning down to strike him the second she saw his half-dragon form but instead, she seemed eager to see him fight. The conflict appeared to have no resolution. While he shouldn’t care, he still did.

      “Weapons are allowed. We start in human form,” he said, “but can take any shape we choose.”

      “I do so like the ones when there’s transformation involved.” His mother nodded. “Brother, you have your choice of the location.”

      “Of course, I…uh, that is…” Petrov hesitated.

      “Can’t decide?” Gabriela smirked. “That’s unlike you, Petrov. You are normally quite adept at choosing the terrain. Here especially, I would think you would have had this all decided.”

      “Yeah, Uncle. Where do you want us to fight?” Galen asked. It was a surprise that the older dragon hadn’t already selected a location. He was a hunter and tracker by trade. That meant he had a keen eye for terrain and an acute understanding of how dragons and humans moved through spaces. Previously, Galen had only been able to defeat him by selecting a combat ground that gave him an advantage. He had assumed that his uncle would have the perfect place in mind and that he had to ensure that he could use his sword and half-dragon form if needed.

      “It doesn’t matter to me. Let the boy choose,” Petrov snapped finally.

      “Very well,” Gabriela agreed. “But this will not affect the judging at all. No points are to be given for you not knowing where to fight. Galen?”

      “Why not right here?” the young dragon said and gestured to the damaged dining hall. “The other guests can watch from the other spires or the mountain if they so wish. The footing is good and it seems like a duel between the Stormwing clan should be in the clouds.”

      “Very good!” She laughed and lightning cracked.

      “And the stakes?” his father asked.

      “To the death!” Petrov spat.

      “I hardly think that’s necessary,” Torren protested, which made him feel way fuzzier than he would have expected.

      “To the death!” the challenger roared.

      “I am not one to stand between such a contest,” Gabriela said. “Although I also don’t wish to waste one of my resources. The fight will be to the death but if either combatant begs for mercy and our judge acknowledges it, the duel will be over.”

      “Fine.” Galen growled his disapproval. He should have been able to set his own terms but it wouldn’t help to argue about it at this point now that his mother had made her opinion on the matter clear. “But I need someone to swear safety for Lady Vala Gagnon. I won’t risk my life for my uncle’s conspiracy theories only for him to turn and attack her if he has an opportunity.”

      The sallow scowl on Petrov’s face told him that he had thwarted one of the older dragon’s strategies.

      “I’ll protect the dwarf,” Gabriela assured him.

      “You will?” Galen knew that questioning her openly was not necessarily smart but he hadn’t been able to help himself. Her assurance had simply come as such a shock.

      “I swear it to you in front of the clan. I will protect her. Your uncle is not so foolish as to break the rules of a duel, but if he chooses to attack her or anyone else, I’ll be your enforcer.”

      He stared at her, his mouth agape. His mother never offered to be anyone’s enforcer. As the matriarch of the clan, such a role was beneath her. That she had offered to do it for him was an honor. It was a shock, of course, but a huge honor. Now, he only had to defeat Petrov in a duel to reap some of the rewards of the respect his family was finally showing him.

      “Then we are in agreement,” Torren declared. “Clear the Dining Hall. The duel will take place there and in the sky above. Guests are welcome to watch the action from the wing or a nearby tower.”

      Galen watched in amazement as Gabriela took her dragon form and scooped Vala tenderly into one of her claws. It would have been too much to let the dwarf sit on her back but even seeing her treat his partner with care was astonishing. He was accustomed to thinking his mother’s claws were for impaling her enemies and not much else. With a gust of wind and a flap of her wings, she was airborne and Vala dangled from one of her claws.

      “The fight will be to the death,” Torren announced in his role as the MC of the duel. “No one will interfere, nor will the combatants engage with anyone outside the duel. Observers will take care to get out of the way if a blast comes in their direction. Any injuries will be assessed when the duel is over. Now…begin!”

      The young dragon squared his feet on one side of the destroyed dining room and drew Claw.

      Petrov stood on the far side. He had no weapon aside from his fists that his opponent knew could crack skulls.

      He drew a deep breath to center himself and waited for his uncle’s attack.

      Instead of a bolt of lightning or a fist powered by dragon strength, the older dragon’s first move was to throw his head back and laugh.

      “You choose to duel in human form and this is how you begin?” Thunder cracked above. “What advantage did you hope to gain from this? Did you think I would come and impale myself on your shiny little knife?”

      “Fight me, Uncle. Unless you’re scared.”

      Petrov laughed even harder at that. “Scared? Afraid of someone who doesn’t even know how these matters work?”

      Clouds descended to obscure him, but not for long. A moment later, a pair of wings burst into view, followed by a whipping dragon tail. His uncle launched out of the cloud, now in his dragon form.

      “You should have attacked, boy. You squandered what little chance you had for an advantage with that dagger of yours.” He exhaled a blast of flame.

      Galen rolled to the side, dodged the fire blast, and swung at a claw as his opponent streaked past. Unfortunately, he missed.

      His adversary laughed at his failure and slapped him hard with his tail. The young dragon was hurled into one of the broken stone walls. Despite being able to draw on a well of dragon strength, he still weighed much less than Petrov in this form. Even a simple tail swipe was enough to throw him off his feet. While he was skilled with Claw in his human form, he had to take his dragon body if he wanted any chance to win this fight.

      He called on his power to transform. Clouds coalesced out of the moist air to obscure him as his arms and legs elongated and his wings sprouted.

      Lightning struck him, flung him off his feet, and halted his transformation.

      Dazed, he forced himself to stand and had barely accomplished this before another tail swipe catapulted him away. He braced himself against the expected impact with another wall but his foot merely clipped the top of one. Now, instead of careening in a straight path, he spun like a frisbee. It was impossible to focus on anything until he pounded through the roof of a nearby tower, clattered through the rafters, and landed in the midst of a group of startled onlookers.

      Their surprise didn’t last and almost immediately, they applauded.

      Lightning cracked outside the tower and they all stepped back toward the walls of the tower they were in.

      Half a moment later, Petrov’s claws clawed into the structure and wood, stone, and Galen plummeted toward the earth below.

      The young dragon had no choice. He had to transform into his dragon form to have any chance against his foe.

      Fortunately, the falling rubble provided him with enough cover to accomplish this. As the wood and stone continued to fall, he spread his wings and soared out and across the Stormwing estate.

      He had covered maybe fifty feet before a bolt of lightning seared out of the sky and he barely managed to dodge. It struck a tree that had grown on the grounds for centuries and had been planted by Gabriella’s grandmother when the castle had first been under construction. He was shocked that his uncle would risk damaging it, let alone destroying it, but the older dragon seemed to neither notice nor care.

      “Fight me, you coward!” Petrov shouted.

      Galen wished he could maintain the game of pursuit for any length of time, but his adversary was simply faster than he was. Even worse, he had to contend with the lighting powers as well.

      A bolt of lightning struck a short distance in front of him. If he had not spent his childhood being threatened and taunted by the members of his clan, he would surely have been electrocuted. But fortunately—in his current situation but not for his childhood—his clan had been quite thorough in their education of what their powers could do to a runt like him. He was able to sense the electricity coming and dodge seconds before it tore a hole in his wing.

      His evasion cost him speed, however, and Petrov closed the gap, drove into his back, and gored him with his claws.

      The older and more experienced dragon rode him to the ground. He plunged into the gardens, his face like a plow while Petrov used his body like a surfboard. Although he tried to hold onto his dragon body, it was too much. Between the pain of the talons in his back and the dirt and rocks in his face, he lost his concentration and slipped into his human form.

      “You weak-willed fool.” His uncle hissed disdainfully as Galen stumbled away. The transformation had made him small enough to escape the gouging claws. Once clear, he hid behind a bank of broad-leafed banana plants. “You were too weak to hold the powers over the dead, too weak to serve Boneclaw, and you’re still too weak.”

      “Serving Boneclaw would have been weakness, Uncle!” the young dragon shouted from his hiding place. Which was, of course exactly, what his foe wanted. The banana plants—despite being wet from the rain that fell relentlessly and lush with fresh green growth—went up like dried kindling.

      He vaulted skyward using his dragon strength as his adversary lunged forward and snapped his jaws where he had been a moment before.

      Galen changed into his dragon form in the air and tried to gain altitude as he banked toward the dining room in the clouds.

      Petrov roared, launched smoothly, and followed.

      With only a single glance over his shoulder, he immediately understood that he would not reach the dining room before his uncle caught up to him. The older dragon was too fast and he had to fight him in the air and in this form, despite not having Claw.

      His mind cleared and he reminded himself that he did have the blade. It merely wasn’t in his hand and was now a part of him.

      He turned in midair, whipped his tail around, and swiped it at his opponent. Claw sliced through the hardened scales of the other dragon’s face as if they were nothing but butter.

      Petrov screamed as blood spattered into the sky. In the darkness of the clouds, it looked black before it disappeared but it was gone before he could tell for sure. Still, it was almost as if it had evaporated.

      Something about that gave him chills but his enemy spun to retaliate and any brainpower he had for idle speculation was gone. His uncle attacked with all four claws, his tail, and his teeth in a blur of devastatingly powerful blows. It took everything he had to stop himself from being eviscerated.

      The relentless assault demolished Galen’s lackluster defenses and hurled him into the side of one of Stormsiege's towers.

      The force of the blow drove him through the stone walls and into the tower. He shook his head, dazed, and only belatedly realized that he had been knocked into his human form again. He grasped Claw, ran up the spiral staircase, and jumped out of a window as he took his dragon form.

      Petrov appeared in an instant and harried him as he tried to rise higher. He was only able to hold his uncle back by using Claw at the tip of his tail. The older dragon understood the potency of the blade that could cut anything and kept his distance.

      They both knew, however, that Galen couldn’t win this duel by running. He would have to turn and fight and when he did, he would lose.

      “This is the cowardice I have come to expect from someone who could have had the world. You let it all slip away long before it was taken from you in that pool. Do you still dream of that night?”

      The young dragon cleared the top of the tower closest to him and leveled out as he tried to make sense of what he’d heard. How did his uncle know about the pool where Boneclaw had taken his powers and locked him in his mongrel form? He knew he had only told some of his friends about that fateful day and Uncle Petrov wasn’t someone they would have had either the inclination or opportunity to share that knowledge with.

      Again, his opponent caught up to him before he could pursue the thought. This time, the older dragon dove into his back and sank his jaws into the back of his neck. They crashed into the dining hall where the duel had begun but his attacker did not let him go.

      Galen screamed in pain and thrashed wildly in an attempt to escape. By luck, the tip of his tail sliced Petrov across the face again. His uncle bellowed in pain and released him.

      He had managed to keep his dragon form this time, although it hadn’t been easy, and he turned to face his foe, dragon to dragon.

      Petrov sneered at him. The wound on his face dripped blood and even though the light was better there, it still looked as black as tar.

      The young dragon swallowed hard. It didn’t look like blood at all.

      “You’re beginning to see,” his enemy snarled, then winked.

      It took a moment for him to realize that his last strike had sliced through Petrov’s eyeball. The slitted orb was deflated like a masticated grape. It was the kind of injury that could turn the tide in a dragon duel. His dragon healing powers would fix the wound but it would take hours, if not days, for his vision to return. Finally, he had an advantage.

      Before he could take it, however, more black blood oozed over the punctured eyeball. Rather than wiping it away, the dragon only grinned. It didn’t drip past the eyeball and instead, it formed into the shape of an eye. Petrov blinked his eyelid over the new eye that was as black as the Void.

      Galen gasped in terror and stumbled back when he realized what must have caused it.

      His foe lunged forward and bulldozed into him. He struck his off-balance nephew with the force of a freight train and he tumbled end over end until he thudded painfully into one of the stone walls.

      He righted himself and tried to keep his claws and his blade on the tip of his tail between him and the barrage of blows dealt by his attacker.

      The other dragon treated his defense like a punching bag. When he raised a claw to block, Petrov hammered it with such force that it broke the bones in his dragon fingers. If he moved his tail in between them, his opponent took a bite out of it.

      While he knew his uncle was a powerful warrior, he recognized something unpredictable about how he fought. He was more flexible than he could have imagined and seemed to be able to stretch enough to get past Galen’s blocks.

      An unnaturally powerful headbutt connected and ended this line of thought. Galen didn’t know if Petrov’s horns or the stone wall behind his skull had hurt him more.

      Crushed between the two, his body spasmed and his dragon form faded. In the next moment, he was merely a boy, barely able to stand while his enemy towered above him.
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      Vala wished she had her magic-dampening device so she could have leveled the playing field for this duel. With one press of the button, both combatants would have been stuck in their human forms. She knew Galen carried a legacy of feelings and conflict about his family but she was fully confident that he could beat his uncle if they were in their human forms. If she had her magic dampener, she had no doubt that she would have pressed it.

      Of course, it was probably a good thing that she did not have it. She certainly would not have given any thought to the dozens of dragons who flew around the outskirts of the duel and would have plummeted to their deaths once stripped of their dragon forms.

      She would have pressed it even though she was still being cradled in Lady Stormwing’s claws and doomed herself to the same fate.

      The young dwarf had other devices that she wished to use as well but she couldn’t, not while she was in Lady Stormwing’s claws. If she interfered with the duel, she would bring the rage of the entire Stormwing clan down on both her and Galen. Sadly, that wasn’t an option.

      Still, she could not resist retrieving her portable scanner.

      “Petrov, with a savaging series of strikes!” Torren declared and seemed to relish his role as announcer. “Oh! And a headbutt that knocked Galen into his human form! Is this the end for the young dragon?”

      Each and every word hurt Vala. She could not bear to watch him suffer like this, and doing it in such a public space while his parents cheered the brutality was horrifying.

      “I admit, I had expected it to be over already,” Gabriela Stormwing said to her as they soared above the shattered dining hall. “Galen’s doing well.”

      It was as if they were watching different duels. The one she watched featured an outmatched dragon who was constantly beaten so hard that he was forced into his human form. She wished she could see the battle with the same tinted lenses his mother seemed to view the spectacle through.

      Somehow, Galen evaded Petrov. He scurried through the dragon’s legs and sliced one of them with his sword in the process. Although the blow cut deep, his opponent’s healing powers were already healing the wound. She frowned and squinted to see better when she realized that the ability looked odd.

      Normally, dragon healing powers would simply reknit the wound. Petrov was different, though. His blood—darker than any she had ever seen—coagulated on the outside of the wound rather than staying inside and letting the skin and scale reform over the injury. Had he always been like that?

      Despite the stakes of the battle, she activated her scanner.

      Galen transformed into his dragon form and launched skyward with his adversary on his heels.

      Vala tried to focus her device on Petrov, but it was incredibly difficult given how the two dragons dove and swooped in combat.

      Still, the readout on her screen was unmistakable.

      Void magic simply could not be confused with anything else.

      She knew it must be Petrov. He had storm powers and had been to Cranbook. Hell, he even had a grudge against Galen although she had thought that maybe he would move past that. Despite knowing it deep within, the scholar in her had to prove it.

      “Lady Stormwing, I detect Void magic. I think Petrov might—”

      “Now is not the time, little dwarf. We’re in the middle of a very entertaining fight.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing.”

      The dwarf had no idea what to do. She had to get a cleaner reading of Petrov, but how? From where they were, the only angle she could get on him included some of the onlookers in the background. This was not her good scanner so she had no way to know if it detected her suspect or someone else. She needed to be below the action so she could find an angle that only included him.

      While she wracked her brain for a solution, she looked down. Gabriela was currently coasting above the dining hall.

      Vala drew a deep breath, reminded herself that she was a dwarf and thus made of sturdier stuff than humans, and wriggled out of the dragon’s claws.

      “Foolish dwarf!” Gabriela screamed as soon as she slipped free. She tried to snatch her out of the air but she was already beyond her grasp.

      As she plummeted, she tried to remember everything she had learned about tumbling in school. She landed in a roll and somehow managed to not break her ankle.

      Wasting no time, she pointed her scanner at Petrov, who was above her now and savaging Galen’s wings.

      Her reading immediately showed a spike in Void magic.

      He was the culprit, the dragon who had been making the disks. But he was supposed to have storm powers, not shadow powers, and certainly not Void magic. What the hell?

      Quickly, she reset her device and checked again—conscious that it probably cost her partner another pint of blood in the time it took—but the reading showed the same thing. She was sure this was their guy.

      “Galen!” she cried and he—bless the fool—looked at her.

      Petrov seized the opportunity and put his claws together to hammer the back of his skull so hard that he fell and landed into a heap in front of Vala.

      He moaned in pain as wisps of mist leaked from him. His dragon body bled away to leave him in his human form.

      His enemy crowed from above as the audience cheered and Torren sang his praise for the devastating strike.

      “Galen—Galen, listen to me!” the dwarf said and tried to get him to focus. She saw his eyes clear and assumed his dragon power was working to heal a concussion.

      “Vala?” he asked. “Are you all right?” His voice grew clearer even in those few words.

      “Galen, Petrov is making the disks. I scanned him and he’s showing Void magic. He’s our guy!”

      To her surprise, he didn’t react beyond a curt nod. “I was afraid of this. His powers… They aren’t what they’re supposed to be.” She had hoped that this revelation would give him more confidence for the fight but instead, it looked like she had broken his spirit.

      Before she could respond, a bolt of lightning streaked from the sky and blasted the scanner out of her hand.
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      “Vala!” Galen screamed as the lighting gathered its charge in the sky, then lashed down and almost struck her. But instead of killing his partner, it blew the scanner out of her hand. He had only been able to watch and not intervene. His confidence was already gone and he was running out of strength. This had all been a trap. In the end, his uncle hadn’t even needed to track him. He had simply laid the bait out and he had walked in willingly.

      Worst of all, his stupidity had doomed his partner.

      His mother, however, seemed to have other ideas.

      “Petrov Stormwing!” Her voice lashed with the speed of lightning and the force of thunder. Wind kicked up as she swooped down and landed between Galen and Vala and Petrov, who circled above them. “The terms of this duel were clear. You are not to make an attempt on the dwarf’s life.”

      “She is beneath us! Not worth a thought in the world of dragons that could exist. She is a servant, nothing more.”

      The young dragon trembled at these words. While his uncle had never shown Vala much respect, he also knew she had devices that could hinder dragons in battle. He had long since accepted that she was more than a servant. The words Petrov used sounded frighteningly familiar.

      “Regardless of what you think, the terms were agreed to. You will not interfere with her again.”

      “I can handle myself,” Vala mumbled.

      She was so strong while he was so weak. She must surely know as well as he did who she was facing and still, she had courage. He had to be like her if only to live up to her expectations.

      “You have brought her into something she should have been safe from,” Gabriela said. “I will not allow it to continue. And as for you, dwarf, you would be wise to not scramble free of my claws again.”

      Vala nodded at Gabriela but her gaze was fixed on her partner. “You can do this,” she said. “I know you can. You've trained with Sir Francis Drake—the Sir Francis Drake—and you’ve trained with Mylo Steelquill. You’ve faced your uncle before.”

      “That’s not my uncle,” Galen whimpered.

      “I know.” Somehow, in her heart, she knew as well as he did who this dragon was. She nodded. “You can beat him too.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You have before and you will again.”

      “Enough of this!” Petrov roared.

      “Petrov is right. The duel must go on,” Torren proclaimed.

      “Come, dwarf,” Gabriela said, wrapped a claw around Vala, and took to the skies.

      Less than a second passed before the older dragon attacked.

      Galen pushed to his feet and held Claw between him and his foe. His strike was pitiful—the kind of blow that Mylo would have insulted and Drake would have chastised—but it forced the dragon back. His uncle didn’t like Claw and knew how sharp it was. But, the young dragon reminded himself, he had once used the blade on another foe who also did not like its bite.

      “Coward!” Petrov screeched as he wheeled in a wide circle. Rather than engaging at close quarters, he blasted his opponent with fire.

      This was something Galen had faced many times. He rolled to the side and dodged the inferno neatly. A follow-up strike of lightning forced him to roll the other way and his shoulder thumped into a wall. In less than a breath, another blast of lightning streaked toward him. A rapid series of these lethal bolts completed the attack.

      He was able to catch the first strike with Claw and redirect it towards the ground but doing so made every hair on his body stand up and burned the hell out of his hand. As a result, he was unable to block the second blow or the others that followed.

      Lightning struck his shoulder, his chest, and his face. He screamed in pain as he felt his fingernails explode, his hair burn, and his blood boil.

      White-hot energy coruscated around him and obscured everything to leave him writhing in pain and alone in the broken home where he’d never belonged.

      It was too much. He couldn’t hold on, not in the face of an onslaught like this. Despite his best efforts, he was an embarrassment to his family, to his clan, and to his bloodline. Worse, he was an embarrassment to his partner.

      Vala.

      Could he accept defeat and force her to survive on her own? How long would she last?

      The thought of his family and Petrov—and the monster he now began to see was inside of him—hunting her was too much. Something snapped within. He couldn’t lose this fight, not like this and certainly not as a charred body on the ground.

      His dragon powers responded to this newfound well of willpower. In seconds, his charred skin sprouted scales. It hurt until they folded on top of the burns to cover and protect them. His muscles stopped spasming from the overload of energy when they extended and grew denser. He pushed to his feet and no longer stumbled with a dragon tail for balance and talons to grasp the stone he stood on. Instinctively, he flexed his wings and flapped them in one quick movement that blew all the mist around him away. Some of it was his blood that had been vaporized.

      He breathed deeply through his elongated dragon snout and the air cooled and empowered him. This was the air he had grown up breathing and the castle he had spent his childhood playing in. More importantly, this was the body that belonged there. Not the dragon form that had never been good enough or the human form he’d never been fully comfortable in. This was who he was meant to be—someone who came from both worlds and could mend both worlds.

      And, he thought grimly, someone who had a wickedly sharp and massively long sword. Galen had not thought about Claw when he transformed, but the blade had responded to his needs all the same. It was longer than it usually was and almost twice as long—longer than he was tall, in fact. It was slightly curved but straighter than it usually was, more a lance than a rapier. Like the human dragon slayers of old once used, he realized. It was the perfect weapon for fighting a dragon.

      “It takes more than lightning to defeat a Stormwing,” he said.

      Petrov roared and launched another stream of lightning at him, but the blasts were now completely ineffective. The young dragon simply spun Claw, planted the tip of the blade into the stone floor of the destroyed dining room, and let the bolts strike his impromptu lighting rod.

      His enemy repeated the attack multiple times, but the blade attracted each one before it could strike his target.

      Frustrated, his uncle swooped and blasted fire that Galen dodged after he yanked Claw out of the stone. Petrov landed and attacked with claw and tooth and tail.

      The young dragon brought the massive blade to life. He swung it around him and kept it in motion as he parried claw, then tail, and swung at his opponent’s face to force the dragon to retreat.

      “Coward! Hiding behind a blade like the knights of old,” his adversary roared.

      Galen knew enough family history to know that Petrov had never fought in those wars. Another dragon had, however. One who should have been in the Void.

      He vaulted upward and pumped his wings. Now higher than the other dragon, he was no longer forced to defend. He surged into a concerted assault and moved in close to negate the advantages of the other dragon’s longer limbs and tail.

      Petrov understood the danger of letting him fight from the higher position, so he launched hastily, tried to gain altitude on his nephew, and struck with his claws as he passed him on his way up.

      The young dragon parried the claw strikes but was unable to slice one of them off. His foe battled with far more caution than he had previously displayed—far more caution than Galen thought he was capable of showing.

      Now above him, Petrov struck and his claws and tail were harder to deflect because they carried extra weight. They could not only wound him but hurl him from the sky.

      He flew higher and when he tried to pass Petrov, the dragon whipped his tail around and struck him in the torso with enough force to almost plunge him into free-fall. With a deft twist, he caught the wind and soared above his opponent. The other dragon roared in frustration and gave chase. Galen knew he would not win by running so he turned to fight.

      They rose higher and tried to trade blows but only managed to tangle themselves. Petrov knew the power of Claw and seemed to understand how to fight the swirling, spinning blows that were delivered by the larger version of the blade. He allowed no separation and kept them twisted together as they each tried to land a decisive blow on the other.

      The older dragon howled and his claws elongated. Each one grew into a black blade as long as the sword he faced. With these, he redoubled his attack and forced his adversary on the defensive but the larger claws were unwieldy. Galen turned a block into an uppercut slice and severed four of them.

      Instead of screaming or retreating, his uncle grinned. From the four stumps his claws had been reduced to, bands of inky darkness erupted and wound themselves around his nephew’s sword arm.

      “Petrov! What power is this?” Torren demanded.

      “The power that will take this worthless footnote of a clan to supremacy,” Petrov replied, tightened the web of black tendrils, and dragged him close.

      “Uncle?” he said and looked into the older dragon’s eyes.

      It was not Petrov who returned his stare. The injured eye was still as black as the tendrils that now bound him but the other eye had changed too. Both were as dark as night, as dark as shadow, and as dark as the Void itself.

      Galen had seen those eyes before. They were far older than his uncle, far more cunning, and far more malevolent.

      He knew he was battling someone else. Petrov had not come to dinner with more courtesy than anyone had ever seen him display. This was merely his uncle’s body worn as a coat, a husk made thrall by a parasite of pure darkness.

      “Boneclaw,” he said, the words barely audible because he was so frightened of finally saying what he had suspected for far longer than he wanted to admit.

      “Lord Boneclaw to you!” his opponent bellowed. “I have returned to take what is mine.”
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      It was all clear to Vala now. Although she didn’t like it, she had to concede that it made sense and to her, that was the most important thing. She had been reading Void magic and storm magic because Boneclaw had taken control of Petrov. This meant that the other blips on her readings were shadow magic left from when the ancient dragon had still been alive. She wished she had her scanner but truly, it didn’t matter because she now understood what was going on. All she had to do was make it clear to the dragon whose talons she was riding in.

      “Lady Stormwing, that’s who has been making the disks to the Void.”

      “Quiet, dwarf. This is getting good,” Gabriela responded. She seemed fascinated by the dark tendrils emerging from Petrov’s wounded claws.

      “But that’s not your brother. It’s Boneclaw. He somehow came back from the Void and wishes to kill your son.”

      “So you say, but how? Even I know the Void is a place that destroys everything.”

      “I can prove it to you—” She stopped when she realized that she could not prove a thing in that moment. Besides, showing a scan to the Stormwing matriarch seemed like it might be less than effective. “How else do you explain the shadow powers?”

      “Petrov has hunted many dragons so perhaps he followed one into the pixie realm. Galen gained powers there so why not my brother?”

      “That’s not what’s happening, though.”

      “You tread on thin ice, dwarf. Do not disrespect me while I carry you in my talons above my estate.”

      “Yes, your grace. Of course, your grace,” she mumbled as she watched Galen try to rip himself free of the inky gunk that bound his arm. Petrov—or Boneclaw masquerading as him—brutalized him with powerful blows to the head with his other claw as he dove toward the dining hall.

      “I’m rather enjoying the show, to be honest. I had expected Galen to last all of ten seconds, but he’s doing quite well. His half-dragon form is formidable and not nearly as grotesque as I had been led to believe.”

      “This is bigger than that. Boneclaw is back. Doesn’t that invalidate the duel?”

      “Even if it’s the truth, this changes nothing. Whether this is Petrov or Boneclaw, he challenged Galen and the battle must be fought to its conclusion.”

      “But it’s not fair!”

      “I tire of you.” Gabriela sighed. “You whine continually despite my protection.”

      Vala couldn’t believe that the dragon would rather watch this battle play out than stop the return of the evilest dragon to ever walk the Earth.

      “Then put me down!” she replied. “Put me in the dining hall. If Boneclaw can help Petrov, I can help Galen.”

      “Very well. But this negates the protection Galen asked for.”

      “That’s fine!” she said as the matriarch flew towards the dining hall.

      Petrov was above Galen and continued to punch and headbutt him while the inky black slime constrained his sword arm.

      Gabriela swooped low, set her passenger on the floor, and returned to the sky. “The dwarf forsakes her protection. She asks to serve as a second since Petrov has claimed he is harboring an entity calling itself Boneclaw!”

      “I am Boneclaw!” he roared and his protest gave Galen a moment to breathe. His face was bruised and one of his horns was broken.

      “Yes, yes, now back to it!” the matriarch ordered.

      Boneclaw stared at Vala but returned to his assault on her partner.

      She wanted to run into the fight, take a hammer, and knock Boneclaw’s head off, but melee had never been her forte. Instead, she felt in her pockets for something that might help.

      The first thing she found was her web gun. It was broken down into pieces but had proven itself effective against dragons before. Would it work against Boneclaw? She had to try so she took the pieces out and began to assemble them. The dwarf worked as fast as she could, knowing damn well that Galen had precious little time and that if he lost, she had forfeited her life.

      “No pressure,” she muttered as she focused on the pieces.
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      “How?” Galen asked as he tried to pull his arm free of Boneclaw’s web of shadow tendrils.

      “How do you die? Like this, mewling for my mercy. How does your family survive? They kneel at my feet and I let the strongest of them keep their minds. How does the dwarf die? Inconsequentially.”

      He was beyond terrified of this monster who had ruined his life, not once but repeatedly. The ancient dragon had taken advantage of him when he could summon the bones of the dead. He had stabbed him with his own weapon and locked him in a mongrel half-dragon body.

      But Galen had persevered. He had risen above those obstacles and proved himself stronger than the forces against him. The truth was that he had been forged into something stronger not despite his trials with Boneclaw but because of them.

      “How did you ever think it was smart to come back and mess with me again?” the young dragon roared, did a backflip, and twisted his arm inside the web of dark slime. In doing so, he shifted the blade and severed that which had bound him. The slime splashed to the floor. Animated no longer, it melted into nothingness.

      He flicked his sword up before his adversary could seize it again. Boneclaw flinched and Galen swung the blade.

      It connected and his enemy’s left hand was severed from his body. It fell and twitched while both the stump and the hand dripped black slime.

      “Bravo! Bravo!” Gabriela called and the other dragons flying around above them all applauded in their dragon way. They clacked their claws together and blew balls of fire.

      “We have a dismemberment,” Torren announced to more fanfare from the crowd. “Sir Petrov, do you surrender?”

      “No, I don’t surrender and I’m not that moron Petrov either,” Boneclaw roared and lurched towards his dismembered hand. “I am Boneclaw. The Lord Boneclaw who almost led a true dragon revolution until a Stormwing ruined everything.”

      “Boneclaw is dead,” Torren protested.

      “I am back, you insipid fools. And those who help me finish the boy off will earn a place at my side.”

      The cheers and applause stopped as the dragons looked at each other and weighed their options. Galen tried to ignore them. They would choose as they saw fit and whatever it was, he would face it. There was no reason to worry and nothing to do but breathe and center himself. Although the ancient dragon had been ruthless in his attacks, his half-dragon form was doing all right. He breathed in and out and willed himself to heal, to mend his wounds, and to drive back any soreness or tiredness. This was not over yet and until it was, he would remain focused.

      His attention faltered a little when a dozen lightning bolts cracked from the sky in unison. In seconds, they formed bars of electricity around the broken dining hall at the top of Stormsiege to cage the two combatants within for a moment.

      “I do not care if you are Tiamat herself reincarnated!” Gabriela screeched and her fury ripped away the decorum she had possessed mere moments earlier. “These claims are ridiculous. You agreed to a duel against Galen—in fact, you demanded it! You will not now call cowardly on others to help. If you can defeat him, we can talk about the world a dragon named Boneclaw once promised. If you cannot, you have no place here.”

      “You dare to speak to me in such a—”

      Lightning sliced inches away from him.

      “You ate my food at my castle and use the body of my brother. I will speak to you however I wish. By rights, I could have your throat slit for attacking the dwarf but I am interested to see how you will continue to fight without a hand.”

      “I will remember—”

      “You will remember nothing if my son decapitates you. Unless this is an excuse for you to surrender now that you cannot fight?”

      “Oh, I can still fight, I assure you,” Boneclaw said and the black gunk from his wrist crawled towards his severed hand. The black tendrils dripping from the hand connected with those from his severed wrist. They wound around each other and tightened until they became a solid mass of what looked like muscle made of tar. The hand sucked into the wrist and reformed into a solid arm. The only thing that provided any indication that something was wrong was a thin black line of gunk where the wound had been.

      He lunged but Galen was ready, centered, calm, and confident.

      Or so he thought until Boneclaw pounded into his defense.

      The young dragon parried the first few strikes. He caught a claw with the flat of his blade and severed another one, but something changed.

      His enemy’s arms grew longer, not in any one place but everywhere. Black tar forced the scales apart with the sound of flesh rending, and the dragon’s arms were no longer the length they should be. They were too long and too fluid. Galen could no longer use his foe’s anatomy to help predict where he would strike.

      As he edged back, he tried to determine a pattern to this more amorphous foe but with little success. While he was able to prevent Boneclaw from striking him, his chance to deliver any effective attack was gone.

      He parried blow after blow but was upended when a tendril of black slime launched from Petrov’s stomach and swept his legs out from under him. With a grunt of pain, he landed heavily and a dozen more tentacles swarmed towards him.

      The young dragon whipped Claw in a series of defensive swings that were so fast they were visible only as a blur. He severed the creeping pieces and black gunk sprayed on his face before it evaporated into nothing.

      Even as he fought for his life, he wondered why it evaporated while the hand had remained intact and alive.

      “He needs Petrov’s body for stability!” Vala shouted and reminded him that she was in the dining hall with them.

      Galen didn’t know how he could use that given that he couldn’t even create some distance between them but he saw that she was not simply sitting idly. She was putting something together and that was something he could use.

      When Boneclaw lunged forward, he vaulted upward. The ancient dragon bulldozed into the stone as if it were nothing but cardboard bricks. Rocks fell from the top of Stormsiege as the young dragon took to the air.

      His enemy flowed after him, a hideous smeared version of a dragon made of tar and his uncle’s body. “Run away, Galen, run away like you always do!” He unleashed tendrils at him but he sliced them one after the other. It took all he had not to let the darkness through his defenses.

      “Run like you did when you discovered you had powers you didn’t deserve,” Boneclaw screeched. Lightning cracked from above and forced the young dragon to dodge. In doing so, he tangled himself in shadow tendrils he hadn't even seen.

      When he sliced them away, the inky substance evaporated into nothing again and he fled.

      “Run away like you did when I took that power from you.”

      Galen tried to turn to fight but his adversary was too fast. His tail whipped around—impossibly long—caught him in the chest, and knocked the air from his lungs. He plummeted and the other dragon followed him toward the earth.

      As Boneclaw fell, more tendrils of darkness emerged from him until it was like a typhoon of shadow chased his young opponent earthward.

      “Cling to that sword, the only thing you’ve ever had that’s been worth a damn. You owe even that to me!”

      “I owe you nothing!” he screamed. He didn’t know when tears had started to fall from his eyes but he couldn’t stop them now.

      “I orchestrated the death of the Prairie King whose claw you stole. Every success you’ve ever had—and every failure—is because of me. You are nothing without me!”

      “No, that’s not true!” Galen shouted but he couldn’t make himself believe that he was not a failure. The ugly truth was that he always had been and always would be. He hadn’t even been able to serve Boneclaw properly. How much more pathetic could someone be than that? He had failed at being a henchman.

      He slammed into the earth and his enemy pounded on top of him.

      His ribs cracked as Petrov’s body struck his own but the choking, vile slime that flowed around him was far worse. He struggled to destroy it with Claw but there was too much of it. Any that he sliced away was able to rejoin the rest of it. He couldn’t sever it, not when he was being drowned in it.

      And still, the ancient dragon taunted him.

      “I could make your body my own, you know.” Boneclaw’s voice came from the gunk around him that choked him and made it impossible to see anything but the horror his foe had become.

      “Never!” He tried to protest but he felt the blackness flow inside him and couldn’t even cough out the gunk in his throat.

      “But we’re in a duel, aren’t we? It would be better to kill you.”

      Galen felt his body pressed from all sides. He was being squeezed as if he were nothing but a roll inside a massive fist.

      “But that is so final, is it not?” Boneclaw asked. “It would be better to make you surrender to me so I can give you the life you were meant to lead.”

      In the next moment, the evil flowed away from him and he could breathe again. The other dragon reformed and Galen only belatedly realized that two tendrils still reached over his shoulders. Before he could react, they grasped his wings and pulled them off.

      He screamed in pain as skin ripped, muscle tore, and bone shattered.

      “Surrender and bow to me and I can grow your wings back.”

      “No!” He coughed black gunk out that evaporated when it touched the soil. “I’ll never surrender to you.”

      “Ah, I do so love a challenge.” Boneclaw laughed and leapt over his young opponent's head onto the side of the Stormsiege. It was something that should not have been possible for a dragon. Despite superficially looking like lizards, they were not particularly good climbers, but the black tar turned Petrov’s claws into something more like gecko pads and he grew extra limbs as well. What now looked like a reptilian dragon-tarantula began to ascend the tower.

      As the monster climbed, he punched holes into the walls of the tower, grasped pieces of the rubble, and hurled them at Galen. The first chunk of rubble missed him by a couple of feet. Even so, the force of the impact shook the earth. He had no illusions about what would have happened if only that piece had hit him. Without a doubt, he would be dead.

      The young dragon forced himself to his feet although it hurt. His bones had yet to fully mend but there was no option for rest. He stumbled behind the piece of rubble that had just been thrown at him and took cover as another piece of stone thudded into the place where he had been.

      Boneclaw climbed higher and continued to destroy the tower in the process. The stones he threw became easier to dodge because his target had more time to get out of the way, but the stakes of being hit became higher too. With more distance to fall, each projectile had more time for gravity to pull it ever faster.

      The shadow dragon punched into the stone and this time, the entire tower shook. He had knocked enough holes in it that it was becoming structurally unstable. His intention was to bring the entire structure down, including the dining hall at the top where the dwarf was still trapped.

      “Vala!” Galen shouted and rushed out from behind cover.

      “Finally, he gets it!” The monster laughed as he threw another boulder. Galen cut the giant stone in half with Claw and each hemisphere of it thudded into the dirt on either side of him.

      “I will crush you, Galen, like I should have crushed you at the very beginning. I will bury your body under this castle that your family never deserved and will turn you into a bloody smear, a footnote on the history I will create.”

      While he hated Boneclaw’s arrogance, he knew these weren’t idle claims. His foe was a powerful, clever, and incredibly manipulative bastard. He knew he had every right to be scared.

      But he would not let any of that defeat him.

      The young dragon ran toward the base of the tower and dodged between the boulders. The stone structure looked less stable by the minute. Despite his dragon powers mending his broken bones and torn muscles, he couldn’t regrow his wings that Boneclaw had ripped off. That would take more time than he had but he couldn’t let that stop him either.

      He dodged another boulder from above, flipped onto one of the larger ones, and used it as a platform to launch himself after his adversary. His trajectory was perfect and he struck the side of the tower with Claw. The sword cut easily into the stone and he had been careful to not hit the wall at a perfect perpendicular, so the sword could not simply slide down. Instead, it stuck and allowed him to dangle there for a moment.

      A moment was about all he had, however. Already, a chunk had begun to fall down the side of the tower toward him but he had not pursued with the expectation that the dragon would let him get close without a challenge. He planted his taloned feet against the structure, leaned against Claw, and jumped using both his dragon talons and the tension in the blade to launch him higher.

      Galan almost drifted out too far but when another rock was thrown at him, he was able to push off of it and redirect himself toward the wall. He landed at a hole Boneclaw had made, but rather than continue his pursuit up the outside of the tower, he took the staircase within four or five steps at a time and raced up four floors. At each level, he checked every window until he saw one of the black limbs obscuring the view out.

      The young dragon did not hesitate. He struck and severed one of the fearsome spider-like limbs from the body.

      His foe’s retribution was immediate.

      Even as the slime he had severed plummeted and evaporated like a meteorite burning up in the atmosphere as it fell, the ancient dragon attacked. Another tendril pushed through the hole in the wall that he had used to attack although it behaved more like water from a fire hose than a tendril.

      He flicked his sword from side to side and tried to sever as much of the black gunk from its source before it overwhelmed him.

      Claw did a fairly good job until Boneclaw followed up the font of black tar with a good old-fashioned punch using one of Petrov’s limbs. While Galen thought he might have almost severed a finger, it did nothing to mitigate the force of the blow.

      It knocked him back and he toppled end over end down a flight of stairs and only stopped because Claw’s point had, by chance, got stuck in a step. He pulled himself up and tried to make sense of the wicked gash in the staircase caused by him dragging the blade behind him.

      After a moment, he shook the daze off and raced up the stairs again. He climbed another couple of flights before he caught up to his enemy. This time, he didn’t attack directly but continued to the top of the tower. He stepped off the final flight of stairs and had a moment of disorientation when he saw the open sky, heavy with rainclouds, instead of the ornate hall that had been there less than an hour earlier.

      “Galen!” Vala was unhurt, thank goodness. She peeked out from behind a pile of rubble, her web gun in hand. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be all right.” He stretched his stumpy wings. To his shock, the bones had already regrown almost completely. It should take days for a dragon to recover from such an injury, but this form seemed determined to surprise him with its utility. He couldn’t fly yet but it wasn’t too much to think that he might be able to before this fight was over. So you can fly into the spider’s web? He tried to push the thought away as soon as it snuck in but it was not so easy.

      “I can help,” she said and cocked her web gun.

      “No. This is my fight.”

      “Our fight!” Boneclaw roared as he crested the top of the broken tower.

      “Galen, he’s already attacked me, I can—”

      “I have to finish this, Vala. Boneclaw is only back because of me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Oh, I think we can all agree that it is,” the ancient dragon roared and blasted fire at them.

      “Get down!” Galen shouted at Vala, flung himself forward, and caught her in a tackle that carried them both around a broken door frame and behind a low wall.

      “You have to get down from here, Vala! This whole place will collapse.”

      “Galen, don’t do this.”

      “I have to,” he insisted and shoved her out of the way when his adversary lunged at him. The monster had dropped the dragon-tarantula form and was now more like a snake made of slime, although Petrov’s head was at the front of the body. He barreled into his young opponent and thrust him through the wall.

      “If he beats me, you have to be able to stop the disks, Vala. Please!” Galen shouted, pushed to his feet, and positioned Claw between him and the other dragon.

      “When I defeat you, you mean,” Boneclaw said as Petrov’s arms emerged from the snakelike body of black slime. The young dragon spun Claw into motion to prevent the blows from landing.

      “You’re a fool, Galen!” the dwarf shouted but at least she listened to him. She ran past the combatants to the staircase. When she vanished from view, he tried to tell himself it was a good thing.

      “So we’re back to where we started, eh?” Boneclaw remarked as he struck repeatedly with Petrov’s stolen claws.

      Galen ignored him and focused on the fight. He kept the claws at bay, parried a strike from the tail, and met a snap of the jaws with a headbutt delivered to the tip of his adversary’s nose.

      As he gained momentum, his confidence that he could do this improved. He moved faster and Claw swung in arcs and swipes as if the sword could read his intent. It became a whirling blade, a disk not of Void magic but of keen-edged dragon claw that would let nothing through.

      Boneclaw roared in frustration as he tried to penetrate the blurred blade defense and couldn’t.

      Finally, he called down a blast of lighting.

      Galen’s blade was moving much too fast for him to be able to stop its momentum and plant it in the ground to use as a lightning rod.

      The blast of lightning struck one of his horns and knocked him off his feet.

      He didn’t hit a wall this time and instead, clattered down the full length of the dining hall floor. When he stopped, he stood as quickly as he could but wasn’t fast enough to dodge a blast of fire.

      Out of instinct, he held his forearms up and the scales on them blistered and turned to ash.

      The ancient dragon attacked again and his claws ripped into the raw flesh of Galen’s arms. If his wings had been in better shape, he might have tried to cower beneath them, but they were still flimsy and tender. Instead, he was forced to defend himself with his burned limbs and the pain was too much. His reflexes slowed, either from fatigue or nerve damage.

      Boneclaw swung his tail and caught him in the gut with such force that it catapulted him back as Claw spun out of his hands and over the edge of the tower.

      The young dragon reached for the sword but his enemy pounced on him and drove his claws into his chest.

      “Oh, what’s the boy to do without his special little toy?” The monster laughed and thunder boomed overhead. “Oh, wait. I know the answer to this one—die.”

      He drove his horns into Galen’s head and the blow thunked his skull against the floor behind him. The stone cracked with the second blow and at the third, it gave way and he toppled back into the staircase.

      For what felt like the thousandth time, he forced himself to stand. The floor lurched beneath his feet and for a moment, he wondered how bad his concussion was before he realized that the tower was finally collapsing.

      “This is your legacy!” Boneclaw roared from above and his voice echoing in thunderclaps from the sky. “Your failure will forever be remembered as what destroyed your family’s home.”

      Galen didn’t argue or taunt and instead, he jumped from a window, spread his tender wings, and prayed they could catch the wind.

      They did, but barely.

      The young dragon couldn’t flap or gain altitude and it took all his strength to simply glide. On shaky muscles, delicate wings, and an impossibly thin membrane, he coasted earthward.

      “Still you flee!” his opponent bellowed as he jumped from the top of the crumbling tower, spread wings ten times the size of his, and dove after him.

      When he looked over his shoulder, Boneclaw—the undead embodiment of his nightmares and the being he feared most in the world—was framed by his crumbling childhood home, the castle he had, as a boy, dreamed might one day be his.

      He did not feel shame that he shed a tear as he coasted toward the garden, only that he had not been able to prevent it from happening in the first place.

      Pieces of debris and a massive cloud of dust spewed from the base of the collapsing tower and he hit the ground running.

      “All you do is run, Galen!” the ancient dragon taunted, outpaced him easily, and landed in front of him. He no longer made any attempt to hold any cohesive form. While one could tell that a dragon was trapped inside the slime, it was hard to see it amidst the nightmare of shapes that roiled over the surface. “Why not rest? Why not give up?”

      “Because Galen’s not a quitter!” Vala shouted and threw Claw to her partner. It spun end over end but he had practiced with the blade enough to understand its balance, its momentum, and its purpose. He raised a hand at the right moment and caught the sword by the hilt.

      “I’ve had quite enough of this short little bitch,” Boneclaw fumed and lightning blasted out of the sky and struck the dwarf.

      She screamed as she was hurled back to land somewhere amongst the pile of rubble.

      “Bastard!” Galen shouted and attacked while his enemy laughed at his attempt.

      The young dragon was on the offensive now, but it made little difference. All his strikes were blocked or dodged easily and effortlessly.

      Despite this, he persisted.

      “I will end this!” he shouted, not because he thought he could win on his own but because he finally realized that he didn’t have to. The ancient dragon was not fighting fair. He continued to use Vala as an object and a distraction in the fight and that would be his downfall.

      Although the dwarf had been flung into the rubble, her natural resilience had protected her from serious injury. She had crawled out of the remains of the tower and had her web gun in hand again. If anything, her brush with lightning had made her more determined than ever to take her place in the fight.

      “I do appreciate the opportunity to kill you,” Boneclaw said and redoubled his efforts to do exactly that.

      But the path to victory was clear now. The evil brute wanted to hurt those Galen cared for but he was about to find out that he had surrounded himself with strong friends.

      The shadow dragon slashed with his claws and lashed with black tendrils. His young adversary dodged what he had to and sliced what he could. Pieces of black tar evaporated as he cut his attacker back little by little.

      “Enough of this!” the ancient dragon roared and launched skyward. He sprouted another pair of wings, these far more bat-like than Petrov’s normal pair.

      He gained altitude in an instant and banked sharply to divebomb his quarry.

      Galen ran, not away this time but sideways.

      “You cannot escape me!” Boneclaw shouted gleefully as lightning bolts streaked from the sky and almost electrocuted him time and again as he barely managed to evade each strike.

      His attacker was gaining, however. Despite the increased agility and speed in his half-dragon form, he was not as fast as the four-winged dragon powered by the Void.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to be.

      Mere seconds before the shadow dragon sank his claws into her partner’s back, Vala fired her web gun. Galen heard the pop of a canister leaving the barrel and another when it exploded and wrapped her target in a net of sticky pink threads. Instead of colliding with him, Boneclaw careened overhead and pounded into the rubble he had created from the dining hall tower.

      The shadow dragon tried to flow out of the webbing but every time he put any kind of pressure on it, the sticky pink material divided into more strands. He screamed and fought against the bindings, but despite it looking like nothing but bubblegum, he was trapped.
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      Galen trudged to where the captive dragon struggled against his bonds. Every time he pushed one of the strands, it divided and made the net weave itself tighter. Still, even with the webbed containment, his black tar-like substance seeped through and tried to form tendrils so it could escape the magic bondage.

      “Enough, Boneclaw,” he said and leveled his sword at his enemy’s face. “Try to escape and I will cut your head off.”

      “You wouldn’t,” the shadow dragon challenged although he stopped trying to squeeze his gunky slime out of the holes in the pink webbing. “You might kill me but you’d certainly kill your uncle.”

      “Like I care. He’s been nothing but cruel to me.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      “Try me.”

      A tense moment followed before the black tendrils flowed inside the netting. “And yet you hesitate. If you truly wish to destroy me, you should have tried already.”

      “I want to know why the hell you’re back.”

      “To complete the work I started. To remake the world into one in which dragons can prevail without competition.”

      “And why Cranbook?”

      “Because you’re there, Galen Stormwing. You have been nothing but a thorn in my side since you crawled on your knees to serve me.”

      “I never served you, Boneclaw. I was confused.”

      “Oh, I am quite aware that you never served me, you puerile worm.”

      Galen couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride at that. He had been confused for so long about his role in the return of this monster, but at least he knew now that Boneclaw had never thought of him as an ally. It was a relief.

      “I won’t let you complete whatever sick plans you have,” he stated coldly.

      “You won’t have a choice. I’m growing stronger. Soon, I'll be able to do whatever I want. No one will be able to stop me.”

      “I can and I will.”

      “You haven’t beaten me today and you won’t tomorrow.”

      Lightning struck and charred a corner of the pink webbing. Black gunk immediately flowed out and left Petrov bound inside the net while the shadow dragon slid out the hole he had created.

      “I’ll see you soon, Galen. Thanks for the test with the loaned body. I’ll be sure to choose something a little more interesting next time.”

      “No!” the young dragon screamed, ran forward, and sliced through the flowing slime. Some evaporated but most of it had already moved past him and into the rubble of the fallen tower.

      “Don’t run from me, you…you coward!” he bellowed as he hacked a giant chunk of rubble in half. Tendrils of black gunk slipped away before he could reach them. He kicked another boulder aside but was too slow. The ancient dragon could flow through the tiniest of spaces at the speed of shadow. He could not keep up and his enemy knew it.

      “You can’t even slow me down, you failure of a dragon.” Boneclaw’s voice came from all around him. It was under every stone and between every crack. He was in the shadows of Galen’s broken home.

      “I…I don’t have to. I have friends. Kristen Hall will stop you. And Amy Williams.”

      “They won’t believe a liar like you,” the monster retorted. “If you tell people of my return, no one will believe you.”

      “You’re crazy. There were witnesses to this duel. They saw you!”

      “They saw your uncle use shadow powers, yes, but they also saw him lose to you and that fat dumpy dwarf, which is what they’ll remember.”

      “You admitted you were Boneclaw! They heard you.”

      The shadow dragon tsked in disappointment. “They heard your uncle claim to be me and disregarded that as ridiculous. Besides, if your parents don’t believe it, why would anyone else? I said those things to you, Galen, not to the crowds. You should learn to mind the battlefield a little better. Most wouldn’t have heard any of it. Still, I guess it took everything you had simply to survive, didn’t it?”

      “That’s not true!”

      “Oh, it is. But don’t believe me. I don’t care. I know you’ll tell people and I know how they’ll react. You’ll earn their scorn and perhaps their pity if you’re lucky. You probably can manage that, at least, right? You are rather good at garnering pity.”

      “Damn you!” Galen yelled and attacked the rubble around him with his sword to turn boulders into rocks, rocks to stone, and stone to pebbles. It was a fruitless and frustrating endeavor. The ancient dragon was gone.

      “Galen?”

      He whirled to face Petrov, who looked at him in bemusement, still bound inside the pink webbing. “What is happening? I mean… I mean what is the meaning of this?” He tried to scowl but he looked too tired and confused for it to hold much weight. “Why am I in this webbing? What happened to Stormsiege?”

      Gabriela Stormwing spiraled out of the sky. She landed next to her brother and roared to summon lightning that struck the pink net without so much as singing him. It burned away and Petrov sprawled in the dirt. His dragon body was bruised and battered. Boneclaw might not have been bothered by Galen’s blows, but Petrov would be dealing with them for some time. His eye looked particularly bad and the wound that ran through it had not healed at all.

      “Do we proceed then?” she demanded. “Are you both ready to continue with the duel?”

      “The duel?” Petrov demanded and sounded shocked. “Against my nephew?”

      “Indeed,” the matriarch answered and didn’t seem to notice how confused her brother was. “You attacked the dwarf and she retaliated.” She glared at Vala, who glared in return. “I see no reason why we can’t continue the fight two on one if you all insist.”

      “No, thanks!” the dwarf shouted from across the field of rubble. Galen hadn’t even noticed her when he’d tried to reach Boneclaw and while she still held her web cannon, her arms shook. She must have seen him try to fight the ancient dragon, which meant she had seen him fail to stop him as well.

      “Very well.” Gabriela nodded and seemed pleased. “Then we can continue one-on-one.”

      “No… No…I-I forfeit,” Petrov said, looked around, and shook his head at the destruction all around him.

      “You forfeit? Boo!” his sister whined.

      “I don’t want to be a part of whatever caused all this,” he said, still shocked by the collapsed castle. “I forfeit to Galan Stormwing!”

      “Boo. And your shadow powers were such fun.” Lady Stormwing walked away sulkily but she seemed to be the only person who cared. Galen didn’t know when most of the crowd had fled but it must have been some time before. He saw no sign of them. There were no dragons in the sky and no mages or humans in the remaining towers. Everyone must have left.

      Which meant Boneclaw might have told the truth. The young dragon had barely been able to keep pace with him and had not kept a close eye on the crowd. What had they seen? Was it possible that they had not heard his boasts?

      “My shadow powers?” Petrov asked. It seemed even he would not have much of a recollection of what had happened.

      “Mother, that wasn’t Petrov. It was Boneclaw using his body.”

      “A cruel tactic, I must say,” Torren said as he landed beside his wife. “Petrov, you know Galen fears the dead Boneclaw. The psychological warfare of this battle was impressive but not something I like seeing done to my son.”

      “It was Boneclaw, Father.”

      Torren looked at him for a long moment before he finally shrugged. “Perhaps it was. If you do speak the truth, then it’s all the more reason to get this castle rebuilt.”

      “And I have been so looking forward to a redesign!” Gabriela added. “It was a nice castle but it was so small, was it not? And we had the paintings in a hallway. How tacky. We need a proper gallery—a place where we can put Galen’s next portrait.”

      “My what?” he asked. He didn’t understand how his mother could be already talking about rebuilding the castle and a portrait of all things when Boneclaw—the Lord Boneclaw—was back.

      “Your portrait, of course! I want the servants to know your face. If you’re always so entertaining, we will have to bring you to more of these events.”

      “You will?”

      “Oh, but of course! Seeing this new form of yours was a treat in itself. It’s not at all what I expected, I must say, and quite impressive. Svelte, I’d say! And of course you’ll bring your dwarf to our next dinner. I get so bored with dragon manners, you understand. She was a dose of something much more interesting.”

      “I…of course, Mother. And perhaps we can talk more about what happened today. We need to…to talk about Boneclaw.”

      “Yes, yes, whatever you say,” Gabriela responded with a dismissive wave of her hand before she sauntered toward the castle. “Petrov, you will share with us how you did that shadow magic,” she told her brother as she walked away.

      “Well, that was…unexpected,” Vala said, her hands still shaking as she held her web blaster but perhaps less so. “I never thought we’d solve our case here. And I never thought we’d be invited to come back after the castle fell.”

      “I can’t believe I was right. We need to get to Cranbook,” Galen said.

      “I agree. So we can sleep.”

      “We need to be ready for Boneclaw. He said he’s gaining power so we have to be ready. We have to be—”

      “What we have to do is rest,” she said and patted him on the back. “He wouldn’t have run away unless he had to, right?”

      He was forced to concede the point. The monster would have killed him if he could. “He’ll regain what power he lost.”

      “So will we,” she reassured him. “Speaking of which, do we want to take a helicopter back?”

      The young dragon shook his head. “I want to get out of here. I’ll fly us home.”

      “Are you sure? Your dragon form—”

      “Will need some practice. Come on. After facing Boneclaw, it’ll be fun.”

      Vala didn’t argue. He said farewell to his mother—who simply waved from her place above the rubble pile—transformed into his dragon form, and let his partner climb on his back.

      They were about to leave when Hammond appeared and returned the magic-dampening device. “Just so you know, sir, if I ever thought you were in actual danger, I would have activated the device in a heartbeat.”

      “Honestly, Hammond?”

      “No, sir. In truth, I couldn’t decide how to operate it.”

      Galen laughed, which hurt his bruised ribs. “Take care of them, Hammond.”

      “Of course, sir. I wouldn’t want to interfere with the paychecks.”

      He nodded and allowed the retainer the last word as he took to the skies.

      “Was he joking?” Vala asked.

      “I never know with Hammond.”

      “There’s only one button on the device, though.”

      “I never know with him but I’ve always liked him.” The wind caught his wings and soothed his wounds as they started the flight home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Galen was only able to fly for about an hour before he had to stop to rest. He noticed a clearing high on a cliff and made use of the opportunity. No sooner did his talons touch down on the exposed sedimentary rock than he transformed out of his dragon form and gasped with relief. To his surprise, he had instinctually taken his half-human, half-dragon form instead of his human one. He was even more astonished that in this body, at least, his bruises didn’t hurt quite so bad.

      “Are you doing all right?” Vala asked as she stepped off his back.

      “Well, Boneclaw’s back and seemingly capable of possession or mind control, my family home was destroyed in the battle with him and I still lost, and my uncle probably wants to kill me in more creative ways than he ever has before. I guess, all things considered, I’m doing all right.”

      She chuckled. “No. I mean do your wings hurt? They looked bad after they were…uh—”

      “Ripped off like the wings of a fly?”

      “I intended to say damaged,” she replied courteously. “They look better now, though.”

      “They feel better.” He stretched them in different angles. They were still tender but they felt much stronger.

      “I’ll have to scan that and see if it’s something common to all dragons or if it’s a distinct demonstration of your unique power profile.”

      “I’m surprised you’re not scanning it already.”

      “Petrov destroyed my scanner, remember?”

      “Hardly. And what do you mean by Petrov? You know as well as me that it was Boneclaw. Don’t tell me you don’t believe that he’s back either.”

      “Oh, I most certainly believe it!” She held her hands up defensively against his outburst. “I simply meant that it was lightning, which is a digression of storm magic, and that therefore it was your uncle’s magic that did it. Even if he was like a slime zombie or whatever thanks to Boneclaw.”

      Galen shuddered at the memory of the fight. It was insane to think it had been only an hour earlier. “And I thought fighting Victor was bad. Boneclaw could do things…” He shuddered again.

      The dwarf nodded. “I wonder how he was able to take control of Petrov. Like, did Petrov need to acquiesce to his presence, or was he able to force himself into his mind and body? The implications of either are staggering.”

      “It would be good to know,” he agreed.

      They rested for a few minutes while she checked what devices she still had intact after being flung around and he sniffed around for food. He stumbled on an eagle nest with not one, not two, but three eggs in it. She found him when he cracked the third.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “These eagle eggs might give me magical powers. I could be the greatest duelist in the whole world.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” She was not amused.

      “Yeah, I’m kidding.” He snorted and decided Mylo Steelquill had seen more movies than she had. “But that fight was intense and I’m hungry, and it’s not like eagles are endangered anymore.”

      Vala frowned but she said nothing else, probably only because he had already cracked the egg and there was nothing that could be done now.

      His belly full, he transformed into his dragon body, she scrambled on, and they continued to Cranbook.

      They had to stop a few more times before they reached the town Galen was now thinking of as home, including one rest in the middle of the night when both of them had fallen asleep instead of keeping watch. It was those five or six hours that made him think that the circling helicopter over the town of Cranbook was not a hallucination.

      “Is that a police chopper?” he asked when the aircraft refused to vanish no matter how many times he shook his head.

      “Either that or your parents decided to send us an escort,” Vala quipped.

      “Should I veer away?” he asked. While he didn’t like the prospect of delaying their return home over paranoid thoughts, he also didn’t feel up to tangling with a chopper filled with armed dwarves or battle mages at the moment.

      “No. I don’t think it’s your parent’s helicopter. The engine feels different.”

      “You can sense something like that from this far?”

      “I can. And the guns on board too. I can hear chatter as well…on the radio. Yeah…we’ve been seen and they’re coming toward us. It’s the police for sure.”

      The young dragon tried to tell himself that Chief Morden waiting for them was better than his mother sending a helicopter, but his aching muscles tensed at the prospect of a battle despite his attempt at soothing thoughts.

      “You don’t think he’s mad that we skipped town?” he asked.

      “Oh no! I had forgotten about that!” She yelped in alarm.

      “It looks like Morden didn’t.”

      The helicopter banked towards them and made its approach obvious. He raised his claws as it grew closer, even though the last thing he wanted to do was fight. A door swung open and a dwarf leaned out, then lifted a gun that looked big enough to shoot cannonballs instead of bullets.

      “Not on my watch!” Vala snapped. He couldn’t feel her magic but he could see its effects. The helicopter swerved and the pilot wrestled with the unresponsive controls. The dwarf holding the weapon held on tightly.

      “Land!” the dwarf shouted and they realized it wasn’t a gun but a megaphone.

      “Sure!” Galen replied and tried to sound polite but his voice was lost in the roar of the helicopter.

      That was when his partner stepped in. Her voice came from the megaphone in the dwarf’s hand. “We are going to land! Okey-dokey?”

      The officer flinched from the talking megaphone, nodded, and realized that nodding was not the way one usually communicated when holding a loudspeaker.

      “Okey-dokey!” he replied before the feedback grew loud and he jerked away from it and dropped the megaphone down the side of the helicopter. It plummeted and shattered on the street. Galen felt like he had about as much strength in him as it did and he would be quite happy to go quietly into the night.

      They landed in a parking lot and the helicopter settled next to them.

      Chief Morden stepped out, carrying the scanner Vala had left with him.

      “It’s nice to see you two came back. We saw you coming,” he shouted over the chopper.

      “What?” Vala replied. Without dragon hearing, she had not been able to make out the words.

      “I said—” The chief stopped and turned to the helicopter, his expression smoldering. “Turn that damn thing off!”

      The pilot nodded, flipped more switches than Galen thought was strictly necessary, and the blades began to slow. The noise diminished with them.

      “I was trying to say that we saw you coming on the scanner,” Morden said and smiled under his beard.

      “And you brought out the police chopper to welcome us?” Galen asked.

      He laughed. “I had the boys fire up the chopper to scare the pants off you two for leaving town without telling me. We…uh, we didn’t remember that you could take control of electronics. Thanks for not messing with it too much, by the way. That was…uh, that was a scary moment there.”

      “I told ya Vala could do it,” Bernie interjected and scrambled out of the helicopter. “They wouldn’t listen to me, but I told them you could crash it if you wanted to. Hey, guys, I’m sorry I ever doubted you. I should have known that it wasn’t you doing the disks.”

      “That’s enough, Bernie.” The chief tried to silence the energetic dwarf.

      “I learned how to work your scanner,” the officer explained and ignored his boss in his effort to impress them. “I even got it to show us other kinds of magic, not only Void magic. Once I was able to show the chief that it wasn’t a scam and where some of the hotspots you set up were…well, he calmed down a little.”

      “We didn’t like you being out of town,” Morden grumbled. “But we only knew you were out of town because of the scanner you gave us so I decided you’re not exactly trying to pull one over on us.”

      “I told you there was no way we could outsmart the Vala Gagnon and Galen—”

      “Bernie had your back. We only brought him along because he helped when you two were away. There have been no disks since you left but it felt…odd not knowing you two weren’t here.”

      “There were no disks because we found who was making them,” Vala told him.

      “It was Boneclaw. He’s back,” Galen said. The name did not have the effect on the chief that he would have liked.

      “We can talk about all that tomorrow. We wanted to welcome you back and thank you for the scanners. Bernie’s been agitating for a tech upgrade and this whole experience has proven how much we’ve needed one. So…uh, we’d appreciate a continued partnership.”

      “We’d be honored to continue to work with Cranbook’s finest,” Vala said and bowed as if she were back at the dragon ball.

      “Very good. We’ll leave you to it. Bernie found out how to work your system with a…what’s it called, Bernie?”

      “A smartphone, sir.”

      “A smartphone!” Morden said and nodded as if he understood what that meant. He gave Vala her scanner.

      Galen smiled at how excited she immediately became.

      “Do you two want a ride?” the chief asked and nodded towards the helicopter.

      “Honestly, I think we’ve flown enough for a day, wouldn’t you agree, Galen?” Vala asked.

      He nodded gratefully. “A stroll through Cranbook sounds great. Thanks for the welcome, Chief. I’m glad it worked out.”

      Morden smiled warmly until the barb hidden inside the comment made itself known to him. “Hey!” he grumped, but they had already strolled away.

      It was wild how good it felt to be back in Cranbook. The young dragon felt like he should be devastated that the place where he’d grown up had been destroyed but he didn’t miss it. Now that he had stepped away and could think clearly again, it was not like Stormsiege held any particularly fond memories for him. The rubble the duel had reduced it to held fonder memories of his mother than the castle ever had when still standing. He hoped she could rebuild it into something that made her feel as good as seeing Cranbook made him feel.

      He inhaled the moist air of the evening—it must have rained earlier—and relished the competing smells of woodsmoke and coffee. His stomach rumbled at the smell of a hamburger stand and Vala laughed.

      “Is eating all you do?”

      “I also raze castles and fight ghosts, but eating is all I enjoy,” he joked.

      She giggled, went to the order window, and bought them both burgers loaded with cheese, mushrooms, and a fried egg.

      They finished them as they strolled into the parking lot of Magic Managed. Galen scowled when he saw his Uncle Petrov waiting for them.

      “Crap!” he muttered and stopped immediately, threw his hand in front of his partner, and tried to push her around the corner where the other dragon couldn’t see them. He only succeeded in knocking her bag from her hand, which of course drew his uncle’s attention.

      “Galen?”

      “Crap!” the young dragon said more loudly as Vala pulled her scanner out. “I think he saw me.”

      “I think it might be all right.” She studied her device. “There’s only storm magic. No Void or shadow magic at all.”

      “Are you sure?” That gave him some measure of relief but it still fell short of complete.

      “I am. Plus the network is still active. If Boneclaw steps foot…er, tendril, I guess, in Cranbook, we’ll know about it.”

      He peered around the corner and saw that Petrov had resumed his position and leaned against the front of the shop. He looked more alert now but he didn’t exactly seem threatening. On the contrary, he rubbed his wrist as if it pained him.

      “Maybe we should go get a hotel or something,” he said. “We could crash at your parents. Maybe they’d cook something for us.”

      “I don’t think he looks like he wants to fight,” she replied. “And whatever this is, we ought to deal with it now, not later.”

      “Even if it's only Petrov, I don’t know if I can take him right now.” Despite his reluctance, he shifted to his half-dragon form and drew Claw. He had stayed in his human body for their stroll through Cranbook since he wasn’t exactly in the mood to terrify the locals or have to stop for selfies.

      “You don’t have to, remember?” The dwarf retrieved her magic dampener. “You’re not in the air so I can activate this. It’ll drain your powers too but with Claw, you should have the advantage over Petrov.”

      Galen did not like the prospect of having his magic powers taken away when he faced his uncle, but he knew the older dragon would like it even less.

      He drew a deep breath and stepped into the parking lot where he would be visible.

      “Galen!” Petrov said almost immediately, which confirmed that he hadn’t seen him earlier. The uncle he had grown up with would not have waited to confront his nephew. He would have demanded that he show his cowardly face. “It’s nice to see you.”

      “Nice to see me…after everything that happened at Stormseige? You set a trap for me!”

      Rather than launch into a furious rebuttal, the older dragon breathed deeply and nodded. “That’s fair. I can see why you’d think that but I swear to you, Galen, that fighting you was never my intention. I swear it on our clan—on the storms themselves.”

      “Why should we believe you?” he asked and didn’t let his guard down even though Uncle Petrov seemed different. He appeared more sedate than he’d ever seen him before and perhaps even humbler.

      “You shouldn’t. Not on my word. But Miss…uh, that is, Lady Gagnon could scan me and tell you that I’m not…that is…uh, I’m no longer controlled by—”

      “I already scanned you, Petrov. You’re clean,” Vala said.

      “Oh, that’s a relief.” The storm dragon sighed and his shoulders relaxed. He looked a little more like his old self now, although the way he rubbed his wrist still looked odd. He didn’t think he’d ever seen his uncle show any sign of an injury bothering him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked and tried and failed to make it not sound like an accusation.

      “I came to thank you,” Petrov said.

      The simple statement left them both completely stunned. His uncle took that as an indicator to continue.

      “Look… I…I honestly don’t know what happened to me. I remember delivering an invitation here and you got me all tangled in that bubblegum crap. I landed on a building to untangle myself—which took forever, by the way—and it was like the shadows came to life.”

      “Boneclaw,” Galen murmured.

      The older dragon furrowed his brow at the name. He knew it—every Stormwing knew that name—but he did not react as if Gabriela had already told him what had happened to him.

      “Did he speak to you at all? Did he give you a choice?” Vala asked.

      Petrov shook his head, obviously confused. “My memories are murky at best. It was like I was watching everything through a cloud. I remember flying and hunting, but when I got to the ball…it all became blurry. Gabriela kept saying something about tentacles but…well, I don’t remember anything about that at all.”

      “What do you remember?” she asked.

      “What I remember most is that when whatever it was finally left, you two stood there. That was the first time I’d been able to control my body for days. I don't know how the hell we demolished Stormsiege but I know I might still be on some kind of rampage if not for the two of you. I owe both you and Vala a debt. I won’t forget that.”

      “It’s like Galen said,” the dwarf responded. “It was Boneclaw.”

      “But how?” the older dragon asked. He looked even more broken and terrified.

      “The Void magic in the disks was always a hint that we were dealing with something very strange, but the shadow magic was an even bigger oddity.” She shrugged.

      “That made me think of Boneclaw, but I knew how crazy it sounded.” Galen shook his head.

      “But it was Boneclaw,” she explained. “Or some part of him that somehow survived the Void, anyway. He came back through the first disk and probably tried to open the others to get back to the Void. My working theory is that this was his first intention, but while he’s been here, his intellect has grown. He seems to be becoming more powerful and more importantly, more intelligent. But he’s not ready yet, which means he still thinks he can gain even more power. That was why he used you to frame us.”

      “Frame you?” Petrov looked perplexed.

      “You don’t remember opening a disk in downtown Cranbook?” Galen asked.

      “Or making a dwarf out of that slime?” she added.

      “I remember that vile substance but it was more like tar than slime. The way it held me…it was horrible. I was stuck, trapped inside it. I don’t remember being in Cranbook at all.”

      “But you don’t remember the dinner or the fight either,” the young dragon pointed out.

      His uncle nodded and his eyes were wide with horror. “This all sounds so unbelievable.”

      “It’s not,” he assured him.

      “I know, I know. It’s been less than a year since Boneclaw came back from the dead. I never thought that was possible either, but I heard about what happened at the Lumos School as much as anyone.” He chuckled darkly. “Dead dragons stay dead—usually, anyway. I suppose it’s not a stretch to think he came back from the dead again. But couldn’t it have been some other demon from the Void or something? I’ve never heard of a dragon being able to do to me what he did.”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Vala said.

      “It was Boneclaw,” Galen said. “I have no doubt. He spoke to me during the fight while he was still in control of you. He knew things about me that only that monster could have known. And he still has plans. I don’t think a random demon would talk about putting dragons at the top of the world.”

      It was insane that he wished they were facing a Void demon. He didn’t even know if such a thing existed—if it did, it did not sound pleasant—but anything sounded better than facing Boneclaw with the powers he had so recently displayed.

      “The scans make it clear that it was shadow dragon magic,” Vala added. “That’s all the proof I need and believe me, I don’t want this to be what’s going on either.”

      Petrov nodded and rubbed his face as if all this was too much to take in. His nephew didn’t fault him for the fact that his brain refused to process that the ancient dragon was back. He didn’t want to face that evil at all but he knew he had to. Still, at least he’d had time to process what was happening. The older dragon—despite being taken control of—had no indication until now that the evil brute was back.

      “But we can talk about all this inside,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

      His uncle looked taken aback. “You’re…you’re inviting me into your lair?”

      “It’s more of a crappy apartment than a lair but yeah, you can come in if you promise to not wreck any of the furniture this time.”

      Petrov nodded, sniffed, and to Galen’s absolute horror, wiped a tear away.

      “I only…”

      “It’s fine,” he said quickly. “Let’s get inside, all right?” He could face Boneclaw or his family, but he could not console the man who had spent days and weeks tracking him.

      Instead, he unlocked the front of the shop and led the others upstairs.

      He didn’t know what to say to his uncle when they reached the apartment, so he dug in the fridge until he found something that wasn’t horribly old and put it in the microwave. Vala set the kettle to boil and the unlikely trio sat around the table to wait for everything to warm up.

      The older dragon looked at them with a tight smile before he grimaced and clutched his wrist.

      “That’s the hand Galen cut off, isn’t it?” the dwarf asked.

      It was his turn to grimace. Fortunately, Petrov didn't seem annoyed but pleased.

      “Is that what happened to this hand? I didn’t know what the hell it was. Are you telling me you chopped it off? Completely?”

      The young dragon nodded. “When you were in your dragon form, yeah. I didn’t mean to, exactly, so…uh, I’m sorry, I guess.”

      “It’s fine. I guess that explains this scar.” His uncle rotated his hand and displayed that his wrist was ringed by a bright red line of fresh scar tissue. “Completely off? Truly? Most dragons can’t heal from that.”

      “It wasn’t dragon magic that healed it,” he explained. “Boneclaw had that tar stuff dripping from both wounds. He pulled it back together.”

      Petrov chuckled darkly as he flexed his fingers. “Well, I’d never thought I’d be thankful for that slime but I suppose I owe my hand to it.”

      “You sound like you want to thank him for taking your body over,” Vala commented. Galen was impressed by how forward the stout little mage could be.

      “Not at all!” His uncle stood and put the icing on the surprise cake by bowing deeply to them both.

      “I don’t want anything to do with that monster. For that matter, I don’t know what I think about the Stormwing clan, either. My sister…well, she wasn’t exactly concerned about my injuries. But you two… Honestly, I never expected to be brought in here like this. If Boneclaw’s back and he comes for you—”

      “Oh, he is, and he will,” he said sharply.

      “Well, if he comes, you won’t have to face him alone. I pledge to help you, Galen. I swear it. You saved me from a fate worse than death and I am in your debt for it.”

      He stood and bowed to Petrov as well. “I thank you for your offer and accept it.” Anything else would be a slap in his face, especially after what he’d said about Gabriela. It was not like any member of the Stormwing clan to speak out against the matriarch, least of all her brother.

      “I thank you both for your hospitality but I can see you’re tired. I’ll let you be. Call me if you need anything—that is if I don’t smell the trouble you’re getting into first.” And with that, he left.

      The two partners chatted for a while but before long, their weariness overcame them. It might not have been a castle but it was home and to Galen, that was even better.
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      Family can sometimes be the best part of our lives; it can also sometimes be the worst.

      Galen’s had to struggle to find his way. As we’ve learned, a good chunk of the things ‘wrong’ with Galen when we first met him back in the Dragon’s Daughter series were really more about his upbringing than anything else. Once he had the chance to learn more about himself and the world around him, he started turning into a much better dragon.

      That’s what these books have been about, obviously: Galen’s slow trip to redemption. By this time, he’s already more or less redeemed himself in all the eyes that are really important — except two sets.

      One of those is his mother, who still looks at him as a failure even after everything he’s managed to accomplish.

      But the other set of eyes, maybe the most important set of all, are his own. Galen’s only starting to realize his own worth. When someone’s been told they’re worthless for long enough, they begin to believe it deep down in their bones. It takes time to root that poison out and become free of it. Most people never really manage to accomplish that completely. But some do.

      We’ve got two more books with Galen, after this one. We’ll get to see where his journey takes him, and how much healing he can accomplish before the end. Because the enemy he’s up against — this new Boneclaw, with the Void powering him? Galen is going to need to believe in himself completely if he’s going to stand against that. At the end of the day, everyone else in the world could believe in Galen, but if he doesn’t also believe in himself, none of that will matter.

      Fortunately, he’s got friends who will help guide him along the way.

      Are there echoes of his story in our lives? Sure. There’s truth buried within any good tale, and this one is no exception. That’s part of why human beings tell stories, after all: it’s part of our struggle to understand ourselves and the world around us. We naturally put a little bit of ourselves into the mix whether we’re writing a book or reading it.

      I hope Galen’s tale has managed to touch you, at least a little bit, somewhere in the reading. And thanks for coming along on the voyage with us!

      Kevin
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      First, thank you for not only reading this story but these author notes in the back as well.

      I am presently in Eastern Utah on the I-15, heading to Colorado Springs, Colorado. We are minutes from crossing the border.

      The person driving with me (and occasionally driving me nuts or making me wish I drank) is author Craig Martelle, a best friend and my co-author on many collaborations in science fiction.

      Last night, Craig and I are talking to a bunch of authors in Provo, Utah at dinner, and I am really out of practice working a room. My inner introvert is on full display.

      Now, Craig is a recreation liar. You HAVE to understand this in order to appreciate that I’ve known him for years and yet he STILL gets me to fall for his utter bullshit.

      I asked him (since he is driving and it’s as hard as turning my head to the left), “Would you consider yourself a pathological liar?”

      He snickered.

      I explained that I was going to call him a liar of some sort, and he finally negotiated “recreational.”

      We are going on a four-state trek to talk to authors, and I really have not paid any attention to the map and the distance. How many hours are we on the road to hit the next destination? Will we be in time to meet up?

      I don’t know.

      Last night, we are wheeling our luggage to our rooms, and he says we have to get on the road about 6:00 AM.

      I started cursing…fluently. I might have suggested that I expected to get tossed out of the motel due to flagrant and loud assertions of where Craig could put his various and sundry body parts into dark orifices while going down the hallway.

      Later that night, he’s spewing more crap that has the authors BELIEVING HIM, and I’m trying to help these poor, innocent sheep keep their pride.

      And that’s when it hits me. Was 6:00 AM the actual time we needed to get on the road?

      So, I turn and find him to yell across the table. He looks at me with a blank face and shakes his head. “Nah, probably eight.”

      I’m glad we were in a public place. I might have strangled him.

      I look forward to talking to you in the next book!
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