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Chapter One


Lord Boneclaw had not been to a sports stadium since his return from the realm of the Void. In fact, he had not even remembered that such enormous, flashy pieces of architecture existed. Leave it to humans to waste so many of their resources on what was essentially an edifice to a sport they liked to watch their more athletic kin play.

And yet, there he was, after nights of crawling across the desert when the harsh rays of the sun could not diminish his shadow powers nor weaken his link to the Void.

The vapid crowd cheered for the performers, dragons who denigrated themselves by playing human instruments in their lesser human forms. They shouldn’t have been there either, performing in this wasteland for the tens of thousands who had come into the desert to pickle their brains with alcohol, drugs, and whatever distraction of the week they needed to justify their wretched existence.

For now, he let his dragon body slip into the viscous black goo it was made of since he’d left the Void. He had used his dragon form in the desert. Old habits were one reason for that choice but it was also more comfortable to walk on the sands than slither across them. Here, however, he took a more comfortable and more flexible form as he entered the waste of concrete and steel.

Despite his inherent dislike of all it represented, something about the Dragon Allegiant stadium situated near the base of the famous Strip of casinos and pleasure houses in Las Vegas appealed to him. He decided he had to admit to himself that he did rather enjoy games. After all, he’d played one with dragon society for thousands of years. He had been killed and banished from the board as it were, but he had clawed back into the game that dragons played so well and humans only aped.

But what else was there to do in this world than play? He knew humans understood as well as dragons did exactly how insignificant they were. Their bodies were fragile and their lifespans miniscule. They built their buildings and sculpted their statues so they could pretend something like the longevity dragons enjoyed. Or, in his case, immortality.

Boneclaw understood the desire to distract oneself with the artifice of society. He had done it for so long but now, with the Void fueling him and death nothing but a bad memory, it felt different. He had waged a secret war on mankind but failed thanks to the anomalous appearance of one of his weapons gone awry.

Kristen Hall still plagued him—she and the infantile moron Galen Stormwing. Did they not see the futility of their actions? They were both so terribly young. They couldn’t think a decade ahead, let alone a century. Instead, they seemed hell-bent on ruining his plans.

Since his return, the mongrel and that disgusting experiment of a creature—the mutant dwarf Vala Gagnon—had stopped the plans he had laid, but he had learned that Kristen Hall still lived in fear, even in his absence. She had built a global security force focused not on asserting her dominance—something he had to admit she had earned after killing him—but on building a kind of false equality between dragons, humans, dwarves, and even pixies, of all things.

It was time to show them how infantile such an idea was.

As the tens of thousands of humans flowed out of their cars, busses, taxi cabs, and limousines, the ancient dragon flowed through the tunnels beneath the streets of Las Vegas. While the flood of humans slowed around ticket booths and concession stands—eddies in the great river of people—he met no such resistance. The tunnels beneath the city ran deep and although they had been created by a crime syndicate of humans, they had soon been discovered and taken over by dragons.

Humans still patrolled down there, but armed only with brass knuckles, knives, and firearms, they were no match for what he had become. In such tight quarters, he did not bother to form the facsimile of a dragon. He still had the head of a dragon although it was more of a skull, complete with the same crown of spikes he had possessed in life but tendrils now flowed from between them.

In truth, he was no longer a dragon. He was so much more and something far greater. He clung to the walls, the ceiling, and the floors and moved smoothly across them. Tendrils of a tar-like substance extended in front of him to sense the way ahead for the presence of guards and the electric eyes the humans had become so obsessed with.

Boneclaw did not approve of such technologies. They were another distraction the humans wasted their copious free time on when they should have been working for dragons, but he had been forced to confront their utility thanks to Vala Gagnon. His dark filaments snaked along electrical conduits far in advance of his pitch-black bulk. They found every camera long before the devices saw them, although they didn’t disable all of them. After all, games of the very highest stakes demanded sacrifices to be used as bait. And what was a reward without a little risk?

“What in the hell?” a guard asked from farther along the length of tunnel he currently traveled through. He had opened a door the ancient dragon should have checked—an oversight he hoped he would not regret later—but he reached for his gun, not his radio, which was a mistake.

What passed for his body in this liquid form rippled over the man’s Italian leather shoes—he certainly liked the way the guards who worked for crime syndicates dressed as opposed to the regular rent-a-cop variety. The substance continued up his calves and legs.

“Die, scum!” the man shouted as he emptied his magazine into the gunk flowing up his legs. His adversary might have thought it clever—his body did resemble something like the gunk that grew on top of a pond—but he had a feeling this wasn’t an attempt to make wordplay at this specific moment.

The bullets did next to nothing. While the sheer force of them was damaging, it was limited to only the point where they hit. As he was currently spread along the tunnel, he wasn’t more than a centimeter thick in any one place. He could afford to lose a gram of his essence far more than his attacker could afford the bullets.

His slow progress up the man’s body was uninterrupted and the ancient dragon used some of the properties of the Void to consume the man’s flesh as he moved. He no longer needed to consume, per se, and merely drew his energy from the Void itself via portals he could spawn and bask in to absorb the power.

The Void destroyed matter and he now used that property to turn the man’s muscles into nothing. He could have done it almost instantaneously, but where was the fun in that? Especially with the subterranean passage cleared and the cameras in this area deactivated, he didn’t see why he couldn’t take an extra moment, for once, to make this human truly feel the process.

“Please, no!” the man screamed as he collapsed, his legs now nothing but naked bone. Boneclaw flowed into his torso next and from there, into his mind. He found little there that was of any use—a few access codes, knowledge of a handful of rigged gambling machines, and nothing more. A little disappointed but not surprised, he simply ignored the intellect and annihilated what remained of his flesh cell by cell.

He left the man’s bones intact, however, as he had done with the other few guards he had encountered. While they provided some structure when he took more traditional forms, he did not need them to move and there was merely something about them that he liked. He had once been known as the Masked One, after all, and his helmet and sigil had been the freshly harvested human skull. Perhaps he left the bones and skull intact out of sentimentality—or it was simply that he knew how powerful the fear of death could be to those who still had to face their mortality.

When his brief but satisfying diversion ended, he continued through the tunnels and drew even closer to the space below the stage in the center of the field at Dragon Allegiant stadium.

If he had not wanted to keep his return a secret, he would have chastised the managers of this concert for making his approach to the stage so easy. An egress point in the middle of the field, carefully hidden under grass, gave him access to the shadowed space under the stage.

Boneclaw flowed effortlessly through the metal scaffolding, his movements hidden as much by the blackout fabric that blocked the underside as the sounds of the band performing above. If his return were more public, many might remember that he had once employed an assassin to strike at a venue almost exactly like this, but he had been careful. The cover story he had foisted on the Stormwing clan had held.

No one suspected that he was there, least of all the vapid performers atop the platform he moved beneath.

“I wanna hold your hand, will you be my dragon, man?” the singer crooned, his voice made perfect by a magical control of sound.

A perfectly good guitar had been electrified and a female dragon made something the humans seemed to consider music. They cheered wildly as she tortured the instrument with clawed fingers far more adroit than any human musician’s could be.

“We can fly, oh so high, humans and dragons, together we try.”

The ancient dragon was tempted to simply slaughter this so-called band for their shameless pandering to humankind. That would unfortunately be the equivalent of moving one’s queen to the center in the first few moves of a game or—in the parlance of the area—to go all-in before the flop. Instead, he would use the cards he had been dealt.

“I wanna be your draaagon, you can ride me to the moon. Do you wanna be my huuuman, I don’t want this night to end too soon.”

A single tendril of tar wound around a power card that ran from under the stage to a bank of amplified speakers. From there, he sent the tendril through the bass player’s patch cord and into his instrument.

While the crowd cheered yet another screeching guitar solo, he directed the black thread into the bass player’s wretched smoker’s jacket, through his disgusting dreadlocks, and finally to his ear. From there, it would have been easy enough to flow into the man’s brain and take control of him.

It certainly should have been. He had taken control of Galen’s uncle even when the dragon had resisted, but something about this mind made it impossible to get a hold of. It was slippery as if the synapses where he punctured through the material world into the magic of the sentience of the cerebellum were already occupied. The magic he used found another present and could not gain traction.

“This feels like…pixie magic?” he muttered, which forced the bass player to say the same words. His control stopped there, however. He flowed out of the dragon and retracted his consciousness through the patch cable and the amp to the power cord where the rest of his body had waited, quiescent, for his return.

Boneclaw had assumed that he would already have the power to take over the mind of more than one individual, but he did not yet have such capabilities. When he flowed into one, it took all his concentration to maintain control. He could either leave his entire mass of slime and bone behind to await his return—as he had done now—or he could let the mass of slime dissolve, although he was loath to do this.

He could only reform his mass by feeding from an open portal to the Void, and Vala Gagnon seemed to have a frustrating predilection for discovering when he did this. Since they had last tangled, she had even tracked one of them to a place in the middle of the Mojave desert. He had chosen the location because of its isolation yet still, she had used the human’s infernal grid of electrical wires and cell phone towers to pinpoint his location and sent Galen Stormwing to destroy it. He certainly did not wish to leave any part of him behind if he did not need to.

At the same time, however, he was not about to give up on the task at hand either.

Ignoring the bassist, he centered his mass under the drummer. He extended a few tendrils this time, anchored each to the bolts that held the stage together, and flowed through the microscopic spaces in the metal plates the band stood on.

The drummer’s feet proved to be too-fast moving for him to use them as an entry point, so he sent his black filaments up the stool instead. From there, they crept up his spine and into one of his ears, past the earplugs the dragon was using despite having healing abilities.

The fools have forgotten how strong they truly are. He snorted internally as he moved from the ear, through fleshy membranes, and into the brain. This dragon also had traces of magic that tasted vaguely of pixies in the folds of his brain, although not nearly as much of it. While the mind of this performer was slipperier than he would have liked, he could grasp it all the same.

“Let’s transform together. We’ll fly in any weather, in storms or in sun, be my only huuuman.”

The ancient dragon decided he’d had about enough of that. He gave himself a moment to at least look into the dragon’s memory and discovered that the source of the trace of lingering magic was a drug dragons used recreationally called Pixie Dust. While he would have liked to have a firmer hold on the drummer’s drug-addled mind, the lyrics were so awful that he could wait no longer. Besides, what he planned to do there did not demand very much finesse.

A great gush of the black slime flowed through the tiny tendril that connected the part of him that controlled the dragon’s brain to the rest of his body hiding beneath the stage. Boneclaw told his victim to transform into their dragon shape and at the same time, he forced his slime between the muscles of the dragon’s body.

He knew from his experiments with Petrov Stormwing that this was extremely painful for the dragon. The drummer’s drug-addled mind might have been able to resist being made to transform, but between his attacker's mental push and the physical sensation of his body being overwhelmed, he did as he was told.

In mere moments, he changed from his human form to a dragon, upended the drums, and grew so large that the stage could no longer hold his weight. The pattern formed by the interlocking metal pieces shattered as his assailant forced his dragon form to thrash wildly. He whipped his tail and launched the pieces of the drum kit into the crowd with enough force to kill and maim the tightly packed humans.

Boneclaw was particularly proud of what he did with the crash cymbal. Before it streaked into the crowd, he made a few tiny tendrils grasp the edge of it. When he released it at great speed, it spun as well. It decapitated one of the few people who was not running to the doors in terror.

Somehow, the singer’s section of the stage had not been damaged. “When the world comes down, I’ll be around. I’ll take a bite if that’s all right.”

“I don’t mind if I do,” he replied and forced the drummer to bite the human form of the singer and pick them up in his jaws. He flung him into the crowd like a dog tossing a chew toy. The worthless dragon managed to change into his true form but not quickly enough to catch any air and fly away. Instead, he powered into the crowd, crushed more humans beneath his scales, and scratched and gored some with his horns and spikes.

“What’s the deal, Dragoon?” the bass player asked, his voice slow and calm from the drug they were on despite the chaos and death around the stadium. Boneclaw had always hated pixies but he now hated them even more. This drug seemed to use their magic to make dragons more docile and ecstatic than they had any right to be.

He breathed fire in the bass player's face, turned his instrument into a charred piece of slag, and his smoking jacket into a burning one.

“You bastard!” the guitarist shouted, “I told you there was enough of him for both of us!” She swung her guitar across the drummer’s nose with her dragon strength and bones snapped.

“Dragoon must be having a bad trip. Don’t hurt him!” the bassist protested, took his dragon form, and stepped between the guitarist and the drummer the ancient dragon inhabited.

The moment the singer flew overhead, Boneclaw blasted fire at him, which—as expected—pissed the hell out of him. He roared, although the sound quickly pitched into something otherworldly as he activated his magic and augmented the sound.

On the stage, microphones picked this up and sent it to the amplifiers, which triggered a vibration through the speakers that was pitched such that every cellphone in every pocket of every person trying to flee through the exits exploded in unison.

Of course, the dragons were oblivious to this. Instead of tending to their tens of thousands of terrified and injured fans, they fought amongst themselves. Their adversary knew from his research that the singer often overdid it with his ability to control sound during the band’s performances. In other words, it was a sore wound and he had very satisfactorily stabbed it with a hot knife.

He flowed out of the drummer’s body as the four dragons threw themselves into the brawl. The humans continued to flee, trampled each other, and ignored their wounded in their haste to save themselves.

From beneath the wreckage of the stage, Boneclaw appraised his work with rising glee.

All in all, he thought this little project had gone quite well. Four dragons caused millions in damages, potentially injured thousands, and maybe—if he were lucky—killed hundreds. Not bad for a day’s work and exactly the kind of thing that would attract the attention of the Steel Guard.

Given that Vala Gagnon and Galen Stormwing had discovered a portal to the Void in the middle of the Mojave desert, it might even draw them into the United States for a visit.

Which meant they would have their heads in the sand while he started on the real work that was still ahead.


Chapter Two


Galen knew he should feel honored that the most famous—and arguably the most powerful—dragon in the world agreed to take time out of her day to speak to them, but he couldn’t help feeling like it was too little too late. He and his partner had already tracked Boneclaw’s energy signature to a disk in the Mojave desert. They should be out there looking for him, not sitting in a waiting room filled with plants so lush and green that their existence could only be attributed to pixie magic.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered to Vala. “They know how dangerous Boneclaw is. How can they expect us to simply sit around while he’s out there?”

She only shrugged and smiled. “Amy said they’ve almost finished with the mess in Antarctica. Now that the dragons have finally ceded the continent to human researchers, they’ll hopefully be able to focus on Boneclaw.”

“You sound like one of them.”

She snorted, a habit she had picked up from him. “We can handle Boneclaw. We found his disk in the desert, didn’t we? The cell phone network can be used to keep an eye on him.”

“For now,” he agreed darkly. When that disk had appeared, they had raced out there only to find no sign of the evil dragon. The entire situation stank and he felt like he was being jerked around.

“Kristen Hall will see you now,” the secretary said and waved a tattooed hand at the heavy door. Invisible telekinetic magic made it swing inward to reveal Kristen Hall seated at a solid desk made of weathered wood while Amy Williams paced behind her.

“Galen, Vala, thank you for coming all the way to Detroit,” the Dragon Council leader said formally.

“It would have been better for you to have come out to the desert—” Galen blurted before Amy cut him off.

“To see what? The fragments of the disk you destroyed? What would be the point in that, exactly? I’ve seen you destroy the disks and nothing’s left. It’s not like we would have wanted you to wait around while it grew in power. So what were you hoping to show us out there?”

“Amy, chill out,” Kristen said. The formality was gone, replaced by fatigue. “They came, didn’t they?”

“And we thank you for having us,” Vala said politely. “We know you’re very busy.”

“Of course we’re busy. Have you ever tried to tell a dozen dragon clans that not only can they not melt the ice from an entire continent but they have to stop eating the penguins so humans can study them?”

“Amy!” the Steel Dragon snapped, although she sounded more amused than annoyed. “Do you think you might want to sit down?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The mage dropped in a chair in the corner of the office that was positioned so she could see both the guests and out of the window of the high-rise building. She looked so tired that she practically melted into the chair.

“Miracle of miracles, we found time for you two,” Kristen told them. “Not that it doesn’t sound important, but it’s simply not easy to make time for people who are solving their own problems for once.”

“I don’t know how much we’ve solved,” the young dragon said and only belatedly added, “Ma’am.”

“From what Amy tells me, you have destroyed every single one of these disks that have appeared. I would call those problems solved.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Vala smiled.

“I don’t think Boneclaw being at large counts as solving anything,” he said and ruined what goodwill her manners had bought them.

Kristen sighed and pushed to her feet. “I understand how you feel, and that’s why we had mages create a portal for you and put you in my schedule on our first day back. It’s true, then? Boneclaw truly is back?”

“How can you even ask that?” he fumed.

“Galen—it’s Galen, right?” the Steel Dragon asked.

“You know my name—”

“Well, we haven’t worked together all that closely.” The woman’s eyes had shifted to steel and he could not tell if she had done that intentionally or accidentally. He also didn’t know which was better. When she continued, her voice was as hard as her eyes.

“You have worked with Kylara, whom I trust, and Amy has corresponded with Miss Gagnon, but the fact is that we have only been tangentially involved.”

“I helped with Tiamat—”

“Which is why you’re in this office taking up time that a dozen other dragons, a hundred other mages, and a thousand humans wished they had. Make no mistake, I will take the threat of Boneclaw extremely seriously, but that does not mean I do not require the facts.

“Now, Amy has filled me in on these disks to the Void. Their existence is not in question. Our satellite images of Cranbook confirm the destruction they’ve caused. What is in question is if Boneclaw is causing this. From what Amy has told me, the power profile is different, albeit related.”

“Who else could it be?” Galen demanded and tried to understand how they could have this conversation instead of acting.

“A copycat,” Kristen said and paused behind her desk. “Boneclaw operated from behind the scenes for centuries. Even now, with me serving as head of the global Dragon Council, we’re not entirely sure exactly what he was capable of. For the record, I’m inclined to agree with the two of you that this is the old skull-wearing bastard, but there’s a real possibility that a less powerful, less famous dragon with delusions of grandeur wishes to piggyback off his fame and infamy.”

“Boneclaw had a grudge against me because I didn’t serve him the way he would have wished. Why mess with me if it’s not him?”

“Because you can be extremely annoying?” Amy quipped from the window.

The young dragon reddened and considered throwing the mage out the window when Vala laughed.

“It makes sense, Galen,” she said. “Think about it. You left your family behind, moved to Canada, and started working out of a strip mall with a dwarf. That’s not exactly illustrious, especially for the dragons who think they shouldn’t associate with my people.”

“Precisely,” Kristen confirmed. “Which is why I would like to hear your evidence that this is Boneclaw. We’ve already looked at the data Vala sent, and while I don’t entirely understand it, my brother assures me that it’s all sound. Which is to say the link to the Void is not in question, merely the return of Boneclaw himself. So if you’d be so kind, please explain how we know it’s him.”

“Tell them about the duel,” Vala said.

Galen took a deep breath and proceeded to relate the story. He explained how his uncle had come to Stormsiege—the ancestral home and castle of his family—and how he had acted strangely and far more courtly than he usually did. They focused intently while he described how Petrov had strange new powers and how when they had fought, it had not been his uncle’s eyes he had stared into. Most of all, he told them of the things Boneclaw had said to him—things that only the ancient dragon could know. He tried not to omit any detail, and although it felt unnecessary to spend this much time when such a powerful enemy was at large, it was also a relief to be listened to for once.

Finally, he finished with the Boneclaw’s disappearance and his uncle’s subsequent freedom.

Somewhere in the middle of it all, Kristen sat at her desk and scribbled a few notes. When he finished talking, the notepad levitated into Amy’s hands, who stood from her place at the window.

“Just so we’re clear, you’re saying Boneclaw is back but not alive,” the mage asked.

He nodded. “If he’s alive, he’s not like any dragon I’ve ever seen. He can go inside dragons and control their minds. His body is black slime. I don’t even think he has any organs.”

“Certainly not a heart,” Amy quipped. “But then he never did.”

“And you think he still has shadow magic?” Kristen asked.

Vala fielded that one. “I do, yes. The readings confirm that much without a shadow of a doubt. Sorry about the pun.”

“And his grand plan was to take over your uncle’s body so he could beat you in a duel?” Kristen asked.

Galen nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Only he did not beat you because Vala interfered with a kind of goo gun?”

“I’ve seen said goo gun,” Amy interjected. “Despite looking like it was made in the nineties, it’s very slick.”

The Steel Dragon seemed about as incredulous about her claim as she did about his. “And your family witnessed this entire duel but you don’t think they will confirm any of this.”

He bit his lip and shook his head. “Boneclaw was careful to not boast too loudly. My family thinks Petrov got new powers like I did.”

“And your uncle?” Kristen asked.

“I haven’t been able to get in touch with him,” he replied.

“We could bring him in,” Amy suggested.

“You could try, but it wouldn’t be easy. My uncle uses his storm powers to track. He can detect the faintest smells on the wind and control the wind and humidity to lead him to his quarry. But that makes him ridiculously hard to surprise.”

Kristen nodded and looked at Amy, who shrugged.

Galen reached the limit of his patience. He didn’t understand how they could doubt him after everything he’d gone through. “What will it take to make you believe me?” he demanded, stood quickly, and pounded the desk with enough force to crack the aged wood. “How many more towns have to get wrecked? How many people have to die?”

“Do you know anything about the desk you just cracked?” the Steel Dragon asked instead of answering his question.

“I’m sorry?”

“My desk. Has Amy told you about it?” She rapped its wooden surface with knuckles that flashed to steel and back.

“She has not,” Vala said.

“It used to be a barn.” She smiled and showed teeth that had also shifted to steel. “This whole area used to be farmland, of course. It was long before my time, you understand, long before my dad was a cop and even before his dad moved to Detroit from the east coast. Before Detroit was what we think of as Detroit.”

“I don’t see what a barn has to do with Boneclaw—”

“This wood has seen many things,” Kristen continued. “It’s seen peace treaties between different races that no one believed possible. It’s heard conversations about the rise of a goddess who everyone thought was myth. It’s been there for briefings about the return of a dragon I killed with my own hands.”

“I still don’t get why—”

“Before that, it heard a thousand conversations between a thousand cows and horses. I didn’t believe that part either, but the pixies have assured me that cows and horses do communicate, although they spend most of their time talking about the qualities of hay versus grass. And before that, it stood for centuries in a forest. It heard tens of thousands of birds singing to each other about the weather and endured the arrival of invasive beetles the likes of which it had never seen.

“As a tree, it was here when the dwarves were created and when the pixies were decanted from magic itself. And it still stands. I know all of this is true. Pixies have confirmed what local records proved. I’ve found the exact location where this tree grew and I know where the barn was before it was torn down. I know the carpenter who made this desk.”

“Okay, but so what?” Galen simply couldn’t help it. They were talking about a desk—or she was pontificating about it—when they should be talking about Boneclaw.

“Do you think that anyone will listen to this desk like I have?” Kristen demanded.

“Of course not.”

“It’s not a rhetorical question,” Amy added. “The pixies always answer that one in the affirmative.”

“But the dragons never do,” the Steel Dragon said sadly. “They always think it’s a trick or that the wood was not able to sense its surroundings despite it once being alive. The desk can’t convince them of its past, despite its past not being in question at all. Right now, to me, your story is like this desk. It carries considerable weight. The realness of it is right in front of me. I don’t doubt any part of it despite the cracks I can see.”

“That’s great! We can—”

“Unfortunately, your story is also like this desk to every dragon outside this office. They’d as soon drop it from a window or set it on fire as they would listen to it.”

Galen’s mouth went dry. “I’m…sorry?”

“I believe you, Galen. For what it’s worth, I truly do.” Kristen sighed. “But you have to admit it’s a lot to take in.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Vala pointed out.

“Again, I believe you,” she assured them. “And I’m sure Amy believes you even more strongly than I do. To be honest, you’ve proven yourself to her, which is more than good enough for me. But the thing is, I’m not sure what action we can take. You two have already demonstrated your ability to detect these portals and shut them down. You have my blessing to continue with this work—more than my blessing—and my brother Brian has already expressed interest in helping you expand and refine your detection network. We’re also more than willing to help you with the resources you need.

“Unfortunately, as far as we know, your sword is the only thing that can destroy these disks. This means that if and when we detect another one, it will still fall on your shoulders to destroy it.”

“I don’t mind,” he responded hurriedly.

“This is the part where you listen to the most powerful dragon in the world,” Amy said.

“I would like to bring more dragons onto this project. The Void is not exactly unheard of and it stands to reason that if a claw from a dead dragon that has been turned into a sword can destroy these disks, other dragons might possess a similar ability.”

“Great! We could use the help.”

“The problem is, Galen, that you’re a desk,” Kristen reminded him.

He swallowed.

“It won’t be easy to tell a group of dragons with powers they have yet to expose to me—probably because they worry I might proactively retaliate against their ability to cut through my steel skin—to come and try their powers on a portal. Especially when we explain that the best-case scenario is a massive explosion and the worst-case scenario is that it might simply cut off their claws or teeth or whatever body part they happen to have that could slice Void magic.”

“Some of them might not like Boneclaw,” he replied and tried to not mumble.

“Sure. That’s true. But those who don’t like Boneclaw understand how dangerous he is. They won’t want to be the first to stand against him. That would be an easier sell if a family that once supported him—the Stormwing clan, for example—would come out and say that not only is he back and trying to regain his power, but that they want to stop him. Unfortunately, that’s not the case.”

“Instead, all we have is their black sheep of a son who destroyed their castle,” Amy pointed out. “I’m all about the black sheep, but dragons are less into the whole aesthetic.”

“My uncle—”

“Would be a huge help, believe me,” Kristen said and nodded. “But unfortunately, he’s nowhere to be seen.”

“He said he'd help us, though.”

“Then where is he?” Amy asked.

“I think he’s embarrassed,” Vala interjected. “He surrendered to Galen in front of his entire clan. From what I know of dragon culture, that’s not a good thing—like a moose scared by a mouse.”

“So you don’t want to do anything?” Galen demanded. He was proud that he restrained himself from pounding the table a second time.

“What I want to do is understand what his motives might be,” Kristen clarified.

“It’s obvious. He wants to take over the world.”

The flat stares from the other three people in the room made it clear how childish the comment must have sounded.

“And how exactly will he go about that?” Amy asked after an icy moment.

“Did he tell you this, or is it more of an inference situation?” The Steel Dragon smiled dryly at her sarcasm.

“What does wrecking Stormsiege have to do with world domination?” Vala asked. “And why start with your Uncle Petrov and not someone more powerful? If he had slipped into your mother’s body, for example, we’d be in real trouble.”

Each of the three women paused to give him a moment to answer any of their questions if he chose to.

“I-I don’t know,” he stammered.

“I’m not sure he does either,” Kristen slid her hand slowly across the broken surface of the desk in front of her. He couldn’t help but watch her steel fingers as she did so and noticed the cracks that he had made in the table vanished.

He gasped. “How did you do that?” He had seen dragons repair things, of course, but had not known the Steel Dragon to be anything but a fighter.

“You’re not the only one to have learned more magic in the pixie realm.” She winked. Her eyes glowed like a pixie’s would. He had heard that she had gained the ability to make light—everyone knew that was how she had defeated Boneclaw—but he hadn’t known that she had picked up any other powers.

“Let’s assume it is Boneclaw and that your uncle did not gain some abilities,” Amy said and resumed her pacing. “Are we sure he even has a plan?”

“I’m not convinced,” Kristen responded.

“That Boneclaw is real?”

“That he has a plan at all.” She shrugged. “From my perspective, he’s flailing. The portals he opened in Cranbook weren’t exactly subtle.”

“I think he opened the portals to drain more Void magic into himself,” Vala explained.

“Vala has shown me her work and I agree, Kristen,” Amy stated firmly.

“But doesn’t that imply that he’s not extraordinarily strong? Or at least not as strong as he wants to be?”

“I faced him in a fight. I can tell you he’s pretty dang strong.” The young dragon huffed impatiently.

“I don’t know,” Vala replied cautiously. “He could barely get past my goo gun. He had to leave Petrov’s body to escape. For that matter, why did he have to use his body at all?”

“Just because he can make puppets of dragons doesn’t mean he’s not strong!” Galen retorted.

“A fair point,” Kristen conceded. “But again, what’s the endgame? Why not choose a higher target than your uncle?”

“Maybe because he was near me?”

“Mmm…maybe.” The Steel Dragon sounded unconvinced. “But why you? Kylara sent him to the Void and I killed him. I would think he’d be after one of us—or maybe Amy.”

“Why Amy?” Vala asked. “Galen’s gone toe-to-toe with Boneclaw numerous times now.”

“Because I’m not a dragon and therefore me being stronger than dragons breaks his worldview.” The mage shrugged. “Men never like it when girls ruin their view of themselves at the top of their world.”

“You’re asking why he went to the desert.” Vala frowned.

“That’s a good place to start,” Kristen confirmed.

Amy nodded. “Maybe I can make a portal and drop you off? Kylara is in New Mexico, not southern California, but still close enough. He might have her in his sights. If you two were already in position when that happened, it might be good.”

The Dragon Council leader nodded. “I hate to say it, but we do need to consider Kylara as a target. Her status as the Big Pixie has already caused us some headaches, and Boneclaw has numerous reasons to hate her.”

“Maybe I can make some time to get out there myself later this week if my schedule opens up,” the mage suggested.

Before anyone could respond, the telephone on the desk rang. “Not likely,” Kristen said and picked the receiver up. “This is the Steel Dragon…. Mhmm. Mhmm… you don’t say. Very good, thanks.” She hung up.

“So much for making free time then, huh?” Amy asked.

“While not free time, I think you might need to go out to the desert after all. Dragons lost it and attacked a crowd.”

“Where?”

“Las Vegas.”


Chapter Three


“That proves that Boneclaw was out there,” Galen said as soon as a Steel Guard officer named Drew finished his report.

“Don’t make me regret not sending you out of here,” Kristen warned.

“What Galen means is that Vegas is fairly close to where we last saw a disk,” Vala pointed out and sighed inwardly at his obsession. He was like a fox on the trail of a moose. Sure, he could follow it fine and yeah, he was probably right about what he was hunting. But unless he learned to work in a pack or get substantially stronger, there wouldn’t be much he could do about it, no matter how right he was.

“Brian, get in here,” the Steel Dragon said into her intercom and a moment later, her brother entered. They looked nothing alike to Vala. Her red hair was the color of fire and her physique perfect in the way only a dragon’s could be. Brian, in comparison, looked human. He was too tall for her taste and was still round in the face and across the middle, an indication that he was once much heavier. The roundness of his cheeks was the only thing she liked about his appearance. His lack of beard constantly made her think he was a girl and not a very pretty one.

“Tell me about this event in Vegas.”

“I see that Drew’s already here and Vala hasn’t left yet, so you must be asking about Void magic.” Brian grinned as if he’d managed to beat a level on a videogame.

“Were you able to get the cell towers calibrated?” the dwarf asked.

“Oh yeah. The way your code rides on top…well it’s like it’s alive! I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s beautiful, Miss Gagnon.”

Okay, so maybe she did like some things about Brian Hall.

“And how does it work?” Amy asked.

“Oh. Right. Sorry. Yeah. So, I went ahead and focused my efforts on the American southwest including California. I assumed that if that disk was Boneclaw, he must be in the area.”

Vala glanced at Galen, who looked sheepish about how he’d behaved as if none of these people took the threat seriously enough.

“What did you find?” she asked.

“Nothing. No Void magic to speak of.”

“It could be at a level below what the cell phone towers are capable of,” she pointed out.

“That’s true, but I still have scans running and I have found nothing.”

“That’s because this doesn’t have anything to do with Void magic. It’s more of that damn Pixie Dust,” Drew said. Galen had met him in passing a few times but he never ceased to be impressed by how intimidated the human made him feel. He acknowledged that the gun on his hip loaded with dragon-killing bullets certainly helped him seem like a larger threat than most.

“You can’t know that,” the young dragon said.

“Oh, I can. We’ve taken a look at the security footage—or what’s left of it, anyway. The whole band went crazy for the stuff before the show. They probably thought they were having a wrestling match or had started a mosh pit or something. This crap is getting out of control.” Drew shook his head in disgust.

“What do you mean what’s left?” Vala asked.

“Something scrambled most of the system moments before the show,” the man explained. “We only know about the Pixie Dust in the green room because a groupie used her cell phone to record it. Everything hard-wired to the stadium is fried. Even the video of the show, which is probably a good thing given that one of those dragons turned every cell phone in the stadium into a bomb.”

“Is it bad?” Kristen asked.

He nodded and looked both grim and like he’d seen worse. “It is. I got some preliminary visuals out of the Steel Guard team that was mobilized in the area. There were considerably more injuries than usual because of the devices exploding. I think maybe the singer did it? It looks like another case of a dragon forgetting the scope of their abilities thanks to being high.”

“So there’s still a big supply of Pixie Dust out there? I thought since we blew that factory up, we might have…I don’t know, destroyed the black market for it.” Vala looked despondent.

Drew laughed. It was even grimmer than his smile. “You can’t destroy the black market, only try to shine some light on it to make it shrink.”

“The problem is the demand,” Amy said and chuckled darkly. “No offense, but it's kind of the dragons’ fault. They’ve never been able to get high before and it seems it’s better than limitless power and controlling the entire world.”

“That’s blaming the victims of this crisis,” Kristen said.

“How many people are dead, Brian?” Amy asked sharply.

“Estimates still vary,” he mumbled.

“How many?” she demanded.

“At least a hundred. I’d bet more than double that by the time the night’s over. Many people are in intensive care.”

“Those are the real victims,” the mage stated. “People who did nothing more than get in a dragon’s way. People like my parents.”

“Just because dragons killed your parents doesn’t mean dragons can’t be hurt too,” Kristen protested.

“You’re spending too much time on the council, Kristen,” the mage retorted. “You never used to talk like that.”

A tense moment followed and it felt as if Vala had suddenly landed in the middle of an argument that had gone on for an exceptionally long time. She had been in this situation any number of times, especially after she’d told her parents that she wanted to study electrical engineering. Her mom had been supportive but it had been the antithesis of her father’s religion. Those fights had stopped a long time before, though. Now, her parents were proud of her and her dad still apologized for following a religious leader crazy enough to kidnap his daughter.

“Amy’s right in that the demand continues to make Pixie Dust very profitable,” Drew stated bluntly. “I’m not trying to blame anyone. I’m only saying that some very rich…beings are willing to spend considerable money on this new something. That means the desperate and the greedy are more than willing to take risks.”

“So do you think there’s another factory?” the dwarf asked. She still had nightmares of being locked in the room of a factory before Galen had come to her rescue and burned the facility down.

“More than one, maybe,” Drew confirmed. “It would be a safer way to ensure a continued supply—which is rising by the way, not shrinking.”

“I can’t believe that the first time I saw it in action, I thought it was funny,” Amy said morosely. “Dragons acting like playful kittens. What could be so bad about that?” She shook her head.

“It’s no longer cute or funny,” the Steel Guardsman said. “Nor is it insignificant. That video of the band doing it in the greenroom has already gone viral.”

“We can’t shut that down?” Kristen asked her brother.

“No way. Too many people have already seen it so it would look like a cover-up—which is fair because it would be a cover-up.”

His sister nodded. “Then maybe this band, the…”

“The Flaming Foursome,” he volunteered quickly.

“Maybe the Flaming Foursome needs to be made an example of,” she stated. “Make it clear that this kind of destruction is not allowed and that using drugs recklessly is no excuse.”

“Yes! Throw the book at them.” Drew nodded.

“Amy, send a team of mages and dragons. This story will be huge. Choose the very best but make sure that not having a big mouth is one of their qualifications. Under no circumstances can Hernandez tag along. Drew, I take it you’d like to go?”

“Yes, ma’am. While I’m there, I might try to run up the tree too and see if I can shake any big birds’ feathers.”

“Very good.” Kristen nodded.

Vala resisted a smile. Finally, someone else who could understand a metaphor about animals. Galen looked confused but that was to be expected.

“I think I should go too,” Amy interjected.

The Steel Dragon shook her head. “No way. Not with Boneclaw on the loose. If this is one of his ploys, he’ll look for an opportunity when you’re alone. I want you at my side until we have a better understanding of what’s going on with that whole situation.”

“You’ll be safe here without me,” the mage pointed out. “You practically have an entire army. Heartsbane and Hernandez alone should be enough to keep Boneclaw away.”

“I’m not worried about me being alone.”

“Oh, but I won’t be alone. I’ll take two of the foremost Boneclaw experts.”

“Is that right?” Drew asked. “And who might they be?”

“Vala and Galen, of course.” She turned to the dwarf with her most disarming grin. “You have experience with dragons high on Pixie Dust and how it’s manufactured. Plus, Galen, if you honestly think Boneclaw is somehow involved in all this, you’ll be able to poke around while we’re down there.”

Kristen paused for a moment during which she seemed to weigh the worth and strengths of each person in the room before she nodded. “Brian will be in your ears the entire time, and you’ll evacuate the moment there’s any danger.”

“Right, because that’s an order that anyone in this organization has ever followed.” Amy grinned.

Drew and Brian both chuckled.

Her boss merely sighed. “Be careful, all right?”

“I always am.”

“Very good. Then go ahead and gather your team. I want you out of here five minutes ago.”

“Just like that, you’re sending us to Las Vegas?” Galen asked. His slack-jawed expression made him look quite dumbfounded.

“When the Steel Dragon says go, we listen.” Drew saluted.

“Besides,” Amy added with a wink, “This way, you get to stay in the center of the action.”


Chapter Four


Amy could not believe she was forced to consider that Boneclaw might be back. There was no dragon she hated—or feared—more than him. He had tricked an entire faction of dragons and mages into starting a war, merely so he could manipulate the mage population into even heavier shackles of slavery. And now, he was back.

It was a terrifying thing to consider, especially since he had always operated from the shadows. Every strike from him had been a feint and every feint hid others inside. She couldn’t help but feel they were already being pulled along like pieces on a board over which they had no control.

With all this in mind, she gathered her team with trepidation and selected two mages and two dragons. They were young enough to not have risen to any level of power or prestige while Boneclaw was still in office, and all were loyal not only to Kristen but to the ideals of her revolution.

The mage did not think any officers of the Steel Guard were secretly serving Boneclaw but at the same time, she could not presume that every one of them was completely loyal and honest in their actions. For all she knew, one of the older members might have been told something decades earlier that seemed inconsequential, only for it to have been a seed that the ancient dragon had planted all those years in the past.

While she wished such thoughts were paranoia, she knew these were the kinds of things he was capable of—or had been, anyway. Was this the same menace? An imposter? Something between?

Until she knew, she would not take any chances. When her team was ready, she ordered the mages to open a portal for her. She chose to keep her magical reserves at their maximum and wouldn’t be caught unawares.

The two mages worked together and their coordinated movements drew attention to their matching tattoos. After a few seconds, a thin line of white light traced a circle through the air in front of them. The line expanded slightly as white mist began to stream, then pour from it. Finally, the center flashed with white light and resolved into a window to their destination.

Amy drew a deep breath. It was already worse than she had expected.

She led Drew, the two dragons, and Vala and Galen through the portal. The two mages came last and closed the portal behind them.

It was oddly quiet in the center of the stadium. Bodies lay here and there in groups of friends or strangers who happened to be close to each other when a dragon pounded into the ground or a piece of stage equipment struck them. The stadium lights had been turned on and cast harsh shadows from the wounded people who whimpered into the quiet of the night. Those who were still here were all either dead or wounded. Any who could flee had done so.

In all honesty, she did not bear any resentment for them leaving these people behind. Dragon auras were powerful things. They could strike terror into the hearts of people as easily as a hawk could put fear in the heart of a mouse. What impressed her was that a few teams of EMS medics already moved through the stadium to tend to the wounded and make note of the dead.

In the very center of the field in front of the trashed stage, a knot of people who were neither wounded nor medics had gathered. A dozen or so members of what looked like the local SWAT team had guns aimed toward the middle of a loose circle. Inside this ring of police were a couple of Steel Guards. They were easy to recognize in their matching black and chrome uniforms. Within that circle were four people who—based on their flawless beauty and perfect physiques—must be the Flaming Foursome.

“I didn’t want to attack Flye!” a man with a bald head and a leather vest covered in spikes insisted. He was the only one of the group whose clothes were not completely trashed. That meant he must have transformed into his dragon form before the fight had started, which made him the instigator. The size of his arms made Amy think he was the drummer.

“And yet you did,” a woman with long blonde dreadlocks that contrasted with the shaved sides of her head accused. “I told you we could share.”

“I’m not a biscuit to be bickered over,” a skinny man with long, curly brown hair said. Flye, Amy supposed. There was something to his voice that made her ear drums almost ache when she heard it.

“I wish I had a biscuit,” said the fourth member of the Flaming Foursome. He had long black hair and the demeanor of someone who had been on the beach all week, not someone who had been part of a brawl.

“It’s only an expression,” the skinny one with the curly brown hair said. “It’s not the time for biscuits, Tumbo.”

Panic struck Amy when she realized what the dragon’s voice was doing. “They’re not cuffed?” she shouted at the Steel Guards who had their weapons trained on the bickering band.

“No, ma’am! We only have one pair of cuffs and didn’t know where to start, ma’am. We’re glad to have you here.”

The mage nodded at her team. Every member of the Steel Guard was supposed to always carry a magic dampening bracelet on them but of course, rules and protocols were easier to create than they were to enforce and carry through. It appeared that the Las Vegas branch of the Steel Guard was not quite as well equipped as the headquarters in Detroit but that was a problem for another day.

She gave the signal and her team moved in slowly.

“You’re all under arrest for suspicion of murder and manslaughter,” she told the dragons. “If you resist, we will resort to force.”

“There’s no need for this,” Flye protested and his voice strengthened with magic.

“You have the right to remain silent,” Amy shouted at him. “And if you do anything with your magic, your actions will be used against you in a court of dragon law.”

“I am the lead singer of the Flaming Foursome. You cannot speak to me this way,” he yelled in return but halfway through, one of the mages used their telekinesis to snap the silver magic dampening cuff around his wrist. Immediately, he wilted and the dangerous magical edge to his voice faded.

“What’s this, then?” the bassist, Tumbo, asked. He looked at the cuff on his wrist with a frown.

“This is all your fault, Dragoon!” the woman snapped. “We were having a great show and you freaked out.”

“We’ll sort all this out, Lady Shredds,” the dragon Steel Guard said as he cuffed her. “I’m a huge fan of your guitar solos, by the way.”

“Well, it’s always nice to meet a fan, even in these circumstances, isn’t it?” Shredds’ expression flicked from disdain to what looked like a well-practiced smile.

The drummer was the only one of the group who proffered his wrists to be cuffed. He hung his head in shame, something Amy wished more dragons expressed after hurting humans.

“We can take it from here,” she told the local Steel Guard officers. “I need your dragons to coordinate with the EMS workers and evacuate people to the nearest hospitals. When all the wounded are out of here and receiving medical treatment, report to me. Is that clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the leader of the local office said. “We’ll get SWAT to help with that too.”

“That would be great, thank you. And have them send us a vehicle to take these dragons to your holding cells.”

The SWAT officers lowered their weapons shakily. Amy knew this could not have been an easy call for them to report to. The Steel Guard carried dragon bullets and magic dampening cuffs but the regular police, even the SWAT team, had no such weapons. If they had been forced to fire, all it would have done was piss the dragons off.

“Like I said, you all have the right to remain silent,” she told the members of the band.

“You’ll never take our voices away,” Flye told her.

“I acted in self defense.” Shredds flicked her dreadlocks over her shoulder. “It was Dragoon who attacked Flye and ruined everything.”

“That was wild, that was.” Tumbo laughed.

“Are you high?” Drew demanded and the black-haired bassist confirmed it with a giggle. “Who else?”

“We all do a little before the shows.” Flye smirked.

“A little?” Shredds rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t describe the amount you do as a little. Dragoon’s the lightweight. Which is why it’s so horrible that you attacked Flye.”

“I didn’t mean to,” he insisted. “I don’t remember attacking him at all.”

“What do you remember?” Amy asked. Like almost all dragons, they showed no interest in remaining silent.

“I remember opening my eyes and to find that everyone was beating on me. Of course I fought back!”

“Fought back?” Flye sputtered. Amy could tell by the way his eyes flicked in irritation that the two words were supposed to have been suffused with magic. “You attacked first.”

“I did not.”

“You most certainly did!” Shredds fixed him with a scowl. “You transformed, ruined the drum kit I had made for you for your birthday, and bit Flye.”

They began to argue again, except for Tumbo, who merely giggled.

Thankfully, a local police officer drove a SWAT van onto the field. The dragons didn’t like being loaded into the back of it, but their courage seemed to evaporate when their dragon strength and healing powers were denied them.

“I swear, I didn’t bite him!” Dragoon yelled over the other dragons’ voices as the police closed the back of the van. “Why would I do that? Flye’s more than merely a singer to me, he’s a l—”

The back of the van slammed shut, one of Amy’s mages and dragons got in the front seat with the driver, and a moment later, it trundled off across the turf to take the dragons to the local Steel Guard headquarters.

It took approximately twelve seconds before Galen pushed through to confront her about Boneclaw.

“It has to be him. I’m sure of it. My uncle described being possessed by him in the same way. Like he couldn’t remember what he had done.”

“There’s more than one way to experience amnesia,” Drew said. “Most of the Pixie Dust users I’ve talked to don’t exactly remember deciding to destroy a house with a family still inside.”

“I know how Pixie Dust works. I burned down one of the factories that made it, remember?” the young dragon snapped.

“Boys, calm down,” she said. They knew Pixie Dust had been used there. The only real question was how much and if they could determine where it came from. But Boneclaw…well, she was not about to dismiss the idea out of hand, no matter how distasteful it was.

“There’s no sense in arguing about it,” Vala interjected. “We merely need to find a way to look at the video of the event and see what happened.”

“The video was scrubbed,” Drew said.

Amy winked at her. “Not to worry. I have a trick or two I can show our mage-in-training.”


Chapter Five


“I don’t understand. How are we supposed to see what happened here if we don’t have any video?” Vala asked Amy. She knew there were tricks human mages could do that she could not, but she had yet to find one that she could not find a way to reverse-engineer out of spare parts. But recreating events? The solution for that already existed—video cameras. Unfortunately, those had been taken out of commission this time.

“One of the earliest uses for the mages that dragons enslaved was to resolve disputes between them.”

Galen scoffed. “We use duels to resolve our differences.”

“Not everyone is as uncouth as the Stormwing clan,” the mage replied. “I never had to work as a slave for a dragon but I’ve spent a good deal of time researching the history of mages. The Stormwing clan comes up once or twice. They are one of the few clans that would routinely execute mages, despite their ‘utility.’ Many of the clans considered your family barbaric.”

“We haven’t done any of that for decades,” he pointed out.

Vala didn’t want to ask if that was the same as other dragons or if they had stopped enslaving mages centuries before. They didn’t have dragons in Canada. Most of what they learned about the species of sentient beings that controlled most of the world was how to defend themselves if they were attacked. She had never particularly liked those classes.

“Dragons enjoy their duels, yes, but when an issue was not worth risking their lives—or they wanted actual answers instead of simply a contest of who was brawnier—they would employ mages to find the truth for them.”

“Like if someone stole some sheep or something?” Vala asked.

“Right, exactly. Mages can do things that dragons can’t, and this is one of the tricks they like the most.”

Amy raised her arms, closed her eyes, and gritted her teeth. For a moment, nothing happened, then swirls of mist appeared at her fingertips despite the dry air. The dwarf stared in amazement as the mist extended from her and flowed toward the stage. Interestingly, it didn’t move as if it were being pulled along by a current. Instead, it drifted between obstacles that were not there—or more accurately, she supposed, were not there in the present.

As the mist filled the space between them and the stage, it swirled around the bobbing heads and shoulders of a crowd that had long since fled. It stopped at the edge of the crowd a short distance from the still very present wreckage of the stage and for a moment, she thought the magic had reached its limit. Before she could comment on this, the mist moved upward and began to recreate the stage as it had been in the moments before the event.

It swirled to form the shapes of speakers, microphones, and instrument stands that were no longer there. Once the stage was in place, a breeze threatened to unravel the entire thing. Vala thought that was odd. The Dragon Allegiant stadium had a roof on it, after all, and despite the destruction of the evening, it was still intact. Cell phone batteries could go boom but the explosions weren’t particularly large.

It wasn’t a breeze that affected the stage made of mist, however, but the members of the band. The drummer’s foot moved first and he twitched and kicked to an unheard beat that nevertheless rattled the ethereal base drum and cymbal and threatened to unravel them completely.

The slow, bobbing movements of the bass player followed, then the animated gestures of the guitarist like birds diving through the spray of a waterfall. Finally, the singer’s silhouette appeared. It was far clearer than all the others. She could almost read his lips as he sang one of the Flaming Foursome’s many hits.

Vala would have loved to run some tests to see if the reason that Flye was more opaque than the others was because of the energy of the crowd, the fact that he was singing, or simply because Amy wanted to know what had happened to the first person to be bitten most of all. She sighed and contented herself with looking at the interplay of magics through her goggles.

For a few seconds, the band played soundlessly and the crowd cheered, although their voices were also lost to time. Then the drama started.

The drummer exploded violently into his dragon form and his drums scattered to leave misty trails behind them before they puffed into nothingness on the ground. The mist could hardly keep up with the erratic motions of the dragon’s thrashing, but when its jaws snapped shut around the singer, she swore she could see every scale on its snout and every tooth in its jaws before it punctured the misty marionette of the singer and flung him into the crowd.

It was chaos after that and it became harder to follow as the crowd plunged into their frenzied attempt to flee and the dragons unleashed holy hell on each other.

When the singer took flight and screeched—Vala could only tell that was what he did because she’d anticipated the moment and saw his throat sack inflate—and the cell phones exploded, Amy gasped and fell on one knee while blood poured from one of her nostrils.

“So much for not spending too much of my energy,” the mage muttered and wiped her bloody face.

“Can you go back?” Vala demanded.

“She’s exerted herself,” Drew said protectively. “We need to be alert. If Boneclaw—or anyone else for that matter—is planning a trap, this would be the moment to spring it.”

“Did you see something?” Amy asked as Galen took his half-dragon form and drew Claw from its scabbard.

“I can’t be sure but I think so.” Vala shrugged as she tried to pinpoint what it might have been. “Do you have the energy to replay any of that?”

“It looked very standard to me,” the man said. “I didn’t see any other dragon on stage or even in the arena besides the four we already know were here.”

“What moment do you want to see?” Amy asked.

“Just before Flye made all the phones blow up.”

The mage shook her head. “If you’re hoping to see exactly how his magic affects the phones, this method won’t be able to reveal that kind of information. Maybe some mages could make it work but my specialty is picking up heavy stuff and bashing things with it, not magical forensics.”

“It’s not. I thought I saw something connected to the drummer. I want to see where it leads.”

Drew grunted in disapproval but the woman nodded.

The mist reformed more quickly this time, likely because so much of it still floated around the stadium.

“I can hold this moment but I don’t think I can go past it.” Amy grunted with the effort. “The phones blowing up is a serious surge of magic.”

“That’s fine. I only want to know what that is.” Vala pointed toward the drummer, whose dragon form had leapt off the stage and into the air, his claws extended as he braced for impact with the singer.

“That tendril?” Amy grunted again and her other nostril began to bleed. “That might only be an artifact. Especially when parts of the mist are high up like that, there are imperfections. You won’t get any information from looking at it up close.”

“I want to scan it.”

“That won’t work,” Drew said. “This is an after image. Amy, release it and conserve your strength. This is Pixie Dust at play. It must be.”

The mage released the image and the mist flowed into the atmosphere or the magical spaces between. Drew gave Vala a smug little look but Amy was already walking toward the same position in the wreckage where the dwarf stood.

“This ability works primarily based on residual magic.” Amy grinned despite the blood ringing each of her nostrils. “That’s why the singer was so clear. He used his voice to magically affect the aura of everyone in the audience.”

“I’m wondering what kind of residual magic that tendril might have left behind.”

“But there is no tendril!” the Steel Guard protested.

“Chill, dude. The mages are at work,” Galen said to the much older man. “And keep your eyes on the perimeter.”

Drew frowned at that, but he moved his hand to the butt of his gun and his gaze looked out across the wreckage in the field in the center of the stadium all the same.

Vala tuned all that out as she retrieved a scanner to test for magic. This was yet another improvement on her oscilloscope. Now that she understood the components needed to detect different kinds of magic, she had been able to make the devices smaller than those in her first attempts, although she had not attempted to make any smaller than the size of a Gameboy. It was immensely satisfying to scan for magic with a device her father had cursed as being magic. He had not liked handheld games because he hadn’t understood electricity. It was gratifying to think that she now had a little handheld device that truly was magic and he was finally proud of her. The world truly did work in mysterious ways.

She walked to where the tendril had connected to a hole in the stage. It was a little difficult to see exactly where it had vanished now that the stage in front of them was all askew, but her goggles made different types of magic appear as different colors and her scanner detected many.

“What do you have?” Amy asked.

“Residual traces of the battle. It must work similarly to your ability, although I hadn’t thought of making a visual output based on the timeline and how the different energies interacted. That was very clever of you.”

“There’s nothing clever about it.” The woman chuckled. “That’s merely how mages have done it for centuries. You’re the one inventing new tech.”

“Not fast enough.” She fiddled with the controls of her Gameboy-sized magical oscilloscope. There was so much there. The signatures of the four dragons were present, of course, which was overwhelming—especially the aura of the singer, who had affected thousands of people with his ability. But she also found traces of mages casting fire energy—pyrotechnics, maybe?—as well as the energy of other dragons who had performed in this same stadium, although those were all much fainter.

“Anything interesting?” Amy asked.

“A horde of dragons, but that’s to be expected,” Vala said as she focused on the particular dragon aura of the singer and made her device ignore it completely. “I’ll try to eliminate the strongest signatures and see if I can pick up anything more subtle. I can’t move my results through time like you can—”

“But being able to only focus on certain signatures is great!” The dwarf was glad to have made friends with a mage like Amy. She understood the utilities of her devices without needing to have them explained to her.

“Okay, I got rid of the singer’s signature. That helps…” She continued to mutter as she focused on each member of the band and eliminated them from the display one by one. Amy watched over her shoulder but she hardly noticed she was there until she reached across her and pointed at the screen.

“That’s. What’s that?” the mage asked.

Vala had to draw a deep breath and steady herself before she could answer. “That’s dragon magic, all right. And a kind I’ve seen before.”

“What kind?”

“Shadow magic.”

Amy nodded. “I suppose that is circumstantial evidence for it being Boneclaw, but given that other dragons can control shadows, I can’t say it’s conclusive.”

“What about Void magic?” the dwarf asked. “Are there any other dragons who can control Void magic?”

The woman shook her head before she answered in the negative. “No mages, either.”

“Then it must be Boneclaw. Do you see those little spikes and valleys in the reading? That’s the signature of Void magic.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s the signature I know better than any other. I’m certain. Boneclaw was here.”

Amy drew a deep breath then nodded. “So you two were right. Boneclaw is back and this does explain why you found that disk in the Mojave. But I still can’t help but ask the bigger question.”

“What’s that?” Galen asked.

“Why did he do this?”


Chapter Six


Boneclaw watched from high in the top of the stadium, his mass of black viscous slime and bones spread so thinly that he felt sure not even the dwarf’s electronic senses could detect him.

He had to give the little team the Steel Dragon had sent some credit. He had not expected them to definitively conclude that he was responsible for these events as quickly as they had, but it mattered little. If a bird skipped a few feet ahead in the trail of crumbs leading to a trap, it didn’t bother the hunter.

They probably thought they were so clever too, with their teamwork and diversity, their handshakes and backslaps, and everything else lesser beings had to resort to merely to keep the fear of death at bay long enough for them to go to sleep and recharge their frail little bodies.

A part of him almost wanted to stay and watch them work. They would follow the trail he’d left and maybe even pick up the crumbs he had left for them to find earlier, exactly as he had planned. While they fought and struggled to understand why he had staged this attack, he would continue with his real plans. He knew Galen would not rest until he was dead and that nothing would dissuade him from his hunt for the master he could have had. That was why it was imperative that he use his presence as the actual red herring.

They would know that he had been there and that knowledge would give him the time he needed to complete his plans.

A little reluctantly, the ancient dragon slithered through a water pipe high in the Dragon Allegiant stadium and left his collection of human bones behind. He could get more, he told himself, although he was tempted to cast his plans to the wind even now and flow into the center of the stadium so he could gobble all the corpses the moronic band leader had created when he’d sung too loudly.

The time for such festivities would come. He was not the same being he once was—he was a dragon no longer and arguably not alive either, but he was still unfathomably patient.

The water pipe took him underground and to a tunnel that led to the Las Vegas airport. From there, he went to a private jet chartered for his purposes by an eccentric billionaire who did not wish to be seen.

Boneclaw had used one of the many homeless people of the city as a puppet to charter the flight. He’d been there for days and uncovered treasures various people had hidden in the tunnels beneath the city—some of which he’d known about before he’d died and others he’d merely discovered while there—and used the homeless man to interact with the world above.

He’d had to abandon the man when he’d entered the stadium but was quite pleasantly surprised to discover that he had waited for him at the tarmac. It seemed being controlled by him was far superior to the life he’d been forced to lead on the streets. If only the rest of the world could see things in such clear terms.

The man’s eyes still betrayed a life of hard drug use and alcoholism and his skin made it clear how much time he’d spent in the sun. Despite this, his perfectly tailored suit, new shoes, and the tattoo on his face the ancient dragon had forced him to get went a long way toward convincing those who interacted with him that he was some kind of mage diplomat for a powerful dragon.

While the homeless man—he’d decided to call him Miles—made himself comfortable in the cabin and snapped at any of the staff for so much as looking in his general direction, Boneclaw flowed into the cargo hold of the plane. The crew had been told that their passenger would bring a rather weighty cargo. The pilot, used to these kinds of things thanks to his time working in the moral wasteland of Las Vegas, had explained that they had more than enough fuel to reach their next destination, where they could refuel for the final leg of the flight.

Reasonably certain that this spineless excuse for a sentient being feared the wealthy class of humans he serviced almost as much as he feared dragons, the ancient dragon was able to relax for the ride.

Although he had not been gone long from this realm, he had begun to realize with increasing clarity how things had changed. Only a few years earlier, dragons had not done drugs. Some would allow themselves to get drunk but their healing abilities were such that they could burn away the effects of a mild poison like alcohol almost instantly.

None of the drugs the humans snorted or smoked had ever had much of an effect on dragons. There were those who smoked marijuana with humans, but it was more of a “when in Rome, do as the Romans do,” kind of thing. The simple truth was that their ability to heal plus the way their nasal passages and lungs were different to make breathing fire possible meant that their physiology was such that it did not interface with drugs.

Until now, unfortunately.

Someone had created a drug that not only affected dragons but could make them addicts. There was no reason why the band of musicians needed to be high while they were onstage yet there they were, their minds flooded with magic.

And not merely magic, but pixie magic.

Boneclaw had never much cared for the pixies. Dragons were the dominant species, of course, but he saw the utility for humans and mages as steps on the pyramid of power. He even saw the utility of dwarves and had been able to convince some to fight with him against the Steel Bitch, after all. If some could be swayed, the rest could.

But pixies were entirely different. He had never been able to make them understand their place in the world. It wasn’t that they had delusions of grandeur like the humans or that they resented dragons for using their magic against them like the mages did. They merely didn’t care.

The ancient dragon hated that. He hated how they would arrive at dragon parties uninvited and shower the guests with sparkles no matter how serious or important the conversation was to the participants. Even worse was how they could wink in and out of existence and were almost impossible to capture, and how their power had never been properly harnessed and applied to building a better world for dragons.

And now they were making drugs to make dragons behave like pixies. That simply could not be allowed.

There was a time not that long before when he would not have needed to be the one to fix such a problem. When he had controlled the Dragon Council from the shadows, most of the other members had not been so incompetent as to let a threat like this drug go by unnoticed. It appeared that it was too much to ask of the Steel Dragon to care about her own kind. She was too obsessed with equality and justice for all to pay attention to a substance that could topple dragons from the place at the top they deserved.

Yes, the pixies had been allowed to rule themselves for long enough.

If not for them, he would never have even lost to the Steel Dragon. It was her visit to the pixie realm that unlocked her ability to use light powers against him. Galen, too, was a product of it. Boneclaw had a connection there as well, but—as much as he hated to admit it—he dared not risk going there in his current state.

Despite pixies being flippant, shortsighted, foolish creatures, they were undeniably powerful. But were they? Or was it the realm that they had taken that granted them such abilities?

He smiled as he saw greater plans unfolding than he had previously imagined.

The universe was far larger than he had ever known back when he was only a dragon. He had known of the pixie realm and the Void but had not fully understood exactly how much potential lay waiting in those two extra-material dimensions.

The pixies and their drug had opened his eyes to how much potential lay in their realm and beyond. If unpowered dragons could learn new magical abilities there, what abilities lay in other as yet unexplored realms?

It was a question no dragon had been brave enough to ask or been willing to explore.

But he was more than willing.

He knew he could access these other worlds from the Void. All he needed was a little more power first. Now that he thought about it, this revelation about the pixies and their interference with dragons on this planet was a welcome one. It didn’t affect his plans but it did give him a more interesting place to start.

First, he would open a portal to the Void, stabilize it, and feast on as much power as he needed. Then, he would strike out on his conquest. Why settle for one world when there was an entire multiverse to conquer?

And he would start by burning the pixie realm to the ground.


Chapter Seven


Galen had to admit that calling Amy a hero was a well-deserved title. Despite her obvious fatigue from the magic she’d used to recreate the concert brawl, she rested for less than a minute before she helped to lift many of the injured out of the stadium with her telekinesis.

Most of their wounds weren’t likely to be lethal. When the phones had exploded, mainly thighs had been burned or bruised. Those people needed to get out and receive medical treatment but not necessarily visit an emergency room. She used her telekinesis to lift many of them out of the top of the stadium—they had requested the owners to open it—so they could take one of the many Las Vegas taxi cabs to get medical treatment. The more seriously injured were carried to ambulances on stretchers and then taken to the hospital.

Now, all that was left in the stadium were the dead. One hundred and thirty-seven people had died in the initial chaos and even more would succumb to their wounds.

And why? Galen didn’t understand. He hated that he had known Boneclaw was in the area and had not been able to anticipate that he would do this. The truth was that he still didn’t understand what the ancient dragon’s motivations could be. Amy was right—why was the hardest part of this entire puzzle.

“Are you all right?” Vala asked Amy when she finally airlifted the last injured person out of the stadium. It was eerily quiet now. Galen hadn’t expected to miss the sounds of injured people but without them, he was confronted by all the destruction their enemy had created instead of being able to focus on the survivors.

“I’m fine, yeah.” The mage wiped her face with a handkerchief from her pocket. “Believe it or not, picking things up isn’t all that hard for me. You two were supposed to do the hard work and find out what the hell Boneclaw was doing here.”

The young dragon knew the connection to the Pixie Dust was a tenuous one at best, but Vala did not volunteer any other theories.

“I’m not sure, but I wonder if there’s a connection to Pixie Dust,” he said.

“I’m listening.” Amy motioned for him to continue.

“Well, I know it’s not much, but they did both appear in a similar time frame. Boneclaw was back slightly earlier—”

“But that might make sense,” Vala interjected. “Boneclaw is using the portals to the Void to regain his strength. He might not have been able to do much at all when he first came back. A delay before he started a base of operations tracks with that.”

“Okay…it’s not an impossible hypothesis,” Amy allowed.

“Is there another reason why he might have attacked this stadium?” the dwarf asked.

“I don’t think so.” The mage frowned as she considered this. “I had Brian take a brief look at these dragons and he hasn’t found any connections. Given how plugged-in Boneclaw was before he died, I think that if these were old friends, we’d know.” She shrugged. “Pixie Dust…hmmm… Drew will love the idea, I can tell you that.”

“I honestly don’t know what else it could be,” Galen admitted. “Previously, Boneclaw has mostly tried to open more Void portals to gain power. Then he shifted gears and targeted me via my uncle. The only common thread here is the appearance of Pixie Dust.”

“Him attacking you sounds more like the Boneclaw I knew. He was all about revenge and I’m sure he has a host of reasons to attack you.”

“I thought you said he should have gone after Kristen or Kylara first?” Vala commented.

“Maybe he thought Galen would be the easiest name to tick off his list before he went after me or either of them. They do have more powers than Galen does. For that matter, so do I.”

“So you think this is about revenge, then?” the young dragon asked.

“I don’t, no.” Amy shook her head. “Like I said, we’d have turned up a connection but the Flaming Foursome are all too young. I don’t think this is revenge. Even if they did meet Boneclaw, I don’t think any of them had the kind of power needed to do something worthy of his revenge.”

“Galen is special like that,” Vala joked.

“I also wonder why this attack has been different than the others,” the mage continued. “There was no portal disk here and no sign of a revenge motive. I simply don’t understand it.”

“It’s a mystery,” the dwarf agreed.

“Why would he want us here?” Galen asked suddenly.

Amy snapped her fingers, a look of panic on her face. “As a distraction!” She pulled her phone out, dialed the Steel Guard headquarters, and put the phone on speaker.

“Brian here, what’s up Amy?”

“Are you all under attack?” she asked.

“Yeah let me check on that… No…nope. We’re not under attack.”

“Are you sure?”

“You’re asking if I’m sure that no dragons are currently attacking our base? Given that the windows are still intact and no balls of fire are streaking around, yeah, I’m pretty dang certain.”

“And the Void scanners—”

“Haven’t reported anything,” he replied. “And believe me, we’ve been checking. I haven’t seen anything anywhere, Detroit and Vegas included.”

“Dang,” the mage muttered. “I had thought that perhaps this was a ruse to split our forces, but I guess not.”

“I’m checking on Kylara in New Mexico as we speak, but she’s good too,” he confirmed. “Amythist says she is fine and that the school defenses are secure.”

“That’s…good.” Amy sounded relieved but also confused.

“You don’t sound like it’s good,” Brian told her bluntly.

“We don’t know what we’re doing here, is all.”

“Are you sure Boneclaw was down there?”

“Vala got a Void reading so—”

“If Vala got a reading, he was there,” he said. “I can tell you how good her code is. I can check with Kristen, but she was in here a moment ago. She told me she wants to see what you all turned up. I assume that at the moment, the answer is still nothing.”

“We know Boneclaw was here and that the dragons were under the effect of Pixie Dust when they attacked,” Amy told him.

“Great, then follow that. I’m sure Drew will be more than useful.”

“Is there a reason why my ears are burning?” the man said as he approached.

Amy hung up and turned to him. “Galen thinks there might be a connection between Boneclaw and the Pixie Dust. They both appeared at about the same time, and both seem to be growing into larger problems. What do you think?”

“Boneclaw was all about power. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that he’s behind something that weakens dragons.”

“So you think it’s possible?” the young dragon asked.

Drew nodded. “More than possible, but I won’t go out on a limb and say that’s exactly what’s going on here. Still, it seems like Pixie Dust is the only loose thread we have to pull at to unravel all this.”

“Which means, with no answers, we could use your help,” Amy said to the two partners.

“Of course,” Galen answered immediately. “Although Boneclaw needs to stay the priority.”

“We’d be honored to work with you all on this investigation,” Vala agreed. “I did find that Void magic. I can further calibrate devices to see if Boneclaw is around. Plus, that Pixie Dust stuff is nasty. I’ve seen what it can do to dragons. If there’s another factory here—regardless of whether or not Boneclaw is involved—we need to shut it down.”

“Great. Then let’s follow the intel and see where it takes us.” Drew nodded, all business.

The young dragon wished he knew the answer to that question. Another thing he didn’t know was if he wanted it to lead to Boneclaw or as far from him as possible.


Chapter Eight


Even after seeing the Detroit Steel Guard headquarters, Vala thought the Las Vegas branch rather impressive. It was smaller than the main office and despite the preponderance of glittering chrome, it seemed drab compared to the casinos all over the city. While it was fancier than the other office, it didn’t look like it amongst the surrounding scenery.

They were led by the local team into a conference room with a projector, a large touchscreen that she desperately wanted to play with, and a pot of coffee brewing in the corner.

Their local chief—a mage by the name of Mariah Orrens—sat with them and had her team bring anything they needed by sharp orders snapped through a radio.

The dwarf could feel the radio calling out to the other handhelds, exactly like she could see the projector-touchscreen interface. She was certain that the Detroit base had technology far more advanced than touchscreens and radios, but their meeting with Kristen had been brief. She had not been able to explore.

“Where are the prisoners?” Amy asked Orrens.

“In four separate cells and still cuffed. I think we ought to let the dust settle somewhat and give them time to stew before we talk to them.” She tapped part of the touchscreen and a video feed from each of the cells displayed. One of the dragons was seated, but the other three still looked restless. Vala was not about to insist that they race into those rooms.

“Do we have any security footage?” Amy looked faintly hopeful.

“We don’t, or not officially,” the other mage replied. “The entire system at the stadium went down. This is the only video from the system that survived.”

She brought up an image of a mass of black slime flowing over a camera before it short-circuited.

“You don’t have the same kind of thing from all the cameras?” Vala asked quickly.

Orrens shook her head. “We don’t, which is weird. The cameras didn’t all go out at once. They started going dark in one hallway, then proceeded to go out sequentially like he was moving through that area.”

“Do we have video of that?” The dwarf perked up.

“We don’t. For some reason, this camera was spared but the others were taken out before they got anything at all.”

“That’s weird. If he knew about cameras he wouldn’t have left only one.” Unless he wanted to be seen. She decided to not say it. “But you said the entire system went down?”

“It did. If we assume the intruder moved along the path the cameras were on before they malfunctioned, when he reached the central command room, it knocked everything out.”

“What about unofficially?” Amy asked.

“The cell phones were all blown—you saw that?” Orrens asked.

“We did,” Drew confirmed.

“Well, that screech of his fried the video cameras too but someone had brought in an old VHS recorder and that somehow survived unscathed. We confiscated it for security purposes, of course.”

“Play the casette,” Amy requested.

Orrens gestured to someone and they entered carrying a VHS player under their arm. Vala couldn’t help but grin. She had only read about the obsolete technology but one was now central to a crime case.

“He got a fairly good angle,” Orrens said, as the operator fast-forwarded through the video until they reached the song the Flaming Foursome had performed before the attack. “Are we fans here or can I mute this?”

“Mute it,” Amy agreed. “And can we do slow motion?”

“It’ll look like hell but we can do it.” The operator slowed the video.

It was hard to see from the angle how Boneclaw got in, but Vala’s stomach twisted when she saw a rope of black goo crawl up the drummer’s back and enter his mind. A moment later, he transformed and attacked the singer.

“Now that’s odd, isn’t it?” Amy frowned.

“What is?” Drew asked.

“Boneclaw took the dragon over and then attacked other dragons when there were humans right there.”

“He did injure and kill a large number of humans as well,” the man pointed out.

“Right, of course. But why not start with them? In the past, he’s always been anti-human. I would think that with a captive audience like this, he could have killed thousands, not hundreds. Why target the dragon?”

“That’s a good point,” Galen said, his face grim. “He’s always liked killing humans most of all.”

“Play the video again,” Amy instructed and the operator complied.

They watched the carnage unfold in slow motion and froze the frame again when the drummer flew up in preparation to be struck by the singer. The black tentacle left him and slithered under the stage.

“That’s uncharacteristic, isn’t it?” Amy sounded perplexed. “He had an opportunity to attack humans and he didn’t. He left as soon as he got the brawl going.”

“My history’s not as good as yours, but didn’t Boneclaw mostly refrain from killing humans for centuries?” Drew asked.

She nodded. “That’s true. But he was working toward a plan that entire time. He restrained himself because he knew that one dragon could never eliminate all the humans in the world.”

“In other words, he had an objective,” Galen stated.

“I agree. I think it would be very dangerous to assume Boneclaw came here simply to kill some humans for the thrill of it. There was something he wanted.”

“He must have got it,” Drew commented darkly.

“How can you know that?” Vala asked.

“Because he’s not here,” the man replied with a shrug. “When bank robbers reach the vault, they leave. Plain and simple. He must have achieved his goal and that’s why he left.”

“Which means we have to discover the motives of a dragon whose life spanned millennia—”

“And isn’t only a dragon,” Galen finished for her.

She nodded. “I think it might be time to question the prisoners.”

The local head of the Steel Guard nodded. “I thought the same thing.”


Chapter Nine


Galen and Vala were led to a room adjacent to the interrogation room. Orrens assured him that the window was one-way glass and that the dragon—the drummer Dragoon—could not see them. While he didn’t want to hide from the prisoner, he didn’t want to argue with Amy or Drew either. This was their job after all.

“Why did you attack Flye?” Drew asked when he sat across from the drummer.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. They attacked me,” Dragoon insisted. He rubbed his bald head and drew attention to his bulging arms. The young dragon found it astonishing that the dainty silver cuff on his arm could render all that strength moot.

“What do you mean by that?” Amy asked from the back of the room. A coffee cup levitated in front of her, a not-so-subtle reminder that she had power while the prisoner did not.

“I mean I didn’t attack anyone. I came to and I was in the air—which is dumb because I love my drum solos and I was due one. Then Flye did his voice thing and crashed into me. I fought back at that point, of course, and everyone else teamed up against me.”

“Were you high on Pixie Dust? Is that why you lost consciousness?” Drew demanded.

“Was?” Dragoon laughed. “I can still feel a little dust running through me if you know what I’m saying.”

The man’s sneer was unmistakable. “Is that why you attacked?”

“You’ve never done it, have you? It’s great, I tell you, it truly is.”

“I’m not a dragon so no, I haven’t done Pixie Dust and hurt large numbers of people,” he replied.

“Oh, you’re not? Sorry, this cuff makes it so I can’t even read auras. I merely assumed you were and she was your mage.”

“Back to why you lost consciousness,” Amy said. “If it wasn’t Pixie Dust, what happened?”

“I don’t know exactly but I didn’t attack my friends. He made me do it.”

Galen’s blood ran cold.

“Who?” the mage asked on the other side of the glass.

“He didn’t tell me, but one second I was playing and the next second, it was like… I don’t know…someone else was in my head. At first, I tried to push it away but then I blacked out. I came to when everyone was attacking me and blaming me for things I didn’t do.”

“That’s different than how my Uncle Petrov described being possessed,” Galen murmured to Vala.

“The last thing he remembered was seeing Boneclaw’s shadows, right?”

“Exactly. He didn’t remember Boneclaw in his mind at all.”

“He had snatches of memory, though. Like when he hunted,” she reminded him.

“That’s right. But from the way he described it, I got the sense that Boneclaw let him have those moments—like maybe he didn’t want to hunt or something like that. This seems different. He had more control with my uncle. I wonder why.”

Inside the interrogation room, Amy asked, “Have you ever known, met, or been introduced to the dragon known as Lord Boneclaw?”

“Boneclaw? The jerk who tried to start a war when the Steel Dragon came to power?” Dragoon looked aghast.

“Yeah. Him.”

“No, no. Certainly not. The only reason the Flaming Foursome is so popular is because of Kristen Hall. I’m not sure if you’re fans—”

“We’re not,” Drew stated succinctly.

“But all our songs are about human-dragon love. We don’t believe in barriers between the species. Flye doesn’t only preach it either, he lives it. Why, there was this congregation that came to our last show in Phoenix. Religious types, you know, protesting dragons in their town, but when they heard Flye’s voice, they felt it. He didn’t hold their beliefs against them either. He let them—all of them—come backstage and—”

“That’s quite enough,” the Steel Guardsman told him.

“No, it’s a good story.”

“I think we’ve heard more than enough,” Amy said. She gestured to Drew and the two of them left Dragoon in a drug-induced reverie of memories past.

“Well?” she asked when she entered the room Vala and Galen had been watching from.

“The way Boneclaw took him over was different than my uncle. That has to mean something.”

His partner nodded. “I wonder if he tried to take anyone else over.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Amy said.

“I want to ask more about the Pixie Dust too,” Drew said. “If there is a connection, this band is the biggest thing in town. They’ll be able to lead us where we need to go if anyone can.”

“All right, then. Who’s next?” The mage grinned.


Chapter Ten


“Was I on Pixie Dust? Hell yes, I was on Pixie Dust. I wish I was on more Pixie Dust right now.” Tumbo giggled. Even though it was the first answer he had given, Galen decided he did not like this dragon at all, despite his goofy demeanor.

“What do you remember from before Dragoon attacked?” Drew asked.

“We were shredding. Or Lady Shredds was.” The prisoner giggled again. “That’s not her real name, you know.”

“We guessed,” Amy replied dryly.

The dragon tapped his nose with one finger. “Very good. That means yes by the way. In a human game. Charlatans, it’s called. Anyway, her real name is—”

“We don’t care about her real name.” Drew sighed. “What we want to know is what you remember right before Dragoon attacked.”

“It’s not his real name either.”

“Okay…please tell us, all right?” Amy snapped.

Galen did not envy the two interrogators on the other side of the glass. It seemed that they had inadvertently saved the most difficult witness for last.

“Yeah, yeah, sure. There’s no need to get all upset. I was jamming and he attacked. That’s it. Dragoon. You know he’s involved with Frye? Well, so is Lady Shredds but Dragoon and Frye go way back. In fact—”

“We don’t need to know about the details of their intimacy,” Drew interjected sternly. “What we need to know is if anything unusual happened. Did you experience anything at all out of the ordinary?”

“No. No, it was all normal.” Tumbo nodded but then frowned. “Well, except for that voice, I guess.”

“That voice?” Amy pounced.

“Yeah… There was something I wouldn’t have remembered except you two keep harping about the moment before Dragoon attacked. It’s a real buzzkill, by the way, thinking about how all those people got hurt. We didn’t want that. None of us wanted that.”

“You were talking about a voice.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I heard this voice. It was…mad…I think. At me? I don’t know. It was there for a second, then it was gone.”

“What was it mad about?” she asked. Galen could hug her for thinking along the same lines that he was.

“I don’t know, mage-lady. It was only a moment. He seemed pissed, then he was gone.”

“He has to remember more than that,” the young dragon muttered behind the window.

But no matter how many different ways Amy and Drew grilled the long-haired bass player, no more clues were forthcoming. Eventually, Amy called for Orrens to send him back to his cell and Amy, Drew, Vala, and Galen met in the meeting room to discuss what the four suspects had said. As they talked, one of Orren’s officers put their ideas on the touchscreen projector.

“What do we know?” the Steel Guard mage asked.

“Three of them were on Pixie Dust. Only the guitarist refrained,” Drew said. “And Tumbo indulged the most.”

The officer wrote Pixie Dust on the board and drew lines connecting it to three of the four names of Flaming Foursome. He then bolded the line between Tumbo and Pixie Dust. The young dragon didn’t think there was a setting to make that line bold enough.

“Pixie Dust aside for a moment,” Amy continued. “What do we know about the fight?”

“Between Vala’s readings, the video, and what they said, we know Boneclaw was here,” Galen stated.

The officer at the board glanced at Amy, and she nodded. He wrote the name on the board.

“Lady Shredds…” Drew said the name like he was peeling a band-aid slowly off his skin. “She described it as uncharacteristic of Dragoon. She said he became more vicious in his attacks and seemed far more skilled at fighting than he’d ever shown them before.”

“That bite wasn’t easy,” Galen pointed out. “The way he snatched the singer like that? A dragon should have been able to sense that coming from the aura and dodge. Boneclaw had to be in control.”

“But that makes sense, right?” Vala asked.

He nodded. “It does. Boneclaw was able to make my uncle more skilled than usual too. He could also control his powers. That means if he takes over a body, he can make it better than before.”

“In other words, he augments those he controls,” Amy said.

All four of them nodded as the officer wrote augments his victims under Boneclaw’s name.

“But then he left,” the dwarf reminded them. “We saw that in the video.”

“And Dragoon’s testimony confirms it,” Drew agreed.

“All their testimonies confirm it,” the mage said. “He went from skills he didn’t have—like that awful thing he did with the cymbal—to back to his normal self. Instead of fighting, he complained about them sitting on him.”

“I hate this. It’s too good an excuse,” Galen muttered. “If word of this gets out, dragons will start attacking and then simply say Boneclaw made them do it.”

“They’re already trying that with Pixie Dust,” Drew pointed out.

“That might be the link.” The young dragon thought for a moment. “Boneclaw could be trying to make it harder for the Steel Guard to enforce dragon law so when he strikes, we won’t have the courts at our back?”

“Are we sure it’s Boneclaw?” The Steel Guardsman still looked dubious.

“Yes.”

“Positively,” Vala affirmed.

“Fairly certain,” Amy said, which drove Galen crazy.

“How certain?” Drew asked.

“There are a few other dragons with mind control powers,” the mage told them. “Not many, but a few.”

“Can any of them control the shadow slime we saw in the tunnels beneath the stadium though?” Galen growled and tried to keep a lid on his tempter. He understood that police needed to operate at a different level of proof but honestly, this was becoming ridiculous as far as he was concerned. It felt like Drew would find a note signed by Boneclaw saying, I did this, and he’d still doubt it.

“No,” the mage confirmed. “Although there are dragons with those powers as well. They could be working together, maybe as copycats and maybe because they think they can use the return of Boneclaw as a screen.”

“I don’t think that’s very reasonable,” Vala commented bluntly.

Galen was thankful for how calm she sounded. Currently, his knuckles grew spikes as he grasped his sword with every ounce of strength he had.

“Why not?” Drew raised an eyebrow at her.

“Well, Occam’s razor states that one should not increase the number of entities needed to explain anything beyond reason. All things being equal, the simplest solution is often the best one,” the dwarf explained. “I understand that we need to explore different possibilities, but based on the Void magic readings, we know Boneclaw is back. Now we have evidence that an entity with his power profile was there, as well as evidence of mind control, which we also know he has done. It seems very unlikely to me that this is a different mind control dragon working with a dragon with the same powers as Boneclaw—and, oh yeah, they can also access the Void.”

“This has to be Boneclaw,” Galen said.

“I agree,” Amy responded firmly.

“As do I,” Drew nodded. “But I wanted to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

“Which brings us back to why,” the mage reminded them. “Why, precisely, did he come here? What part of his plan involves four fairly normal dragons in a band entertaining humans?”

“The fact that he already left proves that he doesn’t want any of their powers,” Vala said.

“Maybe he doesn’t like that they perform for humans?” Galen suggested. “He tried to start a war between dragons and technomages. Maybe this is something similar.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” Drew frowned in thought. “But if he wanted to sow discord, why not use a member of the Steel Guard? We employ many dragons. If he wanted to make the world doubt that dragons and humans could coexist, why not start with the very organization that enforces that ideal?”

“Okay, let’s follow that for a second.” Amy gestured at the officer at the smartboard to start a new page. “Who else would make a good target for mind control if the end goal is to shake the world’s confidence in dragon-human relations? We can go ahead and put the Steel Guard up there.”

The officer wrote Steel Guard on the board and the smartboard converted the chicken scratch handwriting to clean print.

“Galen and I have worked together and Boneclaw has bothered us,” Vala pointed out.

“Fair enough. Throw Magic Managed up there.”

The officer complied.

“What about the Lumos School?” Galen suggested. “My family was furious when they started to accept mages. I imagine Boneclaw would be furious to learn that the school is still doing well even after he attacked it.”

Amy nodded. “Lumos School. That makes sense too, although we’ve already fought and defeated him there. I don’t think it’s entirely wise to assume he is weaker than he was before but at the same time, if he were stronger, I think he’d strike more definitively.”

“The problem with striking either the Lumos School or the Steel Guard headquarters is that we’re already on high alert,” Drew reminded her.

“That’s a good point,” she agreed. “Before we left, Kristen had sent out a recommendation that no Steel Guards go anywhere alone. From what we’ve seen, that should be a decent deterrent. It seems Boneclaw can only control one dragon at a time.”

“How do we know that?” Galen wasn’t convinced.

“Do you think he would have hesitated to take your mind over when he dueled you if he could have?” Vala asked.

The possibility of that scared him to his very core. “Okay, good point,” he mumbled.

“He could get more powerful, though, right?” Amy scowled. “Maybe he can learn to control more than one target at the same time.”

“Not without opening a portal to the Void,” the dwarf responded. “Which we’d be able to detect. That seems to be how he builds his strength. I think that—from what we’ve seen anyway—the Steel Guard working in pairs should keep them safe.”

“There’s still the Lumos School,” the young dragon reminded them.

“I don’t think that’s a possibility.” Vala shrugged. “The last time I visited, I spent a little time looking at their defenses. I’m not saying they’re impregnable, but I don’t think Boneclaw could make it inside without being detected. And if he did make it in there, he’d have to deal with Amythist, Kylara, and Sam. All of them have light powers, and Kylara could call on the pixies who hate the Void. I’d bet they would try to stop him, even if they are mostly pacifists.”

“Speaking of pixies,” Galen said, “none of this explains how or why that drug is involved.”

“Well, Pixie Dust is only a name,” Drew said. “This isn’t Peter Pan.”

“I know that,” he replied. “But it arrived at about the same time Boneclaw returned, is a growing problem, and the dragons he attacked were all using it. The razor thing Vala was talking about suggests there could be a connection.”

“Mmm. Possibly,” his partner conceded. The officer drew a dotted line between Pixie Dust and Boneclaw on the board. “But I don’t know that we have conclusive evidence of that.”

“Sometimes, different groups of bad guys happen to pop up at the same time, kid,” Drew told him. “I’ve seen it often as a cop.”

“Fair enough,” Galen conceded. “But Boneclaw hates pixies and used to rant about them when I was hiding out with him and Kylara’s aunt Cassandra. He hates how whimsical they are, and how they waste their powers. Most of all, he hates them because he knows that no one bothers with them despite them controlling an enormous amount of power.”

“Slow down, Galen. What does Boneclaw taking over a band of singing dragons have to do with pixies?”

“Think about it. How much manpower is the Steel Guard spending chasing Pixie Dust leads? What better way to distract them than by creating a problem they have to deal with?”

“That makes a certain kind of sense.” Amy nodded.

“Then we have all the more reason to find the source of it and shut it down,” Drew stated.

“But if Boneclaw is using Pixie Dust to suck up the Steel Guard’s energy, wouldn’t chasing after it be exactly what he wants?” Vala asked.

“I think it’s a risk we have to take.” The mage sighed and shrugged. “It is a problem and I think we can assume that Boneclaw does not know that we know about him. We can follow the Pixie Dust and see if we can find where he has his claw in the pie, so to speak.”

“More like a tentacle,” Galen muttered.

“Okay. This could work.” The mage warmed to the idea. “We know Pixie Dust and Boneclaw both appeared at roughly the same time. Given that we don’t know when Pixie Dust first appeared, it could be a much closer timeframe than we’ve realized. It could be a distraction, a way to regain lost wealth, or a variety of other more complicated schemes.”

“That fits in with how Boneclaw operates,” Galen agreed. “He prefers to manipulate from behind the scenes.”

“Especially if he’s weaker than he wants to be,” Vala added.

“Right, which means we still need to keep an eye out for portals to the Void,” Amy acknowledged.

“I have my detector linked to the cell network. If he pops up anywhere, we’ll know.”

“What if it’s somewhere with no cell service?” Drew asked.

“That might work for a while,” the dwarf admitted. “But there are cell phone towers on every continent at this point. He could go to the middle of the Sahara desert or something but even then, as the disk got bigger, we’d detect it.”

Amy nodded. “That works for me. If Brian knows how to use it, I’m sure he’ll let us know the moment that signature appears anywhere.”

“Same with anyone being attacked. If Boneclaw moves openly, we’ll know it.”

“Good.” Galen felt a little better but wasn’t completely reassured. “But he won’t move openly. That’s not his style. If we want him, we’ll have to hunt him.”

“If you’re right, that means following the Pixie Dust,” Drew told him.

“Is that gonna work with you, Galen?” Amy asked.

The young dragon didn’t know. What he wanted to do—what he needed—was to stop Boneclaw. But he had to admit that he didn’t exactly know how. Plus, the connection to Pixie Dust made sense to him. The timelines matched and the motivations were there. Hell, for that matter, the two dragons who had sensed Boneclaw had been using Pixie Dust. This must be the best way to find him, even if it felt much less direct than he would have liked.

“Yeah. I’m in. Let’s find who is making Pixie Dust and their connection to Boneclaw.”

“It won’t be that easy,” Drew warned him. “Drugs might be new to dragon culture but humans have used them for a damn long time. We’ll have to go back in there and try to shake down one of these Flaming Foursome for a name and a place. From there, we’ll have to work our way up the chain, probably by going undercover.”

“Undercover? You mean one of us needs to pretend like we’re a drug user?” Vala asked.

The man’s gaze settled on Galen. “Pixie Dust only works on dragons so there’s only one choice.”

“Oh.” Galen wasn’t sure what he thought about all that.

“Do you think you can trick a group of druggies into thinking you’re one of them?” Drew asked.

“Of course you can!” Vala exclaimed enthusiastically. “You’ve convinced the town of Cranbook that a dragon can help so why can’t you convince some dragons that you want to get high?”

“Gee, I love the confidence,” her partner quipped. “But yeah…I think I can do it. I lived with Boneclaw for a while and convinced him not to kill me. How much worse can it be than that?”

A moment of silence said it might be far worse than he had assumed, but before he could ask any more questions, Amy took the lead again.

“We’ll need a name first. It’s possible that these guys picked their stuff up from a drop point or something. If that’s the case, all this will get much more difficult.”

“I take it you want another crack at the prisoners?” Orrens asked. Galen had not noticed when she came in.

“We do,” the mage said. “And we want your help to get Pixie Dust out of Las Vegas.”

The woman smiled at that. “Finally, a challenge.”


Chapter Eleven


“What do you want this time?” Flye demanded, his arms folded across his chest and his expression haughty.

Amy used her telekinesis to push him across the room and thrust the back of his chair against the wall behind him.

“We want to know who your dealer is.” Drew fixed him with a hard look.

“We’re in Vegas. There are dealers everywhere. I know a great little twenty-dollar blackjack table you could probably afford,” the dragon retorted. If he was rattled by skidding across the floor, he did not show it.

“Don’t play dumb. We’re talking about Pixie Dust,” the mage snapped.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Flye replied. “Don’t the new Steel Guard laws mean that I get a lawyer or something?”

“Only if we decide to press charges,” Orrens told him. She stood just inside the room, her arms folded in front of her in a mocking mirror image of him.

“If you’re not pressing charges, don’t you have to let me go? Look, we’re victims here too. I don’t know why Dragoon attacked and I know that you don’t know either.”

“Did you know that no dragon has ever been tried for dealing Pixie Dust?” Drew said casually, still seated at the table.

“Is that right?” Amy asked.

“Dealing? What are you talking about?” Flye snapped. “We weren’t dealing.”

“We found your stash in the green room.” The Steel Guardsman retrieved a manila folder of photos.

Amy slid the prisoner close to the table so he could see.

“This is a ton of Pixie Dust. More than I’ve ever seen in the possession of a single dragon,” Drew said.

“It was for all four of us,” the dragon explained.

“And these little containers with the pixie printed on them?” Drew asked. “There’s like a dozen of those.”

“That’s so we could travel with it. We’re always on the road, going to casinos, different shows, that kind of thing. What are you accusing me of? I am the lead singer of the Flaming Foursome. I don’t need to sell drugs for the money!”

“So you do it for fun, then?” Amy asked.

“I’m not saying anything until my lawyer is here.” Flye glared at her.

“Then I guess we might as well press charges,” Orrens said. “If that’s the only way you’re going to talk.”

“Enough!” The dragon’s voice rose. When no one grabbed their ears, his eyes widened. He had forgotten that he wore a cuff that kept his magical powers from him.

“Right…” Amy snorted. “You don’t want to talk then?”

Flye mimed zipping his mouth shut and tossing the key away. It was the first smart thing he had done. Too bad they had a plan for this.

“Captain Orrens, we’ll go ahead and press charges,” Drew told her.

“Are you sure?” she asked, the lines delivered a little clunkily. “After all, there’s no precedent.”

“That’s why our boss—the Steel Dragon—wants to go ahead with it. Pixie Dust is blowing up. It’s causing problems all across the nation. We’re trying to get dragons to dry out but drug use is a complicated issue. Many dragons see users as victims.” He paused for emphasis. “Dealers, though…that’s a different story.”

“No one likes a dealer,” Orrens said.

“That’s what the Steel Dragon wants to make clear. Users are victims who need treatment. Dealers are the ones who need to be prosecuted,” Amy confirmed.

“This is perfect,” she continued. “We’ve been looking for a high-profile case like this. Someone we can throw the book at, so the whole world can see that the Steel Guard takes dealing Pixie Dust very seriously. That no one—not even celebrities—is above the law. That even the rich and famous can spend years shackled without their magic.”

“But we’re not dealers!” Flye protested. He had gone completely white.

“I’m sure that’s what your lawyer will say.” Orrens nodded dismissively. “Will you want to prosecute this under Nevada law or are we talking federal?”

“I think we’ll start here, then go to the dragon courts,” Drew said. “It’ll be expensive but the Steel Guard has the resources.”

“Now just a minute—”

“Mr. Flye, sir, we wouldn’t want you to incriminate yourself any further.”

“I’m not a dealer. I swear it! Dragons don’t even like our music. It’s all for people and Pixie Dust doesn’t work on them. But look, I get it, dealing is bad. Sometimes, I think we wouldn’t even be using if not for the dealer right here in Las Vegas—real pushy and doesn’t care at all about the users. Did you see how much he gave only the four of us? And you’re right about the containers, of course. Very suspicious. He probably wanted us to make more clients for him.” Flye tsked and shook his head in disapproval.

“Did he have a name?” Orrens asked.

“Yeah…it’s right on the tip of my tongue…” The prisoner looked at each of them in turn. “I think if I had some paper, I could remember…maybe I could write out a victim’s account?”

“If you could put something down in writing, that would make it much easier to get you on probation—that is if this pans out.”

“Right, of course. Sure,” Flye agreed as Amy made a piece of paper and pen flutter out of the folder Drew held. She filled out the appropriate paperwork while the dragon watched and licked his lips.

He read it, then nodded. “This all looks good to me. The guy’s name is Scuba.”

“Scuba? We’ll need more than a fake name,” she told him.

“Scuba’s the only name I’ve ever used. But I know where he hangs out. That blackjack table I told you about? It’s inside Treasure Island. He’s always there right after the big show out front.”


Chapter Twelve


Galen had to admit that it was rather difficult to focus on the task at hand. Flye had assured them that Scuba always wore a Hawaiian shirt with purple-and-white flowers, but it was rather difficult to distinguish particular fabric patterns given the controlled chaos in front of the Treasure Island casino.

Currently, at least a dozen men and twice as many women, all in varying stages of undress, danced and sang atop a full-size pirate ship. It seemed this particular show had only recently been revived. He could have done without the distraction.

It wasn’t only the bandanas—carefully placed to keep the show PG-13 instead of R—so much as all the trappings around it. There was music, pyrotechnics, and of course, a crowd. Flye had been clear that Scuba was always quite close to the stage and he always wore a purple-and-white Hawaiian shirt. The young dragon had thought that sounded like an easy enough thing to locate. But now, confronted with a crowd of hundreds, he felt far less certain.

Every kind of human was present to watch the pirates dance and curse in synchronization. Overweight American tourists sweltered in the heat and desiccated locals from the desert tried to enjoy the rebirth of a show that some had not seen for decades. The Europeans present were thinner and less impressed-looking, with pants that weren’t quite long enough and shirts that did not feature screen-printed images.

A family from China seemed to be intent on taking enough pictures of the show to recreate the performance frame by frame once they returned home. Security officers kept their arms folded in front of them and the crowd behind them. Men slapped cards with images of women whose outfits would never be considered PG-13 and even in the din of the show, Galen could hear the slap, slap, slap of their decks of cards.

Dragons were in the crowd too. They were easier to distinguish than most. All of them were unbelievably attractive, impeccably dressed, and had a pocket of space around them, likely created by their auras.

But nowhere could he see a man in a purple-and-white shirt.

“I still think this is a bad idea,” Amy said from the back of the crowd. They were dressed in civilian clothes rather than Steel Guard uniforms, although Galen’s outfit did not feel like it was made for blending in.

“If we simply go in and arrest him, we’re done,” Drew said. It was hard to square the experienced cop with an ax to grind about Pixie Dust and the problems it had caused with the person standing next to him wearing khaki shorts, a bright blue polo shirt, a cowboy hat, and a nose completely covered in white sunscreen. “Galen has to secure some and then get us upstream.”

“Can’t we put the pressure on him once we arrest him?” the mage asked. She wore a red sundress and a straw hat with a brim so wide it made the man’s look conservative.

“Big operations don’t loop guys who work the street in on their structure. This is the most visible part of their operation, so they’ll make sure he’s expendable. He probably has a contact who knows more than him, but I guarantee that if we bring him in, they’ll know about us before we know about them.”

“It’s fine,” Galen assured them. “I can do it.”

“You certainly look the part.” Vala giggled.

“Oh, like you’re one to talk,” he muttered, although honestly, he knew he beat her in the bizarre styles department. Because of her natural dwarf thickness, they had elected to dress her like any other slightly overweight American tourist. She wore short shorts and a too-long t-shirt emblazoned with what happens in Vegas stays here. Orrens had assured them that the knockoffs were more authentic than the real thing. A baseball cap and sunglasses did a decent enough job of hiding her large dwarf nose and brow.

The young dragon, in contrast, wore a bright white suit, silver shoes, a silver belt, a wide-brimmed white hat, and a teal shirt. He felt like a total fool—like some garish wannabe famous dragon moron. The worst thing was that he was not the only person dressed like that in the crowd. Brightly colored suits seemed to be the choice of the season in Vegas. He simply looked like any other dragon.

“Has anyone seen the guy yet?” Vala asked. Her limited vertical stature made her less than ideal as a member of the lookout team.

“Not yet,” Drew said. “But we’ll see him, I’m sure. He’s here to meet dragons, after all. It’s not like they’re known for their patience or subtlety.”

“Be careful with him,” Amy warned Galen.

“I’ll be fine. Flye said he’s a human, not a dragon. Even in this form, I’m sure I can take him in a fight.”

“Don’t be too sure about that.” Her gaze still scanned the crowd. The singing pirates had moved on to their dramatic conclusion to the show in which the ship’s captain tried valiantly to resist the calls of the scantily clad sirens. For the life of him, Galen couldn’t understand why this show had ever been canceled.

“Even without Claw, I’m still faster than a regular human,” he pointed out. Despite his protests, everyone had agreed that his blade was far too recognizable for him to carry it on his person. Although after seeing the group of pirates bow on stage and break to mingle with the crowd and try to draw them into the casino, he thought a sword wouldn’t be that out of place there.

“I’m a regular human to your dragon senses,” Amy pointed out. “And I’m very sure that I can take you with my eyes closed.”

“Sure. But Flye would have mentioned if this guy was a mage.”

“It’s not only mages you need to worry about. This guy is actively selling drugs to dragons. That means he’s used to dealing with them all the time. He might not have dragon bullets, but it would be extremely foolish to assume he doesn’t. I don’t think he’ll pull a gun on you in a crowd like this but we need to be cautious.”

Galen nodded and swallowed hard. He had not thought about the possibility of dragon bullets. It made sense, of course, and although it would be dumb to fire a gun in a crowd like this, he couldn’t help but think of this guy as a potential junkie. He would not be high on Pixie Dust but what if he was high on the human equivalent? Suddenly, the certainty of this plan seemed much less guaranteed.

“There he is.” Drew’s statement forced him to try to quell his doubts.

The young dragon turned and his gaze settled on the drug dealer who stood in front of the ship as the crowd either dispersed into the hot streets of Vegas or followed the sexy pirates inside. He looked casual enough like one of the half a dozen people lingering to smoke a cigarette, but his gaze was on the dragons. His hands were thrust into the pockets of baggy white cargo pants and his shirt was indeed in the Hawaiian style, decorated in purple-and-white flowers. A baseball cap from a casino completed the outfit.

Galen took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and approached the man known as Scuba.

Despite his nervousness, he knew he had to exude confidence for this to work at all. Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on one’s perspective—he had spent a lifetime acting comfortable even when he was anything but. His family had always thought him too weak, too powerless, and too insignificant. He had countered their constant negativity by hiding those parts of himself behind a sarcastic, unflappable persona and called on that version of himself now as he approached the dealer. With his shoulders unhunched, he straightened his back and put a swagger in his step.

“What up?” he said when he reached his quarry.

“Nothing, man. Nothing.” Drew had said this might happen. Despite their job being to sell illegal substances to strangers, the Steel Guardsman had said that drug dealers were often jumpy and untrusting of new faces. They feared exactly what he was trying to do.

“Oh, man…you know, enjoying the show. Very stoked they dusted this old stage off,” he said.

“Yeah, yeah. Pretty cool, pretty cool. Look man, I should get going. There’s a blackjack table with a smoking hot dealer who always comes on after the show. See you around, huh?”

“Wait—blackjack,” the young dragon said and scrambled to make this work. “Do you happen to know Flye from the Flaming Foursome? He said he met the coolest dude playing blackjack. You’re not…you’re not Scuba, are you?”

Beneath his hat, the man’s gaze stopped searching the crowd and looked him in the eye. “Flye sent you?”

“Yeah, man. I came in to see his show and he had me in the green room. He gave me some of his…dust. It was amazing. Like world-changing. He said you might be able to get me some more.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, for sure brother, for sure. Right this way, man. I got a place at a blackjack table where we can chat.”

He followed the man into the casino and out of the sun. They took seats at a table fairly far from the entrance. Scuba sat so his back was to a wall, but the dragon thought he was being overly paranoid. The security knew him and did not mind his presence. He put a chip on the table, then nodded to Galen.

“You can play with cash here. Hundred bucks.”

“Excellent.” He smiled and put his money on the table.

The dealer promptly dealt him losing cards. Before he could put any more cash on the table, Scuba patted him on the back and slipped a baggie deftly into his suit pocket behind the teal handkerchief that matched his shirt.

“Cool, man, cool. So yeah, great meeting you and all that. If you’ll excuse me.” He started to push out his chair before the young dragon put more cash on the table, stopping him.

“The thing is, I had a very good time with Flye.”

“You should have a good time during your stay here with that.” The man patted him on the chest where the baggie was hidden.

“I’m sure I will. The thing is, I’m throwing a party next weekend. I’d love to show my friends how great this town can be.”

“I don’t know, man, that sounds tough.” Scuba dithered, interested but also wary.

“What is the limit on this table by the way?” Galen asked the dealer and took a wad of hundreds out. He put a thousand on the table, fully aware that he and Vala had dreamt of money in these quantities only months earlier.

“Ten thousand.” The dealer smiled.

“Ah…not quite big enough then,” he said to Scuba. “I don’t know anyone else and Flye said you were the best. I can double the limit if you can find us a bigger table.”

“You’re gonna need more than that,” the man said and swallowed as he nodded at the wad of cash.

“That would only be for your work,” he clarified. “Flye said it might be hard for you to put something together for me so I wanted to give you a thank you—if that would be all right.”

Scuba was already nodding even though his words tried to protest. “I don’t know, man…it might be tricky without a ton of time, but I…uh, double the limit in cash? Yeah…I mean, I think I can make it happen. We can make it happen today for sure. Meet me here in four hours.”

“You’ll have the dust?”

The man grinned. “If you’re gonna give me twenty K simply to hook you up, I’ll make sure you get enough that you’ll need to transform into your dragon self to get it all out of here.”

“Sounds great.” Galen grinned a phony smile.

“Four hours. Be here.”


Chapter Thirteen


Galen appeared to be wearing the same thing when he returned to Treasure Island for his rendezvous with Scuba, but precautions had been taken. The local Steel Guard was not as well provisioned or impressive as the Detroit office, but they were not completely bereft of funds either.

Drew had requested light body armor for Galen and Orrens had shown them to a room with enough sets to protect them all from bullets. Although dragon bullets were a legitimate concern, they did not need any special armor. The truth of it was that they were lethal to dragons because they were made of dragon bone or claw. Those were both materials that could be stopped by Kevlar unless fired from a very high-powered weapon, which wasn’t something that could be easily concealed. His sword was the only piece of dragon body turned weapon that could slice through more things than a spray of regular bullets could.

In addition to his body armor, he also had a fake gold filling that Vala had enchanted to be a two-way radio. He could hear them when they spoke into their earpieces and they could hear everything he said. Drew had asked about a shut-off switch, but he had assured them that would not be necessary. He didn’t want to accidentally turn off his communication with the rest of the team.

“There’s a decent chance they’ll check for a wire but I can’t see how anything could detect this tooth,” the man reassured him.

“I’ll be sure to stay focused on it all the same and check for any changes in electromagnetic frequencies,” Vala added. “That way, I’ll be able to adjust any of the output they might pick up so we should be fine.”

“I get that you have a business up there in Canada, but maybe you could do some consulting work for us sometime.”

“Oh, I assure you, we’ll bill the Steel Guard for this,” she joked.

“Make sure you charge them more than we’ll give to these thugs,” Galen said. He was already uncomfortable carrying the briefcase filled with ten thousand dollars in cash.

“We have about ten minutes.” Drew checked his wristwatch since there weren’t any actual clocks inside the casino. “Are we sure of the plan?”

“I get Scuba to lead me to his source upstream and make an offer to them. Then try to find out where they get their drugs.”

“And we hope Boneclaw will simply tumble into our laps if we go far enough upstream?” Vala asked. Although Galen had trouble with the stream metaphor, she seemed to have taken to it like…well, like a fish to water.

“I think we’re on the right track,” her partner said. “Have you seen this place? There was a massive skull and crossbones out front, plus more skulls inside the casino. He used to be obsessed with skulls. This would be the perfect place for him to operate out of.”

“I guess…” The dwarf didn’t sound convinced.

“The trick is to make it clear you always want more,” Drew explained. “Drug addicts and dealers are the same in that regard. Addicts always want more to get high, while dealers want more money. You have to seem like you’re a high roller, then make it clear that you want to be part of the larger operation—without being too obvious, of course.”

“Great. Make it clear, but not too obvious. Got it,” Galen confirmed.

“Are you ready?” Amy asked. “We can still bail, but if we intend to do this, we need to get you into position now.”

“I saw what Boneclaw did to those people in the stadium and I’ve seen what a dragon high on Pixie Dust can do. I can do this. I have to do this.”

“All right, then. Best of luck.”

“Be careful!” Vala said and he left them for the chaos of the casino. They had talked between a row of slot machines, far enough away from the blackjack table and around enough corners that if Scuba was already at the table, there was no way he could have seen them.

Each of them had entered separately and “bumped into” each other so if security was watching, it wouldn’t be too obvious that they were working together. Galen thought that was a little much but Drew had been quite firm that the casino could afford that level of security if it so wished.

The young dragon stepped from the row of slot machines into a part of the floor dedicated to spinning roulette wheels. Dealers asked for bets and gamblers slid piles of chips onto black, red, or the lucky numbers. An oversized slot machine covered in more lights than he had in his entire apartment lured in those with wandering eyes, while tourists pretended to be decent at poker in another section of the room.

He wove through all of it and felt self-conscious at first given the amount of money he had in his briefcase. This eased when he realized that at some of the roulette tables, ten thousand dollars rode on every single spin of the wheel.

When he reached the blackjack table where he had previously met Scuba, he sat close to where the dealer had sat when they’d been there earlier.

While he waited, he played a couple of ten-dollar hands, lost two, and won one. He hoped his odds for the rest of his afternoon were better than that.

Right on cue, Scuba sauntered across the room with two dragons in tow. They both giggled as they sat. The man didn’t seem to mind, but why would he? Dragons’ human forms only aged if they wanted them to. They could burn excess body fat off on a whim and make their physique anything they wanted it to be. Why would the dragon dealer not like a little attention from these beautiful women?

They made the same little maneuver he had with the money at the table and giggled madly when Scuba slipped a baggie inside each of their tops. The mood soured somewhat when one of them immediately took the baggie out, exposed herself in the process, and tried to snort it right then and there.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you can’t do that here,” the dealer told her.

“I can do whatever the hell I want, human.” The dragon sneered, her beauty gone now that her face was a twisted rictus of rage.

“Ma’am, if you’ll come with us, we have a VIP room you might enjoy,” a security guard said as he appeared out of the crowd. He towered over the dragon woman but he was also the antithesis of threatening. She giggled and caught her friend by the hand, and he led them to a private room to do drugs.

“Sorry about all that,” Scuba said after a round. “They heard about me from someone at the same show you were at. Small fish, not a shark like yourself.”

“Yeah, no worries.”

“Are you all right?” the man asked. “I thought you’d be…bubblier, I guess.”

“No, I’m good, only…uh, nervous about the party. I hope this is as good as the stuff Flye had.”

The man paled. “Oh…uh, yeah, the dust I gave you might have been cut a little. Most dragons don’t notice, but you know what you’re talking about. Don’t worry, though. The guys I get it from always have the purest stuff. It’ll be more what you’re looking for.”

“Great,” Galen said and realized that of course, that the dealer expected him to be high on Pixie Dust. He had bought some, after all, and was there to buy more. “Yeah, a friend came over and she used most of what I had. It’d be great if we could get some more.”

“Yeah, yeah, for sure! I know how that goes. That’s the…uh, payment, then?” Scuba asked.

The young dragon put the briefcase on his lap and opened it to reveal the ten thousand dollars. It was carefully packed so the top layer was all twenties but with wads of fives below to pad it and make it look like more.

“Great. Yes, sir, I can carry that for you and—”

“You get the dough when I get the dust,” Galen said firmly. “I’m not a fool, and not from here. You could simply take off.”

Scuba chuckled. “If that was the kind of business I ran, I think I would have been burned to a crisp, but yeah, no worries. If you want to carry the briefcase around the Strip, that’s fine with me. Most dragons prefer their hands free, is all.”

“I thought you said you’d have the stuff here.”

“You said you wanted a lot so I’m trying to deliver.” He grinned. “It’s not here, though. They don’t let us post up outside the depot.”

“Where is it?”

“Right this way,” the man said, tipped the dealer, and excused himself from the table. Galen got up to follow but before he could take two steps, Scuba wrapped him in a tight hug. He put his hand on the back of the young dragon’s neck, his ribs, and was reaching for his butt before he realized he was checking him for a wire. Fortunately, he did, or the man might have been eviscerated then and there.

“Are you done?” he demanded after a moment.

“Yes, sir. Sorry about that but you can never be too careful these days, huh?”

“Can we get started?”

“Right this way.”

What followed was a walk unlike any he had ever taken. One minute, they’d be on the broad, too-wide streets of the Strip, then they’d pass a fountain and be in an airconditioned paradise. The hurried past felt-topped tables, flashing lights, and more trays of drinks than he had ever seen, only for the décor to suddenly change from Grecian to medieval castle. It wasn’t a straight line, either. They went from one casino to another and back again. In and out and upstairs and down, all at a breakneck pace.

“Sorry about all this,” Scuba said at one point. “I trust you, of course, but the guys who supply me were as suspicious as hell. They said they’d send someone to track me, and that if their guy could follow me, I’d be in trouble, so we had to ditch him and a real tail if we had it.”

“That happens? People tail you, I mean?”

“Oh yeah. Normally, only dragons who decide they want more than I have available. They all think I have boxes of stuff at my apartment or whatever.”

“But you do have boxes, right?”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah. They got more than you can afford, for sure. Your party is gonna slay, dude, slay.”

“Yeah, I can’t wait.”

“Well, you don’t have to, man. We’re here.” Scuba pressed the button on an elevator in front of them. Galen hadn’t even realized they’d stopped moving.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“That’s the point, brother. You’re not supposed to know.”

The elevator doors opened, they stepped inside, and the dealer swiped a card that activated a touchscreen. He pressed the highest number on the screen, the elevator door closed, and they ascended to the top of the casino.

Moments later, they stepped into a hallway with far fewer doors than he would have expected. It took him a moment to realize that this was because the rooms were massive and thus there were fewer of them.

His companion also seemed a little discomforted by their surroundings. Despite it being only a hallway, the carpet was plusher than most rooms and the few potted plants looked like they could have been endangered species plucked from the rainforest only moments before.

They walked past two doors and stopped at a third.

Scuba sent someone a message on his phone, then knocked three times.

The door opened a moment later to reveal a man in an impeccably made but somehow slightly baggy three-piece suit.

“Hey! Mr. Maroti, sir! This is the guy I told you about. The…uh, big shark.”

Mr. Maroti scrutinized Galen intently before he turned to Scuba. “You made sure you weren’t followed?”

“Yes, sir, and I checked him for a wire. He’s clean.”

“We didn’t ask for cash.” The other man nodded at the briefcase.

“That’s not for you. It’s for me. He’s a real generous guy and said he’d pay me for helping.”

“How generous of him.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“Are you wearing a wire?” Maroti asked Galen.

“A what?” He knew most dragons wouldn’t have any idea what the human was talking about.

“We’re gonna have to pat you down, all right?”

“Whatever gets your kicks, human. I only want more of this dust.”

“Right. Well, Scubers, thanks for your help.” Maroti pushed the dealer aside and opened the door wider for Galen.

“Yeah, no problem. No problem at all.” Scuba reached for the briefcase.

“Oh, we’ll hold onto that for you, Scuba. I bet the gentleman planned to hand it over when he got his stuff, but he hasn’t got it yet, now has he?”

“I…” The dealer’s gaze was locked on the case.

“Don’t worry,” Galen told him. “I can find you at Treasure Island. I promise you’ll get your just desserts.”

Maroti led him inside and closed the door with Scuba on the other side of it.


Chapter Fourteen


Nothing was luxurious about the so-called luxury suite Galen entered. The views out of the windows were amazing, but everything between him and them was in varying states of disrepair. The carpet looked like it had once been a different color—something that did not resemble or smell like decades of cigarette smoke.

Despite looking much newer than the carpet they sat on, the sofas did not match and were obviously past their prime. The wallpaper was peeling off all the walls and behind it, there appeared to be concrete instead of sheetrock. He did not have to wonder all that much about why this room had been built. It seemed obvious that the point of it was to not let people in.

The low coffee table in the middle of the room was the only thing in a decent state of repair, and that was probably only because it was made of glass. It was vaguely clean, although he would not call the various baggies, two mounds of white and rainbow powder, and a couple of lines of powder tidy.

“You can have some when we’re all done here, huh?” Maroti said.

The young dragon stared. It was so much more than what Scuba had told him. He had seen a factory that made the drug and knew there had been vast quantities of Pixie Dust there, but he had never seen this much casually displayed in one place before. He was surprised how uncomfortable it made him.

“Are you doing all right?” Vala asked through the magical tooth receiver in his mouth.

He snapped his teeth together two times, the code for yes and something that would easily be misconstrued as the nervous tic of a drug user.

“Sure, whatever,” he said. He had been staring at the pile of drugs but years of training to fit in with his family kept his voice level and heartbeat slow.

Maroti seemed calm and led him to a table with a cracked marble top. As he followed him, he noticed two men who flanked the entryway, hidden from the inside but now very visible. Each held an AR-15 under their arms and kept their gaze fixed on him. His bulletproof vest now seemed woefully inadequate given that the men were ten feet away and could simply shoot him in the face if they so wished.

They saw him looking, though, and both nodded politely.

“Don’t mind Kevin and Tussle. I keep them around for when we have human clients. You’d be shocked how jumpy a cokehead can be.” Morati chuckled.

Galen chose to remain silent.

“But that’s not why you’re here, is it? Scubers told me that you’re throwing a party, is that right?”

“Yes, sir. I was hoping to get enough Pixie Dust for fifty dragons to have a great week. I hope you have more than what’s on the table.”

The man chuckled. “What we got out there is only for any cops who come snooping around. You came to the right place, I can tell you that. Product of the quality we have here is not cheap, of course. I wouldn’t try to insult you by offering anything but the very finest.”

“Drew says to not agree to that without getting visuals on more Pixie Dust,” Vala said in his ear.

“I need to know you have the quantity you’re talking about. You can have the cash in here as a gift. It’s only ten grand.”

Maroti nodded and gestured for one of the goons at the door to take the case. “Fair enough. The boys were due a bonus, anyways. Come right this way, Lord…”

“Strongclaw,” he said and chose one of the names that did not denote any special dragon powers. He wasn’t sure how familiar these people were with the various dragon clans but he thought it better to use one of the more common names.

“Excellent, Lord Strongclaw. Now, if you’d come this way.”

The man pulled some of the peeling wallpaper aside to reveal a half-sized metal door with three locks in it. He unlocked the first with the key, the second with a code, and the third with a thumbprint. Finally, he stared into either a camera or a peephole and the door opened.

“Right this way.”

“After you, I insist.” The young dragon gestured for him to proceed.

“Sure, you got it.” Maroti grinned slickly and crouched to step through the diminutive door.

Galen followed him inside.

He had no experience with drugs. That was not to say that all dragons had no experience with them, though. Despite the biological incompatibility with the physiology of dragons, there were still those who liked the clandestine culture that often came with illegal drugs.

Some procured them for the pleasure of their human servants or as tools of control. There were even dragons who partook in drug use for the thrill of smoking or snorting something despite its incompatibility with their healing powers. He was not one of them, however, and thus his experience with drugs was more limited.

Still, the wooden crates stacked against the far wall, as well as the sacks of clear plastic filled with powders being carefully opened and measured out into smaller quantities by a group of mostly women in their underwear was enough to show him how serious this operation was.

Beyond these workers was another table with four men at it, all of them clothed in the same slightly loose-styled suit that the boss wore. Maroti introduced him to the four of them but instead of using their names, he referred to them by the colors of their silk shirts. It was weird, but maybe it was an attempt at anonymity.

“Would you like to take a seat and we can talk about what we’ll do for you today?” Maroti asked as he pulled a chair out for him.

“Wonderful, thank you.” Galen sat and regarded the others with a calm demeanor he didn’t necessarily feel. A man in a green shirt was to his left. Across from him was a yellow, then blue, and red at the other end of the table, opposite the green.

“We hear you’re throwing a party, huh?” Green opened the conversation without preamble.

“Indeed. Through a little ingenuity, I’ve come into wealth my parents have no legal control over.” They had discussed this cover story and thought it the safest way to go forward. With so many dragons, it was quite conceivable that he could be one these guys had never heard of. Tie a bland name like Strongclaw to a young man with a privileged background who came into some money in a way he did not wish to disclose, and they had something that would hopefully seem real enough on the surface but not invite too many questions.

“Isn’t it great when we set out on our own?” the same man responded. He was a little older than the others and smiled broadly despite two silver teeth where his top canines should be.

“At least a few dozen of my closest friends should begin to arrive next weekend to celebrate my setting out on my own.” Galen nodded at him and the old man grinned even wider, apparently tickled that he’d found a dragon who understood him. “We all belong to the future generation, and we're eager to talk about what lies ahead. No more hoarding riches for us—we want to make money the same way the humans do, through investing.”

All this was carefully calculated too. As far as they knew, most of the Pixie Dust users were younger dragons. Those who had lived for millennia were quite often set in their ways and much less likely to try the drug, although there were exceptions and increasingly so. The thought was that by declaring that he was younger—something humans could often not tell from a dragon’s appearance—he would both set the drug dealers at ease and whet their appetites for this cadre of young dragons’ “investments.”

But he didn’t want to dwell on that either. “I thought there was no better place to have this brainstorm than right here in fabulous Las Vegas and that Pixie Dust would be the perfect stimulant for the fomentation of new ideas.” He pounded the table enthusiastically—another rehearsed move that drew laughs from the men in green and red, but not those in yellow and blue or Maroti.

“So, how big is this party? What are we talking here?” Maroti crossed to a crate and levered it open with a prybar. He removed a large packet of rainbow powder wrapped tightly in plastic and dropped it in front of Galen with a thud. “That right there is a kilo, packed for our export market. It’s a little over two pounds, by the way, since you grew up in the States. That goes for twenty thousand dollars.”

“Twenty thousand?” the young dragon asked. He had no real reference but it seemed like quite a lot of money for a sack.

“Of course, we can offer you a discount if you buy in bulk. That whole crate holds fifty kilos. We normally sell those for a cool million but we can knock off ten percent for you, sir.”

“That crate costs nine hundred thousand dollars?”

“That crate costs a million dollars, but Maroti likes the look of you I guess, and is willing to cut you a deal,” Blue interjected.

His companion in green laughed a wheezy laugh and showed his silver teeth.

“That would last the week, right?” Galen asked.

Everyone at the table laughed at that. “I guess it might not if they all like it as much as you do,” Red commented.

“Nine hundred thousand, though…can you do that?” Maroti asked.

The young dragon had not anticipated spending anywhere close to that much money, but he was not about to say that now. He merely laughed. “Are you kidding? If you think this is a lot, wait until you see the bill from the caterer. Do you have any idea how much it costs to feed fifty dragons each an entire cow cooked to perfection every single day?”

Everyone at the table laughed at that. He did too, although he did not fail to notice a few knowing glances between the men standing around him. From those, he deduced that he had passed some kind of test.

“We have a bank accustomed to these kinds of transactions.” Blue cleared his throat and fixed him with a hard look. “You would place a bet at a specific table in a specific casino, lose the money, and we’d deliver your shipment within twenty-four hours. Will you be all right with that?”

This drew more laughter from the green- and red-shirted individuals. The others were less amused.

“Drew says you might be overdoing how rich you are,” Vala whispered in his ear. “He thinks you should pivot to the merchandise and try to wrap it up.”

Galen clicked his teeth twice.

“So you don’t mind the gambling requirement? Some dragons have an issue with that but it’s the easiest way to get past the feds.”

“And the Steel Guard.” He growled to emphasize his feelings on that. The men all nodded. “But it’s wild to think you have to go through all this to make only a million,” he stated casually.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Yellow complained. “Between fences, transport, and security, we bring in less than half that in profit. It’s a crying shame.”

“It’s criminal, honestly.”

“Criminal, for sure.”

Galen shook his head. “It’s kind of crazy when a dragon could carry one of these crates in a talon.”

“Why would a dragon carry a crate though?” Blue asked. “Your kind doesn’t normally carry much of anything.”

“That’s true,” he agreed. “I wouldn’t be caught dead hauling a wooden box like that around. But if it looked nicer and was made of better wood with better trimmings…why, it might look like a good old-fashioned treasure chest.” He laughed. “I’m sorry. I probably had too much dust after I left Treasure Island. It’s a stupid idea for one dragon to ferry chests all over.”

A pause settled over the table while the four men all glanced at each other and Maroti.

“If it wasn’t one dragon, though…”

“If there was some kind of an event…”

“The contents would have to be disguised, of course.”

“That’s not a problem. I know a sculptor who excels in hollow marble.”

The young dragon let them work through to the conclusion without interference.

“Didn’t…you say that you’re holding a party, my lord?” Maroti asked.

“Of course I am. That’s why I’m here.” He chuckled. “But you don’t mean…”

“Think of it as a workshop instead of a party,” Yellow suggested. “You said you got all these young dragons coming down, right? Why not have everyone bring some cash. We could create some sculptures, dress the crates up, and send you all on your way. I’m sure we could knock off another ten percent.”

“We might be able to knock off twenty.”

“There are the crates to consider. How nice do they need to be?”

“To fool those Steel Guard scumbags? Not that nice! They got the crappiest offices in town.”

They all laughed at that.

“I don’t know…” Galen made a show of thinking it through. “Fifty kilos is a lot for a dragon. How would we sell them? It’s not like this ruse would last for very long if every member of the party became a dealer when they returned home.”

“You wouldn’t have to worry about that,” Blue assured him. “We have a decentralized network of entrepreneurs all across this country. Any major city has someone who’d be more than willing to partner with you.”

“And take a cut?”

“Hardly.” The yellow-shirted man waved the thought aside. “These guys normally buy a crate like this for a million, cut it, and mark it up to move it to street dealers. They make their money off those guys. Your team could charge them a million simply to deliver it, no problem.”

Every gaze at the table focused on him.

He nodded, trying to make it look like this had all just occurred to him instead of being the very outcome that Drew had been angling for. Fortunately, he had considerable experience looking like he was trying to grasp a new concept after all the time he’d spent listening to Vala talk about her new inventions.

“This…this could work…” he muttered and the neutral expressions on the men’s faces grew into smiles. “I mean…I can’t promise you anything yet, of course. I would have to talk to at least some of our…uh, investors before we could move forward. But this would be a remarkable way to prove that the way to make a fortune is not by sitting on a pile of gold until the end of time.”

“We can talk more later, certainly.” Maroti gave him a business card. “But for now, we’ve done a deal. Go to the table on the back of that card in the Luxor, put nine hundred thousand dollars on black, and you’ll have your crate delivered to your hotel which is…”

Galen gave them the details of a hotel room they’d rented for his imaginary party.

“Very good. So, we do this deal, you talk to your people, we talk to ours, and hopefully, we create some business!”

“Excellent.” He nodded. “I must say, this is much more exciting than I had expected.”

“And we haven’t even had a chance to let him try the product yet. Girls! I know it’s all from the same place, but I swear it tastes better straight from the crate,” the man in green said. “At least it does with human drugs.”

One of the girls approached, bowed to Galen, and placed a packet of Pixie Dust on the table in front of them.

Before he could fully comprehend what was going on, Red had opened the packet and emptied some onto the tabletop beside a razor blade that had materialized from his sleeve.

“You want me to snort that?” the young dragon asked.

Everyone laughed at that except him, and he could not for the life of him find the humor in the situation.


Chapter Fifteen


“Get him out of there now, Vala! Tell him to go full dragon and get the hell out!” Amy yelled into her ear at such a high volume that her vocal cords must be magically augmented.

“Galen. Don’t take the Pixie Dust. We can bring these guys in with what they have on them. I repeat—don’t take the dust! We’ll be there in five.”

Despite Scuba’s best attempts to try to ditch any tails, he had not anticipated being followed by a mage who could sense the single electronic component in Galen’s tooth. While the man had led him on a merry chase through casino after casino, the dwarf had mapped it all on a tablet until it was clear that he was circling the Luxor and they had stopped at a slot machine there.

She had somehow resisted the urge to bankrupt the casino by simply making the machine lose—although she had not had to make it do anything. The slot machines wanted their users to win. That was when they could activate all their special lights and noise, drop tokens, and best of all, encourage the user to keep playing.

Instead, she had carefully played five dollars’ worth of credit. They had already used up most of their budget from the Steel Guard to secure Galen an address. There were no funds to buy a million dollars’ worth of Pixie Dust, let alone fifty million. So penny slots it was.

It had all gone very smoothly. Vala had looped the output of the tooth into little earpieces for both Amy and Drew, so all of them had been able to hear everything going on up top. She had not taken the time needed to make the tooth able to hear everything the two Steel Guarders had said and that had not been a problem. Even now, she thought it was probably best that Galen could not hear Amy screaming into his ear.

Although the mage still made quite a scene very effectively. She had stood from her slot machine and now screamed instructions while the dwarf led them through the hallway to the elevator Galen had used.

It opened at the push of a button but there was no keypad inside, only a touchscreen that did not light up at her touch.

“Should I get us to the top?” Amy demanded. “Galen has come so far, I’m not about to let him become a drug addict.”

“I can handle this. Galen, we'll be there in a minute.”

He did not respond with a click-click.

Vala had been as convinced as the rest of them that him going into this situation with his sword would have seemed suspicious. She now resented not siding with him and insisting that he bring Claw with him. He could handle himself in his half-dragon form, but something about an indestructible blade that could slice through anything put her at ease. She had it strapped to her back. Until now, she had never once considered training with it, which seemed like an oversight at that moment.

Dread began to blossom in her chest and she poured her powers into the security panel that would make this elevator operational for those without the proper credentials. Fortunately, her efforts succeeded and they rose rapidly to the floor where Galen was.

While they ascended, Drew unholstered a handgun and she retrieved her goo blaster. She had upgraded this particular weapon from something that fired pellets that then exploded to something that simply sprayed goo. It had been tricky to perfect the magical-chemical composition of the slime but she was quite confident in the result.

Amy had no weapons and in her anxiety, had levitated a couple of inches off the floor of the elevator.

The doors dinged open to reveal an empty hallway. “He should be down there about sixty meters,” Vala said and counted doors. “Behind number three.”

They hurried down the hallway.

“You’re saying I can have some of this right now?” Galen asked the goons. To Vala—who knew him well—she thought his words sounded phony but the drug dealers had bought the act thus far. Could he make it last a minute longer?

She heard nothing more at that moment because Amy had reached the door.

“Is this the one?” the mage asked.

Vala could tell her partner was a few paces back and not behind that door but this was the entrance to this room. She told Amy as much.

The woman thrust a foot into the center of the door and snapped it off its hinges with her telekinetic force directed through her skate shoes.

It careened across the room and over a table framed by two guards, each with powder on their nose and holding a hand of cards.

“Go fish?” one of them said in the amount of time it took for the door to sail over their heads into the derelict kitchenette behind them. Amy was far too good a mage it to land noisily. Instead, she caught it and put it down silently. The dwarf realized that it hadn’t made much noise coming off the hinges either.

The other guard already tried to draw his gun, but he had made a mistake and left it on the floor. She sprayed him with her goo blaster and both his hands and the weapon were instantly stuck next to his chair.

“Where’s the guy who came through here?” Drew asked the other guard, his pistol trained on his head.

“I don’t know a damn—”

Vala blasted him in the mouth with her goo gun before he could sound the alarm that Amy had somehow avoided.

She could still hear Galen. “Don’t mind if I do…” This was followed by a crash that told her the element of surprise was no longer as necessary as it had been only a moment earlier.

“Where the hell is the kid?” Drew asked and dragged the man up by the collar despite not having dragon strength of mage powers.

The guard pointed at a wall with peeling wallpaper.

“Don’t give me this bull crap,” Drew said, hurled the man into one of the sofas, and knocked it over.

“Wait, I think he might be telling the truth.” The dwarf approached the wall. Electrical wires ran through the structure but there was a point near where the thug had pointed where the wires took an abrupt ninety-degree turn before they returned to their original direction.

Amy gestured at the wall and the wallpaper ripped away to reveal a diminutive steel door.

“Sorry about that, buddy. I should have believed you.” Drew winked at the goo-mouthed goon.

The man gave a thumbs-up and mumbled something that might have been, “No hard feelings,” although it was rather hard to tell with the goo in his mouth.

“Galen? Are you through this tiny door?” Vala asked but there was no reply, only distant yells and curses from the young dragon.

“I’ll rip it off its hinges,” Amy said and raised her hands.

“Wait!” The dwarf sensed the wires that ran around the door. Not all of them went around it, however, and one traced its frame. “I think it’s wired to blow.”

“We don’t have time for this!” Drew sputtered.

“I don’t need much.” She placed her hands on the door. For her, it wasn’t diminutive at all. The first lock needed a key to open. She retrieved a couple of lock picks, pushed them into it, and felt for its energy. It wanted to do its job, which meant it wanted to be locked and unlocked. Her role was simply to help it complete its task. She let the lock do as it wished and made the metal she held conform to the tumblers inside before she turned them and it opened. All in all, it took her less than three seconds.

The second lock took even less time. She could feel the tumblers inside and as she moved the numbers, the mechanism in the lock seemed to call out to her. In less than two seconds, the combination clicked and the lock released.

Despite being the most technologically advanced, the third lock proved to be the easiest. It was a fingerprint scanner, so all she had to do was make its little circuit board brain think it had sensed the right fingerprint and it yielded to her magic the moment she touched it.

Not even six seconds before she’d started, she pushed the door open.

“Die, Steel Guard scum!” a man in a yellow shirt screamed and fired at Vala with an AR-15. The bullets stopped inches from her face, caught in a semitransparent shimmering blue force.

“For the record, I’m an independent contractor,” she told him as his eyes widened to stare at the frozen bullets.

She shot him with her goo gun and stuck him to the wall. While he struggled to free himself, she stepped through the low doorway and Amy crawled in after her. “My friend, though, is definitely with the Steel Guard.”

“Where are the rest of them?” Drew asked. Other than four women surrounded by sacks of rainbow powder, the room was empty.

“I ain’t telling you crap, copper,” the man in the yellow shirt said.

“There's a doorway behind him,” the dwarf informed them. “Another hidden door but I can sense a hallway with lights on the other side.”

The man’s expression of surprise told them that she had guessed accurately. “Witch!”

Vala had heard enough. She directed another burst of goo that effectively stopped him talking.

“Come on.” Amy strode pushed through the room and stood in front of the wall. “Is this the one?”

When the dwarf nodded, she raised her arms and the edges of the wall crumpled inward and left a hole that revealed a hallway.

There was no sign of Galen, however.

“Come on,” Drew said. “The kid might be in trouble.”

“Or those guys are.” The mage grinned at the destruction in the tiny area. They had missed Galen by what must have been only moments. The dust was still settling.

“Without his sword, I’m not so sure,” Vala muttered.


Chapter Sixteen


A few moments earlier, Galen had regretted not having his sword even more than his partner regretted him not taking it.

“I was under the impression that you wanted to snort some Pixie Dust,” Blue commented sharply.

His comrade in green continued to smile as he drew a gun, cocked it, and placed it on the table in front of him with the barrel facing the young dragon.

“I do want to snort some of it—lots of it,” he said. Vala’s babbling in his ear made it hard to concentrate.

“Well, by all means, do so.” Green gestured at the Pixie Dust.

“You’re saying I can have some of this right now?” he asked.

“We insist.” Blue stood and drew a weapon.

“Hey, hey—there’s no need to take our weapons out,” Galen protested, quite aware that he didn’t have his at that moment.

“Oh, but there is. See, if you will not take the drugs, you’re probably a narc. Maybe a member of the Steel Guard or something. A real buyer who has already tried Dust wouldn’t let it sit there.”

“Never,” Red agreed as he brandished a weapon as well.

“There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m still new to all this. I’ve only tried Pixie Dust twice—once with the Flaming Foursome and then with Scuba. He said I couldn’t have any at the table where I met him. I thought that was how it was.”

“That’s how it is on the streets.”

“But not here.”

“Well, that’s great news.” Galen tried to sound enthusiastic but also to drag the moment out as long as he could. “I thought I would have to wait until I get home, but I can have some now.”

A thump came from the other room. He knew who it was and tried to keep the men focused on the dragon in their midst.

“This is embarrassing, but I’ve never done the making the line thing. I know the idea but, uh…” He took a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket. “I need a little help.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t do this,” Red retorted snidely. “Maybe you should tell us who the hell sent you before we pump you full of bullets made from dragons. We could use you to make more bullets, eh?”

“He’s like a little baby.” Green chuckled, took a pinch of powder from the bag, and sprinkled it in front of Galen. “You want a nice fine consistency.”

“Like this?” he asked, shifted his fingers to dragon claws, and pulverized the powder as he drummed his fingers on the table.

“Now you snort it.” The man’s silver teeth glinted behind his grin.

“My favorite part.” He bent lower and slid his hands under the table. When the barrels of the two guns already trained on him lowered about an inch, he bolted into action. He flipped the table into the two men in red and blue and it drove them into the wall behind them.

Green had somehow managed to keep his hands on his gun. He fired at Galen, who had to assume that these were dragon bullets and he should dodge.

As the man emptied his handgun, the young dragon moved away. When he reached the back wall, he ran up it—although a bullet grazed him as he did so—transformed into his half-dragon form, and landed in front of his adversary.

He had to take cover again when Yellow, who thus far had hung back and seemed to be watching the door, sprayed the deadly firepower of an AR-15 at him. The young dragon scurried behind the same table he had hurled into the two men. He expected to find them there but found nothing at all.

The gunman paused to reload, and Galen listened to the chaos unfolding in the other room. Vala and Amy were close. He heard something else as well—the sound of the green-shirted man trying to escape.

“Let me through, please—let me through.”

“Take it! Take it first,” Maroti yelled from somewhere out of sight, his voice muffled.

“Fine! Fine!”

Stuck behind cover, Galen could only peek out from behind the table to where the man poured a packet of something in his mouth and swallowed. In the next moment, he seemed to fall through a wall.

No sooner did he vanish than his yellow-shirted comrade opened fire again. If his intention was to prevent his allies from being pursued, he had not positioned himself very wisely. His target was able to scramble to where the other man had disappeared—and the other three as well, probably, as they were nowhere in sight

Nothing but a wall met his hasty scrutiny.

He punched it in frustration and grunted in surprise when he tumbled through. The wall was on a pivot at its middle. From his earlier perspective, he hadn’t been able to see the top half of it spin so it looked like the man had simply vanished. Now he could see it was merely clever human craftsmanship.

Warily, he stepped into the hallway. It was brightly lit and the four men were a fair distance ahead of him. Maroti and two of them were in the lead, but Green trailed behind them and stumbled as if in pain.

The man crashed into a wall and scratched and gouged it to try to regain his balance. A great gush of sparks erupted in his face and plunged the space into darkness. Two of the lights above turned on again, but he had done something to the circuit and instead of steady light, they flickered madly.

“Stop!” he shouted at him, but the man gave no indication that he had heard. He tried to stand but couldn’t seem to manage it and moaned constantly. It was obvious that he was in considerable pain.

Galen started down the dark hallway. He had no idea what was going on, but he knew the people who could lead them to more Pixie Dust and hopefully, Boneclaw himself, were at the end of the hallway.

His focus on the men ahead, he moved from one patch of light and through the darkness to the next. Even though he had dragon claws, talons, and a barbed tail, he felt exposed and powerless without his sword.

The half-dragon features bothered most humans but the distraught man seemed to have no fear of being approached in a dark hallway by a half-dragon demon.

Perhaps that was because he seemed to be fighting demons of his own.

“This is your fault!” Green wheezed. He managed to get on his hands and knees and pull his head back so Galen could see his eyes. They burned with fire as his silver teeth extended into fangs.


Chapter Seventeen


Green wasn’t able to hold Galen’s eyes for long though. He screamed in pain a moment later and collapsed. The strobing effect of the broken light above him made his twitches seem inhuman and otherworldly. It was exacerbated by the reality that he was losing his humanity step by horrifying step.

His fingernails exploded from the end of his fingers and sprayed blood that was caught in a moment of flashing light before it vanished in the effect of the strobe. The bones in his hands thickened and forced his skin to split.

He screamed in pain as the bones in his arms and legs went through the same process and thrust muscle and skin apart. The young dragon prepared himself to ease the man’s pain—he didn’t know how he could help but it was obvious he was suffering—but scales began to grow from the rips in the man’s flesh.

The green shirt was shredded when wings sprouted from his back and a tail grew from the base of his spine. He began to laugh and sparks and flames flared from the back of his throat.

Without warning, he lunged at Galen, who caught him by the shoulders and hurled him past. He landed on all fours and roared as his torso expanded in size as well. The man slipped and fell repeatedly in pools of his blood as his arms and legs continued to extend in fits and spurts.

Moments later, the grotesque monster had been replaced by a full-sized dragon crammed into the hallway. The only thing that linked it to the green-shirted man was his silver fangs and even those didn’t last. He inhaled and exhaled a great blast of flame. Despite the fact that the magic of transformation had extended the silver fangs, it did not protect them from the fire. As a result, a ball of fire and a rain of molten silver droplets sprayed at his young adversary.

Galan raised his wings to block the fire, although the melted silver hurt like hell and even ripped a few holes in his wings.

He stumbled back as his enormous foe tried to cram himself through the hallway after him.

The young dragon reached a larger room at the end of the hallway, but before he could snoop for what must be another hidden door, his adversary was there to incinerate the space.

“You dragons think you can do as you wish!” he screeched. His throat sounded ragged and raw like he’d let his fire burn too hot. It was something that happened to dragonlings when they first learned to breathe fire but rarely to adults.

“You’re a dragon too!” It seemed a foolish observation since he stood across a room that was burning because a dragon had set it on fire.

“More of one than you thanks to this!”

He lunged, his jaws wide open. Galen leapt out of the way and his opponent, obviously unused to his strength, bulldozed into the wall of windows behind him. All the glass shattered and sprayed onto the street far below, but the frame between the glass held and gave him something to leverage against to squirm into the destroyed room again.

“A drug did this to you?” Galen demanded as he backed away from the dragon.

“A drug will let me do this to you,” his foe replied and lunged at him again.

The young dragon dodged but stayed closer this time and slashed with his claws to drag gashes across his adversary’s belly. They didn’t heal immediately like he would have expected but they didn’t seem to bother the dragon all that much either. He slithered back and swiped at his young opponent with his claws.

Galen dodged but fell for one of the oldest tricks in the book. His foe had swung his tail while he clawed at him and when he moved out of the way, he was dealt a powerful blow in the small of his back by the appendage.

It was the kind of move dragons practiced how to avoid repeatedly and because of that, it was rarely attempted until late in a battle. However, he had been so preoccupied with this human who transformed into a dragon after he’d swallowed a powder that his awareness of typical battle tactics and how to avoid them wasn’t high on his list of things to consider.

The result of this oversight was that the tail strike caught him with enough force to hurl out of the building into the hot, dry Nevada sky.

He spread his wings to catch the wind, only to be reminded that they had been riddled with holes by the melted silver.

Suddenly, the ever-present pull of gravity was much more threatening than usual. He accelerated toward the paved surface below. Although there was a squishy layer of human tourists between him and the hard landing, he assumed they would scatter about now. Instead, they pointed, clapped, and took pictures.

“Out of the way!” he screamed as the wind rushed past him and snatched his words away.

Galan focused on his wings and willed them to heal despite the sting as the wind ripped through the holes in them. It wasn’t easy but he managed to create a membrane of skin that helped him coast clear of the crowd below.

With an inward sigh of relief, he pumped his wings and circled to look at the sky above him as his attacker launched out of the window.

The newly formed dragon had no idea how big his body was and his wings knocked steel girders aside. He screeched from the pain but looked like he would catch the air and prevent himself from plummeting onto the onlookers.

Unfortunately, the steel girders did not have such capabilities. Galen cursed as he tucked his wings and tried to intercept them. He was too low, however, and instead of directing his efforts to the falling metal, he tried to focus on where they would land.

One of them looked like it would punch a hole in a parked car. He ignored it and swooped toward the landing point of the other one. A kid stood there, holding a balloon while he licked an ice cream cone. The young dragon scooped him up seconds before the steel beam punched a hole into the concrete.

While he managed to not pop the balloon, he knocked the ice cream cone out of the boy’s hand. It landed with a splat as he set the kid down, which brought the waterworks on.

“Bad monster! You bad!” While the kid screamed his protest, Galen looked at the sky.

He had barely enough time to raise his eyebrows before his adversary snatched him in a talon and lifted him as easily as he had the child, but much less tenderly.

His only option was to transform into his full dragon form and break the other dragon’s grip on him but before he could, his captor released him.

A moment after he broke free, he drove through a glass wall and careened across a gambling floor before he made impact with a roulette table and spilled chips everywhere.

People in the casino shrieked with delight and began to gather fallen chips.

The young dragon picked himself up as his adversary followed him in with a roar, and the crowd tried to get out of their way.

If only he had insisted that he bring his sword.


Chapter Eighteen


Vala stepped into a large room at the end of a hallway that had been illuminated only by flickering light until she had passed through it and used her powers to fix the flow of the current. She followed Amy, who had a shield up to protect them from any would-be ambushers. Drew followed to guard the rear. It appeared that they had missed the action, however. The room was burned and the windows were broken but it was empty.

She rushed to the window, looked out, and scowled when the dragon hurled Galen into the casino he had recently left. The building shook when the aggressor drove in behind him.

“Galen’s down there!” she shouted.

“Come on!” Amy yelled, rushed across the room, and jumped out the window.

The dwarf’s stomach tied in knots at the idea of leaping out from this height. Fortunately, Drew seemed to feel the same way.

“It’s not fun but she won’t let us fall. Are you ready?”

“Not at all, but Galen needs our help.” Vala grabbed his hands and they jumped together.

While she fervently wished that knowing a mage would save her could make falling from that height less stressful, this was sadly not the case. Her muscles went tight as her stomach lurched into her throat. Worse, her mouth was not hers to control in this instant and seemed to dither between wanting to bite down so hard that she cracked her dwarf molars and screaming so loudly that she could at least hear something over the wind.

Her mouth did neither of these and instead, split the difference by clamping her teeth together until a scream erupted. It sprayed saliva into the air to spatter her face as she fell through it and made her sound something like a chipmunk going through a woodchipper.

She’d no sooner made this brave and fearsome call when Amy caught her with her telekinesis. Her gravity-fueled plummet slowed into a gentle float to the sidewalk and when her feet touched down, the dwarf was able to breathe again.

“My…hand…” Drew said and Vala remembered that she had held his hand for the entire plunge.

“Sorry.” She released him and saw that she had left four white marks with how tightly she’d squeezed.

“It’s cool,” he said and shook the circulation into his hand. “It’ll leave a bruise but it’s cool.”

Vala nodded and barely heard the second part of what he’d said. She was already moving toward the gaping maw of glass and steel in the side of the casino. Inside, Galen tried to dodge the brutal strikes of a dragon.

“Galen! Fastball special!” she shouted and yanked Claw off her back. Despite having never practiced with the blade, she and Galen had worked on this particular move. She would leave the sword in its scabbard and toss the blade to him hilt first in an underhand motion.

“Ready!” His enthusiastic response confirmed how much he wanted his magic sword.

She did everything precisely but it did not work. The thrashing dragon whapped the scabbard and it careened across the room to clatter under a bank of slot machines.

Her partner saw where it landed, at least, and scrambled across the increasingly chaotic casino floor to reach it. His adversary roared and pulled himself after him.

There was something unnatural about the way he moved. Vala knew she was not the world’s foremost expert on dragons, but she thought she was learning more about them all the time. She had seen them in duels, both formal and informal, and had been attacked by them repeatedly.

In other words, she knew a thing or two about how they were supposed to move. For example, they were almost always surprisingly graceful. Even the more brutish dragons like Galen’s Uncle Petrov had an economy of motion. They might batter their foes but they kept their knees and elbows in while they did it.

This one, however, didn’t seem to understand anything about his body. He moved fast but only because he thrashed his arms and legs every which way and used whatever he could for traction. His ungainly progress through the room flipped poker tables, roulette wheels, and slot machines and left a swath of spilled chips and cards in its wake. Fortunately, the people in the casino had realized that this was not a show and had almost all fled—aside from two blue-haired old women who still shoved chips into their giant purses.

Galen stopped at the bank of the slot machines but his foe reached him before he could retrieve his weapon. While he had planned to crouch and try to move the machines, the dragon simply pounded into them and knocked the entire row over as he tumbled past his target.

He snatched his sword and drew it from its scabbard. Normally, he would fight with the scabbard affixed to his waist but he either didn’t have time for that or judged it to be inappropriate for this situation.

His attacker righted himself and lunged at him. The young dragon swatted him across the face with the scabbard of his sword and knocked his snout aside. When his opponent hissed at him, he sliced one of his fingers off.

To Vala’s shock, it didn’t even slow the beast. He did not react to having his finger severed and instead, plowed into her partner, upended him, and crushed him with his girth.

Something was very wrong with this dragon. Despite their bevy of powers, dragons were fairly cautious when it came to battles. It took them time to heal anything more than a flesh wound. If a finger was dismembered, it could stay that way if their healing power wasn’t properly utilized quickly enough. But this dragon seemed to take no notice of the wound. She might have assumed that he had enhanced healing power, but his strange, uncoordinated moments made her retrieve her scanner instead.

“Galen can handle himself,” she muttered as she turned the device on and pointed it at the dragon to get a reading of his magical signature.

Her confidence in her partner became increasingly uncertain, however.

He was accustomed to dragons exercising some degree of caution. Even if they had not heard about Claw, they learned to respect its tip when it sliced through their flesh. This adversary was different. He attacked viciously and showed no sign of stopping, not even when the young dragon lopped one of his horns off.

“Amy!” the dwarf shouted as she looked at her scanner.

Her first thought was that it was malfunctioning. According to the readings, magic came from the dragon but it wasn’t dragon magic. “You decide to malfunction now?” She cursed the device as the dragon seized Galen in a claw.

Even that made no sense. He had planted the hilt of Claw against his waist so when the dragon squeezed tightly around him, it stabbed into the hand. His opponent took no more notice of this than he had any of the other wounds he had inflicted.

“Amy!” Vala shouted more loudly.

“I’m here,” the mage responded. “Sorry, some people were hurt outside. I had to airlift an ambulance in past the wreckage that fell, then lift it out. But I’m all yours now.”

“It’s Galen who needs help.” She pointed as if it weren’t completely obvious what was happening in the middle of the mostly destroyed floor.

Amy nodded. “Make an opening, Galen!”

He grunted in acknowledgment and jackknifed his sword through the bottom of the dragon’s hand. The flesh gave beneath the blade and he forced himself out. But even that macabre wound did not seem to slow his attacker one iota.

Despite being told to create some separation between himself and his foe, Galen engaged again. Vala couldn’t help but smile at how tough and determined he was. His blows did not slow the other dragon but he attacked all the same. He stabbed his adversary in the neck, once, twice, and three times like needles punching through leather.

The dragon thrust him back with a claw, then inhaled and breathed fire at him, but the injuries inflicted did not allow the fire to flow as intended. Instead, fire erupted from the wounds that had been punched into its neck.

“Well, that’s not right,” Amy said as the dragon continued to try to kill his quarry. He lunged at him but this time, a telekinetic wall of blue energy blocked his path and stopped him short.

Galen pushed to his feet as the mage dissolved the shield into nothing.

Vala wasn’t sure if the dragon was even aware of what had stopped it as he simply surged forward and tried to plow into his target. The attempt failed when he encountered a protective bubble of blue magic all around Galen.

The beast appeared to be even more unfamiliar with mages than he was with his body. He screamed in fury as he tried to slash through the magic.

But Amy was a mage without peer. Some could be overpowered by such juvenile strikes, but she was not one of them. While the creature expended his energy on his little tantrum, she only smiled.

“What does your scanner say about this guy? Something seems off.”

“I think my scanner is busted,” Vala admitted, quite impressed that Amy could sound so calm while she maintained a sphere of magic that kept a rabid dragon at bay. “It says he has magic but not dragon magic.”

“Oh, sorry, that’s my cue,” Amy said.

The dragon had stopped his assault against the bubble. He peered around the casino floor and his tongue lolled out and his neck dripped blood. Smoke poured from his nostrils and his eyes narrowed when he saw Amy and Vala, the only two people left in the casino.

He scrambled toward them in the same uncoordinated twitching motion. The mage threw a shield up in front of her and he pounded into it with such force that bones snapped.

Still, he tried to keep fighting.

“Yer…ime…o’er…” He grunted and slurred and blood and spittle sprayed from his throat onto the shield between them.

“Yeah…we’re done here.” The mage lifted the dragon by his tail and pulled him back through the casino and out into the street. He scratched and clawed at the ground as he was dragged like a wrestler trying to stop himself from being ousted from the ring.

She hurled him out of the casino and launched herself after him. Vala and Galen followed them onto the street.

Despite still being firmly held by the tail, he attempted to fly. The dwarf knew most dragons would retreat at this point—his wounds were serious—but she had no doubt that this one planned to gain height for another attack.

“Don’t you know when you’ve lost?” Amy shouted at him.

“Die!” he burbled—or something close to it—and tried to breathe more fire at her. She threw another shield up but the sheer intensity of the flame began to break through so she was forced to release her telekinetic hold on his tail.

He gained maybe a foot of elevation before Vala sprayed him with her goo gun. A pink glob caught his wing, which flapped and touched his body to glue the two together and force him into an abrupt crash landing.

She immediately sprayed him in the mouth to glue his jaws shut. The dragon inhaled through his nostrils and the holes in his neck and tried to breathe fire again.

“Who is this guy?” Amy demanded.

“He’s a human who took some kind of drug,” Galen explained as he vaulted up and used his wings to power his flip to land on the dragon’s back. He slipped Claw around his adversary’s throat, ready to behead him. “Now, stop!” he roared.

The dragon either called his bluff or did not understand the threat. He continued to thrash and flung his opponent aside. Vala knew her partner was not about to decapitate him in a crowded street anyway. He was tough but not ruthless.

Galen landed in front of the dragon’s snout and the aggression-fueled creature tried to knock him off his feet. Amy reacted quickly and fired a series of force ropes across his back to lash him to the pavement.

It looked like they finally had him secured, but the scanner went utterly haywire.

“Tell me it’s beeping like that because it’s trying to lend us emotional support,” Amy quipped.

“Not, exactly no.” Vala tried to make sense of what the readout was showing her. “I thought this was broken because it didn’t show dragon magic, but maybe it’s not.”

“He’s not a dragon!” her partner shouted. “I saw him transform. Some type of drug did it.”

“That makes sense then. I think my scanner is picking that up.”

“So why is it freaking out?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen energy fluctuations like this from any magical being. It’s like he’s spiking and running out of fuel at the same time.”

“I like the second part, not the first.” Galen groaned and stood between her and the dragon, his sword raised in a posture of defense.

“It’s like a star burning its fuel.” The dwarf found it productive to think aloud. “Whatever is doing this to him…I think it’s using his personal life force to power the magic. I would think he would simply keel over, but…well, when stars die...”

“They can go nova,” Amy said through gritted teeth.

“We need to take cover!” Vala shouted.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” Drew told the dragon. His gun was holstered and he raised his hands high above his head as he approached the still spastically flailing captive. “We want to help you. Whoever did this to you needs to be stopped so they can’t do it to anyone else. What’s happened is their fault, not yours.”

If the dragon could hear him, he gave no indication of it. He continued to struggle against the shimmering blue force ropes that bound him to the pavement. One of those binding his neck gave way, and he thrust it upward. He roared and breathed fire that incinerated the goo holding his jaw shut as well as erupted out of all the holes in his neck.

When the fire stopped, he began to choke. He coughed as smoke started to billow from his wounds.

“It’s peaking!” Vala warned.

The dragon writhed and tried to curl into a little ball. He managed to break some of Amy’s bonds in the process but no longer seemed interested in attacking. Instead, he spasmed, coughed, and wheezed like he had a chicken bone stuck in his throat.

“Take cover!” The dwarf ran behind a wrecked car.

Drew cursed but followed her. Galen—the brave idiot—waited for them both to be safely behind something before he yielded his position.

“Amy! Come on!” the dwarf yelled, afraid it was already too late.

The beeps from the scanner became a constant high-pitched squeal and the dragon exploded.


Chapter Nineteen


Galen was fully aware that he would be dead if not for the magical prowess of Amy Williams.

Even though his partner had given him ample warning to take cover, he had not exactly listened. It wasn’t that he tried to hurt himself or make a needless sacrifice but rather that he understood how important Vala was. His combat skills were improving steadily, but her protection continued to be his primary motivation. He had stood toe-to-toe with Boneclaw and would fight him again, but if someone could unravel exactly what was happening with the ancient dragon and how, it would be her and not him.

The practical outworking of this instinct was that when the dragon exploded, he was way too close.

Amy, however, was even closer.

As soon as Vala had shouted to take cover, the mage had released the ropes of bondage she had put on the dragon. He did not have the cognitive capacity to try anything. While he continued to thrash, she created a hemisphere shield over him. When he exploded, the bubble almost contained it.

She grunted with exertion as her perfect blue-tinged dome of magic began to buckle and bend from the force. Fortunately, she was not the world’s most powerful mage only because of brute force. She understood her powers and how to use them. When it became clear that she could not completely contain the force of the blast with her telekinesis, she stopped trying to do so.

Instead, she made a hole in the top of the bubble and extended the walls upward so the dragon was in the bottom of a fifty-foot-tall magical cylinder instead of being trapped under a bubble of magic.

His magical energy finally spiked and instead of only his muscles and skin exploding, every one of his bones and organs did as well. The cylinder filled with fire and heat and blasted upward, well over the top of the fifty-foot walls.

That was when the crowd—not in the middle of the action but inescapable hangers-on in Las Vegas—began to applaud. The tenor of the applause grew in pitch as they began to cheer and whoop at the sheer scale of the “performance” they had witnessed.

The applause petered out rather quickly when tiny chunks of dragon meat and bone began to rain onto the street. The blast had sent them so high that it had taken almost a minute for them to reach the earth.

Galen dragged himself to Amy. He wasn’t seriously injured but he hurt all over. The man-turned-dragon had not fought like any other dragon he had ever tangled with. He wondered if normal ones could do this to themselves if they disregarded their limits as much as this human had.

“We’ll need the Steel Guard to clean this up,” Amy muttered. “Orrens will not be happy about this.”

“No, I imagine not,” he agreed. He was quite familiar with police budgets at this point. They never liked spending cash on clean-ups.

“Well done, Amy,” Drew said. “I thought that would be much worse but no one else got hurt. We have to look at that as a win, no matter what the damages are.”

“It could very well have been worse,” Vala said, her gaze locked on her scanner. “I never thought I would see magic levels like that. Are you sure it was a drug?” she asked Galen.

He nodded. “They made him swallow a packet of something. That’s what started the whole process.”

“And you’re sure he wasn’t a dragon?” Amy asked.

“I sensed nothing of an aura. Plus, you saw the way he fought. That wasn’t like any dragon I’ve ever seen.”

A moment of silence followed as the four of them considered what this meant.

Galen couldn’t allow himself to spend any time woolgathering, though. he knew where his thoughts would lead.

While the other three tried to make sense of it all, he moved to the blackened circle burned into the street where Amy had contained the dragon’s explosion. He told himself that he was looking for clues but it was hard to imagine what he might find that would be of use.

Everything inside the circle was charred to nothing. All that remained were a few pieces of charred flesh on the blackened surface of the street.

He did not see what good examining the chunks of dead dragon would do either. Vala would be able to scan them, which would be better than anything he could do.

With a sigh, he turned away, despondent that his life had come to scanning dead dragon parts to see what was wrong with them.

When he peered into the casino, he was both impressed and disgusted by the swathe of destruction. Unfortunately, he realized that he would find nothing there either. Then he remembered the room at the top of the casino. He crouched and leapt upward. His wings had healed enough to get airborne, although it was still exhausting to climb to such heights.

The top room was in even worse condition than the casino floor had been but the dragon’s fire did reveal an elevator shaft that had been hidden. He looked down the long, narrow vertical space but saw and heard nothing. Still, he jumped down all the same.

There were only two doors—one about halfway down and another in a subterranean level. Galen poked his head into both. The middle one was another suite, although it was empty. The subterranean door exited into a tunnel. He followed it for maybe fifty feet before it branched a three-way split. Each of the paths was identical and was illuminated by naked bulbs and had a locked door at the end. Maroti and his colored-shirt cronies could have fled down any of them. He cursed. Their distraction had worked perfectly. They’d sacrificed one of their own but had saved their hides.

But they likely hadn’t cleared the top room.

The young dragon half-flew and half-climbed up the elevator shaft after he discovered that it had an access code he couldn’t crack, so riding was not an option. When he reached the top, Amy had levitated Vala up there as well. A quick peek out the window showed him that Drew was working the crowd and trying to set up a perimeter with the local Steel Guard.

“Is there anything down there?” his partner asked.

He shook his head. “They have another suite about halfway down but it looked like it was in fairly good shape. I don’t think they were using it like they did this one. Then there’s access to a tunnel below, but I couldn’t find out where it led.”

Amy nodded. Her face was tight.

“Have you found anything up here?” he asked.

“We just got here,” Vala explained. “We haven’t looked at much but the burned-out room.”

“Most of the Pixie Dust was back there,” he said and pointed to the tunnel in which he had watched Green transform into a dragon.

It was almost hard to think about what he had seen. A human had transformed into a dragon. That wasn’t supposed to be possible. Dragons could take human forms, of course, but their entire system of power was predicated on the simple fact that humans could not do such things. Some possessed mage powers, but those had been controlled by the dragons for centuries. This was something new and extremely dangerous. It could be revolutionary in the right hands and a disaster in the wrong ones.

He followed Amy and Vala down the hallway. It was surreal to see it well-lit and without a man breaking the rules of what should be possible in the middle of it.

“A drug,” the mage muttered. “Pixie Dust I get. Okay, I don’t see why a flying fire-breathing dragon needs to feel anything but the power they already have, but I get it. But why turn into a dragon only to end like that?”

“It was more like a steroid than a drug,” the dwarf responded. “It wasn’t about enjoyment but results.”

“I don’t know about that,” Galen interjected. “The man who took it—well, he didn’t want to.”

“What do you mean?” she asked as they passed from under a light to a pool of darkness.

“The others forced him to.”

“Does that mean he knew he would die?” Amy gasped. “Does this always happen?”

“We can’t make those kinds of guesses with only a single data set,” Vala reminded her. “Not without being able to analyze the substance itself, anyway.”

“Sure, but he knew something bad might happen. I have a feeling they knew exactly what that was, but maybe not about the end.”

“Well, I’d like to think so,” the mage snapped. “I want my drug-dealing murderers to at least show compassion for the human guinea pigs they use to turn into biological magic weapons.”

It was a dark joke, darker than anyone’s sense of humor, and they entered the next room in silence.

“He inhaled or ingested the drug over there.” The young dragon pointed and his partner went to snoop around.

“Dang. Payload on the Pixie Dust. Is this everything for the party?” Amy asked.

“Only one of these crates was for the party. They were hoping to hand fifty of them to me to help with distribution.”

The mage shook her head and sighed. “I don’t understand how it could get out of hand so fast.”

“Boneclaw,” he stated. “It must be Boneclaw. The first casino we went to was littered with skull iconography.”

“We’re no longer in that casino, though,” Vala said. “How could he know where a low-level dealer will hang out?”

“Because he’s watching us. He must be. It’s the only thing that makes sense. How else can you explain him returning at the same time as the arrival of this new drug?” he demanded, shocked they were going through this again.

“Dumb luck?” Amy shrugged. “Coincidences do happen.”

“Vala, do you sense any Void magic?” he asked brusquely.

“Not here, no,” she admitted. “I only get a little of that other magic he had—not the dragon one he should have had. The other one. But it’s hard to tell. The air is full of Pixie Dust I think.”

Galen sneezed, suddenly very conscious of all of the dust in the room.

“Maybe you should wait outside,” Amy told him.

“I’m telling you it must be Boneclaw!”

“If there’s Pixie Dust in the air, it could have an effect on you, Galen. Amy’s right. You should wait outside.”

Furious, he clenched his teeth and marched outside to stand in the hallway. He didn’t have time to get too worked up before the dwarf came out.

“I’m heading downstairs to try to get some blood samples. There was nothing useful in there and no Void magic.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“I know Boneclaw is back, Galen. You don’t have to prove that to me.” She patted him on the cheek. “But if he was here, he did a very good job of hiding himself from my instruments.”

The young dragon nodded. “He probably wasn’t here, then.”

“Probably not.”

“I’ll see you downstairs, all right? Amy said she wants to talk to you still.”

He nodded but felt like a kid who was about to be chewed out by a teacher. Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long before the mage came out.

“There are six of those crates in there,” she said and gritted her teeth. “But suddenly, Pixie Dust doesn’t seem to bother me as much.”

Galen was forced to admit that he agreed.

“I don’t know if it’s Boneclaw or not, but we’ll have to shift our focus,” Amy told him.

The young dragon was relieved that he didn’t have to restate the case for Boneclaw. He assumed she had as much experience with the ancient dragon as he did. She was not one of the people who would need convincing and he had to remember that. He had made an ally and she would stay an ally. His problem was that he had distrusted so many people for so long that it was still hard to let anyone in besides Vala.

“Do you think there’s more of the Dragon Dust?” he asked her.

“I think it’s a very real possibility. These guys had it and they’re only a freight truck away from the source of Pixie Dust. If it is coming from the same source, then whoever is making it can manufacture at scale. Six crates of Pixie Dust is a problem, but six crates of that crap?” The mage sucked in a sharp breath.

“It took only a handful of it to make a man into that dragon too,” he added, thinking aloud. “If someone got even a kilogram of that?”

Amy grimaced, the look of far-off doom in her eyes quite relatable. They started down the hall toward the elevator to follow Vala. She had overridden the controls so it no longer required any kind of authorization.

“People wouldn’t do that, though, right?” Galen asked about halfway down.

“Do what?” The mage had been lost in her thoughts, he could tell.

“Snort a drug that makes them turn into a dragon. I mean, that’s not something people would do and risk being blown up, right?”

“Sometimes I forget that despite how much you’ve grown, you are still a dragon.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Of course people would do a drug that turns them into a dragon. Hell, even if they knew there was a fifty-fifty chance of it making them blow up afterward, people would do it. They do all kinds of stupid things for no good reason simply to feel good. Some do crystal meth, steal things they don’t need, or break shit for the fun of it. People lie about having affairs and hit their kids and connive all the time. Unfortunately, neither humans nor dragons have done the best job of taking care of our most vulnerable.

“Would people risk their lives to turn into the symbol of power and strength on our planet? Of course they would. And that’s assuming they know the risks. If one person does it, changes back safely, and posts a video online, tons of people will try it. This is a disaster waiting to happen—like the Four Locos craze but way worse.”

Galen didn’t know what a loco was or why there were four of them, but he could see how this could spiral out of control very quickly.

“We have to stop them before they sell this to more people,” he said. “I only wish I knew if we were on Boneclaw’s tail or playing into his hands.”


Chapter Twenty


Boneclaw loved the view from the jet as they came in for a landing. He had no problems with a barren landscape. In fact, he thought humans tended to overdress their environments with frivolous flowers and dabs of paint. He understood that they needed to grow crops to fatten their young but the rest of it was such a waste of resources.

The barren beaches of Antarctica were too cold for humans to try to build there, but he could see the stand the dragons had tried to make before the Steel Dragon had forced them out.

“The landing will be a little bumpy, all right?” the captain said from the front of the small jet. “The runway is intact but barely.”

“Tell them that will be fine, Miles,” the ancient dragon whispered to the homeless man he’d transformed into a “billionaire.” He’d discovered that he did not need to control the wretched being’s mind. Miles was loyal to him. What a fool. Still, he would use him while he could. He was not one to turn away a good skull, even if it was still inside the worthlessly meaty body of a human.

“Yeah, that’s all right, then.” Miles belched and they began their descent.

The gashes and scars on the landscape became more apparent. Here, a rock had been burned at such a high temperature that it liquified. There, some kind of power had cut a gash in the earth to expose unweathered bedrock. Although there had not been anything to burn when the Steel Guard had come to force out the rightful colonists of this area, from the look of things, the dragons she had displaced had still tried valiantly to burn it all down.

They had failed but in his view, they were still heroes. It was their sacrifice that had forced the Steel Guard to clear out the southern tip of the world, after all. It was their sacrifice that had created the estate from which he would rise to power again.

“Hold on tight!” the pilot warned.

They were so low now that the edges of the marks the dragons had left on the landscape became blurred. The earth became a smear of dark rock and blueish ice as the plane extended its landing gear and made contact with the earth.

The ancient dragon was glad he no longer needed bones as they would have been rattled to pieces by the horrible landing. Miles barely managed to stay in his chair. Boneclaw hated how humans aped greatness by making things like this plane. It could fly, but barely, and the landing was appallingly uncomfortable. Once he grew in strength and eradicated those who were stupid enough to oppose him, he would end these frivolous machines.

They rattled and bounced for far longer than was necessary before the aircraft finally slowed to a stop.

“Are you sure this is where you want us to leave you?” the pilot asked once he’d completed his landing protocols.

“This is the South Pole, right?” Miles responded.

“We are in Antarctica, yes,” the man replied. “The South Pole is only a few hundred miles south of here.” He finished with a little well-practiced chuckle that even from his hiding place in the storage at the back of the plane, Boneclaw hated.

“Normally, our clients have a team of sled dogs or an all-terrain vehicle waiting for them here,” the flight attendant said. He was a burly man who seemed ultimately useless. His broad jaw and bold cheekbones denoted a well-formed skull, though.

“I…I thought I said the South Pole. You were supposed to take us to the South Pole.”

“This is as far as we can go safely by plane,” the pilot explained. “From here, you need another form of transportation.”

“But…you said…” Miles tried his best but dressing a man in a suit and shaving his beard did not make a billionaire. He lacked the necessary confidence, demeanor, and gravitas for the role. It was a wonder he had gotten them this far at all.

“We can take you back from here, but there will be additional fuel costs. I can’t believe you didn’t plan for a rendezvous. We have some gear if you want to spend the night or whatever. Do you want to schedule a pickup?”

“No, I don’t think I do,” Boneclaw said and emerged from the cargo hold, one tendril of black goo at a time.

“Holy crap! What the hell is that?” the brawny flight attendant yelled and retrieved a shotgun.

Miles fell prone and covered his head, something a billionaire likely would not have thought to do. That was a problem for another day.

The tendrils split in two, then divided again.

Joe fired at the floor. The old dragon deliberately let him hit. He didn’t know if he needed to worry about shotgun pellets but he found it was more emotionally devastating to try and fail than to try and miss.

The bullets destroyed a tiny trace of the black goo from the force of their impacts but the darkness moved forward.

“Joe! Nooo!” the pilot screamed as Boneclaw rose like a wave and swallowed the attendant completely. He tore his skin from his flesh and his flesh from his bones and reveled in the pain the man felt while he breathed himself into his lungs. His Void magic made the body vanish easily from existence.

The bones, though, he kept.

He moved the skeleton around inside his black sludge. It gave his amorphous form structure but not shape. The long and stiff bones of the arms, legs, and ribs made him taller, while he pushed the skull through the middle to emerge at the top.

The white bone crowned like a baby being born. He had scoured the skull clean, so the top of it was the pure calming white of fresh bone. The eyebrow ridge emerged next, followed by the eyes that dripped goo like tears. Black tar clung to the back of the skull, not to give the appearance of hair but to give him control of the movements of the skull.

Joe had a few gold teeth, which Boneclaw liked the feel of, so he put the jaw under the top teeth and made it move as he spoke, even though it was unnecessary. The sound came from his amoeba body and the jaw worked in bad synchronization. Black tar ran between the teeth while a tongue of tar formed sometimes and was chopped off to rejoin with his body when he spoke.

“You will take us to the South pole as you were ordered.”

“There’s no landing strip. There’s…there’s nothing,” the pilot stammered.

“Do you fear me?” the ancient dragon asked.

The man looked up and gazed into the sockets filled with Boneclaw’s Void essence. “I do.”

“That is good. You are weak and I am strong.”

“We are weak, and he is strong.” Miles had already been on the floor, but he now shuffled onto his knees and put his forehead on the carpet to prostrate himself.

“We are…weak and h-h-he is s-strong,” the pilot repeated.

Boneclaw smiled graciously with the dead flight attendant’s skull. Miles might not have been the most competent servant, but he certainly played the part of the sycophant well enough.

“You can fly to the South Pole?”

“Y-y-yes, s-s-sir.”

“You address Lord Boneclaw!” Miles hissed his outrage, his head still pushed into the plush carpet. Given his background, the dragon decided it probably felt good for him to be able to rest his head on carpet instead of the feces-covered streets where he had found him and named him his servant.

“Yes, L-L-Lord Boneclaw!” the pilot sputtered. “But I can’t l-l-land.”

“I will take care of that. Your concern for my well-being is noted, even if it is unnecessary. Now, you will fly us.”

“Of course, my l-l—”

“Just move.” Miles belched.

“I have to bring the plane around. Maybe ten minutes.”

“Very good. I wish to see what atrocities the Steel Dragon has committed here in the name of the Dragon Council on which I humbly served for so long.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him.” Miles jerked a thumb toward the pilot.

Boneclaw nodded before he flowed out of the plane and onto the battlefield.

The dragons there had sought to make a new country to venerate the old ways of life. He wished he might have come to the world sooner so he could have played a part there, but alas, it was not meant to be. Still, he saw the telltale signs of a world in balance.

A pair of magic dampening cuffs, a tool to keep mages in their place, had been cast aside. He discovered at least a dozen dead humans—mage or regular, he could not tell. There were a couple of dead dragons, and one of them still had the tattered black and chrome uniform of the Steel Dragon markings they foolishly wore in their dragon form. There would be graves for the dragons who had died there as well as the mages, but that had not happened yet.

He slithered across the dead and swallowed the biggest bones, the sharpest claws, and the skulls. Oh, how he loved the skulls.

One of the dragons from the Steel Guard had a completely intact skull. He was more than happy to add it to himself. By the time the plane came around, he was more bone than Void tar. His mass of dark viscous matter could barely hold onto them all, let alone shape them, but the slight discomfort and awkwardness would result in power later.

The plane’s engine began to increase its pitch and for a moment, he thought he might have to shed his new collection to stop the pilot from fleeing. Fortunately, the plane slowed and came to a stop not far from where it had let him off. The door opened to reveal Miles with a bloody wrench in one hand and the pilot’s hair in the other. The man was bleeding from the scalp and whimpering.

“He tried to fly off, sir, but I stopped him.”

“Very good, Miles.” Boneclaw slid into the plane and stayed in the passenger section this time.

“P-p-please,” the pilot whimpered.

“Fly us to the bottom of this planet and you will get what you deserve.”

“Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord.”

The ancient dragon oozed to a chair, disgorged himself of many of the bones, and sprayed them into a nearby pile so he could have fine control of his form. He ended up with the dragon skull for a head and a human skull for each hand. He thought it looked quite fetching.

The pilot—who now understood his place in the world much better—launched the plane into the sky.

Boneclaw looked out of the windows as they flew. How serendipitous this was all turning out to be, although there had been signs of conflict and battle near the coast of this frozen continent and the inhospitality of the cold kept all but the ice dragons far from where he was headed.

He knew there were a few human settlements, but they were all studying penguins or some other nonsense. They wouldn’t even notice him until it was far too late.

No one would notice him. That was the entire point of choosing this location and leaving the false trail in the desert. The Steel Guard would be running around, trying to determine why he had made a disk in the desert, then interfered in Las Vegas. He wondered how much had they learned. It would be foolish to underestimate them. While they did that, he would be there, able to feed and grow in power without interruption.

“That’s it, sir. The flag with the pole in it.”

“Take us down,” Boneclaw said, pulled from his thoughts.

“There’s nowhere to land,” the pilot protested.

He’d had quite enough of this and flowed out of his seat as he sent a tentacle into the pilot’s brain. Immediately, he understood how to land. He pushed the control down and the plane obeyed. A moment later, it made impact and plowed a great swathe in the snow and ice.

The ancient dragon was unhurt by the crash, of course. He was able to affix himself to a thousand different points inside the cabin so was not rattled about. The pilot was unharmed since his captor had a tentacle of black slime in his brain and so anchored him as well.

Miles was bleeding from the head and he moaned in pain.

“My lord…I’ve failed you…” he whined.

“Come now, Miles, don’t be so dramatic.” Boneclaw used some of his black sludge to cover the wound. He hardened it into a kind of putty, then disconnected it from himself to keep the wound closed until it healed.

That accomplished, he flowed from the broken airplane into the frozen landscape. The wind howled and snow pelted him, but compared to the coldness of the Void, this was pleasant. It truly was the perfect place to start a conquest of this planet.

“It’s cold,” Miles said as he stepped out of the plane after him.

“Be warmed, my servant.” He sent some of his slime to encapsulate Miles’ whole body except for his eyes. He did not take control—he did not have to—and instead, he let the man do as he wished as he wore part of his master for protection.

“Thank you, my lord. Thank you!” He displayed such graciousness.

“I’m c-c-cold too,” the pilot murmured.

“You too can be rewarded,” he replied. “But first, there must be consequences for trying to flee from the reborn god of this planet. Shall I take a finger of your choice or shall we let the cold decide?”

The man didn’t respond. He merely sank to his knees and wept. The dragon understood. Transitions could be hard. He’d come around or he’d die and Boneclaw would use his bones as part of himself. It didn’t matter to him.

“Now…to begin…” He made a disk at ground level and poured much of his magic into it to make it expand rapidly. Once he moved Miles and the pilot out of the way, everything else taller than an inch was obliterated. Mounds of snow and ancient rock formations were sliced from below and toppled into the Void, never to be seen again.

The disk grew to a hundred meters across…two hundred…five hundred…and his strength faltered.

“No…” He grunted as the disk collapsed and his tar-like body melted to a puddle on the ground.

“My lord!” Miles climbed out of the quivering black muck that kept him warm.

“I’ll be fine, Miles, if I could get past my vanity.” He used the last of his strength to make another portal to the Void. This one was smaller and he did not make it expand. Instead, he let it strengthen from its connection to the Void.

“Your…vanity, my lord?” his minion asked. It was probably a new word for the homeless man’s vocabulary.

“I wanted a flat surface on which we could work for no reason other than I like inflicting my order on the natural chaos. It is all right. I will not work so hastily again.”

Already, the portal to the Void was strengthening. It had grown from a few centimeters to a meter across. Boneclaw diverted some of its energy into himself, enough to give him form again. He wrapped Miles in his body to keep the loyal servant safe.

The pilot still shivered in the cold.

Boneclaw ignored him as he rediverted the Void magic into the portal. The disk grew in diameter much more slowly. Once it was about a hundred meters across—he thought it was about an hour later but time was slippery when he was focused on the Void—he lifted it into the air.

It rose slowly higher above the landscape until it was a thousand meters up where it would have sufficient space to grow. He could raise it higher still if needed, but they were already at a fairly high elevation and it should be able to grow unrestricted to the size he needed it to be.

“Wh-wh-wh-what are y-y-y-you doing?” The pilot crawled closer on his hands on knees.

Boneclaw sent a tendril out and used a row of human teeth to sever three of the man’s fingers. He expected a scream but none came. They must have already been so numb that he did not even feel it. Still, even without the gratifying screech of pain, a deal was a deal. He wrapped the pilot in black slime to protect him from the cold.

“I am making a new and better world, one safe from the threats of the Steel Guard.”

“The…threats?” the pilot asked.

“No longer will she and her cabal of mages and pixies and dwarves inflict their will upon the persecuted population of dragons. This is our planet, after all. We took it from them fair and square. With this portal, I will have the leverage to let dragons stand tall again, their backs not bent in subservience to someone who doesn’t deserve it. Someone like her.

“With this portal, I will have the energy to rule this planet and take the realm from those frivolous, foolish pixies. There will be a new era—one in which not only this world but many bow to my will.”

“A wonderful plan, my lord. A wonderful plan.” Miles almost ruined the compliment with another burp but the dragon was too excited to care.

“I…don’t understand my l-l-l-lord. What if the Steel Dragon finds out about this? These d-d-disks…they have been in the news. People are looking for them.”

“They will not find us. We are too far from their infernal network of wires and radiating towers.”

“But if they did?”

Boneclaw chuckled and looked at the disk in the sky. It was already five hundred meters across. He knew it needed to be much larger but he also knew he had engaged the attention span of his opponents on another continent. “Unlike a piece of fruit, this world will not tolerate a hole through the center of it. Even the humans know this. If they arrive before I am ready to create a new world, I will drop this disk of Void energy through the core and we will watch as an entire planet finds a new center.

“Either way, this world will fall to my will and my conquest will begin.”


Chapter Twenty-One


Vala knew her lab in Cranbook was not the most impressive out there. For that matter, it was likely not even the most technologically advanced lab in her hometown. But knowing something academically and seeing it with her eyes were two completely different things.

The one in the Steel Guard headquarters in Detroit made her quite aware of how amateurish her cobbled-together devices and repurposed tools must look. It wasn’t only that the Steel Guard lab was big, although it did take up three entire floors of a skyscraper.

Nor that it was technologically advanced, although there were machines that she thought were still supposed to exist only in development. It wasn’t the team of scientists and engineers who worked around the clock, although they were more impressive than the digital avatar of herself she had created to live inside their broken television.

She decided it was the sum of all this. Either that or the fact that absolutely everything was finished in burnished steel and glass. No plastic table tops for this lab, no, ma’am, and no repurposed soda bottles turned into beakers either. The whole place matched and while the dwarf did not think she could ever make a lab that fit together so well, she could certainly be impressed by one.

“Vala, this is our forensics lab,” Amy Williams said with about the same level of grandeur she had displayed when showing off the coffee maker. This was not to say there was no grandeur in her voice. The dwarf merely thought the coffee maker had deserved a little less and this magnificent science lab deserved considerably more. But moose and beavers preferred different parts of the tree, she reminded herself.

“Forensics nerds, this is Vala Gagnon. The orders aren’t official yet, but Mr. Stormwing and I will go fix that. In the meantime, I need you to treat Miss Gagnon like she was the Steel Dragon herself. Whatever she wants, she gets.”

The team of scientists all straightened, faced the mage while she gave her orders, and replied with a full-throated, “Yes, ma’am!” when she was finished.

But as soon as Amy left with Galen, they all returned to whatever they were doing before they were interrupted.

“Hello!” Vala said to the backs and sides of people’s heads. “I was hoping to run a few tests on the general frequency of…erm…hello?”

One lab tech finished loading a sterilizer that made the bucket of bleach she used to clean her instruments look positively disgusting by comparison. He looked at her through thick glasses.

“Oh, you’re a dwarf,” he said.

“And your hairline is receding,” she snapped but regretted the words as the man reddened. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine. That was rude of me. I like dwarves. Honestly. But we don’t see many of you in the lab, is all. My name’s Jonathan, by the way. What is your specialty? Medical? Bioscience?”

“I specialize in magical engineering, specifically the interface between magic and machines. I’m a mage who can affect machines.”

“Oh, right, a mage. Cool.” Despite the word, his tone did not sound like he thought it was cool. “Well, I guess if there’s anything you need, I can help.”

“Can you run a spectroscopic analysis on this?” She held out a mustard jar that held a chunk of the dead human-turned-dragon she had scraped from the street.

“Is that…a mustard jar?” the tech asked incredulously.

“A sterile one but yes.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Jonathan took the sample to a station.

“You want me to run an analysis on what?” the woman there asked.

Vala tried to interrupt to explain but this tech was even less impressed with her than Jonathan was. She only agreed to help when he explained that Amy had said orders would soon come from the Steel Dragon.

“Give me fifteen minutes,” the woman said and turned her back pointedly to continue her work.

“Is there anything else you’re looking to have done to any other…err, mustard jars?” he asked.

“I’m hoping to determine what the magic present in these cells is. Do you have other tools that could help with that?” she asked in reply.

“Magic in the cells? I don’t think that’s how magic is created.”

“I’m not certain either but magic suffuses the cells of a being. We should be able to find out what it is.”

“What exactly are you hoping to find out?”

“Whether this was a regular human, whether the magic permanently affected their biology, and whether we can determine the precise type of magic that did this. Why it’s possible, I suppose, that a dragon has the ability to make this substance possible. If that were the case, a clear reading of their magic would be quite useful indeed.”

“I don’t know if all that makes sense—”

“The theories are sound. Although I’m not sure you have the gear in this lab.”

“Oh, we have it,” Jonathan said. “Here, let me take your samples. We’ll start by trying to extract some DNA.”

“I don’t think that will give us very much useful data—”

“I’ve worked in these labs for years, all right? I think I know a thing or two about what’s possible.”

Vala drew a deep breath and bit her tongue. There wasn’t any point in arguing. This was their lab and they would know what the capabilities of their instruments were. Still, she kept one of the samples while he took the remainder of the pieces of the exploded dragon-human she had picked up from the street—grisly work, to be sure—and passed them out to various techs.

She didn’t want to eavesdrop, but she could not help but notice the looks of annoyance or boredom from the others as he told them what they should do.

“This is a forensics lab, not a mage’s apothecary,” one of them snapped. She was surprised that this team had a bias against mages but reminded herself that everyone had issues. While she wasn’t about to tell them how to do their jobs, she also knew that if they didn’t know how to look for what she was searching for, it would be impossible to find it.

Soon, everyone had focused on work and she was again largely ignored.

That might be fine and good for some people, but not Vala Gagnon. She wandered around the lab for a few minutes until she found a large stainless steel surface near a sink and a couple of electrical outlets. When a tech walked past, she asked if she could use the space and was answered with a shrug, so she assumed it was fine.

She took the sample out, along with her portable scanner and her goggles. First, she opened the jar and looked inside through her goggles. The little piece of bone was glowing, which indicated that magic was at play, but it was so faint that the goggles could not even determine what kind of magic it was.

Her scanner could not do much better. She had tinkered with it to make it more dependable over range. Boneclaw’s disks could be subtle but as they grew, she had been able to pick up the Void magic simply because there had been so much of it. With this little fragment of bone and the tiny trace of muscle on it, there wasn’t enough to work with.

But there must surely be something in this lab that would work.

It didn’t take her long to see a bank of microscopes against a wall. “May I—” she asked another passing tech but was summarily ignored. It was kind of rude but it wasn’t like these people weren’t busy, she told herself. They were beavers, busy at work on their lodge. She was an otter, swimming in the pond they had worked to build and catching fat fish. As surely as the otter would have taken a freshwater mussel, she took the microscope.

The dwarf put the microscope on her stainless steel surface and plugged it in. She grinned immediately. It had digital outputs so it showed what it saw on a screen. Her scanner was a modified Gameboy so it did not have the right connections, but that was not the kind of thing someone with her proficiencies could not solve.

Without too much searching, she found a drawer filled with the output cords for the microscope. She selected a box cutter—it felt distastefully improvised in this overly engineered lab—and split the end of the wire. Once she’d done the same to one of her Gameboy trading cables, she linked the two together with the help of a soldering gun she was in the habit of carrying. Normally, the electronic load of the two cords and the devices themselves would be incompatible, but this was Vala.

She suffused the scanner and the link cable with her magic. When it reached the splice she had made with the other chord, the metals melded together and her magic proceeded into the microscope. It took a moment of careful work—the last thing she wanted to do was dump too much energy into this equipment and blow it to pieces—but after a moment, she convinced the two devices to recognize each other through the spliced wire.

Now, her scanner displayed everything the microscope saw. It was interesting in a way but not any better than a microscope being hooked up to one of the computer monitors all around the lab.

Vala adjusted her scanner to read magic but the issue was the same. There simply wasn’t that much of it. The microscope helped, but it was much like looking into a dark room with binoculars. They could help but what was needed was light.

She sighed, turned, and leaned against the steel workspace while she wondered if maybe she should get some of the coffee Amy was so enthusiastic about. Frustrated, she swept her gaze over the array of instruments and equipment and suddenly froze.

They had a laser!

The part of her that cared about what other people thought shut down as a single thought repeated through her head—laser…laser…laser!

She scooped up the microscope, Gameboy scanner, and sample and hurried to her new find. There were bigger ones in the world but this one seemed to be an excellent balance between size and power. She put the sample in a bay for objects to be superheated, pointed the microscope at the bone—but not into the laser—and turned everything on.

It superheated the organic material from the dead dragon, sent its electrons into furious motion, and forced it to radiate energy that the system of lenses in the microscope picked up and sent to her scanner. It took a little fiddling with the scanner but A-B-A-A and down, down, down, up, right seemed to do the trick. A magical signature sine wave resolved itself on her screen and she could not help a whoop of joy.

She was rather surprised when a cheer rang out from all around her as well.

The dwarf turned from her work to see that most of the lab techs were clustered around her and looked over her shoulder at the scanner, the microscope, or the laser.

“How did you get a Gameboy to work with a microscope?” Jonathan asked.

“Is that laser energizing the sample so you can get a magical output?” another tech enquired.

“How did you do all that?” someone else demanded.

“Oh, I…uh, I fiddled with some stuff.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Jonathan said. “This is Vala Gagnon, the dwarf mage who can use her magic in electronics. She can feel what all of us can only look at.”

The crowd broke into excited murmured conversations with each other at having this celebrity in their midst.

“I thought I told you who I was when I first arrived,” she said and tried to keep her voice quiet enough that only he could hear.

“I know you did. I’m sorry. We got tons of visitors from other forensics labs and…well, this is crappy but the mages can be super-dismissive. When you said mage, I guess I stopped processing the rest of it.”

“But I’m a dwarf.” She snorted.

Jonathan smiled. “You’re a little shorter than average but that doesn’t mean you’re not necessarily a jerk.”

Vala did not know exactly how she felt about being judged for being a mage and not a dwarf, but now wasn’t the time to consider how her unique position in the culture and history played out in different places. After all, she had a group of nerds who wanted to see her tech.

“What are the images you’re looking at?”

“Some kind of energy signature?”

“How does that work without the microscope?” a tech asked.

“Maybe it would be better if I could use one of these monitors as a display?” she asked.

“Sure! Let me grab the remote and the connection cord and I can—”

The dwarf gestured at the closest TV and it turned itself on. It didn’t take much to make it pick up the faint electromagnetic signal running through the Gameboy’s circuits and send it to the screen.

The crowd of techs broke into spontaneous applause. Vala grinned. It felt good to be accepted by them, even if they hadn’t known what to make of her at first.

“What are we looking at?” Jonathan asked.

“I’ve learned that every magical being has a unique signature,” she explained.

“And that’s what we’re looking at?”

“Not exactly, no. This is the magical signature from a human who was transformed into a dragon by a substance they ingested.”

“That’s impossible, isn’t it?”

“You haven’t checked the news?” A tech held their phone up. “There was a strange dragon battle in Las Vegas. You were there, right?”

Vala nodded. “I was. And the dragon we faced there was not a dragon at all. This signature proves that.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I’ve scanned anyone who will let me. At this point, I’ve looked at enough dragons to know that this is not that kind of magic.”

“Can you show us?”

“Of course.”

She scrolled through a couple of different magic signatures. Although she practically knew them all by heart at this point, she went ahead and dropped in a couple of labels for people. She didn’t put dragon names—that felt like an invasion of privacy—but she did mark which powers they had.

“You can tell it’s a dragon by the basic pattern of peaks and troughs. These regions here show variations in their power profile. Interestingly, most of the signature is consistent for dragons. The variations come in only in this one section. With more analysis, I might be able to predict dragon powers based on a reading but I have a relatively small database.”

“You should scan all the mages and dragons in the Steel Guard,” one of the techs said to murmured agreement.

“I wouldn’t want to impose—” she began, even though a data set like that sounded amazing.

“Nah, don’t worry about that,” Jonathan assured her. “As long as you square it with the Steel Dragon, the Guard will obey. They don’t mind this kind of work at all.”

“That would be great.”

“What about that signature?” The tech who had been running the spectrographic analysis pointed to the screen.

Vala looked up and realized there was a wave on the screen that was fairly close to the one she had taken from the remains of the man-dragon from Vegas.

She put both magic signatures up so they overlaid each other. The one from Vegas had fewer microvariations but their general shape was the same. But that was weird because the magical signature on the screen belonged to Kylara Diamantine.

“They look fairly similar,” she said. “But I know for a fact that this signature is from someone who can turn into a dragon.”

The techs broke into excited conversation at that. She hoped she hadn’t given too much away about Kylara but also hoped the girl would be willing to come in and be scanned in more detail. Maybe these tech nerds could even help her come up with more ways to scan for much more data.

“I think I need to show all this to Amy,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jonathan said. “If you like, we can try to dig into the data more when you’re gone to see if we can refine this any further or perhaps give us a slightly better resolution?”

“That would be great, thank you,” she said, positively delighted to have broken through the standoffish veneer of these nerdy techies.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Galen followed Amy through the Steel Guard headquarters, past a couple of security checkpoints, and straight to Kristen’s office. They found the leader of all dragon kind seated behind her desk made of salvaged barn wood and holding her head in her hands.

“Kristen, are you all right?” the mage asked by way of saying hello.

“I’m merely hoping Brian has wildly exaggerated what he claims to have happened in Vegas. He told me there was a battle with some kind…I don’t know…he says a suicidal dragon who turned himself into a bomb?”

“That’s…not exactly accurate,” she said.

“Oh, thank God.” Kristen exhaled a huge sigh of relief. “Then what the hell happened there?”

Amy turned to Galen. He took that as a cue to speak. Even though he didn’t want to burst the Steel Dragon’s brief moment of optimism, he knew it was his duty to do exactly that.

“Well…the dragon did fight to the death with total disregard to his health. It wasn’t pretty.”

“Okay…so that’s what he meant by suicidal.”

“And he did explode,” Amy added.

The Steel Dragon’s bubble burst. “Then what did you mean when you said Brian was mistaken?”

“It wasn’t a dragon,” she mage told her.

“What are you talking about? Of course it was. I saw some of the footage.”

Amy again nodded at Galen.

“It was a dragon form but it didn’t start that way. I met the person while they were a human. They had no dragon aura at all and they were only able to transform after taking some kind of a powder.”

“Are you certain?”

“I watched him transform, ma’am.” He swallowed, not sure if he should sugarcoat any of this. Eventually, he decided against it. “It was one of the more horrible things I’ve seen. He was in considerable pain, which does not happen when dragons take their true forms. Also, the way he fought…it was like he didn’t understand his powers. He set himself on fire with his fire breath. That—”

“Shouldn’t happen. Right.” Kristen pounded her desk. “Can’t we ever get a break?”

“We had one once. For about fifteen minutes about eight months ago, remember?” Amy joked.

The Steel Dragon rubbed her temples to try to release some of the tension. “The casino was well-monitored so I saw most of the battle. But you’re telling me that was a regular human?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And he did blow up?”

“I managed to contain much of the blast but yeah, he did.”

“And we think this is possible because?”

“Magic, ma’am,” Galen said.

That earned a bitter guffaw from the leader of dragon kind. “Well, yes, I had assumed this was not simply some pill he got from behind the counter of a gas station.”

“Vala is looking into the magical aspect of the drug right now. Well, not the drug but the remains.”

“Good. That’s good. Maybe that can tell us how this all started, but I want to know more about how it ended. He did explode?”

Amy and Galen nodded.

“But why?”

“Why did he explode, you mean?” the mage asked to confirm.

Kristen raised an eyebrow.

“Vala will hopefully have more answers, but while the fight was going on, she got some readings.”

“Of course she did.”

The young dragon smiled tightly at that. It was impressive that his partner’s interest in data preceded her.

“She thinks the energy he was using was distinct from what made him transform.”

“So he could power this drug-induced dragon form with his human energy?”

“That was the impression I got.”

Kristen looked at Galen.

“He wasn’t a dragon, ma’am. Whatever energy he had must have come from himself.”

“And he had enough energy to make himself explode?” she asked incredulously.

“There are stories about stuff like that happening, ma’am,” he told her. “I know you weren’t raised in a creche like a normal dragon.”

“A normal dragon?” Amy asked pointedly.

“Now’s not the time, Amy. Galen, you were saying?”

“Well, we have fables and stories like everyone else. There are stories about the first dragons—Grandmother and Grandfather, they’re called. They’re not real, of course, more like Aesop Rock’s fables.”

“Aesop’s fables. Aesop Rock is—”

“Not relevant, Amy.”

“Right, sorry.”

“Go ahead, Galen.”

“Right, well, they teach us when we’re young that overusing our powers—especially our fire powers—can kill us. The legend is that Grandmother and Grandfather got in a fight and both blew their fire so hard that they exploded. She became the stars and he the sun. It’s all for kids, of course.”

“But you learn not to overextend yourself.” Kristen nodded. “I was taught by dragons on the Dragon SWAT team to not overextend myself.”

“Oh, I bet you were great at those lessons,” Amy commented with a chuckle.

“Like you’re one to talk.” The Steel Dragon sobered, though, when she focused on their current discussion. “So this guy’s firepower did him in?”

“That’s what I think,” the mage agreed.

“I think so too,” Galen stated. “We started fighting as soon as he transformed. He was a dragon but he seemed high too. Like he thought he was invincible.”

“I remember that feeling,” Kristen muttered morosely. “But we think this is an instance of him overextending himself? We don’t think this is a drug that turns people into bombs?”

“I hope not.” Amy shuddered.

“I think if he had transformed for a short while, he could have changed back,” the young dragon told her. “The problem was that he was furious and kept trying to hit us with his fire breath. Those glands are magic in nature but that doesn’t mean they can’t…well—”

“Go boom?” the mage finished.

He nodded. “Exactly.”

“And you found this…what was it, exactly? A pill?”

“A powder.”

“And you found this powder in the possession of the same people who had the Pixie Dust you were trying to chase down?”

Amy and Galen nodded.

“This is not good,” Kristen stated bluntly. “If this can move along the same supply lines as Pixie Dust, we’re looking at an enormous danger to the public.”

“Not everyone will blow up—”

“You don’t think humans dumb enough to snort something that turns them into a dragon won’t want to try their fire breath?” She snorted.

“Or that regular dragons will be all right with them careening about,” Amy added.

“I guess if only one of them tries to fight a real dragon, that could push them over the edge,” Galen conceded.

“We need to stop this, and fast.” The Steel Dragon’s tone was cold and hard.

At that moment, Vala burst in and gesticulated with a Gameboy. “I have something you all need to see!”


Chapter Twenty-Three


The dwarf didn’t know where to start so she simply jumped right in. “There’s definitely magic inside the drug and a trace of it remained in the blood samples, as I’d hoped. It wasn’t much, but your lab here makes a badger nest look like a weasel hole, so I was able to make some progress.”

“A…weasel hole?”

“If you disregard the animal stuff, most of what she says makes sense,” Galen said.

“Do you mind?” Vala gestured to a monitor mounted on the wall next to the door she had entered through. She hadn’t seen it but she could sense it. As she asked the question, she activated it and put the reading from her scanner up before she technically gave Kristen—the most powerful being in the world—a chance to answer. “Err…sorry,” she said as the two rising and falling jagged lines filled the screen.

“It’s fine. I appreciate the efficiency.” The Steel Dragon smirked. “Now, what are we looking at? Is this…like…earthquake data or something?”

She blushed and took a step back. “Sorry. That’s the magical signature of the magic that was in the man who…uh, blew his dragon body up. Do we have a euphemism yet?”

“I wish.” Galen shuddered.

“Right, well…that guy. This is the magic that was inside him. I compared it to the other readings in my database, looking for a match.”

“Okay, I’m with you so far.” Kristen motioned for her to continue.

“I had thought that it would be dragon magic and it kind of is, but it’s only similar to one dragon.”

“Who?” The Steel Dragon’s tone of voice said she already had a guess and that it was not good.

“Not Boneclaw, if that’s what you were thinking,” Vala said, having recognized the look of terror Galen assumed when he spoke of the dead dragon lord.

“Oh! Then who?”

“Kylara Diamantine. The general shape is very similar, which is odd because Kylara’s magic is rather different from the rest of the dragons I’ve examined. It’s not identical, though.”

Kristen sighed. “Could it be? It looks fairly similar.”

“No. This data is solid enough and based on other discrepancies between other dragons it’s not her, but it’s close. Getting a better scan from her might be a good place to start.”

“Maybe…”

“You don’t think so?” Galen asked. “She’s been friendly to us and I’m sure she’d want to help.”

“No, not that. I’m sure she would help. She’s a sweet kid and has been very useful to this organization. That problem is that she has so many powers. Tiamat attacked her because she was ‘the sum of all dragons.’ She can use mage powers and can even turn into a pixie. I don’t see how you could parse out anything in particular from her. Those spikes you’re showing us could be from almost anything. Kylara has absorbed so many powers that it might take some time to determine which one this is related to.”

“That’s true. Which is why, if possible, I’d like to take a lot more samples—possibly from every dragon and mage you have on staff—here and in other cities—and anyone else who will let me scan them.”

Kristen and Amy laughed, but she could tell it wasn’t mean-spirited.

“I already saw a request from the lab about this. It’s your doing then?” the dragon leader asked.

“Yes, ma’am. My scans have been increasingly useful, but if I could get a real data set, it would take what I can do with this technology to the next level. I could anonymize the data, of course, so we don’t have names. I merely need to link the various powers to these scans, is all.”

“I think we can do that,” Kristen agreed.

“If it weren’t for what I saw, I would think you’re merely trying to build a massive data set,” Amy joked.

“Well, to be honest, I want a zillion data sets, but it would be useful to this case.”

“It’s a good idea.” The Steel Dragon nodded. “I’ll get my brother to coordinate it right away. Will you be able to repurpose our lab?”

“Oh, yes!”

“Is there any group I should tell Brian to start with?”

It was a loaded question given the history between mages and dragons but fortunately, Vala did not think that answering one way or the other made much sense.

“I’ve never scanned magic like this before besides Kylara, who is a mage and a dragon, so I don’t think it is worth prioritizing one over the other. But the sooner we get started, the sooner I’ll get lucky.”

“Brian, I have a job for you,” Kristen said after she touched the old-fashioned speaker sunk into her desk.

“I’ve already been listening, Sissy Krissy. I’m sending out alerts to dragons and mages in the office as we speak.”

“For once we might be ahead of this,” Amy said.

Kristen took a deep breath and nodded. “Which means we can focus at least some of our attention on Boneclaw. Are we certain he has nothing to do with this?”

“He must!” Galen insisted.

“I don’t think so,” Amy replied.

“I did not detect any Void magic at the scene with the Dragon Dust,” Vala said. “But that might mean he was being extra cautious,” she added hastily when her partner looked at her.

“We’ll get this started, then we’ll come with a plan to find out where he—”

The door was thrust open and a woman with fair skin, a pair of tight French braids the color of white gold, and eyes as hard as ice rushed into the room.

“We’ve got a problem.”

“You shouldn’t have jinxed us,” Kristen said to Amy and knocked on her wooden desk with her knuckles. “What’s going on, Heartsbane? If this is about the coffee machine, I swear I’ll—”

“Dragons are flying over New York City.”

“Dragons fly over New York City every day,” the mage pointed out.

“These are crashing into buildings and setting things on fire.”

“Brian!” the Steel Dragon shouted over the intercom.

“I’m only finding out about this now too! Give me a second!”

“Who are they? Is it a duel that got out of a hand or are some of the New York clans finally going to war over real estate prices?”

“Stonequest said they haven’t recognized any of them so far. None of them. They’re overwhelmed and the dragons aren’t listening to them or respecting the rules of any kind of sanctioned dragon combat.”

“Kristen, you’ll want to see this!” Brian said on the intercom.

The monitor mounted at the door went black before a grainy video of a dark scene in an alley started to play. The camera moved around shakily and the operator laughed hysterically. In the background, nightclubs blasted music onto the street to lure revelers in, car horns blared, and a distant siren wailed to decry the debauchery taking place or coming to save someone who’d had a little too much fun.

“Dude…so, wait…wait, wait, wait—dude, you’re gonna do this?” a jittery voice mumbled from behind the camera.

“Hell yeah, bro. Aren’t you?”

The camera operator squealed with laughter.

“Dude, I’m not gonna snort something you bought from some gangster in a yellow shirt just because he said it’s gonna turn you into a dragon.”

“You just snorted breath mints off a urinal, bro, and you won’t do this?” To prove his commitment to the cause, the man took a massive snort from a tiny manilla envelope.

“Dude!” His friend erupted with laughter and the camera shook wildly and lost focus on his subject. “Dude, I can’t believe you did that!”

The laughter stopped when an otherworldly scream cut through his laughter. “Dude?”

He had forgotten that his camera was rolling and took a few steps back as it caught brand new leather shoes that stepped out into the lurid glow of a club’s neon electric lights.

“Dude!” he screamed but there was nothing but a flurry of claws and scales. The phone landed on the street. In the corner of the shot, the cameraman could be seen. Although blurry, it was obvious that the gashes on his face were deep. High above in the center of a shot, a half-man, half-dragon could be seen climbing the side of a building by punching claws through solid brick.

He reached the top and with a scream of, “No one hurts my bro!” leapt into the air and completed his transformation into a full dragon. His glorious moment was cut short when rather than soaring, he collided with the building across the street. The dragon blasted fire at something on the rooftop of the building that could not be seen from the angle of the camera. Nevertheless, the target became quite clear when the contents of a water tower poured off the roof. Screams rang out from the people in the street as their drunken night became decidedly sloshier.

The water reached the phone and for only a moment, the camera whirled to film a bizarre scene of well-dressed night-lifers, tumbling or swimming underwater in tight dresses, heels, or leather shoes and ties. Through the water, two blasts of dragon fire lit the sky above. Despite being distorted, it was still clear from the distance and the way the balls of orange light glowed through the water that the original subject was not the only human to transform into a dragon on the streets of New York City that night.

“The drug is already out in the open,” Kristen said when the video stopped.

“A drug? That makes sense.” Heartsbane tugged one of her platinum blonde braids. “Captain Stonequest said that he thinks these people are regular humans. He said he keeps tabs on the rowdier mages and dragons and sends his apologies for not—”

“Now’s not the time for formalities.” Her boss dismissed the concern.

“How many dragons are we thinking, Brian?”

“Initial reports seem to indicate at least ten.”

“Amy, I want you to take a task force to New York City, stop this mess, and try to capture the dealers. You can take whoever you want but I don’t think we have time to call in anyone off duty, not right away at least. I want you there already.”

“That’s not a problem,” the mage replied. “Heartsbane, we could use your help selecting a dozen of your toughest dragons. Focus on the younger ones, though, those who still fight dirty. These dragons won’t play by any sets of rules.”

“Start with a half-dozen. The New York City Steel Guard has a substantial presence and they are well disciplined under Stonequest.”

“You can say that again,” Heartsbane agreed.

“I think a dozen would be more of a sure thing,” Amy protested.

“We’ll send more as soon as we know this is isolated to New York City. I won’t empty Detroit, not with Boneclaw back.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The mage bowed. “I’ll only take six mages as well.”

“Very good.

“Anything else?” Heartsbane asked

“Be careful with their fire,” Galen said.

“Why?” Amy frowned at him.

“That one we fought operated at temperatures that could melt his teeth. Normally, dragon fire’s not great against other dragons because we don’t let it get hot enough to hurt ourselves, but these humans won’t know that. If they start blasting fire, they’ll go off.”

“No, I mean why are you telling me this instead of Heartsbane’s dragons? You’re the only person on earth besides me with experience fighting them. You’re coming with me and will coordinate tactics with Heartsbane.”

“But try to keep up,” the other dragon said sharply.

“I’ll get some mages and we’ll meet downstairs in five.”

“I’ll go with Galen for now—” Vala tried to volunteer herself but was promptly cut off by Kristen.

“You need to stay here and get working,” the Steel Dragon ordered. Her tone froze the dwarf in her tracks. It was the voice of a woman who was used to being obeyed. “Your data might be what we need to either break this case or find a cure.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She nodded.

“The lab will need to be repurposed now.” Kristen’s voice was sweet in a “stop standing there and get to work, you foolish girl” kind of way. “Brian will prepare your first group of dragons and mages. We’ll need them ready to cycle into New York as soon as possible.”

“Of course. I’ll get started right away.”

She suppressed a sigh and hurried out of the Steel Dragon’s office.


Chapter Twenty-Four


In less than a minute, Galen stood on the front steps of the Steel Guard headquarters, briefing a team of dragons and mages on what they would face. It was a surreal feeling to give orders to the mages and dragons who were supposed to be the foremost experts on what to do when magic went wrong. It certainly felt surreal but that did not mean it felt good.

Now that everyone understood exactly how unusual their foes were, they were ready to go.

Amy led her mages in a ritual to open a portal and they stepped from the base of a skyscraper in Detroit to the flooded avenue of clubs in New York.

Two dragons raced overhead, laughing and blasting fire like it was bottle rockets instead of flame that could melt steel.

Another careened into the side of a skyscraper with such force that it sent a shockwave through the side of the building, shattered every pane of glass, and launched onto the street below. The miscreant stumbled out of the broken side of the building and tumbled to the earth with a thud.

A dragon flew in and landed on top of the stunned dragon like a falcon on a fat pigeon. A mage scrambled off his back and slapped a cuff around the culprit’s wrist. The bound dragon began to transform into a human body and the magic dampening cuff shrank with it.

“Is that you, Stonequest?” Amy hollered at the dragon, who watched his next target leap from building to building while the mage stood guard, waiting to ensure that their prisoner was fully drained of his powers.

“Amy! Are we glad to see you!” The dragon with skin like marble winged in and landed as soon as they were through.

“Long time no see, Stonequest. I began to think you didn’t want us poking around here.”

“Nah, we were getting bored, is all. I’m glad things livened up.”

“What’s the situation?” Heartsbane cut through the banter.

“We have about a dozen humans turned into dragons flapping around downtown. I have all my teams on this—mostly airborne, but a few are traveling with a paddy wagon—and we still don’t have a handle on the situation. They’re acting worse than the dragons on Pixie Dust.”

“They’re humans high on being dragons, is why,” Galen said. “They took a drug that transformed them.”

“Yeah, this seems about that bad,” Stonequest responded. “Their fire breath makes it damn hard to catch them. They burn so hot my dragons can’t get close. You’ll want to mount up and work in mage-dragon pairs.”

“Oh, it's worse than that. If they use their fire breath too much, they’ll explode.”

“This is getting better by the moment.” The New York leader snorted. “Is there anything else? If we touch the wrong scale will they all grow spikes?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them. We’re running analysis on exactly what this crap is that’s doing this to them, but in the meantime, Kristen wants them brought down and cuffed. All of you should have at least two pairs of magic dampeners. Do we all?”

Galen did. Nods and murmurs of agreement from everyone else meant that they did too.

A massive explosion in the sky above them cast everyone temporarily in a harsh glare before it faded and the lights of the skyscrapers became the brightest glows again.

“You heard the man,” Heartsbane said. “Work together, don’t expect them to listen, and make sure they don’t blow themselves up.” Her dragons transformed and lowered their wings for the mages to climb onto their backs. Even amidst all this chaos, Galen was impressed how synchronized the team was. Each dragon took the same amount of time to change from their human forms, and each mage climbed up and got situated at the same time as well.

“Melissa, might I have the honor?” Amy asked.

“Get up here, Miss Williams.” Heartsbane snorted and lowered a wing for the mage to climb aboard. Amy levitated and planted herself on the broad back in front of the wings.

“What do you want me to do?” Galen asked, dumbfounded at the speed at which everyone moved.

“I assumed you’d put that magic sword of yours to use,” Amy said and spurred Heartsbane, who leapt into the air.

“Right, duh.” He shook his head, took his half-dragon form, and joined the chaos in the sky above.

He was not the only one to be late to the party. As he rose amongst the towers of steel and glass, another two dragons—their scales still rippling across their bodies as they completed their transformations—took to the skies with him.

But while he continued to rise, these two collided with each other, crashed through the wall of a building, and proceeded to kick and claw while they laughed the entire time. He decided he might as well start with them.

Resolute, he tucked his wings and plunged to land in the hole they had made of the buildings’ plate glass windows.

“In the name of the Steel Guard, I order you to stop!”

“The Steel Guard? My man, we’re getting punked by the Steel Guard.” One of the dragons roared with laughter.

“I hear you guys are tough. You’re the police for dragons and mages, right?”

“The Steel Guard are peacekeepers and we want to help you to change into humans again.” He tried to make his voice firm in the face of the giggling dragons.

“But then we wouldn’t be in your jurisdiction,” one of them pointed out and the other laughed. He realized that not only were these two transformed by the Dragon Dust, but they were also drunk.

“Dude, do you remember how we took out that quarterback in high school?”

“Oh, yeah, man!” One of the dragons lunged forward. Galen braced himself for the impact but his assailant fell short and knocked his feet out from under him. He lost contact with the floor but he had wings. It wasn’t a big deal until the other dragon used his moment of weightlessness to plow into him and hurl both of them out of the building.

It was a move from a sport, the young dragon realized as he fell head over tail toward the street below. It was a move from a human sport, and two dragons had used it against him. This would not go well.

He pushed off the much larger dragon, created some distance, then caught the air and began to glide.

His adversary had no such grace and continued to tumble earthward, plowed through a taxi cab, and earned a string of curses from the driver, who—despite almost being crushed—did not evacuate his vehicle.

Galen glanced at the dragon above but he had yet to follow. Satisfied that he at least had a few moments, he landed next to the fallen one and hoped he had the time to cuff him.

“I’m trying to help,” he said as he took the cuff from the belt that held the scabbard for Claw.

“The hell you is!” the dragon roared. “You dragons—you’re worse than the democrats. Rules, rules, rules—well, not anymore!”

The miscreant lunged at him but he was ready for the low tackle this time and dodged easily. In one smooth motion, he drew his sword and severed the end of his opponent's tail.

A screech of pain made him feel way better than he would have liked. It wasn’t that he wanted to hurt these foolish humans, but it was good to know that at least they could feel pain if they weren’t too worked up.

No longer conscious of anything but his discomfort, the dragon thrashed and screamed. Galen raced forward and dodged tail and claw to slap a cuff on him. As soon as the latch was connected, he began to change. In less than a minute, he was a human who complained drunkenly about a bruised tailbone but nothing worse than that.

He waved at a nearby Steel Guard paddy wagon. They approached and took the miscreant into custody, but the other dragon vaulted from the building, blasted the van with fire breath, and soared into the night.

Fortunately, the mage driving the van was able to block the blast with a shield, but for such a short burst of flame, it was far hotter than it should have been.

The young dragon became airborne and as he followed the dragon, he wondered how the hell he would be able to bring in a drunk frat boy in a dragon’s body without letting him breathe fire.


Chapter Twenty-Five


He chased the frat boy football player dragon between the skyscrapers and acknowledged reluctantly that he had to give the guy credit. His quarry could fly fast, although it might have served him better had he flown a little slower. As it was, he moved so quickly that he couldn’t stop when a wall of force shimmered into existence in front of him and he bulldozed into it.

Heartsbane waited for him below. She shackled him as Amy dropped the shield and Galen flew past in search of someone else he needed to protect from themselves.

It was unbelievable how chaotic the scene had become. He had seen dragons wreak havoc numerous times but never at a scale like this or in a place like New York City. When he had dueled Boneclaw in the body of his uncle, the destruction had been localized to Stormsiege. Mages and dragons had been ready to fight when the Lumos School had been attacked. But there in the Big Apple, millions of people were in the streets to witness the dragons cavorting about and either completely ignore them or run screaming down the streets of the biggest city on the continent.

Up ahead, he saw something that could only happen in a metropolis like this one. A dragon clung to the side of the Empire State Building. Both legs were planted firmly on top of the edifice, and one claw clutched the pole that protruded from the center of the building. Like a cat, his tail told of his discomfort. It flicked from side to side, tried to find purchase, and failed to do so.

Galen flew in close and prepared to be swatted like a helicopter or the airplanes that bothered King Kong when he tried this stunt.

“My name is Galen Stormwing and I want to help.”

“My name’s Jeff and I’m afraid of heights!” the dragon whined.

“What are you doing up here, Jeff?”

“I changed into a dragon on a bet. They said that’s what the powder did but I told them it didn’t. Then they pointed at the dragons flying above and said they were funny and—”

“Let’s cut to the chase, Jeff.”

“Well, I came out here and sure enough, I was turning into a dragon so I rose to fly with the other people but then I realized I was afraid of heights!”

It seemed that recounting this tale was too much for poor Jeff as dragon urine began to drip down the side of the Empire State Building.

“It’ll be all right.” Galen struggled to not roll his eyes and managed, but barely.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to go pee-pee, but being up high like this always makes me think of waterfalls or the rain falling out of clouds or—”

“Let’s focus on the now, Jeff. I have a bracelet I want to put on your wrist, all right? It will make you change into a human again and I’ll take you to the ground.”

“My wrist?” Jeff seemingly needed to check if he still had a wrist so he let go of the spire atop the building, which made him lean back and his arms immediately pinwheeled. Galen had never seen a dragon do that particular maneuver before. It looked more like something a cartoon might attempt.

The unhappy dragon managed to lean forward again. He thunked into the spire, clung to it with both hands now, and wrapped himself in his wings.

“I need you to unfurl your wings so I can get in there and help.”

“I want my mommy!”

He landed at the feet of the dragon. They were pushed so hard into the sides of the building that his claws had sliced through the glass and steel.

“I need you to lower your wrist here so I can get this on you.”

The request elicited no response from the quivering dragon.

“Jeff!”

“Oh, fine!”

Slowly, the dragon unfurled his wings and even more slowly, lowered his body until he was in a crouch.

“That’s great, Jeff, except you’re still holding on with your hands and I need your wrist here.”

With a whimper, the terrified creature did what he needed to do and lowered his arm to where Galen stood next to his talons.

The young dragon slapped the magic dampening cuff around his wrist before the terror seized him again.

Immediately, he began to transform. It was different than how true dragons did it and seemed messier. Instead of a swirl of magic encasing their body, only the smallest amount came out. The process was entirely visible as a result as scales folded themselves in, wings shrank and were swallowed in the man’s back, and arms and legs returned to a more human size. It didn’t seem as painful as taking the Dragon Dust was but it didn’t look pleasant either.

“Oh, thank you so much,” Jeff blabbered. “I didn’t know how long I was gonna be up there. I owe you big, buddy. Put her there.”

As the man extended his hand for a handshake, he glanced over the edge and his vertigo returned with a vengeance. He took a step back, planted his foot on one of the gashes he had gouged in the top of the building when in dragon form, and slipped. Unfortunately, he was no more graceful in this form than he was his dragon one. He teetered toward the edge and fell over it.

“No! Noooooooo!” he screamed as he fell.

Galen only heard him because he was already in motion. He followed Jeff’s movements when he stumbled and fell so was able to dive off the building with him. A few hard flaps of his wings to increase his speed brought him even with the human.

“I’m going to catch you, all right?”

“You can’t catch me if you’re not down there!”

“I can, but you need to stay calm.”

“Nnoooo prooooblem!”

The young dragon decided he would simply have to take that as agreement. He adjusted his body so he fell closer to Jeff and put his arms out to cradle him by the back of his knees and the crook of his neck.

Jeff clung to him like he was the last life preserver off the Titanic. He wrapped both arms around his head and might very well have asphyxiated his rescuer then and there had Galen not possessed horns that stopped the man from tightening his grip to a lethal level.

He spread his wings and they slowed, although they would still have an abrupt and very unpleasant landing. Thinking quickly, he kicked off the side of the building and pushed them over a bistro with a cloth awning. He dropped his passenger in that as he fell the rest of the way and used a wooden table to break his fall.

Galen pushed from the pile of splintered wood, rubbed his head, and acknowledged that using a table was not a particularly good strategy.

The man seemed to be in an even worse place. He thrashed as he screamed from the top of the cloth awning. “I hate heights! Please! Someone get me down!”

As luck would have it, he solved his problem when he inadvertently rolled off the cloth canopy and onto a table. Given that he was a human without spines to help with the wood, he merely landed heavily on the top and rolled onto the sidewalk.

“Ouch,” he muttered.

“Little help!” Galen roared at a paddy wagon at the other end of the street. The mage driving must have had augmented hearing abilities or something because they turned and hurried to them.

“I thought it was all a joke,” the man mumbled. “I didn’t think I’d turn into a dragon.”

“It’ll be all right, buddy. You only need to tell these nice people exactly where and from who you got the powder, okay?”

“Sure. Sure. So the guy—he had a red shirt, right?”

The young dragon shook his head and closed the back of the paddy wagon while Jeff gave his statement to the mages working cleanup.

He looked at the sky and tried to decide where he should go next. Two Steel Guard dragons with mages on their backs flanked a dragon on either side. They prevented the target from veering one way or another, while one of the mages lassoed him with a whirling vortex of air. He stopped flapping—something a true dragon would never do—and began to plummet. Before he could crash, though, the Steel Guard dragons caught him and the other mage slipped a magic dampening cuff on.

It looked like things were starting to get under control.

“Breaking news out of New York City as a new drug hits the streets that turns people into dragons—and then kills them.”

Galen had never been so relieved to hear the bland voice of one of the talking heads of the nightly news. He walked a few paces farther to see a big TV blaring in a sports bar. The crowd wasn’t complaining that it wasn’t sports on the TV but they had seen the destruction in their city as surely as he had.

“Already, multiple deaths have been reported while the Steel Guard tries to bring in the users and sellers of this dangerous new drug. Any information anyone has on this can be brought to the Steel Guard by calling nine-on—”

The bartender changed the channels and for a moment, the young dragon felt relief. Hopefully, people would heed this warning and no one else would take the powder. It was short-lived as the bartender settled on another news channel.

“I’m not sure where this is coming from, but we’re sure Big Brother and the Steel Guard will start to regulate it as soon as they can. They don’t want anyone to challenge them and that means you.”

His heart began to pound as he stepped out into the street and while he hoped that no one was watching that channel, he knew that people surely were.


Chapter Twenty-Six


The Steel Guard lab was repurposed almost faster than Vala could keep up. Once she had shown the devices she had converted to magic scanners to the tech team, they had found first five, then ten, and finally, twenty devices that could perform a similar function. Brian had already set up a database of all the Steel Guard dragons and mages as well so all she needed to do was populate it.

The problem was that she needed to use her magic to enchant every one of the scanners. Instead of Gameboys, she had temperature-humidity measuring devices. She had already changed ten of them into what she needed but that left another ten and she had never felt this fatigued from enchanting objects in a lab. Normally, this was the lower stress part of her job but she felt the pressure now as the line of dragons and mages out the door grew longer.

“Vala, what about some humans for reference?” Brian asked over the intercom in the lab. “Given that we have normal people turning into dragons, do you think that would be useful?”

She glanced at the ever-lengthening line but replied in the affirmative all the same. “I think that would be time well spent, yes.” With a grunt, she activated another scanner and gave it to a technician.

Fortunately, the bottleneck she had created had forced all the techs to watch her explain how to use the first scanner so she didn’t need to go over how to do it every time.

Before she could even push her frizzy hair back, Jonathan had another device waiting for her. “We noticed that you’re tweaking not only the sensor but some of the related components as well. That makes sense given how you’ve worked in the past, but since these are all standard measuring devices, I don’t think you need to do as much to them as you do to your Gameboy.” He pushed his glasses up.

“I’m sorry, you’re saying?”

“Try to tweak only this part, not the circuit board as well.”

The dwarf didn’t think it would work—how could this guy know things about her powers that she didn’t?—but she tried it all the same. Changing only the sensor was easy enough but she wasn’t sure it would work.

Before she could say this to him, he whisked the device away and scanned a dragon who had just been scanned by one of the other already operational scanners. He pointed to a screen and he and another tech compared the magical signatures for discrepancies, but even Vala could tell that they were identical.

“That worked?” she asked as he approached with his hands filled with the rest of the instruments.

“It looks like it. Can you fix the rest of these?”

She nodded and had finished them all in less than five minutes. It was a welcome change. Previously, each device had taken at least that long.

Jonathan passed them out to other techs, and they moved down the line at double their previous speed. That left her free to look at the data.

If only that were as rewarding as tweaking the devices had been. She saw nothing that matched what she was looking for. The Dragon Dust magic seemed unique. It was distinct from dragon magic and none of the mages matched it either. The only fortunate thing about it being unique was that at least it didn’t match the Void-shadow signature that she had come to associate with Boneclaw.

“Can we go ahead and get a few unpowered people?” Vala asked, and the techs stopped scanning the lines of mages and dragons and began to scan each other instead.

Their own “magic” signatures appeared on the screens in front of her, although to call them magic wasn’t quite accurate, of course. The peaks and troughs were much more subtle than the dragons’ or the mages’, and there were none of the little scratch marks that indicated specific dragon powers. That all made sense but it was disheartening. Given what Galen was dealing with at the moment, she thought at least one of them deserved a lucky break.

“What am I missing?” the dwarf muttered as she compared an ever-increasing data set to that of the Dragon Dust. There were no matches and nothing even close. Kylara continued to be the closest one she had seen and that was a far cry from being a match.

Without much else to go on, Vala retrieved her phone and dialed Jasmine. They had chatted about magic from time to time, and the mage was normally far more responsive than Kylara was.

“Vala! Have you seen the news? I can’t believe what’s happening in New York!”

“We’re working on it,” she told her. “That’s why I called. I’m working on identifying a magical signature and Kylara is the closest thing I’ve got. Do you think you could get her to come to Detroit?”

“She has a huge test that starts in, like, half an hour.”

“Oh. Well, Jasmine, this is extremely important.”

“No, no, no, sorry. That means she’ll be there! Give me two minutes and expect a portal from the pixie realm.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Galen was able to breathe again. The situation was finally under control and every human-turned-dragon who had streaked through the skies of New York City had been captured and cuffed. The reactions of the drug users were mixed, however. No one was as relieved as Jeff had been and a good number of the people weren’t relieved at all.

“It’s not right. You’re taking away our god-given rights!” one of them yelled from the back of the Steel Guard patty wagon.

“God-given right? It was a drug you snorted that would make you explode if we hadn't saved you,” he snapped in return.

“You don’t know that. Prove it to me that I was going to blow up! That’s a conspiracy.”

Amy pushed the back of the van shut with her telekinesis and exhaled a long sigh of relief. “There’s not much point in engaging with them right now.”

“I think we got it from here, Amy. Thanks again for your help.” Stonequest looked relieved.

“Thank the flames we beat them,” Heartsbane declared. She had been injured in one of the fights and her normally beautiful features were marred with burn scars. If Galen stared, he could see them healing but of course, staring at a dragon while they mended their wounds was not considered particularly polite.

“I guess we’ll make our exit then…” Amy trailed off as three new dragons soared and drag raced in the sky.

“I can’t believe your mom let us go out for the night,” one of them crowed.

“Your mom’s awesome, dude,” the second said.

The third simply breathed fire, knocked the windows out of a building, and scattered the slivers of glass to fall to the street. Amy threw a shield up to protect them and looked at Heartsbane.

“Give me a second,” the dragon said and willed her scars to heal faster.

“Nah. We got this—right, Galen?” The mage snapped her fingers to summon her skateboard.

“No problem,” he responded, took a couple more magic dampening cuffs from a mage, and bounded skyward to take flight after the three out-of-control teens.

Amy had to wait for her board to arrive but as soon as it did, she was able to catch up. He pumped his wings with everything he had but she outpaced him easily. She didn’t ride the skateboard so much as use it as a rocket thruster.

The board was fully vertical with her horizontal on it as it rocketed her forward like the X-sports version of Supergirl.

“You look like you need a boost,” she shouted as she passed him.

“I don’t know how to skate—”

“It’s not hard.” She summoned another skateboard from one of the broken windows of a shop below.

This one planted itself under his feet and with a surge of speed, he raced forward, much faster than before. Moving at the pace they were, they caught up to the dragons quickly. What confronted them was not exactly good news.

Two of the dragons—boys based on the tendrils sprouting from their snouts—blasted ever-larger gouts of flame into the night sky, while the third giggled at their antics.

“Oh, dear God, no.” Amy’s voice was hollow with fear.

“What’s the big deal?” Galen asked. “They’re a couple of teenagers. We can handle them.”

“A couple of teenagers? This is far worse than that. This is the dreaded teenage love triangle.”

To emphasize the seriousness of this, one of the teen boy dragons blasted flames and the other used their fire to block the blast. A huge ball of fire erupted and knocked the top off a building.

“Oh, wow, you’re both so strong,” the female said, which seemed to whip the boys into even more of a competitive fury.

“We have to stop them now!” the mage said.

The boys had already gained more speed to fly higher and try to shoot fireballs. The size of their blasts should have been impossible for a regular dragon, which essentially meant one who didn’t want their neck to catch alight.

The girl giggled and clapped as their balls of fire created bigger booms.

Amy rocketed forward and did shove-its and impossible flips to burst her speed as if she were part of a videogame. She outpaced the girl, who screamed and drew the attention of the boys.

With a deft flip to position herself correctly, she began to bust kick tricks in front of them to create a natural distraction for teenage human boys.

The girl harrumphed at having the attention taken from her and Galen was able to get close enough to slap a silver band around her wrist. He caught her as she transformed and lowered her to the ground. A paddy wagon was already racing toward them and he would have to assume they’d take custody of her.

He had to return to the sky, where the teenagers currently used the world’s most powerful mage as target practice.

Losing the object of their amorous attention had not slowed the boys. If anything, it had made them worse as they no longer tried to impress someone specific but anyone who was watching. Given that they were flying over a city that was home to millions of young women, their pride was probably even larger than their blasts of fire.

“Here we go!” Amy shouted as she hammered one of them with a punch of telekinesis. Before she could force him to the ground, the other blasted her from above with fire.

She caught the blast but wasn’t able to stay on her board. After only a few moments, she managed to arrest her free-fall, call her board, and race to her previous elevation. Galen positioned himself on his board and she lifted him to join the pursuit of the out-of-control teenage boys, jacked on not only testosterone but being dragons.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


“So, what exactly has been going on?” Kylara asked as she stepped into an office that someone had cleared for Vala at some point.

“You won’t believe how much. But before I fill you in, you might want to sit and be in your human body. I don’t know how appropriate that pixie one is for what we have to talk about.”

The dragon mage blinked her oversized eyes, fluttered up, and grew from a twelve-inch-tall pixie version of herself to her normal human body. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“More like been fighting one. Kylara…I don’t know how to say this, but Boneclaw’s back.”

“Boneclaw’s dead. More than dead. We threw him into the Void.”

“He somehow survived that. He even uses Void magic somehow. I don’t know how but I have scans that can prove it to you.”

“We’ll stop him again,” the girl said resolutely. “I thought this might happen.”

“You did?”

“He already came back from the dead once. And when he fell in the Void…well, it wasn’t like I saw him explode. He’s got more lives than a cat. I’ll be glad to help stop him again however I can.”

“That’s good to know, but—”

“Something else is going on?”

Vala nodded and launched into an explanation about the Dragon Dust, how it was likely being sold by Pixie Dust dealers, and how she had analyzed the little magical spikes but had yet to find a match any closer than her. She realized that she was rambling, trying to solve the problem with too much data, when her visitor tried constantly to raise her hand to interject and stop her from talking.

“So you want to…scan me?”

“Yes, and to know if you can make normal humans change into dragons.”

Kylara chuckled. “That’s one thing I cannot do,” she said. “But maybe those little spikes are from my pixie powers? Have you tested any pixies?”

“Pixies? No, but pixies can’t turn people into dragons…right?”

The girl shrugged. “I’ve seen pixies turn people into trees. Compared to that, turning a human into a dragon doesn’t seem that hard. Dragons can already turn into people.”

“Sure, yes, but why would a pixie do such a thing? They don’t seem like the drug-dealing type.” In reality, the dwarf did not have much experience with pixies. They seemed like capricious, whimsical little creatures with little interest in dragons and less in people. She had not even thought about them in relation to a problem like this.

Kylara rolled her eyes at Vala’s question. “Pixies are… Well, they are innocent in that they’re not malicious. But they can also be quite mischievous, especially about things they misunderstand. And drugs… Well…pixies are always going on about dragons being too stuffy. I don’t think they would understand what a drug can do to people besides make them funnier in the short term.”

“If you think that’s what’s happening—”

“I think we should scan some pixies. There’s also a possibility that…well… I hope this is a misguided pixie, but the tree that used to be a human that I mentioned?”

“Yeah?” Vala asked, intensely curious about this world of magic she had never explored.

“He used to be a mage who captured pixies and stole their powers. If that’s happening again and someone’s using pixie magic to make a drug that turns humans into dragons, this could get out of hand very quickly.”

“I think it’s already out of hand,” the dwarf murmured. “But hopefully, we’re not too late. I already have a scan from you, so would it be possible to get one from a pixie?”

“Let me see what I can do,” Kylara said, opened a portal, and stepped out of existence.

Vala sat in the empty office and stared through a swirling portal that opened into a verdant meadow crammed with more colors of flowers than she had seen in all of Canada. Giant dragonflies and grasshoppers flitted about and birds sang from inside the tall grass. It was a beautiful scene, even if it looked like the colors had been turned up too high.

She finally thought she was adjusting to the overly saturated hues when Kylara appeared again with a tiny pixie following her.

“Big Pixie, Big Pixie, Big Pixie!” the little creature chanted as she burst into the office.

“I’m back!” Kylara said and her moth wings broke into a thousand motes of golden light and faded into nothingness. While Vala liked her mage powers and thought they fit her quite well, there was something awesome about wings that could dissolve into magic fairy dust.

“And I’m here to help. I don’t have a name—that I know of, at least—but the other pixies call me Cicada because I like to talk-talk-talk-talk-talk!”

“I asked if anyone wanted to help us with a mystery—”

“A mysterious mystery. That was what you said, and that’s why I’m here. A regular mystery is kind of interesting, but you said mysterious mystery which is so much more mysterious.”

“As you can see, Cicada is quite willing to help.” The dragon mage smiled.

“With the mystery!”

“What do you need her to do?”

“Do you need me to, like…like, look for clues?” Cicada buzzed under the desk Vala was working on and reappeared wearing a fedora made of glowing dust. “There’s nothing unusual down there, although I did find some delicious pre-chewed gum.” She blew a bubble and Kylara popped it with a magically extended fingernail.

“All I need is for you to stand on this desk for a moment so I can scan you,” the dwarf said.

“Stand? You brought me all the way from the pixie realm so I can stand here? Why stand when I can tap dance?” She danced a little number on the desk. “Or juggle.” She began to toss balls of light into the air that were not affected by gravity at all. “Or I can stand on my head. See?”

Kylara cleared her throat and gestured to Vala to go ahead and start her scan.

“I can also jump, like, really high!” The little creature bounded into the air and floated toward the ceiling.

Vala pointed her scanner at the pixie. The results were immediately clear.

“We have a match. The drug that changes humans into dragons was indeed made from pixie magic.” She sighed with relief. “I'm glad we have a how. I had wondered how such transformations were possible, but if pixies can turn people into trees, this is only slightly less astonishing. I should scan Pixie Dust as well.”

“I have lots of that,” Cicada chirped.

“She means a drug,” Kylara said.

The little pixie didn’t seem to understand or even acknowledge that. She continued to juggle while she tap-danced and hopped around.

“Pixie Dust being related to pixies would make sense. I created components of it when they kidnapped me but never understood the entire process. This makes so much sense.”

“But there’s still the question of why, isn’t there?” the dragon mage asked.

Vala nodded, deflated. She was right about that, of course, except she might have underestimated the scale of it. There were about a hundred why’s that needed to be answered. Not least of which was if this drug was designed for people to have fun or to turn the least responsible humans into living bombs.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Still on twin skateboards, Galen and Amy pursued the dragons. It was faster than he had ever moved before—certainly faster than he could fly and even than he could dive. It did not bode well for the future of their quarry that they moved at such speed. He had been taught that this was impossible. It was simply not the way dragon magic was supposed to work. He could see now that he had been lied to. Dragons could move at these speeds if they were willing to accept the consequences.

The muscles in both dragons’ chests and wings now glowed as if their blood was on fire inside their veins. He decided this was probably accurate. Their lifeforce was being converted into a magical force to power them and being burned in the process. Even though they had stopped blasting fire in favor of greater speed, they still pushed their bodies to the limits. He didn’t know if overtaxed wings would make them explode, but he was willing to bet that a dragon heart primed with magic would make a damn strong bomb.

“What’s that?” Amy asked and gestured to glowing orange specks that came off the dragon’s wings.

“I think those are their scales burning off.”

“We need to shut them down.”

“Can you get me up there before them?” Galen asked and pointed to a crane rising from the top of an unfinished skyscraper.

“You’re asking if I can make you go faster?” She smirked.

“Yeeeeeeesssssss!” he screamed as the skateboard beneath his feet doubled its speed. He streaked between and past the two dragons, going so fast that if Claw had not been pointed at the crane, he might have missed his target. Fortunately, he was trained by two master swordsmen and his aim was true.

He sliced through the crane and it tipped into one of the dragons. Even this was not enough to completely stop him. The creature mewled as he flapped his wings and used his magic to slow the descent of the crane enough to stop him from being crushed.

Amy swooped and slapped a cuff around the kid and started the transformation into his human form while she used her telekinesis to put the crane back. She cast a telekinetic bubble around him and lowered him to the street. Meanwhile, Galen pushed off the skateboard and landed near where he had sliced the crane, then used his dragon breath to melt the steel together again. The Steel Guard would have to follow up but it would hold for now.

The mage had already caught up to him on her skateboard. “Are you ready?” she asked.

He vaulted upward and wasn’t surprised when his skateboard rocketed out of the night sky and landed beneath his feet. Their blindingly fast pace resumed and he could not help but wonder how the hell she could hold onto her board with untied, loose-fitting shoes while he had to cling to it with his talons. Humans could be weird like that.

Together, they raced to catch the final dragon flying over the New York skyline.

“Leave me alone!” the teen shouted with well-practiced petulance.

“No can do, kiddo,” Amy yelled in return, thus demonstrating that even skateboarders could grow into the same kind of adults they had ridiculed when they were younger.

“You’re not the boss of me!” This predictable response was what happened when you referred to any teen as a “kiddo.” The dragon swerved and left the roadways between the buildings to fly over the bay.

“His claws,” Amy shouted.

“I see them.”

They were hard to miss. Instead of hard and dark, they glowed white-hot and streamed into long trails of glowing dust behind him.

“At least he won’t hurt anyone if he blows up out here,” Galen shouted.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Amy replied and gestured to draw his attention to the people of New York City.

Everything had already been shut down following the chaos of people turning into dragons and running amok in the skies above. The streets that did not suffer catastrophic damage were clogged with traffic. Businesses were not about to stay open in all the chaos either. Power had been knocked out in multiple buildings, so a patchwork of illuminated skyscrapers served as a backdrop for the hundreds of thousands of cheering people who crowded all the streets on the bay.

With nowhere else to go and nothing to do, it looked like every single person in the city had lined up along the water to watch the conclusion of this aerial battle.

“Go home!” the young dragon shouted at them, his focus on his quarry ahead of them. “Go home where it’s safe!”

“We need a plan.” Amy tried to throw a wall up in front of the teen dragon.

He blasted fire hot enough to melt a hole in her magical shield. Galen didn’t know that dragon fire could do such things but instantly realized that it should not. The effort had ripped a hole in the kid’s throat. A cone of orange flame from his neck added to the light show that his disintegrating claws and wings were already creating.

“Get me ahead of him!” he shouted. “Like last time.”

“If you think slicing the Statue of Liberty in half to catch him is a good plan, you understand nothing about the humans who live in this country. The president would have to go to war on the Steel Guard out of principle.”

“No…I wasn’t—okay, new plan! Send me up ahead still.”

“Are you sure?”

The tip of the dragon’s tail burst into a ball of flame.

“Yes, I’m suuuuuuure!” he screamed as Amy rocketed him past their target.

He knew that slicing the kid with Claw wouldn’t do a damn thing except draw his combustion a few moments later, so he sheathed his sword and hoped his plan would work.

As soon as he was ahead, he changed into his full dragon form and dropped onto the kid’s back.

“What are you doing? Get off me!” the teen shouted, clearly as uncomfortable with unwanted dragon contact as he was with talking to girls in a healthy way.

“I’m doing this because I care.” He added ten years to his self-image as he uttered the words.

The other dragon tried to keep flapping but something tore in one of the wings and it was ripped back to dangle loosely. The wound released more fire into the night. Even over the roar of the wind, the crowd cheered as if this was nothing more than a fireworks show.

They were falling now, which meant his plan had worked better than he planned.

“Land in the water and we’ll be all right,” he told the teen.

“I can’t swim!” The kid screamed and began to thrash wildly.

“All right, I got you,” Galen shouted and tried to keep them in the air.

It was not easy, though. He had never been a particularly strong dragon, even before Boneclaw had robbed him of his ability to transform. And when he regained that power, it had been a shadow of what it had been before. Practice and training had helped to extend the time he could stay in the form and his strength, but not enough to help with this.

Which meant he would crash. Given the speed at which they traveled and how badly the kid was hurt, it was likely that when they powered into the Statue of Liberty’s head, they would knock it clean off.

“I hope it was worth it,” he said and immediately regretted yet another old-man phrase.

“It wasn’t!” the kid cried.

Together, they saw the face of the Lady Liberty grow ever larger as they approached their explosive end.

With little time to spare, Amy sent a curving wall of telekinetic energy in front of them. She didn’t place it perpendicular to their path of travel though, not like before. Instead, she put it almost in line with them.

“Your skateboard, Galen! Use your skateboard.”

It streaked through the night sky. He transformed into his half-dragon form, thrust his feet upward, and planted them on the board while he continued to grasp the dragon with his hands.

The wheels of the skateboard touched on the ramp of telekinetic energy and he took the weight of the dragon on his arms as he trimmed their momentum and curved along the almost invisible ramp the mage had made to spiral around the Statue of Liberty.

The board rattled and shook beneath his feet as it adjusted their path, but it worked. Neither he nor the teen dragon made impact with the monument to freedom. Instead, they whipped around it repeatedly before they launched off the end of their magical ramp and landed on the torch.

Galen, dizzy and disoriented, slapped a cuff on the kid and the two of them slumped in exhausted silence.

The people of New York went wild. Already, the skateboard run was being played on a digital billboard. Helicopters had ignored the obvious danger to get some amazing shots.

Amy landed beside them and hopped off her board. “Are you two all right?”

He nodded. “Never better.”

“I don’t feel so—” The kid hurled over the edge of the torch.

“I can’t believe you got to ride that ramp before I did. I’ve planned that route around the Statue of Liberty for months. Was it awesome? It looked awesome.”

“It was—”

Galen went ahead and joined the kid in losing his lunch.


Chapter Thirty


Amy was too tired to open a portal to Detroit. Not that Galen blamed her. He was too tired to walk.

They had waited on the top of the Statue of Liberty for half an hour for the Steel Guard to retrieve them. By the time Stonequest arrived—"we didn’t know where you were,” despite the entire city knowing exactly where they were—they had gleaned what information they could from the kid.

No, he didn’t know anything about the guy who had sold him the drugs.

Yes, he had hoped to impress his friends.

No, he didn’t want to do it again.

Yes, he wanted them to call his mom.

They had left him in the custody of the New York City Steel Guard and been on their way.

“How are things here?” Amy asked when they finally stepped into Kristen’s office after stopping at the coffee machine.

“Here, specifically?” her boss asked. “Or here as in not where you were?”

“I assume the answer is not good if you’re asking me those questions.” The mage sank into a chair in the Steel Dragon’s office.

“New York City wasn’t the only place to be exposed to the drug. We’ve had teams dealing with similar issues in DC, Atlanta, Memphis, Dallas, LA, and Seattle. None of them had as many as New York but it has been quite a night.”

“Not Detroit?” Amy asked.

Kristen chuckled. “It seems our reputation is enough to keep my hometown a little safer.”

“Well, cheers to that.” The mage raised her coffee cup in salute.

Her boss lifted a can of beer off her desk in response.

Galen couldn’t help but laugh at the strangeness of seeing the leader of the Dragon Council doing such a thing. The dragons who served on councils were supposed to drink wine in which each grape had been peeled by hand, or perhaps scotch that had been aged in a barrel made of some famous disassembled monument, not cheap beer from a can.

She was probably the first dragon in all of history to do such a thing, although he wondered if that was somehow her entire message—out with the old way and in with the new. After facing a horde of humans turned dragons—a new problem he had never imagined let alone anticipated—he thought maybe progress for the sake of progress was not the best thing.

A moment later, Vala entered—another anomaly when viewed in the scale of dragon history but one that showed that new often did mean improved.

“Vala was about to report on what she’s learned,” Kristen said. “I assume Kylara and…”

“Cicada. My name is Cicada because I’m so loud!” a tiny pixie shouted as she raced around the office.

“Cicada and Kylara are here to share their results?”

“Yes, ma’am, but Vala should explain the science first,” the dragon mage suggested.

“Vala?”

Galen was impressed with how calm they all seemed given the new drug that turned people into dragons and had caused havoc across the country only hours earlier.

“There is undoubtedly magic in this Dragon Dust, and it’s unequivocally from a pixie,” Vala said as the monitor in Kristen’s office showed the matching readouts of pixie magic and the magic in the Dragon Dust. It was not a perfect match but the image zoomed in and showed that part of the signature was indeed identical. Galen smiled when he realized that Vala had probably made a friend in Kristen Hall’s brother, who was in charge of tech.

“We also scanned some Pixie Dust that you confiscated. It has pixie magic too.”

“Which freaked me out at first,” Kylara declared.

The young dragon smiled at her. She had never been great at holding her tongue.

“But it doesn’t now?”

“Vala thinks—well, I should let her explain it.”

“I can’t be certain without a larger data set of pixies specifically—”

“Which we’re working on—”

“Which Kylara is working on,” the dwarf clarified with a little smile that he knew she used to say she was politely frustrated. “But I think it’s safe to assume that the same pixie is making both.”

“Is that possible?” Kristen asked. “The scale of this whole dust mess is huge.”

“I think so, yes,” Vala confirmed. “When I was…recruited to help make this, we created large amounts of chemical components. I think whatever substance the pixie produces must be extremely powerful. The manufacturing process is mostly to thin it out and stabilize it.”

“Why is it better that one pixie is doing both?” he asked. “That sounds like a problematic pixie.”

“I don’t think a pixie is orchestrating all this,” Kylara interjected. “It’s possible, I guess, but pixies don’t think in these ways. They don’t think about manufacturing plants, distribution networks, or profits.”

“We do think about flowers, though,” Cicada added.

“I think whatever pixie is involved might have been taken captive.”

“And that’s good?” Galen asked.

“Not too long ago, we faced a mage who had learned how to capture pixies and used their magic for himself.” The young dragon mage shuddered at the memory. “If that’s happening again, we need to find whoever it is before they capture more pixies and become too powerful to stop.”

He was about to ask the group what they thought about the possibility of Boneclaw being behind all this when Cicada interrupted.

“I don’t think any pixies have been captured like that.”

“You don’t?” the leader of all dragons asked the whimsical little creature.

She shook her head. “Kylara and Vala told me this has been happening for months. We would have noticed if more pixies had gone missing. Since that evil wizard, we have been very careful to check where everyone is.”

“So you know where everyone is all the time?” Galen snorted. “That’s impossible.”

“No, not all the time. But we all check on each other. If some pixies were trapped in a jar and their magic being drained through metals, we would know.”

“What if it was only one, and what if it was a grumpy pixie?”

Cicada’s face paled. “I hadn’t thought about that. There are some grumpy pixies all right. They don’t even like dancing.”

“Okay…” Kristen steepled her fingers. “What else do you have?”

“Well, I’ve also worked on why Pixie Dust might have interacted poorly with the Void magic,” Vala said.

“I’m listening.”

“From a magical wave perspective, they’re almost polar opposites. Not quite, but close. Brian?”

The monitor changed from Brian controlling it. Now, it showed two waveforms labeled pixie and Void. “The curves appear out of sync, but if we move them over…there, there, and there, see?” she asked as if this were a classroom of undergrads. “If you overlap the two patterns, they almost cancel each other out. I think they might be perfect opposites but of course, nothing is perfect. Like the Void itself and the pixie realm might be true opposites, but this is a scan of a pixie so there are slight deviations. I don’t know if we can truly isolate the essence of these places, but we might not need to—”

“Vala?” Galen cleared his throat in response to all the eyes that had glazed over.

“Oh, was I doing it?”

“Yeah, you nerded out there for a second.”

“Sorry.” The dwarf blushed crimson. “I think I can find a way to make this help against Boneclaw but I need to do more nerd-stuff.”

“Okay, I guess that’s good news but right now, we need to focus on this drug.” Kristen sighed so heavily that he didn’t protest for once. “If Boneclaw can’t even interact with pixie magic, we can be reasonably certain he’s not behind this, right?”

Everyone nodded—even him, although he did so only begrudgingly.

“I think I might have a plan for that,” Kylara said, “but we’ll need to step outside.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah!” Cicada cheered.

“Can’t you simply tell us?” Amy whined. “I’m tired.”

“Yeah, you’re showing your pixie penchant for flair,” the Steel Dragon grumbled.

“Follow me!” The girl grinned and waltzed out of the office.

Galen looked at Vala, who nodded, so he stood and followed.


Chapter Thirty-One


Confused and curious, Vala followed Kylara out of the Steel Guard headquarters and into the surrounding grounds. She had never explored this part of the complex and had not expected such natural beauty. Being a dwarf from Canada, her assumption was that Detroit was all concrete and steel.

It was an American metropolis—the American metropolis given how cosmopolitan New York felt in comparison. To her, that meant cars, factories, and machines. She could feel tunnels of steam running beneath her feet even now. Pressure gauges and thermometers were spread beneath much of the city, which meant finding a garden like this was quite surprising.

To call the area surrounding the skyscraper a garden did not quite explain the feel of it. Flowering bushes and shrubs competed with each other for space. Trees grew in wild shapes with branches so thick that they appeared to have grown there for decades. The grass looked like it had been mowed at some point in the recent past, but wildflowers already rebounded from the attempt to tidy the growth.

“I was here when that came down,” Galen said and elbowed Vala in the ribs as they walked deeper into this unkempt forest-garden in the heart of the Motor City. He pointed at what appeared to be a giant tangle of vines with some kind of a crystal behind it. Through her powers, she sensed that electrical components were hidden somewhere in there—and not simply basic circuits with loads like lightbulbs either, but modern machinery. She identified computer boards, automatic locks, TV screens, a state-of-the-art security system, and a dozen other things she wanted to explore.

“What’s hiding back there?” she asked.

In reply, he pointed to the skyscraper they had just vacated. “They used to call the Steel Guard headquarters the Chrome Castle because that sat at the top of it. It came down when Tiamat attacked.”

“Isn’t there a dragon on the Steel Guard who can wind magic back?” she asked.

“Timeflash, yeah. Even she couldn’t lift it, though, especially since everything inside was completely trashed.”

“Well, not completely,” Vala clarified. “I think I could fix some of it.”

He chuckled. “Why am I not surprised that you of all people would find a castle that fell out of the sky to be a fun challenge?”

“What can I say? I like fixing things.” Her gaze lingered on the spot. It was beautiful and she felt almost like it had been custom-made for her, filled with modern tech but also covered in vines and flowers. Somehow, it seemed exactly like her—a girl from the country who couldn’t help but be interested in modern tech.

It was a synthesis of disparate parts, something more beautiful because it had been broken and no one had tried to return it to its earlier pristine state but let it become something else. She had never felt any urge to leave Cranbook, but this castle made of steel, filled with electronics, and covered in vines seemed special.

Before Vala could spend any more time investigating the fallen castle with her probing magic, Kylara cleared her throat and flew above the group of people. Despite still being full-sized, pixie wings sprouted from her back. They were those of a desert moth and specks of dust that glowed like diamond powder fell from them. She truly was beautiful in a way that no one else on Earth was.

“I’ll call as many pixies as I can,” she explained. “To do this, I need to sing. If anyone does not like to sing, can you please go away? Pixies can sense that kind of thing.”

A few awkward glances passed between people but no one retreated. The dwarf had been raised in a religion that eschewed tech and magic but even they had not been able to deny the power of music.

“Excellent! Then please try to harmonize. Here we go.”

Kylara began to sing. She didn’t use any words or if she did, they weren’t in a language Vala understood. But the melody was easy enough to follow. Calming and upbeat at the same time, it sounded much like a pixie looked.

“Yeah, I love this one!” Cicada shouted and formed glowing drums out of thin air that she began to beat with reckless abandon. Vala expected the Big Pixie to reprimand the wildly off-beat drumming but instead, she nodded as if she somehow enjoyed the beat.

Kristen’s was the first voice to join the harmony, which made sense. This overgrown garden looked the way it did because the woman had earned her powers from pixies and had made a place for them.

Amy cleared her throat, looked around uncomfortably, but began to sing next. Vala decided that since she was best friends with the Steel Dragon, she had to do things like sing in front of strangers.

The dwarf added her voice next and elbowed Galen to do the same. He did and revealed that he had a surprisingly deep and rich singing voice.

“Oh, fine,” Heartsbane muttered but instead of singing, she clapped in time.

As soon as she joined the chorus, a pixie popped out of a nearby bush and began to clap as well, giggling like a fool despite Heartsbane being far closer to the beat than Cicada was.

Another emerged from somewhere in the canopy of one of the trees. This one’s voice was high and pure like the voice of a child, or an autotuned pop star. The third appeared from a hole in the ground and began to hum and dance.

Kylara didn’t pay them any attention. She continued to sing, her eyes closed and her wings shimmering like some absurd angel of greenery.

It was weird. There was no doubt about that to Vala. It was most certainly weird but it was also wonderful, bizarre, and enchanting.

The pixies seemed to think so too. After a few minutes of singing, humming, and clapping, portals began to open from the pixie realm and even more of the little creatures joined the chorus. In less than ten minutes, a couple of dozen had joined them. There were no introductions and no greetings, only the appearance of a portal, the emergence of a pixie, and another voice added to the music.

Without warning or indication, they all quieted and stopped. If it had been only the pixies who exhibited such synchronization, Vala would have been impressed but somehow, everyone—including her and Galen—all stopped at the same moment. A sense of calm settled over the urban forest until the pixies shattered it.

“Big Pixie!” one of them shouted above the rest as they all darted around, showered the area with sparks, made plants bloom and go to seed, and generally created a ruckus.

Kylara allowed them a few moments of sheer exuberance before she hummed a single note. They all darted closer and formed a semicircle in front of her like a group of moderately well-trained kindergarteners.

“Pixies, I need your help,” she said.

“We love helping.”

“Especially the Big Pixie.”

“We’d help anyone.”

“But especially the Big Pixie!”

“Anyone!”

Those two began to wrestle. Neither Kylara nor any of the other pixies paid them any mind.

“We think one of the pixies is missing,” she explained.

“We’d know.”

“We’ve been very careful since the evil Wizard Mort.”

“We check on each other.”

She nodded. “Okay…so we don’t think a pixie is trapped but could one be tricked?”

“Of course not!”

“No way!”

“Impossible!”

“Look, a shooting star!” she shouted and every single one of them—even the two who were wrestling—stopped what they were doing to look at the sky. They stared for a good five seconds, despite the fact that the sky displayed only the washed-out stars of the city.

“I tricked all of you,” Kylara said.

The pixies were not angry at being deceived but wildly impressed.

“Big Pixie does it again.”

“I was so sure there was a shooting star but then, like, there wasn’t.”

One of them started a slow clap. Despite none of the other pixies joining her, she increased the pace until her hands were a blur they were moving so fast.

“Okay, so we’ve established that it is indeed possible for pixies to be tricked.” The Big Pixie smiled.

“Extremely possible.”

“Likely, even.”

“It seems we’re extremely gullible.”

“So we need to find a pixie who might have been tricked.”

“Into doing what?”

“Is it bad?”

“Or only silly?”

“It seems silly but it’s bad for humans and dragons. Many of us are getting hurt.”

The little creatures gasped in horror at this.

“The pixie who has been tricked is making a kind of magic powder and probably a lot of it. He’s not in the pixie realm, I don’t think, but somewhere on Earth. Do you think you can find him?”

“Oh, yes.”

“We’re fantastic at hide and go seek.”

“You might be able to trick us but you can’t hide from us.”

In the next moment, a couple of dozen portals opened and the pixies vanished.

“Well, that was…overwhelming,” Galen said after a moment.

“I’m sorry, but did that mean they would help or not?” Kristen asked.

Kylara laughed. “Oh, that was a definite yes from them. They’re effectively off playing the seek part of a hide and seek game now.”

“But it’s not a game,” the young dragon protested.

She shrugged. “To them, it is. You don’t need to worry. Some of them are already popping in and out of this realm searching while others will recruit friends. It might take them a little while to discover where this pixie is, but they’ll find him or her. Once a couple of them set their mind to something, it will spread. They seldom focus on anything so when they do, it's practically contagious.”

“Do we need to be here or can we go to the war room?” Kristen asked.

“Oh, I can leave a note and they’ll find us,” the dragon mage said. A pen appeared in her hand out of nowhere and she used it to draw a big arrow pointing toward the Steel Guard headquarters.”

“How did you do that?” Vala gasped.

“Illusion powers? You’d think they’re not as good as being able to move stone or water but they are super-useful.”

“How can they be as useful as making real objects move?” Galen asked.

His partner grimaced. When he asked her those kinds of questions, she liked to show him the answers rather than tell him. Kylara only shrugged, which meant she probably did the same thing.

“You can talk about all this when we don’t have an unknown drug in unknown quantities in unknown places,” Kristen said brusquely. “Now, let’s move.”

Everyone took two or three steps before they stumbled.

“Oh. Sorry. Did all of you think the ground was a couple of inches higher than it was? My bad.” Kylara giggled and sounded exactly like one of the pixies.

“Fair enough,” Galen said and laughed, while Vala’s mind raced at the implications of what the dragon mage was capable of.

They went inside and to a different office than they had been in before. This one had a huge table with computer screens set into it, as well as a transparent pane of glass that ran down the middle that Vala could already sense was some type of a display.

The dwarf sat while those who had gone outside and a few others filed in. Kristen and Amy were still there, of course, as was Heartsbane. But Drew now joined them, plus Brian the tech guy and a dragon who Galen whispered to her was named Stonequest and told her he had been in New York.

“All right, assuming we find where this pixie is, we need a plan. What do we have?” the Steel Dragon asked the assembled team.

“Assuming this pixie is the source of the Pixie Dust and the Dragon Dust, we hit them hard and we hit them fast. We could clean this whole mess up in one strike.” Drew seemed enthusiastic at the prospect of ending the problem they had all faced in Vegas.

“I’m with Drew. We throw everything we have at this,” Amy agreed.

Vala could see Galen struggling to stay quiet. Predictably, he lost the battle. “But what about Boneclaw? If we all race off to wherever this pixie points us, he’ll be able to operate however he wishes.”

“I’d see him if he opened those disks,” Brian said. “Vala’s code to use the cell phone network to scan for Void magic is solid. He won’t get the drop on us.”

“Unless he’s working out of the Sahara,” Galen sputtered. “Or the middle of the Pacific or…I don’t know, a cave or something.”

“I don’t think that’s realistic.” Heartsbane was the only voice that rang out louder than the argument at the table.

Kristen silenced the conversation, however. “I agree with Galen.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “I only have my position as leader of the global Dragon Council because I defeated Boneclaw. He’s back, which means it’s only a matter of time before he comes for me and the organization I’ve built. I need to stay here and be ready to mobilize anywhere we detect his energy.”

“We can handle some drug dealers, that’s fine,” Amy assured her.

“I can help too,” Kylara added. “The pixies will be more cooperative if I’m there.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the Steel Dragon said. “You defeated Boneclaw when he came back from the dead. It’s possible that we might need your powers to beat him again if mine don’t work. Plus, you can portal to anywhere in the world. Together, I think we can probably out-fight him.”

Drew nodded. “We’d like to have you with us, of course, Kristen, but I think we can handle these thugs.”

“Oh, yes,” Amy stated firmly. “Is everyone else here willing to go?”

“Try to stop me,” the man said.

“I’ll go if Stonequest does.” Heartsbane grinned mischievously. “He’s gotten soft out there in New York City. I’ll make sure he doesn’t chip under the pressure.”

Stonequest snorted. “Oh right, working the most populous city in the country has made me soft.”

“I’m only saying you called for help with a couple of drunks and teenagers,” she retorted. “That’s a fact.”

“I’ll want Butters and Beanpole to come too,” Amy said and ended the dragons’ argument. “This will be an advanced facility and will likely have magic and mechanized defenses to deal with. I want their eyes.”

“Again, I want them here,” Kristen told her. “We cannot send every specialist away from HQ and be caught short if Boneclaw moves against us.”

“Fair enough.” The mage nodded. “That only leaves the team from Magic Managed. What do they say?”

The two partners shared a glance before they tripped over each other’s words to agree to help. “Of course!” Galen blurted while she went into a speech about how they would need her to help with both the machines and electronics of the facility and also to help detect the drugs by using an augmented scanner and…

She realized after about a minute that she was rambling and that all the eyes in the room had begun to glaze over, except for Brian. He typed furiously at a wireless keyboard to record every word she said.

“Great. We’ll be glad to have you.” Amy smiled when the dwarf finally stopped talking.

“Okay.” Kristen planted her hands on the table. “I agree that we’ll want to throw considerable resources at this. I want to be here in case Boneclaw is waiting for all this to blow up to strike but other than that, I want this operation shut down. I think it’s safe to assume we’re dealing with a large organization, given that they got the dragon drug to multiple major cities in a single night. I can’t imagine their base will be completely undefended. Amy, you can bring as large a force as you think you can handle.”

“Oh, hell yeah.” Drew grinned.

“Then we’ll get started.” The mage stood.

“Very good. Dismissed,” Kristen said and the meeting ended as everyone from the Steel Guard hurried about their business. Vala wished that she and Galen were that organized. They normally couldn’t even make it out the door without having to turn back at least once for something that one of them left behind.

The only people left in the room were her, Galen, Kylara, and the Steel Dragon. They were therefore the ones who saw the return of one of the pixies.

“I win!” the creature shouted, buzzed around the room, and showered glowing sparks everywhere. “Some pixies think the trick to hide and go seek is the hiding, but the seeking is like super-important and that’s what I’m so good at.”

“You found the pixie who’s being tricked?” Kylara asked.

“Tricked? Oh yeaaaaaaah!” He paused and stroked his teeny, tiny chin.

“Did you find them or are you messing with us?” Galen demanded.

“I found him. I think.”

“How do you know it was the pixie we were talking about?” Vala asked.

“He…uh… Well… Now that is a good question…hmm…”

“Was he making powder?” Kylara asked.

“Yes!” he replied, proud of his memory. “He was making powder. Lots of it.”

“But he wasn’t trapped?”

“No! It was a nice place. Like a grotto—waterfall, ferns, and some very nice moss. I had to take a nap it was so nice.”

“It seemed safe enough there to take a nap?” the dragon mage asked.

“Well…I did take a nap. So yeah.” He shrugged.

“Did you ask him to come with you?” Kristen asked.

“Yes! I told him that we were playing hide and go seek with a pixie like him and that I found him and now he had to come with me, but he said no.”

“Did you tell him that the Big Pixie wanted to see him?” Kylara asked.

“I did. And guess what? He didn’t come right away. I even told him again that it was the Big Pixie—like, the very big one! Bigger than us. And he still didn’t want to come with me.”

“Did he say why not?”

The pixie nodded.

“Can you tell us what he said?” Kylara asked.

“Oh, sure. I just remembered you weren’t there so you don’t know. He said he was very busy and determined to do a very good job. He’s helping the dragons to feel much better and he’s even seen some silly videos of them. I’ve never seen dragons do anything silly so I thought that sounded great.”

“This has to be our guy,” Kristen said. “Making dragons do silly things is what Pixie Dust does.”

“It seemed important and good, I guess, but it was still very rude of him to not come and see the Big Pixie. He’s a small pixie, like me, but you’re big and, like, he should respect that.”

“Where was this pixie?” Kristen asked.

“In a…cave?” Their diminutive informer seemed a little uncertain.

“Do you think you could show me?” Kylara transformed into her tiny pixie form.

“I don’t think so. Someone saw me and some mages showed up. I can take you somewhere close and show you the building.”

“Sure,” she agreed.

“Kylara, wait, this could be a—”

But the young dragon mage had already created a portal, stepped through it, and vanished into another place on the earth.

Kristen chewed her lip while Galen fiddled with Claw.

“So…that castle out there… Has it simply been sitting empty?” Vala asked.

“Huh? Oh, yes,” the Steel Dragon replied. “I used to use it for Dragon Council meetings, but since Tiamat trapped everyone in stone…” She shuddered. “It no longer feels secure.”

“You don’t think she’s still somehow involved?” Galen shuddered. It was amazing how many god-like beings he had battled with before he even met Vala.

“No, no, no, nothing like that. I’ve had our mages go over it, pixies bless it, and dragons purge it with fire. It’s safe in there. It’s simply…”

“I get it. After everything that happened at the Lumos School, I don’t think I ever want to go back there, even though I know it’s super-safe compared to anywhere else.”

Vala nodded. “I feel like that about mines now. I used to love being underground. All dwarves love it, but after being taken down there against my will by the shaman I grew up listening to—it’s not the same.”

“We carry our scars in more ways than one,” Kristen agreed. “Even dragon healing doesn’t fix everything.”

They fell into silence for a moment but before the mood could grow too somber, a portal opened and Kylara appeared with the pixie.

“All right! I have the location and dropped a pin in my phone and everything.”

“Stealing said pin now,” Brian advised them over the intercom, and a map appeared on the table in front of them. It zoomed out until it showed the entire continent, then zoomed in so they could see exactly where it was. Not that it helped.

“Where is that exactly?” Galen asked.

“Western Pennsylvania,” the tech replied. “There isn’t much around there at all but it still has easy access to major shipping routes. It looks like they’ve acquired a permit to make soap. It’s not a bad cover and would explain a ton of trucks coming and going, not to mention weird chemicals in vast quantities.”

“All right, then. Forgive me for stating the obvious, but it’s time you two went and cleaned this place up,” Kristen said.

Vala was impressed that Galen was able to leave her office without groaning from how bad that pun truly was.


Chapter Thirty-Two


The screens set under the heavy glass were no longer blank but now displayed maps of every type, all focused on a complex in Western Pennsylvania. With these were photos, videos, and shipping manifestos from the trucks that had come and gone. One section displayed the permits that had been acquired to build it and highlighted sections that indicated where bribes might have been paid. There was even satellite footage in real-time. Vala didn’t know that this much information could exist. It was a data-lover’s dream—so much tantalizing knowledge at her fingertips.

Given this, it was a little frustrating how everyone kept saying they didn’t know anything about it.

“This can’t be all there is,” Kristen said for what felt like the umpteenth time.

“Still nothing?” Galen asked as he returned to the war room and sat next to his partner.

“I haven’t been able to find any employee records or anything about security installation. If they’re fortified, they made sure to cover their tracks when they put everything together.”

“But they must be fortified,” Amy declared. “Are we sure this is the place?”

“The pixies are quite certain of that, yes,” Kylara confirmed.

“Well, can’t they simply turn this into a jungle or whatever and be done with it?” Galen asked.

The dragon mage shook her head. “Pixies don’t work that way. If they had captured the one there and forced him to work, they would be transformed into bugs already, but they’re quite convinced that he’s there of his own free will. This means they won’t hurt any of the people there.”

“But maybe this one time we could—”

“It won’t work.” She folded her arms. “Pixies don’t seem like it, but they do have rules and culture that they follow. They won’t cross some lines, and hurting people for ‘no good reason’ is one of them.”

“No good reason?” Drew demanded. “Pixie Dust alone has destroyed hundreds of lives. Can’t you show them the footage of any number of the dragons destroying grocery stores or houses?”

“They don’t even know what a grocery store is, so that won’t work.”

“And if the Big Pixie went?” Galen asked.

“I don’t think that’s wise,” Kristen interjected. “This facility will be under heavy surveillance and heavily secured. If something happened to her, that would be one less obstacle for Boneclaw.”

The dragon mage nodded. “There was some kind of defense there as well. A magic aura or something and I could not portal inside. I already tried.”

“Which means we need to go in the front door,” Stonequest pointed out.

“Tell me what we do know about this target,” Kristen said to her team, which to Vala sounded like a well-worn line.

“It’s legally a soap manufacturing facility. The trucks are delivering soap too, so there will be significant traffic as well as industrial machines and big ol’ vats of very dangerous chemicals.”

“We can try to use the chaos of the environment to our advantage.” Amy nodded.

“What else?”

“We can assume that it’s extremely well-guarded,” Drew stated. “I don’t know how magic drugs work but if this is a center—or even the center—of this drug production, they will spend a good portion of their money to make sure it’s defended.”

“Brian, do we know anything about dragon weapons being there?”

“I’m working on it but nothing yet, Sissy Krissy.”

“We have to assume they have standard assault weapons, dragon bullets, plus the drug that turns people into dragons.”

“Dragons that explode,” Vala added.

Kristen nodded. “It sounds like it’ll have to be a stealth mission then. We can’t portal in and will face heavy fire. You’ll need to use every foot of ground you can to close before you’re detected. What else?”

“It’s possible Boneclaw will be there,” Galen said.

“I don’t think he’s involved in this,” Vala countered.

“Whether he is or not, he is my and Kylara’s concern,” the Steel Dragon said in her most imperious voice. “We will be here and Vala, if you detect an iota of Void magic, we’ll be right there. But I don’t want to end up in a tail wagging the dog situation either. If this is a decoy so he can attack somewhere else, we need to be able to get there and not be tangled in this raid.”

“Can’t you port out if you need to?” the dwarf asked. She had somehow been volunteered to go and was less than thrilled about it.

“It’s better if we go without them,” Amy insisted. “That way, the team will operate without the Steel Dragon on the board.”

“They sometimes get sloppy when they know she’s there to help,” Drew whispered across the table.

“And if you need us, we’ll be ready,” Kristen assured them.

“When do we do this?” the mage asked.

“If you could get into position before daybreak, that’ll probably be best to avoid security.”

“Great. We meet downstairs in ten minutes. Be ready to bust some heads.”

“Bust some heads?” Vala asked as she followed Galen to the garden area at the base of the headquarters building.

“It’s only an expression,” Galen said and paused on a step. “But you should make sure your goo gun is ready to go in case. Do you have any other tools to bring?”

“I’ll bring my scanner too, but I don’t know about much else. If this place is as technologically advanced as everyone seems to think it will be, I’ll need to be ready to get through some of the systems.”

“Good point.” He patted Claw at his waist. “I think it’s best to focus on the tools we’re most practiced with.”

The dwarf wished his confidence calmed her but she still had a knot in her stomach when the rest of the team assembled a few minutes later.

“All right.” Amy clapped briskly and her magic augmented it to immediately draw everyone’s attention. “Humans first, to keep it quiet. They’ll set a perimeter up and make sure none of the dragons or mages are seen on our way in.”

“We know stealth,” one of the mages said.

“That was true once but I’ve seen how sloppy some of you have become after spending months riding on the back of a dragon. We’ll do this by the book.”

Some chuckling and back-slapping followed that, but everyone quieted quickly.

“Any questions?” Amy asked.

No one raised a hand and without any further ado, she gestured for two mages to come forward and open a portal. They fell into a synchronized series of moves that looked part martial arts and part dance before a hole opened in reality to reveal another part of the world.

Vala saw somewhere deep in the woods, alive with the sounds of nighttime insects and the soft chirps of sleeping birds. Nothing moved and it looked like any other sleeping forest.

“Vala, are you ready?” Galen asked.

“Me?”

“They want us with Drew. I have experience at stealth and they want you ready to sense any surveillance tech. Didn’t you read the briefing?”

“When did you read it?” Vala whispered. “You were staring at your phone.”

“Reading the briefing,” he explained. “We’re supposed to advance with the humans so you can sense for cameras or whatever. All right?”

“All right.” She took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.”

Drew nodded and moved through the portal, out of Detroit, and into rural Pennsylvania.

The humans followed him and each stepped precisely where he had. That way, if he broke a branch, everyone else already had a place where they could move silently. In less than a minute, a dozen humans dressed in black fatigues over bulletproof vests and looking at the world through night-vision goggles were hundreds of miles away.

He did something with his hands and the young dragon nodded. “Let’s go.” He strode cautiously through the portal into the woods.

In his human form, he was amazingly graceful. By comparison, Vala felt like she was all big toes like an elk in an ice cream parlor.

“That means hold,” he whispered and pointed ahead to Drew, who she could barely see. They stopped moving while the humans fanned out into the woods.

“Do you sense anything?” Galen asked her.

Oh, right, I’m supposed to be doing that. She tried to stay calm. The reality was that she was freaked out by the darkness, the scale of the operation, and the prospect of all of this going wrong and her being captured by the drug makers. She took a deep breath and tried to focus on her powers.

First, she reached out into the woods but sensed nothing except for the communications gear and weapons of their team. “We’re good,” she whispered and her partner made a motion to Drew, who gestured to someone on the other side of the portal. A moment later, the dragons and mages came through.

She expected them to crash through the brush and admittedly, they were a little louder than the human team but they were far quieter than she had anticipated. Suddenly, her boots seemed like a less than ideal choice.

Drew motioned with his hands and the humans vanished into the woods ahead of them. Galen tapped her shoulder to urge her to move as well. Behind them came the mages and finally, the dragons in their human forms.

It was hard for her to judge how far they were moving given their slow crawl. She constantly felt for cameras, Wi-Fi, or any indication that they were being surveilled, but nothing appeared on her senses.

The dwarf dove reflexively when she felt a massive energy source. “Truck!” she said from the dirt.

Everyone else froze but no one seemed quite as freaked as she felt. “We expected that, remember? This is a delivery site. Did you sense anything odd about it?” Galen asked.

“No… No, it caught me off guard.”

He nodded and signaled something to their leader. Drew didn’t seem to understand, though. He approached and he and Galen discussed her overreaction. It was a moment that would live in her memory as one of her most embarrassing.

“If you sense anything odd about the trucks, let us know, but we’ll follow a road for a while so be ready for more, all right?” the man said to her.

“All right.” She nodded. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right. This part of the mission is the worst,” he assured her before he slunk off.

“The worst part? Won’t we potentially be shot at?” she whispered to her partner.

“Yeah, but he’s right. Being in a duel can be hard and scary and all that, but waiting for the appointed time to have one is way harder.”

Vala nodded and tried to believe this as she held her goo gun facing forward and hopefully at the hordes of enemies she imagined would soon attack. She tried to tell herself that she had been in a few fights before, but something was different about this. In the past, she had faced a dragon or two and maybe some dwarves, but never a team of combatants. She reminded herself that Galen had experience with this same drug-dealing organization, but he had earned that while rescuing her. He probably viewed this operation as something to compare with his experience. She faced it from a fresh perspective and worried about being captured.

Galen threw out an arm to stop her and she crashed into it before she realized that everyone had stopped.

“Fist means stop,” he explained. “I thought I knew some of the other military hand and arm signals but I guess not well enough to communicate.”

Drew did something with his arms and pointed through the branches. Everyone shifted as if trying to get a better viewpoint. She took a few steps forward until she saw what had caught his focus.

The lights of the factory glowed through the trees. It was still a fair distance ahead but they were now within range. How different it felt, knowing there were armed combatants in there. If it were any other situation, she would try to sense the largest machines and how they interfaced with the rest of the factory. She’d feel for electrical connections and problems in the code and ways she could fix them. Right now, however, she was focused completely on the security system of the building. Were there cameras facing out from those fences? Were guns aiming at them right now? What could be hiding?

“All right, mind the pools of light as we keep moving,” their leader said. Everyone acknowledged. “If we’re made, we go forward at full speed. If that happens too soon, we’re toast.”

Again, the team confirmed the instruction.

They started forward and somehow moved even slower than they had before. They had progressed about twenty feet before she sensed something and blurted, “Stop!”

Everyone was much better at paying attention to the dwarf’s clunky communication than she was at deciphering their cues.

“What is it?” Drew asked from the front line, completely immobile.

Vala crept forward, reached out, and sensed the device he had almost activated. She crouched and pointed it out to him. “It wants to activate but I’m not sure exactly what it is. I’ve never sensed anything quite like it.”

He swallowed hard. “It’s a landmine and it can’t be the only one.”

She tried to sense ahead and located them. “There are dozens.”

“No one. Move. An inch,” the man said.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Strangely, facing this landmine finally took the edge off of Vala’s frayed nerves. She realized that it was like Galen had said—the anticipation was worse than the action. Now that she knew there was a device in front of her, she could work to deactivate it. This was much better than having no idea what they faced.

“Are there more?” Drew asked.

Vala had already reached out with her magic and felt them. “There are. They’re tough to identify, though, because they don’t have any electricity running through them. But now that I know what to feel for…” She closed her eyes and felt for the explosive component they had within. “Yeah…I can sense them. They’re all through the woods up ahead of us.”

“Great.” He sounded unamused. “We should be able to see them in the day but these night-vision goggles won’t do much good against mines in the dark.”

“I might be able to deactivate them,” she told him.

“All of them?”

“Not at once, no. And I might not be able to get this one to work but I can try.”

“That’s good enough for me. If we can use the cover of darkness, we have to give it our best attempt.”

He signaled to the other humans and they all slunk away in the direction from which they had come.

The dwarf realized they were moving to a safe distance in case she blew the mine up in her face.

“You got this,” Galen said and didn’t retreat even a step.

“I’m glad to have your support,” she mumbled.

“And I’m excited that I’m risking my life because of you for once, instead of the other way around.”

“Great, yeah, risking lives is so much fun,” she joked as she focused on the mine buried in the soil.

Vala reached into it with her magic to sense its purpose. Immediately, it answered, eager to do its job. It wanted to blow up and was more than willing to do so for her, thanks for asking.

She calmed it and sent it the machine equivalent of “not yet.” It did not like this much but accepted the instruction. It was used to waiting, after all. She reached through its components to discover the trigger that would activate as soon as it was depressed and then extended. That meant the mines could be stepped on as long as their trigger was not allowed to extend again, but it wouldn’t take much weight to depress them that first time.

Next, she tried to sense how much explosive power they had inside. She was not experienced with explosives but she knew enough to be able to say with some level of certainty that this would blow anyone who stepped on it sky-high.

“Can you shut it down?” Drew asked.

“Not very easily, no. I could try to make the trigger fail but that would take time. I might be able to make the explosives change into something inert, but there are dozens of these.”

“All right, then I guess we’ll need your powers to guide us through this mess.” He did not sound eager about the prospect.

“There might be one other thing I can try.” Vala explored the full scale of the mine. A smooth metal shell housed the explosives with the trigger plate on top of the load. Six metal spikes extended from it and radiated into the dirt. She was not certain but she thought the legs had been added to anchor it in place. Perhaps someone wanted to make sure the constant rumble of trucks would not accidentally detonate one of them.

Regardless of their original purpose, she thought she could use them. The spikes were attached by a sturdy hinge and had a sharpened edge so they could be forced into the soil, likely when it was wet. Despite them probably providing stability, she thought she could use them for the opposite. She pushed her magic into the six stabilizers and made them retract. The mine resisted at first but then she told it that it would be able to detonate soon and everything went more smoothly after that.

She wasn’t sure if she hoped to be honest or deceptive with it.

Carefully, she made the legs retract, then pivot through the soil. Slowly, they pushed down until they were a little lower than they had been and she made the legs on one side extend. The top of the mine pushed a few inches up from the ground.

“What are you doing?” Galen asked.

“Trying to get some temporary reinforcements,” she muttered and made the legs on the other side extend so the mine pushed a little farther out of the ground.

Now that there was space in the hole, it was much easier to move the makeshift legs. She worked them until the device pulled out completely. It stood for a moment, a bomb that wished to blow up, before she made it lead the way through the woods.

“I've seen all kinds of escorts but never one like that,” Drew said. He had crept up to walk apace with her. Of course, with all her concentration on the landmine, she had not noticed his almost perfect stealth.

“Do you mind taking point?” he asked her.

She looked through the dense woods. In the gloom, it was hard to see any of the people who relied on her. Instead, the odd LED on their equipment winked when it moved out from behind a branch.

“I can try,” she said and set out after the mine.

The dwarf focused on their strange guide and made it lead the way while she assured it that yes, it would get to complete its function very soon.

Not ten steps later, they reached another one. “I think this is where the field starts in earnest,” she said. “I can sense another couple spread out this way and up ahead, there are many more.”

“How many?” Drew asked.

“Including the one I already activated? Fifty-one.”

“Do you think you can make all of them play at being Fido like you did this one?”

She nodded. “I’ll need a minute.”

Vala extended her magic to all the mines. She told them that tonight was their night and they would get to explode. All they had to do was move a little first. Somehow, they understood that their little stabilizer legs were to interface with the dirt around them, and to their limited consciousness, moving was the same as standing still. She did not believe the mines were conscious but didn’t know how else to explain the modicum of desire and awareness they did have, so consciousness it was. It was nerve-wracking, but she told each of them to use her magic to activate their legs and dig themselves out.

“Mages, shields up,” Amy murmured as fifty mines pulled out of the ground like they were hibernating toads at the end of winter.

By the time the dwarf was done, she had a world-class headache, a stitch in her side, and felt like she could eat an entire turkey, but the devices were free and moving about.

“I have seen some crazy crap but this…” Drew shook his head. “This is another level.”

“Should I send them off or make them form a path so we can get through?” she asked as she rubbed at her temples.

“Can you tell them to do that?”

“I think so. It takes all my concentration but I think I can get them to move a little. They’re kind of aware of each other, I think because they were all put in this minefield at the same time. They should maintain distance from the other mines.”

“This might be too much to ask, but can you make them detonate?” Drew asked.

“Oh, please say you can make them detonate,” Amy said.

“I…think so. Oh yes!” Vala confirmed after she’d asked them. Even asking the question was enough to excite them and some volunteered to make their detonator depress so they’d be ready to explode the moment she asked them to.

“All right, then, here’s the plan. I’ll send Galen and two of my scouts ahead. The mines will follow after that. Galen, when you see a target, we’ll be ready to send them a lovely little surprise—or fifty.”

The young dragon nodded. “Can you handle that, Vala?”

“As long as they don’t try to attack with drones or anything like that. Concentrating on these mines is using all my bandwidth.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Drew said. “Give us a few minutes and bang, just like that, we’ll free your concentration.”


Chapter Thirty-Four


Galen had thought that taking point when leading a group of mages, dragons, and humans decked out in stealth gear was nerve-wracking. The addition of a fleet of spiderlike landmines that were eager to explode added a certain sense of terror to the mission unlike anything he had experienced thus far.

It was funny, but now that Vala controlled these devices, she seemed more relaxed. They were a great team. One of them was always on edge.

The humans kept moving until they reached the edge of the tree line. Three things remained between them and the factory manufacturing the Pixie Dust—an overgrown stretch of grass, a chain-link fence topped with razor wire, and a parking lot. He knew that in terms of distance, it was much less than the ground they had already covered in the woods but it took much longer.

He could barely make out a few guards patrolling the grounds inside the razor wire fence. They were armed but he had no idea if they had dragon bullets or not.

“All right. I want dragons in position. Now that we’re close, we’ll break cover and hit them hard,” Drew said. The dragons—still in human form—pushed through the woods until they stood on the very edge of the shadows.

“Do you want us to tag the guards we can see?” one of the humans asked.

“We’ll have the mines start across the field first. I’ll give you a mark. I want you to fire when they go off. With luck, they’ll think it’s some kind of an issue with a vehicle in the parking lot. It won’t buy us much time, but even thirty seconds of chaos will give us an advantage.”

The mines moved obediently into the field. They were short enough that they were completely hidden by the tall grass and were almost silent too. Their legs made a slight skittering noise as they crawled but it certainly did not look like an attack of explosive suicide-bomb drones. More like a family of armadillos, if anything.

“All right… On my mark in five…four…three…”

A gunshot rang out.

“Damn it. Who blew cover?” Drew demanded.

He didn’t have the ability to feel dragon auras, however. Galen felt the pain of the dragon radiate into the night as he clutched his neck and toppled. He bled out so quickly that not even his dragon healing powers could save him. Over his shoulder, the young dragon saw the red light of a security camera mounted on a tree.

“They know we’re here!” he shouted.

“Hit the dirt,” Drew ordered and the humans complied and pressed themselves lower than the tall grass.

Another shot rang out and a second dragon fell. Most were still unaccustomed to dealing with bullets that could kill them. Hopefully, they would not need a third reminder of how lethal this innovation in munitions could be.

“They have dragon bullets!” Galen shouted out for the benefit of the others.

Fortunately, the mages were not as dumbstruck as the dragons. They threw a shield barrier up around everyone in the woods. Bullets drove into it and energy rippled as they struck.

“Vala, I thought you were looking for cameras,” Drew snapped.

“The land mines—they’re taking all my concentration.” She grunted with effort.

“Well, let’s take care of that. Send them forward, blow the fence with a couple of them, and send the rest to destroy the vehicles in the parking lot. We’ll take deeper cover when she does that and—”

“No can do, boss!” a human shouted and fired a single shot that fried a camera that was well behind them in the woods. “They’ve watched our assault team for a while now.”

“Damn it. This is getting out of hand fast. Vala, how long?”

“Only a few more seconds. It's hard to send a couple off from the group.”

“We move as soon as the first detonates,” their leader ordered.

An explosion seared the darkness and all hell broke loose.

Galen pulled his wings in front of him to shield his eyes from the sheer brilliance of the blast. Even through the membrane of his wings, he could see that Vala had sent more than only two mines to the gate. At least ten of them had gone off and one had caught a truck to generate a great big ball of a gasoline-fueled inferno that shifted more orange through his wings.

“Go!” Drew shouted and the humans broke cover and sprinted toward the hole in the fence.

The young dragon rushed forward and easily outpaced them thanks to his enhanced muscles. He was the first living thing through the hole in the gate. The animated mines had already entered. Either Vala was banking on distraction winning the day or she had less control over the devices than he realized because they began to detonate in the parking lot.

A truck blew a few feet into the air, then pounded down on tires that had been ripped to shreds from the blast. The smell of gasoline was short-lived as the flames found the spilled fuel quickly. Black smoke poured into the night when mines found other vehicles. Only a few were knocked over. Most were simply exploded and transformed into gas fires.

Through all the chaos, he raced forward. Gunshots were fired from above and the bullets struck the ground near him and hurled pieces of stone and pavement against his ankles. Drew’s team fired too, but they couldn’t see the factory. It was still too far.

He darted from behind a truck to find a security force of perhaps a dozen people.

With a roar, he vaulted above them, spread his wings to augment his leap, then tucked them away so their utility as a target vanished. The men followed him with the barrels of their weapons and delivered a sustained volley until he landed in the middle of them with his sword drawn.

One of them continued his attack despite the risk of friendly fire, so Galen sliced the barrel of his gun off.

This seemed to scare some sense into the thugs. They tried to form up on one side of him so they could use their weapons against him. He leapt up, pushing off one of their weapons with a taloned foot, and dislodged it from the gunman’s hand. A claw had caught the trigger and the weapon fired as it fell. The round drilled into one of the guards and flung him off his feet.

The other men were too terrified to not fire. Their shots continued as he moved between them and sliced gun barrels when he could and hands when he had to. He didn’t want to dismember anyone, but Claw was incredibly sharp. If he struck a gun too high on the barrel, it went through the steel and took the gunman’s fingers or hand with it.

Two more fell victim to friendly fire from their team. Galen turned to face a man with a pistol while another with a knife slipped behind him.

He clawed the pistol away, then felt pain in his back and lashed out with his tail. A man catapulted away and into a burning truck, but the pain remained.

The young dragon ignored it and focused on the last couple of guards still standing. He swept the legs out from under one of them and the defender hit his head hard on the pavement. The other two dropped their weapons and raised their hands when Drew and his team arrived. They raced in and cuffed them.

Galen looked at the factory, his back burning.

It was still crawling with security forces. All they’d managed to do was clear the parking lot.


Chapter Thirty-Five


“Admit it, you’re impressed,” Galen said when Drew stepped out of the darkness and into the light of the nearest burning truck.

The team leader smiled and nodded as he threw an arm around the young dragon’s back. He slapped him on the shoulder but instead of feeling the reassurance of a job well done, he felt pain.

“That was reckless and unnecessarily dangerous.”

“I was fine—”

The pain grew sharper as the man grasped something on his back and yanked. “If you weren’t a dragon, that wound might be lethal.”

He winced and stared at the knife. So that one guy had connected. In the flurry of combat, he had let him get through.

“I’ll be all right,”

“And my team?” Drew demanded. “We didn’t lose anyone, thank God, but one of the Steel Guards might never walk again. One of those trucks’ gas tanks exploded and sent shrapnel through his legs.”

“I could have handled it by myself—”

“I’m not saying you couldn’t have. I’m saying you didn’t communicate with your team and someone got hurt because of it. You’re not invulnerable, you know, and we’d like to make sure you don’t get hurt any more or less than us.”

“I know I’m not invulnerable. I wanted to use the smoke and fire from the cars as a distraction.”

“It makes sense, kid. The problem is we needed to know that before you raced off. And what do we have to show for it, now? A parking lot? This isn’t exactly defensible.”

“These cars—”

“Are all too damn hot to get close to.”

“The factory—”

“Is still well defended.” Drew gestured to a mage who was closest to the factory. They stepped out from cover and gunshots were immediately fired from the factory to force the man back behind a truck. Galen realized that their team leader was right. The mage had a telekinetic shield so they could block the incoming fire. If it weren’t for that, they would not have been able to use the burning vehicle for much at all.

“I see your point,” he said. “I thought the mines changed the plan.”

“They did. But we still need to communicate about it, all right?”

“Sure.”

“If we are going to work together, it might make sense for you to have a firearm. Are you any good with a pistol?” Drew removed a weapon from a holster.

It was small in terms of firearms and would fit in only one of Galen’s hands. Despite this, the weapon seemed weightier than Claw and he wanted nothing to do with it.

He shook his head. “I’ve never fired one before. It probably makes more sense for me to stick with what I know. I assume those guards had some training with firearms and they still managed to shoot each other. I assure you, that won’t happen as long as I use Claw.”

“That’s fine.” The man holstered the weapon. “But don’t get shot.”

“Seems reasonable,” he said and Drew grinned.

“If you boys are done having your man to man, we have a factory to shut down,” Amy interjected.

“We could use a barricade,” the team leader said. “There’s still considerable real estate between us and the factory.”

“Mages, let’s move.” Amy led her team toward the back of the parking lot. The people in the factory took potshots at them but none connected, either because of the distance or the shields the mages were using. Galen could not tell in the dark.

“All right. Let’s do four trucks across the front, ten feet of space between them, and a fair number of egress points.” She issued her instructions briskly.

“Are we putting the fire out?” one of the mages asked with a smirk.

“And take away all these big orange flames? I wouldn’t want to ruin the mood,” she retorted.

The mages chuckled at that and fell into formation behind her. She began to spin her arms as she stepped through different stances. Her team watched in quiet concentration while she went through the routine for the first time and they all joined her for the second, their movements in well-practiced synchronization. They went through this three times and each cycle took less than ten seconds. Nothing happened despite the activity. Galen could feel the tension of the regular humans and the dragons increasing as the mages continued their ritual and the enemy combatants reloaded their weapons and fortified themselves better.

“Here we go!” Amy said as they completed one of their cycles.

As soon as the next round began, the cars and trucks of the parking lot moved with them. The young dragon didn’t understand how he had failed to see what they had been doing. Now that the cars and trucks shifted across the parking lot, it was obvious that she had created this ritual dance specifically for this parking lot.

She and all her mages pushed their arms forward and a semi-truck skidded across and came to a stop between the factory and the Steel Guard. She spun and two cars slid out of the way and turned to the sides to serve as places for a flanking force to use as cover. They all took a step back and the cars in the back of the lot moved. When they stepped forward and did a series of pushes, the rest of the big trucks in the parking lot streaked forward until they came to rest in line with the first semi-truck.

Amy and the mages all dropped to their knees and raised their hands to the sky, and it began to rain. In moments, the cars at the front of the parking lot were extinguished. Those in the back still burned. Galen knew the light would draw the eyes of the guards in the factory and make it harder for them to pinpoint the location of the Steel Guard forces who lurked in the darkness.

“There’s nowhere else to hold except the factory itself,” Drew told the humans and mages huddled behind the row of trucks that had been converted into cover.

“Which means we either push ahead and take it, or we retreat and come back another day.” Amy sounded irritated.

“Do you think we should call the Steel Dragon for help?” one of the dragons asked.

Another snorted in derision. “You want to ask for help before we even get a chance to take our dragon forms?”

“Are you comfortable with that?” Drew asked. “We know they have dragon bullets. Being in the air will make you quite a target.”

“There’s no other choice at this point,” Stonequest interjected. “We have to stop these jerks. Period. We won’t give up. Dragons, the human assault team has covered our butts thus far but now, it’s our turn. We take to the skies so the humans can get in and complete the mission.”

“You’re crazy if you think we’ll let you up there undefended,” the mage protested.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” The dragon leader smirked. “We’ll attack from the skies and try to create enough of a distraction for the humans to get into position. I want a mage on every dragon’s back. No more casualties.”

“Yes, sir,” came from the dragons and mages as the dragons lined up behind the row of trucks and transformed. Mages walked down the line, used shields between the gaps in the trucks, and paired off with the dragons.

“Where do you want me?” Galen asked Drew and earned a small nod of approval from the veteran officer.

“Near the front makes sense. While the dragons and mages come in from overhead, we’ll try to get you and Vala inside so she can shut the facility down and between the two of you, get the pixie out.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“I’m glad you agree but it wasn’t like that was a negotiation. All right, people, let’s do this!”

Six dragons launched skyward. The gunners on the various levels of the factory had waited for this moment. They let loose with a barrage of bullets that flickered to blue as the mages tried to keep the projectiles from hurting their dragon mounts.

It proved to be too much for one of the mages. She passed out almost immediately and tumbled earthward. She might have cracked her head had Amy not been there to slow her fall.

The dragon was not particularly slowed by losing his defense, though. If anything, he was more motivated to stop the attackers. He flew toward the tower and dove and swooped as guards tried to shoot him out of the sky. Somehow, he snaked through the barrage of fire and blasted the people on one of the upper decks.

It didn’t stop their attack, however, at least not for long. The dragon had slowed to blast fire and now had to fly away as other guards fired at him from different angles. The point it had blasted with fire still had people firing too.

“They have heat shields.” Amy groaned. “I guess we should have assumed that might happen.”

“Heat shields?” Galen asked.

“It’s some kind of heat-wicking material,” Drew explained. “We found the schematics for it in an old technomage bunker. It seems we weren’t the first. They make shields out of it that absorb the heat and redirect the force of a dragon’s fire breath.”

“They’ll be all right.” The mage gestured at the dragons and mages. “That merely means they’ll have to be a little more creative.”

One of the pairs of mages and dragons provided a great example of this. The dragon swooped in low, but rather than blasting the armed combatants with fire, the mage jumped from her back and attacked the defenders with magic-augmented martial arts. A flurry of punches and kicks were topped off with a spectacular backflip that put him on the dragon’s back, who took them both out of harm’s way.

“All right, now’s our time. Let’s go, Steel Guard!”

Even with the dragons and mages flying overhead to draw most of the fire, more than enough bullets still rained for Galen to regret the life decisions that put him here.

“Yeep!” Vala screamed, tripped, and fell. He doubled back, caught her by the hand, and yanked her forward, and not a moment too soon. A rocket-propelled grenade exploded where she had been not a few seconds before. He held his scaly arms up for protection but still felt the hot sting of shrapnel cut into him. It was dragon-slaying tech, he realized. They had rocket-propelled grenades loaded with dragon scales.

“We have to get you inside!” he shouted to his partner over the ruckus and dragged her on. They stumbled and zigzagged wildly as the gunmen from above tried to target them.

With a screech, a dragon pounded into a guard tower and broken glass and people fell onto the factory below.

“Maybe we should have gone that route,” Galen said.

“I don’t think so,” Vala disagreed as the defenders who had managed to stay on the tower fired at the grounded dragon below them. Both partners knew that he would not help them any further this day or any other.

“Keep moving!” Drew shouted from the side of a wounded human. He urged his team forward as he dragged the Steel Guard member back behind the truck.

The young dragon knew that with his strength, he could make easy work of moving the body, but if he didn’t get Vala inside to shut the facility down, they were toast. Even if he did get her inside, he wasn’t sure if that would save the Steel Guard from the well-armed guards.

Another dragon plummeted, this one onto the roof of the factory. They made impact with some kind of barrier that must have been magic. Sparks flurried in different colors—red, then yellow, then blue, and finally settled on orange when the dragon spasmed violently and fell off the roof.

“They’ve found a way to direct magic,” Vala said. “I need to know how they did—”

Before she could take a reading of the magic defense system, the dragons received the backup they needed.

Amy Williams joined the fray on Stonequest. While other dragons relied on their mages to protect them from dragon bullets, he wore a massive Kevlar vest and stone skin under it for good measure. Ironically, the dragon bullets were less powerful than normal rounds. They were made of bone, after all, and therefore had no ability to punch holes in anything except dragon scale, which they cut through like butter. Unless one of the guards got a very lucky shot, there wasn’t much they could do against his defenses.

Which let Amy take the offensive.

She lifted a flaming car with her mind and hurled it at a group of enemy fighters. It didn’t simply batter through them but also the entire walkway they stood on. No dragons finished these fighters off like they had brutally executed a downed dragon. Then again, no human would walk away from a car thrown on top of them.

It was obvious that the defenders were at least somewhat aware of who Amy was because in moments, all their firepower was directed at the dragon with marble skin and the mage wearing a hoodie while she rode on his back.

Galen could almost tell where she was based on the flashing barrels of the weapons aimed at them.

It was a mistake, though, to focus only on Amy. The defenders of this drug-manufacturing fortress might have had some success in eliminating a couple of the dragon-mage pairs, but they had no chance against her. While they focused on her, the other mages and dragons were free to swoop and snatch them from their places on the tower. In minutes, the fight was over, either because the guards had been plucked from on high or because they had fled inside the factory.

“They’re surrendering!” a human shouted from the front of the team that tried to get into the building.

Sure enough, the entrance doors of the factory had been thrown wide open. A group of men came down the hallway with their arms raised above their heads.

“I want these guys cuffed as soon as they’re clear of that hallway,” Drew shouted. “Let’s not let them regret making the right choice by coming out here.”

“Come on, Galen. We still need to get inside.” Vala pulled him this time.

“No… Wait—” He stumbled forward toward the men who emerged from the building. “Why aren’t they armed?”

“They’re surrendering,” she reminded him.

“No, and they're dressed differently too. They’re not wearing uniforms.”

“You’re overreacting. This is our chance.”

In the next moment, she froze when she realized what he had already suspected.

These men weren’t turning themselves in, they were turning into dragons.

The first one out was the farthest along. Backlit, he had been hard to see, but when one of Drew’s Steel Guards swept a flashlight over him, it became clear that he had scales and not skin.

He screamed and his torso doubled, tripled, and quadrupled in size as he fell and blocked the Steel Guard from being able to shoot the other men.

From Galen’s angle, he could see them too well. Three of them toppled as wings ripped from their backs. Another one’s legs were the first things to change. He raced forward on them at superhuman speeds and jumped over the dragon in the front. By the time he landed amongst Drew’s team, he had dragon claws and began to rip into the Steel Guard and fling them violently from the relative safety of their team.

Another man’s head was already a dragon’s instead of a human’s. He stumbled out and blasted fire at the members of the Steel Guard not hurled aside by the other one’s claws.

That bought the rest of them enough time to complete their transformations.

“Vala, you need to get inside.” Galen tightened his grip on Claw.

“I can’t leave you here.”

One of the dragons noticed him and roared as his tail flicked menacingly.

“This isn’t like the last time when a group of kids was tricked into taking a drug. I think these guys knew exactly what they were doing when they took that stuff.”

“I have my goo gun,” she said.

“Get inside before—”

The dragon attacked. He launched himself forward and tackled him with his massive bulk, and he sprawled across the pavement and scraped his scaled face on the hard surface.

“Run, Vala—ruuuuun!”


Chapter Thirty-Six


The dragon plowed over Galen like a semi-truck over a tricycle. Vala didn't see how he could be anything more than a stain on the ground but he survived and continued to fight. In a moment, he regained his feet, brandished his sword, and held the attention of the attacker squarely on him.

Unfortunately, another had already seen her. He flapped his wings to rise maybe ten feet in the air before he dove at her with its claws extended.

She squealed and tumbled out of the way. It seemed all those years spent practicing acrobatics in school had sunk in at least a little, although they wouldn’t be enough to keep her assailant at bay.

He roared, furious that he had missed his prey, and whipped his tail at her. It missed but the tip struck the pavement with such force that chunks of concrete spewed in all directions. The dragon grinned cruelly at this realization of his power.

“It’s only the drugs—” she tried to tell him but he did not seem at all distraught at being a dragon.

His movements were sinuous and horrible as he moved toward her. She tried to run but he bounded overhead and landed in front of her. Already, his tail was in motion. She did not want to feel how powerful it truly was.

The dwarf finally remembered that she had her goo gun.

She lifted it and when the dragon’s tail reached the far end of its pullback, she sprayed to anchor the appendage to the concrete.

The dragon roared, tried to pull its tail free, and failed. It didn’t take long, however, before it ripped a chunk of concrete out.

“Great, I’ve created the dragon version of an ankylosaurus,” Vala muttered.

With a roar, he tried to lunge again but was restrained by the weight and didn’t quite reach her. He paced to recover the ground he’d lost with the failed attack, his movements less sinuous than they had been but no less deadly. When he opened his mouth to blast flames, she fired her goo gun in the hope that she could glue his mouth shut.

But the dragon was quicker. The inferno from its throat ignited the goo before it could solidify and it burned away into nothing. He snapped his tail and the concrete weight at the tip of it shattered. The goo that was still attached to its tail was now covered in gravel and dust, effectively rendered useless.

He bounded toward her before she could pump her gun to full pressure. She could not stop him and she couldn’t slow him. This was it. The Steel Guard was relying on her and she had messed it up because she hadn’t found a way to use her powers without devices.

“Sorry, Dad, I guess you were right about tech being a problem—”

Galen stepped in front of her and swung Claw like blasts of lightning.

“Inside, Vala! We can’t hold them forever. You need to find the pixie and make sure he doesn’t make any more of this stuff.”

“Right!” She was both shocked that she was alive and thankful to still have work to do. She sprinted past the dragon who had tried to roast her and into the front of the factory where the team of men-turned-dragons had emerged from. The way was clear now. Every one of the drug-induced dragons was fighting the Steel Guard. At the pace she was moving, she couldn’t tell who was winning.

The dwarf ran through the double doors and into the front of the factory.

Suddenly, the doors closed behind her and the chaos of the battle was muted.

She started at the sudden change of environment. A moment earlier, the roars of dragons and the explosive pops of gunfire had competed for dominance. The scene had been lit by the harsh glare of halogen lights and the blazes of dragon fire. Now, all of that was no more noticeable than the lights and sounds of a flatscreen TV playing in another room.

An almost-silence was broken only by her boots clunking over the tile floor and the gentle hum of industrial machines at work. The fluorescent lights above provided clean and consistent lighting. It was like being in a different world than the one burning outside.

A guard appeared at the end of the hallway and she threw herself into a doorway in the hallway. Reflexively, she made the light above her turn off. He didn’t seem to notice and kept walking.

Vala took a deep breath and continued down the hallway. Of course, it had been too much to hope that the entire factory was cleared out. How was she supposed to find anything with people trying to stop her?

When she reached the end of the hallway, she poked her head out and immediately ducked back when she saw a camera swivel to point at her.

That gave her an idea. She felt for the controls of the camera and found it was also integrated with a motion sensor. That sensor was, in turn, networked to a system of them that alerted a central hub. Ideally, she’d be able to take control of the entire system, but she would need physical access to the control room and she didn’t have time for that. Instead, she tried to listen to the system of motion sensors. It took a moment but she was able to focus on what she needed.

The one closest to her was currently not active. That meant it had sensed neither her nor the guard, which meant the hallway should be clear. She scrambled the feed of the closest camera and snuck into the hallway.

It was clear and she hurried down it but kept herself tapped into the motion sensor system. After about fifty feet, one up ahead activated and she eased into another nook to hide.

Sure enough, a guard came past a few minutes later. Fortunately, the security guys left inside were freaking out. They were unmistakably dangerous—heavily armed and with eyes like dinner plates, she was certain they would fire their weapons at anything. Still, despite being left inside, they were mostly focused on the battle outside. They were even getting highlights of the destruction over their radios. All this meant they were not looking for a short dwarf trying to sneak quietly past.

The guard moved beyond her and his fingers tapped his assault weapon. When Vala felt the next motion sensor activate, she left her hiding place, continued down the hall, and shut the cameras down as she moved. She knew that a clever guard might be able to track the briefly malfunctioning devices and determine that something wasn’t right. She hoped that the sheer grandeur of the combat taking place outside would keep the chief of security as occupied as everyone else.

She descended a stairway onto another level and slipped from the stairway into a cavernous room filled with massive industrial equipment. When a guard walked past, she slid between two huge stainless steel tanks.

Her way clear again, she continued to move through the space.

The dwarf knew she had to get lower. Kylara had said the pixie was in a type of grotto. That would be a natural place—as pixies didn’t seem to like the artificial—which meant it would be on the edge of this complex or in a hidden lower section. She reached through the wiring and found a likely location—a section in the very middle of the complex and on the third floor down that was hardly wired at all. Based on the wiring, it seemed like this entire building was constructed around this central position.

Vala was about to head there when she caught a whiff of chemicals that sent her into full-scale panic mode.

It was the smell of the chemical she had been forced to process when she was captured at the other factory. Not wanting to but unable to resist, she looked across the room and at an almost identical lab to the one where she had been forced to work. It was empty but that didn’t mean the engineers who had been conscripted to work there were free.

Were they still living in their dorm-style living quarters or had they grown wise and been taken to the even less opulent prison-style rooms? She had passed numerous closed doors. Had she passed one that had a person locked inside? In her haste to complete her mission, had she failed to hear the cries for help coming from one of the rooms? Was she becoming harder and forgetting who she was because she hated what they had done to her?

She shook her head and tried to push the thoughts away with the reminder that she was there to stop this entire operation. That was her motivation, not revenge. Yes, she wanted to burn the facility down but she would not until she knew that no one was trapped inside.

Like a pixie.

A deep breath helped to calm her nerves a little.

“I know where the pixie is. He’s down another level. I can save him and then save anyone else.”

Swallowing hard, she forced herself to move.

Vala almost ruined everything when she stepped out from between the massive stainless steel vats and was immediately seen by a guard.

He drew his gun but she was faster. She blasted him with goo and stuck his gun to his body and his body to the wall behind him.

“We got an intruder!” he yelled, but she slapped goo over his mouth and that shut him up very effectively.

She deactivated the two cameras that could see him and estimated that she had three minutes before security realized that something was wrong—three minutes if she was lucky.

The dwarf hurried toward another stairwell. The one she had come down only accessed the second level and so forced any intruders like her to cross the factory floor. She scuttled past the industrial equipment and into a maze of hundreds of crates. Most of them were labeled with the Pixie Dust image but a substantial number of crates had a stylized dragon with the image of a human inside them spray-painted on the side.

“These can’t all be full,” she murmured but every crate she pushed against was heavily weighed down with product. It was enough Pixie Dust to get every dragon in the world high. That was a problem, but the Dragon Dust? There must be enough of that to make tens of thousands of dragons. It would be a nightmare of unimaginable scope, and that didn’t take into account what would happen if even one in a hundred of those dragons exploded. Vala swallowed hard. Her task was horrifyingly real. She had to shut this place down, get the scientists out, and destroy this massive cache of drugs before they sold even a fraction of it.

“No pressure,” she murmured as she reached the next stairwell, deactivated the camera watching her passage, and descended to the third level.

When she stepped into a vestibule of double doors, she couldn’t see past the dark glass or open the doors. She overrode the locking mechanism with her magic and stepped into a room filled with armed guards and engineer-types desperately cramming product into baggies.

“We have less than an hour to get this last batch packed! Move it nerds!” a guard yelled as he brandished his weapon above the heads of the workers.

The dwarf had no problem with the word “nerd.” She saw it as a badge of honor but she did not like people using it as an insult. Without hesitation, she sprayed him with goo and glued him to the spot. His trigger finger wasn’t gummed, however. She knew this because he sprayed the ceiling with bullets.

This alerted the other guards, who ran toward her with their guns blazing.

Vala sprayed her goo gun at all who approached and trapped them in pink slime.

“Please, we don’t mean any harm,” one of the scientists said. “I took this job out of college.”

“Is there a back exit?” she demanded.

“That way.”

“Go now. There’s a fight going on outside. I need you all to get clear. Does anyone know where the pixie is?”

“Through there,” one of the techs shouted as they ran to the exit.

She nodded and wondered how heavily defended the pixie would be.

When she moved past the hastily packed Pixie Dust, she tried to not breathe too deeply as she knew too well what these drugs would do to a dwarf. She reached the door the tech had pointed at, drew a deep breath, and made sure her goo gun was set to max pressure before she kicked it open.

No guards waited on the other side, which was good as she was shocked by what she saw.

She had been wrong about this place being there before the factory had been built. It was artificial but done so well that she could understand why a pixie would want to stay here.

The ceiling looked like it was decorated with stalactites, although she had never seen stalactites in nature form the spirals and formations that these did. At the center of the ceiling, a perfectly cut inset housed a massively powerful full-spectrum light that bathed the entire room in what felt like natural light.

Below this ceiling, vines grew up from raised beds and planters and clung to the walls as if someone had tried to turn a cave into a jungle. She decided that was exactly what was happening there.

A massive pond had been created in the center of the room. Rocks were placed around it to make it appear natural, and plantings of ferns overhung shady spots that teemed with different varieties of fish. There were even frogs singing, their voices echoing off the high ceiling.

Trees grew from the edges, although none were as large as the cypress growing out of the island in the middle of the pool. Vala had seen larger trees but never in a place like this. It made her wonder how long this Pixie Dust plan had been in the works and who was backing it. By its size, the tree was decades old. Had this been there for that long, or did someone have the resources and foresight to bring it in when they had constructed the entire factory?

The dwarf felt a moment of dread at the thought of exactly who or what they were facing. It seemed like they were outclassed and they continued to play catch-up when someone else was decades ahead of them. She didn’t want to think it was Boneclaw. The evidence said it was probably not him, but who else could be capable of planning such things?

Her thoughts were pulled to the present when she noticed movement on the island in the center of the pond. There, next to a giant bowl carved out of a granite boulder, a pixie danced.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


“So you don’t like toy guns. What about swords?” Galen asked as he sliced the claws off one of the dragon’s hands.

His opponent roared but did not retreat to lick his wounds. Instead, he whipped and slashed at him with his free hand and tail. The young dragon defended himself while his adversary forced his claws to regrow. That was possible, of course, but it was exhausting to use the energy required to do it so quickly.

This dragon didn’t seem tired from the effort, however, but invigorated. Despite being a fully scaled dragon, the arm veins of his right arm—the one with the severed claw—glowed with orange energy.

The human-turned-dragon had burned through some of his energy to speed the healing and had thus shortened his fuse.

“You have to be careful,” Galen said. “If you overextend yourself, you’ll explode.”

“We’ve trained, you fool,” his foe retorted. “This isn’t my first time.” He exhaled fire and Claw absorbed some of the heat, but not much. The young dragon rolled back to escape the inferno.

On his feet again, he brushed away some of the charred spots on his scales. Despite him being the one blasted, the dragon he fought looked far worse. Some of his teeth had burned away and he now looked like he had blowtorches inside his mouth instead of only teeth.

“You’re a danger to yourself.”

“Dragons are the real danger,” he retorted with a hiss and attacked.

Galen parried the first blow, knocked the regrown claws away, and ducked under and inside his opponent’s reach. He didn’t think killing him was wise. The dragon body basically contained the energy. To damage it might cause a massive explosion. Instead, maybe he could disarm him.

He sliced upward into the triceps of one of the dragon’s front legs. The beast squealed and lunged at him but he could no longer support the weight on his front arm. He crashed spectacularly and sprawled on the dirt.

The young dragon deftly sliced two of the muscles on his wings to remove his ability to fly.

“Little help!” he shouted to no one and everyone.

When no one came, he glanced at the battlefield. It was far larger in scale than he had expected when he’d first stepped through the portal. Dragons streaked across the sky amidst blasts of different kinds of magic, bullets, explosions, curses, and screams of pain. He had no idea when it had gotten so out of hand but he realized that his adversary would not be shackled by a mage.

“You…you think you’re so great because you were born this way…” The dragon wheezed as he tried to climb onto his feet. He understood what Galen had done to him and used his power to heal those wounds. In doing so, however, he ignited more of his vascular system. When he finally stood, his veins shined with red-hot flame. His neck was lined with them, as were his arms, legs, and wings. In the darkness, he looked like the skeleton of a dragon that had been animated with lightning.

“You need to stop,” he warned him.

His adversary roared and that proved to be the proverbial straw that broke the dragon’s back. A burst of energy erupted from his chest and seared through his veins as it extended into his neck and down his arms.

“A little help!” Galen yelled a second before his foe exploded. The force was so strong, however, that it pushed the wall of energy out and into the young dragon. It threw him back and into the side of a truck.

Amy landed next to him. “Are you all right? Sorry I was late. I caught most of the chunks but not the blast.”

“I’m fine.” He pushed out of the side of the truck.

“We need a plan. This is way worse than New York.”

To punctuate the truth of this, a dragon streaked overhead and bulldozed into one of the trucks they had moved to create a barricade. It did not explode, which meant it was one of theirs, but it was still probably the better outcome.

“You still got a skateboard I can borrow?” he asked.

“Always.” Amy nodded.

“Get me some cuffs and let’s bust some tricks,” he said and cuffs whipped out of her pockets and into his hand.

“Let’s do this,” she said and the skateboard zipped out of the night sky and landed at his feet. No sooner had he stepped onto the board than he rocketed in pursuit of a dragon who left streaks of orange light behind him as he consumed what magic and power he still had.

“Do you know what a stiffy is?” Amy asked and yanked him out of the moment.

“What?”

“It’s a skateboard move. Grab the front of your board.”

Galen grasped the center of his board. With three points of contact, he was more secure and she blasted him inside the dragon’s reach. He streaked beneath grasping claws and thrashing tail and—as he turned upside down—slapped a magic dampening cuff on his opponent.

Devoid of the effects of the drug, the man immediately began the transformation to his true form. The young dragon caught him by his shirt collar—a rich purple that suggested the entire gang was all about the bright colors—and lowered him to the ground. When he dropped him, the man tumbled a few feet before he stopped, bruised and a little battered. Galen would be lying to himself if he said he felt bad about that.

From the top of the battlefield, he could see exactly how dire the situation was. A few dragons had been cuffed but most of them were still free. The problem was they fought differently than normal dragons. The Steel Guard was used to a certain level of hostility but even in the scant few years that they had been on the scene, the dragons they faced had stopped pushing back so fiercely against the new leadership. These showed no such caution.

Galen scanned the scene to judge where to go next and one of the defenders dove at the guards Drew and his team had already captured. A dragon from the Steel Guard blasted it with fire and a mage sliced one of its wings to tatters with a blade made of telekinetic force, but the beast did not slow. It powered through the flame and slashes from an invisible blade to knock aside the regular humans guarding the prisoners. In a moment, the advantage the Steel Guard had already won was lost.

The factory guards picked their guns up from the now undefended weapons cache and rejoined the battle.

The only advantage of this was that it freed the Steel Guards to fight against the transformed dragons instead of remaining on guard duty. The sounds of gunfire multiplied as the ground fight erupted anew.

But even this was not the boon Galen thought it could have been. One of the drug-induced dragons landed near the largest group of the Steel Guard. Predictably, they blasted him with round after round. He roared in pain and frustration but did not retreat.

It seemed impossible that he could stand strong against such an onslaught. It was difficult to kill a dragon with a regular bullet, but shooting a couple of dozen rounds into a dragon’s chest hurt like hell and was more than enough to drive all but the most stubborn of them away to lick their wounds.

This enemy only roared and stepped closer. In moments, its chest sprayed orange sparks instead of blood. It wouldn’t take much to make it blow.

“That dragon needs to be contained!” Galen shouted at Amy and pointed at the unfolding scene.

“On it!” Amy shouted and raced away, recruiting a couple of mages to assist her.

Galen felt the magic force supporting the skateboard vanish. He let himself fall for a few feet before he spread his wings and coasted to the earth.

Before he could land, a dragon lunged at him. Its wings had both been ripped off and were nothing more than stumps shooting flame. They were so bright that they cast the dragon’s face into shadow and for a moment, Galen felt as if he were looking into the eyes of Boneclaw himself.

He faltered and in that moment of terror, his opponent drove into him with such force that Claw clattered away.

“No!” he moaned as he tried to crawl toward his weapon. He managed perhaps five feet before his attacker picked him up by his tail and dangled him in front of his face like a cartoon cat that had finally caught its mouse.

“You dragons aren’t the only ones who get to be rich. There’s enough to share. You’re merely cops with better guns,” the dragon growled. Motes of fire burned in its eyes in addition to the stumps. Galen hadn’t been able to see them from farther away but it was now clear. The dragon was consuming himself in this mad dash to defend the base from the invaders.

That wasn’t Boneclaw. The ancient dragon was not one to be discomforted by an attack. He would have anticipated any move his enemy made. There were cameras in the woods, after all. If his old enemy had watched them approach, they would never have made it this far. This dragon was not Boneclaw. The chaos of this entire battlefield was not the kind of thing the old monster would orchestrate. If he was inside the factory—something Galen doubted more by the minute—then at this point, he would be losing. The battle was no longer a place of strategy and well-laid plans but a mess of blood, flame, and gore.

And this dragon couldn’t even see that it was about to blow itself up.

“I’ve got a taste for rare meats,” his captor prattled on. “I’ve had ibex, rhino, shark fin, and pangolin, but never dragon.”

“Bon Appetit,” he said as the dragon lowered him toward its mouth. Seconds before he was about to be dropped down his adversary’s gullet, he twisted his tail and pulled himself a foot higher into the air. The dragon didn’t seem to care that his meal struggled to not be eaten. He continued to lower him, which was what he wanted.

He unflexed his tail, rolled lower, and put a claw on each of the massive jaws. As he grasped with his talons, he pushed to force the dragon’s mouth open and punched holes through his scaly lips.

His adversary roared and released his tail. Galen shoved off his face, backflipped, and landed next to Claw. Quickly, he scooped it up as part of his landing and wished he had planned to land that close to the sword. It had simply been a lucky break.

“I’m not sure if you wanted a piercing but it might improve your whole look,” he said as the dragon thrashed and rubbed his face. Despite these humans-turned-dragons having more experience with the drug than the people who had gone wild above New York, this one still forgot that it had claws instead of fingers. In general, claws were much worse when it came to assessing wounds.

The creature screamed as he gored his face with his claws.

Galen braced himself with his sword in one hand and a pair of magic dampening cuffs in the other. The irony of this entire battle was that he knew he could beat these dragons. They were clumsy and untrained and fought like children. Nothing was planned or considered in advance and they didn't know how to set their opponents up. They should have been easy to beat and they might have been if every scratch of a sword or wound from a gun did not bring them closer to imminent destruction.

This one was no exception. The holes in his lips where Galen had cut him with his talons were all rimmed with fire. The scratches he had inflicted on his face when checking his wounds were all orange slashes in the darkness. His pulse was visible in the rise and fall of the brightness of the wounds. This dragon didn’t have long and if he sliced him again, he might very well cause him to explode.

Amy was currently occupied, which meant he would take the full force of the explosion at point-blank range. He wasn’t so sure he could walk away from that, let alone come out breathing.

The dragon had much worse chances of surviving his own heart exploding than he did but didn’t seem to care. He roared so loudly that the fires burning from his wound glowed hotter before he attacked.

Galen lifted Claw and used the flat of the blade to keep him at bay. He had to get a cuff on him but he wasn’t sure he could.

“You’re going to blow!” he yelled as he defended himself.

His foe laughed. “And if I do, my family’s taken care of for the rest of their lives. Bring it on!”

He gritted his teeth and tried to hold on, even though the battle already felt lost.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


“Ahoy!” Vala yelled to the pixie on the island. It either did not hear her or it ignored her. Either way, it continued its curious dance.

She decided that it didn’t seem like that big a threat and waded out into the pond. After about ten feet, a school of beautiful fish in colors of orange and gold swam past her. That was when she remembered the pixies were entirely magical beings with an intense relationship with the natural world.

Unable to help herself, she retrieved her scanner and scanned the fish. They were suffused with magic—overflowing with it, in fact. Suddenly, being in this pond seemed like a mistake. Just because the pixie looked nice didn’t mean that he wouldn’t turn her into a tree or a fish or a particularly sparkly rock if he so pleased. He might not even do this as a punishment and could simply think this would improve her life somehow and do this “for” her. It wasn’t a pleasant thought for someone who was more or less happy with their body and wanted to keep living in it.

But a rumble from above reverberated through the space, knocked a little dust from the ceiling, and triggered ripples across the surface of the water. If Galen, Amy, and the rest of the Steel Guard could face drug-snorting thugs turned into out-of-control dragons, she could certainly wade across a pond and risk being turned into a handsome fish.

The dwarf glanced at her scanner again to confirm that the pixie on the island in the center of the pond had the same magic signature as the drugs she had scanned. The match bolstered her confidence and she continued. The fish had swum past, although when she moved ahead, they fell in behind her. She wished she knew if they were following her or attempting to give her some kind of a warning to not become one of them.

When she stepped from the water and onto the island, she told herself that her fears were unfounded.

The pixie had yet to attack her or even acknowledge her presence. Instead, he continued to hop around his giant granite bowl as he sang.

“Dragons never smile,

Dragons never laugh,

Not even a giggle,

Not a quarter or a half,

So I try to help

And now it is such fun!

Anyone who wishes it, can be a drag-on!”

The dwarf was unsure how to react so she applauded.

It proved to be the right thing to do. The pixie stopped his singing and dancing to take a bow on the edge of the granite bowl.

“Well, thank you! Thank you very much! It’s not every day I get a fan, but I do my best, I truly do.”

“It was a very lovely song,” she said.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

“I’m new. This is my first time coming here.”

“Oh! What do you think? My name is Rasputius Carnelius, uh…Basmodium… I think.”

“My name is Vala. It’s nice to meet you, Rasputius Carnelius.”

“You can call me Raspberry. That was my name before I started helping here, but they said I could have a title and I thought that Rasputius sounded cool.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Raspberry.” He beamed. “Do you like being here?”

“Oh, yes! It is exceptionally beautiful, isn’t it? Did you know that the humans planted all of these things here for me? They even brought the fish, although they were so small that I had to help them grow a little.”

“That was very nice of them,” Vala told him. “Did they ask you to do anything in return? Sometimes, humans like it when others do things for them.”

“Oh, yes!” Raspberry beamed with pride. “They asked me to do a very important thing for them and I am doing it. This bowl? My idea. They carved it out of rocks so I could do my job. Humans may seem like silly creatures but they can do many things when they are motivated. This bowl? A ton of motivation must have been involved.”

“It’s a very nice bowl,” she agreed. She could still hear the muffled sounds of gunfire and dragons attacking each other from above. Although she knew she needed to hurry, she also did not want to spook this pixie. Raspberry liked it there. If she pushed too hard, she might infuriate him and that would not be helpful to her cause. “What do you use it for?”

“You are like the humans. Always about doing things for things. I did not understand what they wanted at first but they wanted me to understand.”

“And do you?”

“Oh, yes! I understand very much. In fact, I think all pixies have understood this for a very long time.”

“Understand what?”

“That dragons are always grumpy!” Raspberry giggled. “They are always in a bad mood. They never watch the crowds or talk to toads or enjoy any of life’s pleasures. They do not like sparkles, singing, or much of anything at all. We pixies have known this for a long time.”

“And the humans asked if you could help fix this?” she pressed.

“Oh, yes, yes, yes! You are very clever. Exactly like the humans. They wanted to help the dragons with this very serious problem too.” He chuckled. “Very serious? Do you get it? Because the dragons are always so very serious.”

“And you found a way to make the dragons less serious?” the dwarf asked. She saw where this was going but didn’t want to deny him his fun.

“Yes! At first, I did not think it was possible because dragons are so very serious, but then the humans told me about droogs.”

“Droogs?”

“Uh…yeah, er…dogs? Shrugs?”

“You mean drugs?”

“Yes! Drugs, drugs, wonderful drugs. Humans use them for many things, did you know that?”

“I had some inkling, yes—”

“They use them to feel happy or to feel relaxed and use them to wake up or go to sleep. After talking to the humans, I learned that many of the most fun humans were those who were using drugs. Alcohol is one drug they love. It makes them act silly and not care so much about what others think and many other wonderful things too.”

Vala decided that was probably not the moment to talk about alcoholism, drug addiction, or overdoses.

“But dragons have a healing power so drugs don’t work on them,” she said instead.

“You are very wise! Very wise indeed. Dragons’ healing power makes it so the drugs don’t work. Their bodies are different than humans and they think drugs are bad, not good. Like poison or something.”

The dwarf bit her tongue. Alcohol was essentially poison but again, this was not the time. “Did they find something for the dragons?”

“No. They could not. I asked them about many of the things they tried, but they were all very boring answers. In the end, it was very clear that they did not know what they were doing. They are able to make large, impressive things but they are not able to understand magic. I told them that maybe I could help.”

“And they said yes?”

“Well, at first, they were nervous. They did not want the other pixies to get mad at me, but I told them I could play a game with the other pixies so they would not come looking for me. The humans thought this was a very good idea and they were very happy. That was good because I was so sad for the dragons. They were still so grumpy, you see. With no fun drugs, all they care about is their gold and their castles. Poor dragons.”

“Poor dragons,” she intoned.

“Poor dragons until I made a drug that would work on them.”

“You did it?”

“Oh, yes, yes, yes!” Raspberry flitted around in triumph. “I found a way to make my magic stay solid. It was very difficult and I can not make very much of it at a time, but the humans said that was fine.”

“And that’s what you’ve been working on?”

“Exactly! I found a way to make some of my magic into a juice. When I was dancing around, that is what I was working on. But the juice was too strong…” His face darkened at a painful memory.

“Did the humans help with that?” she asked despite being intimately familiar with the factories the humans used to dilute this “juice” into Pixie Dust.

“Yes, they most certainly did.” Raspberry flitted happily. “They were very happy with my juice and they come and take a little every day. I think the dragons they give it to must like it very much.”

“Have you seen what the dragons do after they use the juice?”

Raspberry nodded. “They have shown me some of the silly things those dragons do. One dragon? He rolled around in a field of daisies like a kitten. Another dragon? She frolicked in the forest, chasing squirrels but not eating them! Only tickling them. My favorite was the dragon who splashed around in a pond. The pond was too little, you see, but he was having too much fun on the drug to understand. He would put its front legs in but his tail wouldn’t fit, so he would put its tail in, but his front legs wouldn’t fit. On and on!” Raspberry almost tumbled into his granite mixing bowl he was laughing so hard.

“That sounds very funny,” Vala said. “I have seen some dragons on the drug you made too. Did you know they call it Pixie Dust?”

“Pixie Dust?” He giggled. “But it is a juice! I dance and sing to decant a liquid, not a dust!”

“Can I show you one of the videos I have of a dragon using Pixie Dust?” she asked, reluctant to get into a juice-dust debate with this tiny magical being.

“Oh, that would be wonderful. The humans I have helped have not been able to find any more videos of the dragons using the juice. They are very private, dragons. They do not like it when anyone watches them having a good time. They mostly only use it deep in the woods, or out at sea or…”

He trailed off as she brought up a video on the screen of her scanner and showed it to him.

“Oh, the dragon is in a town,” the pixie said. “They said dragons do not like doing the juice in a town. Maybe it is because he is not doing the juice yet?”

Vala said nothing and let Raspberry watch the footage. The dragon pounded onto a grocery store and completely destroyed the roof. Then, it began to kick with its feet like a dog pawing at the grass.

“The dragon looks like it is on pixie juice,” he said. “Even though they are in a town.”

“Do you know what that building is?” she asked.

He swallowed hard. “What building is it?”

“It’s a grocery store. That’s where humans take all the food from their farms so other humans can eat it.”

“Why would a dragon do this to a place like that?” he asked.

The dwarf brought another video up. This one showed a dragon laughing as it incinerated a restaurant. Another video showed two dragons laughing like mad as they took turns to demolish cars with their tails.

“The dragons do pixie juice in the cities?” he asked.

“They do. But it’s hurting many people, Raspberry.”

“I…I had no idea. The humans who work with me…they said the dragons did not like going to cities.”

“Raspberry… That is not true.”

He guffawed awkwardly. “But if that is not true…then the humans are playing a game with me.”

Vala didn’t know exactly what to say to that. The pixie had said that he liked games. Would he see this the same way? “Did they tell you this was a game?” she asked.

Raspberry paled. “They did not tell me.”

“But you told the pixies you were playing with them? Is that right?”

He shook his head fiercely. “That is not right! Not at all. If you’re playing a game, you have to tell everyone you’re playing with otherwise… Otherwise, it’s lying!”

“Lying is bad?”

“Lying is very bad,” he assured her.

“Raspberry…I know we just met but I want you to know that I have not lied to you, okay? And I won’t lie to you either. I haven’t told you everything about me, though.”

“I haven’t told you everything either. That is different than lying. The humans said dragons only did pixie juice in the woods. That is a lie. You have video that shows them doing it in other places.”

“That’s right, Raspberry. I’m here because I’m trying to help with another drug.”

“What kind of a drug? He looked very, very uncomfortable.

“A drug that turns humans into dragons. Do you know anything about it?”

The pixie nodded. “The humans…the humans said some humans were very sad. They said they were very jealous of the dragons and that they wanted to become dragons, and that if they could they would not be sad anymore. Was that a lie too?”

“I don’t know how the humans who took that drug felt, but I know that when they took it they hurt many people.” She brought up a video of the chaos the dragon drug had caused in New York City.

Raspberry watched it and his expression went from concerned, to glum, to depressed, to horrified. “So many people were hurt,” he muttered. “So many people. And the people who did the drug—it was not supposed to work like that. If they sipped it, they would turn into a dragon and then they would turn back. Why does it make them change so slowly? It looks so painful.”

“I think it is painful,” Vala agreed. “The humans who asked you to do this for them wanted many people to become dragons so they cut the liquid you made with other substances.”

“They asked me about that,” he said, lifted temporarily out of his slump. “They asked me about that and I told them it was a bad, bad, very bad idea. I told them it is not easy for a body to transform. They did not listen to me?”

“It sounds like they did exactly what you asked them not to do,” she said. “It sounds like they lied.”

“But it’s not nice to lie!” Raspberry fumed. “It is one thing to play a tricky, sneaky game. I told the other pixies I would play a sneaky, tricky game with them, but they knew it was a game. This is different. I even asked the humans if this was a game and they said no, no, no. I do not like this! I do not like this at all.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Raspberry. I don’t like it either. I came here because I wanted to ask you to stop making these drugs. They are not helping dragons or people. They are hurting them.”

“I will never make these drugs again. Never ever! But there is already so much out there.”

“That’s true.”

“Much more than I thought because they have been…cutting.” He said the word like it was a very bad word indeed.

“Is there a way you can help with all that?”

“Oh, I can help with that. It is my magic and always has been. I told them that. I did not lie. I told them it was my magic and that if they were not nice to me, I would take it back and they said it was fine. But now, they had better not have been lying because it is my magic!”

He thrust his hands out and the entire room ignited with golden light.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Victor Midnight had every reason to believe that this would be the best party he had ever thrown.

“Right this way, my ladies. Right this way,” he said to the two dragons who had landed on his estate. Despite his cousin Karl’s friend Galen and his dwarf accomplice trashing his home not that long before, he had fixed it up quite nicely.

“Through the hole in the front of your house?” one of them asked. She was beautiful enough in her human form but her dragon form was something else. With curving hips, a graceful tail, and a long mane of blue hair down her neck, the only dragon he had ever seen more attractive than her…was her companion.

“Or did you mean you wanted us to follow you across the burned-out lawn?” Her friend giggled. Instead of blueish coloring, she was golden—golden wings, golden scales, and a golden mane of hair made her sparkle in a way he loved. He wanted to hide in all her shadows.

“You two didn’t seem like the kind of squares who care about landscaping but if you want, I can call some of my servants to fix the place up. Although of course, if we do that, we’ll have to wait on the Pixie Dust.”

“No, it’s fine,” the aquamarine one said. He knew he should know her name but couldn’t bring himself to remember it—something like Aqua, but spelled weird? Akwa, maybe? Or Oseana? It wasn’t worth the risk of trying to find out.

“Yeah, you said you had, like, very good stuff,” the golden one said. Tawnee was her name. He remembered that because he tried to remember everything about Tawnee. Girls liked that.

“Oh, and I do. It’s right this way. You two wait for me here and we’ll have a little sniff and have a little fun?”

“Absolutely.”

“Sounds great!”

Victor left the beauties in his bedroom. He didn’t understand why they complained about the condition of his place. This way, they could all stay in their dragon forms instead of having to change into their human bodies again. While he knew some dragons liked it, he much preferred his dragon body for such pursuits.

He opened his cupboard and reached for his stash but paused when he noticed a cloud of golden dust floating above the baggy. He waved his hand through it and the little golden motes puffed into nothingness. The golden motes already forgotten, he retrieved his stash from his wreck of a kitchen and returned to the bedroom.

“Here we are, ladies,” he said and tossed the bag on the bed.

Tawnee snatched it greedily, opened the top, and inhaled deeply.

Akwa—or whatever her name was—snatched it and snorted, but he could tell something was wrong. Tawnee was coughing and didn’t seem to be getting high at all.

“Is this…baby powder?” she asked and sneezed.

“No, no, no. It’s Pixie Dust, I swear!” He scrambled toward the sack of powder and looked inside. Instead of the rainbow iridescent powder, the bag was filled with a flat grayish substance. “It was right here,” he said, “I swear it was right here!”

“But now…like, it’s not?” Tawnee stood and ruffled her wings.

“No, no, it’s cool. We can still have fun. I think this has some potency left.” Victor snorted the powder. It did nothing but make the inside of his snout feel like it was on fire. He coughed, sneezed, and hacked the gross stuff out.

“Ew. Creep. That’s misleading. Not okay.”

“Yeah, not okay,” Tawnee agreed. “Come on, Shelly. Let’s go.”

The two dragons took to the air and left him alone in his wreck of a house. It was not a consolation that he had learned the other dragon’s name this late in the game. It was even less of a consolation that when he snorted the Pixie Dust a second time, it only burned all the worse.
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“And you’re sure this will make me a dragon?” Hubert asked and grinned despite trying to play it cool.

“What? You don’t have TV or something? I’m telling you, this is the stuff.” The man in the teal shirt was a little snappy but Hubert didn’t know many drug dealers.

“You don’t change, you can get your money back, huh? How about that.”

“Fine.” Hubert took the package and handed him the wad of bills. It was substantial—more than a payment for his truck—but it was worth it. He drove a truck because he loved power and owned a gun because he loved power. What could be more powerful than becoming a dragon?

He opened the packet of powder and a shimmering cloud of gold dust puffed out and into the night sky. His broad grin was reflexive. This would be awesome.

“You’re not gonna regret this,” the guy in the teal shirt said. “Wait—you’re gonna snort it right now?”

“How else am I gonna get my money back?” he asked and inhaled the packet of powder.

He dropped it on the ground in the back of the bowling alley and waited. And waited. And waited.

“It should happen any second now,” his dealer said.

Hubert gritted his teeth. “You gonna give me my money back?”

“I, uh…” The man spun and ran.

Hubert climbed in his truck and felt for the gun under his seat. He reminded himself there were other reasons to have such tools. He wasn’t about to shoot this guy but he sure as hell would make him think he was. Now that was a taste of power.
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Galen didn’t think he or anyone else on the team could hang on much longer. They had already lost too many of the regular humans, two mages, and a dragon. Everyone still living had intense burns all over their bodies from the dragons’ fire breath. They had tried to call for help from Kristen and Kylara, but the dragons constantly attacked any of the mages who tried to open a gate. There was no cell phone service in the area, so it wasn’t like they could call either.

They were, quite simply, toast. He didn’t see how they could survive this. The dragon fire was too hot and even if they did manage to stop one of them, one of the others would simply blow up. He didn’t know if one explosion would cause another to erupt, but it seemed likely. Which meant that a chunk of Pennsylvania might be flattened if they couldn’t find a solution.

“Fall back!” Drew shouted and the team buckled as the dragons pushed in closer.

“We can’t! Not until Vala makes it out!” Amy yelled in response.

“They’ll capture her, not kill her.” Their leader sounded desperate. “I know it’s harsh but if we don’t get out of here, who can rescue her?”

Had it honestly come to this? Were they this outmatched because a couple of goons had turned into dragons? Galen realized that it was all it had taken to completely overwhelm mankind for centuries. A shift of power was almost more powerful than power itself.

“You all go. Make as much noise on your way out as you can and maybe I can get to Vala,” he said.

“We won’t do that,” Amy protested.

“The kid’s right. What other choice do we have?” Drew demanded.

“No, look! We won’t have to do that.” She pointed up as a dragon streaked toward their shimmering blue shield. He had been preparing to blast them with flames but instead of unleashing an inferno or becoming one himself, he changed into his human form. At the speed he was going, it looked like a dragon booster rocket falling away to send a smaller rocket higher into the atmosphere.

Unfortunately, instead of an atmosphere and empty space, there was a wall of force in front of him. He smacked into it like a bug hitting a windshield. As he slid down the magic, golden dust floated off him and evaporated into the first light of dawn.

The same thing was happening to all the others. Their dragon forms faded with a flurry of golden specks of light and they were humans again. Most of them were already on the ground before their transformation was completed, but Amy ordered her mages to catch the few who were in the air. They missed one of them, who met a very messy end in one side of the parking lot, but Galen wasn’t about to lose any sleep over it.

“I want them cuffed, even if they aren’t dragons at the moment,” the lead mage ordered.

Without the ability to turn into dragons, the opposing force was much easier to manage. The Steel Guard sprang into action and grasped the men who had tried to incinerate them only moments earlier. In less than a minute, all the dragon drug users were cuffed and sat back to back in a big circle looking very sorry for themselves.

Okay, so maybe he did feel bad that they hadn’t caught one of them and that another of them had blown up. These didn’t seem like masterminds. They were most likely people with bills to pay who had hoped to have an easy enough job working security there. Although one had confessed to practicing with the dragon drug. He didn’t know what to feel about them, but he certainly felt relief that they were no longer dragons.

“We want to surrender!” someone yelled from across the parking lot. He realized it was one of the guards when he saw a white flag waving near the top of the damaged guard tower.

“Drop your weapons!” Drew ordered.

The damaged tower appeared to slough guns off as the men inside tossed all their firearms out the window.

“Now come out with your hands up,” the Steel Guard leader shouted to them.

A moment later, they came out in single file, their hands raised high and wide above their heads.

“Thank you, sir,” one of them mumbled. “We…uh, we didn’t want to die for a paycheck. If you need any help with this investigation, we’re happy to help. We talked about it and most of us don’t know a whole ton about what goes on inside the factory, but we have license plates of the trucks that came in and out. If we can help… Well, we’d like to help, sir.”

“That’s fine.” Drew nodded. “That should help given that you’re all facing charges for firing on members of the Steel Guard.”

The head guard nodded but said nothing more. It seemed he understood that he had the right to remain silent.

But still, despite them no longer being at risk of being incinerated or shot from afar, Galen felt no relief. Vala had succeeded but at what cost? He knew little and less about magic, but it seemed like it would have taken a lot to stop all this. Worse, he was sure that if she found a way to sacrifice herself to stop it, she would have.

A few minutes later, however, he was able to breathe easily again.

The dwarf stepped out of the main hall of the factory, dripping wet but smiling. A pixie perched on her shoulder.

“Hello, everyone. This is Raspberry, and he’s the one responsible for both the Pixie Dust and the Dragon Dust. He’s very—”

“I’m so-so-so-so-so-so so sorry!” Raspberry said as he cowered on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to cause all these troubles. I thought it was only the dragons having fun, but I see it's way worse than that because people have been dying. And I still don’t understand what a grocery store is, but they seem important and not like the kind of places that dragons should destroy, so I’m sorry about that too.”

“Raspberry was able to make the Pixie Dust stop working,” Vala explained.

“And the Dragon Dust too, I assume,” Amy said.

“It’s juice, but yes, that too,” he confirmed.

“Were you harmed?” the mage asked him.

He looked like the question had mortally wounded him and managed to keep a stiff upper lip for about three seconds before he began to cry.

“Raspberry was not forced to make the drugs. He was tricked,” the dwarf explained.

“I thought it wasn’t a game, and it wasn’t a game. It was a lie,” he sputtered.

“No other pixies are being held captive, so I think we’re all right. They used the pixie’s natural playfulness and naivety against him. But the drugs are now inert.”

“All of them?” Drew asked.

Raspberry nodded. “All of them. I didn’t know what they were being used for but now that I know, they can’t use them for that. Or anything. I’m truly sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

“It’s all right, Raspberry. We’ll need to talk to the Big Pixie and her friend about all this, but it’ll be all right.” Vala assured him.

The pixie nodded and looked resigned to his fate. Galen tried to stifle a giggle. He had never seen a pixie look morose before.

“Let’s try to secure this facility and get those shipping records,” Drew instructed.

“Sounds good.” Stonequest took a few dragons on an aerial loop around the perimeter.

The young dragon couldn’t believe they’d won.

“Are you sure?” he asked his partner. “There’s no more Pixie Dust?”

Vala did not answer but turned to Raspberry.

He swallowed and nodded. “I was making a juice.”

“You mean a powder?”

“It was a juice,” the dwarf said. “Let’s leave that part for a second. Raspberry, go ahead.”

“I was making a juice that helped dragons and another one that turned people into dragons. Miss Vala said the humans were…slashing it.”

“Cutting.”

“Cutting! Right! They were cutting it to make it spread out and that was why the humans who turned into dragons did not feel so good when they transformed like that. But the magic was always a part of me. And now, I took it all back.”

“Is that…possible?” Galen asked.

“We’ve all seen that it’s possible. Those goons aren’t dragons anymore.” Amy snorted and gestured to said goons.

“It tracks with my powers too. I can put magic into devices but they don’t stay that way unless I will it. I know that some artifacts can be made to last longer and have their own internal power supply.”

“Like my sword.”

“Precisely, but that’s the exception rather than the rule. And part of that is because your sword is made from a dragon. It can change shape with your form but that’s standard for dragons.”

Galen nodded. “So, it’s finally done.” He drew a deep breath. “I guess I was mistaken about Boneclaw. If he was behind this, he would have tried to stop us from shutting the source of this drug down. I guess I…I overreacted.”

“It happens to the best of us, kid. Better to see a threat that doesn’t exist than miss one that does.” Amy patted him on the back. “Oh, hold up a second. It looks like the signal is back. Let me take this.” She answered her phone.

“Good timing, Kristen! We could have used you back there. God forbid you check in on us when we’re bringing down a nationwide drug ring… Whoa…whoa…what? Slow down…”

Suddenly, Galen’s heart pounded in his chest.

“Yeah… Yeah, we’re done, Kristen. We have the pixie behind all this. He feels bad about it… Of course I think his feelings are relevant. It was his feelings that got us all into this mess. Okay… Okay! Yes…we’ll be there. I’ll have my team and Stonequest secure the—”

A portal blazed in the parking lot of the soap factory.

“That was…expedient,” Vala muttered.

“Am I in trouble? That portal is from the Big Pixie. Does she want to squish me? Does she want to make me go have no fun for, like, one hundred million years? Does she want me to be called Rasputius? Because I don’t think that’s a cool name anymore.”

“She wants us to go see her in Detroit. Can you come with me?” she asked Raspberry.

The little pixie bobbed up and down as he nodded. “Of course, anything for the Big Pixie.”

“Shall we?” Amy asked and stepped through the portal.

The two partners shared a look that did nothing to calm his nerves before they stepped out of Pennsylvania and into Detroit.


Chapter Forty


They emerged from the portal and onto the grounds of the Steel Guard. Vala looked over her shoulder at the toppled Chrome Castle, overgrown with flowering vines. In the early morning light, the blooms were open. All she wanted to do was go inside that mysterious place and take a nap and she hadn’t even been part of the main brawl Galen and Amy had slogged through. She could only imagine how tired they were. But rest had to wait. Kylara was dancing agitatedly like she had to pee.

“Welcome back to Detroit. If you would please come this way, we have a major development to share with you.”

“Big Pixie, it is I, the legendary Raspberry. I am here to apologize for the fact that I was led astray. You see, I made the pixie juice—”

“Dust—”

“Whatever! I made it but I now see I was wrong and I stopped it.”

“So there’s no more?” Kylara asked while her legs twitched to get moving. The dwarf didn’t think she’d ever seen her look this agitated. It did not exactly make her feel calm.

“No longer does it exist, for I have—”

“That’s great! Can we talk later? Maybe we can play some hide and go seek? You’re a very good hider.”

“Oh, um, yes! That would be wonderful. I will be in this garden, awaiting your return.”

“Great.” The dragon mage hurried toward the skyscraper in the middle of the complex.

“Bye, Raspberry.” Vala waved to the pixie.

“Farewell, Vala!” he squeaked. “Farewell, Big Pixie. Truly, you are as fearsome as they say you are.”

They left him there, entered the headquarters, and stepped into an elevator that took them to the war room.

“So is there coffee there or do I need to stop and get some?” Amy asked as they ascended.

“I don’t think anyone will leave that room for a while. There’s coffee, but you might need a stronger drink,” Kylara replied.

The dwarf didn’t know what to make of that, only that it did not sound good.

They exited the elevator and entered the war room. Kristen was seated at the head of the long table, her elbows on the touchscreen surface and her fingers steepled.

Next to her, jabbering away and oblivious to the new arrivals, was her brother. There were other familiar faces around the table too, although in that moment, all their names escaped Vala.

Her attention was drawn to something else.

In the middle of the room, on the transparent screen that ran down the center of the table, was a map.

Not a map, she realized when she saw a few white specks that must be birds wheeling about. It was a satellite feed of somewhere cold and snowy.

Except a giant black disk filled the center of the image. A giant black disk that looked very familiar.

“What are we looking at?” Amy asked, sank into a chair, and waved away a cup of coffee that someone brought to her.

The dwarf also felt wide awake.

“This is a satellite feed of Antarctica,” Brian answered, his voice fast and jittery from too much coffee. “Ever since the dragon problems there, I’ve kept an algorithm running in case anything weird popped up. I don’t know how we missed it but the last time a satellite went over…well, this is what we call a red flag.”

“That’s…a disk to the Void?” Galen asked. He had frozen when he walked through the doorway and saw the black circle.

“We can’t get a reading on the energy signature but we’re pretty damn sure. That is unless you all caught Boneclaw?”

“We didn’t,” the young dragon told him.

“How big is it?” Vala asked.

“It’s hard to say,” Brian replied. “We’re sure it’s not on the surface of the continent, but we can’t even confirm that because it’s hard to tell if it chops a mountain in half and gobbles it or grows over the top of it.”

“Conservatively?” she pressed

“We’re fairly certain that it’s at least a couple of hundred miles across. We don’t think it’s a thousand because it has not completely eclipsed the continent…yet.”

“You mean…it’s growing?”

“Either that or it’s gaining in elevation,” Brian confirmed. “But based on the resolution, we think it’s more likely that it’s growing.”

“Bad news, either way,” Galen muttered.

“Of that, we’re certain.” Kristen pulled out from the thoughts she had been lost in. “We also know we need to act. Even at its current size, it represents an existential threat to the entire planet since anything that falls in doesn’t come out again. Already, fighting around this object will create significant challenges. If he can move it, there might be nothing we can do. If he drops it into the planet…”

Vala shuddered. It was almost too much to think about. What would happen to the Earth if a hole that was hundreds of miles across was dropped into the bottom of the planet for even, say, a hundred miles?

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to destroy that one with my sword,” Galen joked darkly.

No one laughed.


Chapter Forty-One


Boneclaw threw his head back and laughed. He had lived on this planet for millennia. During his long life, he had visited every corner of every continent except Antarctica. There had simply been no reason to go there for a dragon as skilled in manipulation as he. What a mistake that had been. It was a beautiful, perfect place. Bitingly cold and now, with the disk overhead to block the sun for hundreds of miles in every direction, as black as the Void itself.

“Is there cause for celebration, my lord Boneclaw?” Miles asked.

“There is, my faithful servant, there is. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” the man responded and laughed.

The pilot laughed too. He had become much more amenable since he had been wrapped in a coating of black slime to keep him warm.

“Do either of you wish to use the hunk of meat I left inside your skulls, or do I have to tell you why we are celebrating?”

The pilot whimpered while Miles mewled about not being wise enough to grasp his master’s wisdom. Honestly, he could be tiring.

“We are celebrating because I have made a perfect place to start my conquest of the multiverse.”

“The p-p-p-perfect p-p-p-place?” the pilot stuttered.

“Indeed. We are safe from the sun and safe from the heat. Those who wish to oppose us will have to contend with the cold and the dark, two things that bother me not at all. And there are these bones…”

Boneclaw lifted himself off the ground using the bones from the dragon he had taken. Well, they would have been given to him if they had the choice, but since the corpses were cold long before he arrived, he assumed consent was a foregone conclusion.

Oh, how he liked these bones. There were so many that he was no longer limited to the size of a single dragon. With the hole into the Void pouring energy into him and the bones to serve as a structure for his slime, he was able to create a truly fearsome shape.

His current body consisted of a dozen pairs of dragon legs, all stretched down his sinuous body like a centipede. He used a dragon skull for a head but also used another as a barb for the end of his massive tail. Three pairs of wings could guide him in flight, although there were pockets inside his segmented body that were made of pure shadow so he was light enough to fly as well as any dragon. Each of his feet was tipped with a human skull with claws protruding from it like fingers from the palm of a hand.

And this was only one of the forms he had constructed from the bones strewn on the battlefield at the edge of the continent. Boneclaw could not wait to show it off to the Steel Dragon when she came knocking.

Although, in his heart of hearts, he still hoped Galen would be the first he would destroy. That a worthless vanilla dragon who could not even hold onto the modicum of power he had stolen had bested him was an insult that must be erased from the history books of this planet. It was a thought that must be scrubbed clean from every mind that had met the boy. The whelp was a stain and he very much looked forward to wiping him from the face of the earth.

He knew, however, that he might not get to be so lucky. The size of his portal was such that surely the Steel Dragon and her infernal electric eyes had seen it. She was no doubt already trying to build a force that could come and face him. It would include the mage with her childish skateboard and the so-called Sum of All Dragons or the Big Pixie or whatever the world called the foolish child who had knocked him into the Void in the first place.

Kylara…truly, she might be allowed to live. If not for her, Boneclaw would have never merged with the Void and the vast amount of power he could now control would be denied him.

Yes. He would kill Galen and parade his skull around what was left of the world. Then, he would devour the mutant dwarf the young dragon carted around with him. He would slaughter the Steel Dragon and leave her metal corpse to rust in the sea where she would be forgotten. But Kylara’s spirit would be broken and she would take him to the pixie realm.

The ancient dragon couldn’t help but throw back both his dragon skulls and all his human ones and laugh and laugh and laugh.


Clawing For Victory


The story continues with Clawing for Victory, book six in the The Dragonclaw Sword series.
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Our next set of books is already underway; we’re crafting a set of stories about someone from our world who ends up tossed into a game-like universe, where everything around him operates under the physics of an online role-playing game. Book one is already done, and book two is moving right along, so you’ll get to see those sometime this winter (after the editors have gone over them and made them shine a bit more!).

The new series is going to be fun. I’m already having fun reading chunks of it, so I’m confident you’ll enjoy it as well.

I’m still over in Iceland! It’s cooling off now. The highs are in the forties as of early October, and we’ve already had two snowfalls. It’s gonna be an interesting winter, especially with the daylight beginning to shorten dramatically already. By the time we’re in December, I’m told there will only be a few hours of daylight per day. That’s going to feel odd for sure.

But it’s been a great experience so far. I’ve more or less settled into a routine here, and I’m getting back up to speed with writing new stories. In fact, I just finally finished the fifth and final Valhalla Online book, which will come out in November. Books 1-4 are in the process of a re-release as I write this.
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Anyway, thank you for reading this far. If you’re reading the author notes, I know you’ve really loved the story, and I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate you taking the time to read the book and all the rest of this. It’s been a fun, wild adventure with all of these dragon books! There’s still one more to come, and I look forward to hearing what you all think of the way we’ve wrapped things up next book!

As always, thanks for reading.

Kevin


Michael’s Author Notes
October 5, 2021


First, thank you for not only reading this story, but these author notes in the back as well.

Challenges of an International Publisher (travel) during Covid.

Traveling to MIPS tomorrow (in France) to try and learn more about video (tv / movie /etc.). LMBPN Publishing has a lot of IP, and perhaps some of it can be used by companies that are more video-oriented than we are.

That is important to know as I’m in an urgent clinic just hours before they close. If we don’t have a negative COVID test, we aren’t going anywhere, and all of the plane tickets and other expenses will be for nothing.

No money back, except for possible credits to be used for future travel.

So now I am in a CareNow clinic for a Rapid Antigen test to travel to France. I’m not SUPPOSED to be in a CareNow facility. I’m supposed to be working out of another location about 15 miles away, having finished the testing an hour ago.

The ‘why’ I’m not doing that has a little bit to do with the CVS near Bally’s on the Las Vegas strip.

The same CVS where a not-so-helpful person explained that “their” location wasn’t the location that did COVID testing.

“Will they take us there? Will our appointment here transfer?”

“Maybe?”

Their answer wasn’t very helpful.

The second CVS (I’ll save you the explanations – they didn’t see us) sent us to a mobile unit that wouldn’t require appointments. Appointments which were now impossible to find as the day was already late (3:00 PM), and no other CVS had appointments we could get to.

I raced drove sedately to the new location, making it around cops that didn’t catch me eeeeeeking my way over the speed limit (by a mile or two…honest!)* 

The ladies at the mobile unit tell us their test won’t help us because it won’t get to our email inbox until after our flight is supposed to be ‘winging its way to the East coast…possibly over the Atlantic ocean.

In short, this third location was a bust.

Now, the sun is going down over the western mountains. The shadows are getting longer, and the clock is ticking on the airplane arriving to wing us away.

Or leave us behind if we don’t have a test.

The mobile unit suggests a CareNow location… We start in that direction.

(By ‘start’ I mean screeching out of the parking lot, taking a deserted back road heading towards location number 04.)

It was ‘right turn, straight, left turn, straight (2 lights), right turn… straight, left turn (I shit you not) straight and a final right turn. Then get stuck behind a bunch of people turning right and a cop on the other side of the crossing street causing a massive slow down.

We were just 100 yards from the location, which was NOT exactly where it said on my Apple maps. Not that I’m bitter or anything, just supremely frustrated.

We make it into CareNow, and I’m wondering, ‘will they take us?’ and ‘if they take us, can they do the test now?’

Those were the WRONG questions to ask. I should have been wondering, ‘how much is this going to cost???’

Some example charges for (this same) test a few days ago…

Just last Thursday down in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico I took the Rapid Antigen test for a total of $25.00. It was $18.00 for the clinic, and $7 for the hotel hosting the medical team.

Fifty bucks for two of us. No insurance applied.

That isn’t a strange cost. I’ve had it down there about four times this year, and it’s always $25.00 or so.

So CareNow is the location American Airlines suggests you go to for your testing. The special price for the American Airlines supported Rapid Antigen “just drop in” testing?

$139.00… each… A total of $278.00 for the two of us (also no insurance used.)

Now I appreciate they are here for this Hail Mary pass saving our flight plans at the last minute. But DAMN… An extra $228? In Mexico, it’s $50.00 for two.

(Don’t think I haven’t forgotten about how this whole afternoon / evening was started by CVS…I haven’t.)

<<Fast forward about an hour>>

I’m sitting in one of the little patient rooms waiting for the test to finish burning and churning while writing these author notes. I’m thankful our whole trip wasn’t going to be canceled due to testing requirements (looking at you, UK.)

Just a note about the UK. 

If you are traveling THROUGH the airport in the UK – you are NOT passing border control and staying ‘in transit’, then you are not subject to the rigid UK travel restrictions. I mention this because some of the airline emails about the travel can be a bit frightening, and you must dig deeper to figure out the in-transit part.

Ok, back to our regularly scheduled note.

So, I’m waiting for the test results and assume they will be negative like they were last week. I’ve spent enough time here at the doc-in-a-box to write a 1,000 word author note about my frustrating afternoon.

I do hope this brought you a little entertainment. I have to admit it was cathartic for me.

SHOULD our little publishing company do any tv / movies, do take a moment to ‘toast’ the CareNow facility… Although I’m pissed at the pricing, thank God they were able to save our butts today, and we can get on our plane tomorrow.

Stay healthy, stay safe, stay sane. If life gets a bit hard, feel free to grab a book. I understand they are pretty good stress relievers.

I look forward to talking with you in the next book!

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

*I would like to point out I didn’t say the time frame for the mile or two… It might have been in increments less than an hour. Thus, the math would factor up higher (say) if I said it was a mile or two per 10 minutes… or something like that.
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