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Chapter One


“No, Mr. President, I don’t think we should nuke Antarctica—”

Kristen Hall tried to wait politely for the leader of three hundred million people and the strongest human military to finish talking. It was not easy.

“Yes, sir, I agree that compared to the destruction of the planet, a few penguins are a reasonable amount of collateral damage. I merely don’t think traditional weapons will work against this disk. It obliterates matter and swallows energy.”

She waited, listened, and massaged her temples. “Sir, I appreciate your commitment but no, I don’t think dropping ten nukes on it would work either… Uh-huh… Sir, can you give me seventy-two hours? I have some of my best people working on this. I think we can solve this without…er…depleting our nuclear stockpile… Uh-huh… No, sir, I’m not sure that nuclear warheads work by the ‘use or lose it rule.’ Yes, sir… Yes, sir… Sir, if you went on the news and told them your idea that might be a great way to intimidate Boneclaw. No, thank you, sir.”

When she could finally hang up, she let her head sink onto the surface of her desk. Compared to the conversation with the president, the rough wood was quite pleasant. But at least she had convinced him to not move on Antarctica yet.

Predictably, the president of the United States had been the hardest to convince to wait. The leaders of the EU were more than willing to let someone else address the threat first. Russia didn’t want to use their resources to deal with the disk by themselves—they didn’t see it as a threat to them since they were so far north—and China didn’t want to strike first and reveal their capabilities to any of the other powers. Although of course, getting any of the heads of state to admit their stances had been an endeavor in and of itself.

It had been easier than talking to the other leaders of the continental dragon councils, though. Their motivations were even more opaque than the humans’ motivations had been, likely because many of them were either still loyal to Boneclaw or because they feared him.

“Three days… I have three days,” she muttered, opened a mini-fridge built into her desk, and took out an ice-cold beer. She popped the tab, drained the can, and relished the ice-cold beverage washing down her throat, the way the bubbles formed in her throat, and the way she instantly felt calmer. After thirty seconds during which she sat at her desk and simply enjoyed the moment, she used her dragon healing power to burn the alcohol away. She could not deal with feeling sleepy from drinking a beer and if she didn’t intentionally burn it away, her dragon healing would take care of it without her meaning to, which still felt weird to her.

The Steel Dragon stood and left her office. She always thought better when she was moving. Her route took her down a flight of stairs, past the coffee maker, and past her brother Brian in his intel room. Even with only a glance, she could tell he was trying to gather every single snippet of data he could on the massive disk of Void energy that currently hovered high above Antarctica.

He had already commandeered satellites, but that could only give them a bird’s eye view of the situation at the southern pole. A plane was on its way but it seemed unlikely that they would get much.

Despite wanting to take a stroll and clear her head, Kristen entered her war room. Much of Brian’s intelligence scrolled across the transparent pane of glass that rose from the center of the table and ran its length. She sank into her chair at the head of the table and studied the touch screen built into the surface of the table in front of her.

“There has to be a solution I can’t see,” she muttered. “We’ve stopped Boneclaw before. We will stop him again.” She sighed.

“You… Will… Not…” The surface flickered, then went black. Tendrils of black smoke poured from the far end of the table. He was there. Boneclaw was there in her war room!

“No.” Kristen shoved her chair back as she stood and ignited both her fists with light. She blasted one at the smoke but it had already drifted behind the table.

“I’m dreaming. I fell asleep from that beer and I’m dreaming.” She hurried all the same, reached the end of the table, and discovered that instead of smoke leaking from the console, it was thick black slime. It poured from the seam between the glass surface and the wood that made up most of the table.

She ignited her palm with light and blasted the gunk with the force of the sun. The surface bubbled from the light but it continued to pour out. It didn’t come from only that seam now but from all around the table. She couldn’t catch it all with her light.

“I would think that after everything we’ve been through, I would be a nightmare,” Boneclaw said from the other side of the table.

This was the point where Kristen would normally wake if she were sleeping.

Which meant she was awake.

It also meant she wasn’t alone. She stepped past the gunk and reached under the table to touch a hidden panic button. No alarms blared and no lights flashed, but she knew Brian had received the call for help and would have a team there in under a minute.

She wanted to destroy her unwelcome visitor in less than half that time.

“Show yourself, Boneclaw,” she ordered, transformed her skin to steel, and made her knuckles sparkle like stars with light energy.

“With pleasure,” he said from the opposite side of the table. The slime poured steadily to pool on the floor. Tendrils of grasping goo extended from the puddle of gunk. Most found nothing and collapsed into the black mess, but those that crossed paths wound around each other, strengthened, and entwined as they rose to create a skeletal figure of a man composed of sludge in her office.

When the slime began to form muscles over the black bones, Kristen decided she had given him quite enough time.

She leapt across the table with a surge of dragon strength, linked her steel fingers, and struck the avatar he was trying to form.

It was like dropping a boulder into a pond. The slime splashed away and destroyed the form he had endeavored to build. But like a pond, the black substance was not damaged by the blow, merely displaced, and some of it clung to her fists. She poured even more energy into her hands until they glowed so brightly they hurt her eyes.

Boneclaw laughed. “Light doesn’t hurt me like it once did. Has the Steel Bitch learned any new tricks or is it true what they say about old dogs?” He sounded supremely confident given that he was nothing more than a smear of goo spread across the floor.

Kristen jumped back and put a little distance between her and the puddle so she could check her hands for the slime. Fortunately, she was clear. “I’ve learned a thing or two,” she said and transformed into her steel dragon form.

“Much better,” he murmured from the puddle of slime. A claw pulled out of the gunk as if his entire bulk was hiding between the floor and the ceiling of the level below them. Another claw followed. Both planted themselves on either side of the puddle, shoved against the floor, and drew a massive dragon head out of the slime and into the war room. No legs followed, so a head, two claws, and web-like wings with a long snake tail hissed at her.

“I’ve been looking for you, Boneclaw. Thanks for making my job easier.”

“You’re very welcome. I had thought the disk in Antarctica would be a big enough marker for you but of course, I overestimated your intellect. My apologies. Ah…was ‘apologize’ too big a word? Sorry.”

Boneclaw lunged at her and she dodged and blasted him with light before he could mount a second attack. The light didn’t force him to take a solid form like it had when he was still living. Even worse, it didn’t seem to cause much damage either. The tar-like mass he had formed created a bubble of black goo between himself and her pulses of light. She launched a series of blasts that made it boil and evaporate until a part of it hardened and her light reflected instead of being absorbed.

“What, no new tricks? The blasts of light feel like attacks from a lifetime ago,” he goaded.

“If the light doesn’t bother you, why am I still here? Why not finish me off?” Kristen demanded. She knew he wouldn’t give her a straight answer, but all she needed was a little time before Brian arrived with backup. Still, she prepared another blast of light in her throat. If he attempted an assault, she would blind him.

Boneclaw took the bait. Instead of trying to attack, he snorted with mirth.

“I only wish to know how much of a serpent you have become. Tell me, if I were to end you now, would your gang of vigilantes scatter to the wind or have they been brainwashed to continue to serve you even in death?”

“The world has changed, Boneclaw. Dragons no longer rule and even if they did, it’s not like they would obey this disgusting mass of gunk you have become.”

He laughed at that. Mouths formed up and down his sinuous neck and each created a slightly out of sync and differently pitched laugh. She had him now. He had always been prideful despite his odd appearance. Surely he thought himself even more powerful now and compared to the slime he had become, the emaciated dragon he used to be wasn’t odd at all.

“You always thought appearances mattered, didn’t you? It’s not like I blame you. The most any of us can hope to become is determined by our blood. You were, of course, stunted by being raised by humans but even so, it makes sense that a dragon who can turn sparkly and shiny cares so much about how she looks.”

“You’re the one who was afraid to show himself,” Kristen countered. “Even now, you waited and lurked in the shadows until you found me alone.”

“You have no idea how power works, do you?”

“Do you want to see what my powers can do to you?” She launched a streak of light at the shiny black bubble and destroyed a part of it.

“You cannot defeat me now any more than you were able to defeat me before. Why did I choose this moment, you asked? Because I knew that in this moment, I could win. You are weak because you rely on others.”

“I’m strong because of others.”

Boneclaw laughed as he sent tendrils of slime along the wall and the floor in an attempt to surround her. She ignited her claws with light and sliced off any ropes of slime that came too close. “Together, we are strong. It’s true what they say about a closed fist. But without them, you’re nothing but a finger.”

A thick thread of gunk darted out and wound around one of her claws. She forced even more light into her talons. He made the black substance divide and latch higher on her arm. For every tendril she was able to burn away, two more remained. It felt like termites crawling up a tree trunk, looking for weak points in the bark to force entry. Kristen made all her scales on that arm blaze with light.

Her countermeasure worked. His slime burned away and her arm was free. She tried to leap back but crashed through the screen mounted in the center of the table and glass tinkled across the room. While she had struggled to free her arm, he had enveloped her tail in more of the tarry substance.

She thrashed furiously but he had it wrapped too tightly. He spread up her spine and around her wings. His dragon head lowered from the ceiling, suspended on a muscular length of slime that resembled an anaconda's body. He still had a pair of claws, but neither of them was connected to his head. It was like fighting a dragon if all their parts didn’t match. He pummeled her from angles that should have been impossible.

“The joke’s on you, Boneclaw. All my best people will be here in less than a minute. You think you have me trapped but in reality, it’s the opposite.”

“Oh, we shall see about that.”

Boneclaw drove his head into hers but his black gunk was not as strong as her steel skin and horns. His head burst like a balloon and encapsulated her head in slime. She blasted light from her throat and nostrils and clawed at him with radiant nails.

The dragon of steel and light and the dragon of shadow and Void fought fiercely through her war room. In one moment, he seemed to have victory all but assured and in the next, Kristen was in command of the battle.

They struggled and jostled for the upper hand, tried to outlast the other, and gave the battle all they had until there was nothing left to give.


Chapter Two


If Galen had not been so damn bored, he probably would not have noticed what must have been some kind of a hidden red alert.

“Vala, did you see that?”

“Wha? Huh?” she asked and dragged her focus away from the data set she had been engrossed in. Ever since she had scanned all the dragons and mages of the Steel Guard, she had been obsessed with studying their data. She had always been obsessed with data but now, she was more so.

“Amy, Stonequest, and Heartsbane all ran upstairs.”

“So maybe Kristen asked for a coffee?”

“They were all armed with automatic rifles that looked like they were packing dragon bullets. And magic dampening cuffs. I don’t hear any alarms, though.”

“That is odd,” Vala said and finally looked up from her work. She turned and began to type furiously on a separate laptop—she liked to keep her data all on one machine so it wouldn’t be corrupted, whatever that meant. “There appears to be some kind of hidden alarm going on right now. It was activated in the war room, I think.”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” He stood quickly and grasped Claw. “Let’s go see if we can help.”

“Galen, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” she yelled from behind him. “Galen!” The dwarf cursed under her breath and ran after him. He grinned because he knew that despite her claiming to like the lab, she had become more eager to join the actual action.

He led her out of the room where she had been working, up two flights of stairs, and into the war room.

By the time they got there, it was clear that they were late for the party.

Drew, Heartsbane, and Stonequest all secured the room with their automatic weapons, while Amy had created a bubble of shielding energy around them. Timeflash and Brian were there too. Each knelt on either side of Kristen and checked to see if she was all right.

That something had happened there was rather obvious. The table in the center of the room had been completely destroyed, as had the transparent piece of glass that had run down the center of it. Now, it was nothing but broken glass and the table little more than splinters. The walls were charred as if they had been burned. Most of the marks were circles but here and there, a claw was highlighted in silhouette like the shadows left from a nuclear bomb.

“It was Boneclaw,” Kristen told her brother.

“Are you’re sure? I didn’t get any Void energy readings,” he responded. He flipped through some pages on his tablet. “The security system in here was completely fried. I got no usable video.”

“He didn’t open a disk. He must know that we can sense those,” she explained and rubbed her head.

“What did he want?” Galen asked.

She turned and stared at him long and hard before she shook her head. “He wanted to kill me.”

“I’m sure he did.” Amy grunted in anger.

“I was able to keep him back with my light powers. They seem to still work fairly well against him.”

“That’s lucky,” Timeflash said. “With all his new abilities, the last thing we need is for him to lose what vulnerabilities he does have.”

Kristen nodded. “I was able to keep him at bay but not defeat him.”

“And he simply left?” Galen asked.

“When he heard all of you coming, he turned into this disgusting slime and slithered away through the cracks in the building. We’ll need to enchant that, by the way. I’m wondering if we missed an entrance down below. He did know the sewers of this city very well. Maybe he got in the headquarters from under us?”

“I’ll have a team go over that,” Amy assured her.

“I can check the security footage too,” Brian said. “I tried to get cameras in all our blind spots but of course, the problem with blind spots is you don’t always know where they are.”

“You seem to be all right,” Timeflash said. “Banged up, of course, and your right hand looks like it was splashed with hot oil, but I don’t see anything your dragon healing shouldn’t take care of in a few hours.”

Kristen nodded and stood. “Too bad about the room.”

Timeflash chuckled. “You know I’m more than simply a nurse. I can put all this back together. I merely need everyone out so I can work.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to scan the room first,” Vala said. “To see if Boneclaw left any residue behind or if he opened a tiny portal to the Void or something like that.”

“Boss?” Timeflash asked.

“Yes, that’s fine, of course. Let me get out of your way.” The Steel Dragon hurried past and out the door of the war room.

“Hold up, boss! You’re not going anywhere without me!” Amy grinned.

“You do not give the orders here.”

“What?” The mage snorted. “I’m only saying that Boneclaw attacked you when you were alone. You could have been killed. I won’t let you out of my sight again until this mess is over.”

“I’m fine, Amy, honestly. Merely a little banged up. I think he thought he had the surprise advantage but didn’t understand our security system.”

“Our security system failed,” Brian pointed out. “That’s the only way to explain how he got in here. It shouldn’t have been possible. Until then, I’m with Amy. I’d protect you myself but she’s the strongest mage in the world and all that.”

“What can I say? If Boneclaw comes back, I’d like to smear him all over the streets of Detroit,” Amy joked and followed the Steel Dragon out of the room.

Everyone laughed at that, even Galen, although he was focused intently on Vala’s scanner. So far, she hadn’t read any Void energy in the room. It looked as if Boneclaw had left after all.

“What we need is a plan to stop him,” Kristen said from down the hallway. “I want a brainstorming session in my office. I want everything we have about how to beat that disk. All ideas are good ideas, even if I’ve dismissed them before. Three minutes! I want everything we have.”


Chapter Three


Vala stood in front of the crowd of people crammed into Kristen’s office. Technically, she couldn’t stand in front of them since there were so many people sandwiched into the relatively small room but she stood beneath the screen on the wall so most of those who could crane their necks or twist their spines to see her could do so.

It was overwhelming to present to so many brilliant people. Everyone from the war room was there, plus Drew and a few of the other regular humans Kristen had been friends with since before she was the Steel Dragon. Kylara was there too. She had not returned to the Lumos School since Boneclaw had reappeared. Vala had thought that this was to protect the young dragon mage, but it seemed Kristen wanted her nearby to help the fight. She was also an excellent liaison with the pixies.

They had already considered a few proposals. Brian used her breakthrough with the cell phone network to continue to track Void energy. He had also updated a few satellites so they now had continual coverage of Antarctica.

The Steel Dragon had asked about mages with light powers and given Amy a task. She was to look for mages especially proficient with light powers so they could round them up and create a task force. Her instruction had been that she wanted every single mage with that ability—whether they were in the Steel Guard or not—to be put in a registry with their name and address.

The dwarf didn’t see the point in making a record of the mages with light abilities that had zero combat experience, but she wasn’t in charge of the Steel Guard, Kristen was.

Now, it was her turn to share what she had learned from the data she had worked on.

“As we all know—or some of us know…or maybe most of us know—” she began. No one stopped talking to listen.

“Be the spider on her web in the swarm of flies,” Galen whispered and she smirked at him. He used to make fun of her idioms about animals but now used them to encourage her. And he was right too. The spider needed to stand strong and know her every thread even when her web bounced. She planted her feet squarely, cleared her throat loudly, and began again.

“The Pixie Dust drug has some effect on Boneclaw, specifically his ability to take control of the minds of other dragons. I think it might have something to do with Void energy. The two are almost polar opposites so they seem to create a kind of interference pattern.”

“Do you plan to weaponize the Pixie Dust against him?” Kristen asked.

“Um…no, ma’am,” Vala didn’t want to sound rude but the question didn’t make much sense. “As I told you a few days ago, the pixie who created all the Pixie Dust—Raspberry—has erased it or depowered it or something along those lines. No Pixie Dust works at all now, not even the samples I had. I’m basing all this work on the scans I had.”

“And we’re sure about that being good data?” the Steel Dragon asked.

“Vala’s scanners work,” Galen said. “If she says it’s good data, it’s good.”

The dwarf smiled at his praise of her. When they had first met, he didn’t seem to know what to do with this dwarf mage but he was now her best friend and staunchest defender. She liked to think she was the same for him.

“And we’re quite certain that…uh, Raspberry had depowered all of it?” Kristen asked.

“I think so, yes,” she confirmed. “It doesn’t seem possible, but the drug was magic in nature, not chemical. The active ingredient was a type of essence Raspberry created, then they stabilized it and put it in a powder form to make delivery easier. He simply…retracted his magic and that turned the Pixie Dust into regular dust.”

“I can confirm,” Drew interjected. “We haven’t had any dragons act out on the drug since Raspberry withdrew his magic. There have been a few dragons grumpy about not having Pixie Dust, but that’s something I’m more than happy to deal with.”

“That is a good idea, though,” Kylara said.

“What is?” Vala asked.

“Getting more Pixie Dust.”

“That’s a terrible idea! We just got rid of it,” Drew protested.

“I’m inclined to agree with Drew. We should not bring that back. It was…embarrassing for dragons to act that way,” Kristen agreed.

“But ma’am—”

“That’s enough, Kylara Diamantine,” their boss said with more finality in her voice than Vala had ever heard. Granted, she didn’t know the Steel Dragon particularly well, but it seemed odd that she would shut Kylara down, of all people, given that she could interact with magic in ways no other living being could.

“Kristen, I thought you said no bad ideas. I want to hear what Kylara has to say,” Amy said.

“Me too,” Vala added.

Kristen looked as if she were about to declare the discussion over but something shifted behind her eyes and she nodded. “Of course, but I don’t see what good bringing that drug back would do.”

“Not all of it,” the dragon mage clarified. “But if Raspberry could make some for Vala to study, maybe she could determine what part of it interfered with Boneclaw. That could be crucial information.”

“That would be amazing, Kylara, thank you,” she said.

The Steel Dragon bit her lip but she nodded. “We’ll want you close while you work on that, Vala.”

“Well, ma’am, if it’s not too much to ask, I wondered if I could repurpose the Chrome Castle. I saw it the other day when we were out in the garden with the pixies and it looked like a perfect workspace for me.”

“The Chrome Castle?” Kristen asked.

Amy chuckled. “We never did melt it down. It’s not in great shape but if you want it, that should be fine.”

“Excellent.” Vala beamed.

“That would be perfect for Raspberry. It’s all overgrown with beautiful vines and flowers. He’ll love it,” Kylara pointed out.

“Brian, make sure Vala has everything she needs for this, and I want to be in the loop every step of the way.”

“Of course.” He made notes on a tablet.

“And you’re sure this can damage that disk?” Kristen asked Vala.

“I’m not certain of anything.” She sighed. “We haven’t sprinkled Pixie Dust on a disk or anything like that. All I know is that the magical signatures of the two forms are almost opposites. That could be an error in my displays, of course, but given how Boneclaw was unable to take over the dragons whose systems were saturated with Pixie Dust, I think there is likely a connection.”

“If you’re able to use this to find out how to stop Boneclaw from controlling people, that would be enough of an advantage to warrant spending resources on this,” Amy said.

Somber nods around the table confirmed everyone’s agreement.

“I don’t even want to think what would have happened if he came for me.” Brian snorted. “Krissy, you have powers to light his ass up but the rest of us can still be taken over like Petrov was. That could have been a disaster.”

“To think what would have happened if he got Amy,” Drew muttered.

“But he didn’t. Kristen sent him packing,” the mage said with far more confidence than Vala thought was valid.

After all, Kristen had been alone with Boneclaw by her own admission. On top of that, Brian said the video feed from the room had not worked. Wasn’t it possible that he had taken the Steel Dragon?

She didn’t know how to make such a horrible accusation. After all, everyone in this room—even Galen—knew her far better than she did. They all knew what her light powers could do to Boneclaw. Her partner had told her about how Kristen had manifested those powers in the pixie realm and how they had been pivotal in defeating the ancient dragon. It wasn’t like she doubted his account. It was simply that she was a junkie for data and the particulars of this case meant that some key data was missing.

Vala could live with that, though. What she needed to do was determine how the Pixie Dust worked and make sure Boneclaw couldn’t take control of anyone.


Chapter Four


“While Vala works on a possible preventative measure, I want to take a more direct approach,” Amy said and looked at Kristen, who nodded for her to continue. “Right now, we only have one viable weapon against these disks.”

That was when every gaze in the room settled squarely on Galen Stormwing.

“Wait—me?” he asked.

“Well, your sword more specifically, but you certainly have proven that you know how to use it.” The mage winked at him.

“Yeah, I guess so.” He didn’t feel at all confident about such a task.

“I’ve seen you destroy smaller portals to the Void with your sword. What do you call it? Scratch? Talon?”

“Claw,” he muttered.

“Right. Claw has destroyed a few portals. I don’t see why that would be any different with this one.”

Galen swallowed, nodded, and tried to remain calm as the gravity of what Amy was asking of him began to set in. “Let’s say Claw can destroy this. There’s the magical backlash to consider. Every time I’ve broken one of the smaller disks, there has been a massive release of energy.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen him hurled into the sides of quite a few cars,” Vala confirmed, which was supportive in that it added weight to his position in the argument but did not exactly inspire confidence in him as a fighter.

“This portal is way bigger than any of those,” he said.

“That’s a good point and something we’ll need to keep in mind, but it might be our only option. When we try to crack this, you’ll need a substantial complement of mages to shield both you and the continent below.”

“I don’t know how much shielding will need to be below the disk,” Vala said. “Depending on which side of it Galen strikes, the explosion might be concentrated in that direction.”

“Can you elaborate on that?” Amy asked. Galen glanced at Kristen, whose gaze followed the conversation over her steepled hands.

“Well, every time Galen has destroyed one of these disks, there has been an explosion, but if my memory serves, the blast has always come from one side of the disk. It doesn’t leave holes in the ground below it, even though it throws him into the side of vans or police cars.”

“So, you’re saying if he strikes it from above, it might not unleash its full force on Antarctica?” Amy asked.

“How could you possibly know this?” Kristen demanded.

“I can’t be sure, ma’am,” Vala said. “But I think it’s a distinct possibility.”

“So not only do I need to get a mile up in the sky but I also need to get above this?” Galen swallowed. “This doesn’t sound all that doable.”

“I don’t know how much getting above it will matter,” Brian said.

“I know you’re a human but flying that high isn’t exactly easy,” Galen snapped at the human whose fingers seemed permanently connected to a tablet.

“And I know you’re a dragon but that doesn’t mean you don’t need to breathe,” the tech responded.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Brian, can you elaborate?” Kristen asked.

“The disk is much higher than a mile. At first, I thought it was only growing—and it has been and is already hundreds of miles across—but it’s also been moving. Not very quickly, and not in the direction we don’t want, but its current location does complicate things.”

“What’s so unusual about its current location?” Amy asked.

“Well, for starters, it’s more than twenty miles up in the sky. For reference, most passenger planes don’t go higher than seven miles. And correct me if I’m wrong here, but that’s much higher than most dragons can go,” Brian explained. “Unless you dragons have been holding out on me, I assume that flying in space isn’t any healthier for your kind than it is for regular humans.”

“That’s terrible news,” Drew muttered.

“I’m not so sure,” he responded. “It presents a challenge, but if Boneclaw had left it much lower, we’d have to deal with serious repercussions to our atmosphere.”

“There’s a black hole controlled by an evil dragon ghost who can drop a hole hundreds of miles wide and who knows how deep in our planet, and you’re worried about the atmosphere?” Drew snorted.

“Okay, yes, that hole dropping is the worst-case scenario, but it’s good that it’s that high up.”

“He’s right about that,” Vala interjected.

“How so?” Drew asked.

“Well, the smaller portals annihilated any air molecules that crossed its surface. I was able to measure a gentle breeze very close to them. It was insubstantial, especially for the smaller disks, but it’s an effect that multiplies as they grow in size. While it’s not like they try to destroy the air, any air that touches them is destroyed so other air then tries to fill the micro vacuum and equalize the pressure.

“That creates a slight current toward the disks as air moves to fill the gap that continues to be created on the surface of the disk. If this big disk were on the surface where the air pressure is higher…” Vala narrowed her eyes as she ran a few mental calculations. “It could wipe out the entire atmosphere in a matter of months and in the meantime, it could destroy any semblance of normalcy to our weather patterns.”

“Interesting,” Kristen said.

“And it’s still growing,” Brian told them somberly. “If its current rate of growth holds, in twenty-four hours, it will match the diameter of the earth at the equator. I don’t know what Boneclaw plans to do with this disk, but my guess is it’s not good and whatever it is will probably happen around that time.”

“So, we have a day,” Galen grumbled. “Great.”


Chapter Five


From his vantage point inside of the Steel Dragon’s skull, Boneclaw very much enjoyed the conversation that played out before him. It seemed his ploy had worked. None of them suspected that the Steel Bitch was nothing more than a puppet. They were willingly divulging what they did and did not know.

All in all, he found it quite delicious. He wanted to throw his head back and laugh or make the Steel Bitch flash to steel, grasp that uppity mage by her neck, and crush her windpipe while the rest of them watched, but he was patient. Their deaths would come and they would come easily once they had divulged all their plans to him.

His plans had already shifted on hearing this briefing. The claw Galen had stolen from the body of the Prairie King and turned into a sword was a legitimate threat. He didn’t fully understand the mechanics of how the disks worked and didn’t want this one to be destroyed, not until it had served its purpose, at least.

But if it was destroyed, Claw would be what did it. The runt seemed apprehensive about going so high in the atmosphere, but the ancient dragon knew how committed Kristen was to the greater good. It was all she thought about. If she had to sacrifice the whelp to accomplish goals that served her mission, he thought she would.

I would never, her voice protested inside her mind. He smiled inwardly and let her consciousness see how confident he was. While he could have locked her away completely by encapsulating her entire brain in a bubble of black slime, he needed more than a puppet. He needed some access to her memories so he could continue this charade.

It was trickier than Petrov, who had been so dense that no one had expected much of him. The need for memories kept Kristen conscious inside him but unable to act. It was somewhat distracting but he relished it. To have his greatest nemesis trapped inside her body, whining and calling for help but unable to make her mouth work, was a true delight.

I’ll kill him then, he told her mind. Claw is the greatest, most tangible threat to my plans. That could be a boon for your team but of course, your obsession with forced diversity ruined all that. To think what you could have done to me had you controlled that weapon. He chuckled. But instead, it is linked to one of the weakest members of your little cabal. I don’t even think I will need to eliminate him myself. Others who would relish the opportunity to serve me before I complete my return.

You’re a monster, Kristen snapped inside his mind.

And you’re nothing but a shadow, he replied and turned his attention to the conversation.

He hated to admit it, but Brian Hall, Kristen’s adopted brother, was surprisingly adept at thinking in avenues where his ancient mind had never tread.

“Since the disk is way up there, we need a spaceship,” the tech stated. “Dragons can’t breathe a vacuum any better than humans can, but if we can drop someone from above and destroy the disk, it could work.”

“Why not simply a guided missile?” Drew asked. “I’m sure the current president would jump at the opportunity to shoot something at it.”

“I don’t think that’s wise,” Amy countered. “We know traditional weapons don’t work against this and nuking it seems…preemptive. We could mount the sword on the tip of a payload, but if Boneclaw interfered with its flight, we’d lose our only sure bet against it. I don’t know if that’s worth it.”

“We know Boneclaw can adjust the height and placement of these disks,” Brian told them. “We’ll need something more maneuverable than a guided missile.”

“You think we need a manned mission?” Boneclaw asked in Kristen’s voice.

“I think so. Do you think that’s something we can get hold of, Krissy?”

The ancient dragon had no idea, of course, but he was pleased that they thought his capabilities were such that he could stop one of their supersonic missiles. He might be able to—at the very least he could create another portal to the Void in front of one—but human technology was not something he could keep up with. A manned mission, though… Boneclaw understood the mind better than he understood anything else. If someone was involved, he could manipulate them.

“Kristen? Is that a yes or a no?” Brian asked.

The insolence of this piece of human trash was unacceptable. Boneclaw had no love for the Steel Bitch. She was a backward-thinking usurper, but she was still a dragon. How dare this human filth demand answers from her?

His time would come, his suffering would be legend, and his skull would be a prized trophy. But in the meantime, he needed to maintain the charade.

You heard him, Steel Bitch. Can we get access to a rocket or a spaceship? Boneclaw asked the question in his mind, even though he knew she would refuse to simply answer. Still, asking the question would draw the associated memories to the top of her mind where they were easier for him to access. She tried to block them with simulacrums of light and steel but he hid in the shadows of the steel cage and burrowed into her mind for the answer he needed.

She screamed as he did this, both in pain and discomfort and in an effort to break through his control of her body to communicate with her friends. It was dangerous diving for memories like this but not too difficult for him. In only a few seconds, he had had the memories he wanted. There was a US government agency that had rockets and a leader in the Air Force could be leveraged to help, a plausible but perhaps difficult position.

There was also a billionaire the Steel Bitch had contact with. She had bought massive amounts of batteries from one of his businesses and it seemed likely that she could use one of his other business’ rockets. Of course, Boneclaw would rather these fools not get anywhere near his portal but he knew they would try. He was confident that he could defeat this mission long before it launched.

“Yes, I think we can probably get access to a rocket and get a team above this disk. I’ll have to make some calls and pull some strings but with luck, we can have a solution in a few days.” That would, of course, be more than enough time.

“It’ll have to be faster than that, Krissy,” her brother said. “We’re talking twenty-four hours at the maximum. Any more than that and this will be bigger than the earth.”

“I’ll make some calls today and make the nature of the threat clear. If I know Mr. Dusk, he already has an eye on the portal.”

The ancient dragon knew this because Kristen was hoping this billionaire might have a solution. It meant that a conversation with him truly was warranted. He would do anything for more knowledge.

“Okay. It sounds good.” Brian sighed at their slim prospects.

“Great. Then we’ll follow these two paths. I’ll see what happens with a rocket, and I want the rest of our resources on the Pixie Dust angle,” Boneclaw said in his host’s voice.

In all honesty, the Pixie Dust obsession was a boon he had not anticipated. He had used the drug as a distraction to give him time to focus on growing his portal in Antarctica. Now that the drug was gone, he had thought its utility was over but instead, the vapid dwarf wished to continue to pour her time and energy into such a wasted endeavor. He would use Kristen to spur this dead-end research on while he subtly throttled the much more pressing plan with the rocket.

He couldn’t wait to defeat them all and for dragons the world over to sing of his greatness and the deeds he accomplished from the very mind of his opponent.


Chapter Six


“Okay…the vines are nice, but are you sure this is where you want to work?” Kylara asked. She had accompanied Vala to her new work area to help her get started.

“Compared to Cranbook, this is all great,” the dwarf said and gestured to the hallway in front of them.

The Chrome Castle had been at the very pinnacle of the Steel Guard headquarters building before it had fallen during the battle against Tiamat. Despite being called a castle, it was not anything of the sort. It had towers and parapets, but they were all purely ornamental and filled with LED lights she couldn’t wait to mess around with.

A large central room had been what Kristen had used for Dragon Council meetings until Tiamat had turned dragons into stone in that very room. Besides that, there was a large hallway with a few side rooms for sleeping quarters, a small kitchen, and nothing else.

The bones of the place were what Vala loved. All the wiring in the walls was brand new and the fixtures were barely used although most of them had broken when they’d fallen. Many of the monitors in the hallways and the touchscreens put into the walls here and there were damaged, but compared to the components she usually salvaged from junkyards, this was a great place to start.

“There isn’t even anywhere to work. We’ll have to sweep simply to find out what needs to be swept,” the dragon mage complained.

“Where do you want this laser?” a mage hollered from the entryway. Amy insisted that they outfit the lab with the gear she had used in the lab to study Pixie Dust despite Vala insisting she was fine. Kristen agreed with the dwarf until Amy put her foot down and reminded everyone that they had less than twenty-four hours.

“Uh…against that wall,” she said.

“You know what?” the dragon mage suggested. “I’ll portal to the Lumos School quickly and check to see if Jasmine can help. She comes from a long, proud line of mages and will be able to clean this up in less time and with less headache than I can.”

“That would be great.” Vala was learning to accept help when it was offered. Plus, she liked Jasmine and the idea of having another young mage to bounce ideas off.

Kylara opened a portal and stepped out of Detroit. While the dwarf waited, she tried to visualize the best way to set the lab up but her thoughts kept going back to Kristen Hall. Had she acted normal? How did one even go about finding answers to something like that? Boneclaw had demonstrated an ability to access at least some of Petrov’s memories. That meant they couldn’t even ask her questions to determine if it was her or not. And if it wasn’t her…surely her best friend or her brother would notice, right?

A moment later, Jasmine and Kylara appeared and it was time to work.

“Oh, wow. You weren’t kidding. This place is a mess.” Jasmine raised her hands and waved her fingers in tight circles to make the dust they had yet to sweep slide into a pile. She raised her hands a little higher, took a step forward, and thrust, and the pile of dust swirled into a tight spiral and flew out of a window.

“Wow. Instead of dirty junk, we now have clean junk,” Kylara joked.

“Instead of complaining that I’m helping, you can help.” The mage snorted.

“Yeah, fine,” her friend agreed with a giggle.

The two mages got to work and used their telekinesis to pick up broken table legs, fallen lights, and all the other junk that had come loose when the Chrome Castle fell. Vala tried to let them do what needed to be done but she couldn’t resist some of the items.

“Are those ballasts from fluorescent lights? Could you make a pile of those? I don’t care if they’re broken. I can fix them.”

“Wow, that monitor still works despite that crack? I’d like to take a look at that to see if it’s something that can be replicated.”

“Mother of Mooses, that 3D printer can print metal? I know she’s the Steel Dragon and all but still, that is a fancy piece of tech right there!”

But Vala had no time to fix and catalog the broken items as Brian asked her constantly what new things she needed for the lab.

“Where do you want this, Vala?”

“We’ll set this conference room up as the lab. I guess let’s put stuff against the walls and we can make two rows down the middle…well, maybe three. We’ll need to prioritize grounded outlets for the stronger equipment. What am I saying? Every outlet here is grounded.”

“Against the walls! Got it!” Kylara replied. She and Jasmine used their telekinesis to move the laser against one of the walls.

Already, Brian had directed the mages to bring three spectroscopes, a centrifuge, a pressure bath, more beakers than the dwarf had known existed in the state of Michigan, and a dozen other machines she had seen techs use in the labs above but had yet had a chance to fiddle with herself. All in all, it was an extremely gratifying—if not rather overwhelming—experience.

After a few hours, the room began to look like an actual lab. The mages had stopped delivering new machines and a few of the techs from the lab in the headquarters building milled around, waiting for Vala to tell them what to do. But therein lay the problem. She didn’t have any of the Pixie Dust to study. She had readings of it as well as photos, density measurements, and a dozen other assessments of the compound, but she did not have the compound itself.

“Kylara?” Vala called into the bustling lab.

The dragon mage darted in from one of the windows curtained with vines growing up the outside of the building. She was currently in her pixie form and only about twelve inches tall. As she flew into the room, she grew to her full height, although she did not shed the moth-like wings growing from her back.

“Hi! You can call me Ky, Vala. Everyone else does.”

“Ky!” Jasmine snapped from the entrance of the meeting room turned lab.

“Jasmine?” she responded with trepidation.

“You’re supposed to help me un-kink this damage to the steel panels in the hallway. You went inside the wall and never came back out.”

“Sorry. I got distracted. I had to go to my small size and when I do that, I think more like a pixie, and I was already in the wall, which felt like hide and go seek and that is a ton of fun, so…”

“So, you were playing hide and go seek?”

“I thought you were too?” Kylara flashed her a winning smile.

“No. Now come on, Sum of All Dragons. I need your ability to manipulate metal.”

“I kind of need some help from the Big Pixie,” Vala said. “I think the metal paneling can wait. It’s held this long, what’s a few more days?”

“That’s if we have that long,” Brian hollered from across the room. Surprised, she realized he had come in at some point and she hadn’t noticed him. He stood at the door with his hands on his hips and stared at the three young women. “Boneclaw will annihilate the earth, or did we forget?”

“Of course we didn’t forget,” Jasmine snapped.

“We’re about ready to get started,” Vala assured him.

“I forgot,” Kylara shook her head. “Being a pixie can be weird.”

“That’s what I need to talk to you about,” the dwarf said hurriedly, eager to get to work and also to demonstrate to Brian that she was worthy of keeping this lab. “Kylara, would it be possible for you to make some more of the Pixie Dust drug? All of it was destroyed when Raspberry recalled his magic.”

“I can try,” the dragon mage replied and levitated a beaker closer to her. She held her hands over it, flapped her pixie wings until they shed golden motes of light like raindrops, and whirled her hands to direct the glinting dust into the beaker.

For a glorious moment, it was filled with thousands of golden specks like she had filled a jar with the lights of ten thousand fireflies or the stars of the milky way. In the next moment, the lights all winked out and the beaker was left empty.

“Drat,” she said. “I think that might have worked to make a dragon feel a little loopy but I have no idea how to make it stick or if it’s the same as what messed with Boneclaw.”

“Do you think Raspberry could make me some more?” Vala asked.

“Oh, yes! That’s a very good idea!” Kylara rocketed out through one of the vine-covered windows and dislodged a few leaves that drifted to the floor of the now clean lab.

“Was that a yes?” Brian asked from the doorway.

“For the Big Pixie, that was a guarantee,” Jasmine replied. “Unless she gets distracted. We should probably go outside to make sure she remembers what she’s supposed to do.”

Vala nodded and led Jasmine and Brian into the gardens surrounding the Chrome Castle.

They found Kylara outside asking a trio of pixies if they could pop into the pixie realm to fetch Raspberry or if he wasn’t there, to find some more pixies to help. No sooner did she say, “as fast as you can,” than the pixies puffed out of existence.

Kylara flitted closer to the others. She was in her Big Pixie form, which seemed to give her far more mental control than when she shrank to the size of all the other pixies.

“I don’t think it should take too long,” she assured them and seemed almost like a normal person despite the moth wings.

That difference in personality made Vala want to scan her in all her forms. Did her magic signature shift and was that what affected her behavior? Or was it simply that her brain had physiological differences? It was possible that the pixie brain was the same shape as a human brain but it was undeniably smaller.

For that matter, did those physiological differences affect dragons too? Were dragons more aggressive when they were in their dragon form because they had access to so much power, or was it simply that their brains were a slightly different shape?

She wasn’t a biologist but scanning so many magical beings made her wonder increasingly about the biological connection between form and function and mind and matter. Now, she had all those questions about Boneclaw too. Did being a giant splat of gunk change how he viewed the world? Was Void magic to blame for his new, decidedly more forward approach to world domination or was part of that from having a brain unlike any other on the planet?

Fortunately, before she had too much time to explore the answers to these questions—or to ask too many more—a portal from the pixie realm opened and Raspberry appeared.

“Good tidings, Vala Gagnon, friend of the Big Pixie! Buddy of that spooky half-dragon dude, co-worker of the Steel Dragon herself! Long have you honored me with your—”

“You can cut the formalities, Raspberry. We have work to do,” Kylara interjected.

“Are you sure? The humans who recruited me to help with that dust—that evil dust!—liked it when I told them their honorifics.”

“And what honorifics were those?” Brian asked.

“I don’t remember,” he admitted and fell over laughing.

“We need your help, Raspberry,” Kylara told him.

“Yes, of course. Anything for the Big Pixie. How can Raspberry be of assistance to you?” He bowed so deeply that he did a front flip. When Vala had first seen pixies do this, she’d thought it was an accident. Now, however, she had begun to think they did it on purpose.

“We want you to make more of the Pixie Dust,” the dragon mage said.

His eyes widened and he fluttered back as if he’d been smacked by a tennis racket.

“Is that a problem?” Jasmine asked.

“First off, I made juice, not dust. Those humans took it and made it into a powder. Second, Vala showed me videos of what dragons did when they used it and it did not make them nice! It did not make them friendly. Instead, it made them crush buildings and squish people and many other horrible things that I do not wish to happen because of my magic!”

“All of that is true, Raspberry, but I need to study it,” Vala said.

“But why? It is bad—very bad! Why make more? The other pixies don’t know about it so if I don’t make any, no one will. I do not want people to be squished. I feel very bad about the people who were squished.”

“Raspberry, do you know about the dragon known as Boneclaw?” Kylara asked.

“Oh, yes! A very nefarious, very evil, extra bad dragon. He was always very rotten to pixies. He has been to the pixie realm and has done bad things there. And he hurt that spooky half-dragon dude and, like…other bad stuff too.”

“Well, now he’s up to something much worse than all that,” Vala said.

“What could be worse than other bad stuff?” Raspberry demanded, aghast.

The dwarf activated one of the screens that had only just been mounted on the wall. It had yet to be plugged into a power source or a cable or Internet feed, but that wasn’t exactly an impediment for her and her powers. It came to life and displayed the satellite feed of the massive disk that completely obscured Antarctica now. It was growing exponentially. When it was smaller, it grew slower, but it now had so much more power to grow on, it widened almost visibly in front of their eyes.

“That…does not look good,” the agitated little pixie said.

“It’s a portal to the Void,” she explained, which made him shudder.

“Why would anyone want to make a portal to the dark place?” He whimpered. “There’s no warmth there. No life. No music. Nothing at all.”

“We know,” Vala agreed. “And that’s why we’re trying to stop it and why we need your help. I don’t understand why but somehow, Boneclaw’s powers seem to be affected by the dust they made from your…uh, juice.”

“I don’t think I can make enough to cover all that,” Raspberry murmured.

“That’s okay,” she assured him hastily. “I’m not sure if the dust would affect the portal anyway. I only need enough to study. Do you think you can do that?”

“I will need a bowl,” he answered.

“Great, let’s keep this moving,” Jasmine said and snapped a finger. A stainless-steel bowl lurched from the Chrome Castle and landed in her hands. “Will this work?”

“Wait, did you make that place? Is it a lab? I would like to work in there! I like it when humans try to make pretty things and that looks very pretty indeed.”

“Right this way,” Vala invited. A minute later Vala, Kylara, Jasmine, and Brian gathered around Raspberry, who stood on the bowl that rested on a table in the middle of the room. “If you’d be so kind,” Vala prompted.

He nodded and began to dance along the edge of the bowl.

“Once I made this juice for men,

“But then I learned they were not my friends!

“They used it to make dragons mean,

“Which really was quite obscene!

“But now I’ll make some for the Big Pixie

“This better not be a tricksy!”

He took a little bow after that and shimmering rainbow liquid bubbled from the bottom of the stainless-steel bowl as if there were a spring hidden beneath the table. Kylara applauded wildly as everyone else watched the magic liquid fill the bowl.

“This looks great, Raspberry. Thank you!” Vala told him as he took a step off the edge of the bowl.

“I will stay here to make sure nothing happens to it,” he said, which sounded impressive until he looked at Kylara and asked if that would be all right with her.

“It would, Raspberry. Thank you for trying to be better.”

“Of course,” he responded

“If you don’t mind…” The dwarf took the bowl and siphoned it into a few separate beakers. The techs were ready to get to work so she passed the samples out and gave orders to her new crew.

“First, we need to know if this is a full match. That means we need to read the magical signature of it as well as a full spectroscopic analysis. Go ahead and run some through the centrifuge too. I want to know if this is a suspension or a solution or whatever. Come on, people! We’ve wasted enough time getting this lab working. We’ve got work to do!”

It seemed cliché to say that the fate of the world depended on them, so she left it unspoken. But judging by the speed at which everyone worked, they were all quite aware of the stakes.


Chapter Seven


Galen didn’t have any idea what Kristen Hall—the Steel Dragon—wanted with him, but it wasn’t like he would refuse a private summons to her office. He wished he could slow his heartbeat and cool his nerves—she would certainly read the nervousness in his aura—but he was unable to do so.

“Galen, thank you for taking the time to meet me. I know Vala relies on you, so I do appreciate it. Take a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

“Uh…” This was already not going the way he had thought it would. Initially, he had assumed he was in trouble and had offended some member of the Steel Guard or something like that. He had not expected to be served a drink by the Steel Dragon herself.

“I’ve made some arrangements with Alan Dusk, the CEO of the space company SpaceD. He has a rocket launching today and he wishes to use it to help our mission.”

“That’s great!” He couldn’t believe their luck.

“Indeed,” Kristen said. She did not seem to be particularly pleased with the turn of events for some reason.

“So we might be able to send an astronaut with Claw, right?”

“Yes. Exactly. That’s why Brian suggested you go. Honestly, I don’t understand how he has the time to notice such things. I had sent him to help Vala with the Pixie Dust, but it seems he never puts that tablet of his down. He got Dusk to call me. It appears he’s been watching the disk independently and has been waiting for us to ask him for help. Brian set all this up without my knowledge.”

Galen chuckled. “The perks of being in power, I guess. I still have to microwave my leftovers. It must be awesome to have someone who can handle so much of your job for you.”

“Quite,” she agreed. She seemed colder than usual. He wondered if it was merely the fact that a portal to the Void hovered over the South Pole of the earth or if she was always like this in private.

“I have everyone else working on the Pixie Dust problem or trying to make a perimeter under this disk, so I want you there to serve as my personal liaison between the Steel Guard and SpaceD. Whatever happens, I want you to tell me.”

“Not to worry about that,” Brian said over the intercom. “His facility has great connectivity so if you want, I can be in your ear the entire time. That way, we won’t miss a step.”

“Sure. It sounds great,” Galen said and inadvertently spoke over Kristen, who had been saying “no thank you,” to her brother.

Brian answered the leader of the Steel Guard and not Galen. “Oh yeah, right, Kristen! This is like when you were a kid. You’d say you would make time for homework, but all you ever wanted to do was play sports. You hired me because you know I can handle all this for you. You don’t need to act tough simply because this is Boneclaw.”

“Seriously, Brian, I would prefer if you don’t—”

“Besides, this is a rocket we’re talking about! I mean, how fricking cool is that? You couldn’t keep me away from this mission if you wanted to.”

She drew a deep breath. “Wonderful.”

“I still think it might be best if we send a team of mages with Galen in case—”

“That won’t be necessary. Right, Galen?” Kristen asked.

“No, ma’am. I can handle it. If you need the rest of your team elsewhere, I can take care of this. It makes sense. I can get Claw to take the proper shape for whoever has to do this after all.”

“Excellent. We have a plane chartered for—”

“Ask Kylara,” Brian interjected. “I know she’s working with Vala but it’ll only take her a minute or two to get him to Rio Chico. It’s way better than the plane flight.”

“Of course,” she agreed.

“Great, I’ll head out right away.” Galen did not want to seem nervous in front of the Steel Dragon and did want to get out of her office so she couldn’t read his aura and see exactly how nervous he truly felt.

He hurried out and toward the Chrome Castle to get Kylara’s help. On his way out, Brian slipped him an earpiece that he put in.

“We’ll be connected this way,” the tech said into his ear. “If you need anything, tap it once I’ll be there as quickly as I can. If it’s something very bad, tap twice and I’ll be there immediately. Does that sound good?”

“Sure thing. Is it best that I go alone, though?” he asked as he headed downstairs.

“Well…I think you should go with a team but Kristen’s the boss. There have been many times when we all thought we should send a larger or smaller team and her selections did the jobs fine. She’s the boss, after all, and at some point, you have to trust her. Will that be a problem?”

“No, sir, not at all. I merely wondered.”

“We all wonder about her sometimes, but her record speaks for itself. If she thinks you can handle this, I’m sure you can.”

“Great, thanks,” Galen said and told himself he should at least try to seem as confident about being a liaison on a mission to space as everyone else seemed to be.

By the time he reached the Chrome Castle, Kylara was already outside and waved him over. “Brian says you need a portal to Rio Chico?”

“That’s what they tell me.” He tried to sound casual.

She grinned and spun her arms in a circle, and a portal blazed into existence. He thanked her and stepped through. Her portals worked differently than a regular mage’s did. Instead of taking him directly to his destination, he had to go through the pixie realm.

It was a single footstep—only his right leg as his left foot would come down in South Texas—but even that tiny space was enough to appreciate the realm. The colors were richer there and the smells sweeter. Birds sang from the trees and seemed almost to sing for him. It was a small consolation to know that even if Boneclaw was successful in his conquest of the world, this place would continue to exist outside his control.

Feeling refreshed and at peace, he stepped out of the pixie realm and into Rio Chico. That sense of peace lasted for about five seconds.

That was how long it took for a machine to fly seemingly out of nowhere and hover in front of his face.

Galen drew his sword and prepared to slice it in half.

“Wait—wait! I thought you were here for a space flight, not to play Mortal Battle. If that’s what we’re doing here, I would have sent a different drone.” The voice came from a cartoonish face animated on a screen on the front of the mechanical device. “Galen, right?”

“How do you know my name?”

“I know much more than that thanks to your friend Brian. If you’d be so kind as to confirm your identity by pressing your hand to the touchscreen, it would be very much appreciated.”

He kept one hand on the hilt of his sword and pressed the palm of the other to the touchscreen. A red circle appeared around his hand the moment he made contact, spun, and shifted to green.

“Excellent, Mr. Stormwing. Thank you. Your ride awaits,” the drone told him and streaked away to wherever it had come from.

Before he could explain that he was a dragon who could fly wherever he wished to go, a sports car pulled up beside him and the driver’s door opened.

“Good morning!” a beautiful young woman said from the passenger seat. “Mr. Dusk sent me to pick you up. Would you like to sit behind the wheel?”

“Um…sure.” Galen didn’t know how to drive but the car appeared to have driven up and parked next to him, so perhaps that wasn’t an issue.

“Oh, good. Some boys get so overexcited that they prefer me to take control.”

He wasn’t sure what to make of that, but he sat in the driver’s seat of the vehicle all the same. The door closed automatically, a seat belt slid over his chest, and the seat conformed to fit his body.

“So far, how many stars would you assign the comfort of the vehicle for a dragon in human form? Out of seven stars, if you’d be so kind.”

“Seven?”

“Oh! That’s great! Mr. Dusk will be very happy to hear that.”

“No, I mean, why seven? That’s kind of weird.”

“Mr. Dusk finds that people are more honest when not stuck in traditional modes of thought.”

“Like a five-star rating system?”

“Exactly.” The woman nodded as if he had said something very wise indeed. She looked at him and batted her eyelashes before he realized she was waiting for him to give a review.

“Everything’s awesome, but the seatbelt thing was weird…so…six?”

“Wonderful,” the woman said and the sports car screeched to life and raced down the street toward a fenced-off complex where a rocket was positioned and towered above all the surrounding buildings.

Galen clutched the armrests on either side of his seat as the car increased speed.

“My name’s Sheila, by the way. I’m a customer support specialist and Mr Dusk’s assistant. If you need anything while you’re here in Rio Chico, say my name and I’ll take care of it for you, all right?”

“That sounds great, Sheila.” He tightened his already death-like grasp on the armrests when the car hit a speed bump that launched it off its wheels instead of slowing it.

“Woo-hoo!” Sheila clapped as they landed again. “Mr. Dusk likes to move quickly in all aspects of life.”

“I can see that.”

They rapidly approached the chain-link fence in front of them and he saw no sign of it opening.

“Sheila…will that fence open?”

“Hmm?” She didn’t seem to even notice the break-neck speed at which they traveled.

Galen grabbed the wheel as he pushed his feet against the bottom of the car and braced for impact. No sooner did he touch the wheel than the vehicle relinquished control.

“Oh, dear,” Sheila said.

He jerked the wheel from side to side and the car started to shake a little.

“You need to stop pressing the gas,” she told him.

As he had never driven a car before, he didn’t know what she meant.

“Or accelerator, I should say,” she added coyly as if they were flirting over drinks instead of barreling toward a closed fence at almost a hundred miles an hour. “It’s all electric, you know. That’s what gives it such amazing acceleration.”

“No gas. Got it!” he said and released the steering wheel.

Despite not knowing how to drive, it seemed his hands on the wheel had been all that kept the car at least somewhat stable. As soon as he let go, the tires screeched and it spun in circles, completely out of control.

“Wowie!” Sheila whooped as it powered through the chain-link fence and into the compound. It slowed now, thank goodness, and rolled to a stop. He kept his hands off of the steering wheel.

“It parks itself too,” she told him as the car eased into a parking spot.

“That’s good to know.” He tried to catch his breath. How was it that he had been able to travel hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye, yet traveling the last couple of hundred feet had taken his breath away? He assumed something about living like a human was more exciting. Compared to dragons, they were unbelievably fragile but they still strived to go faster and farther than most dragons ever did.

The greatest evidence for this was the massive rocket that loomed over them.

Galen had no time to focus on that as another sports car drew up beside them. It pulled to a stop and a man slid from the driver’s seat. Even the young dragon recognized him from the human news as Alan Dusk, the CEO of SpaceD and a handful of other corporations—one of which made the electric sports cars if his memory served. It also appeared that the cartoon on the screen on the front of the drone had been modeled on his face.

“What a landing! What a fantastic landing! Sheila, I want diagnostics on how letting go of the wheel caused that kind of spin out. The brakes should have activated too, even if the driver was in control.”

“I’m already on it, Mr. Dusk,” she replied.

“Of course, you are. I’ll leave you to it, Sheila. Mr. Stormwing, would you like to hitch a ride with me?”

“If it's all the same to you, I’d like to walk,” he replied.

“I can walk. It conveys power and prestige so let’s take a stroll. The rocket’s being prepped and it’s not like us reaching the command center can make that process go any faster. Right this way.”

It seemed Alan Dusk did everything fast. Instead of the stroll Galen had hoped to use to recover after the car had bulldozed through the fence, they moved at a rapid pace. The CEO talked a mile a minute the entire time.

“It’s such an honor to have a representative of the Steel Guard here, you understand,” he said. “The circumstances are less than ideal, of course. I would have preferred this to be about the batteries we supplied rather than whatever is trying to swallow Antarctica, but we can’t make circumstances. We can only adapt to them.”

“I’m not a member of the Steel Guard—”

“Oh, don’t sell yourself short, Mr. Stormwing. If I had behaved with such unnecessary false modesty, I never would have been able to convince investors to help me build that.” Dusk grinned and pointed at the rocket in front of them. As they approached, it seemed to grow even larger. While the young dragon knew it was smaller than the Steel Guard headquarters building, it had a presence that was far more massive and commanding.

“I’ve read all about Magic Managed as well,” his host told him. “Your business in Cranbook? You have the meme-style advertising working for you, which I love, but it seems you could expand.”

“We like Cranbook.”

“Well, maybe we can convince you to like Rio Chico while you’re here. I’m hugely interested in space and tech as you’ve no doubt already deduced, but I’ve also always wanted to study magic in greater depth. I’m not a mage but I’d love to work on pioneering new magical technologies all the same.”

“You ought to speak to my partner, Vala. Her magic is all about tech. I bet she’d love to work with you on something.”

“That would be fantastic, and once we get past this whole imminent demise of the earth situation, I would appreciate it if you could get all three of us together to talk about a project or two. I have some ideas, of course—I always have ideas—but I’d love to talk about feasibility. Not that I always listen when people tell me no.”

Again, the man gestured at the rocket.

“It’s lucky you have one ready to go.” Galen tried to bring the conversation back to why he was there. He thought Dusk would not mind, though, since he liked his rocket.

“It certainly is. Even with our ability to land these instead of simply letting them burn up in the atmosphere or crash into the ocean, it still takes time to prep them for launch. We have another one in the preliminary stages of launch prep, but it’ll take at least a week to get it ready. And from what Brian told me, we don’t have a week.”

The young dragon drew a deep breath and nodded. “That’s right, sir. Despite the size of the disk over the South Pole still being less than two thousand miles, it’s growing rapidly. Brian thinks Boneclaw will strike within twenty-four hours. Will you have this one ready to go by then?”

Dusk nodded as they reached a building and gestured to a flight of stairs that led to a door that opened into the second floor.

“We intended to launch today so that’s not the issue. I’m more concerned about our new payload.”

They reached the door and someone opened it for the CEO, who led their visitor inside to what was the command center of the launch. They were elevated so they could see the rocket on its launchpad. Teams continued their work to check things here and there and chat to the dozens of people in the command center. Everyone in the room was so glued to their screens that most of them did not even look up when their boss entered.

Galen took Claw out of its scabbard and showed it to the man. “I can make it change shape for whoever will use it, so don’t worry too much about the size. The thing I’m most worried about is what happens when it strikes the disk. Normally, these explode. If that catches a regular human, I’m not sure they could survive.”

Dusk looked oddly at him as if he had spoken in another language. “Another human?”

“I suppose you could mount the sword on some kind of a projectile, but Boneclaw is wily. I’m concerned that if it doesn’t have a human operator, we could lose it.”

“I don’t think we want a human operator.” The CEO smirked.

“A drone, then?” he asked when he remembered who he was talking to. “I suppose that could work if there are fail-safes. Could you send two maybe?”

“If it’ll make you feel better to have back up.” Dusk winked.

“Wait—what?”

“We’re ready to launch the rocket, Mr. Stormwing. All we’re waiting for now is for you to do a little training and be fitted for a suit so you can ride it up there.”

The young dragon was shocked. He stood and gaped with his hand on his sword while he tried to make sense of what he had been told.

“You…you’re saying you think I should go into space for this mission?”

His host shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”


Chapter Eight


It took a few hours before Vala began to get results. The juice Raspberry had made was the same composition as that in the Pixie Dust she had already scanned. This was what she expected since Raspberry had made all the other dust in the first place, but it was still a good thing to know. It meant she would not need to recalibrate all their equipment, which would have taken time they simply did not have.

The Void magic was far trickier to study since she could not create it, nor could she simply ask Boneclaw to pop in and make some disks for them. Fortunately, she had a variety of good quality recordings of the magical signature, which she had found she could use with a speaker to affect the pixie juice.

They had a bowl of Raspberry’s concoction on a large flat table with a speaker below it connected to an amplifier that could play a simulacrum of the Void signature. Above that were a variety of monitoring devices. She hoped this would bring them some tangible results, but nothing was ever sure with magic.

“All right, let’s go ahead and run the magic sound wave and see what happens.”

Jasmine nodded and activated the tone for Void magic. It wasn’t a sound, of course, but a type of magic resonance that could be projected from a speaker thanks to Vala’s magical modifications. While they heard no sound of the Void, they certainly saw its effects. The pixie juice vibrated like the speaker was making noise.

While the dwarf had expected that, the readouts from the monitoring devices surprised her.

“How interesting… When Boneclaw’s magic wave pattern passes through the juice, it fragments before it comes together again in a way that doesn’t happen with any other substances I’ve tested.”

“So it doesn’t destroy it?” the other mage asked and sounded despondent.

“No, but we knew that,” she replied without looking away from the screens. “If Pixie Dust destroyed Boneclaw or Void energy, he would have died the second he tried to take over the musicians from the Flaming Foursome. This is much more interesting.”

“I don’t see how—”

“It implies that something about the Pixie Dust interrupts his magic but it doesn’t last. The power fragments only momentarily before coming back together again. So Pixie Dust doesn’t destroy him but it does cause some kind of interference. That tracks with what we saw with the band too. He couldn’t control the first dragon because they had too much dust in their system. But he could control the other one because he was able to overcome the small amount of dust that was present.”

“So, we need to what? Fill up a squirt gun with this juice and spray ourselves down with it?” Jasmine asked.

“Please…no…” Raspberry protested. “I like to help and I like to dance and sing, but it is very tiring to make this juice. I do not think I could make enough to cover anyone with it.”

“What are you talking about?” the mage demanded. “From the news, hundreds of dragons used Pixie Dust.”

“But only because they were cutting this liquid that Raspberry makes and stabilizing it into powder,” Vala pointed out.

“Should we do that as well?”

“I don’t think so,” Vala said. “This pixie juice is a complex compound. It’s not like there is only one thing in here.”

“If there was only one thing, it would be love.” Raspberry smiled warmly. “But there’s much more than that, of course.”

“Can you make only the part we need?” Jasmine asked him.

“I do not think I understand what you mean. I made this juice to make dragons happy. I do not understand how part of it stops Boneclaw.”

“And that’s fine, Raspberry. We can worry about that part of the process. For starters, let’s check in the centrifuge. If we can start to sort this by the relative densities of the various molecules involved, maybe we can test each one in isolation.”

“Are you sure that will work?” The other mage sounded doubtful.

“If you’re asking if I’m sure a centrifuge can separate the various ingredients in a magic potion, then no, I’m not sure!” Vala grinned. “But I’d love to try!”


Chapter Nine


“So let me get this straight,” Galen said and swallowed hard. “You want me to fly your rocket?”

Alan Dusk threw his head back and laughed heartily at that. “After what you did to my car? I don’t think that would be wise. We have trained astronauts who have worked for years for a chance to fly one of these ships. I’m not about to switch them out for you when you can’t even drive a self-driving car.”

“But you want me to go up there?”

The man shrugged. “I thought that was the plan, honestly. It’s like you said, this disk represents a threat and your sword seems to be our best option. I don’t think we should entrust it to someone else when you’ve proven yourself to be proficient with it. Not to worry, though. There is room for seats on these things.”

“All right…well, can I take a tour or something first?” he asked.

Dusk gestured at the workers who crawled over the rocket like ants. “Not if you want it to fly. My team needs to triple-check every single rivet before we blast it into space. I know dragons are used to things moving at their speed and we’re trying to go as fast as we can, but it takes time to change parameters like this.”

“I thought you said that you were already planning to launch?” he asked. He was quite curious about this space flight. It was wild what humans were willing to do to themselves—or to him in this case.

“We had planned to go to the International Space Station and drop some cargo, then send a payload to the moon to have there whenever NASA gives us the green light to construct a moon base. Can you imagine the roller coasters we could build up there? We could pay for the project simply by people riding them. Of course, the real goal is a solar collector that we can use to beam energy to earth. It sounds crazy but it works as long as the energy is—”

“But we’re not doing that now,” Galen interjected.

“No. Sorry. I get excited and the people here pay their mortgages because of me, so I’m not used to being cut off when I start to ramble. We need to change course to head to Antarctica, plus the weight requirement and distribution will be different.”

“Will that be a problem?” Galen had visions of the rocket blasting past the space station, the moon, and hurtling into oblivion forever. It was not a pleasant thought.

“No. We make these kinds of adjustments all the time.”

“Mr. Dusk likes to change the shipping manifest to keep us on our toes,” Sheila added.

“Which means my team knows what they’re doing.” The CEO winked. “So, all we need to focus on is you. Do you want to try on the suit you’ll need to wear for your EVA?”

“EVA?”

“Ah, sorry. Nerd words and all. EVA is an extravehicular activity.”

The young dragon nodded even though he did not understand. “So, like…there’ll be an extra vehicle up there? Another rocket? Or one of your electric sports cars or something?”

Dusk chuckled and shook his head. “No, no. An EVA is when you suit up and go outside the vehicle. Given that a sword destroys this disk, it makes sense for an astronaut to get out there. I think it would make sense for you to do it, but I’m not sure how long you can stay in your human form—”

“Oh, that’s not an issue for me. I prefer my human form to my dragon one, but most dragons can stay in their human bodies for days if they wish.”

“Great! Then the EVA won’t be a problem.”

“I guess not,” he said and only belatedly realized what he had agreed to.

“Is that true of most dragons?”

“Is what true?”

“I’m sorry. I probably seem very rude but I’ve never had an opportunity to talk to a dragon like this.”

“I thought you worked with the Steel Dragon before.”

“Her brother, mostly,” Dusk explained. “And that’s business—trying to make money while they save money. This is different. It has the whole ‘we’re going to save the world’ vibes. I’ve always wanted those. And now that you’re here…well, there’s not much for us to do while the engineers do their thing.”

Galen nodded. “I feel the same way but about billionaires.”

His host laughed at that. “What a pair we are! Too bad we didn’t meet under other circumstances.”

“You can say that again.” He looked at the sky above the rocket and wondered how long it would be until he was launched up there.

“I’m sure you have questions too, though. Perhaps we can play a little tit for tat. Dragon for space?”

“Sure. That sounds great,” he agreed. “Um…you asked about dragon form. Most dragons prefer that but I had a…uh, an interaction with Boneclaw that made me prefer my human form or my half-dragon one.”

“You have a half-dragon shape as well? Like a gargoyle?”

He laughed. “I’ve never heard anyone describe a dragon as a gargoyle before!”

“Please don’t eat me,” Dusk joked.

“Nah. You’re too rich for my taste.”

“Very good, very good.” The man winked. “Your turn—questions about space?”

“Sure, yeah.” Galen didn’t know where to begin. Going into space was such a human endeavor. Dragons ruled the earth and had done so without challenge for thousands of years. Going to explore the unexplored was simply not interesting to them. Even he—who had spent a good amount of time away from dragon society—did not often think about boldly going where no one had gone before. As a result, the questions he did have all focused on the mission at hand.

“How exactly does the rocket get there? You said there would be astronauts, but how do they steer?”

“Touchscreens, believe it or not,” the CEO told him cheerfully. “Exactly like Star Voyager used on TV when I was a kid. You won’t need to worry about steering, though. We have a pilot, but every astronaut up there knows what they’re doing. When they drop you off, they’ll continue around the earth before they return to pick you up.”

“Wait—what? How long will I be up there?”

“A little over an hour. It does not take long to orbit the earth at the speeds we move at. The International Space Station is able to complete its orbit in about ninety minutes, and we’ll be at a similar elevation but on the South Pole instead, of course.”

“And we…launch there?”

“Well…in a way,” Dusk acknowledged. “We use the rotation of the earth to give us extra speed on our launch. That’s standard practice, by the way, not a SpaceD innovation. We’ve already calculated and had this course approved by the FAA, so we’ll stick with that. Once you drop the boosters to get you into orbit, they’ll come down and land—another neat trick, I might add—and the pilot will take you to the South Pole.”

Galen nodded and tried to wrap his head around all this.

“Okay, my turn. So, about Boneclaw…he’s not a dragon, right? That’s how he’s able to make this black hole?”

“Technically, he was a dragon,” he explained. “He died and I…uh, brought him back with the help of a mage.”

The man guffawed.

“How is that funny?” he demanded.

“It’s not. Sorry. I have a twisted sense of humor. It seems like you two have quite a history. He did something to give you a…not gargoyle form and you brought him back from the dead, but now you’re willing to blast yourself into space to destroy him? That’s quite a mess between the two of you—worse than an ex-wife.”

The young dragon allowed himself a smirk. “I suppose that’s true. Although when I brought him back, I didn’t know what I was doing any more than I understand how this entire space mission will work.”

“Your commitment to attempting endeavors for others without fully understanding them is commendable.”

“Isn't that simply a nice way to say I do things other people tell me to do?”

Dusk laughed hard at that. “I suppose it is. Wow, it is quite refreshing to talk to someone who doesn’t work for me.”

“I’ll make a note of that, sir,” Sheila said.

“Oh, hush, Sheila. You tell me half my ideas are moronic only you don’t use words that are that nice.”

“That’s a fair point, sir.”

“So Boneclaw is able to do this because he came back from the dead?” the CEO enquired.

“Not technically. See, my friend Kylara—she used a portal to get me here, by the way—defeated him when he came back.”

“Only her? Somehow I doubt that.”

“Well, I might have helped. I had resurrected a skeleton and this mage, Cassandra—technically she was Kylara’s aunt, even though they didn’t know each other—had bound his spirit to it.”

“His skeleton?”

Galen nodded and recalled the dark day in the broken dome where the Steel Dragon had defeated Lord Boneclaw. He had been so confused and angry and had felt like the world had betrayed him. His ignorance had betrayed him, as Cassandra had tricked him into doing something he had not fully understood. He had been blinded by his emotions. It was shameful and something he hoped would never happen again.

Which meant he needed to understand exactly how this mission was supposed to work. He understood the goal—destroy Boneclaw’s disk—but he didn’t understand the how.

“So, what challenges does this mission face? How could it go wrong?” he asked.

“Well, every rocket launch is perilous. Even tiny things like a little drizzle or a strong wind can scuttle it. Of course, given the stakes of this particular one, I’ll push hard to launch even if the conditions are less than ideal.”

“What would happen if the conditions were less than ideal?” he asked.

Dusk’s grin grew even wider. “Catastrophic decompression. In other words…boom.”

The young dragon nodded. That was what he had thought. “Is there anything I can do about that?”

“Not particularly. Although you are a Stormwing, correct? Does that name mean anything?”

“It should,” he admitted. “Most of the members of my family can control the weather but it’s a gift I don’t have.”

“How fascinating. Dragon powers are related to their genetics?”

“I think so.” He’d heard the word “genetics” but it was not a subject young dragons were taught about. “Powers tend to run in family lines but there are oddities that don’t match the pattern.”

“Like Kristen Hall and her steel skin?”

“Yes…well, kind of. Technically, she is a dragon even though she was hatched in a lab. She was merely raised by humans. Then she got powers from the pixie realm.”

“Like you?”

“Uh…not quite.” Galen honestly didn't know how to explain all this. The peculiarities of magic were simply something that he had come to accept. He didn’t have explanations, diagrams, flow charts, and graphs like those on display in the mission control room.

“Okay, I did get powers in the pixie realm,” he finally admitted. “But I got rid of them.”

“Why?”

“They weren’t right. Although I could animate skeletons, they didn’t obey me. I thought they would merely be puppets but they were more than that. It was a dangerous power and I had to get rid of it, even if Boneclaw hadn’t appeared.”

Dusk shuddered. “It doesn’t sound like a fun one, no.”

“This is worse, though,” the young dragon insisted. “These portals to the Void…they have to be stopped. We were on top of them in Cranbook but this one got away from us.”

“But you’re certain you can destroy this one despite its size?”

He wished he could say he was completely certain that this would stop that damn ghost of a dragon but he could not. The best he could manage was, “It should work.”

The CEO nodded. “We’ll have to try anyway, of course. God knows I’ve blown up quite a few rockets trying to learn how to make them land. If we have a chance to do this, we have to take it.”

Galen nodded. Another question had formed while they had talked, although it was one he was almost afraid to ask—not because he didn’t know the answer but because he thought he did. A younger version of himself might have left the question unasked, but he had learned that ignorance was not bliss. He had brought Boneclaw back from the dead and unleashed a monster on the earth because had not asked questions he should have.

Hell, as far as he and Vala could tell, Boneclaw was back because a couple of teenagers had messed around with an artifact they should have left alone. He was no longer naïve and needed to have answers, even if he didn’t want them.

“So the plan is for me to do this…uh, EVA, get close to the disk, and slash it with my sword?”

“Precisely. I assume it will take some time to destroy it given the size of it. Brian has shared some data with us. There seems to be a zone of force. We hope we can—”

“Mr. Dusk, sir! We have a problem.” Sheila interrupted the billionaire and he frowned.

“Sheila! I was monologuing.”

“I know, sir, but this is important.” She gestured to the big screen in the mission control room.

Galen did not know exactly what he was looking at. A radar maybe? Still, even he could tell that whatever they were looking at was bad. All the engineers moved around like an ant mound that had been agitated.

“What is that?” the CEO asked and one of the engineers stood to address their boss.

“It appears to be a dragon, sir.”

“Ah. One of yours then?” Dusk asked.

“The Steel Dragon would have let us know if she was sending someone here.”

“Brian here,” the tech said into Galen’s ear. “That is not one of ours.”

He immediately told Dusk, whose frown deepened.

“Sir, there appears to be a storm coming in from the north as well,” the engineer warned.

“At this time of year? We should only face hurricanes.”

“It’s following the dragon, sir.”

“Ah. One of your family, then?” the boss asked Galen. “Someone who wishes to see this monumental day perhaps? I assume they’re merely excited to see you and will be able to stop the storm?”

“That’s not an assumption you should make.” The young dragon grimaced.

“Ah. Well then. If we could have a full security detail on high alert, that would be lovely,” Dusk said aloud and guards on the perimeter of the room moved to take their places.

“If you could show me the way to the roof,” he asked the CEO.

“But of course.” The billionaire personally led him in human form to the roof of his mission control tower.


Chapter Ten


By the time Galen reached the roof, he could tell exactly which dragon was on the way—although it wasn’t a mystery, at least in his estimation. Not many dragons could use gale-force winds to propel them forward while they made a superstorm cell build behind them.

“So you know them?” Dusk asked.

“Oh, yeah.” He felt the first splash of the dragon’s aura wash over him. “That’s my mom.”

“Oh, well…that’s lovely then! Do you think she’s coming to help?” the man asked.

He responded with a dark guffaw. “My family is not on the side of the angels. My mom, Gabriela, would be thrilled if Boneclaw took over the world. She supported him when he was alive, was proud of me for bringing him back from the dead, and hated it when he died. Her brother was even controlled by him, and if she’d realized, she would no doubt have thought it was a clever ploy on his part.”

“Taken over?”

“Oh, did I forget to mention that Boneclaw can get inside the bodies and minds of people now?”

“And I thought my job was complicated.” Dusk chuckled.

Galen was impressed with the fragile little human. It took courage to see a dragon bringing a storm to bear and still be able to chuckle about it. “I’ll go talk to her. Hopefully, I can at least keep the storm at bay.” He took Claw off his belt and extended it to the CEO. “In case an astronaut needs it.”

“Keep it. If she beats you…well, this looks like more than a breeze. I don’t think we’d be able to launch. Besides, your dragon healing powers are part of our calculations. If you think this will get you out of that EVA, you’re mistaken.”

Galen nodded, drew a deep breath, and strapped his sword belt on. With a heavy sigh, he transformed into his dragon body and took to the sky to face his mother.

A strong wind blew into his face now, but he was a Strormwing. Even if he could not control the winds, he could ride them. He had practiced for his entire childhood on the storms that battered the west coast. Now, he rose above the turbulent wind and sliced through it.

Clouds rose behind his mother, outpaced her, and blocked out the sun in the sky above them. The winds increased as he rose higher and a bolt of lightning sliced out of the sky. Galen rolled and barely dodged the strike. Had he not incorporated Claw into the tip of his tail, he would have surely been electrocuted.

Fortunately, it struck the indestructible dragon claw transformed into a sword and he was able to shunt the charge away and into the ground below. He had to stay between her and both the mission control tower and the rocket itself. While he was certain the building, at least, would have a lightning rod, that would not protect it from her wrath. Gabriela Stormwing had ungodly accuracy with lightning bolts. She could and had struck a lightning rod a dozen times in a minute to melt it and render it useless.

Although she didn’t seem particularly interested in the mission control tower at the minute. Her lightning bolts weren’t aimed at it and instead, they seemed to be focused on Galen himself.

He dodged the next one and caught the one that followed to shunt it like he had her first strike.

“How many times do you think you can do that?” Gabriela demanded and her voice boomed like thunder. She stopped her approach and now hovered motionless in the air. While she created a micropattern in the wind that affected only her, the thunderstorm behind grew in power and intensity and spread out around them both.

“What are you doing here?” He replied with a question since there was no good answer to hers. If he acted with bravado, she would call his bluff and if he acted meek or humble, she would obliterate him on principle.

“I am here to usher in the future this family has believed in.”

“By bringing a storm to a rocket launch?” Galen demanded.

“Don’t play coy with me, boy. I know where you intend to go with that rocket. You wish to destroy the portal to a new world that Lord Boneclaw wishes to give us.”

“Boneclaw is a monster. He’ll destroy the earth!” He had to shout to be heard over the wind. Although he knew his mom could shift the wind so he didn’t have to do that, he also knew she would never afford him such kindness or consideration.

“Lord Boneclaw will save the earth. He would never waste such a precious place. He will remake it into what it could have been—what it should be.”

“How can you possibly think that?” Galen demanded.

“Because he told me when he came to me. He opened one of those miraculous black portals he used when he used my useless brother to show how strong he could be. Yes, he explained all that to me. He came to Stormsiege and told me my fealty was never in doubt. He loves us, Galen, but more than that, he needs us. Come, join me and together, we will wipe this human ode to technology into the sea.”

“Boneclaw doesn’t care about you, Mother! He doesn’t care about anyone except for himself. He destroyed Stormsiege when he tried to kill me.”

“Oh, pish-posh, Galen. Don’t be so dramatic. He destroyed an old, outdated castle that had needed remodeling for decades. Honestly, he did us a favor and he will do so much more for us. All we have to do is destroy that rocket and this place and we will prove our loyalty to him.”

“He won’t care if you’re loyal.”

“You have a choice, Galen. You can join me to destroy this…this abomination, this phallus to human arrogance, and thus reclaim some of your honor. Think of it, my son. Someone will need to rule the world once Boneclaw fixes it.”

“He is the only one who will rule.”

“Don’t be so pedantic. We will serve under him and thank him for it. And he will need people to administer the continents. With our stronghold in the Northwest and your status in Canada, you could rule the dwarves with an iron fist.”

“I will not do that.”

“Your choice is to help me or to go against your family and die. I don’t care which.”

“I won’t let you pass, Mother.”

“So be it,” Gabriela replied.

Lighting cracked in the storm head behind her and three bolts arced toward him.

He caught the first with Claw embedded at the end of his tail, but the second struck him in the chest and the third in the crown of his head.

It was too much power for Galen to handle in his dragon form. The sheer energy from the lightning knocked him into his human form.

As he tumbled toward the earth, he clung to consciousness and Claw fell with him, just out of reach.


Chapter Eleven


The centrifuge proved to be a fantastic way to separate the various components of the pixie juice. There were three main components to the solution, plus a fourth that Vala was fairly certain was some kind of stabilizer but she couldn’t be certain.

The problem was that she did not seem to be able to get consistent readings. At first, she had thought it was because she tried to measure the three liquids too close to each other, but she had tried to take readings in isolation and it hadn’t helped.

She had tried to isolate for every factor she could think of—electrical magnetic sources, Kylara’s pixie magic, other pixie magic, mages practicing, and even the different flowers, but none of those proved to be what affected her numbers. Whatever caused these discrepancies seemed to be moving or changing in power levels. Otherwise, she thought she should have been able to get some consistency.

But she had no idea what it could be until Jasmine cracked the mystery wide open by accident.

“If only we could do all these experiments in a void, we wouldn’t have these problems,” the mage said after she’d tried to take readings on one of the liquids and obtained yet another different set of numbers.

“What did you say?” Vala asked.

“I only meant there are so many different factors with magic. And pixies love nature, so for all we know, there could be a squirrel out there messing all this up. If we were in isolation, maybe that could do something.”

“No, no, no. You said if we were in a void.”

“Are we seriously arguing semantics right now?” Jasmine snorted. “That’s like a Karl move, not what I expected from you.”

“No! I mean it’s the Void. It must be the Void causing all these problems.”

“We know it’s the Void, silly,” Kylara said from somewhere near the roof. She had found a nest of bats living in the Chrome Castle and had spent most of her time playing with them instead of helping. Not that the dwarf could complain. They wouldn’t have any pixie juice without her getting Raspberry to help.

“I mean the Void is messing with the experiments we’re doing here. It’s the only thing I haven’t isolated for. I must have missed it because it’s right in front of our faces.”

“It happens to me all the time,” Kylara agreed.

“It doesn’t make sense, though,” Vala said. “Brian’s monitoring the cellphone network so how could it slip by?”

“Maybe it’s too low-powered?” Jasmine suggested.

“Or it’s not moving?” The Big Pixie shrugged and smiled at the bats.

“Or it could be that one of the towers is down,” the mage guessed.

“You know what?” Vala held a hand up to pause the conversation. “I think I should try to find out where it is instead of us guessing.”

“It sounds good to me!” Kylara agreed.

“I’ll come with you,” Jasmine volunteered.

“No. I thought you should stay here. The techs are great but, well…”

“They’re having trouble with reading the waveforms of the different kinds of magic. I noticed it too.” The young mage shook her head. “They needed a professor like we have at the Lumos School to drill them on how to pay attention to detail.”

“Not everyone can attend the most prestigious magic school in the country,” Kylara replied in a sing-song voice. “Do you want me to come?”

“No, it’s fine,” the dwarf said. “But can you keep your cellphone on you so I can call if I find something?”

“Of course!” The Big Pixie buzzed out of the window to go and play with the other pixies.

“I don’t think you should go alone,” Jasmine said.

“It’ll be fine. It’s not like I’ll be completely alone anyway. Dragons and mages fill every hallway of the Steel Guard headquarters. All I’ll need to do is shout and someone will be there.”

“I don’t know, Vala. It still seems risky.”

“You can’t abandon this lab.” The dwarf was about to continue on the importance of this research angle, but something that might be more convincing occurred to her. “I’ll be in touch with Brian, all right? Brian, are you there?”

“I’m here,” he said through the speakers. “But you’re supposed to press a button to page me, not whatever you did to the wiring in the Chrome Castle.”

“Right, sorry. But he’s listening, all right?”

Jasmine nodded. “Call for help if you find something. As far as we know, the only source of the Void is Boneclaw himself.”

“Right, I know. That’s why I want to get to the bottom of this. If he’s somewhere nearby, that’s bad news for everyone.”

“Be careful.”

“I will,” Vala picked her scanner up. “It’s not like he’ll get the jump on me. I’ll be able to sense him coming. And if you don’t hear from me in fifteen minutes, tell Brian, all right?”

“Still, Vala, you’re not a combat mage.”

“I’ll take my bag.” She retrieved her bag of gear.

Jasmine drew a deep breath but nodded.

She headed to the entrance of the lab but paused before she stepped outside, doubled back, and pocketed the tiny vial of Pixie Dust they had. Technically, it was juice, but it was the only sample they had at the moment. Raspberry had said he would gladly make more but needed to rest until the next day.

Since there might not be a next day if they couldn’t find the right answers, she didn’t want to leave the only sample they had to work with lying around. Especially given how little of it was left after running it through the centrifuge.

The dwarf left the Chrome Castle and wondered if Galen had as much pushback in Rio Chico or if he was allowed a little more freedom.

Once in the garden, she stopped and tried to orient herself with her scanner. Detroit was a big city and Kristen and Boneclaw had a history there. He could be anywhere in any of the buildings, in the sewers that ran beneath the city, or even the steam tunnels.

Vala turned slowly in a circle and looked for where her scanner spiked in energy. It didn’t show much of a change, so she went ahead and donned her goggles. Technically, they weren’t as precise as her scanner but she was accustomed to them and could always bump their power up with her magic.

With the goggles, it looked like the source of the Void energy was to the north. She started in that direction, walked around the Steel Guard headquarters building, and wondered where Boneclaw would be hiding. She had read a little about him and knew he had a propensity for grandiosity. He liked opera houses, concert halls, art galleries, and that kind of thing. She looked at the maps feature on her cellphone but didn’t see anything like that north of the headquarters building. Not that it meant he was not there. If he was smart—and he was—he would try to use different patterns than he had before.

She glanced at her scanner and noticed immediately that something was off. Perplexed, she turned, looked to the south, and confirmed what the scanner was showing her—the source was now to the south, not the north. That was odd since she had only walked a short distance. All she had passed was the Steel Guard headquarters.

“Oh, dear.” She looked at the imperiously tall structure. The source of Void magic was coming from in there? This was worse than she had feared.

She set her scanner to short-range, rotated the lenses on her goggles, and walked into the front of the building. At first, she simply had to adjust to the sheer amount of people who moved past. Every single one of them glowed a different color. She tweaked her goggles to make dragons show as blue and mages green. Almost everyone who walked past glowed in one of these colors.

The faintest tinge of red seemed to head to a stairway and gave her pause. Vala didn’t know if that was the path Boneclaw had used to flee earlier, but she decided she ought to find out.

The dwarf stepped forward and tracked the faint red line as she moved through the building.

Two flights of stairs up and nine rooms later, she no longer thought this was Boneclaw’s escape route—although that didn’t mean she felt calmer, either. It appeared that he had spent considerable time in the headquarters building before they had driven him out. What could he have discovered?

She didn’t want to think about it but her mind wouldn’t let her do anything else while she followed the faint red magical signature that meandered throughout the building.

What if Boneclaw had heard about the Chrome Castle and their plans to find out how Pixie Dust could stop him? Could he be intentionally interfering with their efforts? Or what if he had heard those plans and simply let them continue to work on them because he knew it was an academic dead end?

Worse, what if he knew about Galen? Vala didn’t know too much about rockets, but she knew it didn’t take much to blow one up.

“Brian,” Vala said when she stopped at a callbox and pressed the button.

“What up, Vala?”

“Is everything all right with Galen ?” she asked.

“Well… His mom arrived and wants to kick his teeth in because Boneclaw told her to, so no, it’s not great. But Dusk is doing something and I have faith in the kid.”

“Ok, thanks.” It wasn’t exactly good news, but Galen’s mom attacking him was to be expected. That almost certainly meant that Boneclaw was not down there, right? Otherwise, he would not have sent someone else to do his dirty work.

The dwarf wasn’t sure. It was frustrating to know that their enemy was smarter than they were, more experienced, far wiser, and more patient. Or, at least, the old Boneclaw had been all those things. Were they still facing the same being who had given the Steel Dragon and the Big Pixie so much trouble?

If the size of the portal over Antarctica was any indication, then no, they were not facing the same threat. The massive portal over the South Pole represented a dragon who was powerful but impatient.

The portal! Was that what she was reading in her lab? It was growing, they knew that, and could surely affect her results, right? Admittedly, it was quite far away but the moon was much farther and that affected gravity, so it wasn’t impossible for things to cause spooky reactions at a distance.

Wait, was that gravity or was that something else? Maybe that was quantum stuff? Had she properly explored the quantum implications of Pixie Dust and Void magic?

She started to run through some of the equations she knew by heart in her head and put in different coefficients based on the distance to the southern pole. While she did this, she ascended another staircase—or three as it was hard to count when crunching numbers in her head—and continued down a hallway.

The part of her mind not working on the equation noted that the red color display on her goggles had brightened but it made sense. She was following a trail and that meant it should become more obvious, not less, as she proceeded. Her brain told her all this and immediately returned to focusing on the numbers.

“Are you doing all right, Vala?” Brian asked.

“I’m doing fine, yeah,” she replied absentmindedly. She had almost cracked the equation. Based on the numbers she used—that were probably decent estimates, if she said so herself—the disk at the southern pole should not cause these problems. It had to be a much closer source. Given the distances, any micro variations should be flattened.

She glanced up for a moment and noted that she stood near the coffee machine. The red didn’t go to the device but a mini-fridge beneath it that was stocked with cold beer. That should have meant something to her but she didn’t take the time to process it.

The dwarf tried to check and double-check her math as she continued to follow the red trail. She was close now and the red on her goggles grew much brighter—so much so that they became less useful as the red suffused everything around her. A moment of panic gave her pause when she realized where they were. This was where Kristen and Boneclaw had fought, a place that should be positively dripping with Void energy. Was it any surprise that her devices had led her there?

It would be the perfect place for the ancient dragon to leave behind a disk or some of his slime or something, simply because it would be lost in the residual magic. But she could allow for that. She adjusted the settings in her scanner and eliminated the background radiation. With that done, she looked up again and almost walked into Kristen Hall.


Chapter Twelve


“Kristen! I mean…Lady Steel…er, Hall! Sorry!” Vala flailed for her scanner and barely managed to catch it before it fell and shattered.

“You’re lucky you didn’t crash into me. I know you dwarves are dense in body as well as mind,” Kristen snapped.

Startled, she curtsied and bowed her head. She had never been spoken to in such a harsh way by the Steel Dragon before, although it wasn’t exactly uncharacteristic for other dragons to speak like that.

“I apologize,” she said and tried to use a more formal tone because it often placated dragons.

“Don’t waste my time with your excuses. Make sure you don’t do it again. What are you even doing up here? You’re supposed to be in your lab right now.”

“There’s some kind of an interference pattern caused by Void energy that I had to investigate. I thought I was close—”

Vala stopped talking when the hallway rattled and an alarm blared above them before it was silenced. She fell prone and covered her head to protect her neck in case the entire building came down, but it seemed that whatever had shaken the hallway was not about to collapse the entire structure.

She looked up from under her arms, expecting Kristen to have already left to find out what had caused the rumbling, but instead, she stood over her and looked annoyed.

“Is everyone all right?” Brian asked over the intercom.

“We’re fine,” the Steel Dragon replied.

“I’m okay too,” she said after she had waited a moment for Kristen to ask something about what had happened.

“Oh, Vala, thank goodness!” The tech sounded very relieved. “I knew you had left the Chrome Castle but I wasn’t sure where you were.”

“The Chrome Castle?” she asked.

Kristen snorted as if she had asked the world’s dumbest question.

“A bomb went off inside,” he told them.

“Is everyone all right?” she asked.

“Jasmine shielded the team inside with her magic, so they’re all right. Kylara was playing hide and seek so she’s good too.”

“And the gear?” his sister asked.

“I’m not sure. The cameras I have in there are fried, but it can’t be good. I felt it from my office.”

“Well, there’s that at least,” Kristen said, which seemed a very odd reaction to an explosion at the headquarters of the Steel Guard.

“So what were you up here to investigate?” she asked Vala and sounded as if she were fighting off a wave of boredom. “What luck you weren’t in that building. To think you were working there all morning and had stepped out by chance.”

The dwarf didn’t know how to respond to that so she answered the first question the woman had asked.

“We weren’t getting consistent results when analyzing the constituent parts of the pixie juice,” she explained. “There’s a local Void magic source that is interfering. I’m not sure where or even what it is exactly. It could be a disk Boneclaw left behind, of course, but if that’s the case, it should be growing to interfere with our results like it has been, which seems unlikely. The other possibility is that it’s Boneclaw.”

Kristen drew a long breath, released it slowly, and glared at her. “And how do you go about determining if it is Boneclaw instead of one of those portals he makes?”

“It’s simple!” Vala held her scanner up. “This helps me to track the signal and shows me where it's strongest.” She looked at the screen. “So I simply point it and—”

“And what?” the Steel Dragon demanded and stared at her.

She gaped at Kristen in disbelief, looked at her scanner again, and shifted her gaze a few times between the woman and the device, both willing it to change and wishing it would. Unfortunately, the reading remained the same.

“And the ping is supposed to work but, uh…” Vala fiddled with her scanner and adjusted the settings but it made no difference. The ping came from Kristen. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it. Maybe Brian can help me fix it.”

The dwarf turned to leave but a hand on her shoulder stopped her in her tracks.

“I don’t think you’ll go to talk to Brian right now,” the woman told her.

When she turned to the Steel Dragon, she realized that she was already much too late. One of her hands was on her shoulder but the other was terrifying. It hung at her side and a long trail of black slime seeped from each fingertip. They reached the floor before they branched out and crawled up the walls.

Vala realized what the tendrils were trying to do, of course, and she tried to stop them with her magic power but Boneclaw was too fast. His goo reached the security cameras above them as well as the overhead speakers and every other piece of tech in the hallway to short circuit them instantly.

Despite this, she tried to use the tech to call for help but none of it worked. The evil dragon had blacked out this entire hallway.

“You’re very clever,” Kristen said. Her voice was deeper now and somehow even colder and more hostile than it had been. “But I’ve watched you and the way your magical perversion accesses these instruments that humans surround themselves with so obsessively. It was an advantage you had but now, it will be mine.”

She turned to run but the hallway was no longer clear. Thick cords of black slime connected one wall to the other and the floor to the ceiling. She barreled into the gunk and dropped her bag on the floor. Instead of falling through it, she was ensnared by it like a fly caught in a web. She struggled to break free but it wasn’t like any material she had previously encountered. It reacted to her touch, spread where it could, and thickened where it needed to better control her.

Her options were all but non-existent. She dared not try to extricate herself only to run into the Steel Dragon again, so she tried to push through the tendrils instead. Her thought was to reach her bag that was barely out of reach but try as she might, she could not touch it. Why hadn’t she practiced telekinesis with Jasmine? All she needed was a few inches but she couldn’t even manage that right now.

“Such struggling is beneath you,” Boneclaw said.

“You can’t take my body!” Vala protested.

“I have no interest in your body, only your powers. I will take them and add them to the Steel Bitch’s abilities and none will be the wiser.” As Boneclaw spoke, the tendrils wound tighter around her legs. She continued to struggle and tried to break free, and managed to force an arm out of the gunk. Not that it would do her any good. If she reached out, she’d only be ensnared again.

“I’m not sure if I can take your powers while I control the Steel Bitch, though,” he said as if he were talking to himself. “I cannot release my control of her, of course. That’s too risky. She is much more valuable than a mutant dwarf like yourself. Not to worry. If I cannot take your power from you, I’ll simply scramble your brain and remove your power from this planet.”

In the next moment, she felt him trying to enter her mind. He had already covered most of her body and her neck with his black gunk. Now, it crept up her throat and into the corners of her mouth, her ears, and her nostrils.

“No!” She choked over the word as she felt not only the slime but his mind enter her head. It felt foul as it seeped into her—as if she would never be clean again and he would take everything about her that she loved and dump it into a tar pit.

And there was nothing she could do. He had lifted her off the floor now. She could not push off anything to try to get traction to escape. Nor could she push, hit, headbutt, or any of the other self-defense techniques her teachers had tried to teach her in school.

The dwarf couldn’t fight back, no matter how hard she tried, so she did what her father had said to never do. She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them so she could tuck herself into the fetal position and let herself be consumed.

When she brought her arms close to her chest, however, she felt something in her pocket—a tiny glass vial filled with a potent magical elixir.

Her father had told her to not do drugs as surely as he had said to never surrender to dragons, but she thought that in this particular situation, he would approve of her decision.

Without hesitation, she popped the cap off the vial with her thumb and tossed the pixie juice past her lips that were already covered in black gunk. It burned when it struck the back of her throat but she forced it down as the world started to spin around her.


Chapter Thirteen


Why was everything spinning?

Galen blinked his eyes open and frowned at a wall of bruised storm clouds, then a parking lot filled with expensive-looking cars. His vision seemed to swing repeatedly between the two. Again, he registered that it was all spinning but could not think why.

It wasn’t the motion that had brought his mind into focus, though, but a yank on his arm that stopped the spinning. His bemused gaze settled on a flying machine with four helicopter-style rotors and an arm with a rubberized grip that grasped his forearm.

“Try to hold still. We’ll get you straightened out,” a rather posh voice said from the flying machine. He knew that voice—or, rather, he should know it—but he couldn’t place it. It felt like every neuron in his brain had been electrified and there were none left that hadn’t been cooked like hamburger meat. Still, he could hold still. It didn’t take great intellect to do that.

He extended his other arm and both his legs and registered that he was in human form. This confused him as he seemed to remember being in dragon form.

Three more of the flying devices caught hold of him, one on each limb, and his speed slowed considerably.

“I don’t think we can stop your fall, Mr. Stormwing, but maybe if you can take that other form—the one you told me about?”

That seemed like a good idea. He shifted to his half-dragon form and immediately felt a flood of relief as healing energy flowed through his body. His mind cleared as much as his bruises healed. He remembered where he was, who the disembodied voice was, and why he was there.

Rio Chico…Alan Dusk…and he had to stop his mother from blowing a rocket up before he got inside it and was launched into space.

The rush of clarity was comforting but immediately gave way to his next and most important thought. He realized with horror that he was not holding Claw.

“My sword!” he said to the drones.

“I have that under control,” Dusk said. A fifth drone streaked into view. This one had not caught Claw with its rubber hand and instead, the sword had speared through it, stopped at the hilt, and somehow missed every vital piece of circuitry. “Although I don’t know what else I can do with drones against a dragon.”

“Leave that to me.” Galen spread his wings and caught the wind. The drones released him and he could fly of his own accord again.

“Are you sure you’re up to this?” the CEO asked from the drones’ speakers.

He honestly didn’t know how to answer. Even fighting his mother would be a formidable challenge in and of itself, and fighting her and preventing her storm powers from destroying the rocket seemed impossible.

But failure was not an option. Gabriela was there on Boneclaw’s orders. That meant the dead dragon lord who had come back from the Void saw this rocket and his mission as a substantial enough threat to reveal himself. Their enemy must think it might work, so Galen had to make sure it could. But how could he stop a thunderstorm?

“I will need my sword,” he said to Dusk. A moment later, the drone with his weapon flew beside him. He grasped the hilt and yanked it out, although this proved to be too much for the machine. He had severed something inside and it plummeted, sparking with electricity.

The sight gave the young dragon a much better idea.

“Dusk, I can use your help. Can you make all these drones fly in a line behind me?”

“I can make them take any formation you wish. In fact, I once conducted a three-part aerial ballet with—”

“Make them fly behind me in a line so my mom can’t see.”

For once, Alan did something without talking too much about it. He merely said, “Roger,” and the drones fell into formation as requested.

“Great, thanks. I’m not sure this will work, but I think they might be the best thing to use against my mother’s powers.”

“It’s hard to believe your mother is shooting lightning at you.” The billionaire was flabbergasted.

“Oh, yeah,” he muttered.

“I’m shocked. I thought my family was dysfunctional. I’ve never had my mother try to electrocute me, though. Are you sure that whatever you have planned will work?”

“Not at all,” the young dragon replied. “But we have to try. On my signal, I want you to fan the drones out in a square around me. Can you do that?”

“As I said, we’ve performed aerial ballets. I can certainly make a square.” Dusk chuckled.

“Great. On my mark.”

He pumped his wings and elevated a little more so he could catch the wind from his mother’s storm. While he could not control the weather like his family could, he understood wind patterns as well if not better than the rest of them. After all, if they encountered a thermal or a gale they did not like the feel of, they could change it. He could do no such thing.

Once he reached what he felt was the right height, he increased his speed to move to a position he hoped was close enough. Truly, he was still out of range, but if he didn’t stop his mom, she would be close enough to damage the rocket and there would be nothing he could do.

“Mother!” he shouted.

“Now now, Galen! Mommy is doing important work, something you wouldn’t understand.”

“I understand that you’re bending over backward to be a servant. That you have no more self-respect than a human.”

As expected, that slowed her. Thunder boomed above as she wheeled to face him.

“I serve Boneclaw because he will make a future that will benefit our family.”

“You serve Boneclaw because you’re scared, exactly like you’ve always been.”

“I’ll show you the meaning of fear,” his mother roared.

“Dusk—now!” Galen shouted as lightning sizzled through the clouds above his mother and lanced toward him.

Before it could strike him, the drones darted out from their hiding place behind his wings and the electricity was drawn to the metal.

Instead of being struck three times, three of the four drones took the full power of his mother’s attack. Two of them exploded immediately and the third fared slightly better. It belched smoke and whined as it glided toward the ground.

“You’re a fool of a boy,” his mother snapped and flew closer now. “You always have been, and you always will be. You used your little shields against me but what can you do now? Who will protect you?”

More lightning built in the clouds above them. It seared and snapped through the cloud until he could practically feel it, even from his position below.

“I will destroy this rocket and you will see that you have failed and that Boneclaw’s rise is imminent. Once I see the despair in your eyes, I will rip those wings from that disgusting form you insist on using and will finally drag you home where you belong.”

Before the lighting could lance from the sky and into her son or the single working drone Dusk still had in his control, another dragon punched through the storm clouds and scattered the thunderhead with gusts of wind.

“Sister! Come now, this is no way to settle a dispute.” Galen’s Uncle Petrov’s voice boomed with thunderclaps.

“True enough,” Gabriela Stormwing said to her brother. “He is beneath me. Kill him and earn your place at Stormsiege when it is rebuilt.”


Chapter Fourteen


“What are you waiting for, brother? End your time in exile and return to your rightful place. Kill your nephew.”

Galen turned to his uncle. He wasn’t at all sure that he could defeat his mom, but he was certain that he could not beat the two of them. It was a shock to see Petrov. He hadn’t seen him since he’d been possessed by Boneclaw and their duel had leveled Stormsiege. The older dragon had followed him home and sworn loyalty to him, but his word had not been tested. He had vanished shortly thereafter, and he had not seen or heard from him since. It seemed his mother hadn’t either.

“I’m not here to serve Boneclaw, Gabriela. I’m here to defend my nephew from your foolishness.”

“Fools,” she said and thunder boomed overhead although it was not as loud as it had been. Galen glanced at his uncle and saw that the dragon struggled against the storm itself. He was not as strong as his sister—no one was when it came to storm magic—but he could keep her at bay, if only for a time.

“Don’t do this, Gabriela! You haven’t felt what Boneclaw can do. I have.”

“If you speak of the power he gave you while he had control of your body, I would gladly accept such a gift.”

“It’s not like that, sister. When Boneclaw controlled me, I felt nothing—only blackness and the Void. When I was luckiest, I was trapped inside a bubble of nothing inside my mind and could at least look out at what was happening. But much of the time—all the time when I fought and used those abilities—I saw nothing. You have always strived to be powerful, sister, but this is not that. He will reduce you to a puppet.”

“He doesn’t care about our clan, Mother!” Galen added.

“Both of you were always an embarrassment to our clan. You are weak—a gargoyle and a storm dragon who can use his powers to smell. This is a joke.” Thunder rumbled violently and Gabriela turned her back on them.

“We are the joke and yet you turn your back on a rightful duel so you can destroy a human tool simply because your master told you to?” His uncle snorted derisively.

She wheeled to face them. “This is no duel. It would be a slaughter.”

“And yet you run,” Petrov goaded.

His sister laughed. “If you think I will engage in a battle with the two of you—”

“Not the two of us. Only Galen. I am here because I swore I would help my nephew. Right now, that means making sure he gets the duel he demanded.”

The young dragon didn’t exactly remember demanding a duel but he wouldn’t argue, not when he had his mother’s focus on him instead of their only chance to destroy Boneclaw’s disk.

“You had best stay clear, brother. I would not have you interfere.”

“Galen wishes to use the rocket, which needs clear weather. I’ll do nothing more than maintain those conditions.”

“And deny me my storm powers. That’s as good as—”

Galen barreled into his mother’s stomach, having gained altitude while they had talked. He might be able to stand against her long enough to think of a way to turn the tide of this fight, but he wouldn’t last even that long if she landed the first strike. While she had been focused on her brother, he had moved into position. Humans might have called it a dirty trick but dragons allowed such things in duels. After all, wits were something to be leveraged as much as physical strength.

Gabriela gasped from the force of both of his taloned feet driving into her gut. She sucked in a breath and he followed up with an uppercut that thrust her back and knocked a tooth loose.

For a brief moment, he felt like he might be able to win this. He had strapped Claw to his side—despite his mother being quite nasty, he did not wish to cut her in half—but with that uppercut, he realized that he could draw the blade and make contact.

She seemed to realize something similar because she whipped her tail before he had caught his breath and whacked him in the chest. The force of the blow was enough that he careened away, but he was fairly accustomed to being knocked about by larger dragons when he was in this form.

He used the momentum to gain a little distance, then caught the wind with his wings and whirled to attack again.

His mother had centuries more experience than he did, but not all of it was particularly useful in this battle. She was accustomed to facing foes her own size, not human-sized half-dragons. Although she blocked his approach with a claw, he was able to tuck his legs in and slide inside her defenses. He punched her in the throat before she grasped him by the wings and flung him back.

Galen could see why she was angry. He had hit her so hard that some of her scales had cracked and a messy bruise had begun to form beneath. Moments later, however, her healing power repaired the scales and the bruise faded into nothing.

The young dragon gritted his teeth. It was hard to look past her amazing control over storms and the weather, but that was not the extent of her powers. She had a healing ability that was the envy of many dragons and battle prowess that few could match.

Gabriela blasted him with fire from much farther away than most dragons could manage. She used the winds to augment the flames, of course, a trick most of the dragons he had grown up with had learned to do when they were half his age.

He had no control over the wind so he did what he had always done when faced with these kinds of powers—he tried his damned best to get out of the way.

Being in the air helped, as all he had to do was stop flapping and he fell below the blast of fire.

She wasn’t about to let him get away that easily, though, and screeched as she dove after him.

Galen plummeted close to the ground before he spread his wings and streaked across the pavement mere inches above the concrete surface.

His mother’s full dragon form was much larger than his half-dragon one and it was therefore much harder to redirect its momentum. In her mad haste to catch him, she had not paid attention to their rapid descent. She plowed into the ground with enough force to create a crater.

The young dragon landed thirty feet beyond it and breathed a sigh of relief.

He was almost ready to assure himself it was over when one of his mother’s arms extended from the hole, then the other, and finally, her grinning face, bloody and with broken teeth that fell out before his very eyes as new ones grew in their place. Her face, bloody and raw from powering into the pavement, was already healed. If she had broken bones in the fall, she gave no indication of it.

“Enough of this, Gabriela!” Petrov roared from above. “He is your son!”

“You would think he would know how to hit, then.” She scoffed.

“Why do you wish to serve Boneclaw?” her brother demanded. “The years without him were some of the best we had.”

“The years without Boneclaw were a stain on our honor because of this insolent little twerp!” she raged. “He has embarrassed me for the last time.”

She lunged out of the hole like a viper and was on him before he knew it.

He blocked the first snap of her teeth, the swipe of her tail, and the scratch of another claw, but then he tried to parry an attack with a sword that was still on his belt. Her claw caught him by the wings and he toppled.

Before he could stand, Gabriela snatched him in her talon like a tiger with a rat.

“I do this for our clan,” she said. “It brings me no joy but it’s the only way.”

With a rumble that was almost a roar, she opened her mouth and lifted him to bite his head off.

Galen struggled to break free but between her fearsome strength and the realization that she intended to decapitate him with her teeth, his efforts were ineffectual. How could his mother do this? How could she bite her son’s head off simply so she could have a chance to lick Boneclaw’s boot?

Before she could snap her jaws shut, a gleaming silver drone rocketed into her mouth and jammed in the back of her throat. She roared and blasted fire, but that only melted the machine while it was still inside. With a scream, she tumbled back, hacking and coughing, to spit the melted metal and plastic out.

“That was unfair, you sniveling little rat! You should be dead!” She hissed in fury.

Her son still couldn’t fully believe what she had tried to do to him. She would have killed him had Dusk not intervened. No dragon could survive being decapitated and she had given no indication that she was bluffing. She would have bitten her son’s head off. He knew she had talked about killing him before—she talked about it rather often, in fact—but somewhere deep inside, he never thought she would go through with it.

Now, he knew better.

Resigned to his mother’s callousness but not willing to lose this battle, Galen drew Claw.

The young dragon sprinted toward his mother. She flinched when she saw the blade—she knew precisely what it was capable of—and bounded into the sky. He pumped his wings, followed her, and caught up quickly. Her full dragon form was much faster than his half-dragon one, but he was quicker over short distances. Plus, she used wind to augment her flight, which gave him the boost he needed.

With the wind at his back, he raced forward and at the last minute, tucked into a front flip and landed on Gabriela’s back. He positioned a taloned foot in front of each of her wings and dug into her scales. With one hand, he grasped the ridge of spines that ran down her spine before he brandished Claw with the other.

He couldn’t believe he was doing this. She was his mother and had grown his egg inside her belly. She had laid him, tended him until he hatched, and kept him warm. Even when she passed her duties off to mages and lesser dragons, it was still her prestige that kept him fed and an ornate roof over his head. He didn’t want to kill her, but to let her kill him was not an option.

“Do you know what that is, Mother?” he demanded as he whipped Claw around and put the edge of the blade against her neck.

“The claw you stole from a dead dragon. Yes, I know what that is! And I know you would never hurt me with it, dear boy.”

“You were about to kill me, Mother. Do you deny it?” He pushed the blade more firmly against her neck until it drew blood. Claw was so sharp it would have been easier to simply let the blade slice through and decapitate her, but he held it steady and made sure she knew that her life was in his hands.

“I would never have hurt you. It’s Boneclaw! He’s so powerful and you’re with this rocket mess and—”

“That’s enough, Mother. Land now or I’ll be forced to do to you what you tried to do to me.”

“What I pretended to do to you, my poor boy. Boneclaw might be watching. I thought that by fighting, we might get you to safety.”

“Go lower, Mother. Stop rising!”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” Gabriela cackled and lightning seared from the storm clouds above them.

Galen raised Claw from her neck and caught the force of one of the blasts of lightning with the blade. Before the energy could heat the indestructible material or spread to his hand, he shunted it into the only thing he could—his mother.

With a deft flick of his wrist, he severed one of her wings from her body.

She screamed as she fell and tumbled end over end with him on her back.

And still, she tried to bring down wind and rain and hail and sleet to hurt her son. Resigned to becoming the monster he was destined to be, he severed her other wing.

Gabriela screamed even louder at this, then shrieked as she plummeted even faster.

He pushed off her back and caught the wind while she pounded into the pavement below. This time, she did not rise.


Chapter Fifteen


Boneclaw had thought he had done quite well to get explosives from a room in the Steel Guard headquarters and plant them in the Chrome Castle. It would have been impossible had he not used Kristen Hall’s body to beat Hernandez bloody until she finally explained how to use the devices. Truly, even that had not done the trick. He had been forced to let Kristen come to the surface to beg Hernandez to show her how to set up the explosives and the timer.

That was what the woman had thought anyway.

“Red, is that you?” she’d sputtered as she coughed out a couple of bloody teeth.

“Boneclaw has me. There’s a portal in the Chrome Castle he’s using to anchor himself. I thought I could maneuver him in there, but he found out. I’m barely holding onto control. Hernandez, please!”

That was all Boneclaw, of course. He had spent quite a few afternoons at the theater over the centuries and liked to think that his acting skills were fairly good as a result. It had been enough to convince the woman, at least.

He had watched from behind Kristen’s eyes as Hernandez rigged some explosives to a timer that began to count down in red letters.

“I’ll go tell Kylara, Vala, and Jasmine to get the techs out of there,” she had said before he made the Steel Bitch’s skin turn to steel and planted a boot in the demolitions expert’s chest. She had catapulted across the room and into a wall of guns that had collapsed on top of her. He waited a few moments but she did not move.

It was exhilarating having his host’s power. Boneclaw had been powerful in his own right when he’d still been alive, but he knew there were stronger dragons than him. His fighting style had always relied on subterfuge and cunning. Kristen and her steel skin gave him options he had never had before—like kicking people so hard it broke their ribs.

He had planted the bombs himself after telling her brother—who prattled constantly in the earpiece she wore—that he was going to check on their work.

The timer on the bomb had given him more than enough time to get him upstairs again, far enough away to feign ignorance of the explosion, but Vala had appeared.

Boneclaw was proud of how quickly he had dealt with her. Never let it be said that an old dragon could not learn new tricks. He had barely understood electronics a decade before and a century before, he had thought it was nothing but a passing fad like tulips had been in Europe. But he had learned since then. Oh yes, he had learned. And what fun it was to see the look on the stocky little dwarf’s face when she reached out with her abomination of power and found nothing there.

He had looked forward to taking her power for himself, but even with the dwarf wrapped in his Void-powered body, that was proving difficult. No matter, he thought as he pushed thread-like tendrils of his matter inside her skull. He would reach between her very neurons and snap the synapses like twigs.

Victory was imminent. Galen was proving to be a more deeply rooted problem than he could have anticipated, but the whelp’s mother would put an end to that soon. She would have to be killed, most likely. A dragon with her power over the weather couldn’t be allowed to survive. He would use her skull, though, and honor her sacrifice—and exert his dominance over her family in a rather overt way. Vala not being in the explosion was a setback, but once he ripped her mind apart, she would be a hindrance no longer.

Although her synapses seemed to resist him somehow. Perhaps it was her dwarfish resilience? Everyone knew the dwarves had been made by the mages to fight dragons and that they were particularly resistant to dragon fire as well as many types of magic. But Void magic? Nothing could resist Void magic.

This was merely a setback.

“Why do you insist on having your brain completely scrambled when you could have this over easy?” Boneclaw said inside her head.

Technically, he didn’t speak in her mind but directly into her eardrums, but the effect would be the same. He knew the dwarf was looking at Kristen, covered in slime, and heard his disembodied voice in her head. It must surely be intimidating. Yet somehow, she was laughing.

“No thanks!” She giggled. “I don’t want any eggs right now.”

“Eggs?” he demanded.

“Scrambled, or over easy?” She squealed with laughter. “I prefer omelets, to be honest, but I guess if you’re cooking, I’ll take my eggs however you make them best.”

“These are your last words?”

“What will you try to do? Fry my brain? Make me into toast?” She laughed uproariously.

Boneclaw ignored her. He had seen many victims try to resist him in the past, even before he’d had Void energy. Some dealt with fear by laughing. Although it was frustrating in the moment, those always ended up being the skulls he enjoyed wearing the most. He dumped more Void energy into her brain and felt her start to resist in earnest.

“Stop! Stooooop!” she screeched and struggled against the enveloping black slime that covered her. “That tickles!”

“Your resistance is admirable.” He hissed in frustration.

“That’s not the way to cook an egg!” Vala laughed.

The ancient dragon didn’t know what was wrong with her. He had her under his control. Surely this couldn’t be a power that all dwarves had? If it was and if they knew about it, it could make his conquest of the North American continent more difficult.

He wrapped her more tightly and forced her out of the fetal position she had chosen to die in. Then, he understood.

Something fell from her hand—a tiny vial with a residue inside that positively stank to Boneclaw. It was pixie magic, the same kind that had stopped him from taking over a dragon’s brain when he’d needed to create a distraction to give him time to build his portal to the Void over Antarctica. She was drugged. That was why she was laughing. She wasn’t brave at all and was hiding her mental faculties behind a drug. It was a trick many humans employed using alcohol.

Although he certainly found it frustrating, it only confirmed that his demolition of the Chrome Castle and the experiments they were conducting inside had been a wise decision. He had not been certain about how dangerous the Pixie Dust could be to him, but it was now quite clear. Vala must understand that as well. If she hadn’t used the drug, he could have discovered this for himself but since she had…well, it wasn’t like she had to live.

Boneclaw withdrew his black slime from her body, brought it all in through Kristen’s mouth, and made her choke and gag in the process. He had not needed to make her gag, of course. For that matter, he hadn’t even needed to make the slime go inside her mouth at all, but he knew it was the little things in life that mattered. Power was a fickle thing to hold onto. All it took was a few people saying no loudly enough, and one’s ability to control others could evaporate.

The Steel Bitch would need constant reminders of how weak and worthless she was until he eventually killed her.

Vala could be used to achieve those goals as well. His slime inside Kristen’s body again, he lunged with dragon speed and grasped the dwarf by the neck. He had done this so many times to so many people and relished how human skin resisted being punctured until suddenly, it simply didn’t. Even after all these centuries, he loved the way he could dig into the neck—such a fragile part of their bodies when compared to dragons—and rip out their windpipe, their veins, and their spine if he so wished. He squeezed tighter and waited for the delicious pop and squelch.

Impossibly, her neck did not give way.

On the contrary, he could hardly feel her pulse despite his concerted pressure. Her windpipe had not yet collapsed either. It was unthinkable! Every other time he had done this, the human had died.

Frustrated, he flung Vala back with enough force to drive her through a door to a stairwell and she continued down it. A bloody smear should have been left on the door from where her skull had struck it with enough force to break the latch, but there wasn’t one.

“Of course there isn’t.” He chuckled when he finally recognized the mistake he’d made. “The mages who created your kin knew that the human neck was a weak point, didn’t they?” he shouted down the stairwell.

The dwarf sprawled on the landing between the two floors, clutched her bruised neck, and gasped for breath. He could have killed her then and almost did but had lost his patience. Boneclaw shook his head. He could do better.

Despite her still being alive and thus having won a victory against him—at least in his book—she was hurt. She struggled to stand and pushed up with one hand while she kept the other on her bruised throat. Her eyes wide with fear and focused on Boneclaw instead of the steps ahead of her, she tried to flee down the stairwell but missed the first one. With a yelp, she half-slid and half-bounced down to thunk into the door on the next landing.

He walked leisurely down the steps and took his time so she would understand that it was over. She was dead.

Vala clawed at the door in front of her, but he had foreseen that. When he had destroyed all the cameras on the floor above this one, he had broken the innards of the doorknobs on the floors above and below the one he was on. He was quite accustomed to hunting vermin. They always tried to run so it paid to cover the exits.

“It’s funny to think you came up this stairwell looking for me,” he said in Kristen’s sweetest voice and placed a steel hand gently against his chest. “You probably thought you could escape, didn’t you? You probably thought that falling down the stairs would save your worthless little life.” He giggled and used his acting skills to their fullest effect. “You were wrong.”

With a herculean grunt, the dwarf slammed her head against the door and knocked it off its hinges. The force of it left her forehead bloody but she was undeterred. She screamed down the hallway.

“Help!”

That was certainly inconvenient. Boneclaw bounded down the remaining steps and grasped her shock of curly hair with one fist and her crotch with the other. He lifted her above his head—Kristen’s dragon-powered muscles hardly protested at the weight—and hurled her to the floor above them. Technically, he overshot his mark and she bulldozed into the bottom of the stairwell above the doorway to that floor, but she made impact and fell back to where he had wanted her. Well, he decided, if humans could count points that went off the backboard in basketball, he could count that.

He jumped and landed in front of her in a single bound.

“Someone heard me.” Vala wheezed. Despite her throat not giving way or being crushed under his puppet’s steel gasp, he had hurt her. Still, she grinned and her eyes sparkled madly. He did not like this drug she had used at all.

“I am aware,” Boneclaw said, picked her up by her hair, and flung her into the hallway where they had first met. “Your allies will come to help you. Don’t you think?”

“It’s over—” She coughed. “All my friends will come and we will kick your little booty!”

“Not yet.” He lifted her by her hair again and pounded the back of her skull into the wall behind her with enough force to create a hole. “I still need to kill you and make it look like it was you who was being controlled by me the entire time. The bomb should help with that. After all, you fled the scene first.”

“You’re crazy,” she said, still giggling from the drugs. Blood dripped from her nose into her mouth and made her sputter the slurred words.

“And you’re dead.” Boneclaw forced her through the tiny hole her skull had made in the wall. More of it gave way this time and she toppled into the room behind her.

It was Kristen Hall’s office. A fitting place for her to be ambushed, he thought. Now to complete the illusion that he’d controlled her all along.

He stepped toward the dwarf, cracked his knuckles, and prepared to finish what he had started.


Chapter Sixteen


Vala thought it was hilarious that she had always been so intimidated by this office and now, she would die there. Objectively, it wasn’t very funny or even ironic, but to her pixie juiced-up mind, it was a downright comedic masterpiece. She giggled at the thought as Kristen—no, Boneclaw—stepped through the hole in the wall he had created using her as a hammer. He had to crouch to fit and another bubble of laughter escaped her.

That was the drugs, though. She had taken drugs. As Boneclaw had tried to crush her neck and tossed her through doors and walls, she clung to one thought. He was beating the living snot out of her because that was all he could do. He’d wanted to take over her mind but he could not. That was an advantage—one she had to use.

She should have more advantages. For one, she should have had her friends but she had told Jasmine to wait at the lab and Kylara to play hide and seek.

Hide and seek! Now that was a good idea.

The dwarf scrambled under Kristen’s desk and tried not to giggle although she guffawed when the top of the desk thunked into the back of her head.

Kristen caught her by her collar—not her hair, which was nice of her—and hurled her through the hole she had made into the hallway.

If her head didn’t hurt so badly, that would have been hilarious.

Unfortunately, her head had begun to throb. She put a hand to her scalp and it came away wet with sticky red stuff like jelly. Blood jelly! Did she have a snack in her bag? Where was her bag? She normally kept nice, yummy snacks in there.

With a frown, she looked down the hallway and saw that she had dropped it where Kristen had grabbed her by the throat.

She started to crawl toward it, but a steel foot kicked her in her rear with such force that it bruised her tailbone and she slid forward and crashed into her bag.

Vala began to hurt all over now and it made things less funny. She didn’t want to laugh anymore and wanted Kristen-Boneclaw to leave her alone. Maybe if she gave them a snack, they’d give her some space.

Her fingers fumbled to open her bag and she peered into it for some elk jerky or maybe a hunk of cheese, only to discover that she had not packed any snacks. But there were tools she could play with.

A grin slid onto her face when pulled her goo gun out. She’d have fun with this one, that was for sure. She pulled it out and aimed it at Kristen, who strode down the hallway toward her. Tendrils of slime trailed from her pores as if she was sweating Boneclaw himself. Some of the tendrils already surged forward, outpaced their host, and groped for Vala.

That was enough to knock some sense into her. It had felt horrible to be swallowed by that ghastly black magic. She didn’t want to feel that again. Nor did she want her head bashed in. The pixie juice could no longer make either of those things funny. She didn’t want to play. All she wanted now was to stop Boneclaw.

Fortunately, her sobering mind realized that she could do exactly that with the tool she held.

She squeezed the trigger and pink goo sprayed at her attacker. Kristen dodged toward a wall, but the weapon had been outfitted with a large capacity goo chamber. She continued to pump as she sprayed and filled the space between her and the Steel Dragon with pink sticky goo. Kristen had unbelievable speed and agility and was able to dodge much of the substance, but a strand of it landed on one of her hands and connected to the wall she was closest to. She snapped back to slam against the wall like a rubber band.

“Curse your infernal dwarf devices!” Boneclaw still used Kristen’s body but not her voice.

He launched a tendril of black slime from her free hand toward the dwarf. She sprayed it with goo and it stopped, stuck to the wall.

The Void dragon roared and tried to pull the black gunk inside his host’s body but the part that had touched the goo was stuck. He disconnected that piece and retracted everything else.

He doesn’t want the goo from my gun to touch his slime, she realized. Encouraged, she sprayed more enthusiastically, stepped closer, and completely covered every inch of the Steel Dragon with pink slime. Even though she had begun to come down off the intense high of the pixie juice, she couldn’t help but laugh at what was happening right now. Boneclaw—a dragon who had reigned in some capacity for millennia and who had not only come back from death but from the Void itself—currently cowered inside of one of his enemies to avoid getting pink slime from a super-soaker on him.

Finally, when she could see nothing more of Kristen than the tip of her nose, she stopped blasting with the gun. It looked like the woman had been attacked by some kind of bubblegum spider. The thought almost sent Vala into another round of uncontrollable giggles but she managed to get herself under control and approached the Steel Dragon.

“And what will you do now, dwarf? Slit the throat of this puppet? I’m not sure I could stop you if you tried.” Boneclaw’s voice came from somewhere inside the pink goo. Although his host couldn’t move, she struggled against the pink goo as if his voice was physically hurting her.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” the dwarf asked. She might be high but that didn’t mean she was stupid. The reverse psychology was fairly obvious and his failure to respond immediately only proved that she was right.

She dropped to her knees and rummaged through her bag.

“How long do you think it would take me to kill her from my place inside her body? I think I could do it in minutes—although the dragon healing power might push it out hours. Would you like to watch?”

“No, thank you.” She pulled out the device she had been looking for—a small handheld speaker.

“It was a rhetorical question. I’ll kill her before you can summon anyone to help.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Vala felt some of the pixie juice-induced silliness creeping in again. She had configured this speaker a while back and was sure it was still calibrated properly. When she flicked it on, Kristen’s writhing beneath the goo intensified.

“What is that screech?” Boneclaw raged.

“Screech? Oh, you must mean the magical wave I’m playing right now. Would you believe that I can’t even hear it?”

“It sounds like nails in my temples…like needles in fingernails!”

“I can only imagine,” she said amicably. “And what’s super-crazy is that Kristen can’t hear it at all. It’s a tone I created specifically to cancel Void energy out.”

“Stop it! Stop it now.”

“Uh…let me think about that… No.”

Black gunk began to pour from Kristen’s nostrils. It didn’t move as smoothly as it had before. The dwarf could now see the vibration of the harmonic's magical signature making the surface of the slime quiver.

More of it sprayed from Kristen’s nose. Any that touched the pink bubblegum from the goo gun got stuck, but most of it slithered over this membrane of trapped black slime. Once free of the goo, it began to creep into cracks in the Steel Guard building.

“I don’t think so,” Vala said. “Brian?” she called before she remembered that Boneclaw had fried all the electronics in this hallway.

“I’ll return for you, dwarf,” he warned as he vanished into the floor—and not a moment too soon. The stairwell door burst open and Drew and Amy rushed in. Brian was hot on their heels.

“What the hell happened here?” he demanded and leveled a gun at Vala.

She ignored him. There were far more pressing issues than her mortality. “Brian, take this speaker and run this same frequency through all our speakers. You won’t hear anything, but it should drive Boneclaw out of this building.”

“I’m on it,” he said, took the speaker, and hurried downstairs.

The dwarf immediately regretted the decision when she remembered that the speakers on this floor had all been destroyed, but Boneclaw did not return so she decided to tell herself it would be okay.

“What did you do to Kristen?” Drew demanded a second time but didn’t point his gun at her this time.

“She was possessed by Boneclaw,” she explained and walked closer to Kristen, who was still wrapped in the bubblegum-pink cocoon. She retrieved a decoagulant from her bag and began to mist the substance that blocked her face.

“You saved me,” the Steel Dragon said and gasped for a breath of fresh air. “How did you know it wasn’t me? Boneclaw was able to access some of my memories. It was…it was a living nightmare.”

“I should have realized it sooner,” Vala said. “I had to use the Void energy signature to guide me here.”

“How long?” Amy asked.

“Ever since the attack.” Kristen pulled an arm free after the dwarf misted it with more of the decoagulant.

“Goddammit, Kristen, I’m so sorry. I failed you.” The mage hung her head in shame. “If you don’t want me around, I understand.”

“Like you’re getting out of this to go collect unemployment that easily!” her boss retorted, coughed, and expelled more of the black goo.

Vala scooped some up in a vial for further study.

“Is that something we need to be concerned about?” Drew asked her.

She scanned the gunk but it read as magically inert.

“It seems to me that once it’s disconnected from wherever Boneclaw’s ‘consciousness’ resides, it loses any connection to him.”

“So there can only be one shadow slime monster?”

“I think so,” she confirmed.

“I guess we’ll have to call that an advantage,” Amy muttered.

“The biggest advantage is Vala, though.” Kristen finally stepped free of the pink bubblegum goo that had pinned her to the wall.

“I should have noticed sooner,” the dwarf replied. “You were acting strangely.”

“We all should have noticed sooner,” Drew said.

“He had access to my memories—at least some of them,” the Steel Dragon said. “I don’t think we need to dwell on that now, but I am concerned that he’ll target Galen.”

“Even after trying to blow Vala’s lab up?”

Kristen nodded and looked tired. “He saw Vala’s lab mostly as a distraction. He thinks Galen and his sword are the bigger threat.”

“Then why not attack him directly?”

“He sent Galen’s mother to do his dirty work for him.”

“It makes sense,” the dwarf commented grimly. “She can make a thunderstorm that will stop any rockets from taking off.”

“We need to get there,” Kristen decided. “Vala, will you be able to continue your work on how you achieved resistance at another location?”

“I’m not sure I have a choice. Brian made it sound like the lab here was destroyed.”

“I saw the explosion,” Drew confirmed. “Any equipment there is gone.”

“Then I guess I can try somewhere else. But honestly, I’m not sure what I did.”

“You stopped Boneclaw from taking over your mind,” the Steel Dragon said. “That’s nothing to scoff at.”

“I know, but I don’t know how I did that. I’m not sure how much was the pixie juice and how much was my natural dwarf immunity to magic. I have a feeling that if I had not had either one of those things, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.”

“So you don’t have a real cure for Boneclaw’s control?” Drew asked.

“Not yet, no,” she admitted.

“Which is why we’ll need you to come with us to Rio Chico and continue your work there while we secure the rocket.” Kristen had made her mind up.

“So we’re leaving Detroit?” Drew breathed deeply.

His boss nodded. “His attention was on Rio Chico and Galen, and Antarctica beyond that. We’d be lucky at this point if this is all a ploy to get to Detroit but I don’t think it is. I think we’re looking at his endgame. Vala, I hope you’re ready to put another tool on the board. It’s vital.”

The dwarf swallowed hard and nodded. Kristen gave orders and in minutes, they were all packing and readying to portal across the country.


Chapter Seventeen


Galen landed in front of his mother’s broken body. Both severed wings had been blown away in the wind from the storm after she’d lost control of it and her front limbs were twisted into odd angles, the bones broken. Her face had hit the concrete and was a bloody, broken mess but he knew this fight still wasn’t over.

Sure enough, his mother twitched and raised her head. She blinked broken concrete out of one of her eyes. It looked as if the other had been punctured by the impact and blood and fluid leaked from the punctured orb and trickled down one side of her face.

“Do you yield, Mother?”

“Of course…not,” Gabriela sputtered, tried to rise on her broken forelimbs, and collapsed again. She hit her face on the paving, knocked a tooth out that must have already been loosened from her first impact, and yowled in pain.

“Face it, Mother, you’re done.” He took a step toward her and held Claw with both hands on the hilt. “You can’t hope to control the weather, not while you need to heal, and you can’t fly away. I could beat you in my human form.”

“I can still fly.” She coughed and tried to flap the two bloody stumps on her back that were supposed to support her wings. “Or not…”

To his surprise, she laughed. It was only a snort at first but grew into wracking laughter that seemed to injure her further.

Galen kept his hands on his sword and his focus on his mother. Despite her wounds, she was wily. He would not be taken unawares.

A breeze cut across the parking lot, and Petrov swooped low to send the storm his mother had been building scattering to the winds.

This seems to be the final straw for the matron of the Stormwing clan. She slumped heavily and stopped flapping her wings. “I don’t recall the last time I’ve felt pain like this,” she said although she didn’t sound angry about it.

“There can be more,” the young dragon said from behind his blade.

Her gaze flicked to him and the ruptured eye quivered.

“How is it that you’re hardly injured? Is your blade that powerful?”

“Claw doesn’t give him any special power, sister. He knows how to use the blade. That’s why he defeated you.”

“I guess so…” Gabriela said reluctantly.

Galen felt his breath catch in his throat. It wasn’t a formal surrender but had his mother admitted defeat? It could be a trick. He knew she would be a liar until the end of her days, but what could she do right now? Her bones were broken, her wings dismembered, and her face was a bloody mess. He doubted that she had the energy to make a puff of smoke, let alone a ball of fire.

“Do you admit defeat then?” he asked a second time.

She raised her head to stare at him, then went limp as she sagged again. Although he could see she was wary—even fearful—of Claw, she had not yielded.

He sighed and struggled with the fact that he had no desire to kill his mother. She had treated him abominably over the years. As the clan matriarch, she had ordered his cousins to beat him senseless and sent his uncle to track him like a dog. She had watched him fight for his life and done nothing to intervene. But she had never killed him. He didn’t know if she deserved to live, but she didn’t deserve to die at the hands of her son either.

But she had not yielded.

The young dragon drew a deep breath, steeled himself, and approached his mother with Claw still drawn. Gabriela’s fear of the blade was obvious and her one good eye remained locked on it as she tried to scuttle back. Her injuries were too extensive, however, and the battle had drained her energy too far. She could not even crawl away from him to lick her wounds.

And still, she would not yield.

He tightened his hold on Claw and even though he had no wish to kill her, pressed the blade against her throat.

Everything went very still.

“Please… Galen, please no.”

“You won’t get in my way again. Ever. You will leave me and my friends alone. Any move against those close to me will be exacted upon you, only worse. Do you understand?” His voice was cold and surprised even him.

She tried to nod but the blade was against her neck, so she only succeeded in nicking herself before she yelped in pain. “I won’t go against your will again, my son. It would not serve for the Stormwing clan to fight amongst itself.”

The power of those words struck him like a freight train.

It would not serve for the Stormwing clan to fight amongst itself.

His mother—his terrible, vicious, conniving mother—had admitted that he was a major player in the clan. He had gone from an outcast and a pariah, something that needed to be hunted and brought to heel, to a leader in the clan. It was all he had ever wanted. He had wanted to please his mother and father for so long and now he had shown them what he could be.

Although he knew he had impressed her when he had fought his Uncle Petrov, she had still run to obey Boneclaw’s beck and call. But now? She had finally seen what he was capable of. Through her eyes, he could see that he was not weak or useless and he had won this fight not by luck but by grit and cunning.

He’d had the idea of how to use the drones to stop his mother’s storm from obliterating the rocket. And he had won his uncle’s loyalty by defeating him when Boneclaw had controlled him like a puppet. For maybe the first time in his entire life, the young dragon realized he was not weak. He had always seen himself as a runt, a useless, defective dragon who would never earn his family’s respect. Now, when he saw what he had done to his mother and still refused to do what she would have done and kill his opponent, he realized he wasn’t a runt.

He was different than his family and those who came before him, but that didn’t make him weak. It was what made him strong. That was what gave him the grit to beat his mother in what was effectively a duel.

“That is good to hear, mother,” he said, looked her in the eye, and for the first time ever, felt like he was an equal. He changed to his human form, sheathed his sword, and put a hand in his pocket as he approached her. “And in time, perhaps you can earn a place of honor at Stormsiege once more.”

“Once more?” Gabriela asked. “Stormsiege is still mine—ours now. But together, we can go forward and make a new era for the Stormwing clan.”

She stopped talking at that point because he had slapped a magic dampening cuff around her wrist. Her body sprayed mist and she transformed into her human form.

The mist cleared and his mother stared at him in shock. Her dress was tattered, her arms scratched, and her back looked bruised from where her wings were supposed to be. She still had her injured eye that hadn’t healed either, but she looked at him with questions and doubt.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked and whimpered.

Before Galen could answer, Petrov’s laughter boomed from up above. “He’s beat you there, sister!”

“Galen… Galen, release me!”

“I’m afraid not, Mother.”

“But together…together we could–”

“You promised to treat me with respect when I defeated my uncle. You were not true to your word. Perhaps some time in a Steel Guard cell will help you learn about the consequences of not keeping your word.”

“A cell? No, Galen, you don’t want to do this.”

“That’s right, Mother, I don’t want to do this. I didn’t want to fight you and I didn’t want to have to prove myself to you again and again, day after day, but it never mattered what I wanted, did it?”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“No, Gabriela. Letting you go would be a mistake,” Petrov said from the air.

“Don’t worry Mother. You didn’t damage all that much. I’ll talk to whoever ends up with your case and ask for leniency. If you can treat your captors with respect.”

“I…that is…” She slumped, wrapped her arms around her knees, and stared at the clouds. “I have a right to remain silent, then?”

“You do.” The young dragon looked at the clouds and allowed himself to smile.

They blew away and formed a rainbow briefly before they were scattered to the winds. The sun shined brightly and the only evidence of the storm was the wet concrete beneath their feet. He knew his uncle had changed the weather to better behoove a launch, but at least his mother wasn’t complaining about it.

It wasn’t long before a drone with an animated version of Alan Dusk’s face arrived.

“I’ve contacted the Steel Guard for backup. It seems they’ve already mobilized and will shift their base of operations to Rio Chico,” he said.

“Let me know when they arrive,” Galen told the man with enough influence to be able to change the course of a rocket’s launch.

His life had changed so much. From the runt of a clan, to an unwilling necromancer, to a runaway monster surviving in the desert, and to a magical detective. It felt like today might be the day that lived in his memory as the first time he fully realized his potential.

He was Galen Stormwing and that was nothing to be ashamed of.


Chapter Eighteen


Lord Boneclaw seethed with fury. He could not believe that his plans had been foiled by a simpering, fat-brained, technocrat of a dwarf. She was already an embarrassment to her kind and now, she had gone and stopped him from realizing his goals. A freak and an aberration, she should have been happy that he would soon remake this world as he saw fit.

But would he even bother with that?

He needed the portal to power his abilities. It would grant him access to the multiverse and he would conquer world after world using the bones of the last one. But why bother? Why not simply make the disk swallow Earth and leave nothing at all behind? Why spare anyone on this planet?

The Steel Dragon was free of his clutches despite them having been so tight. How could she continue to evade him? She and her freakish band of allies—disrespectful mages, disgusting dwarves, and dragons who should have had their eggs cracked long before they hatched.

Why not simply crush them all with the disk?

But that was merely the rage he felt—it was not fear since he feared nothing—and he could not let anger force him to action. Even this close to achieving his goals, there would be setbacks. It was how it always had been and how it always would be, so he would not be rash and would take his enemies apart piece by piece. He would leave nothing of them but their bones, and those would be held high above the adoring masses as proof of the foolishness of those who opposed him.

That was why Boneclaw would not crash the disk into the earth—not yet, anyway. There were those who were loyal to him and who understood that the world was broken and in need of fixing. Despite being dead and banished to the Void, he still had those who were loyal. He would not abandon them to obliteration, no matter how much he might want to in the moment.

Besides, if he used the disk to destroy the earth, he would not be able to make Kristen Hall and Vala suffer. Galen’s insipid but powerful mother would have already taken her son from his grasp. The dragon whelp had been spared his vengeance through an easy death. He would not let his other two enemies—no, three since he must not forget about Kylara either, that embarrassment of a dragon turned pixie—escape personal punishment.

But perhaps he had misjudged the utility of his power of control. It had been useful to learn the Steel Bitch’s plans but now that he knew them, it made more sense to embrace the shadows to which he was more accustomed.

He moved through the innards of the Steel Guard building until he found the thin thread of his material that he had used to travel into the building. The single line entered via the plumbing. It followed a water pipe to a water treatment plant and from there, took the river to Lake St. Claire and eventually, to the ocean.

There were other threads too, some across the land and one that went all the way across the bottom of the Antarctic Sea to connect him to the part of his body he had left there. It was an impossibly long thread, only made possible because magic held it together, not any physical properties. He had been forced to abandon the network when he had taken over Kristen Hall’s mind, but he had left it intact for him to return to when he needed it.

It was unfortunate that he could not control the mind of a being and his own body at the same time, but perhaps that meant his time for controlling minds was over. Reconnected to the network, he began to draw some of it to himself. It was a delicate process to form a substantial mass out of this tiny filament of his matter, but he could do it. He would grow as big as this building and then destroy it. They would all rue the day that they dared to stand against him.

A screech exploded into Boneclaw’s mind and silenced any thoughts but survive and flee as he tried to escape the building. His consciousness was able to slither through the foundation and out into the water pipe, but every trace of his matter that had been inside the Steel Guard building was gone, destroyed by the sound.

That had been close—far closer than he’d thought possible. If they trapped his mind in a part of his amorphous body and destroyed only that one part, would it kill him? It was a troubling thought to a being whose body currently stretched from the great lakes of North America to Antarctica.

If so, he could not risk being separated from himself again, which meant no more taking over bodies. Not that he could, not with that horrible sound. Or was it a spell? He didn’t quite understand what that disgusting dwarf had devised but he recognized it as a threat.

No matter. He had not managed to kill her but he had destroyed her lab and eliminated a potential weakness in the Pixie Dust.

Between that and Gabriela’s murder of her son, they would be crippled enough that they would not be able to continue. Curious to see how brutally the Stormwing matriarch had eviscerated the runt, Boneclaw pulled his consciousness out of the node in Lake St. Claire, across a tiny filament that ran inside a telephone wire, and then south, tracing the line of the Mississippi until he reached the coast.

This took him mere seconds because he was not transporting matter but his mind. He decided it was much like the electricity that ran through the wires whose infrastructure he used. The wires were like his filaments of black matter. They did not move themselves but they transported something inside them. Electricity, in their case, while it was his mind that was able to move through the wires he had made.

In another blink, he was off the coast of Rio Chico and stared at a rocket that was somehow still standing.

It took a fair amount of control to not make the portal to the Void swallow the earth right then.

But that would be hasty. He didn’t need to act yet. The dwarf and the Steel Dragon would be there soon if they weren’t already. If he simply attacked, they would try to stop him. Only moments before, he would have felt certain of his victory but now, with that horrible sound Vala could produce, he was not sure. It would be better to bide his time and find a way to stop their mission without letting the dwarf attack him.

And there was Galen to worry about. No, not worry. He never worried.

However, he would not simply dismiss the boy either. He had somehow beaten Gabriela Stormwing and put her in cuffs. Boneclaw saw that as he extended his network of filaments throughout the SpaceD base. It would be easy to blame the Stormwing matriarch and claim that she was weak and had made a mistake or been overwhelmed by Galen and his uncle, who he saw from one of his rapidly branching tendrils.

The Void dragon would not take the easy option. It was wiser to assume that Galen had beaten Gabriela, if not fairly then squarely. He knew that she was a more than competent warrior. That was why he’d chosen her for this mission, after all. She was an old, strong dragon, canny and good at fighting. She would never have held on to the leadership of her clan otherwise. Galen defeating her could only be interpreted as evidence that he was indeed a legitimate threat.

He would have to deal with him personally.

But how? He would not invade the boy’s mind and risk disconnecting himself from his network again. The boy—fool that he was—would probably sooner turn his sword on himself than let him help him realize his true potential. No, he had to beat him or more specifically, stop his mission.

How long would it take for him to gather enough mass to crush Galen? Fifteen minutes? An hour? Both seemed an impossibly long time to wait after everything else that had gone wrong.

A moment later, a portal opened and Kristen, Vala, and Kylara stepped through into the mission control room and shook hands with the vacuous billionaire at the helm. So the fight in Detroit was truly done. Part of him wished to send his consciousness there so he could simply crush the skyscraper that had served as a symbol against his greatness for so long, but he would not.

Instead, he slunk away from the mission control area and Vala’s probing device and continued to the rocket. While he moved close to it, he withdrew the parts of him that stretched the farthest to the north. He was not keen to fight in Rio Chico, so he sent much of his mass onward, past the southern border of the United States, through and around South America, and on to Antarctica.

He would destroy the rocket, hobble their mission, and wait for them at his southern base, where the sky was darker than night and the air was colder than it had ever been before.

Yes. He would taste victory at the southern pole and spread his network across the entire globe. With a planet under his control, he would turn to other realms until he ruled a galaxy and even a universe.

And all he had to do was blow this rocket up.

He slipped inside, a tiny hair of black goo that a human would have needed one of their microscopes to see. It was a simple process to ooze into the rocket and up to the fuel tank. He took a few minutes to pump more of himself onto it, then prepared to open it. His plan was to open a tiny disk to the Void and release the fuel, and the rocket would be destroyed.

Boneclaw was about to implement that when he paused.

Was he being rash?

If he was honest with himself, he did not know how the rocket worked. He knew this was its fuel tank and that without this liquid, it could not launch, but as for what it would do, he was not sure.

Would it explode? If so, how big would the blast be? Surely he could get his mind clear in time. He could open a disk with any part of him as surely as a human could poke with all their fingers.

But what if it didn’t explode? What if it only leaked? Would the humans be able to replace it? Could they repair it? How much time would damaging it give him?

He could make a larger disk and completely destroy the rocket by cutting it in half or something dramatic like that, but then they would know he was there and try to stop him. There were other ways to get this done. Would this motivate them to find them? The network he’d made had taken him quite some time to create and it only covered two continents. Kylara and her portals would be able to reach rockets in Europe and Asia long before he could.

And if he blew this rocket up, they would most surely think of that or something even more difficult to stop.

No, blowing this rocket up wouldn’t stop the mission. As long as Galen and that infernal sword of his existed, they would continue to try to use him to destroy Boneclaw’s portal and source of power.

What he needed to do was kill Galen and ruin any hope they had of anyone else using his sword against him.

The solution suddenly presented itself to Boneclaw. What if he waited until the young dragon was in the rocket and then interfered with the fuel? Despite his lack of understanding of fuel, he felt fairly certain that an explosion would be assured.

Yes, this was the solution. If he destroyed the rocket, Galen would die, his sword would fall into the ocean, and no one would be able to recover it in time to stop him. Not only that but seeing their precious mongrel hero blow up in the very tool they had hoped to use to defeat their enemy would demoralize them into defeat.

This was how he would win, he was certain.

He merely had to make sure that Vala did not detect him before then. He would not underestimate her again. It was better to assume that she would detect him and work from there.

Her device could read energy, so perhaps he could give her that? Enough of it should mask his actual presence.

Boneclaw spread his network through the cracks in the parking lot, under cars, and inside pipes. He used all the filaments flowing from the north to thicken the parts he needed before they continued their path to Antarctica.

Once he had the entire SpaceD base in his web, he created a hundred tiny pinpricks of Void energy. Vala would see them, of that he was certain. And while she ran all across the base, chasing crumbs he had left for her, he would leave his network as he traveled to space, where he would slaughter Galen in a fiery flower of color for all the world to see.

Then he would fly to Antarctica, rejoin his body, and the world would be his.


Chapter Nineteen


Galen was relieved that Vala, Kristen, and the rest of the Steel Guard—including Raspberry—had arrived, but it did make things more complicated. He had developed a comfortable working relationship with Alan Dusk, but now that Kristen was there, he felt like he was stuck on the sidelines.

“Vala needs a lab. Anything she wants, she gets. Will that be a problem?” the Steel Dragon demanded.

“And if she asks for the rocket?”

“I won’t ask for the rocket,” Vala stated firmly.

“I know. I’m merely saying there must be limits.” The billionaire smirked. It had worked wonders with Galen but it seemed substantially less effective on the Steel Dragon.

“If there’s a reason she can’t take something because it will affect this mission, let us know. Otherwise, we need free rein here.”

“Of course. And Sheila can talk to you about billing when this is all over,” Dusk said and tried to claw back some form of a victory.

“Sure. If this all ends up good enough that there’s still a SpaceD corporation, I would be happy to pay the bill.” Kristen snorted.

That seemed to take some of the fuel out of Dusk’s engines. He wilted and told Sheila to assist Vala with whatever she needed.

It wasn’t like he wasn’t getting a fair deal. Dragons flew security around the rocket specifically and the base at large. Mages patrolled everywhere to make sure that Boneclaw could not interfere.

Although it seemed like he was still trying to do exactly that.

“Before I start on the Pixie Dust, I need everyone to see this,” Vala said and held her scanner up. “These are places reading Void energy here on the base. There are over a hundred of them.”

“Can I have access to that?” an engineer asked and she nodded and handed him the device. He hooked it up with a wire, pressed a few buttons on a terminal, and displayed a map on the big screen. The number of red dots on it was truly disturbing.

“Do we know which one is him?” Galen asked.

“I can’t be certain but I think that’s why there are so many. He’s trying to hide in all the white noise. I think he understands our capabilities better than he did before.”

“We need to assume he’s watching or even that he’s taken over the mind of one of the people in this very room,” Kristen said.

“Is there a way you can ensure none of us are under his control?” Drew asked.

“If I scan them and they’re clean, we can be sure they’re safe,” Vala confirmed.

“Then that’s what we do.” The Steel Dragon sighed. “I want everyone lined up in order of importance to this mission. We’ll move to a more secure location and make sure Boneclaw’s not listening. Is there somewhere we can work, Mr. Dusk?”

“I have a room, sure,” he said.

“Great. Vala, if you could scan him first, that would be good.”

The dwarf nodded, scanned him, and proclaimed him clean. He opened a door and ascended a set of stairs.

“All right, everyone. Line up at the door,” Kristen ordered and everyone obeyed.

Galen thought everyone shuffling and jostling for position would take time but it didn’t. They merely lined up behind him. Kristen was at the very front of the group, then Kylara from the Lumos School—with Sam, Jasmine, and Karl standing stubbornly next to her—Amy and Kristen, who chatted to each other, and a few other Steel Guards. He wasn’t sure when Kylara had brought all his friends from the Lumos School but he was glad she had.

The young dragon stood patiently until Vala deemed him safe, at which point he ascended the stairs and joined Dusk in an odd little room. It was not that he had never seen a room like this one. Some of Vala’s human friends had similar rooms, as did a few of the mages at the Lumos School—not that he’d seen much of any mage’s room except in passing. It was simply that it did not seem like a room befitting a billionaire.

Other than the windows looking out over the SpaceD campus on each of the four walls, every inch of the space was covered in posters. Mostly they were of planes, jets, and sportscars, but a few anime characters and even memes had also been printed and added to the collage.

He looked at Dusk and raised an eyebrow but the man merely shrugged.

“It’s a private space. I always wanted a club room where I could watch the world moving. It just so happens that nowhere on the earth moves faster than my company.”

Before he could grill the billionaire on the particulars of the memes—why was there one of a chunky-looking dog on a coin that said HODL?—Kylara and the other students from the Lumos School joined them.

“So who will go up in the rocket?” Kylara asked.

“I think we need Mr. Stormwing up there,” Dusk replied.

She nodded. “It makes sense to me. I want to come too.”

“Kylara, we talked about this. I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Sam squeezed his girlfriend’s hand.

“And I do think it’s a good idea,” she countered with a shrug.

“There’s room for three,” the CEO told them as Amy entered the room.

“Are we talking berths on the rocket? I want one,” the mage said.

“Me too.” Kristen entered the room on Amy’s heels. “I started this mess with Boneclaw and I intend to finish it.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Drew looked at the other members of the Steel Guard one by one. He scanned the room and raised an eyebrow. Everyone else seemed comfortable enough, but he did not seem impressed with the bean bag chairs or the well-worn blue pleather couch.

“Who else can handle Boneclaw?” his boss snapped.

“This isn’t about Boneclaw, though, or not exactly,” her brother pointed out. The tech whiz had been one of the last to enter the room, which was now quite crowded. “Vala says he’s at this base with us right now. You can’t get on a rocket and leave us all down here, especially since Galen is already going.”

“That goes for you too, Amy,” Drew said. “I’ve always tried to rely on a diversified team, but the simple truth of the matter is that you and Kristen are both extremely powerful.”

“Way OP.” Brian nodded.

“If all three of you were on that rocket and something happened to it...” Drew deliberately left the thought to trail off.

“Nothing will happen to it. This isn’t our first time launching,” Dusk reminded them.

Galen tried to let those words soothe him but the possibility that something would go wrong was not exactly easy to discount.

“Still. Sending the two highest-ranked and most powerful members of the Steel Guard into space on a mission where neither of you is exactly necessary isn’t a risk we should take,” Brian insisted.

“If this all goes pear-shaped, we’ll need you to lead our forces,” Drew added. “And we can’t act like this is a sure thing.”

“That means there’s room for me to go.” Kylara grinned as if they were planning a trip to an amusement park.

“You’re not going up there alone, Ky!” Her boyfriend spoke firmly.

“Oh, Sam, so you will come?” She winked at him.

He paled and drew a deep breath, but he nodded.

“Wait a minute. Aren’t there only three seats on this rocket?” Vala asked.

“Besides the astronaut pilots and an EVA expert, there is only room for three, that’s true,” Dusk said.

“Then I think I should be one of the people up there.” Vala planted her hands on her hips. Galen couldn’t help but smile at her. It was about as intimidating as he had ever seen her look, but that didn’t mean much.

“I could use the support,” Galen said and tried to hide his relief, although he worried about her being there too.

“It’s not only about Galen, though,” she continued. “Tech is my thing. If anything goes wrong on the rocket, I could help. Plus…well, space sounds awesome.”

“No disrespect, but our pilots and EVA expert understand our systems to a level of precision that you won’t be able to master in the few hours we have before we launch,” Dusk said and raised his hands in apology.

“If something goes wrong—”

“We’ll need more than a burst of magic to fix it,” he responded firmly. “I want to work with you, Vala, but I don’t know if we’ll need your tech skills on this run. These pilots have trained for this and no one understands this rocket better than our EVA guy.”

“I can fix anything with a touch,” the dwarf protested.

“I agree with Mr. Dusk,” Kristen said.

“I can help!”

“I have no doubt about that, and I’m sure you’d be helpful on the rocket, but the fact is that Boneclaw destroyed your lab and we need you to keep working on the Pixie Dust angle. You were able to resist being controlled because of the Pixie Dust. That’s an advantage we can’t throw to the wayside. Mr. Dusk already said he’d give you everything you need to get started.”

“Except the rocket.” The CEO smirked.

No one laughed.

“But—”

“I think I should go instead of Vala,” Kylara said. “I have pixie magic, so if something happens, I can make a portal to get us out of there. Plus I have far more abilities than anyone else. I can help in ways that no one else can.”

“Honestly, you had me at a portal to get us out of there,” Galen said.

“You want Kylara to accompany you?” Kristen asked.

He nodded before he realized that the leader of the dragon world had asked him what he wanted instead of ordering him about. How different his life had become. First his mother’s respect and now the Steel Dragon’s?

The thought was encouraging so he cleared his throat and squared his shoulders. If she was going to treat him with respect, he would make sure he deserved it.

“Kylara will be a real asset. She’s dealt with Boneclaw before and knows how wily he can be. Plus, if we are attacked, she might be able to distract him while I reach the portal.”

“You are not using Kylara as bait. No way!” Sam sputtered.

“Yeah, she’ll probably need someone to protect her.” Karl Midnight grinned mischievously at his schoolyard rival.

“Are you volunteering, Mr. Midnight?” Kristen asked.

He shrugged. “Sure, why not?” Jasmine punched him on the arm and he chuckled. “Unless there’s someone braver and more courageous than me who cares about Kylara even more than I do.”

Sam Lumos pushed from a beanbag and turned to face Kristen. “I can go and help keep Kylara safe and secure the mission. Boneclaw’s never liked my light powers, and if I have to sacrifice myself for the good of the mission, I will.”

“Seriously, dude?” Karl rolled his eyes and everyone in the room laughed.

“Please don’t plan to sacrifice yourself for courage and honor.” The Steel Dragon smirked. “But unless we have any other volunteers, I think you would make a good choice. Ideally, I’d like there to be a mage, but Kylara has telekinesis so can do most things a mage can do. Plus, you have healing powers, which might come in quite useful.”

Sam bit his lip but he nodded.

“Excellent. Then we’re decided,” Dusk stated briskly. “I can’t wait.”


Chapter Twenty


It didn’t take long to get the rocket ready. By the time they returned to the main floor of the mission control building, the engineers had ordered the scaffolding pulled away from the rocket and went through their final rounds of checks.

“It’s time to get suited up,” Dusk told them and had Sheila show Galen, Kylara, and Sam to a locker room filled with space suits.

“Will you choose a suit that fits your human body or half-dragon one?” the dragon mage asked. “I think I’ll go with my human shape, but my pixie body is so small I guess that’s the only option.”

“I don’t know if my wings can fit in one of these,” Galen said.

“Have you tried to take that form without wings or a tail?” she asked.

“Well…no.” The young dragon thought for a moment and decided to at least try. It worked, and he took his half-dragon shape with all the extra strength and resilience it conferred but without the wings, tails, or talons that might punch holes in the spacesuit.

Kylara took her human form but something was still pixie-ish about her. Her eyes seemed too large, her fingers a touch too long, and her neck too slender. He wondered if she had looked like this for a while or if it was a new development. Either way, Sam didn’t seem to mind his girlfriend changing into more of a pixie.

The golden dragon suited up as well. Despite him being the only one in a “normal” body, he seemed the least comfortable of the three of them. “I don’t see how I’ll be able to use light powers if I’m wrapped in all this foil,” he complained.

“Hopefully, we won’t have to,” his girlfriend reminded him cheerfully.

Galen could not even pretend to be that optimistic. His mood shifted, however, when they stepped from the locker room and boarded an electric truck to shuttle them to the base of the rocket.

No one drove the vehicle and it simply pulled up and came to a perfect stop in front of them before it opened the doors for the three young people.

“I guess I’ll take the front,” Galen said when neither of his companions stepped forward. “Do either of you want to ride in the front seat?”

“Nah, we’ll make out in the back while we still can,” the dragon mage quipped.

“Kylara!” Sam flushed crimson.

“What? Don’t you want to make out?”

“I…uh, wouldn’t go that far.” He grinned sheepishly.

Galen would have pretended to throw up, but the reality was that he was jealous. Tanya had given him a kiss when he’d left, but he would not have called it making out by any stretch of the imagination. It wasn’t about swapping saliva, though. He merely wished for a little comfort before he was launched into the abyss of space.

Part of him still felt like they were playing into Boneclaw’s hands. Even though he knew that Kylara and Sam had not been taken over by the ancient dragon, he could not help but feel that he knew exactly what they were doing. It wasn’t a secret that they were suited up to climb into a rocket and blast into space.

The audacity of their mission began to grow in his mind as they approached the rocket and it seemed to grow. He knew it was large, of course. It towered over everything else at the SpaceD base but approaching it while it seemed to extend higher into the sky was another thing entirely.

Honestly, it was amazing what humans dared to make. They had no right to dream so large. They were fragile, short-lived, and often narrow-minded beings but they kept their eyes on the stars and did not seem willing to quit until they reached them. He liked that about them. More than that, he respected it. Some could laugh at the futility of ants rebuilding their home every time a larger, more powerful being stepped on it and for years, he had been one of them. But now, he could respect such tireless work in the face of adversity.

Like ants, humans were stronger together.

They would sacrifice themselves for the greater good and were tireless and indomitable.

And like ants, they were often blind to their greatest threats. Instead of being a hindrance, this was a strength, if only because they didn’t know enough to be scared out of doing things.

Galen wanted to be more like them, he thought as the truck pulled to a stop at the base of the rocket. He wanted to work together and be a part of something greater and decided that maybe he already was. This team of people needed his help to defeat a threat that none of them could hope to even rationalize, let alone defeat alone. They risked themselves for the greater good and he was at the very front of the line, risking everything for others.

The young dragon realized that this was not exactly new behavior for him either. He had consistently helped others since he ran away from the Lumos School and the life his parents had tried to force him into despite also thinking he was inadequate to their expectations. Through it all, he had made hard choices, but he had made them because he thought they were the right ones. Him understanding this was new and it was worth fighting for—even dying for if he was melodramatic.

He liked who he had already become and was still becoming. It was not easy, especially given that he had been raised to value power above all other things, even himself. But his friends made it easier. Facing Boneclaw alone was an inevitable defeat and he knew that. Even with a mage who could give life to the elements, he had been outpowered. He and Vala had managed to keep Boneclaw at bay for a time, but they had needed more people to make victory possible. It was amazing to him that his parents had preached about individual strength for his entire life and he only now realized that people—all people—were stronger when they worked together.

“Are you guys ready to—ew, stop!” Galen recoiled when he saw his two companions making out fiercely. Kylara’s tongue had shifted to the forked tongue of a dragon and Sam didn’t seem to mind at all.

“Cut it out or I’ll summon a storm to drench you both,” he ordered.

The young couple unwrapped themselves from each other and she grinned shamelessly at him. “Have you learned to control the weather?”

“I only said that to make the two of you stop, but no. I don’t have weather powers but I might have manifested some if you two continued.”

“Would you like to try?” she asked and batted her oversized pixie eyelashes at Sam.

“Come on, Ky. We need to get up there and destroy this disk so there’s a world to come back to,” Sam said. “And make out in,” he whispered to her although Galen heard it so it wasn’t that good a whisper.

“Come on,” Galen said, strapped Claw to the outside of his spacesuit, and picked his helmet up before he approached the elevator at the bottom of the scaffolding. Before he could press the button to release the doors, they opened of their own accord to reveal Vala and Tanya.

“Tanya!” he explained, surprised as he hadn’t expected to see her again. “Is everything all right?”

“Of course. I only wanted to say goodbye again. I know you had to get suited up but couldn’t think of a reason why I couldn’t see you out here.”

“Me neither.” He grinned.

“I’m sorry to say that I’m here on business,” Vala told him. “But come on. We need to get you all loaded in so we can leave the rocket and move clear of the launch area.”

Galen, Kylara, and Sam crowded into the elevator with the two girls.

“Everything’s ready to go,” the dwarf said as the elevator started its ascent to the section at the top of the rocket.

“Are you still getting readings?” the young dragon asked.

She nodded. “Kristen thinks it’s a deception—something to keep us on our toes—but I’m not so sure. I brought you one of these in case.”

“A Gameboy?” Sam snorted. “He won’t have time for that.”

“It’s a scanner, not a Gameboy—right Vala?” Kylara grinned at her boyfriend.

“That’s exactly right, yes. I hope that once you launch, the Void energy readings will fall away. Until you approach the disk, of course. There’s also no guarantee that more disks aren’t up there. If I were Boneclaw, that’s what I would do—use the blackness of space and maybe even that big disk itself to hide smaller ones.”

“And Galen will be able to tell all that with that scanner?” Tanya asked.

“I’ll be careful, Tanya. You don’t need to worry about me.” Galen stuck the device to the outside of his suit. Vala had the foresight to put Velcro on the back so it could stick to one of the many patches on the spacesuit.

“I might not need to but I will most certainly worry,” Tanya admitted.

The elevator came to a stop and they stepped out onto a narrow bridge that connected to a port on the side of the capsule balanced on top of the rocket.

“We should leave,” Vala said. “Kristen said to not linger. This would be too good a time for Boneclaw to strike.”

“I understand.” The young dragon waved farewell as the dwarf stepped into the elevator.

The farewell from Tanya was not so succinct. He turned away from Vala to find the dragon waiting for him with open arms. She threw herself at him and before he could so much as think about how lucky he was that such a beautiful woman hugged him, she kissed him and anything resembling a cogent thought evaporated.

Time seemed to stretch as they embraced but it still felt like too little had passed when they pulled apart after Sam coughed loudly.

“And I thought our public display of affection was too much,” the golden dragon said but he winked at Galen.

“You be careful, all right?” Tanya told him.

“I will. I’m coming back, one way or the other,” he assured her.

“It’s the other that I’m worried about.”

“We’ll keep an eye on him,” Kylara told her.

Tanya drew a deep breath, nodded, and brushed a tear away. “I know you will. I’ll see you soon, all right?”

She stepped into the elevator with Vala and the two of them left. The young dragon turned his attention to the rocket on which they would leave the planet and the gravity of the situation almost took his breath away.

“Are you all right?” Kylara asked.

“I think so, yeah, but it’s hard. I finally feel like I’m the person I’m supposed to be—or the person I want to be—and I’m leaving the entire planet and everyone I love behind.”

“Not everyone, dude.” Sam slapped him on the back. “Let’s get this over with, huh?”

The golden dragon turned and moved toward the port into the craft. Galen could read his dragon aura well enough to know that it was false bluster. He was as scared as the rest of them, but he was from a family that had taught him to put others before himself and that bravery was more important than power. If someone like that could still be scared, Galen decided he could deal with cold feet.

He followed Sam across the bridge and ducked his head to enter the spaceship.

“Welcome aboard,” one of the two pilots seated at the very front of the ship said. “If you would all go ahead and put your helmets on and get strapped in, we’re prepped to launch.”

“Our helmets?” Sam asked, his voice shaky.

“Yes, sir. The air pressure can vary considerably during our launch, so we’ll need to wear helmets until we break free of Earth’s atmosphere. At that point, it’ll settle and we’ll be able to unstrap and prepare for our EVAs.”

“It sounds reasonable to me.” Galen sat and leaned back in a seat that faced the sky instead of the horizon. He strapped a harness across his chest, donned his helmet, and looked at the wild blue yonder.

“Sam, it’ll be all right,” Kylara said and he turned to where Sam Lumos struggled to get his helmet on.

“I know. I know—I’m fine.”

“It’s all right to be scared,” she said in a gentle voice.

“Yeah, I know. It’s only that I didn’t realize I would have to be inside this helmet the entire time. I knew I wouldn’t be able to transform into my dragon form, but it feels different being trapped inside this fishbowl.”

“You’ve fought monsters, Sam. You can handle this,” the young dragon reminded him, careful to keep any pity out of his voice.

That seemed to ground his friend. He nodded and pulled his helmet on. Galen knew he was used to Karl second-guessing everything he did and he seemed to thrive under criticism. If that was what he needed them to do for him, he didn’t mind talking a little trash.

“How are you feeling, Kylara?” Sam asked once he’d strapped in and activated the radio controls in his helmet.

“I’m fine.” She sounded more than fine. “My suit fits and if it starts to feel snug, I can simply turn into my pixie size and I’ll have oodles of space. It’ll be like being inside a tent—a space tent!”

“Are you all strapped in back there?” one of the pilots asked.

“Yes, sir,” the three young people chorused.

“Very good. I’m Captain Mitchell and this is Officer Reyes. We’ll be in command of the rocket for this mission.”

“I have to say it’s a huge honor to have the Big Pixie aboard,” the officer said.

“You’ve heard of that?” Kylara was surprised.

“Reyes is a magic junkie and follows all the tabloids. When she heard you were coming—”

“I’d love to get an autograph when this is all over.” The woman held a sharpie up.

“Why not now?” Kylara asked and used her telekinesis to lift the pen and sign Diamantine on the sleeve of the officer’s spacesuit.

“Sweeeeeet,” Reyes said.

“It seems like we’ve all become rather well acquainted,” a familiar voice said over the radio inside their helmets.

“Mr. Dusk?” Galen asked.

“Please, call me Alan for this mission,” he said, climbed past him, and sat next to the pilots.

“Are you coming with us?” the young dragon asked in surprise.

“Believe it or not, I’m our most qualified EVA expert. Well, the most qualified on the planet right now. We have a few people on the International Space Station, but, we can’t bring them in for this.”

“I didn’t know billionaires took these kinds of risks.”

“I don’t think most do,” Alan admitted and showed no outward offense at the statement. “But this is important. I won’t trust anyone else to do it, especially since I’m more experienced. Some jobs, you simply have to do yourself. Plus, well—the publicity that something like this can generate. To the moon, am I right?”

Galen laughed. “You’re in good company. Most of my friends rush in even when it might not be the wisest course.”

“Well, shall we rush ahead then?”

“Everyone’s clear of the rocket and all systems are good to go. We’re ready to launch, sir,” Mitchell confirmed.

“Make it so,” the CEO instructed. They could practically hear the wink in his voice.

The young dragon noticed a red digital timer counting down and guessed that it had been for the entire time they’d been strapping in. He felt lucky that he hadn’t noticed it sooner. It might have made him panic. As it was, they had less than a minute before launch.

“Vala, are any of the sources of Void energy close to us?” he asked over the radio.

“Nothing new. Only the tiny sources we have already seen and none of those are mobile. I say go for it,” she told him.

“That’s good enough for me,” Alan said as the counter ticked down to ten seconds.

“Ten…nine…”

Galen couldn’t believe it had all come down to this. These were the consequences of his actions the first time he’d slipped away from his teachers and found the pond in the pixie realm.

“Eight…seven…”

Although it was more than that. Boneclaw had been a problem long before he had come on the scene and had tried to control the world for centuries. Their history was merely another iteration of him trying to control others.

“Six…five…four…”

He wasn’t to blame for him coming back and had never been to blame. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t his responsibility to make it right. He had the power to help so he would use it. Not because he was at fault or a bad person who needed to make things right but because he could and therefore should.

“Three…two…one…”

“This is my favorite part!” Dusk squealed.

“Ignition!”

The rocket rumbled to life.

“We have blast off!” Mitchell said as the rocket lifted off the ground.

Galen was pushed into his chair as the rocket began to climb, accelerated impressively, and gained momentum as it threw off the repressive yoke of gravity. Over his radio, he could hear engineers counting through numbers and making assurances, but Vala and Tanya’s shouts of joy seemed to be the loudest.

They were going into space to defeat an enemy who was no longer of this planet.

Even he had to admit, this was pretty dang awesome.


Chapter Twenty-One


The flight through the sky and out of the earth’s gravity well was exhilarating in a way Galen could never have imagined. He had flown as a dragon, been carried by a magical skateboard, and used his half-dragon form to complete airborne maneuvers that most humans could never have dreamed of. Despite that, being strapped to the top of an extremely well-timed explosion and hurled into space was something indescribable.

Perhaps Alan Dusk said it best. “This is freaking awesome!”

Mitchell and Reyes were decidedly more blasé about the entire process. “Rotation nominal.”

“Twenty thousand feet…twenty-five thousand…”

“Radio looking good. Mission control says we’re on course.”

Galen knew they were saying far more than that, but between the rumbling of the spaceship—he was on a fricking spaceship!—and Dusk’s crows of triumph, it was hard to pay attention to the nuts and bolts of the communication between the pilots and the station they were leaving in Rio Chico.

After a while—it could have been five minutes or an hour, although he couldn’t even guess—the rumbling of the ship faded.

“Tell me the boosters landed safely,” Dusk said.

“Both landed on the floating pad in the ocean,” Mitchell confirmed. “We’re looking good, sir. The tabloids will eat this one up.”

“Assuming there are tabloids to come back to,” Sam muttered.

“How fun to be worried about tabloids of all things going missing,” the CEO quipped.

“How long until we reach the disk?” Kylara asked.

“About an hour,” Mitchell replied.

“What do we do—sit back and relax until then?” Sam asked although he didn’t sound like he was exactly ready to relax.

“I think me and Mr. Stormwing should practice our EVA,” Alan said.

“I’d like to give it a try too.” Kylara used her telekinesis to unbuckle her seatbelt.

“I’m not gonna lie. Having someone with your powers out there sounds great.” The young dragon unbuckled his seatbelt. His hands brushed across the scanner Vala had stuck to his suit and knocked it free.

It spun in microgravity and everyone saw the red alert flashing on its tiny screen.

“What the hell does that mean?” Sam demanded.

Galen pushed out of his seat and snatched the device out of the air. “There’s still Void magic nearby,” he said but didn’t fully understand how that could be possible.

“Could it be reading the disk over Antarctica?” Kylara asked.

“I don’t know. How close are we?”

“Still thousands of kilometers away,” Reyes replied.

“Then no.” He shook his head. “This says it’s much closer than that.”

“Do you think Boneclaw’s on the ship?” Sam asked, his voice cold.

He honestly didn’t know how to answer.

“What do you have there?” Dusk asked, pushed off a wall, and floated closer.

“This is a scanner Vala made to read different types of magical energy. I don’t know how it works but she has it set to Void magic.” He turned the screen to the CEO, whose eyes widened behind his helmet.

“I assume red is bad here exactly like it is in every other tech device?” the man asked.

“It means he’s close,” Galen explained, “Or that Void magic is close, anyway. I guess there could be a disk of Void energy somewhere.”

“Do you think Boneclaw could make one of them track us in this rocket?” Kylara asked. “I would think it would make more sense to leave it in place and let the rocket rip itself to pieces.”

“Let’s not start trying to read the mind of the world’s most cunning monster,” Sam said.

“I agree,” Alan muttered quickly. “It’s better to follow the evidence. May I take a look at the scanner?”

“Sure.” The young dragon tossed the device to him. It didn’t go up and start to fall in the arc he expected. Instead, it continued to rise.

“I’m on it!” The man kicked off the floor to catch it before it bounced off the ceiling.

“Maybe don’t throw the only thing we have to identify Boneclaw,” Sam suggested.

“Good point,” Galen agreed.

Meanwhile, Dusk’s thumbs danced on the device as if he were playing a fighting game for the original Gameboy.

“This is an amazing little piece of tech,” he enthused. “Reverse engineering the speakers to be able to read different wavelengths of magic is brilliant. The fact that there are different wavelengths of magic in the first place represents an amazing discovery, and to use this toy to read it? Now I want to survive this to make sure I can talk to Vala about how it works.”

“It’s great to know you want to survive,” Sam muttered.

“I’ll arrange it—assuming we get home,” Galen told the man.

“Oh, I’m planning on it.” Alan chuckled and focused on the device.

To the young dragon, he almost seemed to have superspeed and could switch between completely different topics almost effortlessly. He had been a part of the rocket launch confirmation numbers but also played in microgravity. Now, he read a magical scanner that he seemed to be able to understand even better than Galen did, despite having much less experience.

“Have we adjusted course for the South Pole?” Dusk asked.

“Yes, sir,” Mitchell confirmed.

That amazed Galen. The launch of the rocket had felt intense but they had adjusted course and he hadn’t even felt it? Magic was weird but space seemed way weirder.

“Great. Let us know when we’re close. In the meantime, Galen, let’s take this scanner and see what kind of readings we can get.”

He nodded and followed the CEO—or tried to. The man had extensive practice in microgravity and it was almost like he could swim through the empty space. He kicked off and soared forward and through a hatch that led below.

The young dragon tried to follow but lacked the grace the billionaire must have perfected over many sessions of training. His attempt carried him to the ceiling but he timed it accurately enough and shoved off. Unfortunately, he pushed too hard and banged himself on the side of the hatch Dusk had vanished through.

“Are you coming?” the CEO called over the radio.

“I’m trying to!”

Finally, he dragged himself to where he needed to be using handholds built into the ship. He managed to steer through the hatch into a smallish living space behind the cockpit area.

“This is where our astronauts can sleep, eat, stuff like that,” Dusk explained. “There are no bedrooms or anything. This rocket is only meant for orbital insertions, not long-term stays. Although of course, when we go to Mars, we need the astronauts to be comfortable during their free time in space.” He chuckled. “They aren’t great at it,”

“They insisted on having a small laboratory for doing experiments, of course. Plus, we have an engineering bay I always hope we won’t have to use but inevitably do. Oh, and a computer bank. Ice cream sandwich?” Dusk pulled out the least appetizing ice cream sandwich Galen had ever seen.

“I’m good. Thanks. What does the scanner say about Boneclaw?”

“That we’re closer, which makes no sense. If it’s reading the disc over Antarctica, it should be weaker.”

“But aren’t we moving that direction, like, super-fast?” he asked.

“Yes, of course, but I already adjusted for that on the scanner.” The CEO wiggled the Gameboy as if to make his point. “Which means that if he’s on this ship, he’s back here somewhere.”

The young dragon inched his hand toward Claw’s hilt.

“Let’s not do anything hasty,” Alan warned and raised his hands to caution him to curb his instinctive reaction. “I know this spaceship looks like a marvel of modern engineering and that it can survive the emptiness of space and is plain awesome, but it’s quite fragile. If you nick any of our systems with the tip of that sword of yours…” He shuddered. “It can cut through anything, correct?”

“Anything except for the scabbard Vala made for it, yes.”

“See, this ship is most certainly made of things, so I’d prefer we keep that sheathed.”

“Sure,” Galen agreed, although he did not move his hand from the hilt of the sword. “Do you think you can find out where he is with the scanner?”

“We can try.” The man opened a cabinet and thrust the device inside.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Vala’s first thought as Dusk’s personal assistant led her down a flight of stairs that descended beneath the concrete of the SpaceD base was disappointment. Galen was launching into space. He would see the world from above on one of humanity’s most technologically advanced machines. Even if there weren’t a portal of Void energy hovering over Antarctica, he would do something historic. Compared to shooting above the earth on a plume of fire, walking down a stairway into a basement seemed like a valid reason to be disappointed.

When Sheila turned the lights on, however, the dwarf realized that she had overreacted. This was not a basement under the parking lot. It was a lab as big as the parking lot. The walls near the entrance they had come through were lined with all kinds of machines and computers. Even with these, there was so much space.

The entire center of the room was empty and as wide as a football field. Despite it being underused, the floor was comprised of bright white tiles that looked as if each one had been individually leveled, and the entire area was extremely well lit.

“We can get a custodial team in here before we get you set up, of course,” Sheila told her with a grimace that suggested she’d noticed dust that was all but invisible.

“That won’t be necessary,” she replied hastily. “I’d like to get started as quickly as possible.”

“Great. What will you need?” The assistant readied her ever-present tablet.

“Well, a centrifuge for starters. And a large tub for Raspberry to make more juice.”

“A tub and a centrifuge? You got it.” The woman snorted indulgently. “If there’s anything else, let me know.”

“Tables, I guess. I’ll need some places to work.”

Sheila made a note of it and went on her way.

Vala drew a deep breath and tried to adjust to the sheer scale of the room. She didn’t know how to feel about everything. It seemed like only a few days earlier when she had worked with used parts from pawn shops in Cranbook. Then she was in the Steel Guard’s lab, the Chrome Castle, and now this. Was this what people meant when they said everything changed overnight?

On the level of simple fact, she knew she and Galen had worked together in general and on the portals to the Void specifically for months. Despite this, she couldn’t help but feel as if everything had changed in the blink of an eye.

She didn’t know if she liked that or not. Part of the problem was that she had grown so comfortable in Cranbook. Instead of being the weird nerdy pariah she had always felt like growing up, she had found a niche for herself doing what she loved. Her father had once been embarrassed by her interest in tech but now bragged about it often and loudly. What would her parents think now? She knew they’d be proud but she also wondered if they could even grasp the basics of what their daughter was doing.

For that matter, she could hardly wrap her head around what she was doing. She was in the basement of a freaking spaceport to try to discover how pixie magic could be used to stop a being made of energy from a dimension most people didn’t even know existed. On top of that, Galen was on a rocket to destroy a portal that existed above the atmosphere with a sword made from a dead dragon and a sprinkle of her energy.

It was unbelievable and she was at the center of it all.

“Well, there’s nothing to be done except keep going as I have been,” Vala declared staunchly and her quiet voice echoed in the cavernous space.

A whirring from the far end of the room drew her attention. She immediately thought of all of the motes of Void energy around the SpaceD base and dug in her bag to retrieve her scanner in one hand and her goo gun in the other. As odd as it was, her modified toy weapon continued to be the most effective tool she had against Boneclaw. She would have to make something else but until that time, she was more than willing to blast his black slime with her pink goo.

Fortunately, her scanner told her it wasn’t Void energy, nor magic of any kind. She relaxed as a tiny robot carrying a table on top of it approached.

“Where would you like this?” it asked in a mechanical voice.

“Right here would be fine.” She gestured in front of her.

The robot rolled in different directions a few times to square itself with the floor tiles and positioned the table in perfect alignment with the space.

“What else?” it asked as it folded its arm into the top of it.

“Nine more of those placed in two rows of five?”

“Of course,” the robot confirmed and rolled away into the far corner of the cavernous workroom.

The dwarf set up what little gear she had—mostly what had been in her bag since she’d lost everything else in the explosion that destroyed the Chrome Castle. Footsteps caught her attention and she turned to where Jasmine and Tanya hurried down the stairs.

“Hey, Vala, sorry we’re late!” The mage hooked a thumb at her companion as if this explained her tardiness. When the two young women approached, Vala saw that Tanya probably was the cause since her eyes were red and puffy from crying.

Her heart immediately jumped into her throat. “Is everything all right?” she asked, not wanting to speak the questions that first came to mind. Did the rocket explode? Is the mission doomed? Is Galen dead? Is our chance at beating Boneclaw down to what happens in this lab?

“The mission’s going fine,” Jasmine said and glanced at the young dragon. “Right, Tanya?”

Tanya sniffed. “How can you describe anything as fine when Galen is in a tiny tin can higher than any dragon can fly?”

“Well, that tin can is still intact, so that’s a plus,” the mage retorted a touch impatiently.

“But if it gets so much as a crack—even a tiny crack—he will be exposed to space. He’ll die out there as quickly as if he was exposed to the Void itself.”

“He’ll be fine. It’s not like anyone on the rocket has a tool that can slice through anything,” Jasmine said sardonically.

Tanya yelped in despair before she managed to speak. “Claw can cut through anything.”

“Anything except its scabbard,” Vala reminded her. “Which I made sure was securely fastened to his spacesuit. I thought I told you that, Jasmine.” She glared at the mage.

“You did. Sorry.” Jasmine left Tanya’s side and moved closer to Vala so she could whisper. “I was never good at comforting people and dating Karl hasn’t made me any better at it. When either of us feels bad, we simply tease each other until we feel better.”

“I take it that hasn’t worked with her?”

“What hasn’t worked?” Tanya gasped. “Is Kylara okay? Oh, my God. I can’t believe my best friend and my boyfriend are up there right now.”

“That’s true, but Sam is up there too, so if something were to happen to the rocket and it was destroyed, it wouldn’t be all bad,” the mage quipped.

“Jasmine!” Vala snapped.

“What? She’s being ridiculous.”

“She’s scared and understandably so.” The dwarf sighed and gestured across the room. “A robot is bringing me tables from somewhere over there. Can you go help it please?”

“Help with tables? A robot doesn’t need help.”

“You can help it all the same,” she said pointedly.

“Oh, all right.” Jasmine finally took the hint and shuffled away.

“Tanya, Galen is more resourceful and tenacious than anyone I know. He’ll be fine.”

“But you can’t know that.” The dragon looked morose and close to tears. “If that Elvis Busk forgot to tighten a screw, the rocket could simply blow up, right?”

“He didn’t forget to tighten a screw,” Vala assured her. “The engineers have triple-checked everything since we’ve been here. They know what they’re doing.”

“But what if it doesn’t work? What if the portal is too big and his sword can’t destroy it and he goes through that for nothing? Or worse? What if this is Boneclaw’s plan? What if we do all this only to find out we’re playing straight into his hands again?”

It was an uncomfortable question for Vala because she knew it could be true. She doubted it, but it was something they had to consider. Boneclaw had outmaneuvered every single one of them. He was cunning in a way that no one else was. Still, she wasn’t about to say that to Tanya in her current state.

“That’s why we’re here. He has an issue with the Pixie Dust. If we can find out how to use it against him, it’ll be an advantage he doesn’t want us to have.”

“I know. I’ll get out of here and let you get to it. I don’t know much about magic so I’m sure I’ll be in the way.”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I could use your help.”

“With what? I don’t understand how these machines work or what they’re even supposed to do.”

Just then, salvation entered in the form of a pixie.

“Good afternoon, Miss Vala!” Raspberry greeted her cheerfully. “I got distracted for a minute but I am here to help. They tell me you still need more pixie juice.” He looked around the room and frowned at the white ceiling and floor.

“I do!” she confirmed, her mind working. “But you probably don’t like the look of this room, do you?”

“Well…the sparse aesthetic is kind of refresh—”

“Tanya was looking for a way to help,” the dwarf interjected before the foolish pixie made anything worse. “I was hoping she could grow some plants to help you to feel more comfortable down here.”

“Oh. Oh, yes!” He seemed to take the hint. “Yes, that would be great! I find it much easier to work if there’s some color. Nothing too extravagant, mind you. Only a couple of ficus trees, some bromeliads, and maybe some orchids? They don’t have to be blooming of course, but it would be nice.”

“Sure—give me a minute to see what seeds I have on me.” Tanya wiped her tears and dug into some of the many hidden pockets of her ornate Victorian-style dress.

“I don’t have ficus but I do have honeysuckle and jasmine. Both of those make nice woody stems and lovely flowers. Orchid seeds are hard to come by, but I saw one in the control room. I can use that to take cuttings and maybe encourage the flowers to take different colors and shapes?”

“That would be great.” Raspberry clapped with delight.

The dragon took a deep breath and nodded. “Thank you—thank you both.”

Vala smiled as the girl raced up the stairs and returned a moment later with an orchid in a pot.

While she had been gone, the dwarf had found a few plastic containers for her, which she thanked her for before she set to work.

She started on the seeds of the vines first and put a couple of honeysuckle seeds in one pot and a couple of jasmine in the other. Vala didn’t know what the different seeds looked like, but they came from different pockets so she assumed they were what the dragon called them.

Tanya put them in the buckets and despite them being empty, they began to grow.

“How do you do that without any water?” the pixie asked as a vine curled from each of the pots and divided before leaves appeared and unfurled.

“It takes practice, but there’s considerable ambient moisture in the air. Down here especially. They need nutrients, but I always carry a little of this and that in my pocket.” The dragon retrieved a small package of powder and dusted it on the roots.

“I can help with that too!” Raspberry opened a portal to the pixie realm that revealed a mud pit. He dashed through and flung some of the mud at the pots.

Vala grimaced at the mess but relaxed when the roots of the plants scooped up the spilled soil and pulled it into the pots. Her friend and Raspberry were quite a team!

The problem of the roots solved, Tanya focused on the vines themselves. Each of them climbed the legs of the table and extended toward the lights at the ceiling. It seemed an impossibly long way for a slender plant to reach, but she raised her arms and the base of the stems turned woody, thickened, and supported the grasping extensions.

Once they found the ceiling, they wound tightly around the pristine fixtures and strengthened themselves as others climbed up the initial branch. Soon, a fairly large part of the ceiling was covered in vines.

Tanya then plucked leaves off the orchid, tucked them into little nooks on the vines, and made them grow. First, bright green and thick aerial roots formed, then more leaves, and finally, slender flower spears that burst open into a rainbow of colors.

Raspberry had stopped helping at this point and was content to sit back and clap as she transformed this sterile workspace into a veritable jungle.

After only a few minutes, she stood back and appraised her work. “That’s better, huh, Raspberry?”

He danced in agreement.

The moment was dampened a little when Sheila returned. She merely gawked and said, “O…kay…” which the dwarf assumed was an indication of her approval.

She had said Vala could do whatever she needed to after all.

“All right, Raspberry, if you could get started, that would be great,” she instructed the pixie once Sheila ordered two robots to place the centrifuge on the table and the tub on the floor. The latter was larger than Vala could have hoped for. It was easily big enough for a few adults to lounge in, although of course, no lounging would happen in it.

“Excellent!” the pixie replied and immediately began to dance around the edge of the oversized tub.

It was then that Jasmine returned with the rest of the tables, all levitating outside the robot’s reach. “You two have been busy. Are you doing better, Tanya? I’m sorry I was snappy.”

“It’s all right. I only needed to do something and not feel useless. I knew I couldn’t do anything to those portals with my plant powers, so I appreciate this. I feel much better.”

“Don’t mention it,” Vala responded. “We still have a ton of work to do, so I hope you’re ready to roll your sleeves…er…frilly skirts up and get to work.”

Tanya was more than happy to join the other girls as they prepared to make a potion that was somehow supposed to defeat Boneclaw.


Chapter Twenty-Three


The centrifuge that Sheila delivered was a far more finely tuned machine than the one they had used in the Chrome Castle. Already, Vala and Jasmine—who levitated it to a more secure surface away from Raspberry’s antics—had broken the pixie juice down into its three constituent parts. They had a few milliliters of each liquid in vials and were ready to run tests.

Vala brought a scanner out. This one was a designated oscilloscope and she only had to do the slightest of modifications to make it work. It was quite a change from modifying another Gameboy but she still did not get the results she wanted.

She had loaded the waveform of the Void on the magical wavelength oscilloscope and tried to determine which of the three liquids had the greatest impact on the Void.

“I’m sorry, Vala, I don’t get it,” Jasmine said for the umpteenth time. “I thought that each part of the Pixie Dust—”

“Juice!” Raspberry shouted from his overgrown station.

“Juice. Right, whatever. I thought that each part of the juice would be different. Isn’t that why we separated them?”

Vala sighed and nodded. “That’s the theory I’ve worked with. I assumed that some part of the Pixie Dust was attenuating the Void magic.”

“A part of the Pixie Dust was attenuating the Void,” Tanya said. She had calmed since growing a jungle in the basement of the lab.

“The juice!” Raspberry added.

“Right, and we got that part out of the Pixie Dust,” Vala said. They’d been over all this before. “But I don’t see how every part of this juice can have the same effect on the Void.”

“Maybe the issue is that they’re all too close together.”

She shook her head in frustration. “I wondered about that. At least we have space down here. Raspberry and Tanya, you two can stay put right there. Jasmine, let’s take each of these three vials to separate corners of this space and try to test them like that.”

The mage groaned. “But we have only now got everything set up. It’ll take more time to move everything than it did to test.”

“I know, but that’s part of the job. Come on, if we hop to it, it’ll go more quickly.”

Jasmine nodded and levitated a table.

“Would it be better if we had some more help?” the pixie asked.

“We do have help.” Vala gestured to some of the SpaceD techs who were already helping to move tables and gear under Jasmine’s instruction.

“No, I mean proper pixie help!” Raspberry said before he made a portal to the pixie realm appear.

“That’s not necessary!” Jasmine shouted. “The last thing we need is a pixie like Rider showing up.”

“Rider—that’s a great idea. He loves the Big Pixie,” the little creature responded and hopped through the portal.

“There’s no way this ends well,” Jasmine muttered.

“Oh, come on, Jasmine. Don’t be so negative.” Tanya chastised her friend. “I know Rider can be a handful but his heart is in the right place. Besides, how much damage could one pixie do?”

The answer to her question arrived riding a goose.

With a loud, indignant honk, it flapped through the portal and the tiny pixie on its back waved both arms in protest.

“Whoa, girl, whoa! There’s no need to get stressed over the spatial-temporal transfer,” he shouted in exasperation.

“Rider’s here!” Raspberry declared loudly, emerged from the portal, and closed it behind him.

Vala thought the room being a solid, three-dimensional space would make the goose more calm, not less, but it did not seem to share this opinion. Its link to a more natural space severed, it proceeded to unleash holy hell on the lab.

“Easy, I say! Easy!” Rider screamed into its feather-covered ears which, honestly, did not seem to help.

The goose honked and flapped onto a table. It ran the length of it and knocked beakers to the floor that shattered with spectacular effect.

When it reached the end of the surface, it took to the air and collided with one of the fluorescent lights. The fixture plummeted and threatened to crush the goose beneath it but Rider, despite barely holding on now, created a sphere of protection that bounced the light away. It clattered noisily and threw a wild flurry of sparks.

“Back to earth, girl. Now’s not the time to migrate!”

“Honk!” The creature charged toward the table that still had two of the vials of pixie juice on it.

Vala knew she had never been the best at combat training but she could certainly handle a goose. How hard could it be?

She scrambled into the path of the deranged bird and raised a hand in the international signal for “stop.”

It did not seem to understand the hand signal or if it did, it was not one to follow rules. Instead of complying, it bit one of her outstretched fingers.

Time seemed to slow as the goose’s beak closed over the digit. Unfortunately, it wasn’t only a beak. It also had teeth. What was even worse was that its tongue had teeth too.

Vala screamed as this aberration clamped onto her finger and drew blood. Her feathered attacker then used her for traction to flap up and over her body, plant a webbed foot in her face, and launch into the table behind her.

Glass shattered, but the two vials of pixie juice stopped scant inches above the floor.

“I got them!” Jasmine shouted, her hands outstretched, and made the vials levitate into her grasp.

With those safe, the dwarf could focus on stopping the monster that had drawn her blood.

“It’s some kind of magic hybrid,” she protested indignantly and clutched her bleeding finger.

“Ach, not at all. The fearsome toothed tongue is one of the finest features of this feathered beast,” Rider proclaimed, still barely holding on to his unruly mount.

“Rider! Do gooses like water?” Raspberry asked.

“Geese!”

“Do gooses like geese?”

“No, gooses are geese. It’s a plural.”

“Oh!” Raspberry shouted, a little nonplussed.

“Raspberry’s trying to say we have a tub,” Tanya explained.

“Perfect!” Rider grinned from the goose’s back, yanked one of its feathers, and guided it toward the tub.

They had cleaned the last trace of pixie juice out of the tub, which was fortunate. Raspberry made good on his promise and filled it with water. Even in the goose-induced chaos, Vala marveled at how differently pixie magic worked than all the other kinds. There were no incantations and no special movements. The little pixie hardly seemed to work at all but water bubbled from the bottom of the tub as if there were an artesian well on the other side of the plugged drain.

Rider goaded his goose to flight, and it flapped up and landed in the water. It ruffled its feathers, honked happily this time, and settled to preen in the makeshift pond.

“Thank you for the ride, sweet princess,” Rider whispered, dismounted, and landed lightly.

His mount honked again and proceeded to swim in circles in the tub as if this was where it had tried to go the entire time it had trashed the lab.

“So, Raspberry says you were in dire need of assistance and that no one in all the multiverses except for me could help.”

“I wouldn’t go that far—” Jasmine said before a vine poked her ribs and Tanya glared at her.

“We could certainly use some help,” the dwarf admitted. “I’m sure you’ve heard about the disk over Antarctica.”

“The what? Let me see.” He opened a portal.

“No, wait. Don’t—”

In a split second, he was gone.

Before she could panic, he reappeared. His teeth chattered and frost coated the beetle shell that was his back. “That’s a portal…a portal to the V-V-V-Void,” he stuttered, either from the cold or fear or possibly both.

“We tried to tell you that,” Jasmine said.

“What’s a pixie supposed to do against something like that?” Rider shook his head and stared blankly into the distance. A moment later, he snapped his fingers and suddenly, his fear was gone. It was as abrupt a change as that in the behavior of the goose.

“We need the Big Pixie,” he declared. “The Big Pixie will know what to do. There’s no one in this realm or the realm of the pixies who’s better for a job like this. Why, she sent Boneclaw into the Void itself.”

“We know, Rider. We were there,” Tanya reminded him and smiled indulgently.

“Wait—Tanya? Jasmine?” he asked and grinned.

“In the flesh,” the dragon responded.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you! I can’t tell humans apart. It’s the beady eyes,” he whispered to Raspberry loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Vala wanted to point out that pixie eyes were the wrong size. His were much too large for his face, a perfect example, but she didn’t much see the point in wasting time getting into how humans, pixies, and dwarves viewed each other.

“The Big Pixie is already on the job,” Jasmine told him.

“That’s great news! Mission accomplished then.”

“Not exactly,” the dwarf clarified. “Kylara is on a rocket to try to reach that disk and destroy it. We’re working on something else we think can stop Boneclaw.”

“Boneclaw is back?” he asked and the quake returned to his voice.

“He is,” Tanya confirmed. “But Vala thinks she knows a way to stop him.”

“Excellent!”

“But we’re not quite sure yet,” Vala hastened to add. “See, Raspberry made this substance that dragons used as a drug—”

“I heard about that, Raspberry. Not very cool,” he commented.

“I know,” the other pixie admitted and hung his head.

“But what does a drug have to do with anything?” Rider looked perplexed.

“Boneclaw has learned the ability to take control over other people’s bodies,” she explained.

“That’s horrifying, isn’t it?” He sounded unusually grim for a pixie.

“Indeed. That’s why I agreed to make more of the juice,” Raspberry said and gestured at the pond with the goose in it.

Rider nodded. “So his weakness is pond water?”

“Not pond water, you dolt, Pixie power!” Jasmine snapped.

“Dust,” Tanya interjected.

“Juice!” Raspberry insisted.

“Wait, that’s it!” Vala said.

“Juice?”

“Dust?”

“Pixie power!” Vala said. “What if we’re not able to get a distinct reading on the constituent parts of the pixie juice because it’s simply pixie power?”

“Wait. What do you mean?” Jasmine asked.

The dwarf was already in motion, ready to test her theory.

“Rider, this is an oscilloscope. I’ve tweaked it to read magic signatures. Would you mind doing some magic or something?”

“Uh…like any kind of magic?” he asked and thought hard. “I could do some, like…sparks? But there are streamers to consider. Those are fun. Or some like little illusions that look like bugs? Would that work?”

“Anything’s fine! I need you to do something so I can scan it.”

“Scan it? I don’t know…that sounds invasive.”

“Invasive? You burst in here on the back of a goose and now you think shooting off a few sparks will be invasive?” Jasmine growled her annoyance.

“Rider, the Big Pixie is our friend. We’ve scanned her magical signature and if we could scan yours, it would help so much.” Vala tried to sound reasonable.

“Well, why didn’t you say so? If the Big Pixie has done it, count me in!”

“Great. So, the magic?”

“Uh…right. So would sparks be all right or would it be better if I, like, I don’t know—”

“Make some sparks!” Vala, Jasmine, and Tanya all screamed in unison.

“One order of sparks coming up!” Rider launched golden sparks from his fingertips that chased each other around the lab before they faded into nothing.

The dwarf caught every moment of it on her oscilloscope. Specifically, she ran the Void signature and watched to see how the pixie sparks affected it.

She was shocked to see that the Void signature was attenuated in almost the same way as it had been by the Pixie Dust.

“It wasn’t the drug at all,” she blurted. “Father of the Earth, I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner.”

“See what sooner?” Tanya frowned in confusion.

“Please don’t skip steps. We don’t like it when you skip steps,” Jasmine implored.

“Okay, watch,” Vala said and sent an image of the Void wave form to appear on a projector that one of the SpaceD techs had set up at some point. “Now, Rider. Make some sparks!”

He complied and they all watched as the Void signature went back to an almost completely flat line. “They’re destructively interactive,” the dwarf explained. “Pixie magic partially cancels Void magic out and vice versa.”

“Well, of course they do,” Rider interjected. “Pixie magic has always been able to cancel Void magic out to some degree. That’s how we’re able to make portals, after all. We travel through the Void because our pixie magic is able to keep it at bay for a short length of time. I thought everyone knew that. Everyone knows that, right?”

“Yeah, that’s basic.” Raspberry nodded.

Vala glared at them. “No, not everyone knows that.”

“Is that good?” Tanya asked.

“This could be the breakthrough we need,” the dwarf exclaimed.

“But how does this count as a breakthrough when every pixie knows this?” Raspberry asked in bewilderment.

“Well, you could have been more forthcoming with this information!” Vala was somewhat indignant but honestly, she was too excited to be frustrated.

“Do you think we can use this?”

“I do.” Vala nodded vigorously. “But first, we need to dial in the exact type of magic. Do you think you can do that, Rider?”

“Uh…er… Well…possibly…”

“Never mind! Follow me.”

“That I can do,” he declared and clapped twice, and the goose honked. Vala, Jasmine, and Tanya all flinched, ready to take cover, but the creature did not attack and instead, bowed its long slender neck to Rider and let him climb on its back.

He did not immediately mount it, though. Before he did so, he picked a few vines from Tanya’s tangled jungle and in the blink of an eye, wove a tiny saddle. The bird took all this in stride and waited as he mounted up and settled into place.

“Where doth our quest lead us, fair Vala? Over hills? Mountains? Stormy seas? Whether we must weather the heat of the desert or the freezing rain of the taiga, Rider shall see this quest to its conclusion.”

“Well, I thought we’d start in the parking lot,” she replied.

“Oh…uh, sure.” He looked deflated.

“Statistically speaking, parking lots are still quite dangerous,” Tanya told him.

That puffed the little pixie up again. “Then to the parking lot we shall go!”

Vala snatched one of her portable scanners, donned her multicolored goggles for good measure, and led them into the parking lot.

“So what’s the plan, Vala?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, we need to test exactly what pixie magic can do to Void energy. Lucky for us, Boneclaw left us a slew of tiny motes of it for us to check,” she explained.

“Wait, Vala. This is your plan? You want us to walk toward one of his disks?”

“Well, yes.” The dwarf hesitated only slightly before she adjusted her course to the closest signature of Void energy being read on her scanner.

“Vala, Boneclaw could be waiting for us at any one of these points. Isn’t that why he put them here?”

“It’s a possibility, but we have to try all the same. Kylara, Galen, and…uh—”

“Sam.” Tanya volunteered the boyfriend’s name.

“Right. Kylara, Galen, and Sam are all up there risking their lives for us. We can do this.”

“She’s right,” Tanya conceded.

Jasmine sighed. “I know she’s right, okay? Let’s get this over with. But I’ll make a shield around us all the same.”

“We will finish him!” Rider shouted from atop the back of his goose. “What are we doing exactly?”

Vala slowed as she approached the source of Void energy she’d selected. “It should be around here somewhere—” She stopped when the scanner emitted a loud proximity alert.

“Oh, oh—I think I see it!” Rider said. “Everyone step back from this foe.”

The others took a single step back as Rider circled a tiny portal to the Void that was no larger than a penny. Jasmine spun a dome of shield magic and Tanya sprinkled some seeds on the ground in preparation.

“Boneclaw must have made these purely as a distraction,” the dwarf said. In the back of her mind, she knew that the existence of a distraction meant there was something else he wanted to do, but she didn’t know what she could do about that now. Even though she knew that this could be a trap, she had to find out more. “Rider, let's make him regret wasting his energy. Can you shoot sparks at that?”

“I’m on it!” the pixie yelled, urged the goose forward, and sprayed golden sparks from his fingertips.”

At first, nothing happened. The disk did not shrink, although it also did not grow any larger.

“Can you phase those sparks to purple?” she asked.

He did and she noticed a slight flattening of the curve, but the Void energy soon returned to its previous size.

“Hmm… Try golden again?”

When he complied, the disk and the associated wave form diminished slightly before they returned to their original form and appearance.

That did not discourage Vala. It merely gave her an idea.

“Rider, try it again but this time, go from gold to orange to red to purple and so on through the rainbow all right?”

“You never need to ask a pixie to make more colors,” he responded enthusiastically and blasted different color sparks from each of his tiny fingers. Not content with this vibrant display, he made the colors from each finger shift so ten tiny rainbows streaked from his fingertips.

The disk responded by shrinking away to nothing. Vala’s scanner showed the same thing. The wave form diminished until it was simply gone.

“We did it!” Tanya threw her arms up in celebration.

“We did it once. Now, we need to replicate the results and maybe try with fewer fingers. What do you say, Rider? Are you willing to try that about a hundred more times?”

“To defeat the Void energy and its dark master, I would fight tirelessly until the very end of time itself.” The little pixie bounded into a barrel roll to prove his point but landed on his feathered mount again and smirked at her. “But then can we have a snack? I’m not hungry but I’d like to munch on something.”

“We’ll order you all the junk food you want if you can solve this, Rider. I promise!”

He agreed and together, they set off across the SpaceD compound and destroyed the disks one by one. They were all nervous at first, but Boneclaw didn’t bubble out of the cracks to stop them. He wasn’t lurking inside any of the people who drove by, nor in any of their cars.

By the time they’d eliminated the fiftieth disk, they were convinced that the ancient dragon was not actively monitoring these tiny portals. He must have made them and left them as a distraction. This made their work go faster since Jasmine and Tanya stopped worrying about setting up a perfect perimeter every time.

They slowed on the last ten, however. Jasmine had pointed out that if Boneclaw intended to attack, he’d likely do it while he still had a few left. Fortunately, nothing happened, not even when they destroyed the final micro-disk.

“Are we…done yet?” Rider wheezed and held his tiny knees as he bent over and tried to catch his breath.

“We are,” Vala assured him. “We cleared out every trace of Boneclaw on this entire base! How do you feel Rider?”

“Never…better…”

“That’s great to hear,” Jasmine said and winked at Vala. “You know, Raspberry did offer to do these last few—”

“Never!” Rider exclaimed and seemed to recover some of his energy. “I will be victorious!” He sagged again quickly.

“That looks like it was quite an exertion, huh, Rider?” Tanya asked.

“All in…a day’s…work,” he declared and passed out on the back of his mount.

“Poor guy,” Vala said and scooped him gently off the goose, which honked its concern. “Come on. Let’s get him to the lab so Raspberry can check on him and the rest of us can get cracking on this. I can’t believe it was variations in pixie magic this entire time.”

“Can you use that?” the mage asked.

“I know I can but I’m not quite sure how yet. Let’s get back to the lab and see what I can throw together.”

The gears of her mind were already churning. She couldn’t wait to do her part to stop Boneclaw.


Chapter Twenty-Four


“So, what are we looking for exactly?” Alan Dusk asked.

“Boneclaw’s new form is a kind of black tar-like substance,” Galen explained. “But when he was alive, he could transform into shadow. I think he might still be able to do that but honestly, I’m not sure.”

“Great, so we’re supposed to find some slime or some shadow? That doesn’t exactly sound easy, even for someone who has single-handedly reinvigorated the electric car market.”

He did not bother to point out to the billionaire that this was not the time for bragging. “I don’t think he can stay in shadow form—not anymore, anyway.”

“But despite him being named Boneclaw, he doesn’t have bones?”

“Not really, no.”

“How can we even be sure he’s back here then? Are we positive Vala’s scanner is working?”

“I wouldn’t ever bet against Vala’s devices,” the young dragon stated categorically.

Dusk nodded. He did not seem particularly inclined to bet against them either. “Wait—I know! This ship has sensors to detect its mass. It’s a clever trick if I may say so myself. My pilots must have a reading.” He tapped a badge on the front of his spacesuit that his companion had thought was purely decorative. “Dusk here. Mitchell, Reyes, was our mass standard when we launched?”

“No, sir. We were about two hundred and fifty kilos over,” Mitchell replied.

“Two hundred and fifty? Why didn’t you say anything?” he demanded.

“Sir, two launches ago, you had someone sneak on three hundred kilos of chocolate coins because—and I quote—you were curious. We didn’t think this was any different.”

“Well, of course this is different! It isn’t a practice launch or refueling mission for the space station.”

“Yes, sir,” the pilot replied.

His boss cursed and tapped the badge on his uniform again to cut the communication. “Well, something’s aboard. I suppose it makes sense that it’s Boneclaw.”

“Then we need to find him.”

“Well, let’s start here. There is any number of spaces where he could hide in engineering. I’ll go ahead and assume that two hundred and fifty kilos of magic dragon slime will not look the same as two hundred and fifty kilos of human.”

“Yeah, that’s a fair guess.” Galen opened a cabinet beneath a workspace and found nothing but more freeze-dried ice cream sandwiches.

Drawer by drawer, they went through every centimeter of the lab but found nothing—no slimy black goo, no persistent shadows in the corners, nothing. The hiding places in the lab exhausted, they moved on to the next compartment, a room with sleeping bags stuck to the walls so the astronauts could sleep in microgravity.

They found nothing in that room either.

Or in engineering, back in the control room, or in the cargo bay.

They had Mitchell and Reyes check the cameras that pointed at the outside of the rocket, but there was no sign of Boneclaw there.

“But that is good, right? The only other places where he could be hiding are exposed to outer space.”

The young dragon shook his head. “That’s not an impediment for him. He was cast into the Void—a realm that makes outer space look overcrowded—and he not only survived but came back stronger.”

“Well, what do we do about it?” Dusk asked. “Assuming the scanner is working.”

“I don’t know what we can do except stay vigilant. I won’t put my sword down anywhere, that’s for sure.”

“Then let’s head to the front and go over the plan,” the CEO suggested.

Galen followed him without protest. Again, he was impressed at how comfortable the man was floating through the ship.

They reached the others and relayed what they had discovered—or not discovered—about Boneclaw to the pilots, Kylara, and Sam.

“Maybe I can go back there?” she suggested. “I could take my pixie form.”

“And survive in space?” Sam sounded incredulous and protective at the same time.

“Space? Like empty space? I don’t know…” She frowned. “Maybe I can make the spacesuit shrink with me?”

“You can’t make it as small as Boneclaw can make himself,” Galen insisted. “There’s no way.”

“Does this affect the mission, sir?” Mitchell asked.

“I think it has to,” the young dragon said and cut the billionaire off.

Fortunately, Dusk did not take it personally. He merely gestured at him to continue.

“I know we need to prep for the EVA and that Kylara and Sam were going to come outside with us, but I don’t know if that’s smart. If we all go outside, he could destroy the rocket.”

“Well, it’s not like you can wait here. You need your sword to use on the disk,” Sam pointed out.

“Right, which is why I think you and Kylara should stay aboard. That way, if he attacks the ship, you two can defend it.”

“I don’t know, Galen… Don’t you think you’ll need support out there? What if he attacks you?” the dragon mage asked.

He shrugged. “Then I stab him.”

“We could use support,” Reyes said. “I don’t know what a slime dragon is, exactly, but I’m very sure I’m not qualified to fight one.”

“We’ll be all right,” Mitchell interjected. “I think you should all go.”

“I think Galen makes sense—”

“But—”

“Kylara and Sam will stay aboard,” Dusk declared. “I think, anyway. Let’s go over what we need to do, then we can decide.”

“Okay. That sounds good,” Kylara agreed.

Dusk clapped like a music teacher about to pass out xylophones. “These suits we have on are pressure-rated for space, but we will wear something more durable to deal with the radiation and possible backlash from destroying the disk.”

He removed a suit from a storage bay where they had searched only moments earlier. To Galen, it looked like it was made of aluminum foil—and not the thick version either—but he told himself he wasn’t the space expert and continued to listen.

“The suit has built-in air conditioning, of course, plus an attachment for er…using the restroom if need be.”

“That’s in case you pee yourself from being too scared out there,” Sam joked.

Kylara elbowed him.

“Sorry! I’ve been hanging out with Karl too much.”

“Whether from fear or simply discomfort, worry not about going to the pot!” Dusk grinned, which did not seem to match the gravity of the situation but at least he didn’t seem nervous.

“There are controls on the front panel as well as on the wrist for radio communication and even a tongue switch, so we’ll be able to communicate the entire time. We had a touchscreen, but my astronauts said something tactile was better so they could work it without having to look at it. I don’t like the aesthetic, but—”

“Sir? You’re doing it again.”

“Oh, sorry, Reyes. Yes. Sometimes, I carry on when I shouldn’t. As I was saying, there are many ways to communicate so worry not. We will be in touch. Other than that, we have this thruster pack that is quite a piece of engineering if I may say so myself.

“The joystick on the right controls left and right, plus back and forward motion. The thumb switch controls vertical movement. It’s automatically stabilizing, though, so you don’t need to worry too much.”

“Automatically stabilizing? How am I supposed to activate that?” Galen asked.

“You merely set it to me and it’ll follow. If we can make self-driving cars that know how to avoid pedestrians, we can make thrust packs that follow the person in front of them.”

“Okay. That I can do.” Galen heaved an inward sigh of relief. “And it’ll follow you back to the rocket as well?”

“After a fashion, yes.” Dusk held a hand up to forestall a question. “It’s not like we can park the rocket next to the disk, of course. Boneclaw might have magic at his disposal, but we are still very much shackled to the laws of physics. If we were to stop the rocket, it would crash to the earth or worse, into the disk. What will happen instead is that they’ll drop us off, we’ll make our approach, destroy the disk, and they’ll circle and pick us up.”

“So you two will simply float out there?” Sam asked.

“Maybe I should come.” Kylara sounded worried.

“Well, here’s the thing,” the CEO explained. “If anything happens to the rocket, we’re stuck out there. So if we are concerned about Boneclaw, it makes sense to have someone on the rocket who can prevent him from destroying it. That way, you can still pick us up.”

“We’ll be here, sir,” Mitchell said. “How terrible it would be to leave you two dangling out there with nothing but the void of space cradling your tiny, fragile bodies.”

“Mitchell!” Reyes snapped.

“Huh? What?” he asked and shook his head. “Sorry.”

“It would indeed be a shame,” Dusk said, unperturbed. “But that’s the plan.”

“And what about the explosion from the disk? These generate a bang when you destroy them—right, Galen?” Sam asked bluntly.

It was something the young dragon had not wanted to address. In his mind, it was better to dispose of it and worry about the consequences later.

Dusk, though, had not come to terms with his mortality like Galen had. “Yes, I’ve tried to prepare for that with the heavier duty suits. How big an explosion are we likely talking about?”

“I don’t know, exactly. But a ten-foot disk was enough to throw me into the side of a police car and dent the door.”

The man swallowed. “This one’s considerably larger than ten feet.”

He nodded. “There’s no choice, though, sir. I have to do this. There is a slight delay while it fractures.”

“How much of a delay?”

“A ten-foot one took maybe…ten seconds to break apart.”

“Okay, a second per foot… We can work with that. We can travel faster than that if we have to.”

“I have to, sir.”

“Of course you do. I mean we do,” he corrected hastily. “This changes nothing. As much as I’d like to be remembered when I die, being a martyr isn’t my speed. So let’s work on surviving, shall we?” He rolled his eyes and his fingers twitched for a moment. “Okay, got it. At the speed we’re going, we’ll have to approach laterally. You can slice it across the top and hopefully, we’ll be clear. The only thing is you can’t strike until we’re over the center of it or we won’t have time to get clear before it blows.”

It was a reminder that this man was not only rich and ambitious but smart as well.

“This way, the plan makes even more sense, though,” he continued. “If there’s an explosion to consider, we’ll want the rocket as far away as we can possibly get it. Mitchell, I think that means you’ll drop us off twenty minutes out at speed, then adjust.”

“Yes, sir,” the pilot agreed.

“Any questions?” Dusk asked. There were none. “Very good! I’d also like to add that it will feel a little strange. Spacewalks are completely different than anything else you’ve ever experienced.”

Galen scoffed. “I’m a dragon. I fly every day.”

The billionaire chuckled. “Flight is not the same thing but you’ll see what I mean soon enough.”

After that, they got suited up, put the thruster packs on, and waited.

“Twenty minutes out,” Mitchell said.

“Here goes everything,” Galen muttered.


Chapter Twenty-Five


It was delicious to feel Galen and the moron of a human come so close without being able to tell where he was. Not that he could blame their incompetence. At this point, he was basically a god. What were two meat puppets like those two supposed to do to him?

They could not stop him. All they could hope to do was try but their eyes were nothing but fleshy orbs. They could not see the tendrils of his matter, thinner than a hair, even when they had been mere inches away. It amused him that they could have looked for hours and not found him but he would not give them hours.

Boneclaw had many methods at his disposal to end the lives of those aboard. He had already taken control of Mitchell, the hopeful, naïve, and stolid pilot. The man was so focused on his task of maneuvering this oversized carriage that he barely noticed that he had taken him over. The ancient dragon had made a slip or two, but no one had seemed to notice.

It was Mitchell who made him delay, though. Originally, he had planned to simply wait until they reached space before he opened a tiny portal to the Void in the fuel tank and blew the ship to pieces, but the pilot’s mind was filled with ways to survive explosive decompression. It seemed to be something the astronauts prepped for regularly. Boneclaw had assumed that it would kill everyone aboard the ship in one devastating moment, but he was now less sure.

It would not do for Kylara to survive, of course. With her cursed pixie powers, she might round everyone up and get them back to earth. He did not like that possibility at all.

Besides, it lacked flair.

He had been willing to settle for it but when Dusk had gone over his plan, a new possibility had occurred to him.

How would it feel to float in the blackness of space—this universe’s closest approximation to the Void itself—and watch as your only salvation exploded behind you? What would Galen make of that? Would he cry as he floated toward oblivion? Would he beg for mercy? Would he beg for Boneclaw to save him?

It was too tantalizing a fate for him to pass up. Even the idea of having the young dragon floating out there, powerless and at his mercy, was precious. He, of course, could navigate the abyss of space as easily as a fish could navigate the sea.

Yes, that was what he would do. He would use Mitchell to stop Kylara—hopefully, her sense of duty would prevent her from killing the human—and with her distracted, he would create a rupture in the fuel area and blow the rocket up.

With luck, the last thing Galen would hear would be his dear friends’ last strangled breaths before he saw the rocket explode to leave him adrift.

Boneclaw didn’t know if he would kill him immediately or simply wait for him to asphyxiate. Both were such wonderful options that it was hard to choose.

But there was no reason to make that decision yet. The runt and Dusk would leave, he would strike, and finally, his place on this planet would be assured.

Did he have doubts?

A few.

It was frustrating how many times he had been outmaneuvered. By his reckoning, both Vala and the Steel Bitch should be dead already but they persisted. He would see an end to them, of that he was sure, but he could not do it at the moment.

He had left most of the network of thread-like slime behind. Much of it was already in Antarctica, wrapped around the bones of dozens of dead dragons and hundreds of humans, but as long as he was up there, it remained inert. He needed to kill Galen and Kylara before he returned to earth through the blackness of space. To make sure he would manage it, he had already gone outside the ship a few times and had been pleased with the outcome. Compared to the true nothingness of the Void realm, the empty space there was practically balmy.

Boneclaw now knew he could travel through it effortlessly and he would do so. It would be a simple matter to return to earth to rejoin the rest of himself. At this point, he would finally eradicate the paltry resistance that dared to stand against him.

But first, he would destroy those aboard this ship. Logic told him that Kylara was a true threat. She had powers that were difficult to predict and she used them in ways that a dragon simply would not think to do.

But it was Galen whose death he longed for.

The idiot whelp who had such potential but had thrown it away.

A mongrel dragon who had mastered death and then given it up.

This stunted aberration had taken one of the greatest weapons of all time from the body of a dragon and wielded it as a thorn in his side.

That the boy was a runt with no true powers only made Boneclaw long for his death all the more.

And he would have it.

Soon, Galen would beg for his life and he would demand he swear fealty.

He had no doubt that the young dragon would beg—to serve him, to let him inhabit his mind, to take control of him, and to make him something greater than the worthless dragon he had become.

And he would promise to do so and Galen’s last feeling of hope would come from Boneclaw himself. Then, and only then, would he deny his requests and feel his hope turn to fear like wood into ash from inside his very mind.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Galen had hoped that being fully suited up in the aluminum foil style suit would make him feel more comfortable, but the opposite was true.

“Is this supposed to protect me from the cold of space?”

“Well…technically, space isn’t cold. It’s a vacuum. You can’t take temperature readings because there’s no matter to measure,” Dusk pointed out conversationally.

“And is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“No. That was not my intention exactly, but we have to wait for the pressure in here to drop so we don’t get blinding headaches. I thought it was better to answer your question than ignore it.”

“Thanks, but I’m not too worried,” he responded.

“It’s not only the pressure that can get you. Remember that out there, up or down doesn’t apply. Normally, we teach people to orient themselves relative to the spacecraft—so it is down—but we’ll leave it so it won’t be particularly helpful in this case.”

“I’m not afraid of heights, Dusk. It’s a simple fact. I grew up in a castle that was constantly battered by storms. Despite it being made of stone, it still swayed in the strongest ones. I had to fly in that mess even though I couldn’t control the weather like my family. And since then, I’ve learned to fly in a form very similar to the one I’m in now. Heights are not an issue for dragons.”

“This is not heights, Galen. It’s something else.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Dusk shrugged. “All right, then. We should be ready pressure-wise. How close are we, Mitchell?”

“Thirty seconds and we’ll be within range.”

“Go ahead and open the door,” the CEO ordered. The door spun and opened, although there was no hiss. Galen assumed that was because the pressure had already been lowered to match the emptiness outside.

The airlock door swung away and suddenly, he stared at the earth. It wasn’t the tiny marble he expected it to be but it wasn’t like looking at the land either. He could see the entire southern hemisphere and despite it filling most of his vision, it still felt so small compared to the inky blackness around them. It was wild to think that every human, dragon, dwarf, animal, plant, and everything he had ever known was down there right now. Every dragon who had ever lived had lived down there. Each dragon who had ever died had done so on that beautiful blue circle.

His focus shifted to the space around him. He knew that space was big and that some astronomers said it went on forever.

But knowing it was different than feeling it.

While it wasn’t exactly frightening, it quickened his pulse and made him think about how small he was. He felt like a tiny creature that had somehow hitched a ride up there for this wild view.

“Are you ready or do you need another minute?” Dusk asked gently.

“I…uh, a minute? It hasn’t been a minute, has it?”

“It’s something else, isn’t it?” the man asked and sounded wistful. “Sometimes, I wonder what the world would be like if everyone could see it from this vantage point. I don’t think politicians would push against electric vehicles so much if they could all see this and realize that we’re in this together.”

Galen nodded and tried to cement this moment to live forever in his memory. He thought it would probably be harder to forget than it would be to remember.

“Where’s the disk, Mitchell?” Dusk asked after a moment.

“It should be visible, against the stars already,” Reyes said and a blip appeared on their visors. It was hard to tell against the emptiness but there was indeed a circle that had no stars at all. “You need to launch before it's silhouetted against the earth for the angles to work.”

“How long do we have?” the billionaire asked.

“Thirty seconds, then a twenty-second window,” she replied.

“Are you ready?” Dusk asked.

Galen’s gaze was locked on the red numbers in the upper left of the glass dome on the front of his helmet.

When the numbers reached zero, the CEO kicked off against the side of the spaceship and drifted into open space. The young dragon drew a deep breath and froze.

He told his hand to release the railing near the airlock and even repeated it a few times but it did not listen. This was not like flying at all. When one was flying, there was always the pull of a gravity, the reference of the ground below. That reminder, coupled with a dragon’s natural healing ability, meant he always knew that if things went wrong, he’d land on the ground, possibly hurt but probably not dead.

Out there, he had no such reassurance.

A glance at the circle of blackness that moved slowly to eclipse the earth—or was he the one moving? He wasn’t sure since relative motion in space had disoriented him—reminded him that the consequences of him failing to do this were dire. If Boneclaw dropped that disk into the earth, there might not be ground to land on ever again.

The young dragon drew another deep breath and reminded himself of all the people he was doing this for—Tanya, Vala, and his uncle who had finally come to help him after first hunting him, then fighting him, then promising to be at his side. The thought of any of them being destroyed by Boneclaw was enough to tighten his thighs and give him the impetus he needed to push off the side of the ship.

He spread his arms instinctively and kept his legs together like he did when he was flying but without wind resistance, the posture did not stop him from spinning. He did a full front flip—and his stomach complained the entire time—before the targeting system Dusk had told him about locked onto the other astronaut. Thrusters on the backpack strapped to the outside of his space suit activated and stopped his front flip.

Galen grasped the joystick with one hand and told himself he was in control of the situation.

The suit helped with that. It locked onto Dusk but it also oriented him the same way the man was, so he felt like he was following him. A moment later, the CEO’s thruster pack fired and spun him to face the young dragon. His suit did the same and now, instead of looking at his companion framed against the circle of the earth, he stared at the spaceship that had brought them there. He could have sworn it had been much larger and he said as much.

“The boosters that got us up and out of earth’s gravity well have already gone back and landed on a floating pad on the ocean.”

“Rockets can do that?” he asked.

“My rockets can. You dragons are out of touch. I thought everyone knew about my self-landing boosters. Oh, oh, watch! This is my favorite part.”

Some thrusters activated on the side of the spaceship they had recently left and spun it slowly so that instead of facing them, it was now perpendicular. He didn’t see what was so impressive about that.

A second later, the back of the rocket lit up with the light of a small sun. For a moment, he thought that something had gone wrong, but he heard Dusk cheering over the radio and realized this was the maneuver he had wanted to see.

The light on the back of the craft extinguished and the rocket moved away from them.

“They need to slow their momentum a little to stabilize in orbit,” the billionaire explained. “See…they’re rotating again.”

The ship fired more thrusters and instead of being perpendicular to them, it was parallel with its nose pointed back.

“It can drive like that?” the young dragon asked.

“I wouldn’t exactly call what they’re doing in there driving, but yeah. They’ll maintain that position as they cruise around the earth. While doing their orbit, they’ll slow once or twice then much more when they come to pick us up. God, I’d love to watch them vanish around the side of the earth but we have more important stuff to do.”

Galen’s thruster pack activated and spun him. He now followed Dusk toward a black disk that eclipsed more and more of the earth behind it.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Kylara had enjoyed the flight thus far but she felt tense now. She couldn’t help but think that if Boneclaw intended to interfere, this would be the moment to do so.

“Can I take this seatbelt off?” she asked over her radio.

“Not yet, no,” Reyes said and didn’t turn away from the controls. “We’ll make another few adjustments. If you’re not strapped in, you could get hurt.”

“Kylara’s got diamond skin and healing powers. She’ll be all right,” Sam said.

Oh, how she loved him. She didn’t have to tell him how she felt for him to understand. Part of it was simply that he could read her emotional state via her aura, but there was more to their relationship than that. They had been together through so many unbelievably dangerous situations that he simply understood when she sensed danger.

“Please don’t turn your diamond skin on right now,” Mitchell said. “It could affect our weight.”

“It doesn’t work like that—” she tried to explain but Mitchell cut her off.

“Just don’t.”

She was about to use her ability to control metal to simply make the clips holding her harness together unclick themselves, but Sam put a hand on hers. When she looked at him, he winked. “We’ll be all right,” he mouthed. “Let them finish.”

“How are we looking, Mitchell?” Dusk asked.

“The trajectory looks good, sir,” Reyes said when Mitchell didn’t answer. “We’ll be back in eighty-seven minutes. One quick orbit and we’ll return. Best of luck, sir!”

“Don’t worry. Even if something goes horribly wrong, Sheila will handle the payroll in my absence. You know what I’m saying, Mitchell?” Dusk asked as if it were some kind of inside joke, but the pilot did not respond.

“I think we’re locked in, Mitchell,” Reyes said. “I’ll disengage seat belts.”

“Wait on that,” he replied, unclicked his seatbelt, and stood from his seat.

That seems a little unfair, the dragon mage thought, but Sam squeezed her hand and fixed her with a look she knew too well. It was a look that said you’re not the best at everything and that’s okay. She nodded. Surely there were safety checks to perform. She might be the Big Pixie, but that didn’t mean she knew anything about rocket ships.

Mitchell pushed off the back of his chair and floated above the two of them. Before he passed over them, however, he pushed off the ceiling and landed in Kylara’s lap.

She was caught completely unaware and had barely registered what had happened when his hands locked around her throat and began to choke her.

The dragon mage grasped him by the front of his suit and tried to shove him off but he was far stronger than she had expected. From the corners of her vision, she saw black gunk seeping out of his gloves to wind tightly around her neck.

In the seat next to her, Sam thrashed and tried to release his harness, but he didn’t have the leverage.

Kylara made her skin turn to diamond.

Mitchell reacted by slamming the front of his helmet against hers. The glass domes of both cracked and black gunk poured from his eyes and mouth into her face.

She screamed and tried to use her dragon powers against him. Her instincts clicked in and she tried to burn the black gunk away, to freeze it, and to blast it with wind, but nothing worked.

“Mitchell—damn it, Mitchell what are you doing?” Reyes yelled from the front.

The dragon mage barely heard it. She had begun to black out. It wasn’t from the man’s hands choking her but the black tar that streamed from his face and down her throat.

Sam finally ripped the harness off. She could no longer see him—her vision was confined to a shrinking circle framed in black—but she heard the seatbelt rip free and the golden dragon curse as he pushed off the seat and crashed into the ceiling. Micro gravity was not exactly an easy thing to get used to for someone accustomed to dragon strength.

Desperation lent her strength and she tried each of her dragon powers in turn but nothing worked. Even those that knocked back some of the goo didn’t stop it all. She would die there, choked to death by Boneclaw. After all she had done, she was now powerless against him.

A resounding crack brought immediate respite as Mitchell floated away. Reyes stood behind him holding the biggest wrench she had ever seen.

“You’re relieved of your duties, Captain,” the woman said as he clunked against the ceiling.

Instead of the threat being neutralized, however, it had only intensified. The black gunk had left the pilot and now formed the shape of a dragon’s head connected to a sinuous cord that ran into the base of the pilot’s chair.

It rushed at Kylara and her courage failed her. Instead of using one of her dragon powers to fight, she turned into a ten-inch pixie and tried to flee.

Boneclaw was faster than she had anticipated and caught her like a spider would a fly. He tried to cram more slime down her throat. Terrified, she wasn’t able to do anything but launch a shower of pixie sparks at him. Somehow, it worked. His screams reverberated throughout the ship and he recoiled as if he had been burned by her rainbow sparks.

Already her attention was elsewhere. Magic flared in the back—the front?— where the rockets were.

“Everyone hold on—” she screamed as a massive shockwave ripped through the ship, crumpled metal, punctured the cabin, and exposed the crew to the void of space. Before the air was sucked from her lungs, she opened a portal to the pixie realm between her and the blast. It was a lucky position to put it in because despite her feeling like the room was motionless, they hurtled through space at an incredible speed. Their momentum carried them through the portal and they all careened into a meadow in the pixie realm.

Kylara was able to stop herself with her pixie wings, but neither Sam, Reyes, nor Mitchell were as lucky.

They shot from the portal and tumbled across the grass. She used her pixie powers to wrap them in sparks and rob them of some of their forward motion and couldn’t help but think how lucky they were. If she had opened a portal directly to earth, they would have been splattered on the pavement. There in the pixie realm, so much magic suffused the air that she was able to prevent them from being badly hurt.

She forgot to close the portal behind them, though, and the rest of the ship streaked through.

“I can’t let that hit here, Sam!” she shouted and opened another portal in front of the ship before it could blow a crater into the ground of the pixie realm. Without hesitation, she jumped through after it.

When she glanced black, Sam had found his feet and jumped after her. She was even more impressed when Reyes also followed, carrying Mitchell on her shoulders.

“What do we do now?” Sam asked as they emerged high in the sky above the SpaceD base.

“Don’t let that rocket crash land!” Kylara replied and changed into her dragon form.

Sam did the same, shredded his spacesuit, and became the shining golden dragon she had fallen in love with.

The dragon mage reached out to the falling front of the spaceship with every power she could think of. She used telekinesis to gather the broken pieces into a central mass and shadow powers to bind them in a giant web.

Sam sank his claws into this mass of junk but the weight and momentum of the ship were such that it almost ripped his wings out of their sockets.

“This is all I got!” he shouted.

Kylara couldn’t slow it either. She simply didn’t have the experience to deal with an object like this. Maybe she could increase her speed, turn her skin to diamond, and use her diamond power to break through the mass of metal. That, however, would only make a single target into hundreds, any of which could easily kill a human or destroy some vital piece of equipment.

She could control the metal—and tried to do so—but the speed was too great and the energy to control it came from her. While she was slowing it, she knew it wasn’t enough.

When she remembered that she had the ability to slow time, she tried that, but the falling rocket was too big. She deactivated it as soon as she had turned it on. The falling debris was in a central mass. If she slowed part of it but not all, it would be much harder to stop.

Wishing she could do more but knowing that solving problems alone was never the wisest course of action, Kylara inflated a sack on her throat. with every ounce of magic she had—human, pixie, and dragon—she called for help.

Dragons and mages from the Steel Guard heard her call.

They came from the edges of the property where they had been working security, streamed out of the command center, climbed out of electric cars that had been shuttling them around, and took to the air. Every dragon had a mage on their back and together, the Steel Guard worked to slow the descent of the spacecraft turned artificial asteroid.

Shields of shimmering blue telekinetic energy wrapped the components tightly as the dragons approached and grasped the ball with their talons. Some ripped chunks away while others simply tried to slow the descent of the main cluster. The mages helped and augmented whatever the dragon they were riding did. Soon, the ball of wreckage began to shrink and slow.

It was a feat that would have been impossible even a few years earlier. Never before had mages and dragons worked together in such careful synchronization but they did so now and combined their strengths to protect this spaceport from the rocket it had launched scant hours before.

It was a close call but it worked. The dragons and mages guided the falling piece of wreckage toward a parking lot and finally let it crash into the back of a semi-truck.

The explosion was still enough to shatter the windows of every other car in that particular area, but Kylara still considered that a win.

On the ground, she took her human form again and looked at the sky. No more wreckage was falling so it was done. All that was left was Reyes, suspended by a parachute of shadow magic Karl had cast with Mitchell in her arms.

The dragon mage launched shadows from her hands and helped to catch the woman, but the copilot didn’t even notice.

She landed in a tumble and shook Mitchell before she even stood.

“Damn it, Mitchell! Damn it, wake up! Come on man—you were always so hard-headed.”

Kylara put a hand on Reyes’ back. “I’m sorry, but…well, he’s gone.”

The woman collapsed on top of him and wept over his body as she apologized repeatedly for being the one who killed him.

“You had no choice,” the dragon mage murmured but Sam placed a hand on her shoulder and led her away.

“Let her grieve,” he said. “He’ll be remembered as a hero for fighting to stop Boneclaw, exactly like my grandfather. But it’ll always hurt the people who were closest to him.”

She nodded, wished she could do more, and knew that for Reyes, she could not. But for the world, she still must.

“What do we do now?” she asked Sam. “Galen and Dusk are up there alone.”

“Not alone.” He grimaced and stared into the sky. “I don’t think Boneclaw followed us through your portal. He must still be up there with them.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Beneath the SpaceD base, Vala thought they were under attack. She simply didn’t know how else to explain the sound of the parking lot being torn to shreds.

“Do you hear that?” Rider asked. “It’s time we ride to battle, fair goose!” He hopped onto the creature and it responded with a combat honk.

“Let’s be careful,” Vala said, but she snatched her goo gun and headed to the stairs. Jasmine and Tanya were hot on their heels.

They reached the surface of the parking lot and stopped as something fell earthward.

“A convocation of dragons!” Rider yelled and pointed. “Today, you all may die, but I assure you that you will be remembered by me and goose.”

“We won’t die,” Tanya said. “That’s Kylara and Sam. Karl’s up there too.”

“The rest of the dragons must be from the Steel Guard,” Jasmine commented.

“What are they all flying toward?” the dragon asked and pointed.

But Vala already knew. She had watched it with eager eyes while it had prepped to launch, hoping to be a member of the crew that went to stop Boneclaw’s disk. How foolish that seemed now.

“We have to go. Galen might need our help,” she shouted and raced toward the falling clump of rocket.

“You don’t mean—” Tanya couldn’t voice the awful thought.

“Come on,” Jasmine said when she understood and raced after Vala.

They sprinted toward the falling craft as mages wrapped it in protective magic and the dragons caught hold of it to either slow its descent or break a piece off and take that to the ground.

They almost managed to halt it but it crashed into a semi-truck before it could stop.

“Oh, God, where’s Galen?” Tanya demanded.

“I don’t see him.” The dwarf scanned the skies for his half-human, half-dragon form.

They stared as Kylara landed and others joined her on the ground.

“We have to see how we can help,” she said and continued toward the wreckage. Sam flew overhead toward the command center, no doubt to inform the Steel Dragon what had happened in space and explain how they had failed.

“Kylara!” Tanya shouted. “Kylara, where’s Galen?”

The dragon mage left the human astronaut, who cradled a man’s still form. Was it Galen? No. If it were, Kylara would not have left him. The pilot then? Or Alan Dusk? But if it was either of them, where were the others? Lost in the explosion?

“Vala, you need to breathe,” Jasmine said. “You’re hyperventilating.”

She couldn’t deny the truth of that, but how could she not hyperventilate? Galen was dead. The mission had failed, and their only hope to destroy the disk was gone.

Kylara saw them and hurried closer. “Galen’s alive.”

Strength returned to the dwarf’s legs. She didn’t know when she’d fallen to her knees but she now stood.

“He’s alive?”

“How?” Tanya asked.

“It was Boneclaw. He was on the ship.” Kylara looked both terrified and steadfast. “He blew it up.”

“Then Galen…then Galen is…”

“He wasn’t on the ship,” the dragon mage explained. “He and Dusk had left to do their EVA. The ship blew up from one of Boneclaw’s disks or something. I don’t know. There was a surge of magic and I made a portal out of reflex. We all flew through it and almost obliterated a meadow in the pixie realm, then I brought us here.”

“So, Galen…Galen’s out there, or up there? He’s…he’s up there floating?”

Kylara nodded grimly. “Dusk too. They must have seen the ship explode but I didn’t see Boneclaw come through.”

“Are you sure he’s not inside her?” Jasmine asked and pointed at the copilot, who was weeping over the body of the pilot.

“He had taken control of Mitchell, then tried to take control of me but I stopped him. You’ll never guess how—”

“Pixie sparks,” Vala said.

“How did you know?” the dragon mage demanded, shocked.

“We made the same discovery down here,” she explained. “It’s not Pixie Dust that stops Boneclaw but pixie magic in general. I’ve found a specific wave form that seems to work best. It’s a repeating waveform that progresses through all the different variations—”

“Can we not do this right now?” Tanya demanded. “Galen is still up there. We have to launch another rocket and get him down before Boneclaw…before Boneclaw kills him.”

“Come on. Let’s go to mission control,” Karl suggested and took Jasmine’s hand.

The five of them, with Rider and Raspberry in tow, all hurried to mission control. They stepped inside the office, where Sam had already told Kristen Hall and everyone inside what had transpired high above the earth’s atmosphere.

“Are we prepping another rocket or whatever?” Tanya demanded.

“That’s not possible,” Sheila told her.

“Don’t tell me what’s possible. Do it.” she snarled ferociously and the assistant turned and went to a computer console. “We need another rocket to be prepped for launch.”

Kristen stepped closer and put a hand on Sheila’s shoulder. The woman shook her head as if knocked from a trance. Vala realized that Tanya had used her dragon aura. She was immune because she was a dwarf, but most of the techs did not have such resistance.

“We’ve already been over this. There’s no way they can launch a rocket fast enough,” Kristen stated. “It would take hours to prepare one and more time still for it to get up there. We need a different solution.”

“Can I portal up there?” Kylara asked. “If I have another space suit and everything?”

“Can we make that happen?” the Steel Dragon asked.

“If we could find them, maybe,” Sheila said. “The suit radios have too short a range to do any good.”

“Don’t you have a…a telescope or something?” Tanya demanded.

“Human bodies that high up are hard to see. Believe me, we’ve been working on it. They have a transponder that the ship was going to read, but with no ship…”

Tanya started to cry into the silence.

Vala wished she had an idea but she didn’t.

“Sam said that Boneclaw tried to take you over but you fought him off?” Kristen asked Kylara.

“Yes, ma’am. It was the pixie sparks that did it—right, Vala?”

“I made a similar breakthrough.” The dwarf forced herself to speak so she could feel something besides despair. Was Galen already dead? Was Boneclaw up there with them? Torturing them? Were they already dead? She had to keep talking.

“We found a way to fix some of the pixie magic to a stone.” She pulled a bundle of stones from the pixie realm out of her pocket. Each had been treated with a substance that Raspberry had made, then put on a string. “I’m fairly certain that if you wear one of these, Boneclaw won’t be able to take over your mind.”

“Put them on—dragons first, then mages,” Kristen ordered. Someone took the amulets and began to pass them out.

“How will that help?” Tanya demanded between choked sobs. “How will that help Galen? He doesn’t have a damn amulet. He’s up there alone with a monster!”

“Tanya, I understand what you’re going through, but we need you to calm yourself,” Kristen said firmly.

“You don’t know what it feels like. No one knows what this feels like,” she screamed.

“I do,” Sam said and put an arm around her shoulder. “When Kylara got taken over by Tiamat, I felt like she was already gone. Come on. Let’s take a walk and let them find solutions.”

He led her out as she continued to sob.

“We need an idea and we need it now. Since Galen cannot keep Boneclaw from taking over his mind, what is our plan if he takes control of Claw?” Kristen’s voice was as hard as steel.

“Maybe he can stop Boneclaw, though,” Vala said.

“How? You said he needs Pixie Dust and he doesn’t have any,” the Steel Dragon countered, all business.

“But he does have Pixie Dust. I put a vial of it in the scanner just in case. He can take it out and use that to prevent Boneclaw taking over his mind.”

“But then he’ll be drunk or high or whatever,” Karl interjected.

“Plus, we can’t contact him,” Sheila pointed out. “Vala, did you tell him you’d put the stuff in his scanner before he left?”

All eyes turned to Vala, who hung her head in response. She had not told him.

“He has Pixie Dust?” Rider asked.

“Maybe we can launch a drone?” an engineer suggested and spoke over the pixie.

“Or a missile? I’ve always wanted to launch a missile,” another man said.

“But there’s still the issue of finding out where he is,” Kristen reminded them.

“I might be able to help if he has Pixie Dust. Pixies can sense each other,” Rider said.

He was ignored.

“A missile could work. A heat seeker, maybe?” Kristen asked.

“We won’t be able to simply get one from the US government,” Sheila said.

“I know. I’ve tried,” the engineer added.

“I think the Big Pixie can find him,” Rider said.

“Really?” Vala asked as the rest of the room continued their conversation.

“I think so.” He shrugged.

“Kylara, did you hear that? Do you think you could try to sense that dust?”

“I can try,” Kylara said, opened a portal, and vanished.

“What was that about?” Kristen demanded.

“Rider had an idea for a solution but everyone ignored him,” Vala explained.

“That doesn’t give one of our primary assets the right to simply portal out of here!” the woman all but growled.

“You want us to simply stand around debating missiles? We need to do something!” she snapped in return.

The conversation was cut short when Kylara returned. She shivered and shook her head. “I tried but I couldn’t sense anything. I couldn’t get close enough. It was too faint and too far.”

“Did you make a bubble around yourself?” Rider asked.

“A what?”

“A bubble. You have to protect yourself when you’re riding, see. You can’t simply get tossed from the back of a musk ox and expect to come out unscathed. That’s why I always make a bubble around myself.”

“How do I do that?”

“Do we have time for this?” Vala asked. “Galen might be fighting Boneclaw right now.”

“We’ll try it and we will also pursue the heat-seeking missile option,” Kristen said. “Rider, can you instruct Kylara?”

“Do we have time for that, Rider?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It’s my special power. I know you’re the Big Pixie, but you don’t know this one. I…I have to do this.”

“Not by yourself you don’t,” the Steel Dragon ordered.

“I don’t know how to make others do it, though.”

“Then we get a team to learn this. Kylara, I need other pixies on this, plus dragons and mage teams. If we hurry, maybe we can have something ready within the hour. Will their air last that long?”

“Barely,” Sheila confirmed.

“Then that’s what we do.”

“But Galen needs help right now,” Kylara protested.

“I agree with the Big Pixie!” Rider said, opened a portal, and was gone.

“Did that pixie go against my orders?” Kristen demanded. “Does he not know who I am?”

“Oh, he knows who you are, all right. But do you know who he is?” the dragon mage retorted.

“Who is he?”

“He’s Rider and he’s a force to be reckoned with.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Galen had begun to feel comfortable in the blackness of space when a flash of light came from somewhere behind him.

“Mitchell, Reyes, can you confirm that you implemented an acceleration maneuver?” Dusk asked over the radio. “That was a little bright. You two should have been farther away.”

He received no response.

“Mitchell, Reyes. Confirm maneuver,” the CEO said.

There was no reply.

“Galen, we’ll try to get visuals on our craft, all right? It can be a little disorienting, so let the computer do its job, all right?”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” he replied.

Musk spun backward and Galen’s suit did the same. His heads-up display blinked with orange and yellow lights as it tried and failed to find the ship.

“Is it that far away already?” he asked.

The display blinked red and created a circle around…something.

“Oh, dear God.” Dusk’s voice was hollow.

“What is that?”

“That’s the ship. Or what’s left of it.”

“It exploded?” The young dragon tried to fight his shock and gritted his teeth at what they still had to do.

“We checked and double-checked and triple-checked,” the billionaire muttered. “We’ve lost craft before but never up in space. This…this shouldn’t have happened. My team is thorough. They’re rocket scientists, goddammit!”

“It was Boneclaw.” Galen peered into the darkness, waiting for their enemy to emerge from behind the stars. “That was why he made all those motes of energy on the base and why we read him up here.”

“But why now?” Dusk asked and his voice started to crack for the first time since he had met him.

“He must have wanted Kylara and me to be separated so he didn’t have to face both of us at once.”

“You don’t think they’re…that Mitchell and Reyes are…”

“We have to assume they died.” He hardened himself against his feelings and forced himself to be calm. His dragon aura had never been particularly strong and he didn’t know if it could work in space, but he could not let his emotions overwhelm him or Dusk. “We have a job to do.”

“A job? The job was to destroy the portal and get picked up and taken back to earth. How are we supposed to do that without a spacecraft?”

“We can still destroy the disk,” Galen told him, felt for Claw at his side, and found its reassuring presence.

“But there’s a blast, right? It could shoot us anywhere if we’re not careful. Even if they scramble to get a rocket up here, they won’t be able to find us.”

“So you’d rather float around and sit on our hands?” he demanded. He didn’t want to be mean but he doubted that an explosion—even one big enough to turn a rocket ship into scrap metal—was enough to destroy Boneclaw.

“No. No, of course not.”

“If we don’t destroy this portal, he can use it to destroy the entire planet.”

“He wouldn’t.”

“Maybe not. But if he plans to do something other than drop the entire earth into the Void, we can be sure it’ll be even worse than the obliteration of everyone we’ve ever known.”

“Worse than total obliteration?”

“What if he learns to control the minds of multiple people at once? What if the earth is only the first place he wishes to conquer? What if he wraps the entire planet in that black slime?”

“No…” Dusk protested but his voice was less shaky.

“Yes. That’s Boneclaw. That’s what he will do. If we don’t destroy this portal, he will destroy everything or make us all wish he had. He blew the spaceship up because he thought we’d panic. We can’t let that happen. We can’t let him control us.”

“Okay,” the billionaire agreed. “I’ll turn us and get us back on track. And Galen?”

“Yes, Alan?”

“Thank you.”

“I’ve had enough pep talks in my day so I can finally give one.”

The heads-up display on his visor changed from the red circle to an arrow pointing somewhere beyond his vision. He felt the push of the thrusters and he rotated to face the disk that threatened to swallow the planet.

Another thrust pushed him toward Dusk and they were on track again to destroy a magical portal to an unknowable realm with the fingernail of a dead dragon.

“I suppose this is a fitting way for a billionaire who spent his money on making rockets to go to space to die. It makes more sense than dying from climate change complications, anyway, what with all the electric vehicles and the breakthroughs in solar I’ve accomplished.”

“Don’t give up on us yet,” the young dragon replied. “I know you’re the guy with the rocket ships, but I have some special friends too. Kylara…” Speaking of her was too bitter so he cleared his throat. “Vala is a genius. If your team has another rocket, I’m sure she will find a way to track us.”

“There are mages who can teleport too, right?” the CEO asked. “Maybe one of them can bring us down or something?”

“Crazier things have happened.” He wasn’t exactly sure what was crazier than this but it was better to have a little banter than to travel through the emptiness in silence.

His companion seemed to agree. As they approached the disk, he prattled on about how the thrust packs worked, how their spacesuits functioned, and about things he still wanted to do.

Galen tried to focus on the eccentric inventor’s words but despite calming the other man, he still felt tense. He was convinced that Boneclaw had been the reason that the rocket had exploded. While he wasn’t sure how the dragon turned to slime from the Void worked, he couldn’t help but assume that the explosion meant Boneclaw was there with them.

And why wouldn’t he be?

If Boneclaw could survive the Void and even death itself, why would the emptiness of space be an obstacle to him? He was probably out there, hiding just out of reach and making his body change and morph so it didn’t block any stars. It seemed more than likely. To think that a normal person could accomplish such a feat was ludicrous. But for him to do it?

He had proven that his body did not work like a regular dragon’s body and he had no bones and no organs to speak of. And despite the fact that he didn’t even have eyes like everyone else did, he could probably see things all around him. Or he possessed senses that Galen didn’t have.

Then again, it was possible that he was not up there and had done what he came to do—kill Kylara. Perhaps he had left him there because he saw him as no more of a threat than he did Dusk. Merely a pest to be brushed aside.

But the young dragon didn’t feel like he should believe that. He felt that Boneclaw would stop them from touching the portal.

The Void dragon was patient. Like an anaconda in the rainforest, he could lie in wait far longer than his opponents could. He was likely biding his time, waiting for them to get so close to the portal to the Void that he could use it as an advantage.

That had to be it.

Galen grasped the controls on his thruster pack and pushed on the joystick to move himself to the side.

“Is everything all right?” Dusk asked. His heads-up display must have alerted him to the change in motion.

“No. Something’s wrong. I don’t know what, but something is up. I’m sure of it.”

They were close to the edge of the portal and approached from an angle so they could move across the top. It was terrifying to know that soon, it would be between them and not only the earth but everyone who lived on it. There would be nothing but this single disk between them and all they knew, and yet it would be a more impossible distance to cross than any other.

But it wasn’t only the single disk. As the young dragon pushed out of their trajectory, another disk came into view. It was smaller than the first one, only a few meters across, and it lay directly in front of Alan.

“Dusk, swerve!” he shouted over the radio, not at all sure that this was the proper command for a thruster pack. The man understood, though. He adjusted his course immediately and narrowly missed the disk.

“What’s the problem?” he asked and turned to look at Galen. The sound of static was followed by switches flipping as the CEO tried to reopen communications. “That’s another disk. That bastard dropped it right in our way.”

In reply, Galen drew his sword. “Boneclaw’s always learning, but let’s see if he’s learned how to do anything about this.” He extended the blade and prepared to destroy this satellite of Boneclaw’s power. It was insane how fast he moved because he’d felt like it was a snail’s pace. When he passed the disk, it became clear that the only reason he had felt like he was going slowly was because the earth and the massive disk partially eclipsing it were so large.

He raced past the smaller disk, but he had been trained by a master duelist dragon and a pixie swordmaster. His reflexes were almost as sharp as Claw itself. He slashed and struck the target. White cracks spread through it, and then—already so far behind him—it exploded into hundreds of shards of magic and evaporated into nothing.

“Well done!” Dusk cheered over the radio. He clapped as well, but the sound could not travel through the vacuum between them.

“Don’t get complacent.” Galen sheathed his sword and secured it. “If Boneclaw put that disk in our path, we can be sure he’s out here. He’ll either try that again or something much worse.”

It turned out to be the second option.

The first thing he saw was some of the stars wink out. One by one, in an area far larger than he wanted to consider, stars turned to blackness. At first, it was nothing but an amorphous mass before Boneclaw took the form of a skeletal dragon right before their eyes.

He was behind them but pumped his wings and gained speed.

“That shouldn’t be possible,” Dusk said, his voice shaking. “There’s no air for him to use to fly.”

Their enemy didn’t seem to need air to fly any more than he needed it to breathe. He swooped, ignored Dusk, and put himself between Galen and the disk. His claws flexed and he opened his mouth and roared into the silence.

The young dragon didn’t hear it, of course, but his blood ran cold all the same.


Chapter Thirty


The Big Pixie had done so much for the pixies the world over, but she could not do this. It was Rider’s turn to give back and he knew he could do it. He knew where Antarctica was, after all. Galen was in space—he mostly understood that part—but that wouldn’t stop him. He had made bubbles of energy around himself and his mounts many times in the past and would do it again.

But first, he needed a mount.

His goose, although noble, courageous, and fair, would not do. The pixie did not know what he would face out there in space, but it seemed likely that Boneclaw himself would be in attendance. While the goose could face any mage on the planet and likely most of the dragons, the evil dragon was more than that—or less than that, in his opinion. Different, certainly. He could at least claim that much.

This meant he needed a mount unlike any he had used before.

And he had just the creature for the job.

Instead of traveling straight from the pixie realm to Antarctica, Rider made a trip to the Caribbean first. He knew that time was of the essence, but it wouldn’t do to show up to a knife fight with a banana. Or something. He didn’t remember how most human idioms worked but he loved them and was very sure he’d nailed that one.

He splashed into the Caribbean sea and made his toes extend in length and webs spread between them. With this modification, his speed greatly increased and he dove to the shallow ocean floor. He found an entrance to a tunnel and knew the creature he respected far too much to ride until this moment waited within.

“Your time has come,” Rider said and a stream of bubbles rose from his mouth to the surface. He didn’t need to breathe but went ahead and encapsulated himself in a thin membrane of magic to keep the sea out all the same.

Despite only being ten inches tall, he shrank further until the hole in the sand took on the size of a gaping maw to a cave. The pixie grinned. He did so love a challenge.

Knowing that time was of the essence—but also that haste made waste—he entered the cave made of sand.

The entrance was empty save for the ghostly shell of some poor creature that had been pummeled to death, then had its soft innards eaten.

“Freaking metal,” Rider muttered as he came to the first branch in the path. He modified his nose to allow him to sense chemicals underwater instead of only in the air. It was hard to smell much besides the stench of death from the entrance to the cave, but there was something like fresh blood down the passage to the right and he followed the smell.

He found his quarry in mid-bacchanalian revel, devouring a fish with mandibles that could cut flesh as easily as any dragon’s fangs could. But its hands were occupied, which was better luck than he could have hoped for.

As quick as lighting, Rider propelled himself over the corpse of the fish and toward the creature’s back.

It reared and lashed out at him with arms tipped with rock-hard punching mitts. The beast hammered a hole in the ceiling, then another, and a third before he could get past it.

“Yee-ha! Punch-zilla!” he shouted as he landed on the creature’s back.

The chamber of sand they were in collapsed all around them.

He tried to hold on, but the slick carapace bucked and thrashed as it tried to escape the cave-in it had caused in its desperation. The clear Caribbean water went cloudy with sand and the gore of fish, and the pixie feared he might lose his quarry.

But this was not his first rodeo.

Cautiously, he followed the wake in the sand up out of the collapsed tunnels and to a nearby rock formation covered in coral. He would have to be careful now. If he spooked his mount too much, it would be too tired to face Boneclaw. Rider shifted the color of his skin to match his surroundings like an octopus could. He knew that even this clever trick might not be enough against such a powerful steed—it could see color thousands of times better than humans could—but he was a pixie and let it never be said that there was a creature in this realm or the realm of pixies that could paint a prettier rainbow than a pixie could.

A moment later, he saw it. Its eyes protruded from a hole in the rock and the stalks swiveled, fearful of another attack and rightfully so.

Rider waited for the movement of the water to push him forward. When it did, he drifted with it. He was nothing more than a piece of kelp trapped in the tide or the leftover meal from a shark.

Slowly—knowing every second came at a cost for Galen—he let himself get washed forward.

Then, he struck.

He dropped onto the back of the beast and lashed it around the carapace with a thin sliver of pixie magic given solid form and turned into a rope.

It bucked worse than the goose had, worse than a raccoon, and worse than anything, but he did not let go. This was for the Big Pixie and her friends. They had fought for the pixies and if all he had to do was hold on, he would hold on.

They scrabbled and flailed all over the reef. His mount would crawl forward, try to pummel him, and reduce branches of coral to broken rock with its powerful fists. Then, it would jet back impossibly fast.

“Yee-ha!” Rider shouted as they raced all over the rocks. He didn’t let go, though, and began to sing to his beast instead.

There were those who thought an animal could be beaten by force or through a battle of wills, and he certainly liked what this belief did to his public image. He was fairly sure that he was widely regarded as the most daring and audacious pixie on the entire planet but he knew there was a shared relationship between mount and rider that needed to be fostered as well. There was no better way to calm a beast—even one as vicious as this—than with song.

“Be calm, sweet beast,

Together we’ll feast.

on a bunch of weird, tiny crustaceans!

“Come with me,

And you’ll see,

that together we’ll give Boneclaw many lacerations!”

He sang this to the tune of a human film about a chocolate factory. Despite the beast likely never having eaten chocolate—humans were clever with food and even pixies saw that—it calmed. It stopped its devastating punches and slowed its erratic escape attempts. Finally, it was done. The beast had submitted to his will.

He had tamed a mantis shrimp.

Quickly, he suffused it with magic to replenish the energy it had lost. “I ask too much of you, fair warrior, but I would not beg for your help were not the very fate of the world at stake.”

The mantis shrimp flashed its hammer-like claws and tapped its antennae.

“A father, you say?”

It swam to a different hole in the rock than the sandy cave where he had found it and he saw its mate—eleven years this month—keeping watch over a clutch of eggs.

“I…I ask too much of you, sir, but if we don’t go and go now, this entire ocean will be destroyed. It’s not fair to ask for your sacrifice but ask I must.”

The mantis shrimp flashed its claws at its mate, who flashed back.

Rider felt uncomfortably voyeuristic watching such a tender exchange, but then the mantis shrimp began to swim, its farewell said. He promised them both that they would be reunited if there was any power left in his body to make such a thing happen.

As they rose toward the surface, he dumped more pixie magic into the creature. It grew from a respectable fifteen inches past thirty and even sixty until it was almost ten feet long. He returned to his normal size, but it was a quirk of the bodies that mages made for the pixies long before that he could not outstrip his largest dimensions of ten inches tall—which explained the excitement about the Big Pixie.

They burst from the surface of the Caribbean sea and he created a bubble of pixie magic around them. He included seawater in this bubble and kept it richly oxygenated for the mantis shrimp’s gills.

Satisfied that everything was taken care of, he opened a portal and they vanished from the heat of the tropics and reappeared high above the earth.

If the mantis shrimp felt fear at such a change of locations, it did not show it. He knew it understood how dire the stakes were. It would not show fear any more than he would.

He reached out for the familiar touch of Pixie Dust but felt nothing. Undaunted, he opened another portal over the Antarctic continent itself.

When they emerged from the portal this time, the mantis shrimp bucked and kicked. Before, the calming blue marble with its continents of yellows and green and its swirls of white clouds had kept it calm, but now there was only a sliver of the earth to be seen. Between them and their home was a massive circle of Void energy.

“This is the threat we face,” he told his mount. “This is why I ask the world of you.”

The beast didn’t like it but it calmed, pumped its tail, and moved them backward through the emptiness of space. It didn’t need to pump its tail, of course—he was propelling them via pixie magic—but he firmly believed that all beings were the sum of their actions. This meant that if the mantis shrimp wanted to swim, he would make it feel as if it were swimming.

Rider reached out and felt nothing. He tried again and paused when he sensed something.

It was faint but it was undeniably pixie magic.

He opened another portal, tried to calm himself, then shot through it and reappeared hundreds of kilometers away from where he had been only moments before.

Now, he could see nothing of the earth. There was only the blanket of space with its scattering of glimmering stars above them and the pure blackness of the Void below.

In front of them, floating between the abyss of this realm and that of another, were Galen and some rich guy he recognized from TV.

And Boneclaw.

“Forward!” Rider ordered the mantis shrimp.

Unfortunately, it was having none of that.

It pumped its tail and streaked off through space. Of course, there was no actual water for it to pump against so it did not have the control it should have had. Rider tried to use his magic to steer it but with it racing backward, he couldn’t exactly see where he was going.

He spun to face the tail now instead of the head, adjusted the magic reins he had put around the creature, and flicked them. The shrimp responded to that and changed direction slightly.

“I know you’re scared, honorable mantis shrimp, but if you and I don’t do this, no one can.”

It seemed to calm but it still pumped its tail to get away from Boneclaw. He knew what he had to do and although he didn’t like it, he also knew it was part of the responsibility of the rider in the rider-mount relationship. Rider opened a portal in front of the shrimp—technically behind given how it moved—and it passed through it and out another that positioned it between Boneclaw and Galen.

“Galen! You’re all right!” the pixie shouted to the sometimes prickly but always courageous dragon.

“Rider?” Galen said. “How can I hear you?”

“Magic!” he shouted and spurred his mount toward Boneclaw.

“You dare to come between a god and his rightful sacrifice?” the Void dragon roared. Galen didn’t respond to being called a sacrifice but Rider could hear the threats from the flying pile of goo and he didn’t like them.

“The only god I see here is the god of being dumb!” he shouted.

“That doesn’t even make sense!” Boneclaw retorted.

“Not to someone with your tiny intellect, it doesn’t!” Rider pulled on his reins and turned his mount.

The mantis seeing this giant dragon made of black goo triggered a different response than flight. Perhaps it saw it as an octopus’s cloud of ink. Rider couldn’t say, but when the shrimp turned, it did not try to flee. Instead, it readied its piston-like claws and punched a hole straight through Boneclaw’s dragon head.

They blasted through and shockwaves of goo spread out from them to create a hole where the dragon’s head had been.

“Did you see that?” Rider crowed. “Mantis shrimp finishes the dark lord in one punch!”

“It appears a different god of being dumb has entered the fray,” the Void dragon growled.

The pixie tugged on the reins and brought his mount around. The creature had punched Boneclaw’s skull with enough force to shatter almost anything. He knew that and had passed through the space where the dragon head had been. Despite this, their foe was unharmed.

His black slime reformed, but instead of a garden-variety one-headed dragon, he now had two heads on his shoulders and a third on the end of his tail.

Rider would not be deterred. “Now look who’s not making sense!” he shouted as he circled for another pass. He used his magic to increase the shrimp’s speed. “Prepare for another punch,” he ordered and his oceanic steed cocked its claws.

They approached at a speed he had never imagined achieving but Boneclaw was able to anticipate them. He opened a hole in his body and the intrepid attackers passed right through.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you hoping to crack a rib?” he shouted after them.

The pixie turned his mount again and prepared for another strike. As they drew closer to their target, he noticed Galen and the rich guy out of the corner of his eye. They weren’t fighting, though. They were fleeing.

No, he realized a split second later. They were moving toward the disk. It was Boneclaw’s source of power, and the young dragon would slice it to ribbons. Rider grinned. He might not be able to defeat Boneclaw, but if all he had to do was keep him distracted, he could certainly do that.

“How about this?” he taunted as he twitched the shrimp’s approach to avoid the hole that their adversary had created in his amorphous body to let them pass through.

The mantis shrimp struck slime and triggered another shockwave in the sludgy body. This one was smaller, however, and it didn’t result in a tunnel that went straight through like the first one had. Instead of passing through the nasty mass of Void magic, they were trapped in it.

“Oh, how lucky—an appetizer before the main course,” Boneclaw growled as black slime began to close in on the shrimp-mounted pixie from all sides.

Rider wasn’t done yet, though. He stuck his index fingers in his armpits, and when the slime had almost completely encapsulated him, he yanked them out and blasted the black gunk with a shower of rainbow sparks.

“No!” his foe roared as his black slime was pushed back.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Do you not like sparklers?” He laughed as he blasted jets of sparks even farther from his fingers.

Boneclaw shrieked as he tried to pull away from the geysers of pixie magic. Rider laughed with delight. He would do it! A pixie on a mantis shrimp would defeat Boneclaw merely by lifting a finger. He would live forever in pixie legend as he who pushed the Void back and would be, like, totally famous. The Big Pixie would hang out with him and pick flowers and chill in the ponds and…and…and… He began to tire.

While he blasted sparks constantly from his fingertips, the tarry mass was good at dodging—like, very good. He tried to hit the slimy black body but his foe constantly created holes in himself and reformed.

“If you were only a tad faster, little pixie, you could defeat me, don’t you think?” Boneclaw laughed into the darkness.

Rider knew he could. He launched even more sparks from his fingers and for a moment, his foe retreated.

The little pixie began to feel cold, however. He was depleting his magic and that let the cold of space creep in through the bubble of magic he had created around him and his mount. The mantis shrimp begin to grow more lethargic. “Hold on, buddy. We’ve got him on the ropes.”

But he began to realize that this was not the case.

Boneclaw was simply too amorphous. He didn’t have to dodge—not like an animal did—and could make parts of him squiggle away to leave nothing but holes for the magical attacks to pass through.

“So…close…” Rider wheezed. He shrank the stream of sparks from his fingers since he couldn’t maintain such a high level of magical output. Immediately, the slime closed in around him.

The little pixie wasn’t scared. He still had more than enough energy to get him out of there and back to earth. Besides, he didn’t need to defeat the evil dragon, he told himself as the slime grew ever closer and blocked the stars out one by one. He only needed to buy Galen enough time to destroy the disk.

“Such a valiant effort, little pixie. Truly, you are a foe who can tangle with a god.” Boneclaw’s gunk was close now. Rider began to feel suffocated as it moved ever closer and encapsulated him and the mantis shrimp inside a bubble of goo. But surely that meant Boneclaw’s attention was focused on him. If he could only hold out a few seconds longer, Galen would destroy the disk.

“Tell me, do you wish to have your pathetic existence snuffed out before or after I kill this one?”

A tiny window opened in the black gunk. Through it, he could see the young dragon in the distance, hacking and slashing at tentacles of slime.

Rider felt terror then. He had thought he had gone toe to toe with their foe, but the dragon from the Void battled Galen simultaneously. The holes that had formed around the pixie’s sparks did not seem to have diminished his power at all.

“We have to get out of here!” he told his mount and opened a portal that took him out of the bubble mere moments before it collapsed.

He reappeared in space next to Galen.

“Rider, thank God you’re all right!” the young dragon said.

“I’m f—” He catapulted away when he was hammered by a tendril of black goo.

Knocked from the shrimp’s back, he tried to keep the bubble of magic around him and his mount so neither would perish in the abyss of space.

He barely managed to keep them both alive before Boneclaw struck again. Rider didn’t even know where the tentacle of black goo had come from. One moment, he reached toward the mantis shrimp and the next, he careened through space, his head spinning.

As he maintained the bubble of magic around the creature, he tried to stabilize himself. His head cleared in time to see the Void dragon smack Galen with an even harder blow than he had hit him with.

It was hard to see, but he was certain that he saw a blast of air shoot from the young dragon. Boneclaw had punctured the suit he used to breathe.

Rider wrapped him in magic to prevent him from dying then and there, but even that was almost too much for him.

“Discretion is the better part of valor,” he shouted and opened a portal in Galen’s path.

“No!” Galen shouted as he tumbled through it and out of their enemy’s reach. He did the same thing for the rich guy and the mantis shrimp.

“Thank you very much, little pixie,” Boneclaw boomed and his voice somehow rattled Rider despite there being no air for it to shake. “I did not expect any help to clear this battlefield. I have never worn the skull of a pixie. Know that yours will have a place of honor before it crumbles to dust.”

Rider made no reply since he had nothing to say to that. He had been beaten in this fight, but he would live to fight another day. He opened a portal and passed out of space.

Reunited with the mantis shrimp, Galen, and the rich guy, he opened another portal to the Caribbean sea. He took the magic from the creature that had made it so large and released it where he had found it.

“Say hi to your kids,” he said. While you still can, he thought bitterly.

Finally, he opened another portal and took the rest of them to the SpaceD base where the Big Pixie was.

His return was not met with the cheers and jubilation he had fantasized about but at least he had returned.


Chapter Thirty-One


A portal opened in the SpaceD command center and cheers immediately rang out. Vala was not one of the people to join the preemptive celebration, though. As soon as Galen tumbled out of the portal, he met her gaze and she read no victory in his eyes.

While Dusk’s engineers picked their billionaire boss up and paraded him around the room in their excitement for him to not only have survived a trip to space but also a trip to the pixie realm, a calm fell over those who knew the Magic Managed partners.

Jasmine noticed the dwarf’s dour expression and folded her arms. Karl cursed when his girlfriend did that. Tanya saw the same thing in Galen that Vala had and wilted like one of her plants. Kylara didn’t notice him but she most certainly saw Rider limp out of the portal—without any kind of creature to ride. The Big Pixie scooped him up, helped him to close his portal, and held him close to her chest. He barely moved, already passed out and unconscious in her embrace.

Amy wasn’t quite as quick on the uptake as the students from the Lumos School, but she saw Vala’s lack of enthusiasm and stopped cheering their return. Kristen hadn’t shared the jubilation, and her expression hardened as her skin shifted to steel. When their leader transformed, so did the demeanor of the rest of the members of the Steel Guard, be they dragons, mages, or former SWAT members.

The engineers carried their boss for a moment too long. Dusk silenced their cheers with a loud and ragged, “Enough! We didn’t win. We didn’t even come close.” He ripped his helmet off.

“Sir?” Sheila asked. She still managed to look professional despite holding a bottle of champagne that gushed foam.

“The disk is still out there. See for yourselves.” The billionaire gestured to the bank of computer consoles.

It didn’t take long to verify this with the images of Antarctica—or rather, images of where it should have been. A giant black disk still obstructed an uncomfortably large portion of the continent.

“What happened?” Kristen asked.

“Wait—before we get into that,” the dwarf said and took a step forward even though it didn’t put her in front of the group at all. She immediately felt awkward for both the unnecessary movement and for what she was about to say. “Galen and Mr. Dusk, both of you need to put on one of these magic dampening metamorphic rocks coated in a stabilized pixie compound that’s been affixed to—”

“They’re amulets.” Amy cut her off. “Put them on.”

“Why?” Dusk asked.

“They’ll protect you from having Boneclaw take over your mind,” the mage explained, which Vala greatly appreciated. She had meant to speak directly but she got so nervous. And she preferred to know how things worked so she wanted others to know as well. Of course, most people didn’t share her fascination with how things worked so it could be too much.

Galen didn’t hesitate to take one from her and slip it around his neck. “Is anything supposed to happen?” he asked.

“I was hoping that nothing would.” She grinned.

“An amulet? Honestly? I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful but it's rather old-fashioned, isn’t it?” Dusk asked. “Like leeches or something.”

“We must insist.” Kristen Hall touched the amulet that hung around her neck. “I know it’s an uncomfortable truth, but the fact is Boneclaw can take over any of us—well, pixies aside.”

“I wore my suit the entire time, though,” the CEO protested.

The amulet suddenly lifted from Vala’s hand and slid around the man’s neck. Amy winked at her, and the dwarf knew who had moved it.

Dusk didn’t react any more than Galen did. He merely looked at the amulet around his neck and smirked. “That’s it, huh? I thought it would be like Raiders of the Lost Ark or whatever.”

Without warning, he fell to his knees and started to vomit. A black mass of the Void substance Boneclaw’s body was made of dislodged from his throat and came out first like a banana slug. Another spray of smaller flecks of the substance followed. It didn’t animate, though, or come to life.

“Alan, are you all right?” Galen asked him.

“What the hell was that crap?” the billionaire demanded as he scurried back from the pile of quivering black goo until he bumped into an engineer.

“Boneclaw must have put some of his gunk inside you,” the young dragon explained.

“But not his consciousness, it appears,” Vala said. “That’s interesting.”

“Interesting? You think me puking Boneclaw goo is interesting?” Dusk punctuated that with a loud guffaw of laughter. “And I think I obsess over work too much! I’m over here puking out the goo of a dark god, and you’re analyzing it?” He laughed harder. “We have to work together when this is all over!”

She didn’t quite know how to take that, but it appeared that she did not need to address his outbursts immediately. Laughing so hard after puking so much had drained the man of what energy he had left. He let an engineer direct him to a chair and ease him into it, leaned his head back, and promptly passed out.

The dwarf didn’t blame the man, though. He had fought Boneclaw in space. That could not have been easy, especially for a human with no dragon healing, dwarf resistance, pixie magic, or mage powers.

“Is that normal?” Galen asked and jerked a thumb at the unconscious billionaire.

“We’ve never stress-tested him under this exact scenario, but I’d say it tracks,” Sheila said and noted something on her tablet.

“What else can you tell us about what happened there?” Kristen asked the young dragon.

“You mean what else can I tell you about how we failed?”

She clenched her teeth and looked like she was about to give him a pep talk, but Amy spoke first.

“Now’s not the time to beat yourself up, kid. If you want to lament how close you came to single-handedly doing what no one else has been able to do, let’s make a date two days from now. Our immediate priority is to know how strong he is and what we can do to stop him.”

The tough love seemed to knock some sense into him. He straightened, looked Amy in the eye, and nodded before he turned to address Kristen Hall more formally.

“Boneclaw was stronger than I have ever seen him. I never battled him when he was alive of course, but he was more powerful than he was when he came back from the dead or when he took over my uncle’s body. Quite frankly, I don’t see how we can hope to beat him.”

“Hope’s one thing we have too much of.” A rotund SWAT member with a sniper rifle chuckled. Vala seemed to remember his name was…Mayo…no, Butter…Margarine or something like that.

“Continue your assessment,” the Steel Dragon said curtly.

“I think it’s the portal. He used the smaller ones to draw energy. But if those were drinking straws, this is a garden hose. You weren’t fighting him when we were up there? I had assumed it was a multi-pronged attack.”

“It’s been quiet since you launched,” she said.

“Because Boneclaw can’t be in more than one place at once!” Vala said as she grasped one—or perhaps the only—weakness their opponent had.

“Explain,” Kristen said to her.

“He didn’t attack when the rocket was in flight because he couldn’t. He can leave Void magic behind—the portals are proof of that—but he can’t split his consciousness. Look at that gunk over there. It’s not moving because it’s not connected to him. When he was in space, everything he left here was in a kind of standby mode.”

Galen nodded. “Remember the band he took over in Vegas? I always thought it was weird that he only ever took over their minds one at a time. The same applies to my family. Why take Petrov and not my mom?”

“Because to do so would have required him to leave a ribbon of his gunk. I’ll bet a moose muffin that’s what it is,” Vala declared.

“A moose what?” Kristen frowned.

“Do you think he’s connected to the portal?” Galen asked his partner.

“Not in the same way, no. I think he uses that as a power source while his body is a kind of avatar.”

“So if we can take out his power source...” He looked at her and waited.

“It’s still the best plan.” She shook her head. “If we can’t destroy that portal, he’ll simply keep recharging.”

“Then we get another rocket,” the young dragon said. “We do whatever it takes. If Boneclaw doesn’t want us near that portal, we have to get there. It’s the only way.”

“Maybe I can portal you up there,” Kylara said.

“It’s too risky,” Kristen insisted. “Your reports show that he’s moved his portals before. If he moved it over yours, we have to assume yours would be destroyed.”

“What other choice do we have?” Heartsbane demanded.

“I think we should wait a minute,” Brian said. Vala wasn’t sure when he had come in, but he was out of breath as if he had sprinted there.

“Wait a minute? You want to wait? You’re not at risk when we do these missions. We can’t wait on your timeline,” Stonequest protested.

“Maybe we can block the Void energy somehow? Like trees protect things beneath them from the sun?” Tanya suggested.

“We can’t protect the world with a canopy.” Karl scoffed.

“Guys…wait…” Brian wheezed and tried to catch his breath.

“I think I can take him,” Kristen said. “I’ve learned so much,”

“This is not the time for you to play the martyr. We’ve been over this.” Amy scowled at her boss.

“You’re only saying that because you want to come with me,” the Steel Dragon accused.

“Can everyone stop talking for one damn minute?” Brian yelled.

“Brian. I’m sorry, I—”

“That means you too, Lady Steel.” He snorted and rolled his eyes at her.

“What is so important that you need to—”

“Look.” The tech pointed to a monitor that showed the Void disk from below it and at an angle that was almost parallel to it. From this perspective, it was reduced to a thin black line that separated earth from the top of its atmosphere.

“What are we looking at—oh, crap,” Amy exclaimed.

Nine motes of light streaked toward the disk. A plume of exhaust and heat trailed behind each of them. Vala couldn’t speak for the rest of the room but she knew exactly what they were.

The nine thermonuclear warheads had likely been launched from a missile silo somewhere on the continental US, given their trajectory. She also estimated that they had about thirty seconds until all nine of them made impact with the portal.

“I thought you were on the line with the president!” Kristen said, shocked.

“I was, but he has more than one line. I’m very sure he launched that strike when he told me he had to go to the bathroom.”

“Cursed geriatric presidents and their bathroom breaks.” Amy growled in frustration.

“I specifically told them to stay clear.” The Steel Dragon looked furious.

“And he specifically told me he would take your suggestion into consideration but that the United States government is a sovereign and blah-blah-blah. You know how they are. They’ve watched as closely as we have and must think this will be enough to destroy it,” Brian said.

“Those idiots.” Amy groaned. “Where do they think it’ll crash when it falls? It’s not like something that large will hit Antarctica and not leave a mark.”

“My guess is that it being over Antarctica is an advantage,” the tech responded. “Penguins aren’t worth much when it comes to the economic well-being of the United States.”

“The fallout will be disastrous,” Vala said, thought back to her classes, and recalled how nasty nuclear energy could be. It was one area of tech in which she had never had any interest in using her abilities.

The room fell silent as the motes of light closed the final distance between them and the disk. She knew they were much too far away for her to feel any type of impact, even from nine nukes detonating simultaneously, but she put a hand on a wall to brace herself all the same. She was not alone, either. Everyone in the room—every dragon, mage, human, and pixie—prepared themselves for destruction like they had never seen.

The rockets struck the Void and were swallowed. There was no explosion and no EMP. The disk simply inhaled every trace of energy in the nukes.

“So much for nuclear fallout,” Kristen said bitterly.

“That’s it then,” Hernandez said and shook her closely cropped hair. “If we can’t nuke it to oblivion, what can we do? That was enough of a payload to crack a continent. It could have leveled Everest, goddammit, and it didn’t even make the portal shake.”

“Technically, it’s still growing.” Brian glanced at his tablet.

“So we’re doomed, then,” the woman declared morosely. “Completely and irrevocably doomed.”

“Can you shut the hell up, Hernandez?” Amy demanded.

“Why don’t you make me, magic girl? That is how you’ll do it, right? With magic?”

“Enough, both of you,” Kristen said, and the two women complied, although they continued to glare at each other. “We knew this was coming. Everyone in this room knew this was coming. Not one of us thought Boneclaw would go down without a fight.”

“I kind of thought he was,” Raspberry replied, his tone subdued. “I thought that’s why we were making these necklaces.”

“I wish it were so simple, my little friend.” Kristen smiled at him. “But Boneclaw is a powerful foe.”

“And we can’t beat him,” Amy muttered. Hernandez sighed in agreement.

“How can you say that when you have beaten him?” Kristen demanded of her mage.

“I never—”

“Yes, you did. You drove him away, at least, which is nothing to be humble about. I beat him too. With my fists, I might add.” She ignited her knuckles so the steel glowed as if spotlights were focused on her fists. “So did Kylara.”

“With Galen’s help,” the dragon mage said.

“You’re damn right with Galen’s help,” the Steel Dragon snapped. “Lucky for us we have Galen with us. That’s right, the Galen Stormwing who helped the Kylara Diamantine send Boneclaw into the Void the first time.”

The young dragon scowled at her. “But I just got beaten—”

“And yet here you are, ready to fight. Or did you plan to hang up that sword of yours?”

“Claw is the only weapon we have against Boneclaw.”

“You’re wrong,” Kristen said. She nodded at Heartsbane, who winked in return. Vala wondered if the two of them were rallying the emotions of the people in the room. She couldn’t feel it of course—not directly anyway—but she thought she could start to see the change come over the room. It began with Kristen and was nothing more than a shift in posture and the lift of a chin that had previously sunk in despair.

“We don’t have one weapon to use against Boneclaw. We have a set of champions who have all had their turn to fight against him. Every single one of us has battled with the old shadow stain. We will do so again and we will win.”

“But I lost—”

“Yes, you failed to defeat Boneclaw in single combat,” Kristen told Galen. “But so have all of us. That’s the problem. It’s why we haven’t beaten him for good. Every time, he’s managed to separate one of us from the others. He knows he can’t take us together so he attacks from the shadows or bides his time while he builds Void energy. Whatever it is, he has always hesitated to attack. He has always feared what we could be if we stood together.”

“Do you seriously want to go down there and fight him?” Amy asked.

The Steel Dragon snorted. “Of course I don’t want to go down there.”

Everyone laughed at that.

“What do you want?” Butters—Vala was almost sure it was Butters, not Margarine—asked.

“The same as you, big guy! I want a Buddy’s pizza, a pitcher of beer, and maybe a Coney Island for dessert.”

“Lafayette or American?”

“One of each?” The crew from Detroit all laughed and slapped hands at an old joke.

“But I don’t get what I want. Not right now, anyway,” she continued. “None of us do. We should and Lord knows we deserve it, but we don’t get that, not yet.”

“Why not?” Hernandez asked and responded to Kristen’s words or Heartsbane’s emotional encouragement.

“Because we’re too damn tough.” Kristen’s shrug made everyone laugh. “Seriously. We are. Not to brag, but I have steel skin and the ability to light up like the sun. There’s never been a dragon like me ever before. People like me don’t get to sit stuff like this out. Neither do people like you. Amy, I’ve seen you use a forest as a weapon.”

“I should never have done that. It was terrible for the local ecosystem.”

“Lucky you, there are no forests where we’re going. Only rock and ice.”

“Goody.” The mage smiled.

“Galen has a sword and I would like to know—once and for all—if it truly is indestructible.”

He drew Claw and gave it a flourish. “I guess it would be a shame to leave this at home when Boneclaw would probably squirt black goo simply by looking at it.”

“Exactly.” Kristen nodded. “And I’m not only talking about the dragons and mages here, although I’m not gonna lie. When it comes to going hand to hand with Boneclaw, it’s probably better to leave it to those of us who are more durable. But, Butters, you’d be crazy to think I’d let you stay behind.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Red.”

“And Hernandez, do I think rocket-propelled grenades will be particularly useful against Boneclaw? No. I don’t. Do I still want to see you test your explosives against his smug face? Absolutely.”

“I was thinking C4 because I don’t wanna mess around, but yeah. I got you,” the woman replied.

“Everyone in this room has been in a fight that was two levels too high for them. We have all been outclassed or had our back against a wall. Everyone in this room knows what it means to overcome the odds—and I’m talking about you space nerds too.”

Kristen raised her voice to address the SpaceD engineers. “Normal people don’t wake up and decide to blast living rooms made of metal into space. Cowardly people don’t decide to defy the laws of gravity on a daily basis.

“I know that none of us want to go to Antarctica to fight the worst damn threat we’ve ever faced, but none of us have a choice. We have all beaten Boneclaw in one way or another. We will beat him again.”

Vala would never know if the cheer that rang out was so raucous, so loud, and so contagiously enthusiastic because of Heartsbane’s control over the room’s emotions or if the words had been all it had taken to rally the hearts and minds of earth’s defenders. Still, she knew her emotions were not under the sway of any dragon aura and Kristen’s words were enough for her.

There wasn’t any reason in the world that would make her miss this battle with Boneclaw.

It wasn’t lost on her that the world was exactly what was at stake.

But the cheering subsided when Brian threw something else up on the monitor.

“The portal—it’s descending,” he told them grimly.

“What does that mean?” Amy asked.

“It means it’s headed to Antarctica as we speak. It’s already in the atmosphere. This… This is it.”

“It’s a good thing I already gave the pep talk.” Kristen grinned. “Let’s roll.”


Chapter Thirty-Two


“We’ll step out onto Antarctica in two minutes!” Kristen bellowed. “I need comms and weapons ready in less than half that time. Those of you with families, you have thirty seconds. Those of you who believe in a higher power, ask for more time.”

Despite her giving orders, it did not appear that anyone needed to hear them. The members of the Steel Guard raced outside. Dragons took their full forms and mages mounted their backs. The former members of the Detroit SWAT team skidded down the banister to the parking lot and armed themselves from a van that contained more artillery than some countries had in their arsenals.

Vala caught Jasmine by the arm—she had been making out fiercely with Karl—and dragged her toward their lab. The mage fell into step and forty-two seconds later, they had packed every tool the dwarf thought might be useful in this battle. She snatched oscilloscopes, goo guns, more of the pixie juice Raspberry had made, and everything else she could fit into her bag.

They raced up the stairs and met the rest of the Steel Guard in the parking lot.

“This…this is it?” Galen asked.

“There’s no time to call more backup in,” Amy snapped too loudly. The heads of other members of the Steel Guard whipped to look at the exchange.

“We have everyone we need,” Kristen said from the front of the team. “This will already be a big, messy battle. I have no doubt that Boneclaw expects us to come in numbers. He’d be a fool not to and he’s no fool. If we bring more people, we’ll only get in each other’s way. He’ll stand against what we have—”

“And we’ll kick his teeth in!” Amy shouted to cheers from the same people who had whipped their heads to see her.

“I want two portals and two teams,” Kristen said. “Form up.”

Vala and Galen stuck with the kids from the Lumos School. Their team was augmented by a fair number of mages and dragons from the Steel Guard.

Another team was made up of Kristen, Amy, the former SWAT members, Stonequest, Heartsbane, and yet more mages and dragons from the Steel Guard.

“Can everyone hear me?” Brian asked and everyone gave a thumbs-up.

“I’ll stay behind and keep an eye on things from what drones and satellites we can get in the area. Plus, I’ll order pizzas for us when we’re done.”

“No pineapple!” Butters shouted.

“No mushrooms!” Hernandez added.

“Then why don’t we not eat pizza at all?” Kristen roared and the Steel Guard all went crazy.

“They…uh, seriously like pizza,” Galen whispered to Vala.

“They seriously do,” Kylara confirmed. “I interned there for a while but I never quite understood the obsession with pizza.”

“Probably because it doesn’t taste like sand and cactus pads, Kylara’s favorite foods,” Tanya teased.

“No one makes fun of the Big Pixie.” Rider wheezed and moaned.

“Rider, I told you—go home and rest,” the dragon mage said. “You don’t have the strength to do this right now and you’ve already done so much.”

“Rider…doesn’t quit.”

“Fine. Then go to the pixie realm and find a mount,” Kylara ordered.

“A…mount? But there are no mounts in the pixie realm.”

“I heard there was. I heard there was a very strong one, and that one of the pixies knows all about it.”

“You did?” Rider asked.

“I’ve never heard that either,” Raspberry muttered.

“I’m the Big Pixie, remember? I know things. There’s a mount there. I’m sure of it. You have to find it, Rider. You have to.”

He nodded and Raspberry opened a portal, and the two pixies were gone.

“Is there a mount you’re thinking of or did you simply want him to go home so he’d be safe?” Sam asked.

“There are things in the pixie realm that none of the pixies know about—they’re too small to realize how big their world is. But mostly, I wanted Rider to go somewhere safe. Time works differently in the pixie realm, though. Maybe he’ll be able to find something. Who knows?”

The time for speculation was over, however.

“We’re likely going to come under attack the second we step through this portal,” Kristen told them. “I don’t know if that means he’ll try to take over our minds with his slime, drown us, or blast us with fire or shadow, but I know he’ll attack. No matter how bad it is, we don’t turn back. Do you understand? We beat him today. There will be no do-overs.”

“For pizza!” Butters roared and the rest of the Steel Guard responded and screamed the name of their favorite pizza topping as loudly as they could.

“Seriously. It’s so weird,” Karl muttered.

Two portals opened to a place of cold and darkness and the time for talk was over. Vala followed her friends into the dark.
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The first thing Butters noticed was the cold. He hated it, the way it could creep in on you when you were sleeping, and how it could tighten your muscles to the point where you didn’t even know if you were shaking or standing still. The rotund man was from the American south so loved the heat. Nevertheless, while he might not like the cold, he would endure it.

The next thing he noticed was the light.

He was a sniper by profession. That meant he shot things from very far away and as a rule, he didn’t miss. Although he normally had better light than this, nothing came from the sky above. There were no stars, no moon, and no glow of artificial light on the bottoms of low clouds. It was a portal to the Void—he knew because he had been briefed on that—but seeing blackness stretch from horizon to horizon made him feel as if they’d already fallen into it.

Fortunately, they hadn’t. A trace of light remained. The sun—or a sliver of it—could be seen barely poking over the distant horizon. The light that came from it was as red as blood and as the snow beneath his feet would surely be when this was all over.

Hernandez stepped out of the portal and the hiss of a flare igniting caught his attention. “That’s better, huh?” she said, loaded the flare into one of her contraptions, and shot it out in front of them.

It flew over the surface in a low arc to reveal a landscape that did not seem to belong to rugged Antarctica. It was too flat like some ungodly machine had come through and leveled it all. He looked up and reminded himself that it was not a machine that had leveled the area at all. Although ungodly didn’t seem like too bad a description.

“Is there any sign of him?” she asked as she fired another flare.

“I thought those were so you could answer that question.” Butters tried to force a chuckle but only managed a dry rattle before it died in his throat.

“The flares are there so you can shoot the brains out of whoever the hell those guys are,” she said and pointed.

He scowled when his gaze settled on the forms that marched toward the Steel Guard team across the unnaturally flat surface of the frozen continent.

“What the hell are those?” Amy demanded.

“Give me a second.” The sniper took position on top of their reliable old SWAT van. He assembled his rifle in less time than it took for Hernandez to fire off another two flares. The van creaked when he settled his bulky belly on top but it did not give.

Butters brought his scope to his eye and took their first look at their enemy.

Through the lens, he saw the stuff of horrors. Dozens of—who knew what they were?—black, vaguely humanoid shapes, shambled toward them and barely lifted their feet from the ground. Some had skulls protruding from the black sludge and none of them looked even remotely alive.

“Boneclaw has an army of a slimy avatars coming toward us,” he said.

“Go ahead and see what their heads do when you hit ’em with a dragon bullet,” Kristen ordered.

“Yes, ma’am.” He squeezed the trigger. His aim, unsurprisingly, was true. The dragon bone bullet cut through the cold air and struck one of the shambling slime monsters right between the eyes. Black gunk and pieces of bone flurried from the direct hit but it did not stop its approach. It continued undeterred, not even inconvenienced.

“I have bad news,” he muttered.

“I got worse!” Galen said and sliced the ground in front of him with his sword as the dirt beneath their feet tried to rise and attack them. Except it wasn’t dirt. Boneclaw had spread his slime across the battlefield in a layer so thin that no one had even noticed it.

It rose between the ranks of dragons and mages and didn’t bother to take humanoid shapes. Instead, it merely formed a clawed arm, a grasping tentacle, or snapping jaws. A mage fell, pulled into the slime, but before anyone could be slaughtered, Sam ignited himself with light. The sheer brilliance of the golden dragon made the black substance recoil but it regrouped quickly and like a wave, threatened to sweep into the team.

The Big Pixie ignited her fingers like sparklers and blasted it back with fountains of sparks.

“Give us a perimeter!” Kristen ordered and Kylara obeyed. She seared the ground all around them and the thin layer of gunk blistered, puckered, and burned away. Any traces of it that were disconnected from the main mass of slime withered and shrank to nothing. Given how much of the slime there was, this didn’t exactly feel like a reason to celebrate.

“Kylara, stop that crap from creeping in. Dragons, mages, and SWAT, separate these puppets from their master. Sam, don’t let us fall into the dark.”

Sam leapt into the air and shone a spotlight on top of the two teams who had been pushed into one. Butters tried not to despair but it took a herculean effort. Kylara had indeed pushed back the slime that coated the ground. No more tar-like puppets would rise from among their ranks, but that did not seem an advantage they could use to win, only one they could use to survive a few minutes longer.

His slightly elevated position revealed that the black slime stretched for miles in every direction. More shambling forms pushed from its slick and cloying surface.

The sniper sighed, aimed at one of their legs, and fired. Some of the sludge bubbled away when he separated it from its source of power, but most of it splashed back and rejoined the goo before it could lose its potency.

“It’s gonna be a long damn day,” he muttered, aimed again, and fired.
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Amy wasn’t at all afraid of the hordes of slime forms coming toward them. She was made for this. “If I knock ’em up, can someone knock ’em out?” the mage shouted to the team.

“I got you,” Kristen replied.

“Me too!” Hernandez chambered a round into a grenade launcher she’d retrieved from her bag of tricks.

That was good enough for Amy. She reached out with her telekinetic powers and lifted a dozen of the slime figures into the air. Disconnected from the membrane that covered the ground, they stopped their tireless march forward. Kristen blasted them with light to ensure that they would never start their march again once they evaporated into nothing.

But a dozen of the figures was nothing. Boneclaw had more mass than the mage had thought possible and was making hundreds. Even though the dragons and mages on the perimeter of their circle kept them back, more pushed forward. She plucked another dozen from the ground and flung them into the air. Kylara destroyed these in a shower of pixie sparks.

“I have an update!” Brian said in their comms.

“Tell me it’s a good one,” Kristen replied.

“The portal has stopped growing.”

“That’s good news!” Amy commented.

“And now for the bad news.”

“Bad news?” Hernandez whined over the shared radio channel.

“The disk is dropping fast and it’s over two thousand miles in diameter.”

“How big is the earth?” Sam demanded from high above them.

“Eight thousand.”

“Then he can’t destroy the earth,” Karl said and sounded triumphant as he used his shadow powers to squeeze one of the slime figures to ribbons like something out of a kid’s cartoon.

“Well, about that…” the tech dithered.

“Get to it!” Kristen ordered as she took her Steel Dragon form and swooped out of the circle they had made against the black slime. Her ax blade tail ignited with glowing, luminous energy. Every figure it sliced through burned away but even that attack wasn’t enough to push the hordes of slime soldiers back.

A great mass of them joined together and formed a single dragon arm the size of a skyscraper that snatched a dragon and pulled him from the air. Amy blasted the base of this arm away with a shove of telekinesis, but the dragon was too tangled to escape. His flesh was ripped from his bones on impact with the earth.

“Even a two-thousand-mile hole cut through the planet will give everyone on Earth a very bad day,” Brian said in a rush.

“He’s bluffing,” Amy said. “He wants to rule this planet, not destroy it.”

“I don’t know about that. But since those nukes vanished, he seems to be more pissed off than ever. I think…I think he’d rather us lose than him win.”

“That’s how we have to fight this,” Galen shouted from the front lines of the battle. Claw was a whirling, slashing weapon of destruction in front of him. “If Boneclaw destroys the earth, he can simply go back to the Void.”

“But there’s nothing there,” Kristen protested.

“Nothing but victory for him,” the young dragon said. “Which is more than enough for him to destroy an entire planet.”

“Then we need to get you up to that disk before it reaches the ground,” the Steel Dragon ordered.

“The amount of energy in that will level this continent,” Vala shouted.

“This continent’s already been leveled. This way, we keep him from doing the same thing to the earth,” Amy pointed out.

Galen raised his sword to the black sky. “Let’s finish this.”


Chapter Thirty-Three


Hernandez could not fly, so she watched from below as those who could took to the air. After about a second, she turned her attention to the hordes of slime figures that advanced on their circle. She ignited a few more flares and tossed them out of the SWAT van to create a perimeter around them. “No one gets across or we’re dead,” she shouted.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Drew said and fired dual pistols loaded with dragon bullets into the forms. Butters didn’t reply but continued to shoot steadily.

“Stone skin is better at defense than aerial maneuvers. I think I’ll stay here too,” Stonequest volunteered.

“It’s nice to see you’re finally slumming it with the regular Detroit SWAT team instead of Dragon SWAT,” Hernandez shouted to the marble-skinned dragon.

She chambered another round into her grenade launcher, delivered one into a clump of the shambling slime, and felt a burst of satisfaction when they burned away to nothing.

Boneclaw didn’t seem to care, however. He appeared to have no interest in the team of regular humans in the van or the stone-skinned dragon working with them. Instead, the figures that had approached so steadfastly turned their eyes upward.

Like some kind of horrible swarm of insect larva, they seemed to split open and extended thread-like appendages into the sky. As these thin, spindly, grasping arms climbed ever higher, some faltered and fell. Those that did inevitably crashed into another of the slimy tendrils, and they wound together and strengthened as they rose higher.

Hernandez blasted the base of one of these towers and was satisfied when a great line of slime lost its surface tension and splashed to the earth. Unfortunately, with so many of the ropes twisting and climbing, damaging one didn’t seem to make much of a difference at all.

“It’s out of our hands now,” Butters said as the slime figures finally slowed their approach and turned toward the skies.
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Kristen wished she felt a surge of hope as they took to the air and left the hordes of Boneclaw puppets below. She missed the boost of confidence she used to feel when she outmaneuvered an enemy. After all, they were leaving Boneclaw below. Anyone could see that the tendrils he tried to send after them were not as fast as the dragons who pumped their wings to elevate swiftly or the mages who used telekinesis to lift themselves.

“Behind me, Galen!” she ordered and took point.

“I have to be first. I have to hit that disk with Claw,” he said and pumped the wings of his half-dragon form twice as fast as she did simply to keep up with her.

“You’re a fool if you think we can get there unmolested,” she countered. “And I know you’re not a fool.”

She caught his gaze as the two of them matched pace. He had taken to the air first, but she had caught up. In that moment, she saw not only Galen the swordmaster but all the versions of him she had met. She saw the arrogant student who wandered afield in the pixie realm and the outcast who had lived off the cruel whims of the desert. With these was the hermit who emerged from the desert and the warrior who had helped to turn the tide against Tiamat. Finally, she saw the man he had become—the swordmaster who never asked anyone else to fight for him.

“No matter what happens, continue to fly upward, all right?”

“If he attacks—”

“Then we’ll deal with him. And it’s not an if. It’s merely a matter of time. When he strikes, dodge and avoid getting hit but keep flying up. Is that clear?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Then we’ll be all right,” she stated firmly before she outpaced him and turned to the other dragons and mages behind her.

“We’ll keep an eye on him,” Vala shouted from Tanya’s back.

“He won’t go anywhere without us,” Jasmine said astride Karl.

Sam and Kylara swooped and zigzagged to illuminate the space around them and reveal that Boneclaw’s fingers of slime were still far below them.

This will work, Kristen told herself. This has to work.

Amy raced up from behind the Steel Dragon and planted herself firmly on her back. “You didn’t think I would let you kill a self-proclaimed god without me, did you?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

They continued to elevate. It was impossible to judge distance by their target, only from the ground they had left behind. Kristen’s old co-workers were already nothing but ants and the van they used nothing but a piece of metal. What light the vehicle and the flares provided barely cut into the darkness but it didn’t push back at them either. Her team would hold their line. They would have to while she did her job.

“The air’s getting thinner up here,” Amy said, a slight shiver in her voice.

“We’re getting close,” Galen said from behind the Steel Dragon.

“Did you see that?” Karl shouted.

“See what?” his friends shouted from around him.

“That’s not the disk. Turn—everyone turn!”

“What are you talking about?” Amy demanded.

Kristen felt shadow energy grasp and pull her. Karl was not strong enough to sway the motion of the Steel Dragon, but she let herself be pulled aside all the same. As she turned, she blasted light ahead of her at the blackness of the disk that was all she could see above her.

She frowned. It wasn’t supposed to have texture—or scales, or spines, or a claw as big as her dragon body.

“It’s Boneclaw!” she shouted as the sheer scale of their foe’s size became clear.

He seemed to peel away from the portal behind him. Each wing was larger than a football field. His tail was as long as a train, his claws could pick busses up, and his mouth could swallow a whale—and it continued to open even wider.

“Swerve, swerve, swerve!” Kristen shouted as she took her advice and barely managed to avoid being swallowed whole.

The Void dragon did not seem to mind being denied his appetizer, though, and laughed. His voice appeared to emanate from his entire body and vibrate the air.

“And you were all so close to finally relinquishing your skulls to your true master.” Boneclaw laughed again as he pumped his wings once. That small movement created gusts of wind powerful enough to send all the dragons cartwheeling away. The mages fared only slightly better as they weren’t as reliant on aerodynamics to fly.

Before they could even try to regroup, he tucked his wings and bulldozed through the strike force.

Kristen tried to remain airborne as she struggled to work out how the hell they were supposed to help Galen get past a dragon who was the size of a skyscraper.
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Jasmine clung tightly to Karl with her thighs as he spun out of Boneclaw’s way and barely avoided a massive claw that would have sliced him in half as easily as she might slice an apple. The wake of the passing claw almost pulled him out of the air but he used his shadow powers to create another pair of wings and that was enough to keep him flying.

“Do you want to go for a hand or a finger?” he shouted and sounded almost hysterical.

“Let’s start with a finger and go from there, huh?” she replied, amazed by her boyfriend’s courage and horrified by his stupidity.

“Sure thing.” Karl dove after the massive form and gave chase. When he caught up with the monster, the mage brought up a sphere of telekinetic energy, flattened it into a spinning plane, and drew the middle out so it was a hollow disk.

In the time it took her to do this, the other dragons in the sky all tried various attacks. Fire blasted Boneclaw, as did ice, acid, wind, and claws made of a dozen different materials. He did not seem to be impervious to these. Each and every one tore holes in his massive girth or released sprays of black slime that evaporated when separated from their host. At the same time, none of the strikes bothered him.

Even when Jasmine made her hoop of telekinesis settle around one of the massive slime dragons’ toes and tighten, he didn’t seem to mind. When his toe popped off, he didn’t flinch. He simply laughed and regrew it like he had repaired all his other wounds.

“Not bad!” Karl shouted.

“Not great either.”

“Do you want to try his head this time?” he asked.

“Why not?”

He yipped in delight and flew faster toward Boneclaw’s head. She brought up a disk of telekinetic force that she hoped would somehow decapitate an undead godlike being from the Void.
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Sam was impressed when Boneclaw lost a toe through Jasmine and Karl’s teamwork. They were less successful when Jasmine looped a psychic rope around his neck. Rather than slicing the dragon’s head off, it only made it halfway through before a fist of slime lunged from the Void dragon’s side and knocked her off the shadow dragon’s back.

“Jasmine!” Midnight screamed and dove to catch her.

The golden dragon often talked crap about Karl, but he knew that he wouldn’t let his girlfriend fall to the ground. He stuck with Kylara.

“Our turn,” he said grimly.

He turned toward the sky—or what he could see of it. Boneclaw was so large it was hard to tell where he ended and where he began. When part of the sky descended toward him, he knew the great mass of slime above him was a wing.

“He can’t catch Galen if he can’t fly!” he shouted to Kylara.

“And Swiss cheese doesn’t make very good wings,” she agreed, fell in behind, and shifted to her diamond-scaled dragon form. With a burst of telekinesis, wind, or some other power he could hardly fathom, she streaked past him. That was fine with him, though. They had practiced this dozens of times when Boneclaw had first returned.

Sam opened his jaws and blasted a beam of light directly ahead, not around Kylara but into her. Her diamond scales caught the light, refracted it, and somehow focused it—he still didn’t understand how on earth she could do that—so she glowed like a star as she crashed through their enemy’s wings.

A ripple in the slime erupted outward from her glowing shape. He didn’t think their attack would have done much to their enemy but he was able to fly through the hole in the wings without touching the slime with either wingtip.

He followed Kylara up and above Boneclaw but the sensation he had hoped for did not come to him. Normally, when he punched through something in the sky, it was a cloud and above it was the crisp blue sky and the sun. But above the slime monster, there was only the portal, which was somehow even blacker than the dragon himself. From up there, he could still see the red fingernail of the sun but it did not illuminate, nor did it provide the hope he often felt upon feeling the sun in mid-battle.

She didn’t look any more pleased with their predicament than he did.

Rather than chasing the two young dragons, Boneclaw ignored them. His massive, scaled back was to them and he made no effort to twist and attack.

“Maybe we should let him know we came around the back?” Sam said to Kylara.

He had grown to think of her as the Big Pixie but she was the Sum of All Dragons too—the Sum of All Magic when he thought about it and she proved that now. She didn’t shed her diamond scales as she shifted her attack. Instead, they glowed in a myriad of colors and flashed from reds to blues to greens to yellows as she blasted Boneclaw’s spine with fire, lightning, ice, acid, and a dozen other powers for which Sam had no name.

Her assault did not knock Boneclaw from the sky or even cause him to lose altitude.

It blew messy chunks of slime from his back but he seemed no more perturbed than the ocean did when a bird dove beneath its surface.

The dragon mage roared and redoubled her effort. More powers flew from her mouth, claws, and from the air around her to batter their adversary and rain elemental destruction on him.

She blasted him with pixie sparks too and he certainly noticed that.

From the hole Kylara had gored in his back—massive and as big as a house, but still a tiny fraction of the goliath they faced—a giant dragon face formed.

It lunged from the hole toward her and opened its jaws wider as it approached. Instead of teeth, the mouth was lined with human skulls. Their jaws snapped and bit as they moved toward Kylara.

“Ky!” Sam shouted and dove between the approaching dragon head filled with skulls and the dragon mage.

The pain was immediate as hundreds of teeth ripped into his body. The skulls weren’t fixed to the jaw but could swivel in their sockets, so each was able to latch firmly onto a scale and rip it from his skin. He screamed in pain.

“Sam!” Kylara shouted from her place of relative safety. She barreled into the nightmare face and tried to break Sam free but she was not able to save him. More skulls flowed through the black slime and latched onto her. They couldn’t break through her diamond scales like they could his golden ones, but they didn’t try to.

Instead, they covered her in more slime to envelop her, smother her, and choke her.

Sam pried his gaze away from her long enough to look for Galen.

He was nowhere to be seen. Despite them getting past Boneclaw, it had not created an opening for him to reach the portal. And now, Kylara was trapped and he couldn’t help her.

A fountain of rainbow pixie sparks exploded out of the black gunk and she burst free.

“Sam!” she shouted and sprayed blood from her mouth as she called his name.

“Ky!” he responded as black slime tried to slide down his throat and choke him.

“Brace for impact!” she shouted, powered into him, and knocked him free of the slime as she burned the black goo and shattered skulls away. She was hurt, however, and unable to continue to fight. Boneclaw had managed to rip away some of her scales.

Free of the bizarre face appendage, they tumbled together and hurtled toward his body.

Seconds before they could collide with it, Kylara opened a portal and they fell through that instead. She opened another just above the surface and they plowed into a snowdrift.

Sam raised his head and felt despair. Boneclaw was not diminished. He was still as big as the sky and a dozen more of the skull-toothed appendages extended from his body and threatened to do far worse to their allies than he had done to the two of them.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Galen had to get above their enemy, but he did not know how to accomplish that. Every time one of his allies made a hole in the massive body, threads of slime filled it before he could get through. Somehow, the monster that Boneclaw had become could not only heal these wounds but do so while simultaneously fighting dozens of foes and trying to murder him.

He dodged another arm of Void goo solidified into a spike. The slime dragon was distracted by everyone else attacking him, but he still had enough attention to attempt to impale him now and then. He had to get through him before he killed more members of the Steel Guard or worse, his friends. If he didn’t, the aberration would have more than enough attention to devote himself fully to stabbing the one person who might destroy the disk.

Boneclaw dropped a massive, train-sized claw onto a dragon with a mage on her back. The two had been shooting his “face” with shards of metal that had done a fair job of puncturing his massive eyes. Not that they were real eyes. He was merely slime, his body simply a form he had taken in response to this threat. Since he had already shown that he could control an army of humanoid-shaped blobs—as long as they were connected to him, at least—was there anything he couldn’t do?

Unlike the monstrous dragon, the mage and dragon were not invulnerable. The arm hurled them from the sky, broke the dragon’s wings, and shoved the mage from her back. Slime fell with them and wound them in tendrils of gunk that corroded the flesh from their bones.

“Boneclaw!” Galen screamed. He didn’t know the dragon and the mage but that didn’t make their death hurt less. They had died because of him. No, he told himself firmly. That was the old Galen talking. They had not died because of him but for him. Like everyone else who had come together for this battle, they knew he had to get his sword to the portal for any hope to destroy it, and they had sacrificed themselves to make that happen.

He couldn’t let anyone else make that sacrifice.

The young dragon pumped his wings and flew upward. If he could slice a path through the beast, he could end this battle now—or at least end the first part of it.

Before he could punch through the mass of goo, he felt something slow him. At first, he thought Boneclaw had snagged him from behind and slashed out reflexively, but his sword didn’t slice anything away. Still, the feeling of being held back persisted.

“We finally found something your sword can’t slice!” Amy shouted and rocketed up on a skateboard. “Although I guess technically, my magic isn’t a thing any more than gravity is.”

“This has to end!” he said. “He’s already killed—”

“Too many. But you can’t let him get into your head. His attention is on you, even if it doesn’t look that way.”

“I can’t let him win. We’re losing too many!”

“We’re doing this for our families at home, not you. But still, you won’t get past him if he sees you coming.”

“Then what do you propose I do?”

“Remember when you skated the Statue of Liberty on that ride I designed and you stole my glory?”

“I’ll never forget that.”

“Yeah, well, here goes me trying to steal yours” With a wink, Amy Williams, skateboard enthusiast and most powerful mage in the world, streaked toward Boneclaw.
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Amy didn’t know how much force it would take to destroy the Void dragon’s stupid, slimy face but she knew how much she would use.

The mage threw a giant sphere of blue psychic force out in front of her and imagined it spinning like a ball as it approached her target. She brought the sides in so instead of a spinning sphere, it was a wheel perhaps eight feet across its tread and thirty feet in diameter. A moment before this wheel of psychic force reached him, she made it unfurl. The first part of the wheel struck the dragon in the face with enough force to send black gunk splattering out on either side of the impact, but the rest of the wheel went down his chest and created a rounded path for her.

She struck his face with her skateboard wheels, bent her knees, and pushed hard. Down his chest she raced, popped an ollie, and busted out a kickflip simply to show the old slimy dragon that she could.

He roared and demolished the road she had blazed across his visage, but she didn’t bother to hold that part intact. She let him knock it to splinters as she made the telekinetic path extend in front of her and down his massive leg.

“You’re probably one of those dinosaurs who think skateboarding’s not a real sport!” Amy shouted, launched off his knee, and let the path evaporate behind her as Boneclaw tried to kick her off. She did a stiffy grab as she careened forward, shoved her skateboard with her magic, and started a fresh line up his spine.

She had his attention now and he turned to attack her. The mage was ready for that, or thought she was. But the Void dragon had no bones that were fixed inside his body. His head twisted farther than she had anticipated it could and he blasted fire at her.

The power of it was such that the road of psychic force beneath her was incinerated. She made a much smaller shield and wrapped it tightly around her body. She had to keep the heat out.

Her skateboard burst into flames beneath her feet and her hoodie went up. A headache punched through her skull when she almost exhausted her magic supply.

Claws wrapped around her and she blacked out.
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Melissa Heartsbane snatched Amy from the sky before Boneclaw could devour her like he had so many others.

She wished she could help more, that she could batter holes in his body or use him like a skateboard ramp, but despite her bluster, she was not a dragon who was particularly adept at combat. Her aura was her greatest power, and it took everything she had to use it at the moment.

The Void dragon had an aura unlike any she had ever experienced. It was unbelievably powerful, insidiously pervasive, and devastatingly effective. She could sense his feelings working into her mind despite her every effort to stop them. They brought an almost irresistible desire to give up, to simply fall to the ground and let him have her bones. At least then she could rest and stop fighting this battle that she had no chance of winning. Her skull would survive and that would be enough.

“No!” Heartsbane shouted with enough force to awaken the unconscious mage in her talons.

“Hearts…bane?” Amy asked. “Did you finish my ride? I planned to try to do an inverted hand plant…was gonna be righteous.”

That was enough to keep the dragon in the fight. She could feel Boneclaw’s aura—she could feel everyone’s aura—but she was able to block it so the others were safe. Amy being able to joke about a skateboard trick was proof enough that her aura was doing its job.

“Climb on my back and be ready. Kristen saw you go down. You know she’ll take that personally.”

“I’ll catch her if she falls.”
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The Steel Dragon could do this—she had to do this. She had steel scales and a light that burned brightly enough to beat this bastard once before. Instinctively, her gaze searched for Galen. He was close, just beneath Boneclaw’s belly, and looked for an opening he had yet to find. Kristen vowed to make one so this fight could finally start to even out.

She streaked forward and blasted fire at the enemy, and when he sent out a bubble of black gunk to stop it, she switched to pure light. It punctured the bubble of black and she swooped into the space where it had been, slashed at his mass with her ax blade tail, and gouged chunks of goo that fell below.

“Face me, Boneclaw! One on one like how this all started!”

“I may be the greatest power any of you have faced, but I do not think the same is true of any of you!” he boomed. A part of Kristen—the rookie who had never known when to shut up or stay out of it—smiled inwardly at that. Even after all these years, she still knew how to get under the skin of a jerk like him.

“Prove it! Face me one on one.”

In response, he drew all his tentacles in. All the limbs he had used to fight the others were gone, including the claws, teeth, and dragon heads with human skulls for teeth. Her ploy had worked. She would fight Boneclaw and Galen could slip past.

A mass of slime pounded into her chest with the force of a rocket ship. If she had been coated in anything but steel, she would have died instantly like a bug being struck by a newspaper. As it was, her ribs cracked and a lung was punctured as she was flung from the sky.

She hadn’t reached the earth before his arms and tentacles launched out of his mass of slime and redoubled their attack on the Steel Guard.

As Kristen fell, she saw three dragons she had recruited—and had sworn would be safe—murdered by Boneclaw. The mages on their backs—and two others besides—were killed as easily and as thoughtlessly as a bear might slay a fish.

And there was nothing she could do about it. Her body was broken and her hopes were dashed.

She tried to stop herself from a painful impact with the ground and heard a whoop as Amy Williams caught her with a telekinetic cushion.

It didn’t matter, though. They had lost and couldn't even get one person past Boneclaw.

As despair swept over her, a portal from the pixie realm opened and a pixie appeared riding a narwhal almost as big as Boneclaw.
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It had taken Rider days to locate the guardian spirit of the pixie realm. He had finally found her beyond the rainbow sea, swimming with a pod of cosmic dolphins.

The pixie had not tried to mount her like he did most creatures since she was not like any other. Through her song, she had told him that she had been in the pixie realm for even longer than his kind had. Whales were the first creature on earth capable of understanding magic. Many had come to the pixie realm through weak points in the oceans. Most had gone on to explore the multiverse, but Bessie—her true name was spoken in her language and had taken her over an hour to express to him—had always liked the magic realm closest to her homeworld.

It had not taken too much time to convince her to join the fight against Boneclaw. The narwhal knew of the dragon. She had heard him when he’d come to the realm and had sensed the ripples he sent through the realm when he had tried to drown Galen and stolen his powers.

While she was not at all certain that she could defeat him, she agreed to help.

Cautiously and very careful to not offend, Rider asked if he might fight as well, perhaps from her back so he could shoot sparks at Boneclaw’s face while she stabbed him with her radical twisting narwhal tusk.

She had agreed to that after some debate. It had taken another few hours to gather more pixies for the fight but finally, he had assembled a formidable force and opened a portal to Antarctica. Even though he was a pixie and had grown up immersed in the magic of his realm, it had still been a huge relief to see that the battle had not yet ended and there was still a hope of victory thanks to the time dilation effect of the pixie realm.

“For the Big Pixie!” Rider shouted as Bessie stuck her horn through the portal and led the way.

“For Kristen Hall!”

“For Galen!”

“For sprinkles!”

“Oh, and muffins!”

“Yeah, muffins are great! For muffins, especially the vegan ones!”

Maybe the pixies needed to work on their war-cries but who was he to judge?

At least the shouts of the pixies rattled the old slime dragon.

He turned to face the giant whale and the swarm of pixies who flew around her. Boneclaw was spread like a giant manta ray of a dragon—super-wide and thin so he could block the portal above him.

“They need to get the half-dragon kid I told you about to the portal,” Rider told Bessie. “We have to create an opportunity for him to destroy that portal to the Void.”

“Then let’s do this,” Bessie replied in her sing-song voice. She pumped her tail, propelled herself through the air as easily as a regular whale moved through water, and whipped her horn up.

The Void dragon dodged so she could not strike his face, but the horn was massive and moved fast. It struck his shoulder and she dragged it down and across his chest until it burst out above his leg with a spray of rainbow sparks big enough to light up the faces of all of Rider’s friends in the sky and below.

Boneclaw screamed in pain as he fell in a deluge of black slime.

“You did it, Bessie! You took out Boneclaw in one hit!” a pixie cheered in jubilation

The pixies all cheered and sprayed sparks in the air in celebration.

Rider kept his eye on Galen. Could the kid make it through? He was close and flew toward the disk in the now clear sky beneath it. A massive claw extended and tried to swat him from the air. He dodged, lost altitude, but kept his life as he was forced to retreat.

“He’s not done yet,” Rider warned.

The black gunk did not fall randomly, he noticed, but was being pulled toward two places on the earth. The gunk was sucked in rapidly and it wrapped around bones Boneclaw had stolen from the dead to form faux muscles and skin. First, it was two feet—each as big as a sports field—then two legs, a waist, a tail, a massive chest, and two arms. Two stumpy wings on the monster’s back could doubtlessly be used in combat, but there was no way the massive dragon could fly. It looked like a slime-covered Tyrannosaurus Rex grown ten sizes too large or like Godzilla if he had risen from the tar pits instead of a nuclear bomb blast.

“Finally, a skull worthy of me!” Boneclaw boomed and swung his tail into Bessie’s face.

“Dearie me!” She grunted as the tail made impact and hurled her back.

Rider wasn’t sure what would happen if she crashed into the earth. Fortunately, she somehow shifted the direction of her motion like she had jumped out of the ocean and crashed into it again. She turned her horn toward the massive Kaiju form and prepared another strike.

“Pixies, light him up!” Rider shouted and they complied enthusiastically. Dozens of fountains of sparks erupted from all around Bessie. Boneclaw screamed and held his arms up to shield his face.

He didn’t see the narwhal’s horn until it plowed through his face.

Black slime spewed everywhere as his bottom jaw tumbled down the front of him and the back of his head exploded outward.

“Oh my!” Bessie exclaimed.

“Stay the course, Bessie. I told you this would be messy,” Rider said.

She pumped her tail and pushed her horn even deeper to rip more of the slime dragon’s skull apart.

The Steel Guard cheered and the pixie looked for Galen. He was rising again and closer to the portal. He could do this!

Boneclaw’s slime grasped Bessie’s horn. Another head had sprouted from his shoulder and the one she had destroyed was now nothing more than a twisting mass of tentacles that held the guardian spirit tightly. Robbed of her ability to move, her magic faltered and she began to fall.

“Pixies! Get the Steel Guard clear!” Rider shouted and they hastened to obey and flitted around as fast as they could to get the guardians of the peace of this realm clear.

The Void dragon twisted Bessie’s horn savagely and her rider heard a crack.

“No!” she screamed as she pounded into the earth. When she struck, a massive tidal wave of sparks erupted from her, but these did not hurt her adversary when they washed over his feet.

“He’s almost through,” Rider whispered to her. “We’ve almost done it,”

Galen was so close, rising fast with his sword extended. He could do this.

Unfortunately, Boneclaw saw him too. He turned to him and blasted the half-dragon with a beam of white-hot fire.

Galen screamed and began to fall to earth.

“Bessie. Get up, Bessie!” Rider shouted and she obeyed. She pumped her tail and somehow, it went through the surface of the ground. Using the rocks and ice to propel her, she rocketed upward with more speed than he had thought she was capable of.

Her horn did not impale Boneclaw, however. It went too high.

“You missed him!” the pixie cried in frustration.

“I did not aim for him!” Bessie replied as she powered her horn past the slime dragon and toward the portal above him.

Rider grinned. This was it. They had used pixie magic to destroy portals as well as Galen’s special claw. A bone horn made of pixie magic would surely destroy this.

Boneclaw knew it as well.

As the narwhal swam past him, he abandoned his Kaiju form and attempted to grasp the whale with a hundred tentacles of black slime. Some grasped her fins and some her tail, but most grabbed her horn.

That was when Rider heard the worst sound of his entire life. It would forever echo in his dreams.

In truth, it was the same sharp crack he had already heard come from Bessie’s horn but this time, the damage was not limited to somewhere inside the horn. With a mighty heave, Boneclaw yanked and the horn snapped in half.

She screamed in pain and thrashed her fins and tail. The pixie tried to hold on as she careened toward the portal.

“Easy, Bessie! Easy!” he shouted. She seemed to hear him and tried to swerve to avoid the disk at the last second.

She was too late. The tip of her left fin crossed the plane of the portal to the Void and was summarily sliced off. Her momentum carried her so close that the left side of her tail also grazed the disk, as well as one of her tail fins.

The portal ripped her flesh away as easily as it had anything else it touched. Bessie screamed as rainbow sparks and streamers poured from the fresh wounds.

Boneclaw laughed at this as he took the broken tip of her horn and tossed it toward the disk.

It swung end over end—the world’s largest, most magical baton—and for a moment, Rider thought his arrogance might be his undoing. But the horn continued to rotate so instead of its tip puncturing the portal, the broken end touched it first. It was swallowed and the disk had not even noticed.

Bessie moaned in pain and Rider saw no choice but to open a portal and return her to the magical sea from whence she came.
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Galen thought for a moment that it was over. He had thought that when Rider arrived with a talking rainbow narwhal that even Boneclaw had met his match. It had not played out like he had hoped. The whale had not been able to defeat him and had been injured grievously besides.

He was sorry to see her leave the battlefield but her death would have been a terrible price to pay.

It would be better if it was someone less significant and without close ties to a clan. Someone, he told himself, who had been a pariah for his entire life and had the tool to sever the Void dragon from his source of power so his friends could finish him off. That someone was him.

The narwhal’s attack had been unsuccessful but she might still have bought him the time he needed. Boneclaw had tried to blast him with white-hot fire but he had positioned Claw in the way and it absorbed most of the damage. He had let himself tumble from the sky after the blast so the slime dragon would believe he had been more successful than he had been.

He was high above their enemy, closer to the portal than he had been at any other point in the battle. Now was his time.

His teeth gritted, he flew upward with his sword extended as the portal continued to descend toward him.

Unfortunately, Boneclaw saw him. A dragon head on the end of a massive snake-like body lunged at him. He was so fast. How was he so fast? Galen tried to increase his speed but he knew he wouldn’t get clear. The monster was simply too damn fast.

“Heads-up!”

Bubblegum-pink goo tangled around the dragon’s face and it fell away as Tanya flew past with Vala on her back.

“Pink’s a good look for you!” Tanya shouted at the bizarre head as it tumbled toward the earth.

The slime dragon did not appear to appreciate the fashion advice. From his roiling mass of black slime far below, he fired a spike that punched through Tanya’s chest. She didn’t even scream before she began to fall but managed her right herself in time to land a little awkwardly. Hopefully, her dragon healing would kick in.

Galen wanted nothing more than to rush to her side and help her, but he knew he had to fix his sights on his task and trust that she would recover.

With tears in his eyes, he flew ever higher


Chapter Thirty-Five


“He’s almost there!” the Steel Dragon shouted to those gathered around her. So few remained and those who did were bruised and battered. Amy was bleeding from both nostrils and one of her ears. Kylara wept from the pain the narwhal had gone through as well as for the pixies who had died—although Kristen hadn’t even seen any pixies die. Heartsbane sat cross-legged in silence and tears streamed down her face as she fought to prevent Boneclaw’s aura from affecting the rest of them.

But Galen was past Boneclaw. He was so very close.

“He won’t make it,” Butters said, his eye locked to the scope on his gun. “Boneclaw’s rising too fast.”

Kristen drew a deep breath. “Then we slow him. The rest is up to Galen.”
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The fat stupid whale had almost cost Boneclaw his victory but like every single one of his other opponents, she had failed. A few feet lower, and that horn of hers might have forced his spirit from his mass of Void slime. But she had aimed for his head, which at this point was nothing more than another appendage. It had hurt to let her spear him but snapping her horn off and tossing it into the Void made the pain nothing but a fond memory.

Now all he had to do was snap the insolent whelp out of the air like a shark eating a seal before it could reach the surface.

He launched himself upward. The Void dragon didn’t need to fly since he was so large. While Galen flapped and fluttered like a sparrow trying to escape, he simply stood.

As he opened his jaws wider, he lined his throat with human skulls and jagged pieces of bones and prepared himself to finally kill the young dragon.

But something caught in his mouth, a cord of energy that pulled him back. He snapped and champed, hoping to catch his quarry in his jaws all the same, but the runt escaped.

Boneclaw was not limited to a single pair of jaws like a regular dragon. He swung a fist up to swat him from the air, only for it to fall away. The cursed human with her damn grenades had exploded his elbow and robbed him of the appendage—at least until it landed and could be reabsorbed.

Next, he prepared a blast of white fire but before it could leave his jaws, a bubble of force surrounded his maw. It was shunted back and down his throat and exploded outward, a casualty of his godlike power.

Boneclaw shifted his shape slightly to enable him to leave the ground and flew after Galen, but even this was not enough to separate him from the boy’s dimwitted but loyal allies.

Shards of metal, shadow power, and vines grasped him and slowed him before he could strike.

“What’s wrong, Boneclaw? Pixie got your tongue?” Kylara giggled as he snapped her vines away, only for them to be replaced by ropes of ice.

Time slowed around him and the young dragon raced away. It was the dragon mage again, slowing his time but not Galen’s.

But he was far larger than the bubble of her power. He flowed out of the time dilation sphere she had made and continued his pursuit.

The young dragon was gone. He had somehow vanished.

In the next moment, Boneclaw saw his blade still rising.

“Enough!” he shouted and blasted Kylara with fire. As soon as it struck her diamond-studded body, Galen sprang into view. She had used her illusory powers to confuse his pursuer. The arrogance of the girl.

The arrogance of all of them!

They were beaten. He had personally inflicted injuries on each and every one of them that should have been enough to take them out of this fight permanently, but somehow, they persisted.

They must know that they were beaten and he had the power to destroy a planet. Despite this, they still tried to slow him with their weak psychic powers, bolts of lightning, balls of fire, and even grass. It was an insult.

No, they were merely children. They acted out because he had allowed their behavior to deteriorate to this point. What they needed was a firm hand and to learn that there would be consequences. He had thought that maiming their fat whale would have been enough to show them his power, but he should have killed the damn beast.

They didn’t understand what Boneclaw was capable of because he had not shown them.

It was, he decided, time to change that.

In the center of his mass, he made another disk. It wasn’t as big as the one above him of course—only the size of a human house—but it should be big enough for his purposes.

He let more of the infantile members of the Steel Guard pile onto him, and when they surely thought victory was at hand, he destroyed the new portal to the Void.

An explosion rang out from the center of his body. Seconds before it detonated, he turned all the slime around the portal into shards sharper than broken glass.

The screams of pain from the Steel Guard as they fell were delicious. Some managed to stop themselves before they made impact with the earth, but barely. He smiled. The Void dragon had always seen the utility of putting on a proper show of force. That was why he’d started the battle with hordes of enemies and why he had taken the form of a massive dragon.

But perhaps he should have started with the less showy—but far more brutal—attack.

Time to analyze his victory would come, though. For now, Boneclaw needed to catch Galen. He was now barely in the form of a dragon, merely a central mass with multiple cord-like necks, each with a dragon head at the end of them. He had wings mostly out of habit, but he also had tentacles and spikes. He didn’t need to fly any more than he did in space. He raced toward his quarry, fueled by willpower alone.

The young dragon fluttered like a moth trying to escape a bat.

The portal had entered the atmosphere above them. It gradually swallowed the air of this planet, an effect Boneclaw had not anticipated but one he very much loved.

Unfortunately, the air being pulled into the disk created wind that helped Galen but not him.

It kept the puny half-dragon just out of his reach and he knew he had to act fast.

He collapsed some of his tentacles into one spike tipped with a shard of Void matter that was as sharp as a piece of obsidian.

Every ounce of strength he had went into that obsidian tip. He pulled on all the energy that poured from the portal to the Void and every piece of strength held coiled in his slime. To this lethal tip, he connected a thread of ultra-tightly coiled thread like a jellyfish’s tentacle. Then, when Galen’s hurried flight faltered, he released the coil and fired.

The dart launched like a bullet from a gun and it flew straight and true. The young dragon didn’t even have time to register the tiny blade of darkness before it punched through his shoulder. Boneclaw pulled.

“Yeaaagh!” Galen screamed as the razor-sharp blade split into three and anchored itself in him like a harpoon. But still, the boy tried to fight. He slashed at the cord connecting him to the rest of Boneclaw’s mass but missed on his first strike. The Void dragon used the moment to hurl as much of his mass at him as he possibly could. The tiny thread expanded to a hundred times its width, then a thousand times its width, and a great mass surged into his quarry. The boy cut the connection before he could bring enough up to stop his flight, however.

Robbed of his mass but not his power, he flew into a rage. He enveloped Galen like an amoeba made of black tar, choked him, squeezed him, and tried to pop his eyeballs and rupture his eardrums.

But none of that was what he truly wanted. What he wanted and desired most of all was for this pathetic, worthless, runt of a dragon to acknowledge that Boneclaw was better than him.

“I will forever be your master, boy,” he roared into Galen’s ears.

“I’m not interested,” the whelp gurgled as the dark mass choked him.

How did he do it?

How could he resist Boneclaw’s will?

It was unthinkable and should have been impossible. A runt like him could never resist the persuasive aura powers of a being like Boneclaw. But he did. It should not be and simply didn’t make sense.

Suddenly, his awareness shifted.

On the boy’s neck hung a stone imbued with the same curious slippery pixie power that had given him such trouble. He had not noticed it at first but he felt it now as it grew hotter when the magic inside tried to resist his power.

It wasn’t the boy who had resisted him but another of the dwarf’s tricks.

“This is your last chance to acknowledge what I have done and what I will do for this world.”

Galen said something vaguely offensive that he had probably heard in an action film. Boneclaw didn’t care what he said, not now that he knew his trick.

He formed the obsidian blade again and connected it to a thread of Void slime. It took mere moments to coil a spring to launch it and fire.

This time, he jerked the thread so instead of shooting out from Galen, it reversed direction and shattered the stone he wore around his neck to protect him from his true master.

With a triumphant laugh, Boneclaw flowed inside his skull and took his mind for his own.


Chapter Thirty-Six


Galen felt Boneclaw flow around him but he flew on.

When the Void dragon tried to slow his wings and choke him, he continued upward.

His enemy tried to flow inside his mouth, lungs, and ears, but he persisted with his single-minded goal.

The stone around his neck heated and he thought how lucky he was to have Vala. Without her, he would have been lost to his enemy already. He would have been beaten long before. But that would not happen because she had found a way to protect him.

To his horror, the stone around his neck broke and Boneclaw flowed into his mind.

Submit to me, the invader screamed inside his head. Acknowledge who I am and what I have done for dragon kind.

“You suck.” It was not particularly clever or a threat, but it was all the young dragon could manage.

It was enough to infuriate Boneclaw even more, though. He roared and Galen felt him flow deeper into his mind. His captor tried to take control of his sword arm but he could sense the dark dragon’s intention. He wished him to turn the blade on his belly and make him spill his guts into the sky high above Antarctica but he would not let him. He kept his sword arm high and pointed toward the disk above them, determined to not let the enemy take full control of him.

Too many people were counting on him. Vala had found a way to protect everyone else and he had to find a way to protect her—and Tanya, the Big Pixie, and Rider for that matter.

“Do you honestly think any of them care about you?” Boneclaw asked inside his mind.

With horror, Galen realized that his uninvited guest could read his thoughts.

“Of course I can, you foolish boy. The stone around your neck is gone. I have access to your mind, your memories—everything.”

“Not my arm.” He kept his sword pointed up. Despite being close to the portal, it was as if time had slowed. He could still see out of his eyes and feel his wings trying to pump against the clinging mass to bring him closer to his goal, but it was like the conversation between him and Boneclaw had different rules of time. He supposed it did.

“You are committed to a goal because you are mistaken. I will remedy that for you now.”

In the next moment, he was in the desert, hiding in the scrub outside the Lumos School to watch Tanya, Kylara, and Jasmine through a magical barrier. He couldn’t hear what they were saying—he had never been able to hear through that barrier—but he could see that they were laughing. Tanya especially laughed so hard that tears streamed down her cheeks.

He remembered being there and being thankful that he could at least share this moment with them, if even from the periphery.

But now, he heard them. “Oh, my God—Galen? You talked to Galen?” Jasmine demanded accusingly.

Kylara laughed at the mention of his name.

The mage continued. “You know he’s a runt, right? A pathetic little runt who won’t amount to anything. My family wouldn’t serve the Stormwing clan, and he’s the worst of them all.”

The words stung. It was exactly what he had always feared—that he wasn’t good enough. His friends hated him and were only using him. He was a runt, nothing more. Ahead of him in the real world, he saw his sword arm waver.

But did he believe that? As a kid, he’d never thought of himself as a runt. He’d always known that he couldn’t use storm powers but that made him work harder, not give up.

“She didn’t say that,” the young dragon said. “You did.”

“I assure you, the words are hers.”

“Even if they were. So what? So what if she said something mean when I wasn’t there. Tanya still likes me, Kylara trusts me, and Jasmine is a friend. You can’t take one thing someone says and use it against them.”

The scene faded and was replaced with one of the grand halls at Stormsiege. His entire family was there except for him.

“This isn’t real. I have no memory of this. You’ll have to do better than that.” Galen sneered.

“This is one of my memories when I controlled your pathetic uncle. Observe,” Boneclaw said.

The young dragon didn’t want to see this. He knew his family and what they thought of him, but he couldn’t make the vision go away. All his willpower was focused on keeping his sword pointed at the disk.

“Let me finish the boy off,” Boneclaw asked using Petrov’s voice.

“What has he done now?” Gabriela Stormwing demanded.

“Embarrassed the clan yet again.”

The laughter that came from his family was loud and raucous.

“No surprise there!”

“Tell us something new!”

His mother shook her head. “How, dear brother?”

“He is playing police officer in dwarf country. It’s beneath this clan and beneath dragon kind. I will slaughter him before he damages our reputation further.”

Many of his aunts and uncles pounded on the table and shouted, “Hear, hear!” They weren’t merely willing to let their nephew be killed but cheered for it. It wasn’t even sport to them but a foregone conclusion.

In the real world, Galen felt the palm of his sword hand grow sweaty and his hold on the sword become slick.

“But that all changed when I beat you,” he said.

“You beat a fraction of what I have become!” Boneclaw roared but thankfully, the scene faded into shadow.

He still didn’t know how to feel about his family. His mother had tried to kill him mere hours earlier. It was something he would have to face but fortunately, he had soured the memory for his captor.

A third scene appeared, this one a quiet conversation between the Steel Dragon and her human brother.

“You weren’t there,” he accused his enemy.

“Ah, but I was. I was hiding in the walls before I took over the mind and body of your fearless leader.”

“Do you think we can trust him?” Brian asked.

Galen did not need any clarification about who they were talking about.

“I don’t know,” Kristen said and slumped in her chair. He had never seen her look like that—tired, exhausted, and like the weight of the world had crushed her.

“Dad would say what does your gut feel?”

Kristen sighed. “My gut doesn’t like him. I can tell you that. He has no loyalties and no real sense.”

“He seems loyal to the dwarf.”

“I guess.” She shrugged. “I’ve seen dragons show loyalty to mages, only to rip it back when they decide they’ve served their purpose.”

“Do you think that’s what he’s doing?”

“I honestly don’t know. He’s done nothing to prove to us that we can trust him. He almost destroyed the Lumos School and brought Boneclaw back. What kind of a moron does that?”

Brian chuckled. “I like the kid, but I’ll agree that he’s about as dense as a sack of hammers.”

Kristen snorted a laugh at that, and Galen felt like he’d been stabbed. His sword arm trembled more than it had before.

“I don’t even like him,” she added. “He’s been a real pain since we’ve had to work with him. Even with Tiamat, he was annoying, pretentious, and bossy when he had no right to be.”

“Do you want me to make him an offer he can’t refuse?” Brian asked in a bad accent.

The scene started to fade into shadow, but Kristen was still speaking. “Of course not,” she said. But the shadows filled the space and made it hard to hear or see. But why? Boneclaw hadn’t done this to any of the other scenes so why do it now?

Galen had an inkling.

He reached into the memory, held on, and tried to see the end of the conversation. He felt Boneclaw struggle against him, and—to his surprise—his sword arm stopped quivering as the Void dragon wrestled for control.

“I may not like him but that’s not important, is it?” Kristen said through the shadows.

“You have a point. I don’t like you and we’re still working together.”

She laughed, loud and pure, and the shadows that tried to obfuscate the memory were pushed back by the sound. “You may not like me, little bro, but you love me!”

“Eww, gross. I do not.” He laughed. The room glowed now, filled with joy. Galen realized that the light was causing Boneclaw pain. When he’d hidden in this crack, this memory had hurt him. Why was that?

“Galen’s the same. I may not like the kid, but we’ve never even had a beer together. And just because I don’t like him doesn’t mean I don’t trust him. Despite what I said earlier, if you think about it, he’s proven himself again and again on that. He may not always make the right decision the first time but he always tries. That’s worth a lot in my book.”

“Oh, no, we’re supposed to be trying?”

The adoptive siblings laughed, and the memory faded to white light as the Void dragon fled through the crevices and cracks of the building.

“Is that the best you can do, Boneclaw?” Galen demanded of the mind inside his. “You have thousands of years of experience and access to all my memories plus your own, and those three are the worst you could do?”

“Silence!”

“I was a bad person when I went to the Lumos School. I know that. I think everyone knows that. But that doesn’t mean I’m still a bad person. It doesn’t mean that my friends couldn’t forgive me.”

“Enough of this prattling!”

“And you tried to use my Uncle Petrov against me? The same uncle who arrived to defend me from his sister?”

“The rest of your family—”

“Sucks. They all suck. Yep. I know that. It doesn’t mean anything, though.”

“The Steel Guard despises you. They wish you were dead!”

“They don’t. They trust me.”

Astonishingly, he felt it again—pain from Boneclaw. But where did it come from? Galen hadn’t tried to attack with either his body or his mind. Why was his captor in pain? Was it because people trusted him?

“Why are you so obsessed with me?” he demanded. “You could have made a portal to the Void in the center of the earth and we would all have been dead long ago.”

“Silence, you insufferable worm!”

“But you didn’t. You came to Cranbook.”

“A coincidence, nothing more.”

“Maybe that was the case at first. That orb was how you came through, but why stick around? Why not go to the middle of the ocean?”

Galen suddenly felt something hiding inside the shadows and slime of the dragon who tried to fully invade his head. A thread of magic inside Boneclaw was different than the rest of him. It was neither shadow magic nor Void magic.

He couldn’t be sure, not without seeing it more closely or touching it, but it felt like his magic.

“You had no choice but to obsess over me.”

“This is drivel!”

“You had no choice because you have something that belongs to me.”

“Noooo!” the Void dragon screamed as Galen reached through his mind and into his enemy’s shadow existence. He found he could hold his sword arm toward the disk as he continued to grow closer, but he could also form a sword in his mind—no doubt from hundreds of hours spent training with Mylo Steelquill and Sir Francis Drake—and wield that against Boneclaw’s spirit.

He slashed through ropes of shadow and tendrils of Void energy that could not stand against this mental sword any better than true Void energy could stand against Claw.

In the next moment, it was in front of him. The sword in his mental hand—not real to begin with—was gone. He reached out with his half-dragon, half-human hands—how interesting that even in his mind, this was how he saw himself—and took hold of his magic.

It drained from Boneclaw’s body, flowed into him, and became a part of him. He felt it replenish wells of energy that he had not even known were empty. His healing power strengthened and his dragon body grew more resilient in the place where it slept inside him. He felt the power to raise the bones of the dead that he had taken from the pixies inside his power as well. Boneclaw must have used both for himself.

But now they were Galen’s, although he didn’t want power over the dead. He didn’t think anyone should have anything like that, and it was telling that Kylara had never controlled any skeletons despite being the Big Pixie and the Sum of all Dragons. He released that particular thread of magic, even at the risk of unraveling his own.

Fortunately, his magic did not unravel. Instead, it grew stronger and tighter as if the magic for the dead hadn’t helped it but hindered it this entire time.

He felt even stronger now and more like himself than he ever had. His magic flowed within and found a place that felt…hollow, for lack of a better word. The magic poured in like it had always wanted to be there, and a tingle like electricity passed through his body.

Acting on instinct alone, he called on that power and plucked it like the string of a highly amplified electric guitar.

The magic sang in response to his touch. Power flooded into his veins and was released into the air.

“Nooo!” Boneclaw screamed but he was no longer inside his mind. He still covered him and coated him like mildew, but he was not inside his consciousness. Galen had forced him out through sheer force of will.

The Void dragon took the full force of the four massive bolts of lighting that sizzled out of the sky from the far edges of the disk and traveled all that way to come to their master—Galen Stormwing.

Boneclaw screamed as electricity coursed through him and he fell away. His smoking remains dropped and let the young dragon fly upward unmolested, unharmed, and unbroken.

He still held Claw and he tightened his grasp. He knew that Boneclaw was not defeated and could not be defeated until he destroyed the portal.

But that was why he was there. This was what he had to do. It was his mission and he would finish it.

With a war cry that boomed like thunder, Galen flew toward the very center of the portal and stabbed it with Claw.

As soon as the tip of the blade pierced the disk, fissures spread from the puncture like lighting in a hot summer sky.

He yanked the sword out as the cracks spread and splintered. In moments, the entire surface of the miles-wide disk was fissured and scarred.

It exploded with enough force to knock him unconscious long before he hit the ground so far below.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Galen woke to find that his body was not the mess of broken bones he had expected—not that he truly expected to wake at all.

He pushed up and realized that he was on a thick bed of moss that, oddly enough, grew on top of a massive snowbank. Telekinetic force swirled all around him.

“He’s alive!” Vala shouted and a cheer erupted.

The young dragon looked at Vala, Tanya, the other students from the Lumos School, and many of the Steel Guard who surrounded him.

“I didn’t think they’d stop you from falling without my goo gun, but they did all right,” the dwarf said.

He grinned. They’d done it. They’d beaten Boneclaw!

“Where’s the Steel Dragon?” he asked when he noticed her absence.

“Boneclaw’s trying to get away but she won’t let him,” Amy explained.

Suddenly, the chill of the Antarctic air was enough to make his blood run cold.

“He’s still alive?”

“Not for long,” the mage assured him. “Kristen can finish him.”

“This is my fight. He took my magic. Now, I’ll take his.”

“Galen, no!” Tanya shouted but Vala put a hand on her shoulder and held her back.

“Sometimes, you gotta let the bull elk be the bull elk.”

Galen located Kristen and narrowed his eyes. Both her fists glowed as she fought against an amorphous blob that must be Boneclaw. As far as he could see, he wasn’t so much fighting back as trying to get past her.

He sprinted to them.

“Let him pass!” he said to the Steel Dragon. “This is personal.”

“With pleasure.” She stepped out of Boneclaw’s way and proved that she did very much trust the young dragon.

“I’ll be back,” Boneclaw hissed as he slithered past the Steel Dragon and into the crags of the rocks of Antarctica. “I’ll be back and you’ll be sorry.”

A massive bolt of lightning struck the rock he tried to slip into and destroyed his hiding place.

“This ends now, Boneclaw,” Galen said coldly.

“As you wish.” The slime turned toward him and tried to crash into him like a tidal wave.

But Galen had trained in the pixie realm where his sparring partners had been trees, rocks, and water. He split the wave in half and his adversary sloshed on the ground on both sides of him.

Although perhaps the violent wave had not been an attack but a feint. The mass of black slime splashed onto the corpse of a dragon he had killed when he had been Kaiju-sized.

He flowed inside the carcass and the dragon rose slowly from the ground. Its skull had been crushed and its body had huge gashes on its sides, but none of this was an impediment to Boneclaw. Black slime hung from the wounds and formed a dark eye in the broken space in the skull.

“Zombie dragon. Right.” Galen changed his stance to something more suited to fighting dragons than forces of nature.

His enemy attacked with relentless speed. He parried with Claw and prevented the Void dragon’s claws from slicing into him, but it was not easy. Boneclaw moved faster than a dragon should have been able to and his movements were jerky and unnatural since he had no concern about ripping muscles or fracturing bones.

The young dragon was pushed back from this foe who just would not die.

“It could all be yours,” Boneclaw snapped as he paused and wheezed as if his dragon body still needed oxygen to function. “Power over nations and continents, power over entire peoples or races, and power over this planet.”

Galen remained silent.

His adversary shifted and one of the bones in the legs of the dead dragon snapped. It buckled and the head met the earth with enough force to knock a few teeth out. Cords of black slime wound around the broken bone, though, and the carcass stood again.

“Fame, then. You will be my champion and the world will adore you for it.” Slime dripped from his mouth as he talked. “Together, we kill the usurping Steel Bitch and you return to this world and claim victory. I ruled from the shadows before and I can do so again. You will be a hero. Forget that runty Fastwing girl—you could have dozens of women!”

The young dragon adjusted his stance and took a step forward.

“Men, then! Or dwarves!” Boneclaw shrieked now and hemorrhaged slime from his mouth. It pooled all around his feet.

“The only thing I want is your head,” Galen said and attacked.

But the Void dragon was not as weak as he tried to make him believe. The slime pouring from his mouth had made a pool at his feet and he now used that to launch him into an attack.

He dodged as Boneclaw slashed so viciously that it made one of his borrowed body’s wrists snap. The half-dragon launched his assault, feinted, and did everything his instructors had taught him. He sidestepped, dodged, and stabbed—or as Drake had taught him, a classic parry-riposte—and struck his adversary where his heart should have been.

The dragon corpse collapsed, robbed of the pump it had needed to function. Its occupant, however, was still not defeated. He slithered out of the dragon’s skull, a giant slug of black slime topped with a human skull.

“I can give you—”

Galen sliced the skull from the slime and—just to be sure—sliced it twice more before it could fall. The broken pieces scattered at his feet and the tiny part of Boneclaw that still remained was blown away in the Antarctic wind.

“I already have everything I want.”

And perhaps for the first time in his life, he realized it was true.

He reached out with his aura senses and felt for any trace of Boneclaw’s mind, but there was nothing. Still, it paid to be certain. “Vala?”

The dwarf came to stand beside him, the trusted friend who’d been through so much with him. She had her scanner in her hand and turned in a slow circle, checked, and scanned yet again.

No one wanted to take the chance that they were wrong and even an iota of Boneclaw’s mind had somehow survived yet again.

“He’s gone,” she said at last. “For good this time, I think.”

Only then did he finally allow himself to truly relax. The battle, as terrible as it had been, was over.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Vala wished the cleanup had been easier. They had won, she was sure of that thanks to her scanner, but it did not feel like a victory when so many people had died.

Many dragons and mages from the Steel Guard had died, and pixies—thankfully, Rider had reported that Bessie was healing and stable—but it was those who had died in the final attack that seemed to hurt the most.

It had been hours but the Steel Dragon had still rust tracks under her eyes from where she had been crying. She’d taken the deaths of those under her command hard.

There would be time to grieve—the dwarf knew there would be too much time to grieve, given how many people had died—but for now, it appeared that Alan Dusk had set up the world’s largest party for the victors.

When they had first arrived, she had been quite surprised to see that the celebration would be at a bowling alley, but when she’d stepped inside, she saw that appearances could be deceiving. The entire interior had been redone so it looked like a disco with a massive dance floor that covered all but two of the bowling lanes.

With three-wheeled robots serving drinks on little platters and dragons dressed to the nines, it would be a night she would always remember.

Although their victory came with high costs, she was still swept away. Not by grandeur, exactly, but it was impressive all the same. Dusk had flown her parents in, and they danced so forcefully on the dance floor that they left splinters behind them. Rather than anyone getting mad at this, the dragons and humans asked for lessons. Maybe the world was changing. Perhaps it had been ready to change for a long time now and Boneclaw had been the last thing holding it back.

At some point in the night—how many hours had passed, Vala couldn’t say—she stood talking to Galen, Kristen, Amy, and Kylara as if it was somehow normal to hang out with some of the most famous and powerful beings on the entire planet.

“How are you holding up?” Amy asked the young dragon, her speech slightly slurred from too many drinks.

“After all that time chasing Boneclaw, I’m glad it’s over,” he responded.

“Well, mostly over, anyway,” she said, which had the effect of silencing the conversation of everyone in earshot.

“He’s…gone, right?” Kristen asked. “You said your scanner showed no readings.”

“The pixies can’t sense him anymore,” Kylara added.

“I thought you couldn’t either.” Galen looked worried.

“Maybe that was unclear? Sorry. You’re right, there’s no sign of Boneclaw or Void energy. I think he’s dead and gone—or whatever you call it when someone’s consciousness doesn’t exist at all.”

“So then it is over,” he said,

“Boneclaw’s part, yeah, but there was so much energy in that portal.”

“But Galen destroyed it,” Kristen said with finality.

“How did you all stop me from becoming a pancake, by the way?” he asked.

Amy laughed. “It was more work than defeating Boneclaw. It took everything we had to build a snowbank and slow you with the mages we had left.”

“It wouldn’t have worked if not for Tanya,” Kylara explained. “She had the whole combination of grass and moss planned. I’m very sure she knew you would go up there and try to destroy that yourself.”

“Where is Tanya, by the way?” Vala asked.

“She’s finding us a table and staying away from this conversation—and for good reason, I might add. You still haven’t explained why you think this isn’t over.” Galen raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, right. Yes, well, I’m sure it’s not a surprise that I scanned you and the portal while you went up there. I got a reading when Boneclaw destroyed the amulet and when he went inside your body. That’s how we knew you were clean when you landed, by the way. But I got a reading of the portal too.”

“And?” Amy prompted.

“And I don’t think that energy simply went away. When the portal magic fragmented, it broke into numerous little pieces of magic. Some of them went into space but many of them came down to Earth.”

“In Antarctica?” Kristen asked. “I swear, that continent is trying to ruin my career. When I started the Steel Guard, I never thought we’d have so much business down there.”

“Not only in Antarctica, no. I got readings of shards blasting out for quite a distance.”

“Do you think they’re dangerous?” the mage asked.

Vala shrugged. “I honestly don't know but I don’t think they’ll simply fade away.”

“It’s not Void magic though?” Kylara asked.

The dwarf shook her head. “No, definitely not. It’s hard to identify but it's closer to pixie magic than anything else. I think the Void existing created a kind of reverse polarity so that this other magic was able to form and coalesce when the portal broke.”

“Well, more pixie magic sounds great!” The dragon mage grinned and looked every bit like the Big Pixie she was.

“I don’t know how it will manifest itself, only that it will not take the form of Void energy. If anything, it’s a push against that emptiness. It should be very interesting to study.”

“It’s a problem for another day,” Tanya said, caught Galen by the hand, and dragged him to the dance floor.

Vala considered going to the dance floor herself but before she could, she was confronted by a slightly tipsy Alan Dusk.

“Vala Gagnon, the hero of the hour,” he said, raised a glass of champagne, and sloshed some of the effervescent golden liquid out of the slender glass.

“That’s very nice of you to say, sir, but I think Galen deserves the true credit.”

“Nonsense.” The billionaire waved her words away. “Does that jerk at Denile Ebooks get to call himself an astronaut simply because he rode a rocket into space? I don’t think so. I may not be an astronaut either but I’m involved in the production of my rockets.”

“You went out into space to face Boneclaw. I would say that counts.”

“Thank you!” The man grinned and spilled more of his drink. “But that wouldn’t have been possible without all the brilliant engineers who built the rocket in the first place. Not to mention the woman who came up with the jetpack. Brilliant. Truly brilliant people. They could all learn a thing or two from you, though.”

“Me? I don’t know anything about rockets.”

“We already have rockets figured out. It’s magical technology that I’m interested in. Boneclaw would have won in a heartbeat if not for your breakthroughs with the Pixie Dust. Honestly, from what I’ve read, your devices stopped him from taking Cranberry Brook into the Void months ago.”

“Cranbook.”

“Cranbook? Seriously? Why not Cranberry Brook? That would make way more sense.”

Vala chuckled and his grin broadened.

“Anyway, I hoped you would become the head of our Magical Technology division at SpaceD.”

“Magical Technology division? I didn’t know you had something like that.”

“We didn’t! Or technically, I guess we still don’t. We won’t unless you accept the job.”

“That’s very flattering, sir. But…well, I love Cranbook, silly name and all. I like being near my family and in a country where everyone’s not so gangly and tall. Plus, well, it’s hot down here in Texas.”

“Excellent! Then we have an agreement!”

“We do?”

“Now, I suppose you’ll want a little time to shop for office space there, but I’d rather send Sheila to help. We’ll want to build a facility eventually, not merely rent one, so I’d like her to help you find a location that can work in the short term and transition us to the longer term as well.”

“You’re…serious?” Vala asked.

“As a heart attack!”

“Is everything all right over here?” Galen asked as he approached with Tanya on his arm.

“Oh, yes.” The dwarf beamed. “I’ll be working in Cranbook for Mr. Dusk. He’ll build me a lab.”

“Oh, cool,” the young dragon said but he didn’t sound like he thought it was cool at all.

“Is it?” she asked.

“Well, it’s only that we’ve spent so much time in Cranbook and I’d thought we could move to the west coast. Maybe California.”

It did not escape Vala that Tanya lived in California.

“I love Cranbook, Galen. And I think our Magic Managed days might be behind us.”

He nodded. “That makes sense. I guess…uh, I guess I hadn’t thought about what comes next.”

“I hadn’t either. Dusk just offered me this job. Do you think I should decline?”

“What? Vala, no! Absolutely not! It sounds awesome. But I don’t know if I want to live in Cranbook anymore. It’s so cold…and it’s kind of weird being the tallest person in town.”

“There are people taller than you.”

“Three people. I’ve counted.”

Vala laughed. “West coast, then?”

He shrugged. “I think so unless something better presents itself.”

A commotion came from the front of the bowling alley—the area where they’d normally get shoes had been converted to a place to check coats—and Galen swallowed hard.

The dwarf saw why. It was his Uncle Petrov.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


“What are you doing here, Uncle?” Galen asked and stepped close before he smelled whiskey on the dragon’s breath. “Are you drunk?”

“This isn’t the only place people are celebrating tonight,” Petrov said. “But if it bothers you…” He straightened and sobered. His nephew could feel a shift in his aura too. He had used his dragon healing power to burn the booze away.

“Why are you here?”

“You beat your mother in a fight.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Single combat.”

“Again, Uncle, I was there.”

“Then surely you see…”

“See what?”

“You have seriously been away from Stormsiege too long.”

“I have no interest in Stormsiege.”

“Not even when single combat is how we determine who will sit at the head of the table at our family castle?”

Galen’s mouth hung open and there was nothing he could do to close it.

Vala poked him. “Galen, I think he’s saying you’re the clan head.”

“At least one of you gets it.” Petrov grinned at the young dragon’s shock. “Your mother held her position for centuries by ruthlessly enforcing that very rule. No one had ever beaten her until you did.”

“But it wasn’t at the castle. Doesn’t there need to be a witness?”

“I was your witness, nephew. I saw the entire fight. I’ve already vouched for you and the clan awaits your return.”

“Now wait a minute! I’m not even sure I want the job.”

“Not want the job? Galen! There’s no greater honor for our clan.”

“Is everything all right over here?” Kristen asked and butted into their conversation.

“This is an invite-only affair, I’m afraid,” Amy added.

“The Steel Dragon honors me by asking how I’m doing.” Petrov bowed.

“She was implying that you need to get lost,” the mage said.

“Of course. Galen, will we see you this evening or tomorrow?”

“What’s he talking about?” Kristen asked.

“My Uncle Petrov says that since I beat my mother in the fight at the SpaceD base, I’m now clan head. Except I don’t want to be head of a family of stuck-up jerks who wanted me dead until I ripped my mother’s wings off.”

“I felt the same way when I became the head of the Dragon Council,” she said.

“I felt like that when a dragon who had been hunting me asked me to work for her,” Amy added.

“I didn’t hunt you. It was more like tracking…with the intent to capture.”

“Says the dragon to the mage.”

Petrov cleared his throat.

Galen ignored him. “So you think I should do this?”

“If you want to, then yes,” Kristen said.

“If anyone can change your family’s nature into something better, you’ll be the one to do it,” Amy added.

“Then…I have your support?” He sounded incredulous.

The Steel Dragon laughed. “You destroyed that portal and defeated Boneclaw. You’ve earned far more than our support. You’ve earned our trust and some good faith besides.”

“I know I wasn’t always as kind to you as I could have been,” Amy told him. “But don’t think for a second that I haven’t watched you grow.”

“I’ve made so many mistakes, though.”

“Everyone does when they’re young,” the mage countered.

“I know I sure did,” Kristen added, which drew a guffaw from Drew, who was walking past toward the dance floor with Hernandez.

“What matters is how you act moving forward, not what you did before,” she continued.

Galen drew a deep breath and turned to his Uncle Petrov.

“You understand that if I do this, it will mean some serious changes to the Stormwing clan.”

He had not expected the older dragon to grin. “I certainly hope so! Honestly, things had become dull. Hold this grudge against that clan for no good reason, exact revenge against them for another. At least this will be interesting.”

“Are you sure?”

“Galen, you saved me from a prison inside my mind. The things Boneclaw showed me, the things I had done to you because of what your mother told me to do… You did not need to rescue me and yet you did. I owe you my life. Whatever you wish to do, I will support you in it.”

“I’ll help too,” Vala said, “As much as I can. We won’t be far apart, at least. Cranbook is fairly close to Seattle, at least as the dragon flies.”

“What do you think?” Galen asked Tanya.

“I think it sounds great, Galen. Seattle is just up the coast from the Fastwing home. Plus, well…there’s always been the issue of you not having your family’s backing. This changes all of that.”

“What’s going on here?” Karl asked and joined the conversation. Jasmine was on his arm and Sam and Kylara were behind them.

“I offered to escort Master Galen Stormwing to Stormsiege, his castle,” Petrov said formally.

“Oh, and that makes things less awkward for you two, huh?” Midnight said with a grin.

“Less awkward? There’s nothing awkward,” Galen protested.

“Yeah, Galen and I are…uh, like…a thing.”

“An item?” Kylara asked. “Have you done the courtship dance? Many insects engage in one before coupling and dying.”

“Did you know that luna moths only live for a week or two before they die?” Vala asked Kylara, who beamed.

“But they live for months or maybe even years as caterpillars.”

Galen was thankful for the distraction from him and Tanya. They had been through so much but never had a chance to spend time together. Either their status was an issue or the world was in danger of burning down. But now they could.

Telekinetic force grasped his shoulder and pushed him toward Tanya. At the same time, shadow magic from Karl did the same thing to her.

They both stumbled forward and caught each other in something like an embrace.

“Are you okay?” he asked her.

“Fine…thanks to you.”

“About damn time,” Karl muttered.

“Seriously, kiss and get it over with.” Jasmine rolled her eyes.

“Be quiet, you two!” Kylara snapped. “This is supposed to be romantic.”

The sounds and music of the party fell away as a glittering sphere of sparks surrounded them and encapsulated them in a tiny, perfect place. Tanya snuggled closer to him and pushed against his chest.

“Petrov said I could wait a day to go out there. Maybe we can spend the evening together?”

“And what exactly would you like to do with the evening, Galen Stormwing, leader of his clan?”

“Oh…I have few ideas.” He smiled and leaned forward, and they shared a kiss that sparkled as much as the dome of magic all around them.

THE END
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