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Chapter 1

The lines of unknown and maybe unwritten poetry swam before his mind’s eye as he woke in mid-air. His limbs felt leaden but his eyes opened with ease and the view through the transparent stomach that formed the cabin, gave him cause for hope. The poetry drifted into the back of his mind, forgotten.

He might yet arrive on time.

The sky over the port of Fyon turned from gray to pink as the long-tailed locust settled into the harbor, carrying Leoten Seol with it to the dock. He unbuckled from his seat and then walked to the front of the modified animal’s internal passenger compartment, a sac of air located on the bottom of the creature’s wide belly. The controller turned toward him, then raised an open palm.

Leoten said,  “Two hours.” Controllers often became hard of hearing while sense-linked with the locust. Leoten held up two fingers.

The controller nodded and retracted all but the longest two fingers of his raised hand. Leoten picked up the case with his mission kit and waited for the locust to skim through the way to the dock. The hatch unsealed with a squishy sound that turned many first-time fliers’ stomachs. He and his luggage were the only payloads this locust carried at the moment. He took a deep breath and checked his watch. Silent clockwork hands moved toward six in the morning.

Leoten picked up the travel case and took the commuter train from the docks into the city. The controller would be watching the clock, but in his position, Leoten’s mind was fixed on the mission. One by one the other passengers exited at their stops. Certain he was alone, Leoten opened the case. He screwed the cylindrical silencer onto the barrel of his automatic pistol, then loaded the weapon with a magazine of solid-tipped bullets. The train’s whistle blew twice as they neared the next station, Leoten’s stop.

He made sure the safety was on, then concealed the gun in the holster within his coat before returning his attention to the case’s remaining contents. A set of four fungal pile capsules rested at the back, in their respective tiny harnesses. Each capsule contained a sprout from his team’s store back in Volsk, but once unsealed the fungus quickly reached out with questing tendrils.

Leoten plucked one capsule from the harness, then closed the case. He opened the capsule, like an eggshell in one hand, then set the fungal sprout into his left ear. The urge to scratch almost overtook his sense as the tiny feelers of the sprout crawled into his inner ear until they contacted the skin beside his cochlear nerve. All sound from around him became muted to that ear.

A woman’s voice spoke through the sprout, prim and severe. “Is that you?”

Leoten tapped the metal-capped tip of his index finger to the sprout on his ear to activate its sound receptors. “It’s me.” He swung the case into one hand, then rose from the seat in the car. “I’m almost to the hotel.”

“Stay focused on the target. You have just under one-hundred-ten minutes to execute retrieval and return.”

“And I thought our trains ran fast back home,” Leoten said with a smirk. “Ten minutes from the docks to the central station isn’t a bad transit time.”

“Stay focused.”

“Obviously. I’ll find them.” He rose just before the doors opened onto the platform. He kept his next thought to himself as he stepped out. The cherry blossoms in Fyon always seemed to bloom right when he arrived on the island. 

Pink flowers speckled with dew offered their beauty like beacons as he passed them to cross the humming street to the Hotel Cadriston, where his mission’s quarry awaited on the sixth floor.

Leoten climbed the service stairs on the north side of the lobby. When he reached the locked door five floors up, he produced his picks from the mission case. It only took a moment for him to break in and then another few seconds to reach the door to room 661. So far, everything had been as smooth as could be planned.

He approached the door, ready to pick the lock, but it stood ajar. Suspicion spread its petals like a flower in his mind. Leoten’s eyes narrowed. He replaced his picks and drew the pistol from his side with a silent motThereTheir might be danger here after all, and not just for him.

No mission went smoothly for long.

The door swung inward and he peered inside. Blood spattered the floor, leading in a trail from the door to the queen-sized bed in the center of the main room. The balcony window stood open and curtains drifted in a slight, cool breeze from outside that contrasted with the hum of the hotel’s furnace pipes. Leoten stalked into the room, careful to avoid the blood on the floor. He peered around the corner to confirm his fear.

Two bodies lay entwined on the bed. Both the man and the woman had been cut multiple times before their final execution, based on a quick observation of their remains. A book lay open on the desk in the corner by the balcony’s door, wisps of smoke slowly rising from the floor in front of it. Leoten touched the sprout in his ear.

“Damaia,” he said. “We’re too late.”

“What happened in there?” she asked.

“They’re both dead. Looks like someone found them here first. The Hound Unit, by the look of things.”

“Get out of there, Agent Seol.”

“I will. But there’s something else.” Leoten crept with care around the bed. He stood over the desk and noted the traces of burnt paper and ashes on the rug in front of it. One of the pages had been torn out. Damn it, I need to investigate these remains, he thought. Leoten reached for the book but a cold mental presence made him hesitate. Could the book be alive, or have a mind of its own? The electric presence of a mind kept him still for several seconds as he considered what the magic in those pages might mean.

“Return to the locust, as quickly as possible,” said Damaia. “Our eyes on the ground have spotted local enforcers on their way.”

Leoten swept the book off the table and slammed it shut. He spun and hurried to the door. His shoe must have touched the edge of the blood trail while moving at speed because he left a red mark on the threshold as he left.

That could be dangerous. Leoten rushed for the stairwell. He kicked off both shoes, then dropped them down the central gap, then started sprinting in the opposite direction before they hit the bottom. The pile-powered elevator would be his best means to get to the lobby as long as he could get inside before enforcers arrived below. He hit the call button on one side of the doors and then holstered his pistol.

Heavy footfalls made him turn just as the elevator bell chimed and the doors opened. A bulky man a head taller than him stood just a meter away. The brute wore a face-concealing black rag that went up to his gray-green eyes. Leoten took a calculated backward step into the elevator. The man’s hand snaked out and seized his collar.

They exchanged no words. No need. The giant yanked Leoten off his feet with effortless strength. Leoten clenched his right hand and the small crescent tattoo in his palm burned hot against his skin as he activated the weapon bond.

A long, curved combat knife appeared in his grasp. He stabbed the blade into the giant’s forearm. The wall of muscle hurled him into the elevator. He bounced off the rear wall and the doors closed behind him. The knife clattered to the floor in front of Leoten. He returned it to the shrine in Volskorod where the weapon waited for his call.

The brute’s mind flared above him as the car descended, visible to Leoten’s mental senses for the first time. Damn, but if he’d only thought faster, he might not have a painful bruise spreading from his lower back to his shoulders. Leoten found his feet gingerly. The doors opened on the ground floor. 

He limped past a family who looked like they might be country folk from Fyon, just on a visit to the city. Too bad they’d soon be caught up in events when the enforcer’s arrived, but everyone’s luck had to run out sooner or later. 

Later, he insisted. 

Not today. Not for me.

“You have thirty minutes to get to the Locust,” Damaia said in his ear.

He ducked out the hotel doors and onto the street before he replied. He put a finger to the sprout in his ear. “No chance. I spent little time inside.”

“We have to move up the timetable. At least one enemy knew we were coming.”

“The next train won’t be by for ten.” Leoten grimaced. “Guess I’ll need a riding beast.” He checked the pocket of his overcoat for money and found a roll of local notes. Luckily, there were always people ready to sell engineered animals near a hotel.

The tourist district saw a lot of traffic. He decided he’d use all the luck that came near. The only issue wasn’t the money, but the time. Beastmongers across the Dragonlands wouldn’t sell a runner or strider to a stranger after mere minutes. The reforged animals that served humanity across the world were said to use material drawn from many species, some very old, and some extinct but for their human-made descendants.

He’d have to steal a runner, not buy one if he was going to escape. It's not like he’d take the big cat with him on the locust anyway. 

He needed to hurry. Whatever the identity of the man who’d attacked him in the hotel, the enforcers would arrive soon and whether they caught the guy or not, the giant was probably not working alone.

Leoten hadn't recognized his opponent. A giant like that he would've recalled.

"Here," he said, tapping his ear. "I see a stable for runners."

"Good," said Damaia. "Hurry and take one."

"Of course.” Leoten removed his finger from his ear. The metal spike on the tip of one finger allowed them to access the microphone inside the thimble on his hand. Without it, the fungal sprout wouldn’t be able to capture his voice for communication to his control group off the coast of Western Volsk.

He slipped into an alley behind the stables just a block from the hotel. He pulled his heavy coat over his head like a hood. He hoped to look less recognizable this way. Though, being from Volskorod in the Triumvirate on the mainland, he looked quite different from the local Fyonesh folk. Despite Fyon being just several hundred miles north and west of Volskorod where he'd grown up, the islanders remained distinctive in their larger eyes and the tint of their skin.

Leoten returned to the front of the stable, using his mind eater abilities to locate each of the human intelligences inside. There were only a few and he quickly slipped inside and moved fast while avoiding them. When one took any notice, he reached out and devoured their reactions to him, swift as he could. In place of those impulses, they’d see flickers of red. Some might have headaches in the morning, but that was preferable to any alternative action by Leoten. 

The next day these stable hands could be all grimaces and curses and wondering how the prize runner from the stable’s den had been taken with all of them there. 

Leoten directed the six-legged cat out through the stable doors. Bestial claws carried him across the street and clacked for a second on the pavement before the runner retracted them. Such designed creatures were more intelligent than ordinary animals, having been modified to assist and attack at their rider’s command. 

Runners could be savage to prey or their rider’s foes. They were always eager to obey whoever sat upon their back and spoke in the proper tones. That was a part of the breeding programs that made the creatures so useful. 

Leoten rode toward the harbor. He could get there in only five or ten minutes if he kept to the main roads, but such a path might see him caught. He took what time he could for a more roundabout route to reach the docks and the waiting locust.

When he got there, he found the creature had begun to surface from the water once more. The bony hatch in its side opened with a hiss of outgoing breath. The manta-shaped beast of the sea and sky offered his escape from Fyon and his pursuers. He threw himself from the runner’s back and sprinted across the dock. Someone shouted from behind him. Leoten turned and saw the giant from the hotel stalk toward the runner, flanked by a pair of other black-clad figures. 

They’d all just arrived aboard the train. Leoten leveled his pistol at the giant, but then his thoughts scattered and for a long second he fought the mental intrusion with vicious mind magic of his own. Another mind eater’s attack against his thoughts had ripped away his will to pull the trigger. He holstered the pistol and then ducked into the hatch. 

Leoten turned and slapped the pilot on the shoulder. "I’ve returned but pursuers are close. Take off as quickly as we can."

The pilot nodded, but stayed silent, and then ducked his head under a ridge of bone and then entered the creature's control stem. Leoten limped with his sore leg toward the end and his back ached as he approached the seat in the passenger chamber of the locust. He set the mission case on the floor and then he tapped his ear with the sprout still in it. "I made it to the flier.”

"Good," Damaia said. "Because leadership will have questions for you."

* * *
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CHAPTER 2

Volskorod was a city always wreathed in thick clouds of steam and smoke. Like many other parts of the Triumvirate of Custodial Republics, Volsk offered strength through the industry that flourished within its cities. 

Leoten started down a path beside the road from the central city council buildings and rode toward the outskirt. The industry he'd been used to growing up faded a little bit as I as he reached into the area near the suburbs. However, the further one got into the city center, the more the industries became boutique small. He rode the cable train, toward the outside district, and then when he got off at the station he took anyone on foot to reach his old home. His father, the manhood adopted him, sat at the table on the porch when he arrived. Yaron Seol, from whom his name had been given. Looked as weathered and dry as the sun could leave anything in this climate. Though they lived in the north, far from the skeins and strains of highlights the toward the equator, Volsk offered as easy living as one could get in this area. The region TCR occupied was known for its harsh climate and harsh people, and of course, its harsh attitude toward change.

Even so, since Leoten had been a child, many things had changed.

He walked up the path toward the porch. There, his father who was easily old enough to be a grandfather waved to him with a weary hand. His other hand remained on the table, studying something that Leoten suspected was a firearm. The guns his father had always crafted were only in evidence in a few places on the outside of the house, but they were always there. The apertures in the high window over the porch, the stacks of the forge in the back, currently without smoke, because his father was not working. However, Leoten always knew when he approached how his father greet him.

"You made it back," said Yaron.

"I did," said Leoten. He smiled slightly, but as he climbed the steps to the porch, he noticed his father was still not rising, as he usually did to greet him.

"Something wrong with your legs?" he asked.

"Something's wrong with everything now," said Yaron. "I'm just tired. I'll stand up in a moment."

"I hope so," said Leoten. "I can’t properly greet you when you’re sitting down."

"And neither should you," said Yaron. "I'll be up in a moment."

Leoten waited, and his father rose with creaking bones and a slight grimace of pain on his face. Arthritis in his legs and arms must be getting worse in recent times.

They embraced, and Leoten pulled his father close and clapped him gently on the shoulder. Though he’d spent time growing up as an orphan, Yaron had seen something in him and brought him in. Leoten would never have made it to his position in the agency were it not for his father’s recommendation to the service after his time in the East. Leoten would have been a different person, living a very different life. Maybe he would've been better off, but probably he’d be far worse.

"It's good to see you," said Yaron. "How long?"

"Four months this time," said Leoten. "But who's counting?"

They both laughed. That joke never seemed to get old for Yaron. Leoten might be bored, but the words eased his father’s mind, so he would tell it as many times as he could.

"What kind of mission were you on this time?" asked Yaron.

He sat down on the chair beside his father. He peered at the tabletop on which sat a deck of Triumvirate playing cards laid out for solitaire. The wind whipped through the streets around them, and his father put his hands on the small tabletop to keep cards in place. Leoten noticed his father moved lightly, a giveaway that his burden was lighter than usual.

"Not carrying any iron today?" Leoten asked Yaron.

Yaron shrugged. "The agency sent a man here first. Said you were on your way home."

"Did they search the house?" asked Leoten. “Suspicious of you?”

Yaron nodded. "Apparently you got into some kind of trouble on your last assignment. Anything worth a story?"

"You really shouldn’t ask about such things,” said Leoten. "I can't tell you much at all about them."

"It never hurts me to ask, though," said Yaron. "Besides, I like you to know that I'm interested in what you do."

"I think a lot more people are interested in me than I’d prefer," said Leoten. "But it's not like you're going be breathing secrets to the DGD about what happened in Fyon." 

"Fyon?" said Yaron. "You went over to the sea to that pink place again?"

"The cherry blossoms really are quite pretty this time of year. Worthy of a poem.”

"Did they debrief you already?" asked Yaron.

"Three days ago. They finally let me visit family."

"It's the life of a soldier, I suppose.” Yaron eyed the cards on the table. His eyebrows arched and he scowled. "Damn, I think I've lost."

"Happens," said Leoten. "This time I think I lost for the agency as well. But I made it home alive. And the team didn't suffer much worse than we usually do." He sighed.

"What's wrong then?" asked Yaron. "You don't like losing? Can learn a lot from it." He swept cards off the table, then shuffled them and put them back in their little card box.

"You should know I hate one of those almost as much as the other."

“I know your work isn’t a game. But you can’t always succeed,” said Yaron. “That is a fact. But I’ll tell you what, a game you can lose without consequences wouldn’t go amiss from the look of things.” He patted the box of cards on the table. “What do you say, son?”

Leoten pulled a chair from nearby on the porch toward the table with one hand. “I say deal the cards, father.”

* * *
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THEY WERE HALFWAY THROUGH the third hand of joker’s gambit when Yaron went inside to pour them both glasses of whiskey from the bottle he kept in the kitchen. For a moment, Leoten sat alone and regarded the city of Volskorod’s skyline with a weary gaze. The spires jutted like the bones of the long-extinct dragons. He’d go into the office again the next morning, even if a messenger didn’t retrieve him sooner.

His report would already be on the colonel’s desk along with Damaia’s testimony as a witness from the control room. Regardless, he’d failed the mission in Fyon. With a sigh, he looked at his cards. A whole row of nothing looked back at him. He’d probably lose this hand too.

Yaron returned with the glasses and they toasted to another day alive.

Leoten took a sip of whiskey and smiled.

He lost that hand, as expected.

Hours later, when Yaron went inside to sleep, Leoten sat on the porch and mused over the bare remains of a second glass of fire. His last mission boded more trouble for the future if there was some kind of leak in the organization.

Sleepy, Leoten watched the lights go out in the house across the street. The wind picked up, carrying the first droplets of cold rain out of the northern sky. He went inside rather than make the journey back into the city so late. Despite his uneasy nerves, he managed some sleep before dawn.

* * *
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CHAPTER 3

The Triumvirate Office of Clandestine Defense’s meeting space was situated within the largest of Volskorod’s public libraries, in a private study section. Leoten entered the study room upstairs. He’d reserved the place for half an hour at the front desk. Inside, he tapped the stone over the hearth with the metal cap he wore on his index finger.

Tiny growths crept almost imperceptibly from the gaps in the brickwork and touched the thimble on his fingertip. The metal became fuzzy on the inside as particles of key fungus crawled into it. He calmed himself with a deep breath, then looked over his shoulder. The frosted pane of the door’s window showed his murky reflection alone.

Leoten left the study room and then descended into the basement where he tapped his thimble to a locked administration door. Combined with the key fungus from upstairs, the touch allowed him admittance. The door opened and he stepped inside, before closing the way behind him.

At the table within sat his superior officer, Colonel Ornid Teyon. A checkerboard sat on the table between the colonel and Leoten’s supervisor, Damaia Lask. She held a round white stone in a veined hand as she considered her move. Ornid nodded to Leoten, his carefully cropped white hair motionless despite the movement of his head.

“How serious does it look?” Damaia asked, eyes on the board.

“Your position may not be impossible to recover.” Ornid smiled like a well-fed dog.

Leoten supposed that really was how the military considered the colonel and his command, as useful pets. He watched Damaia place her piece on the board and then remove one of Ornid’s dark stones. Leoten never understood games with boards as well as he did cards.

The colonel frowned. “Well done, Officer Lask. Let’s finish this later.”

“It’d be my pleasure, sir.”

“Agent Seol, pull up a chair,” Ornid said.

Leoten took a seat at the round table between his two superiors. “Have you reviewed my report colonel?”

Ornid’s nose whistled when he sighed. “Yes, and sadly so has General Javion. We’ve never been closer to losing our endowed funds than we are now. Capturing those assets we lost in the hotel was vital as proof of worth for the unit. Do you understand?”

He offered the colonel a solemn nod.

“Good.” Ornid inhaled through his nose again. “If we fail our next mission, that’s it. The general will close up our operations and reassign or terminate all agents involved.”

“Our next mission, sir?” asked Leoten.

“Right to the point. As usual.” Ornid grimaced. “But we’ve no time to waste. Your next assignment, Agent Seol, is right here in Volskorod.”

He arched an eyebrow. “In the city, sir?”

“Yes. You grew up on these streets, so I trust you’re the best of our people for the job. Even so, you’re being assigned an observer, someone to keep you from swallowing the fish once you catch it.” His reference to the Volska water birds didn’t go unnoticed by Leoten.

“Who?” he asked.

“Javion said he didn’t know. I believe that much.” Ornid pulled a sheaf of papers from beside the game board to his chest. “Once again, we’re working on human intelligence. You’re to locate a magus. She worked for the OMR government’s internal development division right up until she disappeared three days ago. She was last seen in Volkorod, near the financial district.”

“Has Otrusia contacted us with any additional information?” asked Leoten.

“Her name is Nerida Enn, a flame magus, and researcher.” Ornid flipped aside the top page of the documents he held, then slid a sketchpad to Leoten across the table. The detailed lines depicted a pretty young woman with ambiguous facial features and a pale halo of shoulder-length hair. She could have been Dalite, Rakshian, or even Vogmem mountain nomad, from all he could tell.

“This image won’t help much on its own,” he said. “Even with a name attached.”

“She’s got red hair,” said Ornid. “She stands out from a distance.” He handed the rest of the brief to Leoten. “But aside from our unknown observer, we have some partners in our search.”

“Where from?” asked Leoten.

“An OMR liaison officer reached out to General Javion’s staff. That’s why we’re getting a chance to redeem ourselves. But they want one of their people to accompany you on this mission.”

“Won’t a foreign agent stand out like an open wound in the streets of Volskorod?” asked Leoten.

“You ought to know plenty of outside nationals traffic in our finances.” Ornid shook his head. “Given the neighborhood where we’ll begin, I wouldn’t worry about it. Just remember, your talents as a mind eater and everything you learned in the Temple of Colors must be kept secret. They’re not your secrets tell.”

“I know.” Leoten resisted the urge to grind his teeth. “Where do I meet my opposite number.”

“On-site,” said Ornid. “There’s a train pass in your papers. Best get a move on.”

* * *
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CHAPTER 4

The complex on the edge of the financial district greedily grew from the smells of labor's sulfur and sweat. The usual signs of modern industry in the city remained present, despite the money that changed hands in the district. 

He made his way to the meeting point indicated by his briefing papers, which he’d memorized with swift ease. Usually, he took longer at it, but, this time matters were more serious than ever. He made his way as best he could and would do everything he could to help make the mission succeed. This time, failure wasn't an option. If he lost his job, who knew what would happen? He couldn’t guess what the service would use him for, or if they’d simply dismiss him. Perhaps if he failed, he probably wouldn't live long enough to worry about the rest of his life.

"You're quick," said a man on the corner.

"The way was clear," Leoten said using the coded response to identify himself.

The man on the corner nodded. He wore a long trench coat, the kind they used on the battlefields out east, beyond the dragon lands.

He raised his head, and Leoten could see a handsome face with scars across the chin. The old wounds looked thin and pale at the moment, but they could have been as old as the man's life is the man's career. Henry Klaudenn was a member of the OMR Intelligence Service, an equivalent to one of the Triumvirate’s secret agencies.

As an officer, he’d served in military action on the eastern front during the recent border disputes in the Otrusian colonies. However much Leoten doubted Henry, the man was probably more recently educated in combat than him. Leoten could respect a man who got his hands dirty, regardless of his nation.

Henry motioned to the building with one hand. "Enforcement teams are in there. They're searching for clues on behalf of the city government.”

"I suppose we should canvass the area," said Leoten. "That seems like the place to start." He offered his hand to Henry. The man didn't shake.

"Nothing personal," he said. "But I know how into the fungal elements we agents get, and there are too many westernized versions of the latest outbreak floating around these days, regardless."

"Of course," said Leoten. “I should have been more reluctant myself."

Henry stifled a laugh. "I don't often work with agents outside my organization," he said under his breath. "But it's good to meet you at last, Red."

"I don't need another name," said Leoten. "Thanks."

"It's curious," said Henry. "Because we’re on your turf, you'd you should be pretty easy for local folks to identify."

"I know," he said. "But for now let's leave it at Red."

"Will do," said Henry. "He made his way to the corner looked both ways, and then crossed with Leoten following behind him.

They canvassed the district for a few hours, searching for signs of the red-haired woman traveling alone. However, the few sightings that they were able to pick up on in the surrounding neighborhoods near the financial district, didn't involve the red-haired woman walking by herself, but with another, dark-haired woman. 

They seemed as though they were looking for something, according to a few witnesses. Leoten wondered if Nerida had made the mistake of reaching out to people within the city. Perhaps the true error was simply coming to Volskorod at all? She and whoever this other woman might be were both in as much danger from the Hound Unit as the people he’d been sent to collect in Fyon had been. The Hounds posed a lethal threat.

They reconnoitered at a café near the place that started in the financial district, a few blocks away so the smell of sulfur wouldn't inhibit the taste of their drinks.

"She's elusive," said Henry. "Won't just come to us if advertise, will she?"

"If we can communicate with her. Maybe she would," said Leoten. "She's in danger from at least one rival service as far as I can tell."

"Our intelligence says something similar," said Henry.

"Can you tell me who you think might be hunting her?" asked Leoten.

"The DGD," said Henry with a shrug. "That's about it as far as I know."

“Henry," said Leoten. "You’ve been helpful so far. I'm not the best with people, as you might guess." 

"Oh, I hadn’t noticed," said Henry with a fast smirk.

"I am more of an undercover operator, not usually accustomed to being on the manhunt." 

“Or a woman hunt?" said Henry. "Wouldn't that be more appropriate this time?"

"I used the generic term," said Leoten. "You'll get used to our language soon, though you’re already speaking it quite well."

"Thanks," said Henry. "But don't look now but I think we might have company."

He didn't point or look but gestured with his head almost imperceptibly toward the street outside the café where two figures lingered by the glass of the entrance. The wide, transparent door swung open as another patron entered the café.

"A man and a woman?" asked Leoten. "What makes you suspicious of them?”

Henry spoke softly. "They haven't moved for a few minutes.”

"That is suspicious," said Leoten. "We shouldn't approach."

"They don't look like you, so might not be from around here," said Henry. "I’d guess at least one of them is foreign to Volsk."

"How tall is the man?” asked Leoten.

"It is the tallest man I've ever seen," said Henry. "Which is a reason he’s started to attract my attention."

"Brawny?" asked Leoten.

"Like a brick," said Henry. "Do you know him?"

"I may," said Leoten." He reached out with his mind, using his mental powers to reach out from where he sat. He sensed the odd void of mental presence about the man, the same presence as the brute in Fyon. "Yeah, that's him." 

"Who?" said Henry. "What's his name?" 

"I don't know his name," said Leoten, "but I recognize his mind."

"How do you recognize a mind?" said Henry. 

"He emits an unusual kind of aura." Indeed, he was telling a partial truth. The month the man's mind was spiny, coming off of the starfish, but tough as if made of iron, while offering a vacuum of emptiness, a lack of exposed thoughts.

"He's leaving,” said Henry. “I’m glad. I didn't want to meet him in a fight"

"We may have to," said Leoten. "That man's a killer. What about the woman? Is she gone as well?"

"She's on the corner now," said Henry. "Looks like she got bored watching us."

"I can't imagine why," said Leoten with us a small smile. "But either way, we need to ensure they don't catch up with our objectives before we get to her."

"Get to them," said Henry. "But, yes."

"Shall we?" Leoten dropped his payment for their meal and the refreshments on the table.

"Is that enough for both of us?" asked Henry.

"I hope it is," said Leoten. "I left the tip."

They rose and left the building for the street outside. Leoten noticed the woman on the corner, raven-haired and statuesque. She wore a heavy coat for cold weather, but he suspected from what he could see past your scarf that her features were Drufanesh.

They said nothing as they walked to the corner beside her. She looked up at them, glancing first at Henry and then turning to Leoten. "Of course, there’s a cold snap just as I got to the town."

"Volsk is usually cold," said Leoten. "But no one from outside tends to remember how cold." 

"Isn't that the truth," she said. "Thanks for the weather advisory."

"Sure," said Leoten with a smirk the woman returned.

The sky was pale gray with clouds and the first flakes of snow began to fall over Volskorod. The city would soon be cloaked in a fine layer of white. The first snow of the season wouldn’t likely stick for long.

“Well?" Henry asked as they walked along the street, in the opposite direction to the one the woman had gone. "What do you think?" Could she be an enemy agent?"

"She seemed cordial," said Leoten. "I'm not that good at reading people. To be honest, I'm of more use in a combat situation."

"You're the best one they had for canvassing?" Henry whistled. "Well, no helping it now. We need to track down this magus who is our mission. I think she's in the area."

"Do you know anything else about her?" Leoten asked.

"Nerida," said Henry. "Yeah."

"You know her?" asked Leoten.

"Maybe," said Henry. "But she could be leading me on."

"Oh, like that?" asked Leoten.

"Once," said Henry. "But that's not important."

"Sure," said Leoten.

"Right," said Henry. "We were on good terms last time I saw her. Perhaps if she sees me, she’ll know she can trust us."

"I'll keep that in mind," said Leoten. "We better get hurry."

* * *
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CHAPTER 5

After another few hours of searching, they came to a disused rail station. The last witness they'd spoken to had spotted the pair he and Henry were tracking, Nerida and her assistant, near there. 

Henry tensed more and more as they approached the station. Witnesses had seen the two women enter the dilapidated structure less than an hour ago.

"Depending on what's in there," said Henry. "I ask you to let me speak with them first."

"Sure," said Leoten." He felt the weight of the silenced pistol in its holster against his side. "I prefer to let others do the talking when I can."

"So it seems," said Henry. "But if there is going to be action," he added. "I'm glad to have someone with such a reputation as yours, Red."

"So you’ve heard of my operations?" asked Leoten as they crossed the street. 

The looming shape of the dilapidated and vacant rail station looked as forbidding as any building so close to the financial district could. The tall structures that surrounded it hemmed in the wreckage of the bombed and empty station.

"There's been a bombing here recently," said Henry. "Right?"

"Yeah," said Leoten. “If you're not careful you might discover unexploded ordinance around."

"Then I’ll walk carefully," said Henry. "You hang back. Right?"

"I’ll keep you in earshot.”

"Good," said Henry. "Because if this comes down to action, I'll need your help."

"I thought you were a veteran?" said Leoten.

"It doesn't mean I'm a man of action," said Henry. "My skills are rusty tools.”

"Perhaps we’ll make a good team," said Leoten with a small smile.

"Let's hope so," said Henry.

They reached the entrance, which had been bound off with security fencing. But there was a breach in the fence. Someone must have cut their way through with some kind of metal or wire cutter.

“We both need to go in there," said Leoten.

"Just hang back once you get inside," said Henry.

“For the moment, I trust you.”

Henry smiled wryly. “Thanks, I guess.”

They used the path cut through the fence, then made their way up the steps up the ramp into the rail station. 

Within the building, the walls were cracked from the bomb blasts that had rocked the structure months ago. The ceiling appeared intact, but the rail tracks themselves were left in twisted ruins. No trains could pass through the station anytime soon. The chill in the air and the softness of the snow falling outside added a dead silence to the place. 

Leoten stayed by the entrance, hand on the holster of his pistol. Henry made his way toward the place where the tracks met the platform. Then, he glanced upward. His eyes locked on the bridge that crossed the tracks. He stood frozen.

"Something is up on the second floor," he said. "We should check it out."

"Together?" asked Leoten.

"No other way," said Henry. "It looks like there might be danger." 

They took the stairs to the nearer of the two bridges that crossed the tracks over the twisted remains of the station’s rail lines. The bridges connected to other narrow maintenance walkways on both sides of the station. Another catwalk connected both of them over the tracks. 

A large number of people could have once crossed over the trains and passed between the two bridges. Supports from the ceiling kept the catwalk intact, even after the bomb attacks. At the center of the bridge where it joined the other walkway, Leoten and Henry spotted a shock of red hair among two shapes. Both women crouched and looked at them from the catwalk between the bridge ways.

Nerida Enn was beautiful to see in person, slender and bright of complexion. Red suited her. Leoten would guess, a man with more smoothness than him could have voiced such a compliment in a way that would make the woman smile. Her companion appeared more nervous in her stance and harsh breathing.

What drew Leoten's attention next was that the two women both carried weapons. Each held a pistol. The guns lacked silencers, but looked like automatic machine weapons from one of Volskorod's police armories, judging by the insignia inscribed on their sides.

"Nerida?” said Henry. "Don't shoot."

"Don't come any closer.” Her voice sounded low and harsh.

"What do you want?" asked her companion. The dark-haired woman's eyes flashed as she saw Leoten. "And who is this?"

"I'm Red," said Leoten.

"Is that supposed to be a name?" asked Nerida.

"It's my codename.” Leoten put up his hands. "Look, no one is here to hurt you."

"Not the two of you maybe," said Nerida. "But I'm not sure we’re alone."

"Were you expecting company?" asked Leoten.

"Let me do the talking," Henry hissed to Leoten. He turned to the women. "Nerida, we came to take you both to safety. We don't want any trouble. We’re here to protect you."

"You can't protect us," said Nerida. "They have the scent. They’re coming."

"Who?" asked Henry. "The DGD? The Hound Unit?"

"Both," said Nerida. "Probably, but there’s worse than them."

"Can you tell us who's after you?" asked Henry.

"Not without putting you in even worse danger than we’re already in," said Nerida. "But we need to find it before they get to us."

"What?" said Henry. "Last time I saw you we were working with the government in the OMR."

"I was," said Nerida. "Before Sarah found me and joined the team.”

"Sarah?" asked Leoten.

"It's me," said the woman with brown hair. "She folded her arms and tapped the pistol in a hip holster with the fingers of one hand. "I'm working to protect Nerida."

"Who are you?" asked Henry. "I don't think we've met."

"No," said Sarah. "I remember you. But that's not important now."

"And what is important?" asked Henry.

"Finding the Dragon,” said Nerida.

"Dragons have been extinct for how long since before human civilization," said Leoten.

"That's true," said Nerida. "The fossil evidence is clear."

"But," said Henry. "You can't mean there's another one here?"

Nerida met his gaze and then nodded.

Henry's eyes widened. He glanced at Leoten. "We have to get them out of here as fast as we can."

"What's going on?" asked Leoten. "Why are you both so nervous?"

"Nerida and I worked on a project called Iron Dragon in Otrusia," said Henry. "I was just security, but the iron dragon back in the OMR was a serious operation."

"You're going to have to tell me all about that," said Leoten. "But first we need to get somewhere safer than this place."

"Agreed," said Sarah.

"Then let's get moving," said Nerida. "I suppose we can’t all just leave the way we came, or we’ll become easily identified targets."

"Targets for who?" asked Henry.

Leoten shrugged. "The Hound Unit?"

"Probably," said Nerida. "I haven't seen them on the street yet."

"I think I have," said Leoten. "And so has Henry."

"We need to get out of here," said Sarah. 

"We could use the tunnels under the rail station," said Leoten.

Sarah arched an eyebrow. “Are you a local or just well-informed?”

“Can’t confirm either,” said Leoten.

"That seems like the best idea, then," said Nerida. "Lead the way, Mister Red."

"Just Red," said Leoten. "Let's go."

They made their way down from the bridges, and into the dark. A staircase led into the maintenance rooms under the stations’ expansive platform. They passed through a shattered security door on their way deeper into the tunnels. Slender strands of plant pile roots crept through the cracked and broken masonry of the walls.

Leoten ignited a hand torch he kept beside his holster and led the way into the dark. They passed through a handful of smashed and destroyed rooms before coming to the access tunnel that connected the station to the city’s pile network. Some of the same pale roots still crept along the floor and walls both north and south past a T-shaped intersection.

“Which way?” asked Nerida.

Sarah shivered. “I’ll take anything that gets us out of here.”

“Agreed,” said Henry.

Leoten squinted north as his torch began to sputter. “This way. It’ll come out in the financial district’s largest relay park.”

“Lead on.” Nerida waved him forward.

A low rumble rolled through the passageway.

Leoten hesitated. “Wait,” he said. “Do you hear that? We may not be alone here.” Leoten drew the pistol from his shoulder holster. “Stay alert. Too many things hide under Volskorod.”

“I know that far too well,” Nerida whispered.

* * *
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CHAPTER 6

The passage trembled with more thunderous sounds, each one drawing closer than the last. Dust shook loose from floor to ceiling. Leoten glared past the hand torch down the barrel of his pistol. The magnum autoloader made a formidable weapon as long as magic wasn’t involved, but he couldn’t say what they’d be up against when the enemy closed with them. The torch in Leoten’s grasp sputtered and his heart sank as he realized what might be their only light source was about to fail.

Nerida muttered an incantation under her breath and the flames within the torch’s basket, just over the grip, rekindled with mystic fuel. She smiled at him in the renewed glow. “You’re a flame magus, right,” he said. “Thanks.”

“All our skins are in danger here.” She squinted ahead of them. “Sounds like they have at least one magus of their own, Red.”

Leoten nodded, then advanced in the lead. The torchlight flared before him, casting the shadows of three approaching figures across the walls and ceiling. He eased his finger onto the trigger. The torch flickered into darkness for a moment, though the heat it continued to shed on his hand told Leoten the flame remained intact.

“A shadow magus,” said Nerida. “They must be right on top of us.”

Henry and Sarah raised their weapons along with Leoten. A cackle of laughter greeted them from what sounded like all directions at once. Henry grunted and Sarah twisted as they aimed their weapons, trying to follow the mobile shadows that flowed and warped around all four of them.

“Don’t shoot,” someone shouted from ahead of them. The voice belonged to a woman, perhaps distorted by some kind of face mask. Leoten grimaced as he realized the confusion the cry had put him in for that moment.

“Who’s there?” he asked into the shifting darkness.

The same muffled voice answered. “I’m trying to save your lives. Put down the guns.” A figure appeared from the shadows, clad in a pale gray mask that concealed the face except for the eyes, and a hooded winter coat. “You’re over-matched.”

"Who are you?” Henry asked. “Are you working with this shadow magus?”

She shook her head. “Please, let me get those two women out of here. They’ll be safe.”

“Why not all of us?” Leoten took a step toward her but a sleek machine pistol flickered into the masked woman’s hand.

“No closer. I summoned it fully loaded.” Her voice carried the hint of a smile.

“So you’re not with either of our bureaus,” said Leoten.

“Trust me. I won’t shoot if you hand them over. All our agencies want them safe.”

Another laugh cracked the air amid the flashes of light and shadow. “I wouldn’t say all of them,” a man said as he appeared from the chaos beside the masked woman.

“Call,” she said. “Let me handle this.”

“I have it handled, woman.” He swept a military cap from his head, brushed his wild back hair with one hand, then replaced the hat. His black mustache twitched above his scarred lips. “Red, I see you’ve expanded your reach a little.”

Leoten stared at the man. “Call? That’s a new codename for you.”

Call grinned. “I’m here to finish what my colleagues and I started in Fyon. Red, stand aside and I’ll let you limp home again.”

“Again? You mean that beast in the hotel worked for you?”

“I guess you didn’t have time for introductions. He’s still mad about what you did to his arm.” Call held up a fist. “Hunt is my best assassin, but we of the Hounds are all skilled enough to both seek and destroy.”

“I know you,” Leoten said. “But not that name. I doubt the rest of your team knows who you really are.”

Call answered with a grin and a chuckle. “Of course, they know me. How else could I be their leader?”

Nerida grunted from behind Leoten. “Whether you two have a history or not, it won’t stop me from setting you on fire, Codename Call.” A spark flashed overhead, then vanished with a crackle like electricity.

He shrugged, still grinning. “I’m not counting on it.”

“A magical countermeasure?” Nerida’s gaze darted back and forth. “But why couldn’t I sense it?”

Leoten matched Call’s gaze steadily and the manic expression on his former comrade’s face blazed with ill-concealed rage. “Time to settle our old score, is it?” Call whispered so softly that Leoten more read the words on his lips than heard them.

His slightly curved signature knife appeared with a flare of heat from the bond tattooed on Leoten’s palm. He grasped the handle tight. Call produced a similar knife with a hook on the opposite end from the blade using the bond inked into his hand in the same place as Leoten’s.

“Henry,” said Leoten. “Get those two out of here. I’ll handle this.”

Call darted forward, silent but still grinning. Their blades clashed low, rebounded, then met again over their heads. Leoten’s fingers scrambled for Call’s wrist. His former comrade lashed out with a knee that hurled him off balance. Leoten barely turned the next thrust of Call’s signature knife with his blade.

"You've learned something since we last met," said Call.

Leoten retreated a pace. Flickering shadows under Call’s control surrounded him, even while the assassin wielded his knife.

"You're quite skilled as well," he said. "I don't remember you being so good."

"I wasn't," said Call.

Leoten nodded. "What brought you into the service of the Hound Unit?" he asked.

"I returned home," said Call.

"Urial," said Leoten.

"Leoten," said Call, recognizing but barely acknowledging his old name when Leoten said it. The Hound agent darted forward, dagger in hand. Their knives clashed once again and Leoten felt the spray of hot red of hot blood splash across his wrist. He’d cut Call across the arm. The wound must be shallow because Call didn't flinch. They circled, and to his dismay, Leoten realized Henry wasn’t retreating, and neither were Sarah or Nerida.

"What's wrong?" said Call. "You told him to run, but they aren't going anywhere."

Henry rolled his eyes. “We're not going to leave a valuable asset behind."

"Aye,” Call smirked. "So you've already made a friend, is that so, Red?"

"Keep them out of this," said Leoten. "You should've stayed in the East, Urial."

He caught Call’s, bloodied wrist with his free hand, then twisted the dagger from his enemy’s grasp so it fell to the floor. The weapon vanished when it left Call’s fingers.

"What brought you to the Hound Unit?" Leoten glared at the former Bruise soldier before him. "I won't ask again, because you won't have another chance to answer."

"I'm terrified," said Call, grinning. 

The hulking shape of a person raced out of the shadows that surrounded them. Leoten remembered the massive man with his huge limbs and lethal grip. The giant surged toward him. 

Sarah raised her rifle and got off one shot clipping the shoulder of the monstrous man. His backhand sent her crashing against the wall and knocked the gun from her grip. 

Nerida struggled with her jammed weapon. Henry looked over her shoulder as Sarah recovered. He motioned for Nerida to go after her. 

Leoten grimaced and retreated from Call leaving the wounded enemy agent in the passage The giant man prowled toward Leoten. He fell back further before the brute could grab him.

"It's not the battles that wear us out," said Call. "It's the peace in between."

They glared at each other until Leoten withdrew his bonded knife. He turned and fled Nerida helped Sarah to her feet and they all ran down the passage. No shots followed them, as evidently and chillingly, Call must be instructed to take at least some of them alive.

* * *
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CHAPTER 7

They returned to the surface and left the bombed-out station without further incident. From there, they took a pile-powered carriage car out of downtown. On the eastern side of Volskorod, they’d be able to use one of the agency’s safe houses. Nerida held Sarah about the shoulders, supporting the other woman who looked ready to faint after the massive blow from the brute called Hunt. The Hound Unit’s agents were fearsome, but that one was especially terrifying to Leoten. They rode the cable car northeast toward their safe house. 

The streets around them teemed with pedestrians and those on riding beasts, as well as the occasional independent ground vehicle. In the air, locusts circled the city, as always, among the birds and other flying creatures. Day bats were numerous, this time of year, woolly, fierce, and large enough to threaten a human if they got a taste for blood. The bats could be fearsome, but none of them compared to the chill that struck Leoten deep inside when he considered that Urial Brin yet lived. 

The Bruise regiment didn't let people leave easily. Leoten had barely made it out, himself. He had to offer a large chunk of his income for the next year just to separate from the regiment. Mercenaries like them demanded blood and loyalty as well as much worse from their members. They provided training in combat and magical power in return. A powerful fraternity came with those skills. Leoten never doubted Lieutenant Hinn's signature knife would shed blood to keep him alive back then. 

Since he gained his mental abilities as a mind eater, he rarely thought of those days. Fighting in the East near the desert where the black sands separated the Dragonlands from Ayoch in the east and beyond that, the plateau of Yr and many them and even farther away, distant Morhoen.

"You knew him.” Nerida’s eyes narrowed.

"And he knew me," said Leoten. "Or he thought he did."

"Is that your name then?" asked Nerida. "Leoten?"

"It is," he said.

"Not a bad one for Volskorod," said Henry. "But it's not as if we can identify without the last name you know that."

"I understand," said Leoten. "But I’m not worried about my identity."

"Well," said Sarah through clenched teeth. "What can we do?" They’re still after us."

"No doubt," said Leoten.

"Do you have a plan?" asked Nerida.

"Not yet," said Leoten. "If Volskorod isn't safe," he added. "I don't think anywhere else will be in the Dragonlands."

"So are you going to act as our bodyguard now?" Nerida arched her brows.

"I don't know," said Leoten. "My skills don't lie in that area. More than likely they'll assign you some kind of guardian and she can send you to an ally in the black desert near the border with Ayoch."

"Even the black desert wouldn’t be far enough away," said Nerida under her breath. "We worked on the iron dragon project. Neither of us is ever going to be safe."

"What is the iron dragon?" asked Leoten.

"You know from where our lands took their names, right?" said Nerida. "The bones of dragons litter this land, but no one has seen them alive for many centuries, maybe not since the rise of humanity."

"Yeah," said Leoten.

Nerida nodded. "No one has seen one alive, but we have enough knowledge now to start recreating the dragons."

"And that should cause someone to want to destroy you?" asked Leoten.

"It’s enough," said Nerida. "Most guardians of the religious orders are against progress like what I’ve worked to develop. I don’t think they would send elite assassins after me, my friends, and everyone else who worked on the project."

"Then who would want the project destroyed?" asked Leoten. “And who would use assassins like the Hound Unit to do it? Drufan?”

“Keep the DGD talk low.” Henry leaned close to the rest of them. "We’re alone in this car, but I'll keep watching in case someone else gets on at the next stop in case anyone else gets on board. Nerida, you can trust this man. We can trust him, I mean. Tell him as much as you can about what you learned so far."

"You really did make friends, didn't you?" Nerida gave Henry a small smile.

"Maybe," said Leoten.

Sarah scoffed. But then leaned against Nerida and said in a soft tone, "Nerida, it's your choice, and your right if you want to tell them.”

"Henry," Nerida said. "You need to hear this, too. When I was working to build the iron dragon in Otrusia, I noticed there was always someone else watching us. Not just you and the other agents, but other people who seemed to know our project even without asking. They followed anyone who ever carried the vials to the facility. There were so many, it seemed as though they were always different.

“Some we interrogated and we found they were homeless vagrants. But most of them looked like ordinary folk just down on their luck. I don't remember ever seeing this person called Urial or Call, or whoever he is, but other agents were trying to find out what the project was about. It could be they already knew, and they just wanted to dig deeper into it. One of our couriers brought us a drop of dragon's blood harvested from the glacier up north off the coast because there were dragon remains frozen in the ice. They managed to extract a sample and even though the blood was frozen, it still reacted just the way the old books said it should.

“Legend states that dragon's blood does more than give the ability to create fire or other elements of dragon’s breath. No. It has many other powers that could provide advantages to humanity. We rule our modern world with advanced technology, with our plant and animal piles, and the electricity they provide. Even with all this, the dragons were far more advanced than everything we’d made. They could do everything that we do now without spending centuries breeding animals or growing different kinds of fungi and vines.”

Leoten hunched forward, listening intently.

Nerida continued, “They might consider our pile root systems a mere frill of our existence. It’s said in the holy books and ancient traditions that there were three goddesses, but also three greater dragons that each had countless descendants to populate the world. Many of them dwelt in our region, though we don’t know precisely why. According to the legends, they built cities where they'd entered the data for our planet to preserve it for the future.

“Unlike the old goddesses, the dragons didn't leave like the priests always say. The dragons were hunted, and they were hunted by creatures that I’ve searched for, but don't fully understand yet. I wonder if perhaps those people who stalked us in Otrusia have some relation to them. They're called shoddok, and they’re enemies of the dragons and designed beings of all kinds. Again, this is mostly mythology, but lately, it seems like the mythology is more true than even the legends suggest. After all, on the Plateau of Yr, they recently fought a war with these creatures, and humans destroyed deities if you believe the stories. But I don't know if I do. My time working on the Iron Dragon project has told me that the dragons might yet return in one form or another. 

Their machines were far more advanced than ours and they once used those machines to preserve some of their young as well. Their eggs and other young because the reptilian of course, but once born, they can live on its almost an eternity. Perhaps they’re out there somewhere, waiting. They may have stopped awakening to hide from the shoddok, but an iron dragon could change the state of that."

"Interesting," said Leoten, trying his best to take in everything Nerida had just explained. “Very interesting.”

"Interesting?" Nerida. "It's amazing. I never thought of this when I was younger. When I was a child I only dreamed the dragons existed, but then they found the one in the ice north of Otrusia, a great blue dragon, huge and powerful, and frozen like a statue.

“It’s like poetry,” Leoten murmured.

“Well said.” Nerida nodded. “The dragon was larger than the vessels we used to reach it. The icebreakers cracked through the glacial expanse and when we reached, it, I saw with my own eyes that the Dragon in that ice could bleed.

That blood might be the key to understanding their ancient technology because every dragon carries divine blood in their veins. They could use that power to drive their technology. Divine blood burns without being consumed. It can be transmuted rather than destroyed in the process. Our operation was focused on developing that fire.”

Leoten’s brow furrowed. “To use as some kind of power source?"

"A power source, a core of energy," said Nerida. "It's many other things, but most of them require internal use of the blood, so it made sense to try to build an effigy of sorts, a creature made of metal that resembles a dragon, though smaller than the blue dragon we found in the ice. We succeeded. We created an iron dragon, fueled by dragons’ blood. I wish I could have spoken with it, learned what it felt and how it saw us, before—Before it died.”

Leoten nodded. “Nerida," he said. "I think what you're saying could be true. In the temple where I studied, others sometimes spoke of dragons, but I didn't realize there were any left in the world."

"What do you mean?” Sarah’s eyes flicked toward Leoten. "You thought they were gone? Then, why did people talk about them?"

He shrugged. "In the temple," he said. "They think many things are possible that I didn't think could happen when I joined."

"You're a mind eater," said Sarah.

"I am," said Leoten.

"You must understand," Nerida. "The powers of the dragons are as marvelous as your magic. They’re fueled by fire instead of thought.

"Fueled by fire, not thought," said Leoten. "It's a beautiful line. But it doesn't explain much to me. Because mind eater abilities are powered by the destruction of thoughts, emotions, or instincts, but we can also act without doing so. What did you hope to do with the iron dragon?"

"It was created to fight," said Sarah.

"Did you know about this Henry?” asked Leoten.

Henry shook his head. "I didn't realize the plan bore fruit."

"Well," said Nerida. "We don't know where the new iron dragon is being built, but that might be with thereafter. How would you," she said. "This man Call and his beast were who that woman tried to warn us about are DGD agents, correct?"

Leoten nodded. “They're definitely with the Drufan Garden Dominion."

"We don't know much else for sure,” said Henry. “Just that they’re the enemy.”

"Whatever," said Nerida. 

Sarah nodded. "Either way, we need to get to somewhere safe and then get out of this city and fly to Otrusia.

Nerida frowned. “Not until after we find the dragon."

"I agree," said Henry.

Leoten’s eyes narrowed. He put his hand on Nerida his arm and then dived into her conscious mind to detect the lies she'd been telling. He found what he was looking for quickly after a rapid battle through waves of fear and distrust.

"You're not telling me the whole truth," he said. "You didn't come here just because you were running away from something.”

"How do you know that?" asked Nerida. "Mind eater?"

"Yes," he said. "Now you're going to tell me the truth. Another iron dragon is being constructed and it's being made here in Volskorod."

Nerida's eyes widened. "How could you find that so easily?"

"Your mind is not a strong lockbox," said Leoten. "Not many are so skilled at defending themselves and they don't know what's happening."

"You shouldn't have done that," said Henry.

"I needed to know and now I do," said Leoten. "I'm sorry for the intrusion, just the same," he said. “Nerida, my mission is to make sure you get you a place to stay safely in Volskorod. Your home nation is allied with the TCR and the Triumvirate values Otrusia and your work. What I don't understand is why you didn't tell me the truth, to begin with."

"I don't want to stay in Volskorod," said Nerida. "With respect, I need to go back to the island if I’m going to be safe. The dragon that was destroyed there was what I’d worked with my team to create. The one here is related somehow, and I’m going to keep our enemies from finding it."

Leoten nodded. "Did you have any luck locating the dragon here by yourself?"

"You don't have the talent," said Sarah.

"I might as well accept your help," said Nerida. "Perhaps you can find what I’ve missed, even if I can’t figure it out.”

Leoten released his grip on her arm. "Tell me," he said. "What is this dragon?"

* * *
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CHAPTER 8

The truth is always a moving target, Leoten thought, as he considered what Nerida had told him. He sat at a table in the safe house, his pistol on the table in front of him, loaded and the silencer attached. His knife remained in the shrine far away, but he could summon it at any time. The frost on the window limited his view of the freezing rain pouring across Volskorod. The streets ran with cold and wet.

If this part of the house had been occupied by people instead of spies, he’d find the table as good as any place to rest his feet. With his coat still on and his mind sharpened by the sense of dread and the cold, he listened to the crackle of the fire in the next room. It was what would have been a living room in a family house. The hearth must be easy to stoke, given Nerida's abilities. 

Henry, the fire magus, and Sarah were all in that room. Only Leoten watched the door and the window. The house was split into a duplex, and there were civilian residents across the way. Their presence provided cover. Because the agency only occupied part of the house, the building remained in the family’s name. Hopefully, that would help throw off the Hound Unit. And then the mission could be spared further violence. The knowledge that there was another iron dragon, whatever that really meant, and it was in Volskorod, whether complete or incomplete, gnawed at Leoten.

The sensation of being watched drew his attention. He glanced at the window first, then at the door. Nothing. The other three were all still in the other room. He reached out with his mind, not something he was used to doing without a subject in sight, even years after his training in the Temple of Colors. He searched the empty spaces for minds. Still nothing. Whatever was touching his consciousness could somehow be coming from far away. But how? Another mind eater wouldn’t have such range on their own. Someone with other abilities, perhaps, might.

He stood, and picked up the pistol to stow in the holster at his shoulder under his coat.

He moved soundlessly to the door and peered out the peephole into the dividing hallway that cut between the two living spaces. Where he’d guessed might be visitors to the family that lived on the other side, he saw the only cat on the doorstep. Homeless, no doubt. The animal must have found her way in from the rain. The back door creaked open in the wind. Leoten opened the door and checked both corners. He was alone except for the cat. The animal looked up at him, mewing softly.

Her belly was heavy.

"You poor little thing. Are pregnant?" He crouched in front of the cat. "Come on inside. This is no place for children to be waiting even if they aren't born yet, but outside is worse.”

The cat looked up at him, then crept to the doorway. He touched the back of her head gingerly with one hand. His gentle touch confirmed that this was an ordinary animal, not some kind of illusion. The cat hissed at him.

"Perhaps I'll take you somewhere safe once we get out of this place,” he thought. Perhaps my father could use some company."

He closed the door with a click and latched it with both deadlocks. The cat proceeded past him and left a wet trail into the living room. He followed the little animal toward the hearth. The cat immediately rolled onto her side in front of the fire. Sara, Nerida, and Henry all turned and looked at her. She started to lick her paws.

"Looks like someone lost their home recently," said Henry. "You can see where the marks of a collar used to be."

"You think this cat had a house?" asked Leoten. "I didn't pick up on that."

"Your abilities make you acutely aware people," said Nerida. "Humans anyway, but you must have blind spots.”

Leoten nodded.

Sarah slid off the sofa where she'd been sitting. She stroked the cat across the side. The animal made no sound this time.

"She hissed at me," said Leoten.

Sarah shrugged. "Could be that she's expecting. She's pretty far along too."

"You can tell how far along she is?" asked Nerida. "I guess I’ve spent more time studying flames than animals."

Henry glanced at the redheaded mage. "Flame and life can go together," he said. "But the things you study probably don’t apply to animals like this one."

"Yeah," said Nerida. "Henry, I think this cat found us. For some reason, I feel it."

"Don't get started on that," Henry. "I don't have to see gods in everything,"

"But there she is," said Nerida

Leoten sat down beside Sarah and the cat.

The agent bodyguard glanced at him. Her brown hair had been slicked back slightly by the rain. He thought he noticed a question in her gaze, but one he wouldn’t likely answer anytime soon. She would ask further questions about him if he gave her a chance. He didn't know why she showed such curiosity, nor did he want to know.

"So you were part of that Hound Unit man's former regiment?" she asked.

"I was," said Leoten. "But that was years ago. We served in the Bruise Regiment.” He sighed. "They’re formed of mercenaries out in the east. That's where I began my induction into the deadly customs of the soldier."

"But you're from Volskorod," said Sarah. “Why not join the Triumvirate forces?”

"I didn’t want to be considered expendable. I suppose I can admit that.”

“You know where all of us are from, and a bit of our backgrounds too," Henry said. "It's only fair, right?"

"Fair has no bearing on this," said Leoten. "But you're right. I’m from Volskorod. I traveled out east when I was still young, but it wasn't long before the burden of survival got to me. I joined and achieved full rank in the bruise regiment, hence the dagger." He turned his palm over to show the sliver of a semi-circular tattoo that marked the bond of his signature knife.

"That crescent?" asked Sarah. "That's the center of your weapon bond?"

Leoten nodded. "It cuts along my lifeline which is symbolic."

"Bruise soldiers are famous," said Henry. 

"And mad," said Nerida.

"I won’t dispute that," said Leoten. "There's a reason I left."

"Other than that you didn't agree with them?" Asked Sarah.

“I can’t answer every question. Care to share about yourself?”

"Well," said Sarah. "I am from Otrusia. I don't really know how much there is to tell, but even if I did, I wasn't sure at first when I joined the academy that I wanted to be an agent. But the agency got more and more attractive with time. They helped me, but they got me my first job out of school and my first bond." She turned over her arm and showed a long line from that light ran from her elbow to her wrist, like an arrow.

"What is it?" asked Leoten.

"A short blade," said Sarah. "But longer than your knife."

"I believe you," said Leoten. "Though a signature knife can be larger, I chose a small one, because it makes for better stealth implementation."

"Did you kill many people, with it?” asked Nerida with a grimace.

"Nerida," said Henry. "The man's trying to help you try to help all of us,"

"Thanks, Henry. But I did. Several times. And not always from behind or for stealth."

"Any fights like the one we were in today?" asked Sarah softly.

"Yes," said Leoten. "But usually they were more conclusive."

"I understand," said Sara in what was almost a whisper.

"It's all right," said Leoten. "These days I try to avoid killing if I can. At least I try."

"Well," said Nerida. "I didn't mean to bring everything to a point.” 

Sarah sighed. "We need to know. Besides, he has all our secrets. If he wants them," but we need to build trust with you as well, Red."

Leoten nodded. “Red is just my codename.”

"You’ve led quite a life," said Henry. "It seems like you’ve been to all sorts of places other people only ever heard about."

"The Temple of colors," said Leoten with a twinge at the sound of the name. "Is barely a place at all. I don't know exactly where to find it, even now."

"That's just confusing," said Harry. "What does it even mean not to know where to find the place you studied?"

"I studied for ten years in the temple," said Leoten. "But it wasn't out of my own volition. My agency requested I attempt to join their ranks of mind eaters. And I did. I was undercover the entire time. Among the mind eaters, some would call that impressive."

"But would you?" said Sarah

"I would call it work," said Leoten. "Like everything else I do on the job."

"So is just a job for you?" said Sarah.

"It was," said Leoten. "back then, anyway."

"Well," said Henry. "We should get some rest."

"I can keep watch," said Nerida. "Just as long as I can stay warm in that and in that anteroom."

"Here.” Henry handed her the code off his own back and then slouched against the wall, arms folded.

Nerida slipped the coat about her shoulders and looked smaller for it. She rose and went to the other room. Henry watched her go, but there probably wasn't much to see, Leoten thought, given how much the coat concealed.

"You know," said Sarah under her breath, "we agents rarely get to talk to each other like this. I was thinking—"

"What were you thinking?" asked Leoten.

She shrugged, then patted the cat, who meowed again. “I was thinking you’re not much like the agents I expected to meet here in the Triumvirate."

"Do you meet many other TCR agents?"

She chuckled. "I suppose not. We were supposed to get that dragon and then get out of Volsk."

"Is it the plan to take the dragon with you?" said Henry.

"It's a dragon," said Sarah. "Once it can move, the dragon can take us out of here, and maybe anywhere in the world, including Otrusia."

"Well then," said Henry. "I suppose we have that mission upon us. Though, we have to find the creature first.”

"Don't think for a second that I'm going to let that happen without monitoring everything that goes on.” Leoten spoke the words coldly as if they hadn't all just been talking about their pasts. "You know my mission for the TCR is to protect these two.” He motioned to Sarah and Nerida. "Eventually, my people also need to know what they know."

"We'll tell them, then," said Sarah. "At least I will."

"As long as Nerida agrees as well.” Henry pushed away from the wall, then turned and paced into the kitchen.

Sarah and Leoten glanced at each other. The flickering flames cast their shadows on the barren floor. The boards creaked under Henry's footsteps as he left the room.

"What were you thinking?" asked Leoten, in a quiet voice.

She flushed. "How lonely it is to be an agent. We only ever see the enemy, and we see them everywhere."

"Is that how it is for you?" said Leoten.

"It is," she said. "Most of the time." Her hand touched his, and she squeezed his wrist. "What do you say?"

"I would say that perhaps being trained as I am has given me some advantages.”

She brushed his other arm with her hand.

"I think," it would be nice to know someone better," she said. "Then you can from talking."

“Perhaps you're right."

Footsteps receded from the kitchen out the other door, moving toward the bedrooms. A door opened. Nerida and Henry must have gone through because the sounds faded and their minds left no doubt as to their location. Leoten gazed into brown Sarah's eyes. "It's not the worst option," he added. "But I'm not sure."

"Don't be so calm and collected when everyone else is around," said Sarah, “then fall to pieces with just one woman in your sights."

She kissed him on the lips and pulled him by the collar toward her. Her warmth and beating heart pressed against his chest. He kissed her back, but more gently, unfamiliar with the motion. She was fierce and wanted more. They didn't break apart for some time.

* * *
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CHAPTER 9

In the middle of the night, despite Sarah sleeping in the same bed, he found himself alone again. With the urges diminished, Leoten inhaled and exhaled and waited for morning. But he wouldn't get there. Not like this. It had been too long since he touched a woman, too long since he felt her touch and response in turn. Too long indeed.

He’d still been with the Bruise last time. Afterward, he’d almost forgotten he ever wanted love.

He rose, silent, and slipped on his clothes and then his coat. He stepped cautiously from the bedroom they'd chosen to share and found his way to the kitchen. The windowpane was covered in ice. Nerida had gone to sleep along with Henry.

The pattern of ice on the window, stared at him, like a face looking in through the window, but cast on the very pane of glass itself.

He shivered despite all the warm clothes. 

How long since his last time?

What had brought him to this point?

She'd been right, they didn't get this opportunity often. People like them, agents were people who hunted and were hunted for their living and for their very lives. They were never alone, but always isolated. They interacted with people through this facade of who they were in their false identities and never showed their true natures.

Leoten paced to the door and heard the crackle from the hearth behind him. He turned and went into the living room. The cat still lay by the fire, heavy in the belly, and at least for the moment, comforted by the warmth.

The kittens would come, and given her size, the cat would probably soon be a mother. Leoten doubted once again that he’d be able to get her to his father's house before those kittens emerged. A line of poetry came to mind. 

Blind seeking, weak and vulnerable, a miracle occurs, all things rolled into one.

Leoten sighed and sank onto the couch, he felt for the pistol at his shoulder holster and found it missing. His eyes narrowed and he leaped to his feet. The cat regarded him with a slow blink.

He crept into the room once more and found the door open a crack. The warmth within never reached into the hall. He sneaked into the room, Sarah still asleep, and reached for where he’d left his weapon on the nightstand. 

Leoten found his pistol in the holster and picked them up together. And with that, the tension building when left with only his signature knife for defense, faded away. He put on the holster. He left the bedroom, then checked and found the weapon still loaded. 

He decided to clean the gun before dawn. He went to the kitchen table sat before us up beside that menacing, icy windowpane, and began to scrape and clean the muzzle of the gun. After cleaning the barrel and chamber, he disassembled the firearm and then checked all the pieces. He put it all back together and the process didn't take him nearly close enough to dawn. Yet, he couldn’t sleep.

Morning would be here, but it seemed to take forever. Eventually, Leoten rose again and went to the door. He peeked through the peephole and found what had drawn him there almost unconsciously. It was the door of the duplex, standing ajar. The wind pushed and pulled at it as icy rain pelted the street outside. 

He looked both ways down the hall within the building and found there was another form in that hallway. With apprehension, he checked for his pistol again, but the shape of the person in the hall belonged to a child, small, frail, probably no more than a young teenager. Leoten didn't know why exactly, but he opened the door and peered into the passage between the two dwellings. "You all right?" he asked in his best kind tone.

The boy said nothing, but sat with his knees hunched clothes and pulled close to his chest and his head hunched over. He’d been looking out the door into the pelting rain that scattered ice that would make the morning difficult to navigate until it melted away.

Leoten stepped into the hallway. "You live next door?"

"Yeah," said the boy. "My parents are fighting. I'm not sure if I’ll stay much longer."

"Where would you go?" As Leoten with a bitter taste in his mouth. "Out there?” He jerked his thumb at the doorway. The door swung on its hinges, bashing and slapping against the rail of the ramp out front.

"Not tonight," said the boy. "Soon."

Leoten shrugged. "Wouldn't recommend it.”

"What do you know?” The boy glared at him.

"Nothing," said Leoten. "But I didn't have parents like that. I never knew them."

"What do you mean?" said the boy. "Everyone has parents."

"I never knew mine," said Leoten. "But hey it doesn't matter. Like you said. Anywhere but here, right?" Leoten turned and went back inside. He didn't have any true wisdom to dispense anyway. That kid is probably just going to be another runaway, another mercenary to be, another drifter roaming among distant tribes. In its elder days, everything in the dragon lands seemed to be diminishing. Yet, if not for the night and the icy rain pouring down on Volskorod, things might not have looked so bleak.

He went back to the table in the kitchen and found the face on the glass had grown and shaped itself when he’d not been looking. The ice now resembled the fine features of a woman, the same woman who he'd seen yesterday at the café and on the street outside it. 

“Who is that?" he rasped from a dry mouth.

There could be an ice magus about, someone who could freeze the very blood in his veins given the chance. But instead, they’d chosen to make a strange face on the window.

"Who's there?" he asked.

No answer.

His words hung in an empty void.

Yet something was there, a touch against the back of his mind, a presence similar to that of another mind eater, but not quite the same.

"We need to talk," said a small whisper more revealing than the sound in the back of his head.

"Where?” he asked in silence.

"There's a garden not far from here, they serve coffee. But it's primarily an information transfer center."

"Information," said Leoten. "Who are you?"

"We've met," said the woman's voice, and the mark in his mind pressed against the back of his consciousness."

"You're one of Drufan’s agents," said Leoten.

"I am with Drufan. It’s an uneasy alliance, but my agency is working with the Hound Unit if only to make sure they don't cause more damage than they usually do."

"Well so far they haven't killed anyone in Volskorod," said Leoten. "Not that I dealt with anyway."

"So," he said. "Are you this woman?" He tapped the glass with the face frozen onto it. Already the features had begun to run and change back into the feathery crystal pattern of common ice. As water droplets pounded on the pain, the ice began to run once again and the face dissolved. Yet, the presence at the back of his mind remained.

"My name is Aunwe," she said. "I think you're called Leoten?"

"Yes," he said. "But I suppose Call told you that?"

"Urial," she said. "You called him that. So you know more about them than I do."

"If your mission is to ensure that no blood is spilled," said Leoten, "then we're on the same side, at least in one regard."

"Then you'll meet with me?" she asked. She sent an image of the place, though it looks austere in the dark of the night, lit only by small lamps that shimmered in the rain. Some pillars held up small umbrellas at the awnings all around the garden where vines and roots and trees of all manner of other pile technology grew. No one would be there tonight, but in the daytime, it would be safe enough to meet there. He decided he would do it.

"Does this place have a name?" he asked.

"I don’t know it," she said. "But it's a short ride north of where you are now, by streetcar or tram."

"So you know where we are?" said Leoten. "Have you told anyone?"

"I've no way of confirming it," he said. "It's just a hunch."

"So how did you put the face in my window?" He asked.

"I'm no ice magus," she said. "Don't worry about that. I won't be able to freeze the blood in your veins as you feared."

"Then how?" He asked.

"I don't know exactly why the face appeared," she said. "But you need to trust me. If you don't, the odds of any of us surviving this situation will diminish greatly."

"Do you know that?" he asked.

"I know it as well as I know your name at this point," he said. "So not certain. But I think it's a good guess."

"You don't trust him," said Leoten. "Call?"

"You’re right. I don't trust him," said Aunwe. "He's unstable. I'm not sure where his loyalty lies. Is he with Drufan or with his old employers in the Bruise Regiment?"

"That's a good question," said Leoten. "I’m sure he told you how we met back then."

"I heard it," said Aunwe. "I was in the passage when Hunt and Call tried to stop you."

"So that was you telling us to get back?" said Leoten. "You tried to warn us."

"I'm trying to avoid bloodshed," said Aunwe. "That's my mission. What's yours?" 

"As I said," said Leoten. "The same. But specifically, my government has tasked me with protecting Nerida Enn."

"We have the same information now," said Aunwe. "And don't worry about Call, I won't tell them where you are."

"Are you some kind of magus?" he asked. "How did you reach out to communicate with me?"

"I have a talent," she said. "I've touched the spirit side. But you’re a mind eater, I can tell. Does that mean you’ve been to the temple?"

"Yes," he said, not knowing why he felt the urge to be so honest with this woman.

"You're forthright," she said.

"Definitely," he said. "But it's enough to share our mission. I just wish I could sleep."

"I don't understand," she said.

"It's the middle of the night," he said. "Or can you not see that with your spirit sight?"

"I know what time it is," Aunwe said. "1:30." He couldn't hear her yawn, but he sensed a kind of fatigue. "I'm going to get some rest.”

"Fine," he said out loud. His voice sounded alien and bizarre in what, he suspected, had previously been pure silence. 

He sat at the table law a while longer and watched the face on the glass flow away.

* * *
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CHAPTER 10

In the morning, they went to the pile garden, where they would meet with Aunwe. Henry insisted on going with Leoten, but so did Sarah. Someone had to watch over Nerida and keep her safe at the house. Henry agreed to stay behind. He would've insisted for certain, but one Otrusian agent would have to be enough. They couldn't take Nerida to the garden with them in case it was a trap.

The icy rain from the night before left slick streets and sidewalks in its wake. Leoten and Sarah descended carefully from the tram car and made their way to the garden across the street. There was ice on the long vines and trees, all of which remained green despite the cold and the onset of winter.

"I don't like this," she said.

Leoten nodded. "We can't trust them, but we don't have much choice if you and Nerida want to get out of Volskorod alive."

"There are locusts everywhere," said Sarah. "We could just fly back to Otrusia."

"The Hound Unit will be right after you again," said Leoten. "This might be the best way. Even if it isn't the only way. Besides, Nerida won’t leave until she finds what she’s looking for in Volskorod, right?”

Leoten and Sarah approached the garden. They made their way through the entrance and past the gate. The walled exterior might be covered in ice, and the vines and trees dotted with frost, but everything inside was still green and alive. The plants towered over them, as did the pillars and other statuary that created rills to direct their growth. It was still early, just about 7:30 and Leoten noted only a single table at an outer awning was occupied.

The woman at the table wore white. She was more familiar than anyone he'd met the day before for the first time could have earned. Her eyes never moved to meet them and her long, pale trench coat offered only the hint of her figures well. Her spirit, though, and warmth of mind, were impossible to miss for Leoten. 

He could have identified her even without her image before him. She was the one from the café and the tunnel and last night's late-evening séance. Yes, he thought, this is a break I wasn't expecting. None of this has been what I expected.

She lowered her drink from her lips and then brushed an errant strand of black hair out of her eyes. Aunwe’s face radiated serene confidence through the steam that rose from her cup. Dark eyes matched Leoten’s gaze as he and Sarah approached the table.

Leoten and Sarah wiped chairs off of rainwater, using the hand cloths provided by a pair of garden workers. The wait staff brought menus and the two of them took seats across from Aunwe. 

She nodded to them to Leoten. "It's good to meet you again.”

"I wish I could say the same," said Leoten.

"When did you two meet?" asked Sarah. "Besides, on that street corner?"

"Oh, we've spoken," said Aunwe. "Privately."

"Red," said Sarah. "She sent you a message, didn't she?"

"She did,” Leoten said. "But it felt like a conversation of sorts."

"Indeed," said Aunwe.

Sarah grimaced. "So.”

"Yes," said Aunwe. "You may call me Fox. That's my surname."

"Sarah," said Leoten. "I think we’re being watched."

"By who?" Sarah leaned toward him.

"Probably by my team," said Aunwe. "I think they're near."

That meant she sensed them here, Leoten thought. He didn't move his gaze but reached out with his mind to search the garden for hidden minds of Call or the cold emptiness of Hunt’s presence. He didn't find either of them. They must be far away. Could the team that Aunwe referred to not be a part of the Hound Unit?

“Don’t worry about the Hounds.” Aunwe smiled at him. "I know that look," she said. "I only wanted to tell you not to worry. The Hound Unit doesn't know we're here. Call in particular would have acted if he knew we were meeting."

"Well then," said Leoten. "What is the plan?"

"The plan is for us to make a deal here," said Aunwe. "And send Miss Enn and Miss Hanzioni here back to their home country in peace."

"That is what we want," said Leoten. "As long as they’re safe when they return home."

"That isn't all," said Sarah. "As Nerida’s representative here, I have terms to add.”

"Yes?" Aunwe arched an eyebrow.

Sarah grunted and carried on. "As her representative, I have to tell you, her interests aren't the same as yours. She and I are here for our mission, and it's separate from you trying to protect us."

"Well then," said Mary said Aunwe. "I would like to hear this mission more."

"Secret," said Sarah. "That’s deeply secret information."

"So you're not telling," said Aunwe. "At least, not me."

"You're from Drufan," said Leoten. "Right?"

"I belong to the garden dominion," said Aunwe. "Yes. My agency works directly with the government there."

"So," said Sarah. "What about this deal? Tell me what can we expect if you're going to get the Hound Unit off our backs?"

"You'll agree. Stop investigating whatever you're doing here in Volskorod," said Aunwe. "You go home and you’ll be safe. No one else has to suffer or be killed for this."

"Have people been killed already?" asked Leoten.

"Certainly," said Aunwe. "Because the Hound Unit is vicious at best."

"On that point, we understand each other," said Leoten. "But if you have others here." Perhaps as a show of good faith, you dismiss them?"

"If only I had that much faith in all of us," said Aunwe. She smiled slightly. "Red," she said. "You know what many of us don't. You’ve sought out the temple, haven't you? So you know when you're close to someone and what they're thinking?"

"A common myth," said Leoten. "I can't truly read minds." 

“But you can hurt them," said Aunwe.

"Yes," he said. "If necessary."

"What does this have to do with our deal?" asked Sarah.

"Not much," said Aunwe. "But if you can escape the Hound Unit without our help, perhaps we don't need us after all.” Her eyes narrowed. "There's something wrong. Get down!"

Aunwe's teacup exploded, showering hot liquid upward into the air. She ducked beneath the table, just before a volley of blades raked across her seat. She rolled behind the table. Sarah and Leoten rushed in opposite directions to avoid the stream of projectiles that embedded in the table and their seats. They smashed teacups and shattered the saucers beneath them. Whoever was throwing all these weapons must be trained to handle all sorts of weapons. 

This wasn't a volley of all shurikens or small knives or throwing darts. The variety and number of different sharp objects presented him with a well-practiced assassin who could kill with shaving razors or wooden hairpins. He turned, drawing his signature knife from the seal on his palm while he kept his back and legs bent in a crouch. Sarah dropped to the pavement on the other side of the table, near Aunwe, who’d begun to find her feet while staying low. 

“Are you both all right?" asked Leoten.

“Only my dignity was hurt," said Aunwe. "But I was feeling my lookout is worse off than all of us. They should have intercepted any attacker."

"Dammit," said Sarah. "We need to get out of here fast."

"You two surely," said Aunwe. “I think I know our attacker. The Hound Unit has one killer, excellent at throwing anything. Fast, deadly, and probably even better than Call with the blade. She’s called Fetch."

"How many hounds are in the city?" Aaked Leoten.

Aunwe shot him a glance from behind the overturned table. "In Volskorod, there are four Hound agents."

“Call," said Leoten. "Hunt, and Fetch, and what is the fourth called?"

"Speak," said Aunwe. "The sniper."

"We have to get the cover," said Sarah. 

The strange sound of a low-velocity bullet whined low through the air.  Sarah shifted to better hide behind the table, but the sniper's shot struck her shoulder. Blood from her wound speckled the icy paving tiles of the garden at her feet.

All around them, the staff of the garden restaurant cried out and ran for cover. The three or four of them seemed completely unaware of the direction of the attack. In Volskorod, violence like this wasn't common. The military police kept such disturbances to a minimum.

"I'm surprised they moved in public like this," said Leoten. "It's not normal for the Hound Unit to expose themselves directly. Even now, I’d not thought they’d be so brazen."

"Times change," said Aunwe. 

Sarah grunted.

Leoten sighed in a low tone. "It doesn't look bad, all things considered."

"It feels bad," Sarah said with a grimace. She glared and pointed at a glint on the top of the garden wall. “Up there. I think that's one of them."

The black-clad figure on the wall repelled down quickly, then dropped to the floor of the garden. She hit the ground and sprinted forward, while she sought new blades at her belt with both hands. "That's Fetch," said Leoten. "Has to be."

"Can you take her?" asked Sarah. "Sorry, but I won't be much help on that score." She motioned to her shoulder with her chin.

Leoten nodded. "I think I can match her, but I’ll use help if I can."

They both glanced toward Aunwe, but she was gone. 

“She must've retreated," said Leoten.

"Or she led us into a trap," said Sarah. “Sure seems that way to me."

"I'm not so certain.” Leoten readied his knife in a wide guard to defend himself from Fetch. He inched forward, conscious of the slick icy floor tiles beneath him. 

Her attack style became apparent as she barreled toward him. Two knives, one in each hand swung into her grip. She stabbed low with both blades. Then darted high with her right hand. He turned aside the low-aimed blade and then slipped out of reach from the high strike. The lower dagger twisted and the blade cut along his sleeve, but still shed none of his blood. 

He grimaced and then delivered a kick to Fetch’s knee. The young assassin made no sound from that attack, but retreated a few paces, with a slight stagger to the side he’d struck.

"Sarah," said Leoten. "Can you move?"

"I think so.” She pressed her palm to the wound on her shoulder. 

“We should move out, then.” Leoten glared at Fetch. "You want to live, girl," he said. "You're going to run now."

She said nothing, but straightened with a small smile and backed away out through the garden gate. Leoten and Sarah waited a moment, then ran for the gate, though she moved slower and more gingerly, careful of her wounded shoulder.

"What kind of assassination team strikes like this?" asked Sarah. "And they attacked their agent, too, that Aunwe."

Leoten scowled. "I think that means they aren't on good terms. Even if they all work for Drufan."

"Or maybe they don’t all serve Drufan?" said Sarah. "I wonder."

"What? The Hound Unit is Drufanesh to a fault,” said Leoten.

“Then what about her?”

“I don’t know.”

They raced to the public tram car and climbed aboard. The half-empty vehicle started to move, to take them east, in the direction of the safe house.

Sarah sat down hard and one of the tram seats. She reclined with a grunt and a grimace. The blood on her fingers told Leoten that the wound might be worse than she’d let on before.

"What kind of mission are they on?" asked Sarah. "That they’d go after one of their nationals to achieve their goals?"

"I don't know," said Leoten. "But something tells me the Hound Unit isn't up to their usual shit. Assassination and covert operations are their specialties, but so far I’ve never seen them deployed to a city in force like today.”

"You may be right," said Sarah." She leaned back further in the seat and her legs slipped lower. Leoten took the spot beside her and began to examine her wound. They continued to move, and Leoten hoped it’d be fast enough to keep the sniper from shooting at them. 

Speak, he thought, might be the Hound Unit’s most experienced member. Leoten had never heard of Fetch before, and Hunt only recently, but among mercenaries and secret agencies, Speak was legendary. The killer had probably spared Sarah's life intentionally. 

She may be as important to them as Nerida for some reason, he thought. Drufan might want both women alive.

* * *
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“LOOKS LIKE WE WON’T be negotiating after all.” Henry wrapped the last bandage around Sarah’s shoulder at the table by the window.

Nerida’s scowl deepened and she turned to Leoten. “He’s right. Sarah and I need to find the dragon our counterpart team in Volskorod has been building, and we need to find it as fast as we can. Will you help us?”

“No other way we all survive,” he said. “No other choice.”

Henry glanced at him. “When did you remove the bullet?”

“I didn’t.” Leoten’s eyes narrowed. “I couldn’t find any traces or pieces.”

Nerida’s eyes widened. “No, it is,” she said. “Sarah, Leoten. Did you hear the shot?”

“No.” Sarah grimaced. “But why does that matter?”

Leoten met Nerida’s gaze. “Whoever fired must have done something particular to the bullet. I didn’t realize Speak had mastered that technique, but if anyone could, he could.”

“What technique?” Henry asked.

“Bullet bonding,” said Leoten. “The shooter fires a specially-made, solid bullet from a muzzle-loaded weapon, and because of the magic in the bullet, it can be summoned to the weapon that fired it after it hits the target.”

“I thought the wound looked shallow,” said Henry. “Does that mean the shooter intended to only wound Sarah? Why?”

“Because the bullet leaves a means to track the target behind,” said Nerida. “A special kind of seal, right, Leoten?”

He nodded. “That’s it. We need a plan fast. I’d bet they’re already on their way.” 

* * *
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CHAPTER 11

The first sign of the Hound Unit’s arrival at the duplex was the lights. They all flickered, obscured by creeping shadows. Leoten held his breath and waited for Call and the rest of the assassins to move into the building. 

At his side, Henry grimaced.

“I don’t like this,” said the Otrusian agent.

“Me neither,” said Leoten. “But it wasn’t my decision. Not part of my plan.”

“It’s our plan now.” Henry raised the rifle he’d brought with him from the safe house to the roof of the building across the street. “As soon as you sense them, tell me, and I’ll make some noise.”

“They want us alive,” Nerida said from behind them. “We need to be ready when they arrive. If we can take them here, we’ll have time to find the iron dragon here in Volskorod.”

Leoten turned toward the women. Sarah nodded, one hand pressed to the spot where they’d cut out the wound left by Speak’s bonded bullet. Nerida and Henry working together had removed the seal in the wound and left it behind in the duplex kitchen. Leoten wondered how long the seal’s presence in the house would fool the Hound Unit. He touched the fungal growth in his ear with the access cap on his finger.

“Control, it’s Red.”

“I hear you,” said Damaia. “Status report.”

Leoten related to her their location outside the safe house, and that the Hound Unit was moving into a trap. “Have the colonel send military police units. We may need assistance.”

“I’m here too,” said Ornid in his ear. “We’ll deploy a storm team to your district at once. The police can’t be informed as to everything that’s happening, so stay out of their way.”

Leoten’s brows bent inward. “I can’t let them take on Call alone. He’s too tricky, and I need to make sure he dies.”

“He’s former Bruise,” said Ornid. “Don’t let this get personal, Red.”

“It’s too late for that,” said Leoten. “He’s the enemy and already knows my name, my face. That alone means I need to eliminate him.”

“I can’t disagree with that,” said Damaia. “Ornid?”

“Eliminate, then get out. Don’t shed any police blood, Red.”

“Understood. Red, out.” Leoten removed his finger and the fungal sprout from his ear. He turned to Henry. “I’m going. You three stay here until I return.”

Sarah folded her arms and scowled and Henry frowned. Nerida nodded. “We’ll wait for you as long as we’re safe where we are.”

“That’s your choice to make,” Leoten said.

Leoten descended the stairs inside the building to reach the street. He followed his instinct to stay hidden, as he waited for the Hound Unit to approach the duplex. He scowled at the front doors and waited. They needed to get inside somehow, yet he didn't see any movement behind the window.

What other entrance could they use? He’d doubted the rooftops around them would be safe from Speak, but he also didn't think the veteran Hound would kill him on sight. His unit wanted Nerida and Sarah alive at least. He wondered if his presence would give them away. He needed to get across the street without being spotted to the duplex to ambush and destroy Call. 

Urial Brin, he thought, this is it for you.

He crept through the alleyway and took a position by the wall at the corner. He peered across the street, hand on his pistol. Ready in case someone should sneak up on him. This was, not the perfect situation. He was no assassin, not in a long time. Retrieving people from foreign countries had become his specialty but older habits and skills remained. He'd killed before. The Bruise Regiment once employed him as a special operative. He'd fought for Volskorod and the TCR before they approached him to infiltrate the Temple of Colors. Now, with the memories of the temples flowing through him ready to improve his combat senses, he reached out and sought the enemy. 

Yet, he couldn't find the Hound Unit members anywhere. The signatures of their minds were close but indistinct amid a shifting blur that eradicated his mental vision. He couldn't even detect Sarah, Henry, and Nerida anymore. Could this be Aunwe’s power? Why would she interfere with him after the Hound Unit attacked them all?

He didn't know any of the answers, but as he watched the window of the duplex he saw a hulking shadow fall across the frame. That must be Hunt and Call might be close behind.

He darted across the street as fast he could, not daring to let the opportunity to remove his enemy fall away. Call could already relate his name. Though Aunwe already knew it, she might be different. There was only one way to ensure that his identity and his organization remained safe. He might have to eliminate Aunwe as well. That gave him chills, but he could do it, given the necessity. The ambiguity of Aunwe's motives told him little else about her. She only knew too much.

He approached the door at the front of the duplex. He kept his hand on the pistol stuffed into his coat pocket to hide it from the outside and then opened the door. The icy porch where he stood suddenly resounded with loud sounds like trumpets and drums. He looked this way and that, but then he realized it was music that was played from some kind of pile device within the duplex. 

He glared at the apartment across from the safe house door. Perhaps the family was playing some kind of record? The music sounded vaguely artificial, and the timing was too bad to be a coincidence. The din provided another reason he couldn’t wait here. 

Leoten stepped into the hallway. The muffled sound of footsteps made him turn right. They were probably ransacking the upper rooms. Clatters of falling furniture crashed with the cymbals. He approached the safe house door, then stormed through as he drew his pistol from his coat.

Hunt was nowhere to be seen, and Call stood mostly concealed, looking straight ahead.

Leoten’s first bullet broke off a splinter of the door frame and made Call retreat to the wall behind it in surprise.

The silenced pistols they used didn't create enough noise to break over the music playing next door. No one would notice if they shot it out. Time to settle things.

Leoten inhaled and prepared to return fire. Then before he could, a blast of explosive force ripped the door of the other apartment off its hinges and cut off the music from behind him. Hunt stormed out, his machete dripping blood.

Leoten whirled, pistol high in his hand. The blow from the machete aimed at his neck took the silencer off along with the barrel of the gun and then bounced away. His signature knife appeared in his hand in an instant, just in time to block a second blow that would have sheared his head from his shoulders. 

The force carried Leoten sideways and slammed him into the wall. His vision swam before him, but he heard the cat at his feet mew.

The white cat still looked pregnant with who could guess how many offspring. His mind calmed and he recovered enough to duck another machete blow that carved a hole in the plaster of the wall behind him. Dust and debris rained on his scalp and neck. 

He lunged forward, signature, knife in hand, and dealt Hunt to blow across the thigh. The huge man kept him on the outside and unable to reach the critical inner arteries. The brutish monster of a man retreated a pace, now on guard. But Call would be right behind him any minute now, Leoten thought wildly. He turned as Call rounded the corner with his gun readied.

Leoten hurled his signature knife at his enemy. Urial Brin caught the blade high in the chest. He toppled backward as his gun went off leaving a scorch mark on the door frame and dust trickling from the ceiling. Hunt ignored Leoten in an instant and rushed to Call’s fallen form.

The brute glared over his shoulder at Leoten.

"Not planned," Hunt rasped.

Call grunted and pulled and reached for the handle of Leoten’s signature knife. Leoten recalled the blade to his hand. The weapon appeared once again in his grip. The tip was red with blood from the wound he’d dealt Call. Yet it hadn’t gone deep enough. Call would live through that sort of strike. The assassin master of the Hound Unit picked himself off the floor. He reached for the gun. Hunt interposed himself between the wounded leader and Leoten.

"You won't win," said Leoten. "Not like this.” The sound of the sirens used by the military police blared from outside. He needed to leave before they arrived or he might be detained until Damaia could clear him. 

The front door would be under police watch.

Hunt seethed and drew in a breath to charge out of the door of the compromised apartment. Something had gone very wrong. The family who shared the building must've suspected him. 

With a sinking feeling, Leoten backed into the apartment across from the safe house. The cat passed beside him, trotting through the cracked doorframe. She led the way into the bloodstained living room where two bodies lay strewn on the floor. 

Neither belonged to the family’s young kid, whom Leoten met the previous night. The boy’s parents had gotten unlucky. Hopefully, the kid got out of the place before Hunt decided to massacre his family. With a grimace, Leoten retrieved his dagger. He wiped the blade across the back of the couch. He searched for a way down to the bottom floor of the house. 

The duplex had a backyard but it was a level below them and overlooked the hillside. He found a staircase off the adjoined to the kitchen one door from the living room. Storming down it, he fled the house. 

He reached the backyard just in time to see a pair of daggers flicker before his eyes. Fetch, the swift blade master approached at a run. Her blades glinted in the gray daylight and Leoten doubted he’d be unable to block them both. She hesitated, though if she’d attacked she could have skewered him with multiple sharp objects. 

It appeared she planned to engage at close quarters. That provided him with better odds. Leoten drew back with the signature knife held in a defensive posture. 

Hunt would be right on his heels. 

He avoided one of Fetch’s strikes after a brief clash of their daggers, then darted to one side. He delivered a mental stab from his contact with her blades.

At such a short distance, his mental outburst impelled her backward, staggering. She sank to one knee, yet kept waving her blades before her to ward him off. 

Leoten ignored Fetch and ran to the fence by the alleyway behind the safe house. There, he leapt toward, crashed into, then tumbled over the rickety wooden barrier with his momentum making each part of the process into a separate impact.

He rushed toward the street and emerged as his will returned the signature knife to its shrine to rest. He was glad he hadn’t been cut, but he would be bruised from the blows the Hunt had dealt him. His pace slowed and he walked slowly across an icy stretch of road. A carriage pulled by a great strider with woolly hair and reptilian legs stood before the safe house duplex and then out from it poured a dozen heavily armored and fully-armed military police from the storm team. They deployed themselves in expert positions around the duplex, but he doubted they’d be in time to stop the Hound Unit’s escape.

He limped across the street and he found himself in the alleyway opposite the house. He’d have to cross in front of the building to reach the door that would lead him to where the others waited on the rooftop above him. It was risky, but not far. He limped, ears ringing from the blows to the head dealt to him by Hunt’s attack and crashing through the fence. His mind still cloudy, he reached out to search for Sarah, Neridia, and Henry. He hoped they'd still be where he’d left them.

The sensory mystic clouds didn’t part for him and kept his powers checked.

Aunwe, you must be behind this, he thought. A spirit magus like her could have interfered with his thoughts. She was no mind eater, like him, but she had similar magic. What is it? He opened the door quietly as this as the storm team’s footsteps across the street became a rumbling chorus.

Within the entryway of the small apartment building where they'd taken up their position above, he found the door guard who’d typically watch the street outside. The man lay collapsed at the desk across from the front doors, his hands outstretched, as if grasping at air.

He might be dreaming, Leoten thought.

“He is," said a woman’s voice, and he heard a pistol’s safety click into the off position just behind him. 

“Aunwe.”

She carefully, almost gently, touched the cold barrel of her gun to his neck. "Walk," she said. "Show me to the others."

"I thought we were on better terms than this," said Leoten.

"It's you or me," she said. "I have more missions to fulfill, and the Hound Unit won't let me live if I let you get away without doing everything I can.”

"You could help us," said Leoten. "Drufan can’t possibly be paying you enough to work with Call and his killers.”

"Pay isn't the reason," she said under her breath.

“Sorry to hear that.”

"We all have different motives," said Aunwe. "You and I are most similar to each other of any agents I've ever met.”

"What does that mean?" asked Leoten. 

"It means. That if you don't show me to the others, I'll be very sad to finally have to kill you."

"You've also got a bonded weapon," said Leoten. "Is it this gun?"

"Yeah," said Aunwe. "My teachers liked the style of Black Powder and his followers. They insisted we use firearms. I never liked them myself."

"They certainly help you get the drop on a man," said Leoten. “I'll give you that. Still, I wouldn’t have killed the guard." He scowled.

"I didn't.” Aunwe smiled and indicated a tranquilizer dart in the guard's neck with her hand. "Speak took care of that."

"Where is Speak?" asked Leoten.

Aunwe shook her head. "I can't tell you that. But he's close. So don't try anything.”

"I wouldn't think of it," said Leoten. "Are you the one clouding my senses?"

"I've done most of it today," said Aunwe. "I wasn't sure how effective my spirit blanket would be against you." 

"It's quite strong.” Leoten couldn’t stall her forever. He had no other option but to lead her to the staircase. "They're up here," he said. "But I need to say one more thing."

"What?" she asked.

“You said you'd regret killing me. Please don't kill Henry either. He's become a friend."

"I don’t plan to kill any of you," said Aunwe. "But the Hound Unit might not see things my way."

“Thank you.” 

He proceeded up the stairs, trying to reach out with his mind trying to find anyone he could tell he could warn some way, any way, he could make a noise or convey a hint. He needed to tell the others that Aunwe was behind him but they’d have to get closer for him to have any chance.

"You're from Drufan, right?” he said.

"What did you say?”

"Are you from Drufan?" he asked, turning his head.

"I was born there.”

"But you weren’t raised there were you," he said.

"No," she said. "I'm a dual citizen with the Triumvirate."

"The TCR doesn't look kindly on people betray their country," said Leoten.

"I didn't have a choice at first, but I’m learning to spot them," said Aunwe. “Back then, I didn’t think the Triumvirate would support me."

"I don't know what exactly your talents are," said Leoten. "I've never encountered anyone with abilities like yours."

"They’re nothing like your abilities," said Aunwe as they reached another landing. One more floor and they would be at door to the rooftop. He continued to walk at a slow pace. “Though, I haven’t met many other mind eaters.”

"Look," he said. "We're not on the same side, but I appreciate you for entertaining my request. I don't think we need to kill each other.”

“Except for one of us, right?” said Aunwe.

“Call,” Leoten said.

"Call," said Aunwe. "Yes. He is acting as my superior on this mission. He may not be part of my unit, but I don't have any source of reinforcements now. Fetch saw to that. The fact is that if I do anything wrong, Speak may finish both of us off." She leaned close to his neck. He felt her hot breath on his skin. "So be a good boy."

"I'll try.” Leoten wondered where Speak could be hiding. He was nowhere in this building, but given his talents, he no doubt lurked on some high point outside. Yet, the service stairs where they walked had no windows on their level.

He looked at the door where the stairs terminated and knew time was running out. “This is it. If we both go out there, they might not let you live." 

"They won't have a chance," said Aunwe. "Speak is watching the rooftop."

"He is?" said Leoten. 

“That's right," said Aunwe. "I used him to help you behave, but he's not been watching us for some time. Now, open the door."

"Oh, of course," Leoten grasped the handle, then pulled the way open while dropping low. His legs snaked out and tripped Aunwe with a hook around her ankle. She fell and the machine pistol fell from her grip. The gun skittered onto the landing below them.

She couldn’t summon it back to hand with her bond, as it was loaded.

"You really should have taken my offer," she said with a grimace up at him as he found his feet.

"I wish I could've," said Leoten. "But I don't trust Call for a second.” Then he shouted to the others. "Quick, get in here!"

The sound of a gunshot whined off the rooftop told him that Speak had been alerted. But it was too late. Henry, Sarah, and Nerida rushed into the stairwell.

"I take it things didn't go well," said Nerida looking down at Aunwe. "What's she doing here?"

"She waylaid me," said Leoten. "I think we've turned the tables."

"Looks that way.” Henry pointed his pistol at Aunwe. "I suppose we can't take her with us. Can we?"

"Don't kill her," said Leoten. "She's under as much pressure as anyone, but look—” he knelt before Aunwe. 

She glared at him, helpless. "How will you finish me off?"

"You want me to let him?" he said.

"No.”

He nodded.

"I'm beginning to think you might like me," she murmured.

He put his hand to her head and drained what wakefulness he could from her mind to devour with his mental magic. He caught her head and lowered her to rest on the landing at the top of the stairs. 

They took the stairs and then moved to their escape route out the back door of the building. They needed a new plan, but for now, Hunt Call and Fetch would be occupied with the storm team. Only Speak could make a move to catch up with them anytime soon.

"Are you sure it's a good idea to let her live?" asked Sarah.

"She seems almost honorable," said Henry. "I think she's more useful to us alive."

"I agree with him," said Nerida.

Leoten nodded, relieved that the others weren’t fighting his stance. He wanted to leave Aunwe alive. Maybe he’d lost the stomach for bloodshed since leaving the Bruise, or maybe he did like this woman. It would be a shame to kill. He recalled her words to him. "Let's hope we don't regret this.”

They made their way down the stairs and outside to reach the streetcar network. The cables began to hum and the wheels turned to carry them downtown toward the financial district.

Leoten went to tap his ear fungus to make his report to Damaia, then thought better of it. Control could wait until he found the dragon.

* * *
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CHAPTER 12

“The genetic refinery we used to refine dragon’s blood in Otrusia was huge,” said Nerida as they rode the tram car between towering buildings. “I don’t see any evidence of the kind of waste or resources they’d need to make one like it in Volskorod.”

“Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way,” said Henry.

Leoten tapped his chin. “What’s required to make dragon’s blood?” he asked.

“Distillation equipment,” said Nerida. “And animals with trace amounts of dragon material in their biological make-up.”

“Would an alcohol distillery serve for the first purpose?” Leoten said.

“Smart,” said Sarah.

Nerida smiled. “Indeed, but the facility wouldn’t be usable for anything else while modified to refine blood. That would put it out of alcohol production for at least a year.”

“Damn,” said Henry. “How much blood is needed to make an iron dragon?”

“More than you might think,” said Nerida. “But I haven’t yet found it anywhere since leaving Otrusia.”

“I’ve been out of Volskorod until pretty recently,” said Leoten. “But I know people who have been here all along. Mostly, they’re friends of my family.”

“Oh?” Sarah’s expression brightened despite the obvious pain from her wounded shoulder. “Where are they?”

“My father’s former partner in the gunsmithing business, Bethaia Morell.”

“A woman in gunsmithing.” Henry whistled. “Be still my heart.”

Nerida rolled her eyes.

“She’s nearly seventy.” Leoten shrugged. “But she manages the store she and my father founded on the outskirts, near Hazaschel Foundry.”

“What’s her store called?” asked Nerida.

“Morell’s Ballistics,” said Leoten. “My father never wanted his name spread around. Something about demanding his privacy.”

Nerida laughed. “As if a gunsmith would ever become a celebrity.”

“In some circles, the best of them are,” said Leoten.

Henry grinned. “Truth.”

“You men and your firearms.” Nerida shook her head.

“You prefer fire on its own, of course,” said Henry.

Sarah smirked “You’re guilty, there.” 

Nerida put her palm to her forehead. “How far is this place out of our way?”

“It’s a trip to the North side of town, on the lake,” said Leoten. “But I doubt they’ll follow us for at least a few hours. Let’s make the most of the quiet time.”

* * *
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ICY RAIN SWEPT OVER Volskorod as their commandeered tram car ran toward the end of the line, four blocks from the imposing block of the foundry. The building’s heavy silhouette overlooked the foam-capped inlet of the Grodnoi Sea. 

Aunwe hated to sense the presence of Call across from her. Hunt’s massive frame loomed above them like the giant man didn’t know how to take a seat. Meanwhile, Fetch and Speak ran decoy operations against the military police.

That sent the sanest members of the Hound Unit out of the picture for the moment. Aunwe massaged one temple where Leoten had drained conscious thoughts from her mind. She let herself rest despite the cold of the seat. Her hair pressed against the long window on the side of the tram. Curtains of freezing water rolled down the glass at her head.

“They can’t be far from here,” said Call. “Right, Fox?”

Aunwe’s eyes flicked open to meet Call’s gaze. “I’ll search for their spirits to make sure.”

“Don’t wait.” Call tapped the toe of one boot against the floor. “I have a feeling they’ll soon lead us to our goal.” His pallid features creased with a smile that drew the corners of his mouth back sharply, stretching his lips into pallid curves.

She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes, partially for focus, and partially so she didn’t have to look at Call and Hunt. She’d never forgive Lord Ravensjoy for assignment to this mission, even if she survived it.

Call’s toe tapped the floor louder. “Now, Fox.”

She kept her eyes closed. “As soon as you’re quiet, I’ll begin.”

He tapped his foot once more, then stopped. The tram rolled to a stop at the station and Aunwe reached out through the streets of the rainy city. She searched the souls of Volskorod for signs of the bond she’d forged to Leoten’s mind.

Sure enough, he was close.

* * *
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LEOTEN LED THE OTHERS off the rainy street and into Morrell’s store. Nerida walked straight to the long-haired man at the front counter, not hesitant at all despite the wall behind him being covered in guns. Henry was right behind her. Leoten and Sarah exchanged a glance.

“I’ll watch the street,” she said.

He nodded. She went to the window at the front door. Leoten approached the counter and stepped into the space between Nerida and Henry.

“Is that you, Leo?” asked the man behind the counter.

“Cal,” said Leoten. “You got taller.”

Calnev Morell smirked and put both hands on the counter. “You’ve got new friends.” He nodded to Henry and then to Nerida. “You going hunting?”

“You could say that.” He glanced at the door where Sarah stood, silhouetted against the driving rain outside the windows. She looked slender there, smaller than before. Leoten returned his gaze to Calnev. “Is your mother here?”

“She’s in the back. But you’ll have to wait. She’s got new customers with her.”

“Customers?” asked Nerida with a frown. “Can you tell us what they looked like?”

“Wish I could, but the two of them didn’t take off their coats and hoods where I could see them. I think one was a man and one was a woman, judging by their voices.”

Leoten turned from the counter and marched toward the door to the back room. “Thanks, Cal.”

“Hey, I just told you, you can’t go back there.”

“Your mother’s in danger. Get a gun, Cal. Make sure it’s loaded.”

Cal started, but then reached under the counter and produced a double-barreled breach-loader. “Find some cover in case they come out shooting,” he said to Henry, Nerida, and Sarah.

Sarah snorted. “If they come out shooting that scatter gun may not be enough,” she said. “These are professional assassins.”

A stammer entered Cal’s voice as he said, “Then who are you three?”

“Enough questions, Cal.” Leoten extended his hand, eyes fixed on the door as he closed the distance with it. His stomach buzzed with nervous nausea. His signature knife appeared in his sealed hand and he closed his fingers around the grip. “Get ready.”

He opened the door.

* * *
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AUNWE’S EYES WENT WIDE and Call stood up.

He stood over where she sat in the tram car, stopped at the end of the line in the northern part of Volskorod. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

Aunwe shuddered as her sense of the bizarre beings beyond the door Leoten just opened drained away. “There are new people near Red,” she said. “These two I don’t recognize, but both of them are completely alien in presence.”

“Ah, that’ll be our backup,” said Call. “Not to worry, Fox. We’ll hurry to catch the pieces before they hit the floor. Hunt.” He clapped his hand on the brute’s shoulder. “That blade of yours may yet taste my old comrade’s blood today. Fox, you’re with us this time.”

“I understand,” Aunwe said, hands on her knees. She stilled the slight shake of her wrists, then pressed her palms against her thighs. When she stood, she stifled her spirit sense, in an attempt to dull the feeling of a foreign splinter digging into her soul.

* * *
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CHAPTER 13

The door swung and hit the wall with a thud. Leoten flipped the signature knife into a guard position. Bethaia Morell’s eyes locked with his from where she sat across a coffee table from her two hooded guests. Before she had a chance to speak, one of the guests whirled and his hood fell back to reveal deep grooves that ran down his face and eyes that streamed with tears.

“Too late...” said the pallid man through scarred lips. His eyes gleamed an iridescent gray. He hacked a cough, open-mouthed. “...Red.”

“Who the hell are you?” Nerida shouted. Flames flared on her fingertips.

The woman with her hood down in the seat before Bethaia made no move to flee or fight. “We are but children who have grown up, unlike you, stillborn woman.”

Bethaia’s aged hands moved for the pistols holstered at either hip. She glared from Leoten to the woman in the gray raincoat across the table. “You’d best give a more sound answer than that, Auntie.”

“Or what?” hissed the still-hooded Auntie before she lunged over the table.

Bethaia drew fast and she always aimed for the heart.

And she seldom missed.

Both bullets hit Auntie square in the chest and she toppled sideways amid puffs of blood that emerged from the holes in her coat. The scarred man before Leoten didn’t even look back at his fallen comrade.

“Give me a reason not to kill you, too,” said Bethaia. “If you can. We’ve got you surrounded, Uncle.”

Calnev took aim with the shotgun.

“Fools,” said Uncle. “There are many reasons you should listen to me.”

“Agreed.” Leoten held his knife on guard. “Spill your knowledge.”

A hushed intake of breath came from the back room. Bethaia yelled in surprise as a mass of chaotic shapes leapt from Auntie’s fallen body and slammed into the old gunsmith. The force pinned her flat against the wall.

“Mom!” Calnev blasted Uncle with both barrels of the shotgun. The scarred man ducked and twisted but still caught the spray up his left arm and side. The pellets shredded his coat and shirt and sent blood into the air to speckle the wooden door and its frame.

Leoten ignored his newly-wounded enemy and charged into the back room, knife poised to strike. Who were these two? They didn’t belong to the Hound Unit and didn’t speak with Drufanesh accents.

He drove the signature blade into a wrist, then struck again and again. Only after severing the tendons from the third arm, he realized this mass of flesh consisted entirely of hands and arms. They grasped at him as he cut his way toward the trapped Bethaia.

“Leo, what the hell did you get me into, boy!” she shouted.

He gritted his teeth as hot, human blood coated his knife hand. “I have no fucking clue.” He shoved his shoulder through the mass of broken and severed limbs he’d been attacking. “I’ve never seen this kind of magic in my life.”

It had to be magic, didn’t it? He’d not sensed any spell motion, nor heard an incantation or mystic resonance, but there could be no other explanation.

A high-pitched laugh came from Auntie as she dragged herself off the floor. “You were brave to rush in here. Now Bethaia will have company when she dies.” Fingers from multiple hands, both wounded and unwounded scrambled and clutched at Leoten.

A chant began, then accelerated behind Leoten. He hoped Nerida’s control of her flame magic was as precise on a large scale as it was on a tiny one. She completed her spell and the roar of a sudden inferno sucked the air in the backroom into itself. The flames burned on the mass of arms between Leoten, Bethaia, and the spot where Auntie hid. Skin blackened and curled at the fire’s touch.

Nerida’s flames seared flesh to the bone and filled the room with the stench of burnt meat. As Auntie’s conjured limbs retreated, Leoten reached for Bethaia and pulled her from the few grasping limbs that remained. 

The two of them stumbled into the main room of the shop.  New hands groped after them but a blast from Calnev’s shotgun knocked them away. Leoten whirled to search for the other enemy agent, signature knife in hand. Blood pounded in his ears as flames crackled at his back.

Leoten shouted, for no reason, he could aptly remember. The inferno that raged in the back room might die out soon, but it would take the oxygen in that place with it. That meant the enemy wouldn’t be able to pass through it again, even if they survived the heat. Nerida had done well. She might understand tactics better than she let on.

"Where did he go?" asked Henry. "He was here just a moment ago, sheltered behind those weapon racks."

"Who knows." Sarah slipped the machine gun that she carried into the bag at her side where she'd been concealing it in public. "Wherever he went, he's not here to threaten us right now."

"Who were those freaks?" asked Bethaia with a sour expression. "How dare they destroy my couch and my coffee table?"

Nerida step forward and nodded to Bethaia. "I don't know them," she said. "But I know their type."

"Who are you, my dear?" asked Bethaia.

"My name is Nerida Enn," she said. "I am a magus and a researcher studying dragons."

"The dragons?" Bethaia snorted. "Gone for millennia.”

"True," said Nerida. "But there may be a way to restore some semblance of what they were in the control of humanity."

"What are you talking about?" asked Calnev.

"I should explain," said Nerida. "The dragons have been extinct for so long, not because they simply died out. They were hunted to extinction."

"Hunted," said Leoten. "By what?" Who could hunt down creatures like dragons?"

"They could.” Nerida glanced at Sarah and nodded. “They're called shoddok.”

"Shoddok?" Leoten asked.

"Right," said Nerida. "They're kind of being that feeds on dragon's blood to mature."

"So they’re not some kind of magi?" asked Leoten.

"We don't know what they are, not exactly," said Nerida. "But they were always behind us on our trail. They destroyed the previous iron dragon we constructed in Otrusia."

"Wait a minute," said Henry. "It didn't survive?"

"No," said Nerida. "And that's why we went on the run. The new iron dragon is being built here in Volskorod. If we can’t find it we’re all doomed."

"Slow down," said Calnev. "I can't follow all of this."

"No," said Leoten. "But you don't need to. Calnev, you and Bethaia need to get out of here and lay low for the next few days. But first, can you tell me if you know any distilleries that recently stopped producing their usual recipes in these parts?"

Bethaia’s eyebrows rose. "As a matter of fact," she said. "The strangers just asked me that same question."

"And did you tell them?" asked Nerida, her hand pressed to her chest.

"I hadn't told them yet," said Bethaia. "Thank the gods."

"So," said Leoten. "Can you give us that information? We’ll make sure they never come back here."

"Also see that my coffee table and couch are replaced," said Bethaia. "Then, we have a deal."

"So you do know the place.” Nerida let out a sigh she’d been holding.

Sarah stepped forward. "Please," she said. "Where is this distillery?"

“Across the lake," said Bethaia. "On the shore in a small town called Sursk, though I'm not positive they know what they’re doing there. They still have many stables in that town, along with major breeding programs and ranches for striders and runners."

Nerida snapped her fingers. "That seals it. That has to be the place."

"Why is that?" asked Henry.

"I'll explain on the way," said Nerida." She bowed her head to Bethaia. "I'll make sure you get your room gets fixed," she said. "And thank you for the information."

Bethaia snorted, then dipped her head in reply.

“How are we to get there?” said Henry.

"There's a ferry," said Leoten. "That can take us across the lake before nightfall."

"Let's just hope we're the only ones who know about it. Maybe we can even find the distillery before the ferry leaves to return to Volskorod,” said Sarah.

Nerida nodded.

Leoten glanced at Calnev. The younger man shook his head with a rueful smile. "You're always up to no good, Leo," said Calnev.

"Always.” He turned toward the door.

* * *
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CHAPTER 14

The ferry looked like most any boat used to cross the Salt Lake north of Volskorod. 

The breach of the river that fed the lake into the ocean sometimes flooded its banks in the summer. Enough levies had been built up by the hills near the western shore kept the lake distinct enough to earn it the name of Janos. 

Once called many ancient names by different peoples, the salt that pervaded the lake was the most common reference in any language. The Triumvirate of Custodial Republics had many odd landmarks, but the lake that separated Volskorod from the northern reaches, and then beyond those, Drufan, was one of the most prominent in Volsk.

"Is it leaky?" Nerida frowned at the ferry.

"Don't worry," said Leoten. "She'll get us across."

"Are you sure we should try to hide out among civilians?" asked Henry.

"I don't have endless coffers," said Leoten. "Do you?"

"I've only been assigned so much for this mission," said Henry.

Sarah nodded. "Me too.”

"What kind of spy agencies do we work for," said Leoten with a smirk. "They can't even pay our way across the lake. But the ferry is public.”

Nerida raised an eyebrow. "It's free?"

"At this at the beginning and the end of the day, yes," said Leoten.

"Public transport," said Nerida with a sigh. "What an age to be alive in the TCR."

* * *
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WHEN THE FERRY DEPARTED from Volskorod later that day, rain lashed the deck and turned the lake around them into foam. The cabins weren’t designed for a long-term stay or even for sleep. They’d be across the lake not long after nightfall, but Leoten wouldn't put his feet to rest. Part of him wished he’d asked for another weapon from Bethaia, as he felt the lack of gun in its holster with acute unease. He wouldn’t risk endangering her and her family more than he already had.

He waited with his gaze upon the cabin window as the others talked amongst themselves. There were other people on board the ferry, but none of them approached the group. Leoten worried about that, among his other fears. He continued to worry about what would happen next as the ferry pulled away from the dock and proceeded further out across the lake. 

His eyes traced the distant lights of Sursk. A nearer glow came from the lighthouse that stood on the dike between the lake and the sea. It cast a strobing beam through the slick, dark skies. And yet, Leoten wondered how much smaller he would feel if they were on the ocean instead of the lake. 

The ocean was a vast expanse, beyond the dragon land’s coast. All the nations he knew, would themselves will look small as they sank away into the distance when crossing to the west. But, Leoten had never traveled far in that direction, beyond the islands like Fyon and Otrusia. He knew what lay to the west, more lands, more peoples, more foes of the Triumvirate’s national mission. Yet, he feared none of them as much as the creatures he'd seen for the first time that day. Those things called shoddok were true enemies. He found he couldn’t put any pain into the thoughts of harming them. That would serve.

Bethaia had shot her squarely in the chest, and the woman, or whatever she was, hadn’t been killed. She must have blocked the bullets with her fast-growing hands. Leoten whistled as he recalled the sound of the fire erupting from Auntie's conjured limbs. He turned, to see others looking at him. "What is it?" he asked.

“We're being watched.” Henry jerked a thumb toward the nearest other table in the cabin. Leoten turned, looking surreptitiously, but his attempt failed. The kid from the duplex gazed at him from under a mop of wet hair.

"He survived," said Leoten under his breath. "It’s the kid from the family next door to the safe house.” He stood. Nerida and Henry exchanged a glance, then shared a nod. Sarah started to protest, but Leoten shook his head to stop her. “It’s not this kid’s fault. His parents are dead because of our plan, and because of Hunt.”

Sarah turned to look out the window at the sloshing waters of the lake. “Fine.”

Leoten turned and met the teenager’s gaze. He made his way over and found the kid carrying the white-furred pregnant cat from the safe house.

“Who are you?” asked the boy as Leoten approached where he sat.

“Nobody important. Call me Red. You got a name, kid?”

“Max.” The boy picked at the corners of his eyes with his fingers. “I didn’t want them to die.”

“Your parents? Neither did I.”

“Then why chop them up like they were meat?”

Leoten sat across from Max. “I didn’t kill them. That was my enemy’s work.”

“You’re the kind of person who has enemies?” asked Max.

“Sadly, yes.”

The boy sat in silence for a long moment, but his eyes continued to accuse Leoten. “What now?” he asked. “Can you help me find the one who did it?”

“Should I?”

The boy motioned for Leoten to lean in, then said in a hushed voice. “I have a gun. My dad’s. I’ll kill whoever took him and my mom, if you help me find them.”

“I can’t do that.” Leoten shook his head. “More likely you’d be killed too.”

“So what?” Tears leaked from Max’s eyes. “I’ve got nowhere to go, man.”

“I’ll help you.” Leoten folded his arms. “But give me the weapon.”

The boy glared at him. “How do I know you won’t kill me if I do?”

“I haven’t yet. Besides, no fighting on the ferry,” said Leoten. “We could all sink with the weather as it is.”

“I’m not giving you the gun.”

“I’m not taking you with me.”

“But you are going to find the one who killed my parents, aren’t you?”

“I expect I’ll meet them again.”

“But you won’t help me.”

“Not that way, Max.”

The ferry rocked with the waves. Max looked at his feet. “Then leave me alone.”

Leoten’s temple pulsed. He returned to Sarah, Henry, and Nerida. “He won’t listen to me,” Leoten said.

“Let me try, then,” said Henry. “I get the impression you’re not the best speaker of the three of us, no offense.”

Leoten shrugged. “Go.”

Henry went.

* * *
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THE DISTILLERY AT SURSK stood just a few blocks inland from the ferry’s dock.

“I don’t feel right, leaving the kid on his own overnight,” said Henry. “But we haven’t got much time to deal with him right now.”

“If all goes to plan he’ll find check into the tavern for us and we’ll meet him there before midnight,” said Sarah.

Leoten nodded.

Nerida sniffed as they approached the alleyway beside the distillery. “Do you three smell that?”

“What is it?” asked Leoten.

“My nose isn’t as sharp as the enemy’s,” said Nerida. “But I think it’s blood.” She turned to Sarah, who folded her arms. Nerida’s lips pressed into a thin line. “We’re close.”

Henry frowned. “You’re sure we can’t ask about the operation up front?” he asked.

“As sure as I can be,” said Nerida. “Whoever is running this team is keeping things very secret for a reason. It’s just that I need to know if they’re on the right course. But if they’re still distilling blood, I’ll take that as a cause for hope.”

Leoten pressed his palm to the red brick wall of the distillery. “I’ll look about to try to find whoever’s in charge, then we’ll go in.”

“You can do that?” Henry arched an eyebrow.

“I can feel the motion of minds within the construct, and proximity can tell me more. Usually, the leaders have other minds close by.”

Sarah inhaled a low breath. “Be quick. The Hounds are on our heels, you know.”

Leoten nodded, then searched for a cluster of minds, though he couldn’t sense their particular thoughts or have any effect upon them without physical contact. After a moment, he found an office on the second floor with two minds close by, static in location.

“That might be them.” He opened his eyes and turned to Henry. “Can you watch the street?”

Henry bit his lip. “All right. Be careful you three.”

* * *
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CHAPTER 15

Aunwe hesitated just long enough for Call to complain. He leaned toward her from across the deck of the skiff they rode across the water of the lake. He spoke in a low voice. "You can't sense them now, can you? he asked.

"No," said Aunwe.

"A lot of good your spirit senses are doing us," said Call.

Hunt grunted.

Fetch rolled her eyes. "Don't let the boys bother you, Fox," he said. "We'll get there in plenty of time. They’re leading us right to the target."

"Two bad Speak, couldn’t join us," said Call. "I'm not sure about him."

"Speak is a hero," said Hunt in a gravelly voice. 

Aunwe wondered if the giant man had ever said so many words since he came to Volskorod.

"We'll find them," Aunwe said. "We just have to get closer first."

"I hope they're close," said Fetch. "I look forward to finishing that Red."

"Don't be so hasty," said Aunwe. “He could be useful.”

"Right," said Fetch. "I forgot you have a thing for him. Now, don't you?" 

"It isn't anything like that."

"He's another spirit magus, like you," said Call. "It's natural you’d find him interesting."

"He's not a spirit magus," said Aunwe. "He's a mind eater."

"His mind eater’s powers aren’t what we need to worry about," said Call. "His abilities as a weapon-bonded warrior are stronger than anything in his head."

"I'm not sure if I agree," said Aunwe. “You knew him before he had his powers as a mind eater."

"A little," said Call. "He's a great first knife-fighter and a skilled sharpshooter."

"What about your other agents?" asked Aunwe.

"Don't worry about them, Fox," said Call. "They should be able to join us before any fighting takes place. They have their ways of moving around at speed."

"I suppose you're not going to tell us what those are?? Fetch idly picked at her fingernails with a dagger.

"I can't," said Call. "Because I don't know myself."

"Of course, you don't," said Aunwe. "Those two might have familiar names as their code words, but I’ll suggest that Auntie and Uncle might be playing us. They aren’t Drufanesh agents, I know that much." 

"You don't need to know any more about them," said Call. "Except that they’re our allies."

"I guess that’ll do," said Aunwe. "Thought, it doesn't exactly make me more comfortable." 

The ship sped toward the docks at Sursk. It would close before nightfall, and the sun was already sinking over there in the run over the horizon to the west. The sea and the lake turned red in the last of the day’s light.

* * *
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LEOTEN CLIMBED THE tower at the corner of the distillery. His grappling line from his combat kit allowed him some leeway, but he had to be careful to avoid making any loud noises that would draw attention from those inside. He approached the window on the second floor, pressing himself against the gutter pipe to keep out of view of the window in case someone was looking out.

Henry watched the street while Sarah and Nerida followed on the ground below Leoten. He hoped Aunwe and the Hound Unit weren’t close to the distillery. If they could follow them all to Sursk, this could get ugly. The town was small, and there was no doubt in his mind that an encounter with the Hounds would be deadly. 

Only a few times had Leoten gone up against them without losing people, especially civilians who got in the way of Hunt. He thought back to the hotel room on Fyon, the blood of the ritual on the floor amid the burnt paper.

"Becoming," he muttered to himself. "That was a Book of Becoming on the nightstand in Fyon. I hope it doesn't mean anything, but with that page removed it might.” 

The three books of the gods went before known history, and along with many other religious works of lore offered the worshipers wisdom and comfort, and held sorcery for those who could explore the true depths. Magi never studied them inside the Triumvirate. Their secrets were up for the priests and the gods themselves to plumb.

Leoten reached for the window latch but hesitated. His eyes traced the fine lines of oak bookshelves and a black wooden desk in the room before him. It didn't look like the sort of thing you'd see in a distillery. It appeared more like it belonged in some kind of corporate headquarters. A rich man could be holding court in there, even if at the moment it was mostly dark.

He tapped his ear. "You can come up. Climb as quietly as you can."

Nerida answered with a soft, “yes.”

Sarah merely grunted.

The two of them scurried up the lines and joined Leoten in the growing shadows by the window of the study that Leoten peered into through a tall window that took up nearly an entire section of wall from floor to ceiling. There were people in there, two of them.

"The one at the desk," said Sarah. “I think I recognize him."

"Who is he?" asked Leoten.

“Ewatti Vorsei," said Sarah. "An extremely rich man from Otrusia,"

"Rich?" Leoten said. "But he’s not an agent?"

"As far as I know he's nothing official to our government," said Sarah.

Nerida nodded. "It's possible they're using him to help fund the Iron Dragon project. He's wealthy beyond belief."

“Do you know where his money comes from?" Leoten asked softly.

"Networks and relay gardens," said Sarah. "He's a magistrate of sorts and CEO of a company that manages gardens of information across all of Otrusia."

"Is he now?" Leoten said. “He’s starting to sound familiar, but what’s he doing in Volsk?”

He tapped on the window with a finger, which drew the attention of the other figure in the room. Her pale features moved with nervous tension. "You know who she is?" asked Leoten.

"No," said Nerida. Sarah shook her head.

"I suppose you need to go in and meet him then," said Leoten. "You ready?"

"As ready as we can be," said Nerida.

Leoten tapped against the window again and then undid the latch on the outside with his wire pick. The tinker that had given it to him didn't often stress how easy it was to manipulate their small spaces, including the cracks in a window.

"Who's there?" asked Vorsei as he turned, eyes narrowed.

"Friends," said Nerida. "From the first Iron Dragon project."

Vorsei’s hand found the straps that no doubt bore weapons on either side of his belt.

"Jenny," he said. "Close the door outside. And then stay. They may be untrustworthy, or dangerous." 

“At least one of those is true," said Leoten. He stepped from the window onto the floor of the carpeted floor of the study. "Mahogany," he said. "A good choice for a desk."

"Are you so sure?” asked Vorsei. "But this desk isn't mine. I'm merely borrowing it."

"Either way, said Leoten. "It's a fine piece."

"Other than to complement the furniture," said Vorsei. "What are you doing here?"

"We need your help," said Nerida. "I think we can help you, too."

Vorsei removed his hands from his weapons. He met Nerida’s gaze with piercing eyes. “I’ll listen, and you’ll speak. First tell me, who are you red-haired beauty?”

Nerida’s face flushed. “Please, Mister Vorsei. I’m a magus who worked on the earlier Iron Dragon project.”

"I see.” Vorsei arched one brow. “But that previous project was sabotaged, so excuse me for asking why you’re here.”

“I need to protect the dragon you’re building,” said Nerida.

Sarah nodded.

Leoten folded his arms. “I’m here to keep them alive.”

“Who are you to them?” asked Vorsei.

“A bodyguard and retrieval agent. I’m not with Otrusia, like these two, but I’ll see to their safety.” Leoten grimaced. “Given Drufanesh forces may be on our heels, I’d suggest we hurry up here.”

“So, a freelancer? Or are you TCR?”

“I’m called Red.”

“Simply Red?”

“It was my codename undercover for ten years, and it stuck.”

Vorsei whistled. “You three are intriguing. I’ll show you to dragon, but under guard.” Jenny.” He turned to the pale woman by the door. “Give me your keys. Then go increase security on the building’s perimeter.” He stepped from behind the desk and held out his hand to her.

She fished in her pocket and retrieved a silver chain with a set of numerous heavy keys on a ring at one end. The woman stepped forward to meet Vorsei. She hissed a sharp intake of breath and froze at the center of the study. A slender shadow clung to her back capped by a halo of black curls.

Leoten’s eyes widened as he recognized Fetch.

“Jenny!” yelled Vorsei. He seized a magazine of ammunition from his belt as a bond seal flared on his other palm. A heavy-barreled pistol appeared in his grasp.

Fetch snarled and tossed a volley of shurikens and darts from her fingertips. Some of the projectiles opened cuts on Vorsei’s sleeves and he staggered backward toward the mahogany desk. The spinning blades scattered across the bookshelves and one embedded in the tall windowpane.

“We’re too late.” Tears ran from Nerida’s eyes as fire flared on her fingertips.

“Careful,” said Sarah. “We can’t risk destroying the distillery.”

“Damn it,” Nerida muttered.

Sarah pulled her down behind the desk.

Vorsei loaded the pistol with bloody hands. “Who is she?” he asked.

“From the Hound Unit,” said Nerida.

Leoten rushed toward Fetch, reaching out with his mind. A cloud of interference filled the room, dampening all his senses. That must be Aunwe’s work. His signature knife flickered into his hand.

Fetch rolled her eyes. She shoved Jenny toward Leoten, leaving a dagger in her back. The pale woman stumbled a pace, then slumped to her knees. Leoten caught her with his free hand, but her surface thoughts were already fading with the blood that pulsed around Fetch’s blade.

“It’s cold,” Jenny said, between frantic gasps for breath.

“That’s Volsk for you.” Leoten pulled her close, eyes locked on Fetch’s face. The curly-haired operative smirked. He used the concealment provided by Jenny’s slender frame to turn his signature knife to a throwing position. “Right, Fetch?”

“Put the knife away or you’re next,” she said. “Hunt is right outside the window, Red.”

The hulking brute smashed the panel of the window where Fetch’s shuriken had cracked the glass. The barrel of a mag-loaded shotgun shoved through the gap.

Vorsei cursed under his breath as he crouched in front of the desk. Nerida and Sarah were doomed on the other side if Hunt pulled the trigger. Leoten let his signature knife slip from his fingers. He clutched Jenny’s shivering body to his chest.

“Where’s Call?” he asked in a whisper.

“Call and Fox aren’t your concern now,” said Fetch with a grin. “Hunt’s got you all under the gun.”

“What about Speak? Did he get away?” asked Leoten.

“Naturally,” said Fetch. “He’s the best of us. Your pitiful Triumvirate police didn’t stand a chance of catching him.”

“Pitiful is right,” said Leoten. “What happens now?”

Jenny’s breaths came harsh and fast. Vorsei glanced at her and then at Leoten. Leoten met his eyes, then shook his head.

Fetch’s eyes snapped to the wounded man, crouched in front of the desk. “Don’t try anything foolish, Mister Vorsei. I’m not here to kill you, unless...”

Rage made Vorsei’s voice shake. “You didn’t care for a second about Jenny.” He trained his pistol on Fetch. He fired and the gun roared like a field cannon. Fetch’s blood splashed across Leoten and Jenny, but the Hound operative must have avoided a lethal impact. She darted out the door, one hand clutched to her wounded side.

"Hunt!” Fetch cried from the hall. “Kill the agents.”

The brutal hulk of a man took his shotgun in both hands. He swung the barrel toward Nerida and Sarah on the far side of the desk from Leoten and Vorsei.

Only, the sound that followed wasn’t the roar of the heavy gun. A high-pitched hiss followed by the click of a broken trigger told Leoten Hunt hadn’t killed again yet. He lowered Jenny to the floor, then whirled as he returned his signature knife to his bond. He hurled the blade at Hunt. The big man blocked the knife from his throat with the side of his shotgun and the point of Leoten’s weapon banged into the top of the black desk.

Hunt retreated out the open window and vanished into the night outside. 

Another figure detached from the shadows on the other side of the opening where Leoten and the women had climbed up. His right eye had begun to swell from a recent blow. Henry clenched his hands, then dropped an expended dart launcher. The end of the single-shot neutralizer sparked as it hit the hardwood floor.

“I thought I might be too late,” he said through a bruised mouth. “That bastard clobbered me by surprise, but I got my second wind.”

“Most of us are alright,” said Nerida. “But not all of us.”

Leoten turned to see Vorsei lifting Jenny’s limp body from the floor. “She’s gone,” he said, louder than he intended.

“So is the key,” murmured Vorsei with tears in his eyes. “The key to the vault under Volskorod.”

“What vault?” asked Nerida.

“The one where we keep the iron dragon,” said Vorsei. “We need to get there before the enemy, or we may lose the project altogether.”

Leoten looked at his crimson-stained shirt and hands. “We can do it. But we’ll need to hurry back to the city.”

“I know.” Vorsei grimaced. “We’ll take the locust that I landed in the lake when I arrived.” He lay Jenny’s corpse gently on the bloody floor. “But they’ve killed one of my friends. I’m going with you, Red, Nerida.”

Leoten nodded. “We’ll need any backup forces you can provide. The Hounds will make their move tonight. I’m certain of it.”

* * *
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FETCH LIMPED UP THE boarding bridge to the boat and dropped a shiny cross-shaped key into Call’s waiting hands. Aunwe stood in the shadows and watched as Hunt trundled into view behind the slender, frizzy-haired assassin. The brute’s eyes immediately fixed on Aunwe’s position.

Call turned toward her. “Fox, well done keeping Red from intercepting our agents. His team didn’t stand a chance without his mind magic. Did you learn what this key opens?”

“Naturally,” she said. “There’s a door under a city block in Volskorod where the iron dragon is being tested and kept.”

“Perfect.” Call clutched the key to his chest. “Let’s return to Volskorod at once. I need to see what lies below.” He turned to Fetch. “Well done. But they hurt you.”

She moved to slip past him. “Don’t even think of suggesting I bow out for the rest of things. The mission is nearly done.” Call reached to block her path with one arm but she ducked under it and crept by. “See?”

“Fine.” He shook his head. “You’ve proved your skills aren’t inhibited. But we should treat your wound on the way across the lake. Fox, we’ll be running dark. Hunt will need your spirit senses to navigate while I treat Fetch’s wound.”

“I understand, Call,” said Aunwe. “I’ll go with Hunt to guide him at the helm.”

The hulking frame of the giant shook with unconcealed mirth, but his laughter sounded more like a wheeze than anything else.

“Good.” Call barked a laugh. “I’m looking forward to meeting up with Auntie and Uncle, and when the time is right I’ll see to Red myself.”

"Where are your other agents?” asked Aunwe.

“They’re ahead of us, in Volskorod. Perfectly positioned to clear our way.” Call loosed another cackle of laughter. “Let’s go. Hunt, fire the animal piles. We’re on our way.”

Aunwe went to join Hunt at the dark helm of the small boat. She cringed when Fetch gasped or screamed with the pain of Call’s treatment. She guided them across the lake and wondered how quickly Leoten would realize what was happening.

She didn’t know what Call wanted with the iron dragon, but she doubted the world would be better for his victory. She wondered if the World Unification movement to which her parents once belonged knew about the mad agents of Drufan. Either way, she was the only one who could so much as slow them down now. Ulterior motives or not, she felt no guilt when she led Hunt on a longer route to Volskorod.

Hopefully, that delay would be enough.

* * *
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CHAPTER 16

Vorsei stared at Nerida across the gap between their seats on the dark-skinned locust.  To Leoten, the rich man’s attention seemed to unnerve the flame magus.

Leoten took a deep breath and watched the water outside begin to fall away as the flying beast took to the air. The sensation in his stomach gave him a momentary discomfort. They soared over the lake. With some apprehension, he noted there were no lights on the water below. He expected Call and the other members of the Hound Unit to be traveling back across the lake already and wondered if Aunwe was with them.

No lights shined on the water and no one could run dark on the water like this, as it was too shallow and too rough with the wind whipping and the rain about to fall again. Without proper navigation, anyone could run aground on the shoreline or crash against high rocks. The lake was deep and wide, but not at every point. Yet, he was certain the Hounds would return to Volskorod. Could they be that far ahead of the Locus? 

The Hounds must have left some time before Vorsei could assemble his team for the mission around the Iron Dragon and then arranged for them to fly out.

The team all seemed uneasy. Vorsei had brought a handful of his soldiers, corporate mercenaries, no doubt. There were four of them, but besides Vorsei and his mercenaries, only Nerida, Henry, and Sarah, accompanied Leoten across the lake. They'd left Max behind again, and Leoten didn’t feel bad about it. The murders of the boy’s parents wouldn't help him stand up to the challenge of Hunt, the killer, at least not in mere days.

There was no way Leoten would bring Max back into it now, no matter what Henry had suggested. The boy had no sense at all.

Nerida turned to Leoten. "We’ll be there soon," she said. "Do you not plan to turn us over to your group’s leaders when we get back to Volskorod?"

"There's no time for that," said Leoten. "If I don't if we don't reach the vault and the dragon soon, this whole rescue mission could be for nothing."

"Are you willing to put us all at risk for that?” asked Nerida.

"It's what you want, right?" said Leoten.

"It is," said Nerida. "I don't know. Will we do any good at all if we try to stop them? Against Hunt and Call and all the others, I fear we may be biting off more than we can chew, even with all of us here going into the fight."

"You have your flame magic," said Leoten. "The rest of us, all have our ways of fighting. Hopefully, we’ll be enough, when we meet up with the vault guards.”

"We will be.” Vorsei scowled. "I don't doubt these killers are intensely powerful, deadly as anybody, assassins can't overwhelm an entire base like the one we have under Volskorod."

“Who do you mean by we?" asked Leoten. "Can you tell us?"

"I suppose there's no point in keeping secrets now," said Vorsei.

"I agree," said Nerida.

“The issue at hand isn't who I work for, because I serve Otrusia." Vorsei shrugged, with a grim pinch of his mouth. "But Jenny. She belonged to a different organization altogether. She belonged to something called the Corporeum, a kind of secret, international agency, that operates within our systems and governments across the world. They have nothing to do with World Unification, at least not directly. They’re beyond it. They fight the supernatural creatures from our world and those beyond it."

"So that's what who's funding your Iron Dragon project?" said Nerida softly.

"They funded the beginning of it," said Vorsei. "But I handled most of the ledgers. I’ve generally been skilled enough with numbers to know when people are lying to me. I wasn't this time. I don't know how they got the labor to begin the project, but our Iron Dragon uses the knowledge that Otrusia already forged from their dragon, but our dragon's blood we distilled from various reptilians hybrids that humanity engineered since the original dragons’ demise. That drew the Corporeum’s attention, but also the Hound Unit and those monsters you mentioned to me earlier."

"So you've worked with the Corporeum." Sarah sighed. "I didn't think they were real."

"Perhaps they took notice of us because of our use of dragon’s blood. They might be following the enemy. Or they might be on their own. I don't know because Jenny never told me and now she can’t." Vorsei gazed sourly out the port in the side of the locust. Below lay nothing but darkness for a time. They flew above the lake at speed toward Volskorod. 

By the time they circled low toward the port, Leoten told Vorsei everything else he was comfortable with sharing. He omitted his guess that Aunwe might not be all for the Hound Unit, not wanting to show what might be perceived as a weakness toward her. He also didn't mention Max, and Henry didn’t chime in to mention him either. Max and that pregnant cat could stay out of trouble. For now, they could take care of themselves. Later, Leoten hoped to track down and find a way to help the now-orphaned pair.

"We're landing," said Vorsei. "Get ready, because I called ahead. We have runners waiting. We’ll head to the vault immediately."

"And that's where we'll find a dragon?" asked Nerida.

"Hopefully, we’re not too late," said Vorsei.

"If we're late," said Leoten. "Do we have a backup plan?"

"Of course we do," said Nerida. "We get the dragon out."

"How large is this dragon?" asked Leoten to Vorsei.

"It's large, and growing," said Vorsei. "It might be a machine, but parts were made from animal piles and plant matter, so it still has room t mature. Right now it's a powerful engine and strong enough to cause plenty of trouble."

"Can't it defend itself?" asked Leoten.

"Could the original dragons defend themselves?" asked Vorsei. "Against our enemies, I don't know.”

"All right," said Leoten. "I’ll do what I can to fend them off once they get close. Either way, good luck everyone." 

Sarah turned in the seat beside him. She didn't say anything, but the sword-shaped tattoo bond on her arm slipped from her sleeve and showed him she had the battle firmly in mind. Henry checked the magazine of his pistol. They would all be as ready as they could be for the fray. No doubt, Vorsei wanted revenge for the death of his liaison with the Corporeum. The two had some sort of rapport. 

Fetch and the rest of the Hound Unit had much to answer for tonight.

Leoten still feared the brutal giant of a man called Hunt, but he swore in silence he would put the beast down if he got the chance. The pistol that Hunt destroyed back in Volskorod at the safe house, came to mind. He wished he'd thought to ask Calnev to borrow his shotgun when they left Morell’s store.

At least their efforts saved Bethaia and the place from Auntie and Uncle. The two shoddok might be onto them again, soon enough. He wondered if he could kill them. His mental abilities might be able to hold them if it came to that. Either way, the confrontation was inevitable.

* * *
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LEOTEN AND THE TEAM arrived at a nondescript building in downtown Volskorod, riding the runners that resembled large cats that carried them easily through the streets at night. There were many ways that Leoten could confront Hunt, or auntie and uncle, but thinking more wouldn’t ready him further. Training only took one so far in a fight. The rest had to be done on instinct and, on the power of intuition. One thought too many in battle could get a fighter killed.

Vorsei pointed at the doors. "They're still sealed," he said. "Either the enemy snuck in or they're not here yet."

"Nerida," said Sarah. "Can you tell if you’re being suppressed?"

"Not yet," in there. "She snapped her fingers and a small flame materialized on the tip of her index finger. "I guess I can still use my magic. That woman, Fox, probably isn’t here yet."

"Good," said Leoten. "If we get in position fast enough, I may be able to sense them before they make it into the building."

"The vault is below the city?” Sarah asked Vorsei.

"Yes," said Vorsei. “It stretches under multiple blocks, based around a natural cavern."

"It must be quite deep," said Leoten.

"It is," said Vorsei. "But it’s underground only there for secrecy. It's difficult to maintain such a large chamber underground, given our proximity to the ocean and the lake."

"I understand," said Leoten. "Though I’m no geologist."

Vorsei shrugged. "Neither am I."

They entered the building, with Vorsei and his mercenaries in the lead. They moved softly through darkened halls, then past offices, and engineering workshops to the far side of the building where they took a spiral staircase of an ancient design that led deeper underground, first to the basement with another door that led yet lower into the vault.

Vorsei turned to Nerida and Leoten. "You two are with me," he said. "The rest of you, wait and keep watch for a few minutes, then follow us down.”

Henry nodded to them. 

Sarah grimaced. "I'm her bodyguard. I'm with you both."

"Fine," said Vorsei. "Come on then."

They further down the staircase and to another shaft with a ladder that descended further below the basement. The darkness around them was absolute and covered everything with a kind of darkness that assailed even Leoten’s mind sense, or perhaps that was the dragon's presence. 

The iron dragon might be in a machine, but it was made to emulate the dragons of ancient days, so who knew what it would be like compared to today’s magic? Would the dragon breathe fire? Or were their abilities something different altogether?

Leoten guessed he’d find out before long.

The vault at the bottom of the ladder was a vast chamber supported at the corners by iron pillars. They must have been here for some time. No construction large enough to allow them to be brought into the vault had been noticed in Volskorod recently. This place may be older than the project, we attend thought.

The square chamber offered a dark patch in the center of the room, but occasional stations for lanterns with pile-powered lights ran along the catwalks on the higher levels. Several people moved in the dark between the stations. Leoten and the others followed Vorsei along the catwalk until they reached one of the lanterns. A guard there saluted the businessman, who began to tell the sentry why they were there. 

Henry and the others followed them into the vault and joined them on the catwalk a few minutes later. Vorsei sent the mercenaries to take up positions elsewhere in the vault. As his troops began to prepare themselves for battle, the flickering lantern glows in the center of the room were replaced by floodlights that filled the center of the chamber. The new light cast a shadow of a large shape, draconian, vast, with a long whip-like tail, thinner than Leoten would have expected.

The iron dragon unfurled itself slowly. A spinal column of polished steel led from the tail to where they joined plated armor on the back of the head. Sloping jaws curved down until they revealed sharp teeth in a wide mouth.

"That's it," Nerida said. "You really did it. You made another dragon."

"We did.” Vorsei put an arm on Nerida’s shoulder. "We could not've done it without your earlier work. Hopefully, we can get this one back to Otrusia before anything goes wrong. We need all the help we can get.”

Nerida looked at him. "I wonder. What did the Corporeum want by supporting the building of such a creature?"

"I don't know," said Vorsei. "Jenny wasn’t very forthcoming with details when it came to her organization’s motivation."

"I fear that we will have more trouble than is then expected. If we go forward any further," Sarah said. "There's lots of danger we can’t eliminate in here, and more. There's more going on than we yet know. If that dragon fails to stop the enemy, we’ll need to escape at once."

"Of course," said Nerida. "We never know enough."

"The lights are powered by animal piles," said Vorsei. "When they get bright, this whole room will be illuminated from top to bottom. There will be little darkness for Call to use. He is a shadow magus, correct?"

"He is," said Leoten. "But be careful with him. He's also a veteran of the Bruise Regiment and who knows what other skills he’s got.”

"Do we know what our blood supply is?" asked Nerida. "How much do you have to transfuse into the dragon?"

“Our supply of dragon's blood has been limited for some time," said Vorsei. "Even with the distillery across the lake, we were only able to test-awaken the dragon once. It moved into the position where you see it now."

"Good," said Nerida. "We need to start transfusing the dragon's blood right away, so it can move when the time is right. We’ll need its power in the fight.”

"I understand," said Vorsei. "But, Nerida, do you have to be the one to do it? I don't want to see you put yourself in danger."

“You’re kind," said Nerida. "This is why I'm here."

Sarah nodded. “And I’ll protect her.”

Henry and Leoten exchanged glances. "Guess two spies might still be of use," said Henry. "I'll stay with Nerida Sarah to help.”

"Leoten," said Nerida. "Do you have a plan?"

"I do," said Leoten. "I'm going to stop Call no matter what happens. When he gets down here he's mine. After that, I'll do everything I can to protect the dragon. I need to find a quiet room to use my powers first.” He turned to Vorsei. "I need a place where I can rest my eyes and meditate to reach out with my senses."

"I must admit I don't fully understand mind eaters," said Vorsei. "But I'll give you what you need. This place has enough room for that."

"Thank you," said Leoten with a grunt.

He went with Vorsei. Henry and the two Otrusian women descended another set of stairs to the Dragon below. The iron dragon was so close and so majestic, but Leoten didn't doubt the enemy couldn’t resist the urge to take it on now. Even if it moved and fought, he guessed Call wouldn’t retreat. Would they finally face each other and settle their score? The Bruise Regiment had trained them both in battle, but he didn't know which of them had learned better.

The chamber where Vorsei left him was almost like that of an insane asylum, with padded walls but an open door with no lock. He sat on the floor in the center of the padded chamber and gazed at the crack in the partially open doorway for a moment. He took a deep breath and then closed his eyes. The room was dark and offered only a slight warmth. For whatever reason, the power from the local piles that lit up the central room didn’t reach in here directly. Leoten reached out his mind and found another presence. Waiting for him. Aunwe.

She brushed her senses against his thoughts. Her spirit offered no words this time, and no images like the one that appeared on that window in the rain. She was close, though. They hadn’t beaten Call and his people here by much. Leoten wondered if she was indeed on the enemy side, or if she could be swayed. 

The answer he received was one of a shiver going down his back. A hand cold as ice touched his spine. He knew what she meant. Whatever she was doing, wasn't strictly on the side of the Hunt and Call. The Hounds might have their way, but Aunwe appeared to serve a different goal now. She might not be willing to communicate with words, but her spirit gave him an idea. He might yield to her to help slow Call down further when the time became right for such a move.

"The enemy is near," he muttered. “I have to be ready for the battle.”

He sensed Hunt moving in the basement above the vault. He caught glimmers of the two shoddok, Auntie and Uncle that lurked nearby. He couldn’t detect Call or Aunwe yet. A mind he wasn't familiar with was moving on the rooftop of the building above them. No doubt that was Speak. Fetch, though Vorsei had wounded her in Sursk, was still close behind Hunt as the man prowled on the first floor at the base of a stairway.

Where was Aunwe? She must be near, he thought, though her spirit powers could have an extremely long range. That meant she could be somewhere else in the city. 

Perhaps Call had gone to gather more forces because he knew the vault would be well protected. The chill on Leoten’s spine faded. He wondered if Aunwe's sense of spirit had gone because he'd been wrong or because she was distracted. Whatever was happening, he had to join the others. He rose quickly and went to tell them what he’d learned.

* * *
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CHAPTER 17

Aunwe and Call stopped at a building a block away from the vault’s entrance. She let go of her magic for the moment, releasing her outreach to Leoten. He would have to last on his own until she arrived. And perhaps when they did, Call would bring too many reinforcements to resist. 

Call led Aunwe with him to this unassuming place at a vacant construction site near the center of Volskorod. It was merely an old work building, a temporary construction to help the rest of the city flourish. Call picked his way through the gate outside the shack. He moved easily and didn't seem to have any trouble in the removal of the lock at the gate, though Aunwe couldn’t see exactly how he did it.

The two of them entered the darkened structure. With a flicker of shadow, Call made the darkness retreat and cast down an open cigarette lighter that flickered on the floor. The light from that tiny flame drove the darkness and combined with Call’s magic, illuminated the entire room. A large symbol, like a star, lay carved into the stony floor. 

Seven points extended at odd angles. Lines interlocked each of those points. Across either side of the strange outer shape, two circles, both positioned directly opposite each other, had been etched into the pavement.

"This is it," said Call. "Here I will conjure our help."

"What are you going to do?” asked Aunwe. "Is this a bond? Can you call people from across the world?"

"Oh no," said Call. "I will summon them from beyond the world."

"What do you mean?" Aunwe stared at him, tense and nervous.

"Fox, please wait a moment. I will deliver." Call grinned.

Aunwe shivered at the thought of the man at her side, despite his stocky build, he was thick with muscle, and a fierce opponent for anyone in a physical fight, especially with a blade at close quarters. Yet, he sought reinforcements for his small team. 

They would need them for certain given that they planned to attack a base like the underground vault to which Fetch had stolen the key. Depending on the defenses of the position, almost nothing could allow them to break up is a pace without destroying the building above it. And Call has assured the team destroying the vault would be unacceptable to his superiors.

"Stand back," said Call, his grin spreading wide.

Aunwe retreated to the doorway and Call stepped into the septegram and positioned himself at the center of the seven-sided star. There, he spread his arms and chanted something in a language that even the spirits couldn’t help Aunwe interpret. 

Normally she’d understand most things others said, based on their intonation and the power of the spirit alone. The spirits granted her more specific details on occasion, as well. Yet, Call’s words made the spirits flee from them. His work was some form of twisted magic. The kind of bleak ritual that no ordinary magus would ever try. 

Even Aunwe and her spirit magic, despite the unusual nature of her powers, couldn't pierce that bizarre incantation’s meaning. Worse, she couldn't reckon what would happen next. She’d waited too long to try to stop him. She would have to see what happened as events unfolded. 

As he chanted, a dim glow arose from his will and the fuel from the cigarette lighter. And as the glow grew outward, a greater light began to pour forth from the septegram. Whatever the seven-sided star etched into the floor meant it represented an ominous threat. Aunwe wondered if indeed she made a mistake by helping the Hounds at all, even on orders from the agency. 

Hands began to emerge from the floor, appearing through the light that the seven-pointed shape emitted. There were many limbs, most all malformed and strange but unmistakably arms and hands.

Call laughed out loud the moment he finished his spell. The incantation’s words d to echo and return as if another voice had taken over the words. Their din mixed relentlessly with Call’s gleeful cackles.

Aunwe stared as a shape emerged from the floor, crawling through solid matter as if it was an opalescent mist. 

The creature resembled a large lion, but instead of a mane of fur, a heavy carapace fanned out wide and covered the back of the head. The whole body was covered in chitinous armor, except for the too-many human-like arms that sprouted seemingly at random from the creature’s shell. Each arm ended in a five-fingered hand that surrounded the alien head like a vile halo. Aunwe trembled. It was some kind of alien creature, a supernatural being, unlike anything she'd ever seen or sensed in the spirit world. But what could this thing be called? Who would name such a monstrosity?

She said under her breath, “What is it?"

Call turned toward her with a grin on his face as the creature nuzzled a feline snout with a crustacean shell into his cupped hands. "This is my cousin. I’ve brought him from beyond this world to wage war with the dragons."

"So is this your master?" asked Aunwe. "Or just another part of the family?"

"Of course," said Call. "I’d call him my cousin, but in truth, we’re not related that closely. We aren’t of the same family blood. Not yet."

He motioned for the seething beast to see, and it prowled toward the door where he indicated. Aunwe stepped to one side and the monster from beyond the world took flight into the streets. It disappeared into the dark outside. Call began to chant once again. He called another of the chitinous lions into the world. With two, he seemed satisfied. And they followed the second beast into the street. They made their way toward the building whose basement offered access to the vault. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the Hound Unit was in position. Speak and Fetch must have made their way into the basement by now. Hunt was already descending into the vault itself. Yet there was another mind somehow present on the street, between her and Call, and the building. The hard-shelled creature he’d summoned loped to Call’s side and sniffed the air. It emitted a low, crisp sound like a purr, but which sounded almost as if it came from underwater.

"The flow," said Call. "That child is here. Hunt would've murdered the kid himself had he caught him."

"A boy?" said Aunwe. "What does he have to do with us?"

Call pointed ahead of them at the shape of a shadowy figure that waited in front of the building’s double doors. A small revolver dangled in one hand.

"Put down the weapon," said Call. "Or you'll be torn apart by my friends."

"You killed my parents," said the boy on the stairs, who must be barely a teenager.

Aunwe glanced at Call and the crustacean beast to the side. The monster prowled forward, a low growl in its throat. 

Aunwe held up her hand. "Don't kill him. Call, he's just a boy."

"Of course," said Call. "Stand aside child."

"Or what?" asked the boy at the top of the stairs.

"Or you will be dispatched as quickly as you stepped into our path," said Call. "And as easily."

The boy trained his weapon on Call. "Tell me where the big one is.”

“Of course," said Call. "He's behind you, down below the building.”

The boy turned his head, only for a grasping pair of arms to reach from the side of the ramp where the first beast that Call summoned waited. The shadowy hands grasped the boy by the wrists and ripped the gun from his fingers. 

“We’ll take you with us," said Call. "You can see the end of the last dragon on this world."

Aunwe shuddered at the sound of his voice. She hated to hear him. And she knew, at last, she was on the wrong side of the battle. Yet, she had no other choice but to try her best to stay alive until she could find a way to stop them.

* * *
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CHAPTER 18

Leoten reached Nerida, Henry, and Sarah on the floor of the vault beside the dragon’s wall of metallic scales. His temples pounded with the onslaught of a dark presence and he sensed a particularly dull mind. Hunt had entered the vault above them. Call wouldn’t be far behind the brutish agent, and he wouldn’t be alone.

The Hound Unit might not even be the worst of the foes on approach. Those magi called shoddok who could grow countless arms were still in the city, and no doubt still in pursuit of Nerida.

The fearsome flesh wielders made themselves known by the approach of their bizarre minds in Leoten’s outstretched senses. The ones called Auntie and Uncle were inside the vault, both within thirty meters of the dragon. He looked this way and that, eyes wide, but saw only technicians in coveralls.

“Where are they?” he asked the air.

Another question went unspoken. How did they get into the vault ahead of the Hound Unit? Neither Leoten nor any of the others who heard him could answer either of them.

“Is something wrong, Red?” Henry drew his sidearm and took the grip in both hands. “Who are they?”

“The shoddok,” said Leoten. “I can tell they’re close.”

“Damn it,” said Nerida. 

Sarah exhaled in a hiss of breath. “Seems none of them are ready to quit.” She turned to Nerida. “I need to get you to safety.”

“We’re here to help complete the iron dragon,” said Nerida. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“They destroyed the dragon in Otrusia.” Sarah drew her bonded sword from the tattoo on her arm. She balanced the flat of the blade on her opposite palm. “What makes you think they won’t do the same to this one.”

“I won’t let them.” Nerida clapped a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “I’m going to fight,” she said. “No more running.”

Henry licked his lips. “I’ll do what I can to protect you.”

Leoten nodded to Henry and Nerida. “Likewise.”

“Damn it.” Sarah grimaced. “We may never see Otrusia again.”

“The world as we know it, living here in the Dragonlands has always seemed small, so enclosed.” Nerida closed her eyes. “But there’s far more to reality. The iron dragon is the first step to discovering what lies beyond, and from where these enemies came.” She took a deep breath. 

Leoten bent his brows as more minds entered the vault from above. Flickers of chaos entered his thoughts along with an unbidden warmth he’d come to recognize as a sign of Aunwe’s presence.

“Leoten,” she said in a ghostly voice he knew the others couldn’t hear. “Call is bringing monsters with him. I’ll try to slow him down.”

His eyes narrowed involuntarily. “Why help us?”

“Call isn’t serving Drufan anymore. He’s left behind my mission objectives.” She hesitated and held back a parting shot. “I’m sorry we fought before, but I’ll do everything I can to assist you for the moment.” She broke the connection with no further messages.

“Nerida,” said Leoten out loud. “We need the dragon moving as fast as you can activate it. Call has new allies, and they could be powerful.” He avoided using the term monster, because whatever Call brought with him, it would be an enemy, no matter the origin or nature.

* * *
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AUNWE JOINED CALL ON the catwalk within the vault, overlooking the dragon. They both kept low and hugged the wall. The bodies of three guards lay in the passage behind them, eliminated in silence by Call’s summoned beasts.

He peered into the brightly lit room below, eyes wide. “That’s it.” He inhaled deeply. “I can smell dragon’s blood and it’s pure.”

“What, by the gods, are you talking about?” asked Aunwe.

“A dragon’s blood is divine,” said Call. “Fetch, retrieve it for me.”

The curly-haired woman grinned, then darted away along the catwalk. The summoned beasts loped after her. Countless human fingers scraped along the dark wall of the vault as the monstrous things raced to support Fetch.

“Auntie and Uncle are already here,” said Call. “We’re only waiting for Speak, Fox. Then we’ll attack the dragon full force and destroy this whole facility.”

She nodded. “That’s why you came to Volskorod, isn’t it?”

“Why we came here, yes. But I need that monster’s blood before we bury it below this city. I’ll see to that myself if I must.”

“I trust you will, Call.” Aunwe scowled.  “I’ll keep disrupting their senses.”

“No.” He chuckled. “Find the light source and shut it down. We don’t benefit from the light as much as Vorsei, Red, and the rest of their people will.”

“Understood.” Aunwe turned away from Call’s vicious leer. “I’ll see to it.”

He touched the communication sprout in his ear and listened for a moment. Then, Call released a hideous laugh that echoed through the vault. “Speak is in position. Let the finale of our operation commence.”

Aunwe hurried away along the catwalk, staying low with her bonded automatic pistol clutched in both hands. The sound of Call’s laughter pursued her into the darkness of the service passage she guessed might lead to the power pile for the vault. She slowed her pace as she entered the low-ceilinged room a few meters down the narrow corridor.

An animal hiss issued from a mass in the center of the room. The bulky form of the animal pile offered a view of the misshapen mammal that nearly filled the space, limbs sunken into deep holes in the floor. Chains held the animal pile in place by a collar that encircled a long, furry neck.

The feline eyes followed Aunwe and the same hiss issued forth along with a hint of steam from large cat-like fanged jaws. Aunwe saw no attendants, but the creature’s electrical surplus could power this whole facility if it was kept fed, though Vorsei most likely could connect others to back up this one.

“Hush,” she said. “It’s time you went free.”

Those teeth grinned with ferocious intent as she approached the collar and began to undo the chain links that held the huge crossbred animal in place.

* * *
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THE LIGHTS FAILED AS Call’s maniacal laughter continued to reverberate through the vault. Leoten whirled this way and that, in search of the shapes of Auntie and Uncle, the two closest enemy minds.

He recalled the words of his father that the dark scared everyone at least a little, but usually  Leoten lacked a real reason for such fear. Yet, the dread of the flesh mages’ approach sent cold, anxious pulses from his feet to his head. He called his signature knife and held it on guard.

The enemy could strike at any moment.

Nerida intoned a verse in a low tone that Leoten could barely hear. She spoke to the dragon. “Ignite your fires and awaken your mind.”

The monstrous being turned a slender, reptilian head toward the humans at the creature’s feet. Though the dragon didn’t speak, a kind of calm washed over Leoten as their eyes met. Nerida leaned against the creature’s neck, hands to their scaled and furry side.

What was this soothing presence, this serenity?

Like a green forest floor in the middle of summer, the dragon left a cool sensation of peace wherever that gaze passed.

A howl broke the tranquility in Call’s high-pitched voice. “Strike and kill! Strike and kill!”

Henry looked this way and that as the lab-coated assistants scattered. Warmth began to emanate steadily from the dragon. The two shoddok, Auntie and Uncle, charged from opposite sides of the chamber, rushing for Nerida and the dragon. Leoten clenched his grip on his signature knife and faced Uncle. The dogged presence of Hunt’s vacuum mind still nagged at his inner senses.

Sarah lunged toward Auntie with her sword in the lead. Henry squeezed off a few shots at the female shoddok. Nerida focused on the dragon, rousing the creature to move. Leoten stared into Uncle’s scarred face as the man charged toward him.

Arms that looked like human limbs erupted from Uncle’s right side, overwhelming both his ordinary limbs with their bulk. Leoten hurled himself out of the way and the cascade of warped limbs smashed into the tiles where he’d been standing. He flipped his signature knife and then threw it straight into the shoddok’s face. 

Both of Uncle’s eyes widened and then the right one vanished in a spray of blood. He howled and clawed at where the knife had struck him, but Leoten had already called the weapon back to his hand.

Uncle’s furious arms filled the space before Leoten and the beast of a man sent another torrent of arms at him. Leoten ducked under the volley, but one caught his coat collar. He left it behind and lunged toward Uncle with his signature knife. The blade cut along with the scarred man's throat. The shoddok’s roar became a rasp and then he went down with a bloody gurgle.

Behind him, he heard auntie scream in anguish and then retreat, feet pounding on the reinforced vault floor.

“Henry," said Nerida. "Come here."

Henry ran to her side. "What is it?"

"The dragon is beginning to move, but slowly," Nerida said. "Protect him."

"I'll protect both of you," said Henry.

Leoten look around for Hunt but saw no hint of the man anywhere. Though his mental presence was close. Upon the catwalk over, he spotted Call standing beside the boy from the duplex, Max, one hand locked on the kid’s shoulder.

Why bring him here? Did Call want a hostage?

"Leoten," said Sarah. "Watch out!"

Leoten turned to look this way and that, then ducked just in time to avoid the machete that swept toward his head.

Hunt glared at Leoten with dark eyes. His massive frame blotted out the flickering emergency lights from above. Hunt bellowed, "Speak!" And then retreated a pace from Leoten. The sniper must be in position, too, thought Leoten. Damn it. 

He glanced in every direction he thought Speak could attack from but spotted no sign of the assassin. He’d begun to become accustomed to the Hounds avoiding his senses. A shot rang out and Henry sank to his knees, blood blooming from his abdomen.

"No!” cried Nerida.

Henry twisted, clutching his stomach. He fired his pistol twice at Hunt. Both shots hit the huge man squarely on opposite sides of his upper body. Yet, neither seemed to strike the heart. Hunt shook and spun from the impacts. 

He retreated toward the stairs leading off the floor of the vault, trailing blood. Henry propped himself up against Nerida's leg. 

“That was Speak," said Nerida. "He can kill us all if we stay here."

"No," said Henry. "I don't think so.” He pointed with the barrel of his pistol up at the catwalk a level above where Call and Max stood, on a higher floor of the Vault’s walkways. There, the man with the bolt action rifle hung draped over the railing. His rifle lay at his feet. "I saw her," said Henry. "That was Aunwe." 

Nerida’s eyes widened. "She stopped Speak? But why would she?"

"She isn’t with the Hound Unit," said Leoten. "She may not even serve Drufan, now."

* * *
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CHAPTER 19

Aunwe needed both arms to tug the unconscious sniper off the railing and lay him flat on the catwalk. She relaxed the mental pressure she’d applied to Speak and let him sleep naturally. Aunwe retreated from the unconscious sniper, hand on the railing to guide her in the dim illumination from above.

The clink of metal on metal reached her eyes and she looked over her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” asked Fetch.

Aunwe stared the younger woman in the eyes. “I’m trying to save us all.”

The assassin waved the dagger she’d tapped on the railing before her. It glinted in the emergency lights. “I don’t think I follow.”

“Call isn’t for Drufan,” said Aunwe. “He’s against us all.”

“Did your spirit powers reveal that to you?” Fetch asked.

“No,” said Aunwe. “He did it himself when he summoned those monsters.”

“The shoddok aren’t monsters.” Fetch grinned. “Call thinks of them as family. I think they’re fun.”

“I suppose we’re at odds, then.”

“Look, Fox, I don’t want to kill you. Run away and don’t interfere again.”

Aunwe’s throat tightened. She looked at the dragon below, with Leoten and the others. She’d not been on their side before, but as the massive frames of the shoddok prowled into the vault from either side, she knew she’d not live down abandoning them if she did.

A gun’s loud report rang out and Fetch staggered to one side. Blood pulsed from her ruined right shoulder and speckled her chest. Her dagger skidded off the rail and fell onto the catwalk. She sagged, then her eyes rolled back and she collapsed.

Behind Aunwe, the businessman, Vorsei muttered a low curse, then a prayer of contrition to his Otrusian family gods. “Put up your hands, then don’t move,” he told Aunwe. His footsteps approached along the catwalk and he pressed the barrel of his pistol into the small of her back. “I’ll take as many of you alive as I can.”

Aunwe hung her head, hands still raised on either side of her head. “I don’t blame you,” she said. “But trust me, I can help more if I stay free for now.”

“What was that spat with Fetch about?” Vorsei asked.

“Loyalty,” said Aunwe. “The Hounds don’t owe theirs to Drufan anymore.”

“Then who do they serve?”

“I don’t know. Something stranger.”

He removed the gun’s pressure from her back. “You’re a magus, right? Fight for the dragon and I’ll let you leave when we’ve won.”

“Deal,” said Aunwe.

* * *
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LEOTEN TOOK A STEP forward as shoddok lunged toward the Dragon. His mind felt blank, yet more alert now knowing that Aunwe had chosen to join their side.

He faced beasts, with little more than a dagger and despite their greater size, the shoddok inspired less distinct fear in him than their humanoid allies. Whatever gave them their ability to grow additional arms, Auntie, Uncle and these beasts shared it in common.

Leoten lunged toward the creature, but Sarah grabbed his shoulder and held him back. "No!” she said. "What were you doing? They’re too big.”

“The Bruise Regiment makes us tough.” 

Despite his brave front, fear churned his stomach. The larger shoddok that loped toward the dragon might be too much for him on his own. Nerida cradled Henry's bleeding form. The Otrusian agent had dropped his pistol just moments after shooting Hunt.

The dragon turned its massive head, serpentine neck, weaving, and gazed down upon the shoddok. Though no sound came from the creature, it emitted a presence of pure unadulterated anger. The iron dragon’s rage reached within Leoten, filling his mind with fury. His limbs forced him to move and he pulled away from Sarah.

She let him go this time. He darted toward the shoddok, but cut to one side, dagger in hand. He flipped the blade around and then hurled the weapon into one creature’s eye. The blade slid under an overhanging section of the carapace. Unlike Uncle, this creature didn’t hesitate, despite the blood that issued from the cut. 

The beast loomed over Leoten as he recalled the blade. The signature knife appeared in his grasp, but not fast enough. He wouldn't be able to avoid all of the smaller arms in the and then the heavy claws would have him.

Nerida shouted something, but Leoten, in his tunnel vision, didn't understand her words. He spotted Vorsei on the catwalk beside Aunwe, but the two of them seemed equally powerless to do anything about the shoddok that charged at Leoten. It was good to meet all of you, he thought. A searing jet of blue-hot flame erupted from the dragon's mouth. The shoddok cowered back, rather than crushing Leoten.

He stared for a long moment as a second stream of flame shot from the dragon's mouth in a ribbon of pure heat. Call shouted something at the shoddok and then hurdled over the railing one floor up. He left Max behind. The fall could've stopped a man not trained in the Bruise Regiment’s ways. Call hit the ground and rolled before bouncing to his feet. He came up with his pistol hand and his knife in the other. He faced down Leoten and the dragon.

The dragon and the shoddok began to clash. Massive iron-clad limbs battered at swarms of arms from the foe. No battlefield in the world had seen such a battle between monsters like this in living memory.

Leoten stared, overwhelmed for what felt like a long time, but must have been mere seconds before he moved again. He interposed himself between Call and the dragon. They dueled, knife to knife and edge to edge. Cuts opened on both of their arms and Call dealt Leoten a blow above the head with the muzzle of his pistol. Despite the gun, Call still favored his signature knife.

"Is that why you're here," said Leoten. "Do you want revenge? Or are you just here to finish me for good?”

"No.” Call’s serious tone of voice stood out starkly to Leoten, different from the manic Urial of the past. He’d been a gregarious Bruise Soldier and the same among the Houdn Unit, as much as Leoten had seen. At that moment, he fell into a deadly intensity of expression and focus.

“Leoten, stand aside," said Call.

"I can't let you kill that dragon," said Leoten.

“You won't stop me from anything,” Call snarled. 

They fought another bout, bleeding from multiple small cuts. They closed the distance again and again, darting back and forth with stabbing blades that glimmered in the dim light of the emergency glow from above. Vorsei lined up a shot, but Call turned just in time to put Leoten between himself and the man with the guns. 

The shot never came.

Leoten grimaced as he drove Call away from the dragon but noticed that while they fought, their Bruise training helped them deal with the pain, that neither of them could so quickly heal, or so he’d thought. The wounds he’d dealt Call began to stitch themselves back together.

"You're one of them?" he said. "You're not human?" 

“It took many years for me to learn it.” Call grinned. "But no. I'm not.” 

“So you're one of the shoddok," said Leoten. "That explains what you think of his family." He motioned with his free hand to where Uncle's body lay on the floor. "My apologies for killing your family.”

Call shoved Leoten backward toward where the dragons fought the other shoddok. The massive frame of the beast that Leoten fought to protect, cast a shadow over Nerida and Henry. If Leoten fell he’d lose any ability to protect them. Nerida’s powers weren’t precise enough to defeat Call at close range, while the dragon was occupied with the larger shoddok. Henry might not live, even as matters stood. The shoddok before him, the thing he’d known as Urial Brin, widened his wild grin. "Honest," he said. “Time to finally punish each other, Leoten?”

“The final punishment," Leoten said, "Is the same for everyone."

"That's the Bruise way," said Call. "But I’m no Bruise anymore. I’ll see your suffering last."

Leoten lunged with his blade and cut Call across the neck. The man had taken too long to gloat. He staggered with his hand to his bloody throat. Yet, the wound was too shallow and he still drew breath. 

Call motioned desperately to one of the other shoddok. The dragon drew back his head, ready to unleash another burst of flames. The beast lunged forward and caught the dragon about the snout. Leoten's eyes went wide as the shoddok, grown heavy with far too many limbs, wrapped all of those hands around the sound and pulled it shut. Instead of a belch of flame, the dragon shook the shoddok this way and that, but couldn’t knock its foe loose.

That shoddok held on tight. Its many limbs kept the dragon's jaw grappled shut. Both greater claws ripped at the steely scales from the bottom of the dragon’s mouth. It pulled and tore at the dragon until bloody fangs hung from the reptilian upper jaw but nothing remained below them. The shoddok on the dragon’s head crowed laughter in a terrible voice. The dragon and Nerida screamed, but one drowned out the other. The dragon hurled its foe down and then released a blast of flame from its bloody jaw.

Pinned to the ground, the shoddok’s laughter became a scream of agony but then fell silent. Embers crackled. Blood from the dragon’s wounded mouth flowed along its shattered and broken jaw and dribbled into the flames. 

Leoten couldn’t bear to look at the wounded majesty. He faced Call as the leader of the Hound Unit staggered forward with one hand pressed to his bleeding neck.

The rain of blood from the dragon’s mouth caught the humanoid shoddok's attention. Urial Brin lurched toward the wounded dragon, shoving past Leoten. The trail of blood left from the creature’s wounded head, curtained upon the floor. Call dropped his pistol and banished his knife. He put his hands together to form the shape of a cradle.

Leoten cut him across the back, but Call’s cupped hands caught a trickle of blood in the palms. He raised his hands to his mouth and his tongue snaked out to taste the dragon’s blood. The amount was incalculably small, but the mere taste changed something within Call. Despite the death of all his allies, the loss of his friends, his team’s dissolution, and Aunwe's betrayal, Urial Brin laughed through his partially regenerated throat, because he’d gotten what he wanted. Leoten knew then that the dragon's blood was what Call had been after all along.

Urial turned toward him, eyes wide and catlike with yellowed blood vessels that radiated from the center. Then, as if he stared into empty space rather than the face of his enemy, he extended his right arm. A torrent of limbs rocketed from all parts of him. He grew to crawl with new arms that extended from his legs, and more that sprouted from his arms. More waves of limbs poured from his back. He must've been desperate because the act of creation wracked his face with strain. Too many arms spawned from his shoddok frame should leave him drained of energy even if he could somehow avoid burying himself in a thick casket of flesh. 

Call rushed toward the iron dragon, alongside the only other remaining shoddok. The three monsters readied for a clash. But as the arm-beasts approached, the shoddok hesitated and an inferno leapt upon it, as Nerida completed an incantation. Her hand signs formed with her mind to become a wrathful flame. 

The shoddok alongside call burst into flames and fell burning to the floor, incinerated by Nerida’s wrath. Call screamed in rage. Could fear be laced into that sound? The twisted agent, surrounded by countless hands grown like flowers from spring soil, confronted the dragon.

* * *
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CHAPTER 20

Leoten stared at first, jaw half-open as the battle unfolded before him. He wouldn't last long if the horrific power of either the dragon or the shoddok came too near to him. No, he thought, these may as well not be good or evil forces. Supernatural, or natural, they were both strength incarnate.

A few lines of poetry stirred in him as the scene of terrible struggle mingled with the memory of the way the dragon’s peaceful presence first overcame him. The lines he’d not even known he’d been dwelling on came to his lips. 

"And when the mighty enter the place of battle, all eyes will be upon them," he said, unsure of what to do, as the battle raged between Call and the dragon. 

Call, in his monstrous form, spread his shadows from his arms, dagger-like. His signature knife appeared to be of no further use to him in his new form. The dragon, despite its damaged mouth and unreliable flames, put everything into the desperate battle. Awkward claw strikes tore away a wave of arms. The dragon smashed its bulk against Call to drive him backward.

Yet, for every arm that fell broken, two more sprouted from Call’s stumps. Dead limbs became like underbrush in a forest, but no fire seemed left to clear them away. 

The dragon might not have enough power left in its weakened state to defeat this newly blooded and wildly erratic shoddok. How did Call know he’d needed that blood to gain this terrible power?

He couldn't help anything physically but sought to access his mind eater abilities. His blade would be of no further use in the battle between giants, but as a mind eater, he might reach out to Call and disrupt his thoughts. Aunwe’s spirit form gripped his conscious mind and carried his magic and thoughts forth. The two monsters dueled as Aunwe and Leoten plunged into the alien mind that had once been Urial Brin’s consciousness. The spirit was cold, twisted, icy, and as bitter to the senses as anything he’d ever tasted in the material world. 

The beast that had been Urial Brin, a member of the Bruise Regiment, and a member of the Hound Unit known as Call. This creature could hardly be said to be any of those things anymore. As the abomination wrapped his arms around the dragon’s neck, Leoten and Aunwe struck as one.

They pulled and pinched at nerves, tore at willpower, and shredded thoughts.

Thanks to Leoten and Aunwe's interference the shoddok’s grip faltered. Inside the mind, Call built up a wall of spiritual stone. Yet the two of them dived deeper to chisel at that stone, knocking away bits and pieces of the barrier. The dragon caught a short burst of flame and forced Call to roll backward, buoyed by his many arms. The sorcerous shadows around the shoddok hid most of his original body amid his mass of tangled limbs. 

The shoddok screamed and surged into the battle with renewed ferocity. The dragon, despite its bloodied jaw, seemed to have found a trace of fire to breathe. Nerida stood with her hand pressed to the dragon’s massive side to channel her power to the creature. 

Leoten hoped he could do more than slow the shoddok further. 

He couldn't heal the dragon’s damaged jaw or stop the pain the mighty beast felt, but maybe Aunwe could help. With their minds so close, he could nearly touch her spirit. 

"Try to ease the beast’s suffering,” he said. “We need it to win."

"I understand. It's been good working with you, Leoten.”

"And you," said Leoten. "I wish I wish we could've known each other longer.”

"One way or another.” Aunwe’s voice faded. 

And then they both went into the fray, once again, smashing through barriers and breaking through alien veil-walls, smashing apart the interior systems of the shoddok's mind, but somehow none of it seemed to perturb the abomination enough to stop it. Shadows and fingernails grabbed at the dragon, moving in erratic lurches as Aunwe and Leoten interfered with its motor functions. The great beasts clashed, again and again. The dragon continued to retreat, with Nerida limping beside it. Henry rolled to one side in their wake, gasping. Leoten hoped his friend might live. He and Aunwe joined their powers once more.

The shoddok that was Call began to retaliate against the two of them and their magic. He managed to repel both their minds with pulses of alien rage. The bizarreness and cold fury infected Leoten's mind. He trembled and fell to his knees in the physical world. 

He hadn't used his mind eater powers with so much force in his life, and never before against a creature so inhuman. The giants battled before him and even with Aunwe’s spirit to project his mental attacks, they seemed out of reach altogether.

The dragon lunged forward but couldn’t cut to Call’s main body with claws alone. The dragon’s ruined mouth sparked with an inner flame. The shoddok caught the dragon about the throat with a dozen arms. The dragon belched smoke for a long moment. Then, the spark burst into a stream of fire that shot from the gaping wound of a mouth. Blood and flame shot straight onto Call’s true form.

Call wrapped his countless malformed arms around the dragon, and the fire burned into the flesh and plant beneath the dragon’s scales. The two creatures fell, tangled together in a single massive death throe. Their impact shook the vault from floor to ceiling. 

Nerida fled from the dragon’s side as its movements began to slow, but Leoten crawled toward the listing in my massive limbs and the majestic beast that destroyed Call. Could it still live?  Tears beaded in his eyes as he touched the dragon’s side with his hand and felt the spirit flicker within. The dragon’s mind was in there, as intelligent and thoughtful as that of any human. No words passed in the silence that followed. The dragon’s breathing began to slow. Unable to put his sorrow into words, Leoten, took that inner mind with him as a dragon’s pulse faded into stillness. 

Leoten straightened up only to glimpse his superior officers, Damaia and Ornid standing on an upper level of the catwalk network. Troops descended into the vault. They were military police with support agents from the same organization to which Leoten belonged.

“I didn't summon reinforcements.” His eyes narrowed.

"Whatever happened," said Sarah. "They're here now.”

Leoten said nothing. He knew that Damaia and Ornid would want to gather as much of this material as possible, and as many of the agents as they could. That meant Nerida, and it meant the control of her ability to make another iron dragon would pass to the TCR. She would have to go. 

Sarah approached Leoten’s side. "You know," she said. "We did make a good team."

"What do you mean by did?" said Leoten. "Where are you going?" He glanced at her in time to see Sarah’s shoe close the distance with his face. Another kick drove him to the floor. He lay stunned as Sarah took her sword in hand and put it to Nerida’s throat. 

"You're coming with me. We should have left long before now, for Otrusia’s sake." 

Sarah's words to Nerida roused Leoten to move He struggled to stand up. Despite the blood that trickled from his nose, he reached out with one arm to use his mind eater abilities to stop Sarah. The ghost of the dragon intervened and held him in the silent grip of comfort. His hand faltered.

The spirit taken from the fallen dragon’s body was alive in him, not the memory alone, but a complete being, and one greater than him. The entity lived on somehow in his skin. Leoten couldn't resist or fight against the pain as the dragon soothed him. 

Sarah dragged Nerida up the stairs to the catwalk, then from the vault. 

Face bloodied and cheek bruised, Leoten’s part in the battle was over. He looked upward and glimpsed Vorsei and Aunwe before they disappeared down a passage on the same level as the lowest catwalk. Leoten feared that the struggle they’d all become engaged in had just begun. The dragon pulsed slightly like an answer within his mind, faintly telling him that he was right.

He struggled to his feet and lurched toward Henry’s body. He knew already the other agent was dead, with his lower body crushed under the grotesque body of one of Call’s fallen shoddok. Leoten resisted the urge to say anything. No words could help now.

* * *
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THROUGH HIS DARK GLASSES, Colonel Ornid Teyon scanned the vault from the catwalk overlooking the twisted, charred bodies of the iron dragon and the four dead shoddok, along with Henry and several vault staff. Despite his eyes being hidden, Leoten could tell by the twitch of his mouth that the colonel barely believed his story.

“Shame about the Otrusians. You’ll need to write a strong report for review,” he said.

“Of course, sir.” Leoten pressed a hand to his face where the pain remained from Sarah’s kicks. “I’ll be thorough.”

Ornid nodded. “See that you are.” He motioned to the dragon’s remains. “The creature might not have survived, but there’s much we can learn from it. The generals and the rest of our Triumvirate agencies owe you for your dogged pursuit of this place. We’ve also apprehended the legendary Hound Unit assassin Speak.”

“Is he the only enemy agent you found?” asked Leoten.

“I believe what you say, that Call transformed into that. But otherwise, yes.” Ornid scowled at the mass of charred limbs. “We’ve got a lot to do, Red. Good thing, that despite losing Nerida Enn, General Javion will probably see the information you’ve retrieved as valuable enough to keep our funds flowing.”

Leoten glanced at the last place he’d seen Henry on the vault floor, where one of Ornid’s seeker teams was sweeping the room. With that wound to his gut, Henry might have escaped, if it weren’t for the crashing limbs of Call’s transformation. Leoten’s stomach nearly turned over at the thought of his first meeting with the Otrusian agent just days ago. He’d not deserved to go that way.

Ornid clapped Leoten on the shoulder. “Red, you did as well as we could hope. If I’m frank, I think the existence of this dragon is the proof the Triumvirate has needed to start our reclamation projects. I’ll look forward to reading your report.”

Leoten looked at his hands, covered in blood from both his and Call’s wounds. He said nothing. No words remained, no poetry strong enough for the hand he’d just lost. For a long moment, he focused only on breathing.

Finally, he raised his head and gazed at Ornid. “Can you do me a favor, colonel?”

“Depends on what you need, but I think I owe you one.”

“When you track down Sarah Hanzioni or Nerida Enn, please, put me on that mission.”

“I can’t promise there’ll be one,” said Ornid.

“But if there is?”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Leoten turned and marched toward the entrance of the vault. He listened in case Ornid protested, but the colonel didn’t add a parting shot. Leoten climbed to the surface, cold and miserable. A small warmth kindled in his mind. His eyes widened with hope.

“Aunwe?” he said out loud.

No answer came for the name, but an intense, pure serenity swept over Leoten. For a moment, the loss, death, and pain, all washed from his mind. Only the presence of what he realized was the dragon’s spirit remained. He cradled the mind he’d rescued to himself and let the peace fill his heart.



Chapter 21

Six days later Leoten made his way back to his father’s house on the east side of Volskorod. The rain had stopped, but the snow was on the way, as evidenced by gray clouds that billowed over the city. He checked the watch Ornid told him to wear and waited for the hands to reach four past noon before he approached the porch immediately after his requirements for total silence after the mission expired.

The whir of electrical current on the line over the street announced the approach of a line taxi. The smaller vehicles usually had to hug the curb but otherwise used the streetcar power systems to help small parties to reach the more far-flung portions of the city.

It was too cold now for his father to sit outside, so Leoten climbed the steps with a dreary creak of the old wood. He felt eyes upon him, sensed a mind intent on his own. He turned to look over his shoulder and found a bedraggled skinny figure, lost in a too-large coat standing at the curb as the line taxi pulled away. The rumble of wheels receded before Leoten recognized Max.

He descended the porch and met the kid by the curb.

“I didn’t shoot,” Max said.

“I know.” Leoten sighed. “I almost wish you had, after how things turned out. But no, you did the right thing.”

“You killed that night, didn’t you?” said Max.

“Yeah.”

“Then. How. How can you tell me what I did was right?”

“Because we’re not in the same position. I fought to protect my—” Leoten almost said the word: team. He didn’t have a team. Never had. Never would. “I had my reasons,” he finished.

“And I had mine. Still do. He got away.”

“You don’t know that for certain.”

“You don’t know for sure he didn’t.” Max shook his head and shivered despite the heavy gray-green coat about his shoulders. “I told civil services what happened to my parents. They said they could keep me, or send me here.”

“Then, Yaron accepted?”

“Looks that way. He met me at a park a few days ago to make sure.”

Leoten nodded.

“You don’t look old enough to be Mister Seol’s son,” said Max.

Leoten shrugged. “You can’t always tell.”

“How old are you?” Max asked.

Let me see, Leoten thought. Ten years and orphan, plus ten a son, then five among the Bruise Regiment...ten in the temple and another two in the service of the Triumvirate. 

“I’ve got 37 years so far,” he said.

“Hell, you’re almost as old as Yaron.”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell him that. My father was a gunsmith, a sharpshooter twice, and cranky the whole time.”

“You’re quick with words when you want to be,” said Max.

“I enjoy a good line of poetry, even if I have to compose it myself. But it’s cold out here. Let’s go inside.”

“I’ll agree with that, Red.”

“Don’t call me that around Yaron,” said Leoten.

“What should I call you then?”

“My name is Leoten,” he said. “But while you live with him, I hope you’ll call me brother.”

Max laughed. “Not today, you old bastard.”

Leoten’s face formed an exaggerated grimace. “Go inside, kid.”

Max went up the steps to the porch and kept any further jokes to himself. At least he could joke. The kid must be tough. He’d lost his parents just over a week ago, and already he’d found a way forward.

Yaron met Leoten and Max in the kitchen in the middle of the old house, his glass full of whiskey. He left the bottle hidden somewhere out of sight.

“Leoten, they let you free already?”

“Yeah. Still can’t talk about the mission, though.”

“As always. Bethaia says a friend of yours owes her a couch.”

Leoten nodded and resisted the urge to sigh in frustration at the thought of Nerida. “She’s not lying. But I’ll be the one to pay her back.”

Yaron frowned. “Sounds like another tough job.”

“It was.” Leoten glanced at Max. The kid ignored him.

“It’s almost supper time,” said Yaron. “This old man hasn’t cooked for more than two in quite a while.”

“You don’t have to include me,” said Leoten.

“You’re not staying?”

“I’m on my way out of Volskorod for a while.”

“Another mission?”

“No. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

“Well, when you’re done thinking, come back, son.”

“I always will.”

Yaron cracked a smile, then turned to Max. “Welcome to the house. Been a while since I adopted, but it’s about time.”

Max nodded. “Thanks for letting me stay, Mister Seol.”

Yaron laughed. “A deal’s a deal. Help an old man make supper, will you?” He glanced at Leoten. “See you around, son.”

“See you later, father.” He turned to the door only to hear a meow from the top of the stairs. Yaron didn’t keep a cat.

At least, he hadn’t.

Leoten glanced and saw the white cat lying in the hall upstairs. Four tiny bundles of fur squashed together side by side to nurse from her. Despite his dark mood over the past week, he smiled. Then, Leoten turned and left his father’s house.

* * *
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LEOTEN GUIDED HIS GREAT heavy-limbed strider over the narrow stretch of land northwest of Volskorod. He headed for the lighthouse that could shine equally on the ocean and the lake. The smell of salty sea spray drifted on the cold wind, but his heavy coat and thick gloves kept him warm against the elements.

Winter was growing deeper and another long night darkened the sky to the east and the sunset turned the sea a pale red on the other side. He followed the directions the dragon’s mind gave him, seeking the flicker of spiritual warmth at the base of the lighthouse. There, in the lee of the long support walls, stood a tent of the kind the nomads of the distant eastern plateau lived in year-round.

He stopped his strider before the flap of the tent. Aunwe Fox sat cross-legged on a round cushion just outside the doorway. She opened her eyes and met his gaze.

“Leoten, I’m glad you made it.”

“Like I had a choice,” he said. “Where’s Vorsei?”

“Gone back to Otrusia, I suspect. But he wasn’t explicit.”

“And Fetch?”

“He took her with him. He told me she has information that he wants.”

“Why are you still in Volsk?” asked Leoten.

“Vorsei told me to wait here if I wanted to learn about the Corporeum. You aren’t my first visitor, you know.”

“Did they manage to recruit you?”

“I suppose they tried.” Aunwe inclined her head and glanced at the sunset. “I’m not sure yet, what I’ll do. What about you?”

“I have the dragon’s mind.”

“What do you mean?”

“You sensed it before, didn’t you? In the vault.” Leoten closed his eyes as he tried to find the words. “The dragon radiates peace, and somehow I managed to take its mind, or part of its mind, with me when it was dying.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m going to find out.”

“I’m sorry about your friends from Otrusia,” said Aunwe. “Not just Henry.”

“Thanks,” said Leoten. “Betrayal hurts.”

“But you’re still with your agency?”

“Yeah,” he said. “For now, I’ll use their resources and take on their missions.”

“Even though you have a dragon’s mind within you?” Aunwe frowned. “Strange.”

“I agree,” he said. “Now what?”

She rose from her cushion. “The tent and these things aren’t mine. I’m leaving them here.”

“And where are you going?” he asked.

“Drufan,” she said. “My organization must want to know what happened with Nerida and the dragon. I still have a job to do there.”

“Good luck,” he said.

“Take care of yourself, Leoten.” Aunwe stepped out of the tent. “Use this place as long as you want. It’s yours now.” She went around to the back of the tent and untied a scaly runner with a bristly mane from a short pole.

He nodded to her. “Until we meet again.”

* * *
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THE STORY CONTINUES in Iron Dragon Book 2, “Dreams of Static,” coming soon.
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