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      The beat-up orange camper van chugged down the interstate, getting passed by semitrailer trucks, Volkswagen beetles, and motorcycles with dogs in the sidecars. As a begoggled husky looked over at us, I rubbed my face and wondered if other assassins traveled by such means. Hollywood was convinced every gun-wielding independent contractor made millions, but it didn’t work that way when you worked for the military. Or maybe the problem was that people are willing to pay more to have government dictators killed than they were man-eating wyverns and murderous vampires.

      My mood brightened when the exit sign for Gold Hill, Oregon, came into view. Almost there.

      “Thanks for the ride, Dimitri.” I nodded to my driver, forcing myself to sound suitably appreciative. “Maybe we can get done quickly and drive back to Seattle tonight.”

      “I’m sure I can. I just have to pick up some dirt.” Dimitri waved to the glass sample containers rattling in his cupholder as we lumbered off the interstate and onto the exit ramp. They looked dainty and fragile next to his big hand. Dimitri was a quarter dwarf, but he loomed more than six and a half feet tall and had the build and pockmark-scarred face of a mafia bruiser. “You’re the one who has to solve a centuries-old ancient mystery and figure out what’s eating the tourists.”

      “Technically, Colonel Willard doesn’t care about the mystery.” I glanced at the little town as we passed through it in a few eyeblinks and headed up a road toward the supposed Oregon Vortex. “She just wants me to…”

      I trailed off as the aura of a powerful magical being flew onto my radar. Even though I was half-human and looked human from the outside, my father had been an elf, and I could sense magic when it was close enough. That included enchanted artifacts and magical beings from other worlds who were visiting or hiding out on Earth. Or, as was the case with this particular magical being, rounding up criminals.

      “Pause dramatically to flummox your driver?” Dimitri glanced over at me.

      “Sorry. I sense Zav.”

      “Your dragon buddy?” Dimitri grimaced. “What’s he doing down here?”

      “He’s not so much a buddy as a sometimes ally in the hunt for bad guys who have committed crimes here on Earth.”

      “Didn’t you say you kissed him in a hot tub once?”

      “No, I did not.” He’d kissed me, and there had been extenuating circumstances. Everything about a dragon was extenuating. “You must have heard an unsubstantiated rumor from someone unreliable.”

      “I think it was Sindari.”

      “He’s definitely unreliable.” I touched the feline figurine dangling among other magical charms on a leather thong around my neck. I might not have said that if the silver tiger had been in the van, but unless I summoned Sindari, he couldn’t hear us talking.

      “I like him,” Dimitri said. “A lot more than I like your dragon.”

      “That’s because Zav is haughty and arrogant.” Now that I thought about it, Sindari trended toward arrogant, too, but he was less obnoxious about it. And he didn’t call humans vermin.

      “The one time I spoke to him, he called me a mongrel, my enchanted inventions junk, and Bessy too inferior for a dragon to ride in.” Dimitri gave Bessy’s dashboard a reassuring pat.

      “He calls me a mongrel, too, and we’re—”

      A great black dragon landed on the street in front of us, and Dimitri threw on the brakes. The tires squealed, Bessy fishtailed, and the van came to a halt less than a foot from the huge muscled body. The dragon didn’t move. His sleek black scales gleamed under the afternoon sunlight filtering through the trees.

      “—close,” I finished.

      “We were all almost close,” Dimitri choked out, knuckles white where he clenched the wheel. “As in intertwined.”

      “Nah. We would have bounced off. Just like bullets do when you shoot dragons.” I tapped Fezzik, the custom compact submachine pistol in my thigh holster. “Trust me; I know all about that.” Chopper, the magical longsword I usually wore in a scabbard on my back, was the only weapon I’d seen hurt a dragon, and even then, the dragon had to be wounded or distracted.

      “So we would have just been intertwined with the trees.”

      “You know the story of how I lost my first Jeep.” Fortunately, the current Jeep was only in the shop for minor repairs, not debilitating ones. An irate griffin had dropped a boulder on it when he’d failed at his true goal of killing me.

      “Yeah, you’ve told it often.”

      “Because I’m still bitter the insurance wouldn’t reimburse me. Tell me having a dragon fling your vehicle into the treetops isn’t an act of God.”

      Outside, Zav—known as Lord Zavryd’nokquetal, a name that nobody but other dragons could pronounce—shifted around so he could lower his serpentine neck to peer through the windshield. His violet eyes glowed faintly as he regarded us.

      “It’s an act of something,” Dimitri muttered. “What happens if I honk at him?”

      “Is Bessy fireproof?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t suggest it.” What is it, Zav? I asked in my mind, trusting he was monitoring my thoughts.

      You left your domicile in the city without informing me, his telepathic words sounded in my mind. You have been assisting me in hunting down criminals designated by the Dragon Justice Court, and I insist that you continue to do so.

      Willard gave me this assignment this morning. I’ll be back by tomorrow night at the latest. I was confident I could find who or what had mauled the tourists in that time.

      You failed to obtain my permission before leaving.

      Because I don’t ask your permission before I do anything. I’m not on parole, and you’re not my keeper.

      The Dragon Justice Court believes I am.

      Don’t remind me. I waved at Dimitri, who was peering around for options. He wasn’t privy to the telepathic conversation. “There’s nobody coming from the other direction. See if you can drive around him.”

      “Drive around him? He’s bigger than a house. And Bessy doesn’t off road.”

      “The shoulder is open if you nudge his tail out of the way.”

      Dimitri gave me an incredulous look. “Nudge it? With my van? Are you trying to get me killed? I can feel his power like microwaves nuking us through the windshield. He could squash us with his foot.”

      Some time during the months I’d known Zav, I’d gotten used to his power and didn’t find it as disconcerting as I should. Maybe because he’d healed me and helped me several times that summer. I knew he cared about me, in his own pompous dragon way.

      Your companion is suitably respectful of the power of dragons, Zav informed me. You could learn from him.

      Oh, I’m sure. I was surprised Zav wasn’t getting uppity about me being with another guy. When he was in his human form and we were working together, he had a tendency to act like a jealous boyfriend and chase off any men who came up to me. I’d told him on numerous occasions that this wouldn’t be appropriate, even if we were dating, and that since we weren’t dating, and never would be dating, it was unacceptable. Since dragons were horrible at taking advice and even worse at respecting lesser species, as he called us, he ignored me. Lift your tail, please. I’ll finish up here and come back up to do another mission with you, if Willard pays me to.

      You will come to do another mission with me because I am removing heinous criminals from your world, and it benefits your people.

      Uh huh. Tail up, please. I made a lifting motion with my hand.

      Dimitri gave me another incredulous look. But Zav got out of the way, shifting to one side of the road and moving his tail out of the left lane.

      You could help us with this mission if you like, I thought to Zav. With your assistance, we could finish more quickly, and then I’d be back in Seattle sooner, where you can return to coercing my boss to give me missions that align with your interests.

      I wasn’t tickled that he’d been doing that, but since the criminals on his list—magical beings who’d committed crimes in the Cosmic Realms that dragon-kind ruled over—also tended to be the types to murder and rape humans, we often wanted the same thing.

      Dimitri drove over onto the far shoulder, flattening some roadside water hemlocks to make sure Bessy’s tires didn’t go anywhere near dragon appendages.

      Zav watched us as we drove off, his violet eyes glowing softly. Dimitri’s white knuckles didn’t loosen until Zav sprang into the air and flew off over the trees.

      “Is he likely to bother us again?” Dimitri asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure of it.”

      Dimitri groaned. “Doesn’t he have anything better to do?”

      “In Gold Hill, Oregon? I doubt it.”
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      As we neared our destination, the trees alongside the road changed from vertical to oddly curved, and an uneasy sensation formed in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t sense any magic, other than in the weapons and trinkets I carried, but the wilderness had an eerie feel to it.

      On the way south, I’d read the hoopla surrounding the Oregon Vortex—that animals supposedly avoided it and that the natives had called it The Forbidden Ground—but I hadn’t expected to genuinely experience anything.

      The parking lot alongside the road at the “Home of the world-famous House of Mystery,” as the sign informed us, was empty. Either this wasn’t as hot of a tourist attraction as promised, or the news had gotten out about the dead guys found in the woods nearby.

      I got out with Chopper and Fezzik and made sure I had extra magazines in my ammo pouches. Also an inhaler in my pocket, but I didn’t admit needing that to anyone but my doctor and my therapist. Hopefully, the clean wilderness air would make my lungs happy. I hadn’t had many problems earlier in the summer during my mission in northern Idaho.

      I’d also brought along a coil of rope, but for now, I left it in the van. The “vortex” didn’t seem that large, so I could come back if I needed it.

      Dimitri got out and scraped dirt from the edge of the parking lot and into a vial. “My job is done. I’ll wait in the van.”

      “That’s fine.” I hadn’t expected him to hunt down a killer with me. Even though he was a big, strong guy, Dimitri made yard art and assisted an alchemist for a living. He wasn’t a natural fighter. “What did Zoltan say about this place, anyway?”

      A breeze whispered through the curved trees, raising gooseflesh on my skin. It was almost August, and it had been hot in the poorly air-conditioned van, but that breeze contained a cool bite, as if someone had opened a freezer door nearby.

      “That it’s not mentioned in any of his books and he’ll pay big money for samples. Hence my sudden interest in driving you down here.” Dimitri pocketed the dirt-filled vial and drew out a few more empty ones. “He actually wants samples from different locations, so I’m not quite done.”

      “How much is big money?”

      “Fifty dollars plus gas.”

      “Wow, make sure you invest some of that for a rainy day.”

      “And you’re buying me free food for driving you. It’s a double win. Besides, maybe I’ll find a piece of an asteroid or a lodestone or something that would be more valuable. Or that I could use in my art.”

      “Do asteroid attachments make people more appreciative of bears made from recycled dishwasher racks, bicycle wheels, and urinals?”

      “Everybody should be appreciative of such things.”

      An older couple came walking down a driveway from a house on the opposite side of the street from the sign and the entrance. Willard had mentioned that the owners lived nearby. I wondered if being across the street kept them safely out of the vortex.

      “Don’t let them see you stealing their dirt,” I whispered, heading over to greet them.

      The man was squinting suspiciously at Dimitri.

      “Isn’t dirt free for anyone?” Dimitri slipped his vials into his pocket.

      “Not if it’s on someone else’s property.”

      “I’m Marty and this is Bessy. Are you the government agent?” The man wore overalls, a thin white T-shirt, and a straw hat. His floral-summer-dress-wearing, late-fifties Bessy looked nothing like the van that shared her name.

      Marty looked me up and down but didn’t comment on my combat boots, jeans, and duster—or whether I was what he expected. My magical weapons wouldn’t be visible to him, or to any other mundane person, unless I removed them, but he could see my utility belt and ammo pouches, so he had to assume I was armed.

      “Val Thorvald.” I stuck out my hand.

      He shook it, glancing down again—this time at my chest—and his wife frowned at him. My work attire wasn’t exactly feminine and curve-enhancing, but quite a few men found my six-foot-tall, blonde, and descended-from-flinty-Norse-ancestors look intriguing.

      I offered the wife my hand, but she ignored it.

      “I’ll show you where we found the bodies.” Bessy walked across the road, following a path toward the House of Mystery.

      “I don’t suppose I can see the actual bodies?”

      “Police took them. Plenty of blood left though.”

      “Fun.”

      She frowned over her shoulder at me. Marty stayed back to speak to Dimitri—or make sure he didn’t scrape any more prized dirt into vials.

      I had no idea why our alchemist friend Zoltan had sent him to gather the stuff, especially if he didn’t have any real information on this place. It had a creepy vibe, and those trees had a decided kink to their trunks, so maybe there was a paranormal influence around, but it was hard to imagine it would make the dirt of interest to an alchemist.

      Bessy walked past a crooked one-room cabin with the walls and floor tilted to the side. It looked like something built for a fun house, but the wood was old. The place must have been a roadside attraction back when Model Ts were cruising the countryside.

      Looking at the structure added to the unsettled feeling in my stomach, but my guide didn’t stop to talk about it.

      As I hurried after her, I almost tripped, something my more-agile-than-average feet hardly ever did. But the woman appeared to be listing to one side as she walked. It wasn’t a limp. She was walking normally, but her entire body was as tilted as the cabin.

      “What’s the explanation for the weirdness here?” I asked as we continued past the cabin and into the woods.

      “There isn’t one. Been lots of studies. Some say magnets. Some say ghosts.”

      Over the years, I’d been in a few haunted graveyards, houses, and asylums—all made so by spells cast by magical visitors from other worlds—but there hadn’t been anything notable about the gravity in those places, nor had I encountered optical illusions.

      “Magnets?” I asked. “Like what? Neodymium iron boron or maybe a nice alnico?”

      That earned me another glare over the shoulder. I didn’t bother waiting for her to turn back to roll my eyes. Maybe Dimitri was having a better conversation with the husband. I doubted it.

      As we walked down a well-worn path, gouges and bumps in the hardened mud promised that this area was usually as damp as the rest of Western Oregon. We came to an area of trampled undergrowth beside the trail and a tree with broken branches.

      Bessy pointed at the ground. “The blood has soaked in, but you can see where it’s dark. And there are some stains there.” She waved to the side of a tree. A rusty smear marked the jagged end of broken branch. A thick broken branch. Something large must have hit that. “The police looked all over but didn’t find any tracks other than those of the boys and other people who have walked back here. They didn’t find a murder weapon either. I’ve got pictures of one of the bodies.”

      She pulled out a smartphone and swiped around until she could show me the gory remains of a teenage boy, his intestines torn out, one eye missing, and the rest of his face clawed up so badly that it would have been difficult to identify him.

      “You took these?”

      Bessy in her dusty floral dress and sandals didn’t look like the squeamish type, but this was downright garish.

      “I didn’t look real close, but I took them,” she said grimly. “Some other tourists got some too before the police shooed them off and put up tape. That was yesterday. This is all over the local news now and on the internet too. The only visitors we’ve had today wanted to hunt the monster, not pay for a ticket to the House of Mystery.”

      “Did you let them?”

      “Marty drove them off with his shotgun. We don’t need more people getting killed on our property.”

      “Understandable.” I flipped through the pictures, a lot of photos of the body and some of the surrounding blood-spattered broken foliage and branches.

      “We had a tracker friend and his dog come out this morning, and they went off looking, but he didn’t find any tracks. The dog was too agitated to work. Animals don’t like it back here.”

      “So I’ve read.” I texted a few of the photos to myself and handed the phone back to her. “I’ll look around and see what I can find. I’ve got an animal who’s fearless.”

      Mostly fearless. Sindari had a healthy wariness of dragons.

      “You have a dog?” Bessy glanced back toward the parking lot.

      “I have a tiger.”

      Judging by the look she gave me, Bessy thought I was nuts and that the authorities had sent me by accident.

      I touched my cat-shaped charm and summoned Sindari. If she could take pictures of eviscerated bodies, she probably wouldn’t shriek uncontrollably when a magical tiger appeared.

      Bessy gaped as a silver mist appeared at my side, a great feline shape forming in it. Sindari looked exactly like an Earth tiger, but his head came to my shoulder, and he was silver instead of orange or white. During daylight hours, you didn’t notice the faint magical glow to him, but at night it was more pronounced.

      I extended my hand toward him. “As I said, I have a tiger.”

      Sindari gazed at me with his sharp green eyes and spoke telepathically into my mind. Actually, you have a charm that summons a magnificent Stalker and Hunter of the Tangled Tundra Nation on Del’noth, who is, because of the pull of the magic, willing to assist you in your endeavors.

      I know that. I’m simplifying it for her.

      “He’s kind of like a service animal,” I added to the dumbfounded woman.

      “Oh,” she mouthed.

      We have discussed this before. I am neither a pet nor a service animal.

      Services animals are allowed to go in hotels and sleep on beds. You should approve.

      I am considering gnawing your foot off.

      Don’t do that. I’m going to need it to fight the wyvern.

      Wyvern? Sindari lifted his head and sniffed, also reaching out, I knew, with his magical senses.

      It could be a roc or griffin. Or even a dragon, I suppose. Whatever killed the two tourists here didn’t leave any prints, and the gouges visible in the pictures this lady showed me looked like they were from talons.

      “Can I get a selfie with him for my website?” Bessy asked, recovering.

      I didn’t know what to make of the request, considering we were standing on dried blood and I was here to hunt for a killer. “Will that help with the tourism?”

      “Once you get rid of the monsters, yes. Should I stand next to him? Is that okay? This’ll be great for the website.” Bessy maneuvered closer to Sindari but didn’t touch him as she tried to find an angle to capture herself and a seven-hundred-pound tiger in the shot.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. He likes his ears rubbed.”

      Val!

      What? You do.

      I permit Dimitri and Nin to touch my fur because they are your allies and have respectful hands. This woman is a stranger.

      Maybe she’s good at ear rubs. I took her camera and waved for her to stand next to Sindari.

      Even he seemed to be leaning to the left in this strange place. After I took the picture, Bessy left.

      Sindari sneezed three times. That woman smelled of dead flowers.

      Thank you for being a noble ambassador and allowing her the picture. And for me to tease you. I liked to remind Sindari that I genuinely appreciated him. The magic of the charm ensured that he would obey my wishes—as he’d been forced to obey the vampire who’d held it before me—but I preferred he be a willing companion and not a resentful one. I’d once asked if it was possible to free him from what was essentially magical servitude, but apparently his people had made a deal with the dragon makers of the charms long ago, and they expected to one day be called upon to pay back their half of the bargain. Do you want to help me locate a deadly flying creature now?

      Of course.

      He sashayed past, rubbing against my jeans and jacket, leaving silver fur on them—and scent marking me, too, I supposed. The joys of working with felines.

      As he sniffed around the area, I walked farther up the wooded trail, looking for more clues. So far, I hadn’t felt anything magical, but magical beings didn’t usually leave special signatures behind, so that wasn’t surprising.

      Zav flew past at the edge of my range. My guess had been correct. He was hanging out, probably to make sure I finished promptly and returned to hunting the criminals he wished.

      Can you hear me? I thought to him, guessing he might be monitoring my thoughts.

      Yes, Zav responded. You are getting better at projecting your thoughts.

      Am I? I guess old dogs can learn new tricks.

      You are not old for a half-elf. You would be considered akin to one of your human teenagers or early adults.

      Yeah? Maybe that explains my snarky rebellious streak.

      If you refer to your sharp tongue and lack of proper respect for dragons, there is no acceptable explanation.

      Uh huh. As long as you’re flying around and doing nothing, would you mind looking for a magical aerial creature with day-old human blood on his breath? I didn’t know if it would work, but I thought of the pictures Bessy had shown me and tried to share with him what the body had looked like.

      I am not doing nothing. Dragon lords do not do nothing. Ever. My duties are many and demanding.

      Then what are you doing?

      Hunting. I flew many miles to find out why you departed from our agreed-upon work location.

      What was he going to do if I ever took a vacation? Stalk my plane all the way to Hawaii?

      If you help me find the culprit, I’ll take you to a barbecue restaurant on the way back. I half-expected him to scoff—inasmuch as one could scoff telepathically—but I’d taken him to Bitterroot BBQ in Ballard during a mission together, and it had been the first human food I’d shared with him that he liked. Really liked. Much to the staff’s bemusement, he had polished off six racks of ribs while ignoring the cornbread and collard greens. Carnivore diet, I’d explained to our waiter.

      What culprit do you suspect?

      I think a wyvern or a griffin might have done this. Maybe a roc.

      I added the latter, knowing he wouldn’t like me hunting down dragon kin—wyverns and griffins were considered distant relatives to his kind.

      Have you sensed such a creature?

      No. I could usually detect a full-blooded magical being within a mile. But I sense you. Sometimes your giant dragon aura overshadows everything else.

      My aura is appropriate for my power. I have not sensed magical flying creatures, but I was searching for antelope. I’ve found this indigenous Earth creature quite tasty. Does your barbecue restaurant serve antelope?

      I don’t think so, but if you can find whatever killed the tourists, I’ll request they add antelope to the menu.

      Acceptable. I will search in the nearby mountains. All of the beings you mentioned prefer to roost in mountain caves.

      Thank you, Zav.

      “I’ve arranged for some dragonly assistance, Sindari,” I said, heading back to join him.

      He was looking toward the canopy, a breeze rustling the ash, oak, and cottonwood leaves.

      Sindari’s nostrils twitched. How soon will he arrive?

      “He’s not coming here. He’s going to look for rocs.”

      Then we will have to fight the oncoming creature ourselves.

      Before I could ask what he meant, a huge furry monster with leathery wings crashed through the foliage, diving straight toward me.
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      I sprang behind a tree, pulling Fezzik from its holster, and aiming at a creature that looked nothing like a feathered roc or a scaled wyvern. The thing was furry with barrel torso and simian legs and arms. How could that creature even fly?

      Huge leathery bat’s wings were furled tight as it dove toward my hiding spot. Hungry, beady yellow eyes burned into me.

      As I squeezed the trigger three times, Sindari crouched nearby, prepared to pounce as soon as the creature was close enough. My magically enhanced bullets struck true, two hitting it in the chest and one right above the eyes. Impossibly, they bounced off.

      I gaped. That didn’t happen, except with dragons. And this thing, whatever it was, didn’t even feel magical.

      Sindari sprang at the creature as it finished its dive. He knocked it out of its trajectory. The flying furry beast extended its wings, batting him aside with surprising power, but not before he sank his maw into one of the leathery membranes. His fangs tore into the wing, blood flying through the air.

      The creature howled as it landed, coming down heavily on its shaggy hands and feet, but it never took its eyes from me. As it sprang for me, I leaned out from behind the tree and fired three more times, aiming for different targets. This monster couldn’t truly be invulnerable, could it?

      This time, I noticed a piece of twine around its neck, almost hidden by the shaggy dark fur. It held two ivory trinkets that reminded me a lot of the charms I wore.

      The creature landed on the opposite side of my tree, claws—not talons—gripping the bark. It leaned its neck around and snapped at me with a wolf-like snout.

      I sprang back, hot meaty breath blasting me as its bite missed by two inches. I returned Fezzik to its holster and drew Chopper. My magical longsword hadn’t been made on Earth, and it was the only weapon I had that could hurt a dragon. It would work on this creature. It had to.

      Sindari leaped again for the monster’s back. It dropped down and ran at me on powerful legs. Sindari adjusted his flight and managed to come down on it, all of his weight slamming into its shoulder blades. He snarled and bit into the back of its neck. The creature’s momentum faltered as it stopped, battering Sindari with the backs of its wings and trying to knock him free.

      Using the distraction, I sprang in and plunged my blade into its chest. One of the ivory charms on its neck flared silver, and I met far more resistance than expected, but the tip sank in.

      The creature squealed and flung its wings forward, trying to catch me. I leaped back swiftly enough to avoid the attack, taking Chopper with me. The blade was harder to pull out than usual, but I freed it and feinted toward our foe’s abdomen with a quick thrust. Sindari was still on its back, sinking his fangs in, seeking a fatal target.

      “Duck,” I told him, then committed to a real attack when the creature was busy blocking my feints and trying to buck Sindari off.

      Swinging the blade more like a logger than a swordswoman, I cleaved the creature’s head halfway off its neck. With as much force as I’d put into the blow, and as razor-sharp as Chopper was, it should have beheaded the monster. The blade, glowing a fierce blue, did manage to sever its spine and major arteries.

      The creature toppled forward, Sindari clinging to its back like a huge tick. He sank his jaws in to finish it off.

      As I was about to thank him for his help, some instinct made me turn, lifting my sword. A second creature was diving soundlessly toward me, its mouth open, its fangs ready to snap down at my neck, its arms and claws extended to eviscerate me.

      Swearing, I dropped to the ground and rolled away, but as long as its arms were, I was sure it would still get me.

      A massive black shape flew in from the opposite side, the wind of its passage tearing at my clothes as it collided with the creature before it touched me.

      Zav.

      I jumped to my feet. The furry monsters were big—seven or eight feet tall with an even larger wingspan—but they were nothing compared to a dragon. Zav snapped down, crushing its throat, then lifting it and shaking it by the neck as if it weighed nothing.

      Bone crunched, death cries barely escaping the thing’s savaged windpipe. Powerful muscles rippled under Zav’s sleek black scales as he hurled the creature forty feet. It smashed against a tree so hard that its wings and legs were ripped off. I hadn’t known that was possible.

      The remains of the corpse slumped to the ground, the creature quite dead.

      Zav turned to face me, his eyes glowing bright violet as he towered above me. The force of his aura, and a little fear for what I’d just seen, almost drove me to my knees.

      I locked them and lifted my chin, refusing to show that I still found him terrifying when I was reminded of his power.

      “Thanks, Zav.” I casually cleaned off and sheathed my sword. “It seems they’re not holing up in the mountains after all.”

      I didn’t know how he’d learned of the attack, since I’d never sensed anything magical about the creatures—I was fairly certain Sindari had only smelled their approach—but I was glad Zav had shown up. Even though I believed I could have handled the second one, I would have been injured in the process. I healed more quickly than normal humans, but that didn’t mean I liked getting gouged.

      Zav melted and compacted before my eyes, shifting into his human form, a six-foot-two, broad-shouldered, handsome olive-skinned man in a silver-trimmed black robe and slippers. Sometimes, he showed up in high-tops, boots, or some new men’s footwear he was trying—someone had once accused him of being homosexual because of the slippers—but these were still his default. His short curly black hair was always trimmed, his short beard and mustache always tidy. Only his violet eyes were the same as they were in dragon form, the glow gradually fading now that the fight was over.

      “These were not rocs or wyverns,” Zav noted dryly.

      “Yeah,” I croaked, then cleared my throat, realizing I’d been gaping at him. When he was this close, his aura always affected me, an electric charge that radiated from him and crackled over my skin like power from high-voltage lines. Except it was a lot more appealing than that. It made me want to lean in close and bask in his presence. Which was a problem because I was not looking to hook up with a dragon and definitely not to become some enraptured mindless minion of one. “I noticed as that one was attacking me.”

      I don’t know what they are. Sindari was examining the body of the creature we’d killed. They do not appear capable of flight. Perhaps these trinkets allow them to fly. There is some subtle magic about them, much like your charms, but I did not detect it until this one was right on top of us, so they should not be very strong. Unless they are self-camouflaging.

      “Let’s take a look.” I knelt beside the body, not sure whether to be pleased we’d mauled it as badly as it had mauled the tourists or just grim at the whole affair. “Zav, have you ever seen anything like these, uhm, animals before?”

      “I have not.”

      As I cut the twine necklace out of the tangled fur, Dmitri ran up with Marty and Bessy. The husband started at the tiger, but then gaped at the furry body and didn’t ask about Sindari.

      “Batsquatch,” he breathed, as if he recognized the creature.

      Batsquatch? He had to be joking.

      But I tapped it into my phone for a look.

      “Who are you?” Bessy whispered, staring at Zav.

      “I am Lord Zavryd’nokquetal, a representative of the Dragon Justice Court.”

      Bessy stared at him without blinking. At first, I thought she would ask to take a selfie with him. It took me a moment to realize that she was enthralled by his dragonly presence.

      Ignoring her, Zav walked to where he’d thrown the other creature, maybe to check it for charms. Eyes glazed, Bessy followed him. She lifted a hand, as if she might touch his robe, but she didn’t get close enough to try.

      I rolled my eyes and read the handful of entries on the batsquatch. It was touted as a bat-sasquatch hybrid. The drawings accompanying the reports of sightings and livestock being eaten did look similar to these creatures. Huh.

      Filing that away for later consideration, I went back to the charms. There were two of them, one that gave me a zap when I touched it. Cursing, I dropped it.

      The little shield-shaped object lay in the dirt. The shapes of most of my charms were clues to what they did, so I wagered these were similar. This might have created the barrier that had made it so difficult to kill the creature.

      The other one was shaped like a footprint. It didn’t zap me, so I curled my hand around it, probing it with my senses. It warmed against my palm and, seemingly of its own volition, my arm rotated around my body to point off to the northwest. A little tingle went down my spine as the urge to walk in that direction came over me.

      “Hm.”

      Dimitri touched my shoulder. “Are you all right? You’re spattered with blood. Is any of it yours?”

      “No.”

      “Does it come off that jacket?” He waved to my leather duster.

      “Yeah. I had my dry cleaner put a fancy stain guard on it. She’s half gnome, and her magical power is getting blood, guts, and excrement out of clothes.”

      Dimitri wrinkled his nose. “Excrement?”

      “Sometimes, when people and animals die, bodily functions happen.”

      “I’m glad I’m not in your line of work.”

      “Are you? Zoltan’s ingredient lists for his alchemical potions have a lot of stinky and disgusting things on them. Remember the sasquatch anal gland secretions he wanted?”

      “He wanted you to get those, not me.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Zav returned and held out a palm, displaying two charms identical to the ones this creature had been wearing. I looked for Marty and Bessy, debating how openly we should speak, but they were wandering back toward the road.

      “Your admirers left?” I rose to my feet.

      “I convinced them,” Zav said, “that you would solve the problem more easily without their presence.”

      “I didn’t hear you say anything.”

      “Magic does not require words.”

      True. I thought of when we’d first met and he’d touched my temple and compelled me to do things. That had almost gotten me killed. But we’d been more enemies than allies then, so I didn’t hold a grudge. I did, however, remember how creepy that power was.

      I plucked the identical footprint charm out of Zav’s hand. As with the other, it tried to direct me to the northwest.

      “Think its trying to get me to visit the monsters’ lair?” I eyed the charms and the dead creature Sindari was sniffing and pawing at like a feline forensics investigator examining a body. “Or walk into a trap? Do you think there are more of them?”

      “Are you addressing me or your sidekicks?” Zav asked.

      “Uh, anyone who has answers.”

      “Sidekicks? I’m at least the chauffeur.” Despite the joke, Dimitri looked disgruntled enough to punch someone. But not a dragon. He eyed Zav warily, not standing too close.

      Sidekick? Sindari also protested. Does he not know that I am an unofficial but highly respected ambassador for my people?

      He once said your kind were not unwise.

      Hm. Sindari appeared faintly mollified. Praise from dragons was rare.

      “Since they are not magical, I cannot tell if there are more nearby,” Zav said, “unless they get close enough for me to smell them. They have a peculiar odor.”

      It’s true, Sindari agreed. They smell like numerous other animals on this world.

      “They look like numerous other animals.” I waved at the corpse. “Half ape, half giant bat, half wolf.”

      “That’s a lot of halves,” Dimitri said.

      “You disagree?”

      He considered the creature with his artistic eye. “No. It’s more hideous than most creatures found in nature.”

      “Sindari and I did maim it thoroughly,” I said.

      “Yes, but I doubt it had aesthetically pleasing lines before that.”

      “I couldn’t believe it could fly with that kind of body.” I took out my phone and dialed my boss. As far as I knew, my job was to kill the creatures that had killed the tourists. If there weren’t any more of these around, I had accomplished my mission and could go home. Following a charm into a lair shouldn’t be required… unless there was a whole nest of these monsters back there to deal with.

      Willard didn’t answer, so I left a message. And then texted her pictures of the dead creature. Hopefully, she wasn’t enjoying a dinner date with a hunky guy. It was Saturday evening.

      “I will see if more are in the area.” Zav shifted into his dragon form again and sprang into the air, finding a gap between the trees to fly out through.

      Thank you for your help with this, I thought after him, touched that he’d flown all this way to assist me. Technically, he’d flown all this way to nag at me for not being at his beck and call, but still. For a dragon, he was considerate. I’d now met enough other dragons to know he was special.

      It is not entirely altruistic, Zav replied. I expect you to provide the barbecued meat you promised.

      Of course. I never thought otherwise.

      This time, you will send a message ahead to ensure there is enough prepared for me.

      Silly me not to think six racks of ribs would be enough last time.

      I am a dragon. I have eaten mammoths and arakshunoth.

      I don’t know what that latter thing is, but I’ll assume it’s large.

      And succulent, correct. Perhaps your restaurant can stock their ribs. They will have to widen their doorways to get them inside.

      For some reason, the closing to The Flintstones popped into my mind. I’m sure they’ll be agreeable to that.

      “Val?” Dimitri asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I asked if there was anything I could do to help. I ran up just in time to be useless.”

      “Sorry, I was taking instructions for Zav’s BBQ order. And you’re not useless. You’re my ride back.”

      “Your chauffeur, not your sidekick.”

      “Precisely so.”

      Look at this. Sindari had used his sharp claws to tear away clumps of the creature’s fur.

      A patchwork of grayish skin lay beneath, strange seams making it look like someone had sewn it together from spare parts. But we would have sensed magic in play if that had been the case. This had to be a weird but natural skin formation. Or maybe those were scars, not seams, and someone had tortured the creature at some point and left marks all over its body.

      “A mystery.” I sighed.

      You sound distressed, Sindari said.

      “I don’t get paid to solve mysteries. Just to kill things.”

      “You did accomplish that,” Dimitri said. “And then some.” He pointed to the creature with the missing arms and wings. “What did you do to that one?”

      “Zav threw it against a tree.”

      “And its limbs flew off?”

      “It was a very hard throw.”

      “I knew I was right to avoid nudging his tail with my van.”

      “You’re pretty smart for a sidekick.”

      Dimitri glowered at me, but my phone buzzed before he could retort.

      “Yeah?”

      “Haven’t we discussed that it would appropriate for you to answer, ‘Hello, Colonel Willard,’ when talking to me?”

      “We have discussed it. Are you disappointed I haven’t implemented this new phone policy?”

      “Every time I speak with you.” Clanks sounded in the background.

      “Are you at the gym again, Willard?”

      “Yes. So?”

      “It’s Saturday evening, and you’re single.”

      “There are men here.”

      “Good. Grab a sweaty well-defined one and take him for BBQ.”

      “BBQ?”

      “Guys are into it. Did you get my pictures?”

      “Yes. They didn’t put me in the mood for food.”

      “Weird.” I described the fight and the charms to her. “What do you want me to do with the bodies? They’re not magical, so there’s no need to bring them back, right?”

      I didn’t like the long pause that came after my question. Dimitri frowned over at me in mild concern. That would turn into extreme concern if we had to wrap the bodies in tarps and carry them six hours back to Seattle on the top of his van.

      Occasionally, Willard did want strange dead creatures brought back for the paranormal morgue that didn’t officially exist. She had a doctor in the office who did autopsies and studies on weird phenomena.

      “You’re sure they’re not magical?” Willard asked.

      “I can’t sense anything from them. Neither can Sindari.”

      “And there’s no chance they’ll regenerate themselves and come after people again?”

      I grimaced because we’d encountered magical beings that could do that. “I wouldn’t think so, but I can incinerate them before we leave.”

      Dimitri nodded firmly, even though he could only hear my half of the conversation.

      “Your Jeep is in the shop, right?” Willard asked.

      “Yeah, Dimitri gave me a ride in Bessy.”

      “Is that the dented orange camper van that smells like a rolling pot factory?”

      “Yes.”

      Dimitri might have caught a couple of her words, for he raised his brows for clarification.

      “She likes your van,” I told him.

      Willard snorted. “Incineration is fine. Also, look around and make sure there aren’t any more manslayers.”

      “These two wanted to be woman-slayers.”

      They’d definitely been targeting me instead of Sindari. Because I’d looked like an easier mark? Or because half-elves were tastier than tigers?

      “Make sure there aren’t any more of those either,” Willard said. “And don’t walk into any traps.”

      “Advice like that is why you get paid the big officer money.”

      “No, it’s because I have to deal with subordinates like you.” She hung up before I could advise her further on dating.

      I looked at Dimitri. “For the record, I’m an independent contractor, not a subordinate.”

      “Better than being a sidekick.”

      “I suppose.” Though I was wary, I let the charm guide me off the trail and into the woods. I hoped I could avoid traps, but this seemed like the quickest way to get the bottom of this. It would be dark in a couple of hours, and I didn’t want to spend the night here.

      “Are you following that charm?” Dimitri trailed after me, and when I looked back, Sindari appeared lopsided. We were still within the sphere of weirdness that was this place.

      “Yes.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Probably not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part IV

          

        

      

    

    
      The pull of the charm led me away from the trails that meandered through the tourist area, no broken twigs or tracks hinting that others ever came this way. But the creatures would fly, not walk. Perhaps thinking the same thing, Sindari paused often to sniff at the air.

      Dimitri stopped to collect another dirt sample. I didn’t know if he’d found anything more significant to take back to Zoltan yet. Aside from the crooked trees and the slightly off feeling in my gut, I hadn’t experienced anything tremendously otherworldly about this place.

      I’d no sooner had the thought than the ground crumbled under my feet.

      Swearing, I lunged to the side, landing on my stomach. The ground crumbled there too. I snatched for a bush, fingers wrapping around the thin branches. But its roots pulled free, and it sank right along with me. I tumbled into dark nothingness.

      Praying there was a bottom, I twisted in the air so I wouldn’t land on my head or my back and snap my neck. Brushes and clumps of dirt tumbled down beside me. I fell twenty, maybe thirty feet and glimpsed rock below with just enough time to prepare.

      I landed on my feet, turning it into a practiced roll to keep from breaking my ankles. That move was always smoother without a sword strapped to my back, but I survived it and came up with the blade drawn. I peered around, expecting an attack from any quarter.

      Darkness stood all around me, the daylight streaming into the hole making it impossible to pick out details until my eyes adjusted. I didn’t see or hear anything, but the musky smell of those creatures lingered in the air. And for the first time, my senses twanged, alerting me to nearby magic. A lot of it.

      Not magical beings but artifacts of some kind. What had I fallen into?

      And where was Sindari?

      He’d been right beside me. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d been able to leap away in time to avoid this fate, but I no longer sensed him in this world at all.

      When I touched the cat figurine on my thong, it was as cold as ice.

      “Sindari?” I whispered, trying to summon him in the usual manner.

      Nothing happened.

      “Val!” Dimitri called from above—almost forty feet above.

      I grimaced, amazed I’d survived the fall without breaking any bones. Roots dangled down from the jagged edges of earth and grass around the hole I’d fallen through. The sinkhole. I’d been walking on solid ground, or so I’d thought.

      Climbing out wouldn’t usually be that challenging for me, but the hole wasn’t anywhere near a wall. As my eyes adjusted, I could make out the dim details of a large underground chamber around me, with a dirt and rock floor and chiseled stone walls rising to a ceiling high above. A wide crack ran across the ceiling, my hole right in the center of it, and I realized this might not have been a trap but an accident. I’d stumbled onto—into—some ancient… what?

      An enchanter’s workshop? A mad scientist’s lab? My nose crinkled as I caught the animal scent of those creatures again.

      A lair?

      I pulled out the footprint-shaped charm. It was no longer trying to direct me anywhere. I had arrived.

      A trickle of water came from a stone fountain built into the wall closest to me. Surprisingly, ivy and other vining plants grew up the side of it. How had they gotten enough sunlight—or any sunlight?—to grow down here?

      Dimitri’s head came into view, followed by clumps of dirt raining down on me.

      “Careful,” I called up.

      He’d scooted close to the edge on his belly. “I think that’s my line for you. A little late.”

      “Willard did warn me to avoid traps.”

      “You don’t seem to be that good at listening.”

      “I’m a rebel.” And I wasn’t sure this was a trap so much as a careless mistake.

      Dimitri squinted down into the gloom and swore. “How are we going to get you out?”

      “If you get the rope in your van and tie the end to a tree up there—a tree on solid ground—that would do it.”

      “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

      Right back in a half hour maybe. We weren’t that close to the parking lot anymore.

      I tried summoning Sindari again, but the charm remained cold and nothing happened. The idea that it might be permanently broken sent a wave of horror through me.

      “No.” I refused to believe that.

      This place might be nullifying the magic, but falling through a hole wouldn’t have destroyed the charm. It couldn’t have. Besides, if there was some kind of shield that blocked magic, that would explain why I hadn’t sensed this place when I’d been right above it. Magical artifacts were all around me now.

      Curiosity drove me to explore them—I also wanted to see if there was a more legitimate door in and out of this place. If the creatures had been coming here, there had to be.

      As I stepped away from the cone of light trickling down from above, a sticky cobweb invisible in the dim lighting blanketed my face. Lovely.

      “Eravekt,” I whispered, drawing Chopper. I wasn’t sure if the command would work, when Sindari’s charm did not, but blue light flared from the blade, illuminating my surroundings.

      Thousands more cobwebs draped bookcases, tables, curio cabinets, workbenches, and quirky glass displays. Everything appeared to be centuries old, but that didn’t make a lot of sense. Oregon hadn’t been settled until the 1800s, and Native Americans hadn’t been known for installing glass curio cabinets in their dwellings.

      A chill went through me as my gaze fell upon what looked like an antique operating table. It was bolted to a hard slab in the dirt floor, and flywheels on the sides allowed the metal surface to be raised and lowered or adjusted at what might have been the neck and knees.

      It was empty, save for a book with yellowed pages open on one end, but bloodstains and bits of old gore spattered the surface. I tried to scrape a tiny chunk away, but it had been there so long it had dehydrated and glued itself to the table. My first thought was that it was strange that rats or other scavengers hadn’t found the place and consumed any forgotten pieces of protein, but a magical warmth flowed up my arm from the surface. It might have been warning, or it might have been a ward; I withdrew without contemplating it deeply.

      The ink on the pages of the book was faded, but I could make out handwriting in tidy rows of symbols. It was nothing I could read.

      Behind the surgical table stood several double-door cabinets that reminded me of walk-in refrigerators. I assumed this place had never had electricity, but I checked for lightbulbs anyway. At the four corners of the roughly square ceiling, dusty orbs were mounted, making me think of magical illumination spheres I’d seen. They appeared dormant but still radiated more magic than anything else in the chamber.

      I opened one of the double-door cabinets and jumped when a fog of cold air rushed out. It was a refrigerator. A magical one, still cold after however long it had been since this place had been built.

      As the fog evaporated, Chopper’s glow illuminated racks of vials of blood, and another chill ran through me. This reminded me of the laboratory of the dark-elf alchemist where I’d been trapped and almost died.

      Several strange blue and silver diamond-shaped disks were stacked on a shelf below the vials. They reminded me of…

      “Dragon scales?” I touched one before it crossed my mind that I shouldn’t be poking anything down here. Nothing had happened yet, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t chance across a deadly trap.

      I pulled my hand back, but not before brushing my fingers over one of the scales and feeling a faint tingle. It reminded me of a muted version of Zav’s aura.

      If those were dragon scales, did that imply those vials held dragon blood? Where had the scientists who’d created this place gotten all of that? Had they somehow killed a dragon? And would they come back one day, or were the contents of this place up for grabs?

      I didn’t need scales or blood, but I had no doubt Zoltan would pay a pretty price for them. Supplying alchemists with materials wasn’t a typical part of my job, but I’d bought so many potions and services from him this year that it would be nice if I could get a credit against future purchases.

      An owl hooted in the forest above, and I jumped. The bird was probably only announcing night’s approach, but the sound reminded me that I wasn’t alone out here.

      With a twinge of guilt, I closed the door, hoping Zav didn’t find me in here scoping out dragon bits. He would be enraged by the contents of the refrigerator, that someone had collected blood and scales from one of his kind and maybe even experimented with them. And I didn’t want him to think that I approved of such notions.

      We worked together, traded jokes, and were even friends, inasmuch as a mongrel half-elf and a dragon could be friends, but he’d made it clear before that he didn’t fully trust me. For whatever reason, he couldn’t read my thoughts, so he never truly knew my mind, and that bothered him. He’d been betrayed before by an elf who’d pretended to be his friend—no, his lover—and then tried to assassinate him. As powerful as he was, a thousand times more powerful than I, he never forgot that someone like me had almost killed him before.

      Moving on, I opened other refrigerators, revealing less damning evidence—one was full of squirrel tails, bat wings, and pieces of fur—and made my way to a couple of large cabinets where the doors had been dented open and, in one case, ripped off. From the inside out. They smelled strongly of those creatures. The cabinets were under the crack in the ceiling, a crack that also ran down the stone wall behind them. Maybe it had also damaged the cabinets and allowed the creatures to escape.

      “Earthquake?” I wondered.

      They were rare in the Pacific Northwest, but they did happen from time to time. I remembered one from 2001, when I’d been coming home for leave and my plane had been guided into SeaTac by the temporary air-traffic-control trailer.

      If this crack had happened that long ago, the creatures had been out and on the prowl for a long time, but that might explain those silly batsquatch stories. And southern Oregon was lightly populated enough that strange animals could live out here for years without being spotted.

      “Animals?” My gaze drifted to the surgical table. “Or creations?”

      There were only two empty cabinets that smelled of them. Maybe that meant I’d succeeded at my mission and the only two that existed were dead now. That made me feel like a genocidal maniac, but I reminded myself they’d killed at least two tourists. And possibly other people who’d gone missing and never been found.

      I sensed Zav’s aura as he flew high over the trees and debated whether to tell him to come down or tell him he didn’t want to come down. I was still debating when he soared over the hole, his head tilted so that a violet eye was briefly visible peering down at me.

      You don’t want to come down here, I thought, realizing he couldn’t unless he changed form. The hole wasn’t large enough for a dragon. I’ve confirmed that we killed what should be the only two creatures. I’m waiting for Dimitri to bring some rope to get me out of here since I… I hated to admit I’d stumbled into here by accident instead of on purpose. I’ve seen everything I needed to see.

      A shadow fell over the hole. Zav floated into view in his human form, inadvertently confirming to me that he still didn’t wear underwear under his robe.

      He let gravity bring him down and landed in a crouch, as if a forty-foot fall was nothing to him. When he stood, looking around, his eyes glowed softly in the dim light.

      “Why did you not wish me to see this place?” His gaze skimmed over me and probed the dark equipment and storage areas.

      Once, he’d told me that when his eyes glowed, it either meant he was using his magic or issuing a warning. I hoped he wasn’t suspicious of me.

      “I think someone was experimenting with dragon parts. I thought it might piss you off.”

      “Yes.” His eyes flared brighter. “It would.”

      He strode toward the book open on the surgical table. Maybe he would be able to read the writing. I had a hunch it was dark elven, even if this place didn’t remind me aesthetically of their stark tunnels. There hadn’t been any fountains or plants in their lair under Seattle.

      Before Zav reached the book, the four orbs at the corners of the ceiling flared with green light and exploded with magical energy that flooded my senses. Zav jumped back, but one-foot-thick green beams slammed into him from all four points.

      I shouted, “Look out!” far too late to be useful.

      Surprise flashed across his face before he gritted his teeth and focused. I sensed him hurling an attack at one of the orbs with the same kind of power that he’d used to throw that creature across the forest, but the magical artifacts neither budged nor broke. The beams poured into him, hurting him—his clenched jaw and tight eyes couldn’t hide his pain—and holding him in place.

      “Hang on,” I blurted, running toward one of the beams with Chopper.

      It looked like a laser rather than some kind of attack I could stop with my blade, but I had to try.

      My magical sword passed through the beam as if it were air and did nothing to affect it.

      The orbs, Zav whispered into my mind, a mental order accompanying the words. He wanted me to use my sword to destroy them.

      My body spun around to obey so quickly that I almost lost my balance. Normally, I would fight any dragon’s attempt to compel me to do something, but this time, I wanted to help. I rushed toward the closest orb, jumping up on a workbench so I could reach it.

      Before I could swing, the orb pulsed twice and canisters I’d thought nothing of earlier flew open, lids clattering to the floor. Brown powder puffed out and swirled in the air, stirred as if by a breeze, but there was no breeze.

      Zav groaned and dropped to one knee. Cursed magical scientists, would those beams kill him? The only dragon I’d met who wasn’t an ass?

      “What the hell is this place?” I roared in frustration.

      Then wished I hadn’t, because the rapidly spreading powder coated my tongue and throat. I broke into a coughing fit. My nose and eyes watered, as if I’d walked into a gas chamber.

      Furious, with tears streaming from my eyes, I whirled toward the closest orb, swinging Chopper at it with all my power.

      The sword didn’t utterly shatter it, as I’d hoped it would, but the light flashed twice and a hairline crack appeared. I swung again and again, striking as hard as I could. My lungs, the biggest threat to my status as a badass assassin, tightened, and I worried the weird powder would close up my airways altogether. I had my inhaler, but I kept bashing the orb, worried for Zav and frustrated that I’d inadvertently led him down here.

      More cracks appeared. The beam flickered. One more huge swing and the surface shattered.

      My elbows and shoulders ached from all the blows to what had felt like a brick wall. A lesser blade would have broken, but Chopper flared brighter, ready for more.

      Coughing and wheezing, I jumped down. The three remaining beams continued to hold Zav in place—worse, he’d dropped a fist to the ground, as if he was losing the battle.

      I rushed to the second orb and clambered onto a table to reach it. My lungs heaved, struggling to get enough air in for the demands of my body, but I swung the blade with fury and determination. Again, it was like striking impenetrable stone, but hairline cracks appeared.

      Sweat ran down the sides of my face, and tears streamed from my eyes. That damn powder still floated in the air. Green glowing dots danced in my vision from looking at the orbs too long. But I kept hammering away. The light flashed several times before the beam succumbed and went out.

      Only two beams coming from the far side of the chamber remained. I jumped down and started to run past Zav to reach them, but as I drew close, the brown dust floating in the air swirled faster around the chamber, and a big cloud of it rushed toward me. I squinted my eyes shut as minuscule particles hammered my face and needled into my ears.

      What was this stuff?

      Images flooded into my mind. I didn’t know if they came from the dust or the orbs, but I saw Zav flying over a city, black and terrible, raining fire down and slaying people left and right. My progress across the room halted as my legs stopped of their own accord. My vision cleared, and I saw Zav before me, not in his human form but as a dragon, and some outside compulsion came over me to attack him with Chopper while the chamber held him helpless in place.

      His head had been bowed, but he lifted it, his gaze meeting mine.

      Logically, I knew he’d never razed cities—of all the dragons, he was faithful to a flaw about upholding their laws and protecting lesser beings—but the images wouldn’t relinquish their hold on my mind. Some foreign entity made me want to plunge my blade into his heart. Into the hearts of all dragons, starting with the one in front of me.

      In my hands, Chopper shifted toward him. One swing was all it would take. He was weakened.

      Zav squinted at me, and I longed to yell that I didn’t want to do this, that I would never choose to lift my blade toward him. He had to know that. I’d been trying to free him.

      My hands shook where they gripped Chopper’s hilt. I would not do this. Would not attack him, no matter what magic compelled me.

      My fingers were numb. My extremities weren’t getting enough oxygen. Maybe I would black out and then Zav wouldn’t be in danger. Should I hope for that? But how would he get free if I couldn’t stop the remaining beams?

      A surge of insistence rushed into me, forcing me to lift Chopper higher, to aim for his neck.

      “No!” I roared, and forced my fingers to open. If I wasn’t holding that blade, I couldn’t hurt Zav.

      Chopper fell from my grip, thudding to the ground near Zav’s hand. He grabbed the hilt.

      Fear slammed into me as I envisioned him using it to kill me.

      He managed to turn enough to throw the blade. It spun through the air and slammed point first into one of the remaining orbs.

      Unlike with my hacks, his strength was enough to break it with one blow. The sword lodged into it, and the light went out.

      “Get the last one,” he rasped, trying to rise but still held in place by one more beam.

      His eyes flared violet as he met my gaze again. Destroy it, he growled into my mind, again adding a magical compulsion to his words. You are my ally, not a pawn to some elf you’ve never met. Mine!

      My legs lurched into motion. I was everybody’s damn pawn today. Or puppet.

      I had to climb the vines on the wall to reach the broken orb, my sword still protruding from it. My wheezing breaths filled my ears as I wrestled to free it. My sweat-slick palms almost betrayed me twice, but I finally tore Chopper from the orb and dropped to the ground.

      My weakened legs didn’t support me, and I pitched onto my side. But I focused on that single beam and pushed myself upright. I climbed the vines to reach the orb, glad they were well-anchored to the wall. Magical vines that grew in the dark.

      Elf, Zav had said. Not dark elf.

      Questions floated through my mind, but I only had the energy to focus on one thing. Breaking the final orb.

      As I hacked away, my back to him, I imagined Zav watching me, disappointed with how weak I was, how long this was taking. With a wheeze of frustration, I finally struck the orb hard enough to break it.

      I almost expected some backlash of energy to strike me, accidental or deliberate retaliation for freeing the dragon the chamber had captured. But the magic simply disappeared. I half climbed, half tumbled to the ground, falling to my hands and knees as weariness overtook me, my lungs raw from my exertions, from the powder scouring my trachea.

      Once freed, Zav rose to his feet and glared over at the surgical table. The open book burst into flame, instantly incinerated.

      He sprang the forty feet to the hole like a cat that had walked on a hot burner. He disappeared from my sight and I rolled onto my back, digging my inhaler out of my pocket. Next time, I vowed, I would use it earlier, whether a dragon was watching and judging me or not.
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      The dust finally settled, the odd wind that had stirred it gone.

      My senses told me that Zav was nearby but well away from the hole and the chamber. After that experience, I was surprised he hadn’t flown all the way back to Seattle—or opened a portal to his own world.

      Shaky, I walked toward the hole, the daylight coming through it much weaker now, as twilight descended on the forest above. I eyed the cabinets and cases, wondering if I should take anything back to Zoltan or Willard. Considering that several dragons significantly less friendly than Zav had visited Earth this year, it might not hurt to come up with—or copy—some weapons that could harm them. But Zav might object and torch anything I took out, and I couldn’t blame him.

      I stood under the hole to wait for Dimitri with the rope.

      Are you done? Zav asked into my mind.

      Yes.

      Are you injured?

      No. Unless my lungs aching and my throat being raw counted. Are you?

      He hesitated, which probably meant yes and that he was looking for a way to avoid admitting it without lying. I will recover.

      Invisible power wrapped around me and floated me into the air. Even though he’d levitated me before, my stomach dropped at the weird sensation, and I had to resist the urge not to flail. But there was no need. His magic settled me onto solid ground as gently as a songbird alighting on a branch.

      Zav stood in the shadows about twenty-five yards away, his face hard and difficult to read. Warily, I headed toward him, not sure if he would blame me for any of that. He’d rarely lost his temper with me, but he got snippy from time to time. I would be snippy if some ancient magic had ambushed me and almost killed me. With the help of a mongrel half-elf who was supposed to be on my side.

      I wished I could say it was the first time someone or something had tried to use me against him, but this was becoming a theme, and my inability to fight off these more powerful beings frustrated me to no end. This hadn’t even been a being. It’d been a bunch of dusty old artifacts.

      When I was halfway to him, brilliant orange light flared behind me. A jet of fire roared straight up out of the hole, and snaps and cracks of burning material came from the chamber. Zav’s eyes flared bright violet and his magic swirled past me, ripping several trees from their roots to fall precisely onto the hole, covering it up. The thuds shook the ground.

      I didn’t have to see inside the chamber to know that everything had been incinerated. Fortunately, the flames died down before lighting fire to the entire forest.

      “You seem irked,” I said, striving for casualness. Maybe we could pretend I hadn’t tried to kill him down there.

      “Yes.” He’d been looking toward the hole and focusing on his magic, but as it faded, his gaze settled on me.

      Even though I didn’t believe he would attack me or retaliate in any way—it was his disappointment I feared, or maybe the acknowledgment of my own weaknesses—an uneasy uncertainty made me pause several steps from him.

      Before I’d come out of the hole, I had sheathed my weapons, and I stuck my hands in my pockets now. He had never said it, but I suspected it bothered him that I carried a sword capable of hurting dragons. If things like this were going to keep happening, it might be better if I didn’t, but Chopper was too valuable for my work for me to set it aside.

      “As soon as I saw the book, I knew it was the work of the elven scientist Yerrani Sunglade,” Zav said. “He was an ally to the old elven rulers, the faction that attempted to assassinate several key dragons to wrest control of the Cosmic Realms from my kind.”

      Several key dragons, including him. He’d told that story before.

      “I hadn’t realized he’d done experiments—” Zav’s mouth twisted on the unpalatable word, “—on this world. But it makes sense. Until I came this year, there had not been a dragon presence here for a long time. He would have been able to work without worry of being discovered.”

      “Do you think he’s responsible for the weirdness of this place?” I waved toward the leaning trees and in the direction of the crooked cabin.

      “Something he did may have caused it. Or he may have chosen this place because people of the time were avoiding it.”

      The Forbidden Ground, right.

      “I didn’t realize it was elven. I couldn’t read the book.” I bit my lip, knowing I was making excuses for why I hadn’t warned him more seriously not to come down there.

      If anything, he’d come down because of my warning, believing I’d been hiding things. Which I had been. Disturbing vials of blood in a refrigerator, not elven booby traps, but it had amounted to the same.

      Zav gazed into my eyes again. The violet glow had faded, but some of it lingered, a reminder that even when he was in human form, he wasn’t entirely human.

      Zav spread an arm. It took me a moment to realize he was offering a hug. He so rarely did.

      Relieved he wasn’t angry, at least not with me, I came forward and stepped into the one-armed embrace. The electrical tingle of his power washed over me, stirring all of my nerves to life with intense awareness of him.

      Usually, I wasn’t much for hugs, but I’d given up on trying to pretend I wasn’t attracted to him. Of course I would never admit that to him, nor would I stop reminding him that I was my own person and hated it when he magically compelled me to do things. This time, I couldn’t blame him for that. He must have doubted that I would successfully stave off the elven magic and keep from attacking him.

      “You freed me,” he murmured, leaning his forehead against mine and lifting his hand to the back of my neck, massaging it with strong fingers.

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice coming out raspy. I looked at his nose instead of his eyes, afraid I’d do something stupid like kiss him if I didn’t.

      The last time he’d touched his forehead to mine, he’d said it was something my father’s people did, an elven gesture of a bond between warriors. It wasn’t a sexual pass. But he also hadn’t rubbed my neck last time, sending shivers of pleasure through my entire body, and I didn’t know what to make of that.

      In the past, we’d agreed that it was safer if we worked together without any romantic entanglements, especially since dragons were into claiming and mating and not real romance anyway. At least this seemed to mean he wasn’t irked with or disappointed in me, even if I couldn’t help but feel that way about myself every time I failed to resist magical power being exerted over me. Someday, I vowed, I would learn to do that.

      And if he didn’t stop rubbing my neck in the next three seconds, I would end up wrapping my arms and legs around him and melding my lips to his.

      “Who else would go out to barbecue with me if I let some elven artifacts kill you?” I stepped back out of his embrace.

      His eyes narrowed, glowing slightly, a reminder that if he wanted me to stay in his arms, he could use his magic to force me to—to even make me want to. I wasn’t sure he was human enough to understand why I would hate him if he did, but he didn’t compel me back into his arms.

      Zav smoothed his features and clasped his hands behind his back. “Do your sidekicks not accompany you?”

      “Sindari doesn’t eat in this realm, and Dimitri, despite being a big guy, can only eat one rack of ribs.”

      “Only one?” His eyebrows rose. “That is why he is a sidekick. Not a legend.”

      Zav thought he was a legend? Amazing how nearly being killed by elven magic couldn’t put a dent in his ego.

      “Maybe so,” I said, “but he’s a much cheaper date.”

      Especially since dragons didn’t have money and I had to pay for Zav’s rib fest.

      His chin came up. “But I am a superior date.”

      “You certainly have a superior ego.”

      “In all ways, I am superior.”

      A flashlight beam shone through the trees, coming from the direction of the path.

      “Your sidekick approaches,” Zav said. “With a rope.”

      “I was wondering if he got lost. He’s a city boy.”

      “Perhaps you can replace him with an assistant more adept at woodland navigation.”

      “I have Sindari for that.” Remembering the trouble I’d had summoning him, I grabbed my charm. It was no longer cold to the touch, but I called on him to make sure I could.

      The familiar silver mist formed, heralding his return to Earth, and I sagged in relief.

      I am ready to go into battle and fight valiantly, Sindari announced, looking toward the dwindling flames from Zav’s bonfire.

      “Too late.”

      “Val.” Dimitri’s light found me, and he looked toward the smoldering trees covering the hole. “You got out.”

      He flicked the flashlight to my side—maybe he hadn’t seen Zav in his black robe—and the light shone in Zav’s eyes. Zav narrowed them, and a snap and a flash of orange came from the flashlight. Dimitri cursed and dropped the burned-out case.

      “Feeling cranky?” I asked Zav.

      “I will return to your city and wait for you to come assist me on my next mission,” he said, ignoring the question.

      He stepped away from me, giving me a long look over his shoulder that I couldn’t quite read. He sprang into the air, shifting into his dragon form and flying away.

      “I’m definitely glad I didn’t nudge his tail,” Dimitri said.

      “I wish he’d stuck around to incinerate the corpses of the creatures,” I said, remembering Willard’s orders.

      Consider it done, Zav spoke into my mind, though he’d already disappeared over the trees. Do not forget to order my ribs in advance so there will be a sufficient quantity to sate my hunger.

      You’re a demanding ally.

      But he wasn’t, I admitted, nearly as demanding as he could be with that power.

      A superior ally.

      

      
        
        THE END
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            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the Death Before Dragons series is written in first person from Val’s point of view, we never get to see what the other characters are truly thinking. In particular, it can be hard to guess the thoughts of a certain dragon from another world. Dragons just aren’t that good at sharing, especially early on.

      I thought readers might be curious to see some of the scenes in the first three books rewritten from Zav’s point of view. I picked three from each novel and also added a couple of new scenes (specifically, Zav going to get his photo taken for Val’s axe-throwing poster and Zav’s first time shoe shopping… for those cowboy boots in Book 3).

      I hope you enjoy these peeks into Zav’s thoughts. I’ll set up each one to remind you where in the books they take place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Book 1: Greemaw’s Valley

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought about starting at the very beginning for these Zav scenes, but he was quite the grumpy and pissed-off dragon when we first met him. For understandable reasons. A strange half-elf assassin had just killed the criminal he’d been sent to collect for punishment and rehabilitation. Val is very lucky he didn’t toss her off the cliff.

      He’d cooled down a bit by the next time they met. This is the scene in Greemaw’s valley after Val and her mom encountered the werewolves and Zav lit a couple of them on fire. It doesn’t pay to cross a dragon.
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      Lord Zavryd’nokquetal Stormforge was having a bad day. A bad month, actually. No, a bad year.

      One of his uncles had grown sick and stepped down from a position on the Dragon Ruling Council, leaving an opening for a member of the odious and ambitious Silverclaw Clan. Instead of letting Zavryd stand at her side to make a powerful statement to their rivals, his mother the queen had sent him to this benighted prison yard of a planet to collect criminals who had fled the justice system.

      As if he were some mere law enforcer whose abilities couldn’t serve her better in a more crucial role.

      To make matters worse, he now had to deal with that verminous female again. Val-something. A half-elf mongrel who’d murdered a criminal he’d been assigned to bring in and who’d compared dragons to insects.

      He couldn’t imagine why she’d shown up here; all he knew was that the very werewolf criminal he’d been assigned to collect had been out in the open in the middle of the day because he’d wanted to kill her. A popular sentiment on this world, it seemed. He could see why.

      Now, having warned the golem Greemaw that this Val was in the area, Zavryd stood in his human form in an alcove he’d created behind her seat of governing. He hadn’t intended to linger, but he wanted to make sure she didn’t threaten the placid golem. He was also starting to formulate a plan in regard to this mongrel female. Maybe he could put her to use. Given that Val had murdered that wyvern right in front of him—which had resulted in an arduous lecture from the queen when he’d failed to bring in the very first criminal on his list—she should be willing to make amends.

      “Your daughter is the Ruin Bringer?” Greemaw asked when Val and an older female who appeared to be related stopped in front of her.

      “Apparently,” the older female said.

      “She is not welcome among our kind.”

      With that sharp tongue, Val wasn’t likely welcome anywhere. Strange that she should be so arrogant and bristly with superior beings. Perhaps on this world, she believed herself special because of her half-elven blood.

      When Zavryd stood in the human form he had chosen to blend in on this world, he could see that she was attractive, with striking green eyes, sculpted cheekbones, and a braid of long blonde hair that fell over her shoulder and followed the curve of her breast, but he knew better than to allow himself to feel any sexual urges like this. When he’d been a younger and less wise dragon, he’d experimented with tysliir in shape-shifted forms, and he’d experienced carnal pleasures that were more difficult to find as a dragon, but she was an enemy and obnoxious. He had no interest in her other than in how she could further his plans.

      “I’m not here to bother anyone,” Val said. “And I’ll pay for the information. In money or tennis balls and pool noodles. Whatever excites people here.”

      Zavryd had no idea what she was talking about and did not care. He did decide it was unlikely she had come to threaten Greemaw. She only wished information.

      The older female spoke again, but Zavryd ignored it, gripping his chin and contemplating Val and whether she would be suitable for the idea percolating in his mind. Since it was clear the magical beings who’d fled to this world loathed her, could he cart her along as he searched for criminals and use her for bait to lure them to him? This world was so ridiculously overpopulated that he’d struggled so far to locate the beings on his list.

      “Did you slay the werewolf protectors?” Greemaw asked. “Or did the dragon?”

      Zavryd brought his attention back to the conversation. Would Val lie? He suspected so. She did not know he was hiding here, so why wouldn’t she blame him? Vermin had no honor.

      “They attacked me,” Val said, “and I defended myself. I asked if they would let us turn back without a fight, but they said no. So, yes, I killed several of them. Five, I believe, between myself and Sindari. I’m not sure how many the dragon killed, if any. He captured one and lit a couple others on fire. They may have survived.”

      Of course they had survived. Even though they had been so eager to kill Val that they had not backed off and shown appropriate respect to a dragon, Zavryd was not a heathen. He did not murder magical beings unless it was necessary to defend himself or the laws of his kind.

      Though he’d almost missed it, due to his indignation, he realized that Val hadn’t lied. Interesting.

      Greemaw looked toward his alcove and telepathically asked if she could reveal his position.

      Yes. It was time to let the half-elf know he was thinking of using her for the sake of his duty.

      “Is that correct?” Greemaw asked aloud.

      Zavryd walked out of the illusory wall and faced Val to consider if he could work with her.

      “It’s correct,” he replied absently, caring little about this discussion now. “I let the werewolves who fled live, though they should have been punished. They were arrogant and did not properly defer to a dragon.”

      “Yeah, I had the same problem with them,” Val said.

      “It is no surprise that a werewolf would not defer to a human. Even a mongrel with the blood of an elf who lowered himself to rut with a human.” Zaryd paused, waiting to see if she would react inappropriately to his words. It was the older female who scowled, but she kept her tongue still. “You have earned the hatred of all the magical beings in this part of this world.” He walked toward Val, hands clasped behind his back, and prowled around her. Would she do? Or would she end up being a hindrance? He could already tell that working with her would be extremely trying. “I can understand why, of course, since you stomped into my way and killed the wyvern I was in the middle of arresting.”

      Val lifted her chin, her green eyes sparking with defiance. “The wyvern that killed humans and that I was charged by my authorities to kill. I was on the case first, as I said. You weren’t around when I executed the first two, and it’s not my fault you came late to the third one.”

      “If there were others, they were not my concern. And you were not there first.”

      “I was already there when you walked in, asshole.”

      “Oh?”

      Was it possible she had been hidden in the cave when he arrived? That would explain how she and the Del’Nothian tiger had seemed to come out of nowhere.

      Zavryd was aware of the magical weapons she carried, but he hadn’t paid attention to the charms she wore on a leather strap around her neck. Did one of them allow her to camouflage herself? If so, it was a powerful trinket to work against even a dragon.

      Yes. He lifted a hand and ran his fingers along them as he sorted through the trinkets’ magic.

      She hadn’t flinched as he stepped close to her—most lesser beings quailed at the approach of a dragon—nor did she jerk away when he touched the charms. She had to be nervous and wondering if he would use his power on her.

      With most lesser beings, he would sense their emotions even if he didn’t probe into their minds to read their thoughts, but he sensed nothing from her and could only gauge her feelings by her facial expressions. Irritating, because he was not very familiar with how the vermin of this wild planet expressed themselves. He had not traveled here for more than a century.

      He could not read Val, but he could read magic, and he identified the charm that had allowed her to hide from him.

      “Yes, I see. I should take this from you, so you can’t easily sneak up on the magical.” Zavryd curled his lip, even more irritated that she had lurked in that cave and he had not sensed her. She had dared intrude on the private conversation of a dragon. “Assassin.”

      Her companion Del’nothian tiger—how had she ever come across one of the rare figurines that summoned their kind?—crouched at her side, as if he would spring. But the tiger was not foolish enough to attack a dragon, and Zavryd did not worry overmuch about him.

      “But I am not a thief.” He lowered his hand. “I am not a criminal.”

      “I’m not a criminal either,” Val growled. “You can’t bring your laws to this world and expect people here to obey them.”

      “Of course I can. I am a dragon, sent by the Dragon Justice Court. That your puny people don’t recognize our rule over the galaxy is laughable. It is only because nobody wishes to deal with your verminous infestation of this world that you’ve been allowed to run amok, breeding like iyarku and suffocating out almost all other life here.” He watched her through narrowed eyes, wondering if she would continue to defend herself, to defy him instead of bowing to him. Why did a part of him hope for the former? “You would be wise to respect dragons when they do visit.”

      “So sorry I didn’t drag a throne and a red carpet into that cave as soon as you arrived.”

      Ah, yes. There was the defiance. “Someday, a dragon may decide to come and rule over this mess and straighten it out.”

      “You, perhaps? Just give me some notice. I’ll put the word out on social media, so anyone who wants to appropriately worship you can show up at the portal.”

      “Not me.” Zavryd couldn’t keep from curling his lip again at the thought of being stuck ruling this backward world. “I will spend no more time in this vile place than I must. I am no cowardly refugee.”

      Zavryd walked around Val again, curious if she would dare draw that magical sword against him. It appeared to be one of the powerful blades of old and made by one of the great dwarven craftsman. It was another item that some mongrel on a wild world should never have in her possession. In addition to being an assassin, she was clearly a thief. That she had no shame was galling. He would not feel bad about using her to catch criminals. She would not likely survive the experience, but so be it.

      “Because I think it could cut down on the length of time I’m forced to stay here,” he informed her, “I am considering using you as bait.”

      “What?”

      Zavryd smiled tightly. “They hate you, and they come out in droves when you’re nearby. I’ve never had a pack of werewolves stand up to me in my life, but they wanted very badly to kill you, to receive credit among all the magical here for their great victory.” He’d had no trouble reading the minds of the werewolves. Their kind rarely bothered learning to use magic beyond their innate ability to shift shapes. “Even when I was right before them, they thought that it would be worth it to sacrifice part of their pack to take you down.”

      “Nice of you to read their minds. That would be considered a violation of civil liberties here, but whatever. You’ve already said our laws don’t apply to dragons.”

      “What liberties do your laws give to the magical?” He highly doubted the vermin laws even accounted for magical beings. She did not answer. He suspected his guess was right, but he attempted to probe into her thoughts, to telepathically deduce what she was thinking. It didn’t work. Had someone taught her elven magic? And if so, who or when? He had heard elves and dwarves had left this world.

      “I cannot read your mind,” he admitted. “Which charm of yours protects you from that?”

      “If you don’t know, I’m not telling you. A girl doesn’t lift her skirt for just any man.”

      Confused by the words, he looked down. She was not wearing a garment he believed qualified as a skirt.

      Amusement flashed in her eyes, and he clenched his jaw. Was she mocking him?

      “Yes, bait,” he said coolly. “You could offend the magical with your tongue even if you hadn’t alienated the whole community by slaying hundreds of them.”

      “Those weren’t part of a community. They were rogues. And you’re not dragging me off to dangle me above a cliff or whatever you have in mind. I’d kick my own ass before going anywhere with you.”

      “I wasn’t going to give you a choice,” he stated.

      How impudent that she believed she could defy a dragon. She ought to be honored that he was even talking to her. The vermin of this world were ridiculously ignorant.

      “I’m not being your pawn.” Val glared straight into his eyes.

      Did she truly think she had a choice? He couldn’t decide if she was brave to defy him or simply foolish.

      “It is not wise to refuse a dragon,” Greemaw said.

      “People keep using that word,” Val said, “but I assure you it doesn’t apply to me.”

      Maybe she was aware of her ignorance and foolishness. Few were.

      “You are an honest mongrel,” Zavryd said, “I’ll grant you that.”

      “Thanks so much. You’re not using me.”

      “We’ll see.”

      She would soon find that she didn’t have a choice. Yes, he would use her as bait to catch criminals. Perhaps if he was careful, he could keep her alive for long enough to acquire all of the criminals on the long list the queen had given him, including the dark-elf thieves that had presumed to steal from dragons. Yes, Val would help him acquire them. Perhaps as a native of this world, she would even be useful in locating them in the first place.

      Before leaving, he left a magical mark on her, so he could easily find her again.

      This would work well. He was sure of it.
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            Book 1: Val’s Apartment

          

        

      

    

    
      This next scene jumps ahead to Val’s apartment after she’s returned from her trip with Dimitri to visit Zoltan. He’s a very angry and uptight dragon at this point in the story. Don’t worry. He mellows slightly as we continue on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Because Zavryd had marked Val magically, it was a simple matter to find her again, even though he had been busy since their last meeting, and she had driven her conveyance three hundred miles from Greemaw’s valley. He flew through the damp night air, raindrops tumbling from heavy gray clouds, and located the building she was staying in. Her domicile, presumably.

      A rectangular structure of reasonable size, it offered a flat roof just large enough for him to land on. In the damp drear, he barely noticed the wooden seats arranged across the surface. They were not nests or perches suitable for a dragon, but folding contraptions designed to hold vermin butts. He thought about landing elsewhere, but that would waste time, and the meager denizens of this world should have known better than to litter their rooftops with obstacles that would impede a dragon’s landing.

      Snaps sounded as he came down, breaking the wood. One scratched an itch he had on his lower abdomen. Not bad.

      Zavryd looked around with his senses as well as his eyes and deduced that the doorway on the rooftop did not lead directly to Val’s location. The building was a warren of corridors and rooms on multiple levels. He took the most logical approach to arranging a meeting with her.

      Mongrel human, he spoke telepathically into Val’s mind. Come to me. I will speak with you.

      Surprisingly, she did not promptly scurry to his position. Her Del’nothian tiger accompanied her, and he sensed them having a leisurely telepathic conversation about him. Unbelievable. She should hurry to obey his wishes.

      He was about to switch into his human form and figure out how to reach her on two legs when Val opened a door on the side of the structure and stepped out onto one of many ledges. She climbed onto a railing and peered over the edge of the roof at him, her blonde hair pale in the dark night.

      She paused instead of continuing onto the roof. Was she admiring him? He was far more impressive in his natural form than when he turned into a puny human.

      Come up here, mongrel, he ordered.

      “It’s Val, and humans don’t clamber around on rooftops. If you want to talk to me, change into something small enough to fit through my door, and come visit me like a civilized person.”

      Indignation flared in his breast as she dropped out of sight. She was implying that he was uncivilized? She who assassinated magical beings and stole swords and trinkets and who knew what else?

      He shifted into human form, stalked off the roof, dropped down onto the ledge, and strode through the door.

      Val waited with her tiger in a room much smaller than he had envisioned when he’d first flown up to the building. He sensed and smelled dozens if not hundreds of other humans in the structure and realized this was not her exclusive domicile. Humans were wedged in here like bees in a hive.

      “Thank you.” Val smiled, or perhaps it was a baring of teeth. “What are you doing here?”

      Zavryd found the small domicile surprisingly cluttered and messy with vermin paraphernalia all over the floor. A male human—Val’s mate?—snored on a fabric bench, unaware that a mighty dragon was in his presence. Zavryd let a blanket of sedating magic flow over him to ensure he remained asleep for this important discussion.

      “Wondering why you brought me into this disheveled kobold hovel,” Zavryd said.

      “Sorry my apartment isn’t up to your standards. Some goons broke in and tore it apart.”

      “Did you slay them?”

      “No, I’m saving that until after breakfast.”

      Her tone was flat, and Zavryd had difficulty discerning if she was attempting a joke. Normally, lesser species did not presume to joke with dragons. Perhaps she had locked up the goons elsewhere and truly intended to slay them in the morning. He would be unsurprised if one day Val appeared on his list of felons to acquire for punishment and rehabilitation.

      “I am progressing through my list of criminals that I must capture and return to the Dragon Justice Court,” he said. “It is a tediously long list. This world has been neglected for centuries.”

      “You know what they say. The reward for a job well done is another job.”

      “Do not interrupt me, mongrel.”

      “You paused. I thought it was my turn to talk.”

      “I paused to gather my thoughts.”

      “That is important. Carry on.”

      She was being sarcastic with him. He decided he would relish it if her name appeared on his list. But not right now. He needed to use her first. He had been unable to locate two dark-elf thieves who had stolen a dragon artifact before fleeing to this world. Since she was a native, and hunted down and assassinated magical beings for a living, she ought to be competent at finding them.

      “There are two dark elves on my list,” Zavryd said.

      “So?”

      Indignation flared within him again at her impudence. Did she think that because he was a law-abiding dragon that he would not punish her for disrespect?

      Struggling to keep his temper, he said, “I have learned that you will soon hunt dark elves.”

      “Just one.”

      “You will enter into their lair.”

      “I have to find it first.”

      He stepped closer to her, anger boiling inside of him at her continued disrespect. “Do you never stop interrupting when greater beings speak to you?”

      “I don’t think you know how conversations work.” Val rested her hand on the magical firearm holstered on her thigh.

      Was she thinking of shooting him? That puny weapon would do nothing, but the very fact that she would think to raise it at him further stoked his anger.

      Zavryd flicked a finger and used his power to hurl the firearm across the room. It smacked into the wall, and she jumped. Good. She should be rattled in his presence.

      “Do not threaten me, mongrel,” Zavryd growled. “In my realm, you would be slain for presuming to carry a weapon in a dragon’s presence.”

      “No wonder everybody there flees to Earth.” She folded her arms over her chest, as if she wasn’t rattled after all.

      He suspected the gesture was a pretense.

      “Only criminals flee,” he said softly. “As the two dark elves I seek did. They recently joined the horde of them living under your city like ants under a rotten log. When you enter the dark-elf lair, you may encounter a high priestess, Yemeli-lor, and her odious mate, a warrior named Baklinor-ten. The two I seek stole from a prominent dragon family an artifact of cultural and historical significance, and they are using it in their foul sacrifices to their bloodthirsty goddess. If you see them, you will bring them to me. If you see the artifact, you will retrieve it for me.”

      “Uh.” Val lifted a finger.

      To protest? He ignored the gesture and reached for her, using his power to keep her from moving away. He rested the heel of his palm against her forehead, letting his fingers rest in her hair. It was cool and soft under his skin. He did not know why he noticed that. His intent was only to have contact so he could more easily manipulate her with magic. The fact that she could block a telepath from reading her thoughts suggested she would also have some innate ability to resist magical manipulation.

      “It looks like this.” Zavryd used his power to place an image of the artifact into her mind, then removed his hand and released her, watching to see if she remained on her feet.

      Sometimes, those with weak minds lost control of their bodies after a dragon used magic on them. She wobbled, but gritted her teeth and remained upright.

      “Is it my turn to speak now?” Val asked.

      “It would be appropriate for you to obediently say you’ll do my bidding.”

      “Uh huh. I don’t know how you know I’m looking for a dark elf—maybe you’re a fan of Zoltan’s internet alchemy channel—but the ones you named aren’t the one I’m looking for. I need a cure for my boss, not a weird dragon artifact.”

      Was she refusing to do his bidding? No lesser being would refuse a dragon. This female had a death wish. If she were dealing with a less patient and honorable dragon, she might already be dead.

      “I may be willing to help you,” Val said, “in exchange for a small vial of your blood for Zoltan.”

      His indignation returned full force. Perhaps he would never feel anything but indignation when speaking with her. “Nobody takes a dragon’s blood to use for magical debauchery. Or for any other reason. I have already told that alchemist that he will get himself killed—further—if he attempts to collect such a thing.”

      “That’s probably why he wants me to collect it.”

      “No doubt he sees you as expendable.”

      “What were you doing talking to him, and why can’t you get your own dark elves?”

      “I sensed that several dark elves were above the surface and easily accessible. I went to see if any of them were the two I sought. They were not, but I am no longer surprised when you are found in the presence of the magical. Whether you accept the honor or not, you are my perfect bait. And I will continue to use you as such.”

      “When you aren’t sending me in to do your work for you,” Val said.

      How was it that her sarcasm had not already gotten her killed? Zavryd had seen part of her battle with the werewolves and allowed that she had some elven agility and knew how to use her sword, but there were many stronger opponents out there.

      “Find the criminals and the artifact,” he said, “and I will reward you.”

      “By not using me as bait?”

      “No. I will use you as bait. The sooner I complete my task, the sooner I may leave this vermin-infested world.” Why did she have so much difficulty with this concept? “What other reward would you wish?” he asked, attempting to be reasonable.

      “A vial of your blood.”

      “Not that.”

      “A cure for my boss.”

      “I am not an alchemist.”

      “Then I need a vial of your blood. What’s the big deal? I saw how humongous you are. It’s not like you’re going to miss it.”

      Zavryd stepped back. It was impossible to be reasonable with her. “No dragon would allow his blood to be experimented on, not by another dragon, and definitely not by some vampire vermin.”

      “That’s my price,” Val stated firmly. “Why can’t you find their lair and get your own dark elves, anyway?”

      Because he did not know how to get in without destroying the city, which was against the policies of the Dragon Justice Court. But he would not admit that to her.

      “I can,” Zavryd said. “I choose to delegate.”

      “I didn’t sign up to be your assistant. I have my own mission, someone’s life to save. Sorry, but that’s more important to me than your to-do list.” Val pointed to the open door. “You can see yourself out.”

      Zavryd strode back to her. The tiger growled and crouched, but Zavryd knew he could stop him from attacking of necessary. Val reached for her sword, the one weapon that might be powerful enough to harm a dragon.

      He used his power to halt her in the middle of drawing it. The tiger started to spring, but Zavryd also locked him in place. Then he stepped closer to Val and lay his hand on the side of her head. It was clear she needed magical compulsion. He’d been foolish to attempt to reason with her. He should have saved himself time and irritation and started with this.

      He gazed into her eyes and formed his power into a compulsion spell. “It is an honor to serve a dragon, to be selected as a personal minion,” he said softly, “and you will serve me. Bring me the dark elves, and bring me the artifact, and do not question me further.”

      Val telepathically formed curse words for him. He did not care. He used his magic to implant the desire to do his bidding in her mind. It was for the good of his people and the good of the Cosmic Realms.

      Maybe it was a petulant, but he also compelled her to feel pleased to serve him. All lesser beings should feel that way, but if they were simply respectful to him, that would be acceptable. That was all he wanted. But for some reason, the idea of Val dropping to her knees and lifting the stolen artifact to him out of a desire to please him came to mind. After all the sarcasm she’d unleashed at him, he admitted that he would like to see that, like to see her touch his leg and gaze adoringly up at him.

      Zavryd frowned at himself. He should be above feeling such pettiness or wanting to use his magic to force someone to respect him. But it was not his fault that this female vexed him so. He needed to get away from her.

      Certain that he’d succeeded with his compulsion, Zavryd spun and stalked away. The memory of her soft hair touching his fingers lingered. He looked back over his shoulder, puzzled at why he would even notice such a thing.

      He sprang onto the railing and shifted into his dragon form and flew away, relieved to leave her behind.
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            Book 1: Aftermath

          

        

      

    

    
      The next time Val and Zav met was in the dark-elf lair. Thanks to Val, Zav was able to find the place and storm in. We’ll skip ahead through the battle and pick up in the aftermath, after Val has slain the priestess and rescued the girl—and the dragon artifact. Of course, Zav snatched that from her as he was unblocking the exit so they could get out. Now we start up as Val is fleeing the lake—and the kraken guarding it.
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      After battling the dark elves—and having the damned ceiling of their underground ritual chamber collapse on his head—Zavryd flew out of the lake and settled on the bank to nurse his injuries. He also used his magic to safely store the artifact he’d recovered to take home later. Admittedly, the half-elf Val had recovered it, but he’d commanded her to do so, so he could tell the queen that he had been responsible for its retrieval. She would be irritated that he hadn’t also located the two dark elves who’d stolen it in the first place, but he hadn’t sensed them at the ritual. Annoying.

      He still intended to find them and complete the task. Then the queen would have no reason to doubt his abilities or his dedication to serving their people and carrying out justice.

      While he was applying healing magic to his battered scales—not only had the ceiling fallen on him, but some of the monstrously heavy wheeled conveyances of this world had tumbled through right above him—Val surfaced in the lake. She was piloting another conveyance, this one a metal bubble for underwater travel.

      He vacillated between feeling irritation and appreciation toward her. She’d shot the priestess threatening him and assisted him in acquiring the artifact, but her methods were completely unorthodox, and she didn’t have any respect for anyone.

      As her craft sped toward the shoreline, the kraken reared up out of the water. Zavryd sensed that it was being manipulated from afar by one of the dark elves still in the warren of tunnels. He tried to discern if it was one of the criminals he sought.

      Just before the underwater craft made it to shore, it struck a hidden boulder. The lid lifted partially up, revealing Val and the human girl inside.

      The kraken’s tentacles rose high out of the lake, waving against the dark sky, then wrapped around the watercraft. Val and the girl tumbled out before the creature hefted the metal bubble into the air. The kraken hurled it halfway across the lake before turning back to focus on the two escaping females.

      Zavryd finished his analysis of the distant dark-elf wizard controlling the creature and decided it was not one of the two criminals he needed. Unfortunate.

      Val helped the girl as they slogged toward the shore. Zavryd thought they had gotten far enough away that the kraken would leave them alone, but those tentacles lunged after them. Val pushed the girl out of the way and whirled to defend herself. Though she was strong—especially given her mongrel blood—and sliced off one of those tentacles, the kraken had many more to pummel her with.

      Zavryd supposed he would have to help her. Val had proven herself useful, so he should keep her alive, even if she did keep requesting a sample of his blood. The presumptuousness was appalling.

      Nonetheless, he inhaled and funneled his magic into his throat to breathe fire. His gout of flames poured over Val’s head and into the tentacles and body of the kraken. The human girl shrieked and ran away from Zavryd, Val, and the beast.

      The tentacles reared back under the barrage of flames. To make sure the kraken could not be coerced to renew the attack, Zavryd also blasted it with a wave of pure power. The creature flew across the lake, tentacles flailing in the air, and crashed down. It slunk below the surface, and Zavryd sensed that it lived and that the bond between it and the dark elf had been broken. That would be sufficient. It should not bother Val further.

      As she lowered her sword and climbed the rest of the way out of the water, Zavryd shifted into his human form. He strode forward to see if Val needed healing or further assistance. He also braced himself to give her a vial of his blood. It was such an indignity, especially since she intended to give it to that vampire alchemist, but he felt obligated to fill the one request she’d made. He hoped that no other dragons learned that he had allowed this.

      “Where’s Jennifer?” Val asked before Zavryd could explain his intention to cooperate with her.

      “What?” Was that a name?

      “The girl.”

      “Ah.” Zavryd pointed to where the young female was cowering near a fence.

      Val squinted into the gloom, saw her, and visibly relaxed.

      “Thanks for the help,” she said.

      “You found the entrance to the dark-elf lair.”

      She had been useful, he admitted to himself. She knew this world far better than he and could do research here that he did not know how to do.

      “I did. There are probably a lot more entrances now though.” She fiddled with a handheld device that displayed information.

      Zavryd frowned at this divided attention. “This is true. Whether you wish it or not, you draw the magical to you, including those who have committed crimes. I will continue to use you as bait.”

      Val glared at him. She did not know how to properly interact with a dragon.

      “You will save yourself pain and might live longer if you agree to come with me to serve this purpose,” he said.

      “To be dangled as bait at your convenience? And do your bidding? I haven’t forgotten that spell you cast on me.” Val touched her temple. “It almost compelled me to get myself killed. I hate to break it to you, but I’d die before being some dragon’s slave. Before being anyone’s slave.”

      She was disagreeing with him? So strange. A part of him admired her willingness to stand up for herself—and that she had fearlessly charged into the ritual chamber, despite it being full of foes much more powerful than she—but he would not let her win this battle of the wills. He was the superior being, and she would learn to see that.

      “You can atone for your many sins by assisting the Dragon Justice Court in apprehending criminals for rehabilitation. I was unable to find Yemeli-lor and Baklinor-ten before the collapsed tunnels forced me to leave.”

      “Atone for my sins? Killing bad guys is not a sin.”

      “Bad guys, as you call them, should be rehabilitated, not executed by some mongrel with a stolen sword.” He glanced at the sheathed blade on her back.

      “It’s not stolen.”

      He did not know why she lied to him about this when she had been honest to Greemaw, but he should not be surprised. She was an assassin. He would have to be wary around her. If she could lie about this, she could lie about other things, and she might secretly try to work against him.

      “It is an ancient dwarven blade of great power,” Zavryd said in case she truly didn’t know. “I doubt you even know how to call forth its magic.”

      Val scowled. “I know it does a good job of beheading monsters. That’s all I need.”

      “It does not belong in this vermin-infested world.”

      “You’re like a broken record. What do you even know of Earth? Is this your first time here? We have amazing stuff. You should go to the theater or to a symphony. Or a wine-tasting. Do dragons drink?”

      He grew weary of her arguing. “I will leave now, but if you refuse to work for me and continue to roam free, know that I will not save your life again.”

      “You didn’t save my life this time. I had everything under control. And I’m the one who helped you. You didn’t even know how to get down there, did you? You waited until I figured it out and then followed me, like the crazy purple-eyed stalker you are.”

      “I knew where the dark elves were located.”

      “But not how to get down there.”

      “It would have been a simple matter to break through the streets and jump down on them.”

      “But you didn’t, because… It’s against the rules, isn’t it? The rules of your little court. They don’t want you killing people or wreaking havoc on the civilizations of the natives.”

      Zavryd did not appreciate how close she was to the truth. How could she, someone who was so obviously ignorant of dragons and dragon culture, guess that? In addition to being wary around her, he would remember that she was smarter than her sullen facade suggested.

      “It is against my rules.” Zavryd pressed his palm to his chest. “I am not a criminal. I enforce the law; I don’t flout it. I do not wantonly destroy things or take lives unnecessarily.” Zavryd stepped closer to her. “But if you keep killing the criminals I’m sent to arrest, I will make an exception. They should be punished and rehabilitated so they can be useful members of society, not slain by some vigilante executioner.” He pointed toward the destroyed tunnels. “You’re an anarchist, and your methods are unacceptable.”

      He was tempted to storm off, but he remembered he’d decided to give her the blood. He also sensed that she had been injured in the battle, and it would be a simple matter for him to heal that wound. Not that she would be appropriately grateful. Exasperating female.

      “My methods are legal here on Earth, and you have zero jurisdiction here, so butt out, Dragon.”

      “The Dragon Justice Court has jurisdiction everywhere. Just because your ignorant people don’t know it, does not mean it’s not true. Be afraid of the day when they decide to make their rule known here.” Zavryd looked at the cloudy night sky, hoping the queen would not send him for that task. He did not like the vermin of this world, but he did not want to terrorize them either. “Or destroy the infestation on this world so that someone besides criminals and law enforcers will be comfortable visiting again.”

      Not interested in discussing it further, Zavryd reached for Val. She tensed, as if to spring away, so he locked her to the ground with his magic.

      He sensed the sample kit she carried for collecting blood and reached into her jacket to withdraw it. His knuckles brushed her side through her damp shirt, and he found himself oddly aware of her body, her wet clothes clinging to her feminine curves.

      Had he remained in his dragon form, they would have held no interest to him, but he could not deny that he was drawn to gaze at them while he was in this human guise.

      “What are you doing?” Val blurted, objecting to his touch.

      Her scowl reminded him that he had no reason to let his hand linger. Even if his human form might find some natural attraction to her form, she was as vexing as one of this world’s honey badgers, and he would not even think of having coitus with her.

      First, he healed the injury in her side and then, still using his magic to hold her in place, he drew the sample kit from her inside pocket and drew the empty vial and syringe. He had not taken his own blood before and studied the tools for a moment before deducing how they worked. He pushed up his sleeve, inserted the needle into one of his veins, and filled the syringe with his blood.

      “That’s not the vein people usually use.”

      When the syringe was full, he withdrew the needle, and gave the tools to her. “I assume you can handle pouring it from one container to the other.”

      “Yes. I can dress and feed myself on my own too.”

      So vexing.

      “Thank you,” she surprised him by saying, smiling for the first time, though it appeared forced.

      Even so, it changed her face. She hadn’t been unattractive before, but the smile made her face notably more appealing, and his gaze snagged on her lips.

      Zavryd stepped back and turned away. He did not want to find this female appealing.

      “Think about my offer,” he said as he walked away.

      “Your offer of slavery?”

      “To work on the side of the law and atone for your sins.”

      “As a slave.”

      “As bait.” Zavryd had a feeling it would be better if he didn’t work with her further, but she had proven useful, and he would use her again.

      “So much better. Thank you for this gracious offer. I’ll definitely think about it, probably while I’m throwing axes at a picture of a black dragon stapled to the wall.”

      He still could not believe her impudence. About to change back into his dragon form, he responded telepathically. I will have a picture of myself delivered to your domicile so that you needn’t use anything inferior for the purpose.

      “I can’t wait,” she muttered.

      Once he was in his dragon form again, Zavryd sprang into the air. There was absolutely no reason to look forward to working further with Val and her venomous tongue, but the memory of her fearlessly striding into battle against a dark-elf priestess lingered in his thoughts.
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            Book 1: The Photographer

          

        

      

    

    
      Here we have a never-before-seen part of the story. If you’ve read Book 2, you know that the next time Zav shows up in Val’s life, he gives her the poster he promised to get. This scene shows how he got it.
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      Zavryd had to question several humans and dig into their thoughts to learn the location of a photography studio suitable for his needs. He never liked delving into the busy minds of lesser species, but human thoughts were particularly chaotic and self-absorbed. Perhaps he would have had better luck acquiring the information if he’d remained in his dragon form, but the human city was far too constricting for his substantial size. It was simpler to walk around as one of them than to worry about smashing mailboxes and lampposts when he landed. Human doorways were also far too tiny to accommodate dragons.

      When he walked into the studio, he found the service desk up front empty. His senses told him that a man and a woman were in the back, so he strode through a door to find them.

      The man was fully clothed and using his camera to take photos of the woman, who was wearing nothing but two artfully draped scarves as she posed provocatively on a couch. Her back-arched and chest-thrusting-out position appeared uncomfortable, and Zavryd hoped that was not some universally accepted pose for humans having photographs taken. He had no intention of dressing in scarves or contorting his back for this.

      The woman saw him and shrieked.

      The man whirled, swore, and thrust a finger at the doorway. “Get out!”

      “I require a photograph,” Zavryd said.

      “You need an appointment. And to wait out front.” The man tossed the woman a smock and strode toward Zavryd as if he meant to throw him bodily out.

      Zavryd leveled a cool gaze at him and let his power seep out so the human would sense what he was dealing with. The vermin of this planet were exceedingly dense and constantly failed to recognize him as the deadly predator that he was. They had zero concept of self-preservation or aptitude for detecting magic.

      This man started to reach for Zavryd’s shoulder before the first inkling of concern entered his eyes. His raised arm halted in place, and he didn’t finish reaching for Zavryd.

      “I require a photograph,” Zavryd repeated coolly.

      “I’m working with another client.” The man’s tone wasn’t as belligerent as before. His thoughts suggested he didn’t know what Zavryd was but that he did sense some danger about him.

      “She will wait.”

      The man opened his mouth to object.

      “She will wait,” Zavryd repeated, letting his eyes flare with inner light and power.

      The man stumbled back, almost tripping over his photography equipment. He knocked a tripod onto the couch, and the woman scurried to the wall, holding the smock over her chest. Zavryd strode into the studio, and she rushed out, grabbing clothes from a hook on the way.

      “Tawny,” the man called, “don’t go. I’ll get back to you in a minute!”

      “No, you won’t,” she called back, pausing to dress quickly. “That creep is going to eat you. He probably heard that you charge for costume rentals.”

      “I told you I’d deduct that from your package once you paid.”

      The woman fled the building.

      “What are you?” The man gripped the back of the couch to steady himself.

      “I am Lord Zavryd’nokquetal of the Stormforge Clan.”

      The man stared blankly at him.

      Zavryd sighed. Val was beginning to look like a genius compared to the rest of the inhabitants of her world. She mouthed off inappropriately to him, but at least she recognized his power and that he was a mighty predator.

      “I am a dragon.”

      “Uh. Okay.” According to his thoughts, he believed Zavryd was a government assassin or special agent.

      Though it did not matter, Zavryd thrust an image of himself in his dragon form into the man’s mind, showing how he’d flown over the city that morning to perch on the landmark spire downtown. To demonstrate his capabilities and that the man would be in danger if he irked a dragon, Zavryd then shared an image of himself devouring one of the bison he’d enjoyed over on the peninsula earlier.

      Gaping at him, the man fell onto the couch. Understanding finally dawned in his simple mind.

      “I need a photograph of myself for a female,” Zavryd stated.

      “Like… an appealing memento for a lover?”

      “It is for an enemy who wishes to throw hatchets at it.”

      The man’s jaw dropped.

      “It is possible that we are no longer enemies. We have worked together. But she is extremely vexing.”

      “And you’re trying to give her… a gift that will make her like you?”

      “No. I do not wish her to throw hatchets at an inferior approximation.”

      “Uh, all right.” The man pushed himself gingerly to his feet and picked up his equipment.

      “Do you think such a gift would make a female of this planet like me?” Zavryd asked curiously.

      Male dragons often gave gifts to female dragons in attempts to win their favor, but it was usually a freshly captured deer or tyliir for her to slaughter and enjoy. A female dragon would laugh uproariously at a photograph as an offering. But humans—and half-elf mongrels?—were nothing like dragons. Perhaps this was the way to establish a rapport with them.

      To be safe, he could deliver the photograph to Val with a deer for slaughter. But would she believe that an indication that he wished to court her? Of course, he did not. That would be ludicrous. He merely wished to blunt the edge of her sharp tongue so that it would be less onerous to work with her. He would stick to the photograph.

      “I don’t know.” The man lowered his voice to a mutter for the rest. “Would you be barging in on her in the middle of an appointment when you delivered it?”

      “It is not called barging in when you are a dragon.”

      “What’s it called?”

      “Arriving. If we take the photograph outside, I can assume my dragon form. It is quite large.”

      “Inside is fine.”

      “I do not fit inside.”

      “I mean inside like that.” The man waved at Zavryd. “I don’t want to see a large fanged version of you. Or get eaten.”

      “Very well.”

      “I’m all set up.” The man finished fiddling with his equipment and eyed Zavryd. “Is that what you’re going to wear?”

      “It is a Distinguished Elven Robe of Wizardry.”

      “Does it come with a hat?”

      Zavryd squinted at the man, suspecting mockery. “No.”

      “I have a motorcycle and a black leather outfit that might fit you if you want to pose in something more manly.”

      “I am sufficiently manly now.”

      “You do have excellent cheekbones and a strong jawline.”

      “Yes.”

      “You look like you work out. Do you want to pose topless?”

      Zavryd started to shake his head, but the man added, “Women are big-time into lean guys with muscles. If you want her to ogle your photograph instead of throwing things at it, you should try topless. Unless you’re really hairy.”

      That made Zavryd reconsider. Was it possible Val could be enticed to appreciate his photograph instead of hurling hatchets at it? Perhaps he should take this expert’s advice. But what constituted really hairy?

      He swept his robe over his head, intending to ask if the form he had taken was sufficient for ogling purposes, but the man shrieked almost as loudly as the woman had earlier.

      “Put it back on, put it back on.” The man held up a hand, as if to block Zavryd from his view.

      Zavryd frowned down at his form, worried he’d gotten something wrong in the shape-shifting process, but his body appeared normal for a human.

      “This is… really hairy?” he asked skeptically. His chest was lightly haired, as seemed appropriate for human males. Certainly nothing like a gorilla or some other ancestor on their genealogical tree.

      “No, bro. I just assumed you were wearing pants.”

      “One does not wear pants with a Distinguished Elven Robe of Wizardry.”

      “No boxers either?”

      “I do not know what those are.”

      “Clearly.” The man sighed and lowered his hand. “Put the robe back on. I charge extra for nudes, and to be honest, most guys just do selfies in the mirror if they want to share their penises with women.”

      “Women like this?”

      “No, but guys like to think they do.”

      Zavryd shrugged and donned the robe again. This experience was starting to take too long. He had criminals to hunt down.

      “We will begin,” he stated once he was dressed.

      “Yup. Here.” The man dragged over a chair. “Stand in front of that backdrop over there and put your foot up on that.”

      Zavryd failed to see the point, but the position did not appear as uncomfortable as the one the woman had been assuming, so he complied.

      “Are those slippers distinguished too?” the photographer muttered as he peered into his camera and made adjustments.

      “They are.”

      “Just making sure.”

      Zavryd suffered through far more clicks of the camera than he expected and instructions to stand in different places around the chair.

      “That should do it. Let’s go look at the packages.”

      “I need only one poster.”

      “Large enough to throw axes at?”

      “Correct.”

      “I’ll get that done for two hundred dollars.”

      “Dragons do not have money. You get it done because it is your honor to serve me.” Zavryd used a hint of magical compulsion to ensure the human believed that. Any other lesser species would already know that it was an honor to serve dragons.

      The man sighed. “I was afraid it might be.”
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            Book 2: The Yoga Studio

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re moving on to Book 2 to right after an enemy’s attempt to blow up a yoga studio… while Val is taking a class inside. As you may recall, she storms out too late to catch the bad guys who threw the explosive, but she senses Zav approaching. Here’s the rest of that scene through his eyes.
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      The mongrel female you’ve left your aura on has a message for you, a smug voice spoke into Zavryd’s mind as he flew from the dry sun-baked desert toward the rainy city where he’d first entered this world.

      The voice belonged to a dragon, but not one he had spoken with recently, and he had to sort through his memories to identify the speaker. His first thought was that it would be someone his mother, the queen, had sent to check on him. He had delivered three sets of criminals since failing to recover the two dark elves, but she might be displeased that they had continued to elude him.

      But this was not a Stormforge dragon, nor one of the clan’s allies. The voice belonged to Dobsaurin, a rival from the Silverclaw Clan.

      Zavryd had briefly sensed another dragon’s presence a couple of days earlier, but it had disappeared before he’d identified the dragon. He’d assumed it had been an accidental visit and the dragon had formed a portal and left. It seemed not.

      A message from whom? Zavryd sent back telepathically, though he struggled to pinpoint Dobsaurin’s location. Was the other dragon hidden with some camouflaging magic?

      From me. You will find it most interesting.

      Tell me yourself. Why are you being coy and using a mongrel for an intermediary?

      Zavryd assumed Dobsaurin referred to Val. He had not interacted closely with any other half-breeds on this world.

      He had not seen her since the night they retrieved the artifact and destroyed the dark-elf sanctuary, but when he had been searching for criminals in one of this world’s deserts, he’d thought of her. He’d wondered if he should have brought her along to use as bait, but then he would have had to endure her sharp and disrespectful tongue. Still, if she was known and hated by magical beings throughout her world, and the criminals had flocked to her, desiring to kill her, it could have halved the time he’d hunted for them.

      Because she is of interest to you.

      Have you done something to her? Since Zavryd intended to use Val for bait, it would not do if another dragon harmed her—or worse. Val must be kept alive to be of use to him. Besides, even though she was clearly a criminal herself with a dark and deceitful past, he appreciated that she’d worked for him to retrieve the artifact. He did not wish to see her killed.

      She survived our meeting.

      You tried to harm her?

      She presumed to take some of my prisoners. I thought to slay her.

      Zavryd clenched his jaw and pumped his wings harder, wanting to get back to the coastal human city so he could make sure Val was not badly wounded.

      But then I sensed your aura on her. Imagine my surprise. Have you mated with her? I would have thought you had learned your lesson after the elf princess. Dobsaurin laughed into Zavryd’s mind.

      Zavryd clenched his jaw harder, so hard it ached. How had the Silverclaw Clan learned of that disgrace? Give me your message, coward. Do not use some weak native of this world in your games.

      No. I think you shall have to get it from her. Meanwhile, I shall be busy doing a little hunting.

      Hunting of what?

      This world’s great herbivores had gone extinct long before Zavryd had been born. The scant bison, deer, and antelope made for only modest meals. Why would any dragon come here to hunt?

      Dobsaurin did not answer him.

      Hunting of what? Zavryd repeated.

      Silence.

      Zavryd flew hard the rest of the way to the human city where Val lived, concerned that Dobsaurin had injured her and also concerned about what plans the Silverclaw dragon was here to enact. There was no reason that a dragon would come to this backward planet other than to collect criminals—or impede the collection of criminals. Perhaps Dobsaurin’s father, who was on the Dragon Justice Court, had sent him here to keep Zavryd from succeeding because that would be an embarrassment to Zavryd’s family.

      That would not happen.

      He located Val a couple of miles from her domicile and checked the extra-dimensional pocket that he used to store things. Before he’d left for the desert, he’d retrieved the finished poster of himself from the photographer, and he intended to give it to her. He was curious if she would truly use it as a target for axe throwing or if she would secretly appreciate it. Lesser beings often feared dragons, and some of them plotted against dragons, but they often also admired them. Perhaps after receiving this gift, Val would come to admire him and her tongue would grow less caustic.

      She was walking out of a structure in a busy part of the city when he landed and shifted into human form. Sirens wailed nearby and stung his ears.

      Instead of greeting him with admiration, Val frowned. “What are you doing here? I know you didn’t come to get your chakras aligned.”

      Zavryd did not know what that meant, but her tone was as irreverent as he remembered. Perhaps if he informed her of her mistakes, she would rectify them.

      “That is not the proper way to greet a dragon.” He looked her up and down, surprised by her lack of weapons, and noticed that she was barefoot and that her soles bled from numerous cuts. “Nor is this appropriate attire for battling criminals.”

      “I’m not battling criminals. I’m exercising and contorting my throat to do ocean breathing.”

      He also didn’t know what that was. This world had changed since he’d first visited and learned the language of this continent.

      “You must always be prepared to battle criminals. They are attracted to you. That is why I keep telling you that I will use you as bait.”

      “No kidding. Look, I’ve got a message for you. Let’s go over there.” Val gestured to an alley.

      The message the coward had spoken of. Doubting it could be anything good, Zavryd followed her into the alley.

      “You leave blood on the ground as you walk.” He pointed to a red smear in case she had not noticed. “This will make it easy for enemies to track you. Do you wish me to heal your injuries?”

      “No, I don’t want anything from you. But there’s a dragon who does. You know a Dob-something-or-other? Big silver dragon, likes to kidnap children?”

      “I know Dobsaurin and am aware that he is in this world.”

      Kidnapping children. Was that the hunting he was doing?

      “Did you know that he’s been trying to get your attention?”

      “I do not know his reason for coming, but I have sensed him here. I have been far to the east and south, capturing rogue djinn in a hot desert region.”

      “What brings you back? You missed me?”

      Missed her? Now that he was in human form again, Zavryd was reminded as he walked behind Val that her figure was attractive, but how could anyone miss that sharp tongue?

      “You do make it easier to locate criminals,” he said. “They are drawn to you like a vylorni to a flame.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Val led the way to her black conveyance. “But you attract irate dragons who don’t like your current criminal-capturing gig.”

      “Dobsaurin’s family does not like anything that my family does. We are rivals.”

      “Yeah, I guessed.” Val opened the vehicle door and withdrew a towel.

      While she was distracted, Zavryd used his magic to heal the cuts on her feet. It was a simple matter for him, and it would make it more difficult for enemies to track her. Only when he planned to use her to attract criminals did he want anyone to find her.

      Val wiggled her bare feet and frowned at Zavryd. “You’re healing me? Listen, I appreciate that you’d rather do that than incinerate me, but I really don’t want to owe you any favors.”

      “Why not?”

      Her reaction was strange. Most beings would be extremely grateful to be healed by a dragon or receive any favor at all from one.

      “Because you’ll try to redeem them. And tell me I need to travel with you and be your bait.”

      “I do believe your reputation might have stretched even to the distant deserts. You may have attracted the djinn, thus making it easier for me to locate and capture them. Lesser magical beings tend to hide when dragons come near.”

      “Shocking.”

      She definitely was not grateful.

      “Your tone is not properly respectful,” Zavryd said sternly, not only because it irked him but because he worried that Dobsaurin would not see any value in her and would kill her if she was flippant with him. “Do not forget that you are addressing a superior being.”

      Val bent and rubbed the dried blood off her feet, saying, “Thank you,” so quietly he almost missed it.

      Hm, maybe she was infinitesimally grateful.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. “I don’t suppose the Pardus panther-shifter brothers have committed crimes and you’ve come to capture them for rehabilitation.”

      “No. I do not know who they are.” Zavryd mentally checked the long list the queen had given him, but neither Pardus nor panther shifters were mentioned. “I brought you the gift you requested, even though your tone reminds me that you are not deserving of gifts from a dragon.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “A poster of myself that you can throw hatchets at.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      Had she not thought he would fulfill his promise? Zavryd did not say he would do things unless he intended to do them.

      “I am not.” Zavryd withdrew the tube holding the rolled-up poster from his extra-dimensional pocket and gave it to her.

      “I suppose dragons aren’t known for their senses of humor.” She accepted the poster gingerly.

      “Who told you this lie? Dragons have riotous senses of humor, but we only tell jokes among our own kind. Inferior species would not have the necessary mental acuity to grasp them.”

      “Oh, I bet.”

      Val opened the tube and removed the poster.

      Zavryd wondered if she would find the photograph of him attractive. He had crafted this form artistically rather than simply copying the features of some existing human. He was, however, more familiar with elves than the natives of this world and had allowed an elven warrior-wizard of eld to inspire him. At the last minute, he had remembered to make the ears round and add the facial hair that sprouted from males of this species.

      Val did not immediately look at the poster but glanced toward a boy that was watching them surreptitiously from across the paved area. Zavryd had noticed him already and did not believe he was a threat, but he was pleased that Val’s senses had been alert enough to detect him.

      “I also came because Dobsaurin told me he left a message with you. He was exceedingly coy when he spoke to me, and it was from a great distance. I know he is here in this geographical region, but I cannot pin him down.” Zavryd gazed around the area as he checked again for the aura of another dragon, but he still could not detect Dobsaurin. “I believe some magical artifact is assisting him in evading my senses. He taunted me with his words, as if he had some knowledge that I did not.”

      “Uh, the only knowledge I have is that he wants to kill you for sanctimonious meddling, and he’s a dick.”

      “I already know this.” Zavryd paused. “What is a… dick?”

      “The thing hanging between your legs.”

      Zavryd had nothing hanging between his legs. He peered down in case some detritus had affixed itself to his robe.

      “The sex organ that’s there if you gave yourself all the human parts when you shape-shifted,” Val clarified. “I guess I don’t know if you did. And I don’t want to know.”

      Oh. Odd that humans had so many names for their sex organs.

      Feeling a twinge of indignity, Zavryd stood straight again. “I would not shape-shift into an ill-considered amorphous blob. When I am in human form, I am anatomically correct.”

      “I’m so glad for you.”

      Finally, Val examined the poster. Her gaze lingered. Maybe she did find it attractive.

      Not that this mattered to him, but perhaps her tone would be less sharp if she grew attracted to him. Perhaps she would realize that he was indeed a superior being deserving of her respect.

      “I have to admit, I was imagining throwing hatchets at the dragon form of you.”

      “The dragon form of me couldn’t fit in the booth, and the photographer was unsettled. He would not consider going outside with me. I decided not to magically compel him. People don’t do their best work under such conditions.”

      “Imagine that.” Val turned the poster this way and that. “Mangling someone who looks human seems sadistic.”

      “You would not consider it sadistic to mangle a dragon?”

      “Nah. It would be like operating a crane with a wrecking ball and swinging it into a building marked for demolition. Satisfying.”

      Her attitude toward dragons was puzzling. It was true that members of some species hated and even plotted against dragons, but they were still aware of their immense power and remained properly respectful. Only in private did they scheme.

      “Do you have any idea what that kid wants?” Val asked.

      “He wishes to deliver a message to you, but he’s not certain if I am your mate and will drive him off in a fit of jealous rage.” Zavryd had read the boy’s mind as soon as he’d noticed him spying on them and dismissed his thoughts as illogical but not dangerous. “His thoughts are alien to me. It’s possible I misinterpreted them.”

      “Yeah, I think so. Don’t sweat it. Teenage-boy thoughts are alien to other humans too.” Val waved for the boy to come to her.

      “I truly need the message that Dobsaurin delivered to you.” Zavryd was not interested in the boy. “If he is here to openly challenge me, this is unprecedented, and something must have changed between our families. I must warn my kin.” He was tempted to read Val’s thoughts so he could directly witness the memory of her exchange with Dobsaurin, but as with their first meeting, he could not see into her mind. He’d later guessed that her power to block telepathic intruders had been granted to her by her dwarven blade, but she was not carrying it today. “You are not wearing your magical sword. It is interesting that I have difficulty reading your thoughts.”

      “You’re probably distracted by my great beauty.”

      He looked down at her form. He had noticed that she was attractive, but he was not interested in mating with a mongrel female, and even if he were, it would not deter him from being able to read her mind.

      “Never mind,” Val said. “Look, he kidnapped some children, and he said it was because he wanted to get your goat. He didn’t say why, just implied that he would kill you. That’s really all he gave me. He spent most of our time together trying to flambé me.”

      “My goat?”

      “Your attention.”

      “If he wishes my attention, he has it. If he wishes to challenge me, I am not afraid to battle him. Why would he use you to deliver this challenge and then hide?” That was the part that perplexed Zavryd.

      “How would I know? I didn’t even know he existed until the other day.”

      Zav frowned at her. “It is true you are ignorant of politics in the Cosmic Realms.”

      “Yes, I am. I’d like to stay that way. And also not to be incinerated by dragons trying to get your attention.”

      The boy had approached. He glanced warily at Zavryd but focused on Val. “I think you’re the one.”

      “I’m sure that’s true.” She eyed him. “One for what?”

      “A guy paid me five dollars to deliver a message to the big blonde chick that he said would run out of the yoga studio after an explosion. He said she’d probably be on fire.”

      “I’m tall, not big. Don’t call women big. They don’t like that.” Val held out her hand.

      “If you are big, people will fantasize about hurling wrecked balls at you,” Zavryd said, thinking to demonstrate to Val that dragons did indeed have senses of humor.

      She tilted her head in a pained expression. “Wrecking balls.”

      As he had feared, dragon humor was beyond humans.

      “Let’s have it,” Val told the boy.

      “The guy said you’d also give me five dollars.”

      “He said I’d do that while I’m on fire?”

      The boy hesitated. “Yes.”

      Zavryd was on the verge of using his power to compel the boy to leave when Val snatched the message and shooed him away.

      “Thanks. Go spend your big earnings at the arcade.”

      The boy lifted a finger, not obeying her order to leave. Zavryd frowned at him and prepared to use his power, but the boy saw the glow of his eyes and fled before it was necessary.

      “Nicely creepy,” Val said. “I think the villains in Stargate SG-1 did that.”

      Villains? Zavryd was an official representative of the Dragon Justice Court. He was not a villain.

      “It is sometimes a warning among my kind,” he explained, “sometimes an indication that power is being used.” It was not villainous.

      “Are you stronger than Dob is?” Val opened the envelope.

      “The law and the righteousness of my beliefs will aid me against him.”

      “Oh man, you’re really screwed, aren’t you?”

      “I am not.”

      How strange that Val could not tell that he was a fitter and more powerful dragon than Dobsaurin.

      “But,” he continued, “he occasionally uses methods that are unacceptable to the Dragon Justice Court and myself. If we were to do battle, it would be important that bystanders were not nearby.”

      “Yeah, if you’re going to fight, please lure him away from the city.”

      “That will be my goal. But I must locate him first. That is why I am questioning you.”

      “I knew you didn’t just come to give me the poster.”

      She read the note, which Zavryd had no interest in. He could not tell if she was holding back information from him, or if she had truly already told him everything Dobsaurin had said.

      “Are you sure you don’t have a couple of panther-shifter brothers named Pardus on your list of people to send through a portal back to your court?” she asked when she finished the note.

      “I do not.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d like to punt them through a portal anyway?”

      “Not if they have not committed a crime against the tenets of dragonkind.”

      “They’re advertising that they can make weapons to slay dragons.”

      “I assume that is untrue.”

      “From what I’ve been told, probably. But don’t you think such claims might offend your court?”

      Zavryd had no interest in these brothers. Could she not handle her own problem? “Why do you not slay them yourself? This is what you are known for, is it not? Assassinating the magical.”

      “Only if they’ve committed crimes—specifically murder. I don’t get sent out against magical beings unless they’ve been killing humans.”

      “If you cannot give me further information on Dobsaurin’s whereabouts and intentions, I must go.” Zav wished this meeting had been more fruitful.

      “You have another dragonkind-irking deadbeat on your list?”

      “I must find Dobsaurin.” Zavryd was about to shift forms and fly away, but he turned his gaze back onto Val. Once he left, would Dobsaurin check on her to see how this meeting had gone? “I do wonder…”

      “He’s after you, not me,” Val said. “Don’t even think of putting a compulsion on me or whatever you did last time. I’m my own free person, not somebody’s puppet.”

      “I must consider the needs of the court over the needs of one mongrel,” Zav said, though he’d only been thinking of monitoring her, not compelling her to do anything.

      “Must you call me that? My name is Val. I’m a capable warrior.”

      “Of mongrel heritage. Be pleased that your mixed blood gives you an advantage over the typical vermin that inhabit this foul, infested place.”

      “You’re a dick too, FYI. But I’m still going to give you something.” Val opened the door to her conveyance again and withdrew a heavy box. “Try this.” She thrust it into his arms. “Probably in human form. Maybe you’ll like it. Wait, here.” She grabbed another smaller box to put on top. “That too. I bet if you sample the offerings of this vermin-infested planet, you might agree that we come up with some good stuff.”

      “Doubtful.” Zavryd wrinkled his nose. They appeared to be bottles of some beverage and large square pellets.

      “Humans love chocolate. Good chocolate is a delicacy.”

      Zavryd was not familiar with that food. “Is it made from meat?”

      “Uh, no. Do dragons only eat meat?”

      “Meat and occasionally fish.”

      “Nothing with any fiber? How do you stay regular?”

      Zavryd did not know what that meant. He suspected the pellets were the chocolate. They did not appear promising.

      “Never mind. Just try it. And if they’re awful, you can pelt Dobsaurin with them.”

      “I will pelt him with fire and brimstone.”

      “Also acceptable. I’m going to find my shoes.” Without waiting to be dismissed, Val strode toward the back door of the building.

      “Wait.” Zavryd, suspecting she would not obey, used a touch of power to freeze her in place.

      Carrying the boxes, he walked around her to face her again. She clenched her jaw and oozed anger, but his power kept her from speaking. This was for the best. She kept bringing up subjects that did not interest him.

      “You know how to research the locations of magical beings in this world. Can you locate Dobsaurin for me?” Zavryd flicked a finger and released her so she could respond.

      “Maybe, but—”

      “This would be more efficient than if I flew all over the mountains, hoping to unmask the camouflage he has placed on himself. Yes, this is a good plan. You will do this for me.”

      “Pardon you, but I’m on my own quest right now.” Val glowered at him.

      “I understand this. Once we have found Dobsaurin and dealt with him, I will assist you in negotiating with these panther shifters who are an obstacle to you.” Zavryd lifted his chin, feeling quite magnanimous. He had no interest in her problem, but if she helped him with his, he would take the time to assist her. She should be extremely pleased to have his help.

      “I don’t want to negotiate with them; I want to blow up their house and drown them in the river.”

      Zavryd frowned at her lack of appreciation at his offer. She did not even seem to realize how great his assistance could be. “I am impassive in regard to them. This will make me a superior negotiator.”

      “The fact that you can breathe fire and melt people probably helps with negotiations too.”

      “People do not melt. They char and incinerate.”

      “Good to know.” Val rubbed her face. Why was she pausing when he was being so magnanimous? “All right, I agree to your proposal, but if we’re going to work together for even a moment, we have to establish some rules.”

      “I agree. I am bound by the laws and regulations of the Dragon Justice Court. You will swear an oath to uphold the same laws.”

      “That’s definitely not what I had in mind. I’m talking rules—boundaries—between me and you. You promise to stay out of my head. None of that magical compulsion bullshit. No freezing me in place while you stalk around me and touch my stuff. No using me for bait to get this silver dragon to come calling. And finally, no making me want to obey and please you.”

      Zavryd gazed at her, perplexed by all these conditions. A dragon was the most powerful and incredible ally one could have. Why was she not gushing with enthusiasm?

      “I find you a surly mongrel,” Zavryd said, “and do not care for this manipulation.”

      “Tough. You want me to research your silver nemesis, you agree to my stipulations, or forget it.”

      He had been patient, but he felt his patience waning. The temptation to do exactly what she didn’t want, to compel her to obey him, percolated through his thoughts.

      “Listen.” Val lifted her hands, palms toward him. “I’m my own person, and I’ll do my best work if I’m a willing participant. If you were in my shoes, you wouldn’t want someone with superior power manipulating you, would you?”

      “It is the way of the Realms that those with superior power use it to maintain their dominant positions.”

      “Yeah, yeah, survival of the fittest. But you wouldn’t like it if someone more fit than you manipulated you, right?”

      “It happens. That is the way.”

      “It’s happened to you?”

      Zavryd lifted his chin, refusing to answer that. It had not happened since he was a young dragon, but it had happened. He had not appreciated it, but it was the way of the Realms.

      “I will agree to your terms for the duration of this time that we are working together,” he said, “but you may wish to rescind your rules if we encounter Dobsaurin. If you are under a compulsion from me and under my control, it will be more difficult for him to put a compulsion on you.”

      “I’ll risk it. Besides, I’m researching where he is, not going with you.”

      “You will come with me to make certain we can find his lair and deal with him.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      Her reticence puzzled him. “You already agreed to this.”

      Val paused, then sighed, perhaps remembering that she had. “Why do you want me along? Won’t I just be in your way?”

      Zavryd recalled how she had distracted the dark elves and assisted him in getting the artifact. She could assist him again. “You will be in his way.”
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      For the next scene, we skip forward to after Val and Zav’s second visit to Greemaw’s valley in Oregon. The golem gave them a map of caves where Dobsaurin might be hiding, but Zav had to check in at home and Val started searching on her own. Here’s where he catches up with her, just as she’s dealing with the poachers shooting goblins in the woods.
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      When Zavryd returned to Earth, he searched for sign of Dobsaurin but did not detect him. Again. He located Val in the forest east of the city. Deciding she was searching for the caves that Greemaw had shared, he flew in her direction as rain drizzled from the cloudy sky.

      Before he reached her, he heard gunfire and sensed humans and goblins in her area. He was still miles away, but he could tell that the humans were firing on—hunting—the goblins. Though Zavryd cared little for goblins, he cared even less for humans, and it disgruntled him that they would prey upon weaker beings. Dragons from some of the less reputable clans, such as the Silverclaws, often did this, and he did not care for it in that instance either.

      He soared toward the battle, intending to help, but poor weather was rolling down off the mountains, and strong gusts of wind slowed his flight. That gave him time to realize that Val was firing at the humans, or at least at their wheeled conveyances. She sent her tiger to knock them aside and drive fear into their hearts. The humans raced off, leaving the goblins alone.

      Zavryd circled instead of landing right away, considering what he had sensed. Val had helped goblins, magical refugees from another world. Her reputation hadn’t suggested that she would do such a thing. Interesting.

      He flapped his wings and flew in over the trees to land on the road behind her conveyance. She had returned to it, and the goblins had disappeared into the woods.

      Val looked up at Zavryd as he angled downward, and he took note of her alert green eyes. Even though her human blood had to dampen her senses and magical abilities, she didn’t miss much.

      He landed in front of her and shifted into his human form. The wind whipped at his robe, and raindrops spattered his nose. He thought longingly of the desert he had been hunting in the previous week. Why did so many criminals come to this damp, rainy part of the world?

      “You’re early,” Val said as Zavryd approached her. “I’m only doing preliminary scouting.”

      Still thinking of the goblins, he stopped in front of her. “You assisted magical beings against humans.”

      Val shrugged.

      “From what I’ve learned, this is not usual for you,” he continued. “Typically, you side with the vermin—the humans—infesting this world instead of the magical, even though you are half magical.”

      “That’s because I was born here, and humans are my people.”

      Val sounded defensive, but he was merely trying to puzzle out why she would have attacked humans to help goblins. It did surprise him that she identified with what any sane being would consider the lesser side of her heritage. Elves were among the most powerful of magical beings and stronger, more agile, and haler than humans.

      “That is no reason not to embrace the superior half of your heritage,” he said. “Your father could teach you much.”

      “I’m sure he could, but it’s not like I can look him up on LinkedIn.”

      Linked-what?

      A gust of wind swept down the road, blowing soggy leaves off the trees and whipping at the hem of Zavryd’s robe. He considered using his power to shield himself from the weather, but he was not cold, nor was it raining hard yet.

      Val smirked at something. What?

      “He has left this world?” Zavryd asked.

      “All elves did. And dwarves. Forty-odd years ago. Nobody knows why, but there are lots of theories. Nobody left behind knew how to make portals, so it’s not like I could get a ticket and go looking for him, even if I wanted to see him. And I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “He left my mother before I was even born.”

      Val adjusted her collar against the wind as it blew at the flaps of her long jacket. It was open, revealing her damp shirt beneath. It must have been raining harder earlier, because the material was wet enough to cling to the curves of her breasts.

      When he was in dragon form, he did not think of human—or half-elf—females or have any interest in their curves, but in this form, his mind was less rational, and females had an odd allure. Not all of them, but for some reason Val interested him, which was perplexing given that they kept butting heads. Perplexing and dangerous, since he couldn’t read her thoughts. With that sword, she was one of the few people in this world who could potentially hurt a dragon. If he was inattentive, or allowed himself to be distracted, she could potentially hurt him.

      He would be wise to remember that, especially since seeing her defend the goblins had changed something for him. She had stolen goods and killed magical beings, so he should not approve of her, but he liked that she would protect lesser magical beings against her own kind.

      He also liked that she’d irked Dobsaurin when they’d first met. Wanting to research everything for himself, he’d gone to the peninsula across the water and found kobold witnesses to give him the story.

      “She forgives him, or so she says,” Val went on, and Zavryd realized he’d lost track of the conversation, “because he had to choose between leaving with his people and staying here with her and only her. He chose his people.”

      She was explaining her heritage and how she didn’t know her father. He wondered if he still lived.

      “Look, never mind any of this,” Val said. “I’ve been searching this area using the points on the map that Greemaw gave me, but I haven’t found anything yet. That’s why I didn’t call you. Also, I don’t have your number.”

      “My what?”

      “I don’t know how to get in touch with you.”

      Zavryd touched his temple. “I do not have my mental shields up against telepathic intrusion, not in this world. There is little need. You can reach me telepathically.”

      “Uh, sure. If I could do that, I would.”

      Zav lowered his hand, surprised. “You cannot?”

      “Nope.”

      “What magical powers do you have? Besides your charms and your weapons. It would be useful for me to know before we confront Dobsaurin.”

      “I don’t have any magical powers besides healing quicker than normal for a human.”

      “That cannot be possible.” He could sense that she had magical power. It radiated from her like a beacon and almost as strongly as that of a full-blooded elf. No, not almost. She was as powerful as many full-blooded elves. Whoever her elven father was, he must be someone powerful.

      “Oh, it is.”

      “You are half-elf.”

      “Yeah, and I tried to do magical things when I found out. Nothing ever happened. I don’t have any powers.”

      “You were trained by a practitioner and failed to show abilities?” He had a hard time believing that.

      “No. I tried to teach myself. That’s how it goes for most mixed-bloods here. There’s nobody left to teach. You muddle through and figure things out on your own. Lots of people manage it.”

      “Magic must be taught. Muddling is unacceptable.”

      So that was the problem. She simply lacked a teacher.

      “That’s how it works here. Let’s drop it, okay? My charms and my weapons and my ambassador are plenty.” Val pointed up the trail to her tiger companion, his silver fur glowing softly as the clouds grew darker.

      The wind gusted again, knocking leaves from trees. Val surprised Zavryd by stepping forward and reaching toward his throat. Instinctively, he reacted to what could have been a threat and caught her wrist.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      “Keeping you from a fashion faux pas.” Val looked at something on his shoulder. A leaf.

      Ah. He had overreacted. He released her wrist.

      Val brushed off the leaf and stepped back.

      Presumptuous, but he supposed she’d thought she was doing him a favor. That was acceptable, but he should warn her not to touch him again. Not without asking first. Even then, he shouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m not going to make a pass at you,” Val said, “if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “A what?”

      “A pass. Romantic moves. You’re not my type.”

      “I see.” Zavryd wasn’t certain if he should find that insulting, but he decided it was a relief. If she intended to make no romantic overtures, it would be a simple matter to refrain from them himself. He glanced at her damp shirt again. Well, perhaps not simple, but he was no rutting animal to act on base instinct. Clasping his hands behind his back, he said, “Let us walk. One of the caves is near, but I believe the forest canopy would make it difficult to find from above; nor could your conveyance fit between the trees.”

      “I guess that means we’re using Chopper as a machete.”

      Zavryd glanced at her sword hilt. “That is not a fitting use for that blade. I am capable of clearing brush if necessary.”

      “Can you breathe fire when you’re in human form?”

      “I can make fire in this form.”

      She snorted. Was that a skeptical noise?

      Zavryd squinted at her and used his magic to ignite a clump of moss dangling from a nearby branch. It burned swiftly, ashes floating to the soggy ground.

      “No flint and steel required, eh?” She did not sound impressed. Difficult female.

      “No.”

      Zavryd veered off the muddy road and took the lead. He resisted the urge to burn more things and instead used his magic to bend trees and and bushes to the side without damaging them.

      “What made you help those goblins?” he asked, still trying to work out why she had, especially if she identified fully with the humans of this world.

      “I don’t like big guys picking on little guys.”

      No. Neither did he. That was one of many reasons he did not care for Dobsaurin.

      “Given your reputation,” he said, “I wouldn’t have expected you to help the magical, size regardless.”

      “Reputation is what other people believe about you. It isn’t always an accurate reflection of who you really are, but it’s damn hard to alter the perceptions of others.”

      “That is true among all the races.” Zav stopped and turned to face her. “You will probably not believe that I also do not like big guys picking on little guys.”

      “Actually, I do believe that. Ever since you told me you were a cop.”

      “A what?”

      “Police officer. Or your world’s equivalent.”

      “Hm, that is not precisely my position, but I do help my clan uphold the law. I have not made it a secret that I find this assignment—” he waved to indicated the world overrun by humans, “—unappealing. It is beneath me.”

      “It must be hard being so magnificent.”

      “You and your trinkets could do what I am doing,” Zavryd said, exasperation creeping into his tone. Only some of it was for her. More of it was for the queen and for her sending him here when a lesser dragon—or someone from a lesser species—could do this job.

      “Just when I think you aren’t a complete asshole, you get all arrogant and superior on me.”

      She did not understand. Perhaps it was a waste of time to try to explain it to a half-elf, but for some reason, he wanted her to understand.

      “Dragons are long-lived but not fecund as a species, so there are not many of us. We must serve where we can be of the most use—those of us who actually care about serving something other than megalomania. My abilities are needed back at home.”

      “So you’re frustrated.”

      “Yes.” His passion was creeping out. He took a breath and repeated more quietly, “Yes.”

      He turned and continued through the forest.

      “Comforting thought,” Val muttered.

      Not sure what she meant, he paused and looked back.

      “Just wondering what the odds are of me surviving a battle if we actually find Dob.”

      “You need not risk yourself.”

      “You said you were taking me to get in his way.”

      Zavryd smiled faintly, thinking of the story he’d unearthed about her encounter with Dobsaurin on the peninsula. “I was hoping there would be another windmill and you could convince him to burn down his own hideout again.”

      “I see you got the details from someone.”

      “One of the kobolds. It pleased me that you vexed Dobsaurin.” Zavryd let his smile broaden as he imagined the scenario. He wished he’d been there to see it.

      “But it doesn’t please you when I vex you,” Val noted.

      “I prefer it more when your biggest weapon is pointed at someone I detest.”

      She raised her eyebrows and touched her firearm.

      “Your mouth,” he clarified dryly.

      She snorted again and rolled her eyes.

      “If my mission places you in danger, I will protect you.” Zavryd kept his smile to himself this time as he imagined letting her vex Dobsaurin a bit before moving her out of the way. “Come. We are close to the first cave.”

      He’d resumed walking, but he paused, catching a whiff of a familiar scent in the damp forest air.

      “I cannot sense him, but I smell dragon.”
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            Book 2: Injured

          

        

      

    

    
      This next scene starts up right after the battle in the water-treatment plant between Zav and Dobsaurin. Also after the first kiss between Val and Zav. We’ll pick up as Zav is chasing Dob out and get his thoughts on that kiss and a few other things.
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      As Zavryd chased Dobsaurin out of the water-treatment plant, he realized his mistake as soon as the green lightning lanced out of a magical trap set into the pavement. Pain blasted him from all sides, and his wings seized up, refusing to carry him into the air.

      He tumbled hard to the ground, and something crunched in one of his wings. Sharp agony lanced through him, and he half-expected Dobsaurin to cackle into his mind as he escaped.

      But Dobsaurin was probably too injured himself for that. Zavryd had been on the verge of utterly defeating him and taking him back to the Dragon Justice Court for judgment, but the coward had fled. After he’d attacked Val. It had been galling enough when the oaf had manipulated her and tried to use her to seduce him, but to harm her simply to distract him… unconscionable.

      Unfortunately, even after the magical lightning faded, Zavryd was too wounded to take to the sky and chase Dobsaurin down. His wing might need the touch of a dedicated healer before he could fly again.

      Zavryd sensed Val running out through the hole in the wall, her sword in hand.

      Had she wanted to, she might have taken advantage of his injuries and attacked him, but she ran to his side, glaring into the air, as if to defend him if Dobsaurin came back.

      Zavryd doubted she had the power to do that—though he’d been pleased to see her cut off his toe—but he appreciated that she wanted to.

      He is fleeing to the south, Zavryd told her, since she was scanning the rainy gray sky intently. I can sense him now.

      He spat out the dynorath gem he’d torn from Dobsaurin’s chest. He’d crunched it with his fangs first, destroying its magic to ensure no other dragons would use it to hide from him again. If Dobsaurin recovered from his wounds and came back to fight further, he would have to face Zavryd without artifice.

      “Gross,” Val said. “Uhm, will you be all right?”

      She rested a hand on his scales.

      Zavryd was relieved that he was in his dragon form now and could not feel attraction for someone from another species, for he had not forgotten the scorching kiss they had shared inside. He’d known that had been a result of Dobsaurin manipulating Val, and that she had not wanted to fling herself all over him, but that hadn’t kept him from finding it so stimulating that he’d almost failed to react in time to keep Dobsaurin from killing them both.

      He would have to be very careful in the future whenever he shifted to human form to make sure memories of that moment did not tempt him into unwise carnal relations. This event had only proven his fear was valid, that she could be manipulated and used against him. Dobsaurin himself might even try again.

      For now, all Zavryd worried about was getting up without embarrassing himself. He was reluctant to let Val see his injured wing and see how much damage Dobsaurin’s trap had done—how foolish he had been to rush out without checking first for threats.

      I knew there would be traps, Zavryd admitted to her. He had days to work on them. But in the bloodlust of the hunt, I wasn’t thinking. I should not have charged out recklessly.

      “Are you going to be all right? Is there anyone I can get to help?”

      In this forsaken world?

      “Maybe Zoltan the vampire alchemist has a nice potion.”

      Horrified by the thought, Zavryd pushed himself to his feet, though movement brought greater discomfort. I am in pain, but I still have my power. I will create a portal and go see someone who can heal me more efficiently than I would naturally. I have no wish to crawl into a dank cave in these woods and spend weeks regenerating.

      “Do you think that’s what Dob will do?”

      Possibly. I hope he returns to that cave where I set a trap. Zavryd clacked his jaws together, imagining how satisfying it would be if Dobsaurin did exactly that and injured himself further. Either way, he should not be strong enough to bother you for a few days. With luck, I will return by then. He killed goblins and humans cruelly and for no point other than to anger me.

      “Will you try to hunt him down and kill him for that?”

      It is against our laws to kill dragons and dragon-kin. It will be my duty to capture him for punishment and rehabilitation.

      “Will that be as difficult as it sounds?”

      Yes. Not because I can’t capture him but because his family has powerful allies on the Dragon Justice Court and in prominent positions throughout the Cosmic Realms. It is likely they will, through political maneuvering, be able to have him set free without punishment.

      Zavryd looked at Val, realizing he had not checked her for injuries yet. You will be able to make your way home safely?

      “Yeah.” She pointed toward her conveyance. “No problem.”

      She hid her pain, but he saw that she was indeed injured. That renewed his anger toward Dobsaurin—the oaf never should have brought her into dragon affairs.

      Zavryd silently admitted that he had also been mistaken. He should not have brought Val along to this battle, no matter how satisfying it was when she vexed Dobsaurin. He was just as guilty for endangering her. She was a good warrior for a half-elf or even an elf, and she was certainly not helpless, but she was not a dragon.

      “Sorry I wasn’t more help,” Val said. “And that you got hurt because of me.”

      He was more chagrined that she’d been hurt because of him. I asked you to come. It was my mistake.

      Tamping down his pain, Zavryd gathered his magic and created a portal that would return him to his home world. First, he would heal her of her injuries—hers were simple compared to his. He could have done it in his dragon form, but she might find it alarming if he rested a talon on her head.

      He shifted into human form and stood before her as a man. As he’d feared, the memories of the kiss intruded in his mind, as well as the awareness that she stood before him in only that ripped shirt, which was once again dampened by the rain and hugging her curves. He swallowed. Maybe this had been a mistake.

      No, he could control the urges he felt in this form. He was a dragon, not some animal. All he would do was heal her.

      He stepped closer and lifted a hand to the side of her face. She froze, alarm flashing in her eyes, and he almost drew back. Did she believe he would harm her? After they had fought together? No, she was likely thinking of the way Dobsaurin had hurt her and manipulated her.

      Certain she would appreciate being healed, he let his power flow through his fingers, mending the bumps and bruises she’d suffered and knitting together the cut on her face. Had Dobsaurin done that? Zavryd looked forward to battling the coward again. The second time, he would not escape.

      Zavryd finished healing her but found himself reluctant to remove his hand. He brushed her cheek with his thumb and wondered how she would respond if he kissed her when no other dragons were around to force a certain reaction.

      Even though he had no intention of finding out, he caught himself leaning in, his lips mere inches from her. At the last moment, he stopped himself before he could be foolish. Instead of kissing her, he leaned his forehead against hers and murmured, “Aryoshanti sharyo.”

      Battled bonded, in the way of the elves.

      Zav shook his head, overriding another impulse to kiss her, and stepped back. It was for the best that it would take a few days in his natural form for him to be healed. That would give him time to forget that kiss and forget that he’d lied to Val.

      When he was in human form, he was attracted to her.
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            Book 3: Shaygorthian

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re moving on to scenes from Book 3. You may recall that the first time Zav shows up in this novel, it’s in the nick of time to keep the new dragon, Shaygorthian, from reading Val’s mind and learning that she was responsible for Dobsaurin’s death. This starts after Zav lands in the middle of the road and is confronting Shaygorthian while Val recovers from his attack.
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      Fury built in Zavryd like a volcano as he faced Shaygorthian on a road in the wilderness framed by trees that crowded him in his dragon form. He would not shift to another, not to face this elder who had been assigned the position of inquisitor by the Dragon Justice Court. This elder who had been scouring Val’s mind and inflicting pain upon her, all because he was too cowardly to confront Zavryd directly.

      He seethed as Shaygorthian, glowering at him from the haughty elven form he’d assumed, tested his defensive barriers. Zavryd did the same, hardly caring that Shaygorthian was his elder and a senior member of the court, hardly caring that he had a right to try to figure out what had happened to his son. He’d been hurting Val, and Zavryd would not allow that to continue.

      He channeled his anger into power and used it to push at Shaygorthian’s magical barrier, not to do damage but to try to provoke the other dragon. If Shaygorthian attacked him, Zavryd would be within his right to defend himself. He had to remember that if he attacked unprovoked, he would get himself into more trouble. It was hard to refrain.

      Val stood behind Shaygorthian and appeared to have recovered, but Zavryd worried about what might have happened if he hadn’t showed up in time. He’d been searching for Val in her city, not out in this distant wilderness, and it was only because he was so familiar with her aura now that he’d been able to locate her.

      Panic flashed in Shaygorthian’s yellow eyes as he seemed to realize he was outmatched—and that Zavryd might make good on his threat to kill him here on this world where there were no witnesses. Zavryd would not blatantly break dragon law like that, but he would pummel his elder, given the proper provocation. Frustrated by the attack on the Val and the fact that she was in danger from the entire Dragon Justice Court, Zavryd longed to do that.

      Shaygorthian’s magic shifted as he transformed into his native form. During the seconds it took to change from elf to dragon, he was vulnerable, and Zavryd could have attacked, but that would be ignoble. Zavryd waited in a crouch, hoping the change meant that Shaygorthian meant to fight him, but the black dragon sprang into the air and flew away.

      Though disappointed, Zavryd was relieved that Val was safe. For the moment.

      But how ever would he keep her from being further targeted by dragons? Shaygorthian was leaving the area, not leaving Earth.

      As he departed, Shaygorthian sent one last message. Know this, Zavryd’nokquetal. A formal investigation has begun. If you maliciously killed my son, I will find out about it, one way or another. And your disgrace will be all that’s needed to get your mother to step down from power. Other dragons will not stand with your family any longer.

      Val had been glaring in the direction Shaygorthian had flown off, but she spun on Zavryd, body tense with frustration. “Are there any dragons in the galaxy who aren’t assholes?”

      Zavryd shifted into human form. He understood her frustration, and that Shaygorthian had used his magic to hurt her, so he did not point out her lack of proper respect when addressing a dragon. Besides, pointing it out hadn’t done anything to change it in the past.

      “Sorry.” Some of the tension seeped from Val’s shoulders. “You’re not an asshole.”

      “No?” Zavryd was weary and worried, but her statement pleased him, and he managed a smile for her.

      “You’re irritatingly haughty and pompous, but I’m starting to like you a little.”

      And that statement amused him.

      “Oh? How do you treat people you don’t like?” He pointed to the magical blade she’d been holding since he arrived. Earlier, she’d been aiming it at Shaygorthian, but it was still up and between her and Zavryd.

      “I chop off their toes and curse their ancestors.” Val sheathed the weapon and stepped toward him, lifting an arm, but she paused with her hand in the air.

      That pause relieved him. He was fairly certain she had been thinking of touching him for purposes of expressing camaraderie, but he hadn’t forgotten that she had killed a dragon, driving her powerful blade into Dobsaurin’s chest without hesitation. He also hadn’t forgotten that she lacked the mental defenses to keep dragons from manipulating her, and it was possible that someday, one would compel her to slip in close and use her sword on him when he wasn’t prepared for it.

      For now, it would be better if they did not touch.

      “Thank you for showing up to keep him out of my head.” Val wriggled her fingers, then lowered her arm. “I was going to hug you, but I remembered how prickly and standoffish you are.”

      That was not the reason he did not want her to touch him, but he merely raised his eyebrows and said, “You are no different. Every time I’ve healed you, you’ve bristled and been offended.”

      “That’s because you don’t ask first. Generally, when a guy sticks his hands in a girl’s jacket, it’s to grope her boob. That’s why women get bristly at that kind of presumptuousness.”

      “I have no interest in your boobs.” A statement that was not entirely true, and it bothered him that he was not being honest with her, but it would be easier to keep her at a distance if she didn’t believe he was attracted to her.

      It would be easier if he truly wasn’t attracted to her, but ever since she’d turned on her own kind to defend those goblins and battled with him against Dobsaurin in the water plant, Zavryd had started to think of her as more than bait to be used to further his goals. He found himself wanting to spend time with her. And her boobs.

      “Thanks for clearing that up,” Val said. “Because you rubbed your forehead against mine at the water-treatment plant. That’s had me confused.”

      Yes, he’d almost kissed her in that moment. He wasn’t surprised that she had noticed, as she was always alert and perceptive, but he had kept himself from making that mistake, and he would continue to do so.

      “I was pleased that you survived and chopped off Dobsaurin’s toe to vex him,” Zavryd stated firmly, not wishing her to believe he was prevaricating. “Forehead-to-forehead contact is how elves demonstrate the bond they feel for those they survive battles and grueling travails with. It has nothing to do with mating desires.” There. That statement was the truth. “Is this gesture not also done among humans?”

      Val squinted at him. “No, you’re thinking of hand-to-hand contact. Also known as a high five.” She lifted her hand in the air, palm toward his face. She nodded, as if he was supposed to do the same.

      Was he?

      “It’s a high five,” she clarified, “because there are five digits and they’re up in the air.”

      Zavryd could not tell if she was teasing him. Given her lack of respect toward dragons, it was entirely possible.

      But she continued to hold her palm up, so he mirrored the gestured. She leaned in and swatted his palm with hers. He didn’t know what to do. What was that point of this?

      “That kind of contact is safest for us.” Val lowered her hand.

      “And it conveys approval and a battle bond?” Zav asked skeptically.

      If it was true, he supposed he could exchange the high five with her when appropriate. Though he failed to see the point, the bumping of palms hadn’t put sexual thoughts in his mind. Not like the touching of foreheads, which had felt far more intimate and like it might lead to other things. Like the touching of lips.

      “Yes,” Val said. “Athletes on sports teams give each other high fives all the time. We can be like jocks working together to defeat common enemies.”

      “The high five is engaged in at the completion of defeating of enemies?”

      “Yeah. You should have given me a high five after we defeated Dob. Instead, you gave me a lecture. That’s not cool.”

      Zavryd winced. If she hadn’t killed Dobsaurin, he would have praised her. Indeed, he’d been pleased at all the enemies she had defeated that night and that she’d assisted him in battling Dobsaurin. But he’d foreseen exactly the situation they were now in, and he’d only been able to react with frustration and disappointment. He’d lied to the Dragon Justice Court—to his own mother—to try to protect her, but he feared even that would end up not being enough.

      Val lifted an apologetic hand. “I don’t regret that I killed that bastard, especially since he wanted to use me to kill you, but I’m sorry it’s made so much trouble for you.” She dropped her hand, her shoulders slumping. “I’ll understand if you tell your court what really happened. It’s not right that you should be blamed. If they come after me… I’ll deal with it.”

      “You are not powerful enough to deal with it.”

      And that was the ongoing source of his frustration. She was a good fighter for a half-elf, but she couldn’t face down a dragon in a one-on-one battle. No being from a lesser species could. He did not see a way out of their problem. When he was with her, he could protect her to some extent, but even he had to bow to the will of the queen and the Dragon Justice Court.

      Only if, as Shaygorthian had sarcastically said, she was Zavryd’s Tlavar’vareous, his mate, would the law allow him to protect her from all threats no matter what. But that was not the case, nor could he consider it. Not only would the queen be furious, but he would be putting her into more danger by bringing her into the world of dragon politics, where he and his family were constant targets, and she would most assuredly end up being manipulated against him. That could be disastrous for both of them.

      “You’re right,” Val said, “but it’s my problem, not yours.”

      Zavryd started to object, but the wind shifted in that moment, and he caught the scent of a dark elf. Strange. It seemed to be coming from her… pocket. He probed the pocket with his senses, but whatever was inside was not magical.

      Val noticed him staring at her thigh and removed a small item from her pocket. He stepped closer to look at a brass fastener.

      “One of your dark elves showed up at a pub in Seattle,” she said.

      “Baklinor-ten.” He remembered the dark elf’s scent.

      “His mate was supposedly there once too. They installed a pleasure orb that’s got people so into it that it’s killing them.”

      Zav nodded, familiar with the artifacts dark-elf scientists created and how they used them. “Their science experiments are part of the reason I was sent to retrieve them. They killed three islands’ worth of shapeshifters on Osgashandril.”

      “How many people is that?”

      “About thirty thousand.”

      Val gaped at him. “They did that with those orbs?”

      “I have not seen the orbs specifically, but on Osgashandril, they created artifacts that killed people slowly over time and from a distance, so there was no possibility the shifters would detect them and retaliate. At first, I thought the dark elves came here to escape the court’s wrath, but it’s possible this was their destination all along, to reunite with their kin who’ve always lived hidden in the Underworld here and to do something to the inhabitants of your planet.”

      “Something like killing them?”

      “Yes.”

      “You said that’s part of the reason you’re after those two. What was the other part? That they stole your artifact?”

      “Yes. They might have gotten away with the rest if not for that. I was affronted by the blatant crimes, but in general, my kind think little of the animal shifters of Osgashandril and might not have investigated their deaths.”

      “Why are you different?” Val asked curiously.

      “I was raised to be honorable and believe it is our right to maintain order in the Cosmic Realms. Crimes among the lesser species can have repercussions that affect all.” Zavryd took the fastener from my hand. “I may be able to use this to find him.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “In addition to being interrogated by the court, including my own mother, I’ve had my competence questioned—mostly by the Silverclaw Clan but also by others—because I haven’t retrieved those two criminals yet.” Zavryd clenched his fist around the fastener, reminded of the other humiliations he’d suffered of late. “I will now make finding them my priority. You will come with me.”

      “I see you haven’t learned how to say please yet. I’m on my own mission.”

      “You must stay with me for protection. Shaygorthian will find you again, and he will learn the truth if I’m not close enough to stop him from probing your thoughts.”

      “You’ve never been able to read my thoughts. Or so you’ve said.”

      “I’ve only attempted to skim your surface thoughts, not do a vayushnarak.”

      “And that is what?”

      “A forced reading. It’s painful for the recipient.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Zavryd opened his mouth to explain, but she jerked her hand up to stop him.

      “No, that was sarcasm. I know all about it. Trust me. He was digging in for a few minutes there before you arrived.” Val touched her temple and winced.

      The fury Zavryd had felt when he’d first come upon Shaygorthian with his hand to Val’s face returned. For the first time, he noticed a gouge in her temple. He clenched his jaw, wishing again that Shaygorthian had challenged him to a duel, wishing he’d had a justification for battling and defeating an elder dragon.

      “You will stay with me,” he growled, refusing to leave her vulnerable to another attack from Shaygorthian, “and I will protect you.”

      “How about you stay with me and I’ll educate you in the ways of human hand gestures. Next, we can cover fist bumps.”

      “I have a mission to complete.” He had to find the dark elves and turn them in to the Court. That might help him regain some respect and put him in better standing for this matter with Val.

      “So do I. Here. In Idaho. Goblins are stealing from a town on this lake.”

      Zavryd stared at Val, unable to believe she would put her life at risk for what sounded like a minor job. “Goblins always steal. That’s not a crime; it’s a cultural manifestation of their inner feelings of insignificance and lack.”

      “There could be more to it than the stealing. Also, my family is here, so I have to make sure they’re not in danger.”

      “You have family.” For some reason, that surprised him.

      Did she refer to parents or… to a mate and offspring? She was not magically marked in the way that a dragon would mark a mate, but he knew that other species did not do such things. They wore headbands or necklaces or rings to show connections with each other. She wore that leather thong with her charms, but he had not guessed it might signify that she had a mate. And she did not live with a male of her species. Did mates not usually live together? He had not smelled the scent of any males permeating her apartment when he’d visited. That mongrel dwarf-human passed out on her couch surely could not have been her mate.

      “My daughter and ex-husband and mother are all in the area for a vacation,” Val said. “I have to make sure they’re safe.”

      “You will not be safe.” Zavryd waved in the direction Shaygorthian had gone, though he was also ruminating on her words. Ex-husband meant a former mate, not a current one, did it not?

      “I never am, but that’s the job. When I finish here, I’ll come back to Seattle and help you with the dark elves.”

      Her insistence on staying here frustrated him, because he needed to find the dark-elf criminals, not remain here day and night to act as her bodyguard. That would not do anything to improve the situation with the Court. He could take her back to the city against her wishes, but she would resent him for that. He found himself reluctant to cause her to feel that way toward him.

      “They may be in more danger because of your presence,” Zavryd said, attempting to be reasonable and sway her with logic. “It will be better for you and them if you come with me. Goblins are not a concern. Dragons are.”

      “I can’t be sure the goblins are the only problem.” Val pointed over her shoulder. “Someone knocked the road into the lake back there. I doubt it was goblins.”

      “It could have been. They make mechanical contraptions with what they steal.”

      “I have to find out.” Val stepped toward her conveyance door. “Thank you for coming to help me, Zav. I’ll do my best to avoid this new dragon.” She activated the cloaking charm on her thong, though they were close enough that he could still see and sense her. “If you want,” she continued, “you could stay and help me investigate Harrison. With you, I could probably finish more quickly and then go assist you with the dark elves.”

      Zavryd lifted his chin, indignation filling him. “I do not need a mongrel’s assistance.”

      He wanted her along so he could protect her, not because he couldn’t find two criminals on his own. Admittedly, her assistance had been useful in the past, but he did not require it.

      “I didn’t say you needed it. Just that we could both assist each other and maybe finish our tasks more quickly that way.”

      “My task is of paramount importance.”

      “I already told you why I don’t agree with that.”

      “I cannot help it if you do not acknowledge the wisdom of dragons.”

      “Can you help being so exasperating?”

      This conversation was making him more frustrated—why did she not see his logic?—and he again contemplated forcing her to return to the city with him.

      “If you do not come with me,” he said, trying one last time to be reasonable, “I will not be able to protect you from other dragons.”

      “I understand. We’ve already covered that.” Val tapped her charm again. “I won’t let him find me.”

      Zavryd sighed. He had seen that charm in action and knew it could camouflage her from a dragon. If she kept it activated, maybe she could avoid Shaygorthian for long enough for Zavryd to finish up his mission and return to her.

      Reluctantly, he stepped back and shifted into his dragon form.

      He will be able to smell your blood in your offspring, he warned telepathically as he sprang into the air. Do not draw his attention to your kin.

      As Zavryd flew away, he hoped Val would heed his advice and that he wouldn’t regret leaving her alone.
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            Book 3: The Ice-Cream Shop

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve read Book 3, you know Zav didn’t stay away for long. That same evening, he returns and Val takes him for ice cream. As one naturally does when dragons come to visit.

      We’ll jump in to the start of that scene.
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      As Zavryd flew over the lake toward the small town Val was staying in, he spoke sternly into her mind. Your cloaking charm is not activated.

      I decided to court danger tonight. It’s stimulating.

      Was that humor? He couldn’t believe she would be so flippant. All the way from the city, he’d sensed Shaygorthian hunting her, and for some reason, she had allowed him to find her. Zavryd had flown back as swiftly as possible, worried he had made a mistake in leaving in the first place.

      She must have had a reason for deactivating her charm. He believed she was brazen and sarcastic but not foolish.

      Zavryd landed on a point full of humans inside fabric domes and large conveyances. He used his magic to hide himself from them and to ensure nobody would notice his conversation with Val. She was setting something up in her own dome. What were these contraptions? Pop-up caves for sleeping in?

      “Were you, by chance, responsible for Shaygor leaving me alone earlier?” Val asked. “About a half hour ago?”

      I instructed him to come and speak with me if he has questions and to leave you alone or another dragon would die in this forsaken world. Zavryd shape-shifted into his human form so he would not feel claustrophobic among the domes and trees. And because he liked interacting with Val as one of her species.

      The sun was setting over the lake, and its orangish glow highlighted the side of her elegant face and shone in her blonde hair.

      “You threatened him again? Will you get in trouble for that?” Val grimaced.

      Was she disturbed on his behalf?

      “Likely,” Zavryd said, coming to stand in front of her, “but he seemed distracted. He told me I had better watch out because you have a sword capable of harming dragons.” He glanced at her sheathed weapon.

      A part of him was pleased at the idea of her poking Shaygorthian with it—he deserved it—but it worried him that the entire Justice Court would soon know Val had a blade powerful enough to harm dragons. They might guess the truth about what had happened with Dobsaurin.

      “Did you poke him in the butt with it?” Zavryd raised his eyebrows and couldn’t quite stifle a smile. He should not approve of this, and yet…

      “No, the foreleg. If you’d prefer the butt, I can try to sneak up behind him next time.”

      “He would feel intense indignation and embarrassment if some mongrel stabbed him in the backside.”

      “So I should definitely aim for that target.”

      His smile threatened to broaden. He couldn’t help it. “Definitely.”

      “I’m happy to see you, but what are you doing here so soon? I thought you were staking out my apartment for the new moon tonight. The preferred time of month for dark-elf activities.”

      “I believed you were in danger so I flew back.”

      She grimaced again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to delay your criminal hunting for my sake. I thought when you left earlier today you’d decided to prioritize that.”

      “Yes.” That had been when he’d believed she would keep her charm activated and herself invisible to Shaygorthian. He did not even sense it on her. Had she lost it?

      “Did you fly all the way here both times? Can’t you poof a portal open and travel from state to state or across the world?”

      “Portals are openings onto magical pathways that were established by dragon scientists long ago. They allow us to travel between the main planets in the Cosmic Realms and also a few dozen others that have life and have been useful hunting places for our kind. I am not a scientist and have learned only enough to access the pathways, not enough to understand how they work, but each time you jump on to one, it takes you to another star system. You cannot open a portal from one side of a planet to another. You could travel from here, to my world, and back to here and arrive on a different continent, but though portal travel is fast, it is not instantaneous. In most cases, it is faster to fly.”

      “You don’t mind flying? I assume it’s a lot of work and burns a lot of calories.”

      “It does, but flying is glorious. Do you not agree? You’ve ridden on my back.” He remembered the first time he had taken her on his back and how he had been reluctant to do so. A feeling that had only been enhanced when she had spoken of saddles. But now he would not mind taking her on his back. Even when he was not in his human form and experiencing feelings of attraction, he was starting to like her company. That seemed strange given that her wit could grow talons at any second, but they now had a battle bond, so perhaps it made sense. “Few have ever been given this honor,” he added, so she would be certain to know how special it was for a dragon to allow himself to be ridden.

      “I do like flying. More so in an airplane and when I’m in control.”

      “Airplane. I’ve seen your metal tubes with stationary wings.” Zavryd could not believe she would prefer that to riding on his back. Ridiculous. “That is not flying. You do not feel the wind caressing your scales.”

      “The wind is frigid at thirty thousand feet and the air isn’t breathable.”

      “Dragons do not fly so high. We wish to see the ground, so we can swoop down to hunt if we spot a tasty morsel.”

      “Like what? A cow?”

      “Cows are acceptable. Sheep are delicious.”

      “The wool doesn’t get in your teeth?”

      Speaking of wit like talons… “Are you mocking me?”

      “No.”

      “Your tone is irreverent.”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      “It is never suitably respectful and appropriate for speaking with a dragon.”

      “That’s what I thought. But I do appreciate you coming. Can I buy you dinner? Or did you fill up on sheep on the way over? How about an ice cream?”

      Zavryd squinted at her, not sure how to feel about the invitation. One second, she was being irreverent, and the next smiling and offering companionship. One moment, she teased him, and the next she risked her life to go into battle at his side. She was truly a flummoxing being.

      “What is ice cream?” he asked.

      “It comes from cows. You’ll love it. Especially if you’re hot. Do you get hot flying?”

      “Occasionally. I dipped myself in the lake on the way here.”

      “Then ice cream is definitely appropriate. I’ll buy yours since you came all this way. And also because you’ve said before that you don’t have money.” She zipped up the door on her pop-up cave.

      “Because dragons hunt for their food and take what little else they need from the environment, not because I am weak or a pauper,” Zavryd said as they walked up the hill toward the town. He wanted to make sure she understood that his disinterest in acquiring gold or baubles had nothing to do with his status among his own kind. Or among any kind. “If I wished to possess great wealth, I could have it. Such things are not important to dragons.”

      “I believe you. Your blood is worth half a million dollars a vial, I understand. The best I can get is a couple of grand for donating plasma.”

      Zavryd halted. “You sold my blood?”

      “No. I found out its value when I gave it to Zoltan—the vampire alchemist. That was part of the deal to get him to heal my boss.”

      He remembered, but he could not help but feel affronted at the notion of some lesser species—that alchemist was not even among the living—selling his blood for coins.

      Perhaps Val read his distaste, for she changed the subject. As they walked into the town, she told him of her problems with the goblins and sasquatch, the latter being creatures native to this world. He had not encountered them before and said so.

      “I am unfamiliar with your sasquatch, but goblins are notorious schemers and tricksters. Like kobolds, but they’re better at it. They build great cities on their world with all manner of mechanical monstrosities. If they were more organized, they might be as deleterious to their world as the vermin here are to yours.”

      Val reached for the door to a building with large glass windows. “You mean as bad as humans are for Earth?”

      “That is what I said, yes. Your technology has allowed you to overpopulate your world to the detriment of the other species.”

      “I’m not going to argue against that, but… is that what the rest of the magical beings out there think? Are they aware of what goes on on Earth? This isn’t one of your Cosmic Realms, is it?”

      “No. It was deemed unsuitable long ago, but yes, most of the other intelligent races are aware of it and you. Many do not approve of what is considered the overpopulation problem here.”

      “Do the dark elves have strong feelings about humans?”

      “Likely so. I have not spoken to many dark elves. I will question Yemeli-lor and Baklinor-ten when I capture them.”

      A human male holding sweetly scented balls stacked on cones strode out the door and would have knocked it into Val if she hadn’t been agile enough to step aside quickly. He sneered at her, the ropes of facial hair under his nose quivering, as if she were the inconsiderate one.

      Zavryd thought about incinerating his food items, or perhaps him. He did not move aside when the man tried to walk through him. Such blatant disrespect. Could he not sense Zavryd’s aura even in this form?

      “Nice dress, buddy,” the man muttered under his breath as he walked around.

      “To what does he refer?” Zavryd asked Val, certain he had been insulted and contemplating incineration anew.

      “Nothing,” Val said hastily and pointed. “Why don’t you snag that empty table over there before someone else gets it, and I’ll go inside to pick out cones. Do you have any preference on flavors?”

      “Flavors?”

      “Yeah. There’s probably not a sheep flavor. But chocolate and vanilla are popular.”

      Zavryd curled his lip. If she intended to acquire those ball-on-cone-stacks, he was not interested. He could already tell that they were unpalatably sweet.

      “I’ll pick something,” Val said cheerily and waved him to the table again.

      He sat down, certain this experience would be unpleasant but also certain he would rather spend the evening with Val than flying around trading insults with Shaygorthian.

      Some of the humans at nearby tables glanced nervously at him and left to give him more room. Good. They should know better than to crowd a dragon. He glowered grumpily around at anyone who came too close until Val returned. With the ball-on-cone stacks. He groaned inwardly. These smelled even more obnoxious than the ones that hairy ape had carried.

      Val smiled and sat opposite him at the table with her back to the wall. Zavryd accepted her dubious cone offering.

      “What is it?” And why were the frozen balls vibrant purple? What an odd color for food.

      For some reason, his examination of the cone made Val grin. He didn’t know why, but he did like to see her lips curved upward. The expression made her face warmer, less edgy.

      “Huckleberry Heaven. I got the same thing.” She showed him her cone. Hers had only one ball on it; his had two.

      “Mine is larger.”

      “Yeah, guys usually prefer that.”

      He considered the frozen balls, then considered the mischievous glint in her eyes. “Was that a sexual innuendo?”

      “No. We haven’t reached the stage of our relationship where that would be appropriate.” She grinned and swirled her tongue around her frozen ball.

      It was an arresting gesture. Despite her words, he was positive it was meant to be sexual. And seeing her tongue and moist lips did make him think of mating with her. Perhaps it was unwise of him to spend this time with her.

      Because she seemed to be waiting for it, he touched his tongue to his own frozen ball. It was as dreadfully sweet as his nose had warned him it would be. How could humans enjoy this food? He would be hard-pressed to even call it that.

      “It’s too sweet,” he informed her, wondering what the appropriate way was to dispose of it. “Like the brown squares you gave me.”

      “The lavender chocolate? You actually tried it? I wondered.”

      “I tried it.” After checking the food items she’d given him thoroughly for signs of poisoning, he’d tried them. He hadn’t thought they smelled appealing, but he had been curious.

      “That impressed, huh?”

      “The blood-colored beverage was better.”

      “I hope you weren’t disappointed it wasn’t actual blood.”

      Zavryd had been disappointed, but from her reaction, he sensed he should not admit that. Perhaps humans did not enjoy such things. Still, he was a dragon and a predator. He would not be dishonest about what he liked and did not like. “I do like the fresh blood of a kill, but it was not entirely unpleasant.”

      “You and Sindari have a lot in common.”

      “The Zhinevarii are not ignoble creatures. Dragons are, of course, far superior.”

      “Of course.” She grinned and licked her treat.

      This time, she did not seem to be intentionally suggestive, but he did find himself watching her tongue and her mouth, his thoughts straying to sexual activities again. It was unfortunate that he could not truly contemplate them with her. There was no point in debating whether her pop-up cave had room for two bodies inside of it.

      A human male walking toward the door whistled at Val. He veered out of his way to come to their table.

      Zavryd stared, unable to believe a weak human would dare approach a female in his presence.

      “Hey, baby.” The human thrust his chest out as he gave Val’s chest a thorough investigation with his eyes. Thoughts of rutting with her right against the wall of the building flooded his mind. “You want to go for a stroll along the lake this evening?”

      Zavryd stood up, fury and indignation blazing inside of him.

      The man lifted a hand, as if he would push Zavryd back. The idiot. Zavryd gathered his power, prepared to hurl the imbecile across the street and into the hard brick wall of a building.

      Before he did, the man stumbled back of his own accord, an inkling that he was in danger entering his mind. He tripped over his feet and tumbled to the ground. Only the fact that he had already defeated himself kept Zavryd from hurling him across the street. Such an act would be dishonorable.

      “You will not seek to acquire a female that is sitting in my presence,” he warned the ignorant fool.

      The man scrambled to his feet and lifted his hands, but not to fight. He must have realized his mistake. “Sorry, bro. I thought you were gay.”

      “I am clearly not gay.”

      “You can’t blame me for thinking that with those slippers, man.” He waved at Zavryd’s feet as he hurried away.

      Disgruntled, Zavryd sat back down. Val’s hand was over her face. Was she also indignant over the man’s audacity? She should be. It was preposterous that some stranger had believed he could walk up and proposition her in Zavryd’s presence. Only on this backward planet would such a thing happen.

      “What is gay?” Zav demanded, suspecting he had misunderstood the man. “I thought cheerful and lighthearted. That is what your dictionary says.”

      “How old was the dictionary you looked at?”

      He pointed at a conveyance driving past. “When I first visited your world and learned your language, your people’s wheeled boxes were pulled by horses.”

      “Uh huh. Gay means homosexual now.”

      Homosexual? That he preferred mating with males?

      Flummoxed, Zavryd looked down at his slippers. How could footwear convey that?

      “While you’re contemplating a wardrobe change,” Val said, “and eating your ice cream because that’s going to start melting soon, let’s have a chat. By chat, I mean that I’ll talk and you’ll listen.”

      Zavryd frowned at her. “When you talk at me, you never show the respect proper for a lesser species communicating with a dragon.”

      “I know. And I think you like it, because you haven’t threatened to incinerate anything of mine since the day we met.”

      “I do not like it,” he said coolly. “I tolerate it.”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You have occasionally been useful to me.”

      And he’d started to like her. They had a battle bond.

      “You don’t think I could be useful to you if you forced me to be a mindless drudge existing only to do your bidding?”

      “Are you open to that?”

      “No, I am not.”

      Zavryd leaned back in his seat. “You got my hopes up.”

      He didn’t truly wish her to be a mindless drudge, but for her own good, he was tempted to use his magic to compel more obedience from her. Or at least a more respectful tongue. But he admitted that he would prefer she respect him voluntarily. It would mean nothing if he forced her. He wanted their relationship to… mean something.

      Val grinned at him. She was teasing him again; he was certain of it.

      The dreadful frozen balls were melting. A purple drop slid onto Zavryd’s hand. Feeling irritable, he incinerated it, just as he wished he’d done to the two males he’d encountered at this establishment.

      “I’ve been an independent person for a long time, Zav,” Val said, her grin fading and her tone growing earnest, “and even though I take jobs for the government, I’m used to calling the shots and being in charge of my destiny. I’ve fought a lot of magical beings, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you’re dead if you show them weakness.”

      “It is not weak to show respect to dragons. Elves are among the most powerful of the lesser beings, and they know to be respectful to their superiors.”

      “Well, I’m half human.”

      “Do not remind me of this taint.”

      “If you treated me with respect, I’d probably treat you with more.”

      “Probably.”

      “You’re kind of fun to tease.”

      “Lesser beings do not tease dragons.”

      He’d known she’d been knowingly teasing him. How brazen of her to admit it. He should have sought to punish her or at least educate her, but maybe there was a small part of him that liked that she was not afraid to challenge him. She was more like a female dragon than a human or elf, except that female dragons were bossy and full of themselves, and they usually commanded males into battle instead of going into battle at their sides.

      “How boring,” Val said. “I bet you’ve missed being teased your whole life and that’s why you’re here spending time with me.”

      “I am here so Shaygorthian will not read your thoughts, kill you for killing a dragon, and tattle on me to the court for withholding that information.”

      “So my playful teasing is just a delightful perk?”

      “More a hazard of the job.”

      Val was grinning through this entire conversation, as if she enjoyed arguing with him.

      So strange. But as he’d admitted earlier, he did like seeing her smile, whatever the reason. His mind strayed to her pop-up cave again. It would be dark soon. Elves and presumably humans often mated before they went to sleep for the night.

      Zavryd wasn’t truly contemplating taking her to the fabric cave, but he appreciated her company enough that he was vastly irritated when Shaygorthian flew close to the town again.

      You are with that foul female with the magical blade, he spoke into Zavryd’s mind. I have questions for you. If you will not answer them, I will report your unwillingness to comply with my investigation to the Court.

      “He is here again,” Zavryd said with a sigh.

      “Shaygor?”

      “Yes.” Zavryd laid the melting balls and cone on the table and stood up. “I will go answer his questions and attempt to get him to leave this world.”

      “Any chance it’ll work?”

      “It is doubtful. Do not forget to activate your charm when I am not around.” Zavryd walked away, shifting into his natural form and flying off.

      Only later, as he was already busy dealing with Shaygorthian, did he remember that he hadn’t sensed Val’s charm on her. He hoped she would find it again soon and claim its protection. For her own sake. He would not admit it to her, but he wanted to argue with and be teased by her again.
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            Book 3: Cowboy Boots

          

        

      

    

    
      This is another side scene that we didn’t see in the original series. After the ice cream incident, Zav showed up in cowboy boots the next time Val saw him. Did he magic them out of the air? Did he buy them? Let’s take a look.
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      Zavryd perused the shops in the largest population center on the lake—he hadn’t found any footwear repositories in the town where Val was staying—but this area appeared more promising. One commercial building had large front windows displaying oversized hats, ropes, belts, and tall shoes. Zavryd had seen many men wearing similar pairs, so he deduced that shoes such as these would not implicate same-sex mating preferences.

      But he hesitated to go in and acquire them. As people passed by on the sidewalk, giving him a wide berth, he considered the shoes in the window and then his own slippers. His elven footwear was comfortable and molded securely to his feet, so he was loath to abandon them. However, if these slippers meant that males would walk up to Val with the intent to skylitha her when she was in his company… he would have to make a sacrifice. Such behavior was completely inappropriate. Still, the stiff shoes with the tall sides did not appear comfortable, and he wrestled with indecision.

      Two young males with shaggy hair and ripped blue trousers walked past carrying boards with wheels on the bottom.

      “Is that dude wearing a dress?” one asked.

      “And bath slippers.” The other snickered.

      “Hope he has money.”

      “So the muggers take it instead of kicking his ass?”

      “So they take it and kick his ass.”

      They chortled at their anemic wit.

      Zavryd, irritated by humans not showing appropriate respect for a dragon, used his magic to incinerate their trousers. If the holes were any indication, the youths liked ventilation. Now they would be fully ventilated.

      The youths shrieked and ran across the street in nothing but their shoes and thin white shorts that had been under the trousers. Perhaps those were what the photographer had referred to as boxers.

      The rest of the humans in the area must have seen Zavryd’s eyes glow and realized he was responsible, for they also fled across the street or into buildings. Good. A dragon should not feel crowded.

      Nor should he be mocked for his footwear. Bath slippers. He did not wear slippers to bathe. How ridiculous.

      Scowling at his beloved footwear, he strode into the store.

      A bell dinged—such a meager instrument to announce the arrival of a dragon—and a small man with thinning white hair and gnomish blood came out of a back room.

      “Good afternoon, good sir.” He shuffled forward, limping and walking with a cane, though he moved quickly. A tape measure and a belt full of tools hung from his waist. “Welcome to—” He got a good look at Zavryd, gasped, and dropped to his knees with his forehead pressed to the wood floorboards. “Lord Dragon!”

      Finally, someone recognized him for what he was.

      “I am Lord Zavryd’nokquetal.”

      “I am Oscar. It is my honor to serve you.”

      “Yes.” Finally. “I require manly footwear.”

      “Oh?” Oscar lifted his head.

      Zavryd lifted the hem of his robe, showing off his slippers and bare legs. The shoes in the window rose much higher than he was accustomed. Would they constrict his calves? Hm. He did not like constricting clothing.

      “Manly? Yes, my cowboy boots would certainly do. May I show you our most manly offerings?”

      “You may.”

      Oscar kept his head bowed as he scurried around racks of plaid shirts and stands of oversized hats to gather pairs of the tall shoes—cowboy boots, Zavryd told himself. As the man made his selections, Zavryd noticed an intriguing pair with colorful green and blue feathers.

      “I have Stetson, Tony Lama, and Old Gringo.” Oscar held up rather drab brown and tan offerings.

      Zavryd’s gaze drifted to the feathered boots. “Are these manly?”

      Oscar cleared his throat diffidently. “Those are women’s boots, my lord.”

      “I like the feathers. They are vibrant. Like my sister’s scales.” Zavryd’s sister was naturally a black dragon, the same as he and his brothers and their mother, but she had gone on a quest and found a magical dye that could stain her scales. Zavryd teased her about her vanity, but he did admit that she was quite striking against stormy, gray clouds. It wasn’t as if such a supreme predator as a dragon needed to worry about blending in with the sky or the foliage. Nor did his feet need to blend in. “Have you men’s boots with colorful plumage?”

      “Plumage, no. If you want color… Ah, yes. These Montana edition boots have a brown bear and a yellow bird on them.” Another throat clearing. “They are a collector’s item and quite expensive.”

      “I do not have money.”

      “I feared that might be the case. Perhaps I could interest you in those slightly used boots over here.”

      “Used! Another male’s feet will have been in them? Leaving human sweat and skin oils and odors?”

      “They’ve been thoroughly cleaned. And I’m a fair cobbler. I could easily add feathers for you.”

      “Vibrant feathers?”

      “Of course.”

      “Manly feathers?”

      “Ah, the peacock feathers I have in the back come from a male bird. Is that sufficient?”

      Zavryd gripped his chin and considered the offerings. The man had moved the collector’s item boots with the bear on them off into a nook and placed something else in front of them. That was fine. They were too muted.

      “I will have new and unused boots with feathers on them,” Zavryd stated.

      Oscar winced but hurried to say, “Of course, my lord. Let’s just take a few measurements. I assume you don’t know your size?”

      “I am sublimely proportioned.”

      “Of course.”

      Zavryd allowed Oscar to remove his slippers and measure his feet. The cobbler was most attentive and brought out water and dried venison jerky for Zavryd to consume while he modified the boots. Excellent. He had finally encountered someone on this benighted planet who knew how to treat a dragon.

      While Oscar worked, Zavryd used his senses to examine the cobbler, attempting to discern what injury accounted for his limp. It was in his vertebrae that Zavryd detected anomalies.

      “You have bone spurs and a compressed spine,” he informed Oscar.

      The man winced. “Yes. I know. I’ve had a surgery recommended, but it would be very expensive. My shop earns my family a modest living, but there is little left over at the end of the month for extras. Also, I cannot be out of work for as long as recovery from a surgery might take. Let’s try these on. What do you think?”

      “They are tight.”

      “They should be snug but not tight.”

      Zavryd walked around considered whether his feet were tight or snug but not tight. “They are much more constricting than my slippers.”

      “That’s natural. Slippers are made to be comfortable.”

      “Yes.” Zavryd could not hide his wistful sigh.

      He allowed Oscar to make a few adjustment and accepted that the boots fit snugly, however stiffly.

      “They’re get more comfortable as you walk around and break them in,” Oscar said.

      Zavryd grunted skeptically.

      “Do you plan to wear them with that… garment?” Oscar pointed at Zavryd’s robe.

      “Of course.”

      “I have some plaid and denim button-down shirts that might go better with them. And hats.” Oscar pointed to a hat large enough to be employed in capturing jackrabbits.

      “That is unnecessary. I will take these boots with the plumage.”

      “As you wish, my lord.” Oscar bowed and started to back away.

      Zavryd held up a hand, then walked forward with it raised above the man’s head.

      Oscar’s eyes filled with uncertainty, and he looked like he might drop to his knees again. Or perhaps flee the room.

      “Stay,” Zavryd said firmly, adding magical compulsion to ensure he was obeyed.

      Using his power, he dissolved the bone spurs on the man’s vertebrae and did his best to adjust his spine to a natural position. He was not a dedicated healer, but his family had always had aptitude for such magic. The man must have been in constant pain from the injury, because some of the tension he’d held around his eyes faded, and his forehead smoothed as Zavryd released him.

      He reached around to touch his spine. “You healed me, my lord?”

      “Yes.” Zavryd picked up his slippers and walked to the door.

      “Thank you, my lord. The boots look excellent. Very manly!”

      Zavryd would see what Val thought of them. They were not comfortable.

      As he stepped outside, he happened across the same youths who had been walking by before. They must have returned to their domiciles, for they had acquired replacement jeans, these equally hole-infested. Perhaps some fabric-eating rodentia nested in their homes.

      Zavryd considered asking them what they thought of his new footwear, but they saw him, shrieked, and ran in the opposite direction. Such a reaction no doubt meant they were intimidated by his manliness. The boots would do.
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            Book 3: The Water Box

          

        

      

    

    
      The last scene I’ve chosen to do takes place toward the end of Book 3, the infamous “water box” scene, in which Val is attempting to lure the goblins into revealing themselves… by relaxing naked in the hot tub. We pick up the story with Zav walking down the path toward the house, muting his magic and his dragonly aura so the goblins will not realize who he is.
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      The new manly footwear was ludicrous. The high-sided boots pinched Zavryd’s feet as he walked down the paved trail in the dark toward the house where he’d left Val.

      He sensed that she was still alone, with a goblin here and there in the foothills, but he did not use his magic to reach out to her. Nor did he use it to adjust the restrictive footwear or heal the raw spots it was rubbing against the sides of his feet. Goblins were not as powerful as others of the lesser species, but they were sensitive enough to detect his aura or magic being used nearby. At the moment, he was doing his best to damp his aura down to a mere flicker so they would not sense him and his presence would not ruin Val’s ruse.

      She had made it clear that she didn’t want him around while she attempted to capture the goblins, but if he helped, she could accomplish her mission more quickly and then help him with his. She would see his value.

      When he arrived at the house, a few lights along the paths illuminated the grounds. She had moved from the pop-up cave. He located her sitting in a box of water on the wooden platform around the house. How odd. She did not appear to be wearing clothing. Was she bathing? She was not scrubbing herself as he had seen humans do when washing. She was merely sitting there with her head tilted back on the lip of the box and her eyes closed.

      Perhaps this was her new plan to entice the goblins to approach. It could work. She did appear vulnerable, and her weapons rested several feet away from the water box.

      Zavryd moved silently up the walkway toward her, not wanting to make noise in case camouflaged goblins hid nearby. Their kind were always skittish. He was not invisible, but if they saw him, they should believe him a simple human who was unlikely to notice them.

      Zavryd stepped onto the platform and gazed upon Val’s face. Usually, she was alert to her surroundings and would have sensed him approaching. He was pleased that he was doing a good enough job dampening his aura that she had not detected him.

      “This is how you will lure them in?” he asked.

      Val cursed and lurched to her feet. Water sloughed from her hair and shoulders and ran down her bare breasts, which were abruptly visible along with her entire top half. He managed to only glance at it and not to stare. Barely. Her top half was extremely appealing.

      But he had told her he was not interested in her sexually, and even if that was untrue, he would not act upon his interest.

      Val crossed her arms over her breasts and sank back below the surface. He told himself he was not disappointed.

      “What are you doing here? I didn’t sense you coming.”

      “No.” Zavryd lifted his chin, pleased by this confirmation that he was effectively camouflaging himself. “I am masking my aura.”

      “Good for you.”

      He caught his gaze drifting downward—she’d shifted her arms, and her breasts were now floating intriguingly at the surface—but he made himself examine the water box instead of gaping at her. He still was unsure of the purpose of this thing. From what he had observed, humans did not usually bathe outside.

      Val reached for buttons on the lip of the box. When she pressed one, underwater lights flared to life. For the first time, he could see her bottom half. Hints of it. The ripples of the water partially obscured the view.

      Had she meant to show off her naked form to him?

      He raised his eyebrows. “What is this contraption for? Bathing?”

      “Relaxation.”

      “Relaxation?”

      “Yeah, soothing aching muscles.” Val stood again—it was extremely difficult not to stare—and pressed another button. This time, the water began churning and frothing as if it were at the base of a powerful waterfall. She sank back down below the bubbles, leaving only the tops of her shoulders and her head visible. Disappointing. “Do dragons not get sore muscles?” she asked.

      “Rarely, but I ached a great deal after my battles with Dobsaurin.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      “I have healed since then, but I am curious, so I will try it.”

      Zavryd told himself it was only his curiosity and not a desire to sit next to Val in the water box that prompted him to remove his robe. That was a simple matter, but he found himself looking down at the boots. Could he enter the water with them, or would moisture damage the leather? He did not know, but his imprisoned feet would enjoy being free of them.

      He hung his robe on a hook and bent over to remove the boots. It had been a simple matter to take off the slippers he’d worn previously, but these were tight about his heels and reached high up his calves. As he soon found, they did not wish to relinquish his feet.

      He gripped both sides of one boot and pulled and pushed, but it stubbornly did not budge. Shifting his foot into different positions, he applied more force.

      “Is there a problem?” Val leaned over the side of the water box and peered down.

      “This new footwear is difficult,” he reluctantly admitted. Was there some trick to this? There had to be.

      “What happened to your slippers?”

      “That male that attempted to skylitha you in town implied there is a human cultural implication that slippers denote same-sex mating preferences.” Zavryd tugged harder, incredibly tempted to apply magic. So what if the goblins sensed it? He did not wish to deal with goblins tonight. He wished to sit next to naked Val in the water box.

      “Skylitha?” Val asked.

      “I do not know the human word. Court or woo is inadequate. It is when a male or female has lustful thoughts about another and wishes to mate as soon as possible.”

      “And you’re sure that was his plan for me?”

      “Yes. I may have a hard time reading your mind without extensive probing, but human vermin couldn’t hide their thoughts from the lice that infest their hair.”

      “Gross.”

      “When I am in this world, when I change into a human form, I will wear footwear that makes it clear that I—” Zavryd growled and tugged harder, finally forcing the boot halfway off, though the effort also removed skin from his foot, “—am not—” with another heave, the boot came off, “—gay.”

      Feeling a surge of triumph, he stood straight and held the boot in the air. He barely resisted the urge to hurl it into the lake.

      Val was staring at him—actually at his chest and lower parts—but she jerked her head away and pointed to the bench where her gear rested. “People usually sit down to take off boots that tight. And sometimes they own bootjacks.”

      Zavryd wondered if that photographer had been right and that women liked topless males. While he considered that, he assaulted the second boot until it also came off.

      “This footwear is ridiculous.” He deposited the boots on the bench.

      “It’s hard work to be a manly man.”

      He eyed her, not certain if she was sympathetic or teasing him again.

      “Why didn’t you just use your magic?” Val asked.

      “I am joining your ruse to make the goblins believe we are helpless. They had crept closer when I arrived. I walked on foot in human form down the trail so they would not recognize me as a powerful predator.”

      Zavryd rubbed his heels, very tempted to give up the guise and use his magic to heal himself. But surely a powerful predator could handle a little discomfort. Perhaps the water box would feel good on the raw skin.

      Val patted the side. “Come satisfy your curiosity then.”

      He decided she sounded sympathetic. Normally, he would not wish to elicit such an emotion from a lesser species, as it might hint of some weakness he was displaying, but he’d stopped thinking of Val as a lesser species or a mongrel. She was simply Val, and he liked the thought that she might care enough to feel sympathy for him. Were she grievously wounded by ridiculous footwear, he would feel sympathy for her.

      As he approached the water box, she scooted to one side to make room for him. She seemed to be sitting on a bench, but it was difficult to see through the bubbling froth.

      He climbed over the edge, wincing when his raw skin met the hot water. It did not feel good. Val was looking away from him, so she did not see his wince. That was probably for the best, but perhaps she would have wrapped a comforting arm around him if she had.

      “This water smells of chemicals.” Zavryd wrinkled his nose. The odor had been notable outside of the water box, but it was much stronger inside. “I fail to see how dousing oneself in them is relaxing.”

      “The bubbles make it therapeutic for your muscles. Sit down and find a jet to lean against.”

      Zav thought he might sit next to her, but she pointed to the opposite side.

      He sat on a bench, but water startled him by shooting straight up from it, and he lunged back to his feet.

      “Zav,” Val said. “What are you doing?”

      He stared over his shoulder at the offending spot. “A strong gust of water shot up my cloaca.”

      “I promise that you don’t have one of those as a human. Unless you’re not as anatomically correct as you think you are.”

      He scowled at her, both for the joke and because she might have deliberately directed him to that spot.

      “You sat on one of the jets. They’re for massaging your muscles.”

      Zavryd rubbed his butt. That had not been a massage.

      “Here, sit down.” Val patted her bench, then took his wrist and pulled him down beside her.

      Since that was where he had wanted to sit to start with, he allowed it, but only after patting around and making sure no water geysers were shooting up from the bench. As he sat, he found that they shot out of the back of the seat. He leaned forward, not believing that was much of an improvement.

      Finally, he found a spot where his back was between them and not being assailed. His shoulder brushed Val’s. She seemed to be sitting against one of the geysers. Did she find that relaxing? It was hard to believe.

      “You are not attracted to me, right?” Val asked.

      He blinked, surprised by the question.

      “Correct,” he answered before he could decide if he should be more honest with her.

      But what was the point? They could not have a sexual relationship.

      “And you don’t want to skylitha me, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “And I’m not attracted to you and don’t want to skylitha you.”

      Was that true? She had peeked at his nude form earlier.

      “You do not?”

      “Of course not. You’re arrogant, you’ve tried to use me, and you wanted to kill me the first time we met.”

      “But it would be a great honor for you to have a dragon mate. Many males and females from lesser species attempt to get dragons to shape-shift into their form so they can seduce them.”

      “That’s not going to happen here. That kiss was Dob making me try to seduce you. I assume you know that.”

      He did know that, especially because Val was a warrior and he did not believe she would choose to engage in mating practices while infiltrating a compound housing an enemy. But he had wondered if she might have enjoyed the encounter, regardless of how it came about. He had enjoyed it.

      “Why do you bring up this subject?” he asked.

      “Because you got huffy when that guy hit on me. You don’t have the right to get in the way of any relationships I may want to pursue with men, simply because you’re in the area. I don’t know why you would care, anyway, unless you’ve been lying to me and you’re having secret fantasies about getting horizontal with me.”

      He chose not to acknowledge any fantasies he may or may not have had while in human form. “It is improper and a sign of disrespect for another male to attempt to skylitha a female who is with me. It would not matter if you were my sister, my offspring, or my mate. A male dragon is a warrior, trained from birth to use magic and fight when necessary to defend the females in the clan. They are the rulers among our kind. Many are very powerful and capable fighters themselves, but it is our role to protect them and keep the peace, if that is their wish, or fly into war, if that is their wish.”

      “You got huffy when I was talking to Thad, too, and I know he doesn’t want to skylitha with me.”

      “That is incorrect. He had sexual desire for you.” The ex-husband’s thoughts had not been nearly as lurid as the stranger’s, but he’d been wistful and remembering a time they’d had sex together.

      “No, you’re wrong. We’ve been divorced a long time, and he has a new girlfriend.”

      “As I said, I can see the thoughts of humans, of the men around you. They do not all desire you, but many do.” Zavryd smirked. “Those who don’t mind a challenging female with a tongue as sharp as her sword.”

      “You’d think that would cut things down a lot.”

      At least she acknowledged that her tongue was inappropriate and problematic. He smiled and gazed into her emerald-green eyes. Her hair was in the blonde braid she usually wore, the end floating in the water, the tip brushing his arm. He would like to see it loose someday and wondered how it would feel to run his fingers through it. It appeared lush and soft, a contrast to the sharp edges of her personality.

      “I guess it’s good that you don’t feel that way,” Val said. “How embarrassing would it be for you to be caught in bed with some mongrel from Earth?”

      “Dragons do not care what other dragons do for meaningless recreation.” Zavryd moved his arm out of the water so that it rested on the lip of the box behind her shoulders. He did not touch her, though he wondered if she would mind if he stroked the back of her head. Would she like him to touch her? Or would she pull away? “My kin would not approve if I chose a mate from a lesser species. That would be cause for familial embarrassment.”

      “I bet. Those lesser species from the wrong side of the tracks. A plague to families throughout the galaxy.” Val gazed thoughtfully at him for a long moment. “Is that something you’ve contemplated before? Dob said something about an elf.”

      Zavryd’s contemplation of her hair halted, the chill of unpleasant memories taking over.

      “It was not his place to do so,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      Zavryd’s first instinct was to refuse to tell her, not to let her know that he’d been foolish and almost died because of it. But he also wanted her to understand why they should not—could not—have a sexual relationship.

      “I was sent as an ambassador to the home world of the elves and lived several moons among them in their form. The king’s eldest daughter spent much time with me, showing me around, teaching me elven ways, and flirting with me. More than that. She seduced me. I believed she desired me and had no reason to suspect anything malicious, but as with you, and with many of the more powerful elves, I could not read her surface thoughts. And I had no reason to force my way deep into her mind. I was attracted to her and cared for her, inasmuch as one can a lesser species.”

      Val snorted. “You’re not exactly the material of romance novels, you know.”

      “So you’ve told me before. Because I lack money.”

      “Trust me, that’s not the only reason.”

      He frowned. “I did not think you would bring your blade into this place of relaxation.”

      Val glanced toward her weapons on the bench before she caught on to what he meant. Then her lips pinched in disapproval.

      “Sorry, but it’s your arrogance that brings out my blade. I can’t resist the urge to let you know that the galaxy doesn’t revolve around you.”

      “You are a strange female.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Other beings take the greatness of dragons for granted.”

      “How lovely for them. What happened with the princess that you cared for inasmuch as one can a lesser species?”

      Zav shook his head, no longer sure he wished to tell this story to her. She did not seem sympathetic now. He did not wish to give her ammunition to shoot him with later.

      Perhaps she realized her reaction had been inappropriate, because she softened her voice when she asked, “Did the elf princess betray you?”

      She also lifted her elbow onto the lip, her skin less than an inch from touching his. Her braid curled through the water on the current and brushed his chest. That sent a zing of awareness through him and his groin tightened in response. Thoughts of mating leaped to the forefront of his mind again.

      “Yes.” Surprised by the intensity of his reaction, Zavryd took a deep breath and looked out toward the lake to calm his nerves. They would not mate in this water box. Or anywhere else. “She almost succeeded in assassinating me. It was not our first night together. I would have been more on guard if it were. But we were a few weeks into an invigorating relationship.”

      “Invigorating?” she mouthed.

      “I’d even spoken of her to my mother and brother. Perhaps unwisely since they both counseled me to stick to my kind. They were right. She drugged me at dinner one night, putting something that affects elves in a beverage not dissimilar to what was in those bottles you gave me.” He did not believe Val had thought to poison him, but he couldn’t help but turn a warning look on her to let her know he’d thoroughly examined her bottles before he’d tasted from one. “Since I was in elven form, I was somewhat susceptible to what affects them. I believe she thought I was completely susceptible. We proceeded to have sex and as I dozed off, she planted a small device on my chest and turned on its magic. It had the power to stop a heart instantly. Even a dragon heart. My kind are feared throughout the Cosmic Realms, and lesser beings have put great effort into creating artifacts that can harm us, even kill us. Many of them want to end our rule and get rid of us forever.”

      Val’s frown seemed to indicate indignation. On his behalf? Then her face softened in the sympathetic expression he’d hoped to see from her. It was… appealing. She was always so hard, so full of edges, that her face was drastically different when her lips parted and her eyes welled with emotion.

      She reached up and stroked his hair, and more zings of pleasures went through him. That was much better than simply having her braid touch him.

      He continued his story, though it was hard not to give in to an urge to pull her closer and kiss her. “She almost succeeded. I was not as sleepy as she believed, and I knocked the device away in time. Elsewhere among the Realms, other elves had been taking part in similar schemes. It was the eve of war, one they believed they could win if they took out key warriors among the dragons. They had no chance. Even though other elves succeeded in killing a few dragons with their vile assassinations, their people were divided. Not all of them wanted war with us—the smart ones knew better than to upset the natural order of the universe—and we persevered. We defeated those who stood against us, and we backed another elven family to rule over their kind. But there were losses. Among them, one of my brothers. It was a beautiful siren who seduced him, manipulated and paid to do so by one of the elf insurgents. She succeeded at the assassination. That is why I do not trust those whose minds I cannot read.”

      It occurred to Zavryd that Val’s hand was close to the back of his neck, and he hadn’t been paying attention to anything other than the fact that her touch felt good. He was positive that she was unarmed now, but he lifted his hand and caught her wrist, too intensely reminded of how he’d almost died the last time he’d allowed a female this close.

      He brought her hand between them where he could see it, not certain if he meant to push her away or not. He did not want to, but with the memories so bright in his mind right now, it was hard not to feel wary.

      “Fine by me, but know this, Zav. If I ever decide we’re enemies, I’ll come after you openly and with my sword, not with some wussy seduction routine and magical gizmo.”

      Zavryd almost smiled. He believed her. Val was brazen and direct, but he felt compelled to warn her against that course of action. “You would be foolish to challenge a dragon face to face.”

      “I think we’ve established that I’m no genius.”

      He chuckled, his mood lightened, and rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand.

      “It would also be foolish of me to allow myself to be attracted to an elf again. Even a half-elf.” He knew he should push her away, or move away himself, now that he’d told his story, but he didn’t want to. He enjoyed touching her hand and wanted very much to touch more of her. Such as the breasts bobbing in the water between them. Or perhaps her lips, damp from the spray of the water.

      “Then it’s good that you aren’t,” Val said, gazing into his eyes. “Keeps things simpler that way, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Her gaze caught on his, and her lips parted. He was abruptly certain that she wanted to kiss him. Or for him to kiss her.

      He should not do it, even if his body was stimulated by her presence, and even if he wanted to draw her closer and to mate with her. She would not attempt to poison him or use elven magical devices on him. He believed that.

      But she started to scoot back. Alarm surged through him at the thought that she would leave. Before he could think better of it, his grip tightened on her wrist. He wrapped his other arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his chest.

      “Stay,” he growled, deciding that he would mate with her, even if it wasn’t wise.

      “Whatcha doing?” she asked, her voice sounding nervous.

      Nervous but excited. She wanted this too. He was certain.

      “Being foolish.”

      Zavryd drew Val into his lap, her breasts mashing against his chest as he kissed her.

      Her surprise lasted only a second, and then she returned the kiss, lips moving eagerly against his. A surge of desire blasted through him, heightened by the knowledge that she wanted him. They had been lying to each other. Maybe there had been reasons for it, but he could not continue to deny that he’d wanted this since they had battled together against Dobsaurin. He eagerly explored her body, the honed muscles of a warrior lying underneath the soft curves of a female of this species. Hard and soft. A unique but exhilarating mix, and he flushed with intense urgency when she shifted in his lap, rubbing against him as she started exploring his body as eagerly as he was hers.

      Yes, they would mate. Vigorously and with great pleasure.

      No sooner had he made the decision than his distracted awareness kicked in to alert him to a threat. The goblins were approaching.

      Damn it.

      One of them grabbed her backpack. Val also noticed the threat and sprang out of the water to give chase.

      He would help her, but he couldn’t keep from pausing to let his head thunk back against the lip of the water box. He was more intensely aroused than he had been in ages, but he realized that he’d almost made a mistake.

      They could not be. Even though he was beginning to trust her fully, she could easily be used by another against him.

      He shook his head as he climbed out of the water box to help her. In the future, he would avoid such contraptions. And he would keep his clothes on. That was how it had to be.
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