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    Chapter 1 
 
    I stretched out in the luxurious bed AMIE had given me at their London estate location and groaned. Judging by the soft yellow light that flowed into my room around the heavy curtains, it was a pleasant and quiet morning in England’s capital city. 
 
    My team and I had defeated the Hecatoncheires two nights ago, and we’d spent all of yesterday lounging around the estate and doing a whole lot of absolutely nothing. It’d felt so fucking good to have an entire day off, and today my ladies and I planned on having a day date in the great city of London. 
 
    I smiled to myself and flung the thick blankets aside. I was really looking forward to enjoying a day out with my lovers, even if their main goal was to check out all the shopping the city had to offer. I was just excited to spend some quality time with them. 
 
    We hadn’t gotten any more information about the Great Scaled One, where He was, or even what He was since we’d killed the Hecatoncheires, and I didn’t expect we’d be getting any today, either. I knew the information would come eventually, and I intended to enjoy every second until then. 
 
    I walked into my private bathroom and took a steaming hot shower, and then I got dressed in my nicest dark-wash jeans, a simple dark blue V-neck shirt, and my black jacket. I jammed my feet into my boots and fumbled twice from excitement as I tried to tie the laces. I felt a little nervous like I was going on my first date. There was a distinctive butterflies-in-my-stomach sensation, and I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “You’re acting like you haven’t had incredible sex with all of them,” I scolded myself as I checked my hair in the mirror. 
 
    I guessed my reaction was because this was the first time we were adding Lia into the group, and I was really excited for Steffi, Nala, and Elisabeth to have some quality time with her. Ronin and Lia had gotten some good quality sexy time back at RMA already. 
 
    I shoved those arousing thoughts away as I strode over to my door, and I walked out to the hallway and saw that Elisabeth and Steffi were both ready and waiting for me. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful ladies,” I murmured as I walked over to them. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around their waists and pulled them both in for a passionate kiss. They both looked a little bit flushed and breathy when I was done, and I smirked to myself. 
 
    “How did you two sleep last night?” I asked. 
 
    “Very well, thank you,” Elisabeth hummed. “The beds here are like heaven.” 
 
    “They are super comfy,” Steffi agreed. “And even after doing fuck-all yesterday, I was still so tired.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elisabeth agreed. “We all greatly needed a full day of rest, and a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “Good morning!” Nala said in a sing-song voice as she bounced into the hallway to join us. “How did everyone sleep?” 
 
    Before we could answer, Ronin and Lia’s doors opened, and they stepped out into the hall with us. 
 
    “Dobroye utro,” Lia greeted us. “It is a lovely day.” 
 
    “It is,” Nala agreed with a bright smile. “How did you two sleep?” 
 
    “Very well,” Ronin answered. “I was very tired.” 
 
    “Da.” Lia nodded. “What is the American saying? I believe it is, ‘I slept like a rock.’ Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Steffi giggled. “You can also sleep like a log.” 
 
    “Or a baby,” Nala added helpfully. 
 
    “Should we get going?” Elisabeth asked. “There is a lovely little cafe that Michel told me about. I thought we could go there for breakfast.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Nala said. “I could use some java.” 
 
    “Nick would surely point out that it’s too late for breakfast,” Ronin teased. “I believe he would say it is time for brunch.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I chuckled. 
 
    We’d slept in a bit this morning, and it was heading closer to lunch time than a traditional breakfast hour. I was glad we’d all gotten the chance to catch up on our sleep, though. 
 
    We started to walk down the hall and toward the main entrance hall of the massive English estate. 
 
    “It was so nice of Mr. Thomas to allow us the use of one of the estate’s town cars for our date.” Steffi grinned, and there was an eager bounce in her steps. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “He said he was going to provide us with a driver, too, so we don’t have to try and figure out how to get around the city.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s awesome,” Nala murmured. 
 
    “I am glad,” Elisabeth said. “I do not know the city very well, and it will be nice to be able to relax and allow someone else to navigate.” 
 
    Mr. Thomas’ pretty brunette assistant was waiting for us by the estate’s front doors. Ms. Young’s hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she held a clipboard in her hands. 
 
    A narrow man in a well-tailored black suit and a generous splash of freckles across his cheeks stood beside her. Thick red curls popped up all over his head, and he had a red push broom mustache and friendly blue eyes. He waited patiently and held a black driver’s cap in his hands. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” Ms. Young greeted us. “I hope you slept well.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” I confirmed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “This is your driver for the day,” Ms. Young said as she gestured to the man beside her. “Mr. Walsh knows the city like the back of his hand, and he can take you anywhere you may desire.” 
 
    “We’re ginna ‘ave a good day, I think,” Mr. Walsh said in a thick Scottish accent. “Where kin I take ye first?” 
 
    We all looked at Elisabeth, and she blushed slightly at the sudden attention. 
 
    “Erm,” my French girlfriend cleared her throat. “My cousin recommended the Bloomsbury Coffee House.” 
 
    “Aye, excellent choice.” Mr. Walsh smiled and jammed his black cap over his bright red curls. “I know exactly where ‘tis.” 
 
    “Enjoy your day,” Ms. Young said before she scurried off toward Mr. Thomas’ office. 
 
    “My cousin said the cafe can be hard to locate,” Elisabeth said, “because it is a basement-level shop.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s true, miss.” Walsh nodded. “But I know right where it’s at. No worries, ye’ll not be lost on my watch.” 
 
    We walked down the estate’s front steps, and there was a shiny black town car waiting for us on the long gravel driveway. It wasn’t quite as long as a full limousine, but I could tell it definitely had enough room for the six of us even before Walsh opened the rear door. 
 
    The seats were made of plush black leather, and they wrapped around the sides of the car like a limo. It was the nicest vehicle I’d ever been inside of, even nicer than the fancy car that I’d first laid eyes on Dr. Hastings in. There were drink holders for each seat and a string of soft white LEDs built into the ceiling. 
 
    We sat down, and I found myself nestled between Steffi and Lia. 
 
    AMIE’s driver closed the door behind us and then scooted around to the front. He climbed into what I always thought of as the passenger side, and I remembered that in England people drove on the left side of the road. I was again thankful to Mr. Thomas for providing us with a driver. I didn’t like the idea of driving on the wrong side of the road all day. 
 
    “Are ye all ready?” Mr. Walsh asked as he glanced at us in his rear-view mirror. 
 
    “I believe so,” Elisabeth said, and her voice was bright with excitement. 
 
    “Off to Bloomsbury we go!” Walsh grinned and started the car’s engine. 
 
    “He’s very sweet,” Steffi whispered softly to Nala beside her. 
 
    Nala nodded in agreement and smiled. 
 
    The happiness and relaxed mood of my five girlfriends pushed any other emotions clear out of the morning air, and I enjoyed the sensation of going on a London adventure with them. 
 
    I listened to the idle chatter in the car as Mr. Walsh perfectly navigated us through the busy London streets. The fancy car’s windows were tinted, but I couldn’t help but notice the damage all around the city. There was torn-up shrubbery all over the place, and several windows were boarded up. I started to look more closely, and I even spotted a set of four long claw marks on the corner of one shop. 
 
    The broken windows, damaged structures, and even the ruined landscaping could all be explained away by the extratropical cyclone the Tyler sisters had created for us, but those claw marks would be a bit suspicious. I made a mental note to let Mr. Thomas know about them the next time I saw him. 
 
    Nala must have caught me looking out the window, because she turned around and followed my gaze. 
 
    “Wow,” she hummed. “There’s a lot of damage throughout the city.” 
 
    I just nodded and turned back to Steffi, Ronin, and Elisabeth’s discussion of the fashionable shops in downtown London. 
 
    A short time later, our driver pulled to a stop and turned around with a satisfied smile on his freckled face. 
 
    “Yer destination awaits ye,” Mr. Walsh announced, and he pointed out the window at a break in the wrought-iron fence. “You’ll find the cafe just down those steps.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Ronin said. “Thank you, Mr. Walsh.” 
 
    “Can we get you anything?” I asked the friendly Scot. 
 
    “No, that’s very kind of ye.” Walsh shook his head. “But I’ll take care of meself. Ye enjoy yer breakfast, and I’ll be waiting here for ye when yer done.” 
 
    We stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk, and then we filed down the smooth cement steps to a small walkout basement door. There was a large white sign above the glass door that read “Bloomsbury Coffee House” in a fun typewriter-style font. I held the door open as my ladies walked inside. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about the coffee house was the incredible smell. I was immediately surrounded by the scents of rich black coffee, crispy bacon, melting butter, and freshly baking pastries and baked goods. 
 
    There was an older couple seated at one small table in the corner by the window and a set of three businessmen on the other side of the coffee house, but all the other tables were empty. 
 
    “Where should we sit?” I asked. 
 
    “This looks good,” Lia suggested. 
 
    My Russian girlfriend pointed at a long rectangular table in the middle of the cafe. There were eight wooden chairs around the table, and a menu standing in the center. 
 
    “I think it is the only table where we will all fit comfortably,” Elisabeth giggled. 
 
    We sat down around the table and had a look around the quaint coffee house. 
 
    A long counter filled up the soft blue wall to the left of the front door and windows. There was a large chalkboard that listed all the different coffees the cafe offered, and below this, I saw a display case with fresh oranges and slices of delicious-looking breads for sale. Stacks of clean white plates and bowls were piled up behind the counter, and a pretty girl with big blonde curls smiled at us. 
 
    “I’ll be right with you,” the blonde girl called. She looked to be college-aged and had a pen tucked behind her left ear. 
 
    I pulled the menu out of the little stand and started to peruse our options. 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said. “They serve brunch until 11:30.” 
 
    “Then we are just in time.” Ronin smiled. “What is everybody thinking of having for brunch?” 
 
    We discussed the various options on the menu, and we all decided that bacon and sausages were a requirement of life. 
 
    The pretty blonde girl came over and introduced herself as Ginny before she took our orders. 
 
    Ronin was curious about the very English-sounding baked beans that came with the Full English Breakfast option, but Lia was not feeling as adventurous. The blonde Dragon Conjurer went with a less risky choice of fried eggs and sausage with a side of whole wheat toast. 
 
    Steffi ordered her eggs scrambled with cheese and a side of thick-cut bacon. Nala decided on the potato cakes with lightly scrambled eggs. Elisabeth ordered the smoked salmon and scrambled eggs on a bagel, and I went with the Bumper Breakfast. It was the biggest meal on the menu, and it came with two eggs, two sausages, two pieces of bacon, mushrooms, tomatoes, baked beans, and potato cakes. 
 
    “I figured I should go with the full experience,” I chuckled as my ladies stared at me. “Besides, Nick would be proud of my massive selection of food.” 
 
    “You make a good point,” Nala laughed. 
 
    “Did you guys see him at all this morning?” I asked Steffi and Elisabeth. 
 
    “I did not.” Elisabeth shook her head. 
 
    “I ran into Nick briefly just before you came out of your room, El,” Steffi said. “I asked him what he was doing with his day. He said he was going to video chat with Zahra as much as possible.” 
 
    “I think he misses her very much,” Ronin murmured. 
 
    “I do, too,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yeah.” Steffi nodded. “He had a huge stash of food, so I think he was planning on hiding out in front of his laptop all day.” 
 
    “I bet they leave the call up even when one of them goes to bed for the night,” Nala snickered. “So they can watch each other sleep.” 
 
    “That is sort of sweet.” Lia grinned. “In a slightly creepy way.” 
 
    “That’s Nick and Zahra for you,” Steffi laughed. 
 
    “They’re totally in love,” Nala mused. 
 
    “I know what that is like,” Ronin giggled as she gave me a shy smile. 
 
    “Hot brekky comin’ through!” Ginny called as she carried a huge black tray toward our table. She balanced the tray on her shoulder and announced each plate as she placed them in front of us. “Alright, Bumper Breakfast, Full English, eggies and bacon, eggies and sausage, Tattie Scones, and the Smoked Salmon. Is there anything else I can get for you?” 
 
    “No.” Steffi grinned. “Thank you, this all looks incredible.” 
 
    “Enjoy.” Ginny smiled and walked back behind the counter. 
 
    The food was incredible. The bacon was crisp, and the sausage was flavorful. The eggs were cooked to perfection, and even the beans were delicious, though I still felt a little weird about eating beans for breakfast. Our conversation died away as we dug into our brunch, and the businessmen behind us started to speak a bit more loudly as their conversation grew heated. 
 
    “All I’m saying, is,” one of the men said. “There’s no bloody way was all that damage done by a storm.” 
 
    “I agree with ya, mate,” another man said. “Those buildings have stood for decades, and what? All of a sudden a little rainstorm brought them down? Nah, I don’t believe it for a second.” 
 
    “You really think the Prime Minister would lie to us?” the third man asked. “What would be the point? Why make up a bloody cyclone? And besides, we know there was a storm… all that wind and thunder? I didn’t just imagine the pounding rain on my roof two nights ago.” 
 
    Steffi’s eyes went wide, and we all glanced at each other. I raised my eyebrows at my ladies and tilted my head slightly toward the men. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the first guy said. “Maybe they’re trying to cover something up.” 
 
    “Like what?” the third man asked, and his voice was thick with skepticism. “Aliens again, is it, James?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Connor,” the first man said. “All I know is that there was way too much damage for a bloody cyclone to have caused it. I live in that neighborhood, remember? If that was the center of the storm, then it was suspiciously lacking in rain and wind.” 
 
    “It was pretty wild at my place,” the second guy piped up. “I thought Mrs. McCurdle downstairs was going to be washed away with all that rain.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you live way out past Kensington.” The first guy jabbed a finger at the second man. “You’re just making my point for me. If things were so bad, then why isn’t there all this damage way out there, too?” 
 
    “Well…” the second man hesitated. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Exactly, Peter,” James said smugly. “It just doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Ginny walked over then to refill their coffee cups, and she propped a hand on her hips as she gazed down at the three guys. 
 
    “What conspiracy theory is James goin’ on about today, boys?” Ginny asked. 
 
    “He thinks there’s something being covered up about the storm the other night,” Connor said. 
 
    “And what exactly is it supposed to be covering up?” Ginny asked as she topped off their cups. “Aliens again, is it?” 
 
    “Hey,” James said with an indignant tone. “That crop circle was real, alright? I saw it with my own eyes, I did.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Ginny laughed. “So the storm wasn’t aliens, then?” 
 
    “No.” James shook his head. “It was something… big. I mean, those buildings looked like they’d been knocked down like bloody dominos. Wind and rain just can’t do that.” 
 
    “What you have is an overactive imagination,” Ginny scoffed. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Peter sighed. “Thanks for putting up with his nonsense, Gin.” 
 
    “Hey, you guys are my best tippers.” Ginny shrugged. “You can go on from open till close about whatever theories you want, so long as you keep paying for my flat like you do.” 
 
    “Oh, bugger,” Connor grumbled. “Come on, we’ve got to get back to the office. That meeting starts in five minutes.” 
 
    “Shite.” James rummaged in his pocket and pressed a few colorful bills into Ginny’s hand, and then the three guys jogged out of the coffee house and up the stairs without another word. 
 
    “Can I get anything else for you folks?” Ginny called to us as she began to clear away the businessmen’s table. 
 
    “No, thanks,” I said. “Just the check, please.” 
 
    “Here you go.” Ginny pulled a slip of paper from her apron pocket and handed it to me. 
 
    I quickly calculated a good tip, stacked the money with the check, and tucked them under the salt shaker. Then my ladies and I stood up from the table and started back toward the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lia called to the curly-haired waitress. 
 
    “Oh, Ginny?” Steffi stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” Ginny asked. 
 
    “Where’s the best place to go shopping in the city?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll want to go to Oxford Street for the best shops,” Ginny assured us. 
 
    “Great, thanks!” Steffi grinned and jogged up the stairs after Lia and Ronin. 
 
    Nala, Elisabeth, and I followed them up to street level. Mr. Walsh greeted us with a lopsided smile and hurried to open the car door for us. 
 
    “Did ye enjoy yer breakfast?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was delicious,” I said. 
 
    “Wonderful, where to next?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “Oxford Street, please,” Steffi said, and her grin spread from ear to ear. 
 
    “Ah, in for some shoppin’, eh?” Mr. Walsh grinned and closed the door. Then he hopped into the driver seat, and he whistled a jaunty tune as he drove us through the streets of London toward our destination. 
 
    We spent the entire afternoon wandering up and down all the posh shops on Oxford Street. We went into at least twenty-five different shops, and by the time we were finishing up several hours later, the town car’s trunk was packed to the brim with shopping bags. All five of my ladies had bought a variety of different items, from purses to sunglasses, sweaters, and earrings. 
 
    Nala had found an awesome pair of dark brown boots made from the softest leather I’d ever felt. Steffi’s favorite purchase had been a long golden scarf that was so delicate it looked like it had been woven out of air. Lia had requested Ronin’s help in picking out a pair of golden triangular earrings. Ronin had nearly collapsed with excitement when she found an Alexander McQueen bag on sale. 
 
    Elisabeth struggled at first with committing to buy anything because Mr. Thomas had insisted we take one of AMIE’s limitless credit cards with us to pay for everything. He’d insisted it was the least the Academy could do to show their gratitude to us for saving the city, and likely the Queen’s life. 
 
    Finally, Elisabeth found a wool peacoat in a shade of cranberry that she just couldn’t pass up, and once she made her first purchase, she quickly joined in with the shopping spree. 
 
    I hadn’t planned on buying anything mostly because there wasn’t much I felt like I needed, but then I happened across the most badass leather jacket I’d ever seen in my life. It had awesome Hugh Jackman Wolverine vibes and was as soft as anything. The leather was a rich brown and the zippers were a subtle matte black. I was ninety percent convinced to buy it when I checked the price tag and saw five digits before the decimal. I nearly lost my bottom jaw on the polished marble floor of the shop. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Lia looked up at my words and walked over to peer at the quality jacket in my hands. 
 
    “What did you find?” Lia asked. “Oh, that is excellent. Try it on.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I hesitated, but then I figured what was the harm in trying it on. “Alright.” 
 
    I swung the thick leather coat around my shoulders and slid my arms into the sleeves. It fit perfectly, and the silk lining was glorious. It was like pulling on a perfectly tailored second skin. I checked myself out in the full-length mirror nearby, and I hardly recognized myself. It was like I’d stepped out of GQ or something. I looked red-carpet ready, and I felt confident that I’d have sent Brad Pitt trembling in his boots with how good I looked. 
 
    “Wow,” Lia breathed, and her blue eyes got a little bit glossy as she gazed at me. 
 
    I gave my Dragon Conjurer girlfriend a teasing smirk and was well-rewarded when Lia bit down on her bottom lip and pressed her thighs together. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed. I needed this jacket, but it was more expensive than anything I’d ever bought before. 
 
    “What is your concern?” Lia asked. 
 
    “It’s pricey.” I shrugged and tried to force myself to take the jacket off, but I just couldn’t do it. It was so fucking perfect. “I’ve never bought something this pricey before in my entire life… But Mr. Thomas did tell us not to look at price tags, didn’t he?” 
 
    “This is correct,” Lia whispered as she stepped forward and adjusted the heavy leather collar. “Dylan, you must get this jacket. It is as if it was made just for you.” 
 
    Lia stepped around me and straightened the back panel of the jacket, and then she giggled. 
 
    “Oh, you must get it!” Lia exclaimed. 
 
    “Why?” I chuckled, and I looked at her in the mirror in front of us. 
 
    “The company’s logo is a dragon,” Lia murmured into my ear. Then she pushed gently on my shoulders and pointed to the tiny engraving on the top of my right shoulder. 
 
    She was right. There was a simple and very small dragon burned into the rich leather at the shoulder seam of the jacket. 
 
    “Just for you, Dragon Conjurer,” the sexy Russian purred. 
 
    “Fuck it.” I smirked. “You’re right. I’m getting it.” 
 
    “Yes!” Lia whisper-cheered, and she gave me a huge smile. 
 
    I smiled back at her and then gasped when I felt her hand squeeze hard on my left ass cheek. 
 
    Lia danced away before I could gather my mind enough to respond, and I felt love bloom deep in my chest. 
 
    I stood in front of the mirror to admire my new jacket for a moment longer, and then I snagged a pair of awesome black polarized sunglasses to complete the badassery. I led my ladies up to the register and handed them the limitless card, but the sheer frivolous joy on my ladies’ faces as they enjoyed their newest selections made me have to pause for a second. 
 
    I was genuinely stunned for a moment at just how incredible my life had become. I had five damn sexy and totally powerful ladies at my side, a limitless credit card that I didn’t have to pay for in my pocket, and the gratitude and respect of some of the most important institutions in the entire world. 
 
    Plus, the perfect jacket. 
 
    Being the Dragon Conjurer was hard fucking work, that was for sure, but the perks were pretty excellent. I wore my new jacket out of the shop with my lovers all fawning over the high-quality leather and cut, and we returned to the car to the chorus of their sighs and teasing giggles. 
 
    “What a superb choice, sir,” Mr. Walsh said as he admired my leather jacket. “That’s fine leather ye found yerself there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Walsh.” I smiled. 
 
    “Shall we return to the estate now?” Mr. Walsh asked as he jammed the last shopping bags into the town car’s trunk. 
 
    “I’d like to walk a bit more,” Steffi said, and her eyes darted down the street toward a jewelry store. “Do you think you can wait here for a little longer?” 
 
    “Of course, miss,” Walsh said, and he plopped his cap back over his bright red curls. “Take yer time.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Steffi grinned brightly. Then she took hold of my hand and started to lead us down toward the jewelry shop a few buildings down. 
 
    We crossed the roundabout quickly, dashed across the street, and headed toward the Pandora shop on the corner of a small alleyway. 
 
    The entire front of the shop was a wall of perfectly clear glass windows and a set of double doors. The shop was brightly lit and filled with sparkling things. Glass cases were set up around the space, and they were filled with earrings, charm bracelets, and necklaces. There was even a display of glass perfume bottles filled with a pretty gold liquid that reminded me of Steffi’s wings. 
 
    Steffi, Nala, and Elisabeth let out a collective squeal of delight and darted off in different directions. Lia gave me a shy smile and then bounced after Steffi to gaze at a case of studded earrings. Ronin squeezed my hand and then wandered off to a case filled with rings. 
 
    I hovered awkwardly near the door for a second, and a man who appeared to be in his early thirties nodded his head at me with a grimace of discomfort. He held a blue leather purse in one hand, and I could tell he was less than thrilled about waiting on his girlfriend or wife to finish her shopping. 
 
    I shrugged at him good-naturedly and offered a smirk that said, “This is what we get when we take the ladies shopping.” 
 
    A few minutes later, a black-haired woman bounded over to the guy and begged him quietly for whatever had caught her eye. He chuckled and kissed her cheek before he nodded at her. The woman squealed with excitement and tugged him over to the case beside Ronin. She pointed out her selection to the shop worker, and the guy handed over a black credit card. I gave the guy a covert thumbs-up as he and his girlfriend strolled out of the shop together. 
 
    Then I wandered slowly away from the shop’s front door and strolled around to see what my girlfriends were looking at. 
 
    Steffi and Nala were debating the pros and cons between two styles of charm bracelets, and Lia was checking out a pair of gold stud earrings in the shape of small lizards. Ronin was trying on a series of gold rings in an attempt to find one that would fit on her dainty little fingers. Elisabeth had hooked a silver chain with a small hawk around her neck and was admiring it in a mirror. 
 
    One by one, each of my five girlfriends picked out one piece of jewelry, and we headed up to the cash register together where a snooty-looking man stood waiting to help us in a dark gray suit, a crisp white shirt, and a magenta bow tie. 
 
    “Will that be all together, sir?” the snooty-looking man asked in a posh accent. He raised one dark eyebrow at me as he gazed at my ladies. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I handed over the Academy’s no-limit credit card. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Very well, sir,” the man’s tone shifted, and his eyes went wide when he took the black card from my hand. “Would you like insurance on these pieces? Or perhaps gift wrapping?” 
 
    “Insurance, yes.” I nodded, and I gazed at my ladies’ happy faces. “I don’t think gift wrapping will be necessary, though. I believe they’ll wear the pieces out, thank you.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” the man said, and he punched rapidly at the computer’s keyboard for a moment. 
 
    I didn’t even bother to look at the total on the little display screen that was turned toward me, I just signed my name. 
 
    “Here is your card, sir,” the man said and he handed the card back to me. Then he handed me a stack of folded pamphlets with the Pandora store logo on the front. “And these are the insurance policies for your purchases. The item descriptions and appraisals are inside.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I handed the small stack to Steffi. 
 
    “Thanks, cutie,” Steffi said, and she leaned up and kissed me square on the mouth. 
 
    Then Nala and Ronin followed Steffi’s bold move and kissed me on the mouth. 
 
    I enjoyed watching the snooty man’s eyes grow wide and his mouth fall open as Elisabeth landed a kiss on me next. Then his eyes flicked unconsciously to Lia as if he was dying to know if she was mine, too. 
 
    I was a bit curious as well if Lia would make such a public display of being a part of our open relationship, and my heart swelled when she smirked at the guy and grabbed my face with both of her hands. She kissed me hard and hot, and I had to force myself to remember that we were out in public. 
 
    The snooty-looking man had leaned conspicuously to the side to get a better view of our kiss, and he cleared his throat nervously when I opened my eyes and caught him staring. 
 
    “Beg your pardon, sir.” The man turned a shade of pink that rivaled his bright bow tie, and he pointedly averted his eyes to the wall behind us. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” I smirked at the poor guy and wondered if he would tell anyone about the wild customers he’d had in the shop today. “You’ve been very helpful. Have a good day.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the man mumbled. “Have a pleasant evening.” 
 
    I looped my right arm around Lia’s shoulders and laced the fingers of my left hand through Nala’s as we walked out of the shop. Once we were back on the sidewalk, we all burst out laughing. 
 
    “Oh! That was fun!” Steffi bubbled with excitement. 
 
    “We should do that more often,” Nala agreed with a bright grin. 
 
    “I enjoyed it, as well,” Lia said as her face turned a lovely shade of pink. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said, and I let all the playful passion that was brewing in my veins into my voice. 
 
    We started to walk back in the direction of Mr. Walsh and the town car, but a strange growling sound caught my attention. 
 
    “Wait,” I muttered, and I squeezed Steffi’s hand for her to stop. 
 
    “What is it, Dyl?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “I hear something,” I whispered. 
 
    I stepped off the sidewalk and into the cobblestone alleyway between the buildings. My ladies followed me quietly as I strained my ears toward the snarling sound. 
 
    I had a gut feeling that there was something nasty down this alleyway, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to shake off the need to investigate it. 
 
    My dragons all perked up under my skin, too, and I could tell they sensed the presence of something unpleasant nearby. I mentally soothed them and suggested that we have a look, and they all buzzed slightly in agreement. 
 
    About fifty feet down the alley the walkway opened up between the buildings. It looked like the back entrances to the shops on either side, and it was empty aside from whatever was growling and snapping. 
 
    “What is that sound?” Lia whispered as she leaned closer to my side. 
 
    “Nala, can you see what it is?” I asked. 
 
    “Hang on,” Nala said, and she knelt down and laid her hand flat against the old cobblestones. She closed her eyes and focused, but before she could say a word, we got our answer. 
 
    Four werewolves were huddled together tucked away from sight to our right. They were crammed close against a garage bay-style door that I guessed was used for deliveries to the shops. 
 
    All four of the wolves looked up at me in perfect unison, and their angry yellow eyes glared at me with animalistic anger. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” I muttered. “So much for a day off.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Aw, really?” Nala groaned. “On our day off?” 
 
    “What should we do?” Steffi asked. 
 
    We stood staring at the four wolves as they silently glowered at us. 
 
    “We can’t just leave them here,” Nala said. 
 
    “I agree,” Ronin said. “I am shocked they have not been discovered yet.” 
 
    “Oxford Street is full of people,” Steffi pointed out. “Somebody could come walking down this way to cut across to another street.” 
 
    “And some people are already suspicious about the events of the other night,” Nala added. “That guy at the coffee house would jump all over something like this. The secret world of monsters can’t afford to give regular people more evidence.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We have to take care of this before somebody discovers them, or worse, somebody gets hurt.” 
 
    “We have to keep it quiet, though,” Elisabeth said, and she glanced cautiously back toward the bustling street filled with the busy shoppers of London. 
 
    “We are very lucky that no one has stumbled upon them by accident.” Ronin nodded. “We must not draw attention.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “This is definitely a no-dragon kind of situation. So Lia and I won’t be able to help. Steffi, Nala, Ronin, and Elisabeth… it’s going to be up to you four.” 
 
    “I believe I am of little use as well,” Elisabeth said. “Anything I might be able to shift into would be too noisy of an animal. Besides, I rarely am able to kill a monster in a single attack.” 
 
    The wolves hadn’t made a move toward us, and I wondered if they were injured. I looked at them a bit more closely, and though I couldn’t see any large wounds on any of them, there were patches of dried blood on their dark fur. They looked generally exhausted and thinner than any other monsters I’d seen before. I would have felt safe guessing they hadn’t had a single bite to eat since the battle two nights ago. I had a feeling that if they hadn’t been near the dead center of London, the werewolves would have just wasted away in this alley. I almost felt like this was a bit of a mercy killing, like we were about to put down a rabid dog for the betterment of everyone, including the dog.  
 
    “Nala, Steffi, Ronin,” I said. “This is up to you three.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Steffi said, and she chewed on her bottom lip as the werewolves growled at me. “I think we need precise and quick kills here. I think Nala and Ronin are better suited to handle this situation.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lia said. “We need quick sniping attacks. Nala and Ronin can provide this for us.” 
 
    “Nal? Ro?” I asked without taking my eyes off the werewolves. They still hadn’t made a move toward us, but I could tell they were growing more anxious about us by the second. I could feel that our time to make a decision was running out. “What do you think? Are you up for a few silent kills?” 
 
    “You know it.” Nala smirked. 
 
    “Let us move together,” Ronin agreed. “We must be fast and kill them all, or the others may flee.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready if they do,” Steffi assured us, and her fingers started to glow with a dim golden light. 
 
    Ronin raised a minimal amount of white astral armor over her chest, forearms, and thighs. Then she produced white astral throwing daggers in each of her hands. 
 
    Nala braced herself, and she tugged a loose stone from the cobblestone path. She quickly and expertly split it in two and shaped them down into fierce spears that were about six inches long. 
 
    Then Nala and Ronin stalked slowly forward as Steffi, Elisabeth, Lia, and I moved back. Elisabeth and Lia stepped further toward the mouth of the alley, and I expected they were putting themselves in a position to try and redirect any wayward shoppers who tried to detour down the alley. 
 
    I gazed quickly past Nala and Ronin and saw that the alley let out on the other side to another busy street, and I pointed this out to Steffi. 
 
    “If they flee, they’ll probably bolt in that direction,” I whispered to my fairy-girl. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dyl,” Steffi whispered back. “We won’t let them get away. Besides, I’m sure Nala and Ronin can take all four of them out quickly.” 
 
    The werewolves started to growl more aggressively, and they stood up as the dark fur all along their spines raised.  
 
    Nala and Ronin halted suddenly in their tracks and raised their throwing weapons as they glanced at one another from the corners of their eyes. 
 
    Like a perfectly synchronized dance team, my badass earth-bender and Samurai warrior hurled their stone and white astral daggers straight toward the werewolves’ heads. 
 
    Their weapons seemed to fly in slow-motion through the air to their targets. 
 
    Both of Nala’s cobblestone daggers slammed into their targets right in the middle of their foreheads. The two wolves on the left teetered in the air for a second before they collapsed onto the ground in a growing puddle of their own blood. 
 
    Nala had delivered brutal, instant kill blows into the two wolves’ brains, and a proud smirk spread across her face. 
 
    At the same instant, one of Ronin’s white astral daggers pierced hard into the eye socket of its target. The air whooshed right out of the wolf’s lungs like it had been hit by a cement truck, and it collapsed on the ground as bright red blood poured out of its ruined eye. 
 
    Three of the wolves were dead on the ground less than two seconds after my ladies attacked. 
 
    But the fourth werewolf had ducked out of the way just in the nick of time, and Ronin’s white astral dagger whizzed past the beast’s head. It only sliced into the fur at the werewolf’s temple, and a thin line of blood began to trickle into its dark fur. 
 
    The wolf bared its fangs at us and growled. Then it turned and bolted for the opposite end of the alley. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed, and I started to run after it without a single thought. 
 
    I mentally reached into Thor’s electric energy field between my shoulder blades, and I started to build up a surge that would be powerful enough to stun the werewolf without drawing too much attention. I pumped my legs as fast as I could, but I knew I wasn’t going to make it in time. 
 
    My ears buzzed with the tension of keeping the werewolf from racing out onto the busy London street, and my heart thundered in my chest. I was vaguely aware of the casual chatter of the civilians directly in front of the fanged monster’s current path, and the idea of shouting back at Nala or Ronin flitted through my mind like a streak of firefly light, but I was too focused on catching up with the beast to fully register the thought. I even considered calling Griff out, and I pictured his silent presence beside me in full stealth mode as I ran. 
 
    The werewolf may have been hungry and dehydrated, but it was still two legs up on me. The furry beast was fast, and it had reached the end of the alley in a matter of seconds. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and pushed myself even further, and just as I was nearly within reach of grabbing hold on the beast’s dark tail, a bright golden rope of energy brought me up short. 
 
    Steffi’s golden energy lasso shot past me and wrapped perfectly around the werewolf’s throat just two steps before it could dart out into the busy London street. 
 
    I skidded to a stop on the cobblestones as Steffi yanked hard on the lasso with all of her strength. 
 
    “Ugh!” Steffi grunted with the exertion of halting the creature’s heavy weight. 
 
    The werewolf yipped with pain as it was hauled backward by its throat, and it tumbled head over ass until it slammed into the cobblestone alley on its back. 
 
    Before I could fully process how Steffi had completely saved the entire secret world of monsters from being discovered, Ronin dashed forward with a massive, white, astral executioner’s axe raised above her shoulder. 
 
    “Aaahh!” My Japanese girlfriend swung the axe baseball-style and neatly chopped the werewolf’s head right off at its shoulders. 
 
    The white astral blade sunk into the alley and split three of the cobblestones right down the middle. A huge puddle of bright red blood pooled out around the werewolf’s corpse, and its hind paw twitched as the last bits of electrical signal from its decapitated brain fizzled out. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Steffi huffed as she released the golden energy lasso, and it quickly faded away into nothingness. “Dylan?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as my brain finally caught up with everything around me. “That was fucking insane.” 
 
    “I cannot believe I missed,” Ronin growled between gritted teeth. Then she kicked out at the dead wolf’s body with her little foot in the cutest show of anger I’d ever seen. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Ro,” Steffi consoled her. “The fucker evaded a perfectly aimed shot. I don’t think any of us would have guessed it had that much energy or speed left in it by the looks of the beasts.” 
 
    I put my arm around Ronin’s shoulders and gave her a comforting squeeze. Nala jogged over to us, and the others were just a few steps behind her. 
 
    “And besides,” Nala added. “You definitely got it with your second shot.” 
 
    “Only because Steffi was able to snare the creature in time,” Ronin pointed out. 
 
    “That was a really incredible shot, Steffi,” Elisabeth agreed. “I was very impressed.” 
 
    “As was I,” Lia murmured with a smile. 
 
    “It was nothing, really,” Steffi said, but the blush and smile on her face made it clear she was pretty pleased with her role in the destruction of the wolf that was bleeding out at our feet. 
 
    “They’re right,” I assured my fairy-girl. I reached out and brushed a wavy pink lock of hair behind her ear. “That was incredible. All three of you were amazing. Just like you always are.” 
 
    “What shall we do about this mess?” Lia asked as she gazed down at the bloody cobblestones and the furry corpses. “We cannot simply leave them here.” 
 
    “Lia’s right,” Steffi said. “The bodies alone would be enough to cause a huge wildfire of rumors.” 
 
    “Do we have somewhere we can hide them?” Elisabeth asked. “Perhaps we should throw them into that dumpster?” 
 
    “Guys.” Nala smirked and propped her hands on her hips. “Of course, we can hide them. Hello, did you forget who I am?” 
 
    “Oh, my god, duh!” Steffi giggled. 
 
    “Of course!” Ronin laughed. “These pavers are made of stone.” 
 
    “Nala to the rescue once again.” Elisabeth smiled. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help, Nal?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope.” My earth-bending girlfriend shook her head. Then she laced her fingers together and cracked all her knuckles. “Just stand back out of the way for a minute, then you guys can dump the bodies in for me.” 
 
    “You got it.” I smirked. “Just say the word.” 
 
    Steffi, Elisabeth, Ronin, Lia, and I stepped back against the opposite wall of the alley. We pressed ourselves back and out of the way and watched with curious eyes as Nala set to work. 
 
    My curly-haired girlfriend worked on the decapitated werewolf first. She carefully pulled an eight-by-five-foot section of the cobblestones up from the ground and held it in the air with one hand. Then, with her free hand, Nala dug up a grave large enough to jam the headless beast inside. 
 
    “Okay, push that ugly bastard in,” Nala said as a light flush of exertion spread across her face. 
 
    Steffi extended out a fresh lasso of golden energy and wrapped it around the dead body’s hind legs. Then I jogged around behind the corpse and pushed on its hindquarters as my pink-haired girlfriend pulled with her golden rope. 
 
    The body dropped into the hole in the ground with a solid thump, and I kicked its ugly head in without ceremony. 
 
    “Close it up,” I said to Nala. 
 
    “Right.” Nala pursed her lips together and shifted the dirt back into the hole. 
 
    I wondered for a second if it would all fit back inside, but Nala quickly answered that question. She forced it all back into the ground so tight and dense that I heard every bone in the wolf’s body crumble into dust. Then she carefully laid the bloody cobblestone slab back into place like the final piece in a macabre jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    “What about all the blood?” Ronin asked. “Somebody is sure to notice it.” 
 
    “I can take care of that, too,” Nala said, and she closed her eyes to focus. 
 
    A few seconds later, a thin sheet of dust and dirt from all over the alley drifted over and sifted on top of the red puddle of blood. 
 
    “Wow, that is amazing,” Lia hummed with wide eyes. “You are very powerful indeed.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Nala grinned brightly, and then she strode over to the other three wolf corpses piled together by the shop’s delivery bay door. “Let me just finish cleaning up this mess, and then we can get out of here.” 
 
    Nala strolled over to the remaining bodies and quickly lifted another large section of the cobblestones three feet up into the air. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to my other ladies. 
 
    We jogged over and worked together to haul the last bodies into the hole that Nala had dug for them. I dragged the largest werewolf in first, and then Ronin and Lia dragged the second one in on top of it. Steffi used her lasso on the final wolf, and Elisabeth and I helped shove the rest of the beast’s weight down into the ground. 
 
    “Hang on.” I knelt down at the side of the hole and reached in to rearrange the bodies so they would lay more evenly and allow the cobblestones to fit back into place easier. “There you go.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Nala frowned with concentration as she hauled the loose dirt back in on top of the three furry bodies. She once again crushed them with so much force that their bones cracked and crumbled. The sound was like grinding gravel through an industrial-sized pepper mill, and it sent a shudder down my spine. 
 
    Finally, Nala carefully fit the stone walkway snuggly back into place and dusted her hands off. 
 
    “Alright,” Nala said as she turned to us all and smiled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I hope Mr. Walsh isn’t worried about us,” Steffi said. “He’s such a nice man, and I got the feeling he was keeping an eye on us to make sure we didn’t get lost in the city or anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure he knows we can handle ourselves just fine around things like this.” Nala smirked. 
 
    “Let’s not let the man worry unnecessarily,” I chuckled. I led my ladies back out of the alley and onto the crowded rush of Oxford Street. 
 
    Mr. Walsh was waiting patiently at the town car a dozen yards away, and though there were no obvious signs of distress on his face, I did see his shoulders sag with a deep sigh. 
 
    “Everything alright, Mr. Cooper?” Walsh asked when we reached the car. 
 
    My ladies climbed into the back of the shiny black town car, and I gave our driver a pointed look before I climbed in behind them. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We found ourselves in a bit of a hairy situation, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Ah,” Walsh breathed. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Steffi confirmed. “I think we should let Mr. Thomas know about it, in fact.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, miss.” Walsh closed the car door behind us and then hurried to the driver’s seat. He made sure to close the door before continuing our conversation and then stared at me in the rear-view mirror. “Shall I give him a ring now, sir?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said within the enclosed space of the car. I felt the high level of stress that usually came before a mission, and I couldn’t figure out why it was lingering even after the monsters had been nicely dealt with. I tried to shake the feeling away and focus. “There were four werewolves, and I think it’s important that Mr. Thomas knows about it. He might want to send out a few teams to search for any more stragglers from the other night. Hopefully these bastards were the only ones that made it through the night, but we definitely don’t want to risk it.” 
 
    “Just so,” Mr. Walsh agreed. “I shall call him right now.” 
 
    Mr. Walsh started the car’s engine and pulled out into the traffic of Oxford Street. Then he pressed a button on his steering wheel and turned onto a side street away from the busy shopping area. My ladies and I listened quietly as Walsh requested to speak directly with Mr. Thomas and quickly explained the situation. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mr. Walsh said. “Mr. Cooper says there were four werewolves. He and his team took care of the situation, but he was concerned there may be other pockets of holdouts around the city.” 
 
    There was a pause as Walsh listened to his headset. 
 
    “Aye,” Walsh continued. “Aye, sir. I shall ask.” 
 
    The red-haired Scot glanced at me in the rear-view mirror as he navigated through the busy city streets. 
 
    “Mr. Thomas wants to know if ye were able to clean up the situation?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, and I wondered why my heart still pounded in my ears. “Nala closed them up under the cobblestones without any damage to the street or buildings.” 
 
    Walsh nodded at me and relayed the information to the other end of the phone line, and he gave a few more ‘ayes’ as he drove. 
 
    I forced myself to take several slow, deep breaths in an attempt to slow down my thundering heart rate, but I just couldn’t get the rush of adrenaline to peter out in my brain. I wondered if this was always how I felt after a monster battle started, but because the werewolves had been handled so quickly I was feeling the effects more than usual. 
 
    “Would ye like me to put ye on speakerphone, sir?” Walsh asked into the car’s comms system. He pushed a button on the steering wheel and then eyed me in the rear-view mirror again. “Mr. Thomas for you, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    “Mr. Cooper, can you hear me?” Mr. Thomas’ voice came through the town car’s radio system like he was sitting right beside me. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I confirmed. 
 
    “It seems that AMIE and in fact the city of London are once again in your debt,” Thomas said. “I am entirely grateful that you happened upon this situation and that you and your team took it upon yourselves to handle it quite promptly and quietly.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said. “We knew we couldn’t leave them there. It was too dangerous for more than a few reasons.” 
 
    “Quite,” Thomas agreed. “You demonstrated an excellent use of leadership skills, and on your day off, no less. I will make sure that Headmaster Burkhard is made aware of your chivalry and gallantry, and I will assure him that we are taking the finest care of you and your team during your stay with us. That is, if you find that to be a true assessment of your stay with us?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir,” Steffi chimed in with a bright smile. “You’ve been taking very good care of us.” 
 
    “Our job is literally the least we can do,” Nala said with a teasing smile. 
 
    “I suppose that is true,” Mr. Thomas laughed. “Well, regardless, we are forever grateful for your hard work and dedication. I will assign three teams of cadets to search the city for any remaining pockets of monster activity, and if we discover anything, I shall let you know. Now, please enjoy the rest of your day without any further interruptions.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. 
 
    Mr. Walsh pushed another button on the steering wheel and offered two more ‘ayes’ to Mr. Thomas before he disconnected the call. 
 
    “Is there anywhere else ye would like to go while we are in town?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Steffi said, and she glanced at the rest of us for confirmation. 
 
    “Nope,” Nala said. “Back to the estate sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Righto,” Walsh said in a bright tone, and he started to whistle a lilting melody as he drove. 
 
    A few minutes later, I realized my heart was still pumping faster than normal. I closed my eyes and took a deep, steadying breath, and I allowed my thoughts to wander where they were leading me. 
 
    After all of three seconds, I realized why my tension levels were still so high. My dragons were all tense with unspent energy, and as soon as I acknowledged the fact, the eight of them began to wriggle aggressively under my skin. 
 
    It was like the first time they’d woken me up from a deep sleep. Thor was sending painful jolts of lightning down my spine, Ky quickly numbed the tips of my right fingers. Beyblade sent waves of fiery heat through my chest, and Goldie’s wind scraped along my nerves. Griff slithered under the skin of my thigh, and it felt like the itch of a really bad poison ivy rash. Then Anya and Vera twitched around my wrists, and it felt like the sensation of pins and needles I’d get when I’d fallen asleep in a weird position on my arm. Even Zofia’s usual calm energy was agitated. 
 
    “What the fuck, guys?” I muttered quietly under my breath.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    My dragons continued to writhe and twitch with agitation for several minutes. Finally, after I made a silent promise to them that we could go outside after we got back to the estate, they settled down enough to allow me to sit still in my seat. 
 
    After they’d eased up a bit on me, I could really sense how much they had matured in recent weeks. They’d always felt and acted kind of like excited puppy dogs, but ever since the battle with the Hecatoncheires, they’d chilled out a little bit. Griff especially seemed to have really come into his totally badass side, and I had a feeling that saving Lia from becoming roadkill had a lot to do with it. 
 
    Ms. Young was waiting for us outside the estate’s front doors when Mr. Walsh pulled up the long gravel driveway. 
 
    “I trust you enjoyed your outing,” the brunette assistant said in a pleasant voice. 
 
    “We did, thank you!” Steffi said with an excited smile. “London is so cool, and the shops are just the best!” 
 
    Walsh walked around to the back of the car and opened the trunk. Ms. Young’s eyes went wide when she saw how many bags were jammed inside, and I stifled a laugh. 
 
    “It’s a good thing that card has no limit,” Nala teased. “We may have bought more stuff than was strictly necessary.” 
 
    “I am sure that Mr. Thomas will be pleased to see you did not shy away from his invitation to the Academy’s resources,” Ms. Young said, and she cleared her throat. “If you wish, I can have the estate staff bring your purchases up to your shared sitting room for you to sort through.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Lia said. “Thank you very much.” 
 
    “Of course, miss.” Thomas’ assistant bobbed in a small curtsy and then tapped at her ear. “Smitty, Meyers, Adams. I need assistance at the front door, please.” 
 
    “I’ll help as well,” Mr. Walsh offered. 
 
    “Very good,” Young said, and then she turned to my ladies. “Your things will be up shortly.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Nala said. 
 
    “I’m going to let my dragons out for a while,” I told the group. “They need some exercise. I think the chance werewolf encounter got them a little wound up.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Steffi said, and she leaned up on her tiptoes to kiss me. 
 
    “They should get some recreational time as well.” Ronin kissed me next, and then she bounced up the steps and blew another kiss over her shoulder. 
 
    “Enjoy your time” Elisabeth murmured, and she kissed me before she walked up after Ronin. 
 
    “Thanks for an awesome day, cutie.” Nala kissed me hard on the lips and then sauntered away. 
 
    Lia leaned up to kiss me next, but I took her hand in mine to keep her from running off after my other ladies. I felt like there was still so much to learn about the sexy blonde, and our dragons were a pretty damn good excuse to spend alone time with her. 
 
    “Do you want to come with me?” I asked, and I stroked the pad of my thumb over the tender skin on the inside of Lia’s wrist. “We could let our dragons run together.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Lia sighed, and she swayed a bit closer to me. “Yes, I would like that very much.” 
 
    Three broad-shouldered men silently stomped down the estate’s front steps just then and marched over to where Ms. Young and Mr. Walsh were waiting by the trunk of the shiny black car. Their eyes went a little wide when they stepped around the car’s bumper, but then they dutifully started loading the shopping bags over their arms. 
 
    “Bring them up to Mr. Cooper’s team’s sitting room, please,” Ms. Young instructed them. “Thank you.” 
 
    The men nodded politely and then carried all the loot from our busy day of shopping up the front steps and through the wide doors. 
 
    “Come on,” I murmured in Lia’s ear, and I tugged gently on her arm. 
 
    The beautiful Russian nodded, and we dashed around the back of the estate to the grassy field that was nicely enclosed by tall trees on three sides. 
 
    The weather was lovely this evening. There was a slight breeze that had rushed any wisps of clouds away, and the sky was a clear bright blue overhead. There was just the slightest touch of yellow and orange in the far west. We had plenty of time before the sun would set and leave the estate in the pleasant blanketing darkness of night. 
 
    Once we rounded the corner of the estate and were out of sight of the front doors, I tugged Lia around and pulled her in for a tight hug. 
 
    “I had a lovely time with you and the others today,” Lia murmured. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “Even the quick interruption wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Lia groaned and rubbed at her arms like they were sore from a long session at the gym. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “My dragons are…” Lia paused and chewed on her lip as she tried to find the word. “Vzvolnovannyy. I do not remember the English word, but they are um… they are bothered.” 
 
    “Are they twitching and wriggling under your skin?” I asked, and I ran my hands gently over Lia’s upper arms. “Does it feel like they’re trying to dig their way out of their tattoos?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lia smiled. “That is exactly what it is like. Do your dragons get this way?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re doing it right now, actually.” I smirked down at Anya and Vera on my wrists. “I find that when they get like that a good stretch and some running around is exactly what they need.” 
 
    “That is a good idea,” Lia agreed. Then she rambled through a long series of foreign words, and all eight of her dragons suddenly appeared in quick succession amidst a rainbow of intense flashes of light. 
 
    Lia wobbled slightly as the rush of dragon energy ran through her, and I braced my hand on her lower back to steady her. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Lia heaved a sigh. “That was very intense.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “You’ve never called them all out at the same time before, have you?” 
 
    “Nyet.” Lia shook her head and straightened back up. “I was never able to trust them all at once before, but now that we have bonded, and they are more obedient, I thought it would be faster this way. I see that is not a wise decision.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I chuckled. “I’ve found that three dragons at once is as much dragon energy as I can handle surging through my body at one time. I try to space them out a little bit to avoid that light-headed rush.” 
 
    “I will remember that.” Lia smiled. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Da.” Lia nodded and gestured to my arms. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Exokyzo, Bianxifa, Sokisaseru,” I said. 
 
    Ky, Beyblade, and Goldie appeared before us in bright flashes of blue, orange, and gold light. They sniffed up at the air and searched around like they expected a target to be nearby. 
 
    “It’s okay, guys,” I chuckled. “There were just a few werewolves earlier, but Ronin and Nala took care of them.” 
 
    At my words, Ky relaxed and trotted off toward Lia’s blue water dragon. Beyblade and Goldie relaxed but lingered by me, and I knew they were each waiting for their respective mates. 
 
    “Coming right up,” I laughed. “Trylle frem, Sárkány.” 
 
    Thor burst out of his tattoo in a bright flash of indigo light, and Zofia appeared in her ear-thumping fwoomp of air. Beyblade trotted right over to my mind-control dragon and nudged affectionately against her. Goldie turned around and gently swiped her long pearlescent tail under Thor’s chin. His indigo eyes glazed over for a second, and then the four of them trotted off together like an adorable double-date. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Lia hummed as she watched my mated dragons walk off. 
 
    “Dewch yma, Pridi,” I finished. 
 
    Griff appeared silently in front of me, and his muted-orange fox ears twitched around as he listened to the calm evening around us. A second later, Anya and Vera appeared a second later in a blinding flash of blue-green light, and the twin females immediately hopped right up onto Griff’s back and made themselves quite comfortable. 
 
    Griff’s ears twitched back toward each of his passengers, and he practically smirked at me with the same kind of smug satisfaction I’d felt when the guy at the jewelry store had nearly choked on his shock at the five kisses I’d gotten. Then my stealth dragon trotted off with his mates, and they joined the thunder of dragons in the field. 
 
    “Your dragons have found mates within each other,” Lia sighed as she watched them with wistful eyes. “I did not know that dragons would mate this way.” 
 
    “Neither did I until it started happening,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I wonder if there will be any mates found in my dragons,” Lia mused. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. 
 
    Just then, a plump little woman with dark hair and a white apron strolled around the corner of the estate with a silver tray. Her eyes went a bit wide when she spotted all sixteen of Lia’s and my dragons playing in the field, but she held onto her composure. She bustled quickly over to us and extended the tray out. 
 
    There was a silver teapot and two porcelain cups and saucers. There was also a little bowl filled with frosted cookies and a large plate covered in tiny triangular sandwiches. 
 
    “Mr. Thomas said you might care for a spot of tea,” the woman said in a gentle English accent. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lia said, and she selected a tiny cookie with a perfectly iced flower. 
 
    “There are a few tables on the veranda just there.” The woman nodded her round chin toward the back of the estate, and I noticed four small wrought-iron tables with two chairs each on the brick porch. “Shall I set the tea service there for you?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “Thank you… Ms…?” 
 
    “Mrs. Davies.” The woman smiled brightly at us and then scurried away to place the tray on the nearest table. “If you need anything else, sir, miss, please do not hesitate to ask. We are happy to serve the Dragon Conjurers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Davies.” Lia smiled and waved at the pleasant woman before she disappeared back around to the front of the London estate. Then she turned to me and held up the perfectly sculpted cookie. “I feel as though I have been dropped into a Jane Austen novel. Everything here is so English, and the staff are so generous.” 
 
    “They’ve been taking really good care of us,” I agreed. “Would you like some tea?” 
 
    “I would.” Lia nodded, and she gazed at the cookie longingly. “This looks delicious. but it is so pretty I can hardly bear to ruin it.” 
 
    “Even the most beautiful cookie does no good unless you eat it,” I said. “I bet it’ll be the best cookie you’ve ever had.” 
 
    I led Lia up to the brick patio and pulled out a chair for her to sit down as she debated whether or not to bite into the cookie. Finally, the craving for something sweet won, and she bit delicately into the colored sugar icing. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Lia hummed with satisfaction as her eyes closed. “Oh, it simply melted away. Dylan, you must try this.” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned as I sat down across from Lia. I picked up a cookie and shoved the whole thing into my mouth at once. It was only about the size of an Oreo, and it was heavenly. “Oh, that is really fucking good.” 
 
    We enjoyed a few of the sandwiches in comfortable silence, and Lia poured a cup of tea for each of us. I gazed out at our dragons and smiled as I watched them romp around together for a moment. 
 
    Saph and Ky were exploring each other’s powers together. Saph would send up a short stream of water high into the air, and Ky would blast it into a hundred icicles with a single burst of frosty air. Then they watched the icicles shatter on the ground as their tails twitched like mischievous cats. 
 
    Goldie and Thor were enjoying a tumbling wrestling match that was much more play than competition. Goldie wriggled out from under Thor’s grasp and pinned him down before she nudged her head lovingly against Thor’s neck. 
 
    Beyblade seemed to be having a bit of competition with Lia’s fire dragon, Alex, and I suspected he felt a desire to show off for Zofia. My fire dragon shot a long, thin stream of bright orange flames into the air, but Alex matched it perfectly. Then Beyblade made a much wider fan of flames that Alex also matched. It was like a game of HORSE, and the two fire dragons were very well matched. 
 
    Several of the others were watching the playful games of our water, ice, and fire dragons. Onyx and Griff were investigating each other a bit more closely when Lia’s black dragon let out a beam of black magic. Griff and my Kamikaze twins on his back disappeared into full stealth mode as the black beam struck out at a large boulder on the edge of the grounds. The boulder split down the middle and then shattered into a dozen large chunks. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “I have never felt so spoiled before,” Lia murmured as she nibbled on another cookie, and she was clearly more focused on the delicious treats than how our dragons were playing together. “I feel as if I were royalty.” 
 
    “They have been spoiling us a bit, haven’t they?” I smirked and picked up one of the little sandwiches to inspect. It was layered with lettuce, a thin slice of cheese, and a slice of fried ham. There was also a bit of some kind of white spread that smelled delicious. I took a bite and found it was just as good as everything else we’d been offered during our stay at AMIE. “I wonder if some of the staff were kept on from the previous owner of the estate.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Lia pondered the idea. “I suppose that would be advantageous with a household as large as this. It would require much planning and organization. It would have been a chaotic mess to hire a brand-new staff. Not to mention all the previous employees who would have been let go. I get the feeling that AMIE would have kept on as many staff members as they could manage without risking the secrets of the monster world being revealed to the public.” 
 
    “Well, however they got their positions here, they’re doing an amazing job.” I stuffed another tiny sandwich into my mouth. 
 
    “I am going to spend some time with my dragons now,” Lia said and stood up from the table. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “I want to get to know Anya and Vera a little more. I always like to spend some one on one time with my dragons when they’re brand-new… or one on two, this time.” 
 
    Lia grinned at me and bounded playfully down the stairs onto the grass. I stood up and followed her more slowly down the brick steps. I reached out with my mind to call for my blue-green twin dragons, and they responded immediately. 
 
    Anya and Vera appeared out of nowhere as they took off from Griff’s back and soared over to me. My stealth dragon dropped his camouflage away and trotted over after his little mates. 
 
    “Hey girls, how are you doing?” I asked my Kamikaze twins as they landed on the grass before me and trotted closer on all fours. I crouched down and held out both of my hands to them. 
 
    Griff circled twice on the grass nearby and then plopped down to watch us. 
 
    The twin females nuzzled their little heads into my palms and blinked up at me like curious cats. Then they both darted away in opposite directions and rushed around behind me before they took off into the air. 
 
    “Oh, you wanna play, huh?” I laughed at my new dragons and stood up to watch them soar in playful circles above my head. 
 
    The blue-green pair blinked down at me with bright yellow eyes and then darted away toward the trees at the edge of the grassy field. 
 
    I didn’t mind them being playful, so long as they could follow directions, too. I figured now was a good time to explore where their level of play met with obedience. 
 
    I silently asked them if they could come back to me, but I thought it in a way that was more of a casual request than a straight command, so I wasn’t really surprised when they flicked their tails at me and kept flying toward the trees. 
 
    I noted the interaction and tried again with a firmer mental tone and no question in my mind. I phrased it as a direction instead of a request and was pleased with the response of my blue-green Kamikaze dragons. 
 
    Anya and Vera banked hard to the outside of their two-dragon formation and circled back around toward me. They flapped their wings hard three times and then landed quickly at my feet. The narrow and broad-faced pair looked up at me with patience as they awaited my next instructions. 
 
    “Good girls.” I knelt down and patted them affectionately on their little backs. I scratched under their chins, and Vera’s hind foot thumped slightly on the grass like a dog thoroughly enjoying a good belly scratch. “I wonder if you have any other powers besides your dive-bomb attack.” 
 
    Anya blinked up at me and tilted her head to the side, and then she turned away and took a deep breath. She opened her small mouth and breathed out a puff of warm air over the grass beside me. 
 
    I was both a bit horrified and amazed to see the grass wither and die in front of me as the smell of ionized air fizzled inside my nostrils. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. “Well, that’s fucking cool.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered the mushroom cloud-style smoke that rose up after their Kamikaze runs, and I realized they were a lot more like atomic bombs than I thought. It seemed that my Kamikaze dragons were a bit radioactive, and my mind spun with all the ways this could come in handy in monster battles. I wondered if Anya and Vera could irradiate the flesh right off of monsters, or breathe ionized air into their lungs and kill them from the inside out. 
 
    I knew just enough about radiation to know that there were more possibilities than I could grasp at the moment, and I decided I would do some research into radiation when I found the time. Especially in case there were any drawbacks to this little trick that my team should know about. 
 
    “Excellent job, girls,” I said, and then I mentally told the blue-green twins that they could go off and play some more. 
 
    The yellow-eyed pair darted happily off and landed on Griff’s back a second later. Then Griff stood up, and the three of them disappeared with my stealth dragon’s camouflage power. 
 
    I shook my head at the new mated trio and felt a sudden pang in my heart when I spotted Ky blast another of Saph’s water streams into one huge spike of ice. 
 
    I’d Conjured two new female dragons, and both of them had attached themselves to Griff, which left Ky the lone, unmated male of my thunder of dragons. I watched him for a while as he blew out a long and gentle breeze, and a flurry of big thick snowflakes fluttered to the ground all around him. Then he circled around and laid down in the soft bed of fluffy snow like a damn king. 
 
    Still, I wished there was something I could do for my ice dragon. He was my first, and I felt a little bad that he was now the only one of my dragons that was still flying solo. 
 
    I consoled myself with the fact that Ky never seemed to be bothered by the fact that he had no mate, though. 
 
    My ice dragon was cool and collected down to his core, and he had a bit of an aloofness to his personality. He always seemed above the more romantic interactions of my other dragons. Half the time I could swear he was rolling his big blue eyes at the others’ antics. 
 
    And besides, there was still enough room around my calves for more dragons, and my lower back if I ended up with one on my ass like Lia’s white dragon. 
 
    I chuckled to myself at the idea of a dragon on my butt and turned my attention to the incredibly subtle scurrying sound that was reaching me through Goldie’s ears. 
 
    I searched around until I spotted my pearlescent dragon stalking through the tree line. Thor was a few paces behind her and on a hunt of his own, and I strolled over closer to them to see if I could spot what they were hunting. 
 
    The noises coming to me from Goldie’s ears were a small scratching and rustling sound. I pictured a rabbit, or perhaps something like a gopher, hiding in the fallen leaves. 
 
    I was several paces away when Thor turned around and started to stalk his prey back toward me. He crawled as stealthily as a twenty-foot dragon could through the low brush beside the trees. Thor’s lips curled back over his teeth, and he let out an eerily quiet growl from deep in his throat. 
 
    I stepped back from the tree line to give Thor some space, but an unexpected buzzing in my shoulders locked all of my muscles in place. My lungs clenched as the sudden surge of an intense electrical current built up in the indigo web of my connection to Thor between my shoulder blades. 
 
    It felt like the same taser connection I’d been working to develop between me and Thor over the last several weeks, but it was way more intense. 
 
    My ears were buzzing, and as Thor took another step closer to me, he was near enough that I could have reached out and touched his scaly side. 
 
    The lightning built up instantly in my spine, and I gritted my teeth against the powerful surge to keep it from exploding through my limbs in every direction. 
 
    “Fuck.” I clenched my fists tight against the unexpected surge, and I nearly saw lightning flash behind my eyes.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I could feel how strong the energy was, and I knew I had to direct it into a safe place or it would backfire on me. I extended my right hand out away from Thor, who was just a few feet to my left, and I pointed the ends of my fingers at a large scraggly bush about four feet away. 
 
    Then I released the tension in my muscles and allowed the current to flow through me with all the intensity that had built up. 
 
    The lightning that exploded out of my hand was incredibly bright and tinged with a slight shade of indigo. It arced across the distance to the bush, and the main trunk and root system instantly split down the middle as the branches burst into flames. 
 
    The bush was completely destroyed before I could blink. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” I shouted, and the image of Ky putting the flames out flashed through my mind. 
 
    A second later, my ice dragon appeared beside me and breathed a thin layer of freezing ice out over the flaming bush until the fire was smothered by frost. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I said to Ky as I patted his scaly blue hide. “We could have burned the whole forest down entirely by accident.” 
 
    Ky sniffed at my hand to say, “You’re welcome,” and then walked off to whatever he’d been doing before I’d accidentally set fire to the plant life. 
 
    Lia walked over to me and laid her hand gently on my forearm. 
 
    “What happened?” the beautiful blonde asked. “It was not Alex, was it?” 
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head and laid my hand on top of hers. “I did that.” 
 
    “What?” Lia asked with shock in her bright blue eyes. “What do you mean? How did you set a bush on fire?” 
 
    “Remember how I told you about that electrical current I can tap into from Thor?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” Lia nodded. 
 
    “It was that,” I murmured. I still didn’t understand how or why it had been so much more intense than anything I’d felt from Thor before. I chuckled and shrugged my shoulders like a sheepish kid apologizing for being klutzy and knocking over mom’s favorite vase. “Lightning is dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lia laughed and rolled her eyes at me. “Lightning is very dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep that in mind,” I teased. “Thanks for checking up on us.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lia asked, and there was a touch of deep concern in her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I leaned down and kissed the soft skin of Lia’s temple and sniffed at the golden baby hair by her face. 
 
    “Very well,” Lia sighed. She narrowed her eyes suspiciously up at me. 
 
    “Damn, Thor.” I reached out to pet Thor and felt a small jump of static electricity discharge from his black scales to the tips of my fingers. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    The mental image of Thor rose up in my mind’s eye, and he seemed to shrug at me as if to say, “I have no fucking idea, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know, either,” I muttered. “But maybe that could become helpful instead of just being wild and dangerous.” 
 
    “If you can direct a large amount of current through your body, you would have a large advantage on the battlefield,” Lia pointed out. 
 
    “That’s true.” I nodded. “The low-level taser thing has already proven really beneficial, and even life-saving at one point. Something much more massive like that has a lot of potential if I can get a handle on it.” 
 
    “It looks as though you had control of its trajectory,” Lia said. 
 
    “I think I did,” I agreed. “And I had control of its… I don’t know what to call it. The release? The ignition? The moment I let it go was up to me.” 
 
    “I understand what you are saying.” Lia nodded, and she pursed her lips together in thought. “I believe that if our roles were reversed, you would suggest that I continue to explore this new ability and strengthen the bond with the dragon who creates it.” 
 
    Lia gazed affectionately at Thor, and I could see that she liked my dragons as much as the rest of my team. 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” I murmured, and I smirked at the beautiful and brilliant blonde beside me. 
 
    Before we could discuss the situation any further, a soft British voice called my name from the brick patio at the back of the estate. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper!” Ms. Young shouted. 
 
    Lia and I turned around and gazed across the grassy grounds to Mr. Thomas’ assistant. 
 
    “You have a phone call, Mr. Cooper!” Piper Young cupped her hands around her mouth as she shouted at me. “It is Headmaster Burkhard!” 
 
    “Be right there!” I shouted back. Then I turned to my dragons and started to call them in. “Come on, guys, time’s up.” 
 
    All eight of my dragons trotted over, and I could see they were glad that the time outside had given them enough exercise to run out the extra tension they’d had earlier. 
 
    “Epistrophi, Fanhui, Moduro,” I said. 
 
    Ky, Beyblade, and Goldie disappeared in bright flashes of blue, orange, and golden light, and they curled up in their respective places on my arms and chest. 
 
    “Komme tilbake,” I continued. “Búcsú, Dychwelyd.” 
 
    Thor, Zofia, and Griff disappeared into their tattoos next in a bright burst of indigo light and the fwoomp of air-sucking pressure from Zofia. 
 
    Anya and Vera blinked up at me like little kids who’d gotten left out of the game, and I chuckled as I knelt down beside them. 
 
    “Come on, girls,” I said. “Hvala vam.” 
 
    The Kamikaze twins disappeared in a bright burst of blue-green light, and the slight scent of ionized air filled my nostrils again. 
 
    “Are you coming in?” I asked Lia. 
 
    The sexy Russian stood a few feet away and hadn’t called in any of her dragons. 
 
    “I think I will stay out a bit longer.” Lia shook her head. “There is still some good sunlight left, and I am enjoying bonding with my dragons.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I leaned in and kissed her. “Come in before dark, please? I don’t like the idea of more pockets of monsters lingering around the city and catching you off-guard.” 
 
    “They would be the ones caught off-guard,” Lia said as she pointedly looked at her large thunder of dragons. “But I will come in before dark.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. Then I turned and jogged across the grass to the back veranda where Ms. Young stood waiting for me. 
 
    “This way, if you please, Mr. Cooper.” Ms. Young gestured for me to follow her. Then she led me through the French doors and into a large library room lined with hundreds and hundreds of books. 
 
    Thick, red leather armchairs were located in various strategic spots around the room under various light sources. Some were beside the large windows on either side of the French doors, and others had small wooden tables with classic lamps beside them. There was a massive open fireplace against the wall to my left, and the whole room smelled like leather, wood fire, and the slight tinge of tobacco and whiskey. 
 
    Ms. Young moved quickly through the space and out into a long hallway that was decorated with more antique oil paintings of the lovely English countryside. There was a thinness to the center of the red carpet runner that led me to believe this hallway was walked often by the previous owner and his staff. I imagined an aging English Lord seated in one of the large armchairs with a snifter of fine whiskey in one hand and a novel in the other as his maid brought in a proper English tea service for her master. 
 
    Lia had nailed it, this whole estate was like something straight out of Pride and Prejudice, or at least the parts of Pride and Prejudice and Zombies that I assumed were accurate to the classic romance novel, since I’d never seen any other version of the movie. 
 
    “Right in here, sir,” Ms. Young said as she stopped at the end of the hall. 
 
    I looked around and realized I knew where we were. Mr. Thomas’ office was the next door down, and if I went a bit further down the hall and around the corner, I would find myself in the entrance hall. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Young,” I said, and I walked through the doorway. 
 
    The space was fairly large with a heavy oval-shaped table in the center and plush leather office chairs all around it. The wall across from me had large windows that looked out on the back grounds, and I could see Lia jogging around with her desert dragon, Topaz. There was a black phone with sleek buttons in the center of the table, and the receiver lay waiting for me on the smooth surface. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Mr. Cooper,” Ms. Young replied. “Take as long as you need. Just return the phone to the receiver when you are finished.” 
 
    I nodded at the pretty assistant and waited for her to close the door before I picked up the phone. 
 
    “Hello?” I said into the phone. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper,” Headmaster Burkhard’s voice rumbled through the line to me, and I could picture him seated at his desk back in his office at AIMM with his fingers steepled together. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” I said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’ve been informed that you are already doing plenty for me, and indeed all of the Academies,” Burkhard said lightly. “Mr. Thomas informed me about the situation with the werewolves today, and though I am totally unsurprised by you and your team’s sense of duty, I am quite grateful for it. Even on your day off, you do your duty for this fine institution.” 
 
    “It was no problem at all, sir,” I assured him. 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Burkhard insisted. “You and your team continue to demonstrate your invaluableness.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Since the Kingpin look-alike couldn’t see me, I didn’t bother hiding my smug smirk in the empty conference room. 
 
    “Well now, on to more serious matters.” Burkhard cleared his throat. “I have news for you about the situation here at AIMM.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I pulled out one of the leather seats to sit down. “What’s going on? 
 
    “With much thanks to Dr. Hastings, her team, and Mr. Hanes, we have gotten SEEKR back up online and running smoothly,” Burkhard said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s great!” I pictured Brandon the last time I’d seen him, unconscious in Dr. Hastings’ care just moments after a possessing wraith had been forcibly evicted from his mind. “Brandon was able to help with the corrupted code, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Burkhard confirmed. “Mr. Hanes was able to delve into the corrupted AI and mend the issue quite easily, in fact.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said. “How’s he doing since the wraith was removed?” 
 
    “Physically, Mr. Hanes is quite well,” Burkhard said, but there was something in his voice that made me feel like that wasn’t all of it. “Mentally, he is still rather unstable. Dr. Hastings has assured me that he is processing the trauma of his possession quite well, and she expects a full recovery. I believe it did wonders for his unstable mental state to be able to provide real and meaningful help to the Academy by assisting with the repairs to SEEKR’s code.” 
 
    “I bet it did. Brandon always felt like he wasn’t able to help enough,” I explained. “I got the impression that he felt like it was his fault he was possessed, and he felt a lot of shame for that. I think being able to use his abilities in a productive way would be a great way to help him work through his feelings of guilt.” 
 
    “I believe so as well,” Burkhard said. “In fact, Mr. Hanes was able to create an entire new network of security firewalls within SEEKR’s code. His technopathic abilities have proven to be quite advantageous in making sure no monsters can ever get inside out networks again. SEEKR is safer than it ever has been before thanks to him.” 
 
    “That’s great.” I smiled. “It’s good to hear that SEEKR is so secure.” 
 
    “Quite right, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard agreed, and I could almost hear him nodding. “I also have news for you in regards to the other Academies.” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” I asked, and my interest was officially piqued. 
 
    “All of the other Academies’ headmasters and headmistresses have agreed to link our systems together in a massive intelligence network,” Burkhard said, and he sounded almost giddy at the fact. “Even Headmistress Volkov has agreed to the link. I believe you and your team’s excellent work on your various diplomatic missions to the other Academies is really paying off.” 
 
    “I’m glad we can be so helpful,” I said as calmly as possible, but it was wild to me that in the few months since I’d joined AIMM, I’d been able to make such a positive impact on the monster-fighting institutes of the world. 
 
    “Well, I also have some less than good news for you as well,” Burkhard continued, and his voice shifted to a darker and more serious tone. 
 
    “That doesn’t exactly surprise me, sir,” I said as I rolled my eyes at the conference table’s shiny surface. “I didn’t expect any kind of calm to last. Are there any updates on The Great Scaled One or His location?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Burkhard said slowly, and I could almost hear him listening for eavesdroppers in his office before he continued in an even lower tone. “There has been more suspicious monster activity around the world since the simultaneous attacks on London and Seattle.” 
 
    “Big attacks?” I asked as tension instantly gripped around my chest. “Where do you need us next?” 
 
    “No, no,” Burkhard said. “Nothing even close to that size has happened in the last forty-eight hours, thankfully. And in fact, Mr. Cooper, I need you and your team exactly where you are for the moment.” 
 
    “Okay…” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what he was hinting at, but there was something in the headmaster’s tone that made it clear there was a lot more going on that he didn’t feel comfortable sharing over the phone. “I’m not sure what that means, sir.” 
 
    “I’m sending one of my top scientific advisors to London,” Burkhard said. “They’re going to bring all of the information directly to you.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. My mind immediately threw the image of Dr. Hastings naked and writhing beneath me into the forefront of my mind, but I shoved the image away. “I take it this advisor will be able to tell me everything I might need to know about this information?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard sighed with what sounded like relief. “I’m glad you understand.” 
 
    “No problem, sir,” I assured him. 
 
    I felt pretty suspicious that, even though SEEKR was back up and running, there were some concerns on the safety and privacy of open phone lines like this. But I could totally understand Burkhard’s concerns. We’d already learned the hard way that The Great Scaled One had ways to break through the Academy’s security measures, and we were inching ever closer to the endgame here. I could almost feel Him breathing down the back of my neck, even in the middle of AMIE’s London estate. 
 
    “The advisor will be bringing some good news for you as well, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard said. “Something a bit lighter and, I hope, exciting for you and your team.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said because I didn’t know what else to say. Good news was always nice, but I was pretty sure there wasn’t much else that was better than the Academies all working together for the greater good. “Is there anything else I can do for you? How are things going at AIMM? You said Brandon is doing well?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard said in his usual tone of voice. “Mr. Hanes is in perfect health physically, and Dr. Hastings has set up private intensive therapy sessions for him with one of our scientists who has a background in human psychology. They have assured me that Mr. Hanes has an excellent prognosis in regards to the trauma he experienced.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Would you please tell Brandon we’re all rooting for him?” 
 
    “Of course,” Burkhard assured me, and a bit of humor colored his tone as he went on. “The Academy is also faring well enough without you. Our cadets have been going out on regular missions, and I’ve dispatched a few teams to Seattle to help with the cleanup. Other than that, it’s been business as usual.” 
 
    “Good, good,” I murmured, and I tried and failed to suppress a yawn. 
 
    “I’ll let you go now, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard chuckled. “I know you’ve had a long and eventful day. Get some sleep, I have a feeling you’ll need your strength soon enough.” 
 
    “I had that feeling as well, sir,” I agreed. “Thank you for all the updates. Have a good night.” 
 
    “Of course, have a pleasant evening,” Burkhard said. Then I heard him begin to give some orders to someone before the line went dead. 
 
    I shook my head at the receiver and hung it up. Then I stood up and glanced out the window in search of Lia, but she must have gone inside while Burkhard and I had been talking. The huge yard was shadowed in the dim light of sunset, and Lia and her dragons were nowhere in sight. I hoped she had returned to her room for a good night’s sleep. 
 
    I yawned and headed out into the quiet hallway, and I didn’t come across anyone as I made my way up the main staircase and down the long corridor to the wing where our rooms were. Nick and all my ladies’ doors were all closed, and the hall was quiet, so I assumed they were settling in for the night. 
 
    It wasn’t particularly late yet, but we’d had a very busy few days, and I expected they were feeling about as tired as I was. 
 
    I walked into my room, shrugged off my new badass leather jacket, and held it up to admire it for a moment before I hung it on the back of a chair at the small table. Then I stripped off the rest of my clothes and dropped them in a heap by the bathroom door, and I walked into my bathroom for a hot shower. While the water got to the perfect temperature, I allowed my mind to wander. 
 
    Burkhard had said he was sending one of his top scientific advisors, and my libido really wanted it to be Dr. Hastings. The idea of having the sexy cougar here in London, well away from our usual Academic environment, gave me that excited giddy feeling I used to get on Christmas Eve when I was a kid. 
 
    I let myself fantasize about fucking the platinum-blonde scientist right here in this shower while I scrubbed the London dust from my hair. It wasn’t long before my body was raging with arousal, and I had to turn the water temperature down or risk completely overheating. 
 
    I shoved those thoughts away to avoid future disappointment. I knew it was incredibly unlikely that Dr. Hastings would be the one to come all the way to London just to deliver the information and data from SEEKR. Any scientist could do that, and AIMM was chock-full of them. As much as I wanted to see Dr. Hastings and have a taste of her again, I knew the scientist arriving was probably going to be some old balding man. 
 
    Thankfully, I had my five girlfriends here with me in London. 
 
    The thought hit me suddenly, and I laughed to myself. I still couldn’t believe that I had five sexy, badass women who were committed to me, and a sexy side-piece cougar who wanted me every opportunity she got. What I had ever done to deserve this kind of sexual karma, I didn’t know, but I was going to cling to it with everything I had. 
 
    I took a few deep, steadying breaths and tried to shove my arousal back down as I let the warm water flow down my back, but alluring images of Dr. Hastings in just her stockings and garter belt kept creeping into my mind. 
 
    I groaned with frustration and turned the water off. 
 
    Maybe when all of this was over, and we returned to AIMM, I could have Dr. Hastings again. I bet she would be down for a bit of “we saved the world from a massive force of evil” celebratory sex session. 
 
    The idea made me smile as I turned the shower off and dried my body with a thick white towel. Then I shaved quickly and brushed my teeth in preparation for bed, and I walked back out of the bathroom with the towel slung around my shoulders to catch the last few drops of water from my hair. 
 
    I was in the middle of digging out a pair of boxers from my worn duffel bag when a subtle knock at the door caught my attention. 
 
    “What now?” I wondered. 
 
    I stepped into my boxers and walked over to the door, and just before I laid my hand on the knob, I heard a slight giggle from the other side. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I recognized the playful laughter of my pink-haired girlfriend. When I pulled the door open, Steffi and Nala were standing in the hallway wrapped in the same thick white bathrobes that I’d spotted in my own bathroom. 
 
    “Hello, ladies,” I said, and I leaned against the doorframe as my erection sprang back to life. 
 
    Steffi’s face was already flushed with arousal, and there was a mischievous glint in Nala’s dark eyes. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” Steffi giggled, and her eyes raked over my nearly naked and obviously aroused body. “Mind if we come… in?” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” I teased. “But I think I might be the one cumming in. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “That’s what we were hoping for,” Nala murmured, and her breathing was already a bit ragged. 
 
    Nala and Steffi walked into my room together, and I closed the door behind them before I leaned back against it and enjoyed the view as they dropped their robes to the floor. They were both completely, perfectly, and beautifully naked underneath, and my cock twitched excitedly toward my strawberry and chocolate lovers. 
 
    “Nala and I agreed…” Steffi purred, and she wrapped her left arm around Nala’s waist. Then she caressed the tips of her fingers up the curly-haired girl’s taut stomach. “We need some good Dragon Conjurer loving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nala breathed. “Like, right now.” 
 
    “I think I can help with that.” I smirked at my sexy ladies.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Good,” Steffi mewled, and her golden eyes rolled back in her head as she tweaked one of Nala’s dark nipples. “Because I don’t think I could have made it another day without your hands all over me.” 
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” Nala gasped. She reached up to cup Steffi’s perfect breast in her hand and rubbed her thumb over the tip until it hardened into a tight point. “I feel like my whole body has been buzzing all day.” 
 
    “I had to change my panties when we got back,” Steffi confessed as her face turned the same shade of pink as her wavy locks. “They were totally soaked.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t let two of my best ladies go unsatisfied, now can I?” I asked, and I let the arousal pumping through my veins add a bit of a rasp to my voice. 
 
    Then I walked over and wrapped each of my hands around my lovers’ slender waists. I was right in the middle of my favorite ice cream sundae threesome with Steffi on my left and Nala on my right. 
 
    I leaned in and captured Nala’s mouth with mine, and she instantly melted against my side. I caressed up to her ribcage and cupped her full breast in the palm of my hand as I explored her mouth with my tongue. 
 
    Steffi dragged her nails lightly along my skin as she sank down to her knees at my side. She grabbed hold on the waistband of my boxers and carefully pulled them over my raging erection. Then she wrapped her fingers around my length and pressed the most gentle kiss on the tip. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed as my lips danced with Nala’s, and I felt Steffi smile against my head. 
 
    My fairy-girl wrapped her lips around my throbbing cock and pressed herself forward until she gagged softly on my length. 
 
    I lowered my left hand and carded my fingers through Steffi’s pink hair as I massaged Nala’s tits with my right. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Nala gasped against my mouth, and her head fell back as she sank harder against me. “That feels so good.” 
 
    Pleasure flowed through my body slowly and persistently as Steffi sucked my cock like the most expensive ice cream cone in the world. She flicked her tongue teasingly against my swollen tip and then swallowed as much of my length as she could manage. 
 
    Nala’s knees started to grow weak, and I could feel her trembling against me as she clung to my shoulders to keep from falling to the thick carpet beneath us. 
 
    “I love the way you suck my cock,” I growled to Steffi. “And I want you to keep doing it while I eat out Nala’s pussy.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Steffi hummed as she popped my dick out of her mouth. She looked up at me with heavy-lidded eyes as she licked her lips. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “So would I,” Nala gasped. 
 
    “Good.” I made sure my curly-haired girlfriend was steady on her feet before I laid right down on the thick carpet. Then I looked up at my sexy lovers and curled my index fingers at them in invitation. “Get back here, both of you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Steffi giggled, and she scooted right over and bobbed her head back onto my dick. 
 
    Nala’s chocolate-colored skin blushed as she braced her feet on either side of my head and sank down facing toward Steffi. She braced her palms on Beyblade’s tattoo as I wrapped my hands around her thighs to hold her in place, and heat flashed out from my fire dragon as I flicked my tongue across Nala’s dripping pussy lips. 
 
    I forced my hips to remain still on the floor even though I ached to thrust up into Steffi’s hot mouth. Instead, I focused all my raging desire on Nala’s clit, and I massaged my fingers gently into the muscles of her inner thighs. 
 
    “Ooooh, Dylaaaan!” Nala moaned. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Steffi hummed with appreciation, and the vibration tingled through my length and fueled the fire deep in my gut. 
 
    I worked my tongue over Nala’s engorged bundle of nerves and lapped up her juices as they soaked my chin. 
 
    Nala gasped and braced her palms on my thighs when I wrapped my lips around her clit and sucked. She dug her fingernails into my quads, and Griff and Zofia immediately let out a surge of dragon energy that would have brought me to my knees if I wasn’t already laying on the floor. 
 
    “Uhh,” I groaned, and I gripped Nala’s hips hard to hold her in place. Then I thrust my tongue as deep into her pussy as I could. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Nala moaned with intense pleasure, and her thighs started to tremble on either side of my head. “Yes, please! Right there!” 
 
    I pushed the rising pleasure of Steffi’s mouth to the back of my mind, and I urged Nala closer to the edge. I released my right hand from around her shapely hip and reached down between her thighs until I found her clit with my middle finger. 
 
    Then I kept tongue fucking Nala as I played over her clit in tight little teasing circles. 
 
    “Oh! Yes!” Nala gasped and arched her back to press her hot flesh harder against my finger. “Yes, Dylan! I’m gonna cuuuum!” 
 
    Steffi’s hot mouth disappeared from my dick, and I felt her shift over my hips. A second later, the heat of her pussy hovered over the tip of my dick, and I thrust up before she could move away. I slid my throbbing cock into Steffi’s dripping tunnel with one long thrust, and she sank down hard onto my hips. 
 
    “Goddamn, yes. Nal, cum for him,” Steffi purred, and then I heard the smacking of their lips as my delicious lovers kissed. 
 
    I nudged my finger teasingly over Nala’s clit right in that spot that always drove her totally crazy as I slid my tongue up her slick heat in one long lick. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck,” Nala groaned, and she ground her hips down onto my face as her whole body shuddered with her release. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so hot,” Steffi breathed. She gyrated in a slow hard circle on my cock and made it hard to focus. 
 
    I forced my tongue to ease Nala through her shuddering release until her legs finally stopped twitching. Then Nala sighed with immense satisfaction and lifted herself from my face, and I turned my attention to fucking Steffi. 
 
    But it was immediately obvious that Steffi had every intention of fucking me instead. 
 
    “Relax, cutie,” my fairy-girl lover purred as she braced her palms on my chest and lifted herself off my cock only to sink slowly back down again. “Let me have my way with you.” 
 
    “Mmm, okay,” I sighed, and I propped my hands behind my head. 
 
    Nala lounged back on her forearms beside me and watched with hazy eyes as Steffi started to ride my dick with slow determination. 
 
    “Aaaah, I’ve wanted your cock inside me all day,” Steffi moaned as her eyes slid closed. “Just like this.” 
 
    Steffi arched her lower back and leaned forward until just the very tip of my dick remained inside her hot pussy, and she sank purposefully back down and ground her clit against my pelvis. Then she did it again with the same slow, teasing rhythm. 
 
    Pleasure flooded over my nerves and buzzed under my skin as Steffi’s inner walls started to flutter ever so slightly. 
 
    “Mmmm, do you want more, baby?” I asked, but I didn’t move a muscle. I was really enjoying letting my pink-haired girlfriend use me like her own personal dildo. 
 
    “Yes,” Steffi gasped a moment later as she pressed my shaft deep inside her pussy. 
 
    “Nala, play with Steffi’s clit,” I said in a softly commanding voice. “And if you make her cum for us, I’ll fuck you just how you want it.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Nala smirked, and she shifted forward. 
 
    My earth-bending lover reached between my fairy-girl and me, and I could tell by the catch in Steffi’s breathing the exact moment Nala touched her clit. 
 
    My mouth started to water as I watched Nala’s wrist work between Steffi’s thighs, and I started to thrust up into Steffi’s tight tunnel just the tiniest bit. Between Nala’s teasing fingers and my subtle thrusting, Steffi quickly started to lose control over her steady movements. My pink-haired lover began to bounce on my cock faster and with a more erratic rhythm. 
 
    Pleasure burned in the back of my mind, but I put a tight clamp on my desire. The tension was delicious as it built up in the base of my spine, but I knew the longer I held it off, the better it would be. I also knew exactly what my ladies wanted, and I was going to give them all of that and more. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” Nala cooed, and she leaned forward and took Steffi’s tight nipple between her lips. 
 
    “Oooh, yes! I like that!” Steffi moaned and started to bounce even faster. 
 
    I could tell my fairy-girl was close as her inner walls started to tighten around my shaft. 
 
    Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled my hands from behind my head and gripped Steffi’s hips hard in both my hands. Then I held her firmly in place just above me and thrust up hard and slow into her hungry pussy. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Steffi groaned low in her throat like an animal, and she grabbed hold of Nala’s shoulder for dear life. “Yes! Fuck me just like that!” 
 
    I grinned with smug satisfaction and picked up the pace just a bit. I pounded up hard into Steffi’s dripping tunnel as Nala continued to play with her engorged clit. Every few thrusts, Nala’s fingertip would slip lower and brush against the base of my cock in an exciting bit of extra sensation that sent my blood thundering through my veins. 
 
    Then Steffi’s perfect mouth fell open in a silent gasp as her entire body began to shudder with the crashing pleasure of her orgasm. 
 
    “Yeeees!” Steffi gasped, and she ground herself down onto my hips until I couldn’t possibly get any deeper inside her. “Oooooohh.” 
 
    I pressed my hips into the air and lifted Steffi slightly off the carpeted floor with my cock, and I nudged her gently through the aggressive waves of her climactic bliss. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Nala hummed and pressed a sweet kiss to the corner of Steffi’s open mouth. “Did that feel as good as it looked?” 
 
    “Yes,” Steffi gasped, and then she giggled. “Oh, god, I really needed that.” 
 
    “I could tell.” I smirked. Then I sat up, and I lifted Steffi gently off my rock-hard cock and set her softly on the floor beside me. 
 
    “Is it my turn now?” Nala asked with a coy smile. “I really need your cock so deep inside me.” 
 
    “You know it is, babe.” I grinned. “Get that ass in the air for me.” 
 
    Nala’s whole face lit up in a bright and eager smile, and she rushed to obey. My chocolate-skinned lover turned around, leaned down on her forearms, and lifted her perfect ass in the air for me. Then she peeked back at me from the carpet and shook her ass in an open invitation. 
 
    “Oh, you little minx,” I teased. I gave her right cheek a good firm spank and gripped her hips in both my hands. “You’re gonna get it.” 
 
    “Mmmm, yes, please,” Nala whined, and she leaned back until her ass fit perfectly against my pelvis with my cock tucked gently between her cheeks. 
 
    I used my hand and nudged against the wetness of her tight tunnel, and I thrust into her eager pussy in one hard movement. 
 
    Nala’s head rolled back as she sank back against me as far as she could go. 
 
    “You like that?” I growled.  
 
    “Oh, fuuuuuck, yeeeessss,” my curly-haired lover moaned low and long. 
 
    Steffi watched us with still-hungry eyes, and I could tell she needed another good orgasm to truly satisfy her. I gave Nala’s hips a squeeze and paused my thrusts with the head of my dick just inside her inner walls. 
 
    “Oooh, Dylan,” Nala begged. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” I purred as I leaned over her to nip at her ear. “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t take it anymore, but I need you to do something for Steffi, too.” 
 
    “Oh, anything,” Nala whined. 
 
    I gazed up at my pink-haired girl and gave her a devilish grin. 
 
    “You’re going to eat out Steffi’s pussy and make her cum again while I fuck you,” I ordered my curly-haired lover. “And you don’t get to cum until she does.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Nala gasped. “Okay.” 
 
    Steffi bit down hard on her bottom lip as a deep pink flush spread over her cheeks. Then she spread her legs open wide and scooted her pussy in front of Nala’s face. 
 
    Nala shifted her arms around Steffi’s hips and pulled her in closer. 
 
    I enjoyed the sudden wash of intense sensation that flooded over Steffi’s face when Nala’s tongue slid teasingly over her clit for a long moment before I sank back in my curly-haired girl’s pussy. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Nala moaned into my fairy-girl’s wet pussy. 
 
    I gripped Nala’s hips and massaged my thumbs into the lowest part of her back as I set a steady and demanding pace. Liquid lightning trickled down my spine and settled low in my gut, but I kept a short leash on my passion and a close eye on Steffi’s face. 
 
    My fairy-girl laid back comfortably on the plush carpet and sighed with soft pleasure as my curly-haired lover went to town on her, and I matched the pace of Nala’s movements. 
 
    Then Nala moved her hand up underneath her, and I could tell by the movements of her arm that she’d started to finger fuck Steffi. I groaned low in my throat and gave Nala a little more as a reward for the pleasure she was giving Steffi. 
 
    My pink-haired lover’s entire body started to flush the same shade as her hair again, and she bit down on the knuckle of her right index finger. 
 
    “Fuck, Nal,” Steffi gasped. “You’re so good at eating out my pussy.” 
 
    “Christ,” I grunted low in my throat, and I picked the pace up another degree. 
 
    Nala’s legs started to tremble as her arm started moving faster, and Steffi’s breathing grew rapidly shallow. 
 
    I knew they were both on the verge of another breathtaking climax. I reached between Nala’s thighs and rubbed the pad of my middle finger so gently over the very tip of her clit. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Steffi moaned, and her mouth fell open. “Right there! Don’t stop!” 
 
    Nala’s arm worked fast between Steffi’s flushed and trembling thighs, and a second later she pushed my fairy-girl right over the edge into blissful oblivion. 
 
    “Fuuuuck!” Steffi groaned, and her thighs tensed and shuddered around Nala’s dark curls. 
 
    I leaned forward over Nala as I gripped her hip with my left hand while I kept teasing her clit with my right. 
 
    “Good girl,” I growled. “Now, cum for me.” 
 
    “Fuu--” Nala gasped, and her head collapsed on Steffi’s inner thigh as her inner walls clamped down around me. “Uuuuuhhhh!” 
 
    The tight rippling waves of Nala’s crashing orgasm broke down the very last bits of my restraint, and I tumbled right into the abyss with her. My eyes slammed shut, and I groaned deep in my chest as I pumped Nala full of my hot seed. 
 
    Fire exploded behind my eyes and electricity blasted along all of my nerves as my brain misfired for a full ten seconds from the intense pleasure that radiated through every cell. I filled Nala with my cum and my cock as I nudged deep inside her walls, and we rode out the rocking waves of our climaxes together for what felt like hours. 
 
    “Fuck, that was fucking incredible,” Steffi sighed, and she scratched her fingers gently through Nala’s dark curls. 
 
    “Mmmmhmmm,” Nala hummed and mumbled a few nonsense sounds before her brain started working properly again. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I agreed. “I needed that as much as you did.” 
 
    I pulled my sated dick slowly out of Nala’s sloppy pussy and gave her ass a gentle pat. 
 
    “Now all I need is sleep,” Nala murmured, and her words were a bit slurred like she was totally drunk from my dick. 
 
    “Oooh, that sounds so good,” Steffi hummed. “Can we stay the night, Dyl?” 
 
    “Of course, you can.” I smiled at my blissed-out ladies, stood up from the carpet, and reached down to help them both up. 
 
    “Woah…” Nala breathed as she wobbled on her feet for a split second. “Head rush.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Steffi giggled. 
 
    “Come here, my sleepyheads,” I chuckled, and I wrapped a supportive arm around each of their waists. Then I led my ladies to the bed, and they climbed under the blankets with satisfied sighs. 
 
    “Come snuggle,” Steffi pleaded with a sleepy smile. 
 
    I grinned at my lovers and climbed in between them. Steffi draped herself over my right side, and Nala curled up on my left. The bed was so luxurious that we all fell asleep within minutes, and I didn’t have another thought until the soft sunlight woke me up in the morning. 
 
    Both of my ladies were still sound asleep curled up against me, and I pressed gentle kisses on the tops of their heads to rouse them. 
 
    “Good morning,” I murmured. 
 
    “Mmm,” Nala hummed, and then her whole body tightened in one of those intense first-thing-in-the-morning stretches. “Oooooh.” 
 
    “Big stretch,” Steffi giggled, and then she enjoyed a more intentional rousing of her limbs. 
 
    “I love those stretches first thing in the morning.” I grinned. “The kind where it just takes over your entire body. Ugh, so good.” 
 
    “They really are,” Nala sighed, and then her stomach growled loudly. “Mmm, breakfast next, I think.” 
 
    “That sounds so perfect,” Steffi agreed. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “And I have news for the whole team.” 
 
    “News?” Nala asked, and she sat up in bed. “What kind of news?” 
 
    “Burkhard called to talk to me last night,” I explained. “I’ve got updates, but we should find the rest of the team first. It’s news for everyone.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Steffi said as she flung the covers aside and hopped out of bed. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nala agreed. “You’ve got me all kinds of curious now, let’s get going.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled at my ladies. 
 
    “Shit…” Steffi stopped in her tracks as she looked around my room. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, shit,” Nala agreed as she looked around. 
 
    “All our stuff is in our rooms,” Steffi explained. 
 
    “Thank god we brought our robes last night,” Nala laughed. 
 
    “That’s so true!” Steffi burst into a fit of giggles. “We’ll get dressed and meet you in the hallway, cutie. Come on, Nal.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I shook my head lovingly at my ladies and watched them throw on their robes and disappear into the hallway. 
 
    I took a moment to stretch the sleep from my limbs, and then I got out of bed a bit more slowly. I walked over to where my clothes were halfway pulled out of my duffel bag and threw on a pair of jeans and a plain black t-shirt. Then I went into the bathroom, quickly scrubbed a comb through my hair, and brushed my teeth before I walked out into the hallway to wait for my ladies. 
 
    I quickly went over all the information Burkhard had given me last night in my head, and I decided I would start with the news about Brandon. I knew that Nick was worried about his new friend, and my whole team was concerned about SEEKR’s status. They would all be relieved to hear the system was back up and running. 
 
    A few moments later, Steffi and Nala came out into the hallway. They looked well-rested, and I knew they were still enjoying the satisfaction of our adventures from the night before. 
 
    Nala had pulled on a pair of skin-tight, dark-wash jeggings and a fashionably baggy wool sweater in a cheery shade of yellow. There was a fun geometric sunshine design stitched around the collar, and bright lines of yellow spread out across her chest. 
 
    Steffi wore bright pink yoga pants that hugged every curve from her narrow waist to her adorably bare feet. My fairy-girl had pulled on a long-sleeved, scoop neck shirt in a muted shade of lavender that somehow perfectly matched her wavy pink hair. 
 
    “Let’s get everybody,” Nala said. “I’m practically dying of curiosity about the news from Burkhard.” 
 
    We each picked one of the other four rooms of our teammates and knocked politely on the wooden doors. 
 
    Elisabeth was first to answer, and she smiled at Steffi in her blue polka-dot pajamas. 
 
    “Bonjour, amie,” Elisabeth murmured. She poked her head into the hallway, and her coppery eyebrows rose up when she saw Nala and I waiting at the other doors. “Is something happening? Is there a mission?” 
 
    “No, no mission this morning,” Steffi said. “But Dylan has news from Burkhard, and he wants to tell us all at the same time.” 
 
    “Oh, very good.” Elisabeth smiled as her fierce features relaxed. “Allow me a moment to get dressed, and then I will join you in the hall.” 
 
    Ronin pulled open the door in front of me just as Elisabeth closed hers. 
 
    “Did I hear that there is news?” My Japanese lover stood before me in just one of the fluffy white robes that AMIE had left in our rooms. Her long black hair was a bit mussed still, and it looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. “Is it good news?” 
 
    “Mostly.” I grinned at Ronin. “Get dressed and come meet us in the sitting room. I want to tell everybody together.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ronin hummed. Then she smiled as she slowly closed the door between us. “I will be right out.” 
 
    “Lia isn’t answering,” Nala grumbled as she knocked on the Russian beauty’s door once more with more insistence. “Lia!” 
 
    “She doesn’t strike me as a very morning-y morning person,” Steffi said with a casually dry tone. “I bet she’s still sleeping.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Nala shrugged and knocked again. 
 
    I walked over to Lia’s door and turned the knob slowly to stick my head inside. 
 
    The room was dark, and my heart leapt up into my throat as I saw that the bed was empty. I pushed the door the rest of the way open and searched around the dimly-lit room. 
 
    “Lia?” I called, and I was about to walk into the room when the bathroom door opened. 
 
    The beautiful blonde walked out of the bathroom in a thick cloud of steam. She was towel-drying her dripping hair as she walked out totally naked, but then she gasped loudly and instinctively tried to cover up her gorgeous curves with the towel when she saw me halfway into her room. 
 
    “Oh! Dylan!” she grumbled at me, and her mouth spread in a relieved smile. “You scared the devil right out of me. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” I chuckled. “I’ve got news from AIMM’s headmaster to share with everyone. We tried knocking, but you didn’t answer, and I got worried.” 
 
    “I was in the shower.” Lia smirked and lowered the towel so her nakedness was on full display for me. 
 
    I heard Nala gasp softly behind me, and I knew that my earth-bending girlfriend had gotten an eyeful of the Dragon Conjurer’s full breasts. I smirked to myself and turned my focus to Lia’s face. 
 
    “I can see that,” I murmured playfully. “Get dressed and meet us in the sitting room, please.” 
 
    “Da,” Lia said. “Just a moment.” 
 
    “Take your time,” I said, and I couldn’t keep my eyes from raking down every inch of her glorious, dragon tattoo-covered skin. 
 
    Then I turned back around as I closed the door and caught Nala blushing just behind me. She chewed on her bottom lip and shrugged like a kid who wasn’t the least bit sorry about being caught with her hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “Let’s get Nick.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Steffi said in a sing-song voice as she bounded across the hall to Nick’s room. She pounded hard on the door for a solid five seconds. 
 
    “What?!” Nick screamed from inside the room. “I’m busy!” 
 
    “Dylan has news from Burkhard!” Steffi called back with a big grin on her face. 
 
    I heard Nick’s muffled voice and then his footsteps as he approached the door. He pulled it open and stood in a ragged Attack on Titan t-shirt and black gym shorts. 
 
    “News?” the blond nymph asked. “What kind of news?” 
 
    “Come meet us in the sitting room,” I chuckled. I spotted Nick’s computer open on his bed and saw Zahra’s face on the screen. I waved to her and raised my voice so she could hear me. “Hey, Z!” 
 
    “Hi, Dylan,” Zahra said from the video chat. “How’s London?” 
 
    “It’s pretty awesome,” I said, and I turned to Nick. “Bring her with you if you want, I don’t see any reason Zahra can’t hear the news, too.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nick said. He dashed over and carefully scooped up his laptop. “Come on, babe, Dylan’s got news.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Zahra chuckled. “Sounds exciting.” 
 
    Steffi and Nala had walked into the fancy sitting room that was the only other room in our wing of the old English estate. I strode across the hall and walked in to find them seated beside each other on one of the wood-framed couches. 
 
    We’d spent most of the day after our battle with the Hecatoncheires just lounging around doing a lot of nothing in here. The space was large and filled with comfortable leather armchairs and plush couches. There was a full bar beside the wide bay window, complete with plenty of drinks and snacks to satisfy even Nick’s voracious appetite. The room was as comfortable as it was English, with a wide open fireplace and a huge oil painting of a fruit bowl above the wooden mantel. The only modern amenity of the sitting room was the addition of a sixty-inch flat screen television across the room from the fireplace. 
 
    I sat down in one of the leather armchairs and smiled at Steffi and Nala. Nick settled his laptop on the end table beside his seat and carefully adjusted the screen until Zahra could see us all. 
 
    A second later, Elisabeth, Ronin, and Lia walked into the sitting room together, and they all looked just as gorgeous as always. 
 
    Elisabeth had traded her blue pajamas for a pair of jogger-style sweatpants in a dark shade of gray. She wore a comfy-looking thermal shirt in a shade of green that perfectly complimented her pale green eyes, and she tied off her hair in a long fishtail braid as she sat down across from me. 
 
    Ronin had chosen black jeans that hugged perfectly at the narrowest part of her waist. She wore a bright blue shirt that cinched in just above the waistband of her pants, and her glossy black hair was braided up around her head like a crown. 
 
    Lia’s straight-leg jeans were tight over her perfect ass and cuffed twice around her ankles. She wore a black sweater that looked super soft and had a small keyhole below her neck that showed off a portion of her black Chinese dragon and the very top of her cleavage. She’d pulled her golden-blonde hair into a loose ponytail at the back of her head. 
 
    Everybody settled into the comfortable seats around me and watched me with expectant gazes. 
 
    “So, there’s a fair amount of good news,” I started. “And some news that sounds like it’s probably going to lead to bad news.” 
 
    “I’m totally shocked by that,” Nick said with a completely straight face and a dryness in his voice that made it clear he wasn’t at all surprised. 
 
    “SEEKR is back up and running,” I announced. 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful!” Steffi said. 
 
    “Yeah, apparently Brandon was able to fix the corrupted code,” I explained. “Burkhard didn’t go into the specifics, but he said SEEKR is up, running, and more secure than ever before.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zahra chimed in. “Brandon was able to create a bunch of new security protocols and firewalls or something to keep unwanted intruders out of the system.” 
 
    “That’s so awesome,” Nick said, and he smiled at his girlfriend. “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Better,” Zahra said. “I think being able to do something productive and helpful really made him feel good. He was really bummed out that he couldn’t help during the attack in Seattle.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Steffi breathed. “Dylan mentioned there was an attack the same night we were saving London.” 
 
    “I almost forgot about that,” Nala sighed. “Man, I was so tired the next day, I hardly remember everything we talked about.” 
 
    “I didn’t get any details about the Seattle attack,” I said, and I looked at Zahra’s face on Nick’s computer screen. “What happened? What kind of monsters were you all dealing with?” 
 
    “Oh, it was totally insane,” Zahra exclaimed. “There was a whole army of this thing called a Colossal Claude. Apparently, it’s some monster that’s native to Oregon, and it’s like a common local legend.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard of that legend.” I nodded. “The Colossal Claude is supposed to be some kind of camel-headed sea creature.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Zahra nodded back. “They looked kind of like the drawings I’ve seen of the Loch Ness Monster. Or that ocean-dwelling dinosaur, what is it, babe?” 
 
    “The plesiosaurs?” Nick offered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” Zahra said. “It was insane, there were so many of them, and they were freaking huge.” 
 
    “The legends say they’re about forty feet long,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, they were way bigger than that,” Zahra said with an emphatic nod. “I’d say almost twice that size. It took every team to deal with them all, and we only just managed to win.” 
 
    “I am very glad you are alright,” Ronin said. “It sounds like the AIMM cadets were nearly overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Yeah, we really could have used the Dragon Conjurer,” Zahra said, and she yawned like a snake trying to eat a moose. “Oh, sorry, it’s really late here.” 
 
    “You should get to bed, baby,” Nick said. He picked his computer up and held it close to his face, and he made a bunch of kissy faces at the screen. “I love you, and I can’t wait to see you in person.” 
 
    “I love you, too, babe,” Zahra’s voice sounded tired and raw with emotion. “Stay safe, and we’ll be together again soon.” 
 
    “I love you, I love you, I love you,” Nick cooed at the screen. 
 
    “Ugh,” Nala muttered quietly and rolled her eyes, but she was smiling at my best friend. “Gross.” 
 
    Steffi playfully nudged her and gave her a gentle shushing. 
 
    “Get some sleep, baby,” Nick said, and he finally blew a final kiss at the screen and closed the top. 
 
    “Are you finished?” Nala teased. 
 
    “Yes, thank you very much,” Nick said, and he stuck his tongue out at us. 
 
    “I suspect there is more news to share,” Elisabeth said as she gazed at me. “Oui, Dylan?” 
 
    “You’re right, there’s more.” I grinned. “Not only is SEEKR up and running, but Burkhard told me that all the Academies have agreed to connect with each other over a massive network.” 
 
    “Woah,” Nick breathed. 
 
    “That is incredible,” Ronin gasped. 
 
    “All of them?” Ronin asked, and she raised one eyebrow with skepticism. “I cannot see Headmistress Volkov agreeing to such open access to RMA’s records very easily.” 
 
    “Burkhard said even Volkov agreed.” I shrugged and looked at my team. “He said our diplomatic work at all the Academies has really paid off.” 
 
    “You did seem to make quite an impression on Headmistress Volkov,” Lia pointed out. “I also think she would not want to be the only Academy left out from such a network. I believe she might interpret such isolation as the other Academies joining together against her, as foolish of a notion as that may be.” 
 
    “She’s what my grandma would have called an odd bird,” I chuckled. “But her motives don’t really matter, what matters is that communication is going to be faster and more open between the Academies than ever before in their histories.” 
 
    “This is true,” Elisabeth agreed. 
 
    “And it’s a very good thing, too,” Nick added. 
 
    “I think so, too, Burkhard and I agree that things are going to be coming to a head really soon.” I frowned at them all as the looming shadow of the immediate future crept back up my spine. “And speaking of the GSO. Burkhard said he’s going to be sending one of his top scientific advisors all the way here to hand-deliver some important new data to us.” 
 
    “Top scientific advisor, huh?” Nick tossed me a sly look from the corner of his eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” I eyed him back. “Burkhard didn’t say who it would be, but he did say they’d be bringing ‘good news’ with them.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck yes! Oh, you know that’s going to be new ranks!” Nick cheered suddenly, and he put on a terrible English accent. “There’s no fucking way we didn’t rank up after saving the bloody Queen o’ England.” 
 
    “That would be so cool!” Steffi gasped. 
 
    “I’m finally going to get my orange rank!” Nick slid down in his seat with pure delight. “Oh, I can’t wait to rub it in Johnny’s face!” 
 
    “Who do you think it will be?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nala replied. “Ugh, I hope it’s not that fat little guy. He’s always got gunk in the corners of his eyes.” 
 
    “Maybe it will be Professor Romine,” Nick suggested. 
 
    “Well, we’ll find out soon enough,” I said as I shoved away the thought of Dr. Hastings in Mr. Thomas’ office. “Burkhard made it sound like they’d be arriving in the next day or two.” 
 
    “May I ask something?” Lia spoke up. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “What is this orange rank Nick spoke about?” Lia asked, and her golden eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “At AIMM, cadets are given a rank based on their skill level,” Steffi explained. 
 
    “It goes, Blue, Green, Yellow, Orange, and then Red,” Nala added. “And each color has five levels.” 
 
    “Right, so I’m a Yellow Five right now,” Nick said. “And the next time I rank up, I’ll be an Orange One.” 
 
    “Dylan was the first Red Rank at AIMM,” Steffi boasted. “It made some waves because he came in and was immediately given a Red One rank.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Lia nodded. “At RMA we are divided into tiers. There are six tiers in total, and they go up from tier six to tier one.” 
 
    “What tier are you?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “I am tier two.” Lia frowned. “Yelena is also a tier two, and Oksana and Inessa are both tier three.” 
 
    “Are there any tier ones at RMA?” Ronin asked. 
 
    “Nyet.” Lia shook her head. “Volkov has made it clear to me that no one will be awarded a tier one until I have earned it myself.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Nick hissed through his teeth. “That sounds like a good way to stir up trouble among the cadets.” 
 
    “Trouble and resentment,” Ronin agreed. 
 
    “Yes,” Lia said, and she knotted her fingers together in her lap. 
 
    She didn’t say anything more than that, and I searched for a way to move the conversation away from the troubling topic. A second later, Ms. Young appeared in the open doorway and politely cleared her throat. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt,” the pretty brunette said. “But there is a monster situation. Mr. Thomas requires you in his office straight away.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “I guess our time off is over.” Nick stood up and glanced down at his shorts and hole-riddled t-shirt. “I’m going to throw on some clothes real quick. I’ll meet you guys down there in a minute.” 
 
    Nick rushed across the room and across the hall, and the rest of us stood up and followed Ms. Young down to Mr. Thomas’ office. Nick must have moved at triple-speed because he darted down the hall to join us just as we reached the office door. 
 
    “That was fast,” Nala said. 
 
    Nick smirked as he worked to catch his breath. He’d changed into a pair of straight-leg jeans and a black thermal shirt. 
 
    Ms. Young didn’t even bother knocking on Mr. Thomas’ door, she just pushed it open and waved us inside. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper, please, come in, come in.” The balding Englishman urged us forward as he studied a file on the desk in front of him. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said. “Ms. Young said there was a monster situation. What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have a displaced monster situation occurring in the English countryside,” Thomas explained. “I feel absolutely dreadful about pulling you away from your well-earned rest, but I fear this situation calls for the Dragon Conjurers.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I assured him. “I think we were getting a little restless anyway.” 
 
    “It’s true, sir,” Steffi agreed with a smile. “We don’t really know how to do downtime very well.” 
 
    “What displaced monster is it?” Nala asked. 
 
    “The reports indicate there is a displaced Qoqnoos,” Thomas said. 
 
    “A Qoqnoos?” Nick repeated. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “And where is it displaced from?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “It’s an ancient Persian legend,” I answered. 
 
    “Quite right, Mr. Cooper.” Thomas nodded. “It is wreaking pure havoc on one of England’s main apple orchards in Yorkshire. The entire orchard is under threat, and even the surrounding areas are in danger if the Qoqnoos is not handled quickly.” 
 
    “So… What’s a Qoqnoos, then?” Nick asked again. 
 
    “It’s basically like a Phoenix,” I explained. “A huge firebird, and if it’s attacking an orchard, it has plenty to burn.” 
 
    “Fascinating creatures, really,” Thomas murmured as he studied the file in front of them. “Terribly little is known about them. They are nearly impossible to capture alive… oh, but what a wonderful addition to the collection it would be…” 
 
    The tall man’s voice trailed off for a moment as he daydreamed about adding one of the Persian firebirds to the European Academy’s monster specimens. 
 
    “Please, excuse me,” Thomas cleared his throat and let out a nervous chuckle. “The head scientist at AMIE has always longed to study a Phoenix, she has a fascination with fire monsters.” 
 
    There was something in the longing stare of Mr. Thomas’ eyes that made me wonder about his interest in pleasing AMIE’s head scientist, but I pushed the curiosity aside and focused instead on the mission. 
 
    It was hardly my place to question a man’s interest in a clever woman wearing a lab coat. 
 
    “Is there anything else we should know about the mission before we head out?” I asked. 
 
    “No, Mr. Cooper,” Mr. Thomas said, and he closed the file and tapped it on the surface of his desk to straighten the pages inside. “I believe that is about it. Captain Hughes is waiting for you on the runway, and there will be mission clothes waiting for you in the changing rooms.” 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” Nick said. “I want to see this thing.” 
 
    “Good luck, cadets,” Thomas said, and he nodded as we filed out into the hallway. 
 
    We made a quick stop in the changing rooms and found the same black mission clothes that AMIE had provided for us before, and then we strode quickly toward the estate’s front doors and down to the gravel path. We jogged out toward the paved tarmac where a matte black helicopter was waiting for us, and I realized we hadn’t seen Captain Jackson since our arrival in London. I wondered for a moment if she’d returned to AIMM without us, but maybe she and her co-pilot had gone to pick up AIMM’s top scientific advisor. 
 
    “Good morning, cadets,” a burly woman with dark auburn hair and a gentle Irish accent greeted us at the jet’s ramp. “I’m Captain Hughes. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Good morning,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, load on up,” Hughes gestured for us to come inside. “We’ll be taking off in a moment.” 
 
    We hopped up into the helicopter and strapped into our seats. Then we tugged on our headsets and waited for takeoff. 
 
    “Alright, off we go!” Hughes called out as she hustled toward the cockpit. “I hear we have a firebird for you to dispatch and an orchard to save!” 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Elisabeth murmured beside me. 
 
    The engines roared to life, and a moment later, I gripped onto the edge of my seat as I felt the ground drop out from below us in a sickening way. 
 
    “Dylan,” Steffi said. “Is there anything else we should know about this Qoqnoos thing?” 
 
    “Well, as the legend goes, they can live for thousands of years,” I said. “They’re supposed to be incredibly beautiful and graceful creatures. The legend says that when they sing it makes all other birds go quiet.” 
 
    “I bet it is a gorgeous sight,” Ronin said with a wistful smile. “I almost wish my brother were here to enjoy this mission with us. He would be fascinated to battle the creature for which he was named after.” 
 
    “This is gonna be so cool,” Nick said with a touch of childish glee. 
 
    “It will be something, that’s for sure,” I muttered. 
 
    We settled into the usual pre-battle silence that filled our flights to missions, and I turned my attention to my dragons. 
 
    They were all quiet and alert in their tattoos, and Anya and Vera seemed to buzz with a touch of excitement. I got the impression they were as curious about a firebird monster as Nick was. 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to reach the Yorkshire countryside, and soon Captain Hughes’ soft Irish voice came over the comms. 
 
    “We’ll be arriving in a moment,” Hughes announced. “The orchard has been evacuated under the guise of a hazardous pesticide spill, which will also help to explain any potential damage to the orchard itself.” 
 
    “The Academies always think of everything, don’t they?” Nala mused. 
 
    “They have been at the secret-keeping game for a long time,” Ronin pointed out. “I wonder how many natural disasters, chemical spills, and gas leaks were really monster activity.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Nick chuckled. “Like that huge oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico several years ago. I wonder if that was some kind of massive oil-spewing squid monster or something.” 
 
    “It very well could have been.” Elisabeth nodded. 
 
    A moment later, I spotted thick black smoke billowing up from the ground below. I followed the trail of smoke down to the ground and could see a massive line of bright yellow and orange flames engulfing the edges of the orchard. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    The helicopter descended rapidly, and my gut lurched up into my chest until I felt the landing gear touch back to the ground with a sudden jolt. I gazed out the small window at the rows and rows of apple trees on either side of the driveway where Hughes had landed about a hundred yards away from an old farmhouse and a massive barn. 
 
    “Cadets,” Hughes announced over the comms. “I’ve just gotten word from Mr. Thomas that there is a second Qoqnoos on the property. They appear to be on opposite sides of the orchard and are working their way toward this location.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to split up,” I determined, and I glanced at my fellow Dragon Conjurer. “We should lead two teams at the same time. I think Saph, Topaz, Ky, and Griff will be our best choices for this.” 
 
    “I agree.” Lia nodded. “We do not want to add more flames to the fire.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Nala, Steffi, Nick, you three come with me. Elisabeth and Ronin, you two go with Lia.” 
 
    “Here,” Steffi said, and she held out a handful of tiny black earpieces to us. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I inserted the comms device into the curve of my ear. “Stay together, and keep in contact.” 
 
    “Right,” Nala, Elisabeth, and Nick said in synchronization. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” I gave my team an assertive nod and turned to hop out of the helicopter. 
 
    Lia murmured her summoning words, and her blue water dragon and her sand-colored desert dragon appeared in bright flashes of blue and tan. 
 
    “Exokyzo, Dewch yma,” I said. 
 
    Ky and Griff appeared in a burst of bright blue light, and they both looked immediately ready to go. 
 
    I gazed out over the orchard on both sides of where Hughes had landed the helicopter, and two separate plumes of heavy black smoke billowed up on opposite sides of the apple farm. 
 
    “We will go this direction,” Lia declared, and she pointed her finger to our left. 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. I couldn’t see much difference in either of the smoke clouds from here, so I had no reason to disagree with her decision. “Keep in contact, and call for help if anything happens.” 
 
    “We will,” Lia assured me, and then she hopped up onto her blue dragon. 
 
    Elisabeth and Ronin hopped up onto Lia’s sand-colored dragon, and they took off at a fast run through the orchard. 
 
    I turned to Steffi, Nala, and Nick and gave them a quick nod in the other direction. Then I hopped up onto Griff’s back as Steffi stretched out her golden dragonfly wings and fluttered into the air. Nala hopped up onto Ky’s back, and Nick disappeared into the closest apple tree. 
 
    Griff and Ky quickly wove their way through the evenly spaced rows of apple trees. There was just enough room between them for my dragons to move at a decent pace without demolishing the orchard. 
 
    We moved in silence for about two minutes before the massive plume of smoke started to burn the inside of my nose. Ky began to snort out small puffs of cold air, and I could tell the smoke was bothering him as well. 
 
    Then we reached the area where the edge of the fire was spreading further inward. The trees were only about a dozen feet tall, and they were all entirely engulfed in blazing-hot yellow and orange flames. The heat billowing out from the blaze was so intense that we had to stop ten feet away, and I could still feel my eyebrows being singed from the temperature. 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the intense flames, and I turned to my earth-bending girlfriend. 
 
    “Nala, can you smother it out?” I asked. 
 
    “You got it,” Nala answered, and she jumped quickly down from Ky’s back. Then she braced her feet and reached her arms out toward the long row of burning apple trees, and she created a thick burst of loose soil and threw it up over the nearest trees like a shower of earth. It acted much like a powder fire extinguisher, and the flames that consumed two trees were smothered to a less dangerous crackling of embers. These trees were lost, but at least now the fire wouldn’t spread further into the orchard. 
 
    “Ky, help her out,” I commanded my ice dragon. 
 
    Ky leapt into action beside Nala. My ice dragon blew a fierce and long breath of frigid air down the long row of burning trees. They sizzled, crackled, and splintered into shards at the sudden drop in temperature. 
 
    Finally, the flames were smothered enough that the enormous Qoqnoos came into view. 
 
    It was huge, with a wingspan of at least sixty feet. The Persian Phoenix was covered in bright orange and yellow feathers that were tipped with actively burning flames. It had a lethal-looking beak that curved down into a fierce point like a hawk and talons that looked strong enough to wrap around a full beer keg and crush it like a tin can. The firebird had large, beady black eyes on either side of its flaming head, and it turned to look at us as Ky blasted another row of burning trees into smoldering ash. 
 
    The Qoqnoos let out an ear-piercing screech as it flapped its huge wings, and it rose higher above the trees. The air all around the Persian creature’s wings blasted against us and the ground with scorching heat. 
 
    Nala forged a long spear of stone out of the packed earth all around the dead apple trees. She flung it forward like a harpoon at the Qoqnoos’ chest, but the huge firebird evaded the spear easily. 
 
    “Steffi!” I shouted. “See if you can lasso it!” 
 
    “Okay!” My fairy-girl raised a bright golden energy lasso and swirled it above her head three times before she let it fly. 
 
    The giant flaming bird evaded it easily and let out another glass-shattering scream. Then the Qoqnoos pivoted away and soared overhead faster than my eyes could keep up with. I tried to focus on the flashes of yellow and orange, and when it stilled again, the firebird exploded a burst of flames from the edges of its thirty-foot wings. 
 
    All the trees within ten feet of the beast burst into sudden flames like it had turned on a gas fireplace made for Hades himself. 
 
    “Shit!” I shouted. “Keep a safe distance from this thing! It looks like it could turn anything into ash without really trying!” 
 
    Steffi fluttered high up into the air and away from the blazing heat. Then she blasted down a rapid volley of dense golden orbs of energy that pounded into the Qoqnoos’ head in quick succession. 
 
    The enormous firebird’s head pivoted right around to find the source of the blows, and its black eyes narrowed on Steffi. 
 
    I barely had the chance to form the thought inside my head before Ky responded. My ice dragon bolted straight into the air and blasted a harsh gust of freezing air directly at the Qoqnoos’ fire-feathered back. 
 
    The flaming bird roared with rage and pain, and when Ky’s ice melted away, there was a large bald patch on the bird’s back. Its skin was black and blistered from the instant frostbite of Ky’s attack. 
 
    “Awesome, buddy!” I praised my ice dragon. 
 
    If we could get a few more shots like that in, I was confident we could bring this bastard down. 
 
    Nala used the rich soil under our feet to forge a few dozen stone daggers that were each about six inches long. She sent them two at a time directly toward the dead flesh on the Qoqnoos’ back. 
 
    The beast was injured, but it was just as fast and aware as before, and it pivoted around like a top and knocked all the stone daggers away with ease. 
 
    “Nal!” Steffi shouted as she created another thick lasso with her golden fairy-energy. “Get ready for another go!” 
 
    I knew Steffi was going to try and lasso the creature again to hinder its movements, but if she didn’t have some assistance, it would just dodge her lasso again. 
 
    “Nick!” I called. “See if you can draw its attention and distract it!” 
 
    “On it!” the blond nymph called. Then he popped up out of a small weed that had managed to survive the Qoqnoos’ flames. “Hey, fuck-bird!” 
 
    The Qoqnoos turned and screeched at Nick, and my best friend quickly disappeared back into the plant and popped up thirty feet away in the branches of a slightly charred apple tree. 
 
    “Over here, asshole!” Nick shouted and waved his arms to grab the Qoqnoos’ attention, and it worked. 
 
    The Persian firebird flapped its flaming wings and turned completely toward Nick, and it left its injured back on full display for us. 
 
    Steffi swung her lasso over her head twice before she let it fly, and as it hooked around the Qoqnoos’ left foot, Steffi yanked it tight like a leash. 
 
    Before I could enjoy the success of Steffi’s shot, the golden lasso snapped like an overstretched rubber band and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Woah,” Steffi muttered. “I didn’t know that could happen!” 
 
    “The Qoqnoos is hot enough to destroy Steffi’s ropes!” Nick gasped. Then he popped back into the apple tree and darted to the next row over to maintain the Qoqnoos’ attention. 
 
    “Nick, keep it up!” I called. 
 
    “You got it,” Nick said, and I could hear the smirk in his voice. 
 
    He popped quickly in and out of the long rows of apple trees at the edge of the destruction. The Qoqnoos just managed to keep pace with the blond nymph, and it was clearly more focused on catching its tricky prey than paying attention to the rest of us. 
 
    While he was distracted, Ky took it upon himself to smother out some of the fresh flames among the apple trees to keep the fires from spreading toward the farmhouse and barn. 
 
    I urged Griff to bring me around so I could inspect the damage to the Qoqnoos’ back, and my stealth dragon quickly complied. I knew we were in full stealth mode now, so we didn’t draw even a glance from the firebird. 
 
    The wound on the Persian creature’s back spanned at least three feet across, and the skin was black and covered in softball-sized blisters all around the edges. It was disgusting, and I knew the flesh was dead from Ky’s brutal ice attack. If we could get another blast like that to the beast’s head or chest, we could finish it off. 
 
    I passed the thought to Ky, and I felt him pivot back toward us through the invisible silver tether that connected us. 
 
    “Nala,” I said through the comms. “Go for the injury on the bastard’s back.” 
 
    Nala’s dark curls bounced as she nodded in agreement. Then she brought up another thick array of stone daggers and started to fling them with an intense velocity at the Qoqnoos’ frostbitten back. 
 
    About half of the daggers missed as the Persian Phoenix hovered and pivoted after Nick’s rapid movements. The other half sunk deep into the beast’s thick muscles, and its wings started to flap harder and more erratically. 
 
    “Perfect, now get ready to go for the head, Nal,” I instructed. 
 
    Then I sent a silent command to Ky to get another huge attack ready to go, too. My ice dragon gave me a barely perceptible nod, and he sucked in a huge, deep breath before he took off into the air and glided silently up behind the distracted Qoqnoos. 
 
    I watched with admiration as a volley of six-inch stone daggers flew directly at the firebird’s head. At the same second, a massive burst of frost that narrowed into a lethal point like a giant stalactite of ice soared straight into the center of the blackened skin on the Qoqnoos’ back. 
 
    Nick’s blond head popped out of a nearby tree to watch the spike of ice skewer straight through the Persian Phoenix’s back. The enormous icicle burst out of the firebird’s chest, and it let out a powerful screech that I was sure would be heard for miles around. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Nick mumbled through the comms. 
 
    The Qoqnoos exploded into flames and burned up in less than three seconds. Once its corpse burned away, the ashes fluttered to the ground like black snow into a large pile. 
 
    “That was insane,” Steffi said as she fluttered back down to the ground beside Nala. 
 
    “What a way to go, too,” Nala mused. “Burning up in your own fire like that, damn.” 
 
    I hopped down from Griff’s back and walked over to inspect the pile of ash with my teammates. 
 
    “It’s kind of poetic in a nightmarish sort of way,” Nick chuckled. 
 
    “It looks like we saved a fair amount of the orchard, too,” I said, and I looked around at the smoldering destruction of the burned trees. There were probably five or six rows that were completely destroyed, but three times as many had been protected from the fire. “Well done--” 
 
    But my words stuck in my throat as the large pile of ashes before us started to smolder. 
 
    A haze of steam slowly rose from the ashes, and it grew thicker until the ashes actually caught fire from the heat. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I cursed. 
 
    My team and I instinctively took several steps back, and Griff flashed into his camouflage as Ky hissed angrily at the flaming pile. 
 
    “What’s happ--” Steffi started to ask, but before she could finish her question, we all received an answer. 
 
    The ashes exploded in a flash of blinding yellow and orange flames, and the Qoqnoos burst out of the inferno. It looked younger than it had been before Ky had killed it, and the frostbite injury on its back was completely gone. All the Phoenix’s feathers were back in their rightful places, and even the monster’s eyes shone with a refreshed clarity. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” Nick gasped, and he ducked back into the apple tree. 
 
    “What the fuck do we do now?” Nala shouted as she rode a quick wave of earth away from the rejuvenated firebird. 
 
    “Kill it again,” I said as an idea formed in my mind. 
 
    I passed the idea onto Ky in silence to see what he thought, and my blue dragon nodded at me in agreement. 
 
    “What?” Nick demanded, and his tone was filled with bewilderment. “What makes you think it will go any differently the next time?” 
 
    “Just trust me,” I said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    The Qoqnoos let out a screech and flung out a wave of fresh heat and flames at the already ruined trees around us. They flickered into life again, but they mostly just smoldered like embers in a fire pit. 
 
    “Nick, give it something to focus on again,” I instructed. “Ky, give it a good shot of frostbite.” 
 
    My best friend disappeared into the trees once more and resumed popping out in random locations and shouting insults at the monstrous bird. Apparently, even reincarnation didn’t teach the Persian creature to be wary of small and noisy pests, and it was once again distracted by the blond nymph’s rapid movements. 
 
    Meanwhile, my ice dragon loomed slowly closer to the Qoqnoos. He sucked in a huge breath and took careful aim to the back of the firebird’s neck, and then Ky let out a blistering blast of frozen air that slammed forcefully into the Qoqnoos’ flaming feathers. 
 
    The Persian Phoenix screamed and writhed under the sudden assault of the freezing temperatures. Its brightly-colored feathers fell away like leaves in autumn, and the skin beneath turned a deathly-ill shade of black as it blistered up around the edges of the wound. 
 
    “Great job, Ky,” I commended my ice dragon. 
 
    He impressed me by taking another quick breath and blasting a second wound in the center of the Qoqnoos’ back. 
 
    The firebird hunched forward for a moment as it reeled from the pain of the freezing assault. Then it straightened up, extended its fiery wings, and leapt up into the air. It flew high into the sky, and I worried for a moment that it was trying to escape and that we’d have to give chase. 
 
    But then the Qoqnoos tumbled back around and started to dive straight toward my ice dragon. 
 
    “Nala!” I shouted, and at the same instant, my brain silently screamed for Griff. 
 
    I felt the invisible presence of my muted-orange dragon race past me just as Nala worked to forge a large spike of stone from the earth around her feet. 
 
    Ky spotted the Qoqnoos and started to dash out of the way, and at the same time, a massive golden energy shield appeared out of nowhere between Ky and the Persian beast. 
 
    Then a brutal slash of four long cuts opened up on the firebird’s right leg, and bright red blood dripped down to the ground where they fizzled out like water on a hot plate. I could tell by the wounds that my stealth dragon had leapt well over Steffi’s shield and delivered a slashing blow to the firebird’s leg. 
 
    Steffi fluttered into my field of vision with her lips pursed and her eyebrows furrowed together in focus and determination. She gritted her teeth, and the golden shield became thicker as the Qoqnoos’ sharp talons slammed into the protective shield just a foot away from Ky’s blue scales. 
 
    Ky darted the rest of the way out from under the Qoqnoos just as Nala readied her massive stone spear. 
 
    “Steffi!” Nala shouted. “Let it through!” 
 
    Steffi didn’t say a word, but she let the shield slip away just as Nala jammed her stone weapon straight up into the firebird’s chest with the aid of the monster’s own weight. The jaggedly sharp rock broke clean through the Qoqnoos’ thick chest, and the monster slammed hard into the ground as the blood-covered stone pointed up at the sky. 
 
    I knew exactly what the bird would do next. 
 
    I sent a silent command to my ice dragon to get ready again, and I felt him heave a deep breath. 
 
    Then the Qoqnoos exploded once more into a death inferno as its entire body burst into raging flames. The beast was consumed quickly in its own fires, and it tumbled to the ground in a thick pile of black ash. 
 
    “Ky, now!” I screamed. 
 
    My ice dragon breathed out a steady stream of frost all around the pile of ash until it was encased in a thick prison of crystal clear ice. 
 
    “Give it another layer, buddy,” I said as I worked to push the intense rush of adrenaline from my mind. 
 
    Ky took another breath, and with the next assault, he added a second heavy layer of ice around the black pile of ash. 
 
    Nick popped out of the closet plant and ran over to watch what would happen next. Nala and Steffi moved more cautiously forward, and Griff let his camouflage drop away. 
 
    We all watched with bated breaths to see if the ice would contain the massive firebird. After thirty seconds, I felt confident that it would hold long enough for us to figure out what the hell else to do with the reincarnating monster. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Steffi sighed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Nala patted Ky’s scaly blue hide as he added a third layer of insulation to the three-foot-thick cube of ice. 
 
    “Duuuude,” Nick huffed with waning exhilaration. “That was fucking amazing, buddy!” 
 
    “Shit!” Nala gasped, and her hands flew up to her face in horrified realization. “Lia! We have to let them know about the reincarnation thing!” 
 
    “I’m on it,” I said, and I spoke into the comms. “Lia. Lia, can you hear me?” 
 
    There was the slightest sound of static in my ear and no response from my Russian beauty. 
 
    I pressed the earpiece into my ear and tried again with a little more panic in my heart. 
 
    “Lia!” I said with all the urgency I felt. “Lia, can you hear me? Ronin? Elisabeth?” 
 
    “Maybe something happened to their comms,” Nala suggested. 
 
    “We’ve had them fall out in the middle of battles before,” Steffi pointed out. 
 
    “Let’s get over there,” I said, and I leapt up onto my stealth dragon. 
 
    “I can get there faster,” Nick said, and before he’d even finished his sentence, he disappeared into the nearest tree and raced off toward our other teammates. 
 
    Steffi flitted into the air and dashed off toward the other end of the orchard. 
 
    “Ky,” I said, and I sent him a mental image of him racing in to save Lia with his ice breath. 
 
    My blue dragon didn’t need any more instructions than that, and he took off into the air faster than I could have said the words. 
 
    “Go!” Nala urged me, and she looked down at the thick block of ice that contained the semi-dead Persian Phoenix. “I’ll bring this thing over.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I breathed, and I commanded Griff into movement. 
 
    We caught up quickly with the rest of my team, and in a minute we came up on Lia, Elisabeth, Ronin, and the other Qoqnoos. 
 
    The second firebird was pretty beaten up, and it was missing a large number of its flaming feathers. Saph and Topaz were busy putting out the flames all around them as Lia and my other ladies faced off with the monster. 
 
    I saw Lia’s lips move, and a second later her black Chinese dragon burst into the burned orchard with a bright flash of blue and black light. He immediately created a black hole the size of a minivan right in front of the bludgeoned Qoqnoos. 
 
    For a split second, it looked like nothing was happening, and then the Persian monster’s hooked beak started to slowly stretch toward the black hole. The beast’s black eyes went wide with a horrified look as its body started to get pulled into the black hole at a disturbingly slow rate. 
 
    I remembered the way Lia had described what it looked like when monsters were pulled in by Onyx’s black hole powers. She’d likened it to pulling taffy, which was a fairly apt description, but an episode of The History Channel’s show The Universe wheedled its way into my mind. 
 
    The astrophysicist had used the word spaghettification. 
 
    The firebird opened its beak in a silent death scream as it was ripped apart down to the atomic level and slowly sucked into the black hole like a little kid getting the last drops of their chocolate milk. 
 
    A shudder raced down my spine as the flaming beast’s tail was pulled into the nothingness, and the black hole slammed closed with a loud popping sound. 
 
    “Oh, that is quite horrific,” Ronin grumbled, and she looked a bit paler than usual under the adorable spray of her freckles. 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick swallowed hard as he gazed at Lia. “Remind me never to piss you off.” 
 
    Lia chuckled lightly at that. 
 
    “In fact, remind me just to keep a safe distance away from this guy.” Nick gestured up at Onyx and then took a hasty step away. “What happens to them after they get sucked through?” 
 
    “I do not know.” Lia shrugged. “Usually the monsters are rather dead before they are sucked through.” 
 
    “Wherever they go, it sure looked incredible,” I said as I wrapped my arms around Lia. 
 
    “Thank you,” my Russian beauty murmured. “Did you dispatch your Qoqnoos as well?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Nala announced as she walked up with the imprisoned ashes on a stone slab. 
 
    Then a large brown bear walked up beside her and shifted back into my French girlfriend. 
 
    “What is that?” Elisabeth asked as her long fangs shrank back to her normal human teeth. 
 
    “It’s the Qoqnoos,” Nick boasted. “We had to kill ours twice.” 
 
    “Twice?” Ronin asked with wide eyes. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “As it turns out, the Qoqnoos is a lot more like a Phoenix than we may have anticipated,” Steffi explained. “The first time we killed it, it turned into a pile of ash like this and then exploded back into life again.” 
 
    “So we killed it again.” Nala smirked. “And Ky trapped its ashes in this ice prison.” 
 
    “That is incredible,” Ronin murmured. 
 
    “Goodness,” Lia gasped. “Now I am much more curious where the monsters go when they are sucked through Onyx’s black holes. I do hope I have not just sent a reincarnating monster to some poor alien planet.” 
 
    “It’s statistically way more likely that it got dumped out into empty space,” Steffi assured her. “There’s only like… point zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, one percent of space that has stuff in it.” 
 
    “That hurts my brain,” Nick grumbled as he rubbed at his temple. 
 
    “That is a relief, I suppose,” Lia murmured, and she gazed at the block of ice that Nala held aloft. “Mr. Thomas will be very pleased with this specimen.” 
 
    “And really impressed, I bet,” Steffi added with a knowing look at the frozen ashes. “I kind of got the feeling he had reasons to want to impress AMIE’s head scientist.” 
 
    “I got that feeling, too,” I chuckled. “He sounded a bit lovesick, didn’t he?” 
 
    “He sounded like Nick when he first met Zahra,” Nala laughed. 
 
    “And what’s so wrong about that?” Nick asked as he narrowed his eyes at my curly-haired girlfriend. “True love isn’t anything to turn your nose up at.” 
 
    “He makes a good point,” Lia murmured, and she blushed as she glanced up at me from under her lashes. 
 
    “Alright,” Nala consented. “I’ll give you that one.” 
 
    I shook my head at my teammates’ teasing and radioed to Captain Hughes. 
 
    “Captain Hughes, we’re all finished down here,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Hughes’ voice came through the comms. “Looks like your team has put out all of the fires. The smoke is settling, and the active flames are gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Qoqnoos are both taken care of, but I have to ask…” I said. 
 
    “What is it, Mr. Cooper?” Hughes replied as I heard the beating of the rotors approaching. 
 
    “Do you have any monster containment devices on that chopper?” I asked. “We managed to capture one of the Qoqnooses between life cycles. It’s encased in a solid block of ice right now, but I’d rather not risk it busting loose.” 
 
    “Well, you gotta be codding me,” Hughes gasped in a slightly thicker Irish accent. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” I chuckled, and I guessed the sheer surprise had been responsible for the slipping of her more elegant tone. 
 
    “Well,” Hughes said, and she cleared her throat. “That will be quite the addition to AMIE’s collection, that’s for sure. I have a containment box that has very reliable climate controls, so I believe that will do for us until we can get the beastie where it needs to go.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    “Very good,” Hughes said. “I’m coming in now.” 
 
    Lia quickly called her dragons back in, and they disappeared in a flash of black, blue, and yellowy light. 
 
    “Dychwelyd,” I said. 
 
    Griff disappeared in total silence and curled up under the skin of my thigh. 
 
    I turned to my blue ice dragon and gave him an affectionate pat on the scaly hide of his chest. He gazed down at me with a pleased look in his blue eyes. 
 
    “Well done, buddy,” I praised him. “Think you can add one more layer of reinforcement for us?” 
 
    Ky nodded his large blue head and breathed another frigid layer of ice over the imprisoned Qoqnoos ashes. I was pleased to see how well the semi-dead creature was being contained, and I wondered if it required heat to be reborn. 
 
    “Epistrophi,” I murmured. 
 
    My ice dragon disappeared in a bright flash of blue light, and he curled up on my arm with the tired satisfaction of knowing he’d done his job well. 
 
    The helicopter appeared overhead, and the fierce wind of the rotors blasted up a huge plume of ash and soot from all around us. My team and I jogged to the rows of surviving apple trees and covered our eyes from the churning dust. 
 
    Once the chopper’s landing gear was settled on the ground, Hughes cut the engines, and the rotors started to slow. The pleasant Irish woman hopped down from the cabin and waved me over to her. 
 
    “How can I help?” I asked over the dying sound of the rotors. 
 
    “Help me unload this cage, and we’ll put the specimen inside,” Hughes directed me. She unlatched a compartment on the rear of the helicopter and started to tug out a huge steel box with a fancy control panel on the front. 
 
    I grabbed the handle on one side while Hughes grabbed the other, and together we lugged the box over to Nala. My earth-bending girl levitated the stone slab and ice prison back into the air and we carefully slid the giant ice cube into the steel box. 
 
    Hughes closed the lid and latched it up tight. Then she pressed a few buttons on the control panel, and the little digital screen read out negative twenty degrees Celsius. 
 
    “Let’s load it up and get back to the estate.” Hughes smiled. 
 
    Nick and I took over, and we returned the very heavy steel box to its compartment in the rear of the helicopter while my ladies loaded into their seats. 
 
    “Hey, great work out there today, man,” I said, and I patted Nick on the shoulder. “You were a crucial part of our success today.” 
 
    “I didn’t do all that much.” Nick shrugged and looked around a little self-consciously. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t help out enough. It kind of sucks being more defensive than offensive.” 
 
    “We all have our own strengths,” I assured him. “And it’s the way we work together that makes us such an unbeatable team. Besides, you’re the best shot in the entire Academy, probably all the Academies.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah.” Nick smirked. “That’s definitely true.” 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “I bet you’re just getting hungry.” 
 
    “Also true,” Nick said as he scratched his chin thoughtfully. 
 
    We walked around to the cabin and climbed up into our seats. Then we strapped in and tugged our headsets on just as Hughes started up the rotors again. 
 
    “Anybody else up for lunch?” Nick asked as we lifted off the ground. 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Steffi agreed. 
 
    “I was going to meet up with Michel for lunch today,” Elisabeth said. “I am sure he would enjoy it if you all joined us for our meal.” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Nick said. 
 
    “Alright.” Steffi smiled. 
 
    Elisabeth filled us in on what was on the estate’s menu for lunch today as we flew back into London. I enjoyed listening to Nick’s hungry enthusiasm about the prospective meal and the feeling of Lia’s thigh as it brushed against mine. 
 
    Once we arrived back at the London estate, two burly men in black pants and gray polo shirts rushed up to help Hughes unload the monster containment box. 
 
    “Well done, cadets,” Ms. Young greeted us. “Captain Hughes alerted us to your immense success on the mission.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Mr. Thomas is awaiting you in his office,” Ms. Young continued. “Though he has asked that I offer you a chance to change out of your mission clothes before you meet with him.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I sighed with relief. These heavy canvas pants were great protection for missions, but they weren’t the most comfortable for hanging around in. 
 
    Ms. Young nodded patiently, and she gestured toward the locker rooms in an open invitation. My team and I jogged over and separated into the men’s and women’s rooms. I stripped the mission clothes off quickly and dropped them into a large canvas hamper at the end of the long room. Then I pulled my regular clothes back on and sighed with comfort. Nick moved a bit more slowly, and I could see that he was aching for a good meal. The loud rumbling of my best friend’s stomach confirmed my suspicions as we walked back out to where Ms. Young and my ladies were waiting for us. 
 
    “If you’ll follow me, please.” The pretty brunette led us to Mr. Thomas’ office and waved us through the open door. 
 
    “Well done, Mr. Cooper,” Thomas said as he stood up from his desk. He spread his arms out wide and grinned excitedly at us as we filed into his office. “Not only did you save the majority of the orchard, but you managed to capture one of the Qoqnoos in between life cycles!” 
 
    “We’re happy to help,” Steffi murmured in her polite voice. 
 
    I noticed that sometime between when we’d left for the mission and about a minute ago, seven straight-backed wooden chairs had been squeezed into the tall man’s office. They were wedged tightly into two rows across from his desk, and Mr. Thomas eagerly gestured for us to have a seat. 
 
    “I do so hate that you had to be called upon during what should have been your time off.” Thomas frowned and sat back down at his desk. Then his whole face brightened as he continued to speak. “But it is clear to me that you take your responsibilities quite seriously. Dr. Ross will be terribly excited to learn she has a genuine Qoqnoos to add to her monster collection.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will all benefit from her research.” I smiled at the clearly lovesick man. 
 
    “Quite, quite” Thomas’ eyes got a little far away, and his color heightened for a moment before he cleared his throat and shook his head. “Forgive me, I became lost in thought for a moment there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I assured him. “Is there anything else we can do?” 
 
    “No, no,” Mr. Thomas replied. “Please, return to your relaxation time, and do enjoy a splendid dinner in the dining hall while you are here. Our chef is one of the finest in the city.” 
 
    “We were planning on lunch now, actually.” Nick grinned. 
 
    “Well,” Thomas chuckled and checked his watch. “It’s a bit closer to afternoon tea, but there is always something to enjoy in the dining hall. I will make sure to inform Headmaster Burkhard and Headmistress Volkov of your outstanding success, and once again, thank you for your hard work and dedication. Now, please, enjoy the rest of your day, cadets.” 
 
    “We will,” I assured the tall man with a grin. 
 
    My team and I filed back out into the hallway, and I looked at Elisabeth. 
 
    “What time were you meeting with Michel?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, we were going to have lunch together,” Elisabeth said. “But it is a bit late for that. I will go to his room and see if he would still care to join us.” 
 
    “That works,” I agreed. “How about we meet back in the main entrance hall in ten minutes?” 
 
    “Oui.” Elisabeth nodded. “I shall go and find my cousin.” 
 
    Elisabeth leaned up and gave me a firm kiss before she dashed off toward the complete opposite wing of the estate from where our rooms were. 
 
    “I need food stuffs…” Nick moaned quietly. “I don’t think I can wait.” 
 
    “You go on ahead, man,” I chuckled. “I know how your blood sugar gets.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Nick brightened up like a golden retriever who was offered a dog bone, and then he bounded off in the direction of the library. 
 
    I hadn’t been to the dining hall yet, so I didn’t know where it was, but I wasn’t at all surprised to watch Nick march away with purpose as if he knew exactly where to find the food. 
 
    “I think I’ll try the roasted chicken,” Steffi said. “Elisabeth said AMIE has always had excellent chicken.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nala agreed. “She said it was moist and tender.” 
 
    “There are few things in this world more disappointing than dry chicken,” Lia grumbled and crossed her arms over her ample chest. “It is not difficult to take the chicken out of the oven when it is done.” 
 
    “Apparently, it can be,” Ronin laughed. “I have had more than my fair share of very dry chicken.” 
 
    “My grandma was an amazing cook,” I added. “But Grandpa always used to say the only thing she couldn’t do was not overcook a chicken.” 
 
    “I wonder if it comes from a fear of undercooking the chicken and getting people sick,” Steffi mused. 
 
    “That makes sense.” I nodded. 
 
    Before we could debate the topic any further, Elisabeth and her cousin Michel walked around the corner together. My French girlfriend had her arm looped through her cousin’s, and it was clear she had missed her family during her time at AIMM. I was really glad that Michel was also here in London, and that my copper-haired lover was able to spend some time with him. 
 
    “Bonjour, Dylan!” Michel called, and he waved his free hand at us. 
 
    “Hey, man.” I grinned at the wiry redhead. 
 
    “I hope you are enjoying your time in London,” Michel said in his thick French accent. “What do you think of our hospitality thus far?” 
 
    “AMIE has been treating us like royalty,” I chuckled. “I think Mr. Thomas is pretty grateful that we’ve been able to help.” 
 
    “He does like to go above and beyond,” Michel laughed, and then he looked around at each of my ladies. “Bonjour, mademoiselles. Steffi, Nala, it is pleasant to see you again.” 
 
    “Hi, Michel.” Steffi grinned. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Very well, merci.” Michel dipped his strong jaw in a slight nod, and then he looked more pointedly at Ronin and Lia. “I do not believe we have been properly introduced. I am Michel Bernard, Elisabeth is my dear cousin.” 
 
    “Hello,” Ronin said, and she dipped into her little curtsy. “I am Ronin from MAJK.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Michel said. 
 
    “Privet,” Lia said, and I couldn’t help but notice her voice had picked up a bit of her former guardedness. “My name is Lia.” 
 
    “Lia?” Michel repeated, and his green eyes sparked with recognition. “Is it possible you are the Russian Dragon Conjurer?” 
 
    “Da,” Lia confirmed as her bright blue eyes narrowed hesitantly. 
 
    “I see that Dylan has made many new… friends.” Michel grinned. “Since last we were together.” 
 
    “You could say that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Come, I will show you to the dining hall,” Michel announced. 
 
    The lean guy started down the hall that Nick had eagerly dashed down a few minutes before, and he looked at me over his shoulder as we followed him. 
 
    “I expect you have been to our other sister Academies now?” Michel asked. “And you have managed to bring some of their finest cadets along with you. It is quite impressive.” 
 
    “Our team wouldn’t be the same without each of them.” I grinned at my ladies. 
 
    “I expect not.” Michel shot me a huge smile like he knew exactly what was going on. There was a hint of jealousy in his eyes, but his smile was genuine. “I expect you will keep him in line, Elisabeth.” 
 
    “Of course, Michel,” Elisabeth said, and she pointedly rolled her eyes at her cousin. “You need not worry yourself.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Michel said, and he shifted gears. “The dining hall will be having a few very splendid options for our meals this evening. It is a bit early for dinner, but they will not leave us hungry.” 
 
    “That’s good. Nick couldn’t wait to eat,” I laughed. “I bet we’ll find him halfway through his second plate by now.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Michel chortled with undignified laughter. “I have not forgotten the size of your teammate’s insatiable appetite.” 
 
    Michel led us past the plush library and a bit further down the hall to a pair of intricately carved wooden doors. He turned around and smirked smugly at us before he pushed the doors open and led us inside the dining hall. 
 
    Just like the rest of the estate, the dining hall was like something straight out of classic English literature. The room was huge with a wall of windows to our left, and the ceiling was two stories high with a massive crystal chandelier in the center that sent bright yellow light all around the room. There were two long wooden tables parallel to the wall of windows, and they were surrounded by beautifully crafted wooden chairs that had embroidered red cushions. A handful of cadets were seated in two small groups at one of the tables, and Nick sat by himself at the head of the other. 
 
    A variety of delicious smells wafted through the room, and I saw half-empty plates and crystal glasses partially filled with red and white liquids in front of all the seated cadets. I picked out the scents of roasted chicken, fried green beans, bacon, steamed broccoli, and something that had a lightly pleasant and salty smell. 
 
    My best friend looked up as we entered the room and grinned at us through a huge mouthful of food. He waved us over with a fork in his hand, and then he proceeded to continue devouring his meal. 
 
    We walked over and sat down on either side of Nick. I found myself between Lia and Elisabeth with Nala on the other side of my French lover while Michel, Ronin, and Steffi sat across from me. 
 
    “Hey, dude,” Nick greeted the red-haired guy. “How’re things?” 
 
    “Things are quite good overall,” Michel said. “I see you are enjoying your meal?” 
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” Nick sighed, and his eyes rolled back in his head with food-induced pleasure. “The chef really knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Yes, the food is quite good here,” Michel agreed, and then he looked back toward the doors and waved. “Venez nous rejoindre!” 
 
    I turned to follow the French guy’s gaze, and I saw a pair of pretty girls with short purple and teal hair wave as they walked over to our table. They had the same deep green eyes and perfectly tipped noses, and were petite with the kind of slender figures that Keira Knightley had made desirable. 
 
    “Michel!” the girl with the shoulder-length purple hair called. “We have been looking for you.” 
 
    “Well, ladies, you have found me,” Michel teased in the same tone of voice I liked to use with my ladies. 
 
    “It is a good thing, too,” the girl with the chin-length teal hair giggled in a pleasant French accent. “We were getting lonely.” 
 
    I was instantly curious who these girls were and what their relationship with Michel was. I got my answer quickly when the bright-haired girls stopped on either side of the adaptation-powered cadet and leaned down to kiss him full on the mouth. 
 
    I forced my eyebrows to stay where they were, but Nick wasn’t nearly as in control of his face. My best friend’s mouth hung open to display a half-chewed bite of green beans. Steffi subtly jabbed Nick with her finger and furrowed her eyebrows at him, and Nick forced his face back into compliance. 
 
    “Join us, mes amours,” Michel said, and he gestured at the two empty chairs to his right. “And I will introduce you to my American friends.” 
 
    “Bonjour, Elisabeth,” the girl with the purple hair said. “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “It is good to see you, too Chloe,” Elisabeth said, and her pale green eyes flicked between the purple-haired girl and her cousin. “I see that my cousin has finally won your affections.” 
 
    “Oui,” Chloe giggled. “And he managed to snag my sister as well. The lucky boy.” 
 
    “That’s so fucking cool,” Nick mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Chloe and Eloise Tyler,” Michel said. 
 
    “Tyler?” I asked. “Are you two the cadets who created the massive storm for us during the city-wide battle?” 
 
    “Oui.” Eloise grinned with a bit of smug satisfaction. 
 
    “I do hope you found our additions to the mission to be helpful,” Chloe added in a sweet tone. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” I nodded. “Your powers are really impressive.” 
 
    “Merci,” Eloise said. 
 
    “This is Dylan Cooper,” Michel said as he went around and introduced me and my team. “And his teammates, Steffi, Nala, and Nick. Ronin and Lia are from the Japanese and Russian Academies. And of course, you know Elisabeth.” 
 
    “Bonjour, everyone,” Chloe said. “It is lovely to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Nala said. 
 
    A moment later, the pleasantly plump woman who had served tea to Lia and I on the back veranda appeared with a small pad of paper and a pen in her hands. She bustled straight to our table and smiled happily at us. 
 
    “Hello, everyone,” the woman said. “What can I get for your dinners?” 
 
    “Oh,” Steffi gasped with surprise. “Do we order like in a restaurant?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick grinned. “Mrs. Davies is pretty awesome.” 
 
    “You’re very sweet, dearie,” the plump woman said. 
 
    We placed our orders with the kind woman and returned to our conversation while we waited for our food. 
 
    “Dylan, is it true that you have six dragons?” Eloise asked without preamble. 
 
    “Well, it was,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Dylan has eight dragons now,” Elisabeth boasted, and she laid her hand on my thigh under the table. 
 
    “Goodness,” Chloe murmured. “That is very impressive. I wish I could see them someday.” 
 
    “How many dragons do you have, Lia?” Eloise asked. 
 
    I got the impression that Eloise had little filter on her mouth, and she felt comfortable saying whatever came into her mind. 
 
    “I have eight dragons as well,” Lia said, and she tilted her chin up proudly. 
 
    “So many,” Chloe breathed. 
 
    “Do they all breathe fire?” Eloise asked. “Every story I have ever read about dragons says they can breathe fire.” 
 
    “Beyblade does,” Nick answered before he jammed another hunk of chicken into his mouth. “Oh, this food is so good.” 
 
    “Beyblade?” Chloe asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Michel nodded. “Dylan names his dragons, I remember Beyblade, Ky, and Goldie, but I do not know any of the others.” 
 
    Mrs. Davies returned then with a huge tray of food for us, and another smaller woman walked behind her with a second large tray. They carefully and expertly placed our plates in front of us, wished us a pleasant meal, and scurried off back through the simple wooden door from where they’d come. 
 
    My ladies didn’t hesitate to dig into their meals, and the room around me quickly fell into soft sighs of satisfaction. I took a bite of the steaming chicken and found it to be just as delicious as everything else we’d been offered since our arrival in London. 
 
    “What can your other dragons do?” Eloise asked, and her dark green eyes sparkled with interest. She daintily took a bite of her bacon-wrapped green beans as she awaited my answer. 
 
    “Well, Ky is an ice dragon,” I began. “Beyblade is a fire dragon like Nick said. Goldie creates wind, and Thor makes lightning.” 
 
    “Zofia can create mind-control attacks,” Nala boasted. “And Griff is a full stealth dragon. He’s so cool.” 
 
    “The newest dragons,” Steffi continued. “Anya and Vera, they’re twins, and they’re like Kamikaze bombers.” 
 
    “Twins?” Chloe asked with excitement as she turned to her sister. “Just like us.” 
 
    “Oooooh, my god…” Nick mumbled under his breath, and he looked at Michel with awed admiration. 
 
    I smirked at Nick’s blatantly impressed expression, and then I nearly dropped my broccoli when I felt Elisabeth’s hand wander back to my thigh and slide dangerously high. My dick reacted instantly, and I shifted in my seat to try and give my sudden erection room. 
 
    Then I peered at my French lover from the corner of my eye as she continued to eat her meal with an innocently placid expression on her usually fierce features. I glanced below the edge of the table and saw that her thighs were pressed tightly together, and then I noticed a slight blush creeping up from the collar of her shirt. 
 
    “Lia, what do your dragons do?” Chloe asked with curious eyes. 
 
    “I have a fire dragon as well,” Lia started to explain. 
 
    I tried to focus on the Russian beauty’s words, but Elisabeth’s hand began to creep further up my thigh. I almost choked on my food when she shifted her palm and firmly gripped my rock-hard dick under the table. 
 
    Then I slowly put my fork down on my plate and looked right at her. My copper-haired lover turned to look at me with desire clear in her eyes, and she gave me a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Elisabeth smirked at me and slowly started to stroke me through my jeans. 
 
    I closed my eyes and lowered my head to try and hide the rush of heat that spread over my entire body. I glanced up just in time to catch Steffi eyeing Elisabeth’s arm where it disappeared below the surface of the dining table. 
 
    My fairy-girl looked up at me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I smiled ruefully at my pink-haired lover and forced another bite of chicken down my throat as Elisabeth continued to grope me. After about five more minutes of her teasing attention, I thought I was going to explode right out of my skin. 
 
    “Sorry,” I cleared my throat. “I think I’m going to turn in for the night.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Steffi agreed with a knowing smile. “I’m pretty tired. I’d like to read for a while before bed.” 
 
    “I’m getting rather tired, too,” Elisabeth said to the group, and she offered the fakest yawn I’d ever seen. “I believe I will retire now as well.” 
 
    “It is rather early still, cousin,” Michel said, and his dark red eyebrows lowered with concern. “Are you feeling well?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Elisabeth assured him. 
 
    “I’m done eating,” Nick said as he set his fork down on the empty plate. “And I’ve got a Skype date with Zahra anyway. I’ll catch you guys later.” 
 
    “Tell Zahra we said hi,” Nala said. 
 
    “I will!” Nick called over his shoulder as he jogged out of the dining hall. 
 
    “I’m not quite ready for bed yet,” Lia said. “Perhaps I will see what the library has to offer.” 
 
    “I saw they have Scrabble in there,” Ronin said to Lia. “Would you care to play with me?” 
 
    “Scrabble?” Lia asked. “I do not know this game.” 
 
    “Oh, it is a wonderful word-spelling game,” Ronin explained. “I will teach you how to play if you’d like.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” Lia smiled and stood from the table. 
 
    My Japanese lover began to explain the rules of Scrabble as Ronin and Lia walked out of the room together. 
 
    “Shall we go for a walk, mes amours?” Michel asked the twins. 
 
    “It is a lovely night,” Eloise agreed. 
 
    The three of them stood up and wandered out of the dining hall, and Michel offered us a casual wave as he left. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening,” the French guy called over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m off to Middle Earth,” Steffi said as she stood from the table. “Good night.” 
 
    “I’ll walk up with you.” Nala smirked at me and then followed Steffi out of the room. 
 
    All the while, Elisabeth never took her hand away from my cock, and when we were alone, I leaned in close to her ear. 
 
    “Look at all the trouble you’re causing, you bad girl,” I whispered. 
 
    “Mmm,” Elisabeth hummed and stroked her hand over my erection again. “I could not help myself, I want you very badly.” 
 
    “Well, good.” I smirked. “Because I want you, too.” 
 
    Elisabeth bit into her bottom lip, and a flush of arousal colored her creamy, pale skin. 
 
    “You better get your ass upstairs before I bend you over this table,” I growled softly into her ear. 
 
    Elisabeth gasped, and her pale green eyes flicked over to the other cadets who were still seated at the second table. Then she stood up from the table and obediently started to walk toward the door. 
 
    I pushed my chair back from the table so hard that it scraped noisily against the floor, and I strode quickly to catch up with my French lover. I took her hand in mine and tried not to totally drag her down the hallway and up the stairs. 
 
    But Elisabeth was even hungrier than me, and she started to tug me down the hall instead. 
 
    By the time we reached my door, Elisabeth was panting slightly from arousal and the exertion of speed-walking through the huge estate. 
 
    “I need your hands on me, Dylan,” Elisabeth gasped as I closed the door behind me. She pressed her body flush against me and pushed me back against the door. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I murmured. “You’ll get both of my hands, and more.” 
 
    I wrapped my hands around Elisabeth’s narrow waist and spun her quickly around so she was pinned between the door and my chest. I slid my hands up under her shirt and grazed the very tips of my fingers slowly up her flat stomach to her ribcage. 
 
    “Oh,” Elisabeth gasped and arched further into my hands. 
 
    “I want you,” I murmured into her ear, and I felt the shudder running down her spine. 
 
    Before she could form a response, I captured her mouth with mine and moved my hands up to cup both of her perfect breasts in the palms of my hands. I could easily feel Elisabeth’s nipples pebble into tight buds under my touch through the thin satin of her bra. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elisabeth moaned into my mouth and pressed her hips toward me in a desperate search for my touch. 
 
    “Hungry, aren’t you?” I teased as I kissed my way down the length of her slender neck. 
 
    “I need you inside me,” Elisabeth gasped. 
 
    My cock twitched at the boldness of her words, and I smirked to myself. I would give Elisabeth exactly what she wanted, but I was going to drive her crazy first. 
 
    “You have far too much clothing on,” I growled low in my throat. I grabbed a hold of the hem of her shirt and tugged it slowly up to her chest as I pressed my erection firmly against her hips. 
 
    “Oui,” Elisabeth sighed, and she ripped her shirt over her head and flung it away. 
 
    I kissed down her collarbone and over her cleavage as I moved my hands to the button of her pants. Her skin was hot under my touch as I slowly pulled the zipper down and pushed her pants down to her feet. 
 
    Elisabeth sighed and lifted her feet out of the pile of fabric around her ankles, and she stood before me in a pair of cream-colored satin panties and a matching bra. 
 
    “You were a very bad girl at the dinner table tonight,” I murmured as I knelt in front of my copper-haired lover. 
 
    “I could not help myself,” Elisabeth mewled and writhed under my teasingly light touch. 
 
    “I think you need to get a taste of your own medicine,” I said, and I brushed the pad of my thumb ever so lightly over the engorged mound of her clit through her damp panties. 
 
    “Ahh,” Elisabeth sucked in a harsh breath and tilted her hips forward. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” I chided and pulled my hand completely away from her hot flesh. 
 
     “You can’t just play with me like you did under the dinner table,” I purred. “And then expect for me to just give you exactly what you want.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elisabeth whined. “What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “I’m going to make you beg for your release,” I said. 
 
    I stood up from the floor and kissed her hard and deep. I explored her lips and tongue with mine and pressed my raging hard dick against her stomach so she could feel exactly how turned on I was. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elisabeth moaned. She hooked her right leg up over my hip and tried to grind her aching flesh against me. 
 
    “You just can’t keep still, can you?” I murmured. “Maybe I’m going to have to bend you over that table to show you who’s in charge here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Elisabeth gasped and bit down on her lip. She looked up at me with passion-hazy eyes and blushed hard across her cheeks. “Okay.” 
 
    I grinned devilishly at my French lover, wrapped my hands around her waist, and directed her away from the door. I backed her up to the small dinner table in my room and turned her away from me. Then I placed my palm between her shoulder blades and bent her forward until her chest was pressed flat against the surface. 
 
    I spread her feet wide apart and stepped in between her thighs as I unhooked her bra and let the straps fall to the table. Goosebumps rose up over Elisabeth’s back from the cool temperature of the wood. I leaned over her back and nudged the hard ridge of my erection quickly against her hungry pussy. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I commanded her in a low voice. 
 
    “I will try,” Elisabeth said, and her breath puffed against the shiny surface of the table. 
 
    “The more you disobey me,” I growled as I gripped her hip hard. “The longer I will make you wait.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elisabeth groaned, and her eyes rolled back in her head. “I will be good. I promise.” 
 
    “You’d better,” I said, and I stood back up from the table and stepped completely away from her to test her resolve. I watched my French lover closely as I pulled my shirt off and unbuttoned my pants. 
 
    Elisabeth’s back rose and fell with the erratic movements of her breathing, and she pressed her palms out on the table, but she stayed where I’d put her. 
 
    I grinned to myself and discarded my pants and boxers. Then I took a long moment to appreciate the glorious curve of her ass and the wetness on the crotch of her panties before I stepped back up to her. 
 
    I hovered my hands just a fraction of an inch over her heated skin, and then I trailed one finger slowly down the ridge of her spine and over the curve of her ass. 
 
    “Ahh,” Elisabeth hummed and vibrated like a guitar string that was pulled just a little too tight, but she didn’t move. 
 
    “Good girl,” I praised her, and I decided to give her a reward. 
 
    I slid my fingers over her soaked panties and rubbed a teasing circle over her satin-covered clit. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elisabeth moaned. “Ouuuui.” 
 
    I smiled at her blissful and hungry expression and gave her a little more. I rubbed her pussy gently and teasingly with my right hand as I started to pull the wet satin of her panties aside with my left. I let my fingers linger on the fabric until the last second, and I reveled in the way Elisabeth’s breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “Do you want my fingers inside you?” I murmured in the most casual tone I could manage. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Elisabeth begged. “Please, Dylan, please touch me!” 
 
    “Well.” I smirked. “Since you asked so nicely.” 
 
    Then I slid my fingers over the full length of my copper-haired lover’s dripping pussy as I held her firmly in place with my left hand on her hip. 
 
    “Oh, mon Dieu!” Elisabeth groaned, and her thighs shuddered from the effort it took to remain so still. 
 
    “You’re so fucking wet,” I groaned, and I thrust two fingers as deep into her tight tunnel as I could. 
 
    “Oooh!” my French lover cried out. Then she arched her back until her hips tilted harder into my hand. 
 
    I considered making Elisabeth wait even more, but I didn’t have the heart to deny my beautiful lover what she was so desperate for. Instead, I pressed a third finger into her dripping pussy and massaged firmly against her g-spot. 
 
    “Oui!” Elisabeth groaned, and she circled her hips against my palm. “Right there!” 
 
    I worked my fingers deep inside Elisabeth and was delighted to feel her entire body tensing up beneath me. It was clear she was already on the very edge of her sanity, so I moved my other hand between her creamy thighs and circled over the swollen nub of her clit in a slower rhythm as I continued to finger fuck her. 
 
    “Dylan!” Elisabeth cried, and she clawed at the smooth surface of the table. 
 
    “Cum for me,” I whispered in her ear and pushed her closer to the edge of oblivion. 
 
    “Merde!” Elisabeth gasped, and her entire body began to tremble as her inner walls fluttered around my fingers. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I murmured as I coaxed her gently through the intense peaks of her orgasm. Then I pulled my hands away from her sensitive flesh and gave her ass a gentle pat. 
 
    Elisabeth groaned and melted against the table as her breathing began to slowly return to normal. 
 
    “Did I do well?” Elisabeth giggled a moment later, and she peeked at me from over her shoulder. “Was I a very good girl?” 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked her as I grabbed hold of her hips with both hands and plunged my cock deeply into her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Elisabeth moaned low and long as I filled her to the brim. “I think I was very good.” 
 
    “Yes, you were,” I purred, and I pulled back until just the very tip of my dick was wedged between her pussy lips. Then I thrust into her hard and ground my hips against her luscious ass. “And you still are.” 
 
    “Yeeees,” Elisabeth hummed, and it felt like her entire body was vibrating around me. 
 
    I set a slow and steady pace, and I kicked my hips forward hard at the end of each thrust to give her just a little extra force. Pleasure rippled down my spine and set my nerves on fire as I thrust into her, and I relished in the feeling of her tightness around me. 
 
    Elisabeth pressed her palms flat on the surface of the table, and she pushed herself up onto her tiptoes to take me in even deeper. Her breathing quickly became ragged again, and her pulse thrummed fast at the base of her throat. 
 
    I spread my feet a little wider to get a better angle, and I knew I was hitting her perfectly when Elisabeth started mewling like a cat in heat. Then I sank my hand into her shiny, copper-colored hair and tugged until she leaned up on her forearms for me. 
 
    “Put your hands on me, Dylan,” Elisabeth begged. “Pleeeaaase.” 
 
    “Anything for you, baby,” I murmured. 
 
    I slid my left hand up Elisabeth’s spine and around her ribcage. Then I cupped her perfectly bouncing tit in my hand and gave her a loving squeeze. 
 
    “Ooouuuui,” my sexy French lover sighed and shoved off from the table until she was standing with her back pressed against me and my dick buried in her slick heat. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered low in my throat as I felt myself shift deep inside her. The new angle sent lightning flowing through my veins, and I bit down on my pleasure before it could consume me. 
 
    My hands roamed aimlessly all over Elisabeth’s chest and between her creamy thighs. I made sure to pay special attention to all her most sensitive parts. I tweaked her nipples, first the left, then the right, and then both at the same time. Then I fondled her heavy breasts with my left hand and slid my right down to her rectangular patch of copper-colored hair. 
 
    “Oui, touch me, Dylan,” Elisabeth whined, and she shifted her feet further apart. “I need your fingers on me.” 
 
    “Aahhh,” I moaned and gave her exactly what she begged for. 
 
    I used my first and third fingers to spread open her swollen pussy lips and circled over her clit with the tip of my middle finger. The tight little bud was engorged, and Elisabeth shuddered the second I touched it. 
 
    Intense waves of passion flooded through my brain as I felt Elisabeth sink against me, and I was forced to hold her up or risk her hitting the floor when I finally let her cum again. 
 
    “Yes, right there,” Elisabeth gasped, and her voice hit a higher octave. “Yes. Yes. Yeeeeeeessss…” 
 
    “Wait for me, baby,” I growled softly in her ear, and my finger stalled on her pleasure center. 
 
    “Non,” Elisabeth whimpered. “Please, pleeeaaase.” 
 
    The urgency in Elisabeth’s voice took hold deep in the base of my spine and unleashed some animalistic need in my brain as she began to tremble in my arms. 
 
    “Fucking Christ,” I groaned, and I flicked my finger rapidly over her clit once more. 
 
    “Oooooohhh, merde!” Elisabeth cried out as she plummeted into the abyss. 
 
    She nearly collapsed in my arms as her pussy walls clamped down around my aching cock, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    “I’m cumming,” I growled.  
 
    “Yes! Fill me up! Ohhhhh!” Her voice cracked as she milked me for everything I had, and I pumped her full of my hot seed and groaned low in her ear as the tongue-numbing pleasure spread throughout every atom of my body. 
 
    My balls kept tensing and spraying my sperm deep into the beautiful French girl, so I thrust into her hard a dozen more times as the moans from our shared climaxes echoed through the room around us. Elisabeth shuddered underneath me, and I caressed my hand lovingly down her back as my cock twitched one last time. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Elisabeth sighed, and she turned over her shoulder to grin tiredly at me. 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” I smirked. 
 
    “I am very tired now,” Elisabeth said. 
 
    “Why don’t you spend the night with me?” I asked, and I pulled out of her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “I would enjoy that,” Elisabeth hummed. “I love sleeping in your arms.” 
 
    “I like it, too.” I planted a kiss square in the middle of my copper-haired lover’s back, and then I helped her stand up. 
 
    Elisabeth wobbled on her feet for a second and giggled before she half-stumbled into the bathroom with a blissfully satisfied smirk on her face. 
 
    I grinned and thought about how much I enjoyed these special one on one lovemaking sessions with my girlfriends. There was something intensely hot and arousing about my girls enjoying each other for my benefit, but I really loved being able to focus on them as individuals, too. 
 
    I walked over to my bed and pulled back the thick blankets to crawl under them, and then I laid back on the pillow and waited for Elisabeth to return from the bathroom. 
 
    A moment later, she came out of the bathroom and stopped in the doorway to gaze at me. With her coppery hair and the gentle light of the bedside table, Elisabeth looked like some kind of fire nymph coming to steal my soul away. 
 
    “Come here.” I flung the blankets aside and patted the open space beside me. 
 
    “Happily,” Elisabeth murmured, and she slid naked in between the sheets. 
 
    Then I wrapped my arm around my French girlfriend, and she laid her head on my chest and sighed. The gentle rhythm of her breathing settled, and she soon fell asleep curled against me. I brushed my hand down the length of her shiny hair and enjoyed the feeling of her weight in my arms. 
 
    Deep sleep eluded me, but I drifted into a half-asleep state of relaxation where my mind wandered freely. I imagined what life might be like someday after we’d dealt with The Great Scaled One and the world was safe again. Visions of holding my ladies in my arms every night teased through my mind, and I wondered if they would want to live all together in a huge home somewhere. We’d have to buy an enormous bed for all of us to fit comfortably. 
 
    Slowly, my dreams deepened and began to grow darker. 
 
    The pleasant domestic life I imagined with my five ladies shrank in the shadow of an enormous monster with two heads and a long, snake-like body. It was a horrible mash-up of the two main suspects Dr. Hastings and I had landed on for The Great Scaled One. The hideous dream-monster was half Three-Headed Dragon and half Master Stoor Worm. 
 
    The beast roared like a space rocket blasting off, and fire exploded from its mouths and eyes. I turned around to look for my team, but I was alone in a vast desert. 
 
    My heart started pounding in my chest, and I feared it would jackhammer its way straight through my ribcage. I was frozen in place with a level of prehistoric fear that cemented me into the ground like a thousand-year-old redwood tree. 
 
    The horrible combination monster roared at me like Godzilla as it brought one of its massive dragon heads down at me and opened its mouth wide. 
 
    Finally, I broke free of the paralyzing fear, and I bolted like a rabbit from a wolf. I pumped my legs as fast and as hard as they would go, but I was barely making any progress. 
 
    The hideous monster let out a thunderous, laughing roar and slammed one of its feet directly in my path of retreat. 
 
    I tried to stop, but my feet slid on the packed desert floor like it was a sheet of ice. I slammed face-first into the scaled foot of the beast like a freight train into a steel wall. My head spun, and my ears rang from the impact, and before I knew what was happening, the enormous beast had scooped me up in its claws. 
 
    “Tiny Lizard Man!” the monster roared with laughter, and its foul breath flowed over me like a wave of toxic fumes. “Pitiful creature. How dare you imagine you could ever defeat me.” 
 
    My heart raced like a hummingbird’s in my chest, and I stared up with horrified shock at the two-faced monster. My jaw worked, but my throat closed up, and no words came out of my mouth. 
 
    “Can you not see?” The nightmare monster gestured all around us with its other clawed foot. “This was always what would come to pass. None can change destiny, especially not such an insignificant pest of a species. You may as well ask a bit of bacteria to move the mountains!” 
 
    The beast roared with laughter again, and its eyes flashed with the flames of the entire world burning as an explosion of every kind of monster I’d ever learned about rushed past us to consume the planet. 
 
    A terrified woman’s scream echoed faintly off in the distance, and something in it sparked my recognition. I mentally latched onto the sound and tried to pry myself closer to it. 
 
    “Dylan!” the voice called, and there was fear in her voice. 
 
    I clawed my way free of the monster’s grasp, and it laughed maniacally as I fell through empty air into complete darkness. 
 
    “Dylan!” Elisabeth’s voice called out to me. “Wake up!” 
 
    “Ugh!” I groaned and gasped as the paralyzing fear of terror-filled sleep finally released me. 
 
    I sat bolt upright in bed covered in the sweat of pure panic. My breathing was shallow, and my heart was pounding in my chest as Elisabeth’s cool hands brushed the sweat-soaked hair off my forehead. 
 
    “Dylan,” my French lover sighed, and her voice was filled with heart-wrenching concern. “You were having a nightmare, but you’re safe. You’re here with me.” 
 
    “El?” I breathed once my panic started to subside. “Holy fuck.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Elisabeth asked. “What did you have a nightmare about?” 
 
    I didn’t say a word. I just shook my head and pulled Elisabeth into my arms as I laid back on my pillows. 
 
    I couldn’t see any point in sharing the horrific images of my nightmares with Elisabeth. She knew as much about the severity of the approaching situation with The Great Scaled One as I did. There was no reason to share the unsubstantiated visions of my nightmares and potentially give her bad dreams, too. 
 
    Elisabeth didn’t push the issue, but I felt her mouth move against the bare skin of my chest as she bit down on her lip. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said after a moment when I knew I could trust my voice not to shake. 
 
    I looked around the room to stabilize myself in reality. The nightmare had been so vividly intense, and it felt a little like I was still trapped in the place between dreaming and waking. I gazed at the heavy curtains of the windows and saw the early yellow light of dawn creeping in around the edges. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t get any more sleep tonight. I laid still and calm anyway in the hopes that Elisabeth might get some more rest, but she traced idle little patterns over Beyblade’s tattoo with the tips of her fingers. 
 
    We laid twisted around each other in a heavy silence for a while as the sun grew brighter behind the curtains. I knew we were both wide awake, and neither of us had much desire to move just yet. 
 
    “I wish I could keep all the bad dreams away for you,” Elisabeth sighed. 
 
    “I would like that, too,” I murmured. “I think the only thing that will really do it is to kill The Great Scaled One and save the world from Him.” 
 
    “Then let us do that,” Elisabeth said. She picked up her head and smiled gently at me. “Perhaps we should have breakfast first?” 
 
    “That sounds like a brilliant idea.” I smirked at my sassy French girlfriend and kissed the top of her shiny copper-colored hair. 
 
    “My best friend growing up used to say that the day was never as bad as it is before breakfast,” Elisabeth giggled. “I never really agreed with her, but I believe it applies this morning.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I laughed. “Come on.” 
 
    Elisabeth and I climbed out of bed, and she smiled at me as she disappeared into the bathroom. She came back a few minutes later and began to put on her clothes from the night before. 
 
    “Do you want to borrow a t-shirt and some of my sweats?” I offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” Elisabeth said. “But this will be fine. I did not wear these things much yesterday, and I am certain that everyone knows exactly what we did last night, so there is no… what is the American phrase? Walk of shame.” 
 
    “Good point,” I chuckled as I walked into the bathroom. I cleaned up quickly and brushed my hair and teeth before I walked back out into the bedroom. 
 
    Elisabeth had made the bed and was sitting on the end of the mattress waiting for me. She smiled softly at me when I came back out, and I could see from the tension in her eyes that she was still worried about me. 
 
    I walked over and brushed the pads of my thumbs over her high cheekbones. 
 
    “Stop worrying about me, please,” I whispered as I tilted her face up to look at me. “I promise, I’m alright.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Elisabeth sighed and nuzzled her cheek into my hands. “I am as worried about the battle ahead as you are.” 
 
    “I know,” I murmured. “But we’ve got each other, and our team, and all our dragons. We’ll be okay as long as we work together. Just like we always have before.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Elisabeth conceded, and she sighed heavily and stood up. “Let us have breakfast and move forward with our day. There is no sense in dwelling on this issue until we have more information to work with.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. 
 
    I laced Elisabeth’s fingers through mine and led her from the room. 
 
    We walked over to the sitting room of our wing of the London estate and found the rest of our team seated around enjoying a leisurely breakfast. The room smelled of fresh eggs, fried bacon, savory sausage, and melting butter. 
 
    “Oh,” Elisabeth sighed as she sniffed at the air. “It smells incredible in here.” 
 
    “Breakfast is amazing,” Steffi announced. “And it’s all still hot. Come help yourselves.” 
 
    “The bacon is so fucking perfect,” Nick declared with passionate approval as he jammed another strip into his mouth. “So gooood.” 
 
    I smiled at each of my other ladies and walked with Elisabeth to the huge spread of breakfast food laid out on the table for us. I loaded a plate with two over-easy eggs, three strips of bacon, an English muffin with blackberry jam, and a slice of cantaloupe. 
 
    Elisabeth went straight for the English breakfast tea and added an extra scoop of sugar before selecting a slice of wheat toast. She laid a fried egg on top and then a piece of sausage before she folded it in half and took a dainty bite. 
 
    We moved over to sit down, and I noticed that Ronin and Lia were seated on either side of a small table with a tile-filled Scrabble board between them. 
 
    “What is this word?” Ronin asked as she pointed at the board. 
 
    “Chashka,” Lia said with a devilish grin. “It is the Russian word for cup.” 
 
    “Words are spelled so strangely in Russian.” Ronin shook her head and studied the letter tiles in front of her. “Ah!” 
 
    Ronin smirked as she laid her letters down on the board and counted up her points. 
 
    “Nichibotsu?” Lia stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “What is this?” 
 
    “It is the Japanese word for sunset,” Ronin said with intense glee. “Seventeen points… on a triple word score tile… That’s fifty-one points for me!” 
 
    “Proklyatiye,” Lia muttered under her breath. “That is a good play. Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ronin grinned. “I am out of tiles now as well, do you have any more that you can play?” 
 
    “No.” Lia shook her head. “I do not.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ronin said. “What letters do you have left?” 
 
    “I have a U, a T, and a W,” Lia grumbled. “Minus six points to my score. I believe you have won this round.” 
 
    “I certainly have.” Ronin smirked and extended her hand out to her Russian opponent. “Excellent game, Lia.” 
 
    “And you,” Lia agreed. 
 
    “Are you two playing in Russian and Japanese?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Hai,” Ronin said. “We have decided it is more fun this way.” 
 
    “Da,” Lia giggled. “We use English words as well. I quite enjoy this game.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Ms. Young said as she appeared in the open doorway. “I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast, but Mr. Thomas has requested you in his office.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I hastily shoved the last bite of my breakfast into my mouth. “Just me, or…?” 
 
    “The entire team.” Ms. Young nodded and took a step back into the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, snap,” Nick said as he bounded out of his chair. “I bet the AIMM advisor is here.” 
 
    “If you’ll please come with me…” Ms. Young didn’t wait for an answer, she just turned around and started down the hall with purposeful strides. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at my team, and we moved quickly to follow her down the hall. 
 
    “I wonder who the advisor is,” Nala said. 
 
    “I don’t really care who it is,” Nick said. “As long as they have my Orange Rank for me.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure they will bring ranks?” Elisabeth wondered. “There are many other things that may be the ‘good news’ the advisor is to bring us.” 
 
    “No way.” Nick shook his head. “It’s gotta be new ranks. It’s been a while since we last ranked up, and after the London battle? Man, if that didn’t earn us our next ranks, I don’t know what will.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Steffi agreed. 
 
    “I bet Nala gets a Red Rank,” Nick continued. “And Dylan is going to rank out. Oh, man, what are they going to do with you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nala laughed, and she looked at me with admiration in her dark eyes. “You’ve only got one more rank you can earn.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “That’s true.” 
 
    “They’re going to have to make a whole new top rank for you, dude,” Nick said as we walked down the main staircase. “Maybe they’ll call it the ‘Cooper Rank.’ Oh! Or ‘Dragon Rank’ would be so cool!” 
 
    I didn’t know what to think of that as we walked up to Mr. Thomas’ open office door. Not that it mattered at all, because my brain stalled and my heart started over as I saw who was standing beside the tall gray-haired man. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said with a sly smile. “Cadets.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Dr. Hastings looked like she’d stepped right out of one of my daydreams. She was wearing an emerald-green pencil skirt that hugged her hips deliciously, a white button-down blouse with tiny black stars all over it, and pointy-toed black stiletto heels. Her ever-present white lab coat was missing, and instead, she wore a perfectly fitted black peacoat. Her glossy platinum-blonde hair was pulled away from her face with a simple silver bobby pin, and her lips were painted in a seductive shade of cranberry red. She had a thick silver briefcase in her right hand, and she held it close to her body as if the contents were the most important thing in the world. 
 
    My brain short-circuited for a full thirty seconds as it tried to accept the fact that the sexy scientist was here in London. I’d convinced myself so thoroughly that it couldn’t possibly be her coming to advise us, and now that she was here in front of me, my brain wouldn’t accept it. 
 
    “Dr. Hastings,” I mumbled as I tried to get a grip on myself. “Hello.” 
 
    “Dr. Tanaka, Konichiwa,” Ronin said in her politely formal voice. She bowed slightly and drew my attention to the other person in the room. 
 
    A young-looking Japanese man with pleasant features and a full head of glossy black hair stood on the other side of Mr. Thomas. He wore a perfectly tailored navy blue suit with a pinstripe vest and shiny black shoes. He had sharp black eyebrows and a perpetual smirk on his face. 
 
    “Hello, Ronin,” Dr. Tanaka said in a gentle Japanese accent. “It is nice to see you.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be the advisor Headmaster Burkhard was sending,” I said to the sexy cougar. 
 
    “I insisted,” Dr. Hastings said in a casual tone, but there was a lustful glint in her eyes that she couldn’t hide from me. “The information I have is far too important and far too sensitive to leave in anyone else’s hands.” 
 
    “Dr. Tanaka is the top scientist at MAJK,” Mr. Thomas said. “He has been tasked with representing the Asian Academy as Dr. Hastings is here to represent AIMM. It is a joy for me, and for AMIE to welcome you both to the London estate. I look forward to working with you.” 
 
    “As do I, Mr. Thomas,” Dr. Tanaka said with a lighthearted grin. “It is excellent to have our Academies finally working so cooperatively together, and it is a true honor to be welcomed here in London.” 
 
    “Well said,” Dr. Hastings agreed as she turned to face my team and I. “And I must express my congratulations to you all on the immense success of your mission here in London the other night, and the one in Yorkshire as well. Mr. Cooper, you and your team have continued to be fine representatives of the American Academy.” 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” I said. 
 
    “And you must be the Russian Dragon Conjurer,” Dr. Hastings said as she turned to Lia. “It is an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “Privet,” Lia murmured. “Please, call me Lia.” 
 
    “Very well, Lia.” Dr. Hastings smiled. 
 
    There was something about having all six of my lovers in the same small room that set my blood to boiling, and I cleared my throat against the forcefully rising arousal. 
 
    “Can we speak in here, Mr. Thomas?” Dr. Hastings asked. “Or is there a more secure place where we may discuss this information?” 
 
    “I have set up the conference room next door for us,” Thomas answered. “If you’ll follow me.” 
 
    Mr. Thomas led us out to the hall and to the room where I’d had my last phone call with Headmaster Burkhard. My ladies and I selected seats around the large wooden table, and Dr. Tanaka sat as well. Mr. Thomas scurried over and yanked the line right out of the phone in the center of the table and then went to the windows. He pressed a hidden button on the corner of the windowsill, and a second plate of what looked like sound-proof plastic lowered over the glass panes. 
 
    “Ms. Young, please leave us,” Mr. Thomas said. “We will need utter privacy, and we are not to be disturbed for anything.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The pretty brunette dipped her head and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “This room is totally soundproof, and the only electronic device in the room is that phone which you saw I have unplugged,” Mr. Thomas said in a reassuring tone. “The space is completely safe.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Dr. Hastings said, and she laid the thick silver briefcase on the table. “I won’t delay the information anymore. Once Mr. Hanes and I were able to repair SEEKR’s corrupted code and get the systems back online, we uncovered crucial information that had been unavailable to us during the outage. This information led us to contact MAJK’s headmistress.” 
 
    “Which is why I am here,” Dr. Tanaka added. 
 
    “Precisely.” Dr. Hastings nodded. “I have brought the information directly here because it is far too critical to the mission of the Academies’ as a whole, and the very safety of the world.” 
 
    “What have you found, doctor?” Steffi asked as she nibbled nervously on the corner of her thumbnail. 
 
    “Allow me to show you,” Dr. Hastings said. 
 
    The platinum-blonde scientist opened the briefcase and took out a thick manilla folder, and then she opened the folder and spread a series of satellite images across the table. Some were standard high-quality photographs, others laid out the topography of the land, and others were thermal images. They all appeared to depict the same location of a large lake and a mountain. 
 
    I slid the closest image to me closer and studied the label on the bottom corner of the page. It read a series of latitude and longitudes that didn’t mean anything to me, but my heart started to race anyway. 
 
    “The glitches we’d been experiencing in SEEKR’s systems while the code was corrupted muddled all images coming from this region,” Dr. Hastings explained. “It wasn’t enough to draw our attention while we were so focused on everything else, but once the corruption was sorted out and the images became clear, my team and I realized how severely we’d been misdirected away from this region. Until two days ago.” 
 
    “All of these images are from the last two days?” Dr. Tanaka asked as he studied another printed image. 
 
    “Yes. There has been almost constant activity at the southern shore of this nation.” Dr. Hastings nodded, and she pointed at a location on one image that was in the center of the table. 
 
    Everybody leaned forward in their seats to get a better view of the images, but I leaned back as my heart continued to thunder in my chest. 
 
    “Where is this?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “This is The Caspian Sea,” Dr. Hastings said, and her steely gray eyes landed on my face with a pointed stare. “It is surrounded by several countries, and the country that borders the southern shore here is Iran.” 
 
    “Iran?” Nala asked. 
 
    “MAJK’s jurisdiction,” Dr. Tanaka said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Hastings confirmed. “I expect we will find The Great Scaled One in this region.” 
 
    “Shit,” Nick muttered under his breath. 
 
    My ears buzzed like the static on an old television as my brain quickly dumped every bit of information Dr. Hastings and I had collected on the enormous, scaled monster of Persian legend. The legend of Azhi Dahaka sent a shudder down my spine as I recalled the painting of the three-headed dragon we’d located in SEEKR’s databases a few weeks ago. The gigantic dragon had been imprisoned deep under the very mountain in the satellite images centuries ago by a hero of legend. 
 
    As the legend ran through my mind, all of my dragons started to twitch and wriggle with anxious and excited energy. The energy reminded me of race horses at the starting gates, and it felt like my dragons were chomping at their bits. I mentally soothed them and promised that they would get their chance soon enough. 
 
    Then I took a shaky breath and finally looked up to see Dr. Hastings watching me with intense focus in her gray eyes. 
 
    “Azhi Dahaka?” I asked. My voice was quiet, but everyone looked up at me as I spoke. 
 
    My dragons stilled as we waited for Dr. Hastings’ response. 
 
    “I believe so,” Dr. Hastings answered in a voice that was just as hushed. 
 
    I could almost feel my dragons snarling at the confirmation, and I figured they were looking forward to killing The Great Scaled One and putting this all behind us as much as I was. 
 
    We finally had a name to go with all the threats. Our next opponent would be none other than a three-headed fucking dragon beast. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nick muttered, and his green eyes went wide with recognition. 
 
    Steffi, Nala, Ronin, and Elisabeth stared at me with equal amounts of recognition and various levels of terror. Steffi bit down hard on her lip, Nala knotted her fingers together, Elisabeth screwed her face up and rubbed her hands over her temples, and the muscles in Ronin’s jaw worked as she ground her teeth together. 
 
    Mr. Thomas, Dr. Tanaka, and Lia all looked at each other and then between Dr. Hastings and me with utter confusion. 
 
    “What do you know that we have not been told as of yet?” Dr. Tanaka asked, and his smile faded away. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper and I have been researching possible suspects for The Great Scaled One for a while now,” Dr. Hastings explained. “We found a few possibilities, but until we had this information it was all speculation. This region of Iran has quite effectively narrowed down our list of suspects to exactly one monster legend.” 
 
    “And which legend would that be?” Mr. Thomas asked. 
 
    “The Ancient Persian Legend of Azhi Dahaka,” Dr. Hastings replied. She pulled out her seat and sat down like a professor getting ready for a long lecture. “According to the records that Mr. Cooper and I found, Azhi Dahaka was a monstrous creature of chaos. He was created by a demon known as Ahriman to bring utter chaos and destruction to the world. The legend states that Azhi Dahaka is so powerful He is immediately aware of any threats to Himself. A hero took it upon himself to free the world from the threat of Azhi Dahaka, but due to this awareness and the sheer power of the beast, the hero was unable to kill Him. The legend also says that within the body of Azhi Dahaka there are ‘many demons,’ and when the monster is killed, the demons will escape into the world.” 
 
    “So, if the hero could not kill the beast, what did he do?” Lia asked, and her eyebrows were knitted together like she wasn’t really sure she wanted the answer. 
 
    “He was able to imprison Azhi Dahaka under Mount Damavand.” Dr. Hastings pointed at the mountain on one of the topographical images. “The legend states that the monster will remain chained within the mountain until Garshasb, the world’s greatest hero, comes to finally kill Him.” 
 
    “This legend sounds horrific,” Mr. Thomas said softly after Dr. Hastings finished. 
 
    Dr. Hastings gazed at me with a strange look in her eyes, and it made my heart stutter. There was shock, fear, and intense hope in the grays of her irises, and I didn’t know what to say to any of it. 
 
    I’d always intended to kill The Great Scaled One. I supposed that would make me the world’s greatest hero, but it felt so foreign to hear it said out loud in a conference room surrounded by my team. 
 
    It felt like my brain was being torn in two directions at once. 
 
    On the one hand, I was relieved to have a name, legend, and even a face to place on The Great Scaled One. It was like receiving a diagnosis for a potentially terminal illness. It certainly wasn’t good news by any means, but I was relieved to know what I was fighting now. 
 
    On the other hand, this meant we were closing in rapidly on the fight of my life. I was quickly running out of time to kick this issue down the road, and we were going to have to face Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    Soon, it sounded like. 
 
    A low current of dragon energy rippled all through my body as His name passed through my thoughts. 
 
    You guys are really eager for this fight, aren’t you? I thought to my dragons. 
 
    The next jolt of energy they gave me made my body jolt from the sudden swell in my veins, and I had to clench my teeth to keep my dragons’ enthusiasm in check. 
 
    They were more than ready for this mission, but now that I knew what we were going up against, I suddenly felt wildly unprepared. I wished that I had more cadets at my disposal, and as I studied one of the thermal images Dr. Hastings had laid out, I thought I might really need them. There were massive heat signatures all around the mountain, and I was going to need to direct me, my dragons, and most of my team straight to Azhi Dahaka in order to win. 
 
    It would be hugely beneficial if we could get some more backup to come in and help us tackle this, and I wondered who might be the best for assisting us with such a dangerous and crucial mission. I held a certain amount of power and status with the Academy, and I wondered how much I could ask for. 
 
    Dr. Tanaka studied several of the images and mumbled to himself in rapid-fire Japanese for a few minutes as I internally debated the advantages of all the cadets I’d met and befriended since joining AIMM. 
 
    “I agree with your assessments, Dr. Hastings,” the Japanese scientist said. “I believe we should get to work straight away and gather as much information as we can. It appears from these thermal images that Azhi Dahaka is amassing a great number of monsters, and I do not wish to be caught off-guard. I believe we would be much better suited if we can move in offensively before He is fully ready to enact His great plan.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dr. Hastings said. 
 
    Mr. Thomas wrung his hands nervously and chewed on the inside of his lip until I worried he would gnaw the whole thing right off his face. It was clear the AMIE administrator had never anticipated being a part of such an enormous mission, and he looked like he had no idea how to move forward. 
 
    “Mr. Thomas, does the London estate have a research facility where Dr. Tanaka and I may set up?” Dr. Hastings asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Mr. Thomas sighed with relief at something he could do to help. “You are welcome to any of our resources. I fear I will not be of much help outside of providing you with any tools and equipment we have access to here.” 
 
    “That will be very helpful, Mr. Thomas,” Dr. Hastings assured the tall man. “However, before we disperse, I do have a bit of good news for you cadets.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Nick asked, and he perked right up in his chair. 
 
    “Headmaster Burkhard and I apologize for the complete lack of fanfare,” Dr. Hastings said as she looked at Steffi, Nala, Elisabeth, Nick, and me. “But you have all earned new ranks.” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Nick whisper-cheered. “I knew it.” 
 
    “Quite right, Mr. Walters.” Dr. Hastings smiled. “You have indeed earned the rank of Orange Two.” 
 
    “Orange… Two?” Nick gasped. “That means I ranked up two levels!” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Hastings confirmed, and she turned to Steffi and Nala. “Ms. Foster and Ms. Jefferson, you have both earned the rank of Red One.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Nala gasped. 
 
    Steffi allowed herself a politely contained squeal of glee, and the two of them grinned at one another. 
 
    “Woah,” Nick breathed. “That makes three Reds on our team!” 
 
    “Ms. Bernard,” Dr. Hastings continued with a slight smile at the blond nymph, “you have earned the rank of Yellow Five.” 
 
    “Merci,” Elisabeth said a wide grin. 
 
    “And Ronin,” Dr. Hastings turned to my Japanese girlfriend. “Headmaster Burkhard and I have agreed that you have proven yourself time and time again, and that you deserve an honorary rank as well. You will now hold the rank of Orange One.” 
 
    “Arigato,” Ronin murmured, and she pressed her palms together and nodded politely. “It is an honor.” 
 
    “That’s so cool, Ro,” Steffi said as she clapped her hands together with excitement. 
 
    “You totally deserve it,” Nala added. 
 
    Ronin blushed under her adorable freckles at the praise from my other ladies, and she dipped her chin in a humble nod. 
 
    “And last but certainly not least,” Dr. Hastings continued as she turned her gray eyes to me. “Mr. Cooper, you have earned the rank of Red Five.” 
 
    “Fuck yes, he has,” Nick said in a hushed voice of celebration as he smirked at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to mumble. I couldn’t believe it. I was now the highest rank that AIMM had to offer, and as far as I knew, I was the highest rank any Academy had to offer. 
 
    “You will receive uniforms to represent your new ranks when you return to AIMM,” Dr. Hastings said as she brushed her hair away from her gorgeous face. “They were not a priority in the midst of my preparations for coming to London. I have brought quite a bit of equipment with me.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I don’t think we’d be wearing them here anyway.” 
 
    “True,” Nick chuckled. “I kind of like being able to wear our regular clothes. Maybe we should do away with the uniforms.” 
 
    “Dr. Hastings,” Mr. Thomas said, and he cleared his throat as he stood up from the table. “If you wish, I can show you and Dr. Tanaka to the research center now.” 
 
    “I am very curious to see what AMIE’s secondary outpost has to offer,” Dr. Tanaka said, and he jammed his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “I expect your main Academy in France has a much more expansive setup.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Mr. Thomas said with enthusiasm. “We have only had ownership of this property for a short period of time. We have not even had the chance to set up a proper training facility yet. But AMIE is in the process of approving a rather substantial budget for me to work with in order to establish a serious place of operations here in London.” 
 
    Mr. Thomas continued on enthusiastically to Dr. Tanaka as they walked out of the room and started down the hallway. 
 
    “You guys go ahead,” I said to my ladies and Nick. “I want to ask Dr. Hastings something. I’ll catch up in a minute.” 
 
    “Okay.” Steffi gave me a kiss on the cheek and then flitted out of the room with Nala at her side. 
 
    “Red rank!” Nala whisper-cheered over her shoulder at me, and then they disappeared. 
 
    “See you soon,” Ronin murmured. 
 
    Then she looped her arm through Elisabeth’s, and the pair followed Steffi and Nala into the hallway. Lia gave me a smile and left the room without a word. 
 
    I was glad to see that Dr. Hastings was putting all her files back together and into the briefcase with very slow movements. She glanced up at me from under her lashes, and the corner of her sexy red lips turned up in a subtle smirk. 
 
    I picked up a few of the images on my side of the conference table and stacked them together. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be the top scientific advisor that Headmaster Burkhard was sending to London,” I said. 
 
    “Neither did he,” Dr. Hastings murmured. 
 
    “I figured you were way too busy with everything at AIMM.” I smirked and handed her the pages I’d collected. “What with SEEKR just coming back online, and all your other responsibilities, too.” 
 
    “Normally you would be right,” Dr. Hastings admitted, and she finally lifted her chin to fully look at me. “Headmaster Burkhard didn’t want me to come.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked. 
 
    I slowly picked up the last photo on the far side of the table and walked around so I stood between Dr. Hastings and the door of the conference room. I stopped well within her personal space and heard her gasp as the electric sexual tension skyrocketed between us. I couldn’t stop the smug grin that spread across my face as the sexy doctor pressed her lips together into a hungry line. 
 
    “As I explained to Headmaster Burkhard,” Dr. Hastings said. “This information is far too critical to be left within even the high-security standards and protocols of the Academies’ private networks. It was most important for me to deliver the data personally to the proper hands.” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured. “That makes perfect sense… except, any scientist or AIMM official could have delivered the information.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Dr. Hastings smiled and blushed. “I’m sure it will come as no surprise to you that I had a deep need to see you in person before…” 
 
    “Before I go into battle against the biggest, most powerful monster any of the Academies has ever faced before?” I offered. My hand lifted of its own will to her face, and I brushed the pad of my thumb softly over her cheek. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Dr. Hastings sighed. Her eyes closed, and she leaned slightly into my touch. “I had to see you. I couldn’t bear the idea of anything happening to you. You’ve become very important to me, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    “You’ve become important to me, too, doctor,” I whispered, and I realized just how true the statement was. Sure, getting to fuck the sexiest cougar in the entire Academy was a privilege I didn’t take for granted, but somewhere along the line, I’d come to really care for her, too. 
 
    And it was pretty obvious that she cared deeply for me as well. 
 
    “I wanted to be here in person to help prepare you for this mission.” Dr. Hastings gazed at me with bright gray eyes, and then she hastily added, “and your team, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” I smirked and forced my hand back to my side. Then I took a deep breath and said the boldest thing I’d ever said in my entire life. “My room is in the west wing, the last door at the end. Maybe you can come by later and help me… prepare.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Dr. Hastings hummed and a blush creeped up her slender neck and over her high cheekbones. “How… inappropriate of you to say such a thing, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    Though her words were exactly what an Academy administrator should say, her tone and her eyes told me the total opposite. She dragged one perfectly manicured finger down the middle of my chest and smirked when she saw the reaction I had. 
 
    “Well.” I shrugged as the rippling heat from Beyblade wafted out through my limbs. “I guess all the praise has been going to my head. Maybe I shouldn’t say it, but the offer stands.” 
 
    “Dr. Hastings?” Dr. Tanaka called from the hallway, and there was a bit of impatience in his voice. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Dr. Hastings called back as she grinned mischievously at me. “I’m just gathering my reports and notes.” 
 
    “Very good,” Dr. Tanaka replied. 
 
    “You should hurry.” I smirked. “Dr. Tanaka doesn’t seem entirely patient.” 
 
    “I believe you’re right,” Dr. Hastings murmured. Then she snapped the locks on her briefcase closed and shot me a coy smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Cooper, I have some other business to attend to.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    I stepped to the side and gestured for the sexy doctor to pass as my brain aggressively argued with itself for a second. My baser instincts won out, though, and just as Dr. Hastings passed in front of me, I pulled my hand back and gave her a firm slap on the ass. 
 
    Dr. Hastings gasped and bit down on her bright red lip as she gave me a playfully accusing look.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I shrugged innocently at the platinum-blonde scientist, and she smirked at me from the corner of her eye as she walked out of the door and disappeared. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed to myself after she was gone. “I can’t believe I just did that.” 
 
    I’d never been so bold with the sexy doctor before. I wondered if it really was all the Dragon Conjurer praise I’d been getting, or if it was the imminent threat of the end of the world that loomed over everything right now that had emboldened me to behave so rashly. Maybe I’d just become confident and comfortable enough to really go after everything I wanted in life. 
 
    I shook my head and smirked to myself as I went out into the hallway in search of my team. Their excited chatter reached me from the main entrance hall of the London estate, so I made my way to them. 
 
    “Can you believe we’re both Reds now?” Nala said to Steffi. 
 
    “I know, right?” Steffi giggled. “It’s incredible. We’ve ranked up faster in the months since Dylan came to AIMM than in all the time we were at the Academy before that.” 
 
    “It’s so fucking awesome!” Nick shouted in celebration, and he pumped his fists in the air. 
 
    “I did not expect an honorary rank,” Ronin said. “Nor did I expect that it would feel so delightful to be included.” 
 
    “You deserve it,” I said to my Japanese girlfriend. “You all deserve it.” 
 
    “And you!” Elisabeth grinned brightly. “Red Five! It is incredible!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s pretty awesome.” 
 
    “Congratulations to all of you,” Lia said softly. 
 
    I knew her words and the sentiment were genuine, but I could hear a bit of sadness in her voice. I wondered if Volkov would finally give her a tier one when she returned to RMA, and then I quickly shoved that thought away. The idea of Lia returning to the frozen lands of Russia and being on the other side of the world from me made my heart clench and ache. I was determined to enjoy every single second that I had with Lia until she had to return to her own Academy. I also allowed the very back of my brain to cling to the idea that maybe I had enough pull to be able to have Lia stay in the United States long-term like Ronin and Elisabeth. 
 
    “What should we do now?” Nick asked. “I’m so pumped, I couldn’t possibly relax.” 
 
    “Well,” Elisabeth mused. “The estate doesn’t have any holographic training rooms, but it is a lovely day outside. We could go out to the grounds and get some practice in. I want to work on improving my shifts from one animal directly to another.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Steffi said. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Nala agreed. 
 
    Lia and Ronin nodded, and we all walked out the front doors together and around to the huge backyard of the estate. 
 
    “What are you going to work on, Ro?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “I believe I will practice my astral throwing weapons.” Ronin grinned and there was an eagerness to her bouncing footsteps. “It’s an incredibly useful skill, and my aim is not yet proficient enough for my liking.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nala said. “It took me a lot of practice to improve my accuracy.” 
 
    We rounded the corner to the large grassy area beyond the brick veranda outside the estate’s library, and my team split off. 
 
    Nick immediately disappeared halfway into the grass and started to shuffle forward with his upper body still exposed. His blond eyebrows furrowed in concentration as he trudged forward. 
 
    Ronin and Nala paired off, and my earth-bending girlfriend set up a series of rock targets at various distances. Then Nala pulled a stone dagger from the soil beneath her feet and held it out in front of her as she explained her technique to my Samurai warrior. 
 
    “I don’t know if this would apply to your astral weapons,” Nala said. “But with my stone and rock projectiles I have to either keep total control over them, or calculate for things like gravity and strong winds.” 
 
    “I do not believe wind will have much effect on my astral weapons,” Ronin said as she extended a ten-inch-long white astral throwing dagger in the palms of her hands. “I never feel any wind resistance on any of my hand-held weapons. I do not see any reason why throwing weapons would be different.” 
 
    “What about gravity?” Nala asked. “Are your astral weapons weightless?” 
 
    “No,” Ronin laughed, and she shifted the dagger into an enormous mace. “They do have weight to them, though it is never as much as a mace made of real steel or iron would have. But this is heavier than the dagger.” 
 
    “Alright.” Nala nodded. “Let’s try some throws, and we can adjust from there.” 
 
    I smiled at my dark-haired lovers and looked over to see Steffi fluttering high into the air. Her hands began to glow with bright golden fairy-energy, and she moved her hands around like she was shaping clay. The golden energy stretched out and flattened into a wide disc shape in front of Steffi. Then she squished it into a long oval that extended well over her head and past her feet. 
 
    I pulled my attention away from my fairy-girl and turned to check on Elisabeth next. My shapeshifting French girlfriend stood off by herself in the grass as she took a few deep breaths. Then she hunched her shoulders and stretched her arms out wide as bright blue feathers burst out all over her body. Her legs shrank into her torso, and her nose extended out into a sharp beak as she took off into the air before her shift was even complete. 
 
    Elisabeth soared around in a wide circle over the yard and picked up speed. Then she tucked her wings in close to her sides and began to shift into a beautiful tan cougar. Her wings twisted around beneath her torso and extended into the powerful legs of the big cat just a split second before she landed on the ground. The shift rippled down the length of her spine, and her small bird feet stretched out into another pair of well-muscled legs just in time to continue her feline sprint. 
 
    I grinned at the nearly perfect transition Elisabeth had made from bird to big cat in a flash, and then I turned to check on Lia next. 
 
    She’d called out all of her dragons while I’d watched the rest of my team, and now they stood in a protective circle around the beautiful blonde. She held her hand out to Alex’s scaly green face as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    I wondered what Lia was thinking, or if she’d discovered any new connections with her dragons. She opened her eyes and smiled brightly up at her fire dragon for a moment before she scratched under his chin. Lia’s pouty lips moved as she said something to Alex, and her green fire dragon trotted happily off to roll in the lush grass. Lia turned next to her blood-red dragon, Ruby, and extended her hand palm-up to the magnificent beast. 
 
    I breathed deeply at the satisfaction of the amazingly hard-working and completely badass team around me, and I turned my attention to my own goals. 
 
    My dragons wriggled with sudden excitement as they felt me shift my focus toward them, and I smirked at their eager energy. 
 
    “Exokyzo, Bianxifa, Sokisaseru,” I said. 
 
    Ky, Beyblade, and Goldie burst out of my tattoos with bright flashes of blue, orange, and gold light. They stood in front of me and waited patiently as I called out my other dragons. 
 
    “Trylle frem, Sárkány, Dewch yma,” I said. 
 
    Thor and Zofia suddenly appeared in a bright flash of indigo light and the ear-thumping fwoomp sound of my mind-control dragon. Griff was in full stealth mode, but I sensed his presence to my right. 
 
    “Pridi,” I finished. 
 
    Anya and Vera exploded into sight in a blinding flash of blue-green light. The twin dragons sniffed at the air for a second before they jumped up and immediately disappeared. 
 
    “Griff?” I guessed that the smallest of my dragons had landed themselves right on their mate’s back. 
 
    My muted-orange dragon let his camouflage slip away, and there he stood with the small Kamikaze dragons perched on his back like parrots on a pirate. I studied them for a moment and realized that the twin females had grown a bit since Lia and I had worked together with our dragons. 
 
    When I’d first conjured the blue-green dragons, they were about the size of Maine Coon cats, but now they were a bit larger and about the size of bobcats. I wondered if they would keep growing, but I didn’t expect they would reach the size of my larger dragons. I doubted they would ever come close to Thor or Ky’s sizes, but Ky had grown an immense amount since I’d first conjured him. I decided I would just have to wait and see. 
 
    “You guys enjoy some free time,” I said to my dragons, and I mentally added that I was going to check in with each of them while we all worked outside. 
 
    Beyblade wagged his tail playfully and nipped at Zofia’s hindquarters. My gloomy-purple dragon narrowed her bright red eyes at her mate before she darted off into the open field. Beyblade’s tongue flicked out of his mouth, and then he raced after my mind-control dragon with a playful bounce in his steps. 
 
    The pair dashed off to the other side of the yard from where Lia was working with her dragons, and a moment later, Thor and Goldie followed them at a more relaxed pace. My storm and wind dragons wound the tips of their long tails together like they were holding hands, and I grinned at the almost-romantic gesture. 
 
    I turned back to find Anya and Vera nuzzling their faces against Griff’s neck in an adorably affectionate way. I chuckled and turned to my blue ice dragon. 
 
    Ky stood like a casually proud sentry to a king’s land with his chest out and his eyes flicking out over the surrounding area. He breathed steadily as he waited and watched my other dragons move off to their own areas to enjoy some outside relaxation. I wondered if it was because Ky had been my first dragon, or if it was just in his personality to naturally take a leadership role. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes for a moment and focused on the invisible silver tether that strung between myself and my ice dragon. I mentally tapped on it and felt a small vibration run down its strong fibers. Ky instantly turned to look at me, and almost imperceptibly perked up like a soldier who had been called to attention. 
 
    “Good boy,” I murmured to my blue dragon, and I gave him an affectionate scratching on his chest. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if this is what it felt like to be a parent. I was so proud of the magnificent creature Ky had become. The bond between us was so strong, and I knew without a doubt that he, or any of my other dragons, would have laid down their lives for me. 
 
    “Go and run, buddy,” I said, and I shared with Ky a mental image of him romping freely through the grass. 
 
    My ice dragon hesitated for a moment before he turned and walked slowly over to where Lia’s black Chinese dragon was sniffing at the tree line. My blue dragon silently announced himself to Onyx and waited to see if he was welcome to join in on the hunt. Lia’s black magic dragon eyed Ky for a moment, and then he returned to sniffing at the trees with an openness about his shoulders that even I could recognize was an invitation to join him. 
 
    I watched all my teammates and Lia’s and my dragons for a while and just enjoyed the way everybody was getting along and working together. 
 
    Steffi had moved over to offer her golden energy shields as targets for Ronin and Nala, and it looked like good practice for all three of them. Elisabeth and Nick seemed to have found themselves in some kind of racing competition. Nick was using his plant-traveling abilities to see how far he could get from the start of Elisabeth’s shift to the second she was finished. 
 
    “Ready?” Nick asked my French girlfriend. 
 
    “Oui,” Elisabeth replied. 
 
    “Set…” Nick continued. “Go!” 
 
    He disappeared in a flash into a nearby fern, and at the same instant, Elisabeth started to reshape her entire body into the long lines of a black panther. Once she had fully formed into the sleek big cat, she immediately began to transform again into the wildly different body of a polar bear. The instant the white fur finished spreading over her body, Elisabeth let out a loud roar, and Nick popped out of a hedge far on the other side of the yard. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Nick shouted with excitement. 
 
    Elisabeth let out a happy roar and ran over to where Nick was, and about ten feet before she reached him, she shifted back into her human form again. 
 
    “Again?” Elisabeth asked with a wild grin. 
 
    “Hell yes,” Nick laughed. “I love a good race, and this has very different aspects to it.” 
 
    They prepared to set off again, and I smiled as I pondered the connections I had with each of my dragons. 
 
    I debated for a moment on what I should focus on during this time. It was an easy decision to make, and I knew I wanted to explore the forceful and powerful development with Thor’s lightning. 
 
    I hadn’t thought much about the explosive surge of lightning that had coursed through my body since the other day. The sheer force of the electrical current would have been entirely terrifying to me just a few months ago, but my life had shifted so completely since then. Now, it was just another new level of awesome that came along with being the Dragon Conjurer. 
 
    Honestly, the potential of having ready access to that level of lightning was really fucking exciting. I couldn’t deny that I loved the idea of having access to such a directly offensive power literally at my fingertips. I always knew that my dragons would keep me safe. They obeyed my thoughts before I could even put them into words these days, but it would make me feel a lot more helpful to the team if I could have a more direct way to help. 
 
    Goldie had wandered over to join in with Onyx and Ky’s hunt. Thor was sprawled out in the grass, and his eyes were narrowed with a slightly jealous intensity as he watched his mate stalk beside Lia’s black dragon. He didn’t make any moves to interfere with Goldie’s choice to socialize with the black Chinese dragon, but it was clear in Thor’s indigo eyes that he would have preferred Goldie by his side. 
 
    I smirked at the very male attitude of my storm dragon and walked over to him. 
 
    The indigo web of energy sizzled into life as I got closer, and I envisioned sucking the current into my shoulders like a milkshake through a thick straw as I took a deep breath. The surge of energy built up slowly at first, but when I was within a few feet of my storm dragon, I could almost taste the current on my tongue. 
 
    Thor’s pupils narrowed, and he turned to look at me as I stopped two feet away from his side. I could tell by the focus in his indigo eyes that he could feel the surging electricity as it flowed into my body. 
 
    Is this hurting you? Or weakening you? I asked Thor in my mind. 
 
    The mental image of Thor in my mind’s eye melded with the physical body of my storm dragon in front of me, and he blinked his eyes calmly at me as if to say, “No, it’s not.” 
 
    Good, I’m glad. Can you feel when I draw the power from you? I stretched my hand out slowly toward his black scales. 
 
    Thor dipped his scaled jaw and nodded at me. Then he blinked, and a sudden crackle of lightning flashed around his indigo irises. 
 
    The lightning spiked fast and hard, and I could feel it rushing through my nerves. It was sharp and almost uncomfortable, with a slight sensation similar to chewing on aluminum foil and sucking on a freshly minted penny. 
 
    I slammed my eyes shut and sucked in a deep breath as I tried to adjust to the well of lightning that was contained within the indigo web of energy between my shoulder blades. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled through gritted teeth, and I knew I had to let the lightning out before I lost control of it. 
 
    I opened my eyes and stared straight into Thor’s eyes as I swallowed hard against the rising panic in my lizard brain. 
 
    Thor forced his way into my mind’s eye and directed my attention to a damaged branch that extended out from the thick trunk of a nearby maple tree. The branches were twisted and bare, and the bark was falling away as if the limb was already losing a battle with disease. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and pointed my hand out at the sick tree branch. Then a sharp breath of effort rushed out of my lungs as I released the built-up energy, and a blinding current of lightning zapped through the calm late afternoon air across the ten feet to the damaged tree limb. 
 
    The bare branch exploded into a thousand splinters, and the pieces ignited into immediate flames as they sailed through the air. The air snapped with the release of electricity, and a subdued rumble of thunder rippled out in a circular wave. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    Thor blinked at me with a clearly impressed look in his wide eyes, and he tilted his scaled head at me. 
 
    Then Nick popped out of the grass at my side with his green eyes wide and his jaw nearly on the ground. 
 
    “What the fuck did I just see, dude?” Nick demanded. 
 
    Before I could respond, Saph trotted up to us and spewed out a few small streams of water onto the still-burning chunks of exploded tree, and Steffi fluttered down to the ground beside us with a shocked expression. 
 
    “Did you just send lightning through your fingers?” Steffi asked. 
 
    Ronin and Nala bounded over with huge grins on their faces, and Lia jogged up behind them. A large owl soared over and landed beside us, and then it shifted into the human form of my French girlfriend. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Elisabeth breathed as she surveyed the scattered debris from the small explosion I’d caused. 
 
    “He sure did,” Lia confirmed with a bit of a smug smile on her beautiful face. “It looked like you had a lot more control over it this time.” 
 
    “‘This time?’” Nick gasped. 
 
    “You’ve done this before?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “The other time was when Lia and I came out here to work with our dragons after our shopping spree in the city. It was completely by accident that time.” 
 
    “That’s so cool.” Nala smirked. “What’s it feel like?” 
 
    “Is it like hooking a car battery up to your tongue?” Nick asked with a little too much enthusiasm. 
 
    “Um… no,” I chuckled. “It’s… I don’t know how to explain it. It’s kind of like static electricity from wool socks, or a latex balloon times a billion. I can feel it in my teeth, it doesn’t feel good, but it’s not exactly unpleasant, either. It just feels…” 
 
    “Powerful?” Lia offered. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. 
 
    “It’s incredible.” Steffi smiled. 
 
    “I’m hoping it will give me a little more opportunity to be hands-on in battle,” I said. 
 
    “I am sure that it will,” Ronin said. 
 
    “So, how did all of your training go?” I asked. 
 
    “Really great,” Nala said, and she grinned at my Japanese girlfriend. “Ronin has a natural ability to hit a target.” 
 
    “Nala has great skill in sharing her knowledge,” Ronin replied. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I’m glad you two were able to help each other.” 
 
    “I’m working on figuring out the limits of my shielding abilities,” Steffi said. “I let them throw targets at me to see how thin I could make a shield before it stopped working.” 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned. “How did that go?” 
 
    “Well.” Steffi nodded. “It turns out I can use a much thinner layer of energy than I would have expected.” 
 
    “Does that mean you can use the other energy for other things?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Steffi said. “It turns out that I can create a very thin shield and shoot offensive orbs at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s awesome!” I said. “Great work today, everyone.” 
 
    “We’ve been out here a while,” Nick said. Then he looked at me with longing in his green eyes, and he licked his lips with hunger. “Have we earned a decadent level of dinner?” 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “I think we have. Come on, I’m pretty hungry, and I get the feeling that we should get all the good food and rest that we possibly can while we have the chance.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Nala agreed. “Based on what Dr. Hastings said, I think it won’t be long at all before we’re sent to Iran.” 
 
    Everybody’s moods dropped just a notch at Nala’s words, and I let out a noncommittal grunt. 
 
    Lia called all of her dragons back in one by one, and we watched them disappear in bright flashes of light. 
 
    “Epistrophi,” I said. “Fanhui, Moduro.” 
 
    Ky, Beyblade, and Goldie disappeared in their bright flashes of blue, orange, and gold light, and then I turned to my other dragons. 
 
    “Komme Tilbake, Búcsú.” I said. 
 
    Thor and Zofia disappeared in the burst of indigo light, and the air-sucking fwoomp of my mind-control dragon’s departure thumped in my ears. Then I looked around for Griff and the twins. 
 
    They weren’t anywhere in sight, but I had a feeling at the back of my neck that my stealth dragon was nearby. 
 
    “Come on, buddy,” I whispered, and a long, snake-like, muted-orange tail suddenly appeared curled around my feet in a wide circle. 
 
    The camouflage dropped away from Griff starting at his tail and then over his hind legs, up his shoulders where Anya and Vera appeared, and then flicked away from his foxlike ears to show his mischievous face. 
 
    “He is such a cheeky boy,” Elisabeth giggled as she stepped up and rubbed under his jaw. “A very cheeky boy.” 
 
    “That’s one word for it.” I smirked. “Come on, you three. Dychwelyd, Hvala vam.” 
 
    Griff disappeared in utter silence, and my Kamikaze twins vanished in a blinding flash of blue-green light. 
 
    “Should we eat in the dining hall this evening?” Ronin asked with little enthusiasm. 
 
    “I think I’d rather eat upstairs,” Steffi said, and her eyebrows drew together. “I’m not really in the mood for trying to make light conversation with cadets I hardly know.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nala said. “I’d rather be with just us tonight.” 
 
    “That sounds much more appealing.” Lia nodded. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Ronin sighed with relief. “I am glad. I was not in the mood for the dining hall, either, but I did not wish to push my mood on anyone else.” 
 
    We walked over to the brick veranda at the back of the massive estate and through the library to the main hallway. I led my team over to the staircase and up toward our rooms. 
 
    “I think we’re all in about the same mood tonight,” I said after a moment of thought. “We got really big news today. Big news that we’ve been waiting for, but still, I think we’re all processing what this means.” 
 
    “It’s good to have a name and a legend to put to the GSO,” Nick said with a seriousness in his voice that was really unusual for him. 
 
    “It is,” Elisabeth agreed. “I do not feel much better, but at least now we know more about what we are facing.” 
 
    “I think we would do well to put the issue out of our minds for this evening if we can,” Lia suggested. “I at least need time to process the information.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Steffi chirped. “Come on, let’s focus on dinner instead. I’m hungry, and I know at least Nick and Nala are, too.” 
 
    “I am positively wasting away,” Elisabeth said. She grinned at my fairy-girl’s attempt to lighten the mood and tapped a finger on her chin. “I believe I shall have a cheeseburger this evening.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nick moaned and practically started to drool. “That sounds sooooo gooooooood.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” Nala chuckled. “Excellent idea, El.” 
 
    I smiled at my team as we walked into the private sitting room, and we all sat down around the room to relax a little bit. Steffi picked up the phone on the end table beside her chair and held it away from her ear for a second. 
 
    “Cheeseburgers with lettuce, tomato, onion?” my fairy-girl asked the room. “Does that sound good to everyone?” 
 
    “Bacon, too, please,” Nala replied. 
 
    “Yeah, bacon for me, too.” Nick nodded. 
 
    “Mayo, please,” I said, and I plopped down beside Lia on the sofa. 
 
    Steffi nodded and delivered our orders to the kitchen staff downstairs. Then she hung up, sighed, and slouched down in her armchair. 
 
    We sat in a tense silence as the knowledge of Azhi Dahaka loomed over us. Our food arrived quickly, and we dove into our deliciously juicy burgers and perfectly double-fried French fries. Conversation was almost nonexistent as we individually processed what was coming. 
 
    I’d been working through the upcoming battle for a while, so I spent the evening watching my teammates. 
 
    Nick chewed on the insides of his cheeks almost as much as he chewed his dinner. I saw his eyes dart in the direction of his room and then glance at the clock on the mantle more than a few times. 
 
    I assumed he was biding his time until his next planned video chat with Zahra, and my suspicions were confirmed a while later when he stood up from the couch. 
 
    “I’ve got a call with Z,” Nick said in a quiet voice, and he walked out of the room without another word. 
 
    After Ronin was finished with her meal, she stood up and paced slowly through the room. My Japanese girlfriend kept ending up back in front of the Scrabble board that was still covered in the tiles from her game with Lia that morning. 
 
    I saw Lia watching Ronin out of the corner of my eye, and a few minutes later, she stood up and walked over to the board. The Russian beauty cleared the tiles from the board and returned them to the bag before giving them a good shaking. 
 
    “I believe I am owed a rematch,” Lia said. “Are you up for the challenge, Ronin?” 
 
    “Yes.” My Japanese girlfriend smirked and sat down across from Lia. 
 
    After Steffi had finished her burger, she picked an open spot on the floor and started doing some yoga. The gentle rhythm of her deep breathing was a comforting bit of white noise in the tense environment of the sitting room, and a few minutes later, Elisabeth walked over to join her. 
 
    “Will you show me some poses, Steffi?” my French girl asked as she pulled her long coppery hair back into a ponytail. 
 
    “I’d love to.” Steffi looked up at Elisabeth from between her feet and smiled. Then she slowly stood back up and began instructing our shapeshifting teammate in a pose she called Warrior One. 
 
    “I’m going to go have a long hot bath and settle into bed for the night,” Nala announced a while later. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    Nala stood up and walked over to me. She placed her hands on my shoulders and kissed me sweetly before she left the room. 
 
    There was a slight chill coming into the old sitting room from the windows, and I decided that a hot shower sounded like exactly what I needed. I stood up and walked around to kiss each of my ladies and say goodnight. 
 
    “I love you,” Steffi said as she balanced on one foot. 
 
    “I hope you sleep well,” Elisabeth added. 
 
    “You, too,” I said to them both. Then I walked over and took a few seconds to study the Scrabble board between Lia and Ronin. I pointed out three letters on Lia’s letter holder and leaned down to kiss the top of her golden hair. “I’d use these.” 
 
    “Oh!” Lia gasped softly and looked up at me with a bright smile. “That’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Hey!” Ronin complained. “No interference!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled, and I walked over to kiss Ronin. “Enjoy your game.” 
 
    “Good night.” Lia smiled at me. 
 
    “I love you,” Ronin whispered. “Even if you are helping Lia win.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I laughed, and I let my eyes slide to Lia’s face as I finished my sentence. “Good night.” 
 
    I left my four ladies to enjoy their yoga and Scrabble, and I walked down to my room. As soon as I closed the door, I stripped off all of my clothes and went into the bathroom to start the hot water. 
 
    Then there was a subtle knock on my door. 
 
    I figured it was one of my ladies, so I wrapped a towel around my waist and walked out to answer it. I pulled the door open and nearly dropped the towel on the floor with surprise. 
 
    “Mmmm, good evening, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings hummed as she raked her eyes over my dragon tattoo-covered body.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Uuuhhhh,” I mumbled as my brain misfired again. 
 
    “Are you going to invite me in?” Dr. Hastings asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, of course.” I stepped out of the way and let the sexy cougar walk past me into my room. 
 
    I peeked out into the hall to make sure no one had seen the platinum-blonde at my door and then closed it behind me. I turned back and half-expected my room to be empty, but Dr. Hastings stood there just as sexy as always. 
 
    She still wore the dark green pencil skirt and star-covered blouse she’d been wearing earlier, but the blazer was gone, and the top three buttons of her blouse were undone. The good doctor’s platinum-blonde hair was a bit mussed as if she’d been dragging her fingers through the thick locks for the last several hours. 
 
    “I hope I’m not disturbing you, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said as she toyed with the button at the top of her cleavage. 
 
    “Never,” I said as my brain finally grasped the reality of her being here in my room where we had real privacy and unfettered access to a bed. “I was about to take a shower, but I suppose that can wait.” 
 
    “Actually,” Dr. Hastings purred, and she popped the button of her blouse open to reveal the top edges of a baby pink bra underneath. “I’m in need of a shower as well. Would you mind if I joined you?” 
 
    “No.” I swallowed hard as arousal rushed like a biblical flood through my veins. My cock grew instantly hard and rubbed against the plush material of the towel. “I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Dr. Hastings smirked and undid the rest of her buttons with precise movements as she kicked her stiletto heels to the corner of my room. Then she dropped her blouse on the floor and turned around, and she pulled the zipper of her pencil skirt down as she walked to the bathroom. 
 
    I walked after her like I was in one of my sex dreams, and I was delighted to find Dr. Hastings fully naked in the bathroom when I walked through the door. 
 
    Steam was already forming all over the mirror, and the sexy scientist smirked at me as she stepped into the running water. 
 
    “Oooh,” Dr. Hastings sighed with pleasure as the hot water streamed down her body. “That feels wonderful.” 
 
    I quickly hung my towel on the hook by the door and stepped in beside Dr. Hastings. Her body was covered in goosebumps, and I slid my hands up her narrow waist to cup just under the sides of her breasts. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I murmured, and I leaned down to nibble at the delicate skin under the edge of Dr. Hastings’ jaw. 
 
    “So are you,” my cougar purred and leaned her head back to allow me better access. “Oh, how I’ve missed your hands on me.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed. 
 
    I brushed my thumbs up and over Dr. Hastings’ nipples until they tightened into hard buds, and then I kissed my way down the length of her slender neck and along her collarbone. 
 
    Dr. Hastings sank her fingers into my hair and scraped her nails gently over my scalp. Then she arched into my embrace and hitched her right leg up over my hip. I scooped her up by her ass, and Dr. Hastings instantly wrapped both of her legs around my waist. 
 
    The water poured down between us and over our backs, and it brought a delicious flush to Dr. Hastings’ pale skin. I positioned her just right on my waist and tilted my hips so my raging hard-on nudged against the wet lips of her sex. 
 
    “Ooooh, yeees,” Dr. Hastings moaned, and she sought out my mouth with hers. 
 
    The sexy scientist kissed me like she wanted to pull me completely inside her entire body, and I smirked as I decided to give her the best I could. 
 
    I unwound my tongue from hers and gripped her ass as I pressed her against the shower wall. 
 
    “Oh!” Dr. Hastings gasped as I pinned her between the cold tiles and my chest. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you like no one has ever fucked you before,” I growled, and I positioned my dick at her hot entrance. 
 
    “You always have,” Dr. Hastings purred. 
 
    I grinned at her and thrust hard into her eager pussy until she cried out and dragged her nails down my back. 
 
    Thor wriggled with pleasure under my skin, and tiny waves of electricity rippled out over my nerves. The surge of dragon power sent fresh energy through my muscles and made my shaft twitch deep and hard inside Dr. Hastings’ pussy. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the sexy scientist hummed, and she stared at me with passion-hazed eyes. “I don’t know if you did that on purpose, but I liked it.” 
 
    “What?” I smirked, and I flexed my lower abs to give her another twitch. “This?” 
 
    “Oooh,” Dr. Hastings moaned as her eyes fell shut. “Yes, that.” 
 
    “That’s the least of what I’m going to give you tonight,” I growled. Then I started thrusting slowly as I held her against the shower wall, and I leaned in close to her ear and whispered. “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t take it anymore, Emma.” 
 
    Dr. Hastings gasped at me with surprise in her wide gray eyes, and she bit down on her cranberry red lip. I hadn’t intended on using her first name, but it felt delicious on my tongue, and it was clear she enjoyed hearing it as much as I’d enjoyed saying it. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Dr. Hastings pleaded as she circled her hips against me. “Fuck me like you mean it, Mr. Cooper. Fill me with your sperm over and over again until I can’t possibly take another drop of you.” 
 
    “As you wish.” I spread my feet and was grateful for the non-slip surface of the shower stall as I fucked the platinum-blonde scientist hard. I kept my pace steady to drag out the pleasure, but I made sure to nudge my pelvis against her clit with every thrust I made into her slender body. 
 
    “Aaaahh,” Dr. Hastings groaned as she dug her heels into the cheeks of my ass. 
 
    Her perfectly manicured fingers dug into the muscles of my shoulders, and Thor sent out a nearly-constant flow of surging dragon energy. I gritted my teeth against the forceful tsunami of pleasure that was building in the base of my spine and focused on driving Dr. Hastings higher. 
 
    “Your penis feels so good inside of my vagina,” Dr. Hastings mewled, and her legs gripped hard around my waist. 
 
    “Always so scientific,” I panted. “It’s my cock, and I’m deep in your tight little pussy.” 
 
    “Yessss,” she whined. “Your thick cock is so hard and deep in my little pussy. Ohhh… yesss…” 
 
    “You like the way I fuck you?” I asked, and I teased her by suddenly dropping the pace of my thrusts to a slow crawl that would have made a snail look like a speed demon. 
 
    “Ooooh, pleeeaaase,” Dr. Hastings whined. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “You want me to fuck you?” I murmured low in her ear. 
 
    “Yessss.” She nodded her head, and her red lips fell open as she moaned with frustration. 
 
    “Like this?” I asked, and I emphasized my question with a hard thrust that kicked upward at the last second. 
 
    “Yeeeeeeees,” Dr. Hastings groaned in response. “Yes, please, Mr. Cooper. Fuck me like that!” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed deep in my chest, and I gave her exactly what we both wanted. 
 
    Dr. Hastings’ legs began to shake and trembled as I gave her one long hard thrust after another. I shifted her weight onto my left arm and shifted my right hand down between us to play with her swollen clit. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Dr. Hastings groaned. She circled her hips against me and angled herself to right where she wanted my fingers. “Right there.” 
 
    I played with her clit exactly where she directed me as I continued fucking her slow and hard. The pleasure started to build up to an almost unbearable level in the base of my spine, and I brushed rapidly up and down over her clit to bring her to the edge with me. 
 
    “Christ,” I moaned under my breath. “Cum for me, Emma.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Dr. Hastings moaned. Her breath caught in her throat as her legs began to tremble around me, and her tight tunnel clenched around my shaft. “I’m cumming!” 
 
    “Goddamn,” I gasped as the rippling waves of Dr. Hastings’ climax dragged me into the abyss alongside her. 
 
    My thrusts shuddered erratically as my brain exploded in fireworks and liquid golden heat. The toe-curling pleasure raced at top speed through my brain, along my nerves, and out through every cell in my entire body. I forced my thumb to keep massaging gently over Dr. Hastings’ clit as we crested through our mutual climaxes, and I coaxed her down to the other side as my cock pumped what felt like a gallon of my creamy seed deep into her perfect body. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” Dr. Hastings sighed and went limp in my arms with deep satisfaction. “I missed you, Mr. Cooper. I missed the feeling of your warm sperm gushing inside of me. Hmmmm… it feels so delightful.” 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I sighed as the flashing light faded from behind my eyes. I gave her a tight squeeze and gently lowered Dr. Hastings to the tiled floor of the shower. 
 
    “Mmmm,” the sexy scientist hummed like a long-lasting note of a perfectly-tuned piano. “May I use some of your soap?” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured. I pressed my mouth to her kiss-swollen lips and then reached for my all-in-one shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. 
 
    “Thank you.” Dr. Hastings smiled as she squeezed a small amount in the palm of her hand. She ducked her tangled hair under the hot water and then lathered the soap into her platinum locks. 
 
    I enjoyed the domestic intimacy of watching the good doctor bathe herself and then quickly washed my hair and body, too. After I turned the water off, I handed Dr. Hastings a fresh towel, and we dried off together. I snuck in a long stare at her breasts as they bounced while she rubbed the excess water from her hair. 
 
    As soon as she was dry, I took her hand and led her to my bed. Then I laid down on my back and gestured to my still rock hard cock. The good doctor didn’t speak, she just threw her leg over my hip and settled down on my length with a gentle wiggle of her slender hips. 
 
    We both gasped once she was fully impaled on my cock, and then our gasps turned into moans as she slowly began to fuck me.  
 
    The beautiful doctor rode me until we both climaxed again, and then I rolled her over on her back, raised her long legs into the air, and took her again. 
 
    And again.  
 
    And again.  
 
    I made love to her doggie-style from behind. We spooned on our sides, and I held her hands behind her back as I fucked her hard and deep. She rode me reverse cowgirl until she had a five-minute-long orgasm while I came inside of her. We tried every position we could think of until we were finally back in missionary, and my last climax felt a bit like my cock was dry heaving. 
 
    “I think… that’s every last drop,” I moaned after our final orgasms, and I slowly slid my cock out of her soaked tunnel.  
 
    “Ohh,” she gasped as an immediate gush of my creamy seed poured out of her without my penis to dam her channel, and I let out a sigh when I saw how much of it there was. 
 
    “Wow. You are really stuffed full of my cum.” 
 
    “That… was… a lot,” she panted as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “You climaxed eight times inside of me, Mr. Cooper. I’m sure that is some sort of new record. It was exactly what I wanted from you, so thank you for filling me up so much.” 
 
    “You… are really hot,” I said. “Easy to want to keep fucking you.” 
 
    “We’ll, I certainly find you very attractive and enjoyable as well,” the good doctor said as she reached down to where her pussy was leaking my sperm like a faucet.  
 
    Then she scooped up my cream, brought it to her mouth, and began to lick it up like cake frosting. 
 
    “Hmmm, you taste delicious, too,” she purred.  
 
    Then bold words started to bubble out of my mouth before I even had the chance to consider the pros or cons. 
 
    “Stay for a while,” I murmured. 
 
    Dr. Hastings looked at me with surprise for a moment, and then her kiss-swollen lips spread in a lazy smile. 
 
    “Alright,” Dr. Hastings agreed as she licked her fingers one last time. “But I should leave before morning.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded casually, but on the inside, I was grinning like an idiot. 
 
    The good doctor smiled coyly at me and slid easily into my arms. Then she settled herself against my chest and draped one of her toned legs over my hips, and she sighed with utter contentment. 
 
    “I like this,” Dr. Hastings breathed. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. I stroked my hand down her damp hair and simply enjoyed the comfort of her company. 
 
    It was strange and wonderful to have this kind of unrushed intimacy with Dr. Hastings, and I soaked in every single second of it. Because I knew it wouldn’t last, and I knew it couldn’t last for several reasons. We snuggled together quietly for a long time until Dr. Hastings started to dance her fingers teasingly over my chest and down my stomach. I returned the playful attention, and soon I found her writhing on top of me like a champion bull rider. We somehow climaxed once more after that, and I was able to rally enough to spray another cupful of sperm deep inside of her as she cried out my name. 
 
    She laid on my chest afterward with my cock still buried deep inside of her tight pussy, and before I could even think about pulling out of her, we were both asleep.  
 
    In the very early morning hours, while the sky behind the curtains was just starting to lighten into the dim gray of pre-sunrise, Dr. Hastings stirred in my arms. 
 
    I felt her eyes on my face, and I opened mine to look at her. The platinum-blonde scientist was gorgeous first thing in the morning, even with her hair kinked and messy from going to bed with it still wet. 
 
    “I need to go,” Dr. Hastings whispered, and there was a slight frown of disappointment on her face. 
 
    “I know,” I said as I stroked my hand down the length of her spine. “I’m glad you stayed.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Dr. Hastings blushed a soft shade of pink and kissed me hard on the lips. Then she crawled out of my bed and quickly pulled on her clothes from yesterday. 
 
    I sat halfway up in bed to watch as the good doctor prepared to make her secret get away from my room, and I smirked to myself when I saw a stream of my cum drip down her long leg right before she slipped her underwear on. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” I murmured once she got her skirt on.  
 
    “Yes, you will,” Dr. Hastings giggled quietly as she turned the doorknob, and then she was gone. 
 
    I turned over and buried my face into my bed and breathed in the sweet smell of the sexy scientist on my pillows. I didn’t think I’d be able to fall back asleep, but I drifted off easily and woke up a few hours later when the sun streamed in brightly around the edges of my curtains. I opened one eye to glare at the encroaching sunlight and grumbled at knowing I had to leave the pleasant sanctuary of the bed. 
 
    I stretched to try and get some of the sleep out of my muscles and then sighed as I threw the blankets away. After I got dressed, I walked out of my room and wandered into the sitting room to find Lia and Ronin bent over the Scrabble board once more. 
 
    They were wearing fresh clothes, and Lia’s hair was still damp from a shower, so I knew they hadn’t spent the entire night in those two chairs. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said to my ladies as I kissed them both. “Who’s winning?” 
 
    “I am,” Lia said with a smug smile. 
 
    “Not for long,” Ronin murmured as she studied her letters. “Ah-ha!” 
 
    Ronin purposefully laid out four letters on the board and grinned up at me with the kind of confidence that came with a sure win. 
 
    “Good morning,” my Japanese girlfriend said. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” I chuckled. 
 
    I escaped quickly as Lia’s smile faded into a grumpy frown as she mentally tallied up Ronin’s score. I walked over to the spread of breakfast pastries, bacon, and sausages on the table and assembled myself a little plate. 
 
    Steffi bounced into the room with the fresh-faced look of someone who had gotten a very restful night of sleep. Nala and Elisabeth strolled in behind her, and the three of them wandered over to join me for breakfast. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” Steffi chirped. 
 
    Nala smiled warmly at me, and Elisabeth gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “How did you all sleep?” I asked. 
 
    “Very well.” Steffi smiled. 
 
    “Me, too,” Nala said. 
 
    “I had trouble settling down,” Elisabeth answered. “But once I fell asleep, I slept very well.” 
 
    “Good,” I hummed. “I’m really glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Breakfast!” Nick announced loudly as he bounded through the door. “Here I come!” 
 
    “Yikes!” Nala laughed as she quickly ducked out of the way. “Good morning to you, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, hey,” Nick said as he piled a plate with one or two of everything. “Sorry, I totally passed out before I ate last night. Oh, and Zahra says hi to everybody.” 
 
    “You slept…” Nala screwed up her face in total astonishment, “before you ate? What?” 
 
    “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I guess I was just that tired.” Nick shrugged and slammed a full sausage patty into his mouth. 
 
    “I guess so,” Steffi laughed. 
 
    We settled into the seats around the room and enjoyed our breakfast to the sounds of Lia and Ronin debating whether a word still counted if they couldn’t use the proper accents of their native languages. 
 
    “It is not my fault Scrabble does not have a proper Russian alphabet,” Lia grumbled as she pointed at a section on the board. “I should be allowed to spell it with the English letters that make this sound.” 
 
    “Then I should be allowed to use a single letter tile to spell whole words in Japanese,” Ronin countered. “But this does not sound at all fair.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should compromise and use only English words?” Elisabeth suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps we should,” Lia sighed. “Or we may have come to a stalemate.” 
 
    “I can concede to that compromise.” Ronin nodded. 
 
    “Very well,” Lia agreed. “Only English words, but they must be spelled properly, or they do not count.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ronin said. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Ms. Young said as she appeared in the doorway. “I hate to interrupt your breakfast, but Mr. Thomas, Dr. Hastings, and Dr. Tanaka have requested your presence in the conference room.” 
 
    “Is there news?” I asked. My heart and brain immediately kicked into high-gear. 
 
    “They did not specify.” Ms. Young shook her head. “But they requested that you come immediately.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for, then?” Nick asked around a mouthful of blueberry muffin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We all followed Ms. Young down the hall and to the conference room where we’d met with the scientist yesterday. 
 
    The table was covered with all kinds of papers. There were photographs from satellites, folded paper maps, pages and pages of handwritten notes and equations, topographic maps, and what looked like seismic activity charts. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Young,” Mr. Thomas said. “Would you please have Mrs. Davies bring in a tea service for us?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the brunette assistant replied. “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “Coffee for me, please,” Dr. Hastings said, but she never looked up from her page of notes. 
 
    “Right away, ma’am.” Ms. Young nodded, disappeared back into the hallway, and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “What’s the update?” I asked. 
 
    “There have been a few important developments since yesterday,” Dr. Tanaka announced. “I have spoken with MAJK’s headmistress this morning and informed her of all the major details that Dr. Hastings and I decided were safe to share over the Academies’ secured networks. Suffice it to say, there were still several details I had to leave out, but Headmistress Miyamoto has granted us permission to use one of MAJK’s outer locations. It is an old military base, and it is relatively close to Damavand Mountain in Iran.” 
 
    At the mention of Azhi Dahaka’s prison, my dragons perked up, and a wave of agitated dragon energy rippled through my body. I silently soothed my dragons, but they seemed more agitated as we drew closer to our battle and got our details locked in. 
 
    “This base is close enough to the mountain to serve our purposes,” Dr. Hastings added as she laid out a map of Iran on the table. She pointed one finger at a location just west of the mountain peak. 
 
    “Hai,” Dr. Tanaka agreed. “The facility is small and, admittedly, not equipped as well as we would like, but it is in a strategic location and has the basic necessities we will need.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. 
 
    “Headmaster Burkhard has a team working to assemble all the supplies I requested before I left AIMM to fly here,” Dr. Hastings said. “I will need some rather specific equipment, and it was simply too much for me to prepare by myself.” 
 
    “I have also requested Headmistress Miyamoto to send a seismograph that I have vastly improved the precision of,” Dr. Tanaka added. “I believe it will allow us to track any minute movements deep within the mountain with great precision.” 
 
    “That’ll be useful,” Nala said in a tone of voice that had the subtlest undercurrent of sarcasm I’d ever heard. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her while the Japanese scientist wasn’t looking, and my earth-bending girlfriend just smirked at me. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said as she finally looked at me. The slightest flush of pink spread across her cheeks as she addressed me directly. “Are there any supplies you and your team would find useful for this particular mission?” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with surprise. I’d wished I could have had more cadets working alongside my team, and it looked like now was my chance to ask. 
 
    “Dylan?” Nick asked before I could say more, and he jerked his head in a silent gesture for me to come over to him. “Could I just…” 
 
    “Can I have a minute to discuss this with my team?” I asked Dr. Hastings. 
 
    “Of course,” the good doctor said. “Take a moment.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    I walked over to where Nick waited in the corner of the room, and my ladies walked over and formed a small circle around us. 
 
    “What do you all think?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” Nick hesitated. He wrung his hands together, and he looked more nervous than he had ever been since the night I’d introduced him to Zahra. “Do you think you can request for Zahra to come on the mission with us? I just feel like… I mean, this is a huge thing we’re going into here, and I just couldn’t bear the idea of not seeing her and then something happening to me. I’d just feel a lot better if she were here with us. Do you think you can ask that?” 
 
    “Dude,” I chuckled and laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “I was already thinking about calling in more cadets. Of course, I’ll request Zahra. I think Alice and Katie will be helpful on this mission, too.” 
 
    “Dylan?” Ronin spoke up, and there were worried creases between her dark eyebrows. “Do you think you could request for Phoenix to join us as well? I would feel much more comfortable to have my brother with us, and I believe he would be useful in such a battle.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. “I can totally ask for him, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dylan,” Ronin breathed a sigh of relief, and the worry disappeared from her face. 
 
    “Anything else?” I asked and gazed around at my other teammates. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Steffi shrugged. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything.” Nala shook her head. 
 
    “I have no requests, either,” Lia said. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Elisabeth added. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and we turned back to the scientists at the table. “We have a request.” 
 
    “Which is?” Dr. Hastings asked. 
 
    “We all agree that we’ll need more backup from a few specific cadets,” I said. “We’d request that Ronin’s brother Phoenix join us for the mission.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Dr. Tanaka said. 
 
    “We’d also like Zahra Mohsen-Williams, Katie Anson, and Alice Roberts to join us, too, please,” I continued. 
 
    “I believe that can be arranged.” Dr. Hastings shot me a little smirk. “I must commend you, Mr. Cooper. It takes a certain level of humbleness to know your limits, and I believe your choices in cadets will serve you and your team quite well on this mission.” 
 
    “There’s a lot riding on us winning this fight.” I shrugged. “The whole world, in fact, and I’m not about to risk that for my own ego.” 
 
    “I shall contact Headmaster Burkhard and relay your request immediately,” Dr. Hastings said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Certainly.” Dr. Hastings nodded, and she turned to the Japanese scientist beside her. “I believe Dr. Tanaka had some information about the military base that may be useful to us.” 
 
    “Thank you, doctor.” The black-haired man wore another perfectly tailored suit today, and he rolled out a large paper map on the table. He smoothed a perfectly manicured hand over the map and tapped his middle finger on a small square west of a mountain peak that was labeled “Mount Damavand” in black text. “The base is here. It has not been in use in at least a decade, but MAJK has maintained the structure. There is a large runway, barracks, mess hall, and a command operation center that is, unfortunately, a bit out of date.” 
 
    “Out of date?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Tanaka grumbled. “I requested months ago that Headmistress Miyamoto begin to update the capabilities of all our bases. Unfortunately, that takes a lot of time, and she had me prioritize the list. At the time, I saw no reason we would need this particular base in the near future, so the hardlines are at least two generations old. I believe we will still be able to have sufficient connections with all the Academies, though it may lag a little bit.” 
 
    “Well, that still sounds like it will be better than when we were working with a corrupted AI system,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” Dr. Hastings nodded as she studied a small file filled with lines of data and system specifications. “I believe this will work well enough for us. Especially once we connect the equipment that will be coming from AIMM.” 
 
    “Alright,” Steffi said as she glanced between the two scientists. “So, when do we leave for Iran?” 
 
    “Immediately,” Dr. Hastings said, and she started to pile up her paperwork. “Go and pack your things, we will be leaving within the hour.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Nick gasped, and he darted out of the room and disappeared. 
 
    “That is the kind of enthusiasm I like to see from cadets.” Dr. Tanaka grinned, and then he started to help Dr. Hastings sort through all the pages on the table. 
 
    “Should we just meet you outside when we’re ready?” I asked. 
 
    “That will be fine, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said in a slightly dismissive tone, but she flicked her eyes up to gaze at me as a smirk tugged at the corners of her lips. 
 
    I led my team out into the hallway and toward the main staircase, and my stomach started to tighten with anticipation. I felt like I was walking into the most important job interview of my life, and everything hinged on how the next few days went. 
 
    “Goodness,” Elisabeth breathed as we walked. “I didn’t expect to be leaving today. “I am going to pack my things as quickly as I can, and then I must find Michel and bid him farewell.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Tell him we’ll see him again soon.” 
 
    “I will,” Elisabeth assured me. She gave me a quick kiss and then raced off and disappeared into her room. 
 
    “Alright, everybody, pack everything you brought with you to London,” I said. “I don’t know if we’ll be coming back here.” 
 
    My ladies turned to look at me with curious expressions, and I realized what I’d said. 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know if we’ll be coming back here, or if we’ll be going home to AIMM after we win,” I corrected myself. 
 
    “Better,” Steffi snickered. She gave me a kiss and then walked into her room. 
 
    Nala rolled her eyes at me and smiled before she disappeared as well. 
 
    Ronin kissed me firmly and then went into her room, but Lia lingered in the hallway for a moment. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Lia chewed on her pouty bottom lip for a moment, and then she walked straight into my arms and buried her face in my chest. 
 
    “I…” Lia heaved a shaky breath. “I do not like to admit it…” 
 
    “Admit what?” I pulled back just enough to tip her delicate chin up to look at me. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I am rather nervous,” Lia whispered, and she looked anywhere but in my eyes. “You must remember I only found out about The Great Scaled One just days ago. You have all had weeks, if not longer, to mentally prepare yourselves for a battle of this scale and magnitude.” 
 
    “I know.” I pulled Lia back against my chest and wrapped my arms protectively around her. “You’re right. I’ve spent a lot of time trying to process the idea that we’d get here eventually, and you haven’t had the same luxury.” 
 
    “It is very scary,” Lia whispered and nuzzled her nose into my shoulder like a scared child. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed. “But we’re going into this thing together, and I know that when we all work together, there’s nothing we can’t accomplish.” 
 
    “How are you so incredible?” Lia asked, and she gazed up at me with blue eyes that shone with unshed tears. 
 
    “I’m just me.” I smirked and shrugged my shoulders. “It’s you and all the rest of the people I get to call my teammates who are incredible.” 
 
    Lia’s worries faded away into a reluctant smile, and she wiped at her wet eyes with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I am very glad that I can be a part of something so big,” Lia breathed. “Even if it is the scariest thing I could have ever imagined.” 
 
    “Come on.” I smiled and gave her one more reassuring squeeze. “Let’s pack and get out of here. I don’t know about you, but the more information I have about a mission, the better I feel.” 
 
    “I am the same.” Lia nodded. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “And we’ll get a lot more information once we’re in Iran.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Lia said, and she set her fierce chin in determination. “Thank you, Dylan.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I murmured. Three more words caught in my throat, but before I could say them out loud, Lia kissed me and darted off to her room. 
 
    I heaved a deep breath and tucked the sentiments away at the back of my mind for a better time. Then I walked into my room and quickly gathered all of my things. I jammed my dirty clothes inside my worn-out duffel bag right alongside my clean things, and I grabbed my toothbrush and razor from the bathroom. Then I pulled my new badass leather jacket on and slung my bag over one shoulder, and I went out into the hall. 
 
    Elisabeth, Steffi, and Nala’s doors had been left wide open, and I could see that every last trace of my ladies was gone from inside the rooms. Ronin walked out into the hallway a second later, and Lia quickly followed. I stopped at Nick’s door and knocked loudly. 
 
    “Are you about ready?” I called to my best friend. 
 
    “Yeah!” Nick called back, and the sounds of him rushing around the room came through the door. “Go ahead, I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Ronin, Lia, and I walked together down the hall, down the main staircase, and out the front doors. Steffi and Nala were waiting with Ms. Young on the gravel driveway, and Mr. Thomas stood awkwardly nearby. I wondered if the tall, balding man was a bit sad to see us go. There was also a sandy-haired man in thick round glasses and a frumpy-looking wool suit. He spoke quietly to Mr. Thomas in a subtle French accent, and I guessed he was one of AMIE’s scientists. 
 
    Mrs. Davies bustled down the front steps with a large reusable shopping bag filled to the brim. 
 
    “Dearies,” the plump woman said as she struggled to catch her breath. “I couldn’t let you leave without making sure you have enough goodies to bring along with you.” 
 
    Nick appeared and darted down the steps. Then he threw his arms around the lovely woman like she was his favorite grandparent. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Davies!” Nick grinned. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing, love,” Mrs. Davies’ round cheeks blushed as she returned Nick’s hug. 
 
    Elisabeth walked out of the front doors a second later and hastily brushed the tears away from her eyes. 
 
    “Are we ready?” my French girlfriend asked. 
 
    “Just about,” I said. “I think we’re still waiting on Dr. Hastings and Dr. Tanaka.” 
 
    “We are right here!” Dr. Tanaka announced as he and Dr. Hastings came down the front steps. 
 
    They were both overloaded with thick silver briefcases and computer bags slung over their shoulders, and Nick and I rushed to help them with their things. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said, and she laid her hand on my bicep. The gesture would have appeared casual and polite to the others, but I could feel the heat of her touch even through the thick leather of my jacket. 
 
    “This is Dr. Dupont, everybody,” Mr. Thomas said, and he nodded to the AMIE scientist beside him. 
 
    “Bonjour,” the sandy-haired man nodded politely and then pressed his lips tightly together as if idle conversation was the very definition of torture for him. 
 
    Mrs. Davies waved goodbye to us as Mr. Thomas and Ms. Young led us around to the estate’s private runway. Captain Jackson and her co-pilot Payne stood waiting for us beside her shiny silver jet, and they smiled when they saw us coming. 
 
    “Come along, everybody!” Jackson called. 
 
    “Hey, Jackson,” Nick greeted the pilot. “Where’d you disappear off to?” 
 
    “Well, I had to go and pick up a very important scientist from AIMM the other day,” Jackson said. “But I’m back now, so let’s get moving. We’ve got a whole world to save.” 
 
    “We sure do,” Steffi murmured, and her voice was breathy from the weight of the situation we were walking headlong into. 
 
    We all loaded our bags into the jet’s cargo hold and then walked up the ramp and selected our seats. Nick sat down in the front row and laid the large bag of food from Mrs. Davies in the seat beside him. Dr. Tanaka smirked at the blond nymph as he took up the seat across the aisle, and Dr. Dupont wedged himself into the furthest corner of the seat beside him. Steffi and Elisabeth chose the row behind Nick, and Ronin and Lia sat down across from them. Dr. Hastings and Nala sat across from each other in the third row, and they both chose the window seats. A dangerously bold part of my brain told me to sit by Dr. Hastings, but I took the more appropriate option and sat beside my earth-bending girlfriend. 
 
    Captain Payne marched up the aisle without a word, and Captain Jackson followed along behind him. 
 
    “Strap in, we’re taking off in three,” Jackson said. 
 
    “Does anybody want anything from this goodie bag?” Nick asked over his shoulder. “There’s all kinds of snacks and deliciousness in here.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Steffi said. 
 
    Nala and Ronin shook their heads, and Lia looked a little more pale than usual as she grimaced in response. 
 
    “I would enjoy something,” Dr. Tanaka said, and he leaned across the aisle to see what his options were. He selected what looked like a sandwich wrapped in parchment paper and leaned back in his seat. “Thank you.” 
 
    Then engines roared to life around us, and the jet started to make its way down the runway. We reached speed quickly, and my stomach flipped and flopped as we lurched away from the ground. 
 
    Nala reached over and placed her hand in mine. I thought at first she was trying to comfort me, but when I looked over at her, I could see that she was just as nervous as Lia had been in the hallway. I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and smiled at her as we climbed to cruising altitude. 
 
    “See you later, London,” Steffi murmured, and she gazed out the window as we turned southeast. 
 
    The cabin was thoroughly silent from then on, and we all stewed in our own thoughts about the mission that laid at our feet. Dr. Hastings pulled out a pen and a small pad of paper. She occasionally tapped the end of the pen against her red lips as she appeared to create a checklist. 
 
    Dr. Tanaka must have fallen asleep, because a short while later, a gentle snoring sound came from the front row, and Nick peeked over the back of his seat at the rest of us. He snickered silently and pointed over at the Japanese scientist. Dr. Dupont eyed Nick nervously out of the corner of his eye, and then pulled his too-large jacket up around his shoulders and stared pointedly out the window. 
 
    “Be nice,” Steffi chided him quietly. 
 
    Nick stuck his tongue out at my fairy-girl, but he turned back around and settled into his seat after that. 
 
    I felt my body relax and grow heavy, and I knew under most circumstances I would have fallen asleep pretty easily. My mind was just rushing today, though, and I couldn’t settle my thoughts enough to slip into unconsciousness. I did my best to keep the churning, anxious thoughts at bay instead of sinking into the darkness that had made up my nightmares over the last several weeks. I was relieved when I felt the jet finally start to descend toward the ground. 
 
    “We’ll be landing shortly, cadets,” Captain Jackson announced over the comms. 
 
    “Huh?” Dr. Tanaka shook awake and looked around with utter confusion. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “We’ll be landing in Iran soon, doctor,” Nick explained. 
 
    My dragons writhed under my skin with impatience at these words, and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I couldn’t help wondering why they were getting so easily agitated lately. I’d never felt my dragons get this worked up for a mission before, they were generally just excited when we had a new monster to slay, but this was different. There was a ferocity to this energy that all my dragons seemed to share as a collective, and it made my heart rate kick up a notch every time they squirmed in anticipation. I figured it was because we’d been hearing about The Great Scaled One for so long now, though, and they were eager to finally face off with the biggest beast we’d ever taken on. 
 
    “Oh,” the Japanese scientist relaxed back into his seat. “Very good, thank you.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Nick smirked. “Want another snack?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I am fine.” Dr. Tanaka shook his head. 
 
    I leaned closer to Nala, and together we looked out the window at the dry landscape below. 
 
    The earth spread out in a wide rolling expanse beneath us except for the massive snow-covered peak of Damavand Mountain in the distance. Smaller mountains surrounded the tallest peak where Azhi Dahaka sat awaiting our arrival. I could also see the bright blue waters of the Caspian Sea further to the north. The land along the shore was a lush and fertile swath of dark green that shifted suddenly into the desert that stretched out for hundreds of miles to the south. 
 
    The jet dipped lower toward the ground, and I spotted a long stretch of runway straight ahead of us. I leaned back in my seat and waited for the landing gear to touch back down to the earth once more. 
 
    The tension in the back of my brain that felt like I was walking into my own funeral grew until I could taste the anxiety on the tip of my tongue, but then my dragons sent a jolt of determination into my veins to douse this. I nodded as if they could see me, and I forced myself to take several deep breaths until I regained control over myself. 
 
    We came to a slow stop on the runway just beside a small campus of sand-colored stone buildings. There were signs on each of the buildings that I could only assume were in Arabic, but I couldn’t recognize a single letter on any of them. 
 
    “Dr. Tanaka,” Dr. Hastings said as she stood from her seat. “I would like to set up our equipment immediately, if that works for you?” 
 
    “Yes, that will be fine,” the Japanese scientist replied. “There should be a sort of building manager here somewhere. Once we find him, he can show us the different areas of the base.” 
 
    He stood and stretched, and the two scientists quickly exited the jet and began to unload their equipment. Dr. Dupont waited a moment to allow the Japanese scientist a wide berth before he stood and followed. 
 
    My team and I stood a little more slowly from our seats and stretched the confinement of flight out from our limbs. 
 
    “I guess we should figure out the sleeping arrangements?” Steffi suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nala agreed. 
 
    “I wonder what it looks like,” Nick said. He slung the significantly emptier bag that Mrs. Davies had given him over his shoulder and walked down the aisle. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect individual rooms this time around,” Steffi pondered. 
 
    “I was thinking this as well,” Elisabeth agreed. “This base most likely has one large building with cots for the soldiers. We may not even find separate quarters for male and female soldiers.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Nick shrugged. “As long as you guys can control yourselves, I’m sure we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Nala laughed and rolled her eyes. “I think we can contain our urges for a few days until we save the world.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Steffi giggled. 
 
    Nick stared in horror for a second at my pink-haired girlfriend before she finally burst into laughter. 
 
    “I’m kidding!” Steffi grinned. “I don’t want you walking in on us anymore than you do.” 
 
    “Good,” Nick sighed with immense relief. 
 
    I smirked at my best friend, and we walked off the jet into the surprisingly cool air of Iran. I’d always imagined the country as an arid desert, but it was the beginning of winter, after all, and I guessed the air was a crisp and comfortable forty degrees or so. 
 
    Dr. Hastings, Dr. Tanaka, and Dr. Dupont stood a short distance away talking with a white-haired man in a pair of tan pants and a worn-out bomber jacket. The man’s olive-skinned face was heavily wrinkled, and he had a thick white mustache that hung down over his upper lip. There was a thick ring that jangled with at least two dozen keys at his belt as he pointed to the various buildings. 
 
    I assumed this was the building manager Dr. Tanaka had mentioned, and I led my team over so we could figure out where the sleeping quarters were. 
 
    “…over there, and the barracks are the last building over there,” the man said in a thick Iranian accent as he pointed toward a long building on the eastern side of the base. “I have unlocked the barracks and the mess hall for you already. If you will come with me, I will let you into the COC.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ahmadi.” Dr. Tanaka nodded and readjusted his bag on his shoulder. “Your assistance is much appreciated.” 
 
    “It is my job, sir,” Mr. Ahmadi said, and then he started to shuffle away. 
 
    AMIE’s nervous scientist heaved a breath and scuttled two full steps behind them. 
 
    “Mr. Ahmadi said the barracks are in that long building over there,” Dr. Hastings said to me quickly before she started walking after the three men. “Settle yourselves in and relax for a while. I will alert you of any progress we make.” 
 
    “Thanks, doc,” Nick said, and he didn’t hesitate to start walking toward the barracks. 
 
    My ladies and I followed behind Nick, and we walked into the military base’s barracks to find it was exactly like what Elisabeth had anticipated. 
 
    Four long rows of double-bunked beds lined the length of the long building. Most of the beds were bare except for the thin white mattresses, and about fifteen of the beds at the front of the barracks had piles of dark tan blankets and a single pillow stacked on top. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to be roughing it for a little bit,” Steffi said. 
 
    “Eh, it’s not too bad.” Nick shrugged. “It’s better than sleeping on the ground in the middle of the Canadian forest.” 
 
    “That is true,” Elisabeth laughed. “Goodness, that was uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It’s certainly a downgrade from the London estate, though,” Nala said, and she looked around at the simple cot-sized beds with a wistful longing for the luxurious mattresses AMIE had provided for us. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll survive,” I teased. “Let’s pick out beds and make them so we don’t have to do it later.” 
 
    “That is a good idea,” Lia said. She walked over and picked the top bunk of the bed on the end and laid her bag on the linoleum floor. 
 
    “Mind if I bunk with you?” Ronin asked my Russian beauty. 
 
    “Not at all.” Lia smiled. 
 
    Nala and Steffi smiled at each other and silently agreed to bunk together, and they selected the beds beside Lia and Ronin. Elisabeth smiled at my other ladies and walked over to the next bunk over, and then she started to make up the bed on the bottom. 
 
    Nick eyed us a bit wearily, and he selected the bed furthest away from us. 
 
    I chuckled at my best friend, and he grinned back at me as he pulled his laptop out first thing. He sat on the unmade bed and opened his computer. After a few minutes of tapping and clicking, he grumbled noisily. 
 
    “Aw, man.” Nick frowned. “There aren’t any open Wi-Fi networks. I’m going to have to ask for the password.” 
 
    “It’s posted on the wall beside the door,” Ronin said. 
 
    “Really?” Nick asked as he jumped over to check. “Fuck yes! Thanks, Ro!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” my Japanese girlfriend said as she fluffed her thin military pillow and plopped down on the bed. 
 
    “So…” Steffi hummed as she finished straightening out her blankets. “Should we… I don’t know… strategize?” 
 
    “I think that is a good idea,” Lia said. “I want to make sure I have as much information about this Great Scaled One as the rest of you.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we’ve told you everything we know,” Nala said as she sat down beside Steffi on the bunk. 
 
    “Do we have any ideas of how to go about defeating this monster?” Lia asked. “From what I understand, the beast has no known weaknesses.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that, actually,” I said. I quickly flung out the blankets on the bottom bunk at the end of the row beside where my ladies had settled. “I think we have a lot of good powers in our arsenal, and I think we’re going to need to use everyone’s abilities to our advantage.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Well, Griff has the surprise factor going for us,” I said. “I want to keep him a secret for as long as possible during the battle. He might be our only weapon against Azhi Dahaka’s ability to sense threats.” 
 
    “Do you think it will be like the Hecatoncheires?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “Will we have to kill all three of The Great Scaled One’s heads before we can truly defeat Him?” Elisabeth clarified. 
 
    “I think we should be prepared for that to be the case,” I sighed. “I think it’s better if we go into this expecting it to be as hard and complicated as we can imagine, and then maybe we’ll hit a stroke of luck and find some of those things not to be true.” 
 
    “Prepare for the worst.” Nala nodded. “Hope for the best.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    “What about the whole ‘many demons escaping from His body’ thing?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I had an idea about that, too,” I said. “I think Onyx is going to be crucial if that whole thing turns out to be accurate.” 
 
    “That is wise.” Lia nodded. 
 
    “The legend isn’t exactly precise.” I frowned. “I mean, ‘many’ could mean anything from dozens to thousands of demons.” 
 
    “I had not considered this,” Ronin mumbled as her dark eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “Yeah, so a large black hole that can suck in a bunch of demons all at once sounds pretty good,” I continued. “That’s why I asked for Alice to join us, too. She’s proven that her portals are incredibly effective against large numbers of monsters.” 
 
    “Zahra said they’ve been working with Alice to strengthen her portals,” Nick said. “She wanted to be able to create large portals like that without, you know, passing out.” 
 
    “Smart.” Steffi smirked. 
 
    “Between the two of them,” I continued, “and the rest of us helping out, we should be able to keep at least most of the demons from escaping into the world and wreaking all kinds of havoc.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should make sure that all the Academies and cadets are on high-alert for such an event,” Lia suggested. 
 
    “I expect that everyone will be on high-alert anyway,” I said. “But you’re right. They should all be aware of the possibility that a wave of demons might ripple out from this region to cause chaos all over the world.” 
 
    “It makes my brain hurt,” Nick sighed, and he flopped down on his bed. 
 
    “I know it’s huge,” I said. “This is probably the biggest thing any of us will ever do in our lives, and the whole world is depending on us, even if ninety-nine percent of them have absolutely no clue.” 
 
    The barracks sank into a heavy silence for a moment, and then Nick popped up on his bed with a smirk. 
 
    “This is our Death Star,” Nick declared. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lia asked. “I do not understand.” 
 
    “The Death Star.” Steffi nodded as the realization lit up her golden eyes. “Nick, you’re right, it is.” 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “I know what the Death Star is, and I’m still confused.” 
 
    “Well, we’re Luke,” Nick started to explain. “Just some kid that was dragged into a huge world-saving war because he had some magical ability, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s true,” Nala agreed. 
 
    “I still do not understand,” Ronin grumbled. 
 
    “The greatest thing Luke ever did was to destroy the Death Star.” Nick smirked. “It was this huge, life-changing event, and he didn’t know if he could do it, but he believed in himself and his friends, and they won. They saved the whole damn galaxy, and they did it together.” 
 
    My grin grew wider as Nick spoke, and I realized just how good the analogy was at describing what I already knew to be true. 
 
    “Nick’s right,” I said. “If we stick together and trust each other, there’s nothing we can’t do.” 
 
    “It is not like there is anyone else who could defeat The Great Scaled One,” Elisabeth pointed out. 
 
    “Nope.” Nala smirked and punched her fist into her hand. “Because we’re the most badass team of cadets that all of the Academies have to offer.” 
 
    “We’re totally going to kick this pig.” Nick grinned. 
 
    “There it is,” I laughed. 
 
    My ladies all breathed with a bit more ease as they looked at me, and I knew they would follow me into any battle that laid before us. I just hoped that once we defeated Azhi Dahaka, we could get some real time off for a while, and the world would be blessed with a period of peace and safety. 
 
    “Come on,” Nala said after a moment. “I’m way too wound up to just sit here like this. Let’s go see if we can help the doctors set up the equipment.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Steffi agreed. “I was feeling a little restless. 
 
    “I was thinking about trying to video chat with Zahra,” Nick said as he stared at his open laptop. “But I suppose she’s probably already getting ready to come here.” 
 
    We stood up, left the barracks together, and headed across the base to where Mr. Ahmadi had led Dr. Hastings, Dr. Tanaka, and Dr. Dupont. When we were about ten feet away from the brown metal door, a chill ran down my spine like I was being followed. 
 
    I turned around and scanned the edges of the base for the cause. 
 
    “What is it, Dyl?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mumbled as I glanced to my other side and found nothing. “I thought I felt…” 
 
    Just then, I spotted it. There was a group of dark shadows lurking past the far east edge of the base. I stared for a second at the unmoving mass, and then the distinctive scorpion tail of a Manticore flicked in the bright daylight. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed low under my breath.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    There were at least twenty of the massive fire-breathing lions sitting like sentries about a hundred yards out from the edge of the base. 
 
    The old Persian legend of the Manticore claimed that the beasts had the head of a man, but they were unlike any humans I’d ever seen. Their orange eyes were set a bit too far apart, and their vaguely human mouths were filled with the long fangs of a big cat. They had massive bat-like wings tucked along their feline bodies, and the curled points of their bulbous scorpion tails twitched menacingly over their backs. 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” Nick gasped. He held his hand at his brow to shield his vision from the bright daylight. 
 
    “Manticores,” I answered. “They’re a Persian legend. They’re super fast, with super thick skin, and poisonous stinging tails.” 
 
    “They’re just standing there.” Elisabeth frowned. 
 
    “That’s very weird,” Steffi agreed. 
 
    “What should we do?” Nick asked. 
 
    I didn’t say anything right away, and I felt all eyes turn to look at me like everyone expected me to make the call. I could see the first faint glow of Ronin’s white astral armor, and she instinctively prepared for battle, but she still waited for my final decision. 
 
    I watched the group of Manticores, and a deep suspicion grew in my gut. They were a Persian monster, and we were very close to Damavand Mountain. My instincts told me they were a scouting group sent out by Azhi Dahaka Himself. I knew that if they’d been a random group of monsters, they likely would have attacked the moment they’d spotted us. The fact that they were watching us intently and not making a move toward us sealed my decision. 
 
    “I bet they’re a recon team,” I said. “We need to kill them.” 
 
    “No problem there.” Steffi smirked, and she stretched her golden dragonfly wings out from her shoulders. 
 
    “El,” I said. “The legend says that Manticores are vulnerable to elephants.” 
 
    “Elephants?” Elisabeth asked, and then she grinned. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said. “Dewch yma.” 
 
    I felt Griff slither off of my thigh, and his camouflaged presence appeared to my right. 
 
    “Don’t let any of them get away,” I instructed my team as well as my dragon. 
 
    “Hai.” Ronin nodded, and her entire body lit up with the white glow of her astral armor. 
 
    Nick ducked into a small clump of half-dead grass at our feet, and Nala rose up on a steep rolling hill of dry earth. Steffi flitted forward just as Elisabeth’s copper-colored hair faded away into her head, and her body expanded to ten times her size. Long tusks grew out from her upper lip as her nose stretched out like silly putty. Lia summoned Ruby, and she climbed onto the blood-red dragon’s back. 
 
    I reached out and laid my palm flat on Griff’s invisible side, and then I climbed up between his shoulders. 
 
    “Keep your guard up,” I said. “Don’t let them surprise you. Manticores are really fast.” 
 
    We started forward in a triangular formation with Elisabeth at the point. Steffi, Nala, and Ronin flanked her on either side, and Lia, Ruby, and I took up the rear. Nick popped in and out of the sparse plant life ahead of us. 
 
    The Manticores took a few steps away from us as we approached, but they didn’t make a move to attack or retreat completely. 
 
    Elisabeth reached them first and trampled forward with her massive elephant feet. She targeted a smaller Manticore in the center of the line and trumpeted loudly as she barreled toward it. 
 
    The lion-scorpion shuffled from side to side and evaded Elisabeth’s attack, but it didn’t try to sting her with its huge, curled tail. 
 
    Steffi fluttered higher into the air and forged a thick golden energy orb around each of her hands. She started to blast the golden spheres down at one Manticore, and they struck with the punching force of a heavyweight prize fighter. The winged beast grunted with pain and tried to wrap its wings around its torso like protective armor. 
 
    Nala punted one of the Persian monsters clear into the air with a sudden upward bolt of stone. My earth-bending girlfriend followed the motion through until the four-foot-long pillar came clear out of the ground, and then she proceeded to pound a nearby monster into the dirt like the most aggressive game of Whack a Mole I’d ever seen. 
 
    Griff took a more direct approach and interpretation of my instructions, and he slashed clean through the throat of one Manticore before it even had the chance to react. The lion-creature gurgled for several long seconds before it paled and dropped into a large puddle of its own blood. 
 
    Lia raced to the far end of the Manticore line, and her blood-red dragon used one talon to rip through the shoulder meat of the lion-monster. I watched with confusion as Ruby quickly moved onto the next target without finishing off the first. 
 
    I still didn’t know exactly what Ruby’s powers were, but I got my answer pretty quickly. The simple slash through the Manticore’s muscles continued to tear wide open, and bright red blood poured out of the wound. A few seconds later, the foot-long cut had stretched along the entire length of the lion-scorpion’s torso, and the beast had been perfectly flayed open by one simple swipe of Ruby’s claws. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. 
 
    Ruby quickly tore into another Manticore, and the beast’s flesh ripped and split just like its packmate’s had. 
 
    Ronin extended a white astral broadsword in her hands and moved across the ground as she sliced the scorpion tails from one Manticore after another. She came dangerously close to one of the beasts’ stingers, and I thought for sure it would stab her with it. 
 
    But the beast curled its tail close into its body and wrenched its back to evade her astral blade. 
 
    Steffi flung out her golden lasso of fairy-energy and looped it around the Manticore’s tucked tail. She yanked with all her might and stretched the beast’s stinger out. 
 
    “Ro!” Steffi shouted as she held the beast spread out for my Japanese warrior. 
 
    “Hai!” Ronin swung her white astral broadsword around and over her head. She sliced the Manticore’s stinger clean off, and bright green poison splattered out in every direction. 
 
    Before I even had the chance to worry about what would happen if the poison hit any of my teammates, Steffi’s golden lasso shifted into an ultra-thin shield. Every drop of bright green poison from the Manticore’s dismembered tail splattered against the golden energy shield. 
 
    “Ugh!” Steffi groaned with disgust, and she let the shield fade away as she shook out her hands like they’d been splattered with paint. 
 
    I looked around the battlefield and couldn’t help but notice a trend in the Manticores’ movements and actions. 
 
    None of them were really attacking. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered to myself, and I looked around again to make sure of what I was seeing. 
 
    The Manticores were evading my team’s attacks as their orange human eyes remained totally focused on us. 
 
    “They’re studying our movements,” I gasped. “Fuck.” 
 
    My theory was confirmed when one beast ducked low enough that its lion-belly brushed against the rocky ground. It scurried away under Ronin’s astral blade and kept its intelligent eyes glued on Ronin’s next movements. 
 
    My Samurai warrior must have seen the evasive maneuver, because she adjusted the angle of her sword and swung it back in the other direction. She extended the width of the blade as she swung, and the Manticore’s orange eyes went wide with shock just a split second before she lopped the beast’s head almost all the way off its shoulders. 
 
    “They’re studying our movements!” I called out to my team, and I cursed the sudden attack which had left us without our usual comms. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if they’d heard me over the cacophony of the battle, but it looked like Nick was doing the same thing to them. My best friend’s blond head popped in and out of the scrub brush all around us. He would stay incredibly still each time the top half of his face appeared, and his green eyes were trained on the nearest Manticore. 
 
    A moment later, Nick appeared by Nala as she severed one of the beasts’ bodies in two with a massive cleaver of stone. He shouted something to her over the crash of stone, energy bursts, and the grunts and roars of battle, and then he disappeared again. 
 
    I urged Griff closer to the rest of my team and instructed him to drop his camouflage. Lia was closest to us, and I cupped my hands around my mouth to make sure she heard me. 
 
    “Lia!” I shouted. “They’re analyzing us! We can’t let them escape!” 
 
    “Da!” Lia nodded, and then she muttered something to Ruby. 
 
    Lia’s blood-red dragon seemed to pick up the pace as she flayed another three Manticores in quick succession. The beasts bled out in a matter of seconds, and their bodies shriveled and wrinkled like dried-out flowers. The ground beneath us was quickly becoming a shallow lake of bright red blood. 
 
    I mentally commanded Griff toward Elisabeth next. She was trampling a Manticore under her heavy front feet as she pinned a second one by its leathery wings with her back foot. 
 
    “Elisabeth!” I shouted over the agonized roar of the pinned Manticore. “The fuckers are studying our abilities! If they get away, they’ll report back to the GSO!” 
 
    Elisabeth let out a short trumpeting noise of acknowledgement, and she stamped the half-trampled Manticore into the ground with a final crushing blow. Then she thrust her tusked-face with brutal force into the lion-scorpion’s ribcage, and her long ivory tusks speared straight through the soft tissue of the Manticore’s belly. 
 
    The Persian monster’s human mouth opened in a silent scream as blood bubbled up from its punctured lungs and dribbled down its chin. Then the lion-beast went limp, and it was still skewered on Elisabeth’s tusks. 
 
    My French shapeshifter did a quick head-banging motion, and the Manticore’s corpse plopped to the ground like a rotting potato. 
 
    I turned to see Nala shouting at Steffi, and I assumed she was passing on the information Nick had delivered, because a second later, Steffi’s lips pressed together into a thin line. Then my fairy-girl blasted out a rapid volley of dense energy blows into the nearest Manticore until it collapsed to the ground in a bruised and bloody heap. In the same breath, Steffi launched a golden energy lasso around the neck of another Manticore and pulled it around to face Ronin’s broadsword. 
 
    My Japanese girlfriend thrust her sword directly into the gasping mouth of the Manticore that was still half-strangled by Steffi’s golden rope. Her white astral blade jammed straight into the back of the lion-beast’s throat and came out the other side covered in blood and soft tissue. The monster gurgled for a second before it collapsed on Ronin’s blade. 
 
    I looked around at the bloody battlefield that was littered with dead Manticore corpses and severed limbs just as Lia’s blood-red dragon literally tore one of the monsters in two with her front claws. It looked like every last Manticore was dead, but then I spotted a pair of the lion-scorpion beasts backing away from the blood-covered battlefield. 
 
    “There’s two more!” I yelled, and now that the battle was over, every one of my teammates heard my words without issue. “We have to stop them, or they’ll report back to Azhi Dahaka! We can’t let them get away!” 
 
    “Hai!” Ronin shouted, and she threw a series of white astral daggers immediately after the Manticores. 
 
    The pair’s orange eyes went wide, and they turned tail and started to run at top speed. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed. My brain reeled with possibilities, and I was about to command Griff to take chase when a quiet grunt of exertion stopped me. 
 
    “Wait,” Nala muttered. 
 
    I turned to see Nala with intense focus in her chocolate-brown eyes and her face straining with effort and determination. She closed her eyes and heaved a deep breath, and her entire body stilled like a cat preparing to pounce. 
 
    My eyes flicked back to the Manticores, and my entire body clenched with tension as they raced further into the distance. At this range, I wasn’t even sure that Nick would have been able to reach them with a full growth of plant life between us and them at his disposal. I started to resign myself to Azhi Dahaka knowing we were here, our numbers, and our abilities, but then the ground beneath Nala started to hum and vibrate. 
 
    My earth-bending lover slammed her palms down onto the rocky ground at her feet, and a violent tremor of energy spiked out in front of her like a backward wake from a speedboat. The ground trembled straight forward at an alarming speed, and a few seconds later, the Manticores disappeared into the ground like sand through a sieve. 
 
    My jaw hit the ground, and I blinked at the bright horizon where the two lion-beasts had been running just a second ago. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I breathed. 
 
    “Ugh,” Nala huffed, and her whole body sagged from the energy she’d just expended. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Nick gasped, and he threw his arms over his head in celebration. “Did you see that? That was so fucking incredible!” 
 
    “That was amazing!” Steffi agreed as she landed beside my earth-bending girlfriend. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nala nodded weakly, and then she took a deep breath and pushed herself back to her feet. “That took a lot of focus and energy, but I’m okay.” 
 
    “That’s the kind of badass I’m talking about!” Nick said with a smug grin on his face, and he held his hand up for a high-five. “Great work, Pipsqueak.” 
 
    “Somebody had to do it,” Nala said with a playful roll of her eyes, and she gave Nick a skin-stinging high-five. 
 
    “A badass Red Rank had to do it,” Steffi added. 
 
    Elisabeth stepped as gently forward as a massive quadruped could manage, and then she heaved a deep breath, and her body began to shrink down to her gorgeous human form. 
 
    “That was incredible, Nala.” Elisabeth wiped a thin sheen of sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nala sighed. “You were incredible, too. I’ve always liked elephants, but you as an elephant is just fantastic.” 
 
    “Great work, everybody,” I said, and I surveyed the monster massacre around us. 
 
    “Do you expect there will be more attacks like this?” Lia asked as she hopped down from Ruby’s back. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “We aren’t done, that’s for sure, but maybe we’ll be ready before another attack comes. I’d really like to hit Azhi Dahaka before He hits us.” 
 
    “As would I,” Ronin agreed. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get back to the base and tell the doctors about this. I don’t think they saw us leave.” 
 
    “I expect you are right.” Elisabeth frowned. 
 
    Lia called Ruby back into her tattoo, and the blood-red dragon disappeared in a bright flash of red light. 
 
    “Ruby is amazing,” I said. “I hadn’t realized how her abilities worked.” 
 
    “It’s fucking brutal,” Nick agreed. “I love it.” 
 
    “She is quite savage in her destruction of monsters,” Lia chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” I grinned and turned to my muted-orange dragon. “Great work, buddy. Dychwelyd.” 
 
    Griff disappeared in the blink of an eye in total silence and curled up on my thigh with a satisfied energy. 
 
    We walked at a slow and steady pace back across the stretch of rocky ground to the old military base. I led my team up to the command center building’s door and started to reach for the handle, but before I could grab hold of it, the door swung open. 
 
    “Oh!” Dr. Hastings gasped, and she clutched her hand to her heart. “You startled me, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I smirked. “We were just coming to let you know there was a group of Manticores lurking beyond the base, but we took care of them.” 
 
    “Yes, we were able to spot the heat signatures of your victory just a moment ago when we finally turned on our systems,” Dr. Hastings said. “It took a bit longer than we’d anticipated to get everything set up, but now we have eyes on everything. Nothing will happen anywhere within three hundred miles that we won’t know about.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said. “Yeah, it was a little weird. They weren’t attacking at all. I figured they’d been sent by The Great Scaled One to spy on us and gather information, so we killed them all.” 
 
    “Excellent decision, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings agreed. “I expect your assessment was spot on. The two that tried to escape were heading directly toward Damavand Mountain, and we have identified more heat groupings around the mountain.” 
 
    “More evidence that we’re definitely dealing with Azhi Dahaka.” I nodded. 
 
    “Quite. I have no doubt left that He is The Great Scaled One,” Dr. Hastings sighed, and worry started to creep into her piercing gray eyes. “But I have good news… the other cadets will be arriving in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, my sweet Zahra.” Nick nearly swooned with excitement. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Walters.” Dr. Hastings raised one platinum-blonde eyebrow at him and smiled. 
 
    “Is there anything we can help you with?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t--” Dr. Hastings started to say. 
 
    “Yes, there is, actually,” Dr. Tanaka interrupted the sexy cougar. “The computer systems are all unloaded and set up, but there are other supplies we need to unload from the jet. If you would not mind helping us, we would be very grateful.” 
 
    “What other supplies?” Steffi asked. 
 
    Dr. Dupont lurked just behind Dr. Tanaka, and he pushed his round glasses back up his nose. 
 
    “Mostly food and water,” the antisocial AMIE scientist answered. “AMIE sent us with all the provisions we would need for two weeks.” 
 
    “Quite,” Dr. Tanaka agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, we can help with that.” I nodded. 
 
    “They’re on the runway?” Nick asked. “Or in the jet still?” 
 
    “On the runway,” Dr. Tanaka confirmed. “Mr. Ahmadi has a bad back, so Captain Jackson and her co-pilot said they would unload everything to the tarmac for us, but we should bring them to the kitchen.” 
 
    Dr. Tanaka started to lead us back toward the runway and the shining jet. There were several crates and plastic cases piled up around the jet, and I was impressed at how much AMIE had provided us with. 
 
    My team and I loaded our arms up with as much as we could carry, and then Dr. Tanaka and Dr. Dupont led the way to the mess hall. 
 
    The long building was nearly identical to the barracks, except instead of long rows of bunk beds, there were long tables with benches instead of chairs. At the far end of the building was an open kitchen that reminded me of my high school’s cafeteria kitchen. There was a waist-high counter that divided the cooking side from the eating side, and three metal rungs ran horizontally along the edge of the counter so people could slide their trays along as they gathered their meals. Huge metal basins were set into the counter, and plastic sneeze guards were placed at chest-height all along the counter. 
 
    “We can load the boxes in here,” Dr. Tanaka directed us, and he laid his crate on the counter. “Mr. Ahmadi said that a few members of MAJK’s support staff had been called in from nearby to assist us with things like this for the duration of our stay. They should arrive in the next hour or two.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Is there anything that needs to be refrigerated right away?” 
 
    “No.” Dr. Dupont shook his head. “There are no perishable foods here.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “We’ll bring the rest of the boxes in, if you need to get back to the command center.” 
 
    “Quite,” Dr. Dupont muttered, and he scuttled away quickly like he was afraid someone would demand he stay and socialize with us. 
 
    “He is a strange man,” Ronin murmured once the mess hall door had closed behind him. 
 
    “Many great scientific minds lack the capacity for smooth social skills,” Dr. Tanaka mused, and he gave us a charming smile. “He is a brilliant scientist, and that is where his gifts lay.” 
 
    “Come on,” I encouraged my team. “Let’s pull the rest of these supplies in.” 
 
    We finished hauling the rest of the supplies from the tarmac. It took three more trips with all of us loaded to the max to bring everything into the mess hall. Mr. Ahmadi arrived somewhere between the second and third trips, and he started to open the boxes. 
 
    A small woman with dark brown hair tied back in a long ponytail that fell down to her lower back was working beside him. She looked to be in her mid-fifties, but she moved with the speed and agility of a teenager as she bustled around the kitchen. She snapped her fingers at Mr. Ahmadi and scolded him in rapid-fire Arabic. 
 
    Mr. Ahmadi’s eyes went wide like a deer caught in the headlights, and then he rushed to comply with her commands. It was clear he had no intention of disobeying this woman, and I wondered at their relationship as I went back out for the next load. 
 
    Once we were done, Dr. Tanaka wiped the sweat from his forehead, and he nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    “Thank you very much for your help.” Dr. Tanaka clapped his hand on my shoulder. “I believe Dr. Hastings would urge you all to enjoy some rest time now.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I hang out around the command center for a while?” Nick asked. “I just know I wouldn’t be able to sit still knowing that Zahra’s on her way.” 
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Walters.” Dr. Tanaka nodded and started to walk back out into the crisp Iranian air. 
 
    My ladies stood in a tight circle a few steps away, and the worrying sound of mischievous giggles reached my ears. Then Steffi turned around and winked at me. 
 
    “What’s going on, ladies?” I asked, though the devilish grins on their faces gave me a good idea of exactly what was about to happen. 
 
    “We’ve made a decision,” Nala said, and she sauntered over to me. 
 
    “If Nick’s going to be in the command center all night…” Steffi continued. 
 
    “Then we should have the barracks to ourselves,” Ronin added. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” I smirked. “What are we going to do with all that space?” 
 
    “We have a few ideas,” Elisabeth purred. 
 
    All five of my sexy ladies surrounded me and started to drag me out of the mess hall and across the base to the barracks. They pushed me inside, and Lia closed the door firmly behind us. Then my ladies lined up in a row like they’d planned this whole thing and started to slowly strip their clothes off. 
 
    “Damn,” I breathed, and I leaned back against my bunk to enjoy the show.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    My ladies stood in a line with Elisabeth on the far left and Steffi beside her. Ronin and Nala were in the middle, and Lia was on the far right. My eyes bounced from one to the next and back again as they tossed their shirts at me. 
 
    I laughed as I was bombarded with an array of brightly-colored shirts, and I pulled my own shirt off to match them. 
 
    Steffi bit down on her lip as she gazed hungrily at my tattooed chest, and then she opened the clasp of her bright pink bra and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elisabeth hummed with appreciation. 
 
    My French lover turned to Steffi and slid her hands up into her wavy pink hair. Steffi sighed and leaned further into Elisabeth’s touch. 
 
    My skin grew hot as I watched Steffi and Elisabeth slowly bring their lips together. I watched them kiss for a moment before Ronin’s movements drew my eyes. 
 
    Ronin brushed her hands through her long glossy hair and let it fall like a curtain of black silk over her huge tits. She stared at me as a bright flush spread under her adorable freckles, and she unhooked the front of her bra and let it drop to the linoleum floor. My Japanese lover’s eyes grew hazy as she fondled her breasts and tweaked her own nipples. 
 
    Beside her, Nala slid her hands softly up Lia’s narrow waist, and I realized this was the first time anyone other than Ronin was going to touch or play with Lia. 
 
    My raging cock twitched inside my jeans, and I swallowed hard against the wave of my arousal. I always loved when a new girl joined in our sex sessions, and I loved watching my ladies explore each other for the first time. 
 
    Lia blushed hard as Nala’s hands explored her creamy skin. My Russian beauty sighed in pleasure and touched Nala’s waist with the lightest caress. Then my curly-haired lover leaned forward and wrapped her lips around one of Lia’s nipples. 
 
    “Oh,” Lia sighed. 
 
    Ronin, Elisabeth, and Steffi all turned to watch Nala lavish attention on Lia’s dusky pink nipples. All the while, Elisabeth continued to caress her hands all over Steffi’s torso and over the fronts of her creamy thighs. 
 
    Ronin’s hands fell away from herself, and she moved up beside Nala before she wrapped one of her hands around the back of Lia’s neck and pulled her in close. 
 
    Nala knelt down in front of Lia as Ronin kissed her passionately. My curly-haired girl kissed her way down Lia’s taut stomach and brushed her thumb gently through the golden-haired beauty’s well-groomed pubic hair. 
 
    A sharp intake of breath drew my eyes back to my pink and copper-haired girls. Steffi had her hands deep in Elisabeth’s shiny hair as my French lover kissed her way down until she was on her knees. 
 
    “Damn,” I mumbled to myself as I watched the five sexiest, most badass women I’d ever known pleasure each other, and I knew they were doing it to please me. 
 
    And even though I’d fucked Dr. Hastings nine times last night, my cock was still rock-hard and ready to cum deep inside each of my beautiful lovers.  
 
    Their eyes kept flicking to my face to see if I was watching them, and they’d smirk and grin when they saw that I was glued to their every movement. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elisabeth cooed as she pulled her face away from Steffi to stare at me. “You look so lonely over there all by yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, he does,” Nala agreed, and she placed one more teasing kiss on the inside of Lia’s thigh. Then she turned and started to crawl toward me on her hands and knees. “We can fix that.” 
 
    “Yes, we can,” Steffi purred. 
 
    And just like that, all five of my gorgeous lovers were putting their hands all over me. I was lost in a sudden onslaught of exploring fingers and hot mouths as my pants were quickly removed. Ronin claimed my lips with her mouth as I felt two more hot tongues and pairs of lips start to kiss along my hard shaft. I felt a little like a sacrificial meal spread out before five goddesses who were hungry for my flesh, but I didn’t mind in the slightest. 
 
    My ladies’ hands caressed all over my body, and intense surges of dragon energy rippled out in overlapping waves. The alternating flashes of heat and ice made goosebumps rise all down my back and over my arms and legs. Pleasure rang through my nerves like a frayed wire pulsing out a constant low-voltage. 
 
    Ronin pushed me back against the bed, and I moaned into her mouth as she kissed me. At the same time, two of my ladies licked up the length of my rock hard cock. I groaned as my hips kicked up off the bed totally out of my control. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I gasped when my Japanese lover pulled her mouth from mine. 
 
    “Just wait, Dyl,” Steffi’s voice purred from somewhere past Ronin’s glossy black curtain of hair. 
 
    Then my fairy-girl giggled, and I felt her fingers grip my waist as she climbed astride my hips. She lowered herself and took my entire length into her wet heat in one slick motion. 
 
    “Ooohh,” Steffi hummed in satisfaction as she tilted her hips against me, and then she started to ride me. 
 
    At the same time, Ronin wrapped her hands around my right wrist, and Elisabeth took hold of my left. They pulled my arms out wide on the twin-sized bed and climbed over my outstretched arms. 
 
    I didn’t have to reach far to feel the dripping folds of their pussy lips. Then Lia’s face appeared above me, and her golden-blonde hair shone like an angel’s halo around her head as she lowered her mouth to mine. A moment later, Lia rose up, blushed bright red as she turned around, and backed her perfect ass up until she was sitting on my chest with her pussy hovering over my mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed with appreciation. I locked my eyes on Lia’s and didn’t let her look away as I flicked my tongue along her delicious pussy. 
 
    It took all of my focus to pleasure Lia, Ronin, and Elisabeth with my mouth and hands. All the while, Steffi was lifting herself off my dick and sinking back down with a steadiness that dragged along the back of my brain like an itch I couldn’t quite scratch. 
 
    I wasn’t sure where Nala was until a moment later when I saw her dark hands appear above my head. She brushed her palms roughly over Lia’s tight nipples, and my Russian beauty arched her back and pushed her breasts harder into Nala’s hands. 
 
    I was completely surrounded by the moans and sighs of my ladies, and it was like the most decadent and erotic heaven on earth. 
 
    “Oooooh, fuuuck,” Steffi whined from above me, and her thighs started to tremble. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned into Lia’s pussy as I felt Steffi tumble closer to her orgasm. 
 
    “Yes, Ro,” Steffi gasped. “Right there.” 
 
    That was when I realized my Japanese lover was playing with Steffi at the same time that I was playing with Ronin. I jammed another finger deep into Ronin’s dripping pussy and felt her shudder on my hand. 
 
    “Hai!” Ronin moaned. 
 
    A second later, Steffi cried out, “Fuuuuck, yeeees!” 
 
    Both my pink and black-haired lovers shuddered as they flew over the edge in simultaneous orgasms. It must have been just too much for Lia to handle, because she tilted her hips and pressed her clit harder against my tongue as her pussy started to quiver above me. 
 
    “Daaa!” Lia groaned, and she followed Steffi and Ronin into the abyss of climactic pleasure. 
 
    I slowed down the rhythm of my right hand to coax Ronin through the final waves of her orgasm, but I kept the pace steady and demanding on my left. A moment later, as Steffi, Ronin, and Lia were all working on staying upright, Elisabeth shuddered in pleasure from my teasing left hand. 
 
    “Ouuui, Dylan!” Elisabeth cried out. “Yeeees, pleeeaaase.” 
 
    I tapped the pad of my thumb rapidly against Elisabeth’s clit as I finger fucked her into oblivion. I smirked up at Lia’s pink face as I listened to my French lover cum, and her juices dripped down my wrist. 
 
    “Uuuhh, fuuuck,” I groaned as Steffi gently removed herself from my cock. 
 
    Lia and Ronin stood up as well, and it was like a game of musical chairs. Nala walked around, climbed across my hips, and impaled herself on my dick without hesitation. She started riding me and set a steady pace before Elisabeth had even climbed across my face. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I could see Lia and Ronin kissing again on my right, and Steffi lounged back on the twin-size bed to my left as I worked my tongue deep inside of Elisabeth’s dripping tunnel. 
 
    My French lover gasped and writhed above me, and I knew she was already close to cumming again. She reached down with one hand and laced her fingers through my hair as her other hand caressed gently over her chest. 
 
    It was then that I realized my arms were free, and I took total advantage of the fact. I gripped onto Nala’s waist with my left hand to guide her movements as I slid my right hand up Elisabeth’s creamy skin. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elisabeth cooed and arched her back as her legs began to tremble. “Yes, Dylan!” 
 
    “That’s so fucking hot,” Steffi hummed. “Cum for him, El.” 
 
    Elisabeth let out a low guttural groan as I wrapped my lips around her clit and sucked, and then her pussy flowed with fresh juices as she shuddered above me. 
 
    “Oui!” Elisabeth gasped, and she knotted her fingers in my hair as she gyrated her pussy against my face. 
 
    My chin was dripping from her and Lia’s orgasms as I worked her gently back down from the sharp peak of her climax. Once Elisabeth sighed and tipped off my face to lay beside Steffi, my brain put full focus on the way Nala was riding my shaft. 
 
    “Uuuuuhhh,” Nala groaned. 
 
    I finally had a perfect and unobstructed view of my curly-haired lover pleasuring herself on me. Her hands were up in her dark locks as she tilted her hips and arched her back, and she was really working her hips from side to side so that my shaft rubbed all along every part of her tight tunnel. 
 
    But my view was short-lived because Ronin climbed over my face next. I saw Lia’s golden head lower to Nala’s ample chest before Ronin’s thighs and breasts were all I could see. 
 
    “My turn,” my Japanese lover whimpered as she hovered over my mouth. She held the thick black curtains of her glossy hair away from her face as she looked down at me with hunger in her eyes. 
 
    “It sure is,” I breathed against her slick heat. 
 
    Ronin shuddered at the puff of hot air from my breath, and Nala started to quiver behind her. 
 
    “Fuuuuck, yeeeees,” my earth-bending lover cooed as her movements lost all precision and rhythm. 
 
    Nala’s tight tunnel rippled around me and nearly sucked the last of my control right out of my balls, but I clamped down hard on my arousal, kicked my hips up, and shoved her ruthlessly over the edge as I worked my tongue across Ronin’s hot clit. 
 
    “Ooooooh,” Nala groaned as she pressed down on my cock as far as she could go. Then she ground against me as she shuddered through the crashing waves of her pleasure. 
 
    “Hmmmm…” I moaned into Ronin’s pussy as I slammed my dick as hard and deep as I could into my dark-skinned lover.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” Nala gasped a second later, and she started to quiver. 
 
    “Yesss… I’m cummmiiinnnnngggg.” Ronin’s thighs shook as she followed Nala into blissful oblivion. 
 
    I worked my lovers through their climaxes as I clenched down on my own release. I was almost grateful when Nala slowly lifted herself from my hips, because I didn’t think I could take much more. The pleasure gripped hard around the base of my cock, and I was hungry for the same bone-melting release I was giving my ladies. I’d be damned if I didn’t make sure they were all satisfied before I was done, though. 
 
    Ronin gently tipped to the side and landed in a puddle of creamy skin and black hair on my right. 
 
    “Who’s next?” I teased, and my cock twitched eagerly as if to emphasize my question. 
 
    “Mmmm, me,” Lia hummed. She climbed onto my lap, and she pressed her hands against her flushed cheeks a bit nervously. 
 
    “You got it.” I smirked up at my Russian beauty. “I can’t wait to be deep inside of you.” 
 
    Then I anchored her in place with one hand on her hip, and I wrapped my other around the base of my shaft. I teased the head of my dick across her slick pussy lips for a few seconds. 
 
    “Dylan,” Lia whined, and she tried to tilt her hips to catch my cock and impale herself. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” I chided her with a playful smirk, and I held her tightly in place with my hand on her hip. 
 
    “I need you,” Lia moaned. She stared down into my eyes as her bright blue irises grew thin from the level of her arousal. 
 
    “Then have me,” I murmured, and I pulled her down hard on my cock as I thrust up at the same time. 
 
    “Ooooohh!” Lia gasped and groaned. Her eyes slammed shut, and she braced her hands on my chest. 
 
    I started to fuck her as my other four ladies watched us and gently fondled one another. Steffi and Elisabeth were tangled up in each other, and their gold and green eyes were locked onto the place where I disappeared into Lia’s pussy. As I set a steady rhythm and fucked upward into Lia’s dripping tunnel, my pink and copper-haired lovers started to finger each other slowly. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I groaned low in my throat, and I turned to check on my other ladies. 
 
    Nala and Ronin were in the middle of shifting around one another, and they settled into one of the hottest human knots I’d ever seen. Nala laid across the width of the small bed on her back while Ronin laid across her in the opposite direction so they could eat out each other’s pussies at the same time. 
 
    The gasps and moans from all five of my lovers started to ramp up slowly, and I fucked Lia to the same rhythm as the thumping of my heart. It felt like I was drowning in the sensual pleasure all around me, and I struggled to enjoy all the sensory input on every side of me. It was like being submerged in a decadent fountain of the richest chocolate in the world. 
 
    “Dylan,” Lia moaned, and she leaned down onto my chest and started to kiss me. “You make me feel so good.” 
 
    “You feel incredible, too,” I groaned. 
 
    My attention zeroed in on Lia’s pussy clamped around my aching length, and I cupped her luscious ass in both of my hands. The moans of Steffi, Elisabeth, Ronin, and Nala as they watched us and pleasured one another became a constant undercurrent of sexy ambient noise. I took a bit of my control back and started to fuck Lia with the kind of purpose and vigor I could when I wasn’t so overwhelmed by the sexiness of all my ladies at once. 
 
    Elisabeth and Steffi’s moans started to grow more urgent, and I could hear it in their voices that they were about to make each other cum again. I hugged Lia close to my chest as I thrust up into her dripping pussy. Then I turned my head to watch Steffi and Elisabeth cumming in perfect unison as they fingered each other. 
 
    “Oooooh!” my pink and copper-haired lovers gasped and clutched each other as they twitched with simultaneous orgasms. 
 
    I picked up the pace that I used to fuck Lia and turned to check on my other lovers. 
 
    Ronin and Nala were licking each other’s clits with an urgent kind of hunger, and they watched the way I thrust inside Lia from the corners of their eyes. Then Ronin shifted her hand and thrust two fingers deep into Nala’s tight tunnel, and she started to finger fuck her at the exact same rhythm I was thrusting into Lia with. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nala gasped. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and then she matched Ronin’s beat with two fingers of her own. 
 
    My curly and black-haired lovers worked each other into a luscious frenzy and started to tremble just as Lia began to tighten all around me. 
 
    I was determined to make my Russian beauty cum at the exact same time as Ronin and Nala, so I reached down with one hand and played the pad of my thumb in little circles over her clit. I used the most gentle of touches as my finger slipped right over the hood of her swollen pleasure nub, and my own climax threatened at the base of my spine. 
 
    “Fuuuuh,” Nala mumbled into Ronin’s pussy. 
 
    My curly-haired lover and my Samurai warrior crashed into the abyss with perfectly matched groans, and they worked each other gently through the pleasurable assault of sensations. 
 
    A split second later, Lia’s inner walls clenched and rippled around me as she sucked in a harsh breath of passion. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Lia gasped, and she nipped gently at the base of my neck as she tumbled over the edge. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled through gritted teeth as Lia’s quivering orgasm milked me for everything I had left, and I exploded deep within her vibrating pussy. 
 
    I actually couldn’t believe I had any sperm left after the long night with Dr. Hastings, but it felt like a half a gallon of my cream sprayed up into Lia’s incredibly tight tunnel, and my balls continued to spasm and tense as I unloaded more and more deep inside of her.  
 
    My Russian lover seemed to enjoy the feeling of her own climax combined with the feeling of my hot seed filling her womb, and her eyes rolled back into her head as her tunnel tried to milk every single drop out of me.  
 
    I coaxed Lia gently through the crashing waves of her orgasm as my brain exploded into a billion specks of rainbow-colored light. The electricity and golden fire raced through my spine as I was totally overcome by the tsunami of passion on every side of me.  
 
    Lia turned into a melted puddle of satisfaction on my chest, and I brushed my hands gently over her spine. We were all a lovely, knotted-up tangle of limbs and blissful relaxation, and we could have easily fallen asleep without another bit of movement if we’d had more room. The small military bed wasn’t exactly conducive to a massive cuddle pile, though, and Lia was the first of us to shift. 
 
    “I quite enjoy having sex with all of you,” Lia murmured through a bright red blush that spread over her entire body. 
 
    “Same,” Steffi sighed, and she accentuated her word with a single pointed finger in the air like an exclamation point. 
 
    “I will never stop enjoying this,” Nala mumbled through a small yawn. 
 
    “I hope we can continue enjoying each other this way forever.” Ronin grinned. 
 
    “Me, too,” I hummed. 
 
    Lia slowly climbed off of me and stumbled the two steps to the next row of bunk beds. She collapsed in a happy heap of orgasmic bliss. 
 
    “Mmmm,” my Russian beauty hummed. 
 
    “Sleep is the only thing that could possibly improve this evening,” Elisabeth murmured as she nuzzled her head against Steffi. 
 
    “I totally agree,” my fairy-girl sighed. 
 
    Nala pushed herself to her feet and held out a hand to help Ronin up, and the two stumbled over to another bed and tangled up together. 
 
    I found myself wedged happily between Steffi and Elisabeth, and we all passed out into the kind of deep, restful sleep that only wildly intense orgasms could bring. 
 
    I woke up sometime in the middle of the night and heard Nick chuckling lightly at us as he shuffled to his own bunk on the opposite side of the blackened room, and I was sure there would be some kind of comment in the morning from the blond nymph. I smirked in the quiet darkness as he settled into his bed, and then I drifted back into the comfortable blackness of sleep. 
 
    The military barracks had very poor curtains on the windows, and the bright sunlight woke us up nice and early in the morning. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Steffi grumbled and stretched so hard she nearly rolled right out of the bed. 
 
    I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back against my side. 
 
    “Careful,” I murmured. 
 
    “Thanks,” Steffi giggled. “I’m not used to having so little room.” 
 
    “Looks like you guys found something to do with your time last night.” Nick smirked as he flung his blankets aside. “Thanks for waiting until I wasn’t here.” 
 
    “No problem.” Nala stuck out her tongue. 
 
    Lia blushed deeply as she pulled her blanket up to her chin. 
 
    “Sorry?” I chuckled at my best friend. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nick laughed. “It’s just one of the perils of being best friends with the Dragon Conjurer.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lia gasped playfully. 
 
    “Sorry. One of the Dragon Conjurers,” Nick corrected himself, and he grinned at Lia. “Better?” 
 
    “Da.” My Russian beauty nodded and laughed. 
 
    We enjoyed a good early-morning laugh, and then Nick grabbed up his clothes and started toward the back of the barracks to where the communal bathroom was. 
 
    “I’ll get dressed and be out of your hair,” Nick said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks, man,” I said. 
 
    Nick just flicked one hand in acknowledgment and disappeared into the large bathroom. 
 
    I glanced around at my blanket-covered lovers and grinned at them. 
 
    “I really enjoyed last night,” I said to my five ladies. 
 
    “So did I.” Steffi grinned. 
 
    “I always enjoy some quality time with you guys,” Nala giggled. 
 
    Just then Nick emerged from the bathroom and hurried back across the barracks. 
 
    “I’m in need of sustenance,” Nick announced as he dropped his dirty clothes on the floor beside his bunk. “See you guys there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll meet you there in a little while.” 
 
    “Cool.” Nick waved as he disappeared outside. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to my lovers once we were alone. “Let’s shower and go have some breakfast. Then we can wait for the other cadets to arrive.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Elisabeth said. 
 
    We climbed out of our bunks and walked over to the wide-open bathroom in a naked group. The showers were open stalls, but none of us minded. We showered together, and I caught each of my ladies taking quick peeks at me as the hot water flowed down my chest and back. 
 
    I smirked at them each in turn and struggled to maintain control of myself as thoughts of the night before danced through my mind. We showered and dressed and then walked out of the barracks together. 
 
    The day was mild, and though there was a slight chill in the air, it was pleasant enough as we walked over to the mess hall. The sounds of excited chatter reached us the second I pulled the door open, and I recognized the deep chuckle of Ronin’s twin brother and the airy voice of Katie amidst the conversation. 
 
    “Sounds like Alice, Katie, Zahra, and Phoenix are already here,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, that is most definitely my brother.” Ronin smirked as her twin’s deep laugh boomed out to greet us. 
 
    “It is an honor to have been requested to assist the Dragon Conjurers in this mission,” Phoenix said. 
 
    We walked through the doors and saw everybody seated at the benches on either side of the long table. Nick and Zahra were cuddled as close to each other’s sides as possible. Alice and Katie sat across from them, and Phoenix was beside Katie. 
 
    “Hey, everybody,” I greeted the newcomers as my ladies and I walked inside. 
 
    “Dylan! My friend!” Bo Abdi, the telekinetic cadet from MIA greeted me, and he walked right over to give me a firm handshake. “It is so good to see you again!” 
 
    “Bo?” I gasped with happy surprise.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Bo and his light-manipulating girlfriend, Binta Okoro, smiled happily at me. 
 
    “It is so good to see you, Dylan,” Binta said. 
 
    “I had no idea you guys were coming,” I chuckled. “But it’s so good to see you both, too.” 
 
    “Hey, guys.” Steffi grinned and gave Binta a quick hug. “We had no idea you were coming.” 
 
    “Let us sit, and we will tell you all about it,” Bo suggested with his usual bright demeanor. 
 
    My ladies and I gathered around the table, and we all smiled our greetings at Alice, Katie, and Zahra. 
 
    “Hey, everybody,” I said. 
 
    “Dylan.” Phoenix grinned at me and extended his hand for a firm shake. “I am glad to see you have been taking good care of my sister.” 
 
    “Of course.” I smirked a bit self-consciously, and I wondered how much of our relationship Phoenix knew about. 
 
    “Bo and Binta were just telling us about their powers,” Katie said with a flick of her long blonde hair. 
 
    “And about your mission with the Slide-Rock Bolter,” Alice said with wide eyes. “That sounded like a wild monster.” 
 
    “Man, that feels like forever ago,” Nala laughed. 
 
    “I see you have added more friends to your team since then,” Bo said, and he smirked slyly at Lia. “I am Lethabo Abdi, but you may call me Bo.” 
 
    “Hello,” Lia said. “I am Lia Kudryavtsev, but nobody can ever pronounce that, so do not worry about it.” 
 
    “Lia?” Binta repeated, and her dark eyes grew wide with recognition. “You are the Russian Dragon Conjurer, are you not?” 
 
    “Is this true?” Bo asked with surprise on his dark face. “We are in the presence of both Dragon Conjurers? What an honor it is!” 
 
    “Da, it is true,” Lia said with more confidence than I’d heard her speak about her abilities before. 
 
    I smiled at my blonde beauty, and my heart swelled with joy that she was gaining pride in her abilities and status. 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you,” Binta said. “My name is Binta Okoro. Bo and I come from the African Academy.”  
 
    “So, how did you guys end up here in Iran?” Steffi asked the African cadets. “I assume you’re here to help with The Great Scaled One mission, but like, what are the details?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m super curious, too,” Nala agreed. 
 
    “Well,” Bo began. “When Headmaster Mahrous announced that the Academies had begun opening communications, and that the Dragon Conjurers were about to embark on a mission that was possibly the most important any cadets had ever gone on, Binta and I knew we had to help in whatever way we could.” 
 
    “It took a great deal of convincing,” Binta said with a rueful smile. “But we finally got him to agree to send us here to help.” 
 
    “Plus, Headmaster Burkhard requested us specifically,” Bo laughed. “I suspect that is why Mahrous finally agreed to send us.” 
 
    “Burkhard requested you specifically?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Binta nodded. “He said that you had requested backup from the other cadets, and he said that you had spoken highly of us on your return from Egypt.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. “We really enjoyed working alongside both of you.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Bo grinned brightly. “And we are pleased to be able to help in any way that we can.” 
 
    “We’re ready, too,” Katie said as she stared at me with determination in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    “That’s right,” Alice agreed. 
 
    “I’m really glad you requested me, too,” Zahra said, and she made gushy eyes at Nick. “It feels so good to be back with my baby.” 
 
    “It’s so good to have you all here,” I said as I looked around at each of the new cadets who’d come to help us defeat the biggest monster any of us had ever gone up against. “I feel better having you all here to help us out. This is the most powerful monster any of the Academies has ever dealt with before, and we’re going to need each of us to come out victorious.” 
 
    “Enough of the doom and gloom.” Phoenix waved his hand dismissively. “I am sure there will be plenty of that before we are finished with The Great Scaled One, but I wish to hear about your new dragons.” 
 
    “Ah, yes!” Bo’s lips spread wide to reveal bright white teeth. “I am not surprised to hear you have a new dragon since we saw you last. Please, will you tell us about it?” 
 
    “That’s funny!” Nick chortled. “Dude, you think he’s gotten just one new dragon since Egypt?” 
 
    “I did,” Bo chuckled. “But I can see by your reaction that this is not true.” 
 
    “How many dragons do you have now, Dylan?” Phoenix asked. 
 
    “I have eight now,” I said. 
 
    Phoenix smirked like a proud older brother, Bo’s face lit up with humor, and Binta’s dark brown eyes went wide with impressed shock. 
 
    “Goodness,” Binta breathed. “That is nearly twice the number of dragons you had when you left MIA.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” I chuckled as I mentally recalled my different dragons and the timeline I’d conjured them in. 
 
    Bo and Binta would only remember from Ky to Zofia. I knew none of the other cadets would have met Anya and Vera because I’d conjured them in Russia, but Bo and Binta didn’t know Griff, either. As I thought about it, I realized Phoenix wouldn’t know my stealth dragon, either. 
 
    “It’s wild,” I murmured. “Okay, so my newest dragons that you guys don’t know are Griff, Anya, and Vera.” 
 
    “Three new dragons,” Phoenix mumbled with admiration. “That is very impressive.” 
 
    “Wait until you hear what they can do, brother.” Ronin smirked at her twin. 
 
    “What can they do?” Phoenix asked, and he arched one dark eyebrow. 
 
    “I am quite curious myself,” Bo said. 
 
    “Griff is a stealth dragon,” I said. “He can camouflage himself completely, and he becomes totally invisible. It also spreads to include whoever is touching him. So if I’m on his back, I become invisible, too.” 
 
    “Goodness,” Binta breathed. “That is very impressive. I wonder if his power is similar to mine.” 
 
    “I didn’t even think of that,” I mused as I considered the possibility. “I don’t know how it works, but it’s possible, I guess.” 
 
    “What are your powers?” Katie asked the tall African girl. 
 
    “My love can manipulate light,” Bo said as he gazed lovingly at his girlfriend. “She can create bright, blinding bursts of light, and she can manipulate light waves to create illusions.” 
 
    “Would you like to see?” Binta asked. 
 
    “Yes, please!” Alice said with enthusiasm. “That sounds awesome.” 
 
    Zahra nodded as well. 
 
    “Very well.” Binta nodded and turned to Lia and Phoenix. “Would you like to see as well?” 
 
    “Please,” Ronin’s twin said. 
 
    Lia nodded as well, and a second later, Binta’s eyes narrowed with focus as the air shimmered slightly around Zahra, Katie, Alice, Lia, and Phoenix. 
 
    “Oh!’ Lia gasped and turned to gaze around her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Katie whispered. 
 
    “That is incredible,” Phoenix murmured. 
 
    “What do you see?” Nick asked his girlfriend. 
 
    “It’s wild,” Zahra breathed. “It’s like I’m sitting at the top of a snowy mountain peak. I can see the snowflakes swirling in the wind, but I don’t feel cold at all.” 
 
    “I see the same thing,” Lia hummed. “And I can still feel the bench beneath me.” 
 
    Binta’s eyes relaxed, and the shimmer in the air faded away from the cadets’ astonished faces. 
 
    “That is a very excellent talent you have,” Phoenix said. “Most impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Binta smiled. 
 
    “I’ll have to see if I can explore Griff’s abilities to find out if they’re like yours,” I said to the tall MIA cadet. “If his powers are like yours, that could open up a whole new area of skills for us to practice.” 
 
    “I would be curious to learn if they are,” Binta said. 
 
    “I am curious to learn about your other two dragons.” Bo smirked as he pointedly guided the conversation back to my new dragons. 
 
    “Anya and Vera,” I chuckled at the good-humored cadet. “They’re twins, actually. They have really intense explosive powers.” 
 
    “You’re totally downplaying it, dude.” Nick smirked and rolled his eyes. “They’re Kamikaze dragons, Bo.” 
 
    “Kamikaze?” Binta narrowed her eyes in confusion. “I do not know this word.” 
 
    “They dive-bomb and explode on their targets,” Steffi explained. “With a huge amount of intensity, too. Anya and Vera are the smallest of Dylan’s dragons, but they pack one hell of a punch.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Bo grinned brightly. “I expect that is a very powerful ability to have in your arsenal.” 
 
    “It is,” I laughed. “They’re pretty awesome. I just conjured them while we were in Russia, actually, so I don’t know them all that well just yet.” 
 
    “I am sure they are as loyal as your other dragons are.” Binta smiled. “I look forward to working with your magnificent beasts again.” 
 
    “As do I,” Phoenix added. “It is an honor to enjoy the company of your dragons.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment as the casual topics of our conversations ran out their course. The atmosphere turned a bit heavy as the elephant in the room began to nudge its way back into all of our thoughts. 
 
    “So…” Alice finally broached the silence. “Maybe we should talk about The Great Scaled One?” 
 
    “Alice is right,” Katie sighed. “I’d love to linger in this friendly cloud of denial, but we’re all here for a very important reason.” 
 
    “Quite,” Binta agreed. “Dylan, what should we know about The Great Scaled One?” 
 
    “And do you have a plan in place?” Phoenix asked. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed. “I have parts of a plan in place. 
 
    My team and I filled in the other cadets with everything we knew about Azhi Dahaka, the legend of demons escaping from His body, and what we knew about Mount Damavand so far. Lia and I also gave brief descriptions of each of her dragons’ abilities. Their eyes grew increasingly wider as worry settled deeply into their faces. 
 
    As we went over the legend again for the new additions to our team, my dragons grew suddenly restless again. They sent out waves of ice, wind, fire, and lightning through my body, but I could sense that they were doing their best to control themselves. I didn’t even have to ask if they wanted to come out and run. I could just tell they wanted to save their energy for the fight against Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    Lia must have noticed something in my demeanor, because the beautiful blonde turned to me with furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lia whispered to me. 
 
    “My dragons are restless,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Mmm.” Lia nodded. “I feel that mine are as well.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, just lately,” she murmured before turning her attention back to the others. 
 
    Bo wrapped his arm around Binta’s shoulders, and everyone grew silent with weary anticipation. 
 
    “If we all work together, we can come out on top of this,” I said. 
 
    “And save the world,” Steffi added with a hopeful smile. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “Between Lia’s black dragon and Alice’s portal powers, we can keep the majority of the demons from spreading around the world.” 
 
    “But we must kill Azhi Dahaka first,” Bo pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “And I’m pretty sure He won’t be alone.” 
 
    “I would not expect Him to be,” Phoenix said, and he scratched his hand over his face. “A monster such as this is likely to have quite an army around Him.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. 
 
    Before we could discuss the situation any further, Dr. Hastings burst into the mess hall with frantic energy. She looked a bit frazzled, and her hair was in greater disarray than I’d ever seen it before. Her gray eyes landed immediately on my face, and she dashed toward us. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings said, and she was a bit breathless as she glanced around at the rest of us. “Good, you’re all here. I need everyone to come quickly to the command center. I have found something.” 
 
    Without waiting to see if we’d join her, Dr. Hastings rushed back out of the mess hall and disappeared through the door. 
 
    “I guess we should follow her.” I shrugged. 
 
    “I believe that would be prudent,” Phoenix agreed in a lighthearted tone. 
 
    We all stood up and filed out of the mess hall just in time to spot Dr. Hastings rushing inside the command center building. I waved my team forward, and we jogged over to the command center’s door. 
 
    I pulled the door open and held it as everyone walked inside the brightly-lit space. 
 
    The command center building was a huge, open, square room with long tables in a C formation. There were at least a dozen computers all around the tables, and electrical wires were running everywhere. Two more large tables stood in the center of the large room, and they were littered with pages of data, maps, and satellite photos of every kind. I spotted thermal images, high-definition photographs, topographical maps, and even some more traditional road maps spread out all over the place. The room was way more chaotic than any computer system center I’d seen at any of the Academies, but I chalked it up to the rushed speed at which the scientists must have set everything up. 
 
    Dr. Tanaka tapped rapidly on a computer across the room, and Dr. Dupont was studying a map that was spread out on one of the center tables. 
 
    Dr. Hastings stood at the computer closest to the door, and her gray eyes flicked up to us as we entered the room. 
 
    “Come here,” the sexy scientist said, and she waved one hand at us. 
 
    “What have you found, doctor?” I asked. 
 
    We worked to huddle together and squeeze around the thirty-inch computer screen. The screen looked a bit like Google Maps on the satellite layer, but the bottom of the screen read AIMM in bold black letters. I knew this came from the Academies’ private systems. 
 
    The map on the screen displayed the nearby peak of Mount Damavand and about a ten-mile radius around it. 
 
    “Do you see this dark spot here?” Dr. Hastings asked and pointed at a small shadow at the edge of the mountain with one red-painted finger. 
 
    “That little shadow?” Nick squinted as he tried to lean closer. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a cave entrance.” Dr. Hastings looked at us like this was somehow a mind-blowing realization. 
 
    “Okay…” Nick muttered, and it was clear he didn’t see the importance of that. 
 
    But I knew what the good doctor was getting at, and the corners of my mouth turned up. 
 
    “Azhi Dahaka is trapped under the mountain,” I reminded my best friend. “You found a way to get into the mountain, didn’t you, Dr. Hastings?” 
 
    “I did not only find one way,” the platinum-blonde cougar said, and her eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “I found at least a dozen.” 
 
    Dr. Hastings moved the mouse on the screen and double-clicked. A new layer of the map appeared, and my jaw nearly hit the floor. 
 
    The new layer was half-transparent and laid over the satellite image like a stencil. There were at least a dozen thick lines that led from the outer edges of the mountain toward the center. None of them connected to anything or any of the others, but it was clear that they all led toward the center. 
 
    “Wow,” Steffi gasped quietly at my side. 
 
    “There’s a whole network of tunnels that lead into the mountain,” Dr. Hastings explained. “But that is not all I have found.” 
 
    Dr. Hastings clicked the mouse again, and another layer popped up over the satellite image and network of caves. This time, it was a thermal imaging scan. Huge patches of bright yellow, orange, and red were clustered in the middle of the mountain and all around the cave tunnels. The clumps of thermal activity were completely unrecognizable as any kind of individual monsters, and I knew immediately that there was a vast army of creatures nestled deep within the mountain. Right at the center of the mass was the brightest spot of red, and it took up nearly a quarter of the mountain. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Nala breathed. 
 
    We all stared at the computer screen with shocked eyes. Even Dr. Hastings looked surprised by the image. 
 
    “When was this image taken?” I asked. 
 
    “This is live,” Dr. Hastings mumbled. “The heat signatures have grown in just the twenty minutes since I looked at it last.” 
 
    “Shit.” I cursed low under my breath. “This is all monster activity, I suppose?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Cooper.” Dr. Hastings cleared her throat and shoved her professional mask back into place. “Some of the monsters have been entering into the mountain from the cave entrances, but I’m afraid that a fair amount of the heat is coming up from underneath the mountain.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose Mount Damavand is an active volcano,” Nick suggested without hope. “And that’s all just molten lava?” 
 
    “You are not far off, Mr. Walters,” Dr. Hastings said. “Mount Damavand is a majestic stratovolcano. Most scientists cannot agree whether the volcano is potentially still active.” 
 
    “When was the last time it erupted?” Phoenix asked. 
 
    “Roughly seven thousand, three hundred years ago,” Dr. Tanaka chimed in from across the room. “I personally don’t believe that heat signature is caused by molten rock. Oftentimes, volcanoes appear in the purple range of the scale on our thermal imaging systems because they are so hot.” 
 
    “What do you think, then?” Bo asked in an unusually heavy tone. “Is this all monster activity?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Dr. Tanaka said, and he walked over to join us around the computer. “Typical body heat will appear in the yellow, orange, and red ranges on our systems, as we see here. It is still possible there is dormant volcanic activity deep below this, but I am confident that what we are seeing here is solely from numerous monsters.” 
 
    “I agree with Dr. Tanaka’s assessment.” Dr. Hastings nodded. 
 
    “It is a good thing you have called for us, Dylan,” Phoenix murmured with awe in his voice as he stared at the map. 
 
    “And the masses appear to be growing by the hour,” Dr. Hastings added. 
 
    “We should try and prepare some kind of plan,” Lia pointed out. 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “I want to get the jump on this asshole. I don’t like that the numbers are still growing, and I definitely don’t want to wait until Azhi Dahaka decides he’s ready to come out. I’d much rather go to Him than wait for Him to come for us.” 
 
    “I believe that is wise,” Ronin muttered. “There are so many tunnels, how do we possibly pick just one?” 
 
    “We don’t.” I stared at the screen as a plan started to form in my head. I studied the clumps of heat signatures and started to notice that they weren’t evenly dispersed around all the cave entrances. Then I pointed at the screen. “It looks like there is a lot less monster activity here at this entrance than any of the others, and the path looks mostly clear straight to the massive red blob at the center. I think we’d all assume that one massive blob is Azhi Dahaka Himself, yes?” 
 
    I looked around at my team and the scientists to make sure they agreed with my assessment. They all nodded slowly at me with a number of expressions ranging from anxiety and hopelessness to pessimism. 
 
    “I believe that is a safe assumption, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings sighed. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking we’re going to need to split up.” I grimaced at the screen. I didn’t love the idea of spreading ourselves out too thinly, but I reminded myself we had three times the original size of a team. There were twelve of us, and between Lia and I, we had sixteen dragons. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” Katie asked. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s our best option,” I sighed after a moment. “Look, if we split into three groups, we can minimize the ground that the monsters can attack us from.” 
 
    “That is a good point,” Binta agreed. 
 
    “I think we should have one team go in here.” I pointed at the screen. “And another will go to this location. Then I can lead the main team through this tunnel where the monster activity is less. We can potentially avoid the majority of the monster army and get straight to the heart of this mission.” 
 
    “The Great Scaled One.” Alice muttered the name like it put a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “He’s the reason we’re here, He’s the big bad nightmare that we need to take out. Nothing will matter if he gets away. The rest of these assholes can be dealt with later if some of them escape.” 
 
    “But we won’t let any of them escape.” Nick smirked with a bit more confidence than his voice suggested. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” I gave my best friend a lopsided smile. “Besides, I’m sure if we divide the teams the right way, no one is going to get away from us.” 
 
    “So, how did you want to split us up?” Katie asked. “And will all the dragons be going together to fight Azhi Dahaka?” 
 
    “Do you really think I’d let anyone go into this without at least one dragon to back them up?” I asked. “Katie, come on. Of course, each of the secondary teams is going to have two dragons with them.” 
 
    “I want to go with Zahra,” Nick blurted out. 
 
    “Obviously. You two, Steffi, and Katie will go together to this entrance,” I chuckled and pointed out a cave entrance on the southern side of the mountain. “You’ll take Beyblade and Zofia with you.” 
 
    “Good,” Nick sighed with relief at my decision. 
 
    “Elisabeth, you, Bo, Binta, and Phoenix will enter the caves here.” I pointed at a cave entrance on the eastern side of the mountain. “You’ll take Griff and Goldie with you.” 
 
    “I look forward to working directly with your stealth dragon, Dylan,” Binta murmured. 
 
    “Lia, Nala, Ronin, and Alice,” I continued. “You’ll all come with me.” 
 
    “I would like to send one of my dragons with each of the other teams as well,” Lia said in a firm tone that left no room for arguments. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “Who do you want to send?” 
 
    “I believe Alex and Citrine will work well without me,” Lia said. “Alex would be a good addition to Elisabeth’s team, and Citrine will compliment Nick’s team.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me.” I nodded. “I definitely want Onyx with us for when the demons escape from Azhi Dahaka’s body.” 
 
    “I expected as much.” Lia offered me the smallest of smiles. 
 
    “Where will we enter the mountain?” Nala asked. 
 
    “Here.” I pointed at the northwestern edge of the mountain where the monster heat signatures were less than any other part of the map. “We’ll go in through this tunnel and confront Azhi Dahaka.” 
 
    I could almost see my dragons baring their teeth with anticipation. We were so close now, and their thirst for The Great Scaled One’s blood was palpable in my veins. 
 
    “Is there anything else we should consider?” Katie asked. 
 
    I studied the map for a moment longer, and then I turned to look questioningly at Dr. Hastings and Dr. Tanaka. Both scientists shook their heads at me, and I looked back to my team. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “I think we should get going. Let’s gear up. Nick, get whatever guns you want, and we’ll head out.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Nick chuckled. 
 
    “The gear and weapons are in the armory,” Dr. Tanaka said before any of us had the chance to ask. “You’ll find body armor and a nice selection of firearms to choose from.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Nick smirked. 
 
    “Before you go,” Dr. Hastings said, and she walked over to a silver case on the table. “I have the comms devices here for you all. I’ve been working to add an additional piece that will help them better attach to your ears and make them more secure.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great,” I hummed, and I thought about the time I’d lost my earpiece when I’d gone up against the Canadian Dogman, and how worried my team had been when I couldn’t communicate with them. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are quite welcome, Mr. Cooper.” Dr. Hastings smiled as she pressed the earpiece into my hand. “You will be able to contact me on this line as well, and I will inform you of any updates we see here throughout your mission.” 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” I said, and I fought the urge to lean in and kiss the sexy cougar before we left. Instead, I gave her a meaningful look, and I waved my team out of the command center. “Come on.” 
 
    We filed back outside and jogged over to the barracks. The building was smaller than the others, and it was divided into three rooms. The front was long and narrow and housed all of the gear and weapons we’d brought with us from AMIE and what Dr. Hastings had delivered from AIMM. The back of the building was divided into men’s and women’s locker rooms, and after we all selected the black mission gear AMIE had provided, we walked into the locker rooms to change. 
 
    Phoenix, Bo, Nick, and I changed in the kind of pre-mission silence that lingered heavily in the air. Then we walked back out, and Nick went over to the firearms. He selected his usual .45 automatic and holstered it on his belt, and then he walked over to the rack in search of something more. My best friend picked up a different handgun that I was unfamiliar with and then grabbed a second so he held one in each hand. Nick selected a shoulder holster and secured one of the firearms under his left arm and the other under his right. Then he loaded up as many magazines as he could to his belt, and he jammed another into each of the six pockets on his black pants. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Nick sighed a moment later. 
 
    “What did you pick?” I asked, and I leaned in to get a closer look at the very blocky-looking guns. 
 
    “MAC-10.” Nick smirked, and he pulled one out to show me. “It’s a Class Three firearm, you can’t just go out and buy one of these bad boys. It’s got a fully automatic setting, too.” 
 
    “Still a very big fan of the firearms I see,” Phoenix chuckled as he tightened the laces on his boots. 
 
    “You would be, too, if your powers were mainly defensive,” Nick pointed out. “Besides, they used the MAC-10 in Scarface. I mean, come on. You can’t get much cooler than that.” 
 
    “I suppose that is a good point,” Bo chuckled. 
 
    Just then, all of the girls exited the women’s locker room in the same heavy black gear we wore. Lia had pulled her golden hair back into a severe bun at the top of her head, and Ronin had gone for her preferred braided crown look. Elisabeth had twisted her long coppery hair into a fishtail braid and then wound it up into a bun at the back of her head. Alice and Katie wore their long hair in messier buns that looked like they’d been secured with a million pins, and Zahra had pulled her wavy brown hair into a long ponytail at the crown of her head. Nala’s dark curls bounced around her head, and Steffi had twisted the front waves of her pink hair away from her face and pinned them in place. 
 
    I took a moment to look at each of my teammates, and while there was a heavy air of tension and a touch of anxiety, they all looked fiercely determined to do whatever was necessary for us to come out victorious. 
 
    “Is everybody ready?” I asked. 
 
    There were some nervous mumbles of agreement and several heads nodded in response. 
 
    “Look…” I heaved a deep sigh and rubbed my hands over my face. “I know this is the biggest, and potentially scariest, thing any of us have ever done, but you guys are all incredible badasses. If we work together and rely on each other, I know we can do this.” 
 
    “Should we do a team cheer or something?” Steffi asked with a half-smile. “Like ‘one, two, three, let’s kick this pig?’” 
 
    “Hell yes, we should,” Nick laughed, and he took a step forward and held one hand in front of him. 
 
    “Why not?” Nala shrugged, and she laid her hand on top of Nick’s. 
 
    Zahra giggled at her boyfriend and laid her hand on top of the pile. Alice and Katie quickly followed suit, and then Elisabeth, Steffi, and Ronin joined in. Phoenix put his hand on top of his sister’s and nodded at her. 
 
    “Together, as always,” Phoenix murmured. 
 
    “Together,” Ronin agreed. 
 
    Bo and Binta grinned brightly as they added their hands to the pile, and then Lia put hers on top and smiled at me. 
 
    “Together.” I nodded. “I like that.” 
 
    “One,” Steffi started. 
 
    “Two,” Nala continued. 
 
    “Three,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s kick this pig!” Nick shouted, and he flung all of our stacked hands into the air with a fierce upward motion. 
 
    Cheers and excitement rang through the small armory, and the energy surged through me and into my dragons. 
 
    I knew we were ready for whatever lay in front of us. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I announced. 
 
    We went outside and found Dr. Hastings waiting for us in front of three large military trucks. They were a sandy-tan in color with tires that came up to my hips. Dark-haired men with olive skin sat behind each of the steering wheels with their eyes focused forward. 
 
    “It’s about a forty-minute drive to get to the mountain,” Dr. Hastings said as she handed me three small tri-fold maps. “I’ve marked the three locations we selected earlier on these maps for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” I murmured. There was so much more I wanted to say, but I just turned to my team and nodded toward the trucks. “Let’s load up.” 
 
    Nick, Zahra, Steffi, and Katie climbed into the last truck. Elisabeth, Bo, and Binta climbed into the middle truck. Phoenix hugged his twin tightly and then hopped up with the rest of his team. Then Lia, Nala, Ronin, Alice, and I climbed into the lead truck. 
 
    The driver glanced at me in the rear-view mirror and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “We’re ready.” I nodded. 
 
    The driver stepped on the gas, and the diesel engine roared loudly as the truck lurched forward. I peered out the back window and watched the other two trucks begin to follow us away from the military base and out onto a narrow dirt road. 
 
    The snow-covered peaks of Mount Damavand loomed in the distance, and as we drew closer, the mountain seemed to swallow up the entire horizon. The mountain was deceptively ordinary-looking, with a single high peak beyond the jagged hills and the occasional grassy field around it. 
 
    We rode in tense silence for about thirty-five minutes when the driver stopped in the middle of the road and turned back to look at us. 
 
    “This is where we will separate,” the man said in a thick middle-eastern accent. 
 
    “Alright,” I said and looked at Lia. “We need to summon our dragons and send them with the other teams.” 
 
    “Da.” Lia nodded and hopped down from the truck. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said to Alice, Ronin, and Nala. “This’ll only take a minute.” 
 
    I hopped down beside Lia just in time to see Alex and Citrine appear in bright bursts of green and yellow light. The Russian beauty patted them each on their necks and murmured gently to them before they trotted over to their respective assignments. 
 
    I squeezed Lia’s arm as she watched her dragons walk away like a mom sending her kids off to school for the very first time. 
 
    “Bianxifa, Sárkány,” I said. 
 
    Beyblade and Zofia appeared in an air-sucking fwoomp of orange light. I mentally directed them to go with Nick and his team, and Beyblade obeyed without hesitation. My red Chinese dragon looked eager to begin his mission as he walked up beside my best friend. Zofia sent out a calming wave of courage to me before she growled with an intensity that I’d never heard from my mind-control dragon before. Her bright red eyes narrowed with fierce determination as she followed my fire dragon. 
 
    “Sokisaseru, Dewch yma,” I said. 
 
    Goldie and Griff rushed out of my tattoos in a bright flash of golden light. I didn’t even have to silently command them to go with Elisabeth’s team, and they trotted right over to join Alex beside the truck. Both of them raised their heads high and trotted directly to my French girlfriend’s team. 
 
    All four of my dragons stomped their feet impatiently in the dirt, and I could practically see the restless energy pouring off of them. It was obvious they were eager to get their chances to tear The Great Scaled One’s armies into shreds, and I smirked at the brutal ferocity I knew they would deliver.  
 
    “Alright,” I said into the comms. “Here is where we split up. Keep in radio contact at all times, and watch each others’ backs.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain,” Nick said, and I could hear the forced humor in his voice. 
 
    “Good luck to us all,” Elisabeth said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said softly to Lia, and I helped her climb back into the lead truck. 
 
    I nodded at the driver, and the truck lurched forward once more. I watched as the other two trucks turned down a fork in the dirt road and disappeared around the mountain. We rode in silence for a few more minutes before the driver slowed the truck and killed the engine. 
 
    We were close to the outermost edge of the mountain, and to our right, the earth rose up fast at a decently steep angle. I could see the tall entrance to a cave about twenty yards in front of us. It was easily fifteen feet high but only about seven feet wide. On every other side around us, the ground rolled out in shallow mountains and rocky cliffs as far as I could see, and my chest started to buzz with anticipation. 
 
    “We are at the location the doctor indicated on the map,” the driver said. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said, and I turned to my team. “Come on, it’s showtime.” 
 
    “We’re just about at our location,” Nick said through the comms. 
 
    “We have arrived as well,” Elisabeth added. “I am going to pass our team’s communication responsibilities over to Binta so I can shift.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    We hopped down from the truck, and I looked at Nala. 
 
    “Can you get us a good read of what’s going on down there?” I asked. 
 
    “You got it,” Nala said. 
 
    My earth-bending girlfriend knelt down and braced both of her hands flat on the rocky ground. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply for a few moments. 
 
    “There isn’t much movement down there,” Nala finally reported. “There are hundreds of monsters, but they’re just sitting around.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, and then I spoke into the comms. “Binta, Nick, I need your teams to start trying to draw the monsters out. Kill anything that comes out of those caves. Got it?” 
 
    “We got it,” Nick confirmed. 
 
    “Yes, Dylan,” Binta added. “You can count on us.” 
 
    While we waited, and Nala kept a steady hand on the activity beneath us, I took the time to call out my other dragons. 
 
    “Exokyzo,” I said. “Trylle frem, Pridi.” 
 
    Ky, Thor, Anya, and Vera all appeared in blindingly bright flashes of blue, indigo, and blue-green light. They waited just behind us as Nala listened to the vibrations for a few more moments. 
 
    Their energy was as high and intense as my other dragons’ had been. The air was thick with tension like the last second before the starting gun at a race. They pawed impatiently at the ground as we all waited for more intel from my earth-bending girlfriend. 
 
    “It’s working.” Nala smiled at me and stood up. “It looks like there’s a small group of something in our tunnel, but the majority of the monsters have rushed out to the other side of the mountain.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said, and I started walking toward the mouth of the cave twenty yards away from us. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Before we could reach the entrance to the underground tunnels, a rush of golden-feathered creatures burst from the cave. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I gasped. 
 
    The beasts were like an oddly beautiful amalgamation of dogs and birds. They were the size of horses with wolf-like bodies and huge wings covered in golden feathers. Their mouths were pointed beaks, and their bright yellow eyes stared at us with extreme focus. 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” Alice shouted. 
 
    “Simurghs!” I yelled back as I silently commanded my dragons to attack. “Another Persian myth. They’re incredibly smart and clever.” 
 
    What I didn’t have time to explain to my team was that the legend claimed the Simurghs were responsible for a lot of modern medicine as well as spreading seeds around the world like some kind of monstrous Johnny Appleseed. 
 
    But this didn’t seem like the best time for fun facts. 
 
    Without another word, my team launched into the fray. 
 
    Ronin raised her white astral armor all over her body and started to fling a series of white astral daggers from her hands. The astral throwing blades stuck into the golden dog-birds like hot knives through butter, and the injured beasts let out ear-piercing screams of pain and rage. 
 
    “Nala, close the tunnel up so no more can come out!” I shouted. 
 
    “Right!” Nala punched her hands through the air, and a wide stone slab rose up to seal the entrance to the cave. 
 
    Then my earth-bending girlfriend slid her feet across the rocky ground and raised a pair of massive boulders over her head. Nala dropped the two-ton stones onto a pair of Simurghs that raced toward us. A split second later, the only thing that could be seen of them was their golden-feathered wings twitching out on either side of the boulders. 
 
    “Alice!” I shouted to the portal-making cadet. “We’ve got this. I need you to save your strength.” 
 
    “Okay.” Alice nodded, and she jogged back several paces away from the dog-birds. 
 
    Lia summoned her blue, blood-red, and green-gray dragons, and they appeared in bright flashes of light before they jumped right into the battle alongside my dragons. 
 
    Between Ronin, Nala, and Lia’s and my dragons, the Simurghs didn’t stand much of a chance. 
 
    Ruby snatched one of the golden beasts in her front claws and launched up into the air with it. Lia’s blood-red dragon tore the beast in two without mercy, and blood rained down on the ground below. Then Ruby darted back down and clamped her jaws around the wing muscle of another Simurgh, and she jerked her long neck so brutally to the side that she ripped the feathered limb right out of the socket. The Simurgh’s bones cracked, and its ligaments dangled like damp spaghetti from its ruined body. 
 
    Thor wasn’t about to be upstaged, however, and he grabbed up another dog-bird creature and hauled it into the air. He gripped the beast’s wing joints in both of his claws and bit down on the back of the creature’s neck, and then he ripped. The Simurgh’s wolf-like body was torn into sections, and I shuddered at the sight as chunks of ripped flesh fell down like candy from a broken pinata. 
 
    Nala and Ronin worked seamlessly together as the pair flung astral and stone daggers at any monsters that were foolish enough to come within twenty feet of them. 
 
    “Yes,” Alice whispered under her breath like her favorite team was about to win the Super Bowl. 
 
    She bounced on the balls of her feet and clenched her hands together. It was clear that she was itching to jump into the fight, but she held back and saved her energy for the horde of demons that was sure to come. 
 
    The ladies and dragons worked together well to eliminate all of the Simurghs, and while they weren’t easy, it felt like a good warm-up exercise rather than a whole mission. And that was good, because we had much larger fish to fry. 
 
    Once the last golden dog-bird gurgled its last breath through a cleanly sliced throat, I turned to congratulate them. 
 
    “Excellent work, everybody,” I said and then turned to Nala. “Are there any more on the other side of your wall?” 
 
    Nala walked over to the cave entrance she had sealed tight with her earth-bending powers and placed a hand on the flat surface. 
 
    “There are a few,” Nala confirmed. “Hang on a second.” 
 
    My curly-haired girl crouched down and then slammed her fists up into the air, and the muffled thud of rock on stone echoed through the barricade. 
 
    “Okay.” Nala smirked at me. “It’s clear now.” 
 
    “Great job,” I chuckled, and then I spoke into the comms. “Nick, Binta, how are you guys doing?” 
 
    “Kicking ass and taking names, dude,” Nick answered. “Don’t worry about us, we’ve got this handled!” 
 
    “We are doing just fine as well,” Binta replied. “You and the others get to The Great Scaled One. We will take care of these bastards.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” I said as I turned to my team. “Is everybody ready for round two?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Alice said. “I’m ready to kick some monster ass.” 
 
    “We are ready.” Lia nodded. 
 
    Nala nodded and started to bring down the stone barricade she’d used to seal the cave tunnel shut, but then she suddenly grew still, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Shit,” Nala whispered. She leaned closer to the improvised wall and listened very closely to the vibrations in the rock. 
 
    “What?” I asked as my anxiety started to rise to a new level. “What is it? More Simurghs?” 
 
    “No.” Nala shook her head. “He’s coming to us.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Let Him come,” I growled. “We’re ready for you, Azhi Dahaka.” 
 
    My dragons snarled their fierce agreements, and the ground started to tremble beneath our feet. Tiny pebbles started to tumble down the mountainside, and then a crack split up from the top of the cave entrance. It was tiny at first and about the width of a pencil, but then the ground opened wide and the crack spread into a massive fissure that split up the side of the mountain like a crack in a windshield. 
 
    “Everybody, get back!” I screamed at my team. 
 
    “Isn’t he supposed to be imprisoned?” Nala gasped through the comms. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so, but legends have been wrong before!” I shouted back. “Either way, it doesn’t matter! We have a job to do!” 
 
    We bolted away from the entrance as the ground shuddered and trembled and split open like Hell itself was rising up from the bowels of the earth. We raced as far away from the cave as we could before the ground caved in like a poorly constructed souffle. 
 
    The thundering crashing sounds of the mountain collapsing in on itself threatened to permanently destroy my eardrums, but Nick’s slightly panicked voice chirped in my earpiece. 
 
    “Dylan!” Nick demanded. “What the fuck was that? It sounds like the whole mountain fell apart.” 
 
    “It kind of did,” I breathed. 
 
    “Do you need us?” Nick asked. “There’s still a lot of monsters over here, but if you need us…” 
 
    “No, hold your positions,” I ordered. “We’ve got this!” 
 
    “Okay,” Nick replied, but there was doubt in his voice. 
 
    “I’ll call for you if we need you,” I assured my best friend. 
 
    “You’d better,” Nick grumbled, and then the line was quiet again. 
 
    A split second later, I questioned my confidence in our situation as Azhi Dahaka emerged from the cavernous hole in the mountain like the most horrifying prairie dog I’d ever seen. 
 
    He was even larger than I’d envisioned Him to be, and he was covered in bits of rubble and a thick blanket of dirt. The Great Scaled One stood as high as the Statue of Liberty, and his three enormous heads were each easily the size of a double-decker bus. He had six massive black eyes that squinted against the brightness of the sunlight, and one enormous pair of brick-red wings were crumpled against his back like sheets that sat in the washing machine for too long. Azhi Dahaka’s entire body would have filled the field at New Jersey’s famously large NFL stadium, and judging the mass of leathery flesh that was his wings, I guessed they would have reached out to the edges of the nosebleed section if they unfurled. 
 
    “Shhhhit,” I breathed. 
 
    I had to crane my neck all the way back to see the very top of his three brick-red faces. Shock clamped hard around my brain for a full five seconds before I finally shook myself free of the instinctual terror. 
 
    My team had sunk into similar states of total disbelief at the beast that loomed in front of us. 
 
    “Daylight,” Azhi Dahaka’s middle head rumbled with irritation, and His booming voice was gravelly like he hadn’t spoken in a thousand years. “How I have missed the warmth of the sun during my long imprisonment.” 
 
    Two Manticores scurried out of the ground behind Azhi Dahaka and looked up at Him with terror in their eyes. 
 
    “Sire, what can we do--” one Manticore began, but Azhi Dahaka cut it off. 
 
    “Silence you wretched fool,” The Great Scaled One growled, and He slammed the Manticore so hard into the side of the mountain that it splattered like a bug on a windshield. “It took you and the others decades to cut through my chains. I am finally free, and I need your simpering and groveling no longer. I will burn this entire world to the ground and build it up anew for all monsterkind!” 
 
    The remaining manticore scurried back into the crumbling mountain like a dog with its tail between its legs, and The Great Scaled One’s three heads scanned the terrain in all directions. Then He shook his wings out to their full length, and a massive dust cloud plumed out from his leathery wings and filled the air like a fog of dirt. 
 
    “Dylan,” Nala whispered through the comms, and her fear was evident in the way her voice trembled. “What do we do?” 
 
    “We throw everything we have at this bastard.” I grimaced at the shadow of the beast through the dense cloud of dirt. “Go. Now.” 
 
    I silently called out to my storm dragon, and a second later, he dashed toward me from deep within the haze. I climbed right up onto Thor’s back and urged him forward, and I directed him to come around Azhi Dahaka from the back so I could assess any possible weak points. 
 
    Once we were airborne and on the outskirts of the slowly settling dust cloud, I caught sight of a bright flash of white as my Japanese girlfriend sprinted across the ground. She glowed like a light of hope in the darkness, and she dashed around to The Great Scaled One’s back legs. The massive shape of her white astral weapon was clear through the dust, and it was a huge double-bladed axe. Then Ronin slashed with all of her might at the insides of Azhi Dahaka’s ankles, and she kept on moving before she even had time to see if the attacks worked. 
 
    The dust cloud was finally settling to the ground now, and I knew our shroud of cover was at an end. 
 
    Lia called out the rest of her dragons in a series of brightly-colored flashes of light, and the sky was suddenly filled with flying scaled beasts of every color. They launched right into the fight and started to attack Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    Ruby flew up into the air and then dove down in an attempt to gut The Great Scaled One from the front of His chest to between His hind legs. She got a few good slashes in before Azhi Dahaka noticed her and smacked Ruby out of the air like a ping-pong ball. Lia’s blood-red dragon slammed into the dirt hard, but she stood right back up and jumped back into the air. 
 
    Ky and Saph circled around together to Azhi Dahaka’s left head. Lia’s water dragon blasted out a deluge of water, and my ice dragon froze it in a series of long breaths until the head was encased in a thin sheet of ice. 
 
    The Great Scaled One’s black eyes darted around beneath the ice, and then He wrenched His jaws open wide. The ice shattered into a million large chunks that rained down to the ground like a shower of razor blades. 
 
    Lia’s bright white dragon flew around to Azhi Dahaka’s right head and attacked. Moon’s entire white body exploded with the brightest light I’d ever seen. 
 
    I averted my eyes instantly and still was half-blinded for a full thirty seconds. I could only imagine the bright spots that danced before the eyes of The Great Scaled One’s right-side head. When I was able to see clearly again, I stared at the enormous three-headed dragon, and the pupils on His right head were so narrow I could see the red flecks in his dark irises for the first time. 
 
    He blinked and screamed with rage as His right head rubbed its face against His center neck. 
 
    “Betrayers!” Azhi Dahaka bellowed, and His voice was so loud it threatened to send the snow on Mount Damavand’s peak tumbling into a massive avalanche. “All dragons must worship me! Join with your true master!” 
 
    My dragons collectively snarled, and Lia’s dragons joined in the sentiment as they bared their fangs at the massive beast. 
 
    My lip curled with disgust, too, but then I thought of something I’d wondered about before. 
 
    No one had ever been able to tell me where my dragons had come from. They simply came to my call when I needed them most, and we’d never fought any dragons before Azhi Dahaka, either. 
 
    Even though some would consider them monsters. 
 
    But here He was, larger than life, gathering the world’s monsters in a massive uprising, and claiming that dragons should worship Him as their master. And there wasn’t a single dragon on his side. 
 
    The only dragons around had come here to fight for the humans. They followed mine and Lia’s commands, it was clear from the fiercely furious looks on my dragons’ faces that they had zero intentions of worshipping The Great Scaled One. 
 
    Before I could even consider what all this could mean, Nala had created herself a hoverboard of sorts and levitated high in the air beyond Azhi Dahaka’s reach. It looked like she was trying to suck His tail into the ground and lock Him into place. My earth-bending girl had shifted the texture of the hard rocky ground beneath The Great Scaled One’s tail into something that resembled quicksand until it started to sink, and then she returned it to its former hardness. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I watched the massively impressive new skill of my curly-haired girlfriend. 
 
    Nala shifted her focus to Azhi Dahaka’s legs and tried to anchor him further into the ground. She managed to sink his back legs about ten feet into the ground when He burst into thunderous laughter. 
 
    “Insignificant fools!” The Great Scaled One roared with humor. “You cannot hope to trap me so easily.” 
 
    He lifted His enormous feet from the ground with one hard yank on each back leg. Then Azhi Dahaka pulled Himself free from the rock like it was nothing more than a shallow mud puddle. 
 
    “I have been imprisoned for hundreds of years!” The Great Scaled One growled, and I was sure the sound would be heard for a hundred miles around. “I will not be caged a moment longer!” 
 
    Azhi Dahaka wrenched his long tail free from the ground next, and He swung it out like a horse swatting at flies. 
 
    Panic rose in my throat as I saw his tail heading straight for Ronin, but before I could cry out to her, Lia’s blue water dragon darted out and scooped my Japanese girlfriend up in his front claws. 
 
    “Well done, Saph!” Lia praised her dragon. 
 
    Sapphire carried Ronin swiftly out of harm’s way and deposited her clear on the other side of the battlefield. 
 
    “Keep a little more distance, Ro,” I instructed my Samurai warrior. “Use your astral throwing weapons and try to blind Him.” 
 
    “Hai!” Ronin answered. 
 
    A split second later, a series of bright white astral throwing stars flew through the air and straight toward Azhi Dahaka’s heads. Unfortunately, they fell just a few feet short of their targets and bounced harmlessly off of His brick-red scales. 
 
    Thor and I circled around behind the fantastically enormous beast and studied his anatomy, and I couldn’t see a single weak point. 
 
    His entire body was covered in a thick armor of closely-overlapping scales, and there was a long line of short barbs that ran down each of His necks and along the length of His spine. 
 
    As I studied Azhi Dahaka’s body, Onyx flew around in a wide circle and blasted out eerily black bolts of magic at His wings. The black magic beams punched small holes through the thinner edges of Azhi Dahaka’s wing membranes, but they didn’t look like they would inhibit His ability to fly unless there were thousands more. 
 
    Clearly, Onyx had the same thought, because he weaved back and forth and blasted out beam after beam through Azhi Dahaka’s wing membranes. After a few moments, and probably a hundred and fifty bursts of black magic, The Great Scaled One’s wings were starting to look like Swiss cheese. 
 
    I didn’t want to test if the wings could still work, though, and I hoped that Azhi Dahaka would remain on the ground. 
 
    Anya and Vera worked together to dive-bomb down onto The Great Scaled One’s body where his wings connected to his back. As their atomic-level mushroom cloud dissipated, it was clear that even their powerful explosions weren’t quite enough to bring the beast down. 
 
    I urged Thor to attack, and arcs of indigo lighting started to race along my storm dragon’s scales as he sucked in a deep breath. I pictured where I wanted Thor to strike with his lightning, and my black dragon obeyed instantly. He shifted and struck out with the normally-lethal current of electricity at the underside of Azhi Dahaka’s middle-jaw. 
 
    The lightning struck right into the bastard’s face. The brick-red scales grew black from the intense current of electricity, and His tattered wings sagged a bit. I was pretty sure at this point, between all the holes, and now the damage to His wing muscles, He wouldn’t be able to fly at all. 
 
    “Traitors!” Azhi Dahaka roared with an ear-splitting shriek. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    If this three-headed bastard considered my dragons traitors, I might know why he’d spread word of the Lizard Man through his troops. 
 
    Clearly, Azhi Dahaka despised me more than anybody else He could have come up against. Because I was the Dragon Conjurer, and I’d been here to thwart His efforts every step of the way. 
 
    With my own horde of dragons. 
 
    I would have bet every penny to my name that Azhi Dahaka would have loved to bring each and every dragon in existence under His rule. He was definitely an egotistical Alpha Male if ever I’d seen one, and he’d managed to rally the many, many monsters of the world around him, but no dragons had ever arrived to obey him. 
 
    Yet here I was, with Lia at my side, and all our dragons set to tear his reign of terror to pieces. 
 
    Maybe that’s why no dragons were ever seen anywhere before our time. Were these incredible, sentient beasts hiding in the shadows somewhere waiting for someone better to follow? 
 
    Someone worthy of leading them? 
 
    “I am your king and your God!” Azhi Dahaka raged on while mine and Lia’s dragons roared so loud that His own snarls were drowned out. 
 
    I grinned as I mentally urged my dragons to show this motherfucker what they thought of Him. 
 
    Then we were all throwing everything we had at Him, and it was pure chaos.  
 
    I could barely register what was happening from one moment to the next. Arcs of lightning, spikes of ice, blinding flashes of light, stone, astral weapons, and black magic beams flew all over the place. 
 
    But Azhi Dahaka roared maniacally as he evaded attacks or just took them without even flinching. He was terrifyingly powerful and fast. More than once one of our dragons just barely managed to dart out of the way of The Great Scaled One’s swinging front feet that curled like menacingly clawed hands. 
 
    I felt a potent energy start to rise in my mind as a huge dump of the flight or fight hormone poured into my brain. Animalistic fury coursed through every cell in my body. I could taste the need to slaughter this bastard like pennies on my tongue. 
 
    Then I took a shuddering breath, and I found my lips shaping a new word before I could even fully comprehend what I was doing. 
 
    “Mere paas aao,” I barely recognized my own voice as the strange words left my mouth, and for a second, I wondered if Azhi Dahaka had taken a hold of my mind. 
 
    But then there was a furious blast of yellow light, and a new dragon burst into the air in front of me. 
 
    The sunshine-yellow dragon was as huge as Ky, with massive wings that were larger than any of my other dragons. I could immediately tell it was female from the slender curve of her shoulders and hips. She had piercing gold eyes and stared at me with a calm focus that somehow put me at ease. 
 
    I didn’t even have to say or think a thing. 
 
    Suddenly, the bright yellow female blinked out of existence and reappeared a hundred yards away from me. The sunshine-colored dragon had teleported directly in front of Azhi Dahaka’s right head, slashed out with her extremely long claws, and blinked out of sight again before He even registered the attack. 
 
    “Menace!” The Great Scaled One pawed at his sliced face, and when He pulled His foot away, his face dripped with bright red blood. “You belong to me!” 
 
    My unexpected new dragon had darted in close enough to deliver a real blow to Azhi Dahaka and teleported away without being caught. She attacked with a level of savagery that felt like vengeance, and it just made me more sure that there wasn’t a single dragon in existence who desired to follow Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    They were here to fucking slaughter this bastard, and they weren’t going to back down until they’d succeeded. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said with a harried laugh. 
 
    “Woah!” Nala gasped. “Dylan, another one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I guess so!” 
 
    “This dragon is beautiful,” Lia declared through the comms. 
 
    “She’s a teleporter!” Alice announced with excitement. “That’s so cool!” 
 
    “Don’t lose focus,” I reminded my team. “We can bask in this new dragon’s glory later. Keep attacking!” 
 
    Just then, Lia’s gray-green dragon darted straight up into the air. Agate flew so high he became a small speck against the bright blue sky, and then he pivoted back down and raced at terminal velocity straight down toward Azhi Dahaka’s middle head. 
 
    I had no idea what Agate was doing, but he curled himself up into a tight ball, and a series of long spike-like scales stretched out all along his spine and limbs. Lia’s gray-green dragon had turned himself into some kind of flying morning star, and he slammed into the top of The Great Scaled One’s left head with enough force to cause a shockwave. 
 
    The Great Scaled One’s left head slammed all the way down and into the ground. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh!” Azhi Dahaka screamed from his middle and right mouths. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I gasped. “Lia! Did you know he could do that?” 
 
    “I had no idea!” Lia shouted back through the comms. “I had seen his spikes before, but I thought they were only defensive armor!” 
 
    “Oh, my fucking god,” Nala muttered. “That was insane!” 
 
    Agate skidded to an uncomfortable-looking landing several yards away and heaved a painful breath. Lia’s gray-green dragon didn’t even try to get up from the ground, but he looked around and seemed alert. 
 
    I hoped he had only used all of his energy and wasn’t seriously injured, and a second later, he forced himself to his feet and trotted tiredly away from the battle. 
 
    “Lia!” I called through the comms. “Is your dragon okay?” 
 
    Lia darted over to check on him, and then she sighed with relief and turned back to Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    “He is a little knocked around,” Lia replied. “But he has no serious injuries. Agate will be okay, but I will not send him in again unless he himself is ready.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. 
 
    We all turned and waited with bated breaths to see if Agate’s attack had done serious damage, and when The Great Scaled One tried to lift his left head, the long neck twitched for a moment, and the cracked and bleeding skull lurched away from the ground. 
 
    Hundreds of gallons of blood poured down the face of Azhi Dahaka’s left head, and a tiny spark of hope bloomed in my chest as the ground flooded with red. 
 
    “Agate is a hero,” I declared through the comms. “He delivered a powerful blow to this motherfucker’s left head. Everybody, attack the injury. Let’s see what happens when The Great Scaled One loses a brain.” 
 
    “We’re on it!” Nala announced, and she darted through the air on a two-inch-thick flying surfboard of stone. 
 
    My curly-haired girl reminded me of The Fantastic Four’s Silver Surfer as she sped through the air. Then Nala raised her arms over her head like a master puppeteer, and a storm of boulders of all sizes flew past her to bombard the huge split on the top of Azhi Dahaka’s left head. 
 
    He swatted at the boulders as quickly as He could, but there were too many even for The Great Scaled One to stop. The three-headed dragon was pummeled by Nala’s boulders, and the crack in His skull opened up even further. 
 
    I patted Thor’s black scales, and then I sent him a mental image of a fierce bolt of lightning striking dead-center in the fracture that ran down the top of Azhi Dahaka’s skull. 
 
    Thor seemed to sneer with appreciation at my idea, and he sucked in a huge breath as we circled back around and came up from behind The Great Scaled One’s left head. Bright indigo electricity arced up from Thor’s tail to condense in his open mouth. Just before we flew straight past Azhi Dahaka’s head, my black storm dragon released billions of joules of electricity from his mouth. 
 
    The indigo lightning leapt straight at the profusely bleeding wound and surged through The Great Scaled One’s brain, and as we sailed by, I could see the sparks flashing behind His black eyes. 
 
    “Aaaaahhhhh!” Azhi Dahaka’s middle and right heads screamed again with rage. “You will pay! Every last human vermin on this planet will suffer for your crimes against me!” 
 
    Thor bolted out of the way as the massive head began to drop through the air like a ton of bricks, and I turned back to watch it fall. 
 
    The black eyes of The Great Scaled One’s gigantic left head rolled back in their sockets, and the beast’s forked tongue lolled out of His mouth. Several seconds later, the damaged skull slammed into the ground like a train ramming into a car on the tracks at full speed. 
 
    A huge puff of dirt burst into the air from the collision of Azhi Dahaka’s dead head with the rocky earth. The destroyed skull shattered even further from the impact with the ground, and the fracture split down between the dead black eyes as blood pooled rapidly beneath the deceased head. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Nala cursed through the comms. “Is it dead?” 
 
    “That head is.” I nodded, even though I knew she couldn’t see me from this distance. “But we haven’t defeated Azhi Dahaka just yet.” 
 
    I watched the corpse head for a moment longer as The Great Scaled One raged with confusion and pain. It looked like His consciousness was trying to reassert itself in this new two-headed body without the assistance of a third brain, and I hoped that maybe He would be stupider now. 
 
    I also hoped that a small flood of demons would pour out from the dead head’s mouth and eye sockets, but nothing came from the beast’s devastated skull but blood. 
 
    It looked like we still had a long way to go to obtain victory. 
 
    “I will tear you all limb from limb!” Azhi Dahaka roared as his four remaining eyes regained focus. “You have done nothing but ignite my fury, and the world of humans will pay for these atrocities!” 
 
    “You just go ahead and try,” I growled. 
 
    “What’s He saying, Dylan?” Nala asked. 
 
    “More of that ‘all you humans will pay for this’ bullshit,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Alice muttered, and her tone dripped with sarcasm. “That sounds like a lovely time. Fuck, I wish I could be helping.” 
 
    “No, Alice,” I said in a commanding voice. “We’re going to need you when the demons break loose. Save your strength and energy.” 
 
    The Great Scaled One let loose a scream that pierced my ears like nails on a chalkboard, and He lurched forward to begin attacking us once more. 
 
    I shuddered and tried to hold on to my last meal as Azhi Dahaka dragged His dead head along behind Him, and a long smear of red blood, flecks of brain matter, and chunks of broken skull left a snail trail twenty feet wide behind it. 
 
    “Uuughh, fucking gross,” I groaned. 
 
    I knew for certain that we were going to have to kill all three heads at the very least to finish off this enormous beast. For a second, my brain teased me with the possibility of a killing blow to Azhi Dahaka’s heart, but I immediately threw the idea aside. 
 
    I was not willing to take the risk and expend all the energy and time it would take to break through this fucker’s heavily-scaled chest. We’d proven that His skulls were vulnerable to a heavy assault from us, and I was more comfortable going with a sure thing than risking the entire world and everyone’s lives on a maybe. 
 
    I studied the beast’s two remaining heads, and I finally saw something that could be useful. There was a large patch of slightly mangled scales on the outside of Azhi Dahaka’s right head. A long scar ran up from the edge of His huge nostril to the corner of His mouth, and I wondered if it had happened when the legendary hero had imprisoned The Great Scaled One hundreds of years ago. 
 
    “Dylan,” Lia asked through the comms. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Let’s go for the other two heads,” I decided. “Try and focus on the right-side head. There’s an old scar at the corner of His mouth where the scales are damaged and weak. We’ve definitely got to take both heads out to bring this asshole down, but let’s focus on that old injury first.” 
 
    “Right,” Nala grunted. 
 
    A second later, a shockingly enormous boulder that was easily the size of a double-wide trailer lurched slowly into the air. My earth-bending girlfriend’s muscles bulged from the effort as she raised the thousands of tons of stone up into the air from behind The Great Scaled One. 
 
    “Holy shit, Nal!” I gasped. “You’re incredible!” 
 
    Nala lifted the massive boulder higher into the air than I thought she could, and by the time it stopped ascending, it was higher than twice the height of Azhi Dahaka Himself. 
 
    “Ugh!” Nala roared with effort, and the boulder started to drop through the air as it spun like a ballerina. 
 
    Nala had aimed it perfectly, and the boulder began to drop directly toward the top of The Great Scaled One’s right head. I clenched my teeth, and the gigantic stone seemed to drop in slow-motion as I silently willed Azhi Dahaka not to move. 
 
    But, just a few seconds before the stone would have slammed into the beast’s skull with perfect aim, He seemed to become aware of the threat. 
 
    “Uuuh,” Azhi Dahaka gasped noisily and lurched his right head enough out of the way to avoid the full impact of the boulder. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed. 
 
    The boulder scraped hard against the scar tissue on the outside of The Great Scaled One’s right head. It tore some of the mangled scales from around his long teeth, and a sharp point jammed into His eye for just the briefest of seconds. 
 
    “Your pitiful abilities will not save you!” Azhi Dahaka roared as the right eye on his right head slammed shut. 
 
    A thick river of blood poured out from the corner of the three-headed dragon’s injured eye. 
 
    “Fuck!” Nala growled with frustration clear in her voice. “I could have killed that head. Damn it!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Nala,” I consoled my curly-haired girlfriend. “You damaged His eye, and you tore away a bunch of scales on his face. He’s wounded there, and all progress is good right now.” 
 
    Then, in a flash and burst of yellow light, my new sunshine-colored dragon appeared beside the wrecked flesh at The Great Scaled One’s mouth. She slashed brutally through the skin and then disappeared again. 
 
    Onyx whizzed past a second later, and he blasted out a super thick black magic beam directly onto the scale-less wound of The Great Scaled One’s face. 
 
    “Oooph!” Azhi Dahaka grunted at the blow. 
 
    The black magic beam struck through to the inside of the enormous monster’s mouth and blasted out the other side, and then Ky came up right behind Lia’s black dragon and delivered a powerful burst of ice to Azhi Dahaka’s face. Saph was right behind my ice dragon, and she added a torrent of fresh water to the sub-zero temperature of Ky’s breath. 
 
    Then, as if it had been a perfectly choreographed ballet, Anya and Vera bolted down from out of nowhere. They tucked their small blue-green bodies close to each other’s sides, and each of them folded one wing back as they hooked their front legs together. 
 
    It looked like my twin dragons were trying to meld their bodies together. 
 
    I was utterly confused for a second until I saw the distinctive glow of their atomic energy start to build up between them just two seconds before they collided with The Great Scaled One’s injured and ice-encrusted right head. 
 
    The explosion was easily twice the size of any I’d seen from my Kamikaze dragons so far. It was so violently bright that I had to shield my eyes with my forearm, and I could only see the edges of the destruction for several seconds. Once the light faded and the huge mushroom cloud poofed up into the air, I could see just how much damage Anya and Vera had added to The Great Scaled One’s right head. 
 
    The hideous three-headed beast’s right eye had completely exploded out from the socket, and it looked like a crater from an asteroid impact. 
 
    As Thor circled around, I got a better view of the wound, and I gasped as I realized I could see all the way through what had been Azhi Dahaka’s eye socket just a few seconds before. 
 
    I was staring clear into his brain. 
 
    There was a large black spot about the size of a three-person couch on His gray matter, and all the tissue around it was swelling and bruising as blood started to leak from the wound. 
 
    “Aaahhhh,” Azhi Dahaka groaned, and his right head wobbled on an unsteady neck for a few seconds as it tried to recover from the blow. 
 
    But it was no use. 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Nala cheered. 
 
    The double-decker-sized head huffed out a final breath and then fell like a chopped-down Redwood tree. It collided with the ground with so much force that a few hundred pounds of bruised and battered brain matter splattered out of the cavernous hole. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed with a burst of relief. 
 
    But then the final remaining head of Azhi Dahaka lifted into the air and roared with a terrifying level of rage.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    I felt a strange stab of disappointment when not a single demon escaped from The Great Scaled One’s body. My brain tried to convince me that maybe the legend was wrong, and there wouldn’t be any demons within Azhi Dahaka’s body, but I knew that kind of hope was nothing but dangerous. 
 
    “Great job, everyone,” I said through the comms. “Let’s stay focused! We have one more to go, and even then I don’t expect this thing to be totally over.” 
 
    “Irritating pests!” Azhi Dahaka growled. 
 
    “I am sick of this beast’s roaring,” Lia grumbled. 
 
    “Let’s finish this!” Nala cried. 
 
    I urged Thor higher into the air so I could get a good view of the action for a few moments. 
 
    The rest of Lia’s and my dragons circled around the massive form of Azhi Dahaka and attacked Him from every side, and chaos reigned once more. Only this time, all our greatest efforts were focused solely on The Great Scaled One’s last remaining head. 
 
    The monstrous beast dragged His two dead heads behind Him as he stomped around and tried to snatch one of our dragons from the air. Huge circular trails of blood and brains formed on the ground behind Him like the most macabre Spirograph in the world, and twice he stumbled over his own necks, but he didn’t seem to give a shit at the moment. 
 
    Nala raised a sturdy stone platform for Ronin and herself, and the pair flung a rapid assault of stone and white astral blades at Azhi Dahaka’s final pair of black eyes. 
 
    He swung around and evaded, but my girls were fast enough, and soon The Great Scaled One’s left eye slammed shut, and He roared with renewed fury as trickles of blood streamed down his brick-red scales. 
 
    “Infernal pests!” Azhi Dahaka screamed. “Your kind have ruined this planet. You pollute the waters and burn down the forests! I will rid this world of your infectious existence!” 
 
    Just then, my sunshine-yellow dragon blinked into sight directly on top of Azhi Dahaka’s head. She roared fiercely as she used all four of her clawed feet to cling to the top of His skull. Then my newest dragon jammed her clawed feet into Azhi Dahaka’s left eye and ripped straight through His closed lid and into the meat of His eye. The brick-red eyelid crinkled like tissue paper, and the orb burst like a water balloon as it spewed blood out like a sprinkler. 
 
    “You can blind me,” The Great Scaled One growled, and He reached up with His right front foot and grabbed hold of my new yellow dragon. Then he pried her off of His face and started to squeeze. “You can take my heads, but you will never win! You will… bow to meeee!” 
 
    “No!” I roared. 
 
    My teleporting dragon gasped in a wheezing screech, and her eyes went wide with pain as Azhi Dahaka clamped his taloned hand around her chest like a vise. It was clear that The Great Scaled One had every intention of crushing the life right out of my newest dragon, and though I had only just met her, my heart clenched painfully at the thought. 
 
    I started to urge Thor over toward Azhi Dahaka’s right foot, but we were at least a hundred yards away on His other side. I knew that at the rate The Great Scaled One was crushing my yellow dragon, we wouldn’t make it to her in time to save her. 
 
    I watched with horror in my heart as my yellow dragon’s eyes started to bulge, and I could have sworn I heard the gut-wrenching sound of her ribs starting to crack. Every inch of me burned with fury, and Thor roared with a vengeance as he flew at top speed, but both of us knew we wouldn’t make it in time. 
 
    Then, in a sudden flash of blue light and frigid air, Ky was there. My ice dragon’s mouth exploded in a burst of ice so powerful and so cold that it cut almost all the way through Azhi Dahaka’s ankle in one slice. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh!” Azhi Dahaka bellowed in torment as His right front foot dangled from his leg like a fish on a hook. 
 
    His claws went limp, and my yellow dragon tumbled out of His grasp and started to fall. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as my fear shifted from her being crushed to her slamming into the ground below, but Ky was apparently determined to be the hero of the moment. 
 
    My ice dragon glided up underneath my new yellow dragon and allowed her to brace herself on his back. Then Ky guided them to the ground in a controlled, gliding fall like an expert paraglider. The pair landed with a lot less force than my teleportation dragon would have on her own, and Ky immediately started to sniff at her and check on her. 
 
    I saw my sunshine-colored dragon push herself to her feet and growl angrily up at Azhi Dahaka, and I knew she was alright, all thanks to Ky. 
 
    Deep relief flooded through my veins, but it was short-lived as I turned back to The Great Scaled One and His dangling foot. He had lost enough blood at this point to fill an Olympic-sized swimming pool, but He just kept coming at us. 
 
    “Come on, everybody,” I urged my team. “We can do this, let’s bring this fucker down once and for all!” 
 
    “Aaahh!” Azhi Dahaka raged. His tail thrashed and connected with Moon’s chest, and Lia’s white light dragon was thrown roughly into the remains of the mountainside. 
 
    “Moon!” Lia screamed, and she raced over to her white dragon where he lay unconscious on the ruined ground. 
 
    “Is he okay, Lia?” I asked. 
 
    “I think he will be alright,” Lia replied, and her voice cracked as she spoke. “He does not appear to have any broken bones, and his mind feels more angry than anything, but I am pulling him from this fight.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded, and I silently commanded my other dragons to throw everything they had at Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    Ky hesitated by my yellow dragon’s side for a moment, but then he took off into the air to rejoin the fight. 
 
    Anya and Vera darted straight up into the sky to prepare for another brutal attack, and they flew so high that I lost sight of them in the bright sunlight. 
 
    Lia’s blue and black dragons assaulted The Great Scaled One from both sides, and Topaz and Ruby joined in. The Russian beauty’s white and gray-green dragons huddled together near Alice, and it looked like they were determined to do something useful, even if it was just to protect the auburn-haired cadet. 
 
    Nala started to lift the platform that she and Ronin had been firing their stone and white astral weapons from, and my earth-bending girlfriend concentrated on flying them closer. My Japanese girl forged a long white astral broadsword between her hands and took an offensive stance as Nala flew them around toward Azhi Dahaka’s final uninjured eye. 
 
    I mentally instructed Thor to start building up another huge bolt of lightning as I saw an opening. My storm dragon didn’t hesitate, and he sucked in a huge breath. The indigo energy arced up from Thor’s tail toward his mouth, but instead of moving under me, I felt the surge of power start to build up in the indigo web between my shoulders. 
 
    “What the…” I gasped as the power overwhelmed all my senses. 
 
    Lightning flashed at the edges of my vision, and it felt like someone had hooked my nervous system up to an electrical grid. The current built to an almost painful level of power, and I gritted my teeth as I held it back. 
 
    Nala zoomed herself and Ronin past Azhi Dahaka’s eye, and my Samurai warrior neatly jammed her astral broadsword directly into the bastard’s slitted pupil. Then Ronin extended the white astral sword so far that its point jammed out from the other ruined eye socket. 
 
    “Bastard!” Ronin roared as she and Nala flew past. 
 
    “One more blow!” Nala said, and she started to bank to the right to bring her and Ronin around. 
 
    Just then, Anya and Vera came barreling out of the sky like a fucking rocket blasting off in reverse. My Kamikaze dragons were already glowing with the blinding blue-green light of atomic power as they screamed toward The Great Scaled One’s final head. 
 
    The impact was shockingly silent for a split second, and I wondered if something had gone wrong inside my brain, because everything was still. Then it was like reality caught up to itself, and the deafening, concussive force of the explosion hammered out in a three hundred and sixty degree shockwave that would destroy any windows within a hundred miles. 
 
    My twin dragons had slammed directly into the top of Azhi Dahaka’s skull. 
 
    The air all around His massive middle head sizzled and crackled from the radioactive explosion, and I had to avert my eyes from the painful brightness. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh!” Azhi Dahaka screamed, and His remaining three feet stumbled against the slick blood-soaked ground as He tried to remain upright. 
 
    The force of the explosion was even enough to knock Thor off course, and he tilted his black wings to remain airborne. I heard gasps and shouts from my teammates as they dealt with the impact of the shockwave, and I glanced around quickly to make sure my team was well. 
 
    Nala had slammed together a haphazard barricade of stone for herself, Ronin, and Alice, but Lia had been knocked back into the dirt. Luckily, she appeared to be uninjured when she stood up, brushed herself off, and ran over to check on the other girls. 
 
    I wasn’t willing to give Azhi Dahaka any chance to recover, though, and I urged Thor to fly as close to The Great Scaled One’s head as possible. I guided the colossal reservoir of electricity from between my shoulders down the length of my arm. It took every ounce of strength in my body to hold onto the electricity for the few seconds it took Thor to get me within firing range. 
 
    “Let’s fucking do this, buddy,” I growled, and Thor let out a thunderous roar. 
 
    Then I pointed my arm at the charred and blistered wound on the top of Azhi Dahaka’s head, and I let the lightning loose. 
 
    The current zapped down my arm and exploded from the tips of my fingers, and I half-expected my hand to be blown clear off. The lightning flashed instantaneously across the few feet to The Great Scaled One’s head and soaked into his brain like water into a sponge. 
 
    Azhi Dahaka’s bruised and burned brain exploded out of his ruined eyes like puss from an infected zit, but it didn’t stop there. The lightning surged from my arm with so much force that His entire skull exploded, until there was nothing left but a bloody, blackened, and smoking stalk of a neck. 
 
    Silence fell all around us, and I wondered if my ears had been permanently damaged. The headless middle neck of Azhi Dahaka hovered in the air for a second until the nerves finally got the last signal from the exploded brain, and then it collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    The rest of The Great Scaled One’s body slumped onto the ground, too, and a lake of blood pooled all around His massive corpse. 
 
    We’d done it. Azhi Dahaka was dead. 
 
    “Wooooo!” Nala suddenly cheered at the top of her lungs, and she piloted Ronin’s and her stone platform down to the ground. They stepped off and gazed at the gory sight before us. 
 
    Lia walked over, put her arm around Ronin’s waist, and rested her golden head on the Japanese girl’s shoulder. All of Lia’s dragon and my twin Kamikaze dragons gathered around them as Alice took several hesitant steps forward. 
 
    Ky returned to my new yellow dragon’s side, and Moon and Agate stepped cautiously forward. 
 
    Thor landed close by, and I hopped down to join the others. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Ronin breathed. 
 
    “We did it!” Lia said with disbelief in her voice. 
 
    “Guys, wait,” Alice said with tension on her face. 
 
    “Alice is right,” I agreed. “I don’t think this is over just yet.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of my mouth, Azhi Dahaka’s corpse started to wriggle, and black smoke began to eek out of his ruined heads. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Nala breathed. 
 
    And then the dam broke loose. 
 
    At least a thousand demons exploded out of The Great Scaled One’s corpse like newborn spiders hatching from their eggs, and the creatures were black and came in all shapes and sizes. 
 
    The smallest were no bigger than a house cat, and the largest few were about the size of a hippopotamus. The creatures had any number of limbs and the strangest combinations of features. Some looked like actual spiders, and others were bipedal and reminded me of zombies with how slowly they moved. There were demons that had horse bodies with humanoid heads, and some were like land octopuses with many tentacles. Still more were just rolling amorphous blobs with wide mouths and white eyes. 
 
    And they raced off in every direction. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed. “Get them!” 
 
    My team bolted into action, and Alice smirked as she could finally join in the battle in a useful way. 
 
    The teleporting cadet started to suck up demons into her portals like a Hoover vacuum, and then she deposited them back onto Azhi Dahaka’s corpse like ground meat. 
 
    Lia commanded her dragons into the fray, and Onyx worked opposite Alice to suck up as many demons as he could manage. 
 
    Ky reluctantly left my yellow dragon’s side and joined in beside Saph to flash freeze the demons. 
 
    Ruby slashed mercilessly through the demons’ chests and throats and then quickly moved on to other targets as her victims bled out rapidly behind her. 
 
    Agate even joined back into the fight, and I was glad to see that he looked better now. He used his teeth and claws to tear the demons limb from limb. 
 
    Anya and Vera separated and took out small clusters of demons with individual dive-bombs that were less intense and less bright than their previous attacks, but still effective as hell on the smaller prey. 
 
    Nala lifted a pair of boulders the size of mini-fridges and started to hammer the demons into the ground. She shifted through the battle quickly and pounded demons relentlessly into jelly. 
 
    Ronin forged a white astral scythe in her hands and started to mow down the demons like wheat in the field. She barely lifted her feet from the bloody ground as she quickly moved through her targets. 
 
    Topaz tore through the demons with his mouth and claws and occasionally used a fierce sand tornado to disorient a group before they could escape his clutches. 
 
    Thor moved rapidly and shot out quick but effective bolts of lightning at the demons’ eye sockets and gaping mouths. 
 
    At this rate, my team was moving quickly through the demons’ numbers, but there were still hundreds of them fleeing from the scene. 
 
    “Nick, Binta,” I said into the comms. “Status update!” 
 
    “We’ve just finished off our last monster,” Nick answered. “We’re heading your way right now.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “Azhi Dahaka is dead.” 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Nick cheered through the comms. 
 
    “That is incredible, Dylan!” Binta added. “We have also completed our mission here and are heading to your location.” 
 
    “Great, hurry,” I said. “Azhi Dahaka is dead, but the legend was true. Now we’ve got a massive horde of demons trying to flee to every corner of the world.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Steffi breathed. “We’re coming as fast as we can.” 
 
    I knew it would take the rest of our team and the other cadets at least a few minutes to make their way around the ruined mountain. 
 
    “Backup is on the way!” I announced to my team. “Keep at it!” 
 
    “We will not fail,” Lia said. 
 
    “I’ve got a lot left in me!” Alice announced with a proud smirk. “You were right to save me for this!” 
 
    “Keep it up!” I encouraged my team. 
 
    Nala, Lia, Ronin, Alice, and our dragons continued to plow through the demon horde with merciless efficiency. It was one-hit kills on every side, and even my yellow dragon joined in the fray. 
 
    I silently urged Ky to look after my newest dragon, and he moved to fight beside her. My sunshine-colored dragon seemed to know her limits, though, and she focused on one small demon at a time. 
 
    Moon apparently wasn’t going to be upstaged, because he rose to his feet and joined in the battle as well. He worked nearby my yellow dragon, and I mentally urged Ky to keep his eyes on the two banged-up dragons. 
 
    Things moved along quickly, and before long, the demons had been herded into a tight circle by all the dragons and my teammates. 
 
    Alice started to suck in larger groups of demons, and she continued to release them from her portals onto The Great Scaled One’s corpse until it was covered in a thick layer of ground-up demon flesh and blood. 
 
    I studied the horizon to make sure no demons had escaped past us, and I spotted a few black creatures south of our location racing away in the distance. I started to direct Thor to go after them, when a bright golden light appeared and snared them like flies in a spider’s web. 
 
    “Steffi,” I breathed. 
 
    Then a field of bright red blossoms burst into life nearby, and a blond-haired figure popped out of the flowers. Nick held a MAC-10 in each of his hands and started to take aim at the demons. In rapid succession, they were brought down like the others by a fully-automatic barrage of bullets, and I could have sworn Nick was laughing his ass off with his head thrown back. 
 
    Then one of the demons disappeared into thin air, and a moment later, its dismembered body dropped like a sack of potatoes on the ground. 
 
    I grinned as I pictured Griff with a fierce sneer on his face, but then Beyblade and Zofia appeared a second later, and Citrine flew toward me in a blur of yellow. 
 
    Alex’s flaming body appeared and raced several paces behind Lia’s speedster dragon, too, and a laugh of pride escaped me as my fairy-girl, my best friend, and his girlfriend raced toward us with Lia’s and my dragons in tow. Then a dark-haired figure with blazing flames for wings and two military trucks appeared on the dirt road behind them. 
 
    We really were one hell of a team, and it looked like all our work was about to pay off in spades. 
 
    I turned back to the corralled horde of demons just in time to hear Lia’s command. 
 
    “Finish them off, Onyx!” the Russian Dragon Conjurer commanded her black magic dragon. 
 
    Onyx narrowed his eyes at the cluster of about a hundred demons that remained, and he formed a super wide black hole about ten feet above them. 
 
    The demons’ restless and scared movements stopped almost instantly like the universe had put them on pause. Then they slowly started to get pulled upward one atom at a time until their bodies were stretched out to the breaking point like silly putty. 
 
    “Ugh,” I shuddered at the sight of the hundred demons getting sucked straight up into Onyx’s black hole. 
 
    The demons’ bodies were pulled apart in the most horrific way, and their mouths opened wide in silent screams of pure agony as they were divided on an atomic level. 
 
    It only took a few seconds, and then they were all simply gone with a loud pop as Onyx’s black hole closed. 
 
    Steffi, Phoenix, Nick, Zahra, Citrine, Beyblade, Alex, and Zofia arrived at the same time as the black hole sealed up, and a split second later, Griff’s camouflage fell away. 
 
    The two military trucks skidded to a stop a moment later, and Bo, Binta, Elisabeth, and Katie piled out of the vehicles. 
 
    Nobody said a word. 
 
    We all just stared at the horrific pile of guts all over Azhi Dahaka’s body and the rocky ground. It was the largest mountain of monster parts any of us had ever seen, and considering all the huge battles my team and I had been through, that was really saying something. 
 
    There was enough monster meat and blood to cover three or four soccer fields. 
 
    My brain buzzed with disbelief that we’d finally defeated The Great Scaled One who had plagued my nightmares for what felt like forever. Acceptance trickled slowly into my mind as I gazed at the gaping holes and shattered bones that had been His three heads. 
 
    “We did it,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    Reality finally started to move once more, and a huge grin spread across my face. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Steffi breathed as she gazed at the sheer size of The Great Scaled One’s corpse. Then horror at the reality of what we’d been through must have broken into her mind, because my fairy-girl’s voice cracked with a touch of terror. “Oh, my god! I can’t believe you had to kill that thing!” 
 
    “I have no words,” Phoenix muttered. 
 
    Ronin threw herself into her twin brother’s arms, and he wrapped his sister in a tight hug. 
 
    “It’s over,” Elisabeth murmured, and she nuzzled close to my side. 
 
    “We better get another rank after this.” Nala shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, you know we will,” Nick laughed as he put his arm around Zahra’s shoulders. “Burkhard would be a fool to deny us all top ranks after this!” 
 
    “We have saved the world on this day,” Lia mused, and her blue eyes were wide like that was the most absurd thing to say. 
 
    “We have,” I chuckled, and I pulled my Russian beauty into my other side. 
 
    “It’s kind of sad,” Katie said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Alice asked as she looped her arm through Katie’s. 
 
    “Well,” Katie giggled. “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “I hope to relax for a while!” Ronin laughed louder than I’d ever heard her laugh before. 
 
    “That sounds like a very worthy way to spend some time…” Bo burst out into a deep belly laugh. Then the tall cadet pulled Binta into his arms for a crushing kiss. 
 
    “It’s really over,” I murmured under my breath. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Believe it, cutie.” Steffi grinned at me. 
 
    “I’m going to let Dr. Hastings know,” I said. “Doctor…” 
 
    “I already know, Mr. Cooper,” Dr. Hastings replied with a laugh before I could finish. “We have been watching the feeds quite intently. You have all done the world a great service today. Congratulations to each and every one of you!” 
 
    “Absolutely fantastic work, cadets!” Dr. Tanaka added in a jovial tone. 
 
    “Yes, quite wonderful, I must say,” Dr. Dupont’s nervous voice said. 
 
    “Come on back to base,” Dr. Hastings said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Headmaster Burkhard will surely wish to congratulate you himself.” 
 
    “On our way,” I said, and then I turned to Nala. “Do you think you have a little more in you to close up this mess?” 
 
    “I think I do.” Nala smirked, and she turned to Bo. “Think you could give me a hand? Like old times?” 
 
    “It would be an honor,” Bo grinned brightly. 
 
    My earth-bending girl and the MIA cadet proved their prowess once more as they used the rocky earth to shove The Great Scaled One’s corpse and all the demon mess back into the cavernous hole in the side of Damavand Mountain. Azhi Dahaka’s body plopped down into the bowels of the earth and back to his centuries-long prison. Then Nala and Bo did their best to seal the mountainside back up and secure the structural integrity of the land. 
 
    “Amazing,” Phoenix murmured. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nala chuckled as she dusted off her hands. 
 
    “It has been the greatest honor of my life to work alongside such powerful cadets.” Binta smiled softly. “I will never forget the honor and heroic nature of the Dragon Conjurers and their friends.” 
 
    “That includes you, you know,” I said, and I gazed at the extra additions to our usual team. “We couldn’t have done it without all of you.” 
 
    Lia began to recall her dragons into their tattoos, and I did the same until only Ky and my newest dragon remained. They stood close to one another, and I couldn’t bear to separate them just yet. It looked like my ice dragon had finally gotten his mate, and he’d saved her from certain death, too. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Steffi murmured as she stared up at the sunshine-yellow dragon. “You conjured another dragon.” 
 
    “I did,” I chuckled. 
 
    “She’s a teleporter,” Nala boasted. “She is so cool, and Ky totally saved her life.” 
 
    “Aw, because he is just the goodest of boys,” Steffi giggled, and she petted Ky affectionately on his scaly blue side. 
 
    “Have you picked out a name for her yet?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “No, not yet.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I was thinking you should name her something that means sunlight,” Ronin suggested. 
 
    “Does anybody have any suggestions?” I asked. 
 
    “Faven is a popular girl’s name in Africa,” Binta suggested. 
 
    “What about Aurora?” Elisabeth suggested. 
 
    “Or Dawn,” Steffi added. 
 
    I stared at my sunshine-colored dragon for a moment, and sudden inspiration struck me. 
 
    “What about Rae?” I said. “Like a ray of sunshine?” 
 
    “Aww,” Steffi cooed. “I love it!” 
 
    “That’s perfect.” Nala smiled. 
 
    Ky blinked at me, and he practically grinned at the name. Then he turned to my yellow teleporting dragon to see what she thought. 
 
    The sunshine-colored female blinked her golden eyes at me and nodded her head the slightest bit, and I knew she liked the name, too. 
 
    “Alright, Rae it is.” I grinned, and I turned to my ice dragon. “You did so well today, buddy. Epistrophi.” 
 
    Ky let out an icy snarl of pride and disappeared in a bright flash of blue light. 
 
    Then I turned to Rae and considered what words I should use to summon her into a new tattoo. I thought about the words I’d used to conjure her, and I let them roll around my mind for a moment. The recall words came to me as naturally as the conjuring words had, and I freely allowed them to shape my lips. 
 
    “Ab aaraam karo,” I said. 
 
    Rae disappeared in a bright burst of warm yellow light, and she curled up around my right calf with a pleasant warmth that reminded me of basking in the afternoon sun. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Nick said as he turned back toward the trucks. 
 
    “This place smells like death,” Katie agreed. 
 
    We piled into one of the trucks so we could share the stories of our fights, and our driver returned to the base at a slightly more leisurely pace. The other two trucks followed behind us, and it took us about an hour to return to the military base. 
 
    Nick explained the rather usual circumstances of his team’s battle, and Elisabeth explained that her team had handled their monsters in a similar fashion. They’d both fought against Simurghs, Manticores, and some firebirds that were like much smaller versions of the Qoqnoos. All in all, it sounded like their tasks had been much closer to a typical mission, and it was clear that the others wanted a play-by-play of our mission against Azhi Dahaka. 
 
    I let the ladies do most of the telling of how we’d defeated The Great Scaled One’s heads one after another until the demons poured loose from his corpse. The others’ faces went from shocked, to horrified, to amazed, to impressed, and back again at least twice before the story concluded. 
 
    “Outstanding,” Bo murmured. 
 
    “It’s unreal,” Katie hummed, and she nuzzled close to Alice’s side. 
 
    Lia leaned in close to my side, and there was a question clear in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked my Russian beauty. 
 
    “Did your dragons seem…” Lia paused, and then she screwed her face up with indecision as she finished her sentence, “eager during the mission?” 
 
    “That’s one word I was thinking, yeah.” I nodded. “I’ve never felt them get so worked up before. It was like they wanted to tear Azhi Dahaka limb from limb, not just because it was what needed to be done, but because it felt good to them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lia gasped. “That is exactly how my dragons felt, too. It is the most connected I have ever felt to them before. I did not know I could feel their emotions, their thoughts, so completely until today.” 
 
    “I have a theory,” I murmured. “Azhi Dahaka said some things, and I’ve always wondered where dragons come from, you know?” 
 
    “And why no cadets have ever encountered a dragon on a mission before?” Lia continued. “Yes, I have wondered about that as well. What did He say?” 
 
    “He said the dragons were betrayers, that they were supposed to worship Him.” I stared hard at my blonde beauty as my words sank in. 
 
    “Goodness,” Lia breathed, and a shudder raced down her spine. “Oh, the very thought just this moment made my dragons shiver with disgust.” 
 
    “Which is why I was thinking…” I led. “What if all the dragons were hiding out somewhere, just waiting for a worthy leader to follow? What if, because it was a three-headed dragon that was orchestrating this whole thing from the beginning, that’s what made Dragon Conjurers return to the world? What if Azhi Dahaka’s very presence and actions brought our powers to us?” 
 
    Lia’s bright blue eyes went wide as the truth of my words settled over her, and I knew she couldn’t think of any reason to disagree with my theory. I could feel it deep in bones, and even in my tattoos, that my dragons had been waiting for me. 
 
    Wherever the hell they came from, they’d needed a Conjurer to rally them at last, and today, we’d all finally joined together and taken down the three-headed bastard who thought he had a claim on all dragonkind. 
 
    And the world. 
 
    As we pulled back into the base, I spotted the three scientists waiting for us outside the mess hall. Dr. Tanaka raised his arms high above his head and let out a fierce whoop of celebration. Dr. Dupont was almost smiling as he gave us a subdued round of applause. Dr. Hastings was grinning brighter than I’d ever seen before, and her piercing gray eyes shone with happy tears. She clasped her perfectly manicured hands together in front of her as we piled out of the military truck. 
 
    “Well done!” Dr. Tanaka cheered. 
 
    “You have saved the world today, cadets,” Dr. Hastings said, and the sweet pride in her voice flowed out like honey. “Headmaster Burkhard is waiting for you on a video call inside the command center.” 
 
    “Let us not keep him waiting.” Elisabeth smiled. 
 
    Dr. Hastings grinned and led us into the command center, and Headmaster Burkhard’s face grinned at us from a large computer monitor. 
 
    “Absolutely outstanding, cadets!” Burkhard declared, and he gave us a huge smile. 
 
    We lined up in front of the computer, and somehow I ended up in the very center of my extended team. 
 
    “I cannot begin to properly express the gratitude and appreciation that all of the Academies have for you all today,” Burkhard said. “You have saved the world from a terrible darkness. Your names will live on forever in the halls of every Academy, and you will all be remembered as heroes.” 
 
    “Coooool,” Nick murmured softly behind me. 
 
    “You have truly earned as much relaxation time as you could possibly dream of,” Burkhard continued. “I will make it my personal responsibility to provide you all with the homes of your dreams and the funds to never have to work a day in your lives again, if you so choose.” 
 
    “We are honored, sir,” I said, and amazement at the Kingpin look-alike’s generosity filled my chest. I had already thought of my income from AIMM as more than I’d ever need, and I struggled to comprehend the comfort and luxury that awaited me now. 
 
    “It is the very least we can do for the world’s greatest hero.” Burkhard grinned. 
 
    “I…” I breathed as the title struck a chord. 
 
    The legend of Azhi Dahaka had included a mention of his eventual defeat by the world’s greatest hero, but I still had a hard time accepting that it was me. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” was all I could manage. 
 
    “No, Mr. Cooper,” Burkhard said in a fiercely reverent tone. “Thank you. Thank all of you. Congratulations. Now, go and relax, enjoy your victory. You’ll be returning to America soon enough. I have made arrangements with all of your headmasters and headmistresses for you to remain at AIMM as our guests. Obviously, you will all be required to return to your home Academies for regular visits to share your stories and knowledge, but you will all receive permanent status with us at AIMM. Think of it like dual citizenship.” 
 
    Quiet gasps surrounded me as that news sank into my foreign friends’ and lovers’ minds. Pure elation bloomed in my chest, and I finally allowed myself to picture a future with my five ladies by my side. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said with all the sincerity I felt in my heart. 
 
    “I will see you soon, Mr. Cooper.” Burkhard grinned, and he winked slyly at me before his face disappeared from the screen. 
 
    I wondered for a moment if Burkhard knew about the unusual relationship Steffi, Nala, Elisabeth, Ronin, Lia, and I had developed during our time together. The headmaster’s wink made me think that yes, he did, and I smirked to myself. 
 
    “Do you think things will be quieter now that The Great Scaled One has been dealt with?” Elisabeth asked. 
 
    “I do.” Dr. Hastings nodded. 
 
    “I agree,” Dr. Tanaka said. “I believe we will see a large decline in monster activity around the world. I expect things will be very quiet for quite some time.” 
 
    “That’ll be nice,” Steffi giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, it will,” Nala agreed. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of you guys,” Nick chuckled. “But I need so much food.” 
 
    Zahra grinned and nodded. 
 
    “Ugh, yes!” Katie laughed. 
 
    “I could eat.” Alice smiled. 
 
    “As could I,” Bo agreed, and he looked at Binta. “How about you, my love?” 
 
    “Yes, I am quite famished,” Binta said. 
 
    “I will join you,” Phoenix agreed. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    We started to file out of the command center, and my ladies clustered around me as we walked across to the mess hall. 
 
    “Quietness,” Elisabeth mused. “Goodness, what will that be like?” 
 
    “Whatever will we do with all our free time?” Steffi laughed. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll finally take up painting like I always dreamed of,” Lia mused. 
 
    “Painting, huh?” I asked with lighthearted surprise. 
 
    “I dabbled in watercolor painting when I was young.” Lia blushed. 
 
    “I always wanted to learn how to knit,” Nala admitted with a self-conscious giggle. 
 
    “I always dreamed about learning photography,” Elisabeth said. 
 
    “What about you, Ro?” Steffi asked. 
 
    “Me?” Ronin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nala said. “What did you dream about doing before you joined MAJK?” 
 
    “Well…” Ronin blushed a deep pink under her freckles and looked away. “I often dreamed of being a mother. I always wished that someday I would have twins, just like Phoenix and myself.” 
 
    “Twins, huh?” I smirked at the idea, and for the first time in my life, I imagined the possibility of a family of my own. 
 
    “Honestly,” Steffi giggled, and she eyed me with that mischievous glint of hers. “I’ve always dreamed of becoming a mom, too.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure we’ll find something to fill all our free time with, then.” I wrapped my arms around Ronin and Steffi’s shoulders and grinned at my five lovers. 
 
    The happiness of a free and open future lay at our feet, and I couldn’t wait to see what was in store for us.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    I smiled as Emma and I got out of our jet and began our stroll up the long gravel driveway of our enormous ranch. It was situated on six hundred acres about a hundred miles west of Denver, Colorado, and I shook my head as the massive house came into view behind the row of blue spruce trees. It was a mansion, really, and I was still taken aback by how gorgeous it was every time we returned home. 
 
    I’d just completed a mission for AIMM dealing with a pod of vicious mermaids off the west coast, and Emma had finished up with her duties as the Academy’s headmistress at the same time I was heading out. 
 
    “It’s good to be home,” Emma sighed. “My ankles are so sore, and I can’t wait to relax. I feel as if I’ve been pregnant nonstop since I met you, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    “You pretty much have been,” I laughed. 
 
    “Yes,” she snickered. “I suppose I have, but I couldn’t be happier. My darling husband.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a foot massage tonight, Dr. Cooper,” I promised my sexy wife. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Cooper,” Emma smiled at me. “After we see the boys, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I squeezed her hand while we walked. 
 
    Shortly after my team and I had defeated Azhi Dahaka, Emma had discovered she was pregnant, and we’d traced the date of conception back to when we’d first made love in her office. Dr. Emma Hastings was an absolute genius when it came to monsters, but she admitted to me that she hadn’t bothered with any sort of birth control when we started making love, and the thought of bearing me children had only excited her more every time I climaxed deep inside of her. 
 
    I officially told my other lovers right after, but they had already guessed that Emma and I were fucking, and they welcomed her into our family with open arms. Emma and I got married a few months after, just as she was starting to show, and she was now known as Dr. Cooper, the Headmistress and Head Scientist of AIMM. 
 
    And mother to two of my children. 
 
    With a third growing right now in her beautiful belly. 
 
    She’d been commuting to California on our private jet nearly every day for the last five years, and I think the excessive flying was starting to get to her this late in her third pregnancy. She was a bit of a workaholic, though, and the doctors said that since she was in her third trimester, she’d have to stay at the ranch and work remotely until our third child was born. I was pretty sure I’d finally convinced her to take an extended leave, at least until our three kids were older and we had figured out a nice homeschooling routine, and I looked forward to having her at home with us during the day. I also knew she was looking forward to saying goodbye to the commute. Even though we had our own private jet that could make the flight in less than an hour, it would be so much better when she started running the Academy from her private office instead. 
 
    Headmaster Burkhard had retired happily and with great honors less than half a year after my team and I had saved the world from the horrors of Azhi Dahaka. But Headmistress Hastings had made great improvements to the Academy in the five years she’d been in charge. 
 
    Her work was even more impressive considering she’d been heavily pregnant with my baby at the time she took over the Academy. I’d worried about what the pregnancy would mean for us and whether we’d get in trouble for our less than traditional cadet-staff relationship, but my wife had assured me everything would be fine, and she’d been right.  
 
     As for the rest of my team, when we had returned to AIMM after that crazy day in Iran, we’d been welcomed home like heroes. Each of my ladies and Nick had all been awarded Red Five ranks, and Bruce had nearly had an aneurysm calculating the total numbers of ranks we had skipped to achieve that feat. It was a record we expected would hold for generations to come, and I was just as proud of the fact as Nick was. 
 
    Even Phoenix, Bo, and Binta had received honorary Red Five ranks for their assistance during the mission in Iran. 
 
    Since then, AIMM had set me and my ladies up with this huge piece of property, and we’d settled in quite happily to our home together. We each performed weddings in their own cultures with their families, but the U.S. Government wasn’t super happy about one man marrying a bunch of women, so while I considered them all my equal wives, Emma was the only woman I was “officially” married to. 
 
    Emma and I had moved in first to set up the home for baby William before he was born, and my other ladies had joined us one by one as they requested extended leaves of absence so they could plan for their weddings. Headmistress Cooper was more than happy to accommodate them, and she loved the extra support she gained by having so many other ladies in the home with us. 
 
    I’d been called in on occasion for missions that were simply too much for the new generation of cadets, or missions that required a Dragon Conjurer’s certain touch. The Academy also requested that I come and guest lecture for them once in a while, and I was always more than happy to share my knowledge and experience with the new cadets. 
 
    It was fulfilling work, and I had to admit it was nice not to have to put my life on the line so completely anymore. I was plenty content to let the younger cadets take care of the dirty work. Especially since most of the monster issues these days were more like pesky annoyances than full-on battles. 
 
    Thanks to my team and I, the monster world had been pretty quiet in recent years. 
 
    I smirked at my first wife as I thought about all the changes that had happened in the five years since I’d killed the fiercest and most evil monster I’d ever had to face. 
 
    Then I lent Emma the support of my arm, and we started to walk up the wooden front steps to the massive wraparound porch of our twelve bedroom, seven bathroom home, but before I had gotten far, an adorable girl with little pink streaks dyed into her blonde hair slammed into my leg. 
 
    “Daddy!” my daughter, Jane, giggled and grinned at me as she promptly seated herself on my booted foot and wrapped her arms around my leg. “I’m so glad you’re home! Hi, Mommy Emma.” 
 
    “Hello, my beautiful Jane,” Emma said as she bent down to kiss the little girl. Emma had only given me boys so far, and I knew she was hoping our third would finally be a girl, but she still lavished all of the children my other wives had given me just as if they were her own. 
 
    “I’m so glad to be home, sweetie pie Jane.” I grinned down at my little girl who had the same smile as Steffi, picked her up, and I hauled her up the steps on my foot. 
 
    “I like when you call me ‘sweetie pie,’ daddy,” the adorable little girl said as she hugged my leg. “I am sweet, and I love pie!” 
 
    “We’ll have to eat some tonight,” I said, and then I looked up to see Steffi waiting for us at the front door with our baby daughter on her hip. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” my pink-haired dream girl purred. “We’ve been waiting for you.  
 
    “Hey, if it isn’t two of my beautiful girls,” I said, and I scooped baby Amelia right up into my arms. “Did you miss Daddy?” 
 
    “How was the mission?” Steffi asked, and she led us inside the massive entryway of our home. 
 
    “Eh, not bad,” I said. 
 
    “Our husband was victorious, as usual,” Dr. Cooper stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Emma, how are you feeling?” Steffi asked as she held the door open for us. 
 
    “I’m very happy to be home, if I’m being honest with you,” Emma sighed as she patted her swelling belly. “I’m sure Elisabeth is in quite a worse state, so I hate to complain.” 
 
    “You should take more time off after this one is born,” Steffi encouraged her, and I was reminded of how well my ladies had brought Emma into the fold. 
 
    “I have been considering it,” Emma admitted with an almost-guilty look. “I must complete the updates to the library first. Where are Will and Jacob?” 
 
    “They’re playing upstairs in their room,” Steffi answered with her usual smile. “They are such gentle and loving boys. Especially with their sisters. I’m sure they’d love to see you, but can I start you a bath?” 
 
    I should have known all of my ladies would welcome Emma into our relationship with as much openness and kindness as they had each new girl I’d fallen in love with, but I was still amazed at them all. Somewhere along the line I’d hit the karmic jackpot to have so many sexy and powerful women love me. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Steffi. I’m in desperate need of a warm bubble bath,” Emma sighed as she kicked off her stiletto heels the second we walked through the door. “I’m going to go check on the boys, and then I’ll join you all for supper. Afterward, a bath would be divine.” 
 
    “Enjoy.” I leaned in and gave Emma a kiss. 
 
    “What did you fight this time, Daddy?” Jane asked with excitement as she tugged at my pant leg to draw my attention back to her. 
 
    Before I could answer, Nala appeared in the kitchen doorway with a wide grin on her face. Emma smiled over her shoulder at me as she walked slowly up the stairs, and I was amazed again at how incredible she was. 
 
    Dr. Cooper was going to be turning forty-two next month, and she was handling her third pregnancy like a fucking pro. She was on top of every little thing she needed to do to keep her and our unborn baby in the best possible health, and I was so proud of her. 
 
    “Welcome home,” my curly-haired earth-bending wife said, and she walked over and kissed me. 
 
    “Da Da!” The tiny voice came from the adorable curly-haired baby on Nala’s hip, and he reached out for me with chubby little hands. 
 
    “How’s my little Sammy today?” I asked the curly-haired boy as I scooped him into my arms alongside Amelia. 
 
    “Da Da!” Sammy said again. 
 
    My heart swelled with pride that it had been his first word, and so far, it was also his only word. 
 
    “Daddy!” Jane tugged impatiently at my pant leg again. “What did you fight on your mission?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” I asked my little golden-eyed girl. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Jane begged. “Please, tell me!” 
 
    “I wanna hear, too!” a beautiful blue-eyed, blonde-haired three year old demanded as she entered the room with Lia. 
 
    “Welcome home, love,” my beautiful Russian wife said as she held the little girl’s hand. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” I murmured, and I gave Lia a firm kiss. “How are you?” 
 
    “Very well.” Lia smiled. “I was just about to start dinner. Olivia requested that you do story time tonight.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, and my half-Russian princess grinned up at me with excitement. 
 
    “I’ll help you with dinner,” Nala offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lia said. 
 
    My blonde and curly-haired lovers disappeared into the huge kitchen, and I felt twin tugs on my pant legs again. 
 
    “Daddy!” Jane whined. 
 
    “Tell us ‘bout the mishin’,” Olivia demanded. 
 
    “I will tell you all about it for your bedtime story,” I promised. “How does that sound?” 
 
    “Aw, but I wanna know now,” Olivia grumbled. 
 
    “I know you do.” I smirked and kissed the top of my daughter’s golden head. “But I want to say hello to everybody else, and get all my welcome-home kisses.” 
 
    “Alright,” Olivia sighed. 
 
    “Come on, Livi,” Jane urged her half-sister. “Let’s go see if we can get a jar for fireflies from Mommy Nala.” 
 
    “Okay!” Olivia brightened right up at that idea, and I smiled after my daughters as they bounded into the kitchen. 
 
    “Where is everybody else?” I asked my pink-haired lover. I handed Amelia back to her, and I set Sammy down on the rug to play with his dinosaurs. 
 
    “Elisabeth is upstairs resting, and Ronin is out by the creek with the twins,” Steffi said. “Maya and Kai wanted to go frog-hunting this afternoon.” 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” I chuckled as I pictured my five-year-old, black-haired twins bent over in the creek alongside my Japanese lover. 
 
    Ronin had been very eager to begin her journey into motherhood. Shortly after AIMM had given us this huge home for our future family, she had stopped taking her birth control, and we had started trying. It had only taken two months before Ronin presented me with six different brands of pregnancy tests. All of them were positive, and a few weeks later, we learned that her dream was going to come true. Ronin blessed me with twins nine months later. A boy and a girl, just like she had always dreamed of. 
 
    Just then, Amelia started to fuss in Steffi’s arms, and my fairy-girl started to bounce the baby gently in her arms. 
 
    “Has that tooth cut through yet?” I asked, and I brushed a lock of blonde hair away from Amelia’s chubby face. 
 
    “Not yet.” Steffi shook her head. “But it’s so close. I think it will come through in the next day or two.” 
 
    Amelia started to wail, and she jammed her little fist into her mouth and started to gnaw on it. 
 
    “I’m going to get her a teether,” Steffi said. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “I’m going to go check up on El.” 
 
    “Tell her dinner will be ready soon,” Steffi called over her shoulder as she lured Sammy from the rug and into the kitchen with the promise of some juice in his sippy cup. “Oh! And don’t forget, Nick and Zahra are coming over for dinner tomorrow night!” 
 
    I smirked as I remembered the look of complete awe on my best friend’s face when I’d finally confirmed the relationship I’d been having with Emma. He’d of course been my best man at the wedding, and he’d stood at my side with the most intense look of smug pride I’d ever seen on another human being. 
 
    “Will do.” I smiled at my pink-haired wife, and then I turned around and headed toward the wide wood staircase. It was an even better fucking perk that my best friend, his wife, and their son lived next door to us, even if “next door” meant five miles down the road on their own massive ranch with three hundred of their own acres. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I came to the first of two baby gates that were locked at the top and bottom of my long staircase, and I thought about how the house had been like a tiny person prison for almost as long as we’d lived here. Baby gates, safety locks, and outlet covers littered the house, but it was all worth it to keep my precious children safe from the everyday dangers of a house. 
 
    I bounded up the stairs two at a time, and then I walked slowly down the hall to Elisabeth’s bedroom. 
 
    Each of my ladies had their own bedrooms, and I had one of my own as well, though I rarely slept in there. Most of the time I rotated between my lovers, but occasionally they’d join me in my room. I especially liked it when we tested the limits of our California king-sized beds. Huge beds were the first requirement of our future home when Headmaster Burkhard had first informed us that he intended to set us all up for life. They’d certainly come in handy on more than one occasion. Amelia had even been born in Steffi’s huge bed just eight months ago. 
 
    Elisabeth’s door sat a few inches ajar, and I tapped lightly on the wood with the backs of my knuckles. 
 
    Her long copper-colored hair spread out across her pillow like a river of silk. She was turned away from me, but she looked back over her shoulder and gave me a tired smile. 
 
    “Hey there, beautiful.” I smiled at my gorgeous French wife and walked over to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Elisabeth scoffed as she struggled to roll over to face me. “I am a whale.” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” I chuckled as I rubbed a hand soothingly over her very pregnant belly. “You’re definitely human right now.” 
 
    “If only I could shift the both of us into sea horses,” Elisabeth grumbled. “Then you could feel what this is like. You know the males carry the children?” 
 
    “If it were possible, sweetheart.” I leaned down to kiss her forehead. “You know I would do it.” 
 
    “Oui, I know,” Elisabeth sighed. “It should not be long now. They say it gets easier, but this third time has been quite… how do you Americans say, pain in the butt?” 
 
    “Yep,” I laughed. “Any more contractions?” 
 
    I laid my hand gently on the lower curve of her swollen belly, and I wondered again if we’d be blessed with another son or a beautiful daughter. Elisabeth had decided she didn’t want to know our baby’s sex until after he or she was born, and who was I to disagree with her decision? 
 
    I knew I’d be happy either way, and I would love this baby with my entire heart just like my other children. Mostly, I was impatient to know if we’d have a little Charlotte, or a little Elliot to add to the brood. 
 
    “No, nothing more.” Elisabeth shook her head. “Then her eyes went wide as the baby kicked. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    “I did.” I grinned at my shapeshifting lover, and I shifted my hand to the active nudges within her womb. “Any day now.” 
 
    “I simply cannot wait,” Elisabeth chuckled. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” I asked as my dragons started to mentally nudge me. 
 
    I’d promised them a good romping through the fields when we got home, and they were becoming impatient with me. 
 
    “No.” Elisabeth shook her head and rubbed a hand over the top of her belly as she tried to shift to a more comfortable position. “I ate a little while ago, I will not be able to fit another bite in for at least a few hours.” 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to let my dragons run for a while before dinner.” I kissed Elisabeth, and then I walked back out of the room and down the stairs. 
 
    “But it’s my turn!” Jane complained. 
 
    “Nu-uh!” Olivia countered. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as I heard Lia and Steffi interject with a peaceful solution to the issue, and I ducked out the back door. 
 
    The land behind our huge ranch house rolled for hundreds of acres until it butted up against the Medicine Bow-Routt National Forest. It was more land than I ever expected to own, but with so many dragons to look after, we’d needed a lot of space. 
 
    I called out my dragons one by one until Ky, Beyblade, Goldie, Thor, Zofia, Griff, Anya, Vera, and Rae trotted happily through the property. 
 
    I smirked to myself, and then I mumbled one more conjuring word under my breath. 
 
    A long, sleek dragon in a vibrant shade of teal appeared in front of me in a bright flash of light. I’d conjured her nearly a year after we’d defeated Azhi Dahaka, and by that point, I’d actually figured I would never conjure another dragon. 
 
    But there I was, facing off against a horde of ancient Greek Gorgons just outside of Athens, and the words just came to me. She appeared in a circular blaze of teal light and burst into action without a single word from me. Athena, as I later named her, demolished the horde of Medusa-monsters in a flash. As it turned out, my teal dragon had the ability to create gravitational shifts in the earth. It was limited to small areas, which was probably a good thing, or we might have accidentally turned the planet into a black hole. But I did love watching Athena increase the gravity on a monster until it was squished into a gory pancake. 
 
    Not long after Azhi Dahaka’s demise, I’d relayed my theories about His claims of dragons worshiping Him to Dr. Hastings. The good doctor and I had dug into all the research we could, but we didn’t turn anything up, and it had remained a theory. 
 
    Even though we had no evidence that the dragons had been hiding and waiting for someone worthy of their loyalty, I knew deep in my soul that it was true. I could just sense that the dragons were eternally grateful to me for killing Azhi Dahaka. Their loyalty and gratitude toward me had bloomed since our mission in Iran, and a distinctly smug sort of calm had taken over their demeanors after that victory. It was like they’d fulfilled some personal purpose, and they could now kick back and relax with me, my family, and their mates. 
 
    Especially Ky. He was still the self-appointed king of my group, and he had always stayed pretty aloof as he grew in size and developed his powers even more, but he was more distractible these days. He seemed almost awestruck at my sunshine-yellow dragon, and one glance from her pretty much meant he wouldn’t pay a second of attention to me during training anymore. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I watched all nine of my dragons romping through the massive field that belonged to me and my five ladies. It would be passed on to our children eventually, and hopefully their children after them. 
 
    Unless they all manifested their own powers before then… 
 
    Considering how powerful their moms all were, I was eager to see what would happen there, and if they’d end up kicking monster ass at the Americas’ Institution of Magic and Mythology, just like their old man. 
 
    I could have sworn little Jane was having more fairy-based dreams than usual lately, but Steffi insisted this was just wishful thinking. I wasn’t so sure, but I was keeping watch like a damn hawk over my brood in case any of them seemed to be particularly attached to my dragons. 
 
    I sure as hell had enough room out here if any of my kids wanted to conjure a few dragons someday. 
 
    No matter what happened, though, it was a good life, and a happy life. I was surrounded by the loves of my life who had given me the greatest gifts I could have ever imagined in my beautiful children. 
 
    I wouldn’t change a single bit of it for all the gold and diamonds in the world. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Conjurer 10! That’s the last book in the series, so please leave your review right here and tell me how much you liked it! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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