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      For Elijah

      It’s okay if you’re different

      Our differences make us incomparable

      And that’s how we’re able to change the world

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Xander

      

      
        2. Clark

      

      
        3. Roxana

      

      
        4. Bevin

      

      
        5. Izaak

      

      
        6. Minerva

      

      
        7. Xander

      

      
        8. Xander

      

      
        9. Xander

      

      
        10. Roxana

      

      
        11. Minerva

      

      
        12. Clark

      

      
        13. Bevin

      

      
        14. Minerva

      

      
        15. Izaak

      

      
        16. Xander

      

      
        17. Clark

      

      
        18. Roxana

      

      
        19. Bevin

      

      
        20. Izaak

      

      
        21. Minerva

      

      
        22. Xander

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Bridget E. Baker

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Xander

          

        

      

    

    
      On my first day of school, my dad wagged his tail and licked me on the nose. Then he ran off, leaving me to cower in front of three dozen other wolf pups many of whom were much larger than me.

      Unlike normie school, where you’re taught the alphabet and how to count, the main focus in the first year of were-school is learning your place. You then spend the rest of your formal education learning to excel in it or how to survive, depending on your family background and your strength level.

      Something amazing happened on my first day—because of me.

      It just didn’t happen to me.

      It usually takes weeks or sometimes even months for a new student to discover what variety of werewolf he or she is: innovator, ranger, nurturer, or shredder. The instructors put the pups through a variety of tasks designed to push our inner selves to the forefront. But for one of the wolves on that first day, all it took was his first scent of a normie.

      Unfortunately, that normie was me.

      A large black wolf, the normies would call him a grey wolf, turned to sniff my backside. It sounds nasty to normies, but it’s a pretty common thing for werewolves. To be honest, anything that smells really strong smells pretty good to us in wolf form. Fresh-baked cookies, taco meat, and sizzling fajitas are some of my favorites. But a fresh pile of dung, an old puddle of vomit, or the back end of another wolf all smell almost as good.

      It took me a while to realize that butt-sniffing wasn’t something other supernaturals really got.

      So when this black wolf sniffed my butt, I just wagged my tail.

      But then something strange happened. The fur along his back began to bristle, and a low growl started in his throat. His claws looked like they got longer and they dug into the dirt.

      And then he attacked me.

      Turns out, one of the major things that causes shredders to wolf, which is what we call leaning into the most primal part of ourselves, is the scent of a normie. They spend most of their training learning to rip other monsters to shreds, and learning not to attack people unless it’s a strategically good idea. I’ve always felt it was pretty strange that they work on both attacking better and attacking less.

      On that day, Lars discovered he was not only a shifter, but one who could go alpha, and I learned that wolf school isn’t a very safe place. It took nearly three more years for me to figure out that I was also a shredder, just like Lars, because I also happen to be the worst, least intuitive shredder known to wolf kind.

      If I could just have been born a ranger, a nurturer, or an innovator, I’d have been fine. Innovators come up with new ideas. They organize and manage and teach. Every night, when I finally curled into a ball, covering my face with my tail, I’d secretly pray that I’d turn out to be an innovator. A nurturer wouldn’t have been so bad either—they’re supposed to care for others, plus they fix problems and make rough things alright. I’d have loved to be a ranger, too. They test things, explore them, and scout new areas. Even as a halfie, I’d probably have been accepted if I were an innovator, a ranger, or a nurturer.

      So coming up as a shredder was just really, monumentally bad luck on my part. They’re the worst of the lot. They just fight, and as a halfie, I smell strange enough to make almost all the other shredders irritable. It made for a lot of fighting, and on my side, a loooot of losing.

      Funny enough, your average wolf usually wants to be a shredder. They change quickly, they’re stronger, and they heal the fastest of any type. They’re also the only type of wolf that can be born with the ability to become an alpha. It’s rare—maybe one in seventy-five shredders can even become alphas. Only alphas can start packs, of course, but even if I had been an alpha, it wouldn’t have helped me a bit.

      No one would join a pack with a halfie alpha. In fact, in more than twenty years, I’ve yet to find a pack that will even let me join them. I’ve wondered from time to time, whether if I’d had those extra three years to learn to kill better and constrain my inner wolf with more strength, I’d have become a better shredder, but I doubt it. My weakness and my skill both suffer from the same thing: I’m a halfie, so my whole heart just isn’t in it.

      Normies and shredders are just really incompatible. My dad should have known that. I mean, it’s not like your type of wolf is always passed on to your pups, but for him it was. He was a shredder, so what was he thinking with my mom?

      My life has been like one ongoing cosmic joke.

      After Dad realized I was a shredder like him, he did what any smart werewolf dad with a halfie son would do. He called up my mother and asked her to enroll me in normie school.

      That’s how, at the age of seven, I wound up with a little blue backpack, a pencil box with very sharp, very yellow, very pointy pencils, and a pair of blunt tipped scissors, standing in front of Ridgemont Elementary. I clutched the handle on my Last Airbender lunchbox as tightly as I could and repeated the mantra Mom made me memorize over and over.

      “I will not go furry. I will not go furry. No matter what happens, no matter what anyone says, I will not go furry.”

      Three years at a were-school had taught me enough control for that, I hoped.

      Mom was terrified it hadn’t.

      But Dad told me that compared to were-school, normie school was a piece of cake. I hoped that was true, because I really liked cake. And as long as I didn’t get attacked in the first five minutes, it would be better than were-school, right?

      Poor little Xander had no idea.

      Nothing about my life would bear any resemblance to cake. People like cake. They ask for more. They pay money for it. They write songs about it, or if they don’t, they should.

      But no one wants more Xander. They don’t pay for it—they don’t like it.

      I’d barely put my Last Airbender lunchbox into the lunch wagon by my teacher’s desk when things went awry. It had been more than five minutes—probably closer to thirty—so I guess that was better than my were-school first day.

      But that’s when I smelled it—someone was bleeding.

      Wolves aren’t quite as bad as sharks. We don’t become mindless when we smell blood, but shredders react strongly to it. When I smelled it that day, the mantra ran through my head.

      I will not go furry.

      Shredders either shift in times of stress, or they step up and help in other ways. We aren’t made to just sit around. I’d had enough training to know that if I didn’t want to shift, I needed to find the source of blood and help that person.

      “Who’s hurt?” I asked.

      “Huh?” The girl next to me frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Someone’s bleeding,” I said.

      “You’re crazy.” She scooted her chair as far from me as she could and glanced at me sideways.

      “I’m not.” Although, my stress level was rising. “Someone’s bleeding.”

      “Why do you think that?” The kid across from me shoved his glasses up. He looked around. “Everyone looks fine, new kid.”

      “I can smell it,” I finally said.

      And that’s when the teacher walked past, and the smell washed over me like an ocean wave. . .of acrid copper and tangy rust. It was strong—not just a small cut. “It’s you.” I turned and grabbed her arm. “Where did you get hurt? Why are you bleeding?”

      She yanked her hand away. “I’m not bleeding.” Her lip curled.

      “You are,” I said. “Actually—” That’s when it hit me. I’d smelled it before, from other wolves and even from my mother. My teacher was in heat. “Oh.” I smiled. “Never mind. You’re not hurt. You’re in heat.”

      Her face had turned bright red and her lip curled. She practically snarled, “Shut your mouth, you little brat.”

      The biggest thing I’d learned in three years at were-school was that you never, ever, ever back down when someone challenges you. If you do, you’re sure to be eaten alive. I can’t tell you the number of scratches, scrapes, bruises, and full-on lacerations I received because my natural instinct was to apologize. After literally having it beaten into me for three years, I had learned to stand up for myself. I’d still take a beating, but it wouldn’t be nearly as bad.

      So when she told me to shut up, I got up in her face and gave as good as I got. “No, you shut up, you female dog.” Only, I didn’t say female dog. In my defense, the word I used was a commonly used word at were-school.

      Before I knew it, she was marching me and my little blue backpack to the principal’s office. He called my mom, and that was my first and last day at that school. That stupid teacher never even gave me my Last Airbender lunchbox back. Of course, now that I’m an adult, I understand why she got so upset. But I was just a kid! I doubt the other first graders had any idea what was going on. Clearly she wasn’t someone with a very strong constitution.

      Mom actually had to move us in order to enroll me in a new school. I’d have felt worse if she didn’t move all the time anyway. She was never very good at her job, and she got fired a lot.

      On my first day at the next school, I didn’t have a Last Airbender lunchbox. All Mom could find was Sponge Bob, which was so cringey that I held it backward so no one could see the image. That third first day of school, I stuck to my mantra, but I took it a step further. I compiled a list of things to make it easier not to go furry.

      1.  Don’t say anything at all unless absolutely required.

      2. Never draw attention to yourself.

      3. Watch others to see what they’re doing before you act.

      And above all:

      4. Never growl, scowl, or call names.

      Thanks to my comprehensive list, and my mother making me watch several hours a day of normie television, I was able to avoid any huge disasters this time around. In fact, I buckled down and worked as hard as I could. I studied, and I paid attention, and I became the best version of a normie child that I could possibly become.

      I learned the alphabet, and then I managed to start reading Dr. Seuss. He was my favorite. The rhyming, the silly words, and the bright and cheerful drawings made me smile.

      But when my report card came out, sealed in a little brown envelope that I could read, For Mrs. Binnigas, I knew that was going to frost her cookies. She and I didn’t share the same last name, since she never married Dad. I thought about crossing it out and writing For Mrs. Haverly, but I figured she’d notice. My handwriting wasn’t the best, yet. I felt proud when I handed it to her, in spite of my concern she’d be mad about the name.

      Were-school didn’t have grades. They simply had winners and losers, and I was the consummate loser. I figured that had prepared me, just in case my grades were bad. So when Mom opened that envelope, already irritated as I knew she would be about the name, I thought she might actually smile. I imagined she’d hug me for once, and tell me good job or pat me on the head.

      Instead, her face fell. Her eyes snapped upward, locking on mine. “Are you kidding me?”

      I blinked. “About what?”

      “You’re failing first grade? How can you fail first grade?”

      And that’s when I learned that normies have winners and losers, too. It’s not as obvious, maybe. It’s not as savage, but it’s not as honest either. When I went home from wolf school as a loser, I was covered in blood. I was limping. I couldn’t meet my dad’s eye, and I knew why.

      But the normies sent me home with a little brown square that looked just like all the other little brown squares that all the kids got. I had no idea that Mom would have the same look on her face that Dad had: disappointment, shame, and disgust. Because I wasn’t prepared for it, it hurt worse.

      The normies make you think you might be alright. They make you hope that you’ll be accepted. And then they yank the rug right out from under you and make you sleep on the wood floor with nothing to eat for dinner. Over time, I was able to bring those grades up a bit, but Mom didn’t seem to notice or care by then. To her, as to my dad, as to my entire wolf pack and my normie teachers, I was the same.

      A loser.

      Not a good normie.

      A miserably bad wolf.

      There wasn’t a place for me anywhere in this world. So I stuck to the shadows around other wolves, hoping I wouldn’t be noticed. And with normies, I’d crack as many jokes as I could and hope no one could tell how empty I felt inside.
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      My sister never forgot anything in her entire life. She’s the most Type-A, organized person I’ve ever met.

      But one day, her junior year of high school—my freshman year of college—she was recovering from a cold, and she slept in, and she accidentally set her book report on the edge of the counter in the kitchen. It slipped off when she grabbed her pile of books, and that meant that when she got to school, she had no report to submit.

      I’d already finished my classes and had driven home for the weekend, so I got her panicked message on the machine when I walked in the door.

      “Hello! Mom! It’s me, Minerva!” As if Mom wouldn’t have recognized her panicked voice immediately. Minerva makes Jennifer Lopez seem low key. “I think my book report fell out of the pile of stuff I brought and it’s probably on the floor, either in the entry hall, or maybe in the kitchen. Or you could check my room. But I need it. Now!” She pauses, and somehow I can still hear the panic in her breathing. “Please, Mom! I need it!”

      I laugh a bit at her complete terror—as if one book report could impact her bulletproof grades—but I scoop the report up off the floor where it’s innocently staring up at me, and I head back out to my car. I had no idea that one good deed would change the course of my life forever.

      That’s the first time I ever clapped eyes on Roxana Goldenscales.

      I had no idea what was coming, of course, not when I grabbed a name tag from the front office. Not when I sauntered down the hallway, looking for Mrs. White’s history class. And certainly not when I opened the door, completely unwitting. But when my eyes scanned the room, they stopped dead in their tracks.

      Roxana was chatting with Minerva, a half-smile on her face, her golden scales gleaming at the edge of her cheek. Her shimmery golden eyes flashed, and her ebony hair shimmered, and my heart went into a-fib.

      Okay, not really, but that’s what it felt like.

      I didn’t make the best impression.

      I’m not sure how many times Minerva’s teacher, Mrs. White, called out to me before I finally stopped staring at Roxana and noticed she was alive.

      “Hello? Are you alright, sir?”

      “He’s not a sir,” Minerva said. “He’s a Clark.” She chucked an eraser at my head. That woke me up. “Hey, dummy. I need that report for next period.”

      I finally managed to peel my eyes away from Roxana and remembered that I was holding her report. “Right.” I crossed the room and set it on Minerva’s desk. I knew I should turn around and go, but I didn’t know Roxana’s name yet, and I couldn’t seem to leave without discovering it.

      “Thanks.” Minerva flicks the top of my hand. “You can go back to researching spells that will make you a fake girlfriend now.”

      People in the room giggled, and I didn’t care. But she giggled, and I wanted to die. “Shut up,” I said. “I don’t need that. I have a real girlfriend.”

      Minerva’s eyebrows shot up like firecrackers. “No, you shut up. You’re such a liar.”

      “I actually have a class to teach, Mr. . . .?” The teacher looked more amused than anything else, but I knew I couldn’t stay there, staring stupidly forever.

      “Clark Lucent,” I finally said. “And what’s your name?” I stared down at Minerva’s friend, trying to look dashing.

      Judging by the way she frowned, I had succeeded in looking more desperate than dashing. “Roxana.”

      “Roxana Goldenscales,” Minerva said. “My best friend. Doy.”

      That’s when I realized that she was the daughter of the Santiago Goldenscales, CEO of the Dagobar Group.

      “When can we expect you to leave, Mr. Lucent?” In retrospect, Mrs. White was actually pretty patient with me. But at the time, I spent most of my walk back to my car thinking of ways to hex her.

      In all the fantasies I had about me and Roxana over the years, and I had a lot, I never once faced off against her fiancé, Ragar the Ruthless, the reining dragon prince of Russia. Mostly I focused on kissing Roxana, not roasting her enemies.

      So when Lionel Sol, son of the Grand Chancellor of the Illuminae, steps between a livid red Ragar—in dragon form—and Roxana, I’m not exactly jealous. Or, at least, not super jealous.

      After all, I doubt I’ll be kissing Roxana if I’m a blackened pile of ash.

      “You steal my wife?” Ragar asks.

      Although, if I’m being honest, I know that’s what he asked, but it sounded more like “Voo szdeel my vife?” His Russian accent, combined with the enormous teeth he’s sporting in his dragon form, don’t make his angry words super clear.

      “I’m sorry,” Lionel says. “I can’t quite understand you. Care to shrink down to your far less impressive but hopefully more comprehensible form?”

      “Vat?” Ragar’s sides heave, and molten bits of blackish-reddish char spray from his mouth.

      “Right. I forget you’re monumentally stupid,” Lionel says. “Let me use smaller words.” He opens his eyes really wide. “You no make sense. Please shrink down.” He uses his hands, pressing them together slowly in front of him, to show Ragar that he wants him smaller.

      Ragar, clearly understanding that he’s being mocked, digs his claws even farther into the concrete, sending cracks running several feet away.

      “Hya!” Santiago Goldenscales shouts. “Stop ruining my plaza.” In his human form, he’s entirely clear, and his irritation actually gives Ragar pause.

      The giant red dragon carefully lifts one front leg and reaches for Roxana. “Mine.”

      That word, at least, is crystal clear.

      Lionel’s ready, though. His wand, popping into his hand, flicks, and sparks fly, exploding against Ragar’s talons. “No. Bad dragon.” He smiles devilishly. “She’s mine.”

      Ragar rears back, whether as a result of Lionel’s attack or to show the vehemence of his claim I’m not sure, and releases the most horrifying, solid stream of liquid fire that I’ve ever seen.

      Again, seemingly unphased, Lionel pulls Roxana closer and spins his wand in tiny circles, the tip pointed upward. It happens so fast that the flames haven’t yet reached them when a bright blue bubble snaps into place around them, gleaming.

      A very high-level protection spell.

      But all that fire has to go somewhere. It glances off Lionel’s ward and. . .comes careening toward my friends. If I set another ward, it’ll merely deflect it into more people who have gathered to watch the showdown. Instead, I dig deep into one of my energy wells and chant. “Trahunt valorem ad me.”

      Please let this work! Because if my spell’s not strong enough to withstand however much energy Ragar throws out, or if my extra energy well isn’t big enough, it’s going to spill over.

      And then I’m going to melt into a Clark-flavored puddle of goo.

      The fire stops spreading and pulls toward me, funneling just as I ordered it to, more and more and more, and I immediately start to feel the strain of it. The great thing about an absorption spell is that, if the force is strong enough, you recapture more than you spend. It’s hard for mages to cast these, but they’ve always been my highest aptitude.

      I’ve had a knack for stealing energy since I was a kid.

      It made Minerva crazy—instead of her spells working on me, I’d often steal them mid-cast, repurposing the energy for something I wanted.

      Seeing that his attack isn’t working as planned, Ragar finally stops.

      Just in time. My wells are now entirely full. If he had kept going for a few more seconds, I’d be dead for sure. As it is, I’ve never been more powerful. It’s a heady feeling, and I need to be careful of it. Mages who have more power than they’re used to sometimes do really stupid things.

      The blue bubble winks out. “Now that you know that fire tantrums won’t work, what else do you have?” Lionel cocks one eyebrow like he’s totally unconcerned.

      Ragar, shocking us all, shifts. The enormous, fiery red dragon collapses inward, scales rolling over themselves and black smoke rising up. Seconds later, his head lifts above the dark, billowing cover, his ebony hair mussed but still irritatingly shiny. He’s wearing a charcoal suit with a crimson shirt and a shimmery black tie.

      When wolves shift, they come to as naked as the day they were born, but dragona pack a slightly larger magical punch. I’d heard that the strong ones keep their clothing intact on either end of a shift—I guess it’s true. How wonderful to discover that Ragar’s as strong as they say.

      Lionel still looks confident, cocky even, but there’s an edginess in the way he moves, placing himself in front of Roxana slightly, that tells me he knows that even in human form, Ragar’s a significant threat.

      And then Ragar raises his right arm, waving slightly.

      The main entrance into the Dagobar building is large, with massive double doors. Roxana’s father and his men occupy that space, keeping most people’s attention if they dare to look away from Ragar and Lionel.

      So when dozens of men in black suits pour out of the small, side door, it takes me by surprise. Another half dozen large dragons begin to land around Ragar on all sides—bronze, brown, copper, black, and even off-white. They must have been circling pretty high, or perhaps I was just hugely distracted by the raging crimson dragon in front of me.

      Of course he wasn’t too nervous to shift.

      He’s got eighteen other dragons with him who all obey his command, every one of them ready to tear Lionel into magic-imbued mulch.

      “Ah, the mob’s finally here,” Lionel says. “I was wondering when your goons would show up. Are you thinking that my bubble won’t work when hit on all sides?”

      “Real men do not need bubbles.” Ragar’s smile is practically wicked. “Real men attack.”

      “Real men don’t have scales,” Lionel says. “Real men use their brains, not their brawn.”

      I’ve never been impressed by Lionel, whom I knew as Lincoln Sunset. He never got anything done, he was chronically late, and he constantly made jokes at terrible times. But now that I’m seeing him for who he really is, I have to admit that I’m fairly impressed. If I was standing up there facing off against one dragon, much less nineteen, I’d probably wet my pants.

      I do wonder what his plan is—given that he seems to have zero backup.

      “Hand Roxana over,” Ragar says. “Or we’ll burn you like faggots.”

      “That word doesn’t really mean what you think it means anymore,” Lionel says. “You’ll probably want to get a new English tutor.”

      “Now.” Ragar steps toward Roxana, his arm outstretched.

      And Lionel mutters, “Frigidus in glaciem.”

      Not duratus, which would lock him into place. He literally shoots off a spell to ice Ragar over. I’m not sure it’ll even work on a creature of fire, but even if it does, it really seems like a very bad call.

      Ragar’s hand frosts first, and then his body stops moving, and then his entire frame turns blue and ice runs down his legs, sealing him to the pavement he destroyed earlier.

      The men behind Ragar reach for weapons—some guns, some swords, and one of them an actual axe. “You attack us, Prinz?” the stockiest one shouts. “Then you die.”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” Lionel says. “If you actually attack me, you’ll be declaring war on the Illuminae. You might want to get the approval of your thug-in-chief before you do something like that.”

      I’m not sure how much of what’s going on the dragona understand, but they’re speaking Russian to one another at about three thousand miles per hour right now, so I figure it’s enough. Finally, the stocky one steps forward. “On behalf of our lord, I challenge you to a personal duel. If you lose, you die.”

      “And if I win?”

      “You live,” the stocky man with a thick brown beard and flashing black eyes says.

      “How tempting,” Lionel says. “But I think I’ll have to decline.”

      “Then we’ll attack you and everyone who came with you.” They look at Xander, Bevin, Izaak, Minerva, and me.

      I stumble back a step.

      “Whoa, chief,” Xander says. “I didn’t even come with him.”

      “Neither did I,” Bevin says. “I don’t even know him.”

      “You were with her earlier.” The stocky man points at Roxana, and I remember seeing him in the coffee shop.

      How could he possibly remember that?

      “You’re saying that if I don’t agree to fight you in a battle to the death, you’ll kill those people I don’t know or care about?” Lionel shrugs. “Go ahead.”

      “Wait,” Roxana says. “I care about them.”

      It’s slight, but Lionel shakes his head.

      Is he trying to protect us by calling their bluff? Or is he telling her not to bother?

      “Alright,” the stocky dragona says. “I’ll do it, and we’ll see how your girlfriend likes you when you let her followers die.” He lifts his hand and the dragons all swing their heads our direction, inhaling deeply like they do right before they blow fire.

      Why isn’t Roxana’s dad stepping in? Why isn’t anyone doing anything?

      There’s no way my overfull energy wells can take that much heat—so if I try and use the same trick I did before, I’ll die a few seconds before all my friends melt. Before I have time to think anything through, the words just burst out.

      “I’ll fight you,” I say. “But if I win, I don’t just get to live. Roxana gets to come back home with us. You’re right—we’re her friends, and she’s happier with us than she ever was here.”

      “And if you lose?” the dragona asks. “Other than your death, what do we get?”

      “I’ll go home with my mother and father if he loses,” Roxana says. “And I’ll marry Ragar, but I need your promise that either way, you won’t kill my other friends.”

      She’ll marry him if I lose? My anxiety was already through the roof, what with my life being on the line, but it felt like my only play. But now her future rests with me, too?

      “Challenges are carried out on the top floor,” Santiago Goldenscales says. “It’s easier to block them from the humans that way.”

      And also, all that flying jackal has to do is push me off the edge and I’ll lose. Dragona don’t have safety rails on their rooftops, or so I hear. Why in the world did I open my big, fat mouth? Lionel probably knew that goon wouldn’t follow through with his threat.

      That’s why he did nothing, right?

      The pulsing of energy in my stupid wells reminds me why I spoke up so fast. All the power I inhaled is lying to me. I’m a decent warlock, of course, and my spellcraft is pretty good, but I’ve never been in a real fight. This guy looks like he’s been in dozens. In fact, he has some weird necklace strung with what looks an awful lot like some kind of bones. Does he keep a knuckle bone from everyone he kills or something?

      I shudder at the thought of him adding mine.

      In movies, this is where it would cut straight to the fight scene—but in real life, it’s not like that. You have to suffer through every awkward, off-putting moment that connects the big proclamation to the main event. So I follow Roxana and Lionel into the elevator, and the guy I’m about to fight to the death climbs in right after me. Minerva forces herself into the same elevator, crowding Roxana’s parents into the corner.

      “Sorry—he’s my brother. So, I feel like I can’t really leave him to go up alone.” Her stupid, dodgy pigeon flutters into the elevator just as the doors are closing and lands on her shoulder, cooing brightly, like we’re en route to a dinner party.

      It’s the single most awkward moment of my life. Which is one hundred percent why I toot. I always get gassy when I’m nervous.

      Minerva’s eyes cut sideways and she tugs her jacket over her mouth and nose.

      “Thank you for standing up for me,” Roxana says. Clearly she hasn’t smelled anything yet.

      “Yeah.” Minerva drops her jacket. “I’m so proud of you for stepping up back there.”

      “Proud?” The Russian dragon scowls. And then his right eye blinks rapidly, like something is stuck in it—probably just caught wind of my fart.

      Only, he doesn’t cough or shake his head, or do anything at all to indicate he’s going to stop reacting to it. In fact, if anything, his eye twitch only becomes more pronounced as we travel upward. And it’s not like he’s blinking or something. His one eye keeps slamming closed over and over, and then his mouth starts to make this clicking sound as his head pulls to the side slightly.

      Did I make him sick with my gas? Are dragona super susceptible to bodily smells? I feel like I would have heard this before if that were true. And wouldn’t Roxana also be reacting? And her parents?

      As we approach the top of the elevator, Roxana finally asks, “Not that I really care, but are you alright?”

      Maybe he’s suffering from some kind of poison. Did Lionel do something while everyone was distracted? Am I saved?

      A quick glance in his direction and a shrug from Lionel, and I realize we’re all as lost as can be.

      “He suffers from something called Meige Syndrome,” Roxana’s mother says. “It was on the paperwork we had to process to get their visas. It’s a harmless facial twitch that worsens in times of emotional stress.”

      Like when he’s about to kill someone. My toot clearly didn’t cause that—too bad. I could do with a superpower right about now, even one like toxic nerve gas farts.

      “So you’re nervous?” Lionel asks. “That’s not very manly.”

      I doubt my opponent’s English is good enough for him to truly understand, judging by his blank look.

      Realizing the same thing, I think, Lionel says something in Russian. Which the guy definitely understands, judging by the set of his jaw and the way his hands clench.

      “Oh, thanks,” I say. “In case he wasn’t furious before, rile him up more.”

      “I got your back,” Lionel says.

      “It doesn’t really feel like you do,” I say.

      “Oh, I do,” Lionel says. “By stepping in, you staved off a war, and even though I might have been happy to finally do something, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that my dad would probably not be pleased. I bet he handsomely awards your family after your death.”

      I cough. “I think you mean he’ll reward my family.”

      Minerva splutters. “As a family member, I can safely say that we don’t want an award or a reward—we don’t want Clark to die at all.”

      The stupid dragona definitely understands this whole interchange. His eye has stopped the repetitive blinking, and his mouth isn’t making any sounds at all, but his smile is practically filled with delight. “Yes. Your death.”

      And with that, the elevator bings and the doors open.

      “After you.” I gesture for him to get out.

      Only, there isn’t room. We’re so tightly packed inside that I can’t just wait for him to get off first. I’m stuck turning my back on the horrifying shifter and walking out onto the very dark patio all by myself.

      Luckily Minerva springs out just afterward. I’d feel better about having her here if she wasn’t channeling her derpy spirit animal—who is probably about as erratic and unreliable as her spell casting. “Okay, so here’s what you do.” She yanks a ring off her finger and jams it onto my pinkie. “I only have the one energy well with me, but with that, you should be able to cast⁠—”

      I put a hand on her forearm and squeeze. “It’s alright,” I say, aiming for looking cool in my last moments, at least.

      “Clark, you need to do a two-step attack. First block, but set up a⁠—”

      “Are you ready to begin?” Santiago Goldenscales asks. And then he begins to ripple—the same dark smoke rising up around him for a split second before the sound of rolling and roaring and ripping surrounds me and a golden mountain rises up in front of us. His head whips up last, his brilliant eyes flashing, smoke rising from his flared nostrils. “You will not touch any bystanders. You will only attack one another.” His enormous, savage head swivels from the stocky dragona to me and back again. “Are we clear?”

      I’m shocked by how crisp and clean Santiago’s speech is while in dragon form. Especially compared to Ragar’s butchering of the language earlier. Maybe it’s because it’s his second language? Although, given his age, English has to be Santiago’s second or third language.

      Interrupting my thoughts, the stocky man I’m about to fight is also engulfed in the same stupid black smoke and then a smaller mountain—more of a hill—of shiny, ebony scales roll and churn and slide and a head whips upward. How have I never made note of the order of their shift before?

      Probably because I’ve only seen shifts on television until now—never up close. It’s just not very common for me to see dragona at all. They’re the rarest of the supernatural races, and they’re very private. If these weren’t my very last moments on Earth, I’d probably be more fascinated by all of it.

      “If you harm my daughter,” Santiago says⁠—

      “Or my sister,” I say.

      “I’ll end you myself.” Santiago’s mouth opens wide and he bares his fangs. “Are we clear?”

      The stocky dragon’s head is as long as my thigh. It slowly rises and falls. “Yesh,” he says, as if his teeth are too large for his mouth and he can’t quite form words with them.

      “Then you may begin.” And with that very inauspicious little phrase, apparently we’re underway.

      “Oh.” Roxana scampers backward, hiding behind Lionel. So much for hoping something might intervene to save me, like an army of mages, or some kind of scholar with an obscure law. Isn’t that what usually happens before the hero is roasted in books and television shows? But for the first time, something occurs to me.

      What if I’m not the hero?

      I guess everyone thinks they’re the hero, right up until they die and everyone forgets their name. Clark Lucent, side character extraordinaire. Tried to be a hero and was roasted and eaten by the Russian dragona thugs in Act I.

      By Michael’s wings, what was I thinking?

      I whip out my wand. At least I didn’t like, drop it, or break it. What was it Minerva was saying I should do? Cast a shield spell, and then. . .Before I can chant a single thing, a giant taloned claw reaches out and bats me sideways.

      And unlike the movies, I’m too shocked to stop it. It sends me sprawling, my shoulder and the left side of my face colliding with the rough concrete of the building. Pain explodes down that side of my body, and before I can even lift to my knees, heat rolls over me.

      I snap a protection bubble into place, barely, but I didn’t have time for any kind of offensive spell or enchantment. And unlike that time with Ragar, no one’s absorbing his heat, so it’s starting to melt the frame around me. The metal supports are bright red, and the concrete’s heating in a circle around my protection bubble.

      I’m literally about to fall through the ground onto the floor below us.

      “That’s enough,” Santiago shouts.

      The fire cuts off just before I drop downward like a hamster in a ball. Too bad I can’t roll to a less well-done spot. Protection spells don’t work like that.

      A huge taloned foot slams against my bubble and it vibrates, pulling more energy from the well Minerva gave me. The second time he slams against me, that well runs out and my protection evaporates.

      The heat that slams into me when it pops out of existence feels like an iron to the face. The ends of my hair start to singe. The smell is not inspiring.

      I pull on my largest energy well—can’t have it blinking out again—and shape the energy into a sharp line. “Hastam en corde!” I shout. The power shoots out of me like a spear, just as I told it to, spitting and turning toward the charcoal dragon’s heart, I hope.

      He bats it out of the way.

      He bats it, pure magical energy, and it veers out and over the sky next to our building, hurtling away from me. More than half of my energy reserve is now gone.

      “How could he⁠—”

      “Dragona are creatures of pure magic,” Lionel says. “Direct energy-based attacks can be countered as if they were tangible weapons. You must not have paid much attention in Intraspecies Battle Tactics.”

      I never even took Intraspecies Battle Tactics, because when would a research scientist ever use—another taloned hand slams into my side, this time my already-injured-and-bleeding left side, and flings me off the building. I hang in the air for a millisecond before dropping downward.

      Giggles the pigeon is fluttering next to me, squeaking as if she’s trying to tell me something.

      And I realize that I’m falling slowly—too slowly. Minerva’s doing something. If anyone notices she’s interfering, she’ll be killed. You cannot involve yourself in someone else’s duel.

      “Trahunt me ad suror mea.”

      I’ve never tried to summon myself to someone else who’s casting a spell, but to my shock, it works. Only, instead of being dragged to my sister, like I should have been, I seem to be tied to Giggles. As she flies toward the building again, I’m being dragged along with her.

      When I run out of energy, the spell snaps, dropping me on the edge of the building inelegantly. Both my arms are broken, I’m pretty sure, and that angry black dragon isn’t happy I’m back.

      This time, when he inhales in order to roast me, I cast the strongest protection spell I’ve ever made—and for some reason, it’s opaque. Once I’m inside the bubble I’ve made, pulling energy from my last well, I can’t see a thing. I’m stuck like a bug under a cup of my own making.

      My energy slowly trickling away.

      Wasting the last few seconds of my life alone. Terrified.

      As the last of my power funnels into the bubble, I look upward. I have no idea if the akero actually live up high, but they do fly, so I rattle off my final prayer to them, my face upturned. “Please, mighty Michael, powerful Raphael, generous Gabriel, please let the dragona honor their word and let my friends be safe so my sacrifice isn’t a complete waste.”

      As the well drains, I switch to auxiliary power, which is the innate strength all mages are born with. The dragon’s flame must be really, really hot, because it doesn’t last long before I’m on my last little scraps of strength.

      I don’t want to die, but it’s not the worst way to go—at least being roasted after my spell gives out should be quick. Like an oven that’s been pre-heated to a million degrees, I should be incinerated in seconds. A split second, maybe.

      And finally, everything goes black, even the ground inside my tiny energy-fueled bug cup.
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