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        Dragon’s Hoard

        Las Vegas, NV

        3rd November, 2027

        Mid-Morning

      

      

      
        
        Breaking News: Massive Explosion Rocks KleanTech Headquarters

        Oslo, Norway – A powerful explosion rocked the downtown Oslo area this morning, causing significant damage to the KleanTech headquarters building. The blast, which occurred in the early morning hours, resulted in substantial damage to the upper floors of the structure. Witnesses report seeing a large amount of debris falling from the building following the explosion.

        Miraculously, there were no casualties.

        Preliminary reports show that the evacuation had started prior to the explosion, though the exact circumstances leading to the evacuation and the explosion remain unclear. Emergency services are on the scene, and investigations are underway to determine the cause of the blast and assess the full extent of the damage. We will provide further updates as they become available.

      

      

      

      Kollin let the next clip play as he put on a suit for the first time in weeks. Luckily, none of the nearby cameras had caught the explosion because they weren’t pointed upward, but they had caught falling debris, some of it mysteriously moving to avoid people running in the streets. Stian’s daring rescue of the SLIPs, a hair’s breadth from a deadly crash onto the unforgiving pavement, remained unseen by the ever-watchful security cameras, much to all their relief.

      Kollin tightened his tie, making sure it was straight before pulling on his jacket. There was a crowd of reporters waiting for him in the courtyard entrance of the coliseum. They had managed to hold them off for two days while his father oversaw the investigation and cover-up in Oslo.

      “Are you ready?” Danica stood in the doorway to the bedroom that they never slept in these days. She was gorgeous in everything she wore, but today Kollin thought she glowed in the silky dark green sundress that flowed down her body perfectly. Her tattoos sparkled as the metal in the ink caught the light, making her skin shimmer. She’d braided half her hair around her head in several braids close to her scalp, pulling it away from her face. The intricate Norse-style braids, adorned with gleaming platinum beads, were incredibly alluring to Kollin. He was still getting used to the shoulder-length hair, but he liked it. He especially liked not worrying about rolling onto it.

      “Yeah.” Kollin checked himself in the mirror one last time, satisfied with his attire. Danica held out her hand to him as he approached, and he laced their fingers together. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it gently with a little smile at the roll of her eyes. Kollin knew she secretly loved his chivalrous ways.

      Hand in hand, they made their way to the elevator where Xander and Sasha waited for them. Sasha had arrived the day before with a security contingent from Nakamura Industries. The Russian was almost as tall as Xander, but not quite as wide. His more lithe frame suited the Siberian tiger that he was.

      Kollin and Danica entered the elevator first, and then Xander and Sasha stood in front of them. Kollin squeezed Danica’s hand briefly as a small wave of irritation flowed from her. Kollin could only guess it was at the never-ending argument she’d been having with Xander over his duties. She wanted him to take time to do anything other than guarding her, and he refused. He’d been compromising and only guarding her when Matt was working. They were both stubborn, and Kollin understood where both were coming from. But he kept his opinion out of it. He suspected that once the children were born, Xander would move his protective instincts from Danica to the children, which Kollin had no issue with.

      The elevator stopped, and when the doors opened, Sasha went out and looked around first, and then Xander exited. Kollin and Danica followed them, and as soon as they cleared the elevator, two more guards slid behind them, having already been down and waiting on them. Danica bristled again next to him, and Kollin pulled her closer, releasing her hand and putting his arm around her shoulders.

      She was not happy about extra guards while in her own casino. Danica and Xander had fought about it again earlier that morning. Kollin was perfectly happy with extra security. It was why they had requested them to come in the first place.

      As they neared the front of the coliseum entrance, the crowd got thicker. People were milling around to see what was going to happen, even if they had no idea why there was a podium and reporters waiting. Curiosity was a double-edged sword. Sasha and Xander had no problem clearing the way for Kollin and Danica.

      They could have gone through the underground tunnel to the coliseum and come out the front entrance, but Kollin wanted the reporters to see him out in the open. The crowd quieted as Kollin approached the raised podium. Before he climbed the steps to the small platform, he kissed Danica on the cheek. She didn’t step back to stand behind him, but rather stayed to the side at the bottom of the steps. It made him smile, her ability to always position herself in the right place to portray her authority. He’d never want her behind him.

      Kollin turned his attention to the reporters gathered there, patiently waiting for him to begin. Despite the shade the building offered from the morning sun, lights from the cameras shone in his eyes. He partially shifted his eyes and slid the inner eyelid he had in his dragon form over his eyes to dim them. Kollin surveyed the crowd one last time, then he started the press conference.

      “Good morning. Thank you for coming, especially those who have come a long way. The attack on the KleanTech headquarters building was unprecedented for my home country, but was unfortunately not unheard of in other parts of the world. It has been confirmed that Andrew Falk, along with three members of security—Mathilde Folden, Julian Solem, and Gaute Jenson—were killed in the explosion. Their families were notified personally by my father as soon as identification was confirmed. I knew those guards personally as they had worked with the company for many years. Their loss, as well as that of my good friend Andrew, will be felt by me and the entire KleanTech family for quite some time.”

      Kollin paused briefly, taking in their reactions. Even though they knew the facts, the experienced reporters stayed quiet and focused. “Authorities are still investigating, and as more information comes to light about this bombing I am sure it will be revealed to the press at that time. We do believe that this attack was related to our merger with Global Gas, which was formalized in August. There are organizations and corporations that would like the world to continue down the path of using fossil fuels because they believe it to be more profitable.”

      Now he had them interested in what he was saying. He saw one reporter straighten and stop looking at his phone. “My grandfather was a visionary who predicted the environmental impact that using coal as fuel would have. He started the company that I have been proud to lead for the last ten years. Our company is responsible for the technology you see all around you.” Kollin waved a hand to all the windows that buildings now used to power themselves.

      “Technology we have developed and freely given to the world, so that the power of the sun could be cleanly collected and used anywhere. Technology that is used in 85 percent of the vehicles on the road here in America alone. Global Gas was pursuing a new method to unearth more natural gas, but that method was detrimental to the environment. We bought Global Gas to dismantle the company and prevent irreparable damage to the world we all live in.”

      The reporters started to shout questions then. Global Gas’s dismantling had been kept under wraps, but the Dragon Council agreed that the news would be a good distraction from any other mysterious happenings. Kollin pointed to the reporter who had been bored before.

      “Are you returning as CEO?”

      “Not at this time. I stepped away after the merger was finalized so that I could concentrate on building my new family.” Kollin looked to Danica with a wide smile and held out his hand to her. She took it and stepped up next to him, climbing the few stairs. Kollin sent reassurance through their bond. This part she didn’t like, which he understood. She had worked very hard to stay under the radar her whole life, but now none of them could stay hidden.

      “My brothers will be returning to Oslo, working with our father to ensure that our progress on harnessing the energy from deep sea volcanos continues. We will not let these small fringe groups ruin our life’s work. We all live on this planet, and it is in our best interest to do everything we can to ensure that the planet is healthy and flourishing for many, many years to come.”

      Kollin tucked Danica into his side as he pointed to another reporter. “There’s been rumors that your wedding was attacked. Do you think the same group is responsible for both attacks?”

      Kollin looked to Danica with a shake of his head, like there’d been a misunderstanding. “I hadn’t heard there was an attack, but we had a lot of extended family in for the wedding and the reception did get a little rowdy. I don’t think anything worse happened than a few bruised egos.”

      The reported eyed him skeptically, but Kollin ignored her and pointed to another reporter. “Why’d you get married in Las Vegas, of all places?”

      Kollin held back his general annoyance. At times, he wondered how humanity got so far when he swore most of them were more interested in people’s love lives than things that really mattered. But Kollin beamed proudly as he tightened his hold on Danica. “I think I’ll let my lovely wife answer that one.”

      Kollin moved over a little so Danica could speak into the cluster of microphones. “Dragon’s Hoard was the first casino I bought and invested in. I know it’s not widely known that I own it as well as several other casino hotels around the world. But as this is the one I’m most proud of, I couldn’t have my wedding any other place.”

      They answered a few other questions before thanking the reporters and ending the conference. “I think that went rather well,” Kollin commented to Danica as they walked back to the main tower.

      “I could have lived without all the personal questions, but you were right, they were more interested in our relationship than they were with any inconsistencies surrounding the explosion.” Kollin could feel Danica’s exasperation. She’d been letting more of her emotions through as of late, and Kollin wondered if she was ready for them to move forward in their relationship.

      Kollin had been very careful not to press for any kind of sexual intimacy after their bonding. There had been a few minutes right after where she was fully exposed to him emotionally, and the most important thing he’d learned was that as confident as she was in her decision to bond with him, she was scared and uncertain of what their relationship would look like, since it had been somewhat forced upon them both.

      Danica needed Kollin’s magic to sustain her life and those of her children. Kollin vowed that he’d not take advantage of her situation. He’d done everything he could so far to show her that he wasn’t going anywhere, and that he was willing to take care of her and her children.

      But he’d been wary as well. Kollin knew how firmly Danica had professed before that she would not change her ways for a mate. While she had said she would adhere to his wishes that they keep their relationship monogamous, he hadn’t known her long enough to be absolutely sure she would keep to it. Thus, he too had been keeping the door to his emotions within their bond closed for fear that she’d learn he was insecure.

      It sounded ridiculous when he thought about it. They were bonded for life, but yet he was still guarding his heart. So much had happened in such a short period of time that it would make anyone’s head spin. Kollin didn’t worry that they’d never get past their insecurities.

      They’d come very close to the world as they knew it exploding around them, believing that creatures lived among humanity pretending to be human but were really monsters waiting to kill them all. While it was clear now that they needed to expose humanity to the truth, they needed to take the time to do it in a way that didn’t endanger everyone.

      Kollin snorted. It was ridiculous. Dragons had been living among humanity for millennia, only working to ensure that the planet survived them all and flourished, but humans wouldn’t see it that way. They’d only see that they weren’t alone, and unfortunately Kollin had seen too many times over his life how humans reacted in fear to the unknown.

      Kollin was afraid of what would happen once they were exposed, but he believed in Danica and in her ability to plan their coming out. While he may not be completely secure in their relationship, he was confident in her vision and intelligence. Kollin had no doubt that she would bring dragons, SLIPs, and humans together. It was a large weight to have on anyone’s shoulders, but Kollin was secure in his conviction that he was supposed to be by her side to support her through the times ahead.

      Danica stopped their procession before they got to the elevator, breaking Kollin out of his thoughts. He raised a brow questioningly. Danica opened her mouth and then closed it. A hint of nerves came off her.

      “You know there’s a mini Paris here?” she started. Kollin nodded. He’d seen the miniature Eiffel Tower from their penthouse. “There isn’t a restaurant at the top of the Tour Eiffel like the one back home, but there is a fairly decent one there in the hotel.”

      Kollin tilted his head waiting for her to continue. “Mm-hmm?”

      “Well, I thought maybe we could go have dinner there. Just the two of us.” Danica waved a hand, indicating they’d probably all be going. “Like on a date.”

      “A date?” Kollin feigned confusion.

      “I do recall that I owe you one.” Danica blushed and continued walking to the elevator.

      “I’d love to go out on a date with you.” Kollin lengthened his stride to catch up to her. “Although, I believe I had promised to take you on a date to Paris.”

      Danica shrugged. “I think I owe you a date more than you me. Or it doesn’t matter, really. Maybe we owe each other. Either way, I would very much like to go out and have a meal. Maybe do something fun together.” She kept her gaze locked on Kollin, and despite the walls between them, he saw the sincerity and vulnerability in her eyes.

      “I’d love to.” Kollin sent his happiness through their bond, hoping she’d feel it and be reassured by it.

      “Excellent. I’ll pick you up at seven.” Danica pivoted and strode quickly into her casino, taking Sasha and Xander with her.

      Kollin laughed and shouted, “From where?” He let her go and walked into the casino at a slower pace. He didn’t doubt that they’d eventually have a strong relationship. For now, they needed to cut each other some slack, and a date night sounded like a wonderful way to do just that.
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        Cancun, Mexico

        Two Days Before

      

      

      The screams could barely be heard from where Anchin stood on the balcony. He looked back to give Yoshi orders, but he was gone.

      “Fuck!” Anchin transformed back into his dragon form. Herleif was in the ocean, pulling his brother from the water. Anchin turned his attention to Jabari’s body. He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly before opening his mouth. With the very last bit of his magical reserve, Anchin latched onto the taztrinite with the body and mentally pulled. A stream left the body and entered Anchin’s. He didn’t have time to make the traditional statue out of the metal, and Anchin thought Jabari didn’t deserve it. Instead, he’d absorb the metal into his own body.

      Anchin wasn’t quite sure what would happen, since it was seen as a gross taboo to absorb the metal of another dragon. It was akin to cannibalism, but Anchin didn’t have time to worry about it. The metal immediately became a part of him, and while Anchin didn’t like where it had come from, he was surprised to find that his magical reserve seemed to be increasing instead of diminishing from the exertion. It was something he’d have to explore later.

      As the last of the metal left Jabari’s body, it turned first to ash and then dissipated altogether. That trait was one of their greatest assets in keeping them hidden from humanity. As soon as Anchin was sure nothing remained of the body, he leapt off the balcony, cloaked, and floated down.

      “How’s Halvar?”

      “Alive,” Kollin answered while hovering over the bodies in the ocean, pulling the taztrinite from them. A stream of shiny grey metal quickly left one body and wrapped around Kollin’s body. Anchin supposed he could have done that with Jabari’s body, but he hadn’t thought of it at the time, and he really didn’t want anything left of the fucker.

      The beach was deserted of the humans. Anchin could only hope that they weren’t swarmed by the authorities or the military before they could get out of there. He landed lightly beside Herleif, who had gone back to being human. Movement caught Anchin’s attention from the periphery, and he twisted around, ready to strike, but he relaxed as he recognized Yoshi running toward them from the shadows.

      “If you can fly out to my plane, we can take that back to Vegas. I don’t think you’re in any shape to make the flight back on your own wings.” Yoshi got straight to the point as he approached their group.

      Anchin shifted back quickly so he could talk to him. “We’ll need the plane. Thank you.” Anchin walked over to Herleif, who knelt beside his brother’s head. Anchin wasn’t sure, but it didn’t look like Halvar was conscious.

      Kollin landed behind them on the beach with a thud. He was laden down with the extra taztrinite. Out of the body, it was very dense. “I can fly us all there if we can get Halvar to shift.”

      “Kollin can fly us there. We just need to get Halvar to shift to a more manageable size.” Anchin could see the magical exchange happening between the twins. Herleif was pushing his magic into Halvar, helping to heal him.

      “I have Matt and Connor on coms. My plane is prepped and ready to take off as soon as we land. Matt says that the whole area is under his control electronically. Police are headed this way, though, so we better hurry,” Yoshi passed on.

      Halvar finally shifted, and as soon as he did, Herleif shifted and used Halvar’s armor to levitate him from the ground onto his back. Then he cloaked and launched into the air, heading out over the ocean before banking and flying back inland.

      “Hop on, Kollin. He’ll take us to the plane.” Anchin waited until Yoshi climbed onto Kollin before shifting and scaling Kollin’s tail to secure himself behind Yoshi.

      “Yes! I beat Connor to a dragon ride!” Yoshi fist-pumped the air as Kollin took off and followed Herleif inland.

      Anchin shifted again and moved the tablet back to his forearm. He tapped the screen to wake it and a map appeared with a dot indicating where the airstrip was.

      “Head west and a little south. Follow the coast.”

      Kollin banked, and Anchin saw Herleif fall into formation with him. Anchin kept his senses pushed as far as they could go, in case there were any other dragons that wanted to try to get the drop on them. They didn’t even know which clan the ones they’d killed were from. Anchin would analyze the magical signature in the taztrinite when they were safe. As far as he was concerned, they wouldn’t be safe until they were back inside Dragon’s Hoard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter three Matt]
        

      

      
        
        Dragon’s Hoard

        3rd November

        Mid-Morning

      

      

      Matt watched the press conference from the Cyber Ninja Kernel with little satisfaction that the story they were putting out was believable. The mood in the office was somber without the twins working beside him. Their usual playfulness, even in the face of frustration and roadblocks, was gone.

      Matt and Connor had been working double-time creating various seek and destroy viruses to scrub the internet of the footage from Cancun and Oslo. A team of other coders from both Nakamura Industries and The Assassins’ Guild had been working alongside them virtually. Fortunately, for them, the footage from Oslo was not bad at all.

      Cancun, on the other hand, was a whole shitshow. They had live feeds that were streaming across LookatMe and every other social media platform that couldn’t be stopped. From the video’s perspective, the battle was weird. He understood why so many people had stopped to record it, because all they could see was random bouts of fire and ice shooting across the sky. However, it was the sounds that were the scariest.

      Roars and screeches were audible, and one of the dragons had let out a pitiful wail as he died. The sound of what Matt now knew was Herleif colliding with another dragon and ripping his wing off made him want to run and hide. He was surprised so many humans had stayed to watch and listen. But as they all knew, humans had a distinct lack of self-preservation in the face of danger if they could record the danger happening.

      Then there was the sudden appearance of dragons as they splashed into the ocean. Matt had to admit that one person’s footage of the wing dropping onto the sand was epic. He had saved it. Well, he had technically saved a copy of all the footage for the archives, but the angle of the wing appearing out of nowhere and landing right in front of the human filming was incredible, as was the very loud and high-pitched scream that followed. It was the stuff that made the best kaiju movies.

      It did not lessen Matt’s fury at seeing Halvar fall out of the sky. He had felt awful for Akira and Koji. The only thing that saved them from completely losing their shit was their bond with Herleif and Halvar. They knew he was alive—badly injured, but alive. Matt knew exactly how they felt, having lived through his own heart almost being torn out of his chest when Xander was in that explosion at the lab.

      “Mother Fucker!” Connor cursed, pausing between the words to really put an emphasis on the F, then went back to mumbling in Bengali. As many languages as Matt knew, he tended to stick to Haitian when frustrated or talking to himself. Connor switched between languages and mashed them together in very inventive ways. For him to have an outburst in English was rare.

      Matt swiveled his seat in Connor’s direction, looking more closely to the windows Connor had open on his side of the wall-sized glass panel that was their monitor. He was watching the progress the ground teams were making on finding and eliminating the footage from various devices.

      That first twenty-four hours was crucial and hectic. Matt and Connor stayed up all night creating Bluetooth sniffers that, when combined with their virus, could eliminate the last traces of any video from the battle. The difficult part was getting feet on the ground to travel all around Cancun. Even then, every phone would have to have its Bluetooth enabled for it to work. Fortunately, the average human never paid attention to the vulnerability of always having their Bluetooth turned on.

      Despite losing dragons from his clan, Kianto Kulkan had vowed to do all in his power to help. An army of SLIPs from his clan were scouring the streets of Cancun, connecting to any device they found and letting the virus do its thing. Even with all these efforts, they couldn’t be 100 percent sure that they got all the footage. However, it would be enough to discredit any people coming forward.

      Salvatore Kulkan was in the wind, but Matt really thought he’d gone home to Daddy and Kianto was hiding him until enough time had passed. The dragons that had attacked Kollin and the twins had been young, under 200 years. They surmised that Jabari had seduced them to his side, but they didn’t
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