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      Don’t miss the stunning conclusion to the epic Gargoyle & Sorceress tales.

      

      The final battle between the servants of the Divine Ones and the Battle Goddess’s twisted ambition has arrived.

      

      All three Realms are in peril and Earth might be the first to fall. But Lillian, Gregory, and their allies will not allow so many innocents to pay the price for a demigoddess’s insanity. This time, the Lady of Battle may have set in motion her own doom.

      

      Yet, in battle, the outcome is never certain, and the Avatars might yet have to pay the debt so rarely paid.
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        Erika

      

      

      

      The ancient Chinese curse ‘may you live in interesting times’ which wasn’t, in fact, ancient or Chinese in origin was still a perfect curse for Erika’s present situation. Because life couldn’t get much more interesting than having one four-armed and four-legged titan scoop you up and gallop away as another even older demigod gave chase. And they, in turn, were both being hunted by a really pissed off fire elemental.

      Interesting times indeed.

      The normal skin-tingling sensation of her gift feeding had revved up far past a mild tingling and was now a burning itch between muscles and overlying skin.

      And that wasn’t even the worst of it. With each of the titan’s strides, the shock of his hooves striking the ground traveled up his frame and into her body until she was bouncing up and down in the cage of his fingers. For the first time in her life, she could relate to a rubber ball in an energetic child’s hands.

      At last, the creature everyone called Lord Death slowed. After a moment, she realized she could hear the sound of the ocean over the rushing of blood in her head. Then there came one final round of bouncing before all motion ceased. She’d ridden enough horses to know the demigod had just skidded to a hasty halt likely because something unexpected blocked his path.

      Light appeared between his fingers as one of the hands holding her trapped lifted away. She blinked against the sudden brightness but was soon able to see a gargoyle hovering in the air directly in the demigod’s path. Beyond the gargoyle’s shoulder, tall ocean waves rolled into shore.

      It would have been pretty if she hadn’t also suspected the demigod holding her planned to gallop straight into the ocean and hold her below the surface. Even as her gift continued to suck the magic from the demigod, she knew she’d never be able to drain him fast enough to stop him from galloping into the ocean with her.

      Briefly, she flashed back to the time when she’d faced the assassin spell, and Gryton had told her it was too risky to attack, that she might not be ready to face such a foe. He’d later told her she would need much more practice before facing off against the Lord of the Underworld.

      Seemed Hot Stuff was right.

      “Release the Null, Draydrak,” Gregory barked out the order. “My Sorceress tells me you have already succeeded in what you really planned.”

      “It is as the Divine Ones said,” Draydrak agreed.

      “Are you going to release the Null? Or must I take her from you?”

      The Lord of the Underworld snorted. “I have no wish to fight you. I know I won’t win. However, there is one more thing Gryton needs to realize to finish his maturation.”

      Erika scowled in sudden understanding. This wasn’t about her powers as a Null. This was entirely about Gryton.

      She was bait.

      Unfortunately for Lord Draydrak, no one had told him she was no helpless, whimpering female in need of rescuing. And now that they were on a sandy beach to judge by the sound of the titan’s footfalls, a fall to the ground likely wouldn’t break anything.

      Dropping to her hands and knees, she pressed her hands against the skin of the giant’s palm.

      While she might not be able to absorb enough power to incapacitate Lord Death, she should be able to drain him enough to allow the Avatar an easier win. And if she managed to paralyze his hand? That was one less to hold a sword.

      As her gift continued to feed, the burning pain under her skin edged up a notch. She looked up at Gregory, hoping for a distraction to take her mind off the pain.

      She wasn’t disappointed.

      Where Gregory had been hovering only a moment ago, now a pulsing ball of light was expanding out in some kind of spell. It grew taller by the second, shifting and flowing with purpose until it was twice as tall as the mountainous demigod.

      Lord Draydrak drew three of his swords, his fourth remaining in its sheath since he couldn’t put her down. Or perhaps his hand was paralyzed by her feeding as she’d hoped. Whatever the reason, Lord Death advanced upon the Avatar with only three of his four swords drawn.

      Which might be more than enough since, as far as she could tell, Gregory wasn’t wielding a weapon. Though perhaps the shimmering ropes of power expanding outward were becoming weapons.

      Lord Death burst into motion once more, forcing Erika to grab at his large fingers or risk rolling off his palm, and by the sound of his hooves scrambling over loose rocks, the ground below was no longer going to be a soft landing if she fell. When she was able to look back up, it was to see the Avatar’s magic had taken on a vaguely humanoid shape.

      Draydrak reared back, leaping away from a wave of power directed at him. By the sound, he was once more on sandy beach.

      The next moment, the demigod was leaning down to deposit her roughly on the shore as he continued to gallop down the beach. She only had a moment to register the warmth of the sand and the scent of the ocean before she forced herself up. An act that was made more difficult by her burning muscles. But she made it to her feet.

      Draydrak was now a good two hundred feet down the beach. Gregory was much closer, crouched down with his wings folded around him. After rushing up to the gargoyle, she discovered she was standing next to a stone statue.

      What on God’s green earth?

      She glanced back up at the towering magic she’d mistaken for the beginnings of a spell. But this was no spell. The bright magic swirling and snapping in the breeze was taking on shape and substance. She could now see wings, a tail, and other gargoyle features as she studied the glowing godlike being.

      He burned with more power than she’d ever felt in her life. He reminded her of a sun. A living sun. One that was facing down Lord Death.

      Erika blinked in shock as she fully realized what she was seeing.

      The Avatar soul. Or at least one half of it.

      She took several stumbling steps away from the two demigods, but her eyes slid back to the statue of what had once been a flesh and blood gargoyle. Hundreds of luminescent tendrils of magic trailed up from the statue to disappear into the shimmering core of the Avatar’s soul.

      He wasn’t dead, then. At least, she didn’t think he’d permanently abandoned his body.

      But it did look like the two were readying to give each other a spectacular beatdown at any moment, and there wasn’t one thing she could do to stop them. She moved farther down the beach, hoping to survive whatever was about to happen.

      Just as she climbed the first dune, a roar split the air—and she swore she actually felt it in her feet. Stumbling, she fell forward onto the sand. When she looked up in the direction of the roar, she saw a massive dragon burning with molten power.

      As the beast neared, her soul link flared wide, and she knew she was looking at Gryton.

      He’d shifted to his dragon form. The one thing he’d said he’d never do.

      “My Null!” The resounding thought was accompanied by another of his fierce, ground-shaking roars.

      Draydrak and the Avatar soul turned to watch the dragon’s approach.

      The massive dragon was upon them in three wingbeats, his forelegs outstretched before him. He managed to snatch at both Draydrak and the Avatar. Then the dragon’s momentum carried them all out into the waves.

      Steam boiled up, obscuring Erika’s view of the fight.

      And it was a fight. There was no doubt in her mind that Gryton was trying to kill them. The dragon wasn’t rational. There was no way he could defeat them both. Perhaps he could take down Draydrak on his own, but Erika had felt the Avatar’s power.

      But hadn’t Gryton told her he’d lose everything he was, everything he’d worked for if he shifted to dragon form? Gryton was gone. This was the elemental dragon, and clearly it didn’t think anything like the man.

      And if Erika didn’t do something, the Avatar might be forced to kill his own son. Was that Lord Death’s plan all along? Despite the heat of the sun and the warm sand under her boots, a chill flowed across her soul.

      She hadn’t expected something so heartless from a servant of the so-called Light.

      But could a creature that was death incarnate even have a heart, feel compassion, or experience remorse? Could such a being even perform his duty with such softness?

      Erika was still formulating a plan when Anna and Obsidian came in for a landing next to her. She glanced at them both and then back at Gryton.

      “What the hell!” Anna shouted as she gawked at the demigod brawl.

      “Indeed.” Obsidian stepped in front of Anna as if instinctively trying to protect his Kyrsu.

      Erika almost told him not to bother. If that ball of unbridled rage rolled back in their direction, they’d all get mowed down and incinerated. But there was another danger. “Gryton is losing cohesion. I can feel it. We need to find some way to separate him from the other two.”

      “I might have an idea about that,” the Sorceress announced, as she joined them.

      Erika glanced over her shoulder in time to see Lillian and Thayn come in for a landing next to them. For the first time since Lord Draydrak had snatched her up in his grasp, Erika felt hope.

      “Lord Draydrak didn’t actually want to harm you,” the Sorceress explained. “He doesn’t even want to harm my son. This was all an elaborate event put into motion by the Divine Ones.”

      Erika’s stomach dropped. “They want Gryton dead?”

      She was surprised by the strength of the fear gripping her at the thought of Gryton’s death. Sure, he was a prickly asshole at times, but he wasn’t all bad. And somehow, he’d wormed his way into her heart. She felt equal parts pity and compassion for him. As impossible as it would have seemed when she’d first met him, he was now her friend.

      “No. The Divine Ones do not want him dead. They have a task for him to fulfill.” The Sorceress’s words were so different from what Erika had expected, her mind had trouble processing them.

      “They don’t want him dead? Why the hell did they set Lord Death upon him then?”

      The Sorceress continued to call upon her own magic as she answered. “They didn’t set Draydrak upon him. Not in the way you mean. They must know something that we do not, and they have deemed that it is time for Gryton to finally mature. His fear of his elemental dragon’s chaotic nature has been holding him back for centuries. He must accept all sides of his nature if he has any hope of surviving the coming war and defeating the Battle Goddess. The Divine Ones knew he needed an incentive to overcome his reluctance to embrace his dragon side.”

      Erika’s nostrils flared. “The Divine Ones needed bait.”

      “Yes. You were the incentive Gryton needed to overcome his own hesitation.”

      “Not possible. He hates me.”

      Lillian laughed at her. “You’re wrong. You are the one being, besides myself, he has allowed himself to care for. When he thought Lord Draydrak was going to kill you, it brought his dragon nature to the surface.”

      Erika looked out at the brawl in the shallows. Steam and sea spray filled the air, forming a thick magic haze that was spreading in all directions.

      A moment later, Lord Draydrak emerged from the magic fog, water streaming from his flanks as he rose out of the ocean. He heaved himself closer to shore, his mighty haunches powering him up the beach. But he only made it a short distance before a serpentine head emerged from the churning mess along the shoreline and snapped his jaws closed on one of Draydrak’s hind legs.

      The demigod snarled something in a foreign language and twisted, two of his swords slashing toward the dragon’s neck. The dragon released the demigod and twisted out of reach before Lord Death could land a blow. Behind them, the Avatar rose up out of the water, towering over them both. If Erika wasn’t misremembering, he was even bigger—and more pissed off looking—than he’d been the first time she’d seen him like this.

      The dragon, sensing danger, attempted to bolt away from his father, but the Avatar snatched him up and tossed him farther down the beach. The dragon rolled, scrambling for footing. Digging in, he slowed himself and then came to a stop. Spinning toward his father, he opened his mouth wide and spewed fire.

      The big demigod recoiled, suggesting his son’s fire was damaging to one even as powerful as him.

      But as illogical as it was, Erika was concerned for the dragon. Fire was now bleeding between his scales and dripping from his mouth. A river of it streamed from between the dragon’s horns and flowed down his spine to the tip of his tail.

      She didn’t know how much more power the dragon could call upon without tipping over the edge and losing all control. If that happened, Gryton might die and take out a vast chunk of this world with him.

      It was like the assassin spell all over again. Only here the opponents were too powerful for her to drain dry and neutralize.

      Erika glanced back at Lord Draydrak, but he was just standing there, waiting with his four swords at the ready. Perhaps she no longer had to worry about him.

      She glanced toward the other titan in time to see the Avatar unfurling his massive gleaming wings, blocking out the horizon with their size. She thought he was going to take to the air and continue the attack, but as he beat his wings, he angled them in such a way as to fly backward with each beat as if he was a giant hummingbird.

      When he touched down again, he was between them and the dragon.

      “Our son is losing control, my Sorceress. I cannot force him to surrender,” the titan acknowledged, growing concern and something like sadness entering his voice. “If the Null cannot calm him, you know what we must do for the good of all.”

      Erika attempted to stare a hole through the Sorceress. “What the hell is he talking about? He can’t mean what I think he means. I won’t let you kill Gryton.”

      Erika began to advance upon the Sorceress, her Null’s ability stirring because of her fear.

      Lillian gripped Erika’s hands. “Easy. We won’t kill him, but nor can we allow him to remain here and destroy this world. If we have to, I will create a portal spell to the Spirit Realm and with Lord Draydrak’s help, my other half will force the dragon through.”

      “What will that do to Gryton?”

      “I don’t know if the one we know as Gryton will ever calm enough to resurface, but our son will live.”

      “That’s a bullshit plan.”

      “Yes. And the Divine Ones never do something without purpose. That is why I think they have something more in mind for you and G—”

      A low rumble issued from the dragon. Erika tensed as the beast’s head on its long serpentine neck darted low to the ground and then snaked from side to side until his gaze locked on her. In a flash, he was dashing across the damp sand.

      Shit. For such a big creature, he was surprisingly fast on his feet.

      The dragon roared a third time as he charged toward her location. Erika thought she might now know what the early mammals felt like when a rampaging saber-toothed predator ran at them.

      The gargoyle titan slammed the dragon with his powerful tail, knocking him off his feet again. The beast didn’t stay down more than a moment, and then he was back on his feet and lunging at his father. In swift retaliation, the dragon managed to slam his own tail into the Avatar. While his father was off balance, the dragon roared and breathed more fire upon the Avatar.

      Beside Erika, the Sorceress hissed as if in pain herself. She must be feeling the damage to her other half. But before the dragon could inflict another blow, Lord Draydrak galloped back into the battle, driving both opponents toward the group gathered around Erika.

      “Fuck this,” Anna shouted as she grabbed Erika by the shoulders. The female gargoyle had to strain mightily to get them both into the air from a standstill, but she managed it. Obsidian was on the wing next to them. Erika also noticed the Sorceress had taken to the air as well. Though she wasn’t flying away. Instead, she just hovered in the air as she summoned more power.

      Erika twisted in Anna’s grasp and then reached up and pressed her palms against the female gargoyle’s wrists.

      “Damn it Erika! I’m trying to save you,” Anna shouted.

      Erika ignored her and sprinted back toward the Sorceress. Looking up at the female half of the Avatars, she put every bit of will power into making the Sorceress acknowledge her. When the other woman looked down, Erika shouted over the sounds of battle. “What were you saying about there being more to the Divine Ones’ plans?”

      “It may not matter. We may already be too late. But if you’d have been able to get close to the elemental dragon, I think you would have been able to calm him enough that he’d stay close and allow you to feed on him. If you strip enough of his magic, Gryton may retake command of the body.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      The Sorceress just shook her head and continued to create the portal spell. “I will not stop you. But I can’t guarantee that you’ll survive the attempt. He’s already so powerful, and you are not yet matured. You may very well die, and I’ll still have to send my son to the Spirit Realm. It’s not worth your life.”

      “If I die, I die. According to y’all, it won’t be my first time,” Erika shouted the words over her shoulder as she began racing toward the three battling titans.

      One thing the Sorceress hadn’t mentioned was that Erika might die from getting ground into the sand by a certain titan’s bigass hooves.

      “Watch it!” she shouted up at Lord Draydrak’s underbelly as she raced between his legs on her way toward the dragon.

      Once she was clear of Draydrak, she sought out the fire elemental.

      “Gryton! I’m here. To me!” The soul-link flared once more, and he turned to look at her.

      Yes, that’s it. Ignore everything and come to me.

      The big dragon looked at her but then swung his gaze back to his father.

      Behind her, she felt the Sorceress approaching.

      “Gregory, let Erika try to help our son. She knows the risks.”

      A moment later, she felt the weight of the Avatar soul’s intense gaze upon her. There was a slight hesitation, then he answered. “Very well. Try to save our son from himself, but don’t get killed.”

      Erika nodded and then glanced over her shoulder and mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to the Sorceress. Which was probably why she didn’t see Gryton bearing down on her position until too late. Within seconds he filled her entire field of vision. The wave of heat hit her before he’d even reached her. Then she was snatched up in one talon tipped hand and the heat intensified tenfold. But by some miracle, that likely had something to do with her powers as a Null, she wasn’t burned to a crisp.

      Then the dragon surprised her by cradling her protectively against his chest as he turned to face the others on the beach. By his posture, he clearly still considered them threats.

      Damn it, he’d never calm with them all standing around. Then a new idea popped into her head. “Come on. You’ve got mighty wings. Time to use them.”

      She wasn’t sure if the dragon understood her words or her intent, but suddenly the elemental dragon was spinning on his haunches and then bolting down the beach in a three-legged run. Once he reached the needed speed, he spread his wings wide and then launched himself up into the air. As the beach fell away and the ocean stretched out before them, she was already second-guessing her idea, but there was nothing she could do about that now.

      “Let’s find some nice island or stretch of the mainland where we can do some hunting. I assume you enjoy hunting, yes? If not, maybe we can sit and talk.”

      She forced herself to relax with the hope he’d do the same given enough time while she tried not to think about how her plan might be total rubbish. She reassured herself with the knowledge that since the Avatars hadn’t followed, it must mean they had faith in her ability to contain Gryton’s elemental dragon.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.
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      Lillian watched as her son flew swiftly toward the horizon with his Null held protectively in his claws. As if sensing her regard, the dragon dipped closer to the water, making him harder to see. The dragon still raged, and his fire still burned around him, rising up above his scales, but in her heart, she knew the Null would never give up. And neither would her son. They were both survivors.

      “He will be fine,” her other half acknowledged. “We’ll give him and his Null a chance to calm down and then we’ll go after them, collect them, and bring them back here to continue with our original purpose for coming.”

      She smiled up at the other half of her soul. She’d forgotten how stunning he was when he shed his corporeal form in the Magic Realm. They didn’t often have to shed their bodies like he had. But she admitted the wisdom of doing so this time. If Gryton had lost control, her male half could carry their son to the Spirit Realm and then return without harm to himself.

      “I should return to my body,” he said and then paused before reaching for her. “But first I want to hold my other half for a short time while there is one less bag of flesh between our two halves.

      “Bag of flesh. You charmer.” But she held her arms out to indicate her willingness. In fact, she was as eager as he was.

      One large hand reached down and scooped her up into his palm.

      As his magic surrounded her, she could pretend for a time that they were again one being like they were in the Spirit Realm. The only other thing that came close to this sensation of absolute belonging was after a session of powerful lovemaking and her gargoyle mate had still been buried deep within her, their minds and bodies blending together basking in the bliss of shared pleasure.

      He chuckled, the sound one of masculine satisfaction. “I hope to experience such a thing again in our future. But for now, I suppose I must return to my flesh and blood body before it dies.”

      Lillian craned her neck to glare up at him. “Are you telling me you didn’t put it in stasis before you started brawling on the beach with our son?”

      “There wasn’t time. But fear not, I kept enough tethers in place to keep the body alive.”

      When he lowered her back to the beach, she marched over to his gargoyle body, which was resting in its stone form. She immediately laid her palms against his chest and caressed the stone as she closed her eyes.

      With a flick of thought, she weaved a portal spell to the Spirit Realm and redirected the power into her other half, meticulously healing the smallest of damages so he wouldn’t feel so much as a twinge of pain at his return.

      “You pamper me.” He folded his shimmering wings and knelt. Then the other half of her soul began to glimmer more brightly, and his form lost its definition. A moment later, the soul and power of the male half of the Avatars raced into his gargoyle body.

      Beneath her hands, his skin warmed and then he was moving, taking her into his arms to give her small delightful gargoyle nips and kisses all along her cheeks and down her neck. When he made to venture lower, following the swell of her breasts, she laughed, smacking him away.

      “We have company. Save that thought for later. I’m sure there’s something we can do even without our new toys.”

      Gregory was still laughing in delight as Major Resnick and his team arrived on the back of their gargoyle mounts.

      “I saw everything that just happened, and I’m still not sure what I saw,” Resnick growled. “And where the fuck did that monster take Private Emerson?”

      Lillian turned toward the major and knew she would have to spend some time smoothing ruffled feathers if the alliance had any hope of surviving.

      “That was an unfortunate event I wasn’t aware was going to happen as neither my Gargoyle Protector nor I have the gift of seeing the future. But one thing I can tell you is that Private Erika Emerson is fine. And my son will be as well once he calms and realizes Erika was never really at risk. Lord Draydrak wasn’t planning on harming the Null. He just needed to use her to force out Gryton’s dragon. Our son fears that side of himself.”

      “Wise of him,” Sergeant Maracle muttered under his breath. He stood at Resnick’s shoulder, his rifle held loose, his body posture surprisingly relaxed as he studied Lord Draydrak. Maracle was one of the most laidback people she’d ever met. Lillian knew an old soul when she saw one. While he wasn’t nearly as old as the soul living inside Erika, the sniper of Mohawk heritage was far from young.

      Major Resnick cast the man a stern look before returning his full attention back to Lillian. “You’re going to start from the beginning and break everything down until I’m satisfied with your answers or this alliance is over.”

      Lillian bowed to the major. “I shall begin now.”

      And she did. Even Gregory turned talkative in his effort to help smooth things over. An hour later Major Resnick was still scowling but had calmed.

      “Fine. I’ll think of something to put in the report that will save the alliance, but we damned well need to get Private Emerson back first.”

      Lillian nodded and then looked out over the ocean. Distantly she could sense her son. He’d flown very far, very quickly which suggested he was in no mood for company. She looked to Thayn next.

      “Old friend, we will need some of your strongest fliers to carry riders that distance.”

      “Of course.”

      “Strong, not fast,” she added along a private link. “We need to give Erika time to soothe the dragon.”

      He winked at her. “Only the strongest and the slowest for the Avatars.”
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      The elemental dragon had flown swiftly away from Lord Death’s kingdom, wings beating tirelessly. After the first half-hour, Erika had noticed the dragon’s body had cooled significantly. She hoped that meant he was regaining control of his elemental fire.

      “Gryton, can you hear me?” She attempted the words verbally first since she wasn’t sure what would happen if she tried to use the soul link to touch his thoughts. If the dragon was still all instincts and rages, he might think it another type of attack.

      But just then the big dragon flexed his neck and focused one giant eyeball upon her.

      “Hey, you did hear me.” She patted one of his claws. “That’s good. We’re making progress.”

      Or at least she thought they were until he looked ahead again.

      “Or not.” She scowled at him, and then tried to wiggle enough that she could see more of their surroundings through a crack between two of his fingers. All she saw was the sky. With a huff, she sat back down.

      “Oh, come on. I know you might not be able to talk in this form, but you’ve spoken in my mind in the past. “Say something. Anything?”

      He continued his flight. Sighing, Erika settled back down to wait and decided the silver lining in all this was that she didn’t have to pee. He flew for another hour, and eventually, she relaxed against the warm scales of his chest.

      “I’m trusting you here,” she told him.

      And it was a moment of trust because if he shifted his foreclaw away from his chest, she’d fall to her death. Or if they weren’t high enough that the fall would kill her, she’d have drowning to look forward to. But he didn’t drop her, and eventually, she dozed.

      Sometime later, she jerked awake to find him banking in the air.

      Shouting, she scrambled at his fingers, hoping to secure herself in some way as her body tipped forward. He slowed even more and then reared until he was almost vertical.

      “Whoa! Easy!” But then there was only a slight jolt as he came in for a landing.

      Heart pounding, she dragged in calming breaths and decided it was good to be on solid ground even if she couldn’t see it. Soon she wondered where they were and what she was supposed to do now. The dragon seemed calmer, his power levels mellower, but it was hard to gauge if he’d sustained physical damage in the fight, which might explain the diminished amount of magic he was giving off. But he had been able to fly this far, so he probably wasn’t too damaged—physically.

      Magically and mentally? That was to be determined.

      The narrow strips of light between his fingers grew in size, and then he was lifting her away from his chest and placing her on the ground.

      She glanced around. They were on
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