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        Las Vegas, NV

        Tuesday, 5th October, 2027

        Evening

      

      

      Tizou pulled the blankets over his head at the sound of a knock on his bedroom door. He knew that his brother was worried about him, but Tizou didn’t have the energy to deal with anyone, much less Xavier. He knew his brother was hurting as much as he was, even without the emotions coming through their bond, which thankfully, Xavier had tightly controlled.

      The bed sank beside him as the heavy comforter rose, and Xavier slid in behind Tizou. A slender arm encircled him. Xavier didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. His cool forehead pressed against Tizou’s bare back. Tizou slowly stretched his body out from the tight ball he’d been curled into. He didn’t even know what day it was or how long it had been since he’d heard the news.

      Tizou’s heart ached. His chest hurt physically, and his throat seemed to close. His eyes burned as tears formed. He felt like he cried an ocean since his family had been taken. No, not taken, but disintegrated from the Earth. Poof, just gone.

      What had they done to anyone? What had his babies done to deserve that fate? Tizou was so angry. He growled, and his body started to curl again, but something stopped it. He snarled and tried to escape the leg that held his back, but he didn’t have the strength. His body was weak. He was weak. Tizou’s body went slack as a sob wretched free. The arm and leg around him tightened. They were much smaller than him, but so much stronger.

      How could he do anything to help his people? His brother? His remaining children? How could he when he was so weak?

      “You’re not weak, my brother.” Xavier’s understanding voice cut through the spiraling thoughts that he hadn’t even realized he projected. “There’s news, if you want to come out and hear it.”

      Tizou swallowed around the lump in his throat and coughed, trying to clear it. Not having the strength to speak yet, he used their bond as Xavier had. “Do they know who did this to us?”

      That was all that mattered, who and where they were, so he could kill them. He’d hunt them, chomp their faces off and shit down their throats, so their last breaths were of the very thing they were made of. Then he’d use their bodies as scratching posts until there was nothing left but a puddle of DNA.

      Claws pricked his palms as they grew from the tips of his fingers. Tizou didn’t want to know what the bed looked like after his fits of rage that came and went. He wanted to shift and hunt down the people responsible.

      “We will find who did this and they will pay. I promise you, my brother. They will pay.” A deep, rumbling growl punctuated Xavier’s promise, speaking of the creature Tizou’s brother truly was.

      Tizou sniffled, trying to clear some of the snot that clogged his nose. The faint hint of grilled fish and ginger, garlic, and curry somehow made it through, and his stomach voiced protest at its emptiness. Tizou didn’t know when he had eaten last. He didn’t think it had been since the wedding feast.

      “Did you make curry?” Tizou finally opened his eyes—not that it helped, since his head was still deep in the blankets.

      “You know I did. But if you want to actually eat some, you’ll have to hurry. Anchin may not leave you any.” Xavier teased, but Tizou knew there would be plenty left.

      “It’s not made with pacu, so that might be okay with me,” Tizou groused, but his stomach rumbled again, making a liar of him.

      Xavier squeezed him close before moving off the bed, leaving Tizou to at least crawl out of the bed if he couldn’t crawl out of his grief. While remaining was tempting, staying wasn’t going to avenge his family. He needed to be sharp and ready for when the evil fuckers were found.

      The lengthy, hot shower helped to clear his head and his nose. Tizou wrung out his long, thick, wavy black hair with a towel to get out as much water as he could. Some days, he wanted to chop off all his hair, but he didn’t. His mother, may she rest with the ancestors, had loved his hair. At over four hundred years, he’d already lived past his first children and his parents. His eldest grandchildren were now gone, and so were his youngest children. So many lives. What were his extended years worth?

      Tears stung his eyes, a sensation he was growing accustomed to. He didn’t bother with a shirt, throwing on loose shorts before padding out to the kitchen. The smell of the fish curry, one of his favorite dishes, hung in the air and made his stomach growl again.

      A steaming bowl already sat at his place around the small round table where they ate most of their meals. Anchin and Xavier were already seated, huddled close to one another as they ate. Tizou could almost forget they were so high above the ground until he glanced out the floor-to-ceiling windows that surrounded the penthouse on all sides. They were dimmed now as the sun set, to prevent the glare from blinding them as they ate.

      Tizou had a towel loosely wrapped around his hair to absorb more water as it dried. He flipped the end over his shoulder as he sat. Xavier looked at him over his bowl with a nod and a quirk of his lips. Tizou nearly put his face into the bowl to smell the rich aroma wafting from the steam. The bowl was perfectly split down the middle, jasmine rice on one side and curry with vegetables on the other, with a fat piece of a grilled white fish he couldn’t identify. He could recognize numerous types of Amazonian fish on sight, but Tizou still had trouble identifying the more common fish used throughout the world.

      Tizou broke apart the fish with his spoon and mixed the rice with the curry. They’d both been taught how to cook, and over the years as other foods were made more available, he and Xavier had often experimented together, combining elements from different places. The fancy chefs on television called it fusion. Tizou called it kitchen magic when they invented a new variation on an old dish. Xavier’s father hadn’t skimped on teaching them how to survive on their own, if needed.

      Surviving in the wilderness was easy. Surviving in civilization, that was the challenge.

      Tizou moaned as he finally put a spoonful of the spicy goodness into his mouth. It was a wonder his hunger was allowing him to savor the dish.

      “There’s plenty more, so eat as much as you like.” Xavier interrupted his thoughts, but Tizou didn’t mind. He had almost forgotten they were there in the comfortable silence only broken by the general noises made while eating. They were no doubt speaking to each other through their bond. While he could speak to Anchin the same way now, they didn’t unless they weren’t in the same room. Normally, Xavier and Tizou spoke to each other in their native language, an old pano dialect, but they’d been speaking the more common Portuguese around Anchin.

      “What kind of fish is this?” Tizou asked. He put a large piece in his mouth and slowly chewed, so he could pick apart the flavor.

      “It’s steelhead trout. Do you like it?” Xavier took another bite from his bowl.

      Tizou nodded slowly. “It’s light and flaky. The subtle sweetness is a nice balance to the Thai red chiles.”

      Anchin was out of his usual suit and in one of his silk sets which Tizou thought of as pajamas but much fancier. Anchin called them house clothes, but it meant he was done dealing with the casino for the day. Anchin scraped the bottom of his bowl, looking like it was the last bit of food he was going to get, which made Tizou snort softly as he chewed his latest bite.

      Once Anchin was done, he kissed Xavier’s cheek. “I’m going to get the living room ready for the conference call.” Anchin stood and took his bowl to the kitchen, leaving them alone.

      The thought of being around the number of people that always surrounded Anchin’s sister Danica, was nauseating, and Tizou could feel anxiety stacking with his grief. Xavier must have sensed it, and he sent a wave of reassurance toward him.

      “No one is coming here. It’ll just be the three of us. We’re going to get conferenced in along with the rest of the council members,” Xavier explained.

      Tizou’s body relaxed immediately, and he continued to enjoy his dinner as much as he could. The anxiety was still there, but for a completely different reason. While he wanted to know what had happened to his village, he wasn’t sure he could handle hearing it discussed by the council.

      “Maybe you should tell me later what happens?” Tizou almost felt cowardly not wanting to stand by his brother through this meeting, like Tizou had stood with Xavier through practically every minute of his life.

      “You don’t need to be there. I can tell you everything afterward, if you like. I’ll be okay. Anchin will be there for me to lean on.” Guilt flashed through Tizou for not wanting to endure the discussion and leaving Xavier to handle it, but Xavier shook his head. “Don’t. There’s nothing for you to feel guilty over, my brother. Why don’t you go for a walk around the property and get some fresh air after you’re done eating?”

      What Tizou wanted to do was shift and hunt, to prowl around the jungle and burn his emotions off through the exertion, but he couldn’t do that here in the middle of the city. He wondered how long they’d have to live here before Xavier talked Anchin into moving back home.

      “Thank you, brother.” Tizou ducked his head, not wanting to look at Xavier and see disappointment in his eyes.

      Xavier reached across the table and put his hand on Tizou’s forearm. “I’d do anything for you. I will find out what has been happening at home, and then when you’re ready, you come ask me.”

      Tizou raised his head finally and met Xavier’s gaze. There was nothing but love in his eyes, and the love coming through their bond reinforced it. Tizou closed his eyes as he let it soothe the jagged edges of his heart.
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      Xavier joined his beloved in the living room. Anchin turned as he entered, holding out his hand. Xavier took it and kissed the back of it as he stopped beside him. He didn’t know where he’d be if it weren’t for his beloved. Guilt, grief and anger fought for top spot within him. He didn’t know when the turmoil within him would subside, but having Anchin next to him at least kept him in control.

      The large glass panel that covered much of the living room wall was both monitor and interface. Anchin held a tablet he used to manipulate the larger display. The video conference call was already underway, and several windows displayed the various rooms the council members were connecting from, having returned to their hotel suites. The living room of the penthouse above them could be seen through one of them and Xavier smiled at the way Danica was laughing at something Kollin had said. The one person he needed to see hadn’t connected to the call yet and it sent a pang to his chest even though he knew his father was alive and well.

      Anchin no doubt sensing Xavier’s worry through their open bond leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I’m sure he’s fine, mozi.”

      Not all the council members were invited to this meeting. Based on the intel brought to them by Matt and Xander, and the Mayan pack member involved in the attack on the wedding, Jabari and Kianto had not been invited. Frankly, Xavier was surprised that Jabari was still in town and hadn’t fled back to his lands. Did he think they were so stupid that they wouldn’t figure out what he had been doing?

      Anchin pulled him down to sit beside him on the couch as his father appeared in a new window. The background chatter from the other suites coming over the conference call ceased.

      “I apologize for keeping you all waiting.” Vinicius cleared his throat and took a drink from a steaming cup of tea.

      Zung Lóng rapped a small metal ball against his desk. “Let us begin. Speaker of Blood Inti, please report your findings.”

      “Thanks to the Isstål and Nakamura twins discovering the delivery device left behind in Colorado, we were able to find a similar device planted on one of the pipes leading from the cenote to a pump station. Whoever planted it had to swim for many kilometers, and we believe that it could not have been done by a human, even with breathing equipment.” Anger simmered in his father’s eyes as he spoke, and the dark green swirl of his magic in their depths betrayed his emotions.

      Xavier was equally angry. Anchin placed a hand on his leg, startling him a little, because his focus was not on his father in front of him but on the dragon responsible. His vision came into focus as Zung spoke.

      “While this is further damning evidence against Speaker of Blood Ramses, we don’t have solid proof of his actions.” Zung seemed as angered by that as the rest of the council.

      “If you’ll allow me to speak, I might have found the evidence that we’re looking for.” Matt appeared on the screen, his brow furrowed.

      Zung nodded. “The council recognizes Mathieu Lonbruj, head of cybersecurity, SYN Consulting.”

      “Thank you, Speaker of Blood Lóng. I was informed two days ago about a back door into the servers for United Oil that had been placed by this very council several years ago. I’ve been combing through the data to find anything linking them to these attacks.” Matt paused briefly, eyeing each of the council members, because that information would have been useful weeks ago. Xavier had already heard more than his fair share of the ranting about that.

      “There are numerous emails between Amir Shahin Safavi and several individuals who appear to be leaders of different factions. They all go by code names, and so far, I haven’t been able to find anything linking them to their real identities. As soon as Akira and Koji return from Colorado, I’ll have more help in tracking down where the emails were sent. Unfortunately, at no point is Jabari Ramses mentioned, and it does not appear that any of the emails are from him. We do know that Jabari owns United Oil, so we can surmise that if Amir Shahin Safavi is the leader of this cabal, he is not doing this behind the back of Jabari. If what his son insinuated is correct, he is nothing but a puppet for Jabari.”

      “We must take Jabari into custody immediately,” Hafthór Ormsson interjected. “We cannot allow him to return to his lands where he can fortify himself.”

      Several council members started talking at once, arguing about the dangers of trying to detain Jabari in the middle of a human city. After several minutes, Zung rapped his metal ball to silence them.

      “We have a greater problem than just the fact that we are in a human city.” Anchin stood and interrupted before Zung could say anything. “Jabari is not staying here. He’s been at the Bellagio, which is owned by the Torrio family—the very family whose shipment was used to smuggle in the weapons used in the attack on my sister’s bonding feast. Either they are involved in this scheme, or they are another pawn that Jabari is using to do his bidding.”

      Anchin put his hands on his hips as he continued. “I can request a meeting with them, but I feel like that will show our hand. I do have security watching from the outside, and Mathieu was kind enough to gain access into the camera feeds, so we know that he is still in his suite. He hasn’t left it since the wedding. Salvatore was seen entering it that night, but he hasn’t been seen since.”

      “Why should we care about these human families?” Kiama Jokani asked, sounding more curious than condescending. “We’ve not bothered ourselves with this country beyond maintaining our conversation mandates.”

      Xavier felt Anchin’s annoyance, but his features remained like stone. “The Dragon Council may not bother much with this country, but hundreds of thousands of SLIPs live here, not to mention the handful of dragons needed for those same mandates. They’ve migrated here and been part of this country since before it began. If we cause a conflict for the Italian families here in this neutral city, it will kick off a greater conflict—one we cannot afford to fight, not with this other threat.”

      “Then you will have to take up the mantle you threw away, Shizukashi.” Shaktar Draigan’s voice rose above Anchin’s, Xavier assumed to put his beloved back in his place.

      Anchin’s hand twitched as claws slowly grew from his fingertips. Xavier repressed the flames of his anger at Anchin’s old code name being thrown out there like it was nothing.

      “If we make an offensive attack on the Bellagio without an agreement with the Italians, we will risk exposure. This kind of action would have to be approved by Roma, and I’d have to travel there to get it.” A low growl vibrated through Anchin. “We do not have time for me to fly there, petition the dons, wait for an audience, and then wait for them to make a decision.”

      Xavier stood and took his beloved’s hand. Anchin flinched at the touch, and a flash of panic went through him as Anchin glanced at his hand, his claws dripping with poison. Xavier tightened his grip on him and sent him calm, reassurance. He kissed the back of Anchin’s hand.  Anchin’s claws receded, and Xavier listened as his heartbeat slowed.

      “I don’t think he’s going to flee back to his lands.” Danica’s confident voice was the counterpoint they needed. “He has allies within the Mayan clan. It’s closer. He’ll go there instead. We can wait until he crosses the border or just wait until he’s out of the city, but it would be best for us to attack outside of the US.”

      Xavier could tell by the look on some of the other council members’ faces that they didn’t appreciate her speaking, but they kept their mouths shut because of what she was more than who she was. Xavier bristled at the snubbing, but there was nothing he could do about it. Fortunately, Danica was used to dealing with human men who thought the same way as these old dragons.

      “The daughter of Speaker of Blood Luu has made a good point.” Zung backed her without hesitance. “Please, continue.”

      “He’s probably spent decades putting his plan in place, whatever it is. I don’t think it really matters why he’s decided to sow discord among humanity, hurting any plans we might have of revealing ourselves to them. None of that matters. What matters is that he is caught, and that he pays for his crimes.” Danica stood from where she sat next to Kollin on a couch in her living room.

      “He’s clearly responsible not only for facilitating the deaths of over a thousand SLIPs, but for the deaths of my uncles as well, and for organizing humans against us. His accomplices within our ranks must be rousted out of the shadows.” Scales rippled along her skin as she partially shifted, her voice growing raspy. “This creature who dares call himself a dragon threatens our very existence by exposing us to the humans. And while I think we should be planning to do that, he plans to do it in a violent way that will cause a global war. He’s created a substance that could have been our undoing, but he did contribute to safeguarding our SLIPs against it. That too could be seen as a calculated move to ensure that his own SLIPs are not affected and that we don’t lose the war he wants to start.”

      Not a single council member dared to counter her argument, and the silence hung heavy between them.

      “Your sister cut right through the bone to the heart of the matter,” Xavier commented to Anchin.

      “Whatever Jabari hopes to gain out of these acts doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is that we
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