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Chapter One

 


Stockholm, American Embassy

 


Jody shoved open the hallway entry, the ring
of her high heels echoing around the marble surroundings. Heaving
the door to her office open as hard as she could, she was
disappointed in the lack of noise.

"Hideous quiet-closers."
She looked up and glared at the mechanical device the maintenance
crew had been instructed to install on all the entrances to her
offices. Some anonymous someone complained her outbursts were
too uncivilized and
raucous.

Me? Don't be ridiculous. I'm
just―honest.

Sailing past the disconcertingly calm
receptionist in the outer room, she thumped into her office,
tossing the stack of files the supervisor assigned onto her desk.
They skittered across the smooth blonde top and landed in a jumbled
pile next to the rubbish can.

"Darn it. Should have
aimed better."

She dropped into the sleek black leather
chair and brought her feet up to the waist high windowsill. She
crossed them at the ankle and gazed morosely into the darkening sky
of Stockholm. Her eyes, chocolate brown with large golden flecks,
were not seeing the spires and rapidly rising mosques. She knew why
she was here.

"I'm being silenced."
Templing her fingers under her chin, she furrowed her brow and
stared out in hopes of catching a glimpse of the aurora
borealis.

"Must've been that last
kerfluffle in Pakistan. Don't know why they're so grumpy. They
found him. Took
them a little bit longer, but the end result was what they
wanted."

The phone on her desk jangled, and Jody
dropped her feet from the sill to the floor. She contemplated
letting the call go through to the answer machine, but her
disgustingly honest receptionist wouldn't lie about her
whereabouts. The woman worked directly for Jody's supervisor and
was, truth be told, only around to keep tabs on her.

"Jody Waldon." Silence met
her greeting. "You've got five seconds to state your business or I
hang up. If you haven't heard, I have no tolerance for games.
Starting now… one, two…"

"If you cease to pursue
your current line of inquiry, your secret will be revealed to
everyone in your agency." The soft male voice ended the command by
hanging up, the audible click an irritation in Jody's
ear.

She looked at the instrument in her hands
and quietly swore. "Idiot. Threats don't scare me."

But the caller rattled her with his
knowledge. To the best of Jody's understanding, no one in the
embassy had awareness of her true status. She belonged to a unique
group of individuals who shared their forms with mythical
creatures; she was a dragon shapeshifter. Not having the
identification of who fathered her, she'd become aware of her
ability to shift into the form of a dragon only when her mother
imparted the facts as she was dying.

 


~ * ~

 


Belinda Gentle Fawn Kingfisher begged her
daughter to keep the family secret. She was so adamant; she
insisted Jody swear to never tell a soul. Her final request was for
the young Cherokee woman to Anglicize her name.

"One day you will thank
me, daughter. No one can know this curse I burdened on you―no one."
Belinda pointed to the deerskin pouch hanging from the center pole
of the teepee.

"There is a written
account from before you were conceived. The explanation is in the
pages. You'll find it difficult to believe, but it
is the truth. On the
final page, there is a name you must contact for instructions on
how to live your life in the world of the two-leggeds." She smiled
slightly. "Your father was very fond of using the term to keep me
in my place."

Belinda began to cough uncontrollably and
lost consciousness. Three days later, she died and Jody finally
opened the diary. The contents turned her world upside down. In a
time when most white men could not read, Jody's mother had forced
her to learn what the strange scribbles on the thin sheets
represented. It would serve her as well as her hunting skills.

 


~ * ~

 


Having been thoroughly chewed out, and now
threatened, Jody was ready to call it a day. Her current assignment
was to stay low and not cause any scenes.

"I can do that better in
my house." She leaned over and gathered up the scattered folders.
Locating an empty file drawer, she deposited the manila containers
inside with the silent promise to organize―tomorrow.

"I'm heading home for
pizza and beer. The rest of the world can go hang."

She picked up her briefcase and nodded at
the surprised receptionist on her way out.

Her anonymous caller may have been annoying,
but his insistence she follow her current line of investigation let
her know she was on the right path.

"You can count on the fact
I'll continue with the questions, Mr. No Name."

As the door whooshed shut, Jody strolled to
her 1955 Chevy Belair. It was the one extravagance she'd insisted
on bringing with her from the US. The next few months would
probably be the only time she'd be able to drive it here in Sweden.
By the time autumn rolled around, her baby would be safely tucked
away in the garage of the home the embassy had provided.

A quick sigh and she turned the key to bring
the engine to life.

"Home."


Chapter Two

 


Japan

 


The flight to Tokyo was
tedious and Lee Svensson was not
a good traveler. Airplanes exacerbated his
claustrophobia, and the air turbulence upset his stomach. He
disembarked with the passengers heading into the terminal. It never
ceased to amaze him how polite Japanese travelers were. The
walkways, while crowded, found the citizens accommodating to one
another and foreigners. Lee located his luggage at the baggage
retrieval. A close by kiosk offered instructions for the second leg
of his journey. He purchased a rail ticket to Sapporo and flagged a
vacant taxi willing to take him to the station. After settling in
his window seat, Lee opted to close his eyes and allow the gentle
movement of the bullet train lull him to sleep. There were two
changes to make before he reached his destination far to the north
of Tokyo in the Hokkaido prefecture.

This was his first trip away from Olga since
they'd wed before the spring conference. If there hadn't been so
much evidence against the target, he would've passed off this
assignment to another. The nature of the investigation, however,
required his presence at the offices in Sapporo.

"Sir? Excuse me, sir.
We're at your stop."

The uniformed train attendant woke him,
opting to gently rouse the stranger.

"Domo
arigato."

She smiled, a shy affair showing a small
dimple in her right cheek.

"You're welcome,
sir."

Lee rose from the seat and stretched his
muscles. He was facing one more transfer then eight hours of sleep.
His meeting wasn't for two more days, but he felt the need to be
rested. He'd be glad when he could stop moving and call Olga. She'd
been acting very odd before he left yesterday. Was it just
yesterday? He shook his head realizing his sense of timing had
flown out the window after several time zone changes.

The second transfer was quickly accomplished
as Lee settled his briefcase next to him. Safely ensconced in his
seat on the final leg of his journey, his eyelids began to drift
toward his cheeks.

The ring of his cell phone startled him
awake.

"Hello? Olga! Good
heavens, what time is it there?"

He listened to the voice of his lifemate,
feeling tightness in his shoulders disappear. His lips slid into a
smile and he stretched his legs before him.

"I know, my love, but just
put up with her while I'm gone. She is, after all, the one who
promoted you to the council and encouraged them to use your
work."

The countryside was giving way to homes. Lee
straightened and started checking around his seat for anything he
may have left.

"What? Olga? What did you
just say?"

The sound must've been distorted by such a
long distance.

"Olga? Let me call you
back. We're at the final station, and I need to get to my hotel
room. I'll be able to hear you better from a landline.
Okay?"

He sensed she wasn't thrilled but clicked
off his phone knowing she would wait for his call. Lee made his way
to the hotel and his room.

Showering away two days of travel, he
reveled in the hot water sluicing down his body chasing away the
aches and pains of sitting for so long. Over-sized, terrycloth
towels specifically set out for him as per his reservation request,
warmed and relaxed the remaining weariness from his bones. The
urgency to sleep was exerting power over his need to speak to his
wife. He shook off the need to sleep. He'd better call Olga or
she'd worry unnecessarily.

Once he'd gone through the hotel's phone
exchange, he waited on the bed as the phone rang at the other
end.

"Hello?"

Finally.
"Hi, sweetheart. I couldn't quite hear everything
you were saying while I was on the train. Now, what did you want me
to know?"

He sat listening to his
wife relay the news to him. This changes
everything.

"I think we best talk
seriously about this when I get home. I'll be here for at least a
week following up on a… situation. The outcome here will determine
my next assignment. I miss you, Olga."

"I miss you, too, Lee. Be
safe. If this has anything to do with the events at the spring
meeting, I want you to promise me you'll be especially
vigilante."

"I promise, love. I'll
call you every day."

Stunned, he crawled beneath the covers
depositing the damp towel on the chair next to the bed. Before he
thought to turn out the light, his eyes betrayed him and
closed.

Lee Svensson was sound asleep, the worries
of the coming day temporarily forgotten.


Chapter Three

 


Japan

 


Lee gazed at the reflection staring back at
him. He'd become so used to cloaking his eyes that this move to
leave them natural disconcerted him a bit. He completed dressing
and headed for the hotel's restaurant.

He let a smile touch his lips as he thought
about the rice porridge and broiled fish. He couldn't get Olga to
serve it at home so he was relishing the treat. Opting for a table
facing the street, he ordered and sipped his coffee while waiting.
The changing sky fascinated him; one moment the blue beckoned him
to abandon his work and go fishing, the next clouds rolled in and
threatened rain.

He started when he looked
at the table and found his breakfast in front of him. The white
uniform clad waitress was quietly slipping back to the
kitchen. "I love the consideration of the
Japanese." Lee dug into his food with gusto. He'd not eaten a warm
meal in thirty-six hours, and his stomach was loudly complaining.
Finishing with a warm, damp towel to his fingers, Lee leaned back
in his chair and considered his next step.

Reports were filtering through his office
regarding the disappearance of Swedish citizens and embassy
soldiers in Japan. The vanishings were being reported in Sweden as
well. Not many who lived there voluntarily chose to leave. His
office disregarded most of the claims and put the details on the
back burner. But his senses, his dragon senses, made his skin
prickle and scales rustle. An ominous feeling growing in the pit of
his stomach set him to questioning his superiors. They'd grown
tired of his persistent doubts regarding their methods.

"As it appears your
decade of military service makes you feel you're more accomplished
at this than Verner and myself, we're assigning these reports to
you. Lycka till! You'll need it." Lee's boss stomped out of his
office leaving a towering stack of files teetering on the edge of
his desk.

Lee signed his name to the breakfast bill,
putting his room number at the bottom, and gathered his belongings.
His human counterparts had no idea how important the instances of
missing persons would become; not just to the shifter community but
to the two-legged community as well. He signaled a taxi and gave
the address in the Higashi-ku district, sitting back and taking in
the city sights. The streets were busy with shoppers and tourists,
but Lee didn't get the rushed sensation he'd felt in European towns
of the same size.

The Swedish embassy's
sleek modern look was not at odds with the surroundings. Quite the
contrary, the neighboring buildings seemed to have adopted similar
architectural lines, embracing the glass and steel so popular in
his country. He paid the cabbie and thanked him, disembarking from
the vehicle and staring at the facade in front of him.
Standing here looking at the office won't get the
job done. Let's get a move-on.

He walked through the security station,
giving up his briefcase and undergoing the less than invasive check
of his person. When the detector beeped, he indicated he needed to
reach into a pocket. The guard eyed him suspiciously, watching his
every move as Lee pulled a folded sheet of paper with two fingers
from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He thrust the paper
toward the guard and resumed his stance.

The embassy policeman opened the paper with
one hand as he simultaneously unsnapped the weapon strapped to his
side. Quickly scanning the document, the guard's only reply was to
grunt and secure his pistol. The paper was shoved at him when the
guard waved him through to the reception desk. Lee grabbed his
briefcase, making his way to the counter. A smiling, fair
complexioned younger woman greeted him.

"Good morning, sir. Can I
help you?"

"Yes, I believe I'm a bit
early, but I have an appointment with the ambassador at 8:30 am. My
name is Lee Svensson." He pulled out his military identification
and presented the plastic encased card to her.

She looked at the picture on the card then
keyed information to her computer.

"Oh, yes. I see it here on
the calendar. Please take a seat over there." She waved a delicate
hand to an area set up in the center of the room. The beech wood
chairs had been carefully arranged in a conversational setting to
encourage visitors to feel comfortable. Haggå-patterned material
covered the couches, lending a feel of Swedish flair to the area.
Lee chose a seat with a view of the door. He pulled his laptop from
the briefcase. Starting up the computer, he aimed the camera lens
toward the entrance. Here, he needed to employ a bit of acting if
he was to insure no one would suspect him.

The atrium-styled lobby echoed each time the
door opened, making subterfuge difficult. Lee tapped lightly on the
keys, not depressing any but the lens button, with each new
visitor. He checked the timer at the bottom. Twenty minutes had
passed since he'd checked in, and the receptionist had yet to
announce him. Gritting his teeth together to hold back his
impatience, he was about to get up and reintroduce himself when a
new visitor caught his attention.

The man was a mountain. Taller than Lee at
over six and one half feet, his ill-fitting suit emphasized the
mass of human being captured beneath the cloth. He clumped up to
the security area.

Lee leaned back in his chair and watched the
events unfold on his computer screen.

The guard stood up, staggering backwards as
his eyes scanned the new visitor.

Giant man pulled out identification and
tossed it on the table in front of the screening machine.

With practiced slowness, the security guard
picked up the ID while not taking his eyes off the Goliath before
him.

Lee tapped up the volume to hear the
interchange.

"Mr.…" The guard cleared
his throat and swallowed. "Watanabe. I'll need you to walk between
the posts…" He looked up at the massive human. "Please."

Lee smothered a
grin. I've got to see how this turns
out.

Placing his car keys in the provided tray,
the big man stood, blocking light from the front windows.

"Okay, sir, you can go
through." The squeaked instructions reverberated throughout the
concrete and steel atrium.

Lee watched the massive man walk up and turn
sideways to get through the metal detector. He held his breath. The
large human he now knew was Mr. Watanabe sailed past the arch with
nary a sound. Upon exiting the detector, he grabbed his keys and
placed them in his jacket pocket.

The guard, hand-held detector at the ready,
took one look at the ferocious expression facing him and opted to
take the easy way out.

"Thank you, sir. You may
pass."

Lee couldn't help himself and chuckled,
drawing a dagger-laced glance from the giant. He pulled in a breath
as, in that split second; the man dropped his cloaking to show his
gold eyes and red scales. Lee coughed.

Holy mackerel. The guy
must be huge in
his dragon form.

"Mr. Svensson?" The
receptionist broke his concentration.

"Yes?

"The ambassador will see
you now. Please continue to the fifth floor secretary and she'll
direct you from there."

Lee shut down his computer and trotted to
the elevator. It wasn't until he was inside the lift, he realized
he was sharing the ride with the giant.

The man stared straight ahead.

Lee pushed the fifth floor button and tried
to keep his anxiety in check. The elevator stopped, a female voice
announcing in Swedish and Japanese the third floor. The giant
stepped to the doors. Upon opening, he stuck a foot in the track
and turned to Lee.

"Enjoy your visit,
brother."

He was gone before Lee had an opportunity to
respond. Somehow, he didn't think the large man was a
representative of the Chamber of Commerce sent to welcome him.

The elevator slid shut and he pushed out a
breath. "Close… too close."

The large man, Mr. Watanabe, knew he was a
shifter. Lee had no doubt in his mind. The silky female voice again
announced the floor, and Lee departed to face the secretary
mentioned by the receptionist in the lobby.

"Mr. Svensson?" The
surprised expression on her face was something he faced
continuously. About to let loose his irritation, Lee realized she
might be responding to his gold eyes as opposed to his oriental
looks. This young woman was Japanese; yet she'd spoken to him in
perfect Swedish. It was his turn to look surprised.

"Yes. I'm here to see the
ambassador on an urgent matter.

She dropped her eyes. "Please accept my
apologies. Your eyes are quite lovely. It must be wonderful to
experience good fortune throughout your life."

Lee stopped for a
moment. She's congratulating me on my gold
eyes? He'd read somewhere the Japanese
considered gold-eyed, black cats to be good luck. His black hair
and oriental looks combined with his unveiled gold eyes must have
triggered the secretary's remark. Better
than the usual responses.

He graced her with a rare smile. "I'm very
fortunate to have good luck follow me."

She picked up the phone and announced him to
the party at the other end.

"Mr. Svensson is here.
Yes, sir." She rose and moved from behind her desk. "Please follow
me, sir."

Lee trailed behind the young woman, taking
in the rich carpet and upscale furniture. Glass walled offices
slipped past as they headed down the hallway toward a closed door
crafted in carved blonde wood. The secretary knocked
tentatively.

"Enter."

She turned to Lee. "Please go in."

He turned the brushed nickel handle and
entered the room.

Behind the antique desk sat the Ambassador.
Blonde locks glinted in the sunlight streaming through the window.
Nels Lundquist looked up, and his sapphire eyes crinkled with the
large grin covering his face. He stood, all 6'7" of him, and
extended a tanned hand.

"Lee. How terrific to see
you. I'm glad you could make it."

Lee set his briefcase on the floor and
slipped his hand inside Nels'.

"Nels? It's been too long.
How are you? I see…" he held up the tanned extremity, "you're still
hitting the links."

Nels pumped the younger man's hand
enthusiastically.

"Yeah and still losing
like crazy. You'd think I'd find a better hobby." With a wave of
his hand, he indicated Lee should sit.

"If I remember correctly,
you were pretty darn good at hockey and coached an Olympic Gold
Medal Team in 1994."

Nels leaned back in the chair. "Yeah. Those
were the days. Unfortunately, I experienced one fight too many.
When I'd broken my collarbone for the third time, my wife
threatened to leave me. Don't know why, but I took her
seriously."

Both men chuckled. Lee knew very well Nels
worshiped Johanna, his wife. They'd gone through the end of the
Mage Wars together, and she was a fearsome warrior in her own
right.

"What can I do for you,
Lee?" Nels settled in his chair.

"I've been receiving some disturbing reports
from the field regarding occurrences here."

Nels leaned forward and started to say
something.

Lee held up his hand.
"Yes, we have plenty on our hands back home. The reason I was sent
here is my familial connections. I have uncles living at the north
end of the island. They're...uhm, monitoring the air waves." He raised
his eyebrows to emphasize his point.

Nels nodded. "I understand. There've been
numerous incidents where we've been called by the authorities.
Officially, we can't get involved."

"Unofficially?"

"We sent out investigators
to validate the claims."

"What did you
find?"

"Very disturbing
circumstances. Folks going about their daily routines suddenly
change in the middle of town or at the shopping center."

Lee slumped in his chair. It was as he
feared. Reports had trickled from America about something similar,
but nothing could be verified.

Nels continued. "Panic seems to be at a
minimum as the Japanese aren't immune to the idea of our kind and
the Ancients among the populace. The local cops show up and, with
surprising speed, another group of people dressed as prefecture
road workers appear. The cops are handed paperwork and disappear
into the crowd. Accident tape goes up, then tarps, and within an
hour, the scene appears as nothing more than roadwork."

"I've assigned Marcus
Alrikson, my deputy, to cover the news outlets for any information
he can obtain. So far nothing. Whoever these people are, they are
very careful."

Lee worried his lip with his teeth. This was
far worse than initially reported.

"How many of us are
here?"

Nels opened a bottom drawer and retracted a
manila file folder. A quick glance at the paperwork inside provided
him what he needed.

"Of the fifty staff I
employ, there are four of us."

"That's spreading it
pretty thin. Anybody experiencing any unusual changes?"

Nels shook his head. "Not to my
knowledge."

"Do you have a notepad and
pencil I might borrow?"

Nels lifted a brow. "Sure." Opening his desk
drawer, he supplied the items to Lee.

Lee spent a moment scribbling on the pad and
shoved it to Nels.

Can't be too careful. Realized after you
mentioned 'us', we should have done this sooner. Who are the rest
of the shifters?

Nels read the message and chuckled. Lee, in
his job at the Criminal Investigation Division—CID for short, was
always acting as though the world was involved in cloak-and-dagger.
He'd play along.

My second in command who
I've already mentioned, Marcus, the Deputy Head of Mission, is one
of us, but he's currently in China on a trade mission. Our head of
Defense, James Sakura, is also a shifter and," Nels smirked as he wrote the final name on
the page, "Lovisa Stromberg, the
receptionist."

"Are you serious?" Lee
spoke aloud his incredulity.

Nels leaned back and laughed. "Who better?
Nothing wiser than to have a strong front line."

"True. Tell me, Nels, how
is your agenda today?"

Nels shot Lee a wary look. "I have a light
day today." He toggled the computer mouse and brought up his
schedule on the screen. He was set to confer with his staff on
possible budget cuts at 2:00 pm, otherwise his afternoon was
clear.

"Just a budget meeting at
two I'm sure my staff would love to skip; aside from that...clear
sailing. You thinking of a round of golf?"

Lee watched Nels eyes light up.

"Sorry, friend. I'd like
to offer to take you to lunch, but I don't want to be bound by time
constraints."

"Consider it done. Let me
contact Mizuki." Nels picked up his office phone and a muted
conversation ensued. With a nod of his head, he replaced the
handset. "Done. The meeting has been moved to next week; I'm sure
nobody will be disappointed except the accountant, and you have me
for the afternoon."

He winked at Lee. "Where do you want to have
lunch? Do you want to go native or have comfort food from
home?"

Lee, a lopsided grin betraying his answer,
rubbed his hands together.

"Let's do
native!"

"Sushi it is. I'll call
the driver and have him bring the car around. We'll head for
Uoisshin. You'll love it. Best raw fish in town; on a conveyor
belt, no less."

Lee rose from his chair and walked to the
window as Nels contacted the garage for a car and driver. He'd been
feeling unsettled since his encounter with the giant in the
elevator. His profession, the department of the Army where he
worked, was obsessively compulsive about the secrecy surrounding
their work.

The large man today had recognized Lee's odd
colored eyes for what they were. His sure movements through the
building disconcerted Lee. Yet, Nels made no mention of him in his
listing of shape shifters working within the embassy walls. This
little detail rattled him. He'd have to discover the extent of Nels
knowledge, or lack thereof, about the organization.

Apathy could be his worst enemy here. If
Nels knew more than he was letting on, Lee would find the truth. If
he was as ignorant as he acted, the shifter community was in for a
rough ride.


Chapter Four

 


Stockholm

 


Olga paced the floor in the living room of
their apartment. She'd called Lee, bubbling out her news, but he
hadn't come rushing home as she'd hoped.

Never was good at keeping a secret, and his
wasn't exactly the reaction I was hoping for.

While he was unable to tell her what he was
doing or where he was going on his business trip, she suspected the
topic of the international conference they'd attended in China had
much to do with her husband's absence. The unsettling subject
matter and their friend Dagmar changing into his human form out of
the blue at the pre-spring meeting had since been the theme of many
a dinner. Her stomach rumbled and she answered.

"Hold on." Olga started
for the kitchen to retrieve the crackers but dashed to the bathroom
when her unsettled tummy revolted against her. She rinsed her mouth
out and brushed her teeth, trying desperately not to gag and
deposit her complete stomach contents in the toilet. She glared at
the haggard face looking back at her from the mirror.
"Grrr. This is going to be a long nine
months."

As soon as Lee came home, she wanted to go
back to the ice cavern and seek counsel from the Ancients. She knew
how she wanted to approach her impending event, and they had the
information she required to complete this task with the least
amount of hassle.

"Well, a virgin block of
Carrara marble calls my name." Olga popped a couple of chewable
stomach pills. She'd change into work clothes and head out to her
studio on the docks. If she could tolerate the rank smell of the
diesel fuel mixed with fish, she might move a few steps closer to
completing her final sculpture. When she suspected her condition,
she began to work feverishly on the art pieces the state had
commissioned. Finishing early would produce a bonus, a nice
incentive, and sorely needed, considering her current state of
being.

"This will fall into place
when Lee gets home. I wonder what Petra is doing this evening?"
Olga locked her door on the way out and speed dialed her best
friend. She didn't want to be alone tonight. Dagmar would just have
to get used to the fact that when he married Petra, he inherited
Olga.

"He'll learn to deal with
it."

 


~ * ~

 


Pushing back his keyboard, Dagmar stood and
reached his arms to the ceiling. He'd been working the numbers on
this one account for more than two hours. Yes, he was a
perfectionist, but something about this account just didn't gel. No
matter how hard he tried, he couldn't get the bottom line to
balance. His phone buzzed and he grabbed the handset.

"Hello?"

"Nelsson?" The gravel
sound of his boss' voice was unmistakable.

"What is it you need,
Bjorn?"

"You about done with that
World Watch file?"

"I've hit a
snag."

The silence at the other end of the line was
uncharacteristic. Dagmar shuffled his feet.

"What snag?"

"I can't get the bottom
line to zero out."

"How far off are
you?"

"Ten dollars."

"What!"

The explosion of sound in Dagmar's ear made
him pull the handset away.

"Ten dollars? You're
holding up my board meeting for ten dollars? Just email the damned
report to me. I'll put the money in myself."

The click at the other end
of the line terminated the conversation. Dagmar felt the
temperature in the room rise. White spots appeared before his eyes
and his head felt as though it was fizzing. "Breathe, you fool, breathe. You can't shift in
here."

This wasn't the first time he'd banged heads
with his boss on this particular account. Every time he worked the
numbers for the World Watch organization, there was always last
minute additions scurried to his desk with no backup. His
reputation as a licensed CPA stood in the balance.

Maybe he was being
a bit unrealistic, but the five or ten dollars consistently missing
from the million-dollar account spreadsheets were nothing compared
to the monstrous couriers who brought the briefcases to him. His
friend Lee was part Chinese and quite a tall man, but the Oriental
behemoths attached by handcuffs to the leather-bound attachés,
well...frankly, they terrified him. His intercom clicked on.
"Nelsson!"

He pushed the
send button on his
inner-office email.

"About damned
time."

What his cranky superior didn't know was
Dagmar had saved the information to a flash drive to be added to
the collection of spreadsheets he was storing on his laptop at
home. A company whose purpose was to spot marketing trends around
the globe shouldn't have expenses for a fleet of oversized
semi-trucks. What kind of marketing company sent trucks globally at
the drop of a hat? The gas receipts showed fill-ups at the most
unusual times in the oddest locations.

Dagmar didn't care what his accounts did to
make their money, but this company's covert operations made his
scales itch. Petra, his lifemate and new wife, was beginning to
think he'd lost his mind.

 


~ * ~

 


"Dagmar, do we
really have to go to the
Great Hall again this weekend?" Petra pushed her lower lip into a
ferocious pout, adding crossed arms and a tapping foot.

He bit his lip to keep
from laughing. She was so cute in her angry state; he scooped her
up, ignoring the roiling gray aura surrounding her.
"Yes, my love. Staying at the Great Hall eases
the irritation from my job."

"Can't we just go to the
mountains in our human form? Shifting makes me so tired. I can't
enjoy being with you when all I want to do is sleep." She turned
dark lilac eyes to him. Surely he'll get
the hint.

His cobalt eyes twinkled. "Then we'll just
take a nap together before we wander the halls."

She swat at him but allowed him to snuggle
her body to his. She huffed a quick breath. "Fine. But you're
buying me a side of venison when we get there. I'm famished. Oooo
and for dessert, I want pistachio ice cream with strawberries and
habanero peppers."

Dagmar pulled back from
kissing her forehead and looked into her eyes. She'd lifted the
cloaking, revealing the normal shifter eye with slit iris.
"Are you sure that's what you want?" He warily
lifted a brow.

Petra snuggled into his chest and sighed
contentedly. "Yes. If I have to go to the Great Hall every weekend
so you can change and exercise your flying above the fjords, I'll
have what I want to eat. I'll worry about the weight later."

"Okay...pistachios and
habaneros it is."

Shifting into his dragon form gave him a
sense of control his human form didn't share. Flying for several
hours around the practice course set above the fjords and around
the mountain tops tired him and took his mind from the account that
was becoming a daymare as well as a nightmare.

 


~ * ~

 


Dagmar dropped the flash drive into his
jacket pocket. As he'd worked through his lunch hour to finish the
blasted report, he was leaving after his mandatory eight hours of
work. He shut off the computer and closed up his desk. Nothing
there couldn't wait until the morrow.

Nodding at his receptionist, he proceeded to
the elevator and watched as the indicator lit up each floor the
elevator passed. The door slid open and Dagmar, head down, started
to enter. He bumped into something solid. Blinking in confusion, he
looked up into a pair of unshielded brown snake eyes flecked with
gold staring at him. The mountain of a man had a matching partner
at his shoulder. The mammoth wall of humanity stood their
ground.

Dagmar stepped back. "Excuse me."

"I'm sorry."

There was a string of
words Dagmar didn't recognize spat out in rapid succession. The two
muscular slabs took a step sideways, revealing a tall, well-built
Japanese man in an expensive suit. "My
bodyguards are very diligent about my safety. Please accept my
apologies."

The black haired gentleman
nodded his head slightly, and Dagmar returned the gesture. He
stepped into the lift. Turning, he watched the three men move in
unison down the hallway toward his boss' office. The doors closed,
hampering his efforts to identify the unusual trio.
I'll have to find out who they are...another day.
Tonight, Petra and I have planned a quiet dinner at
home.

Little did he know his quiet dinner for two
had become a dinner for three―and quiet was not to be any part of
the evening.


Chapter Five

 


Japan

 


Lee watched the movement of the food belt.
The novelty had quickly worn off and added to his frustration when
Nels focused on the merry-go-round food and ignored his probing
questions. The disquieting sense Lee experienced at the embassy was
exacerbated in the restaurant. Nels was blocking all his efforts to
discover the identity of the Japanese colossus he'd observed in the
lobby.

"Nels?"

"Hmm?" The ambassador had
a mouthful of rice.

"Are there any other
businesses within the walls of the embassy?"

Finishing the food in his bowl, the
ambassador grabbed a dish containing a pink substance wrapped in a
green leaf. A server appeared to take away empty plates and leave a
small teapot of steaming liquid.

"You really should have
some of this sakura
mochi. Very good. Very sweet."

Lee felt his stomach roil. "No thanks. You
still haven't answered my question, Nels. Are there other
businesses within the walls of the embassy?"

Sighing dramatically, the Swedish ambassador
set his chopsticks on his plate. He made a show of wiping his mouth
and turning to speak to his companion. Lowly, and with measured
tones, he answered in Swedish. "This is a discussion for someplace
else besides lunch. There are many ears within this eatery. I'll be
happy to walk with you after lunch and try to fill in some of the
blanks. I know why you're here. I got the memo sent from the
international conference. While we haven't had any incidents in the
embassy, there have been many within the community. I'll tell you
the rest when we walk. Alright?"

Lee grunted his acknowledgment.

Nels finished his sweets
and insisted on paying the bill. Lee watched the man interact
easily with the cashier, conversing comfortably in Japanese. Once
they left the restaurant, a palpable silence hung between the two
as they headed to the elevator. The ride to the ground floor was
uneventful. Each time Lee would look to Nels to start a
conversation, Nels would slowly shake his head. It wasn't until the
duo stepped into the street and turned toward Odori Park, Nels
relinquished his silence. "I've been
avoiding your questions because I'm fearful of the
truth."

Lee slid a sideways glance
at his friend. Nels had been a daring, almost reckless, hockey
player. Hearing him state he was fearful, of anything, didn't bode
well for Lee's suspicions. "Why's that,
Nels?"

"I tried to ignore the
recent flurry of activity in the embassy, but we're just too small
for me to pretend these occurrences aren't happening."

Lee slowed his pace as a familiar form came
toward him. The large, Japanese man dropped the cloak about his
eyes for a moment, a very slight action around his mouth showing
his attempt at a smirk, when he recognized Lee. The slight movement
of acknowledgment would have been missed by a two-legged, however,
Lee caught the motion and returned the act. The man disappeared
into a building before Lee and Nels had reached his position.

Nels had been rattling on about his duty as
ambassador and not panicking his staff when Lee interrupted
him.

"Did you see him?" He
stopped walking and turned to face Nels.

"See who?"

"The large gentleman who
visited the embassy before we went to lunch. I think his name is
Watanabe."

Nels looked around the
scene, unsure what he was to be seeing. "No, not really. Lee, I think you're still tired from your
trip. I'll be sure and have my secretary book your flight directly
from the airport outside town when you return. I'm not sure who
sets up your travel back home, but they were way off when they
stuck you on a train from Tokyo."

Lee walked toward the
building he saw Watanabe enter. The front was modern of design and
the business name was painted on the window in Japanese and
English. Lee noted the name―World Watch, Inc. He knew it was going
to be important to his work. "Nels, you're
right. I think I must still be tired from the time changes. I'll
call a taxi and head back to my hotel. We can talk about this
later. Maybe we can plan dinner tomorrow with Johanna?"

Nels smiled as he stretched a hand to hail a
cab. "She'd like that."

When the taxi pulled to
the curb, the ambassador opened the door, indicating Lee should
enter and leaned down once he was seated. "I'll count on you contacting me before lunch tomorrow to
confirm the plans. Until that time…"

With a quick wave, Nels shut the door of the
cab and set off down the street.

Lee pulled an address from his coat jacket
and handed it to the driver. Relaxing into the seat, he watched the
businesses speed past the window. Maybe at his next meeting he
might actually get some usable information.

So far he'd been fed a line of government
gobbledy gook. Whether he learned the truth or not by tomorrow
evening's dinner, he'd allow Nels staff to arrange his flight home.
Olga had dropped a bomb on him he needed to verify. Things in his
ordered world were about to get completely out of his control.


Chapter Six

 


Japan

 


James Sakura's desk was
littered with papers in three different languages. Each day, he
started with Hokkaido
Shimbun, the local news, paying special
attention to the "Oddities of the
Day" column. Once he'd gone through the
local paper from cover to cover, he got Online to read
8 Sidor, the favored
paper of the Ambassador, and the San Jose
Mercury News. To finish up his morning
routine, James would scan the back pages of the San Francisco Examiner and
Los Angeles Times.
Heeding a tip from a friend in the Northwest, he added
Portland's Choice newspaper out of Portland, Oregon to his list.

What he'd noted was the pattern of odd
sightings was increasing. People were reporting they'd witnessed
human beings changing to dragon form―partially. Many were sure it
was a movie stunt. The Japanese movie studios had hinted they might
be remaking Godzilla, and the locals were waiting anxiously for
more information about the movie. The newspaper suggested the
sightings were the studio's way of creating hype for the film.

The papers in Sweden were oddly vague about
a few unusual events reported by high-spirited young people
celebrating the end of winter.

Within the American papers was where James
culled most of his information. While the American reporters didn't
share their European counterpart's propensity for attacking first
and asking questions later, they still made wild assumptions they
often couldn't back up with facts. Yet, within the outrageous
conjectures often hid truth. James noticed more cases of changing
followed by local governmental agencies quick cover-up actions. One
of these cover-up actions had prompted his call to Lee
Svensson.

 


~ * ~

 


"Lee? This is James
Sakura, Defense Minister from the Ambassador's office in Sapporo. I
overheard the ambassador setting up your visit. Can you please stop
by my office when you arrive? My contacts back home have kept me in
the loop with your recent study, and I believe I might have
important information to add to your report." He left his cell
number and email address. The reply from Lee was
instantaneous.

"Mr. Sakura? Lee Svensson
here. When I received your call, the identification showed a
blocked number. Why should I trust you? How can I be sure you are
who you say?"

James cleared his throat. "I couldn't give
you the embassy's number because, quite frankly, I believe the
lines are being monitored. As for trusting me, I don't have any way
to guarantee I am who I say. The last time I trekked the
Angermanalven River gorge, I enjoyed a great lunch at the falls.
It's been too long and I need to exercise my wings, so to speak."
James waited for a response of some kind but receiving none, he
continued.

"We, too, have been having
the kind of shifting problems I see happening in America and, to my
consternation, it appears the incidents are increasing since the
tsunami. Previous to the disaster, a traffic report would cross the
wire and the local constables would appear to take care of the
snarl. Soon after, local road workers would materialize, and the
police would just melt into the side streets. By the end of the
workday, all traces of accident would be gone, and no one was
inconvenienced. The similarities to the American reports are
disconcerting."

Lee thought a moment. "I'll contact you once
I've settled in my hotel. We can further discuss this at that
time."

James concurred.

 


~ * ~

 


Lee stood across the street from the offices
of World Watch, Inc. He debated whether to go inside and, finally,
opted to take the plunge. Walking to the corner, he waited for the
light signal to change and followed the flow of pedestrians. His
pace slowed as he neared the entry. Grabbing the handle, he reacted
when the door flew open and he was faced with the man he knew to be
Mr. Watanabe.

"Brother." The large man
tipped his head in acknowledgment.

Lee hesitated, suddenly uncertain what to
do.

"You'll find the answers
you seek inside." Watanabe allowed the hint of a smile to touch his
lips as he was absorbed into the flow of foot traffic.

Lee searched the crowd, amazed the giant of
a man could disappear within such a short span of time.

He stepped into the office vestibule. His
eyes surveyed a space free of clutter. The walls were painted in
muted warm gray tones. The welcoming guest chairs offered classic
comfort. The receptionist, behind a modern black and silver-toned
desk, appeared professional and polite.

"Good afternoon, sir." Her
English held no accent.

"Miss. I was wondering if
I might have a bit of information about World Watch. I've visited
your website and would like to see how my business could benefit
from your services."

She lifted a slender hand, pointing to the
chairs. "Of course. If you'll take a seat, I'll see if one of my
agents has a moment to answer some of your questions."

Lee watched her slip through a threshold
behind her desk, noting the camera openly aimed at the front door.
He stood gazing out the window lost in the current of humans
parading past the front glass.

"Ms. Daishi suggested I
might be able to answer some questions for you. How may I be of
service?"

Lee turned to face a young
Japanese man several inches shorter than himself with gold eyes
similar to his own. He started without realizing he'd done
so. "You must be blessed with great
fortune."

The young man offered an ironic smile. "I
am." He dipped his head in a short bow. "I'm Michinori Yoshizawa.
You may call me Micky should you choose."

"I'm Lee..."

His hesitation was slight but the young man
noted it.

"...just Lee. I have read
your company's material on the Internet, and believe you might be
able to help me. I'm on a business trip and thought I might stop in
and see if we could come to an agreement of services."

Micky swept his hand in the direction of the
door behind the receptionist.

"If you would kindly
follow me, I think we can discuss your needs." Turning, he led the
way past the front desk and opened the highly polished, silver
entry.

Lee followed behind the young man. While the
hallway walls were of a glass material, he was unable to peer
inside the rooms. His suspicion was the occupants were able to see
him as he trudged past. Near the end of the glass corridor, Micky
opened a door, inviting Lee inside.

Lee followed the man into an austere office.
He allowed his dragon vision to take over, his eyes sweeping the
room. The expensive furniture was functional. A dark wood desk of
moderate size appeared neatly arranged with pen set and sleek
phone. A solitary, brushed silver In-box occupied a lone sentinel
position on the end of the desk. The black tuck-and-button office
chair, which Michinori occupied, smelled faintly of fresh leather.
Lee darted a glance to the rubbish can against the back wall
expecting to see the manufacturer's plastic stuffed inside.

His sweep had rewarded him with the
knowledge each corner of the room hid a spying devise. A waver in
the space around the end of the stapler facing him alerted him to
the possibility of a microphone. Instincts honed from a lifetime of
military service kicked in as he sat precariously on the edge of
the chair facing the desk.

Micky spoke first. "What market do you
aspire to conquer?"

Lee allowed the corner of his lip to curl
upwards. The aggressive approach put forth by Michinori set the
tone.

"I'm in the...security
business."

Micky nodded slightly.

Lee continued. "I need to have knowledge of
a country's volatility before anyone else does. In so doing, I can
go in and offer the...assistance...of my company to those who need
it. So, I guess the market I'm searching is the world."

Lee shifted his weight and leaned forward,
thrusting his chest toward the hidden microphone. "Knowledge is
power."

Michinori templed his fingers beneath his
chin.

"I believe we can do
business. I'll need to put your request to my supervisor. Do you
have a business card I might have? We'll need to contact you once
we've made our decision."

Lee reached into his inner pocket and,
grasping the edges, retrieved a business card specifically designed
for this trip. With two fingers, he offered the small bit of
identification to Micky.

"My email is located on
the bottom right corner. Please feel free to contact me anytime. I
turn off my phone after nine in the evening." Lee stood and watched
the man behind the desk read the card. He's holding the edges, too.

The hair on the back of Lee's neck stood and
he felt his scales rustle.

Michinori rose, a polite smile gracing his
face. "Let me escort you to the front. I'll contact you within the
next week with an answer."

The two men retraced their steps to the
lobby, bowing respectfully to each other as they parted.

Lee pushed into the daylight and signaled
for a taxi, giving the embassy's address to the driver while he
mulled over the odd meeting. Lee's dragon senses were screaming at
him to investigate this organization. Yet, he couldn't jeopardize
months of hard work because his scales were itching. The skyline of
the town passed in a blur as he reworked all he'd observed inside
Michinori's office; cameras and microphones. What marketing company
needed to record everyone who entered their offices? Then again,
why not? In the current business atmosphere, it might be a wise man
who kept track of all traffic in and out of his offices.

Paying the driver, he entered the lobby of
the embassy and crossed to the check in station. A new guard,
taller and heftier, had him empty his pockets and go through the
security measures, waving him through when nothing beeped. He
touched on his phone and scrolled to the number he sought getting a
response on the first try.

"Yes. This is Lee
Svensson. Is the minister in? Would you please let him know I'm in
the lobby? Thank you."

A phone buzzed, the sound
echoing through the quiet room. The receptionist, her tone muted as
fit the surroundings, greeted the caller. "Mr. Svensson?" Lovisa Stromberg glanced Lee's
direction.

He moved to the desk and looked into a pair
of teal blue eyes rimmed on the inner and outer sides with gold.
She dropped her cloak for a moment. The distinctive slits of dragon
eyes stared at him.

"Yes?"

"Third floor, room 335.
Mr. Sakura will see you now."

Striding toward the elevators, his scales
buzzed beneath his skin. As the doors to the elevator slid shut, he
looked at the aura around the receptionist and frowned. There was a
dark blue cloud spiking yellow bolts. Lee shook his head and pushed
the button to the third floor.

"Somebody's in deep
trouble."


Chapter Seven

 


Swedish Embassy, Sapporo, Japan

 


Lee navigated the maze of protocol necessary
to get into the Defense Minister's office. The floor receptionist
was polite but guarded, and the assistant to the Minister was
downright hostile. Her icy demeanor would have put Lee off had he
been in a position to care, but he knew she was protecting her
boss.

Once safely ensconced in the comfortable
visitor's chair having gone through the necessary introductions, he
remarked. "I'd give a month's pay to have as ferociously loyal an
assistant as you do."

James Sakura smiled. "Rakel can be a
deterrent when necessary. I make sure she has everything she needs,
as I don't want to lose her. Thank you for agreeing to meet with
me. There are some security protocols I want to cover while you're
here. I've tried to contact the home office, but I'm afraid the
distance can be quite preventative to a productive outcome."

Lee stared at the Defense Minister. His
statement was nothing but a long way of saying, "We need to
talk."

"Mr.
Minister..."

James held up a hand to stop him. "I'm on my
way to spend some time at my family's cabin near the Daisetsuzan
National Park. It's something I planned before your surprise visit.
I'd be honored if you would accompany me, as my guest of
course."

Lee gave James a
questioning look. "This trip is purely business, Mr. Sakura. I've
my own pressing matters back in Sweden." Lee furrowed his
brows. What are you doing?

James picked up his phone. "Rakel? Please
arrange for transportation to my cabin. Mr. Svensson will be
accompanying me. Call ahead and arrange for a day's worth of food
to be available. If there is an emergency, I'll have my pager."

Lee shot a dangerous look
to the minister. How can I be more adamant
about not going without being rude?

"I really need to confer
with my counterpart here about some of the..."

James came around his desk and stood
directly in front of Lee. He looked him in the eye and dropped the
cloaking around his face. His ice blue eyes, silver shards glinting
in the glow of the fluorescent lighting, stared deeply into Lee's
gold orbs.

"You must trust
me."

Lee watched the cloaking waver slightly
around a crème colored snout. The light color bled into blue,
ending in blood red scale tips. As the man spoke, no hint of
deception surrounded his head. He stepped back and cleared his
throat.

"You know, I've heard
there's a live volcano at the park. Is it true?"

James re-established his cloak and allowed
the hint of a smile to emerge.

"Yes. We've had an
explosion as recently as 1988. However, at the moment, it's safe.
Shall we?"

They exited the office and James nodded to
his assistant. She gave a head bow and continued her work.

Silently, the two men rode
the elevator to the garage. A black Mercedes sedan, engine running,
waited. Once inside, James pushed a button on the console and a
smoked glass slid silently to the ceiling, effectively securing the
back seat from the alert hearing of the driver.
"I need to be extremely diligent with my
conversations."

Lee turned to face the minister. "Is there a
problem?"

James settled into the smoked gray leather
bench seat. "Yes."

"Are we able to discuss it
here?"

"Let's coach our concerns
until we reach my family's cabin."

The next eighty miles were spent in
contemplative silence.

 


~ * ~

 


Summer was exploding
across the landscape. The smell of evergreens with cedar undertones
hung in the air as Lee and James exited the vehicle. James leaned
in and rattled off instructions to the driver. "We'll be picked up in twenty-four hours. Shall we go
in?"

James led the way to a chalet reminding Lee
of Sweden. The peaked roof sloped all the way to the ground. At the
top of eight steps, a large porch reached from the front of the
two-story home, providing cover for the first floor and an area
large enough to hold many people outside the entry to the second
floor. Lee stopped at the uppermost stair and leaned his arms on
the railing to take in the view of the surrounding area.

"Amazing, simply
amazing."

James smiled and unlocked the door. "I think
I'll air out the interior for a few minutes. It's been closed up
since mid-winter."

Lee was lost in the sensation as if he was
only a few kilometers from Stockholm.

"I'm
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