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As Darkmind threatens to take over Vaya Sage’s consciousness, the assassin considers suicide to rid the world of this threatening evil — all while engaging in a lethal shootout with the Dark Uzzit.

When the dust settles, Vaya Sage discovers that Darkmind has been driving his decisions ever since the Treiliki hit. Had he been nothing more than an elaborate puppet in Darkmind’s macabre theater?

Even his desire to retire as an assassin proves to be part of Darkmind’s plan. Vaya Sage would do it anyway — just to forget what he’d done to Midi Ella and other innocents but it turns out his role involves far more than curbing the pace of human trafficking. The stakes are much higher than he’d ever imagined and a bizarre development may actually give him the upper hand for a change.

Once again, 

reality is far less believable than memory implants 

ever hoped to be. 
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VERY EASY RATING OF 5 stars.  Tony Parsons

Gut wrenching and impactful ... I liked the twists and turns. Laura Rose

Grabbed me around the throat and wouldn’t let me breathe! ... on the edge of your seat, nail-biting, exciting read! ... you are gonna love it! Connie

A short but powerful story. Can’t wait for another book by this talented writer.  Jackie's Reviews

Spellbinding new world full of action, duplicity, loyalty, compassion, betrayal ... This novella is chock full of adventure, a well described new reality, compelling and captivating characters. 

What do you do when you’re a darkness that hides in other peoples bodies over the generations? This is the second installment of a series of a mind blowing saga. A whole new world opens up from the view of the protagonist in this series. How do you tell reality from manipulation and false memories? Myles Cohen

A very captivating read that keeps you guessing about what is really happening. The blending of magic and advanced technology is unique. ... you want to read more. Paul Sabin

Wow ... The story was a whole different level of telling. I didn’t expect the twist and turns ... the character development was ... like John wick where you feel the lives and backgrounds of certain characters - you just want to know more.  Gabriel Gomez 

Delightfully twisted. I could easily see it on The Twilight Zone. It’s great to find an author who can do justice to this kind of story. An intelligent and entertaining story.  Patricia Terry 

This was an interesting, dark short story with a unique plot. I enjoyed the depth of storytelling around the psionics and technology working together. A great blending of sci and fantasy. Timothy Putney 

It is an interesting, intelligent and actually believable story that drove me to read it twice. Highly Recommended.  Andrea Stoeckel

Expertly told with some emotional content and an assassin with a tinge of conscience. Robert Krueger

This epic sequel to Assassin Hunter [Soul Hunter] is a beautiful, labyrinthine journey for Darkmind, as we witness his poignant experiences that shaped him ... Drew Briney continues his amazing ability to pack his books with deep emotional journeys with philosophical wit. Highly recommended. Lori Peterson

I ... found it very hard to put down. Assassin novels are one of my favorite stories to read and he didn’t disappoint.  JD Penley 

Dark, visual, interesting – and, frankly, frightening. Well worth reading.  Norma Miles

Captivating Story ... Packed with action and solid characters. Terrific for a long run or a long drive.  Lane

Short but powerful. Jackie’s Reviews

If you like to be on the edge of your seat in every department and sense of the definition, give this a go! You won’t be sorry. Lucian Bane

A mind-altering and puzzling adventure. A very captivating read that keeps you guessing about what is really happening. The blending of magic and advanced technology is unique.  Paul Sabin

Absolutely worth listening to several times. J.M. Wright

I LOVED this story! It enthralled me from the first page to the ending. It’s short, but filled with an incredibly interesting storyline that makes the reader think. Some of the sci-fi gadgets and scenes seem like they could be real and the characters are really relatable and well thought out. Yet another story by Drew Briney that I couldn’t put down! Heather Lunog

Keeps you wanting more ... wish it was longer. Patricia Terry 

I absolutely loved this book. I hope to see future adventures from this world. Vaya Sage kept me on the edge of my seat constantly and I couldn't put this book down! J.D. Penley

Wow ... had me hooked ... enthralled. The story was a whole different level of telling. I didn't expect the twist and turns of the story. ... It was like John wick where you feel the lives and backgrounds of certain characters  - you just want to know more. Gabriel Gomez

SIGN UP FOR DREW’S NEWSLETTER at https://anewbreedofdragon.com for serial stories, book updates, free and discounted books, audiobook giveaways, readings by the author, and much more. 
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Running Through Death’s Door

––––––––
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HUNKERED OVER, VAYA SAGE GRIT HIS TEETH, pressed his fist into his right shoulder to slow the bleeding, tried to gather his composure as his mind buzzed. At great odds with itself, his brain felt both like fog on a lazy morning and a high speed computer excitedly whirring through some protocol to deliver breathtaking data. He slowly and deeply inhaled, hoped the extra oxygen would clear his mind. What was this strange sensation?

All things considered, the only logical conclusion assaulted his consciousness: Darkmind was invading his psyche and apparently, a transfer of consciousness wasn’t instantaneous. It took time to take hold. If true, he’d need to act quickly to stop it.

But how? 

Clueless, his thoughts tumbled into a tailspin. Could he simply focus intensely enough to stop the process? Was the effort worth the risk? Would a memory clinic be able to help him? Probably not. Besides, he needed a zero-risk solution.

Suicide. 

Somehow, that felt like a nonstarter and yet, the thought passed through his consciousness clearly and methodically as if trying to suggest its superiority to other, less promising ideas sprouting in the back of his psyche. Objectively speaking, suicide was the only clear path to destroy this evil. And this very moment might be the only open window of opportunity.

An electrical pulse zipped through Vaya Sage’s brain and left in its wake a suffocating fogginess that threatened to suck him to the ground. He shook his head, clenched his jaw, scanned the room, and then shook his head a second time. The biological pull to pass out nearly overtook him but a spike of pain from the wound coaxed him away from a stupor.

Despite the pain, he held his magma-rifle close to his body and performed a slow, tight shoulder roll over the top of what was left of Ji Anna. Cleanup would have to wait. Besides, he couldn’t be blamed for this one. 

His gut wrenched as the skin on his face briefly brushed across her neck and upper chest, offering him a passing whiff of her intoxicating scent — mingled with fresh blood. He wondered whether or not her consciousness really was present moments before the Dark Uzzit shot her, moments when she’d begged for her life. He doubted it but the thought taunted him, mocked him for not knowing — but how could he possibly know?

Even neuroscientists shared no consensus over the meaning or definition of consciousness and as far as Vaya Sage knew, it was nothing more than a bunch of electrical flashes found within biological matter. He hoped it was more than that and he felt that there was something more to establish meaning to life than that but hopes and feelings weren’t his favorite standard-bearers for truth. They were pesky fellows, prone to all sorts of deception and misdirection.

Whatever the truth of the matter, this wasn’t his fault, he reasoned. Blame fell squarely upon Darkmind this time. Vaya Sage had been nothing more than a pawn, fighting against all odds to protect a barely guarded king from a well seasoned and complete, opposing army. Hell, as his mind buzzed unbelievably fast to accomplish whatever it was doing, he felt like he was fighting this battle, not only against a complete chess board, but against a freshly set game armed with three extra queens happily targeting his king from every direction.

More precisely, it appeared the Dark Uzzit was targeting Vaya Sage now. If he was worthy of half of his reputation, he’d have a pair of freelancers employed outside. Whether he’d been hired to kill Vaya Sage before or after he’d hired him to kill Darkmind was anyone’s guess. 

Whatever happened to honor? he passingly wondered. 

That, he reminded himself, belonged to another age, another era when morality held sway over men of the earth. Apart from his personal code of honor, Vaya Sage was acutely aware that thoughtful morality was nothing more than a fantasy he clung to from time to time, a bygone day when men still believed there was meaning to life, something worth striving for. Some days, he lost that hope as well, believed that his own code of ethics was nothings more than a utilitarian philosophy to justify the many killings he’d been responsible for. In those moments, he wished he could rid himself of these childish notions but he couldn’t truly trod that rode — not while being true to his innermost desires and beliefs. He might as well agree to stop breathing. 

A second shot hit a pot or pan or something metal behind Vaya Sage and sent shrapnel of some sort zipping past his ear. The sound was frightening close and punched his untamable thoughts back into focus. He desperately sought composure even as he revisited the pragmatic possibility of allowing the Dark Uzzit to take his life — it was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? Suicidal ideations meandered through his mind for a second tour even as he shoved his weight against a cabinet to redirect his energy toward the back door.

Damn. Mental buzzings were growing unbearable, sending clusters of thoughts and memories through his mind so quickly that he couldn’t process any of them, let alone control their direction. 

Suicide. Yes. He should forget himself, stand up, and let the world discover a more peaceable balance without Darkmind’s evil influence. True, plenty other evils would remain, but ...

A small, army-green canister hit the refrigerator, clanked onto the floor, releasing billowing clouds of smoke. Vaya Sage barely registered the fact that he recognized the model. Designed to be shot through a modified Glock that could hold up to five cartridges somewhat similar to a flare gun, its presence informed him that the Dark Uzzit was closing in, probably less than a hundred yards away and on the move. He didn’t expect any poison gas to kill Vaya Sage. This was nothing more than a simplified pinch maneuver to limit his viable options. 

Instinct tore at his attention, reverted his gaze to the back door. It was the obvious choice. Heavy foliage and large decorative boulders would offer some semblance of cover he wouldn’t find inside this quaint little home. Boulders, at the very least, blocked heat vision, which was crucial when assassins preferred working with magma-rifles. From his best assessment based on the trajectory of the shot that pierced his shoulder, and whatever gas had been shot through the window, the Dark Uzzit had not only moved from his original position, he was anticipating Vaya Sage’s next move. 

Although that probably meant he’d be running toward the same place Vaya Sage was now targeting, it remained his best choice, all things considered. At least, he consoled himself, an old fashioned shootout allowed him equal opportunity and some small dose of honor.

More shrapnel whizzed past his ear and stuck itself deeply into the cabinet behind him and another piece found purchase in his left shoulder. Somehow, with all of the frenzied activity zipping through his brain, he hadn’t even registered the pop from the original shot. Some indescribably odd sensation resonated throughout his brain and drove Vaya Sage into a bizarre pose where he was grasping onto one cabinet handle while oddly holding onto another half-open cabinet door just to maintain balance — despite the fact that he was already kneeling on the ground.

Focus.

Don’t be a coward. Give yourself up.

No.

If he was going to die, Vaya Sage wanted to do it some other way besides role reversal, unless, of course, he simply stood up and took the shot like a man, sacrificing himself for the greater good. He scuttled along the floor, maintaining his cover behind the cabinets until he flung the back door open. 

As he bolted beyond the entry and into bushes immediately to his right, he puzzled over the fact that no other shot was fired. If an additional gunman had been stationed outside, he’d just missed his best opportunity. Sure, he’d been quick, but a diligent gunman should have been ready — especially given the preceding gunfire.

Target location in mind, Vaya Sage meandered cautiously through the foliage to avoid giving away his location. The closest decorative boulder jutted out of the ground less than fifteen yards away, a huge carved slab of stone sticking out of the ground like a giant, jagged coin thrown from space.

Brain fog engulfed his consciousness again, only this time it came with a prickly electrical pulses that left him exasperated over the strange and overpowering sensations in his brain. If he’d been the superstitious type, he’d have believed all of that mumbo jumbo about the Dark Uzzit having clairvoyant powers and so forth, he’d believe he was under psionic attack that very moment. Then again, after all he’d been through, high-tech like that was no longer farfetched. 

Regardless of his personal beliefs and reservations, his mind buzzed with subconscious activity he couldn’t explain. Surfacing intuition informed him that a compressed file was unraveling, draining him of energy and focus. Although his subconscious offered rational explanations on a silver platter, the idea nevertheless felt more aligned with gut instinct than reason itself. 

But what kind of file would be unraveling and what purpose would that serve? Even amidst all of the confusion, the answer was obvious and Vaya Sage began to feel overwhelming guilt that he wasn’t offering himself as the sacrificial lamb. He might as well accept the fact that he would be thinking as Darkmind soon. And yet, confusion defined his own thought process as he considered the moral implications of his possible choices and somehow, despite the superior morality of it all, he couldn’t muster the discipline to choose suicide.

He’d never considered himself a coward before. That label stood far afield from everything he represented and yet fear of death and self preservation suddenly usurped valor and honor as the highest principles.
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A CARELESS GAMBLE
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Confusion or Cowardice?

––––––––
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VIOLENTLY SHAKING HIS HEAD in a vain effort to clear his mind and pressing his fist harder against his right shoulder, Vaya Sage rested only briefly behind the boulder before bolting toward his hovercraft, vaulted over several raised decorative gardens, and hoped beyond all hope he could take cover behind a decently sized boulder before shots began firing again. 

He guessed the Dark Uzzit wouldn’t have a clean shot before he found cover but couldn’t be certain. Further, that might not matter. He could have placed an explosive trip wire or camouflaged landmines en route. Assuming he’d hired more hit men, Vaya Sage had no choice but to race to the hovercraft and rely upon his rocky love affair with Lady Luck. Since no one had covered the entrance, he held some hope that there wasn’t anyone else but taking his time to stroll across the empty field to his parked hovercraft wasn’t the most logical approach either.

No matter which way he sliced it, the Dark Uzzit boasted every advantage. He’d had adequate time to consider eventualities Vaya Sage hadn’t begun to contemplate. Darkmind had compromised his mind, spikes of pain plagued his shoulder, and blood seepage couldn’t be avoided while navigating heavily landscaped terrain.

Despite the pain, he awkwardly sprinted with vivid comprehension that any slight miscalculation could be his last. And yet, as he ran, he felt oddly energy-drained while feeling his adrenaline spiking at the same time. Stumbling over a small change in terrain he’d poorly navigated, his brain spun with activity. 

That’s when he heard the shot and the sound of the bullet making impact not five yards ahead and to his right. Vaya Sage, repositioned his magma-rifle as he spun, searched for his target. Deftly, he spotted the shooter, recognized he was too far away to make a rushed shot while running, so he dove behind a bush. 

Raising himself to one knee, he leaned to his right and took a shot at what appeared to be a ginger man in amateur camouflage. Only a small lock of hair protruded from the hoodie, but the mistake was enough to assure Vaya Sage that this wasn’t the Asian, Dark Uzzit. The assassin had indeed hired an assistant. Apparently, he’d scrimped on the hire, Vaya Sage considered, but took little comfort from the observation.

He should be virtually invisible underneath a camo-throw, he silently mocked. Instead, he relied on cheap, old school material that could be purchased from legal dealers. At least, the ginger man’s camouflage had those dizzying lines between colors that, like zebra stripes, created confusion in the eyes of predators. No matter, Vaya Sage thought. Magma-rifle controls adjust for these effects. 

He hadn’t expected to make his shot from this vantage point, but he repeated the effort with a second round and hoped it would buy him time for a quick dash behind the boulder.

The ginger took better cover, giving Vaya Sage enough enough freedom to dash the remaining distance to the boulder. He felt pressure against his heel, wondered if he’d been glazed by a bullet or if only the sole of his shoe had been hit. Knowing that when adrenaline runs high, it can be impossible to tell, he chose to ignore whatever it was. If he didn’t take out the snipers, he wouldn’t survive long enough to make that assessment one way or the other.

He shook his head to retain clarity and glanced to his left where the Dark Uzzit seemed most likely to appear. 

Nothing.

Shoulder throbbing from the last shot, Vaya Sage positioned the magma-rifle against his right shoulder, and then half rolled, half flopped to the ground, shifted his body weight until he could peak around the bottom section of the boulder. With a small bush in the way, the shot was much more challenging than he may have expected, but he was also unseen by the ginger man who was well positioned and perfectly still, waiting for his own shot. Vaya Sage took a steadying breath, enjoyed the luxury of an extra few seconds to carefully aim, waited for the first indication that he had a decent shot, and pulled the trigger the instant he saw the slightest shift in stance behind a sparsely leafed bush. 

He heard nothing, but observed the figure slumping forward and then falling without any fanfare. He couldn’t hear the final thud, but imagined the sound in his head.

One down. Vaya Sage took a deep breath, grunted as he raised himself from the ground, and verified a second time that the Dark Uzzit hadn’t turned the corner to take his own shot at Vaya Sage.

Leaping over one last raised garden, Vaya Sage cursed as he tumbled, smashed his right elbow into the ground as he intuitively tried to brace his fall, and yelped when the inevitable onslaught of shoulder pain threatened to rid him of consciousness. In his mind, he saw a sheet of blood pouring from the impact. His instinct to return pressure to the wound kept him from getting back to his feet, required an odd shift of weight and some flexibility to maneuver a decent position. He raised his left knee from the ground, leaned on it with his elbow in preparation to stand up. 

Quickly glancing to the right, he wondered where the Dark Uzzit would be located, how he may have planned out this eventuality. Why wasn’t he sprinting around the other corner of the building? If he’d taken earlier shots from a close distance, there was no prime location to wait from. Vaya Sage calculated visible options, found only unreasonably risky gambles for the Dark Uzzit, groused in frustration. He hated being behind the game. He’d calculated everything possible with this hit, he’d reviewed this property with meticulous care, and he’d considered every possible way this could go wrong.

Well, except double-cross.

Another volley of mental whirrings left him unable to finish his efforts to stand up so he essentially crawled tripod style, stumbling as he tried to clear his mind all while babying his throbbing shoulder. 
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