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Chapter 1



The patch of rock where I chose to sleep was always exactly the right temperature.



Scorching hot.



It was the hottest part of my lair actually. It was in a tunnel that branched off from the central cave and ran close to the magma chamber of the volcano.



I was laying down in a half-asleep, half-awake state and enjoying the warmth that would have caused any other mortal creature to melt, when the faint sound of voices came from somewhere in the cave system.



Ugh. Not again.



The voices were far away, but even if they were closer, I wouldn’t have felt the need to drag myself out of my cozy resting place.



The largest army in the land had already tried and failed their weekly attempt to kill me and steal my treasures.



Rightfully earned treasures, might I add.



It was only yesterday, or the day before, or whenever, that the idiot king had sent them my way, and they would be even bigger fools than I thought if they came back before healing their knights and replenishing supplies.



Whoever dared enter my lair must’ve been either an overly confident group of travelers who would soon regret their decision, or it was a group who were lost and didn’t know what they were about to get themselves into.



These mortals were such fools.



If it was lost adventurers, then I wouldn’t be too hostile to them, but I wouldn’t let them leave without taking a few trinkets or weapons from their inventories for good measure. It was the least they could offer me after disturbing a perfectly comfortable morning.



This part of the cave was the best place to sleep, but it was also where I kept the majority of my hoard of treasures. Gold coins, a whole rainbow of precious gemstones, rare swords, and pieces of armor were piled high around me like mountains.



As it should be.



When I first started my hoard, I would try to sort everything into neat sections and attempt to maintain some kind of order to it all, but now I relished how it was all a massive mess of shiny, expensive things that would occasionally avalanche down upon me like the first snow.



Sometimes I would gather up as many gold coins as I could, and drop them over my body and use them like a blanket.



How delightful.



I’d often dream about leaving my cave and bringing more stuff back to my collection, but that was something that required work, and I wasn’t a young hatchling anymore. In my earlier years, I’d done plenty of looting, burning, and terrorizing, but now I was content with my life and how I’d established myself.



Except for when I had to deal with irritating little humans, elves, dwarves, goblins, orcs, or… whatever race that wanted to kill me and steal my precious gold and gems. The cycle was endless, but all I wanted to do was sleep and revel in my possessions.



I sighed and stretched out my limbs as the voices grew nearer. I couldn’t make out any distinct language accents, but of course I wouldn’t know the vocal difference between the humans, elves, dwarves, or whatever, even if they were right in front of me. They all screamed the same when I breathed fire at them, whether they wore a knight captain’s armor, or it was their first time with a sword.



It was probably humans. The king of their puny realm just wouldn’t leave me alone. He hated that my lair was within his borders, or so one of his knights had explained to me before I roasted him and his fellow soldiers a few days ago.



Or maybe it was a few years ago?



Whatever.



Every time this idiot king sent his knights and “slayers” into my lair, they seemed less and less prepared for battle. I believe I killed the army’s most skilled captain a few months ago, or maybe that was last decade?



The king must’ve been forced to promote knights who weren’t ready for the responsibility. The fights were beginning to get a little bit too easy if I was being honest, but then again, everything in my life was easy at this point.



I was quite possibly the most powerful dragon to ever exist.



The voices grew nearer, so I cracked my neck to relieve the stiffness of sleep and then crawled quietly through the tunnel to the central area of the cave.



The temperature fell the further I crawled from my hoard, but it was still swelteringly hot for humans. The tunnels of the cave system were large enough for me to pass through comfortably, and they were big enough that humanoid footsteps and voices echoed around. There were certain corners and turns that were a little tight, but other than that, my home was perfect.



I peered around into the central cave and saw two tiny shapes standing back to back in the middle of the space. They each had their swords outstretched in one arm and their shield poised in front of them with the other. The everlasting torches mounted onto the cave walls lit up the face and body of the man facing me just enough for me to make out a few details.



His face was youngish, like a child or maybe even a baby, and an expression of fear was plastered on it. Tufts of dark brown hair poked out from under his helmet, and his pale lips quivered despite the heat all around him. He had a secure grip on his sword, so I analyzed the insignia on his breastplate and guessed he was the latest knight in charge. I knew the king was desperate, but to make this kid the captain?



I couldn’t make out the identity of the other man who was facing in the opposite direction, but from his posture alone it was easy to tell that he was a lot older.



This in itself was quite odd.



The king had never sent a wizard to fight me, and while I had gobbled up and burned many in my life, wizards always demanded some caution. Some were immune to elements. Some possessed magical devices or weapons. Some were crafty and dangerous, but all of them tasted terrible when eaten, so I wasn’t about to just chomp him. The last thing I wanted was indigestion for the next few days.



I waited in the shadows and watched their moves. I couldn’t be sure if they knew I was watching them or not, but whether they did or didn’t, making the first move wouldn’t be wise.



The two men didn’t attempt to go into any of the tunnels shooting off from the central cave, and instead they continued to circle around the same spot. Eventually, the second man turned and his face was illuminated enough for me to observe him.



I had to do a double take when I saw his face and the royal coat of arms adorning his armor.



King Balan.



He had aged since I’d last seen him in my cave only a few days ago, but there was no doubt that it was him.



The hair that poked out from under his helmet was gray now, he sported a thick beard, and countless wrinkles now creased his forehead.



When we had first met, he was just as old as his companion, and I’d slashed a nasty cut up from the base of his neck to his left cheekbone after he proclaimed me a menace to this world and his God Right to vanquish me. His knights had rushed him out of the cave before the first drop of his blood had even managed to drip down. I could see the traces of the scar that was still etched into his skin from that night all those years ago.



I guess it was years ago, even though it seemed like just a few days to me.



He hadn’t returned to join the army in battling me since that first time, so I couldn’t help but wonder why he was back now.



“Are you sure he’s here?” the knight captain asked in a wavering voice.



“He has to be,” Balan said. “There would have been sightings of him reported if he was out wreaking havoc on the villages.”



“Maybe he’s gone out for a walk?” the knight captain suggested with little to no certainty.



“Don’t be so nave,” Balan snapped. “He’ll be here. He’s smart enough to know not to reveal himself too early.”



“Do you think he’s watching us?” the captain asked.



“I’d say almost certainly,” Balan said.



“Oh, dear,” the captain squeaked.



Balan’s voice was much deeper than the last time I’d heard him speak, and it was filled with a lot more confidence, too. His confidence wasn’t a good sign at all for me. He was in my cave for the first time in decades with an inexperienced knight, so what could he possibly have hidden up his sleeve to be so confident about?



None of this boded well.



Even more time passed with them standing out in the open and me observing them from the shadows, until King Balan finally opened his mouth again.



“Show yourself, Ethad, Destroyer of Peace, Scorcher of Lives!” he announced.



I remained hidden and silent.



“We will sheath our weapons if you refrain from attacking us in return,” he continued. “We simply wish to talk.”



This was undoubtedly a part of whatever their plan was, but hiding in the shadows in silence was growing tiresome, and I couldn’t help but let my curiosity get the better of me.



“You may sheath your weapons, but I fail to believe it is only the two of you willing to face me,” I said from the darkness.



My voice rumbled around the room and caused the young knight captain to flinch in fear. The two men shared a look before Balan answered.



“There are more of my men waiting outside in case things turn sour,” Balan said. “But I will not give them the signal to attack so long as you do not give me a reason to.”



“Your army has never worried me.” I emerged into the central cave and the light from the everlasting torches revealed my dark, blood-red scales to the king and his captain. I towered above them, and the terror that King Balan had been trying to conceal overflowed and flooded down his face. The scar I’d given him was clearer to me now, and it created a hairless path through his beard where hair refused to grow over the damaged tissue.



“You have changed a lot since our last encounter.” I spoke down to Balan. “You look… old, human.”



“While you look unchanged,” Balan said. “It has been forty years since you gave me this scar.



“Seems like it was last week.” I let out a short laugh, and both of them began to tremble.



“Remind me of a dragon’s life span again?” the king asked in a whiny voice.



I chuckled even more at what I assumed was an attempt at buying himself some time.



“Thousands of years,” I said. “I remember when only elves ruled this world over the beasts. Then the dwarves came and then the goblin-kin– finally, the humans. I care not for any of them, but what is a human’s life span? A measly hundred at most… much less if they choose to face me.”



King Balan didn’t find that last comment as amusing as I did, and he stared back at me with purpose in his gaze.



“I am here to give you a chance to step back and change your ways before I use my secret weapon against you,” he finally said.



“And is this your secret weapon?” I scoffed. “A young knight who doesn’t look like he’s even finished his training?”



My lips pulled back into a smirk and bared my sharp fangs to the men.



“No,” he said. “You do not want to know what the secret weapon is. Just agree to stop attacking my people, and I will have no need to use it against you.”



“I do not attack your people out of blind rage or bloodlust,” I said. “They invade my home and try to steal my belongings. Do you think because I am considered a monster by your kind that I do not have a right to defend my home and myself? I was here long before you. Long before humans even came to exist.”



“Your belongings are stolen from them in the first place,” he said.



“The mighty take from the weak. It is the way the world works, and I recall you saying you would sheath your weapons.”



Balan and the knight captain shared another look, and then after a quick nod from the king, they both sheathed their swords.



“Whether it is the way the world works or not, I cannot allow you to continue to terrorize my people,” Balan said.



“Advise them to leave me in peace then,” I said. “You have your kingdom, and I have mine. I am content in my caves. Tell them to avoid me.”



“There… is… progress to be made in these mountains,” he said. “Gold and other metals we need for–”



“Ahhh, there it is,” I rumbled. “It is my mountain you are after. This is why the dwarves and elves do not like your kind.”



“The dragon calling us thieves is ironic,” he hissed.



“I don’t steal. I take. And I can because I am the strongest.”



There was a long stretch of silence between the three of us. The knight captain looked around uncertainly, while Balan and I locked eyes. Balan was the first to break contact.



“I will ask you one last time,” Balan said. “Leave this place. Fly to some other part of the world. Or else suffer the consequences.”



I was about to reply, but my reply wasn’t necessary.



Balan apparently didn’t have the patience to wait for an answer, and before I’d even parted my lips to create a sound, hundreds of humans wearing robes began to flood the area from the entrance tunnel.



They smelled of magic, so I guessed them to be wizards and mages. They all looked indistinguishable from each other with the blood-red hoods of their cloaks up, like a horde of one duplicated person. Mages didn’t normally dress the same because they didn’t all belong to one territory or group, but it seemed that King Balan had ordered them to wear something that visibly united them with the royal family.



I noticed one had a beard, another had a pointed chin, but how much could someone really tell about a person without looking them in the eye?



“I thought you were opposed to the use of magic, like your father was,” I said to Balan.



Balan and the knight had both unsheathed their swords again as the hundred wizards flanked them.



“Desperate times have forced me to have a change of heart,” he said. “I have realized that having magic on my side is the only way to defeat you.”



“I admire your personal growth,” I said in a dry tone. “Even if it would have your father rolling in his grave. It’s no matter. I’ll kill these fools as easily as your last batch, and then I’ll finish what I began with that cut across your face.”



Balan tensed his jaw, and it was clear my words had struck him in the heart.



“Mages!” Balan bellowed. “Begin the enchantment!”



The mages who had attempted to kill me in the past had never gathered into such a large group like this. Mages had a tendency to be loners, and if they did happen to be in a group, then they would often be the only mage in the group because their egos often got in the way when working together.



I expected these mages to fight as mages had fought me before. The odd ice spell here and there, a poison spell that didn’t even penetrate my scales, but this army of mages was different. Before I could even breathe fire they all motioned with their arms, and it was like there were a million strong hands holding me in place.



“What is this magic?” I demanded.



I tried to move my wings and my tail but they were frozen in place by invisible bonds, too. No mage had ever been able to entrap me with a spell before, but working together as a team they had a lot more power.



I pushed again, and my arm moved by a few inches, but it took all my effort.



“He’s breaking free!” One of them shouted.



“And when I am free, think of the agony I will inflict upon you!” The bonds seemed to break a bit more, and my talons curled around the empty air.



A few of their expressions flickered with terror, but their confidence returned when another mage approached and stood beside king Balan. He was old, likely around sixty years old, and he didn’t wear blood-red cloaks like the rest of the mages. He wore a dark green cloak with the royal coat of arms stitched expertly onto the cape in gold thread, and his long beard was neatly brushed and tied up with silk ribbons.



“May I present to you the first-ever royal enchanter,” Balan said. “Astrum the Great.”



I let out a laugh at the king’s announcement.



“‘The Great?’” I asked as I struggled against my bonds. “And what has he accomplished that is so great, exactly?”



The royal enchanter smiled up at me as if I was nothing but another man.



“Aside from playing a key part in uniting the kingdom and the mages,” Astrum said. “I will be the man who manages to finally rid this land of you.”



“You believe that, do you?” I asked. “These mages cannot hold me forever, and being trapped in place does not affect my resistance to your damage.”



“I am aware of the extent of your powers and strength,” he said in a calm tone. “But I do not intend to kill you, as I know it cannot be done here. Our magic could never be powerful enough.”



“Then what do you intend to do?” I tried again to fight the entrapment spell, and it felt like the bonds shifted a whole foot.



Yes. I would soon be free.



“You will see,” Astrum said and looked at King Balan.



“Ethad, the Destroyer of Peace, Scorcher of Lives!” King Balan cried out.



I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the name the people had bestowed on me.



“My family line…” he continued. “The great kings of Coilfell have failed to kill you for hundreds of years. We have been pushed to drastic measures. You will hereby be henceforth banished from this world!”



What the hell did that mean?



“Banished!” the king repeated. “To a world you will fail to understand! To a world with no dragons, no magic, and no way for you to return!”



Then King Balan and the young knight captain stepped back, and Astrum the Great started to chant something as he raised his arms in the air.



The other mages joined in the chant, but I couldn’t understand the words.



The floor beneath me shook, so gentle at first that it was barely noticeable, but then the sensation grew until the mages around me trembled. If it wasn’t for the spell on me, then I don’t think I would have been able to keep my balance.



The sound of the ground quaking rang in my ears.



All at once, the quaking stopped, and the stone beneath my feet began to crumble away in place of a swirling cloud of a thousand colors. I’d seen portals before from various summoner mages who’d been to my cave in the past, but I’d never seen one of this size.



Astrum’s power was undoubtable because only the most skilled mages would have been able to pull something like this off, even with the aid of so many others.



“Where are you sending me?” I demanded.



But it was no use, Astrum didn’t answer my question and did nothing other than continue his spell and smirk at me as I struggled in place.



The portal spread out until it was all around me and only stopped before it reached the mages surrounding me.



The colors were so bright that I couldn’t look into the portal for more than a few seconds without my eyes blurring over and a pain threatening to form in my head.



“Mages!” Astrum announced with a flair of his hands. “Cease your magic. It is time.”



Without wasting a single second, the mages stopped their spell that kept me in place. I prepared myself to lunge forward at Astrum, to use my wings to propel me forward at such a speed that he wouldn’t be able to dodge me, and burn him until there was nothing left to identify, but the force of the portal was too strong.



Its power latched onto me and dragged me down into its swirling vortex. My tail and legs sank in, and I scratched at the stone sides with my claws, but it didn’t matter if I managed to get a grip on the solid ground or not.



My body was overwhelmed by the power, and I was fully engulfed by the portal before I could utter one final word to the mage who created it.



My stomach churned in a way it never had before, and nausea rose in my throat. My head spun, and it was as if my body was folding inside out.



Every memory I’d ever had swarmed through my brain until I was no longer certain what was a memory and what was the present.



It was a war of sensations, but as soon as it was over it felt as if it hadn’t lasted longer than a second.



My head hit something solid, and despite the harsh thud, it was a preferable feeling to that of the portal.



The ground around me was hard as stone and completely flat.



I slowly pried my eyes open and was immediately hit by the rays of the sun beaming down on me.



The air was cold, and at first, I thought it might’ve been from the contrast of the heat from my hot lair, but a few moments passed and the cold remained.



The sky was pale and full of clouds, and the wind was sharp and biting.



I’d only ever flown to a cold climate once before, and it was to find a treasure that had been rumored to be hidden there under a snowy mountain, but I looked out into the distance and there were no mountains now.



The surroundings were filled with tall, tower-like structures. They were larger than any castle I’d seen before, even the ones in the greatest elven nations. They must have taken years to build them up to their impressive height.



Many seemed to be made of stone, but many others were a complete mystery to me. They had the strangest smooth sides like facets on enormous gemstones, and they reflected the images of everything around them like a crystal-clear lake.



My eyes drifted down from the towers and to the ground below, and at first, my eyes couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. There was more gray than anything else, and green trees and grass only existed in small patches.



Hundreds of creatures zoomed around between the towers, all various colors but the same shapes for the most part, although some were much larger than others. They were confusing creatures that didn’t have legs and instead moved on wheels.



I watched one of them as they slowed to a stop, and a person stepped out of one. That’s when I realized they might not be creatures, but rather a form of cart or wagon that people rode in. At least I hoped they were a form of wagon because going inside of a creature to ride it seemed very unpleasant.



The people below appeared very different from the people I had encountered in my lifetime. I’d seen travelers who were the poorest of village folk, to the richest of nobles, but none of the people below me were dressed like any of them.



Some of their clothing was vaguely similar, a few of the women wore dresses and skirts, although they were much shorter than any I had seen before, and some men wore some kind of helmet that looked soft rather than hard and sturdy.



They couldn’t possibly be proficient at protecting their heads, unless they were enchanted.



It was also strange to see the majority of people looked lively and not sickly, unlike most village people I’d seen. This kingdom must’ve been very wealthy to ensure that most of the people did not starve, especially in what I assumed were the winter months of wherever this place was.



So much looked different, and I hadn’t even seen more than a small view of it. Wherever I’d been sent, it definitely wasn’t anywhere I’d been to before, or even anywhere I had ever heard of before.



How was I supposed to figure out my way back home to my lair when I didn’t even have a clue where I was?
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 Chapter 2



For safety’s sake, I figured it would be wise for me to transform into my human form until I knew more about where I had been sent by Astrum.



I flexed out my limbs and closed my eyes as I urged my body to take on the shape of a human. The change rippled across my scales until they faded away and were replaced with skin that was much less durable, but still stronger than the average human’s. The cold air bit my skin harsher than it did my scales, but it wasn’t a significant sensation.



My tail retracted and so did my magnificent wings. My horns and spikes shrunk down into me until they were no more, and my sharp fangs were replaced with blunt human teeth. I allowed my canines to remain just a little bit sharper than a human’s usually were because that would be an unlikely feature to give my identity away. My dark red scales were now human skin that was naked and bare to the elements around me.



I opened my eyes again as I felt something land on the naked skin of my shoulder. I looked at the spot where I’d felt something touch, but the only thing there was a droplet of water. I looked up to the sky and saw the clouds had darkened to a shadowy gray, and snow was falling down from them. The specks of white snow floated down and landed on my skin, and they melted instantly.



The weather was not too much of a bother, but it was time for me to find my way off of this tower anyway. There wasn’t much on the top of the tower so the door that I assumed led down onto the lower floors wasn’t hard to locate.



The door was not like other doors I’d seen, and I wasn’t even sure it was made out of wood. I grabbed the handle but the door didn’t open, which meant there must have been either a lock on the other side, or it was enchanted with some sort of spell. Either way, it wasn’t enough to hold me out, and I wasn’t about to be stopped by the strange wood-less door.



I snapped the handle with one twist of my wrist and pushed the door open to reveal a short stairway.



It was impressive how quickly the temperature changed from the outside to the inside of the building. Towers were usually very hard to keep warm because of the stone walls and the effort it took for people to keep fires constantly burning, but this building had a pleasantly consistent temperature.



I went down the stairs until I came out into a hallway with white walls, and I wondered where they had found an abundance of such stone. Even the royal palace was made of common gray stone.



There weren’t any portraits on the walls. There were no tapestries or any decorations at all. There were many doors that dotted the hallways, all an equal distance apart, and they all had either numbers or words on them.



Room 820, 819, 818. I read each door as I passed them until I came to one with “Gym and Steam Room,” written on it.



This door was not locked or enchanted, and I opened it with ease.



Inside, there was another hallway but this one was very short and only had three different doors in the walls. The door to the right had just “Steam Room” written on it, and since I’d never encountered a steam room before I decided to take a look inside.



There were no people inside, and the whole room was full of steam and heat. It wasn’t a burning heat, but then again, I was fireproof. A wooden bench ran around the edges of the room, and the steam blew out from small holes in the floor.



“What is this place…” I wondered. “And why did some human make this?”



There wasn’t much more of the steam room to investigate, and nothing in there indicated what its purpose was, so I left and went into the short hallway again. A laugh came from the door to the left that read “Changing Rooms” on it.



I wondered if by changing room it meant a room specific for morphing physical forms. Maybe this building might have been intended for shifters, although that still didn’t explain why there was a room full of steam.



I opened the changing room door, and then was faced with two more doors, one that said “Men” and one that said “Women.”



I let the women’s room be, and I poked my head into the room for men to change.



Inside that room, there were no men changing their forms into different creatures. There were human men in the room, but they were changing their clothes and not their forms, and thankfully they were facing away from the door so they didn’t see me. I wanted to continue being stealthy until I knew whether this world was safe for me or not.



There were three men, but only one grabbed my attention. There was nothing impressive or distinct about his face or body, but his rather oversized tunic was decorated with a picture of a dragon.



I’d seen patterns stitched onto clothing before, but this didn’t look like stitching, it looked more like a painting but on cloth rather than canvas.



The dragon in the picture was a powerful one, larger than even me judging by its comparison to the building it clung from in the painting. The words “Game of Thrones” were written above it, and all I could think of was that perhaps these humans engaged in some sort of dragon-hunting game, like how nobles had fox-hunting parties. This place was full of some powerful humans if they hunted dragons as sport, and they were shameless too if they wore clothing designed around it.



The man took his dragon tunic off, put it into a bag, then put on a tunic that didn’t have any sleeves. The other two did the same and put on almost identical sleeveless tunics, then put their belongings into small doors that were embedded into the wall. They nodded to each other, and then to the door I was peering through.



I stepped back from the door before they caught sight of me, went through into the short hallway again, and then when I heard the men leave the changing room, I rushed into the steam room again.



I waited there in the steam until I heard the men leave through another door and their sounds faded to nothing, and then when the coast was clear, I went back into the now-empty men’s changing room.



I went to the small door that the man with the “Game of Thrones” T-shirt had used, and when it didn’t open, I pulled a little harder until it bent off the hinges.



I set the tiny door aside and rifled through the bag the man had put his dragon tunic in until I found it and held it out to inspect it more closely. The artistry was very realistic, the artist responsible should’ve been proud of himself. It was likely a good idea to dress in some clothes seeing as I hadn’t come across any humans not in clothing so far in this strange place.



I pulled the dragon tunic onto my torso with the thought that if these people saw I was a fan of their dragon hunts, then they wouldn’t have reason to assume I was a shifted dragon.



The bag also held a pair of trousers made of a rough, dark blue material that I pulled onto my legs. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing to wear, but then again, I wasn’t used to wearing clothes at all.



There were a pair of shoes under the bag that I shoved my feet into and tied up the string that ran through them to keep them from slipping off. The shoes were a bit too small for me but even peasants in the villages I had been to before had a weird thing about walking around outside in bare feet, and I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself.



Now perfectly disguised as any other human from this unfamiliar land, I left the changing room again and looked inside of the last door in the short hallway.



It was much brighter than the other two rooms had been, and it had a lot more people inside. There were strange structures made of metal and something else I didn’t recognize dotted around the room. Some looked like strange chairs but with extra components hanging over them. At first, I suspected it was a torture chamber of some kind, but then I noticed people as they sat on them and pulled the components down with a lot of effort.



Other people ran in place on structures that made small sections of the floor move, and the whole room was filled with huffs and puffs from the out-of-breath people.



The entire left wall was made out of mirrors, so I pressed my hand against it to see if it was an enchanted one or a normal one. Nothing happened, so I whispered a greeting to it, but again nothing happened. It was a shame because if anything could tell me how to get back, or where I currently was, then it was a wise old magic mirror.



I observed my human form in the reflective surface, the broadness of my shoulders, the height of me compared to the other men, and how dark my eyes were. My eyes caught a man laying down on a bench-like chair, and he was surrounded by other men. He held a long metal bar in his hands that had these thick circular blocks that looked like they were made of the same odd material on either side of it, and when he pushed it into the air, the men standing beside him cheered as if he had just secured the killing blow in a joust.



The man put the bar with the weird black circles down and stood up from the bench. The other men clapped him on the shoulders and back, and said how they wished they could lift as heavy as he could.



More of the thick circles were hung up on something near me, so I grabbed a few to see what all the fuss was about.



Perhaps the man had used different types of circles than the ones I’d picked up. When I tossed these ones from one hand to the other, it was like they were nothing but a few small pebbles.



A few of the men who had cheered for the man on the bench were looking at me, so I went over to them with the circles I had collected and gathered a few more from around the room on the way over.



“Might I try with these on the stick?” I gestured with my circles to the stick the man had held that was lying on the floor.



“The bar?” a man asked. “Go ahead, I’ll take the weight off for you.”



“No,” I said. “Please, leave it, I shall add these light circles on to it.”



“Are you sure?” the man asked. “I’m not sure any of us can spot you for that much weight.”



I wasn’t sure what he meant by “spot me” so I ignored his comment and slid the circles onto either side of the bar.



“No way is he going to lift that much,” a different man said.



“If he does, then he has one hell of a sleeper build,” another one said.



I laid myself down on the bench the way the other man had and positioned myself so the bar was above my chest. I pushed it into the air one time to test the weight, and when I found that it was rather easy to maneuver, I pushed it up and down a few more times until I got bored.



“Holy shit!” one of the men said. “He’s an absolute beast.”



Fuck, they were on to me.



I pretended to huff and puff from exhaustion like the other people had, and then I placed the bar down on the floor.



“My arms are so sore from all the weight,” I said with fake breathlessness and hoped it was enough to stop the humans thinking I was a beast.



The men clapped me on the shoulder as they had done to the other man.



“You need to enter a powerlifting competition or something, dude,” someone said.



“Yeah, you’d make a killing from it,” someone else said.



“A competition you say, where you kill things?” I asked. “Interesting…”



Perhaps this was the
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 that my tunic was referencing.



“Hey, I’ve got that T-shirt,” one of the men said.



I looked at his face and noticed it was the man who had worn this tunic, or what I now knew was called a T-shirt, in the changing rooms. I stood up from the bench and towered over him.



“Yours fits you a lot tighter than mine does,” he continued.



He squinted his eyes and leaned in closer to inspect the T-shirt while I stood perfectly still.



“Wait… that coffee stain on the shoulder, this is my T-shirt!” he yelled.



“Hey, I wouldn’t pick a fight with this guy, Tom,” one of the men said. “You just saw how much he benched, right?”



“I don’t care,” Tom said. “He went through my stuff and took my shirt. Give me my goddamn shirt back!”



He raised his hand and shoved me in the chest.



Big mistake.



I shoved him back with only a small fraction of my strength, but apparently, that was enough to send him falling back onto the floor. The other people in the room gasped and watched us for what would happen next.



Tom pushed himself back to his feet, and he pointed an unwise finger at me in a rather threatening manner, despite it being clear that I could and would easily overpower him if need be.



“Give me my shirt back or I’m calling hotel security to drag you out of here,” he spat. “Are those my jeans and shoes, too? You asshole!”



“Who is hotel security?” I asked.



I’d not heard either of those names in the past, but whoever it was must’ve been powerful if they were going to be called as backup against me. I took a step back to indicate that I wasn’t going to lunge and attack him, raised my hands as if in surrender, and then made a run for the door when everyone’s guards were down.



I slammed through the door into the short hallway, then through the one into the long hallway. I ran down it past every door until I reached the end and saw a door labeled “Stairway,” and another labeled “Elevator.”



I had no clue what an elevator was so I went left through the stairway door and was met with the longest, zigzagging set of stairs I had ever seen.



Tom and a few of the other men from the weird circles room shouted something from the hallway, so I didn’t waste another second and bolted down the stairs.



Thankfully, I was faster and had better stamina than pathetic humans, so I made it down to the bottom so quickly that Tom and the others didn’t even catch sight of me on the stairs.



I broke through a set of double doors and into a large, high-ceilinged room that smelled like flowers. There was a long table that reminded me of a bar against the back wall, and a woman was standing behind it talking to two men dressed in dark blue on the other side.



“I think that might be him,” the woman said to the men and pointed at me.



The men looked at me and began to walk closer.



“Sir, we can’t have you causing any more trouble for the guests,” one of them said.



I analyzed my options as I quickly glanced around the room. Stay and talk to these two men who may take me to the
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I picked the latter.



One of the men in blue reached for me, but I was faster than they were prepared for and made it out of the tower and onto the street. The temperature change from outside to inside was instant, but I didn’t let it hinder me and just kept on running.



I ran straight down the street at top speed and changed direction down some alleyways a few times until I was certain I’d lost the two men in blue. I stopped running and finally took in my surroundings now that I was on the ground between the towers rather than on top of one.



The strange wagons moved a lot faster than the wagons I knew, and they had lights on them and made loud honking sounds at random times. The snow was still falling from the clouds, and there were less people out than I had seen earlier.



I strolled down the street while keeping my eyes out for anything that might be useful in telling me where the fuck I was.



An elderly woman wrapped up from head to toe in thick, fluffy clothing walked toward me on the street. She looked frail enough that I could count on her not being a threat, and so I called to her before she passed me.



“Hello, my good woman,” I said. “Where is this place I find myself in?”



“Get away from me, creep!” she shrieked.



She continued walking the way she was going as if I’d never said anything at all. Why were all humans in this world so difficult?



I continued down the street, watched the strange wagons as they created trails through the snow, and looked through the windows of the buildings on my left. One of the buildings was full of different pieces of furniture, another was filled with these weird lanterns that somehow lit up without a flame, and another one had a ridiculous amount of clothing on shelves, and these creepy, faceless people stood in the window wearing some of the clothes.



“I hope I never meet the mage who performs that curse,” I said.



I passed another building with a long window on its front and stopped dead in my tracks as I saw what was inside. The words “Bearded dragons for sale” was plastered onto the glass, and on the other side, there was a small cage entrapping the poor, tiny reptiles that must have once been fearsome dragons like myself. I crouched down beside the glass and looked at them more closely.



“Brothers…” I said to them. “Who put you here? Who stripped you of your powers?”



They didn’t reply, and I didn’t know if it was because they couldn’t or because they were afraid to. Perhaps their captors had beaten them down to the point where they were scared to ask for my help.



I tested the door but it didn’t open, and I was about to break in when a man appeared on the other side and shouted through the glass at me.



“We’re closed, buddy!” he shouted. “Come back tomorrow.”



“I command you to free those dragons!” I shouted back. “Release them from their cage!”



“If you want one then come back tomorrow and buy one,” the man said.



“Free them now, or you will regret defying me!” I warned the man.



“Are you threatening me?” he asked. “Get out of here, you psycho. I’ll call the cops.”



The cops? Were they like those men in dark blue?



Or perhaps they were the ones responsible for weakening the dragons and putting them in the cages, or worse, the ones who took dragons to the arena for the
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 .



For the sake of my own safety, I would have to come back to save my fellow dragons at a later time, and I took off again down the street.



I realized when I slowed my pace again that the snow had stopped. Most of the buildings to my left were dark and closed, but there was one of those wagons stopped on the side of the path with a large gap in the side. A woman stood inside of the wagon, and handed something to people standing outside.



I walked a little closer and saw and smelled that it was some kind of food that the woman was handing the people, and the people handed her these thin slips of parchment in return.



The food smelled much more exciting than the charred flesh I was used to eating in my cave and even more exciting than the stews and bread I would eat when occasionally exploring the villages in my human form.



“What is this food?” I asked the woman in the wagon.



I figured she must be some kind of traveling merchant.



“Tacos, the best you’ll find in all of Chicago.” She smiled at me. “We’ve got chicken, pork, or fish.”



“What do you wish for in return for them?” I asked.



“Twelve dollars for three,” she said.



I didn’t know what a dollar was, but if it was something of worth, then I likely had plenty somewhere in my hoard of treasures back in my lair.



“I am far from my treasures currently, but once I find my way back to them I can return the gift of your food for plenty of gold,” I said as the smell of the food caused my mouth to water.



“Sorry dude, I don’t do payment plans… especially not for street tacos,” she said. “No money, no taco.”



She wouldn’t give me the food, but maybe she could help me with answers to my current predicament.



“You said the finest tacos in all of Chicago,” I said. “Is Chicago the name of this world?”



“Well, I wouldn’t consider Chicago the whole world,” she said. “Although it is for some people.”



“Then what is the name of the world?” I asked.



“Um… Earth…?” She gave me a confused look. “Did you hit your head or something? Do you want me to call someone?”



“No!” I said immediately.



With no hope of convincing this merchant to give me the food, I began again down the street. I didn’t focus on how long I was walking and only focused on keeping up my speed until I found something that looked worth stopping to investigate.



I found myself in an area where the buildings were much smaller, and there were not any more of the impressively large towers nearby. The snow had stopped falling, but it remained on the ground in a thick blanket. There weren’t as many people out on the streets in this part of Chicago, and I walked past a boy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen.



He was wearing one of the useless, soft helmets, and held a large shovel that looked similar to the odd material back in the heavy-circles room. He used it to push snow away from the front area of the small buildings.



He sniffled and shivered from the cold, and it didn’t seem like he was enjoying being in the snow at all, but before I could ask him why he was enduring the weather an older man came out of one of the doors and handed him some of those slips of paper.



“Twenty-five dollars as promised,” the old man said.



Dollars were what the woman asked for in exchange for the food, so I then deduced that dollars must be what the currency of this world was called, and I could receive it by removing the snow from the front steps and paths near people’s houses.



The boy pocketed the money and then began to trudge off in the direction I’d just come from. The next few houses had already had their snow shoveled, presumably by the boy, so I walked until I found some houses that hadn’t been shoveled yet.



I went up to the first front door and knocked as I had seen humans do on a few occasions. It took a moment, but soon a middle-aged man opened the door and glared at me.



“Good evening,” I said to the man in as kind a voice as I could muster.



“What do you want?” the man asked.



“I would like to offer my services of removing snow from the front of your house in exchange for dollars,” I said.



“I already paid a kid to come and do it,” he said.



There was no doubt in my mind that I could do a better job than a baby goat, so this wasn’t about to be a hard sell. I also didn’t need to be fed and cleaned up after like a goat might, so I had that advantage, too.



These people really were stupid for leaving such tasks to farm animals.



“Do you care for the kid yourself, or is it sent here by a farmer??” I asked.



“It’s… it’s just the neighbour’s kid,” he said. “I pay him twenty-five dollars for it.”



I considered my advantage of speed, stamina, strength, and not to mention my resistance to extreme temperature, and I figured I could make some good money by charging less and accomplishing more work.



“I will do it for twenty dollars,” I said. “And I will do it faster than the human child does it.”



“How do you know how fast the kid does it?” he asked.



“I am amazing at everything I do,” I scoffed. Did this man really look at me and question my competency compared to a human child? I should’ve been offended.



The man looked past me at the snow in front of his house, and then he looked back to me.



“Fine, go ahead,” he said.



He closed his door and it was time to begin.



I didn’t have one of the shovels that the boy had used, so I had to use my hands to push the snow away, and thanks to my intense body heat, the snow melted away at my touch which really sped the process up.



Not ten minutes later, and the snow was gone from the front step and the path leading up to the house. I knocked on the door again, and the man opened it up with a shocked expression written across his face.



“Holy shit, you really did it all already?” he asked as if he could not believe the evidence with his own eyes.



“Yes,” I said and held out my hand. “Now give me the money.”



“Of course.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out some of the slips of paper, and handed them to me.



“Excellent,” I said, and I put the money in my own pocket.



“Wait, did you do all of that without a shovel?” he asked. “And without a coat or gloves?”



I didn’t have time to talk to him any longer if I wanted to get more money from more houses, so I walked away and approached the next house. The man watched me from his doorstep with a slack jaw and wide eyes, but eventually, he closed the door again.



I repeated my offer to the next human at his home, and then the next house, and so on until I’d gathered more than two hundred dollars. I then knocked at another house, but this one wasn’t as pleased to take on my services.



“It’s late at night, get the hell away from my house!” someone yelled from behind the door.



I stepped away from that house and approached another, but this one didn’t even respond to my knock, and neither did the one after that. I supposed that either I had wandered into a part of Chicago where people didn’t appreciate offers of services, they really liked snow in front of their houses, or they were asleep.



Either way, I took it as my sign to go back to the taco lady and finally try some of this world’s food.



The sky was pitch black by this point, and my clothes were wet from the snow. I arrived back at the place where I had seen the traveling food merchant, but she was no longer there. I looked around, but there was no sign of her.



I turned down another street, and a different but just as new and exciting, whiff of food floated up into my nose from somewhere.



I looked around and saw a young man holding a door open to a place as a young woman entered.



The sign above the door read “Bob’s Diner,” and I saw people through the windows carrying trays of food. That must have been where the smell was coming from.



I could go days without eating and be fine, but my curiosity about what this world’s food might be like was taking hold of me, and I didn’t feel a need to fight it. I checked the money I had earned was still in my pockets, and then made my way to the diner to finally see if this food was worth shoveling snow for.
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 Chapter 3



The diner was warm on the inside, but again I couldn’t see a fireplace anywhere in sight, so there must be a kind of magic keeping it warm.



There was a strip of glass all along the outside wall so people could look out at the street as they ate, and the tables and chairs were all the same color of bright red. At the back, there was a bar with tall, similarly colored red stools in front of it, and there was a gap in the wall behind the bar where a very greasy-looking man kept putting plates of food.



There were five customers in the whole place, a group of three teenagers and the young couple who I had seen entering before, along with two women in the same outfit as each other who I assumed worked there.



The women wore light blue dresses with white aprons tied around their waists, and they split their attention between the two sets of customers. I noticed one of them had something in her mouth that she chewed on loudly, even when she was speaking to the customers or the greasy man in the other room.



I approached the bar at the back the next time the woman who wasn’t chewing an everlasting substance went over to it to speak to the greasy man.



“Good evening,” I said to her.



She mimicked the smile the taco woman had given me to almost the exact same degree.



“Hi honey, how can I help you?” she asked with a tilt of her head.



“I would like to try the food you offer,” I said. “I have the dollars necessary.”



“Well, that’s good to hear,” she chuckled.



Did I phrase something humorously? I decided then that it would be wise for me to analyze the way the people of Chicago spoke and adapt my language to their norms to maintain a degree of stealth during my time here.



“Please, take a seat at the bar or that booth over there, and I’ll be right over with a menu.” She gestured to one of the red stools and then one of the long chairs beside the wall.



“I shall take the booth,” I said and went over.



I sat on the side where I could face the other people of the diner so I could keep an eye on them and look out onto the street.



There were far fewer self-pulling wagons than there were earlier in the day, and there were more people than earlier, but their behaviors seemed different. They seemed to walk without stability, and they spoke loudly with flimsy voices. It didn’t take an expert on human behavior to see that they were drunk, and it was nice to see that something in this world was consistent with what I knew from mine.



I also noticed that some men and women had very bright colors painted onto their faces, and some had a fine substance that glimmered like gold dust on top of that. Occasionally the royals of my world would experiment with superfluous, eccentric fashions at balls and other special events, so it was strange to see such fashions upon the common folk of this world.



The woman who had directed me to the booth returned and handed me two pieces of paper that were covered in a substance that made them harder to fold.



“Here’s a food and a drink menu,” she said. “I’ll leave you with those for a bit and be back to take your order.”



She left again, and I watched as she exited through the doors of the diner, walked a little down the street, and then pulled something out of her apron. She put whatever it was in her mouth, and then set one end of it on fire from some device she also took from her pocket.



She must’ve been a fire mage, or perhaps the fire mages of this world had found a way of separating their powers from themselves and selling them to normal people in the form of the small devices.



The food menu didn’t have tacos on it, so my chances of trying them were again thwarted, but I would make sure to try one before I left this weird world. The other food items weren’t the sort of things I was used to seeing sold in tavern-like environments. There was no stew, no bread or oils, only different things called burgers and sandwiches.



There was something else called a wrap, but that sounded potentially dangerous. I didn’t like the idea of being wrapped.



I scanned the drinks menu and was disappointed when I saw that ale wasn’t listed. I placed both menus down next to each other on the table as I tried to decide what to ask the woman to bring me. Then I turned them over and saw there was a second side to them, and my head swam with even more options.



On the other side of the food menu there was a large red square with pictures of multiple foods and drinks inside, and the words “Bob’s Meal” written above it.



I didn’t know who Bob was, but if they featured his choice in the menu, it was probably a good selection.



I tried to lock eyes with the woman through the window, and when she didn’t notice me, I tapped on the glass.



“Excuse me, my lady,” I said.



She still couldn’t hear me, so I tapped a little louder and that was enough for her to look over and see that I was ready to order. She didn’t look at me with that smile this time, and she threw her stick with the small fire on the end down on the ground and crushed it with her foot. She scurried back inside the diner and smoothed down her apron as she came over to me.



“Sorry about that sir, are you ready to order?” she asked.



A deep, smoky smell emanated from her, but it wasn’t the pleasant smokiness that came from burning wood, but rather an acrid burn.



“I would like Bob’s Meal.” I pointed to the spot on the menu for extra clarity.



“Are you sure, sir?” she asked. “Not many people can finish that challenge alone, it’s kind of a tourist trap.”



“It is a challenge, you say?” I asked. “Is it a deadly one?”



“Well, if you go for a run tomorrow it shouldn’t have any lasting damage,” she said with the shimmer of humor in her voice again. “But you get the meal free and a T-shirt if you win, so it depends on if you think it’s worth it really.”



“Free food and another T-shirt…” I considered out loud. “What does this challenge entail?”



“So, you’ve gotta eat three burgers, three large fries, and two large milkshakes in under twenty minutes,” she said.



“And is magic allowed in this challenge?” I asked.



“Look dude, I don’t care if you’ve got the munchies,” she said. “Do you want to do the challenge or not?”



“Very well,” I announced. “Bring me the challenge, I shall destroy any adversary.”



“Okie-dokie.” She began to walk back over to the bar.



“And you tell Bob that he will regret the day he challenged me!” I shouted after her before she was too far away.



I leaned back, considered what the word “okie-dokie” might mean, and observed the teenagers sitting a few tables away from mine.



They were sharing a meal so it was reasonable to assume they were companions of some kind, but they shoved at each other and laughed loudly in each other’s faces as if they were foes. Their voices were dripping with sarcasm as they spoke, but it seemed like every joke was at the other’s expense, and they spoke an awful lot about each other’s mothers.



I shifted my gaze to the young couple and hoped their interaction would be simpler to decode.



They stared at each other, held hands in the middle of the table, and didn’t say a word to each other.



I couldn’t tell if this was a strange courtship ritual of this world, or if they were locked into a silent conflict where the first to break contact was declared the loser.



My challenge was nowhere to be seen, but the woman who chewed the everlasting substance walked over to me and put a hand on her hip.



“Hi,” she said.



“Hello,” I returned.



Then she continued to chew as she stared down at me.



“May I help you?” I asked.



“I don’t know, can you?” She winked at me.



“I don’t know… can I?” I asked with rising confusion.



This woman’s riddles were unfathomable, perhaps this was a part of the challenge.



“Hey, stop flirting with my customer!” the woman who had served me yelled over to the chewing woman.



The chewing woman rolled her eyes, wrote something down on a small journal she kept in the band of her apron, then tore out a page and handed it to me.



“That’s my number, if you wanna hang out after my shift ends.” She winked at me again then walked off.



I looked at the piece of paper she’d given me, and it had ten numbers written down on it in a strange little pattern of three-three-four with tiny lines between.



So, the people of this world were each given a number, interesting.



I folded the piece of paper and put it in the pocket I wasn’t keeping my paper gold in.



The greasy man slapped a bell and held out a large tray of food for the other woman to take. Her arms shook as she carried it over to my table, and she huffed when she set it down.



“Good luck fitting all that in your stomach,” she said.



She walked away, and I stared at the mountain of food in front of me. It was like a feast that a king or noble would have stretched out on their banquet table. I picked up one of the burgers, sniffed the meaty scent that came from it, and then sunk my teeth down into it.



It was an interesting contrast of flavors, the bread was unfamiliarly sweet and soft, the meat was salty and savory, and then there was something acidic in the midst of it all.



“This is amazing,” I said with a full mouth. “You people call this a challenge?”



I finished the burger, moved on to the next one, and then the next one, and I enjoyed each one as much as the last. Disappointment plagued me when I finished the final one, but thankfully, I had more of this world’s food to try in front of me.



I picked up one of the long, golden things that I supposed were the fries, between my fingers. There were small crystals of salt hanging on to it, and it was soft despite its firmness around the edges. I put it in my mouth and chewed thoughtfully. It had a slightly crispy outside and the inside was very soft, and the flavor was salty and somewhat nutty.



They were not as exciting as the burgers were, but I devoured them all anyway then moved on to the large drink beside me. It was in a tall glass and the liquid was light pink in a way I’d only ever seen potions colored. The drink was topped with a big swirl of what looked like cream, these small, rainbow things, and a long tube poked out of the top.



Just then I saw the chewing woman bring a yellow version of my drink with two tubes over to the couple a few tables away from me. This was the only time they broke eye contact with each other, but they restored it when they put their mouths around one of the tubes each.



I copied what they had done and put my mouth on the tube poking out of the drink. The pink liquid was aggressively sweet and thicker than a drink should probably be. I guzzled it all and then sat back and waited for my prize.



“I have won!” I announced to the room. “Where is my prize?”



“Wow, you don’t look like someone who could eat that much,” the woman who served me the food said. “I’ll go get your T-shirt.”



A free meal and a second T-shirt, I was already a champion of this world, and I hadn’t even been here for a full day yet.



The woman returned and handed me the T-shirt, which read “Bob’s Challenge Winner!” and had a very unrealistic painting of a burger beneath it. I took it from her and traded my
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“Damn,” the chewing woman said as I changed into my victory T-shirt.



I looked over at her to see if I could see what she was talking about, but all I saw was her holding out her pinkie finger and thumb of her right hand to her ear and mouth.



“Call me, stud,” she said and winked again.



The other woman shot her a displeased glare then faced me with a smile.



“Thank you for dining with us today,” she said. “I hope you were pleased with the service.”



“I was,” I said.



She remained standing there after our interaction was complete and kept smiling at me.



“Good day,” I said before stepping past her and leaving the diner.



The food was delicious, but it made me feel heavy as I walked despite not being full. I considered the possibility that it may have been laced with an enchantment that affected my speed and stamina.



There was a group of four drunk people hobbling along the path, and I decided to follow where they went to see if they could introduce me to any more interesting things of this world. I followed them until they joined a long line of people standing at the side of a building.



“I hope they have the good DJ on today,” one of the women said to the rest of the group.



“Me, too, the last guy was so shitty,” a man replied.



I walked around the line of people to get a better look at the building they were all waiting to get into, and the closer I got to the entrance, the louder I could hear music flooding out of it. It was strange music, not from any lute or harp I’d heard in my lifetime, and it was so loud and booming that there must’ve been hundreds of bards playing inside.



“What a large tavern,” I marveled.



A large man dressed in black was standing at the entrance, and he checked things the people in line handed him before he allowed them to enter the building. Excitement grew on people’s faces as they got closer to the front of the line, but two men standing next to each other looked consumed by anger rather than excitement.



“Hey, you pushed in front of me!” the man with a pathetic excuse for a beard under his bottom lip yelled at the other.



“I didn’t, so shut up,” the man with pointy hair responded with just as much aggression.



“You fucking did,” Small Beard said.



He stepped closer to Pointy Hair until they were barely an inch apart. They stared each other down but in a more hostile way than the couple in the diner had done to each other.



“Guys, cut that out, or you’re not getting in,” the man in black at the front of the line called to the two.



They either didn’t hear him or simply ignored him because the very next second, they were pushing and shoving each other.



The line man called at them again, but they escalated the fight to a full-on brawl on the ground.



The people who were on either side of them in the line cheered and laughed as the two men fought each other. They weren’t skilled fighters, and for most of the fight, it looked more like they were hugging than fighting, but they still managed to draw a little blood from each other.



Small Beard got a punch in on Pointy Hair’s nose, and Pointy Hair hooked Small Beard in the chin.



The man in black marched over to them and pulled Small Beard away before he managed to get another hit on Pointy Hair. Small Beard fought against the man and thrust his elbow back into his stomach. The line man doubled over in pain as Small Beard lunged at Pointy Hair again.



They re-engaged in combat, and despite the blow to his stomach, the man in black tried to separate them again. He struggled to hold them apart from each other, and eventually, the two men started to fight him so they could get back to fighting each other.



I may have been unfamiliar with the ways of Chicago, but it made sense that the man who had attempted to stop the conflict was the one I should’ve sided with, so I grabbed the collars of Spiky and Small’s strange cloaks in my hands and dragged them apart.



“What the fuck!” Spiky Hair yelled at me.



“Who’s this guy?” Small Beard asked.



“Thanks for the help, man,” the man in black said.



“What would you like me to do with them?” I asked.



The two men struggled against my hold, but I didn’t let them go.



“He’s like the fucking Hulk,” Small Beard said.



“Smash their heads together,” the man in black said.



“Very well,” I said as I jerked them together.



“Wait, wait!” the man in black reached his hand out to stop me. “I was joking. You can just let them go; I’ll ban them from the club.”



“What the fuck!” Spiky Hair said.



“Yeah, we were only fucking around,” Small Beard said.



“Nice try, but the blood on the sidewalk says otherwise,” the man in black said.



I released the two men, who looked at each other and puffed out their chests, but their hostile posture faltered when they looked at me between them.



“Are you an off-duty cop or something?” the man in black asked me. “Or a pro wrestler?”



I didn’t know what the man was going on about, so I just nodded.



“You should consider being a bouncer at some point,” he said. “It pays alright, and it’s easier to take down a drunk asshole than a sober one.”



“It pays?” I asked.



“Yeah, you think I stand here all night for free?” he asked.



“That would be a very foolish thing to do, why would I think that?” I countered.



The people in the line chuckled at my words.



I gestured for the man in black to leave. “Stand aside so I may be the bouncer here in return for payment.”



“What the fuck?” the man scoffed. “No, I didn’t mean take my job. Go apply on LinkedIn or something. Get out of here.”



“Very well,” I said.



This world sure did treat those who helped them strangely.



I continued down the street and walked for a little while until I saw a human laying on the ground asleep. There were so many buildings in this world that I couldn’t help but wonder why there were humans who chose to sleep outside in the cold.



I then realized how tired I felt despite my ability to withstand fatigue for longer than humans, and I figured the portal, along with the stairs, the shoveling, the fighting men, and the rich food must have taken a significant blow to my energy.



The cold didn’t bother me, and I didn’t want to spend any of my money on a room at an inn if I did not need to, so I walked down the nearest alleyway and laid down beside the wall of a building.



It wasn’t a comfortable bed, but it would do. I’d certainly slept in worse places. The night wind didn’t hit me because it was blunted by the buildings, and no one wandered down the alley to bother me, and even if they had they wouldn’t have stood a chance.



I fell asleep instantly, and when I woke the next morning, it took me a second to remember the events of the day before. I would have loved to have woken up back in my nice scorching cave, but there was no use pining for something when I could be out searching for it.



I opened my eyes, and when I did, I saw a man with a disgustingly matted beard crouched opposite me, and his hands swiftly shoved something into his pocket.



His eyes widened in shock, and I checked to see if the dollars were still in my pocket, and of course, they weren’t. He took off down the street, and I ran after him.



I didn’t have to use a lot of my energy to catch up to him, and I pounced on him before he even knew how close I was on his tail. I dragged him to the ground and held him down as he struggled.



“You thief, return my paper gold now,” I demanded.



He kept on struggling, so I shook him once to show my strength.



“Sorrrry, the m-money’s in my left p-pocket,” he stuttered. “Take it, take it.”



I reached into his pocket, retrieved my paper gold he’d called money, and returned it to my own pocket.



“Do not attempt to steal from me again,” I said. “Or you will regret it greatly.”



“I regret trying already,” he said. “I didn’t realize I was pickpocketing Batman.”



“Batman? No. Try dragon.” I released my hold on him, and he scurried away before I could utter another word. He ran out of the alley, and I left the alley myself shortly after.



I exited from the opposite end to where I’d entered, and on this side things looked pretty much the same, but there was a small structure that a few men in brightly colored vests and helmets were standing on and around. I walked closer to the structure to investigate what it was, and when I was near it, I saw there was a pile of bright vests and helmets left unguarded.



I had been really lucky with the free clothing so far.



I picked up one of the bright orange helmets and put it on, then slipped a bright vest over my Bob’s Diner T-shirt.



“Finally, a piece of armor,” I said as I tapped my new helmet.



“Hey, buddy,” one of the men in the bright vests and helmets said as he approached me.



He had skinny arms, and his stomach stuck out like a pregnant woman’s did. I could smell him from where I stood, and he reeked of that acrid smoke the woman from the diner had smelled of.



“I don’t pay you to stand around looking at the clouds,” he said. “Now get to work on the building.”



So this man was willing to pay me if I helped with the building of this structure? All I needed to know was what the plans for the building were, and I would get to work.



The smoky man trudged away before I could ask him what the plans were, but luckily there was a large piece of blue paper with the plans laying on a table next to the pile of helmets. I scanned the plans and looked at the tools nearby.



Some of them were familiar to me, like the hammers and the wrenches, but others were completely foreign to me. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how the one with the twirly piece that stuck out of it might’ve been used.



I grabbed the hammer because it was the tool I was most comfortable with and climbed the structure to the level where the other men were working.



“Good morning, fellow builders,” I said to the men.



I didn’t try to engage in any more chatter after I greeted everyone, and I got right to work so I could get the money as soon as possible. I observed a few of the men near me, and one of them was using the tool with the twirly component. It spun incredibly fast as he used it, and it made an awful, buzzing noise, like a massive, angry bee.



I blocked any sound, sight, or smell that might distract me out of my senses and worked continuously. I hammered nails down with one hit, so I made progress quickly. I focused so closely on the work that I didn’t even realize that all the men were staring at me until one of them spoke.



“Holy shit,” a man with no hair said.



“Looks like we’re getting off early today, boys,” a man with a bent nose said.



“Has anyone seen him before?” the bald man asked the rest of them.



No one answered, and I saw out of the corner of my eyes that a few of them shook their heads from left to right.



“Hey, bro, what’s your name?” the bald man asked.



I had gathered that the people of this world did not know who I was, and had potentially never even heard of me, so I felt that it was safe to tell them my name, as long as I continued to hide the fact that I was a dragon.



“Ethad,” I said, and then I went back to hammering.



“Hi, Ethan,” the bald man said. “I’m Gary.”



Ethan? I figured if that was what the man assumed my name was, then it must be a common name among humans of this world, so it would make a good alias for while I was here.



“And I’m Dave,” the man with the broken nose added. “Is it your first day?”



“Yes,” I said.



“Right, well…” he said. “How’d you learn how to hammer like that? You’re faster than a nail gun.”



“It is a simple tool?” I said as I raised an eyebrow and looked down at the hammer in my hands.



“Uhhh… yeah… We’ll let you get back to it then.”



The men moved away from me to let me focus on my work, and some more time went by before I was stopped again.



“Oh, my god,” the smoky man said after climbing up to the level we were on. “Did you all down ten espressos this morning or something?”



“It was all the new guy, boss,” Gary said. “He’s like a goddamn machine.”



Smoky looked at me and smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile like the taco lady or diner woman gave me. It was a little bit creepy.



“We finally have a workhorse on the team,” he said. “What was your name, son?”



“Ethan,” I said.



“Ethan…” He pulled one of the small journals that the chewing woman from the diner had out of his pocket. “There’s no one called Ethan on my list.”



I remained silent as the smoky man and the rest of the builders looked at me.



“Look,” he said. “I don’t know who you are, but you did good work today, so I’ll give you some cash, but don’t come back unless you’re hired properly, okay? H.R. doesn’t take that shit.”



“Where is the money?” I asked.



“A man with his priorities straight, I like it.” He pulled a wad of dollars out of his other pocket and handed it to me. “Now fuck off.”



I counted the money.



He’d given me one hundred and fifty dollars, and that meant I now had two hundred and sixty dollars. I also noticed that some of the papers were different, both in amount and design, and I wondered what the people had done to get their faces on the currency. I pocketed the money and climbed back down to the ground. I was about to walk away from the building site when Dave and Gary called out behind me and ran after me.



“Hey, the boss gave us the rest of the day off because you got so much work done,” Gary said. “He also asked for the hard hat and vest back.”



I didn’t want to part with my new armor, but I supposed it was better to do as these men asked to avoid conflict.



“Do you want to come to a bar with us and the other guys?” Dave asked. “Our usual is a pretty chill place.”



“No, thank you,” I said. “I have more important tasks at hand.”



“Come on, let us buy you some drinks,” Gary said.



“Yeah, it’s the least we could do after you basically did our work for us,” Dave said.



“You want to buy me drinks?” I asked. “I would not need to pay for them myself?”



“Yeah, we all want to get you one,” Gary said. “You earned us an afternoon off. It’s not something we get… like ever.”



It was like things just fell right into my hands in this world. Chicago truly was a land of opportunity. Besides, this would also give me more of a chance to observe the humans of the world more closely, and maybe even a chance to find answers to how to return to Coilfell.



“Take me to your tavern,” I said.



“Tavern, this guy’s funny,” Dave laughed.



They both waved to the rest of the men in the helmets, and I followed them all to a building ten minutes away.



I was excited to see what the free drinks were like, and even more excited to see how well I could blend in with the group of Chicago builder men. Hopefully, it would go down smoother than the situation in the heavy circle room had gone.



We entered the tavern and sat down at a long table by the back wall. The man behind the bar waved at the men like he knew them, and all the men waved back.



The inside of the tavern was fairly dim, but thankfully, it was flooded with the comforting smell of ale that taverns back in my world smelled like. There was also a moving painting that emitted sounds bolted to the wall in the corner of the room, and the painting was of a middle-aged woman who faced forward and spoke about something she called the economy.



“Hey, Paul, can you put the game on the TV?” Dave shouted to the bartender.



“In a minute,” the bartender called back. “I just want to see if the news talks about those murders.”



“Murders?” I asked.



Just as I said that, the magic painting changed to a picture of an alleyway that had yellow strings spread across the end, and there were men and women dressed in black standing behind the yellow string.



“I’ll turn it up,” the bartender said.



The sound coming from the moving painting got louder.



“There are still no significant leads for the recent string of serial murders that have taken place around the city,” a voice coming out of the painting said. “But what we do know is that the killer is a ruthless individual with sadistic tendencies.”



“Some people are just sick,” Dave said, and the rest of the men nodded along.



“The killer has been noted to slash their victim’s chests open and take their hearts out of their bodies,” the voice said. “Police say they do not have any evidence for what the killer might be doing with the hearts once they are removed from the bodies, and there are no current leads.”



It sounded an awful lot like how a creature from my world called a wendigo would kill. They would stalk their victims and eat their hearts in the dead of night.



At first, I thought it might have been a strange coincidence, but then the moving painting changed to show a picture of a tuft of bloody fur near one of the crime scenes, and my sense of speculation ignited into burning suspicion.
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 Chapter 4



I watched the faces of the men at the table, and none of them appeared to react in even the slightest way to the fur that had appeared for a second on the painting. It was reasonable for me to assume they didn’t know what a wendigo was, which meant the knights in charge of solving the crime may not have, either.



The painting changed to a moving image of twenty-two men running up and down a field while wearing armor. The men at the table’s demeanor changed completely the second the picture changed, and over the next few moments, they clapped their hands and cheered at the painting, then swore at the painting, then cheered again.



It reminded me of a crowd watching a joust or a beast battle in an arena. I gathered it was this world’s spectator sport, and if people were as passionate about it as the humans of my world were about jousting, then it would be a good idea for me to cheer when they cheered.



“Their armor does not cover very much of them,” I said. “They are either very brave or very foolish.”



“Hey, I’d play the game with no helmet at all if it made me as much money as those guys make,” Gary said.



“Where did you say you were from?” Dave turned to me and asked.



“I have not said where I am from yet,” I said.



He and a few of the other builders laughed a little. The humor of this world was lost on me.



“Well, where are you from?” Dave asked.



“Somewhere far away,” I said and hoped he would leave it there.



“What, like California?” Gary asked.



“Yes,” I said.



My human identity was coming along quite nicely thanks to these guys. I was Ethan from the land of California, champion of Bob’s diner, and construction worker.



The men cheered again at the painting, but they quickly composed themselves when the man behind the bar came over to us with a tray of drinks.



“Here you go, guys, the usuals,” he said.



He handed each drink to the men and then handed four drinks to me, and all of them were different kinds.



“Hey, I said I was going to get him the first drink, who else got one?” Gary asked with irritation in his voice.



“No,” the barman said. “These three are from that woman by the bar, who sent the margarita, that one sitting by the TV got you the Cosmo, and one who just went into the bathroom sent a gin and tonic. So, you have no shortage of admirers.”



I found each of the women with my gaze, apart from the woman who had escaped into the bathroom and tried to work out what their intentions were, whether they were trying to poison me, or if the drinks had some spell cast on them.



The woman in a green dress sitting by the bar offered me a small wave and a smile, and the woman by the moving painting, or “TV” as the bartender had called it, winked at me like the chewing woman in the diner had.



“You lucky bastard,” Gary said to me with a chuckle.



“We’ve been coming here for years, and nothing like that’s ever happened to us,” Dave said.



“So, it is uncommon…” I whispered. “Perhaps it is a trap. I will not fall victim to it.”



I swirled the drinks in their glasses and gave them a sniff to see if I could tell if anything was wrong with them.



“Don’t worry, they’re straight from the bar to you guys,” the bartender said. “They didn’t put anything in them.”



The bartender returned to his place behind the bar, and the men at the table watched me with intrigue.



“So, who are you going to go for?” one of the men asked.



“I’d pick the one in the green dress,” Dave said.



I looked between the women, then at the men’s expectant faces, and when the third woman returned from the bathroom, I looked at her, too.



“Never mind, I’d go for her instead,” Dave said.



“Whichever drink I choose dictates which woman I… get?” I asked.



“Well, you’d look like an ass if you drank one’s drink and then went home with the other,” Gary laughed.



“I see…” I said.



I looked between the drinks and between the women. I had no need for a woman at present, but from how excited the men were about the whole situation, I realized that going home with a woman was a symbol of status for men in this world. I’d been with dragon females before, of course, but it was always to satiate a physical desire to mate rather than to seek status, so this was an interesting concept.



Perhaps if I drank all three drinks, and took up all three women on their offers, then my status would triple in this world.



I lined up the glasses, and one by one, I downed them all until every last drop was gone. The beer did not taste as strong as the ale in my world did, but it wasn’t bad. I put down the last glass and saw that the men were staring at me with open mouths. I was about to say something when they all burst out into uncontrollable laughter.



“I fucking love this guy,” Dave half laughed, half shouted.



“He doesn’t give a shit about anything,” Gary laughed. “He’s living the dream.”



The three women all looked at each other with confused expressions, looked back at me, and then looked back at each other with amusement.



“I think you’re in for a good night, Ethan,” Dave laughed.



“Where are you staying anyway?” Gary asked. “Got an apartment yet?”



“Wherever I can find for the time being,” I said. “But I’d rather not sleep in a place where there are thieves tonight.”



“Thieves? You got robbed?” Gary asked.



“No, no,” I assured him. “My pockets were robbed in an alleyway, but I retrieved my money.”



“You’re sleeping in an alleyway!” Gary said.



“It was not too unpleasant,” I said. “And I am accustomed to hard surfaces anyway.”



“You’re not sleeping in an alley tonight, dude,” Gary said. “You can crash on my couch until you find somewhere.”



“How much would you charge for the space?” I asked.



I had accumulated a fair amount of money by this point, so I felt comfortable that I could afford at least one or two nights.



“No way,” he said. “It’s just a couch. As long as you don’t eat my food there won’t be any issues.”



“Thank you for the kindness,” I said.



“But you’ll have to decline your… offers.” Gary flicked his eyes at the three empty glasses in front of me. “I don’t want that happening on my couch.”



“Understandable,” I said. “I shall let them know now.”



I stood up from my seat and made eye contact with each woman one after the other to make sure their attention was on me.



“My apologies,” I shouted. “But I must decline your offers of companionship for the night. I have weighed the benefits of the three of you versus a safe place to sleep, and the safe place to sleep has won. Farewell.”



I sat down again and assumed the women would begin to mind their own business, but their eyes remained on me. The men again burst out into laughter, and I again was left wondering what was so funny.



I was bought a few more drinks after that, and the men marveled at how much I could drink without getting drunk, while they were wobbling on their feet after only four glasses.



“We should get going now,” Gary said. “I’ll grab us a cab.”



I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I followed him to the outside of the bar anyway, and we waited by the door. He waved his hand out to one of the wagons, and then it came over to us and stopped.



“Come on.” Gary opened a door and hopped into the thing I presumed was the cab.



I approached cautiously, then stepped in and closed the door behind me. It was as strange on the inside as it was on the outside. The seats were made of impressively soft leather, the heat inside was warmer than outside, and at the front, there were bright colors embedded into the wagon itself.



“How have you heated this thing? I see no fire.” I asked.



“What?” Gary asked, and then his face slackened with realization. “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t need to use heating in good ol’ sunny California, would you?”



Gary told the man at the front of the wagon something, and then the man moved his feet a little, and we began moving forward.



I watched the man’s hands and feet and gathered that the wheel he held onto and turned was responsible for steering the wagon. I’d only seen something like that used on a ship before, and it was fascinating how this world had managed to adapt it for something that moved on land.



“What brings you to the city then?” Gary asked.



My mind raced with what I could say in place of “I was sent here by a mage and don’t know how to get back,” because mages were closer to humans than dragons were, so he would undoubtedly side with the mage.



“I wanted a change of scenery,” I said. “I was getting bored in California.”



“I get that,” he said. “I sometimes think about moving somewhere different, like Spain or Italy, but it’s all just daydreams.”



This made me think that he potentially knew something about interworld travel, and it could prove very useful in helping me to return home.



“Are those other worlds?” I asked in a whisper.



“They feel like it,” he said. “You forget how big the world is when you hardly ever leave the same city.”



So Chicago was a city in this world, and there were also places named California, Spain, and Italy in it. I wondered just how big the whole world was, and how far I would eventually have to travel to find my way home.



“There is much for me to learn about this place,” I said under my breath.



“Hey, can you put the radio on or something?” Gary asked the man at the front.



The man nodded and reached out to touch one of the symbols by the glowing colors at the front. All of a sudden, music like the kind that had flooded out from the club filled the inside of the wagon.



“That is amazing,” I said. “Music with no bards, spectacular!”



“Bro, were you raised in a convent or something?” Gary chuckled.



“Um… yes,” I said because it sounded like it would explain away me being new to many things.



“Oh…” Gary said. “How… how was it?”



“It was okay,” I said.



I didn’t know what the fuck convents were like here, so the less I said about it, the better, and luckily he didn’t ask me any more questions about it after that.



We stopped, Gary handed the man some money, and we stepped out onto a different street.



“My apartment’s on the fourth floor, and the elevator is broken,” Gary said. “So be prepared for a little cardio.”



We entered a somewhat shabby-looking building and headed toward a staircase that thankfully didn’t stretch as high as the one I had used when I first arrived in Chicago. I had no issue with walking up the stairs– it would take a lot more than that to fatigue a dragon, but Gary was huffing and sweating a little when we got to the floor he lived on.



In order to keep up my human cover, I pretended to huff with exhaustion, too.



I followed Gary down a hallway to a door labeled “46” and went inside.



It was a small room, with one large window, and a wide, tattered chair in the center with a small table in front of it. There were two doors on the right wall, and a section of the left side was separated by a short wall, and it was decorated differently from the rest of the room.



“Over there’s the kitchen.” Gary pointed to the left section that looked different from the rest. “That door’s my room, that one’s the bathroom, and this is the couch where you’ll be sleeping.”



He walked over and flopped down on the couch.



“I’ll bring you a blanket before we go to bed,” he said. “You wanna order take-out? Wait, did they have take-out in the convent?”



“No,” I said.



This convent thing was a great cover story so far, I would have to read up about it if I ever found an archive in this world.



“Okay, well, get ready for subpar food that’s overpriced,” he said. “At least I don’t have to cook it, so it’s worth every penny.”



Gary took a hand-sized device out of his pocket and began to touch it. It lit up with moving images like the painting in the bar had but on a much smaller scale. It was a travel-sized magic mirror, perhaps.



He put the device back into his pocket, then picked another one up from the small table. This device brought another moving painting or magic mirror type of thing on the wall to life. It showed a family of small yellow creatures who didn’t seem to like each other very much, or that’s what I judged by how the father strangled the son.



“What is this?” I asked. “They didn’t have this in the convent.”



“It’s
 The Simpsons
 ,” Gary said.



“It is… strange,” I said.



“Yeah, shame it’s not real,” he said. “Imagine if you could get blown up and stuff and you still wouldn’t die. Cartoons are crazy.”



I made a note to myself that not everything on the magic mirrors were truthful in Chicago, and that they sometimes showed imagined stories, like a theater.



“Do you go to that place every day for money?” I asked Gary.



“The construction site?” he asked. “Not that exact site, but I’ve been working for Larry for about a year now.”



I assumed that Larry must be the man who smelled like smoke and gave me the money.



“Is it a good way of making money?” I asked.



“It’s not the worst way,” he said. “It beats collecting garbage. I’d like it better if Larry actually helped with the work. He just sits on his ass all day then takes more money from the job than the rest of us do.”



“That sounds like a good situation for Larry,” I said, “but a terrible one for the rest of you. Why don’t you find a different job?”



“It’s hard finding stable work,” he said. “I’m lucky I got this job.”



We sat back and watched some more of
 The Simpsons
 while we waited for the take-out to arrive. At first, I didn’t understand the appeal of watching the yellow creatures, but after a while, I found it fairly comforting to know that whatever random shit happened to the characters, everything would be back to how it was by the next episode.



There was a ding from a bell I couldn’t see, and Gary jumped up from the couch as soon as he heard it.



“Food’s here,” he said. “Can you grab some napkins from the kitchen?”



He went to the door, and I went to the area that he’d pointed out as the kitchen. There was a counter along the side of it for preparing meals, like in the kitchens in my world, but the counter was also loaded with strange items. There was one that looked similar to the cauldrons some witches used to brew potions, and I recognized a set of knives, but I was completely clueless about what the rest of the contraptions might’ve been.



“What are these?” I asked Gary as he walked back into the room with two large, flat boxes in his hands.



“Coffee machine, air fryer, and a blender,” he said.



He put the boxes down on the small table and sat back on the couch. I couldn’t see anything that I knew to be a napkin, but there was a pile of things shaped like napkins. I hesitated for a second because they were made of paper and not cloth, but then I picked a few of them up and joined Gary on the couch.



I opened the box in front of me the way he’d opened his and was surprised when I saw a very thin circle of food on the inside.



Steam floated off of it, and there was a slight sheen of oil on the top of the food. The circle was cut into smaller triangles like a pie, and I copied Gary as he picked up a single slice and bit into the pointy end.



It was warm and gooey, with just a little chew to it. I enjoyed it more than the fries in the diner but less than the burger.



“What did you say this was called?” I asked.



“Pizza,” he said with a full mouth. “The best way of combining cheese and bread.”



We finished the pizza while watching the yellow people shout and scream at each other, and then Gary announced that he was going to bed. I didn’t feel fatigued or the need to sleep, so I decided that this would be an excellent time to try to figure out more about Chicago.



“Where might I go to know more about Chicago?” I asked before he went into his room.



“The internet,” he said. “You can find out anything you want to know there.”



“Where is that?” I asked.



He grabbed a thin, silver rectangle and brought it over to me, then he opened it like a sideways book. It was another moving painting or perhaps another magic mirror, and he touched the small buttons on one side of it. He used the buttons to spell out the word “Chicago” on the mirror and then handed it to me.



“Here you go,” he said. “Just don’t look through my search history.”



Gary went into his room, closed the door, and I was left with the knowledge of Chicago in my hands. If this was anything like the magic mirrors that I’d encountered in the past, then I knew what to do.



I read a sentence in thicker letters than the rest of the writing that said “Ten interesting facts about Chicago,” but it didn’t list the facts, and underneath a completely unrelated sentence was written.



“Tell me the facts about Chicago,” I asked the mirror. “I wish to know the interesting facts about the city of Chicago.”



Gary popped his head back out of his bedroom door.



“You’ve gotta say, ‘hey, Google,’ to use the voice command,” he said before closing the door again.



“Hey, Google,” I said and waited for the mirror’s response.



The mirror didn’t say anything in return, but a small symbol popped up on the bottom of the mirror, so I assumed it was listening.



“Tell me interesting facts about Chicago,” I said.



The picture on the mirror changed to the list of facts that I was hoping for.



“Showing ten interesting facts about Chicago,” the mirror said.



“Thank you,” I said.



I read through the facts, and the first one was that Chicago was the third-largest city in the U.S.



“Hey, Google,” I said. “What is the U.S.?”



I discovered that the United States of America was the name of the country that the city of Chicago was in, and then I learned that the world the U.S. was in was called Earth, which was in the Milky Way Galaxy.



That’s when I got the idea to see if the magic mirror knew anything about my home world, and I leaned in close and spoke in a whisper.



“Hey, Google,” I said. “Tell me how to return to the realm of Coilfell.”



“There are no results for ‘how to return to the realm of Coilfell,’” the mirror said.



“Hey, Google, tell me about Coilfell,” I said.



“There are no results for ‘Coilfell,’” the mirror said.



So much for that plan. There was no way for me to figure out how to get home at the current moment, so I used the magic mirror while I had it for other useful purposes.



“Hey, Google, how do you make a lot of money on Earth?” I asked.



The mirror showed a list of the richest companies in the world, and I read down the whole thing. From what the mirror showed me, companies that dealt in fuel, more specifically fossil fuels, made the most money.



“Hey, Google,” I said. “Where do I find fossil fuels?”



“Fossil fuels are–” the mirror’s voice faded away before it finished answering me.



The mirror suddenly went black, and no matter how many more times I said “hey, Google,” nothing happened. I didn’t know what I said or did to anger or upset the mirror, but it didn’t return after I apologized for whatever I might’ve done.



With nothing else to do, I laid down on the couch and tried to go to sleep. Gary had forgotten to bring me a blanket before he went to bed, but luckily, I didn’t need one.



My body didn’t need sleep, so I laid there, closed my eyes, and thought about what my next steps would be.



I wanted to gather as much money and possessions as I could while I was here on Earth, so until a path home revealed itself I would work whatever jobs I found. The smoky man from yesterday told me that him giving me money was a one-time thing, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask again, and if it didn’t work out tomorrow then maybe he would be able to hire me for a different job. It was as good a shot as any, and it sure beat wandering the street looking for someone willing to pay me.



Morning eventually came, and Gary stepped out of his room with tired eyes.



“Sleep well?” he asked before a yawn overtook him.



“Yes, very well,” I said.



He nodded his head to the other door in the wall.



“There’s a spare towel in there,” he said. “The handle is a little broken, so you’ll have to turn it really hard to get the water hot.”



“Umm… thank you,” I said.



I walked over to the room he motioned his head toward and peered inside. There was a small white chair, a glass box that was big enough for a person to stand it, and a water basin. I stepped inside and saw there was a towel hung up on the back of the door.



Gary had said something about a handle, so I looked around for a handle and finally found one inside of the glass box. The doors of the box opened by sliding sideways, rather than in and out, and I closed myself inside.



I turned the handle just a little bit, and without warning, water began to fall on my head from above. It was only a small trickle, but it was beyond unexpected. I quickly turned it off before my clothes got too wet again.



What a fascinating way of bathing, how did the people of Earth come up with something like that?



I undressed and turned the handle again, harder this time. The water fell down with more force, but the temperature was still too cold, so I pulled the handle even harder and then it was nice and hot. It wasn’t as hot as a dragon would prefer, but it was as hot as it would go.



There were a few potions of cleansing on the side, and I poured one that smelled like apples over my body.



I turned off the water, dried myself with the towel, and redressed myself before leaving the bathroom.



“I smell so good now,” I said.



“There’s coffee in the pot,” Gary said. “You can pour yourself a mug while I shower.”



He went into the bathroom, and I found the jug of brown liquid I assumed he was talking about. I poured a little bit into a mug and tried some for the first time. I spat it back into the mug the moment the bitter drink touched my tongue.



“Why would humans drink this?” I asked myself.



I tried to wake the magic mirror one last time before Gary left the bathroom.



“Right, let’s get going then,” he said.



We left the apartment, went back down the stairs, and walked the streets to the construction site we’d met at yesterday. Dave was there with a cup of that disgusting coffee stuff in his hands, and some of the other men were already getting to work.



“Hey, Ethan, good to see you back,” Dave said.



“No, it’s not,” the smoky man Gary had called Larry said as he marched toward me.



“Come on, Larry,” Gary said. “We could probably get this finished today with his help.”



“I don’t care, I don’t want to pay more men than I need to for this job,” he said.



“Well, you could take less of the profit for yourself,” Dave suggested.



“You two shut up and get to work,” Larry said to Gary and Dave.



“It doesn’t seem like this job is very fair for the rest of the workers,” I said. “You get most of the money, yet you do not do much of anything all day.”



“Who the hell told you that?” Larry asked in frustration.



“Gary,” I said.



I looked to Gary, but he was looking in every other direction and whistling for some reason.



“Your business would run a lot better if you took only the share of money that you earned through your labor,” I said.



The idea hit me like a lightning bolt that this could be how I made my money in Chicago. With my endurance and the help of the other men, we could run the most successful building company humans had ever seen.



“That is what I propose to you all.” I took a step back from Larry and addressed all of the men. “Join me in forming another company, where I will be your fair boss who works alongside you and does not take more than I deserve. Together we will earn dollars in abundance.”



There was a moment of silence, Larry scoffed, and then Dave and Gary looked at each other.



“That sounds amazing and everything, dude,” Gary said. “But…”



“But what?” I asked.



“It’s not a very solid plan,” Dave said.



“Exactly,” Gary said. “It’s not as simple as it sounds. You can’t just start a company like that.”



He snapped his fingers as if that had anything to do with the situation at hand.



“So we shall deal with the not-so-simple parts when we face them,” I said. “I am prepared to put in the work if the rest of you are. You have seen my stamina and dedication to complete a task. Have you not?”



I stared at the men, and in their eyes, I saw them considering my offer.



“Not being Larry’s little worker bee until I retire does sound appealing,” Gary said.



“You’re not a fucking worker bee,” Larry said. “A worker bee wouldn’t stop working to talk to this moron.”



“He’s not a moron,” Dave said.



“Just get back to work,” Larry said. “I’ve heard enough of your voices for one day.”



“Are you going to get to work with them?” I asked. “Or just take their hard-earned money at the end of it?”



“Get out of here!” Larry yelled. “You did one good day of work and now you’re acting like you own the place. Fuck off already.”



“And you act like you own these men,” I retorted.



“While they work for me, I do…” Larry said.



A flash of something shot across his eyes, and it was clear he’d only realized what he’d said after he’d said it.



“We’re done here,” Dave said.



“Ethan, we’re with you on this,” Gary said. “Even if it all fails, at least we tried to do something.”



“We shall support each other through this venture until we find success,” I said.



Gary and Dave began to clap and cheer, but the other men on the construction site didn’t join in.



“Let’s do this!” Gary shouted.



“Fuck you, Larry!” Dave yelled.



Dave clapped me on the back, and Gary rubbed my hair.



“Who’d have guessed this would’ve happened when we met you yesterday,” Gary said.



“Who else is with us?” Dave called to the other men on the site.



They looked to each other, and a few of them mumbled, but ultimately none of them responded to Dave. It seemed they would need further convincing at a later time. I would return when I had completed more steps, and I would show them my prowess in this world and its businesses.



“I guess it’s just us then,” Dave said. “Shall we?”



“I shall not deny any of you if you change your minds,” I announced to the men. “I understand your apprehension.”



“Come on, let’s go,” Gary said.



“Hold on one second,” Larry spat. “You two are still contracted for the rest of this project.”



“Fuck, he has a point,” Dave said.



“Contracted?” I asked.



“We signed on for the whole project,” Gary said. “We’ve only got around three more days left I’d say.”



“I suppose I shall take a look around the city while you guys finish your work here then,” I said.



“I have an uncle who owns an old truck he never uses,” Gary said. “If we’re starting a construction business, then we’ll need a way to haul materials, lumber, and shit.”



“Then that shall be my task for the day,” I said. “I will find your uncle and obtain his truck.”



I didn’t know what a truck was, but if Gary thought it was useful for our business then it was worth looking into.



“The only issue is he’s on a cruise right now,” Gary said. “But his daughter lives nearby, and she has a key. I’ll drop her a text now to let her know. Uncle Brad never uses the thing anyway.”



Gary told me the address of his cousin’s apartment, and I wandered down the streets in search of it. There was no snowfall overnight, so there wasn’t much to trudge through, but the ground was fairly slippery.



I exercised some of the behaviors I had observed from the humans as I walked in search of the apartment. I smiled at people I passed even though I didn’t know them, I winked at women, and I didn’t react when I walked past the building of caged bearded dragons.



I made a mental note to save them when I could afford to create more trouble for myself, but right now, I needed to focus on establishing myself.



A lot of people used those small magic mirrors that Gary had, and they came in what felt like a million different colors and sizes.



“Aren’t you cold in just a T-shirt?” a man asked as I walked by him.



“No, sir,” I said and kept walking.



A woman screamed, and then another, and I looked ahead to see a large crowd had formed at the end of the street.



Curiosity overcame me, and I wandered over to see what all the fuss was about. It took some effort to squeeze to the front of the crowd without using too much of my strength against the humans, and at the front, there were more of the yellow strings I’d seen before. It blocked the crowd off from a patch of the street where a white cloth with a body-shaped mound underneath it was laid on the ground.



Men and women in black stood inside the blocked-off area and did their best to ignore the crowd’s questions.



“Do you think it’s the serial killer?” a woman beside me asked her friend.



“I don’t know, I can’t see the body,” the friend said.



I tried to get a better look, but every inch of the body was covered in the white cloth. My eyes didn’t pick up any useful details about the body, but my nose managed to catch the unfortunately familiar scent of a wendigo. It was a musky, unclean scent, and it hung in the air like something rotting.



People held up their small magic mirrors to the scene, and then the scene was copied onto the mirrors.



“We urge you not to photograph the crime scene,” one of the men in black said to the crowd, but no one listened.



It was hard to focus on anything other than the smell of the wendigo, and the worst part was that it was faint compared to the smell of an up-close wendigo. They were disgusting creatures with a cruel nature, and it was clear from the worry in the people’s voices that Earth wasn’t ready for something like that.



Wherever the wendigo was, it wasn’t near the murder scene anymore.
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 Chapter 5



I didn’t know how long it would be until the scent dissipated completely, so I followed it until the trail disappeared.



I shoved through some more onlookers and walked around the scene that was sectioned off until I was standing on the other side. The scent was a little bit stronger there, not by much, but it was enough to tell me which direction the wendigo had retreated in after conducting their kill.



There was a man dressed in one of the black uniforms standing behind the yellow barrier a few paces from me, and he tried to speak in hushed tones into his small magic mirror. There was no way that his whispers would have been audible to a human standing where I was, but with my stronger senses, it was no trouble for me.



“Same as the others,” he whispered into his device. “It’s the same guy, no doubt about it.”



My hearing was advanced, but it couldn’t isolate his words after it was drowned out by the obnoxious voice of a woman who started speaking loudly the moment she approached the barrier.



“We’re here live at what we think might be the newest crime scene of who the public is calling The Ammit Killer,” the woman announced into a black stick with a ball on the end.



A man stood opposite her with something in his hands that was so foreign to me, I couldn’t even begin to start decoding what it might’ve been. Whatever it was, he directed it at the woman with the black stick and vibrant red lips, and he followed her movements with it no matter how minuscule they were.



“OMG, I’m going to be on camera!” A woman in the crowd of people screamed.



We were at the site of a brutal death, how could she be so happy?



That was too much unfamiliar human behavior for me to attempt to understand, so I took that as my cue to leave.



I walked for as long as the scent existed until, suddenly, it was gone entirely. I glanced around for anywhere the wendigo might’ve been hiding, but there wasn’t an inch of them in sight. I even looked underneath the large containers that people left on the streets to put their unwanted items in, and there was still no clue as to where they might’ve gone.



All I could think that would explain the sudden end to the trail was that Astrum had summoned the wendigo back to Coilfell, but whether they were taken willingly or not, it was impossible to know.



If Astrum had recently created a portal in this area, then the veil between this world and my own would be thin. If there was ever a chance he would hear me, now was the time.



“Astrum!” I looked up to the sky. “You have displayed your power for the king to see, you have earned the approval you so pathetically craved. Now bring me back so we may fight with honor, looking each other in the eye! Or are you afraid of a little fire?”



“Are you okay, dude?” a man beside me asked.



“Yes.” I composed myself.



I waited for any sign of a reply from Astrum, but the only thing that changed about my surroundings was the humans who walked by.



“Do you want me to call someone? A doctor?” the man asked again.



Why did the humans here ask me if they wanted me to have them call someone for me, as if I was incapable of opening my mouth and shouting for myself.



The man didn’t go on his way, so I put his presence to good use and asked him if he knew where my destination was.



“Do you know where I might find Clare O’Connell?” I asked. “I am acquainted with her relative.”



“I don’t know her, do you have an address or something?” he asked.



I relayed the address that Gary had given me to the man, and he pointed out directions to me, but not before uttering what I gathered was another one of those strange human jokes.



“You’re not looking for her to kill her or anything, right?” he asked. “Because that would make me look bad.”



“If I was, then wouldn’t I give an untrue answer anyway?” I asked.



The humor melted away from the man’s face, and he swallowed hard.



“Thank you for your help,” I said. “Good day.”



I started in the direction he had first pointed in, then turned accordingly and continued that way until I arrived at the building named “Olympus House” that Clare was a resident of. It was a rather tall building, similar to Gary’s, so I assumed that she lived in an apartment like him, and not the whole building.



I knocked at the door and folded my arms in wait, and then knocked again when a few minutes of silence flew by.



I raised my hand again to try knocking a third time when I spotted a panel beside the doorframe. It had numbers going up it vertically, and beside each one, there was a small protruding circle. I hovered my finger over the circle beside number fifteen and then found that I could press it down like the buttons on Gary’s magic mirror.



“Hello?” a soft female voice said out of thin air.



I looked around for the speaker, but she was nowhere in sight.



“Show yourself,” I said. “Where do you speak from?”



“Are you Gary’s friend?” the voice asked. “He called and told me about how you guys might need to use my dad’s truck.”



“Yes, I am a companion of Gary’s,” I said. “Are you Clare O’Connell?”



“Yeah, hold on one second, I’ll head down now,” the voice said.



“I await your arrival,” I said, but the voice did not reply.



Around two minutes later the front door creaked open, and a woman stepped out of it.



She was a human woman like I’d never seen before. Her stature was not impressive at five foot two, but she didn’t need height to be noticeable. The deep auburn of her hair was like a fire growling with life, and its long, silky locks moved like flames dancing as she flicked it over her shoulder.



Her eyes contrasted its heat with an icy blue that froze me in place and left me unable to look away from her. They were wide and bright and threatened to pull me in like a frozen lake I couldn’t resist walking across.



The glossiness of her skin was astounding, and there wasn’t a blemish in sight on its pale surface.



My eyes trailed down her slim body, and while I thought Earth fashion was strange, her clothing suited her perfectly. She was wearing one of the thicker tunics I had seen some people wear, with a hood at the back like a cloak, and it was oversized for her small frame. It came down to below her hips, and the sleeves went down to halfway across her hands. “University of Chicago” was written across the front of it in large white letters, and the tunic itself was blue, a much darker blue than the color of her eyes.



“Are you not cold?” I asked suddenly, despite never caring about human’s reactions to the temperature before.



“You’re one to talk. You’re in a T-shirt and jeans,” she said. “I’m okay. I tend to run a little hot.”



A part of me chuckled internally at her comment about “running hot” because if only she knew who, or what, she’d just said that to.



“I’ll walk you over to the garage where Dad keeps the truck,” she said.



“Thank you, my lady,” I said.



She smiled a little and cocked her head to the side as she did so. I made a mental note then to stop using the phrase “my lady,” as it dawned on me that I hadn’t heard another man use it since coming here.



“There’s a coffee shop nearby that I want to go to anyway, so two birds, one stone,” she said. “There’s something I need to take out of the truck as well if you’ll be using it.”



A shop for coffee? That did not sound like somewhere I would want to be.



“Come on, Lancelot,” she said. “Let’s go.”



Was Lancelot a phrase of endearment? A common nickname among people? Or had Gary forgotten my name and told his cousin the wrong one?



She hopped off of the doorstep, and together we strolled down the path to where the truck was.



It felt wrong to witness her in this place, surrounded by harsh gray environments, when her bright mane and gleaming skin suited a floral field or magical forest much better.



“So how do you know my cousin?” she asked and snapped me out of my thoughts.



“We met at work,” I said. “I also sleep on his couch.”



“Oh,” Clare said. “Have you known each other for a while then?”



“About a day and a half,” I said.



“Oh…” she said again. “I guess you made quite the impression on him then.”



“He did seem to enjoy seeing how much I could drink and still be coherent,” I said.



“A man who can handle his liquor,” she laughed. “Always a good quality.”



Another note to myself, humans found it impressive when people drink in abundance and do not act the fool.



“I don’t think I asked you what your name was,” she said.



“You did not. I am Etha… n.” I corrected myself before saying my true name.



“Do you have a last name Etha… n?” She smiled as she copied the elongated pronunciation as I had.



If any other human had teased me like that I would have been insulted enough to demand satisfaction, but for some reason, I didn’t feel as such when she did it.



Destroyer of Peace, Scorcher of Lives? I doubted either of those would be likely names for a human.



“No,” I said.



She laughed at that.



“So it’s just Ethan?” she asked. “Like Cher? Or Beyonce? Or Adele?”



They must’ve been powerful bosses of this world like I was of my own, so it was best to not equate myself with them to avoid suspicion.



“It is Ethan…” I looked around, then up at the sky. “Cloud.”



“Ethan Cloud,” Clare said out loud as if testing the name on her tongue. “Cool name.”



“Thank you,” I said.



I gathered the aspects of my new identity together in my head. I was Ethan Cloud, who grew up in a convent in California and was starting a construction business with my friend Gary O’Connell.



We stopped suddenly at the side of the street.



“Is this the end of our journey?” I asked. “Is the truck nearby?”



“No, the light’s red,” she said.



I looked up, and there was another pole with a box on the end that indicated one of two colors, red or white. I’d seen them during my exploration of Chicago, but I’d paid them little attention until now.



The people around me, Clare included, stayed standing still when it was red, and walked when it was white, and in contrast, the wagons moved when it was red, and stayed still when it was white. I noticed that there was a different box strung over the road on thick black rope with three colors facing the direction the wagons were coming from.



“What is the significance of these lights?” I asked. “Why is it that they dictate movement?”



“They stop us from getting hit by cars,” she said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Have you really never seen a traffic light before?”



The wagons were not in fact wagons or carriages, but something called a car.



“It is the first time I have truly paid attention to one since arriving,” I said.



“So you’ve been jaywalking this whole time?” she asked.



Luckily I had my reason for not knowing certain things at hand.



“I am from a convent,” I said.



The colors changed, and we continued walking.



“Interesting,” Clare said. “Why did you decide to come to Chicago?”



I recalled the similar conversation I’d had with her cousin Gary just the night before.



“I wanted a change of…” the words crumbled in my mouth as a loud humming noise came from overhead.



A beast like none other flew above us with wings spinning in a rapid circle above its head instead of out to the side, and it didn’t have any arms or legs. It was the most deformed dragon I had ever seen, I mean, the thing didn’t even have a neck or a face that I could see.



“That’s a helicopter,” Clare said. “But you must’ve seen at least one of those flying overhead in California.”



“Yes,” I lied. “They are… magnificent creatures.”



“I guess,” Clare giggled. “Anyway, we’re basically here.”



We walked through a maze of the short buildings with metal doors that opened upward like an upside-down drawbridge. Clare stopped at one of them and unlocked it.



“This padlock always gets stuck… Here it is,” she said. “Take a look at the old girl. Sorry if there’s a rat or anything in the garage, it hasn’t been opened in a while.”



The truck was like one of the cars the humans drove, but it was much bigger, and there was an elongated shelf at the back that I imagined was what Gary was referencing when he mentioned hauling materials.



“This should do just fine,” I said.



I walked around to the front part of the truck, opened the door, and looked inside. It had a steering wheel like other cars, and there was a fine layer of dust on it.



“Gary was not jesting when he said your dad never uses this,” I said.



There was a canvas on the seat, but it was facing backward so I couldn’t see the artwork on the other side, and I could only see a few specks of color on the sides.



“What is this?” I asked as I picked it up and turned it around.



The artwork on it was phenomenal, something like this would’ve only been sold to the wealthiest of nobles in my world, possibly even the royal family. The painting was of a lonesome tower on the top of a cliff, and the cliff itself seemed to melt into the ocean below as if they were one and the same.



“Just a relic of an old hobby of mine,” Clare said. “I forgot to take it out of here when Dad helped me move into my apartment… Then I just kept on forgetting.”



“You could make an impressive amount of coin by selling these,” I said. “They are very impressive.”



“You say that as someone who grew up in a convent.” She smiled. “But thank you for the compliment.”



“I did not say it out of simple kindness,” I said. “I speak genuinely when I say this is a phenomenal piece. You should attempt to find a buyer.”



“I don’t think too many people are interested in a random girl’s artwork,” she said.



“It is worth trying,” I said. “I have not created my own business before, and yet I am trying that.”



“You have a good point,” she said.



“I imagine this truck shall prove useful to our goals,” I said. “Thank you, and tell your dad that I am thankful also.”



“Anytime,” she said.



I had found Gary’s cousin and checked out the truck, so my tasks for the day were now all completed. All I could think of to do now was to find a library, or a magic mirror of my own, so I could ask more questions about Earth, construction, tools, and how to use a truck.



“I don’t suppose you’d want to come to that coffee shop I mentioned now, would you?” Clare asked. “It’s literally two minutes away.”



“I dislike coffee,” I said.



The memory of the bitter flavor assaulted my tongue, and my face screwed up in response.



“They do other things there,” she said. “Tea, hot chocolate, matcha. I’ll pay.”



I considered the offer, and I remembered what my construction companions had thought about gaining the approval of women and how desired it was. If she was offering me a drink, like how the three women in the bar had offered me a drink, then it suggested I had gained her approval, and it was best to not throw that back in her face by denying her the honor of my company.



“I shall accompany you to the coffee shop,” I said. “But I shall not be drinking any coffee.”



“That’s fine by me,” she said.



We walked back through the maze of garages on our way to the coffee shop, and we passed more similar-looking buildings, but they didn’t all have cars or trucks in them.



I peered into one that was left open, and there was nothing but a bunch of boxes in it. A large group of people were standing in front of one, and a man who spoke incredibly fast was standing between the group and the space.



“What are they gathering for?” I asked. “Is it some kind of ritual?”



“For most of them, it’s probably more of an addiction,” Clare said. “They’re bidding on the locker.”



“Why?” I asked.



“Because there’s the chance they’ll find something valuable inside,” she said. “Like if you pay a grand for it, and there’s three grand worth of furniture in it, then you’ve lucked out.”



“I see,” I said. “And I assume the opposite is also true?”



“Yep, my uncle bought one once for two grand, and all there was inside was a dirty mattress and a packet of tobacco,” she laughed. “He was so mad.”



I liked the idea of spending less and ending up with more, but the prospect of losing money was too much of a risk for me to consider this option right now. Perhaps in the future, I would try this tactic of making money, but for now, I would try to put the majority of my energy into my construction business.



“Here we are,” Clare said as we approached a small building with flowers hung up outside the windows.



“The flowers are thriving despite the harsh temperature,” I said. “How fascinating.”



“They’re plastic ones,” she said. “At Halloween, the owner changes them to mini plastic pumpkins, and sometimes they’ll stand a skeleton by the door with a coffee cup in its hand.”



“Like how castles put the heads of their enemies on spikes outside the gate,” I said.



It was interesting to see the similarities this world shared with my own.



We went into the coffee shop, and the inside was warm and comforting. It wasn’t too large of a room, but that only added to the cozy feeling that flooded the place. There were people sitting at every table apart from one by the window that Clare and I claimed as our own.



There was a counter near us, and above it, there was the menu written in white on a black background. Caramel hot chocolate, blueberry matcha, peach iced tea, I didn’t know what any of it really meant.



“Do you know what you want?” Clare asked.



“I do not,” I said.



“How about I pick something for you, and if you don’t like it then you haven’t lost any money,” she suggested.



“Alright,” I said. “As long as it is not coffee. I don’t think my tongue could take any more of it.”



She laughed and then went up to the counter where she placed the order, and then she came to sit opposite me again.



“The drinks shouldn’t be too long,” she said. “I hope you like what I ordered for you.”



“I hope so, too,” I said.



She’d offered to pay for my drink, which meant that she had at least a comfortable amount of her own money, and this led me to wonder how she earned it.



“What do you do for work?” I asked. “You don’t sell your painting even though you should, so what do you do?”



“I’m a graphic designer,” she said. “Well, I’m trying to be. I graduated recently, and I’ve only done a handful of freelance jobs here and there. I’d like something more stable.”



“What does a graphic designer do?” I asked.



“Use art and design for marketing and stuff like that,” she said. “I did some design work for a pet store a few weeks ago. That was fun.”



“Pet store?” I asked.



“The one near that fancy hotel, with the bearded dragons in the window,” she said. “I made their new sign for them.”



“And what are your opinions about keeping the dragons in cages?” I asked with fake flippancy.



“I mean,” she said, “they’re quite small lizards so I don’t know how well they’d survive in the city on their own. I think they’re native to warm climates, too, and the Chicago winter is hard enough for humans to deal with, never mind those guys. They’re born into captivity anyway so it’s not like they know any difference.”



It felt like a weight was lifted from me when it was revealed that they were standard lizards and were only dragons by name. They weren’t shrunken down and deprived of their wings and powers.



I wondered at what point the humans of Earth decided to adopt common lizards as pets because in Coilfell they were nothing but nuisances to crops and farm life.



Clare pulled one of the tiny magic mirrors out of her pocket and drew a pattern onto it. The mirror then unveiled a collection of small symbols, and she tapped one of them before moving her thumbs across the screen at an impressive speed.



“I’m just letting Gary know that we’ve sorted out the truck thing,” she said.



As she used the small mirror, I remembered my own experience with Gary’s larger one the night before, and I decided to see if Clare knew anything about the fossil fuels that I didn’t manage to ask about before the mirror went black.



“Do you know about fossil fuels?” I asked. “I saw that there was a lot of money in them.”



“Yeah, if you happen to have an oil rig to spare.” She smiled. “I like talking to you, it’s… different. Like you aren’t distracted by my looks. Kinda refreshing.”



“Yes you look fine, but about these fossil fuels,” I put the conversation back on track. “Is an oil rig the only way to find them?”



“You could go mining for coal,” she said.



I knew what coal was, it was used in my world.



“Is there a mine nearby?” I asked.



“Um…” she said. “I have no clue… Why do you want fossil fuels so badly?”



“Just a current interest of mine,” I said. “I am doing research on many different things… because I grew up in a convent.”



“Okay,” she said in a somewhat skeptical tone. “Well, if you want to know more, then your best shot is Google.”



I recalled that was the name Gary had given his magic mirror, and I decided I would have to ask him why it had refused to answer my questions. Perhaps there was a limit before I must pay tribute to the magic within the mirror.



The drinks arrived in the hands of a woman who worked at the coffee shop, and she put them down on our table. She placed a hot, light brown-colored drink with white foam on the top in front of Clare, and put a hot, dark brown drink in front of me.



“Thank you,” Clare and I said to the woman before she walked away.



“This is not coffee, is it?” I asked.



“Your’s isn’t,” she said. “I have a hazelnut latte, you have a Mexican hot chocolate.”



“The coffee Gary gave me didn’t look like yours.” I motioned to the white foam at the top of her drink. “It was black and there was no foam.”



“That’s because Gary drinks his coffee with no milk or sugar,” she said. “You might like coffee made this way.”



She offered me her cup, and our hands brushed slightly as I took it. I brought my mouth to the rim and swallowed a small sip of the coffee. It tasted much better than what Gary had made me, and even the texture was more pleasant.



“I agree.” I handed her back the cup. “This is a good version of coffee.”



“So you do like coffee, just not the soulless, psychopath kind that Gary drinks,” she said.



I picked up my own cup and took a sip of the much darker liquid. Before it even touched my lips, the aroma of it danced into my nose and made me excited to try it. The flavor was the perfect concoction of sweetness, bitterness, and something a little smoky and earthy. Its consistency was creamy and thick, and I couldn’t stop at just one sip.



“That is incredible,” I said.



“Glad you like it,” Clare said. “Do you like Mexican food?”



“I don’t know if I’ve tried it,” I said in between sips.



“You know, chilaquiles, pozole, burritos, tacos,” she said.



“Tacos!” I said. “I was going to try those, but I lost the woman who was selling them. They smelled amazing.”



“We’ll have to make sure you get to try them one day then,” she said.



“I look forward to when that day comes,” I said.



We sat there in comfortable silence as we enjoyed the rest of our drinks. I watched as people came in and out of the coffee shop until our cups were empty and it was time to leave.



Clare and I stood up from our chairs as a teenager entered the coffee shop, and as they opened the door, a familiar, musky smell swept into the room.



Clare and the other customers of the shop didn’t notice it of course, but there was no way I could mistake that scent.



My head snapped toward the window next to our table, and I spotted a tall man with his hood up passing by.



“Thank you for the drink,” I said.



I could only hope that Clare wouldn’t follow me as I bolted from the shop and went after who I suspected was the wendigo responsible for the deaths of who knew how many humans.
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 Chapter 6



I left the coffee shop, and the scent of the wendigo was stronger outside. It was obvious that the man who walked past the shop was the beast, and I didn’t let my eyes leave him as I followed.



I kept a safe distance so he wouldn’t notice me watching him, but I could still keep an eye on his every move. Thankfully, dragons didn’t have a particular scent that could be used to identify us, so I didn’t have to worry about him catching a whiff of me.



His shoulders were hunched up by his ears as he walked, and his footfalls were heavy on the ground. His hands were shoved deep into his pockets, and I could only imagine that it was to hide the amount of hair that didn’t disappear from them even in human form.



He walked in a straight line, waited at a set of colored lights until it changed, and then kept on walking in the same direction.



I couldn’t help but wonder where he was going, whether it was to where his new victim was minding their own business, or if he was heading to his lair.



I didn’t make any sounds as I walked, apart from the sound of my footsteps that I tried to keep as quiet as possible. I even tried to keep my breathing as soundless as possible because I knew his hearing was even stronger than mine. It’s what made wendigos such good stalkers, they didn’t need to see their prey to know where they were.



I focused on keeping myself quiet, but there was nothing I could do about the child behind me who decided that was the perfect time to start screaming and crying. The noise grated through me, and there was no doubt that it would be just as harsh to the wendigo’s ears.



His hairy hands shot out of his pockets to cover his ears, while I managed to keep composure over myself. The wendigo looked around frantically for the noise, and as he did, his eyes immediately met mine.



He couldn’t know who I was or what I was, but when our eyes made contact he took off so fast he would’ve been hit by a car if it hadn’t slammed on its brakes.



I ran after him just as quickly and slid across the hood of that same car, which was something the woman inside it didn’t appreciate, and she shouted something about my mother before I sped away.



Mine and the wendigo’s speed was on par with each other, but he didn’t care about shoving people out of his way while I did. He slammed into an old woman so hard that she hit the ground with a blunt thud, and she cried out in pain.



I ran around off the path slightly and almost got hit by a car myself, and then I was back on the wendigo’s trail. I was further behind him than I had been before because of the obstruction, but I pushed myself harder to catch up with him.



He looked over his shoulder, and his eyes grew wider with worry as he saw how close I’d gotten despite his attempt to lose me.



I was close to closing the distance between us when he suddenly snapped around a corner and into an alley. I ran to the corner and turned as quickly as he had into the alley, but as soon as I did, I skidded to an abrupt stop.



He was gone, completely gone, just like his scent trail had disappeared near the crime scene. Again, I considered that he’d been taken through a portal summoned by Astrum, but I wasn’t that far behind him, and I would’ve seen the remnants of the portal disappearing as I’d turned the corner.



There was nothing in the alley apart from one of the large containers for people’s unwanted items, and I checked, but he wasn’t hiding in, under, or around it. The only other thing that wasn’t the external wall of a building, or the hard ground, was a circular plate in the ground right by the entrance to the alley. It was made out of metal, and when I felt around it with my hands I found that it could be pulled up. I would’ve pulled it open and checked out what was inside if Clare hadn’t called out from behind me.



“Hey,” she said. “I don’t know how they do things in California, but here we don’t just run away from a girl after she buys you a drink.”



“Noted.” I stood up straight and dusted off my hands.



“Uhhh, you going to apologize?” She crossed her arms. “I’ve never been ditched like that.”



“Important activities acquired my attention.” I looked down at the metal disk again. “Do you know where this hole goes?”



“The sewers, but who was that guy? I saw you almost get hit by a car trying to catch up to him. Does he owe you money?”



“Yes… that is… correct. Today was the first time I’ve seen him in years.”



“Must be a lot of money,” she said. “Did you manage to talk to him?”



“No,” I said. “He got away, unfortunately.”



“That’s a shame,” she said. “I hope you manage to see him around again.”



“As do I,” I replied.



A buzzing sound came from Clare’s pocket, and she pulled out the small mirror and pressed it against her ear.



“Hey, how’re you doing?” she spoke into the mirror. “Yeah… yeah… Okay. I can come, too. I’ll let him know. Okay, bye.”



She put the little mirror back into her pocket.



“That was Gary,” she said. “He said everyone got off early today because you motivated them so much that they worked twice as fast. They want to go out for dinner at a restaurant to talk more about the new business.”



“Okay,” I said. “When?”



“He said he made a reservation for six o’clock,” she said. “Wants me to come, too. That fine with you?”



“Yes. That is fine. You are pleasant to be around.”



“I should go now, I’ve got jobs to look for…”



“Very well.” I nodded at her.



“Sooo…” she looked at me and raised her eyebrow. “I guess I’ll see you tonight?”



“Yes.” I nodded. “We will discuss how to make more money with our own business venture. Should be a good use of our time.”



“You are quite possibly the weirdest guy I’ve ever met,” she chuckled.



“I can assure you there is good reason for that.” I nodded.



“Can’t wait to see you all dressed up later.” She threw one last smile at me before strolling away.



What did she mean by “dressed up later?” Was there a fashion custom for restaurants here? At taverns and inns in Coilfell, people would just wear whatever they had.



To find out, my best shot was to go to a restaurant and ask the staff there what people normally wore to them. If the wendigo did go down the hole in the ground, then he was long gone by now, so I left the alley and walked the streets until I walked past a building with “Aurora” written in big letters on a sign by the door, and the words “Restaurant and Bar” were written underneath it.



The windows were dark, so I pressed my face close to the glass to look inside. There were a lot of tables and a long bar that stretched across most of the back wall. Three men were standing inside, one in a white buttoned shirt and black trousers and two in T-shirts and jeans like me. They were right by the bar, and I could only faintly hear them through the window.



“Your time’s running out, Tony,” one of the men growled at the one in the white shirt.



“Please, I don’t want to be involved in this,” Tony pleaded.



One of the men in jeans reached and grabbed Tony by his collar and aggressively yanked him close. Tony tried to struggle away, but he was half the size of the other guy.



I tried to open the door, but it didn’t budge, and I figured these restaurant people might not tell me what to wear if I broke their door, so I knocked loudly. All three of the men inside snapped their heads toward me with confused looks on their faces.



A minute of no movement went by. The two men in jeans looked at each other, and then the one who wasn’t grabbing Tony marched over to the door and opened it.



“Restaurant doesn’t open ‘til five,” he said.



He went to shut the door, but I raised my hand and held it open.



“Wait,” I said. “I have a question.”



“Get out of here,” he said. “Come back at five if you wanna see a menu.”



He tried to pull the door closed again, but he was no match for my hand against the door. Irritation crept up his face as he failed against my effortless strength.



“I have a question,” I repeated. “What do people wear to restaurants? What do the customers wear when they come here?”



The man in front of me, who I now noticed had atrociously thick sideburns, let out a laugh at my question, and so did his friend in the back. Tony didn’t laugh at my question, so I assumed he would be more willing to give me an answer.



“Move, human.” I shoved past the man with the sideburns and went into the restaurant. His irritation returned to his face along with a pinch of anger as he followed me back over to the bar.



“Hello,” I said to Tony. “You seem to be the owner of this establishment. Do you know what men normally wear to restaurants? Is there a sort of… code that I should follow?”



“You should get out of here before my fist follows your face,” the man with the sideburns said. “You don’t want to mess with us.”



He approached me, and so did the other man in jeans, while Tony backed away into a corner.



“I do not wish to leave, I wish for an answer,” I said. “I am not intimidated by your tiny fists or pathetic sideburns.”



“You’re one stupid guy if you think staying here is a good idea,” Sideburns hissed. “Now get out so we can finish our business. I won’t ask you again.”



“You do not command me,” I said. “You don’t get to demand anything of me. So step aside so that guy can tell me the answer I need.”



Sideburns laughed again, but the laugh was soon cut off when he fired his fist at my face. I predicted his move as soon as his shoulder flinched and caught his fist in my hand without struggle. He tried with his other hand, but I caught that just as easily as the first.



“As I said: not intimidated.” I squeezed his fist for emphasis.



“What the hell,” Sideburns said. “Who the fuck are you?”



“Someone you don’t want to fight,” I said. “This is your chance to walk away if you wish to take it.”



Apparently, the other man in jeans didn’t hear my offer because he came at me with his fists as well.



I flipped Sideburns over my shoulder to get him out of the way, then ducked to the side of the other man’s punch. He stumbled forward, and I slipped behind him, kicked the back of his knee, and watched as he crumpled to the floor.



“Shit!” he yelled and clutched at his leg.



Sideburns punched at me again, but I ducked under his fist and elbowed him in the ribs. He called out in pain, and as he held his side, I planted another kick on the other guy before he could get back to his feet.



“Stop, stop, please!” he yelled. “We’ll go.”



I yanked him to his feet and pushed Sideburns and him further toward the door.



“Thank you,” I said.



“I’m not going anywhere,” Sideburns objected to his friend’s surrender.



He charged at me again, clearly not realizing yet that he had no chance, and threw another punch at me. This one was aimed at my chest, and I decided to let it hit me to show them how little they affected me.



His fist smashed into my chest, and it wasn’t more damaging than being hit by a small stone thrown by a child. His hand, on the contrary, made a crunching noise, and he opened his mouth in a silent scream.



I didn’t need to say or do anything else after that because he now agreed with his friend that it was time for them to leave.



They ran, or quickly stumbled, to the door, shouted something about “not being done here,” and then left so fast that they didn’t bother to shut the door behind them.



“They were very unpleasant men,” I said.



“You’re telling me,” Tony said. “Thank you for that, I don’t know what they would’ve done to me if you hadn’t shown up.”



He held his hand out to me.



“I’m Tony Slater,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”



“I’m Ethan Cloud.” I shook his hand.



“I could have sworn I was dead meat,” he said. “You’re like a superhero! And how you threw them off guard with that random question, genius.”



“What?” I asked.



Did he think my question was a joke?



“Hey,” he said. “Next time you come in here, no matter how big the group is, you get your meals for free. It’s the least I could do.”



I was still wanting an answer to my question, but this offer piqued my interest in why Tony wanted to get rid of those men so badly.



“Who were those two guys?” I asked.



He looked at the front window, presumably to make sure they were definitely not still hanging around, and then he sat on one of the bar stools.



I slid onto one too, picked up a piece of lemon that was in a bucket on the bartop, and popped it into my mouth. It was intensely sour, and Tony gave me a funny look as I swallowed it, and then his expression fell back into seriousness.



“They’re members of a gang,” he said. “I don’t really know much about their whereabouts or their leader, but I know they won’t leave me the fuck alone.”



“Do you owe them something?” I asked. “Or did you wrong them in any way?”



“No, I didn’t do a thing,” he said. “It was my dad who made a deal with them when business was tight. He said he’d owe them a favor, how stupid do you have to be to agree to do a favor for a gang? Anyway, he died two months ago, and now they’re asking me for the favor.”



“That does not sound fair,” I said. “Why should your father’s debt become your own?”



“Exactly,” he said. “Now I’m afraid I’ll have to close the whole restaurant just to get them to leave me alone.”



“What favor are they asking of you?” I asked.



“They want me to let them hide some of their drug stash here, and use the business’ account for money laundering.” He dropped his face into his hands. “That’s serious shit, I could go to prison for it.”



His distress was genuine, that much was clear, and from what I saw, the men who were after him were growing short on patience. He’d offered me free food for scaring them off once, so I knew that he’d almost definitely agree to give me more free things if I scared them off permanently.



Perhaps he’d even give me a lifetime of free food. I’d save so much money to put into my own business if I didn’t have to worry about buying food, and I’d seen no farm animals to slaughter myself since arriving here.



I stood up from my stool and straightened my posture.



“I shall destroy these gang criminals,” I declared. “And in return, you will give me a continuous supply of free food.”



“Uh, destroy?” he asked. “You know. I don’t even fucking care. You get these guys to leave me alone, and I’m not going to ask any questions. I’ll give you as much food as you want.”



“We have an agreement, then.” I nodded.



He ran around the back of the bar and began to pour two drinks into very delicate-looking glasses.



“Do you like martinis?” he asked as he pushed one of the glasses toward me. “We should have a drink to celebrate.”



“I’ve never tried one,” I said.



We each held our glasses in the air as Tony spoke.



“To saving my life,” he said.



“And free food,” I said.



We clinked glasses and took a sip of the drinks. It wasn’t the best alcohol I’d ever tasted, I’d much prefer a large mug of ale, but at least it was free of charge. Two free drinks today already, I was becoming more powerful indeed.



“Wait a second.” Tony put his glass down. “You’re not like a… because I really can’t afford to get into any more shady business.”



“Like a… what?” I asked.



“Like a… you know… a hitman,” he whispered the last part.



“I hit men on occasion,” I said.



“But you’re not going to kill them, right?” he asked. “you said ‘destroy’ and I’m not—”



“I only kill in response to people trying to kill me first,” I said. “But yes, if you prefer, I shall only deter them from going after you, unless they give me reason to take it any further. Then I will have no qualms about destroying them.”



“Okay, let’s pretend I didn’t hear half of that.” He picked up his glass again and took another sip.



I wondered why he asked me a question if he was going to pretend that he didn’t hear the full answer.



“May you provide an answer to my question now?” I asked. “It is what I came here for, after all.”



“Oh, you actually want to know…” he said. “Most places like smart attire, so like button-down shirts, trousers, maybe a blazer. Probably not sneakers or any sportswear.”



“Like the shirt you are wearing?” I asked.



“Yeah, like this,” he said. “Just not one that’s wrinkled like mine, so, you know, just don’t get grabbed by a thug, and you should be fine.”



“Thank you,” I said. “Do you know where I could find these items of clothing?”



“There’s quite a few high-end clothing stores a few streets that way.” He pointed out the window and flicked his wrist a little to the left. “I don’t know what time they close, though.”



“I shall go now then, for I have dinner tonight,” I said. “Until next time, Tony.”



“See you later, Ethan,” he said. “Do you want my number so you can let me know when everything is sorted out?”



“There is no need,” I said. “I shall return when the work is done. Do you sell tacos?”



“No,” he said. “We’re an Italian restaurant.”



“That’s a shame, nevertheless, food is food,” I said. “Goodbye.”



“Thank you again,” Tony said. “I can’t say it enough.”



I opened the door and left the restaurant, and the sky had darkened a little since I’d last been outside. I hoped that Clare had made it home safe, and I wished that I had one of the small magic mirrors to contact her on, to check if she did or not. I would have to wait until I saw her at dinner later.



Now all there was for me to do was buy some clothing for the restaurant, and then tomorrow I would begin my search for the criminals’ hideout so I could obtain my limitless food supply. Once again, Earth felt like a wondrous world of opportunity.



I wished that Astrum was here so I could laugh in his face at how his plan to ruin my life was actually working out rather well for me.



If the mages and the royal family were combining powers back in Coilfell, then it would only be a matter of time before their morals clashed and the feud returned stronger than ever. A part of me was glad I wasn’t there to witness the coming war, but another part of me wanted to see my enemies burn each other and then dance on their ashes.



I arrived on the street that I assumed Tony was talking about because there were men and women all around with large bags in their hands. I stole a glance into one as two women deep in conversation passed me, and saw that there was in fact clothing in the bag. I looked at the name on the side of the bag and went into the building with the same name and symbol written on the front of it.



Inside was larger than it looked from the outside, mostly from the extremely high ceiling. I looked up, and there were multiple floors in the store that were edged by fences, so customers could look down onto the lower levels, and also look up.



The whole place was lit up very brightly, and everywhere smelled like flowers and mint or fresh cotton. It sure beat the stench of a wendigo, but it didn’t smell as good as the tacos did.



I really needed to stop thinking about those so often.



I wandered around the ground floor but found nothing but women’s clothing, so I looked for the stairs to the next floor. I found the stairs with no problem, but I didn’t expect them to be imbued with magic. They moved up on their own, and next to them, there was a set that moved down on their own.



“These people use magic for the strangest things,” I whispered to myself.



I stepped onto the first step of the moving staircase and was taken to the next floor where I would, hopefully, find my smart, restaurant clothing.
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I looked through the many clothes hung up on racks on the second floor until I found a shirt that was similar to the one Tony had been wearing. The only real difference was the coloring: this one was black instead of white.



I then looked for pants on a different rack, picked out a black pair, and turned to a woman with the name of the store on her shirt.



“Would these be suitable for a dinner at a restaurant?” I asked.



She looked at the trousers as I held them out, looked me up and down, and then smiled.



“Do you know what restaurant it is?” she asked.



“No,” I said. “But I was told to dress ‘smart.’”



“Ah, a blind date?” she asked.



“My vision is superior to all humans,” I said. “I will not be blind.”



“No, silly.” She smiled. “I mean will there be a woman there you are going to meet?”



“Yes.” I nodded.



“In that case, yes, those pants are a safe option,” she said. “Although if you’re wearing them with that shirt then you might want to add a splash of color somewhere else.”



She ran over to another rack and came back with a dark red item of clothing in her hands.



“This jacket should do just fine.” She held it up beside the shirt and trousers in my hands. “What do you think?”



“I like it,” I said. “Now, may you point me in the direction of the tailors so I may get it fitted, and then the direction of the cobblers so I may purchase some suitable shoes.”



“I’m sorry sir, but we don’t do tailoring,” she said. “But you look like you’d fit a large in everything.”



She took the shirt and trousers out of my hands and then exchanged them for different ones of the same kind.



“Here you go,” she said. “The changing rooms are just over there if you would like to try them on before buying.”



She pointed at a door to the right.



“Thank you,” I said.



I went into the door on the right. On the other side, there was a couch with two men sitting on it, and to either side, there were many more doors. I picked one of the doors at random, stepped into the small room behind it, and closed the door behind me.



I was skeptical that the clothing would fit me how I wanted it to without being fitted by a tailor, and I didn’t want to wear another tight shirt like my victory shirt from the diner.



As I dressed, the men on the couch talked to each other, and I listened to their conversation.



“You here with your girl?” one asked.



“Yeah, you?” the other asked.



“Yeah,” the first guy said. “They take forever, don’t they?”



I noted that it must’ve been common practice for men on Earth to take their women shopping for clothing.



“Did you see that guy on the third floor looking at the watches?” the second guy asked.



“Yeah, he was buying like five of them,” the first guy said. “Imagine having that kind of money. Dude must be successful.”



Men envied other men with enough money to buy many of something called a watch. I was learning so much today just from observing people.



I buttoned up the black shirt, and it did fit, but not as well as a tailor-made one would. The trousers also fit, and so did the burgundy jacket that the woman had picked out for me.



Now that what I would wear to the restaurant was sorted, I stepped out of the small room in search of the cobblers.



“Excuse me,” I approached the helpful woman again. “I have tried the clothing on, and now I am in search of the cobblers for some shoes.”



“We also don’t have a cobbler, I’m afraid,” she said. “But we sell a range of men’s shoes at the far side of this floor. Over in that direction.”



She pointed to the right, and I nodded my thanks to her.



I found the shoes at the far side of the floor I was on like she’d said, and I was completely thrown off by the sizes as I looked at them. It was a bunch of numbers, and I didn’t know which one might be my size. At least the small, medium, and large of the clothing was easy to guess.



“Can I help you sir?” a man with the name of the store on his shirt asked me.



“I need shoes to go with this, so I fit in at dinner,” I said.



“Do you have a particular price range?” he asked.



“I want to spend as little as possible, but not look like that’s what I am doing,” I said.



“And what is your shoe size?” he asked.



“I have no idea,” I said.



The man brought out a device that he asked me to put my foot on. I was hesitant at first in case it was a trap, but when he said it was simply to find out the size of my foot, I cooperated. I took my shoes off per his instruction, put my foot on the device, and then allowed him to move the front end of the device to touch the tip of my big toe.



“The shoes you were wearing were miles too small for you,” the man said. “I’m surprised you haven’t poked a hole through the tip of them.”



He left, then returned with a box that he handed to me.



“These should fit you perfectly,” he said. “They’re also on sale right now.”



“Splendid,” I said.



I put the black shoes on, tied up the laces, took a few steps forward, turned, and went back. They fit great and were infinitely more comfortable than the ones I’d taken from the man when I first arrived.



“The shoes a man wears say a lot about him,” the man who brought me the shoes said. “These say you care about quality, but you’re not a showboater.”



“I don’t know what a showboater is,” I said. “But I like the sound of quality. I shall purchase these shoes and the clothes I am wearing.”



“The clothes you’re wearing?” the man asked. “I’m sorry sir, but you can’t buy them while you have them on. We need to scan the codes at the register.”



I thought it was a waste of time going back to the changing room and taking off my new clothes when I was only going to put them back on again, but if I wanted to buy them from this merchant, then I didn’t have much of a choice.



Unnecessary human rule aside, I felt a new surge of confidence as I left the store. I was confident about the dinner later, and I felt that I wouldn’t struggle to blend in as much as I’d worried about before.



I walked back to Gary’s apartment and realized I couldn’t get into the building without him, but this time I knew about the buttons that alerted the owner of the apartments of my presence.



“Gary, it is me, Ethan,” I said as I pressed the button.



“Oh, hey, I’ll unlock the door for you,” he replied shortly after. “Come on up.”



There was a quick buzzing sound, and then, when I tested the door handle it opened freely. I went up the stairs and knocked on the door to Gary’s apartment until he let me inside.



“Hey.” He opened the door. “Did Clare tell you about dinner tonight? It should be a good opportunity to start to plan things.”



“She did,” I said. “I have procured a new outfit for it.”



“Dave said he’ll pick us up in his car in like an hour,” he said. “So there’s plenty of time if you want to shower before we go.”



I did realize that I was a little sweaty from chasing the wendigo as soon as he said that, and even if I wasn’t, I was excited to use the indoor rain room again. So that’s what I did to pass the time, and then when I was done, I redressed in my new clothes.



“You look like a CEO already,” Gary said.



“Nice to know it was worth the money,” I said.



He started to talk about football, and how one team was doing very badly this season, and thankfully, I managed to get through the whole conversation just by nodding at appropriate moments until Dave arrived.



Gary got into the front of Dave’s car, and I slid into the back.



I soon discovered it was going to be a much different experience from the one car I’d been in before. When he turned a corner it was like he turned at the last possible second, and he propelled us forward much faster.



“Are we in a hurry?” I asked. “Are we being chased?”



“I told you you’re a shitty driver,” Gary said to Dave.



“Do you want a free ride or not?” Dave replied.



We stopped outside of Clare’s building, Gary tapped something onto his magic mirror, and two minutes later Clare was sliding into the car next to me.



“Well, hello again,” she said. “Come here often?”



“No,” I said, to which Gary and Dave laughed.



“Thanks for the ride, Dave,” Clare said.



“You do have life insurance, don’t you?” Gary asked.



“I don’t know why I bother with you people,” Dave said.



We started moving again, and Dave, Gary, and Clare chatted about nothing of any real importance as we headed to the restaurant. When we stopped again, I noticed that we weren’t too far from Aurora, the restaurant where I had met Tony earlier.



“The patatas bravas is really good here,” Clare said as I helped her out of the car. “I love tapas.”



We went inside and the interior created an instant feeling of calm. The lighting was soft, and the majority of it came from candles in the center of the round tables. The smell of fresh food swirled all around, but it wasn’t overpowering.



“Reservation for Gary O’Connell,” Gary said to a woman who was standing at a tall desk by the door.



“Right this way.” She led us over to a four-seater table.



Clare walked in front of me, and I took the opportunity to study what she was wearing.



She wore a dark purple dress that contrasted with her pale skin in an eye-catching way, and the silky material of it swished elegantly as she walked. It went down to around her knees, but there was a slit in the side that went halfway up her thigh.



Women in Coilfell didn’t wear things like that, so it was interesting to see how it clung to her body. I’d seen noblewomen in majestic, expensive dresses and robes before, but they were nothing compared to Clare.



We sat down at the table, and she was to my left, Gary was to my right, and Dave was opposite me. The woman who led us over placed a menu in front of each of us, and then placed two drink menus on the table before leaving.



I looked through one of the drink menus, but there wasn’t Mexican hot chocolate on it. However, there was a wide selection of beers and wines that I was pleased to see.



I then looked at the food menu in front of me, and I wasn’t sure what anything was.



“Have you had tapas before?” Clare leaned in and asked.



“No,” I said.



“Okay,” she said. “So basically we pick like two or three dishes each, and then we share them across the table.”



I nodded and looked at the menu again, even though I was going to pick at random and hope for the best when the woman returned to take our orders.



“So about the business,” Gary said. “I found out that Tom used to do plumbing work, and Darren knows how to plaster. So I was thinking we should do general contracting, rather than just construction.”



“I know a bit about plumbing, too,” Dave said. “So that’s cool with me.”



“I don’t know how to do those other skills you mentioned,” I admitted. “But I am prepared to teach myself so we can make this business venture thrive. I am also prepared to contribute entirely toward our first costs since this whole thing was my idea. In the meantime, I shall perform other tasks I am proficient at to earn money for us.”



“Great,” Gary said. “This is going to be fun.”



“And because Ethan’s last name is Cloud, you could call it Cloud Contracting,” Clare added. “It’s catchy, and I could do some pretty cool designs for it playing on the cloud theme.”



“I think the couple next door to my parents’ house want their kitchen remodeled,” Dave said. “I could see if they’d be willing to be our first customers.”



“I’ll get to work on designing the website tomorrow,” Clare said.



“It’s great that you’re offering to be the major contributor to upfront costs and everything,” Gary said. “But where are you getting the money from?”



“I’ve got some money already from a few jobs I did before meeting you guys,” I said. “I’ll find more ways to get more money for the business. I’m a fast learner, as you know, and I see no reason I wouldn’t find success. Someone mentioned something to me about being a bouncer, so I may look into that.”



Just then the woman returned and asked for our orders. She went around everyone at the table and then came to me last.



“And what will you be having this evening, sir?” she asked.



“I shall have a large glass of the house red wine,” I said. “And as for food…”



I pointed at three random things on the menu.



“The padrn peppers?” the woman asked. “I’ll have some milk brought over to the table, too.”



She smiled at me and then left.



“What did she mean by that?” I asked the group.



“One in ten padrn peppers is supposed to be incredibly spicy,” Clare said. “Milk helps to stop spicy food from hurting your mouth.”



“I will keep that in mind as I try the food,” I said.



Clare and Gary began to talk about something to do with their family while Dave looked at his small magic mirror, and as they did, I sunk into my own thoughts.



I had full confidence that I could keep up my faade of being a human for as long as I needed to, but I would be a fool if I did not prepare for the worst. I wanted to know how they would react if they ever found out about my true identity before we cemented our business together. I took a deep breath, then at the next dip in Clare and Gary’s conversation, I spoke up.



“What is everyone’s opinion about dragons?” I asked.



There really wasn’t any way to bring up the subject in a subtler way.



“You mean like Komodos?” Gary asked. “Or the bearded dragon lizards in pet stores? Those guys are so funny to look at.”



“I fucking love
 Game of Thrones
 , if that’s what you mean,” Dave said.



“You do?” I asked.



If Dave was a fan of the game where dragons were battled, then I would have to rethink my partnership with him.



“Yeah, it’s one of the best TV shows of the decade,” he said. “And the spin-off series isn’t too bad, either.”



Relief flushed over me when I found out the
 Game of Thrones
 was a show of fiction, like
 The Simpsons
 .



“Ah, yes, it is an amazing show,” I said.



“I don’t like it when they make the dragons fight and die,” Clare said. “If dragons were real, I’d get one and treat it like an oversized puppy.”



“Until it grew up and burned your house down,” Gary laughed.



If dragons did not exist in this world, then how did they know of their existence to put them in the show? And what was that creature I saw in the sky earlier?



It was nice to hear Clare wouldn’t try to harm me if she ever did find out that I was a dragon, although I wasn’t sure how I felt about her treating me like an oversized puppy.



So many more questions replaced the ones I’d just had answered, but I would have to wait to answer them because a different worker at the restaurant returned and placed several plates of different food on the table, along with everyone’s drinks.



“A feast,” I said. “How wonderful.”



Dave lifted his glass, and the rest of us followed suit.



“To the first official meeting of Cloud Contracting,” he said.



We clinked our glasses and then all drank a sip. The red wine I’d ordered was rather sweet, and I actually preferred it to the very tannin-heavy wine that often cost a lot more, it did in my world at least.



“Bon apptit, everyone,” Clare said.



Everyone picked pieces of food from the plates and tried a variety of the dishes, but no one attempted the charred peppers. I plucked one up with my fork, and bit into it hesitantly. It caused me no pain like the woman had implied, so I ate two more with less hesitation.



“I really hope you get a spicy one,” Dave said. “I want to see the look on your face.”



“I dare you to try one,” Gary said. “Or are you afraid?”



“I’m not afraid,” Dave said with very obviously fake confidence. “I’ll try one if you do.”



“Fine,” Gary said.



They each plucked a pepper off the plate and then proceeded to cut off the smallest chunk to put in their mouths. They presented an air of nonchalance as they chewed, but Dave’s faade soon fell apart as his entire face flushed red like lava.



“Oooh, I think he’s got a hot one.” Clare smirked.



Dave shook his head furiously from left to right.



“It’s not too bad,” he panted. “I don’t feel a thing.”



“Are you sure?” Gary teased.



Dave’s eyes began to water, and there was no more pretending that he wasn’t in pain.



“Give me the milk,” he demanded.



“The waitress was joking, dude,” Gary said. “She didn’t bring any milk.”



“Fuck,” Dave said. “Do any of these dishes have dairy in them?”



“Here, take the manchego.” Clare pushed a plate of cheese toward him.



Dave grabbed the cheese and ate a few mouthfuls before he calmed down, and his face began to return to its normal shade.



“See,” he said. “That wasn’t too bad.”



The rest of us laughed. I didn’t understand why these people would risk putting themselves in pain for fun, but nevertheless, it was entertaining to be a part of.



“Dare you to try it now, Ethan,” Dave said as he picked up another chunk of cheese.



“No,” I said. “It seems unpleasant.”



“I’ll give you fifty dollars if you can eat the whole thing,” he said.



“And I’ll give you twenty if you can go five minutes without reaching for the cheese,” Gary said.



Seventy dollars to eat a pepper? It looked like it caused Dave a lot of pain, but it was likely that humans were weaker to its effect than dragons would be.



“Deal.” I took the rest of the pepper from Dave and put the whole thing in my mouth.



“I didn’t think he’d actually do it,” Dave said.



I waited for the pain to start, but it never did. The flavor was a little smoky, and there was the faintest tingle in the back of my throat, but other than that I was perfectly fine.



I swallowed the pepper and held my hand out to Dave for the money.



“Fifty dollars, please,” I said.



“You’re not even sweating,” Dave said in disbelief. “Did you even feel it?”



“I rather enjoyed it,” I said.



Dave reached into his pocket and pulled out fifty dollars to hand me.



“Remind me to never make a bet against you again,” he said.



“Well, I might as well give you my money now,” Gary said.



He handed me twenty dollars, and I pocketed the money. I tried some more of the dishes, and the food was much better than at Bob’s diner, and better than the pizza as well.



“Did you ever go to Hollywood while you lived in California?” Clare asked.



I didn’t manage to answer her question because when I looked up at her, my eyes caught sight of two familiar men entering the restaurant.



It was the two men I’d faced in Aurora, and from their intense expressions, it was clear that they had more so-called business here. I just hoped they didn’t follow me here because having a gang going after me wasn’t something I thought my new friends would be thrilled about. If they saw me here, then they would know Clare, Dave, and Gary’s faces, too, and that would put them in danger.



“Ethan?” Clare asked when I didn’t answer her question. “Are you alright?”



I picked up a napkin from the table and pretended to wipe the bottom half of my face, so I could watch the men without them identifying me.



They limped a little as they walked, likely from our scuffle earlier, and Sideburns had bandages on the hand I’d let him punch me with. The two of them walked right past the front desk, and the woman standing there didn’t stop them.



They approached the door to the kitchen and went inside without any apprehension, so they had full confidence that they had the upper hand over whoever it was they were here to meet.



Now was my chance to scare them away from Tony Slater for good. If I didn’t take advantage of the moment, then I would have to waste time searching for their hideout.



“My apologies.” I stood up from the table. “I shall be back in a moment.”




OceanofPDF.com




 Chapter 8



I excused myself from the table and walked toward the door the men had gone through before my friends could protest. I moved quickly so no member of the restaurant staff could ask what I was doing.



Inside the kitchen, the air was stuffy and alive with a million aromas. Chefs moved from station to station and worked at an impressive pace. One of them nearly knocked into me as I walked past them while they were sauteing something.



“Whoa, watch it, jackass,” the chef said.



I didn’t pay attention to him because I was too busy scanning the room for the two thugs. There was so much movement in the room that it was hard to keep track of everything. My eyes darted from face to face, but none of them belonged to who I was looking for.



I noticed another door at the back of the room, and I figured that it must lead to some sort of back alley where they took deliveries, or the kitchen staff went when they needed fresh air. I dodged the moving chefs in the kitchen and made my way to the door.



I opened it by an inch and listened closely to whatever was on the other side.



“Let’s extend our deal by another three months,” Sideburns’ voice said. “We’re making good use of this place.”



“But we agreed it was only for six months,” a frightened voice responded.



“And the boss wants you to agree to three more months,” Sideburns said. “Or do I have to spend some time… convincing you?”



I peered through the gap, and the thugs were facing away from my direction as they intimidated a short, skinny man in a chef’s uniform. There was a container for unwanted items close to the wall that I could hide behind, I just had to hope that the skinny guy didn’t see me and give away my presence.



I opened the door just enough for me to slip through and darted behind the container. I crouched down so it hid me completely, and looked around the side of it.



From my new position, I could pounce on the two thugs so quickly that they wouldn’t know I was there until they were on the ground. From this angle, I also noticed Sideburns’ friend had a rip in the side of his jeans that revealed a skull tattoo on his leg. If that was his attempt at looking menacing, then he would have to think of something a lot better to scare me away.



“Answer me,” Sideburns said. “Do we have a new deal, or do I need to convince you?”



“He can be very persuasive,” Skull Leg said.



“W-we have a n-new deal, we have a new deal,” the skinny man stuttered. “Just… no more business after that… I won’t do it.”



Without warning, Sideburns stepped forward and grabbed the man’s shirt just like he’d grabbed Tony. The skinny man’s eyes flared with fear as he was almost lifted off his feet.



“You think you have a choice?” Sideburns asked him. “That’s so funny.”



He let out a slow, menacing chuckle, then his tone fell back into seriousness.



“You’re not laughing,” Sideburns asked the skinny man. “Why aren’t you laughing? Were you not joking?”



“I was,” the skinny man lied, and a desperate look came over his face. “It was a joke.”



“Laugh then.” Sideburns shook him once so his head wobbled back and forth. “Laugh!”



The skinny man opened his mouth to let out what I presumed would be a nervous, forced laugh, but he didn’t get a chance to carry out his performance.



I leaped onto Sideburns and shoved him into Skull Leg, and the force sent them both to the ground. They were pressed on top of each other, and I secured my weight on top of them to keep them in place.



“Is this funny enough for you?” I asked.



“My ribs!” Skull Leg choked out.



“Get off us,” Sideburns said.



“I said, is this funny enough for you?” I asked again.



“Yes!” Sideburns yelled as best as he could.



“Laugh then,” I said.



They didn’t do anything other than struggle to get out from underneath me, but of course that didn’t work.



“Laugh, and I’ll get off of you,” I growled.



Two seconds went by, and then the both of them began to laugh the anxious, forced laugh they were trying to get their victim to do.



“Very good,” I said.



I stood up off of them, and they breathed in deeply as they got to their feet.



“Go back inside,” I said to the skinny man.



He did as I said and didn’t look back.



“I see Tony isn’t the only one who you’ve been bothering,” I said.



“Who are you, his fucking guardian or something?” Sideburns asked.



“I’m a being far more powerful than you,” I said.



“You got the jump on us this time,” he said. “That’s hardly a fair fight.”



“You shouldn’t have let your guard down,” I said.



“Sorry I’m not a fucking trained assassin like you, apparently,” he said. “Did you follow us here?”



“Yes,” I lied to get into their heads. “I’ve had eyes on you since you left Aurora.”



“Oh, yeah? What did we do afterward, then?” Skull Leg asked.



I noticed a grease stain on the top of his T-shirt that I was pretty sure wasn’t there when I’d fought them in Aurora.



“You went to go get something to eat,” I said. “And this idiot dropped some food on himself.”



“Shit, he has been watching us!” Skull Leg gasped.



The two of them shared a concerned look.



“Look, buddy, you’re messing with the wrong group of people,” Sideburns said. “Our boss is a ruthless motherfucker, and when he hears you’ve been giving us trouble you’re gonna regret it.”



“If anyone’s going to regret anything, it’s going to be you two,” I said. “So leave Aurora, and Tony, alone.”



“Okay, okay,” Sideburns said.



He didn’t leave himself even a second to think about his answer, and that was enough to tell me that he had been planning something while we were talking.



“We’ll leave Aurora and your little friend alone,” he continued. “We’ve learned our lesson, and we don’t want any more trouble.”



As he spoke, I watched his hand go into his pocket out of the corner of my eye. He kept eye contact with me and tried his best to be subtle with his movements, but it was a pathetic attempt. When the last word of his sentence left his lips, he snatched up a knife he had been concealing in his pocket and thrust it toward my stomach.



Fool.



I grabbed his wrist before the tip of the knife managed to touch me. I held his arm in place, and it seemed he was so shocked by my counter to his surprise attack that he didn’t even try to move.



“See, this is what I meant by not letting your guard down,” I said.



The shock faded from Sideburns’ eyes as he came to terms with what was happening, and when he was fully aware again, he tried to pull his wrist back. I didn’t let go, and instead pressed my thumb down hard on the tender point of his wrist until his hand opened, and he released the knife. I caught the handle in my other hand as it fell and turned it to Sideburns.



“Bro, do something!” Sideburns yelled at his friend.



“No way, he has a fucking knife now!” he yelled back.



Sideburns spat at me, and my anger flared. In one smooth movement, I wiped the spit from my face, then I twisted his arm until I heard a snap.



“Fuck!” Sideburns cried.



He growled in frustration and pain, and he threw his other hand at my face.



I didn’t let it hit me this time, and I used the force he put into the punch against him. I gave him just enough of a shove to his side, and he did most of the work himself to send his own weight falling into Skull Leg.



They crumpled into a pile in almost a perfect copy of how they had been not five minutes ago.



“So do you two just like being on top of each other or…” I smirked.



They didn’t bother to stand up this time and instead shuffled back toward the wall. Sideburns clutched at his arm to try and keep it as still as possible.



“This isn’t fair,” Skull Leg said. “We were just doing what we were told.”



“Told by who?” I asked. “What’s your leader’s name?”



“Yeah, we were just following orders,” Sideburns said. “We didn’t know we’d end up with fucking Batman trying to kill us.”



“Answer my question,” I demanded. “And why do people keep calling me Batman?”



“We can’t tell you his name!” Skull Leg shouted. “He’ll fucking kill us.”



“It’s him or me.” I crouched down in front of them and twirled the knife between my fingers.



They watched every single movement of the blade with razor-sharp focus like any second I could plunge it into them, which I could’ve. Despite the intense fear written on their faces, they still didn’t answer me.



“Fine.” I stood up. “Don’t tell me. But you go and tell your boss you won’t be going after Tony anymore.”



“He’ll just put someone else on the job,” Sideburns said.



I pocketed the knife, grabbed both of them by the necks, and lightly pressed down on their throats.



“Then you tell him to leave Tony alone entirely,” I said. “Forget he exists because if I hear about your gang near his restaurant again, you’re going to wish I killed you tonight.”



I let go of their necks, and they panted like dogs.



“Alright, we’ll tell him,” Sideburns gasped.



“Good,” I said. “Now go, before I decide to break your other arm.”



Skull Leg stood up quickly and reached out to help pull Sideburns up, but he knocked away his friend’s hand and struggled to his own feet with the wall’s help.



No wonder these people were so useless, everything was a game of pride and ego.



I wanted to watch as they walked away, to make sure they didn’t get any bright ideas and follow me into the restaurant, but a whirl of bright lights and sirens had other plans. A swirl of blue and red zoomed past the alley at top speed, and I recognized it as one of the cars I’d seen near the crime scene. Three more followed it in the same direction, and Sideburns and Skull Leg took off the opposite way. They were terrible fighters, but their speed in response to those cars was rather impressive.



I sniffed the air for any remnants of wendigo scent, but the only thing I could smell was the pungent aromas of the kitchen behind me. I followed the cars, and when they disappeared too far into the distance I followed the sound.



It was a bit strange how humans created so much noise when on the way to the scene of a crime. Wouldn’t it have been better to approach in stealth in case the criminal was still around?



I walked at my fastest pace, and in the moments when there was nobody else on the street to watch me, I ran. My running speed was fast enough to raise a few eyebrows, so I thought it was better to not let anyone see if I could help it.



I quickly caught up to the flashing lights and kept myself hidden in the shadows of a building as I watched the people in black step out of the cars. The sky was dark now, so they used some kind of light to scan the ground more clearly.



“Here!” one of them shouted to the rest. “We’ve got a body. It’s a young woman.”



The rest of the people in black ran to where the one who’d called out was looking.



“And her chest has been ripped open,” one of them said. “The killer…”



“It’s definitely his work from the looks of things,” the man who found the body said. “I hope so, at least… I don’t think this city can handle two psycho serial killers.”



“I’ll call a unit down to secure the scene,” one of the people said then ran to their car.



“Who called in about the commotion?” another one of them asked.



“An old woman in one of the apartments there.” The man who found the body pointed at a building to the right. “She said she heard a scream, then she looked out her window to see someone crouching beside what looked like a body.”



“Did she say anything about what the suspect looked like?” they asked.



“Tall, male. He was turned around so she couldn’t see his face,” he said.



I smelled the air again, and this time there was a clear scent of wendigo. In fact, the smell was so strong that it was almost suffocating. I stayed as out of sight of the people at the scene as I could as I followed the scent.



It led me into a nearby alleyway that had a dead end at the back. There was a metal staircase on the wall to the left that Gary had told me were called fire escapes. I began to climb up, but when I was halfway up the building, the scent began to dissipate, so I knew the wendigo hadn’t gone this way.



I thought perhaps he had gone into one of the windows close to the staircase, so I checked them all as I went back down. They were all either closed and dark on the inside or had someone on the other side minding their own business. None of them were broken, and there was the potential that the wendigo lived in one of the apartments, but it wouldn’t be wise to start trying random windows to find out, not with the people in black nearby anyway.



I went back to the ground, and the smell got stronger again.



It was dark so it was a little hard to see, but halfway down the alley, I saw another one of those circular plates in the ground. I didn’t believe that the wendigo disappearing near two of these things was a coincidence. I didn’t know what was down those circles, but whatever it was, the wendigo was using it to disappear, and maybe even to catch his victims off guard.



I lifted the circle from the ground, and inside, was a deep hole that I couldn’t see the bottom of. The putrid scent of the wendigo came up from it, along with another smell that was just as terrible.



“Wendigo!” I spoke down into the hole. “Show yourself to me. I just want to talk about what brought us both here. Perhaps we could return to our world and defeat Astrum together.”



There was no reply, which meant either the tunnel was extensive and the wendigo was too far to hear me, or he was choosing to ignore me.



My only option was to go in after him, although I didn’t like the idea of leaving dinner for longer than necessary. At least I would have time to think of why I was away for so long while I was searching through whatever was at the bottom of the hole.



I’d just put my foot into the hole when I heard a voice from the end of the alley.



“Hey, I think someone’s down here,” someone said. “It might be the killer.”



It must’ve been the people in black, and I didn’t want to be mistaken for the serial killer. When the person turned away, I bolted onto the fire escape and ran up the steps as fast as physically possible. The structure was outrageously loud, so I pushed myself faster than any human could. I made it to the top, and I looked down to see two people in black entering the alley.



The windows and door at the top were locked, and breaking the glass would make too much noise, so I leaped high and pulled myself onto the roof of the building. I watched over the edge as the people looked up and down the alley.



“I heard something on the fire escape,” the one on the left said.



“Coulda been a fat cat.” The one on the right looked at the fire escape.



I snatched my head away from the edge and ran to the other side of the building. There was another building next to it, and the gap would’ve been too much for a human to jump, but I easily soared through the air, and I went into a roll as I hit the other roof to soften my landing.



Without wasting a second, I found this building’s fire escape on the far side, jumped down it, and got the fuck out of the crime scene area. I ran until I was back by the tapas restaurant, where I went through the front door and finally rejoined my companions at the table.



“Where the hell have you been?” Gary asked.



“We thought you were trying to stick us with your part of the bill,” Dave laughed.



“Please, accept my apologies,” I said. “I felt suddenly overcome by sickness.”



“It was probably that hot pepper,” Clare said.



“Why did you go into the kitchen?” Gary asked. “Don’t say you threw up near the food, please.”



“No, I didn’t,” I said. “I saw a family blocking the front door and knew there would be a door to the back through the kitchen.”



“Well, in case it happens again, the bathrooms are that way.” Dave pointed across the room.



“Thank you, I’ll remember that,” I said.



A waitress came over to the table and placed a plate of food down in front of each of us.



“You weren’t here when they asked if we wanted dessert, so I ordered you something,” Clare said.



“I was going to eat it if you didn’t come back,” Dave said. “So if you’re going to puke again then please go do it now.”



“What is it?” I turned the plate around to inspect the food.



There were four, small, golden-brown misshapen balls that looked crispy on the outsides, and a dusting of white covered them.



“They’re buuelos,” Clare said. “They’re a bit like doughnuts.”



I put one in my mouth, and after I bit through the crispy, sweet exterior, I was presented with a very fluffy and soft inside.



“Fantastic,” I said.



We all ate our desserts and discussed the business more until Clare changed the subject.



“Did you hear the police cars go by when you were in the alley?” she asked.



That must’ve been the cars with the flashing lights that the people in black drove, and that meant they were probably called police, if they drove police cars.



“There were like four of them,” Dave said. “I wonder what happened.”



“Yes,” I said. “They drove right past me.”



“Do you think it was the serial killer?” Gary asked.



“They’re calling them the Ammit Killer,” Clare said. “Because of the heart thing.”



“Why are they calling it that anyway?” Gary asked.



“What?” Clare asked. “You mean Ammit?”



Gray nodded, and I was curious, too.



“Ammit was an Egyptian goddess,” Clare explained. “She was the ‘Devourer of the Dead’ or ‘Eater of Hearts.’”



I had no idea what Egyptian was, but the name certainly fit.



“That’s so gross and creepy,” Dave said.



“Hey, you weren’t really out there killing someone, were you?” Gary laughed and elbowed me lightly.



When his elbow touched me, it reminded me that I had a knife in my pocket from the thugs, and I realized I should probably get rid of it to reduce suspicion falling on me. I didn’t plan on letting anyone look through my pockets, but it never hurt to be too safe.



I understood that Gary was joking, so simply saying “no” might’ve made me look like I was trying to hide something, so I attempted some Earth humor.



“Yeah,” I laughed. “You caught me.”



Everyone laughed, and I took another sip of my red wine.



“I saw someone go into one of the circles in the ground when I was in the alley,” I said. “Does that happen here often?”



“Circles?” Dave asked.



“You mean the manholes?” Gary asked.



“No, not really,” Clare said. “Not unless they’re doing work in the sewers.”



“Interesting.” I put another buuelo into my mouth.



“I can’t think of any other reason why someone would want to go down there,” she said. “The smell alone would be… traumatizing.”



That must’ve been what the other putrid smell was, so the wendigo was definitely hiding in these sewers.



“Should we ask for the bill?” Gary asked. “Or are we having more drinks?”



“I shouldn’t have more, that wine’s gone straight to my head,” Clare said.



Gary waved over a waitress and asked for the bill. We all paid our split of the money, and then we stood up from the table and made our way out onto the street.



“You know what, I might walk from here,” Clare said. “My building isn’t mega far away, and I think I need the fresh air.”



“No way,” Gary said. “Not with that psycho killer somewhere out there.”



“I’ll walk her back,” I said. “The motion of the car will probably just make me ill again anyway.”



That wasn’t the actual reason, of course. I knew what kind of beast was out there waiting for easy prey, and I wouldn’t allow Clare to become that prey.



“Okay, just give me a call if you change your mind,” Dave said.



He and Gary went to the car, and Clare and I set off in the direction of her apartment. She hadn’t brought a jacket, and she shivered from the cold air.



“Here.” I gave her my blazer.



“Thank you,” she said. “How did you like the restaurant?”



“I enjoyed it very much,” I said. “Even if I did miss a lot of it.”



“We’ll just have to make plans to do it again,” she said. “So you get the full experience.”



“I would like that,” I said.



We passed another one of the manholes, and my adrenaline spiked at the thought that the wendigo could be down any one of them. For all I knew, he was down that one right now, and he was just waiting patiently for the sound of lone footsteps so he could take his chance and pounce.



“Have you thought any more about selling your painting?” I asked.



“I have,” she said. “I keep thinking about what you said, and I think I’ll try at some point.”



“That’s good to hear,” I said. “I would be the first bidder if I had money to spare on something other than the business.”



“Well, if you want it that badly then I suppose we can do some kind of discount for business partners,” she said. “And that reminds me, you ran off so fast yesterday that you forgot to go back and get the truck.”



“That is probably a good thing,” I said. “My driving skills are a bit… nonexistent.”



“I’ll get Dave or Gary to pick it up at some point then,” she laughed.



“If it is similar to riding a horse I could attempt it,” I offered.



She laughed again, and it was louder this time.



“It’s a little bit different,” she said. “But it’s impressive that you can ride a horse. Maybe you could teach me one day.”



“Next time I find a horse, I shall bring it your way,” I said.



“How romantic,” an all-too-familiar male voice said from behind us.



“I thought I told you to fuck off,” I said to Sideburns.



I pulled Clare close to me and turned around to see that it was in fact Sideburns and Skull Leg standing there. Sideburns had the arm I’d twisted in a makeshift sling that looked like it was some kind of hooded tunic that the people of Earth often wore. I guessed it must’ve been expensive to see a proper doctor in this world.



“You did,” he said.



He had a hammer in his functional hand, and Skull Leg held a knife close to his side.



“We even told our boss about it,” he continued. “But he didn’t appreciate it.”



“Do you really think you stand a chance?” I asked. “Wouldn’t being taken down three times in one day be too humiliating to handle?”



“It would,” Sideburns said. “But luckily you and your pretty girl there will be the ones going down this time.”



He was right about the part where he said Clare was pretty, but for the rest of it, he had horribly overestimated himself.



He nodded his head toward us, and I turned to see we were surrounded, and men seemed to step out of every shadow and alleyway nearby.



“Get them.” Sideburns smirked.
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“Who are these people?” Clare asked as the men slowly closed in on us.



I tried to find a safe enough gap in the attackers that she could run through and escape while I took them all on, but they were pressed close together. There were so many of them, I wondered how the people in the apartments nearby hadn’t noticed that something was happening outside.



“There could be hundreds of people watching us through the windows right now,” I said. “It only takes one of them to alert the police.”



Sideburns chuckled deeply and flicked his eyes to a few of the surrounding windows.



“Why do you think we chose to wait until you passed through here to get you?” he asked. “The boss has got this whole block in the palm of his hand. The residents here know to keep their mouths shut, no matter what they see.”



I wanted to keep him talking just a little longer so I could make a plan in my head.



“You’re so afraid of me that you had to get all of your friends over to help you?” I asked.



I counted each of the men and discovered that there were sixteen of them, Sideburns and Skull Leg included. Six of them had visible weapons, four knives, a smooth, wooden club, and a metal chain. From how most of them held and handled their weapons, it was clear to me that they were not skilled fighters and weren’t sure how to expertly handle their chosen weapons, but one of them was different.



The man with the chain held it securely between his two hands, with enough room for control, and enough length left at the end to reach an enemy and inflict an ugly amount of damage. If all else failed, I had to make sure he didn’t go for Clare, and when the fight eventually broke out, I made plans to go for him first.



“I wasn’t going to take any chances,” Sideburns said. “You’re a pain in my ass, but I’d be lying if I said you weren’t a threat.”



“What the fuck kind of shit are you involved in?” Clare hissed into my ear.



“I’ll explain later,” I whispered back.



“If there is a later,” she said. “For all we know one of them might have a gun.”



“What’s a gun?” I asked.



“We’re so fucked,” Clare groaned.



The first guy came at us and slashed a short knife at my face. I leaned back to avoid the attack, and while he was unsteady on his feet from putting his force into the attempted slash, I kicked his knee so hard it sounded like bone shattered. He crumpled to the ground and dropped his knife so he could use his hands to grab his undoubtedly broken knee.



“I take it back,” Clare gasped.



I grabbed the knife from the ground and held the one I’d confiscated from Sideburns earlier in my other hand. I hadn’t fought with dual-wielding daggers since I ran with a group of assassins back in Coilfell.



After being alive for a few hundred years, I found that turning into a human and making contacts in the villages was a way to make things more exciting. It taught me a lot about fighting, too, which was a bonus, and the best part was that Balan didn’t have a clue I was existing among his people. I could’ve torn his kingdom apart from the inside out if I’d wanted to, but contrary to popular belief, I wasn’t a complete villain.



But I didn’t have any more time to reminisce about the past or what could’ve been.



Another man came at me, and this one had one of the long wooden clubs. He held the handle in both hands and brought it down on me.



I pivoted to the side of the blow with time to spare to throw one of my knives at the attacker. The blade pierced through his side, and he instantly had bigger things to worry about than holding the club.



I stayed as close to Clare as I could while I fought the oncoming attackers, but the nature of battle meant I couldn’t remain exactly where I was.



Whenever there was an opening, I shifted back closer to her, and in every free moment, I flicked my eyes over to her. Thankfully, the men didn’t pay much attention to the female, and if that meant the majority came at me then it was a challenge I was more than willing to welcome.



Another thug with a knife came at me, he didn’t put all of his energy into a single attack attempt like the previous two, and instead, he came at me with a storm of quick blows. His attacks were fast, but they were also clumsy.



I couldn’t reach my second blade from the body of the guy I’d stabbed in the side, so I’d have to attack him with a single blade. I swerved to avoid each slice toward my face and managed to get a few cuts in on him. I sliced once up the side of his forearm, one small cut by his elbow, and I even got close enough to catch his left cheek.



I heard footsteps behind me, and I instantly ducked to avoid whatever attack was coming my way from whoever else wanted a piece of the action.



The attacker from behind lunged forward, and the unpredictable movement of my body had him tripping over me.



The guy with the knife came at me while I was on the ground, so I rolled away from the knife’s path.



I predicted that he would go back to the fast attacks, so I moved in front of the guy who’d tripped, and at the last second, I moved aside again.



The knife plunged into the man who’d been behind me, and realization and regret climbed up the stabber’s face.



While those two dealt with their predicament that would undoubtedly make things awkward between them for the foreseeable future, I retrieved my second knife from the side of the man who was currently trying his best to haul his body away from the commotion.



“Shit!” he cried as I yanked the knife out of him.



Two more men ran at me, and from the looks of things, they didn’t have any weapons at all.



I blocked punches from each of them, and when they tried to kick me, I blocked those, too.



At my next opportunity, I planted a punch on one of the thug’s noses, and blood instantly began to pour from it like a red waterfall. I got the other guy in the jaw, then sent his head in the opposite direction by throwing my fist at the other side of his face.



His eyes couldn’t focus no matter how hard he tried, and one more hit sent him down.



The guy with the chain was the next one to attempt to take me on, and he did so with a glint of excitement in his eyes. He swung the chain around in front of him in what was clearly meant to threaten me, but it didn’t work.



He whipped the chain at me, and I dove out of the way. He flinched back as his attack swung wide through empty air and slammed against his own hand. His face twitched as he fought away the pain, and then he came at me again with another hit.



I spun away from this one, too, and then the next, but by his fourth attempt, I was growing bored. The chain flew at me, and I grabbed the end of it out of the air in one hand.



He tried to pull it out of my hold, but I didn’t let go. Instead, I pulled the chain until he got closer to me, and when he was close enough that I’d gained more of the chain, I tore it in half.



Poor thug was so shocked by my strength that he never saw my leg sweep coming, and he didn’t see my kick to his head, either.



I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my eye of one of the unarmed thugs stalking over to Clare. I had more than enough time to slide between the two before he did anything, but it turned out there was no need for me to even try.



She held a long, silky scarf in her hands, and on one end a padlock like the type on the garage door was tied to it. I hadn’t seen it before, so she must’ve been concealing it in her purse or something. It was a rather genius tool to carry around because it was completely inconspicuous on its own.



A scarf and a lock weren’t threatening, not until it was made into a makeshift flail at least.



She swung it at the guy and hit him right on the knuckles.



That had to hurt.



She didn’t wait to watch his reaction, and she swung her lock-scarf weapon at him again. It hit him in the eye this time and blood dripped down from his eyebrow.



“I was hoping I’d never have to use this thing,” Clare said.



“Are you okay?” I asked.



“Never better,” she said. “And I’m ninety-nine percent sure I saw one had a gun tucked in his waistband.”



“Still don’t know what that is,” I said.



“Basically, if you get hit with it, you probably die,” she said.



I didn’t like the sound of that, and I didn’t like how six of the thugs now swarmed us to try and take us on at once. We altered our positions so we were back to back, and after seeing her use the lock-scarf flail I felt confident with her fighting beside me.



My options were getting smaller and smaller until I was left with two: remain in my human form and potentially be taken out by the gang or transform and finish this now.



I didn’t want to reveal myself, but I couldn’t let them hurt Clare for the sake of my secret.



At least if I transformed now, then it would be in front of a bunch of good-for-nothing gang criminals who no one of respectable reputation would believe anyway. I just hoped Clare wouldn’t run away when she found out who I really was.



There was a way for me to only partially transform into my true dragon form, so I had more of my abilities, but anyone who might see me from afar would be unlikely to know my true self. I’d never tried it before because I’d never had a need to in Coilfell.



A tail wouldn’t be useful here, and while wings to fly Clare to safety would be useful, someone flying around the city holding a woman would likely draw attention from the citizens of Chicago that I simply didn’t want. Horns wouldn’t have much of a use, but scales would help to defend me from damage from their weapons, and I hoped it was enough to block whatever it was that guns did.



I had to use a lot of effort to hold myself back from shifting fully. It was unbelievably tempting, and my body craved to return to its original form like an alcoholic craves ale. The potential power that was only a few moments away was teasing me, but I had to restrain myself.



A tingle of sensation spread across my entire body as dark red scales grew from my skin and shielded me like, well, a shield. It started from my chest and spread in every direction until my power emanated from every one of my cells.



My canine teeth grew into full-grown fangs that could rip someone’s throat out with one bite. My short human nails elongated and turned black as they became claws sharper than the thugs’ knives could ever be. The rumble of fire warmed my insides, and I grew impatient for when I could let it flare to life in the cold air.



I couldn’t see them, but I knew my eyes had shifted entirely black because my sight had returned to its impressive clarity, and I could see every minuscule detail around us.



“He’s the devil!” one of the thugs shouted.



“Oh, god, I didn’t sign up for this shit!” another whimpered in fear.



A few of them fell to their knees, some of them ran away screaming and repenting, but others used their fear to come at me with even more power.



Fools.



“Run, don’t look back,” I told Clare in my deep, draconic voice.



She stared into my all-black eyes and the emotion on her face was unplaceable.



“Go,” I growled, and she did.



There were seven men left, and they all came at me and completely ignored Clare as she ran off, thankfully.



I threw my knives into the nearest enemy to my left because I wouldn’t need those now that I had my claws.



I blocked the attacks as they crashed down onto me and shoved the thugs away as I got the opportunity to. I shoved one so hard that he flew back and slammed into the wall of one of the nearby apartment buildings. Someone’s knife got close enough to slice against me, but the blade didn’t make a scratch on my scales.



“Nice try,” I said.



I knocked the knife out of his hand, then threw an uppercut to his chin and sent him flying four feet in the air. He crashed back down on the ground, and his jaw was so fucked up, he couldn’t even move it enough to close his mouth.



Three of them teamed up on me at once. One jumped on my back and wrapped his arms around my neck as he tried to pull me backward. Another fired punches at my stomach in rapid succession, while the third held a knife to my mouth.



“One more move and I’ll cut out your tongue,” the third man spat.



I could’ve laughed at him, but instead, I decided to wipe that look of success from his face. I bit down on the flat of the blade with my fangs until it snapped off at the handle, then I spat it down onto the ground.



I threw myself forward and headbutted the man throwing punches at my stomach. His knuckles were red and raw from the punching against my scaled body, and now his forehead matched.



Without wasting a second, I reared my head back in the other direction and headbutted the man on my back as well.



He yelped out in pain, but he didn’t let go of me.



I reached around and clawed at him, and that got him off.



He fell to the ground with a large, bleeding gash across his face, and I wondered how he would explain the injury to an Earth doctor. A feral dog did it, maybe.



Sideburns and Skull Leg ran up to stand beside the third guy, and they formed a line in front of me.



“You two got bored in the audience?” I asked.



“What the fuck are you?” Skull Leg asked.



“I knew you were a freak, but holy shit,” Sideburns said.



I looked around because I knew there should be one more person left, but they weren’t anywhere in sight.



“Are you really the devil?” the third man asked.



I didn’t know who that was, but his voice wavered as he said the name, and the man who’d run off earlier had fear in his voice when he’d said it.



“Yes,” I said. “I am.”



“Bullshit,” Sideburns spat.



“Bro, how else do you explain… that?” Skull Leg nudged his friend in the side.



“I don’t care how you explain it,” the third man said. “But I’m not leaving here until that thing is dead.”



“It’s not polite to refer to living creatures as things,” I growled.



I lunged forward at a speed too fast for him to maneuver away from, grabbed the top of his head, and threw it down against the ground.



He crashed down in a crumpled heap of limbs, and blood poured from the broken skin on his head onto the concrete. He felt around blindly with his hands to try and lift himself up, but even when he managed to push his torso a few inches off the ground he fell back down, from dizziness or weakness I didn’t know.



“You’re a fucking lunatic!” Sideburns yelled.



“Don’t pretend you wouldn’t do the exact same thing or worse to me if you could,” I said. “Now tell me where the last one of you went. I know there’s one of you left.”



“He went after your girlfriend,” Sideburns said. “She’ll be long gone by now.”



“You’re lying,” I said. “He’s watching from somewhere. He knows who the threat is.”



Sideburns and Skull Leg looked at each other with clueless expressions, as if they were searching for a potential reply to my calling them out. Skull Leg opened his big mouth to say something, but he promptly shut it again.



A click sliced through the silence from behind me, and a smile grew on the two men’s faces.



“Oh, he’s watching,” a deep, male voice said from behind me. “And apparently you don’t know who the threat is.”



The man crept around me until he was standing beside Sideburns and Skull Leg, and when he was in my line of sight, I saw he was holding something that I assumed was the gun Clare had mentioned.



He held it in both hands at arm’s length away from him, and his hold on it looked secure. His eyes watched me like a hawk watching its prey, and I didn’t move an inch.



The gun looked far less threatening than Clare had made it sound, but that didn’t mean I was going to underestimate what she’d said and treat it like it was a harmless item. Looks could be deceiving, after all, and I didn’t want to get into the habit of being deceived.



“One move, and I’ll shoot,” he said. “Put your hands in the air.”



Shoot. That told me all I needed to know about the weapon. It acted like a bow and arrow and fired something out of it.



“I said put your hands in the air,” he repeated.



“You said you’ll shoot if I move, and then you told me to put my hands in the air,” I said. “So which is it?”



“Put your fucking hands in the air!” he snapped.



I did as he asked, and waited to see what his next move was. All the three of them did was stand in silence.



“What… what do we do now?” Skull Leg asked.



“We kill him, obviously,” Sideburns said.



“But like… he’s clearly something spectacular,” Skull Leg said. “Maybe he’s worth something? Maybe we could sell him to the government to be experimented on?”



“Who are you more afraid of, the government or the boss if we don’t kill him like he told us?” Sideburns asked.



“That’s a good point,” Skull Leg said.



“And besides,” Sideburns said. “We could always sell his corpse to the highest bidder.”



The three of them stepped closer to me, and the man with the gun pressed his weapon to the center of my chest.



“Any last words?” he asked.



“Just a few,” I said. “Is it a little hot here?”



The three of them looked at each other in confusion and then looked back at me.



I opened my mouth as the flames licked the insides of my throat, and then I finally let them escape into the cold air.



My flames lit up the three men like a forest fire, and they ran around with their arms flailing. They screamed until they were too far gone to continue, and one by one, they collapsed to the ground in a twitching pile of limbs.



I could tell they were still alive from how they continued to blink and groan when they were on the ground and figured I’d be kind enough to stop their pain.



I gathered as much snow as I could find from random patches around, then dropped it onto them. The snow hissed as it landed on the flames, and it was good that I could move fast because another minute longer and the thugs would’ve been cooked meat.



They might still succumb to their injuries unless Earth doctors were better at healing burns than Coilfell healers.



My work here was pretty much done, so I closed my eyes and allowed my scales to once again become skin, my claws to shorten to fingernails, and my teeth to lose their sharpness.



A charred and now wet Sideburns tried to crawl away, but I crouched down in front of him and stopped his escape.



“Where are the rest of you lowlifes?” I asked. “Where is your hideout?”



“An abandoned shoe factory on the far side of the city,” he croaked out. “No one knows where the boss’ office is. We’ve searched the whole place, but you can’t find him unless he wants to be seen.”



“And is there anything else I need to know before I dance into a trap?” I asked.



“There’s this new guy,” he said. “Scary looking, hairy dude. He showed up a month or so ago, and he’s got the boss terrified.”



“Do you know anything else about him?” I asked.



“Just that we shouldn’t mess with him,” he groaned.



I knew he must mean the wendigo because who else would randomly be able to assert dominance over a crime boss, apart from me of course.



“Thank you for cooperating,” I said.



I stood up, walked away from the battleground, and hoped that Clare had gotten home safe. I turned the corner and there she was, not at home.



“I told you to run,” I said.



“I did,” she said. “Then I came back when I realized I couldn’t just sit in my room after everything I saw.”



“You saw nothing but a brawl in the streets,” I said. “Now, I shall escort you home, and we shall never speak of this again.”



“No,” she insisted. “I need to know what all of that was about, what you turned into, how you turned into it, who the fuck you really are. I need to know.”



There was a hard glint of determination in her eyes.



“We need to get away before anyone sees the bodies,” I said.



“They’re all dead?” she asked.



“No, I don’t think any of them are,” I said. “Just unconscious and horribly injured.”



Clare peered around the corner of the building, and her face grew in shock as she saw the remains of the chaos that had unfolded.



“You did all of that?” she asked.



“Yes, I did,” I said. “And we really should go.”



A police car siren pierced the air, and Clare and I took off running down the street. We ran for block after block until we were so far away from the scene we couldn’t even smell the burned flesh.
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We stopped running when the sound of the sirens faded away, and the dominant sound in our ears was now the chatter of people hanging around the apartment buildings.



The two of us didn’t speak as we walked the rest of the way to Clare’s apartment. There was a thick, unspoken tension between us, and it only grew in intensity the closer we got to our destination.



What was I going to say?



I didn’t know whether it would be best to tell her the truth about who I was and where I came from or tell her something that made more sense to her understanding of how her world worked.



I could say that I had a medical mutation and aside from that I was a normal human. That surely wouldn’t make her question her knowledge of the world, but then how would I explain the burned bodies? Maybe I could say I had one of those fire creators the women outside the diner had, the one she used to light that acrid-smelling stick on fire.



If I told her the truth, that I was actually a dragon from another world who was sent here by a powerful mage, then what would she think? How would she react?



Would the knowledge drive her crazy? This world had magic mirrors, and strange flying things, but dragons didn’t exist, and I hadn’t heard anyone even mention other universes or worlds.



Despite that, I couldn’t fight the idea of how good it would feel for her to know the truth. I could finally have someone to talk to about my world, and the differences between it and this one. She might even enjoy it herself. It might make her feel powerful and special to be the only human on Earth with the knowledge of Coilfell and dragons and mages.



If she didn’t like the knowledge I gave her, then she could simply keep quiet about it and try hard to forget, but would it be too much of a secret for her to carry?



There were so many different outcomes to think about that my head began to feel heavy, like I hadn’t slept in weeks, and I had to fight to hold it up high.



We stopped in front of her apartment building, and she turned to face me.



“Here we are,” I said.



“Here we are,” she repeated.



“You should go inside,” I said. “I’ll be back in the morning to explain.”



“I won’t be able to sleep until I have some answers,” she said. “Come in. You can sleep on my couch.”



I considered her offer, and while I didn’t like how this forced me into having to decide what I would tell her faster than I wanted, I also didn’t like the idea of her being alone after everything that had happened.



She’d been attacked because of me, so the least I could do was stay with her and give her some comfort and whatever explanation I could.



“Okay,” I said.



She took out her key and opened the door. We went inside, and I went to go to the stairs, but she stopped me.



“We’ll take the elevator,” she said. “My legs are tired from all the running.”



I nodded and joined her by a pair of large metal doors. She pressed a button by the side of them, and they opened to reveal a small room with a mirror on the back wall. Clare stepped into it, and I followed her.



She pressed a button, the metal doors closed, and the whole room jolted with movement.



If Clare had suggested we take this route instead of the stairs, then it was easy to assume that this room was somehow traveling upward to the desired floor. We faced the closed doors, but halfway through the ride I turned to the mirror and looked at her reflection in it.



The reflection was of her back, and her auburn hair cascaded down it in captivating waves. It truly was like a breath of fire spreading down her body, and she was immune to being burned. She still had my blazer on, and it drowned her petite frame. She’d had her life threatened by criminals and seen a man turn halfway into a dragon all in the space of an hour, and yet she still held her posture straight and her head high.



I knew then that she was strong and deserved to know the truth.



The room stopped moving, the doors opened, and we stepped out onto the floor her apartment was on. We went to the door and into her apartment, and when the door closed behind us, it felt like the world stood still.



“Explain,” she said. “Please, before I explode or commit myself to a psych ward. One of those two options.”



She stayed standing by the door as if my explanation would dictate if she opened it again to ask me to leave or not.



“I…” I said and heaved a breath. “You might want to sit down.”



She waited a moment, as if for the sake of defiance, then sat on her couch, and I sat next to her.



“I am a dragon,” I stated flat-out.



I thought it was best to say it fast, get it over and done with like pulling a dagger from a wound.



“A… dragon?” she asked.



The expression on her face was somewhere between exhaustion and disbelief.



“Yes,” I said. “I can take on a human form, but my true form is a dragon.”



“Right…” she said. “Like, wings and horns?”



“Yes,” I said. “Wings and horns.”



“You didn’t have wings earlier when you were fighting,” she said.



“I combined my dragon and human forms,” I said. “That wasn’t the full extent of my strength, abilities, or appearance.”



“I see,” she said.



There was a faraway look in her eyes, but somewhere in her gaze, I saw a glimmer of fascination.



“Are there other dragons, or are you the only one?” she asked.



“I am the only one on Earth, as far as I am aware,” I said. “There were few of us left in my world.”



“Your world?” she asked.



“Earth is one of many worlds,” I said. “I was sent here by a mage who was cooperating with the king.”



“I can’t believe it.” She leaned back on the couch. “I’ve heard about theories of different worlds with life, but I can’t believe that it’s real.”



“It is real,” I assured her.



“Wait…” she said. “You were sent here? Why?”



“The humans of Coilfell, my world, did not like me very much,” I said. “They hated me, in fact, feared me. They saw it as the natural order of things when King Balan sent his men to pillage other territories and steal from the people, but when I took things, and only killed when I was attacked first, I was a monster.”



“I’m sorry.” She moved closer to me. “I guess there are cruel people in every world.”



“I expected this world to be a lot harsher than it has turned out to be,” I said. “I’ve started to think the mage who sent me here didn’t know much about Earth before he decided to banish me to this place.”



“I really want to believe you because you’ve been nothing but kind to me,” she said. “But it’s all just so… unbelievable.”



“I know how it must sound,” I said. “I will not view you any differently if you do not believe me. I will leave, and you will be free to pretend I was never here.”



“No,” she protested. “I don’t want to pretend you were never here. I just wish there was a way for you to really prove it.”



She’d already seen me in my partially dragon form, so I didn’t know what else to show her to prove that I was really from another world. All I could think to do was recount my experience and hope she would hear the sincerity in me.



“I tried to fight against the portal, but there was nothing I could do,” I said. “It was like I was drowning, and… I couldn’t free myself from the water’s clutches. I was dropped down onto the roof of a building while still in my full dragon form. I can’t believe that no one saw me like that. Earth was so strange upon my first look at it, it’s still strange now, but it was indescribably strange then. I thought your cars were animals at first.”



I paused to give Clare some time to reflect on what I’d said, and hope lingered in my mind as I waited.



“I really do want to believe you,” she said suddenly. “I don’t think even the best actor in the world could speak with as much genuineness as you just did… but it’s just so far away from what I know about the world.”



“You’ve seen me in my half-shifted form,” I pointed out. “I’m afraid I’m out of ideas for how to show you I really am a dragon.”



Her lips pressed into a thin line as her eyebrows furrowed thoughtfully, and then all of a sudden, she sprung up and went over to the kitchen. She riffled through a drawer and pulled out a cream-colored candle before coming back over to me.



“Light it.” She held the candle as far away from her as possible. “Use your dragon breath or whatever. Show me I’m not losing my mind here.”



“Okay…” I thought for a second. “But could I not just breathe my fire into the air?”



“No.” She shook her head. “I’ll end up convincing myself it’s a trick of the light or an illusion or something. I need to feel the heat, like pinching myself to know I’m not dreaming.”



“Couldn’t I pinch you then?” I asked.



“No,” she laughed.



For a second, her face contorted into a strange expression that suggested she didn’t quite know why her method would work, only that it would.



“Because I know I’m not dreaming,” she said. “Now I need you to prove to me you’re also not dreaming.”



“Very well, if you say so,” I said.



I puckered my mouth at the candle she held in her somewhat trembling hand, and I spat a quick burst of flame at the wick. It flared to life under my fire, and without missing a beat, Clare touched the flame with the tip of her finger.



“Fuck!” she yelped and yanked her hand back.



Thankfully, she held onto the candle, and a second later, she blew it out with one quick breath.



“Okay, okay, I believe you. You’re a dragon-man with dragon powers,” she said. “Fuck, what the hell else is real out there?”



Her words were a sweet song to my ears, and I softly took her hand between mine.



“Thank you,” I said.



“It’s a lot to take in in one sitting,” she said. “But a part of me is thrilled that stuff like this exists. When I was a kid, I used to wish for dragons and unicorns to be real.”



“Unicorns,” I scoffed. “Pretentious assholes.”



“Unicorns are real, too!” she yelled. “This just keeps getting better and better.”



She cleared her throat and composed herself after the excitement of finding out unicorns existed, but I wasn’t sure why anyone would be excited over a mere unicorn.



“I need to know more about this, it’s just so…,” she said. “I don’t know. Impossible? Not impossible… I mean, here you are, but… impossible!”



She shook her head in amazement for a moment, and a sparkle of interest shone in her icy-blue eyes.



“But can we talk more after I shower and change?” she asked.



“Of course,” I said. “May I as well?”



“Sure thing,” she said. “I have a pair of my dad’s basketball shorts around here somewhere if you want to put them on after?”



I nodded, and she went to her room and returned with a towel in her hand and some nightwear. She went to the bathroom door but stopped before she went inside.



“Please, don’t leave,” she said.



Our eyes met, and I smiled at her.



“I would never,” I said.



She smiled back at me, then went into the bathroom. The sound of the shower seeped through the wall as I remained there on the couch.



It felt like a weight had been taken off of me now that someone knew my secret. I figured that it would all come out eventually, and I was glad that Clare was the one around to witness the truth.



I supposed that she was processing everything because she was in the shower for a long time. I stood up and began to take a look around the living room of the apartment. It was a living room combined with a kitchen like Gary’s was, but hers was decorated a lot more.



Gary’s apartment had nothing really notable about it. The pillows on his couch were one color, the curtains were the same beige color as the pillows, and everything was pretty unremarkable.



Clare had color everywhere it was possible to have it. Her pillows were blue and pink pastels, her curtains were pale yellow, and even the appliances in her kitchen were different, bright colors, and were exciting to look at even though I didn’t know what they were.



She had a smaller television than Gary’s, and hers wasn’t attached to the wall like his was. Hers was on a small stand in the corner of the room, and I noticed that there was something behind it. I stepped closer to it and reached behind to grab two small canvases from the four that were there.



The one in my left hand was adorned with a painting of a dark cave hidden behind a waterfall, and the water showcased a blurred image of a rainforest landscape in front of the cave.



The one in my right hand was of a desert, and the heat blur above the sand was scarily accurate. There were even footprints that disappeared into the distance, and I could only see them when I looked very closely.



“More corpses of my dead hobby,” Clare said.



I turned around and saw her standing there with wet hair in a white shirt that was so big it fit her like a dress. The neckline drooped down so far that it fell off her left shoulder, and the length of the shirt went down to her mid-thigh.



“The shower’s free now,” she said. “I left a towel in there for you.”



“Thank you,” I said.



I put the paintings down and went into her bathroom. It was full of steam from when she had been in there, and it made me realize how far I’d come since walking into the steam room when I first arrived. I had someone to confide in now, I had a business I was starting, and I took down a good portion of the thugs who would now think twice before they terrorized someone. There was only one problem left, the wendigo.



I undressed and felt displeased as I saw how wrinkled and dirty my new clothes now were. I put them to the side and saw that Clare had left me the shorts she’d mentioned for when I was done washing.



I turned the shower on and washed the remains of sweat and other people’s dried blood from my body. I ached a little from the fight because I wasn’t as used to fighting in my human form as I was in my full dragon form, but it was nothing major. I turned the water off, then stepped out of the shower and dried myself.



The shorts that Clare had left me were bright red, and they were baggy around my waist. As far as I could tell from them, Clare’s dad had a bit of a belly. There was no shirt left out, and I didn’t want to put my dirty one back on, so I left the bathroom in only the shorts.



Clare was in the kitchen when I entered the room, and she poured two glasses of red wine.



“I figured we’d both need a drink and a snack after… everything,” she said. “So we have some cabernet sauvignon and a charcuterie board of carrot sticks and chocolate chip cookies.”



She looked up at me as she put the stopper on the wine bottle, and her eyes drifted down my unclothed torso.



“Do… do the shorts fit fine?” she breathed.



“They are a little big,” I said. “But they are comfortable, so long as they do not fall down.”



“No… we wouldn’t want that.” She cleared her throat.



The two of us sat down on the couch again, and she placed the board of food and the wine on her coffee table. She nibbled on a cookie while I took a sip of the wine.



“So, where were we?” she asked.



“You wanted to know more about me and my world,” I said.



“Yes, tell me as much as you can,” she said. “I want to know everything.”



“Well, I have strengths that humans don’t, even in my human form,” I said. “The extreme cold and heat doesn’t affect me as much as it does the rest of you. I am incredibly strong.”



“That last one was obvious,” she laughed. “You broke a chain with your bare hands.”



“I also do not fatigue as often or as quickly as humans do,” I said. “If I sleep at the same time as any of you sleep then it is usually as a courtesy.”



“So you’re not exhausted right now?” she asked.



“No, I am fully refreshed after that shower,” I said. “But I understand that you must be very tired, so please don’t feel like you need to stay up for my sake.”



“No, no. No way,” she said. “I’m not sleeping until I know everything.”



“Okay,” I laughed. “My world is similar to this one in some ways, but different in others. We do not have cars, or your little magic mirrors, although we do have regular magic mirrors.”



“What?” Clare asked. “We don’t have magic mirrors on Earth, not unless you count funhouse mirrors or Snapchat filters.”



“The thing you call Gary on,” I said. “What is that if not a magic mirror?”



“Oh,” she laughed. “That’s a phone.”



She pulled the small device out of her pocket, drew a pattern on it with her index finger, and then faced the front of it toward me.



“This is something someone invented using science and technology,” she said. “Earth has no magic, unfortunately.”



“Technology? No magic?” I asked. “This world just keeps on getting weirder and weirder.”



“You’re from a world with mages and unicorns, and you think Earth is weird?” she laughed. “Okay, tell me more about you. What’s it like being a dragon?”



“It’s comforting when I am in my true form,” I said. “I was the most powerful dragon in my world, so I never felt scared or on edge. Winning against the people who tried to kill me became so easy that it was boring. It was like there were no more challenges for me to overcome.”



“How big are you when you’re in your full form?” she asked.



“I don’t have an exact measurement,” I said. “I never measured myself in my full form.”



“Can we measure you now?” she asked with excitement.



“I’d definitely be too big for your apartment,” I said. “And I don’t know anywhere where I won’t be seen.”



“Can I see you in your full form one day?” she asked.



“Maybe one day,” I said.



“Can I see you half transformed?” she asked. “Like you were earlier during the fight.”



I thought about that for a moment. She’d already seen me half-transformed, so I saw no harm in showing her again. And the light in her eyes when she’d asked, there was no way I could deny her.



“Close the curtains,” I said.



She ran to the window and yanked the curtains closed. The room was suddenly much darker without the streetlights trickling in. I stood up, and Clare ran back over to me.



“Are you ready?” she asked.



“Are you?” I smirked.



She nodded, and I readied myself for the change. The scales grew from my skin until I was coated in a dark red sheen. My nails stretched into sharp claws, and I suddenly grew very wary about catching them on her couch and ripping the fabric. My teeth turned to sharp fangs, and my eyes shifted to black.



I figured I’d give Clare a show, and so I made my wings sprout out of my back as well. They grew until they were almost the same height as my body, and they stretched out to their full width and almost knocked a vase off of the coffee table in the process.



“Here I am,” I said. “Part of me, anyway.”



“You’re magnificent…” She walked around me in a circle.



She devoured every scale, every claw, every inch of me with her eyes. If it was anyone else I would’ve felt like a creature in a cage being gawked at, but the way she looked at me made me feel like a subject under the eye of a painter. She came full circle and stopped in front of me again.



The touch of her gaze was gentle and intimate in a way I thought I would crave for all my days.



“You’re magnificent,” she repeated.



“You said that already,” I laughed.



“I know, I just… I can’t think of any other way to describe it,” she said.



“Are you sure you’re not afraid?” I asked.



“Maybe if you came at me with those fangs bared,” she said. “But right now, no, not afraid… May I?”



She held her hands out toward my chest, and I nodded to give her permission to feel my scales. She lightly pressed her palms onto my chest, and her breath caught in her throat as she made contact with me.



“They’re surprisingly smooth,” she said.



Her hands drifted up to my collarbone, then my shoulders, down my arms, until she held my hands in hers.



“How sharp are your claws?” she asked.



“I wouldn’t touch them,” I advised.



She let go of me and stepped back to take in the sight of me again, and I took in the sight of her in turn. The water from her shower made her hair much darker than usual, to the point where it almost looked brown, and the T-shirt revealed so much soft-looking skin.



“I’m ten seconds away from asking to paint you like one of my French girls,” she giggled.



“What’s a French girl?” I asked.



“A girl from France,” she said.



“What’s France?” I asked.



“You don’t want to know,” she said.



There was a long stretch of silence as we looked at each other.



“Just to make sure we’re agreeing,” I broke the silence. “You can’t tell anyone, not even Gary or Dave.”



“Of course.” She nodded. “But are you planning on telling them ever?”



“One day,” I said. “They’ve both risked a lot by going into business with me, so the least I could do is trust them with the truth. I just have some other things I need to worry about first before I think about how to tell them.”



There was a buzzing sound coming from the gap in the couch, and Clare reached in and pulled out her magic mirror.



Not a magic mirror, a phone. Not magical at all, or a mirror. I was getting the hang of this Earth thing.



“Hello?” she said into the phone. “Yeah, yeah, I got back all fine. Yeah, Ethan’s still here… He’s going to spend the night on my couch.”



While she was on the phone with who I assumed was Gary, I retracted my wings and transformed back into my human form.



“OMG, that’s great. I’ll let him know. Okay, bye, love you too, cuz,” she said.



She ended the call and tossed her phone back onto the couch.



“That was Gary,” she said. “He said he reached out to those people he said needed work done to their house, and they said they want you guys to do it.”



“That’s fantastic,” I said. “And I should also probably tell you that my name isn’t really Ethan, It’s Ethad.”



“I did think that Ethan sounded a little bit too normal to belong to a dragon from another world,” she said. “Do you want me to call you Ethad when the others aren’t around?”



“Either is fine,” I said. “Ethan is actually starting to grow on me.”



“So.” She sat back down on the couch. “You’ve told me about your world. Is there anything you want to know about mine?”



“So many things.” I sat next to her. “What was that creature in the sky the other day? The helicopter?”



“Creature?” she laughed. “No, that was something humans made as well. It’s a vehicle like a car, but it flies.”



“And people made that without any magic involved?” I asked.



It was simply unbelievable.



“Yeah, but please don’t ask me how,” she said. “I was a design major, not a physics or engineering one.”



“What about these.” I picked up her phone. “Where do I get one? They seem pretty useful here.”



“You can buy them in a store or online,” she said. “They can be pretty expensive, but I can give you an old one of mine.”



She ran off into her bedroom and the sounds of rummaging around flooded out through the door.



“You have multiple magic… I mean phones?” I asked.



“Yeah, I get upgraded every so often,” she called back.



She returned with another phone in her hand. It was smaller than the one she currently used, but I would take a free phone even if it was the size of a grape.



“I’ll set it up for you and put mine, Dave’s, and Gary’s numbers in it,” she said. “What do you want your lock screen to be?”



“You know I have no clue what that means.” I smiled.



“I’ll just make it the Targaryen symbol,” she said. “We have to binge
 Game of Thrones
 at some point so you can tell me how accurate the dragons are.”



She did things to the phone that I couldn’t even begin to describe what they were, and then when she was done we finally decided that it was time for her to go to bed.



“Here’s the remote for if you don’t need to sleep,” she said. “And you can have the rest of the cookies and carrot sticks.”



“Thank you,” I said.



She stumbled to the door in her already half-asleep state, but I called to stop her before she went.



“Wait, one more thing,” I said.



“Anything,” she yawned.



“Could you teach me how to drive?” I asked.



“Sure.” She smiled. “We’ll take the truck out at some point. Goodnight.”



She closed her door, and I was left alone in the living room. I debated watching something on the TV like she offered, but I decided to lay back and think about everything instead.



She was so interested in the fact that I was a dragon that she forgot to ask about how the gang knew who I was or why they wanted to go after me. I was glad we could save that conversation for another day because I didn’t think I could handle explaining anything else tonight.



I found myself smiling as I recalled how she wasn’t frightened or disgusted by my half-dragon form. If anything she was allured by it.



I didn’t know when we would start work on our first contracting project but knowing that it was somewhere in the near future was exciting enough. I liked how productive I felt by having something like that to prepare for and look forward to. There was the wendigo issue to think about as well, but I didn’t want to think about that for the time being. Things were looking good, and I wanted to focus on the positives, at least just for a little while.



The realization that I could now claim Tony’s free food hit me like a hammer. If the thugs threatened him again after what I’d done to them earlier tonight, then they really were the dumbest people I’d ever met.



I decided I would go to Tony’s restaurant at some point tomorrow to give him the news that he wouldn’t need to live his life constantly on the edge anymore. It would also be a good chance to try the food, and I could take Clare along with me as well as a thank you for not calling me a monster when she found out what I really was.



I rolled over to get more comfortable and was surprised to find my eyes fluttering closed and a yawn creeping up my throat. I didn’t think that I needed to rest, but apparently, I did, or maybe I was just so content that my body couldn’t help but drift off. There was no point in fighting it so I let it happen, and as my consciousness floated away I prayed this wasn’t some cruel dream.



There was so much of this place to enjoy.
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Chapter 11



I woke up to the smell of something sweet and the sound of something sizzling. I lifted my head from the couch and looked over to the kitchen to see Clare still in the massive T-shirt she slept in in the kitchen cooking something.



“Did you sleep okay?” she asked. “I tried to wake you a few times but you were out like a log. I thought you might’ve gone into some kind of dragon hibernation I didn’t know about.”



What, did she think I was like a bear in the winter?



“I can’t remember the last time I slept so well,” I said. “And no, dragons don’t hibernate.”



“I didn’t think sleeping on a couch would be that comfortable,” she said. “I’ve only ever done it when I’ve gotten too drunk and crashed at a friend’s.”



“It beats a cave floor,” I said. “Although I do miss my treasures. I wonder where it all is now.”



Balan probably hauled it all back to his castle and used it to pay for more of his overpriced food and wine, while the people in the villages continued to starve. Or, if the rumors were true, then he was using at least some of the money to pay for his addiction to courtesans. He liked to pretend to be all high and mighty, but in the end he was just like every other wealthy human who thrived off of their family name.



“Do you like pancakes?” Clare asked.



“I’ve never tried a pancake,” I said. “Is it a cake made in a pan?”



“I don’t know if they’re actually classified as cakes or not,” she said. “But they sure are made in frying pans.”



She flopped a beige-colored disk of what looked like bread down onto a plate and proceeded to pour a thin batter into the hot pan.



“I’ve gone a bit overboard and made a few different kinds,” she said. “We’ve got blueberry, chocolate chip, banana, and cinnamon.”



“It smells amazing,” I said. “But I have taken too much of your kindness already, I must be going soon.”



My words were a performance of politeness, of course, because I really wanted to try what she was cooking. It smelled like a bakery, but better because I didn’t need to pay for the food.



“Nonsense,” she said. “We’re spending the whole day together so you can tell me more about dragons, and I can show you more of Chicago.”



“More of Chicago?” I asked. “What did you have in mind?”



“Well,” she said. “I was thinking we could go for a nice walk, go to the mall, and then go somewhere for dinner.”



She flipped over the beige disk.



“I actually know a place we could go for dinner,” I said. “We can get free food from there as well.”



“What? Why?” she asked.



“I did a favor for the owner,” I said.



“Does he know about…” she asked.



“No, and I don’t plan on telling him,” I said. “I did him a favor, that is all. You are the only one who knows about me.”



She put the last beige disk onto a stack of other beige disks and brought all the food to the coffee table. There were four different towers of different beige disks, and there were also small bowls of what looked like whipped cream and another runny substance.



“Are these the pancakes?” I motioned to the stacks.



“Yes,” she said and identified the different flavors for me. “And you can use as much whipped cream and maple syrup as you want.”



I guessed that the runny stuff was the maple syrup.



I scooped up some whipped cream with the spoon that was next to the bowl and put a dollop of it on the banana pancakes.



I took my first bite, and my mind was blown.



“These are phenomenal,” I said. “I could eat these every day.”



“I’m not sure your doctor would recommend that…” she said. “Wait, you don’t have a doctor. Can dragons get diabetes?”



I was too busy trying all the different kinds of pancakes to respond to her. I was pleasantly surprised by the sweet taste of the maple syrup, and the stickiness of it on my tongue was an interesting mouthfeel. It paired very well with chocolate chip pancakes, and I think the whipped cream went best with the blueberry ones. Overall, the banana ones were my favorite kind, and from the looks of things, Clare preferred the cinnamon.



“We should probably sort you out with some fake identification and social security number at some point,” Clare said. “Anything to make you look more human, and not like someone who came here through a portal.”



“Identification?” I asked.



“Like a birth certificate or a fake state ID,” she said. “You’ll need a birth certificate to get a driver’s license anyway, and you’ll probably need some kind of identification for a business license.”



“Where would we get those things from?” I asked.



“That’s the thing,” she said. “I have no idea. I’m not enough of a criminal for that. I mean, the most illegal thing I’ve ever done is steal a lollipop from the store when I was six, and I brought it right back.”



“You are an absolute fiend to society.” I smiled.



“Hey, you’ve literally killed people so get off the high horse,” she laughed.



I looked around and then gathered that high horse must’ve been a slang word for the couch, so I went to get a glass of water while she wanted me off of it for whatever reason.



“What is the maul?” I asked as I sipped the water. “Is it like a fighting arena where we watch contestants hammer each other until there is a victor?”



“What?” she asked with a look of abject confusion.



“You said we could go to the maul,” I said.



Her eyes lit up with understanding.



“Oh, no!” Clare laughed. “Mall, as in m-a-l-l. Not maul, m-a-u-l.”



“I see,” I said with just a touch of disappointment. “In that case, what is a mall?”



I guessed the people of Earth didn’t appreciate the art of fighting as much as the people of my world did. Such a pity.



“It’s like a bunch of different shops and places to eat rolled into one place,” she said. “It’s a great place to go to do some people watching, so it will be a great place to take you to show you more about the people of Earth.”



“I am excited to learn more,” I said. “But first, I would like to finish the pancakes. May I sit back on the high horse?”



Her eyebrows furrowed with confusion until realization lit up on her face once more.



“Oh! Yeah, of course,” she said. “And high horse is just an expression for someone who’s acting superior, no one calls a couch a high horse.”



“I did think it was a foolish thing to call it,” I said. “It is neither high nor a horse.”



“Does your world not have any sayings or phrases like that?” she asked.



I racked my brain for a memory of any villagers I’d spent time with who’d used a phrase like that, then recalled an encounter with a knight in a tavern a few years ago.



“‘Do not dance like a child while wearing your father’s armor,’” I said. “Yes, I think that is how the saying goes. The knight who told it to me was rather drunk, so his words weren’t the clearest.”



“Do not dance like a child while wearing your father’s armor,” Clare repeated. “What does it mean?”



“I have absolutely no idea,” I said. “The knight threw up five seconds after he said it to me, and then the tavern owner threw him out of the place. The most memorable part was getting to finish his ale and meal.”



Clare ate a few more bites of the pancakes before announcing that she was full and would go and get dressed for the day, which meant the rest of the breakfast was all mine. She clearly wasn’t expecting me to eat the whole lot because when she stepped out of the room and saw the empty plates her jaw dropped.



“I can’t believe you ate all of them,” she said. “There were so many.”



“Dragons have a somewhat insatiable appetite for most things,” I said. “Treasure, food, women.”



She wore her University of Chicago hooded tunic again, and a pair of tight jeans that perfectly hugged the shape of her legs. Her hair was tied up this time, and it revealed her long, slender neck. I couldn’t see a mark or scratch anywhere on her, and I prided myself on not letting the thugs touch her last night.



“I suppose I’ll put my clothes from yesterday back on,” I said. “I’ll only be a moment.”



I went to the bathroom to change out of the baggy shorts and came out in my pants, shirt, and blazer from yesterday. There was some blood on the white shirt, and I noticed that the seam of the blazer was a little torn at the left shoulder. I left the bathroom to find Clare washing the plates.



“Those thugs ruined my only nice outfit,” I said. “I look like I’ve just been tackled.”



“Yeah, they made me rip my dress from last night, too. Assholes,” she said. “Let me buy you another outfit today, as a thank you for trusting me with your secret.”



More free clothing? This woman was perfect.



“Well, if you insist,” I said.



“I do insist,” she said. “Just as long as you don’t expect a whole new wardrobe of Dolce & Gabbana.”



“I’d need a wardrobe first,” I said. “What is Dolce & Gabbana?”



“A brand of clothing people pay too much money for,” she said. “Are you ready to go?”



Brand? Like a mark farmers often put on animals, but for clothing?



She put the last plate on the drying rack and dried her hands with a towel.



“Just let me get my shoes on,” I said.



As I tied up my shoelaces, I noticed that there was dried blood on the tips of my shoes as well.



Clare and I left the apartment, went back into the moving room called the elevator, and stepped out onto the street. The sun was high in the sky, but it was still rather gray outside.



“Which direction is the mall?” I asked.



“This way,” she said. “And I think we pass a pet store along the way as well.”



“A pet store?” I asked. “Like where they keep the small lizards humans have misnamed as dragons?”



I recalled how Gary had stated the bearded dragon lizards were funny to look at, and it was a good thing they were not really dragons, or I would have had to slaughter my new friend for disgracing my species.



“Yes, one of those places,” she said.



We started walking, and while I doubted the thugs would try anything again, or so soon, I kept an eye out for anything suspicious. I analyzed the faces of every man who walked past us to see if he was a criminal from last night, but we didn’t pass anyone who looked familiar.



“Are you in need of a pet?” I asked.



“I just wanted to show you as many places as I could think of,” she said. “I think you’ll find the pet store interesting, if not entertaining.”



I knew about the rules of the traffic lights well enough to abide by them by now, but apparently, some humans did not. Clare and I were about to step into the crosswalk when a car zoomed past and would’ve crashed into us if I hadn’t grabbed Clare and pulled her back onto the sidewalk.



Clare yelped as she slammed into my chest, and I held one arm protectively around her shoulders.



The car disappeared around a corner, and Clare stayed close to me.



“What a dickhead,” she said. “Thank you.”



“I can’t let you get hit right after finding out my secret,” I said. “Who would I talk to?”



She playfully slapped me in the chest, and then we got back to walking.



I felt proud of myself for how I understood Earth’s humor better now, I had even used sarcasm effectively.



“I just remembered.” Clare reached into her pocket and handed me the small phone from last night. “I charged it to full battery for you last night.”



“Thank you.” I took the phone. “I can now call you when I am back at Gary’s.”



“It does things other than make calls, too,” she said. “You can download games, watch videos, take pictures, listen to music. There’s an app for everything. Apps are the small icons on the screen by the way.”



“This small thing creates music?” I asked. “Amazing.”



“Just don’t look up how to get a fake social security number or anything like that on the internet,” she said. “It will look super sus.”



“Noted,” I said.



“And if you see an ad for hot MILFS in your area, just ignore it or you’ll probably get a virus,” she laughed.



“I don’t know what a MILF is, but surely I should heed the warning and keep an eye out for them in case they attack,” I said.



“You don’t have to worry about them attacking,” she laughed louder this time. “Just don’t click on any ads about them and you’ll be fine.”



We stopped at a building with more cages in the window with small animals inside. It wasn’t the same pet store I’d seen on my first day in this world, which was a good thing after my exchange with the man who worked in the store.



“This has birds in the window cages instead of lizards,” I said. “Do the birds not wish to be able to fly?”



“They probably do,” Clare said. “Hopefully, when people buy the parakeets they let them spread their wings at home.”



She opened the door, and we went into the store. The inside was bigger than I assumed it would be from the outside. There were two more people in the store, and they were a mother and a young son from the looks of things.



“It is rather small. Do you keep all animals of Earth in here?” I asked.



“No, people decided only some are suitable to be pets,” she said. “I wish we could have whales as pets, though. I’ve always wanted a whale.”



The birds hopped about their cages and tweeted a little song, I could see some rodents in other cages further into the store, and behind that, there were a few large tanks filled with water. I walked over to the water tanks and leaned in to see what was inside.



“Fish,” I said. “Fish are not pets. Fish are food.”



“Fish are friends, not food,” Clare said.



“You are friends with the fish?” I asked, and I pointed to a purple one that swam by a small palm tree that was in the tank. “What is that one’s name?”



“We’re not actually friends, it’s a quote from a movie,” she said.



“A movie?” I asked.



“They’re like TV shows, but they go on for an hour and a half or more,” she said.



“Like
 The Simpsons
 ,” I said. “But longer.”



“Yeah, there is a
 Simpsons
 movie actually,” she said. “We can go to the movie theater on the weekend so you can get the full experience.”



The fish were boring me, so I walked over to the part of the store where they kept the lizards. My eyes trailed over the body of an unimpressive snake that was stretched out across the floor of its cage. It lifted its head and stared into my eyes as I looked at it.



A battle of willpower commenced. I would not be the first to look away from this pathetic creature.



The snake lowered its head again, and the battle was mine.



“Mom, the bearded dragons can jump so high,” the little boy inside the store said.



He and his mother were standing a few cages away from me, and I glanced over to see the tiny lizards fumbling around.



“Those small things are not worthy of the name dragon,” I said.



“What does that mean?” the little boy asked.



“Don’t worry about it honey, let’s go look at the rabbits.” The mother took her son by the hand, and they went to the rodent section of the store.



“I think we should go.” Clare stepped up to my side.



“Was it something I said?” I asked.



“You can’t talk to random kids like that,” she said. “It makes you look weird.”



“I was just defending the dragon name,” I said. “Humans are so sensitive.”



We left the store and walked the streets again until we came to the large entrance of an even larger building.



“Here we are,” Clare said. “I say our first port of call should be finding you some clothes that aren’t wrinkled or covered in sweat stains and blood splatter.”



“I agree,” I said.



We went inside, and it reminded me much of the clothes store I had been in before, but this place was of a much bigger scale. There were moving staircases, too, but many more than the other store had. A large, round fountain was in the center of the ground floor, and it squirted water several feet into the air.



A group of teenage girls went over to the fountain, and they each closed their eyes, mouthed something silently, and tossed a coin into the water.



“People are throwing their unwanted money away into the fountain,” I hissed to Clare. “We must go and claim it before someone else beats us to the riches.”



I started to head over, but she grabbed me by the arm.



“No, no, no,” she said. “You’ll get us kicked out by security if you do that.”



“But they are throwing the money away,” I said. “I am not stealing it from them.”



“They didn’t just throw the coins away, they were making wishes,” she said.



“That is ridiculous,” I said. “Unless there is a nymph in the fountain who grants wishes in exchange for money… but you said there is no magic in this world.”



“There’s no nymph,” she said. “Although that would be very cool.”



“Then why do they make wishes?” I asked. “If they know there is no magic or chance of their wish to be granted?”



“It’s been a human tradition for fuck knows how long.” Clare led me to the fountain. “You make a wish, toss the coin in, and it probably won’t come true, but it’s good for the soul.”



She handed me a coin and nodded her head toward the fountain.



“Give it a shot,” she said. “Wish for something.”



I looked at her, looked at the coin, looked at the fountain, and then pocketed the coin.



“I should’ve seen that one coming,” Clare laughed.



We went up one of the moving staircases that Clare told me were called escalators, then went up another set of them to the third floor.



I followed her into another clothing store, and she asked what my sizes were.



“These clothes are a large,” I said.



Clare frowned for a second and asked permission to check the label on my pants. I didn’t understand what she would need to do it for, but I gave consent anyway.



“Do you have any kind of preference for what you like to wear?” she asked.



“It’s all so different to what I know,” I said. “What would you suggest?”



“Okay, commence Operation Dragon Doll,” she said.



She ran around the store and picked a bunch of different items for me to try. She loaded them all into my arms and ushered me to the changing rooms.



“Throw whatever doesn’t fit or you don’t like over the door, and I’ll take it back,” she said.



There was a pair of jeans in the pile of clothes, and I tried them on first. They fit very well, and there was even a belt as well.



I tried on item after item and threw a few over the door like Clare said to until I was left with my final choices. I stepped out of the changing room and let her take a look at me.



“What do you think?” I asked. “Do I look like a normal human?”



I was wearing the jeans that I first tried on with the belt, a black T-shirt that I was informed was supposed to be a little tight around the chest, and over that I wore a dark gray hooded tunic with a zipper up the middle, that Clare informed me was called a hoodie.



“Simple, yet effective.” She smiled. “Your shoes are too formal for the rest of the outfit though, so let’s get you some new ones.”



“Humans are so fussy about clothing,” I said. “Explain to me more about the brand thing while I change back into what I was wearing.”



“So basically” she said. “Some clothes have a brand name, and the more well-known or high-quality the brand, the more important you look. It’s all very shallow, but it’s how things work here, unfortunately.”



“I see,” I said. “Do you own any branded clothing?”



“No way,” she laughed. “I need to focus on paying rent.”



I changed back into my other clothes so Clare could buy the new ones, and when they were purchased, I went into a public bathroom and changed back into them.



We walked to a shoe store, where I checked the size of my shoes, and then Clare picked out a pair of dark brown boots with laces up the front.



“These should go perfectly,” she said.



I tried them on, and when I was done testing them out by walking around a little Clare went to purchase them.



“What now?” I asked. “Now that our task is done?”



“Now, we grab a drink from the food court and people watch for a bit,” she said.



I could feel the desire to start making more money creeping up my spine, but I fought against it for the time being. A few more hours of fun with Clare wouldn’t hurt.



And besides, earning her favor was sure to be among my most valuable treasures in this world.



We went down a floor to where the food court was, and we found a table for two.



“Do they sell Mexican hot chocolates here?” I asked.



“No, but I want to see your first time trying soda,” she said. “I’ll be back in a second.”



She went to stand in a line of people, and while she did that, I took the phone out of my pocket and finally inspected it for myself.



On the screen was a symbol of a red dragon on a black background, and I was very curious as to where the symbol was from, or what group it represented.



I tapped the screen as I had seen Clare do to her own, and when I did the screen changed to one full of smaller symbols. I pressed one of them, and it changed the screen to a list of names and numbers.



I figured it must be how the calls were made, and the woman in the diner who’d asked for my number made so much more sense to me now.



I saw Gary’s name on the screen and pressed it. A moment went by as a small ringing emanated from the phone, and then Gary’s voice spoke from the phone.



I put the device to my ear the way I’d seen others do.



“Hello? Clare? I thought you got a new number,” Gary said.



“It is I, Ethan,” I said. “Clare has given me an old phone of hers.”



“Oh, hi Ethan,” he said. “Thanks again for walking Clare back last night.”



“It was my pleasure,” I said. “Do you know what materials we will need for the kitchen remodeling work you mentioned?”



“The couple whose house it is said they will send us an example of how they want it to look,” he said. “They didn’t say when they’ll send it, but I’ll give them a call later to ask. We should probably have a consultation with them, too, but we can schedule that later.”



“Excellent,” I said.



Clare approached the table with two large cups in her hands. The cups had the tubes poking out of the top like the milkshake at the diner did.



“Who are you calling?” Clare asked as she sat down.



“It’s Gary,” I said.



“Hi, Gary,” she said.



“Hi, Clare,” he replied in a slightly confused tone.



“Goodbye, Gary,” I said.



“See you later, Ethan. Bye Clare,” he said.



The call ended, and I put the phone back into my pocket.



“Your first call, I’m so proud,” Clare said. “Oh, and I should probably tell you that there’s this nine-one-one number that you only call in emergencies. So if you see a building on fire, call nine-one-one. If you lose a sock, don’t call nine-one-one.”



“I shall keep that in mind,” I said. “I am fireproof, but I shall call the number for the safety of others if I ever witness a fire.”



“Great, now that that’s sorted out, let’s try the soda,” she said.



She pushed one of the drinks toward me and watched as I took my first sip through the tube.



My whole mouth exploded with a million tiny bubbles. I’d tried drinks that had been fermented and had a little fizz to them as a result, but they were nowhere near as extreme as this. On top of the aggressive bubbles, the flavor was extremely sweet, and when I looked inside the cup, the color was bright orange.



“I have never seen an orange produce juice this vibrant of a color,” I said.



“Because it’s likely zero percent real orange juice,” she said. “And one hundred percent sugar syrup and food dyes.”



“Whatever it is, it excites my tongue.” I swallowed another few mouthfuls.



I looked around as I enjoyed my drink and spotted a couple a few tables away. They were staring at each other like that couple in the diner.



“Why do some couples do that?” I asked. “I have seen two now just sitting and staring at each other.”



“It looks like they’re on a date,” Clare said.



“What is a date?” I asked.



“People here like to test the waters before they invest in a relationship,” she said. “So we date people before committing to see whether we want to spend more time with them or not.”



“And once you are established as a couple the dating stops?” I asked.



“Unfortunately, for some couples,” she said. “But if you really like each other you’ll still go out on dates as a way to spend time together. Do people not date in your world?”



“There are courtship rituals,” I said. “But I am not sure it would be classed as dating… Is this a date?”



Her eyes widened as if she was caught off guard. I wasn’t sure why my simple question alarmed her. Humans were the oddest creatures.



“Well… um… if you want it to be,” she stuttered. “I’d be okay with that.”



I thought for a moment about what Clare had said, and I decided we were spending time together exploring our compatibility. That fit her definition of a date as far as I was concerned.



“Yes, this is a date,” I said.



Now that I had a phone, I could also look up information about dates and what people usually do on them, so I could make our next one even better and earn more of her approval.



I finished my drink, and when Clare finished hers we left our table to go to dinner. We’d spent so much time talking and walking around that I hadn’t realized how late it had gotten.



“Where is this place you said you get free food?” she asked.



“I don’t know the address,” I said. “But the restaurant is called Aurora. My acquaintance Tony said they serve Italian food.”



“I love Aurora,” she said. “I’ve been there like three times and every time has been great.”



“That’s reassuring to hear,” I said. “If I got a supply of free food that tasted horrendous I would be very disappointed.”



“What did you do to get free food from there?” she asked. “It’s pretty expensive.”



“I’m assuming you remember the thugs from yesterday,” I said.



“How could I forget,” she scoffed.



“They were giving the owner a hard time because of a deal his father made,” I said. “So I got them to leave him alone in exchange for free food.”



“That explains why they attacked us,” she said.



“I wouldn’t have offered to do it if I’d known you would get caught up in the trouble,” I said.



“Then we wouldn’t be here right now having this conversation,” she said. “So silver linings.”



“Is that another saying?” I asked, and she nodded.



We strolled out of the mall and in the direction of Aurora. As we walked along, I saw many other couples either holding hands, or the woman was holding onto the man’s arm in a way I’d seen the lords and ladies of Coilfell doing on occasion.



I carefully took Clare’s hand and put it on my arm while we walked. She didn’t say anything about the movement, but a small smile graced her lips, and I knew I’d made a good decision.



We got to Tony’s restaurant, but there was nobody around and the lighting was dim on the inside.



“What time is it?” Clare checked her phone. “I don’t think it’s open yet, the sky just looks dark.”



“It doesn’t matter if it’s open,” I said.



I put my face against the glass and spotted Tony looking through some papers at the front desk.



“Hello, Tony,” I said loudly through the glass. “It’s Ethan Cloud.”



Tony scurried over to the front door and opened it for us to step inside.



“Ethan, hi, how are you?” he asked. “Who is your beautiful friend?”



“I am very well, thank you,” I said. “This is Clare O’Connell.”



“Lovely to meet you, Clare,” he said.



“Lovely to meet you, too, Tony,” Clare said. “I’ve been here a few times, but I don’t think we’ve ever met.”



“I tend to make myself scarce during service time,” Tony said. “I much prefer to do the paperwork in the quiet and trust my staff during the evening.”



Tony led us to a four-seater table, and Clare and I sat down while he went to the bar.



“Can I make you two a drink?” he asked.



“I’ll have a strawberry mojito if you’re offering,” Clare said.



“And I’ll have the same,” I said.



“Coming right up,” he said. “And Ethan, are these drinks on the house?”



He stole a glance at me as he put some mint leaves into two glasses, and I knew what he meant by the question. He wanted to know whether I had made good on my end of the deal or not.



“They are indeed,” I said.



His whole face was illuminated with joy and relief, and he danced from side to side as he shook the drinks in a metal bottle. His eyes kept flicking over to me as he did, and from that, I got an inkling he wanted to speak to me about something. He poured the pink liquid into the glasses with slightly shaky hands and brought them over.



“The prep cooks are in the kitchen if you want me to ask them to whip you up anything,” Tony said.



“Yes, I wish to try a feast of what you have,” I said. “I have earned it, after all.”



“I’ll ask them to make a large plate of things to sample.” Tony grinned. “Arancini, focaccia, olives, the whole lot.”



Tony ran off to the kitchen, and I took my first sip of the strawberry mojito.



“This is a lot better than the cocktail I tried last time,” I said.



“What cocktail did you try last time?” Clare asked.



“I think it was called a martini,” I said. “The drink was unremarkable, but I liked the food on the sticks that came with it.”



“Does Tony know that I know about the gang?” she asked.



“No, but I can see that he’s eager to talk about it,” I said.



Tony returned to the table with a drink of his own, and the scents of the kitchen followed him.



“So… how do you two know each other?” Tony asked, and he looked around with barely contained eagerness.



“She knows about the deal we had,” I said. “So go ahead.”



“Thank you!” he shouted suddenly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you so much, Ethan.”



“I simply did what I said I would do,” I said.



“You have no idea how much this means to me,” he said. “I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, all I could do was be paranoid about when they would come for me again.”



“It was simple to find the two men again,” I said. “I was at another restaurant when I saw them walk in and go to the back.”



“So that’s why you left during dinner,” Clare said. “It all makes sense now.”



“And that’s when they agreed to leave me alone?” he asked.



“Yes, but they did not give up entirely,” I said.



“Oh, no.” Tony’s face went serious. “What happened? Are you okay?”



“They attacked me later that night when Clare was with me,” I said. “But don’t worry, I took care of them. I doubt they’ll come back again, not after what I did to them.”



“I can’t believe it’s all over,” Tony said. “I can finally put all of my energy into the restaurant.”



“What are your plans?” Clare asked.



“I think it deserves a refurb,” he said. “This decor reminds me of bad times now. I want a fresh start.”



My ears pricked up at the word “refurb.” It was a chance for me to get more work for the business, and it fell right into my lap.



“A refurb you say?” I asked.



“Yeah, it’ll be expensive, but I’m willing to pay for the changes I want,” he said. “I’m thinking more elegant, a bit regal.”



“Lucky for you, I just so happen to be starting a contracting business,” I said. “We can do this work. Perhaps at a discounted rate if you agree to feed my workers during the job.”



“Ethan, you’ve pretty much saved my life,” Tony laughed. “I’ll pay you the full amount and still feed your workers as much as they want.”



“I would be very grateful for that,” I said. “As would my workers. We haven’t done any work so far, but you can trust us with the task.”



“I’d trust you with anything after what you did for me,” he said.



“If we’re doing this, then can I take some before pictures of the restaurant?” Clare asked. “I’d like to put them on the website next to a picture of the redecorated version once it’s done.”



“Of course,” Tony said. “Take pictures of whatever you want. You can take pictures of the kitchen as well if you want, just as long as you don’t bother the chefs.”



Clare stood up and took pictures of the dining area of the restaurant with her phone. While she was doing that, I asked Tony about something that would be a good way to earn some more money.



“While I am here, I will offer my services to be the bouncer for your restaurant,” I said. “I expect appropriate pay, of course.”



“We do get quite a lot of people who come in and just want to drink at the bar,” Tony said. “Sure, why not?”



“Thank you,” I said. “What time would you like me to start?”



“It isn’t going to get busy until around six, so maybe come along at five-thirty?” he asked.



“That sounds good to me,” I said. “Is there any kind of uniform required?”



“I’d say just all black, and comfortable in case you need to handle anyone unruly,” he said.



“I don’t think I have anything like that,” I said. “Not anything presentable anyway.”



“Don’t worry about it, I’ll have some stuff waiting here for when you return,” he said.



Considering the issues yesterday brought, today had gone absolutely wonderful. I’d had my first date with Clare, I’d gotten a free outfit and shoes, and now I was a bouncer and could get some more money to fund the larger, soon-to-be profitable business.



“I have no doubt that you’ll be a great bouncer,” Tony said. “If you can take on a gang, then you can take on an angry customer or a drunken idiot.”



A chef brought a platter of food out of the kitchen and laid it down on the table. Clare put her phone away and returned to her seat so she could look at all the food.



“Thank you,” I said to the chef, and he nodded before walking away.



“This smells so good,” I said.



“I hope it doesn’t disappoint,” Tony said. “Please, dig in.”



Clare and I helped ourselves to the banquet of free food in front of us, and while enjoying the flavors and textures, I couldn’t help but think about what my first night as a bouncer would bring.
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 Chapter 12



“Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” Gary said as he opened the front door of the apartment building.



“I see no cat.” I looked around and there was definitely no cat.



It must’ve been another saying, like the high horse. I didn’t think Gary was quite that stupid.



I followed him back up to the apartment and found Dave also in the apartment.



“Hello again,” I said. “Did you stay here last night?”



“Yeah,” Dave said. “We figured we’d have a few drinks, and I’d drive back to my place this morning. But then we started to play
 Mario Kart
 and… I’m still here.”



“Do you not have work today?” I asked.



“Nope, and we don’t have to go back tomorrow, either,” he said.



“What? Why?” I asked.



“Apparently, Larry the asshat wasn’t adhering to some health and safety laws,” Gary said. “The site’s been shut down until further notice.”



“How did you find out about it?” I asked.



“Let’s just say we did some digging around his paperwork after he ate my lunch,” Dave said. “That’s a warning to anyone who ever tries to steal my food.”



I admired this protective, vengeful side of Dave. It was nice to see that some humans were as willing to defend their possessions as I was.



“So how was it at Clare’s last night?” Gary asked. “Did you get up to much?”



“No, it was a pretty uneventful night,” I said. “She went to bed and I passed out on the couch as soon as we got through the door.”



“Are you sure nothing eventful happened?” Gary pushed.



Did he know about the gang fight or the dragon thing? Did Clare tell him?



“Stop playing the overprotective cousin,” Dave said. “Clare’s a big girl.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Gary said.



The TV was lit up in vibrant, bright colors, and there were a bunch of small creatures and people standing next to each other.



“We’re still choosing our characters if you want to play a game,” Gary said. “Just don’t pick Mario or Luigi, those are our go-to’s.”



“I do not play games,” I said. “I will watch.”



“Aw, come on,” Dave said. “Afraid of a little challenge?”



How dare he insinuate a lack of skill on my part.



“Never,” I said.



Gary sat down, and I sat next to him so all three of us were on the couch. Dave picked up a strange-shaped device from the coffee table and handed it to me. It had buttons on it like the TV remote, but the shape fit comfortably in both of my hands, and there were two short sticks with small circles pointing out of the front.



“It’s simple to learn,” Dave said. “This button makes you move forward, this one stops, this one lets you throw whatever items you have, and the joysticks are for direction.”



“I understand,” I said. “I’m assuming that by me, you mean the creatures on the screen?”



“Exactly,” Dave said. “Now you’ve just got to pick which character you want.”



I looked at all of the characters on the screen and picked a large creature with a spikey shell.



“I shall be this thing,” I said. “And I shall defeat you all.”



“That’s Bowser, I think he breathes fire,” Gary said. “Not in this game, though.”



I held back a laugh at the funny coincidence of me picking a character that could breathe fire.



Gary pressed a button on his device, and then a countdown starting from the number three appeared on the screen in front of a snowy terrain.



“Get ready to have your ass kicked,” Dave said.



“Get ready to cry like a baby,” Gary said.



“Get ready to burn in the flames of my wrath, and rue the day you ever challenged me,” I joined in and found it rather fun.



All the characters zoomed forward in the small cars, and I pressed the button that Dave had shown me. Bowser and my car zoomed off, too.



“First place,” Dave said.



“Not for long,” Gary said.



I was in last place because I set off later than the rest of the characters, and I was completely at a loss for what to do when I went through a floating cube with a question mark on it.



“That’s an item you can throw,” Dave explained.



I pressed it and all of a sudden my character was a big black cylinder with flames shooting out the back. What an odd place for fire to come from.



“Shit, he got the bullet!” Dave yelled.



My character sped through the race course until I had passed many of the other racers, and when I was in fourth place it turned back into the fire-breathing turtle thing.



“What a useful tool,” I said.



Now that I was back as a driving character, I analyzed the road for the best moments to turn corners to gain distance on the other characters and used more of the magical cubes when they appeared.



Soon enough I was in second place behind Dave.



“I refuse to lose to a first-time player,” Gary said.



He tried his best to overtake me, but none of his attempts with the colorful shells were successful at slowing me down.



“Just take the L, Gary. Accept your fate,” Dave laughed.



The laughter abruptly stopped when my item was a yellow star. I pressed the appropriate button and my car zoomed past his, and I stole first place out from under him.



“No!” he screamed.



“What the fuck!” Gary yelled.



“Victory is mine.” I smiled. “As it should be.”



I got up from the couch and headed to the bathroom.



“Wait, where are you going?” Dave asked.



“To shower before I have to go back out,” I said. “I got a job as a bouncer.”



“No, no, no,” Dave said. “We’re having a rematch right now, get back here.”



“Sorry guys, maybe tomorrow,” I said.



I went into the bathroom, and I heard them talking on the other side of the door.



“We could just pretend that never happened,” Dave suggested.



“I agree,” Gary said.



A victorious grin remained on my face as I got into the shower and readied myself mentally for the night ahead.



I debated with myself whether I wanted to be quiet and use my bouncer job as a learning opportunity, or if I wanted to try talking to more people. After some thought, I came to the decision that I would dedicate my first few times on the job to listening to people to learn more about this world, and later on, I would attempt small talk.



I finished in the shower, dried myself, got dressed, and then left the bathroom to see Gary and Dave still on the couch playing the game.



“I’m going to work now,” I called to them.



“Okay, dude,” Dave called without his eyes leaving the screen.



“See you later,” Gary said.



I left the apartment, and when I closed the door behind me I heard them shouting at the game, and each other, again. I enjoyed the game of
 Mario Kart
 , but I had a duty to make money for the business, and I also just liked making money. It reminded me of my treasure trove.



Clare called me when I was on the way to the restaurant, and I answered the call.



“Good evening, Clare,” I said.



“Good evening, Lancelot,” she said.



I wondered again why she called me that name.



“Why do you call me that?” I asked.



“You speak in old-timey words,” she said.



“But what is Lancelot?” I asked.



“There’s this story from, like, the Middle Ages about King Arthur and an honorable knight named Lancelot,” she said.



“So you think I’m honorable?” I asked.



Sometimes I questioned how intelligent Clare was, but perhaps she was trying to be funny.



“More than other men, but that’s not hard,” she said. “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you to be careful tonight. People can be assholes and difficult to deal with when they’re impatient to get into a bar.”



“I have taken down armies upon armies of soldiers,” I said. “Humans will pose little threat to me.”



“I know, I just thought I’d say it anyway,” she said. “Be safe. Goodbye.”



“Goodbye,” I said.



The call ended, and I arrived at Aurora. The doors still weren’t open, but Tony had said I could just walk in. I did that, and I saw the black clothing he’d left out for me. I took them to the bathroom to dress. The pants fit looser than jeans, and they were much easier to move in than my jeans as well.



When I went back into the main area, Tony was doing some more paperwork at the front desk.



“Are you ready for the night ahead?” He looked up from the papers.



“I most certainly am,” I said. “Tell me the specifics you want, and I will complete the task.”



“Check identification to make sure they’re twenty-one,” he said and tapped a little card on the desk that explained how to check an I.D. for the correct age. “Don’t send more people inside than the bar staff can handle, and if anyone in here gets too rowdy or drunk, I’ll need you to force them to leave.”



“Okay,” I said. “This task is simple.”



“Hey,” he said. “I’ve got a tasting session for the new menu next week, you’re welcome to come if you’re free. Your friend from earlier can come as well if she wishes to.”



“That sounds great,” I said.



“Great, I’ll let you get to it now,” he said. “Good luck.”



He went back to his paperwork, and I went to stand outside the door to wait for the first customers.



Ten minutes went by, and no one came, then after that, a few couples who had early dinner reservations came. I checked their I.D.s, and I let them in. Being a bouncer seemed quite easy, I guessed that my encounter with the two fighting men outside the club last time was an uncommon occurrence.



That was a little disappointing. I was looking forward to knocking some heads together.



I had the opportunity to notice many things about people as they entered the restaurant.



My first observation was that the men who looked better dressed, and like they took better care of themselves, had the most attractive women with them. Attractive by human standards, at least.



However, this theory was reconsidered when a very old man, who looked like he’d stopped caring for himself decades ago, appeared with an exceptionally attractive woman holding onto his frail arm.



I checked their I.D.s, and from the age difference, I wondered if they were father and daughter, although his last name was Whitman and hers was Bennett.



“Enjoy your meal and drinks.” I gave them back their I.D.s and stepped aside to let them in.



Two women strolling by at that moment stopped to eavesdrop as the old man and woman went into the restaurant.



“Was that Howard Whitman, the tech billionaire?” one of the women asked the other.



“OMG, I think he owns an island and everything,” the other said.



They carried on their way, and I changed my theory to that it was either the most well-kept, or most successful men who won the most approval from women.



I wondered if Clare would be opposed to me collecting the approval of more women or not, after all, it was in a dragon’s nature to hoard.



More people started to arrive, and eventually, there were more people who only wanted drinks at the bar than restaurant customers. I asked everyone to form a line to the side of the building if they wanted to use the bar and to come straight up if they had a reservation.



I discovered that people were very bad at following directions, and multiple times, people tried to skip the line. At one point there was a woman who was very clearly drunk out of her mind in the line, and I called to her to leave because there was no way I was letting her in, but she stayed in line until she reached the front anyway.



“Hey…” she slurred in what I suspected was supposed to be a sultry voice.



“Leave,” I said.



“Come on.” She put her hand on my chest. “Please. All of my friends are already in there.”



“I don’t care if they are, you’re too drunk.” I plucked her hand off of my chest.



“Come on,” she repeated and put her hand back on my chest.



Why did women like touching my chest so much?



“No,” I said.



She stumbled closer to me until she was practically pressed up against me. The woman was behaving disgracefully. Some humans were utter fools.



“Plleeaaasseee,” she said.



I pried her off of me, picked her up under her arms like a small farm beast, and placed her to the side of the line.



“Next,” I said.



The drunk woman stayed standing there in shock for a moment, and then it must’ve finally kicked in that I wasn’t going to let her in no matter how much she tried to touch me. Finally, she stumbled off somewhere else.



I let a few more people in and then closed the door again.



“Hey, son,” a middle-aged man said to me. “Do you think you could let me and my girl in any sooner?”



“Do you have a reservation?” I asked.



“No, but…” He shook my hand, and I felt him press something into it. “Could you sort something out for us?”



I looked into my palm and saw twenty dollars. I had a suspicion of what the man was hoping for when he gave me the money, but since he didn’t say anything explicitly when he handed it to me, then it was reasonable to assume he simply gave it to me as a tip. Besides, now that it was in my hand there was no way I was going to hand it back to him. I pocketed the money and stared forward.



“Okay, I see,” he said.



He reached into his pocket and then shook my hand again. This time he’d passed me fifty dollars. I looked at the woman he was with, and she was looking away pretending not to see anything.



The man had again given me money without asking for anything specifically in return, so I pocketed it and looked forward without a word again.



“Hey!” the man said.



“It is mine now,” I said. “You may stay in line and continue to wait, or you may leave.”



I looked ahead and didn’t acknowledge him any longer after that, until fifteen minutes went by, and enough people had left that I could allow them inside.



“Was waiting really so hard?” I asked him.



He scowled at me as he went inside, and the woman with him ignored me.



I checked my phone for a quick second in between letting people into Aurora, and I saw a text message from Clare. Texts were like letters but on the phone instead of parchment paper.



“Want to hang out tomorrow?” Clare asked over text.



“Indeed I do.” I texted back then put my phone away.



A couple left the restaurant, and as they left they off-handedly mentioned something to each other about the arancini being soggy and a wine glass being warm.



I made a mental note to mention it to Tony later so he could make the changes and be more successful with every customer. The more people who liked the restaurant, the more attention my company’s work would get when we eventually did the work.



I wasn’t accustomed to helping others, but it seemed a valuable aspect of gaining status in this world. People seemed to work together to the benefit of both parties.



As I let people in and observed the people who left the restaurant, I kept an eye out for Sideburns and Skull Leg just in case they were dumb enough to come back after everything. If they did, I wouldn’t leave them with their lives this time.



I’d only allowed them the mercy of their lives the last time to prevent becoming a target of the human police, but I was not above changing my mind if they angered me further.



Time went on, and I fell into a steady rhythm with the bouncing duties. People didn’t give me any problems after the man with the money, and a small part of me was disappointed and bored by the lack of action, but the rational part of me was content that nothing eventful happened.



The last group of people left the restaurant, and I went inside to say good night to Tony and the other staff who were around. Tony’s hair was a little tussled, but other than that, he didn’t look as overwhelmed by the service as I thought he would.



“Ethan, great work out there tonight,” he said. “I overheard some of the customers saying they saw the bouncer turn away a drunk woman who was coming on to him. Good job.”



“Of course I turned her away,” I said. “It was a simple task I am far beyond capable of, and she was very irritating.”



“Do you want a post-shift drink to end the night?” he asked. “I’ve got some stuff for espresso martinis.”



“No, I must go now,” I said.



I wasn’t tired or anything, I just wanted to see if Dave and Gary were still awake for more
 Mario Kart
 . Fun was a new experience for me, and I found I had enjoyed the game.



I also knew from the cafe that espresso was a type of coffee, and I wasn’t the biggest fan of martinis, so I knew I wouldn’t like the drink he offered.



“How did you find the first service without having to worry about the gang?” I asked.



“It feels like I’m light as a feather,” he said. “For the first time in ages, I actually found myself enjoying being here. I was a little sad when the last group finished their drinks.”



“I’m surprised the owner spends so much time here during service,” I said. “I thought you would sort out the paperwork and take a step back, but I am impressed by how involved you are with the running of everything.”



Tony Slater was definitely a very different type of boss than Larry the asshole from the construction site.



“I love this place too much to do that,” he said. “That’s why it hurt so much when the criminals tried to take over.”



“Well, I’m glad everything is fine now,” I said, even though I was only glad to continue having a place to earn money “Goodnight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



“Goodnight, Ethan. Get home safe,” he said.



I left the restaurant and entered into the night.



The bar had stayed open until eleven, but I didn’t mind the walk back in the dark. The worst that could happen was a nave human would try to rob me, and that wouldn’t end how they hoped.



While the walk didn’t bother me, I did want to get back to the apartment to see if I could catch Dave and Gary before they went to bed. With the streets entirely empty, I could run at my top speed without being seen.



The air slapped against my body as I rushed through the streets. I moved mostly through alleyways instead of the main streets, just to be extra careful that no one saw me blur past them at an inhumanly fast speed.



Perhaps someday I would have the status and power not to worry about drawing suspicion to myself, but until then, stealth remained important.



The lights from the buildings, the lamp posts, and the stars blurred into one all around me. The city was beautiful when it quieted down, and it was hard to imagine that anything unpleasant had ever happened on these streets.



My bubble of serenity burst suddenly as a sharp, loud scream pierced the cold night air. It was a woman’s voice, and it was definitely a scream of distress and not an excited squeal that I’d noticed a few humans do.



I skidded to a stop at the top of an alley and looked around.



There was no sign of the woman, or anyone else on the street for that matter. I knew I hadn’t misheard it, and it definitely wasn’t in my head.



I continued in the direction I was going but at a walking pace this time. If I didn’t hear the scream or see a panicked woman within the next few minutes, I would run again. I kept my senses as sharp as possible and made a note of every distant footstep or noise from a TV through someone’s window.



The scream attacked my ears once again, and this time, I caught which direction it came from. I ran at a rapid but believably human pace to where the scream had come from and prepared myself for whatever I might find. It could’ve been a woman screaming that she’d lost her earrings down a drain for all I knew, but it could also have been related to the wendigo.



I continued down the street and hoped the scream would shock my senses again, but I didn’t need it in the end. Something else revealed to me where the distress was coming from, and it wasn’t a sound.



It was the putrid, unmistakable scent of that damn wendigo, and I wasn’t going to let him escape this time.
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 Chapter 13



I followed the Wendigo’s stench further down the main street and then through a maze of alleyways.



I crept around in silence and stuck to the wall as I kept an eye out for the wendigo.



He would most likely be in his full wendigo form at this time of night, but I didn’t know if he would start cornering his prey as a man or a beast. I suppose it depended on whether he felt it would be most effective to go straight for the attack or to lure his victim into a false sense of security through the idle conversation humans seemed so fond of.



I kept my back to the wall as I came to a corner into another alley, and I peered around the side.



There he was, and he was as gruesome as the last wendigo I’d laid my eyes upon.



He was facing away from me, but his fur was oily and matted, like it hadn’t been washed or cared for ever. There were pale strips of skin among his filthy fur, likely scars from previous fights. His feet were huge, and the claws on them were thick and curled.



His guttural snarl rumbled through the air as he looked down at the woman on the ground. She was young, I’d say around twenty, and blonde hair framed her face in a sweaty mess.



I couldn’t tell whether her skin was naturally that pale, or if her color had faded to that shade out of extreme fear. Small trembles fell from her lips like crumbs, and tears streamed down her face and smudged her dark eye makeup.



She backed away from the wendigo, but her back hit the wall, and the fear on her face somehow grew even more intense. It was clear when I looked at the horror in her eyes that she thought she was about to die right then and there.



And she would have met a horrible, gruesome, bloody end if I didn’t have business with the beast.



The wendigo crept toward her, and there was no doubt in my mind that he savored every second of her terror.



I’d only witnessed one wendigo attack before in my world, and the way the beast looked at its prey was like a starving peasant looking at a whole cooked chicken.



This wendigo was hungry for a kill, and I was about to spoil his meal.



I strode around the corner and pounced onto the wendigo’s back. My arm wrapped around his neck and yanked back to choke the hideous creature. I focused my energy and attention on the beast, but I caught a glimpse of the woman on the ground, and she was watching on in fear and confusion.



“Run!” I ordered as the wendigo swung me around.



She scrambled to her feet but kept her back to the wall. She shuffled around the edges of the alley as she tried to get away instead of just running like I said.



The wendigo drove his elbow forcefully back into me, and I ignored the tiny amount of pain that erupted in my side. He did it again, and again, and I knew I wasn’t going to defeat him in this position.



I dropped from his back and instantly kicked him in the back of the knee with as much power as I had. He stumbled forward and crashed into the hard ground.



“Fucking run!” I shouted to the woman again.



She went to run, but she fell and scraped her skin across the ground and hissed in pain, and the blood that seeped out of her undoubtedly fueled the wendigo’s bloodlust. If she’d just listened to me the first time I’d told her to run, this wouldn’t have happened.



Some humans were so foolish they couldn’t help but get in their own way.



The wendigo picked himself up from the ground, and his eyes flicked from me to the woman as if he couldn’t decide who to go for first.



It then occurred to me that he still didn’t know that I was really a dragon. If he was in fact working with the criminal gang then there was a chance the men had told him what they’d seen, but if he couldn’t decide whether to attack me or the woman, then I could assume that he didn’t know how much of a threat I was.



“Let her go,” I said.



I added a touch of panic to my voice to play along with the character of a random human who just happened to come across a woman in peril.



“No one has to get hurt,” I continued. “Just let us both go, and we won’t call the cops.”



The wendigo didn’t speak, and I realized that I didn’t actually know if he could speak at all in his beast form. He stared at me with his piercing yellow eyes and cocked his head like a dog. His nose was black and leathery and was set deep in his face, and the hair around it was like unruly ivy growing around a doorway.



“What the hell is that thing?” the woman asked.



She was still on the ground for some reason. I understood that humans could become paralyzed by fear, much like other prey animals, but if she’d just run away this whole situation would’ve been a lot simpler.



“I don’t know,” I lied. “Now run, you idiot human.”



The woman remained in place for another agonizingly long handful of seconds, then she finally propelled herself down the alley.



Wendigos loved a chase, and he couldn’t resist going after her. There was no chance of her outrunning him, so I stepped in front of the wendigo.



I wrapped my left arm around his neck, and my right hand clutched at a tuft of fur on his head and yanked back.



The creature growled out at the sharp pain but continued to push in the direction of the woman, until I yanked so hard I pulled the thick hair right out of the follicles. It looked like a dead rat in my hand, and blood and chunks of skin clung to the ends.



The creature lost all interest in the woman after that and concentrated all of his anger on me. He clawed at my arm around his neck and drew cuts down my forearm, and I threw a harsh punch into his gut.



While the beast was doubled over from my strike, I glanced around to make sure the woman had finally seen sense and fled.



She was nowhere in sight, and that meant I could transform without a human seeing, but I wanted to have a little bit of fun with the wendigo before I did that.



My forearm stung, and I dropped the clump of bloody fur and clawed at the wendigo’s face. My fingers dug at every orifice to injure the beast, even if it meant digging my nails into his nostrils and eyes, but I tactfully avoided his fang-filled mouth.



He stopped clawing at my arm around his neck and reached for my hand to pull it away from his face.



I saw his claws coming for my hand and managed to pull it away before he sliced across my skin. I wouldn’t allow him to use the same attack on me twice, so I leaped off his back as quickly as I’d leaped onto it.



The wendigo spun around to face me, and fuck did he look angry. His nostrils flared, and foaming spit dripped down from his mouth and puddled on the ground, Several drops caught the fur on his stomach and chest and clung there like dew on grass. A continuous stream of angry growls erupted from him as he stomped toward me.



I wondered for a split second if the beast recognized me from when I’d chased him the other day, but he was probably too caught up in his animalistic, blood-lust state to think clearly enough to remember that.



He readied himself to lunge at me, and as he did, I reached over and grabbed the lid of a metal container. The wendigo came at me with his fangs gnashing and his claws out, but he didn’t get one hit on me as I swung the lid around and smashed it into the beast’s head. The metal rang out in an echo as it made contact with the wendigo.



I hit him so hard, a vibration ran back through my hand and arm.



The sound was too much for the wendigo to handle, and that along with the pain from the impact sent the beast stumbling backward in a dizzy haze. He struggled to remain on his feet, and he grabbed the sides of his head as if he could stop it spinning.



I was about to reveal what I truly was and demand the wendigo become a man again and tell me all about how he got here and whether he knew how to return to Coilfell. I was enjoying my time on Earth and wasn’t sure whether I wanted to return permanently or not, but if there was a way, I wanted to go back just to give Astrum and Balan what they had coming.



Police sirens screamed in the distance, and I had to think of what to do fast. If the police arrested the wendigo, then I would lose my opportunity to interrogate him about Astrum, and what if they arrested me, too, and discovered what I was?



Not that they could hold me, but I’d rather avoid a full-scale slaughter of the local police. There was too much about Earth that I enjoyed, and that would just make everything messy.



There were so many potential outcomes, but I didn’t have to pick one in the end. The sirens must’ve been enough to jolt the wendigo back into his right mind because he rushed back down to the bottom of the alley where I’d first seen him that night.



I followed him back down the alley and prepared to corner him, but he pried a manhole cover from the ground that I hadn’t seen the first time.



He didn’t waste a second before he threw his body down the hole.



I looked behind me and there was the faintest brush of blue and red light against the dark of the night, and the sirens were getting louder and louder.



The woman I helped escape had probably called the police. I would’ve much preferred to fight the wendigo above ground and without their involvement, but it was too late for that now, so I took a deep breath and jumped down into the hole after him.



It was a tight squeeze, and for a moment I thought that maybe the wendigo was waiting beneath me to attack from below, but then I slammed into the cold, wet ground. Foul-smelling water splashed all over me, and I took a second to assess my surroundings.



The air was thick and reeked of an odor so inescapable there was no hope of me catching a whiff of the wendigo. I tried, but his scent was masked by everything else.



I was in a large tunnel and it was so dark it was hard to see. For a human, it would’ve been nearly impossible, but with my superior eyesight, I could make out enough to get by.



I looked both ways down the tunnel before I even attempted to move. My eyes searched for the shape of the wendigo, but there was nothing in sight but the walls and the water. I listened for it, and at first, I couldn’t hear anything. I thought I would have to just pick a direction at random and head that way in hopes of seeing him, but then my ears picked up the very faint sound of footsteps splashing through the water.



I ran in the direction the noise was coming from, and more water splashed on me as I went. Now that we were down in the sewers there was almost zero chance I would run into another human, and I didn’t feel any reason not to transform and utilize my powers.



My skin tingled as dark red scales protruded up from it and coated me in my very own armor. The wendigo would have a hard time trying to claw his way through that.



My teeth grew into fangs, and my nails grew into claws that I hoped were sharper than the wendigo’s. Horns rose from my head because I figured I’d need every sharp thing available, but I decided that wings would still be unnecessary.



My speed increased a significant amount once I was closer to my full form, and I ran so fast my footsteps in the water sounded like one continuous sound.



The wendigo would’ve been able to hear me coming, but whether I went fast or slow he would’ve heard my footfalls all the same, and I doubted he expected me to be as fast as I was.



The sound of his footsteps suddenly stopped, and I skidded to a stop myself. I continued the way I was going but at a creeping pace this time instead of a run.



The wendigo knew I was nearby, but as far as I could tell, he still didn’t know I was a dragon.



I looked through the darkness of the tunnels, and I couldn’t catch a glimpse of him, but if he’d stopped making sounds, then he’d either left the sewers or was hiding somewhere.



He provided an answer to my thoughts when a drop of his spit fell down from above me and splashed into the water at my feet. He dropped down a moment after, and I pivoted out of the way.



Without missing a beat, the wendigo and I charged at one another.



I wanted to go straight into the attack, and the ferocious expression on his face told me he felt the same.



So I charged and then ducked, and he threw his force forward with a punch that landed on nothing. I kicked my foot back, and his knee buckled under him and sent him stumbling forward. He almost fell but gathered himself just in time.



He lunged at me and tried to grab me instead of throwing a singular punch this time.



I slid out of the way and grabbed his arm as he flew past.



He instantly swung his free arm at me with his claws bared.



I dropped down and pulled on his arm to yank him to the ground with me.



The wendigo growled as he scrambled to try and get on top of me. He was much, much stronger than the gang members I fought before. His inhuman strength matched my half-shifted form. The tunnel was too narrow for my full dragon form, so I would need to get a little creative.



I recognized the scent of swamp gas, something that was highly flammable in the air around us, and that ruled out using my fire breath.



His strength was waning as I fought his attempt to pin me down. I dug my claws into his skin as I held his arms down, and his teeth gnashed together but never managed to catch me.



He was getting on my nerves, but I tempered my irritation in the pursuit of answers.



“Stop fighting,” I growled. “You know what I am, so you know I’ll win.”



The beast huffed one last angry breath then stopped struggling.



“Now turn back into a man so we can talk,” I demanded.



The wendigo didn’t move a muscle.



“Don’t pretend you need me to get off you for you to transform,” I said. “We both know that’s not how it works.”



The beast gave a quick growl that I took to mean “Okay, fine,” and then he closed his eyes.



I watched his fur fall away, and the human skin underneath was revealed, but instead of his entire form changing, only his arms did.



The transformation happened quicker than I could’ve prepared for, and the beast slipped out of my grasp. He looked absolutely ridiculous with a wendigo head and torso and human arms, but he didn’t stay like that for long.



The second he was free, his arms grew in size again, and the fur came back along with the claws.



“Okay, that was clever,” I had to admit.



I was done holding myself back. If he wanted to play dirty, then I would make sure he regretted it.



I threw a punch so powerful that it sent him flying backward. Blood dripped down from his nose where my knuckles had landed, and I ran right back up to him to make him bleed some more. He couldn’t dodge my second hit, but he managed to narrowly avoid the third one.



He scratched me across the face, and while it didn’t cut through my scales, the fact that he landed an attack on me fueled my frustration.



I dove at him and slashed at him with my claws until his front was littered with bleeding wounds.



“Don’t. Think. You. Can. Defeat. Me!” I punctuated each word with more strikes.



Soon enough, gory clumps of the wendigo’s skin and fur were clinging to my claws. With that kind of pain and blood loss, the wendigo grew woozy, and his attempts at counterattacks grew weak and flimsy.



He fell down to the ground, and I couldn’t even imagine how much the filthy water must’ve stung the fresh wounds.



The red of his blood mixed with the gray-brown color of the water. He looked up at me with his piercing, beastly eyes, and I looked for a trace of humanity, but there was nothing but animalistic instinct.



“You were a fool for ever thinking you could defeat me,” I said. “I’ve grown fond of the people of this world, and your greatest mistake was ruining the peace I wanted to share with them.”



He growled a deep, guttural sound that echoed throughout the tunnel. More and more of his blood leaked out into the dirty water, and I wondered if he knew he wasn’t getting out of this alive, or if he still thought he had a fighting chance.



He answered my question when he suddenly gathered some strength out of nowhere and leaped onto me. His claws latched onto me like a cat climbing up a tree, and he scrambled up my body at a shocking speed considering his injuries.



I tried to make a grab for the fucker’s leg, but he was too fast.



His survival instinct must have kicked in. He moved with an adrenaline-fueled speed as if he was escaping from the vision of his own death.



With what had to have been his last drop of strength, or even willpower, he leaped into the air directly above me and grabbed onto a small ladder leading up.



“Not so fast,” I growled.



I jumped up after him and scrambled my way up the ladder.



Once the effect of his surprise attack had worn off, I caught him, and my hand closed around his ankle just as he’d broken through another manhole cover.



The scrape of his claws on the hard ground filled my ears as he tried to pull himself away from me, but my grasp was as tight as an iron shackle.



With my hand still latched around his ankle, I climbed up the rest of the ladder. It felt like I was holding onto a rope tied around a dog’s neck, and he was insistent on acting like a feral hound.



He kicked his free leg up at me, and I caught it with my other hand before it hit me.



“Pathetic,” I spat.



He tried with every last effort to struggle away, but my hold on him wouldn’t budge. Despite how pathetic he looked he still kept trying, and eventually, I grew bored and offended by how he refused to give in to me.



A small flame left my mouth, but it was enough to singe his feet and legs all the way up to his hips. The bastard deserved it.



“Have you finally given up?” I asked.
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The wendigo’s chest was the first thing to change.



The fur fell away, and while his human chest was still covered in a thick patch of hair it wasn’t as extreme as his beast form. The wounds I’d given him remained there, and they were not beginning to heal. The excess of injuries must have been too much for his rapid healing.



His face changed to a human one, and his eyes were no longer deep-set in his face. He had a thick beard and messy hair, and his eyes were a light hazel color.



If I didn’t know what he was and the things he’d done, I’d almost feel bad to see him in the state of pain he was in, but I knew that he deserved every second of it. He was in a state of such extreme pain that anyone could tell just by looking at him, but I didn’t spare one drop of sympathy. He was a beast, a murderer, and a downright asshole who deserved no mercy.



“Kill me,” he choked out. “I beg you.”



It was a pathetic sight to see a beast once so terrifying and monstrous now on the ground begging to be killed, like a squashed bug barely clinging to life.



“What makes you think you have the right to ask anything of me?” I scoffed.



I stepped closer to him and crouched down.



“We were both sent here against our will, were we not?” he asked. “That makes us the same.”



“That makes us both unfortunate,” I said. “That gives us the same enemy, but it does not make us the same. You came here and chose to kill, I came here and chose to thrive.”



“You’re Ethad, aren’t you? The dragon who lives in the volcano. Sorry, lived.” He smirked briefly before it shifted into a grimace of pain. “You killed in Coilfell without issue. I even heard you had the highest kill count in the land.”



“I killed when I was attacked first,” I said. “And the same goes for this world. You wrong me, and I will wrong you.”



“This world is nave to creatures like us,” he said. “We could do more than thrive here if we joined together. We could take over, rule, mold it into our own fantasy.”



“A fantasy of death and cannibalism?” I glared at him. “Disgusting.”



“Cannibalism? I would have to be the same species as them for that,” he said.



“You’re right, you’re a lesser species than them,” I said.



He erupted into a fit of coughing, and blood splattered out of his mouth.



“Do you know anything about how to return to Coilfell?” I asked.



“I thought you were thriving on Earth with your precious human pets?” he asked.



“I can want more than one thing,” I said. “Astrum and Balan deserve death for what they have done.”



“At least we have that in common,” he said.



I reached forward and pushed my finger into a gaping wound on his torso.



He writhed in pain and screeched again.



“Tell me everything you know about Astrum,” I said. “There has to be a way back.”



“I don’t know a way back,” he hissed. “But I do know that before I was pulled through the portal, one of the mages beside Astrum said something about a zoo.”



“A zoo? What’s a zoo?” I asked.



“It’s a place where humans keep animals to gawk at them,” he said.



His voice was growing weaker, and the look in his eyes was getting further away by the moment.



“You mean a pet store?” I asked.



“No, different animals,” he said. “More dangerous ones. Ones they can’t have as pets.”



“What’s the significance of this zoo?” I asked.



“I have no idea,” he said. “But it’s the fact that it was the other mage who said it. They’ve been here before.”



“He has come to Earth with other mages,” I said as the pieces fell into place. “He may come here again to show this world to more of his army.”



“Exactly,” he gasped. “If you are going to find him, then the zoo is your… your best shot.”



His skin was white as snow, and if it wasn’t for his faint twitching I would’ve thought he was already dead.



“Why have you been working with a criminal gang?” I asked. “Did you know they’ve been going after me?”



“So you’re the devil they were talking about.” He tried to smile again, but his lips would barely turn up.



“Why were you working with them?” I persisted.



“They feared me, they gave me shelter and money,” he said. “And when I killed people they feared me more, and so on. It was a good deal… while it lasted.”



“One of the men said their boss’ office was impossible to find,” I said.



“Why do you care?” he asked.



“He has tried to take what is mine,” I said. “Anyone who does that needs to face me in person.”



“These people were loyal to me, I won’t betray their secrets,” he said. “Even if I have to take it to my grave.”



I pushed my finger into the wound on his torso again, and blood gushed out of the hole like a dark red waterfall. That seemed to be enough to change his mind.



“I’ll make sure you don’t go to your grave for a long time if you don’t tell me,” I growled. “You’ll live with this pain for as long as I can keep you alive.”



“Okay,” he hissed. “There’s a picture of the fire escape plan on the… on the top floor of their hideout. It comes off the wall, and there’s a ladder behind it.”



“Where does the ladder lead?” I asked.



I pressed down again in case he was thinking of denying more information to me.



“It leads to the basement,” he said. “The original entrance was blocked off so the ladder is the only way in.”



“And that’s all you know?” I asked. “About Astrum and the gang?”



“All that’s useful.” The words fell from his mouth like drool.



“In that case.” I stood up. “Thank you for your… cooperation.”



I kicked him brutally in the forehead, and his head slammed back against the brick wall. His skull crunched from the impact, and I saw it as an appropriate ending to his pathetic, rageful life.



The wendigo was dead, and I was finally one step closer to taking down Astrum and eventually King Balan.



Leaving the body out in the open would have been foolish, so I dragged his corpse back over to the manhole and dropped it inside. I then closed the hole again, shifted back into my full human form, and walked out of the alley as if nothing had ever happened.



As I walked under the lights along the street, I saw there were scratches left on my forearms. I hated not being able to walk around in my true form, but it would only take a few hours for them to heal completely.



My shirt and trousers were filthy, and they stunk like a pigsty had a baby with a rotting butcher’s shop. I had no idea how I would explain the state of myself to Gary or Dave, but luckily I had someone I could go to who would understand my issue.



I walked swiftly in the direction of Clare’s apartment and hoped she wouldn’t be too mad at me for dragging the terrible smell into her nice, clean home. Only one person passed me on my way to Clare’s, and they crossed to the other side of the road as soon as they caught a whiff of me. I couldn’t blame them.



Despite the stench that clung to me, I felt a sense of pride knowing that the people of Chicago were now a lot safer.



I’d taken their Ammit Killer off the streets, so they no longer had to worry about their hearts being eaten. Unless there were some humans into that, of course. The police wouldn’t ever have a person to arrest for the murders, but there was nothing I could do about that.



I wondered how long it would be until someone found the wendigo’s body in the sewer system, and what would happen when they found it. This was a minor thought compared to my main one.



I knew now that Astrum sometimes came to Earth with some of his mages. There was a chance I could find him and kill him or force him to send me back to Coilfell so I could face Balan, or even better, I could force him to bring Balan to Earth.



A king forced into a world where no one knew who he was and treated him like a peasant? I couldn’t think of anything better.



All I had to do was figure out where this zoo was, or where they all were if there were multiple in Chicago.



I had a business to build, so I wouldn’t be able to spend all my time at the zoo waiting for Astrum to make an appearance, so I’d have to come up with either some form of trap or find someone to stand guard for me. Perhaps once I had more money, I could hire someone to act like a bouncer of the zoo for me.



It was a lot to consider, but the thought that I wasn’t as clueless anymore invigorated me. I couldn’t wait to get to Clare’s and tell her everything.



I arrived at the door to the apartment building and fumbled for my phone in my pocket. There was a text message from Gary, but I didn’t have time for that right now. I texted Clare once, waited for a minute, then texted her again when there was no response. A few more minutes went by, and I decided to call her. It took a moment for her to answer.



“Ethan? It’s like two in the morning,” she mumbled. “What is it?”



“I’m outside the building, can I come up?” I asked. “I… something’s happened. But don’t worry, I’m fine… I just need to get cleaned up.”



“Okay, I’ll unlock the door for you,” she said. “But you’re telling me every single detail about whatever happened.”



“Very well,” I agreed.



The door unlocked, and I ran up to Clare’s apartment where she had the door open for me.



“Holy shit, you smell like… well,” she gagged.



She was wearing the big T-shirt again, and it revealed her shoulder and collarbone in a way I was coming to think of as gorgeous. I’d never found humans that attractive before. Perhaps spending so much time in my human form was changing my preferences.



Her hair was tied up, and her skin smelled like calming lavender.



“It’s a long story,” I said. “One which I will recount to you after I clean myself and my attire.”



“Go ahead into the bathroom,” she said. “Toss your clothes outside the door, and I’ll put them in the washing machine. I’ll grab the basketball shorts as well.”



“Thank you…” I said. “And my deepest apologies for dragging myself into your home in this sort of state.”



“Don’t mention it, now go get clean.” She nodded her head at the bathroom door.



I went into the bathroom, undressed, and squeezed my arm through a gap in the door to leave the dirty clothes outside like she suggested. It felt good to get them off of me, and it felt even better to step into the hot stream of shower water. I sighed loudly at the relaxing feeling of the water pressure on my muscles.



I washed off every speck of dirt and then went over my body with soap three more times just to make sure that I was clean. My hair was the hardest thing to get the dirt out of, and it took an uncomfortable amount of time for the shower water to run fully clear through it.



My forearms stung a little as some soap suds went into the healing cuts the wendigo had left on them. It wouldn’t take long for me to fully heal thanks to my dragon abilities, but the wounds were annoying to deal with in the moment.



“Where the hell did you go in these?” Clare shouted from the other side of the door. “It smells like you swam around in the sewer.”



I could imagine her picking up the bundle of clothes and trying not to gag.



I couldn’t help but laugh a little.



I begrudgingly turned the water off and dried myself with a towel. I stuck my hand out a small gap in the door again, and Clare handed me the basketball shorts to put on. I made a mental note to buy myself some actual sleepwear when I had the chance.



I left the bathroom and Clare was closing a small circular door on a strange metal box



“What is that?” I asked.



“That’s the washing machine,” she said. “It spins the clothes really fast and cleans them with detergent.”



“How long does it take?” I asked.



“Depends what cycle you put it on,” she said. “For your clothes, I set it to a deeeeep clean setting so it will take a while, but they’ll be done by morning.”



“I imagine it is still better than hand-cleaning tunics in a river,” I said.



“So, what happened tonight?” She leaned against the fridge.



“You know how there’s been a serial killer going around taking people’s hearts?” I asked.



“Yeah, the news talks about it every day,” she said. “It’s so creepy. How the fuck can one person do that to another?”



“Well, that’s the thing,” I said. “It wasn’t a person. It was a creature from my world called a wendigo.”



“A wendigo?” Her eyes went wide. “I’ve heard of those, but I have no idea what they are.”



“A wendigo,” I confirmed. “It can turn from man to bloodthirsty beast whenever it wants and chooses a prey to stalk for the kill.”



“From man to beast? Like a werewolf?” she asked.



“Similar,” I said. “A werewolf cannot choose when they transform but a wendigo can do it whenever they want like I can. They also retain a little more rationality in their brain when they shift to a beast, while werewolves just kind of… lose themselves to the wolf side.”



“Interesting,” Clare said. “Wait, so are werewolves real in your world, too?”



“Yes,” I said.



Clare stared at me open-mouthed for half a second before she shook her head.



“I still can’t get over the fact that stuff like this exists…” she said. “Wait, you said the killer was a wendigo, they aren’t anymore?”



“The killer is still a wendigo, just not an alive one,” I said.



“You killed the serial killer?” Her jaw dropped from shock.



“I did,” I said. “He won’t be causing the people of Chicago any more trouble.”



“How did you find him? Did he attack you first? Did anyone else see?” she asked in a hurry.



“I was walking back from my job as a bouncer at Tony’s restaurant,” I said. “I was hoping to get back to Gary’s quickly, but then I heard a woman scream and had to check that she was okay.”



“And I’m assuming she wasn’t,” Clare said.



“I found her down an alley with the wendigo about to attack her,” I said. “She was unharmed, but the cops must think she’s insane if she told them about what she saw.”



“The cops were there?” she asked in a voice filled with worry.



“When I helped the woman escape she must’ve called the police,” I said. “But the wendigo and I escaped down to the sewers before they saw us.



“So you actually did go swimming in the sewers.” Clare’s eyes remained wide open.



“If he knew what I was,” I said, “then he never would’ve led me down into an enclosed space. A monster and a fool.”



“At least that explains the smell,” she said.



“We fought, and then he tried to run away again, but of course that didn’t work,” I said.



“The serial killer is finally dead…” Clare said. “It’ll feel so much safer walking around now.”



“It’s a shame you’ll be the only one,” I said.



“What do you mean?” she asked.



“The police don’t know the killer is dead, so neither will the rest of the city,” I said. “Everyone will likely just think he’s taking a break until his next kill.”



“I didn’t think about that…” she said. “But all that matters is that he actually is dead, whether the people know about it or not. You’ve saved us, Ethad.”



I chuckled at her use of my real name.



“It’s strange to hear that name again, even if it has only been a few days,” I said. “Which reminds me, before the wendigo died, I asked him a few questions. He said there may be a way to find the mage who sent me here to Chicago.”



“Really?” She took a few steps closer to me.



“He said one of Astrum’s mage soldiers mentioned a zoo,” I explained. “That means he sometimes sends his mages here for whatever reason, I expect to scout the area or perhaps just to show off his power.”



“So there’s a way to find him, or at least someone you could use to get to him!” she said. “Did he say which zoo?”



“No, but considering both the wendigo and I were sent to Chicago, I’d say it’s a safe bet that it’s a zoo here,” I said.



“There’s Lincoln Park Zoo and Brookfield Zoo,” Clare said. “That one’s not actually in Chicago, but it’s a short drive from here. I can go and take a look around one of them tomorrow if you want?”



“I would appreciate that,” I said. “I shall search the other location.”



“Did Gary not text you?” she asked.



“Text me?” I asked. “I’ve been a bit too busy to look at my phone tonight.”



“He said his friend’s grandma needs her bathroom fixed, and he offered you guys up for the job,” she said. “And she wants some new kitchen counters installed, too.”



“That’s great,” I said. “But do we even have the supplies or the tools?”



“Gary and Dave have their own tools,” she said. “And the lady has some of the supplies anyway. Apparently, the first guy who she hired to do the job was shit.”



“Excellent,” I said. “It will be good to attempt a simpler project before remodeling that couple’s entire kitchen.”



Clare smiled, and then the smile turned into a yawn.



“I’m sorry for keeping you awake,” I said. “You may return to bed.”



“Don’t be sorry, I’d rather listen to you talk anyway,” she said.



“Thank you for your kindness, but I can tell you’re exhausted.” I smiled at her. “Go to bed.”



She hesitated a moment and then nodded.



“Good night, Ethad, slayer of sadistic wendigos, defender of Chicago,” she said.



She walked to her bedroom door and shot me one last smile before going inside. The lavender smell remained floating around the room when she was gone, and I breathed it in deeply.



I stepped over to the couch to get ready to sleep, but I stopped when I saw a new canvas poking out from behind the TV. I grabbed it, and a strange sensation filled my chest when I saw the half-finished painting on it.



It was of me, well, the left half of me, in my half form. She’d managed to perfectly capture the gleam of light on my blood-red scales, and the complete black of my eye somehow had a glimmer of life in it. It was a spectacular work of art, and I suddenly felt an overwhelming rush of emotion that I was quite unused to.



I’d never had a painting done of me. In Coilfell, people didn’t even think any dragon was worthy of being a muse for someone’s creativity.



Clare’s bedroom door clicked open, and I turned to see her step back into the living room.



“I thought you were asleep,” I said.



“I tried, but… I can’t sleep knowing you’re out here,” she said.



“Was I making too much noise?” I asked.



“No, nothing like that.” She walked up close to me.



Her hands came up and touched the sides of my face. She traced her fingers along my jaw and then wrapped her arms around the back of my neck. She pulled me down into a kiss, and all at once, a wave of the same glory and comfort I used to feel surrounded by treasures in my warm cave crashed through me.



And a hunger rose in my gut.



I placed the canvas down as carefully as I could, and then returned to the kiss and savored every second of it. The lavender scent was so strong that when I closed my eyes I could’ve convinced myself I was in a field of flowers.



I reached for her body, and I pulled her closer to me by the waist.



Her chest pressed against mine, and it still somehow wasn’t close enough. My hands slid down from her waist to her hips, where they squeezed her in anticipation of whatever she had planned next.



She hummed a sweet song of satisfied moans as our kiss grew in intensity. I’d kissed human women before, but there was never any real connection there, and this felt different. My mind was overcome with passion and desire, but I knew there was something I had to say first.



“Before we go on, there’s something I need to say,” I breathed.



“You don’t have a secret dragon wife and kids, do you?” she asked.



“No,” I laughed. “But I need to let you know that regardless of my feelings for you, it’s in a dragon’s nature to hoard… women included. I have come to understand that is not the nature of humans in this world, but I cannot abide by that custom.”



There was a moment of silence, and I analyzed her face for any sort of answer. She blinked a few times, curled her lips, and then looked up at me with more understanding in her eyes than I thought humans were capable of.



“You are more than I ever could’ve dreamed of.” She smiled. “You’re practically a god, so it only makes sense that you’d crave more than one human could give you, and I can more than accept that.”



I was about to lean down and kiss her again when another thought came to my mind just in time.



“I also have no clue if dragons and humans can… reproduce,” I said. “So I can’t guarantee what will happen when I pour my seed into your womb.”



“I’m on the pill,” she said. “It stops any little human babies from happening.”



“This world just keeps getting better and better.” I leaned down and kissed her again.



The feeling of Clare in my arms was nearly as magnificent as lying among my treasure hoard.



I walked her back until we were close enough to the couch for me to push her down onto it. She landed with a flirtatious squeal and smiled up at me as I crawled on top of her.



My lips just couldn’t stay away from hers, and as I kissed her, I let my right hand snake down to her thigh. I groped at the soft skin, and her body bucked up into me in response.



My hand didn’t want to leave her thigh, but it also wanted to explore the rest of her. It went up until it met the hem of her T-shirt, and then it teased the edge until she nudged me with her knee.



“Be patient,” I whispered.



She groaned in response and clutched at my shoulders to pull me closer to her.



I teased the hem of her shirt for a little longer until I gave in and let my hand slip underneath.



I caressed everywhere underneath the fabric apart from the one place she most wanted me to touch. Her hips, her stomach, her breasts, every inch of her was soft as rose petals. My hands couldn’t break the contact even if I tried, it was like we were stuck together.



I drifted my hand back down to the hem of the T-shirt and grasped it.



My lips broke away from hers for the briefest of seconds as I pulled the T-shirt over her head. As the fabric lifted away it revealed the perfect shape of her body. I’d never seen a more desirable human.



Her skin looked just as smooth and flawless as it felt, and the curve of her waist was impossible to not trace with my fingers.



She moaned softly at my touch, and she reached out to return the favor. Her hands brushed my abdomen, and the contact was addictive, I never wanted her to stop. My erection pressed against the waistband of the shorts, and her hand brushed against me through the fabric.



My hand went to one of her breasts, and I squeezed her tight nipple between my fingers as her hand slid into my shorts.



She hesitated for a moment and did nothing but look up at me, but then she took my cock in her hand.



I pulled down the shorts some more so she could fully see what she was doing, and she smiled at the sight of my desire for her.



I moved my hips a little with each slow movement of her hand, and my eyes were locked on her blue ones. The pace was devastatingly slow and addictive at the same time, and I could barely control my breathing as the sensation stretched across my entire body.



When I thought she was just about to speed up her movements, she let go of me and sat up to replace her hand with her mouth. She stroked her tongue over my shaft, and the heat of her mouth was pure ecstasy.



The sensation that had been stretching over me before doubled, and I was engulfed in a wave of pleasure. I moaned, and she did, too, and the vibrations from her voice only added to the pleasure.



“Fuck,” I panted. “Earth women are phenomenal!”



She continued to pleasure me with her mouth until I pushed her back onto the couch. I swiftly kicked my shorts off, then I grabbed her legs and pulled her forward so she was sitting on the edge of the couch.



I knelt down on the ground and spread her thighs. Before I ducked my head, I gave her one last look in the eyes.



“Ethad…” Clare moaned.



I pressed a searing kiss to the creamy skin on the inside of her knee and started to work my way higher. Each kiss was hot, and she tangled her fingers in my hair as I moved closer to the apex of her thighs.



Her hands moved down to the back of my neck and shoulders, and I shifted my nose close to her pussy and inhaled the salty-sweet scent of her arousal.



The smell of her was something my brain began to crave immediately, and I longed to bottle it and keep it forever.



“Ethad,” Clare whined with need, and her hands pressed on the back of my head.



Finally, I put her out of her torment, and I slid my tongue up the length of her sex to the bundle of nerves above.



“Ethad!” she moaned out. “Oh, my god!”



My tongue licked at her wetness and circled around her clit.



Her hands moved from my shoulders to my hair, where they buried themselves deep into it and tugged gently as she writhed in pleasure. She was so ready for me, but I didn’t want to move along just yet. I sped up the movements of my tongue on her, then slowed them, then sped them up again, until she was shaking from the assault of stimulations.



“Don’t stop,” she breathed.



I wasn’t planning on it.



I could tell from how she moved and the sounds that flooded out of her mouth that she was close to release, so I brought my hand up and pushed two of my fingers deep into her to drive her to the edge.



Her moans and whimpers somehow got even louder, and her slick tunnel contracted around my fingers. Pleasure crashed down around her, and she cried out, but I didn’t stop the thrusting of my fingers or the motions of my tongue.



“Ethad!” she groaned.



Her voice was filled with so much ecstasy, it seemed to glow in my veins like lightning, so I continued to pleasure her until her entire body clenched around me, and her thighs locked around my head.



A prideful grin spread across my face, and I stroked her thighs soothingly with my hands until her breathing returned to a normal rhythm. After a few minutes, her legs relaxed, and I leaned back to look at her.



Clare’s blue eyes were filled with a mixture of satisfaction and hunger that had a growl rising in my throat.



“I will keep you,” I said.



Clare’s lips fell open in a soft gasp, and her eyelids became heavy with renewed arousal.



I stood up and tugged on her legs until they were wrapped around my hips, and then I guided my cock to the dripping entrance of her sweet body. With my other hand, I reached up and stroked the supple flesh of her breasts.



“Ethad,” Clare moaned. “I want you inside me.”



“Then I have good news,” I said, and I thrust into her in one quick stroke.



“Fuck!” Clare gasped in shock. “You’re so big!”



Her body was tight, and for a second, I wondered if I’d hurt her, but then she groaned at the sudden intrusion and threw her head back onto the couch cushions. Her eyes glittered like the most precious gems in my hoard, and I paused fully inside her just to savor the sight.



Never had I anticipated I would want something as much as my treasure, but the pleasure of Clare’s body was unparalleled.



“What are you doing?” she whimpered and wriggled under me. “Ethad, I want you to fuck me.”



I grinned, and the way her eyes went wide again told me she was finding as much pleasure in the merging of our bodies as I was.



It was like she didn’t know what to do with her hands, and they touched every part of me she could reach before moving to the next and then returning.



I kept my hands planted firmly on her hips, and I held her in place as I pulled back and thrust into her again.



Her breaths were so loud and heavy that I swore the window was starting to steam up.



I moved slowly at first, and I rubbed small circles with my thumbs onto her hips as I fucked her.



Passion overtook the both of us, and while I wanted to draw the experience out for as long as possible, I couldn’t take the slow tempo anymore, and neither could she.



“More, faster,” Clare moaned.



I picked up the pace and thrust into her harder than I thought a human could take, but Clare was incredible, and she begged for more.



“Yeees,” Clare gasped. “Faster, Ethad, I can take it!”



Her breathing grew ragged and unsteady, and her fingernails dug into my skin as if she were trying to hold onto her sanity.



I figured the best way to win a woman’s approval was to give her many orgasms, so I started to stroke over her breasts and abdomen with both hands while I thrust into the deepest parts of her.



I cupped her right breast in my left hand and slid my right down between us. Her clit was swollen with desire and easy to find. I circled the tender bud in time with my thrusts, and Clare’s eyes rolled back in her head.



“Oh, yeeesss!” Clare cried out in a desperate voice. “I’m cumming again!”



Pride swelled in my chest, and pleasure zapped through my body as I coaxed her through her second orgasm of the night. Her body trembled, and so did her voice as she panted my name again and again.



I slowed my pace long enough to allow her to catch her breath, and then I returned to a hasty rhythm that filled the apartment with the sounds of harsh breathing, blissful moans, and skin slapping on skin.



“Ethaaaaad,” Clare moaned, and her hands reached up to stroke my chest weakly. “You feel so good inside me.”



“You are a precious treasure,” I growled as I thrust into her slick heat.



Not long after that, my pleasure built to an unsustainable level.



By the grave of whatever gods this world had, Clare suddenly crashed into another shuddering orgasm, and I followed close behind her.



The trembling of her inner walls broke through the remainder of my self-control, and she milked me for everything I had.



Fire blazed down my spine and lights flashed behind my eyes like a billion stars as I poured inside of her. Every sensation I’d felt since our first kiss fell over me like a torrential rain of bliss.



It both invigorated and exhausted me in a way that was beyond any words of any language I knew.



My arms shook, my legs struggled to hold the rest of my body upright, and my mouth crashed down to her breasts where I kissed her repeatedly until I was pleasurably drained and sated.



Our labored breaths filled the room as I waited a minute before gently pulling myself out of her.



I flopped down onto the couch next to her, pulled her closer to me, and wrapped my left arm around her shoulders.



“That… was… amazing,” she panted. “I can’t believe I just had sex with a dragon, an actual, real-life dragon.”



I chuckled.



“And it was the best sex I’ve ever had in my life!” Clare laughed. “I came three times! Like, what the fuck? Usually, I’m lucky to cum once.”



Confirmation that many orgasms earned greater approval had a smile tugging at my lips.



“I can’t believe I waited until now to do that,” I said. “Why the fuck did I just lay on the couch last time I was here?”



The both of us chuckled a little then tried to catch our breaths again. Eventually, we managed to calm our breathing, and when we did, I scooped her up into my arms and carried her to her bedroom.



I laid her down on one side of the bed and then crawled onto the other side beside her. Her auburn hair splayed over the pillow behind her head like a lion’s mane.



I’d never longed to hoard anything beyond gold, gems, and other valuables, but the intangibles I could gather with Clare were my new favorite treasure. Even if I could hoard a million of her orgasms during my life, I would still want more.



“You don’t have to sleep if you don’t need to,” she said. “I understand you have more endurance than us humans.”



“I know,” I said. “But I want to stay here next to you regardless. Also, the bed is much more comfortable than the couch.”



She smiled and hugged me close as she finally let her eyes flutter closed. She drifted off to sleep while holding onto me, and I tried to do the same. She made soft noises as she slept, and I wondered what she was dreaming about.



Her right leg was hooked over both of mine, but I didn’t mind that I couldn’t move without waking her, I didn’t want to move anyway.



I didn’t think the night could get any better until I remembered I had my company’s first contracting job lined up for tomorrow. I wasn’t exactly sure what it was I would end up doing, but I had faith in my abilities as a quick learner. Whatever the task was, I would undoubtedly be able to rise to the challenge, like I did with every challenge that came my way.



It was my first chance to showcase to Gary and Dave just why I was a ten times better boss than Larry ever was or any other boss they might’ve had for that matter.



I would be the best boss they’d ever seen, and if they liked working for me enough to recommend me to the other builders they knew, then the company would grow even more. They’d mentioned some of Larry’s other workers had many skills, so it would be valuable for me to try and win their approval.



It was simple: happy employees worked harder and delivered higher-quality results, which would only lead to more money in my pocket and greater success for my business. If I treated my employees well, I would conquer the world of business in the land of Chicago in no time.



The wendigo was dead, the gang thugs hopefully would not bother me anymore, and I was in bed next to a gorgeous woman. Things were really starting to look up for me, and I stifled a laugh at how stupid Astrum was for sending me to a world that was far better than the one I lived in before.



He’d sent me here as punishment, and yet I’d begun to turn this world into my new treasure trove.



I fell asleep at some point, and I was torn from sleep by a heinous screeching sound.
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 Chapter 15



I quickly realized the sound was a beeping from someone’s car outside, and I frowned at the window before I looked at the woman beside me.



Clare was just as pretty when her hair was messy and her face was pressed up against a pillow as she was when she’d dressed up for dinner. She’d changed position at some point while we were both asleep, and her legs were splayed across the majority of the bed, and I was pressed uncomfortably to a sliver at the edge.



With no chance of falling back to sleep, I hopped out of bed and made my way to the kitchen for a glass of water.



Today was the day for my first contracting job with my company.



I was excited for the job ahead, and I felt confident that once it was done I would feel an extreme sense of satisfaction.



For the first time in what felt like ages, I found my phone and checked it. I saw Gary’s message from yesterday informing me about the job for today, and I texted him back saying that Clare had told me, and I was ready for the day ahead.



In Gary’s text, he stated that he’d sorted out a contract for the work, and had received the first half of the payment before our work had even started.



I knew about the job, but I didn’t know about the time that I would be needed, so I decided to go to Gary’s in case there was more information he needed to give me. Then I remembered that I wouldn’t be able to get into his apartment without him unlocking the door for me, and it would be unlikely that he was awake this early in the morning.



With the plan of going to meet Gary out the window, I picked up the TV remote, sat on the couch, and decided to watch something while I waited for the morning to fully bloom outside.



I felt like a proper human of Earth as I sat there with the remote in my hand.



I couldn’t find the funny yellow people on the TV, so I settled on a show where some rich sisters bought expensive things and said stupid words. My brain felt like it was shrinking with every second I watched it, but I still somehow couldn’t pull my eyes away.



It was like watching a jousting match gone horribly wrong. There was entertainment in the horror.



Eventually, bright morning light slipped through the living room window, and I decided that a slow walk over to Gary’s would be reasonable now. I looked around for my clothes, then remembered that Clare had put them in the washing machine. I went over to the kitchen and bent down to the small circular door of the machine. I couldn’t see any water in there, but I’d never used one before so I didn’t know if it would all come flooding out once I opened the door.



“Oh, shit,” Clare yawned from behind me.



I turned around to see her stepping out of her bedroom as she covered her mouth with one hand. She was even beautiful when she’d just woken up and hadn’t brushed her hair or washed her face. Her skin had a healthy glow to it, and even though her hair was tangled, it was still long enough to stretch down her amazing body.



“I forgot to take your clothes out of the washer last night. I’m sorry,” she said. “The spin cycle should’ve dried them a bit but they’re still going to be wet. Sorry about that.”



“Can I open the machine?” I asked.



“Yeah, go ahead,” she said. “Were you watching the Kardashians?”



She smirked as she looked at the TV screen that was still playing.



“They have a lot of money,” I said. “How might I attain such wealth?”



Her lips curled as she tried to hold back a laugh, although I couldn’t understand why.



“Well, unless you want to make a…” her face screwed up in an adorable way before she continued. “A special kind of movie, then I’d say just stick with the contracting business.”



I opened the washing machine and took out the clothing from yesterday. It was wet like she’d said. I’d never tried it before, but I wondered if I could use my fire powers to heat my breath without it becoming a flame. I held out the clothing, opened my mouth, and focused on making a stream of hot air.



“Stop!” Clare called before the air left my mouth. “I can just put them in the dryer. It won’t take long if I put a dry towel in there with them.”



She took the clothes from me and shoved them into another machine near the washing machine.



“I’ll get us some cereal while they dry,” she said.



She poured small pieces of food from a cardboard box into two bowls, then she poured some milk into the bowls.



“The laziest breakfast in history.” She smiled as she handed me one of the bowls.



She handed me a spoon as well, and I scooped up some of the food pieces out of the milk. It was delectably crunchy and so sweet I felt my heart beat a little faster.



“The food here is far better than Coilfell,” I said between bites. “Even the lazy food.”



“Glad you like it,” Clare said.



We finished our breakfasts, and when the dryer was finished I put my clothes back on.



“They’re so warm,” I said. “I like that machine very much.”



Clare picked up the TV remote, flicked through the channels, and suddenly dropped the remote.



“Ethad, look!” she yelled.



I put my clothes on then joined her on the couch and looked at the screen. It showed a man holding a black stick with a ball on the end talking to the woman I’d saved from the wendigo last night.



She’d cleaned herself up a lot since then, and her skin definitely wasn’t as pale as I thought it was upon seeing her in her frightened state. In fact, she was actually very beautiful when she wasn’t overwhelmed by fear and quaking with the threat of death.



Her hair was a lighter shade of blonde than I’d thought it was. There were a few scrapes in random places across her otherwise perfect skin from the wendigo attack. She was lucky I’d been nearby; it could’ve been so, so much worse.



“It was indescribably horrific,” the woman said to the man beside her. “I swear the man who attacked me wasn’t even a man, he was covered in hair and it looked like his eyes were yellow.”



“Is she talking about the wendigo?” Clare asked.



“Yeah, she’s the woman I saved,” I said. “She looks nicer when she’s not screaming and crying.”



“Well, I’d hope so,” Clare said.



The woman on the screen didn’t look at the man next to her as she spoke, as if she was deep in thought. She looked sort of off to the side, and her eyes flicked around as she described things like she was seeing them in real time.



“I sound crazy, I know I do, and I probably am,” she said. “But the man… the thing that attacked me really didn’t seem like a human at all. I mean, he didn’t even speak, he just growled and drooled.”



“He growled?” the man asked.



“Like a bear or a wolf or something,” she said. “I thought I was going to die, or he was going to rip me to shreds and leave me to bleed out, kill me for the sport of it, you know?”



“It sounds like a horrendous experience,” the man said.



“Yeah, no shit,” I scoffed. “What kind of a statement is that?”



“It was beyond horrendous.” The woman nodded. “But then out of nowhere, someone saved me.”



“Can you tell me some more about this man who saved you?” the man asked.



“Here comes your fifteen minutes of fame,” Clare said.



“Not really,” the woman said. “It was really dark, and he was moving around so much I couldn’t get a proper look at his face. But I could see that he was tall, well-built… and even though I couldn’t see him, I just know he was so handsome.”



“At least she has the important facts correct,” I said.



Clare giggled and gave me a slight nudge to the ribs, and I nudged her back.



“He fought the monster-man thing,” the woman continued. “He got it far enough away from me so I could run. It’s a shame that I might never know who he is.”



“You’re going to become some famous vigilante,” Clare laughed. “Like Spider-Man.”



“There are animal-human crossbreeds on this planet?” I asked.



“No…” Clare said. “Never mind. I’ll buy you a comic book at some point.”



The Spider-Man comment reminded me of the times when people of this world referred to me as Batman, and I wondered if they were related.



“That reminds me,” I said. “Why do people keep calling me Batman?”



“He’s a superhero character who saves people,” Clare said. “He’s really good at fighting, but he’s also mysterious and a serious man. Oh, and he’s stupidly rich.”



“I suppose I shall take it as a compliment then,” I said.



“I just hope he’s okay, wherever he is,” the woman on the TV continued. “The police said they couldn’t find any sign of him or the thing that attacked me, so I hope he got away from the thing and is safe out there somewhere.”



“How sweet,” Clare said. “You have an admirer.”



Clare was right, her words were rather sweet. I thought I could potentially add her to my hoard of women next if I ever saw her again.



I picked the remote up and passed it to Clare before standing up from the couch.



“I must go now,” I said. “I enjoyed the night with you.”



“I thought Gary said the client wanted you to start in the afternoon?” Clare asked.



“She does, but I figured we might need to prepare beforehand,” I said. “And if Dave’s there I want to challenge them to another game of
 Mario Kart
 .”



“Ah, so you’ve discovered the joy of video games,” Clare said. “It was only a matter of time.”



“And I am very proficient at them,” I said with pride. “I won on my first try, and I will be victorious many more times.”



“I’m sure Gary and Dave will love that,” she said.



I gave her a quick kiss and said farewell to her before I left the apartment. I decided to take the elevator on the way down instead of the stairs, and it took me a few seconds to decipher how it worked, but then I was taken down to the ground floor.



“Incredible,” I whispered to myself as the doors parted, and I stepped out.



I left the apartment building and walked in the direction of Gary’s apartment. As I set off, I realized Gary’s apartment was my official place of residence, or as official as it could get when I wasn’t a real Earth citizen, but I’d spent a few nights at Clare’s. I made a mental note to discuss with Clare later if I could stay in her apartment with her permanently until I made enough money to obtain my own place.



Clare’s apartment was much nicer than Gary’s anyway, and if I stayed there all the time I would get to have sex more often, too, so I couldn’t see any downsides.



The sense of wonder I felt when walking the strange streets of Chicago was still there, but it was now joined by a stronger sense of confidence. So far, I’d overcome every issue that Earth had thrown at me, and I was sure that whatever the next issue was, I would be able to handle it.



Someone walked past me with an unfamiliar hat on their head, and I couldn’t help but stare at it.



It wasn’t exactly like a hat, but I wasn’t sure what else to refer to it as. It consisted of two padded circles on each of the person’s ears, and a band connected them over the top of their head. I then noticed that there was a string that fell out of one of the padded circles, and it trailed down to the phone poking out of his jeans pocket.



I wanted to know what the purpose of them was, so I stopped and called to the person as he continued to walk away.



“Good morning!” I called. “Tell me what that thing on your head is.”



The rude bastard acted as if he didn’t even know I was there, and he just kept on walking away. I called again, but he turned a corner and disappeared.



I would ask Clare about what that thing was later.



I kept walking and eventually, I arrived back at Gary’s apartment.



“You better be awake; we’ve got a lot to do today.” I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed his number.



The phone rang a few times, but there was no answer. I called again, and this time after it rang for a bit, he answered.



“Ethan, hi,” Gary said. “It’s so early.”



“And what a beautiful morning it is,” I said. “Nothing refreshes me more than a walk in the crisp morning air. Now let me into the apartment.”



“Sure,” he said in a groggy voice. “But I’m going to need a few minutes to wake myself up so just do whatever for a bit.”



The front door buzzed, and I opened it and went inside. I was about to take the stairs when I remembered that Gary’s building also had an elevator, and I was quite enjoying using the human inventions, so I decided to keep up the trend.



I pressed the button for Gary’s floor, and the doors reluctantly slid open. I stepped inside, and the doors closed again. The elevator then began to move upward until it suddenly stopped. I waited, but the doors never opened.



“Interesting,” I said.



I pried the doors open with ease, and I was very confused when I saw that the elevator wasn’t at a floor at all, but was instead halfway between floors. There was no way for me to get out through the doors, but I’d noticed a small hatch in the ceiling so I decided to open that and see what was above.



I jumped and hauled myself out of the elevator through the top, and Gary’s floor was only a short climb up the curious metal rope that was very usefully attached to the top of the elevator. I climbed onto Gary’s floor, knocked on his door, and clapped the dust off of my hands as I waited for him to answer.



“Hey,” he said as he opened the door.



His head turned to look down the hallway and his eyes widened when he saw the elevator.



“What? Did you use the broken elevator?” he asked.



“Ah, that was why we didn’t use it the first time I came here, I remember now,” I said. “It worked differently from the one at Clare’s place.”



“How… how did you get out?” he asked with a hint of disbelief.



“I just opened the doors and climbed up that rope above it,” I said. “Someone should really fix that.”



“Yeah… well… come in.” Gary opened the door wide enough for me to come inside.



It was a complete mess inside of his apartment. There were three pizza boxes, several empty bottles of beer, and one of the couch cushions was on the floor.



“What the fuck happened?” I asked. “Were you invaded?”



“Yeah… Dave and I kind of got carried away with all the fun,” he said. “But in my defense, this isn’t a new occurrence. This is what the place looks like every weekend anyway, you’ve just never seen it like this until now.”



“It smells very unpleasant,” I said.



“That’s probably me,” he said with a wry chuckle. “I’ll go and shower, can you try and wake Dave up.”



“Dave’s still here?” I asked.



“Present.” A hand shot up from behind the couch.



The hand went down, and it was replaced by Dave’s head popping up. His eyes could barely stay open, and I could smell his breath from where I was standing.



“What are you doing behind there?” I asked.



“I… I can’t really remember,” Dave said. “We were playing games, then Gary went to bed, then I went to get another beer… I think I fell over and just slept here.”



“You’re a fucking moron,” Gary laughed. “And you smell worse than I do, you go shower first.”



“Fine.” Dave stood up. “It feels like I’m living with my mom again.”



“You do live with your mom,” Gary said.



“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Dave went to the bathroom and closed the door.



“Did you want a coffee or anything?” Gary asked. “Cold slice of pizza? A lukewarm, half-drunk beer?”



“No,” I said in a firm voice. “No coffee. Although I was wondering if you had anything I could take a look at that might teach me more about contracting, or any of the skills involved. A book or even a tome about it perhaps?”



“I’ve got a book called
 Plumbing for Dummies
 ,” he said. “Would that be good?”



“That would be great,” I said. “Give me this book.”



“You know,” Gary said. “Saying please will get you pretty far in the world.”



“Please?” I repeated.



“Yeah. It’s polite,” Gary chuckled and shook his head. “People like that.”



“Please, give me this book,” I said.



He went into his room and returned with a thick yellow-and-black book, and he handed it to me.



“It won’t be as useful as actual experience,” he said. “But there’s nothing we can do about that right now. You can focus on the countertops in the kitchen, and Dave and I can do the work in the bathroom.”



“Very well, but I shall read this book regardless,” I said.



“You can keep it if you want,” he said. “It’ll take a while to finish anyway.”



People sure did like to give me free things. Perhaps I looked extra worthy compared to other people of Earth.



Gary started to clean up the apartment while I pulled the fallen cushion back onto the couch, sat down, and got to reading the book about plumbing. I was a very fast reader, and that paired with how fast of a learner I was, it didn’t take me long to read a decent portion of the book.



I could envision perfectly in my mind what the book talked about before I even looked at the photos. I wondered why every human didn’t learn to do plumbing, it seemed so easy, but then again, I did have an easier time learning new things than humans did.



“Shit!” Gary stopped cleaning for a moment as he looked at the book. “How the hell have you read that much already?”



“Quick learner, quick reader,” I said.



“If I’ve said it once, I’ll say it again,” Gary said. “You’re a strange guy, Ethan.”



“Dave’s been in the shower for a while,” I said. “Is he okay?”



“Fuck, I forgot about him,” Gary said.



He hopped over to the bathroom and knocked loudly on the door.



“Hey, asshole, you alive in there?” he asked.



“Yep!” Dave called. “Sorry… I fell asleep again.”



“How the fuck do you fall asleep in the shower?” Gary yelled. “Stop using up all my hot water and get out so I can use it.”



Dave got out of the bathroom, and I turned to finish reading the book while Gary took his turn in the shower.



Dave sat down on the couch next to me, and within a matter of seconds, he’d fallen asleep again. While the other two were preoccupied with cleaning themselves and being unconscious, I went over to Gary’s kitchen sink and opened the cabinet underneath.



I looked at the pipes under the sink, and they were exactly as the book had described. Then I went through in my mind what I would do for different plumbing problems.



“Simple enough,” I said.



I closed the cabinet door and went back to the couch so I could reread the most important parts of the book since there wasn’t much else to do.



Gary left the bathroom and threw a sock at Dave to wake him up again. The three of us decided that there was time for one quick game of
 Mario Kart
 before we set off to the house we were meant to be working on.



I won, of course, and funnily enough Gary and Dave both decided there was enough time for one more game, and then another, and then another. I won every single one, and on the last game, I decided to make it look like I was about to come in third, and then I overtook them at the last possible second.



“All the cars on the TV screen remind me,” I said. “Are we using your uncle’s truck today?”



“Yeah, we’ll transfer the tools to it from Dave’s car,” he said. “If you hand me the keys to the garage, then Dave can drop me off, and I’ll drive it over to the location.”



I was excited for the day ahead as we jumped into Dave’s car. I was in the front this time, and it was significantly nicer to sit in the front than it was in the back. From the front, I could look out the massive window at everything before us instead of looking straight at the back of a chair.



“It’s a good thing this old lady just cares about the work getting done,” Gary said. “She didn’t even care that we’re still in the process of getting our business license.



“Yes, that works out well for us,” I said. “We shall have it sorted by the next job. I will make sure of it.”



I would have to look into what he meant about a business license.



In Coilfell, if someone wanted to start a business they could just get up and do it, so the idea of a license was another strange discovery for me. It would undoubtedly involve some sort of documentation like what Clare had mentioned the other day. I recalled what she said about not being criminal enough to know where to get me some fake documents, or something like that.



If criminals were who I had to talk to to get fake documents for myself and my business, then it was lucky that I just so happened to know where the hideout for one of the biggest gangs in the city was.



“Here we are.” Dave stopped the car by the garage where the truck was being kept. “I can finally get those tools out of my trunk.”



“Have you got the keys?” Gary asked.



I found them in my pocket and handed them to Gary. We all helped to carry the tools from the trunk of Dave’s car to the truck, then when everything was transferred, Gary and I drove the truck to the house’s location while Dave took his car. The truck made more noise than Dave’s car, and the ride was a little bumpier.



“We should probably get her repainted or something when we’ve got some more money coming in,” Gary said.



“Her?” I asked.



I couldn’t see a woman around, and if there was one, I wasn’t sure why he’d want to paint her.



“The truck,” he said. “My uncle really let her waste away.”



So, trucks had genders. How interesting.



“That can be one of our investments later on,” I said.



“Great, I say we make her a brighter shade of red,” he said. “Also… while we’re here…”



“Yes?” I asked.



“Are you and my cousin like… a thing now?” he asked.



“She is my woman,” I said. “We consummated the relationship last night.”



Gary erupted into a fit of coughs out of nowhere, but thankfully, he kept the truck steady.



“I didn’t need to know that much,” he said. “Waaaay too much fucking information.”



“You asked,” I pointed out.



“I don’t want to hear about you and my cousin… consummating anything.” Gary shook his head.



We pulled up to a house and stopped in the driveway. Dave’s car pulled in shortly after us, and we all stepped out and headed for the front door.



The house was fairly small, and it had a pleasant, cozy feel to it. There was a sea of colorful flowers that grew around the front of the house, and out of plant pots. I knew enough about Earth now to know they were all probably fake, but when I first arrived here I would’ve thought it was magic. That’s personal growth if I’ve ever seen it.



The front door had a sign on it that said, “Don’t knock too loud, or you’ll scare the kitty cats.” The dot for the I on “kitty” was a small, simply drawn paw print.



“Houses here are a lot more creative than where I’m from,” I said.



“Who wants to do the honors?” Gary asked.



“I’ll do it.” Dave knocked very gently on the door.



There was a clatter from inside the house, a few moments of silence, and then a really short, extremely frail-looking old woman opened the door. Her skin was crinkled like paper, and her hair was short and white as a cloud. Her eyes were incredibly wide, and she looked over the three of us in what looked like a complete state of wonder.



“Three handsome men at my door?” She smiled. “Well, isn’t it my lucky day?”



“I’m Ronnie’s friend,” Dave said. “We’re here to help you with some touch-ups around the house. He said you had an issue with your bathroom, and you needed a new countertop installed in your kitchen.”



“Yes, yes, please, come in.” She stepped out of the way and waved us inside.



The lady led us into a narrow hallway with a staircase to the left and a large archway to the right. The archway led to a floral-patterned living room, and in the living room, there was another doorway that led to the kitchen.



The wallpaper, the couch, and even the carpet in the living room were floral-themed, and everything that wasn’t floral was cat-themed. There were cat figurines on the TV stand, cat coasters on the coffee table, and pictures of cats hung all over every wall.



“Have you seen any actual cats yet?” Dave whispered to me as the lady led us to the kitchen.



“No, do you think this woman’s a little bit…” I trailed off.



“Batshit crazy?” Gary added in just as quiet of a whisper.



The kitchen was beige and white, but there were more pictures of cats attached to the fridge. The countertops were also boring, beige, and a little scratched, and there was a wide, flat box that I assumed contained the new countertops we were meant to install.



“Are those the countertops?” I asked.



“Yes, dear,” the old woman said. “They’re a lot more exciting than the ones my nephew put on for me when I moved in.”



“We can help you with this, no problem,” Gary said. “What was wrong with the bathroom?”



“The pipes under the sink keep dripping,” she said. “I’ve got a bucket under there to catch the water, but I have to empty it every day to keep it from ruining my floor.”



“We can’t be having that, where’s the bathroom?” Gary asked.



“Just up the stairs and second door to the right,” she said. “Would you boys like any water?”



“I do, if you’re offering,” Gary said. “Thanks.”



“Me, too, please,” Dave added.



Of course, I wasn’t about to turn up a free drink from this lady.



“I shall take a water as well,” I said.



“Of course,” she said. “You boys get to work while I sort out the drinks.”



Dave went upstairs to take a look at the bathroom while Gary and I took the countertops out of the box. The lady wasn’t kidding when she said these counters were more exciting than her last ones. These were marbled and had a pink undertone beneath the light gray color.



We got to work on the countertop, and everything was flowing smoothly. The woman finished pouring the glasses of water, but I stopped her before she went upstairs to give Dave his. I said it was so she didn’t have to go up the stairs, but in reality, I just wanted to see if I could find any actual cats anywhere.



“Oh, thank you, dear.” She handed me the glass. “You’re such a kind young man.”



I took the water, went back through the weird cat shrine of a living room, and walked up the stairs. All the doors upstairs were closed apart from the door to the bathroom. Dave was crouched under the sink as he looked at the pipes.



“Here’s your water,” I said.



“Thanks.” He lifted his head to look at me



I set the water down on the counter and crouched down beside him.



“Have you seen any living cats yet?” I asked.



“No, but there are sounds coming through the wall from the room next door,” he said. “I hope it’s cats anyway, dealing with a kidnapping on our first day would be really bad for business.”



“How’s the sink coming along?” I asked.



“I can’t really figure out what’s wrong with it,” he said. “I may have… overstated my plumbing abilities. If I can’t figure it out in ten more minutes, I’ll ask Gary to come take a look at it.”



“I could take a look at it now,” I said.



“Go ahead.” He stood up. “I’m stumped.”



He took a few sips of his water as I crouched down under the sink like he had before. I remembered the key things the book had said while I looked at each component of the sink system. It was very basic and matched the diagrams from the book almost exactly.



“Pass me the wrench,” I said.



Dave did as I asked, I made the alterations as needed, and the dripping slowed and then stopped completely.



“You did it!” Dave yelped. “I didn’t think you knew anything about plumbing.”



“I didn’t until this morning,” I said. “Then I read a book about it.”



“No way did you know how to fix that after reading a book,” Dave said.



“Why not? Books are an excellent source of knowledge,” I said.



“Yeah, but I thought you’d need some real-life experience,” he said.



“And I just had some,” I said. “Now I am experienced. Shall we go down and help Gary with the kitchen counter?”



He nodded, we packed up the tools in the bathroom, and then we stepped out onto the landing.



“Ssshhh.” Gary put a finger up to his lips. “Do you hear that?”



I held my breath and listened carefully. A faint scratching sound was coming from one of the rooms.



“I can’t tell if it’s cats or not,” I said. “There’s no meows.”



“Me, neither,” Dave said. “It really shouldn’t matter, but I’m so curious if the woman’s seeing cats running around when there aren’t any.”



We shared a look, and it was clear we weren’t leaving the house without checking out the room where the scratching was coming from. I lifted my hand to the handle, and Dave poked his head underneath mine so we could look through the small gap when I inched the door open. I opened it just a sliver, and I sincerely wished I hadn’t.



The room was full of cats alright, only they were stuffed and dead. They were everywhere, and they were positioned in creepy, naturalistic ways. One even had its head poised over a food bowl that looked like it had actual chunks of meat in it.



“What… the… fuck…” Dave whispered.



“But where’s the scratching noise coming from?” I asked.



My eyes scanned the room closely despite how uncomfortable looking at the dead cats was. It was unnerving how realistic the glass eyes looked. Nobles in my world would occasionally have a taxidermy animal on display in one of their halls, but this was just fucking weird.



My eyes landed on a small, white cat figurine, whose arm swung up and down as if it was waving. It had fallen off the top of the wardrobe, and it was on its side on the floor, and the arm hit the wardrobe door every time it swung up.



“There’s our cat scratching at the walls,” I said. “Let’s leave.”



“Yes, please,” Dave said.



We closed the door, got the cold shiver out of our systems, and then went down the stairs like nothing had ever happened.



Back in the kitchen, Gary was getting on with the countertops, and the old woman was standing there watching him.



“Is the sink all sorted?” she asked as we walked into the room.



“It’s all wrapped up,” Dave said.



We helped Gary out with laying and caulking the rest of the countertop, and when it was almost done I rewarded myself with a refreshing mouthful of the water the woman had poured for me.



We finished up the final parts of the counter, and Dave, Gary, and I stepped back to admire the work.



“All done, and in record time, too,” Dave said.



“That’s not too hard when there wasn’t a record to compare it to,” Gary laughed.



“Oh, thank you, boys,” the woman said.



“Don’t mention it,” Gary said.



The woman stepped closer to the countertop to get a closer look at it, and Gary and Dave leaned in close to me.



“So, who’s going to ask the old lady for the money?” Dave whispered.



“Not it,” Gary whispered.



Why were they unwilling to ask for the money? Did they want to do the job for free? No chance.



“Ma’am,” I said to the woman. “The job is complete. We will have our payment now.”



“Straight to the point, I like you,” the woman said.



She rummaged around her purse and handed me a thick wad of cash that I divided between Dave, Gary, and myself. We said our goodbyes to the old woman, and then left the house with the hopes of never returning to the cat graveyard.



“I say we go to the bar to celebrate our first successful job,” Dave said. “Clare as well, of course.”



“I’m in,” Gary said. “How about you, Ethan?”



I wanted to, but I also wanted to sort out the fake documents thing so I could get started on the business license and whatever else I might need to get by on Earth.



“I’ll join you guys later on,” I said. “I’m going to go for a little walk first. Clear my head, you know?”



I was getting pretty good at the casual way humans of Earth spoke.



“We’re going to make you catch up with how much we’ve had when you get there, no matter how long you’re gone,” Gary laughed. “I’m making sure you don’t leave that bar sober tonight.”



“You may try,” I said and walked off.
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Chapter 16



I needed to know where the factory the gang members used was, but I wasn’t sure where to start.



Humans seemed to rely heavily on their phones for many things, so I looked on mine for anything that might help me out. After I looked around the screen a little, I found a symbol called “maps.” Clare’s explanation of apps came back to me as I opened it up, and a map of Chicago appeared on the screen. It knew my location and which map to show me, how amazing.



The thug had said the hideout was an abandoned shoe factory on the far side of the city. I found the location between Aurora and Clare’s apartment where we would’ve been that night, and then I searched for shoe factories on the opposite side of the city to that location.



There were two shoe factories in the area, and I refused to waste time going to one and then needing to go to the other because I’d picked wrong. I pressed the small icon over one of the factories on the map and read what it said.



The information said the hours of operation were from six AM to nine PM. When I clicked the icon for the other factory, it said it was permanently closed, and there wasn’t any information other than the fact the factory was there. It was as good a bet as any to assume the one with barely any information was the abandoned building, so I tapped the handy directions option on the map and followed the instructions.



Luckily, the old woman’s house was close to the factory’s location, so while the walk was a little far, my dragon speed carried me to my destination in practically no time. As much as I wanted to take a slow stroll and admire the things of Earth that I might not have seen before, I had a task to do.



I could’ve left it until the next day, but I wanted to get it over and done with, and I would enjoy celebrating the completion of our first job more if this task was handled first.



Besides, Dave and Gary would be perfectly proficient at entertaining themselves at a bar.



A sound rang out into the air, and my phone buzzed in my pocket against my leg. I checked the screen and saw that Clare was calling me. My best prediction was that she was at the bar with Gary and Dave, and they told her I was out doing something. Clare would’ve known enough about me to know that whatever I was doing, it wasn’t going to be something a normal human would do.



I could’ve answered the call and told her that I was just taking a walk, but I thought it was the better option to complete my task as soon as possible and then return to her where I could show her in person that I was fine.



There were fewer and fewer houses as I continued on, and I came to a row of buildings that were rather large, and the majority of them had some kind of smoke or steam coming out of them from somewhere. There were also a lot of trucks outside of the buildings, and people carried things from the trucks to the inside of the buildings and the other way around.



“I guess these are all factories,” I said.



The name of the factory on the map was Soul Soles, so I put my phone away and walked along the line of buildings as I looked for the name.



“Are you lost, son?” a chubby man called to me.



He was in the process of loading something into a truck, and he was sweating so hard from the lifting that it seeped through his shirt at his armpits.



“I’m looking for the Soul Soles factory,” I said. “Do you know where that is?”



“That place has been closed down for years,” the man said. “There won’t be much to find there other than a bunch of dust and cobwebs inside.”



“I know,” I said. “I work for another company that wants to buy and renovate the building. I’m just here to check the place out and see there isn’t anything we need to worry about… like structural damage.”



“What kind of company?” he asked.



“Taxidermied animals,” I said without missing a beat.



“It’s just up there, turn left at the tire factory, and you’ll see it,” he said. “There’s probably enough dead rats in that place for you to get a head start on your business.”



“Thank you.” I nodded.



I walked in the direction that he told me to, and when I arrived at the tire factory, I took a left.



There it was, the hideout of the criminals who’d tried to kill me, and if they denied me what I needed, perhaps I would return the favor. Not that they could deny me, after all, I’d pummeled every man who’d come after me.



The factory looked like it hadn’t been in use for years. The windows were dark and caked in dust, the door was padlocked, the lock and chain were rusted, and there wasn’t one sound that came from inside.



I tested the door and lock to see if it was real, and it indeed was. I could’ve broken it and forced the door open to get inside, but I wanted to find the entrance the gang members used because it would draw too much attention to break the lock. There had to be a hidden door somewhere.



I looked across the whole front of the building, and apart from a window up top that was just barely open, there wasn’t any obvious entrance that’d been used in the past few years. I crept around to the right side of the building because the left was unlikely to be used due to the fact it was in the eyesight of anyone approaching the still-operational tire factory.



There were a few more dusty windows up at the top of the building, but on the ground, there was only a large, black unwanted items container pressed up against the wall. I went up to it slowly, and I looked underneath the container in search of any traps the gang might have laid.



It was raised a little off the ground on small wheels at each of the four corners, and underneath, I could see a door embedded in the section of the wall it was covering.



These criminals really needed to get smarter at making secret entrances if I could find theirs in only a matter of minutes.



I wondered for a second if I might be reunited with Sideburns and Skull Leg in the hideout until I remembered that they were probably somewhere else to be treated for their burn wounds.



What an unfortunate fate that had befallen them.



I pushed the container to the side, slipped by it and through the door, then finally entered the factory.



The door behind the container led to a room that was pretty much empty apart from a desk piled with boxes to one side, and some planks of wood piled neatly to the right. It was free of dust, the lights were on, and it looked in active use which was a far cry from the appearance of the front of the factory.



I assumed they were either leftovers from when the factory was abandoned, or the gang was building something further inside the building.



I looked through the small window, in the next door, and it led to a hallway with several doors on either side and a staircase at the far end.



I didn’t want any thugs to see me because, from my experience with them, they were hot-headed and stupid and would jump right into action before hearing me out. All I wanted was a one-on-one conversation with their boss, where I could demand my fake documents in exchange for not burning his factory down, and the low-level thugs would’ve undoubtedly tried to take revenge at the first sight of me.



I opened the door without a sound and closed it just as quietly behind me. Then I crept down the hallway with my body low, so no one saw me through the small windows in all the doors.



The wendigo had said the access to the crime boss’ office was on the top floor, and it was hidden behind a fire escape picture, so I climbed the stairs and kept my eyes and ears alert as I went.



The stairs took me to the next floor, and I took a moment to survey my surroundings. There was another hallway, and while it was empty, one of the doors to the side was open, and voices came from the room.



“Have they said how long they’ll be in the hospital for?” one voice asked.



“Another few weeks,” another voice said. “Do you believe what they said about what happened?”



“Hell, no,” the first voice said. “A demon attacked them and set them on fire? You have got to be kidding me. They probably just smoked too much before they went to get that guy.”



“I don’t know… they didn’t sound like they were lying,” the second voice said. “Benson sounded like he was going to cry when he told me about it.”



They were talking about me defending myself using my half-dragon form the other night. I found a tiny smile crept up my face at the thought of a cold-hearted thug crying because of me.



While they were deep in conversation and distracted, I listened in as I quickly but quietly maneuvered down the hallway.



“Did they ever get that assassin guy in the end?” the first voice asked.



“Apparently, the demon was the assassin guy,” the second voice said. “They said he changed into a demon right in front of them.”



I got to the open door, and I peered carefully inside. One of them leaned against the wall to the left, and the other was sitting on a desk, and neither of them faced the doorway.



I walked fast but silently past the opening and made it to the next staircase without any trouble. I moved up the stairs as silently as I had the other set, but unfortunately, this set had a wonky board in one of the steps. A squeak rang out in the air, and I could’ve growled in annoyance. I wasn’t in the mood for knocking down thugs, I just wanted to find the boss, ask about fake documents, and maybe kill the fucker depending on his response.



I heard a footstep from somewhere above me, and where there was one there were likely others.



“Hey.” One of the two men stepped out of the room. “Who are you?”



I turned to face him, and I smiled as if there was no reason for us to be hostile to each other.



“Hi, I’m new here,” I said. “I was just looking for the bathroom.”



“I didn’t get told about any new members.” The man crossed his arms.



He poked his head back into the open room and spoke to his fellow thug.



“Hey Gavin, have you heard anything about a new guy?” he asked.



“I don’t think so,” the second guy said. “But it makes sense. I mean, we did just lose a lot of guys because of the demon.”



“Demon?” I asked.



“These guys swore they were attacked by the devil the other night,” Gavin said. “I don’t believe a word of it.”



“Yeah, that does sound pretty unbelievable,” I said.



“What’s your name?” he asked.



I had multiple fake names back in Coilfell for when I roamed the villages, but I had a feeling that Kironius or Adiss wouldn’t work here.



“Larry,” I said.



It was the first name that came to mind that wouldn’t put any humans I liked in potential danger.



“Come on, I’ll show you to the bathroom,” the man said.



If they followed me into the bathroom, I would simply knock them out and leave them unconscious to carry on with my business. If they didn’t follow me, it was likely they would return to their previous business, and then I could continue on without further interference.



The man went out into the hall with me but didn’t follow me inside.



“The bathroom is just through that door.” He motioned his head at the last door in the hall.



“Got it, thanks,” I said.



I went into the room he’d gestured to and went inside. I listened for footsteps but there weren’t any, and that meant he was standing guard outside. Clearly, he didn’t find me trustworthy enough to leave me alone.



He was less of a moron than I’d expected.



The bathroom was decent in size, presumably for the workers who used to spend hours in the building, and the whole right wall was lined with stalls. Sinks and a mirror covered the left wall, and the mirror was covered in thin cracks and what looked like some kind of paint. I assumed it was the work of vandals from before the gang took over the factory, although I wouldn’t put it past dumbasses like Sideburns to find vandalism to be a fun hobby.



I planned to get rid of the two thugs once they came to check on me, so I walked around the room for a bit and waited. I listened closely for their steps in the hallway so I knew when the one outside left, if he ever did.



There was silence for a while, then footsteps sounded in the hallway, and I hid in the stall at the far side of the room opposite the door.



“Hey, Larry,” the man outside the door called as he entered the bathroom.



His footsteps stopped once he came through the door, and I could imagine him looking around for me.



“You better still be in here,” he said. “I’ll be in a whole lot of trouble if you’re not.”



I listened to his footsteps as he walked through the bathroom until he approached the stall I was hidden in. When he was just close enough, I leaped out of the stall.



I elbowed him in the temple before he even knew I was there. He fell to the side from the hit, and his other temple slammed into the hard, white surface of a sink.



“I swear you guys just like doing my work for me,” I said. “Why the fuck does the boss hire you?”



He was groggy from the two impacts, but he wasn’t unconscious yet. I bent down, grabbed his head, and slammed it back against the floor. That was enough of a blow to knock him unconscious; all without even breaking a sweat.



I grabbed him under the arms and dragged his body into the stall I was hiding in. I’d just propped him up on the Earth version of a chamber pot when more footsteps sounded in the hallway.



“You good in here, buddy?” Gavin asked.



I didn’t answer and waited by the door for him to enter. He pushed open the door, and I instantly grabbed him and pulled him inside.



I threw him down with such force his head bounced on the floor, and his eyes became unfocused.



“So you’re not a new recruit?” he asked in a wavering voice.



“What do you think, idiot?” I countered.



I kicked him once in the head and that was enough to take him out. I grabbed him by the legs and dragged him into another stall.



I closed the bathroom door and continued on my search for the boss.



The wendigo had some kind of involvement with this place and the gang before I’d killed him, and I wondered what exactly he’d done here. Sideburns said he had the boss scared shitless, but what was the wendigo’s purpose for being involved with them?



The wendigo said he liked how they feared him, but surely any human would have feared him. What benefit had he gained from working with these criminals?



I crept up the stairs and kept an ear out for the footsteps I thought I’d heard before. I peered onto the next floor, and there was the owner of the footsteps. He looked deep in thought as he paced up and down the hallway and muttered something to himself.



He was a big guy, so big that his neck was almost the same width as his head, and his hands looked like they were meant to be on a bear instead of a human.



I didn’t recognize him from the fight the other night, so he wouldn’t recognize my face, either. He was the biggest human I’d ever seen, even bigger than I was in human form, so it seemed unlikely I could knock him out in complete silence.



I listened closely to try and hear what he was muttering about, but it was entirely incoherent. He turned on his heel and walked down the hallway in the opposite direction from where I was.



I raced forward, leaped onto him, and locked my right arm tight around his throat to close off his airway.



His hands came up to hit me, but unfortunately, I couldn’t fight them off while keeping the pressure on his throat.



I took the hits and held on as long as I could. He was the strongest human I’d encountered so far on Earth, and I was partially impressed by the force of his strikes. The pain wasn’t enough to make me release my hold on him, but it was more than any other human had managed to do to me with their bare hands.



He swung his body from left to right like an angry stallion and tried to knock me into things, but I clung on the whole time.



Some of the air was knocked out of me as he threw himself back against the wall, but he fatigued himself, and that paired with my arm around his neck was enough to knock him out.



Slowly, he collapsed to his knees and went limp in my grip.



I released my hold and stepped off of him. It felt as if I’d just watched a mountain crumble down, and I was the one who’d caused the collapse.



I dragged the man into a room to the right and hid him behind a large stack of boxes.



On top of the boxes, I found a small knife that could conveniently fold in half to conceal the blade. I didn’t need a weapon at all to beat these guys, but there was no way I was going to leave it behind for one of them to stab me in the back. Besides, it would likely speed up this whole process.



I was quick at taking the thugs down without a knife, with a knife I’d be unstoppable.



I left the room, went down the hall, and crept up the stairs with the same caution I exercised on the last two sets, and the next hallway was empty like the first one was.



I walked down the hall, and when I was only one pace away from making it to what I hoped was the final staircase, a voice called out from behind me.



“What are you doing creeping around here?” he asked. “Turn around and let us get a look at your face.”



Us, that wasn’t ideal.



“Pretend you never saw me, let me continue on my way, and you’ll leave here with all your bones intact,” I said.



There was a roar of laughter behind me.



“You’re in no position to be making threats like that,” the man said. “Turn around and explain to us who the fuck you think you are.”



I straightened myself out, took a deep breath, and turned around to face them.



There were three men, the one who’d been speaking was the tallest, and next to him, there was a fairly short man and another man with a slit in his left eyebrow.



“Hello,” I said. “For an abandoned factory there sure are a lot of humans in here.”



“Shut up with the jokes,” the man who’d been speaking so far spat. “What are you doing here?”



“That’s…” the man with the slit eyebrow said. “That’s the demon from the other night… Dear god.”



“That’s him?” the short man asked. “He doesn’t really look like a demon.”



“And you don’t look like you’ve finished growing,” I said.



I wasn’t a demon, but I quite liked the mysterious, threatening persona that it created for me among the criminals.



The other two laughed at what I’d said, while the short guy glared at the both of them.



“Listen here, wise-ass,” the tall guy said. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but you made a huge mistake coming in here.”



“The only mistake was when you three stopped me from carrying on my way,” I said.



“You must be drunk, high, stupid, or all three if you think you’ve got the advantage here,” the tall one said.



“I’ve seen him do things, guys,” the guy with the eyebrow slit said. “Unbelievable things that you won’t be able to unsee. I say we listen to him and let him go.”



“You sound as crazy as the rest of them,” the short guy said.



“How do you explain the fire that night then?” the eyebrow-slit guy said. “The guy happened to have a flamethrower in his pocket?”



“That makes more sense than he breathed fire from his mouth!” the short guy yelled.



“Stop bickering, the both of you,” the tall guy said. “Get him.”



“I’m not getting him.” Eyebrow Slit scurried out of the room.



“Fine, we’ll do it alone then,” the short guy snapped.



The two of them came running at me, and before they were too close, I took the knife out of my pocket and threw it at the short guy. It hit him in the chest, and he yanked the short blade free and dropped it.



“Fuck!” the short guy hissed.



The bigger guy came at me, but I evaded his attack without much effort and kicked him in the back of the knee as I slipped behind him.



His leg buckled, but he managed to remain upright. I slammed my fist down on the back of his head, and that was enough to send him crashing to the floor.



He wasn’t unconscious, but I had to worry about the little guy before I could go back to him. The short man came at me with a series of punches that I blocked as they were thrown. His attacks weren’t strong, but they sure were fast. His fists rained down on me like quick-fired arrows by an expertly trained archer.



Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the taller guy crawling toward the knife on the floor. I pretended to throw a punch at the right side of the short guy’s face, and when he moved to block that side, I slipped around his left.



I stomped on the wrist of the man on the floor before he could grab the knife, and I swiped the weapon up myself. I kicked him in the head to knock him out, and then I focused all my attention on the shorter man.



I jabbed the short man a few times with the small knife in between his attempted punches, and when I thought he was punished enough with the small stabs, I punched him square in the jaw.



His eyes went blank as he crashed to the side like a fallen tree.



I used his shirt to wipe the blood off of the knife.



There was no sign or sound of anyone else coming to attack me, but I had to double-check to see if the man who didn’t want to fight me had secretly called for backup. I went into the room he’d gone into and leaned against the door frame.



“Have you called for more men?” I asked.



He was sitting on a chair by the window, and he had a chunky shoe in his hand as a weapon.



“Stay back, demon,” he shivered. “I tried to get them to leave you alone.”



“I won’t hurt you unless you give me a reason to,” I said. “So, did you call anyone and let them know I’m here?”



“No, no I didn’t, I promise,” he stuttered.



“Good,” I said. “How many floors does this place have?”



“Just one more,” he said. “If you’re looking for the boss, then I can’t tell you where he is. No one knows where his office is.”



“Don’t worry, I already have that information,” I said. “Drag those idiots in here and make sure they don’t leave when they wake up, not until I’m gone anyway. Tie them up if you have to.”



“Yes, sir,” he said.



“If anyone from a lower floor comes up here, you stop them and tell them the boss said stay down,” I said. “Do you understand?”



“Yes, sir.” He nodded. “I won’t let anyone bother you.”



I nodded my thanks to him, left the room, and walked up the last flight of stairs.



I got to the fourth floor, and there were two guys standing in the hallway. They were deep in conversation, but the words fell from their mouths when they laid eyes on me. From the horrified look on their faces, it was clear they recognized me as the demon.



“It’s… it’s him!” one of the men cried.



“Shit, shit, shit!” the other panicked.



“Silence.” I raised my hand. “Show me the fire escape plan, and you can live, don’t show it to me, and I’ll kill you.”



They looked at each other like they couldn’t tell if it was a trap or not. I would normally find something like that commendable, but right now it just pissed me off.



“There’s one in the last room to the left,” one of them said.



“Good choice,” I said. “Now step out of my way.”



They parted ways so each one was pressed against the opposite wall, and I marched right past them and into the last room on the left.



It was no different from any other room I’d seen in this place, except there was a large, framed picture hanging on the back wall. The picture was full of lines and words I felt no need to read because it was the only picture in here, so that had to be the one.



I grabbed the edges and found that it jiggled a little, so it was on some kind of hook rather than bolted directly to the wall. I lifted and unhooked it, set it down on the floor, and just like the wendigo said, there was a doorway and a ladder.



“Almost there.” I grabbed the first rung of the ladder.
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 Chapter 17



The ladder wasn’t dusty because of its regular use, and I was glad I didn’t have to deal with a load of dust flying everywhere as I climbed down. I climbed as fast as I could, and I reached the bottom in no time.



I dropped down and looked around where I’d landed. The wendigo had said it was a basement, but it didn’t look like a basement at all.



The space had been entirely transformed into an office with a long desk and chairs at the back of the room, and someone was sitting in the chair.



“The boss of this gang, I assume,” I said.



His chair was facing away from me, and he was inspecting a painting on the wall. As soon as my voice hit the air, he spun his chair around and smiled at me. His hair was thinning, but his body was strong and broad, so I couldn’t tell what his age was exactly.



“So, you’re the man who’s been creeping around my factory,” he said. “And taking out my men like they’re nothing but annoyances.”



“They are nothing but annoyances,” I said. “How did you know I was here?”



“You thought I didn’t have cameras hidden around the place?” he asked.



I didn’t know what a camera was, but I didn’t want him to know that, so I changed the subject.



“I allowed your men to live,” I said. “I didn’t come here for a fight.”



“So why do you have weapons on you?” he asked.



I thought for a moment, and then to show him I was telling the truth, I took the knife out of my pocket and dropped it on the floor in front of me.



“I have business with you,” I said.



“How did you know I was down here?” he asked. “We’ve been located here for years and none of my men have ever found this room.”



“That’s because most of your men are complete morons,” I said.



“I make do with what I have,” he laughed. “Come on, tell me, how did you know my office was down here?”



“Your little friend told me where it is,” I said. “Hairy guy, tall, scary, piercing eyes.”



The smile dropped from his face, and his eyes hardened as he stared at me.



“He sent you?” his voice quivered.



“No, he didn’t send me,” I said. “He told me where you were in return for me putting him out of his misery.”



“He… he’s dead.” His smile began to crawl back up his face.



“Yes, I killed him,” I stated.



“Thank you,” he blurted out. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”



“I thought you were working together.” I arched an eyebrow at him.



“No!” he yelled. “That bastard had been terrorizing me since he showed up.”



“At least we can agree that he was a bastard,” I said.



The crime boss picked himself up from the chair and walked closer to me. I could see there were small scars across the top of his head that prevented hair growth, and his hair wasn’t thinning at all. He seemed a lot younger to me now that I knew that, and I thought maybe we were around the same age, or what my human age appeared to be anyway.



He was also missing a few teeth, and one of them was a front one. I could only imagine the fights he must’ve been in over the years to lose that many teeth.



“What did you come here for?” he asked. “Anything, you can have anything for killing that insane man.”



Chicago’s crime boss was offering me anything I wanted, and it was getting harder and harder to not smirk in his face. If I didn’t want to prevent any further conflicts between us then I might’ve fallen to the floor in laughter.



“I want fake documents,” I said. “A birth certificate, a state I.D. Whatever you can get me.”



“Fake documents?” he asked. “Are you here illegally from another country?”



“Yes,” I lied.



“Which one?” he asked.



“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “All you need to know is I won’t kill you if you get me what I want. How soon can you make these?”



A spark of fear came back into his eyes, and he sighed heavily.



“Fine, fine,” he said. “I’ll get you your documents, but I’m going to need to know what name to put on them, and I’ll need a photo.”



“Ethan Cloud,” I said. “I was born in California, and I’m… twenty-five.”



“You didn’t sound too sure of that.” He smirked.



“I’m twenty-five,” I said firmly.



He wrote something down on a piece of paper on the desk.



“I’ll need your parents’ names for the birth certificate,” he said.



“Just make them up, pick anything,” I said.



“Right, and your birthday?” he asked.



“Make that up as well,” I said.



“If you say so,” he said. “Is there anything else you wanted?”



“When will they be ready?” I asked.



“In about a week,” he said. “Where would you like me to send them?”



I didn’t want this guy or any of his thugs to know where Clare or Gary lived, so I gave them an address they already knew about.



“Have them sent to Aurora, the Italian restaurant,” I said. “Make sure they’re in an envelope with my name on it, so no one else opens them.”



“I’ll have my men get right on it,” he said. “You’re the one who scared my men away from Aurora?”



“Yes,” I said. “You’d do well not to send anyone else to terrorize Tony or his business.”



“And that means you’re also that demon, devil whatever they keep talking about,” he said with a sigh.



“I don’t know where they got that from,” I said. “I must’ve hit them a little too hard in the head.”



“And dropped your lighter a little too close to three of them,” he said in a tone of disbelief.



There was a moment of silence, and I waited for him to say anything more. When he didn’t speak again, I took a step toward him.



“You won’t send your men after me again,” I said. “If you do, it will be the last decision you ever make and the stupidest.”



“You have my word, they won’t bother you again,” he said. “I’d say we’re even now, after this. Even though you did take my best men out of business for a while.”



“They were your best men?” I laughed.



“You could show them how they should be,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’d want to work for me, would you?”



“Not a chance,” I said. “Not even for all your money, and I fucking love money.”



“At least there’s one thing we have in common,” he chuckled.



He held his hand out to me for a handshake, and I accepted with the hope that once I had my documents, our business would be finished. If he tried anything stupid in the future, I’d come back and kill him.



“A pleasure doing business with you, Ethan Cloud,” he said.



“And you…” I said.



“My name is Eli Finch,” he said. “But don’t tell anyone.”



I released his hand, and he released mine.



“May we never need to meet again,” I said.



He nodded to make it clear the feeling was mutual, and I went back to the ladder and climbed out of there.



No one bothered me as I made my way back out of the factory, and as I passed Eyebrow Slit again, I told him there were two men stuck in the bathroom who might need medical attention.



The outside air was invigoratingly fresh compared to the factory, and the sky was much darker compared to when I’d entered. Since it was later, there were fewer people out on the streets, and that meant that I could run fast and not be spotted by anyone.



As I ran, I couldn’t believe how well everything had turned out. I’d settled the feud with the gang, I was in the process of getting fake documents, and now I was on the way to a bar to celebrate my business’ first job.



Tomorrow, I would learn about business licenses and the process of making my contracting business official and legal. I didn’t know whether I was more impressed by the fact I’d started a business within days of coming to this world, or that I’d infiltrated and subdued a criminal gang in that time.



The boss’ relief at the news about the wendigo’s fate reassured me he would keep to his word, but I would still keep my eyes out for potential trouble.



I was running past a store window when my eyes locked on an item behind the glass. It was a strange helmet that only covered the ears, like the one the guy in the street had been wearing.



The shop looked like it was closed because the lights inside were dim, but there was a man filing papers behind the counter.



“Hey.” I knocked on the glass. “Are you open?”



The man looked up from the papers, squinted his eyes at me, and came over to the door.



“We closed about five minutes ago,” he said. “Why? Did you want something?”



“What does this head device in the window display do?” I asked. “It fascinates me.”



The man blinked at me a few times, then realized what I was talking about.



“The headphones?” he asked.



Headphones, head, and phone in one item. This only ignited my interest in what the purpose of the item could’ve been.



“Yes,” I said. “The headphones.”



He looked at me with a strange expression of confusion for a second.



“They play the music from your phone directly in your ears…?” He sounded uncertain. “So no one else can hear it. Did you want to buy them?”



“You said you were closed,” I said.



“Yeah,” he said. “But I haven’t closed out the register yet. Do you want them or not?”



“Yes, give me the phone for my head,” I said, and then I remembered. “Please.”



I decided this would be a reward to myself for all my success, but then I would return to saving my money as much as possible.



He gestured for me to follow him into the store, and I walked in after him and closed the door behind me.



He pointed some device at a small square of black and white lines on the box of the headphones and tapped a few buttons on his machine.



“That’ll be seventeen-fifty-eight,” he said. “Cash or card?”



“The sign said fifteen.” I narrowed my eyes at him.



“Yeah, before tax,” he said. “Cash or card? Come on, I wanna close and go home.”



I recalled there had been something called sales tax at the clothing store, too, and I dug around my pockets and pulled a twenty-dollar bill out for him. In return, he handed me the box, and I opened it right there.



They were black and had a long string hanging off of them that I knew had to go into my phone somewhere. I inserted the end of the wire into the hole in my phone that matched, but still, no music came out when I put them on my head.



“Is there a problem, sir?” the man asked.



“I think these might be broken,” I said. “I can’t hear any music at all.”



“Let me see,” he said.



He looked at my phone, swiped it a few times, opened an app I hadn’t tested out yet, and all of a sudden, there was music in my ears.



“This is amazing!” I shouted over the music.



He reached out and took one off my ear.



“People usually wear them so they can be quiet,” the man said. “Now I really need to close up, have a nice day, sir.”



He ushered me out of the store, and I went back on my way, but at a walking pace this time instead of a run. It was entertaining to stroll the streets of Earth before I had my music device, but now it was almost magical.



I could experience new things while listening to music anytime I wanted to. I was so confused by how Clare had said there was no magic here because I didn’t know what else to call this.



The songs changed into upbeat, fast-tempo ones, and I thought it was fitting to run the rest of the way while I listened to music that made my heart speed up.



I was around fifteen minutes away when the music became quiet, and a ringing sound that meant I had a call sounded in my ears. I skidded to a halt and answered the call from Clare with a smile.



“Good evening, Clare,” I said. “I am now the owner of a pair of headphones. They are a magnificent device, it’s like I have my own personal bard.”



“Good evening, Lancelot,” she said. “That’s great and everything, but where the hell are you?”



“I was just… taking care of some unfinished business,” I said.



“That’s not suspicious at all,” she said. “How long will you be?”



“Not too long,” I said. “I am on my way to the restaurant now.”



“Do you want me to get you a drink for when you get here?” she asked.



“You know I’ll never say no to a free drink,” I said.



“Okay, but I’m surprising you with one,” she said.



“Fine by me,” I said. “But no coffee or martinis.”



“Yeah, yeah,” she laughed.



We ended the call, I returned to running, and I slowed down in time to stroll through the doors of the bar like I was a normal human who wanted a casual drink. I dropped my headphones down so they rested around my neck like a scarf, and the spongy material was very comfortable against my skin.



“Hey, Ethan!” Gary called from the same table we’d sat at the first time.



“Hello, everyone.” I went over to the table.



“Nice new headphones,” Clare said.



I sat down next to Clare, put my arm around her, and Gary and Dave were at the opposite side of the table.



“Is that blood on your shirt?” Dave asked.



I looked down, and there was indeed a speck of blood on my sleeve.



“No, that’s ridiculous,” I said.



I turned to Clare to ask her a question before the two of them could ask any more questions about the mysterious stain on my shirt.



“So, what drink did you get me?” I asked.



She pushed a tall glass that was shaped like an hourglass and filled with a pale yellow liquid toward me. A tiny paper umbrella stuck out of the top of the drink, and there was a slice of some kind of yellow fruit on the rim.



“This is a pia colada,” she said. “Fruity, sweet, and a bit creamy.”



I took a small sip, and this drink was without a doubt the best thing I had tasted in this world.



“This is the best drink in the world,” I said. “It’s like… it’s like…”



“Like you’re drinking summer vacation,” Dave said.



Of course, I didn’t know what summer vacation was, but if it tasted like this, then I wanted it.



“Gary and Dave said your first contracting job went well,” Clare said. “Congratulations.”



“It did, it went really well,” I said. “Despite the…”



My eyes flicked to Dave, and we both shuddered slightly.



“What happened?” Clare asked.



“Yeah,” Gary said. “You both kept looking at the old lady really weirdly after you came back downstairs.”



“Do you want to tell him or should I?” I asked Dave.



“I’ll do it.” Dave straightened his posture. “Remember how we said it would be really weird if the house didn’t have any cats in it?”



“Yeah…” Gary raised his eyebrows.



“Well… there were cats alright,” he said. “Dead, stuffed ones. Loads of them, and I mean loads.”



“That’s so creepy,” Clare said.



“Did the old lady think they were real?” Gary asked.



“I have no idea, and quite frankly, I don’t want to know,” Dave said.



The TV screen was on again, and there was a man interviewing a teenage boy who was shaking and had a look of complete terror in his eyes.



“Awww, poor kid,” Clare said. “He looks terrified.”



“I wonder what happened to him,” I said.



“Maybe it was the serial killer,” Dave said. “The one who tries to steal people’s hearts.”



“I hope not,” Gary said. “A kid shouldn’t have to witness that, never mind almost be attacked by the freak.”



Clare and I shared a knowing look but didn’t say anything.



We were the only two people in Chicago who knew that the Ammit killer wasn’t a threat anymore, but we couldn’t tell anyone. I hoped that after maybe a year of no crimes committed by him the people and the police would assume he’d stopped his murderous ways for good.



“Hey, can you turn the TV up?” Gary called to the man behind the bar. “I want to hear what that kid’s saying.”



The man behind the bar picked up the remote and turned the sound of the TV up so we could hear clearly what the young boy was saying.



“It was awful, so ridiculously scary,” he said.



“Can you describe your attacker for us, please?” the interviewing man asked. “Only if you feel like you can.”



The boy swallowed hard and nodded his head.



“He was so pale…” the boy said. “I thought he had makeup on or something, and his eyes were red, and his skin was cold as ice.”



“What the hell is he talking about?” Gary asked.



“And he had really long, sharp teeth,” the boy said. “He bit me with them, like… like a vampire.”



The teenager started to shake all over, and then he was ushered away by some people as the interviewer tried to put the focus on himself.



“He’s so traumatized by the bastard that attacked him, he thinks he was attacked by a vampire,” Dave said.



“How can any person do that to another person?” Gary asked. “It’s inhuman. It’s disgusting.”



Clare and I looked at each other again, and this time our eye contact didn’t break for a while. I couldn’t see into her head, but I had a pretty good guess that we were thinking the same thing.



Whatever attacked the teenage boy wasn’t a person at all, and was actually a vampire like the boy had said. With the wendigo and I ending up in the same city, it would have been foolish to assume there weren’t other creatures being sent here by Astrum.



Vampires were foul creatures who didn’t see people as anything other than a delicious meal to sink their teeth into, and it set my nerves on fire to know that there was one in the city. Clare, Gary, and Dave were in this city, and I wouldn’t allow them to be targeted by a good-for-nothing bloodsucker.



As much as I wanted to enjoy my life on Earth in peace, build my business, and collect many more women, I wouldn’t be able to exist in true peace until the potential threats to the humans I liked were destroyed or banished.



This vampire was first on my kill list.



“Is it a real vampire?” Clare whispered to me when the other two weren’t paying attention.



I nodded slowly, reached for her hand, and rubbed small, comforting circles onto her palm.



“What are you going to do?” she whispered into my ear.



“Kill him,” I whispered back.



She leaned her head onto my shoulder, and her warm breath tickled my skin. She was probably afraid at the thought of a vampire running loose around the city, but she didn’t let it show, and I admired her bravery.



Her indirect show of bravery triggered my memory of how she’d offered to take a look around one of the zoos today for signs of Astrum. She didn’t have a clue what he looked like, or what she was supposed to be looking for, but I trusted her to know when something was out of the ordinary. And if she didn’t see anything at the zoo she looked around, then it still wasn’t a dead end. She likely just went at a time when Astrum wasn’t there, so we could always go back and check as many times as it took, or until we had more information about his whereabouts and behaviors.



“Come outside with me for a minute,” I whispered into her ear.



She hummed a short sound that I took to mean yes, and I waited another moment before making a move.



“I’m just going outside for some fresh air,” I said.



“You literally just got back from taking a walk for fresh air,” Dave said.



“Yeah, well, you make the air in here hard to breathe,” I said.



Gary and Clare laughed, and I got up from the table.



“Hey, I showered this morning,” Dave said.



“I think I’ll go out, too,” Clare said.



Gary nudged Dave in the side as Clare followed me away from the table. We left the bar together and walked down the street a little until we found a quiet space to talk in private.



“What did you want to talk about?” Clare asked.



“Did you go to the zoo today?” I asked.



“Yeah, I went to Brookfield Zoo,” she said.



“And was there anything of interest?” I asked.



“I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary,” she said. “I didn’t see anybody weird or any creatures that weren’t just your everyday zoo animals.”



“We still can’t rule it out,” I said. “For all we know, he just wasn’t there today when you were and fate simply didn’t bring your paths together. This whole guessing thing is agonizingly irritating. I hate operating based on chance.”



I leaned back against a building and folded my arms over my chest.



“I am grateful that I know more than I did when I first arrived here,” I said. “But it’s all still so vague.”



“I know it’s frustrating.” She leaned on the wall beside me. “But we can keep checking. We can go to the zoos every free moment we have if that’s what it takes.”



“It’s not the ideal way of doing things, but perhaps it’s our only option,” I sighed.



“Or…” Clare pushed herself away from the wall and began to pace in front of me. “Maybe it isn’t.”



“What do you mean?” I asked.



“If you can describe what Astrum looks like to me, then I could paint him,” she said. “I could put the picture online and ask for people to message me or you if they see the man in the painting.”



“You can do that?” I asked. “That would be beyond helpful, and I have no doubt that your painting will be more than accurate, it’s just my memory of him we will need to rely on.”



“We won’t be able to guarantee that everyone who says they’ve seen him is telling the truth,” she said. “People online have a tendency to lie, a lot, and often just for fun.”



“It’s a better shot than stalking around the zoos all the time,” I said. “But I do want to see a zoo at some point, just for fun.”



“That can be our next date then.” Clare smiled.



“I wonder why he chose to visit the zoo at all,” I said. “I understand why he would bring his mages here, it’s clearly a power thing. He wants to show them the world he has unlocked that no one else has been able to. He wants to brag about how he sent me to this land of no magic. But I can’t wrap my head around why he chooses to show his mages the zoo of all places here. What is his intention?”



“Maybe it’s the cage thing,” Clare suggested. “Maybe he shows the mages the animals in cages and tells them you’re trapped in one somewhere.”



I considered that theory and decided Clare had a point.



“That would certainly make them feel a lot safer,” I said. “As well as making him look a lot more powerful than he really is. I wouldn’t put it past him to even tell the people of Coilfell that he created Earth as a prison for creatures like me, like some sort of god.”



“He sounds like a total asshole,” Clare said.



“Asshole is an understatement,” I said. “He’s the lowliest scum you could possibly imagine. He was pretending to be King Balan’s companion, but I’m certain it’s only a matter of time before he betrays him and takes the throne for himself.”



“Will the people not stand behind King Balan if that happens?” Clare asked.



“I doubt it,” I said. “In the eyes of the people, Balan’s nothing but the useless son of a once great king, but Astrum is the man who managed to send me away. He’s the people’s savior.”



“Does Balan not have children to contest Astrum if that happens?” Clare asked. “A rightful heir to the throne?”



“He has a few daughters,” I said. “And a few illegitimate sons, but they’re all as useless as their father. Their only talent is spending his money. According to the rumors anyway.”



A sharp, clashing sound erupted from an alley nearby, and Clare jumped into me. I wrapped my arms around her and then released her when a cat ran out of the alley.



“Phew, it was just a cat,” she said. “It probably knocked over a trash can or something.”



I looked down the alley, and one of the containers for unwanted items, that I now knew were called trash cans, was on the ground. When I walked back over to Clare, she was still a little stiff with shock.



“Are you okay?” I asked. “I checked and nothing was there.”



“I know,” she said. “I guess I’m just a little more paranoid about the whole vampire thing than I thought I was.”



I took her in my arms again and rubbed her back affectionately.



“I’ll do whatever I can to stop him before he hurts anyone else,” I said. “I know a little bit about how vampires operate, and I will use that knowledge to find him.”



“I didn’t know the wendigo was running around until he was dead,” she said. “But I know this creature is out there now, and it’s going to be so hard not imagining it everywhere I look.”



“I won’t lie to you,” I said. “They are ruthless, heartless beings, but as long as I am with you, there is nothing for you to fear. I won’t let anything happen to you.”



“You have so much to do and worry about.” She let out a shaky laugh. “I don’t know how you balance it all.”



“I don’t have that much to do,” I said. “Just run a business I built from scratch, be a bouncer, fight a vampire, and take revenge on the bastard wizard who wronged me.”



She laughed again, and this time I joined her. She was right, I had a lot to do, but I wasn’t afraid of the challenge.



Victory was mine for the taking.







End of Book 1
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