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Chapter 1

The truck rumbled to life beneath my hands as the engine’s growl filled the empty parking lot with a deep, mechanical hum. I wrapped my hands around the steering wheel. Clare’s was slightly worn, but nevertheless the smooth leather was nice to the touch.

“It’s okay to grip it tight,” Clare said. “It’s sturdy.”

I gripped it tightly, but I felt the device slowly bend. I hadn’t even used half of my full strength. The device might’ve been durable under a human’s grip, but my dragon strength was too much.

Clare saw this.

“Okay, maybe, don’t hold it so tight,” she sighed. “I forgot I was talking to a dragon.”

This was my first time driving. Clare was beside me in the passenger seat, and she looked uncomfortable, like she’d braced herself for the worst.

I understood her fear. It must’ve been hard to teach someone to drive. I likened it to teaching another dragon to fly. Though flying came as naturally as breathing to me, I wouldn’t know where to begin in teaching it.

But I wasn’t a regular old human person right now. Aside from being faster, more durable, and stronger than the average human, I also caught on fast and learned things quickly when they seemed to think things required some extraneous amount of human effort.

“Slow and steady,” Clare said in a shaky voice. “There’s no rush, so just take your time.”

“Got it.” I nodded, then looked at her. “Relax, it’ll be fine.”

I’d prepared for this sometime earlier. I’d been watching videos and reading books on driving, and all of them drilled the same principles into my head.

Smooth acceleration. Gradual braking. Keep your eyes on the road.

Though this wasn’t exactly a road, it was a parking lot, but the empty expanse of cracked asphalt with its faint traces of faded white lines would do just fine.

I slowly eased my foot onto the accelerator, and the truck rolled forward at a modest crawl. Clare seemed content at first, and her hands rested lightly on her knees, but I knew this wasn’t going to do.

This pace was so boring, I could feel my dragon years aging by the second. So I picked up a bit more speed, enough that the landscape outside the windows started to noticeably shift.

The faint breeze that crawled into the car earlier suddenly strengthened and rushed through the small gap in the window. The engine’s low hum turned into a roar, and the tires rolled against the ground with a steadier rhythm.

“That’s better.” I smiled.

Clare’s hand shot out and grabbed what she’d called the ‘oh shit handle.’

“Ethad!” she exclaimed. “Slow! Please!”

“This is slow.” I glanced at her with some surprise. “This would be fast…”

I pressed down on the accelerator, and the truck shot through the parking lot so fast, I thought it would fall apart. Gradually, I eased my foot and reduced the speed as we rounded the end of the lot, and as I straightened back out, I let my speed die off to what it once was. The speed was exhilarating, almost like soaring through the skies.

Gradually, I eased my foot and reduced the truck’s speed as we rounded the end of the lot.

“See?” I told Clare.

Her white-knuckled grip was so tight I thought I saw the handle bend slightly. And for a second, I wondered if Clare somehow grew dragon strength. Her death grip remained for a few seconds longer before she took a deep breath and let go.

“Okay,” she admitted, “it’s not terrible. Actually… It’s better than I thought. A lot better. You handled the turn very well.”

“See? I’ve got this.” I turned to her with a half-smile, but still kept one eye on the lot.

“You’re already better at driving than Dave,” she muttered.

“Is that a high bar?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she chuckled. “Dave is a better driver than me, so he must be good.”

I nodded, but thought about something I’d read on my magic mirror, or rather, the phone Clare had given me.

“I heard women were terrible drivers,” I said and glanced at her.

Clare rolled her eyes. “Where did you hear that?”

“On my phone.” I turned the steering wheel to the left at a bend. “Was it false information?”

Clare fell silent for another turn, then finally shrugged.

“I don’t know about other women, but I’m alright,” she replied.

“Tell me, who is the best driver on this planet? I will best them,” I declared.

She laughed, and her earlier tension started to fade. I let myself relax a little, though not too much. The truck glided across the lot smoothly now, and every turn of the steering wheel came easily.

“I don’t know, probably an F1 driver,” Clare replied.

“F1?” I asked.

“It’s a driving competition that’s popular in Europe and some parts of America,” Clare said.

“Where do I sign up for this competition?” I asked.

“You don’t just sign up,” Clare laughed again.

“We’ll see about that,” I muttered mostly to myself, but I let it go for now.

Clare didn’t always seem to understand just how much one dragon could accomplish in a short time, but I’d prove to her that I could best any driver of this world one day. For now, I’d content myself to driving on the roads of Chicago.

Well, once I was allowed to do so. Human laws were certainly not one of my favorite things about Earth, but the many positives outweighed the few annoyances.

Like being able to build oneself up from very little with just a bit of genuine effort. That was becoming my favorite aspect of living on this world.

The notion reminded me that I had other responsibilities today, and I glanced at the time.

“I think we’ve done enough practicing for today,” I said. “We still have to head to Gary’s.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s stop here.” Clare sat up a little straighter and nodded.

I brought the truck to a halt and shifted it into park as she instructed. The engine’s hum quieted. I wasn’t exactly giddy with pride, but I was pleased with today’s practice. It was a good starting point on my journey to being the best driver in this world.

“Alright,” Clare said as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “Time to switch. I’ll drive us to Gary’s since you don’t have your learner’s permit yet.”

We both stepped out of the truck, and the cool evening air brushed against my skin. The parking lot seemed even more desolate now, with its edges swallowed by shadows. A few street lights flickered feebly, and their dull yellow glow did little to push back the darkness.

Clare glanced around uneasily.

“This place is kind of creepy when it’s empty,” she paused and looked around. “Think the vampires are watching?”

“Probably not.” I shook my head, though my gaze swept across the lot instinctively. “Although, in truth, I can’t tell. Vampires don’t have a scent.”

“No scent! Then how would you hunt them down?” Her brow furrowed slightly.

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” I replied.

Vampires were one of the most elusive creatures from my world, since they barely left any evidence in their wake. Well, except the blood of the innocent, and bite marks.

“Vampires are the worst,” I sighed. “I despise them. They are annoying, nippy creatures, with an insatiable appetite for chaos and destruction.”

“That sounds terrible for Chicago,” Clare said as her eyes went wide.

I shrugged. “If there’s only one vampire in town, they’re likely gorging themselves on meals and barely leaving any survivors. Which is good.”

“How?” Clare scoffed.

“They aren’t at their strongest until they start turning people,” I explained. “No survivors, no vampire infestation, and that is a very good thing. An infestation would spell the end for this world.”

“Not comforting,” Clare muttered.

“It’s not about comfort. It’s about staying realistic,” I said. “And realistic means assuming you’re never completely out of harm’s way. Don’t close both eyes in a forest full of wolves.”

Clare didn’t respond right away. Instead, she glanced at the lot one last time, opened the driver’s side door, and climbed in. I rounded the truck and got into the passenger seat.

As Clare drove us out of the parking lot, there was a bit of nervous silence in the air which the hum of the engine filled. I stared out the window and watched the faint outlines of buildings and street lights blur past, but even after several minutes, Clare’s fingers still tapped anxiously on the steering wheel.

“I’m heading to the skatepark tonight,” I said. “Where that kid got attacked.”

“By yourself?” Clare asked, and her grip on the wheel tightened.

“Yeah. I want to check for any clues. See if there’s something that was missed.”

“I should come with you,” she said immediately.

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I can handle myself,” she insisted and pressed her lips into a thin line.

“And what if you can’t?” I retorted. “Humans are too weak to face monsters. I don’t want you in the middle of this unless it’s absolutely inescapable, or if I need your help as a… what did Gary call it the other night? A getaway driver?”

“That’s right,” she confirmed.

“Well, until then, I need my woman safe,” I said.

She didn’t argue. Instead, she blushed, nodded, and took in a long, slow breath. “Alright.”

“Good.” I offered a small smile.

“Can you call me your woman again, though?” She grinned back. “That was sexy.”

“Later,” I said, but I let the slightest growl seep into my tone.

I’d begun to notice that she liked this little trick, particularly when we were in bed, and it always brought the intended effect. Clare would blush even more, and she’d start giggling through her nose.

It worked just as well now, and I chuckled a little at the loud snort she let out.

The rest of the drive, we talked about lighter things. Clare praised me about the business license, and how I’d acquired it so easily, courtesy of some forged documents and identification from a local crime boss. I told her it was all part of the plan and left it at that. She also mentioned that there were humans who’d successfully defeated vampires in this world, and I narrowed my eyes at this claim.

“Who is this human?” I asked. Maybe they were in the same situation as myself, and were trying to get back to my world.

“Buffy Summers,” Clare replied.

“How do we find her? She would have some information on tracking them in this environment,” I said.

“She’s a fictional character they used to show on the TV,” she laughed.

“Ah, like The Simpsons,” I said with a nod.

“Yup,” she said. “I’ll show you later, but I’m not sure how accurate it’ll be.”

We pulled up to Gary’s apartment building not long later, and after climbing the stairs to the fourth floor, we were greeted by the smell of pizza wafting from his end of the hall.

I quickly grabbed Clare by the arm and told her not to mention anything about vampires to the others.

“Of course,” she said. “Even if I did, there is no way they’d believe me so easily.”

Clare had a certain charm about her. She didn’t really need to be told things, she had a natural intuition that made her more attractive, and I was glad I’d earned a woman like her for myself. It made it infinitely more enjoyable to be a dragon among humans when a beautiful and intelligent woman was in on my secrets.

It also helped me embrace my human life when the moment called for it, and I intended to do so this evening. This night was my chance to bond with the group, and learn more about the people I’d gone into business with.

For now, at least, it was about fun. The rest of it– the skatepark, the vampires, the danger– could wait.

Clare knocked once with a quick rap before pushing the door open.

“We’re here!” she called out.

The sound of frantic Mario Kart music greeted us immediately. It was punctuated by the groans and cheers of the people playing.

We headed into the living room, and Dave was sprawled on the couch as he clutched his controller like it was the last piece of solid ground in a tsunami. Gary sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him, and he was so focused, he was leaning back and forth as if he could steer his cart with his body.

“Finally!” Dave twisted around to glare at us. His kart spun out on screen as another character rocketed past him. “Oh, come on! I was in first place!”

“Pay attention next time,” Gary laughed. His fingers danced over the controller as his kart crossed the finish line in first place. “Boom. Champion again.”

“Shut up,” Dave grumbled and threw his controller onto the coffee table. “I let you win.”

“Yeah, sure you did…” Gary turned to us with a grin. “Hey, you guys hungry? We’ve got pizza and wings.”

“What do you think?” Clare shot me a questioning look. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m always hungry,” I said. “Quick, I think if we don’t grab some now, Dave’s going to eat it all out of spite.”

“I don’t eat that much.” Dave rolled his eyes.

“You do.” Clare walked into the kitchen. “You really, really do.”

I followed her as I stepped over a pair of sneakers and a jacket that had been carelessly tossed onto the floor. The kitchen was a mess as usual, and I noted once again that Clare’s apartment was always cleaner and nicer to spend time in.

Here, empty pizza boxes were stacked precariously on the counter, soda cans were scattered around, and a bowl of chips was half-overturned near the fridge.

Clare grabbed a plate and piled it with slices of pizza and a few wings. I grabbed a soda and a plate for myself also.

“Pizza… I’ve enjoyed this before,” I said with a nod. “Although, this one looks different.”

“Yep.” She nodded. “This is a meat feast pizza. It has different types of meat all over it, you’ll love it.”

She handed me a slice and started pointing to and naming the various meats on top, but I hardly listened once I got a taste.

My first bite of the meat feast pizza sent a tingling sensation to the very fabric of my soul. The mixture of tastes, from the bread to the cheese to the meats to the tang of the sauce, was perfect.

“What sorcery is this?” I choked, then forced the remainder of the slice into my mouth.

“Amazing, right?” Clare laughed. “And all human-made.”

I let out a satisfied sigh and then promptly filled my plate with five slices.

Then we headed back into the living room. I followed behind Clare, but I was too engrossed in the plate full of pizza in my hands to bother stepping over every scrap of garbage. After a few crunches of old chip bags, I plopped down in an armchair near the TV.

“Alright,” Gary said as he held up a controller. “Who’s next?”

“Me.” Clare raised her hand. “And I’m taking you down.”

“Oh, please,” Gary laughed. “You’ve never beaten me.”

“Never say never.” Clare grabbed the controller and sat cross-legged on the floor.

The next race started, and the room was instantly filled with the chaotic sounds of revving engines.

I paid no attention to the screen. Instead, I analyzed one of my slices of the meat feast pizza.

Something didn’t add up. How did it taste so good?

I picked off a piece of what Clare had called pepperoni and tasted it, then chose a piece of chicken and tasted it as well. I did the same for the rest of the pieces, but none of its separate components tasted nearly as good as they did combined.

To explain it using the human counting system: I’d say it felt like 1+1+1+1=10.

“Amazing,” I murmured.

Clare and Gary still battled it out, and their karts were neck and neck on the screen. Dave sat beside me and sulked into his drink.

“First time eating a meat feast pizza?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “How could you tell?”

“You have this look on your face when you’re trying something new. It’s like you’re filled with innocent and genuine intrigue, the kind you have as a child.”

“You could say that,” I replied.

“Man, you’ve got it easy.” Dave glanced at me. “I wish I still had that sort of wonder about this world.”

So humans were quick to lose their sense of wonder? Something similar happened to dragons, too. It took several hundred years to kick in, but eventually things became less interesting. After all, everything was conquerable to me.

On the other hand, it was impossible to really lose my sense of wonder until I’d conquered everything.

And that, I hadn’t achieved yet.

Clare and Gary’s race ended, with Dave narrowly pulling ahead for the win. I grabbed the controller from a disappointed Clare and took my place next to Dave.

He cracked his knuckles and tried to look intimidating, but he accidentally knocked over his soda in the process. Luckily, Clare grabbed the can before it spilled onto the carpet.

“You’re such a clutz,” Clare sighed.

“And yet,” Dave replied, “I’m still going to beat your boyfriend.”

“You really think you’ve got a chance?” I shook my head and tried not to laugh.

“Let’s find out.” He grinned.

The race started, and within seconds, it was clear that Dave did not have a chance.

I hit every shortcut, dodged every obstacle, and landed every item box. Dave, on the other hand, hit every banana peel and got so overzealous with his drifting that he fell off nearly every ledge. By the time I crossed the finish line, he was still struggling to complete his second lap.

“If only driving was as fun as this,” I sighed.

“That’s true, how did driving practice go?” Dave asked.

“It went well, I’m already a better driver than you,” I replied.

“Ha ha,” Dave laughed dryly. “Is he really?”

“Yup.” Clare nodded.

Dave looked genuinely shocked. “How is that possible?”

“What can I say?” I smirked. “I’m a fast learner… Now who’s next? Gary?”

“Yeah, I’ll play you.” Gary snatched the controller from Dave. “Let me warn you, I play to win.”

“You lost against me earlier today,” Dave said.

“I got distracted,” Gary argued.

“You lose against me frequently,” I pointed out, but Gary didn’t have a clever remark to make this time, so we just started our game.

I beat Gary, too, although he did better than Dave. Dodging the traps he sent my way was slightly difficult since he was tactical about it, and he waited for turns and sharp corners to attack.

“You didn’t lie when you said you played to win,” I said. “But still no match for me. Next?”

“My turn.” Clare got into place.

“Clare, make him play with one hand. That way you actually have a chance,” Dave teased.

“I’ll play you all with one hand and still win.”

“Oh,” Gary scoffed. “You’re on.”

I mopped the floor with Clare– at least that’s what Gary called it. She seemed to be the worst of the lot, but then Gary got on and lost again, this time with me using only one hand.

“This is rigged,” he muttered and tossed his controller onto the couch.

“Sure it is,” Clare laughed. “Or you just suck, and my boyfriend is better than you.”

I smiled a little smugly at this, and Gary chuckled in response.

“Man, you’re good. Like, scary good.” Gary clapped me on the back.

“I am,” I agreed.

We played a few more rounds and switched players until the pizza was gone and the wings were reduced to bare bones. The conversation shifted away from the game and to more mundane topics, but eventually, Gary tossed his controller onto the coffee table, rubbed his face, and leaned back into the couch.

“Alright, alright,” he sighed. “Enough of me getting destroyed. Let’s see what’s on the news.”

“Thought you didn’t watch the news,” Dave said.

“Only when it’s important.” Gary grabbed the remote and flicked through channels. “And, y’know, local stuff. Crime. Weather. That kind of thing.”

“They never did catch that serial killer,” Dave agreed. “Haven’t heard a peep about him at all anywhere.”

“Nah, I thought they caught him?” Gary said in a distracted tone.

Clare and I exchanged a glance, but we let the topic pass without mentioning my involvement in the matter.

They didn’t need to know a wendigo had been let loose on their world and was subsequently killed by their new friend in cold blood.

Gary stopped on a local news channel.

“… police continue their investigation into the death of a teenager at the Maplewood Skatepark late last night,” the news anchor said. “While authorities have not released details about the victim or the circumstances, they are asking anyone with information to contact law enforcement immediately.”

I didn’t move, but my eyes flicked briefly toward Clare. Her shoulders had stiffened, and she shifted on the couch.

A photo of the boy appeared on the screen, with his smile frozen in a picture. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen, and he looked like his happiness was genuine, unlike so many smiles I saw on the screen of the TVs here.

It was sad to know he would never smile like that again.

“That’s just… damn.” Gary let out a long breath. “Kid had his whole life ahead of him. Probably thinking about school, sports, maybe even going to prom down the line. Then someone just decides to take all that away. He probably didn’t even get the chance to experience love… Oh, if I got my hands on the guy that did this I’d snap him in two.”

“It’s bad luck,” Dave grumbled. “Killing someone so young. I don’t know what kind of person does that, but he is cursed. He better be cursed for life after this.”

“If I had a hag on hand, that could be arranged,” I said.

Dave snorted at this, but my attention was back on Clare.

She’d shifted again, but her gaze stayed fixed on the screen. I could feel tension radiating from her body, and we both knew this could be a predatory attack.

Vampires probably didn’t obey the rules of luck.

“What do you think happened?” Gary asked and broke the silence.

“I’m telling you, it might be that serial killer again.” Dave crossed his arms.

“It’s not him,” Gary sighed. “They caught the guy, didn’t they? Or… something like that?”

Dave shook his head and rolled his eyes at his friend.

“Just because it’s a sudden death doesn’t mean it’s him,” Clare said. “Could’ve been a mugging gone wrong.”

“A mugging? At a skatepark? At night?” Dave huffed. “What are you gonna mug a kid for? Half a vape pen? Nah, that sounds more like some psycho’s playground.”

“Does it matter?” Gary cut through the speculation. “Psycho, gangbanger, whatever. No one’s safe. Not anymore.”

Clare shifted uncomfortably beside me, and I could feel her eyes on me again.

“I mean, seriously,” Gary went on and gestured to the TV. “A kid, man. A kid. He probably just wanted to land a trick or hang out with his friends, and now he’s a piece of meat on a table.”

“Gross, Gary!” Clare said and smacked her cousin on the arm.

I stayed quiet, with my gaze fixed on the screen as the anchor moved on to the next story.

Law enforcement didn’t have an answer. Not yet. But Gary wasn’t wrong. No one was safe, not until I dealt with the vampire issue.

The news changed segments, and the talk about the kid’s killer died down among my friends. Gary talked about the work we were all doing at Tony Slater’s restaurant on Monday, and he seemed excited.

“Tony’s place is a mess,” he said and leaned back against the couch. “But it’s got potential. With a little work, it could be amazing.”

“Potential isn’t going to pay the bills,” Dave said. “We need him to actually pay us.”

“He will,” I said. “He’s good for it.”

“I hope so,” Clare said. “Not exactly rolling in cash right now.”

“None of us are.” I nodded. “But that’s why we’re doing this, right? To build our business. If we keep our heads down, do the work amazingly well, our work will speak for itself. People will come in to eat, see the changes, and ask about us. Word of mouth. Humans live on that sort of thing, I’m told.”

“Yeah. We’ve got this. It’s going to work.” Dave nodded with a serious expression on his face.

“How did you even get this job again?” Gary asked.

“Well,” I took a sip of my soda. “I was helping him with another job, and when I saw his place needed renovation. He jumped at the offer.”

“Good, I love eager customers, means they’ve got the money to pay,” Dave added.

The conversation eventually petered out, replaced by the sound of the Mario Kart menu music looping endlessly in the background. Clare yawned and stretched, then her eyes flicked to the clock on the wall.

“It’s getting late,” she said. “We should probably head back.”

“Yeah.” I stood up. “Thanks for the feast of meat on my pizza, Gary. It was amazing.”

“Anytime,” he waved us off. “Drive safe.”

Clare and I said our goodbyes and headed out to the truck. The night air was crisp and cool, and Clare pulled her jacket a little tighter as she climbed into the driver’s seat. I entered into the passenger side and leaned back against the headrest.

The drive back to the apartment was quiet. Clare hummed softly along with the radio. I watched the world slide by outside the window, and I eyed the faint fleeting patterns of light on the darkened pavement.

“So,” Clare said, and broke the silence, “Do you really think Gary’s right? That no one’s safe anymore?”

“He’s got a point.” I glanced at her and caught the faint crease in her brow. “If no one knows who they are after, or how to catch that kind of creature, the element of danger increases exponentially for everyone in this city.”

“That’s a comforting thought,” she said dryly.

“Discomfort keeps you alive, Clare,” I said. “Your human brain couldn’t even comprehend how long I’ve been alive. And I’ve been hunted, been cursed at, and also done the hunting, of course. That fact always stays the same. But it’s only a matter of time. I’ll kill the vampire behind this, and then Chicago will be somewhat safer again.”

“I know.” She shot me a look of affection, then laughed a little. “Driving home after game night and talking about murderers… Vampires… Whatever the hell is waiting out there in the dark. You lead an exciting life, Ethad.”

“Hah,” I laughed at the remark. “You should’ve seen everything I conquered back in Coilfell. The life I led, the adventures I had when I was a dragon… You would’ve relished it.”

“I wish,” Clare chuckled, but I could see longing in her eyes.

“I intend to replicate the same feats in this world with you by my side,” I assured her.

The truck pulled into the parking garage of Clare’s apartment building. Clare turned off the engine and leaned back in her seat with her hands resting lightly on the steering wheel.

“You coming inside?” she asked and glanced at me.

“In a bit,” I said. “I’ve got some things to take care of.”

“You mean the skatepark?” She frowned.

“I just need to see if there’s anything the cops missed,” I replied. “Any clue about the vampire is of use for me.”

Clare’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

“Not tonight,” I said firmly. “It might be dangerous, and I need you safe. I’ll walk you to the door.”

At the door, I kissed Clare good night and promised to call her if anything was wrong.

“Be careful, Ethad,” Clare said.

“Always,” I replied.

I left Clare’s place, and the soft click of the door behind me was barely audible in the stillness of the night.

Then I made my way toward the skatepark.

I hadn’t lied to Clare, I did need to gather any information I could on this vampire, but I hadn’t shared my full reasoning with her.

The issue was that two types of vampires existed in my world, and I had no way of knowing which kind I was dealing with yet until I was face to face with them. The first kind were the regular bloodsuckers, and while dangerous, these were easier to track. They had habits, patterns, even a faint residue of their existence that my dragon senses could pick up.

But then there were the other types. In my world they were called soul-suckers.

They were different, and worse. They moved like whispers and slipped between the dark as if they weren’t bound by the same rules as the rest of them. No scent, no sound, and no trace left behind, and they could suck the souls out of any creature. Both types of vampires were shadow walkers, meaning they could teleport in and out of shadows without materializing in the open, but it took a stronger sort to work up to that.

If the vampire I was hunting turned out to be a soul-sucker, then that would spell more trouble for this world.

Even my senses, sharp as they were, wouldn’t guarantee success. Shadow walkers were nearly impossible to track down unless they wanted to be found. But there was a saving grace, and that thought nagged at me:

Whatever type of vampire they were, they were new to this world, so they were bound to be sloppy.

I rounded the corner, and the Maplewood Skatepark came into view.

The whole place had a ghostly quality to it. The chained fence rattled slightly in the wind as I approached, and the faint hum of the city faded into the background in this secluded corner of the metropolis.

I was ready for whatever waited for me inside.

The chained fence creaked faintly as I pushed it open. The skatepark stretched out before me, and its concrete ramps and rails were bathed in a faint, uneven glow from the streetlights. The shadows clung to every corner and made the place feel both abandoned and alive at the same time.

I stepped into the darkness with every sense on high alert, and I let the gate swing shut behind me with a metallic clang.

The faint smell of damp earth and rust filled the air, but it mingled with the lingering tang of something sharper, something metallic.

Blood.

It wasn’t strong, but it was there. It clung to the concrete like a bad memory.

My boots scuffed softly against the ground as I strolled forward. The place remained silent, save for the occasional creak of the fence in the wind. I scanned the area, and as my eyes swept over the ramps, rails, and mural-covered walls, nothing looked strange.

Not at first glance, at least, but I knew better than to trust appearances when it came to vampires.

I moved slowly and methodically, and I let my dragon instincts overcome my human ones and guide me.

Observation first. Decision second. Action third. That was the rule.

Near the edge of the largest ramp, I spotted dark stains on the concrete. I touched it lightly with my fingertips.

It was dry, but the faint reddish-brown color was unmistakable. It was blood.

“Poor kid,” I muttered to myself.

The boy’s face flashed in my mind: his photo on the news, his smile bright and full of life.

Gary was right. He had his whole life ahead of him, and now it was gone.

I stared at the blood for a moment, but then I frowned. I knew the humans here were particular about cleaning things like this up. I’d learned as much from watching TV and the news, so perhaps this blood didn’t belong to the boy after all.

My eyes darted to every shadow once more and surveyed every corner. It was very unlikely that they’d return to the scene of the crime. Vampires were weaker than dragons, but they were smart, and careful.

Then again, sometimes, they underestimated how closely other species like me paid attention.

At the base of a smaller ramp, I found something I knew all too well: a faint scratch in the concrete that was jagged and irregular.

I crouched down to examine it and ran my fingers over the grooves. It wasn’t the kind of mark I’d expect from anything with wheels. It was a claw mark.

They were big claw marks, too.

“Not ideal,” I muttered to myself.

This wasn’t just any vampire. This one was strong. Strong enough to gouge concrete in its changed form, so it couldn’t just be some newly-changed novice.

I stopped near the base of the largest ramp, then crouched down to examine the faint blood stains I’d noticed earlier. The vampire left close to nothing in terms of clues behind.

The air felt heavier now, thicker, and I knew without a doubt that I wasn’t alone. Something was watching me.

I turned slowly as I scanned the edges of the park, and my eyes cut through the darkness with practiced precision. For a moment, there was nothing but silence. The putrid smell of cigarette smoke filled the air. Then, in the distance, I caught a flicker of movement.

It was followed up by the sound of laughter, but I rushed to investigate.

I hopped over the chained fence with great ease and headed in the direction of the sound. It led me to a park right next to the skatepark, and I walked into the vast expanse of trees that towered at the edge of a grassy field. The dewy green grass and leaves reflected the lamplight from the nearby streets, and it was a sight that could steal the breath away from any creature, but I didn’t let it distract me.

I heard the sound of laughter again, and zeroed in on the source.

It wasn’t a vampire. A group of teenagers hung out at the other edge of this field. A couple of them sat on a bench beneath a dim streetlight, and their heads were bowed together as they passed a cigarette back and forth. The faint glow of the cigarette embers lit their faces briefly before fading back into the shadows.

I exhaled slowly and let my hand fall back to my side. They weren’t a threat, just kids. They laughed and played around, and I turned my back on them to refocus on the skatepark. I intended to do one last sweep for clues before I headed back to Clare’s.

There had to be something here: a clue, a trace, anything that would lead me to the vampire. There was no way the creature could’ve adjusted to this world quick enough to be so thorough.

In my world, dragons were the masters of change, yet I still learned new things about this place every day that continuously improved my ability to thrive here. If a vampire had somehow managed to do the same, this would be much more difficult to fix.

As I moved, my eyes swept over the ramps and rails.

The faint sound of laughter from the teenagers drifted over again. They were still out there, but the longer I stood there, the more I felt the weight of responsibility settle on my shoulders.

If the vampire was still nearby, those kids could be its next meal.

Then, the laughter stopped.

I froze, and every muscle in my body tensed as I strained my senses. The silence that followed was thick, like the world was holding its breath. Then the wind brushed against my skin.

It carried the faint, metallic tang of fresh blood.

A scream shattered the quiet that was high-pitched and raw. It cut through the skate park like a blade, but it came from the direction of the field behind me.
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Chapter 2

I whipped around and quickly scanned the scene that waited for me.

One of the teenagers from the bench was frozen in fear on the ground. His pale face turned in every direction as he shifted nervously, and fear clung to him like a second skin.

The other teenager was on the ground quite a distance away. He wasn’t moving except for the steady rise and fall of his chest, so I figured he was probably unconscious.

But my attention darted to their new visitor.

Female vampires were snake-like in their appearance. It was a trait some humans would probably deem eerie, or beautiful even. So they could pass as a person, but the kind that would set a normal human’s teeth on edge.

I could’ve spotted this one’s dead skin from the sky. And her eyes. Those blank, unfeeling eyes betrayed her camouflage.

She stayed just beyond the street light’s reach, and her pale figure flickered in and out of view like a ghost. Then she glided toward the group, and her movements were fluid, as if she was made up of water.

She emerged from the shadows and attempted to grab the teen that shivered in fear, but I was already in motion.

I ran at an all-out sprint, and as my eyes darted over the ground, I caught the glint of a shard of broken glass up ahead.

Perfect.

I crouched down without breaking my stride, snatched it up, and without hesitation, I straightened and threw it with my full strength.

The shard sliced through the air like a knife, and it struck the vampire’s shoulder with enough force to pierce her pale skin.

She hissed and staggered back. Her hand went to the wound reflexively, and her eyes snapped toward me as I came to a barreling stop just beyond the light of the streetlamp.

“Wake your friend up and get out of here,” I yelled at the teen.

He didn’t need to be told twice. He scrambled to his feet and bolted toward his friend.

“You.” I pointed at the vampire. “Face me.”

The vampire’s lip twitched in a sneer, and she hissed at me in a way that definitely confirmed her focus was entirely on me now.

Then she reached up, plucked the shard of glass from her shoulder, and tossed it to the ground like it wasn’t nearly enough to weaken her. She smiled as she revealed her fangs in the dim light, and she tilted her head as her eyes narrowed to study me.

“Most people scream. Beg. Run. But you…” She took a step toward me. “You’re different.”

Her smile widened.

In a blur, she moved.

One second she was standing a few feet away, and the next she was right in front of me, and her hand darted toward my throat.

My own arm collided with her forearm just in time and knocked her strike away.

“Too slow.” I sent her a wicked grin.

Then I lunged at her and threw a punch powerful enough to send her crashing to the ground several feet away.

Once she was flattened on the ground, her smile faltered. I could practically hear the gears turning in her head as I strolled a little closer.

“You’re not like the others,” she said with a slight wheeze.

“Don’t fool yourself, you vampires always have possessed too much arrogance,” I laughed. “Clearly, I am your worst nightmare. The darkness that will swallow your every breath.”

I heard her breaths shorten in fear for a moment. Then she clambered to her feet, straightened up, brushed a lock of brunette hair from her face, and circled me slowly.

“You’re either a freakishly strong human,” she said curiously. “Or you’re something else entirely.”

She lunged again, faster this time.

As she closed the distance between us, I stepped into her path and shot my arm out with enough force to catch her square across the chest. The impact was immediate, like her body had collided with a brick wall. The air left her lungs in a harsh, rasping sound as she hit the ground, and I let out a short chuckle.

She quickly sprang to her feet and distanced herself from me after that.

The teenagers had vanished by now and left nothing but the echoes of their hasty footsteps, so the coast was clear.

I cracked my neck and narrowed my eyes, and a slow smile crept across my face.

“Now, let’s get to the point,” I said with a grin of my own.

It had taken every ounce of my self-control to not release the beast inside me when the teens had been nearby. I still needed to maintain my cover in this world, but now that that risk was gone, nothing would hold me back.

The time had come.

But the moment I finished checking that the kids were gone, the vampire disappeared back into the shadows. Literally. She slipped straight into them like a wisp of smoke.

“A shadow walker,” I murmured. “Right.”

Shadow walking was a special kind of magic that all mature vampires used that made them seem invisible, but thanks to my dragon abilities I could sense when the spell was used. I felt a tingle in the nape of my neck as her form reappeared from the shadows way over on my right, but that was all the warning I got before she made her move.

It was a swift attack, but I pivoted and avoided her razor-sharp claws that were aimed for my throat. She glided past me and dissolved into the shadows again like smoke.

“Annoying.” I cursed under my breath.

The pest kept up her dance after that, and each time she retreated, she sounded a vile, mocking laugh that got on my nerves. The third time she did this, I opened my mouth as the flames licked the insides of my throat, but then thought against it. If we weren’t in the open, I would have used my dragon breath to set this whole clearing alight, but I’d find a way to handle this without making such a spectacle.

It would’ve been a less rewarding kill that way anyway, and my annoyance had only sharpened my focus.

I wouldn’t let her slip away like this.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I called out to her.

The vampire materialized again, this time from the deepest shadow behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end just a split second before she’d materialized.

I dodged.

Her claws missed, but just barely. I reacted instinctively, and I threw my arm out to grab her by the neck, but she was already gone and back in the shadows.

If I’d had my claws fully out, I could’ve caught her, so as the vampire shifted through the shadows, I took a breath and quickly transformed part of the way.

My skin stretched, darkened, and thickened. My bones twisted beneath my flesh, and my nails grew longer into razor-sharp talons, with thick red scales forming over my palms and the backs of my hands.

It took a massive amount of concentration, but it worked, and just in time.

The vampire reappeared just as I’d finished transforming and struck out at me, and her claws flashed through the night like silver streaks.

I swiftly dodged her attack but kept my claws outstretched, and I grabbed her arm the moment it was in reach. My claws dug deep into her flesh, and the pain must’ve been intense, because her scream echoed through the night.

Then her eyes widened as she realized who or what I was.

“Dragon,” she gasped, and her voice cracked with fear.

I smiled the dangerous, feral grin of a predator who had finally cornered his prey. I could feel her desperation growing as I tightened my grip. Her cold body jerked in response, but my claws sank deeper and deeper into her arm until the bones in her limb creaked beneath my strength.

Her disgusting red eyes widened frantically as I tightened my grip further, and I savored the fear that radiated from her. I could feel her strange, powerful muscles straining as she attempted to pull away. But she was too slow. Too weak. She trembled in my grasp, and then, she did something unexpected.

In an act of pure desperation, she ripped her own arm off.

Fucking vampires.

The limb came away with a sickening crack that reminded me of the sound trees made when I ripped them from their roots in my dragon form. I stumbled back with the arm still in my crushing grip, but as I watched, the severed arm turned to ash.

No blood. No mess. Just ash floating on the wind and fading into the dark.

Her scream intensified, but it was a hollow thing now, like the sound of a creature whose back was against the wall.

She tried to shadow walk again, but she was slower this time. The little trick she did ripping her own arm off seemed to have weakened her severely, and I moved faster than she could react. Before she could fully slip back into the shadows, I grabbed her by the throat, and I let my talons dig into her skin.

She clawed uselessly at my arm, and her movements grew more frantic and desperate. Then I heard the faint crackle of her skin crumbling under the pressure of my grip.

Her eyes glowed a faint green in the dark and narrowed as she hissed, and she revealed her gleaming fangs.

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” she rasped.

I tilted my head and tightened my grip just enough to make her squirm.

“Oh, I think I do.” I leaned closer. “I’m dealing with a parasite who thought she could toy with teenagers and get away with it. But you are going to die here instead.”

“Please, let me live,” she suddenly begged. “Please. I’ll do anything.”

“Are you really begging me?” I laughed. “Could this be remorse?”

The vampire snarled and tore at my scaled arm with her claws, and I grinned at her struggle.

“I bet that boy you killed begged,” I continued. “Yet you killed him and cut short his young life.”

Her bared teeth tapped together at this, like she couldn’t resist the urge when talking about her victim, and my lip curled in disgust.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “No remorse. Just hunger. All you vampires know is hunger.”

She seemed to realize now that there was no use fighting or begging.

She smiled instead. “Kill me, then…”

Her struggles had become weaker the longer I held her in place. I clenched my grip ever so slightly tighter, and she tried to scream again, but this time, there was nothing more than the rasp of a wounded animal.

She was weaker now. Her powers were fading fast. Her body had already endured too much damage.

“No, no, you don’t die until I say so,” I told her. “Find respite in the last few seconds of life you have... Those seconds might become minutes if you answer my questions. Do you understand?”

Her eyes glinted with faint amusement despite her position. “How noble of you. The dragon is playing at mercy.”

“What do you know about Astrum?” I asked.

The name had the desired effect. Her body went rigid, and her smirk faltered briefly before she caught herself.

“I see,” she said, and her voice was softer now. “So that’s what you’re looking for. He sent you here, too.”

“The longer you refuse to answer the question, the more painful your final moments will become.” I increased the strength of my grip, and she whimpered in pain. “Now, answer the question. What do you know?”

She didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she stared at me with an unreadable expression. Then, slowly, her lips curled into a pained smile.

“Even if I knew anything,” she said. “Why would I tell you?”

Her defiance didn’t surprise me, but it still made my blood boil. I slammed her back against the ground, and the impact sent a cloud of dust into the air. Then I clamped my fist around her throat once more to keep her there, and she groaned. Her fangs glinted in the dim light as she glared up at me.

There was no way I’d let this pest go after what she’d done, but I chose to play into her game.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Give me good enough answers, and I’ll let you live. You want to live, don’t you?”

“Live?” she repeated, and her tone was almost mocking. “You think you’re offering me life? Look around, dragon. This place is death for our kind, one way or another. The only question is whether it’s quick or slow.”

Her words grated on my nerves. This was exactly why I never dealt with vampires, they were achingly annoying and always contradicting themselves.

Flames licked the back of my throat, and I suddenly wanted to baptize her in fire.

“You could make it quick, then,” I said through gritted teeth. “All you have to do is talk. Tell me what you know about Astrum.”

“I know enough,” she said. “They’ll find you, dragon. And when they do, you’ll wish you’d stayed in the shadows where you belong.”

“Who are ‘they’?” I asked, but she just smiled wider as a manic sort of giggle rasped in her throat.

Her words were probably meant to rattle me, but I didn’t flinch. Instead, I tightened my grip one last time, and my claws dug further into her throat as her body jerked in one final, desperate struggle.

“Well, if that’s all you’ve got,” I said. “Then you’re not worth keeping around.”

Her smile didn’t falter, even as I felt her stone-like trachea beginning to crack, and the last traces of life began to fade from her body.

“You’ll see,” she croaked. “They’ll know. My masters will know about this…”

Those were her final words before her body disintegrated almost instantly, and her pale skin turned to nothing but ash that swirled away in the wind. Within seconds, there was nothing left of her except her annoyingly cryptic last statement.

“Fucking vampires,” I growled.

I stayed where I was and stared at the empty space where she’d been. Her final words echoed in my mind in a sharp and relentless way.

Her masters will know.

If she wasn’t lying about that, then this was only the beginning of our pest problem.

I stood slowly and brushed the ash from my hands as I straightened. The park was silent now, and the faint hum of the city in the distance was the only sound that broke the stillness.

The fight was over, but this was worse than I’d thought.

If there were vampire masters here in this world, it meant this was bigger than one stray vampire on the loose. The question was, how many more were there?
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Chapter 3

The streets were quieter than usual as I walked away from the park.

Too quiet.

The hum of the city had dulled to a faint whisper, and it wasn’t the kind of silence I’d come to expect from this city. There were no drunk people stumbling around, nor were there any of those young men who played noise from their cars.

Clare called them gang bangers.

I kept my senses sharp, and my eyes scanned the darkened streets as I moved. I knew I wasn’t alone, and I’d even bet I wasn’t alone during the fight, too. The only way that vampire’s masters could find out about me killing her was if there was a foot soldier close by, so I decided she hadn’t been lying at all.

The trouble was, I couldn’t smell the vampires.

The sound of movement pricked at my ears, but it was a faint shuffle that was too distant to pin down. For a moment, I considered stopping to investigate, but I knew better than to linger. If another one followed me, it was better to keep moving and lose them before I got to Clare’s apartment.

I turned a corner and quickened my steps, and the dim glow of the streetlights did little to lighten the shadows of the buildings.

Then I heard laughter. It was soft at first, almost imperceptible, but it grew louder as I walked. It was a feeble attempt at sounding cruel and mocking, but I finally stopped in my tracks to try and catch them off guard.

My eyes darted to the alleys and windows around me, and the laughter just kept echoing off the walls and making it impossible to tell where it was coming from.

“Cowards,” I muttered under my breath. “They should come out. I’m hungry for kills.”

I didn’t need to see them to know what they were.

The lack of scent and annoying habits made it clear enough.

More vampires.

They’d watch me, try to toy with me, and attempt to rattle my nerves. These were their usual tricks.

I kept walking without concern. They weren’t going to attack me here, not yet. Not after what they saw me do to their fellow comrade. Vampires were hunters by nature, and hunters knew better than to mess with prey they weren’t sure they could defeat. For now, they’d watch and wait, and they’d learn what they could about me in the hopes of finding a weakness.

That was the only problem I was facing. If they tracked me, they’d find Clare, and I couldn’t lead them to her. I would never risk her safety, so I turned another corner.

My boots struck the pavement harder now as I picked up the pace, and the laughter followed me.

I needed to lose them.

Luckily, I’d already gotten familiar with the hidden passageways of Chicago.

The city’s sewer system was perfect, and the smell would help disorient them. It was the best way to shake the vampires off my trail. Their ability to shadow-hop still meant they could follow me anywhere with darkness, but they’d need to actually know where I was first in order to find me down there.

As long as I snuck in fast and stuck to the paths that were tight and where the air was stagnant, their abilities to track my movements would be limited.

I ducked into three different alleys in quick succession, then took a side street and crossed into yet another alley to confuse the trail. The laughter and whispers faded almost instantly, and I glanced over my shoulder one last time before crouching near the iron circle in the concrete, which Gary called a manhole cover. With a quick pull, I lifted it free, and a sharp, foul smell wafted up from below.

I climbed down, replaced the cover above me, and sealed myself in the damp, dark sewers.

There was no mocking laughter here. All I heard was the steady drip of water that echoed off the walls.

I took a deep breath, and the smell of mildew and rot filled my lungs, but it wasn’t the worst smell to a dragon. I was sure it’d be infinitely worse for a human nose, but I easily ignored it as my eyes adjusted to the faint light filtering through the manhole.

The sewers were sprawling and maze-like, but I’d used them before when I chased the wendigo. I knew enough about navigating their twists and turns, and more importantly, I knew I could use them to throw off the vampires.

I moved quickly, and my boots splashed in the shallow water that ran along the tunnel floor. The air was thick and clung to my skin like a second layer.

The key was to not stop and to make enough turns and shifts that anyone that even thought to try and track me down here would lose their bearings. Without a clear line of sight or any idea of where to start, the vampires wouldn’t be able to shadow-hop to follow me, either.

The further I went, the more certain I became that my ruse had worked. I paused at the next junction and glanced down each tunnel to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

The air felt still and empty.

I’d lost the vampires for now.

I leaned against the damp wall and closed my eyes for a moment as I let the coolness of the stone seep into my skin. The adrenaline from the fight had worn off, and I re-examined the female vampire’s words again now that my mind was more clear.

She’d done a good job and taken her secrets to her grave, so I didn’t have enough information to go off of. But I knew what I needed to find out next:

Who were her masters, and how many were there?

If there were vampires with masters here on Earth, it meant an infestation. I’d thought I was dealing with a singular rogue. But this? Astrum must’ve sent more than one to get things going quickly here.

If there were more than one, it was only a matter of time before they got their bearings, got organized, and turned as many humans as they could.

I straightened, rolled my shoulders to shake off the tension, and moved again.

The sewers twisted and turned in ways that would have been disorienting to regular humans and the more feeble-minded beings, but I could rely on more than one of my senses. I took a series of sharp turns, and doubled back once or twice for good measure, until I was confident no one would ever have a means of figuring out where I went.

By the time I climbed out of the manhole, I was several blocks from Clare’s apartment, but I recognized the area. The night air felt fresh compared to the stale atmosphere below, and most importantly, I didn’t feel the sensation of being watched anymore.

For now, at least, I was alone.

I replaced the manhole cover and stepped out into the empty street. The walk back to Clare’s was uneventful, and the silence of the streets was broken only by the faint hum of one or two cars that passed.

My thoughts bounced around in my head as I approached Clare’s apartment building. That vampire woman had recognized Astrum’s name, I was sure of it. But whatever she’d known, she hadn’t shared. I would’ve thought she’d have a vendetta against him like I did.

What could possibly entice her to protect him?

Tonight left me with nothing but even more questions than I’d started the night with.

I reached Clare’s building and glanced over my shoulder one last time to make sure I hadn’t been followed. The street was empty, and the shadows were still.

I pushed the thoughts aside as I made my way inside. My boots gave muffled thuds against the worn carpet of the stairwell as I climbed up to the floor Clare’s apartment was on, and when I reached her door, I paused and knocked softly.

The door opened almost immediately, and Clare stood there with her arms crossed.

“You’re late, I thought something happened to you,” she began. “I wanted to call but thought against it… In case, you know, you were incognito.”

I gave her a faint smile. “You’re welcome.”

“For what?” She raised an eyebrow.

“For not leading a pack of vampires straight to your door,” I replied.

“A pack?” Her eyes widened. “ I thought it was just one? Come in, tell me everything.”

I moved to do as she’d said, but I didn’t get more than a step.

“Wait a second.” Her hand shot out and blocked the doorway. “No. Not again.”

“What?” I raised an eyebrow and feigned innocence.

“You stink.” She covered her nose with her fingers. “Tell me you didn’t go into the sewers again…”

I didn’t bother denying it. “I had to shake a few vampires off my trail. It was the best option.”

My lips curved into a faint smile as she gagged lightly.

“The best option stinks,” she said flatly. “At least take your shoes off. You smell like a stray cat. No, actually, stray cats don’t smell this bad.”

The smell hit me harder once I was inside. I could more easily tell that the damp, foul stench of the sewers clung to my clothes and skin, and I couldn’t blame Clare for her reaction. It wasn’t pleasant at all, and she had a weak human nose.

“I’m going straight into the shower,” I said as I headed down the hall. “I’ll tell you about everything when I return. A lot happened tonight.”

“You say that like it’s a casual thing instead of a bad thing,” Clare groaned.

I turned and sent her a simple nod from the bathroom door. “It’s a bad thing.”

I left it at that and got into the shower. The hot water felt nice on my skin and washed away the grime and tension of the night. I leaned against the wall, and I let the steam wrap around me as my mind replayed the events at the park.

When I finally stepped out of the shower, the bathroom was thick with steam, just how I liked it. I grabbed the soft cloth Clare called a towel, ran it over my hair and shoulders, and wrapped it around my waist.

Clare was waiting in the living room when I emerged, with her arms crossed as she leaned against the back of the couch. She’d opened a window and let the cool night air circulate through the apartment, and the smell of the sewers had mostly dissipated.

“Better?” I asked and dropped into the armchair across from her.

“Marginally, thank you,” she said. “Now tell me everything. What happened?”

“There’s more than one vampire.” I exhaled slowly and ran a hand through my damp hair.

“How many?” She frowned and straightened.

“Not sure,” I admitted. “But it’s not just a rogue. There’s structure… There are masters among them.”

Clare’s frown deepened. “Masters? What does that mean?”

“It could mean one of two things,” I said as I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “Either these bloodsuckers have just chosen to designate some of their kind as ‘masters,’ or…”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to frighten Clare, but the weight of the situation had already become heavy between us. I couldn’t hide things from her now.

“Or what?” she pressed, and her voice was quieter.

“Or there are real vampire masters involved,” I said. “That would be quite bad.”

Her breath hitched slightly, and her expression shifted from confusion to concern.

“What’s the difference?” she asked as she sat on the edge of the couch, and her eyes stayed fixed on me as I gave her the overall rundown of vampires from my world.

“To start off, bloodsuckers like the kind I dealt with tonight are grunts,” I explained. “Still dangerous, sure. They’re fast, strong, and hard to kill if you don’t know what you’re doing. But at the end of the day, they’re predictable. They hunt, they feed, they die easily. They’re pests. Annoyances.”

“And vampire masters?” she asked.

I leaned back and let my gaze drift to the ceiling. “Masters are different. They’re not just bloodhungry predators, they’re something worse. They’re soul-suckers.”

“What does that mean exactly?” She raised her eyebrows.

“It means they’re smarter,” I said. “More dangerous. They’ve had much longer to mature, and they don’t just feed on blood. They feed on everything– your will, your memories, your soul. And they don’t just kill their prey. They break them. Turn them into hollow shells.”

“And you think there’s one of those here? In the city?” Clare’s expression darkened, and her hands clenched into fists.

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “The vampire at the park didn’t give me much to work with. She hinted that she knew something about Astrum, but she wouldn’t say anything else. Just that her masters would know about what happened tonight.”

“Masters?” Clare blurted out. “Plural?”

“That’s what she said,” I confirmed.

“You can handle those, right?” Clare asked. “Tell me that’s on your list of things you’re super good at.”

“I can handle a vampire master,” I said, but frustration crept into my voice. “The problem comes with the fact that there might be more than one, and they are hard to track, so they are bound to cause a lot of chaos here as well. But if it’s just grunt vampires playing hierarchy, fine. I can handle that with minimum disorder. If there really is a master, or multiple masters, pulling the strings, then this is going to be more challenging than I thought.”

“So what do we do?” Clare sat back and started tugging on a strand of her hair as she processed everything I’d said.

“For now?” I shrugged. “We stay alert. We figure out how deep this goes, and we don’t make any mistakes.”

“No mistakes.” She nodded.

“And if they know that I’m a dragon, here in this world, and I’m hunting them, they’ll try to build an army and turn humans into underlings.”

“Like in the movies?” Clare asked.

“I don’t know what vampires are like in the movies,” I replied. “But they use the venom in their bites to turn people, as long as they manage to restrain themselves from killing their prey first.”

“Twilight rules, got it,” she said with a blank nod.

I didn’t know what that meant, but I stood and headed toward the fridge to look for something to eat. All that fighting from earlier had left me hungry.

Clare’s gaze followed me as I crossed the room, and she recrossed her arms. I could feel her stare, and I’d been around her long enough to understand what it meant.

She couldn’t quite believe what I’d just said. This happened often when it came to discussing my world and its monsters.

“An army of turned humans could spring up in Chicago at any moment,” she said.

“Yes.” I opened the fridge and pulled out leftover bread and meat from earlier.

“And you’re just… going to eat?” Her tone rose slightly with disbelief coloring every word. “After dropping a bomb like that?”

I unwrapped the foil around the bread and meat, took a bite, and leaned against the counter as I met her glare.

“A bomb is the thing that bursts into an explosion of destruction?” I checked, and when she nodded, I shrugged at the comparison. “We can’t do anything yet, Clare. What else would you have me do right now?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know, maybe freak out a little. I’m freaking out. You just told me that these vampires might be building an army and turning this city into their personal buffet!”

“Freaking out doesn’t help. Screaming doesn’t help. There’s nothing I can do until I find them, so until then, I’ll treat each day like normal.” I sighed and took another bite.

“Normal?” she scoffed. “Right, I forgot this was the new normal. Bloodsucking monsters in Chicago. Totally fine.”

“Or soul-sucking monsters,” I reminded her.

The glare she sent me felt like it had something lethal lurking behind it, and I swallowed my next bite before trying another approach.

“Just trust that when I find them, I’ll make sure they all burn,” I said. “But ‘til then, we’ve got a job coming up, and we need to focus on that for now. I’ll search for the pests during the day. Once we’ve got some information to go off of, I’ll deal with it. I’ve got it under control.”

Clare leaned against the armrest of the couch with her arms crossed tighter than ever and her lips pressed into a thin line.

“Well,” she said after a long pause. “Okay. You did kill that wendigo…”

“And the bloodsucker in the park,” I said with a nod. “See? Already handling the situation.”

I sent her a smile, and she returned it, if a little reluctantly.

“There is one piece of good news,” she said as the tension left her shoulders.

“I’m listening,” I said and finished off the last bite of my bread and meat.

“We got a message. From the ad.” She gestured toward her magic screen, which Clare called a computer, on the coffee table.

“Ad?” That caught my attention. I moved closer to the table.

She nodded. “Yeah. Remember? The message on the internet?”

“The spiderweb of information you talked about, yes.”

Spiderwebs were sturdy and well connected, so it only made sense that they were used to spread information among the humans. And Clare had been clever enough to think up a way of using this web to find information about Astrum.

She’d taken the description I gave her and ‘posted’ a story about her needing help to locate her missing grandfather. Apparently, humans often rallied over things like this, and they were usually eager to give any help they could by letting people know if they saw their missing relative.

It was the perfect ruse.

“Someone said they saw a guy matching the description I gave of Astrum at the Lincoln Park Zoo, right before it closed,” Clare said. “Imagine if I put on the ad that he was an all-powerful wizard instead of my missing grandfather, though. Ha.”

“What? Really? That’s great,” I said. This was my chance to get revenge on Astrum, and hopefully stop him from sending more creatures to this world. “We should go right away. If he’s still there…”

“Don’t get too excited.” Clare held up a hand. “The message was sent right after you left to deal with the vampire.”

“So you’re saying it’s too late,” I replied. “There’s a chance he’s not there anymore.”

“Pretty good chance, yeah,” she sighed and shook her head. “That was over an hour and a half ago.”

“Hmm.” I frowned in thought, but then nodded in agreement. “It’s true, if it’s the real Astrum, he wouldn’t stick around that long.”

I let out a slow breath. I couldn’t believe I was so close to catching Astrum. He hadn’t seemed like the type to linger in one place, though, especially in a world so different from Coilfell. He was certainly powerful enough to arrive, handle his business, and then depart swiftly.

“At least it worked,” Clare said in an optimistic tone. “Someone saw him, and they connected it to us. That’s progress.”

She was right, what were the odds that someone would respond to the ad on our side of the web. The people of this world were very industrious.

I sat down on the couch beside her, reached for her computer, and pressed some buttons, but nothing happened.

“It’s switched off,” Clare laughed.

“I’m just eager,” I confessed. “He was well within my grasp. Next time we must act quickly.”

“What if next time, you’re busy being out and saving our world?“ Clare asked. “You do that sometimes.”

“Still, call my cellular number. Finding Astrum is of absolute importance.”

“I will,” she said.

Clare picked up the remote and turned on the television.

“I wonder if there are any more deaths,” she said. “That could help us start figuring out where these masters might be, right?”

“It could be a start,” I agreed.

She flipped through the channels and eventually landed on a local news station. The anchor prattled on about weather, traffic, and a few minor crimes that had been reported earlier in the day.

Nothing about dead people. Nothing about more strange attacks.

“Looks like no one saw what you were up to at the park at least.” Clare turned down the TV and shifted to look at me.

“The vampire I killed at the park turned to ash and disappeared in the wind,” I said. “So there will be no body. There were young men there, but they left before anything violent occurred, and they seemed like the sort who would probably be frightened to talk. I’m also inclined to doubt there would be another vampire attack anytime soon, the vampires know that I’m on their trail, and they’ll be smart about their moves.”

“Wow, are they that afraid of you?” she asked.

“The one earlier was, she ripped her own arm off just to escape me.”

“Her whole arm?” Clare’s mouth dropped.

“A wounded animal would chew its own foot off to escape death,” I told Clare. “It was bold of her, and earned a smidge of my respect. But no, the vampires won’t attack again right away. They’ll want to get in my head first, make me second-guess myself. They’ll wait until I think they’ve fled, and for me to let my guard down.”

“So they’ll just… sit around not eating anyone?” Clare frowned

“Not for long,” I said. “They will probably attempt to feed, although carefully. But they’ll wait to come after me just long enough to make me feel like I’m chasing shadows, while they gather strength.”

Her expression softened slightly, and the concern in her eyes was obvious.

I laughed lightly. “Don’t worry. I’ve launched tactical battles against kings over territories. This is nothing, but they’re welcome to try and trick me. It would be fun.”

“Wow, you took on kings?” Clare shook her head in awe.

“Of course, they’re just fancily-dressed humans if you think about it,” I said with a shrug. “Nothing too intimidating.”

We sat in silence for a bit while Clare seemed to grapple with all of this, and my own thoughts drifted back to the Lincoln Park Zoo lead. I expected Astrum to be more careful, but this meant he probably didn’t know I was looking for him.

I still retained the element of surprise.

“Do we know anything else about the message?” I asked finally.

“Not really. It was pretty short.” Clare glanced at her laptop. “They didn’t leave a name or contact info, just said they saw someone matching the description near the primate house.”

“Near the primate house, huh? There must be a portal around there,” I said.

If he’d been spotted at the zoo, it was either a coincidence or part of some larger plan. Either way, it was worth keeping in mind.

Clare set the remote down and leaned back against the couch, and her gaze drifted toward the window.

“Tomorrow’s going to be busy,” she said after a while.

“Tony’s?” I asked.

She nodded.

With all the news about vampires and Astrum, I’d completely forgotten about tomorrow.

“You’re right, we have to taste-test his new menu, and pick up the first installment of the payment,” I said.

Tony’s restaurant was a welcome distraction. The job itself was straightforward: help him clean up and modernize the place. As planned, Tony’s would be the first big client for my new business with Clare and the guys, and then we would grow from there.

“I could use some good food,” I said. “If it’s good, we can bring some back for your fridge machine.”

“Just ‘fridge,’” Clare reminded me. “Yeah, we can. Knowing you, you’ll probably convince him to pack you a full three-course meal.”

“It takes a lot to satisfy a dragon with power of my magnitude,” I said.

“I can see that.” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s like you’re collecting Pokémon: a paycheck, a business, a steady supply of free food, vampire body parts, and a powerful wizard.”

“Collecting Pokémon?” I asked.

“Things come easy to you,” Clare explained.

“Is this another common saying of this world?” I asked and noted it.

“I guess so,” Clare laughed. “Depends on who you’re talking to, but most people would get it.”

“Don’t forget yourself,” I told her. “You are also one of my Pokémon. Probably my favorite one.”

“There you go saying things like that again.” Clare blushed lightly, and she leaned over to kiss me.

I made sure it was a long, passionate kiss, and the last of her tension melted from her body as I reveled in the sweetness of her lips. The television continued to play in the background, but neither of us paid it any mind.

Finally, the pair of us parted, and Clare let out an enormous yawn. I got her up, and after some slight swaying and a very sloppy attempt at getting the remote to turn the TV off, the tired woman and I headed to bed.

The next morning, I woke up to the warm sunlight filtering through the blinds and into my eyes. The soft hum of the city outside stirred me from sleep, but the faint clinking sound in the kitchen fully woke me.

Clare was already up.

I stretched, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and got out of bed.

I wandered into the living room and found her leaning against the counter with a cup of coffee in her hands. She glanced at me over the rim of the mug with one eyebrow arched.

“Morning,” she said with a somewhat naughty look on her face. “Coffee?”

“Morning,” I mumbled. “Depends on how you make it.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll use milk and sugar. I’m not a psychopath,” she replied and started pouring me a cup. “You’re not eating, right?”

“I didn’t plan on it,” I said. “Figured we’d save room for the tasting menu at Tony’s.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that, too,” she said and handed me my mug. “But if I smell toast or bacon, I might lose my resolve.”

“It’s not every day we get paid to eat fancy food. Gotta make it count.” I smirked and leaned against the counter as I sipped my coffee.

Clare rolled her eyes, but there was a faint smile on her lips.

Her cheeks were beautifully flushed this morning, and whatever she’d done to her hair had created perfectly flowing waves in her auburn hair. Her white shirt had a collar that looked quite professional, except that I could faintly make out the black bra she wore underneath through the fabric. Judging by how many buttons she’d left undone near her cleavage, I figured this was something she’d done on purpose.

Clare seemed to notice the direction of my gaze, and she set her mug down before slowly strolling over to me.

“Like my work uniform?” she asked. “I put it on for you.”

I grinned and pulled her closer to me by the curves of her hips.

“I hope you know you’ll be taking it off for me later as well,” I said. “You’re too tempting.”

“Oh, that was obviously the plan.” She nodded, then laughed. “Assume that if you can see my lingerie, I’m trying to drive you mad so we fuck like rabbits later.”

“Rabbits are not intimidating or sexy,” I told her. “We fuck like dragons, that is the only way to do things.”

“We’ll see,” she giggled and left a kiss on my lips. “You might end up changing your mind about that.”

I seriously doubted this, but the black lace bra I could see peeking out between her buttons was specifically for my enjoyment, and knowing this made arguing seem pointless. Instead, I kissed her for a while longer and finished my coffee without any haste.

We left the apartment mid-morning, and the sun hung high and bright in the clear sky. The streets were alive with activity and the usual buzz I’d come to expect from this city.

Tony’s restaurant wasn’t far away from Clare’s apartment. I’d done the walk most days for the past weeks, and I’d passed familiar buildings and faces along the way. But today, something new caught our attention.

As we approached a lamppost on the corner of 3rd and Maple, Clare stopped suddenly and squinted at something.

“What is it?” I asked and followed her gaze.

“There.” She pointed to a paper that was stuck to the lamppost. “Isn’t this you?”

I stepped closer, and my brow furrowed as I took in the crude drawing on the paper. The sketch was rough, and the lines were jagged and imprecise, but the man in the picture looked handsome. Next to the drawing was a printed photo of a woman, and her face struck a chord of recognition deep in my memory.

“I guess that is me,” I replied. “I’ve met with better artists, though.”

“Do you know her?” Clare asked.

“She’s the one I saved from the wendigo,” I said quietly. “I’d recognize her hair anywhere, it is a strange, almost dirty-blonde color.”

Clare nodded, and we both stared at the poster in silence for a moment. Beneath the sketch and the woman’s photo, bold letters spelled out the message:

Searching for the man who saved my life. I want to thank him. Cash reward for information.

A phone number was printed at the bottom, along with a vague description of the man she was looking for: tall and extremely muscular, with dark hair and a sharp jawline.

“She’s looking for you,” Clare said and broke the silence.

“Not interested.” I shook my head.

“She’s offering money,” she added. “That’s going to get attention.”

“Hmm…” I looked more closely at the sum offered. It said ten thousand dollars. “Actually, I think I should meet her.”

“Just because she’s offering that much money?” Clare laughed.

“Of course,” I replied. “Also, the vampires will see this and recognize me. This woman might end up in danger.”

“That’s true, you should meet with her,” Clare said before reaching for the poster and ripping it off. “So what do we do?”

“We’ll call her later and hear what she has to say, after we collect the money,” I said.

The city’s rhythm seemed to return to normal as we walked. Clare walked slightly ahead of me with a less confident stride than usual, and she looked around constantly like she expected to see a vampire at any moment. Eventually, she slowed down a little so we were side by side, and she looped her arm in mine.

I sent her a smile, and I was glad to see her relax a little.

We passed a shop with people who lounged on outdoor tables, and their conversations blended into the hum of passing cars. For a moment, it felt like just another day.

Then it happened.

A raw and panicked scream ripped through the air.
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Chapter 4

Clare froze midstep, and her head snapped toward me. My head turned instinctively as I scanned the street.

“Vampire?” she asked, and her eyes went wide.

“Don’t assume, it could be anythi—” I started, but the scream cut through the air again.

We sprinted down the street in the direction it came from, and the faint smell of smoke began to reach us. Then the sight of smoke curling in the air appeared at the end of the road, and more screams rose up.

“There!” Clare gasped as we reached the corner, and she pointed ahead.

The source of the chaos finally came into view, and we stopped in our tracks.

It was a building engulfed in flames.

The fire climbed hungrily up the structure, and its orange tendrils licked at the building as thick black smoke billowed upward. A small crowd had gathered, and their faces were pale with shock as they pointed and whispered among themselves.

The sirens of the fire department were still faint and distant. Help was on its way, but not fast enough.

“Ethad, go.” Clare tugged hard at my sleeve. “You need to go in there.”

I glanced at her and frowned. “Why?”

“What do you mean, why? Because there are people in there, Ethad!” She gave me a serious look. “You’re a dragon, the fire or smoke wouldn’t affect you.”

“I know that, but I don’t know these people,” I said.

“You don’t have to know them!” Clare groaned. “Just save them. You’re good at that, remember?”

Flames roared in the windows. Some people in the crowd shouted something about people still being inside, but the words were jumbled and lost in the noise. Meanwhile, others pulled out their phones to record, and I was struck by how obnoxiously useless they were being.

Clare might have a point.

“The city might reward you with something. A medal. Money. I don’t know. Just go!” Clare’s voice cut through it all.

“Reward?” I asked with a grin. “More money?”

I wasn’t extremely interested in saving these people, it would ruin my clothing, and I knew someone who was designated for this work should be here soon. But if I could get more money for practically doing nothing, just jumping into a small fire faster than they could, then I might as well.

I sighed, rolled my shoulders, pushed through the small crowd, and ignored their startled looks as I approached the building. The fire lashed out at me, but the heat tickled.

The front door was half-open, and its frame was blackened by the fire. Several shrieks broke out behind me as I ducked inside, but then my senses immediately tuned into the chaos within the building. The air was thick and hot and filled with the sharp, crackling sound of hungry flames, along with distant cries for help. The smoke coiled around me and made it harder to see, but my enhanced senses cut through the haze easily.

I was made to endure smoke like this.

The first person I found was a woman huddled near the stairs. Her arms were wrapped tightly around a toddler who cried. Her face was streaked with soot, and her breathing was shallow and panicked.

“Come on,” I said and grabbed her arm gently. “We need to move.”

She looked up at me with wide, terrified eyes, but she didn’t argue. I scooped up the toddler with one arm and guided the woman toward the door with the other.

The heat grew more intense as we moved, and the flames creeped closer. By the time we reached the exit, the toddler clung so hard to me, his small hands almost tore my shirt.

I stepped out into the street, and the cool air was just what the woman and toddler needed. The crowd parted as I approached, and their shouts of surprise and relief blended into a chaotic hum.

“Stay here,” I told the woman and set the toddler down beside her.

She nodded, and her hands shook as she pulled the child into her arms.

“Thank you,” she stammered.

I nodded, turned, and ran back inside.

I was going to have to move more quickly, but the second floor was worse than the first. Flames consumed the walls and ceiling, and they filled the space with blistering heat and choking smoke.

I would’ve been happy to find myself in such a scalding environment, but I could practically taste the fear of the humans who were trapped in here. I knew without a doubt that this would be excruciating for them to bear, and I scanned the area quickly as I strained my ears for any signs of life.

The cry of another woman caught my attention first, and I ran down the hall on my right. I found an elderly woman who must’ve been unable to leave her chair, because she just stayed there weeping as she cradled a long string of beads in her frail hands.

Without a word, I pulled her from her chair and hoisted her in my arms, and then I barreled back into the hall. She weighed even less than Clare did, so it took no effort to get her out onto the street, and I passed her to some of the useless phone-holders to give them something to do.

I went back in another two times like that, and I pulled out a young boy and his father, and another frail elderly woman before I heard the wailing sirens finally nearing us.

They sounded like they were still two blocks off, so I figured I’d use the time wisely.

This time, the flames were covering the stair’s railing, so I put on a burst of speed. I made it to the third floor without hearing any other screams, groans, or grunts, but then I heard it.

“Help! Over here!” a man’s voice called from the flames to my left.

The voice was so muffled by the roar of the fire that I almost didn’t catch it, but it was enough. I followed the sound and weaved through the wreckage until I found a man trapped under a collapsed beam. He was a beefy man, but the beam had all but crushed him.

He struggled to free himself, and he roared in pain as he clawed at the wood. He would probably pass out any second in this thick smoke.

“Hold still.” I crouched beside him.

“I… I can’t get out! It’s too heavy!” He looked at me with a mix of fear and disbelief.

“Not for me,” I said and gripped the beam with both hands. With a sharp pull, I lifted it with ease for him to roll out from under it.

“How did you…” He stared at me with bulging eyes.

“No time,” I cut in, grabbed his arm, and hauled him to his feet. “Let’s go.”

The man tried to walk and immediately crumbled to the ground.

“Ah, my legs!” he groaned.

I’d have to carry him out, too, but he was a bigger man than Gary or Dave. Still, I lifted him from the ground like one of those sacks of feathers Clare had on her bed, then I threw him on my shoulders and moved.

“Hey, be careful!” he screamed as I ducked through a flaming doorway and ran for the stairs.

But the flames had spread fast. The wooden steps groaned ominously under our weight, and I could feel the heat rising from the fire below them. I needed to hurry or this man was cooked, so I picked up the pace.

We reached the bottom just as part of the staircase collapsed behind us, and the flames surged upward with a roar.

Outside, sirens blared, and trucks pulled up to the building. Men dressed in long and very durable-looking garments jumped out and prepared to battle the blaze.

I stepped out of the building with the man over my shoulders, and the crowd erupted into cheers.

One of the firefighters spotted me and froze.

“Are you okay?” he demanded.

“You guys are so slow,” I informed the man and brushed past him.

I put the injured man on the ground, and a few of the workers ran to his side to help.

“Are you okay, man?” one of them asked and approached me. “Any burns? Let’s check you out.”

“A little fire like this can’t do anything to me,” I told him as I brushed away the soot from my singed shirt. “The others are likely injured from the smoke and flames, though. You should focus on them.”

The man stared at me as I glanced back at the building. The flames still raged, but the workers had moved in now, and they sprayed jets of water at the blaze.

Then the first kid I’d rescued started yelling, and I glanced over.

“Mr. Truffles! Save him!” he cried.

His small hands gripped his mother’s arm, and his soot-streaked face had fresh tears.

“Is there anyone else still in the building?” One of the workers crouched beside the boy with his helmet tucked under one arm.

“No, no people,” the mother assured him. “Mr. Truffles is…”

“A hamster!” the boy cut her off. “He’s my best friend, he’s still in there! You can’t leave him in there!”

The man’s expression shifted to a mix of relief and discomfort.

“A hamster,” he repeated and glanced at his colleagues.

“And our cats!” the mother said in a strained voice and clutched the boy to her chest. “We have three cats, they’re still inside…”

The men exchanged uneasy glances. One of them gestured toward the building, and the flames still roared despite all the efforts of their water.

“Ma’am, we’ll have to get to them when the fire’s more under control,” he said carefully.

But the boy’s cries only grew louder. “Nooo, please! Mr. Truffles is only on the second floor! He’s scared, he’s my best friend! I can’t let him… I can’t let him…”

The young boy broke down entirely then, and I drew in a deep breath.

Humans really were fascinating.

I turned around and headed back in.

“I’ll be quick,” I said over my shoulder.

Shouts of protest broke from everyone in the vicinity, but I broke into a run and burst into the building before anyone could stop me. The fire was still tall, and the stairs had already collapsed. The flames had grown since my last trip through, and their tendrils curled greedily around the walls and ceiling.

The second floor. That’s where the kid said Mr. Truffles was.

I made my way to the staircase. Only the middle section had completely collapsed. The gap between the ground floor and the second was wide, and a normal person wouldn’t stand a chance of getting up there.

I crouched low with my muscles coiled, and then jumped. The force of the movement cracked the weakened floor beneath me, but I soared upward and landed feet first on the edge of the second floor.

The heat here was even more intense, and the flames hammered against each other as they ate away at some more of the walls.

I moved quickly and scanned the doors for anything that looked like it might lead to a child’s room. The third door down was painted blue, and its edges were adorned with stickers of stars.

I shoved the door open and stepped inside. The room was small, and the walls were lined with shelves full of books and toys. A small cage sat on a desk near the window, and a tiny occupant inside scurried frantically back and forth.

“Mr. Truffles, I presume,” I muttered.

The hamster froze as I reached for the cage, and its little nose twitched as it stared up at me. I grabbed the cage and turned, and then I headed back toward the gap in the stairs. I ran as carefully as I could since it sounded like the floor would give out at any moment, but I also focused on locating the missing cats.

A faint yowl reached my ears. It came from further back in the building, so I followed the sound and pushed through a door that hung crooked on its hinges. The flames hadn’t reached this far yet, and the three cats were huddled together in the corner. Their fur was singed, and their wide eyes glowed faintly as they hissed and swiped at the air.

“Easy…” I crouched down.

They didn’t listen. One of them, a black cat, darted forward, and its claws raked against my boot before it retreated to the others.

It was a pathetic attempt.

I let out a low growl, and the effect was immediate. The cats froze with their ears flattened, and they stared at me with their bodies trembling.

“Better,” I said.

I scooped them up carefully, two under one arm and the third perched on my shoulder. They didn’t struggle, and judging by their scent, their fear was overriding any instinct to fight back now.

Mr. Truffles didn’t like having them near him, but I ignored his protests as I ducked my head and headed for the exit. The jump down was easier than the jump up, and I was able to safely secure the animals for a light landing.

The floor gave a loud crack in response, but it didn’t matter. Seconds later, I burst out into the open, and the sudden rush of cool air hit me like a wave.

The crowd erupted into cheers as I emerged with the hamster cage in one hand and the cats clinging to me like their lives depended on it.

The boy broke free from his mother’s arms and ran toward me with tears down his face.

“Mr. Truffles!” he cried and reached for the cage.

I handed it to him gently and watched as he hugged it to his chest. His sobs turned into relieved laughter that left a smile on my face. The mother rushed over next with an expression of gratitude and disbelief on her face.

“You… you got them,” she said, and her voice trembled as she reached for the cats.

I handed them over one by one, and the animals immediately curled into her arms as they shied away from the ruckus all around us.

“Thank you… thank you… thank you,” she said. “I don’t know how you did it, but thank you.”

I shrugged and brushed the fresh layer of soot off my arms. “Just doing my part as a tall and fast man.”

The woman laughed through her tears at this, but the workers in the durable garments were less amused.

One of them stormed toward me.

“You shouldn’t have gone back in there,” he said sternly. “That building is a death trap. Situations like this are no time to play hero, you could’ve been seriously injured or worse.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied and brushed past him.

Clare waited at the edge of the crowd, and her eyes lit up the moment she spotted me. Then she threw herself into my arms, and I chuckled a little as she started kissing me anywhere she could reach.

Which, for a woman as short as her, wasn’t much more than my chest and shoulders.

“I can’t believe you went back for the hamster and the cats,” she finally said as she looked up at me with a scolding expression.

“What?” I asked and sent her a grin. “I thought you’d want me to do something like that.”

“You’re right, I thought that was even more heroic than saving the people,” she admitted. “Animal-loving guys are the fucking hottest guys, but it still scared me half to death!”

“I can’t be burned,” I reminded her.

“You could’ve been crushed, though!” she countered.

I sighed as she started patting me all over like she might find some injury, but then I gently took her hands.

“I’m fine, but next time you decide I should be a hero, I will consider the crushing element,” I said.

“Good,” she said with a smile. “That would be nice.”

The crowd settled behind us, and the fire began to die down under the steady efforts of the workers. We watched for a moment in silence, but then I dusted myself off and glanced at Clare.

“So,” I said. “Where’s my reward?”

“Your reward?” Clare blinked, then let out a laugh.

I gestured to the crowd behind me, where the rescued people still hugged their pets and each other like it was the last day on Earth.

“By my count, I saved three cats, a hamster, and seven people. That should add up to a decent amount of riches.”

“Oh, sure, I’ll call the mayor right now,” Clare snickered and crossed her arms. “Maybe you’ll get a key to the city.”

“The keys to this entire city sound like fair compensation for my work here today,” I agreed and wiped soot from my hands.

Before Clare could answer, commotion to our left caught both of our attention. Another truck with a sphere at the top screeched to a halt at the edge of the crowd, and its brakes squealed as the driver jumped out. A logo that read “Channel 8 News” was on the side, and as soon as the door opened, a woman with perfectly-styled hair and a weird device in her hand hopped out.

“What happened here?” the woman asked and approached one of the bystanders.

The man she approached was a middle-aged guy with a hat on his head and a phone in his hand. He gestured wildly toward the building and then at me.

“That guy!” he said. “He ran in there like it was nothing! Saved all these people from that apartment building, plus their pets! It was like fucking Superman or some shit!”

The woman’s eyes lit up, and she immediately waved to her crew. “Get the camera over here. Now!”

“Here’s your reward.” Clare smiled and patted me on the back.

“That woman is my reward?” I asked.

“No!” Clare snorted through her laughter.

“What’s that in her hand?” I eyed the device.

“That’s a microphone, you talk into it,” Clare whispered quickly. “The woman is a reporter who’s coming over here to talk to you about saving those people. The man with her is going to make a video of it with that camera he’s carrying.”

The woman and a man jogged over, and the man propped a massive device with a single eye on it on his shoulder. The reporter turned toward me and Clare then, and I didn’t like that she had a predatory energy to her gaze.

Clare stepped back instinctively, and she crossed her arms. She gave me a pointed look that said ‘this is your problem now.’

I straightened up and welcomed my reward.

“Hi!” the reporter said, and her tone sounded chipper and rehearsed. She shoved the thing Clare called a microphone toward my face. “I’m Dana Smith with Channel 8 News, and I just spoke with a witness who says you ran into that burning building and rescued several residents and their pets! Is that true?”

I stared at her for a moment, then glanced at Clare, who looked anywhere but at me.

The woman didn’t wait for an answer.

“Folks, this brave man risked his life today to save others, and now we have the opportunity to speak with him directly,” she informed the camera before turning back to me with a painfully wide smile. “Can you tell us a little about yourself, sir? What’s your name?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

Her smile faltered slightly, but she recovered quickly. “Well, the people watching at home will want to know who their hero is! Please, just tell us a little bit about yourself. Don’t be shy, now!”

“I’m not interested in talking about myself.” My eyes flicked toward the firefighters, then the camera. “I thought you were here to give me a–”

“Oh, come on! Don’t be modest,” the Dana woman interrupted. “You’ve done something incredible today! Just give us your name, a little background: where you’re from, what you do. You must be a local, am I right?”

I glanced at Clare, who now watched with amusement written all over her face. She gave me a subtle nod, and she seemed to silently urge me to say something, so I just went with what I considered to be the most important topic.

“I’m a contractor,” I said and turned back to the reporter.

Dana’s smile returned, though it was slightly strained. “A contractor? Interesting! Could you elaborate on that? What kind of work do you do?”

“Cloud Contracting is the name of my business.” I crossed my arms and met the woman’s gaze. “If you need help, hire us. We do good work.”

There was a beat of silence as Dana processed my response.

“That’s it?” she asked.

“That’s it,” I said.

My tone left no room for argument.

Behind the camera, the men who worked with her exchanged awkward glances. They were clearly unsure of how to handle the abrupt end to our conversation, but I wasn’t one for small talk, and I could tell this woman wouldn’t be handing me any money for my work today.

“Are we done?” I asked.

“Uh… Well, there you have it, folks!” Dana burst out as she turned to the camera. “A brave contractor from Cloud Contracting has shown us the true meaning of heroism today!”

Dana’s smile looked painful again, but she forced herself to keep it up, even though I could hear Clare laughing behind me.

“Thank you so much for tuning in, and let’s get back to the studio!” Dana said.

As soon as the man with the camera gave a signal, Dana dropped the smile entirely.

“You’re not exactly media-friendly, are you?” she said. “But it’s fine, people at home love an imperfect hero. You’ll be a hit, but do me a favor: Next time you’re on the news, at least answer the questions, yeah?”

“If you do not have my reward, then you and your questions are of no use to me.” I shrugged and walked away.

“Nice work,” Clare said and fell into step beside me as we left the scene. “Talking about the company was perfect, but you could have given them a little more about yourself? Maybe say something inspiring?”

“I determined the most important thing to talk about was the company. Everybody’s eyes are going to be on the news, especially with the deaths occurring. It was the perfect time to mention our work… Gaining information through word of mouth is an enduring custom among humans.”

“True,” she agreed.

“Plus, I didn’t want to talk about myself,” I continued. “I am a dragon after all, there isn’t a lot I can share. Anything else would drag attention away from the important part, and that’s that if people want help, they can hire us. It’s all they need to know.”

The chaos of the fire faded into the background as we reached Tony’s. Savory aromas wafted out of the front door of the restaurant as we walked in, and golden light spilled through the windows and gave the place a cozy glow.

There was a single group of people gathered around a table inside, and the faint sound of conversation and cutlery hitting plates echoed around me.

“Hey! You guys are late.” Tony greeted us as soon as we stepped through the door. “What kept you—”

He stopped mid-sentence and wrinkled his nose. His gaze zeroed in on me.

“Jesus, what happened to you?” he asked in disbelief. “Did you trip over a bonfire on the way here?”

“No,” I said casually and tried to adjust my shirt, but there were several spots that had been burned all the way through. “There was a fire in a building. I saved seven people, three cats, and a hamster named Mr. Truffles.”

Tony blinked and processed that for a moment. “You just went into a… a fire?”

“Yep.” Clare nodded. “Keep an eye out for him on the Channel 8 news later. Best interview you’ll ever see.”

“Really?” Tony laughed in surprise. Then he sighed and shook his head. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You must be a real-life superhero, man. Where were the firefighters?”

“Ah, them…” I narrowed my eyes and recalled the men with the truck and the water who’d come to spray the building. “They were not very efficient. They didn’t even want to save the animals, which wasn’t a difficult feat, and the humans would have perished before they arrived. Their water was strong, but that’s about it. Were those the city’s mightiest fighters of fire? If so, then I might need to keep an ear out for more fires, you shouldn’t trust them to be of much use.”

Tony stared at me with his eyes wide and his mouth ajar.

Clare smirked as she slipped past him. “That feeling of shock you have right now, get used to it. You have the world’s strangest man right before you.”

Tony gave me one last incredulous look before throwing up his hands.

“Alright, fine,” he laughed. “After how you helped me with those thugs earlier, I really shouldn’t be surprised. You clearly mean business, boss. Whatever heroic escapades you’ve been up to, let’s put that aside for now. This moment is about food. Now sit.”

We followed him to a polished wooden table near the kitchen. There were soft overhead lights above, and Tony gestured for us to take a seat. Then he disappeared into the back and shouted something about getting “the full treatment” for his favorite contractor.

A few minutes later, the first course arrived.

Three chefs emerged from the kitchen. As soon as they opened the door, a rich smell flooded my nostrils. It smelled so good that the group of customers sitting in the far corner turned and looked at us as if they already wanted the same dish.

Each chef carried a plate full of food that looked like some of the meals I’d seen on Clare’s television. Each dish was artfully arranged, and the presentation made me feel guilty for what I was about to do to it all.

“Alright,” Tony said and clapped his hands together as he returned to our table. “The first course is a trio of appetizers… You’re getting the best of everything. So please, I need honest feedback, no sugarcoating, no politeness. Tell me what works and what doesn’t.”

“Expect nothing less, this is to further your business’ growth,” I replied. “I will not deceive you.”

“I knew I could trust you.” Tony smiled and gestured grandly to the first small plate. “This is the Citrus Serenade. Seared scallops, lightly seasoned with sea salt, served with a honey-orange glaze, and garnished with microgreens.”

“Looks gorgeous.” Clare tilted her head in intrigue.

Tony nodded to the second dish. “Next up is the Forest Embrace. Wild mushroom risotto with parmesan and just a hint of garlic.”

“Stunning,” Clare replied.

“And finally,” he continued and gestured to the last appetizer. “Tony’s Wings. Crispy chicken lollipops marinated in a blend of chili, ginger, and soy, served with a spicy honey dip.”

“Yummmm,” Clare groaned. “This looks incredible!”

“Alright, then go ahead.” Tony stepped back and folded his arms. “Tell me what you think.”

I wasted no time and dove into the scallops first. I speared one of the delicate morsels, and Clare followed my lead as we took our first bites.

The flavor hit instantly, and the sweetness of the glaze seemed like it was intended to balance against the buttery richness of the scallop. But as I chewed, something tasted… off.

“It’s good,” I said and set down my fork. “The scallops seem cooked perfectly, and the glaze is well-made, but it’s too strong. You’re drowning out the scallops. It should complement the flavor, not compete with it.”

“Alright. Noted.” Tony frowned and nodded slowly. “That’s very helpful, you know a lot about this kind of thing, eh?”

“No, I like to eat,” I said and shrugged.

“I agree with Ethan,” Clare chimed in. “The glaze is delicious, but it overpowers the scallop a bit.”

We moved on to the risotto next. The creamy texture was immediately appealing, and the earthy aroma of mushrooms wafted up as I took a bite.

“This one’s solid,” I said as I recalled Gary using this phrase a few times. “But you’ve got too much oil. It’s masking the mushrooms, but I’d rather it enhanced them. If you cut back on the oil, I think the dish would taste perfect.”

“You’re killing me here,” Tony groaned and rubbed a hand over his face. “I did not expect such exacting opinions from a contractor.”

“I’m helping you,” I corrected. “And trust me, less oil isn’t killing anyone.”

“Yeah, the flavors are good, Tony.” Clare gave him an encouraging smile. “They just need a little tweaking.”

“This is fair,” he agreed with a gracious nod. “Rome wasn’t built in a day, we know this.”

Knowing nothing personally about Rome, I focused on my food. We finished with the chicken lollipops, and the crispy coating crackled pleasantly under my teeth as I took my first bite.

“Now this…” I pointed my fork at the plate. “This is excellent. The marinade has depth, and the heat from the chili balances perfectly with the sweetness of the honey dip. Don’t change a thing.”

Clare grinned at me. “You’ve been watching cooking shows, haven’t you?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “The food looks very nice on your television. This dish looks better, though.”

Tony perked up at that. “Finally! A win!”

He clapped his hands once, and the chefs cleared the appetizers and replaced them with the main courses.

“For the entrees…” Tony gestured to the plates as they were set down. “We have the Surf & Turf, the Harvest Moon, and the Garden’s Whisper.”

He pointed to the first dish.

“The Aurora Surf & Turf is a classic reimagined,” he said in a grand voice. “Center-cut filet mignon with a garlic glaze, served alongside pan-seared salmon with a lemon-dill butter sauce. Roasted vegetables and garlic mashed potatoes complete the plate.”

“I’m already drooling,” Clare said with an eager little bounce.

“The Harvest Moon is warm and easy on the pallet,” Tony continued. “Roasted chicken thighs with a honey mustard glaze, served over a bed of roasted sweet potatoes and Brussels sprouts caramelized with maple syrup.”

“Maple syrup!” Clare gasped and clutched my arm. “I love maple syrup.”

“So I see,” I said.

Tony gestured to the third dish, which was a vibrant plate of vegetables and pasta. “The Garden’s Whisper is our vegetarian option. Handmade spinach tagliatelle tossed with a basil pesto, cherry tomatoes, and toasted pine nuts, topped with shaved parmesan.”

Clare and I exchanged glances, and it was clear she was just as impressed by the spread as I was.

“Dig in!” Tony waved us forward.

I started with the steak from the Surf & Turf. The knife slid through it easily, and the first bite was tender and flavorful. The garlic glaze added just the right amount of saltiness to the richness of the meat.

“This is great.” I nodded. “The glaze works perfectly here, it enhances the steak. The salmon’s nice, too, though the lemon sauce could use just a touch more acidity.”

“Stop,” Clare snorted and covered her mouth. “You sound like a professional, how are you good at this, too?”

“The theories involved in balancing flavors are quite simple if you pay attention to the basics.” I shrugged. “The definition of the words they use on the television are easy to find on a phone as well, so it’s really not so hard to understand with a little focused attention.”

Clare shook her head and smiled at me the way she always did when I found human things easy to pick up, but Tony looked excited at the discovery. He had a wide, toothy grin on his face, like he was having fun hearing my take on his food.

Clare, meanwhile, had moved on to the chicken thighs.

“This one’s amazing,” she gestured to the Harvest Moon. “The honey mustard glaze is perfect, and the sweet potatoes and Brussels sprouts tie it all together sooo nicely.”

I tried a bite, and I had to agree. The dish was hearty without being heavy, and the flavors were warm and gentle on my taste buds.

Finally, we sampled the Garden’s Whisper. The pasta was fresh, vibrant, and nutty, though I found a single critique.

“The pasta’s good,” I said, “but the pine nuts are a little overwhelming. Maybe reduce the amount, or toast them a bit less.”

Tony nodded. “Anything else?”

“Just that I’d order all of this again if you fix those small things,” I said with a faint smile. “That’s my full critique.

Clare chuckled at this, and she nodded like this summed up her feelings as well.

“Alright, I’ll take it.” Tony gave an eager grin.

The desserts came next, and Clare practically lit up when the plates arrived. Tony named the assortment of desserts with the same enthusiasm he’d used for the others, and there was chocolate lava cake, tiramisu, and crème brûlée.

Clare dove straight into the tiramisu with enthusiasm. I focused on the lava cake first, and the warm, molten center oozed out with the first bite.

“No complaints here,” I said and savored the rich, bittersweet flavor. “Dessert’s your strong suit, Tony.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” He grinned. “Dessert is for lovers, my friend, what kind of an Italian would I be if I couldn’t deliver on that?”

“Well, the dessert menu is certainly perfect.” Clare gave a satisfied sigh as she finished her tiramisu. “Don’t change a thing.”

“As you wish!” Tony’s grin widened even more.

As the chefs cleared the plates and the meal wound down, I leaned back in my chair and felt pretty accomplished. I’d been excited to formally taste some of the fancy foods of Earth, especially after all I’d been seeing on the television, and Tony hadn’t disappointed.

I decided he was probably my most talented friend in this world. His ability to create so many different types of food was truly invaluable.

Tony sat across from us and scribbled notes and ideas for adjustments while a waiter brought us very tiny cups of coffee. It was black and bitter and apparently called espresso, so I didn’t have much, but Clare explained to me that it was generally an Italian custom to have some nice coffee or espresso after the meal.

Personally, I thought it destroyed the delicious remnants of the dessert.

“Thanks, guys,” Tony said as he finished up his notes. “I needed this, this will elevate the new menu quite a lot.”

“Happy to help.” Clare smiled.

“You are very welcome,” I added. “Now, for our first installment for the work you’ve hired us to do.”

“I’ve got it right here,” Tony said with a grin, but just as he reached into his pocket to pull it out, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

I frowned, pulled it out, and glanced at the screen.

The number was unknown.

“Excuse me,” I said and stood up.

Clare raised an eyebrow but didn’t press as I stepped away from the table to an empty corner, and then I answered the call.

“This is Ethan,” I said.

“Hi, I’m Danielle,” a woman with a vaguely familiar voice said. “Danielle Bronze. You saved me from that… that thing.”
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Chapter 5

The memory of the Wendigo resurfaced all at once. I recalled its hideous, hairy face, and the rancid stench of its breath as we fought. Wendigos really were disgusting creatures, and I shifted uncomfortably as I wondered how much this woman had really seen of that monster’s features the night I’d saved her.

Hopefully, not much.

“How did you get my number?” I asked, but my tone sounded sharper than I’d intended.

“It was on your company’s website,” she said. “You mentioned Cloud Contracting during your interview, I saw it on TV.”

“Right,” I said slowly. “So, do you need some work done?”

“No, I just… I knew you were some kind of superhero, and today proved it,” she said, and her voice sounded genuine. “I just wanted to thank you for what you did that night. I don’t think I got the chance to properly say it, and I’ve been thinking about it constantly ever since.”

I leaned against the wall, and I glanced back toward the table where Clare and Tony were talking enthusiastically about his notes.

“You put up signs,” I pointed out. “You are going through a lot of effort just to say thanks.”

“I know it might seem like too much, but that night changed everything for me,” she said in a rush. “I just wanted the chance to meet you again. Maybe for a drink? Or coffee? I’ll pay, it’s my treat.”

I considered her request. Meeting her wasn’t exactly on my to-do list, but there was no reason to refuse her, either.

“What about the reward money?” I asked.

“The what?”

“The flyers,” I said. “You’re offering money for information about me. Do I qualify for my own reward?”

She let out a soft laugh. “Sure. If that’s what it takes to get you to say yes, then I’ll gladly pay you the reward money.”

“Generous,” I said with a slight grin.

“So… is that a yes?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I would like to have a coffee with you. Tomorrow.”

“Great,” she said with relief. “Does eight-thirty work? There’s a place called Garland’s downtown. It’s quiet, nothing fancy.”

“Eight-thirty’s fine,” I replied. “I’ll be at Garland’s.”

“Excellent!” she said quickly. “Thank you. Really. I can’t even stress how much I appreciate this.”

I ended the call after that and slipped my phone back into my pocket, and then I walked back toward the table.

“Who was that?” Clare raised an eyebrow as I sat back down.

“Danielle Bronze,” I said. “The woman I saved. The same one who put my drawing on the poster.”

“She actually called you?” Clare asked in surprise. “How did she get your number?”

“Apparently, she saw my TV interview,” I replied. “She got my number off the Cloud Contracting website.”

“Wait, you saved who?” Tony frowned. “Is this from the fire?”

“No, someone else I saved a couple weeks ago,” I said.

Clare waved off his confused expression. “Long story.”

“Maybe I should change it from Tony’s wings to Ethan’s wings,” Tony added. “You’re going to become a local celebrity at this rate.”

“The name would be good,” I agreed, then turned back to Clare. “She wants to thank me properly. She asked if I’d meet her for coffee tomorrow.”

“And you said yes?” Clare asked.

I shrugged. “I didn’t see any reason to say no. Plus, I asked about the reward money on those flyers.”

“And?” Clare pressed curiously.

“She said the reward is mine,” I replied and took a sip of water.

“You’re unbelievable.” Clare let out a soft laugh and leaned back in her chair.

“I like to think of myself as resourceful.” I smirked.

“You saved seven people, three cats, a hamster, and now you’ve got a coffee date?” Clare smiled as she coyly narrowed her eyes. “That’s more than resourceful.”

“Date?” Tony glanced between us. “I, uh… I thought you two were involved already? Like, dating?”

“Of course, we are,” I replied. “She’s my woman.”

“But we’ve discussed things, and I’d say there’s always room for more women,” Clare added and sent me a wink. “We are savvy that way.”

Tony stared at us with his mouth open, but I just smiled at Clare. I’d explained to her once already that, as a dragon, I was prone to hoarding the things I treasured, and that women fell into that category.

She’d been more curious about the idea than anything else at the time, but now I realized she really was open to it.

“I’m not sure about this woman in that way,” I told her to make sure she understood. “Nothing about her stood out to me when I saved her. For now, I’m only going so she can say thank you and hand over the cash.”

“You guys are really something,” Tony muttered.

“Though I wish your meeting with her wasn’t so transactional,” Clare added.

“Would you rather I didn’t get the reward money?” I asked and held her gaze.

She shrugged. “No…”

“I saw no reason to turn down money if she is so freely handing it out,” I explained.

“Fair enough.” Clare nodded. “Just don’t scare her off. Be your usual charming self, okay?”

“Always,” I said.

“Well, this has been a hell of a lunch,” Tony chuckled, stood up, and stretched. “But now I’ve got a restaurant to run. Are you two good here?”

“We’re good.” I smiled.

“Great,” Tony said and clapped me on the shoulder. “Thanks for the feedback, Ethan… Oh, before I forget, here is the down payment. That check is for the thirty-three thousand dollars we discussed for the first installment.”

Tony handed me the piece of paper.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said, and we shook hands. “My company is ready to start as soon as possible.”

“Great! We’ll need to pack up most of this and give you guys your space. How about Friday? Three days from now should be enough time for us.”

“That works for us, too,” I replied.

The walk back to Clare’s apartment was quiet, and the late-afternoon sun cast long shadows over the streets.

In my hand was the check Tony had given me before we left– our first payment for the job. It was a larger sum than I’d ever come across in this world, and it was more than enough to remind me of how far our company had come. I couldn’t wait to earn the rest later.

However, this form of payment was strange to me.

“You’ve been staring at that check for the last five minutes.” Clare glanced over at me as we strolled along the sidewalk. “Planning to frame it or something?”

“I’m just wondering how this thin sheet turns into riches.” I held it up to the sunlight. The paper glowed faintly, but not at all in a shiny treasure way.

“Well, you need to deposit it to access the money,” she said with a grin. “Or cash it, but no one cashes that much money. That’s insane. We’ll need to open a bank account for the company anyway so we can actually store the money somewhere and also access it when we need to buy materials and pay everyone.”

“A bank account?” I lowered the check and glanced at her.

“A bank is where people of this world store their money for safekeeping,” Clare explained. “The account is your personal hiding spot for your money.”

“Who’d dare try and touch my riches here anyway?” I snorted without concern. “I’d burn them to a crisp first.”

“Someone who doesn’t know you’re an all-powerful dragon,” Clare replied. “You might not be around to burn them up, either. You could be out working, shopping, anything. Trust me, leaving a giant stash of money sitting around a random apartment in Chicago is not a good idea, dragon or not.”

“Hmmm, fair point,” I said. “I guess we should do that then.”

“Not just ‘should,’” she said. “Your only other option is to start stuffing cash under your mattress like a paranoid conspiracy theorist.”

“Well, let’s go to the bank right now,” I said.

Clare nodded. “There’s one on the way home.”

The conversation faded to a pleasant quiet as we made our way to the bank, but a few blocks later, Clare broke the silence.

“So,” she said casually. “When are you going to show me your real form?”

I stopped midstep and turned to look at her. She stared back at me with a calm expression.

“You’re not letting that go, are you?” I asked.

“Not a chance.” She crossed her arms. “You’ve promised I’d get to see it, Ethad.”

I sighed lightly and glanced down the street. “It’s not that simple, Clare. You know that.”

“I know.” Clare’s arms dropped to her sides. “I do. That’s why we’ll plan it out. Find a place where no one can see, make sure everything’s safe.”

“You’re serious about this.” I raised an eyebrow.

“Absolutely,” she said and held my gaze steadily. “I want to see the real you. Not just the guy who saves people and complains about truffle oil.”

“Fine,” I snorted and shook my head. “But we need to take precautions. We’ll plan the timing and make sure we’re not going to get caught.”

“Agreed,” she said quickly, and I could tell she was barely containing her excitement. “What about next week? We could drive out somewhere, go on a hike, find a secluded spot.”

I considered it for a moment, then nodded. “That could work.”

“Perfect.” Clare grinned. “I’ll look up some spots tonight. We’ll make a day of it.”

“You’re way too excited about this,” I declared.

“Can you blame me?” She nudged me playfully. “It’s not every day you get to see a dragon in real life.”

I smiled but didn’t respond.

Technically, seeing a dragon in real life was the real life for me.

“Sooooo,” she pressed as we kept walking. “If we’re going to the middle of nowhere for you to show me your dragon form… Don’t you think it’s time we told Gary? And maybe invite him, too?”

“Hmm,” I muttered.

“You’re always talking about how important it is to trust the people we work with,” she said. “He’s part of the team now, isn’t he? Plus, I’m tired of acting oblivious in front of him.”

“It’s not that simple, Clare.” I shoved my hands into my pockets. “It’s a lot to take in, things like that need to be approached carefully.”

“I know,” she said. “But Gary can handle it. He isn’t just anyone. He’s one of us.”

“That might be true,” I said. “You really think he’ll take it well? ‘Hey, Gary, by the way, I’m a dragon. Can I have a slice of pizza?’”

“He’ll take it better than you think,” Clare snorted. “You’ve seen how he handles weird stuff, he doesn’t even blink anymore.”

“Also true,” I admitted.

“Which is exactly why I think it’s time,” she said. “He should hear it from you, too. If you keep hiding it, it’s going to feel like you don’t trust him. And we both know that’s not true, don’t let him think that later on.”

Clare was right. I didn’t want to leave this for too long.

“Alright,” I said finally. “I’ll tell him tomorrow.”

“Good.” Clare’s face lit up with a smile. “I think he’ll appreciate it.”

I pulled out my phone and sent a text to Gary:

Hey, want to hang out tomorrow?

The reply came almost instantly:

“Sure, what time?” he texted back.

“Around ten. I’ll come over to your place,” I replied.

Gary sent a thumbs up emoji with three beers, and that was that.

“See?” Clare peered over my shoulder and grinned. “He’s so casual about things. Now you just have to figure out how to break the news.”

“I’ll break it to him slowly,” I muttered and slipped my phone back into my pocket.

Clare didn’t push further.

The bank was colder inside than I expected. The walls were an uninspiring shade of off-white, and the faint scent of stale coffee lingered in the air. Humans moved around the space in stiff clothes, and they tapped away at their machines.

I eyed my surroundings as Clare led me toward one of the desks.

“This place feels unnatural,” I muttered under my breath. “It smells weird, too. Are you sure my money is safe here?”

“I promise, it is safe,” Clare laughed.

I raised an eyebrow. “It’s safer in my hands, I can easily promise you that.”

A woman with dark hair and sharp eyes sat behind a desk with her fingers poised over a keyboard. She greeted us with a polite smile as we sat down.

“How can I help you today?” she asked.

“We’d like to open a business account,” Clare said smoothly. “For Cloud Contracting.”

The woman nodded and began typing.

“Alright, we’ll just need some identification and an initial deposit,” she said.

Clare handed over the stack of documents she kept on hand for me, which included my fake ID and my business license.

“Mr. Ethan, will you be the primary account holder?” she asked.

I straightened. “Yes.”

“And how much will you be depositing today?” she asked. I showed her the check I received from Tony, and the woman gave it a careful glance before smiling at me. “Alright, we’ll process this and set up your account.”

I leaned forward slightly. “You will keep it safe, yes?”

“Of course,” she said, but her smile seemed a little forced now. “That’s what banks do best.”

“Good.” I held her gaze. “Because if my money disappears, I will hold you personally responsible.”

The woman let out a nervous chuckle. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

“Stop scaring the bankers,” Clare laughed, and she swatted my arm playfully as she sent the bank woman a bright and beautiful smile. “He’s so cute, am I right?”

The woman blushed lightly and bobbed her head before turning back to her computer with dedicated focus. It took a tedious amount of silence and waiting, but once everything was processed, the woman handed me a small plastic card.

I turned it over in my hands and decided I was unimpressed. It was incredibly flimsy and smelled nothing like wealth.

“This is…” I started, but Clare leaned closer as we headed out the door.

“It gives you access to your money,” she explained. “You’ll swipe it in machines, and money comes out.”

“Right.” I nodded. “Humans make things unnecessarily complicated sometimes, and this banking system is starting to feel like one of them.”

“Welcome to modern banking on Earth, Ethad,” she laughed.

With our business finished, we left the bank and headed home, and by the time we got inside, the sun had dipped below the horizon. It cast the city in shades of blue and gray that looked pleasing beside the glowing windows of the buildings.

Clare dropped her bag by the door, headed straight for the couch, and stretched out on it.

“What are you doing?” I asked and set my bank card carefully on the counter.

“Relaxing,” she said and grabbed the remote. “I’m still stuffed, and we’ve earned it. Better get used to cozy evenings, Ethad. I’m a simple girl with simple, snuggly needs, and you’re weirdly good at finishing tasks. So honestly, we’re probably not gonna be the couple who has to be miserable and work in the evenings. We’re winning this game. Come snuggle.”

I snorted at the silly little smile she sent my way, and I didn’t argue. I kicked off my shoes and joined her.

Clare flipped through the channel options, and her face lit up when she found something.

“Oh, this looks fun,” she said.

I glanced at the screen. The thumbnail showed a towering dragon perched on a mountain. Flames poured from its jaws as a group of knights charged forward with swords raised.

“What is this?” I asked and sat up with intrigue.

“It’s called Dragon Soul.” She grinned as she hit play. “I wonder how close they got to the real thing…”

“Not even remotely close, I bet,” I muttered but leaned back and settled in as the opening scene unfolded.

Clare immediately snuggled closer to me and grabbed my arm so she could drape it over her shoulders. Then she shimmied a bit until she was tucked as closely as possible against my side, and she let out a contented little grunt once she was situated.

“That’s better,” she sighed.

I grinned and placed a kiss in her auburn hair, and I relaxed into the cozy moment with my incredible woman. If spending my evenings snuggling with beautiful women was a sign that I was ‘winning’ at this business owner thing, then I’d certainly embrace the human custom.

It didn’t take long for me to start criticizing, though.

“That’s not how wings work,” I said as the dragon soared across the screen. “Its wings are too small, a dragon of that size needs a wingspan twice that size just to lift itself off the ground, nevermind gain altitude and truly soar.”

“Maybe it’s movie magic,” Clare snickered but kept her eyes glued to the screen.

“What sort of ludicrous magic is that?” I asked as the dragon landed on a castle tower and crushed it under its weight. “And don’t get me started on how it’s moving. He lacks elegance. Dragons don’t stomp around like that. We’re not elephants.”

“We?” Clare grinned.

“You know what I mean.” I rolled my eyes.

“They’re totally stereotyping, I get it,” she giggled.

The screen shifted to a group of knights. They were sneaking into the dragon’s lair, and their torches cast flickering shadows on the walls. I shook my head as they approached the sleeping dragon.

“No self-respecting dragon would sleep through that much noise,” I said. “If someone so much as breathes wrong, we’re awake.”

“Maybe it’s a lazy dragon,” Clare teased.

“What nonsense,” I shot back. “Lazy dragons are dead dragons. That one’s alive.”

She laughed and curled her knees up to her chest as the knights launched their attack. The dragon woke with a roar, spewed fire, and thrashed its tail as the knights scrambled to fight back.

“Oh, come on,” I growled and gestured at the screen. “That’s not even how flame breath works. You can’t just spray flames everywhere like a broken hose.”

“Maybe it’s a beginner dragon…” Clare barely managed to hold back her laughter. She was clearly having too much fun learning how terrible her world’s movies were.

“This is hard to watch,” I groaned and sank deeper into the couch.

“You’re just mad because they didn’t consult you.” She grinned.

“They should have,” I said. “At least then they’d get something right. Can I get paid to consult on these things? I’d do it for the right price.”

“I’ll look into it,” she laughed.

The movie continued, and each scene gave me more reasons to spew fire on Clare’s television and burn it to the ground. By the time the credits rolled, Clare was laughing so hard she could barely breathe.

“You are so mad,” she said and wiped tears from her eyes.

“And you’re easily entertained by garbage,” I retorted, though I couldn’t help but smile.

“Admit it. You had fun.” Clare sat up and stretched her arms over her head.

“I’ve endured worse than this blasphemy,” I agreed. “And the snuggling… that’s a very nice perk.”

“Good.” She smirked and tossed the remote onto the coffee table. “Thought you might’ve tried to break into the TV and help the dragon out at the end there.”

I leaned back and let out a long breath, and Clare shifted to look at me with a seductive grin on her face.

“You know,” she said casually, “you’d make a good fireman.”

“A fireman?” I raised an eyebrow and glanced at her. “Like the slow workers we saw today?”

“Yeah,” she teased. “Charging into burning buildings, saving people, cats, and hamsters alike. You’ve got the whole hero thing down already. Plus, you’d look great in one of those uniforms.”

“Right.” I snorted and shook my head. “Because that’s what matters when you’re running into a fire and trying to prevent people from dying: Looking good while doing it.”

“Hey,” she said and rubbed her leg against my crotch, “I’m just saying, you’ve got the build for it. Strong, dependable, good under pressure.”

She paused as her grin widened, and I noted the slight blush on her cheeks.

“And you would look incredibly hot half-naked on a calendar,” she informed me.

“Glad to know you’ve thought this through.” There was a faint smile tugging at the corner of my mouth now.

“Oh, I have,” she said in a playful voice. “Next time you save someone, just think about how good you’d look in suspenders while you do it.”

She applied more pressure to my pants, and blood rushed to my cock.

“Clare…” I said, then pulled her closer by her legs and kissed her. “I spared you yesterday, but today you won’t be so lucky.”

“Wreck me, Ethad,” Clare moaned.
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Chapter 6

I grabbed Clare by the waist, lifted her up, and kissed her gently on her lips. She moaned with every kiss, and this only made me want to kiss her more. I moved her from the couch to her bedroom and threw her on the bed.

“Oh!” she screamed with a thrilling squeal as she opened her legs up for me.

The mound of her pussy was clearly outlined in her tights, and her nipples stood out visibly through her crisp white blouse. I walked over to her, knelt down at the end of the bed, and dragged her closer to me. Then I slid my hand up between her legs and gently rubbed her clit until she suddenly grabbed my arm.

I grinned as I moved to pull her tights off, and I worked my tongue up her soft thighs. She tangled her fingers in my hair as I moved closer to her black lace panties.

“Oh, Ethad,” Clare cried as her hands clutched the back of my head.

I reached her panties and placed a single kiss on the already wet fabric, but I couldn’t be patient. I swiftly wrenched the lacy garment off her as well, then returned to her clit. I flicked my tongue up and down it until she started to jerk involuntarily, and I gently kissed her sleek pussy lips.

“Ethad!” she moaned out. “Oh, my god!”

I stuck my index and middle finger in my mouth to lube them up, but I found this was unnecessary. As I thrust them into her tight entrance, her own juices coated me entirely, and I groaned with arousal.

She moaned like an angel, so I kissed her clit while I worked as well. I gently moved my fingers in and out and curved them upward to massage her in all the right places until she clamped my hand in between her legs and shivered.

“What are you doing to meeee,” she cried. “Don’t stop.”

I wasn’t planning on it. No, instead I spat on her clit and used my thumb to gyrate against it, and I grinned as I realized the delicate nub was swollen from how aroused she was. Her nipples pebbled painfully and beckoned me to suck on them, so I did until her back curved off the bed like she was possessed by pleasure.

I could tell she was close to release, so I increased the pace my fingers thrusted in and out of her. I intended to drive her close to madness with pleasure, and as soon as it looked like she was on the edge, I removed my fingers and rubbed them quickly over her clit until she squirted on the bed.

“Pleeeease stop,” she begged after a long moment. “ It’s too muuuuch.”

She cried out in a long moan as she wiggled in my hold.

“I’ll temporarily grant you your wish…” I kissed her on the forehead, then stood up to remove my pants.

My rigid cock sprang free with a vengeance, and I let out a relieved sigh as I began stroking my shaft and admired Clare. Her pale cheeks were flushed bright red, and her legs were lazily splayed open so her wet pussy glistened at me. She looked like a contented cat, but her eyes were blown wide as she took in the sight of my full length.

“Come here,” I said with a grin.

Clare immediately got up and crouched on her knees at the end of the bed, and she eagerly took my dick in her soft hands. She circled her tongue over the tip to remove the bead of precum that had gathered there, and then she let out a moan as she slowly slid the rest of me into the heat of her waiting mouth.

The whole time, she kept her gaze locked with mine.

“Good girl,” I said, then wrapped my hand in her auburn hair so I could guide her head.

I thrust in and out of her slowly at first, but her hands gripped my thighs to spur me on, so that didn’t last long. I tightened my hold on her hair and quickened my pace, and then I forced my cock down her throat until she let out a soft choking sound.

A shiver raced down my spine, but I pulled myself from the sheath of her throat.

“Don’t stop,” she said breathlessly as she looked up at me with desperate eyes.

“As you wish.” I tightened my grip on her hair once more.

Then I did the same again and again until a tear fell down her cheek, and still she begged me to keep going every time I pulled myself from her. This made my blood boil with pleasure.

She was entirely submissive to me.

I couldn’t resist her any longer.

I pulled her up, hooked her legs with my arms, and made her wrap them around my hips while my hands braced her up by her asscheeks. Then I guided my cock slowly into her warm and dripping pussy.

“Ethaaaaaaad,” Clare moaned. “Fuck meeeeee.”

My fingers clasped the meat of her ass as I thrust fully into her in one quick stroke.

“Fuck!” Clare shivered in my arms. “You’re sooo biiiiiig…”

The walls of her pussy were clamped so tightly around me that I almost came right then, but I’d never allow myself to be bested so easily. I gritted my teeth and bounced her slowly on my cock as she adjusted to my girth, and then I could breathe again.

I gave her three quick thrusts, then three slow and deep ones, and she groaned and threw her head against my shoulder as she bit lightly onto it.

This only made me want to devour her more. I removed one hand from her ass, pulled her head back by her hair, and sucked on her neck. Then I paused as she arched into me, pushed my length fully inside her, and waited there as I savored the shaking of her body.

“Ohhhh, my godddd,” she cried. “I can feel you in my s-stomach.”

I grinned and let her enjoy herself for a moment longer, but then I slipped my cock out of her, tossed her lightly onto the bed, and flipped her over.

The round globes of her ass looked juicy in the air, and I roughly parted her cheeks and slipped my tongue into her sopping wet pussy from behind.

Clare grabbed the sheets and squeezed hard.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she cried. “Oh, wowwww.”

It was like she didn’t know what to do with her hands, and she tried to grab different parts of the sheets for support, but I didn’t let up. I waited until she was on the verge of another climax, then I got up onto my knees between her parted legs and forced my full shaft into her all at once.

My pelvis crashed against her ass like a high tide against beach walls. It made a clapping sound that enticed me to thrust even harder and firmer, and I kept my hands planted firmly around her hips so I’d have the best leverage.

Eventually, I pushed her down toward the bed and held her in place as I started thrusting slower and deeper.

Her breaths were so loud and heavy that I swore the window was starting to steam up.

“More, faster,” Clare moaned.

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.

I picked up the pace and thrust into her harder, and Clare just kept begging for more.

“Yeees,” Clare gasped. “Faster, Ethad, I’m going to cum again!”

Her breathing grew ragged and unsteady, and her fingernails dug into the sheets until she’d pulled the edges loose.

I removed my hands from her waist long enough to spread her ass cheeks even more, and I was able to finally thrust as deep as possible while I kept up the fast pace.

“You’re so sexy, little dragon,” I growled as I thrust into her.

I knew I was close to my breaking point. My pleasure had built to an unsustainable level, and I craved release. Then Clare suddenly crashed into another shuddering orgasm, and I followed close behind her.

Clare let out a wailing moan as my cock throbbed and sprayed my hot seed deep into her eager body, and I cried out as well. The walls of her pussy clenched even tighter as she milked me of everything I had, and I lost track of how long we were lost in the throes of our shared climax.

Eventually, my arms shook, my legs struggled to hold the rest of my body upright, and my mouth crashed down on her back as I kissed her spine repeatedly until I was fully and pleasurably drained.

Then I dropped down onto the bed beside her, pulled her closer to me, and wrapped her arm across my chest.

“Ethad… I… can’t feel my legs,” she panted, then laughed. “I can’t… I have Bambi legs.”

“That was most pleasurable,” I confessed and kissed her on the forehead. “I have never heard of Bambi legs, though.”

“It’s unimportant.” She waved a lazy hand before letting it drop heavily onto my chest.

The both of us chuckled a little and then tried to catch our breaths again. Eventually, we calmed our breathing, and when we did, I scooped her up into my arms and hugged her to sleep. She smiled and snuggled close as she finally let her eyes flutter closed, and she drifted off to sleep while holding onto me while I did the same.

The next morning, I awoke abruptly and completely all at once.

I had an important day planned: Meet Danielle. Meet Gary and tell him I’m a dragon. Keep an eye out for shadows, just in case the vampires decide to make a move. Gather any and all information I could about where master vampires might be around here.

Those last steps would be difficult, but they were important. The city was quiet now, but I knew better than to trust that peace would last. Vampires didn’t wait idly. If they were involved in something bigger, as I suspected, it was only a matter of time before they grew too impatient and hungry, and they’d make their next move.

A voice interrupted my thoughts.

“You’re awake.” Clare leaned against the doorway to the living room and held a mug of coffee in one hand.

“Yes,” I muttered and rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

“Well, since you’re up, I was thinking we should book your driving test. Let’s get this out of the way. You should still get practice on the roads, but you picked things up freakishly fast the other day, Ethad. It’s almost like you’ve been driving for years.”

She smirked and took a sip from her mug.

“Yeah, driving was an easy challenge to overcome.” I shrugged, stood, and stretched. “And the handbook Gary said would be impossible to memorize for the written test is already catalogued in my mind.”

She raised an impressed eyebrow. “Then I’ll book it.”

“Alright,” I said as I made my way into the kitchen.

Then I grabbed my mug from the counter and poured myself some coffee, milk, and sugar. I leaned against the counter and sipped, but Clare sat on the couch and narrowed her eyes at me.

“You’ve got that ‘I’m planning for the apocalypse’ look on your face again,” Clare said as she pulled her laptop into her lap. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m organizing the tasks for the day in my mind,” I said

“What are they?” she asked.

“The first task is meeting Danielle. She sounded surprisingly calm on the phone when we spoke yesterday, but I could still feel an edge in her words. She spoke very rapidly, almost too eagerly. I’m sure some part of her wants to know about what attacked her. Meeting her in person will give me a better idea of what she really wants, but if the question comes up, I’m going to have to lie to her for her own good.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Clare asked. “What if she thinks she is losing her mind?”

“It’s better than introducing her to a new world of fears,” I replied. “Once you see the thread, you’ll start to notice the tapestry. Telling her could put her life in danger if she becomes obsessed with these monsters.”

“Okay, that’s fair.” Clare nodded. “What else are you doing?”

“There is also Gary. I’ll tell him the truth about being a dragon. He’s earned my trust, and you were right, it isn’t fair to keep him in the dark.”

“Good,” she agreed.

“And finally, the vampires,” I continued. “I want to keep my eyes on them, in case they are planning something.”

“Do you need my help?” Clare asked

“No,” I said and set my mug down. “I’ve got this. You stay here and stay safe.”

After a quick shower and a change of clothes, I headed out. Clare gave me a quick wave from the couch, but she was still absorbed in whatever she was working on with the company website.

“Good luck with Danielle,” she called as I opened the door. “Try not to scare her too much.”

“No promises.” I grinned and pulled the door shut behind me.

By the time I stepped outside, the cool morning air greeted me like a wake-up call. The walk to the café was uneventful, but I stayed alert with my senses on edge. I’d discovered that the city had a rhythm, and it was easy to pick up on when something was off.

I let my ears tune in to the sounds around me: the hum of traffic, the murmur of people passing by, the occasional shouts.

Every now and then, I paused and listened for something out of place. A scream, sudden commotion, or anything that might indicate trouble.

Nothing.

The streets were calm, but something was lurking out of immediate sight. I was sure of that. Stalking a dragon was no easy feat, and the tingle at the back of my neck was never wrong.

I moved on without concern and with my hands in my pockets as I navigated my way to the café Danielle had mentioned. I knew it wasn’t far from Clare’s, just a few more blocks, because we passed it regularly, but I purposely took a few turns off my path and looped down into the subways.

Gary called the vehicle that operated down here the ‘L,’ and while I’d never ridden on the long metal ‘train’ yet, I thought using the stairs that lead to their stations would be useful right now.

It certainly was. I trotted down into various stations, then back up again as crowds of people arrived and headed to the surface. I disappeared easily into the loud and bustling groups, and I did this a couple times until the sensation of being watched finally faded. Then I easily proceeded to my destination.

By the time I reached Garland’s Café, the sun was higher in the sky. The café itself was a modest place that was tucked between a shop for scriptures and a shop for flowers. It had the kind of quiet charm that allowed it to camouflage itself among the shops around it if someone wasn’t specifically looking for it.

The sign above the door was simple, and its letters were painted in a soft shade of green. Through the windows, a handful of people were scattered at the tables. They sipped their coffee or tapped away on their computers.

I stepped inside, and the faint chime of the bell above the door announced my arrival. The smell of coffee filled the air, and it mingled with the pleasing sweet scent of baked goods.

Soft music played in the background that mingled with the clinking of cups and the soft hum of conversation.

I didn’t see anyone I recognized who could be Danielle right away, so I chose a table near the window and sat down. The sun streamed through the glass, and golden rays spread across the worn wooden floorboards. I adjusted my chair slightly, and angled myself so I could see the door.

The minutes ticked by. I glanced at the menu with the list of meals sold here. Danielle had offered to pay, so I eyed the prices to decide what would be suitable.

Then the door swung open with a jingle, and she rushed in.

I recognized her immediately.

Her dirty-blonde hair was slightly disheveled, and her face flushed. Aside from her slightly ruffled appearance, she was a very beautiful woman who must’ve been about the same age as Clare. She had a long, slim face, beautiful golden-brown eyes, a tall but curvy figure, and nice plump breasts that pillowed over the low neckline of her shirt.

She was very nice to look at indeed.

Danielle spotted me almost immediately and hurried over to the table. Her bag was slung over one shoulder and her coat was half-unbuttoned as she pulled out the chair across from me.

“I’m so sorry I’m late!” she said and dropped into the seat with a huff that made her cleavage jiggle and draw my eye.

“It’s fine,” I said and forced my focus to her face.

She gave me a sheepish smile and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “I pick up my gear from the office in the morning, and I guess my stalker has come up with more things for me to fix at his store, so that delayed things.”

“Your stalker?” I raised an eyebrow. I knew the term in my own context, but it must have meant something else here.

“Just this guy, he’s a weirdo,” she replied with a shrug. “You know the type, can’t seem to stop staring and drooling?”

I frowned in confusion. “Is this… normal?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” she said, then waved a hand as if brushing the issue aside. “But that’s not why we’re here. Let’s focus on you. What would you like to drink?”

“Coffee with milk and sugar,” I replied

She called over a female server with short ginger hair, and she ordered two coffees with milk and sugar. After the server was gone, Danielle leaned forward slightly, and she looked me in the eyes with a soft expression that made her golden-brown irises seem incredibly inviting.

“It’s really good to see you,” she said. Her voice sounded so earnest about this, that I was a little surprised. “I’ve been wanting to thank you properly since that night.”

“You don’t have to keep thanking me,” I said, and I kept my tone neutral.

“I do,” she insisted. “You didn’t have to save me, but you did. And I don’t even know how to put into words how much that means to me.”

I shrugged and glanced out the window, and my gaze flickered briefly to the shadows across the street.

“I was there. You needed help,” I replied. “That’s all there is to it.”

“You make it sound so simple, but it wasn’t.” Danielle smiled faintly and shook her head. “If you hadn’t shown up… I don’t even want to think about what could’ve happened.”

I nodded in understanding but said nothing more. I wanted to ease away from the topic of the wendigo, but luckily the woman’s mind seemed to be all over the place.

“Oh, I almost forgot your reward money,” she gasped and pulled out a brown paper envelope and handed it to me.

I took the envelope and counted the reward in front of her.

“Ten… thousand,” I said as I finished. “I have to admit, I didn’t expect you to give me the full sum you listed on the sign. That is a lot of money just for–”

She shook her head fervently. “Keep it, really.”

Her gratitude must’ve been very genuine. The money was evidence of that, but I suddenly didn’t feel right taking so much.

“Listen, I was mostly joking about the money–” I tried.

“It’s too low of a reward for what you’ve done for me,” she insisted.

“It’s too much,” I told her. “But if you’re sure you can spare it…”

“Oh, absolutely,” she snorted like I’d told a funny joke, so I pocketed the envelope just as the coffee was delivered. Danielle added an extra packet of sugar to hers, and I followed suit.

“What do you do?” I asked. “For work.”

“Oh, I’m an electrician,” she said and sat back in her chair.

“Really?” I was intrigued.

“Yeah, I work for a company that contracts with local businesses,” she explained. “Right now, we’re upgrading the security systems and alarms for a chain of stores in this area, that’s why I picked this cafe. It’s on my route.”

“What sort of security systems do you work with?” I asked.

She licked her pink lips and set her coffee aside. “Cameras, motion detectors, alarms, the works. It’s not exactly glamorous, but it’s a very fulfilling job, and the money is good, even if you’re just starting out.”

“Doesn’t sound easy.” I tilted my head slightly as I studied her.

“It has its moments,” she said with a wry smile. “Sometimes the tech is outdated, and it’s like trying to rewire a dinosaur, but my brain loves puzzles, so I kind of love the challenge of it all.”

I grinned. “I can understand that.”

“Other times, the clients are… less patient and weird,” she continued. “The weirdos are the worst part of the job.”

“Like your stalker?” I recalled and raised an eyebrow.

“Exactly like him.” Danielle laughed lightly and shrugged. “But can we not talk about it? Like I said, that’s the worst part of the job, and I don’t like to dwell on it.”

“Fine. Fine.” I tapped my fingers on the edge of the table as I thought about her skills. An idea was forming in my mind. “Have you ever thought about freelancing? Maybe working with a smaller team?”

“Freelancing?” Danielle blinked. “Like what you do with Cloud Contracting?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Your skills with security systems, all this wiring and tech… that could come in handy. Would you consider working for my company?”

“You’re serious?” Her eyebrows rose in surprise, and she leaned back slightly in her chair.

“Completely,” I said. “You’re clearly resourceful, you sound like you know your stuff, and you’ve got some experience. That’s exactly what we need.”

Danielle hesitated, and she bit her lip as she thought it over.

“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “I mean, I’ve got a steady job right now. It’s not perfect, but it’s stable.”

“Stability’s good,” I said. “But I think you’d be great on our team. Why don’t you try one job with us? See if it’s a fit.”

“No strings attached?” she asked, and I nodded as I decided this did sound like a good way to put it.

She considered this for a moment while I sipped my coffee some more.

“Alright.” She nodded. “One job. If it goes well, I’ll think about sticking around.”

“Fair enough,” I said, and a small smile formed on my face.

Danielle mirrored the smile, but it faltered after a moment. She glanced around the café, and her expression turned more serious. Then she leaned forward, and her voice dropped to a near whisper.

“Can I ask you something?” she breathed.

“Go ahead,” I said.

Her golden-brown eyes darted toward the window for a brief moment before settling back on me.

“That night… Did you see it, too? The thing in the alley?” she asked.

I made sure to look confused. “What do you mean?”

“The… the monster, it wasn’t human. Its teeth, its claws, that pale, rotting skin…” She trailed off, and her hands gripped the edge of the table so tightly her knuckles turned white. Her voice was quiet but urgent as she continued. “I keep seeing it in my head, even when I try not to. I can’t sleep because of it. I just need to know if I’m crazy or if I actually saw what I think I did.”

There was no mistaking what she described: the wendigo.

I’d planned for this. I’d already decided that if she brought it up, I’d lie. I’d tell her it was the stress of the situation, the tricks the mind plays in moments of fear. I’d make it sound logical and reasonable, something she could brush off and move on from.

But looking at her now, I hesitated.

Danielle’s expression betrayed just how much this affected her. The slight tremble in her hands caught my attention. I noticed the dark circles under her beautiful eyes, and the way her shoulders hunched. It all painted a picture of someone who’s barely holding it together.

She wasn’t just haunted by that night. She was unraveling because of it.

If I lied to her, and made her think she imagined things, it wouldn’t help. It would only make things worse.

I let out a slow breath and chose my words carefully.

“You’re not crazy,” I said.

“So… you saw it, too?” Danielle’s eyes lit up with relief, but the look was tempered with caution.

I nodded. “I saw it.”

“Thank God.” Her shoulders sagged as she let out a shaky breath. “I thought I was losing my mind.”

I offered her a small smile, but I wouldn’t tell her everything. I wouldn’t tell her I knew exactly what the wendigo was, or that it came from a place far removed from anything she could imagine. And I definitely wouldn’t tell her what I was.

I only wanted her to know she wasn’t alone or insane.

“It wasn’t… human, right?” she said. “I didn’t just make that up?”

“It wasn’t human,” I confirmed.

Danielle closed her eyes for a moment, and her hands relaxed their grip on the table. “I thought maybe… I don’t know. I thought maybe my brain was filling in blanks or something. But if you saw it, too…”

“I did,” I said simply.

She opened her eyes and studied me intently.

“How do you even explain something like that?” she asked. “You’re so calm.”

I hesitated and tried to think up an answer that wouldn’t lead her down a dangerous path.

“Some things just don’t have easy explanations,” I said finally.

Danielle glanced down at her coffee and traced the edge of the cup with a delicate finger.

“It’s still there, though,” she said softly. “In my dreams. In the corner of my mind. I can’t shake it. Without an explanation, it’s just…”

“That’s normal,” I said. “After something like that, it takes time to process.”

Danielle stared at me suspiciously for a moment, and her hands wrapped tightly around her coffee cup.

“How did you get away that night?” Her voice was quieter now, almost hesitant.

I leaned back and folded my arms as I considered how to respond. Leaving out the dragon parts was crucial, but she deserved an answer that made sense. It was clear having no logic to grab onto was driving her mad.

“After I got you out of there,” I said and kept my tone steady, “the thing came at me. I tried to keep it off, but it was stronger and faster than anything I’ve ever dealt with. While we were struggling, I heard police sirens in the distance.”

Danielle’s eyes widened slightly, and she leaned forward as she hung on my every word.

“So did the creature,” I continued. “It got distracted and looked in the direction of the sirens. That gave me the chance to break free and run.”

Her brow furrowed. “It didn’t chase you?”

“For a bit, it did.” I nodded. “I ducked into an alley and lost it. I think it must have been spooked by the cops, or it would’ve kept coming after me.”

Danielle shivered slightly and rubbed her arms as if a chill had passed through her. “That thing… it didn’t seem like it would back down so easily.”

“I was lucky the cops showed up when they did.” I gave a small shrug, and while I almost felt bad for being dishonest, I knew it was for her own good.

In my experience, curious humans were usually the first to end up dead, and that’d be doubly true if she started poking her nose around the existence of monsters.

“I had no idea what I was dealing with,” I said and heaved a sigh. “It could’ve gone a lot worse.”

Her gaze remained fixed on me, and she searched my face for something. Maybe more answers, maybe reassurance. Maybe a hint at the lie.

I wasn’t sure.

“You really had no idea what it was?” she asked.

“Not a clue,” I said evenly. “I just knew it wasn’t human, and that was enough to tell me I didn’t want to stick around. Same as you.”

“No, you’re braver than I am.” Danielle let out a slow breath, and her shoulders slumped. “I wouldn’t have been able to stay and stand my ground like that. The second you saved me, I knew I could only run and never look back.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, what I did wasn’t some display of ‘bravery.’” I shook my head. “It was instinct.”

She gave a faint and almost sad smile. “I don’t think that’s true. Most people would’ve run and left me there instead.”

“I’m not most people,” I said simply.

“Thank you for not being like most people,” she said softly. “And for everything. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to say that enough.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said and glanced down at my phone.

The time flashed on the screen as a reminder that I had other places to be. I needed to be at Gary’s soon, and the longer I sat here talking to this admittedly intriguing woman, the more likely it was that I’d be forced to give her more details.

“I hate to cut this short,” I said. “But I’ve got to get going.”

Danielle’s face fell slightly, though she quickly masked it with a small smile. “Of course. You’re busy. I get it.”

“We’ve got a job tomorrow at a restaurant called Aurora,” I said. “If you’re free, you can come along and see how we work. It might give you a better idea of what we do, and whether you’d like to join in on this particular job for the trial we discussed.”

Her golden-brown eyes lit up again, and her smile became more genuine.

“Really?” she asked. “I’d love that. I’m actually off tomorrow, so it works perfectly.”

“Great,” I said as I stood up. “Why don’t you come by around nine. See you there.”

“Thanks again, Ethan.” Danielle stood as well and clutched her bag. “I mean it. I don’t know why, but I feel… comfortable around you. It… it helps.”

I paused and met her gaze, and a stirring sensation started in my chest. Dragons rarely made humans feel comfortable, but I was glad to know I could make this woman feel safe.

“That’s good,” I said. “And you’re not alone in this, Danielle. Just remember that. Strange things happen every day all over the world. I saw this one happen, too.”

“I’ll remember.” Her expression softened with relief again, and she gave a small nod.

The pair of us headed to the door, but as we made our way out of the café, her earlier comment about a stalker lingered in my mind. It gnawed at me as I scanned the shadows for my own purposes, and I couldn’t let go. Finally, I glanced at her and broke the silence.

“Can I ask you about this… stalker?” I probed.

Danielle blinked in surprise, then let out a small laugh. “Oh, that. It’s nothing serious.”

“What kind of stalker are we talking about then?” I asked. Her response didn’t sit right with me. “Stalking as a rule implies intent to eventually act in some way or another.”

She rolled her eyes in a clearly dismissive way.

“Sure, but he’s not a real stalker,” she said. “It’s just this manager at one of the stores I’ve been updating the security systems for. He’s annoying, that’s all.”

“Annoying how?” I frowned.

Danielle hesitated, as if deciding whether or not to humor my admittedly probing questions.

“Well, he’s been taking shifts at different locations,” she said finally. “I don’t know if the other managers usually do that, but it always seems to be when I’m scheduled to be at that other location, you know? We’d have to see each other. It could be nothing—”

“That doesn’t sound like nothing,” I said.

“Well, either way, it’s fine,” she brushed it off with a wave of her hand. “He’s harmless. And scrawny. Creepy maybe, but mostly just harmless, and I’m used to it. Comes with the territory of being a woman, unfortunately. As long as he keeps it to the usual awkward conversations and bad jokes, it’s honestly not worth worrying about.”

Danielle sighed and gave me a playful roll of her eyes.

I didn’t like the sound of this, but the woman did seem to understand her own situation better than a dragon would, so I let it drop for now as I scanned the shadows once more.

“I meant what I said earlier,” I told her. “If you need anything, call me.”

“Thanks, Ethan.” Danielle’s smile returned, and it was softer this time. “I appreciate it.”

With that, we went our separate ways, and I started to make my way to Gary’s.

The streets were slightly quieter now as the city settled into its rhythm for the day. As I walked, I pulled out my phone and dialed Clare, and she picked up on the second ring.

“Hey, how’d it go?” she asked.

I glanced at the buildings around me.

“It went… alright,” I said. “She had questions about the wendigo.”

“Of course she did,” Clare replied. “What did you tell her?”

“Some things,” I said carefully. “Not all of it. I told her I saw it, too, but I left out the part about knowing what it was. Or, you know, me being a dragon.”

Clare let out a low hum. “Fair enough. How did she take it?”

“She seemed relieved,” I said. “I think she’s been carrying it around for a while and wondering if she imagined the whole thing. It was messing with her mind a bit.”

“I bet…” Clare’s tone softened slightly. “So you did the right thing. Good for you, Ethad.”

“I’m heading to meet Gary now,” I said. “I told him we’d hang out, and I’ll…”

“… Tell him the truth,” Clare finished.

“Yeah,” I said.

“I’ll meet you there,” she said.

“You don’t have to,” I assured her. “I’ve got this.”

“I want to,” she replied. “If you’re going to drop a bomb like that, I kind of want to see his reaction. It’ll be so funny.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Alright. I’ll see you there.”

“Good luck,” Clare said, and the line went dead.

I called Gary next to let him know I was heading over, and he sounded upbeat and like he was in a good mood. That would hopefully help him adjust to the news better.

When I arrived, Gary opened the door before I even had a chance to knock, and there was a grin already plastered on his face.

“Hey, man,” he said and stepped aside to let me in. “Come on, in, dude, I heard you hoofing it up the stairs.”

I walked in, and the familiar clutter of Gary’s apartment greeted me. It was the same as it had been the last time: the faint smell of coffee lingered in the air, and his half-finished Mario Kart setup was shoved off to one side of the living room.

“Grab a seat,” he said, flopped onto the couch, and motioned toward the coffee table, where a case of beer was already waiting. “Have a beer.”

“I’m good.” I sat down and set my phone beside me. “Clare’s joining us, but she’s running late…”

“Of course she is,” Gary chuckled as he leaned back with his arms stretched out. “Classic Clare. At least it gives us a chance to catch up. How’s business going?”

“It’s going,” I said. “We picked up our first payment from Tony yesterday and got it deposited in the new company account. Oh, and here’s the company card, use it to buy the materials and anything we’ll need for the job at Aurora.”

Gary’s eyebrows shot up as he took the card from my hand. “No kidding? This is huge, look how legit we’re getting! I’ll head down with Dave first thing and get the stuff, and I’ll bring a receipt back, too.”

“Great,” I said. “It feels good to get that taken care of. We’ve got more inquiries about work coming in on the website, too. Aurora’s just the start.”

“That’s awesome, man.” Gary’s grin widened. “I’m excited to start tomorrow. Been thinking about how we’re going to tackle the setup there. I’ve got a few ideas for the lighting in that back room.”

“I’m sure Tony will appreciate it,” I said. “It’s like a dragon’s cave back there.”

“Yeah,” he snorted and shrugged.

My lips twitched into a small grin. Things like that would be more fun once he knew my secret, and that was a perk.

“So, what else is new? How’s Clare doing?” Gary asked as he took a sip from his beer.

“She’s fine,” I said.

“You’re such a conversationalist, you know that?” Gary smirked. “Come on, give me something. You’ve been spending a ton of time together, right?”

“She’s been busy with the business, like the rest of us, but she’s doing well.” I shrugged and glanced at the time on my phone. “That’s as much small talk as I’ll partake in, I’m afraid.”

“Fair enough.” Gary set his beer down on the table. “What about you? How’s the driving thing going? You ready to take that test yet?”

“Soon,” I said. “Driving’s not as hard as people make it out to be, I figured it out the other day.”

“Of course it’s not,” Gary laughed. “You pick up everything fast. It’s kind of annoying, actually.”

“Well, in an effort to be less annoyingly good at everything,” I said and changed the subject, “I’ve sought some more assistance for the business. Instead of learning everything about electricity this week, I may have found a skilled electrician to join our team. She’s supposed to show up tomorrow as a trial.”

Gary’s eyebrows rose again. “An electrician? Expanding the team already, huh? You’re not messing around.”

“It’s the smartest way to ensure we can handle more jobs as they come in,” I said. “Because obviously I will still learn the electricity, and then we can divide and conquer.”

“Smart.” Gary nodded. “You’re building something real here, man. It’s exciting.”

His enthusiasm was genuine, and I appreciated it, but the small talk really was starting to wear on me. I’d never been good at it as a dragon for obvious reasons, and I wasn’t going to suddenly indulge in it now that I looked human. But Clare still wasn’t here…

So it was as good a time as any to tell Gary the truth.

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees.

“Gary,” I said in a serious tone. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Gary straightened slightly. “What’s up? You okay? It’s Clare, isn’t it? She’s not doing good, and you guys are regretting shacking up, huh? You can crash here again if you want, but she’s a great person, so I’m sure you guys can work this out…”

I blinked as I tried to keep up with his odd suggestions.

“Uh, no.” I shook my head. “No, I already told you that topic was uninteresting and that we should move on.”

“No, you didn’t,” he snorted. “You said you didn’t feel like small talk.”

“Well, that’s what I meant.” I shook my head and then met his gaze. “I was going to tell you that the serial killer we dealt with wasn’t a man.”

Gary frowned and leaned back again. There was a long beat of silence, and I let him process.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “How do you know? Wait. You’re not about to tell me you’re a serial killer, too, right?”

I sighed and skipped to the important part. “It was a Wendigo.”

For a moment, Gary just stared at me. Then he burst out laughing and shook his head.

“Good one, man,” he chortled. “A Wendigo. That’s hilarious. Way better than small talk.”

I didn’t laugh. I didn’t even crack a smile.

Gary’s laughter eventually faltered, and his grin faded as he noticed my expression.

“Wait, you’re serious?” he asked.

“Completely,” I said.

Gary’s brow furrowed, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Alright, sure. Let’s say, for argument’s sake, it was a Wendigo. Wha–”

“And do you remember the kid who was killed in the skatepark?” I asked before he could go off on a tangent.

“Yeahhhh,” Gary said cautiously.

“That wasn’t a random mugging,” I said. “And it wasn’t a human who killed the kid.”

Gary stared at me, and his confusion visually deepened. “The Wendigo got him, too?”

“No, it was a vampire,” I said, and I kept my voice calm but firm.

Gary blinked several times as he shook his head.

“No, man,” he replied. “Don’t do that. Don’t mock the dead like that. Especially not a kid, it’s not cool. This isn’t funny–”

“I’m not mocking anyone,” I said. “I know it wasn’t the Wendigo because I’d already killed that monster, and I know the child was taken down by a vampire because I killed the one who did it.”

The room went silent as the weight of my words settled in between us like a massive oak tree suddenly separating me from my friend. Gary’s face was a mixture of disbelief and unease, and his eyes narrowed as he studied me like he didn’t know me at all.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded.

“I’m talking about the truth,” I said as calmly as possible. “The Wendigo, the vampire… I killed them both. And I didn’t do it as a normal human, because I’m not one.”

Gary’s breath caught, and he stared at me like I’d just spoken a foreign language.

“You’re not a normal human?” he scoffed. “Then what the hell are you?”

“I’m a dragon,” I said.
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Chapter 7

Gary’s lips twitched into a grin.

“Okay, now I know you’re messing with me,” he said and laughed nervously. “A dragon? Seriously, man. You’re laying it on a bit thick tonight.”

“I’m not joking,” I said firmly.

Gary leaned back and crossed his arms.

“Alright, fine,” he challenged me. “You’re a dragon. Sure. Go on then, show me.”

I raised an eyebrow and studied him for a moment. “You really want proof?”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Gary said sarcastically. “Show me your wings, Smaug.”

“You asked for it.” I stood up from the couch.

Gary sat up straighter, and the grin on his face faltered slightly as I took a step back to give myself some room.

“Wait,” he said and held up a hand. “What are you…”

Before he could finish, I let the shift begin.

My hands elongated like talons, and my nails hardened into sharp black claws. My pupils contracted into slits, and my skin shimmered faintly as patches of scales appeared along my arms.

Gary looked frozen, and his eyes were as wide as car lights. His beer slipped from his hand and hit the floor, but after that, the only sound in the room was his ragged breathing. He didn’t blink, didn’t move, didn’t even seem to process what he was seeing.

“Believe me now?” I asked, and my voice was distinctly deeper and slightly more terrifying in my hybrid form.

Gary opened his mouth, then closed it again, and all the blood drained from his face. He was as pale as a ghost as he slowly leaned forward, and his eyes locked on the scales running down my arms.

“What the hell…” he finally whispered.

I let the shift fade, and my body returned to its human form as I stood there and watched him.

Gary stared at the spot where my claws had been, and his hands gripped the edges of the couch as if anchoring himself to reality.

“That…” he started, then stopped. “You… you weren’t kidding.”

“Nope,” I said simply and sat back down across from him.

He ran a hand through his hair, and his breaths were coming faster now.

“You’re… a dragon?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, even though I wasn’t sure why he still needed my confirmation.

I’d made it perfectly clear.

“I need a minute.” Gary shook his head, leaned back against the couch, and stared at the ceiling.

I stayed quiet and gave him the time he needed. This wasn’t an easy thing to process, and I wasn’t about to rush him, so I let my mind wander to occupy myself.

I was surprised to find Danielle was the first thing I thought of. An image of her big, golden-brown eyes came clearly into my mind, along with the desperate sort of relief I’d seen on her pretty face when I confirmed she wasn’t crazy.

I smiled at the memory. Humans were such strange but interesting creatures, especially when they felt connected to someone else. Even Gary, who could’ve jumped up and called me a lunatic just now had remained somewhat calm, all because we had a good connection to one another.

Hopefully that would be enough to keep him moving forward from this.

Right now, his expression had landed somewhere between awe and fear.

“So, what?” he finally asked, and he sounded accusatory. “You just walk around looking like us? Pretending to be normal?”

A knock came at the door, and Gary clearly couldn’t answer it. He still struggled to form coherent words after what he’d just witnessed, and he didn’t even blink at the abrupt sound.

“That should be Clare,” I said and glanced toward the door.

Gary didn’t move. He looked like he wasn’t sure what planet he was on, let alone what a knock on the door was.

I sighed and shouted, “Come in!”

The door opened, and Clare stepped inside. She looked between me and Gary, and she must’ve noticed his pale face and the beer bottle lying forgotten on the floor.

“What happened?” she asked and shut the door behind her.

“What happened?” Gary jolted upright and pointed a shaking finger at me. “Your boyfriend just turned into a goddamn dragon in front of me, that’s what happened!”

“Hey, you showed him your whole dragon form without me?” Clare was instantly pouting. “But you said—”

“I didn’t turn into an entire dragon in this living room,” I chuckled softly as I eyed the betrayal written all over her face. “I only shifted a little, you know…”

“Oh. That.” Clare’s shoulders relaxed, and she crossed her arms.

Gary gawked at her until his jaw nearly hit the floor. “That? That’s all you have to say? ‘Oh, that’?!”

“Well, yeah.” Clare shrugged. “I already knew.”

“SINCE WHEN?” Gary shouted and pointed at her now. “No way you just knew about this all this time? About the…” He waved his hands in the air. “The claws, and the scales?”

Clare glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. “You showed him the scales, too, huh?”

“They really say ‘dragon.’” I nodded.

“Well, yeah, but that explains all the yelling,” she said dryly. “The scales are a lot to process.”

Gary put his hands on his head like he was trying to keep his brain from exploding.

“How are you so calm about this?” he demanded. “He’s a dragon! Like, an actual dragon!”

Clare walked over to the couch, grabbed one of the beers from the case on the coffee table, and sat next to him.

“Gary, breathe,” she said. “I get it, it’s a lot to take in. But you’re okay. Nothing’s changed.”

“Everything’s changed!” he bellowed. “My boss and friend is a freaking dragon! Do you know how insane that sounds?”

“Of course it sounds insane,” Clare sighed. “But that doesn’t make it bad. You’ve known Ethan for some time now. Has he ever given you a reason not to trust him?”

Gary hesitated, and his wide eyes flicked to me.

“No,” he admitted grudgingly.

“Exactly,” Clare said. “So what if he’s a dragon? He’s still the same guy you’ve been working with, the same guy who kicked your ass at Mario Kart the other day…”

Gary nodded blankly, but his breathing slowed at last as her words sank in.

“He did kick my ass,” he muttered, almost to himself.

I leaned back in my seat and watched as Clare worked her magic. She worked him like a toddler, and it was quite amusing.

“Look,” she continued, and her voice was gentler now. “I get why you’re freaking out, but once you wrap your head around it, it’s not as scary as it seems. You know he’s a good guy, and now you know he’s been single-handedly protecting us from all the things that lurk in the shadows. That’s pretty cool, right?”

Gary exhaled slowly and rubbed his face with his hands.

“I’m not scared,” he said, though his voice betrayed him. “I’m just… surprised. Like, really surprised. Wait, what things in the shadows? Are you saying the wendigo and vampire things were actually true?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“And you’ve been fighting them on your own?” Gary looked worried for me as a friend now, and I was once again amazed at the complexities of humans.

“It’s my duty to protect you guys and the business we are building here,” I told him with a reassuring smile. “Plus, your people are ill-equipped to handle these sorts of monsters, whereas I am not.”

“Still, on your own?” he scoffed. “Surely we can help?”

“Not unless you slay vampires like the woman Clare told me about,” I replied. “That would indeed be very helpful to me.”

He looked at Clare. “What woman?”

“Buffy.” Clare smiled.

“Buffy is not…” He turned to me. “Look, don’t listen to her. I’m serious, I could help–”

“Like I told Clare,” I said. “When I need help, I will ask. Until then I need you guys out of harm’s way. I don’t want to be distracted worrying about you all while I’m taking these creatures down. It isn’t anything personal.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” he agreed. “But you better ask…”

“I will,” I said.

Gary glanced at Clare, then back at me again. “Jesus Christ… Dragons, wendigos, vampires… It feels like I’m in a TV show.”

He collapsed back on the couch again and stared at the ceiling. There was a long silence, and for a moment, I thought he was going to shut down entirely. Then he let out a weak laugh.

“You know…” He shook his head. “This is actually really fucking cool. Like, I’m sitting here, in my living room, with a goddamn dragon. Who else can say that?”

“See? I told you he’d come around.” Clare grinned and glanced at me.

“Eventually.” I gave her a faint smile.

Gary sat up, grabbed his half-emptied beer from the floor, and took a long drink.

“Alright,” he said, and his voice was steadier now. “Tell me more. What’s it like? Can you breathe fire? Do you have wings? Do you hoard gold, or is that just a stereotype? I don’t want to put you in a box or anything, I’m as open-minded as the next guy.”

Clare snorted and had to cover her laughing mouth with her hand.

“One question at a time,” I said dryly.

“Right, right.” Gary nodded quickly. “Sorry, I just… man, this is insane.”

“You’re handling it better than most people would.” Clare nudged his arm.

Gary shrugged and took another sip of his beer. “What can I say? I’m adaptable.”

“Me, too,” I snickered.

“Ohhh, shit!” Gary gaped at me. “Of course! You’re a dragon, you have to be crazy advanced. And adaptable! Is that why you’re such a badass at everything?”

“I pick things up easily because your human systems are easy to understand,” I sighed.

“For a dragon,” Clare laughed. “He means they’re easy for a ginormous dragon brain to understand.”

“Wild,” Gary breathed, then shook his head to refocus. “So seriously, what’s the deal with the fire thing? Can you actually do it?”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“That’s badass.” Gary grinned. “I mean, the claws and scales were cool enough, but fire? You’re like… the ultimate weapon.”

“Don’t inflate his ego any more than it already is.” Clare rolled her eyes.

“Sorry, but come on! This is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard,” Gary laughed.

“Don’t worry, I was born with a much bigger ego than humans could even comprehend.” I smirked at Clare. “And I have the abilities necessary to prove I’ve earned that ego, too.”

Gary grabbed another beer from the pack, opened it, and took a long swig.

“Man,” he sighed. “I’m gonna need a few of these to process all this.”

By the time Gary finished his eighth beer, it was dark outside, and the adrenaline crash hit him hard. His eyelids drooped, and his words started to slur just a little. He’d already burned through just about every question he could come up with to ask me, and he seemed to have finally run out of dragon-based TV shows and movies to tell me about as well.

“This is… wild,” he mumbled as he slouched deep in the couch. “Like, totally wild. You guys are the best, though. Seriously. Come on Ethan… I’ve got a candle somewhere, light it for me.”

“That’s a shameful task to bestow upon a dragon,” I replied. “We’re above such tricks.”

“Okay… fine…” He slurred a bit. “Okay, set my hair on fire… Only my hair though, and not a big one… One I can put out immediately.”

Clare and I exchanged a glance. He was all of a sudden too drunk. He could barely keep his eyes open, and he had the hiccups.

“You need to learn to handle your alcohol, my friend,” I chuckled.

“I’m fine, dragon man,” he said, just before he slipped fast and hard into a drunken slumber.

“You think he’s gonna remember any of this in the morning?” I asked.

“Probably,” Clare said. “But just in case…”

Clare grabbed a pen and a scrap of paper from the coffee table, and she scribbled a note. Then she folded it neatly and set it on the coffee table in front of Gary.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A reminder.” She grinned. “Just in case he wakes up and thinks this was all some kind of drunken fever dream.”

I leaned over and read the note:

It’s all true. – Clare

Beneath it, she’d drawn a quick sketch of me as a half-dragon, half-man. I was wearing a similar outfit to what firemen wore, except I had no shirt on, just suspenders that strained against my scaly, muscly torso.

“Subtle,” I said.

“I try.” Clare smirked.

Gary let out a soft snore, and his head lolled to one side.

“Well.” Clare stood up and stretched. “I think that’s our cue to call it a night.”

“Agreed,” I said.

As we left the apartment, I glanced back one last time at Gary, fast asleep on the couch. I couldn’t help grinning as I shut the door behind me. I’d been fortunate enough to meet some good people on Earth so far, and he was definitely one of the more entertaining among them.

Especially because there didn’t seem to be anything that could happen to Gary that alcohol couldn’t remedy.

It was helpful.

The evening air was cool as Clare and I made our way back to the apartment. The streets were quieter now that most of the city was winding down, and I did my customary scan of the area for anything that might alert me that I was being tracked.

Luckily, the area seemed calm, which meant the vampires hadn’t figured out where I tended to spend my time yet.

Good.

“I think Gary’s going to need some time to process,” Clare said and pulled my attention back to her.

“He handled most of it,” I replied.

“Well, I handled it better than he did when I found out, that’s for sure,” Clare chuckled.

I was about to respond when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and frowned slightly.

“It’s Danielle,” I said.

Clare raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything as I answered the call.

“Danielle, is everything okay?” I asked.

“Hi, Ethan,” her voice came through. She sounded hesitant. “I didn’t mean to bother you so late, but I’ve been thinking about… everything.”

I slowed my pace slightly.

“What’s on your mind?” I asked.

Danielle exhaled audibly. “I’ve been doing some research. Just trying to figure out what the beast we saw that night could’ve been. It’s been eating at me, and I can’t let it go.”

I kept my voice calm.

“And what did you find?” I asked.

“Not much,” she admitted. “But I have some ideas, and I’d really like to talk to you about them. If you have a moment tomorrow, maybe before or after the job at Aurora?”

“Sure, I will discuss it with you, then,” I said.

“Thank you,” she said with relief. “It means a lot.”

My instincts nudged me toward caution.

“Of course, but Danielle,” I said. “You shouldn’t work yourself up digging too deep into this,” I said. “Some things are better left alone, especially scarier things like that.”

“I know,” she said. “But I can’t help it. I just need some closure.”

“Alright. We’ll talk tomorrow.” I nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “Goodnight, Ethan.”

“Goodnight.” I hung up and slid my phone back into my pocket.

“Danielle, huh?” Clare gave me a curious look. “Late-night phone calls, alone time tomorrow…”

“Yes, she’s doing exactly what I was worried about,” I said.

“Falling for that handsome face?” Clare teased.

“No.” I shot her a look. “She’s looking into the wendigo.”

That made her sober up, and she pursed her lips in thought for a moment.

“She sounds like a feisty one,” Clare finally said after we’d watched the soft glow of streetlights cast long shadows on the sidewalk ahead for nearly a minute. “What do you think?”

“I think she reminds me of you in that aspect,” I muttered.

“Of me?” Clare raised an intrigued eyebrow.

“I’ll introduce you to her tomorrow,” I added. “You two will get along.”

“Oh, will we?” she asked. “So does that mean you’re planning on adding her to your hoard of women?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I chuckled and shook my head.

“How does this whole ‘dragon’s hoard of women’ thing work?” Clare teased. “Do we all get piled together with the gold and jewels, or do you organize us by personality type? Maybe assign us shifts so there’s always someone around to worship your cock?”

A hearty laugh escaped me, and Clare joined in as she looped her arm with mine.

“You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?” I smiled at her.

“I’m just being thorough,” she continued. “After all, I told you I’m okay with it, and you’re the one talking about adding feisty electricians to the mix. I think it’s fair to ask about the logistics of how it works.”

“You’re ridiculous,” I said, but I was unable to keep the grin off my face.

“Ridiculous or practical?” Clare countered and nudged me with her elbow. “You’re the dragon here. I’m just trying to keep up with the hoard dynamics, come on.”

I huffed out a laugh and shook my head as we continued down the street.

“If it makes you feel better,” I said. “You’re the only one in the ‘hoard’ right now, so it hardly matters,”

“For now,” she replied. “But when it changes, and someone else catches your eye, I want to be kept in the loop.”

I stopped walking for a moment and turned to face her. Her expression was light, but there was a flicker of genuine curiosity beneath the surface, and the subtlest hint of worry.

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked. “To make sure you’re content? When that happens, I mean.”

“Just keep being yourself, Ethad.” Clare’s smile softened, and she shrugged lightly. “That’s all I need. Don’t get tired of me, and I’ll be fine.”

I reached out, placed a hand gently on the side of her face, and kissed her.

“Dragons never tire of their favorite treasures,” I murmured against her lips, and her face lit up as she pulled away just enough to look up at me. “You most certainly could never lose my devotion, Clare. No matter how many women I meet in this world.”

“Good answer,” she giggled.

We stood there for a moment, and the cool city air wrapped around us, and the distant hum of life faded into the background. I watched a smile linger on Clare’s beautiful face, and it was a warm and genuine one that I’d come to think of as familiar.

Pride washed over me. Clare was unlike any woman I’d known before. She was sharp, strong, and full of fire, but also patient and understanding. She wasn’t just someone I valued, she was someone I trusted, someone I wanted to protect.

“You’re staring again,” Clare said and broke the silence with a playful nudge.

“Just thinking,” I replied and resumed our walk.

“About what?” she asked.

“How lucky I am,” I said simply.

“Alright, smooth-talker.” She rolled her eyes, and a wide smile was plastered across her face. “You’re laying it on thick now.”

“Not at all,” I said. “I mean it.”

As we continued walking, I glanced over at Clare, but thinking about how singular she was made me think of Danielle. Not only because Danielle was uniquely intriguing as well, but because she was also a beautiful young woman from this world– who might be out walking by herself through the night.

The notion brought Danielle’s earlier words about her “stalker” to mind, and it nagged at me.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked.

“Sure. What’s up?” Clare looked up and tucked her hands into her jacket pockets.

“This… stalker thing women in your world deal with,” I began. “Is it truly that common on Earth?”

“Stalker?” Clare frowned. “Who has a stalker?”

“Danielle mentioned it earlier,” I said. “And it sent warnings through my mind… Maybe it’s something dangerous.”

“Like a vampire?” Clare snorted at the idea, then let out a soft sigh. “Unfortunately, stalkers are kind of common here. Not everyone deals with it, but it happens more than it should, and eventually, most really pretty and nice girls get one or two.”

I frowned. “And people treat it like it’s just a minor annoyance?”

“Well…” She tilted her head and considered it. “Sometimes it is. Like, some stalkers are just creepy people who don’t know how to take a hint, so they hover too much or make you uncomfortable. It’s annoying, but manageable. Stop being nice or giving them any attention, and they go away.”

I picked up on the hesitance in her tone. “But not always?”

“No, not always,” she admitted. “Some people take it too far… They obsessively follow someone, showing up where they shouldn’t be, making threats. Those are the really scary ones, the stuff you see on TV crime channels. You don’t need to worry about that most of the time, it’s usually just annoying creeps rather than dangerous ones.”

I didn’t like the sound of these stalkers either way.

“You said ‘most of the time,’” I led. “What about the other times?”

Clare sighed again and rubbed her hands together as if to keep them warm, so I reached out so she could hold my own hand, since it was always perfectly hot.

“The other times… they’re not good,” she continued. “There are people out there who don’t know how to take no for an answer, and they can make life hell for whoever they’re fixated on. But when it’s that extreme, girls go to the police. I mean, that’s what I would do. Maybe her ‘stalker’ is just some awkward guy who doesn’t know how to back off.”

I mulled over her words for a moment, and a frown formed across my face.

“She did say she thinks he is only weird,” I agreed. “And scrawny, apparently.”

Clare snickered at this. “Not surprised.”

“Do you think she’s safe, then?” I asked.

“Probably,” Clare said in a thoughtful tone. “But I still feel bad for her. Even if it’s just annoying, it’s still exhausting to deal with. Always having someone hovering, trying to push boundaries… It sucks. Stalkers suck. Hopefully she’s staying safe and keeping her distance when she can.”

I nodded, though the conversation left a bitter taste in my mouth. The idea of someone following my Danielle and watching her was unsettling.

No, not ‘my’ Danielle. Just Danielle.

“Why do women tolerate it?” I asked finally.

Clare shrugged. “I think sometimes we don’t know how to respond, or that it’s not serious enough to call it out. Either way, we just continue with our lives, because honestly, it’s easier than making a big scene.”

We walked in silence after that, and it struck me that this world had its fair share of predators, but not all of them came from Coilfell.

Clare had a thoughtful look on her face now while I scanned the streets out of habit. My senses were constantly on alert, but I did a more thorough scan of the area periodically to be sure I hadn’t missed anything in the shadows.

Then we turned a corner, and flashing red-and-blue lights painted the buildings around us. A crowd had gathered, and a few people craned their necks to get a better look at whatever was happening. As we got closer, the low hum of voices turned into a mixture of murmurs and gasps.

“What’s going on?” Clare asked as I craned my neck over the crowd.

I didn’t answer, my eyes were locked on the scene ahead.

Police cars were parked haphazardly along the street with their doors open as officers moved in and out of an alleyway. Yellow tape stretched across the entrance and flapped slightly in the night breeze, while more tape cordoned off the area around it. A man in a white suit moved in and out of the alley.

“Forensic tech.” Clare frowned and stopped beside me as we joined the edges of the growing crowd. “Means there’s been a crime of some kind.”

“Like a murder?” I glanced at her, and she shrugged.

“Could be,” she admitted. “It could be anything, but…”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I muttered.

“Vampire?” Clare whispered.

“I won’t rule it out yet,” I said and tried to get a better look.

There was no scent of blood. Nothing fresh or old.

I turned my head slightly to scan the faces of the crowd, the movements of the officers, and the way people shifted uncomfortably on their feet.

Clare must have noticed the change in my demeanor because she nudged me gently.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m not getting anything.” I frowned.

Clare glanced around. “You mean to tell me your super dragon senses aren’t giving you a single damn thing here?”

“No,” I admitted. “No blood, no scent. Nothing.”

That detail stuck out like a sore thumb. Vampires had no scent, but Death had a weight to it, a lingering energy that creatures like me could pick up on with little effort. That weight translated as a sort of scent to my dragon nose, but here? There was nothing. It was as if the scene had been wiped clean.

“That’s weird,” Clare whispered. “A murder, but no blood or anything?”

“It is weird, but not unheard of,” I said. “Stay here for a minute.”

“What? No!” She grabbed my arm. “I’m not staying anywhere. I’ll be right behind you, this is creepy.”

I didn’t argue. She was probably safer by my side than anywhere else.

We weaved through the crowd and inched closer to the alleyway without crossing the bright yellow tape that marked the perimeter. Uniformed officers were stationed around the area, and they kept curious onlookers from getting too close.

From our vantage point, I could just make out the vague shapes of two bodies on the ground. They were covered in dark sheets, and their forms were barely visible in the dim light. More forensic techs worked around them, and Clare whispered to me that they were gathering evidence.

“Do you see anything?” she whispered.

“Not yet,” I said as my eyes darted between the movement of the police and the covered bodies.

“Two victims,” a man behind the tape muttered to his companion. “Both women, found dead in the alley.”

“Any idea who they were?” another man asked.

“No clue,” the man replied. “But you know how this city’s been lately. First that serial killer, now this…”

My focus shifted back to the scene of the murder. Something was wrong.

It wasn’t just the lack of scent. There was an almost deliberate neatness to the way the bodies had been positioned, as if whoever was responsible had taken their time.

“Is it them?” Clare’s voice was barely audible as she anxiously glanced around.

“Maybe,” I said and kept my voice low. “But I need to be sure.”

Minutes ticked by as we stood there watching and waiting like everyone else in the neighborhood. Occasionally, an officer would shout for people to move along, but no one really listened. Curiosity had them rooted in place, and it had us rooted there, too.

Eventually, movement in the alley caught my eye. Two techs stepped forward and lifted one of the bodies onto a stretcher.

“Here we go,” I murmured and leaned slightly to get a better view.

Clare followed my gaze impatiently. “You see something?”

“Not yet,” I said and narrowed my eyes.

They tilted it slightly to make their way past the yellow tape, the woman’s hand slipped free from beneath the covering.

Her skin was pale. No, not just pale. It was drained of any semblance of life. It was paper-thin and stretched tight over her bones as if it would tear at any moment, and her fingers looked skeletal with her knuckles sharp and pronounced.

It wasn’t just death. This was something worse.

Because there was a mark on her hand– an oval with three dots etched into her pale skin.

And still, there was no scent. No trace of blood, no essence of life lingered.

It was as if she’d been erased.

I clenched my fists. I knew this work, the mark was a dead giveaway. Normal marks from grunt vampires were just two puncture holes for sucking blood. The third hole and the oval meant this woman’s soul had been sucked entirely from her body.

By a soul-sucking vampire master.

Clare must have noticed the shift in my demeanor. She tugged lightly on my sleeve.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I glanced down at her with a grim expression.

“One of our theories has been confirmed.”

Her face paled. “The masters?”

“Yes, vampire masters have made it into this world,” I whispered.
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Chapter 8

Sunlight streamed through the window and highlighted faint steam that rose from Clare’s coffee mug on the counter. I adjusted the collar of my shirt and glanced over at Clare while she buttered a piece of toast.

“Big day,” she said without looking up.

“Big job,” I corrected. “Tony’s expecting us to work magic on Aurora today.”

She smirked and took a bite of her toast.

“Lucky for him, he hired a dragon.”

I let the comment slide, I was too preoccupied with the thoughts of what we had discovered last night. The crime scene lingered in my mind. There was no mistaking the pale, drained hand of the victim etched into my memory.

Vampire masters were here in Chicago, and that was much more serious than some pesky bloodsuckers.

Clare must have noticed the way I brooded because she set her plate down and crossed her arms.

“You’re still thinking about last night, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Of course I am,” I said. “Vampire masters don’t operate randomly. Their very presence is a message, one that confirms something I’ve been mulling over.”

“What’s that?” Clare frowned.

“That there’s a whole clan established here,” I said. “The masters in that clan are of course the ones calling the shots and sending grunts out to do their bidding. If the clan runs smoothly, the masters don’t need to show their presence at all. This makes a nest of organized vampires quite dangerous, and in a city this large…”

“How big of a clan are we talking?” she asked.

“That’s the problem.” I shook my head. “It’s hard to know based on what I’ve seen. It could be just one master with a handful of grunts, or it could be multiple allied masters with dozens under their collective command. The structure is interwoven, like a hive, in that case. Every vampire serves someone higher up though, and with multiple masters present, they’d have established a primary leader who ruled them all.”

“That sounds… complicated.” Clare shuddered slightly.

“It is an impressive structure, despite them being vermin.” I folded my arms. “Vamp masters are like the generals of your human armies. They rarely get involved in the front lines themselves. They let the grunts do the dirty work while they strategize, manipulate, and expand their territory.”

“And the soul-sucking thing?” Clare asked.

“Yes, the soul-sucking part makes masters distinctly more powerful than regular bloodsuckers,” I replied. “Grunts just feed on blood, so predictably, they’re driven by hunger and very little else. But masters, they consume more than that. They feed on the soul, the essence of life. It leaves their victims completely drained, not just physically but spiritually… It’s also what makes the grunts afraid of them, as all creatures have souls. And someone who devours souls doesn’t experience the same base-level hunger as a grunt. To them… what they do is as natural as breathing. They are drawn to your soul, and if it appeals to them, nothing will stop them from ripping it from you with very little effort. As easy as breathing.”

“That’s horrifying.” Clare’s face paled slightly, and she wrapped her hands around her coffee mug.

“It is.” I agreed. “And it’s going to seriously unnerve the humans of this world. They’re not used to these kinds of deaths. No blood, no mess… People are going to panic. Their imaginations will run wild.”

Clare set her mug down and stared at the counter. “So, what happens if the cops start digging into this?” Clare set her mug down, stared at the counter. “Could they figure out it’s not something human?”

“They won’t,” I said firmly. “Not directly, anyway. Masters are good at covering their tracks. They let the chaos spread just enough to keep people distracted, then slip away before anyone gets too close. As I said, they don’t need to leave the hive if they don’t want to. So that message was for me. ‘Let loose the hounds of war’ that’s what they’ve said.”

The very thought of it sent an excited tingle down my spine. I hadn’t felt this sort of excitement since my old world. Nothing made me feel more alive than a good hunt, and while vampires were utter scum, the masters did make for intriguing prey.

“This just keeps getting worse.” Clare exhaled and rubbed her temples.

“It does.” I hid a grin. “And the worst part is, we don’t know how far along they are with settling here. If they’ve been here for years, they could already have a solid foothold in the city. If they’re just starting, they’ll be trying to recruit more grunts to build their numbers.”

“Recruit?” Clare asked, and raised an eyebrow.

I nodded. “They target people they think they can turn easily. Loners, runaways, anyone who won’t be missed. Your homeless population here in the city would be at great risk.”

We stood in silence for a moment.

“So what do we do?” Clare asked finally.

“For now, we focus on the Aurora,” I said. “We keep doing what we’re doing: blending in, staying vigilant, and gathering information. If we move too fast, we’ll tip them off. They’ll go underground, or cause more chaos, and we’ll lose any chance of stopping them.”

“Deal,” she agreed.

She took a few deep breaths as we finished getting ready to leave, and by the time we left and made our way to the restaurant, I was glad to see Clare looking focused on the tasks ahead.

We parked right down the street from the restaurant and headed inside. Aurora lacked the usual hum of conversation today. Tables and chairs had been pushed to the side to make room for the work we needed to do. The smell of fresh bread still lingered in the air, though.

Gary and Dave already waited for us near the back of the restaurant surrounded by boxes of supplies and tools. Gary waved us over as soon as he spotted us, and he had a wide grin on his face.

“About time you two got here,” Gary said.

“We’re literally five minutes early,” Clare replied and rolled her eyes.

“Big day,” Gary ignored her sarcasm. He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get to it.”

“Let’s make sure the client’s happy first.” I nodded toward the kitchen.

“Fair enough.” Gary shrugged, but I could see he was excited.

Dave gave us a quick wave but was already focused on the diagrams laid out on one of the nearby tables.

Gary motioned for me to step aside and glanced briefly at Dave before leaning in close.

“Hey, does Dave know?” he asked.

I didn’t need to ask what he meant.

“No,” I said firmly.

Gary frowned. “Why not? If you trust him…”

“It’s not about trust,” I interrupted. “It’s about timing. This isn’t the kind of thing you just tell someone without careful thought.”

“Alright.” Gary nodded, though he still looked uncertain. “But if you decide to tell him, I’ll back you up.”

“Appreciate it,” I said.

He grinned faintly and rubbed the back of his neck. “I still can’t believe I know about dragons now. Life’s weird, man. Also, did you see the news? Yesterday, the two dead women, was it?”

He eyed me like he wanted to know if this was something monster-related.

“Clare and I passed by there actually… we’ll talk about it later,” I told him.

We rejoined the group, where Clare examined the wiring diagrams with Dave. He explained something about the plan for the day’s work, and his voice was animated as he pointed to a section of the layout.

“Looks like you’ve got it all figured out,” I said.

“Of course.” Dave grinned up at me. “When do I not?”

Before I could reply, the door to Aurora opened again, and Danielle stepped inside. Her blonde hair was shiny enough that it caught the light as she glanced around the empty restaurant, and her gaze settled on us.

“Morning,” she said.

I stepped forward and gestured toward the group.

“Danielle, this is Clare, Gary, and Dave,” I said and pointed to each of them in turn. “Everyone, this is Danielle. She’s thinking about joining us for some projects.”

Clare smiled warmly. “Nice to meet you! Ethan mentioned you’d be helping out today.”

“Yeah.” Danielle smiled back. “Nice to meet you.”

“Always good to have another pair of hands.” Gary nodded approvingly.

“What’s your specialty?” Dave, curious as ever, leaned forward slightly.

“Security systems and electrical work,” Danielle said. “I’ve been doing camera installations and alarm updates for a while now, things like that.”

“Nice.” Dave nodded. “You’ll fit right in.”

The hum of tools filled the empty restaurant as we got to work on Aurora’s renovations. The morning sun streamed through the large windows, and it made the room seem alive despite the fact that there were only a few people in it. Outside, passersby occasionally slowed and peered through the glass to catch a glimpse at what was going on, or why Tony’s was closed. The kitchen staff had been cleared out for the day, and left us free to focus without interruptions.

Gary and Dave tackled the wiring in the back room, while Danielle handled some measurements for the new lighting fixtures along the walls. She had measuring tape in one hand, her phone in the other, and looked just as capable as anyone in the room. I liked that. Clare helped her, and stood on a small ladder as she secured part of the wiring. The two of them hit it off instantly as I predicted, and were all smiles with each other.

I stood near the front and sketched out ideas for the paneling Tony wanted installed near the bar. The goal was to give the space a sleek but inviting look, and I had to admit, the plans Tony had approved shaped up nicely.

Eventually, Danielle took a break from the lighting and wandered over to me.

“Where did you learn to draw like that?” she asked. “What school did you go to?”

She sounded genuinely interested, but I wasn’t familiar with schools in this world so I told her the truth.

“I read a couple books on architecture and 3D drawing," I said.

“Read?” She looked confused.

“Yeah, that’s Ethan for you…” Clare interrupted. “Haha… give him a couple days and a good book, and he could build a rocket.”

Danielle looked at Clare, then at myself.

“Really? So you are one of those genius minds?” she asked.

“You could say that.” I figured this sounded accurate.

“Wow, interesting,” she said.

Suddenly, the bell above the door jingled and caught my attention.

At first glance, the man who entered looked completely out of place. Like a wolf in a flock of white sheep. It was the way he carried himself. He moved like he was a stranger to struggle, which naturally exuded an air of confidence and wealth about him.

Based on his attire, I decided this was probably an accurate observation.

His shoes were polished to perfection and made sharp clicking sounds on the floor to alert us to his presence as he walked straight at me. His dark clothes were well-fitting, and the fabric looked to be of high quality. It was crisp and completely unwrinkled from head to toe, and I’d learned by now that this garment was what people in this world called a suit.

Even his face looked neat and tidy. It was smoothly shaven, and his hair was thick and combed neatly, unlike Gary and Dave who had wrinkles from working out in the elements so long, and hair that had thinned from stress at an early age.

Clare stepped in front of him. “Sorry, the restaurant is closed today.”

“I’ll be quick,” he replied, then furrowed his brow and pointed at me. “You’re that guy from the news. The one that saved that family and their pets from a fire.”

“Yes he is,” Danielle said, with a smile on her face. “The very same one.”

“You are a hero,” he said and stuck out his hand.

I shook it firmly and noticed a circular object around his wrist. It had a sleek design with a face that sparkled faintly under the light. It was of fine craftsmanship, but it was a small piece of treasure I had yet to see in this human world, nothing like the cheap pieces of plastic and metal Dave and Gary wore around their wrists

The man held on to my hand as he looked around with a faintly curious expression. Tony emerged from the kitchen just then, spotted the man, and broke into a grin.

“Mr. Dallman!” Tony exclaimed.

“Tony,” the man said. He extended a hand, which Tony shook enthusiastically. “I thought I’d stop by and see how things are coming along. And I noticed a local hero working in your place.”

“They’re coming along great,” Tony glanced back toward the rest of us. “I’ve got a fantastic crew working on the renovations. You’ll be blown away by the results.”

“Is that so?” Mr. Dallman said, and his gaze shifted to me and the others. He took a few measured steps forward, and placed a friendly hand on my shoulder. “I know what you did in that interview, and as a businessman I respect it. Regardless of what my wife thinks. If you put a lot of work into your business you should advertise it on the biggest stage… You’ve been a hot topic in my household.”

“The business comes first,” I said with a nod. “I certainly don’t need to advertise myself instead.”

“Ha!” Mr. Dallman laughed. “Such confidence… I love this guy… I’m Peter Dallman.”

“I’m Ethan Cloud.” We shook hands again.

“Well, Ethan,” he said. “From what I can see, you’re off to a good start.”

“Thanks,” I said and set down my sketchpad. “We’re making good progress. The goal is to give the place a modern feel while keeping the charm that Aurora’s known for.”

Peter nodded approvingly. “Smart approach. Balancing updates with tradition. It’s a fine line to walk, but it can make all the difference.”

“You’re familiar with design?” Clare asked.

“I dabble,” Peter said with a faint smile. “I own a business just a few blocks from here. A small investment firm. We recently renovated one of our office spaces a few years back, so I know how much work goes into projects like this.”

“Well,” Clare said lightly. “It’s always nice to have a client who knows what they want.”

“Indeed,” Peter said and his gaze lingered on the sketches I’d left on the table. “May I?”

I nodded, and he picked up the sketchpad and flipped through the pages with a practiced eye.

“These are impressive,” he said after a moment. “You’ve got a good eye for detail.”

“Thanks,” I said.

He set the sketchpad down and turned back to Tony. “If the final result is as good as these plans suggest, you’ll have one of the most impressive spots in the neighborhood. People will be talking about Aurora’s upgrade for months.”

“That’s the idea.” Tony gave a wide smile.

Peter glanced at me again. “And you’re the head of this crew?”

“I am… Ethan Cloud, Cloud Contracting…” I spelled it out for him

“Ha!” he laughed heartily again. “Well, I’ll be keeping an eye on this project. If it turns out as nice as these sketches say it will, I might have some work for you at my firm.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of work?”

“Office renovations,” he said. “We’re looking to expand, but the new space needs a complete overhaul. Modernization, lighting, soundproofing, you name it.”

“That’s something we could handle,” I said.

“Good to know,” Peter said and pulled a sleek card from the inside pocket of his jacket. “If you’re interested, give me a call once this project is finished. We can set up a meeting to discuss the details.”

I glanced at the card, which was printed on thick, glossy paper. Even his card screamed wealth.

“Will do,” I said and tucked it into my pocket.

“Excellent,” he said as he adjusted the cuff of his sleeve, and my attention was drawn again to the impressive treasure on his wrist. “Well, I won’t take up any more of your time. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Cloud.”

“You, too.” I nodded.

Peter turned back to Tony and clapped him lightly on the shoulder.

“I’ll see you soon, Tony,” he said. “Looking forward to seeing the finished product.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” Tony said confidently.

With that, Peter left and quickly disappeared down the street.

Tony turned to me and grinned. “You hear that? You impress him, and you might land yourself another job. And trust me, you’d like working with him. He’s got plenty of money to spend, and a mind for innovation.”

“Looks like it,” I said.

Tony waggled his eyebrows and then disappeared back into the kitchen.

“Well, look at you, Mr. Business Connections.” Clare smirked. “You better nail this project, or we’ll all be out of work.”

She sent me a wink as she went back to reviewing my sketches on the table, but Danielle just looked at me with what I imagined was a hint of admiration on her face.

I glanced at Clare.

“The band on Peter’s wrist,” I said and gestured to the door. “What was it?”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “Why?”

“Just curious,” I said and tried to sound casual.

It was a challenge to do when treasure was on my mind, but I pulled it off.

“It was a watch, a Patek Philippe if I’m not mistaken.” Clare smiled faintly. “Probably worth more than this entire renovation project.”

“It is?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” she said and nodded. “Those things are luxury to the max. Old money, the works. Owning one is like wearing a sign that says, ‘I’ve made it.’”

I mulled that over and made a mental note of the name. A watch like that wasn’t just an upgrade to my appearance: it signaled status. Confidence. Power. I had felt as much in my bones when the man had adjusted his cuff and drawn my eye to the piece. Whether it was intentional or not, it was effective.

If I wanted to carry myself like someone worth respecting in this world, maybe even someone worth following, it was time to start thinking about the finer details.

Especially if I was going to spend time with more than one woman.

“Maybe I’ll look into getting one,” I said aloud.

“Better finish a few more jobs first, big spender,” Clare snorted.

Patek Philippe. If Peter’s presence showed the weight of his wealth, maybe it was time I commanded the same kind of attention.

We got into a steady rhythm of work as we continued renovations at Aurora. Gary and Dave had gotten into a groove and handled the wiring in the back, while Clare double-checked measurements for the lighting fixtures. Danielle, meanwhile, had finished her task and now just paced near the bar with her phone clutched tightly in her hand.

She glanced at me a few times and looked hesitant, like she was debating something. I was about to assign her another task, but finally, she stopped and tilted her head toward the kitchen.

“I need to grab something,” she said loud enough for the others to hear. Then, in a quieter tone meant just for me, she added, “Come with me for a second?”

Clare shot us a curious glance but said nothing as Danielle headed toward the kitchen doors. I followed her.

Danielle stopped near one of the prep tables and glanced toward the door to make sure no one had followed. Tony was in his office in the back, so Danielle turned to me with a serious expression and held out her phone.

“Take a look,” she said.

I frowned, and took the phone from her. The screen was open to a webpage with a mix of text and images that described Wendigos.

“Really?” I said, and I handed the phone back.

Danielle nodded as her grip tightened nervously around her device.

“It’s what I’ve been looking into since that night,” she said. “What else could it be? It was tall, thin, pale… The teeth, the claws… It matches what I saw.”

“Wendigos are not real.” I leaned against the counter and lied. “Figments of people’s imaginations made up to scare each other,”

Danielle narrowed her eyes. She didn’t buy it.

“But you know you saw something,” she said. “I do, too.”

“Whatever we saw, and whatever that is, are two completely different things,” I argued.

“Are they?” she pressed and stepped closer. “Because the thing I saw that night wasn’t human. It was tall, thin, pale, had razor-sharp teeth, and claws. Like. A. Wendigo.”

I held her gaze. She wasn’t wrong. But telling her the full truth wasn’t an option. I could see that clearly, especially after this research. She’d become obsessed with the idea so much that she’d managed to figure out the exact monster, and a human as persistent and curious as her didn’t need any more encouragement about digging around on this topic.

“Danielle,” I said and tried to sound calm and reassuring. “I know what you think you saw, but that night was chaotic. Your mind could’ve filled in the blanks with whatever made the most sense at the time. I’m even beginning to doubt what I saw, it was dark.”

“No, I know what I saw.” Her jaw tightened. “You saw it too, so why the change of opinion? Look, if it wasn’t a Wendigo, fine. But it was something, something that doesn’t belong in this world. And I have a feeling you’re not telling me everything you know.”

Before I could respond, the door to the kitchen swung open, and Clare poked her head in.

“Is everything okay here?” she asked.

Danielle took a step back. “Yeah, just showing Ethan something.”

Clare’s eyes flicked between us, and her curiosity was evident on her face, but she didn’t press further.

“Well, don’t take too long,” she said. “We’ve still got work to do.”

Danielle nodded, slipped her phone into her pocket, and walked past Clare without another word. I followed her out.

The rest of the morning passed in relative silence, though Danielle’s anger lingered on her face. She worked alongside Gary and Dave, and measured and drilled where needed, but every so often, she glanced in my direction with a frown on her face. Her expression was subtle but unmistakable: suspicion.

Clare noticed, too. She nudged me with her elbow while we worked on the paneling near the bar.

“What’s up with Danielle?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” I shrugged and kept my focus.

“She keeps looking at you like you’ve got a secret tattoo or something,” Clare said. “Did you say something to piss her off?”

“Not exactly,” I muttered. “She knows about the wendigo, she figured out what the monster was herself on the web. I told her she was silly for thinking that was what she saw.”

Clare looked at me confused. “Why?”

“Because she’s too clever for her own good.” I reduced my voice to a hush. “She doesn’t strike me as the type to sit still. Right now with the vampires, I need the pieces around me rooted and safe.”

Clare raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. She was good at picking her battles, and this wasn’t one she seemed interested in fighting.

By midday, the team had settled into a steady rhythm again, and the tension from earlier between Danielle and I faded slightly. Gary and Dave cracked jokes as they assembled one of the custom shelves Tony had ordered for the dining room, while Clare helped Danielle install the lighting fixtures.

I stayed focused on the bar area, fine-tuned the paneling, and made sure the details matched the design sketches, but I couldn’t get my mind off my conversation with Danielle.

She was right: the creature that night was a Wendigo. And she was right to suspect I wasn’t telling her the whole truth. But if I showed her the full picture, and she dug too deep, she’d stumble into a world she wasn’t prepared for.

Still, her determination was impressive. Most humans would’ve pushed the memory aside, or written it off as trauma or a bad dream, but Danielle wanted answers, and she wasn’t going to stop until she got them.

The problem was, curiosity was a child that danced in a hunter’s shadow.

As the afternoon wore on, Danielle worked quietly but efficiently, but I suspected she hadn’t let this go, either. And when her gaze met mine across the room, I knew I was right. She had a sort of venomous look that searched my face for answers.

By the time we finished work for the day, the restaurant had already begun to feel transformed. The fresh lighting, updated paneling, and carefully installed shelves gave Aurora a polished look. Tony practically glowed with happiness as he walked through the space, and he offered us endless praise for the progress we’d made.

“Honestly, it’s looking better than I even imagined.” Tony clapped Gary on the back as he surveyed the new bar paneling. “You guys are lifesavers. You’ve earned yourselves a feast tonight.”

We packed up the tools and sat down at one of the newly arranged tables.

Tony brought out dishes straight from the kitchen that were piled high with pasta covered in rich sauces, crispy garlic bread, fresh salads, and meats.

“This is the real reason I took this job,” Dave joked with a mouthful of garlic bread. “Free food.”

“To Tony!” Gary laughed, and raised his glass of soda in a toast. “May he keep feeding us like kings.”

“You’re going to scare the poor guy off if you keep that up,” Clare chuckled.

Danielle seemed more relaxed now than she had all day, and she laughed quietly at our antics. I was sitting across from her, and I caught her gaze briefly and gave her a small nod.

She smiled back, so I hoped that was a good sign.

After we finished the meal, Tony thanked us again and promised he’d see us bright and early the next morning, and we left the restaurant for the evening.

“Anyone up for a drink?” Gary asked as we walked to our cars.

“Always,” Dave said.

“What do you think?” Clare glanced at me and raised an eyebrow.

“I’m in,” I said, then glanced at Danielle. “You coming?”

“Yeah…” Danielle hesitated for a moment before she nodded. “Why not?”

Gary knew a bar that was just a couple blocks away, so we decided to head in that direction. The bar was comfortably crowded, and the hum of conversation and beer glasses created a lively atmosphere. We found a booth near the back. Gary and Dave squeezed into one side while Clare, Danielle, and I took the other.

We ordered beers for most of us, but Danielle and Clare opted for rum and Cokes.

The first few sips of my beer were as refreshing as a bath in a cold healing spring. The conversation remained lighthearted, and we talked strictly about Aurora– the renovations, how Tony was already eager to expand the menu– and I told them good things about the new meals.

Then Gary began a conversation about the weird guys they’d worked for in the past. I brought up the cat lady with the shrine full of stuffed cats, and Danielle started to tell one of her stories.

“A year ago,” she began, and took a long sip of her rum and Coke. “We got a job to do the lighting for this rich guy’s house. He complained about how the motion detection lights at his front door were going ballistic. So I came to the house and began work… And I found out the wiring led into the cellar. I got down there and found a hidden bunker they’d forgotten about. One thing led to another, we opened it up, and immediately we heard a voice…”

“Nooooo!” Clare said with a violent shiver.

“Yeah, I was out of there quickly,” Danielle informed her.

We all laughed.

“I don’t know what I’d do," Clare said.

“I’d go in and fight,” Gary said.

“As a man should.” I took a sip of my drink. “I’ll be damned if a stranger shared my castle with me.”

“You have a castle?” Danielle snorted and shook her head at how ridiculous that sounded, and Clare buried her giggle behind her glass.

“One day.” I grinned without a hint of sarcasm.

I’d seen enough TV on Earth to know this world had castles, and I certainly intended to sink my claws into one eventually.

About twenty minutes in, the conversation quieted as the bar’s TV caught everyone’s attention. A news anchor appeared on the screen, the same one that’d interviewed me outside the burning house.

Her voice was low and serious as she spoke over footage of a cordoned-off alley:

“Earlier today, authorities confirmed the discovery of a third victim in what is being described as a gruesome series of killings in the downtown area. The three victims have all been women found in close proximity to each other, and police have not ruled out the possibility of a serial killer.”

The table fell silent as we watched. The anchor continued and listed details about the case from ‘unconfirmed reports.’ All victims were missing a lot of blood, but no blood was found at the scenes, there were no signs of a struggle, and no suspects yet identified.

“People are freaking out,” Clare said quietly and leaned toward me.

“They should be,” I replied with my voice just as low. “But for all the wrong reasons.”

The broadcast shifted to interviews with witnesses, police officers, and self-proclaimed ‘experts’ offering theories.

“Vampires,” one man said bluntly. “It’s obvious. This isn’t the work of a normal person.”

There were a few snickers and laughs in the background of the bar.

“That’s ridiculous,” a woman countered in the next clip. “It’s a cult. Some kind of ritual thing. The blood draining? That’s symbolic.”

“Whatever it is,” the anchor concluded, “the city is on edge, and authorities are urging residents to remain cautious.”

The segment ended, and the bar’s usual noise picked up again.

“People are losing it,” Dave shook his head. “Vampires? Cults? What’s next? Aliens?”

“The vampire thing sounds crazy.” Gary chuckled nervously.

“Let’s not go there,” Clare said quickly and glanced at me.

“Yes, we don’t want Gary to have nightmares,” I said and took a sip of beer.

Over the edge of my glass, I saw Gary glaring daggers at me, but I just finished my drink and sent him a smile.

The conversation eventually turned lighter, and Clare leaned across the table toward Danielle.

“So, what’s the deal with your stalker?” she asked.

Danielle’s golden-brown eyes darted to mine. “You told her about that?”

“What?” I shrugged. “I didn’t think it was secret information, you shared it with me just moments after meeting.”

Danielle groaned and rolled her eyes as she turned back to Clare.

“He’s not a harmful stalker or anything,” she clarified. “He’s just… annoying.”

“Sounds like a stalker to me.” Clare nodded. “Come on, give us the details.”

Danielle sighed and took a long, deep pull from her drink before sharing what she had with me.

“He’s this manager at one of the stores I’ve been updating,” she said. “He keeps showing up at different locations, always when I’m scheduled to be there. And he finds these ridiculous excuses to talk to me, like asking me to ‘double-check’ stuff he could do himself.”

Gary raised an eyebrow. “That’s… weird.”

“It’s harmless,” Danielle said quickly. “He’s harmless. He’s not big or intimidating or anything. Just kind of… pathetic.”

“Pathetic how?” Clare leaned in with interest.

Danielle shrugged. “He’s short. Quiet. Nervous-looking, like he’s waiting for me to yell at him. Honestly, I feel more sorry for him than anything else.”

“Sounds like he might be a creep, though.” Clare shook her head.

“It’s not that bad,” Danielle said, though she sounded like she was trying to convince herself.

I’d been quiet during the exchange, but both Dave and Gary were looking at the woman as if she was foolish to treat the situation lightly. That was all the confirmation I needed that my concerns had been valid.

“If he bothers you again, let me know,” I told her.

Danielle blinked, as if surprised by my firmness. “You don’t have to worry about it, Ethan, really.”

“I’d still like to see him for myself,” I said. “Just to be sure.”

“Yeah, let Ethan check the situation out,” Dave agreed. “He’s a good judge of character, look who he hangs out with.”

Dave and Gary made a big show of sitting up straight and slapping charming smiles on their faces, and Clare choked on her next sip from laughing.

“Alright.” Danielle hesitated, then nodded slowly. “If he shows up again, I’ll let you know.”

“Good.” I sent her a smile.

The laughter and noise in the bar had begun to dwindle, which signaled that it was time to call it a night. Gary and Dave were still arguing over something trivial, probably sports judging by how many times they mentioned balls, but Clare was already shrugging her coat on, and Danielle was finishing the last sip of her drink.

As I stood up and stretched, I glanced over at the blonde woman. “Will you join us tomorrow at the job?”

“I don’t know.” She hesitated, and her fingers drummed lightly against the table.” Today was fun, but… I don’t want to get in the way.”

“You’re not in the way,” Clare said. She looked at Danielle with a sincere smile. “You’re a good addition to the team. We could definitely use someone with your skills.”

“Yeah, you fit right in,” Gary chimed in. “And let’s be honest, we’re way more entertaining than whatever job has you installing cameras for creepy managers.”

“Alright, alright,” Danielle laughed. “I’ll come. But only because I like a challenge, and I am tired of cameras and creepy managers.”

I raised my glass, though it was empty by now. “That’s what I like to hear. Welcome to the team, Danielle!”

“Thanks.” She smiled softly.

“See you tomorrow.” I nodded toward her.

As we made our way toward the door, Clare pulled out her phone, and her screen lit up. She stopped in her tracks and stared at it for a moment before her brow furrowed.

“What is it?” I stepped closer.

She turned the screen toward me, and I felt a rush of adrenaline at the words displayed there:

‘Sighting of a man in strange robes near the zoo.’

“Astrum,” I growled.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 9

“We have to go, now,” I told Clare. “Or I’ll lose him again.”

“Agreed.” Clare nodded and glanced back toward Gary, Dave, and Danielle, who were laughing and lingering near the bar’s entrance. “We’ll need an excuse to bail now without making them suspicious.”

“Anything,” I said.

“Alright, we’re heading out!” Clare suddenly hollered and pointed at me with exasperation. “Our favorite show is about to start, and someone will throw a fit if we miss it.”

That earned a few chuckles.

“Figures.” Gary rolled his eyes. “You two and your TV obsessions. Go on, then.”

“See you tomorrow,” Clare said and gave them a wave as we hurried toward her car.

The moment we were out of earshot, her cheerful expression vanished.

“To the zoo,” she said quietly and unlocked the car doors.

I climbed into the passenger seat as Clare slid into the driver’s side. She gripped the wheel tight and started the engine.

“If it’s him?” Clare asked

“Then I’ll deal with him,” I said and pulled my hood up as the car sped off into the night.

Several minutes later, Clare pulled the car to a stop about a block away from where I could see the entrance signs of the zoo.

“What are you doing?” I asked in confusion.

“It’s closed at this hour,” she said.

She turned off the engine but kept the parking lights on. Ahead of us, a tall iron fence stretched around the perimeter of the outer limits of the zoo, and its tops curled into spikes. The official entrance seemed well-lit from where I sat, and I realized that it was also probably guarded by security cameras.

A direct approach was out of the question. Too many eyes.

“We can’t park anywhere near the front,” Clare voiced my thoughts. “If security catches a car sitting there, they’ll send someone over immediately.”

“I need a better entry point,” I agreed. “One without cameras.”

Clare pulled out her phone and typed something.

“Fuck yeah!” Clare leaned closer to me and showed me her screen. “It’s a satellite view of the place.”

I grinned at the sight. I’d seen shows on TV with people using images just like this for intricate missions, and I was kind of excited to take a stab at it myself.

On the screen I saw the back of the zoo was bordered by a stretch of dense trees and an access road. It looked like a place with less foot traffic. Which meant fewer security patrols. Maybe even a blind spot in the cameras.

“There.” I tapped a section near the maintenance entrance. “That’s where I’m going in.”

Clare squinted. “What makes you so sure it’s not covered?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But it’s our best shot. Let’s assume every entrance has cameras, but if I approach through the tree line, I can avoid being seen more easily. Then I can find a blind spot along the fence and hop over.”

“Sounds good,” Clare said with an impressed nod. “There will be security guards wandering around inside, so stay hidden as much as you can. I’ll circle around and drop you off, but I’m not sticking too close. Less suspicious that way.”

“Smart,” I told her.

After a few minutes, she pulled up in front of a group of trees grouped together. Underneath them, there was a path. The angle of the streetlights and the shade the trees provided created deep pockets of shadow all the way up to the fence, just as I’d hoped.

“This is the best I can do,” she said.

“I’ll get in fast, get out faster.” I nodded and pushed the door open. Then I pointed to a streetlamp a short distance away. “Park the car under that light and wait inside. Lock the doors and keep your weapon within reach.”

“What?” Clare frowned.

“The stick you keep in the back seat,” I said. “Hold it tight and hit anyone that approaches.”

“The bat?” she clarified. “You figured out that’s my super-lame attempt at a weapon?”

“Of course I did,” I said with a shrug. “A brief assessment of your stature and physical strength, the uses the strange bat object could possibly be designed for, and the fact that you live in a city that isn’t very safe means it must be there as a weapon of convenience. Which isn’t ‘lame,’ it’s clever, especially if it can pass as something else and avoid suspicion.”

Clare blinked at me as I rattled off my line of thinking.

“Now, quick, we can’t waste any more time,” I urged her.

“Alright, alright!” she huffed.

I reached into the back seat and grabbed one of Clare’s face coverings, to avoid any cameras getting a good look at my face in case I couldn’t avoid them all. It was better to make sure that I didn’t leave anything behind that could connect me or Clare to this break-in.

Clare watched me situate the mask for a moment, then nodded. “Good thinking.”

I closed the door without another word and ran down the shadowed path to the fence. The fence here was tall but not impossible, and the two cameras nearby weren’t well-concealed at all.

After a little observation, I located a blind spot behind one of them and began to climb the fence. Within seconds, I reached the top, swung myself over, and landed softly on the other side.

The zoo was eerily quiet, and the only sounds were the faint rustle of leaves and the hum of the city waiting for me beyond the gates. The paths were dimly lit by a few scattered lamps that cast long, uneven shadows across the ground.

I pulled my hood tighter, adjusted the face covering, and scanned the area for any signs of movement. My senses were on high alert. If Astrum was here, he wouldn’t make it easy to find him.

I kept my head down, my hood pulled low over my face, and Clare’s mask secured. The cameras around the zoo wouldn’t catch much more than a shadowy figure in dark clothes if they did see me, which wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough for now.

I moved quickly and avoided the brightest spots under the lamps. I stayed where the shadows stretched through denser, decorative foliage, and where the light barely touched, just in case.

The scent of damp earth and faint traces of animal musk lingered in the air as I passed a row of enclosures, but the zoo felt hollow at this hour.

Still, Astrum could be out there somewhere, and I wasn’t leaving until I found him.

Further into the zoo, the atmosphere was more lively, with the faint rustling of foliage and the occasional distant call of an animal. As I moved through the darkened paths, my heightened senses picked up the faint presence of life all around me. Animal heartbeats came from hidden bush clusters here and there, and the sounds of claws against wood echoed in the dark. Some of the enclosures were silent, like their inhabitants were sleeping or perhaps not even in there, but a few still stirred in the darkness.

To think a strange place like this existed, where predator and prey were forced to coexist, side by side and separated by cages and glass while unable to hunt and act on their primal instincts.

I shook my head. Humans in their own way were exceptionally cruel creatures, but as a dominance tactic, it was highly effective.

I stopped at one of the exhibits. It was a low enclosure with large rocks and a cluster of tall grasses. The scent of raw meat lingered in the air here, and a sleek feline with a golden coat and black spots prowled slowly along the edge of the habitat as its tail flicked lazily behind it. Its eyes glinted faintly in the low light, and it glanced up at me briefly, then continued its slow patrol.

I could sense its thirst for blood, and the sheer power the creature possessed, but it clearly couldn’t sense my own animalistic prowess, so it must have been inferior to a dragon.

“Strange creature,” I muttered to myself. “Looks and feels like a predator, like one of Coilfell’s wild cats, but it’s way too small. How can it survive in the wild, I could crush it with one foot…”

I shook my head and moved on. The next enclosure featured a strange, huge beast with thick, wrinkled skin and what looked like two horns jutting from just above its nose. Its massive body was mostly still, though its ears twitched occasionally as it rested.

“Now this sort of animal might survive, but will fall prey to many creatures in Coilfell. What is this thing supposed to be?”

I leaned closer to the sign attached to the fence. The words “White Rhinoceros” stared back at me.

I frowned. “So, this world has armored animals, but they don’t use them for battle. They just… stare at them. Why am I not surprised?”

The thought baffled me. In my world, beasts like this would’ve been revered, ridden, or hunted for their strength. But here, they were kept in cages and reduced to curiosities for humans to gawk at.

I must have been missing something. This all seemed so bizarre and not useful in the slightest.

As I moved further along, I passed an enclosure of long-necked creatures that lolled around between what appeared to be leaves hung from a feeder. Their necks stretched impossibly high, and their patterned coats caught what little light there was.

I tilted my head and watched them.

“See, what’s the purpose of something like this?” I asked the empty space. “Can’t fight, can’t hide, just tall for no reason. I wonder what it tastes like, though. That’s probably the only draw.”

Even as I said it, I had to admit there was something strangely graceful about this world’s creatures. The long neck of this one was mesmerizing in the way it gently bobbed or swooped, and it did make me wonder at how many other types of peculiar-looking animals this world could have.

I would’ve preferred to see it in its natural habitat, rather than in this small clearing, though.

Did it make them feel powerful to keep it here? Did it give them some sense of connection to something wilder than their own lives, perhaps? More importantly, why didn’t the animals rebel and trample the humans?

The thought nagged at me as I continued sneaking through the zoo, but I stayed focused on my mission. Whatever Astrum’s reason for being in this weird world of cages was, I didn’t care. All I knew was that I’d first make him pay for sending me here, and then when I returned to Coilfell, I would roast Balan’s body and drink his blood for the crimes he’d committed against me.

I grinned at the idea, but as I made my way deeper into the zoo, a thought wormed its way into my mind: why were there no guards?

Clare was certain there’d be security here, but they seemed to have left the creatures completely unattended. Not a single person in sight.

The lack of security set my instincts on edge. This desertion felt deliberate, this wasn’t a simple case of humans failing to protect their captive creatures after dark.

It was more like someone had ensured there would be no interruptions here tonight.

I quickened my pace now that I felt I could be slightly less cautious, but as I turned a corner, a sign caught my eye: Reptile House.

It wasn’t the sign that intrigued me so much as the fact that the doors stood slightly ajar, and a faint green glow spilled out into the path from inside.

I crept closer, pushed the doors open just enough to slip inside, and stepped into the dimly-lit building.

The air inside was warm and humid. It smelled faintly of damp earth and something metallic that I couldn’t quite place. Rows of glass enclosures lined the walls, and each one contained a different creature.

I walked slowly down the main aisle and was careful not to make a sound with my footsteps. The reptiles inside their glass cages stayed perfectly still, and only their unblinking eyes tracked my movements. Some were small and coiled tightly in corners, while others sprawled out across fake rocks or hung from branches.

The light in the room came from faint bulbs inside the enclosures that cast an eerie green and yellow hue across the walls. Shadows stretched and twisted as I moved, and they gave the entire space an unsettling, otherworldly feel.

I stopped in front of a particularly large enclosure that contained a thick-bodied snake. Its scales gleamed like polished obsidian, and its tongue flicked out briefly as it stared at me.

“You weren’t powerful enough, that’s why you’re here,” I told it quietly and watched the snake as it coiled tighter around itself. “Now you’re an entertainment piece. Save yourself the embarrassment and swallow yourself whole.”

The snake hissed, and I growled back at it, then turned away.

The deeper I went, the heavier the air seemed to grow. The hum of the building’s machinery filled the space, and it was broken only by the occasional rustle of movement from the enclosures. It was eerie. Even the animals seemed tense and on alert.

“Still no staff.” I glanced around.

I was beside another tank, and this one was holding a small scaly creature submerged in murky water. The sign in front of the enclosure read crocodile.

Its eyes peeked just above the surface.

I was about to turn and leave when I caught a figure out of the corner of my eye.

The figure stood at the far end of the room and past the rows of enclosures. It was barely visible and half-shrouded in shadow by the row of tanks.

I stopped in place and flattened myself to the wall. Then I slowly crept closer until I was sure it was a person.

He stood completely still.

I melted back behind the next enclosure and kept my footsteps silent as I crept closer still. I inched toward him slowly, and the faint glow from the tanks illuminated only fragments of his figure– a shoulder, part of a face, the fabric of a uniform.

I crouched low and watched.

No shifting of weight, no movement of the hands.

Something was wrong.

As I closed the distance some more, the light caught more of his features.

His expression was frozen with his eyes wide and his mouth slightly open. His hand was on his belt, and as I moved closer, I saw that his uniform bore the zoo’s emblem. A name tag was clipped to his shirt, but I didn’t bother reading it.

He should have reacted by now. I was visible, but he didn’t even flinch. There was no startled glance. Nothing.

I took another slow step forward, then another, until I was close enough to see the truth.

He wasn’t moving at all, not blinking, but he was breathing. He was alive.

I moved around him and tried to get a better look. His body was unnaturally stiff, and his hands were stuck as if in mid-motion. His face was pale and almost waxy in the dim light.

I reached out and touched his shoulder, but his body didn’t budge.

It wasn’t just fear keeping him like this.

“Magic,” I muttered and stepped back.

At least the man wasn’t dead. He was alive, but trapped in a spell so absolute it rendered him as lifeless as a statue.

This reminded me of Astrum’s power. He’d been able to keep me in place, too, and fury sparked in my chest at the memory.

More importantly, I was at the very back of the reptile building, and I’d found no one but this one guard.

I quickly made my way out of the reptile building and back along the winding path.

I was certain Astrum must’ve frozen the guard so he couldn’t interfere. That was Astrum’s style: casual, calculating, and indifferent to anyone he deemed beneath him. After all, what were a few human security guards to a mage of his caliber?

I picked up my pace even more and scanned the zoo for any sign of him. If Astrum was here, he was being more than cautious. I moved as stealthily as I could and passed by darkened enclosures and empty benches without seeing a sign of him anywhere, and my frustration grew with every step.

I hated being one step behind anyone, and it rarely happened to me.

I pulled out my phone and texted Clare so she wouldn’t start to worry:

No sign of him. Still looking. Will update soon.

The message sent, and Clare assured me she was safe waiting in the car. I shoved the phone back into my pocket and kept moving.

As I passed the larger animal exhibits, I paused every so often to listen. Several seemed to be empty, including the ‘lion’ enclosure. I stared curiously into the darkness of its designated area, but the habitat was empty. Or its inhabitants were somewhere out of sight.

The same was true for the other nearby exhibits. Nothing moved and nothing made a sound.

“Where are you?” I breathed and glanced around.

The path ahead led deeper into the zoo and toward smaller enclosures. I moved quickly and scanned every shadow and corner as I went, but then suddenly, I froze.

A faint sound reached my ears.

A shuffle of footsteps. They were soft, something a human ear would have missed.

I turned sharply.

The sound came from somewhere behind me and echoed faintly off the paved path. I waited and listened intently until the footsteps came again, slower this time, as if whoever it was didn’t want to be noticed.

Without hesitation, I followed the sound. The path twisted and turned, and uneven shadows seemed to stretch endlessly around me.

The footsteps grew louder as I got closer, and they led me toward an area near more monkey exhibits.

The air felt tense here, so I slowed my pace and stepped carefully. Whoever this was had done a good job being quiet, but they were being hunted by an apex predator. I could play the stealth game all day.

The path opened up to a clearing near the monkey enclosures, and the faint sound of chatter echoed through the air. The monkeys were restless, and their movements were nervous as they clung to branches and ropes all around.

I stopped at the edge of the clearing and peered cautiously around the corner.

Three figures stood near the edge of the exhibit. Their silhouettes were distinct, and their movements were restrained, as if they were wary of being seen or overheard.

It was the first real lead I’d had all night.

The three of them were deep in conversation, and their voices were low but audible over the occasional chittering of the monkeys. From where I crouched, I couldn’t make out much detail, but their clothes immediately stood out.

They were dressed in long, dark robes with intricate designs embroidered along the sleeves and hems. The style wasn’t exactly identical to the description from the painting Clare had posted online, but it was close enough that I understood why someone might have thought a glimpse of these mages matched Astrum.

I leaned forward slightly and strained to hear their conversation.

“Astrum is thinking something like this,” said the first mage.

“But on a bigger scale, I’m assuming,” the second mage replied curiously.

“Precisely,” the first mage confirmed.

The third mage chuckled softly. “And we both know who the centerpiece will be. The star of the show…”

I narrowed my eyes.

What were they planning? What was this ‘bigger scale’ they were talking about? And who was the ‘star of the show?’

These mages were involved in something big, and it wasn’t a surprise at all that Astrum was at the center of it.

I stayed low and inched closer as they continued to speak. My dragon senses picked up even the faintest whisper of their conversation now, and each statement made me more concerned than the last.

“This will take time to prepare,” the first mage murmured. “But Astrum doesn’t like to wait. We’ll need to move quickly.”

“And quietly,” the second mage added. “If this draws too much attention before it’s ready…”

“It won’t,” the first mage interrupted. He sounded confident. “Astrum has planned for everything. Once the preparations are complete, no one will be able to stop him.”

Whatever they were planning, it wasn’t some small, isolated event. This was big, and knowing Astrum, it’d be dangerous. And it was going to happen soon.

I moved another step forward and stayed out of sight, but just as I was about to get to my target spot, one of the monkeys spotted me and let off a sharp screech that broke through the silence.

It clung to the bars of its enclosure with its wide eyes fixed on me as it let out a series of loud, high-pitched cries. The sound echoed through the empty zoo and cut through the mages’ quiet conversation.

“Stupid monkey,” I cursed under my breath and glared at the creature as it continued to scream.

The mages stopped talking immediately. Their heads turned in unison toward the source of the noise.

“What is that?” the second mage asked.

“It’s spotted something,” the first mage said, and he took a step toward me.

The third mage turned toward the monkey enclosure. “We’re not alone. Someone’s watching us.”

“We can’t let them leave,” the second mage replied.

The mages moved toward me as one. Their hands crackled faintly with magic as they prepared to unleash an attack at the first sign of movement.

I knew I had no choice now. If I wanted answers about Astrum, I’d have to incapacitate them quickly.

I stepped out of the shadows with my hood pulled over my head and Clare’s mask still covering my face. The moment they saw me, all three stopped in their tracks.

Mage One frowned, and his hand glowed faintly with energy as white as snow.

“I thought I froze the security,” he sneered.

“Clearly, you missed one,” Mage Three muttered, and his eyes narrowed as he studied me.

I didn’t say anything and kept my body loose and ready to move. Their confusion worked to my advantage. They didn’t know who I was or why I was here, and that gave me time to assess my options.

Mage One raised his hand first, and the glow in his palm intensified as he muttered an incantation under his breath. The temperature around me plummeted instantly, and as the moisture in the air and on surfaces crystalized, he sent frost creeping over the very pathways and enclosures.

Freeze spell.

The frost was gathering speed as it closed in on me, but I leaped out of the way right as the wave of icy energy blasted toward the spot where I’d stood. Several veins of ice that formed a shape like a spiderweb bit into the ground there, and the sheer force of the magic rattled the nearby fences and gates as the blast echoed into the night.

This guy was pretty powerful, but my speed and agile movement had caught them all off guard. A flicker of doubt flashed in Mage number Two’s face, and he shifted his stance instinctively.

“That’s not a security guard.” His eyes widened. “Who is this?”

“No idea,” Mage Three replied.

Mage One’s hand already glowed again as he prepared another spell.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Whoever he is, he shouldn’t be here. Flank him on either side, you two.”

He cast another freeze spell, and again, I dodged faster than he could lock onto me. His frost burst outward and spread across the ground erratically, and the odd spiderweb remained untouched.

I smirked beneath the mask. For all their confidence, they clearly weren’t used to dealing with someone like me, and it was admittedly a fun circumstance for me.

It had been far too long since I got to toy with some intriguing prey.

Mage Three stepped forward next, and his hands began to glow with a fiery red light. The heat from his palms warped the air around him and distorted the space like an intense heatwave, and it even melted some of the ice on the ground.

“Seems you can’t sit still,” he said. “So I’ll make you!”

“Try me,” I laughed and crossed my arms. “I’ll wait.”

Mage Two let out a furious snarl and joined in as he summoned an orb of swirling wind in his hands. The energy crackled and whipped around violently, and it was as if the very air itself rebelled against his effort to tame it.

The magical energy that pressed down on the clearing now was that of destruction. These three were well-equipped, but it didn’t matter. They could cast all the spells they wanted, none of it would be enough to stop me.

But then, from their hands, elementals emerged.
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They were beasts akin to familiars made of wind, ice, and fire.

The ice elemental materialized first. It was a bullish creature with jagged frost horns. Mist curled off its body in thick plumes, and it seemed to freeze moisture in the air all around it. Every breath it exhaled was a cloud of frost, too, and its hooves left deep, frozen imprints in its wake.

The wind elemental was next to arrive as a vortex of air that twisted and spun until it formed a massive bird. Its body was nearly invisible, save for a mere outline that flickered like a mirage. Razor-thin gusts of wind spiraled off its wings and cut through the air, and the moment it flapped hard, leaves and debris were sucked into its currents and spun violently in a storm of razor gusts.

The monkeys were livid now. They screamed and banged against the gates of their enclosure as the weight of the power in the air got to them.

Then there was the fire elemental. It was the largest and most menacing of the three as it formed into a towering inferno that was molded into a humanoid shape. Its molten core glowed, and the heat coming off its form would’ve been unbearable for many. It radiated outward and warped through the air to make our surroundings shimmer like an illusion, and every movement it made left a trail of blackened scorch marks in its wake.

Things were finally getting exciting.

I barely had time to take in all the glory of their power before they attacked, and I was glad of it.

The fire elemental struck first and hurled a massive fireball toward me. I returned the favor in an instant and sent one of my own back, and the two fireballs clashed in an explosion that lit up the area like the sun had suddenly fallen to the ground. The collision sent waves of pressure and heat blasting out against the surrounding enclosures, and the force alone was enough to uproot small bushes within the cages and send monkeys flying back, but the elementals didn’t stop there.

The wind bird instantly whipped its vortex in the direction of the explosion and dispersed the flames, and embers flickered through the air before suddenly vanishing into the night.

I knew the ice elemental would strike next, and I leaped aside in anticipation of its strike, but before I could land, jagged shards of ice shot toward me with lethal precision.

Each one would easily be sharp enough to slice through steel.

I twisted mid-air and just barely dodged the onslaught, then hit the ground in a roll.

Their combined might was impressive, like a seamless blend of fire, ice, and wind designed to overwhelm and destroy. They weren’t fighting like individuals, they were fighting as a unit, so their attacks flowed into one another, and each move was calculated to corner me.

I needed to break their rhythm fast, but luckily, they didn’t know who they were dealing with.

I grinned as I came out of my roll and slid into the shadows faster than the mages could track me. They probably thought they’d cornered me now.

They would learn soon enough.

From my position in the shadows, I unleashed three massive fireballs in rapid succession, each one powerful enough to eliminate each elemental if it came in contact with their bodies. But I directed them at the mages.

I knew the elementals would react instantly, and sure enough, they threw themselves in front of their creators to protect the mages.

The fire elemental took the flames head-on, absorbed all the heat, and burst into pure magical energy. The same happened with the wind bird, which dissipated once my flames had fully consumed every last inch of its gusty wings, and the ice elemental shattered into oblivion.

As expected.

This was the opening I needed. So I moved.

I exploded out of the shadows, and the fire mage didn’t even have time to react before I was on him in a blur.

My claws shot out and grabbed him by the throat, and his eyes widened in shock and horror as he dropped the spell he’d been preparing and tore at my arm in desperation.

“What the…!” the wind mage shouted and spun around to find me.

The ice mage’s head whipped toward the sound. “Stop him!”

But it was too late.

I smiled beneath the mask as the fire mage struggled in my grasp.

“Too slow,” I said and tightened my grip.

With one swift motion, I ripped his throat out, and the wet sound of tearing flesh cut through the chaos. Blood sprayed across the clearing, and his body convulsed in one pitiful attempt to cling to life. Then he went limp in my hand as his life was extinguished as easily as his flames had been.

The other two mages froze now with their eyes wide in shock and fury as they stared at me, then at their dead ally’s body.

“Who… what are you?” the wind mage demanded. His hands trembled slightly as he clamped them into a fist.

I dropped my prey, and the body of the fire mage crumpled into a lump in the blood that had pooled at my feet.

“I’m the man who just killed your friend,” I chuckled. “Obviously.”

“You bastard,” the ice mage hissed.

Their arrogance had apparently wasted away with their bloody friend on the cold floor, and they were done underestimating me.

The two of them moved in unison now, and their coordination seemed sharper, so I knew they’d be more lethal. As the wind mage muttered an incantation under his breath, a faint glow surrounded his hands, and the air around him grew dense and charged with electricity.

At the same time, the ice mage stepped back, raised both hands, and chanted, too. Strange symbols immediately appeared in the air, and they glowed faintly as they spiraled around him.

His voice grew louder as his magic built with intensity. Then, out of nowhere, the wind mage seemed to multiply.

In an instant, the clearing was filled with identical versions of him. They all surrounded me in a wide circle, and they were perfect replicas of one another. Even their movements were synchronized, down to the twitch of their fingers.

I tensed, and my eyes darted between them. There were at least ten of them, and every single one of them formed orbs of lightning in their hands now. The air hummed with static energy, and the ice mage smirked as he eyed me.

“Let’s see how you handle this,” he said now that his replication spell was complete.

The wind mage’s clones circled me in a synchronized dance of destruction. They raised their hands in unison and prepared to launch their lightning attacks, but I just stayed perfectly still and ready to move.

Then one of the clones hurled its lightning orb at me.

I sidestepped easily, and the energy hit the ground where I stood just a second before. Another clone attacked immediately, and another, and another, until orbs of lightning rained down from every direction.

I weaved through the attacks and kept my movements perfectly fluid, but the clones weren’t just attacking randomly, they were trying to box me in. They sought to overwhelm me with sheer numbers as their strikes moved closer and closer.

I darted toward one of the clones, and with one clean slash from my claws, I tore through its body, only to see it dissolve into thin air.

The magic evaporated like mist.

“A fake,” I muttered.

It didn’t take long to piece it together. The clones weren’t just a distraction, they were a shield. The ice mage was using them to buy time, and to protect the wind mage, who was clearly the real threat.

I needed to get the real one.

The clones continued their assault, but I had seen enough. I crouched low, and with some energy, I forced small, jagged versions of my wings out of my back. Their red, leathery edges glowed faintly as they tore through my sweatshirt. They weren’t as massive as my true wings, but they were as sharp and as deadly.

With one powerful flap, I sent a series of wind scythes slicing through the air. They were sharp enough to cleave through stone, I’d learned this centuries ago, and they worked wonders now.

The blasts of air tore through the clones, and each one dissolved into mist as they were struck. The lightning orbs they generated vanished, too, but I didn’t stop there. I sent wave after wave of scythe-like blasts of wind at the remaining clones, and each one fell in an instant as their forms disintegrated into nothing.

But then one of the scythes struck something solid: a figure that didn’t dissolve.

The wind mage cried out in pain and stumbled back as blood seeped from a deep gash across his side. His clones were gone, and his concentration was broken, so his lightning had fizzled out as well.

I closed the distance between us in an instant. Before he could recover, I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him in the air. But behind me, Mage One boldly began another incantation.

I turned my head slightly. “He’ll die if you give me so much as a single reason to tighten my grip.”

He hastily finished his incantation anyway, and a fucking portal formed beside him.

It shimmered almost weakly in the darkness, and his hands trembled as he tried to maintain its form, like his spell had come out too rushed and incomplete.

I snarled and turned on my heel with the wind mage still locked in my grip, but I ignored his wheezing cries of pain. I charged forward as flames roiled in my throat, and I drew in a deep breath to be sure I’d be able to project my flames as far as required. The ice mage hesitated for a fraction of a second, and his expression was almost apologetic as he looked at his companion. But then, without another word, he lunged into the shoddy portal and vanished.

My flames died on my tongue as the portal immediately collapsed in on itself and left the clearing eerily silent.

“Coward,” I growled, but I didn’t mind that one of them had slipped.

I let out a low chuckle as I kept my grip firm on the wind mage’s throat.

“Well, that solves one problem.” I grinned. “Hopefully, he’ll go and tattle to Astrum so the bastard knows he can’t just send mages to this world whenever he likes. Unless he wants me to kill them.”

The wind mage choked out something incomprehensible, and his eyes were wide and terrified.

“Relax,” I said. “I’m not in the mood to kill you. Yet.”

I dropped him unceremoniously to the ground and watched as he coughed and scrambled backward. He clutched at his throat and looked up at me with his face pale and streaked with dirt. His eyes darted around the clearing like a trapped animal searching for an escape.

“There’s no point.” I stepped closer. “Your friend’s gone, and you’re not going anywhere. So why don’t you save us both some time and tell me what I want to know about the little errand you’re running for Astrum in this world.”

The wind mage shook his head frantically, and his voice was hoarse. “I… I don’t know anything!”

“Hmm.” I crouched down in front of him and studied his trembling form. “That’s the wrong answer.”

“I swear!” he cried and held up his hands defensively. “Astrum doesn’t tell us everything… He just gives us orders! We don’t ask questions!”

“You really expect me to believe that?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s the truth!” he insisted.

I sighed and shook my head. “You mages are all the same. So much power, so much arrogance… until someone stronger shows up. Then you’re suddenly useless.”

The wind mage flinched at my words, and his hands dropped slightly.

“Please…” he begged. “I’ll tell you what I know. Just don’t… don’t kill me.”

I leaned in closer and let a flicker of my true form slip through. My pupils narrowed into sharp slits at first, but then the all-black hue of my hybrid eyes swallowed them whole.

“See, that wasn’t so hard,” I said. “Start talking.”

The mage had frozen in place under my menacing glare, and his trembling ceased entirely as he locked eyes with me.

“You’re him…” he whispered. His fear had shifted into something closer to dread.

I studied his face. “And who are you?”

He swallowed hard, and his voice was shaky as he replied.

“Jasik,” he managed. “My name is Jasik.”

I straightened slightly. “Alright, Jasik. Now, tell me…Why did Astrum send you and the others here?”

Jasik’s breath hitched, but the faint glow of my eyes kept him rooted in place. He knew what I was, and he had seen what I could do. He wasn’t stupid enough to annoy me any further.

“He sent us here because he’s… testing something,” Jasik’s words tumbled out in a rush. “A new idea he’s been working on.”

“What idea?” I demanded.

Jasik glanced nervously at the shadows around us as though he expected someone to appear. When nothing did, he continued, but his voice was barely above a whisper.

“Astrum wants to start putting the magical creatures of Coilfell in cages… Like this.” He gestured toward the darkened zoo around us. “For the humans to look at.”

“Cages?” I repeated. “And what happens once they’re in these cages?”

Jasik shook his head frantically. “I don’t know! I swear, I don’t! All I know is that he wants them contained. He called them trophies. He… he wants to show everyone that even the most powerful beings aren’t untouchable.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“He… thinks it’s poetic,” Jasik choked out. “Taking creatures like you: beings of strength, power, and magic, and reducing them to nothing more than… displays.”

I stared at him as my mind raced. The thought of the fiercest and most impressive creatures of Coilfell being trapped in places like these weak animals was enough to send a fresh wave of raw fury through me. Heat broke out over my skin, and the mage whimpered in pain as my palm heated, too. My wings tensed against the urge to shift fully into my dragon form.

It was hard to resist.

I wanted nothing more than to inflict the might of a truly powerful being on Astrum and all those who would help him with his hideous goal, but I kept my temper restrained.

“What does this plan have to do with Earth?” I asked, and my voice was colder now.

Jasik hesitated again, and his lips trembled as he tried to find the right words.

“Well?” I pressed.

He flinched at the sharpness of my tone. “He’s… he’s only sending the most powerful creatures to Earth. He thinks the lack of magic here will weaken them slowly, over time. Until… until he can summon them into the cages more easily.”

I stiffened at that. By sending creatures to Earth, where the ambient magic was nearly nonexistent, he could weaken us naturally?

I wasn’t sure if this was fact or just conjecture on Astrum’s part, but it didn’t bode well for anyone.

If that really worked, then once we were weakened enough, he could take full control of us.

And who knew what he’d do with that power.

I growled, and Jasik flinched at the deep, gravely sound.

“Does he still plan to send more creatures here?” I asked.

“Yes.” Jasik nodded quickly. “But not yet. He’s starting small. Testing the waters. If this works, he’ll expand the plan. He’ll send more.”

Astrum’s twisted plan sank into me like jagged hooks. My anger bubbled just beneath the surface and threatened to explode. The idea of powerful creatures from Coilfell, creatures like me, being dragged to Earth, weakened, and put in cages for humans to gawk at, made my chest burn with rage.

But there had to be more. He wouldn’t just want to stare at us. A plan as complex as this implied he had something crueler in mind than that.

And Jasik knew more. I could see it in the way his eyes darted, the way he hunched and tried to make himself smaller and less noticeable.

“What else do you know about Astrum?” I growled.

Jasik shook his head violently. “I’ve told you everything I know! I swear!”

“Don’t lie to me,” I snapped. I loomed over him, and he shrank back against the ground.

“I’m not lying! I don’t know anything else!” he cried.

I wasn’t in the mood for games. I grabbed him by the front of his robe and hauled him to his feet in one swift motion. Jasik yelped, and his hands clutched at my arms as I dragged him across the clearing.

“W… wait! What are you doing?!” he stammered. I could hear his panic mounting with every step. “You promised to spare me!”

“I promised no such thing,” I said coldly as I dragged him toward the lion enclosure. “You begged me to spare you, that is all. Now, you’re being useless again.”

“No! Please!” he tried.

The dark habitat loomed ahead. Somewhere in the shadows of the enclosure, I could still feel the faint presence of the lions.

Jasik’s breathing grew ragged as he realized where we were headed.

“Wait! Stop! You don’t have to do this!” he pleaded.

I stopped just short of the enclosure and faced him.

“Then start talking,” I growled.

Jasik’s lip quivered, and his gaze darted between me and the darkened enclosure.

“I… I can’t!” he stammered.

“Useless,” I said flatly.

With one swift motion, I yanked him closer to the fence.

“Wait, wait, wait!” he screamed and scratched at my arms. “I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything! Just don’t… don’t feed me to them… Alright, alright… I’ll tell you everything! Just… just let me go!”

I eased my grip slightly but didn’t release him. “You’re not off the hook yet… Talk.”

He fought hard to swallow through his frantic breathing.

“Astrum…” he stammered. “He’s planning to send something to Earth in a month. Something powerful. Deadly!”

I leaned closer. “And what is that?”

“A banshee,” Jasik choked out with wide, desperate eyes.

“A banshee?” I repeated, and I tightened my grip instinctively.

“Yes,” Jasik gasped as he winced at the pressure. “It’s not just any banshee, either, he’s tracking one of the oldest, most powerful ones in Coilfell. It’s slain entire armies, left towns silent.”

A banshee of that caliber being unleashed on Earth?

It would be a massacre.

“Where?” I demanded. He hesitated, so I growled and gave him a hard shake. “Where, Jasik?”

“Los Angeles!” he blurted out. “Astrum’s planning to send it to Los Angeles. A city that big, filled with so many people… it’ll be a bloodbath. And it’ll hopefully drain the freakish thing of its powers quickly enough that we can–”

The man must’ve read the look on my face. He practically bit through his tongue from stopping so fast, but he’d already betrayed his true nature to me.

For all his begging and attempting to be useful, he supported this plan of Astrum’s. He thought we ‘freakish things’ deserved it.

Which wasn’t to say I had sympathy for the banshee. Quite the contrary. They were a natural enemy of just about everything and everyone.

If this Los Angeles happened to be a densely populated place on Earth, a banshee wouldn’t just kill, it would cause chaos on a scale this world wasn’t prepared to handle.

I glanced down at Jasik.

“Where?” I asked. “I need the exact location.”

He licked his lips nervously. “I don’t know. I don’t know… I swear.”

Shit.

I had no idea where this Los Angeles was in comparison to Chicago, but if I let this happen, if I ignored what he’d just told me, the people of Earth would be doomed. Cities would fall, and innocent lives– Clare’s, Gary’s, Dave’s– would be caught in the crossfire.

Even if I was given the chance to return to Coilfell right now, could I really leave this world to its fate?

I tightened my grip on Jasik now that I’d made up my mind.

“You’re going to help me stop this,” I said.

“What?” His eyes widened in panic. “No, I… I can’t! Astrum will kill me if I–”

“Astrum isn’t here,” I growled. “But I am.”

He flinched. “I… I can’t… I can’t stop him…”

“Then you’re going to help me get back to Coilfell,” I said. “If I can get to him, I can stop this myself before it even begins.”

Jasik’s breath hitched, and he stared at me like I’d just suggested the impossible.

“I-I can’t open a portal,” he stammered.

I studied him with a flat expression. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not!” he cried. “I swear, I don’t have the ability! Only the mage that escaped could open a portal like that, and you saw how difficult it was for him! I’m just a scout, we don’t have that kind of power!”

I frowned as I realized he was being earnest. Jasik was clearly terrified, but there was no sign of deceit in his words.

“If you can’t open a portal,” I said slowly, “then how do you expect to return to Coilfell after this ordeal?”

“We’re summoned back,” Jasik said. “When Astrum sends something here, he uses the same portal to call us back. I can’t open one myself… I have to wait for his signal.”

The pieces fell into place in my mind. If Astrum’s portal would be used to send the banshee to Earth, then it could also be my way back to Coilfell. All I had to do was be there when it opened.

“You’re telling me that when Astrum sends the banshee to Earth, he’ll open a portal in this Los Angeles?”

Jasik nodded weakly. “Yes. That’s how it works. But you can’t…”

“I can,” I interrupted firmly. “And I will.”

“You… you’d try to jump through the portal?” he stared at me.

“If it’s my only way to Coilfell, then yes,” I replied. “Astrum must be punished for his actions.”

Jasik opened his mouth to protest, but the look on my face made him stop. He swallowed hard.

“You’re insane,” he breathed.

I ignored him since my mind had already raced ahead to the next steps. If Astrum planned to send the banshee in a month, I had time to prepare. Time to figure out how to ensure I’d be at the right place, at the right moment, to jump through that portal.

And when I did, Astrum wouldn’t see me coming.

I’d make sure of that.

I glanced down at the mage in my grip. Jasik’s eyes darted around desperately for an escape that didn’t exist. He knew as well as I did that he wasn’t going anywhere.

“You’ve been useful,” I said.

Jasik forced a shaky smile. “Does that mean… you’ll let me go?”

A bitter smile spread across my face.

“But I told you everything! I didn’t hold back… I swear!” he cried.

“You did,” I acknowledged with a small nod. “And I thank you for your cooperation. But mages like you and Astrum need to understand something.”

Jasik blinked, and his fear was momentarily overtaken by his confusion. “W-what?”

“That toying with creatures more powerful than yourselves has consequences. You’re going to help me send that message.”

Before Jasik could respond, I reached down and tore the cloak from his shoulders in one swift motion. The fabric was coarse but sturdy, and he cried out in pain as I grabbed his hands next. Then I bound his wrists tightly behind his back with the torn fabric.

“No, no, no!” he protested. “You don’t have to do this! Please, I told you everything I know!”

I ignored his pleas and knotted the makeshift bindings with ease. He squirmed and thrashed, but his injury and fear left him too weak to do anything about it. When I finished, I stepped back and glanced toward the lifeless body of the fire mage.

Blood still pooled beneath him, and on his cloak.

I nodded and gestured toward the tall, shadowed fence of the lion exhibit.

“I have a feeling the beasts in there will handle you faster than Astrum will summon you back,” I said casually. “Let’s see if I’m right.”

Jasik’s face went pale. “No. You wouldn’t.”

I didn’t respond but grabbed him by the bindings and hauled him to his feet. He screamed and kicked, and his panic spilled out in bursts as I dragged him across the clearing.

I easily lugged him toward the dead mage and lifted the body over my shoulder. His blood stained everywhere in sight, but I didn’t care.

“Please! You don’t have to do this! I’ll… I’ll do anything!” the wind mage begged.

“You’ve already done enough,” I said flatly. “And the smell of you and your ally’s blood will ensure a swift death, I promise.”

We reached the base of the lion enclosure, and the dark metal fence stretched high above us. Somewhere beyond the bars, the faint sound of movement stirred in the shadows. The lions were awake now, and I grinned at the thought.

Then I threw Jasik against the fence, and his body collapsed in a heap at its base. He whimpered, and his head jerked up to look at me with wide, desperate eyes.

“You mages need to learn,” I said coldly. “If people like you and Astrum think you can play god with the creatures of Coilfell, well… There’s a price to pay for stupidity as vast as that. This is your price.”

I hurled the corpse of his ally over the fence, and the body landed with a sickening thud inside the enclosure.

Then I grabbed Jasik.

“Please! Please don’t do this!” he cried.

I paused for a moment and stared down at him. “You should’ve picked better allies. Perhaps some of the ‘freakish things’ you deem deserving of cages, yes?”

And with that, I hoisted him up and tossed him over the fence. His scream was cut short as he hit the ground inside the enclosure and rolled to a stop near the other mage’s body.

For a moment, there was only silence. Then, from the shadows of the enclosure, a low growl cut through the air. Jasik scrambled to his knees, but his bound hands were useless as he tried to crawl away from the sound.

The lions emerged slowly from the darkness. Their movements were predatory as they circled the two figures inside their territory.

I turned away. My work here was finished, and Jasik’s screams would fade soon enough.

Then, when whatever remained of him was summoned back to Coilfell, Astrum would get the message loud and clear.

I’d barely taken a few steps when I heard a distant voice behind me.

“Hey! You there! What are you doing?!”

I froze. Then I glanced back toward the reptile house, where a figure stumbled out into the path.

The security guard.
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The man groaned and clutched his head as he stumbled around, and he scanned the area in a daze. His eyes finally locked on me, and immediately, he stiffened. He was still unsteady, but the shock from being frozen in place was quickly replaced by confusion and anger.

“What’s going on here?” he demanded and stepped toward me slowly, like he was still shaking off the disorientation.

I sighed and pulled my hood tighter over my head. The last thing I needed was a witness. If he’d seen too much, it could be a problem.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” I said.

The guard frowned, and he squinted at me and tried to get a better look despite the dim lighting.

My eyes flicked to the path beside me. If I took a direct line, I could jump the fence further down and be out of here and on my way to Clare.

Without answering, I turned and bolted.

“Stop right there!” he screamed. “Don’t move!”

I wasn’t about to stop. Clare was waiting for me in her car, and I didn’t have time for any more distractions.

“Hey! Stop!” the guard shouted behind me, but his footsteps echoed further and further away as he fell behind.

The clatter of his boots was followed by the sound of his curses as the gap between us only grew, and I could hear the desperation in his voice.

“Why aren’t the fucking alarms working?” he shouted in frustration. “Hello? Where the hell is my backup!”

I frowned and briefly pulled my thoughts away from running. The magic had lifted, but there should’ve been alarms blaring by now and alerting the entire zoo that someone had trespassed. Particularly after such a violent fight with the elementals.

Instead, there was nothing. Silence. Just the occasional growls and calls of restless animals, and the muffled noises of far-off guards shouting commands.

It didn’t sit right with me. Something was off, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I pushed the thought aside and focused ahead.

The guard’s breathless curses grew fainter as I left him far behind. I wove through the darkened zoo with ease now. The paths twisted and turned, but I had memorized my route earlier, and I knew exactly where I needed to go.

I could see the faint glow of the streetlights outside the zoo’s perimeter.

I was almost there.

But then, just as I rounded the last corner, another security guard stepped into my path and aimed a bright flashlight directly at me.

“There!” the guard shouted. His hand shot up to his radio. “I’ve got eyes on him, heading toward the fence!”

I cursed under my breath. There was no way around him. The guard stood between me and the fence, and with the first guard still somewhere behind me, I didn’t have much time to think.

My eyes darted around, and I calculated my options. The guard was close, but I had a tiny window of opportunity before he realized he’d trapped me.

“You need to stop!” he shouted.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I slowed just slightly. And his stance relaxed for half a second. That was all I needed.

In one smooth motion, I veered sharply to the side and kept my body low to the ground as I darted around him. He swung his arm out to grab me, but I was already past him. I slipped by with ease and barely even broke stride.

“Hey!” he shouted and stumbled as I escaped.

I didn’t look back. I didn’t need to. His footsteps faded quickly behind me as I put more distance between us.

The tall iron bars of the fence loomed in front of me. I leaped and grabbed the top rail and swung myself over in one fluid motion. My feet hit the ground on the other side with barely a sound.

“Did he just… What the…” The guard sounded shocked

I didn’t wait to hear the rest.

The moment my feet touched the pavement outside the zoo, I sprinted toward the parked car. The car was positioned exactly where I’d told her to leave it– close enough for a quick escape, but far enough from the entrance to avoid immediate suspicion.

I reached the door in seconds, yanked it open, and threw myself into the passenger seat.

“Drive!” I barked.

Clare barely hesitated. The second my door slammed shut, she gunned it, and the tires screeched slightly as she peeled away from the curb. The car shot forward and merged onto the main road as the zoo shrank behind us.

I exhaled sharply and forced myself to breathe as I slumped back against the seat.

Clare kept her eyes on the road and her grip on the wheel steady. “That bad, huh?”

“Worse,” I let out a breathless laugh and ran a hand through my hair as I watched the light streak by outside the window. “It wasn’t Astrum. Just three of his mages, and I–”

“Wait,” Clare interrupted. “Before you say anything else… we have another problem.”

I turned to look at her. “What do you mean, another problem?”

She didn’t answer immediately, but her eyes darted to the rearview mirror.

I twisted in my seat, and a few car lengths behind us were a pair of headlights.

“Who is that?” I asked.

“Danielle.”

I stared at Clare for a long moment. “And why the hell is she following us?”

“She didn’t believe the whole ‘favorite show’ excuse.” Clare shook her head and began muttering curse words under her breath.

“Great,” I groaned. “Just what we need.”

“Yep,” she sighed.

After a few minutes, Clare turned onto a quiet side street, and the area was dimly lit by a few scattered streetlights. She pulled over onto the shoulder and killed the engine but left the headlights on.

Danielle’s car slowed as well, and its tires crunched softly against the gravel as it came to a stop just behind us.

“Here we go,” Clare muttered and undid her seatbelt.

I stepped out of the car and slammed the door shut as I turned to face the vehicle behind us. Danielle stepped out with her hands raised slightly in mock-surrender.

“What the hell are you doing?” I growled and strolled toward her.

Danielle’s smile was infuriatingly casual. “Oh, please, the way you two left the bar? Come on. Favorite show? Like hell I was going to believe that excuse, you looked royally pissed about something when you took off.”

Clare sighed and rubbed her temples. “Danielle…”

“So,” Danielle cut her off and pointed at me. “Are you going to explain why you broke into a zoo? Or is there a monkey in the trunk that explains it?”

I glared at her. “You shouldn’t have followed us.”

“And if I hadn’t?” Danielle raised an eyebrow. “Your car would’ve been on video outside the zoo. You’re welcome.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Danielle pulled out her phone and held it up like a trophy. “I hacked the security system while you were inside. Short-circuited the cameras. If I hadn’t, the guards would’ve seen your car and traced it back to you. Plus, the alarm… I cut the power for those systems.”

I exchanged a glance with Clare, who looked just as surprised as I felt.

“You hacked the cameras?” I repeated. “From outside the zoo?”

“Yeah,” she said casually. “I figured if something was really wrong, the last thing you’d want is to have the car tied to you. So again… you’re welcome.”

I clenched my jaw. I was torn between frustration and gratitude.

“That doesn’t mean you should’ve followed us,” I muttered.

Danielle narrowed her eyes. “Look, I didn’t know what was going on, but you helped me when I needed it. If something was wrong, I figured I’d try to return the favor.”

Clare sighed and shook her head. “Danielle, we appreciate the help, but …

I cleared my throat and cut Clare off.

“The truth is… the security guard owes me money,” I said. “I went in there to collect it.”

“What?” Danielle’s smile faltered.

“Yeah.” I shrugged and kept my expression as neutral as possible. “He’s been dodging me for weeks, so I figured I’d track him down and get what he owes me.”

Danielle blinked, then crossed her arms. “You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not,” I feigned innocence.

“You really expect me to believe that? You broke into a zoo in the middle of the night to shake down a security guard for cash?”

Clare snorted softly and hid her laugh behind her hand. “She’s got a point, Ethan. You have to admit. She kind of saved our asses back there.”

“Exactly.” Danielle grinned.

“I don’t know what else you expect me to say,” I told her

Danielle stepped closer, and her expression was serious now.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s obviously bigger than you’re letting on, and after everything I’ve seen…” She hesitated for a moment. “After the wendigo, I’m not just going to walk away from this. I deserve to know the truth.”

I stared at her. She’d already made her mind up. She’d already seen the impossible once, and it had shaken her enough to follow me all this way. Maybe Clare was right, maybe it was time to tell her everything.

I glanced at Clare, who gave me a small nod as if to say, “It’s your call.”

I let out a slow breath and turned back to Danielle.

“Fine,” I said. “But not here. Follow us back to Clare’s apartment, and I’ll explain everything.”

“Fine.” She nodded and turned without another word.

The drive back to Clare’s apartment was quiet. The streets were mostly empty at this hour, but the occasional car passed by with headlights that cut through the dark. The only sound inside the car was the hum of the engine.

I leaned back in my seat and stared out the window. My mind buzzed from everything that had happened– the fight, the mages, the escape. And now… Danielle.

Clare glanced over briefly, then shifted her focus back to the road.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked.

I sighed and rubbed a hand over my face. “There is no plan this time.”

“Great,” she snorted. “Love that.”

“I’ll just tell her the truth,” I said. “It’s not like I can make up a convincing lie at this point.”

“Yeah, you burned that bridge when you told her the security guard owed you money,” Clare laughed.

“It would’ve worked on someone as simple as Gary or Dave,” I grumbled.

“So fair,” she agreed.

By the time we pulled into the parking lot of Clare’s apartment complex, Danielle’s car turned the corner behind us.

Clare parked, cut the engine, and exhaled. “Well, this is going to be fun.”

I didn’t respond, I just stepped out of the car and stretched my shoulders. The air was cool, and the faint sounds of the city were still alive in the distance.

A moment later, Danielle’s car pulled into the lot. She parked a few spaces away but didn’t get out immediately.

I watched as she sat there and gripped the wheel. She seemed to hesitate for some reason, and for the first time since she had followed us, I saw something other than her reckless curiosity in her expression.

Nervousness.

Then, finally, she pulled the keys from the ignition and climbed out. Her movements were a little slower than usual. More controlled. I watched her carefully as she approached.

Something was off.

She stopped a few feet from us with her arms crossed tight over her chest. There was no smirk this time. She finally looked rattled by all this.

“Alright,” she said quieter than usual. “Before we go inside, I need to ask something.”

Clare and I exchanged a quick glance before I turned back to Danielle.

“What is it?” I asked

Danielle exhaled through her nose, then gestured toward her car. “I’ve been dialed into a police scanner app, just in case I left a trail when I tampered with the zoo’s security system… They just reported that two men were found dead in the lion cage at the zoo.”

Danielle’s eyes locked onto mine, and Clare stiffened beside me. I could feel her gaze flicker between me and the blonde woman, like she was gauging both our reactions at once.

“I didn’t know I was helping you out with murder,” Danielle hissed.

I clenched my jaw.

Her stance was firm as she waited for an explanation.

“Keep it down,” I sighed and lowered my voice. “If you want answers, then you’ll need to come inside.”

For the first time, I saw genuine fear flicker across her face as she met my gaze. The lion cage thing had shaken her trust in me, but after a moment of hesitation, she nodded.

“Fine,” she said.

She followed us toward the building but clearly maintained caution, and she took measured steps forward.

Okay, so she still trusted me a little. For now. Based on the way she behaved, though, I could tell that trust was hanging on what I said next.

No one spoke as we headed to Clare’s apartment door, and I used the time to decide how much of the truth I was actually willing to share.

At this point, I figured I needed to come clean about it all.

By the time we reached Clare’s door, Danielle’s shoulders had relaxed slightly, but only slightly. Clare unlocked the door and stepped inside first. I followed and left enough space for Danielle to enter without feeling boxed in.

She stepped in slowly and glanced around like she was expecting something. I wasn’t sure what. A trap? A dark secret hidden in plain sight?

I shut the door behind us and locked it.

Danielle turned to face me.

“Okay,” she said and crossed her arms again. “Start talking.”

“Right…” Clare clapped her hands together. “Well, if we’re going to have this conversation, I think we need drinks.”

Without waiting for a response, she strode toward the kitchen and pulled glasses from the cupboard.

Danielle sat on the couch and looked at me expectantly.

I took a slow breath. “Before I tell you anything else, you need to keep an open mind.”

Danielle looked toward Clare in the kitchen, then back to me.

“I am keeping an open mind,” she replied.

“Good.” I nodded. “Because I’m not from this world.”

Danielle looked at me funny. “What?”

“Bet that wasn’t on your bingo card,” I heard Clare mutter in the kitchen.

“I come from a different world,” I continued. “In my world, what people here call magical beasts– dragons, griffins, wendigos, vampires– they exist. They live all over the place. And some of them… Well, some of them are now here.”

“You’re fucking with me,” Danielle let out a sharp laugh, but there was a nervous edge to it.

“I’m not,” I said evenly.

She shot up from the couch and started backing toward the door.

“No. No, see, this is where I draw the line.” She shook her head, and her pretty face was a mask of disbelief. “This whole night? The hacking, the zoo, the… whatever? Fine. But this? This is bullshit. And I’m not sticking around for it.”

Without a flicker of thought, my dragon eyes shifted and revealed themselves. At the same time, my nails lengthened into claws, and I growled for her to stop moving.

Danielle froze. Her breath caught, and for the first time since we met, she was extremely silent. Not a single peep came from her.

She looked afraid, but it was necessary.

She slowly stepped away from the door, and her mouth fell open as if to say something, but no words came out.

That’s when Clare walked in. She balanced three glasses of whiskey in her hands as she took one look at the scene: Danielle looking pale and shaken, me standing with my claws half-extended and my eyes blazing.

Clare sighed and set the glasses down on the coffee table.

“I just left the room for two minutes,” she muttered. “Did you really have to go monster mode on her already?”

I exhaled and let my features return to normal. “She was about to bolt.”

Danielle didn’t respond to this. Instead, she slowly reached for one of the glasses and downed nearly half of it in a single gulp.

Clare rolled her eyes and took a seat before grabbing her own drink.

“Well, she’s not running now.” She turned to Danielle and tugged her toward the couch. “You okay?”

Danielle blinked a few times and nodded stiffly as she sat back down.

“What are you?” she asked.

“I’m a dragon,” I said.

As she stared at me, I could visibly see confusion beginning to set in, due to the wrinkle that formed on her forehead. Her warm brown eyes looked dazed as well, and her soft pink lips were open and slack while she stared at me for a long moment.

“You don’t look like a dragon,” she said numbly.

“This is my human form.” I smiled and tried to relieve the tension I could sense bubbling in her. “I have three forms– my full dragon form, my hybrid form, and my human form.”

Danielle didn’t seem able to blink. Clare went into full mother mode.

“Are you okay?” she asked again and touched her lightly. “Need a hug?”

“No,” Danielle replied. “I’m… okay.”

“Good,” Clare said. “Because you were the one who wanted answers. If you’re going to be this nosy, you kind of have to roll with the punches.”

I snorted at this, but I had to agree. This had been my concern all along when it came to Danielle, she was far too pushy when she was curious.

The blonde woman sent an annoyed glance in Clare’s direction, but my lover just cocked an eyebrow at her and took another sip of whiskey.

She really was the perfect companion. For some women, it seemed that so much could be said with that one look alone, and I was proud to know that Clare was quite skilled in that area. Her single eyebrow worked wonders on shaking Danielle out of her stupor.

The blonde woman exhaled, leaned back, and cradled her drink.

“Right. Answers.” She turned her gaze back to me. “Start talking.”

I sat down across from them, grabbed a cup full of whiskey, and sipped on it. It was a nice bottle.

“I was forced here,” I began. “By a powerful mage named Astrum.”

Danielle didn’t interrupt. She seemed prepared to just listen now, so I calmly laid out my story from this evening for her.

“I went to the zoo tonight because I heard reports that someone had seen a man dressed in clothes that resembled his. But when I got there, I found three of his mages instead.”

Danielle tightened her grip on her glass. “The people in the lion cage?”

“Two of them.” I nodded. “They tried to take me out. I handled it.”

Danielle let out a breath. “And by ‘handled it,’ you mean…”

“I killed one and fed the other to the lions alive,” I said simply. “Because if I hadn’t, they would’ve killed me or given away dangerous details to Astrum when they saw him next.”

She swallowed but didn’t flinch.

“Right,” she muttered. “Makes sense, I guess. Murderous mages… not a good way to go out.”

“Precisely,” I agreed.

She was handling this well now, and catching on faster than Clare had.

I studied her for a moment before continuing. “There’s also something else you should know.”

“Oh, good.” Danielle nodded sharply. “More.”

“Yep, moooore answers,” Clare almost sang, and she sent the blonde a sweet smile.

“The wendigo you saw?” I led. “It was real.”

Danielle stiffened. She looked down at her drink and then back up at me.

“Say that again,” she whispered

“It was real,” I repeated. “You weren’t hallucinating. You weren’t seeing things. It was a real wendigo, and it would’ve killed you if I hadn’t been there.”

For a moment, she just sat there. Then, slowly, her shoulders slumped, and she let out a breath that sounded almost… relieved.

Like she had held something inside for far too long.

“Shit,” she muttered. “I thought I was losing it.”

“You weren’t,” Clare assured her. “If I saw what you saw, I would have thought that, too.”

Danielle let out a short, humorless laugh. “Yeah? What did you see when you found out about all this?”

“Not much.” Clare shrugged. “Just a guy half-turn into a dragon in front of me.”

Danielle shot me a look. “You said you can fully shift, though, right? You have a full dragon form?”

“Yes,” I said. “But that’s not something I do unless absolutely necessary.”

“Fair.” Danielle nodded. “I guess?”

She took another sip of whiskey, then sat up straighter.

“So, let me get this straight,” she sighed. “You’re from another world. You were forced here by a powerful mage who wants to, what? Mess with Earth?”

“He wants to use Earth as a cage,” I corrected. “For creatures like me.”

“Cage?” Clare frowned.

“Yeah, I found that out tonight before, you know… the lions,” I said, and Clare gave a simple nod while Danielle paled and sipped some more. “He’s sending the strongest creatures from my world here and slowly draining them of their power over time so that when he pulls them back, they’ll be weak. Controllable.”

Danielle was quiet for a long moment.

“That’s fucked.” She swirled the whiskey in her glass and muttered.

“Agreed,” Clare said and knocked back the rest of her drink. “Is that even possible? To weaken you guys, I mean. You certainly don’t seem to be wearing out at all…”

She blushed slightly as she said this, and her eyes raked over my broad chest and down to my belt.

“I’m not sure if that’s how it works,” I admitted. “It’s an unusual theory, but I feel perfectly myself so far. Perhaps weaker beings than myself would be affected, but I’ll have to study the situation for longer to be sure.”

Danielle narrowed her eyes at me, but she didn’t seem to be listening.

“What about that new attack?” she blurted out. “The one from the news that they’re saying is odd and not like anything they’ve seen before?”

“Same thing.” I nodded. “Creatures from my world.”

“So this isn’t stopping anytime soon.” She sighed and rubbed a hand down her face.

“No,” I said. “It’s just beginning. Astrum has big plans, but I’m working on thwarting him.”

Danielle sat back and processed things. She chewed on her lip, and her fingers tapped lightly against the rim of her glass.

Then, finally, she met my gaze.

“I’ll keep it a secret,” she said.

“Just like that?” I raised an eyebrow.

Danielle huffed. “What am I gonna do? Call the police and tell them a dragon is running around Chicago?”

“Yeah, I don’t think that’d go over well.” Clare grinned.

Danielle shook her head and smiled slightly.

“Besides,” she added. “If everything you’re saying is true, then Earth is already in way more danger than I ever realized. And if I’m in this now, I might as well be on the right side of it.”

I studied her for a long moment. Then I nodded. “A wise choice.”

“Welcome to the chaos.” Clare raised her empty glass in a mock-toast.

Danielle chuckled and clinked her own glass against Clare’s.

I leaned back in my seat and watched them, and I decided this was going to be interesting, having two women who knew of my secret fight against Astrum and his monsters.

It’d give me twice the useful input when I needed it, and it’d give each of them someone to confide in when the… gory situations came up.

The night went on after that, and the girls had far too much to drink. Danielle was eventually leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and her glass now empty. She stared at me like I was some kind of puzzle she needed to solve.

“Okayyy,” she slurred slightly. “So, you’re telling me dragons are real. Magic is real. And there’s a whole war happening between magical creatures that I didn’t know existed until tonight?”

“That’s about right.” I nodded. “But there isn’t a war, per se, I personally have a vendetta against a powerful mage that cast me out of my home.”

She let out a long breath and shook her head. “I need you to explain everything to me, there are major holes in this story. Don’t leave anything out.”

I smirked. “That’s a lot to ask.”

“Well, this is a lot to process, so I think it’s only fair.” She gestured broadly.

“She’s got a point, you know,” Clare chuckled from her spot on the couch beside her.

“See? Clare is on my side.” Danielle pointed at Clare. “Two humans against one dragon. We win.”

A silly smile came to her face like she was proud of besting me with her drunken logic, and I couldn’t help chuckling.

“Fine,” I sighed. “Ask away.”

Danielle wasted no time. “How long have you been on Earth?”

“Not long,” I replied. “Just a couple weeks.”

“And before that? You were in… what did you call it? Coilfell?”

“Yeah. That’s my homeworld.”

“And you got sent here,” she clarified. “Like… against your will?”

“More or less,” I replied

“By Astrum,” she continued. “The big bad wizard who wants to cage magical creatures and send them back weakened?”

“Exactly,” I told her. “It’s pretty simple.”

Danielle rubbed her temples. “No, it’s insane, but I’m rolling with it. What I don’t understand is why. What’s the point of weakening creatures from your world?”

“Yeah, I was wondering that, too,” Clare perked up. “Wouldn’t it be easier just to kill them?”

I nodded. “If his goal was simple extermination, sure. The only reason I got sent here is because I was ambushed after years of peace. Some creatures like myself are way too powerful to take on in a fight, so they are using pathetic attempts at wrangling us instead.”

“You’re so mad about the ambush thing,” Clare giggled behind her hand. “I can tell, you’re so pissed.”

I clenched my jaw. “No one ambushes a dragon such as me. That sniveling king must have used every scrap of his brain to manage it.”

Clare giggled even more, and Danielle joined in as I worked to keep my expression neutral.

“Anyway,” I said pointedly. “By draining the power of the monsters here on Earth, he seems to be giving other mages a chance against beasts like us… There’s also the possibility that they’ll be weak enough for him to bend to his will, perhaps use them for his own schemes, but for now, it’s all still up for speculation.”

“So he could be building an army?” Danielle frowned.

“Maybe, or like a menagerie,” I muttered. “A collection of the strongest creatures, forced into servitude. But even if he’d manage to weaken us, he’d need a significant amount of power to use us all for anything, like a whole army of mages’ worth.”

Clare made a disgusted noise. “That’s twisted.”

“And the things here?” Danielle asked. “The wendigo, the vampires… the recent attacks? Are all because of him?”

“He is responsible for sending them here, but what they do here is all up to them,” I said firmly. “And that’s just the beginning.”

Danielle let out a breath and sank back into the couch. “Jesus. I thought I had problems.”

“Welcome to our daily existential crisis.” Clare grinned.

Danielle sat up again, and her mind was clearly still racing. “Alright, I have about a hundred more questions.”

“Of course you do.” I grinned and refilled my glass from the bottle Clare had brought in a while ago.

“Can you fly?” she asked abruptly.

“Yes.”

She blinked. “Like, right now?”

“Not unless you want me to take out half the apartment in the process,” I said.

“Trust me, if he could stretch his wings indoors, he would’ve shown off by now,” Clare snorted. “I’ve been begging.”

“Yes, you have…” I sent her a wink, and she blushed on the spot as an adorable giggle burst from her mouth.

Danielle looked impressed. “Damn. So full wingspan and everything?”

I nodded.

“And you breathe fire?” She tapped her chin.

“Obviously,” I replied and rolled my eyes.

“And he complains about how inaccurate human interpretations of dragons are,” Clare joked. “It’s the cutest fucking thing.”

I frowned. “I am not ‘cute’ when annoyed, I’m–”

“Fucking. Adorable,” Clare slurred with genuine commitment, but then she tried to make her voice sound as deep as mine. “‘That wingspan is sooooo unrealistic. Utter foolishness, the audacity!’”

“Oh, my God, do you actually get mad about that?” Danielle turned to me with an amused expression.

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “It’s infuriating. The movies get everything wrong… Not to mention, I’ve seen what humans call a bearded dragon, and I should extinguish the entire human race for such mockery.”

“Bearded dragon?” Danielle laughed.

Clare nudged Danielle. “He yells at the screen. It’s hilarious.”

“We have to watch something dragon-related now.” Danielle grinned. “I can definitely see this being cute as hell.”

“Right?” Clare blurted out and sent me a huge grin. “I told you!”

“Please,” I groaned. “Do we have to?”

Clare grinned and flipped through the streaming options. “Oh, absolutely.”

“Come on, you’ve spent the last hour telling me about dragons,” Danielle chuckled. “I need to see one, and you said you can’t completely change here.”

I scowled, but it only seemed to amuse them more.

“Fine,” I muttered and leaned back in the armchair. “But I won’t stand for any bullshit, and I won’t hesitate to speak up.”

“Oh, we’re counting on that,” Clare laughed. “How long do you think he’s going to last?”

“I give it five minutes tops before he criticizes something.” Danielle smiled at me.

“Okay, let’s start with a classic.” Clare pointed at the screen.

She clicked play, and the screen filled with scenes of misty mountains and an ominous voice narrating the legend of ancient dragons.

I lasted about three minutes before I scoffed. “That’s not what dragon wings look like.”

“Called it.” Danielle grinned.

“Give it five minutes before you start critiquing, at least,” Clare said and tossed a small pillow at me.

I gestured toward the screen. “Why does it sound like a lion?”

“Wait, what’s wrong with the sound?” Danielle snorted.

“Everything,” I said flatly. “That’s not how dragons vocalize.”

“I don’t know, it sounds more like a dragon than you do.” Clare joked

Danielle smirked. “I agree. But we don’t know anything. What do dragons sound like then?”

“Dragons communicate through a mix of deep vibrations and growls,” I explained. “Like a song. Even when we say human words, our timbre is distinctly dragon. Not this sneering nonsense.”

“That actually sounds kind of cool.” Clare’s eyebrows lifted.

“It is cool.” I crossed my arms. “And way more sophisticated than this, which sounds like someone just mixed a roar with a screech and made it pompous.”

“Okay, okay,” Danielle laughed. “What about the fire-breathing? At least tell me they got that part right.”

I watched as the dragon onscreen exhaled a massive, uncontrolled wall of fire that scorched everything in its path.

I let out a long breath. “That’s… not entirely wrong.”

“Oh, he approves?” Clare snickered.

“Barely.” I rolled my eyes. “Dragonfire requires more precision than that. We don’t just belch flames randomly. We have way more control, we’re not idiots.”

“Makes sense.” Danielle nodded. “What about the hoarding thing? Because, according to every movie, dragons are obsessed with treasure.”

Clare perked up. “Oh, yeah. He loves hoarding. So much so, he made a business on his first day here so he could hoard money.”

“Guilty.” I grinned. “A dragon’s treasures are his greatest pride.”

“Oh, this is good,” Danielle giggled. “What is it? Swords? Ancient books? Shiny rocks?”

“Mostly women and riches.” I smirked.

Clare nudged Danielle. “That is accurate.”

The blonde woman blushed and raised a glass as if to cover some embarrassment on her part.

“Uh, to Ethad and his shiny rock collection,” she joked.

Clare clinked her drink against Danielle’s, and both of them grinned.

“You two are a force to be reckoned with,” I chuckled.

Clare patted my knee. “We know.”

Despite everything wrong with it, I got lost in the film-- once I managed to stop rolling my eyes at the absurd inaccuracies, of course.

Danielle seemed to find the whole experience entertaining, and she enjoyed my reactions just as much as she enjoyed watching the screen. Clare, meanwhile, had fully settled into the couch once she was halfway through another drink, and she was looking far too pleased with herself.

As the movie neared its final battle between humans and dragons, I sighed.

“This entire conflict is dumb,” I muttered.

“What now?” Danielle giggled.

I gestured at the screen. “If dragons really wanted to wipe out humanity, they could do it in a matter of days. They wouldn’t waste time playing games like this.”

“So, what you’re saying is… dragons are better than this?” Clare chuckled.

“Yes,” I said simply.

“Ego much?” Danielle chortled a little drunkenly.

“It’s not ego if it’s true.” I winked.

“Hmm.” She nodded as if she couldn’t argue with my logic. “Sooo… can I see it?”

I frowned. “See what?”

“Your dragon form,” she said.

Clare shot up in her seat. “I still haven’t seen it, either!”

“Yeah, it sounds like you’ve been avoiding it,” Danielle teased me. “What’s the deal? Afraid we’ll judge your looks?”

“It’s not about looks,” I chuckled.

“Sounds like something someone ugly would say.” Danielle grinned.

“We have plans to take a trip somewhere secluded so I can shift without, you know, exposing myself to the whole city.” I shot her a dry look.

“That actually sounds like a solid plan,” Danielle hummed in thought, and she was clearly intrigued.

“It is a solid plan,” I agreed. “But if you think I’m just going to turn into a dragon in the middle of this apartment, you’ve lost your mind.”

“Come on,” Danielle pushed. “Even just a little bit?”

“Trust me, I tried,” Clare chuckled. “He won’t budge.”

“Fine, fine,” Danielle sighed. “But you are going to show us eventually.”

“Yes,” I said. “I promised Clare, and now I’m promising you, too. Just… not here.”

“See? Progress.” Clare nudged Danielle.

“Alright, I’ll hold you to that.” Danielle smiled.

The mention of the hike reminded me of something else. It was what the mage said about a powerful creature set to be unleashed in a month’s time, and I hadn’t told Clare yet, but I didn’t want to worry the two women now that they were having a good time again.

So instead, I poured us all another drink as Clare insisted we start another dragon movie, and I joined the two women on the couch so the auburn-haired woman could snuggle under my arm for this one. I settled in between the pair of them, which seemed to make them even more intent on teasing me for my opinions on the film, but I didn’t mind.

It was surprisingly amusing when they started noticing the issues themselves and pointing them out, too.

I was teaching them well.

At some point, without any of us really acknowledging it, the three of us slowly drifted off, and I didn’t come to until daylight poured in through the windows.

I stirred, and my body felt stiff from sleeping in such a cramped position. The low hum of background noise kept the room from total silence, and my senses adjusted slowly as I gradually woke up.

That’s when I became aware of something pleasantly warm. Something soft.

I cracked one eye open and saw that Danielle had shifted in the night. Her head rested against my shoulder, and her arm was draped lazily across my chest.

Her top had slid dangerously low, too, so one of her breasts was fully exposed and lingering just inches below my face.
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Chapter 12

I cleared my throat deliberately. The sound was intended to wake Danielle up without making this more odd for her than it probably already was.

Her breathing hitched slightly at the abrupt sound, and I felt her stirring. A moment later, her golden-brown eyes were open, though they still drooped heavily with sleep as she blinked up at me.

I smiled politely and nodded in the direction of her entirely exposed breast.

Then realization hit.

I watched as her gaze slowly drifted downward, and as soon as she took in the very compromising position she had ended up in– her head against my shoulder, her arm strewn over my chest, and most notably, her naked nipple pointed directly at me– her entire body went rigid.

For a brief second, she didn’t move, as if by staying perfectly still she could somehow undo reality. Then, in a rush of movement, she launched herself away from me and scrambled upright so fast she nearly lost her balance.

“Oh, my god,” she sputtered and immediately pulled her top back into place. Her face was flushed a deep shade of red that only made her pink lips look brighter, and together with her messy morning hair, she looked entirely flustered.

“I… I didn’t… This isn’t…” she began.

I smirked and stretched lazily as if nothing had happened. “Good morning.”

“Noooo,” she groaned and covered her face with both hands. “I can feel it already. This is going to get awkward now, isn’t it?”

“No, it isn’t,” I chuckled softly. “I certainly don’t mind a beautiful woman who–”

“We are not talking about this,” she blurted out.

Clare, who was still fast asleep on the other side of the couch, let out a soft snore, and it was clear she was completely oblivious to the situation. Which only made Danielle’s blushing funnier to me.

“Did you… were you awake before…” Danielle peeked between her fingers, and her expression looked mortified.

“Only for a little while,” I said easily. “I woke you up shortly after noticing the lovely view you were offering me…”

She let out a whimper. “Kill me now.”

“No need to be embarrassed,” I chuckled. “You were just sleeping.”

She exhaled sharply, and her hands dropped to her sides.

“Okay, yeah,” she murmured mostly to herself. “Yeah, we’re all adults here and this is totally fine. Nothing weird. Just a completely normal way to wake up with friends.”

“Extremely normal.” I grinned.

She shot me a glare, but her embarrassment was still painted all over her face.

“I need to leave,” she muttered and ran a hand through her hair. “I need a shower, fresh clothes, and to forget this ever happened.”

I shrugged. “Fair enough, but you shouldn’t feel uncomfortable. You have a very becoming body, you should be proud of that.”

Danielle let out a harried-sounding whimper and disappeared into the bathroom for a quick moment, probably just to splash cold water on her face, while I stood and stretched.

Clare started shifting finally, and she let out a groggy noise before cracking open one eye.

“Mmf… what time is it?” she asked.

I checked my phone. “Almost eight.”

“No, not allowed.” She let out a slow groan and pulled the blanket over her head.

Danielle emerged from the bathroom then looking marginally more composed, but she refused to make eye contact with me.

“Alright, I’m gonna head home, shower, change, and meet you guys at Aurora,” she said.

Clare peeked out from under the blanket. “Mmm. Good plan. You smell like movie night and regret.”

“Kill me now,” Danielle groaned

“You tried to kill Ethad with your boobs.” Clare smirked. “I heard it all.”

Danielle let out an embarrassed squeak and turned toward the door. “I’m leaving.”

I chuckled and watched as she practically fled the apartment, and Clare snickered as she stretched her arms over her head.

“Man, I love how easy she is to mess with,” she yawned.

“You two are going to be more trouble than the elementals I fought last night.” I shook my head in amusement.

“Alright, I guess we should get moving, too,” Clare groaned and sat up, but she still sat there rubbing her eyes and yawning for another five minutes or so.

By the time we had both freshened up and gotten ready, the apartment no longer smelled like stale popcorn and whiskey. Clare changed into a cropped shirt with a faded insignia that read ‘I heart Coldplay.’ Her side boob showed slightly out the side of her cropped sleeves, and it definitely made me forget that I had no idea what Coldplay was. Her jean shorts were cropped as well, and the bottom of her asscheeks were visible.

I momentarily considered avoiding work and just staying home to have sex instead, but that wouldn’t make me money.

I put on something simple to wear for myself, just some jeans and a hoodie, and I rolled up my sleeves as I checked my phone.

No new messages from Gary or Dave.

The hum of the news played softly in the background, and the words ‘two more bodies found’ cut through the apartment’s early-morning stillness.

I immediately turned toward the TV.

“Authorities have reported the discovery of two more victims in what appears to be a growing string of unexplained deaths throughout the city,” the newswoman announced. “The bodies, found in a vacant lot near West Town, were described by witnesses as looking severely emaciated. Most notably, visible puncture wounds were reported by bystanders that matched those found on previous victims.”

“Soul-sucker?” Clare frowned and brushed her damp hair over one shoulder as she walked in.

“And a bloodsucker.” I nodded grimly. “At least one of each, I would imagine.”

“It’s spreading,” she sighed and leaned against the counter.

The news report continued and shifted to an on-site reporter standing near a taped-off crime scene. The alley behind her was blocked by flashing patrol cars, and police officers moved in and out as curious onlookers gathered.

“Authorities have yet to disclose a cause of death. However, the rapid increase in cases with similar circumstances has led investigators to believe there may be a new, unidentified killer operating within the city. Some officials are even suggesting a possible cult connection.”

I clenched my jaw. Not a cult, but definitely something worse.

“At this rate, it won’t be long before police get much more suspicious,” I muttered. “So far, their theories seem focused on the idea of a serial killer, which is at least within the realm of believability for you humans.”

“If only they knew the real monsters walking around,” she huffed out a dry laugh.

I frowned at the footage as the camera zoomed in on the crime scene. The bodies had already been removed, but the sheer number of officers present told me just how seriously they took this.

Three soul-sucker deaths. Two bloodsucker victims.

That meant the vampire masters weren’t just feeding. They were actively expanding.

“They’re getting bolder,” I told Clare

“What’s the move?” Clare asked.

“For now, nothing,” I replied. “But tonight, I’m going to start patrolling. I can’t put it off any longer.”

She gave me a skeptical look. “Patrolling?”

“We don’t have enough information.” I met her gaze. “I need to know more. Then I can go charging in.”

“I see…” Clare hesitated but nodded slowly. “Where do you plan to go?”

I thought for a moment. “I’ll check the locations of the previous attacks and look for patterns or possible territory markers. Vampires don’t just kill randomly when they’re working at this level. If they’re setting up a base, they’ll want to control certain parts of the city, and that’ll give me something to work with.”

The news anchor wrapped up the segment by reminding viewers to stay vigilant and avoid traveling alone at night. Standard human precautions, and ones that wouldn’t do a damn thing against what was really prowling around out there in the dark.

I turned the TV off.

“I think I’m gonna stay here today,” Clare said as she stretched.

“You sure?” I asked and adjusted my sleeve cuffs.

She nodded and grabbed her laptop from the couch. “Yeah. I need to update the website anyway, and I’d rather get it done while I actually have the time.”

“Anything specific you’re adding?” I raised an eyebrow.

“A ‘hire us’ section might be a good idea, considering we’re actually getting jobs now.” She grinned. “Unless you want everyone calling your phone like Danielle did.”

“Fair point,” I replied.

“I’ll also add an email specifically for contracts, maybe tweak the description to make us sound a little more professional,” she said. “Right now, it’s just ‘Need something done? Call us.’”

I shrugged. “It’s simple and direct.”

“Yeah, well,” she snorted. “We’re trying to convince humans to hire us, not just shady criminals looking for underground work.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

“Alright, have fun with that,” I told her.

“I’ll try not to make us look too legitimate.” She smiled at me. “Don’t want to scare off the weird clients, they’re more fun.”

“Let me know if you need anything,” I chuckled as I came over and stooped down to kiss her goodbye.

She caught the collar of my shirt, though, just before I could straighten back up, and she forced another longer kiss out of me as she giggled against my lips.

I let out a soft growl when it became clear she wasn’t going to release me anytime soon, and luckily, that did it. Her little gasp of arousal made her grip on my collar go slack, and I left a final biting kiss on her plush lips before finally breaking free.

“So prone to starting trouble,” I sighed in mock-disappointment. “I could punish you for that, you know…”

She giggled shamelessly and waved me off as I headed out the door.

By the time I arrived at Aurora, Gary and Dave were already inside. The restaurant was still empty, save for a few kitchen staff preparing food for later service.

“Oh, look who actually showed up on time,” Gary said as I walked in.

“I’m always on time,” I scoffed.

“Lies,” Dave snorted and tossed a rag over his shoulder.

I rolled my eyes and walked further in. The place still had a long way to go, but it looked better than when we first started. The renovations were slowly transforming Aurora into a place for Tony to really show off soon.

Gary leaned against a half-painted wall. “Where’s Clare?”

“Home,” I said and grabbed a toolbox from the counter. “She’s working on the website today.”

“Ah, yeah.” Dave whistled. “Good call. We definitely need more of an official presence if we’re gonna keep getting legit jobs.”

“Honestly, I think we’re sitting on something pretty big.” Gary nodded. “Tony’s already said if this place turns out the way he wants, he’s going to recommend us to a few other business owners.”

“Then we better get to work.” I rolled my shoulders and grabbed a paint roller.

The morning passed in a steady rhythm of work: painting, sanding, assembling furniture, and fixing up minor electrical issues. It was satisfying, in a way. Tangible.

Unlike dealing with soul-suckers, bloodsuckers, and whatever else lurked in the city’s shadows, this was something I could control and easily exert my will over with ease.

Gary was focused on setting up the largest of the new light fixtures, and he occasionally swore under his breath when something didn’t align properly. Dave, meanwhile, finished the last coat of paint on one of the restaurant’s feature walls, and I assembled a new shelving unit behind the bar and made sure everything was sturdy enough to withstand years of service.

“So…” Gary whispered as he came over to my side. “How’s the whole hunting monsters in the dark thing going?”

“Complicated,” I said and tightened a screw

“That’s one way to put it, I’m sure,” he chuckled.

“The news is really fixating on the situation,” I continued. “More bodies have shown up, and the cops are starting to link them together.”

Gary wiped his hands on his jeans. “So what’s the plan?”

“I need to figure out where the vampires are nesting.” I frowned. “The soul-suckers especially. They’re going to spread fast at this rate, and if I don’t get ahead of it, things are going to spiral out of control rather quickly.”

“And how exactly do you find something that doesn’t want to be found?” Gary asked with an anxious look in his eye.

I cracked my neck. “You follow the trail of bodies.”

Gary raised his eyebrows like he thought this was a joke, but when I didn’t laugh, he seemed to realize I was simply being straightforward with him.

“Sounds… fun,” he managed. “I guess?”

“Oh, it’ll be great.” I smirked.

Danielle showed up mid-morning dressed in her usual work gear of jeans, a fitted tank top, and a tool belt slung low on her hips. She carried a coffee in one hand and a determined look in her golden-brown eyes, but her cheeks were slightly flushed, and her movements were just a fraction stiffer than usual.

She glanced around at the others where they were working, and then at me. The moment our eyes met, she hesitated for a brief second, then quickly looked away.

I tried to hide my smile. I had yet to see the headstrong young woman in such a frazzled light.

It was interesting.

Still, she boldly approached me at last and set her coffee down on the counter.

“Alright, what do we have left to do?” she asked.

Gary, who was oblivious to her odd behavior, wiped his hands on a rag.

“Plenty,” he said. “We’re finishing the lighting today, and the rest of the shelving needs to go up, too.”

“Got it. I’ll get started.” Danielle nodded.

She moved quickly, as if throwing herself into work would erase whatever was bothering her. I watched her for a few minutes and let her get settled before deciding to have a little fun.

I waited until she was working on one of the ceiling fixtures. She was standing on a step stool with her arms raised above her head as she adjusted the wiring with practiced skill. She was focused and completely immersed in what she was doing when I approached silently and stopped just close enough that she’d hear me the moment I spoke.

“You know, I can’t help but notice you are still behaving oddly about earlier,” I said.

Danielle flinched slightly and nearly dropped the screwdriver in her hand. She caught it just in time and shot me a glare.

“What was that?” she asked.

“You really shouldn’t be embarrassed about this morning,” I clarified. “You’re behaving as if you are.”

Her eyes widened for a split second before she scowled. “We agreed to pretend that never happened.”

“You said that, I never agreed.” I shrugged.

“You’re insufferable,” she huffed and focused extra hard on tightening the screw she was working on.

“Come on, it isn’t that bad, is it?” I smiled. “Just a simple human situation, no?”

She tightened another screw. “I woke up on top of you. That’s not an everyday thing for me, so… no. Not simple.”

“The view was amazing, though.” I grinned.

She sucked in a sharp breath and tightened her grip on the screwdriver. “I hate you.”

“Why, because I appreciate you sharing such a privileged moment with me?” I chuckled. “I’d think you’d be more upset if I was disgusted or put-off by it.”

Danielle let out a strangled noise of frustration and turned to glare down at me from her step stool, but there was a playful flicker of amusement in her warm brown eyes.

“I swear to God, Ethan…” she trailed off.

I leaned in slightly, just enough to lower my voice so only she would hear.

“Admit it,” I murmured. “You don’t mind as much as you’re pretending to.”

Danielle’s face turned a deeper shade of red. For a moment, I thought she might throw the screwdriver at me. Then, to my surprise, she smirked.

“Oh, absolutely,” she said sarcastically. “Waking up on your ridiculously firm chest? Best morning of my life.”

“See? Progress.” I grinned.

“You wish I was that into you.” She rolled her eyes and turned back to her work. “That’s what this is about.”

“Hey, whatever helps you sleep at night,” I chuckled as I recalled Clare using this phrase once.

It seemed particularly fitting now.

Danielle let out an exasperated sigh, and a smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. She focused on finishing her task, but she seemed more relaxed now, and the tension from earlier was completely gone.

That had been all I wanted, so I was pleased to carry on with my work after that.

Lunchtime rolled around eventually, and Tony brought out a tray of sandwiches and set them down on the counter with a satisfied nod.

“Figured you guys could use a break,” he said. “You’ve been busting your asses all morning.”

Gary grabbed a sandwich first. “You’re a damn hero, Tony.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Tony waved him off with a smile. “Just don’t get crumbs everywhere. I don’t have my usual cleaning staff on right now.”

“No promises,” Dave mumbled as he tore into his sandwich like a man starved and nearly choked on the enormous bite.

Danielle picked hers up and bit into it more daintily.

“Mmm,” she moaned. “Not bad. Could use more seasoning, though. If my mouth isn’t on fire, what’s the point?”

“You’re unhinged.” Dave shook his head.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I chuckled. “I prefer my mouth flaming as well…”

Gary must’ve swallowed his next bite wrong because he suddenly fell into a coughing fit, and his bulging eyes met mine as he tried to regain his composure.

Danielle raised a questioning eyebrow at me as if she was wondering how much he knew, but I just enjoyed my own sandwich as if nothing had happened.

Dave finished his sandwich first, unsurprisingly, and he leaned back against the counter as he patted his stomach.

“So, this is it?” he sighed. “Our big break time on the big job? Feels like we should be drinking instead…”

“If you wanna be useless for the next few hours, go ahead.” Gary shrugged.

“Beers come after the job’s done,” I said. “Now eat, hydrate, and quit complaining.”

“You heard the boss!” Danielle wiped her hands off on a napkin and stood up. “On that note, I’m gonna run and grab a smoothie to make sure my energy stays up.”

“Smoothies?” Dave raised an eyebrow. “Get me one, yeah? The company will owe you.”

“Sure.” Danielle grinned. “There’s a place right around the corner, and I never pass up a chance to stop in when I work on this side of town, it’s the best spot. I’ll even bring you something fancy to try, Ethan. I’m guessing you’re not currently a smoothie guy?”

I caught her meaning in her pointed look, and I smirked a little.

“Not currently,” I replied in a casual tone. “You think I’ll like it?”

“Oh, you will,” she said confidently. “Be back in a few.”

With that, she headed out and left the rest of us to finish up, but she wasn’t gone long. Maybe five minutes had passed when the front door slammed open, and the sound was so sudden that even Tony, who had just wiped down the bar, nearly jumped over it.

Danielle rushed inside and looked wildly over her shoulder before locking the door behind her.

Everyone in the room froze.

“What the hell happened to you?” Gary was the first to break the silence.

Danielle didn’t answer right away. Her chest rose and fell rapidly beneath her tight tank top, and her hands shook slightly as she tucked them into her pockets. She let out a slow breath before turning to me.

“He’s following me,” she said.

I immediately straightened from where I’d been installing a lower shelf.

“Wait… Who?” Dave frowned.

“The guy I told you about,” Danielle said through clenched teeth. “The weird one from work.”

Realization clicked instantly.

Her stalker.

“He was outside just now?” I stepped forward.

She nodded stiffly. “I was walking to the smoothie place. Out of nowhere, he just appeared. He wasn’t there one second, and then… bam! Right in front of me.”

“What the fuck?” Gary muttered. “You sure he didn’t just come out of a shop or something?”

“I know what I saw.” Danielle shot him a sharp look. “He wasn’t there, and then he was, it was so creepy…”

“Describe him,” I said.

She exhaled through her nose and rubbed her arms.

“He looked bad, honestly,” she admitted. “Like, worse than usual. His skin was pale as hell, like he hasn’t seen sunlight in weeks. His eyes were all sunken in, and there were these dark circles… like he hadn’t slept in days. He looks like he’s fucking losing it.”

“Sounds like me on a Monday,” Dave scoffed. “Be nice, lady.”

Danielle shot him a look. “Not funny.”

Tony, who had been silent until now, finally spoke up.

“Did he say anything to you?” he asked.

“Yeah…” Danielle shivered a little. “He said, ‘it’s funny running into you here. I was just thinking about you.’”

The words sent an uneasy ripple through the room, and Dave visibly shuddered and let out a firm ‘fuck that.’

“And then?” I studied her carefully.

“I ignored him,” she said. “Turned around and walked away. Didn’t run, didn’t react… just left. But when I glanced back, he was gone.”

Dave narrowed his eyes. “Like, walked-away-gone or… poof-vanished-gone?”

“I… I don’t know.” Danielle shook her head frantically. “I didn’t see where he went, but he wasn’t there anymore. And there were people around, but no one reacted like they saw anything weird.”

“So, what, the dude’s some kind of magician now?” Gary asked.

“Creepy and magician do go hand in hand nicely,” Dave snorted.

I didn’t respond. My mind was too busy piecing things together.

Danielle felt hunted, that was clear. I recognized the glint in her eye and the way she was shifting her weight constantly without seeming to realize. She sensed something was deeply wrong in this situation, her every instinct was screaming it at her.

I didn’t have a lot of experience with stalkers in this world, but I had seen enough of my own fellow vicious creatures to recognize when someone was closing in on their prey. This wasn’t just a guy with an unhealthy obsession, something else was going on.

Danielle crossed her arms tightly. “This is fine, right? He’ll leave me alone eventually and–”

“No, it’s not normal or fine.” I met her gaze.

“Okay, you say that like I’m an idiot,” she sighed.

“You’re not an idiot,” I replied gently. “But I’m starting to get a clearer idea of your situation.”

Tony leaned against the bar. “You thinking of handling things like you helped me out?”

“Maybe,” I replied.

“Great, so this guy might actually be dangerous,” Danielle groaned and let out a slow, shaky breath. “Shit. That’s just… shit.”

“Damn, yeah, that’s rough.” Dave let out a low whistle. “It kinda sucks being a girl, huh?”

“Yeah, thanks, Dave.” Danielle shot him a glare.

“Alright, so what do we do about it?” Gary asked and ran a hand through his hair.

“First, I want to confirm something,” I said. “If things are… not too concerning, I’ll deal with him one way. If things are not so normal, I’ll handle it another way.”

Dave’s eyes widened like he didn’t like the sound of this, but Tony nudged him and shook his head.

“Don’t ask questions,” Tony said. “Better not to know how he handles his business, if you ask me. Ethan knows what he’s doing.”

Danielle shivered slightly but nodded, and I turned to look her in the eye.

“Danielle, can you do me a favor?” I asked. “Close your eyes for a moment and think carefully. What else did you see that made you uncomfortable? What else about him made you feel like you should leave?”

She shut her eyes, exhaled slowly, and clearly tried to steady herself. “His… eyes.”

“What about them?”

“They weren’t normal.” She shook her head and pressed her fingers against her temples. “His irises were weird… there were red lines running through them. I swear, they weren’t there before. It was subtle, but…” She swallowed hard. “It made him look wrong.”

I stiffened. That wasn’t just strange. That was the very problem I’d been hoping to avoid.

“Anything else?” I asked and kept my expression neutral and unreadable.

“Yeah…” Danielle hesitated and bit her lip. “His whole vibe was different, if that makes sense? Like before he was just creepy, you know? Uncomfortable to be around. But this time he looked deranged at the sight of me.”

“Define deranged.” Gary crossed his arms.

“Like he was enjoying my fear.” Her eyes darted between us. “Like he wanted me to run.”

That set off every final alarm bell in my head.

Predatory behavior. Dilated pupils. Red-tinged irises.

Vampire.

I clenched my jaw and tried to control my anger.

“You’re sure he seemed like he might chase you?” I checked.

“I felt it.” She nodded. “It was like he was waiting for it. But like I said, I walked away as calmly as I could, and he just… didn’t follow me.”

Newly turned vampires didn’t have full control of their instincts yet. The hunger and the thirst usually dictated their every move and overrode logic or hesitation. If this guy wanted to chase her but held back, that meant something stopped him.

Or worse, someone restrained him.

I didn’t like either option.

I glanced at the others. Gary and Dave were watching me intently, like they’d picked up on the shift in my demeanor. I doubted they could smell the way my own hunting instincts had flared. Humans weren’t known for this sort of thing, but they’d feel the change regardless.

Dragon instincts left stronger impressions than most realized, and right now, every fiber of my being wanted to hunt, strike down, and destroy.

“I don’t know why he didn’t follow me,” Danielle repeated, like she was realizing how lucky she’d been. “It felt like he should have. Like he was going to. But he just… stayed there.”

“Show me where you saw him,” I said at once. “Take me back to the scene, to the very spot.”

“We’ll go with you,” Gary offered, but I shook my head.

Then I sent the three men an easy grin.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” I said. “I’ll make it quick.”
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Chapter 13

Danielle was practically attached to me at the hip as we walked toward the smoothie shop. She was slow and hesitant and took as little steps as possible. She looked around, and her shoulders tensed as if she expected something to leap out at her. I could almost hear her heartbeat pick up just slightly as she fought to steady herself.

I expected her to feel less scared beside me, but the experience with the stalker must’ve left its mark on her.

I kept my strides even and my senses heightened, and I scanned our surroundings as we moved. There was no sign of the guy or anything out of the ordinary, at least not yet, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down.

I reached over and held Danielle’s hand gently.

“There’s no need to worry,” I said. “Nothing can harm you with me by your side.”

She looked up at me silently and briefly studied my face with her golden-brown eyes. A tiny blush spread across her cheeks, but then she nodded, took a deep breath, and rubbed her arm to shake off the tension.

“Okay, I need you to be straight with me,” she said after a few steps. “What exactly are we dealing with here?”

I hesitated momentarily. She deserved to know what I thought the problem was, but I didn’t want to significantly put her mind on edge after I’d just tried calming her down. She had already accepted the existence of supernatural creatures after the Wendigo attack, so I wasn’t worried she’d doubt it. But there was a difference between knowing something was out there and knowing it was possibly after you.

“Vampires,” I whispered to her. “But I’m not entirely sure, so don’t panic.”

She stopped walking for half a second, then continued. She didn’t look surprised, but almost relieved and released two heavy puffs of air.

“That’s what I thought you’d say,” she muttered.

“How long have you suspected?” I asked her.

“Well, after our conversation last night, I don’t think anything surprises me anymore.” She let out a short, humorless laugh. “So it was the first thing that came to mind the moment I saw those eyes. You didn’t look surprised when I said he disappeared into thin air, either…”

“Fair,” I said with a slight grin.

“But I don’t understand,” she sighed and shook her head. “What happened to him? He just randomly turned into one?”

“Not randomly,” I said. “Someone turned him.”

I scanned the street ahead and noted how normal everything looked. The usual midday crowds and people went about their day completely oblivious that a predator had walked among them just moments ago.

Normal was good.

“Newly-turned vampires don’t appear out of nowhere,” I continued. “For some reason, he was chosen by them, and there could be more like him around.”

She swallowed and tightened her grip on my hand. “But why was he out in the sun if he was a vampire? Don’t they burn up in sunlight or something?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“Wait, what?” she gasped.

“Sunlight doesn’t kill them,” I clarified. “That’s a myth. At worst, it’s inconvenient for them. Uncomfortable, like a mild fever or a headache. It doesn’t make them any less dangerous.”

Danielle muttered under her breath. “So they can just… walk around like normal?”

“Exactly.”

She exhaled sharply and ran a hand through her hair. “Great. Fantastic. So no one is safe?”

“Get the picture now?” I smirked slightly. “Truthfully, no one is ever safe, just lucky.”

“Yeah,” she said dryly. “I can see that now.”

“But vampires are stronger in the shadows.” I glanced at her.

“How so?” she asked.

“They hunt at night because they thrive in the dark,” I explained. “It amplifies their abilities: speed, strength, awareness. If they have enough time to adapt to it, the shadows become part of them. They can move through, hide, and attack from them.”

“That’s… beyond terrifying.” Danielle shuddered.

I nodded. “That’s why most vampire attacks happen at night. It’s not that they can’t hunt in the daytime. It’s simply easier at night.”

She mulled that over as I continued scanning the area.

“But this guy was out in broad daylight,” she said.

“There’s every possibility that he acted alone,” I replied. “Newly-turned vampires aren’t usually stable enough to control themselves in daylight. They’re too driven by instinct. If his instincts drove him to you, he must’ve been extremely obsessed with you. The fact he was just standing there, not attacking, means he was possibly taught some restraint. Possibly.”

Her breath hitched slightly. “So someone’s training him? Like some puppy?”

I nodded.

“I’ve been aware for some time now that vampire masters are on Earth right now,” I replied. “Vampire masters control grunt workers like him and suck the souls of their prey.”

Danielle ran her free hand down her face.

“This is bad,” she said. “So, what you’re saying is, there’s an entire vampire hierarchy at play here.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “If a newly-turned vampire is walking around and being trained instead of mindlessly feeding, then that means he’s part of some organized group.”

She looked at me sharply. “A nest?”

“That’s my guess.” I gave a slight nod.

“How many?” she asked.

“Hard to say.” I shook my head. “A small nest could be anywhere from three to five vampires. A big one? It could be dozens. But how fast is this problem spreading? I’d bet it’s more than just a few.”

She cursed again, then fell silent and seemed lost in thought. I could tell she was replaying everything I told her in her head. Finally, she exhaled slowly and looked at me.

“And we’re going to deal with this, right?” she asked.

I smiled slightly. “What do you think?”

“I think I will need something stronger than a smoothie,” she chuckled.

“Too late,” I said. “We’re almost there.”

The smoothie stand came into view as a bright splash of color that caught the eye against the muted tones of the city street. It was painted soft pink, with a vibrant green awning that stretched over the counter and shaded the workers inside. A neon sign above it read “Blush & Blend.”

The front was decorated with playful, hand-painted images of fruit like bananas, strawberries, mangoes, and pineapples. They were splashed across the wood in swirling, artistic designs, and the menu board was written in bubbly lettering. It listed an assortment of smoothies, including Berry Bliss, Citrus Rush, and Tropical Fruit Punch.

A small group of people waited in line and chatted casually. The scent of freshly blended fruit filled the air, and it mixed with the honey and coconut milk’s faint, sugary aroma.

The stand had a specific energy, and its warm colors and cheerful vibe made it stand out. It was the kind of place I’d imagine humans couldn’t just walk past, they’d have to stop once they were drawn in by the promise of something refreshing and sweet.

It was a clever design choice.

Danielle stopped just short of the smoothie stand, and her body went rigid. She pointed toward a spot near the sidewalk’s edge, and her voice was quieter and more hesitant than before when she finally spoke.

“He was right there,” she murmured, then swallowed hard. “Just standing. Watching me.”

I followed her gaze to the space. There was nothing unusual about it, it was just a typical stretch of sidewalk where people passed by without a second thought.

But then I took a step forward and looked again.

From here, I had a perfect view of the smoothie shop, the surrounding café, and even the female boutique across the street. These were all places where people, primarily women, lingered. Places where they would be unsuspecting and unaware of the danger that had been lurking nearby and watching them.

This wasn’t just some random location he had appeared at. He had chosen this spot. It was a hunting ground.

Danielle looked uncomfortable beside me. She even shivered slightly.

“Ethan… are you sure you want to do this?” she whispered. “It feels like he’s still watching me.”

“You already know the answer to that,” I replied as I turned toward her.

She let out a slow breath. “Yeah. Guess I do.”

“If we let this go, I fear your stalker might want to turn you,” I said.

Danielle’s shoulders stiffened. “What!”

“Because it sounds like he thinks he’s in love with you,” I continued. “His instinct might be to turn you. That would be a strong reason why he didn’t attack you.”

“Turn me?” Danielle took a half-step back, and her face turned white as a blank sheet.

“You turn the ones you think you love.” I nodded.

She shook her head. “That’s… horrifying.”

“That’s why I won’t let him remain a problem,” I said.

She swallowed hard and nodded. Then suddenly, her expression changed. Her eyes widened, and her breath caught in her throat.

“Ethan!” she hissed.

I turned sharply.

“There! That’s him!” She pointed across the street.

I followed her gaze, and there he was. He stood just beyond the crosswalk in a torn hoodie and grimy sneakers. He looked much shorter than any of the men I’d met here, and not very strong, but he wasn’t just standing there.

He had a devilish, twisted grin across his face. Like he wanted us to see him.

He had no idea what was coming his way.

The moment our eyes met, he turned on his heel and ran, and I took off, too.

“Go back to the restaurant!” I shouted over my shoulder at Danielle.

The stalker wove through the crowded sidewalk, and I chased him across another street, weaved through the pedestrians, and ignored the cars that honked their horns as I sprinted after the creep.

His movements were too fast for a human but not nearly as fast as he could be. There was hesitation in his steps, and the occasional falter that showed he wasn’t quite accustomed to his newfound strength and speed. He was still new in this life and adjusting to his new abilities, which left his movements erratic and fueled more by instinct than skill.

Luckily, I was faster and smarter, and my instincts had long since been honed to a lethal edge.

He ducked into a multi-story structure with rows of parked cars and endless concrete barriers. It was a maze-like, clever attempt to escape me, but I didn’t falter. I ran through the entrance just as he reached the second level, and his heavy footsteps echoed throughout the entire area. He stumbled here and there as if his own body betrayed him.

Clumsy fool.

He had no idea how to use his new body yet. And he couldn’t smell a dragon’s scent, so without the ability to track my movements, he just ran blindly and must’ve hoped he could outrun me.

I took the stairs in two long strides and leapt over the railing to cut the corner. Unlike him, I kept my steps light and barely made a sound.

The vampire’s head snapped toward me. His panic was written all over his face, so much so that I almost felt bad for him. His broad, bloodshot eyes gleamed with a dull red hue, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in his entire life.

“No… stay away from me!” he shrieked and nearly tripped as he turned to run.

I dodged around parked cars and kept him in my line of sight. “You’re making this harder on yourself.”

“I didn’t ask for this!” he yelled.

I lunged for him, but he vaulted over the hood of a car and scrambled up onto the next level of the parking lot with desperate agility.

He barely landed on his feet, and his arms windmilled as he struggled to balance himself.

He was learning fast, but he was still sloppy.

He tried to shadow-hop then and disappeared briefly in the dim light beneath a broken lamp, but he stumbled in the effort, and his body phased unevenly, so he landed in a heap several feet ahead.

I slowed slightly and watched him claw at the pavement to push himself up. He shivered intensely, like his body was struggling to accept the change, and his breaths were ragged.

This was more than a panicked state. He was probably starving, too. I saw how his fingers twitched, and his pupils dilated wildly as he took in every movement around him.

His body was clearly on fire from hunger as he held back the urge to lunge at anything that moved.

I circled him slowly.

“Two days,” I said and watched as he twisted in agony. “That’s how long it’s been, hasn’t it?”

His hands curled into fists, and his shoulders heaved.

“I…” His voice cracked, and it was barely a whisper when he did get his words out. “I didn’t mean to…”

“To what?” I asked. “To stalk Danielle? To let hunger drive you insane? Or to run?”

He bared his fangs in response to his distress. “I didn’t want this!”

I raised an eyebrow. “You think that matters now?”

“I can’t… I can’t undo it.” His voice was full of raw terror, and his breath came in short, ragged bursts. “I tried. I tried everything… there’s no cure.”

I watched how his entire body trembled and felt some sadness for him.

Finally, I took a slow step closer. “What’s your name?”

He seemed to struggle momentarily with the answer as if his identity slipped through his fingers like sand.

Finally, he whispered, “Eric.”

“Eric,” I echoed, and I nodded slightly. “Who turned you?”

Eric swallowed hard, and he tried to compose himself. “I… I don’t know his name. He didn’t tell me.”

Of course not. Masters never did.

“Where?” I asked. “Where did he turn you?”

Eric squeezed his eyes shut and gripped his head like he was trying to fight off a migraine.

“An alley… downtown. I…” He shook his head violently. “I didn’t even see him at first. I just felt something grab me. And then there was this burning… I thought I was dying. I was dying.”

He choked on the words, but I understood what he meant. The vampire venom was cruel. The venom didn’t just change the victim, it killed the human part of them first and made them feel every second of it. And then they woke up as something else.

Eric’s hands dug into his hair, and his breath came in sharp, panicked gusts.

“I don’t want to be this,” he gasped. “I don’t want to kill people. But the hunger… I can’t…”

I exhaled slowly. “When was the last time you fed?”

His entire body went rigid. And that told me everything.

“Two days ago?” I asked.

He nodded his head. “He forced me to, said I’d die if I didn’t… I just want this to stop.”

Eric sat hunched against the cold concrete with his arms wrapped around himself like he could literally hold himself together if he tried.

The fact he was a vampire didn’t make me want to put him down, though. Normally this would be enough, they were fucking filth, in my opinion, but it was the look in his eyes when I mentioned Danielle that did it.

It was a hungry look. A desperate and almost vile look that made my stomach churn.

“You have no business being near her,” I said. “You could’ve killed her.”

“I’d never kill her,” he murmured. “She’s too precious. Too perfect.”

Eric clenched his hands against his knees, and his nails dug into the fabric of his pants. His breathing became erratic again, and his pupils became unfocused as he stared blankly into the space before him.

“I just… I just wanted to bite her,” he whispered. “Just a little! Then she’d see how much we have in common, and she’d finally…”

I punched the shit out of him.

His head snapped sideways, and his body jerked from the sheer force. He slammed against the pavement with a sharp thud and blinked dazedly.

“You’re a creep,” I said. “And being a creep is no way to earn a woman like her.”

Eric let out a hiss as if his feral side bubbled beneath his human skin. His pupils dilated beyond what seemed physically possible, and his fangs were bared. His newborn hunger surged and twisted his expression into something grotesque.

Oh, yeah. There it was.

The thin thread of sanity he had left had finally snapped.

He lunged.

I sidestepped quickly, grabbed the back of his shirt and slammed him face first into the hood of a parked car. The metal dented from the impact. Eric let out a choked gasp, and his body momentarily went slack.

“You want to go feral on me?” I growled. “Fine. But that’s a fight you’re going to lose.”

He writhed and let out another hiss as he twisted in my grip. His fingernails had sharpened into claws, and his body convulsed slightly from the hunger-fueled aggression. He clearly wanted to fight but had no technique, just blind desperation.

I let him flail for another second before I yanked him back and threw him against the nearest concrete pillar. He hit it hard, crumpled to the ground, and gasped for breath.

“Stop,” I ordered, and my voice cut through his frenzied mind.

For a moment, he listened. His body shook, and his arms trembled beneath him as he struggled to sit up. The fight had at least drained him physically, even if his hunger was still flaring.

I crouched before him, grabbed his collar, and forced his dazed eyes to meet mine.

“You’re gonna tell me where the vampires are hiding,” I said flatly. “And you’re gonna do it now.”

“They…” He coughed. “An old hotel, The Eddington. Abandoned for years. Boarded-up windows, collapsing ceilings, the works.”

It was the perfect place for a nest of bloodsuckers to squat unnoticed in a city this large.

I gave him a slight shake. “How many?”

“I… I don’t know,” he said. “More than you can count, I think? The masters live on the top floors, but they check in… Make sure things are running smoothly.”

Before I could speak again, Eric let out a desperate plea.

“Please,” he whispered. “Don’t tell Danielle.”

Eric’s hands trembled as he reached for me and gripped the fabric of my shirt. His voice turned soft, and he pleaded.

“I know I freaked her out,” he murmured. “But I could make her happy. I just… I just need to approach her differently, you know? I keep messing up the timing. That’s the problem. If I can just… If I can get her somewhere she can’t run away, then she’ll finally listen…”

I punched him again, this time harder. His body jerked, and his head snapped back against the concrete with a dull thud.

“Nope. Didn’t I just tell you?” I muttered. “No being a fucking creep.”

Eric groaned and slumped forward in a daze.

I sighed and rubbed a hand down my face. This guy was beyond help. The hunger made him worse, sure, but even if he weren’t a starving vampire, he was still a pathetic creep. Turning had just amplified his worst traits: his obsession, his delusion, and his entitlement.

And his inclination to corner innocent women.

And now? Now, he was something dangerous.

A true predator.

I let out a slow breath and stood up.

Eric blinked blearily at me. “You’re… not gonna kill me?”

“Yes, I am,” I said calmly.

His breath caught. “Wait… no, please, I… I can leave, I won’t…”

I unsheathed my claws. He tried to scramble backward, but it was too late. I moved faster than his fledgling mind could process, and with one swift motion, I slapped his head off his neck.

The sound of torn flesh and bone echoed through the parking lot. His head hit the concrete, bounced once, and dissolved into fine ash. His body did the same and crumbled away before it even had the chance to bleed out.

I let out a long breath as the silence of the parking garage weighed on me.

I couldn’t believe men like this managed to stay alive in this world. Perhaps women like Danielle just didn’t have enough better men around them to keep guys like this away, but at least I was here now. And the creep would never get the chance to corner any women where they couldn’t run away.

When I stepped back into Aurora, I was relieved to see that Danielle had listened to me and returned, and despite my absence, the others had continued the work.

The drawers behind the bar had been fixed, and the new lighting system was almost entirely installed.

But when I walked through the door, all eyes turned to me.

“About time,” Gary said and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Did you at least get the guy?”

“He won’t be bothering Danielle anymore,” I said.

“You chased that creep down alone?” Dave asked.

“Yes, that was the only way to handle it.” I shrugged.

“Man.” He let out a low whistle. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re trying to be Superman or something.”

“Yeah,” Gary said. “Maybe call for backup next time, Clark Kent.”

“I didn’t need backup.” I shook my head.

Dave raised an eyebrow. “No offense, but next time? Take some.”

“Maybe he doesn’t need it.” Tony leaned over the bar. “Get yourself a cape if you’re gonna be a vigilante in your free time, yes?”

“Yeah, that’d be a nice touch,” Gary chuckled. “I can see it now. Super Ethan.”

“I work better alone,” I said. “Without a cape.”

“Yeah, well, Superman has Lois Lane and a whole league of backup,” Dave pointed out.

“Who is this Superman you keep talking about?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Gary snickered, and Dave looked at me like I was insane.

I waved the discussion off. This conversation wasn’t going anywhere. What the others thought didn’t matter, I knew I had done the right thing. The creep was dead, and Danielle was safe.

But as I glanced at her, I could tell she was still distraught. She stood by one of the tables with her arms wrapped tightly around herself. She also hadn’t said a word since I came in, so I walked over to her.

“Hey,” I said.

She looked up at me with tired eyes. “Hey.”

“You okay?” I asked.

She let out a breath. “I… I don’t know. Is he…”

She didn’t seem able to say the words, so I simply nodded and lowered my voice.

“Yes, he’s dead,” I replied. “There’s no other choice in this situation.”

Her eyes flared, and she swayed a little, but I placed a hand on her arm to steady her while she processed.

“I mean, I should be okay with this, right?” she asked. “He’s gone, it’s over, I just… I never thought…”

I didn’t say anything. I just let her process it.

She rubbed her temples. “I guess I just can’t shake the feeling that he could still be out there. I didn’t realize how nervous he was making me all this time until all of this came up, but—”

I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “You’re safe now. That’s what matters.”

“Yeah.” She nodded slowly.

“Let’s call it a day.” I tilted my head toward the door. “We should head to Clare’s.”

“Yeah… yeah, okay,” she agreed.

“We’re leaving for Clare’s,” I said to the others. “She’s too shaken up. Let’s end things for today on the work front.”

Gary gave a lazy salute. “Get some rest, Superman.”

“And don’t go chasing creeps without us next time.” Dave grinned.

I nodded slightly but didn’t respond. Instead, I led Danielle out of Aurora and into the cool mid-afternoon air.

Danielle wasn’t in a fit enough state to drive, so we walked back to Clare’s. It was a silent walk, just us and the city around, and I could tell Danielle needed the silence. She didn’t say the words exactly, but it was written on her face, and the way she walked with her arm looped in mine showed me how much she needed some support right now.

The moment we got inside, Clare knew something was up. She glanced between me and Danielle, then crossed her arms.

“Okay, spill,” she said. “What happened?”

Danielle collapsed onto the couch and rubbed her hands over her face. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“The creep,” I explained for her. “He was worse than we thought.”

“Worse, how?” Clare frowned.

“He was a vampire and planning to turn Danielle,” I replied.

“Excuse me?” Clare’s eyes widened.

“Yeah, now you know how I feel,” Danielle said.

“He didn’t just want to stalk her,” I continued. “He wanted to own her. And he thought turning her into one of them would be the way to do it. Bizarre guy. Not the sort that should be living, but you know… fascinating.”

“That’s disgusting,” Clare said.

Danielle shuddered. “Tell me about it.”

“So what happened?” Clare sat on the arm of the couch.

“I got him to talk,” I said. “I made him tell me where the vampires are hiding.”

Clare and Danielle exchanged a look.

“You found their base?” Clare asked.

“It’s an old hotel,” I said. “The Eddington. I figured one of you might know what or where that is. He said the masters are on the top floors and regularly check in to ensure things are running smoothly below.”

“Yeah, I know the Eddington,” Clare said. “It’s not too far from the skate park that kid got killed in earlier.”

“I knew you’d know,” I said.

Danielle sat up straighter. “And… just so we’re clear… You really killed him?”

Clare eyed the woman carefully, like she could also tell she was struggling the most with this than anything else.

“Yes, I really killed him,” I replied gently. “He was never going to stop, Danielle. If I let him live, he would’ve found a way to get to you. I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

Danielle’s lips parted slightly.

Silence settled over the room.

Then, to my surprise, the blonde woman let out a slow breath and nodded. “I get it.”

Clare shifted awkwardly, and we both remained silent for a moment while Danielle drew some steadying breaths and came to terms with everything. My lover couldn’t hold her tongue for too long, though.

“So what’s the plan?” Clare asked. “And how can we help?”

“I’m going to go in alone,” I replied. “And end this.”

“What!” Danielle gasped. “Just like that?”

“How many are there?” Clare asked with concern.

“I don’t know, the guy said ‘more than you could count,’” I told her.

“That worries me, Ethan,” Danielle said. “This sounds like a huge deal. Should you be going alone?”

“I can handle it,” I said.

“I know you can handle it,” Clare said. “But this isn’t just some small-time vampire nest. This sounds organized. There might even be hundreds of them. You think you can take them out yourself? That’s insane!”

“She’s right.” Danielle nodded in agreement. “This isn’t just a few rogue vampires. And if they’ve managed to stay hidden in Chicago like this, they’re smart. You can’t just walk in there and start swinging.”

“I can.” I shrugged. “That’s generally how dragons handle things.”

“But why can’t we help?” Danielle pushed back, and both women sent me firmly stubborn glares.

“I appreciate the concern,” I said as gently as I could. “If you two were more lethal, I might consider bringing you along. But your skills lie in other valuable areas, and I would never allow you to take risks like that.”

Both of them glared a moment longer, but Clare was the first to slump in defeat.

“Fine,” Clare said.

“Besides, I’m not worried about these vampires being too much for me,” I continued.

“Oh, and why’s that?” Danielle asked.

Clare held up a hand and stopped her.

“Wait,” she said and looked at me suspiciously. “You already have a plan, don’t you?”

I smirked. “Of course I do.”

“Let’s hear it, then,” Danielle said.

I leaned forward. “Vampires and dragons share one critical trait in common. Neither of us have a scent.”

Danielle frowned. “Wait… really?”

“Really.” I nodded. “That’s how vampires avoid detection. They don’t leave a scent behind, which makes them hard to track. Dragons? Same deal. I don’t have a natural scent, either.”

“Okay…” Clare processed this. “So how does that help you?”

“It means I can pretend to be one of them.” I leaned back and crossed my arms.

Danielle’s eyebrows shot up. “You want to infiltrate the clan as a vampire?”

“Why not?” I chuckled.

Clare looked genuinely shocked. She had nothing to say to that, and I knew she was trying to go along with my plans like she usually did, but clearly, she was more worried this time than ever before.

“But how do you intend to do that?” Danielle asked. “You’re nothing like them.”

“Hear me out,” I chuckled. “I can shift parts of myself, so I can blend in by extending my fangs to make them more like theirs. See?”

I raised my lip and doubled my canines in size for them to see.

They stared with their jaws open, and surprise was written all over their faces.

“I’m already stronger and faster than most of them,” I continued. “So I’ll have no problem fitting in physically if challenged, either.”

Danielle hesitated. “And what happens if they ask you to… really, realllyyyy prove yourself? Like if they expect you to feed on someone?”

I exhaled. “Then I’ll have to handle it before it gets to that point.”

“As insane as this sounds, Ethad,” Clare said. “It somehow doesn’t surprise me. You walking into a vampire hideout and hoping they don’t notice that you don’t belong is the most Ethad plan you’ve ever come up with.”

I grinned. “Pretty much.”

“Did you just call him Ethad?” Danielle asked as she eyed Clare. “I thought his name was Ethan…”

“Either works fine,” I replied. “Ethad was my dragon name, but humans seem more accustomed to the other option.”

The blonde nodded blankly, then shook her head to clear it and frowned.

“And what’s the actual endgame here?” she asked. “You’re not just infiltrating for fun.”

“Simple.” I met her gaze. “I find their leader and kill it.”

“That’s it?” she asked. “You think that’ll work?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “Because vampires don’t function like independent creatures in a nest. They function like a bee hive.”

Clare frowned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, if I take out the vampire leader, the King or Queen of the clan, then every single vampire turned under their reign dies,” I replied.

Danielle’s mouth parted slightly. “Wait, seriously?”

I nodded. “I told you, they don’t just turn people randomly. They feed randomly. Turning is intended to spread their essence through each vampire they create. It’s like a connection. If you sever the head of the line, the rest crumble.”

“Damn…” Danielle shook her head. “That sounds way too convenient to be true.”

“It’s not convenient if you’re a grunt vampire,” Clare snorted. “Ethan says the bloodsuckers are the grunts. Imagine knowing you could just die at any moment if the leader of your hive dies. Poof. End of existence.”

“That’s a shitty system,” Danielle muttered.

I smirked. “It’s just how their species functions. They’re parasites, and their entire structure relies on the power and control of their leader. Kill the leader, and the infection dies with them.”

“Then how do new nests start?” Danielle asked, and I could see her love for puzzles was keeping her deeply curious on how all this monster stuff worked.

I sighed a little, but humored her.

“In the same way that most predators in the wild develop a natural hierarchy among themselves, masters relate to one another the same,” I replied. “Any one of them could be a leader if they chose to leave and embark on such a life. Only a select few have what it takes to demand such a following, though. A lot of physical alteration takes place when a vampire leaves their nest with such intention, and it’s a cruel and grueling process. But it does win the vampire their freedom from their leader and the chance to start a nest of their own.”

“Shit,” Danielle cringed. “If that happened on Earth–”

“It’s extremely rare,” I reminded her. “Not something I’m worried about happening here. Not yet, anyway. Time would ensure it happened eventually, which is another reason I need to act fast.”

“And what happens if you get caught?” Clare crossed her arms and looked skeptical.

I tilted my head in thought, then shrugged. “I’ll kill my way out.”

“Of course, that’s your backup plan,” she groaned and rubbed her temples.

Danielle still looked conflicted as well, and with good reason, too. She was still new to this, and it was obvious that the concept of ‘killing’ other beings was extremely shocking to her.

“You think this will work?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Plus, I have no other choice. We can’t wait for the vampires to continue making moves, they’re already spreading. More people are dying. I’m not giving them the chance to establish even more control here. I could drag this out and toy with them while they try to figure out where I am, but I’ve done a thorough job of keeping them off my trail, and I now have their location. Seems ridiculous to delay.”

Clare let out a slow breath. “I hate this plan.”

“You hate all my plans,” I chuckled.

“Because I care about you, and they’re dangerous!” Clare said. “Aren’t there any of these obnoxious challenges that you could resolve with dialogue instead?”

“Never say never, I guess.” I smiled. “Monsters tend not to chit-chat.”

“If this works,” Clare said, “then I’m never doubting you again.”

Danielle looked at her in disbelief. “You’re agreeing to this plan?”

“I mean…” Clare shrugged. “If he’s right, and taking out the leader does wipe out the whole clan, then it does sound like the best way to handle it. Better than picking them off one by one.”

Danielle groaned. “Okay, fine, but if anything goes wrong, call us. If you get yourself killed, I’m gonna be so pissed.”

“I will keep that in mind,” I said with a smile.

“When do you plan on doing this?” Clare asked

“Tomorrow,” I replied. “I’ll infiltrate tomorrow night and scope the place out. Figure out who’s in charge. Once I have that locked down, I’ll make my move.”

Danielle still looked hesitant, but she nodded slowly. “Just… be careful, alright?”

“Always,” I said.

After I laid out my plan, the room fell into silence. Neither Clare nor Danielle looked thrilled about it, but they understood I was the only person who could complete this task. It was evident that I was important to them both as well, and I hated the look they both had on their faces now.

With a sigh, I leaned forward and rested my arms on my knees.

“Alright,” I said and broke the heavy silence. “How about this? When I get back… when, not if… we’ll go on that hike you wanted.”

Clare blinked and snapped out of her thoughts.

“You mean the one where you finally show us your dragon form?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Full transformation. The whole thing.”

“Wait? Really?” Danielle perked up slightly.

“Really.” I smirked. “You’ll get to see me in all my terrifying glory.”

Clare’s lips twitched. “We better.”

“Alright. Deal,” Danielle said as a beautiful smile spread across her face.
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Chapter 14

It had been a while since I went up against a soul-sucker. Probably a few hundred years.

This thought stayed on my mind as I prepared for my mission the following evening. The last soul-sucker I’d fought was a vampire as old as I was. He’d thought he could infiltrate a town I owned in Coilfell, and my oh, my, was it a glorious battle.

He was a master tactician and worked me to my absolute limit. If it wasn’t for my ability to thrive under pressure, he might have succeeded. After facing someone like him, I wasn’t worried about any vampires I might face again. None would even compare, especially some measly vermin sent to Earth by Astrum.

I was concerned, however, that Clare and Danielle might worry themselves to an early grave in my absence, so I called Gary and told him to watch over them while I was gone.

Knowing they were all in one place also gave me peace of mind. This way, I could focus on my task without looking over my shoulder and wondering if one of them was about to become a target. I’d done well to keep the vampires off my trail so far, so this was the safest place for my friends.

A loud buzz snapped me from my thoughts.

I walked over to the intercom and pressed the button. “Yeah?”

“Guess who?” Danielle’s voice teased on the other end.

I smiled. “Did you bring snacks?”

“Should I have?” Danielle laughed.

“Too late now,” I said and buzzed her in like Clare had taught me.

A minute later, there was a knock at the door, and when I opened it, Danielle stepped inside. She shook slightly from the cold and wore a slack and relaxed smile. I liked it when she smiled, she looked more beautiful than ever, and it was much better than the pale, scared looks she’d been sporting the last few days.

She scanned the room, then turned back to me.

“So, I’m officially on the list of people you worry about, then?” she asked.

I closed the door behind her. “You say that like you wanted to be on that list.”

Danielle shrugged and tossed her jacket over the back of the couch.

“I dunno,” she said with a smile. “It would feel kind of nice…”

“I see.” I raised an eyebrow. “Well, to be honest, I don’t think that list is an ideal place to be, given that usually, the people on it are in serious danger, but–”

“Hey, considering my track record, I think I qualify,” she snorted.

“True.” I smirked. “You do have a talent for attracting monsters.”

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “I don’t attract them. They just… happen to show up when I’m around.”

I leaned against the wall and counted the number on my hand.

“One wendigo,” I said. “One vampire stalker, and one dragon boss… if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were cursed.”

“Fantastic,” Danielle laughed. “Next thing I know, you’ll tell me I need an exorcism.”

“To be fair,” Clare chimed in as she strolled in from the bedroom. “I have wondered if you’ve got some kind of supernatural magnetism going on.”

“Oh, not you too, Clare,” Danielle groaned. “It’s us against Ethan, remember?”

“Sorry, I’m always team Ethan when it really comes down to it.” Clare grinned. “Unless we’re ordering food. Or picking what to watch. Then all bets are off.”

“We were talking about monsters,” I muttered and sent her a pointed look.

“Right, and I was just saying she’s impressive,” Clare said with a shrug. “You’re like a beacon for weird creatures, Danielle.”

“Great,” the blonde woman sighed dramatically. “Just what I wanted to be known for.”

“Well,” I chuckled. “At least now you’re somewhere safe.”

“Yeah,” Danielle said. “This is literally the safest place on Earth probably, huh? Dragons don’t fuck around.”

“We don’t.” I nodded and glanced at my phone. “Gary should be here any minute.”

“And he thinks we’re just hanging out?” Danielle asked.

“Oh, no,” Clare said and tossed a can of soda to Danielle from the fridge. “Gary knows about Ethad and the vampires.”

Danielle caught the can and popped it open. “Really, what did he say? How did he react?”

“Believe it or not, you reacted better than he did,” Clare replied.

“Only a little,” I said. “You both drank far too much just to process the information.”

“Yeah…” Danielle cleared her throat and smiled sheepishly. “That’s fair.”

“So, why did you want us all in one place?” Clare asked. “I thought you were being careful not to draw the vampires here.”

“I have been,” I replied, “but I don’t trust the vampires to stay quiet while I deal with their leader. Plenty of the grunts could snap and go on a rampage. I’d feel better knowing you’re all together.”

Danielle smiled. “Well, that’s kind of sweet.”

“Poor Dave,” Clare chuckled. “He gets to be consumed in the rampage I guess.”

“Dave is drinking with friends at a bar across town,” I replied. “I checked already, he’ll be nowhere near the area I’m heading to.”

“You’re a good friend, you know that?” Clare said as she strolled over, and she popped up onto her tippy-toes to place a kiss on my lips.

“I try,” I chuckled.

Before anyone could say anything else, the buzzer rang again.

“That’ll be Gary.” I walked to the intercom, and Gary’s voice came through as casually as ever.

“Alright, I’m here,” he called. “Who’s feeding me?”

“You’re always thinking about food!” Clare hollered right as I went to respond.

“I like to keep my priorities straight!” Gary yelled back, and the intercom shorted out from the increased volume.

I chuckled and just buzzed him in. A few moments later, he knocked, and I let him in. He immediately shrugged off his coat as he entered, and he looked excited at the evening’s prospects.

“So, what’s the plan?” he asked. “Board games? Movie night? Hey Ethan, I thought you’d be halfway to Hotel Transylvania by now?”

“It’s the Eddington Hotel.” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“How do you not know Hotel Transylvania yet?” he scoffed. “What has Clare been making you watch?”

“There’s been a lot of dragon movies,” Danielle replied.

“An uncomfortable amount,” I said.

Gary’s raised an eyebrow at Danielle. “Wait. You’re here, too?”

“What, am I not allowed?” Danielle asked.

“No, no,” Gary chuckled. “This is starting to feel more like an intervention, that’s all.”

Clare threw an arm around his shoulders. “Don’t worry, no one’s staging an intervention. We just thought we’d all hang out for a bit while someone goes off and plays vampire slayer.”

“Like totally normal people do,” Danielle said with a nervous chuckle.

“Now you’re getting the idea,” Clare laughed.

Once everyone was in and settled, Gary ended up sprawled out on the couch with a can of soda in his hand like it was any other night. Clare sat perched on the arm of the sofa with her phone in hand, and occasionally, she watched me as I got ready. She had a forced assuring smile on the whole time, but I just made sure to act as calmly as I felt to ease her mind. Danielle just leaned against the kitchen counter with her phone in hand, the same as Clare, but she didn’t seem to be looking at anything in particular. She just clutched the device closely and stared at the floor as she chewed on her bottom lip.

I’d done all I could to ease their worries, though. Now, it was time for me to prepare physically.

I closed my eyes and let the shift happen. It wasn’t a complete transformation, just a subtle change. My fangs lengthened and sharpened into something more suitable, and when I opened my eyes, I was met with three distinct reactions.

Danielle stared with her head slightly tilted. “That’s… honestly kind of hot.”

“I mean, she’s not wrong.” Clare grinned.

“Jesus Christ, that’s creepy,” Gary groaned and covered his face with his hands.

I chuckled and ran my tongue over my new fangs as I glanced in the mirror that Clare had in her entryway, and I decided they were perfect. Not too sharp, not too bulbous, and precisely as lethal-looking as a true vampire’s.

“That was hot, too,” Clare giggled. “Do it again, Ethad. But lick more slowly…”

“Glad you’re all enjoying the show,” I said as I turned and made my way back to the living room.

Gary shook his head. “No, I’m not enjoying the show. Thanks for asking.”

“Hey, you can’t deny it’s impressive,” Danielle chuckled. “And you do look like you belong in some gothic vampire movie now.”

Gary peeked between his fingers and made a face.

“I think he looks like a movie villain,” he decided. “Like Dracula. I’m waiting for him to hiss at me and start crawling on the ceiling.”

“If you do that, I’m leaving,” Clare said matter-of-factly, but the grin on her face ruined the attempt at a stern look.

I shook my head as I gathered my phone and slipped it into my pocket. Then I headed into the kitchen for a quick glass of water and a bite to eat. Danielle shifted aside and let me pass, but she didn’t say a word. I could feel her eyes on me the whole time I gathered some bread and threw together a sandwich.

Luckily, Clare got up from her seat and came over to join me, so that made it less awkward.

“So…” Clare smiled and inspected my fangs with curiosity. “You can grow parts of yourself whenever you want?”

Never mind.

“Within reason,” I said and sent her a grin. “It’s all about control.”

“Good to know,” she said with a wide smile. “That could come in handy later.”

“Ew,” Gary groaned from the couch. “That’s disgusting, Clare.”

Danielle snickered and turned away, and Clare rolled her eyes, but then she grew more serious as I finished stuffing the final half of my sandwich in my mouth. By the time I’d finished the water, she looked worried all over again, and I came over to her side.

Clare exhaled sharply, stepped forward, and rested her hands lightly on my shoulders.

“Just,” she hesitated. “Come back to me, okay?”

I gave her my best reassuring smile. “I will.”

Clare smiled back and then pulled me down into a slow kiss before I could say anything else. I let my hands settle at her waist, and when our lips finally parted, rested her forehead against mine and lingered there.

Danielle cleared her throat. “You two are so dramatic. He said he’d be fine…”

Clare shot her a look but didn’t move away, and I noticed Danielle looked like she was just as worried now.

“He always says that,” Clare sighed and finally stepped back. “I’m just always dreading the one time it doesn’t pan out, you know?”

“Yeah,” the blonde woman shifted her weight uncomfortably. “That must be rough.”

“Now you’re both being dramatic,” I chuckled. “That’s enough worrying for one night. And enough romance, Clare, you’re trying to distract me.”

Clare grinned. “Is it working?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Geez, you guys sure know how to make a girl feel left out.” Danielle folded her arms in mock-disappointment. “I don’t even get a goodbye kiss, do I?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You want one?”

“She wouldn’t say no, I’m sure,” Clare giggled.

Danielle blushed at this, but Gary’s next groan was louder than ever as he protested from the couch.

“Oh, my goddddddd.” He threw his hands in the air. “Heroes get all the chicks, what the hell.”

I chuckled and turned toward the door.

“Good luck, Dracula!” Danielle said.

“The vampires are the only ones who’ll need it,” I replied.

“Sure,” Clare sighed, and when I looked back, she’d already crossed her arms tightly. “Just don’t get cocky.”

“And for the record, if you aren’t back by tomorrow morning, I’m coming down there to save you,” Gary put in. “I’m serious, bro. You have a phone, so keep us posted, or we’re coming after you.”

I glanced at him. “Duly noted.”

“And please be careful,” Danielle repeated more seriously.

I gave a slight nod, stepped outside, and closed the door behind me before they could all worry any more.

It was time to hunt.

I walked with a confident gait that brought back the many, many years I’d been slaying beasts. I felt the rhythm of war in my veins with every step, like the promise of violence was in the air. Despite the human form I wore, the dragon in me stirred beneath the surface alive and well, and it could hear the howl of war in the wind like a whisper only beasts like me could understand.

This would be a good night.

I’d already memorized my route after finding the location on my phone’s map, and as I made my way toward the vampires’ hideout, the path took me past the park where it had all begun.

Where the poor kid from the news, who had worn such a pure smile, had been drained dry, and where I had killed the hideous female vampire who’d gotten him.

For a brief moment, I glanced toward the skatepark. The shadows stretched long and still across the concrete, and I wondered what’d happened to those teenagers I saved the other night. I bet they questioned if what they saw was real or just a trick of the moving shadows, or an overactive imagination fed by the city-wide fear. Humans always seemed to rationalize things. And if in their hearts they were convinced of what they saw, then even so, no one would believe them.

I pushed the thought aside as I came up on the building my phone had directed me to.

The Eddington building looked like a corpse left to rot. It stood among its more modern neighbors like a ghost that refused to be forgotten.

Faded letters barely clung to a rusted sign that read “The Eddington Hotel.”

At some point, it must have been grand, like a relic of a better time, but now it was nothing more than a hollow shell. The windows were all dark, and some of the glass panes were shattered while others were so filthy they might as well have been. Faded curtains dangled from some of the windows, and the once polished and elegant entrance, with its pair of heavy wooden doors, now looked dull with grime and age.

Drawings marked the lower walls, mainly what Clare had told me were called ‘tags,’ but here and there, some symbols didn’t belong. There were crude drawings of women’s breasts, and a few blood-red handprints smeared against the brickwork.

A long-condemned place like this was perfect for the likes of these vermin. No one would come looking here, and anyone who did would be poor, possibly homeless, and just seeking shelter.

Easy victims. It was a perk of the locale.

And no one would question the strange sounds at night or the disappearances in the area. If they did, they wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.

I stepped up to the door and pushed. It swung inward with a low groan. I wasn’t surprised to find it unlocked, of course it was. They weren’t afraid of intruders.

The moment I crossed the threshold, the atmosphere shifted. The air inside was colder and thicker with an old and oppressive scent. The smell of damp wood and decay clung to everything, and the lobby was mostly empty, save for the skeleton of what had once been a grand chandelier that hung from the ceiling and tattered remnants of furniture left to rot for years. Most of the room was vacant otherwise, but the outline of old couches and tables could still be seen in the dust on the floor.

I made my breathing uneven, let my shoulders hunch slightly, and played the part of a newly-turned vampire who was lost and overwhelmed. I glanced around frantically, as though searching for someone who could give me answers, and my fingers twitched at my sides.

It was the perfect imitation of someone who was trying to process their new life as a monster.

Then, without warning, a shadow moved. Someone massive dropped from the ceiling and landed in front of me with a heavy thud.

The floor groaned under his weight, and dust was sent into the air. I faked a flinch like I was terrified.

The vampire that stood before me was a brute in a long, ragged coat. The shirt beneath was stained with dried blood, and he was easily over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and thick with muscle. He had the build of someone carved out for war long before he was even turned, but his skin was too pale, and his eyes glowed faintly in the dim lighting.

But it was his expression that caught my attention. He looked at me skeptically, like he didn’t believe my ruse.

Well, not yet.

I staggered back a step. “Please! Please, don’t hurt me.”

The brute grinned and bared his thick, jagged fangs. Mine were better, I realized that now. They were more refined and deadlier, but I didn’t bother adjusting them. I doubted the dimwit would notice, so I just kept my panicked expression, and my eyes darted around like I had no idea what I’d walked into.

The vampire tilted his head. “Well, well… what do we have here?”

“I… I.” I swallowed. “I don’t know what’s happening to me. He said to come here.”

The brute took a step closer and towered over me.

“You don’t know, eh?” he asked.

I shook my head rapidly. “I… I was bitten… by some guy… I don’t even know who he was… and then I… Everything’s wrong. I feel wrong.”

The brute studied me.

“What’s going on?” Another presence slid out from the shadows and interrupted us.

This vampire was lean and elegant in a way the brute wasn’t. He was dressed in a tailored coat, and his dark shirt was buttoned high at the neck. His posture was controlled and precise, and when he stopped a few feet away, I could feel the strength radiating from him.

He looked from me to the brute, and his companion gestured lazily toward me.

“Look at this, huh?” he said. “Fresh blood. Thought you might want to see this one yourself. Says his biter sent him here.”

“Did he now?” he asked and looked at me strangely. His voice was gentle, almost lazy, but there was a deadly threat that lurked beneath his gentleness. “Who bit you?”

“I don’t even know who he was…” I swallowed. “He bit me, and now everything feels… Wrong.”

The older vampire watched me for a moment, then stepped forward. The brute immediately straightened and shifted uncomfortably.

That confirmed it. This guy was higher up in the ranks, and now that I was certain, I decided to stop playing things too dangerously.

He studied me, then spoke. “Describe the one who bit you.”

I exhaled shakily and nodded hard like I was trying to think.

“He was weird, and he kept watching me.” I pretended to relive a false memory. “He had this obsession with this girl I knew… kept following her, and I don’t know why he picked me. I don’t even remember all of it, he just wouldn’t stop talking, saying weird things… Like he deserved something, like people owed him… Eric! That was his name. I think he said Eric, anyway–”

“Ah.” The older vampire smiled. “That one.”

“Oh, that guy?” the brute laughed. “He was a mess. New ones always are. No finesse.”

The older vampire studied me for a moment longer and nodded.

“A sloppy turn, then. Figures. You’re scared, aren’t you?” He stepped back slightly. “And you want to be turned back?”

I nodded with relief. “Yes. I… I don’t want this.”

“Oh, you’re in for a rude awakening,” the brute burst into laughter and slapped me on the shoulder.

The older vampire sneered slightly. “Yes, best to just get used to it.”

“There’s no way?” I asked.

“None,” the brute snickered without remorse. “You’re one of us now. No going back.”

I let my hands curl into fists and forced my breath to shudder. “No, no, this can’t…”

“You’ll adapt. Eventually,” the older vampire chuckled. He sounded so sure, like this very scenario had happened a million times before, and I was sure it had. “But since you seem lost, perhaps you should be… shown the way.”

My gut told me this wasn’t a suggestion, and my gaze dropped as if I was too overwhelmed to continue arguing.

“I… I don’t know what else to do,” I muttered sadly.

The vampire smirked. “Then I suppose you’ll be spending the evening with me.”

“Oh, come on!” the brute huffed. “I found him.”

“Yes,” the older vampire said. “And now you’ll leave. I’ll handle the fledgling from here. He’s a large one, and he’ll require proper training if we’re to put him to any good use.”

The brute didn’t argue, he just shot me a fanged and eerie grin and backed off.

And just like that, I had a guide.

The older vampire led me through the corridors of the abandoned hotel, and he explained the basics of vampire life to me as if he wanted me to enjoy this as much as he did.

The walls were lined with peeling wallpaper, and the floors were scuffed and warped with age. Every surface was damp and dusty, like the entire place had been rotting from the inside out, and the faint stench of mold clung to the air and mixed with the scent of decay.

“Your cravings will only get worse,” he said as we passed by a shattered mirror hung on the wall. “You may not feel it now, but in time, it will consume you. Resisting will be pointless, but feeding will aid you. You’ll gain in strength, and in vitality.”

I kept my uncertain expression locked in. “What if I don’t want to feed, though?”

“You will,” he chuckled. “Have no fear.”

We passed a door where I could hear faint murmurs inside– other vampires most likely, and discussing something unimportant from the sounds of it. I kept my ears sharp and listened for anything useful, but the conversation was little more than background noise.

“This place,” the vampire continued and gestured to the darkened halls, “is a sanctuary. Here, we are beyond the reach of those who wish us dead. Humans do not tread here. Neither will any creature that dares hunt us.”

I pretended to hesitate. “Are there… a lot of hunters?”

“Not as many as there used to be,” he laughed, and the tittering sound grated on my ears. “This world knows nothing about what lurks in the dark. That mistake will be their undoing, and when that day comes, you will fortunately be on the right side of history.”

“I see…” I feigned unease. “Then, what happens now? Do I just stay here?”

“If you choose to.” The vampire shrugged, but I could tell he wanted me to stay. I was enormous, muscular by nature, and the ideal soldier for their cause. “Many do, at least for a time. We protect our own, and you’ll be safest here where I can train you. I am quite proficient in sculpting the most lethal of specimens, have no fear. You are in good hands.”

“Thank you,” I said with an anxious nod. “That’s a relief.”

He led me through a side corridor, where a heavy wooden door stood partially ajar. Inside, I caught a glimpse of several figures lounging around.

And feeding on people.

Their victims were limp and lost in the haze of whatever trance had been placed over them. A few twitched weakly as the last drops of blood and life were drained from their bodies, and I had to work to keep my fury from bursting out of me like flames.

“Your new kin,” the vampire murmured, and a wide smile spread across his face.

I barely glanced inside. I kept my posture tense, as if the sight unsettled me.

He gave a thin smile. “You’ll be joining them soon enough. It will be quite enjoyable, I assure you.”

He turned then and continued down the hall, but he kept on droning on like this while I waited for him to lead me somewhere more useful to my own task. His voice carried an air of authority the whole time, like a master who schooled his apprentice, but I let the act continue and patiently waited for my moment to strike.

“There are rules, of course,” he lectured on.

“Why?” I asked. “Does it matter if we follow rules when we’re killing people for a living?”

“Hierarchy is important.” His expression darkened slightly.

“Oh.” I nodded nervously. “O-Okay.”

We passed another set of doors, these ones locked, and I noted them but didn’t ask.

Then he added, “The first and most important rule is that you do not go upstairs.”

“What’s upstairs?” I asked.

“Someone you do not want to disturb if you want to avoid utter torture and destruction,” the vampire replied.

I gulped audibly.

“The leader?” I asked barely above a whisper.

He exhaled in amusement. “You are quick. That will serve you well, dear soldier.”

I scanned the staircase at the end of the hall one more time as if I was more anxious than ever.

That was my target destination. Now, I just had to wait for the right moment, which meant I had to get rid of my boring tour guide.

The older vampire led me down another dimly-lit corridor deeper into the abandoned hotel. We stopped at a door near the end of the hall, and he pushed it open to reveal a small, unremarkable room with a tattered bed, a wooden chair, and a single, grimy window that overlooked nothing. The walls were cracked, and the floor was covered in layers of dust and faint stains of things long dried.

“This will be your space,” the vampire said and stepped aside to let me enter first. “Not much, but you’ll get used to it. And if you thrive here… you’ll obviously be upgraded handsomely for your efforts.”

I hesitated for only a moment, walked in, and paced up and down the place like I actually considered living here. Then I nodded like an obedient novice vampire. I wanted him to drop his guard just a little more, that way ending him would be quick and quiet.

“Try to rest,” he said with another unsettling sneer. “Tomorrow, you’ll begin learning your place in our world.”

I turned to face him and respond, but then I lunged forward instead.

My body moved faster than his eyes could track, and I didn’t give him time to fight back. Within seconds, my claws plunged into his chest and cut through his ribs as if they weren’t even there.

His eyes widened, and his mouth opened in a soundless gasp as my fingers closed around his heart. He tried to move, but I tightened my grip and twisted the organ ever so slightly.

Then his entire body locked up, and as I slowly pulled, every limb began to shake violently. He tried to say something, but no sound came, and with a final, sharp tug, I tore his heart from his chest.

For a moment, it lay in my palm looking shriveled, dry, and lifeless. Then it began to crumble. First into cracks, then into dust.

The vampire’s body followed. His skin cracked, and lines spread over him like cracked glass. He had a look of shock stuck on his face in his final moment of realization, like he’d barely had time to register his death before he collapsed into a pile of ash.

“Pompous ass,” I muttered and brushed the remnants off my hand. “As if a dragon would be a vermin’s soldier. We are kings of wrath, not bloodsucking fools.”

I turned toward the door and was ready to move on with my plan. I had the information I needed– the confirmation that their leader was upstairs. Now, I just needed to get there relatively unnoticed.

But just as I strolled toward the hall, I was met with the brute.

The massive vampire filled the doorway. His shoulders nearly blocked out the dim light from the corridor, and his imposing frame cast an even deeper shadow over the room. His towering height made the already cramped room feel even smaller.

“Knew there was something off about you.” A massive smile formed across his face as he came into the room, and he seemed amused by the situation.

I didn’t move or react at all. I just waited as the brute looked at the pile of ash on the floor.

“Didn’t like that one anyway,” he said.

“No?” I asked.

He grinned wider and bared his fangs. “Nah. He was an aging old windbag. Weaker than he should be, and he talked too much. Thought he was smarter than he was, too. You, though? You’re interesting.”

He cracked his knuckles, but I let a wide grin spread across my face.

“Is that so?” I asked. “What do you plan to do about that?”

The brute stepped fully into the room and shut the door behind him, and the entire wall rattled from the force.

“Gonna kill you, obviously,” he snorted.

He observed me for a moment, and he started pacing a slow circle around me like he wanted to toy with me a bit. He looked dimwitted, but even he had probably decided that lunging recklessly at me would end in his demise.

“You’re not like us, are you?” he drawled.

I didn’t respond.

His grin widened. “Oh, you’re good, I’ll give you that. It had me fooled at first. But I knew something was off. And this turnin’ him to ash just confirmed it, so why don’t you–”

“Gods, you pests really do bore the life out of me,” I groaned as I shook out my shoulders. “Really, do you just rot in this hotel all day thinking up monologues or something?”

The big, dumb brute blinked at me in complete confusion.

A devilish grin flashed across my face now that I had him where I wanted him.

“Let’s fight,” I said and lunged.
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Chapter 15

He raised a massive arm to block me, and his fist came out with an enormous amount of force and speed.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

I caught his fist mid-air before it could make contact, and his eyes bulged as he realized just how firm my grip was. There was a slight give in his joints as he struggled to comprehend what just happened, but in one swift move, I yanked his arm to the side and twisted his wrist.

He wailed in pain and tried to wrench himself free, but my grip was absolute.

Before he could try to counter me, my other hand shot up and wrapped around his thick neck like a steel vise. Then I lifted him clean off the ground and dangled the full weight of his massive body helplessly in the air, and his legs kicked wildly while his fingers clawed at my wrist. He snarled viciously in his efforts, but it was useless.

Slowly, his shock overwhelmed his earlier arrogance just like all these idiot vampires when they realized how easily I could best them. His breath came in shallow gasps, and in his eyes, I saw the hungry embers of fear.

“You need to understand that compared to most, you are incredibly weak,” I informed him. “Your senior vampire? The ‘weakling?’ Actually much stronger than you, not that it matters now.”

His teeth gnashed together, and there was a hellish fury in his eyes, but there were ripples of panic coming to the surface, too. He grabbed my wrist with both hands and tried harder to pry himself free or snap my bones, but I didn’t even budge.

I squeezed his throat harder until I cut off his air entirely, and his movements became erratic. His body writhed like a fish out of water, and he did everything short of begging to free himself. He even kicked at me as solidly as his massive, stone-like legs could manage, but it only brought a slight grunt out of me.

I grinned at the look of terror in his eyes. I’d wanted him to understand terror. I’d wanted him to know the despair his kind caused in their victims when they paralyzed them and took their time with the draining. Like those fools down the hall, who would all be dead the moment I completed my mission.

I grinned at the thought.

Then, without another word, I twisted his neck, and his head detached from his body in one clean motion.

The severed head hit the floor, rolled, and then came to a stop. The body dropped but managed to remain upright, which was a new one for me. It twitched briefly, but then it finally crumpled and scattered into ash across the floor.

I turned my gaze to the fallen head and watched as the last fragments of it turned to dust.

“The arrogance,” I sighed. “Such unearned confidence.”

I turned toward the door and left.

My work wasn’t done yet.

I traveled back along the hall to the staircase we’d passed, and as I ascended the stairs, the scent of decay thickened. This place was rotting from the inside out. The vampires that lurked here were like parasites that festered in the dark, and their overwhelming numbers were making even the air in here unbearable.

I reached the second floor and moved quickly through the dimly-lit corridors while keeping my presence undetected. I could hear faint murmurs and low conversations but avoided them and slipped past open doorways as silently as a shadow.

I was almost to the next set of stairs when two figures stepped out from an adjacent hallway.

Both vampires were lean and dressed in old, tattered clothes that looked like they had once belonged to someone with money. Their eyes flicked toward me with suspicion.

“What are you doing up here?” one asked.

I didn’t answer.

“You lost, fresh blood?” the other sneered.

Within half a second, I was already between them. My hands shot out and pierced through their chests, and they looked shocked as my claws closed around their dry, shriveled hearts and tore them free in an instant.

For a split second, they remained upright, like their minds hadn’t caught up to the fact that they were already dead. Then their bodies crumbled and collapsed into piles of ash at my feet.

I let their useless hearts disintegrate between my fingers and watched the dust swirl away into nothing.

They had been too weak. Too slow. No different than the brute I had killed earlier. But I knew what waited for me above wouldn’t be so simple.

I stretched out my shoulders and then continued upward on the staircase at the end of the hall.

The moment I stepped onto the third floor, I froze.

The scent of blood was even more pungent here, and in the middle of the dim hallway ahead, three vampires crouched over a lifeless body.

A woman.

Her arms were sprawled out, her throat was torn open, and her skin had already lost color as blood pooled around her. Her expression was frozen with her lips parted slightly, and her glassy eyes stared right at me.

The three vampires fed on her together like a bunch of leeches, and it disgusted me more than I could put into words.

They didn’t notice me at first, but when I took another step forward, one of them stilled.

He lifted his head, and his mouth was smeared with her blood. His eyes darted toward me, and he used his hand to clean the remnants off his face, as though he was ashamed of himself for being so sloppy and wasteful.

His embarrassment didn’t last long, though.

Slowly, the other two turned toward me. Then they all attacked.

The first lunged with impressive speed, and his claws reached for my throat. I caught his wrist in mid-air and snapped it backward. He let out a screech of pain, but before he could recover, I yanked him forward and ripped his head clean off.

The head hit the ground with a heavy thud, and his body followed.

The other two were right behind the first, and they came at me in tandem now– one from the front, the other from the side. The one in front swiped for my stomach with his claws aimed to disembowel me. I twisted away, but the other managed to slash across my arm.

He tore through my sleeve and drew blood, but I barely felt it.

I caught the one on my left by the throat without pause, and with my free hand, I plunged my claws into his chest and ended him swiftly.

The last vampire stumbled and hesitated. And in that moment, I was already on him.

He tried to move back and put space between us, but I didn’t let him. I surged forward and slammed him against the wall. His eyes widened in horror as my claws wrapped around his ribs and pierced through skin and bone.

“N-no, wait…” he wailed.

His ribcage cracked open, and his chest caved in as I wrenched his heart free.

The only thing left was buckets of ash and the woman’s body, which was lying lifeless on the floor.

I drew a deep breath and dusted my clothes off. These three had been stronger than the last vampires, but they still weren’t strong enough to be a problem for me at least.

That boded well.

I turned my gaze toward the far end of the hallway to see yet another set of stairs leading upward. Based on the stench of rotting corpses, I figured my real target was higher up.

I stepped over the body on the floor and kept going.

Then the moment I stepped onto the fourth floor’s landing, two vampires stepped straight out of the shadows.

They were identical in height, and their presence alone sent a pulse of energy through the walls. I watched deep cracks splinter across the plaster, and it spiderwebbed outward as if the very foundation of the building was cracking under their pressure.

They wore matching long coats that swayed with every movement, and I got the impression they were perfectly in sync. And strong. Stronger than anything I’d faced in this nest so far, that much was obvious from their magical presence.

I felt it in the air.

“You don’t belong here,” the twin on the left snarled.

“Leave before we kill you,” the second finished.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I told them. “So we might as well get this over with.”

I barely had time to react before they vanished. They weaved through the darkness with precision and struck simultaneously– one from the front, one from behind.

I caught the first twin’s fist as it came at me, but before I could counter, the second was already behind me. I shifted at the last second and threw the one in my hands at the other, but they just dissolved into the shadows again.

They were fast, and they seemed to work as one mind.

Instead of waiting for them to strike, I lunged the second I felt a spark of presence in the shadows to my left. I caught the vampire off guard and drove my knee into his ribs, and his body jerked as the bones cracked.

He gasped in shock, but his twin was on me in a blur.

The force of the vampire slamming into me made me release my hold, and my quarry dropped into the shadows beneath us. I jolted forward and slammed into the wall, but then I instantly thrust myself backward.

My skull smashed into the bastard’s face, and he went flying off of me. I spun around in time to see him staggering at me again, and I let him get close enough to think he had me cornered. Then I drove my hand through his sternum.

His body locked up just before I wrenched his heart from his chest.

His body disintegrated into ash before his twin could reappear, but I sensed his arrival and was ready for him.

I was behind him as he emerged. I grabbed the back of his neck and yanked his head up, and in one swift, brutal motion, I ripped it clean off in a burst of dust.

I paused and listened carefully. The last few kills had caused a ruckus, but I didn’t hear anyone coming this way to see what was going on, so I figured regular daily violence must be standard here.

As I continued walking, I found that there were no underlings on the top floor of the abandoned hotel. Just me, the stale air, and the final door.

Unlike the others, this one was intact. It was made of solid black wood that was carved with intricate details from a time when this building was grand. Now, it was just a relic. A place where a parasite had made its nest, but that wouldn’t be the case for long.

I stepped forward slowly. The decay, cracked walls, and peeling wallpaper were the same as everywhere else in the hotel, but the atmosphere was different.

There was power here. Heavy power.

I pushed the door open. Inside, the room was vast but empty. A single chair sat by the large window with its back turned toward me, and dust swirled in the moonlight that poured into the room.

There was no other furniture. No unnecessary decorations.

There was no movement, either. No shifting of feet, no subtle creak of the floorboards. The chair near the window was empty, too, but that didn’t fool me.

This room wasn’t empty. I could feel him.

His presence was thick and filled the space like an unseen fog as it pressed against every one of my instincts. This wasn’t the raw, arrogant power of the underlings I had mowed down to get here. No, his was controlled, yet glaringly obvious.

I stopped in the middle of the room and waited.

“Didn’t anyone tell you not to bother me?” a voice slid through the silence.

“Uh…” I swallowed and feigned unease. I injected just the right amount of hesitation into my voice. “One of the guys downstairs told me to come up here. Said you’d want to hear what I had to say.”

“And what, exactly, do you have to say?” he asked after a long pause.

His voice was still disembodied and came from nowhere and everywhere at once.

“I… it’s about the dragon.” I shifted slightly and kept up my uncomfortable body language.

“A dragon?” His tone went from uninterested to piqued real quick.

“Yeah.” I nodded vigorously and licked my lips as if nervous. “The guy who turned me… he said you guys were looking for a dragon.”

“Who said this?” the man inquired.

“His name was Eric, he-he got killed by the dragon, but he was obsessed with a girl,” I said. “He kept talking about her, following her. He said she worked at the same company as this dragon. But she wasn’t just some employee. She was the dragon’s… earthly concubine.”

This time, the energy shift was immediate. The room’s temperature dropped by a few degrees, and the air grew heavier.

I could feel the leader’s attention sharpen.

“You’re telling me,” the voice said, and it was closer now. It came from somewhere just behind me. “That this dragon has claimed a human woman for his own pleasurable pursuits?”

I stiffened slightly and forced a slight shudder.

“Y… yeah,” I replied.

“If what you say is true, and the dragon killed the man who turned you,” he said, “then how are you alive?”

I hesitated. Just enough to make it seem real.

“The dragon went after my friend when he came after his girl,” I let my breathing hitch slightly. “I-I had no business with him, I ran away. He didn’t care about me, but he was really mad at Eric.”

“Interesting,” the voice said.

Finally, he emerged from the far side of the room as if the shadows had birthed him.

He was a tall one. Too tall. His back was hunched so his head wouldn’t brush the ceiling, and his features were sharp and almost regal. His long black coat flowed behind him as he moved, and it looked like a mass of darkness itself attached to him.

Unlike the others, his eyes weren’t only red. They were bottomless and had dark rings around them that indicated multitudes of souls he had swarming within him.

He watched me with what could only be described as hungry amusement.

“So tell me, fledgling,” he said. “What exactly do you think I can do with this information?”

I swallowed and shifted nervously.

“Well,” I said. “Well, I just figured… If he has a weakness, maybe…”

“Maybe what?” the leader took another step closer. “We could get at him? Destroy him? Don’t be an imbecile.”

I was nearly in position now.

I pretended to struggle for words.

“But I thought you’d want to attack–”

“He’s a dragon,” the man sneered in disgust. “He’s no simple beast that can be easily manipulated. Concubine or no concubine, he’ll have established himself too well here for us to merely lure him into our traps.”

The leader smirked and reached up to adjust his watch. It was a nice watch, but not as expensive as the man Peter’s had been. Still, it was too lovely for a parasitic corpse like him, and that annoyed me more than I expected it to.

Maybe it was Earth customs getting to me, but there was no way a shitty vampire got to wear a nice watch and I didn’t.

I eyed his watch enviously as he strolled closer, and he sent me a look that was dripping with condescension.

“We are preparing to handle things, in time,” he informed me. “Our efforts at increasing our numbers have since doubled in preparation to handle this dragon. As for your information… You’ll learn in time when to pick your battles, fledgling.”

He leaned forward so he was only inches from my face. Then he frowned like he was unimpressed by what he saw.

“Trust me, a dragon is far more devious of an enemy to encounter than you can possibly imagine,” he scoffed. “Leave the beast to me.”

I couldn’t resist. I let a smile curl across my lips, and I straightened my posture back to my usual stance.

“If you insist,” I snickered.

Then I struck. Fast.

The instant I lunged, he vanished back into the shadows, but I wasn’t surprised. My attack would’ve been too fast for his underlings to react, but not a master.

I landed where he had stood a second ago, and my claws sank into nothing as a slow chuckle slithered through the air.

“Oh, you’re fun,” he said.

I turned and scanned the room. He wasn’t gone. He was blended with the darkness, and his presence was everywhere, so he could reappear at any moment.

“You’ve done well,” he chuckled. “I’ll admit it. Killing your way up here, eh? I assume the twins put up quite a fight, yes?”

“I was expecting more, to be honest,” I muttered.

“Oh, I assure you,” he whispered right in my ear. “You’ll get more.”

I swung, and my claws sliced through empty space, but the shadows moved away from my hand, so I tracked them. I turned three circles before he attacked, and he moved in a blur as he appeared all at once.

He was faster than every vampire I’d fought here put together. His claws raked for my throat quicker than I could track them, but I sidestepped and countered with a punch to his ribs. The force sent him crashing through the door, and it shattered into splinters as the impact rattled the building.

Debris filled the air as he skidded across the floor of the hallway and slammed into the opposite wall.

For a second, everything was still.

Then, I heard them.

Multiple people’s feet scuffled up the stairs, and soon his pack of vermin had materialized.

The first figures arrived through the shadows of the hall, and then more vampires spilled from the stairs and into the broken doorway.

I counted at least a dozen of them. Some of them were the standard bloodsuckers who thrived on human prey, while others were soul-suckers like the leader, but they wouldn’t be as powerful as him at least.

Plus, I still had the leader himself to contend with. He was the real monster.

Five bloodsuckers swarmed in and surrounded me like a pack of wolves, but I didn’t take my attention off the leader until he had faded back into the shadows. He’d probably wait and watch from there for his perfect moment to strike, but I couldn’t worry about that now.

One of the vampires lunged at me, but I grabbed him first. My claws sliced through his neck and severed his head clean off, then immediately, I turned as another came at me from the side. I grabbed his throat, lifted him into the air, and ripped out his windpipe and spine in one brutal motion, and the body crumbled to dust before it even hit the ground.

The remaining three hesitated.

That was their mistake.

I lunged and grabbed two of them at once– one by the jaw, the other by the skull.

Snap. Snap.

I turned to the last bloodsucker, and he tried to run, but I didn’t let him. I ripped out his heart and crushed it in my fist within seconds.

Five dead. Several to go.

The remaining vampires hissed but didn’t lunge in recklessly anymore. That meant they knew fear, but the leader still wasn’t among them. He was here, I could feel him, but he moved through the shadows alone, and his presence flickered in and out of the room.

The others got restless. A few vanished into shadows as the other dove at me, and just as I darted aside, the rest reappeared as though the darkness spat them out into existence in entirely new places.

They attacked all at once.

The first two came from the front, and I dodged left and slammed my elbows into the ribs of the nearest one. He staggered, and the second vampire tried to take advantage of my movement. He ducked my strike and aimed for my side, but I grabbed the vampire closest to me by the hair and pulled him forward just in time for the other’s claws to sink into his throat instead of mine.

One dead.

I used the sudden bursting of dust to my advantage, and I pushed through the cloud and slashed into the stunned vampire’s chest on the other side. Then I ripped him apart in two quick pulls.

That left four, and one oversized leader that still refused to reveal himself.

I needed to finish this fast. The longer it took, the more likely it was that the rest of the vamps would start to fucking rampage, and Chicago didn’t need that tonight.

One leaped from behind me, and I grabbed him mid-air and slammed him into the floor so hard the floorboards cracked in half. That didn’t kill him, so I crushed his skull with my boot instead.

The remaining three dove into the shadows to regroup, and their synchronized movements seemed more disciplined than the others. I could feel them testing different areas to reappear from, because the spark of magic this gave off was the only means I had of tracking them. But this slowly started to disorient me. I kept thinking they would show up, only for them to seep into the darkness again, and I growled as I realized they were toying with me.

Instead, I stood perfectly still, and finally, one darted in.

I lunged and pretended to go after him, but at the last second, I changed direction and went for one I sensed materializing in my blind spot.

I whipped around, wrenched the bastard forward, and yanked out his spine from the back. Then, as the first vamp lunged at my exposed back, I ducked.

The moment he sailed over my head, I caught his leg and then hurled him across the room. He vanished into the shadows before he could hit the wall, but then he reappeared directly beside me.

Along with the final vampire.

Both got hold of my arms, and they tried to hold me in place as their fangs snapped toward my neck.

I pivoted and leveraged my weight just enough to elbow one of them in the gut, and this winded him enough for me to get free of his grasp. At the same time, I grabbed his partner, flipped him over me, and slammed him onto the floor.

He’d barely had time to yell before my boot obliterated his face. He burst into ash just as his friend caught his breath, and I turned with a casual grin on my face.

“Go on,” I said and motioned him closer. “Let’s see what you’ve got, but I don’t like your chances…”

The vampire hissed and dove at me, and I couldn’t help chuckling as I simply drove his head into my knee and cracked his skull open.

He stumbled and hit the floor, after that, it was only a matter of ripping his heart out.

“There,” I said and brushed my hands off as I eyed the shadows around me. “Handled your pest problem. You should really stop hiding, though. Lead by example.”

A soft chuckle echoed from the shadows.

“Not bad,” the voice slithered through the room. “Not bad at all, dragon…”

The leader stepped forward at last from the corner of the room, and he had an amused expression on his face.

“Now,” he murmured, and he let his magical presence fill the space now, probably in an attempt to intimidate me. “Let’s see what you can do against me.”

He aimed for my head, but I dodged the slashing claws and just barely avoided his grasp. His fingertips brushed against the air where my head was seconds ago, and I felt the tug of his soul-draining power as well.

If he got his hands on me, even for a moment, I’d be fighting to keep my very existence intact.

I needed to sharpen my focus.

“You’re a good fighter,” he murmured. “That much is obvious. Strong. Quick.”

He tilted his head slightly, as if examining a fine specimen.

“Eating your soul will make me unstoppable,” he declared

I scoffed. “You’d be surprised how hard I am to kill.”

He came at me with unrelenting speed and raw force. I countered immediately and dodged his attempts to grab me, and I hit his midsection hard, but he just swung again. I twisted, ducked under his arm, and retaliated with an uppercut to his ribs. The impact cracked the wood beneath us, and he finally stumbled.

Then he vanished into the shadows like a coward again.

I snarled, but the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end just a split second before he materialized.

I turned just in time as he lunged straight for my chest. I caught him mid-motion, and with all my strength, I chucked him straight into the corner of the room. Before he could hide in his precious shadows, his body crashed into something metal, and the impact was so powerful it shattered the wooden boards supporting the wall.

A whole section of wall collapsed as the master slammed through it, and a loud clang sounded through the air. It was a metal box falling out of the wall and into the light, and it burst open.

Stacks of money exploded outward and fluttered in the air.

I blinked. This must have been this parasite’s attempt at building wealth in this world, and I couldn’t help chuckling a little at the glorious sight.

The promise of money rejuvenated me quite a lot, and I shook out my arms and shoulders as the vampire master groaned and pulled himself from the wreckage. Dollar bills were sticking to his coat, and for a second, we both stared at the money that scattered on the floor of the ruined room.

“You should have used a bank, like Clare does,” I chuckled. “Instead, after I’m through with you, this will all be mine.”

In that moment, he turned his back on me and tried to flee back into the shadows, but I lunged before he could escape. He dodged left and quickly tried to phase into the shadows again, but I grabbed him by the neck and yanked him backward before he could disappear.

For a split second, we struggled as I wrestled to gain control over his enormous strength. Then I managed to slam him face-first into the floor.

I pinned him down with my knee digging into his spine, and I kept my grip tight with my claws sinking into the skin of his neck, but then the vampire started to chuckle darkly.

“It’s over,” I snarled in his ear.

“Indeed it is,” he whispered, and his voice dripped with dark amusement.

Then his arms shot up over his head at a jarring angle, and his palms were glowing as they clamped around my head.
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I felt the draining force of his soul-sucking ability immediately. It pulled me apart like invisible chains, and my body entirely locked up. My vision blurred much sooner than I’d expected, and the second I realized my soul was physically leaving my body, I acted.

I pushed through the mind-bending pain in my head and the haze threatening to overwhelm me, and I focused only on my grip around his throat. Then, with every ounce of my strength, I ripped his head clean off.

An explosion of dark energy burst out and knocked the air out of me as it rippled through the entire building. His hands dropped from my head, though, and I tore in several ragged, gasping breaths as the master turned to dust under my knee.

Then the whole clan followed. One by one, I heard their bloodcurdling screams as the disintegration process took place, and wherever they lurked– in rooms, hiding in the walls, waiting in the shadows of the city streets– every single vampire turned to dust.

The air stilled in the building as I heaved myself to my feet. I was a little lightheaded, but it didn’t feel like the master had done much lasting damage. I’d probably feel better tomorrow, and for now, I was standing there victorious.

I watched the ashes settle around me with a pleased smile on my face.

“That’s that.” I exhaled slowly. “No more vermin.”

I stepped over the scattered remains, and my eyes drifted to the far side of the room, where the safe lay. I stared at the stacks upon stacks of crisp, fresh bills, and for a moment, I didn’t even move. The sight was almost ridiculous when I really took it in.

I hadn’t seen physical wealth to this degree on Earth before. But here I was, with literally hundreds of neatly bundled stacks of cash, all so perfectly organized and ready to be hoarded.

I took a slow step forward, and some loose bills still fluttered past me from the burst of power. I crouched down, plucked a single stack of bills from the open safe, and flipped through it.

The paper was remarkably crisp. Deliciously so, but that also stood out to me as odd.

There was no way this was stolen from the vampires’ victims. This was all too clean. I hadn’t seen humans carrying money like this anywhere in the city, so it had to have been obtained elsewhere. They were all one hundred dollar bills, too.

My fingers drummed against the edge of the stack.

“Where would a bunch of parasitic vampires have gotten their hands on perfectly fresh bills?” I muttered to myself.

I reached and grabbed another stack, then another, and flipped through the bundles as my mind ticked through the possibilities. Maybe it was some kind of backdoor operation? They didn’t seem to have a business running here, but something wasn’t adding up.

I stood back up and reveled in the absurd amount of wealth stuffed into the busted safe, and I decided that whatever their source was, this all belonged to me now anyway.

I picked up one of the stacks of bills and tossed it into the air just to watch it flutter back down, and I thought about the watch I had seen earlier on Peter’s wrist.

Maybe now was a good time to get mine.

I glanced at the watch that the master had been wearing. It was covered in ash, but as I eyed the money strewn around it, I decided it wasn’t even worth my attention. I had far better treasure to gather for myself after this victory.

A gust of wind kicked up outside, and the building groaned. It sounded like the very structure had weakened from the sheer chaos of the battle. Cracks ran along the walls all around me, and pieces of plaster flaked off from the shockwaves of power. This place wouldn’t be standing for much longer.

I needed to move. My eyes flicked to the leader’s cape on the floor, and I stepped over and kicked aside some loose debris to grab it. It was heavier than expected and made of fine, thick material.

I snapped it open and let it unfold fully, and I shook off the last traces of vampire ash. Then I glanced back at the absurd pile of cash on the floor.

For the next minute or so, I was crouched down and shoveling the stacks of fresh, crisp bills onto the cape. One by one, I emptied the entire safe of its stacks as well, and I gathered the ends of the cape together and tied them tightly to form a makeshift sack.

It turned out to be the perfect loot bag. I threw it over my shoulder and tested the weight.

Satisfied, I turned toward the exit, and I stepped over the ashes of the fallen clan without a second thought. I ignored the ruined furniture and shattered remains of their so-called empire, and I let out a quiet chuckle as I made my way through the dim corridors, with my cape-sack slung over my back and my boots crunching against the debris-strewn floor.

This had been a good night. Now, it was time to get home.

I sent off a quick text as promised to let my friends know I was all finished killing the vampires and on my way home.

Clare sent back an all-caps WAIT REALLY???

I just chuckled and pocketed my phone, and not long later, I was climbing the stairs to Clare’s apartment. The weight of the vampire leader’s stolen money weighed pleasantly on my shoulder, and the excitement of spending my riches loomed over me. But more than anything, I just wanted to be home. To sit and pretend this whole damn vermin infestation had never happened.

And also probably snuggle with my woman. That felt appropriate for a victory such as this.

As soon as I knocked, the door swung open instantly. Clare was the first to grab me, and she practically threw herself into my chest as her arms tightened around me with noticeable relief.

“You took forever!” she breathed. “You made me worry half to death. Don’t ever take that long again!”

“To kill monsters?” I chuckled. “It’s kind of hard to stick to a timeframe with things like that…”

“Shhh,” she growled against my chest and then squeezed me even tighter.

I smiled as I hugged her back, and my gaze found Danielle right behind her. She was far more composed but still visibly relieved.

“Jesus, Ethan,” she said. “We weren’t sure if we would find you on the news tomorrow as another mystery corpse.”

I scoffed, stepped inside, and let Clare finally release her death grip on me.

“I don’t go down that easily,” I muttered and tossed the bag of money onto the coffee table with a heavy thump.

Both of them looked at it, then back at me, then back at it.

“You brought home a souvenir?” Danielle asked.

I dropped onto the couch and rested my head back.

“It’s money,” I said.

“How much money?” Clare asked.

“Enough,” I said.

Gary came out of the bathroom. “Oh, Ethad, you’re alive? Didn’t think you’d make it back, buddy, well done. Well done.”

I laughed. “Thank you, my friend. I enjoyed it.”

“Amazing,” Gary said. “And gross. Let’s drink.”

“I could use a drink,” I chuckled.

“Sooooo, it’s all handled, though?” Danielle pressed.

“Yes, the vampires are wiped out,” I replied, and a breath of relief left all of their mouths at once.

“Thank God,” Clare muttered.

Danielle shook her head. “Chicago is gonna lose its mind trying to figure out what happened. This city had been terrorized by mysterious deaths for weeks, and now? The deaths will suddenly stop. For seemingly no reason. No clues or explanations…”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “They’ll never get any answers, but hopefully they’ll find some peace now as things settle down.”

Gary returned with the drinks and handed me one.

“So,” he said and pulled back the cape on the table. “At which point in the story did you rob a bank? Did I miss that part?”

“No,” I said and took a sip of beer. “I threw a vampire into a wall, and there was a metal box there that exploded with money… a lot of money.”

Clare tilted her head. “But where would the vampires get a lot of money like this?”

“No clue,” I said and held her gaze. “It was just there. Neatly organized. Fresh, crisp stacks. Not stolen from people they attacked in the streets, that’s for sure.”

All three of them frowned slightly, and I could tell their curiosity was piqued as well.

“Maybe the vampires robbed a bank,” Gary said.

Danielle reached out and brushed her fingers over one of the stacks that had spilled from the bag.

“This looks like fresh bank money,” she muttered. “Like, straight from a vault. But there are no wrappers on it.”

“So what, the vampires had a bank robbery side hustle?” Clare joked and crossed her arms. “Because that would actually be hilarious.”

“No, but someone might be funding them.” Danielle shook her head.

“You think some human group was backing their works here?” I frowned.

“Could be.” Danielle shrugged. “Or they had a deal with someone who moves money off the books. Either way, this isn’t just ‘stolen from victims.’ You’re right, this was more likely supplied.”

That was something to consider, but I was done thinking about it for tonight. I was done thinking about filthy vampires, done thinking about where they got their damn money, done thinking about all of it.

I stretched my legs out on the coffee table and exhaled.

“I just want to relax,” I said. “Forget vampires even exist. The entire place was filthy, and I hate dealing with pests.”

“Well, you dealt with them well, Pest Control.” Clare nudged me again with her foot.

“Do not call me that,” I chuckled.

“I like it,” Danielle snickered. “Pest Control, the Dragon Edition. Hey, that could be your next business! We could put a dragon statue on top of the company vehicles, too! It’d be cute, but also fierce… Grrrr.”

I smiled at her adorable attempt at a growl. “I will throw both of you out the window.”

“Fair, but answer me one thing, Ethad,” Gary said. “Did your plan work? Did they believe you were a vampire?”

“Yeah, of course, vampires are fools,” I laughed. “There was one guy that didn’t buy into my story entirely, but he was the second to die.”

I shrugged, let my eyes close again, and relaxed as my friends carried on wondering where the money could’ve come from. But in my mind, I knew this wasn’t the end of my problems.

The vampires were just one layer of it. Astrum was still out there, and if I didn’t stop him soon, he’d send more creatures to terrorize this world. Now that I’d finally cleared Chicago, it was time to focus on the real threat.

“So…” Clare’s voice cut through my thoughts. “What are you gonna do with all that money?”

I cracked open an eye and smiled. “Buy a nice watch like Peter’s”

“That’s your first priority?” Danielle snorted.

“Damn right,” I muttered. “One of those shitty vampires had a fancy watch, and I don’t. What the hell does he need a watch for? I own a business. I actually need one.”

Clare laughed. “You are so weird about treasure.”

“Ohhhhhhh, okay.” Danielle nodded. “This is a treasure thing, that makes more sense.”

“Dragon priorities.” I shrugged and sent her a wink.

“Gotcha,” she giggled. “Remember, though, tomorrow we’re going hiking. You promised”

Clare smirked. “Yeah, and you owe us. You get a fancy watch, and we get a dragon transformation show. Interested, Gary?”

“Are you kidding, fuck yeah,” Garry said and thrust his drink into the air. “Fuck yeah to dragons all day every day, my friend!”

“Fuck yeah,” I agreed, and we all raised our glasses to toast.

“And I’m a man of my word, so tomorrow it is,” I announced.

“I found the perfect place for our hike already,” Clare said and crossed her arms triumphantly. “It’s a little outside the city, but secluded, quiet, and with a great view.”

Gary pushed himself up from the couch and stretched his arms.

“Sounds like you guys have plans,” he said. “I should probably head home and sleep like a normal person so I’m ready for them.”

Danielle yawned. “Yeah, me, too.”

Everyone got up and started gathering their coats and things, but as Gary left, Danielle lingered in the doorway. She turned to me with a slow, knowing smile.

“Hey Ethad…” she said, and I smiled at hearing my dragon name on her tongue. “Would you… maybe want to come with me?”

I arched an eyebrow at the way she said it. There was an undeniable suggestiveness in her tone, one that wasn’t lost on Clare, either. My auburn-haired lover was standing near the mirror in the entryway, and she had a massive smile on her face when I glanced over-- the kind that humans wore when they’d done something sneaky.

I had a feeling these two had been talking a lot while I was gone.

“Yeah, you two should totally hang out!” Clare raised her arms and stretched lazily as she let out a huge yawn. “Get to know each other…”

I glanced between them, then let a slow grin spread across my face.

“You know, Clare,” I said. “I did very well earning a woman like you. I hope you know that.”

She winked. “I know.”

Danielle giggled as she fixed her coat and tossed her hair over her shoulder, and I gestured for her to lead the way.

The drive to her place was short, but the silence in the car made it feel longer than it was. She wasn’t as chatty as Clare, but she seemed distracted. I could tell she was thinking about something.

“Relax,” I said. “I can sense your nervousness from here.”

“Really?” She blushed. “I am a little nervous… Just thinking about where tonight will go…”

“It doesn’t need to go anywhere,” I told her. “Let’s just hang out, okay? Watch films, eat food. All that fighting has made me hungry, to be honest, and a shower would be good, too. I smell like vampire ash.”

“Okay,” Danielle chuckled. “Yeah, that sounds nice. Let’s just hang out, wind down for the night…”

“Exactly.” I smiled, and she looked over with a glittering smile of her own.

A thrill of heat washed over me as her golden-brown eyes met mine. She didn’t look frightened or worried, or any of the things she’d been struggling through the past few days.

She just looked incredibly happy to be here next to me.

I’d spent so much time trying to ease Danielle’s worries this week-- and occasionally butting heads with the stubborn, headstrong woman-- but it had all been worth it to see her looking so relaxed and carefree now.

Her city was safe. She was safe.

And apparently, her house was fucking huge.

We pulled up to Danielle’s house, and I was in awe. It wasn’t just big, but way beyond what I expected from someone who worked as an electrician and lived in the city. I didn’t even know this city had homes this large in it.

The drive to the door alone was long, and it was lined with neatly-trimmed hedges. Pathway lights illuminated the way to a sleek black front door, and even the design work alone looked distinctly expensive.

I tilted my head slightly. “Not bad for a humble electrician.”

Danielle chuckled as she stepped out of the car.

“Yeah, yeah,” she sighed. “I know what it looks like.”

I followed her up the steps and took in the landscape and structure. It was high-end architecture, and every detail added a ‘this costs a lot of money’ feel to the place.

The inside was even more impressive. The moment I stepped in, the air struck me as unbelievably fresh and clean. An open-concept living room stretched before me and led to a kitchen with sleek countertops and all-metal appliances. Then a grand staircase at the back was backed by massive windows that opened up onto a gorgeous backyard patio. The floors were dark hardwood, which complemented the soft, warm lighting, and I decided this made the entire place feel inviting and homey, despite its luxurious design.

“Yeah, so…” Danielle said and set her bag on the counter. “My dad’s got a lot of money. I may not have mentioned that.”

“I see.” I turned to her. “It feels like there’s more to that story…”

She gave a slight shrug and leaned against the counter. “I left home when I was seventeen to make my own way. I didn’t want to be handed everything like some spoiled rich kid, so I put all my focus into learning and getting my electrician’s license.”

“Smart.” I nodded.

“But…” She glanced around the house and smiled sheepishly. “I’m not so ridiculously proud that I won’t let him help me with some things. He really wanted me to be in a safe area, and he said that I’d never be able to save my money in this economy with the way housing prices are, soooo, yeah.”

I gave another nod. “Again, smart. Your father’s a wise man to help make sure you’re safely established.”

She looked me over for a second, then laughed softly.

“You’re not gonna give me some ‘independent woman’ speech?” she asked. “I feel kind of silly about it– leaving home and then accepting help anyway?”

“Why should that matter?” I asked. “If someone is willing to support you and your dreams, it’d be stupid not to accept it. Especially if you can trust that person as I’m sure you trust your father.”

I glanced around again and appreciated the craftsmanship of the place.

“Besides, this place is very nice,” I pointed out. “I wouldn’t have said no, either. Even if I were an independent woman.”

Danielle laughed heartily at that, and her cheeks tinged a pleasant pink.

“Well, I still pay for all my stuff,” she clarified. “I just didn’t see the point in struggling for no reason when he could at least give me a head start.”

“You’re practical,” I agreed. “I like that.”

“Yeah?” She arched an eyebrow.

I stepped closer and looked down at her. “Yes.”

For a moment, neither of us moved. I could see my reflection in her golden-brown eyes. The way her hair fell over her shoulders reminded me how distinctly beautiful she was, like a princess of my world. Then there were her lips.

I could’ve written an opus about her plump, soft pink lips.

“So… you want the tour.” She smiled. “Or do you just want to get straight to the part where I ‘thank’ you for saving the city?”

“Let’s start with the tour.” I grinned. “Then we’ll see where the night goes.”

She led me through the house, and I took in everything: the high ceilings, artwork on the walls, decadent furniture. Her bedroom was just as impressive as the rest of the place, with a spacious bed, dark, silk sheets, and a massive floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the cityscape.

I whistled low. “Your father must really love you.”

She leaned against the doorway and watched me with a playful smile.

“Yeah, well,” she said. “He was proud of my decision to get straight to work and dedicate myself to a solid profession, so I think this was his present.”

“Have you ever thought of going back home?” I asked.

She scoffed. “Hell no.”

“Good,” I chuckled. “Wouldn’t suit you.”

“And what suits me?” She tilted her head slightly and stepped into the room.

I slowly stepped toward her and watched her cleavage jump as her breath hitched slightly.

“This,” I murmured and brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Your place. Your own life. Your own choices.”

“You mean that?” she exhaled, and her confidence wavered for just a second.

“Of course.” I nodded. “A woman like you should have all she wants in this life.”

Something about that answer must’ve satisfied her because her smirk returned, and she closed the distance between us. I smiled and caught the way her cheeks instantly blushed.

“Good,” she murmured. “Because I chose you to spend the night with me.”

And just like that, the night took a turn for the better.

I kissed her. It was intended to be a gentle, short kiss, but we dragged it out as much as possible. She tasted like strawberries and confidence– a taste I decided I very much enjoyed in a woman.

After we pulled away, Danielle sighed and ran her fingers over my shirt.

“So, what’s next for you, Dragon Man?” she purred.

“A shower would be nice,” I said and kissed her, just a short one this time. “Then food, and then we’ll see.”

I kissed her again, and Danielle blushed heavily when I finally released her.

“I’ll show you to the bathroom,” she said.

She grabbed my hand and led the way. As I walked behind her, I eyed the shape of her ass. I hadn’t paid too much attention to it previously, but her hips were wide, and her back end curved out and then tucked in like one of those glasses people drank wine out of. The way this accentuated how small her waist was lit a fire in my veins, but I drew a deep breath to steady the direction of my thoughts.

Danielle’s bathing chamber was extravagant and meticulously organized, almost like a shrine to some excessive need for comfort.

The floors were made of polished marble streaked with gold veins, which gleamed under the soft lighting. Smooth stone slabs adorned the walls and reflected the light in a way that gave the room a warm ambience. Everything smelled rich and indulgent, like crushed flowers and exotic soaps, and a massive white basin sat in the center of the room.

It was shaped like a deep, curved shell, as if it wasn’t just a place to wash up. No, this was a throne for bathing, positioned beneath a gold-plated fixture from the ceiling.

I raised my eyebrows at that.

To one side of the room was a glass chamber that I assumed was her shower. Its walls were completely transparent, as if she enjoyed displaying herself when she washed in here, and the fixtures were minimal with panels that glowed softly on the wall.

I turned to the right and saw a wall of shelves that held countless bottles labeled with strange, curling scripts and listed different lotions, oils, perfumes, and probably potions. It was all rather confusing, but it looked very well-organized.

Soft, fluffy towels were neatly folded nearby and looked thicker than a bedroll, and even the toilet was unlike Clare’s simple one. It was modern-looking somehow, with lit-up controls, and I decided her entire bathroom looked like an expensive piece of artwork.

Or maybe just a sanctuary of indulgence fit for a queen.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll give you privacy.”

She left at once and promptly shut the door, and I smirked a little at the way her nerves had returned. I took my clothes off, but then I could only stand around and wondered what to do next as I eyed the shower.

Clare’s shower was straightforward, but as I stepped into the transparent shower and stared at its buttons for some time, I could not discern how to turn it on.

I stood inside the glass chamber with my arms crossed and glared at the wall of buttons in front of me. None of them were labeled with anything that made sense, they were only strange symbols and glowing, digital readouts.

Why the hell was there such a precise temperature setting? Humans wouldn’t even discern the difference between such minute numbers.

Danielle knocked on the door. “Hey, I forgot to explain the shower!”

Her voice was muffled, but I understood her well enough.

“Yeah, this thing might actually best me tonight,” I chuckled.

“Huh?” she hollered at the closed door.

Then she stepped inside.

“I can’t hear you, I was just saying–” She looked up and saw me nude in her translucent shower box.

She froze and looked unable to move, but she stared at me with the same eyes Clare used when she wanted me to fuck her.
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Chapter 17

“Uh.” Danielle spun around. “Sorry, didn’t mean to intrude… I…”

I stepped out of the shower and remained fully nude as I walked over to her.

“It’s okay,” I said just inches away from her.

“O… okay,” she stammered, and her ears burned bright red. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

I caught her arm before she could take a step toward the door. Then I spun her around, cradled her face in my palms, and kissed her.

Her hands fell limp to her sides, and she melted in my arms like butter. I held the kiss until I could tell she felt it in her bones, and she shivered like humans did in the cold as her body pressed against me.

Still I could sense the nervous energy radiating from her, though, so I pulled away from her a little.

“Do you want to go further?” I asked and held her hand in mine.

She opened her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips quivered as she nodded.

I took her hand and placed it on my cock.

Her eyes widened and she bit her lip, but I pulled her in and kissed her as blood rushed into my already half-hard shaft. Then I let go of her hand, but she didn’t release me, so I licked two of my fingers and slipped my hand into the waistband of her skirt.

They slid into her with ease, and I fingered her gently and tenderly at first.

“Mmmm, Ethan,” she moaned as she kissed me.

“Let’s take a shower together,” I whispered.

She nodded and immediately took her top off in one quick pull.

Her breasts looked like a pair of succulent melon fruits. They were firm and perfectly sculpted by the hand of time, and I took them in my palms and suckled on her soft pink nipples until they stood proud.

Then she slipped out of her remaining clothes, and she looked absolutely gorgeous under the soft glow of her bathroom lighting. Her skin was like a flawless canvas of warm, pale silk, and she glowed like a star in the night sky.

I placed my hands on her slim waist, and she was just as smooth as silk to the touch as well. Each curve and contour of her body had a supple perfection to it that made it impossible to stop running my hands over every glorious inch of her, but I managed to restrain myself.

She led me into the shower, and her hips swayed with effortless rhythm the whole way. Each step was a poem of sensuality that seemed to call to the primal beast inside me.

The glass chamber, though large, wasn’t very spacious with both of us in there. We stood before each other only a hair’s distance apart, and her eyes resembled golden orbs from this distance.

They looked like the greatest treasures in the world.

Danielle pressed a few buttons, and like magic water showered down on us.

“What sort of sorcery?” I scoffed.

She laughed. “Kiss me, Ethan…”

Now that we were both naked, her confidence seemed to skyrocket.

I grabbed Danielle by the waist and kissed her gently on her lips, and she moaned openly with every kiss. Then she lifted her leg and rested it against one of the glass walls, and I ducked down and worked my tongue from the inside of her thigh upward.

Her very skin smelled like roses and fresh fruit, and she tangled her fingers in my hair and shivered as I moved closer to her pussy.

“Oh, babyyyyy,” Danielle cried as I reached her clit.

I suckled lightly on her until she started to jerk involuntarily, and I gripped her wet, luscious ass in my hands to hold her steady.

“Ethannnn, oh, my goddd,” she moaned. “Clare was not joking.”

A grin spread across my face. My talents were clearly enough to please Danielle as much as they pleased Clare, and I was officially determined to show her the time of her life.

I slid one hand up her hip, over her stomach, and across her breast until I found her lips, and then I slipped my index and middle finger into her mouth. She sucked it like it was a sweet treat, and when it was wet and lubed up, I slid it from her lips.

She giggled as I trailed my hand back down her body, and then I slid my fingers into her slick entrance.

Danielle gasped as I gently moved my fingers in and out, and I massaged my way deeper until she clamped my hand in between her legs and shivered.

“Ohhhhhh, fuck,” she whimpered, and I kept at it as her orgasm took over.

She jolted in a pleasing way that made her drenched breasts shake above me, and I admired the sight until she suddenly dropped to her knees.

And took my cock straight into her mouth.

She kept her gaze on me as she sucked at it, and I wrapped my hand in her dripping wet hair.

“Good girl,” I said as I guided her.

My cock pulsed with pleasure as it slid in and out of her hot mouth, but when I forced my penis down her throat, she didn’t choke. The blonde’s taut throat seemed endless, and I slid deeper and deeper until a tear finally fell down her cheek.

“Fuck,” I gasped as pleasure spiked through me, but then I forced myself to pull out of her before I could cum.

“Ethan,” Danielle rose up for air. “Fuck me.”

I spun her around on the shower floor and shoved my cock into her pussy without another word. She was unbelievably tight, though. So tight she winced as I entered.

“Slowly, babyyyy,” she half-moaned. “You’re way bigger than anyone I’ve ever been with…”

I kissed the nape of her neck and played with her sensitive nipples as I gave her three slow thrusts. She groaned and pressed her forehead lightly against the shower wall, and I could feel her pussy becoming sopping wet with every gentle thrust.

“You like that, don’t you?” I whispered into her ear.

She moaned in response, and her body arched against mine as I thrust into her more deeply. I was slow at first, but firm, and the tip of my cock finally reached the very depths of her inner walls.

“Oh, my goddddddddd,” she cried. “You’re splitting me open, Ethan… It feels… soooo goooooood.”

She shrieked as I thrust into her again, but I knew I wouldn’t last long with her keening like this on her knees for me. So I pulled out, lifted her up, and hitched her legs around my waist. Then I pressed her against the transparent shower glass.

The hot water continued to pour down on us as her nails dug into my back, and her breaths were just as hot against my neck as I thrust into her like a man possessed. I pounded her faster and faster as her body grew more and more eager for my cock, and each movement sent waves of pleasure through me.

"Ethan… Ethan," she screamed my name like a siren, but her voice was barely audible over the sound of the water hammering down.

I could feel her body tensing around me now, and her muscles clenched all over in anticipation of her next release.

I wanted to feel her come undone around my cock. I wanted to feel her shake in the best ways, and I pumped my hips harder until my pelvis crashed against hers in an unrelenting rhythm.

“I’m gonna cummm,” she cried.

“Yes, baby, cum,” I whispered in her ear. “Cum for me.”

The blonde suddenly convulsed violently in my grip, and I kept thrusting into her until she’d gone limp in my arms.

Then I slid my rock-hard cock out of her, and I rubbed it against her pussy lips and savored the slight trembling I could still feel from her.

She looked up at me with wide, almost scandalized eyes as I did what I pleased, and I grinned before I left a kiss on her lips.

“Now, wash me so I can go fuck you in your bed, too,” I growled softly.

The woman went straight to work. She lathered me up all over and took her time massaging my muscles, which I deeply appreciated. I’d utterly destroyed the vampires, but my body had taken some painful hits in the process, so I let Danielle soothe me with five different potions she kept in her shower.

Each one smelled more expensive than the last, and I had no idea what they were for, but when she was done, I was probably the cleanest I’d ever been in all my many, many years.

“Better?” she asked with a sly grin.

“Perfect.” I scooped her up in my arms, and she nudged the button to turn off the water. “Now, I’m going to fill you with my seed.”

The words brought another scandalized look from her, but I could tell she liked it. Her cheeks blushed, and she bit her lip hard as she held my gaze.

“Yes, please,” she barely whispered. “I, um, I’m on the pill so that’s… yeah, let’s do that. Please.”

I chuckled as I carried her to the bedroom. Then Danielle straddled me, and her body moved in a gentle, rolling rhythm like the tide that eroded the sandy shore. I could feel her wetness building between us as she rode my cock, and I spread her asscheeks in my palms as she began to bounce.

"Fuck, Danielle," I groaned as the pressure built within me.

The wave threatened to consume me, and just watching the way her heavy breasts bobbed in perfect rhythm was pushing me dangerously close to the edge.

"I’m close, Ethan," she gasped.

I could tell.

Her body trembled with the effort of holding back her release. I wanted to feel her come undone again, and to see the look of pure ecstasy on her face as she surrendered to her desires.

Her breaths were coming short and ragged, and I gripped her hips as I held her in place as I pumped faster. These thrusts were shallower, but then without warning, I forced myself to move slower and deeper.

She liked this. I could feel her body clenching around me. Her pussy gripped my dick like she wanted me to disappear in her hot, quivering body, and the notion brought a low growl from deep in my chest.

“Yeees,” Danielle gasped. “More, Ethad. Give me more. I neeeeed it…”

"Cum for me, Danielle," I growled.

She cried out at once, and her body shuddered in my hold. I could feel every glorious tremble of her release, and the contractions of her body sent me over the edge.

Heat shot through me as I finally let myself cum, and Danielle’s moans turned into a shriek of ecstasy as she clutched the roots of her hair. Her entire body shivered as I pumped more and more of my seed into her quivering tunnel, and she ended up orgasming again before I’d even emptied myself entirely.

Then we collapsed in a tangle of limbs. Our bodies were slick with water, sweat, and desire. I could still feel the aftershocks of my own climax, and judging by the way she twitched lightly, Danielle could, too.

"Wow,” Danielle said breathlessly. “I kind of knew what to expect from Clare, but that exceeded my wildest dreams. Holy hell.”

“It was amazing,” I agreed as I rolled over to kiss her.

My body still hummed with the remnants of pleasure as Danielle laid herself out beside me in the dim glow of the bedside light. She looked completely relaxed, but observant as her fingers traced absent patterns on my chest.

I let out a contented sigh, but my mind began drifting to the company.

I’d been thinking more lately about Cloud Contracting, and about what I was trying to build here. About how I needed people who could adapt quickly, who weren’t afraid of putting in the work, but also weren’t foolish enough to waste effort where it wasn’t needed.

I wanted the best team I could have around me, and Danielle had that self-sufficient air about her. She was comfortable in her space and in her choices, but she also wasn’t too proud to accept help when it was useful.

That, I could respect. That was the kind of person I needed on my team.

“You should stay on,” I said as I stroked her hair.

She glanced up, and her brow furrowed slightly. “What?”

“With the company,” I clarified. “Stay on as an employee.”

“Are you offering me a real job?” she asked with a glint in her warm brown eyes.

I smiled. “You did short-circuit the zoo security system for me. That’s got to count for something.”

“You really think I’d be a good fit?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I replied. “You’d fit perfectly, in fact.”

Danielle smiled. “You know, for a dragon man, you make a solid boss. I do get to keep having sex with the boss, right?”

I shrugged. “Depends. Is that a yes?”

She gasped as she sat up and swatted me on the chest.

I chuckled and dragged her back into my arms, and she giggled as I locked her there so she couldn’t escape.

Danielle grinned up at me. “Yeah. I’m definitely in.”

“Good.” I smiled back.

Another piece falling into place.

Danielle fell asleep beside me not long after. She had given in to her exhaustion, and she looked like an angel where she lay. Her body was warm and soft like silk against mine beneath the sheets, and I was cozy beside her, but I was still very much awake.

I laid there with my arm behind my head and stared up at Danielle’s massive windows. There were a million little things in this world I could have thought about, but tonight, I just thought about how strange my life had become.

I thought about everything I had accomplished since Astrum sent me into this world. It had only been a short while, and yet I had built something tangible and of worth. I hadn’t just survived, hadn’t just adapted, but thrived.

And it wasn’t luck. This was all me, and my choices shaping my fate, just as a dragon should.

I had carved out a place for myself in a world that was meant to be a punishment for my kind. Some might have expected me to struggle here, to have a harder time adjusting to a world with no magic, where instead it was all technology and machinery, but I had adapted just fine.

In some ways, it was almost easier and more enjoyable to live here than Coilfell.

I glanced down at Danielle, who had curled up slightly in her sleep. She was one of my greatest treasures in this world. Her, and Clare– two strong women who adored me, fretted for me, even teased me now and then when they were feeling bold and silly.

I smiled at the thought.

Both were probably the most valuable additions to my life so far. In fact, I realized now that they were likely the key to my success. I could recognize real value when I saw it, and sharing so much of my life with Clare and Danielle was sure to improve every single day of my existence here.

Danielle was also very sharp, though, and useful. She was clever, capable, and she’d agreed to stay on with the company, too. That would certainly make things run even smoother. Having someone to handle security, technology, and electrical work wasn’t just convenient. It was a strategic advantage.

She was a great addition to Cloud Contracting, and if I could get her fully integrated into the business, we could venture into security work, which was an asset I hadn’t even realized I needed until she showed her skills and saved my ass back at the zoo.

Danielle had more than a brain on her, though. After seeing her home, and her gloriously flawless body, I realized she was like a princess. She had finery and good taste, and I glanced around her bedroom as I took in the size of it.

The luxury of it.

It was far larger than Clare’s, and far larger than most human homes I had seen. Her bed alone was huge. Her sheets were impossibly soft and thicker than what any human should need. It cocooned us comfortably, but overall, her entire space itself seemed designed to impress.

A fireplace flickered in the far corner somehow, and it was built directly into the stone wall. Its warm glow gave the room an ambient golden hue, and there were decorative pieces on every shelf that gleamed in the low light. A leather chair was positioned perfectly by the window for someone to sit and admire the view out of it.

I had met kings and nobles in Coilfell who had less comfort and finery and class than this.

And Danielle hadn’t felt like she needed to flaunt it at all. She hadn’t even mentioned it once.

If this was what human riches gave you, I was motivated to earn more. Especially if my newest woman appreciated the finer things in life.

I grinned slightly and let my gaze wander back to the ceiling. I had done well for myself. I had everything a dragon could wish for so far: A functioning company with legitimate income, people I trusted and who trusted me, and a plan to go after Astrum in only a month’s time.

Oh, and soon, a new watch.

That part mattered to me more in this world than it would have on Coilfell. In this world, these watches were proof of status, and it still grated on my nerves that even that damn vampire had one when I didn’t.

No matter. I’d rectify that soon enough.

The work at Tony’s was going well, and the renovations were progressing, so we’d only have a few days of work left there. If this project turned out as successful as I expected, it could open even more doors for my business, too, like with Peter. He’d already expressed interest in hiring us, so that was another contract coming up.

More contracts. More money. More status.

I let out a contented sigh. Everything was going exactly as I wanted it to.

Most importantly, I was a man of my word for the women in my life. Which I was realizing was crucial if I wanted to maintain their happiness.

So far, I’d promised to build a business, and I had. I’d promised to fix the vampire problem, and I had. I’d promised to look after my own, and I did. And tomorrow, I would keep another promise to them.

I would take Clare and Danielle on that hike, show them my true form, and let them witness what a dragon really was: A king of the sky. Not the fake, ill-proportioned creatures parading around on the television.

The next morning, the sun cast a golden glow over the city as we prepared for the hike. The atmosphere in Danielle’s house was relaxed, but there was an undercurrent of excitement for the upcoming hike.

Clare arrived with Gary to pick us up after I called her. She rolled into the driveway not long after, and the moment she stepped out, she took one long look at Danielle and me, then smirked.

“So…” she said. “A) holy shit, nice house. And B) how was last night?”

I stretched lazily, then gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“Pleasurable,” I murmured in her ear.

Danielle fastened her bag over her shoulder and blushed as she fussed with her hair.

“I’ll tell you about it later,” she said, then let a giggle escape.

“Oh, my god, deal,” Clare giggled back.

Gary made a gagging noise from the open car window.

“You guys have the weirdest dynamic,” he said. “You know that, right?”

“You wouldn’t understand if you’ve never slept with Ethad,” Clare laughed and flicked his bald head.

“And unfortunately, I’m not interested in you, Gary,” I deadpanned. “I apologize.”

Clare laughed harder than ever as Danielle giggled her butt off.

Gary rolled his eyes. “Gee, thanks for the clarification, man. You really know how to break a guy’s heart.”

We piled into the car, and Clare drove us back toward the inner city. She brought some of the vampire money with her, which was tucked securely in a bag on the floor of the passenger seat.

“Where’s our first stop?” Danielle asked from beside Gary in the backseat.

“We need to make a quick detour,” Clare said. “Ethad needs something important.”

Danielle raised an eyebrow. “Important? Like, for your transformation?”

“No.” I grinned. “But it is something valuable.”

We stopped outside a shop that looked upscale. A gold-lettered sign hung above the entrance that read ‘Garbon Watch Boutique,’ and the swirling lettering had a prestigious look about it.

Sleek timepieces were displayed behind the windows. They looked like they cost a lot, and some even reflected the sunlight and glittered like diamonds.

Wait. Those may actually have been diamonds.

The exterior of the building was polished, modern, with tall glass panels, and when we stepped inside, the atmosphere engulfed me. The store smelled like well-tanned leather with a subtle hint of polished wood. The walls were lined with spotlit glass cases, and each contained meticulously displayed watches of all different styles.

They were the store’s star attractions.

The staff inside were pristinely dressed in suits that fit their bodies like they had been made specifically for them. The second we entered, their eyes seemed to assess us. They looked at us from head to toe not with judgment, but precision.

Then they saw Clare’s big bag and maybe recognized it could hold a lot of money.

Immediately, the energy shifted.

A sharply-dressed man glided forward. He had a warm, yet fake smile on his face, and his hands were clasped politely.

“Good morning,” he said. “Welcome to Garbon Watch Boutique. How may we assist you today?”

I didn’t miss the way his eyes subtly flicked occasionally to the bag Clare held.

I had to admit, I liked the way he catered to our presence, and the instant shift in how he treated me. There was a feeling of importance when people realized you had plenty of money about you.

Yes. This was the status I wanted.

“I’m looking for something impressive,” I said. “Something that suits me.”

The man gave a small nod. “Right this way, sir.”

He led us to a private section of the store, away from the main floor.

“These are where only the most exclusive pieces are kept,” he said.

“I like the sound of that,” I told him.

There was a display case lined with velvet, and its contents were bathed in a soft glow.

But there was only one watch that caught my attention. It was silver and emerald-green.

“I want this one,” I told the man.

“Excellent choice, sir.” He smiled.

He gently removed the watch out of the glass for me to examine.

“The band is crafted from polished platinum,” he began. “Each link is flawlessly fitted, giving it a weight that clearly speaks to its quality. The dial is a rich, deep emerald, set beneath scratch-proof sapphire glass. The hour markers were hand-applied and crafted from white gold, with a subtle but undeniable shine. The hands move with a precision so smooth, it is like watching time itself bend to its will, if I do say so myself. It is a Pier Grand Complication, an elite timepiece valued at a little over one hundred thousand dollars.”

Gary whistled as soon as he heard the price.

“You could buy a small house with that money,” he said anxiously. “You sure about this?”

I didn’t blink. The watch’s beauty spoke for itself. It sparkled under the lights and demanded respect. It spoke to me of future promises of wealth, of all that I could achieve here.

Besides, the money wasn’t even a fraction of what I had taken from the vampires.

This was nothing to me.

I turned to the sales associate. “I’ll take it.”

For a split second, the man hesitated. He looked surprised that I didn’t try to negotiate or flinch at the price. Then, quickly, he smiled.

“An excellent choice, sir,” he said in an extremely cordial tone. “Allow me to finalize the transaction.”

Clare nudged my arm. “Feeling good about your rising status?”

I glanced at the watch again and admired the way it looked on my wrist as the man fastened it for me.

“I was already content with my earnings here,” I said and adjusted the fit. “This just makes my success more visibly clear to others.”

Gary stared at his reflection in the watch.

“Man, I’d be scared to even breathe on that thing,” he said.

“Watch Ethan use it while fighting monsters,” Danielle giggled.

I grinned. “Why not?”

At the place of payment, Clare handed the man that assisted us the bag full of money. He pulled out a machine, which Clare called a money counter, and he counted one hundred thousand dollars.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” he said and handed us back the bag with money still left over in it. “Please come back soon.”

I walked out of the store and felt a new level of recognition as soon as the first person walked by me and immediately glanced at my watch.

I grinned to myself. I’d climbed the ranks of this world just as I had in Coilfell, and if money was the language of this world, I was quickly learning to speak it fluidly.

The watch was only the beginning.

About an hour later, the car pulled into the gravel lot at the base of the trail, and the tires crunched over loose stones as Clare parked. The area was quiet, and the only sounds came from the chirping of birds and the occasional rustling of leaves in the distance. Sunlight filtered through the canopy of trees, and they cast shadows on the windshield and along the rugged path ahead.

I stepped out of the car and took a deep breath. The crisp, fresh air filled my lungs. It was different from the city, where the air carried the weight of concrete and exhaust. Here, the world felt open and endless. There was a certain freeness here in the open that reminded me of home, and I was suddenly more eager than anyone to get going.

The trail ahead was supposed to be long, and it disappeared into the dense greenery of the forest ahead. The path was a mix of hard-packed dirt and jagged stones that were uneven in some places. It sloped upward in an incline for a while, and rocks jutted out from the earth the whole climb. Some of them were smooth, and those ones Clare and Danielle did their best not to slip on. The others were sharp and fresh from the mountain’s erosion, and this helped them keep their footing.

Nature was alive and well way out here.

Tall trees lined the trail on both sides. Their branches reached out, and their leaves rustled softly in the wind. Birds peeked between the trees as insects buzzed all around, and somewhere in the distance, a large bird cried out until its screech echoed through the valley.

“Damn, this place is gorgeous,” Danielle said and pulled out her phone out to take picture

“I know, right?” Clare grinned and did the same. “I spent way too much time researching to find the perfect spot for this.”

“This is legit.” Gary let out a low whistle and kicked a small rock. “Almost makes me wanna start hiking more often.”

“You? Hiking? Please.” Danielle snorted. “You don’t look the type.”

“You’re right,” Clare said. “He struggles to climb long flights of stairs.”

“Excuse you,” Gary said. “I have excellent stamina.”

“Try not to pass out before we reach the top, then,” I chuckled and continued on up the path.

As we walked, I could practically feel the anticipation in the group. They all snuck glances at me as we moved. It was obvious they were trying to picture it, to imagine what I would look like when I finally revealed my true self.

I had to admit, I was just as excited.

The girls were so excited that they kept throwing out wild theories about what I would look like in my true form just to pass the time.

“So, how big are we talking about?” Danielle asked. “Like… as big as a plane?”

I smiled. “By far, much bigger than all those dragons you guys watch on the television.”

“Do your scales shine in the sunlight?” Clare laughed. “What about the wings? Do they make a sound when you fly?”

I paused for a moment. “It’s… hard to describe. There’s a force to it. When I take off, the wind surges, and most humans would be sent flying. It’s a powerful and heavy sound from where I am, but I’m not sure how it is for bystanders.”

“I cannot wait to see this.” Clare practically bounced with excitement.

Their enthusiasm was infectious. For so long, I had restricted myself to this human form. But not today. Today, I would stretch my wings again.

The terrain became tough as the rocks grew larger, and the further we went, the more we needed to use careful footing. Small streams of water trickled between cracks in the stone. Here and there, patches of wildflowers peeked out from between the boulders.

I enjoyed the climb. It wasn’t just the exercise, it was the feeling of ascending, as if I climbed a ladder no one but me and my friends could reach.

Gary took heavier breaths but was too proud to complain.

“You know, Ethad,” he said between his panting, “if you… carry me on your back, I won’t… be mad about it.”

“You’ll be fine, old man,” Clare said.

“Old? I’m literally a few years older than you,” Gary countered.

“That’s what an old person would say,” Clare replied, but then she turned to me. “Hey, speaking of how lame Gary is, I wanted to talk to you about your driving test.”

“What?” Gary scoffed at this. “What does that have to–”

“I think she’s saying you’re a lame driver and Ethan is better than you,” Danielle supplied helpfully, and he sent her a flat and unimpressed glance.

“Got it, thanks,” he muttered.

“Anyway,” Clare chuckled. “Ethad, you can literally turn into a giant fire-breathing dragon, so I feel like not having a driver’s license at your age is embarrassing.”

Danielle nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I mean, what’s more terrifying? A dragon swooping down from the sky, or Ethad trying to parallel park?”

“Oh, man, can you imagine?” Gary wiped fake tears from his eyes. “The mighty vanquisher of vampires and soul-sucking monstrosities… failing a three-point turn?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m a better driver than you, Gary.”

Clare grinned. “Great, because I booked the test already.”

I stared at her in surprise, but she just kept on hiking, and we all laughed a bit as we followed after her.

“Thank you, Clare,” I called after her.

“You’re welcome, Dragon Man!” she hollered over her shoulder.

As we reached the divide of the trail, the forest thinned and gave way to jagged rock formations and a breathtaking view.

We found ourselves in a wide plateau at the top of the ridge, bordered by a thick wall of trees on one side and an open, breathtaking view of the valley on the other. The wind up here was stronger and carried the scent of pine and fresh earth, and the distant call of birds soaring somewhere echoed overhead.

The valley before us resembled a sea of green trees dotted with rivers. The sky above was an endless light blue with only a few clouds that drifted lazily.

It was quiet and untouched by the world we’d driven from to get here.

A place where a dragon could exist and really spread his wings.

“This is… absolutely insane.” Clare let out a low whistle.

Danielle pulled her phone out and took some more pictures.

“I’m so glad we came here,” she said.

“I’m so glad we’re stopping.” Gary flopped onto a nearby boulder to rest.

I turned to them with a grin spread across my face. “You ready?”

“Yes! Show us!” Clare practically vibrated with excitement.

“Let’s see what you’ve been hiding.” Danielle nodded with an eager little smile on her face. “I can’t believe I’m about to witness a real-life dragon.”

“Fuck yeah, dragons!” Gary managed, even as he still fought to catch his breath.

I told Clare, Danielle, and Gary to find a safe place to watch from. Changing was such a power-centered process, I didn’t want them to be harmed, but I also warned Gary he might not want to witness the very first stage.

I’d have to be naked for this.

I carefully removed my new watch and clothing so they wouldn’t be destroyed during the transformation, and then I took a deep breath as I felt my powers stirring within me. It took some time for my body to remember what it was like to be free, but finally, a familiar heat pulsed through my bones.

I missed the feeling.

My skin tingled like a million little fires danced on my skin. My entire body rippled, shifted, and stretched as dragon magic surged to the surface. My body expanded and grew larger and heavier, and immediately, I felt more powerful.

More like myself.

The ground shook from the vibrations of my transformation, and a wild wind tore through the valley and shook the trees as the magic increased. Birds took flight in the opposite direction from me, but I didn’t pay attention.

Scales had replaced my skin already in a blood red with hints of deep obsidian black. My shoulders had broadened, my chest was massive, and muscles had shifted and tightened beneath my armor-like plating.

My arms thickened next and caused cracks to appear in the earth below as I crouched forward, and my hands elongated into razor-sharp talons. My legs more than tripled in size and strength, and my stance shifted to something more primal and natural while my body grew and grew in size. My tail extended behind me next, and it was as long as a tree as it thrashed once before settling.

Then came the wings at last.

They burst free and became massive enough to block out the sun as I stretched them wide. Each wing was lined with scales and dark membranes, and they were strong enough that a single flap could mow down a block of trees.

Finally, I lifted my head, and let out a slow, steady breath of smoke from my nostrils.

I was a dragon again. And it felt incredible.

The silence that followed my transformation was thick and noticeable.

I turned my gaze to the others, and they immediately ducked for cover.

This was a natural reaction. I’d be concerned if they didn’t have at least this sense of self-preservation around such a destructive form.

It took a moment, but they slowly raised their heads to face me.

Clare’s eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open slightly like she was completely stunned.

“Holy. Shit,” she said.

Danielle took an unconscious step forward, and she reached out as if wanted to touch me, but she held herself back.

“I knew it,” she said. “I knew you’d be big. But… I didn’t think you’d be… this. This is…”

Gary looked like he’d been hit with a brick. “This is insane.”

Clare finally snapped out of her stupor.

“You are so… so much cooler than I even imagined!” Clare gushed and bounced on the spot.

“Your scales, they shimmer in the sun.” Danielle circled around and took in every detail.

I flexed my wings slightly and pushed the wind against them.

“I’m not at full size,” I admitted, and my voice came out much deeper and richer as it echoed throughout the clearing. “If I was, I wouldn’t fit in this clearing, and I didn’t want to damage too much.”

“Wait… so you can be bigger than this?” Gary asked.

I nodded. “Much.”

Danielle finally moved closer and brushed her hand against one of my scales. “It’s… smooth, but hard. Like armor.”

“Exactly,” I said.

I took a step forward, and the earth beneath me trembled with my weight. The ground felt right beneath my claws, though, and the sky above me felt right, too. The air tasted cleaner in this form, and for the first time since I’d come to this world, I felt whole.

I turned my head toward the open sky, and more than anything, I wanted to fly.

My wings twitched with the instinct to soar and to climb above the clouds. The urge to let the wind carry me was nearly overwhelming.

But I couldn’t. Flying would be too risky.

If anyone saw a massive dragon in the sky, there would be no way to explain it. This world wasn’t ready for something like me, regardless of the number of movies they made about my kind.

Still, I spread my wings wide and let the wind flow over them, and I allowed myself the illusion of flight, even if only for a moment.

Clare noticed. “You want to take off, don’t you?”

“More than anything,” I admitted.

“Yeah, but we both know that’d cause an incident…” Danielle gave a sympathetic smile.

Gary nodded. “Yeah, dude, you’d make the news for sure.”

I flexed my wings once more, then folded them against my back.

“It’s fine,” I said. “This is enough for now. I’ll fly one day.”

“Well.” Clare beamed. “You’re still the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen, even not flying.”

Danielle nodded. “Agreed.”

“So, uh… do we feed you gold or something?” Gary joked.

I let out a deep laugh, and the sound made the rocks on the ground start jumping from the vibrations.

“No,” I said. “But feel free to worship me appropriately.”

“We are not gonna do that…” Clare snorted. “Your head will get bigger than it already is, and that would be an issue.”

The wind rustled through the trees and swept across the rocky plateau as we lingered in the clearing. The transformation had been nothing short of breathtaking, and I could see in Clare’s and Danielle’s faces that they still were trying to process it all.

My time in my dragon form was short-lived, though, and I reluctantly returned to my human form. The remnants of my dragon instincts still buzzed beneath my skin, and the clothes I came here in felt notably unnatural as I redressed myself and put my new watch back on.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I think this should be a regular thing,” Clare announced.

Danielle’s eyes lit up. “Oh, absolutely. I mean, how many people can say they go on hikes with a real-life dragon?”

“Man,” Gary said. “I’m still processing the ‘real-life dragon’ part, let alone the idea of making this exercising thing a regular occurrence.”

Clare nudged me. “What do you think, Ethad? Are you up for monthly dragon sessions?”

I nodded. It had been far too long since I’d taken my true form. I didn’t want to wait a whole month.

“Weekly,” I said. “At least.”

Danielle let out a small laugh. “I thought you’d say daily, you looked like you were having so much fun.”

“I was,” I said and sent her a smile.

“We’ll find more spots, places just as secluded as this,” Clare decided.

Gary raised an eyebrow. “So, who’s going to explain what happens if someone actually does see him?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Clare sighed. “ I’m pretty sure we can blame it on a military experiment or some crazy billionaire building a hyper-realistic animatronic dragon.”

“Right,” Gary said with a nod. “Because that kind of thing never raises any questions.”

We packed up our bags and started heading back down the rocky trail, and the excitement of the hike carried us onward all the way to the car and during the drive back. I felt like a new man again now that I’d had some time in my dragon form, and Clare practically glowed with happiness now that she’d gotten her way. Gary eventually fell asleep in the back, and so did Danielle, but I stayed wide awake as I eyed the new watch on my wrist.

Time was officially counting down.

In one month’s time, Astrum would be sending his banshee through a portal and into Los Angeles. This also meant I’d have to share this unfortunate news with my friends soon, but I couldn’t bear to dampen our recent victories yet.

I just hoped it was just the one banshee, and not the usual trifecta of terror that they liked to travel in…

End of Book 3
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