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Chapter 1

Peter Dallman’s office didn’t smell like any other human’s office or home I’d been to. There was the faint scent of whiskey from a glass that had been emptied hours ago, the deep scent of leather, fresh-cut flowers, and pumpkin-spiced smoke– if such a thing existed. Nothing in the room felt excessive, just correct, as if a team of people had spent ages curating every detail so the room whispered, “this is what power looks like.”

It was similar to the impression I’d gotten at the Garbon Watch Boutique, only better.

Even the silence in here had substance to it. It was the kind of silence rich people thought in and came up with money-making ideas.

I stepped inside and immediately felt the weight of this moment.

A meeting like this would’ve been out of reach if it wasn’t for the work my team and I had done at Tony’s restaurant, Aurora. Now, his friend Peter Dallman wasn’t just hiring me for his next job, he was also paying more than I’d just made.

That was the real measure of success. Constant upward mobility.

I was getting good at this.

Clare walked into the office beside me. She looked poised and graceful in a fitted navy dress she claimed balanced professionalism and elegance. She looked every bit the part of someone who belonged in a room like this, and I was proud to call her my woman, but also my colleague.

My own suit was a testament to how well Tony had paid us, too. I didn’t even have to use the money I got from the vampires I defeated to buy it.

Peter’s gaze flicked over me as I sat down in a polished leather seat.

“Nice suit.” He grinned in appreciation. “The last job must’ve paid well.”

I’d learned it was an earthly custom to downplay things, but I wouldn’t bother denying it. A lot of research was put into getting this suit. I wanted one that demanded earthly respect while also feeling good to me when I wore it. I’d landed on this midnight-black suit, tailored to perfection, and smooth to the touch both inside and out.

It felt right. It felt earned.

And I looked fantastic in it.

His eyes dropped to my wrist, and his eyebrows rose just a fraction of a degree.

“A Garbon?” he asked, and when I nodded, his careless grin became a genuine smile. “A man of taste, I like that.”

“So did I, that’s why I bought it.” I grinned back, and a throaty chuckle escaped him.

I glanced at the polished platinum and deep emerald dial set beneath scratch-proof sapphire glass of my extremely expensive watch. I remembered the way I’d felt when I first put it on, and every time I admired it, that feeling sparked anew.

It was one of my favorite pieces of earthly treasure so far.

My gorgeous women obviously had the top spot there, though.

“It suits you,” Peter said with a final admiring glance at the watch.

“Thank you,” I replied as I leaned back in the leather chair a bit. “So. You said you had a job for me to do.”

Peter smirked as he rolled his sleeves up to his forearms.

“I want to make some changes.” He gestured as he stood up, and I followed after him.

He began to move around the space, and he listed things off like they were minor details instead of high-cost renovations.

“The bookshelf.” He flicked his hand toward the massive built-in unit. “The finish is wrong. A dark wood finish would do better. Something with real substance, no cherries.”

I noted it.

“The light fixtures.” He turned his head slightly at the glass chandeliers. “Too cold. I want something more inviting. People should feel welcomed into this space, I’m not trying to gatekeep here.”

Another note taken down.

He motioned toward the elegant bar cart in the corner. “Replace it with something larger, something custom-built. Same style, but better.”

I had a feeling that his vague explanation of ‘better’ meant he wanted something no one else had but didn’t quite know what it was yet. He was playing a challenging game, and deciphering what someone like Peter truly wanted– before Peter even realized it himself– was equally risky.

Luckily, I loved risks. Especially ones that could end with me becoming even richer.

Finally, he walked to the grand staircase at the back of the office.

“These stairs lead to where all my best deals are made,” he said and sent me a loaded glance. “I cannot stress enough how important the look is over here. Let’s just say, most of the deals are already made before we even enter the room upstairs.”

“Understood,” Clare said with an admiring glance up the spiraling stairs.

The steps were sleek, and glass-paneled. But it was what lay beneath them that held my attention.

A massive glass enclosure stretched along the lower wall, nearly seamless against the black marble flooring. The water on the other side of the glass shimmered and cast soft reflections of the hidden lighting someone had installed back there, and it made the watery space feel almost endless beyond. Exotic fish drifted through the space in sky blues, deep oranges, and flashes of gold. The kind of rare species that didn’t belong together but fit perfectly in such a clean, bright space.

Peter stood beside the display with his hands in his pockets.

“I want the glass replaced,” he said, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Clare’s face betray just a hint of uneasiness at the request.

“With what?” I asked without batting an eye.

Peter grinned as casually as ever.

“Baccarat crystal,” he said as calmly as if he was ordering a pizza. “I want the yellow tint so this whole corner has a more otherworldly, ethereal green to it. Make sure you get the kind with no lead oxide. I don’t want to worry about my fish. It’ll need to be sixty-four-inch slabs, too.”

I reached for my phone and typed this all into the search bar. The results flooded in with articles on its unique craftsmanship, galleries displaying chandeliers and collector’s pieces, and glassware worth almost as much as my watch…

But when I narrowed it down to large panels, the information thinned alarmingly.

This wasn’t just expensive, it was rare.

Clare was already scanning the specs on her tablet as well.

“I won’t lie, this could be a logistical nightmare,” she told Peter. “Finding it, transporting it, making sure the weight doesn’t mess with the structure… It’ll add up.”

I clicked on an article.

Baccarat crystal— prized for its clarity and high lead content— has been produced in limited quantities since the 19th century. Specialized orders require months of preparation and strict sourcing guidelines.

Months.

Not an option. I had business to conduct, and I had no intention of stalling any of my plans over this.

I slid the phone back into my pocket.

“Doable?” Peter asked in the same casual tone.

“I’ll make it happen,” I assured him, despite having no idea how I’d do that just yet.

Confidence was everything with rich humans. This I knew too well, and it worked just as I intended here.

“That’s the answer I wanted,” he said and stepped away from the tank. “There’s a woman, Stacey Brooks. She specializes in rare materials. If anyone can get this done while avoiding the ‘logistical nightmare,’ it’s her. See if you can get hold of her for me on this.”

“I’ll do that.” I noted down her name.

Peter headed to the sitting area again and settled back into his chair, and he drummed his fingers against the black marble desktop.

“She’s a brilliant woman,” he mused. “One of the best in the business of finding and supplying all sorts of difficult things.”

For a man like Peter to say that, she had to be something. He didn’t seem like the type to hand out compliments lightly.

“Only issue is that she’s selective,” he continued. “She picks her clients these days, takes her time. And when she’s through with a deal, it’s impossible to get back in contact with her, unless she wants you to. Hell of a woman, I’m told.”

“I like her already,” Clare chuckled.

She sounded like an elusive woman, which meant if I went through normal channels– assuming a normal channel existed for a woman like this– I’d be waiting in a line like everyone else.

That also wasn’t something I enjoyed, but perhaps I could skirt around it.

“Get in contact with her and make the necessary plans, I’ll cover whatever the costs,” Peter concluded, and I nodded in confirmation.

Peter looked at the television screen mounted on the far wall. The news was on but muted. The Aurora logo flashed across the screen, followed by an interior shot of the restaurant.

Our work.

At the bottom of the screen, a banner read:

Top 3 restaurants to visit in Chicago: Aurora, Hey Cafe, Gino’s.

“I’ve been seeing Tony’s place on TV every day,” Peter mused. “They covered the top-ranked restaurants in Chicago, and ever since the spotlight interview, it’s been replaying all over the news… Tony must be over the moon about the free advertising.”

He leaned back and smirked with obvious pride for his successful friend.

“We’re ecstatic with how it turned out,” Clare said with a smile. “He’s such a great guy, a good friend.”

“That he is,” Peter chuckled. “I tell you, I’m glad I was already connected to the people who made that renovation happen, or I’d be stuck in a mile-long line, I’m sure.”

“Not for a friend of Tony’s,” I assured him with a charming grin.

“Good to hear it,” he laughed, and then he tapped a briefcase on the desk. “I hope this project will turn out even better so I’ve got something to brag about with him. This here is your first installment, twenty-five percent of the half-mil you originally quoted me. Let me know about Stacey’s pricing, we’ll tack that on as well.”

I reached for the briefcase and enjoyed the solid weight of it. It felt like money.

“I don’t care how you do it, just get it done in a timely manner.” Peter stood up and held out a hand.

“You’ll have it.” I stood and shook his hand.

As we stepped into the hallway, I exhaled slightly and adjusted my grip on the case.

Clare shot me a look as soon as we were headed down the hall.

“So. Stacey?” she muttered. “Shall I search for her online, or…”

I shook my head. “No need.”

“You don’t want to get the crystal through her?” She frowned.

“Oh, I do.” I glanced at my watch, and my mind was already shifting through possibilities. “Just not in this blind and probably impossible manner. You heard how hard she is to get hold of. I don’t have time for that.”

Because if Stacey was as good as Peter claimed, I needed to get to her first and cut the lines. And I knew exactly where to start.

“There’s a certain crime boss I know who owes me his life,” I reminded Clare as we headed out onto the busy sidewalk. “He’s my best lead on Miss Stacey Brooks.”

Clare’s eyes met mine, and a mischievous grin spread across her face.

“I love how your mind works,” she sighed as we reached the truck.

“I know you do.” I grinned.

“I’m too tired to deal with traffic, though,” she groaned. “Can you drive?”

“Of course.” I shot her a look. “But are you sure?”

“You have a license now. Time to use it.” She waved a hand, and I opened the passenger door for her.

“That’s fine with me,” I said. “But don’t complain if I go too fast.”

Clare slid into the passenger seat of the truck, leaned back against the headrest, and immediately kicked off her heels and stretched her legs. I closed her door before heading around to the driver’s side. Then I slid into the driver’s seat and tossed the briefcase with twenty-five percent of half a million dollars locked inside.

I adjusted my grip on the steering wheel and ran my fingers over the smooth material as the engine rumbled to life.

Before I could pull onto the road, Clare’s phone buzzed in her lap. She cracked one eye open and tapped on the screen.

“It’s Tony,” she announced and switched it to speaker, and his voice filled the cabin.

“Tell me you guys are still coming to dinner,” he said.

“We’re on our way,” I said and shifted into gear. “I would never miss free food, you know this about me.”

“That’s what I like to hear… And the others?” Tony asked. “Everyone is coming, right?”

“I told the others to meet us there,” I said. “See you soon.”

“See you soon, guys,” Tony said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

Clare cut the line as I merged onto the street. Chicago stretched ahead of us with the skyline a deep navy blue. Horns blared, headlights flashed, and cars slipped past each other like Mario Karts as we eased onto the highway to save some time.

Clare scrolled through her tablet and tapped at the screen. “I checked for more information on the Baccarat crystal. Sixty-four inches is going to be nearly impossible, artisans mostly use the glass in dishes and kitchen sets.”

I nodded and weaved around a slow-moving taxi.

“I’m not sure a criminal will be able to help with this one,” Clare sighed.

“He’s not a dumb criminal,” I told her. “And I don’t need his help with the crystal. My thinking is that even the worst of the worst have to do some things lawfully, just by… cutting corners. All I need him for right now is to help me cut a corner. It should be a simple task. The crystal will be Stacey Brook’s problem.”

She didn’t argue. Instead, she pulled out her phone and dialed another number. A few seconds later, Danielle’s voice came through, but it was slightly muffled by background noise.

“Where are you?” Clare asked.

“About ten minutes from Aurora,” Danielle replied. “You?”

Clare and Danielle had really hit things off. They were always talking to each other on the phone, and when we were together they were inseparably doing stuff like cooking, going to the gym together, even to the bathroom.

It was something I liked about the two of them. There was always camaraderie and laughter and giggling between them, and it brought a smile to my face as I just enjoyed watching it all go by.

Clare turned to me.

“Almost there,” I said smoothly.

Clare snorted. “Liar. We’re at least fifteen minutes out.”

“Hmm.” I tapped my fingers against the wheel.

Fifteen minutes was too long. I’d opted out of lunch earlier in an attempt to make space for a glorious dinner, which was coming back to bite me in the ass, as humans liked to say.

“We will be there in seven,” I said and pressed my foot on the accelerator.

The engine responded instantly and roared hungrily. The sudden change of speed seemed to have scared Clare so much that she dropped the call when she jumped.

“Ethaaaad! Noooo!” she screamed.

It was too late. The highway and car lights blurred past us. I wove between cars and slipped into tight spaces with inches to spare, but I ignored Clare as I slid from lane to lane and got us off the highway earlier than planned.

Then I caught the light in time to turn left, and the tires screeched in a pleasing way.

“Ethad!” Clare gasped.

One car ahead of me suddenly braked, but my instincts kicked in before my mind needed to catch up. I cut right, slid between two cars, and just missed their bumpers by a breath.

I loved driving for this reason. Clare didn’t understand how much my eyes could keep track of at once, or how quickly my body could respond to threats, but it felt like stretching my wings to drive as fast as I liked among the humans.

And it was exhilarating.

“That was close.” Clare’s hands were still braced against the dashboard, but the car that had braked was blocks behind us by now.

“Relax.” I cracked open the window and let the wind rush in. It felt cold and electric against my skin. The scent of asphalt, gasoline, and evening air rushed into the car, and I drew in a deep breath through my smile. “We’re almost there…”

The world outside became a streak of lights, honking horns, and the distant hum of trains zipping around the city. Then traffic thickened ahead, and it was already too late to slow down. A slower car lingered in the next lane and blocked my route forward, but I cut past them in the middle of a crossing, slipped between two cars, and made it with about the width of pencil to spare.

“Got in,” I chuckled.

“Barely!” Clare let out a low breath and muttered what sounded like a prayer.

A truck taking up too much space loomed ahead. I braked, slid around it, and cut back in just in time to ensure the upcoming car behind me wouldn’t rear-end us, and a few seconds later, I was past it and in the clear all the way to Tony’s.

Only minutes later, I pulled up to Aurora, and the brakes seemed to whine with relief as I eased the truck to a smooth stop.

Clare exhaled sharply. I glanced over to find her fingers were frozen shut around her seatbelt.

“Told you we were almost there.” I smirked

She turned to me with her eyes sharp and her jaw clenched.

“Next time I’m driving,” she said.

“Suit yourself.” I shrugged.

Then she opened the door and stepped out with as much composure as she could manage. I watched as she smoothed her dress out and adjusted the straps like nothing had happened.

But Clare’s heels hit the pavement harder than necessary as she stalked ahead of me.

Yeah. She was mad.

I sighed and broke into a jog to catch up.

“You’re mad,” I noted.

She didn’t answer, just kept her arms crossed tightly as she marched toward Aurora’s entrance.

“I did warn you before we started the drive,” I said.

“I could’ve died, Ethad,” she scoffed.

“No chance, it was all under control,” I said. “You know I would never allow you to be killed by anything. I value you too highly…”

I caught her elbow before we could get too close to the extensive crowd that waited in a long line outside Aurora. The woman stopped but refused to look me in the eye.

I smiled. “You know I hate arguing, it’s such a waste of time when we enjoy each other so much. Please, let’s just… have you forgive me, and we’ll move on, okay? Come on, give me a hug.”

Snuggles were like a secret password for Clare. She loved to be touched in all kinds of ways, but she fought against the urge to hug me as I jokingly jostled her in my arms.

Ultimately, she gave it up and came in for a hearty hug. She giggled a little as I growled softly in her ear, and when I finally released her, I smacked her ass for good measure.

“Good girl,” I said with a grin.

“Maniac,” she laughed and turned on her heel.

Yep. All better.

As we approached the restaurant, the sheer size of the crowd waiting outside became more and more apparent. The line stretched far down the block, and it looked to be a mix of Chicago’s elite and hopefuls clinging to the desperate fantasy of getting a last-minute table.

The people here weren’t just dressed well. It was almost like this was a performance for them, too.

Men in impeccably tailored suits, with their watches flashing rather nicely in the low streetlight. Women in dresses, with delicate jewelry glittering at their throats, and their perfume leaving soft traces in the cool night air.

No one would believe this was the same Aurora we’d been working on just the other day. Tony had always made good money, but the type of people he was attracting to his business had taken drastic leaps upward.

That didn’t mean they were more civilized than regular, non-rich humans, though.

At the front of the line, an argument was already unfolding. A man in a dark green blazer with his hair styled within an inch of its life was gesturing wildly at the guard.

“What do you mean my name isn’t on the list?” His voice rose slightly, just loud enough to draw attention from the people behind him.

The guard looked unimpressed and barely glanced up from his tablet.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he said in a flat and practiced tone. “There’s no reservation under that name.”

His girlfriend, a leggy blonde, sighed dramatically and adjusted the straps of her short dress. She might as well have come naked with the way she’d dressed.

“Babe, just slip him some money,” she whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

The guard didn’t even blink.

I ignored them, took Clare’s hand, and pulled her toward the entrance.

As we bypassed the line, the murmurs started immediately.

“Who the hell do they think they are?” one woman said.

“Wowwww, it must be nice to be a jerk-off,” a man said in frustration. “Real nice, buddy. Ya prick…”

“Total bullshit,” someone muttered. “Some people actually wait their turn!”

I didn’t slow down or acknowledge them.

At the front of the line, the guard stood like a wall with his thick arms crossed and his gaze cold and disinterested. The blonde and her partner were still pestering the man, and while she wasn’t particularly attractive, she carried herself like she was.

Her lips were painted a deep red, and her dress truly did reveal more than it concealed. She ran a slow gaze all over me as we came into her line of sight, and I could tell she was assessing me like a piece of prized jewelry she’d like to wear.

Then her lips parted slightly in a deliberate pout.

I didn’t acknowledge her with any change of expression, and her attempt at seducing me faltered, as if I’d offended her. Nevermind that I had an infinitely superior woman at my side already.

The guard finally got it through to her partner that his money would do nothing, and then he turned to me.

“Back of the line,” he grunted.

“Tony’s expecting us.” I met his gaze with steel conviction. “I’m–”

He let out a short, dry laugh. “Yeah? And after this, I’ve got a date with the tooth fairy.”

A few chuckles rippled through the line.

I failed to see the humor in that. Fairies hated enormous, thick-armed men. They’d rather die than date a specimen this dimwitted.

The guard stepped forward when all I did was wait for him to rethink his choices in life, and he decided to shove a thick hand against my chest. He clearly expected me to move, but I didn’t even shift by an inch.

His brow furrowed slightly, and his eyes narrowed as if the fact that I didn’t move was a challenge he’d just accepted.

Beside me, Clare sighed and pulled out her phone faster than I could blink.

“Yeah, Tony?” she said. “You better come to the entrance before your security guard loses his nose in his brain…”

The bouncer exhaled and shook his head like he had seen this play out a hundred times before.

“You can ‘call’ whoever you want, sweetie,” he sneered. “But I don’t let just anyone walk in here, and I don’t care how big and bad your boyfriend thinks he is–”

Before he could finish, the restaurant doors swung open.

Tony strode out like a lord of his castle with his usual smirk on his face, and I had to assume he thought Clare was joking around. But his fun-loving attitude was instantly replaced by annoyance when he saw the guard with his hand on my chest.

“Hey!” His voice cut through the noise of the murmuring crowd. “What the hell is going on? Get your hands off him, what are you doing!”

The bouncer straightened immediately. “They were trying to–”

“They’re with me,” Tony cut him off, and his expression was furious. “Let them in, what’s your problem? This is my guy, Ethan.”

The bouncer’s macho energy shifted at once. His lips pressed into a thin line, and he stepped aside like a scolded child.

“Yes, sir,” he replied. “That’s my mistake.”

Tony wasn’t done.

“From now on,” Tony said, “anytime Ethan shows up, he goes straight in. Same for his friends, alright? No questions. Don’t embarrass me like this, come on.”

The crowd behind us had fallen silent enough to hear a leaf drop. Then the murmurs of confusion and curiosity started.

“Who is that?” someone whispered.

“Do you know who that guy is?” a woman asked. “Did he say Ethan?”

“Ethan who?” her friend wondered.

“He must be important,” a random guy at the front said. “The owner just personally came outside for him.”

Tony turned back to me and Clare and clapped a hand on my shoulder,

“Didn’t think I’d have to escort you in, look at you causing trouble,” he chuckled.

“Always,” Clare laughed.

“Anyway, welcome back, I’m sorry about this mess,” he apologized.

“No harm done, Tony.” I smiled. “Great to see you, my friend.”

Clare shoved her phone back into her tiny female bag, and Tony nodded toward the doors.

“Come in, come in,” he said. “So much has happened since you guys were last here a few weeks ago… Where are the rest?”

“They’ll be here soon.” I raised a brow as I glanced at the line. “I didn’t quite expect all this, but apparently you’ve been on TV.”

“Didn’t know I was going to be.” Tony shrugged, though his pride was obvious. “We’re officially ranked among the top three in Chicago… Couldn’t have done it without you, man.”

I nodded once. “No, you couldn’t have.”

He laughed, then motioned us into Aurora. I heard him telling the guard to let my friends in when they arrived, but then a hand grabbed my arm before I could make it all the way through the door.

I didn’t flinch, but I felt the deliberate grip and the way the fingers curled over my bicep. They were a woman’s, but it wasn’t Danielle’s scent I was smelling.

I turned, and my gaze dropped to the woman now clinging to me. It was the blonde from the front of the line, the one with the loud boyfriend in the green blazer.

She wasn’t as angry now about me ignoring her. She smiled like a devious little wench instead.

“There you are,” she purred and tilted her head, and her eyes gleamed as she pressed her tits on me.

They were uncomfortably hard in a way that struck me as starkly unnatural.

What did she mean by all this? She acted like I knew her. What sort of game was she playing?

Whatever it was, she sounded well-practiced in the ruse. Her touch was too confident, like this was a game she’d definitely played often with men.

“You weren’t going to just walk past me, were you?” she added, and she displayed a seductive pout with her lips.

The nearest onlookers who still waited in line craned their necks to watch now, and it suddenly clicked what she was doing. She wanted them to see. To imply that I knew her, that she was among my kind. She probably hoped to gain access to Tony’s, but also to push herself into my circle of women.

As if she’d qualify. Her behavior alone put a sour taste in my mouth, and I preferred much softer and delicious breasts than hers.

Before I could react, a familiar voice cut through the air.

“Sorry, honey,” Danielle chuckled and pushed her way between us. She looped her arm through mine and boldly claimed the spot the other woman had tried to steal for herself. “That side’s taken, and you’re really not the type of woman he enjoys. Trust us.”

The woman stumbled slightly as she was forced to back off, and her eyes flashed in shock, then shifted to outrage. She had expected to use me, like I would be interested in being used just because of her half-naked body.

Instead, she had been rejected. Publicly.

Her face flushed in an unflattering way, and I noticed Dave and Gary had just arrived on the scene behind her.

Then her boyfriend stepped forward. The guy in the green blazer had his eyes locked on me, and his expression was thunderous.

“Here we go,” I sighed.

“The fuck is your problem?” he growled and charged at me. His shoulders were squared with his fists already tensing.

I stayed still.

“I’m not interested in you or your mid-grade woman,” I said flatly. I was already bored of this.

His fist twitched, like he was seconds away from punching me.

“Oh, sweetie,” Danielle said, and she smiled and tilted her head playfully. “You must be confused. You see, Ethan did nothing wrong, you really just need to put your girlfriend on a leash. That woman is running wild out here.”

The crowd snickered at this, and the guy’s nostrils flared.

Danielle just grinned wider.

“I think what he is actually mad about,” Clare said, and her voice was sickly-sweet, “is that his girl just embarrassed herself and him in front of half this restaurant, and now he has to deal with it for the rest of his wait AND his meal. That’s embarrassing for sure. Ouch.”

His jaw flexed, and I could see it on his face. He’d made up his mind.

If he swung, though, it would be over in a punch. I’d do my best not to kill him, but that was about all I could promise.

Before he could take the first step, Gary pushed his way in between us.

“Whoooooa, okay, listen up Bud,” Gary said and slapped a hand on the guy’s boulder-sized shoulder.

It seemed louder than the friendly pat Tony always shared with me.

“I know this feels really important to you right now,” he said in an even tone. “But trust me, you don’t want to start shit with Ethan. Man’s a fucking brick wall, look at him.”

The guy hesitated.

“Besides, what’s your long game here?” Gary scoffed. “You throw a punch, Ethan kicks your ass into the concrete, and you get kicked out of Tony’s? Worse, you get banned?”

The guy’s jaw tightened. He wasn’t just angry, he was humiliated. He glanced around and realized how many people were watching like they were enjoying the show.

He should have backed down. But his pride wouldn’t let him take it. Instead, his shoulder tensed, his hand curled into a tighter fist, and he swung.

The man’s fist shot toward my face, fast but sloppy.

I caught it in midair.

The moment my fingers wrapped around his knuckles, I felt the shock ripple back through his body. He probably expected a solid hit, but now his eyes were wide open and stunned while the people watching sucked in their breaths.

I shoved his arm down. Then it only took one hit, as promised.

A single, sharp strike to his stomach. I didn’t need more than that. Compared to the superpowered beings I regularly faced, he was an insect in a tacky suit.

My fist sank into his abdomen and through layers of muscle like they weren’t even there. The air rushed out of his lungs, and his entire frame convulsed as pain overtook him.

A second later, his knees buckled, and he collapsed forward. He clutched his stomach, and his body folded over itself as he choked for air.

No one said anything in the crowd. People just stood there and stared as a man as tall as myself was taken down in a single hit.

He was lucky.

Lucky I’d held back so he wasn’t shattered straight through his spine.

Lucky I hadn’t hit an inch higher, because I would’ve shattered ribs and diaphragm.

Lucky I hadn’t hit an inch lower, because then he’d have thrown up his lunch and been unconscious on the pavement while he bled from the mouth.

But that wouldn’t look very good for my friend Tony, so instead, I’d aimed just right, and I simply watched as he shook and tried to force air back into his lungs. His eyes were screwed shut in agony, and I grinned a little as I stooped down to talk to the idiot.

“You’re lucky I’m in a good mood,” I said low enough that this was just for him to hear.

He tried to lift his head, but his face twisted in pain. I leaned in slightly.

“If I wasn’t,” I murmured and watched as his shoulders tensed, “I’d be kicking your head around like a soccer ball right now.”

With that, I let my eyes flash with amber dragonfire for the briefest moment, and the man jolted in terror, but it was gone in a blink.

He knew I wasn’t bluffing now.

The crowd hadn’t seen, but they stayed frozen like they expected me to keep punching the man. They didn’t know what to make of it all, and even the guard who’d been itching to throw me out minutes ago now stood stiffly as his eyes darted between me and the man gasping for air.

“You alright?” I asked the panicked man with mock-concern. “You don’t look too good.”

The man’s eyes bulged in fear.

I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Alright, alright,” Tony said, and he sounded amused but firm. “My friend’s food is getting cold, and that is not how we do things here at Aurora.”

The crowd chuckled at his light-hearted joke.

“Come inside.” He smirked at me.

I released a slow exhale, pushed myself up, and didn’t even bother to pay the crumpled man on the ground another glance.

Tony turned toward the guard and nodded toward the mess.

“Get Frank and them out here to handle the rest,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” he replied at once and tapped an earpiece before muttering quickly under his breath.

I let Tony led the way inside as security moved in to drag the guy and his woman off.

Meanwhile, we stepped into the dim, warm, inviting glow of Aurora’s main floor.

Just being in the restaurant brought a smile to my face. It pulsed with life and laughter all over the place, and the atmosphere dripped with the luxury and exclusivity we’d aimed to create here, all while making the customers feel welcome.

Velvet seats. Candlelit, mahogany tables. Low, ambient music humming through the best quality speakers on the market.

Tony led us through the crowded dining area, and people stared as the story of what had just happened outside spread. It seemed several had seen it through the windows and the open door, and curiosity flickered in their expressions.

The questions I heard mostly circled around who I was, and how I’d been able to take out that idiot with a single punch.

I ignored them, because this was nothing impressive.

What if they knew all the ways I’d protected the people of Chicago already? What if they knew about the vampires, the wendigo? Even the banshee I was going to protect this world from soon…

They’d probably be kissing my feet, based on the way they reacted to a simple punch.

Luckily, we weren’t placed in the main dining hall. Instead, Tony pulled back a curtain and led us to a private booth in a more secluded section that we’d built out for him.

“Sit,” he said. “Get comfortable.”

We did. Clare slid into her seat, and she was still grinning slightly from earlier. Danielle leaned back in her own spot and stretched her arms along the booth’s seats looking thoroughly entertained.

Gary and Dave grinned as they joined, and they clearly enjoyed every second of the lavish treatment.

Tony wasn’t done playing host, though.

“I’ll be back,” he promised and stepped toward the kitchen.

A few minutes later, he reappeared, this time with multiple bottles of wine in his arms.

“These,” he said and placed them down with a satisfying thud. “Are not the cheap stuff.”

“Yeah, we know, everything here is expensive now, Tony,” Dave snorted.

“Exactly,” Tony said, picking up the first bottle, and poured for everyone.

As we sipped, our server arrived with menus in hand.

“Order whatever you want,” Tony said as he joined us by taking a seat himself. He settled in beside Gary and Dave, while I was across from them with Clare and Danielle. “It’s on the house after all. Always the best for free when it comes to Ethan and his company.”

“I appreciate it,” I said with a grin.

The table quickly filled with appetizers, and they were the meals Clare and I had helped judge a few weeks back. Tony had made the necessary changes, too, so the Citrus Serenade was perfect. The scallops were no longer drowned, and the sweetness of the glaze complimented it perfectly.

“Oh, my God, Tony, these are amazing,” Danielle groaned.

“Thank Ethan and Clare, they were spot-on with their evaluation,” he said. “Harsh, but spot-on, nevertheless. It has quickly become a fan favorite here.”

“Well done, guys,” Gary said, and inhaled the food on his plate.

“I had to be harsh, Tony,” I said. “I wanted your restaurant to thrive, and look. It has worked.”

“I know, and I appreciate your help,” he chuckled. “In fact, this last appetizer will show you how much I appreciate it… Ethan’s Wings!”

Tony raised a hand grandly as the crispy chicken lollipops marinated in a blend of chili, ginger, and a spicy honey dip were served.

“Oh, my god,” Clare laughed. “I can’t believe you changed the name!”

“Smartest thing you’ve done yet.” I grinned. “Can you believe he was going to name it after himself at first?”

“Ridiculous,” Danielle giggled.

Everyone laughed, and we wasted no time and dove into them as well.

“Oh, God, Ethan,” Dave said. “Your wings are amazing.”

The irony wasn’t lost on Gary, Clare, Danielle, and I. We all shared funny looks but managed not to snicker too much.

I was impressed with Tony. It was more than the renovations. Tony worked overtime to better Aurora in every way he could, even taking criticism that wasn’t easy to take. But he’d taken it and used it to better his menu.

He deserved the success he reaped in this business.

Tony finally grabbed his own glass of wine.

“Now,” he said. “I believe you guys saw me on TV…?”

“Oh, yeah, I saw that!” Gary poured some more wine in his glass and swirled it around.

“How exactly did that come about?” Danielle asked. “It’s so soon!”

“Yeah, man.” Gary leaned forward. “Dave and I have a bet going… He thinks you paid someone for the TV slot. I bet him you threatened them with bad pasta for life.”

“Please, I don’t need to bribe anyone,” Tony scoffed and sipped his wine. “My food speaks for itself, that’s all.”

I narrowed my eyes. I could tell he was withholding something, perhaps out of modesty, perhaps to toy with us.

The others caught this, too.

“Uh-huh.” Clare raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Not buying it, what happened?”

Tony exhaled dramatically, and he took a slower sip of his wine.

“Oh, you know.” He grinned. “ A little this and that…”

“Seriously,” Clare laughed. “You’re killing me!”

“Yeah, spill!” Danielle chuckled.

“Oh, okay,” Tony said. “It’s a long story, but–”

“Is there going to be more wine during it?” Gary joked.

We all laughed.

“Yeah, have yourself a whole bottle,” Tony replied and casually slid one over. “Get comfortable.”

Tony exhaled dramatically then, and he sat up a little straighter like he was setting the stage.
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Chapter 2

“It was two weeks ago, a quiet Tuesday,” Tony began and tapped his fingers against the stem of his wine glass. “One of those nights where the only ones in and out were my servers on their breaks. No VIPs, no influencers, no insane waiting list just yet. It was like watching paint dry when we first reopened.”

I paid close attention. Every story, every interaction… I learned more from my conversations with my friends than I did on the TV screen or on my phone. They taught me about humans in the important ways, and about how humans interacted with the world around them. I’d come to truly enjoy these dinner conversations, and my advice to anyone who sought to figure out the key to life on Earth was simple:

Never eat alone. You’ll be much happier, more well-informed, and there’s food.

“So,” Tony continued, “this guy walks in. Nothing special about him. Fat glasses, cheap windbreaker, hair all over the place. Chicago.”

“Naturally.” Dave nodded.

“Didn’t look like money but didn’t look like a critic,” Tony said. “Just a regular dude. Chatty, though. Real chatty.”

“Oh, no,” Gary chuckled.

“Hey, those are my type of people,” Tony laughed. “He sits at that table over there.”

The man pointed at a small two-person table by the corner. There was nothing special about the seat, but it looked like it would be a good rendezvous to sit and watch the restaurant.

“He orders a medium-rare steak, premium cut,” Tony continued. “So at least he wasn’t a psycho. And then he starts talking to me.”

“You always strike up conversations with strangers?” I frowned slightly.

“If the restaurant’s busy, I hang back and let everyone do their thing,” Tony replied. “But if it’s slow, I get out there, talk to people, make ‘em feel welcome.”

I nodded. That made sense.

“When someone feels welcomed like a friend, they return,” Tony added. “And they bring friends with them. Loyalty isn’t just about the product, it’s about the connection… Anyway, this guy? He’s obsessed with Chicago. Wants to talk about everything. The architecture, the neighborhoods, the history. Then he starts talking about the crime.”

“Recent crime?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, of course, he brings up all the recent deaths.” Tony nodded. “The boy at the skate park, the string of lady deaths… You know, the stuff that makes the news. Then he goes, ‘Aren’t you scared?’”

Gary laughed. “Silly question.”

“Exactly,” Tony said and grinned. “So, I tell him, ‘You know what actually scares me? A place with no crime.’”

“How?” Danielle snorted, but I nodded.

There were no truer words.

“Bet that threw him,” Dave said. “But I see your point.”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Tony chuckled, and I laughed lightly as well.

Clare and Danielle had a confused look on their faces, and they glanced my way.

“I don’t get it,” Danielle sighed.

“A city without crime would be like living in a lie,” I said with a shrug, and Tony nodded fervently. “The reason a world like this one works is because there are people who have and people who want. And people who want, but have nothing– those in poverty, for example– usually resort to looting or other acts considered ‘criminal’ in order to survive. Poverty is the breeding place of crime. So if you tell me a place has no crime, no fights, no resistance, no one pushing to survive, you’re telling me there is no poverty. And that is a lie anywhere you go. There are always those who have, and those who want.”

“Business 101.” Clare nodded.

“Exactly,” Tony clapped a hand on my shoulder. “I told this man the very same. I said, ‘A place with some crime offers transparency, and reality. Correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s as good a stepping stone as any to make something of yourself. A place of crime has those who fight hard to rise from where they are at.’”

“I see your point.” Danielle nodded.

Coilfell mirrored this world in the same way. While kings indulged in milk and honey, a pauper’s nightmare was steeped in filth. But that was when the interesting things always began. That was when those who wanted always caught my intrigue and attention.

Humans were fascinating when they really set their minds to it, especially those clawing their way up from the bottom rung.

“So, what happened next?” Gary sipped his wine.

“The guy just… sits there.” Tony grinned. “Thinking. Nodding. Then, after a minute, he goes, ‘You’ve got an interesting way of looking at things’. The next day, he comes back.”

“Same guy?” Danielle raised a brow.

“Same guy,” Tony confirmed. “Orders the same steak. Sits at the bar. This time, he compliments the renovations, and asks about the menu, the ingredients. Normal conversation.”

“Did he ask anything unusual?” I leaned forward.

“Sharp. Yeah, he did.” Tony smirked. “He asked why the restaurant was renovated. ‘What made you want to change it?’ he said. So, I told him some bullshit story that made me seem cool.”

“Naturally,” Dave snickered.

“I told him I had a vision,” Tony chuckled and waved his hands dramatically. “Which is partially true, but I did milk it quite a bit, I won’t lie.”

The girls laughed, and I chuckled as well.

“I couldn’t help it,” Tony continued. “A restaurant isn’t just about food, it’s an experience, and if you can create something unforgettable, people will pay to be part of it. I just wanted this guy to get the full experience really.”

“Always the best host.” Danielle raised a glass his way, and the man bowed his head graciously.

“So anyway, I figure, alright, this dude’s just an eccentric guy who likes good steak,” Tony continued. “End of story, right?”

“Wrong?” Gary guessed.

Tony chuckled. “Third day, he comes back. And this time, he’s got a damn film crew with him.”

“What?” Clare gasped, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise as well.

“Cameras, sound guys, the whole deal,” Tony said and shook his head. “He comes up to me, and I’m just standing there like, ‘What the hell is happening?’”

“That’d be me, too.” Danielle shook her head.

“Turns out, the guy was a journalist,” Tony scoffed. “A food and culture critic. He’d been writing a food piece for a magazine that’s coming out next month about places to eat in Chicago. He was looking for a story about the ‘soul of the city.’ And apparently, I was it!”

“Hell yeah, man!” Dave cheered. “That’s incredible.”

“Well, get this…” Tony said and leaned forward. “He said the publishers loved the story so much that they sent it to a connection at the news station early, and they ran it on the spot. Called it a real ‘heart of the city’ type of story, and said the people needed something like that these days.”

“Oh, God.” Gary grinned. “That must’ve gone straight to your head.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Tony laughed.

I chuckled. “That’s quite the honor.”

“I know it,” my friend agreed. “I called my family immediately after and told them. And now? Aurora is all over the damn news. That segment about the top restaurants in Chicago was literally developed because of my restaurant!”

“Well, that is one hell of a way to get people back in here for the reopening.” Clare raised her glass.

Danielle clinked hers against it. “Agreed.”

“So, the moral of the story is…” Gary chuckled to himself. “Talk to creepy guys alone in restaurants?”

“Nah,” Tony snickered. “But always be nice to the nerd in glasses, how about that?”

“I’ll drink to that,” Dave laughed and guzzled the last of his drink.

I took another sip of my own wine, and I smiled at the pride written all over Tony’s face. I was glad someone like him was getting the recognition he deserved, and that he was helping Chicago. Maybe it wasn’t in the same way I’d been helping, but it was just as important, I could see that clearly by the laughter and happy conversations I could hear all around me in Tony’s restaurant.

Chicago needed places like this.

I’d also learned two things tonight that I made a mental note of. One: Important people on Earth weren’t always the ones who looked the part and dressed like wealth. Two: You never know when a stranger at a restaurant is about to change your life.

That had happened three times now at Aurora. Once when I met Tony, then when I met Peter Dallman, and now when Tony met the critic. I figured that couldn’t be a coincidence, so it must therefore be a law of nature in this world.

“What are the odds of that happening?” Gary leaned forward and grinned. “Some random dude just happens to walk in, and boom! You’re on TV? I want some of that action.”

“Pretty high, actually.” Tony smirked. “In my line of work, anyway.”

Gary raised a brow. “Oh, yeah?”

“The writer told me on the first day he was here that he saw the new interior through the window and just had to come in,” Tony said and glanced my way. “Said it looked better than all the restaurants on the block. Said he could tell from the outside that whoever did this place knew exactly what they were doing.”

“Well, he’s not wrong.” Clare smirked slightly and nudged me with her elbow.

“Which is why I have to say it again… Thank you.” Tony lifted his glass. “To all of you, from the bottom of my heart.”

“Yeah, yeah, we know you love us.” Danielle waved him off.

“I do, actually.” Tony grinned. “I’m not one to put the fate of my restaurant in others’ hands, but I put my trust in Ethan, and…”

He gestured around and let the restaurant speak for itself.

“You made a good call hiring me.” I nodded, and then I grinned at the chuckles this brought from my friends.

“Damn right, I did,” Tony laughed, but before he could continue, the restaurant doors swung open.

A massive group of people walked in who were all dressed in tailored suits and high-end evening wear. Their energy immediately drew attention. They were here to eat, but they also looked like they loved to be seen.

Tony’s shoulders straightened. His eyes flicked toward the entrance, and he scanned the group. Then a waiter slipped up to Tony’s side, leaned in, and whispered something. Tony listened, then casually glanced at his watch, and a small smirk appeared on his face.

“Well,” Tony said and set his glass down. “My nine o’clock just walked in.”

“Nine o’clock?” Danielle arched a brow.

Tony grinned. “Important people. Potential business. People I need to butter up.”

“Just in case they’re critics?” Gary chuckled, and Tony rolled his eyes.

“Listen, you guys are covered for the rest of the night, alright?” he said. “Order whatever you want. I already told the staff this table is free. They can’t mess this up. It’s the only free table in the entire restaurant.”

Every other person in this place had paid, and probably fought for their reservation. And here we were, sitting at the one table that money couldn’t buy.

“Well  then, let’s not waste it.” Danielle raised her glass.

“Enjoy yourselves.” Tony clapped a hand on my shoulder as he stood. “Try not to cause too much trouble while I’m gone.”

“No promises.” Clare smirked and raised a full bottle of wine.

Tony laughed, shook his head, and slipped into business mode as he disappeared into the crowd.

I watched as he approached the group of newcomers with his posture relaxed and a confident smile on his face. He knew how to work a room.

“This night turned out way more interesting than I expected,” Clare said.

“And we get to sit here.” Gary grinned. “Drinking top-shelf wine and eating expensive food for free. It’s good working for Ethan.”

“Hear, hear,” Dave said with a loud belch.

“Honestly?” Danielle leaned back looking satisfied. “I could get used to this.”

“I agree,” I said and took another sip of my wine.

Then the waitstaff arrived with their arms full of perfectly plated dishes, and each one looked as delicious as the rest. The warm aroma of seared meats, fresh herbs, and rich sauces filled the air. My stomach churned with hunger like I hadn’t eaten all day.

The moment my plate was set down, I knew I’d made the right choice. I’d ordered The Aurora Surf & Turf that I’d tried at the menu tasting a few weeks ago.

It was a work of art.

There was a center-cut filet mignon, medium-rare, and its surface glistened with a buttery garlic glaze. Beside it was a pan-seared salmon fillet, and the skin was golden and crisp while it rested in a lemon-dill butter sauce. The dish was completed with roasted vegetables alongside creamy garlic mashed potatoes, and my mouth watered as I drew in a long, deep sniff of the steam coming up off the plate.

Clare had gotten a plate of roasted chicken thighs glazed in honey-mustard sauce and arranged over a bed of sweet potatoes and Brussels sprouts that were caramelized with maple syrup. It smelled ridiculously good as well.

Gary opted for the Midnight Carbonara, which was a plate of thick, handmade pasta coated in a creamy Parmesan sauce, topped with crispy pancetta and a slow-poached egg. The aroma of garlic and pepper rose from his dish as he dug in, and while I had no clue what half of those things were in actuality, they looked good on Gary’s plate.

I’d order that another time.

Danielle had ordered the Blackened Sea Bass served over a saffron-infused risotto and drizzled with a white wine reduction. The skin was crispy, and the fish looked both flaky and tender.

Dave had chosen the Empire Short Ribs, which I already knew had been slow-braised for twelve hours. It rested atop a truffle-infused potato purée with roasted shallots and a red wine glaze, and I would definitely be devouring that dish another time as well.

“Now this is how we celebrate,” Gary said as he dug into his food. “We deserve it.”

“I agree,” Clare said.

“I mean, look at this place, it’s insane.” Gary gestured toward the restaurant, which was still packed wall to wall.

We all glanced around. Every table was occupied, every seat was filled with well-dressed patrons. The energy was electric, and it smelled like the most delicious cave in the world in here.

“I’m really happy for Tony,” Gary continued. “Do you think it’s like this every night now?”

“If it isn’t, it’s close.” Dave shrugged. “Either way, I’d say we all stuck the landing on this one. Like, sure, we made this place into what it is, but Tony brought in the business and made the people realize what he could offer them. In the end, both parties benefit, know what I mean?”

“Shit, with the amount Cloud Contracting was paid, we were able to get better tools,” Gary agreed and chewed thoughtfully. “Better materials, all for that job. So now every job after this will be easier, too.”

“I’m gonna take such good care of it all,” Dave sighed almost wistfully. “I mean it, no more forgetting my tools in the truck bed when it rains. No, sir, I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“Sure you are,” Clare snorted.

“Well, with the amount I was paid, I was able to get a better girlfriend, and that’s all I care about.” Gary smirked.

“Excuse me?” Danielle choked on her wine.

Clare raised a brow. “Yeah, I’m sorry, what?”

“What? My last one didn’t pass the quality check.” Gary waved a hand dismissively.

“Quality check?” Danielle narrowed her eyes in annoyance.

“You heard me,” Gary replied. “This new one, though, is a thing of beauty, and let me tell you… she’s got the bumpers to match.”

He bit his lip and made an erotic outline with his hands, and laughter erupted around the table.

“You’re ridiculous…” I grinned and shook my head.

Gary just winked, but the girls finally caught on that he’d been bragging about his new car.

The conversation settled after that as we all enjoyed our meals, and I focused on every single bite of my filet. The taste practically exploded in my mouth, and I mentally applauded Tony for the effort.

“Oh, how’d it go with that rich dude today?” Dave asked after a while.

“The meeting with Peter went well,” I said and set down my fork.

“And the job?” Danielle asked.

“Difficult,” I exhaled slowly. “But I gave him my word that we were up for the challenge, so we’ll get it done.”

“How difficult?” Gary raised a brow.

“He wants custom renovations for his office,” I said and rested my forearms on the table. “The centerpiece is an aquarium beneath his spiral stairs. He wants the glass replaced with Baccarat crystal.”

“Wait. THE Baccarat?” Danielle’s eyes widened.

“The same,” I confirmed.

“That’s… not just expensive.” Dave let out a low whistle. “A whole wall’s worth of sheets has gotta be hard to find.”

“Yes, and he’d like sixty-four inches top to bottom of high-quality, yellow-tinted Baccarat, no lead oxide included.” I nodded. “Finding it, transporting it, and making sure the weight doesn’t throw off the structure will not be a simple job. Then there’s how to make the installation as appealing as he hopes it’ll be to his clients.”

“Sounds like Peter doesn’t often hear the words ‘not possible’ either, am I right?” Gary snorted and chewed.

“That’s likely the case,” I agreed. “He has some vague ideas of the work he’d like done, but he doesn’t have many specifics.”

“So how do we work with that?” Danielle frowned.

“Well, since he knows what he likes but doesn’t know how to put it into reality,” I said slowly. “Our job isn’t just to build it, it’s to figure out what he actually wants, too. So we’ll start there.”

Danielle arched a brow. “How?”

“I’ll do some research.” I shrugged. “Study Baccarat designs, high-end aquarium concepts, interior styles that fit his aesthetic, that sort of thing. Then I’ll come up with preliminary sketches and designs. Should take me less than a day.”

“Wait, you can get all that together that fast?” Dave looked impressed.

“I only need to see it once.” I shrugged again.

“You shouldn’t be surprised anymore,” Gary sighed and nudged his friend. “He’s a freak of nature, this one. Right, Ethan? I’m sure you were some kind of genius scientist in your past life…”

“Something like that.” I smirked at the glint of mischief in Gary’s eyes.

“At least you’re a fast learner,” Dave sighed. “This job sounds like we’ve got a lot of money on the line.”

I nodded. “Half a million dollars.”

“What!” Gary dropped his fork. “No fucking way!”

“Way,” I said.

“That’s a big-ass payday.” Danielle let out a low whistle.

Dave grinned. “And you know what that means?”

“What?” I asked.

“We have to celebrate even more,” he said and slammed his fist down on the table with finality. “We should head to a bar and get drinks after this. Expensive ones.”

“And who’s paying for this post-celebration celebration?” I chuckled.

“Cloud Contracting, obviously.” Gary grinned.

“Ask Clare.” I leaned back. “She’s the treasurer.”

Gary and Dave both turned to Clare in unison with hopeful expressions. Ever since Clare took over the money side of things for our business, including paychecks, the guys had gotten very good at being extra polite when needed.

Clare seemed to enjoy the power, and I liked watching her wield it.

Right now, she simply sipped her wine like a queen contemplating her groveling subjects. Then she smirked and finally set her glass down.

“Fine,” she sighed at last. “We’ll just take it out of your paychecks.”

Laughter erupted again.

“This is robbery,” Gary groaned.

“No, it’s business.” Danielle grinned.

Gary sighed dramatically. “Fine, fine. First round’s on me. Second’s on Dave.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Dave agreed.

After dinner, we said goodbye to Tony, and told him how much we loved the food. There was still a line outside Aurora, though smaller than earlier. Gary made a joke about Tony swimming in money, and Clare said we too were headed toward that kind of life.

I liked the sound of it. Perhaps I could gather a whole lake’s worth of money to swim around in. I’d ask Clare about the options for that later.

Outside, the cool night air felt nice against my face. Neon signs glowed, and the hum of cars and laughter filled the streets as we walked toward a nearby bar. There was so much to enjoy about Chicago, but nights like this were one of the things I liked best. This city had a way of feeling like a living beast of its own when nighttime fell, and it was like having another friend along with us on these long, meandering nights when one gathering led to another, and then sometimes another.

Tonight, it was because Gary insisted we continue celebrating, and no one minded the idea in the slightest. It was always a good time.

We went to a small, intimate bar with exposed brick walls, rows of polished liquor bottles lined up behind the counter, and dim golden lighting. We claimed a corner booth, and drinks quickly arrived.

“To Cloud Contracting!” Gary clinked his glass against mine. “The greatest damn company in Chicago.”

“The only company in Chicago that would actually hire a drunk like you.” Clare smiled.

“You wound me.” Gary feigned offense and placed a hand over his chest as if she had physically wounded him.

A news report began on the TV mounted above the bar, and out of habit, all of us turned to look. Luckily, the headlines were still normal.

“No deaths for a few weeks now,” Dave sighed and turned back around. “Glad to see things staying chill around here for once.”

“Yeah, no more weird deaths,” Danielle added as her eyes flicked briefly toward mine.

I kept my gaze on the TV. The headlines were scrolling along the bottom:

Stock Market Booming. Fire in a residential building on the West Side. Missing Cat Returned Home.

No mysterious disappearances. No gruesome murders. No more people found drained of blood in alleyways.

Chicago was doing well again.

“Feels weird, doesn’t it?” Dave swirled the ice in his glass, and his eyes trailed the cubes’ slow circles.

“Yeah, it feels like something’s missing at this point,” Danielle snorted.

“Guess Chicago’s finally taking a break from all the crazy,” Dave said with a shrug. “Which is the weirdest part of all. It’s fucking unnatural is what it is. What, do we have some fucking superhero lurking around cleaning up the streets now?”

Danielle and Clare glanced at me.

Gary’s eyebrows popped up, but he stayed perfectly still otherwise.

“That’d be so fucking sick,” Dave snorted drunkenly and began downing his drink without another word.

“I need to make a call.” I set my drink down.

Then I stood, slipped out of the booth, and headed toward the bar’s side exit. Dave would forget all about his musings before I even returned, and that worked well enough for me because I had work to attend to.

The alley was quiet. A chilly breeze drifted through and carried the scent of grilled food and cigarettes from down the block, but it also smelled like the changing of seasons. It was growing slightly colder here, but the sun had kept shining brightly on most days.

I pulled out my phone and dialed a number I hadn’t used in a while.

Eli Finch was a gang boss whose life I’d spared a while back. He had influence, money, and men who feared him, but when I’d first met him, he’d been under the thumb of someone even worse than him.

A wendigo.

For a small period of time before I killed off the wendigo myself, Eli hadn’t run his own empire, he’d leased it from a monster. Once I’d finished the beast off, I’d stood before Eli and contemplated if I should kill him too, but alas, I found that from that moment on, he was sort of my ‘guy.’

That’s what people called them on Earth. People of power always seemed to have a ‘guy’ they could call for anything, and Eli was mine. He knew I wasn’t human, but sheer terror and partial respect had kept him quiet and obliging about this. And even though we hadn’t spoken anytime recently, I knew he’d follow through on anything I required of him.

The phone barely rang twice before he answered.

“Big Boss!” Eli’s voice came through. “Been a while. You calling to collect another debt off me?”

The man let out a throaty chuckle, and the gravelly sound echoed uncomfortably in my ears.

“Not this time.” I leaned against the cool brick wall.

“Alright, then what can I do for ya?” Eli asked

“I’m looking for someone.”

“Ah. Let me guess,” Eli said. “You need someone disappeared? No problem, just give me a n—”

“Stacey Brooks,” I said.

Silence. Long, weighted silence.

“I don’t want her killed, I want to contact her,” I clarified, and the man let out a swift, relieved breath.

“Damn.” He laughed warily. “You, uh… You don’t ask for easy favors, huh?”

I glanced at the street. The occasional car passed by. A couple walked past the alley and glanced in but quickly looked away and minded their own business.

“Can you find her?” I asked.

“She’s not an easy person to find,” Eli explained. “Stacey Brooks is the kind of person that finds you.”

That was expected.

“She’s a legend,” he continued. “That means a lot comin’ from me, yeah?”

“Why is she a legend?” I asked.

“Because,” he scoffed. “She’s the kind of supplier who could get you anything— rare materials, anything you need. All legal, too, that’s the cherry on top. She’s got a strict moral code. She don’t deal in weapons or drugs, or anything illegal, but beyond that? Shit… She don’t ask questions. That’s why she’s nearly impossible to reach.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard,” I said rather pointedly. “Hence my calling you.”

Eli chuckled almost proudly at this. “Well, you’re in luck. I just did some business with her myself.”

That caught my attention. “Recently?”

“More or less,” he said. “A couple weeks back. Needed bulletproof glass for a job. Custom stuff, reeeeeeeal clean-looking, too. She was the only one who could get it fast, no messy business.”

She already sounded perfect for this job. If anyone could find my crystal glass, it was her.

“Is she still in town?” I asked.

“Last I heard, yeah,” Eli said. “But like I said, she finds you, my friend.”

I exhaled. “How about you make sure you find her.”

A slightly smoky growl slipped through under my words, but I couldn’t help it. I was tired of small talk, I wanted results.

The man stopped his chortling behavior at that.

“Man, I keep forgetting you don’t mess around,” Eli muttered.

“I don’t,” I said.

There was a pause, then Eli hummed.

“I’ll have to dig a little,” he admitted. “If she’s still anywhere in my network, I can get something. Might take a day or two.”

I nodded. That was reasonable.

“Contact me when you have the number,” I said.

Eli chuckled again. “You really are something, you know that—”

“Let me know when you have the number,” I repeated more slowly so I was sure he heard.

“Fine, fine. You’re no fun,” Eli sighed dramatically. “Can’t a guy try to make a friend around here?”

I smirked a little at that. “My friends know I don’t like chit-chat.”

“Alright, I’ll let you know when I have something,” he snickered. “Over and out, Boss.”

The line went dead.

I slid my phone back into my pocket and stepped out of the alley. Then I adjusted the cuffs of my suit jacket and headed back into the bar.

The moment I walked in, Danielle arched a brow. “Well?”

“My guy is looking into the crystal,” I said. “He’ll send me a supplier’s number when he gets it.”

I sat back down and picked up my whiskey.

“Wait. What?” Clare blinked and set down her drink. “You can get hold of Stacey?”

“Eli is going to locate her number and send it to me,” I repeated and watched her expression shift from disbelief to something close to admiration. “He has done business with her, it shouldn’t take him long.”

“Damn.” Gary whistled. “I’m glad you know the right people for this kind of shit, or our business would be screwed.”

“Man, at this point, I think you could get the President’s phone number if you really wanted to,” Dave whistled.

I shrugged at this as I considered what Stacey Brooks might be like. I had a feeling she wasn’t someone that anyone could just call and order around. I’d have to make sure I was worth her time, which made me wonder what kind of price she’d ask in return for her services.

“Well, we’ve got a big day ahead of us,” Danielle said as she stretched her arms over her head. “Are you two coming home?”

“Yeah. Let’s go.” Clare nodded and glanced my way.

I was finished with my drink as well, so we left the bar and said our goodbyes to Gary and Dave. Danielle hopped in her car, and I hopped in Clare’s. Then Danielle took the lead as she pulled out of the parking lot, and Clare brought us out right behind her.

The ride to Danielle’s house was calm and smooth, and the streets were quieter at this hour. Streetlights flickered past us, and I let my hand rest on Clare’s upper thigh as my thumb stroked her leg.

“I still can’t believe you’re actually getting Stacey Brooks’ number.” Clare sent a smile my way.

“Didn’t think I could do it?” I smirked.

“Oh, I knew you could do it,” she said. “I just didn’t think you’d do it this fast.”

“I like efficiency.” I shrugged. “It makes more money.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Clare laughed softly and shook her head. “Another is that you really do not like to take no for an answer.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t make money at all,” I snorted.

The drive wasn’t long. Soon enough, we were pulling into Danielle’s driveway. Her car was already parked out front, and she waited by the door with her keys in hand.

“Welcome home,” she said with a little smile and pushed the door open.

The moment I stepped inside, I was struck again by just how immaculate Danielle’s house was.

The air was fresher inside her house than in the city, believe it or not. Like someone had bottled up a breeze from a pristine mountaintop and let it loose inside.

Her open-concept living space had housed Clare, Danielle, and myself for a few weeks now, and Clare loved her modern kitchen more than anything. She said sleek countertops and all-metal appliances made it look like a picture straight out of a Pinterest board, whatever that meant.

Clare and Danielle loved to throw ‘themed’ dinners for no reason, though, and they tended to make a mess doing so. A week ago, we had a Mexican food night, and before that was Chinese food night. So with the three of us staying in the house, things got messier than they had been when I first saw the place, especially with the wild nights all three of us had.

Danielle finally ended up getting a cleaning lady to come every week to tidy things up, and we’d all agreed to take turns paying for the service. I certainly didn’t mind because the woman worked wonders. Every surface gleamed, every item was precisely arranged. The grand staircase at the back of the room was spotless as well, and I could even see my reflection on the dark hardwood floors. They were polished to perfection, and somehow, the space didn’t feel cold or uncomfortable despite the cleanliness.

“God, it feels good to be back.” Clare kicked off her heels near the entrance and stretched her arms.

“See? You basically live here.” Danielle smirked and did the same. “You both should just move in here with me.”

I locked the door behind us.

She wasn’t wrong. Both Clare and I spent so much time at Danielle’s that we practically had moved into her extremely nice home.

Weeks’ worth of our clothes were tucked into drawers, extra shoes were lined up by the front door, and our jackets hung in the closet. Even my morning coffee mug had a designated spot in her kitchen, which I’d come to think of as an honor of sorts.

Danielle had never been with a man who’d earned a coffee-mug-spot on her counter before. I was the first, which meant I was superior to all the men she’d ever known.

This didn’t surprise me, but I was glad she thought so highly of me.

Still, Clare wasn’t ready to give up her apartment yet, which was fair to her. She’d called it home for so long, and it only made sense that she’d take her time giving it up.

Sooner or later, I expected us all to live in the same space permanently. When I amassed enough riches, I intended to get a place even bigger than Danielle’s for us all. That way, we’d have plenty of room for any additional women I gathered for my hoard.

I smiled at the thought.

For now, though, it was a back and forth from Clare’s apartment to Danielle’s house, and Danielle didn’t seem to mind when we decided to stay with her. If anything, she liked having us close to her.

The past few weeks, the three of us had been operating like a unit, or even like a family. It never felt forced, either. I wasn’t sure how, or when it happened, but at some point, the three of us fully melded together as one, and it just felt right.

I couldn’t imagine my life here without the two women, and I knew from their doting expressions and many orgasms that they felt the same.

I leaned against the counter and watched them for a moment as they got cozy on the couch.

This was precisely what any dragon wanted. Not long ago, I was a stranger in this new world. Now, I could snuggle up beside two of the best women this city had to offer.

Yet somehow, Astrum believed that this place would weaken me. That was what the mage I’d captured at the zoo had said. Astrum wanted to weaken the most fearsome monster of Coilfell by sending them here to be drained, but I wasn’t so sure that was how things worked.

Maybe for other magical creatures, but I felt just fine so far.

Better than fine.

“What movie should we watch tonight?” Clare asked and snapped me out of my thoughts.

“I’m in the mood for a little romance,” Danielle said.

“Me, too,” Clare agreed, hopped up off the couch, and grabbed a pack of popcorn from the drawer in the kitchen.

“Notting Hill, or How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days?” Danielle asked as she smiled from ear to ear.

I sighed and steeled myself for this one.

It had been nothing but romance movies every night this week. I really couldn’t understand why. Most nights it ended with the pair of them crying. It was like some strange ritual that women on Earth had to perform together when fictional people found love.

I’d consulted Gary about it when I grew concerned, but he said it was strictly a girl thing and that I shouldn’t try to understand it.

Regardless, it was kind of funny to witness. One moment, they’d be angry and shouting curses at the main female character for not appreciating ‘a good thing’ when it’s right in front of her. The next thing, they’d be emotional and saying, ‘I totally get it, it’s hard out there.’ Then there were the men in the gods-awful films. The last one was a raging drunk who behaved like a tavern fool from Coilfell. One moment he was ‘hot,’ the next he was ‘a prick,’ but at the end of the film, Clare and Danielle were sobbing and asking me if I’d ever propose to a woman as romantically as he’d done.

I told them flat-out no. I wouldn’t wear torn jeans and a hangover to propose marriage while standing on some random muddy side street in a shitty coastal village, thank you very much.

I came to this world to conquer.

“Ethan, do you have a preference for the movie?” Danielle asked.

I shrugged as I came over to get comfortable on the couch, and I sent the blonde woman a careless grin.

Because however bad these movies were, it didn’t ultimately matter. I was an incredibly observant person, and I’d picked up on another intriguing side effect of watching shitty romance movies with my women:

Both of them always ended up extremely horny after watching them.

So I really just had to settle in, get comfy, and wait for them to jump my bones.

“How about you two choose,” I suggested lightly, and Danielle’s eyes lit up as she curled up nice and close beside me.
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Chapter 3

The girls turned off all the sitting room lights and allowed only a dimly-lit glow from the TV screen to illuminate us.

They claimed it was to better the experience, and I must admit that the way the light reflected across the sleek surfaces of Danielle’s coffee table did put me in a sort of movie-induced trance. There was something addictive about the glowing screen, and the more I watched it, the more I accepted its call.

If I were a less ambitious man, I’d park myself before it all day, drinking cheap beers and eating pizza. I could certainly see the allure of a life such as that.

Tonight, we had popcorn instead. The scent of butter lingered in the air, and the movie I’d be smelling popcorn all the way through was called How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days.

“I’d succeed in seven,” Clare bragged. “I’d do it right, better than any film could. She’s not committed enough.”

“She has everything working against her!” Danielle argued. “He’s a mastermind, you’d never break him!”

“Shhh…” I whispered. “The bossy woman who looks like a mouse is back.”

The women giggled as I reveled in the absurdness of the characters.

The film followed a woman who deliberately made every possible mistake in a relationship just to drive a man away so she could write an article and prove a point. It was an utter waste of energy on her part, and of time on mine, but the random mouse-faced woman was so preposterous that I enjoyed some of the scenes.

“This is such a waste of deviousness,” I muttered as the main character made yet another failed attempt.

Danielle and Clare laughed, and they snuggled closer so their breasts were pleasantly pillowed against both of my arms. They each tucked their legs up and draped them over mine, and my dick felt pretty good trapped under Clare’s thigh.

“Oh, come on, it’s funny,” Danielle said.

“It’s iconic.” Clare smiled and nestled even tighter against me.

I casually crossed my arms, and I let my fingers stroke the side of one of her breasts once I settled into position.

She smiled and leaned into my touch.

“This is nothing like what I thought Earth women would act like,” I admitted and nodded toward the screen. “She’s attractive enough to make plenty of points without tricking people.”

“Yeah, but it’s just a movie,” Clare chuckled.

“And most people just like the drama,” Danielle laughed.

My thoughts on the matter were interrupted as the camera panned to the male lead, someone named Matthew McConaughey.

Both Clare and Danielle sighed at the same time, and I could understand their response. He looked fit enough to defend a home from invaders, and he clearly had money.

“Young McConaughey was a different kind of beast,” Danielle sighed.

“Oh, that man is no beast,” I snorted. “You can see how soft his pale hands are. He knows nothing of tearing someone limb from limb.”

Danielle fell into a giggling fit that made her breasts jiggle against my arm, and I smirked at the response.

“Still, Young McConaughey is Peak McConaughey.” Clare nodded.

“Yeah, and he’s in almost every romance movie I watched as a teen,” Danielle clarified. “So by now, seeing him just brings a Pavlovian response out of me, I can’t help it.”

“Oh, my god, Danielle,” Clare giggled.

I watched this Peak McConaughey man on the screen, and I decided he seemed charming and wasn’t bad at playing the role he was assigned. I tipped my hat to him for how he effortlessly navigated the woman’s absurd antics.

“He is not terrible,” I decided. “But I’m his superior.”

“Oh, god, yes,” Clare scoffed and grabbed a handful of popcorn. “He’s an imp compared to you, that was never in question.”

“Yeah, Peak Ethad is All the Time Ethad,” Danielle agreed. “Extra bonus points for that.”

The two women high-fived over this, and I just sat there confused and wedged between their breasts.

As the movie progressed, I found myself more interested in the commentary Clare and Danielle murmured to one another than I was in the movie. At times, it was almost like they shared one brain, like members of a hive. They smiled at the same time, finished each other’s sentences before saying ‘oh, my god, exactly!’ And at one point, Danielle took a sip of her drink, but Clare was the one who burped.

The movie went on, and by the end, I decided I still hated romance films, but I was also lucky that Clare and Danielle weren’t anything like the woman in the film. They weren’t the type to play mind games. When Clare wanted something, she said it. When Danielle was annoyed, she made it clear. There was no deception, no unnecessary manipulation.

And there were two of them.

This McConaughey man didn’t know how to choose well for himself.

As the film credits rolled, I took stock of how my women were doing. Clare was tucked further against my right side, like she wanted to share my skin. Her head rested lightly against my shoulder, and I had an incredible view of her plumped-up cleavage from this angle.

Danielle did the same on the other side, and both their hands idly traced patterns against my lap in slow, absent-minded strokes that sent a thrill through me.

I tried not to grin as the moments ticked by in pleasant silence. The only sound in the room was the soft hum of the slightly muted music from the film, and the occasional sighs of the women cuddled against me.

Any minute now, one of them would–

“Well,” Danielle murmured in my ear. Then she kissed my cheek and nibbled on my earlobe. “I think that was a successful movie night…”

Yep. There it was. The next part of the ritual had begun right on schedule.

“Mmhmm.” Clare shifted her fingers along my thigh so they traced dangerously close to my cock.

I cut to the point. “Would you ladies like me to fuck you?”

“Yes, please!” Clare jumped on the couch, and I snickered as Danielle did the same.

The blonde woman began seductively stripping out of her black cropped blouse, but Clare didn’t waste any time. She examined the situation for half a second before sitting her ass down directly on my dick.

All that good food we’d been eating recently seemed to have scaled her backend from the size of two full melons to almost the size of the concrete decor on Danielle’s driveway, and I’d been very much enjoying the effect.

Right now, my dick was perfectly wedged between each cheek as she slowly grinded on it, but then Danielle bent over and began kissing Clare.

Her heavy breasts threatened to fall out the top of her bra as she started playing with Clare’s nipples, and I watched from over Clare’s shoulder as the blonde pleasured her.

They knew exactly what they were doing.

I never forced them to kiss, they did this of their own accord because they knew how much I enjoyed it, which only made the moment sexier. I appreciated that my women knew how to please me, and I drew a steadying breath as I slid my hand up the side of Clare’s dress, along her cinched waist, and cupped her breast in one hand.

“Ethad,” she moaned and twitched in pleasure.

“Shhh…” I murmured in her ear. “You just hold still and enjoy yourself.”

Clare’s head dropped back against me as she went limp in my hold, and Danielle started kissing me instead. It was a lengthy kiss that seemed to drip with seduction, and the whole time, I kept massaging Clare and letting her grind against my hardened shaft.

Then Danielle unclipped her bra, and her breasts tumbled free like two full pears hanging from the legendary Frejya, Coilfell’s most fertile tree.

Danielle looked even more fertile, and my blood stirred at the notion.

At the same time, Clare started to bounce her perfect asscheeks on my rock-hard cock. Her wetness was leaking through her dress and my trousers now, I could feel the heat, and while I knew she was enjoying herself, I was only getting started with the pair of them.

“Come here,” I beckoned for Danielle to stoop forward a bit.

My other hand stroked Clare’s perky nipples in a circular motion that drove her wild, but when she saw Danielle’s breasts bobbing closer, her throat caught in a gasp.

“Good girl,” I whispered, then pulled Danielle closer by her arm.

A second later, I’d forced her breast into Clare’s mouth, and she suckled on it like it was the fountain of youth.

“Oh!” Danielle screamed.

Danielle was ecstatic with the attention. She arched backwards, and she leaned into Clare until her breasts were practically smothering her.

I was done playing, though. I lifted Clare up and threw her onto the couch.

“Fuck,” she gasped, but then I picked Danielle up and did the same.

Danille’s boobs slapped against each other as she landed in a sprawl, and the sound made my dick swell even more.

“Finish undressing her,” I ordered Clare.

I took my pants off and stroked my dick while Clare helped Danielle pull off her black tights. Soon, Danielle’s creamy-white panties were exposed, and there was a red cherry design on it, right above her clit.

Her forbidden fruit.

Clare then leaned over and performed a tongue dance on the little cherry while Danielle stroked her own nipples, and my cock pulsed painfully in my palm.

“Perfect,” I said. “Keep going.”

“Yessssss, there,” Danielle moaned and convulsed slightly on the chair. Then her eyes flashed open and landed on me. “Come on, baby… Show us what you’ve got.”

I smirked, and my body responded to her provocations.

Probably more than she expected.

I was a dragon, after all, and I could manipulate the size of any body part I wanted. So I let my dick gain in length and girth, just to a point that I still thought they’d be able to take it.

A surge of blood rushed through my shaft to accommodate the increase, and it felt like molten ecstasy as I grew.

Danielle’s eyes widened as she watched how massive my dick became in my grip.

“H-Holy shit, Ethad," she gasped, and her hand reached out to touch it. “I can’t fit all that–”

“You will,” I informed her, and she didn’t argue again.

Instead, she wrapped her soft fingers around my shaft, and I groaned in pleasure.

Clare pulled Danielle’s panties to the side, spat on her outer pussy and massaged it with her tongue. Danielle jolted she’d been electrocuted, but she didn’t lose her focus on my cock. She stroked me slowly, and her eyes never left mine.

"I can’t wait to feel this inside me," she whispered as I came closer and stooped over her.

Then she put the tip of my cock in her mouth. I growled at the sudden pleasure, grabbed the back of her head, and forced my cock to the back of her throat without pause.

The sensation of my cock down her throat, combined with Clare’s wet tongue plunging deeper into her warm wet pussy seemed to be too much for her.

Her body went rigid, her eyes rolled back, and she gagged on my cock as she shook through her first orgasm.

Then Clare resurfaced and giggled as she swiped some pussy juice from her chin.

“You came in my mouth, you naughty girl,” Clare giggled.

I chuckled and finally pulled out of Danielle’s mouth so she could answer, and the woman gasped for breath.

“S-sorry,” she managed.

“Don’t be.” Clare grinned. “I liked it.”

“Of course you did,” I said and stroked her cheek, but then I gestured for her to turn around and present her ass to me. “Your turn.”

I positioned myself behind her, pulled her dress up, and shifted her panties to the side. She was too wet and ready for me to make her wait, and she’d done such a good job taking care of Danielle’s pussy for me.

So I plunged into her, and I reveled in the way her wet tunnel strained around my enlarged dick. She moaned and threw her head back, and her nails dug into Danielle’s thighs as I gave her more and more of me.

Finally, she’d taken every extra inch, and I fucked her as hard as I wanted.

Danielle watched us and slipped her hands between her legs as she rubbed her clit. I could feel her eyes on me, and her desire fueled the force I used on Clare. Every little moan the blonde let out spurred me on, and I grinned as Clare’s moans joined in with Danielle’s.

“Ethaaaad, harderrrr!” Clare sang my name like a prayer.

I drove into her with enough force that the couch screeched across the floor. Then I thrust in and out of her faster and faster, and she let out a full-on scream as I forced her first orgasm out of her.

“F-f-f-f-uuuck-k-k-k!” she managed as her asscheeks bounced off my thighs, but then I yanked myself out of her.

Her cum dribbled down her pussy lips as she collapsed forward, and I spanked her exposed ass before sliding her panties back into place.

“Take a break,” I chuckled.

“Yes, sir,” she mumbled in a daze.

Danielle immediately got up and crouched on her knees at the end of the couch, and she stuck her ass out like an obedient servant.

My rigid dick was glistening with Clare’s juices as I turned to Danielle. Her sopping wet pussy practically begged for my attention, and I didn’t make the woman wait.

I let my cock sink into her heated entrance, and her pussy juices swirled around my dick the deeper I sank. Her walls gripped my cock tighter than ever before, and as she took me deeper, I almost lost control of myself.

I’d never last like this, not with Danielle in this position.

I pulled out, even as my cock ached for release, and Danielle moaned in protest until I suddenly flipped her over and spread her legs wide. Then I caged her there with my arms as I settled in between her legs and drove my cock so deep into her, I saw it bulge in her belly.

“Yes!” she screeched.

Clare had recovered now, and she crawled closer. Her fingers found Danielle’s nipples, and she pinched and twisted them while she kissed the woman beneath me.

I watched them tangle together in their lusty haze as I gave her three quick thrusts, then three slow and deep ones, and she groaned and threw her head against the couch, but Clare wouldn’t let up.

And neither would I.

It was like we’d made it our mission to torture the blonde with pleasure, and neither of us liked abandoning a mission.

I placed my hands on Danielle’s plush thighs, and I squeezed them as I fucked her with a faster pace and more effort.

“Ohhhh, my goddddd,” she cried. “I’m going to cum. I’m… I’m going to…”

I grinned and let her enjoy herself for a moment longer, and her orgasm built until she reached her point of climax, and she couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she cried. “Oh, wowwww.”

Every inch of her convulsed as she came all over my cock, and I gritted my teeth hard enough to bite through a tree. But I didn’t cum. Instead, I let her finish before I slipped my cock out of her yet again, rolled her lightly to the side, and grabbed Clare again.

My body was demanding release now, and I knew exactly where I wanted to spill my seed tonight.

“Again,” I told her as I panted with exertion, and the woman obediently took up my favorite position.

With her head down on the cushions and her ass propped up in the air, the round globes of her ass looked juicier than ever. I roughly parted her cheeks as I took my place behind her, and my hands gripped her hips as I slowly teased her with just the tip for a moment.

Then I plunged in, and I did anything I damn well wanted.

Clare giggled and took every inch like this was her favorite game, and I could feel my orgasm building with every second. My body trembled with the force of it, and just when I was ready, I ordered both women to get on their knees on the floor.

Danielle and Clare knelt before me with their mouths open and ready, and I finally let myself come. My cream spurted into their mouths like a firehose, and they lapped it up and swallowed as much as they could while their eyes never left mine.

“Good girls,” I groaned as my back twitched from the release, but more cum kept surging out until my knees had almost gone numb.

Then I collapsed onto the couch. My body was spent, and my women were covered in my cum, so I’d definitely say movie night was a success as well.

Danielle and Clare giggled as they helped each other clean up, and then they curled up beside me with satisfied sighs.

“Damn, Ethad,” Clare murmured, and her hand stroked my chest. “I want your dick the same size, the next time, so I can get used to it. I want to be able to take it for longer…”

Danielle was way too spent to say anything. She just mumbled in dazed agreement, rested her head on my thigh, and tried to catch her breath.

“That can be arranged,” I told Clare and stroked her cheek.

The girls fell asleep within seconds after that, and I dozed off briefly as well, but not for long. When I woke up, it was almost midnight. The apartment was silent, save for the occasional soft sigh of wind against the windows. Quiet hours were upon us, and I managed to carry Danielle and Clare to the bedroom without either of them waking fully.

Once their naked bodies were tucked carefully under the expensive sheets, I sat in the dark living room with only the glow from Danielle’s desktop monitor as my light.

I wasn’t at all tired, and I had work to do. Tonight, I sought the perfect renovation design.

Peter had been vague about what he wanted, which meant I had to be exact. If he couldn’t envision it, I needed to create the vision for him.

I leaned back and stared at the blank screen, and my fingers hovered over the keys.

What could I create for a man who supposedly had it all? Peter was a man of wealth and influence. He wanted prestige, but he also wanted control. The Baccarat glass told me that much.

Baccarat wasn’t just expensive, it was statement expensive. It was chosen because it was rare. Because it was something most people could never own.

Peter wanted something that made people stop, pause, and acknowledge his authority the second they stepped into his office.

Treasure hoards often did this quite effectively, but this would have to be the Earth version of that.

I started my research. Every design element had to reinforce the singular idea that this space belonged to someone important, so I put myself in Peter’s shoes.

For an executive-level design and layout, adaptability was key. His office should reflect a reconfigurable layout. The power to change the space on a whim, and to shift his environment to his needs would be a subtle but effective way to curate the balance he wanted between a welcoming space and maintaining dominance.

So custom high-end furniture was a must. I found a page that talked about bespoke desks and workstations, and I decided a custom-built executive desk crafted from solid wood with brass fixtures was perfect. Designer chairs with high backs that were engineered for posture and dominance sounded good, and another site mentioned Ebony high-gloss finishes that would do nicely as well.

They were dark and elegant surfaces that absorbed light just enough to feel imposing, yet reflected detail in just the right way to feel sophisticated. If I coupled them with brass inlays and polished steel details, it would scream ‘you are in my domain. Enjoy…’

Peter’s walls needed art that couldn’t be found anywhere else, too. Pieces with history. Pieces with power woven into them. Perhaps a rare sculpture from a lost dynasty, or a one-of-a-kind abstract painting commissioned from an elusive artist. The kind of art that wasn’t just owned, but collected, so conversations could be struck up about them to help build connections with his clients.

A couple hours went by as I picked my way through the endless web of the internet, and finally, I leaned back and scanned the finalized layout.

This was a statement. An environment that shaped perception, behavior, and authority. People would walk into Peter’s office and feel both like they wanted very much to stay there forever, but also that they must earn their place there.

That was what he wanted.

I exhaled slowly. The hard part was done. All that was left was to execute it.

As I reached for my phone to take a few notes, it vibrated against the table. I glanced at the screen.

Big Boss, got what you need, Eli Finch had messaged.

Another message instantly appeared, along with a phone number.

Better call her now, got a tip-off that she’s free, he said.

I stared at the text for a moment.

The elusive Stacey Brooks. Finally, I would hear her voice.

It was just past two in the morning, but I exhaled and ran a thumb over the screen. If she was free, I might as well try her now.

I dialed, and the line rang once before she picked up.

“Who are you, and how did you get this number?” Stacey asked.

No hesitation. No pleasantries.

I smirked slightly and leaned back in my chair.

“So, you’re awake at this hour, too,” I said.

In the background, I caught the faintest sound of ice clinking against the sides of a glass.

She was drinking. Likely something expensive.

“That’s not an answer to my question, so I’m not sure why you bothered to say it,” she said.

I liked her already.

“I need to meet with you,” I said and got straight to the point. “Surely, people who can manage to get your number are at least worthy of that?”

I heard a faint and brief chuckle. “Meet me at Lush.”

“When?” I asked.

“Right now,” she replied.
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Chapter 4

I searched the name online and found that Lush was one of the most exclusive high-end clubs in Chicago, the kind of place that thrived on secrecy, wealth, and reputation. They had no social media accounts, and no videos were allowed to be taken.

Color me intrigued, as Danielle liked to say.

Danielle and Clare were still asleep as I slipped on my jacket, grabbed Clare’s keys, and stepped outside.

The air outside was cool, and the Chicago skyline stretched endlessly under a haze of distant city lights. At this hour, cabs rolled past, and figures slipped between alleyways, but the night was calm. The drive was smooth and uninterrupted by idiot drivers, and when I arrived, I found that Lush sat tucked between two taller buildings in a way that was unassuming at first glance.

There was no bright signage, no pounding music. No desperate crowds huddled outside, either. It was just an unmarked black building that stood there sleek and silent.

The entrance was a pair of subtly polished steel doors, and a soft red glow seeped from the cracks between them.

Two massive bouncers stood at the front.

I stepped out of the car and adjusted my jacket as I approached.

They noticed me immediately. The bouncer on the left was tall and broad and had arms so thick they barely fit under his black suit. The whole ensemble was stretched to the limit, and his shoulders strained against the fabric. His face was stone-like and unreadable, and while the other guy was slightly smaller, he still looked ready to deal with anyone who crossed the line.

They didn’t seem like the usual hired muscle found outside regular nightclubs. They both looked like they were specialists. They weren’t here just to break up bar fights or toss out drunk guests.

“No admission after two a.m.,” the larger one said.

I checked my phone. It was two twenty-two.

“Tell that to Stacey Brooks,” I said. “She asked me to meet her here.”

Nothing. No shift came to their expressions. No flicker of recognition passed over their eyes. It was like I’d said nothing at all.

“Don’t care who you know,” the second bouncer grunted. “Rules are rules.”

I held their gaze and debated taking them both out. I could if I wanted, but I didn’t like the idea of getting blood on me just before meeting Stacey Brooks.

Before I could decide how to handle the situation, a voice cut through the tension.

“Quite the predicament, no?” a man said.

I turned to find a small man in a full suit standing just a few feet away, and he watched with mild amusement. He was thin and sharply dressed, with a perfectly curled mustache that twitched slightly as he took a slow drag from his cigarette.

Despite his size, he seemed perfectly at ease among the towering bouncers. He was no more than five and a half feet tall, and his build was almost fragile, yet there was a confidence to him and an effortless kind of authority.

His suit looked expensive, too. It was charcoal gray and tailored to perfection. A small pocket watch chain glinted subtly beneath his lapel, and I watched as he flicked the ashes from his cigarette nice and slow, like he had all the time in the world.

He took another drag, exhaled a thin plume of smoke, then tilted his head at me.

“Monsieur, you don’t want to cause a scene here, I assure you.” His accent was strange to me.

“And you are?” I studied him with some intrigue.

He grinned and tapped his cigarette lightly against a silver case, then slipped the case inside his jacket. He adjusted the lapels of his suit, then turned his gaze back to me.

“A humble guide,” he said. “Come. You are expected.”

He motioned toward an alley, then headed over to it without checking if I followed or not. I threw one last glance at the bouncers, but then I headed after the shorter man.

We walked past the entrance and moved toward a narrow side street that curved around the club’s exterior. The main street behind us was still alive with bright lights, but the alley was silent, dimly lit, and deserted.

As we walked, the man’s polished dress shoes barely echoed against the pavement.

Then, without looking back, he spoke.

“Don’t throw around Ms. Brooks’ name so lightly,” he said.

“I was told to meet her,” I replied. “I assumed–”

“You offended no one, do not worry,” he said smoothly. “It is only that Ms. Brooks is a very private woman, I’m sure she would appreciate it. That is all.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said.

I was curious to find out why she sought to be so elusive. Surely this wasn’t normal for humans.

The man came to a stop, and we stood in front of an unmarked metal door that was set between the club’s rear wall and a seemingly abandoned building beside it.

I glanced around, but I saw no cameras and no signage. If I hadn’t been led here, I would’ve never known this spot existed.

The man pulled out a thin silver key and fit it into the lock. A faint click echoed, and then he pushed it open.

“After you,” he said.

The space beyond the door was unexpectedly refined. Instead of some dingy service hallway or underground storage area, a staircase stretched downward. The space was wide, polished, and deliberately crafted. Warm white lighting lined the steps and cast soft, geometric shadows onto the walls, and it was all very well done.

The air here was different inside, too. It was cooler, with a faint scent of leather, aged wood, and something subtly floral.

I walked in and let the door shut behind me as the man followed.

We descended one flight. Then two flights. The deeper we went, the more I felt a shift in the atmosphere. The city’s presence faded above us, and it was replaced by something more intentional and curated.

At the bottom of the long descent, the staircase opened into a hallway.

Smooth, dark-stone walls surrounded me. A thick Persian runner stretched out beneath our feet, and soft, ambient lighting that felt like stepping into the lobby of an exclusive art gallery glowed all around the space.

The man stepped ahead of me and stopped at a set of steel double doors like the ones that led into the club out front. He didn’t knock, he simply pushed them open, and I followed.

The moment I stepped inside, I understood exactly what this place was.

This wasn’t a public bar, and it wasn’t some elite lounge filled with self-important people that tried to be noticed.

This was a retreat.

A place for people who didn’t have time for the world’s bullshit, which was a term I’d recently learned and liked. This place was for people who wanted to drink, think, and disappear for a while.

The lighting was low and warm, and it cast soft golden hues over the dark mahogany walls and plush leather seating. No flashing neon lights shone here, and there was no uncomfortable artificial brightness. Just an atmosphere that felt deliberately slowed down, like time itself had decided to move at a different pace in here.

A long obsidian bar counter stretched across one side of the room, and its polished surface reflected the dim light above. Behind it, shelves of high-end liquor stood on display. They looked more expensive than the kind Tony had, and I could see that these were private reserves. They were well aged and rare, the kind of alcohol people drank to savor, not to impress.

The air carried a subtle mix of oak, tobacco, and old leather in it, with the faintest traces of whiskey lingering beneath. It wasn’t the sharp, cloying scent of a regular bar where spilled drinks soaked into the floor.

And there was no music.

No televisions.

No unnecessary noise.

Just the soft clink of glass against glass, the occasional rustle of fabric as someone shifted in their seat, and the distant hum of voices.

Everything in here was designed for privacy. It was like the atmosphere itself had absorbed years of quiet conversations and well-kept secrets, and I was impressed with the private showroom that had been concealed beneath the public luxury of Lush.

The walls were adorned with shelves similar to the bespoke shelves I saw earlier online as well, and each section displayed carefully arranged objects like antique vases, glass sculptures, rare stone slabs, and swatches of fine materials.

At the center of the room, a long, curved display table held carefully arranged artifacts that weren’t even caged behind protective glass.

Who would steal them here? Everything here screamed precision and elegance, and I doubted their customers were lacking in finery of their own.

My eyes moved across the room as I took in the low, intimate leather chairs and the small round tables that were separated by wooden dividers. No one was packed together. No one was forced to be near anyone they didn’t want to be.

It was clearly an exclusive kind of solitude that was offered by this establishment, the kind that couldn’t just be found.

Someone had to be invited.

Which reminded me of a certain someone I was supposed to be meeting here.

In the farthest, most secluded corner of the room, a woman sat alone, and I wondered if she was the person I’d come to see.

The man in the suit stepped behind the bar and put a glass on the table.

“What drink would you like?” he asked.

“Whiskey,” I replied, but kept my eye on the woman in the corner.

She didn’t appear to be waiting for me. She wasn’t watching the door, she was simply there and looking completely at ease, like she belonged to the very fabric of the room itself. She had warm brown skin and long black hair, and her posture was relaxed but poised, with one leg crossed over the other. Her frame settled into the curve of the leather chair with effortless confidence, and in her hand, a short glass swirled with deep amber liquid and ice.

She studied the drink and watched the way it moved, as if she had all the time in the world, despite the fact that it was nearly three in the morning.

I grinned a little. This must be Stacey Brooks.

Mostly because she didn’t seem eager to meet someone, and that made sense, based on what I’d heard of her. In her world, people came to her, not the other way around.

The bartender placed a glass in front of me and poured a dark glass of whiskey, neat. Then he tilted his head toward the back of the lounge.

“Ms. Brooks is expecting you, monsieur,” he said.

My hunch was right, the woman with the warm brown skin was Stacey.

I adjusted the cuffs of my button-up and made sure my watch sat just right on my wrist before I picked up my drink and crossed the room.

She wasn’t actively watching for me, but I could tell she was aware of me, in the same way a person was aware of the temperature in a room, or of the height of the ceiling.

Then her sharp eyes flicked toward me in an instant.

She seemed to take in the way I moved and the way I carried myself, and I was glad I’d come dressed properly. I wasn’t in my usual casual wear— no rolled-up sleeves, no relaxed posture.

I had bought this suit specifically for moments like this. Situations where it mattered how I looked, and I decided I’d be buying a lot more of them from now on.

I reached her table and set my drink down lightly on the surface.

She didn’t speak, she simply waited.

I met her gaze, unreadable as it was, and I kept my voice even.

“Mind if I join you?” I asked.

For a moment, she said nothing. Then, smoothly, her lips curved into a coy yet confident smile.

“Go ahead,” she said.

As I sat down, she turned toward me just enough to acknowledge that we were technically sitting together at this table. Her body language was clearly measured, and it felt distant but not quite dismissive. She also had a natural sexual aura in the way she held herself that made me think her sex drive had a mind of its own.

While I took all of this in, she searched me entirely with her eyes, and she seemed like she wanted to see how I’d react to her presence. Maybe she expected me to fidget or try too hard to impress her. Maybe she figured I’d lean in too close too soon, and be utterly eager to earn her approval.

I leaned back and settled into my seat instead, and I took a sip of my drink.

This would be a simple game of mirroring her movements. I enjoyed tactical battles almost as much as physical ones, and mimicry was the most basic, overlooked, and effective form of combat.

She smiled ever so slightly, and I returned the gesture in kind.

That’s when she finally spoke.

“How did you get my number?” she asked and put her drink down on the low, oval table before her.

Her voice was smooth and gentle. She didn’t sound accusing or suspicious, just curious.

I put my glass back down on the table as well.

“I spared the right person’s life,” I confessed.

I didn’t say it to impress her, it was only the truth, and I’d decided the moment I sat down that I would play this as straightforward as possible.

The long and short of it really was that Eli Finch owed me.

If I were with anyone else, I wouldn’t have said so much, but with a woman as established as her, the truth was the most effective tool I could use on her. It didn’t matter how believable the truth sounded or not. What mattered was that I said it outright.

Her head tilted slightly, and as I subtly did the same, she leaned in toward me a little.

I had her undivided attention now.

“Your number was apparently something that this… person… valued less than his life,” I continued. “So when I called in a favor, he obliged.”

Stacey Brooks studied me, and her gaze was sharp. She didn’t blink even once, and I had the feeling she’d used this tactic in hundreds of meetings before this one. It looked well-practiced, and it felt like being under a sword, but what did that matter to me?

My dragon scales had always been the greatest shield created. Swords weren’t anything I feared.

So instead of withering under her stare, I took the opportunity to really look at her. Not just study her cues, but take in the full picture.

She was short– about five-five– but she held herself like someone who stood taller. She was clearly a woman used to being respected.

Her skin was a rich, warm ebony, and the clear frames of her rectangular glasses stood out in contrast against her face. They framed her sharp gaze in a way that made her intelligence obvious. Her full, dark lips curved slightly at all times, not quite in a smirk, but close. It made it hard to tell if she was being mocking or not, and her high cheekbones made her look regal.

Even the subtle makeup she’d painted herself with was understated yet perfect, and it gave the sense of effortless beauty wrapped in careful control.

Then there was her hair. It was long, sleek, perfectly straight, and it flowed far past her shoulders. But it was the distinct blonde highlight that ran through it that caught my attention.

A single streak, bold and unhidden, blazing down amidst the black.

As I considered the effect, I realized it was the only thing about her that seemed like it was made to intentionally stand out. The rest of her, though aesthetically and sexually pleasing, was just natural good breeding that couldn’t be hidden even if she’d tried.

She simply existed in a way that demanded attention. And she knew it.

It had only taken me about ten seconds to sort through all of this, and by then, Stacey decided to smile.

Her lips slightly parted and revealed perfectly straight white teeth, and that drew my focus back to the curve of her mouth, then the subtle amusement in her eyes.

If ever there was a smile sharp enough to split an ocean in half, this was it.

“You’re an odd man,” she said, and her voice carried a clear note of genuine intrigue.

I wondered how many people surprised her on a daily basis. I imagined very few, and obviously none quite like me.

I picked up my drink from the table and took a slow sip.

Stacey mimicked me, and a ripple of pleasure pulsed in my chest.

Victory. My tactical combat had succeeded and come full circle. I’d gotten her to subconsciously feel comfortable around me, and her mimicry was proof.

Calmly, I set the glass down and met her gaze again.

“I need your services, Ms. Brooks,” I said.

Her brow lifted slightly, but her expression didn’t shift.

“And what are you prepared to offer in return?” She set her glass down. “It can be a cold world for a woman… I’m just trying to stay warm.”

She gave a slight smirk at this last part, and I let out a low, amused hum as I swirled the whiskey in my glass.

“Clever tactic,” I said.

“An honest one.” She shrugged. Then she tilted her head, and her eyes narrowed slightly in thought. “You don’t strike me as a man who usually needs help finding things.”

“You are correct,” I said.

“And yet, here you are,” she said. “Sitting across from me.”

“Some things require a specialist,” I told her. “There is a process to finding things. You know this. After this meeting, you will call someone who will call someone. You are the someone I’ve called, rare though the occasion may be.”

She took another sip.

“And what makes you think I’ll take you on as a client?” she asked.

I smiled. “The fact that you already want to.”

I watched her. It was her sharpness and seemingly relentless focus on profit, efficiency, and control that I respected the most. She had built her world exactly as she wanted it, and she just wanted to see how far I would go.

How much I was willing to offer.

But this wasn’t just about money. This was about intrigue.

So, I let her see something very few had ever witnessed.

“Also, I’m the kind of man who can make it well worth your time,” I told her. Then I leaned forward ever so slightly, and I let my irises glow with golden dragonfire under the room’s low light.

The change wasn’t too dramatic, but it didn’t need to be. I just showed her a glimpse into my dragon form so she’d understand this was an equally rare opportunity for her.

Now, she knew the balance of power at this table was much more even than she’d assumed.

Her breath hitched, but just barely. Her pupils dilated for a fraction of a second, like she didn’t know whether to believe what she was seeing, and for the first time since I’d sat down, Stacey Brooks was caught off guard.

When the moment was over and my eyes readjusted, she just as quickly regained control. A slow, almost knowing smile spread across her face.

She leaned in slightly and matched my posture as her eyes stayed glued to mine.

“What are you?” She didn’t sound shaken. There was no tremor or heavy breathing. In fact, I heard only curiosity in her tone.

I smiled enough to let her know I’d acknowledge her question without answering it. Then I leaned back again and picked up my drink as if nothing had happened.

“I need sixty-four-inch slabs of crystal,” I told her. “A high-quality yellow Baccarat glass, but containing no lead oxide. Can you get it?”

Her gaze didn’t flicker, but she seemed to take the request seriously. She ran her thumb along the rim of her glass and remained silent.

“I need it fast,” I clarified. “And I need it without restrictions.”

That made her pause.

“Why the rush?” she asked.

“That’s my business,” I replied. “Yours is telling me if you can get it or not.”

Her lips quivered slightly, like she had expected me to overexplain or to make excuses and apologize for such an inconvenience.

She must’ve liked that answer, or she appreciated efficiency. Either way, she smiled and gave a slight nod, and the pair of us both leaned back in our seats again.

“It won’t be cheap.” She picked up her drink and took a slow sip.

“I wouldn’t have come to you if I was looking for cheap,” I replied.

“Fair enough.” She set her glass down, and her fingers tapped lightly against the table. “It might take time or it might not. I don’t keep something like that on hand. But again, that’ll add to my price.”

“How long? Give me an approximate time frame.”

“Two weeks,” she replied.

I studied her. She wasn’t lying. But she also wasn’t telling me everything.

“And if I needed it sooner?” I asked.

Her gaze sharpened slightly.

I shook my head. “If you can’t do it, I’ll find someone else–”

“I can do it,” she interrupted.

No hesitation. No dramatics. Just certainty.

That was why I came to her.

Her eyes flickered to mine, and the momentary intrigue at my not-so-human nature was clearly set aside for now. She was all business, and I was glad to see we could come to an understanding.

“I expected nothing less.” I grinned. “I’ll text you all the measurements.”

The woman raised her glass to me as if this was as good as a handshake, and I clinked mine against hers before taking a sip. Then I eyed the woman as she sat back more comfortably again.

“Why are you so hard to get in contact with?” I asked.

She cocked an amused eyebrow. Then, she told the truth upfront.

“After some time in my industry, you find out that certain men you thought are good men are not as clean as their image would imply,” she said. “Do a good enough job, and those men who don’t deserve you get it in their heads that they want to own you. It’s smartest to keep all the control in my own court.”

I nodded. “How do your friends keep in contact?”

There was some shock on her face, almost like I’d caught her off guard. Then she laughed lightly as if I’d made a joke.

“Friends?” She smiled. “What are those?”

“I see,” I chuckled as a wicked glint came to her eyes.

Without another word, I stood, lifted my whiskey, and finished the rest in one smooth motion.

Stacey didn’t move except for the slow way her gaze tracked my every motion.

I placed the glass back down with a quiet clink. “Text me the price. I’ll send you the location.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked as I adjusted my jacket. Her voice held something unreadable.

I smiled and reached into my pocket for my phone.

“My women will wonder where I’ve gone,” I said. “I should get home.”

There it was. That sharp flicker of intrigue sparked back into her gaze.

She had expected a different kind of man, someone who’d fight harder to prove himself to her. Someone else might have lingered and waited for validation from her, but it seemed that very few people ever came to her, got what they came for, and then walked away from her without pause.

But as I reached the door, I glanced back.

“The bill?” I asked.

“I’ll sort it out.” She waved a careless hand from where she was still relaxing in her seat.

I nodded, then stepped through the door and left her world behind.

For now.

The hallway outside was quiet, and the soft hum of the private lounge faded into the background as I climbed the stairs back up to street level. The moment I stepped outside, Chicago’s cool night air wrapped around me again, and it helped to clear my mind.

Party-goers were leaving the Lush right now. They were rowdy and noisy, and some of them were hunched over a ledge. Others threw up.

The city never truly slept.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked for new messages from either Clare or Danielle, but it appeared they were still in bed sleeping off our movie night escapades.

I slid the phone back into my jacket, and my thoughts settled as I crossed the pavement toward Clare’s car. The engine came to life as I turned the key, and I let out a contented sigh.

Tonight was productive, way more than expected, but I was happy.

Something told me this was just the beginning of my business with Stacey Brooks.

Because I’d already decided that I wanted her to be mine.

It was only a matter of time.
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Chapter 5

“Look who’s finally awake.” Danielle glanced up and grinned.

Danielle and Clare sat at the kitchen island with plates of food piled high in front of them. The smell of eggs, pancakes, and bacon hit me like a brick as I blinked myself awake and stumbled into the room, but I could tell by the light outside that it was almost evening.

“What happened?” I grumbled.

“You crashed out hard,” Danielle laughed. “We all did. I only just woke up a couple hours ago. Clare made breakfast for dinner.”

“After yesterday’s late-night workout, we were starving,” Clare laughed.

“Yeah.” Danielle stretched her arms high over her head. “I slept like a baby and woke up as hungry as an alligator. Honestly, I feel bad. We must have worn you out, you never sleep in like this.”

I shook my head as I reached for a mug, and I poured myself some coffee.

“That’s not why I slept so long,” I said. “After the two of you went to sleep, I met with Stacey Brooks.”

Their expressions shifted instantly to curiosity.

“Wait, you went to see her last night?” Danielle straightened. “Where? How?”

“You didn’t tell us that.” Clare’s eyes widened.

“It was a last-minute thing.” I shrugged and set my coffee down. “Eli sent me her number. I called. She wanted to meet right away.”

“Damn, she doesn’t waste time.” Danielle blinked.

“No, she doesn’t.” I smirked.

“Okay, well, how was it? What’s she like?” Clare leaned forward and momentarily forgot she had a plate of food in front of her.

“She’s sharp,” I said. “She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t hesitate. Knows exactly what she’s worth and makes sure you know it, too.”

“Sounds like you respect her.” Danielle raised an eyebrow.

“I do.” I nodded.

“Did she give you a price?” Clare crossed her arms. Her accountant hat was on.

I was about to answer when Danielle frowned.

“Wait.” She set down her fork and narrowed her eyes. “How did you even convince her to take you on as a client? Clare said she’s super hard to impress or whatever.”

I let the silence linger for a beat, then answered.

“I showed her my dragon eyes,” I said with a shrug. “That caught her attention.”

Danielle and Clare froze.

The room went still for a long moment. I could even hear the sound of traffic, and that meant a lot, because Danielle’s driveway was long.

“What!” Clare’s fork clattered onto her plate. “You showed her? Ethad, that’s–”

“You just– just let her see?” Danielle blinked rapidly.

“It was a calculated risk.” I remained calm and watched their reactions.

“Just like that?” Danielle screeched. “Ethad, you can’t just show people out of nowhere!”

Clare shook her head and rubbed her temples. “This is not good. What if she calls the police or something?”

I set my mug down and leaned against the counter.

“She needed to know she wasn’t in control of that room,” I said. “I made sure she understood that, and business went smoother from there.”

“And what if she tells someone?” Danielle folded her arms.

“She won’t.” I shook my head.

“And you’re sure of that?” Clare asked.

“She would like to see me again, so why would she tell someone?” I pointed out. “She’s too smart for that.”

“So… how did she react?” Danielle let out a breath, and she still looked unsure.

I thought back to that moment and the way her breath hitched just slightly. Though the look of genuine surprise remained on her face, she’d recovered quickly, and she looked at me differently after that, like she couldn’t take her eyes off me.

I smirked slightly. “She was surprised. But only for a second.”

“Of course she was,” Clare snorted. “She’s probably never seen anything like you before…”

“For a second?” Danielle asked. “That’s it?”

“Yeah, I was a little impressed,” I said. “There is something about that woman… I can’t put my finger on it, but she gives the impression that she’s seen a couple things others haven’t, so like I said, it was a calculated risk. Not a careless one, don’t worry.”

“I hope you’re right,” Danielle sighed.

My phone vibrated on the counter.

I picked it up and glanced at the message, and I was stunned to find it was from Stacey.

I drew a breath in anticipation of the crazy price before I even opened it.

“Two-hundred fifty thousand for the glass,” I read aloud. “A hundred fifty thousand for my services.”

A low chuckle escaped me, and I shook my head.

What a woman.

“Jesus.” Clare let out a low whistle. “Four hundred grand for some glass and a favor?”

“That’s insane,” Danielle groaned. “Is Peter even gonna want to pay that much?”

I grinned. “Oh, yeah, he will.”

The moment I said it, another vibration buzzed through my hand.

I swiped to check the message.

“Dock seventeen,” I read aloud. “Allen View. Nine o’clock.”

I raised an eyebrow as I realized it was already seven-thirty in the evening. Stacey really did work without any unnecessary explanations or complications.

And I really needed to make sure I got more fucking sleep during night hours. I’d wasted a whole day sleeping instead of making more money.

“Send Peter a bill,” I told Clare.

“On it,” she said, and she grabbed her laptop and got to work.

“And I’m guessing you’re gonna meet her now?” Danielle stood and let out a yawn.

“We are going to meet her now,” I clarified, then downed the rest of my coffee and set the mug on the counter. “Let me hop in the shower.”

I hurried through cleaning up and getting fresh clothes on, and then I shoveled some of Clare’s breakfast-for-dinner down my gullet before we all headed out.

The glow of the skyline reflected off the windshield as we wove through the streets and headed toward the industrial district. Danielle sat in the passenger seat as she scrolled through her phone.

I could tell by the way her fingers tapped absently against her knee that she was a little on edge.

“You really trust her?” she finally asked.

I considered it.

“Trust? No,” I said. “But I believe in her ability to handle business.”

“That’s a roundabout way of saying you respect her.” Danielle smirked.

“Respect is earned, but she’s on her way there.” I exhaled lightly and kept my eyes on the road.

“Fine, but if she tries to expose you or trap you or something, I’ll be the first to go after her,” Danielle muttered through clenched teeth. “I don’t care how super productive and awesome she is, I’ll punch her stupid face in if she tells the world that a dragon is here, when he’s just trying to make some honest money and–”

“Danielle,” I cut in gently, and she glanced over her shoulder. “It’ll be alright. I promise you, I know when to reveal my true self, and when to deceive others. I’ve lived long enough to judge the situation well.”

She hummed but didn’t respond before turning forward again.

By the time we reached the shipping docks, empty stretches of cargo lots and towering containers were all I could see. The air was cooler here, and it carried the faint scent of lake water and oil.

The sign that read “Dock 17” loomed in the distance, with a small cluster of stacked shipping crates along it.

And there, standing in the middle of it all, completely at ease in the barren and industrial surroundings, was Stacey Brooks.

She didn’t dress like someone handling millions of dollars in deals day in and day out. Right now, there was no need for flashy displays or intimidation tactics, so instead, she stood in the center of the organized chaos dressed in a simple all-black ensemble. She wore a sleek black vest buttoned up to accentuate her figure, and she paired it with a matching skin-tight skirt that barely skimmed mid-thigh.

Her heels clicked softly against the pavement as she slowly paced, and even now, surrounded by cargo crates, shipping containers, and moving workers, she exuded the kind of effortless control that made it hard not to pay attention to her.

“She knows how to make an impression.” Danielle let out a low whistle.

“Helloooooo legs for days,” Clare said as her eyebrows popped up. “Is it weird that I want to lick them?”

Danielle slapped her friend in the arm.

“Ouch,” Clare huffed. “What? They look so smooth and moisturized, I could practically–”

“Focus,” Danielle scolded her. “This woman could still betray Ethad.”

“Hey, she can betray me all day in that skirt if she wants to,” I snorted, and Clare snickered as she sent me a wide grin.

“Great, I’ll be the adult, then,” Danielle sighed and climbed out of the car.

We followed suit and then made our way across the lot.

She saw us coming, but just like before, she didn’t react right away. Instead, she waited and let us come to her, and by the time we were within a few feet, she finally acknowledged us.

“You came on time,” she said. “I like that.”

“I don’t like wasting time,” I replied.

“Then we’ll get along just fine,” she said. Her gaze flickered to Danielle, as if she’d read every inch of her body language and already come to a thorough assessment. “I’m happy you brought your lover.”

“Excuse me?” Danielle choked on air.

“Relax, it’s just an observation.” Stacey’s smile widened. “You looked… protective.”

Danielle glared at the woman, but I calmly interceded.

“Why are we meeting here?” I asked.

“I wanted you to see your glass before I charge you,” she said. “And what better place to meet than at my work?”

I nodded, but before I could respond, she continued.

“I also have a question for you,” she said outright. “What are you?”

Her voice wasn’t fearful or demanding, just curious, and I sensed Danielle tensing beside me. I casually reached over to loop my arm around her waist, and I felt her relax ever so slightly as I held her steady.

“I’m a dragon.” I met Stacey’s gaze evenly.

She stared at me and took in the words without making any expression. It was clear by her stiff stance that she hadn’t expected that, but curiously enough, she didn’t seem entirely surprised, either.

Then she gave a single nod. “Okay.”

She turned, motioned for us to follow, and led the way toward one of the stacked shipping containers.

Clare and Danielle exchanged stunned glances, but we slowly trailed after her all the same.

“You’re taking this… calmly,” Danielle said and cleared her throat.

“In my business, I’ve learned to expect the unexpected.” Stacey shrugged. “It makes life easier.”

“Damn,” Clare muttered under her breath. “Didn’t see this one coming.”

“A few months ago, I met someone in LA,” Stacey said as she walked. “A bar owner who took drink-making to another level. She made literal love potions. I’m not joking. By the end of the night, her female servers would rob the men blind.”

“That sounds like something out of a fairytale,” Danielle scoffed.

“Hmm.” Stacey stopped near the cargo container, turned, and pushed up her glasses. “I thought it was basic chemistry. Well, that and just a touch of something else…”

She looked at me, and her eyes gleamed.

“You’re not the first strange being I’ve come across,” she said, then smirked. “But you are the most intriguing.”

I thought about what she said. A bar owner who put men in a trance sounded like something Coilfell would have up its sleeve.

“That creature you met,” I said. “It sounds like a succubus.”

Stacey’s expression didn’t change. She put her fingers to her chin, and I sensed the gears turning in her head.

“So, you’ve witnessed a being like the one I mentioned before?” she asked.

“Many times.” I nodded. “They’re all over the place.”

Danielle’s gaze flicked toward me, but she didn’t interrupt, so I leaned against the nearest crate and crossed my arms.

“What are they usually like?” Stacey asked.

“A succubus feeds on desire,” I said. “Not just lust, but deep, raw craving, the kind that blinds judgment. They don’t need to drug their victims, not when they can manipulate them into giving up everything willingly.”

“Dangerous,” Stacey hummed.

“Extremely.” I nodded. “Once you’re in their grasp, you’ll wake up days later drained– sometimes of just your money, sometimes of your entire life.”

“And what other monsters have you seen?” Stacey asked as she narrowed her eyes.

“Plenty,” Danielle answered before I could.

Stacey turned her attention to her, and she smiled slightly before continuing.

“How many of them live in this world?” she asked.

“Hard to say,” I replied.

“And why are you here?” She held my stare, but I just smirked back.

“That is a long story,” I replied.

“I’ve got time…” She grinned now, like she’d caught me in a corner.

I grinned back, and I decided to turn the game around on her, since I was equally intrigued by her, and her story of the succubus had caught my attention for more than one reason alone.

“If you want more answers,” I said. “You need to offer some in return.”

“And what if I want to see your dragon form?” she countered.

I sighed slightly and cocked an eyebrow. “Same deal.”

Her eyes gleamed with intrigue. “What is your question?”

“Why were you in LA?” I asked. “You said that’s where you met this succubus.”

She considered me for a beat, then gave a small shrug. “I used to live there. Still visit sometimes.”

This wasn’t the whole truth, I could see that clearly in the set of her brow, but I didn’t press the topic.

“After we see the glass, you can follow me somewhere more private,” I replied. “I’ll show you my form, but I want to pick your brain about something in return.”

Before Stacey could respond, Danielle, who’d silently watched the exchange, cut in.

“We can use my place,” she offered.

“Generous of you, Gorgeous.” Stacey turned to her, then placed a hand on her arm. “I appreciate your kindness, I’m sure you’re quite annoyed by me.”

“Yeah, well, I’m a good host.” Danielle shrugged and pretended to be completely unfazed.

But she still blushed as she met Stacey’s sharp gaze.

Then an engine rumbled in the distance, and the dark-skinned woman smiled.

“Ah. There’s my guys,” she announced and glanced past us.

A large truck pulled onto the dock, and the heavy tires crunched against the pavement as it came to a slow stop near us. Stacey waited and watched as her workers moved into place like clockwork, and it was like they all knew their roles. Stacey had a good system going here.

The container doors swung open, and with one simple wave of her hand, the operation began.

A team of men stepped forward, guided a forklift into place, and carefully maneuvered a large crate out of the truck. The wooden frame was massive, and it stood upright with steel bracket reinforcements.

One of Stacey’s men unscrewed the front panel and revealed a carefully cushioned, gleaming slab of glass.

Yellow Baccarat crystal. Pristine and lead-free.

Fucking beautiful.

“Dammmmmn, that’s pretty,” Danielle breathed.

“I want it,” Clare murmured absently.

Even I had to admit, it was impressive. I stepped closer and ran my fingers along the edge.

Smooth. Cold. Perfect.

This was exactly what Peter wanted.

“It will be delivered to the location once the money clears,” Stacey assured me.

“I’d expect nothing less,” I said.

She had done her part. Now, it was time for us to do ours.

“Clare should be wrapping up the payment request with Peter now.” I turned to Clare, who already had her phone out.

“He’s confirmed the payment, so you’re just waiting on his bank now,” she announced.

“Good,” I replied. “Then let’s wrap this up.”

“Deal.” Stacey nodded and got her men moving again.

As the glass shipment was being loaded into another transport vehicle, I caught Stacey watching me. Not in a casual way, it was like she was still trying to figure out what to do with me.

“You look like you have something on your mind.” I smirked.

She didn’t deny it.

She adjusted one of her polished gold bracelets, and the faintest gleam of amusement came to her eyes.

“Just wondering whether I’ve just made an interesting ally…” She glanced back at the shipment, then back to me. “Or a very expensive mistake.”

“It depends on perspective,” Clare said with a shrug. “After you get over the initial shock of it all, it’s a fucking blast.”

“Yeah, it is,” Danielle chuckled.

Stacey smiled at the pair, then turned and called for one of her men to handle the final logistics before she motioned toward the cars.

“Mind if I bum a ride with you all?” she asked.

“Fine by me,” Clare said and led the way.

I wondered why she didn’t want to take her own vehicle, since she surely had one nearby, but I dismissed the notion. It didn’t really matter how she got to Danielle’s, and this meant I’d have more time with her while we dropped her back off.

As we left the docks, the cool air carried the distant hum of the city behind us. The scent of water and diesel fumes faded as I pulled onto the road, and we navigated through the industrial district.

Danielle sat in the passenger seat with her arms crossed. Stacey sat in the back with me, and she kept her smooth legs crossed while her fingers idly toyed with the gold bracelet on her wrist.

When we arrived at Danielle’s, Clare parked, stepped out, and stretched. I followed, and Stacey slid out of the back seat smoothly and adjusted her tight black skirt with practiced ease.

“Nice place,” she murmured as she glanced up at the building.

“Thanks,” Danielle replied without much feeling as she climbed out and led the way to the door.

The moment we were in the entrance, the blonde woman headed for the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and a few glasses.

“I feel like drinks are in order for this,” she said.

“Agreed,” I muttered and took a seat.

A few minutes later, we were all settled.

Danielle had poured the drinks and slid one to Stacey, then Clare, then me, and now she leaned back into her seat.

Stacey swirled the whiskey in her glass and watched it with an unreadable expression.

“So, do you three all live here?” Stacey asked.

“Yes,” Danielle replied smoothly. “And I’m not his only girlfriend, Clare is, too.”

Stacey nodded thoughtfully, then took a small sip of her whiskey.

“Polyamorous relationships are on the rise,” she said lightly. “Although I’ve always thought of them as something the extremely wealthy embrace.”

“Really?” Clare asked. “I thought it was just a dragon thing.”

“Is it?” Stacey grinned. “That sounds fun…”

“It is.” Danielle blushed lightly as her eyes flicked to me, and I sent her a wink.

Then I cleared my throat and decided to get us back on track.

Ever since she mentioned the LA succubus, a few questions lingered on my mind.

Was it a coincidence that LA was also the location that Astrum’s banshee would be arriving in soon?

“So, Stacey.” I smiled and plotted my line of questions. “Do you often visit LA?”

“Ooo, yes, tell all,” Clare perked up. Her mind probably wondered about the banshee, too.

Stacey set her drink down and met my gaze.

“I do visit occasionally, for work,” Stacey said. “But I was born there.”

“Do you usually come across unique beings there,” I asked. “Anything that stood out like the bartender did?”

“LA is a strange place.” She exhaled softly and ran a thumb along the rim of her glass. “It always has been, you never know who you’re going to meet, or what their deal is.”

She laughed lightly, but that wasn’t the answer I expected.

“Explain.” I leaned forward slightly.

“It’s hard for people who aren’t from there to understand.” She shrugged. “But have you ever heard of the Santa Anas?”

“Oh, wait…” Danielle made a face. “Aren’t those some really hot winds that make everyone go crazy?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Stacey chuckled. “When they blow through the city, things change. People act differently. The air feels different. It’s like the city itself becomes something else, and that’s sort of a good way to think of LA. It’s a place where even the wind can change everything all at once and flip things on their head.”

Her words caught my attention entirely, and I filed that information away in my mind for later.

Before I could press further, she set her glass down and leveled me with a pointed look.

“Enough about me,” she said. “I’ve answered your questions. Your turn.”

I smirked, finished what was left of my drink, and then stood.

“The devil always delivers,” I sighed, and prepared to transform.

Stacey sat forward, rested her chin on her hand, and watched me like I was some fancy new find.

Danielle and Clare were silent, but I could tell they were paying close attention and were curious about how Stacey would react.

I could feel Stacey’s anticipation in the air. This was nothing new for Clare and Danielle, they’d even seen my full form– wings and all.

I exhaled slowly and let my control slip just enough. Heat unfurled under my skin, and the subtle shift of power spread through my body like a sleeping giant coming back to life.

Then it began.

Red scales shimmered across my arms as heat flooded my whole body like liquid metal, and the scales settled into solid armor that caught the light and gleamed. My fingers lengthened slightly, and my nails sharpened into claws. My eyes burned with golden-red dragonfire before settling into the darkest black, and my very presence in the room changed.

Sheer power surged through me and around me, and it pulsed in the air in a way that sent a thrilling shiver through my limbs.

Most people– Clare, Danielle, and Gary– had reacted the same way when they saw this side of me. They’d take a step back and make a sharp inhale. There was fear, awe, or both.

Stacey didn’t do any of those things. Instead, she stood, set her glass down, and walked toward me.

Danielle blinked at her like she clearly expected more of a reaction.

“Well. Legs for days and nerves of steel,” Clare murmured in awe.

Stacey circled me. I felt her gaze running over every detail with the same cool, assessing sharpness she always seemed to use.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she finally spoke.

There was no fear in her tone, just pure, unapologetic fascination.

That alone was impressive.

She reached out, and her fingertips hovered over the surface of my scales. She didn’t touch me, but she was close.

“I expected something grander,” she murmured at last, and I snorted out a laugh. “Something larger. Wings, maybe.”

“You don’t deserve the full show,” I chuckled. “Not with that attitude.”

“Fair enough.” She smiled slightly. “And you’re the only one?”

“The only dragon in this world?” I asked. “Yes.”

That piqued her interest even more. She seemed to like puzzles and things that didn’t quite fit in her world. Her gaze lingered on my blackened eyes, and she studied them the way someone studied dangerously beautiful creatures.

“What is it like being a dragon in a human world?” she asked me with a hint of awe in her tone.

“Nothing too different.” I shrugged. “I’m a being of constant power and drive, regardless of what world I’m in.”

“Alright, are we done being dramatic now?” Danielle exhaled loudly.

“Yeah, we get it, Ethad’s a supernatural wonder,” Clare chuckled. “Stop showing off, we want to be Stacey’s friend, too.”

I let out a quiet laugh and shifted back. My red scales faded back to skin as I returned to my human form, and Stacey took a slow sip from her glass while she watched my transition back.

“Fascinating,” she said.

The last shimmer of scales faded and the black of my eyes shifted back to something more human. The room seemed to breathe again without so much power pulsing in it, and I shook out my shoulders as I readjusted to the atmosphere.

Stacey swirled the last of her drink. Her expression remained measured, but I could tell she was still processing things with intrigue rather than fear.

“Now that I’ve held up my end of the deal, let’s talk some more,” I said with a grin.

“About?” Her gaze flicked up to my eyes.

I took my glass, refilled it, and turned to face her fully.

“Astrum,” I said. “And the current state of this world.”

Suspicion crossed her face for a second.

“Astrum,” she repeated the name. “What does that mean?”

Danielle and Clare shifted in their seats and listened closely. They already knew the story, but things had changed, and there was always more to learn, so I took my time bringing Stacey into the loop.

When I got to the part about Astrum sending fearsome monsters to Earth, Stacey’s fingers tightened slightly around her glass.

“Wait, you think that bartender was a succubus sent by him, don’t you?” Stacey caught on.

“There’s a good chance Astrum sent her.” I nodded.

“What else has he sent?” she asked.

“Well there was the wendigo,” Clare said.

“And the vampires,” Danielle added.

“And very soon a banshee,” I said. “But those are the only ones we are aware of.”

That made the room go quiet.

“What happened to all of these creatures?” Stacey asked.

“I eradicated them,” I said.

“You?” Her eyes widened. “Why?”

“They pose too great a threat to this world,” I told her. “I have no intention of letting other monsters try to conquer this world. I got here first.”

She smirked in amusement at this, like she wasn’t sure how to interpret that, but I continued before she could dwell.

“It was for the safety of my girls and friends, too,” I said. “Plus I just really hate vampires. They’re fucking rodents, I would’ve killed them all whether they were hurting humans or not, to be honest.”

“Really?” Stacey laughed. “Not a fan of sparkly hotties?”

“Is that a Twilight reference?” I sighed flatly, because I was very tired of sparkly hot people coming up every time the world ‘vampire’ was mentioned.

It was a weird thing with humans, but absolutely all of them seemed to know about these sparkly nightmares.

“Yes, it was,” Stacey admitted. “Sorry.”

“He really hates vampires,” Danielle muttered apologetically.

“I’ll get over it,” I sighed.

“Hold on, so are you a superhero?” Stacey asked. “Like Blade, but white…”

“What’s Blade?” I asked.

She looked at me funny, like she expected me to know who he was.

“We haven’t gotten that far in his Earthly education,” Clare laughed nervously. “There are literally so many movies to show him, but we’re doing our best to get through them all.”

“Apparently, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days was a necessity,” I deadpanned, and Stacey looked like she was fighting hard against a laugh.

“Ah.” She nodded and glanced at the girls. “So you’re his earthly teachers?”

“Yeah.” Danielle blushed.

“Well done, guys,” Stacey said. “You’ve raised quite the individual. He wears the hell out a suit, so you’re doing something right.”

“Thank you.” It was Clare’s turn to blush. “But we can’t take all the glory. He’s weirdly good at literally everything, including picking out clothes for himself.”

“Enough of that.” I smiled. “You’re both incredible teachers, but back to the matter at hand. The banshee.”

“Oh yeah, the banshee.” Danielle closed her eyes briefly and rubbed her forehead. “Loooove thinking about that.”

“That isn’t going to go well,” Stacey sighed at the thought.

“You know what a banshee is, then?” I asked.

“I know the basics,” Stacey said. “Death omens, right? Their scream means someone’s about to die. But I’m guessing there’s more to it than that.”

“Yeah, I always assumed they predicted death.” Clare crossed her arms.

“No, that’s a common misconception.” I shook my head. “A banshee isn’t just a spirit that wails over death, it brings it. It thrives on grief, pain, and fear. Its voice alone can kill.”

That got Stacey’s attention.

“How bad are we talking?” she asked.

“Imagine entire villages going silent overnight.” I met her gaze. “Cities suddenly being evacuated with no explanation are often a tell-tale sign. That’s what happens when a banshee is left unchecked.”

“You’re telling me just one of these things can do all that?” Clare’s jaw tightened. “How?”

“Well, it doesn’t just scream, it controls sound,” I explained. “It manipulates it. A whisper from a banshee on the wind could easily make a weakened person hear voices that aren’t there and drive them entirely mad. But a full scream?”

I shook my head, and the women all exchanged glances.

“What happens if they scream?” Danielle whispered.

“Dozens would collapse on the spot from the sheer force of it,” I said. “Blood pouring from their ears, their brains rupturing… It’s not a pretty sight.”

“Jesus.” Clare went pale.

Stacey remained silent, but I could tell she was listening intently.

“And that’s just one banshee,” I clarified. “Now, the mage I interrogated said one banshee was being sent, but I can’t trust his words. They tend to travel in groups of three, so imagine if Astrum actually is sending more. He doesn’t care if they destroy cities or leave bodies all over the streets. To him, this world is just a dumping ground.”

“This guy really needs to die,” Danielle muttered.

“I’m working on it,” I assured her.

“But how do we stop this banshee issue?” Stacey asked.

“Banshees are tricky.” I exhaled, and I couldn’t even decide where to begin.

“They can still be stopped, though, right?” Stacey asked.

“Yes.” I nodded, and I met her gaze steadily.

It was time to tell her the truth up front, yet again, and I just hoped she’d take it well.

“That’s why I brought you here,” I told her. “I need your help saving the world.”
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Chapter 6

Stacey arched an eyebrow at me. “Do explain…”

“Ideally, the goal is to figure out where Astrum is opening these portals and cut him off before he can do any more damage,” I said. “In order to do that, I need to know as much as I can about LA. Not just things from the internet, that’s not getting me as far as I’d like.”

“Yeah, LA is a big place,” Stacey said. “That sounds like a lot of work.”

“So was taking out a nest of vampires,” I said with a shrug. “I survived that.”

Stacey’s eyebrows popped up at that, but then she chuckled and shook her head.

“Yeah, okay,” she sighed. “I don’t know how, but I’ll help you save the world.”

“Perfect,” I said with a grin.

The night stretched late, but none of us showed any signs of stopping. The conversation settled over the room while Stacey got comfortable in her chair with her whiskey, and the girls filled in the extra details I’d left out of my initial story, including my actual name.

Even now, after everything she’d heard, Stacey wasn’t rattled.

“This Astrum sounds like a tyrant,” she said. “Does he really not care what happens to this world? Why send all these magical creatures here?”

“The running theory is that the lack of magic here is meant to make magical creatures weaker,” I explained.

“And do you feel weaker?” Stacey tilted her head slightly with curiosity written all over her face.

I considered the question.

I must admit, when I first heard about it from the mage, I’d assumed something would soon come and strip me of my abilities, or I’d wake up powerless. But nearly a month had passed since then, and still, my powers hadn’t faded.

“No.” I met Stacey’s gaze and answered honestly. “If anything, I feel like I’m growing in ways I didn’t know I could. Here, I’ve achieved a sense of camaraderie I never had before, but I’ve also started a business and acquired wealth in a way different from brute force and terror. I’m making connections and working sideways, almost. It’s nice.”

She took a slow sip of her drink and considered this.

“Then maybe it’s not making you weaker,” she said. “Maybe the change in environment is forcing you to evolve instead. But that evolution might not just be physical. Mental evolution can be a hell of a thing.”

That made the room go quiet. Danielle and Clare exchanged a glance, but I was still watching Stacey.

She wasn’t just making an observation, she sounded like she was speaking from real knowledge and experience. Her eyes were guarded, and she’d measured her tone carefully. It was subtle, but I’d caught all of it, and I chose my words carefully because I wanted her to let her guard down and be open with me.

“You sound like you know a thing or two about that kind of evolution,” I observed.

“I do,” she said. She leaned back into her chair, and she set her glass down as she eyed us thoughtfully.

Then, for the first time tonight, she spoke about herself.

“I didn’t grow up very well,” she said, and her voice was steady but distant. “My mom and I used to live somewhat comfortably. We had an apartment, paid the rent… Not always on time, but still paid. Nothing too fancy, but it was a stable life. Then, one day, it was all gone.”

Danielle’s expression tightened slightly. Clare, who was usually quick with a joke when the atmosphere felt strained, stayed quiet.

I didn’t interrupt, either.

“We went from having our own space to living out of a car,” Stacey continued. “From there, we ended up bouncing between shelters, and when you live like that, you start to see people for what they really are.”

Her gaze darkened slightly, and her face soured. I had never seen that expression on her before, and it gave me a brief glimpse of the woman she’d once been.

Before she’d somehow risen to the very top.

Or more likely, clawed her way up from the bottom rung.

My heart clenched at the thought of this incredible woman living such a life, but I kept my expression neutral as she continued.

“When you have to fight some drugged-up fiend for food and warmth, it does something to your mind,” she said with a forced laugh. “I, uh… I had no choice but to evolve. My natural cleverness, mixed with a survival instinct, let me rise out of that situation, and for that I’m grateful every day.”

She didn’t say it like she was seeking sympathy. She said it because it was a fact, and I was glad she’d decided to share so much with us. Especially because it helped her make more sense to me.

She wasn’t just talking about surviving. She was talking about learning, watching, adapting, and figuring out how to navigate the world around her when all odds were against her, and that I had to admire and respect.

“With LA’s massive homeless population, that’s impressive.” Clare exhaled and shook her head. “I’m sorry you went through that.”

Stacey smirked slightly, but there was no amusement in it.

“That was then, this is now.” She shrugged. “And it definitely gave me the opportunity to really get to know every nook and cranny of LA. I tell you, that city is huge, but I’ve covered most of it.”

“So, what changed?” Clare eyed her with newfound respect.

“I found a way to make myself valuable.” Stacey fiddled with her glasses slightly. “I learned how to win and never stop winning.”

She said this with a finality that clearly meant she was done discussing that topic, and we didn’t pry further.

I didn’t know what it meant to be homeless in this world, but I knew that in Coilfell, it was awful. But she had pulled herself out of hell and turned herself into someone untouchable.

I respected that.

“Now, what do you want to know?” she asked. “When it comes to LA, I’m your girl.”

“According to the information I was given,” I said. “The banshee is expected to enter this world in about a week.”

“That soon already?” Danielle tensed. “I was hoping it wasn’t for another couple weeks…”

“Like I said before, we are not taking this information to be absolute,” I continued. “Think with the urgency that the portal could open any minute from now.”

“And the problem is, you have no idea where it’ll appear,” Stacey concluded.

“Exactly,” I said. “We need to pinpoint the exact location if I’m going to kill this banshee before it does any damage.”

And snatch Astrum out of his portal with my bare hands.

That part I didn’t add.

“Los Angeles is massive, according to the maps,” I said. “Even with my masterful tracking abilities, to find the banshee in a city that big is going to be a problem, so finding her near the portal is best.”

“How the hell do we stop her if she gets past us?” Clare asked anxiously.

“Banshees don’t just wander aimlessly,” I told them. “They’re hunters. They go where the dying are and where suffering lingers. A banshee sent out alone will be starving, so she’ll hunt in good hunting grounds.”

Stacey crossed her arms, and listened.

“So, what?” Danielle asked. “A hospital?”

“I’m not sure, that’s probably too controlled and monitored,” I thought aloud. “I suppose there’s a chance, but banshees usually won’t risk being locked in. She needs somewhere where death lingers out in the open usually. Somewhere where she is out of the way and can feed as much as she pleases, and spread her wail in the wind to reach as many as possible.”

“Then she’ll go where the desperate are.” Stacey nodded, and her eyes narrowed in thought.

“So, basically, half of LA” Clare crossed her arms.

“But hopefully, it doesn’t come to that,” I clarified. “I’m hoping to catch her at the portal.”

Before we could dig deeper into planning, Stacey’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and let out a small, annoyed sigh.

“I have a meeting I can’t miss,” she said. “My car is here.”

“Work?” Danielle arched a brow. “At this hour?”

“Car?” Clare blinked in confusion.

Stacey smirked. “Business is business, and my people are prompt. I let them know where to pick me up.”

She stood and downed the last of her drink, then set the glass neatly on the counter.

“Text me anything you think will help figure out where this portal could be.” She glanced toward me, Clare, and Danielle. “Thanks for the hospitality, ladies. Ethad.”

“Try not to charge anyone too much while you’re gone.” Clare gave her a lazy salute.

Stacey chuckled as she reached the door, then paused and glanced back. She sent me a small smile, but then she turned and left.

For a brief second after the door clicked shut behind Stacey, there was no sound.

Then, at the exact same time, Danielle and Clare turned toward me, and they both carried matching grins on their faces.

“You have to claim her, too,” they said in sync, and their voices overlapped in a perfect, mischievous harmony.

I chuckled and shook my head, but I wasn’t the least bit surprised.

Clare leaned back and stretched her legs out on the couch.

“Seriously,” she said. “We even want to date her, Ethad.”

“You two are relentless,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair, but the amusement stayed on my face.

“And? Are we wrong?” Clare asked.

I didn’t answer immediately. Because, as much as I liked to give them a hard time about their dramatics, they weren’t wrong at all.

Stacey Brooks wasn’t just another woman. She was sharp, intelligent, and despite the air of control she carried around her, she moved like she was just waiting for the right man to take the reins.

“Admit it, she’s got your little dragon heart thumping hard.” Danielle nudged my leg with her foot and drew my attention back.

“Oh, I bet something’s hard,” Clare snickered.

“Obviously.” I smirked at her playful smile.

“Then go for it.” Clare grinned. “What’s stopping you?”

“Nothing.” I glanced toward the door, even though Stacey was long gone. “We’ll see plenty of her again, don’t worry.”

Midnight neared, and an exciting week lingered in my thoughts. The banshee was at the top of my priority list, but for now, we had another large task to take on:

Starting on Peter’s office.

The girls showered before we all climbed into bed. They didn’t stay up long with all the excitement from meeting Stacey, and I was somewhat tired as well after adopting a strange sleep pattern that day.

Still, I woke up early, and the city outside was still wrapped in the soft glow of dawn and a thick mist. Clare and Danielle stirred as I gently shook them awake.

“We should’ve slept longerrrrr…” Danielle stretched herself all the way out and groaned.

I chuckled as I got out of bed and grabbed my clothes for the day– just jeans and a hoodie.

Simple. Functional. Easy to work in.

Clare went for a skirt, shirt, and jacket to stay comfortable.

“Unholy morning hours,” Danielle mumbled under her breath, then pulled on black leggings and another of her signature cropped blouses. By the time we stepped outside, the streets were wide awake, and the city hummed with engines and chatter.

It was a new day, and a new opportunity to make money.

We climbed into Danielle’s car and headed out. Peter’s office wasn’t far, but traffic in the morning could be unpredictable in the city.

“So, today’s just planning, right? No major demo work?” Clare asked and sipped her coffee from the travel mug she called a thermos.

“That’s right,” I said. “We’ll finalize the logistics, confirm materials, and set the schedule.”

“Let’s just hope there are no hitches.” Danielle yawned.

Peter’s office building was in one of the more expensive parts of the city. The parking lot was clean and lined with luxury cars. Danielle pulled into a space near the entrance, and we climbed out.

Inside, the office was already busy. Employees moved through the halls, phones rang, and voices bounced off the polished marble floors. There weren’t many people working, but they were still a distraction.

Peter had said that work would continue, since his company would lose money every day they were closed, but that was alright.

We headed for the renovation zone, which was Peter’s private workspace.

I walked to the center of the space and unrolled my renovation plans onto the large table. The detailed blueprints showed every proposed change– new flooring, luxury furniture placement, acoustic adjustments, built-in shelving components, and of course, the massive aquarium wall with the specialty glass.

Clare and Danielle stepped up beside me and took a moment to study the plans.

“It’s still crazy that Peter’s willing to pay this much for an office.” Danielle let out a low whistle.

“It’s not about need, it’s about status,” Clare replied.

“Exactly.” I nodded. “This isn’t just his office. It’s a statement. It’s the face of his business. Surely you’d want to spend a little extra for the finest things?”

The door swung open, and Dave and Gary stepped inside, both with coffees in hand. Behind them, a younger guy followed, and he had his hands shoved into his pockets.

“Morning, boss.” Dave clapped me on the shoulder.

“Is this the vision?” Gary nodded toward the plans.

“It is.” I smirked.

“This is my cousin.” Dave gestured to the younger guy. “He’s visiting for a while. Think it’s okay if he works with us temporarily?”

I sized him up quickly. He was young, maybe in his early twenties. He couldn’t figure out where to keep his hands, and kept switching from his pockets to just crossing his arms. He was a little nervous, I guessed, or eager.

“Yeah, that’s fine.” I nodded. “What’s your name?”

“Kevin.” The guy straightened slightly.

“Welcome to the crew, Kevin.” I offered a handshake. “Hope you’re ready to work.”

“I am.” He nodded quickly.

“Don’t let this one fool you.” Dave grinned and tossed an arm around his cousin’s shoulders. “He’s got no experience, but he learns fast.”

“Good, because Ethan doesn’t like slow learners.” Danielle smirked.

“Got it.” Kevin swallowed loudly, but nodded.

As we settled into work, Clare’s phone buzzed

“Alrighty, Peter’s bank has finished the transfer,” Clare announced. “Four hundred thousand just… poof. Gone.”

“Man, we should stick to rich clients.” Gary shook his head, and eyed the numbers over her shoulder. “I want to poof four hundred K sometime.”

“We can only go up from here,” I replied.

As we continued laying out logistics and figuring out all the materials, my own phone rang, and it was Stacey.

“What’s going on?” I answered the call.

“I’ve got one glass delivery for you,” Stacey said.

I blinked. “The glass is here? Already?”

That caught Clare and Danielle’s attention. Both of them paused what they were doing to listen in.

“Everything arrived in perfect condition,” Stacey said. “The transport was clean, no damage. I’m outside.”

That was good news.

“Alright. I’ll be out in a second.”

From where I stood, I could already see workers in black uniforms through the window. It was Stacey’s crew, and they carefully moved massive, cushioned slabs of Baccarat crystal glass toward the building’s entrance.

“Keep things moving here.” I turned to Clare and Danielle. “I’m going to meet Stacey outside.”

“Yeah, make sure they don’t drop four hundred grand on the pavement.” Danielle waved me off.

The sharp scent of fresh-cut glass and industrial polish filled the air as I stepped outside. The late-morning sun reflected off the large moving truck parked in front of Peter’s office, and its back doors were swung open wide.

Movers worked with careful precision and guided the high-end crystal glass onto specialized carts and rolled them inside. The glass itself was pristine, smooth, and flawless, and its faint yellow tint caught the sunlight like liquid gold.

Stacey was standing near the truck with her arms crossed, and she watched the process unfold like a queen overseeing her kingdom.

“I assume you approve of the delivery time.” She turned as I approached. “You did say you were in a hurry.”

“It’s perfect,” I chuckled.

Stacey was dressed in a sleek, fitted black jacket over a dark blouse, and her tailored suit pants fit her toned thighs like a glove.

“I’ve been thinking about this trip of yours,” Stacey said. Her eyes stayed on the glass like she was scanning for imperfections, even as she spoke. “About the whole ‘being a dragon’ thing.”

“And?” I tilted my head slightly.

“LA’s a nightmare to navigate,” she said. “Even if I tell you everything you need to know, you’ll end up wasting time trying to fight traffic laws, street closures, and detours– not to mention the ever-famous parking lots on the highway.”

“It’s that bad?” I asked.

“Los Angeles isn’t just a city.” Stacey shot me a look. “It’s a maze. And this is the safety of the world we’re talking about. You need someone who can get you where you need to go, fast. Or at least help make sure you can.”

“Fair point,” I said.

“I have business in LA,” she told me. “Business I could easily move around to line up with a trip there next week.”

I raised a brow.

“I can help you get around when we’re there.” She gave me a small, knowing smirk. “Although, it is still a business trip for me. Is that okay?”

I considered her for a moment.

It wasn’t a bad offer. In fact, it was a damn good one.

Los Angeles was massive. I’d seen the maps and studied the layouts, but knowing a place in theory wasn’t the same as moving through it in real time.

“That’s very generous of you.” I leaned against the side of the truck and crossed my arms.

“I’m a generous person.” She smiled.

“For a price, usually,” I chuckled.

That made her laugh.

“Alright, fine, I’m practical.” She adjusted her glasses. “I’m already involved in this thing. You’re interesting to me, Ethan. And I like interesting people.”

“Should I be flattered?” I asked.

“If you want to be.” She shrugged.

“Alright, then I’ll be in touch.” I nodded. “I’ll tell you everything we have planned.”

“Good.” Her smile widened just a fraction. “I’ll text you when I finalize my schedule.”

We shook on it.

Most of the glass had been carefully moved inside, but Stacey stood beside me while she focused on her workers. She looked pleased with the efficiency of the job, but there was something else beneath the surface

“Oh, and one more thing,” she said.

“Yeah?” asked.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said.” She turned fully toward me. “About this banshee using winds to spread her wail…”

That immediately got my full attention. “Go on.”

“I just thought you should know,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, “with the Santa Anas starting up in LA, the timing is unfortunate.”

“What is that exactly?” I asked. “You mentioned it last night.”

“It’s a wind pattern.” Stacey adjusted her glasses slightly and shifted her weight onto one leg. “They’re dry, warm, and gusty winds. They originate from high-pressure systems over the Great Basin to the east of LA and push toward the coast.”

I listened carefully to her every word as things settled into place.

“They accelerate through mountain passes and canyons, and kind of dry out as they descend,” she explained. “They’re strongest in the cooler months, and they can reach up to a hundred miles per hour in mountainous areas.”

I absorbed that information in silence. A hundred miles per hour was incredibly fast for winds in this world, I knew that much already from monitoring the weather channel.

“They’re notorious for fueling wildfires, but they start up right around this time usually,” she continued. “And you mentioned the banshees using wind to spread their wails…”

She trailed off and let the implication sink in.

If Astrum’s portal opened in the desert to the east, instead of inside the city, the banshee could come in with the winds themselves and already have begun a large-scale attack.

That was horrible news. With winds as powerful as the Santa Anas to help her, she could wipe out all of LA

“The banshee will be at full power with these winds,” I muttered mostly to myself.

“And she’ll be able to move fast.” She nodded.

“That’s why Astrum did this, LA will be the perfect hunting ground for her with the Santa Anas helping out,” I sighed. “Shit. This will affect the areas she’s likely to pinpoint, too. She’ll look for areas that will help her spread her wail on the Santa Anas most efficiently…”

Stacey nodded slowly, and I worked through my thoughts out loud as I continued.

If the banshee rode the winds, she wouldn’t just be looking for places of impending death. She’d be looking for height– elevated locations where she could let the wind carry her scream for miles and miles without expending much energy on her part.

That narrowed things down.

“The mountains,” Stacey said. “The hills. I could easily tally up plenty of spots.”

“That’s a damn good insight, thanks.” I turned back to Stacey.

“I’m full of those.” She smirked, but I didn’t return the gesture.

The situation in LA had just gotten a whole lot more complicated.

And time was running out.

Stacey’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, then let out a quiet sigh before tucking it back into her pocket.

“I’ve got business to handle,” she said. “But keep me updated. If you need anything else you can think of, or if there is anything wrong with the glass, let me know.”

“Will do.” I nodded.

She gave me one last lingering glance, then turned and strode toward a black car that I hadn’t even noticed a few yards away. The moment she was in the backseat, the driver took off.

I rolled my shoulders and headed back inside.

Work wasn’t done yet, but more importantly, I had to start making preparations.

Because we needed to be heading to LA very fucking soon.
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Chapter 7

The sound of glasses and silverware against plates filled the entire restaurant. We’d been settled in for a bit now, and across from me, Tony had turned his attention to the new guy– Dave’s cousin, Kevin.

“So, Kevin, you in college?” Tony asked.

Kevin, who had been mid-drink, blinked and shook his head. “No, sir, never went.”

“No interest?” Tony raised an eyebrow.

“Not really.” Kevin shrugged. “School was never my thing.”

“Kid’s more of a hands-on worker.” Dave smirked and took a hearty swig of his wine.

“Alright, so what kind of work have you done?” Tony asked. “Might just have an opening here for you, you never know.”

“I hope you aren’t poaching my worker, Tony,” I said with a faint smile.

“Ha, we can share the kid,” he said. “You work him to the bone Monday to Thursday, and I, Friday to Sunday. How does that sound?”

“Hold on,” Kevin said. “Does the kid have a say in this?”

We all laughed.

“Not if he’s smart,” Danielle said. “Tony’s a guy you want to know in this city.”

“So is Ethan, though,” Tony added. “What jobs have you had?”

“Let’s see…” Kevin counted with his fingers “Waiter, bar staff, worked at a car wash, did some garbage truck shifts, some construction labor…”

“Damn, you really do it all, huh?” Gary snorted.

“Hey, money’s money.” Kevin grinned.

“Reminds me of some other freak of nature I know.” Gary looked my way.

“You words are too kind, Gary,” I replied. “I can’t agree more, Kevin. There’s no shame in taking any work you can find in order to begin an empire of your own.”

“Empire might be a bit much,” Kevin laughed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’d settle for being able to eat out once in a while.”

“Fair enough,” Tony chuckled. “So, what brings you to Chicago then? Where did you say you were before? The Southwest?”

“Texas.” Kevin bobbed his head. “I’m here on an extended vacation of sorts. Came to see if it’s really as good a place to live as my uncle Dave keeps saying.”

“Told him the city’s full of opportunities.” Dave grinned.

“Plus,” Kevin said. “I had to see this dude Ethan my uncle kept talking about. He said he was kinda like Wolverine, but cooler.”

The table burst into laughter as Dave’s ears turned red.

“I don’t think I said it like that,” he laughed awkwardly.

His nephew screwed up his face. “Yes, you did.”

More laughter followed, and I chuckled even though I didn’t know who this Wolverine was.

“Hope I didn’t disappoint,” I said.

Before Kevin could respond, Gary clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“He is a great man to know in this city,” he said. “Whatever you do, do not let him drag you into a game of Mario Kart, though. He’ll have you wondering why you are alive and why you ever try anything at all.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kevin said. “I’m pretty decent.”

“He’ll beat you with one hand tied behind his back,” Gary said. “Literally. I’ve seen it happen.”

“For real?” Kevin looked at me with wide eyes. “What the hell?”

Our entrees arrived– steaming bowls of pasta, grilled steaks, and fresh seafood. Glasses clinked as drinks were poured, and the place was too loud for conversation, but that didn’t stop Gary from making jokes and keeping the table entertained.

“Alright,” Tony said. “How’s Peter treating you guys?”

“Lucratively.” Clare smiled from ear to ear.

“So, better than I am?” Tony raised a brow.

“Oh, nothing like that,” Clare stammered and shook her head.

Both Gary and Dave laughed. Tony smiled, too.

“He’s pulling your leg, Clare,” Gary laughed.

“Admit it,” Tony laughed. “You thought I was offended.”

“No…” Clare blushed from embarrassment.

“Peter probably makes three times what my whole restaurant brings in all year, I know this,” Tony confessed. “For now, at least. If you guys keep taking his money and the restaurant continues this way, that might all change.”

“Cloud Contracting will have you both beat in no time,” I said.

“Lead us to the Promised Land, great leader,” Gary joked.

“I can’t believe this Peter guy spent nearly half a million dollars on glass alone,” Danielle snorted.

“Some of that money was spent on Ethan’s girl, Stacey Brooks,” Gary said.

“Deservedly so,” Clare interrupted.

Gary looked taken aback by her response. His expression mirrored the look he had when I revealed that I was a Dragon.

“I didn’t expect that from you, Miss Prudent,” he said.

“Clare’s just in love with her,” I added.

“In love?” Gary cracked a mischievous smile.

“Me, too,” Danielle added.

Tony looked from Clare to Danielle with a shocked expression. Then he snuck a grin, and shook his head.

“I have a feeling if I stay for the start of this story, I’d be hooked until the end,” Tony said and got up. “Duty calls.”

Gary took a sip of his drink, then leaned forward so we could hear.

“So what’s the story with this Stacey chick?” he asked.

I told Gary and Dave about Stacey’s background, and how she managed to track down the materials even Peter himself couldn’t acquire in a day.

Clare and Danielle mentioned to them how she came from nothing– homeless at one point– and still built a business that put her in rooms with the wealthiest clients.

“Damn.” Dave let out a low whistle. “From being homeless to running an operation like that?”

“And making it in Chicago of all places.” Danielle nodded.

“That’s what’s insane.” Clare shook her head. “Chicago is brutal if you can’t get a foothold here. If you’re in a bad way here, the city doesn’t care. You don’t climb out of that unless you’re something special.”

“What’s her relationship with LA, now?” Kevin asked.

“She says she has a place there,” I replied. “But I think she is primarily based here now.”

“Well, thank god she left LA,” Gary said. “Because LA is hell on Earth.”

“You’re so dramatic,” Clare laughed.

“No, listen.” Gary held up a hand. “LA is just a massive collection of bad traffic, overpriced everything, and people who call themselves ‘entrepreneurs’ but don’t own a damn thing.”

“I feel like you have a history of personal trauma with this city.” Dave smirked.

“I visited once.” Gary stabbed a piece of steak with his fork. “Paid forty bucks for parking. It did traumatize me.”

“You do realize Chicago isn’t much better for parking, right?” Danielle asked.

“Yeah, but at least in Chicago, people have that Midwest sensibility.” Gary pointed his fork at her. “Like the killings a month ago. We knew it was some sick bastard on the prowl, no question about it, but did we falter? Hell no. We kept our wits sharp, and we got shit done. LA folks would’ve been in a tizzy. Like all they deserve is sunshine and rivers of champagne.”

“Fair enough,” Clare laughed.

“Well, at least we know who to call if we need glass.” Dave shrugged. “Are you going to recruit her like you did Danielle?”

“That’s the plan,” I replied. “I know she has her own business to run, but I want her to be a contracted supplier for Cloud Contracting as well.”

“That’s a mighty big dream,” Gary said. “Sounds like she’s a woman who is in demand.”

“I’ll find a way to convince her when we are in LA this week,” I said, and Gary dropped his fork at the sudden news.

“Wait, you’re going to LA?” Gary asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Clare and I need to head to LA as soon as possible, for some… business.”

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Danielle’s expression turned serious immediately. She knew this trip was about the banshee, and so did Clare, but I wasn’t ready to dive into the real reasons for our trip with Gary, or Dave, and definitely not Kevin. Gary didn’t know much about this new threat, I hadn’t wanted to worry him needlessly. And Dave and Kevin didn’t know anything about me being a dragon, let alone about monsters.

“Well, shit.” Gary exhaled. “When did you decide that?”

“Stacey and I discussed it,” I said vaguely. “It was one of the conditions for her to get the glass.”

Technically I didn’t entirely lie, but I withheld some information. Like how the population of LA hung on the success of this ‘job.’

“I figured me and Clare would head to the job in LA since it’s low maintenance,” I said. “While the rest of you focus on the job for Peter. I know it’s the first time you won’t have me on the job site, but with help from our newest recruit, you should have enough hands around.”

“Good with me.” Dave nodded. “We can absolutely get going, the plans you laid out are solid.”

“Same here,” Danielle, Kevin, and Gary echoed.

Our plates were nearly empty, and our drinks were low, and the conversation settled into a comfortable rhythm as we went over all the details and logistics of handling Peter’s office while Clare and I were gone.

Gary made some jokes about LA drivers having a death wish, and Clare assured him I’d fit right in, but overall, everything that needed discussing was gone over thoroughly.

Aside from one final, crucial point.

“Alright,” I remembered to add. “Before we call it a night, I’d like to make one thing very clear.”

The men glanced over a little bleary-eyed as exhaustion crept in, but they nodded diligently all the same.

“While Clare and I are in LA…” I glanced at Danielle. “Danielle’s in charge of the crew.”

Danielle’s brown eyes lit up, but she managed to act professional about this sudden announcement. She smiled, took a sip of wine, and nodded her consent.

“I can do that, boss,” she said.

“Second-in-command, huh?” Gary let out a low whistle. “Not bad, newbie.”

“Thanks.” Danielle smiled. “And Kevin’s the newbie now.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Dave hiccupped.

The crew didn’t argue with my orders, and I didn’t need to spell out my intentions to them. They understood that although Gary and Dave had more experience in renovation work, Danielle was quick, good under pressure, and knew how to handle people better. She was also more organized, and I was sure Dave and Gary were relieved they didn’t have to deal with the pressures of mediation.

When it came to work, they enjoyed a head down, tools up method.

The last bites of food disappeared, and the plates were pushed aside as the conversation shifted back into its usual easy banter.

Tony returned to the table just as we were finishing up, with a dish towel over his shoulder.

“You guys heading out?” he asked.

“Yeah, long day.” I nodded.

“What, Peter’s money can’t heal fatigue?” He smirked.

“Not really,” Gary scoffed. “I tire myself out just thinking about how much money I made today alone. It’s hard being so successful…”

“Ha, funny guy,” Tony chuckled.

“Alright.” Clare got up from the booth and grabbed her bag. “Let’s head out of here before Tony starts charging us rent for sitting too long.”

We all stood and said our goodbyes.

“Take care, man.” Tony clapped me on the shoulder as I passed.

“You, too.” I waved. “I’ll see you when we get back to town, I’ll be gone for a short while.”

“Ahhh, okay, well, I’ll try to hold down the fort while you’re gone,” he chuckled with a broad smile. “I’ll keep your booth reserved!”

“Thanks.” I grinned.

Then we all stepped out into the cool night air.

The city was slowly retiring for the night. Streetlights buzzed overhead as traffic dwindled by the minute. The air smelled faintly of grilled street food and exhaust fumes.

We made our way to Danielle’s car. Everybody moved slower now, with the exhaustion fully settled in, and our stomachs full.

“I swear, if I have to lift a heavy-ass piece of glass tomorrow, I’m quitting.” Gary yawned.

“You say that about everything we do on a daily basis.” Dave smirked.

“And one day, I’ll mean it,” Gary scoffed.

“Ethan, can you drive?” Clare asked.

“Will do,” I replied.

We bid Dave, Gary, and Kevin goodbye.

The girls piled into the car, and I jumped into the driver’s seat since Danielle was tired.

Clare and Danielle fell asleep on the ride back, and the radio played some low, forgettable tune as I navigated the streets.

My thoughts drifted to LA, but I only felt an excited sort of anticipation about our upcoming trip. I’d never been to another city on Earth before, so that was going to be interesting already. But I’d also been waiting nearly a month to murder a banshee, and soon, I’d finally get to experience the victory of besting Astrum yet again in his attempt to stir up trouble here.

I was looking forward to it.

The house was quiet when we got back, with the kind of late-night stillness that made the city feel smaller than it really was.

“I’m showering first.” Danielle kicked off her shoes by the door. “If I fall asleep in there, just leave me.”

“Nope.” Clare smirked, then looked at me. “I don’t know how you’re still functioning. Your eyes are all the way open and everything.”

“Yes, I’m quite skilled like that,” I chuckled.

“I feel like I could sleep for a week,” she groaned.

“I have work to do, but you should sleep,” I said and headed toward the dining table where Clare had left her laptop earlier.

“Don’t stay up too late,” she sighed and headed toward the bedroom as I opened her laptop.

Right now all I wanted to do was narrow down the portal’s location. That would be the trickiest task, but using the information Stacey gave me, the best bet was that the banshee would come with the Santa Ana winds and use that to amplify its power. That much, I was certain of.

But where would Astrum drop her?

I pulled up topographical maps of the Great Basin, which was a vast stretch of desert, mountains, and valleys covering parts of some places called Nevada, Utah, and of course, California. The Santa Ana winds originated from there, which meant that if the portal opened somewhere in the basin, the banshee could ride the storm straight into Los Angeles.

I zoomed in and searched for any anomalies– places where magic might be leaking through. There were always weak points between worlds, that was common knowledge. On this world, it could manifest as anything.

Or nothing.

I switched tabs and scrolled through weather reports, seismic activity, anything that might hint at disturbances. People of Earth would call them ‘supernatural’ disturbances, which had a nice ring to it.

Still, nothing.

I leaned back and rubbed my jaw in frustration. This wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d hoped.

Footsteps padded across the hardwood floor behind me.

Clare, who was now dressed in an oversized hoodie of mine and shorts, walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. She turned to me.

“Any luck?” she asked.

“No,” I sighed. “The Great Basin is massive, with no noticeable anomalies that I could rely on. At this rate, if the portal opens anywhere out there, I don’t think we’ll have enough warning until the banshee is already moving.”

“Shit.” Clare frowned in concern. “What do we do, then?”

I thought for a long moment, then shook my head as the facts were too clear to ignore.

“At least I have a solid idea of where she’ll begin her journey.” I closed the tabs with a sigh. “The banshee will likely blow in from the Great Basin, and it’ll have a hell of a windstorm at its back that’ll only gain strength as it moves. That information will at least help us be as prepared as we can be to intercept her path, but it’s looking like trying to locate this portal will be a waste of time. That’s if it hasn’t already opened.”

“Great,” Clare sighed, but as she studied me for a moment, she seemed to become less worried. “We can still do this, right?”

Her voice was smaller now, but I nodded without hesitation.

“We must, so we will,” I said with a shrug. “Don’t forget, whatever this banshee is like, I’m still the most powerful being from Coilfell. I’ll destroy her one way or another.”

“That’s something, at least.” Clare smiled, then set her glass down and headed over to the table. “Alright, let’s get our flights booked.”

She grabbed her laptop from me. I watched as she pulled up a travel website, and her fingers moved quickly across the keys.

“How long is the flight?” I asked.

“Just under four hours,” she said.

That didn’t seem too bad. But this would be my first time on a plane, so I couldn’t be sure.

“You’re gonna love it.” Clare grinned as if she could read my mind. “It will be just like flying in your dragon form, although technically it is a metal tube in the sky. I’m getting you a window seat.”

“I doubt it would be anything like flying as a dragon.” I raised an eyebrow. “Is the window seat that necessary? I don’t think it matters where I sit.”

“Absolutely,” Clare scoffed. She was suddenly too excited.

I wasn’t so sure. The idea of being in a metal tube in the air didn’t bother me, these humans seemed to know what they were doing when it came to vehicles, but it was still an unfamiliar experience.

“Done.” Clare tapped a few more buttons, then grinned. “We’re booked for a mid-day flight the day after tomorrow.”

I glanced at the confirmation screen. Business class. One window, and one middle seat.

“I figured you’d appreciate the view,” Clare said with a smile.

“We’ll see,” I replied.

“Get some sleep, Ethad. ” Clare chuckled, kissed me, and disappeared into the room.

I stayed up for a bit as my thoughts still turned. And before bed, I texted Stacey about the trip in two days and our estimated time of arrival. She replied she would be leaving for LA the day before and might have a meeting. She promised to meet us when she could and asked to be kept in the loop.

On the day of the flight, Danielle drove Clare and me to the airport. The roads were clear, the sky overcast, and the city felt unusually calm. As we pulled up to the departure terminal, Danielle put the truck in park and turned to us.

“You two behave,” she said.

“No promises.” Clare grinned. “It’s Ethad.”

“Yeah… I don’t want to see any news about dragons in the air.” Danielle pointed at me. “Got it?”

“That, I can promise.” I shook my head. “Your people couldn’t handle the sight of me in my most powerful form.”

“Good,” she said, then sighed dramatically. “I’m going to miss you guys so much. I feel like the band is splitting up, what the helllll.”

“We’ll be back before you know it,” Clare laughed before she leaned over and kissed Danielle goodbye.

“Sure, that’s what they all say,” Danielle scoffed in mock-concern, but her smirk betrayed her amusement.

I leaned in and gave her a kiss too, and I didn’t make it a quick one. I took my time savoring the taste of her, and she moaned softly as our tongues tangled together. I hadn’t ever been separated from my women before, and while I knew she’d be safer in Chicago where there were no banshees, I didn’t enjoy the thought of having her so far away.

I finally pulled back when it was clear Danielle would never get enough of this kiss, and she let out a soft sigh.

“Fuck, I’m going to miss you,” she breathed.

“Good,” I growled softly and grinned. “I want you to touch yourself every time you do.”

She blushed all over at that, and she fell into a fit of giggles while Clare swatted my arm and called me a tease.

I noticed an old man standing nearby and waiting by the curb. He stared at us like we were the strangest thing he had seen all day.

“What, haven’t you ever seen a goodbye kiss before, Grandpa?” Clare hollered over to him.

The old man blinked, shook his head, and muttered something under his breath before looking away.

“God, you are a menace,” Danielle burst out laughing. “Ethad, keep a close eye on her.”

“I will,” I promised.

“See you soon, babe.” Clare just winked.

With that, we grabbed our bags and headed inside.

The ‘airport’ that these humans used as their flying base was like a machine of endless movement. People shuffled through security, hollered their hurried conversations over phones, rolled bags that clattered obnoxiously against the polished floors, and generally kept themselves in constant motion.

The air smelled like recycled coffee and stress.

I took it all in and scanned the crowd. I had been on Earth for a bit more than a month now, but airports?

This was a strange one.

“You’re staring.” Clare nudged me as we walked toward check-in.

“This entire process is inefficient.” I didn’t look away from the churning all around me.

“Welcome to modern travel.” She smirked. “I’m sure dragons have it easier.”

“We do,” I agreed. “This is idiocy.”

We reached the counter, where the airline worker barely spared us a glance, typed away like she herself was a computer, and handed us our boarding passes.

“Gates are straight ahead, security is to your left,” she drawled.

I glanced at the security line, and the sheer number of people willingly subjecting themselves to this line. It was the longest line I’d seen in this world. Even longer than the one at Aurora.

It looked painfully boring.

“Come on, don’t look so suspicious.” Clare grabbed my arm and pulled me forward. “They’ll pick you for extra screening with a look like that on your face.”

“More idiocy,” I muttered.

Security was a lesson in patience, but I followed Clare’s lead– shoes off, electronics out, arms raised as I stepped into the full-body scanner.

The security officer barely even acknowledged me, he was more focused on the moving table that brought our belongings to the other side.

Humans and their obsession with control.

Once we were cleared, we made our way to the gate. The waiting area was a mix of nervous energy and pure exhaustion. Some people sat hunched over their phones, others dozed off, and one guy was already half-asleep with drool dripping down onto what I learned was called a neck pillow.

Apparently this flying contraption was usually so boring, people couldn’t even hold their own heads in place, so that didn’t bode well.

Then came the boarding call.

I watched as people immediately rushed forward, despite the fact that boarding was done by groups.

“Are they afraid their seats will disappear?” I snorted.

Clare laughed. “You’d think so.”

We waited until our row was called before stepping onto something Clare called the jet bridge.

Inside the plane, the air was stale and thick with human odors, but this didn’t surprise me. I took my seat by the window and watched as passengers grumbled about overhead space, struggled with luggage, and subtly battled one another for armrests. They also craned their necks and muttered about needing drinks and snacks.

“So this is a ritual of suffering by choice,” I observed. “It seems to be the collective goal of your humans to dislike everything about this process.”

Clare opened her mouth like she wanted to counter this, but then clamped it shut and shrugged.

“Honestly, you’re not wrong,” she snorted and looked around. “I never thought about it much, but yeah. Flying is sort of something a lot of people go into assuming it’s going to suck. So it does.”

“This is why humans aren’t worthy of wings,” I noted. “Give them the skies, and they will still complain.”

“So fair,” Clare giggled.

The plane slowly filled, the doors sealed shut, and soon the workers who called themselves flight attendants went through their safety demonstrations.

“Why go over safety?” I raised an eyebrow. “I doubt any human could survive the fall from this height.”

“Because I, a human, like the illusion of control.” Clare buckled her seatbelt. “Keeps people from freaking out in this flying metal box.”

I fastened my own belt. That, I already knew, was important.

The engines rumbled. The plane rolled down the runway.

Then, lifted into the air.

The ground fell away beneath us. Buildings shrank, and roads turned into thin gray lines. The pressure shifted, and my ears sensed the change in altitude, but it didn’t feel like it normally did when I was flying in my dragon form.

“Soaring through the air like this… it’s unnatural.” I frowned.

“Says the guy who can breathe fire in human form,” Clare snickered under her breath.

I didn’t argue.

The actual flying wasn’t the issue. It was being caged in a metal box while hurtling through the air, that was the issue. At least when I soared through the skies as a dragon, I had the wind rushing over my scales, and I could control every maneuver.

Here, I was at the mercy of a machine and the humans who operated it.

I was starting to understand why the humans in this contraption smelled of stress.

For a while, the flight was uneventful. The attendants came by with drinks. One guy snored so loud the entire plane echoed with the sound, and another man in front of me watched The Simpsons the whole time. The man beside him nervously checked the map of our flight plans over and over, and one woman on the other side of the aisle began a long and elaborate skin and hair routine that filled the air with the scent of exotic fruits and flowers.

Then, the first jolt.

It was barely noticeable, but then another came more strongly.

The seatbelt sign blinked on.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a flight attendant’s voice crackled over the intercom. “We’re experiencing some turbulence due to high winds. Please remain seated and keep your seatbelts fastened.”

The plane shuddered violently. A few passengers gasped, and the family to my right gripped their armrests.

There was another lurching drop of the aircraft, and it caused the overhead compartments to rattle. A drink cart nearly tipped before the flight attendant secured it.

Whispers spread, and the smell of fear trickled through the air.

A couple of passengers started praying. A person behind us confessed all his sins quite rapidly to the poor woman beside him, and I couldn’t help but wonder what sort of villain he was.

Why torture the poor girl when she was already afraid of dying?

Clare squeezed her eyes shut, whispered to herself, and clutched my hand like it was the only thing keeping her alive.

I, meanwhile, remained calm.

“I hope you have a plan for if this plane shits out,” Clare said.

“Most people would be too distracted with their terror if we plummeted toward the ground,” I replied. “So it’s unlikely they’d notice me transforming enough to fly myself to safety. I’m not worried about it.”

“What about me?” she scoffed. Her eyes were still shut tight, which I found funny.

“Relax,” I said. “You’re one of my greatest treasures, remember? You’ll be flown to safety as well.”

“Really?” She opened her eyes, and her worries seemed to instantly ease from her face.

This made me chuckle.

“You really need to start remembering that you belong to a dragon now,” I informed her. “I’ll never let anything truly harm you, no matter what contraption you shove us into.”

Clare laughed as the shaking subsided. “I’ll keep that in mind, Dragon-Man.”

Passengers let out relieved sighs all around us, and a woman sobbed quietly.

“Well, that was fun,” Clare let out a slow breath as her shoulders fully relaxed.

“I prefer my way of flying,” I said. “Complications like this would never happen if you had been flying Air Ethad.”

“Mmmm,” she said and leaned in close to kiss my neck. “Air Ethad sounds like the best mile-high club around.”

I furrowed my brow. “The best what?”

“Nevermind,” she snickered. “We’ll go over that another time.”

Evening time was upon us now, and I watched the city lights ahead slowly creep into view. Eventually, they stretched out for miles and miles out the window, like a web of golden glowing veins.

“Told you you’d like the view.” Clare nudged me.

“It’s impressive.” I nodded. “This city sprawls itself out in a different way than Chicago.”

“It does, and there aren’t as many skyscrapers,” she pointed out.

“That’s a shame,” I muttered. “They’re more appealing to the eye than these short, squat buildings.”

“Yeah, but the weather’s nicer here,” Clare sighed. “I gotta give them that at least.”

The moment we stepped out of the plane, the chaos of Los Angeles hit me.

Even inside the airport, the energy felt different from Chicago. It was even more disorganized, louder, and almost impatient. Travelers pushed past each other, dragged suitcases with more force, and talked too loudly into their phones in all kinds of languages I didn’t recognize.

I pulled out my phone and sent a text to Stacey.

Just landed, it read.

It didn’t take long for Stacey to reply.

I’m stuck in a meeting, she said. I sent a driver to pick you up and take you to my place so we can discuss things. Be there soon.

“She trusts us in her house already?” Clare leaned over my shoulder and read the screen.

“Well, we aren’t like normal people,” I smirked.

“Fair. Let’s find our ride.” Clare shrugged. “I’m so glad we don’t need to rent something, I wasn’t looking forward to waiting in another damn line.”

We stepped outside into the warm, dry Los Angeles air. Evening was upon us, cars honked all over the place, and people scrambled for their chosen vehicles while music seemed to blast from every direction.

Among the crowd of suit-clad humans that held signs, one in particular caught my eye:

ETHAN CLOUD

The man in the black suit and sunglasses who held it up only casually nodded when I told him I was Ethan Cloud, and then he promptly led us to an absolutely beautiful car.

I hadn’t realized cars could be as nice as this. I’d seen several so far that were clearly superior to others on the roads, but this one…

This one was closer to what I’d consider supreme.

“What kind of car is this?” I asked as soon as I saw it.

“A Ford,” the suited man replied in a short, clipped tone.

“Helpful,” Clare muttered under her breath.

This Ford was a deep black, meticulously maintained, powerful-looking machine. My gaze traveled across its flawless body, and I admired the aggressive lines of the overall design, as well as the unmistakable aura of quality craftsmanship.

“You’re drooling.” Clare smirked.

I ignored her and stepped toward the car.

“This Ford is a beautiful one,” I said.

The man in the suit, who it appeared would also be our driver, turned around now. He gave a small nod of approval, and I realized from the lines on his face that he was probably in his forties.

“Good eye,” he said, and his tone was less short than before. “She’s a Shelby GT500.”

I ran my fingers along the front fender and appreciated the smooth surface. It had a presence that pleased me more than the truck ever could.

“Last time it was a watch, now it’s a car.” Clare rolled her eyes, and I glanced at her. “Hey, I’d recognize that look anywhere, okay? Don’t make me spell it out…”

She mouthed the word ‘treasure’ for all the world to see, and I chuckled as I finally pulled myself away from admiring the Ford.

I slid into the front passenger seat since the backseat didn’t look like it would be comfortable for a man my size. Clare fit perfectly back there, though, and the moment the driver eased us out of the airport mess, I immediately took note of how effortlessly powerful the car felt on the road.

Maybe it was time I got a supreme car of my own.

Regardless of the very nice car, the ride through LA was yet another lesson in patience.

Cars clogged the highways and moved at a crawl despite the open, dark sky above. Signs towered over us advertising movies, luxury brands, and overpriced lifestyles. People in other supreme cars scowled at the traffic like they had somewhere more important to be, even though they were clearly in the best vehicles money could buy.

I took in the new rhythm of the city, and the restless energy that the streets here seemed to teem with.

Los Angeles was a different beast entirely compared to Chicago.

Then we arrived.

Stacey’s house sat tucked away from the chaos of the sprawling city. She was high up in what the driver referred to as the hills, where the roads narrowed and the air felt clearer.

The first thing I noticed wasn’t the house itself, though. It was the cars.

“Well, well, Ms. Brooks,” I chuckled to myself. “I see someone else likes treasure as much as me…”

Lined up neatly in the driveway and garage were three more very high-end-looking vehicles. As I stepped out of the Shelby to take a look, I shook my head in disbelief, and the driver chuckled at the look on my face.

Then he proudly pointed out and named each beauty one by one for me.

One was a deep-blue Aston Martin, and next to it was a sleek white Porsche. Then there was an all-black Rolls-Royce, and each car looked like it had been polished better than any golden goblet or glittering gem I’d ever seen.

“Well, damn.” Clare whistled like I’d heard some men do on the streets of Chicago. “She really is loaded…”

“I believe you are correct,” I said as my gaze drifted to the house itself.

It was a masterpiece, there was no other way to put it. It was modern but not harsh to the eye. It was built from stone and glass and stood surrounded by trees that provided plenty of privacy. Unlike a lot of rich people’s homes we’d passed on the way up here, this one actually looked like a place it’d be nice to return to each day.

“See anything you like?” Clare nudged me.

“A few things.” I grinned as my gaze drifted back to the cars.

Then the front door opened before we even had a chance to move.

A woman who looked like she was in her late forties and was dressed in a perfectly tailored black suit stepped out. Her eyes flicked over us, and she acted professional as she beckoned us forward.

We grabbed our bags and proceeded to the front door.

“You must be Ethan Cloud and Clare O’Connell,” she said. “Ms. Brooks is expecting you.”

“And you are?” Clare asked.

“Ms. Brooks’ assistant. You may call me Vera.” She gestured inside. “Please, come in.”

We followed her through the entrance and stepped into a space that was every bit as impressive as the outside.

The interior was sleek but comfortable, with wood floors, high ceilings, plush leather furniture, and walls lined with carefully coordinated art. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a stunning view of the city below.

It was the kind of house that didn’t just show wealth.

It showed taste.

“Make yourselves comfortable.” Vera led us into a lounge area and gestured toward a bar cart. “Ms. Brooks will be joining you soon.”

With that, she disappeared down a hallway and left us alone.

Clare walked toward the window and took in the sprawling cityscape.

“Okay, I’ll admit it,” she said. “This place is amazing, LA might be doing something right. Or at least, Stacey definitely is.”

“She went from living in a car, all the way up to this.” I took a seat and relaxed into the soft leather. “I believe she’s done everything right.”

Stacey Brooks wasn’t just resourceful, she was thorough. And she clearly had an eye for quality. If we could make this partnership work, this was going to be a very, very interesting relationship.

Clare poured herself a drink from Stacey’s bar cart and took a sip as she walked over to the massive flat-screen TV mounted on the wall.

“Let’s see what LA has to offer.” She grabbed the remote and turned the TV on.

The news was already playing, and images from a hospital were being broadcasted on screen. The anchor’s serious expression immediately set the tone and caught my attention.

“Breaking news tonight– tragedy has struck at St. Joseph’s Medical Center. Reports are coming in of a mass fatality event, primarily within the ICU. Hospital officials are calling it an ‘unprecedented medical crisis.’”

My fist tightened on the arm of my seat.

The footage cut to aerial shots of the hospital. Emergency vehicles that I recognized as ambulances were lined up outside, but not in a state of urgency. There were no sirens, no healers rushing patients inside. They were just parked emergency vehicles with their lights flickering uselessly in the dark.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.

“Authorities are investigating the exact causes of death,” the anchor continued. “But families of the deceased have begun to blow the whistle on the hospital’s administration. The unexplained and sudden increase in fatalities throughout the hospital, particularly centralized within the ICU, are being called a ‘direct result of maltreatment,’ although St. John’s Medical Center has denied such a claim. Medical professionals weighing in on the situation from all over the city are at a loss as to what could be behind this tragic occurrence.”

“This is a lawyer’s dream case.” Clare shook her head and sipped her drink. “God, those poor families. They must be furious.”

I didn’t respond.

My eyes were glued to the screen, and I leaned forward as the news anchor continued.

“While hospital officials have confirmed publicly that they are launching an internal investigation,” he continued, “the voices of the patients’ families continue to whisper of foul play, and perhaps even medical malpractice.”

The words felt hollow. They were a way to explain something that couldn’t be explained.

Then they cut to something called a press conference outside the hospital.

“We… we assure you, hospital personnel are doing everything we can.” A man who wore the attire of a doctor stood at the podium, and his eyes were dark with exhaustion while the microphone was barely able to catch his shaky voice. “All patients were reportedly stable as of yesterday. There were no signs of distress among the unfortunate deceased, but investigations have been launched by the hospital administration, as well as the LAPD, in order to determine what could have been the cause of this tragedy.”

He swallowed hard and looked away.

“That’s eerie.” Clare raised an eyebrow, and she looked my way uneasily. “Ethad, could this–”.

“Yes.” I nodded. “This could be the banshee.”

I didn’t just think it. I knew it.

I had seen death. Real death. Both the kind that comes naturally, and the kind that creeps in where it doesn’t belong.

And this? This wasn’t natural.

Mass deaths. All at once. And in a hospital, of all places, where the best healers were on hand at every hour of the day.

The banshee was already here, and she was busy.

She’d chosen a place full of people who were already weak and close to death.

The pieces fell into place so quickly, I nearly cursed out loud.

“You really think it’s her?” Clare’s expression darkened.

“She must’ve been starving when she arrived,” I said instead of repeating myself. “She would’ve wandered around more aimlessly otherwise after coming through the portal. But if she was starved, she’d need to find a food source immediately.”

Clare swallowed audibly. She must’ve gotten the picture.

A banshee didn’t kill for sport like a vampire would. She killed because she had to. Their ravenous appetites were practically insatiable even at the best of times, but in a strange new world, a banshee would be even more focused on getting what they needed to survive, fast.

I closed my eyes for a brief moment and pulled up everything I knew about them from the farthest recesses of my mind.

A banshee wasn’t like any of the other creatures I had fought here.

They weren’t just hunters. They were devourers.

In my world, banshees didn’t tend to just wander the lands at random, though. The majority were tied to powerful families with noble bloodlines and vast estates, and they were allowed to live only so long as they didn’t feed on the family whose land they haunted.

So they’d spread their wails on the winds to the lands just beyond their borders, and they’d mark their deaths before they even happened. That’s how good they were at seeking out their victims and devouring them swifter than any other could.

However, in this world, she’d have no bloodline to obey and no noble houses to haunt between meals.

Which meant she would simply throw her screams at the best target she could find easily to start with.

Hospitals. These were places full of people whose bodies were already breaking, and who were already near the threshold between life and death. They were ripe for devouring, and with the Santa Ana winds strengthening, she wouldn’t even need to get too close to the building.

She’d be able to use the winds to carry her wails far and wide, and straight into any entrances of the hospital.

I turned my eyes back to the screen.

The news anchor continued talking, but I wasn’t really hearing him anymore.

If this was just the start, how much worse would it get?

The ICU was just one part of the hospital, I knew this from watching television shows, but the report had said the number of deaths increased throughout the entire facility, too.

So the banshee was on a feeding frenzy. And the more she fed, the stronger she’d become.

“The hospital is only the beginning,” I said more to myself than to Clare.

And if we didn’t stop her soon, Los Angeles wouldn’t be able to contain the storm that was coming.
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Chapter 8

“We need to investigate the hospital,” I said to Clare. “I need to see this for myself to confirm my theory.”

Clare shook her head. “That’s very risky, Ethad.”

I didn’t doubt she was right.

Walking into a hospital that had just suffered a mass-casualty event wouldn’t exactly be easy. I’d seen enough of this world’s movies, shows, and crime-ridden streets to know that security would be tight. The authorities would be everywhere.

But none of that mattered.

“If the banshee is responsible,” I said, “we need to confirm it before more people die. If it’s already here, that’s something I need to know without question.”

Clare narrowed her eyes at this. “But how exactly do you plan to get into the hospital?”

“Doesn’t matter, I will find a way,” I said.

She studied me for a long moment, but my mind was already set.

“I hate that I know you mean that,” she sighed at last.

“Then you also know arguing is pointless,” I replied.

“Yeah, well, I don’t have to like it.” Clare rolled her eyes.

Before I could respond, the front door opened.

Stacey stepped inside, and the sound of her footsteps approaching broke the tension a little.

She was dressed in a fitted black blazer over a dark red blouse, and her signature stylish glasses were perched on her nose. Her eyes flicked between the two of us, and immediately she picked up on the energy in the room.

“What did I miss?” she asked.

“Ethad is going to break into a hospital,” Clare announced and took a long swig of her drink.

Stacey paused, then slowly arched an eyebrow.

“Not break in,” I clarified. “Just… gain access to.”

“That’s the same thing.” Clare shot me a look.

“I assume there’s a reason for this criminal activity?” Stacey asked.

“The mass deaths at St. John’s Medical Hospital,” I said. “I don’t believe this is a coincidence. I think it’s the banshee.”

“What?” she gasped. “It’s here? Already?”

“That’s my theory,” I said. “If I can get into the hospital, I will know for sure.”

She was quiet for a moment as she considered what I just told her. Then, smoothly, she walked over to the bar cart and poured herself a drink.

“Explain,” she said. “Bring me up to speed on this.”

I ran through everything I’d already thought through before– the banshee’s nature, how it would seek out the dying, how it wouldn’t just kill randomly but feed off those already close to death. And how hungry it would have to be to target a hospital like that.

“I’m almost sure of it,” I said. “If the banshee is responsible, then there will be traces. Distinct signs that only I can recognize.”

“Like what?” Clare frowned.

“A banshee’s death signature is unique,” I said. “Similar to how the soul-suckers leave their own unique traces behind. In this case, it’s not just the absence of life that stands out as it does with all deaths, but the way the souls were handled. They are torn from the victims in such a way that the air feels… heavier, as a result. Suffocating. Cold. There will be echoes of her wail clinging to corners and crannies as well. I can sense those things.”

“And if it’s not the banshee?” Stacey cocked her head to the side.

“Then who knows, it could be what you humans would call a freak accident,” I said. “Which is unfortunate for those doctors. But either way, I have to be sure.”

Stacey studied me for a second. “You’re serious, huh?”

“Deadly,” I said.

She paced for a moment and slowly sipped her drink.

“Then this city already has a much bigger problem than anyone realizes,” she said. “Shit.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

“I drove past that hospital on my way back from my meeting,” Stacey continued. “The place is teeming with police and media. You can’t just walk in there, Ethan.”

“Never say never,” I said. “I’m sure there is some other way.”

“If you can get close to the building, will you be able to find your way in without being caught?” Stacey asked. “And I don’t know, do some magical dragon thing?”

I cocked an eyebrow at that. “I can guarantee it.”

“Alright.” She nodded. “Better do this, then.”

“Wait, what?” Clare blinked.

“If he’s going to be reckless,” Stacey sighed, “he might as well do it for the right reasons. You’ll need a car while you’re here, I’ll see that you have one for your own personal use that can’t be traced back to me, since you’re apparently not above breaking the law. In the meantime, take one of the cars in the front, but don’t attract attention. I mean that.”

“You’re not coming?” I asked.

“I can’t,” Stacey said and shook her head. “If things don’t go as planned, I can’t be caught there. It wouldn’t do well for the brand.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “That makes sense. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize your business.”

“I appreciate that,” she said, and her tone was genuine. “If I’m not killed by a banshee this week, I intend to get much richer.”

Clare let out a breath. “You two are insane.”

“Perhaps, but this will still work,” I said.

The plan wasn’t perfect, but it was a good first step. Now, all that remained was to narrow down the areas the banshee could be in while it conducted all of this.

There was absolutely no chance she was keeping herself locked up inside the hospital.

“Even if the hospital shows signs of a banshee,” I said, “we’ll still need to pinpoint her location fast. She’ll need high ground, somewhere the wind is strongest before it descends, like I mentioned. High, exposed ridges are common for them. The strongest winds funnel through those areas well, so if a banshee wanted to spread her wail across the city to any location she chose, that’s where she’d go.”

“I’ve already decided on some ideal locations,” Stacey assured me. “We need to hit the hills first probably. Mulholland. Griffith Park for sure, that’s the observatory. It’s one of the highest points in LA, everyone knows it.”

“It doesn’t sound very isolated, then,” I said.

“The trails there are empty at night, I know that much,” Stacey said. “The banshee could stay hidden there easily enough during the day, though, if she stays close to the park’s ridgeline. That would also act like a natural amplifier and funnel the sound through its canyons.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That does sound promising.”

“Wait, so if she screams from up there…?” Clare shivered slightly.

“Under the right conditions, it could hit half the city if she gains enough strength,” I said.

“From downtown all the way to the valley probably,” Stacey confirmed. “She’d have instant access with the Santa Anas around.”

“We need to check this observatory park as well, then,” I said. “If the banshee is there, we can’t let it get into position to unleash another scream.”

I pulled out my phone and brought up a map of Los Angeles.

“The park is massive,” I muttered. “Where would we go exactly?”

“Here.” Stacey leaned over the screen, and her finger traced the ridge line. “Griffith Observatory. High, open, and the wind patterns converge there.”

She pointed to a smaller area further into the park.

“There’s the old zoo,” she said. “It’s abandoned, with lots of hiding spots. The banshee could use that as a base, right? I was thinking about that earlier.”

“Could be,” I said. “It’s isolated enough that no one would notice her until it’s too late. She’ll draw death to her if she’s setting up a nest there. People might start going missing. Animals, too. Keep an eye out on the news, both of you.”

“I’ll keep an ear on the ground.” Stacey nodded. “I’ll see if there are any rumors about hikers disappearing or strange noises in the hills.”

“Good. The more we know, the better, but first, the hospital. If I find signs of a banshee, we’ll know to go to Griffith Park Observatory. Once we are in the same vicinity, I’ll be able to find it quite easily.”

“And what if the wail catches us?” Clare was pale now. “You said it could kill anything.”

“It can, especially sick and weak-willed people,” I said. “But the stronger it gets, the less that will matter. She’ll be able to take out anyone.”

“Fuck,” Clare whimpered.

“I won’t let it get to that, but just in case, we’ll need to buy you guys dampeners,” I said. “Ear protection, like the men with guns use on the television. Anything to muffle the sound. Meanwhile, I’ll do the fighting alone, as usual. I don’t want either of you there for this.”

“You’ve fought one of these before?” Stacey asked with a curious expression.

“Yes, many times in Coilfell,” I said. “But I expect this to be a stronger challenge. If this banshee was sent here, it must’ve been a major issue for Balan.”

“Who?” Stacey furrowed her brow.

“The shit stain of a king who arranged for my capture,” I said through gritted teeth. “He’ll be a dead king soon enough, but right now, LA is our priority. Already, the number of deaths in this single attack is substantial.”

“This is insane.” Clare shook her head.

“Insane is letting it grow more powerful,” I said. “If we’re too late, a lot more people will die. And with the winds already picking up, she’ll be even stronger than she was when she struck the hospital.”

Outside, the wind really did pick up in a sudden gust, and it rattled the large, opulent windows of Stacey’s home. The many trees swayed viciously in the breeze, and Stacey looked out at the glimmering lights of the city below.

“The Santa Anas have definitely begun,” she murmured. “Once they pick up more speed, they could hit a hundred miles per hour any day now.”

“And it’ll be like the wind itself is screaming,” I said. “All the more reason to strike before she gains any more power.”

“Take the Shelby,” Stacey said as she turned back to me. Then she smirked. “My driver mentioned you seemed to like her quite a bit.”

A grin spread across my face. “She’s perfect.”

“But keep her away from that hospital’s security cameras,” she said with a stern point. “Clare, I’m trusting you to be the logical one.”

“Don’t,” Clare snorted as she got up and headed for the door.

Only a minute later, I took the wheel of Stacey’s sleek black Ford. The car responded perfectly to every touch, and for a moment, I allowed myself to enjoy the feeling as I followed the GPS.

The trouble was, driving in LA really was a bit of a nightmare.

The city sprawled out before me and Clare like a maze of traffic jams, honking horns, and drivers who seemed to have forgotten the concept of lanes. The Ford deserved an open road, not this bumper-to-bumper crawl.

“You look like you want to bite someone’s head off.” Clare smirked from the passenger seat.

“Humans waste so much time sitting still,” I said.

“Welcome to LA,” she laughed softly.

I finally found a side street to cut my travel time in half, and then I parked a few blocks away from the hospital. The lot was dark and tucked between two aging apartment buildings with graffiti-streaked walls.

I killed the engine.

“This is where I get out,” I said.

Clare unbuckled her seatbelt and stepped out of the car. I stepped out of the car, too.

“Be careful,” she said.

“As careful as I can be,” I replied.

Clare got into the driver’s seat, adjusted the seat, and then glanced up at me.

“Be ready to get me out of here fast if I come running,” I told her.

“I’ll pull up over there,” she said with a point. “That’ll be a better position to leave quickly from.”

I nodded, stooped to give her a kiss, then turned on my heel.

The hospital loomed in the distance, and from over here, the scene that unfolded at the entrance was chaotic. A crowd was gathered there, which included protesters, grieving family members, and media crews. The camera lights flashed intermittently and added to the already frantic atmosphere.

Protesters held up messages that read: “We Need Answers!” “What Happened to Our Loved Ones?” and “Justice for the Dead!”

A woman with tears streaked on her face stood near the entrance. She clutched a framed photo of a smiling young boy, maybe six or seven years old.

“He was fine yesterday morning!” Her voice rose above the others and sounded raw and broken as she directed her screams at a wall of guards nearby. “He was getting better! H-He was fine!”

A man beside her, maybe her husband, wrapped his arms around her. He wore a vacant expression, as if he had already slipped into a place where reality couldn’t reach him.

The security guards who formed a line at the main doors had faces set in unyielding expressions. The hospital staff behind them, who seemed to have come out to smoke, looked no better than the father of the dead boy.

I kept my head down and moved through the crowd with a scowl on my face. This feigned distress would force a kind of invisibility among this crowd. I was just another person there who was grieving, angry, or lost.

The news crew stood behind the crowd. A woman who was well-dressed in a work suit reported as she spoke to a camera.

“It looks like the protest isn’t letting up here at the St. John’s Hospital,” she said. “Families have questions about the devastating losses of their loved ones… Questions that the hospital, for the time being, doesn’t appear to have answers to.”

Getting in through the front entrance was out of the question. The guards looked movable, but barely, there was no pushing past them without drawing too much unwanted attention to myself. I could see two of them taking people’s IDs as they approached, and some other workers who appeared to be from the hospital were assisting.

Since the front was a no-go. I needed another way in.

I broke away from the group and pretended to be on my way to the parking lot nearby, then circled around the hospital instead. I tried not to draw any attention and walked casually, and the chaos at the front of the building seemed to keep all the focus there.

The building’s sides were less exposed and lined with hedges. Then there was what appeared to be a delivery entrance.

A few large dumpsters sat near it with their lids open, but the smell of rot and chemicals wafted through the air.

The back of the hospital was free, but there was no telling for how long.

The metal loading door caught my attention. It was marked by bold red letters that read “STAFF ONLY.” It featured a keypad for entry, accompanied by a small security camera mounted above. The camera rotated slowly.

I waited out of sight and counted the rhythm of its movement.

Three seconds in each direction. Not enough time.

I backed away and scanned the part of the building that was blind from the camera’s sight.

The hospital’s rear wall was lined with windows– all closed, but the second floor had a single open window.

Metal shelves were visible through the window, so I figured it was most likely a storage room.

The window was at least fifteen feet off the ground, with nothing below. I gauged the distance and the angle as I crouched low and readied myself to bounce back up like a spring. Then I took a deep breath and launched myself.

The ground fell away beneath me. The wind rushed past my ears, and in less than a few seconds, my fingers caught the cool metal of the windowsill. I hung there for a moment and listened.

Nothing but the distant hum of machinery and the sounds of the protesters came to me.

Slowly, I pulled myself up and slipped my body inside.

The room was small and dimly lit, and the single fluorescent light overhead cast a sickly yellow glow. Metal shelves lined the walls, and there were brooms, brushes, and several bottles and containers of cleaning supplies lined all over the floor.

I headed through the open door to my left, and I came out in a room filled with cooking appliances and several chairs and tables. Against the far wall, a row of lockers lined the wall.

I grinned as I recalled my arrival on Earth. I’d taken clothing from lockers just like these. The room was deserted, so I hurried over and wrenched the nearest locker open. I found the same outfits I’d seen the smokers outside wearing, and they were all folded up neatly, but smelled as if they’d been worn.

Perhaps they were in here waiting to be washed.

Regardless, I reached for a set of white clothes, and then I pulled a face mask from a box that was clinging to the wall beside the lockers.

Within seconds, I was dressed in the uniform of some sort of hospital member. It fit well enough, if a little tight across the shoulders, but it would do. I folded my own clothes and hid them behind one of the boxes of cleaning supplies in the next room.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the small, cracked mirror, and I almost couldn’t recognize myself. It was as though a genuine healer of Earth stared back at me. Although my facial structure was too imposing, and my eyes a little too hard.

I forced myself to relax the hardened edges of my stare. Tired, overworked, and invisible would be best for this.

I nodded when I found the right balance, then headed through the room of cooking appliances and out into the hallway beyond.

I was immediately greeted by the sight of people everywhere in the hospital. They moved like ghosts. The ones people were addressing as ‘doctor’ all moved in tight clusters and spoke in hushed tones that were muffled by their face masks. The people they in turn referred to as nurses shuffled past in face masks, too, with their eyes fixed on the ground or buried in their papers that were clipped to boards.

I could use that. They looked important to the people dressed like me.

I grabbed the clippable board from a metal cart near a door, and its papers were filled with scribbled notes and medical jargon. The pen attached by a small chain was chewed and nearly devoured. It was the kind of absent-minded habit developed after hours within this environment, I imagined.

There was no time to waste thinking about it, though. I tried to match the pace of the nurses and slipped into the flow like a stick in a river.

I kept my eyes forlorn, and my posture a little slumped as I mimicked what I saw from the nurses in front of and beside me. The hallway was bathed in harsh fluorescent light, the kind that made everything look a little too real, and the smell of antiseptic and filtered air hung in the place. It was a mix that managed to feel both clean and oppressive at the same time.

This place was a special kind of hellhole.

A nurse with dark, pulled-back hair passed by me. Her eyes were half-closed as she flipped through a file. She walked with the same robotic detachment I tried to mimic, and she was the perfect example of what these workers looked like to me.

I mirrored her movements, turned the pages of my clipboard with the same absent-minded focus, and perfectly synced my steps with hers.

She didn’t notice me. No one did.

The deeper I went, the colder the air became.

I adjusted my course when I finally caught what I was looking for: the unmistakable pull of death.

It wasn’t a physical scent, not something humans would notice, but for me, the air was thick with it. It was like the lingering remnants of decay in a dark and dank forest, but all of it was invisible to the eye.

The cold crept over me as I moved into a stairwell.

It was quiet here, which was a sharp difference from the hum of activity elsewhere. I ascended cautiously, and each step brought a deeper chill. This wasn’t just the hospital’s air conditioning, it was something else.

Something unnatural.

I continued until I reached a dimly-lit hallway that was mostly deserted. A single fluorescent light flickered above. Five gurneys lined the walls, and each one was covered in white sheets while the forms beneath the sheets remained perfectly still.

Muted voices echoed down the hall, and I slipped back into the shadows of the stairwell landing.

“I’m telling you, we’re out of space,” a woman said in frustration.

“I already called County and St. Vincent’s, they’re full, too,” a tired voice sighed.

“So what the hell are we supposed to do, just keep stowing them out of the way?” the first woman shot back. “It isn’t right, these people deserve–”

“I know it’s not right,” the other finally snapped. “What do you want me to say? The Morgue. Is. Full.”

The voices were drawing further away now, and I kept myself hidden until it sounded like they’d turned a corner.

So this was the overflow.

The morgue was full. That was how many victims had suffered this one attack.

I ground my teeth together as I slid out into the hall again and headed toward the row of gurneys.

No one was up here other than the gurneys and the two women who were several halls away by now, but still, I kept my face down. I’d caught sight of the camera ahead right away, so the clipboard in my hand became an anchor to my performance since there were likely more cameras around.

I let the board in my hands ground me as I walked right past the gurneys, and I casually took stock of my surroundings.

The patient rooms I passed were empty, with the beds stripped bare and the monitors off, but then I saw the edge of a gurney through one open door up ahead. I took a couple more steps, and sure enough, the room had three more gurneys stored in waiting there.

This was my best shot.

I glanced left, then right. The hallway was clear, and in three more steps, I’d be in a blind spot for the camera that was now behind me. So I took my three steps, and then I slipped into the room and closed the door behind me. There was no means of locking it, so I dragged a chair over and secured it under the handle.

Then I turned around.

The air inside the room had the kind of stillness that could make my ears ring. It held a faint chill, like a subtle undercurrent that felt wrong for a place surrounded by so much technology and warmth.

I moved to the first gurney, reached out, and then pulled the sheet back slowly.

The body beneath was that of a woman, maybe in her mid-forties. Her skin was pale, but not just the paleness of death. It was a chalky white, as if there had never been life in her. As if she were formed from some other substance, perhaps carved from stone.

This would have been enough to assure me of how she’d met her end, but her face solidified it.

Her expression was frozen in a scream, with her mouth wide and her lips drawn back to reveal teeth clenched so hard they had cracked. Her eyes bulged, and the veins were dark and ruptured, which gave them an eerie marbled appearance.

Her lips were cracked and blue, not with the soft bluish tint of suffocation but with a deep, unnatural hue, as if the banshee had left only a husk behind.

I leaned in closer. The skin around her eyes and mouth had a strained look, as if every muscle had tensed at the moment of death and had never relaxed.

Her ears caught my attention next. Dried blood had trickled down from the ear canal in a thin line that ran to her jawline before pooling against the pillow. The blood had darkened almost to black, which made me think her eardrum had ruptured.

But there had been no mention in the news reports of loud sounds or explosions in the area. This attack had come from within. It had bypassed the physical and went straight to the soul, then burst outward.

Just like a banshee’s cry.

I examined her veins that ran along her exposed arms and neck. They had a shadowed quality that bordered on black, and her hands were clenched into tight fists. Her fingernails had dug into the palms so hard they had drawn blood, which was a testament to her final moments.

They’d been filled with pain and fear.

Her skin was cold to the touch as I carefully pressed my fingertips to her cheek, but it wasn’t the gradual cooling of a normal corpse that I felt. It felt as if a wave of frost had washed over her and remained still.

I took a slow breath and shifted my vision to that of my normal dragon vision.

It was time to look at this from a different perspective.

The room around me took on a different hue as my eyes adjusted, and colors bled away until only the energy remained. Under my enhanced sight, the room was a wash of pale grays and blues, but the bodies on the three gurneys stood out in stark contrast.

A dark aura came from all of them. It curled, then dissipated into the air, and this spectral residue was what I’d been hoping I wouldn’t find in this hospital today.

I looked more closely at the woman, and faint vein-like cracks pulsed beneath her skin now like a ghostly web of residual energy. The energy was faint, but it was there. The lines ran along her veins and spiderwebbed out from her chest and neck before they curled around her eyes and mouth.

It was a sign that something truly unnatural had touched her.

The residual signature of a banshee’s wail.

I pulled back my vision to my usual human eyesight. This was the banshee’s doing, all of it was. This woman hadn’t just died, her life force was ripped away entirely, and this shell was left behind. The same was true for the others in this room, and I didn’t doubt it was true for every single body overflowing the morgue’s storage abilities.

I pulled the sheet back over the woman’s lifeless body.

Then the doorknob suddenly rattled.
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Chapter 9

“Why is this door locked?” a voice seeped through the wood of the door.

I focused my enhanced hearing as I remained perfectly still.

The footsteps were hesitant at first as the man on the other side shuffled from side to side. He tried the door again, cursed, and then moved confidently away and down the hall.

He’d be back. He was determined to get in here, I could hear it in his stride.

The window of opportunity was narrow, too. If he returned before I could desert the area, it wouldn’t just be awkward, it would blow everything. Questions, alarms, maybe even security.

I couldn’t afford that.

Now was my only chance.

I moved in a blur. In seconds my hand slid the chair aside and opened the door without a sound. The hospital hallway stretched ahead, but I didn’t pause.

My enhanced speed turned the world into slow streaks as I made it to the stairwell in seconds flat, then hurried down to the floor I’d arrived on.

The moment I stepped out, I let myself slow to a human pace, but a rushed one.

If the cameras had seen me, I needed to get out of here fast.

The hall down here was bustling with doctors and nurses. Their movements seemed almost slow-motion compared to mine as I deftly dodged and weaved among people who felt like mere statues.

I moved like a silent river through the hospital’s chaos, and I retraced my steps back to the storage room. Then I slid inside, and the room’s dim light swallowed me whole.

I didn’t waste a single moment. I moved to where I had hidden my clothes, dressed quickly, returned the nurse’s attire to the locker, and headed for the open window.

The cool air outside kissed my skin as I perched on the ledge. Then I dropped down the fifteen feet, and my feet hit the ground in near silence. The landing barely even jolted my knees.

I straightened and scanned the area.

No witnesses.

Too easy.

I smirked the whole way back to where Clare was still waiting in the Shelby. She sat in the driver’s seat, and relief broke across her face when she caught sight of me.

“Everything okay?” she asked as soon as I reached the door. “Was it the banshee?”

“Yes, this was definitely the banshee’s work.” I nodded. “Those deaths weren’t natural.”

“Then it’s already started.” Clare’s lips pressed into a thin line.

She looked exhausted. We’d only just landed in LA and already, we were right back to hunting monsters. Plus, it was nearly ten o’clock by now.

“She’ll be satiated for now,” I told Clare as I slid into the car’s passenger seat. “The morgue is too full to fit all of her victims, and that is saying something. So let’s head to the hotel you booked and hope they haven’t given away our room–”

“I’ve already called ahead, they know we still intend to check in,” she assured me as she pulled away from the curb and merged into the sparse traffic. “Although, I do wish we could stay at Stacey’s…”

I smirked. “She doesn’t dabble in criminal acts. It’s better we don’t draw attention to her by staying in her home, especially after breaking into a hospital.”

“Oh, I absolutely agree,” Clare snorted. “I just wish I was a rich girl, that’s all.”

I laughed at this, and I slid my hand onto her thigh to soothe her a little.

“Don’t worry,” I said with a grin. “You will be soon enough. I promise you that.”

After a few turns, the hotel came into view. It was nothing special, just a two-story building with modest white paint and a faded sign. Clare had mentioned that there were ‘ritzier’ options available, but neither of us were here for opulence.

Plus, I knew when my wealth was for keeping or for spending, and paying for temporary luxury did not appeal to me.

I’d rather keep my money and buy a home twice as beautiful as Stacey’s instead.

Clare parked near the back in a dark corner of the lot. We grabbed our bags and headed inside, and the check-in process was quick. The clerk barely glanced up from his phone, and he muttered a room number as he slid the key across the counter.

We made our way upstairs. The hallway smelled like old tobacco smoke and cleaning supplies.

Our room was small and unremarkable, with a double bed, a dresser, and a television that hung on the wall. I dropped my bag onto the bed, pulled out my phone, and typed a quick message to Stacey to let her know she could find us at the Chamberlain Hotel, room 214.

Then I moved to the window and pulled the thin curtain back just enough to see the parking lot below. Cars moved in and out, shadows shifted under the glow of the streetlights, and somewhere out there, the banshee moved too.

A true predator among unsuspecting prey.

“What’s the plan?” Clare opened a bottle of water, took a long drink, and set it on the nightstand.

“Nothing tonight,” I said. “We’ll wait for Stacey. Then tomorrow I’ll head to Griffith Park. I will find the banshee, and when we do, it won’t get another chance to strike.”

Clare nodded, drew a deep breath, and started stretching to relieve the tension.

A knock at the door broke the silence.

I looked up as a small grin tugged at my lips. “That was fast.”

I opened the door to find Stacey in a fitted black dress, and the cut was elegant yet bold. She held a sleek black suit draped over one arm and an emerald-green dress over the other. The dress shimmered, and it was the kind of gown that hugged her curves and seemed to make an entrance all its own.

“Fill me in,” she said the moment she walked in, and I told Stacey everything the hospital revealed.

“So, it’s already here,” she said.

“Looks like it.” I nodded.

“What next?” Her brow furrowed. “How do we stop it?”

“Tomorrow, Clare and I will visit each potential location,” I said. “I can sense the banshees when I’m close at least, so one by one, we’ll cross the locations off the list. She should be satiated enough to last until then at least.”

“Good, then get dressed.” Stacey smirked. “I’m taking you two out to dinner.”

“Really?” Clare’s eyes widened in a mix of surprise and excitement. “Where?”

“Marine Kings.” Stacey set some clothes on the bed that she’d had strewn over one arm. “I figured it was time to show you off, if you’re finished breaking laws for the evening.”

Clare picked up the dress Stacey had brought for her, and the green fabric brought out the warm tones in her skin.

“I’ve never worn anything this nice.” She bit her lip, and a faint blush spread across her cheeks.

“Then it’s about time you did.” Stacey’s tone was firm, and she turned to me next and pointed to the suit she’d brought for me. “You too, dragon-boy. I’ve seen you in a suit before, let the rest of LA enjoy the sight a bit.”

“That can be arranged,” I chuckled.

I went into the bathroom to change, and left the girls in the room. The fabric was a perfect fit, the jacket sat just right on my shoulders, and the trousers were crisply cut and smooth. The inner shirt was black, which made me look sharper than normal.

I came outside to meet the girls when I was done.

“You clean up good, Ethan.” Stacey helped me with my collar.

“Likewise.” I said.

Clare’s dress fit her perfectly, and the emerald green highlighted her eyes and ginger hair. She looked at me, with a hint of shyness in her expression.

“You look incredible.” I smiled.

“We’re going to turn heads.” Stacey nodded approvingly.

Stacey had a driver already waiting outside to take us to our destination. The drive to Marine Kings wasn’t long, but the change of scenery felt like stepping into another world. The restaurant sat atop a sleek glass building, and its interior was bathed in soft blue lights that mimicked the ocean. The place presented a delicate balance of luxury and comfort, and it felt upscale but not stiff.

We were led to a private booth near a window, and the city stretched out beneath us. The table was already set with white plates edged in silver, and chopsticks resting on dark blue napkins.

A waiter approached, and Stacey ordered a spread of sushi while Clare added a few selections. I got the lobster.

The girls wondered if I’d had sushi before, and I said no.

The sushi spread arrived. There were slices of fish draped over rice, and delicate rolls were wrapped in seaweed.

“So? What do you think?” Clare turned to me with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

“Isn’t it just raw fish?” I said after taking a bite. “That’s nothing new to me.”

“Of course!” Stacey’s eyes widened slightly. “Dragons must eat raw fish all the time. I’m sorry, I can order you something else, you must be bored of fish.”

I picked up another piece with a fork. The fish was cool against my tongue, and the rice was a soft contrast. I chewed slowly and let the flavors settle.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Old or not, it’s still amazing. I’m always intrigued by the way you humans come up with new ways of serving things.”

“I imagine the food in your world was a bit different,” Stacey said.

“Not so much the food,” I said. “But the way we lived. Humans here are innovative with mixing flavors, and trying to form new ways of fusing different styles of food. That’s one thing I must commend them for.”

The night drifted on in a soft blur of laughter, and we worked through several plates of sushi. The blue light from the aquarium-style walls painted everything in cool shades, and the atmosphere was dreamlike.

Eventually, Stacey leaned back against the plush booth and cradled a glass of white wine.

Clare was already tipsy. I could tell because she laughed at everything, and her knee brushed against mine under the table constantly.

The conversation flowed easily, and the topics ranged from business to the banshee. “I have a few people to meet tomorrow,” Stacey said as we circled back to our plans for the next day. “But I’ll come join you guys as soon as I can.”

“We’ll keep you updated,” Clare said.

“So, this is the calm before the storm?” Stacey considered this.

“Exactly.” I raised a hand and signaled a waiter.

The young man approached.

“A bottle of your finest wine,” I said. “And three glasses.”

The waiter nodded and disappeared into the soft glow of the restaurant.

“If this is the calm before the storm, then we should enjoy it,” I said. “We drink, we rest, and tomorrow… we hunt.”

The waiter returned with a bottle of deep red wine cradled in his hands. He poured the glasses.

“To new allies and old enemies,” I said and raised my glass.

“To victory,” Clare added as she clinked her glass against mine.

“To making it out of this alive.” Stacey met our glasses with hers as well.

We drank, and then Stacey set her glass down and looked at me with a telling expression.

Something was on her mind

“Ethad,” she began. “I have to ask, why are you helping humans? You’re acting like a superhero, but you’re a dragon who I’m guessing is a natural predator to us all.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d had to explain myself, and I doubted it would be the last.

I let her question hang in the air, and I considered my answer carefully. The last thing I wanted was for my answer to be lost in translation. I was no hero, and I needed her to know this.

“Because this world is mine to conquer,” I said with full conviction. “I’ve decided to claim it. That means protecting what is mine from those who would seek to destroy it against my wishes.”

Her lips quivered, and then she smirked.

“Conquer?” she asked. “That’s a bold goal. Darling, everybody wants to rule the world.”

“But only one can,” I said. “This world thrives on products, does it not? The person who offers the most controls the market. You know something about that, don’t you?”

She said nothing.

“Well, it’s only wise to protect the market,” I explained. “I don’t wish any of these humans dead, so why should I let others kill them? They are– how would I put it– my competitors? It’s no different than your business. If a competitor tried to take what you’ve built, you’d send a message. You’d defend what’s yours.”

“You think you and I are alike, then?” She raised an eyebrow.

“My efforts are simply more seismic,” I said.

“I like the way you think,” she laughed.

I smirked at the back-and-forth rapport we’d built up. Stacey had an edge to her, same as Clare and Danielle. But her skillset was different from theirs. She took their ambition and doubled it, and the same was true of their intuition.

She was definitely a part of this world that I intended to claim for my own.

As the conversation continued, I felt the air between us change. Her flirtation techniques became more apparent, not just in her words but in the subtle way her body angled toward me, how her fingers traced the rim of her glass, and how her eyes watched me with an interest that went beyond business.

I looked at her differently, too. The way the light hit her ebony skin, the soft curve of her neck, and the swell of her breasts, as well as the way her nipples were visible through the fabric. Her dress accentuated all her erotic features, right down to her hips. Even when she excused herself to go to the bathroom, I caught myself admiring the bounce of her ass in the tight-fitting gown.

By the time Stacey returned, Clare’s hand had slipped over mine under the table. When I turned to look at her, she gave me a soft smile. I understood that look well. It was an expression of understanding.

Her eyes conveyed a clear message: I’ve accepted her.

Stacey noticed the exchange and gave a knowing smile.

She leaned forward, just enough for me to see her cleavage.

“You know, Ethan,” she said. “If this whole dragon-warrior thing gets boring, you’d do well in the business world. I bet you could build an empire.”

“I already am,” I replied and mirrored her leaning forward. “If these monsters would let up, I’d have risen further by now.”

“Ambition is dangerous, you know,” she chuckled and ran her fingers over the back of my hand. “It draws all sorts of attention. Both good and bad.”

“We aren’t afraid of attention…” Clare gently caressed Stacey’s other hand.

“Good.” Stacey’s voice dropped. “Neither am I.”

There was a beat of silence and a soft, electric charge in the air. Even Clare seemed to sense it. Her thumb brushed slowly over the back of Stacey’s hand, and by the time dinner was over, I’d practically undressed Stacey in my mind.

All that was left was to pay the bill and head out.

I reached for the bill, but Stacey’s fingers already tapped lightly against the leather-bound folder.

“I’ve got this,” she said.

I shook my head. “You’ve been treating us all day. Let’s split it.”

“Men and their pride.” She smirked playfully.

“Exactly,” I said. “So you know I won’t take no for an answer.”

“Alright… half and half,” she agreed, then slid the bill to the center of the table.

The transaction was quick, and soon we were out on the street with the city’s warm air against my face stirring me awake. I felt like the restaurant had put me in a trance, and Clare must’ve felt the same, because she was suddenly energetic again.

“I’m not tired yet,” she said and looped her arm through mine. “Are you?”

“I agree,” Stacey said. “The night is young, and I know just the place. Care to have a little… fun on your first night in LA?”

“Might as well,” I agreed. “I’ll be stuck murdering a banshee tomorrow, and that’s less fun.”

The women chuckled, but I was glad they had managed to relax a little. I wanted them to feel at ease, and to not worry that I couldn’t handle the monster who still lurked somewhere in this vast city.

I absolutely could, and I intended to do so after enjoying some time with two very beautiful women.

The place Stacey knew wasn’t too far from the restaurant, so we walked to it. She led us through winding streets until we reached a plain building. The facade was all dark brick, and there was a single steel door for an entrance that a line of people waited at to get inside.

The line stretched down the block, and everyone boasted bright, flashy clothes.

It turned out that this wasn’t just a line, though, it was a selection process.

The two bouncers who stood at the door exchanged glances and whispered to each other before opening the door for certain people. The ones not picked were turned away with polite but firm apologies.

An average drunk woman in a silver dress raised her voice in protest as they turned her away. The bouncers didn’t budge.

Meanwhile, a group of men in tailored suits barely paused before the rope was lifted for them. The crowd murmured, and envy and anticipation were in the air.

“Stay close,” Stacey said and barely broke her stride.

The bouncers saw her immediately.

“Good evening, Ms. Brooks,” the taller of the two said.

“Busy night, Dom?” Stacey smiled.

“The usual,” he replied and unhooked the velvet rope. “For you, there’s always room.”

“You’re a sweetheart,” she replied. “These two are with me.”

“Welcome,” the bouncer greeted us.

As we slipped past the line, I could feel eyes on us. They were mostly curious, and a few were openly annoyed. Then the door closed behind us and separated us from the envious crowd.

The interior was mesmerizing. The walls were lined with mirrors, which created an illusion of endlessness. Red and purple lights pulsed against the dance floor and walls, and the ceiling was low with mirrors overhead.

The music hit us like a physical force. It thumped through the floor, and each beat sent out a vibration that traveled up through my feet while the melody wafted over it all like smoke.

Speaking of smoke, there was a sort of mist in the air that wrapped around the bodies on the dance floor, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from.

There was a platform at the center of the room, where a man seemed to be working very hard as he flipped levers and tapped buttons on a long table. He seemed to control the crowd below him, and I slowly realized he was in charge of playing the songs.

The crowd below swayed one way together, and when he changed the song, they swayed the other. It was like magic. So much so that I didn’t realize I’d started tapping my feet.

Stacey guided us to a secluded booth near the edge of the floor, and a waitress appeared almost immediately. She wore a short, black lace dress and carried a silver tray that held glasses and a chilled bottle.

“This place is incredible.” Clare leaned into me.

“Exclusive, too,” I said and watched as the door only opened every so often to let people in.

Then I noticed Stacey had frozen in place, and she looked flush. I followed the direction of her wide-eyed gaze, but I couldn’t tell what she was looking at.

“Stacey, are you okay?” I asked.

“What?” she asked, and she sounded slightly out of it.

“Are you okay?” I asked again.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “I thought I saw someone I knew. Excuse me.”

She slipped away, but I followed her movement as she slid through the crowd with the ease of someone who belonged. She approached a booth tucked into the corner, where the lights didn’t quite reach.

A man sat there surrounded by women. The man slipped something from his jacket to her hand. Stacey pocketed whatever it was and kept her expression calm. The man barely glanced up and returned his focus to his drink, as if the world beyond his booth didn’t exist.

“All good?” Clare nudged me gently.

“Yeah, just keeping an eye on Stacey.” I nodded.

Clare didn’t push. She just sipped her drink.

Stacey returned with a smirk on her face. She slid into the booth and deliberately brushed her thigh against mine.

“Everything handled?” I asked.

“Perfectly.” She leaned back and put her glass to her lips. “Come on, let’s dance.”

Stacey stood up, took my hand, and led me toward the crowd. Clare followed with her fingers laced through mine, and together we moved deeper onto the dance floor.

Out here, the music was a living thing, like a pulse that jumped all over the floor. The lights swirled in time with the beat, and they shifted from blue, to red, to violet over the sea of bodies. Each flash of light made it feel like we were in a new world, and the faces around me transformed with every change in hue.

We reached the center of the dance floor at last, and Stacey turned to face us. Her smile was still in place, and a playful glint sparked in her eyes. Then she slipped a small tin from her purse and opened it to reveal a row of small, white pills.

She put one on her tongue and swallowed it while her eyes stayed on mine.

“Care to try something… new?” she hollered over the music.

“Yes!” Clare said at once. “Ethad, we’re doing this.”

“Doing what?” I snorted, but that was enough confirmation for Stacey.

With a mischievous tilt of her head, she placed the white pill on her tongue, leaned in, and kissed me. Her lips were warm and soft.

She passed the pill into my mouth with her tongue, and I swallowed it.

When she pulled back, her eyes met Clare’s, and she repeated the motion. She kissed Clare almost as hard as she kissed me. And she seemed to have passed the same pill into her mouth.

“What is this?” Clare asked.

“Something sweet,” Stacey replied with a smile.

Then she started to move to the beat, and I joined in, but as several minutes passed, I started to feel different.

The room around us gradually began to shift. The lights stretched into long, fluid lines. Each beat of the music sent ripples through the room, as if the very air had turned to water. I felt a warmth spread from my chest to the rest of my body, and I felt a lightness akin to flying in my dragon form.

I looked at Clare, and she looked back at me with her eyes wide and her pupils dark and deep. She looked utterly delighted as she danced and laughed, and the sound was a melody all its own.

Stacey danced as well and slipped herself between us. Her arms caressed Clare’s as she grinded her ass back against me, and I didn’t mind in the slightest. We moved together like one, while the man on the stage and his rhythm guided us.

Eventually, the floor beneath us seemed to breathe.

I lost track of time after that. Each moment bled into the next as a cascade of sensation and motion washed over my body. The music was a river, and we were caught in its current. It flowed and twisted, and took us wherever it pleased, but mostly, it brought our three bodies closer and closer together with every passing moment.

I could feel the warmth of Stacey’s body against mine at all times, as well as her perfect ass on my cock. The feeling was close to fucking, with the way she moved, and I noticed several other people in here moving similarly. Clare’s fingers brushed at my neck while she rolled her body against my side, and I kept my arm hooked around her waist as I reveled in all the feelings I was experiencing at once.

My senses seemed to have stretched, and every brush of skin on mine felt electric.

Then the music hit a new peak. I found myself at the center of both girls, with their tantric energy drawing me in. My hands moved all over Clare’s hips, and Stacey kissed the back of my neck until her soft lips made me shiver.

Their bodies were warmer and warmer, and the heat of the room enveloped us almost as much as the music had done.

“So this is what mortals chase?” I thought out loud. “A taste of something beyond themselves…”

“Are you okay?” Clare leaned in.

“More than okay.” I let my hand slide to her ass and pulled her closer. “You look like a goddess when you move like that…”

“You both are so fucking hot,” Stacey announced as she let her hand slide to Clare’s ass as well. “I can’t wait to fuck you two later.”

I grinned, and Clare let out an extremely giddy giggle.

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” I chuckled.

When the beat slowed, it felt like the world had exhaled. Our breaths matched its rhythm, and our bodies found stillness even as the room continued to move. Stacey’s hand found the crotch of my trousers.

“Let’s go,” Clare said and nibbled my ear.

The music faded from my mind as we slipped through the crowd. My mind shifted to a state similar to when I hunted, and I knew exactly what I was after next. I led the way, with both Clare and Stacey’s hands in mine, and I didn’t slow until we were back outside.

Stacey had somehow managed to already arrange for her car to meet us. It was waiting outside when we got to the curb, so we all hopped in, and we gave the driver the address of the hotel. We’d considered returning to Stacey’s, but now that I’d been dabbling in breaking the law in this city, I didn’t want to jeopardize anything she had built for herself.

Who knew what I’d be getting up to in the next few days?

The car pulled away from the curb with a smooth hum, and none of us spoke. There was no need.

Whatever we had taken in the club was still working on our minds and bodies, and for Clare and Stacey, this meant that they’d already started making out before we even approached the hotel.

This caught the driver off guard, and he almost crashed into another car on the road.

Then the hotel loomed into view, and the car slowed as we pulled into the lot. We got out and stumbled our way into the building.

The clerk at the desk barely glanced up, since his attention was lost in the glow of his phone screen. We moved past him and reached the elevator. The doors slid open, and we stepped inside. A few minutes later, I slipped our key card into the lock, the door clicked open, and we stepped inside.

Stacey’s ebony skin glowed under the soft light as she moved closer to Clare, and I was glad to see she understood what we both wanted now.

She was today’s main meal.

I wanted to taste her exotic skin, and bathe in her juices.

Her fingers brushed against Clare’s cheek. I watched in a trance-like state as they leaned in and kissed more passionately than in the car or at the club. Their tongues even tangled together, and the softest moan escaped from Clare when Stacey bit gently on her lip.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.

I locked the door, and by the time I turned around, Stacey’s dress pooled at her feet and revealed her pear-shaped breasts. They were so full and heavy above her slim stomach that they only accentuated how slim her waist was.

Clare’s hands were already on her and exploring her curves.

“Join us please,” Stacey begged.

I didn’t need a second invitation. I moved toward them, and my hands found their way to the zipper of Clare’s dress.

It slid down and revealed her pale, slender body inch by inch. Once it was all the way off, her breasts strained against her lace bra like they were waiting to burst free.

Clare pulled off my shirt while Stacey knelt down and unbuttoned my pants. She was quick, like she was starved for my cock, and I groaned as her hand wrapped around my dick.

Stacey moved up my thighs with her lips and left a trail of kisses as she went. I shivered as she reached my dick at last, and her tongue teased the tip.

“Fuck, Stacey,” I moaned as my hands tangled in her hair, and I forced my cock into her mouth.

Meanwhile Clare moved along my upper body with her own wash of kisses as well, until she reached my nipples. Then she started flicking her tongue against one, and I hissed in a breath as pleasure shot through me.

Whatever we had taken was making every single touch from the women feel magnified in the best way, and I groaned as they both took turns enjoying my body.

Eventually, they were both sucking on my dick in turns, with their tongues working together to drive me wild.

“Fuck, Clare,” I moaned.

She licked my shaft until it shone with her saliva, but Stacey was traveling north again. Her lips ended up on my neck, and as her teeth grazed my skin, she started pushing me toward the bed.

I was surprised by her strength.

I landed on the soft mattress before she took my cock in her mouth again and swirled her tongue around the tip. Then her full lips enveloped me with the kind of suction that could dry oceans.

“Fuck, you two are driving me crazy,” I groaned.

“We want to make you feel good, Ethan…” Stacey looked up at me with her eyes filled with lust. Then she finally pulled away from my dick. “Let us take care of you.”

“Sure,” I said in a daze.

She worked her tongue up my body, while Clare took her place. She kneeled on the bed between my legs and sucked me, and Stacey straddled my face with her pussy inches from my mouth.

I could smell her arousal, and the scent drove me wild. I pulled her closer until my tongue entered and tasted her at last.

She moaned and grinded her hips against my face, and I held her down and plunged my tongue deeper and deeper into her pussy.

She was as soft as velvet, and one of the sweetest things I’d ever tasted, and I didn’t think that was just on account of my heightened state right now. It was her. Stacey was pristine from head to toe, that much was visually clear, but now I knew that she was fucking perfect in every single way.

Right down to the taste.

I could feel her orgasm building now as her pussy clenched around my tongue.

“Fuck, Ethad,” she moaned right before her orgasm crashed over her.

The woman convulsed wildly, but I clamped my hands on her luscious ass to keep her in place. I was positively buried in her now, and I lapped at her pussy like a starved man as her delicious juices somehow sent sparks of color through my mind.

That part might have been from the heightened state. I couldn’t be sure. It was getting hard to keep track of things with Clare’s mouth still doing all kinds of incredible things to my dick.

Stacey moved off me when she’d finally finished cumming. She was covered in sweat, but she moved toward Clare and pulled off the other woman’s panties. Then she spread Clare’s legs and sucked on her clit.

The sensation seemed to be too much for Clare, and she jerked up and down on my cock.

I chuckled as I grabbed her hair and eased myself out of her mouth. Then I got up and moved behind Stacey.

Both women were on their knees on the bed with their asses up, and I admired the view for a moment before sliding my cock into Stacey’s wet pussy.

She moaned, even while her mouth was buried in Clare’s pussy.

I gripped her broad hips and kept my thrusts slow and deep at first, but I couldn’t restrain myself for long. Stacey was ridiculously tight, and watching her pussy lips strain around my shaft was more than I could bear.

I finally thrust in all the way, and I felt her pussy quivering around me with pleasure as she immediately orgasmed again.

“Oh, fuck!” she screamed and backed into me. “Go deeper, baby. I can take it.”

I granted her wish and increased the size and length of my cock in her, but she hadn’t been expecting that.

“Oh, shit,” she gasped. “F-Fuck, that’s goooooood. How did you get so big?”

“Did I say you could stop pleasuring Clare?” I asked instead of answering, and I drove my cock further into her until I felt myself bottom out against her cervix.

This proved too much for her, and she channeled her enthusiasm into keeping Clare happy.

Clare’s moans filled the room, and her body writhed under Stacey’s tongue.

I could feel my orgasm building, and my thrusts becoming more urgent. Stacey’s pussy clenched around my dick like an iron vise, and once her third orgasm crashed over her, I decided I needed to stop before I lost control entirely.

I pulled out, and my dick was slick with her delicious juices as I nudged her aside and moved toward Clare.

She was still ass-up and dripping wet after all the attention Stacey had given her, and I slid my dick into her pussy in one fluid motion. She moaned louder than she had this whole time, and her body arched off the bed as I thrust into her fast and hard.

Stacey’s mouth was on my neck now, and her teeth grazed my skin as she brought herself behind me. I could feel her hand on my ass before her fingers started teasing my hole, and a whole new swell of sensations took over me.

“Is that good?” she murmured in a voice as smooth as silk.

I groaned something incomprehensible as the sensation sent shivers down my spine, and molten heat pooled in my gut like I’d never experienced before.

“Good,” she giggled, and she kept it up.

At the same time Clare’s pussy clenched around my dick.

“Fasterrrrrr,” she begged.

Her orgasm was slowly building, right along with my own. My thrusts became more violent as the pleasure became genuinely overwhelming, and so did Clare’s writhing.

“Ahhhhhhhhh,” she screamed as she came at last.

“Cum on her,” Stacey ordered in my ear, and I grinned as I pulled out and came all over Clare’s trembling body.

Stacey kept up her own treatment, too, and my cock throbbed heavier and heavier as I sprayed more and more of my seed all over Clare’s pale, flawless body.

The whole time, Clare kept her green eyes on my cock, and she bit down hard on her lip like it was the tastiest thing she’d ever seen.

Finally, I collapsed onto the bed with my body spent. Stacey and Clare moved closer until their bodies were pressed against mine. I could feel their hearts beating in sync with mine, and the sound seemed to fill the room.

“That was amazing,” Stacey panted while we caught our breaths. Then she hauled herself up and slipped into the bathroom briefly to wash up.

Clare showered me with kisses as a thank you for making her cum that hard, but she also lowered her voice to whisper in my ear.

“I love when you order other women to keep me satisfied,” she giggled softly. “I feel super spoiled.”

“Good.” I grinned and placed a kiss in her copper hair. “You should be spoiled.”

The soft hum of the bathroom fan faded, and Stacey emerged naked and jumped back in bed.

Clare was already half-asleep with her body curled into mine.

Stacey’s breathing slowed soon after and matched the gentle rhythm of Clare’s. My own breaths fell into sync with theirs eventually, and I finally let my eyes drift shut as the weight of sleep tugged at my swirling mind.

I could still feel the effects of whatever strange substance we’d taken, but it wasn’t bothering me. Instead, it brought a smile to my face.

“Fuck…” I sighed as I stroked both women’s soft skin with my fingertips. “I could get used to this.”

I wasn’t sure what time it was when I awoke, but sunlight had found its way through the gap in the curtains. I felt it on my face and stirred awake.

Clare stirred beside me, and then her eyes opened.

The room was cool, with the faint smell of hotel soap and the remnants of the women’s perfumes from last night. I stretched and slid the sheets off, then turned to where Stacey had fallen asleep.

I blinked in surprise.

The space beside me was empty, and her pillow still carried the slight indent of her head.

I sat up, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and reached for my phone. A message waited on the screen.

Had a meeting, Stacey sent. Rented you a car. The keys are at the front desk. Keep me updated. I’ll join when I can.

“She’s gone?” Clare sat up beside me with her hair in a soft mess.

“Always on the move.” I nodded and showed her the message.

“That’s Stacey.” Clare smiled. “Man, that ass is still ingrained in my mind, though. Did you see that thing? It looked like it was carved by the angels themselves…”

I grinned. “That is extremely accurate.”

“Definitely a ‘treasure-quality’ woman,” she giggled.

“I have to agree,” I said and kissed her smiling lips. “As are you.”

We slipped out of bed, and Clare disappeared into the bathroom and started the water up. I grabbed my clothes from my luggage, draped them over the chair, and got the rest of my things ready for my own shower.

The bathroom door opened not long after, and Clare stepped out in her towel with her cheeks pink from the heat.

I took her place and had a quick shower. The water felt nice after last night’s antics, but my senses seemed to have regulated themselves again.

After my shower, we got dressed and headed to the front desk. A man with glasses and a permanent frown handed over the keys with a practiced disinterest once I asked for them.

The car waited for us in the lot, and it was what Clare called ‘an unassuming sedan.’ It was silver with no distinct features, and I realized it really was exactly what we needed. We’d be invisible in the sea of vehicles that filled the city, no matter where we had to go.

I slid into the driver’s seat. Clare climbed in beside me and tucked her bag between her feet. She pulled out her phone and checked the map, and her finger traced the route to Griffith Park.

“Ready?” I asked and started the engine.

“Let’s do this.” She nodded.

We made a quick stop at a convenience store along the way. The bell above the door chimed as we entered, and I grabbed a pack of earplugs, which were a necessary precaution for Clare and Stacey against the banshee’s wails.

Banshee wails affected certain types of souls, but dragon souls had some innate magical resistance. How much their attacks affected me would usually be a testament to their power, but in this case, it could be a pitfall of my human form. Regardless, I figured I could alter my ears a bit to gain a good resistance when needed.

Clare picked up a few snacks and bottled water for us since we hadn’t had breakfast. Once we paid, we got back into the car, and the city slowly filled up around us as the morning pressed on.

And of course, the sudden traffic hit the roads.

Morning traffic in LA moved at a painfully slow but steady pace as the roads wound us through the city and led us toward the hills. Clare rolled down her window and let the cool morning breeze ruffle her hair.

“So… last night was something else.” She sent me a smile as her eyes sparkled.

I laughed. I knew exactly what she meant.

We’d never found fun like that in Chicago, that was for sure.

“What was the name of that club?” Clare asked.

“I don’t think there was even a name on it,” I replied.

I had the memory of an elephant on the wall at some point, but I didn’t remember a sign for the club. Just its brick outer appearance.

“The others wouldn’t believe it,” Clare giggled.

“Humans know how to chase pleasure, I’ll give them that,” I chuckled.

“And Stacey?” Clare leaned back in her seat.

“She’s a force of nature,” I said. “Not just in the way she handles business. She’s… unpredictable in a lot of pleasing ways.”

“You like that.” Clare smiled with a hint of mischief.

“I like anything that keeps me on my toes,” I agreed.

The hills of Griffith Park came into view, and the skyline was a blend of green against the soft blue of the sky. The road twisted up the incline, and each turn brought us closer to our destination. And hopefully closer to the banshee.

I parked the car in a small clearing hidden just off the main road. Clare and I sat for a moment with the engine’s soft rumble as the only sound between us.

“I’ll go see if she’s here,” I said to Clare. “If I find her, I’ll end this quickly.”

She rolled the orange earplugs between her fingers.

“No matter what happens, don’t take them out until I get back.” I reached out and brushed my thumb over her cheek. “Understand?”

She nodded. “Be careful.”

I climbed out of the car and followed a trail through clusters of eucalyptus and pine. The path itself was worn and made of more dirt than stone, with roots and rocks jutting up underfoot.

I moved slowly and let my senses take over. The trees rustled in the wind, and their branches seemed to whisper secrets in a language older than this city. Small creatures darted through the underbrush, and birds took flight, and all of this helped me to refocus my attention.

I’d been lost in a haze of my women’s bodies since last night. Now, I needed to get back to business.

I had a fucking banshee to destroy.

The view began to open up as the trail climbed. I caught glimpses of the city through breaks in the trees, and it was breathtaking, even for me– someone who had seen countless vistas, both from mountaintops and the open sky.

The observatory stood on a distant hill, and its domed roof gleamed in the sun. I’d read about it during my late-night research and how it held telescopes that could see way out into the stars, and I knew now that they were used by these humans to search for understanding in the vast unknown.

I imagined what it might be like to fly here. To let my true form stretch into the sky while my wings caught the wind as I soared over the park. The city would be like a patchwork of light and life below me.

It was a tempting thought. But even here, where nature pressed against the edges of civilization, there were too many eyes.

The remnants of the zoo rose from the earth like bones. There were cages and enclosures, but all of them were rusted and crumbling. The paths were overgrown here, and nature swallowed the structures in slow, patient bites.

Graffiti marked nearly every surface and created a chaotic mosaic.

The air was cooler here, and the breeze funneled through the narrow pathways in a low whistle as it passed through the bars of old cages. I moved quietly as my footsteps were muffled by the dirt and leaves.

The zoo had a strange beauty to it, like a blend of decay and rebirth, as the plants wound through the remains of human construction. Old concrete pits lay empty, and their floors were cracked and covered in moss. The enclosures that once held animals were now dense with shadows, and their bars were twisted while their signs hung faded and worn.

A sign for lions still hung by a single bolt, and its letters were barely legible through the layers of rust.

I smirked a little as I thought of the last lion’s cage I’d been near.

No lions to feed today, though.

The silence was heavy here. It wasn’t just the absence of sound, but a weight that pressed down and muted the world around me. That was a good sign for me.

Anything unnatural was a good sign from here forward. It meant we may have just found this wailing bitch on the first try.

I slipped through the narrow corridors of the zoo and ducked under broken beams. I stepped over shattered glass as well, and the further I went, the colder the air became.

It was definitely the kind of cold that didn’t seem to belong under the California sun.

I reached a small rise where the path led to a lookout point. From here, the city spread out before me in a canvas of concrete and green, and the skyline was a jagged line against the blue sea in the distance.

The observatory stood off to the right, with its dome like an eye watching over the city.

The view was incredible. From this height, the city felt smaller, and its endless movement was reduced to a gentle hum, and I understood why the observatory was placed here.

It was perfect for those who sought to look beyond this world, to find something grander in the stars.

But I was looking for something much closer to home.

Something that hunted in the shadows and fed on fear.

I slipped deeper into the ruins and kept to the edges of the path where the shadows pooled. The observatory would have cameras to sweep the grounds and catch vandals and late-night thrill-seekers. I stayed out of range where I could and hugged the natural cover of the larger rocks and trees.

The park was public land, but a lone figure moving through the abandoned zoo could draw the wrong kind of attention. I didn’t want any security guards to start arriving or poking around.

I needed to keep this as quiet as possible.

I moved toward an old stone building. Its entrance was half-blocked by a fallen tree. The metal door hung on its hinges and swung gently in the breeze, and the sound it gave off was a soft creak against the stillness in the air.

I slipped inside, and my eyes adjusted to the dimness.

The room was empty. It was just an old storage space with nothing but dust all over. I let my senses stretch further and sought any trace of the banshee, or any sign that the creature had made this place its lair.

Nothing.

There was only the cold and the quiet.

But the quiet was enough to make my skin prickle.

I stood still as my breath came in a slow rhythm, and I listened. The wind outside seemed to die down, and the air turned thick and heavy.

Still, I waited like a hunter in the shadows, and I kept my body coiled and ready.

Then I heard it.

A soft, distant sound. Almost a sigh.

It came from deeper within the zoo, past the old lion’s den, where the concrete had cracked and the earth had begun to swallow the man-made structures.

I moved toward it, slipped through a narrow corridor, and headed deeper into the ruins. Each step was a measured risk from here on out as the world around me seemed to hold its breath, and the rustle of leaves and hum of the city all faded away.

But I didn’t falter.

Because just then, the wind shifted and brushed like cold fingers over my skin.
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Chapter 10

I let the winds guide me to her.

The banshee was here. I knew it now, and the deeper I ventured into the old zoo, the heavier the air became.

Shadows clung to the edges of every surface and crept over rusted metal and stone like tongues of smoke. The path was narrow and packed with dirt, and each step crunched softly against fragments of glass and crumbling leaves, but it didn’t matter now.

The wind knew I was here, and she would, too.

Around me, vines twisted through chain-link fences, and their green tendrils enveloped the metal entirely. Graffiti adorned every stone and slab of concrete this far into the zoo, and layers of color and words had been scrawled over what I had to assume were years and years. Some messages were clear– like names, hearts, and curses– but others bore symbols I didn’t recognize.

Every few yards, I paused and let my dragon senses seep out from under my skin and stretch out into the empty cages and behind the bushes. The air tasted metallic now. It didn’t have the crispiness of the morning, but rather the dead cold of decay.

This place felt like a grave. The perfect place for the banshee.

I let my vision shift, and the colors of this world peeled back to reveal the truth I needed like it had in the hospital.

The green undergrowth turned to shades of gray and shadows, and through that darkness, I saw them…

Footprints stained with a black swirling aura.

Its essence was all over the ground, but it wasn’t just a single path.

Footsteps overlapped, tangled, looped, and crisscrossed through the ruins.

“Shit,” I breathed.

There were too many paths to be just one creature.

I followed the most heavily used trail, and it led me to a cracked stone wall of an enclosure that was veined with green moss. I crouched low, brushed my fingertips against the dirt, and felt the faint hum of old magic beneath the earth.

The magical aura lingered here in a thick, oily way that I recognized. Banshee energy was always the sort that stuck to the world and festered. The residue spread like a mist of fear and death wherever the banshee went, and it was practically painted over the stones ahead of me.

I climbed up the wall carefully as I tried not to break any stone away, and then I peered over the edge into the old enclosure.

Below was a deep pit of stone and weeds, and a pool lay at the center with stagnant green water. From this vantage point, I could see beyond the enclosure and out to the hills, and my chest clenched as I started putting things together.

The winds swept through the park, dipped into this very enclosure due to the valley it sat in, and then it swirled back out and over the hills.

If the banshee chose this place to wail from, her voice would carry for miles within a matter of minutes.

I dropped into the enclosure, and dust rose around my feet. The earth was dry and brittle, and shadows twisted along the stone walls. I stepped forward, but my dragon senses crawled under my skin and alerted me just in time.

A sound began, soft and low, like the first moan of a distant storm. It slipped through the enclosure, overtook my body, and brushed against my mind.

Then a cool whisper crawled over me and caused the ground to tremble as the sound slowly grew into a hum. That thickened into a wail within seconds, and it shook the earth as my vision blurred slightly.

The world smudged around me like wet ink. Colors dulled, lines bent, and the ground seemed to roll under my feet.

My muscles tightened, and my breathing slowed as I fell on my hands and knees, but I managed to focus on the rock beneath my hands, even as the sound wound deeper. It felt like a cold finger was drilling into my skull and trying to scatter my thoughts like dry leaves.

I gritted my teeth and forced the feeling back, like a mental war with the humming in the air.

Then, through the blur of my vision, something moved.

A shadow hid against the stone, and as I squinted, I saw the banshee.

She was too thin to be anything else, and too long. Her claws almost scraped the ground from how lanky and oddly proportioned her arms were, but I didn’t have time to look at anything else before the banshee lunged at me.

I forced my body to move and jumped out of the way, and the banshee’s claws sliced through the empty space I left behind. I hit the ground, then ducked and rolled as my senses snapped back into place.

My vision cleared as her humming abruptly ended, and the enclosure sharpened into focus.

I saw not one, but three banshees waiting for me now.

Fucker. Astrum had really done it.

He’d unleashed a whole trifecta of hideous, wailing, haunting bitches on Earth.

I was going to skin the man alive when I got my talons on him.

For now, I sized up my opponents.

One stood at the edge of the pool, while the others stood at different vantage points around the enclosure. They were all female of course, and uglier than anything this world could imagine. Their eyes were hollow and black, their skin was loose like fraying fabric, and their limbs were too long all over. Their bodies were draped in rags as ragged as their flesh, and they fluttered without any wind.

I still had my dragon vision in place, so the banshees’ auras pulsed in front of me like black veins threading through the air, and they spread like frost over the enclosure around them.

Their bodies swayed with an unsettling rhythm that was perfectly in sync with one another as their lips peeled back and revealed jagged, broken teeth. They let out just an echo of their wail as they snarled as one, and it hung in the air like a low hum that tugged at the edges of my control.

That wasn’t good. It shouldn’t be that easy for them to affect me.

These banshees had to be older than I’d anticipated.

Their magical presence carried an ancient weight, and something about them seemed almost familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.

I steadied my breath, and my muscles tensed as the warmth of my power curled under my skin. My vision sharpened more, the shadows peeled back, and the colors of the world deepened as I adjusted my gaze so I wouldn’t get too disoriented during the fight.

Then I steeled myself against the still-echoing wail, until it finally eased up.

“Clever attempt,” I said with a smirk. “But not enough, I’m afraid.”

“Stubborn little human,” one of the banshees hissed, and it sounded like a chorus of whispers were layered beneath her voice. “But you won’t resist the next one…”

I snorted. “Try me.”

There was no point trying to keep them calm. The sooner they got to work, the sooner I could end them, and that was all that mattered.

Unsurprisingly, the banshees unleashed their Veil of Shadows immediately.

It was an attack I’d come across before, and I recognized it immediately.

Mist curled up from the ground like tendrils of fog weaving through the cracked stone and broken walls of the enclosure. The whole area turned hazy, and the magic in the air was so dense that it was like wading through a misty ocean.

Shadows even stretched unnaturally and twisted into haunting forms that disappeared when I focused on them, but my senses only sharpened against the terrors.

And I could feel the banshees’ individual auras spreading around me as they slid through the mist like serpents.

They probably hoped I would become disoriented, and that their mist would make me vulnerable, but a dragon’s senses were not so easily dampened. The mist was a mask, but not a shield, and their own ravenous anticipation betrayed them the longer I stood there without panicking in the slightest.

The shadows moved, and I shifted with them as I got ready and scanned the haze.

Their forms were nearly invisible, and their outlines blurred into the fog, but I could feel them testing me. They were waiting for the perfect moment, and when it finally came, the air suddenly snapped.

The sound that came next wasn’t just a loud noise. It sounded like a thunderclap, but I knew it was their Spectral Scream. It was a physical force like a cold, unrelenting pressure that bore down on my bones, and it was aimed to destroy my core.

The air was forced from my lungs, and I stumbled as two more Spectral Screams shook through every one of my bones.

It was like standing on thin ice, and every crack was a threat.

Every sound a promise of the fall.

I gritted my teeth and planted my feet firmly on the ground. The banshees no doubt thought this would be enough to stun me. If they could freeze me in place long enough for them to strike, then this whole thing would be over.

Clearly, they hadn’t faced a dragon before.

I moved, and I tore through the mist. One moment, I stood at the center of their attack, and the next, I was behind one of them. My claws were prepped and ready for a strike as a sliver of my dragonfire burned in my palm.

My strike was swift, like a blade strike from a skilled swordsman. My hand drove into her side, and the force was enough to stagger her.

Her body folded around my arm as her aura flared, and blood poured from the wound.

She should have fallen, but instead, she twisted away in an unnatural bend that made her lanky form all the more grotesque-looking. She righted herself several feet away, and she hissed like I’d only just scratched her.

An attack like that would have killed the vampires I fought not too long ago.

Her strength defied reason, and this alone tipped me off to why I recognized them.

These weren’t just three powerful banshees from Coilfell. They were The Gruesome Three.

And their strength was a testament to the power they had absorbed from all of their fallen sisters over the years.

I didn’t have time to think further on it.

A second banshee appeared in the mist with her jaw stretched open wide, and another Spectral Scream erupted in my direction. This one was more focused as it struck me in the chest, and the force lifted me off my feet and smashed me into the wall.

The impact rattled through my bones. The old stone cracked, and dust spilled from the fissures as if the structure itself had gasped.

I dug my claws into the wall to steady myself, and the stone crumbled under the pressure. My muscles tightened to tear myself free, and as the stone shattered from the force, fragments flew out all around me like gray rain.

The banshee I had struck was still standing with her hands pressed against her side and her teeth bared, and the sister who’d sent me flying was slowly swaying beside her as she eyed the claws jutting out of my fingertips.

“What are you?” she seethed.

“I’m the one who’ll finally bring an end to you,” I said with half a grin.

“Fool,” her sister hissed. “Whatever powers you have, it matters not. Every blow you land only feeds us. You are killing yourself.”

“Well, then,” I said and cracked my neck before rolling my shoulders. “Let’s see how much you can take before that happens.”

The mist coiled around them like a living thing, and the shadows twisted into claws and blades everywhere I looked. The air grew heavy as the ground beneath us shivered with their powers, and I knew the sensation too well.

It was a rhythm of dark energy that thrummed through the earth, but I wouldn’t bow to it.

I met the eyes of the two banshees I could see, and I made the challenge in my gaze clear.

The fight was far from over.

Their mouths suddenly unhinged, and a wave of sound erupted all around me. The air rippled as all three of their voices converged into a visible wave, and the sheet of violet energy rolled through the entire enclosure.

Rocks trembled, and pebbles around me lifted off the ground as if gravity itself had been distorted.

The pressure in the air built, and the low hum grew into a roar until the wails became a force that pressed against my skin and pushed me back.

My instincts flared. Jumping out of the way wasn’t an option. The wave filled my vision like a curtain of purple shadows rolling around me.

I had seconds to react, maybe less, before it would fully incapacitate me.

I dropped low with my muscles pulled tight and pushed off the ground. But that wasn’t enough, I still needed more height, so I let my wings snap open, and they ripped through my shirt like a sword unsheathed.

Not my full wings, those would have torn through the enclosure itself and drawn too much attention. These were smaller, but powerful enough for my purposes now.

The membranes of my wings caught the dim light and cast a fractured shadow on the mist below me as I beat my wings in a single, powerful stroke.

This sent a shot of wind exploding outward from me, and it met the wave head-on.

Air clashed with sound, and the forces ground against each other until the violet wave buckled and curled back on itself. Tendrils of dark mist snapped in the wind as the force of my countering strike broke their assault apart, and I chuckled as the sound of their wails even splintered and dissolved into their twisted shadows.

“A dragon…” I heard one of them hiss.

“Here?” another shrieked, and it sounded like metal twisting in my ears.

Her horror was evident in how shaky her voice was. The other banshees were clearly unnerved as well. They all hesitated, and their rage mingled with a new presence in the air: fear.

“Good…” I let out a low, throaty chuckle. “That’s a more appropriate response.”

The banshees hissed even more at this, and I grinned as I kept myself hovering above them.

“You thought I was just another human, didn’t you?” I asked lightly. “I have to admit, I’m hurt. I recognized you three, the least you could do is acknowledge when you’re in the presence of greatness.”

The mist was thinning now. All three banshees were slowly coming more into a visible form, and the tallest one’s eyes darted to her sisters as confusion took over their hideous faces.

Perfect. Now, all I had to do was keep them like this until I could strike.

“You’re not just any banshees,” I observed. “You’re The Gruesome Three, who, against all odds, actually belonged to a clan once…”

It was unnatural for banshees to gather in groups larger than three. But these three had famously managed to gather a following around them centuries ago.

“A powerful clan at that,” I continued. “Until you decided to start killing your own… I’ve always wondered why you did it. Such betrayal surely should’ve been beneath you. But you siphoned every last scrap of their power away, didn’t you? Drained your own sisters dry.”

“They deserved it,” the banshee on the far left snarled. “Our clan was too weak. They would have consumed too much and run out of souls, they did not serve their purpose well.”

“So you betrayed them,” I said with a nod, and they hissed at the word, but this was all starting to make more sense to me now as I pieced together what I knew of this group. “Now, you’ve come to this world, and you’re starving in a new way. There’s no magic here, not like in the old world. You thought if you killed enough humans, you could pull in enough energy to sustain yourselves, but it’s not going well, is it? That’s why you’re here. You’re recovering from your first strike.”

“Silence,” the tallest banshee shrieked, and I gritted my teeth against the piercing pain in my ears.

Still, I didn’t flinch.

“You have no idea what our hunger is capable of, dragon,” the middle sister rasped. “We’ve devoured entire villages, turned whole cities into graves. We will do the same here!”

I shrugged noncommittally. “Possibly, if you can figure out how to deal with the lack of magic. Well… and me. I’ll definitely be killing you before you get much further in all this.”

“You are nothing but flesh, dragon,” the banshee on the right snarled and bared her teeth.

“Flesh and flame,” I corrected. “And it’s already too late. Your fate was sealed the moment you came to this world. You see… this world is mine now. And dragons don’t share.”

I twisted in mid-air and folded my wings in tight, and then I snapped them open again before the banshees could react.

Another blast of wind shot forward, but this time I focused the current and forced thin, sharp streams of air like wind scythes toward them.

The banshees tried to escape. Their bodies blurred, and shadows bent around them. Two managed to move just in time as their forms slipped past the edge of the attack. But the third screamed toward the heavens as a scythe cut straight through her leg.

Her severed leg hit the ground, and blood poured from the wound like a faucet.

She fell to the ground and clutched the stump as the wound started to smoke, and her wail of pain resonated through the ground, the trees, the air– everything around us shivered and shook from the power of it.

Her sisters hissed as their auras flared, and they forced their shadows to curl around them and harden into sharp points to defend themselves.

I shot down toward them, but then a blast of air exploded all across the enclosure.

I hit the ground instead and felt it crack open from the impact. Heat rippled in waves around me, but as the dust settled, I realized the last of the shadows and mist were rapidly vanishing.

The wounded banshee stared at me from the ground. Her dark eyes were wide with shock, and she reeked of blood and terror now, but the rest of the enclosure was deathly silent.

The auras of the other two banshees were gone. Not just faded, but completely vanished.

I frowned, but I wasn’t too surprised. Not now that I knew who these three were.

The Gruesome Three were stuck in a world with no magic, save for the magic they themselves possessed.

And there were only so many ways to gain more.

I eyed the wounded sister they’d left behind and entirely at my mercy.

“Slippery,” I muttered.

If I had known these were the banshees Astrum sent, I would have approached differently. I’d have set a trap, something to prevent their escape, but they had at least left behind a loose end.

That was incredibly useful to me.

The last banshee lay crumpled on the ground, with her body twisted against the cold stone of the enclosure. Her severed leg lay nearby while the wound still bled and smoked.

I approached slowly. Her hollow, black eyes met mine, and there was fear on her face and in her breath. Yet her eyes held a glint of satisfaction, like a spark of defiance.

Banshees always were too proud for their own good.

When I knelt beside her, she didn’t flinch or cower away. Even when I placed a clawed hand against her thin, wrinkly throat and let my claws pierce into her ragged flesh, she just held my gaze.

“Where did your sisters go to in such a hurry?” I asked.

Her mouth opened, and blood spattered from her lips with a wet gurgling hiss.

Then she just cackled.

I tightened my grip just enough to remind her I could silence her completely.

Her laughter faded, but the brittle smile remained.

“Why are you smiling?” I demanded. “Your sisters left you here to die. They abandoned you, and all so your sacrifice would serve to strengthen them.”

Her chest shuddered with a breath, and she forced the words through my hold.

“Death… comes for all, eventually,” she gurgled. “It does not… matter what is lost to us now. The whole… will always… grow stronger.”

As she spoke, a legion of voices echoed her words. The voices were of all different kinds– old and young, sad and angry. A whole chorus of ghostly women sang along with her haunting words, and realization crept up my spine.

“You didn’t just destroy your clan,” I said with a hint of awe. I couldn’t help it. “You harbor their very souls within you, don’t you? That’s how you’ve managed to keep their powers all these years…”

That was also why she didn’t care that her sisters left her, and she didn’t fear death. The moment she died, she’d live again in her sisters, all while they gained the powers she’d left behind.

Her eyes rolled back now, and her body shivered, but the twisted smile on her withered face never faltered.

“The whole… will always… grow stronger,” she wheezed in a delirious state. “The whole… will always…”

My patience snapped.

I drew my hand back and threw a single slap across her hideous face, and her head flew off her shoulders and hit the stone wall with a dull thud. Her body crumpled, and the magical aura around her shattered into fragments before it swiftly caught on a breeze and tore its way off into the air.

“Bitch,” I sighed as I stood over her body.

There was nothing I could’ve done. The Gruesome Three would always devour one another’s souls and powers no matter what I did.

This wasn’t good, but at least I’d managed to kill one of them already.

I raked a hand through my hair as I eyed the remains of the banshee.

I couldn’t leave it. Even in death, the banshee’s remnants held power. Her twisted energy was potent enough that it would linger, fester, and poison the world around it.

I closed my eyes and drew fire up from my core. When I opened my eyes again, I drew in a breath until fire curled in my chest, and then I released it.

Flames poured from my mouth in a stream of white-hot fire that rolled over the banshee’s body, and it consumed her remains. Ash rose in thin tendrils that danced on the wind, and the particles glowed until nothing was left.

I turned away and eyed the ruins around me.

Under the dim canopy of the abandoned enclosure, the banshee’s severed head lay on the cold ground. She was even uglier in death than when she was alive. She looked sunken and skeletal, like her skin had been pulled taut over sharp bones. Her eyes were hollow and devoid of life, but they still brimmed with an echo of hatred. Her thin, cracked lips stretched into a rigid, unnatural sneer, and they revealed her teeth that looked like broken shards of bone.

Her hair clung to her scalp in damp, wiry strands, and the whiteness of her skin seemed to absorb the gloom around us. It was as sickly as the gray of the mist, but it was the energy swirling around the head that I was interested in.

I crouched down. With my dragon senses, I was able to see the final tendrils of her aura seeping from her orifices, and I grinned a little.

There was still a thread of her soul lingering, and that was plenty for me to try and track her sisters with.

It wouldn’t be easy, but I knew I had to try.

The Gruesome Three couldn’t be allowed to figure out how to survive here.

The power I would need to pull it off wasn’t something I drew on lightly, though. Soul Sight was an ancient and taxing ability, one that only dragons possessed because any other being would be devoured in the effort to wield it.

It allowed me to see the flow of life and death, and to track the bonds between spirits. But it required focus and sacrifice– an exchange of energy that left me vulnerable.

Still, if I could harness the dying flickers of her spirit, I might find her sisters before they could strike again.

I took a slow, steady breath as I prepared to tap into the Soul Sight, but before I could, my phone vibrated sharply in my pocket.

I pulled it out to see Stacey’s name on the screen.

“Hello?” I answered the call.

“Ethan, hi, I just got back from my meeting,” she said, and I could hear her heels clicking across her floor as she spoke. “I was wondering how things are going.”

I glanced at the head on the ground, then started pulling off my torn shirt to wrap it up.

“It’s… going,” I replied.

With care, I wrapped the banshee’s head tightly in it. The fabric was thick enough to obscure her features, but her blood seeped out of it, along with the stench of her natural rot.

“I’ll head your way,” I said. “We’ve got some things to discuss.”

“Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing?” she asked uneasily. “Actually, don’t tell me. Just let me know when you get here, I’ll probably need a drink in had to–”

Her words cut off as the sound of shattering glass echoed through the phone.

“Stacey?” I asked.

A muffled crash, and Stacey’s blood-curdling scream was the only response I got before the phone went dead.
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Chapter 11

Stacey was in trouble, and my mind reeled through every possibility in a matter of seconds.

This couldn’t be related to the banshees, they had no idea who I was when I arrived, so they’d have no idea she existed or meant anything to me.

But Stacey had her own life, and her own secrets.

I thought back to what she’d said about being elusive in her line of work because people were not what they seemed.

I had no time to lose.

I shifted my grip on the wrapped head and leaped to the edge of the enclosure in a single bound. My hand found the rusted bars at the top of the wall next, and I vaulted over and landed smoothly on the other side.

I didn’t stop moving after that. The world around me blurred as I ran out of the zoo and back to the path at my full speed, and I was back at the car in under a minute.

I needed to get to Stacey’s house, and I needed to get there now.

She was part of my world, part of my growing hoard of priceless treasures, and if there was one truth that remained absolute no matter what world I was on, it was that nothing threatened what was mine without consequences.

Clare’s eyes widened to the size of dinner plates when she saw me sprinting toward her, shirtless and carrying a bundle of bloody fabric. She opened her mouth to ask, but I cut her off.

“Stacey’s in trouble,” I said as I yanked open the door. “We need to move.”

Clare’s expression shifted immediately as the question died on her lips.

I started the engine and pulled onto the road, and I threw the head into the backseat as we sped back down the hill.

“What happened?” Clare demanded.

“She just got home, but then she screamed.” I glanced at her with my jaw clenched tight. “It sounded like someone broke a window there. Then the call cut off.”

“Shit, shit, shit!” Clare went pale as her breathing suddenly increased. “W-What do we do? Should we call the police, should we–”

“There’s a severed head in the backseat,” I said as I pressed the gas pedal to the floor. “I’d rather not call the police.”

“There’s a what!” she shrieked as we shot around a sharp turn.

The sun hung high in the sky as I blasted through a stop sign and gunned it even more.

“Besides, we’re almost there…” I muttered as fury sparked in my veins. “And I’d like to handle whoever this is with my bare hands.”

“Ethad…” Clare whimpered as she grabbed her oh-shit handle. “We are literally NOT almost there, so if you’re planning on–”

“Don’t let go of that handle,” I warned.

Then I swerved into the oncoming traffic lane, narrowly avoided a green car, and cut onto the ramp to the highway.

The car’s horn blared behind us but was quickly swallowed by the cacophony of city sounds and the revving of my engine.

I jerked the wheel to the left and cut to the fastest lane, then swerved between the others until I reached the exit we needed. Less than a minute later, we were off the highway and speeding through a busy side street.

Until I slipped into an alleyway.

The car’s tires skidded over the uneven pavement, and the buildings on either side of us were a blur of brick and graffiti. Then the alley spit us out onto another road, and I cut through a red light as I ignored the angry shouts of pedestrians.

The car bounced roughly over a dip in the pavement, and Clare’s phone went flying from her lap to the floor, but she didn’t bother grabbing for it. She was two-handing the oh-shit bar now, and she was turning slightly green.

“We’re here,” I muttered as I pulled the car to a stop a few houses down from Stacey’s.

A black Jeep was parked along the curb, but its windows were tinted all the way to solid black.

I killed the engine, and the sudden silence was jarring.

“Stay here and lock both doors,” I told Clare. “Don’t move until I get back.”

“B-But–” Clare’s gaze flicked to the back seat, where the severed banshee head lay wrapped in my shirt.

Her lips pressed into a thin, terrified line, but I was already grabbing the head on my way out the door. I quickly circled the car, chucked the head into the trunk instead, and then silently shut it again.

“Do not follow me, no matter what,” I said to Clare as I passed her door. “I mean that.”

“I won’t,” she promised in a shaky voice. “Please be careful…”

I moved quickly. The front of the house looked untouched. The door was shut, and the windows were intact– except for one at the corner.

The broken glass glittered on the concrete.

I crouched low and kept out of sight as I approached it. The window led into the living room, and through the shattered pane, I could see the scene within.

Stacey was tied to a chair in the middle of the room. Her hands were bound behind her back. Her long, dark hair fell across her face, and the strands were damp with sweat.

Three men occupied the room. The first stood in front of Stacey with his back to me. His posture was relaxed and far too casual for a man holding a woman hostage. His voice carried through the window with a distinct accent.

“You owe him, Stacey,” he said. “He helped you when no one else would. You repay that debt now, or things are going to get… unpleasant.”

“If he wanted me so badly,” Stacey gritted out, and venom seemed to drip from her words. “Then he should’ve come himself. Unless he’s too afraid to get his hands dirty?”

“He doesn’t waste time on small fish,” the man chuckled, and it was a low, humorless sound. “Even the sexy fish, darling.”

The other two men snickered as they stood around as the lookout. One leaned against the hallway wall with his arms crossed and his gaze on the front door. His hand rested just inside his jacket.

A concealed weapon.

The second man was near the kitchen entrance and watching the back of the house.

Stacey looked up briefly to glare at her captor, but her eyes caught sight of me in the process. For a heartbeat, there was a spark of recognition, but she didn’t react beyond that.

She was smarter than that.

“Your resilience is cute, but misplaced.” The lead thug moved closer to her. “My employer made you, honey. And he can unmake you just as easily.”

“He can try.” Stacey smiled sweetly, and the man didn’t like that

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” the man snarled as his patience thinned. “I’d prefer the latter, honestly. It’s been a while since I’ve had some fun.”

I’d heard enough.

I slipped through the window and moved as quietly as a shadow into the hallway instead. I let my palms harden to their more dragon-like toughness as I grabbed up a shard of glass on my way, and I eyed the first guy, who was stationed in the hallway.

His head was turned away while he kept watching the front door.

I moved fast. My feet barely touched the floor as I crossed the space between us. I reached him just as he started to turn back, but I didn’t even need the glass for him. A quick strike to the side of his head knocked the asshole out just fine.

One down.

I caught his body and silently slid him to the floor, but the initial hit had made a dull thunk.

“What’s that sound?” the lead thug muttered.

The other man, who was stationed outside in the kitchen, came into the living room.

“Go find out,” the lead thug said.

I heard the guard’s footfalls as he made his way to the hallway.

I moved forward, and I slid along the wall to keep out of sight. The second guard didn’t notice me until it was too late.

He stepped into my line of sight, and his eyes widened. He shouted as he reached for his weapon, but with a quick strike to his temple, he dropped like a stone.

I could hear Stacey’s captor as he spun around. There was a rustling sound that made me think he’d drawn a weapon, but his breathing was too quick. He wasn’t calm and collected anymore.

“Who the hell is there?” he shouted.

“Your worst nightmare, obviously,” Stacey snickered.

I heard him shift again, quick and angry.

His attention had snapped back to her. That was all I needed.

I pivoted around the corner, and with a flick of my wrist, I sent the shard of glass spinning through the air. It whistled lightly before it found its mark.

The shard spun at the man with enough force to kill him, but he raised his arm to shield himself, so instead, it cut his hand off.

His scream filled the room as he flailed and fell back, and he clutched his bloody wrist as he turned bright red.

The gun he’d been holding skittered across the floor and came to rest beneath the coffee table on the other side of the room, and I was already at Stacey’s side.

I used my claws to cut through the rope binding her hands in a single swipe, and Stacey rubbed her wrists as she was finally freed.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I will be, did you take care of the others?” Her eyes never left the man who was screaming in pain on the floor.

“They’ll wake up sore, but alive.” I glanced at the hallway where the two unconscious men lay. “That’ll do for now.”

“Ahh!” the man ahead of us screamed.

His good hand was pressing against the wound, but it was no use. Blood seeped between his fingers and pooled on the floor.

I took off my belt, knelt beside him, and looped the leather around his arm just above the injury. It will do as a makeshift tourniquet while I questioned him.

“You’re not going to die,” I told him, and my voice was thick with fury. “Not yet, anyway.”

“F-Fuck you,” he seethed, and spit spewed from his lips.

“Do you know who this asshole is?” I asked Stacey.

“He works for a guy named Vladimir,” Stacey said. “I know that much.”

“He won’t take kindly to what has happened here, either,” the guy spat, and he was clearly hoping to sound intimidating, but the tears streaming down his fat face ruined it.

“I’m counting on it.” I slapped his head to get his focus back on me. “The way I see it, unless I have a one-on-one chat with your boss, he is going to keep bothering my woman. And that’s not something I allow.”

“He will have your head,” the man panted through his pain.

I hit him again, this time harder than the last one. Blood shot from his mouth, and his phone fell out of his jacket as he was thrown flat on his back.

I picked up his phone and held it to the man’s sweaty face.

“Let’s call him,” I said, and I wrenched the bastard’s bloody hand off his wrist and held it toward the phone. “Tell him she’s agreed to meet with him. Make it convincing, or that hand I cut off is getting shoved up your own ass in a second.”

The man’s eyes bulged, and his blood-slicked fingers shook as he rapidly unlocked the phone screen. He dialed fast after that, and his eyes darted from the phone to me and back again as it rang. His face was riddled with both pain and fear, but he kept his voice steady when the line was answered.

“This is Petrov,” he grunted. “She has agreed to meet.”

Garbled words came through that I couldn’t understand.

“I’ll tell her,” Petrov replied. “We’ll be there tonight.”

The call cut off, and I quickly passed the phone to Stacey and told her to change the password for me.

Petrov let out a shuddering breath.

Then, to my surprise, he started to laugh. It was a wet, rasping sound.

“He’s going to kill you…” Petrov pulled his spit-covered lips into a broken grin that showed all his blood-smeared teeth. “You think you can trick him? You’re dead already, asshole. He’ll make it slow, too. You’ll beg for it to end.”

“Where’s the meeting?” I pulled the belt tighter on his arm.

He screamed in pain, almost loud enough to cause a banshee’s level of damage to my eardrums.

“He said bring her to the Don’s old meat shop, she knows the way,” he blurted out. “S-Seven o’clock. We’ve got to be there at seven!”

I nodded and stood up as I thought this over.

“What are you going to do?” Stacey walked up to me.

“Leaving things as they are means you’ll have to look over your shoulder for the rest of your life.” I looked at her. “I’m not letting that happen.”

Her brow furrowed. “Jesus, you’re really going to the meeting, aren’t you?”

“I’ll make sure Vladimir understands my opinion on this matter.” I nodded. “And either he leaves you alone, or he learns why that’s his only option.”

Petrov let out a strained laugh. His face had gone deathly pale, and his skin was taking on a clammy sheen as blood oozed from his severed wrist.

“You think he’ll listen to you?” He winced. “Vladimir doesn’t take orders. He gives them, you piece of–”

“That’s enough from you.” I kicked him in the head, just hard enough to drop him into unconsciousness.

His head lolled to the side, and his breathing slowed into a shallow rhythm.

“The new password is 0000,” Stacey said as she handed me the man’s phone back.

“Good, thanks,” I replied, then switched the phone off.

I picked up my own phone next and called Clare.

“Is everything okay?” Clare gasped after only half a ring.

“Drive up to the house,” I said. “It’s safe to come inside.”

I hung up and turned back to Stacey. She massaged her wrists, and she seemed distant as she stared at the broken window without saying a word.

I let her process until Clare walked in. She took in the scene– the broken glass, the bodies on the floor, and Stacey looking smaller than I’d ever seen her.

“What the fuck happened?” Clare’s jaw dropped. “Is that a fucking hand!”

“Yes,” I said.

“Shit, are you alright?” She rushed to Stacey’s side.

At that, Stacey’s resolve finally broke. Her lips trembled, and tears welled up and spilled over as if a dam had burst.

“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” she sobbed. “I thought… I thought I’d outsmarted them. I thought I could just walk away, that–”

“This isn’t your fault.” Clare wrapped her arms around her and held the woman in the firmest hug I’d ever seen.

The pair stood there like that while Stacey sobbed, and Clare didn’t let her go until she was drawing in gasping breaths to try and calm down.

“Shhh,” Clare soothed and stroked the tear-dampened hair away from Stacey’s beautiful face. “Tell us what is going on. We’ll help you, but you need to fill us in.”

“When I started my business…” Stacey shook her head, and her hair clung to her damp cheeks all over again. “Vladimir seemed like a legitimate investor. He had connections, resources… I thought he could help me build something real, I was desperate.”

I nodded in understanding. I knew she’d started from nothing, so I wasn’t surprised that she’d needed to take risks at the start in order to grab that first rung on the ladder.

“But then I found out what he was really into.” Her voice turned bitter. “I found out his business was a front to push heroin into the city. I couldn’t be part of that. I’ve seen what it does to people, to my friends, to everyone I knew when I lived here. The way it chews through lives and leaves nothing but wasted bodies behind…”

“What did you do?” Clare kept her close.

“I tried to cut ties, I moved to different cities, I started over in Chicago… I thought I could escape him with enough money at my back.”

Stacey’s voice dropped, and the last words were barely more than a whisper.

“I thought I was free,” she sobbed.

“It’s not your fault for believing the good side he chose to show you,” I said. “What matters is you got away.”

She nodded, though it was hesitant, as if she didn’t believe me fully yet.

“What are you going to do?” she asked in a shaky voice.

“First, we’ll deal with these three,” I said. “Then I’ll go to this meeting and make sure Vladimir understands that you’re off limits.”

“And the banshee?” Clare asked the question hanging in the air. “What even happened up there? One second you were gone, then suddenly there’s a fucking head!”

“A what?” Stacey frowned and swiped at her tears.

I took a breath, and the memory of the earlier fight ran through my head.

“Right. So… things didn’t go quite as planned at the observatory,” I said. “There were more banshees than I expected. I managed to take one down, but the others escaped. I’ll explain everything, but first, we need to handle this situation.”

“How do you plan to handle them?” Stacey looked around and eyed Petrov’s limp form. “We can’t just leave them here.”

“Of course not,” I agreed. “Where’s the nearest police station?”

“Wait, you’re not going to kill them?” Clare scoffed. “I’m so confused, what is happening?”

She whimpered as she clutched her hair, and I couldn’t help chuckling a little. Today had already been a lot for her, and to be fair, killing things that angered me was more my style, usually.

So I calmly explained.

“I’d rather not kill anyone who could be traced back to Stacey,” I said and stroked Clare’s arm to help her settle down. “Besides, these two are clearly criminals. The police will know how to handle them.”

“They’ll know who they are.” Stacey nodded fervently. “Just on sight, they’d know these guys.”

“Good, then where do I go?” I asked.

“The closest station is about ten minutes away, just off Highland Avenue.” Stacey wiped her face with the back of her hand.

“I’ll load them into the car, drop them off in front of the station, and drive off,” I said. “They’ll be someone else’s problem, then.”

“You think that will really work?” Clare’s eyebrows shot up.

“They’re armed, injured, and unconscious,” I said. “When they wake up, they’ll have to answer for whatever the cops have on them. We don’t need to get involved beyond that.”

“It’s not the worst plan.” Stacey managed a weak smile.

“Give me a minute,” I said as I bent down and hauled Petrov up off the floor.

I retrieved his hand and his discarded gun along the way.

I moved quickly after that and threw Petrov and his severed hand in the back seat of the rental car, but I made sure his arm was propped so he’d only bleed on his fat belly instead of the seats. Then I shoved his gun in its holster, went back inside, balanced the other two men on my shoulders, and threw them in the trunk of the car.

Lastly, I brought the banshee head into the house and put it on the counter for safe keeping.

“Jesus, there’s really a head?” Stacey gasped as she eyed the bloody fabric that was distinctly head-shaped.

“Yes, that is a banshee’s head,” I confirmed. “When I’m back, I will try to use it to track the others. Don’t touch it, please.”

“Gross,” Clare gagged. “Why would we?”

I grabbed Petrov’s phone and pocketed it. Then I eyed the two women.

“What do we do about their car out front?” I asked.

Stacey grabbed her phone. “Don’t even worry about it, I’ll call my guy. That I can easily get rid of.”

“Okay, then stay inside,” I said. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

“Be careful,” they both said in unison.

I gave them both a quick nod, headed outside, slid into the driver’s seat, turned on the car, and pulled out of the driveway.

I should’ve been anxious about driving the unconscious brutes around the city, but I was focused on the trees instead.

The wind had picked up. The Santa Anas were ripping through the trees all over the city, which meant I was running out of time.

Still, Stacey was mine now, so she was a priority.

I’d make this quick.

I found the station she’d mentioned on my phone as I drove and let the GPS take over. A brisk female voice instructed me to take a left, then merge onto the main road.

I glanced over my shoulder. Petrov’s head lolled against the window. He was still breathing, but barely. His two companions were crumpled in the trunk together, but they wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon.

As I pulled onto the next street, the wind pushed against the car, and a low howl threaded through the seals of the windows. Branches bent along the roadside, and the sky was slowly becoming a washed-out brown that blocked the sun with dirt. Debris skittered over the asphalt as the wind picked up all over the city, and I pushed down on the pedal a little harder.

The GPS guided me through a series of turns, and the buildings around me went from aesthetic to more utilitarian. Then the police station came into view. It was a squat, concrete structure surrounded by a parking lot that was half-filled with black-and-white cars. Officers moved and talked between their cars.

I circled the block once and scanned the lot. Cameras were perched on the corners of the building, and they watched every entrance.

I needed a gap, a moment when no one was looking. I waited for a patrol car to pull out. The officer inside was focused on a bright screen on his dashboard. Two others walked toward the building and looked deep in conversation.

This was my chance.
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Chapter 12

I turned into the lot and parked near the edge, away from the main entrance and behind a line of shrubs. The shrubs offered partial cover from the cameras, and that was the best I could manage right now.

I slipped out of the car and tried to act casual. If anyone glanced my way, they’d see nothing out of the ordinary. Just a guy with a boring silver sedan.

Sort of.

I opened the back door and hauled Petrov and his severed hand out first. His body was limp. If he was lucky, they’d find him before he bled out, and if not, then that was his fate. I eased him down onto the pavement and put him to rest against the shrubs. Then I quickly lined the other two up beside Petrov, and I got back in the car.

As I drove away, I glanced back once through the rearview mirror. The three bodies lay still as the wind pulled at their hair and clothes.

One of the officers who was out walking passed by as I was already out on the road. His hand shot to the device on his chest, and he was hollering into it as he stared at the men’s bodies.

I turned the corner and slipped into the stream of traffic.

Now that I’d sorted that out, all that was left was the meeting with Vladimir.

Then my next date with the ugliest sisters in Coilfell.

I drove as quickly as I could back to Stacey’s.

I walked inside a handful of minutes later and closed the door behind me. The room was a patchwork of chaos still. Shattered glass was on the floor, streaks of blood were smeared against the floor and splattered on some of the walls.

Clare was on her knees by the broken window, and she tried to carefully pick up shards while wearing a pair of gloves. Stacey sat on the floor in the living room with a damp cloth in her hand and about five different types of cleaning solutions as she tried to scrub away the blood stains.

Both women looked up when they noticed my presence.

“Did it work?” Clare asked.

“Yes, they’re at the station.” I nodded. “Should keep them out of our hair for a while.”

“Now what?” Clare asked.

I walked over to the shirt-covered head on the counter.

“Now, I need to try something on the head that I haven’t actually attempted in… huh. I can’t even remember how long it’s been.” I glanced at Stacey. “How long do we have until seven?”

“About three hours.” Stacey checked her watch.

“That’ll have to do,” I shrugged.

I unwrapped the shirt slowly until the banshee’s head lay there on the counter. Her spiritual aura still clung to it, but it was weaker now and nearly gone.

Clare stepped closer and peered over my shoulder.

“So this is what a banshee looks like,” she breathed.

“Ugly,” Stacey added. “Butt-ass ugly, in fact, holy hell.”

“Yes, but crucial in our endeavors,” I said.

“How so?” Clare asked.

“I might be able to trace her sisters with this,” I told them. “Through a power of mine I’ve yet to attempt to use in this world, but it should work fine.”

“Great!” Clare smiled with relief. “You can find out exactly where they are, go kill them, and we can leave this stinking city for good. No offense, Stacey, but the traffic’s a bitch, and there was a severed hand on your floor. You don’t see things like that in Chicago. We have standards in the Midwest.”

“No offense taken,” Stacey chuckled. “Right now, this is the last place I want to be. Chicago has been better to me than LA ever was.”

“Well, we can’t pack up just yet,” I said. “My power allows me to see the spirit threads of certain creatures who are bound by such things. The catch is that the creature has to have a high amount of spirit energy left to follow.”

“And all banshees have that when they die?” Stacey asked.

“No,” I said, and they frowned in confusion. “We aren’t dealing with your usual wailing wenches here. These banshees are sort of famous where I’m from.”

The women looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

“Famous banshees?” Clare asked. “You’re fucking with me.”

“Not at all, they are called The Gruesome Three,” I replied, and Stacey’s eyes bulged at the name. “Coilfell legends, like myself. Once part of a powerful clan. They betrayed their own, killed them, and absorbed their power while apparently keeping all their souls intact. That’s why they’re so strong, and why taking down this one only made the others more dangerous. They are bound differently from regular banshees.”

“Meaning?” Stacey asked.

“Meaning the living ones gain the power of those that die,” I answered.

“Shit,” Clare whimpered.

“Yes.” I nodded. “That’s a proper response.”

“Wait, but how does all that mean that you can use her spiritual energy to track the others?” Stacey asked.

“Well, her soul didn’t die like it should have when she did, and her power is tethered to that,” I said. “When one dies, the others consume her power and her soul. So as we speak, her power is being siphoned by her remaining sisters, meaning that her soul thread, and threads of the legion of souls she’s collected before, is attached to her sisters from this head.”

We all glanced down, and the women instinctively took a step back from the counter.

“Another few steps would be wise,” I said. “I need to work quickly, before all her aura is gone.”

Both Stacey and Clare took several more steps back, but their eyes bored into the side of my head from where they settled in. I could feel them.

I exhaled slowly, cleared my mind, and only focused on the dark threads of her aura.

“With her aura this weak,” I muttered, “I might not find their exact location. But even the general direction would help.”

“Will they attack again?” Stacey asked quietly, like she didn’t want to disturb me too much.

“They have to,” I said. “They’re too used to thriving on magic, not just souls, so they didn’t gain what they truly needed from the attack on the hospital. It took a toll on them, and the transfer of power will also be no easy feat. It will leave them raw. They’ll want to replenish, and they’ll go for another vulnerable target soon enough.”

“Where do you think they’ll try?” Clare asked.

I shrugged. “Somewhere with a lot of weak or dying people.”

“We can’t let that happen,” Stacey said.

“That’s the plan.” I focused on the spiritual aura. “If I can get a read on where they might be, we’ll have a chance to stop them. Now, let me focus, please.”

The women fell silent, and the world around me faded. The room dimmed as my vision tunneled into the in-between, where the spectral and the physical worlds overlapped.

It was strange to be here after so long away. It had truly been centuries since I’d bothered using Soul Sight, but that was only because I never really needed this power. I was the scariest thing on Coilfell, and I so rarely struggled to track my targets there.

Well, except when it came to vampires. The useless vermin couldn’t even be tracked through Soul Sight. More proof of how useless they were as a species.

Dark threads curled in my mind’s eye as I sank deeper into the in-between, and after a few long, silent minutes, I felt my mind being pulled toward two distinct places.

The first was a mountainside. It was craggy and wind-blasted, with the sharp silhouette of trees against a pale sky. It was a high place– isolated, and windy. It was perfect for amplifying their wails.

The second vision was darker and murky. Shadows closed in around me, and I couldn’t make out where I was at all

I opened my eyes, and the room snapped back into focus. Stacey and Clare watched me intently, and leaned forward as I started to speak.

“There are two places,” I said. “A mountainside, that one I’m sure of. But the second place… I couldn’t see clearly. I could hear waves, that’s about it.”

“Two places?” Clare asked. “What does that mean?”

“Could be interference,” I said. “Or there could just be a second location. Which means they may have split up. I couldn’t see enough to tell.”

“A mountainside?” Stacey’s brows knitted together. “That could be the Santa Monica Mountains nearby. There are hiking trails, old caves, and plenty of places where they could hide.”

“That could be it,” I said and nodded slowly. “What about the other spot?”

Stacey bit her lip. “There are so, so many places along the coast, Ethan. I don’t know, maybe an old pier or a cave by the water? It could literally be anything.”

“Any way you can help us narrow it down, though?” Clare glanced at Stacey. “Maybe check if there’s been any weird activity, strange reports, or anything that stands out?”

“I’ll check and see what I can find,” Stacey said.

I rewrapped the head and tucked it back into the cloth.

“Try and find out quickly,” I said. “Once they’re fully charged, they’ll strike hard and fast. And the wind is picking up outside. It was bending the trees over on the way to the station. For now, the Santa Monica Mountains are our best bet, so we’ll head there right after the meeting with Vladimir.”

“I want to come with you,” Stacey spoke up. “If Vladimir doesn’t see me, he’ll get spooked. He’s paranoid like that, you can’t just walk up alone.”

I considered her request and weighed the risks. “Alright, but if things go poorly, you’ll get out of there fast. No heroics. My women are to remain safe at all times.”

Her eyes lit up ever so slightly at these words, and her dark cheeks blushed red.

“I know,” Clare snorted as she eyed the woman’s reaction. “Whenever Ethan refers to me as one of ‘his women,’ I literally get wet on the spot, it’s wild…”

I smirked as Clare blushed as well, and Stacey cleared her throat and fanned herself with a slender hand.

“I, uh… I’m not the hero type, so don’t worry,” she managed with a faint smile. “I’ll behave.”

“Good girl,” I said with a nod.

We quickly pieced together a plan. Stacey would drive us to the meeting spot. I’d ride along and keep a low profile. She’d introduce me as her assistant, and I’d wait for the right moment to strike.

As soon as I moved, she’d head straight for the car and not look back.

“I’ll handle Vladimir alone,” I reiterated. “Your safety is the priority.”

“Got it.” Stacey nodded as the same blush returned.

“And I’ll stay here,” Clare added. “I’m expecting a call from Danielle anyway, but if anything happens, call me.”

“I will.” I gave her a reassuring nod. “Stay safe and lock the doors. If anything feels off, get out of here.”

“Be careful, okay?” Clare hugged Stacey tightly.

“I will.” Stacey returned the hug.

A couple minutes later, I opened the passenger door of the rental car and slid in as Stacey settled behind the wheel. The engine started, and we pulled out of the driveway.

The drive was silent at first, while both of us were lost in our thoughts. I watched the buildings blur past, and my mind was already piecing together how this would go down without endangering Stacey at any moment. I was sure that Vladimir would have a gun on him, and if he turned up with more fat-headed guards, they would be armed, too.

Stacey broke the silence.

“You’ve done this kind of thing before, haven’t you?” she asked.

“I’ve dealt with men like this in both worlds,” I replied vaguely. “But every situation is different. What is this guy like?”

“He likes control of course,” she said. “He’ll try to intimidate me, make me feel cornered. But if he senses a real threat, he’ll pull back and regroup. He never fights his own battles. He always has muscle around him.”

“Good to know,” I said. “When we get there, just follow my lead. Introduce me as your assistant, and I’ll handle the rest.”

The road narrowed as we moved into the older part of town. The butcher shop came into view not long after, and it was yet another squat, brick building with peeling white paint and a faded sign hanging precariously above the door. The windows were covered with old newspapers that were yellowed and brittle.

The building had clearly seen better days.

There was a black jeep parked on the other side of the street opposite the butcher shop.

“Looks like they are waiting,” I said.

Stacey parked the car a little down the street and out of view. I scanned the area.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s end this.”

We climbed out of the car, and I adjusted my posture. I dropped my shoulders and set my expression into something more subdued, like a man used to following orders, not giving them. Then Stacey led the way.

To her credit, she didn’t walk like a woman who’d been held hostage today.

She strode along the pavement with purpose and a hard-set jaw, and I resisted the urge to smirk.

I loved everything about this woman.

As we approached the butcher shop, I let my senses sharpen. I could hear the faint creak of metal inside the building, and the soft shuffle of feet. There were at least three men, maybe more. Their heartbeats were steady but elevated.

Stacey knocked on the door.

A man opened it, and his face was flat and expressionless. He had the build of someone who had spent too much time standing still: thick shoulders and a bit of a gut, with his hips cocked forward. He stepped aside and motioned for us to enter.

“Follow me,” he muttered.

I exchanged a quick look with Stacey. She remained calm with her expression still set. I followed her in.

The inside of the building was no better than the outside. Rusted metal hooks hung from the ceiling and swayed slightly as the wind found its way through a broken window. The tiled floor was cracked, and dirt and grime filled the gaps. Old, rust-colored bloodstains smeared the walls, but they were too old to tell if they were from animals or something else.

At the door ahead, there was another guard stationed with a cigarette in his mouth. He was only the second guard I’d seen in here.

The man who’d let us in continued to lead us through the narrow hallway beyond the door and to another door at the back. It creaked open and revealed a room that stood in stark contrast to the rest of the building.

It was small but neat. The walls were lined with old wooden panels that were well polished. A desk sat in the center that was covered with a green felt cloth, and behind it sat a man who matched the room’s orderliness.

Vladimir was a squat man with a round belly and thick fingers. He wore a crisp white shirt with the top buttons undone, and a gold chain glinted against his forest of chest hair. His eyes were small, dark, and sharp, and they took in everything with a practiced laziness. A cigar smoldered between his lips, and a glass of liquor sat half-empty on the table.

One more guard was stationed inside by the door, and his hand rested on a gun at his hip.

“Stacey Brooks…” Vladimir exhaled a cloud of smoke. “You are a hard woman to find. Where is Petrov?”

“He told me where to come and then took off.” Stacey didn’t miss a beat. “I thought you’d have a tighter outfit by now…”

Her voice was steady, and the lie slipped out as smooth as silk.

Vladimir sucked his teeth with a flicker of amusement in his eyes. He turned to the guard nearest to him.

“Call Petrov,” he said. “Let’s see where he’s off to.”

I was glad I’d already turned Petrov’s phone off.

The guard pulled out his phone, dialed a number, and pressed it to his ear.

Silence.

His brow furrowed.

“It’s dead again,” he said. “Probably chasing women.”

Vladimir chuckled.

“When he shows up,” he said lazily, “I’ll make sure he learns how to keep that damn phone working this time.”

He took another drag from his cigar, and his gaze shifted to me.

“And who is this?” he asked.

“My assistant,” Stacey said. “He helps me with the business side of things here in LA”

Vladimir’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pinched into a thin line.

“Assistant, huh?” He pointed to his guard. “I like to talk to my guests in private. Leave Mr. Assistant outside.”

“No, that’s not–” Stacey began.

“Don’t worry honey, you’re safe,” he chortled, and his belly shook. “I’m not armed… I promise.”

Stacey glanced at me, and I kept my expression completely neutral. I made sure that even my gaze was softer than usual, and she seemed to understand that I wasn’t at all worried about this.

I truly wasn’t.

It didn’t matter if I left the room. All I’d needed was to get inside this building. The men could all die within seconds if I wished it now.

She gave a small nod, then took a seat opposite Vladimir without another word.

The guard at the door stepped forward and motioned for me to follow him out. I kept my movements slow and compliant, and I slipped further into the role of a harmless assistant as I obediently exited the room.

The hallway felt tighter as we stepped back into it. The smell of old meat and mold was stronger here, and with two guards now beside me, I was feeling cramped.

Their eyes were wary but not alert. They had no idea who they were dealing with.

The guard who’d led us here took a place by the door out here now, and he pulled it shut behind us. The other guy relaxed his stance on my other side, and further along the hall at the other door, the third guard was relaxed as well.

He leaned against the doorframe and cracked his knuckles as he sent a nod to the men I stood with.

Meanwhile, the guy who had initially been inside with the boss was scrolling on his phone now that Vladimir couldn’t see him.

“What’s the deal with this meeting anyway?” the guy down the hall grunted.

The guy on the phone shrugged.

“Same old, same old,” he said. “She owes Vlad.”

“Think she’ll pay?” the other asked with an unhinged grin.

“If she knows what’s good for her,” he snorted in reply. “Otherwise, it won’t be Petrov we need to worry about getting some limbs removed today.”

All three men snickered at that, but I stayed quiet, even though I wanted to let them know that Petrov had already lost some body parts today.

I was more focused on the meeting taking place beyond the door, though.

My enhanced hearing picked up the quiet hum of Vladimir’s voice rather easily. He sounded calm and unprovoked so far. Stacey remained calm, too. Her voice was steady, and her responses were all quick and controlled.

But that was enough of that.

I didn’t wait for an opening, I made one.

In a blur of motion, my fist met the temple of guard closest to me, and his head snapped back. His eyes rolled as he crumpled, and I didn’t bother catching his fall.

I was already on the second guard.

I grabbed the back of his neck and slammed his ugly face into the brick wall with a solid crack. His knees buckled, and he slid down without even a grunt.

He was out cold.

The third guard’s instincts finally kicked in. His hand flew to his waistband where he stood down the hall, but I darted forward at top speed.

I caught his wrist just as the metal cleared the holster. His eyes widened as I squeezed, and the tendons in his hand popped under the pressure.

The gun clattered to the floor. He let out a cry, more from shock than pain, but that didn’t last long. I twisted his arm sharply, and the joint gave way with a sickening pop.

He screamed.

“Shh,” I muttered and knocked him out with a swift jab to the head.

His body went slack, and folded over.

Two seconds later, I threw my full body weight into the closed door that separated me from Stacey.

The door exploded inward, and shards of wood scattered across the floor.

Stacey had already leaped to her feet, probably when she heard the first guy drop outside, but Vladimir hadn’t even had time to do shit about it.

He was startled and sitting wide-eyed in his chair behind the desk.

“Go,” I said to Stacey. “Get to the car.”

She hesitated for a moment but then slipped past me without a word.

I kept my eyes on Vladimir.

“What is this?” His voice had an edge of hysteria creeping in. “Guards, what the he–”

“They’re unconscious,” I said as dust motes floated in the air between us.

Vladimir cursed and snuffed his cigar out on the desktop.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” he snarled. “I am Vladimir Borovsky, pal. You think you can walk in here, threaten me, and leave? You’ll be dead before you reach the street.”

I let out a slow breath, and I decided to skip the small talk.

I hated small talk.

Instead, I let my eyes change and watched the terrified look on his face as he registered that I wasn’t even human.

I showed him all of it, too.

Scales rippled over my arms, my bones shifted and lengthened, and I filled out to about seven feet tall as smoke started sifting from my nostrils.

Vladimir’s bravado shattered. His eyes were open so wide, I worried they might pop right out of his head, and the color drained from his meaty face. His mouth moved, but no sound came out for a moment.

“C-Christ Almighty…” he finally said when he found his voice.

“You can call me Ethad,” I said.

Then I reached his desk in a single step and wrapped my claws around his throat. I lifted him easily, hauled him over the desk, and pinned his fat body to the wall with force. His feet dangled there, and his expensive shoes scuffed against the wall as he clamored in my hold.

A big man like him, had probably never been lifted up like this since he was a child.

He clawed at my arm, and his nails scraped over my scales, but he might as well have been a child pulling at iron bars. Still, it was annoying to watch, so I grabbed his left arm and twisted it ‘til it broke.

He screamed, and I nodded in understanding.

“Yes, well, you made a mistake today,” I informed him, and smoke billowed from my lips as my voice grated at a lower octave than usual. “Stacey is under my protection now. So if you ever come near her again– if you even think about it– I’ll burn everything you’ve built to the ground. Then I’ll piss on your ashes myself.”

Vladimir’s face turned red, and his veins bulged at his temples as he started spluttering for breath.

I loosened my grip just enough to let him breathe.

He gasped, and his hairy chest heaved, but he kept staring at me with bulging, terrified eyes.

The reality of what had just happened– what I was capable of– was really setting in now. He understood. I could smell his submission, along with a subtle hint of urine.

I dropped him, and he collapsed in a heap at my feet. Then I crouched down so he had to keep meeting my pitch-black gaze as I loomed over him.

“You understand me?” I asked and let smoke billow over his face.

He nodded quickly as fear overrode whatever pride he had left.

“Good.” I grinned. “Because you work for me now.”

I let the silence stretch just long enough to ensure he really felt the weight of the shackles I was putting on him.

His lips parted, but no words came out. He swallowed hard and struggled to regain enough breath to protest.

“Unless…” I tilted my head. “Unless you’d prefer I just finish what I started?”

His mouth snapped shut. He shook his head so hard that his neck cracked.

I stood and turned back to the desk. Then, with a controlled breath, I spat a thin stream of fire over the desk and turned it to ash within ten seconds.

When all was only ash, I turned back to him and dusted myself off.

“In case you think I’m joking,” I added.

Vladimir coughed, nodded, and wiped the sweat from his brow.

“What… what do you want from me?” he rasped.

A slow grin tugged at my lips.

“That depends,” I said. “For now, you just make yourself useful to me. I’ll call to check in. When I do, you’ll answer. Then you’ll do what I say. No questions, no hesitation.”

He swallowed hard, but nodded.

I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but you just made the best deal of your life, Vlad. I have Petrov’s phone, so anytime you receive a call from it, just know it’s me. Understood?”

Vladimir trembled through a nod as he tried to haul himself up to his feet, but I was already heading for the door.

“W-What did you do to Petrov?” he called after me. “Wh-Where is–”

“He might’ve bled out by now,” I said without turning back. “I honestly don’t know, nor do I care.”

With that, I stepped over the bodies in the hall, shifted back into my full human form, and left the butcher shop.

Outside, Stacey sat in the driver’s seat and waited patiently for my return. Her hands gripped the wheel until her knuckles were white, though, so I could tell she had been anything but calm all this time.

I climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door.

“It’s done,” I said.

She stared at me, but then she promptly nodded. She didn’t ask for details, just pulled away from the curb.

Vladimir had learned his lesson. And if he hadn’t, well… I’d be more than happy to teach it again.

The trip back to Stacey’s house was quick, and as soon as we walked back inside, Clare stood from the couch and ran toward us.

“Did it go okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Vlad won’t be bothering Stacey again.”

“Vlad?” Clare furrowed her brow. “What are you, buddies now?”

“Not exactly,” I snorted.

Both Clare and Stacey exhaled, and Stacey’s posture relaxed, as if an invisible thread had been cut. She moved to the kitchen and poured water into a glass with a steady hand.

“Thank you,” she said, and met my eyes over the rim of the glass. “I owe you.”

“You don’t,” I said. “And you never will. No one messes with what’s mine, that’s part of it.”

Stacey smiled softly, and Clare grinned as well as she gave me a knowing look.

“Oh, Danielle called while you were gone.” Clare gestured to her phone on the table. “She had an update on the remodel at Peter’s office.”

I felt a small ripple of relief.

It was nice to be back to talking about my business empire again. I’d missed it.

“And?” I asked.

“She said everything’s going smoothly.” Clare smiled. “Peter might even have another project lined up if this one finishes on time, he’s really impressed with the pace they’re working at.”

“That’s good news,” I said. “We need things to go well. Especially if this thing with the banshees drags on.”

“Danielle also mentioned that Gary’s keeping everyone entertained,” Clare added. “And Kevin’s really proving himself. She thinks he might be a good hire if he sticks around.”

“I knew Danielle was the right choice to leave in charge.” I found myself smiling. “She’s got a good head on her shoulders.”

“Unlike that banshee, am I right?” Stacey snickered, but Clare shot her a stern look.

“Nope, that is not becoming a thing,” she informed the woman. “Too soon.”

Stacey tried to hide her giggles behind her water glass, and the moment of light banter between them was a nice reprieve, but it wasn’t long before reality crept back in.

I moved to the window and peered out at the dimming sky. The winds outside had picked up even more. Trees bowed to the strength of the Santa Anas, and people walking along the sidewalks were leaning hard to avoid being pushed around by it as well.

“I need to head to the Santa Monica mountains to find the banshees,” I said as I turned back to the women. “They’re weaker now, but not for long. They’ll need to feed, and soon. Stay here and–”

Stacey opened her mouth to protest, but I held up a hand.

“It’s not because I don’t trust you to hold your own,” I interrupted. “It’s because I need to know you’re safe. The banshees are stronger now. They won’t hesitate to use anything and anyone against me, so if they see you traveling with me at all–”

“But we can help, you know that.” Stacey set down the glass of water.

“I do.” I softened my tone. “I’m sure there are plenty of ways you could assist me, but if something happens to me, I cannot protect anyone. That is not a situation I’ll allow.”

“We’ll stay,” Clare said and placed a hand on Stacey’s arm. “He’s right, the monsters he deals with are no joke.”

“I guess we’re having a girls’ night, then,” Stacey sighed and glanced at Clare.

“Keep each other company, and stay alert.” I managed a small smile. “I’ll return to you.”

Stacey looked uneasy at this, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she strolled over, dug my phone right out of my pocket, and gestured for me to unlock it.

I did as she requested, and she started tapping away.

“I’ll set the directions for you,” she said. “You’ll need the fastest route, and with the wind picking up, some roads might be closed. Debris always causes trouble this time of year.”

She handed the phone back to me, and the map was already pulled up with my route ready to go.

“Just don’t get yourself killed, alright?” Clare handed me a flashlight that I couldn’t imagine I’d need. Not with my dragon eyesight.

Still, I knew she only did this because she was worried and wanted some way to help me, so I pocketed the flashlight and thanked her.

“I do not plan on dying today.” I headed out the door. “I have money to make back in Chicago.”

I heard Clare’s huffy sigh and Stacey’s laughter just as I closed the door behind me.

Outside, the wind immediately bit into my skin. It had grown sharper, and colder.

That was not good. The Santa Anas were supposed to be warm, so the banshees were testing their reach.

I eased the car out of Stacey’s driveway and gave the house one last glance through the rearview mirror. The women had opened the door again, and they stood there with their arms crossed as they watched me leave.

The city at night was a blur of headlights and neon signs, and as I moved through the streets, the wind battered the car. It was as if it grew stronger with every mile, and leaves and debris spun in small tornadoes along the roadside while even the streetlights flickered under the pressure.

The drive out of the city was anything but smooth. I had expected some resistance– late-night traffic, maybe a few detours– but Los Angeles decided to throw every obstacle at me. The nightlife crowd was out in full force, clogging the streets with an endless stream of cars, and red taillights stretched into the distance in all directions. A glowing river of brake lights barely inched forward on the highway, and I gritted my teeth and tapped my fingers on the wheel as I inched along.

It wasn’t just the sheer number of cars that slowed me down. Road closures popped up out of nowhere and forced me onto unfamiliar streets that didn’t coincide with Stacey’s initial route.

My GPS rerouted me every few minutes, but I learned quickly that I couldn’t trust it to know what was actually open or not.

I took a few turns that only led me right back to another blocked-off road, and I cursed under my breath. The wind had already been kicked up in the city, but here, between the buildings, it channeled into violent gusts that rocked the car and sent cafe tables rolling along the sidewalk.

Debris skittered across the asphalt, and the occasional piece of trash slammed against the windshield before being carried away.

I let out a slow breath and adjusted my grip on the wheel.

I should have had Stacey drive.

She knew this city better than anyone. What had already taken me nearly an hour to push through, she probably could have cut in half, and I had specifically agreed to let her help us in LA because she could navigate this maze of a city easily.

She was a local after all, and there was no doubt she could get anywhere faster than I could.

I ground my teeth as a strange feeling settled in my chest. It took me only a second to realize that while it wasn’t fear, it was too close to it for comfort.

I never felt fear, there was no point for a dragon as powerful as me. But today, Stacey had been put in direct danger, and while it had absolutely nothing to do with me, and there was no way I could’ve prevented it, I was still pissed off.

I wasn’t used to having so many precious treasures of mine just out and wandering around the world, but I knew now that I’d need to put some safeguards in place.

I needed to find a way to ensure my women were safe, even if I wasn’t at their sides, and I probably should do the same for situations like this.

The truth was, I trusted the women in my life entirely to make good decisions, and I wouldn’t mind having them around to help out here and there when I went out to murder things.

It sure as hell would have been convenient right now.

So I decided to fix that dilemma at the earliest opportunity. For now, I was already on my way.

After what felt like an eternity, the city lights had begun to thin out. The roads stretched out as they winded toward the mountains. Civilization peeled away and was replaced by dark silhouettes of trees and steep inclines.

The further I went, the worse the wind became. Dust and loose gravel kicked up and formed temporary swirls that vanished just as fast as they appeared.

The last stretch of the drive was mercifully free of traffic, but the terrain itself became my next challenge. The road twisted and climbed narrowly enough that I had to keep both hands firmly on the wheel. Each sharp turn had my headlights cutting through the darkness and illuminating just enough of the path ahead to keep me on course.

The darkness thickened as I became the only car on the road, and finally, I reached the dirt trail I’d been looking for.

It was barely wide enough for the car, and the uneven ground made every bump feel like a jolt through the suspension. I navigated slowly with my focus locked on the path ahead, and I avoided any loose patches that might send me sliding off course.

The road became rougher and rougher, and soon, branches clawed at the windows. Their shadows were like fingers in the beam of the headlights, and the car rocked as I navigated over dips and around tight bends.

I finally found a small clearing and tucked the car into a shadowed alcove beneath a canopy of twisted trees. Then I killed the engine, and the silence that followed was deafening at first. Then the sound of the wind settled in.

It had almost become a living thing, and it filled the mountains with mournful howls that rattled the branches and spiraled dirt and leaves up into the air.

I stepped out, and my boots crunched on loose stones. The air had an edge to it here that was sharp and dry, the kind that scraped the throat with every breath.

I narrowed my eyes and eyed the footpath ahead.

It was a narrow thread through the dark and wild wilderness, but I moved along it carefully as the wind clawed at my balance every chance it got. Not long after, I reached a ridge, and the view opened up.

The city sprawled far below in a sea of twinkling lights that seemed fragile against the dark expanse of the sky and the ocean beyond. The mountains stretched around me, and their jagged silhouettes cut into the night. I could see the Griffith Observatory’s pale dome in the far distance against the haze of the horizon.

I focused and let my dragon senses stretch out and thread their way through the ground, the air, and the shadows.

I’d come to the right place.

The wind carried more than just this unnatural cold. It was laced with an echo of power that tasted bitter at the back of my throat, so I knew the banshees had been here.

Their energy lingered thinly, but it was unmistakable.

I couldn’t see any traces of them as I tried to scan for their signature oily trails, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here. They’d vanished into oblivion back at the observatory, so they had the ability to travel on the wind itself.

The wind in question howled as I walked further into the darkness and let it swallow me whole. The shadows seemed to shift, and the rocks and trees shuddered under the wind’s relentless push.

They were close. Even if I couldn’t see the trail, I could feel it– a pulse in the air, a vibration in my bones.

The hunt had begun, and the mountains stood as witness to the carnage that would come next.
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Chapter 13

The wind picked up even more, as if the Santa Anas themselves were warning me to beware.

I smiled and continued onward.

I loved nothing if not a challenge.

I had the flashlight Clare gave me on the way out of the house gripped in my hand just in case, because the debris was actually causing some issues seeing well out here. Shadows stretched long and deep across the uneven ground, and the stars above were hidden behind a thick canopy of clouds that left me in near-total darkness aside from the pale glow of the moon when it occasionally broke through.

Lucky for me dragons had an exceptional ability to see in the dark, but this was becoming more difficult than I expected.

The terrain was unforgiving. Sharp inclines, loose rock, and narrow ridges made every step a careful calculation. I moved with deliberate precision, and my instincts protected me from every shift of gravel beneath my boots.

It would be far easier to change into my dragon form and fly around to peruse the mountains. The human body was feeble and had its limits, but the challenges it came with left me with an adrenaline high almost as good as fucking a big-breasted harlot, so I didn’t feel the need to take such a drastic measure yet.

I climbed onward and gripped onto the jagged edges of boulders as I hauled myself up steeper slopes. The wind howled through the canyons and occasionally slammed into me with unexpected bursts, so I had to lower my stance at times to keep my center of gravity tight.

Each time, I adjusted my footing accordingly before I continued forward, but a few times, I stepped onto what looked like solid ground, only for it to shift beneath me. Loose rock tumbled down the slope and crashed into the canyon below.

It looked and sounded like a far drop.

I froze and waited for the ground beneath me to settle, then kept on going.

A fallen tree carcass blocked my path, and its twisted roots were half-suspended over the ledge. The trunk was thick, though the wood was aged and cracked. It was too unstable to walk over, so I tested my balance, then vaulted over the tree.

And got a face full of wind and dirt as I landed smoothly on the other side.

I spluttered and spat the dirt out, and I rubbed my eyes clear before eyeing the path ahead.

It narrowed even more from here.

A sharp ridge that was barely wide enough for my boots stretched out before me. On one side, the rock face jutted upward at a steep angle that’d be impossible to climb without proper gear. On the other, a sheer drop-off stretched into darkness.

This was where a normal human would have turned back. But the scent of banshees was in the air, and I had a score to settle with the wailing bitches.

I moved sideways and kept my back to the rock wall. This was probably what it felt like to climb a tightrope like I’d seen so many fools back on Coilfell do for entertainment. Every step tested my balance, and I was the type of guy who had plenty of that on offer.

Still, it was so dark here that it distorted depth and distance, and it made it almost impossible to see where the ridge ended.

Almost.

That almost knocked me off balance.

I tensed every muscle in my core, and wrenched my body backward to combat it, and I managed to press myself against the rock and get a grip on the stones to steady myself.

Deep down, a part of me wanted to jump and soar through the skies, but I was becoming increasingly aware of how much power was surging in the air around me.

One wrong move, and I’d tumble down into nothing, but the skies were their domain now. If I threw myself into the wind, I’d be easier to locate and left more at the mercy of the banshees and these steep, rugged rock faces.

Luckily, the ridge widened again and leveled out about fifteen minutes later. I stepped onto firmer ground at last, and I paused to take in my surroundings.

There were no animals here. That stuck out immediately.

Just the ever-present howl of the wind.

Then I saw it.

A cave entrance was hidden behind a tangle of twisted roots and rock, and the energy here was different.

The wind funneled through the opening of the cave and made a hollow sound that almost hummed.

I stepped closer.

The banshees were here, I could smell it in the breeze.

The moment I stepped into the cave, the atmosphere grew sinister.

The wind no longer howled through the mountain trails but coiled inward and twisted through the cavern like someone had ordered it to do just that. It was damp and dank in here, and the scent of fresh blood was heavy in the air.

My boots crunched against loose gravel as I walked by the fresh remains of a small rabbit. The bodies of other small creatures were scattered across the floor as well– rabbits, coyotes, even a mountain lion with its mouth frozen open in a final, breathless snarl.

They really were desperate. The banshees were trying all they could to thrive here, but it wouldn’t be enough. It would never be enough.

I stooped and studied the mountain lion. The scent of death hadn’t even settled into it yet. It couldn’t have been dead for more than an hour.

A low scraping sound echoed from deeper within the cave.

I swiftly clicked on the flashlight in my hand, and it illuminated a banshee hunched over a carcass.

Her long fingers were curled around the lifeless body of a coyote. A dark mist curled off the banshee as she fed, and it was so dark and dense that I almost gasped in surprise.

It was her spiritual energy, and it was impressive.

More importantly, she was the only one here. All of the energy I was sensing was funneling straight at me from her alone, so the two remaining banshees must have split up.

There was no reasonable explanation for this, their kind usually stuck together.

Unless it was to give them a better chance of survival. They did know that a dragon was after them, so that made sense.

And frankly, I admired the tactic. It was the thin line between cowardice and self-preservation. But I was going to have to take my frustrations out on the one in front of me, because this royally fucked up my plans to slaughter them easily and head back to Chicago.

I locked my gaze on the banshee’s hollow and sunken eyes.

Her lips peeled back in a grotesque grin. “You should have let us be, dragon…”

“Where is the fun in that?” I replied. “I see one of you, where is the other?”

“None of your concern, dragon,” she said. “But I have a score to settle with you… on behalf of my fallen sister.”

“Oh, her?” I smiled. “That’s right, you still share her soul, don’t you? Well, tell her I have her head on my counter.”

She didn’t like that.

Her first scream came fast.

The moment her mouth opened, I knew what was coming, and as her scream rushed at me, I lunged out of the way. But the size of her attack was bigger than expected. It covered the entire span of the cave entrance with a concussive wave that caught me and sent loose rock scattering all around me.

She’d already begun to reap her sister’s powers, and she was stronger than before.

A direct hit from that attack would have shattered a regular human’s skeletal system and burst all their organs, but I managed to summon my scales just in time.

I stood my ground against the attack as every inch of my body rippled from the force, and I shifted precariously close to the ridge behind me.

The banshee used that moment to rush forward, and her long, creepy arms extended toward me.

I dropped low and jumped out of the way just as her claws sliced through the air where my chest had been.

“Too slow.” I spun behind her before she could react.

She let out a hiss of frustration as a mist started billowing around her.

I summoned my wings then and sent a flurry of wind scythes that sliced toward her. It was the same attack I’d used to cut her sister’s leg off, and the air howled with the speed as each razor-sharp blade cut through the mist.

She opened her mouth wide and countered with a sonic wave.

The first volley of wind scythes hit the pulse head-on, and her attack altered the vibration of the air itself. Several scythes collapsed into bursts of wind, and the few that managed to reach her had lost their edge by the time they made it.

“That’s new,” I muttered. “That’s alright, though. Running won’t work this time, so you may as well show me all your tricks before I wipe you out of existence.”

She stopped shifting through her mist and watched me now. She seemed to have lost confidence.

I grinned and waited.

The banshee tilted her head at the gesture, and those hollow eyes narrowed as she seemed to calculate her next move.

I took a step forward.

She took one back.

Then the banshee’s mouth stretched open and warped the air around us. The tremor was as little as a whisper, but it rippled and swelled into a tidal wave of raw, consuming force at a rate I hadn’t expected.

The walls of the cave trembled, and the stone itself reacted as though it, too, could feel the unnatural power of her scream.

It wasn’t just sound, though. This was a force that clawed straight through my armor-like scales and tore at my very essence, and immediately, it threatened to drain life from my inner core.

I was thrown back as pain and terror ripped through my body.

I had seen power like this before.

This was the kind of strength only creatures who had reached their ‘prime’ possessed.

This was close to peak spiritual energy, but not quite there. A creature’s spiritual energy was their claim to power in Coilfell, and beings like us only reached their peak energy when body, magic, and mind all caught up with one another.

It was a power few ever achieved, but she was alarmingly close to reaching it.

Those who did became the kind of monsters that reshaped battlefields. Their mere existence warped the rules of nature, and bent the world itself to their will.

Shit.

That one word was the only thought in my head as I crashed into the back of the cave with a thundering crack. My brain pounded from the impact, but I didn’t lay in a heap for long.

If she wanted to fight with the power of her newly discovered ‘prime’ form, then I would gladly honor her by using a power from my own prime collection.

I’d reached my prime over a century ago.

I summoned a technique from the golden age of my warpath– a power that once made me unstoppable on the battlefield. I let my dragonfire build inside me until it was so hot that even my own scales began to warp in response. Then I planted my feet firmly and roared.

Embers of The Roar of the Storm poured out of me with a vengeance.

It wasn’t just dragonfire. It was destruction incarnate.

The cave shuddered under the sheer force of my roar and my will, and the walls trembled as if an earthquake had struck the mountain. The air itself ignited as my fire mixed with the howling wind, and it turned the very atmosphere into a roiling and murderous furnace.

The banshee flickered as she screamed, but there was virtually nothing behind the sound now. Even the shadows around her struggled to hold together against the sheer force of my power.

She had made a critical mistake.

She thought her voice alone could silence the might of a dragon, but there was a reason so many feared me.

My flames surged ever stronger as they licked at the walls and swallowed the darkness around me in a glow that wasn’t just hot– it was hellish.

This was definitely prime dragonfire, and it was a glorious thing to witness after all these years. It was the kind of flame work that had melted whole battlefields into glass. The kind that had turned entire cities to ash when I first reached my prime state.

What could I say? It was a glorious time for me back then.

I grinned at the memory, even as the fallout of our two powers colliding began to collapse the cave around us.

The whole world shook as rocks rained down, and in the chaos, the banshee tried desperately to make a final retreat, but I wouldn’t allow it. I took a deep breath and unleashed a wall of pure, searing flame once more, and the dragonfire rushed forward like a living force.

In one swoop, it devoured the air and swallowed everything in its path like an unrelenting inferno, and the banshee wailed as she frantically dove for the cover of night outside.

I spread my wings ‘til the muscles in them were stretched to their limits, and then they snapped together like a thunderclap.

My wind scythes formed instantly, and this time, I drove them forward on the very flames of my dragonfire.

The moment the scythes passed through the flames, they ignited and turned into whirling blades of pure hellfire. Each one roared with the echo of my own battlecry, as the first one slammed into the banshee’s back, it carved a deep gash into her shoulder.

That was all I needed.

The fire crawled across her body and consumed the mist-like cloak she possessed. She let out a screech of agony as the rest of the scythes rained on her, too, and by the time they were done, she barely stood.

She tried to scatter into the shadows, to sink into the darkness and flee like the last time, but she’d awoken my prime powers now.

There was no hope left for her in this world or any other.

My final attack cut clean through the banshee and split her vertically in half.

The impact sent a fiery shockwave that surged through the cave, and it tore through the entrance and out into the night like a comet.

Outside, the Santa Ana winds howled as if in response, and they scattered the flames into embers across the sky.

The banshee’s severed form collapsed to the cave floor, and I watched as the final flames devoured her essence, but I commanded the flames to cease just before they could destroy her entirely.

There, at the center of the ash, only a blackened heart remained.

I bent down and picked it up carefully.

In death, her spiritual energy still managed to linger, just like the banshee before her, and I grinned.

Two down. One more to go.

And this heart was all I needed to find her.

I turned toward the entrance and stepped out of the cave. I was met with the full force of the storm, and the Santa Ana winds had escalated into something furious during my time fighting the banshee.

Knots of wind akin to mini tornadoes occasionally spawned in the air that battered the mountainside, I glanced toward the path I had climbed earlier to get here.

It was covered in fallen branches now. The terrain, which had been hard enough to navigate before, had become nearly impossible in this wind, and loose rocks tumbled down the slopes while the ledges that had once provided footing now looked treacherous at best.

Going back that way wasn’t an option.

I shifted my focus to the drop-off ahead.

My wings were already out, and I’d at least destroyed the banshee who’d taken this mountainside as her domain. As long as I was quick, I could likely escape before the other one caught on to what had happened here.

I stepped to the ledge and looked down. The drop was steep, and the closest ground below was uneven with a mix of jagged rock and brush.

Without hesitation, I pushed off.

The moment I left the ridge, gravity pulled me down hard, and the air rushed past my face as I plummeted. Then my wings caught the current, snapped open fully, and I soared into the night.

Pure freedom.

The wind fought me and pushed against my body, but I angled myself to ride the current instead of resisting it, and for a brief moment, I let myself enjoy the sheer exhilaration of flying again.

The night sky stretched endlessly around me and put me in my element, and after having tapped into my prime powers for the first time on Earth, I was positively teeming with the glory of my victory.

Conquering this world was proving very gratifying.

I didn’t linger long, though. The storm provided good cover, but if I stayed airborne too long, I was at risk of getting seen.

I angled myself for descent and glided downward toward the dirt road where I had left the car. My feet hit the ground smoothly and barely any dust kicked up around me. I folded my wings back into my body and felt the familiar ripple of energy as they disappeared beneath my skin.

Then I threw open the door and tossed the banshee’s blackened heart onto the passenger-side floor.

The winding mountain roads were more difficult in the storm, but I navigated easily enough, and as soon as I hit smoother roads, I let the car really go.

The speedometer climbed to one hundred as the lights of Los Angeles flickered in the distance. It was a harsh contrast to the wild, untamed power I’d experienced in the mountains behind me, but the traffic was non-existent now, and at the rate I traveled, I would reach Stacey’s in no time.

The car rolled into her driveway just as the early morning light began to creep over the horizon. The world was asleep, but the wind hadn’t settled. It howled against the trees and rattled through the streets.

I stepped out with the banshee’s heart in my hand.

The spiritual energy that coated this heart was magnitudes stronger than the head I’d acquired. It nipped at me with a touch colder than ice, but that was a good thing.

That would mean I could end this fast.

The house was the same as when I left it. The window was still broken, but taped over with plastic, and the living room light was on.

Before I could knock, the door swung open, and both Clare and Stacey stood there with tired eyes.

“You’re back.” Stacey let out a breath. “Finally.”

“Did you two even sleep?” I raised an eyebrow.

“No,” Clare answered flatly. “We waited up, you handsome jerk. We care about you.”

“How am I a jerk?” I asked, stepped inside, and shook off the cold.

“I don’t know,” she sighed.

“Ignore her, she apparently gets snippy when she’s deliriously tired,” Stacey yawned. “She called me a cunt-nugget earlier.”

“And I’ll do it again, cunt-nugget, just try me,” Clare scoffed, but the words were slurred from how tired she was.

I smirked and left a kiss on her head, but when I pulled away, both of them wrinkled their noses.

“You smell like smoke,” Clare said.

“What happened?” Stacey tilted her head with some intrigue.

“Let’s just say a banshee met a fiery demise.” I held up the banshee’s heart.

Clare made a noise of disgust, and turned away as she started gagging.

“You could have kept that ugly thing to yourself,” she groaned.

Stacey, on the other hand, leaned in closer and examined the heart.

“So this is a banshee heart, huh?” she asked. “Cool.”

“Okay,” I chuckled. I went into the kitchen and placed the heart on a plate. “You should see unicorn hearts. That’s where the real magic’s at.”

“Unicorns are real?” Clare gasped, and her eyes were suddenly looking wide awake.

Stacey arched an eyebrow at me. “Remind me to throw that plate away.”

“Noted.” I nodded. “Where is your shower?”

“Down the hall to the left.” Stacey pointed. “Be careful, it takes a moment to get hot.”

I took her instructions and headed toward the bathroom. The hot water washed away the last remnants of the battle, but by the time I stepped out, I realized something.

I had no change of clothes here.

My shirt had been ruined when my wings tore through it in battle, so I settled for my jeans alone and ran a towel over my damp hair before I stepped back into the living room.

The girls noticed my bare chest at once and reacted feverishly. Both Clare and Stacey openly stared, and neither of them bothered hiding it.

“Not bad, Dragon-Boy.” Clare smirked. “Did you gain even more muscles out there tonight?”

I shrugged. “I doubt it. Stop drooling.”

“Who’s drooling?” Clare blushed. “I’m not.”

“I am…” Stacey lounged on the couch with a glass of whiskey, and she slowly trailed her gaze up my torso. “You should fight more often if this is the result. A girl could get used to this.”

She took a slow, languid sip, and I shook my head as I sat down next to her. She handed me the glass with a yawn, and I gladly took it and savored the burn as the whiskey went down.

“Alright.” Clare leaned forward and shook herself awake. “Tell us everything.”

“There was only one up there,” I started. “I thought I would find both of them, but they split up. Probably to increase their odds of survival.”

“That’s… smart.” Clare frowned.

“I thought so, too,” I said.

“And the last one?” Stacey asked.

“She’s going to be stronger than ever.” I leaned back.

A pause settled over the room. No one understood more than me how much of a bad situation that was, and I didn’t exactly want to make them worry.

I was confident in my ability to mop the floor with her, I just needed to get a plan in place.

“Tracking her will be easier with that.” I pointed at the banshee’s heart on the counter.

“Do you think you should go after her later, like tonight?” Clare glanced outside the window at the daylight.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I barely contained the destruction from the last fight. If I engage with her in the daylight, it’ll be far too risky.”

“Okay good, because we all could use some rest,” Stacey groaned, and she turned on the morning news before settling deeper into the couch.

The drawl of the news anchor was like a sedative to the two women. They passed out within seconds, and I was right there with them. I dozed off where I was sitting up on the couch, and I didn’t know how long we all stayed like that.

But it was already getting dark when I came to.

I groaned, and Stacey groaned as well. I could hear Clare yawning loudly on the other couch, and we groggily roused ourselves to the sound of the news still playing.

“… as the Santa Ana winds pick up speed, we’re expecting one of the strongest wind events of the decade,” the news anchor’s voice cut through the quiet and woke me all the way up.

I sat up and blinked at the screen.

“Wind gusts this evening could reach up to eighty miles per hour in some areas, with another system moving in on the coattails of last night’s gale.”

“Did he say another system?” Clare yawned as she hauled herself to a sitting position.

I nodded. “If the last banshee holds out until then, she could amplify her power even more. She could turn the entire city into a graveyard if she wanted.”

Clare stared at me. Her look said it all.

We couldn’t let that happen.

Then the news anchor’s voice changed to a sharper and more urgent one as he suddenly said the words ‘breaking news.’

We all turned. A new headline flashed at the bottom of the screen:

MASS DEATHS IN THE HOMELESS COMMUNITY.
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Chapter 14

A heavy silence filled the room. Though the news didn’t show the bodies, they reported over fifty deaths in one camp alone. They were discovered earlier this morning, and Stacey rose slowly from the couch and walked to the tv screen.

Her hands were clenched into fists, and her breaths came quick and shallow.

“Stacey?” Clare asked tentatively.

By the time she turned back round, Stacey’s face was surprisingly pale and streaked with tears.

“This…” she whispered. “Did the banshee do this?”

“It’s more than likely,” I said gently. “They were starving up there, devouring animals even. They probably sent out the attack last night and let the wind–”

“I know this camp,” she said, and her tears were in full flow now. “I spent a lot of time there when I was younger. Every time I come back here, I go visit them and bring them food and drinks. I…”

Her eyes locked onto mine. There was something raw in them, something desperate, and I hated to see the usually strong and stoic woman looking like this.

Then she walked over to me, climbed into my lap, and buried her face against my neck.

At that moment, I understood exactly what this meant for her.

A storm of rage brewed inside me as I wrapped her in a firm hug.

This wasn’t just about staking my claim on this world anymore. This was personal now, and I’d make sure the final banshee suffered tenfold for hurting my woman like this.

There was nothing to say, so I just held her until she was able to straighten up again. She inhaled sharply as she settled her sobs, and she let out a steadying breath as she pressed her hands to her face.

Clare moved closer and tried to comfort her as well.

“It’s okay,” Clare murmured. “You don’t have to act all strong in front of us.”

“I just– I hate this.” Stacey shook her head. “It’s always the same. The ones society forgets, the ones who have nothing, they get hit the hardest already, but this? This is… this is…”

Her voice cracked, and she let out a bitter laugh.

“No one will care,” she said. “Not until the bodies pile up in the streets, and then in less than a month, they’ll be forgotten regardless.”

“We care.” Clare wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

I nodded and watched Stacey carefully. “I care.”

She swallowed hard, and her shoulders trembled before she finally let her weight rest against both me and Clare.

A long silence stretched between us. It was heavy with grief and resolve, but night was already falling outside the windows.

And this evening, I would end things.

The Gruesome Three would be no more.

“I’m coming with you,” Stacey said suddenly.

I could tell from the look in her eyes that she meant it, and I kept my tone carefully measured as I responded.

“What would you like to do?” I asked, and Clare snapped her attention toward me.

That was the last thing she’d expected me to say.

“I don’t care,” Stacey said. “I can be useful. I’ll do anything you ask me to do, but I won’t just sit around. I have to be involved with this somehow. I have to– I have to do something, I can’t just do nothing.”

I studied her for a moment. She wasn’t just speaking out of desperation. There was steel in her voice, the kind that came from a decision already made. Her grief had turned into fury rather quickly, and I knew fury could be a rope to either pull oneself up by or hang themselves from.

I recalled my thoughts on my way to the mountains.

Then I nodded slowly. “We better start narrowing down locations for the third banshee before she strikes again.”

The television droned on in the background, and the news anchor’s voice reminded us of the time crunch we were on. There was no doubt I needed to end things before tonight’s winds hit even harder.

“We need to figure out where she went, fast,” Clare echoed my thoughts.

Stacey climbed off my lap and pulled up wind trajectory reports to scroll through quickly, and I headed over to the banshee’s black heart, which was still on the plate.

Its energy was still present, and that was our best bet.

While the girls worked on digging through the internet, I reached out with my Soul Sight and felt the remnants of the second banshee’s soul.

I could feel her fury. The soul snapped at me, and the fact that her spiritual energy was still high had its dangers.

When I used my Soul Sight, I essentially astral-projected my soul, and this left not only my soul in danger but my body as well. If by chance, the spiritual energy in question was stronger than my will power, my body could be corrupted.

I doubled down my efforts and poured a bulk of my energy into the skill all the same.

I was back in the darkness. The soul of the second sister snapped against mine, but I withstood her wrath.

Still, there was nothing but the same void of darkness that I’d sensed before.

Then, a flicker.

Massive letters sprawled across a mountainside, barely visible through the haze.

HOLLYWOOD

I opened my eyes.

“What is Hollywood?” I asked.

Stacey’s head jerked up. “What did you just say?”

“Hollywood,” I repeated. “It wasn’t clear, but I think I saw the word written on some hills.”

Stacey’s eyes widened, and then she cursed under her breath as she began tapping at her phone.

“You didn’t just see any hills,” she said. “You saw the hills. The Hollywood Sign is on Mount Lee, and you can see it clearly from the Bronson Caves. God damnit.”

“You sure?” I asked and came back over to the couch.

“I’d bet my entire business on it.” She scoffed and showed me a map of Griffith Park. “The Bronson Caves. It’s in Griffith Park, but more isolated than the main trails. They’re old hollows in the rock from the quarry days. The sound bounces really well in there. It’s perfect. Not only have you already cleared that area, so she won’t expect you to return, but the Bronson Caves are ideal for her needs. They’re carved into the hills high enough to catch the wind, but shielded enough to make it a natural amplifier. She wouldn’t have to scream for long at all, it’d be easy to reach half the city from there.”

“You’re right, that’s perfect.” I grinned, and before she could react, I cupped her face and kissed her on the lips.

Stacey made a surprised sound but didn’t pull away. She eased into the kiss like it was the only thing keeping her steady, and I made sure to linger there for a while before finally releasing her.

By then, Clare was jumping up and down in excitement.

“Oh, my God, we actually figured it out!” she shrieked.

Then Clare grabbed Stacey’s face and kissed her, too.

The ebony woman let her have her way, but she was blinking rapidly in surprise when she resurfaced.

“Okay… uh, not the thank you I expected, but I’ll take it,” she chuckled.

“That’s our location,” I said. “But chances are, I’m going to have to fight her in my hybrid dragon form. She’s at full strength now, and that’s what it took to get rid of the last one.”

Clare crossed her arms. “What are the chances people will be at these Bronson Caves? Low right? It’s evening, and the wind’s like this… No one’s likely to be there, right?”

Stacey’s expression remained cautious.

“You know how people are,” she sighed. “Especially younger folks. Some of them take advantage of times like this– bad weather, empty places– to hang out where they won’t be bothered.”

I considered this, but I knew my decision already.

“Then just in case,” I said, “I need you both to keep it abandoned. You’ll come along and make sure no one wanders into the battlefield. Agreed?”

“Fuck yeah,” Clare said and pumped her fist in the air. “Monster Murder Mission One is go, people! Let’s kill a banshee!”

Five minutes later, the car was tearing through the streets of Los Angeles.

We took a small detour to the hotel to pick up a change of clothes, then made our way through traffic as the city gave way to the terrain of Griffith Park. The winds howled, and their presence rattled the car with each sudden gust. The drive was far from simple as dust and debris swirled through the air, and it would form an eerie haze temporarily, then vanish into the night.

Stacey was behind the wheel, and she had a good grasp of it as she tried to make the drive as comfortable as possible.

The ebony woman drove like she had the city memorized. Every turn was an extension of her instincts, and the car purred beneath her touch while she weaved through the thinning traffic. Every movement was precise and deliberate. She didn’t just drive, she commanded the road.

At one point, a plastic sign tumbled across the road out of nowhere. It was just visible at the last moments before a head-on collision.

Stacey barely flinched. With a smooth turn of the wheel, she maneuvered around it like it was nothing, and the car hugged the curve of the road as we left the city behind.

“This is insane.” Clare gripped the handle above the door in her seat behind us.

“This is LA, babe.” Stacey grinned even as she kept her eyes locked on the road.

As the elevation climbed, the road became a series of tight, twisting turns, and each one was lined with steep drop-offs and jagged cliffs. The winds grew strong enough to rattle the car, and they howled through the empty mountain paths. Dust swirled like ghosts in the headlights, but Stacey’s resolve never wavered.

She pushed the Mustang through each bend and skimmed the edges of the road with just enough clearance.

The city lights faded behind us as they were swallowed by the looming darkness of the mountains, and I settled for watching Stacey work as she navigated easily.

“We should race sometime,” I said with a grin.

“Oh, you’d lose before you hit second gear.” Stacey let out a breathy laugh and gripped the wheel a little tighter.

With that, she floored it, and the car surged forward into the night.

As we closed in on Bronson Caves, I laid down the rules.

“First, earplugs in at all times,” I said. “No exceptions. If you take them out, you’re as good as dead.”

Clare immediately dug into her pocket and pulled out a pair, while Stacey kept her focus on the road and merely reached her hand back so she could hand her a pair as well.

“Second,” I continued. “If anyone tries to come near the caves, you absolutely must stop them. Say the winds have caused rockslides, or that the city’s shut the place down for safety reasons. I don’t care how you do it, just make sure no one gets close.”

“We could just tell them there’s a deadly, supernatural banshee inside,” Stacey joked. “That would go over real well.”

“Make sure you stick with that story after they send you to the psych ward,” Clare laughed.

I smirked. “Exactly.”

Clare leaned forward and perched her head on my shoulder. “And if something goes wrong?”

“Stay by the car,” I said. “Keep the engine running. If I don’t come back within the hour, leave.”

Neither of them liked that answer. Stacey’s plump lips pursed, and she glared at the road ahead like it had personally insulted her. Clare remained completely silent, but then her head tilted a little to rest against mine.

I shifted so I could leave a kiss on her head.

“Don’t make me lecture you about the merits of dragons again,” I muttered against her coppery hair. “We are practically indestructible, by human standards.”

Clare giggled. “Fine. Just… if we’re not allowed to die, you’re not, either. Fair is fair.”

“Hell yeah, I agree with that,” Stacey said and finally pulled a hand off the steering wheel long enough to send me a stern point. “Fair is fair.”

“I agree,” I chuckled. “My point was that you don’t have to worry about it because–”

“Promise!” Clare demanded.

I sighed. “I promise I will not die, even though it would take a lot more than a banshee to best the likes of–”

“He promised,” Stacey snorted. “I’ll take it.”

“Yeah, that’s the best we’re gonna get,” Clare said and sat back in her seat again.

I smiled and rolled my eyes, but I was glad they seemed calmer about this endeavor now.

The sky had fully darkened by the time we reached the entrance to the park. The parking lot was deserted, just as I had hoped. The wind surged through the canyon and slammed against the rock formations like the breath of some unseen beast. It roared past the trees and scattered heaps of dry leaves across the ground.

“This place is already creepy,” Clare muttered as she looked outside her window.

Stacey killed the engine and left us with nothing but the sound of the storm.

“The caves are just off the trail,” she said. “Easy enough for someone to wander into.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” I said, opened my door, and got out.

The wind hit me immediately. It tore at my clothes and kicked dust into my eyes. The gusts were unnaturally strong, and they carried with them the scent of dry earth.

Clare wound down her window as she adjusted her earplugs.

“Remember,” I said in a low voice, “you stay here. If I’m not back in an hour–”

“Yeah, yeah.” Stacey frowned.

Although she didn’t like it, I could see in her eyes that she knew it was the best thing to do.

I arched an eyebrow. “I’m serious.”

“Just make sure you come back in one piece,” she added. “I just met you, I would hate to lose you so soon.”

“I care about you, too.” I smiled, and the ebony woman’s face seemed to glow as a brilliant smile spread across her face.

“We’ve got it covered, boss.” Clare gave me a thumbs up. “You just do your thing.”

I smiled at her somewhat forced confidence, but I was glad to see her trying. She’d been with me through a few monster fights already, so she knew better than anyone that she just had to trust me sometimes.

I took one last look at them before turning toward the trail.

The caves awaited.

The dirt path that led to the Bronson Caves was rough, uneven, and scattered with loose stones and twisted roots. The wind pushed against me with every step, but I ignored it and kept on going.

My senses were on high alert, and my vision cut through the darkness with ease. Every detail stood out– the cracks in the rocky walls, the scattered debris left behind by past visitors, the faint traces of movement in the dirt.

The deeper I went, the quieter it became. No birds. No rustling of small creatures. Just the wind howling in every direction. Its voice stretched through the empty landscape, and I knew I was on the right track.

The land felt the same here as it had up in the Santa Monica Mountains.

The further I walked, the more my view of the city lights disappeared behind me as it was swallowed by the thick darkness of the mountain.

Then I saw it: the Hollywood Sign.

That was what I saw in my Soul Sight, so I must be close to where the banshee was lurking if I had a similar view now.

Granted, it was a limited view, but I could see it from the trail. Some of the white letters gleamed against the backdrop of the dark sky, though they were partially obscured by the swirling dirt and dust, and the shifting silhouettes of trees.

There was no time to linger.

I turned my attention back to the cave entrance. It loomed ahead like a black maw carved into the rock, and its edges were jagged and uneven. The wind funneled through the openings and made the entire structure wail like something alive, and it carried a haunting echo out over the mountain.

I slowed my pace, stretched my senses outward, and immediately felt the pulse of something unnatural radiating from one of the caves.

The air felt thick. Heavy.

And I wasn’t alone.

The hunt was on once again.

I stepped forward and was careful with my footing as I crossed the threshold. The cave walls narrowed quickly and forced me into a passage barely wide enough to walk through without my shoulders brushing stone. The ground beneath me was uneven, and old quarry remnants scattered across the path.

The scent of decay and blood hit me first. I followed it further as my eyes adjusted to the dimness, and my dragon sight peeled back the shadows to reveal as much as I could see.

The remains appeared next. Scattered bones. Chunks of fur. The fresh, torn-apart body of a rabbit with its insides strewn across the stone.

A whisper of air shifted past me and carried a scent stronger than blood.

I lifted my eyes.

She was already watching me.

Her figure unfolded itself from the darkness and stretched unnaturally as it stepped forward. She truly was monstrous, this banshee who was the tallest of her sisters. She was more solidly formed now, too, so her thin, elongated arms reminded me of twisted, gnarled tree branches. They shifted beneath the folds of her tattered cloak made of mist and darkness, but she didn’t look healthier or better in this more solid form.

Her skin was still fraying and stretched too tight over the sharp features of her face. Her mouth was too wide, and her lips cracked and peeled to reveal jagged, broken teeth as she let out a low and constant hiss.

And her eyes burned. They weren’t the dull black pits of her sisters, these were white-hot orbs, with pupils hollow of anything but rage and hunger.

She took a step forward, and the cave trembled under the weight of her power. Then she smiled.

“You think you’ve won?” Her voice scraped against the air like rusted metal grinding together.

“Think?” I smirked. “Look at you… Reduced to the shadows. Scared and hiding. You’ve lost already, and I will not accept your white flag.”

“You’ve only made me stronger…” she hissed.

The mist around her swirled like a living storm at that, and the cave trembled.

The banshee’s power had definitely increased. Not in the way her kind usually did– not by siphoning the life force of the living– but by pulling from all that remained of her final sisters.

And now, she could even pull from the very storm itself.

I could see it now, the way the winds shifted differently in here and bent to her will like a creature obeying its master’s call. The moment the gusts touched her, they darkened, and they were no longer just wind, but something tainted.

Something she had twisted into her own weapon.

Her form grew sharper and more defined as she drew in a deep breath, and it was like a solid shape was formed beneath the misty veil of her body now. This helped me to fully confirm that the wind didn’t just fuel her, it had become a part of her.

This was practically a storm’s wrath given a voice.

So the wind was my enemy too, now.

A low and brittle laugh slithered from her throat, like something ancient creaking back to life.

“I am more than my sisters now,” she snarled. “More than even you!”

A new force surged forward and swept through the cave with an unnatural intensity, and it sent loose rocks tumbling and dust swirling, but then she opened her mouth and screamed.

The pressure hit like a tidal wave. I barely had time to plant my feet before it ripped into me and slammed down on me like an invisible weight on my chest.

The cave shuddered, and small fractures spread along the walls. A rock above broke loose and smashed to the ground with a sharp crack, but she didn’t let up.

The banshee could use the storm as a conduit, her power flowed through it, and it only gained more force and reach the longer she toyed with it.

And she planned to use this to bring me to my knees.

Her wail carried on and on as I braced myself against it, but then a single word pierced through my skull like a command.

Kneel.

The raw force of her order pressed against my entire frame, and while I did not kneel, the ground buckled beneath me. Fissures spread out in jagged lines, and the air was thick with static and dust. Loose rocks shuddered, and even the cave walls groaned under the pressure, but I kept my feet as steady as I possibly could.

Then I moved toward her.

With a burst of speed, I closed the distance in a heartbeat and extended my claws as I struck at her chest.

But my attack met nothing. No resistance. No flesh. No bone.

Just cold, empty air.

I skidded to a stop.

The banshee hovered untouched right where she’d been, but her ragged form barely shifted in response to my attack. She hadn’t dodged. Instead, she’d taken on a form similar to a specter, so my attack had gone straight through her.

Before I could react to this new information, she reached out and tried to grab me. Her hands were cloaked with the horrible, oily slick of her magical energy, and it made my skin crawl just to have it so close to me.

More than that, it felt stronger than ever.

Her power pulled at me without her even wailing– not at my body, but at my soul. It was like hooks had sunk into my chest and curled through the fabric of my very being, and if she could do all this without laying a finger on me, I’d need to change up my plan.

Fast.

I twisted and ripped myself free just as her fingertips grazed the air where my skin had been. A cold lingered on my flesh regardless, and my own powers repelled the disgusting sensation. It reminded me of when I’d faced the Vampire Master, and how its magic clawed at my soul and tried to drink me dry.

But her pull was worse. It was twenty times stronger and hungrier.

The cave groaned as she shrieked in fury, and dust fell in thick clouds as I jumped over a carcass and got myself in a better position, far from her.

I could see tree trunks bending outside the cave entrance as they creaked under the force of the wind, and an ominous crack alerted me to one particularly large one finally giving out.

I shook my head and refocused inside the cave. I had no more time for tests. I could see clearly enough how powerful she’d become, and I knew I couldn’t let her get so close again, especially when she was now just constantly spewing screams into the air.

And not the normal banshee kind.

She tilted her head back and whispered something in a language not meant for the living, and the cave itself wailed back as it shook. The shadows behind her tore open in the same instant, and the air rippled as two figures stepped forward.

The figures were of her fallen sisters.

“What the fuck?” I muttered.

They weren’t alive, and they damn sure weren’t supposed to be here, so she must have pulled them from beyond death itself. Not resurrected really, just borrowed their shells and souls, and a gross taste came to my mouth as I eyed the tortured remains.

They looked more wispy and frail than ever, and their entire faces were hollow pits now.

The wind outside shrieked louder at their arrival, and with it, the tallest of the banshees began to grow in size.

“Shit,” I hissed.

That’s why she’d summoned them. She was feeding on them even still, to increase her strength, and as she chanted, her winds started siphoning out of the cave to devour anything they could find for her, too.

If I let this continue, she wouldn’t just be stronger, she’d be impossible to stop.

That wind was already heading for the city.

The banshee began to cackle as she grew too large for the cave to contain. She and her ghostly sisters were all chorusing their wails and laughter together, and my bones vibrated as my skull started to feel like it was splitting in half.

There was only one thing to do.

I ran toward the entrance of the cave as the mist of her cloak started to overtake me. I could hear all three of them surging after me as they prepared a massive attack in unison, but if I didn’t act now, I wouldn’t get another chance.

And LA would never be the same.

I burst into the open to find the storm was at its peak, but I didn’t let the eighty-mile-per-hour winds stop me.

I bolted straight to the edge of the ridge, and then I jumped straight off into the dark abyss.

Two seconds later, blazing power rushed through me, and I let my true dragon form rip itself free of this human cage.
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Chapter 15

No more restraint. No more half-measures. Just raw, primal dragon power.

The banshees wanted destruction and fear, so tonight, they would learn what true fear was– before I snuffed out their winds for good.

My bones stretched, lengthened, and reshaped themselves as I plummeted through the air. My muscles ignited and tore free from their human limitations as my wings exploded from my back, fully unfurled, and they cut through the storm with a vengeance.

The Santa Anas fought me, but I overpowered them.

My scales gleamed like smoldering red-and-black embers against the night, and I soared on the current as I circled around and back toward the caves.

The living banshee had poured from the cave and risen to a height taller than the surrounding trees. Behind her, the shadows of her fallen sisters still lurked, but they looked pathetic in comparison to her now.

This final sister had truly outshone every banshee I’d ever come across, and would probably ever see again, and a cryptic grin spread across my dragon face as I eyed my prey.

The banshee’s scream was surging straight at me in a final attempt to stop me. The wails had peaked in frequency and rose into the night like a song of the damned, and it was all around me now.

The force was so powerful that it crackled and sparked against my scales, and I watched as the attack sent cracks racing through the stone ridge like the veins of an ancient ruin.

Then the banshee herself lunged into the winds, and she came for me shaped like a shadowy tsunami of destruction.

I met her head-on.

My jaws parted and snapped straight through her billowing form as we collided, and this time, I managed to harm even her spectral form.

Lightning shot out in all directions as our powers clashed, and the banshee shrieked as she tore herself in half to escape my hold. A jolt of her terror powers shot through me with the sound, but I forced my brain to ignore this as I rolled through the air and turned back to face her again.

Fire coiled in my chest, and the air around me distorted from sheer heat as I inhaled and let my lungs fill with the dragonfire of my prime. It was a fire older than time itself, and in my full dragon form, it would be even hotter than this world’s core.

But the banshee had other plans.

She had reformed herself into an enormous, rippling wall of shadow and fury now, and a current of wild winds gathered around her in a spiraling mass as she hovered over the vast valley below.

Luckily, she was as black as the night, but I needed to finish this before anyone noticed the chaos breaking out up here like the worst storm this city had ever seen.

Then she screamed, and the winds blasted apart.

The attack felt like a thousand daggers piercing straight through my scales, and I roared in fury as my wings were torn backward.

My entire body was thrown back toward the ridge, but I let the momentum carry me. It was useless to resist it, I’d only end up crashing into the stones, so I tumbled three times until my wings caught a current, and then I tensed my muscles.

I hooked a hard right just before I could hit the ridge, and the banshee let out a cackling scream as she saw how far she’d thrown me.

Still, I grinned.

Because my dragonfire had been festering for so long now that it felt ready to burst free of its own accord, and as I banked around, I angled my body straight into the swirling mass around the banshee.

The moment she dragged me into her current, I unleashed my Roar of the Storm.

There was nothing she could do.

My dragonfire burst out and was ripped straight into her winds, and it took on a life of its own as it overpowered her magic.

The moment my prime powers collided with her attack, the entire atmosphere shook. The sky ripped open with a thunderous crack, and the air crackled as it caught fire.

For a moment, there was no sound of wind, only the hammering, sizzling force of my righteous flames.

The banshee’s blazing eyes were blown wide in fury, and her maw wrenched open wide as she attempted to push her wail against my fire, and for a heartbeat, the two forces struggled against each other. The storm screamed, wind and energy spiraled faster and faster above the hills, and amidst it all, my dragonfire built itself to glorious heights.

All the while, I let the winds pull me into their spiral and closer to the banshee. My massive form circled her like the sharks of this world, and any moment now, I’d make my final strike.

Finally, my fire broke through, and it swallowed her screams whole, then kept going.

She screamed in terror as the flames engulfed us both, but she was unable to flee or dissolve into mist now. I’d devoured her powers, and she had only scraps left to wield.

And there was no escaping into the wind. My flames owned the skies now.

It burned beyond flesh. Beyond spirit. It could burn the very essence of what she was, and as her cloak finally caught, her spectral form fractured.

The banshee’s body split apart, and her wail turned to a choked screech.

That’s when I tilted my wings, caught the final push of the winds, and cut straight toward her.

The last thing she saw in this world was my massive jaws parting, and a final burst of dragonfire poured over her screaming face as I tore straight through the bitch.

Then the wailing ceased.

The winds collapsed, my fires snuffed themselves out, and utter blackness settled over the skies.

I was alone up here. Not a scrap of the banshee remained.

She hadn’t just died, she’d been erased. No bones would fall to the ground, no heart would be found by unsuspecting hikers.

Nothing but embers and ash blew through the wind, and the mountains fell silent as the atmosphere around me settled.

“You’re going to have to try harder than that, Astrum,” I chuckled in my deep, rumbling voice.

I flew back to the edge of the clearing and let my dragon form retreat as I returned to my human form.

This time, I didn’t mind the transformation. I’d gotten to wage a battle in the skies like I hadn’t done in years, and the burn of adrenaline and victory felt just as sweet in my human form as it had in my dragon one.

I grinned at the thought as I stood on the cracked ridgeline, entirely nude. My clothes had been utterly shredded during my transformation, but it didn’t matter to me.

My work was done. The banshees were no more, and LA was safe.

I enjoyed the stroll back to the car. Sure, I was nude, and the Santa Anas were still blowing, though in the more natural way now. But as Gary liked to say, “it is what it is,” and the breeze helped settle my mind and bring me back into the reality of my life here on Earth again.

The girls must not have seen me emerging from the darkness, because as I knocked on the window, they both screamed nearly as loud as a banshee.

Through the glass, I saw them both scramble with eyes wide in panic. Stacey even reached for something, probably her phone to call for help, and Clare grabbed a water bottle and held it up like she’d be able to bludgeon someone with it.

I sighed, knocked more firmly, and raised my voice. “It’s Ethad.”

They blinked, and their expressions shifted from panic to disbelief. Clare groaned first, and her hand slapped against her forehead.

“Ethad, what the hell?” she yelled at the window.

“You can’t just sneak up on people naked like that!” Stacey hollered. “Although, damn, that is a nice view!”

“Yeah, I second that!” Clare snickered.

I sighed again. “I am still standing in a wind storm naked, so if you wouldn’t mind opening the trunk, I’d like to grab clothes before someone else shows up.”

Stacey popped the trunk at once.

I smirked, moved to the back of the car, and grabbed a spare set of clothes from my bag. I slipped into a clean pair of jeans, a black T-shirt, and sneakers, then slid into the passenger seat.

I barely had the door closed before Stacey turned a shining smile my way, and her eyes were wide with excitement.

“That. Was. Incredible,” she breathed.

I frowned. “What? You didn’t see all that, did you?”

“Yeah!” she practically shouted. “You were a freaking dragon! I mean, I knew you were one, but seeing it is different! And the fire? Intense, there is no way that Banshee could have survived that!”

I chuckled a little uneasily.

“Did anyone come near the caves?” I asked.

“Yeah, one group of guys showed up,” Clare said. “Not long after you left, but Stacey put on her Mom Voice, it was impressive.”

“Her what?” I asked in deep confusion. “Is that a power I do not know about?”

“It’s my business voice,” Stacey scoffed and sent Clare a look. “But yeah, I may have scolded them firmly enough about being out in this storm to make their penises shrink a few inches today. That’s just how that went. They’ll be stronger for it.”

Clare giggled, but I was more worried about the fact that she’d been able to see me from here. I had been on the opposite side of the mountain, and I thought I’d kept the fight pushed far enough in that direction to avoid the eyes of the city folk.

I told the women as much, but they assured me I did well.

“It was when that crazy tornado fire thing started up,” Clare said. “We saw the top of it, and you kinda soared past for a second, but mostly it just looked like the wildest weather I’ve ever seen!”

“Yes, that wasn’t ideal,” Stacey admitted, “but that banshee must’ve been enormous to cause all of that…”

“She was,” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck.

The fight had sapped my energy. Not completely, but enough that I was starving, and I was almost too tired to worry about what the LA residents would think of the strange weather patterns.

As Stacey had once said, LA was a strange place. Anything could happen here.

“All that fighting has made me hungry,” I muttered as my muscles trembled slightly.

“I know a place.” Stacey grinned.

She started the car, pulled out of the parking lot, and headed back toward the city. The roads were mostly empty, apart from a few late-night drivers that made their way home, but it seemed that the intense storm system had successfully forced most people into their homes tonight.

Eventually, we pulled up to a small, local fast-food joint. The air smelled of fried food and melted cheese, and I ordered a full pizza for myself, while Clare and Stacey opted to split one.

It wasn’t as lavish of a meal as the ones we’d been sharing lately, but I liked that about it. Something about shoving two handfuls of pizza into my mouth after battling The Gruesome Three felt like a poetic metaphor for my life now.

I was a man of Earth, a dragon of Coilfell, and a fan of pizza.

Maybe Stacey had been right about her evolution theory.

I was clearly only thriving here, no matter the circumstances.

“So, what now?” Clare mumbled around a bite of pizza.

I finished chewing before answering.

“Now,” I said. “We head back to Chicago. We need to be there before Peter’s job wraps up. I want to see to the final touches and make sure he knows he’s still a priority of mine, despite my absence during this project.”

“Smart.” Clare nodded.

“I have to stay behind for a day.” Stacey sipped her soda. “There’s some work I need to take care of, and I have to return the rental car.”

“And to clean up your house?” Clare gave her a knowing look.

“Yeah, that, too,” Stacey sighed and shoved some pizza in her mouth.

I chuckled at the resolve in her expression, and she sent me a wink. Then her expression shifted to something more serious.

“I owe you,” she said once she’d finished her bite. “For all of this. You didn’t have to help protect any of the people here, but you did. I hope I can find a way to repay you some day–”

I shook my head.

“It wasn’t a favor I expected to be repaid,” I said, but as she opened her mouth to protest, I held up a hand. “But… if you want to repay me, I do have something I’d like from you.”

“Oh?” Stacey raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

“I want you to be the official supplier for Cloud Contracting,” I said.

She let out a breath of laughter and shook her head.

“That goes without saying,” she said. “I am your woman now, after all, am I not? What kind of girl would I be if I didn’t provide the very best to the dragon-man in my life?”

Heat sifted through my veins at her words, and a slow, sultry smile spread across her lips. Her sharp gaze was reading straight through me now, and I could tell she knew she’d pleased me greatly with that one.

“Good girl,” I said in a low tone, and the hint of a growl under my words made Stacey’s cheeks darken to a brilliant red.

She was the perfect addition to my hoard.

Clare snickered. “I’ll draw up the contract.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled.

With that settled, we finished our food, and then it was time to go home.

Back at the hotel, Stacey pulled up to the curb and threw the car in park. She looked over at me, then Clare.

“You two get some rest,” she said. “I’ve already booked your flights for the morning, since I know your Midwest standards are just totally scandalized.”

“Awww!” Clare leaned over the seat and wrapped her in a hug. “You’re the sweetest, LA sucksssss, you guys have the craziest weather here.”

“Right?” Stacey giggled and shook her head.

I chuckled as well, but I was pleased to hear we were already prepared to leave first thing tomorrow. Stacey was an efficient woman in many ways, but if she planned to apply that skill to my life, I’d count myself lucky.

“Oh,” she said as Clare finally released her. “What about the severed head and the charred heart you left at my house?”

“Ah.” I nodded. “You’ll find that they’ve turned to ash by now, I erased the banshee from existence with my prime powers, so… yeah, just throw them out and you will be fine.”

Clare and Stacey blinked at me.

“Are you sure?” the ebony woman asked. “They won’t bring any evil spirits to the landfill or anything like that?”

“I guarantee, all is well,” I chuckled.

“Okay.” She shrugged and smiled. “I love a man who brings good results.”

“That’s our Ethad,” Clare giggled and climbed out of the car.

I followed as well, and then I grabbed my bag from the back before we watched Stacey pull away and disappear down the street.

Inside the hotel room, we wasted no time before getting ready for bed. We showered together for efficiency, but we did slow our pace just enough for Clare to massage my aching muscles.

Then we climbed into bed fully naked, and within seconds, we were asleep.

The next morning, we awoke feeling lighter than we had in weeks. For a month now, the threat of the banshee had hung over us, but once again, I’d conquered the hideous monsters that Astrum had sent to this world.

And as promised to my gorgeous women, I hadn’t died doing it.

This apparently made Clare extremely horny.

Only seconds after awakening, she’d mounted me, and I’d let her ride my cock in a slow and sensual way for as long as she wanted. Her creamy-white body rolled like the ocean waves as I thrust up into her tight and eager pussy, and the haze of sleep that still lingered in her sweet gaze only made her more beautiful.

She trailed her hands all over her breasts, her nipples, and even her clit while I admired every flawless inch of her, and as the sunlight streaming through the gap in the curtain grew stronger, we lost ourselves to one another.

Nothing but moans and gasps passed between us until she neared her orgasm at last, and this time, I didn’t bother restraining myself.

Instead, I gripped the meat of her thighs and pinned her to me as I came in unison with her, and I poured my seed into her tunnel while her hazel eyes burned into mine.

Then we had sex in the shower, against the wall, and once more in the bed, before we finally packed out things and headed for the airport.

According to Clare, she still had cum dripping out of her when we landed in Chicago.

By then, I was eager to return to business, and I was relieved to see Danielle already waiting for us when we emerged from the airport and into the chilly Chicago air.

This city had a steadier, colder, and more familiar rhythm, different from LA, and the smell of the air here alone made me feel even more ready to get to work.

Today, I finally returned to building my empire, and I felt it in every part of me.

Not in the way I felt the call to battle. It was nothing like facing down banshees in a storm, but it came with its own challenges, and with those challenges came a different kind of feeling of victory. This was something new compared to what I’d felt in Coilfell. It was an anticipation, a sense of purpose, that had nothing to do with devouring and everything to do with building a name for myself on this world.

One that would one day be known all the world over, if I had my way.

The moment Danielle saw us coming, she lit up. Without hesitation, she hopped out of the car, marched forward, and pulled me into a deep, heated kiss.

“Oh, come on, don’t I get one, too?” Clare groaned. “Or are we pretending I wasn’t fighting banshees and saving the world this week?”

Danielle pulled back, smirked, then turned to Clare. “You didn’t fight banshees, there’s no way Ethad would let you.”

“Well…” Clare crossed her arms. “I sat in the car. So I was there.”

Danielle chuckled at this, then yanked the woman into a hug before giving her the kiss she’d been moping about.

“That’s more like it,” Clare hummed.

We loaded up into the car, and Danielle sped us through the city. Driving with her wasn’t quite like driving with an aficionado like Stacey, but it was nice to have my blonde lover with us once again, and I looked forward to when Stacey would be able to join us here and truly complete my hoard at last.

We filled Danielle in on how our banshee hunt had gone while she drove us toward Peter’s office, and Clare filled in all the gaps I left out.

I got bored restating everything, though, so Danielle handed me her phone so I could look through photos she’d taken of their progress at work while Clare carried on updating her.

“Looks good.” I nodded and was pleased with the results. “Not that I doubted you one bit, but I didn’t expect for everything to go exactly as I’d planned. I can’t wait to get back to work.”

“All that’s left is the aquarium,” Danielle said with a grin. “Peter’s gonna be happy to see you. You’re his favorite guy right now. And Tony, too. He’s been complaining that things are just too different without you around.”

“Aw, of course he has,” Clare laughed.

“Gary offered to pretend he was you for the week to cheer him up, but he really doesn’t have the stoic ‘I’ll rip your head right off your shoulders’ thing going at all.”

“That is fair,” I said with a nod.

“But it seemed to work kind of well,” she admitted. “He at least managed to get a woman’s number during the whole schtick. He’s been acting like a king ever since.”

“Huh.” I smirked. “I’ll have to see it for myself. I have never met a single human that can mimic a dragon king such as myself.”

The girls laughed, and I grinned as the sound bounced around the car in a beautiful melody that was so much more enjoyable than a banshee’s wail.

“So if you’re a dragon king,” Clare asked with a serious look on her face.

“Does that make us queens?”

“I guess so,” I said, and Clare squealed as she started listing off royal titles she wanted to make everyone call her by.

“I really missed this,” Danielle confessed.

“Same here.” Clare smiled as she leaned forward between us. “I needed something normal again. No ghosts, no monsters, no LA traffic. Just paperwork and sex, thanks.”

“You actually enjoy paperwork?” Danielle snorted.

“Compared to butt-ugly banshees? Hell yes.” Clare smirked.

That got a laugh out of all of us, and the tension of the past few days gave way entirely to the joy of being together once again.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” I said as Danielle pulled to a stop in front of Peter’s office, and she glanced my way as she put us in park. “Clare and I slept with Stacey.”

Danielle’s eyes bulged. “You what!”
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Chapter 16

“Well, well, look who finally decided to show up to work!” Gary said as I strolled into the hallway of Peter’s office building.

“Miss me that much?” I smirked.

“Not really,” he snorted. “But someone had to keep your seat warm.”

“You mean mimic me?” I cocked an eyebrow.

Gary looked guilty, but then the women strolled up behind me, and he frowned suspiciously.

Clare and Danielle were murmuring hastily to one another while Clare filled her in on our wild and erotic night with Stacey, and the blonde woman was hanging on her every word. The pair gossiped and giggled like this development was even more important than killing the banshees, and I shook my head as I realized they’d be wrapped up in one another for a while longer.

“What’s the deal with them?” Gary muttered.

“They’re discussing the sex we had with Stacey Brooks,” I replied.

Gary gaped at me, but I narrowed my eyes back at him.

“Don’t change the subject,” I said. “My identity is not something you’re likely to uphold well.”

“It’s true,” Kevin snorted, and the young man came over to join us. “He’s been walking around folding his arms, staring at things like he’s solving a crime scene. He looks just like you, but you know… bald and fat and shorter and–”

“Hey, can it, kid,” Gary scoffed, then sent me a sheepish grin. “I only did it because I missed you, bro.”

“Right,” I chuckled.

Before Gary could dig himself even deeper, the office doors ahead of us swung open, and Peter stepped out with a smile so wide that I almost didn’t recognize him. Although I did notice his suit right away.

He’d put on a light-brown three-piece suit that I recognized to be single-breasted. The crisp white shirt and tie underneath contrasted perfectly, and I was pleased to be back among men as rich as him.

“Ah, if it isn’t my favorite contractor!” He smiled at me.

“High praise.” I grinned in return.

“No, you deserve it.” He clapped a firm hand on my shoulder. “Your crew killed it. This place looks incredible, come take a look!”

I stepped inside and took it in for myself.

The transformation was striking.

The walls were now painted in sleek, modern tones that made the space feel more open and yet still very professional, exactly as I’d imagined. The reception area had been overhauled with the custom-built shelving, and the furniture had been delivered and arranged.

Everything looked precise. Thoughtful. Exactly how I had envisioned it.

“My team did well.” I nodded my approval. “This is much better than what you had going on before.”

“This guy,” Peter chuckled and clapped me on the shoulder again.

“Yeah, well, Danielle wouldn’t shut up about your ‘vision,’” Kevin snorted behind me.

“Yeahhh, I might’ve overdone it a little with the mimicry when it came to the work,” Gary scratched his head. “I figured I’d better haul ass like Ethan does, and damn if I didn’t deliver on this one.”

“Sure you did.” I smirked.

Peter laughed before he waved me toward his desk.

“Come on over, I’ve got something for you,” he said.

I headed over as he grabbed two bottles of water from the mini-fridge, and he tossed me one before sitting down.

“So, what’s next for Cloud Contracting once this aquarium is done?” He cracked his bottle open, and I was about to respond, but he barreled onward. “Because I got something you might be interested in. A new opportunity.”

I raised my brow. “Let’s hear it.”

“It’s my wife.” Peter leaned back. “She’s been on me for months to redo our kitchen. I kept putting it off, but after seeing what you guys pulled off here… I think you’re the only man I can trust to deliver what she has in mind.”

A personal project was different from our usual commercial jobs, but a good opportunity to branch out. And Peter?

He was a long-term client. That was clearly solidified.

Keeping him happy meant my business would continue to improve.

“I’ll talk to the crew and get back to you,” I said.

Peter smirked.

“I already know you’re gonna say yes,” Peter said. “If you say no, I’m sure my wife would convince you. You think I’m bad? Wait ‘til you meet her, she throws money at a problem like nobody’s business.”

“I like a challenge,” I chuckled. “And money.”

“That’s what I like about you, no hesitation when the price is right.” Peter laughed and shook his head. “And think of it this way, she has a lot of friends that would love to get their mansions remodeled, too. I don’t need to tell a man with your vision how lucrative that will be.”

I smiled. “I can already imagine.”

“Good man,” he chuckled.

Clare and Danielle were outside in the hall with the crew and laughing at whatever ridiculous story Gary was telling, and I spoke with Peter just a little while longer to arrange the final details with the aquarium installation.

Then I stepped out of his office, and Danielle spotted me first.

“How’d it go?” she asked.

“We got another job offer,” I said. “Peter’s kitchen.”

“A residential project? Fancy.” Dave whistled.

“A job’s a job.” I shrugged.

“Yeah, but you’re excited.” Clare smirked.

I didn’t deny it. There was something satisfying about seeing a place transform under my crew’s hands, no matter what kind of place that was.

“Then let’s celebrate.” Danielle looped an arm around mine.

“Tonight after work.” I nodded. “I’ve been eager to get back to business.”

“Great,” Gary sighed heavily. “Yeah, cool. Let’s do that instead of day drinking, that’s… yeah.”

He was still grumbling as he walked off, and I shook my head.

Then I swapped my suit jacket for my usual work gear of jeans, a t-shirt, and a hoodie. The weight of business formalities lifted as I moved to rejoin my crew, and the scent of fresh sawdust and polished wood was pleasing in a familiar way.

Not too long ago I’d been starting on a jobsite for the first time, but now, this was where I thrived.

And the final step of the project was finally here: the aquarium.

The massive, custom-built installation that featured the Baccarat crystal panels would be the centerpiece of the entire office, with pieces of glass so high-end and expensive that we had to elicit the help of the best high-end supplier in the entire Midwest.

Fitting this kind of material in required serious precision and skill, and I was glad I was here to help with it.

Clare and Kevin unpacked the last of the panels as I held one of them up to study, and it reflected light in subtle prisms. It was as clear as ice, and as sharp as cut diamonds. Even without water or fish inside the tank at present, the craftsmanship of the glass alone made it a statement piece.

I inspected the support structure one last time. The alignment had to be perfect to avoid warping or uneven pressure, and Gary and the others had handled the basework beautifully.

“Alright.” I rolled my shoulders. “Let’s do this.”

Six hours later, we lifted the final Baccarat panel carefully and guided it into place along the frame. The process had been slow– no sudden movements, no unnecessary pressure, every touch careful and controlled. One wrong tilt, and we risked cracking a panel worth more than most cars on the streets of Chicago, but we managed it all the same.

Dave adjusted the clamps while I guided the final edge until it was flush against the frame. The moment it settled properly into the silicone sealant, I quickly swiped the excess silicone off like we’d done with all the previous panels, and a sense of satisfaction settled in my chest.

“Damn.” Danielle stepped back and put her hands on her hips.

“Okay, that’s actually kind of sexy.” Gary let out a low whistle.

“You really just called a fish tank sexy?” Clare snorted.

“Sexy isn’t just about bodies,” Gary defended himself. “Sexy is a way of life. Get what I mean, Ethan?”

It was a strange way to put it, but I understood him perfectly.

“Yes, I think I know what you mean," I said. “Many women consider my way of life sexy.”

Danielle giggled in agreement, and so did Clare.

Gary looked at me with a ‘tell me you didn’t just say that’ face. It was hilarious to look at.

I chuckled as I turned my attention back to the aquarium.

Even empty, it was stunning. The Baccarat crystal caught the overhead lights and reflected them in sharp, clean lines that dazzled the eye. The clarity was unreal, the edges seamless, and there weren’t any smudges or imperfections in sight. Just a flawless installation.

Peter walked in right on cue.

“Wow.” His eyes widened. “This… this looks incredible!”

He stepped closer and ran a hand along the edge.

“Only the best for our loyal clients.” I smirked.

“I’m transferring the final payment now,” Peter chuckled and nodded. “You guys really outdid yourselves.”

Clare’s phone chimed a second later. She checked the screen and gave me a nod.

“We’re good, boss,” she said.

That was it, it was all over. The job was complete, and the feeling was worth coming back from LA for.

“You know what this means.” Gary stretched as his grin widened.

“Yes, yes,” I chuckled. “We celebrate.”

The man whooped like a kid, and suddenly he wasn’t tired or worn out from the day’s work. He grabbed his toolbelt, his hoodie, and his phone, and he headed straight for the door without looking back.

“Nice,” Dave snorted.

The rest of us actually cleaned up the last few things, and we’d need to return tomorrow to get the heavier tools, but we were ready to leave within twenty minutes, and by then, Gary had already saved us a booth at his bar of choice.

We were driving over when my phone rang, and Stacey was on the other end of the line.

Her voice was light, but there was something beneath it. Hesitation, maybe.

“I wanted to let you know I just landed in Chicago,” she said.

That caught my interest.

“Really?” I asked. “That’s sooner than I expected, what happened to needing to stay an extra day?”

“Yeah…” she said. “I wrapped up everything I needed to do in LA early, so I figured I’d come back. Are you… busy?”

I smiled, but then remembered our plans for the evening.

“Not exactly,” I said. “We just wrapped up a job, so we’re heading out for drinks with the crew.”

“Right, okay,” she said, and I caught the slight disappointment in her tone. “That’s fine, I’ll–”

“Come with us,” I interrupted. “I know my crew aren’t quite as ritzy as the crowd you’re used to, but they’re good people, and I’m sure they’d like to get to know you.”

She didn’t even hesitate.

“I’d love that!” She sounded pleased. “I’m not above hanging out with construction crews, I’ve worked my way up. Don’t forget that.”

“Very true,” I chuckled. “I’ll send you the address.”

“Okay, I do have a question, though,” she admitted. “Would it be possible for us to talk tonight? About… us?”

I wasn’t too surprised. After hearing her hesitance on the phone, I began to wonder if she’d reconsidered her involvement in my admittedly strange life, but I’d hoped she wouldn’t.

I didn’t bother masking my concern.

“Stacey, if you’re worried about being involved–”

“No!” she said in a rush. “This is nothing negative– I hope. I just wanted to talk. Everything was such a whirlwind there at the end. Literally.”

We both laughed, but then she continued.

“I only wanted to have a more direct and serious conversation about things, that’s all,” she said. “And I fully understand if this is not a good time for it.”

“It’s always a good time to discuss things with my women,” I said with a smile. “Come get a drink, we’ll talk then.”

“Perfect,” she sighed with relief, and I could hear her own smile through the phone. “See you soon…”

We ended the call, and Danielle cocked an eyebrow in my direction from her spot in the driver’s seat.

“So, she’s coming to claim her spot?” the blonde woman teased.

“She already had a spot,” Clare giggled as I sent Stacey the address.

“Yes, but she sounds like she’s been thinking,” I muttered. I turned my gaze to the streets outside the window. “She may have changed her mind.”

“What?” they both blurted out at once.

“Who the hell would change their mind about…” Danielle eyed me like a starved wolf eyes a juicy gazelle. “This.”

I chuckled. “A woman who has her own business empire and an extremely strong survival instinct.”

The women couldn’t argue with that, but I told them all Stacey had told me, and we decided she probably just had more questions to ask since she said this wouldn’t be a ‘negative thing.’

We pulled up to Gary’s bar, and we found Dave and Kevin already holding a beer in each of their hands. Gary had shoved a couple tables together for us all, and we settled in for a night of genuine celebration. Dave and Gary started competing in a game they called Darts, and I joined them after I’d had a beer.

It was incredibly boring to hit the center of the target over and over, though, so I left them to it after only two games.

Stacey had arrived by then anyway.

She looked much more beautiful than anyone else I’d seen getting off planes that morning, but she wasn’t overly dressed. She wore a simple black blouse that accentuated her slim waist and ample breasts, and tight black pants with what Clare called ‘mile-high stilettos’ finished the look.

“Hello,” she purred as she sat down at the table with Clare, Danielle, and I.

We exchanged some pleasantries while Stacey waited for her gin and tonic to arrive, but once the drink was in her hand, she got straight to business.

As usual.

I truly did enjoy this woman’s approach to life.

“I’ll get right to the point.” She exhaled and looked around at the three of us before letting her gaze settle on me. “I don’t want to be an occasional thing. I don’t want to be a part-time addition to your life, and last night after I said goodbye to the pair of you, I felt like one.”

I set my drink down. “That wasn’t my intention at all–”

“I know it wasn’t,” she quickly assured me. “Please, don’t think my feelings are hurt. I was exhausted, and I really did have important meetings to focus on today. I only mean that I thought long and hard about why I was a little sad over parting ways and the answer was simple: I didn’t want to just catch up with you whenever I got back to Chicago. I wanted to call you right away, hear what you all are doing, grab a drink… But I know your life is vastly different from mine. Maybe that isn’t something you seek in partners.”

“There’s been a lot of chaos lately,” I agreed. “Banshees, monsters, basically my world bleeding into this one. But at my core, I’m a simple beast, Stacey. And the ones who matter to me, the ones I consider family…”

I glanced at Clare and Danielle, who both watched me. They knew where this was headed.

“They’re everything,” I continued and turned back to Stacey. “I’ve built something here, something I didn’t expect, but something I’ll continue to prioritize no matter what happens. This– the teasing, the warmth, the support we all share– this is what I value most.”

Stacey didn’t speak. She just listened.

“The family we’ve built can take on anything.” I met her eyes. “Even the coldest storms, and I want you to be part of that entirely.”

A heartbeat passed. Then another. Stacey inhaled slowly, then let out a quiet chuckle.

“You know,” she said, “there was something you told me when we first met. Something I haven’t been able to forget. You told me that no one should eat alone.”

A memory surfaced of our first time meeting, back when she still wasn’t sure about me, and we were playing careful games of mental chess against one another.

“I remember,” I assured her.

“I brushed it off at the time,” she said. “I’ve spent a long time working alone, handling everything myself. But when I was in LA with you and Clare… when we faced everything together, I realized how much I missed having people who actually knew me and gave a damn about me.”

Danielle and Clare exchanged a knowing look.

“So, if you’ll have me…” Stacey looked up and locked eyes with me. “I’d love to be part of this family. And before you ask, yes, I know what you do is dangerous, but I still want to be a part of it all.”

I grinned. “Welcome to the family.”

Clare launched herself at Stacey and practically tackled her in a hug.

“YES!” Clare squealed. “I knew you’d love us!”

Stacey laughed and patted Clare’s back.

“Alright, alright,” she said. “No need to strangle me.”

“I’ll admit, I had my doubts.” Danielle smirked.

“Oh, did you?” Stacey arched a brow.

“Yes, you are the most intimidating woman I’ve ever met,” Danielle laughed. “Even your sexy little suits look sharp enough to cut me in half.”

We all laughed at this, and the ebony woman blushed a pretty hue of dark red as she tried to settle down.

“Hey, I’ll take it.” Stacey smiled. “I work hard for my custom wardrobe.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” I chuckled.

“And since you’re officially part of the family, you know what that means, right?” Clare grinned.

Stacey eyed her warily. “What?”

“You’ve got to meet Tony,” she said. “We’re absolutely heading there for a late dinner after this.”

“Yes.” I nodded. “We must see Tony so he stops moping about my absence.”

“So Tony is… part of the family?” Stacey looked genuinely confused.

“No!” Clare burst out laughing. “Not in that way at least. Think of him as Ethad’s Italian little brother. He looks up to him, Ethad saved his life from the Mob, that kinda thing.”

“The Mob?” Stacey blinked, then shook her head. “You know what, nevermind. I’m just going to assume Ethad has everything under control.”

“Of course I do.” I smirked. “I’m better than everyone on this planet.”

The women snorted into their drinks, but Gary, Dave, and Kevin caught sight of the new addition to our table now, and they were heading over.

Clare grinned from ear to ear. “They’re gonna be so dramatic about this.”

“Yeah, Dave and Gary are going to say you’re collecting women like Infinity Stones,” Danielle snorted.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” Danielle said.

Stacey just shook her head and laughed. Then she introduced herself to the rest of the crew with a glittering smile, and she even clarified that she was the ‘Power Stone’ in my Infinity Collection.

Whatever that meant.

Gary collapsed into the booth as he nearly died laughing, but Kevin was wide-eyed and staring like a lost puppy in a world far more wild than he expected.

Regardless, as I looked around the table of my laughing, joking, and slightly drunken friends, I felt something settle inside me.

This was home. And it had just grown a little bigger.

Stacey blended well with our rough-and-tumble crew, and they didn’t act strangely about the three of us becoming four. They welcomed my newest lover like she was already one of us, and when I announced that she would be our supplier from here on out, the relief from Dave and Gary was palpable.

“Bless you, My Queen,” Gary groaned.

“Please save us money,” Dave whimpered.

At some point, Kevin was tipsy enough to not mind having all the attention of the table, and he began going on about how excited he was to see a Chicago winter soon.

The whole table groaned.

“Oh, man.” Gary shook his head. “You are not ready for the shrinkage, my guy.”

“I don’t know,” Kevin said. “I grew up with some rough winters.”

“Unless you grew up inside a freezer with hurricane-level winds, you’re not ready,” Clare scoffed.

“Yeah, there’s a reason Midwesterners drink so much in the winter.” Danielle sipped her wine.

“Isn’t that just a lame excuse to drink?” Kevin furrowed his brow.

“Yes,” everyone said in unison.

“But it’s also for survival,” Gary drunkenly added, and everyone nodded vigorously as well.

“Kevin, let me give you some advice,” Stacey laughed. “Get the biggest, warmest coat you can find. And don’t try to look cool about it. Cool gets frostbite in this city.”

“I can’t believe this is where we’ve ended up,” Kevin sighed into his beer.

Dave screwed up his face. “You brought it up?”

“Yeah, but I thought you’d say, like, ‘It’s not that bad.’” Kevin looked ready to cry into his beer.

“Oh, no,” Clare said and patted his back. “It is that bad.”

“Welcome to Chicago, kid.” Gary clapped him on the shoulder.

We all raised our glasses to that. Another toast, another laugh, another reason to appreciate the life I had.

And Stacey smiled through it all.

I could tell in that moment that she truly understood what I meant about spending time with others. A study I’d read on my phone said people who ate with friends lived longer than those who ate alone. It must’ve been a human thing only, nothing like that affected me when I was a dragon, but now it made sense.

Humans were social creatures, and while I was among them, I intended to become the best human.

For the next hour, Kevin listened to Dave and Gary argue over something about the cult killings that happened a month and some weeks ago, and I smirked as they discussed the strange attacks.

“It was a cult,” Dave argued. “Didn’t you see the marks?”

“No cult would be stupid enough to leave the bodies in the open like that,” Gary calmly pointed out. His gaze flicked toward me, but he kept it subtle.

“What? When was this?” Kevin asked.

I shifted my focus to my women. Stacey, Clare, and Danielle were talking about some high-end wine they had all tried at different points in their lives. They were deep in conversation about it, but I decided to let my mind wander.

Left with my thoughts, I looked at what I had built since I entered this world.

A successful business. A team that had become family. Three amazing women who had chosen to be by my side. A new crew member in Kevin, who had already proven his potential, though he may die from the cold in a few months.

Hopefully not.

Either way, I had also managed to expand beyond my normal borders here recently.

I’d traveled to a new city, taken down the Gruesome Three, and even put a new gang leader on standby. Vlad might have been dangerous to Stacey once, but now, he was another convenient pawn in my world that I could use to gain power and money.

Whatever Astrum tried to throw at me next, I was ready for it.

As the drinks flowed, the conversation turned to old stories, but then my attention was drawn to the bar.

A group of men were demanding that the bartender turn up the television, and as he obliged, the news anchor’s voice reached me.

I didn’t recognize this channel, it wasn’t any of the local ones I was used to seeing, but the banner at the bottom of the screen was reporting events from several different places, like Texas, New York, and even California.

“Breaking news out of Los Angeles,” the newswoman said, and everyone at my table turned to look. “Reports have surfaced of a surprising image taken near the Bronson Caves only yesterday.”

On the screen, they displayed a grainy photo, and Danielle almost choked on her wine from gasping so loud.

It wasn’t a clear image– not enough to make out every detail.

The image was of a massive, winged figure that was distorted through miles of dirt-filled winds and darkness. But the wingspan was undeniably huge, and the spinning firestorm peeking out over the mountain beside it provided just enough light to catch on its eyes.

They flashed with golden light that burned ominously through the dark.

I felt the entire atmosphere in the bar shift at that moment. Excitement, confusion, and drunken apathy filled the air, and while several people began wondering if the image was a fake, I focused instead on my companions.

Gary was frozen, and his eyes were locked on the screen. Clare’s mouth was slightly open as she processed what she was seeing. Danielle was wide-eyed as she gripped her drink. Stacey had an unreadable expression, but her grip on my arm tightened slightly.

Dave and Kevin, meanwhile, had no idea what had just occurred.

“What the hell is that?” Kevin squinted at the screen.

“Looks like some kind of special effects test or something,” Dave replied. “Fucking Californians.”

“I dunno, it looks real?” Kevin shook his head. “Is that fucking thing real?”

The entire bar was wondering the same by now. How could they ignore it? The title of the broadcast was in all capital letters, and it read:

DRAGON AMONG US.

“Hmm,” I muttered to myself.

Gary shifted his eyes from the TV to me.

“Dude,” he whispered.

Clare turned to me as well with her lips parted as if to say something, but nothing came out.

“Well… shit.” Danielle exhaled sharply.

I took another sip of my drink, placed the glass down, and sighed.

“Next round is on me,” I announced.

This was going to be interesting.
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