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Chapter 1

I didn’t expect the kid to say yes.

At first, the dealership worker spouted nonsense about insurance liability, corporate policy, blah-blah-blah. But the more I pressured him to let me take out the Lamborghini Urus in front of me for a test drive, the more he eased up.

He couldn’t have been older than twenty, but he was clever. I could tell from the way he talked that he was very socially aware, and opportunistic. The fact that they let him take me around to see all of these expensive cars without someone else hovering over his shoulder said a lot, but he was still young and still malleable.

He didn’t button his shirt all the way up, and he kept tapping the clicker on his ballpoint pen as he spoke. Little tells, but they said plenty.

I could smell the restless energy on him. He hated paperwork, and hated sitting still while these beautiful, super-fast machines stared back at him all day. He was already on the edge of curiosity. My job now was to guide him over it.

“I’ll cover the respray if I scratch it,” I told him casually. “No questions. Premium finish. Out of pocket.”

He hesitated, then glanced back at the showroom like someone might swoop in and say no.

No one came out.

His hand tightened around the key fob. “One scratch, and it’s yours.”

I smiled. “Deal.”

I got in the driver’s seat, and he got in the passenger’s side. The Lamborghini growled to life beneath us, and he immediately gripped the door like it might detach.

This V8 wasn’t shy— it vibrated through the frame like it dared me to run wild. I gave the gas a light tap, and it surged forward.

The dealership sat on one of those long, forgotten roads on the edge of the industrial district. The pavement was cracked, old signage was littered everywhere, and it was quiet, unless a CTA bus happened to thunder by.

It was the perfect place for a little honest speeding. So, I dropped the hammer.

The Urus didn’t jump, it launched. The tires gripped hard, and we rocketed down the empty road like we were trying to outrun a thunderstorm.

“Okay, okay, okay! Holy shit!” the kid shouted.

I was calm. I always am when I’m in control. The wheel felt natural in my hands, and the response was tight, fluid, and perfect. Every movement echoed back into my arms like the car and I were of one mind.

We hit a curve, and I coasted into it just long enough to test the balance. It devoured the corner like it had been starved for the road.

“You’re insane,” the kid laughed nervously.

“No,” I said with a grin. “I’m the fastest.”

He snorted. “You’re good. Like, stupid good but…”

A slow, and unaware city bus pulled out from a side lot up ahead.

“Shit—” the kid started, but I was way ahead of him.

I downshifted, cut the wheel, and whipped the Lambo around the bus with inches to spare. The side mirror came so close to the steel flank I could’ve counted the rivets.

The car tires screeched, and the kid screamed, but I didn’t flinch. The Urus slid back into our lane smooth as butter.

The kid’s jaw was open now.

“We almost got turned into modern art,” he panted.

“Should’ve checked before he pulled out.” I shrugged.

We rolled off the throttle and cruised the rest of the way back. I was satisfied with our little test run. The SUV purred like a full jungle cat after a successful hunt, and it felt like it was satisfied, too.

The kid exhaled like he’d been holding his breath since we started.

“I’ve never seen anyone drive like that,” he said. “Not even Snake Eyes…”

“What kind of name is Snake Eyes?” I asked.

His face twitched.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Forget I said anything.”

“Is that a person or a superstition?” I pressed.

He gave a stiff shrug. “Just a guy. Just a name I heard. You wouldn’t know him.”

It was an obvious lie. He turned his focus out the window as the car rolled into the lot. He glanced at the Ferrari parked under the awning, then back at me, and he looked desperate for a change of subject.

“So, uh…” he said. “What do you want to drive next?”

I didn’t press. He clearly didn’t want to talk about it anymore, and while I was intrigued to have my driving compared to someone else’s, I let my curiosity die off for now. I turned my head to the sleek and elegant Purosangue instead.

“Let’s see what the Ferrari has to say,” I said.

I got out of the Lambo, waited for the kid to get the Ferrari’s key fob, then hopped in.

The Purosangue was a different creature entirely. The interior was quiet, and boasted a sort of cold confidence in stitched leather and carbon fiber, just like the man in the YouTube video I watched beforehand said. I’d recently been spending my spare time reading up on cars and watching videos. You might even say I was a gearhead. Clare did.

When I tapped the start button, the engine didn’t roar. It murmured. Like it was already bored of proving itself.

We pulled out again, same route, same road, but the tone had shifted.

Where the Lambo had tried to break the leash, the Ferrari glided like it gave a lesson in ease. Like slipping a knife through silk.

The kid didn’t talk this time. He watched, and I didn’t blame him. The Ferrari wasn’t loud, but it was fast in a way that I knew probably made a lot of humans uncomfortable.

I opened it up gently, and the acceleration was so smooth that it was deadly. No restraint, no roar, just pace. Every corner we took, it leaned in like it anticipated my next move. It didn’t grunt, or growl. Just showed off clean and precise force.

We looped around and coasted back into the lot, and the Ferrari was nearly silent all the way in.

I cut the engine and exhaled, but the kid was staring at me like I’d just walked out of a tornado untouched.

“You use a Ferrari like a pro driver,” he said quietly. “None of the people that roll by here are that good.”

I gave him a sideways look. “What? Not even Snake Eyes?”

The color drained from his face again. He looked down, then cleared his throat.

“So… uh. What did you think of the vehicles?” he asked.

I climbed out of the Ferrari and whistled as I saw my reflection against its shiny black body. Its hood sloped down like a predator ready to strike, and the large, black-forged wheels looked like they belonged on a military prototype, not a street-legal performance SUV.

I walked back over to the Urus and ran a hand along its sculpted edge, but I already knew my decision.

“This car makes a statement,” I said with an admiring look at the Lamborghini. “The Ferrari’s what I’ll get when I’m rich enough to be quiet.”

“That’s the most honest thing I’ve heard all week,” he laughed. “I’ll draw up the paperwork inside.”

We headed toward the building. He pulled out his phone and was already tapping in some numbers.

While the sales rep prepped the paperwork, I leaned back in the chair across from his desk, and I watched him fidget like he was trying to talk himself out of something.

He kept glancing at me, then back down at the screen. His fingers danced away on the keyboard, and he worked his jaw back and forth like he was chewing on a thought. Something about his posture told me he wanted to say more than just “sign here.”

“You alright?” I asked.

“Yeah. Just… the system’s slow.” He nodded too quickly.

That was a lie. Whatever he was thinking about, it had nothing to do with the software.

A minute later, he slid the printout across the desk to me.

“Here’s the payment plan,” he said. “Breakdown’s on the second page. Monthly estimate. Interest rate’s at a killer low right now.”

I scanned the document. It was clean and straightforward, with no hidden fees, or bait-and-switch terms. Clare had already insisted I take a payment plan to avoid making too large of a dent in my bank account, given our business was still rather young. She’d warned me to double-check every decimal, and I did so gladly before sliding over the check for the down payment that I’d come prepared with.

I loved how much attention she paid when money was involved, and it always proved to be the wise decision.

Then I signed the document at the bottom, filled in the account details, and pushed it back.

He stared at the papers for a second. Then he took a breath and double-clicked his pen.

“I’m not sure I should tell you this.” He leaned forward a little.

That got my attention. “Tell me what?”

He looked around, like someone might be listening from behind the luxury SUVs on the showroom floor. Then he leaned in further.

“There’s some races around here,” he said quietly. “Underground. Real deal, on a street course. They’re invite only…”

I didn’t say anything at first, I just let the silence hang.

“You’d do really well,” he added. “The way you handled both cars– especially the Lambo– was ridiculous. I’ve never seen anyone control speed like that on a public road.”

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

“There’s a buy-in,” he said. “Usually five hundred, sometimes a thousand. First place gets the pot. Second gets nothing.”

Now he really had my attention.

“And Snake Eyes?” I asked. “I’m guessing he’s someone who races there.”

The kid gave a nervous chuckle and scratched the back of his neck.

“He’s shown up before,” he whispered. “Not every time. But if he did? Man, I’d pay to see you two in the same heat. That’s all I could think about during those test drives, honestly. It’d be a hell of a battle…”

I nodded slowly and considered this.

I didn’t feel the need to play it cool because the idea intrigued me. The Lambo had barely stretched its legs earlier, and I still hadn’t tested its limits. Plus, something about these chaotic and unpredictable streets called to something feral in me, as did the hint that this ‘Snake Eyes’ was somehow comparable to myself.

A battle sounded like the perfect thing to decide once and for all.

“How do I sign up?” I asked.

He gestured toward the paperwork I’d just filled out.

“I’ve got your number from the docs,” he said. “I’ll text you when the next one’s happening.”

I stood and shook his hand.

“Enjoy the car,” he said.

“I’ll be expecting your text,” I replied. “Hope I won’t be disappointed.”

“You won’t.” He grinned from ear to ear.

Outside, the empty street looked almost peaceful. My new Lamborghini Urus sat in the front lot, and it was parked at an angle like it knew exactly how good it looked.

The car was sleek, shadowy, and aggressive in every line. The matte black paint drank in the dim streetlights and absorbed glare, and as I ran my hand along the driver’s side, I traced my fingers along the subtle contours that gave it its bite. The windows were dark enough to hide the interior but still teased the deep leather seats and stitched detailing. Even standing still, it looked like it was moving.

The gold badge on the front caught the corner of my eye. That little raging bull symbolized the kind of raging speed it boasted of.

Yeah. This was the one.

I stepped back with my arms crossed and admired the whole thing.

Most people saw a car. Maybe a status symbol. But I saw the steady momentum I’d built up in my time in this world. A couple months ago, I was naked in an estranged world. And now? I had my own business, employees, three gorgeous women, and now a brand-new luxury vehicle.

I’d put a new spin on momentum, that was for sure.

I opened the door and dropped into the driver’s seat, and the interior gave me a hug like it had been waiting for me. Everything was sharp and somewhat angular, but elegant. I admired the controls molded into a sleek central console, and the screens that stirred awake with soft pulses of light.

It was utter luxury at its finest.

That’s when I remembered Stacey.

The luxurious woman had just gotten back into town after a week in Egypt– some international logistics summit in Cairo, though knowing her, she probably ditched the event halfway through to go climb a ruin or discover some artifact on her way into a restricted dig site.

She’d texted me last night and said she was finally back and wanted to see me. I had an invite to her high-rise apartment downtown for dinner, and that certainly intrigued me.

I’d never seen Stacey’s apartment before. I was sure with how secretive she was, not a lot of people had, so it was progress. Our time in LA let her know I could be trusted. Now we were back in Chicago, and it was all about growing that trust.

With her rough background and upbringing, this was easier said than done, but I never shied away from a challenge, and neither did she.

I missed her more than I wanted to admit. We hadn’t had time to just be together in a while, with no work crews, no monsters, and no schedules.

Plus, tonight it could be just the two of us.

Clare was tied up with her family because her dad was back in town, which meant a lot of takeout, and what she called ‘daddy-daughter catching up.’ Danielle was buried in preparations for her State Licensed High Voltage Specialist Certification, so I’d barely seen her all week.

The last week had shown me a different side to that girl. She was seriously locked in.

Anyway, that left Stacey and me.

I looked down at the Lambo’s start button, flipped the red safety cap, and pressed.

The engine came to life with that signature deep, low growl, like it was chuckling to itself. The tires barely made a sound as I eased onto the road or on the asphalt as I took the first turn. The matte black paint caught what little light the streetlights threw, and the city opened up ahead of me from the seat of my very first luxury car.

I didn’t drive fast to Stacey’s. Instead I enjoyed the Lambo in cruise mode. I found a radio station that played a song called My Melancholy Baby by some Lee guy. Konitz, I think. The radio host called it a conversation with instruments, but I failed to see it at first.

As the song went on I noticed each instrument spoke at the same time, but somehow still listened to each other. The rhythms didn’t follow strict patterns, though. They danced, stumbled, and laughed. The melodies seemed to wander like they were looking for something, then suddenly found it in the most unexpected places.

It was engaging and reminded me of some of the enticing magics of Coilfell. Like the ones the fey sometimes put on poor unsuspecting fools.

The city slipped by in calm streaks of light and slow turns. I kept my hands steady on the wheel as the Lambo cruised smoothly through traffic like a cat walking a fenceline.

Then I pulled up to the address Stacey had sent. It was an ultra-modern high-rise tucked near the lakefront, with sharp glass lines that caught the streetlights and reflected it back in deep amber streaks. The building looked like it had been carved out of a single piece of light. It gave a clean, minimalist vibe, and it was silent too, like it whispered luxury instead of shouting it.

It matched my new car perfectly, in fact.

I parked at the guest parking lot and walked up the stone steps toward the entrance.

The doorman was tall and dressed in all black, with posture so perfect it looked like it had been trained into him with a yardstick and a whistle. His practiced smile never broke as he nodded to me.

“Good evening, sir,” he said.

“I’m here for Miss Brooks,” I said. “Ethan Cloud.”

He didn’t ask for ID, just stepped aside and pulled the door open like he’d been waiting for me.

Inside, the lobby gleamed. Polished white floors, dark wood walls, and gold trim that didn’t try too hard seemed to engulf me the moment I stepped inside. A few scattered chairs and abstract art gave it an uncomfortable feel, but it wasn’t cold, it was precise.

The receptionist behind the marble desk looked up as I approached.

“Can I help you?” she asked politely.

“Stacey Brooks,” I said. “Tenth floor. I’m expected.”

Her eyes flicked to her screen. “Miss Brooks called ahead, you’re all set. Elevator’s to your left.”

I nodded my thanks and headed over.

The elevator was gold-trimmed with a mirrored interior. I checked my reflection as it climbed, and the new black leather jacket I’d picked up a few days ago still had that crisp fold along the shoulders. My black t-shirt hugged the right places underneath, and the jeans I wore were clean, sharp, and didn’t sag like work pants.

I looked good, I knew as much. My women were constantly pointing it out, but more than that, I looked more content than I had in a while, and I knew why. I’d been thirsting for a larger symbol of how far I’d come in this world, and tonight, I’d finally gained that.

I grinned a bit, but then the elevator chimed, and the doors opened to a quiet, private hallway.

Her door was 1010, which was at the end of the hall.

I knocked twice, and barely a breath passed before I heard eager footsteps.

The door flew open, and then Stacey was on me.

She launched herself into my arms, with her legs wrapping around my waist, and her arms were tight around my neck. She kissed me before I could say a word, and it was long and full of heat and relief all at once.

“I’ve missed you,” she said into my ear.

She was wearing only a white bathrobe. Her skin was warm from the shower, and she smelled like vanilla and soap.

I carried her inside, kicked the door shut behind us, and walked straight to her kitchen table. I set her down on it, but I kept my hands on her hips and kissed her again. This one was longer and slower. The kind that resets your rhythm.

When we finally broke apart, her warm brown face was flushed a beautiful dark red. She smiled at me with eyes sparkling, then pushed a strand of wet black hair behind her ear

“Let me get dressed before I forget how,” she said.

“Take your time,” I replied.

She hopped off the table and disappeared into her bedroom.

“Get comfortable,” she shouted before the door clicked shut behind her.

I turned and took in the apartment. It was beautiful, with a wide-open space, white walls, decorative glass fixtures, and soft lighting. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the far side of the living room, and they showed off the skyline like it was part of the decor. The chairs positioned in the living room were black and minimal enough that they let the view shine on its own, and I appreciated this detail in the design work.

The city view itself truly was the most beautiful anyone could buy around here.

On the wall, near the corner, there was a sculpture that caught my eye. It was tall and winding, like frozen smoke carved out of jet-black glass. It stood on a narrow pedestal with no plaque and no title. It was just there, like it had always belonged in that space.

I couldn’t stop looking at it.

Stacey came out a moment later dressed now in a loose skirt, a soft green blouse, and barefoot. She looked calm and bright, like she hadn’t just gotten off a plane yesterday.

“You’ve got good taste,” I said.

She followed my gaze to the sculpture and smiled.

“That piece is from Morocco,” she said. “A street artist. It’s called ‘Echo.’”

“Fitting,” I said. “It’s kind of hypnotic.”

“I like things that feel like they’re still moving,” she said, then walked past me and gestured around. “But I don’t like clutter. You probably thought I’d have more stuff, huh?”

“I figured there’d be more, yes.” I nodded.

“Never been one to hoard.” She shrugged. “If I can’t use it or admire it, I donate it.”

She turned and pointed toward the dining area, where a table had already been set. There were two wine glasses, white plates, and glistening silverware. I noticed the candles flickering at opposite ends as she dimmed the lights.

“I cooked,” she said.

“You went all-out.” I raised my eyebrows.

“I wanted it to be perfect,” she said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said how much I’d been missing you, let me dote on you…”

I grinned as I took my jacket off, pulled out a chair, and sat down.

“Well, you nailed it,” I said.

She poured red wine into both glasses, then brought over a pan of pasta, a plate of sliced steak, a wedge of cheese, and warm bread in a linen-lined basket. I let the smell of garlic, wine reduction, butter, and herbs hit me first. It was magic.

After she took her seat, we started eating, and for a while, there was just soft music, quiet clinks of forks, and short bursts of conversation.

“Clare’s with her family this week,” I said between bites. “Her dad’s in town.”

“That’s good,” Stacey said. “She always lights up when she talks about him.”

“Yeah,” I continued “And Danielle’s buried in prep for her certification. State Licensed High Voltage Specialist. Big title. She’s barely slept this week.”

Stacey leaned back and grinned.

“I’m proud of her,” she said. “Many people stop reaching for certifications after college.”

“Me, too, she’s gonna crush it,” I said. “ How was Egypt?”

Stacey took a sip of wine, then looked out the window.

“Egypt was beautiful,” she said. “It always is. But this trip felt different.”

“Different how?” I asked

“Quieter,” she said. “I saw the temples. The ruins. The Nile. But… it felt like something was missing. Especially after LA.”

“You miss the excitement,” I said as I eyed the wistful look on her face.

“I do.” She gave a knowing smile, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on the table. “I landed a job while I was there. I’m going to be importing modular solar facade panels for a vertical garden complex going up in New Cairo. The kind that grow their own cooling shade. It’s going to be the first of its kind out there.”

My eyebrows shot up, and I lowered my fork.

I didn’t know everything about this world yet, but I knew for sure how enormous a deal this was for anyone. And how much money was likely behind it.

“Sounds big,” I said. “How long will you be working it?”

“A few weeks,” she said. “Maybe a month. I’ll be bouncing between here and Egypt, though…”

I caught a slightly sad look in her eye, but there was also pride and excitement there, and I didn’t want to dull that at all thinking about what that might mean for our time together in Chicago. She’d certainly be busy, but that was part of ruling empires. I knew that well enough.

So I just smiled reassuringly, then pointed out my actual concern.

“You won’t get too tired?” I asked.

“I will,” she said, then rubbed her foot against my leg under the table. “I was hoping you’d give me energy.”

“Your wish is my command.” I smirked, leaned forward across the plates, and kissed her again. She tasted like cherries, and I wanted to sink my teeth into her.

But we broke apart and went back to eating for now.

As I leaned back and reached for my glass, I noticed a telescope. It looked like the same kind I saw in a movie a week back. Clare said people could see the stars with it.

Stacey’s sleek, black-and-silver one sat by the far window, and it was angled up toward the sky.

“Do you ever use that?” I asked.

She looked over. “Every chance I get.”

Then she stood, walked over, and waved me to follow.

I stepped up beside her, and she showed me how to line up the view, how to track manually, and how to adjust for magnification. Then she stepped aside and let me look.

I bent over the eyepiece, and froze.

The moon hung there, clear as a photograph. It was a big, bright circle with massive craters that made it resemble cheese. It felt so close, I thought I could touch it.

“Damn,” I whispered. “That’s… insane.”

She leaned into my side and rested her head on my shoulder.

“It’s the only thing I never get bored of,” she added.

I didn’t answer. I just kept looking.

I stayed at the telescope a little longer, slowly adjusting the angle upward. The moon gave way to deeper dark, and the stars came into sharper focus. They looked like distant points blinking back through the Chicago light haze. I tracked a few constellations I didn’t know by name, but they didn’t need names. They just were, and that was something humans never seemed to understand as well as dragons did.

Nothing in nature became more important just because it was named. In fact, it usually got more boring then.

I smirked at the thought, and the longer I looked, the quieter everything felt.

Behind me, I heard Stacey shuffle softly across the hardwood. Her presence was light, and I liked it around me.

“My turn,” she said.

I stepped aside, and she bent to the eyepiece. Her hands moved quickly and dialed in the focus like she’d done it a thousand times. She adjusted the position and had just glanced up toward the sky when she suddenly gasped and straightened up.

“Oh!” Her voice was bright and sharp, like a spark, and she waved me closer to her with her face lit with childlike wonder. “Quick, look!”

“What?” I followed her finger to where she was now pointing out the window.

“Shooting star! Right there— above the Hancock.” She pointed scooted me over just a bit and then pointed again.

I looked and caught it just in time.

A thin streak of light split the night sky and burned fast and clean across the starscape before vanishing behind the skyline. It wasn’t big or flashy, just brief and beautiful.

“Wow,” I said quietly.

“Make a wish,” she said.

I turned to her. “Why?”

I didn’t get the words out.

She was closer than I’d realized. Her face was tilted slightly up toward mine, and the expression she wore wasn’t playful or teasing. It was soft and open. Her eyes sparkled from the reflection of the city lights, and there was this quiet glow around her, like the moment had paused just to give her its attention.

That caught me more off guard than anything she could’ve said.

I looked at her, and she looked back, and the silence between us grew comfortable, yet heavy in a way. It felt rare and a little fragile. Like the wrong word would snap it.

So I didn’t say anything.

No build-up. No smart comments. I just leaned forward, cupped the side of her face gently, and kissed her.

She leaned in without hesitation and rested her hand on my chest. Her lips were familiar in a way that made me forget how long she’d been gone. For a second, everything else fell away— like Egypt, work, the skyline behind us, even the stars in the sky.

When we broke apart, she didn’t say anything, and neither did I. Her eyes lingered on mine, and mine on hers.

Her lips found mine again, hungrier this time, and the silence that had held us shattered into something urgent. We stumbled backward, and she gripped my shirt.

My fingers tangled in her hair as we moved through the high-rise apartment. The city lights streaked across the walls through the floor-to-ceiling windows and cast jagged shadows over us the whole way, but then her back hit the edge of the kitchen counter, and she let out a soft gasp.

I pressed myself closer and felt the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her skirt.

She tugged at my shirt impatiently, and I pulled it over my head and tossed it somewhere behind me. Then her hands were on me instantly.

They slid over my chest, and her nails grazed my skin in a way that sent a jolt straight to my cock. I grabbed the waist of her skirt and pulled it down, and it exposed her thighs and hips. She lifted her arms to let me peel off her blouse completely, and it landed in a crumpled heap on the floor.

Her boobs were bare underneath. No bra, just the perfect weight of them, and her nipples were already hard as they begged to be touched.

I cupped them and brushed my thumbs over the peaks, and she arched into me with a low moan. Her skin was warm and flushed, and I bent down to take one nipple into my mouth and sucked hard. She gasped again, louder this time, and her fingers dug into my shoulders.

“Fuck,” she whispered.

It lit me up like a match to gasoline. I moved to the other boob, and I teased it with my tongue while my hands slid down her white panties to her ass. I squeezed it and pulled her tighter against me.

She clumsily fumbled with my jeans, and I helped her and shoved them down along with my boxers. My cock sprang free hard and aching, and her eyes flicked down to it.

Instant relief bloomed on her face, like she’d been dying to see me like this again, and she let out a soft sigh as she wrapped her hand around me and stroked once, then twice.

I groaned and let my head tip back.

“You’re gonna kill me,” I muttered.

She smirked, but it was gone as fast as it came when I hooked my fingers into her panties and ripped them down her legs.

Her pussy was right there. It glistened already with her arousal, and I couldn’t wait a single moment longer.

I lifted her onto the counter and spread her thighs wide, and she leaned back on her hands and watched me with those eyes.

I ran my fingers over her exposed pussy, then leaned in and kissed her clit nice and soft.

She shuddered, and her breath hitched.

“Please,” she said in a barely-audible tone, but it was all I needed. I gripped my cock, lined myself up, and pushed into her hard.

She cried out as her head fell back, and I froze for a split second still buried deep and feeling her pulse around me. Then she rolled her hips to urge me on, and I lost it. I thrust fast and rough, and the counter creaked under us. Her legs wrapped around my waist and pulled me in deeper, and her nails raked down my back and left trails I’d feel tomorrow.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” I growled, and she moaned in response.

Her slick tunnel clenched around my cock, and I lost my senses, like she’d clubbed me over the head.

I grabbed her hips, angled her just right, and slammed into her again, and I watched her glorious, ebony tits bounce with every thrust.

She was loud now.

“Fuck,” she gasped.

Curses spilled from her lips, and mixed with the wet slap of our bodies. I reached down between us, found her clit with my thumb, and rubbed it in tight circles, and her whole body jerked.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, but then I tore out of her.

I grinned.

We were a mess of sweat and heat, but we weren’t nearly done.

We stumbled off the counter somehow, still joined, and crashed into the wall. I pinned her there, with one hand braced beside her head and the other gripping her thigh as I fucked her standing up.

Her pussy was dripping by now. It soaked us both, and the sound of it was filthy, and desperate. She clung to me, bit, and sucked, and I could feel her shaking now. She wanted to cum and teetered on the edge.

“Cum for me,” I rasped, drove myself into her harder, and rubbed my thumb back on her clit relentlessly.

She whimpered as her body tensed, and then she broke. Her pussy spasmed around my cock, and I hissed in a breath as the sensation sent molten bursts of pleasure down my spine.

“Ahhhhh!” Her cry echoed off the high-rise walls.

It was too much, too good, and I couldn’t hold back. I thrust deep one last time, and I groaned as I came and spilled into her.

We stayed like that for longer than I could tell as we caught our breaths. She pressed her forehead into my shoulder, and my cock still twitched inside her.

Stacey leaned in close and gave me a deep, slow kiss, and her lips parted and swallowed mine like a ravenous ocean. Her hand slid around the back of my neck, her fingers threaded into my hair, and she held me there like she didn’t want the moment to end.

Then she pulled back just a little, and her breath hitched.

“I need a second.” She bit her lip and turned away.

I watched her walk toward the hallway, get in the bathroom, and then the door clicked shut behind her.

The candles on the table had melted down to short nubs, and the plates sat forgotten beside them as I grabbed my boxers from the chair near the dining area, pulled them on, then walked over to the fridge. I cracked open a cold bottle of water in the dimly-lit kitchen, took a long drink, and leaned back for a second.

This had definitely been the kind of night I needed. Everything felt easy with Stacey around, even making time for sex and relaxing amid all the chaos of our lives, and I grinned as I took in the solace her luxury apartment seemed to radiate around me.

Then I made my way down the hall to her bedroom to turn in for the night.

It was the first time I’d seen it. It was as minimalist as I’d come to expect, since everything about Stacey screamed control, and this room was no different. Her bed was wide, with dark gray linens. A single tall plant near the far wall added a splash of green, and above the headboard, a framed print hung.

I walked over to the edge of the bed, finished the water, and dropped onto the mattress. It was soft and cool, and the kind of bed that made me want to stay in it too long.

A few minutes later, the bathroom door creaked open, and Stacey made her way into the room.

She had on her white panties and was naked from the waist up. The heavy globes of her breasts gleamed like two ripe melons, and they looked so good I imagined sucking them as I fell asleep. She walked over, climbed into the bed beside me, and tucked herself into my arms like she belonged there.

I pulled the covers over both of us, and for a while, we didn’t talk. We just lay in the quiet, and her fingers gently brushed over my chest.

“What do you have going on tomorrow?” she whispered.

“We’re still finishing Peter’s kitchen,” I said. “It’s moving quickly… Didn’t think renovating a kitchen would be so fun. Once we got used to Peter’s wife, Shaunna, breathing down our necks every few minutes, things started going smoothly. She even made us move up our finish date, to accommodate her plans to throw Peter his 50th bash.”

“That’s good,” Stacey said. “ The part about work going well… Shaunna sounds like… a lot.”

I smirked a little, and while I didn’t say it, ‘eccentric’ was the word that came to mind.

Stacey shifted closer and nestled under my chin.

“I’ve got two more placements to lock in before I head back to Egypt,” she said. “Then I’ll be heading back to Cairo in a couple days.”

“Already?” I asked.

“You’d think flying all over the place would be fun, but…” she sighed. “But once I get a permanent setup in Cairo, things will be easier.”

Her voice slowed, and she mumbled something about shipments and heat-resistant fiber panels under her breath, and then she was out.

I stared at the ceiling for a moment, and my mind drifted.

Stacey was on the right path. If Stacey could set up an entire import operation in Cairo, what was stopping us from doing the same here with Cloud Contracting? Expanding the business didn’t sound crazy. It sounded smart.

I closed my eyes, let the thought settle, and then drifted off to sleep with the beautiful, incredibly clever woman in my arms.

At six sharp the next morning, I kissed Stacey in the parking lot of her building. We were in front of her lime-green Durango. The sun had just started to inch into the sky, and the city stretched its arms. The chill in the air hadn’t broken yet, but I didn’t mind it.

Stacey leaned into me and kissed me. It brought back flashbacks of last night, and she bit her lip after pulling away while her bright eyes peered into mine. She must’ve felt it, too.

“Have a good day at work,” she said with a coy little smile.

“You, too,” I told her.

She pulled her coat tighter and got into the driver’s seat. I watched her disappear down the road, then headed to my car.

It was sitting there looking exactly as perfect as it had the night before, and I couldn’t help grinning even as I slid into the driver’s seat of the Lambo. I started the twin-turbo V8 and let the engine roar. It sent a much-needed jolt of energy into my body, and I was ready to attack the day.

First stop was Danielle’s. I needed to change.

Her place wasn’t far, probably around fifteen minutes with light traffic.

I cruised through the busy streets and glanced at the opening coffee shops as early commuters moved like ghosts in hoodies and blazers. There was a rhythm to it that I enjoyed. Most people were heading in the same direction, like iron filings pulled by some giant magnet of routine.

As I drove, my thoughts drifted back to the business expansion idea from the night before.

We were starting to outgrow our pace here in Chicago. More jobs were bound to roll in quickly, especially with the job at Peter’s kitchen going magnificently well. Word of mouth in a town like this was like a wildfire in dry grass, so I needed to think bigger. That meant more hands, more structure…

Uniforms came to mind. It was a small thing on paper, but it meant something. Identity was the first step in making a crew feel like a cause– a cause our clients would remember and respect.

I’d put Clare on it the first chance I got.

I arrived at Danielle’s, parked, and let myself in with my key.

The house was quiet.

“Danielle?” I called out.

There was no reply.

I grabbed my clothes from the closet and changed into my work gear. All the thought of uniforms made me feel something was amiss, and my jeans, a dark gray shirt, and a clean hoodie combo didn’t cut it anymore.

For now, it would have to do.

I checked the time, and it was just past six-thirty, so I pulled out my phone and shot Danielle a message.

“Hey, how’s the studying?” I asked.

“Great! At the library already. Got here right when they opened,” Danielle replied quickly.

“Stopped by to change,” I said. “Must’ve missed you by a few minutes.”

“Aw man, sorry!” she replied

“No worry,” I said. “Proud of you. Study hard.”

“I will,” she said. Then she sent me what I’d learned was called an ‘eggplant emoji,’ which I also had learned the meaning of by now as well.

She seemed to do that every time I used any words that could be attributed to a penis, and I had to admit, it was a cute quirk of hers.

I smiled, tucked the phone away, and walked into the kitchen to make myself a cup of coffee. My coffee was the good stuff, the kind I’d only been able to find in the finest coffee shop. I’d decided the key was fresh-ground dark roast with a pinch of cinnamon, brewed just right in the press. The result was a little bit of heaven in a cup, and it had quickly become one of my favorite indulgences in this world.

Humans were on to something with this coffee routine they obsessed over, that was for sure.

At seven, I was dressed, caffeinated, and back in the Lambo.

Peter’s home sat in a quieter, cleaner, more residential part of the city. There the houses were older but well-maintained, with wide porches and small gardens.

His place was a two-story brick with white trim and black window shutters. The front yard had been freshly mowed, and there was a little curved pathway that led to the front door. It was lined with solar-powered lights shaped like sunflowers, which was probably his wife’s idea. They looked out of season but cheerful.

I pulled in a few minutes before eight and spotted Clare stepping out of her dad’s truck, which was parked at the curb. She was dressed in a skirt, tights, and green cropped hoodie, with a tool belt slung over her hips.

A man sat in the driver’s seat. He was bald with a full black beard peppered in white. His broad shoulders barely fit in the driver’s seat.

That had to be her dad.

He backed up slowly and pulled out from the curb as I parked. I stepped out of the Lambo and shut the door just as Clare turned and walked toward me.

“Well, well.” She grinned. “Look who’s on time.”

“I do my best,” I said.

She nodded back toward the truck.

“Dad gave me a ride,” she said.

“I figured,” I said. “How is he?”

“He’s good,” she said. “Spent last night catching up, then he proceeded to fix the stove. There was nothing wrong with it. Mom almost lost her mind.”

Just then, the truck reversed and pulled up beside us. Clare’s dad rolled down the window, and he leaned toward the open space.

“You forgot your house keys,” he held them up.

Clare checked her pockets and groaned.

“Must’ve fallen out when I grabbed my gloves.” She walked over and took them through the window.

“Dad, this is Ethan,” she introduced me. “Ethan, this is my dad, Ian.”

Ian turned his eyes on me, cracked the door open, and stepped out of the truck.

He was a tall man, with surprisingly dense and tight muscles. They didn’t sag like most of the older men I’d met, they stayed sculpted beneath his weathered skin, like he’d willed them to through sheer grit and determination. Like he’d never let himself slow down.

He looked me over from head to toe with his arms crossed.

I returned the look without blinking. Then I stepped forward and held out my hand.

“You raised a warrior princess,” I said.

He blinked, then let out a loud laugh. It was a warrior’s laugh, the kind most people heard drunk after a hard battle. The kind that didn’t ask permission to take up space, and I decided I liked this man. Not only because he’d created Clare, but because he clearly was a man who the people in this world would call the ‘salt of the Earth.’

He grabbed my hand in a firm grip.

“You’ve got yourself a heck of a character here, Clare,” he said.

“I know,” she muttered and stuck her tongue out at me.

Ian looked back at me.

“So you’re the boyfriend, huh?” he said. “Clare’s told me a fair bit about you, I hope we get a proper chat soon.”

“Very soon,” I said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

He gave me a nod, climbed back into the truck, and started rolling down the street.

Just before he reached the end of the block, he slowed next to the Lambo. His window rolled down again, and he whistled.

“Heck of a car you’ve got here, son!” he shouted.

“Thank you!” I shouted back.

He gave me a two-fingered salute, his heartiest laugh, and then hit the gas. The truck tore off down the street, and I decided I would probably respect that man for the rest of my life.

He knew a good car when he saw one. That was what mattered most.

“He’s going to talk about that handshake for a week.” Clare shook her head.

“He earned it,” I said. “He raised you, didn’t he? Shall we go in?”

As Clare and I stepped through the front door, I brought up the uniform idea.

“So,” I said. “I’ve been thinking: once we get past this job, we should look into branded uniforms. Just something simple. Shirts, hoodies. Maybe jackets for winter work. It’s time we start looking the part.”

Clare nodded like she’d already turned the idea over in her head.

“I like it,” she began. “Clients take it seriously when you show up looking consistent. We’ll go over the numbers tonight.”

We didn’t get the chance to finish the conversation.

Inside the living room, just past the entryway, we spotted Shaunna Dallman standing with two people I hadn’t seen before. The taller of the two was a lanky, sharp-cheeked man and dressed with the kind of style that made people look twice. His black jeans were cuffed perfectly, and he had a pair of boots on that looked expensive. He chewed on a toothpick like it owed him money.

Beside him stood a short, skinny woman who couldn’t have been under forty. She wore a blouse buttoned all the way to her throat and held an iPad like it was the last thing keeping her upright. Her face was tight, and she kept blinking hard at the screen, like she was holding back tears.

Shaunna herself looked the same as ever. Tall, bony, and sharp-nosed with her blonde hair tied in a taut and painful-looking ponytail. She spoke in a low, clipped tone that I recognized as the one she used when things weren’t quite going her way but she didn’t want to show it yet.

As soon as she saw us, she lit up. Well, her version of lighting up.

“Great. Ethan,” she said and gestured vaguely at me. “We’ll talk soon.”

She was feeling the pressure from the schedule, I knew that already, but there was nothing to worry about. My team never disappointed.

I nodded without slowing down, and Clare followed me into the kitchen.

When we first walked into this house a week ago, Shaunna’s kitchen looked like it had stopped evolving somewhere between a modern and old kitchen. It had modern appliances shoved into retro cabinets, a tiled backsplash with a strange fruit pattern, and a massive island that looked like it was made out of granite.

Now, it was almost unrecognizable. We’d replaced the old countertop with smooth quartz, added matte black handles to the new shaker cabinets, and swapped the ancient microwave hutch for a sleek open shelf. We had even built a hidden trash pull-out and relocated a few outlets to clean up the wall lines.

All that was left was to install the lighting above the island and under the cabinets, install some base and toe kicks, a final coat of sealant on the open shelving, and a small touch-up of paint near the window trim.

Gary was standing on a short ladder, with a tape measure stretched between two marks on the ceiling above the island. His pencil was tucked behind one ear, and he muttered numbers under his breath.

Dave and Kevin were over by the far wall. Dave fiddled with the trim box for the outlet relocation, while Kevin sanded down a fill-in patch on one of the cabinet frames.

Gary looked down and spotted us first.

“Morning, boss. Morning, Clare.” He held up his tape. “Got the measurements. We’re ready to start hanging the fixtures.”

Clare stepped in beside him and nodded.

“Let’s do it,” she said.

Danielle was out, so Clare and Gary were in charge of the electrical side of things.

I pulled my sleeves up and got to work. There wasn’t much to do, but the remainder was no walk in the park because it was the kind of stuff that most people tended to get sloppy with while they rushed to wrap up a job. It turned out, this was the exact sort of mistake that made people not just avoid hiring contractors, but absolutely despise them.

I knew Peter’s wife would notice every little issue, too, so I wasn’t about to slip up in a house as nice as this one.

I double-checked the caulk lines around the sink, touched up a few of the nail fills along the crown molding, and helped Kevin get the cabinet faceplate set straight before we remounted the drawer hardware. Small stuff, but the kind of detail work that made the room feel expertly finished.

About an hour passed before Shaunna burst into the kitchen, and she dragged the same two people we saw earlier behind her. Her heels clicked hard on the floor, and she pointed at everything in sight.

“I want lights strung across here,” she motioned to the ceiling. “And a floral arrangement on this counter. And that wall is going to be the photo backdrop. It’s Peter’s fiftieth birthday party after all, it has to be big, beautiful, and elegant.”

The woman with the iPad was now frantically trying to keep up. She jotted things down while the stylish guy just smirked and nodded, and he was clearly used to working with chaos.

Then Shaunna turned to me.

“Ethan!” She grabbed my arm and pulled me aside. “You’re on schedule, right?”

“We’ll be done two days early in fact,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope,” I assured her

“Then I want you there!” A bright smile spread across her face. “The party for Peter! It’ll be a great networking opportunity, you know.”

“Then I’ll be there,” I said with a grin.

“Plus one,” she added and wagged a finger at me. “Don’t come solo. Bring someone fabulous to show off.”

She was already halfway out of the room before I could answer.

I watched her go and was already thinking about who I’d bring. I had three gorgeous women to choose from, after all.
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Chapter 2

We wrapped up at Peter’s place a little after five-thirty. Everything was ahead of schedule, and Clare checked the final punch list while I packed away the last of the tools.

As we stepped outside and headed toward the car, Clare glanced over.

“Just got a text from my dad,” she said. “He’s heading to my place tonight. He’s getting off work early, so I thought we’d have dinner. You don’t mind, do you? I really want you guys to get to know each other.”

“Sure–” I started before I was abruptly interrupted.

“Yikes, a sit-down with Uncle Ian,” Gary cut in.

“My dad’s great.” Clare rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, to you,” Gary chuckled. “He treats his daughters like princesses. But if you’re a son? Totally different game.”

“Really?” Clare gave him a look.

“I’m serious,” he said. “You know how close me and your brothers were growing up. He raised his boys like working dogs. Strict rules. Clear expectations. Provide. Protect. No room for excuses. You better have a strong back and know how to keep your mouth shut.”

I looked at Clare, and she shrugged.

“He’s intense,” she said. “But he’s not unfair.”

“Just don’t try to outargue him.” Gary nodded. “He will build a workbench around you while explaining why you’re building the damn thing wrong.”

“Appreciate the warning,” I laughed.

Clare nudged me lightly. “You’ll be fine. Just show up, eat, and talk about tools.”

We started heading toward the curb where my car was parked, when Dave and Kevin slowed down and turned their full attention to the Lambo.

Gary let out a low whistle.

“Alright, now that’s a car,” he said. “So you went with the Urus, huh?”

“Yes, it was an easy decision once I’d gotten my hands on it,” I replied.

Gary had witnessed most of my intense research of vehicles over the last couple weeks, and he’d been heavily invested in seeing which one I’d choose.

Dave stepped around the side and nodded. “Matte black. Sleek. Not subtle, but not screaming, either.”

Kevin leaned in toward the hood.

“A brand-new Urus…” he sighed. “Man, these things move like those tanks with a jet engine.”

“Six-forty-one horsepower,” I said. “Twin-turbo.”

Kevin looked like a kid at Christmas. “You busy or just heading home?”

“I have plans,” I told him

“Come on… one loop!” Kevin grinned. “I call shotgun!”

Before I could answer, Clare stepped in.

“He’s needed elsewhere,” she said.

“Alright, alright.” Kevin raised his hands. “Don’t need to be told twice.”

“Sorry, guys.” I shrugged. “Boyfriend duty calls tonight.”

“That’s a good man right there,” Dave said with a smirk.

“Yeah, I know,” Clare sighed, smiled, and walked toward the passenger door.

“I’ll pray for you.” Gary clapped me on the back before I headed off.

Clare was already buckled up as I slid into the driver’s seat, and I waved goodbye to the others.

“I get a loop, though, right?” she asked with a grin.

“You’re serious?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Dead serious,” she replied. “I want to see what this beauty can do. Plus, you’re sexy when you’re having fun.”

I didn’t need more encouragement.

I let the engine growl to life, and Clare smirked as it vibrated under us. Then I rolled us out into the street and turned toward the open stretch ahead.

The neighborhood thinned quickly. It was the edge of residential, so like a buffer zone between quiet homes and the light industrial sprawl. It was the kind of area where the streets were just wide enough to tempt me.

I shifted gears.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Hit it,” she replied.

I did.

The Lambo responded like it had been waiting all day for permission. We tore forward with a roar, and the tires gripped hard and flung us down the road. I pushed it through the first turn smooth and wide, and I let the G-force lean us into the curve.

Clare grabbed the oh-shit handle by the door but didn’t say a word. Surprisingly, she had a massive excited grin on her face.

That was a change.

We passed a row of shuttered storefronts, then cut across a short overpass toward the faster arterial lanes. I kept us just on the edge of recklessness with not too much speed, but just enough to enjoy the way the city blurred.

“You’re insane,” she said over the engine.

I shot her a glance. “You asked for a lap.”

She laughed that rare, full laugh I didn’t hear often enough from her. The wind pulled at her hair, and her eyes stayed locked on the road ahead like she belonged in that seat beside me.

We scaled three lights and four tight turns. The sound of the engine bounced off buildings as we shot through intersections just as the yellows changed. I watched for pedestrians, watched the flow of traffic, and calculated every lane shift with practiced ease.

Ten minutes later, I pulled us into the rear lot of her apartment complex and coasted the car into a smooth, controlled stop.

The engine dropped into a low idle as I put it in park.

Clare blew out a breath and leaned back in the seat.

“Okay,” she half laughed and half caught her breath. “That was worth it.”

“It was good, wasn’t it?” I replied.

We stepped out to the sound of the engine ticking as it cooled. The street was quiet again.

Her eyes lingered on the vehicle one more time. Then she looked at me.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” she said. “But this car is the most Ethad car ever. It’s goddam sexy, and it moves like a cheetah on steroids.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “It called out to me at the dealership the moment I laid my eyes on it. The Ferrari was faster in all honesty, but this felt like an extension of me.”

She looked at me with a suppressed smile on her face.

“Men and their cars,” she sighed. “Come on, let’s make sure the apartment looks good. Dad’ll be here soon.”

“Let’s go,” I agreed.

We’d gotten to Clare’s place just after six. Her apartment was clean but could do with a touch-up. I helped clean up the surfaces while she prepped dinner. She made chicken breasts seasoned with garlic and rosemary, roasted potatoes, and some greens.

She changed into a soft gray sweater and pulled her hair up into a loose bun. I changed out of my hoodie and boots, then washed my hands and double-checked the bathroom and living room. Since we spent most of our time at Danielle’s, Clare’s apartment was rarely messy these days. All I had to do was give it a once-over.

By the time everything was nearly ready, I checked the clock, and it was seven-forty-two.

Three minutes later, there was a knock at the door, and Clare opened it. Her father, Ian, stepped inside to wipe his boots on the mat, and he looked the exact same as this morning.

He didn’t speak right away. Instead, he scanned the apartment like it was a worksite. His eyes tracked the trim, the flooring seams, the height of the cabinets, and the pegboard beside the kitchen. He moved through the space without touching anything, but I could tell he read every detail.

He paused by the kitchen table. His hand rested on its edge.

“This is a good setup,” he finally decided.

“Thanks,” Clare said with a relieved smile as she glanced over from the stove.

He turned to me. “Did you build the table?”

“No,” I said. “It was already here.”

He nudged one leg with his foot, and it gave a faint wobble.

“That won’t do,” he said. Then he crouched beside it and put a hand under the rail. “You got tools?”

“Yeah,” I said and headed to the closet.

I brought out the small tool kit I kept nearby, and the pair of us crouched together and rolled our sleeves up. I held the leg steady while Ian tightened the nut and checked the give at each turn. The air smelled like baked chicken and rosemary that was probably growing colder by the minute, but neither of us moved toward the plates.

We were in work mode now, and I appreciated the man’s attention to detail.

He was certainly an attentive father, I’d give him that, and I wondered if all dads in this world were like this. Based on what Gary had said, I had a feeling Ian paid special attention to Clare’s needs, and that was something that I decided was worth admiring in him.

I made a mental note that if I were ever to father children, I’d make sure to be just as attentive and useful.

Ian swapped out one of the washers and tested the stability again, and we worked in rhythm for a bit with both of us adjusting in sync without much talk. It was a familiar kind of silence. The good kind.

Then he spoke again.

“So what’s your plan for the company?” he asked.

I looked up. “You mean long-term?”

“Yeah. What’s the big picture?”

I sat back and thought for a second.

“We’ve been building up our name locally,” I said. “It started with just the four of us– Clare, Gary, Dave, and me. Now we’re pushing bigger contracts, more word of mouth, and getting tighter with every job.”

He nodded along as he listened.

“I want to build a real empire, though,” I continued. “Uniforms. Two full crews hopefully soon. Standardized quotes. Maybe a second branch down the line.”

“That’s growth,” he agreed. “But do you plan on staying in contracting forever?”

I tightened one last bolt before answering. “I’ve been thinking about that. Contracting is the foundation of my life here, but long term? I want to get into something with cars.”

That got his full attention.

“Cars?” he asked. “Like as a mechanic?”

“Oh, god,” Clare groaned before I could respond. “Please don’t tell me you were serious about racing?”

Ian’s eyebrows popped up, and he let me take the lead on this one.

“Yes, I am serious.” I nodded. “I enjoy it quite a lot. It won’t be anything outrageous, not yet, but when I think about my future endeavors, I’d like to find something where the work and the passion of racing meet. Maybe a custom shop once the contracting side can run itself. I’ve been reading about options online.”

“You’re speaking my language, son.” Ian grinned.

“Great,” Clare sighed. “To think I made you get your driver’s license…”

“And I’ll forever be grateful to you for it,” I replied.

“I noticed what you pulled up in earlier,” Ian continued. “Matte black Lambo like that doesn’t just happen by accident, you sure must’ve put in the hours to earn it.”

“Thanks.” I smirked. “I did.”

“Hard to miss,” he said. “Back in the day, I had a 70 Chevelle SS. Cherry-red, 396 big block V8. That thing would scream up Lake Shore Drive like it owned the lake.”

“Chevelle?” I said as I recalled the vehicle being mentioned quite frequently once I’d delved deep enough into the web of the internet. “Damn.”

He held up a hand with his eyes half-closed like he was picturing it again.

“She could do a hundred and twenty easy,” he said. “Windows down, radio blaring, engine howling. You couldn’t tell me I wasn’t flying.”

“Sounds like you didn’t need wings,” I said.

“Didn’t want ‘em,” he replied.

We shared a small laugh, the kind that came from understanding each other without needing too much explanation. Then he leaned against the wall and reminisced in silence for a moment before he glanced toward the kitchen, where Clare was plating up the food.

“How’s my girl doing with the work?” he asked. “I raised her to be independent, but I still treated her like a princess, I won’t lie.”

I glanced over at her, too. She hummed to herself quietly now and seemed totally unaware, unless she was just pretending.

“She’s more than alright,” I said. “She’s part of the reason I can afford the Lambo downstairs.”

Clare turned when she heard that and sent me a proud little smile.

“She keeps our accounts in pristine shape,” I added. “And on site she carries her weight and then some. Keeps the guys moving and keeps me sharp.”

Clare blinked as a slight blush crept into her cheeks, and she turned back to the plates a little too quickly.

I looked back at Ian.

His face had softened, and there was something proud behind his eyes.

“My kids are the best decision I ever made,” he said quietly. “My girls especially. Two. Even when they are bossing me around, I know I’m the luckiest man alive.”

I decided not to correct him, even though I knew I was the luckiest man on the Earth. It seemed impolite to argue with him, and Gary had warned me not to.

“She learned from the best, I bet,” I said instead.

“You’ve seen nothing, my wife is a character.” He smiled wide, and I could see pride, trust, and approval sliding quietly into place. “One moment she is an angel, the next she is a fire-breathing dragon.”

The irony dawned on me, and I laughed nervously,

“I would love to meet her,” I said.

Now that the table didn’t wobble anymore, Ian and I packed away the tools and wiped down the table we had just fixed. Then we all gathered around it.

“It’s about time,” Ian chuckled. “I’m hungry.”

“Dinner’s been ready for a long time, you silly old man,” Clare replied.

Ian laughed the same hearty laugh from this morning, and I felt the wall beside us vibrate ever so slightly from the deep timbre of it.

Clare reheated the food, and the kitchen filled with the warm scent of garlic, herbs, and roasted chicken all over again.

We sat down together once it was ready, with Clare across from Ian and me between them. She poured us each a glass of water and tossed a dish towel over her shoulder like it was second nature. The plates were hot, and the food didn’t just look good, it smelled like it had come from a high-end bistro.

I took a bite of the chicken, then the potatoes.

It was perfect. Better than it had any right to be.

Ian raised his eyebrows after his first bite, then pointed his fork at Clare.

“You got your mother’s hands, girl,” he laughed. “This is amazing.”

“She taught me everything.” Clare smiled proudly. “I just learned to wing it from there.”

“Well, you nailed it,” I added.

We ate without much talking for the next few minutes. Everyone focused on the meal, and it wasn’t awkward, but the kind of quiet that was typical after everyone had worked a long day. When the plates were scraped clean and Clare started rinsing them in the sink, Ian leaned back in his chair and let out a low sigh.

“I could fall asleep right here,” he said.

“Seems like you earned it,” I said.

“Damn right I did,” he replied with a smirk.

“You two go sit, I’ll handle these.” Clare shook her head.

“You sure?” I asked.

She nodded and smiled. “Go.”

Ian grabbed two beers from the fridge on his way to the living room and tossed me one. I caught it, cracked it open, and sat down next to him on the couch. The TV was already tuned to the evening news, and some local anchor was talking about a traffic jam on I-55.

We watched for a minute and sipped in silence. Then Ian turned his head toward me.

“You know,” he said slowly, “I feel like I’ve seen your face before today. Not just from this morning. Somewhere else.”

“Pictures, maybe?” I offered. “Clare’s shown me a few of you guys.”

“No,” he squinted. “Not pictures.”

Clare came out from the kitchen.

“It’s probably the news, Dad,” she said casually.

Ian looked over as she leaned on the back of the couch and nodded toward me.

“He’s a celebrity,” she said proudly.

Ian raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Remember that apartment fire that was on the news a couple months back?” she asked. “They interviewed him because he ran into the building and helped pull people out before the firetrucks arrived.”

Ian turned to me and stared, so I just nodded to show this was all true.

“Goddamn it, that’s it!” He sat up straighter. “That was you?”

“Yeah.” I nodded again.

He shook his head, and a wide grin spread across his face.

“What a guy,” he chuckled. “You’re sitting in a man’s living room fixing furniture one second and dragging folks out of fires the next. What the hell went through your mind?”

“We were on our way to a job,” I said. “Clare noticed the smoke first and told me to stop.”

“I insisted, actually,” Clare added.

“Once we realized the fire crew wasn’t there yet, I just did what I could,” I finished.

Ian leaned back and let out a low whistle.

“You’re a damn hero,” he said.

“Not really.” I shook my head. “Right place, right time.”

“No,” Ian said firmly. “Right man at the right time. That’s different.”

He raised his beer toward me, and I tapped mine against his. We sat and finished our beers after that while the anchors on the screen kept talking about traffic, taxes, and sports. But the real conversation had already happened, so we simply enjoyed a calm evening for a while.

Ian left just before ten, and we said our goodbyes by the door. He clapped me on the back once, gave Clare a hug, and walked off into the hallway with a satisfied look on his face. I watched him go until the elevator door closed, then headed back inside.

“That went so well,” Clare sighed with a bright smile, and she threw herself into my arms.

“Your father isn’t a difficult man to get along with,” I pointed out. “Why would you expect anything else?”

“Oh, you know how dads are…” she said as she released me. Then she snorted at the blank expression on my face. “Right. Dragon. My bad. Well, just know that men in this world are kind of up for a test when they meet their girlfriend’s dads, not that I expected him to dislike you. I’ve been singing your praises every time we’ve talked while he was out of town, but I’m just so glad you guys get along so easily.”

“Good.” I smiled and kissed her. “I’m glad as well. It would be annoying if your father was an idiot. There are too many of those in your world already.”

Clare snorted out a laugh at this while we returned to the couch, but not two minutes later, my phone buzzed in my back pocket.

I pulled it out.

“Hey, I sold you the car the other day,” it read. “The race is on tonight, but it’s a big one. 5k buy-in if you’re down. Pulaski & 47th. 11PM. Be fast or be last.”

I realized this was the sales rep from the other day, and I read the message twice. There was no fluff, and no pleasantries. Just straight to it.

The game was afoot, as the smartest man I’d watched so far on television would say.

“What’s up?” Clare asked.

I held up my phone. “Just got a message from the guy at the dealership. He suggested I try some races in the city, and there is one tonight at eleven. It’s at… Pulaski and 47th.”

“Wait, a race where?” She arched an eyebrow. “Aren’t those all underground races over there? Like… serious stuff?”

“I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “I figure I’ll check it out.”

Her expression shifted. There was concern at the edges of her lips, but mostly curiosity in her eyes.

“Are you going to race?” she asked.

“Yes, and I intend to win,” I said. “I want to see what kind of crowd shows up. There are no commitments for me to stick with it.”

She leaned in and rested a hand on my chest.

“Well…” she said. “Be safe.”

“I will.” I smiled.

She kissed me once. “Good luck anyway.”

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll be back soon.”

I grabbed some money from my vampire stash, left Clare’s apartment promptly, and headed to the parking garage. Then I slid into the Lambo and fired up the engine.

The parking garage echoed with the growl. The deep sound bounced off the concrete and made two pigeons flap off from a beam near the ceiling.

I put the address into my GPS, eased the car out onto the street, and headed south.

The city was still alive at ten-thirty. Lights glittered across the skyline, traffic buzzed at intersections, and storefronts were in the middle of locking down or lighting up. A couple walking their dog passed in front of me at a crosswalk.

The air smelled like exhaust, wet stone, and something frying in peanut oil as I headed down past Roosevelt. The buildings changed from glass high-rises to older brick apartments, and the streetlights got fewer as the sidewalks thinned out.

By the time I crossed into the southern industrial corridor, the city felt different.

It was quieter here as I passed a scrapyard. The fence was bent and patched with zip ties, and past that, there was a row of warehouses with faded signage and locked-up loading docks. Most of the buildings had heavy shutters or metal bars on the windows. Some had security lights that flickered when I drove by.

It was the part of the city where things happened after business hours, and the streets stretched wide here. The cars here were almost non-existent, though. This was the city’s quieter side, save for the loud breathing sounds old ductwork and underground steam vents made.

As I crept closer to 47th, something started to change.

A low thrum came from somewhere in the distance. It was the tuned and refined tones of exhaust notes and idling engines, and a grin spread across my face.
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Chapter 3

I turned a corner and spotted the first car.

It was a white with black and red 2023 Nissan GT-R NISMO. I knew for a fact that this car was equipped with hood vents, wide tires, and aftermarket diffusers because I’d seen that exact build in a tuning article a few weeks back. A shop out of Evanston had imported the wheels and modded the exhaust with a titanium HKS system.

It rolled slowly through the same direction I was headed.

Next to it and just slightly ahead sat a BMW M5 CS in matte olive green. It was a limited release with a V8 twin-turbo, and a carbon fiber roof. Gearheads on YouTube videos said that it handled like a scalpel in the hands of someone who knew what they were doing. That wasn’t a car someone randomly stumbled onto. It was a car someone chose because they knew exactly what they wanted to do with it.

I caught up with them and eased the Lambo up behind them.

Seeing those two was all I needed to feel the shift. This wasn’t some half-baked back-alley race with clunky Civics and amateurs. These people knew what they were doing. They meant business. And it hyped me up.

The Nissan GT-R NISMO, the M5 CS, and my Urus kept a steady pace heading south in loose formation. No one signaled, but it was like a silent understanding had formed the second our engines aligned. For a few more minutes, we stayed on the route and cut deeper into the city’s industrial gut.

The further we went, the sound of music got louder with every block. A heavy bassline thumped like a war drum, and mixed into it was the scattered growl of engines revving.

And then the lights appeared.

There were dozens of headlights, and a stream of high-powered machines lined both sides of the street ahead as the pale haze of concrete dust kicked up around them like mist.

I spotted the crowd, too. Groups were clustered and circling near hoods and trunks. Most of the girls were dressed in short skirts and tight tops, and others were in designer jackets.

Just before the main cluster of cars, two men stood near a makeshift checkpoint. One held a flashlight and scanned each vehicle as it approached, but he didn’t look like the usual Chicago guy I’d pass on the streets.

His face was smooth and round, like a polished stone, but he was probably from town. He was tall, dressed in a dark utility jacket and heavy black boots, with a mustache and goatee, bald head, neck tattoos, and narrow eyes. He flashed the light into the driver’s side of each vehicle, then nodded or waved them through one at a time.

Another guy stood ten feet ahead at a temporary roadblock that was cobbled together from sawhorses and mesh fencing. Once the first guy gave the signal, the second would lift the fence and let the car inside.

I had no official invite on me. The sales rep had only sent me a location. No QR code, no password. Nothing official. I hadn’t seen anyone turned away yet, but the way the guy at the checkpoint looked at each driver told me they were repeat runners.

I wasn’t one of them, but I wasn’t worried.

Because I caught the gatekeeper checking out the cars, too. He, like everyone here, must’ve been a serious fan of fast cars.

He looked at the cars like someone who knew what mattered, and if that was the case, and he knew anything at all about performance, builds, and reputation, then he’d recognize the car I was sitting in.

I watched the GT-R and the M5 get waved through with little more than a nod.

Then it was my turn.

I rolled up slowly. The man stepped in front of the car, raised his flashlight, and pointed it into the cabin.

He didn’t speak. He just looked me dead in the eyes, then lowered the light toward the hood. The beam slid across the front grille, the emblem, and the matte black finish.

His expression didn’t change at first.

Then he stepped closer. His brow lowered slightly, like he wasn’t sure what he was seeing, before he walked a slow arc around the front. The flashlight traced the curve of the wheels, the tight lines of the body, the height, and the stance.

Then he gave a low whistle, nodded, and with a flick of his hand, he waved me forward.

The man at the roadblock opened the gate, and I rolled through without a word.

Apparently, I didn’t need to say anything. The car spoke for me.

Up close, the view here was even better, and I decided this was my kind of gathering.

Dozens of low, sleek, and loud-engined custom cars lined both sides of the cracked street. Most were modded beyond anything I’d seen parked anywhere else, and the music thumped out of trunk systems big enough to level drywall. The bass crawled up through the soles of my boots even inside my car, and the scent of fuel, burnt rubber, cologne, and cigarette smoke hung thick in the air that drifted through my open window.

Crews clustered around their cars like street kings holding court. Drivers leaned on hoods or sat perched up high while looking half-drunk on attention. Girls hovered close, touching their shoulders and laughing too loud, and I could identify the fastest drivers by how many people crowded around them.

Half a dozen people were fanning the best of them, handing them drinks, and massaging their egos.

I parked the Urus near a row of machines and watched the crowd. No one approached me yet, but I caught the half-curious and half-judging looks. A few people nodded in approval, and one or two guys narrowed their eyes to try and figure out if the car was for show or if the driver behind it could actually move.

I didn’t mind keeping to myself. I wasn’t here to talk, I was here to win.

A knock tapped against my passenger-side window. I looked over and found the dealership sales rep standing outside. He grinned like he’d just walked into his favorite movie, so I unlocked the door, and he slid in.

“I can recognize this beauty from a mile away,” he said and patted the dash. “She still purrs?”

“She purrs when I let her,” I said.

He nodded and scanned the crowd.

“Alright, here’s what you should know,” he said. “See the black Supra by the wall? Don’t mess with the guy standing next to it. Name’s T-bag. He drives like a psycho, aggressive corners and shows no fear at all. That Civic three cars down from him? Don’t let the shell fool you. It’s stripped down and tuned like crazy. Lightweight as hell. But the driver’s sloppy under pressure. You can take him.”

I nodded once.

“And the course?” I asked.

He gestured out the windshield.

“We’re doing the Pulaski loop,” he said. “Starts straight through this stretch, then loops behind the warehouse row, then a downhill curve. Two hairpins. Watch the second one. It’s deadly. No rail, bad grip.”

“You know a lot for someone not behind the wheel.” I smirked.

“I drive,” he said. “I just don’t race.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Drivers here have to be brave.” He shrugged. “As much as I love cars… I’m not that brave.”

“You’re about to be.” I looked at him.

“What?” He blinked.

“You’re staying in the car with me,” I said.

First he looked excited, and then pure panic seemed to settle over his features.

“Wait. What?” he asked.

“First race.” I nodded. “I need someone to hold my water bottle.”

“You serious?” He froze.

“Dead serious,” I said.

He swallowed hard. “I— uh— I mean, okay, yeah. Sure. I guess—”

“Be a man,” I said bluntly. “You might finally sleep with a girl after this.”

“How do you know I’m a virgin?” He choked on a wide-eyed laugh.

I looked him over once. “I can smell it on you.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded with total conviction.

“I’ll be brave,” he said. “We’ve fucking got this.”

Before I could respond, a sudden gust of motion rushed past us.

A low-slung McLaren 765LT with gunmetal-gray and orange brake calipers pulled up right in front of the Urus. It rumbled once, settled into place, and shut off. The second it did, the crowd turned like they’d just heard a bell.

Fans ran over, and even the flashy drivers from before backed up to make room.

The doors lifted up in sync like wings, and a short, stocky guy with a tattoo sleeve, black shirt, and black jeans stepped out. He had the frame of a hard worker, and he could’ve been a statue with how stiff he looked.

The kid beside me went pale. I didn’t have to ask, but I did anyway.

“Snake Eyes?” I guessed.

“Snake Eyes.” His voice dropped to a whisper.

I looked again. The crowd around him moved with reverence, and even the loud music seemed to die down a little.

I smiled. “Excellent. I was afraid no one would actually give me a challenge tonight. This fixes things.”

The kid said nothing. He just stared at me and swallowed loudly.

“Where do I sign up?” I asked.

He blinked and snapped out of it. “You gotta pay the Race Master.”

At that moment, a man jumped onto a stack of tires in the center of the lot. He wore board shorts, a tank top, and sunglasses with heart-shaped, purple-tinted lenses even though it was only forty degrees in Chicago this evening. He held a megaphone in one hand and raised it to his mouth.

“Racers,” he shouted. “You know the deal. Buy-in is five grand this evening. Cash only.”

He lifted a plastic bucket with neon tape wrapped around it and shook it above his head.

“Feed the bucket!” he shouted.

Laughter and cheers rippled through the crowd as drivers stepped forward with envelopes and bills in hand.

I cracked my neck and reached into the glove compartment. Time to pay up and shut this place down.

The Race Master paced back and forth on top of the tires like he was born to narrate chaos. His heart-shaped glasses reflected the swirl of headlights and neon, and he waved the glowing bucket over his head like it was a religious artifact.

“You’ll get a tag after payment,” he shouted into the megaphone. “Winner takes everything. Cash, respect, and the best starting position next run.”

That got the crowd going. Someone revved an engine hard. Another guy shouted, “Let’s go!” and laughter rippled down the block.

I stepped out of the Lambo with the envelope already in hand.

The sales rep scrambled to follow, and he half-jogged to keep up. He didn’t look so confident anymore, and his eyes darted around like he’d stepped into the wrong side of a movie.

I couldn’t blame him. He was clearly an admirer of this Snake Eyes man, and he was now walking with someone intent on dethroning the man himself.

I’d make it worth his while, though.

I walked toward the Race Master and waited in line behind a guy handing off a roll of rubber-banded bills. The bucket clinked and thudded as money dropped in, and everyone just paid, nodded, and walked off with a small black wristband tag slapped around their arm.

When it was my turn, I handed the envelope to the race master, he counted the money, and placed it in the bucket. Then he eyed me from behind the purple-tinted shades, grinned, and slid a tag onto my wrist.

I was racer number six.

He didn’t say anything, so I turned to head back toward the car.

“Hey, watch it!” someone shouted.

The voice came from just to my left. I glanced sideways and caught the sales rep peeling himself off of someone he’d stumbled into.

It was Snake Eyes.

Fans clustered nearby like furniture pieces that had followed him on instinct. The sales rep had walked too close, though, and he must’ve bumped straight into Snake Eyes.

“Sorry,” the kid stammered. “Didn’t mean to—”

Before he could finish, two men in tight t-shirts and hardened with muscle stepped in. They took position just ahead of the racer like trained dogs, and then one shoved the kid back lightly. It was the kind of shove that would come with consequences if he didn’t take the hint, and I narrowed my eyes slightly.

“I said I’m sorry,” the rep tried again.

Snake Eyes stepped forward. He didn’t say anything at first as his eyes remained calm. Dead calm. Then he stepped closer and raised a hand to push the kid back himself.

I got there before he could. I moved in and stood between them like a silent bird of prey suddenly swooping in.

Snake Eyes’ scoffed at the arrival of my broad chest between him and the kid, and he shoved me as hard as he could, but I didn’t move. I didn’t even flinch, and when he tried to push again, I didn’t budge.

Maybe he thought being a big deal around here meant I’d fold, or step aside, or play nice. But I’d forgotten more ways to inflict pain than he’d ever learn, and I was known to be a bit of a hothead every now and then.

What could I say? Dragons didn’t tend to break their habits.

So we stood there inches apart for a moment, with his hand flat against my chest as I stared at him without blinking.

He stopped trying to shove me, and his eyes narrowed.

I could feel the tension around us shift. More people nearby started to pay attention the way crowds do when they smell heat coming off a situation.

But I didn’t say anything. And neither did he.

The sales rep broke the silence.

“I didn’t mean it,” he said quickly. “I just wasn’t looking. My bad. All good now.”

I held the stare for one more beat.

Then I stepped back and turned toward the car.

The rep followed behind me practically glued to my side. As soon as we reached the Lambo, he climbed in, shut the door quietly, and fastened his seatbelt faster than I thought he could move.

“Jesus,” he said under his breath.

“Nice guy,” I snorted.

“Yeah, he’s fucking terrifying,” he admitted. “But a hell of a driver.”

“We’ll see about that.” I started the engine.

We fell into line behind the others. The lead cars had started rolling out at slow parade speed, and their engines hummed like an orchestra warming up. A few of them bounced off rev limiters just to stir the crowd, but one backfired hard, and sparks flickered from another’s exhaust.

The route curved behind the main lot and looped through a narrow stretch between two warehouses. This was the lead-up to the actual starting line.

As I rolled forward, I glanced left.

The McLaren pulled ahead and drifted slightly into view, and Snake Eyes sat behind the wheel. He turned his head slowly and stared at me with a flat expression right at me as he rolled past.

I didn’t look away, and neither did he.

Eventually, the road curved, and we broke line of sight.

I tapped the steering wheel once, just to feel the leather flex under my grip.

“He hates you now,” the wide-eyed sales rep said.

“Good,” I replied.

“This is wild.” He exhaled a shaky breath.

“I hoped it would be,” I said. “I need a good challenge in my life.”

“Are we really doing this?” He looked over.

“We’re already in it,” I pointed out with a blunt glance at the young man. “I’ve got the wristband, I’ve got the gas, and I’m not stopping long enough for you to jump out, either.”

The kid smiled, then caught himself. “I swear, if we survive this—”

“You might lose your virginity,” I reminded him. “Everyone wins in that scenario.”

He nodded like I had just given him his purpose in life.

The racers began to slow ahead as they pulled into staggered rows. The chalk-lined starting point came into view, and two floodlights powered by a portable generator illuminated the space.

A girl in a crop top stood near the line holding a starting flag in one hand and sipping from a thermos with the other.

The night was about to explode.

Engines rumbled low as we lined up. There were eight cars, and everyone paired off to create four groups in a line. Then the girl with the flag raised one hand.

The music cut. Even the air held its breath.

“Any last words?” the sales rep asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “What is your name?”

“Wait…” he looked shocked. “You haven’t known my name this entire time?”

I nodded.

“It’s Bailey–” he replied, but was interrupted by the flag dropping and the start of the race.

Rubber screamed as tires spun, and our exhausts flared. Every engine roared like it was fighting for its life, but I pushed down in a controlled way and let the Lambo bite hard into the asphalt without overcommitting.

The sales rep screamed beside me, either out of shock or joy. It was hard to say, but his hands gripped the seat tight as we shot forward.

The pack moved like a swarm, with engines weaving and switching lanes early. It was a blur of chrome and taillights for the first quarter mile.

I didn’t waste time checking my mirrors. I watched Snake Eyes. He was the only one that mattered.

He was two cars ahead on the left, and he rode tight to the curb like it was stitched into the course. His McLaren was low, and it moved like it had memorized the road in advance. But I wasn’t impressed.

Bailey kept his eyes wide and started calling out turns like he’d rehearsed it.

“First sharp’s coming!” he yelled. “Easy left, short right after. Then the long bend.”

I followed the flow. I let a few of the louder drivers swing wide and scrape the edge of the cones. They were all flash and seemed like rookies trying to prove they belonged, but I kept to the inside and remained silent and smooth.

The first quarter of the race passed, and all eight cars were still in it.

I pressed harder, and the Lambo responded instantly. The engine screamed as I pushed past one of the modded Hondas and slid in front of the Nissan GT-R NISMO from earlier.

He couldn’t hold his line at the speeds we were hitting now.

We were moving fast enough that the blur became pressure around me, and the wheel felt heavier in my hands. The tires grabbed the road like claws digging into prey, and I relished the sensation as I pressed the pedal a little harder.

The front three were me, Snake Eyes, and T-Bag, the driver Bailey had pointed to earlier.

“This is it,” Bailey said as he leaned forward. “Midpoint’s the killer turn. Watch the gravel on the outside. Don’t let it pull you.”

Just ahead, Snake Eyes took a tight inside curve. He did it so clean, I smirked, but T-Bag tried to swing outside and nearly clipped a barrier.

I took the opportunity, downshifted, cut tight, and slid past him on the inside.

Now it was just Snake Eyes and me, and we’d just passed the halfway point.

He was fast, there was no question about that. But I was better.

He took curves tight, but I took them smoother. He revved too hard on the straight, while I let the car do the work. Each move he made, I read a beat ahead like I always did when I was on the road, and I wasn’t worried at all, no matter how his McLaren snarled behind its tinted windows.

I was already past him by the next long bend.

I heard the sales rep gasp.

“No way, no way!” he screamed as a massive smile spread on his face.

I grinned as well, and the road opened ahead for the last stretch.

I hit the final turn, and the Lambo carved through it like a blade through smoke. Snake Eyes tried to follow my line, but he missed the angle. He was a half a second too slow, and that was all I needed.

I crossed the finish line clean, and the crowd erupted before I even slowed the car.

Smoke and noise exploded around the lot. Music kicked back in, and people were shouting, clapping, and waving hats in the air.

I coasted into the lot and parked back where we’d started. Bailey didn’t even wait for me to kill the engine before he burst out of the car and was immediately swallowed by the crowd. Mostly the fine women gathered around, which made me chuckle a bit.

Humans were incredibly predictable.

The women surrounded him like he was the one who drove. They were screaming, grabbing, and asking questions, and he laughed in an obviously overwhelmed way and raised his arms up in surrender.

I stepped out after him.

People rushed toward me too, and there were many more people in the mix than with Bailey. They all had their hands reached out, and phones came up for pictures as men and women alike clustered around me.

I ignored all the noise and all the people. The bucket was the only destination in my mind.

The Race Master stood near his tower of tires and spun the now-heavy cash bucket in one hand like it weighed nothing.

“Wow. What a race!” he shouted through the megaphone. “Snake Eyes has been defeated at last! By a nobody as well! This is what we race for, ladies and gentlemen…”

He looked over the rim of his sunglasses as I approached with a wide grin on his face.

Before I could get there, I saw Snake Eyes.

He stood just off to the side of the crowd. He was surrounded by his crew of black shirts, but I only saw him. They formed a loose arc like shadows waiting for commands, and in the center of the group, Snake Eyes had a look of disgust on his face.

He didn’t look like someone who simply lost a race tonight. He looked like someone who took it personally.

Neither he nor his crew moved. They just watched me, and for his own good, I hoped that was all there’d be to it.

The Race Master handed me a thick stack of money that was rubber-banded together, and heavy.

“The forty thousand is all yours,” the man said. “What’s your name, racer?”

I realized other drivers had not used their real names, instead they used names like Snake Eyes and T-Bag. So I did the same.

“DragonCrest,” I replied.

“Badass,” the race master said with a loud whoop after.

He clapped my shoulder and stepped aside, and I turned back once more and walked away.

“Make some noise for DragonCrest,” the race master said as I walked away.

The crowd went wild. They clapped, cheered, and shouted ‘DragonCrest’ as I walked, and the whole time, Snake Eyes watched me receive the praise he usually did.

I saw Bailey, the sales rep, out of the corner of my eye getting whisked away into a dark corner by two girls in short skirts. If he had any sense, they were his for the taking, and my promise to him was kept.

It was time to head back to Clare’s. I’d won the money, so my work here was done.

I got back into my Lambo and headed for the exit as the race master called the next race, with a lower buy-in and prize money.

As I glanced in my rearview mirror, I saw that Snake Eyes hadn’t moved. He was still watching me.

This wasn’t over. I knew as much by that one look alone.

I wasn’t even five minutes out from the lot when the shit began.

Chain-link fences made noises in the wind, and beside them were shuttered loading bays and long alleys that looked so deserted and cold, they sent a slight chill down my spine. The roads narrowed, and the streetlights stretched farther apart, and while I could still hear the distant beat of the music, the crowd was long gone.

I saw the lights in my rearview mirror first. Two cars followed behind me, along with Snake Eyes’ McLaren.

They weren’t just following me, though. They were closing in.

I made two quick turns, and they stayed with me, so there was no confusing the situation.

They were hunting, but boy had they picked the wrong driver to track.

I took my foot off the accelerator and let them catch up because I genuinely didn’t give a shit. What the fuck were a bunch of human men going to do that a dragon couldn’t counter in seconds flat?

A block later, I turned into a dead end and waited for them to come in, too.

They did. A pair of Chargers pulled up behind me at first, and their tires squealed to a stop as they blocked my exit. Behind them, Snake Eyes’ McLaren slid to a halt.

I waited in the Lambo as the doors of both cars opened.

Snake Eyes stepped out first. His hoodie was up now, and his hands were in his front pockets. He didn’t walk fast as two men followed him, one from each car, and they both held weapons.

They weren’t waving them in the air. These weren’t rookies trying to scare someone. These were guns drawn for one reason.

I opened the door and stepped out.

As the cold night wind moved softly down the dead end, it picked up pieces of paper and trash and slid them between us like ghosts. The only sounds were the ticking of the cooling engines.

Then there was the click of the safety coming off a gun.

“What do you want?” I asked.

No one said a thing.

All three had matching narrow-looking eyes that I’d seen on a lot of people in this world, and they tilted up slightly at the corners. They were also equally stout in height and muscular in build, and the man on the left rested a short-barreled pistol against his thigh as he stared me down. The other man flanking Snake Eyes was slightly thinner, with a shaved head and a twitch in his left eye. His weapon was already angled to fire.

Snake Eyes walked toward me and stopped two feet away.

“Nice car,” he said.

I didn’t respond.

He looked at the Lambo, then at me.

“Give me my money,” he said.

“Your money?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Not only are you a bad driver,” I said. “You must be dumb, too.”

His eyes didn’t blink. His jaw was tight, and he had a cold look in his expression that read like there was no limit to how far he’d go for something.

“You’re not from here,” he said. “You don’t know what you walked into.”

“I walked into a race.” I kept my eyes on him. “And beat you.”

One of his men took a step forward and lifted the barrel of his gun just slightly. The metal caught the glare of the streetlight.

Snake Eyes didn’t stop him. He leaned in instead.

“You look like a smart man,” he said. “And like you said, I’m dumb, so there’s just no telling what I’m capable of.”

I could smell smoke on his breath. I hated the smell of smoke these humans created with cigarettes and all else. None of it was as pure and cleansing as the smoke that came from dragonfire.

“Look, I’ve got to head home,” I said. “My girl is expecting me. Just don’t lose next time, and you’ll get to have money. It’s a strikingly simple concept, most humans can keep up with it.”

I raised my hand and tapped him on the shoulder twice.

He gritted his teeth, but didn’t say anything right away.

Before I could drop my hands, the two goons behind him stepped forward. One grabbed my left arm and the other my right, and neither of them knew that I’d let them do it.

I was curious how they thought this was going to work out in their favor, but I didn’t mind waiting to find out.

Snake Eyes tilted his head and studied my entirely unconcerned face. His hand raised his shirt and showed the handle of his gun sticking out of his jeans, and I cocked an eyebrow.

“Where I’m from…” He smiled. “Disrespect like that gets paid for in pain. You don’t just get to walk off with my money and a smile.”

I laughed. “First of all, you’re more likely to shoot your own dick off with your weapon positioned like that. That’s the first lesson anyone with a gun should know.”

The man’s eyes narrowed even more, and I rolled my eyes.

“Fine, then do it,” I said. “Go on, attempt to kill me.”

His men shifted nervously.

“Come on, let’s find out if you’re willing to die for your pride,” I said. “Right here. Right now. I’ll even promise not to shoot your dick off if you manage not to do it yourself.”

Without a word, Snake Eyes reached under his shirt and pulled out his gun.

He raised it to my head with great pace and power, and he pressed the cold muzzle right between my eyes. His movement told me this was practiced, and up close, I could see the skin at the base of his finger tighten over the trigger.

There was no bluff or hesitation.

His breathing was normal, and his eyes were steady like he’d already made peace with the fallout.

The two men on either side of me didn’t move, and neither did I. I knew what I had to do. I could feel the heat building in my chest, and my scales were prepared to protect me from the bullet.

If this was it, I’d easily burn them all to ash.

My bones tensed, and pressure folded through my limbs as my dragon side began to break through my skin.

But then something even I didn’t expect happened.

I sensed a very powerful aura suddenly coming from the left with great speed.

A sound ripped through the night, and with a crash, a hulking figure barreled out of the darkness and straight into Snake Eyes.

The creature’s flesh was gray, and it was hunched and massive with too-long limbs, glowing eyes, and curved tusks that jutted from its mouth like jagged stone. Its skin shimmered strangely, like oil floating on water, but the biggest surprise was that I didn’t know what the hell it was.

I’d never seen a monster like this before.

Still, I knew immediately that this thing was bad news. It was malice, that much I could sense easily. It was obstruction given form, and it slammed into Snake Eyes like a freight train.

Then it did it again. Over and over again, the beast rammed its ugly, tusked head into the man and took a chunk of flesh and sinew with him every time as the two lackeys screamed and stumbled backward. Its claws tore into his side, lifted him clean off the ground, and slammed him into the pavement like a toy.

Snake Eyes screamed, but it came out like a gurgle.

The two men behind me raised their guns, but something was wrong.

Their faces went slack. Their eyes went glassy.

Then, as if possessed, they turned their guns on each other.

Pop. Crack.

The slimmer one took a bullet to the shoulder, spun, and dropped. The stockier one took a bullet straight to the head, and blood sprayed across the alley wall. They collapsed together, like puppets whose strings had been cut.

The presence seemed to have driven the two men mad…

I frowned in utter confusion as I surveyed the carnage around me and took stock of the situation I’d found myself in.

The monster hadn’t touched me yet, but I could feel it pressing against my mind like a wall it wasn’t allowed to pass through. It was like a force made of stubborn will was radiating from the beast, and it wore the mind-bending presence around itself like a cloak.

The beast turned its attention back to Snake Eyes on the ground. His flesh was already torn, and his limbs were twitching.

“NO,” Snake Eyes gasped.

The beast didn’t care. It opened its jaws and CRUNCH.

Snake Eyes’ head disappeared between those tusks. The body twitched once. Then he didn’t move again.

Blood spilled across the ground and steamed in the cold air as the creature finally lifted its head and looked at me, and I felt its curiosity.

My muscles doubled in thickness, and my skin hardened like ancient steel wrapped in scales as my claws pushed through my fingertips.

I dug in and prepared to release a huge ball of dragonfire at it, but the beast tensed.

The air around it shimmered like reality had bent at the edges. Then the streetlights blinked twice and dimmed, and the beast vanished.

One blink, it was there. The next, it wasn’t. It was like it had never existed.

Except the blood on the ground said otherwise.

Behind me, the slimmer of the two thugs looked up at me. He was the last one left, and his eyes went wide as he scrambled back on his elbows and screamed at the sight of me.

“Lóng!” he shrieked. “Lóng!”

He dropped his gun and bolted into the dark, even slipping on his own blood as he ran.

I stood still for a long moment with my chest rising and falling. My scales retracted slowly beneath my flesh, and I walked forward and stopped beside what was left of Snake Eyes.

The body was half-eaten. His limbs were twisted, and one eye was still open in shock.

I crouched beside him. Whatever he had been, whether criminal, racer, or soldier, one thing was for sure: he hadn’t deserved to go out like that.

No one did.

I looked down at the torn flesh and the shattered ribs, and I shook my head.

“What the hell was that thing?” I murmured.
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Chapter 4

Clare slouched in the passenger seat and sipped her coffee as we pulled out from her building.

“So,” she glanced sideways, “how’d the race go?”

I didn’t answer right away as I tried to decide which part of the night to tell her about first. She’d been asleep when I got back from the race, but I decided it made sense to start with the simple parts and work my way up the ladder of difficulty.

“I won,” I said eventually.

“That’s all?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head.

I watched the traffic roll by. It was light, which made the perfect background for our conversation. Too much traffic would have been painstaking, and I would have to concentrate more. The streets were waking up, but my mind hadn’t fully shut down from the night before.

“Talk to me.” Clare shifted in her seat.

I filled her in on how the race had gone, and about the forty thousand dollars I’d won. Then I told her about Snake Eyes following me, and she paled to the whitest shade I’d ever seen on a human when I got to the part about him putting a gun to my head.

I barreled on to the part where he got fucking mauled to death, thinking it would ease her worries, but it only caused her to gape in terror.

“What kind of monster was it?” she demanded.

“Nothing like I’ve ever seen in my world,” I admitted.

She blinked. “How can there be monsters that you don’t know about? You’re sure you’ve never seen it?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It ripped into Snake Eyes quite effectively, and also possessed the other two and made them turn on each other. One shot the other in the head, then took a bullet to the shoulder himself.”

“Jesus.” Clare’s jaw tensed. “How?”

“I’m honestly not sure, I’ve never seen anything like it before,” I said. “But I felt it. Like it was bending reality just by being there. The monster noticed me, too, it seemed to sense I was similar to it. When I shifted, it watched. Then vanished.”

“Vanished?” She almost spilled her coffee.

“Yeah,” I said. “It didn’t run or jump or fade. It folded out of the street like space let go of it.”

Clare stared at me like I’d told her a fairytale.

“We’re going to need to figure out what the hell that thing was,” I added. “That’s for sure. I don’t like the idea of it running loose in Chicago.”

“Yeah, no shit!” Clare groaned.

There was no telling how to track the creature or if it would show up again, but I had a feeling last night wouldn’t be the last time we crossed paths. Strong creatures like myself naturally attracted other powerful creatures, it was the unwritten rule of nature, and I’d already seen that it applied as much in this world as it had in Coilfell.

We pulled up to the curb near Peter’s and got out of the car. Clare was silent and seemed to be locked in deep thought, maybe about the creature or what she was going to have for dinner. But I could bet my company that it was on the former.

Even when we met the others in the kitchen, she didn’t say a word.

“Cat got your tongue, Clare?” Gary joked.

“Huh?” Clare replied, and it was obvious she hadn’t been listening.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, just tired,” Clare lied.

I took this chance to say a couple things about the work on Shaunna’s kitchen, and get everyone– Clare especially– in the mindset to work.

“Guys, thanks to you all, we took a two-week project and made it nine days,” I said. “I appreciate the extra focus and effort you’ve been putting in, but I’m thinking we can finish it up today. I know we have two more days promised to Shaunna, but let’s dig in, do one final hustle, and take tomorrow off. Sound good?”

“Aye boss,” Kevin said with a grin.

“I’m in,” Dave agreed.

“Do we get a raise?” Gary joked.

“Dream on,” Clare replied.

That was it. They all seemed to get their heads back into the work, so we got to it.

Dave wiped down the glass on the overhead fixtures, while Kevin crouched at the baseboard with his trim gun and lined up the final pieces. Gary tightened the pendant lights over the island with slow, deliberate turns, and Clare stood back with her arms crossed and watched every movement like a forewoman doing final inspections.

“To the left a hair,” she said to Gary. “You’re drifting off center.”

“Copy that,” Gary muttered and nudged it slightly. “Sink alignment?”

“Better,” she added.

I ran a smoothing tool across a fresh bead of caulk around the backsplash, cleaned the tip, then hit one last cabinet corner with a microfiber cloth.

The kitchen had gone from halfway-there to full-blown modern: white quartz counters, matte black fixtures, walnut cabinets with soft-close hinges. Warm underlight on the shelves gave it a soft glow, and it was the kind of kitchen that could stop a conversation mid-sentence just by walking into it.

Clare opened every drawer and checked that they were silent and moved smoothly.

“Clean enough to eat off.” Dave stepped back from the fixtures.

Gary climbed down and gave a stretch. “Lights are locked in, and the wiring’s tight. Not a flicker.”

Kevin stood, checked the final base trim, and slapped his hands together.

“That’s a wrap,” he said.

Just as we were packing up the last of the tools, we heard the front door swing open and the unmistakable echo of heels on wood. Before long Shaunna was with us.

“Oh, my god!” Shaunna Dallman swept into the room like she was walking down a red carpet.

She wore big sunglasses, and her hair looked recently done. She stopped at the kitchen entrance and clutched her phone to her chest like she was seeing it for the first time.

She seemed to be in a good mood. I hadn’t been working with her for long, but I could already tell her mood went up and down like the stock market so many people reported on here. When she wasn’t like a witch, she was incredibly happy and left no space for breaths between words.

‘Wildly eccentric’ did no justice to her peaks and lows.

“Look at this! Look at it!” she gasped, and her hands flared out like she was about to faint. “It’s like a dream! I could live in this kitchen. Peter is going to pass out. I just know it.”

“We’re glad you’re happy with it.” Clare gave her a polite smile.

“Happy?” Shaunna blinked like Clare had missed the point. “I’m obsessed.”

She started snapping pictures from every angle.

“I’ve already got a mood board for the florals,” she said. “I’m having a charcuterie board brought in from a place in the Loop for the party– don’t ask how much it cost, you’ll scream.”

She paused mid-snap and turned toward me.

“Oh! And don’t forget what I told you, handsome,” she said. “The girls will love to meet you after this masterpiece, and they all want renovations done on their homes.”

“Understood,” I said with a smile.

“You’ll be getting a printed invite in the mail,” she added. “And remember, bring a plus one. We love couples.”

Shaunna went right back to photographing the corner of the kitchen like it was a priceless painting.

“Anyway, tag me in your post if you put this up,” Shaunna said. “Or don’t. I’ll tag you and Cloud Contracting either way. This kitchen? Too good not to share.”

She blew an air kiss toward us all, gathered her sunglasses, and floated out of the kitchen humming to herself.

“She’s a force of nature.” Gary let out a low whistle once the door clicked shut. “Peter must be a strong man.”

“True.” Clare nodded. “Explains why Peter’s paying us heavily.”

“Yeah, a cool million is a nice round number,” Kevin added. “Definitely worth the hassle.”

“Send Peter a message that we are through,” I told Clare.

“Already on it.” She pulled out her phone.

We packed up the tools and stepped out in the midafternoon and felt the autumn breeze.

The job was done ahead of schedule, and I grinned with pride.

Business was getting easier and easier for me.

I turned to Clare. “Headquarters next?”

“Let’s go see if it feels like home.” She nodded.

I said goodbye to the guys. We were done with the job, so they were free until the next job started, and Clare and I got into the car. She put the coordinates we needed in the GPS, and we were off.

In no time, we were on the highway heading away from Peter’s.

The highway gave way to surface roads, and the traffic thickened just enough to slow the pace. After a few minutes on the road, we passed a series of old corner markets and shops painted in red and gold. Then I caught sight of a large, ornate, arched gate roofed in green tile with characters carved into white stone.

“What is that?” I asked and eased off the gas.

“Chinatown,” Clare said and sat up a little straighter. “That’s the main gate.”

I looked around.

It was afternoon, just past one, and the place was fully alive. Cars lined both sides of the street, and some were parked at impossible angles. Bright signage flashed in bold red characters above storefronts. Fishmongers hosed down concrete walkways in front of open stalls. Steam poured from the open windows of noodle shops, and people crossed in every direction without waiting for the lights.

“I’ve never driven through there,” I said.

“Really?” she asked. “I’ve skirted the edge a few times. But never really explored it. It’s worth knowing. Some of the best food in the city is down here. Dumplings, hot pot, roast duck. You just have to know where to go.”

“Maybe we should after we’re done,” I said.

We rolled forward, and I saw a narrow street where rows of red lanterns hung between two brick buildings like strung-up fire.

“But it’s not all sweet buns and bao,” she added.

“How so?” I glanced over.

“Some of these spots,” she said. “They’ve got other business going on. Off-books. Not always friendly. Some of it’s old-school gang stuff, like money laundering, gambling rooms, backdoor deals.”

“Are they still active?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah.” She nodded. “It doesn’t go away. It just gets quieter. You learn what corners to avoid, what looks too clean, too quiet. There’s a rhythm here.”

I took another brief look.

“You’d be fine. You know how to carry yourself.” She looked at me pointedly.

“Appreciate the vote of confidence.” I smirked.

“Just don’t go flashing cash or confidence on the wrong block, and you’ll be good.” Clare leaned back in her seat again.

“Noted,” I laughed.

We left the color and buzz of Chinatown behind, and the road got quieter as we pulled into the near-south corridor where an old industrial zone was being slowly converted into a playground for developers. It was a mix of cleaned-up warehouses and renovated lofts, paired with blocks that still looked like they hadn’t seen sunlight in a decade.

The building we were hoping to select for our business headquarters was tucked between a creative agency with a yellow door and a packaging warehouse that looked ancient. Our new space sat in the middle at two stories high, with full brick siding, tall windows with black trim, and a fresh coat of paint that made it clear someone had invested in its future.

A woman stood out front waiting for us, and I realized Clare must have texted her ahead of time.

She looked to be in her early thirties and was taller than Clare, maybe mid-level management somewhere. She wore square-toed flats, a crisp black blazer over jeans, and had a clipboard under one arm. Her brown hair was tied back in a practical bun, and nothing about her screamed personality, but everything about her said she didn’t miss much.

“You must be the Cloud team,” she said as we stepped out of the car.

“Clare.” She nodded and stepped forward. “This is Ethan.”

The woman shook both our hands, businesslike.

“Jordan,” she said. “I’m with the property group. I’ll be giving the walkthrough.”

She gestured to the steel door and keyed in a short code. The lock buzzed, and she pulled it open.

“The front entry’s been upgraded,” she began. “Keypad plus manual override. Cameras outside. We’re wired for fiber. Comes with the lease.”

Inside, the space opened up.

It had exposed ductwork, fresh drywall along two walls, and one full wall of worn red brick, which looked like it was original to the building. Sunlight flooded through the tall windows and cast wide golden stripes across the polished concrete.

Jordan walked a few paces ahead and clicked her pen against the clipboard.

“Main floor’s just under eighteen hundred square feet,” she continued. “Zoned for light commercial use. Good for teams under twenty, with room to expand.”

We followed and took in every detail.

The place was little more than bones and could definitely use some character.

“Here’s your private storage room.” She pointed toward the back corner. “Reinforced walls, concrete floor. It’s been used for tools, contractor materials, even local art installation storage.”

“Solid.” Clare stepped inside and tested a shelf.

“Industrial-grade brackets.” Jordan nodded. “Up to three hundred pounds per rack. Fire-resistant. Secure from the main floor.”

“And this?” I asked and motioned to the roll-up door.

“Truck bay,” she said. “Two standard utility vans fit comfortably. If you want to install a small lift or compressor system later, it’s permitted under the lease with notice.”

Clare and I exchanged a look.

“This’ll work,” she murmured.

“It will indeed.” I nodded.

We moved to the center of the open floor.

Jordan made a few notes on her clipboard, then gestured toward the metal stairs at the far side.

“Mezzanine’s a bonus,” she said. “Six hundred and fifty square feet. Overlooks the main floor. Good for office desks, admin space, or a small meeting area.”

We climbed the steps. It was steel underfoot, and sturdy but slightly echoey. Up top, the railing overlooked the entire floor, and the light hit differently from up here.

Clare stood at the edge and surveyed it.

“I’ll take that corner,” she whispered to me and pointed to a glass-paned section tucked under the far window. “It’s backlit, quiet, and with a clean line of sight to everything.”

“We’re planning to hire an admin eventually,” I added. “Front desk. Orders. Call intake.”

“The space is designed to flex.” Jordan made another note. “If you want to install a small conference divider or acoustic baffle, just run it through me.”

“Appreciate it,” Clare said.

We headed back down. Jordan handed Clare a printed lease packet, then clipped her pen back to the board.

“No pressure,” she said. “But this one won’t last long. You’re not the only team looking to grow.”

“We’ll take it,” I said to Jordan.

“Great.” Jordan nodded. “Wise choice. I’ll get the paperwork prepped.”

She shook our hands again and was halfway out the door by the time we turned back toward the space.

When she was gone, Clare looked around the outside surroundings. We were alone now.

“I can see it,” she said. “Logo on the wall. Trucks. Crew in uniform. We could run a whole fleet out of here.”

I stepped to the center of the room and looked around again. It wasn’t as large as my cave had been, but it did have promise. I could easily imagine filling the space with plenty of equipment and acquired machinery over time, and all of that would mean I could take on bigger, and more lucrative, jobs.

“Yes, this is the start of something big,” I said before we headed to the Urus.

We got back to Clare’s apartment just after seven. The drive back was uneventful, but there was a lot of talk about the company’s future. We were at an exciting moment in time.

We parked in the garage and rode the elevator up in comfortable silence.

Inside, Clare tossed her keys on the counter and slipped off her boots. I dropped onto the couch, stretched out my legs, and let the day settle in my shoulders.

“You hungry?” she asked.

“Starving. What’re you thinking?” I asked.

“Italian,” she said, like the decision had been made hours ago. “I’m craving garlic and carbs.”

She opened the delivery app and scrolled.

“Hey,” I said. “About those uniforms. You get anywhere?”

“Actually, yeah.” Clare nodded. “I’ve been talking to a manufacturer out of Joliet. Local. Clean prints, decent pricing. We’re bouncing ideas back and forth.”

“What’s the hold-up?” I asked.

“Color scheme,” she said. “And fabric. They keep trying to push this poly-blend nonsense. I want them to be breathable. Washable. Something the crew can sweat in without smelling like death.”

“Good call,” I said. “Well, hurry up, so we can move to the designing and production phase.”

“I will,” she assured me.

Then Clare selected the restaurant, tapped a few things on the screen, and held up the order for me to check. She’d ordered pasta, bread, and chicken parm with extra garlic knots.

“Approved,” I said. “But add some pizza please, and let’s text the others the address for the new spot. We’ll meet there at about one tomorrow. That’ll give Dave and Gary time to sleep in for once.”

“They’ll love it.” She smiled.

“We’ll show them what we’re building for us,” I replied.

Clare sent the messages, then dropped her phone on the counter.

Dinner arrived forty minutes later, and we ate at the kitchen island. When we were done, we cleaned up the containers, killed the lights, and headed to bed.

By eleven the next morning, we’d finished a long and languid lovemaking session, followed by a delicious breakfast Clare made for us. Then we showered together, and by twelve-thirty, were both dressed and out the door. I was in black jeans and a gray, long-sleeved shirt, and Clare was in navy-blue work pants and a light jacket. Coffee was in both our hands, and the keys were in my palm.

In no time, we got into the SUV and headed to our future HQ, but after just a short while on the road, I noticed the same black Jeep was still following us. It could’ve been a coincidence, but after four turns I became suspicious.

I checked again at the next light.

The same Jeep was behind us, with the same plates. But this time, I noticed there was a second one behind it.

“Someone is following us,” I told Clare.

“What?” Clare whipped her head toward the back window. “Is it the Jeep?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “They’ve been following us for a while now.”

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Nothing for now,” I told her. “They aren’t weaving or pushing.”

We hit a turn, and the Jeeps followed.

I exhaled slowly and tightened my grip on the wheel. I didn’t have a problem with a tail, but Clare was involved, and I needed to be careful.

We pulled into a random lot near the new HQ, since I didn’t want these guys knowing where I’d be conducting my own business from now on. I pulled around the back of the vacant building and stopped the SUV, and then I turned to the woman beside me.

“Stay in the car,” I said.

“Okay.” Clare nodded.

The Jeeps rolled in behind us and parked in perfect sync.

One door opened, and only one man stepped out.

I recognized him instantly. His shoulder was bandaged from when he was shot in the arm two nights ago. He was the sole survivor from the alley, the one who’d shot his partner in the head under the creature’s influence.

The one who’d looked at me in terror, screamed “Lóng,” and ran like he was escaping death itself.

I was wanting to ask him what “Lóng,” meant, so it was convenient for me that he was the one following me.

He stopped about five feet from me and reached into his jacket. I got ready to lunge at him if he pulled out a gun, because with Clare around I wasn’t going to give him the chance to get a shot off. However, he didn’t look like a man on a deadly mission. He had a look of submission on his face.

The man pulled out a small black envelope and extended it forward with two hands.

He didn’t speak, so I stepped forward and took it from him. He bowed his head once, then turned and walked back to the Jeep.

The vehicle reversed smoothly, looped around the lot, and pulled out onto the street. The second Jeep followed without ever opening its doors.

They were gone in seconds, and I walked back to the car and got in.

“What was that?” Clare asked.

“A message, I guess,” I said and tore the envelope open.

Inside was a single sheet of paper with a time and place on it.

“Did you know that guy?” Clare asked.

“Yes,” I said. “He was one of the goons with Snake Eyes that came after me when the race was over.”

“Him?” Clare asked. “But he seemed so meek and polite.”

“Well, I did send him running for the hills,” I replied. “But why give me this? That’s what I want to know.”

The letter told me to be at 315 Alton Street in the former garment factory at seven PM.

There was no word on why or who I’d be meeting. The man who’d delivered the message was obviously a henchman, so it was a message from someone else. But who?

“Are you going to go?” Clare asked.

“Surely you know me well enough by now.” I smiled.

“Sadly, yes.” She sighed.

“Besides,” I said. “I think this will help me get my hands on that creature from the other night.”

“How can you be sure?” Clare asked.

“I’ve been thinking about that night,” I began. “It looked to me like the creature came only for Snake Eyes and no one else. The shooting was maybe a product of the creature’s power, like a trance of madness or confusion… Something not necessarily intended. It didn’t even look at the other men before they shot each other, it only focused on Snake Eyes.”

“So you think whatever this creature is,” Clare concluded, “it is directly involved with Snake Eyes and his crew. But what about the letter? If it’s from his crew, could it be an olive branch?”

“Well,” I said. “ I’ll just have to find out tonight now.”

I put the paper in my jeans pocket, started the SUV, and headed to the proper lot this time.

We pulled up to our new headquarters just before one o’clock. Sunlight warmed the face of the building as I parked by the side entrance, and I waited for Gary, Dave, and Kevin to arrive.

The others arrived less than ten minutes later as Dave’s car pulled up with Gary and Kevin in it. They all stepped out and blinked at the brick building.

“What’s going on guys?” Gary asked. “ A place like this, someone would think you were hiding something.”

“Ha, ha,” Clare said. “Very funny.”

“This is our new home base,” I said with a proud note in my pitch.

“This spot?” Kevin asked and stared around. “Nice, it’s huge.”

“Come on.” Clare nodded. “Let me show you.”

She headed to the keypad and inputted the code. The lock buzzed, and she pushed the steel door open.

We all filed in one by one. An eager Gary went in first with a wide smile on his face, then Kevin, then Dave, and I followed behind them all.

They stopped cold when they saw the stretch of the main floor, and they marveled at the tall ceiling and the exposed ducts that ran like veins overhead.

“Holy shit…” Kevin spoke first.

He stepped forward and slowly turned around in a circle.

“Holy shit is correct.” Gary let out a low whistle.

“Now this is a goddam headquarters,” Kevin added.

“This is Cloud Contracting’s new home.” I smiled.

The guys spread out across the room and drifted toward different corners to take a closer look at whatever grabbed their attention. Clare stepped up behind them and walked dead center into the building with me.

“No furniture yet,” she said. “But imagine it. Front desk by the door. Big planning table here. Materials check-in at the back.”

“We need a big fat logo there.” Gary pointed to the wall.

“You feel that?” Kevin stepped into the light with his arms crossed.

We all froze and tried to feel whatever he was talking about. I instinctively focused on whether I was sensing any monsters around, but then I realized this wasn’t that kind of thing as Kevin tapped his chest and smiled.

“Feels right, doesn’t it?” he asked. “Like we are taking a massive step forward.”

We all laughed at how dramatic he sounded, especially for the newest guy on the crew, but I appreciated his pride in our work. I wanted people working for me who would celebrate our victories with us, and I sent him a grin of understanding.

Then Clare led them toward the back.

“This is our materials lockup,” she said and echoed everything Jordan told her about reinforced walls and everything else while she filled the guys in. Then she gave a tour of the vehicle storage area near the roll-up door on the right side of the space before we headed up the steel stairs to the mezzanine.

It gave a clean view of the floor below. Clare stepped to the corner and pointed at a nook near the windows.

“I’m setting up back here,” she said. “Admin desk will go near the rail. When we bring someone in, they’ll handle call-ins, quotes, and orders. I’m not running logistics on four hours of sleep anymore.”

“Feels like a command center.” Dave leaned on the railing.

“So, when do we move in?” Kevin asked.

“As soon as the lease is signed.” Clare looked over. “We’re in final review. Should be a day or two, max.”

“We have to christen the place with beers.” Gary cracked his knuckles.

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Dave chuckled.

“I’ll loop Danielle in.” Clare pulled out her phone. “We’ll make the handoff official when the ink’s dry.”

The team scattered around the headquarters again to check every corner like the place might change if they blinked. Gary was already measuring out where he’d stack inventory if and when we got a company truck, and Dave had his hand pressed against the window while he talked about lighting angles and how good the place would look at golden hour.

Kevin stood in the middle of the main floor with his phone out.

“You cool if I take a couple shots?” he glanced toward Clare and me.

“Should be okay.” I nodded.

“Yeah, go ahead,” Clare agreed. “There’s no signage yet, but it shouldn’t hurt anything.”

“I just want to throw it up on my feed,” Kevin said. “Feels like a big moment.”

He moved around and found better angles, and he even squatted down once for a shot from the floor.

I never understood the human obsession with taking photographs, but I was starting to realize that it was a primary way they bragged about their achievements. Shaunna had done the same with her kitchen.

The sun poured through the upper windows and caught the dust in golden streaks as I watched Kevin for a moment. Then I walked over.

He was scrolling through his phone.

“What do you use your photos for?” I asked.

“Instagram,” he replied. “This way people I care about can keep up. Friends, cousins. Old coworkers. You know– folks that care but don’t call.”

“So… showing off?” I asked.

“Kinda. But it’s more than that.” He laughed and then turned the screen toward me. “I follow all kinds of stuff, like news, architecture accounts, engineers, art pages. There’s this guy who only posts updates from abandoned malls. It’s haunting but cool.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“And…” He tapped over to another tab. “I follow some of the supernatural pages. Conspiracy pages, too. You know, weird sightings, encrypted radio broadcasts, UFOs, shadow figures in the Rockies…”

I looked at the screen. The account was called “EyesAboveUS” and was full of blurry shots, red-circled anomalies, and theories that ran from fascinating to flat-out insane.

“Remember that photo we saw about the dragon on the news?” he asked.

I nodded.

Luckily, most people seemed to have decided the image was a fake, and those who didn’t weren’t taken very seriously by the majority of news outlets lately. I’d been pleased to see people calming down about it and thought I may be in the clear, but apparently, Kevin was connected to the type of groups who wouldn’t let it go.

He showed me the image on this page, and sure enough, millions of people had been interacting with the post of my glowing eyes and ominous but blurred shape above Los Angeles.

“This page is into looking at things like that,” he added. “So if there were any updates I’d see it on my feed.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I could’ve updated him in milliseconds if I chose to.

Kevin scrolled past an alleged chupacabra clip and a breakdown of supposed reptilian sightings in Eastern Europe, and he was completely unaware he was standing next to a legitimate dragon in a t-shirt and work boots.

“This guy’s good at sorting the junk from the real stuff.” He tapped the top of the screen. “Posts a lot of videos before they make the mainstream.”

I looked back at the feed.

“You believe all this?” I asked.

“Not all of it,” he replied. “But enough. The world’s too weird to be basic.”

“Fair.” I smiled.

I pulled out my phone and unlocked it.

“Show me how you track news through all this,” I said.

“You’re actually gonna use it?” Kevin blinked in surprise.

“I figure as a business owner I should be up to date with technology,” I said. “Plus, I can keep up with all happenings around the world, right?”

“Yessir.” He nodded.

He looked genuinely excited, like I’d just handed him a promotion.

“Okay.” He grinned. “So first, you need to create an account. You have an email right?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Not one of my own, only for the company.”

“What rock have you been hiding under?” He slapped a hand on his forehead. “Let’s create an email for you, quickly.”

He walked me through setting up a clean, simple, personal email for myself. Once it was live, he clapped his hands once.

“Now, socials,” he said.

“Plural?” I raised an eyebrow.

“You want to track things, don’t you?” he asked. “You’ll need eyes on more than one feed.”

He set up Instagram next. My handle was Ethan.Cloud, and we opted to add a photo and bio later. I had a plan to take one with my Lambo and the girls in it, since he told me I’d want my picture to represent who I was.

What better way than to display my favorite treasures?

“This one’s for visuals,” he said. “Trends. Tech. Design. Anything worth seeing first shows up here.”

Then came the Twitter account that he corrected himself and called an X account but then backtracked on, and I was slightly confused by the issue. Whatever was going on there, he told me just to call it Twitter for now.

“This is the one for raw info,” he said. “Before it becomes news. Before it even becomes a rumor.”

I followed his lead as he tapped, scrolled, and adjusted settings with the speed of someone used to swimming through information instead of waiting for it to arrive.

“As soon as something weird happens, or some development hits zoning boards, you’ll know,” he added. “This is way faster than waiting for the Tribune to run it.”

“Not bad,” I said.

“Gotta keep you in the loop.” Kevin leaned back a little and looked satisfied. “You’re the head of the ship. Can’t steer it blind.”

I followed a few accounts he recommended. There were some industry insiders, tech feeds, and a couple of the weirder pages just for balance.

Kevin looked over my shoulder like a proud teacher.

“You’ll get used to it,” he said.

I nodded. “I appreciate it.”

His posture straightened a little, just enough to notice. He didn’t say anything else, but I could see it on his face. He felt like he’d just earned a stripe.

“Hey,” he said with a smile, “don’t blame me if you get addicted to this stuff.”

“I’m never addicted to anything,” I said absentmindedly as I scrolled. “It’s a waste of attention and energy to let exterior things control your actions, my kind aren’t weak like that. In fact, it’s impossible to control us.”

“Alright,” he snorted in slight confusion.

Downstairs, Gary’s voice carried through the building.

“You’re gonna want a climate-controlled section for the glues and caulks,” he said. “Stuff like that goes bad fast.”

The open space had an echo to it, and everything that was said came back half a second later. I could hear Clare’s reply bounce off the far wall.

“We’ll price it out,” she said. “Maybe get some insulated lockers installed.”

Gary had opened the garage door just to see how fast it moved. It rolled up smoothly with a low mechanical hum.

“This is a game-changer,” he called up.

After we were done with the viewing, the guys– Gary specifically– reminded everyone that we’d just finished a job, which meant it was time for our Mario Kart celebrations.

“We have much to celebrate,” Gary said. “Besides, I have someone I want you guys to meet.”

“Who?” Clare asked.

“Someone special.” Gary blushed.

“Whoa.” Clare smiled. “She must be for you to introduce her to us like this. Is she the one?”

Gary neither denied nor confirmed it, he just turned his head away with a wild blush on his face that was rapidly reaching the tips of his ears.

“This is really cause for celebration,” I said.

“Agreed.” Kevin nodded.

“Any reason to drink a shitload of beer,” Dave agreed.

“So tonight? My place?” Gary asked.

“You guys start without me,” I said. “I have a meeting beforehand, I’ll get there as soon as I’m done.”

“Deal,” Gary said, then practically skipped to his car. “See you all shortly.”

Dave and Kevin left next, while I waited by the Lambo while Clare locked up.

Clare didn’t say much as she climbed into the passenger seat. She just stared out the window and used her finger to toy with a fray in her sleeve.

“You’re quiet,” I said.

“Just thinking about your meeting tonight.” Clare gave a half-shrug.

“Don’t worry too much,” I said. “I’ll keep my guard up. Besides, I’m dealing with humans. Worst comes to worst, I’ll fry them.”

That seemed to reassure her, but she still remained quiet. Which felt strange considering her bubbly personality.

I watched the city’s brick storefronts and old scaffolding, as well as people heading home, as we drove. The radio played some jazz music, and I tapped my fingers to the wild beating of the song. In no time we were back at Clare’s, and by the time we pulled up in front of her building, it was a few minutes past six PM.

I stopped at the curb.

Clare unbuckled her seatbelt but didn’t open the door right away.

She looked at me with steady eyes, like she was a predator hunting a shifting prey.

“Be careful,” she said quietly. “If it feels off, leave. Don’t wait around for it to take a bad turn.”

“I will.” I smiled.

She gave me a kiss, then opened the door and stepped out.

“Oh…” She turned. “Just got a text from Stacey. She is wondering what we are up to. I’ll tell her to come to Gary’s.”

“Funny,” I said. “She didn’t message me.”

“I’ve been talking to her about driving lessons,” Clare said. “I’m trying to go from everyday driver to badass getaway driver.”

I thought back to our time in LA and smiled.

“She does drive like a lunatic, doesn’t she?” I said. “Okay, let her know where we are going to be. I’ll see you all soon.”

I waited until she was through the building’s front entrance before pulling away.

I turned the wheel, headed south, and didn’t look back.

The meeting time was seven PM, and leaving early left space in case I got lost. This was a location I didn’t know after all.

Plus, I didn’t know if it was because there was no work today, but the city felt good for a nice slow drive. The kind where I could notice new things.

Traffic was slow as hell at this hour, but I didn’t feel it in the least. On the packed highway, I cracked open the driver’s side window and put the radio volume on eleven, not twelve or ten. Eleven was the perfect number to listen to loud jazz instruments without irritating my enhanced hearing or sacrificing the lowkey instruments that crept into the track.

I whistled to the music and tried to predict the next note, and I had more success than I did failures. After I got bored of it, I thought about the creature from the other night. The image of its ugly mug echoed in my head like screaming down a well.

The first rule was always to know thy enemy. It was the base of every tactical battle or show of power ever, but in a situation where I didn’t know my enemy, it was best to find out all I could of the enemy of my enemy.

And based on the fact that Snake Eyes was clearly the target of the monster’s attack, then the monster’s enemy was whoever ran the crew in the black Jeeps.

I wondered how they tracked me down this morning, and what it meant.

For starters, it meant that they had resources, which also meant that they had money, and of course money came with power, and power came with influence. It was safe to assume that I was dealing with a group of sorts. But how big was their operation?

This was what I intended to find out in this meeting.

The GPS took me along a longer route. I looped past the lake, then through the quieter industrial corridor that led into the southern ruins. The place boasted old warehouses and defunct office buildings that were left to time and graffiti.

By the time I reached the building at 315 Alton Street, the streets were dead.

The former garment factory was now little more than a brick skeleton with rusted girders and broken glass. From the car and through the building’s broken window, I saw three hollow floors. The front door was long gone, and the smell of old metal crept into the car.

I pulled in slowly, and my headlights swept across cracked pavement and piles of debris. There was no sign of any other lights in the place. Neither were there movements or vehicles.

But I could feel them.

The scent of humans here was strong. Strong enough to stand out against the putrid smell of ancient metal in the air. Clearly, it was safe to assume that they were hiding, probably tucked into corners and behind pillars.

The thought of an ambush crossed my mind and filled me with a jolt of excitement.

I could use a good stretching of my muscles tonight.

I parked my car in front of the entrance and stepped out. Cold air slid through the broken teeth of the structure, causing it to whistle, and my boots crunched against loose stones and rust flakes as I crossed the cracked pavement.

Inside the building, the darkness swallowed me quickly. Only thin shafts of moonlight broke through holes in the ceiling and shattered glass panes, and the silence was so complete that my ears screamed as they adjusted to it.

The stink hit immediately, and I realized it wasn’t just the metal.

I smelled piss, rotting fabric, and the unmistakable scent of blood.

The walls were stripped bare, and the floor was cracked and uneven. Tarps from decades ago hung like forgotten flags of some fallen kingdom, and I eyed the way they shifted just barely in the slight breeze from the windows.

I walked farther inside. Each step echoed too far, like the building amplified my presence on purpose.

There was a sinister feeling in the air as I neared the center of the ground floor. I got the sense that this very portion of the building had seen years of violence, and wails that forever echoed and brought bad luck to those who crossed here.

Not that I put much stock in such things. Dragons made their own luck.

I was probably surrounded now, and my assailants all held their breaths. I could feel the tension of it, like the building itself was holding its breath right along with them as I stepped into what used to be the center work floor.

There was barely enough light to see past ten feet.

Then a massive light flared overhead, and for a split second, everything went white-hot.

I raised my arm to shield my eyes, but that’s when the gunfire began.

Shots cracked off around me, and I weaved in time to dodge the first bullet. It cut through the air just past my left shoulder, and the second missed as I dodged by inches.

Concrete shattered behind me as I squinted through the glaring light and locked eyes with two charging attackers, who were both rushing from the edges of the light.

I reacted on instinct.

The first came in fast with a knife raised. I was confused why he’d bother with a less effective weapon, but I didn’t have time to think further on it. I caught his wrist, used his momentum, and slammed him sideways into a metal pillar.

His head hit with a sharp crack, and he dropped instantly.

The second man lunged with a steel pipe. I slipped left, stepped inside his swing, and drove a heavy elbow into his throat. He gagged, stumbled, then collapsed to his knees. Then a final kick put him down for good.

Finally, silence reigned over the gloomy space once again.

The light above still blazed, but the sound of slow clapping was introduced into the fold.

A single man walked forward into the light. His face was smooth and round, like a polished stone, and his eyes were a bit narrower like he was always halfway thinking about something, with wrinkles at the edges that showed his age. His skin had this warm, golden tone, not too light, not too dark, like sunlit clay. His hair was dark and straight, and it sat neatly on top of his head like it knew exactly where it was supposed to be. His nose was small, and his mouth didn’t take up much space, but when he smiled, it was peaceful.

Which struck me as odd, considering the violence that had just taken place.

He moved with the calm of someone who’d expected this outcome.

“Lóng.” He smiled and bowed.

I stood still.

“We’ve waited for your arrival,” he continued with his face still angled toward the ground.

Behind him, there was more movement. Shapes emerged from the shadows one by one, and they were men all dressed in black suits with a red handkerchief sticking from their pockets.

Each of them resembled the man in facial features, similar to Snake Eyes, and there were more than a dozen of them, including those I’d left on the floor.

No weapons were drawn. They stood like an audience awaiting instruction, or maybe like a court acknowledging a monarch.

“I should take your heads off where you stand,” I said. “It’s impolite to ambush a man.”

The man who had spoken straightened again. There was a disturbance in his looks like he stretched every muscle on his face in fear. Then he finally let them rest.

“My name is Shen,” he said. “We are part of a legacy older than this country. Older than these buildings, and certainly older than the street you drove in on. We serve the old blood. We are what’s left in this filthy land. And what’s next.”

A low wind swept through the broken walls behind me and carried dust and silence with it. No one else moved or spoke.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“We were told to watch,” Shen continued. “To wait. That when the Lóng revealed himself, the world would begin shifting again. And now…”

He extended an arm to the two unconscious attackers at my feet.

“You were tested,” he said. “And we witnessed.”

The man with the hurt shoulder from this morning emerged from the group.

“I witnessed.” He bowed.

I stood there and looked around, and I realized half of the men were kneeling now.

“What the hell is going on here?” I asked outright.

Back in Coilfell, respect was somewhat expected. Reverence came with the weight of my name, but that reverence rarely brought worshipful behavior like this. It brought fear and terror, and only because of what I was able to do.

But this world wasn’t supposed to work like that. Here, I wasn’t a legend. I wasn’t anything more than a man.

And if they found out that I was a dragon, they were supposed to run from the truth, not bow to it.

So why weren’t these idiots running?

“Lóng,” Shen said again, as if saying it might remind me of something.

“What is that?” I shook my head.

“It means… dragon,” he answered. “In our tongue.”

“You knew what I was before I walked through that door?” I asked.

“We’ve been waiting a long time for your presence,” he said.

“And why,” I asked and stepped closer, “aren’t you afraid of me?”

“Because the Crimson 88 doesn’t fear the dragon,” Shen said. “We serve him.”

It didn’t sound rehearsed. It sounded like something he had believed since before he’d grown into the suit he was wearing, and I realized this man wasn’t putting on some show right now. He was practically buzzing with reverence, and I recognized the tone of his voice.

It was laced with honor. He was genuinely proud to speak these words to me now.

That was a new one.

“Our elders kept the scrolls,” he went on. “Our parents taught us the oaths. And all of them told the same story. That in our time of desperation, the Lóng would come as a force in our time of need.”

“You think I’m some kind of savior?” I blinked at him.

“You’re not just a dragon.” He smiled a little wider now. “You’re the dragon. And the prophecy says you will lead us to the promised land.”

That did it.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I’d never heard anything so outrageous in all the legends of myself back in Coilfell.

The sound rang through the rafters, and my booming timbre made a few of the men surrounding me flinch and bow lower.

“You’re serious?” I asked as I finally calmed down. “A promised land? What is this? You’ve got scrolls, oaths, and now I’m supposed to lead you somewhere?”

Shen didn’t flinch. He didn’t even look annoyed. If anything, he looked more certain than ever.

“You may mock the words,” he said, “but you cannot deny the timing.”

“I’m not denying anything,” I said and shook my head. “I’m telling you you’ve got the wrong dragon. I have nothing to do with your people, or your prophecy.”

He paused and let my words settle in the air, but then the aged man calmly replied:

“And yet here you are, when we are at our lowest. When my brothers and sisters are dying.”

I didn’t answer right away.

He was really trying to sell me on the idea that I’d walked into a chosen-one situation, like the so-called heroes of my world. Like I was some imbecile in metal armor with a large sword in hand and far too many believers at my back.

I crossed my arms with my eyes still locked on Shen.

“This prophecy,” I said. “Your people, all of it– fine. Let’s say I believe it. That thing that attacked the others in the alley… what the hell was it?”

“The creature you faced was an omen of disaster,” he said. “It has killed twenty of my men already, and many more elsewhere.”

“So it is connected to you,” I said.

Shen’s eyes darkened.

“No,” he said. “It is part of something else. Something older. Something that moves beyond borders and bloodlines. We don’t control it. We fear it. Some may say it is a part of what’s waking up. The world is changing. Boundaries thinning. Forces that were once myths are finding cracks. I can’t give you an answer, but I can show you something.”

He gestured toward the entrance.

“What can you show me?” I asked. “I came here with hopes of getting answers from you, but it seems to me that you know nothing but cryptic phrases. Why should I follow you?”

“There is a mural in Chinatown,” he said. “Hidden, and sacred to us. It may change your mind.”

I didn’t move at first. But curiosity won out.

No one had ever called me out as a dragon so directly in this world before, but more than that, no one in all my many, many days had ever bowed to me after discovering it.

“Lead the way.” I nodded. “But if you try that nonsense you did earlier again, you won’t need to fear that creature anymore. I will personally eradicate you all.”

Shen bowed and moved toward the exit. The group moved quietly behind him, and I trailed after as well.

I wanted answers, and if that meant following them for now, then I would.
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Chapter 5

We spilled out into the open, and Shen whispered something to his right-hand man, who proceeded to run off. Shortly after, three blacked-out vans rounded the corner and pulled up without headlights. Their windows were tinted darker than legal, and they looked more like shadows with wheels than anything I’d expect in a city.

Doors opened, and the men of the Crimson 88 climbed in with perfect discipline. Everyone just knew their place. They moved like pieces in a living machine.

“You can ride with me.” Shen gestured to the middle van.

“I’ll follow.” I shook my head and turned for the Lambo.

He gave a small nod. “Please stay close. We’re heading to Chinatown.”

I slipped into the driver’s seat and brought the engine to life, and then I pulled in behind the tail van as the convoy began to roll out. We moved through the city like a blade through fabric, and block by block, the roads changed.

At first, we passed warehouses and old loading docks. Then came the fringes of the city with low-slung buildings, mechanic shops, and twenty-four-hour diners with two customers.

They moved with quiet urgency and threaded through intersections and backstreets in a steady, coordinated way. I kept tight behind them without any issues. The Lambo wasn’t built for subtlety, but it moved like a ghost in their wake, and I decided I enjoyed this side of the city.

My very senses tingled with anticipation, and I was once again awakened to my more primal side.

The further east we went, the louder the city got.

First came the scent of grilled meat over charcoal. Then came the strange characters that glowed red and gold over doors, and the buzz of lantern light, and storefronts stacked together like pressed books on a crowded shelf.

We were in Chinatown, and even this late, people filled the sidewalks. The restaurants were packed, steam poured from noodle houses, and laughter spilled out of bars and tea shops. Lanterns swayed in the wind overhead, and they crisscrossed above like a net of soft fire.

But then the vans turned down a busier main street, and I saw the shift.

People’s heads turned as they noticed us, and their conversations stopped mid-sentence.

The convoy didn’t slow.

One man, who was halfway through lighting a cigarette, froze when he saw the lead van, and without a word, slipped back inside his storefront and drew the gate down behind him. Another woman grabbed her child by the arm and pulled him into a shop, and she kept her eyes low before the doors locked behind them.

No one said anything I could hear. They just cleared the path, like this had happened before.

I stayed behind the final van, and my eyes flicked between the street and the rear glass of the vehicle ahead.

No one inside moved. Their windows remained sealed, but the message was clear: the Crimson 88 didn’t drive through the heart of Chinatown to be seen.

I didn’t know much about them. Not yet. But I didn’t have to. People’s fear did all the talking.

The lead van took a sharp turn down an alley that barely looked wide enough for a compact car, let alone a convoy. Still, each van slipped through the narrow corridor like it was muscle memory.

I followed them in.

The walls on either side were covered in old posters, almost like layers of time and culture pressed together like a collage. Red and gold paint and faded revolution slogans in both English and other languages scarred the walls. Overhead, electric wires and hanging lanterns danced in the cold wind.

At the alley’s end, a steel gate began to rise. There were no guards outside, and no signs

The vans entered one by one, and I followed.

Inside was a wide and closed-in courtyard tucked between old brick buildings. The vans parked in formation, and I pulled into an open space, shut off the engine, and stepped out.

And then I saw their headquarters. It was beautiful.

Red lanterns floated over a polished stone path, and the air was rich with the scent of incense and warm tea. There was a small koi pond in the corner that was clear as glass, with lily pads floating like coins on still water.

The architecture was nothing I’d seen before but gave a traditional feel to the place. They had curved tiled roofs, hand-carved wood, and deep brown beams that looked older than the city itself. But there were traces of modern technology too in quiet surveillance cameras tucked into corners, and seamless steel accents hidden in the door frames.

It was a fortress.

Two men stood by the main door in tailored black coats, with their hands clasped and posture still. They didn’t nod and didn’t even blink.

They were clearly here for one reason: to make sure nothing entered without permission.

Shen stepped out of the middle van and crossed the courtyard to me.

“This way,” he said.

The front doors of the Crimson 88 compound weren’t just heavy, they were grand. Red-stained wood inlaid with black iron and etched with curling dragons and storm clouds towered ahead of me, and they were framed in gold leaf that had been worn smooth by time. They were the kind of doors meant to separate one world from another, and I nodded in appreciation of the craftsmanship.

Inside, the hall was massive with vaulted ceilings that were wide enough to drive a truck through. Carved wooden beams ran along the upper edges, and rich dark stone covered the floors. They were polished until they reflected the warm golden light from overhead lanterns, and it didn’t feel like walking into a gang’s den. It felt like stepping into a palace built underground.

And it was busy.

People moved everywhere. Men in tight-knit squads were training hand-to-hand in a large side atrium. A pair of younger members were setting up communications equipment like radios, headsets, and monitors on a table. In one corner, crates were being opened, checked, and logged by a woman with a tablet and two assistants in matching jackets.

The place moved with efficiency like a well-oiled machine.

We stepped in fully, and everything slowed. Not all at once, but more like a wave rolling through the building. The conversations tapered off. The sound of feet shuffling halted.

All eyes turned toward us.

Well, toward me. Maybe because I looked nothing like them or because they were expecting my arrival, I couldn’t tell.

Regardless, it was clear that the soldiers had all frozen mid-motion. Even the woman with the tablet lowered it slowly and stood straight, and whatever they believed I was, my very presence seemed to stop the entire flow of this living, breathing operation.

Some bowed their heads, though, while a few folded their arms like they were in doubt.

The whispers came next. They didn’t know me by name, but my presence genuinely seemed to mean something to them.

I let my shoulders settle into it, and I walked taller. I walked like I belonged there, because that’s what they expected, so I figured I may as well let them see me for what I was.

After all, it was about damn time.

For the first time in this world, my dragon presence meant something again, and I didn’t have to hide it. Even if it was for a strange, human reason that I was still unclear about.

Shen said nothing as we stepped deeper into the building, and he only gave a slight gesture for me to follow. We left the busy ground floor behind and headed toward a stairwell tucked between two pillars that looked older than the building itself. The stone steps curved gently upward, and they were flanked by smooth wooden railings darkened with use and time.

As we climbed, the air changed. It got cooler and more still.

We passed doors, and each one was marked only by a color or a character I didn’t recognize. The farther we went, the less secure they became. Some were left ajar, and through them I caught glimpses of rooms filled with filing cabinets, crates, and even what looked like weapons being catalogued. Others were locked up tight, though.

There were metal doors with keypad access, or padlocks. And more than once, as Shen led us past, someone inside would glance out and quietly shut the door before I could see anything else.

It wasn’t subtle, and it didn’t need to be. This wasn’t exactly a coffee shop, or zoo. It was this group’s headquarters, and they were showing me what kind of place I was in.

I remembered what Clare had told me a few days ago.

Chinatown had beauty, yes, but there were also things that ran deeper. Things that would live forever, like quiet power, and possible family legacies. I was certain there were shadows that didn’t like being disturbed here, but she’d told me some parts of this area were safer.

Others, like this place, were built on deals made behind closed doors.

I hadn’t asked for details then. But now?

Now I was walking through the heart of one of the most organized groups I’d ever seen in this world, and every inch of this building told me the same thing: the Crimson 88 didn’t just exist in Chinatown.

They owned pieces of it.

They were structured, obviously well-funded, and widespread. No one kept a place like this running on pocket change and community donations. This level of operation, the security, staff, movement, and facilities needed way more than a single stream of income.

Some probably clean. Most, probably not.

My footsteps echoed softly against the marble floors as we turned a second corner. Shen still hadn’t spoken, and I got the sense he didn’t feel he had to. The building did all the talking, and I could appreciate the effect.

I’d need to do as well for myself when my own empire began to expand as grandly as this one.

Finally, we stopped at the end of a short hallway. Before me stood a single red door, and I cocked an eyebrow.

Red was such an ominous color. I should damn well know.

It was the only red door I had seen since entering, which gave me more of an idea of its importance. It was unmarked with no lock, and I stared at the deep shade of crimson that drank in the light around it.

Shen turned to me. “This is the room.”

“What’s behind that door?” I asked.

“See for yourself.” He gestured for me to walk forward.

I couldn’t guess what waited behind the door. My mind tried time and time again in the span of seconds to conjure up a possible answer to the question, but I had to admit, I was coming up blank this time.

I reached out, pushed the door open, and stepped inside.

The first thing I noticed was the silence.

A stillness wrapped around the room like it was enveloped in a bubble where everything was mute. Things like time, the ticking of the biological clock, heck, even breathing disappeared from the face of the earth in this room.

I hadn’t felt such a distinctly profound sensation in centuries. Probably long ago, in some ancient temple I’d raided on Coilfell, and my skin bristled pleasantly at the realization.

This was precisely the sort of place where I often found the most unique treasures.

The air was warmer here, but not uncomfortable. It smelled faintly of old wood and dried herbs. There weren’t many places in the building that smelled like this, and coupled with the silence, I felt a weight I never even knew I was carrying fall from my shoulders.

The second thing I noticed was how empty the room was, though.

No desk. No wall of screens. No display case of weapons or relics.

Just a simple wooden chair in the far corner facing the far wall. The room itself wasn’t too big, but it wasn’t small, either. It was like it was stuck in the middle of becoming a hall.

There were rows of neatly-spaced mats on the floor that were all arranged with precision. I bent down and felt one, and I found they were made of soft woven straw and formed an arc away from a single direction, like rays from a single point.

That point was a mural on the wall.

It was massive, and it took up the entire expanse of the wall from one side of the room to the other.

More importantly, it commanded the space. I could just see a group of twenty, maybe twenty-five people all bowing and enthralled by the magnificence of this mural.

The masterpiece was painted directly onto the wall and lit from above by a single orange bulb. While bright, it wasn’t strong enough to reach every corner, so it gave the room a grainy look like the old films I watched with Clare.

At first, I didn’t understand what I was looking at. There were flowing shapes and chaotic colors. At times, works of art like this could do that, though, I knew this well enough. So I took a step back to see the full picture.

I saw a man.

And he was mid-transformation.

One arm was still human and stretched back behind him, palm open. The other hand had already shifted, and it was scaled, clawed, and extended, similar to my hybrid form. Massive, jagged wings spread wide from his back, and they caught both wind and fire in the brilliant, blazing brushstrokes left by the artist. His head was tilted up as he half-screamed and half-roared, and his face was still partly human, but the eyes were glowing.

It mirrored almost perfectly my hybrid form. Its scales were even red like mine.

Fire painted with such a violent color that it almost glowed on the wall poured from his open mouth, and it swept across the mural and engulfed a massive beast.

The creature he fought was a confusion of things. It was fused with many bodies, claws, and arms that didn’t make sense. There were mouths within mouths, and it had no eyes, just empty sockets that seemed to bleed darkness.

It was wrong in the way nightmares are wrong.

And beneath its many feet lay fallen men, women, and children. All torn and dead.

The message was clear:

The hybrid dragon was the only thing standing between that thing and the end of everything behind him.

For a long moment, I didn’t say anything. And then, quietly, I exhaled.

“That’s dramatic,” I muttered.

“It’s your future,” Shen said. “It is a story told to the young by the old, passed down for generations. It is a warning whispered amongst the elders. It is a sign of hope to the believers. We come here to meditate, to pray. To prepare for your arrival.”

I turned back to the mural and looked again at the beast.

At first, it had just looked like chaos thanks to its twisted limbs, rows of teeth, and mouths where there shouldn’t be mouths. But now, I was able to make out the creature from the other night.

It was like the mural attempted to capture the same madness it caused when the creature twisted the minds of those around it and made them lose control. Like when it turned one man’s hand against the other with no words at all.

The faces fused into its body were symbolic of confusion, I could see that now. He was a weapon made of chaos, and I felt something tighten behind my ribs.

“How old is this mural?” I asked.

Shen stepped forward with his hands folded behind his back.

“It was painted nearly a century ago,” he said. “By a former seer of the Crimson 88. One of our first.”

“You’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that a human, a hundred years ago, predicted this?”

Shen nodded his head. “Not just predicted. She saw it, and recorded everything she could.”

I toyed with the idea that he was lying, or that this was painted after I turned that night in front of the surviving member, the one who was shot in the shoulder. But it wasn’t possible for an artwork like this to be done between then and now. It was far too elaborate and layered and immense.

This meant that over a hundred years ago, someone predicted me coming here… and facing something like that?

“That’s impossible,” I said.

But my voice didn’t sound as certain as I wanted it to.

Shen gestured for me to follow.

We stepped out through the exit, and he led me into a much smaller room with simple, wooden shelves lined with scrolls, journals, and bound manuscripts. It smelled of old paper and wax, and there was a reverence to how everything was arranged. None of it was dusty or forgotten, but properly maintained.

He reached for a locked drawer, keyed in a code on a small digital pad, and retrieved a thick, worn leather book wrapped in red string.

“This is one of the seer’s journals,” he said. “I went back to it after I was alerted of your sighting. It has been passed down and protected for three generations.”

He placed the book carefully on a stand and opened it with gentle hands.

I leaned closer.

The handwriting was tight, angled, and penned in black ink that had faded with time. Each page was bordered in red markings, like protection seals or ritual symbols, but I couldn’t read a word of it.

“Chinese,” Shen said, and answered my next question before I asked. “I’ll read for you,”

He flipped to a bookmarked section.

His finger moved across the page slowly and reverently, until he stopped at a passage filled with dense text. He cleared his throat.

“After a three-day battle with the Collectors of Souls,” he read aloud, “the chosen one will arrive. He will walk between fire and storm. His coming will bring balance. He will arrive at our darkest hour, and from his fire, we will find new light.”

“What did they mean by Collector of s…” I began but stopped when it clicked in my mind.

I didn’t move.

Collectors of Souls. The words hit me like a punch to the chest. That wasn’t a metaphor. That wasn’t flowery writing or poetic mystery.

The Banshees.

For three nights, I fought them in LA. They drained life from the living with their screams and touched minds like they were doors waiting to be unlatched.

I took a step back from the journal, and I realized my throat had gone dry.

“How could she have known about that?” I said almost to myself.

Shen didn’t answer. He just waited.

How was I to believe that instead of a human cult clinging to a myth about some savior, this was recorded memory?

“I want to meet your seer,” I said. “The one alive now.”

Shen gave a small nod.

“She’s under protection,” he said. “Has been for years. Her visions take a toll on her. And seers are hard to come by, there are many who wish her as theirs.”

“When can I meet her?” I asked. “I just want answers. I need to know how much of this is real, and how much is… coincidence.”

He studied me for a moment. Then gave a small bow of the head.

“A meeting can be arranged,” he said. “But not today. One week. I will speak to her guardians. She’ll decide if she’s strong enough to see you.”

One week was too long, but I’d take it.

“Fine,” I said. “Set it up.”

Shen reached forward and gently closed the journal.

“We are servants of fire,” he said. “But we are also servants of time. Everything comes when it must.”

I didn’t respond.

Because for the first time since stepping into this building, since seeing that mural, my mind was slowly changing.

I told Shen I was through and that I must be on my way, and he nodded and led me back down the way we came.

I wanted to take one more look at the mural before the drive back, but I opted against it. My mind was restless, and I needed to be alone so I could think clearly.

I’d always characterized this world as one that lacked any inherent magic. Hell, Astrum did too, that’s why I was sent here, but all this, the mural and the journals’ very existence challenged that.

We descended the same staircase we came up, and Shen walked beside me with his hands behind his back and his voice low.

“You’ve seen what we hold sacred,” he said. “The words. The warnings. But I can still feel it in you… doubt.”

I didn’t bother hiding it. “You’re right.”

His brow didn’t furrow, nor did he budge. He looked like he just accepted it as a fact, and I appreciated this.

“It will take more than old stories and dramatic paintings to make me believe I’m supposed to lead your people,” I said. “And it’ll take even more to convince me I should.”

He gave a small nod, but when we reached the second landing, I stopped for a moment.

“I’ll give you my number,” I said. “If something changes… if the seer agrees to meet me or something worse comes knocking… call me.”

“I don’t carry a phone,” he said.

I blinked.

“We believe some things are better kept off the grid.” He gave a small shrug.

Of course they did.

Before I could say anything else, I heard a murmur below. There were too many voices layered on top of each other, and as we stepped off the final stair onto the main floor, we found the source.

A crowd had gathered.

Thirty, maybe forty people were lined along the corridor walls and spilled into the wide-open space near the entrance. Some I recognized from earlier, but most I didn’t.

Their reactions were all different. Some looked at me with cautious and curious wide eyes. Others glared with anger in theirs, and a few couldn’t meet my gaze at all.

Then one man stepped forward.

He was tall, built like a sledgehammer, and his head was shaved clean and gleamed under the lanterns. He wore a tight black shirt, and there was something in his posture that said he was used to fighting.

He spat at the floor near my boots.

“This man is no dragon,” he growled. “He’s a foreigner. An outsider.”

The air tightened, and the crowd got rowdier. Two guards moved immediately and grabbed his arms, but he didn’t fight it.

“You’d grab your own for an outsider?” He turned and shouted over his shoulder. “You’d silence your brother?”

The crowd grew louder, and it seemed a few voices agreed. Others pushed back, though, and the tension seemed to crack like ice around me all of a sudden.

I just looked at him.

The guards held tight, but Shen stepped forward as calm as ever.

“Enough.” His voice wasn’t loud, but it cut through the noise like a blade. “I brought him here. I showed him our truth. And I’ve seen what he can do.”

“You saw it!” The big guy shook his head where he was still locked in place. “We didn’t. For all we know, you’ve been taken in by a trick. A story. A lie.”

He attempted to rally the non-believers in the group, but Shen didn’t raise his voice or threaten. He simply turned to me and gave the smallest nod.

“Then test him.” He looked at the crowd.

Gasps rippled like sparks through everyone in the lavish courtyard while Shen turned back to me and kept his eyes level with mine. By the look in his eye, I realized he was asking if I was okay to prove myself again, without actually saying the words.

I smiled. Fan service wasn’t usually my style. But sometimes? It was good for morale.

“Alright.” I shrugged and checked the time on my watch. “I can spend another minute or so on this. Let him go.”

People stepped back, and a wide-open space formed in the center of the main hall as the crowd formed a loose ring around us. The guards let the big man go, and the wide marble hall now held its breath as he came to face me in the center.

I stepped forward calmly and shrugged off my jacket, folded it once, and placed it on the table at the edge of the makeshift ring. I rolled my shoulders out, relaxed my stance, and raised one arm behind my back.

“Your move first,” I offered, and the challenger didn’t wait.

He charged like a battering ram and swung his fists before his feet even finished planting. His first jab came fast, which was surprising for someone his size, but I stepped to the side effortlessly and let it pass by my cheek.

He growled and followed up with a right hook, and I ducked left and slid back. There was a brief opening for me to hit him in the ribs and end the fight already, but I opted against it. I didn’t need to. This wasn’t about domination. It was about display.

He was a good fighter, and was fast and strong. He would have torn the average man apart in thirty seconds flat, but I wasn’t the average man, and the more he missed, the more he began to understand that.

I let him work through it.

He fought with the ferocity of a soldier, and each strike was textbook clean, but with too much heat and not enough discipline. He tried knees, elbows, hooks, but I gave him nothing but air.

The crowd watched in silence, and their eyes followed me like those of vultures circling a dying animal. The longer the fight went on, the more their mouths dropped, and their skepticism gave way to disbelief.

After three minutes, his strikes started to slow, and his breathing turned ragged. He also began to get sloppy with his precision. He swung wide and missed by a mile, then his legs gave out.

He collapsed forward, caught himself with one hand, and panted like a man who’d sprinted for miles. Sweat poured off his forehead, and he hung his head in shame. It was over, he knew it. He was a strong man, but this was his chance to be a smart man and live to fight another day.

Silence settled in the hall for a moment, then the whispers began again.

“Did you see that?” one said.

“He is a monster,” another said. “Not one punch landed.”

I locked eyes with Shen briefly, and there was a look of gratitude coupled with thanks in his smile.

I turned and headed for the table where my jacket lay, but then I heard the shift in weight behind me.

It was the stomp of one last desperate lunge at me, and the grunt of effort it took to make that move brought a smirk to my face. I turned just as the sweaty giant launched himself toward my back with a violent rage in his eyes.

My hand came up to catch his wrist mid-strike, and I used his own force to redirect him. Then I drove my other hand into his chest in a single, fluid strike.

The impact sent him flying. He slammed against a marble pillar hard enough to shake the stone.

Gasps rippled across the room.

He hit the ground in a groaning heap, and he looked stunned but not unconscious.

I’d had to cushion the blow to not kill him, but I didn’t leave it at that. I hated guys like him. Not because he challenged me, but because he tried to strike a man from behind.

There were lines, even in war. And the one he crossed was unforgivable.

Men like him were shifty and cowardly, and I’d met plenty of their type in the seediest taverns and brothels of Coilfell. They were the ones where I had to show them, completely, the difference in ability for them to actually understand.

I stepped toward him and took my time so the echo of my boots against the floor sent an unmistakable warning to him. He looked up just as I crouched in front of him, and his wide eyes met my furious ones.

My breathing came heavy and slower, and each exhale was hotter than the last. I could feel the heat crawling up my spine and threading through my ribs. My dragonfire danced just beneath the point of no return, and that’s when my vision shifted.

For a split second, I let my dragon eyes through and showed the endless, black abysses to him alone.

He screamed. Not a warrior’s scream, or in pain or defiance, but in pure terror.

The sound pierced through the silence, and he scrambled back on the floor. His hands and feet slipped over each other as he tried to get away, like his body knew something his mind couldn’t accept.

He curled into a shaking ball in the corner, and the room in the meantime had gone utterly still.

All eyes were on me. Then Shen stepped forward.

He raised his hands slowly, and his voice came out powerful enough to carry through every corner of the room.

“There will be times,” he said, “when confusion sits on our shoulders like fog. When uncertainty clouds our thoughts, and fear takes root in the hearts of even our strongest. It is in these moments that faith is tested. And survival, true survival, does not come from fear, but from recognition.”

He turned as his hand gestured to me.

“This man is not an outsider,” he said. “He is not a fraud. He has not demanded your loyalty. He has earned your attention. And whether he chooses to lead us or not, he is what the seers spoke of. Of this I am sure.”

He stepped closer to the crowd and passed his eyes over them.

“We are the Crimson 88,” he said. “We are not held together by convenience. We are not guided by chance. We stand here, alive, and strong today because we followed something greater than ourselves. We followed the scriptures passed down to us, and the doctrines of our ancestors. We meditate on them daily, and ask for their guidance in our comings and goings… We always have, and we always will. And tonight… I bring you truth. It has stood before you not as a tyrant, but as proof that our devotion has not been in vain.”

He paused. Then in a low and thunderous tone, he announced:

“The Dragon is reborn.”

The crowd didn’t move at first, but soon someone called out the word ‘Lóng,’ and another followed. Then another and another rose in unison until everyone joined in.

“Lóng. Lóng. Lóng.” The word echoed through the courtyard like the roar of a hundred soldiers.

I looked around as understanding crashed over me.

This was what the mural and the journals meant to them. These people truly stared at me like I was a god.
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Chapter 6

I slid the Lambo into traffic, let the soft rumble of the engine settle under my hands, and thought about what had just transpired.

As soon as I began my trip, my phone buzzed in the passenger seat. I glanced over at the screen.

“Everyone’s already at Gary’s place. Where are you?” Clare texted.

I hadn’t even realized how much time had passed. Another buzz hit before I could respond.

“Yo, where you at?” Gary asked. “Thought you’d be the first one here. We saved you a seat.”

A half-sigh, half-laugh escaped me as I turned toward the next intersection and headed west.

Gary’s apartment wasn’t far, just a twenty-minute drive, give or take. Long enough to shake the weight of the last few hours, or at least try to.

He couldn’t wait to introduce his new girlfriend to everyone, and I could understand why. This girl must have been the real deal for him to be mentioning it so much, and a night with the crew was needed after the new information I was given.

Tonight was a good excuse to let the heavy things take a back seat. No dragon prophecy nonsense or secret societies whispering about destiny.

Still, as I drove, my thoughts refused to settle. I couldn’t stop thinking about the mural.

It was the very fact that it existed. That someone, a hundred years ago, had painted it. That they’d seen me long before I ever walked into this world.

The traffic slowed as I hit the outer loop. Red brake lights glared in front of me and pulsed against the windshield, and my reflection flickered in the glass.

I blinked and saw the chaotic beast again on the wall with mouths gaping. And then the other creature, the one I saw near the race that night. I remembered how its presence bent reality, and how it twisted the minds of the men around me.

The resemblance wasn’t exact, but it wasn’t far off, either. I bet it was hard for the seer to give confusion itself some physical form with mere paint alone.

But something deeper gnawed at the edge of my thoughts. The mural proved one thing for certain, and that was that the creature could be cornered. I just had to figure out how to do that.

I was hoping this seer wasn’t a fraud, because she would be my best bet at figuring out more about the monster’s abilities.

I exhaled and turned the music up just enough to remind me that I was still on the road and should be enjoying the drive. I put my foot down and gathered some much-needed speed, and I cracked the windows to let the cold air sift through my hair.

The Crimson 88 wouldn’t exactly be on social media, but there had to be whispers or mentions of them and all the work they were involved in somewhere on the web. They’d been in Chinatown for decades, so I could dig for news articles, archived police records, and even community forums.

The traffic broke open a few blocks from Gary’s building. I pulled through an intersection and spotted the familiar blue glow of his apartment sign halfway up the block.

I eased into the parking lot and shut off the engine. The quiet hit immediately, and I sat there for a second longer and watched the pulse of streetlamps and the distant shapes of people walking into buildings.

My phone buzzed again.

It was Gary. He sent an angry emoji.

A smile appeared on my face.

Two minutes later, I walked up to Gary’s apartment door and knocked once. There was a pause, then the sound of footsteps, a stumble, and something crashing against a wall before the door finally swung open with a gust of warm air and a huge, lopsided grin.

“Bossman!” Gary beamed.

His cheeks were flushed, his shirt was half-untucked, and he was already holding a bottle of beer. He leaned one shoulder against the doorframe for balance and tried to look casual.

“You’re drunk,” I observed.

“Thanks, boss.” He nodded like I’d just complimented his haircut.

I stepped inside fully expecting the usual chaos of empty cans, pizza boxes, and the faint smell of stale pizza. But the place was… clean.

Not just clean, it was decorated too. A few candles flickered from the windowsill. There were actual clean plates laid out neatly on the coffee table. The lights were dimmed just enough to make it look intentional, and Chinese takeout boxes were stacked neatly on a tray, not scattered around like the post-game locker rooms I sometimes saw on TV.

I paused in the entryway and scanned it all with one eyebrow raised.

“Am I in the wrong apartment?” I asked.

Across the room, Clare caught my eye from the couch. She gave me a dry and subtle look like, ‘I know. I can’t believe it, either.’ She didn’t need to say it.

“Who are you, and what have you done with Gary?” I stepped out of my boots and nodded once in respect toward the living room.

“Come onnnn.” Gary waved me in. “Food’s hot, drinks are cold, and I’ve got very important leadership decisions to make. In fact—”

He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned in like we were about to close a deal.

“Ethan,” he said a little too loud, “I need your go-ahead on the trucks, too, man.”

My brow ticked up, but then he nudged his chin subtly toward a mid-thirties woman who was standing near the kitchen island in a stylish blouse and not a single hair out of place. She was pouring water into a glass pitcher like she was hosting a dinner party in the suburbs.

Ah. So this was obviously a ploy to try and impress his woman.

I’d already given him and Dave the go-ahead for the trucks a week ago. The moment Clare told me about needing to give her father’s truck back, I’d arranged for them to set out in search of their ideal work vehicle to replace the thing.

I turned back to Gary and nodded solemnly, because I appreciated a man who sought to impress his ideal woman. It was a tactic I’d found quite effective several times over already, and I wanted Gary to gather a hoard for himself as well.

“Extremely important,” I said. “Company can’t move forward without the right pickup. Whatever you decide… we trust your judgement on this.”

“You can count on me, boss.” Gary grinned even wider.

I watched him shuffle over to her and whisper something about being in charge of the trucks. She gave him a bright smile and nodded as if she were already scheduling the test drives for him.

Clare smirked behind her wine glass and mouthed “unreal.”

Gary turned back to us and put a proud arm around the woman’s shoulders.

“Ethan,” he said, “this is Anna.”

Anna displayed a warm smile “Hi. It’s so great to finally meet you, Ethan. Gary talks about you all the time.”

“Good things, I hope?” I said and shook her hand.

“Yeah,” she giggled softly. “Some of it made me question if you were real or not.”

Gary looked like he might float.

Anna leaned in just slightly. “Did you really make an LA drug lord back off your girlfriend?”

“Oh, that,” I laughed. “I just had a talk with him. It was nothing big.”

Clare choked back a laugh, and Anna kept smiling, but her eyes scanned everywhere. They were like the little arrow on the computer screen as she seemed to take in how muscular I was beneath my well-fitting clothes, but there was nothing hungry in her gaze. Just sheer shock and awe.

Gary didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he didn’t care. He looked proud honestly, like he wanted her to meet me as his friend and boss, and to like me. It was like he’d hit a personal milestone just bringing her into the circle, so I offered Anna another kind smile and told her I hoped she joined us more often.

We all eased into the evening after that. Drinks were poured as we gathered around to eat, and Dave told a story about falling through a porch while installing a doorframe while Kevin showed Clare some new dating app he found.

The change from the usual pizza to Chinese food turned out to be Anna’s idea, not that it was a bad idea, but she was bold to change up Gary’s habits like that. I was impressed he handled such a violent jolt from his usual routine.

I leaned back with my arms loosely crossed and sipped on a bottle of beer as I watched Gary hover between the kitchen and the Anna side of the couch.

Clare leaned over to me and lowered her voice. “This is good for him. He needs structure.”

I glanced toward Anna, who was now asking Kevin about the tax implications of using a personal vehicle for work, and I grinned as I realized she’d even be good for business.

“I think he’ll adjust to it,” I murmured.

Clare smiled. “Kicking and screaming, maybe.”

“Is there any other way with him?” I snorted.

She clinked her glass gently against mine and leaned back.

For a moment, the weight of earlier– the chants, the fire behind my eyes, the mural– felt distant. It was still flickering at the edges of my thoughts, but it was quieter now.

The food was finally laid out. There were boxes upon boxes opened, and steam rose up from all of them while we uncapped sauces all over the place. Gary said that they got Lo mein, orange chicken, egg rolls, spicy tofu, and fried rice. He looked like he’d just been presented with the keys to a kingdom as he clapped his hands once and reached for a fork.

“Alright!” He grinned. “Let’s eat.”

But before anyone could dig in, Anna cleared her throat gently.

“Let’s eat at the table, though,” she said, rose from the couch, and already started collecting napkins and chopsticks.

Gary froze mid-reach for an egg roll. “The couch is right here, though…”

“So is the table.” She smiled without looking at him. “Let’s use it.”

“We’re doing table eating now?” Kevin glanced over already halfway through an egg roll, and he looked like a half-starved dog gnawing on a bone.

Anna turned just slightly. “Yes. It’s healthier for digestion.”

Gary was already shoveling fried rice onto his plate, and he glanced up.

“Yeah, babe?” he said. “Um, I think we’ll just eat here and game, though. More efficient.”

“Fine.” Anna’s lips pressed down hard, and her eyes flicked to Gary with a look that read clear as glass.

It was a, ‘we’re gonna have a talk about this later’ look.

I didn’t say anything, I just gave Clare a subtle side glance. She was already looking at me like she was holding back a laugh, but I managed to remain neutral.

It would be extremely entertaining to see how Gary navigated this new life of his. I looked forward to seeing if he’d hold his own or crack.

Gary popped open a beer and settled in with a seemingly oblivious air, or maybe he was just pretending to be.

“Alright, let’s race,” he said. “I’m calling Kevin out. Time for the boss monkey to teach Yoshi a lesson.”

Anna sat perched at the edge of the armchair, crossed her legs tightly, and sipped water like it was wine.

“So,” Clare said under her breath, “what happened at the meeting?”

I shifted closer and put my plate down. “You ever heard of the Crimson 88?”

“No, but that’s the most ominous name I’ve ever heard.” She shook her head.

I nodded. “Yeah. That’s who I met with.”

“Alright… were they hostile?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head. “Not exactly. They just told me something that I’m finding hard to believe. I would like to gather some more information about them before I come to a decision.”

She studied me a second longer, and then nodded

“Ask Stacey when she gets here,” she said. “She might know more. You think they’re legit?”

“You should have seen their headquarters,” I added. “I want to build something even more magnificent one day, but they’ve done very well for themselves there. They are a serious operation, with discipline and resources. They knew things, too… Things they shouldn’t.”

Clare didn’t speak for a moment. She just gave a slow nod, like she wasn’t surprised, and processed things.

“All the more reason to ask Stacey,” she said again. “That girl pays way more attention to what happens in this city than I do.”

Back in front of the TV, Gary and Kevin were elbow-deep in their first race. The two of them were locked in like it was life-or-death.

“Get out of my lane!” Gary yelled.

Kevin didn’t flinch. “You picked a fat bastard, you are the lane.”

Gary’s Donkey Kong spun out on a turn, and Kevin’s Yoshi zipped by with a perfectly-timed boost.

“No way.” Gary nearly dropped his controller. “You rubber-banded me on the shortcut?”

“And I’d do it again.” Kevin smirked.

“I thought we were supposed to be eating.” Clare rolled her eyes.

“We are,” Gary said with a mouth full of noodles. “It’s just… tactical multitasking.”

Anna looked over her shoulder with a smile, but the grip on her water glass had gone slightly white

“He’s in so much trouble later,” Clare leaned in again and whispered.

“He has no idea.” I smirked. “Are most human men this blind when they gain the attention of women?”

“Yeah, this is par for the course pretty much,” she snorted. “Or he does notice and just doesn’t care…”

“Even braver,” I replied. “He’ll never get sex like that.”

“Or dumber,” she said. “He might not even realize sex is connected to this very moment.”

“It is.” I nodded. “It always is with humans.”

Clare snickered into her noodles, then covered the sound with an unconvincing cough.

The race continued, and Kevin launched a red shell at the perfect moment and knocked Gary out of second place.

“Sabotage!” Gary screamed.

“I win with grace,” Kevin said. “You lose with excuses.”

“This controller’s busted.” Gary threw his hands up.

Anna stood and started collecting plates without saying a word.

Clare gave me another side glance. “Brace for impact in three… two…”

But Anna said nothing. She just cleaned quietly, and her silence was louder than yelling.

Gary noticed. Maybe too late.

“Hey, babe, I’ll help in a sec,” he offered.

“You enjoy your race.” She smiled.

She said it like it was a goodbye, and Clare and I casually sipped our drinks.

Humans really were more fascinating than television sometimes.

Kevin grinned at me, and held out the controller like he was handing over a sword.

“Your turn,” he said. “Let’s see what you can do with a kart.”

“I’m good.” I leaned back against the couch and crossed my arms.

“Oh?” Kevin squinted. “You’re scared.”

“Careful, Kev, he might flip the couch,” Gary chuckled through a mouthful of orange chicken.

I didn’t rise to the bait. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to race. Normally, I would’ve smoked them both just to see their faces twist in rage when they realized I was fast in more ways than one.

But my mind wasn’t here tonight.

I had just about enough energy to keep track of the goings-on around me, but most of my mind was still circling that damn mural. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted the second I stepped into that room. That I’d crossed some invisible threshold I couldn’t step back from.

I gave Kevin a small shrug. “Next round.”

“Fine.” He narrowed his eyes. “But you’re not dodging me forever.”

Before I could answer, a knock came at the door, and I stood out of habit.

“The door’s open!” Gary called out.

It creaked open slowly, and Stacey walked in. She wore dark jeans, a black blouse, and her hair was still pulled back like she’d been working straight through the evening.

She looked good tonight. A little jet-lagged, but sharp nevertheless.

“Hey,” she offered the room one of her sleek, confident smiles. “Sorry I’m late…”

Gary smiled. “Stacey, meet Anna.”

“Hi, nice to meet you,” Anna said. “Wait Stacey? Like LA Stacey? Oh, my god…”

“Hi, nice to meet you, too,” Stacey said with a confused glance at me.

“Omg, Gary Bear told me about what Ethan did for you,” Anna added. “Romantic, right?”

“Gary Bear.” Stacey cocked her head, and her lips threatened to twitch into a smile, but she didn’t give in.

“Yeah.” Gary smiled like he was displaying a brand-new fast car. “This is my girl now…”

“That’s a way to say it, I guess…” Stacey smiled, then placed a hand on Anna’s shoulder and shook her head.

“I know,” Anna said and eyed Gary. “He’s a work in progress, but he’s such a sweetie. Most of the time.”

“How nice,” Stacey chuckled.

“You made it.” I was already on my feet with a plate in my hand, so I headed over to get her some as well.

“Barely.” She smiled at me and joined me.

I fixed her a plate of orange chicken, a little of the garlic broccoli she liked, rice, and handed her a drink from the kitchen.

“I hope you’re hungry,” I said.

“Starving,” she replied.

She sat beside me at the far end of the couch and balanced the plate on her knee.

“How was Cairo?” I asked.

“Busy. Dusty.” She gave a little shrug as she chewed. “But business is good. We’re ahead of schedule on the materials for the complex, which never happens. Still working out the licensing for a start up there.”

“Sounds like progress,” I said.

“One brick at a time.” She nodded.

I didn’t love small talk. It felt like peeling fruit with gloves on, but I knew how to make it work when I wanted to. And right now, I wanted her relaxed and comfortable so I could ease into a potentially tense topic.

“So… this might sound out of nowhere,” I said as I kept my voice low, “but have you ever heard of the Crimson 88?”

She paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. Then she lowered it slowly as she eyed me suspiciously.

“I have,” she said. “Why?”

“They approached me,” I said. “Earlier tonight.”

“What?” Her fork hit the plate gently.

“Long story,” I said. “They offered… an invitation to their compound. In Chinatown.”

Stacey leaned back and scanned the room like she was suddenly checking for ears, even though no one here was paying us any attention.

“They took you?” she hissed.

“Not forcefully,” I snorted and gestured to my general frame. “I followed, of course. They showed me around, talked like they’d been waiting for me.”

“Jesus, Ethad,” she whispered

“I was fine,” I replied.

She kept watching me like she was trying to read the parts I hadn’t said yet.

I hadn’t mentioned the mural, the prophecy, or the chanting. Not yet, but she knew me too well by now to think that was all I had to say about this.

“They’re bad news,” she said finally. “Real bad. Look, they’ve got storefronts, like restaurants, real estate, all clean on paper. But behind that? Cocaine. Weapons. Imports you don’t want to be anywhere near, Ethad.”

I nodded slowly.

“I’ve dealt with some of their shell companies,” she continued. “Their customs paperwork always has just enough missing to make your skin crawl. When you see their name on anything– invoice, warehouse, shipping manifest– you either walk away or double your margin to cover the risk.”

“I figured they weren’t saints,” I assured her.

“No, but they are smart,” she said. “Clean enough to be untouchable. Dirty enough to be dangerous. That’s why I don’t like that they came for you. You’re leagues above them.”

“Yeah.” I nodded because I obviously knew as much.

“Them doing this isn’t small,” she continued. “They don’t bring outsiders in like that. Not unless they think they can use you.”

Or crown you, but I kept that thought to myself.

She exhaled and took a sip of her drink. “Be careful. They don’t pick people at random, but then again, I know they should be more careful about you. How did it all happen?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “Follow me into the kitchen.”

I stood up and walked into the kitchen while the rest paid attention to the TV screen. Stacey entered not long after with her plate comfortably stuck in her hand.

“The entire situation is a bit weird,” I said.

“Try me.” Stacey gave me the kind of layer cutting stare.

I leaned back slightly and watched her eyes for the right moment to say it.

“They… think I’m their savior,” I said.

That pulled a laugh out of her. “Come on. You can’t be serious.”

I didn’t say anything, I just looked at her as she continued laughing. When the silence dragged too long, her smile faded.

“Wait… you’re serious,” she said.

I nodded once.

“You mean like some chosen-one prophecy kind of shit?” She leaned in a little and half-whispered the words.

“Exactly that,” I replied.

“No kidding?” Her mouth dropped open, and a piece of chicken almost fell on the floor.

She looked away for a moment, maybe in an attempt to process it in her head, and then turned back to me.

“Okay, back up,” she said. “Start again, from the beginning…”

I gave her the same rundown of my night racing against Snake Eyes that I’d given to Clare, and Stacey’s eyes flashed with a hint of adrenaline as I described my success for the evening. The worry set in once I explained about the group following and threatening me, but when I got to the monster and its strange powers, her ebony skin paled.

I continued regardless, and then nodded succinctly once I’d reached the important part.

“Anyway,” I sighed. “That’s when they began going on about a dragon hybrid that must lead them.”

Stacey’s face was frozen in shock like time had stopped for everyone except me.

“Wait,” she said. “You go to a meeting point, meet the Crimson 88, and they just declare you their messiah?”

“Not in those words,” I said. “But close enough. They had this mural. It was a massive thing, it looked ancient. It was painted by one of their seers a century ago, and it showed a man– me, I think– turning into a dragon and raining fire on some monster.”

Stacey’s expression was unreadable for a long beat.

“You mean like the creature that ate the racer?” she asked.

I nodded, and her lips parted like she was going to say something, but then Danielle stepped into the apartment, to my surprise. She looked tired but lit up when she saw me, and she made a beeline straight to me with a wide smile on her pretty face.

An instant smile came to mine as well, and her arms wrapped around my waist before I could say anything.

“Hello, stranger,” I chuckled against her blonde hair. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Almost didn’t,” she mumbled into my chest. “It’s been a long week. I decided I needed a break, so I got an Uber here. I missed you.”

“I missed you, too.” I smiled and rubbed her back.

“Hey, girl…” Stacey gave her a hug. “Heard about your exams coming up. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks so much.” Danielle blushed. “So what’s going on? You guys look like you’re plotting something devious over here in the corner.”

“We’re always plotting.” Stacey smirked.

I pulled Danielle a little closer and spoke just loud enough for the two of them.

“I’ll tell you the whole story later,” I said. “Just know there’s a gang, a prophecy, and a creature I’ve never faced before.”

“That sounds like a lot.” Danielle raised a brow.

“It is,” I said with a simple nod.

We headed back to the sitting room, and I got Danielle a plate. Lucky for her there were plenty of leftovers, and the others took turns playing Mario Kart while Anna switched to wine and was getting tipsier by the second.

The night started to wind down after that. The energy in the apartment slowly bled out, and empty takeout containers were stacked high while beer bottles gathered in the sink.

Kevin had passed out on the couch with a controller still clutched in his hand. Gary was quietly arguing with Anna in the kitchen, mostly in gestures and hushed voices, and Clare caught my eye from across the room and gave me a nod to say it was time.

Stacey grabbed her coat off the hook with her phone already in hand.

“I’ve got a flight tomorrow,” she said. “Just a quick day trip, but I’ll be back by Friday night.”

“You still doing Clare’s driving lessons?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “She’ll be a Class A hell-raiser in no time.”

Stacey gave me a kiss before hugging the girls and turning for the door.

“I’ll text when I land.” She waved.

Once she was gone, it was just me, Clare, and Danielle, and we stepped out into the cool, quiet night. We walked without saying much at first, and Danielle held one of my hands while Clare the other.

“Coming back to my place?” Danielle asked.

“I’d like that,” I said. “We all need the rest.”

We walked toward the Lambo. Danielle slowed down a little, and her eyes narrowed as we approached it.

“So this is her,” she walked around the Lambo like she was inspecting a prized racehorse. “I’ve seen the pictures. But damn, Ethad… in person?”

“She’s a beauty,” I said.

Danielle let out a low whistle.

“You weren’t exaggerating,” she said. “This is way hotter in person.”

“She sounds better, too,” I opened the door with a click of the key fob.

The lights flared to life.

“You’ve officially reached Bond villain status.” Danielle’s grin widened.

“Don’t give him ideas.” Clare laughed as she slid into the back seat.

Danielle ran a hand across the hood.

“I would have reacted more when you sent me the pics, but this?” she said. “This is stupid nice.”

“I figured I’d wait for the in-person flip out,” I said. “Glad it lived up.”

“It did,” she said, and climbed in the passenger seat.

I slid behind the wheel and started the engine. The low growl rolled through the street like thunder buried under silk.

And we were off into the night.

The three of us shuffled into Danielle’s house like sleepwalkers. The hallway light flicked on automatically and bathed the space in a soft amber glow that made everything feel slower and quieter.

None of us spoke as Clare tossed her purse onto the kitchen counter and kicked off her shoes. Danielle yawned as she walked straight toward the bedroom, and she shed her sweater along the way.

The silence wasn’t awkward, it was the kind I enjoyed after a long day. It felt earned.

“I’m showering,” I muttered.

“Try not to fall asleep in there.” Clare waved a lazy hand from the couch without looking back.

The water was warm, and for a few minutes I just stood under it letting it run down my back. When I stepped out, I could already hear the soft breathing from the bedroom.

Clare was curled up on the left side of the bed with her hair spread like ink across the pillow. Danielle lay on the right on her side with one arm under her head, and the other stretched toward the middle like she was saving my spot.

I put on my shorts and slid in quietly under the warm sheets.

As soon as I got in, Danielle pressed closer and instinctively wrapped herself around my arm. Clare shifted in her sleep but didn’t wake. I lay there for a moment with my eyes fixed on the ceiling, and then before I knew it, I was gone.

The smell of eggs and toast woke me the next day.

By the time I got to the kitchen, Clare was flipping a flapjack over the stove. Danielle sat on the counter already halfway through a mug of coffee, and her eyes were still puffy from sleep.

“Morning,” Clare said with a smile.

“Smells nice,” I muttered and rubbed the back of my neck.

“Smells like Clare took over my kitchen.” Danielle grinned.

“I got bored,” Clare said. “And I didn’t trust your pancake technique.”

I poured myself some coffee, leaned on the counter, and watched them for a second. Both women looked relaxed, but I’d made them wait long enough, so I finally brought Danielle up to speed on all that had taken place while she’d been so dedicated to her studying.

She took it about as well as the others had, but she trusted me to be safe and kill anyone before they killed me, so I was glad of that.

Then a knock rang at the door, and Danielle slid off the counter, ran across the room, and pulled it open. The mailman nodded, handed her a stack, and disappeared down the hall. She flipped through the envelopes as she walked back and casually scanned each one.

“Bill,” she called out, “More junk mail… oh.”

She paused and held one up, and Clare took it and opened it with her nail.

“It’s Shaunna’s invite to Peter’s birthday party,” Clare said. “Saturday.”

The invitation was off-white and printed on thick paper, the kind I rarely saw in the mail. It had a soft gold trim and embossed lettering that made it feel exclusive. Shaunna really wanted this thing to feel like a royal engagement.

“‘You are cordially invited to celebrate the fiftieth birthday of Peter Dallman,’” Clare read it aloud while flipping pancakes. “‘An evening of wine, fine food, and good company… Dress code: Formal. Cocktail or evening attire required. Event begins promptly at seven o’clock PM.’”

“Is it weird that it actually sounds kind of fun?” Danielle leaned over the counter with her coffee in hand.

“Yes,” Clare replied without missing a beat. “It’s a rich people’s mixer. Wine, speeches, small talk that lasts foreverrrrrr.”

I took the invite from Clare and gave it a once-over myself. But what caught me again was the line at the bottom. In a different font it read: Please bring a guest.

“Right. Plus one.” I exhaled through my nose.

“Who are you thinking of bringing?” Clare glanced at me.

“Still deciding.” I looked up from the card and shrugged.

Her mouth twisted in mock-offense. “Wow. Rude.”

I snorted and shook my head, because I was actually quite aware of how to proceed here.

If there was anything that I was a hundred percent sure of, it was what kinds of women I was dating. Clare wasn’t the fancy, kiss up to rich people kind of girl. Thank god for that. Same with Danielle, but where Danielle differed was that she actually had experience in these kind of parties because of her wealthy dad.

Still, I liked toying with Clare more than most things, and this one was too easy.

I leaned on the counter beside Clare. “Did you say you have driving lessons with Stacey?”

“Yeah, Saturday afternoon.” Clare grabbed a plate and dropped a pancake on it.

“And…?” I waited for Clare to continue.

“And… I don’t want to spend the evening locked in a ballroom with Peter’s golf buddies and wine snobs.” She shrugged and sent me an apologetic look. “You know how I feel about those kinds of crowds. They’re sooo boring…”

“That’s fine.” I held back a smirk. “I wasn’t going to ask you anyway, I was just wondering about the lessons.”

Clare raised an eyebrow. “Wow. Really? You’re just gonna–”

I grinned without remorse and turned to Danielle before she could continue.

“Me?” She was caught off guard.

“Why not?” I said. “You’ve earned it. You’ve dedicated yourself to studying for your certification in order to come out stronger than ever. More importantly, you’ve barely been around for me to admire in days.”

“Smooth.” Clare raised her eyebrows and looked between us. “Dragons really are good at this stuff.”

“I know.” I nodded without taking my eyes off Danielle.

“Are you actually asking me to go with you?” Danielle laughed and set her coffee down.

“I am.” I smiled. “It’s networking. A chance to be seen. You know how to work a room. Plus, it’s a good time to show Peter’s circle just how charming we are.”

“He just wants someone who looks better in heels than Gary.” Clare pointed a spatula at me.

“That is a fact,” I acknowledged.

Danielle looked pleased, but not in a showy way. There was a soft pride behind her smile.

“I’d love to go as your date,” she said as a blush dotted her pale cheeks. “Honestly, I’ve been dying to wear this emerald dress I got last year and never had the chance.”

“It’s a date, then,” I said. “We’ll dress up, show up, smile, and eat fancy food we probably can’t pronounce.”

“Do I have to be on my best behavior?” she asked.

“Just don’t get us kicked out.” I grinned.

“Deal,” I said.

“Try not to get into something strange and unusual, either.” Clare scraped the last pancake onto a plate and slid it toward me. “I mean that, Ethad, you’re the wild card here.”

“No promises,” I said. “You know me.”

“Speaking of strange and unusual things…” Danielle sat across from me with her elbows on the table and her mug cradled between her palms. “What are you thinking about doing about the Crimson 88 messiah thing?”

Clare leaned back in her chair with one leg crossed over the other as she picked away at her breakfast.

“Still figuring that out,” I said.

“What’s there to figure out?” Clare asked. “It doesn’t sound bad, honestly. They think that you are their savior, and in some ways you are. You’re giving them hope, and you say that they are disciplined workers… We could use that.”

“You have a point,” I said. “If I did somehow decide to lead them, then we could use the manpower to our advantage.”

“Weirder things have happened,” Clare said with a shrug.

“You’re not serious,” Danielle scoffed.

“I’m completely serious,” Clare said. “Maybe fate is playing out the way it’s supposed to.”

“You believe in fate?” Danielle asked.

“I do.” Clare nodded, looked over at me, and lowered her voice. “I don’t talk about it much, but yeah. I believe in fate. And I believe in seers,”

“Really?” I cocked an eyebrow.

Clare didn’t flinch. If anything, she looked more sure of herself than usual.

“My mom didn’t think she could have kids,” she began. “She and my dad tried for years. Doctors couldn’t give them a reason. My dad’s soldiers were firing, and my mom’s womb was fine, but nothing worked.”

“I didn’t know that,” I said.

“Yeah we try not to talk about it,” she said. “Just celebrate the fact that we are alive. They went to doctor after doctor. Nothing. They were already talking about adoption when they went to South Africa one year on a vacation.”

I stayed quiet.

“Someone took them to see this woman,” Clare said. “A seer who lived way out near some village in the hills. No phone. No credentials. Just… her. You know?”

Danielle gave a small nod.

“She told my mom someone had cursed her womb,” Clare said. “Said it was envy. She gave her a vial of herbs and oils, told her some words to recite every night, and sent them home.”

“And?” I asked.

“Nine months later, my oldest brother Daniel was born,” Clare said.

I watched her closely.

She believed it. Not like someone clinging to a nice story, but like someone who had built part of her foundation on it.

“That only makes sense to me if the power came from my world,” I said in honesty. “From Coilfell. I don’t mean to be rude, but it sounds like superstition in a world like yours, rather than true magic.”

“Not everything needs to come from your world to be real or magical,” Clare said. Her voice wasn’t sharp, she said it like she was just stating a fact, and I nodded in understanding.

“What did Stacey say about all this?” Danielle asked.

“She knows of them,” I replied. “Said they have legit businesses like restaurants and real estate, but they also move drugs, weapons, stuff that doesn’t ever get noted down on paper.”

“So they’re seriously illegal,” Danielle said.

“Yeah,” I said. “And smart about it.”

“The kind of smart that hides in plain sight,” Clare said with a shudder. “But then again, how’s that different from all your other sketchy contacts?”

“The difference is I’m not involved with the actual groups I’ve leveraged some dominance over,” I said. “I’m just owed their loyalty whenever it suits me.”

“And being involved with a whole group will affect the business,” Danielle pointed out with a nervous glance at both of us.

“Exactly.” I nodded.

“I mean, if you’re seen with them even once, we risk the company,” the blonde woman continued. “Cloud Contracting is still new. Our name’s starting to stick, but it’s not solid enough to carry a scandal if our name turns up in anything related to gang activity.”

I frowned in thought. “What are the odds I can get them to abandon all that and rebrand, as Clare would say?”

“Those odds are nonexistent.” Clare shook her head.

“Yeah…” Danielle agreed. “And people like Peter, and the ones at this party? They listen to whispers before facts. You walk in there with even the scent of that group clinging to your name, and you’ll burn bridges we haven’t even crossed yet.”

“Perception is everything in a word of mouth business,” I agreed. “I’ve noticed as much. If people hear our name in the same breath as theirs, I agree, that would compromise how much money we make.”

“Clients want clean.” Clare nodded.

“Well,” I sighed and shifted back in my chair. “I can handle myself just fine, but this isn’t me alone. I’m not just a fighter anymore, I’m the guy at the head of the company. Our face. Our name.”

The invitation to Shaunna’s party sat on the table and reflected the kitchen light in my eyes.

“So, what are you going to do?” Danielle asked.

“Right now,” I said. “My main objective is to walk into Peter’s party, and walk away with more clients who are eager to hand me hundreds of thousands of dollars. Hearing whispers that I’ve been seen with a group like the Crimson 88 would interfere with that kind of opportunity in the future…”

Danielle raised her eyes from her mug. Clare looked up from the last of her pancakes.

“But if I do decide to meet with them further,” I added, “it would only have to be legitimate to seal the deal. I’m not running with cartels or pushing anything illegal around this city. That’s a fantastic way to destroy an empire before it’s even begun to rise to greatness.”

Clare leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Yeah, tell them there’s plenty of ways to make money in this world. They just have to get more legitimate if they want the Dragon on their side.”

“You think they’ll agree to that?” Danielle asked.

“I don’t care if they do,” I said. “I’m not going to be their puppet. And I’m not going to be their shield for nothing in return.”

Both girls looked satisfied with that, even if they didn’t say it out loud.

Later that morning, the three of us finally grew bored of loitering around. Work had slowed between contracts, and Danielle pulled out her phone and typed something.

“I’ve got to get back to studying,” she said. “The exam is on Monday, and if I’m going to this party on Saturday, I’m not going to get to study on those days.”

“You’ll pass,” Clare said.

Danielle turned her phone around and showed me a picture. It was her dress for the party, and I grinned at the design. It was a deep emerald-green styled to drape off the shoulders, and it was just elegant enough to make a room shut up real fast on a woman like Danielle.

“I want you to get a suit that matches this,” she said. “Is that okay?”

“Green?” I asked.

“God no,” she laughed. “ You aren’t a pimp. I need you to compliment this well. Clare will help you.”

“I’ll do my best,” Clare said, even though her tone already hinted she was more than ready.

Danielle smirked and tapped out another message. A second later, Clare’s phone buzzed.

“Stand-in approved,” Danielle said.

I finished the last sip of coffee and pushed my chair back.

“Alright,” I sighed.

“You’ll look fantastic,” Danielle added. “We don’t do sloppy at this company.”

“God no,” I snorted. “Dragons are creatures of class.”

“And blood, and creepy magic, and flames, and–” Clare’s teasing cut off as I lunged over and scooped her up in my arms, and she burst into laughter as I chucked her onto the couch.

The pair of us hit the road an hour later. We were headed to the office of the property management company to finalize the lease for the new headquarters this afternoon, and the city felt like it was off to a lazy start as well while we drove. Between the break in contracts and the steady rain, everything had slowed down to a hum in Chicago.

“I did the math,” Clare said. “The jobs for Peter gave us the capital we needed. Not just the first month and deposit, but a buffer for utilities, startup costs, small renovations…”

I kept one hand on the wheel and nodded. “We’re ready then.”

“We are,” she said. “It feels weird.”

“Weird how?” I asked.

“Weird in a good way,” she said. “Like things are clicking. All the late nights. It’s all stacking toward something.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said.

“And the guys are fired up,” she added.

I smirked and turned onto the side street near the leasing office.

The office was on the second floor of a three-story building with a bakery downstairs. We walked up the narrow stairs, and Clare adjusted the strap of her bag as we reached the door.

The office was plain, with standard furniture, framed documents on the wall, and a smell like old paper and lemons in the air. A woman in a gray cardigan greeted us with a smile and waved us into a room with a round table and a stack of papers already waiting.

Jordan met us and wasted no time.

“All standard terms,” she said. “Twelve-month lease. Option to renew. Utilities are not included, but basic maintenance is covered by us. You’ll be listed as primary tenants. Business usage approved.”

Clare took over immediately. She skimmed every line like a hawk. I trusted her with the paperwork more than I trusted anyone else on Earth.

I glanced around the room while she asked questions, and ten minutes later, Clare handed me the pen.

“Final signature,” she said.

I didn’t hesitate. I signed the line, and when I finished, I looked over at her.

“It’s ours now,” I said.

Clare nodded and leaned back in the chair. “Took us long enough.”

“Congratulations.” Jordan collected the forms and stood. “You’re officially on the books.”

We shook hands, and she led us out. We got back on the street, got into the Lambo, and made our way to a suit shop next that Clare knew of.

The place looked expensive before I even walked in. It had clean brick exteriors, dark window tint, and polished brass door handles. The name Theodore was written in cursive across the glass, and inside, it smelled like cedar and freshly minted money. The lights were soft, but bright enough to show off everything they wanted us to notice.

A tall guy with rolled sleeves, tattooed forearms, and glasses looked up from behind a glass counter.

“Hi, what can I help you two with today?” he asked with a grin.

Clare stepped in like she owned the place and offered him her hand.

“I’m Clare. This is our blank canvas,” she said and pointed her thumb back at me.

“Excellent. I’m Remy.” The man clapped his hands once. “You’re in good hands now.”

I barely had a chance to sit down before he started asking Clare what kind of dress we were working with and the height of the heels my date would be wearing. She provided him all the information of course, and answered like she was born for this. He nodded along, snapped his fingers at a nearby rack, and a younger assistant disappeared into the back with a whisper of fabric.

All I had to do was stand there and let them talk like I didn’t exist.

It was perfect.

“You’re not going to make me wear green, right?” I asked offhandedly.

“God, no,” Remy said. “We’re not dressing a pine tree. You’re going charcoal. Peak lapel. Black shirt. Clean contrast. Let her dress do the talking, that’s what I always say. You on the other hand will accent her. Green cufflinks, I think, probably a matching tie clip.”

I nodded as I considered this. The man had the energy of someone who was used to putting on shows when he talked, but he spoke in earnest.

Clare watched him zip around with an amused smile. “I like him. He suits this work well, I can trust him with you…”

“I figured you would say so,” I said.

While they sized me up and debated pocket square textures, I pulled out my phone and scrolled through the accounts Kevin helped me set up. Instagram, Twitter, a few newsfeeds, and one tab that tracked supernatural and unexplained sightings across the country.

I focused on one of the more recent blips around Los Angeles, due to my own private concerns that there may be a succubi lurking there. There were plenty of strange reports in LA, some from about a week ago, but they weren’t anything to drop everything for and head off. It was a series of strange reports, like shadows that didn’t match their casters, flickering lights, and a few clips too blurry to be useful.

Not enough to hold my attention.

However, the very location I’d had my eye on did keep resurfacing.

It was called The Shade Bar. I remembered Stacey mentioning it was the name of the bar the suspected succubi owned, and it looked to be a popular, high-end, privately owned location.

The online reviews were all over the place. Five stars for ambiance. Three for service. One star from a guy who claimed his wallet vanished mid-drink. A handful of weird comments were buried deep, too, like: “Bouncer stared through me,” or “Left with a headache and memory gaps. Think I got roofied.”

It was something to keep an eye out for, but there was no real harm being done to human life from the looks of it. Just their wallets.

“You’re zoning out,” Clare said.

I looked up. She had a smirk on her face, and Remy was standing behind her holding the jacket like it was some precious artifact of days long past.

“We’re ready,” she said.

“Got it.” I nodded.

Remy handed me a not so flashy but sharp black shirt, as well as a rich charcoal two-piece suit. It was a single-button cut with perfect balance between not being too stiff or showy.

The suit fit like a fresh layer of well-honed armor.

“This is it,” Clare said. “You’re done.”

“Faster than I thought,” I agreed.

“We don’t mess around,” Remy said. “Not when we’ve got the build of a Grecian God in my shop.”

Clare giggled as we headed over to pay, and then she thanked him before we stepped back out into the breeze. I carried the bag over my shoulder and unlocked the SUV. Just as I opened the door, my phone buzzed.

It was Dave calling, and I answered.

“We got the truck,” he whooped in celebration.

I grinned. “Great, bring the truck to the new office. We are headed there now.”

Clare perked up when she heard that. I put the call on speaker.

“Wait, you got it already?” she asked.

“We got iiiiiiit!” Gary shouted from somewhere in the background. “And it’s beautiful, man, it’s fucking perfect!”

“Be there in ten to fifteen,” I chuckled.

We got into the Urus, and while we were on our way, Clare texted Danielle about the suit, but there was no reply. She was probably engrossed in her studies.

When we pulled into the new HQ lot, it was empty. No truck yet, so we’d arrived before Gary and Dave, and I parked out front, killed the engine, and waited for them.

Dave and Gary pulled in five minutes later in a matte gray truck. They hopped out with way too much energy for midafternoon on a slow day.

We got out as well to take a look at the truck. As soon as I was out of the car, Gary tossed the keys to me, and I caught them mid-air.

“Go see your new child, Bossman,” he crooned.

I headed around the side and stopped.

The truck was clean and matte gray, with chrome trim, wide tires, and an efficient-looking build. There was nothing extra, or wasted about it. The logo was even completed on both doors, and they read ‘Cloud Contracting’ in clean, bold text, paired with the stylized storm cloud Clare had mocked up on something called Canva.

I ran a hand along the edge of the door.

Clare came up beside me and gave a nod. “It’s perfect.”

“We’ve got the real deal now,” Gary said. “No more showing up in three borrowed vehicles.”

“We’re going to need another one by the end of the year if this momentum keeps up.” Dave leaned against the bed and crossed his arms.

“We’ll get it,” I said.

And I meant it.
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Chapter 7

The dry cleaner was a narrow shop crammed between a vape store and a bakery. The awning hung low, and the bell above the door jingled like it was clinging to its final days. The inside smelled like starch, warm fabric, and just a hint of mothballs.

I was here on the request of Danielle. She paid for an express service yesterday to have her dress cleaned for the party tonight, and it was my duty as the boyfriend to pick it up. I didn’t mind of course, it was everyday duties like this that really immersed me in the happenings of this world. Things like picking up the dry cleaning, buying coffee, and grocery shopping made me feel like a regular man, not a regular hybrid.

The owner stepped out from behind the counter when he saw me. He was an older man with a slow, steady way of moving, and he handed me the garment bag like he was returning a sacred object.

“Pressed and ready,” he said. “Before the date. Like requested.”

“Appreciate it,” I said.

He gave me a small respectful nod. His eyes lingered a second too long, and I wondered if he’d seen something strange about me, but brushed it off.

I took the bag and stepped out into the cool afternoon. The wind tugged at the garment bag lightly as I crossed the street. My car was a block away.

That’s when I felt a tickle at the back of my neck. The faint sense of eyes where they shouldn’t be. I didn’t stop walking. I let the feeling build and let my steps stay calm.

As if pretending to check the road, I turned and saw the hooded character just outside of casual distance. He looked like someone going for a walk, but his head stayed angled my way. Even when I turned the corner, he followed me.

I made a sharper turn into a narrow alley stretched between two buildings. It was dimly lit and shadowed from the sun, which allowed me to slip in and hide my presence easier. I spun behind a rusted dumpster and waited.

Quick footsteps followed a second later. He clearly hadn’t seen me.

The moment he passed my hiding spot, I grabbed the back of his hoodie and slammed him against the wall with enough force to rattle the bricks. The dress bag thudded against my side as I pinned him with my forearm and pulled open his hood.

It was the same bald Crimson 88 scout who got shot in the shoulder but managed to survive his encounter with the creature. The same guy who gave me the first meeting with Shen.

“You again,” I said.

He didn’t fight against my punishing grip. Instead, he slowly reached into his hoodie pocket and pulled out a sealed envelope.

“This better be good,” I said.

“It’s from Shen,” he said.

I snatched the envelope and turned it over. It had the same seal– two overlapping red circles, with one bold black slash through them both.

“Meeting with the seer,” he said. “Tomorrow night. Meet at 315 Alton Street. Former garment factory at 7 PM two nights from now.”

I didn’t back off.

“Next time, just text me,” I said, but he didn’t respond, so I shook him and let him slam against the wall a bit. “Look… What’s your name?”

“Tian,” he coughed.

“Well, Tian,” I said. “This trailing bullshit won’t end well for you. You ever wonder why dragons are never portrayed as prey? Because our instincts make us want to kill those who even try stalking us. Do you understand what I’m telling you right now?”

“Yes.” He swallowed hard. “But too risky to text. Chinatown is chaos right now–”

“I’m your savior, aren’t I?” I pointed out. “You want me to lead something, you keep me in the loop. Better than this trailing me and passing me notes shit. Understood?”

He shifted against the wall but nodded quickly. “Th-The creature’s back. Or it never left.”

“How long has it been active?” I asked.

“About two months,” he said. “Started quiet. Now it’s ripping through Chinatown.”

I eased off him a little.

“It wiped out the Crimson Lotus Society first,” he said. “Took out every one of their senior members. Same with the Black Jade Syndicate. Whole leadership sector gone, and their following with it.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now it’s killing without a pattern,” he said. “Men. Women. Children. It doesn’t matter. If you’re in the wrong place, it finds you. Especially these last two days.”

My stomach tightened. “How many dead?”

“Over a hundred.” His eyes dropped. “Could be more.”

“In two days?” I was shocked.

The wind swept through the alley and rustled a plastic bag that had caught on a drainpipe.

“It’s causing a vacuum,” he said. “With the big crews gone, the smaller ones are scrambling. Everyone wants a piece. But no one wants to fight that thing.”

I looked down at the envelope again. It felt heavier now.

“Why didn’t you reach out earlier?” I asked. “What is Shen doing about this? What moves are being made?”

He was quiet, and I made a move toward him again like I was about to hit him.

“You’re the only one who can help us!” he blurted out, but he was leaving something out.

“What is Shen’s plan with this vacuum you’ve said has appeared?” I demanded.

He eyed me carefully. “These territories are rightfully ours to go to war for…”

I nodded. It was obvious. Any leader would look to conquer any free territories, that’s why they took their time to get to me. And why I felt they were keeping something from me the first time we met.

All the Crimson 88 needed to do was outlast their rival gangs against this beast, claim their fractions as the monarchs fell, and then hope I’d be able to clean up the creature’s mess.

I could admit, it was a deviously calculated plan, but I was nobody’s house servant.

I gave him one last look and stepped back. “You tell Shen I’ll be there to meet the seer.”

He nodded and adjusted his hood. He started to walk off, but I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“If Shen wants help,” I said, “he gives full transparency. I want real updates. No more whispers. No more games.”

“I’ll deliver the message,” he said.

He moved out of the alley without another word.

I stood there for a minute longer staring at the edge of the envelope. If it was a tactical battle these people wanted to grab up more territory, then that was what they’d get, but clearly they needed a reminder that I held all the cards here.

I stepped out of the alley and crossed the street toward my Lambo.

After that, I sped through the city like the road owed me something. Horns blared, and tires squealed when I turned corners harder than I should’ve. The dress bag hung in the backseat and swayed every time I jerked the wheel, but I didn’t pay it any mind.

That letter was still sitting on the passenger seat. I didn’t look at it. I didn’t need to.

By the time I pulled up to Danielle’s, I was burning hot behind the eyes. Not from the weather, and not from the drive. But from knowing Shen’s plot to use me to his advantage.

Dragons didn’t take kindly to being wielded like weapons of convenience. We were conquerors by nature. We molded the very fates to our will.

I closed the door of the house a little harder than intended, and Clare and Danielle looked up from the couch as I headed straight for the kitchen, tossed the envelope in the sink, and spat fire on it.

Flame touched paper, and the letter curled in on itself, blackened and gone in seconds.

They didn’t say anything at first.

“Whoever pissed him off,” Clare said, “I feel sorry for them.”

Danielle stood up slowly. “What happened?”

I didn’t answer right away. I pulled out my phone, opened the browser, and typed one thing: Chinatown deaths, last sixty days.

The screen loaded with page after page of recent results, but they were primarily from unofficial sources. No national coverage. No statement from city officials. No police chief interviews.

But the toll was unbelievable.

One hundred and twelve confirmed dead, dozens still listed as missing, and all in a concentrated area. The victim list spanned different streets and blocks at different hours with no patterns, and no clear motive.

It was a blatant slaughter.

“They’re not even hiding it,” I said.

Danielle leaned in. “Why isn’t anyone reporting on this?”

“Because it’s Chinatown,” Clare said. “The cops don’t get overly involved there unless they have to. Plus, the press doesn’t get past the surface unless there’s a politician involved.”

Danielle blinked. “That’s insane.”

“It’s not new,” Clare said. “It’s just how it’s always been. If there’s a problem area that’s cut off enough from the shiny places, they’ll turn a blind eye and let the neighborhood burn for a bit.”

I turned the phone off and set it on the counter.

“Shen and the other gangs aren’t trying to stop this creature yet,” I said. “They’re letting this creature kill off their competition. Playing a long game. Seeing who lasts the longest.”

Danielle’s face darkened.

“And when the smoke clears,” I said, “they expect me to clean it up. To walk in like some savior and kill what’s left of the thing they let run wild.”

“And they don’t care how many people die in the meantime,” Danielle said.

“They don’t,” I agreed. “As long as they get more turf when it’s over.”

Clare folded her arms and leaned on the counter. “That’s not leadership. That’s cowardice.”

“It’s worse than cowardice,” I said. “It’s calculated deceit.”

I stared toward the ashes in the sink.

From here on out, I wasn’t playing their game.

I was going to end it.

“What are you going to do?” Danielle stepped closer.

I looked at both of them. “Immediate objective: I find that creature, and I take it down. This is my world now, and I won’t allow a beast of that nature to run rampant here. I will need information from their seer, but there is a meeting set for two nights from now. If I have to, I’ll torture the information I need out of them.”

Clare raised her eyebrows but didn’t interrupt.

“Long term?” I said. “If the Crimson 88 won’t change, if they won’t be malleable, I’ll simply burn them to the ground. One building at a time if I have to.”

Danielle’s voice came soft. “You really mean that?”

I nodded. “They’ve made an enemy worse than the beast. I don’t play well with cowards.”

Neither of them tried to talk me out of it because they knew I meant every word.

Mid-afternoon rolled in quiet and slow. The house had settled into that soft stillness between moods, the kind of calm that always came after fire. I’d burned the envelope hours ago, but the feeling that I had some conquering to do hadn’t fully left. It sat in my chest like a coiled wire, and I reveled in it as it fed my draconic appetite.

The knock came just before three.

“I’ll get it,” Danielle called out.

She opened the door and greeted Stacey with a short squeal and a hug that sounded like girl pals in a movie.

Which wasn’t far off.

I leaned on the counter and nursed the last of a lukewarm whiskey as I heard footsteps crossing the hall. It sounded like Stacey had paused to peek into Danielle’s room, said something too low for me to catch, and then made her way to me.

She didn’t say anything when she entered the kitchen. She just walked up close, placed both hands on my chest, and kissed me slow and full.

My hands moved to her waist instinctively, and for a few seconds, that knot in my chest finally loosened.

When she pulled away, she smiled lightly.

“You needed that,” she said.

“Yeah,” I chuckled.

“Are you going to tell me why your energy feels like it could boil water?” she asked. “You’re tense all over.”

So I told her. Not in long paragraphs, just clean, short, and direct points about the creature, the deaths, and the games Shen was playing. I added my decision at the end.

When I finished, she didn’t look surprised. Not even a little.

“I figured,” Stacey said. “Those kinds of gangs… they’ve been playing chess with people’s lives forever. It’s what they do.”

I watched her closely. She wasn’t shaken by the topic, and she wasn’t even disappointed about my plans for delivering utter destruction if need be.

“I trust you,” she said. “Whatever you decide to do next is probably as it should be.”

I let out a slow breath and nodded.

“But for today,” she said, “you’re not a firestorm or a vigilante or a dragon. You’re a man taking his beautiful date to a party. Remember that.”

She leaned in and kissed me again. This one was softer and shorter, and it did exactly what I needed it to. It put a decisive end to the topic, and that sense of finality settled the last of my fury.

I nodded. “Alright.”

“Good,” she said. “And relax your shoulders. You’re not going to war, Dragon Boy.”

I smirked as Clare stepped out from Danielle’s room with her shoes in hand, and I caught the tail end of the moment.

“I think you just need to let your mind relax and focus on reflexes,” Danielle was saying to Clare. “Ethad probably doesn’t think a single thought when he’s driving, and you’ve seen how well he handles speed and traffic flow…”

“I know,” Clare sighed and sent me a rueful glance. “He’s literally a machine about driving. I, on the other hand, am a pansy.”

“Not even close to a pansy,” Stacey scoffed. “You’re better than you give yourself credit for, and trust me, that means a lot coming from me. Are you ready to get out there and give it another try?”

“Yeah, I’m ready to head out,” she said, then reached up to kiss my cheek. “You better be nice to Danielle tonight.”

“I’m always nice,” I said.

Stacey laughed as she and Clare headed out. “That’s what they all say.”

“Drive safe!” I called after them as the door shut.

By the time the clock pushed past five-thirty, I was already dressed. The suit fit like it had been waiting for me to wear it, but I wore it with no tie and left the top button open, and it was the right call. Too formal, and I’d look like a stranger. But this? This was sharp and made me look like I belonged among the Dallmans’ close connections.

I checked the mirror and adjusted the lapel slightly. The polished black shoes caught a little of the light from the window, and I nodded to myself. There wasn’t a single thing out of place.

I looked good. Maybe better than I ever had.

Danielle hadn’t come out yet.

I waited on the couch with my phone in hand but not really scrolling. Just listening and watching the hallway. Then I heard the soft click of heels on hardwood.

When she stepped into view, it hit me all at once.

She looked… breathtaking.

The dress was emerald green, and the way it clung to her made it feel like the fabric was bonded to her skin. The neckline swept just off her shoulders, and showed enough to be daring but still elegant. A slim slit on one side gave the dress movement when she walked, and the heels added just enough height to change the way she carried herself, like she was gliding.

Her blonde hair had been curled and pinned just enough to frame her face in a soft, romantic way, with a few strands loose around her cheeks. Her earrings were simple gold hoops that caught the last light pouring in from the window and finished off the look perfectly.

But it wasn’t just how she looked. It was how she wore it.

Danielle wasn’t just in a dress, she was in her element and looked confident, composed, and quietly stunning.

I stood without even realizing it.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“Of course I’m staring,” I chuckled. “You look… incredible.”

She smoothed the side of her dress and tilted her head. “Yeah?”

“I mean it,” I said. “Like, don’t be surprised if Peter forgets it’s his birthday level of incredible.”

She laughed and adjusted an earring.

“And this whole look on you…” She nodded at my suit. “You clean up way better than anyone I’ve ever dated.”

I gave her a look. “Don’t say that like it’s surprising, it’s not. I am better than anyone you could have ever dated. I’m a–”

“Dragon,” she giggled and stepped forward. “I know.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this, though,” I said with a grin.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Like you know you’re the best-dressed person in the room before you even walk into it,” I murmured and leaned in for a kiss. She gave me a genuine and proud smile when we parted, and I took her hand. “Listen, I know tonight’s about the party. The networking. All that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And the champagne.”

“And the champagne,” I said and held her hand a little tighter. “But it’s also about us. No matter who we talk to or how loud it gets tonight, I want to make sure we have a good time together as well. No getting lost in the crowd, and no distractions. Just us making a memory because we’ve both earned that.”

Danielle leaned in and wrapped her arms around my neck.

“I’m holding you to that,” she said.

“You should,” I agreed.

Then I kissed her, and the world stopped just long enough to remind me that tonight was about taking a beautiful woman out to have an exceptionally luxurious night among some of Chicago’s wealthy elite.

Everything else was secondary.

We headed out just after six. Danielle slid into the passenger seat and got comfortable. She didn’t say much at first, just tapped through her phone like she already knew what she wanted to hear.

Then a song rolled out of the speakers.

“Mother, mother… there’s too many of you crying…” the song began.

Danielle leaned back in her seat with a soft grin. “I love this song.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. “It’s called What’s Going On by Marvin Gaye.”

She reached over and cracked the window, and a cool and clean breeze drifted in. The sun had dipped just low enough to paint the skyline in gold, and we cruised slowly, taking our time and enjoying the moment. The traffic was light, and Chicago looked like it had finally stopped moving just long enough to breathe.

Danielle hummed the chorus under her breath, and even though she was a little off-key, it was sweet. Like she couldn’t help it because the song lived in her bones somehow.

“You nervous?” she asked.

“Not really,” I said.

“Good, because you look great,” she said, and I glanced at her to find she was already watching me.

“No, you’ll be the star of the party,” I informed her. “Guaranteed.”

“Smooth talker.” She blushed and turned her gaze back to the road.

We pulled into Peter’s neighborhood just before seven-fifteen. His house sat at the end of a long drive, and the lights glowed softly across the newly manicured lawn.

Danielle and I got out of the Urus, and we walked arm in arm toward the door and a man in a black blazer who had stepped out from beneath the porch lights. He was too relaxed to be some on-staff security, so I assumed he was probably hired to help for the evening.

He gave a small bow when we approached.

“Good evening,” he said.

I reached inside my jacket, pulled out the invitation, and handed it over. He scanned it quickly, gave a respectful nod, and gestured to the open front door.

“Welcome,” he said. “Enjoy the evening.”

Inside, the space was alive.

Music floated in from somewhere near the back. The smell of expensive food clung to the air and was layered with perfume, candles, and whatever they’d used to polish the wood floors.

The guests were loitering everywhere from the front living room to the kitchen, and they even spilled out into the backyard to enjoy the crisp evening air.

There had to be at least seventy or eighty people already inside, not counting the ones still arriving behind us. Every corner of the house pulsed with conversation, laughter, and the delicate sound of glasses clinking.

But it wasn’t chaotic. It was more as if it was choreographed.

Even the socializing here was well-designed.

Danielle walked beside me, and her eyes moved like she was already cataloging who she wanted to talk to and who she planned to avoid.

I scanned the kitchen first.

The marble island stood proud at the center. The lighting we installed framed it just right, and guests leaned on the edge of the counters talking and sipping cocktails.

But there was one thing that hadn’t been there before.

Near the far wall, standing beneath one of the pendant lights, was a bust. It was a sculpture of a full head and shoulders made of black stone with hints of bronze catching the edges of its profile. It had sharp cheekbones, empty eyes, and a chin tilted upward like it had something to say but couldn’t be bothered to waste the breath.

It was elegant and weird at the same time.

That piece wasn’t part of the renovation. I would’ve remembered.

Danielle followed my gaze. “That’s new…”

“It is,” I said.

“Looks expensive,” she muttered under her breath.

We moved through the space slowly. The living room was packed with men in tailored suits, and women in gowns that shimmered with every step. Everyone had a drink in hand, and most of them stood in groups of five or six. They were all locked in conversations that didn’t sound anything like small talk, probably about stocks, global shipping delays, and real estate markets.

I’d caught on by now that rich people around here fucking loved talking about that stuff.

In fact, I’d pulled out one of the apps Kevin had helped me download just yesterday and checked a few stock market indicators, since I knew I’d want to brush up for this.

We passed into the kitchen for now, though, where servers glided between guests with trays of food and champagne. One man was talking animatedly about his vineyard in Napa, and another woman nearby kept gesturing toward the backsplash behind the stove.

“It’s seamless,” she said. “How do you even get a finish like that?”

Danielle smiled at me. “You should answer her.”

But I didn’t have the chance.

“My darling, Ethan…” Shaunna’s voice floated across the foyer before she did.

She came into view in a red dress that wrapped around her like it had been poured on. She looked elegant and powerful in a way that no one would ever question in that outfit, and she clearly knew it.

She air-kissed Danielle’s cheek, then mine.

“I’m so glad you two made it,” she crooned.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said with a charming smile, since all eyes in the kitchen were on us now.

Shaunna now eyed Danielle again. She had a look on her face like someone trying to remember something dire.

“Danielle Bronze?” she asked Danielle with a wide smile on her face.

Danielle gave a light nod and a calm smile as well.

“Oh, my God,” Shaunna shrieked. “The last time I saw you, you were about twelve years old. How is your father?”

“Good,” Danielle replied. “How are you and Peter?”

“We are great,” Shaunna beamed. “Please say hello to your father for us… Wow! What a small world. Ethan, you’ve done well to bring her, she is Chicago royalty. She’ll introduce you to a good number of people.”

Shaunna leaned in until she was just a whisper away from us both.

“I’ll introduce you to some people later, darling,” she murmured. “The right people. Really powerful ones.”

She snapped her fingers then, and a server appeared. She waved him toward us, and without breaking her smile, handed us each a glass of something chilled and fizzy.

“But for now,” she said, “enjoy yourselves. You’ve earned it.”

“Thank you,” Danielle and I echoed.

And with that, she disappeared into the crowd as easily as she’d appeared.

Danielle raised her glass and tapped mine. “To surviving the night and doing it in style.”

“To charming the pants off them,” I snorted. “As Clare likes to say…”

“It’s a good saying,” Danielle giggled and nodded.

Then we drank, and the first sip was crisp and cold and tasted like some kind of sparkling white wine. Danielle scanned the room with a low and approving hum as she took another couple of dainty sips.

“This is your kind of crowd,” I noted as I considered how easily she held herself up to their standards.

“I have to admit, I’ve missed this,” she said. “The noise. The clothes. The angles people use when they talk.”

“You mean the politics,” I said.

“I mean the game,” she snorted and glanced at me sideways.

I looked around, watched a man across the room laugh too hard at something I bet was not even remotely funny.

“Still learning the rules.” I said.

Danielle leaned her hip into the tall table beside us, the glass cradled in her fingers.

“I was raised in rooms like this,” she said.

“Yeah?” I turned to her fully.

She gave a small shrug. “My dad— he’s in construction. Real construction. Major city contracts, government infrastructure, airports, sports arenas. The kind of work where the lobbyists and city planners all have your number saved, and they show up to your parties in tailored suits and fake smiles.”

“Big game,” I said.

“Big enough,” she replied. “He used to take me to events like this when I was younger. Said it was good training. I’d walk in holding his hand in a little black dress and memorize the names of thirty strangers before we’d hit the hors d’oeuvres.”

“That explains a lot,” I said. “So you can work this room like you own it.”

“I used to be able to,” she said. “Until I realized I wanted to build something for myself. Not inherit his empire and be someone’s strategic daughter. I walked out on all of it. But I can probably dial back in.”

I let that sit for a moment. Some might call her words that of an arrogant woman. But it spoke magnitudes of her experience. She knew how things worked in this world, but she’d chosen her own path anyway.

“Is that why Shaunna left the networking to you?” I asked. “She mentioned your dad when we came in.”

Danielle nodded. “They’ve done business before. Him and Peter”

“So I’m in good hands,” I said.

“Come on.” She nodded. “I’ve just spotted someone here I need to introduce you to.”

Her eyes were already locked on someone across the room. I followed her line of sight through the crowd and saw a tall man standing near the bar. He was surrounded by three others with a drink in hand, and his posture was loose and loud like he was holding court over there.

I cocked an eyebrow, but followed her through a pocket of guests, and I nodded to a couple faces I didn’t know since they smiled at me first. Music curled in from the far side of the house and mixed with laughter and the clink of ice in glasses, but then we finally made it across the crowded room.

As we got close, I could already hear the man’s voice. He was loud and confident, like he hadn’t doubted a single word he’d ever said.

“Look who it is!” He broke into a wide, toothy grin as soon as he spotted Danielle. “Danielle Bronze… You look like trouble in high heels.”

She smiled and leaned in for a half-hug. “Mr. Trenholm. You still haven’t let go of that line, huh?”

“Not when it still works,” he chortled.

Danielle laughed and stepped back. “My father still says you’re the smartest businessman he’s ever met.”

That puffed him up instantly.

“He’s a wise man,” Trenholm said with an easy nod. “Sharp eye for talent. Must run in the family.”

“Speaking of which…” She turned toward me with an easy grace and didn’t even let the conversation break rhythm. “This is Ethan Cloud. He’s the head of one of the most promising new contracting firms in the city.”

Trenholm turned and gave me a practiced once-over. “What kind of work?”

“You’re standing in it,” I said.

That made him pause. He slowly looked around the space, and his gaze moved from the archway to the lights, then across to the marble island and the strikingly classy display of the kitchen in its entirety.

“This was you?” he asked.

“I redid the kitchen,” I confirmed.

His brows lifted. Then he let out a low whistle. “I’ve been to events in homes four times the size of this, and none of them had a kitchen that made me want to build a new one. Hell of a job.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Before he could say more, a woman stepped up beside him.

“Clarisse,” Trenholm said. “This is Ethan Cloud. He’s the one responsible for this whole setup.”

She looked around quickly, then back at me in disbelief. “You’re the one Shaunna’s been raving about?”

“I led the team, yes,” I said.

“Well, it’s gorgeous work!” She studied the space a moment longer. “Really, it kind of reminds me of this restaurant downtown—”

“Aurora?” I asked. “That was me, too.”

She looked what I could only describe as happily offended.

“I was there last night!” She smacked my arm. “I had the grilled octopus and red wine at the bar. The place is flawless, I tell you. Absolutely no notes.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said with a grin.

“And the way you made that space work is what this city needs more of,” she barreled on. “It was perfect.”

Trenholm laughed. “You’ve got range, son. From restaurants to residential, eh?”

“I like to think of every space as a puzzle,” I replied. “Some you solve with elegance. Some you solve with fire.”

Clarisse smiled at that. “I love that. You know, I might be in touch… My River North property needs a complete overhaul.”

“I’d be happy to look at it,” I assured her.

I was about to ask if Shaunna had given her a card, when Danielle placed a hand on my arm again.

“Oh, Ethan, that’s Will Armand!” She nodded toward the other end of the room. “He absolutely adores you. You remember, right?”

She didn’t wait for me to answer.

“Please excuse us,” she said and flashed both of them a charming grin.

Trenholm raised his glass, and Clarisse offered a short nod.

I let Danielle guide me away as the crowd parted just enough for us to move through. But as we passed a small cluster of guests, I glanced back over my shoulder.

Trenholm was still looking in our direction. So was Clarisse.

“You never accept the first offer,” Danielle whispered as she guided me around by the arm. “We need to create a stir, let them get in line.”

I looked at Danielle with a little shock. In this room full of important people, she moved like a veteran general of an army who’s already been tested and trialed.

Danielle floated through the crowd like she’d been born to it, and I certainly didn’t mind letting her lead the way.

This was precisely one of the best perks of having so many powerful women in my hoard. They always opened doors to even more illustrious treasures for me.

One second Danielle was beside a group of CEOs and casually talking about industry shifts and supplier strategy. The next, she was laughing lightly with a banker’s wife while pointing toward the lighting fixtures.

Everyone leaned in when she spoke. Everyone nodded. Everyone remembered her last name.

I stayed close at first while I listened and watched.

Every time she moved into a new circle, she tugged me gently along with her.

“This is Ethan,” she said more than once. “He’s the contractor I told you about– the genius behind this kitchen.”

And every time, I got a new handshake, a new smile, a fresh round of compliments about the marble, the symmetry, the “flow of the room.”

It didn’t take long before someone asked what I thought of the current stock market.

I was ready for this, thanks to Kevin. Now, I answered just confidently enough to hold my own, and we talked about some green energy investments, mentioned construction materials and cost-per-ton volatility, that kind of thing.

I kept it brief, clean, and business-adjacent. And it worked.

A man with salt-and-pepper hair and a tie that looked like it cost more than my jacket leaned in and nodded.

“Smart,” he said when I’d finished giving my personal input.

Danielle caught my eye and smiled, but then I heard Peter.

He was off in the corner nearby and seated deep into a leather chair with a whiskey glass. He was talking loud, but not slurring with drink, just animated.

“I told them,” he was saying boisterously. “I said buy low and hold, but no, everyone wants to be a wolf of goddamn Wall Street until their crypto crashes!”

People around him laughed, and as my own low timbre joined in, Peter caught sight of me and raised his glass high.

“Ethan!” he shouted. “The man of the hour! You built me a kitchen that made me want to sell the rest of the house, it’s trash in comparison!”

Several onlookers tutted and politely argued about his admittedly lavish house being far from trash, but I just raised my glass in return and gave him a nod.

My kitchen was better. I knew as much.

Danielle tugged at my arm again.

“There’s someone else I want you to meet,” she said.

We walked across the room to a man near the fireplace. He was younger than most of the guests, early forties maybe, and dressed in a sharp suit that accentuated his thin frame and jawline.

“This is Marcus,” Danielle said. “He manages a hedge fund out of New York. And this is Ethan Cloud, the man responsible for this kitchen.”

Marcus reached out and gave me a tight handshake.

“Always good to meet someone who works with their hands,” he said. “Builds more than just numbers.”

“Appreciate that,” I said.

He asked what our firm specialized in, and I gave him the short version. We did custom builds, kitchen redesigns, and residential expansions.

He nodded, then said something about diversifying his portfolio and the importance of tangible assets. I nodded back, dropped a line about labor shortages and how they’d affected supply timelines, and he gave a polite laugh and glanced across the room mid-conversation.

He was probably bored of the conversation already, because he didn’t have much to offer, and I couldn’t blame him.

I was bored of it before even opening my mouth.

Danielle picked up on it, too.

“Well, Marcus,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll bump into you again.”

“Nice to meet you.” I shook his hand again, and we drifted away.

“Surface-level charm,” I observed. “These people have it in spades.”

She smirked. “Most of them, yeah.”

Next stop was a woman in a silver dress with a blunt bob and diamond earrings big enough to anchor a yacht.

“Naomi,” Danielle said. “Luxury real estate. She’s working on three towers off Lake Shore Drive.”

Naomi raised her glass and greeted me with a dry smile. “Heard you’re the guy Shaunna’s been raving about.”

“I am,” I said.

She asked about materials, and I didn’t tiptoe around the fact that we are in bed with the best supplier in the Midwest. Just dropping Stacey’s name made the woman’s eyebrows pop straight up to her hairline, and the conversation took off from there. We talked about the layout, I explained the line of sight and how the island was placed to open the space, not crowd it.

She nodded along like it was the most fascinating thing she’d ever heard, but I realized it was the same rhythm again. I could feel my interest dropping with every sentence.

The words were different, but the conversations were all the same. No one here was original or insightful. They wanted what I represented: Proof they were connected. Validation that they knew the people who made things beautiful.

Danielle glanced at me as we stepped away again.

“You good?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed and cracked my neck. “It’s just all smoke.”

She leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Welcome to the fire…”

I glanced out across the room, and with just a quick sweep of my eyes, I caught sight of no less than a dozen guests eyeing me and discussing my work with the people around them.

“I am the fire,” I said with a grin.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a man in a crisp navy suit leaning casually on a silver-handled cane. The fabric of his jacket was too clean, and too well-fitted to be off the rack. His pants were pressed into perfect lines, even as he shifted from one foot to the other like he hadn’t stood still in years.

His hair was white, but not thinning. Instead, it was slicked-back in a style that made me think he’d still look good in a fight, even at his age. Something roguish in his posture made me think so, anyway. A neatly-trimmed beard framed his jaw that was neither long nor scruffy, but more importantly, he wore sunglasses.

Even indoors. At night.

They had black frames and were angled just slightly like he’d chosen them to cut down the light but also to make it easier to judge everyone around him. They struck me as the kind of glasses that seemed to say he’d seen more than anyone in here would ever know, and he clearly didn’t care if they knew it.

Or what they thought of it.

But the wild part wasn’t his look.

It was what he was doing.

He poured a flute of champagne into a potted plant and didn’t bother trying to be sneaky about it. The champagne fizzed as it hit the soil, probably soaking into the roots of some overpriced decorative fern. After that, the man took another glass from a passing server, turned toward a marble bust, and lifted his phone for a selfie.

Then, dead serious, he angled the shot just right so it looked like he was picking the statue’s nose and took the picture.

After the picture, he wiped his fingers on his pants and adjusted his shades.

I stared.

“Did they let a madman in here?” I muttered.
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Chapter 8

Danielle was deep in another conversation, so I took the chance to casually stroll toward the man.

I stopped beside him and turned toward the wall like I was admiring the same thing he was. It was an abstract painting of a blue and gray blend. Probably expensive as hell.

We stood in silence for a second.

“You have an aura,” he said out of nowhere.

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Bright red,” he said. “Strong. Feels like heat just standing near you.”

I glanced sideways. He didn’t look drunk, and his voice didn’t sound as if he was crazy.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“I see auras.” He shrugged. “It’s a type of synesthesia. I’ve had it since I was five.”

“You’re serious?” I raised a brow.

“Dead serious,” he said. “Red means passion, usually. But with you? It’s got a pulse to it. Fury, maybe. Energy. The kind that builds or breaks.”

I looked back at the painting. “And other colors mean what?”

“Green’s prosperity,” he said. “People good with money. Not all of them are rich yet, but they will be. Blue’s calm. Steady types. Healers, usually. Yellow’s creative. Artists. Designers. Ones who make things better. Red’s rare, though. Most people don’t burn that hot. The ones that do usually leave a mark on the world. Sometimes a scar.”

I let the silence sit for a second.

“That’s quite the party trick,” I said at last, and he chuckled.

“It’s more than a trick,” he said. “It’s how I’ve built everything I have, in fact. I could see which men would take off. Which stocks would surge. Which people were pretending, and which ones had fire. The good kind.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now… I’m going blind,” he said quietly.

I turned and looked at him. Really looked.

The sunglasses weren’t just style. They were protection.

“No medical reason,” he said and tapped his temple. “Nothing they can point to. Just… fading. Feels like karma. I saw too much, so now I’m being told it’s time to stop looking.”

I nodded slowly. “I’m sorry.”

He waved it off.

“Haven’t decided if I care yet,” he snorted, leaned on the cane, and smiled. “Might sell the whole empire. Let someone else run it while I go somewhere warm. I figure I may as well waste my final vision on sunshine and women.”

I laughed heartily. He was an honest man, and his conversation had just become infinitely more interesting than the others here.

“You can just sell your empire to another man?” I asked with intrigue.

This was the first I’d heard of it, but if this was the case, that meant I could expand my number of businesses without having to start up every single one from scratch.

He side-eyed me. “You’re a weird one. I’ll come right out and say it, I don’t mind.”

“Neither do I.” I shrugged. “It’s a simple question.”

He turned toward me and held out his hand. “Lenny Krenshaw. Asshole, icon, investor. Depends on who you ask, but those are the main ones.”

“Ethan Cloud,” I returned. “Builder. Renovator. And apparently, glowing red.”

He grinned wide and nodded.

Just then, I felt a hand wrap around my forearm. Danielle appeared with a wide and impatient grin on her face.

“There you are,” she purred. “Come on. Someone’s been trying to meet you.”

I looked at Lenny. “Duty calls.”

“She’s got green and yellow,” he informed me. “That’s a dangerous mix.”

“Don’t I know it,” I chuckled.

We started walking, and as I looked back, I caught Lenny blatantly staring at Danielle’s backside. He couldn’t be bothered to pretend he wasn’t, it seemed. Then he caught my eye and gave me a firm thumbs up of approval.

I shook my head. The man might’ve been half-blind, but he clearly didn’t miss a thing.

Her ass was in fact the finest in this establishment, I could easily confirm that.

Danielle led me toward another group near the far end of the kitchen, where three people were gathered around a bowl of shrimp skewers like it was sacred art. Before I could say anything, one of the women with a sharp blazer, chunky necklace, and a voice that could cut through concrete spotted me and lit up.

“There he is,” she said. “The magician behind this remodel.”

All eyes turned to me.

“Ethan Cloud, right?” she asked.

I nodded. “That’s me.”

“I told you!” She waved her hand like she’d just won a bet. “Aurora and this place? The flow, the finishes, the restraint. This is what real design looks like.”

Before I could say thank you, someone else jumped in.

“Where’s your office located?” a man asked.

“We’re moving into a new HQ in a few days,” I said, but another woman handed me a card before I even finished the sentence.

“When you’re set up,” she said, “call me. I’ve got a lakefront property begging to be gutted.”

I tucked the card into my jacket and turned slightly, but someone else was already waiting.

“I’m not even exaggerating,” a man with a floral pocket square said. “I was at Aurora last week. I kept looking at the lighting more than the food– and I love food.”

He laughed at his own comment, and the rest of the group joined in as yet another hand came out with another card.

I thanked them all, kept each conversation short, and said enough to be memorable without trying too hard. Danielle floated beside me through each new group of people, and she offered a smile or a helpful nod when someone blanked on a term or tried to sound like they understood construction.

By the time I’d reached the back half of the kitchen, I’d collected at least seven business cards from people who wanted quotes.

The others just wanted to “stay in touch,” which I knew was code for “I want you on my radar just in case.”

One man asked how many crews I ran, and another asked if I had a preferred aesthetic.

“Whatever fits the space,” I said. “Good design isn’t about taste, it’s about solving the problem beautifully.”

That answer earned several impressed nods and smiles all around.

“You’ve been media trained,” a woman said with an annoying little wag of her eyebrows.

“No,” I said. “I’m just honest and don’t like wasting my breath on words if they aren’t the accurate ones.”

Danielle stepped in before that one could go further, and she pulled me to the side under the excuse of grabbing a drink.

“Enjoying the attention?” she asked.

“It’s a lot,” I admitted. “Humans aren’t all that interesting in large, rich groups like this.”

She looked down at the stack of business cards in my hand.

“Got twelve ins, though,” she said. “Not bad.”

“Seven want actual quotes,” I added. “The others just want to be able to say they talked to me if I ever blow up.”

She elbowed me and sent me a pointed look. “You’re blowing up right now.”

“Yes, well, I thought I was going to be networking only,” I exhaled through my nose and shook my head. “Not dodging repetitive compliments.”

“You’re not dodging them,” she said. “You’re stacking them. Good thing you wore the nice suit.”

She reached forward, straightened the front of my jacket, and smiled.

“Good thing I brought the right date.” I grinned.

We didn’t move onward right away. Now that we’d found a lull in the evening, we remained near the edge of the room and drank more champagne while I admired the pleasing slope of her neckline, and she fawned and giggled at my attention.

“Ethan!” Shaunna suddenly called out to me

I turned to find her waving me over with that same sly smile

“Here we go again,” I muttered, and Danielle snorted as she discreetly shoved me toward Shaunna.

Before I could ask what was going on, she looped her arm through mine.

“There you are,” she crooned. “I’ve been holding you in my back pocket all evening. You are making quite the stir. I knew you would, I have an eye for talent. Don’t look at Peter and think he did it all himself. It’s a man’s world, but so often it is run by his woman.”

Before I could respond, she was guiding me toward a corner of the room where a group of older guests stood in a loose, glittering semicircle. Most were women dressed in some of the best material I’d ever seen. Two older men hovered near the back, though, and they were half-listening, half-smiling like they knew better than to interrupt.

Shaunna stepped into the center with me and gave a dramatic little flourish.

“This,” she said, “is the man behind my new kitchen. Cloud Contracting. The one everyone’s been whispering about since they walked through the door.”

A chorus of soft wows and hmms rippled through the group. I gave a polite smile. Then a blond woman with a fur shawl, maybe in her late fifties and with a voice made for cocktail hours, looked me over.

“Handsome and handy,” she said. “Now that’s a combination.”

“He’s got that rugged charm, doesn’t he?” another one chimed in. “Like he actually lifts things instead of just talking about it.”

“I have a daughter,” someone else said. “Very bright. Very single.”

That got a round of laughter.

“I appreciate the compliments.” I grinned and raised my glass. “But I can barely keep up with my crew, let alone imagine adding dates with your lovely daughters into the mix.”

They laughed again and seemed to take no offense.

Shaunna was positively beaming at my charming approach to things.

“You see?” she said. “And he’s humble. Rare as diamonds, that is.”

Another guest in an emerald dress leaned forward. She tapped her glass lightly with her nail.

“So tell us, Ethan, do you do custom work?” she asked.

“I do,” I said. “Depends on the project. We’re in the middle of expanding and building the infrastructure to handle more volume.”

“Oh, good,” she said. “Because I have a wine cellar that’s dying to be turned into something scandalous.”

More laughter followed that one.

“And I,” the pearl-necklaced woman added in a flirty way, “am in desperate need of a contractor with your kind of spark and fire.”

I raised an eyebrow and smirked. “I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t promise a full blaze on demand. Usually it builds up when people ask for last-minute tile changes…”

They laughed again. The energy was light, but the attention was real with these older women. One of them near the edge of the group, in elegant navy-blue silk, took a sip of her drink and gave me a look that felt more assessing than amused.

“My son’s been talking about getting into contracting,” she told me. “He’s got the drive, but no real experience…”

“My daughter, too,” another woman jumped in. “She’s finishing her design degree and looking for someone to learn from. Someone grounded. Talented…”

They all looked at me. There was weight behind their voices, the kind of weight that obviously meant they’d owe me if I helped their kids get their foot in the door of my industry.

I nodded slowly. “I’d be more than happy to meet them and get a feel for where they’re at. See if there’s a fit.”

That earned a round of approving nods, and Shaunna looked like she was ready to pin a medal on me.

“You’re going to make a killing,” she whispered. “And you’re not even trying. I can tell.”

I just smiled and sipped my drink. Then finally, I peeled myself away from the group without offending anybody, smiled my way out of two more conversations, and crossed the room to reach Danielle again.

She was standing near the fireplace with one hand wrapped around a flute of champagne and the other arm resting casually on the mantle. She relaxed like she hadn’t just spent the last two hours playing a tactical battle with half the city’s social elite. The firelight threw soft shadows across her pale collarbones, and for a second I just watched her and thought about how grateful I was that she was on my side.

She noticed me coming and smiled.

“Twelve business cards, seven quotes, and a few marriage proposals later,” I said, “I’ve returned.”

“I’m proud,” she said. “You didn’t even break a sweat.”

I leaned against the wall beside her and lowered my voice a little. “If we keep attracting this kind of work, we’ll actually need more people.”

“You’re not wrong.” She sipped from her glass and nodded.

“Tomorrow, we need to start laying down the framework for a second team. Dave and Gary are ready. Might as well make it official.”

Danielle’s smile widened. “Finally. I’ve been waiting for you to say that.”

“We can’t wait anymore,” I said. “It’s coming fast. I’d rather be ahead than scrambling to catch back up.”

“Good.” She turned slightly. “I’ll help with recruitment. I’ve got connections through the electrical side of things. A lot of techs are looking for side work or shifts that aren’t locked into union schedules.”

“Would they take to our setup?” I asked.

“If I tell them it’s under me?” she said. “They’ll jump at it.”

I raised my glass toward her. “Then let’s build it.”

“To the second team.” She clinked hers against mine. “And to making Cloud Contracting too big to ignore.”

We drank, but then my phone buzzed in my jacket pocket. I pulled it out and checked the screen.

“Crashing at Stacey’s. Girls’ night. Have fun you two,” Clare texted.

I let out a short laugh and turned the screen so Danielle could see. She glanced at it, then looked back at me with a calm and unsurprised nod.

“Of course she is,” she said.

“Of course,” I agreed.

I slipped the phone back in my pocket and leaned in closer. The fire crackled softly behind us and cast just enough light to frame the edge of her face in gold.

“You know what that means, right?” I murmured.

“What?” She raised an eyebrow.

“It gives us a chance,” I said, “to explore each other without any distractions…”

She smiled and blushed by way of an answer. I took her hand and kissed it just above the knuckles, and then I leaned in and kissed her lips. Softly at first. Then again, a little longer.

The noise of the party fell away immediately. All the laughter, the clinking glasses, and the hum of conversations all blurred until all I saw was her.

The crowd had thinned by the time we slipped out of the main room and into the hallway just outside the kitchen. The buzz of voices behind us had quieted, but there were still guests scattered in corners. They laughed over empty glasses and stories, but the hallway was calm. The lighting was soft, and low golden light spilled out onto the wall.

Danielle walked a step ahead of me with her hand still loosely holding her champagne flute. The way she moved was slower now– not necessarily tired, but relaxed. She looked like she had the buzz of a fighter celebrating a hard-fought battle, one who’d hit every mark and soaked up every second.

She turned back to face me, and her dress caught the light like it was part of the architecture.

“You were incredible tonight,” I said.

She smiled. “Was I?”

“You know you were,” I said, and she stepped a little closer and tilted her head.

“You weren’t bad yourself,” she said. “I had a really good time.”

“I’m glad. I wanted tonight to be perfect. I wanted it to show just how proud I am of you, and how much I’ve missed you.”

She looked at me for a second longer, and something passed between us. I didn’t feel the need to explain further, and she clearly didn’t require it, either. She just stepped forward and rested her hand on my chest, and I leaned down and slowly kissed her.

Then she pulled back just enough to whisper, “Let’s go home.”

We left without saying goodbye to anyone. We didn’t need to. The hosts, Peter and Shaunna, had both had a fair amount to drink, and it showed as they slurred their goodbyes to the other guests.

The car ride back to Danielle’s apartment was full of the kind of silence that made me aware of every passing second, every shared glance, and every breath drawn without words.

Danielle leaned back in her seat and turned slightly toward me. The soft light from the dash lit up the slope of her collarbone and the curve of her jaw. Her heels were off, and she pulled her legs up slightly and displayed the beautiful soles of her feet. The slit of her dress shifted with every small movement and bared more of her skin for my eyes only.

She looked like the night cast itself perfectly on every inch of her.

Outside the windshield, the city passed in gold and red streaks across the glass, like silent waves of light. The skyline faded behind us and was replaced by the quieter rhythm of the city’s neighborhoods. Everything slowed out here.

Danielle turned her head and looked out the window.

“I forgot how nice the city looks when you’re not rushing through it,” she said.

“Only time it looks this soft is when you’re leaving something loud,” I remarked.

“Tonight was loud, but it was good.” She smiled but didn’t look away from the window.

“It was,” I agreed.

Her hand rested on the center console, and I didn’t even think twice. I reached over and took it, and I laced our fingers together.

The SUV rolled on with the engine low, and the music off because we didn’t need more noise right now. The way she looked at me as we reached the next red light was loud enough.

Her eyes glittered with arousal with every passing second.

By the time we reached her apartment, the buzz had turned into something warmer. We didn’t rush through the door, though, and we didn’t stumble over each other or claw at our clothes. Instead we nurtured the tension between our two bodies like all the most primal hunters did.

In that moment we were two beating hearts, eagerly craving to be one.

I set my jacket over the back of the couch and watched her pull a bottle of water from the fridge. She handed it to me without a word, and I took it and nodded my thanks.

Then she stepped close and placed both hands on my chest. Her eyes showed me that all she wanted was for me to take her right there. She wanted to feel the thrust of my love for her, and she wanted to be washed in an ocean of my kisses.

I was just as eager to be bathed in her warmth.

She smiled and leaned up to kiss me at last, and this time it was deeper and faster. We could’ve started a fire with the friction between our lips.

Her fingers slid from my collar to the buttons of my shirt as we moved toward the hallway. My hand firmly cupped her waist and caressed the curves of her ass as I led her to the bedroom.

The moment we got there, I pulled at her dress, and the left sleeve succumbed to the tension immediately and slipped off her shoulder. Her left nipple pointed toward me, and begged to be held, licked, sucked on, and bitten.

Blood rushed to my dick as she pressed her body against mine, and the flimsy material of her dress hugged her skin so tight that she might as well have been naked. I felt it all.

The light in her bedroom was just the small lamp near the window, which threw a soft amber glow over the edge of the bed.

I watched her as she reached for the remaining strap on her shoulder and pulled it off. The fabric fell slowly and pooled at her feet without a sound.

She stood there in her barely-visible string panties. It was so thin and hugged her body so tightly that the lips of her pussy gripped them.

I drank in her beauty like my entire life had been a desert and she was the first drops of water I’d found.

I walked up to her, and whispered in her ear. “You are perfect.”

Then I kissed her and instantly got lost in the heat of her. Her lips were soft against mine, and her fingers had fumbled with the buckle of my suit trousers. The quiet clink of metal echoed into the night as she worked it free.

I pulled my shirt over my head, and the fabric caught briefly on my chin before I tossed it aside.

“Come here.” My hands found her waist and pulled her closer.

Then I lowered my mouth to her chest and kissed it gently. Her skin was warm as I worked my kisses to her nipples, and they hardened under my breath.

“Oh, Ethad.” She arched into me, and her hands locked into my hair and pulled just enough to send a spark through me.

Her moan was low and almost animalistic, and it drove me to press harder. I let my dragon’s breath slip out and warm her skin, and goosebumps rippled across her chest as her body trembled. She was alive with pleasure, and I felt it in every shudder.

I lifted my head and kissed her mouth again, deeper this time, and my hands slid to her hips and guided her backward until the bed hit the back of her knees. With a gentle push, she fell onto the mattress, and her tousled, blonde hair fanned out on the sheets.

I moved between her open legs, settled my weight carefully, and kissed her again. Her lips were hungry, and her moans were softer but no less intense. The longer I kissed her, the tighter her legs wrapped around my waist, and her thighs pressed against me. Her pussy juices seeped through her panties and soaked into my boxers.

Then her hands roamed over my back, and her nails grazed my skin as I pulled back just enough to look at her. Her eyes were half-lidded, her lips parted.

I couldn’t resist. I slid down and let my mouth graze her stomach, then moved lower until I reached the small triangle of her panties.

The strings of the garment were so thin it was barely there. I caught the seam with my teeth and brushed my lips against the exposed edges of her pussy lips in the process.

“Oh!” She shivered, and her breath hitched as I tugged the fabric down, inch by inch, until it slipped free. Then I tossed it aside and glanced up at her to make sure she watched me.

Her body trembled with want, and her tight pussy was hungry and salivating for my dick.

I stood, and Danielle didn’t hesitate to sit up. Her hands made quick work of yanking my boxers off before she pulled me onto the bed, and I laid back. Her fingers wrapped around my dick firmly, and then she forced the length of it in her mouth.

“Oh, baby,” I groaned, and my head tipped back as she sloppily worked my dick with her tongue. She was relentless and forced my entire shaft down her throat until she gagged.

My hand found her hair, and I held her down until she tapped.

“Danielle…” I pulled her up to kiss her again. Her lips tasted faintly of me, and it only made me want her more.

I rolled us over and positioned her beneath me, but she nudged me back with a playful smile.

“Turn me over,” she whispered, and looked at me like she needed it.

I flipped her in one swift motion. She shifted onto her hands and knees, with her back arched, and she pressed her ass on my throbbing dick. Her juices coated my dick in one swipe, so much so there was no need for lubrication.

My hands gripped her hips, and I steadied her as I eased into her pussy. I thrust slow at first and let her adjust. She was pleasantly warm and slick, and her pussy gripped my dick like a wrench around a stubborn bolt.

The sound she made was akin to the songs of angels. It nearly undid me. I thrust slowly three more times and let the feeling last as I found a rhythm.

“Ethad, yes,” she gasped as each thrust went deeper than the last.

Her fingers clutched the sheets, and her body rocked with mine.

I felt her tightening around me, and her breath came in short, ragged bursts. My hand slid around to her pussy as my fingers found her clit and circled gently. It was enough to push her over the edge.

She cried out one last desperate time as her body shook.

“Oh, baby!” she screamed as she came.

I slowed but didn’t stop and let her ride it out as her moans softened into whimpers. Then she collapsed forward to catch her breath, but she turned her head to look at me.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

I helped her roll onto her back, parted her legs, and took a good look at her pink pussy. My dick carved a path in her, and her cum leaked out onto the sheets.

I licked my lips and stuck my tongue in the hole. Then I thrust in and out of her with my tongue instead and paused only to savor the taste of her sweet juices and kiss the lips of her pussy.

“Uh… Uh… Uh!” she cried and jerked like a fish out of water.

When I was sure she’d had enough, I settled between her legs again. Her thighs parted easily, and her pussy welcomed me.

I forced my dick deeper into her this time, and she dug her hands into my shoulders as I thrust in quick and heavy bursts.

“Ethad, don’t stop,” she begged.

I kissed her neck, her jaw, then her lips, and swallowed her moans. Her legs hooked around me and pulled me closer until my dick felt like it hit her stomach’s walls.

I felt her building again.

“Ethad,” her voice trembled.

I shifted my angle slightly and hit the top of her inner walls. I could tell it was the right spot because her eyes fluttered shut, and I slipped my hand to her clit again and teased it until she arched into me.

“Right there,” she gasped. “Fuck this pussy.”

I thrust harder at her words and watched her face as she unraveled. Her next orgasm hit hard as her body clenched around me, and a sharp cry escaped her lips.

The sight and feel of her was overwhelming.

I was close now, my own breath ragged, and I slowed just enough to hold on. Her eyes opened and locked onto mine, and she pulled me down for a kiss.

“Together,” she whispered against my lips.

I thrust deeper and faster, and her legs tightened around me. The pressure built, and I felt her start to tremble again in smaller but no less intense waves. We moved as one, and her moans blended with mine, and then it hit.

My release crashed through me just as she came again and shuddered beneath me.

“Danielle, fuck,” I groaned and buried my face in her neck as we rode it out together.

For a moment, we were still as only the sound of our heavy breathing lingered.

I lifted my head to look at her. Her face was flushed, and her lips were swollen from kissing. She smiled, and I kissed her gently and lingered there. My hand brushed her hair back, and she leaned into my touch with her eyes half-closed.

“You’re incredible,” I said.

She blushed, and her fingers traced lazy circles on my chest. “So are you.”

I rolled to the side and pulled her with me. She nestled against my chest, and her leg draped over mine. The room felt quieter now, and the air was heavy with the scent of us. I could still feel the memory of her around my dick, as well as the echo of her moans, and her touch.

My hand rested on her hip, my thumb brushed her skin, and she let out a contented sigh.

We drifted off slowly, with Danielle curled in my arms. Her head rested against my chest, and her arm wrapped around my ribs like she’d claimed the space and wasn’t giving it back. The city outside faded. The party, the people, the pleasure, it all slipped behind us.

Danielle moved once in her sleep, just enough to pull herself closer, then settled again. I let my eyes close, and for a little while, the noise in my head went quiet, too.

Somewhere deep into the night, I woke with a dry throat and a heavy head. I untangled from her gently without waking her and stepped out into the dark house.

The kitchen was silent as I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, cracked the cap, and took a long drink. The coolness grounded me just enough to think.

I made my way back to the bedroom, where Danielle hadn’t moved.

She lay curled where I’d left her, with one hand near her face and her hair fanned out across the pillow. She looked calm.

I stood there for a while and just watched her, but as I considered how fortunate I was to possess such treasures in this world, my mind drifted to the mural, and the Crimson 88.

At that moment, I made up my mind.

I didn’t care anymore. Not about what Shen wanted, at least.

Maybe I was their savior, maybe not. Regardless, I had to stop that monstrous thing feeding on the people of Chinatown.

The Crimson 88’s plan could burn for all I cared. Their ambition didn’t outweigh the lives being taken, and their territorial disputes were irrelevant.

The entirety of Chicago was already my city, as far as this dragon was concerned. I’d just have to make that clear.
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Chapter 9

By the time I pulled up to Shen’s warehouse, the sun had already dipped behind the skyline. The lot around the building was empty and quiet, except for one black car idling near the entrance. The windows were tinted so dark they could have been mirrors.

In front of the car stood a man with his younger years behind him. His coat was long, dark, and coarse with wear. He had one hand resting on the butt of his weapon like it was second nature. He didn’t move. Didn’t blink. He just watched me approach.

I pulled up a few feet away, killed the engine, and stepped out.

Then I walked straight past the man without saying anything. He gave me a short nod as I passed.

The back door of the black car opened from the inside, and I climbed in to find Shen sitting inside. He looked the same composed way as last time, but there was tension in how his hands rested on his lap.

There was no driver in the front seat.

“Thank you for coming,” Shen said. “I know the location is familiar. I apologize for the secrecy.”

“You said that last time,” I replied.

“This time, it’s more than formality,” he said. “The seer… her power is everything to us. She’s what the other gangs want most.”

“More than territory?” I asked.

He nodded. “She can see things. Big things. Markets. Politics. Movement. We’ve used her visions to anticipate stock shifts, border raids, even elections.”

“She’s that accurate?” I asked.

“Not always,” he said. “She doesn’t have much control over what she sees. Or how far forward she can look. But her potential is wide.”

“So she’s young?”

He nodded again. “Still learning. Still developing.”

I leaned back in the seat and looked him over for a moment before proceeding as bluntly as I saw fit.

“You’re aware I know what your real plan is, right?” I asked.

He stayed quiet for a second.

I nodded slowly. “I know what you’re letting happen, Shen. You’re letting that creature level the playing field while civilians die in the crossfire.”

“You misunderstand—” he started.

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

He opened his mouth again, probably to play the fool, but I cut him off with a look.

“I’ve masterminded the downfall of empires,” I informed him. “I’ve watched rulers choke on their own lies, and I’ve pulled the strings while they begged for air. Crimson 88 will be no different if you push me.”

His lips pressed together. His eyes flicked to the driver’s rearview mirror, then back to me.

“I’m going to kill that creature,” I continued. “That much is happening with or without your help. And after that, you and I are going to have a long talk about how your organization does business.”

Shen drew a breath. His shoulders lowered a little.

“The plan wasn’t mine,” he told me. “It came from the elders. I serve as the head, but I am not untouchable. I rally the people. They steer the ship. Surely, with your knowledge of empires, you understand–”

“Yes, but I don’t give a damn about the elders,” I said.

He looked at me again, more directly this time. “I’ve done what I can. Bringing you in early was my choice, and I was reprimanded for it. If it were up to me, this thing would be dead and buried.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now there is no telling if we would survive if the monster continues,” he said. “In the few days since we last saw one another, more than fifty of our own are dead. Eight more as of last night. There are more bodies than we can bury.”

“What do you know about the beast?” I asked.

He hesitated for a second. Then he answered.

“We’ve learned only pieces,” he said. “The creature is called a Taowu. It doesn’t just kill. It corrodes. It twists the space around it. Reality bends near it. People lose sense. There are stories of men turning on each other. Of entire rooms going mad.”

I nodded once. “Taowu.”

Finally, I had a name.

“Help my people.” He prostrated. “I no longer care about the territory.”

I sighed as I considered him for a moment, then shook my head.

“Humans are tiring for this very reason,” I muttered mostly to myself. “I made myself perfectly clear early on, that all was to be open and easy. It was a simple arrangement.”

“And it will be simple,” he assured me in a tone of potent regret. “Forgive us, we know we are lesser than your kind.”

“Hmm.” I nodded. “At least you’re capable of coming right out and saying it. But you will never leave me in the dark about anything again. If something happens—if your people find out more—I hear it first, or I assure you, you’ll wish I let the beast slaughter you instead of doing it myself.”

“Understood,” he said.

“I’m not here to serve your vision,” I clarified. “I’m here because that thing is killing people. And I won’t let any gang, any council of elders, treat those deaths as collateral.”

Shen gave a slow, quiet nod.

“After it’s done,” I said, “we’re going to rebuild things properly.”

He looked at me like he wasn’t sure whether to be afraid or impressed. “Do what you must. Just… leave the seer out of the fire, please.”

“That depends on how many lies you keep out of my way,” I returned.

He nodded again, and I watched Shen carefully. His face was still calm, but the edge around his eyes told me my words had landed. He wasn’t just listening anymore. He was worried and properly humbled.

Good.

“Take me to the seer,” I commanded and reached for the door handle.

He hesitated, just a flicker. “It has to be in this car. We’ll bring you back to collect your vehicle after. It’s the only secure way.”

“Fine.” I didn’t love it, but I nodded.

Shen knocked twice on the tinted window. A second later, the door opened, and the man who had been standing outside stepped in behind the wheel.

“This is Bo,” Shen said. “He’s been driving for me since I was a soldier in the ranks.”

Bo looked at me through the mirror but didn’t say anything, he just nodded once.

“Only he and I know where she’s kept,” Shen said. “We rotate the location constantly.”

Bo turned the ignition, and the engine purred to life. The car rolled away from the warehouse lot.

No words were exchanged for a while. The quiet between us wasn’t peaceful. It was tight, like a wire stretched too far. I sat back and watched the city lights fade through the tinted glass.

Beside me, Shen looked straight ahead. His fingers tapped lightly against his knee. That was the only sign of tension, but I didn’t need more than that to know he was afraid of disappointing me now.

Bo drove like a man who didn’t rush. His posture never changed. His hands stayed locked to the wheel at ten and two, and they shifted smoothly from side to side as the car cut through the outer blocks of the city. He didn’t speak, and he didn’t ask questions.

It felt like he was used to nights turning as tense as this one.

“Where exactly are we going?” I asked.

“West,” Shen said. “About twenty-five miles. There’s a secure building on private land. No neighbors for half a mile in any direction.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Used to be a fireworks warehouse,” Shen said. “Now it’s mostly empty. And has been converted to a hostel with reinforcements, locked from the inside. No windows.”

“And you keep her there?” I cocked an eyebrow.

Shen nodded. “She’s protected. Safe. It’s temporary, until we move her again.”

“You move her often?”

“Every three to four months. Never the same route twice. We don’t rotate drivers, Bo is the only constant.”

Bo’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, but he didn’t say anything.

The car hummed beneath us as we moved farther away from the city. The buildings turned to warehouses, then to chain-link fences and dark stretches of road. Streetlights became fewer and farther between. Eventually, even the hum of traffic behind us faded.

Bo took an exit off the highway. The road narrowed as it was flanked on either side by deep ditches and tall grass. There were no houses out here. Just long, flat land and the occasional rusted-out gate leaning into the wind.

The stars were visible above the trees. The air had that thick, moist feel of a night winding down.

“Is the seer there alone?” I glanced at Shen.

“There are women,” he said. “They live with her there.”

“Do they follow her when she moves?”

“No.” He shook his head. “There are others being prepped to take care of her in the new location.”

“You sound like she is used to being hunted,” I said.

“She understands how important she is to the success of the Crimson 88,” he replied.

“Sounds like a cruel and lonely existence,” I added with a shrug.

Shen didn’t answer.

The quiet held again for a minute, and I kept my eyes on the road ahead and watched for anything that didn’t belong.

Then I saw a black SUV parked sideways across the road up ahead blocking the lane.

Bo slowed down.

“That part of the plan?” I asked.

Shen leaned forward. “That’s not one of ours.”

Then another black SUV appeared behind us with its headlights off. It rolled silent and tight into position.

Bo reached for the weapon at his hip, calm as ever. “No matter what happens do not leave the car.”

He didn’t yell the statement. He didn’t panic at all in fact, he just reached down, checked the mag, and rolled his shoulders once like he was getting ready for a workout as he slowly eased us closer to the stopped vehicle.

“Bo– ” Shen started.

Bo cut him off with a shake of his head, and Shen looked at me.

“You said only you two knew about the seer’s location,” I reminded him with a pointed glance.

“I did,” he said. “I swear, I don’t know how–”

“Then someone else is playing your game better than you,” I said.

Bo rolled to a clean halt about ten yards from the SUV in front, but he never got to put the car in park.

Gunfire exploded into the night.

I didn’t think. My wings tore through my back and unfolded wide before wrapping Shen and myself in the span of them just as bullets punched through the car.

Glass shattered around us. The windshield cracked in a web of sudden breaks. Metal pinged. The front seat was hit twice, three times, then more.

Bo didn’t make a sound. I couldn’t see him, but I heard the thud and knew a body had just hit the steering wheel.

The wheel jerked as the car was hit again. We swerved into the ditch and came to a grinding stop.

I lowered my wings.

The cabin smelled like blood and smoke and scorched fabric. The passenger side door was full of holes, and the air was thin with gunpowder.

Shen looked at me. His mouth was open, but he couldn’t speak.

I looked out the busted window to see men in all-black suits coming out from behind the car in front and closing in on us.

The car at the back had stopped, and more men came from it.

“This is an execution,” I said with a clipped nod.

I counted ten of them. Five crept toward us from the front. Five more flanked from behind, and their shadows stretched long across the cracked road under the moonlight. Each moved like they’d trained for this, and some gripped normal Glocks while others hefted heavier weapons meant for slaughter, not street fights.

“Duck down,” I told Shen. “Stay still if you want to survive.”

He didn’t argue. “I’ll radio for backup.”

He pulled out a small communicator and started barking a language I didn’t recognize into it.

I stepped out of the mangled car as the metal groaned under my weight, and I let myself change further into my hybrid form. My muscles swelled, and my veins pulsed with raw power. My skin hardened, and scales erupted across my arms and chest.

The five in front didn’t stand a chance.

Time slowed for me, and their movements seemed sluggish and predictable as I blitzed forward. The first raised his gun, but I caught his wrist before the shot landed and twisted until the bone splintered through his forearm.

Blood sprayed across my scales, and his scream choked off as I snapped his neck with my other hand.

The second man struggled to raise his sidearm in panic.

I drove my fist straight through his chest and shattered his ribs like glass. My claws pierced his still-beating heart and yanked it free, and his body hit the asphalt a second later.

The third man turned to run, and his boots slipped on the gravel along the roadside.

I closed the distance in a heartbeat and slashed across his neck with my claws. His head came clean off and flew through the air as blood fountained from the stump and pooled on the pavement.

The fourth didn’t get far. My wing whipped through the air faster than he could blink and struck his midsection. His torso split like overripe fruit, and his guts spilled in a steaming heap onto the road. The stench of bile and blood hit me hard as his legs staggered a step before collapsing.

The last one fired his weapon, just a desperate shot to my chest.

The bullet struck my scales and ricocheted with a sharp ping. His bullet was useless as a thrown pebble, and he froze as I locked eyes with him.

Then I opened my mouth and unleashed the heat surging from my core.

Flames poured over him and seared the flesh on his head from the bone. His scream was shrill, but then he was silent as his body blackened and crumbled into ash.

I didn’t pause. The five men approaching at the rear had slowed and faltered on the road. They’d probably heard the screams, seen the fire’s glow, and smelled the blood.

I inhaled deep, pulled heat from the base of my spine, and spat a ball of flame at their truck. The explosion tore through the night, right as I sent a second sunrise of orange and red to swallow two of the men whole.

The shockwave threw the others to the ground, and their weapons clattered on the road.

I walked through the smoke toward the others. One scrambled to his feet, but he could barely stand. I kicked his legs out and heard his bone cracking under my heel as he dropped. Then I slammed my knee onto his chest.

His ribs caved, and blood bubbled from his lips as the air fled his lungs. He clawed for a knife at his belt, but I grabbed his hand, crushed the bones to dust, then slammed my fist into his jaw. His face collapsed inward, and he went still.

Another man rolled to his knees and fired wildly. Harmless bullets sparked off my scales as I lunged and drove my claw through his gut, and his intestines spilled over my wrist as I twisted my hand and yanked it free.

He gasped, and blood frothed at his mouth.

The last man threw his weapon down with hands raised and backed away. Fear poured off him, and his eyes darted for an escape that didn’t exist as I stepped closer.

“Who sent you?” I demanded.

He didn’t answer, but his lips trembled. I grabbed his throat and lifted him off the ground until his feet kicked uselessly and his face purpled.

“Who sent you?” I tightened my grip.

His eyes rolled back, and his body went limp before he could speak.

I dropped him, and his head cracked against the asphalt as he hit the road.

I turned to the wreckage. Flames still crackled and devoured the SUV’s remains. The air was heavy with smoke, blood, and the acrid stink of burnt flesh. Bodies lay scattered, some were whole while others were in pieces.

The fire started to die down at my command. Smoke twisted upward in lazy columns and drifted across the empty road and into the trees beyond as I stood still in the middle of it all.

My skin still burned faintly, and my scales hummed with leftover heat from the fight.

Shen stepped out of the wrecked car like he was seeing daylight for the first time. He moved slowly, with his head swiveling and eyes wide. His boots crunched over the gravel and scattered glass.

He looked around at the bodies, the blackened wreck of the SUV, and the blood that pooled under one of the men I’d crushed with my knee.

“This…” he said. “This is…”

“Necessary,” I finished for him.

He looked at me with a pale face. “I’ve seen what you can do before. But not like this.”

I didn’t respond. Not at first.

I walked to one of the bodies near the front. His arm had been torn from the socket. It lay a few feet away, with his fingers still curled around the grip of a pistol. A red sash was tied around the forearm.

It wasn’t ordinary cotton, it was silk, and very clean. And if I was a betting man, I’d say it was ceremonial.

I bent down, grabbed it, and walked back to Shen. Then I held it out for him to take.

“This mean anything to you?” I asked.

Shen stayed quiet for a long moment after he took the silk. He held that red sash like it burned in his palm, even though the fabric barely weighed anything.

“Red Lantern Society,” he spat.

I could see rage swelling in his eyes and understood easily enough. Someone had taken a shot at the throne, at one of the big boy gangs in Chinatown and didn’t care about the cost.

“They’ve been growing too fast. Too bold,” Shen murmured. “They’re trying to break our hold. Make a statement. Put fear in the ranks. But…”

“They just declared war,” I assumed.

“Coming after me? That’s war,” he said.

I nodded slowly. He wasn’t wrong. This wasn’t a warning shot, or a knife held a little too firm to the throat.

“They didn’t expect you to make it out,” I agreed.

He looked at the sash again, then back toward the road. “They failed tonight. But they won’t stop.”

Pressure was building, he was right. This Red Lantern Society made a massive reach for territory, so it was an act or lie down situation for the Crimson 88.

“When word spreads,” he said, “my people will be looking at me. They’ll want action.”

As someone who had lived through more wars than I cared to count, I knew what came next.

“Give it to them.” I nodded. “You hit back. Hard. Don’t give them room to breathe. But you will leave the innocent out of it.”

I let smoke seep into my tone as I made myself clear, and Shen didn’t respond. He turned slightly, just enough to look at me without lifting his chin.

I looked out over the road. The smoke-filled sky above the wreckage. The faint glow from the SUV cast long shadows down the pavement, and blood soaked into the dirt.

A heavy, still silence pressed in on us.

Shen exhaled slowly and tucked the sash into his jacket. A second later, he reached for his radio again and relayed more orders in his language.

Almost twenty minutes later, two black SUVs rolled up the road toward us. It was backup from the Crimson 88, and the vehicles stopped a few yards away. Both doors opened in near-sync before six men stepped out with postures straight, weapons drawn, and shock creeping over their faces.

Shen turned to them and raised a hand.

The man that led the group had a bald head with a tattoo above his right brow, and a scant beard.

“Sir?” He looked at the pieces of the bodies littered around.

So did the others behind them.

“I’m fine,” Shen said. “The seer. She’s at a fallback site outside the Orchard district now. Warehouse seventeen down the road. Go now. Ensure her safety. Bring her back to our base.”

“Sir!” The soldier nodded.

Shen made his way toward the second SUV, then stopped. “Bo’s body, too. We will give him a proper burial.”

They didn’t question him. Three men nodded and returned to the first vehicle, and the other three walked us to the second SUV. Then the engines roared back to life, and within seconds, the front SUV peeled off down the road.

Inside the second SUV, Shen looked at me.

“I apologize,” he said. “I’m glad you did what you did.”

“They gave me no choice.” I shrugged.

“I owe you.” He nodded.

“You owe me, and the people you protect,” I clarified. “Don’t forget that.”

He didn’t answer. He pulled out the red sash and clenched it.

“I’ll take her to a new location myself,” he murmured. “One no one else knows.”

The radio crackled to life from the front console. One of the Crimson 88 men from the lead car gave updates about the mission to secure the seer.

“We’ve neutralized a vehicle at the entrance to the warehouse. Target was alone, likely a lookout. The seer has been extracted safely. There is a survivor.”

“Good,” Shen said and nodded. “Bring the seer back, and I want the survivor’s head.”

I sat in silence and let my thoughts spiral.

If the Red Lantern Society had succeeded— if Shen had died and the seer had been taken— Chinatown would have exploded overnight.

That kind of power shift wouldn’t just rattle the Crimson 88. It would throw every rival crew into motion. Gangs that had been silent would test their reach. Alliances would fall. Blood would pour through the alleys faster than concrete could dry.

And the monster would no doubt gorge itself on the glorious fallout.

By the time we reached the front entrance of the Crimson 88’s HQ, the energy inside had shifted from tension to something close to outrage. The moment we stepped through the doors, the building came alive.

Voices rose from every direction. Foot soldiers shouted over one another and argued about who should have seen it coming. Someone cursed the Red Lanterns loud enough for it to echo through the concrete halls, and another slammed a fist into a locker so hard that it shook the frame.

“They came after the boss,” a man said again, but this time with more force.

“This is war!” someone else yelled.

As Shen and I walked through the crowd, it felt like every single eye locked onto us. Anger swirled through the space, and it was barely controlled. Like if Shen had taken one wrong breath, the building might explode from the inside.

“This wasn’t a warning,” one of the lieutenants shouted.

“How did they know the route? Or the seer’s location?” another asked.

“They want blood?” a younger soldier snapped. “Then let’s drown them in it!”

Someone pulled a chair from under a desk and hurled it into the corner. It hit a stack of crates and knocked over a box of radios.

Men stormed up and down the halls while some strapped on body armor. Others checked weapons and paced, but clearly no one knew who to listen to, not yet.

Shen didn’t speak until he stepped up on the main platform above the floor.

The noise didn’t die right away. But slowly, the chaos thinned out, people turned, and the shouting softened.

“They planned,” Shen raised his voice. “And they failed.”

The words hit like a shot of cold air.

“And the man who doesn’t let a sleeping dog lie…” He scanned the room slowly and made sure they heard every syllable. “…must be ready for what bites back.”

And then they roared.

Shen didn’t smile. He just nodded once and kept walking after that, and we climbed the stairs together flanked by guards. We moved deeper into the headquarters, until Shen led me down a narrower corridor.

It wasn’t lined with tapestries or old photographs like the rest of the headquarters. This hallway was quiet, all concrete and steel, and with only a few wall sconces dimming the space instead of lighting it.

“This way.” His voice was even, but his pace was fast.

I could still smell smoke on both of us from the charred vehicles as we turned into a room with double doors. The doors were covered in what looked like ceremonial carvings, and I realized this must be Shen’s room, based on the elaborate display and secluded spot.

It looked nothing like the rest of the building inside. The space was minimal and cleaner, sparse but purposeful. A short desk sat by the window, and a single weapon rack lined the wall. Low seating and a woven rug in the center gave it a touch of tradition, and there were no signs of vises around– no alcohol or cigars.

In some ways, I thought it boring for the leader of the Crimson 88.

Shen pointed to a door near the corner. “There’s a bathroom through there. Feel free to clean up.”

I nodded and stepped inside.

The room was small but spotless. Slate tiles. Stone sink. A mirror with no frame.

I turned the faucet and let the water run hot. When I finally placed my hands under the stream, the red came off slowly and stubbornly. Like the blood didn’t want to leave. It pooled at the edges of the sink and swirled into the drain, but the stains on my skin lingered longer than they should have.

I scrubbed harder, but it didn’t matter, all that could wash off was at the bottom of the drain. What was left would take some time and a lot of scrubbing.

I looked up at my reflection. My hoodie was ripped at the shoulder and back from my wings tearing free. Dried blood stuck to the collar, and the sleeves were singed at the edges.

I looked like a weapon waiting for another excuse to go off.

I stepped back into the main room. “I need a change.”

Shen was already holding a folded two-piece tang suit. It was plain black, with silver trim at the sleeves and simple buttons down the chest.

I nodded and turned back to the bathroom. The suit was light as I slid into it, and breathable. It was obviously built for movement, and I tightened the cuffs and adjusted the collar before stepping back out to join Shen.

He looked me over and gave a single nod. “Do you find it satisfactory?”

“It’ll do,” I replied as I stood by the desk and rolled my shoulders.

There were a couple scriptures and a feather and a bottle of ink on the desktop. I couldn’t read their language yet, but there was no doubt in my mind that it was important information I was looking at.

“What now?” I asked.

Shen pulled something from a drawer and slid it into his coat. “I need to meet with the elders. There’s been talk. They want answers after tonight.”

“And me?” I asked.

He looked at me. “The seer will be here soon, but I want to ask you to follow me to meet the elders. This is your chance to talk to them. Hopefully they’ll see things your way. As it is, they aren’t your biggest fans.”

“Because I’m not from here?” I asked. “Or because they know I can’t be controlled?”

Shen hesitated. “A little of both.”

I nodded, and he straightened his collar and stepped toward the door.

“Say what you need to say,” he added. “Let them see who you are.”

We left his chambers and headed for the elders.

The next room I was led to was older than the last. The cracks in the walls were visible, and there was a stench in the air that wasn’t exactly the smell of blood, but also wasn’t the smell of antiseptic. It was like the two had met and clashed in the same place over a long period of time.

We passed through this place and along another winding hallway lined with rooms where men held whispered meetings behind closed doors.

Others looked up and fell quiet as we moved past.

The air felt heavier the higher we climbed.

Eventually we reached a wide hallway lit by a row of soft golden lights hanging low from the ceiling. The walls were lined with black-framed calligraphy. The scent of what reminded me of incense from the witches of Coilfell clung to the corners.

Shen opened a door without knocking.

The room was ancient, in the way that stories from times long past speak of. The walls were lined with scrolls, old blades, photographs, and faded banners layered in dust. The lighting came from a single bulb overheard that glowed weakly.

The room was filled with six men who were also ancient. Their wrinkles were set into their faces like cracks on a statue, and their eyes gleamed hollow and lifelessly. They looked like they were still alive out of duty, and nothing else.

They sat on thick red cushions in a low circle, with their robes pooled at their feet. They all looked tired, and one had eyes that didn’t blink. Another gripped a wooden cane so hard it looked ready to splinter.

Were these the people Shen feared?

I looked at him briefly. He looked well and able, with broad shoulders and a slim body. He was a man that clearly kept up with his fitness. Yet he bent his will to such ancient bodies?

It didn’t make sense.

When Shen announced me, the room shifted.

“Is this him?” the man with the cane asked in a voice cracked and aged just like his face. “Is this Lóng?”

Shen nodded, and that was all it took.

They stood. Not fast, but with purpose. Their robes rustled against the mats as they stepped forward. First one, then two more, then the whole room surrounded me like a slow-moving tide.

Their hands reached out, and one touched my shoulder. Another ran his fingers along my forearm. Another leaned close like he wanted to smell the air around me.

They saw me as something between relic and omen, and I didn’t like it.

I let my eyes shift and revealed the threatening abyss of my dragon eyes.

“Back off,” I snarled.

They froze mid-reach. The one closest to me took two steps back and bowed his head, and the others followed suit.

I let the excitement in the room, though not exactly electric, die first. Then I was prepared to rip into them for the lives they gambled with.

“I have things to discuss with all of you,” I said.

They glanced at each other and looked unsure, then slowly returned to their seats. Before anyone could reply though, the door creaked open.

A soldier leaned in. “The seer. She’s back. She’s in the mural room.”

I didn’t wait for permission. I turned from the elders and walked out, and their whispers trailed behind me like wind that couldn’t touch me.

A few minutes later, I reached the red door, opened it, and stepped into the dim light.

The mural was still there, just as massive and ominous as the last time. The dragon towered over the fire with the bodies at its feet, and the monstrous figure of the creature twisting in chaos and shadow loomed across the wall.

But this time, I wasn’t alone.

A girl sat cross-legged on a mat in the center of the room.

Her back was turned to me, but she couldn’t have been older than mid-twenties. Her limbs were long, her hair was black and cut at sharp angles, and her clothes were simple.

“Is that you, dragon?” Her voice was soft and pure.

I stepped further into the room and closed the door behind me, but my foot froze mid-step. I didn’t answer right away. I was still watching her and taking in every detail.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“My name is Liang.” She turned to face me.

Her features were sculpted, and her lips curled at the corners with an expression I couldn’t quite place. Not a smile. Not a smirk. Somewhere in between.

But it was her eyes that caught me.

They were open and fixed right on me, but they didn’t see.

They were cloudy and washed over with a milky sheen that covered the iris completely. And yet, her gaze didn’t wander around uselessly. She wasn’t trying to place me by voice or guesswork, it felt more like she was looking straight through me.

“You’re blind,” I surmised.

She nodded once. “But I still see.”

She didn’t say it like she was being clever. She said it like it was fact.

“I’m Ethad,” I said. “Ethad Cloud.”

“I know the name you’ve chosen in this world,” she said. “And your name in the last…”

“You know my story?” I asked.

She tilted her head slightly. “You were banished. By a man named Astrum.”

That stopped me cold.

I took two quick steps forward.

“What do you know about him?” I asked. “What is your relationship with Astrum?”

Liang laughed, and it wasn’t mocking or defensive. It was kind. It sounded like wind through leaves, like she wasn’t worried about me at all.

“I have no relationship with any man,” she said. “I serve the Crimson 88. No one else.”

I studied her. The way she sat, the way she moved only when she chose to.

She was still. Completely at peace in the room.

So much so that I couldn’t read her. Not the way I read everyone else.

Her heartbeat didn’t change. Her posture never shifted. Her breathing was so steady it might as well have been part of the room.

If she was lying, I didn’t know. And I didn’t know what she’d gain from it either way. The energy she gave off was so entirely pure and impossible to get a read on that I doubted she was even capable of deceit.

“The prophecy,” I said. “Tell me what it says.”

“But it is on the wall, no?” she asked.

“I want to hear it from you,” I replied.

She turned her head slightly, like she could hear something that I couldn’t. Then she nodded once, like she had been given permission.

“You were cast out of your world by power and jealousy,” she said. “Stripped of what made you whole. Sent here, to a world that doesn’t know what it holds.”

I kept my gaze on her and the mesmerizing clouds that seemed to drift in her eyes.

“The beast came after,” she said. “A creature pulled through the veil by another’s hand. But not to chase you. It came for something else. To feed. To claim.”

“The Taowu,” I said.

She nodded. “The one that warps. The one that bends the space around itself. The one that distorts men’s minds and eats their souls.”

Her words came slow, but not hesitant.

“They have tried to stop it,” she said. “Others have fought. Others have died.”

“But they’re not me,” I said.

She didn’t smile. But I saw something in her delicate features shift.

“You are both fire and scale,” she said. “You are exile and king.”

“Why me?” I asked.

Her voice dropped low. “Because no one else can make it kneel. From the moment The Crimson 88 was formed, their fate was sealed. And thereby your fate and the creature’s.”

The mural behind her burned brighter in my mind than ever before. The dragon stood on a mountain of bodies, the beast writhing below, fire curling between them like a bridge between two realities.

Liang’s head tilted slightly, and her voice came softer now, but with an edge that made the air around her feel charged.

“You are the one foretold,” she said. “A dragon cloaked in the guise of a man. Our fire.”

I studied her. The words weren’t new, not in spirit. I had heard praise before, and legends both here and in Coilfell, but the way she said it felt more like duty rather than legend.

She spoke of it like a fact, like it had already happened.

And then she stopped and bit her lip, like she toyed with saying something more, or not.

“There is an enemy older than the sky,” she said eventually. “Older than the walls of this world. It stirs again.”

“Astrum?” I asked.

Her expression didn’t change at first. But the silence that followed was more telling than anything she could have said. Then she shook her head slowly.

“A mere mortal like him cannot even comprehend what is coming.” Her voice dropped for the first time since I’d entered the room, and her calm cracked just a little. Her face darkened. “No one can. Not even you.”

That didn’t sit well.

“What are you talking about?” I stepped closer.

Her head lifted, with her soft white eyes still locked in my direction, but she seemed to be a million miles away.

“On the twelfth month,” she said. “The moon will turn bloody. And the Angel of Death will walk among men.”
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Chapter 10

I stared at the soft, delicate features of the seer woman as her sightless eyes held my gaze in the silence of the mural room.

“Angel of death?” I repeated, but she didn’t speak. “Who is that?”

Still nothing.

I scoffed and took a half-step back.

“I don’t believe in that kind of fairy tale,” I said. “Horned demons, wings of shadow. It sounds like bad scripture. If anything, I am the angel of death.”

She tilted her head. “But how can there be so much death, without reckoning?”

I didn’t answer right away, but I thought about it anyway.

The banshee. The vampires. The wendigo. And now the Taowu. There was a heavy trail of bodies left behind in all these situations. The civilians caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. The ones I couldn’t save. The ones I didn’t try to.

She wasn’t wrong. The death toll must have been ridiculous ever since monsters started slipping into this world, but I didn’t see that as any business of this Angel of Death’s.

This world was mine now, not that I put much stock in such nonsense as angels.

Still, prophecy or not, threats or not, I had only one priority right now, and it wasn’t blood moons or mythical angels.

I smirked.

“A warrior only worries about the thing in front of them.” I stepped forward again, just enough to cast a shadow over her. “The angel of death can kiss my ass.”

For a second, I didn’t think she’d react. Then her lips curled into the smallest smile. It was almost imperceptible, but it was there.

“You are exactly who I saw,” she almost whispered.

I nodded. “I’ve got no choice but to be.”

She nodded back, like the exchange had settled something, but I could still feel something brewing behind her milky-white eyes. Something that told me we were going to get along.

It was still up for debate, but if her powers were genuine, she would be an asset in my ranks. And she was beautiful in a way I hadn’t come across in this world yet. I wanted to keep looking at her delicate face for some reason, maybe because she was the only being I’d ever met who could see me so fully, even without any physical sight.

Or perhaps because even as she saw all that I was, she remained all softness and calm kindness.

Liang had my full attention now, to say the least.

“What about the creature?” I asked. “The one killing people.”

Her smile faded. For a second, her face went still. Then the corners of her mouth tightened.

“It’s not from your world,” she said. “It’s from this world. It was twisted into form. Built in layers of pain and hunger. Something old reached into something deeper… and pulled it out.”

“That thing,” I said. “The Taowu… What does it want?”

She shook her head slightly. “It doesn’t want anything. It only consumes.”

“And how do I stop it?” I asked.

She looked at me again. Straight through me, though her eyes never moved.

“Only dragonfire can unmake it.” Her voice dropped lower. “No blade will work. No bullet. No poison or spell. It must be undone by the thing it fears most.”

“Me,” I said.

She nodded. “Only you.”

I didn’t respond right away, but I looked at her carefully.

There was something in her face now, something behind the calm and the quiet. It was faint, but I saw it. I’d seen it at times in myself, and times in my group.

There was a burning purpose hidden behind the softness of her voice.

Why else would she live like this? The life the Crimson 88 had subjected her to. She’d been secluded and isolated, probably all her life, but she felt her purpose without a doubt as it burned more like embers than flames inside her. I could hear that clear as day in her tone, but I couldn’t help wondering if she had enjoyed any of the world she lived in at all.

She needed things like that to grow her power, not being surrounded by a gang who used her like a sacred relic.

“Is there anything else you want to know?” she asked.

I folded my arms. “What do you aim for? Your personal aim.”

“To be the greatest seer of my generation,” she said. “Like the Yen clan’s seer before me. She was the most powerful in the city. I want to see further than her. Clearer than anyone.”

Her answer came quickly and without hesitation, like she’d rehearsed it before or said it to herself over and over again in the dark.

Her aura was visible as she said it. It was faint, but I could see an outline of white light wrapped around her like a whisper. It flickered in pulses and responded to the truth behind her words.

She had real power. She just hadn’t tapped into it fully yet.

“And the 88?” I asked. “You’re loyal to them?”

“I am,” she said. “Their ambition is mine.”

That part felt different when she spoke. It came from deeper, like something that had been drilled into her years ago and never questioned since.

I didn’t call it out, but I made note of it because she wasn’t just loyal. She’d been raised to be loyal, and there was an important difference.

“Your blindness,” I led. “Is it… well, what the people of this world would call karma? A price for your gift?”

She turned her head slightly, just enough to avoid the question. The muscles in her jaw moved once, then stilled again, and she didn’t answer.

I waited a few seconds, then let it go.

“How do you see the world now?” I asked instead.

She turned back to face me and smiled again. It was soft but full of certainty.

“Clearer than ever,” she said.

With that, I left the mural room and closed the red door behind me. The click of it echoed down the corridor like a final word, but the weight of the air hadn’t lifted. It only shifted so that now it hung with the tension of decisions that needed to be made.

The guards standing at the hall’s end snapped to attention as I approached. One gestured ahead and led me through the winding path back toward the upper chambers, and I followed him in silence.

Then I stepped into the council chamber, where the elders were assembled. Shen stood near the center with his hands clasped in front of him, and the rest stood in a wide arc.

The murmurs died as I walked in.

They turned toward me like I was a storm, but I didn’t slow. I didn’t glance sideways as I took my place in the center and looked directly at Shen.

My words were for him, but I made sure everyone could hear them.

“If I’m going to help you,” I said, “and I mean truly help you, whether by leading or anything else, then things here will have to change.”

Their expressions shifted immediately.

“No smuggling,” I said. “No drugs. No extortion. You want my fire, you pull this organization into the daylight. You run it like a business. Not a cartel.”

There was a moment, just a second, where they all stayed frozen.

Then it hit.

“What kind of joke is this?” one of the elders barked from the left. He had one eye that had no light in it, and he stared at me with this alone.

“Clean?” another scoffed. “What does he think this is, a charity?”

“There’s too much money on the table,” someone snapped. “Too many mouths to feed. There are more than two hundred people working in this building alone. These jobs put food on the table, work for them, money for their families. I don’t know what fairytale you have in mind. ”

“You’d break the entire system,” another elder backed him up.

More voices piled on. Anger rose through the room like steam as it grew bitter and loud.

I raised my hand.

That alone made the noise stop. It didn’t die willingly, but it stopped.

“I’m not finished,” I said, and their eyes stayed on me as I turned back to Shen. “And the girl… Liang doesn’t belong locked away like a keepsake. She’s not a tool to be extorted. She’s a person. A powerful one. She deserves freedom.”

A few elders shifted and frowned. Some murmured to each other in tones they didn’t try to hide.

“She’s under my protection now,” I said. “You want my help, that’s part of the deal.”

The elder with the walking stick slammed it against the tiled floor.

“Preposterous!” he said. “Absolutely not. You presume too much.”

He stepped closer and leaned forward slightly, as if his posture made his words hit harder.

“We’ve kept the Crimson 88 in balance longer than you’ve been in this world,” he said. “Do you think you can walk in with fire in your chest and rewrite centuries of structure?”

Another elder chimed in. “You are powerful, but you are not wise. You don’t understand what it costs to survive this long.”

“Then tell me,” I said. “How many lives have you buried beneath your survival?”

That shut him up.

I looked back at Shen.

He hadn’t spoken, and he stood still with his jaw tight and his eyes locked somewhere between the floor and my face. He was sweating, but not enough for most people to notice.

Still, I saw it. The subtle shift in his throat. The twitch in his left hand. He was holding his breath.

“You’re the leader of the Crimson 88,” I said. “So what’s your verdict?”

He didn’t answer right away.

The entire room turned toward him, and the elders stared like vultures as they waited for him to pick a side.

I knew this was always how it would play out. They wouldn’t bend. Not until someone forced them to.

Shen’s eyes lifted to meet mine. His lips parted, then closed again.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The words dropped like stone.

“I respect you, Ethad,” he said. “I admire what you’ve done. But I can’t pull out of the life. Not now. It’s too big. Too many people rely on us. Too much would fall apart.”

Another elder grunted in agreement. “We survived centuries without you. We’ll last a few more.”

I nodded slowly. I wasn’t angry because I had expected this, but that didn’t mean I respected it.

“Then we can’t be in bed together,” I said.

And I walked out.

The door shut behind me with a dull thud. My boots hit the stairs steadily but not overly hard as I descended.

I had given them more than a chance. I had offered a change in direction, a vision and a way to go straight. But some never change. They choose to stay buried in the same dirt that had kept them alive and sick for centuries.

Dragons knew better. We burned the fucking dirt to hell and let real and true life grow anew under our watch.

Halfway down the stairs, I heard fast footsteps behind me.

“Wait!” Shen said.

I didn’t stop, but I slowed just enough for him to catch up.

He moved to stand beside me. One hand gripped the railing, and the other trembled from the fallout upstairs.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I meant what I said in there. I do respect you.”

“That was never my problem,” I returned.

“I didn’t want it to go that way,” he said.

“It didn’t matter how you wanted it to go,” I said. “You saw what they are. What they will always be. You know me, for you to trail me as you have, you must know what I do.”

Shen nodded.

“Good,” I said. “I cannot be involved with a criminal enterprise, like you. To be honest, I have no interest in it, prophecy or not. I’m still going after the monster, because this world is under my protection either way, but the Crimson 88 stays out of my way. You keep your crew off my trail.”

His lips parted like he wanted to argue. Then he dropped his gaze.

“You saw what I can do,” I snorted. “You really want to gamble on how far I’m willing to go?”

Shen shook his head slowly. “You’re asking a lot. You want us to pull back, but what replaces all this? What fills the gap if we change our ways?”

“Fucking figure it out,” I said with a shrug. “This is a wide world you have at your disposal, Shen, even I know that. Pull your head out of your ass and look around it a bit.”

At the bottom of the stairs, a few members had gathered. Word had clearly spread, and their faces tilted up toward us as they waited and watched.

I didn’t wait for his response, I just turned and kept walking.

The crowd below parted without a word. They stepped back and made way for me to pass, and each of them had their eyes locked to the floor now in what looked like shame.

I walked through them like smoke through air.

The driver from the Crimson 88 dropped me off at the abandoned factory just before midnight. He didn’t say a word but nodded when I stepped out of the backseat and walked toward my Lambo. The place looked the same as before as a cold wind blew through the building’s skeleton, and it echoed with the creaking of the walls.

I climbed in and started the engine. The dashboard lit up and cast a soft blue glow over the leather interior.

As I pulled onto the road, I felt the endless night stretch out in front of me.

My mind ran through everything I had learned since the evening started. Liang’s voice echoed in my thoughts as I recalled the way she talked about the mural, the warning about the twelfth month and the angel of death walking among men, and the creature, the Taowu.

The main reason for our meeting

At least now it had a name, something to sharpen my focus against. Giving it a name took away a lot of its mystery. It was no different from a cat or dog that strayed from his master.

The seer said it had been summoned. Which meant someone called it here. Someone dragged it out of whatever abyss it belonged to and dropped it into this world like a curse wrapped in blood and shadow. But why? Could it be vengeance, or power, or chaos?

Those were usually the big three, but there were other options still.

Was it here to atone for a sin committed against someone?

Or was it summoned due to greed?

There was no telling.

But in time, both the summoner and his goals would come to light. Hopefully before the death tolls were too much to be ignored.

When I pulled up at Danielle’s, the lights were still on. The building sat quiet, and the glow in the windows told me Clare or Danielle or both were still awake and still active inside. I parked and locked the Lambo before heading in.

The house smelled like fresh tea and something citrusy. Clare was on the couch with her legs tucked under her. Danielle was just walking back into the room with a mug in her hand.

Both of them looked up as I came in.

“What the hell are you wearing?” Clare asked and eyed the suit Shen gave me.

“Things go that well?” Danielle asked. “Are you now part of the gang?”

I dropped into the armchair across from them and stretched my legs.

“That depends on what you mean by well,” I said.

Danielle raised an eyebrow and waited.

“On the way to meet the seer we were attacked,” I said.

“What? By who?” Clare asked. “The creature?”

“A rival gang, things didn’t end well for them.” I took a deep breath and chose to skip to the important part. “But I found out more about the creature. It has a name. Taowu.”

Clare sat up straighter. “And?”

“It’s from here,” I said. “Not from my world. The seer said it was twisted into form. Built from pain. And only dragonfire can destroy it.”

“What is the seer like?” Danielle narrowed her eyes.

“She’s young,” I said. “Blind. Is constantly moved from one location to the next without any interaction apart from her caretakers, and Shen, the leader. They treat her like some kind of relic.”

“That sounds like Rapunzel.” Clare leaned back.

I blinked “Repugnant?”

They both laughed.

“Rapunzel’s a fairytale character,” Clare said. “A girl locked in a tower, waiting for someone to rescue her.”

“She doesn’t seem like she’s waiting,” I said. “She’s sharp. Calm. She chooses to stay probably because that is all she’s ever known.”

“That’s so sad.” Danielle’s smile faded a little. “You have to help her get out…”

“I won’t force her.” I shook my head. “Nothing she said told me she wanted to leave. She has purpose there, and she likes that.”

Clare frowned but didn’t argue. “Yeahhh, you can’t save someone who doesn’t want to be saved. Not really.”

Danielle didn’t look happy about it either, but she nodded slowly.

“So what now?” she asked.

“How do you plan to track this thing?” Clare added.

I looked down at the floor for a second, then back at them. “The seer can’t find it. Which means it’s hiding. Or cloaked or just can’t be tracked by whatever magic the seer uses. But it was summoned. That means there’s a trail. A signature.”

“You think you can trace it?” Danielle asked.

“That’s the plan,” I said. “I don’t know much about this world’s magic, I haven’t encountered real magic native to it before. But I know enough to feel for the gaps. I want to start at its summoning. If something crossed the veil, there has to be a seam somewhere.”

“And how do you start?” Clare tapped her mug.

I leaned back. “I’m going to ask Kevin to help. He’s good at pulling information from the endless web of the internet and tracking the strange signals I need to look for. Online chatter, that sort of thing. But I won’t tell him everything. Just enough to guide him.”

“You think it’ll work?” Danielle asked.

“If it doesn’t,” I said, “I’ll find another way. Now, moving on, there’s something else that’s been on my mind about the company.”

Clare sat up straighter. Danielle looked over from where she was half-curled under a throw blanket.

“It’s been a day since Peter’s fiftieth birthday,” I said. “And I’ve had time to think. We made a splash, but now it’s time to lock some things down.”

Clare nodded and already looked interested.

“You should have seen it,” Danielle added. “We were like politicians securing votes.”

“First step is getting the headquarters ready,” I said. “We don’t need anything fancy. Desks, chairs, a few phones. That’s enough for now. Just something to give the team a home base.”

“I’ve got my exam tomorrow,” Danielle said. “Can’t be there in the morning, but I’ll catch up. Just keep me looped in.”

“Good luck with that,” I said. “You’ve got this.”

She smiled and nudged my foot with hers.

I looked at Clare. “Text everyone. Tell them to meet at HQ tomorrow at nine. We’ll start there.”

“Already on it.” She reached for her phone without hesitation.

“And Clare,” I added. “Start times and end times should be strictly followed from now on. No more staying longer than needed.”

“Got it,” she said.

“We’ll speed up the uniforms, too,” I said. “It’s time. The foundation we’re building now is what the new team will be built on.”

Clare looked excited, and Danielle did too, even if she wouldn’t be there for the first rollout.

“I can take the truck with Gary or Dave,” Clare said. “We’ll hit a couple of spots and grab the desks and chairs. Nothing over the top.”

“That’s the idea,” I said. “Keep it light for now. We don’t need a tech palace. We just need people to get used to showing up and starting their day in one place— and ending it there, too.”

Clare nodded and still tapped notes into her phone.

“I’ll also block off some time tomorrow to get the business cards done,” I added. “We’ll need them for networking, new clients, and any meetings we get pulled into. Can you draw up a prototype tonight?”

Clare nodded. “I’ll make sure the designs are clean. Minimal but sharp. People will keep what they respect.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Simple and professional. We’re not slapping our name on paper just to toss it around. I’ll push to secure a few more jobs, something to offset the cost of setting all this up.”

The next morning I found Danielle in the kitchen sipping orange juice and flipping through a small binder of notes. She looked tired.

Clare and I were already dressed. It was just past eight-fifteen, and we were almost out the door, but before we left, we both made sure to stop by Danielle.

“You’ve got this,” I said.

Clare leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Kill it.”

Danielle smiled through a sip of juice. I leaned in and kissed her next, just under her ear.

“Show that exam who’s boss,” I said.

She nodded and gave us both a thumbs up as she slid into a chair and reached for a highlighter.

Clare and I headed out and got into the Lambo.

It was a crisp morning. The streets still held the kind of quiet that comes just before full traffic takes hold, but the closer we got to the main roads, the more that silence started to fray.

We got caught in a slow crawl two blocks from the highway. Cars were barely moving, and on the radio, a female voice came through over soft static.

“... No official statement yet from the fire department, but it appears the wreck occurred around midnight. An SUV leaving the city limits caught fire, though no secondary vehicle was involved. Only one car was present at the scene, with no visible signs of a collision, and no other passengers have been accounted for.”

Clare leaned in. “Oh, my god. That’s what happened to you last night, isn’t it?”

I nodded but kept my eyes on the road ahead, though we weren’t going anywhere fast.

“They didn’t mention any bodies,” I said. “Which means either the media was blocked off or someone got there first and cleaned it up.”

“That’s why there wasn’t another vehicle,” she concluded. “It wasn’t a crash.”

I nodded.

The radio went on about a temporary roadblock, warning drivers that the westbound exits would see delays until later in the afternoon. As the segment faded into a brief jingle, Clare turned her full attention to me.

“Is it always this bad?” she asked. “In Chinatown, I mean.”

“No,” I said. “But what’s coming… might be worse. The fact that they went after Shen is a declaration of war, and the tally might be a lot.”

She didn’t press for more. She didn’t have to.

By the time we turned onto the street where the new Cloud Contracting headquarters was located, it was eight-fifty. The sky had started to warm with the rising sun, and the shadows on the building gave the brick-and-steel exterior a kind of authority it hadn’t had when we toured it.

The guys were already there. All three leaned against the wall of the building and laughed about something. Kevin noticed us first, and he looked up and nudged Gary with an elbow.

They straightened when they saw us park.

We got out, and I clapped Gary on the shoulder as we met in front of the door.

“Morning,” I said.

They echoed back a mix of greetings with half-yawns, and cracks about who still hadn’t had coffee yet.

“I’ve got a few updates,” I said. “We’re expanding.”

That got their attention.

Gary straightened, and Kevin’s smile sharpened a bit.

“With that,” I said, “comes change. We’re starting regular work hours. Clare’s already put together a timetable. Start times, end times. No more guesswork.”

Clare stepped up and forwarded the calendar straight to their phones. Dave glanced down as his phone buzzed in his pocket.

“Uniforms are being finalized,” I continued. “We’ll be clocking in and out of this building from now on. It doesn’t need to be fancy, just consistent.”

Clare nodded.

“For today,” I continued, “you three– Clare, Dave, and Gary– take the truck and get the basics. Tables, chairs. Whatever will last and doesn’t break the bank.”

Clare already had her phone out. “I’ve got a few places I want to check. We’ll loop around and compare prices. I’ll handle the receipts.”

“Keep it tight,” I said. “We’re not furnishing a skyscraper. Just need enough to get the team in and feeling grounded.”

She nodded and waved for Dave to unlock the truck as I turned to Kevin.

“You’re with me,” I said. “We’ve got a couple errands to run.”

He perked up. “In the Lambo?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Don’t pee on my passenger seat in your excitement.”

He grinned like a kid and fist-bumped Gary before heading toward the SUV, but before we could get in, my phone rang.

I checked and saw it was an unknown number.

I answered. “Ethan Cloud.”

“Hi, Mr. Cloud,” a woman’s voice came through. “You were referred to me by someone at Peter’s event. I’m interested in booking a consultation. Renovation project. Kitchen and bath.”

“I’m out of the office at the moment,” I said. “But my assistant will call you back shortly to schedule a visit. What’s a good time window for you?”

“Afternoon’s best,” she said.

“Perfect,” I said. “Expect a call soon.”

I hung up and looked over at Clare.

“Got a number for you to follow up on,” I said. “Potential job. Should be a quick conversation.”

Gary raised an eyebrow. “Wait, when did Clare become your assistant?”

“Right now.” I smiled.

“I don’t get paid enough for this.” Clare rolled her eyes.

“Then give yourself a raise,” I said with a shrug that earned me an enormous smile from the beautiful woman. I sent her the number, then a thumbs up. “See if you can get a viewing locked in. We’re going to need the income to account for your wage increase.”

“On it.” She tapped her phone and nodded giddily.

I looked at the team one more time. “Alright, let’s move. No time to waste.”

Kevin and I got into the Lambo and buckled in.

“If we’ve got time, I need your help with something I’d like to dig into,” I told him.

“Like what?” he asked.

I pulled out my phone, opened my notes, and showed him the word I had typed: Taowu.

“Ever heard of that before?” I asked.

He read it once, then shook his head. “Nope. What is it?”

“A hobby of mine,” I said. “Something I’ve been reading about lately. But I still am not savvy with all methods of scouring the internet. I’ll give you more information on the way.”

“It’s hard being the chronically offline guy, I get it.” Kevin nodded and was already pulling out his phone as I sent him a slightly confused side glance. “I’ll start scanning. Anything specific I should look out for?”

“The niche stuff,” I said. “The juiciest facts are the ones well searched for.”

Kevin cracked his knuckles like I had just handed him a puzzle he couldn’t wait to solve.

“Now we’re talking,” he said.

I started the twin-turbo V8, waved at the others, and we were off. On the way, I attempted to smooth over any confusion Kevin might develop about me asking such a strange thing of him.

“I’ve been fascinated with this creature,” I said. “The Taowu. In the same way you are with UFO threads. Ever since that news pic a while back, I’ve been diving into myths in my free time. Reading. Watching.”

Kevin nodded instantly. “It’s fun, right? Just imagining we’re not the only ones walking this planet. That there’s stuff out there with teeth and fire and ancient grudges. I live for that kind of thing.”

He sounded excited already.

“So you don’t mind helping me look into it?” I asked.

“Nah, I’m all in,” he said. “But I want one thing in return.”

“Name it.” I smiled

“I want to see how fast this thing goes.” He grinned and placed both hands on the dashboard.

“You sure?” I smirked, and my foot twitched over the gas.

Kevin nodded like a kid getting the keys to a candy shop.

“Alright,” I said. “Hold on tight.”

I shifted gears, pulled into the next lane, and let the Lambo’s engine open up. The purr turned into a growl, then a roar, as the city around us blurred into streaks of silver and gray.

The tires gripped like claws as we weaved through traffic and passed a white sedan on the right and then a delivery van on the left. Kevin whooped with both hands pressed to the dash, and his head whipped to keep up with the changing view.

“Holy crap!” he shouted. “This thing is alive!”

I grinned and let the speed climb higher. Wind ripped through the slight crack in the windows as the world fell away behind us. Light poles snapped by like fence posts, and buildings flashed past like background noise.

We hit a long stretch of open road, and I dropped another gear.

Kevin whooped again, louder this time as he bounced slightly in the seat.

“I swear I just swallowed my heart!” he yelled.

I laughed, took a quick turn on the highway, and then—

Traffic.

The brake lights hit me before anything else did. There was a red wall up ahead with no way to maneuver. It was bumper to bumper, and I eased us down without locking the tires.

Kevin let out a long breath. “That… was awesome.”

I glanced over. “You should’ve seen the race I was in last week.”

“You went racing?” Kevin’s eyes widened. “Since when are you the guy that hits the secret track at midnight?”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I said. “I won, too.”

“No way,” Kevin scoffed.

“Fastest in the city.” I smirked. “Won forty thousand dollars.”

“Of course you did.” Kevin shook his head and pulled out his phone. “Alright, time to work.”

He signed in, then typed Taowu, and he read silently for a while.

“Okay,” he said a few minutes later. “This thing’s got a serious reputation. Apparently, it’s one of the Four Evils in Chinese myth. The others were fearsome too, but the Taowu… man. It’s the one that stands for confusion and violence. Like a walking contradiction.”

“Four Evils?” I asked.

“Yeah it’s got some serious street cred.” He nodded.

“Any info on how it shows up?” I asked.

Kevin kept scrolling. “Some say it’s not naturally occurring anymore. Too many ancient texts treat it like it was sealed away or broken apart. So if it were to be summoned, someone would have to bring it out. Rituals. Blood magic. Maybe more.”

He paused and turned the phone toward me.

“Check this,” he said. “It leaves a trace behind. Something called a qi fracture. Basically, it distorts the energy in the places it’s been in. Kind of like radiation, but spiritual.”

I nodded in understanding, and Kevin scrolled again as his eyes scoured the screen.

“This thing sounds insane,” he muttered. “Big. Muscular. Horns like blades. Eyes that mess with your perception. And it doesn’t just kill, it unravels people.”

“It doesn’t sound subtle.” I shook my head. “So… Dragon versus Taowu. Who wins?”

He leaned back and weighed it. “Well… A dragon’s got fire, flight, claws, and scales. But the Taowu’s mind-breaking. That might mess with a dragon.”

“You think a dragon would crumble just to that?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Nope. Dragon wins, you’re right.” Kevin shook his head. “They probably have magic to protect them from that kind of mental shit.”

“Is that so?”

“Dude, yeah, a dragon’s brain has to be a fucking impenetrable fortress. How else would they be able to destroy so many magical beings?”

A slow grin spread on my face. “You’re good at this.”

“Okay, we’re playing this game now.” He grinned back. “Winner stays on.”

“O… kay?” I chuckled in confusion at the kid, and I had no idea what he meant.

“Basically if a creature wins, they face the next creature,” he explained.

“Oh, I see.” I nodded. “Then dragon versus Banshee.”

Kevin tilted his head. “Banshee’s loud, cripplingly so, but one good burst of fire and she’s toast. Dragon.”

“Of course,” I agreed with a smile. “Dragon versus vampire.”

“Oof, speed versus strength.” Kevin raised both eyebrows. “But dragons have range and endurance. I’m still saying dragon.”

“Good man.” I nodded. “Vampires are the most pathetic of all creatures in existence.”

“Debatable,” he chuckled, and I shot him a slightly more hostile glance than I meant to, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Next,” I said. “You choose.”

“Dragon versus… Wendigo.” He grinned.

“Well, the wendigo’s… creepy.” I smirked as I struggled to give a human take on this. “It’s fast. Starves everything it touches.”

“Still dragon.” Kevin shrugged. “No competition.”

“I have to agree,” I chuckled as I looked out at the road ahead, which was still heavily blocked.

“Now gimme a big one,” Kevin said.

I thought for a moment. “Dragon versus… the Angel of Death.”

“That’s tough,” he snorted. “I want to say dragon, but honestly, the Angel of Death is… kind of the final boss. Like, spiritually.”

“So?” I asked

“So, Angel of Death wins, my friend,” he snickered. “Barely, but only because you can’t kill something that’s not alive in the first place. The angel would absolutely obliterate a dragon.”

I nodded slowly as my hands gripped the wheel a little tighter. “Fair assessment.”
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Chapter 11

“Let’s grab the business cards,” I said once the traffic finally loosened up. The red brake lights ahead began moving more fluidly, and before long we were gliding down the road again with some space to breathe. “Clare finished the design, we just need to pick them up and check the print.”

Kevin nodded and adjusted the AC slightly.

“So let’s say the Taowu was summoned to this world,” I said now that I’d finished simmering over the end of our last conversation. “Does it go after something specific?”

Kevin opened his phone again and typed quickly. “Give me a second… Alright, here we go. According to this thread, the Taowu can be summoned for a purpose: Sometimes revenge, sometimes as a show of power, depends on who’s behind it. But yeah, usually there’s an initial target. Like the person or group that wronged the summoner.”

I nodded slowly and thought about what he said.

“And what if the summoner doesn’t give it direction?” I asked. “What if it starts attacking randomly?”

Kevin frowned. “Hold on.”

He scrolled again and mumbled softly to himself as he read for a bit.

“Okay, wow,” he sighed. “It says here that if a Taowu isn’t bound by specific instructions, it acts on its own impulses. So, chaos. It feeds on fear, pain, and disorder. So yeah, if there is no clear target… it just starts tearing through everything.”

“A summoned bomb with no fuse,” I concluded.

“Exactly,” he said. “Fucking wild monster, man.”

I glanced at the road ahead and took a quiet breath. “One more question: would there be a way to trace the creature back to the summoner?”

Kevin’s fingers moved again. He stopped at an entry, skimmed it, and then read more carefully.

“There’s a mention of a spiritual tether?” he said. “That’s all I’m finding here… Like a residual bond between the creature and the one who summoned it. It’s faint, but if someone skilled enough can trace energy patterns, they might be able to find the summoner I guess. That’d be my hypothesis anyway.”

“And if the summoner dies?” I pressed.

Kevin tilted his head, and he eyed me with some skepticism for a moment. I knew I was starting to sound odd, he’d never delved into so much detail on monsters he mentioned to me. But I needed this information, and he was incredibly good at digging through what I now knew could probably just be called ‘bullshit.’

Luckily, he seemed to shrug this off as he read his screen some more.

“Depends,” he said. “Some of these threads are saying the creature vanishes. Others say it breaks completely free, like no more leash. Which could make it worse. Yikes.”

I thought about this. If the summoner died, there was a chance the creature could lose control entirely, and that wasn’t a good outcome. The smarter move was to find the summoner, get information from them, and then decide what to do next.

Killing them might just set the world on fire.

By the time we pulled up to the card store, I’d locked the thought away for now. One problem at a time.

The shop was clean and minimal, like a business card brought to life. It had white walls, soft lighting, and chrome trim on the shelving. Everything felt curated, with nothing excessive about the setup. Even the font on the front window was a clean sans serif that read: Pressed & Printed.

There were display stands of thick cardstock samples in one corner, and each option was tucked neatly into little trays and arranged by color and texture. A sleek monochrome printer the size of a small table hummed behind the counter.

Kevin followed me in as he still scrolled something on his phone.

As soon as we stepped in, we were greeted by a woman behind the counter.

She was tall, with a warm brown complexion and natural curls that framed her face like she’d walked out of a modeling show on television. Her outfit was a simple white button-down shirt, rolled sleeves, and sleek black pants, but it looked better than anything on a mannequin.

Kevin nudged me slightly with his elbow, but didn’t say a word. I stepped forward and was ready to speak, but he beat me to it.

“Hey.” Kevin stood a little taller than usual. “We’re here to pick up cards for Cloud Contracting.”

“Oh, right.” The woman gave a small smile and tucked a curl behind her ear. “They’re just finishing the final check now. You guys can hang tight. Won’t be long.”

Kevin leaned slightly on the counter with his grin still in place.

“Well, if waiting looks like this…” He gestured vaguely toward her. “I don’t mind at all.”

She laughed like she’d heard a thousand cheesy lines today, but liked that one.

I smiled, stepped back, and let him have the floor. He deserved the shot, and besides, it was rare to see Kevin actually try with women.

“I’ll check how close they are,” the woman said as she glanced toward a door at the back and picked up the phone.

While she spoke softly into the receiver, Kevin turned to me with a silent thumbs up.

“You’re unbelievable,” I muttered and rolled my eyes.

“Don’t block the magic,” he said, and he was barely hiding his grin.

About five minutes later, a tall man in a dark apron came through the door carrying a neat stack of cards that were all perfectly banded.

“Cloud Contracting?” he asked.

“That’s us.” I stepped forward.

He handed me the top stack, and I flipped through a few cards with black lettering on matte white paper, a crisp layout, and no clutter. Our logo was in the corner, and the rest listed our company name, contact info, and website.

Sharp.

“You guys nailed it,” I said.

“Appreciate that,” the man said and then headed back through the door.

While I was still thumbing through the details, I could hear Kevin cracking another joke behind me. It was something about printers and magic tricks. She laughed again.

About two minutes later, Kevin closed the deal. He leaned over the counter with a polished charm and handed the receptionist his phone. She hesitated for no more than a second then typed in her number, and she smiled as she handed it back.

He looked like he’d just won a trophy.

After he stepped down, I handled the payment, and it went smoothly with no complications. The cards had already been invoiced, and I settled it without needing to say more than a thank you.

When I turned back around, Kevin was still grinning like an idiot.

“Let’s roll,” I said and motioned to the door.

We stepped back into the sunlight with the stack of cards tucked neatly under my arm. Kevin bounced a little on the balls of his feet, and I handed him the cards before we got in so he could glance over them.

“Man,” he said as he climbed into the Lambo. “These look legit. They feel expensive. Like you don’t throw them away, you keep them in your wallet until your wallet catches fire.”

I chuckled as I started the Urus.

He leaned back in the passenger seat and shuffled them like a pack of playing cards.

“And that receptionist,” he added. “Maya? Even her name’s hot.”

“What’s the plan?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “A woman like that deserves to be taken somewhere nice.”

I suddenly felt like I was his father, and I was giving him one of those cringe-worthy talks I’d been forced to sit through in so many family films already.

I always felt pity for the fathers in those scenes. Nine times out of ten they were wasting their breath, and this was precisely why dragons didn’t bother lecturing their spawn. They could either thrive or get eaten.

Choose wisely.

But humans were different, and I was learning to consider their customs more and more, no matter how odd they seemed to me.

“Yeah.” He smiled. “I figure since I’m a full-time employee now, I’ve matured. So I’ll probably take her to Aurora. Class it up a bit.”

“Simple.” I glanced over. “I like it.”

Looked like I wouldn’t have to waste any breath on this one after all. This was why I liked Kevin. He was not only an incredibly useful human, but he also wasn’t an idiot.

“That’s how dating should be.” He shrugged. “Do you think Tony would give me a discount if I brought her there, though? I mean, I’m an employee, not a CEO. Maybe he could hook me up with a real romantic setup, though, if I asked nicely. Candles. Good lighting. No jazz. She doesn’t strike me as a jazz girl.”

“I’ll find out from Tony,” I said with a smile, and he sent me a grateful glance. “But if you take her to Aurora, she’s definitely going to sleep with you.”

“Don’t say things like that out loud,” Kevin laughed. “It messes with my equilibrium, bro. I’m young and dumb still, my testosterone is a fucking hijacker.”

I chuckled as I recalled a recent news story that used this ‘hijacker’ term very differently, but I got the gist of what he meant as we pulled up to a red light. Then I reached into the small case I had tucked behind the seat and pulled out a handful of business cards, then handed them to Kevin.

He took them without a word.

“This will distract you, these are from Peter’s party,” I said, and he nodded and looked through them before I handed him my phone. “Send each one a follow-up. Just a short message. Include the company email. Clare’s number. Nothing over the top, just polite and direct.”

Kevin nodded and got to work, and he talked me through what he was doing like a YouTube tutorial.

First, he saved all the numbers as contacts, one by one, then opened the message app and typed out the message. He read it back to me.

“Alright,” he said. “Tell me what you think. ‘Hi, this is Ethan Cloud from Cloud Contracting. It was a pleasure meeting you at Peter’s event. If you’re still interested in consulting or renovation work, feel free to reply directly to this message or contact our office via email: contact@cloudcontracting.com, or Clare at (312) 555-0198. Looking forward to building something amazing together.’”

“Professional. Friendly. Not desperate.” I nodded.

Kevin tapped send and fired the message off to the entire list.

“Done,” he said. “Takes real skill to make boring stuff sound charming. This is why I make the big bucks.”

I arched an eyebrow. “You do?”

“No,” he said and flashed me a wide, toothy grin. “But while we’re on the topic–”

“Nice try,” I sighed and shook my head as he started snickering to himself.

“Fine, fine, I get it,” he muttered. “I’ll just make myself more irreplaceable, then we’ll talk.”

I grinned. “Agreed.”

I pulled onto the next street that was on the way back to our headquarters, and Kevin slid the stack of cards back into the case.

“So when are we buying a company yacht?” he asked.

“After we get more than one building and a private jet,” I joked.

“Minor details.” He nodded.

I pulled out my phone at the next light and called Clare, and she answered immediately.

“Hey,” she said. “You good?”

“Yeah, we just left the shop,” I replied. “I had Kevin draft and send out the follow-ups.”

“That’s fast,” she said. “Love to see it.”

“How’s the furniture run going?” I asked.

“We got seven desks. Assembly needed. All sturdy, though. Same with the chairs. Seven of those, too. We’re headed back now.”

“The truck is doing well?”

“Like a champ! Honestly, it feels like it belongs to us already. Great addition.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Just a heads-up, you might get a little rush soon. I told the follow-ups to contact you or your email.”

“How nice,” she chuckled.

“You’ll manage, I know it,” I said and grinned.

“You don’t pay me enough, really,” she said.

“I gave you a raise this morning,” I reminded her, and Kevin sighed dramatically beside me. “But we could probably work something out… how about I buy you food later to make it up to you?”

“Deal,” she laughed. Then I heard a faint beep through the phone. “Hold on, I’ve got an incoming call… Oh, wait, this might be one of them! I better go before my boss gets on my ass about this–”

The line clicked.

I smiled and tucked the phone away. That was faster than I anticipated.

“Already?” Kevin raised an eyebrow.

“Exactly what I was thinking,” I said.

“Man,” he said, “at this rate we’re gonna need a receptionist by next month.”

“We’ve got Clare,” I said. “She’s the perfect multitasker.”

Kevin chuckled. “You sure do keep your girls busy. But honestly, they don’t seem to mind at all…”

“Because I always make it up to them.” I shrugged and sent him a pointed glance that he instantly caught the meaning of.

“Oh!” He coughed through a laugh as his ears turned pink. “Well, yeah, that’s… yep.”

I laughed lightly as well and focused back on the road.

Kevin was right, though, we needed a specialized receptionist. Maybe with the next set of people we hire, but until then each of us would have to multitask.

We pulled up to the headquarters ten minutes later. Clare had already texted me the code to get in, and we crossed the wide entrance and made our way into the main room. Bright light filtered in from the large industrial windows, and the place still smelled faintly of paint and drywall dust.

A few minutes later, Clare pulled up in the truck, and Dave and Gary hopped out beside her. The truck bed was loaded down with the furniture, and everything looked safe and secure.

Clare was on the phone when she stepped out. She didn’t even say hi. Just waved with her phone to her ear, and paced toward the building’s entrance.

“She’s been on calls all morning,” Gary chuckled. “One ends, the next rings. If we don’t hire someone soon, she’s going to sue us for stress.”

“She’s gonna start billing by the hour,” Kevin snorted.

Dave climbed into the truck bed while Kevin and I grabbed the tailgate and lowered it. We worked fast, and one by one, we hauled all seven desks down. It helped that they were all packed neatly in flat boxes with straps. The chairs were next, which were also boxed.

We carried them inside and up the stairs into one of the larger rooms that was about the size of a small hall. The high ceiling and that massive window made the space feel bigger than it was. The view from the window stretched over the entire operation and the open floor downstairs.

Everyone except Clare and Danielle picked out where their desk would go. One corner was left untouched, but I remembered Clare called dibs on it during the tour.

After we’d set the stacks down, Kevin gave a low whistle.

“Gonna be cozy in here when everyone’s in,” he said.

Gary nodded.

“Better than working out of the back of a truck,” Dave said.

With that settled, Gary and I peeled away and carried one of the boxed desks into the next room. This was to be my office.

It wasn’t as huge as the last, but it was clean and sectioned off with glass panels that offered a full view of the team space. The far end had another wide window, this one overlooking the back alley and parking area. Exposed brick on one wall gave it an aesthetic I felt I could build on, and there were outlets in all the right places and a single coat hook beside the door.

“This feels like a boss’ room,” Gary said.

I cracked open the box, took inventory of the bolts, and handed Gary the matching chair kit.

“Let’s make it official,” I said.

We started with the desk. It came with its own tool set of simple wrenches, hex keys, and a fold-out instruction sheet with step-by-step diagrams. While I worked through assembling the desk, Gary assembled the chair. He squinted at the bolts as he turned the screws with practiced hands.

We didn’t talk much. Just the occasional nod or comment about one of the bolts being too tight or a diagram being unclear.

About half an hour later the desk was assembled, and it didn’t wobble or creak. The finish was smooth and dark, and a little more matte than glossy, and the legs were metal not chrome, but solid. Definitely not in the same league as Peter’s custom masterpiece we put in earlier, but more than enough for what we needed.

“You could run a whole company off this thing,” Gary said as he gave the surface a quick slap.

“That’s the idea.” I smiled.

Once we finished the chair, I stood back and admired the setup. It looked right. Like something seen in a corner office during the early stages of a great business.

I walked out into the hallway and flagged Clare down as she hung up another call.

“The office is ready,” I said.

“Nice.” She stepped in with her laptop and telephone in hand, and she gave a nod of approval. “I’ll take over the bookings in here. Too loud out there.”

“Let’s finish the rest.” I turned to Gary.

We rejoined Dave and Kevin in the hall room. They’d already half-finished another desk and one chair.

“Two men per chair,” I said. “Let’s make it quick.”

Gary crouched beside one and cracked open the box. “You realize after this, we deserve certificates or something. Officially certified in commercial furniture assembly.”

“Put it on your resume,” Kevin said and tore through some plastic wrap. “Cloud Contracting: construction, electrical, interior design, and IKEA masters.”

“Let’s print up some jackets,” Dave laughed.

“Keep talking, that’s how you miss a bolt,” I chuckled and picked up a seat base.

We worked in pairs again. Gary and I stuck together, but each chair had its own quirks. One with a stubborn bracket, another with a plastic panel that wouldn’t align no matter how many times we flipped it.

“This one’s drunk,” Gary muttered as he twisted a bolt into place. “Keeps leaning left.”

“Just like you at Mario Kart night a few days ago,” I said.

“Low blow.” He grinned and slapped a washer onto a bolt.

“This chair’s solid.” Kevin chimed in from across the room. “I’m naming it after Maya.”

“Who’s Maya?” Gary asked.

“Kevin asked the receptionist at the card printer out,” I said.

“Really?” Gary asked. “Didn’t think you had it in you, kid.”

“I don’t know,” Kevin said. “Riding there in a Lambo really put a hop in my steps.”

Dave shook his head at this and snickered to himself.

“You’re welcome,” I shouted.

After a couple rounds of banter, the rhythm built quickly. Open, then sort, then align, and then bolt.

I popped the wheels into place while Gary attached the back.

One by one, the desks rose. After each one was done, we arranged them so they’d be far enough apart to give each person space, but close enough to still feel like a team.

The chairs went faster. Kevin was surprisingly good with the tools and showed off by flipping the instruction page over with one hand while locking in bolts with the other.

We were done with all seven in under three hours.

The desks looked clean and consistent, like matching armor pieces in a uniform. The chairs weren’t luxury-level, but they were comfortable, and most importantly, functional.

By noon, Clare stepped out of my office. Her phone looked like a fifth limb, and she looked tired but satisfied.

She clapped her hands once to get our attention. “Alright, just so everyone knows, the next two months are officially packed. Fully booked.”

“For real?” Kevin looked up from the chair he spun around on.

“We’ve got four kitchen remodels.” Clare nodded. “Two restaurant renovations, and one big commercial interior job out in Oak Brook.”

“That’s… a lot.” Dave let out a low whistle.

Clare wasn’t done.

“And a potential gig doing luxury storage units for a real estate developer,” she said. “That one’s in the air, but it’s looking solid.”

“We need that second team. Pronto,” I said what everyone was already thinking.

No one argued. We were growing faster than expected, and it wasn’t slowing down anytime soon. Not if I had any say about it.

Right then, my phone buzzed. It was an unknown number.

“Hello?” I answered.

A familiar voice came through, and there was a hint of amusement in it.

“Mr. Cloud,” the man said. “This is Lenny Krenshaw. Hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

I sat down in my chair as I recalled the elderly man taking a selfie of himself picking a statue’s nose, not long before informing me he could see my aura.

“No worse than usual,” I said with some intrigue. “What can I do for you?”

“You ever think of buying someone else’s business?” he asked.

That caught me off guard.

“Whose business?” I asked.

“Mine,” he said.

I blinked. “We talked for five minutes.”

“And I’ve made million-dollar deals off ten-second gut feelings,” he snorted. “My eyes never lie. Also, I saw that Lambo you left the party in, so I know you’re a man of good taste.”

I stayed quiet while he kept talking.

“I’ve been in this game for decades,” he continued. “Built something I’m proud of. But I’m tired. My eyesight’s going, the stress doesn’t thrill me like it used to. And I’d rather hand the keys to someone who gets it. Someone who knows power when he sees it.”

“What kind of business are we talking about?” I asked as my confusion mounted.

“Krenshaw Autoshop,” he said, and my confusion evaporated on the spot. Of course. He was a car man. “We’re not just changing oil and tires. We build. We customize. We tune. If it goes fast, we make it go faster.”

He rattled off a few details about employees, client list, location, and even a general summary of yearly revenue.

I didn’t say yes or no, but the idea was exciting, though I did my best to hide it in my voice.

“I’ll do my research,” I said. “Then decide.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “But don’t take too long. I got a few other calls lined up, but I’d rather not make them.”

He hung up.

I leaned back in my chair, and then I typed “Krenshaw Autoshop Chicago” into the search bar of my phone and hit enter.

The first hit was the official site. The page had a sleek design with a logo of a classic muscle car that looked hand-drawn.

I scrolled and instantly found photos of custom Lamborghinis, and they listed information about restored Chargers and souped-up GTRs. The page looked like a shrine for speed junkies, and my eyebrows ticked up ever so slightly.

There were testimonials from semi-pro racers and influencers. I searched a few of the names, and they were guys with street racing reputations. A few tied to underground circuits here, in fact.

I started to wonder if Lenny had heard about me through other outlets, and merely connected the dots after seeing my car at the party, but I couldn’t be sure. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least though, given the waves my beating Snake Eyes must’ve caused in that community.

Particularly given that the legendary racer had died almost immediately afterward.

Maybe Lenny realized I’d been the man to beat him and decided to throw his hat into my ring.

I found a thread on a racing forum about his shop’s work and continued reading.

“Krenshaw’s work is top-tier,” one user wrote. “Took my ride from fast to uncatchable.”

“If you want a street legend to touch your car, this is the spot,” another said.

I checked the business valuation next and found it was a whopping five million dollars.

I let out a low whistle. That was out of reach for me right now, no question about it. But it planted a seed.

Owning a place like that would give me a real seat at the racing table. Not just as a driver of a fast car, but as a leader, and in a business that coincided very nicely with one of my favorite things about Earth: fast and ferocious vehicles.

Having a foothold in an area of this world that I truly loved might just be the best decision I could make yet.

Lenny had said he saw something in me, and I wasn’t one to dwell on the words of a human, but something about him rubbed me the right way. His ability to see people’s aura in color reminded me of the seer I’d met, and while it wasn’t the same, it was similar in enough ways that I respected him more for it.

Outside, I heard the team. Their chatter buzzed about the progress of the company, and I grinned at the sound.

I had yet to even tell them about this great opportunity we’d just been offered, but there was no doubt in my mind that they’d want to venture into it with me.

And there was no doubt we could rise to the challenge.

I was especially excited at the prospect because if Cloud Contracting wasn’t the only empire I could shape, if I started on more and more, then soon I’d truly be the ruler of the entire business world.

Or at the very least, the absolute richest man in it.

A pleasant, burning warmth built in my chest as a smoky chuckle escaped me, but I cleared my throat and settled down before I stepped out of the office and walked straight into the open workspace where the others were.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ve got something new for us. Maybe big.”

That got their attention.

Kevin turned first. “What kind of new?”

“I got a call from Lenny Krenshaw.” I smirked. “He’s an eccentric man I met at Peter’s party. He just offered me a chance to buy his business.”

“What business?” Kevin’s eyes went wide.

“He owns a custom auto shop,” I said.

“Wait…” Kevin typed something on his phone. “You mean The Krenshaw? The custom shop guy with the racing garage? Are you kidding?”

“You know him?” I asked.

“Of course, I do,” he gasped. “You don’t?”

“Only from the party,” I reminded him.

“Dude.” He stood upright. “Do you know how many custom cars roll through that place? People talk about it like it’s a temple. That would be insane. I’d love to work on stuff like that. Handling fast cars? Definitely a skill I could add to my arsenal.”

Clare leaned on the edge of a desk and looked clearly amused.

“You’ve got the weirdest luck,” she informed me. “Seriously. You’ve always loved cars, and now this drops out of nowhere?”

“Not exactly nowhere.” I shook my head. “Lenny saw my car. The same car I was driving when I recently won forty-thousand dollars for beating the most notorious underground racer in the city. How could Lenny, the man whose business likely customized Snake Eyes’ car themselves, not hear about that? He probably realized I was a business-minded and talented racer with enough money to buy a Lambo, and therefore might be a good candidate to run his business.”

There was a long beat of silence for a moment while Clare just blinked at me.

“If I had to venture a guess,” I finished.

“Wait, you won what doing what?” Gary blurted out.

“Snake Eyes?” Dave practically whispered the words. “Are you fucking with us, or is this for real? This sounds like a movie… What is going on?”

I shrugged. “I’ll fill you in later. The point is, I don’t believe in luck. I do however believe in racing very fast cars and earning a reputation for being the best at it, so I can’t complain.”

Gary and Dave stared in shocked confusion, and Clare rolled her eyes.

“Okay, fine, be way smarter than everyone,” she sighed and gestured for me to continue.

“I will,” I chuckled. “But, listen, if we go for it, we’ll have two businesses to run. Double the work. More deadlines. More moving parts.”

“It’s bold.” Gary crossed his arms. “But bold’s how you grow, man. I’m in. I want this whole Cloud thing to grow, too. Not just build walls, if I’m being honest. I never exactly intended to run my body into the ground on manual labor, but life happens.”

“Fair,” Dave snorted in agreement. “I’d sure as hell prefer better.”

“And I want to help build something bigger,” Gary finished.

“Things are changing.” Dave rubbed his chin. “And they’re going to keep changing. We either evolve or get left behind. I say we adapt. Lean into the future.”

“So… should I inquire? Put in an offer?” I looked around the room.

“Isn’t it up to you?” Kevin pointed out.

“This business is ours,” I clarified and gestured to the others in general. “Any money I use to purchase Krenshaw’s will be from our contracting earnings, so this does involve everyone.”

Everyone nodded, but there wasn’t a single face that looked unsure about the idea.

“Give me a night with the numbers, though.” Clare stepped forward. “I’ll see what our accounts can handle. How much cash flow we’ll need, and what kind of timeline we’re looking at.”

“You should factor in a workforce, too,” Gary added “Just because you buy Krenshaw’s auto shop doesn’t mean you get to keep the name and the clout of it. We can hope to inherit some, if not most, of his crew, since they’ve got guaranteed work there already, but if there’s any pushback from his customers, and you lose their interest along with some talented workers…”

I nodded in agreement. “I’d do what I could to keep the people he has, they’re the experts after all. But I agree. We need to expect to hire on more and get our own foot in the door as far as racing clout goes. I don’t intend to live off of another man’s reputation alone to keep my business afloat.”

“And a place like Krenshaw’s? That’s not a five-person gig.” Gary shook his head. “We’d need a real team. People who know high-performance engineering, detailing, paint, all of it.”

“True,” I agreed. “Let’s talk more over dinner.”

“Aurora?” Kevin pumped his fist.

“Let’s go.” I nodded.

We cleared out the rest of the boxes and packaging, broke them down flat, and carried everything into the back storage room. Just in case we ever needed to move furniture again.

By the time we were done, the sun had started to dip. We locked up the headquarters for the day, and everyone headed to their cars.

Clare got a text from Danielle updating her on the aftermath of her exam. The results weren’t out yet, but she was confident that she did an amazing job.

“Tell her to come to Tony’s,” I said to Clare. “We’ll celebrate there.”

“Done,” Clare agreed. “She said she will meet us there.”

We took off not long after that message. Kevin rode in the back seat in my Lambo, while Clare took shotgun. Dave and Gary drove off in the truck, and the drive was smooth and uneventful. Kevin talked about what he’d do to his dream car, and about custom matte wraps and low rumble exhaust systems he’d want once I owned the best custom car shop in the city.

Clare mostly listened, but every now and then she threw in a teasing jab to keep him grounded in reality.

I just smirked. Kevin and I both understood that I wanted that shop, and so I would get it. The kid having his own dreams of building a treasure hoard because of that only proved he knew me well.

Plus, I was glad that by growing my empire, Kevin could get closer to having some treasure for himself, as long as he was willing to work for it.

By the time we pulled up to Aurora, the street lamps had turned on, and the kid officially had too many conflicting design ideas to narrow it down.

“Well, you’ve got time to think about it,” Clare laughed as she climbed out. “Come on, you can ask Gary and Dave what spinning hubcap things you should get inside…”

“Gross, no spinners,” Kevin sighed and climbed out as well.

Tony’s restaurant always had that mix of high-end taste and neighborhood warmth about it. Its glass windows glowed golden against the cityscape, and I could always hear laughter inside before the door even opened.

We walked in as a group, and Tony looked up from behind the bar and raised a hand.

“Look who it is,” he called. “Haven’t seen you guys in a while. Where is everyone? Danielle, and the LA girl, Stacey.”

“Well, Stacey is in Cairo for work, she should be back in a week,” I said. “And Danielle should be on her way here. She was busy earlier.”

“Ah.” Tony nodded. “Seems like everyone is busy nowadays. Especially me! Please sit, let’s catch up.”

We headed to our usual table near the back window. Once we sat, Tony came over with a grin.

“Drinks and food are on me as always,” he said. “Got something to celebrate…”

“Oh?” Gary raised an eyebrow.

“I’m thinking of opening a second location.” Tony leaned on the back of a chair.

“No way, where?” Kevin asked.

“West Loop,” Tony said. “The perfect space just went on the market. It has a big kitchen, long bar, and good foot traffic. If it’s anything like this one, we’ll be slammed every night.”

“Which one of us gets to keep you, Tony?” Gary smirked.

“You get a rotating schedule,” Tony laughed. “Tuesdays here, Thursdays there. I’m already spread thin, man.” He paused, then looked at me. “But if it goes through, I’ll need a team for the build. Think you guys are up for it?”

I didn’t even hesitate. “We’d be more than happy to.”

“Would we?” Clare groaned and dropped her head into her hands.

I grinned as I reached over to rub her shoulders a bit, and she peeked out from the side of her palm to send me a mock-glare.

“Does the packed schedule I just set for us mean nothing to you?” she snorted.

“It means the world to me,” I murmured and kissed her cheek. “You know Tony always takes precedence, though. He feeds us.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she laughed and finally resurfaced to a very smiley Tony. “Fine, I’ll work you in. But I get free tiramisu for life.”

“Of course, no question about it,” he promised.

“Then we better hire some folks quick.” Gary leaned back with his hands behind his head. “Only the best for our greatest chef friend.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear.” Tony clapped his hands once, and disappeared toward the kitchen.

After he left, our server arrived, and I ordered grilled lamb and potatoes. Clare ordered some chicken, but I didn’t pay much attention to the others.

The table was warm with chatter after the food orders went in, with wine glasses half full and shoulders finally relaxed. The clinking of metal and bursts of flames from the open stove in Tony’s kitchen floated toward us from the back as we joked and argued over music, or teased Kevin about Maya again, or talked through more logistics about the shop.

Eventually, Gary leaned back in his seat and looked over at me.

“So, boss,” he said. “What’s your play for the new hires?”

I took a sip of water and gave myself a second to answer. Everyone at the table looked my way.

“Tactically?” I said. “If tomorrow looks anything like today, we’ll need to hire five to seven new people. Minimum. But we don’t hire just to fill numbers. I don’t want to sacrifice the quality we’ve built our name on.”

Dave was halfway into a breadstick, and pointed with it. “Quality’s what got us here.”

“That’s right,” I agreed. “And that’s why if we’re ever in a spot where two jobs overlap, we divide the current crew. Our experienced people should always be on-site to ensure the standards are upheld.”

Everyone nodded. It was a practical solution.

“Now say we bring in two more teams of six…” I leaned forward and rested my forearms on the table. “That’s twelve new people. If I’m confident they can deliver, if they’re solid, then it’s time we make a serious advertising push. No more waiting around for referrals after that.”

“You mean digital? Or physical campaigns?” Clare adjusted her glass.

“Both,” I said. “Online visibility, SEO, local ads, branded gear, something strong. We increase the flow of jobs to sustain the growth, but more importantly, to build toward the next step.”

“Krenshaw’s place?” Gary raised an eyebrow.

I nodded. “If we’re bringing in enough to keep these teams paid and still put money away, then we’re in position to take a real shot at Krenshaw’s.”

“That’d be awesome.” Kevin let out a long breath. “Us running a performance garage…”

“And achievable,” I said. “As long as we keep the momentum. For now, just keep an eye out. If you see someone with real potential, someone who fits our standards, flag them.”

At that moment, the door to Aurora opened.

Danielle walked in, and her steps were steady, though her face looked a little tired. Still, she did her best to smile brightly when she saw my face.

I stood right away, walked to her, and pulled her into a hug. Then I kissed her softly on the cheek.

“You destroyed that test, I’m certain,” I said. “I’m proud of you.”

She smiled, leaned into me for a second longer, and then walked around the table. Clare got up next and gave her a warm hug, too.

“You did amazing,” Clare said. “Seriously, there’s no way you didn’t.”

Dave and Gary each stood and gave her congratulatory hugs next, and Kevin did, too.

“What’s new with everyone?” Danielle looked around the table. “I’ve been buried in books so deep, I feel like I’ve missed a whole season of life.”

“You kind of did,” I said. “Come, sit. I’ll catch you up.”

She slid into the seat beside me. I flagged down a waiter and asked him to bring her a menu.

“Start from the top.” Danielle tucked her hair behind her ear.

Then Clare proceeded to talk her ear off for the next five minutes.

“I disappear for one exam and you start buying empires?” Danielle asked once the rest of us had finished filling in the gaps as a group.

“Timing is everything,” I said with a grin.

“You’re insane.” She smiled.

“The best minds are,” I said.

The table returned to an easy rhythm after that, and everyone talked and laughed between sips.

The food arrived with the kind of timing only a seasoned kitchen like Tony’s could manage. Plates hit the table one after the other, and steam rose in our faces. The aromas blended into a warm, savory haze that wrapped around us like a blanket.

The table went calm and quiet. All that talk about business, expansion, and potential deals faded into the background as the clatter of cutlery followed. Everyone dove in with that soft silence of true hunger that doesn’t show up until food is right in front of you.

I picked up my fork and sliced into the grilled lamb I’d ordered. The meat was tender and rested just right, and the rosemary glaze wasn’t overpowering. It was balanced perfectly. The juices had soaked into the mashed potatoes beneath, too, and each bite had that perfect blend of sear, fat, and seasoning. The char on the edges gave it a whisper of smoke, and the interior still held a warm pink center.

Then there was the garlic and thyme sauce, with a bit of citrus. It sat lightly over the dish and elevated it without trying to show off.

The roasted carrots were caramelized at the edges, and they were sweet and savory with a crackle that gave way to tenderness. It was the kind of side dish that didn’t beg for attention, but made itself known with each bite.

Tony’s cooking had always been good, but this? It had leveled up.

Clare was halfway through her chicken and nodded with every bite. Gary and Dave had ordered two different pasta dishes and kept trading forkfuls without even speaking, and Kevin was locked in as well.

Tony showed up at the table just as I was mopping up sauce with a piece of soft, crusty bread. He folded his arms, and he was wearing his usual sly grin.

“So?” he asked. “Still worthy of your time, or have I finally lost my touch?”

“You outdid yourself,” I said. “Lamb’s perfect. Whoever’s in the kitchen tonight, keep them.”

“Me,” he said. “I’m in the kitchen tonight. I told you I had range.”

Everyone gaped at this, and I grinned as I reached over to shake his hand.

“Very well done,” I assured him.

“Yeah, this sauce is insane,” Clare said.

“Pasta’s perfect,” Dave added.

Kevin wiped his mouth and looked up at him. “This is the best fucking food ever. Can you… cook it…”

He glanced at me.

I smiled knowingly. “Kevin is wondering if you’d be willing to help him impress a date here soon. Candles, maybe a little wine action…”

“Maybe a little discount…” Kevin tossed in with a nervous smile.

Tony raised an eyebrow. “Hey, food’s free if you’re gonna marry her.”

Laughter broke around the table.

“Too early for that.” Kevin raised both hands.

“Then you get the friends with Ethan discount,” Tony replied. “Only because you’re friends with Ethan, though. Not me, I charge my other friends all day long, this is different.”

Kevin grinned. “Much appreciated, seriously.”

Tony gave us a wink, then strolled off toward another table, probably to repeat the same question about the food with the same charm.

Then, a moment later, a woman I recognized from Peter’s party suddenly appeared beside the table. She was dressed in a nice blouse and slacks, and behind her stood a young man, probably Kevin’s age, maybe younger. He had neat brown hair, a clean-cut look, and wore an expression that screamed both pride and panic.

She smiled at me. “I knew it was you. We met at Peter’s birthday party. You were the one behind the kitchen renovation.”

“I remember, you wanted me to meet with your son.” I nodded and set my fork down.

“This is Caleb.” She gestured to the young man behind her. “I can’t believe our luck running into you here. I hope we’re not interrupting.”

“Not at all.” I stood. “Please, join us for a moment.”

I introduced the rest of the table. The woman smiled warmly and shook hands. Clare nodded, and Kevin gave Caleb a polite up nod. He returned it.

“Would you mind speaking with us for just a minute?” She turned back to me.

“Of course.” I led them to a quiet area off to the side of the restaurant, near a decorative wine rack.

She stepped aside, and the boy stepped forward.

“I just wanted to say,” he began with a low but steady voice, “that I really admire your work. In here. The way you stripped down the layout and used the bar as the anchor, it changed the whole vibe of the room for the better.”

I tilted my head. “You’ve got a good eye.”

“Yeah, I like this kind of work.” He smiled sheepishly. “It’s fascinating.”

“Do you know why I raised the central soffit above the bar, then dropped the lights around it, instead of keeping the ceiling level?” I decided to test him.

He hesitated for a second. “You were trying to guide the eye and create a vertical contrast. Without it, the space would’ve felt stretched and flat. But with that depth shift, you gave the room dimension.”

“Exactly.” I let out a breath of approval. “Though I almost went with a recessed option, with ambient edge lighting. But I thought it’d be too subtle.”

“No.” He shook his head. “You made the right call.”

“Good catch,” I said and offered a handshake. “Come down to our headquarters, at 2135 W Hubbard Street. Wednesday at ten. I want to see what you’ve got.”

“Really?” His eyes widened. He gripped my hand like it meant everything. “I will. Thank you. Seriously.”

I turned to his mother. “He might have a future in design. I’ll try him out and see.”

She looked like she might tear up, then caught herself and smiled instead.

“Thank you,” she said.

We parted ways, and I walked back to the table.

“Who was that?” Clare raised an eyebrow, and I explained.

“You offering internships now?” Kevin leaned forward.

“I’m offering opportunity,” I said. “Let’s see if he earns it.”

Then I picked up my fork and took another bite.

After dessert, and after Kevin declared the lemon tart tasted like “God’s own pastry,” the group pushed back their chairs. One by one, we all stood, stretched our limbs, and shook off fullness that made me want to fall asleep right where I stood.

Tony caught us on the way out, and I stopped beside him at the host stand.

“That meal was perfect,” I said and shook his hand again. “Your game’s gone up.”

Tony smiled wide. “I’m glad you noticed. Gotta stay sharp if I’m opening a second location.”

I congratulated him on the new place, and I promised to check in on the plans as he got moving with them, then joined the rest of the group.

We stepped outside into the Chicago night. The streetlights glowed, and the sidewalks scattered with people still chasing their Monday thrills. The night was cool, breezy, and quiet enough to hear a distant train whine across the city grid.

“Alright.” Gary rubbed his hands together. “Who’s down for drinks? I know a place.”

Before anyone could answer, Kevin piped up.

“We’ve got a nine-AM start tomorrow. Remember?” he asked.

“Buzzkill,” Gary groaned, but nodded.

I turned and put a hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “If you keep thinking like that, I see a promotion and that raise in your future.”

“Seriously?” Kevin’s eyes lit up.

I didn’t answer. Just smiled and started walking toward the cars. That was probably enough to keep him smiling the rest of the night.

Before we split, I turned back to the group.

“Alright,” I said. “Listen up. Tomorrow we’re not just clocking in. We’re laying groundwork.”

Everyone perked up.

“Gary, Dave– I want you two on inventory.” I pointed at them both. “Tools, hardware, all of it. Make a list of what we have, what’s worn, and what needs replacing.”

They nodded in unison.

“Clare.” I turned to her. “Same thing, but for the office. Printers, paper, computers. I want to know what we’re short on.”

“Got it,” she said.

“Danielle, stick with Clare,” I added. “Catch up on what you missed, and lend a hand.”

Danielle gave me a light salute as she smiled.

“And Kevin.” I locked eyes with him, and he stood straight like I was about to hand him forbidden secrets. “I want you to build the company’s social media presence. Make a full presentation. Something visual. Something the whole crew can look at and get behind.”

“Deal, I’ve already got a few ideas.” Kevin practically buzzed.

“I figured,” I said.

Everyone nodded when they understood their assignments, and we parted ways.

Danielle took the wheel of her own car, and Clare joined her in the passenger seat. I followed behind in the Lambo and watched their tail lights glow red and fade through traffic.

Back at Danielle’s apartment, the place welcomed us like it always did, except the couch was a little cluttered with books, and the tables were covered with almost-empty cups of coffee.

We didn’t say much as everyone changed into something more comfortable. Danielle put on her tank top and shorts, and Clare wore one of her oversized tees. I tossed on a clean tee and sweatpants.

Clare was trying to get me to dress more comfortably at home, and the sweatpants were a starter. I was impressed.

Before we got into bed, we gathered in the living room and curled up on the couch with the TV murmuring in the background. Danielle poured wine for her and Clare. I poured a double whiskey and sank into the couch to let the night settle my muscles.

Clare half-watched the screen and her phone. The TV played some late-night comedy reruns while Danielle rested her head on the pillows. I scrolled through my phone to give my brain something idle to chew on, but then an article caught my eye.

It was a bold headline on X:

What is Happening in Chinatown?

I clicked the link.

The story loaded slowly, but the words were sharp enough to cut through my tiredness and understand the important parts at once.

The death toll was now inching toward two hundred and fifty. Families were reporting missing relatives. Local police had retreated from Chinatown due to escalating gang tensions and political pressure. And as usual, City Hall refused to comment.

Embedded videos played just beneath the article, and I scrolled to the first one.

It was blurry and grainy footage, but CCTV had caught shapes darting too fast to be human. Then a scream that cut through the clip echoed louder than anything from the TV, and I abruptly turned down the volume.

“What was that?” Clare glanced over, and I showed her the phone as Danielle leaned in, too.

The video looped again, and dark shapes rushed from the edge of the frame, followed by a sound no man should make unless he was already halfway gone.

Clare sat up straighter. “That’s Chinatown?”

I nodded.

“That’s the Taowu?” Danielle looked shaken.

“Yes.” I nodded again. “Still out there. Still killing.”

The fact it still roamed freely hurt my pride a little, but I would address that thoroughly soon enough.

The article went on with speculation and quotes from grieving family members. Blurred images of scorched alleyways were attached, along with more talk of missing children and burned vehicles. Entire apartment buildings were emptied of their inhabitants despite there being no signs of struggle.

Unfortunately, they were also making a bigger myth of the creature, and blamed it for events that clearly didn’t have anything to do with it, but humans were like that I’d noticed. Explanations made them feel safer.

Clare set her wine down without a word, and Danielle covered her mouth.

My jaw clenched as I considered that the cops had pulled out, leaving the people to fend for themselves.

My anger rose up again. Shen’s voice rang in my head, but so did the Elders’ whispering in that hall, and Liang’s distant eyes.

All those dead, all those missing.

I put the phone down. “The Taowu is doing whatever it wants.”

Clare reached over and placed her hand over mine. She didn’t offer any words, just something to anchor me.

Danielle leaned her head against my shoulder.

It was quiet again, but it wasn’t peaceful.

Then a sudden bang on the door shattered the quiet. It was loud and solid enough to shake the picture frames on the walls.

Danielle sat up straight as Clare set her wineglass on the table.

I stood first as another knock came, and this time it was slower and heavier. I moved toward the door as I motioned for the girls to stay back, but Danielle followed a few feet behind me. Her body was tense when I looked back at her, and she had her eyes locked on the hallway.

Clare was standing just behind the kitchen island with her phone already in hand.

I looked through the peephole.

It was Shen.
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Chapter 12

The leader of the Crimson 88 was standing on my doorstep like some kind of haunted messenger. His suit was wrinkled, and the top buttons were undone. His hair looked like it had been clawed at, and his face was pale under the porch light.

Behind him, two of his men stood with assault rifles and their backs straight as their eyes swept the hallway. Their faces were like stone, but their postures screamed fear.

I opened the door slowly, and Shen stepped forward, then dropped to his knees without a word.

“Please,” he said. “We need your help.”

The weight of his voice carried into the apartment like a cold wind.

Danielle and Clare came forward as they looked between him and the guards at the edge of the hallway.

“What is going on?” Clare asked and stepped toward me.

I raised a hand and looked at the guards. “Stay outside. Guns down. Now.”

They didn’t move.

“Now.” I stepped fully into the hallway, and stared one of them down.

The one on the left finally lowered his weapon. The other followed.

“You’re the head of a gang, why are you kneeling at my door?” I turned back to Shen, grabbed his arm, and pulled him up.

He stood with his shoulders shaking and breaths ragged. There was something in his expression I hadn’t seen before. Not fear, not grief, but something acute.

“The last thing…” he said slowly, “the last thing the seer gave us before she was taken… was this address.”

I blinked. “What do you mean, ‘taken?’”

“The creature.” Shen swallowed hard. “It attacked the headquarters. Ripped through everyone. The guards, the gates… everything. Sh-She’s gone.”

My jaw clenched. I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

“We don’t even know if she’s alive,” he added.

Behind me, I heard Danielle gasp. Clare muttered a curse under her breath.

Shen shook his head like he still couldn’t believe it. “We had patrols. Reinforced doors. And still— it got in. No one saw it coming.”

“How?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” he said. “One second, the cameras glitched. The next, blood. Screams. We tried to contain it, but it was already inside. Already killing.”

“Shit,” Danielle whimpered.

“Only a few of us made it out.” He looked back at his guards. “We moved her after the last attack. Sealed records. I swear, we followed protocol. Did everything we could.”

I leaned against the doorframe as my heart hammered. “And yet, you lost her…”

“She is more important to us than even myself,” Shen insisted, and his voice was barely above a whisper. “She believed in the prophecy. In you. And now… yes. She is gone.”

“I see.” I looked him over. “So you came here not to protect yourself, but because you think I can get her back.”

“I know what we agreed to.” He nodded fervently. “But I’m here to beg. No lies. No power plays. We’ll go clean. We’ll burn everything we’ve built– the shady parts, the dark business. Everything. Just save her, please.”

I stared at him.

This wasn’t a gang leader in front of me. This was a man who’d run out of options. A man who finally realized power meant nothing if he couldn’t protect what mattered to him.

I agreed with the sentiment.

I looked at the guards again. Their hands were shaking now, and their grips were loose on their guns.

“If I do this,” I said, “you don’t just clean house. You make it public that you’ve decided to do so. Transparent. You dissolve your influence on Chinatown’s black market. You dismantle every operation that preys on people.”

“We will,” he said and nodded so fast it looked painful.

“I want full access to your systems,” I added. “Contacts. Resources. Surveillance. Everything. You hold back even one detail, and I walk. I don’t like the way you’ve conducted business before, and that ends now.”

“You’ll have it all.” He didn’t even blink. “I swear to you.”

“Then I’ll head out with you now.” I turned to Clare and Danielle, walked back inside, and closed the door behind us.

I quickly put on jeans, a hoodie, and my boots, and made my way to the door. Before I got there, Clare walked up to me and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

“Bring that girl back alive,” she said.

Danielle walked up to my other cheek and kissed it. She didn’t say anything that the look in her eyes hadn’t already said: Be safe and bring her back.

I nodded. I sure as hell intended to bring the girl back safely.

Then ensure she was never, ever put in danger again.

She was far too valuable.

I stepped outside, and Shen and his men jumped to attention.

“If she’s alive, I’ll find her,” I said.

Shen didn’t speak. There was a slight tremble in his facial muscles and his lip, but he just nodded once, then turned and led the way down the stairs and back toward the cars. I gave Clare and Danielle one last glance, shut the door behind me, and followed him into the night.

The drive into Chinatown was tense. We tore past amber traffic lights, and the buildings blurred into streams of light out the window. The city felt like it had shed its skin tonight, and something raw pulsed underneath as we crossed into the heart of it just before midnight.

Chinatown wasn’t recognizable tonight.

Gunmen lined the streets openly. Every few feet, a Crimson 88 soldier dressed in their signature suit stood at the ready, with their rifles cradled across their chests, and their eyes scanning every alley and rooftop.

The shops were shuttered, and windows were boarded. Lanterns still hung and swayed violently in a heavy wind that had replaced the usual hum of Chinatown nightlife with something more howling and sinister.

No neon glow covered the darkened streets. No laughter trickled from restaurants. Just silence greeted us, broken by the occasional barked order or screech of tires from a patrol car.

It was locked down, as if all the rest of the city couldn’t even enter now if they wanted.

As we approached the Crimson 88 compound, the streets narrowed. Steel barricades lined the sidewalks, and more soldiers with heavier weapons waited.

Shen didn’t say a word, but his jaw was clenched so tight I could see the vein pulsing in his temple.

We pulled into the side garage and entered through the back, but the panic didn’t stay outside.

Inside the headquarters, people moved like they were trying to outrun a clock. Foot soldiers barked commands into radios, and lieutenants shouted across rooms. Doors slammed open and shut, and the air was thick with adrenaline and fear.

But the moment I stepped into the main hall, a hush rippled across the space, and faces turned.

Some stared in disbelief. Others looked relieved.

“He came back,” one woman even whispered.

I followed Shen through the halls and into a private chamber I hadn’t seen before. It was dimly-lit, stone-walled, and sparsely furnished. At the far end, all of the same wrinkled elders I’d met before sat together, minus the awe.

The sharp-eyed one with the walking stick leaned forward.

“What is he doing here?” he snapped.

I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what I thought of that tone, but Shen beat me to it.

“I brought him,” he raised his voice. “And maybe, for once, you all should shut up and listen.”

That stopped everything.

The elders blinked.

Shen stepped forward and jabbed a finger at them. “Where were you when she was taken, huh? While our compound has been turned into a warzone? You sit here and act like kings, but you haven’t done anything since this started, haven’t truly tried to help us at all.”

The elder with the stick stood slightly, and his mouth twitched. “You forget your place, boy…”

“I have forgotten nothing,” Shen said. “And I have eyes. And they have watched for too long while you have done nothing but argue and scheme. Meanwhile, our people are dying. Innocent people in town are dying. It’s gone too far. It ends now, I’ll see to it myself.”

I leaned against the wall and smiled as the elders gaped and struggled to form a word of rebuttal.

“Well, Shen,” I chuckled in victory. “It seems your balls have finally dropped.”

A few soldiers by the door tried not to laugh, but their snorts still reached me anyway.

The elders looked like they were chewing on sand now, and I shook my head at them.

“You’re all lucky I came back at all,” I assured them as I stepped forward. “Let’s skip the ceremony, though. Shen’s right. We will fix this now.”

They glared, but no one spoke.

“That creature, the Taowu,” I continued. “It was probably summoned, so it’s not just hunting, it has a master. And therein lies the problem. If we kill the summoner, we don’t stop it. We just set it loose without a leash.”

The energy in the room shifted as even the elders leaned in.

“But something doesn’t add up,” I said. “Why would a controlled beast be this erratic, and more importantly… why would it take the seer, instead of just killing her?”

No one had an answer.

I scanned the room of lieutenants, captains, foot soldiers, and elders, and everyone looked confused.

Everyone except Shen. He was thinking.

“So the question is,” I said, “who gains the most from all this chaos? We’ll start there.”

The silence was a longer silence here than in the bottom of a coffin.

Then a voice cut through it as one of the lieutenants stepped forward. He was a man who looked to be in his thirties, broad-shouldered, and with a small scar on his neck.

“The Red Lantern Society,” he said. “They’ve gained more territory in the last two months of chaos than they have in five years.”

Everyone turned to him.

“Think about it…” he continued and looked around at the others. “We’ve all heard they moved into the old Black Jade strongholds. They’re practically recruiting straight from the ashes the creature leaves behind.”

I nodded slowly. “It makes sense. You don’t rise fast in a storm unless you know the storm’s coming.”

He kept going. “They were silent at first, too. Then, right after the first Taowu attack, they started to move fast. They even recruited some of the old Crimson Lotus men, remember that?”

Shen nodded, but his jaw muscle was flexing so fast, he wasn’t going to form words anytime soon.

He looked fucking furious as he must’ve realized the lieutenant was right.

“Any evidence that could prove the Red Lantern Society summoned it?” I asked.

“Not directly,” the other man said and beckoned another soldier forward. “But… we found red silk cords at two attack sites. We thought they were just claiming turf that had been destroyed, but now…”

The soldier walked in with two crimson silk cords similar to the ones we found on the bodies of the men that attacked Shen and I.

“It’s their mark,” Shen said. “No doubt.”

There were whispers in the room.

“Those bastards…” The elder with the walking stick bit his lip. “If I get my hands on them, I’ll–”

“Do nothing,” I interrupted him.

“And what do you plan to do?” he demanded with a dry voice.

I turned to him. “Find the seer. Kill the beast. And if it was your enemies who brought this to your door, I’ll end them, too.”

He narrowed his eyes. “And then?”

“Then we talk,” I said. “About what comes after, and what your organization becomes under my leadership.”

He didn’t like that answer. More whispers filled the room.

“You can’t come in here and… and…” the elder with the walking stick began.

“Silence,” I growled. “Or I’ll show you the colors of your own insides.”

The man seemed to deflate at that, and suddenly his walking cane was holding up even more of his weight as he staggered and stepped back from me.

I paused, looked round the room slowly, and caught the eyes of every individual in sight: The elders with ice veins, the soft-hearted leader, the cool-headed lieutenants, and the out-of-breath foot soldiers.

“From here on out,” I raised my voice. “I do as I please. If anyone has a problem with that, try to kill me… I’ll give you a ten second head start.”

There were no whispers now. No weapons shifted. No one seemed to even breathe.

I nodded. “I’ll need the location of the Red Lantern Society’s headquarters.”

Then I left the chamber without waiting for anyone to protest.

I was already halfway down the hall when Shen caught up to me. Two of his lieutenants followed like well-trained lapdogs, and one of them, a guy I’d seen barking orders earlier, picked up his pace until he was at my shoulder.

“We have the intel, but it’s bad,” he reported as if I was his boss now. “Red Lantern are a new crew, so their base isn’t huge, but it’s fortified with heavy security. We’ve seen them with new weapons, military-grade stuff. They’ve doubled their numbers in the last month alone. Most of it is from scraps– ex-Black Jade, leftover Lotus crew, even a few mercs. If we go in there, it will be madness.”

He expected me to stop now, to think or reconsider, but I didn’t. I carried on down the steps, only to realize Shen and the others had frozen at the top of the stairs in the wake of the lieutenant’s information.

I paused at the base of the stairs and turned to look up.

“If you hesitate in battle, you lose before even beginning,” I said.

Shen looked like he wanted to say something, but I wasn’t done.

“And I’m going in there alone anyway,” I added. “You can stop pissing yourselves about it.”

“Th-That’s suicide,” the lieutenant stammered. “Even with your… whatever you have… you won’t last against that many armed men.”

“They’ll only slow me down,” I said. “This isn’t a war. It’s a hunt. That simplifies things, trust me. I just need a ride and two men to sit in the car and guard Shen. That’s it.”

Shen gave a reluctant nod.

A few minutes later, we were back in the SUV. The ride through Chinatown and beyond was quiet as the driver took us further west, away from the main streets, and past warehouses and rusted fences. Around us, buildings grew older, windows more shattered, and sidewalks more broken. It looked like a part of Chicago people had forgotten existed.

We pulled into a side street.

“This is it,” Shen said and pointed through the windshield.

Half-buried behind a chain-link fence, stood a squat, ugly, two-story building. One of the windows was boarded up, and the front was tagged in red symbols I assumed were screaming warnings in their languages. Broken bricks lined the sidewalk, and grass poked through cracks in the pavement.

It didn’t look like a headquarters. It looked like something a storm had passed through.

But I knew better.

The Red Lanterns had probably emptied their resources on the inside. The outside didn’t need to impress anyone, it just needed to keep others away.

I opened the door of the car and stepped out. The air smelled like oil and smoke as Shen climbed out after me.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

I glanced at him. “The plan is that I walk in, and you wait out here. Remember?”

His eyes searched mine as he remained exactly where he stood.

“What?” I sighed impatiently.

“She’s too important,” I managed in a shaky tone. “I can’t wait out here, I was responsible for her safety. I must–”

“If they took the seer,” I interrupted, “they won’t expect me to be the one who shows up, they’ll assume it’s you coming. And they’ll be prepared to kill you immediately. They sure as hell won’t stop me regardless.”

He gave a slow nod as my logic won out. “Be careful…”

I didn’t answer. I just started walking.

The building loomed closer as I stepped over the broken curb and onto the sidewalk while I scanned the area. There were no guards, no cameras, and no scouts.

It was a little too quiet for a headquarters.

“I thought the report said it was fortified,” I murmured under my breath.

The door was solid metal, and I pressed my hand against it, then knocked once because stealth wasn’t my concern here.

Wasting time was.

No one answered, so I closed my eyes and listened.

Inside, there were maybe three heartbeats on the lower floor and more than a dozen upstairs. Plus, more below ground.

I stepped back and took a deep breath. Then I kicked the door in.

The hinges screamed as the frame buckled. The door slammed open into a wide, darkened room, and the three men inside all pulled the triggers on their waiting weapons at the same time.

I was already crouched, so three bullets flew over my head, but then I was up and moving fast.

One step, two steps, and I had the first bastard by the throat. I slammed him into the wall hard enough to crack it, then crushed his neck.

The second man whipped around with his gun in my direction, and I ducked under the barrel and drove my knee into his elbow until his bone broke through skin and blood squirted like a fountain.

He screamed, and I sent him flying into a rusted metal shelf.

The third man was still armed but just ran away like an idiot.

I let him escape. He was a crumb of bread compared to the whole feast of real danger I was actually looking for in here, so I took a moment to scan the room instead.

That was when I noticed it.

The place didn’t just look abandoned. It looked like something had torn through it as well. The walls were shredded, and claw marks the size of talons had raked through concrete. Furniture was overturned and splintered into pieces, craters of broken-up concrete dotted the floor, and scorch marks ran along the walls like something had exploded inside.

And then there was the blood.

It painted the corners of the room in thick, drying pools, and trails led off toward the stairwell. Shell casings were scattered everywhere like someone had unloaded everything they had… and it still hadn’t been enough.

I crouched near one of the claw marks and touched it.

Had the creature come through here? If it had, why attack the people that summoned it?

I didn’t have long to think.

A sudden stomp of boots echoed from the back hallway before dozens of men flooded in. They looked like a wave of hard-faced warriors who were fully geared up, and they blocked the stairs with all their rifles aimed directly at me.

Their safeties disengaged in unison.

I stood slowly.

One of them shouted something I didn’t understand.

I gave him a look, and then I let the fire rise. My bones cracked, my muscles surged, and my skin shimmered with scales. Wings erupted from my back as my eyes glowed with the promise of dragonfire, and I let out a smoky sigh as the transformation settled.

Whispers rippled through the group.

“W-What the hell is that?” someone stuttered.

“Get him!” another shouted.

The line of men faltered, though. Their fingers twitched on their triggers.

Then one brave soul couldn’t handle the pressure. He screamed and fired at the same time, and I ducked, weaved, and charged.

I yanked him over the stairwell railing in seconds flat, then tore the gun from his grip, and shoved the barrel straight down. Pulling the trigger was mostly for show at that point, but before anyone could react to the gruesome execution, I unleashed a mouthful of flames on the line of men now directly in front of me.

They devoured the majority of the assholes as screams broke out, and the remaining men scattered across the room or back up the stairs to escape the same fate.

I lunged at the first man I saw, and my claws slashed through his chest as blood sprayed across the concrete floor. He collapsed, and his gun clattered uselessly beside him. Then another man fired, and a bullet grazed my shoulder, but was unable to pierce my armored scales.

I still roared in fury, and the sound shook the room until it rattled the walls.

I grabbed the fucker who’d shot me by the throat, lifted him off the ground, and hurled him into two others. They crumpled like ragdolls, and their weapons skidded away, but the others kept coming.

They shouted curses and fired wildly while I moved faster than they could track.

I slammed my wings into a group of three, and their bodies flew into a stack of crates that splintered under the impact.

One man tried to reload with shaking hands, but I closed the distance in a heartbeat and drove my fist into his skull. He dropped without a sound, and his blood pooled beneath him.

More bullets peppered the walls and embedded themselves in the concrete. Stray bullets shattered glass panes high above as I spun, and my wings swept through the air to knock two men off their feet. Then I descended on them, and my claws tore through flesh and bone.

Blood coated my hands, and the metallic scent filled my nostrils.

I didn’t stop to think. I couldn’t. They had chosen this fight, and I needed to end it if I wanted to continue with my actual mission.

The last of them fell when I snapped his neck with a twist of my wrist. His body hit the floor, and I stood surrounded by twelve broken corpses, as well as a line of fully charred ones

But the fight wasn’t over.

Footsteps thundered from the top floor, and more men flooded into the room with their guns already raised. Eight more, by my count. Their eyes were wide with panic but clearly they were driven by desperation or orders. They opened fire, and the room erupted into chaos again.

Bullets ricocheted off my scales as I gritted my teeth and charged.

The first man went down under my claws, but his scream cut short as I tore through his chest. Another tried to flank me, but I spun, and my wing crushed his ribs. He gasped as blood bubbled from his lips, and he collapsed as I grabbed a third by his arm, yanked him forward, and drove my knee into his face. His skull caved in, and he fell limp.

The remaining five spread out and tried to encircle me again, so I unleashed a gout of fire from my jaws, and the flames engulfed two of them.

They screamed and thrashed as their clothes and skin burned. The smell of charred flesh increased and mingled with the stench of blood and gunpowder.

I tackled another, pinned him to the ground, and ripped his throat out with my teeth.

The taste was bitter, but it got the job done.

The final two tried to run before I caught one with a swipe of my claws and tore straight through his back. He fell, twitched, and didn’t rise, and the last man tripped and scrambled for his gun.

I loomed over him as my dragon gaze pierced his being, and I basked in his fear before I crushed his chest with a single stomp.

Silence fell and was broken only by the faint crackle of dying flames.

I stood amid over twenty bodies now. Their blood soaked the floor and pooled around shattered crates and bullet-riddled walls. Bullet casings littered the ground and glinted like perverse confetti, and my scales were slick with gore.

“That simplifies things,” I muttered to myself now that I could hunt in peace.

I moved through the lower floor quickly after that and scanned each hallway. The empty rooms were filled with cheap furniture and racks of weapons, so someone had tried to make this place look like a fortress. But it wasn’t.

I needed to make my way to the underground floor. I could still hear fifteen heartbeats down there that were beating more rapidly now, but each step creaked under my weight as I descended the stairs to the underground floor.

Oh, well.

Blood dripped from my hands and scales as I went, but I didn’t mind. It echoed the remnants of the carnage above, and it kept my mind starkly focused on the hunt. My wings, which were too large for the narrow stairwell, stayed folded tight against my back as the hum of danger pulsed from below, and I braced for what awaited me.

Then I heard boots pounding as the men below finally got organized. They surged upward with their guns raised and their faces pale but set with grim resolve to stop me.

The first man fired the moment he saw me looming in the stairwell, and the bullet struck my chest but was deflected by my scales with a sharp ping.

It felt like a pinch, annoying but harmless.

Still, I roared because fuck that guy, and the sound reverberated in the confined space enough to make them all scream and grab at their ears in pain.

I grinned, lunged down the steps, and seized the shooter’s arm. Then I twisted until his bone shattered.

He screamed and dropped his gun, and my claws slashed his chest open next. Blood sprayed on the walls as he collapsed and tumbled into the man behind him.

That guy flailed and stumbled back, but I snatched him by the throat to keep him upright before smashing my fist into his face. His jaw caved in, and he crumpled and clogged the stairs, but the others just shoved past.

“Take him down!” someone yelled.

Bullets flew and ricocheted off the railings or struck my scales, but I ignored them and grabbed the next man by the throat. I hoisted him up and slammed him into the wall, cracking his skull against the concrete. His body went limp, and I hurled him down, knocking two more off balance.

I caught another man in the chest. His ribs snapped, and he flew back and crashed through a railing that buckled under his weight.

The next guy charged in with a knife aimed at my eyes. I caught his wrist, broke it with a flick, and drove the blade into his stomach. He gasped as blood poured out, and I shoved him aside. Another fired, the bullet pinching my shoulder as it bounced off. I snarled, snatched his gun, and crushed it in my grip. My claws tore through his chest, and he fell.

The remaining six faltered, and their eyes grew wide with panic.

I gave them no chance to recover. I charged, and the bottom of the stairwell turned into a slaughterhouse.

I ripped through one man’s throat, and blood gushed as he dropped. Another tried to flee, but I grabbed his leg, yanked him back, and crushed his spine with a stomp. A third slipped on the blood-slicked steps and fired wildly until I seized his head, twisted, and snapped his neck with a wet crunch.

The last two froze and trembled.

“Don’t kill me!” one begged.

I ignored him. My claws slashed out again.

The final man turned to run, but I caught him, lifted him, and drove him headfirst into the steps above me.

His skull split, and silence fell at last.

I stood surrounded by twelve mangled corpses now.

Blood coated the stairs and dripped to the floor below. I flexed my claws as I descended the last few steps, and behind me, the ruined stairwell echoed the blood-gurgling chokes of men who thought they had what it took to stop a dragon.

Beyond the stairwell was a small hall with crumbling cement on the walls and ceiling. It was lit by flickering overhead bulbs, and a torn curtain waited at the other end.

I moved forward, but then I felt it.

A pressure, like a storm cloud made of darkness, had gathered right beneath the surface of the world where I was standing.
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Chapter 13

I knew I was close. My presence alone had triggered something powerful to respond, and I continued down the crumbling hall with a steady stride.

Behind the curtain was a thick wooden door that was scorched black along its edges. I pushed it open and stepped into the room, and a foul aura rushed me at once.

My lips pulled back in disgust at the sensation, but I shook it off and looked around the dim interior.

A grand and ominous Chinese altar stood in the center of the chamber. It was built from blackened wood, and the top was layered in incense ash and scattered with burnt papers. Gold-trimmed red candles flickered weakly on either side, and incense smoke coiled upward and clung to the ceiling.

Behind the altar, dominating the wall, was a tall and slightly warped mirror. Symbols were etched around the frame, and they pulsed faintly with residual energy. Crimson wax had been melted in patterns beneath it, and they circled the floor like a summoning ring.

My gaze darkened as anger sparked inside my chest.

The stench of ritual magic still clung to the walls like mold. I’d definitely found the right place.

More importantly, I wasn’t alone in here.

Three men were inside the room.

Two of them backed away immediately when my eyes found them. They were dressed in traditional, flowing, high-necked silk robes. Their robes were dark red with gold threading, but the man in the center wore black embroidered robes. His was more ornate than the others.

He stood frozen, with his eyes wide.

By the way he was dressed he must’ve been the leader.

None of them had weapons, not that it mattered.

I stepped in slowly.

The weight of my presence smothered the room. I could hear their hearts pounding, all out of sync but all loud and terrified.

The man in black swallowed hard. “What… what do you want?”

I ignored him and looked past his shaking form, to the mirror behind him. My reflection stared back, and my hybrid form gleamed with blood. My face was dark with blood and soot, too, as I smiled at myself.

Then I wiped a smear of blood from my cheek with the back of my hand.

“I’m the one in charge of the Crimson 88 now,” I said.

The leader drew a shaky breath. “Backup is coming. If you leave now, you—”

I was already in front of him.

I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him off the ground with one hand.

“If you saw what I did to your men,” I said, “you wouldn’t be so quick to make threats.”

He kicked once, then twice as his feet dangled.

I looked to the side. One of the red-robed men had picked up a chair and was rushing at me with every ounce of misplaced courage left in his bones.

I turned just as the man swung, and I caught the chair with my free hand and ripped it from his grip. Then I dropped the leader to the floor and caught the attacker by the throat.

He tried to scream, but my grip crushed his windpipe. I waited long enough for the other two to watch, long enough for the horror to set in. Then I ripped the man’s throat clean out and flung it across the room.

It landed with a wet slap at the leader’s feet.

The third man who still cowered in the corner let go of his bladder. A dark stain spread across his robes as he collapsed to his knees, and he shook violently in his fear.

The leader scrambled backward, dragging himself away, and in the process, smearing his colleague’s blood across the floor with his palms.

“Stop— please,” he choked.

I stepped toward him and crouched to his level. “Where is the girl?”

“What… what girl?” He blinked rapidly.

“I’m not in a good mood,” I said. “So don’t try to play dumb.”

“I swear— I don’t know anything about a girl.” He shook his head hard, and he looked like a worm down there on the floor.

I didn’t say another word.

I grabbed him by the front of his black ritual robe and lifted him like a sack of grain. He weighed nothing to me as I carried him to the center of the altar, where the summoning ring was scrawled in ash and wax.

He squirmed, but I dropped him face down across the stone edge of the altar like he was a dog I’d dragged in from the street.

“You’re going to tell me the truth now,” I said.

He didn’t move, but he did beg. “Please…”

I leaned over him and clamped my clawed hand around on the back of his neck.

The other man didn’t dare make a sound. The room was dead silent, except for the weeping as my claws pressed into skin.

“The Crimson 88’s seer was taken by the creature you summoned so carelessly,” I said. “You’re going to tell me where she is, or I’ll rip your spine out and wear it like a necklace.”

He let out a part sob, part groan, and the sharp tips of my claws punctured his skin as tiny lines of blood started to trickle down his neck.

“I don’t know where she is!” he cried. “We didn’t plan for that– this wasn’t part of the agreement!”

My claws sank deeper.

The man screamed. His body bucked against the altar, but I kept him pinned easily.

“Okay! Okay– please!” he screamed.

I held him still under my grip firm, until I felt the panic in him shift. He wasn’t lying anymore.

“We summoned it,” he confessed. “We did. The creature wasn’t supposed to go after her. It was supposed to give us protection, power… not this.”

“Keep talking,” I said.

The leader gasped beneath my hand. His body trembled like he was sitting under a thundercloud that might strike at any second.

“We used an old text,” he muttered. “It was translated from a forbidden dialect. From centuries ago.”

“And in your arrogance, you thought you could control it?” I tightened my grip.

He nodded frantically. “We thought it could be weaponized. We’d turn it loose on our rivals, force everyone to their knees. No one would oppose us. It was supposed to be a god of fear–”

“So why is it off the leash?” I snarled.

“It… it went rogue.” The man choked on his own breath. “It doesn’t listen. It doesn’t stop. We tried binding it again, but it turned on us. We lost half our men the first time we tried to call it back. It was like the tether between us snapped.”

“Then how do I find it?” I asked.

He started crying. “I don’t know, I don’t know! I don’t even think it recognizes us anymore. It’s out there, moving by its own rules. It doesn’t come when we summon it. It doesn’t respond to anything.”

I leaned in and growled into his ear.

“Then give me everything,” I demanded. “Every chant. Every verse. Every line of that ritual.”

He babbled every detail he could. Names of ancient spirits. The steps of the ritual. The symbols used. The type of mirror. The time of night. The position of the moon.

I stored it all in my mind.

When he was done, he looked up at me with a wide-eyed and pitiful gaze.

“You can’t stop it,” he said. “Only I can bind it. You need me. Let me live.”

I tilted my head, then chuckled. “Bind it with what exactly?”

There was silence.

Then I spoke again.

“Bind it with what?” I pressed and stepped around the altar. “This children’s plaything you call an altar? This sloppy mirror and wax circle? You think such toys can control true, raw power? Real magic?”

I laughed again in contempt, the other man in the corner winced at the sound.

The leader tried to crawl away. “Please. Mercy… I told you everything I know.”

“I’m not the kind to show mercy,” I said and crouched down behind him. “Especially not when I’m on a warpath.”

I wrapped my claws around the back of his neck again, and he screamed once. Then the sound was cut off and replaced by a wet pop as I ripped his spine free from his back in one brutal motion.

Blood splattered the altar and sprayed the mirror with a fresh streak of red as his body went limp.

I held the spine for a moment and watched the blood drip from the vertebrae.

Then I let it fall.

The one who had pissed himself earlier was still huddled against the wall. His face had gone pale as chalk, and I walked over to him slowly as I let the fear and anticipation destroy any sort of will he had to survive.

“Where are the ancient texts he used to summon it?” I demanded, and the man frantically pointed to a bunch of dusty papers stacked on the shelf above him.

I snatched them up, then leaned close enough for him to feel the heat off my scales.

“When your backup comes,” I said, “you’re going to tell them exactly what happened here tonight. You’ll tell them how one man walked into this place and slaughtered everyone.”

His lip trembled as he nodded.

“And then,” I continued, “you will tell them something else.”

He looked up at me, and his eyes filled with pure, hopeless terror.

“If any of them– even one– makes another move against the Crimson 88…” I stepped back, spread my arms, and let my wings unfurl. “I’ll come back. And I’ll roast their bodies on meat hooks like the pathetic beasts they are.”

I left the altar room then.

I stepped around the multitude of bodies in the wake of the battle and walked out of the warehouse the same way I came in, except this time I was covered in blood.

My dragon form had retreated, and I looked like regular human Ethan by the time I was outside.

The car was waiting right where they parked it. The engine was running, and the dull glow of the dashboard reflected off the windshield. Shen sat in the passenger seat and looked pale under the streetlights. He looked up when he saw me, then looked away just as fast.

The blood on my clothes was mostly drying into patches by now, and my hands were still caked with it. I didn’t bother wiping it off.

“Did you find her?” Shen blinked a few times.

I climbed into the back seat, slammed the door shut, and shook my head.

“She isn’t here,” I said. “The Red Lanterns summoned the Taowu using a ritual they barely understood. Some Old text. It was never meant to be messed with, they were like children playing with fire. So of course, the creature went rogue and tore through their own ranks. As far as I can tell, they had nothing to do with taking the seer.”

“They lost control of it?” Shen turned back to face me, and I handed over the stack of ancient papers.

“They lit the fire and hoped it would only burn their enemies,” I said. “Now it’s burning everything.”

“So our seer…” Shen sighed. “She’s alone with that monster?”

I nodded.

The rest of the ride was silent.

When we got back to the Crimson 88 headquarters, the air was thick with tension. The entire building looked like it was bracing for impact, and every pair of eyes turned toward me the moment I walked through the door.

Not all of them looked pleased.

Gasps flowed like a river the moment they realized it was blood that covered me from head to toe.

Shen led the way up the stairs. Two of his lieutenants trailed behind us, and the walls echoed with low murmurs as we moved.

When we reached the meeting room, the elders were already waiting. Most of them sat with sour faces, but others stared into nothing and looked lost in their own storm of thoughts. A few avoided looking at me altogether.

Shen stepped forward and gave the update. He kept it brief but didn’t leave anything out.

“We can’t find the girl,” Shen finished.

The room erupted.

One of the elders slammed his cane on the floor. Another cursed under his breath in their language. Fingers were pointed, and voices rose. Accusations flew in all directions. Some at each other, at Shen, even at me.

One of the elders finally looked me in the face.

“What have you done that is useful?” he asked.

I looked him in the eye and then laughed as I took a seat on an empty chair beside the elder with the walking stick.

“They summoned a monster, and I made sure they wouldn’t do it again,” I snorted. “You should be kissing my feet. I have vanquished your enemies… Well, my enemies.”

“What does that mean?” another elder asked with a shake of his head.

“It means I will find the seer,” I continued. “I’ll kill that creature, too. I always keep my promises, and I expect you to keep yours, if not out of grace, then do it out of fear. You are intended to serve as wise advisers to the leader of this household, which is now me. All your blame and crooked, pointing fingers are of no use to me, however, and trust me, you want to remain useful.”

A heavy silence filled the room as I stood back up. I looked around at every single person who was looking uselessly at me while I let them think long and hard.

“So, the next person to speak,” I said slowly, “had better say something useful, or I will simply tear them limb from limb.”

I folded my arms and waited, but I didn’t have to wait long at all.

“Without there being any tether to the summoner of this beast,” an elder said carefully, “we cannot track it or her. Not physically.”

“So what do you recommend?" I asked as my patience wore thin.

A moment of silence passed.

Then someone at the far end of the room muttered a name.

“Yen Clan.”

“Come again?” I looked toward the voice, and one of the lieutenants cleared his throat and stepped forward.

“The Yen Clan,” he said. “They’re another family, deep-rooted in Chinatown. Old blood. Mostly keep to themselves these days.”

“What do they have to do with this?” I asked.

He hesitated, then answered. “They have a seer.”

“I thought Liang was the only one,” I said, and Shen stepped forward now to explain.

“The Yen Clan’s seer is something different,” Shen said. “She’s older, and said to be quite precise. Her reach is wider in the current happenings of the world than our own seer, who specializes in a more future-focused sight.”

I furrowed my brow at this, but I’d already guessed that such a young seer as Liang had plenty of growing to do with her powers. If this other seer was capable of looking more closely and tracking present occurrences, though, then Shen would have gone to her sooner.

It was obvious there was a ‘but’ coming.

“If Liang has been taken to some place where we cannot follow…” Shen continued. “Well, if anyone can track a missing person across dimensional barriers, it’s her.”

“But?” I prompted.

“She doesn’t work for free,” one of the elders grunted.

“Yes, if we go through the Serpent’s Mouth,” Shen said, “the price will be high, but it can be done.”

One of the commanders huffed across the room with a scowl. “I will not bow or beg before them.”

“We don’t have the luxury of pride.” Shen took a deep breath. He turned to one of the soldiers near the door, pointed, and gave the order. “Send word.”

The soldier was already moving to follow orders when an elder behind him snapped.

“Don’t move!” he shouted.

The soldier stopped cold. He looked between Shen and the elder and was clearly torn on whose authority held more weight.

The room froze, but I’d seen enough.

I stepped forward, until I was right in front of the elder. The man’s eyes widened, but he didn’t move. Maybe he thought I’d lecture him. Maybe he still thought I was someone whose orders didn’t matter.

Regardless, I slapped him.

I didn’t put my full strength behind it. The slap was just a half-measure, but it was enough to send him reeling. His head snapped sideways with a crack, and he stumbled back as blood trickled from his split lip.

Gasps echoed through the room, but no one spoke as a few of the elders rushed over to steady him before he fell over completely.

His eyes were glassy, but he didn’t say another word as I turned and walked past them.

The soldier was trembling when I got to him.

“Forget about sending word,” I said. “We have no time to waste. Prepare the car.”

The soldier nodded rapidly and disappeared down the hall.

I looked over at Shen. “Take me somewhere I can clean this blood off.”

Shen led me out of the war room. We walked through a long hall and passed under a set of arches until we reached a small boxed room tucked in the corner of the building. It was just a narrow bed, a low table, and a stall with a rusted showerhead.

“This was where the seer stayed,” Shen said quietly, “before we moved her. There is a shower.”

I nodded once, said nothing, and stepped inside. The door shut behind me, and I found the room I’d entered smelled faintly of incense and dust, and it was entirely too small.

It wasn’t right. A girl like Liang should’ve been living in the light and surrounded by people. Not held in a cold concrete box like a tool waiting to be used.

When we got Liang back, I’d talk to her myself. She wasn’t staying in this place, I’d make room at the house, and Clare and Danielle would understand.

I took off my clothes, stepped into the shower, let the water run down my back, and watched as streaks of blood swirled toward the drain. I washed quickly, then stepped out, toweled off, and changed into the same plain clothes Shen had left on the bed for me.

When I opened the door again, Shen was waiting with his arms folded.

We headed downstairs together.

The halls were crowded with dozens of soldiers and lieutenants who had gathered to await orders or information or hope. They parted as I walked through, and they watched me like a weapon being drawn from its sheath as I stepped into the middle of the hall and raised my voice just enough to cut through the murmurs.

“Tonight, we are at war,” I said as I looked carefully at everyone around me. “There will be no waiting, no second-guessing, and no turning back from here forward. So sleep easy. It all ends tonight.”

A silence followed that was deeper than fear. Some looked relieved, while others gripped their weapons tighter. One man bowed his head, but Shen and I kept walking.

We exited the building into the cool night air. The SUV was parked at the curb with its engine already running, and I got into the vehicle with Shen and two others.

No one spoke, but I preferred it that way. The silence was necessary.

We drove through the dense heart of Chinatown, where shadows clung to alleyways and red lanterns swayed over closed storefronts. But as we kept going, the scenery began to shift. Neon signs gave way to glass windows, and brick buildings turned to polished marble. The streets were cleaner suddenly, and the lights were brighter.

We had entered the richer district. Yen Clan territory.

I looked out the window at the buildings. Three-story homes with golden gates, shops that never closed, and silent eyes that watched from every corner drifted past as I took it all in.

Then the car pulled to a slow stop in front of a towering gate of black wood that was reinforced with steel and carved with symbols I didn’t recognize. It stood quiet and massive, with a presence that felt older than Chinatown itself.

One of the guards stepped forward. His face was blank and unreadable as he leaned into Shen’s side of the window.

“Reason for your visit?” he asked.

“Tell your Fang that Shen of the Crimson 88 is here,” Shen said. “He seeks her counsel.”

The guard eyed him like he almost didn’t believe it, but after looking all over the inside of the car with his craning neck, he finally nodded once and turned without another word. He disappeared behind the gate, and the silence that followed pressed heavy against the windows.

Both of the soldiers we’d brought with us carefully slid their hands to the guns on their waists, but they didn’t move another muscle beyond that. They just waited.

Then after a few minutes, the gates creaked open, and the soldiers exhaled at last.

We pulled in and stopped at the top of the circular driveway, but we barely had time to open the doors before guards closed in. They were swift and clearly not the same kind of thugs I’d seen at the Red Lantern HQ. These were more professional.

Shen and I had no weapons, so we just raised our hands and stepped out to show we meant no harm. The guards checked us with sharp eyes but didn’t speak, and when they motioned for us to move, we did.

The two armed lieutenants we’d brought with us were held back at the gate because they would not give up their guns, and Shen gave them a subtle nod of agreement before we were led through double doors and into the Yen Clan headquarters.

The contrast was immediate.

Where the Crimson 88 base wore its scars like armor, and the Red Lanterns reveled in their decrepit chaos, the Yen Clan clearly moved in quiet dignity. The floors were polished to a mirror shine, the walls bore hand-painted scrolls, and each one told stories I didn’t understand but still felt the weight of.

No neon, blaring music, or even a speck of dust.

Just silence and cold, enduring tradition.

We passed through a candlelit hallway that opened into a round chamber. The walls were wood, dark, and curved. Incense wafted from a burning bowl at the center of the room.

At the far end, sitting on a raised cushion like a queen from another century, was a woman I assumed was the matriarch of the Yen Clan.

She was older than I expected, maybe in her late sixties, and dressed in a red-and-gold robe that shimmered with every breath of movement. Her hair was pinned back into a tight bun, and her eyes watched us without blinking.

She said nothing as we approached.

“Fang…” Shen stepped forward and bowed deeply, with his head almost to the floor.

“What a surprise.” Fang’s voice was as smooth as silk but as cold as stone.

“We will reimburse for the intrusion.” Shen straightened slowly, then met her gaze. “As always, I would not do you the disservice of deceit.”

Fang’s expression didn’t change, but she gave a slow nod. “You may sit.”

She motioned to the cushions placed across from her, and I lowered myself next to Shen and remained still while Fang’s eyes flicked to me.

“And who is this?” she asked.

“My name is Ethan Cloud,” I answered for myself. “I represent the Crimson 88.”

There was no use telling her any of the finer details of this takeover. She looked studious and methodical, and I knew she would look into anything she pleased in this town. She also struck me as someone who wouldn’t deign to ask a question of someone she knew so little of, and I was right.

She studied me for a beat longer than was comfortable, but then returned her gaze to Shen.

“We ask for your seer’s help,” Shen said. “To locate one of our own. She was taken by an unleashed Taowu.”

Fang didn’t react at all to the news, but her face did have that certain quality to it that made me think it rarely showed any feelings other than condescension.

“Do you understand what you are asking?” she simply returned.

“Yes,” Shen replied without hesitation.

Fang shifted slightly and folded her hands on her lap. Her nails were long and painted a deep crimson, like dried blood.

“The price is…” she said calmly. “Your cocaine sector. Full control. From import to distribution.”

Shen’s jaw tensed, but he said nothing, even as I could practically smell the fury on him that this woman would take full advantage of his desperation. Still, he knew my own feelings on the matter, so regardless he’d simply have to deal with it.

“And,” she continued, “a time will come when we will ask for a favor. One that cannot be refused. Will you provide it?”

Even the flames of the candles seemed to hold their breath now.

Shen didn’t speak at first. He looked down at the mat between his knees, then at Fang, and finally at me. His eyes held uncertainty or fear, but it passed quickly.

“Agreed,” he said. “I will owe you one fav–”

“No.” She shook her head. “The Crimson 88 will owe me a favor.”

Her eyes slid to me, along with Shen’s gaze, and I gave the slightest nod.

Fang’s expression remained stubbornly neutral, but I could sense the shift in the air around her. I’d caught her off guard with that, she expected an argument.

Even one of the guards behind her straightened slightly, likely shocked by the swift surrender.

“You would give up your empire for a girl?” Fang asked Shen more than myself.

“My empire will not fall.” Shen’s voice was clear. He sat up straighter, and squared his shoulders. “No matter what business we take on, fate will find a new path for us with Ethan at our head. But there are things we do not sacrifice. Not for power. Not for profit.”

I stared at him for a moment and was surprised at how much he had grown since we first met.

It was the first time I’d seen him speak like that. Not as a frustrated man trapped between elders and soldiers, but as a leader determined to make the right choice.

Fang gave a small smile.

“Very well,” she said. “I’ll send for the seer.”

She clapped her hands twice, and one of the guards disappeared down a side corridor.

We sat in silence for a few more minutes, and when the guard returned, a woman followed behind him.

She wore white robes that shimmered under the candlelight, and she stopped at Fang’s side, bowed deeply, and then turned to face us.

Unlike Liang, this seer was not blind. Her eyes looked incredibly sharp as she eyed Shen and I. They held a depth that went beyond sight, like a gaze that seemed to read the soul like a blueprint. Her face was smooth and oddly ageless in a way that made it impossible to tell if she was twenty or seventy, though I leaned heavily toward the latter based on her presence.

That presence hit me hardest.

Even before she came within a foot of me, I felt it. It was a spiritual weight that clung to the air like fog before a storm, and I had felt something similar with Liang, but this was different. This seer’s aura was heavier and sharper around the edges. It was extremely well-honed, and her very presence felt like it could slice through both illusions and lies.

She knelt upright, with her back straight and her hands resting lightly on her thighs. Everything about her was composed and grounded. She didn’t waver. Didn’t blink. Her body didn’t fidget or shift. Her presence was an immovable mountain.

This wasn’t just another seer. This was something else entirely.

Chinatown really was a strange and fascinating place.

The room grew quiet as the air thickened like molasses, and then… she finally spoke.

“You may ask me one question,” she said in a voice so clear, it almost sounded like the call of a bird.

Still, I cocked an eyebrow and glanced at Fang. “Why just one question? We’ve just given you our entire cocaine sector.”

“Only one.” Fang looked at Shen as if to tell him to keep me in line.

“Then I will sleep… for two years,” the seer finished for her.

“Wait, two years?” I blinked in shock.

That couldn’t be right.

“She is not like others,” Fang said in a hard tone. “Her power is unrivalled by any living seer of this world. Her body cannot fully contain what she sees, though. The vision burns her. Once it comes, she must rest… or she will die.”

My mouth went dry.

So this was “the price” that had been focused on so heavily. This was why the deal had been so steep on our end. Not just because the Yen Clan was greedy and ruthless, but because asking this woman to ‘see’ something for us meant pushing her to the brink of death.

I looked back at the seer. Really looked this time.

The longer I looked at her, the more I realized her body wasn’t built for the power inside it. Nobody was. There was a tension under her skin, like light trapped in glass, or a song too loud for the flesh to withstand the resonance.

For the first time since I’d entered the room, I hesitated.

All of this for one question. Just one.

But Liang’s blindness made sense now. The toll of power like theirs wasn’t emotional or mystical, it was physical. Human bodies of this world weren’t made for this kind of power, I’d suspected as much, but simply assumed there was something else at play here.

Now I knew they could sustain real and raw magic. But not without consequences.

And this woman… she had probably been doing it for decades.

I took a breath and forced myself to meet her eyes again.

She didn’t blink, or move, or smile, or scowl. She was just stillness and silence.

The room was completely still, too. It was the kind of stillness that didn’t just fill the space, it pressed in from all sides like a vise made of air, and it tightened with every breath as the seconds passed.

One question. One answer.

And then she would collapse into two years of sleep, just to survive the weight of her vision.

My heart kicked once against my ribs. Not from fear, but from temptation, and the thrill of excitement.

I wasn’t one to deviate from the plan, but before me was the opportunity to find an answer to whatever I desired. How much of the information would be of any use to me, I was yet to discover, but before me was the mountain peak.

The Yen Clan’s seer suddenly tilted her head slightly, and the candlelight caught her gaze just right and reflected a strange glint. Then she smiled again.

This time her smile was smaller, and her face shone with the slow confidence of someone who knew exactly what they were offering.

“I can tell you how to return to your world,” she said.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 14

The seer’s voice was light, like falling leaves, but it rang like a bell in my head.

“I can show you the gate Astrum closed,” she finished.

“How did yo—” I began, then bit my lip.

The air in the room changed. I felt it, and so did Shen, who sucked in a sharp breath at the thought that I’d almost used up my question.

I didn’t look at him. My eyes were locked on the seer.

The gate. The one Astrum had sealed to throw me out and strand me here.

The seer didn’t say it like it was a possibility, either. She said it like it was the truth, like she could lead me to open it without a single shred of doubt in her mind.

Shen knew nothing of the gate, or Astrum, so what the seer had just said was no doubt as foreign to him as the language he spoke with his people was to me. But he knew the weight of what she’d offered me all the same. I could hear it in his shallow breathing that he was worried we might have just been divided in our goal.

I remained perfectly still as a battle unraveled in my mind.

My own world. My own sky. The countless beings who both feared and revered me. The war I never finished. I remembered what the wind tasted like at the mountain peaks of Coilfell. The smell of ash after battle. The sound of people either cheering or screaming or cursing as I walked the blackened road home to my glorious cave.

To my centuries’ worth of treasure.

I could go back. All I had to do was ask one question.

Shen’s voice broke the stillness. I didn’t hear what he said, but when I finally glanced his way, he nodded at me with complete trust in his eyes.

A soldier’s trust in his leader.

The matriarch had watched everything, though, and while she didn’t smile, her voice was amused when she spoke.

“Ah,” she said. “I see now. There is something deep in your heart that you want.”

She looked at Shen, then back at me.

“Tell me, Shen,” she said. “Does your representative share your goal to rescue the girl? Or is his heart like a midsummer wasteland— endless and untamed, always reaching for what is just out of grasp?”

Her words weren’t cruel. They were wise, but I could feel the room tilt under the weight of them.

And I couldn’t deny them.

I wanted access to that gate.

But then Liang’s delicate face bloomed in my mind. The blind young woman was probably scared out of her mind, and the notion doused a little of the burning need to return home. My mind drifted to that hint of stubbornness when she smiled, and the absolute certainty she’d looked at me with, even while apparently seeing nothing at all somehow.

Then I thought of Danielle’s hand on my cheek after the party, Clare pacing in the kitchen when the job list grew longer, and Stacey’s adorable smile as she tracked the night sky through her telescope. Kevin’s goofy grin came to mind from there, as he tapped through news articles in the Lambo and asked me about wendigos fighting dragons. Gary and Dave laughing over beers echoed in my head next, and the Mario Kart song sounded like a faint whisper coming to me from miles away.

I knew what the one question would be.

Because this world had become mine, and what sort of man would I be to leave it now, when it was in danger.

I closed my eyes and exhaled through my nose. The fire inside me roared over the choice I was making. It hated the quiet, it wanted to move, to devour, to seek vengeance and blood and Astrum’s head on a pike.

It wanted to fucking rip through the very fabric of the worlds themselves.

When I opened my eyes, all the burning was gone.

I leaned forward and spoke in a voice as steady as stone. “Where is the young seer, Liang, being held?”

There was a long pause. For a second, I thought maybe I’d made a mistake. That asking about Liang would shut her down completely. That I should have reached for the gate instead, and that mental roar started up again, but then the seer’s smile wavered ever so slightly.

Her eyes rolled back in her head, and the flames in the room flickered.

Everyone in the room took a breath, but no one said a word.

The seer’s body tightened like a string pulled taut. Her jaw locked. Her fingertips twitched. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. She began to hum a soft, broken tune like the edge of a lullaby. Then, finally, she whispered:

“The old freight tunnels under the Loop. But if you are late… she will die. Evil incarnate will be upon this land.”

Then she folded forward and completely unconscious like a piece of discarded clothing on the floor.

The room broke into motion.

Fang immediately called for her healers, and two guards walked up to the seer and carried her away with ease, like they’d done it before.

I turned to Shen. “Do you know where that is?”

“I’ll find out.” Shen pulled out his portable transceiver and then delivered some orders in his language. The moment he was done, he looked at me with hopeful eyes. “We will find it as soon as possible.”

I didn’t care where it was or how far. If Liang was there, I was going. I’d just given up a hell of a lot to see I made it to her.

Fang called for a female assistant to help her to her feet, then she stepped forward.

“You have your answer,” she said. “And the debt is owed. We will be in contact. I imagine it would be your final act as leader of the Crimson 88. And Ethan Cloud… I hope we become friends rather than enemies.”

I met her eyes. She was a wise woman indeed.

Shen and I exited the Yen compound without another word. Their guards stood as still as statues with weapons held at their fronts and eyes fixed ahead. It felt like they were built into the stone.

Down the path, our lieutenants waited. One stood near the car, while one jogged over the moment he saw us. His face was flushed, and sweat gleamed on his brow despite the chill.

“Sir, look,” he panted and held out a cracked iPad with a tattered black case. His English was shaky. “Tunnel… under Loop. Hidden… old.”

I took the iPad and scanned it. The map was low-resolution, grayscale, and grainy, but I zoomed in on the old tracks that spidered beneath the heart of the city like arteries no one remembered.

“Freight tunnels,” Shen muttered as he leaned for a closer look. “Abandoned for years. They were built over a century ago and designed to move coal, merchandise, and garbage without clogging up the streets above. A full network under the Loop, sprawling and massive.”

“Seems like a waste,” I said.

“They ran clean until the sixties,” Shen added. “But corruption, budget cuts, and new shipping laws made the system obsolete. After a warehouse fire down there in 72, the city shut the whole network down. Too dangerous. Too many accidents. They sealed off the entrances, and then they forgot about them.”

“They sealed them?” I narrowed my eyes.

“I doubt it has remained sealed,” Shen said with a nod of agreement. “Nothing remains locked forever, especially in Chicago.”

I scrolled to the grainy photos. Some were recent and featured burned-out lanterns and torn-up walls.

Scratch marks that didn’t belong to any man.

I zoomed in on the set of claw marks scored into concrete like it was soft wood.

“These tunnels run like veins under the Loop,” Shen said again.

There were annotations on the images his team had gathered. They spoke of cave-ins, restricted access, and gang surveillance. Some mentioned reports of things moving underground, or even mentioned shadows, screams, and heat signatures. Others were just timestamps that didn’t make any sense to me.

“You’re sure this is the place?” I checked.

“We think… yes.” The soldier nodded.

“Then that’s where we’re going.” I handed the iPad back.

Shen and I got into the car. He barked directions to the driver, and we sped into the night with no backup. No army. Just us.

As the city lights blurred past, I rolled my shoulders and cracked my neck. Excitement was building, I could feel it like a thrum deep in my chest. The sweet melody of a genuine fight was in the air, and I could’ve hummed to it in that moment.

“How do I stop it from disappearing again?” I asked after about ten minutes.

Shen didn’t answer at first. He was thumbing through the thick stack of old, brittle, parchment pages that I’d gotten from the Red Lantern’s headquarters.

“I’ve been going through information from the Red Lantern texts,” he said. “There were failsafes for if it turns on the summoner.”

“Well? What’s the play?” I turned to him.

He flipped fast now, and his eyes scanned, then he tapped a page. Shen had to translate the text to English so it took time for him to provide a clear phrase.

“It says here there are two ways,” he said. “One: speak its true name.”

“What does that mean?” I frowned.

“Old magic,” he explained. “Before language, before law, names were chains. If you knew a being’s true name, you owned a part of it. You could bind it to a place, a moment, a death.”

“You have its name in those papers?” I asked.

“No one does.” He shook his head. “Maybe not anymore. But there’s a second way.”

I leaned in.

“Use its pride,” Shen said. “Taowu is ancient. It is wrath. Defiance. Obstruction made flesh. It cannot run from insult. Call it a coward, and it stays. Accuse it of weakness, and it fights.”

I let that sink in, then nodded. “Good. That I can do.”

“So do we have a plan?” Shen set the papers aside and exhaled.

“I’ll use the tunnels, and you’ll shadow me,” I said. “We’ll work quietly, but you will find Liang and bring her out. I don’t want her in the crosshairs while I fight the Taowu.”

“You’re sure about this?” Shen asked.

“Only one way to find out,” I replied.

Shen nodded as we crossed the bridge into downtown, and the Loop glowed in steel and glass, but beneath all that polish was rot. We passed shuttered shops and padlocked doors. Then, at the edge of an alley thick with dense shadows, the car pulled over.

“This is it,” Shen said.

A grated stairway led down into darkness, half-hidden behind a wall of rusted fencing. It wasn’t marked or guarded, but I could feel something in the air.

A spiritual pressure.

It grew stronger the longer we lingered.

I stepped out of the car and felt the asphalt tremble underfoot.

“Remember, no backup,” I said. “The more people that are here, the harder it is to do my job.”

“Of course.” Shen smirked. “I came with the dragon himself. There is nothing my men can do that you cannot.”

I looked at him for a second. Then I nodded.

“You find her and leave quickly,” I said. “As soon as you get her, drive away. I don’t know the radius of this creature’s confusion power, so it’s best to err on the cautious side.”

“I will,” he said.

We descended down the rickety steel stairs, which led to a steel door.

The steel door that once sealed the tunnel was rusted and bent, and it was torn from its hinges like some beast had clawed its way in. Whatever sign once marked it as city property was burned black and warped beyond reading, and it stood there like a mouth waiting to swallow us whole.

I stepped through first.

The temperature dropped the second we entered. From behind me, Shen breathed out what I assumed was a curse in his language. I didn’t know what he said, but the fear in his voice was universal.

The air inside was stale and thick. Cold damp clung to the skin like a second layer. The only light came from the flickering LED lantern Shen carried behind me. It gave the brick walls, which were alive with shadow and mildew, a breathing quality.

My dragon sight was good in the dark so the light wasn’t needed anyway.

Old freight rails ran down the center of the warped and rusted corridor, and metal piping lined the ceiling like skeletal arms frozen mid-reach. This place had once moved goods across the city like veins pumping blood to a heart, but now it was just… still.

To our left, collapsed sections revealed smaller side tunnels. Some had half-collapsed walls, while others had doors covered in gang tags and rusted locks long snapped open. Rat bones and twisted wires marked where people might have squatted or scavenged. The floor was littered with glass, rotting paper, and things I didn’t want to identify.

“Keep close,” I told Shen.

“I am,” he said, but his voice sounded further away than he was.

I followed the trail of spiritual energy like a thick scent.

The further we went, the stronger it got. It coated the air with something oily, something that weighed on the lungs. Shen must’ve felt it too, because he started breathing in a shallow and tight way through his mouth.

We moved deeper into a stretch of tunnel where the brick gave way to reinforced concrete. Burn marks scorched one wall, like something had exploded here.

Finally, we arrived at a section where the tunnel opened up wider. It was like a chamber. The spiritual pressure here pressed against the chest, like being too deep underwater.

I stopped and turned to Shen. “It’s here.”

He said nothing, just stared forward, but his face was pale under the lantern glow.

“Listen carefully,” I continued. “The Taowu… it doesn’t just fight. It corrodes. It eats at the mind. Once I engage it, waste no time before finding Liang. No matter what. You get her out. You don’t stop. You don’t look back.”

He nodded slowly.

“Say it back to me,” I said.

“I find Liang,” he repeated. “I get her out. I don’t stop. I don’t look back.”

I nodded at him, and he repeated it again as if it was a mantra.

“I find Liang. I get her out. I don’t stop. I don’t look back,” he said in a firmer way now, with his jaw clenched.

He was ready, so I stepped forward, and the chamber swallowed me in seconds.

That’s when I heard it.

“Dragon… is that you?” a soft and trembling female voice came from somewhere in the dark.

My chest tightened. “I’m here, Liang. Hold on. I’ll get you out soon.”

Then something shifted.

From the shadows, the Taowu emerged.

It didn’t walk, it was more like it bled forward, like a nightmare slipping free of a child’s dream. It was bigger than before, and its muscles twitched under its pale, bruised skin. It had grown from all the chaos and fear, and its body looked warped, like someone had glued parts from different corpses together.

Its face was worse. It was half beast, half illusion, with a mouth stitched open with bone and eyes that flickered like dying stars.

It cocked its head.

“Says who?” it asked, but not in one voice.

Its words were a garbled mess shifting between a man’s baritone, a woman’s whisper, and a child’s lisp. It was a chorus of madness, but I ignored it and looked up toward the ceiling where the sound of Liang’s voice had echoed.

It was time to put my plan into action.

“Everything will be fine now, Liang,” I called up. “I hope you weren’t scared of this pussy.”

There was a beat of silence.

“What?” Liang asked in surprised confusion.

“I was just saying this thing is a pussy!” I said nice and loud and clear, just to be sure the Taowu didn’t miss anything. “Like a fluffy little cat. Or a female reproductive organ. This beast clearly loves to cause trouble and flee when things get tough.”

Liang giggled at my taunts. It was soft, but I heard it.

The creature hissed and spat disgusting, coagulated saliva in my direction.

I pulled my lip back in disgust. “Gross, he’s a nasty pussy, too.”

“Blasphemous,” the creature hissed as its magical signature seemed to roil around it.

“Aw, it knows big words,” I said with a chuckle. “That’s cute–”

A venomous tendril shot out. It was laced with that corrupt energy, but I was already moving. My bones cracked as I shifted into my hybrid form, and my scales sliced through my shirt as claws stretched from my fingers.

The strike hit me hard across the chest, but it didn’t pierce through my scales. It shattered like glass against my scales, and the force slid me back a few feet across the concrete.

I rolled my neck, let the flames roll behind my teeth, and stepped forward again. “Let’s finish this.”

The Taowu’s roar tore through the tunnel like a storm bottled in concrete. It shook the earth beneath my feet and rattled loose gravel from the overhead supports. The air itself vibrated under the force, and it was heavy with the scent of scorched metal, old piss, and decay.

I’d seen a lot of monsters. Fought them. Killed them. But nothing moved like this thing. Nothing seemed to seep with wrongness like this thing.

It surged toward me with its fur melting into scales. Its claws warped mid-swipe, and its eyes burned holes in the air that looked like rippling black voids I wanted nothing to do with. One second it loomed like a bear, the next it was slithering along the tunnel floor like darkness on a leash of shadow.

And it dragged chaos behind it. Angles warped, and space buckled as the chamber took on an odd and wobbling appearance in all directions.

Every time it moved, reality glitched.

The old freight tunnel didn’t help. This place was abandoned decades ago and meant for electric freight cars during what I’d learned was called Chicago’s industrial boom. Now it was forgotten and buried under layers of dust and rusted steel. Water dripped from cracked concrete above, and I could still see the iron rails choked with roots and dirt, but all of this was wobbling too now, so I began to lose my grip on what was real or illusion.

Then there were suddenly two Taowu ahead of me.

I knew this must be an illusion, and I braced myself and let the monsters charge. My skin began to glow, and firelight bloomed beneath my scales as both monsters lunged, but I spun and decided to use one of my oldest attacks, which I’d affectionately named Spinewake.

It had been ages since I used it.

Scaled bristles pierced through my spine and lined my back, all while they spun like a saw blade fueled by raw pulses of energy. A burst of laser-like light cracked through the dark along with them, and I saw the illusion monster disappear and flicker out as it was struck down.

The real one flinched.

I smiled.

The creature opened its mouth wide and spoke, but not with words. The air filled with even more wrongness. Like it tried to inject a thought straight into my brain not with sound, but with feeling.

It was a message of failure and doubt.

You already lost. You just forgot.

My vision blurred, and my footing staggered. My memories twisted at the edges of my mind before I suddenly fell.

Had I already died here?

My heart beat louder, and harder, like war drums. I roared as I realized this bastard’s mind powers were actually fraying my brain apart by the second, but I refused to let him win.

I gritted my teeth, drew the steadiest breath I could manage, and let a failsafe of sorts loose.

All dragons had Heartflare embedded in them if all else failed, and even in my hazy state, I registered the glow of my chest lighting up like a forge cracking open.

Then a searing beam of molten core-energy fired out from my sternum.

It wasn’t just fire. It was the purest form of my very essence, and no magic could withstand it entirely. It cut through the lies, and the illusions, and all the wobbling world was snapped back to attention.

My thoughts cleared like smoke blown off a battlefield, and I felt solid again at last.

The Taowu screeched and reeled in response. I whipped my head up to see its grotesque body had buckled where the energy blast had struck it, but even wounded and seeping a purplish ooze from where bones jutted out of the open wound, it didn’t stay down.

It began to reverse the injury.

Its bones clicked into place, its flesh stitched up, and even its blood ran backwards.

I watched it with a flicker of admiration crossing my mind. “You can just rewrite it all that swiftly?”

The creature laughed a horrific, grating laugh that instantly wore on my nerves.

“Right.” I smirked. “Well then, I’ll just burn the page.”

I hadn’t expected to have to pull out so many of the combative maneuvers I’d honed on Coilfell, but the Taowu was too chaotic. It was faster than any monster I’d met on Earth, and if it could heal so quickly, I needed to start hitting it harder and faster to end this.

My fists ignited white-hot with dragon Oathfire. Not heat. Not magic. Oathfire was the fire of the unshakable.

One blow, and my knuckles cracked into its ribs, and burning light pierced through its mottled flesh. Then I drove my knee into its shifting center mass and forced the real to shake free from the false. Once I slammed both fists down with the weight of my purpose, reality tightened around the monster, buckled, then snapped it back into place.

The Taowu screamed. It staggered and started leaking rippling shadows like ink as the world wobbled again.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s see how many lies it takes before you bleed the truth.”

The Taowu hissed and spat, and its form flickered like a video, but I could feel now that layered under the rage was panic. I’d burned it in a way it didn’t understand, and that wound from my Oathfire wasn’t going anywhere.

I grinned and adjusted my footing as more Oathfire coiled under my skin as steady as a pulse, but just before I went in for another strike, I caught movement beyond the veil of the creature’s chaos.

There was a dim light beyond the dark.

Shen and Liang.

He was guiding Liang through the far edge of the tunnel, and that delicate pressure I’d felt around her before, like some kind of quiet hum in the bones, moved with them.

Good. I needed them clear before I delivered the blow I knew would end this. Just one more Oathfire should cripple him enough for me to then summon my next–

The Taowu twitched as its crazed eyes roved around the chamber. Maybe it had sensed the escape, but it was too late.

My fists flared with the Oathfire as I swung, but just before it connected, the Taowu snapped back into the shadows like it had never been there at all.

Then came more trickery.

It split into dozens of mirrored echoes of itself that all surged out in every direction, with each darting throughout the half-collapsing freight tunnel and the chamber like ghosts with purpose. Pipes burst, and dead bulbs popped overhead in a staccato rhythm.

Every clone moved like it was the real one with perfect, deadly precision.

“Shit…” I inhaled slowly and exhaled slower.

The Oathfire would have to wait. This bastard could escape at any second with this much chaos swirling around.

I attacked again with my Spinewake in a strong blast that carved a straight path through the chaos. I caught three of the clones mid-leap and sent them bursting into oblivion. Then I kept it up until only about six creepy versions of the Taowu remained.

They circled me and howled, hissed, and snarled as the world warped around each of them individually, but as I spun and sent out another Spinewake, two more dropped.

The Taowu faltered and panicked.

I had my target.

I launched upward. My feet barely touched the cracked cement as flames spiraled along my body, and I twisted midair as I forced the pulse of my powers straight into my arm and hurled a spear of flaming energy down toward the Taowu’s chest.

The creature dropped low, and its claws scraped desperately into the ground and ripped into the ancient concrete until the tunnel literally changed its shape.

I went barreling back to the ground as angles bent in impossible directions. Light folded inward, and my depth perception warped. The ground beneath me felt like it wanted to become the ceiling, and time fractured as some of my limbs moved in slow-motion, but not all of them.

Still, I stood firm as I got back to my feet. This was it. One more strike.

I braced myself as energy surged through me, and I summoned Oathfire again until my fists burned righteously.

Then I let it out in a combo of strikes stronger than I’d managed to conjure up so far. My hands were like beams of vengeful flames, and each one struck true.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five blows.

The power tore through the Taowu with a sound of splintering ice. Its body seized as the shadows peeled away, and it threw its head back like it was howling without a voice. Its legs twisted while its arms clutched at nothing, and the ground beneath it sizzled, hissed, then gave out as if rejecting its weight.

And then, the Taowu shattered into ash and memory.

The blast threw me back a ways as I shielded my eyes, and a wave of the nauseating, chaotic magic tore over me like a razor-sharp tidal wave. I gritted my teeth against the sensation of having my skin torn at by dozens of shards of glass, but then it suddenly was over.

The freight tunnel settled. No more shrieking pipes. No more unreality trying to crawl into my brain and replace my thoughts.

Just the quiet of something unnatural leaving the world.

I lowered my fists. My chest still burned with the leftover heat of using powers I hadn’t dug up in ages. It left me feeling misaligned, like I’d forced myself to run further than my legs were used to, and I let my hybrid form simmer, then recede more carefully than usual to help regulate things again. The flames pulled inward gradually and settled beneath my skin like sleeping serpents, and I rolled my shoulders as the sensation of overexertion eased little by little.

I looked around.

No sign of the illusions. No flickers. No ambient chaos. Just ash on concrete and broken symbols where magic used to hold firm.

I could feel Liang’s familiar presence, though. Shen must have gotten her out, but I’d expected them to be long gone by now.

I stood alone in the ruins of the tunnel for a moment and caught my breath. My muscles ached more than they had in ages, and my mind felt like it had been stretched over too many ideas at once. There was also a remnant of pain in my chest from summoning my less-used and more potent powers, and I rubbed at my sternum as I willed the dull pounding to dissipate. But I’d done it.

I had beaten a nightmare.

The Red Lanterns had unleashed hell. And I closed the door on it.

The freight tunnel air still clung to me by the time I stepped out into the cold night. My shirt was stiff with drying blood– some of it mine, most of it the monster’s– and I didn’t stop moving until I found the black SUV parked at the same corner where we’d left it.

Shen was standing by the open rear door with his arms crossed and his face unreadable.

I walked up to him. “You disobeyed a direct order.”

“She refused to leave without you.” He nodded toward the interior of the car.

I looked past him. Liang sat curled up in the backseat with her knees drawn close and her arms wrapped around her small frame. Her head turned toward my voice like she’d been waiting for me, and I exhaled.

My pulse was still high from the fight, but the painful heat in my chest had cooled.

“Liang,” I said and kept my voice level, “I told him to get you out. That wasn’t just a suggestion, it was for your own protection.”

“It seemed wiser that we waited.” She tilted her head. “I knew you’d be the victor.”

“From a vision?” I asked.

“No.” Her voice was calm. “Faith. You had no choice but to win, Ethad. You still don’t. Not with what is coming.”

I shook my head, but I smiled. There was something about this young woman. Even after all she’d endured, she was still hopeful. Still clever. Still smiling softly at me like she was looking me right in the eyes and knew I had no rebuttal.

I climbed in beside her, and Shen slid in, too.

The drive back was quiet at first. We moved through the empty streets like ghosts while everyone nursed their thoughts. At one point, I leaned toward Liang.

“The Taowu,” I said and kept my voice low. “Did it ever tell you why it took you?”

She hesitated. “It… said I was the key to becoming whole again.”

“Whole how?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It didn’t make sense. It spoke in riddles… dreams. It wanted me close. Needed me close. But it didn’t want to kill me just yet.”

I leaned back into the seat and watched the city lights smear against the tinted glass.

So there was another puzzle, and another thread to pull, but regardless I wasn’t going to leave her behind again. She needed real protection.

That thought hardened into a decision. Liang didn’t belong locked away in some basement chamber again, I’d already known that. She wasn’t a tool, she was powerful, maybe even essential, so if she agreed, I’d bring her back home with me.

I’d ask Clare and Danielle first, but she’d live with us now. She deserved better than what the Crimson 88 had given her.

Back at the Crimson 88 HQ, the atmosphere had shifted. The building buzzed with cautious energy, so word must’ve traveled fast. Some of the men bowed when I passed while others just stood straighter. The place still stank of incense and sweat, but now it carried hope.

We took Liang to a quiet side room to rest, and then I was summoned into the meeting hall.

The elders were waiting. Shen walked with me, but he said nothing as we stepped through the door.

The old men looked pleased with themselves, like they’d done something for once. One of them, the wrinkled one with the long walking stick, nodded at Shen with a rare smile.

“Well done,” he said. “You’ve brought honor back to this house.”

Another clapped his hands together. “The old ways endure. Crimson 88 lives…”

Shen stayed quiet as I stepped forward.

“I have not forgotten that you all sat in your chambers while the world burned outside,” I informed them. Their smiles faltered, but I kept going. “You want to wear the win on your robes like a badge? Fine. But remember this: while you were hiding behind traditions and pride, it was Shen who stood up. Shen who embarked into the fray beside me. Shen who took risks. Shen who believed in something other than money and reputation.”

“But it was the mighty Dragon who looked pure evil in the face tonight without fear,” Shen added with a solemn nod, and the room went still.

“Yes, I killed the Taowu,” I said. “I got your seer back. And now, as far as this gang goes, I’m in charge.”

The oldest among the elders raised his chin. “You can’t—”

“I can, and I will,” I growled. “Starting now, Shen runs Crimson 88 under my authority. Full command. What he says, goes, without needing to run anything by your dusty asses if he doesn’t want to.”

Shen blinked in surprise, but didn’t protest.

I wasn’t done.

“You want to preserve tradition?” I looked at them all. “Then learn to adapt it. This gang isn’t about blood deals and drug shipments anymore. No more drugs. No more black market weapons. You have your front businesses, and right now, that’s your future until further notice.

The man with the cane looked ready to boil. “That won’t be enough to sustain–”

“I know, and we will find something that is,” I said and walked toward the center of the room. “This clan is too large and well-known to fail at building something new. Something real. So you will do so, or get left behind in the ashes.”

Shen stepped up beside me with his head low in thought before he finally spoke.

“I agree,” he said. “The old ways made us strong, but the new world demands more than strength. It needs vision.”

The elders murmured among themselves, but none of them had the strength to push back now.

I turned and walked out of the room. And just behind me, Shen followed.

“We’ll start cleaning up tomorrow,” he said, and his voice was steady. “No more questionable shipments. No more illegal payments. If this gang’s going to survive, it’s going to do it the right way. In your honor, Dragon.”
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Chapter 15

We didn’t say much as we moved down the corridor with just the soft thud of our boots against concrete echoing around us, along with the low mutter of the gang resettling after a night of chaos.

Then I broke the silence and asked him where Liang was resting.

“In the same chamber where we used to keep her before,” Shen said. “Just down the hall.”

I nodded and turned toward the room.

Inside, the lighting was dim. Liang sat upright on a thin mat with her cloudy gaze aimed right at me as I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“I’m fine.” Her voice was soft, but not shaken. No sign of trauma. No visible fear.

It surprised me.

“I want to ask you something,” I said and stepped closer. “How would you feel about leaving this place and staying somewhere safer? With me. Somewhere I can protect you.”

She tilted her head. Her lips curled just slightly, and a soft smile bloomed on her face like moonlight.

“Yes,” she said.

The ease of her answer caught me off guard, and I raised an eyebrow.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I don’t belong here anymore. Whatever comes next… I trust you’ll keep me safe.”

“Alright then. Good.” I smiled, just a little then looked at the time. It was past twelve AM. “It’s already tomorrow… But tonight, Shen’s going to bring you to dinner. Somewhere with two very important people to me. I think you’ll like them.”

“I’ll go.” She smiled even more.

“Rest for now,” I told her. “Thank you.”

Then I stepped out, and Shen was waiting near the door with his arms folded.

“She’s safer with me, so you’ll bring her to Aurora at seven-thirty for dinner and introductions,” I told the man. “You should join us as well. If we are going to be working together, we may as well make this official. My crew dines at Aurora.”

Shen nodded without a single word of argument, and I was glad to see this. He’d been adamant about saving the seer, and I almost expected him to try and lock her down even more after tonight, but clearly he was a man of sense when it really came down to it.

He knew better than anyone in this house that I was the only thing who could truly protect her.

We continued through the halls together, and the tension that had flooded this place just hours ago had started to thin out. Men were stationed at posts checking weapons, but the edge of fear had been replaced by a strange calm now that Chinatown could rest easy once more.

The Crimson 88 were learning to breathe again.

“Be honest with me,” Shen suddenly spoke up as we walked. “I know you had important points to make with the elders, but in the spirit of transparency… Do you truly think we can survive without our main streams of revenue? Without the money from under-the-table trade, without—”

“Crimson 88 will do more than survive,” I cut in. “It will thrive. Check your accounts tomorrow, and I’ll have my accountant do the same. I have a plan in mind where everyone wins.”

Shen glanced sideways. “You’ll tell me more at dinner?”

“Yes,” I said. “At dinner.”

Outside, the air was the brittle cold of the middle of the night. The wind coming off Lake Michigan tore through the streets like it had nothing left to push back against now, and Shen brought me over to one of the gang’s all-black Jeeps parked near the curb.

“Feel free to use any of our vehicles from now on,” he said as he handed me the key. “I’ll see you tonight. And thank you for everything, Dragon. You have honored us deeply with your patience and bravery.”

“You’re welcome.” I climbed into the Jeep and sent him a quick nod before I drove off.

The city had wound itself down into near silence, and the last of the cars had vanished into alleys and offramps. By a little after one AM, I reached Danielle’s house to find the lights were low, even though normally the women would’ve waited up for me.

This development made me happy. It was a testament to their trust in my ability to get the job done.

I pushed the door open quietly and stepped in.

They were both asleep. Clare and Danielle were tangled together under a warm quilt on the bed, and the sight slowed my breath. I stood in the doorway for a moment and let the gentle quiet of their breathing wrap around me.

Then I slipped out of my shoes and crossed into the living room. Danielle’s printer sat on the desk with Clare’s laptop beside it. I opened it and downloaded a few rough design templates for renovations– test cases, really. They were mostly meant to test how sharp the new kid from dinner actually was.

The printer hummed to life as I clicked through the files. One by one, they rolled out. The images consisted of angles, floor layouts, and mockup sketches. I stacked them neatly and slid them into a folder, then turned the lamp off.

When I got back to the bedroom, the women hadn’t moved. Danielle’s arm rested across Clare’s waist, and their breathing was in sync.

I stripped down to my underwear and laid down behind Clare, wrapped my arm around her waist, and felt Danielle’s hand curl around mine. It was peaceful, and I intended to keep the majority of my life this way regardless of what came.

Even a dragon likes to indulge in the glories of a victorious peace.

Around seven in the morning, warm skin pressed against me from each side.

Clare shifted first and stretched under the covers with a groan. “You’re back…”

“Mmhmm…” I smiled at the cute yawn she let out next, but then Danielle’s hand moved across my chest, and her fingers drummed lightly on it.

“When did you get in?” she mumbled.

“A little after one.” I blinked into the morning light, and my eyes adjusted to the soft glow pouring through the curtains.

Danielle raised her head and looked at me with sleepy suspicion.

“You didn’t wake us,” she said.

“You both looked too peaceful,” I said and brushed hair from her face. “I didn’t want to ruin it.”

Clare sat up slightly. “So? How’d it go?”

“The Taowu’s dead.” I let out a breath and ran a hand over my face. “Gone. Ash and memory.”

“You actually killed it?” Danielle blinked hard.

“Yeah,” I said and sat up slowly. “And got Liang out, too. She’s safe. She was holed up in some abandoned tunnels under the loop, but Shen and I got her out safely. She’s resting back at the Crimson 88 HQ. Took a hit or two mentally, but she’s tough.”

“You alright?” Danielle rubbed her eyes, then looked at me.

“I’ll live,” I said. “More importantly, I want to bring her here.”

They both blinked at me now.

“To stay with us,” I added. “She’ll be safer here. And… she’s more important than I realized. I thought I’d run it by you both first.”

“She’s blind, right?” Clare looked at Danielle, then back to me.

“Yeah,” I said. “But she is certainly very able. I’m sure she’ll adjust.”

“Of course she can stay.” Danielle nodded. “You don’t even have to ask.”

“Same here,” Clare followed up. “Just let us know what she needs.”

“Great.” I smiled. “You’ll meet her tonight at Aurora for dinner.”

“God, I need new outfits at this point.” Danielle leaned back against her pillow. “Tony’s gonna start recognizing all of my nice ones and think I just never change.”

“You love the excuse to look nice.” Clare smirked. “The wine. The lighting. The chance to flirt with Ethad outside of a construction zone for once…”

“Shut up.” Danielle grinned.

I chuckled and pulled the blankets off. “Alright, we’ve got a full day ahead of us. Get dressed. I’ll make coffee.”

Downstairs, while the machine brewed its first cup, Clare leaned against the counter with her arms crossed.

“So… the Crimson 88’s just clean now?” she asked.

“That’s the deal,” I said and poured myself a mug. “No more drugs. No more black-market trades. I gave the elders no choice.”

Danielle yawned as she entered the kitchen. “You just walked into a notorious gang’s headquarters and told them how it’s gonna be?”

“Basically.” I smiled.

“But you’re cutting out their biggest revenue streams.” Clare narrowed her eyes at me. “How are they supposed to survive?”

I took a long sip of coffee. “They’ve got the Crimson Dragon leading them now. And they’ll have something else soon.”

“What?” They both echoed.

“I’m still working on that part.” I set the mug down. “But I’ll figure it out. Shen will be fine. He’s my liaison now. We’ll make it work.”

“What about us?” Danielle slid into a chair. “Does this new development affect us?”

“We’ve got more manpower now,” I said. “That means more jobs and faster turnaround. But we’ll need to train them.”

“I’ll start working on a basic onboarding manual.” Clare pulled out her phone. “Safety procedures, site etiquette. It won’t be fancy, but it’ll work.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Let’s get through today. Tomorrow, we train.”

We headed out by eight-thirty. The drive was smooth, and the city was quieter than usual. Probably still recovering from everything that happened last night.

At the headquarters, Kevin, Dave, and Gary were already waiting out front when we pulled in, and Kevin waved us over.

“Everything good?” I rolled down the window.

“Better than good.” Kevin grinned. “Let’s get inside.”

By nine, we were setting up for our next project: a commercial space remodel. We did a quick consultation and took some measurements, then headed back to the building by noon. By five, we called it. Everyone looked drained but satisfied, and it was one of those days where the crew worked in sync with no wasted steps as everything was arranged.

Back home, we showered and changed. I ironed a clean shirt while Clare curled her hair, and Danielle debated between two dresses that I was sure would look equally beautiful on her.

At seven-ten, we left for Aurora. And I knew it wouldn’t just be a regular dinner.

It would be the beginning of something entirely new.

Traffic was thick as molasses on the way to Aurora, but nobody in the SUV seemed to mind. Danielle was in charge of the music, and she’d chosen more Marvin Gaye. His voice drifted smooth and soulful through the cabin like it was rolling along with the low thrum of tires over Chicago concrete. The windows were cracked open just enough to let the city air sneak in, and I caught Clare humming and tapping her fingers against the door in time with the beat. Danielle sat poised in the passenger seat, one leg crossed over the other, and a little smirk tugged at the corner of her lips every time the bass dropped just right.

By the time we pulled onto the familiar stretch of road outside Aurora, the last remnants of gold in the sky had bled into a deep, dusky lavender.

We walked past the usual line and straight in through the front door like we owned the place, because at this point, we might as well have. The security guards hadn’t bothered me in ages, and I got the sense that Aurora wasn’t just Tony’s restaurant anymore.

It was ours in spirit.

Every detail still felt familiar, from the curve of the bar to the soft hum of conversation against warm lighting.

But what caught our eye first was Kevin.

He was seated with his date at a cozy two-seater tucked off to the side. Candles flickered on the table and cast soft shadows over a small bouquet of roses. The girl sitting across from him, the receptionist from the printer, was giggling at something he said. He looked sharp—actually sharp—in a navy-blue suit, no tie, and white shirt.

“Look at him.” Danielle nudged me with her elbow. “He’s like a real man already!”

“I didn’t even know he owned a suit.” Clare grinned.

“I didn’t, either,” I said. “But I am not surprised. He decided he’s more mature now that he’s a full-time employee with us. Mature men own at least one suit.”

“God, that’s so Kevin,” Clare sighed with an affectionate shake of her head.

Kevin caught sight of us and flashed a sheepish smile. I gave him a nod, and he gave me a thumbs up so exaggerated I was tempted to take my nod back.

We slid into our usual booth near the back wall, with a perfect view of the kitchen entrance. The place was busy, packed even, but it never felt chaotic. That was the magic of Aurora. Tony had built something special, and everyone knew it.

Tony caught my eye from across the room and raised a hand in greeting before going back to chatting with a table full of people.

At exactly seven-thirty, Shen walked in with Liang.

She was in a light cream-colored sweater and black jeans. Her soft, milky-white eyes scanned nothing in particular, but her head turned slightly as if feeling her way forward. The delicate features of her face looked practically flawless under the flattering lighting of the restaurant, and her natural beauty drew several eyes as she made her way through the crowd.

Shen led her gently by the arm. He wore a well-ironed button-up and slacks, and his usual militaristic posture seemed to have softened just by entering the room.

I waved Shen over.

“Evening,” he said.

“Glad you could make it,” I replied.

Liang gave a small smile. “I hope I’m not too early.”

“Right on time,” I said. “Please, get comfortable.”

Shen led her to sit, and as they got settled in, I made the introductions.

“Liang, this is Clare and Danielle,” I said. “Clare works the numbers and keeps us sane. Danielle is the one with the high standards and sharper tongue, she does electrical work. They are both my girlfriends.”

“Nice to finally meet you.” Clare reached over to shake Liang’s hand out of instinct, but just as she realized her mistake, the seer reached out and clasped her hand with a warm nod.

My eyebrows popped up, and Clare grinned like she’d just seen the most incredible magic trick in the world. She glanced my way, but I could only offer a shrug.

I didn’t know Liang well enough yet to do much of anything else.

“Ethan’s mentioned you,” Clare continued as she exchanged a giddy glance with Danielle.

“You can’t see it,” I said. “But they both have freakishly wide smiles on their faces.”

Liang laughed, and Danielle giggled as well.

“We were beginning to think you were a mythical being we’d never get to meet,” she added as she too put out her hand and shook Liang’s.

“Nice to meet you both.” Liang smiled. Then a waiter walked past the table with a steaming plate, and Liang’s head cocked up. “That smell is amazing…”

I smiled. “Tony’s the best in the business.”

I introduced Shen to the others next, and he cleared his throat politely before addressing my women.

“I would like to offer my apologies for showing up at your house unannounced,” he said to Clare and Danielle. “It wasn’t our plan, and I regret that we may have startled or frightened you.”

“Living with Ethad tends to involve a lot of surprises.” Danielle waved it off. “If anything, you gave us something to talk about for the evening.”

“Yeah, no apology necessary,” Clare assured him, and he bowed his head graciously.

The conversation rolled easily after that. The girls were quick to draw Liang out of her shell, and while she was still quiet and seemed to be feeling things out, something about them relaxed her quite a lot. Her shoulders eased down away from her ears, and her smile grew sweeter the longer they talked.

Maybe it was the way Clare kept slipping her small jokes to giggle over, or how Danielle gently brushed her hand when she was addressing her so there was more of a connection there, even without sight.

Meanwhile, Shen and I talked business.

“We’ve got over fifty million in liquid assets,” he said quietly.

I raised my brow and slowly set my whiskey down. “Legit assets?”

“Cleaned, filtered, ready for redirection,” he said.

I made up my mind on the spot.

“Then I’m going to use some of it to buy out a shop,” I informed him. “Krenshaw Auto. You heard of it?”

“The custom garage?” Shen’s eyes widened. “Yes, I know it. Some of our younger soldiers, they partake in a little racing here and there. You know this, though…”

I nodded. “The very same shop. I was offered it by Krenshaw himself. I want some of your men working there. Not gang muscle, people who are good with tools. Who can learn a trade. It’s time to diversify.”

He was visibly impressed. “I think my men will appreciate the opportunity quite a lot. I already have some in mind.”

“Good,” I replied. “I’ll be pulling a few of your people into Cloud Contracting, too. With training, of course. Our quality has to stay up, no matter how much we scale.”

“These are good opportunities.” Shen looked out at the restaurant with a thoughtful smile. “I feel better knowing there is so much promise in this endeavor already.”

“I’m only just getting started.” I smirked.

Just then, the waiter arrived for orders. We kept it simple and ordered steaks, pasta, roasted veggies, and a few bottles of wine. The kind of meal that felt earned after the chaotic bullshit of the last week.

But before the food even came, my phone pinged.

I checked the screen, and my brow furrowed.

“What is it?” Danielle noticed my expression.

I tilted the screen so she and Clare could see. A headline on a local news app read:

MISSING PERSONS SPIKE IN LAKEVIEW, LA. RESIDENTS CONCERNED.

“It’s where that bar is…” I led. “The one Stacey alerted me to.”

“The one with the…?” Danielle’s eyes widened as she mouthed the word ‘succubus.’

“Yeah,” I muttered.

“It’s always something,” Clare snorted and drained her wine glass. “The Taowu had strange magic that wasn’t from Coilfell, so what should we expect with this one?”

“She’s definitely from Coilfell.” I nodded. “No doubt in my mind there.”

“Oh, cool!” Clare smiled. “Regular level monster.”

“Not quite…” I skimmed the article some more as cold thoughts slid through.

Then I looked back at the table– at Shen, at Liang, at my girls. All these things to juggle, and still, a bigger game was forming in the dark.

The Taowu hadn’t come from my world, so Astrum might not be the only one playing puppeteer, but I still couldn’t afford to lose track of his monsters. Especially not now.

Something else was happening. Something bigger than before.

Danielle rested her hand on mine. “Whatever happens, we’ll handle it.”

“Yeah.” I smiled. “We will.”

I knew she was right, but as I considered the many moving pieces that were suddenly beginning to collide, my eyes drifted to Liang.

Her eyes were locked on mine already.

The same milky-white clouds seemed to drift through her enchanting gaze, but the softer and sweeter side of her wasn’t plain on her face at the moment. She looked more serious than I’d seen her yet.

Then she offered me a single, almost imperceptible nod, and I knew she understood.

This wasn’t the end. It was just the start of the next war.

End of Book 5
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