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Chapter 1

The morning dawned sunny and, by Chicago’s standards, warm. Even in the summer months, the city had a chill to it, and while I certainly wasn’t as susceptible to cold as a human, I probably felt it more.

I was, after all, a dragon. Fire burned in my heart and flowed through my veins. I was flame made flesh. I could withstand the cold, yes, but my preferred habitat was the base of a volcano, where I could lie on the warm, freshly-hardened stone of an eruption.

If I concentrated, I could still feel the heat sizzling against my scales, and I recalled one incident where a foolish knight-- merely one in a long line of foolish knights over the centuries-- had engaged me in battle in the heart of my once-home.

I couldn’t remember why or how I’d allowed him to venture so deeply into the cave. Maybe I’d been recovering from some injury. Maybe I’d just allowed him to think things were going well, for my own entertainment.

Whatever the reason, the outcome had been the same. Blackened bones and armor reduced to lumps of slag.

But I remembered how at one point, before the fight began, the knight removed his glove and reached out a hand to touch my scales.

I allowed this only because I’d seen the hand was empty and unarmed, even as I’d pretended to still be asleep. Whatever petty dagger he might have had stowed away would not have been enough to pierce my scales, and I’d been curious about what he thought he could do.

I never found out, because as soon as his palm touched my hide, he’d recoiled with a gasp of pain, with a pattern of my scales scorched into his flesh.

Now, decades or perhaps even a century later, I wondered if he’d simply been awed by me. If I hadn’t ‘awoken’ and confronted him, would he have left my cave as quietly as he’d entered? Had he simply wanted to see and touch a dragon?

I suppose it was useless to contemplate now. And, frankly, unlikely. Humans liked to insist dragons were obsessed with wealth and treasure, and while that was definitely true, most humans I’d met were just as bad.

I periodically wondered what King Balan had done to my hoard after Astrum banished me to this world. Perhaps he’d already depleted its immense value and converted it into good wine and good food and the feigned adoration of courtesans young enough to be his daughters.

Perhaps Astrum demanded some of it as payment for his role in banishing the Scorcher of Skies and Destroyer of Peace from their world.

I had a feeling I would find out eventually, if only because, in order to kill Astrum and Balan for what they did to me, I would have to find a way back to Coilfell.

For now, however, my mind was not on thoughts of conquest. Or at least, not the violent conquest of war.

Instead, I was focused on the more restrained conquest of business.

Though, Clare told me business had the capacity to be just as violent, if more subtly and insidiously. And seeing as she was one of the smartest humans I knew, as well as unfailingly excellent with money, I’d taken her at her word.

Still, there was no way to build an empire without someone getting hurt. I just needed to make sure it was the right people. Those who preyed on the vulnerable, made profit from drugs or trafficking or sheer intimidation, instead of fair payment for fair work.

‘Fair payment for fair work’ was seemingly becoming the new motto of Cloud Contracting and its recently-acquired subsidiary, Krenshaw Auto.

In the past two weeks, my business had undergone a significant shift, and it was about to welcome an influx of new employees from the recently-legitimized former gang of the Crimson 88. The main driving force behind this reform was my desire to choke the gangs of Chinatown, and Chicago as a whole, of their supply of bored, troubled, broke youth. And it started with giving them useful skills and paying them well.

So far, the process had been going pretty smoothly, even though Shen warned that eventually, one gang or another would make a move against the Crimson 88 to snap up available territory, or attempt to intimidate them into paying protection money.

Of course, I trusted his judgement. Shen had been the leader of the Crimson 88 when I’d first come into contact with the group, and he remained the leader now. The only difference was now he reported to me, instead of a group of old men whose morals were stuck decades in the past. He knew the feel of those streets and was as finely-tuned as a spider in the center of her web.

When it happened-- and it was ‘when’ and not ‘if’-- I, and the former gang members, would be ready to defend their new way of life.

That was the most important thing, after all. The Crimson 88 themselves would need to want this, if it was going to stick. Otherwise, they would backslide into crime, maybe even split off to join other gangs, and that would cost me more money and effort in the long run. So, I was determined to make sure they were eager for a reformed life.

This was why, even though the Crimson 88’s liquidated assets totaled out at around eighty million, I’d only taken about fifteen. As the leader, Shen told me, in that mild tone of his, that I was technically entitled to all of it. But I’d forced down my draconic thirst for gold and told Shen to invest the majority of it back into the Crimson 88.

That meant investing in the recently-legitimized former fronts. There were laundries and restaurants and bars and a litany of other businesses that, on the surface, appeared to be ordinary, small enterprises. The plan was to refurbish them so they looked respectable, pay their workers significantly above the going rate, and provide a ‘cushion’ for the various members who were acclimating to their new life on the straight and narrow.

I was adamant that no one’s family would go hungry, no one’s rent or mortgage would go unpaid. Because this was the only way the reform would stick.

After all, poverty was the breeding place of crime.

Besides, if those businesses weren’t invested in, they would just collapse and go out of business anyway, which wouldn’t help anyone.

It certainly wouldn’t contribute to my slowly-growing empire.

So, keeping the young people in employment and keeping the families fed and housed would ensure that when the time came, and another gang made their move, the former foot soldiers of the Crimson 88 would fight to preserve their lives not merely out of duty, but out of sincere desire.

I was particularly excited about Krenshaw Auto, because Shen told me many of the Crimson 88’s younger members, or teenaged children of members, were interested in the street racing scene. Any job in any mechanic or auto shop would have gone down well with that group, but Krenshaw Auto specifically was known for catering to the street racing market as well as the civilian market.

Upgrades, tune-ups, paint jobs-- you name it. They would be eager to step into that shop and its legacy. Just as long as I made sure they were trained well enough to maintain that legacy.

Which was the focus of my agenda today. I was expecting a few members of staff to leave once the acquisition was finalized, but I wanted to retain as many of Lenny’s mechanics as possible. They were the reason his auto shop had garnered such respect and acclaim, so they would be the difference between my buying a brand name and buying a business.

I wanted a business. I wanted something that would bring in money and would provide other pathways to the city’s youth. Danielle told me at length how many young people, in their late teens and early twenties, were eager to work, but it was difficult to find jobs that paid well and didn’t feel ‘soul-sucking.’

Her words. I’d asked about vampires, and Clare interjected to mention an essay about vampires and business by a guy called Marx.

I’d been so busy these past couple weeks, though, I hadn’t had a chance to look it up and read it.

Their ultimate point had been the fact the gangs generally paid better and offered more exciting work than your average office job, and this I understood without need for clarification. It was a similar system to how bands of adventurers worked back in Coilfell. Who wanted to join their father’s struggling blacksmith forge or bakery when there were quests to be had, bounties to be hunted, and glory to be won?

And, much like gangs, adventuring groups had an unsettlingly high mortality rate.

It was wasteful, in my eyes. So much potential, just obliterated. And it could have been avoided with a higher wage.

I wasn’t eager to make my empire wasteful. Why would I hemorrhage money when I could invest it well? This way, I would gain a sparkling reputation for putting money ‘where it mattered,’ my employees would be incentivized to work well, and the combination of quality and praise would ensure more customers kept coming and kept coming back.

It was ludicrously simple when laid out like this, and I was a little confused as to why so few human businesses were operating on this model.

Perhaps humans weren’t as intelligent as I’d thought, and I’d just had the good fortune to be surrounded by a group of the most erudite.

“You have a funny look on your face,” Danielle teased, which drew me from my contemplation.

The blonde electrician was leaning over the island in her kitchen, with her elbows on the marble countertop and her hands clasped around a steaming mug of coffee.

I focused on the coffee at first, because it smelled excellent, and I wanted to be especially sharp for my meeting. This had the added effect of drawing my eyes down from Danielle’s face, and I noticed the way she was leaning forward provided me with an excellent view of her breasts.

“Just going over what I need to say,” I told her with a smile, and I pulled my eyes back to her face.

Her warm golden-brown eyes sparkled, and she seemed almost more excited about taking over Krenshaw Auto than I did.

“From what I’ve heard, rehearsal is a wise idea,” Clare said as she walked into the kitchen rubbing her eyes.

She was wearing a t-shirt that looked comically oversized on her, because it was mine and fit me perfectly.

The redhead turned and reached up into a cupboard to grab a fresh mug for herself, and the movement revealed that all she wore on her bottom half was a pair of black panties. Ordinarily, she would have thrown on some shorts or something, since we technically had a guest, but this guest was unlikely to complain about what anyone was wearing.

“Is Liang up yet?” Clare asked as she placed her mug under the coffee machine and selected a pod.

Her favorites were the caramel latte ones, and I’d noticed Danielle had started buying more of them since Clare and I essentially moved in with her.

“Not yet,” I said, and I glanced at the clock. It was ten-thirty, but even so, I was still reluctant to wake our guest. “I’m just letting her sleep.”

Liang had also been a part of the Crimson 88 until recently, but after I took over the gang, I also took over the job of protecting the young blind seer.

“Good idea,” Danielle said, and she took a sip of her coffee, straightened up, and leaned back against the counter behind the island.

Her gaze flicked from me sitting at the breakfast bar on the island’s far side, to the closed door across the lounge area, which led to the downstairs guest room.

“Poor thing,” she added softly.

“At least she has a chance to rest now,” Clare pointed out. “I don’t even want to imagine what her conditions were like with the Crimson 88. They must have really run her ragged.”

“I don’t think constantly moving her around helped,” I admitted, and I peered down into my empty mug and decided another coffee couldn’t hurt.

As I stood from my seat, Clare darted in to steal it from under me, since she always complained her bare legs got cold on a fresh seat.

I’d pointed out the logical recourse was for her to wear pajama bottoms of some kind, but she’d declared it was much more fun to steal my seat.

And, despite the fact I would have ordinarily loathed the idea of anything being stolen from me, no matter how silly or petty, I’d found all I could do was chuckle and kiss her cheek.

I did so now, and then I moved around the island, past Danielle, and placed my mug under the machine.

“She won’t be like this forever, though, right?” Danielle asked, and she shot me a concerned look. “I mean, she’s not going to need to sleep sixteen hours a day for the rest of her life, is she?”

“I honestly don’t know,” I said, and an uneasy feeling twisted in my chest as I remembered the seer of the Yen Clan.

The strangely ageless woman’s gift had been so strong, I’d felt it in palpable waves.

I’d felt how close to death she was pushed with each vision and each question answered. And one question had exhausted her so much, she’d declared she would need to sleep for two whole years to recover.

Was that what awaited Liang in her future? I shuddered at the thought. She was so young, and yes, her power was still growing, but she’d barely lived a life. I didn’t want her to have to sleep through it, now that she was finally free to live for herself.

Danielle eyed me, like she was able to read my thoughts. To my knowledge, she couldn’t, but she was still incredibly perceptive.

“It could get worse, couldn’t it?” she said at last, and I nodded.

“Really?” Clare asked, and she looked between the two of us with a stricken expression. “Oh, god. That poor girl.”

“We’ll have to do our best to make the most of her hours when she’s awake, then,” Danielle declared in a firm tone. “Find out what her hobbies are. What she likes to do in her free time.”

“Does she even know that herself?” Clare pointed out. She was grimacing slightly, like she knew it might be gauche to say, but that didn’t negate the truth of her words.

“Then I suppose we’ll have to help her figure that out,” Danielle said.

I nodded in complete agreement and put an arm around her shoulders, and I pulled her against me so I could press a kiss into her golden hair.

“Stacey can help, too,” Clare added, and her expression brightened a little. “I’m sure she has some clever, expensive trick to help.”

“That would be on-brand,” Danielle agreed with a chuckle.

Stacey would be coming over later, now that her project in Egypt had finally wrapped up. She’d been back for a few days already, but had been so exhausted from jet lag and coordinating everything that she’d effectively sequestered herself in her glamorous house with her sleek cars and slept for several days straight.

With no small amount of satisfaction, I’d noted how decidedly draconic this behavior was. I intended to commend her highly on it later this afternoon, when I could do so in person.

At the mention of Stacey, however, my mind also went to Los Angeles, the continued string of disappearances there, and my increasing suspicion that a bar owned by a succubus was to blame.

In the past two weeks since defeating the Taowu and overseeing the Crimson 88’s shift to the legitimate, I hadn’t had a lot of time to keep tabs on supernatural occurrences, but it also appeared like there hadn’t been many on which to keep tabs in the first place.

Aside from those disappearances, everything seemed usually quiet.

Perhaps too quiet.

I was wondering if maybe Astrum was finally getting wise to what was happening here, how so far, I’d taken everything he’d thrown at me in my stride. The Taowu had been the first battle in which I’d really had to break a sweat, and that thing hadn’t even been sent by Astrum.

I still didn’t know how the Red Lantern society summoned it, though, and this was something that had plagued me on and off this past couple of weeks.

Because I could sense magic, to some degree, and this world didn’t have much. Really, it didn’t have any, except for the inexplicable presence of a few seers. A bunch of humans with a paltry little summoning ritual should not have been enough to summon something so immense and powerful as the Taowu, which meant something or someone else was in play.

I just didn’t know who, or what, or why.

One way or another, I would find out, of this much I was sure. I just hoped I found out in a way that allowed me time to prepare and fight back.

For now, though, I was focusing on the problems I did know about, like those disappearances. Honestly, I’d been hoping the human authorities or someone else would have been able to piece the issue together, because by now it was clear there were some people on Earth who knew about magic and knew how to combat it.

Succubae were tricky, though, even by Coilfell standards. They could use their charms to convince anyone investigating them to look the other way, or to claim there was nothing wrong at all. Even a well-trained human mind would not be able to withstand such a powerful imposition of will. Succubae were just too strong.

Even dragons could be susceptible if we weren’t careful, or if they moved in a group. A coven of succubae was no minor threat.

For this reason, I was increasingly convinced we were dealing with a coven.

And it was ‘we,’ because if the human authorities couldn’t deal with this, then it would fall to me and my own ‘coven.’

I’d laid claim to this world and was still only too happy to reap its riches. But when I’d met Liang, and she’d spoken in that soft, sure voice of hers and told me such terrible and incredible things, I’d come to see that I had a duty to protect this world, too.

I was a conqueror, and I was a guardian. I had the capacity to keep people safe, the knowledge of the threats, and the power to stop them.

Back in Coilfell, strength was a matter of taking whatever was within reach, but on Earth, I was coming to realize strength was more about protecting those who could not, or didn’t know how, to protect themselves.

I’d always been the territorial sort, anyway. This world was mine. Mine to defend, and mine to conquer.

That was why I planned to go to Los Angeles and investigate this bar, The Shade Bar, for myself. To see once and for all if this supposed succubus had anything to do with the disappearances.

And to make it clear I would not tolerate them messing with humanity.

This was a task for next week, though, because my agenda for today was decidedly more grounded in the ordinary.

“So,” Clare then said, and she was seemingly eager to redirect the conversation to a lighter subject. “How are you feeling about the meeting? You must be a little nervous, if you’re rehearsing.”

“Not nervous, exactly,” I said, because nervous genuinely didn’t seem like the right word. “More… I want to get this right. Start off on the right foot. There’s no point in buying Krenshaw Auto if all the employees decide they hate me and leave.”

“No one could ever hate you,” Danielle assured me with a smile.

“Well…” Clare said slowly, then grinned and laughed. “Okay, no one who’s not, like, a murderous asshole.”

“If there are any murderous assholes at Krenshaw, good riddance,” I said flatly, which made both of them chuckle.

Then I glanced at the clock once again and noticed the time.

“Quarter ‘til.” I knocked back the rest of my coffee and set the mug down on the side, and then I leaned in to kiss Danielle quickly. “Gotta go.”

I scooted around the island to kiss Clare goodbye as well before I grabbed my jacket and keys and headed out the door.

This was one meeting I could not afford to be late to.

Lenny Krenshaw had been more than happy to take my offer of seven million for his business, especially since the shop had been valued at five. But I wanted to make it clear I was generous and willing to pay good prices for top-quality enterprises. This included showing the employees I valued them and their expertise. I wasn’t interested in gutting Krenshaw Auto and liquidating it for a quick buck. I wanted to see it grow and improve, because ultimately, that would bring in far more money.

During the back and forth of paperwork exchanges over the past two weeks, Lenny warned me that if I truly wanted to secure the future of Krenshaw Auto, I would need to impress the employees. They were the business, and they all had years of experience under their belt, so if they didn’t like me, they would walk.

Even if they did, Lenny had laughed, they might still choose to leave, seeing this as a good time to try something new.

I would not force anyone to stay, but the more who did stay, the better chances there were of growing the business, and it all came down to impressing Lenny’s chief mechanic, an exacting woman by the name of Nia Harris.

I ruminated on this on the way to Gary’s. Even though Gary had his beloved truck and would’ve been happy to drive there himself, I’d insisted on picking him up. Partly because it would look more impressive to the Krenshaw Auto employees if we showed up in a Lamborghini Urus, and partly because I loved driving it, so even an extra few minutes to pick up Gary put a grin on my face.

And Gary himself certainly didn’t have any complaints. I made it a point to keep the interior spotlessly clean, and the purr of the engine reminded me of the sounds I could make in my dragon form. It was a low, thundering rumble just waiting for an excuse to build into a roar.

“How’re you feeling about this?” Gary asked me as he climbed into the passenger seat.

“I’ve fought vampires and banshees and a creature from beyond the worlds I know,” I said smoothly.

“So, you’re nervous,” he surmised with a grin, and I rolled my eyes at him.

Truthfully, I was relieved to see him in such a cheerful mood. Not just because we had an intimidating meeting ahead of us, but because the last couple weeks had not been kind to Gary.

He and Anna broke up, and after a few days of wallowing in despair, Gary decided to take it as a well-needed wake-up call. He needed to grow up and behave like an adult.

And thus had been the start of Gary’s so-called ‘self-improvement journey.’ Clare referred to it as a ‘midlife crisis,’ which an internet search told me involved buying expensive cars, dating inappropriately young women, and possibly moving to a hot and sunny climate.

So far, at least, I had yet to see that behavior manifest in my friend. Though, it occurred to me that perhaps I was in a midlife crisis of sorts. After all, I was over four-and-a-half centuries old, far older than my human companions, and I could not deny I’d recently developed an immense fondness for Earth’s vehicular engineering.

But if I could not shift into my dragon form and fly, driving a fast car was the next best thing.

Regardless, it wasn’t long before conversation in the car pivoted to this topic.

“I just, I hate all this talk about ‘high value’ males and females,” Gary lamented with another large sigh.

Ordinarily, we would be having this conversation in a bar over beers, but as part of his ‘self-improvement journey,’ he’d taken to drinking mostly smoothies, and he had one in a to-go cup in his lap.

These were not good smoothies, however, like the kind with fruit and yogurt. These ones had foul-tasting powders added to them. Gary assured me the taste was not the point, but as something of a gourmand by this point, I failed to see the point of food that didn’t taste nice.

“We’re people, you know?” he continued as he gazed out the passenger window. “Not economic assets.”

“No,” I agreed. “But is it not important for your well-being, and by extension that of your partners, to be able to provide for them?”

“Well, yes,” Gary admitted sheepishly. “But there’s a difference, right? We don’t need to be rich, we don’t want to have a giant pile of money just to sit on it and look at how much money we have.”

I raised my eyebrows, and he grinned.

“Okay, maybe you want that,” he said. “But I don’t. I don’t need millions, just comfort. I want to enjoy my life, not devote all my time to the grind. Fuck, I’m only young once, you know? I don’t wanna waste some of the best years of my life on working.”

‘The grind,’ I’d come to understand, referred to a non-stop work culture, though Stacey had been quick to point out it was a primarily American concept. I admired hard work as much as anyone, but the idea of working so constantly I could not enjoy a meal at Tony’s, or time with my friends and companions, did not appeal to me at all.

“But maybe I overcorrected,” Gary continued with a sigh.

He took a large swig of his unpleasant-smelling smoothie, and I saw him shudder slightly as he swallowed. Clearly, he wasn’t any fonder of the taste than I was of the smell.

“I’m not nineteen anymore,” he said. “I need to start showing people I can be an adult.”

“Clare did say, no woman wants to date a man she has to mother,” I agreed.

“That just sounds humiliating for everyone involved,” Gary said with a grimace, which, I’d come to learn, was already a good sign.

Gary was far from the worst man out there.

No, those men were men like Eric, Danielle’s former ‘stalker.’ Men who ignored when women were disinterested in their advances, men who levied greater size or higher status to intimidate women into tolerating their harassment. Men who even went so far as to murder women who refused them.

Clare and Danielle both told me stories of those sorts of men. Random strangers on the street, creepy ex-classmates, male patrons from former jobs. People who had all seemed to think a woman’s presence was in itself permission to leer at and harass her.

It was all very pathetic.

Gary was not one of those men. He was a bit childish, a bit inattentive, but he didn’t have a cruel bone in his body. He treated everyone with respect, even if they didn’t necessarily deserve it, and he was one of my closest friends in this world.

“You might have more success if you got Dave to clean up his act a little, as well,” I observed.

Dave was similarly kind and friendly, but I had it on good authority that he, too, was getting too old for his boyish demeanor to remain charming.

‘Good authority’ of course being Danielle and Clare.

Everyone loves a bit of whimsy, Danielle had told me frankly, while Clare nodded along emphatically. But when you’re almost thirty, and you’re still leaving your clothes all over the floor, like you’re a teenager? Come on.

“Did Clare tell you to say that?” Gary asked with a wry smile, but then he sighed again and rubbed a hand over the bald dome of his head. “Believe me, I know. We encourage each other’s worst habits. But like… he’s my best friend, man. I see him more than pretty much anyone else in my life.”

“All the more reason for you to go on self-improvement journeys together,” I pointed out. “Isn’t the quality of a man’s friends also a symbol of his status?”

I remembered when Gary had been trying to impress Anna, he’d relied on my reputation to confirm his. In demonstrating my superiority, he’d implied his own.

And, for a time, it had worked.

But Anna wanted more than implications, more than Gary’s gentle nature. She wanted an adult who cleaned up after himself, who was attentive to his partner’s needs as well as his own. Simply put, a partner, someone with whom she could share burdens and boons alike.

“If it is, I have serious doubts about your quality, my man,” Gary laughed, and I gave another good-natured roll of my eyes.

“For all your flaws, Gary,” I said, “and there are many--”

“Wait.” He grinned. “Is this supposed to be a compliment?”

“-- you are of excellent character,” I finished, and I smiled at him broadly. “And now that you know where you need to improve to attract a mate, you can put that knowledge into action.”

Because, despite my disgust of his smoothies, and the fact I was never entirely sure how to behave in these more ‘emotional’ conversations of ours, I was pleased to see this emerging transformation in my friend, and I hoped it stuck.

If I wanted him to be leading Cloud Contracting’s second team, I wanted to know I could rely on him to approach things seriously, maturely, and remain focused even when he would rather be playing video games.

Particularly since, true to Clare’s word, our schedule was utterly packed for the next six to eight weeks.

That was part of the reason I’d been so eager to take on employees from the Crimson 88. Many of them were physically fit and would, I hoped, adapt well to construction work once they had a bit of training. Danielle, for example, would be handling training people on electrical. She’d specifically requested a small team who could specialize in wiring, so as to ensure better quality overall and limit the chance of someone needing to gouge a hole in a freshly-plastered wall to fix a faulty connection.

I was hoping Dave might be able to do the same with plumbing. The unspoken but shared hope around the rest of our group was Dave would see Gary’s shifting gears and follow suit. It had already started in a way, because Dave was now undergoing the work needed to get his official plumbing certification, and I knew plumbing was another thing you really, really didn’t want to screw up.

We pulled into the parking lot for Krenshaw Auto not long after that, and that moment we climbed out of the SUV, a woman in a blue jumpsuit was walking out of the shop and straight toward us.

She looked to be in her late thirties, though it was possible she could have been older and simply took good care of herself. Her skin was a warm nut brown, almost the exact same color as her hair, whose tight curls were tinted blonde at the ends. They were piled up atop her head in a pineapple shape, both practical and stylish, and large hoops dangled from her earlobes.

“Ms. Harris?” I asked her politely, because there was only one person she could have been, even without the name neatly embroidered on her jumpsuit.

“You must be Mr. Cloud,” she said as she came to a stop in front of the car, put a hand on her hip, and looked me up and down.

It wasn’t like she was evaluating me as a mate, though, this was nothing like the faintly-hungry looks I got from women on the street. Here, I was being valued, appraised, like she was deciding whether a car was worth fixing or better off being scrapped for parts.

She then glanced at Gary.

“And you are?” she asked, not coldly, but not warmly, either.

“Gary O’Connell,” my friend answered, and he extended a hand.

Nia Harris looked at it for a moment and then reached out her own, and they shook.

“Nice to meet you,” I added as I offered my own hand, which she again deigned to shake. “I’m hoping we can do some good business together, you and I.”

“That would be ideal,” Nia agreed, though she raised an eyebrow as she said it. “I’m just not sure how easy that’ll be, seeing as rumor has it you plan to funnel a bunch of criminal gangbangers into my nice, shiny, well-respected auto shop.”

Straight to the point, then.

I smiled a little. Earth small talk was one of those things I’d never found much interest or skill in. But someone who got right to the heart of the matter? I decided I liked Nia Harris, even if it would take a little more convincing to get her to like me in kind.

“If you’re worried about becoming a front for a criminal organization, let me put those concerns to bed right away,” I said firmly. “I want to direct these men and women away from a life of crime and offer them a legitimate, well-paying job in a useful, stable industry.”

Her suspicious demeanor softened a little then, and I could see I’d earned myself the benefit of the doubt.

“I was actually going to suggest you vet them all,” I added. “Both because you know who will and won’t work well in this environment, as well as which department they’d be most suited to.”

Though now, having met her for myself, I had no doubt the vetting process would also include no small amount of intimidation to keep their noses clean.

“That’s… more acceptable than I was expecting,” Nia admitted. Her tone was wary, like she was expecting some kind of catch or twist. “Just don’t expect me to bow and scrape just because you forked over a pile of money to Mr. Krenshaw.”

This was a fair enough position to take, because I knew she’d been the Chief Mechanic here for six years, and I couldn’t help but grin again.

“I just want you to be honest with me, Ms. Harris,” I told her. “For you to tell me like it is. You know more about the workings of this place than anyone else, certainly more than me.”

I could see her preening a little under the praise. It was fair, not effusive, but still, I knew it was nice to be recognized for your hard work.

“No part of me wants to break your rhythm,” I went on. “You and your team’s expertise is the reason Krenshaw Auto has become such a respectable business, and I fully intend to preserve that reputation. Yes, I’m about to become your boss, but I’m not going to micromanage you. I want ours to be a partnership of mutual respect. And, quite frankly, I would like you to be even more visible going forward, so Krenshaw’s patrons will see the change of ownership doesn’t mean a change in quality.”

And it was this, finally, that made her fully drop the suspicion and wariness. A broad, genuine smile spread across Nia Harris’ face, and she held out her hand once again.

“Well, Mr. Cloud,” she said. “In that case, we have a deal.”
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Chapter 2

I was relieved to see I had won her over, at least for now, and as Gary and I climbed back into the Urus, I assured her this was going to be the start of a highly mutually-beneficial partnership.

“Nice work, there, man,” Gary remarked as we drove back into town. “I’m not even sure why you invited me along. You smoothed that over just fine by yourself.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But I wanted you to be there, too. If you’re gonna be taking on a bigger role at Cloud Contracting, it would be useful for you to have at least some idea about what’s going on in other parts of the overall business, too.”

“Shrewd,” he noted, but I could see he, too, was pleased with the praise.

I had no doubt he would rise to meet it.

Though I could have done without his gross-smelling smoothies.

“We should meet up tonight,” he said after a moment. “At Danielle’s, if she’s alright with it. Just the inner circle, and we can celebrate officially bringing Krenshaw into the fold.”

I grinned and was pleased at the idea for several reasons. The ‘inner circle’ referred to those who knew my true nature, and while I had no shortage of fondness for Dave, Kevin, Tony, and others, it was mentally exhausting to have to be so on my guard during social gatherings.

Plus, with how busy the past couple weeks had been-- acquiring Krenshaw Auto, helping Liang settle in, overseeing the Crimson 88’s transition, not to mention the swathe of jobs Cloud Contracting had been hired for-- we’d barely had any time to hang out as all of us, let alone coordinate a slightly more exclusive gathering.

“That’s worth a celebration,” I agreed, and I was already looking forward to an entire evening where I wouldn’t have to watch myself quite so closely.

As I continued driving, I felt Gary’s eyes on me and turned to glance at him.

“What?” I asked.

“Are you ever going to tell them?” The question came quickly, not out of urgency, but in the sense he’d been ruminating on it for a while. “Dave and Kevin, I mean? About… you?”

I paused as I considered this.

“I know it’s not on the same level as, like, telling someone you’re gay,” Gary added. “You know, like, everyone already knows gay people are real. But… Dave’s known you as long as I have.”

“He has,” I agreed. “And, believe me, I’m not withholding it out of… of malice, or a lack of trust. It’s just, the more people who know, the more at risk I am of being found out. The more at risk all of you are for knowing, for saying something, or catching the attention of something. Earth isn’t ready for the full truth.”

I didn’t dare imagine the chaos that would descend upon this world if people were suddenly forced to learn that magic was, in fact, real. That other worlds and creatures out of myth lurked just beyond a thin barrier that seemed altogether distressingly thin at times.

“I don’t know about that,” Gary said. “Maybe it would improve things to have it all laid out for everyone. They’d certainly be able to guard themselves better against threats. How many people were killed by the wendigo? The vampires? The Taowu? And now this… demon bar thing you mentioned? How many of them could’ve been saved if they knew what was really after them?”

“That,” I said pointedly. “Is an exercise in futility. And a dangerous step down the path to madness.”

Gary eyed me and didn’t seem to be following, so I laid it out more plainly.

“What’s done is done,” I said. “Theorizing about how a life might have been saved is pointless. It won’t change what happened. And there’s no magic, in my world or any other, that can reverse the transition from life to death.”

And thank the gods for that, because I frankly dreaded to think of the wars that would be waged for control of such a power.

“Knowing wouldn’t change what humans are, either,” I continued. “Which is, no offense, vulnerable. On average, you are all far less strong and fast and durable than a magical creature. And none of this is even considering the panic it would all cause. Assuming anyone believed us.”

“They’d believe it if they saw you transform,” Gary pointed out before he sighed. “I see your point, though. It wouldn’t be smooth. But would it be that much of a disaster? It’s just… now that I know the truth, it feels… I dunno, a little slimy to be lying to my best friend. It seems wrong to be leaving him and so many others in the cave.”

“Cave?” I asked blankly, and I took my eyes off the road to glance at him. “There are caves nearby?”

I couldn’t entirely hide the interest and excitement in my tone. While, of course, Danielle’s house was several steps above even the hottest volcanic cave, sometimes I did miss the harsh, natural simplicity of a stone cavern and the faint roiling of molten rock far below.

“Not a real cave,” Gary snickered a little at my excitement and then shook his head. “Ages ago, there was this philosopher named Plato, and he had this… I guess it was a thought experiment? An analogy. These people were born and grew up inside a cave, where all they saw was the back wall, the shadows projected onto the back wall by the sun, and whoever was standing at the mouth of the cave. Because they grew up there, they didn’t know the shadows were just shadows, they thought those shadows were the whole world. But it wasn’t until one of them dared to turn away, to walk out of the cave, that they realized there was so much more.”

He spoke slowly, intentionally, and I was startled by the story he was recounting. It wasn’t one I’d yet heard of in this world, though I knew ‘philosophers’ were particularly revered storytellers who injected great meaning and allegory into their tales.

“And… lying about magic, that’s the shadow on the wall?” I asked.

Gary nodded. “You pulled me out of the cave, you and Clare. And it was scary. Everything unknown is, right? But the world outside is beautiful and real.”

I smiled and felt half-proud, half-apologetic.

“When did you get so philosophical?” I asked him, and he turned away as he flushed a little.

“Like I told you before, I’m on a self-improvement journey,” he mumbled, and he took another sip of his disgusting smoothie.

I promised Gary I would consider his point in a little more depth, at least as far as telling Kevin and Dave went, and he seemed satisfied with this compromise when I dropped him off at his apartment. From there, it was a short drive back to Danielle’s, where I noticed one of Stacey’s cars-- the deep-blue Aston Martin-- was parked outside.

In the main room, she was clustered around the island and chatting merrily with Clare and Danielle, who’d both gotten dressed, and Liang, who looked like she had only rolled out of bed a few moments ago.

“Ethad!” Clare said brightly when I walked in, and I suspected this was mostly for Liang’s benefit, because the seer’s pale face broke into a smile at the sound of my name.

“Good morning,” I said as I came into the kitchen area, and I paused to press a kiss to Stacey’s cheek before I sat down next to Liang. I smiled at her, even though she couldn’t see it. “How are you feeling today?”

“A little less tired,” she said, and I watched as she gently slid her hand over the marble top of the island until her fingertips came into contact with her mug.

They slowly crept up the side of the mug and found the loop of the handle by touch before wrapping around it and picking it up.

“I’m hoping the pattern persists,” she continued after taking a sip. “I would prefer not to keep sleeping through your adventures.”

“I’d hardly call rewiring a bunch of rich folks’ kitchens ‘adventures,’” Danielle snorted.

To my immense relief-- and probably also to Liang’s-- Danielle, Clare, and Stacey had all quickly become close with her, and the four of them had struck up an easy friendship.

At least, in the hours when Liang hadn’t been exhausted.

“But since you’re awake, maybe we can have some today,” Stacey offered with one of her danger-edged smiles.

I couldn’t help but grin in response.

Stacey’s long black hair, which she kept meticulously straight, was twisted up with a banana clip today, save for a lock at the front, which dangled down to her collar. This section included the bright white streak of her hair, a detail of her appearance that continued to fascinate me.

I realized at that moment that I still didn’t know where it had come from. It seemed altogether too flashy for Stacey, who generally endeavored to pass through the world unseen, known only to a highly-exclusive clientele. The only conclusion then, was that it was natural, but I was still curious to know the details.

And maybe part of me was simply eager for a conversation with her, since I felt like I’d barely seen her in weeks. Between Cloud Contracting taking off, and her being in Egypt, a few stolen moments here and there had been the sum total of our interactions.

“I’d like that,” Liang said in a warm tone, but her expression faltered a little as she turned in the vague direction of Danielle. “I’m sorry to have been taking advantage of your hospitality--”

“Ah, ah,” Danielle cut the seer off with a wave of her hand. “None of that. You needed your rest, and you needed a space away from people who… didn’t appreciate your full personhood. I was, and remain, only too happy to oblige. So don’t apologize.”

A cautious smile touched the edges of Liang’s mouth.

“If you insist,” she said, and Danielle chuckled.

Truthfully, while it had been a shame, none of us were surprised at the amount of rest Liang needed over the past couple of weeks. In addition to the toll her visions took on her, she’d gone through a whole ordeal with the Taowu.

And if I, a dragon, found it taxing, I could only imagine how a young human woman would’ve felt at the end of it all.

Indeed, she’d basically slept for a week straight when I’d first brought her here. Danielle set her up in the downstairs guest room, and none of us had seen her for five straight days. And, even afterwards, it had only been brief moments where she ate something before going right back to sleep.

So, I was glad we were getting to have actual conversations with Liang now. Hopefully, it was a sign she would be spending more of her life awake than asleep going forward.

But the knowledge of the Yen Clan seer, and the toll her own abilities took, still haunted me.

“Have you heard anything from Shen today?” Liang then asked as her milky, sightless eyes flicked over to me.

“Not so far,” I said. “So, I presume things are going well for now. Nia Harris agreed to take on some former members at Krenshaw Auto.”

“Oh, good,” Clare said, and Liang, too, looked encouraged.

I always had mixed feelings when she brought up Shen. Because while it was obvious he cared for her, and was probably the closest she had to a friend while with the Crimson 88, he still seemed to rely on her a little too much for my liking.

Thousands of other gangs and businesses have made their marks without seers, I told him one night about a week ago. The Crimson 88 has my protection and a good amount of funding. You don’t need to run to an exhausted young woman to solve every problem for you.

I know that, Shen had admitted. He’d grimaced as he’d said it, like he’d known his behavior wasn’t sustainable and was even a bit disrespectful of Liang. It’s just… I would like to see her. I don’t know if she would necessarily like to see me. This is… simpler.

So, it was evident he cared for her, even if he didn’t know how to express it. Possibly that came with the territory of being a gang leader. I imagined such a position inherently complicated things like interpersonal relationships. It seemed little better than royalty, on that front.

Clare, Danielle, and Stacey quickly picked up on the imbalance of Liang’s relationship with Shen, and more broadly with the Crimson 88, and had been gently but firmly telling Liang she needed to assert herself more and not consider herself their tool. This primarily involved advocating for herself when her gifts took too much strain, as well as untangling the intense loyalty she held for the Crimson 88.

On that front, I was staying out of it, because I knew this was Liang’s journey to make and her path to forge. Even so, I was hoping as fervently as the others that she would come to think beyond the Crimson 88. Possibly, my hopes were even more fervent, because I’d heard, and still so clearly remembered, the devotion in her voice when we first met.

And the 88? You’re loyal to them?

I am. Their ambition is mine.

I shivered a little at the memory, which felt somehow incredibly close, despite being over three weeks ago and feeling like a lifetime ago. It was a time before I’d known Liang as a friend, a time before I’d known there were monsters beyond those of Coilfell and Earth, a time before I’d known of things like prophecy.

But her devotion had been potent. Palpable. She hadn’t been raised to have even a chance of considering any other life.

Things were different now, though, and I wanted her to understand that. I wanted her to know this vast, wide world was ripe for the taking. If only she was willing to outstretch her hand.

I wanted that life for her, far beyond the Crimson 88, far beyond being a seer.

And, privately, I hoped this life of hers, wherever it led, would somehow involve me.

But ultimately, I was a dragon. We were ambition incarnate, and for this, I would not hold Liang back from hers.

Because it was a Saturday, and none of us had things like jobs to attend to, Gary called ahead and came over in the mid-afternoon. At Danielle’s suggestion, we broke out some boardgames, including one that involved answering trivia questions and minimal visual components.

It wasn’t a grand, exciting adventure, filled with danger and fraught emotions and passion. It was a perfectly ordinary afternoon, with easygoing activities and excellent company.

It was its own kind of paradise.

As afternoon became evening, conversation turned to what to have for dinner. While we all loved Aurora, and the promise of eternal free food remained enticing, none of us wanted to move, and I was enjoying the relaxation of being my true self too much.

Besides, I’d stood on the sidelines of delicious food for too long. Now, I wanted to try it for myself.

Clare, Stacey, Gary, and Liang chattered, which mostly involved updating everyone on respective business ventures. Stacey recounted how she’d just scored an impressively lucrative-sounding contract in Los Angeles, and Gary availed them of the details of his ‘self-improvement journey.’

Meanwhile, I stepped into the kitchen and into my role as Danielle’s sous-chef.

Together, we cooked up a feast. Succulent chicken breast marinated in yogurt and spices. A spicy, peanut sauce. Rice cooked in coconut milk. A fresh, fragrant relish of cucumber and sliced ginger.

“Damn! You guys could give Tony a run for his money!” Gary declared as Danielle and I set out heavily-laden plates in front of everyone sitting at the table.

It certainly did smell delicious, and in my brief forays into cuisine, I had quickly learned that the best way to work up an appetite was by cooking, so I was absolutely ravenous to try it.

And, sure enough, it was delicious.

As we ate, conversation turned to Liang and if she’d had any ideas about what she wanted to do, now that she was no longer bound to the Crimson 88.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” she said with a soft frown. “My life was so… sheltered. I didn’t have a chance to really pick up any other ventures or passions. My whole purpose was to grow my powers, to learn how to control and master them so they wouldn’t master me.”

“Of course,” Danielle murmured. She was sitting on Liang’s other side and reached out to gently cover the seer’s hand with her own. Then, in a hopeful, encouraging tone, she asked, “But now?”

“I… I want to try everything,” Liang admitted as her delicate porcelain cheeks turned pink. “I want to find out what I do and don’t like.”

“Then we’ll give you a bit of everything,” I promised her. “Any ideas where to start?”

She considered this for a moment.

“I think… music,” she said. “And poetry. Oral storytelling is a kind of prophecy, wouldn’t you say? The past being refracted into the future.”

“Stories always feel more alive when they come from the mouth of a living person, instead of a dead page,” Stacey agreed matter-of-factly.

“There are music classes in town, you could sign up,” Clare suggested, and as people chipped in with excited suggestions, I made a mental note to purchase some musical equipment for Liang.

Danielle’s house was large enough that I knew she wouldn’t mind converting another guest room into a sort of music-poetry studio, a place where Liang could find and explore her passions.

Thankfully, I had at least managed to finish my delicious meal by the time Danielle’s doorbell suddenly rang.

But, when it did, everyone looked up in surprised confusion, including Danielle herself.

“You’re not expecting anyone?” Stacey asked, and Danielle shook her head.

That was enough to have me rising from my seat and heading to the door myself.

I wasn’t sure whether to anticipate an attack right on Danielle’s doorstep, because to my knowledge, no otherworldly creatures besides myself knew this was her place of residence.

Unless it was someone coming for me. A disgruntled gang member, perhaps, or a monster slightly more intelligent than a vampire.

Instead, I breathed a sigh of relief when I opened the door to see Shen standing there.

“My apologies,” he said by way of greeting. “I know it’s the evening, and weekend, but this couldn’t wait.”

“Is something wrong?” I asked, and then, with a little more suspicion in my tone, I added, “Are you here for Liang?”

Shen’s dark narrow eyes widened slightly, and he quickly shook his head.

“No, no,” he said. “I’m here for you. I just… I don’t yet know if something is wrong or not. It’s… complicated. You’ll see. Can you come with me? Now, please?”

I looked at the sleek black car waiting on the drive. I was thankful Danielle’s house had a drive, and a long one at that. A car like that would draw attention just idling on the sidewalk.

“Ethan, what’s wrong?” Clare’s voice came from inside the house, and a moment later, she was at my side. “Oh. Hello, Shen.”

Her tone certainly wasn’t rude, but it wasn’t as friendly as normal. She was as surprised to see him as I was.

And, maybe, a small part of her was a little standoffish, given his complicated relationship with Liang.

“Good evening,” Shen said, and he gave a short little bow to Clare, then looked back at me. “Will you come?”

“Come where?” I asked. “What is this about?”

“Shen?”

That was Liang’s voice now. Her hearing, unsurprisingly, was incredibly sharp, but she’d had to hone it like a knife to compensate for her lack of sight. I glanced over my shoulder to see her walking toward the front door, with one hand on the wall to her left to make sure she kept the correct trajectory.

“Liang,” Shen said.

His voice was warm and desperate with a kind of longing that made me feel a little bad for him. It was plain to see he’d missed her, but even he admitted the lifestyle Liang had with the Crimson 88 was not suitable.

“I don’t mean to interrupt your evening meal,” he said, partly to Liang, partly to me. “But it’s urgent.”

“What is?” I pressed a little more firmly this time now. I was beginning to get concerned. “Shen, what’s wrong?”

“Someone has… come to us,” he said as he awkwardly shifted on his feet. “I cannot say more than that, really, because I don’t know anything more. Only a demand. To speak with the leader of the Crimson 88.”

“Well, that’s you, for all intents and purposes,” I pointed out.

“I know, and I tried to explain that,” he said with a nod. “But apparently, I will not suffice. You have been demanded, Ethad. The true leader of the Crimson 88. The Crimson Dragon.”

That immediately set me on edge. While this had been a common epithet for me back in Coilfell, the only people who knew me by that name in this world were gang members.

And if they were bursting into the Crimson 88’s headquarters and demanding Shen get them an audience with me, I doubted they were just interested in a conversation.

“Alright,” I said. There was no sense in refusing this person. If they made trouble, I would just remind them why it was foolish to challenge a dragon. “Lead the way.”

“Wait,” Liang interjected, and she gently pushed past Clare to stand in the doorway. “I’m coming, too.”

“What?” Shen blinked in shock.

“Are you sure?” I was equally baffled, but Liang’s usually placid expression was determined.

“I am still Crimson 88,” she said as she lifted her chin. “Just because I wasn’t out on the streets doesn’t mean it wasn’t my family. The only family I have ever known. If there is someone who demands to speak with the Dragon, I want to know why. I have allied myself with him, after all, Shen.”

Her tone was resolute, and I knew there would be no swaying her from her opinion, even if I could quite easily have physically forced her.

But that wasn’t my style. Instead, I turned to Shen.

“She’s a grown woman,” I said. “And she knows a lot more about the Crimson 88 than I do. I trust her judgement.”

Shen was clearly unsure about this, but seeing as I was technically his superior, and he was smart enough to know this assertiveness could only be a good thing for Liang, he did not argue and just gestured for her and I to follow him to the car.

Clare caught my arm.

“Stay safe,” she said.

Her pale blue eyes glanced quickly to Liang, and I understood the unspoken part, too. To keep her safe, as well as myself. Looking past Clare, into the house, I could see Danielle, Stacey, and Gary all watching on with concern.

“Always.” I reached up to cover Clare’s hand with my own, and I kissed her forehead before pulling away.

Then I offered Liang my arm, and she grasped it firmly as I led her down the path to Shen’s car. She climbed into the back, and I slid in behind her. Shen sat opposite us while facing backward.

We drove in silence. Shen didn’t offer more information, and I didn’t ask for any, because I knew he would have given it if he had it. Instead, I glanced out of the tinted windows and watched as, slowly, Chinatown sprang up around us.

The Crimson 88’s headquarters, now that they were no longer an official gang, was mainly serving as a ‘hub’ for all the various now-legitimized former fronts. As such, when we arrived and Shen stepped out of the car, there was an eerie silence emanating from the building.

All the guards and foot soldiers had other jobs now. Most welcomed the transition to more legal employment, though a couple had joined up with other gangs. Either way, there was no need to keep this building populated, because there was no need to hire people to quietly move contraband, intimidate witnesses, and various other extra-legal activities.

And so, this empty building yawned in their wake and seemed to beckon me inside. Like it had some wonderful secret it desired to impart.

The building seemed to open up to Liang and I and drew us in, as if protectively. As if the stones themselves knew it was only a matter of time until one gang or another made a move on the freed-up territory, on the now-legit businesses who could theoretically be levied for protection money.

Not a particularly well-kept secret, but still one that bared preparing for.

For now, Shen led Liang and I deep into the building. I was actually surprised by how many doors this strange visitor was hiding behind. Had they forced their way in? Snuck in? Had Shen invited them so deep? None of these options seemed plausible.

“You really don’t know who this person is?” I asked Shen in a low voice, because with this place empty, the slightest sounds seemed to bounce and ricochet off the walls and make it sound like I’d spoken from six different places at once.

Liang found it even more disorientating, judging by how she clung to my arm.

“I do not,” Shen confirmed. “We were not given a name. Only the same request, over and over. ‘I demand an audience with the Crimson Dragon.’”

I squirmed again at the sound of that name. Even of the gang members who knew that epithet here, there weren’t many of them. The official rumor still holding the streets was Shen had wiggled out from the elders’ influence himself and was running the Crimson 88 fully autonomously now.

I wanted the story to stay that way, frankly, at least until the Crimson 88 had demonstrated they’d genuinely turned over a new leaf. Because it was one thing to offer disadvantaged youth stable employment, it was quite another to be the leader of a gang of murderers, drug dealers, and traffickers. No one would touch Cloud Contracting for so much as a squeaky hinge.

Suffice it to say, whoever knew that name was probably dangerous to begin with, but they were rendered all the more threatening by the destruction they could implement if they started throwing that name around the wrong circles.

We passed the mural, the one that still made something stir inside me whenever I laid eyes on it. Now, in the wake of having defeated the Taowu, I looked upon the formless mass of darkness once again.

Was that the Taowu? A human seer’s attempt at putting form to a creature that literally defied reality? I couldn’t say. I wanted to believe this prophecy was now fulfilled. I’d saved Chicago, Chinatown, and the Crimson 88 from a terrible monster. I was the wall between threats and innocence. I had defeated the evil.

But while prophecies weren’t exactly common on Coilfell, I knew how I felt about them, and altogether it seemed far too simple, and far too easy, for everything to be over just like that.

This image had stood here for a century, after all. And the Taowu, while formidable, hadn’t felt like the defeat of a villain worth a century of warning.

I was missing something. The only question was whether I would figure out what, exactly, I was missing in time to react.

But I set this aside as Shen led us past the mural and ever deeper into the headquarters, until, finally, Liang and I were shown into one of the Crimson 88’s innermost chambers.

It was a large room, paneled in dark wood, with four columns roughly demarcating a ‘center’ section from the ‘edge’ section. On the far wall, directly opposite the doors, a fire burned merrily in a hearth, and I found myself drawn to the majestic, wild flickering of the flames.

In the middle of the room, settled between the square of columns, were two couches. Between them sat a low table with a traditional Chinese tea set.

And, on one of the couches, was a woman.

The first thing I noticed was that her clothing was unusual. At first, I thought it was just ill-fitting, but then I realized it was men’s clothing. It was also completely at odds with the scarf she had tightly wrapped around her neck, as though it was deathly cold in this room, rather than warm and honestly a little stuffy.

I heard the doors close behind us, which blocked out the gust of cooler, fresher air, as well as the harsher, whiter lighting. In here, the only light came from the fire and a handful of lanterns strung from the rafters.

“As requested,” Shen said in a low voice, and the woman now turned to face us.

She rose elegantly from her seat, and as Liang and I slowly walked forward, so did she, until we were standing about ten feet apart.

“Scorcher of Skies,” she said, and her smile was dangerous as her eyes flared with an inner fire. “We meet at last.”

I stiffened, so much so that Liang sharply turned to look at me. But all in all, I reckoned this was a fairly restrained reaction, because this woman knew me.

Not just as Ethan Cloud, not just as the Crimson Dragon, but as Ethad. Scorcher of Skies. Destroyer of Peace.

She was from Coilfell.

And, once I realized this, I understood everything else. Her strange manner of dress. Her sharp smile, her eyes, and how she knew these things about me.

This woman was a dragon.
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Chapter 3

My first thought was to be on edge.

It had been one thing when I’d believed this woman was just some stranger with influence in Chicago’s underworld. The knowledge she was a dragon changed the game entirely.

I could squash a human without a thought. A dragon, even a weak dragon, would be a brutal, dogged fight.

And there would be a fight. My kind were proud, territorial, and not generally social, certainly not with each other. Dragons liked to be in charge, so of course we didn’t like taking orders even from other dragons.

Back in Coilfell, I’d rarely encountered others of my kind. We were solitary creatures, and the only points of contact had been to fight with them over treasure-- which was always a fight to the death-- or to briefly mate with them, which also proceeded or was preceded by a fight.

Only the strong were worthy to pass on their bloodline.

It was a brutal and sometimes tiring existence. Of course, back in Coilfell, I hadn’t thought of it in this manner, it had just been the way of things. Now, though, with a couple months of human life under my belt, perhaps my companions and friends were rubbing off on me.

This was understandable, because I found them infinitely preferable to dragon companionship. The worst thing Clare, Danielle, and Stacey ever did to my ego was lightly poke fun at it.

“Ethan…?” Liang said slowly from where she was still holding my arm. Of course she’d noticed me suddenly tense at the sound of this strange woman’s voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Get back,” I told her, and I pulled my arm from her grip and passed her to Shen, who pulled her away swiftly even as he regarded me with confusion. “This woman is a dragon.”

Shen’s eyes widened, and Liang tensed. I spared them only the briefest of glances, though, because I knew it was a foolish thing to take my eyes off what could instantly become a deadly opponent.

The dragon woman was watching me closely, and her dark eyes tracked my every move. She, like me, stood taller than the average human, maybe five ten or five eleven, with a lean, athletic build that no doubt belied her true strength. Her skin was a deep golden bronze, and her long hair was such a dark brown it was almost black.

Nothing about her appearance gave me any indication as to who she was, back in Coilfell. By her greeting, it seemed we’d never met there, but most dragons these days had reputations, because we numbered so few.

Those reputations were rarely attached to a human form, however.

“You know me,” I said to the dragon as I met her gaze. “But I do not know you.”

“Few do, in this form,” the female dragon said, and she gestured down at her human disguise with no small amount of distaste.

I understood this. Back when I first came to Earth, I, too, had felt fragile and exposed.

But I’d come to appreciate the quirks of my human form, all the same. My taste buds were more sensitive to flavor, and though my skin was quicker to feel pain, it more acutely felt pleasure, as well.

“A necessary precaution, in this world,” I said, and she looked back up at me with a nod.

“So it seems,” she agreed. Then, after a pause, she added, “I am Aethelind.”

I was unsurprised to recognize the name. Again, most of our kind had reputations in Coilfell’s dying age of dragons.

Still, I was surprised by how much I recognized the name.

Aethelind, the Golden Dread, was almost as powerful and feared as I was. How was she here? Had she somehow allowed herself to be tricked by Astrum, even after news had spread of his banishing me?

Or… had she been sent by him? My skin crawled at the thought. If she defeated me, she would be that much closer to being Coilfell’s most powerful dragon.

No. I pushed this aside at once. Even the lowest, most self-serving dragon would never join up with a human mage against their own kind.

“Why have you sought me out?” I asked. “Are we to battle?”

Aethelind grinned a sharp grin. A dragon’s grin.

“Your time here has changed you much, has it not?” she asked. “Are you so quick to forget the customs of our kind, brother?”

And with that, she lunged at me.

I dove away as instinct took over conscious thought, and I brought my hands up just in time to catch her arm as she swiped out at me. Her fingers had already morphed into long, golden dragon claws, and I followed suit. My veins filled with heat, and my muscles bulged and grew as horns sprouted from my head. I quickly entered my hybrid form, and I felt the greater speed and strength flow through me as the thick, red scales spread over my skin like armor.

“You forget yourself, Aethelind the Gold,” I growled as I shoved her back as hard as I could. She stumbled, but didn’t go flying. “I am the Destroyer of Peace. Coilfell herself trembles in my wake.”

“She used to,” Aethelind said with a cold smirk. “Until you were bested by a human king and his pet mage.”

Anger seared through me, and I raised my arms as I prepared for her next lunge. When she launched herself at me, I caught her and tried to throw her aside, into the wall, but she grabbed my arms, dug her nails into my scales, and anchored herself to me. Then we both fell to the ground, and we were snarling and snapping our fangs as we each fought for dominance.

She was stronger and faster than I’d been expecting, and I had a humbling realization as I understood it was because she was a dragon. I hadn’t fought someone like her since long before I’d come to Earth. If I tried to remember the last time I’d gone up against one of my own kind, it had to have been decades ago, if not a century.

I had, I now understood, been coasting on my reputation for some time in Coilfell. While I was still undoubtedly powerful-- my battles against the Gruesome Three and the Taowu proved this-- I was not quite at the zenith I’d been a few decades ago. I’d been resting on my laurels, and dealing only with petty threats like vampires had dulled my edge.

If I planned to go up against Astrum, to rip him limb from limb, I would need to rehone that edge.

But even now, even after a few decades of complacency, I was a dragon, the most feared being in Coilfell, and I was not going to roll over passively for the first creature to test me.

As we rolled again, I managed to pin my opponent, but the tendons in her arms and neck strained as she fought against my hold. I could feel a heat searing in the back of my throat, wanting to be unleashed, but my fire would be all but useless here. Flames could not harm a dragon, and Aethelind grinned wildly like she could read my frustrated thoughts.

In response, I reared back a hand and plunged my fist downwards, and I was aiming right for Aethelind’s face. At the last second, she managed to snap her head to the side, and I missed her by a hair. My attack was just the opportunity she needed, though, and she ripped one of her hands free of my grasp. She swiped up and tried to rake her own claws across my face, but I caught her wrist. Then I twisted her arm until she yelped, and the sound echoed in the mostly-empty room.

My draconic instincts were roaring at me to kill her. That was how most fights between our kind ended. But if I killed her now, I would not get the information about Astrum I needed.

“Enough,” I growled as steam poured from my nostrils, but the female dragon only bared her fangs.

“We have not even begun, brother,” she spat before her free arm swung into my peripherals.

She elbowed me in the temple, and the collision of dragon bone on dragon bone was so loud, like great boulders clashing, that I thought I heard Liang or Shen gasp somewhere in the distance. The blow was hard enough that I was dazed for a second, just long enough for Aethelind to wiggle out from under me and spring to her feet.

I, too, was standing a fraction of a second later, just in time to brace myself for impact as she suddenly sprouted golden wings and took to the air.

My own wings burst from my back in response, and seconds later we were both airborne. The room we were in was large and spacious, but it wasn’t large enough to maneuver as we would in the sky. Aethelind seemed to realize this as she neared the ceiling, and she scowled in frustration.

Then I saw a glint in her dark eyes, and it was like I could read her mind.

“No!” I snarled, and I pumped my wings hard and tackled her in the air before she could complete her shift into her full dragon form.

Her skin shifted and bulged beneath my clawed fingers, but she had to stop the shift as we both plummeted toward the ground. At the last second, I let her go and snapped my wings out, and she did the same just as her feet slammed into the floor and made another crater.

“You’ll bring this whole building down on us,” I rumbled as we faced off.

“So? What do I care for this structure or these mortals?” Aethelind raised an eyebrow and bared her teeth before she rushed me.

At least she stayed in her hybrid form this time, so it seemed she at least had a little sense in that thick-skulled head.

I lunged forward to meet her, and as we collided, she fisted her hands in my shirt and tried to shove me back. My feet skidded several inches across the floor, but while we were both dragons, I was still the older and larger one, even in this form. So, I dug my heels in, grabbed her arms, and wrenched her hands off me. I then surged forward, and I half-shoved, half-threw her into one of the pillars, hard enough that it splintered and buckled under the impact.

“This building and these mortals are mine,” I growled as dust from the broken stone drifted through the air. “As such, they are under my protection.”

Aethelind didn’t even seem dazed by the blow or my words. She pushed off the ruined pillar and launched for me again, and with a cry that was half a scream, she slashed her claws across my face. I felt the slight sting as they grazed the fleshy skin on my cheek, but I moved back just enough to avoid having my eye sliced out. Then, as she continued forward, I caught her in the chest with one hand and, with a grunt, I shoved her to the ground so hard the floor cratered beneath her.

She let out an almost winded gasp and lashed out a fist. I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge this time and took the full force of her blow across the face. Again, the crack of bone on bone rang out, and tongues of fire involuntarily whipped through my clenched teeth. The punch once again dazed me, but only for a fraction of a second, and it wasn’t enough to keep me from pushing her into the ground. Her sternum and ribs groaned under my superior weight, but she continued to fight, as our kind always did.

I grabbed her fist as it headed for my face again, and I shoved it down hard enough that the floor cracked even more beneath us. Using my weight, I pinned her to the floor beneath me, with one hand on her right arm, the other pinned to her side by my leg, and my own right hand pressed to her face as I shoved her cheek into the ruined floor. Her wings twitched futilely beneath her, but she could not take to the air or get to her feet with me on top of her.

“Are you satisfied, sister?” I snarled, and I pressed her face down into the gritty floor ever harder.

Despite the gravel biting into her cheek, she grinned up at me.

“There is no place for weak dragons,” she replied, and her voice was slightly muffled by how her face was being squashed. “In this world, or any other.”

Then she bucked her hips to unseat me, and as I tried to regain my balance, she shoved me back.

I hadn’t been expecting it, and this was the only reason I moved. If I had fought her before, if I knew her tells better, I would’ve seen it coming and known to plant myself better. As it was, I only staggered away a step or two, but it was enough for Aethelind to spring to her feet and turn to me with another sharp smile.

I half-crouched and braced myself for her next attack, but she didn’t move. In fact, as I watched, those deadly claws tipped in my blood were wiped on her pants, and she dusted herself off like I’d spilled a glass of wine on her instead of besting her in battle.

“Do you concede then?” I asked.

“For now,” she said as her dark eyes met mine.

And that was that.

As I shifted back into my own fully-human form, I glanced around at the once beautiful room, which now bore the scars of our little brawl. Gouges in the floor, dents in the walls, scratches like an enormous cat had raked its claws over stone and metal alike. One of the four pillars that demarcated the ‘inner’ square, the one we’d collided into, now looked on the verge of collapse. Judging from the fact it appeared to be constructed from wood, though, I doubted it was vital to the room’s structure.

“Were we in a more familiar arena, with more room to stretch, it would have been a pleasure to engage you in true, glorious battle,” Aethelind said.

I grinned at her, because I had to admit, if she’d given me that good of a fight in her human form, I would have liked to see what we were both capable of in our true shapes, while sprawling our battle across the skies.

There were few sights better than watching the entrails slip out of your enemy’s belly as they plummeted to the ground, dying or dead, and you soared high above, bathed in their still-warm blood and tasting that metallic victory.

“But, as I suspect you already know,” Aethelind continued, “there is a greater threat afoot.”

She raised her arm, then, and hooked a finger into the scarf she had around her neck. It was at odds with the rest of her clothing, and as she pulled it away, I understood why.

Marring the deep bronze skin of her neck was a mess of ragged, ugly scars. Like someone had tried to claw out her throat.

I shivered at the sight of those scars. Few things could scar a dragon to begin with. We were naturally hardy, with thick scales and strong magic. Even fewer things could scar a dragon in all our forms.

Which meant whatever marked her had been immensely powerful.

“Astrum?” I asked, but I already knew, in a way.

I almost felt like I could feel the shape of his magic at this point, and Aethelind nodded.

“He and his mages did this before they sent me here, through one of their portals,” she said, and her tone was rich with disgust. “I suspect it was their paltry attempt to weaken my dragonfire, after I incinerated half of them. Not that it matters. Like you, I have been banished to this accursed world.”

“How did you find me?” I asked, and she raised an eyebrow at me as though amused.

“It wasn’t especially difficult,” she said. “The echoes of your magic are strong here. I was surprised you weren’t already here when I arrived.”

I was confused for a moment, but then a second later, I understood. I had battled with the Taowu here. Not in this exact room, but in Chinatown. Moreover, I’d unleashed an immense amount of my magic, even tapping into the Oathfire. This was the flames of a dragon’s soul made manifest, the scorching heat of pure magic, pure power.

Even a blind, deaf werewolf with no nose could have sensed that magical signature. And for a dragon as well-known as me, any other Coilfellian dragon would have recognized it in a heartbeat.

When she came here, Aethelind probably assumed I’d revealed myself to this world and set about conquering it. And if she hadn’t made that assumption on principle, she definitely would’ve thought that when she sensed the remnants of the Oathfire. That wasn’t something a dragon did when they wanted to be subtle.

Indeed, ‘subtlety’ was not my kind’s forte.

“A second dragon…” a voice behind me said, and I turned with a start as I realized Liang and Shen were still there.

They had, in fact, been there the whole time, and Shen had seen my and Aethelind’s entire brawl.

Warily, with Liang still on his arm, Shen stepped forward. He was gazing at Aethelind with a combination of awe and fear, which I knew she would appreciate. These were the best emotions with which to look upon a dragon, if you wanted to avoid being roasted or eaten. Or both.

“Our legends,” Shen continued softly. “Our prophecies, they… they did not fortell…”

“I put little stock in human assessments of fate,” Aethelind said in the flat, aloof tone of our kind.

Somehow, though, I felt the urge to cringe a little when she spoke that way to Shen.

Had I really been so haughty when I first arrived here?

“She means no offense,” I told Shen.

“None could be taken,” he assured me. He just seemed enthused to be seeing and speaking to a second dragon, but he was probably also used to our ways by now. “Be welcome in our world, Lóng. By what name might we call you?”

Aethelind gave me a look of faint pride, as if to convey she thought I had the humans well-trained here. I raised a gentle hand to Shen and silently instructed him to stand down.

“Her name is Aethelind,” I said. “And she doesn’t need your awe.”

“Doesn’t she?” Aethelind asked coolly.

“You may have found yourself in this world, but it is already mine.” I turned to her with a warning look. “You will treat its inhabitants, particularly those who know our true nature, with respect.”

She looked baffled and affronted by the concept.

“Respect?” she scoffed. “Of humans? Have you lost your mind?”

“No,” I said shortly. “But I would have, and quite possibly lost my life as well, without their aid. They have taken me in. Clothed me. Fed me. Taught me of this world. They have my undying protection. Understood, sister?”

She narrowed her brown eyes at me, and I could tell she was considering starting another fight. I didn’t know if she thought she’d win. Based on our brawl before, it was anyone’s guess.

“We will need to work together if we are to defeat Astrum,” she said at last. “So, for the sake of my vengeance, I will refrain.”

“Good,” I said firmly.

It was about as much as I could’ve hoped for. And, frankly, if I’d been in her position, I would’ve done the same.

“Now,” I then said, and I turned to face her. “What can you tell me of Coilfell since I’ve been gone?”

“Nothing good,” Aethelind said as her face darkened. “Astrum has turned your banishment into his greatest achievement. His power and influence have grown, and King Balan provides everything he asks for, without question.”

She paused then, like she was about to admit to something uncomfortable, and seemed to brace herself.

“I cannot sense his magic here,” she begrudgingly admitted. “The portal that brought me here, he must have taken particular care to seal it, because I have no sense for it anymore.”

I took a small, uneasy step back. While portal magic was already incredibly complex and powerful, the ability to so completely seal a portal right after use was on a completely different level.

Aethelind’s brown eyes snapped back to me, and they burned with righteous indignation.

“What progress have you made in your return to Coilfell?” she demanded. “How may I aid your efforts?”

This gave me pause. Because, of course I wanted to get back to Coilfell. I couldn’t kill Astrum and Balan if I wasn’t physically there, and at no point had I ever considered abandoning my intentions to wreak terrible revenge upon them for this insult. Likewise, I’d kind of assumed this would involve finding a portal or gate back to Coilfell somehow.

But that didn’t mean I wanted to return permanently.

I’d begun to make a very pleasurable life for myself here on Earth. I had companions, wealth, status, and most of all, challenge. I’d languished in my cave for decades, doing nothing but admiring treasure and incinerating every foolish knight or would-be hero who thought they had a chance at outwitting or besting me.

If I was being honest, it had become monotonous. Boring. Predictable. Here, on Earth, nothing was certain. Every new job for Cloud Contracting was a new puzzle to solve. Every battle and mystery I’d so far faced was as exciting as it was frustrating.

Sometimes, I was almost glad for Astrum sending me here. Because now I had a great mystery to unravel. How to get back. How to kill him. How to discover the means by which a petty sorcerer had amassed the skill and power to now be Coilfell’s Royal Enchanter.

It was a thrill and a challenge the likes of which I hadn’t experienced since my youth, when almost every dragon had been bigger and more powerful than me. I’d traded on my skill and wits, and I’d ultimately become Coilfell’s most fearsome dragon.

I was enjoying this new version of that journey.

“Ethad?” Aethelind prompted, and I realized I hadn’t spoken in a long while.

“It’s complicated,” I said.

“Not that complicated,” she retorted. “This world doesn’t have magic. How do you intend to return to Coilfell if not by using one of Astrum’s portals against him?”

“This world does not have magic as you or I conceive of it, but there is magic here,” I corrected her.

When Aethelind gave me a funny look, I took a few steps back and gently placed a hand on Liang’s shoulders, and the gesture was both protective and demonstrative.

“This young woman is a seer,” I told the female dragon. “I have seen her gifts for myself. And there have been others. One created a vast mural that told these people I would one day come to them.”

“Seers?” Aethelind scoffed.

“Do you doubt my word, sister?” I scowled, and she leveled her gaze at me.

“I do not doubt you believe what you tell me,” she said. “But I can taste this world, and there lies no magic here, none but ours and that which was forced here by Astrum. Perhaps you have been gone from Coilfell for too long. Perhaps your magic is already waning.”

I growled at her, and I felt my eyes flash golden with warning. Of course she, as a dragon, was no more intimidated than I would have been, but I was still eager to make my point.

“I was strong enough to destroy the Gruesome Three,” I said. “On my own, even after they had consumed the souls of their clan. My magic is as strong as it’s ever been.”

“If that were true, you would have beaten me in moments,” Aethelind said. She didn’t say it like an insult, though, but as fact. “I can sense your Oathfire, brother. You haven’t fully recovered. Little by little, this world is weakening you, just as Astrum intended. For you, and for every other creature he banishes here.”

So, she knew about Astrum’s plan to use Earth as a ‘pen’ to keep Coilfell’s strongest creatures. That meant she probably also knew about the cages and the plans for a magical zoo.

“Funny you should mention that, because that’s the main reason I haven’t been able to track Astrum’s portals,” I said, primarily because I wasn’t remotely interested in discussing with Aethelind the possibility of my magic weakening.

Even if I was taking longer to recover than normal, it didn’t necessarily mean anything. And even if it did, I certainly wasn’t going to talk about it with a dragon I barely knew. I was reasonably confident she wouldn’t use it to try and kill me when my guard was down, since our best chance at getting back to Coilfell relied on helping each other, but I wasn’t confident enough to stake my life on it.

“I’ve been primarily occupied with vanquishing the various monsters Astrum has sent through after me,” I added. “This world’s people are not guarded against threats such as vampires and banshees.”

Aethelind’s expression flattened. She didn’t question why I’d bothered with such a thing, because I had claimed this world, and as such, I defended what was mine. Instead, she seemed a little baffled why I was putting so much effort into defending a world she clearly didn’t think was worth it.

I hoped this would at least mean she wasn’t interested in trying to take it from me. If we didn’t have to worry about fighting each other over Earth, our alliance against Astrum would be that much easier.

“You have a common goal.” Liang’s voice was calm but firm, like a cool breeze in the hot, stuffy room of draconic ego.

“She’s right,” I said to Aethelind. “And, as you said, our chances would be better if we worked together. I’m interested in hearing what you know, Aethelind. And I can offer food and shelter, in return for your peace.”

She paused for a moment as she considered my offer, and then she nodded.

“Very well,” she said, and she strode forward, clearly intending to walk right past me and out of this room, but I flung out an arm and caught her in the chest.

“Wait,” I said. “Not like that.”

“Like what?” she asked with a frown, and I looked her up and down.

She was still in her hybrid form, with patches of golden scales on her skin and long, deadly claws in place of fingers.

“We need to maintain our human disguises in this world,” I said.

Aethelind looked from me to Shen and Liang with a confused furrow to her brow.

“Are you hiding yourself or not?” she asked. “These humans clearly know your true nature.”

“They do,” I agreed. “As do a select group of others. But only a select group. My sojourn to Earth has been longer than I initially anticipated, and I’ve had to adapt. But discretion permits freer movement and makes us harder to be found by any of Astrum’s nasty little pets. You would be wise to exercise the same caution.”

Aethelind looked like she was chewing the inside of her cheek for a moment, but then she relented and shifted back into her own human form.

With that sorted, Shen escorted us back out to his car. Aethelind awkwardly climbed into the back seat, and I buckled her seatbelt for her, but only after I explained it wasn’t a restraint as she thought of it.

“Safety?” she scoffed when I explained the concept. “As if this contraption could harm me.”

“Of course,” I said. “But if we crash and you’re launched out of the window, who knows what damage you’ll cause. Or who might notice we’re not ordinary humans.”

She huffed, and I was reminded of a teenager, but she agreed to let me buckle the seatbelt.

I recalled Aethelind the Gold as being about a century younger than me, or maybe slightly less. That would have put her squarely in ‘late adolescence’ for dragons, who achieved true maturity around four hundred, which was equivalent to about thirty in humans, from what I understood, except dragons remained in our physical prime for much longer.

No one really knew how old a dragon could live to be, though. It depended on many factors, such as the amount of gold a dragon egg was surrounded with when it hatched, the general health of the parents and the hatchling, as well as the fights the dragon found themselves in.

I did not know of a single dragon who’d died of old age. All of my kind had died in battles against one another, or an army of humans. The oldest dragon I knew of had been just over a thousand years old, but he’d been wizened by then, and he was ultimately killed by a particularly enterprising king about a century before I’d been born.

As the car drove us back to Danielle’s house, I asked Aethelind how she ended up on Earth.

“There had been rumors of such a thing for weeks, if not months,” she explained to Shen, Liang, and me. “Talk of Astrum sending all manner of creatures to a strange world, bereft of magic. Those whispers rippled across all of Coilfell, such that they even found themselves in my ears. The Scorcher of Skies himself, banished by a paltry human mage.”

I bristled at the reminder. Even now, it stung to remember how soundly I’d been bested. I just reminded myself yet again how sweet my revenge would taste in the end.

“I took it upon myself to investigate,” Aethelind continued in a haughty tone. “How could a human have acquired so much power so suddenly? I took on my human form and made for the Royal Court. It was laughably easy to gain entry.”

I didn’t doubt this. If rumors were to be believed, Balan was eager to welcome pretty women into the Court at any time.

“Once there, I attempted to get close to Astrum,” Aethelind went on. “And it almost worked, but as I said, Astrum has somehow gained even more power, because when I got too close, he sensed me.”

A cold feeling shot through me, and I looked at Aethelind sharply.

“He sensed you?” I reiterated. “How?”

Such a thing should’ve been impossible. Dragons had no scent. Unless they’d released a large amount of magic recently, there was no way to track them, but something like a human disguise was petty magic. No one should have been able to notice something like that, even a mage.

“I do not know,” Aethelind said in a grave voice.

I wondered if Astrum had somehow obtained a kind of second sight, similar to what I’d experienced here on Earth. Liang had known I was a dragon before I’d even spoken to her, and Lenny Krenshaw could see auras.

But even in Coilfell, I’d never heard of such magic in humans. I’d come to assume it was a uniquely Earth magic, trading prevalence for exclusivity.

Shen and his driver dropped us off outside Danielle’s and wished us luck with planning. I could see the reluctance in his expression to leave, both because he didn’t want to leave Liang, and because he was probably desperately curious to learn more about Aethelind.

He had his own duties to attend to, though, and I didn’t want him or the Crimson 88 pinning more hopes on a dragon, especially when they were already in such a fragile phase transitioning from criminal to legitimate. So, I smiled, gave a wave, and then turned away from the car and guided Aethelind and Liang up the drive.

“The people you’re about to meet,” I said to Aethelind as we walked. “These are the only people you can mention being a dragon to, aside from Shen, Liang, and myself. Every other human you meet, you must behave as if you’re a human, too.”

Aethelind gave me a look to communicate how absurd she thought this idea was, but she at least didn’t argue.

“I fail to see how you have truly claimed this world if most of its inhabitants don’t even know your true nature,” she observed with a sniff.

My temper flared indignant and proud.

“I have claimed this world,” I reminded her hotly. “But brute violence is wasteful. A beloved ruler will never be overthrown. The people will die to defend him and welcome his rule.”

Aethelind shrugged while feigning disinterest, but I could see she hadn’t considered that method of claim before, and it interested her.

Still, she attempted to change the subject.

“Do these humans live in your nest?” she asked me as we approached the house.

I could see the intrigue in her expression, how this building rivaled even Balan’s castle. Sure, the castle was bigger, but the construction of this house was impeccable.

Not to mention, much better insulated.

“Some of them,” I said. “My companions.”

As if on cue, the front door opened. Clare had clearly been waiting by the window, or had possibly heard the sound of Shen’s car and rushed to the door.

The redhead bounced in the doorway while smiling broadly, and she pulled Liang and me into a fierce hug when we reached her.

“Thank goodness you’re okay!” she declared, and she pressed a kiss to my cheek before releasing me.

It was only then that she seemed to realize Aethelind was there.

“Oh,” she said as she blinked in surprise. “Hello. Who are you?”

“This is Aethelind,” I explained. “She’s a dragon.”

Clare’s pale blue eyes widened with fascination. Behind her, Danielle, Gary, and Stacey were all coming into the hallway, and they, too, stared at Aethelind with intrigue.

“Tell us everything,” Stacey requested.

About twenty minutes later, the four of them were up to date and stunned.

“I thought dragons couldn’t be sensed?” Clare said to me with a frown.

“They can’t,” I said. “Or, at least, they shouldn’t be. Somehow, Astrum has learned this skill.”

“A sign of his growing power,” Aethelind warned me.

“Well, you’re safe with us, Aethelind,” Danielle said warmly. “I have plenty of guest rooms, so you can make yourself comfortable here.”

Aethelind sat up a little straighter in her seat as she seemed to preen. Evidently she believed this treatment befitting of a creature like her. I was just pleased she saw the obvious value in my chosen companions.

My taste was, of course, impeccable.

“Where did you get your clothes?” Stacey then asked. She had a glass of bourbon in one hand and waved it up and down as she gestured vaguely to the strange ensemble the female dragon was wearing.

“When I arrived in this world, I found myself without dress,” Aethelind answered, which was a familiar story to when I’d first come to Earth. “Fortunately, I happened upon a passing human. I demanded he hand over his clothing to a superior creature such as myself. He did not protest.”

Danielle stared at Aethelind as her mouth hung agape. Both Clare and Liang were biting their bottom lips trying not to laugh, and Stacey just looked at Aethelind blankly.

“How do you even swing something like that?” Gary asked in a stunned voice. It was more said to himself than anyone else. “He must’ve been really scared. Or really horny.”

“Or both!” Clare giggled.

“What? No.” Aethelind frowned. “He had no horns that I could see. Beyond the normal one all males possess.”

She then turned to me, and her expression was urgent.

“Do some humans have horns in this world?” she asked.

I could see the focus in her expression and recognized it from myself. The desire to know as much as possible as quickly as possible about this world. All the better to adapt, and thereby, to conquer.

“No,” I said simply, because I didn’t fancy going into details just now.

Aethelind nodded smartly and turned away, and once her attention was elsewhere, I leaned down to Clare on my right and lowered my voice.

“Was I this clueless?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” she assured me with a chuckle, and I was halfway through a relieved sigh when she cheekily added, “You were waaaay worse.”

Unsurprisingly, given the excitement of the evening, everyone was pretty tired. Stacey and Gary each said their goodbyes and departed, and Liang retired to her own room shortly after. She was still catching up on what I imagined was years of exhaustion, and I wondered yet again what the explanation was for Earth’s strange magic, because even this mild version was pushing human bodies to their absolute limits. And, in some cases, beyond.

“Take all the time you need,” Danielle said as she and Clare both kissed my cheeks and headed upstairs to the master bedroom.

“I don’t think I’ll be too long,” I promised them, because I, too, was tired.

But I needed to know as much as possible, as fast as possible, about Aethelind’s situation and what she knew.

Once we were alone, Aethelind eyed me.

“I admit, this place is… peculiar,” she said. “But you have built a fine life for yourself, Ethad. Five companions is a fine number for a hoard of concubines.”

“Five?” I exclaimed. “Oh, no, no. Liang and Gary aren’t my-- Liang is just a friend. And Gary, he-- I’m not interested in Gary, or men, like that.”

“You are not?” She frowned a little. “Strange. Variety is one of the few points humanity has in its favor. But never mind that for now. Are these humans I have met representative of this world? In body and mind?”

I knew what she was asking. If she was likely to be stuck here for months like I had been, she would be interested in building up a small hoard of her own, and that would also include companions.

“Not all humans are as kind and understanding as them,” I said. “We need to be immensely careful about what we say and who we say it to. But I’ve so far found that humans on Earth are generally more attractive than in Coilfell. They have a strange system of healers here. But it means they are plagued by fewer ailments. And most have more than enough to eat.”

Her eyes widened in fascination. I should have expected, like me, she would find Earth’s food to be one of its greatest assets.

“Well, then, at least I shall have good options,” she declared.

“You will, but remember this is my territory,” I reminded her as I narrowed my eyes. “You are here only by my grace.”

“Your grace was barely able to beat me,” Aethelind pointed out. “I will entertain alliance, brother. But do not test me.”

“Only if you don’t test me,” I retorted sharply.

“I have no intentions of taking your nest or companions,” she scoffed and rolled her dark eyes. “But you cannot expect me to live here without a hoard of my own.”

“So long as it is one of your own,” I half-snarled at her, and we glowered at one another before mutually calling it off.

By human standards, I supposed this was an odd dynamic, confrontational one moment, amiable the next. But such was the way of my kind. We were a solitary species, even if I had unmistakably become a little less solitary from spending so much time with humans.

“Be mindful you do not become domesticated by these humans, Ethad,” Aethelind warned me. “Remember, that is precisely what Astrum wants.”

I frowned a little at that.

“What do you mean?” I asked

Aethelind paused then. She eyed the door behind which Liang was sleeping and the staircase up to the house’s second floor. Like she was worried someone might be listening.

“I wasn’t sure if I could speak entirely freely in front of your companions,” she confessed as her eyes came back to me. “But I learned something else from Astrum and his mages, before I was discovered.”

“You don’t have to watch your tongue around my inner circle,” I told her. “It’s not just that they know what I-- what we-- really are. I trust them with my life.”

Aethelind looked baffled by the very concept, but I pushed this aside.

“What did you learn?” I pressed.

“I learned that sending powerful creatures to this world, such as yourself, was only the first stage of Astrum’s plan,” Aethelind said as her expression grew grave. “I gleaned a few more details before I was discovered. Astrum wishes to use this world’s lack of magic against us. To weaken us, at which point he will resummon some of us into large cages. I saw those cages being constructed myself.”

I frowned a little and tried to hide my impatience, but I already knew all this.

“I discovered all this myself months ago,” I said. “I interrogated one of Astrum’s grunt mages. A wind mage. Jasik.”

Even so, it was unsettling to know how the plans were proceeding.

And it was doubly unsettling to know Astrum’s theory, his plan, might be correct. I was taking longer than normal to recover from tapping into the Oathfire. It had been two weeks now. If my recovery was slowing, how long before I was unable to recover to the same level at all?

I would have to be more judicious about how I used my magic in the future. I would have to fight smarter, rather than relying simply on superior power. But again, this was something I’d already known about Astrum.

“That is not all of it, Ethad,” Aethelind said darkly. “Those cages are being built with incredible magic. Dangerous magic. The kind that can withstand power even as fierce as the Oathfire. And in conjunction with this world weakening our magic, Astrum will use these cages to exact humiliating victory over the once-proud dragons of Coilfell. Not merely to be made into spectacles, but into the architects of our own destruction.”

I stilled.

“What?” I asked in a hush.

“Astrum intends to use the cages’ inhabitants as conduits,” she explained. “I saw his journals with my own eyes. I snuck into his chambers before he found me. Weakened, the magic of those creatures, of us, will have become malleable. Astrum will siphon what remains and, using the echoes of this world that will cling to us, he will open a larger, more stable portal between this world and ours. One through which he intends to send every magical threat across all of Coilfell.”

I sucked in a breath and was too stunned to speak.

If Astrum succeeded in such a thing, he would be hailed as a savior. Maybe even a god. He would have demonstrated the ability to banish anything and anyone he wished. No one would dare stand against him. No one even could.

And Earth would be utterly destroyed.
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Chapter 4

A grim part of me wasn’t even that surprised to learn any of this. Because of course Astrum wouldn’t give a thought about this world.

It wasn’t his world, and moreover, he believed it didn’t contain magic. Therefore, as a mage, it was worth neither protection nor preservation.

It was just a dumping ground for all his problems, and he was forcing some unsuspecting strangers to do his dirty work for him.

It was infuriatingly on-brand for that man, who’d sent mages to this world to gawk at cages and monsters to terrorize the populace.

This also went a lot of the way toward explaining why Astrum had been sending his grunts to do this sort of work to begin with. I still didn’t know exactly what the purpose had been, but I was willing to bet some of it had been to demonstrate to those mages just how easy portal magic was for Astrum.

To demonstrate how easily he could send most of them to Earth, permanently, if they so much as spoke out of turn. This world, where their magic was distant and difficult, where they would feel it weakening. To them, it would have felt unnatural and sinister. An intimidation tactic, because mages didn’t work well in groups.

They were much like dragons, in that way.

Even so, I was startled by just how on edge this news put me. Maybe it was because it was coming from a dragon, and indeed this was the first time in decades I’d been in such close quarters with one of my kind. When dragons did congregate, it was like a feedback loop, everyone’s territoriality and egos and pride feeding back into one another.

“You saw this?” I asked Aethelind. “In his journals? It wasn’t some trick or ploy to misdirect those who came looking?”

“You know how few humans in Coilfell can read,” Aethelind said with a scoff. “Certainly none of the servants who would be cleaning his chambers. And I only found them to begin with because I sensed the magic he had used to place an illusion on that drawer of his desk. Believe me, he would have had no cause to lie in that tome. He believed only his eyes would lay upon it.”

I pursed my lips. I had no reason to doubt Aethelind’s competence, or her honesty, which meant she had to be right.

“He will destroy this world,” I said. “It will be torn apart by the creatures he sends through. I can’t even imagine the chaos.”

“Is this coming from a place of sentimentality, or do you truly believe there is some divine, cosmic force holding all worlds in balance?” Aethelind asked as she cocked her head.

“Can’t it be both?” I was too prideful to admit just how acutely I had come to think of Earth as my new home. “Magic is a force, same as any other. Its use has consequences, like striking a mirror will shatter it.”

“Astrum could well shatter this world,” Aethelind admitted, and I was at least pleased to see she took no joy in this eventuality. “I suppose little human heroes would say this would be cause enough to stop him.”

“I suppose they would,” I agreed.

But as it was, I was content to stop him for my own vengeance, and to ensure he would never make such humiliating trophies of our kind.

“Do you have any sense of a timeline?” I asked. “How complete did the cages look? How long does it take to weave their magic?”

“I cannot say, no one but his most trusted mages were permitted a close look,” Aethelind said. “I only caught a glimpse of the cages at all because I managed to seduce one of them. Insufferably chatty man. Had I not been attempting to preserve my disguise, I would have clawed out his throat.”

My lips curled upward in a bland agreement. Mages were, as a rule, insufferable. Even if they weren’t the kind who suddenly developed impossibly strong magic and began a crusade against all magical creatures.

“Then it becomes all the more imperative we discover a route back to Coilfell and stop Astrum before he can make himself a god-king,” I said gravely.

“On this, we are in complete agreement,” Aethelind swore as her eyes flashed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my journey through the portal has… drained me more than I thought it would. I require rest.”

I showed Aethelind to the guest room she would be sleeping in. Someone-- probably Clare-- had laden the bed with over a dozen small cushions, probably to help make it feel more nest-like. Aethelind didn’t say anything, but I saw her eyes light up a little with pleasure. I smiled at the sight of Clare’s consideration and made sure to commend her for it tomorrow.

Unfortunately, though I was also tired from the day’s events, my mind would not quiet. Dragons needed less sleep than humans, but even so, the next morning, I awoke feeling sluggish, having only stolen two or three hours of true sleep before the day dawned.

It was Sunday, which meant none of us were working, so I texted Stacey and Gary, and they were both at Danielle’s before ten. I’d spurred them along with the promise of breakfast, and when they arrived, I was frying bacon and eggs on the stove, with the house’s occupants already clustered around the kitchen islands.

Clare was whipping up a batch of her excellent pancakes at my side, and Aethelind was watching us both with no small amount of curiosity.

“What is Coilfell food even like?” Danielle asked as she offered Aethelind a cup of coffee.

After a dubious sniff, the female dragon took a sip, then smiled, evidently finding it to her liking.

“Most of what dragons eat is either raw or cooked meat,” she said. “We have little need for vegetation like cattle do. And what little I’ve tried of human food has been… uninspiring.”

“Well, we have the benefit of globalization,” Stacey said with a shrug.

Like Gary, she preferred to drink her coffee black and bitter, and I’d seen Aethelind eyeing their mugs with distaste. Like me, she had no taste for what Clare called ‘psychopathic’ coffee.

“She’s right,” Clare tossed the words over her shoulder. “A whole world of spices and the infrastructure to deliver them anywhere.”

“I would never have thought humans would become so accomplished in the culinary arts,” Aethelind remarked. “I think I am beginning to see why Ethad has grown so fond of your world.”

Once the food was cooked, Clare and I presented heavily-laden plates of everything to the center of the island, and everyone dove in. Stacey, on Liang’s other side to me, asked the seer what she would like, since she couldn’t tell what was on which plate without being told. Liang made her selections, and Stacey loaded up a healthy portion before serving herself.

I was glad for this, not just because it ensured Liang was included, but because she was a slight thing. Sure, she seemed naturally petite, but a life spent mostly out of the sunlight in concrete warehouses had left her paler and slimmer than she should’ve been.

All of us were eager to see her get some color in her cheeks.

Unsurprisingly, Aethelind’s appetite was as ravenous as mine, and she had a particular liking for bacon.

“Just as well you know how to make money, or I’d be going broke just paying for ingredients,” Danielle remarked with a laugh.

She was sitting on my left, and I chuckled before leaning in to kiss her cheek.

“That’s why we eat at Aurora,” I reminded her.

With free food for life, a couple meals a week at Tony’s restaurant took off some of the strain from our grocery budget.

Plus, we knew he was more than able to take the strain for himself. Since I’d gotten those thugs to back off, and Cloud Contracting had remodeled it, Aurora had been catapulted to the tops of ‘Best Chicago Restaurants’ lists everywhere. He was even currently in the process of opening a second location on the other side of the city.

Though, even without Tony, we would have been more than fine. Cloud Contracting was already bringing in very tidy profits, and with the added benefit of one Stacey Brooks, who was able to handle the acquisition of any particularly rare materials, our business was so far unparalleled in the great city of Chicago.

Only after everyone had eaten their fill and the plates had been licked clean did we turn to the more important matter at hand.

“Astrum wants to destroy Earth?” Gary exclaimed in a stunned tone when Aethelind and I had finished explaining, and he looked between the two of us nervously.

He was seated between Clare and Aethelind and seemed a little unsure about being in such close proximity to a dragon whose intentions he still wasn’t totally clear on.

“I don’t know if ‘wants’ is quite the right term,” I said. “But he certainly doesn’t care if he does. He just wants Coilfell under his thumb.”

“So, how do we stop him?” Stacey asked briskly. She was on Aethelind’s other side to Gary and looked the female dragon up and down like she was appraising a lot at auction. “How do we get you two back so you can kill him?”

I smiled and was a little pleased to hear a hint of draconic fury, even a little bloodlust, from one of my companions. But Stacey had always been the most dragon-like of the three of them, with a good sense for money and a keen understanding of exactly how much she was worth.

“The simplest solution would be to find the remnants of a recent portal,” Aethelind said. “But this would have to be one Astrum did not care too much about. The one he sent me through-- and, I suspect, the one he sent Ethad through-- were carefully sealed behind us, to ensure we couldn’t sneak back.”

“Could you have?” Clare asked curiously. “If Astrum hadn’t been careful, I mean?”

“With some effort, quite possibly,” I said. “Dragons are creatures of magic. We have some magic of our own, inherently. But it’s not as… directed as a mage’s. It’s more about pure will than meticulous study.”

“Brute forcing it,” Danielle said with a wry smile. “A dragon uses a hammer, a mage uses a lockpick.”

“If you like.” I shrugged, because the analogy wasn’t entirely wrong. “But even a hammer can’t break through a sufficiently strong wall, and that’s what Astrum’s been doing.”

“So, we find you another portal,” Clare said firmly. “Any ideas where to start?”

She glanced between Aethelind and I, who were sitting at opposite ends of the island, and we shared a look.

“As I understand it,” the female dragon said. “You already have a lead of your own. In a place called… Loss Angels?”

“Los Angeles,” I corrected the half-remembered name, and I looked at Stacey. “You told me about that bar, remember?”

“The Shade Bar,” Stacey said with a nod. I knew she was remembering the story she’d told me, the night we met. Of a woman who had brewed literal love potions, whose colleagues had robbed the customers blind once they’d all been put into a near catatonic state of bliss. “You think it’s being run by a succubus.”

“Astrum sent succubae here?” Aethelind asked, and her dark eyes widened.

“Better here than in Coilfell, I suppose,” I said, though I wasn’t happy about it.

On my right side, Liang grasped around and then found my hand on the countertop.

“They’re dangerous,” she said as she squeezed my fingers, and her pale eyes found my face easily. “I can feel it. Trickier than most creatures.”

“You’re right,” I admitted. “They’re… to be approached with caution. And quietly. If they suspect something is up, they have the means to make it a very bloody fight.”

“I’m sorry,” Gary said flatly. “What’s this about succubae? Those are demons, right?”

“Not demons as you would conceive of them,” I said. “They don’t spring up from Hell or anything. But they use their wiles to trick and manipulate people. Feeding on desire, taking riches and adoration. A couple started cults back in Coilfell, before the humans got their population under control.”

“They sound a bit like sirens, then, too,” Danielle noted.

“Either way, they’re dangerous,” I said, and I looked to Aethelind. “I was already planning to look into the succubae’s nest because of the reports of missing people that have cropped up around that area. Now, I suppose we have another reason to call.”

“You think they’ll help you?” Stacey looked unconvinced at the very idea.

No doubt she was thinking-- correctly-- that every other magical creature we had so far come across had been unilaterally hostile.

I gave her my sharpest smile.

“We dragons can be very persuasive when we want to be,” I promised her, and she responded with an impressively-sharp smile of her own.

“And you really have no other ideas?” Clare asked.

She was sitting between Danielle and Gary, with a slightly strained expression on her face, so Danielle leaned over to clasp her hand encouragingly.

“Ethad can handle it,” she reminded the red-haired woman. “He’s beaten everything else Astrum’s thrown at him.”

This was true, but a succubus-- or possibly several succubae-- would be another story. They were, as Aethelind had said, tricky creatures who relied more on intelligence than brute strength. They could charm their victims into doing anything. Handing over their riches, fighting someone else to the death, even committing suicide if that was what took the succubus’ fancy.

This also meant they would have heard other creatures from Coilfell had been sent to Earth. One way or another, they would have collated information about this world and other strange occurrences in it.

And that included the sighting of a ‘dragon’ in Hollywood over a month ago.

Thankfully, I’d been hidden behind dust, and humans had broadly dismissed it as a trick of the light, save for those who wanted to believe in magic, like Kevin, Dave’s nephew. A succubus, however, would know that photograph had been no trick of the light. They would know there was a dragon on Earth.

And so, sooner or later, they would know to expect me.

“What are you thinking?” Stacey asked, and I realized the table had gone silent, with everyone facing me expectantly.

“I’m thinking there’s no way the succubae don’t know I’m here,” I said. “They will know there’s a dragon on Earth, and they’ll be watching my movements. They’ll be able to charm whoever they need to, to tell them whatever they want to know.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Stacey said, but then she gave me a slow, catlike smile. “Though I’m willing to bet they don’t know about Aethelind.”

Slowly, everyone turned to look at the other end of the island, and Aethelind blinked at them.

“What?” she asked.

“You can be our secret weapon!” Clare said excitedly, but Aethelind bristled.

“I’m no weapon,” she declared with a scowl. “I am not to be bluntly pointed in a direction and fired.”

“She means, you’re an advantage they won’t know about,” I said to the female dragon. “Like stashing a playing card up your sleeve when you gamble.”

This metaphor, Aethelind understood, and she smiled dangerously.

“Still,” Danielle said as she turned to me. “If you go to Los Angeles, and the succubae are watching you so closely, they might think you’re coming there to hunt them down. Certainly with the missing persons reports. The last time you came to Los Angeles was because of the banshees.”

“Shit, you’re right,” I muttered, and she was.

Without a more plausible excuse, simply my movement would cause the succubae to go on high alert.

“Perhaps I can help with that,” Stacey said, and when we all turned to look at her, she gave an elegant shrug and adjusted her rectangular glasses. “I mean, I’ve just gotten a contract in Los Angeles, a client of mine I’ve had for a couple years now. It wouldn’t be unusual for me to bring along someone whose contracting work I recommend. I’m in materials, after all. You’re in construction.”

“That’s a good point,” Gary said with an approving nod.

“Of course it is, I made it,” Stacey answered in a faux-haughty tone, and Clare, Danielle, and I all grinned at her.

“So, Ethad’s movements are disguised, and you could be scoring us a big job, plus a sizable commission for yourself,” Danielle remarked in a wistful tone. “God, you’re good.”

Stacey just gave another elegant shrug, but I could see how pleased she was by the praise. She valued Danielle’s opinion highly, as another woman who was mindful of money and knew how to make nice with potential clients.

“The quicker you move, the safer it will be, too,” Clare added. “It’ll give the succubae less time to prepare.”

“I can book flights this afternoon, if you want,” Gary offered, and he spread his hands wide. “We can even write them off as business expenses, if we’re going there to talk about a job.”

“Hold your horses,” Clare interjected, and she put up a hand. “We can’t all go. That’ll look suspicious. You, me, and Danielle are all directly involved in Cloud Contracting, too.”

Gary opened his mouth to speak, faltered, and then closed it again with a slightly dejected expression.

“Damn, I hate when you’re right,” Danielle pouted, and she leaned down to rest her head on Clare’s shoulder, which was a somewhat difficult feat when Clare was seven inches shorter than her.

“Ethad should go because he’s the face of the business, and Stacey should go because she’ll be liaising the meeting,” Clare said frankly. Danielle’s head on her shoulder broke neither her rhythm nor her focus, except for the fact she tipped her head to rest her cheek against the other woman’s dirty-blonde hair. “The rest of us will stay here, to keep up the appearance of business as usual.”

“And obviously, Aethelind should go because she’s our secret weapon,” Stacey added with a gesture to the female dragon, who smiled and looked excited by the idea of a hunt.

“I’m coming, too,” Liang suddenly announced.

When we all turned to look at her, even though she couldn’t see us, the silence told her enough, and her determined expression became even more focused.

“I’m coming,” she repeated firmly.

“Liang, are you sure?” I asked. “It’s likely to be dangerous.”

“I know that,” she said. Her milky-white eyes could not see, but there was something fierce in them all the same. “But I can be useful there. Unlike here. I can’t do construction, I can’t see a computer screen to do admin. What would you expect me to do here? Sleep? Sit around the house all day, like some fine vase you’re terrified of breaking?”

I opened my mouth to protest but then closed it, because I knew she was right. Though unintentionally, Clare, Danielle, and I had been treating her with kid gloves a little bit, like we were scared of breaking her somehow.

But that was what the Crimson 88 had done, too. Stifled her out of the chance to have a life of her own. She was a grown woman and capable of making her own decisions.

“I see your point,” I said. “But there’s a difference between making your own way in the world and throwing yourself head first into a possible battle with succubae.”

“I know that,” she said. “But I can help. My abilities need practice to grow. I can begin to try and sense auras, which could be useful in tracking the succubae-- or even the remnants of the portal they came through.”

At this, Aethelind’s gaze snapped to me, and it was sharp and hopeful. I shook my head slightly to acknowledge her intrigue, but I was telling her to back off. While this could be an immensely useful skill, I didn’t want Liang to push herself too hard. Not when she had spent the better part of the last two weeks asleep.

“You can’t deny, I’m attuned to magic in a way few people are, certainly none of the other people in this room,” Liang said calmly. “Please, Ethad. Let me help. I know I can do it. You just need to trust me for once.”

It was this that finally won me over. I’d asked Liang over and over to trust me, and I had never let her down, but trust was a two-way street, and it was time I gave something back.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. But you’re staying far away from any physical fights, understand?”

“I know you’d kill anything before they laid a hand on me,” she said with a sweet smile and a startlingly focused gaze, despite her blindness.

I also couldn’t deny a part of me was curious to see what Liang could do, now that she was free to use her gifts as she saw fit. Possibly, she could figure out the reason or source for it, and I could begin to understand how Earth’s magic worked.

As Gary and I cleared away the breakfast dishes, everyone else swung headfirst into preparations. Stacey called her client in Los Angeles and began effusing the praises of Cloud Contracting and insisting he would be interested in a meeting. From the sound of her voice, and the brevity of the call, he was easily won over.

Cloud Contracting wouldn’t officially be able to do the work since we weren’t licensed in California, but Stacey apparently already had a plan for that. She already knew of a small, reputable California-based company that had hit a rough patch recently, and they were very receptive to the idea of being bought. They would do the work for us, but my business would get the credit.

“Done,” she declared with a proud smile. “We’re meeting him Monday night.”

“You’re incredible,” I said, and I leaned down and kissed her.

“I know,” she replied before she pulled me down for a second, longer kiss.

“Get a room,” Gary groaned good-naturedly, and Stacey and I parted.

I pressed one last quick kiss to her nose and then let her go.

“There’s just the matter of tickets now,” Stacey told the others.

“Wait, tickets?” Clare asked, and she looked warily over at Aethelind, who blinked uncomprehendingly.

“Tick-ets?” she repeated. “What’s that?”

“Travel papers,” I explained. “For flying.”

“We can fly?” Aethelind asked as she perked up with excitement.

“No, no,” I rushed to correct her. “Humans have these… contraptions. Vehicles. They fly. The humans sit in them, like in that car from last night.”

Aethelind’s excitement deflated at once.

“Why can’t we fly there ourselves?” she grumbled. “Surely it would be quicker?”

“Sure, but Liang and I would freeze to death at those altitudes,” Stacey pointed out. “Plus, it would kind of defeat the whole purpose of laying low and avoiding the succubae.”

“There’s another problem too, though, isn’t there?” Clare asked, and she gestured to Aethelind and Liang. “You two don’t have passports.”

“Oh.” Liang frowned. “You’re right, I suppose I don’t.”

I grimaced. I was both impressed by Clare’s attention to detail-- though I expected nothing less from the woman who almost single-handedly ran all of Cloud Contracting’s administration, including payroll-- but also unsure of how to fix the problem.

When I had gone to Eli Finch, leader of a local gang, and demanded papers in exchange for solving his little wendigo problem, it had taken him a week to secure a birth certificate and a passport and all of that.

But if we were meeting Stacey’s client on Monday, we didn’t have that kind of time.

“You won’t need passports for a domestic flight,” Stacey said. “And I can call in a favor that should allow us to waive any ID at all. But I’ll still need full names for the booking information.”

Relief flooded through me, and I sighed.

“Okay, good, we can handle that,” I said, though I did make a mental note to call Finch and have him pull a similar set of strings to give Aethelind some form of identification.

It would just make things all the easier.

This was, I realized, maybe the only downside of the Crimson 88 going legit. In losing their criminal connections, it would be harder to deal with problems like establishing an identity for Aethelind. Still, I was determined to take this in stride, and I wasn’t even sure I would’ve wanted to rely on a group who had clearly wanted to limit Liang’s movements by denying her a passport.

“I’ve just realized, I don’t even know your last name, Liang,” Danielle remarked, and at this, the seer flushed a little.

“I… I don’t think I have one,” she admitted sheepishly.

Danielle looked appalled, and Clare and Stacey looked angered.

I, too, felt a surge of irritation. Just another thing the Crimson 88 had denied her by claiming protection but really seeking control. Total dependency.

“Those bastards,” Stacey declared. “You don’t even know your parents?”

“No,” Liang said. “But even if I did, I have no proof of identity, nor a sense of kinship. I never knew them, after all.”

There was something all the sadder about how frankly she spoke. It hurt me to hear.

“Well, you need a last name of some sort,” Stacey said gently.

I was repeatedly impressed by how soft she behaved with the seer. Not like her confident, self-assured persona vanished, but just reshaped into a different kind of ferocity. Of someone protecting her own.

A dragon protecting her hoard.

“Do you have any ideas?” Clare asked. ‘Any preferences?”

Liang looked at a complete loss for ideas.

“How about Lóng?” I suggested, and Liang turned to face me.

“What?” she asked in a stunned voice.

“Why not?” I offered.

It was the name the Crimson 88 had called me by, and as I understood it, was just the Chinese word for dragon.

In my mind, it was a title Liang had more than earned. She had withstood a Taowu. She’d fiercely fought her corner and was determined to reclaim that which had been stolen from her. And I wanted her to know she truly had a place here, with me and all the others. We would be her new family. A family who actually cared for her, not what she could do.

“I… I would like that,” Liang admitted quietly, and her smile, though tentative, felt radiant.

“Liang Lóng,” Stacey tested it out, and she smiled. “I like it.”

“Me, too,” Clare said firmly, and then she turned to Aethelind. “And what about you, Aethelind? Do you have a last name? A family name?”

“Dragons don’t have families,” Aethelind said in a bored voice. “Our mothers leave once we have hatched. After that, it is the job of the hatchling to survive or die.”

Clare and Danielle both balked a little and seemed a bit put-off by the severity of dragon childhood. To me, though, it was the normal way of things.

Still, I couldn’t imagine a human doing that. Maybe because I’d seen a handful of human babies around the city, and they looked almost ludicrously helpless.

“How about Linda?” Clare suggested, and she looked between Stacey and me as if silently begging for backup. “You know, short for Aethelind.”

“Sounds good,” Stacey agreed. “And a last name?”

“Khan,” Gary interjected just as he finished loading dishes into the dishwasher. When he straightened up and saw we were all looking at him, he shrugged. “I went to school with a girl who looked a lot like Aethelind. Her last name was Khan.”

“That works, I guess,” Clare said, and she looked at Aethelind. “What do you think?”

“I have no opinion,” the female dragon replied flatly.

I figured that was as close to an agreement as we were likely to get, so we told Stacey to just go with it, and she called the number her client had given her, the one she’d vaguely alluded to as being some kind of favor.

Once she was off the phone, she smiled at us all-knowingly.

“So, what’s this favor of yours?” I finally asked, too interested to play it cool, and her smile turned mischievous.

“What?” she feigned ignorance. “You’ve never flown private before?”

Clare, Gary, and Danielle’s jaws all dropped, and Clare and Danielle practically hurdled the couch to begin fawning over Stacey and begging her to get them on the flight as well.

“Please, please!” Clare cried as she clasped her hands under her chin.

“Take us with you!” Danielle pleaded.

Stacey laughed like she was flattered by the attention. I had to chuckle too, because it was a hilarious sight, and I always loved to see the three of them getting along so well.

“Now, now, we’ve been over why you two can’t come,” Stacey said as she affected the tone of a stern teacher. “You have important work to do back here.”

“Boo, you’re no fun,” Clare whined, and Stacey laughed.

“Don’t worry, darling, Ethad and I will be sure to take you both on a private flight another time. And maybe this can be a trip for pleasure, rather than business.”

“Oh?” Clare asked with a sly grin, and when she turned to me, her blue eyes were sparkling.

No doubt she was already conjuring up a litany of exciting ideas.

Behind them, still over by the dishwasher, Gary mimed gagging, and I had to stifle a laugh.

“All we have to do is show up at O’Hare tomorrow morning,” Stacey informed me. “We’ll give our names to a gentleman at the terminal, and they’ll handle the rest.”

“How exciting!” Liang said with a wide grin. “I’ve never been on a plane before.”

“Fair warning, it feels kind of weird,” I said. “But take-off is exhilarating.”

Liang was prevented from asking any more questions by a sound at the door, which was immediately followed by Danielle bolting to her feet and running for the entrance like a greyhound chasing a rabbit.

“What the hell?” Gary muttered.

“It’s the mail,” Clare explained as she looked after the blonde woman.

“Oh, is Danielle’s duty to handle the missives of this castle?” Aethelind asked.

“Not… exactly,” I said. “She’s waiting for the results of her exam.”

“She’s training to become a High-Voltage Specialist,” Clare added proudly, and though it was plain from Aethelind’s expression that she had no concept of what that meant, the female dragon did seem to understand the discomfort of waiting for an answer on an exam.

Danielle came back into the lounge area a moment later holding an open envelope, and her face was as white as a sheet. Clare and I, practically as one, moved toward her with concern.

“Well?” I asked. I could see in her hands that the envelope had the logo of the certification agency on it. “What does it say?”

Danielle looked at me, then at Clare, and her shocked expression melted into the brightest grin I had ever seen.

“I passed!”
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Chapter 5

Clare and I let out cries of sheer, wordless delight. As the red-haired woman grabbed Danielle’s face to kiss her cheek, I wrapped my hands around her waist, and I picked the blonde up off the ground and spun her around.

It was official: Danielle Bronze was now a state-licensed high-voltage specialist.

“Congratulations!” Clare cried once I’d set Danielle down, and we both covered her grinning face in kisses.

“As if there was any doubt,” I added as Danielle began to giggle from our affection.

“It’ll do a lot for Cloud Contracting,” Gary said cheerfully as he, Stacey, and Liang approached to give Danielle their own congratulations. “Think of our credibility.”

“He’s right,” I said. “Now, you can officially lead the electrical team!”

“Wasn’t I doing that already?” the blonde woman pointed out with a smirk, and I grinned.

She was giddy, I could see it, and I was proud of her. Truly, I’d never doubted she would pass with flying colors. Clare and I had seen how hard she had dedicated herself to studying, and this was just the reward for all her hard work.

“I just can’t believe it’s finally real,” Danielle said with a sheepish laugh. Then she pressed both of her hands to her cheeks and shook her head as if in a daze.

“You’ve earned it,” Clare told her earnestly, and I could only nod in agreement.

“I’m actually glad I won’t be going to Los Angeles now,” Danielle said as she gazed down at the letter confirming her result. “I want to put this to work right away!”

My thoughts went to the Crimson 88 members we would soon be welcoming onto the team. Now with Danielle’s qualification, we would easily be able to set up a dedicated electrical team for jobs. I was eager to see just what she would do with such an opportunity.

“You’ll have to tell us everything you get up to once we’re back,” Stacey said with a warm smile, and then she looked over at me. “But speaking of Los Angeles, we need to make some preparations.”

“What preparations?” I asked.

“Well, Aethelind’s clothes, for starters,” Gary suggested.

A sheepish expression took over his face as he gestured to the dragon woman, who was still wearing the same ill-fitting men’s clothes and scarf from yesterday, only now they were much more rumpled from having been slept in.

“No offense, that is,” Gary hastened to add as Aethelind frowned at him. She clearly hadn’t fully grasped the depth of his meaning, but understood the gist. “It’s just that, if you want to pass for a regular human, you’ll need to dress differently.”

“But I got these clothes from a human,” Aethelind said as her frown deepened.

“A human man is what you told me,” I pointed out, and I then gestured to Clare, Danielle, Stacey, and Liang. “Human women usually dress a little differently.”

“And even when they wear more masculine clothing, we generally want it to fit,” Danielle added with a rueful smile. “Those clothes are clearly the wrong size for you.”

“I don’t know, it kind of works,” Stacey chuckled, and she cocked her head as she appraised the dragon woman. “In a 1990s Golden Globes kind of way.”

This definitely went over Aethelind’s head, because it also went completely over my own.

“I can take you shopping!” Clare offered. She looked excited at the idea, and I smiled as I remembered how eagerly she’d taken me to a tailor. “We can get you some more suitable outfits-- you’ll need different clothes, anyway, for LA. It’s way hotter there.”

At this, Aethelind looked between Clare and me with one eyebrow raised.

“So, these garments are unsuitable for maintaining my human disguise?” she asked, and I nodded.

I’d expected her to ask if she could borrow something from Danielle-- who was the closest in stature to Aethelind-- or perhaps request some advice on how to better pass for an ordinary human who had lived on Earth her whole life.

I did not expect her to start stripping.

Nonchalantly, Aethelind shrugged off the oversized jacket and scarf, and then she began unbuttoning the shirt, which rapidly revealed her bare chest.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Gary raised his arms to strategically block his view of Aethelind’s now-naked top half.

She stopped at his cries and looked at him blankly, but did not move to cover herself.

“Just a second!” Clare said with a laugh, and she rushed forward to pull Aethelind’s shirt closed. “You need to wear clothes in order to go shopping for new ones!”

“But you said these are ill-fitting,” Aethelind pointed out.

“You can borrow an outfit of mine, if you like,” Danielle suggested, and she darted upstairs before Aethelind could protest.

Clare rushed to button Aethelind’s shirt, haphazardly misaligning buttons in her haste, and Stacey and I shared a grin over how red Gary’s face had gone.

A moment later, Danielle returned with a pair of jeans and a sweater that was oversized on her, but would probably fit a little closer on Aethelind’s slightly taller frame.

“Get changed in your room,” the blonde woman said to the female dragon so she wouldn’t start stripping again.

“Human obsession with nakedness is so baffling,” Aethelind scoffed as she took the clothes from Danielle and headed up the stairs to her room.

“I think we’d be a lot more obsessed if all humans looked like dragons when we stripped,” Stacey remarked with a sly grin at me. “Do you choose your human forms, or do you dragons just all naturally look gorgeous naked?”

“All natural, I can assure you.” I smirked down at her, and I was too pleased by her glittering gaze and wry smile to even be annoyed that she had also complimented Aethelind’s appearance.

I supposed, from an objective standpoint, she, too, was good-looking. Like every dragon-in-human-form I had ever seen, she was tall and athletic. I presumed this was a holdover or manifestation of the fact dragons needed to be in excellent physical shape in order to withstand attacks from human armies, or even fellow dragons.

The weak, the unfit, those were the dragons who died.

A few minutes later, Aethelind came downstairs looking much more normal.

“Much better!” Danielle smiled warmly. “And your scarf will even go with the sweater, if you want.”

I saw the delicacy with which Aethelind took the scarf and wrapped it tightly around her throat, and I tried to imagine what was going through her head. Was she ashamed she’d been marked by a mage such as Astrum? Or was it that she wanted to hide it, in case his minions sighted her and recognized the work of their master upon her flesh?

All I could say for sure was she was as ravenous for vengeance as I was, and for that, I knew our alliance would hold, no matter our respective pride.

“We’ll find you a bunch of great outfits,” Clare assured Aethelind, and she looped her arm through the dragon woman’s. “And you’ll get a sense of what human life is like. You’ll seem as native as Ethad in no time.”

“Blending into one’s surroundings is an indispensable survival skill,” Aethelind agreed with a dubious glance at me.

I just grinned and nodded. The result of Clare showing Aethelind the ropes of clothes shopping was bound to be hilarious, and I almost wanted to come along.

But there were other preparations that needed done before we went to Los Angeles tomorrow.

“Could I come?” Liang suddenly asked, and we all turned to look at her.

She had remained quiet through most of the debacle with Aethelind’s stripping, but now she seemed a little more animated.

“You want to come clothes shopping?” Clare asked, and she cast a quick glance at Danielle and me.

“I know I won’t be able to see the clothes, but it sounds like a fun social outing,” the seer said with a small smile. “And… I’d like to do something kind of normal. I’ve never been shopping for clothes before.”

“What?” Clare gasped, and she really did seem shocked.

I supposed there was a kind of incredulity to it, but on a logical level, I wasn’t surprised the Crimson 88, who had guarded Liang so completely, hadn’t allowed her to go out shopping for her own clothes, even without the added fact she couldn’t see what she was wearing.

Regardless, her desire to ‘do something normal’ won Clare over immediately, and she dragged Aethelind with her as she moved to Liang and looped her free arm around the seer’s elbow.

“Then you have to come,” she declared. “Come on! The three of us are going shopping!”

Aethelind cast me a wary glance, like she was unsure of what exactly to expect.

“Trust her,” Danielle assured with a fond laugh. “She knows what she’s doing.”

“She does,” I agreed, and Aethelind narrowed her dark eyes at me, but not like she was earnestly suspicious.

It was more like she was aware of a harmless joke at her expense. This, I imagined, was how siblings would interact, if I’d ever had one.

Even so, I cast a meaningful look at Gary, and he nodded and quickly fell into his role as elder-cousin-slash-proxy-older-brother. He would keep an eye on Clare and help with wrangling not just a confused dragon, but a blind young woman, neither of which were familiar with the intricacies of clothes shopping or the crowded and complex layouts of clothes shops.

Liang seemed to have a good sense for space, because I’d only seen her knock into a piece of furniture once or twice, but I also knew Danielle’s house was large and sparsely populated. A crowded shopping center was a whole different beast, and I didn’t want her to feel like she was being left to fend for herself too much, even as she strove to be more independent.

I didn’t doubt Gary would enjoy himself, though, because hilarity was guaranteed to ensue, based on how amused he’d been when I’d first come to Earth and started learning about humanity.

So, Gary offered Liang his arm like a gentleman and told her, and she took it. Then they followed Clare and Aethelind as the red-haired woman practically dragged the female dragon out the front door.

“Have fun!” Danielle called after them fondly, and when the front door closed, she, Stacey, and I all grinned at one another.

“It’s going to be carnage,” Stacey said.

“But good for them, I think,” Danielle laughed. “Certainly Liang. She needs to see what normal life is like, poor thing.”

“Of course,” Stacey said. “But we should be careful not to pity her too much. She’s an adult woman, not a puppy.”

Danielle and I both looked at her in surprise, and she sighed a little.

“During the rougher years of my life,” she began, and I knew she was referring to when she’d been homeless with her mother, living out of a car, or in shelters, having to fight for every single meal, every bed, practically for the air they’d breathed. “I got very used to seeing a pitying look on people’s faces. And I hated it. Being sad for someone doesn’t do anything. It didn’t change my circumstances. It didn’t change the broken systems that chew people up and spit them out. It was like they thought I was weak or incapable of doing anything for myself.”

“I would never think something like that of you,” I said. “Or of Liang. I just… know she’s in a delicate state right now.”

“She is.” Stacey nodded. “And we should give her support, but she was right. She’s not a vase. We shouldn’t treat her like one.”

“You’re right,” Danielle said, and she thought for a moment. “I’ll try to stop saying ‘poor thing’ so much. Makes me sound like her aunt or something, anyway.”

She and Stacey shared a small laugh over that, and I smiled.

“And you and Aethelind,” the blonde woman added with a smile. “You seem to be getting along better than I thought.”

“Are we?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Well, compared to what you’ve told me of other dragons,” she said. “Proud, territorial, egotistic.”

“That’s just Ethad!” Stacey said with a laugh.

They both chuckled, while I observed them with a flat expression, which just made them laugh all the harder.

“That’s it!” Danielle giggled as she pointed at my face. “That’s the look you do!”

“It’s like she’s your annoying little sister,” Stacey agreed.

“I suppose we are siblings, in a way,” I admitted. “She is a sister in fang and flame.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Danielle asked as she sobered a little. “Having another dragon here, I mean?”

“It’s strange,” I confessed. “I’ve never really been in an alliance with another of my kind before, certainly not like this. Dragons are mistrustful of those who have something to gain in betraying and stealing from them. And just having her in close proximity… she’s on my turf.”

“Only for a little while,” the blonde woman reminded me. “Only until you guys figure out how to open a portal and stop Astrum.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” I said. “What if, when Astrum is dead, she turns on me?”

“She won’t,” Stacey said, and she spoke it with such conviction I almost believed her on the spot.

As it was, I looked at her curiously.

“She won’t,” she repeated. “You’ve given her shelter and knowledge and food. I’ve observed your behavior, Ethad, and I recognize it in Aethelind. She’ll honor your partnership, so long as we don’t give her a reason not to.”

“I certainly don’t plan on it,” I assured her.

“Then I don’t think we’ll have a problem,” Danielle said as she smiled at Stacey and I. “Now, what other preparations do you two need to make before going to LA?”

“Not much, I think, actually,” Stacey said. “Flight’s booked, my client is handling booking the restaurant for our meeting. And we can stay at my place, so we don’t need a hotel.”

“Seems I have more free time today than I thought,” I remarked with a grin.

“Wishing you’d gone with Gary to observe the chaos?” Danielle teased, and I turned to her with a mischievous smile.

“Oh, no,” I said, and I took a step toward her. She was still glowing with giddy pride over her test results, and it was too cute to ignore. “I think some celebrations are in order. Don’t you agree, Stacey?”

“Absolutely,” the dark-haired woman confirmed in a purring voice, the kind that usually preceded a very specific kind of fun. “I’ve never been one to pass up a ripe opportunity. And would you look at that? Empty house.”

Danielle looked between Stacey and me as a flush began to appear on her cheeks, and a grin slowly crawled its way over her face.

“Oh, yeah?” she asked, and her golden-brown eyes began to glitter.

Stacey stepped forward and took both of Danielle’s hands in her own. “You know, between my project in Egypt, and you studying, I feel like I’ve barely gotten the chance to know you.”

“I think she’s right,” Danielle said, more to me than to Stacey, but I could see how eagerly she was holding onto the other woman’s hands.

“Then this would be an ideal time to remedy that situation,” I noted, and with a flirtatious smile, Danielle turned, pulled one of her hands from Stacey’s to reach for mine, and led us both up the stairs to the house’s master bedroom.

The bed was still unmade from where Danielle, Clare, and I had awoken this morning, and all I could think was, ‘good.’

Danielle was grinning with excitement as she stood at the foot of the bed, and Stacey and I advanced on her like predators tracking their prey. I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her slow and deep. She moaned softly, and I felt Stacey sidle up beside me before she pressed her own lips to Danielle’s throat.

“Ethad…” Danielle murmured, but I shushed her.

“Just relax,” I said as I brushed the tip of her nose with my own. “Let us take care of you. You’ve earned it.”

That was the end of whatever protest she might have mounted. She knew, as well as Stacey and I did, that she was deserving of this lavish attention.

I pulled away from Danielle’s lips and began kissing the other side of her throat. Then, as one, Stacey and I unbuttoned Danielle’s blouse and revealed her lacy black bra and the smooth, soft skin of her stomach.

“Beautiful,” I declared as I tossed the shirt aside, and the blonde flushed.

She flushed even deeper when Stacey caught Danielle’s chin under her hand, and kissed her slowly.

I was rapt at the sight of the pair of them. They pressed themselves together, and Danielle ran her hands up and down Stacey’s curvy hips. I knew she was sincerely enjoying herself, but some of it was exaggerated for my benefit.

She had always liked to show off a little.

I moved to stand beside Danielle, so she was pressed between Stacey and I, and I ducked to kiss her throat again. Then I braced one hand on her hip, and the other came up to squeeze and palm her breast. With a satisfied sigh, Danielle reached one hand back to tangle in my hair, and she held my lips to her skin as Stacey’s hands went to the button of Danielle’s jeans, easily flicked it open, and pulled down the zipper.

“Not fair,” Danielle panted as she stepped out of her jeans. Her panties, I was pleased to note, were a delectable, sultry black, which matched her bra. “You two are… still fully dressed…”

“So eager to get us out of our clothes?” Stacey purred, and Danielle nodded while already panting a little from my attention.

Stacey captured her lips with another sultry kiss, and Danielle plucked at the shirt Stacey had tucked into her waistband. Then she untucked it so she could slide her hand under the hem and over warm, bare skin.

Stacey made a show of unbuttoning her shirt before letting it slip gracefully off her shoulders and pooling in a silken puddle on the floor. I couldn’t fully hold back a soft growl at the sight of her in a lacy bra, which was so sheer I could see her nipples poking through.

“I knew you had to be hot, for Ethad and Clare to be so obsessed with you,” Danielle said while I had both hands teasing her breasts, and she was arching her back as if to thrust herself into my palm. “But god.”

“I was going to say the same thing about you,” Stacey murmured with a soft laugh. “But first, I think we’re a bit overdressed.”

Under her exacting instructions, I removed my shirt and pants as Stacey removed her skirt. Danielle, meanwhile, laid on the bed and watched us.

“Much better,” she remarked as Stacey and I climbed in on either side of her.

“Yeah?” I asked, and I laid my palm flat on her stomach and slowly slid it down under the hem of her panties.

Her legs parted for me eagerly, and she let out a soft squeak as I brushed gently against her clit. She was already dripping wet.

“You make gorgeous noises,” Stacey purred as she straddled Danielle’s hips, but she left plenty of space for my hand as she slipped her own under the hem of Danielle’s bra and let the blonde’s breasts spill free.

Danielle let out a shameless moan as Stacey began to squeeze them, and she pinched the electrician’s nipples as I sped up my attentions on her clit.

“Not fair,” Danielle whined, even as she squirmed under our ministrations. “You two are--”

“We’re enjoying the view,” I assured Danielle, and I placed a kiss on Stacey’s bare shoulder while using my free hand to slide down first one bra strap, then the other.

With a quick flick of my fingers, the clasp came undone, and the thin lace gracefully fell away.

“God…” Danielle moaned, and she reached up a hand to paw and palm at Stacey’s chest.

Stacey arched her back and relished in the attention, meanwhile I slid my hands up Danielle’s thighs, under the waistband of her panties, and pulled them down so she was completely bare to us.

Stacey reached behind herself and brushed her fingers over Danielle’s clit. Danielle moaned, and Stacey made an appreciative noise.

“That wet already?” she teased. “You must really like us.”

“Why wouldn’t she?” I grinned as I settled myself between Danielle’s legs and trailed a line of tantalizing kisses up the inside of her thigh.

Stacey grinned and leaned down to kiss Danielle while massaging her breasts, and she swallowed the blonde’s whines and moans as I slowly, achingly slowly, made my way to the apex of her thighs.

When I gave that first long, deep lick, it was like a bolt of electricity had shot through Danielle’s body. Even with Stacey’s weight atop her, she bucked with a high-pitched moan, and Stacey let out a laugh.

“Easy, cowgirl,” she teased, and she climbed off Danielle to better appreciate the show.

I was ravenous between Danielle’s thighs, as though starved. And, in a way, I was. So much had been happening these past weeks. We’d all been so busy and so exhausted that I hadn’t had a chance to pleasure her as she deserved.

But I was making up for that now.

I thrust my tongue as deep inside her as I could and tasted every inch of her I could reach. Then I sucked on her clit so hard she wailed, and she fisted her hands in my hair and shoved herself against my lips.

“God, Ethad!” she whined as she rolled her hips into my tongue.

I didn’t let up. I knew she was hurtling toward an orgasm and threatening to crash into it entirely, and I wanted to see the effects of that impact.

A few moments later, I felt every muscle in her body pull taut, and her back arched off the bed as her mouth opened wide in a silent ‘O’. She seemed to hover there, in the crest of ecstasy, for several seconds before she went boneless, but her legs were still twitching from the echoes of her orgasm.

I barely had a moment to appreciate my work before Stacey’s hand was on my cheek, turning my face to hers, and she kissed me. I felt my already-hard cock stir at the knowledge she was tasting Danielle on me, and I knew how much she liked it.

As Danielle languished in the aftershocks of her orgasm, I took a few moments to appreciate Stacey by fondling her breasts and squeezing her ass.

“These need to go,” I growled as I slid my hands under her panties to feel her backside.

“Funny,” Stacey said. “I was going to say the same thing about these.”

And with that, she slipped a hand into my boxers and began pumping my shaft.

She caught me so completely off guard that I couldn’t help but moan loudly, and I bucked eagerly into her hand. She grinned at me, and I could tell she was getting off on being in control.

“You want to fuck her so bad, don’t you” Stacey crooned softly, and she turned her head to look back over her shoulder at Danielle, who was watching us with wide, lust-darkened eyes.

I nodded, since I didn’t quite trust myself to speak in that moment.

“She wants it, too,” Stacey purred. “She wants you to make her feel good. She wants to feel every inch of you inside her.”

I groaned and was unable to take the combined sensations of Stacey’s soft hand and her filthy mouth.

“You want that, too, don’t you?” I asked as I cupped her cheek.

She licked my thumb and sucked on it ever so slightly, and I hissed with pleasure.

“I want a lot of things,” she said. “But right now, I want to see you fuck her.”

Who was I to say no to such a request? Especially not when Danielle was watching us both so eagerly.

As Stacey pulled away and laid back down on the bed beside Danielle, I removed my boxers, and both of them stared shamelessly at my cock.

Then I knelt down on the bed and crawled over to Danielle, and I felt her shudder pleasurably as I rubbed myself gently between her legs.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she whined, and then let out a yelp as Stacey lifted one of her legs and hooked Danielle’s knee over her elbow.

As I slowly pushed inside, Stacey rubbed at Danielle’s clit.

I let out a dry gasp at the feel of her, and I could feel Danielle twitching and spasming, like she was already on the verge of another orgasm with how Stacey was touching her.

“You’re shameless,” Danielle moaned, and she reached over to stroke between Stacey’s legs.

“There’s no point in being anything else,” the dark-haired woman said with a smirk. “Especially when I have such gorgeous specimens in front of me.”

I set a quick pace and started thrusting deep, just how I knew Danielle liked. She seemed enraptured by the sight of me sliding in and out of her, and she stared at the place where our bodies joined with such intensity she seemed taken aback when the second orgasm crashed over her.

I gritted my teeth to hold on, since I wasn’t ready for this to be over quite yet. Somehow, I managed, and I slowly pumped my hips to prolong the pleasure for her. I only slipped out when she started to grimace from oversensitivity.

“God… Ethad…” she slurred, and I could tell her thoughts were scattered and pleasure-hazed. Then, a moment later, she turned to Stacey. “Your turn.”

“Oh, no, gorgeous,” she said, and the dark-haired woman’s eyes glittered. “This is about you--”

Danielle cut her off with a deep, debauching kiss, though I didn’t imagine Stacey was complaining.

“I want you to feel good, too,” Danielle purred when she pulled away from Stacey’s lips. “I want to see you. We both do. You’re so fucking sexy.”

“She’s right,” I agreed with a grin, and I leaned down to kiss Stacey for myself.

I tasted the echo of Danielle’s pleasure, and I hooked my hands around the backs of Stacey’s knees and pulled her sharply down so she was on her back before me.

“You guys will be the death of me,” Stacey half-laughed, half-moaned as Danielle began to stroke at her clit.

“But what a way to die, huh?” Danielle said with a lecherous smile. “On a dragon’s cock, with a wet pussy between your legs and another in your face.”

“You make a good point.” Stacey smirked, and she grabbed for Danielle’s hips. “C’mere, so I can make good on it.”

I restrained myself from just sliding into Stacey’s pussy until she had Danielle straddling her face. Only once Stacey had her tongue on Danielle’s clit, and the blonde woman met my gaze, did I finally let myself sink into Stacey’s dripping heat, and she let out a loud moan.

I knew I wouldn’t last long inside her, not with how good she felt, not with how good Danielle had felt, and not with the sight before me.

Danielle riding Stacey’s face was like a beautiful painting, and my cock throbbed between the walls of Stacey’s soaking pussy.

“Fuck,” I grunted and was unable to say anything else.

I was a mass of sensation, unable to form conscious thought, focused only on how good this felt, and never wanting it to end.

“She feels so good, doesn’t she, Ethad?” Danielle panted as her hazy eyes met mine over her shoulder.

I should’ve known these two would be a deadly combination. Their mouths and minds were downright filthy, and I might have been afraid if it didn’t turn me on so much.

Danielle was still oversensitive from how Stacey and I had pleasured her, and it was clear she wanted to hear Stacey’s moans as much as I did, so she eventually moved to lie down beside Stacey and watched her face as I thrust into the dark-haired woman.

“Oh, god!” Stacey wailed as she threw her head back, and she was gasping with each thrust. Danielle’s hand was on her clit again and speeding her toward an orgasm I knew would spell the end for us both. “Ethad, god, you feel-- you feel--”

“So do you,” I growled between bone-rattling thrusts. “God, you feel so good. I want you to come. I want you to come for me.”

“You heard him,” Danielle purred, and she watched Stacey and I like we were the most delicious sight she’d ever set her eyes on. “Come for us. Let us see you.”

That was all the encouragement Stacey needed, and she came so hard she cried out. I followed barely a second later, and I lost myself for a moment as I filled her with my hot seed.

When my mind reassembled itself, Stacey was still lying beneath me, panting hard, glasses askew, and Danielle laid next to her looking extremely pleased with herself.

“You…” I panted while half-glaring at the blonde woman, but she just smiled angelically. “… menace.”

I pulled out and watched my cum drip from Stacey’s still fluttering hole with primal satisfaction. Then the three of us clustered together atop the blankets, which were now even messier than before.

“And to think,” Danielle said with a happy sigh. “I used to settle for sex with one, boring, non-dragon guy.”

“The more, the merrier,” Stacey agreed with a chuckle, and she pressed a kiss to the blonde woman’s bare shoulder as her eyes met mine with a burning look.

I smiled at them both. I’d had lovers before I’d come to Earth of course, but nothing compared to this. Three beautiful women who loved one another as much as they loved me. It had resulted in several very exciting conversations.

“At some point, we should try and coordinate the four of us,” Danielle remarked as she snuggled down between us both. “That would probably be a lot of fun.”

“I think that just might kill me,” Stacey laughed. “You three are each maniacs on your own. I can barely handle two of you as it is.”

“Oh, you can handle anything, Stacey Brooks,” Danielle assured her, and she tapped her finger on the tip of Stacey’s nose. “You’re a goddamn goddess. Isn’t she, Ethad?”

“You all are,” I corrected. “Three, gorgeous goddesses. I don’t know why we bother doing anything other than this.”

“Because I’m too proud to let myself become a trophy wife, even if it would be fun to lie in bed and have sex all day,” Stacey declared.

“That’s what nights and weekends are for,” Danielle giggled, and she ducked down to kiss Stacey’s collar.

Stacey hummed, and her dark eyes met mine again as she obediently shifted onto her back and let Danielle continue lavishing her with attention.

“And holidays,” I added before I leaned over the blonde woman to capture Stacey’s lips, and I swallowed her moan as Danielle began licking and squeezing her breasts.

Sometime later, after another similarly energetic round, we were all properly sated, though that didn’t stop Danielle, Stacey, and I from sneaking quick kisses and pinching asses as we each washed and dressed.

It was well past lunch by the time Danielle came out of the bedroom, fully dressed and toweling dry her damp blonde hair, but something about her demeanor had shifted. She held herself a little more surely, not that she’d ever been particularly timid. No doubt it was mostly due to her test results, and this was unquestionably something to be proud of, but a part of me liked to think it was partly due to what she, Stacey, and I had just shared.

I realized only now that Danielle had probably been feeling a little left out or neglected these past few weeks. She’d been studying so intensely, she hadn’t had time for things like this, and I immediately resolved to be more attentive to these sorts of things in the future.

I wanted all of my companions to be as happy with me as I was with them, and that meant reminding them constantly just how much I adored them and how much they adored each other. That was the only way this was going to work.

“So…” Danielle said as she flopped down on the couch beside Stacey and me. “What do you make of Aethelind’s little revelation?”

“About Astrum’s plan for a larger portal, you mean?” I asked, and the blonde woman nodded. “It’s a clever plan, if it works. He won’t have to deplete his own magic, because he’ll be powering it with the magic of creatures like me.”

Stacey and Danielle both exchanged a nervous look, and they were clearly worried about this eventuality.

“Of course, Astrum will be long dead before that even comes close to occurring,” I scoffed. “That’s part of why we’re going after this succubus in Los Angeles. If we’re lucky, we could have this mess sorted within the month.”

This was, perhaps, overly optimistic, but I wanted to make it clear to them, to all my ‘inner circle,’ that I had this under control, and they had nothing to fear from a man like Astrum.

“Do you know for sure if the succubus will be an enemy?” Danielle asked me. “I mean, if she was sent here by Astrum, maybe she’d also like a chance to fight back against him. She could be an ally.”

I considered this for a moment but then shook my head. I’d never personally encountered succubae before, but I knew their reputation in Coilfell, and they were best avoided unless absolutely necessary.

But when I relayed this to Danielle, she just eyed me.

“The same could be said of you,” she pointed out. “You’re dangerous and clever. And you’ve already made an alliance with a bunch of humans and Aethelind. Why not a succubus or two as well? Maybe allying yourself with other magical creatures is the key to defeating Astrum.”

“She has a point,” Stacey agreed thoughtfully, and she pushed her rectangular lenses up her nose. “If there had been some kind of alliance between magical creatures back when Astrum had first come for you, maybe they would have been able to stop or weaken him.”

“It’s an admirable notion,” I said to them both. “But you’re forgetting that every other creature we’ve so far come into contact with has been a remorseless killer, intent on draining this world of its resources. Danielle, you saw the vampires and the wendigo for yourself. And the Gruesome Three and the Taowu were even more dangerous.”

“I know,” Danielle admitted with a sigh. “I was just thinking… there haven’t been reports of deaths, at least not yet. Just disappearances. And we don’t even know for sure if it’s been tied to the succubae.”

“It’s happening at a bar where a succubus is known to be operating,” I said.

“It does seem like too much of a coincidence.” Stacey nodded. “But, that being said, that strange woman I met didn’t seem interested in physically harming any of the patrons. That would’ve attracted too much attention to them, anyway.”

With this framing, I reconsidered when I had first looked up The Shade Bar. The reviews had indeed said things like wallets had gone missing, memories were fuzzed. Overall, it had seemed broadly harmless.

Of course, dead people couldn’t leave reviews.

Danielle reached out and took my hand, which drew my mind back to the present.

“I’m just saying,” she murmured. “Try to keep an open mind. Maybe they’ll be willing to help you against Astrum. Maybe something else is going on in Los Angeles, and they aren’t even to blame. They could very well just want to go home, like Aethelind does. Or want revenge on Astrum, like you.”

Late in the afternoon, Liang returned with an exhausted Gary, a baffled Aethelind, and a triumphant Clare. As the redhead told it, she had battled valiantly to outfit Aethelind with a fashionable, flattering wardrobe that, in her words, would only raise eyebrows and turn heads when people noticed how good she looked.

Clare had done an admirable job of wrestling Aethelind into a tan, cropped jacket over a sunset-orange blouse, dark brown tailored pants that elegantly highlighted the female dragon’s long legs, a silky cream scarf that both complimented the warm shades and hid her scars, and dark brown suede boots with barely half-inch heels.

“I love my job, but damn I missed my calling as a personal stylist,” Clare lamented to Danielle and me, and the blonde woman commended her eye as she, too, appraised Aethelind’s more human appearance.

We both grinned and hugged her, though I broke away a moment later to help Gary carry in the mountain of shopping bags he was laden with.

“You did amazing,” the blonde woman assured Clare proudly. “You look wonderful, Aethelind. And you, too, Liang.”

The seer, who was also sporting a new outfit, flushed with pleasure. She wore the clothes confidently and clearly comfortably.

Unlike Aethelind, Clare had mixed in cooler colors, and despite the warm undertones of Liang’s golden skin, they suited her. The rich, luxurious shade of her turquoise trench coat lent her a regality, as did its length, which made the petite seer seem taller. Maybe she was holding herself a bit taller, too, because she trusted Clare to have made her look good.

Under the trench coat, Clare had selected skinny-fit pants that showed the subtle curves of Liang’s legs. They were cropped at the ankle, again to suggest height, and were a sunny orange-yellow that looked bold against the turquoise trench coat. The satiny blouse she wore was a similar off-white cream to Aethelind’s scarf, tucked into her waistband, which showed off a fuchsia belt.

“Liang and I discussed it, and we wanted to focus primarily on materials, since what she’s going to notice most is the way the clothes feel and hang,” Clare said.

“I don’t like too much flowy stuff,” Liang added. “A little feels fun, but too much is disorienting.”

“Well, you look great,” I assured her.

“It’s also obvious Clare dressed you,” Danielle added fondly, though I could tell she was also approving of the color choices.

It suggested Liang was done hiding in the shadows. She wanted to be bold, she wanted to be seen.

It was time she was seen.

And the bright shades of the outfit made the seer seem all the more radiant by comparison. The cream of her blouse made her skin seem more golden, as did the cool-toned jacket. Your eye wanted to associate the vibrancy of her clothing with her skin.

There was no doubt Clare had done an excellent job, though I also knew some of the credit went to Liang herself. She was looking less pale and sun-starved by the day, and coupled with her jet-black hair and bright smile, she almost looked like an ordinary woman from off the street.

Or, not entirely ordinary, because there was something about her that drew me to her all the same. Maybe it was simply the power that emanated from her and gave her a quiet wisdom beyond her years. In a world that swirled around her, never stopping, never still, Liang seemed decidedly still, like a rock in the rushing stream.

There was a safety in that. A dependability.

Because we were heading off to Los Angeles tomorrow, we all agreed to go out to Aurora that night, both to catch Dave and Kevin up, and to demonstrate yet more of Earth’s excellent cuisine to Aethelind, who was rapidly becoming as fascinated with it as I had.

“The more, the merrier!” Tony declared as we walked in and he spied Aethelind as a new face.

At his expression, Danielle, Stacey, and I each shared a mischievous look.

We were seated at a large round table, and not long after we’d settled, Kevin and Dave arrived.

“Whoa, you started without us!” Dave exclaimed and feigned hurt as he and Kevin settled into the last two seats.

Kevin’s happened to be next to Aethelind, so he was the first of the pair to notice there was a new face.

“Hey there,” he said with a smile. “I’m Kevin.”

“Aeth--” the female dragon said, but then she stopped herself. “Linda Khan.”

“Nice to meet you,” Kevin said, and he extended a hand.

Aethelind looked at it dubiously for a moment but then shook it. I could tell she was trying to gauge how much of her dragon strength to use and asking herself how strong was a normal human woman’s grip?

“You are more attractive than the other men I have so far met in this city,” she declared to Kevin as they shook hands.

He looked startled by the bluntness of the compliment but also pleased. I definitely noticed a flush in his deep brown skin.

“Oh!” Dave said as he finally noticed her, too. “Hi! Are you another one of Ethan’s girls?”

He shot me a grin and clearly meant nothing by the comment, but I couldn’t help the deep, innate revulsion that rose inside me. And from the expression on her face, neither could Aethelind.

“Absolutely not!” she said in a horrified tone.

“No chance,” I scoffed with similar disgust.

Mind you, Aethelind would have been lucky to count herself among such privileged women.

“Ah, sorry,” Dave said as he recognized he’d made a mistake. “Um… how do you know these guys, then?”

“She’s a friend from back home,” I clarified to Dave, who nodded slowly.

“Right,” he said. “So, did you guys, like, grow up in the same convent?”

I vaguely recalled my original story, back when I had first arrived in Chicago. Gary had asked-- probably as a joke, I now understood-- whether I’d grown up in a convent, and I’d said yes, as it had seemed like a sensible way to avoid too many questions. Dave, as one of my friends who still didn’t know the truth about me, evidently still held this story to be fact.

“Yes,” I said, since it would be the path of least resistance. “But, like me, she wanted a change of scenery.”

Clare and Danielle each snickered into their drinks.
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Chapter 6

The meal passed cheerfully and uneventfully. Dave and Kevin were of course excited about a possible new client in Los Angeles, and they eagerly asked Stacey for as many details as she could offer.

I watched as they questioned her, and I noticed how their matching expressions of intrigue heightened both their similarities and their differences.

There was no mistaking they were related, with the same dark skin, tightly-curled black hair, and broad shoulders. The primary difference was Dave was a bit more heavyset than Kevin, from several years of mild neglect to his health, and also Dave’s slightly crooked nose.

He’d finally told me the story of it a few weeks ago, how he’d been bicycling around his neighborhood as a teenager and been distracted by the sight of a classmate he’d had a crush on. Then he’d cycled straight into a lamppost.

I hoped Dave would begin to follow the same path Kevin and Gary had each set themselves on. Both men were carrying themselves differently now. They seemed more confident, more mature. Even though Gary was older by several years, he’d had a boyishness to him that, in the wake of his break-up with Anna, he seemed determined to mold into competence and responsibility. Kevin, of course, still had more of that youthful eagerness, but he’d quickly come into his own as an invaluable member of the Cloud Contracting team.

I had no doubt, in time, he would become an excellent team leader, and I’d already been thinking about the ways I could promote him and help him grow into that person.

As we ate, Tony regaled us with the latest updates on his plans to open a second location across town. This sister restaurant was tentatively titled ‘Eos,’ in keeping with the dawn-related theme.

“Of course, if it goes to plan, I’ll need a contracting business to get it up to my exacting specifications,” Tony said as he flashed me a smile.

“Damn, if only you still knew the guys who fixed up this place,” Gary lamented with a grin.

“If only.” I smirked.

None of us were much interested in staying out very late, since we all had a big day tomorrow. Stacey, Liang, Aethelind, and I were headed to Los Angeles, and the rest of the gang were continuing to chip away at the immense number of jobs Cloud Contracting had lined up.

That meant getting a good night’s sleep, which in turn meant we all went to bed fairly early. Even myself, as a dragon who didn’t normally need much sleep. I headed to bed the same time as Danielle and Clare, because I had some catching up to do from the previous night.

The next morning was a flurry of packing. Clare, in her infinite pragmatism, had also taken it upon herself to outfit Aethelind with various non-clothing essentials like a toothbrush, shampoo, and deodorant.

“I didn’t bother with a razor, because I can’t imagine she’d care about leg or armpit hair,” the redhead explained as she got dressed for work. “Plus, I’m not even sure if dragons have body hair. I mean, you don’t.”

“I suppose we are technically reptiles,” I admitted, but it was true I had no hair on my legs, chest, underarms, or even my face.

Unlike Dave and Gary, I’d never sported a five o’clock shadow.

At any rate, it was one less thing for Aethelind to worry about, and she descended the stairs with a bag full to bursting, probably because her method of packing had been to shove everything in at once and force the bag closed, compared to my own tidier and more efficient method of folding everything.

After a quick breakfast and a couple of coffees, Danielle and Clare hugged Liang and kissed me goodbye before they headed off to work. Shortly afterward, Liang, Aethelind, and I piled into my Urus to pick up Stacey, and then the four of us made a beeline for O’Hare airport.

Stacey had also handled the parking, so she just directed me to the correctly-numbered space. I got our bags out of the back, and we walked up to the terminal.

At which point, I noticed the unmistakably familiar figure of Kevin standing outside, clearly waiting for someone.

And, when he saw us, it was clear we were that someone.

“Kevin?” I asked with a frown.

“Kevin’s here?” Liang echoed in surprise. “I thought it was just the four of us.”

“Me, too,” I agreed, and I cast a glance at Stacey, who seemed to be the only one not surprised.

Though, she did also have a superb poker face.

“I invited him,” the dark-haired woman explained just as we got within earshot of Kevin. She gave him a friendly hug hello and then continued her explanation. “Gary and Dave spoke with me last night, and Gary made the salient point that it would look better to my client to have more than one representative from Cloud Contracting. I run my own business, and neither Liang nor Aethelind know enough about contracting to be able to… contribute in the same way.”

That was a very generous way of saying Aethelind barely knew enough about passing for human to avoid setting off alarm bells. It was probably only because most of Earth’s humans didn’t believe in magic that she was afforded as much grace as she was, really.

“And Gary thought it was well past time Kevin was given something with a little more responsibility,” Stacey continued, which was a point I found myself hard-pressed to deny.

Kevin was certainly ready for that push, to begin learning how to be more assertive, to become more of a manager than a worker.

Even if Gary had taken it upon himself to make that happen.

“That all makes complete sense,” I said. “But next time, I would prefer to be kept in the loop.”

“Gary didn’t tell you?” Kevin looked sheepish. “Oh, god. Sorry. I can go to work if you--”

“No, no,” I quickly shut that idea down. “You’re here now, and this will be good for you. I just... wasn’t expecting it.”

I supposed the most important person to inform had been Stacey, since she was the one organizing the flight and stuff like that. She needed to know the names of all the people boarding, and if she hadn’t known about another passenger, that could have come off as suspicious, maybe even dangerous.

Regardless, I pushed this all aside as we entered the terminal. Stacey knew exactly who to talk to about our flight, and she handed our names to a well-dressed man who led us through some kind of VIP security track, which we cleared in moments.

After that, we were told to wait in a fancy lounge with complimentary drinks until it was time to depart.

Aethelind was tense and presumably wary of the concept of human flight. I knew Danielle had tried to explain it to her, but it seemed more details about the metal tube kept in the air mainly by its own momentum and air drag had not put the female dragon’s concerns at ease.

“I don’t see why you and I couldn’t just fly there ourselves,” she muttered with a scowl.

“Secrecy,” I reminded her. “Really, just relax, it will be completely fine.”

“I was also nervous my first time flying,” Kevin added in an attempt to be comforting.

Aethelind’s response was to stare at him with a perplexed expression, and I realized she was thinking Kevin meant ‘flight’ as in autonomous flight, rather than in a plane.

About half an hour before our flight was scheduled to leave, we were escorted from the lounge to the runway, loaded into the plane, and talked through a much more casual version of the safety information than when I had previously flown with Clare.

Overall, I liked this style of travel, and we hadn’t even taken off yet. There was ample leg room, we were much freer to walk around and chat, not to mention the complete absence of strangers once the crew had shut themselves in the cabin.

Most importantly of all, in my eyes, was the much nicer and wider array of snacks.

“Your tastebuds go funny at high altitudes,” Kevin informed us as we perused the options. “Even the nicest food is going to taste blander once we’re in the air.”

“How disappointing,” Aethelind said with a frown, but she was clearly more focused on the flight itself, given how she was already buckled in and clenching the ends of her seat’s armrests in each hand.

Liang, too, seemed nervous, although not as much as Aethelind. Possibly because she couldn’t see anything, or maybe because she had no scope of what it meant to be several thousand feet in the air. Either way, she sat down right next to me and kept herself pressed against my arm, and I made sure to maintain contact at all times, whether with her leaning on my arm, or nudging my foot against hers when I leaned forward to grab a snack.

“Enjoy yourselves,” Stacey encouraged us, and she easily settled into one of the large, cream-colored leather seats and buckled herself in.

She looked entirely like she belonged here, cushioned in fine leather, with a glittering crystal glass of fine champagne being pressed into her hand by one of the flight attendants. There was something… sumptuous about her.

A few moments later, the captain announced we were going to taxi and take-off. I grinned as I felt the engine roar to life beneath us. This contraption was, even more than my car, like a living creature, the closest approximation of a dragon in this world of metal instead of magic.

As we turned onto the runway and the pilot prepared to take off, I couldn’t help but grin, and I was keenly anticipating that burst of speed. Liang could feel my exhilaration and wrapped her hands around my elbow, and she seemed equal parts nervous and excited herself.

Aethelind, in her own seat, was staring out of the window with a kind of morbid curiosity.

And then we began to move.

A great burst of speed shoved us all back into our seats, and the momentum didn’t let up as we continued accelerating. The engine was a thunderous roar, and everything inside the cabin rattled and shuddered as if in awe of the power of this beast.

And just when it seemed like nothing would happen, that this machine would vibrate itself into pieces, we lifted off, and the momentum abruptly shifted and pointed us upward as we were lifted on air which, at that very moment, felt as sturdy as any road.

Then we evened out, the immense sense of speed relented, and I looked around at my fellow passengers.

Aethelind’s deep bronze skin had turned a strange, slightly paler shade, and she seemed both fascinated and horrified. She tentatively peered out the window and began to take in the sights of the rapidly-shrinking city below.

“Whoa…” Liang breathed, and she let out a nervous giggle. “That was… I don’t think I’ve ever gone that fast in my life.”

“Pretty cool, right?” I agreed with a grin.

“I’ve heard the views are spectacular, too,” Liang said, and I braced myself, expecting her to wince, or for her cheerful expression to falter because she couldn’t see them with her own eyes, but instead she smiled wider. “Could you describe them for me?”

I smiled warmly, and because she couldn’t see, I gave an affectionate squeeze of her fingers with my free hand.

“The colors are the best part,” I said. “The clouds are a pure, brilliant white. White as a dream, as the softest feather bed you could imagine. They sprawl out beneath us, and they look like they would hold our weight, like they could be solid if we just willed it hard enough.”

She let out a wistful breath and turned her face toward the circular porthole of the window. She couldn’t see, but she could feel the warmth of the sunlight on her cheeks.

“The sky is this perfect, endless blue,” I continued in a reverent tone. “It looks like a thick, sumptuous layer of velvet. I could cut into it, and it would split cleanly, impossibly smooth and soft to the touch.”

Liang hummed and tipped her head to rest against my shoulder as she closed her eyes.

“When the clouds clear, we can see the cities below us,” I said. “They look like toys, like models. Even the cars, at this scale, they’re more like ants crawling along the roads, which are narrow gray ribbons carving through the landscape. There are forests of dark green and patches of pale, dusty gold. You can even see the buildings, laid out in neat little grids.”

I continued describing the view as we flew, including the rocky, dusty terrain of California, and the mountains that reached up as if to greet us. Liang seemed enraptured by it, and it was nice to let her share in one of Earth’s most spectacular experiences. I was only happy to oblige by describing in as vivid of detail as possible each facet of the stunning view below.

When it finally came time to land, though, Liang tensed up again. It was certainly a different experience, especially the bumping down on the runway and the harsh braking that shoved us all forward in our seats.

When we came to a stop, Aethelind had completely crushed the armrests of her seat from clutching them so hard.

Thankfully, I knew we would be able to foot the repair bill, but I hoped this didn’t seem like a poor reflection of us to Stacey’s affluent and mysterious client.

“What insanity has plagued these humans to think this is a viable replacement for their lack of wings?” Aethelind hissed to me as we disembarked the aircraft.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “We arrived safely, didn’t we?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I just smiled placidly.

“It was faster than if we’d flown ourselves, too,” I added, just to point it out, which only resulted in the female dragon narrowing her eyes further.

If this was what it was like to have a sibling, as Stacey and Danielle had suggested, then this was going to be fun.

The flight had been four hours, but Los Angeles was only two hours behind Chicago, so we arrived at Stacey’s high-rise in the early afternoon, with several hours to kill before we needed to meet her client this evening.

As we stepped into the sleek apartment, Kevin gaped, and Aethelind nodded in approval.

“You have selected fine companions for yourself,” she said. “This one has excellent taste. Aside from the flying.”

Fortunately, this was a vague enough statement as to not raise any eyebrows, but I still shot Aethelind a pointed look and jerked my head over toward an unaware Kevin. She glanced at him blandly, either not understanding or simply not caring.

I supposed I’d said plenty of strange things to Dave and Gary, and they hadn’t gotten wind I was a dragon until I had outright told them. Well, Gary, anyway. It was so far beyond a typical human’s frame of reference that they never considered it.

But of course, Kevin had an interest in the bizarre and the supernatural. For that, I was less sure of how quickly he would consider something like dragons walking among us. Especially in the wake of that photograph over Hollywood.

Even so, I was still pleased to have garnered Aethelind’s approval. Not that I needed it, and not that I would’ve been in any way disadvantaged without it, but some part of me was still eager to maintain the fearsome and impeccable reputation I’d held among my kind back home.

As such, I was glad my faultless logic and taste were still being recognized.

As the others settled in and unpacked-- fortunately, this place was almost as huge as Stacey’s house in Chicago and came with two spare bedrooms, so Aethelind and Liang would be sharing one room, while Kevin got the other-- I pulled out my phone.

Typing ‘The Shade Bar’ into the maps app gave me both its location and opening hours.

“Damn,” I muttered, and I walked up to the second level of the duplex.

Her bedroom, like the lounge on the lower level, had the same sharp, floor-to-ceiling windows.

A sort of low platform ran around the three glass sides of the room, only a few inches high, but a couple feet deep. I couldn’t help but think this would be an ideal place for Stacey’s prized telescope, and I wondered if she ever brought it with her, until I remembered the light pollution here was probably too intense. The floor-length curtains that ran the width of each of the three glass walls were made of a heavy blackout fabric, which was necessary if anyone ever wanted to get some rest in a city that never slept itself.

“Doesn’t open until late,” I said to Stacey, and I showed her my phone, still open on ‘The Shade Bar.’

“We’ll have to go after dinner then,” she sighed. “I know that’s not what you were hoping for. Are you gonna go case it this afternoon anyway?”

“Maybe, but doing that in daylight might draw attention,” I said with a frown.

This was the one thing we absolutely had to avoid.

“Best to just play along, then,” the bespectacled woman remarked sagely.

She’d followed my train of thought without me having to say anything, and I grinned at her. She really was staggeringly perceptive.

At a loss for what else to really do with the time between now and our meeting tonight, I decided to call back home. I dialed Clare’s number, since she was the most likely to pick up. She was in charge of the bookings, payroll, and various other pieces of admin.

As I waited for her to pick up, I considered how, with the impending influx of ex-Crimson 88 members, we were about to have many more employees, and Clare would probably not be able to do all of that by herself. I needed to start looking into a dedicated administrator or secretary for the business.

“Ethad!” Clare said when she picked up. “You guys got there safe, then?”

Before I could answer, I heard a rustling, and then I heard Clare shout in a muffled voice.

“Danielle!” she called. “I’ve got Ethad on the phone!”

A few moments’ pause and then more rustling as I was presumably held up between their ears.

“How’s LA?” Danielle’s voice was bright, and I knew she would be smiling, as well as a little bit jealous.

“Would be better if the two of you were here,” I said, which was the truth. “How’s it going at work?”

“Pretty normal so far,” Clare answered, and I heard more rustling as she presumably shrugged. “Gary’s leading the second team, seems to be going fine so far, and Dani’s on the first.”

“We finished the wiring a lot quicker than expected,” she added, thereby explaining how she was at headquarters at what would’ve been about half past two for them. “So, I’m back here, planning how to show our new recruits the ropes.”

“You’re gonna do great,” I assured her.

“That’s what I’ve been telling her!” Clare said with a laugh. “I heard from Shen that the first lot are coming down this week to begin training with her.”

“The timing really couldn’t be better,” Danielle added.

“You’re gonna get a proper certificate, right?” I asked. “Something fancier than a boring letter, something we can hang in the warehouse?”

“Oh, my god, that’s such a great idea!” Clare gasped, and Danielle made a half-amused, half-embarrassed noise.

Then I heard the sound of lips smacking as Clare presumably kissed her cheek.

“Aww,” the red-haired woman said fondly. “She’s shy.”

“She’s got no reason to be,” I told them both. “And by the way, Clare, thanks so much for your work with Aethelind yesterday. She looks completely normal.”

“My pleasure,” she assured me, and I heard a pleased giggle.

“Maybe, since I’m away for a few days, Danielle can help express how thankful I am and make it up to you,” I suggested with a wry smile.

“Oh?” An intrigued note had suddenly entered Clare’s voice.

“I like this plan,” Danielle added with a laugh.

“Good,” I told them both, and I bit my lip to try and stop myself from grinning quite so wide. Even without being able to see their faces, there was fun in being mischievous. “Because I’m gonna need you two to make sure you look after one another while Stacey and I are gone. I’d hate for you to feel lonely or neglected.”

“And we would,” Clare said, no doubt with an exaggerated fake pout. “We’d feel so lonely.”

“Stacey and I’ll do our best to make it up to you once we’re back,” I promised with a dangerous grin-- not that they could see it, but I was sure they’d be able to hear it in my voice.

“I look forward to it,” Danielle said while sounding immensely pleased, and no doubt fondly remembering the time she, Stacey, and I had spent together yesterday.

“You just have to promise to give me all the details when we’re back,” I added.

“Oh, copious details,” the blonde woman assured in a sultry tone.

“Maybe we could even record something,” Clare added cheekily. “You know, for posterity. That way we’ll know you two won’t miss anything.”

Something inside me preened and was aroused and excited in equal measure. I couldn’t deny the idea held appeal.

“Just as long as my girls are taking care of each other,” I said.

“You’re forgetting the most important part, Ethad,” Clare told me with another laugh. “We’re your girls, but you’re also our guy. And we all take good care of one another.”

“Very good care,” Danielle added in an obvious reference to yesterday, and I grinned.

“But enough of you worrying about us,” Clare said. “Have you guys made any headway?”

“Not just yet, we’ve only just gotten in,” I said. “Which reminds me-- did either of you two know Kevin was coming?”

“Only when we got to work and Gary told us,” Danielle answered. “I take it he didn’t tell you, then?”

“I only found out when we saw Kevin at the airport,” I said. “I’m glad he’s here, it’ll be a good experience for him, and it’ll help make our pitch to Stacey’s client look more legit. But--”

“But you wish Gary had mentioned it beforehand,” Clare cut across, and I could imagine her nodding tiredly. “Yeah, he’s always been a little like that-- so excited about his great ideas, he forgets to tell the people involved. I can pass that along, if you want?”

“Oh, no,” I said, and I gave a dismissive wave of my hand, even though neither woman could see it. “It’s no problem. Like I said, it’s good to have him here.”

“This might also be part of this ‘self-improvement journey’ he’s on,” Clare mused aloud. “Trying to take on a more managerial role. Prove he can handle the responsibility.”

“Well, that is why I made him head of the second team,” I pointed out. “But anyway, Kevin’s coming with us to meet with Stacey’s client later, and after that, hopefully, we’ll be able to check out The Shade Bar.”

“Do you have any idea what to expect so far?” Danielle asked.

“Only what Stacey told me,” I said, which admittedly wasn’t much. “But don’t worry, I’ll keep my guard up. And I’ll keep Stacey and Liang and the others safe.”

“Oh, that reminds me!” Clare said excitedly. “I need to ask Aethelind and Liang how they found flying once they’re back!”

“Suffice it to say, I think they have very different opinions,” I snorted.

Clare and Danielle giggled before they wished us luck, and we told each other we loved each other and then ended the call.

“You get such a sappy look on your face after talking to them,” Stacey noted as she came downstairs from her bedroom to see me smiling. “It’s cute.”

“What can I say, they’re perfect women,” I said, and then I reached out, slung an arm around her waist, and pulled her against me. “Just like you.”

“Flatterer,” she drawled, but she was clearly pleased all the same and permitted one, slow kiss.

For a moment, I felt a pang of dismay that our evening was going to be monopolized by meeting a client and staking out a mysterious cocktail bar. I would’ve been far happier to banish our three guests to a sightseeing tour of some kind, order in takeout, and spend the evening with my head between Stacey’s thighs.

But as it was, duty called, and there would be plenty of time to lavish her with the attention she so richly deserved once we were back in Chicago. And, there, I would even have Clare and Danielle to help.

Besides, even though this meeting with Stacey’s client was technically a smokescreen to justify my movements to whoever might be watching me, I wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to maybe get in good with a wealthy potential client.

When Stacey and I parted, I smiled down at her and then refocused on business.

“So,” I said. “What can you tell me about this client of yours? How do I impress him?”

Before Stacey could answer, though, the doorbell rang.

She and I looked at one another in surprise.

“Are you expecting someone?” I asked, and she shook her head while looking as perplexed as I was.

“The only people who know I’m back in LA are the four of you and my client,” she said. “But he doesn’t know where I live.”

This immediately set me on edge. It was entirely possible whoever was at the door was benign, but I also knew I wasn’t the only person here whose movements would be of interest to some very dangerous people. Stacey had her own powerful enemies.

It was even possible they were here about Liang. I cast a glance to see she, Aethelind, and Kevin were languishing on the large, square couch on the far side of the kitchen-lounge-dinner area. From the tension in both Aethelind and Liang’s shoulders, they were both wary, but Kevin seemed rooted to the spot mainly out of a desire to not be rude. It would be strange for him to answer the front door of someone he didn’t know very well.

Stacey and I exchanged a look, then, slowly, she made for the door, but I caught her arm.

“No,” I said. “Let me do it. Just in case.”

Just in case it was someone inclined to shoot first and ask questions later. Under my shirt, I let myself shift slightly, and scales rippled out over my skin, thinner and stronger than even the most advanced bulletproof vests.

It wouldn’t do me any good if they immediately shot me in the head, but it would at least save me from a nasty stomach, lung, or heart wound.

Once at the front door, I peered through the peephole. The figure standing there didn’t seem armed at first glance, but they also didn’t seem entirely normal.

It was a large, tall, broad-shouldered man, with pale, sallow skin, a perfectly bald dome of a head, and dark wrap-around sunglasses covering his eyes.

I frowned. I knew by now it was unusual for humans to wear sunglasses indoors. Therefore, this guy was probably either some asshole, or maybe, like Lenny Krenshaw, he was going blind.

I opened the door.

“Hello,” I said neutrally to the bald man. “Can I help you?”

“Is she here?”

The man’s voice was strange. It came out as a rasp, like his throat was dry. Maybe he hadn’t spoken yet today.

“What?” I asked as my frown deepened.

“Is she here?” the man repeated in the same urgent tone.

This repetition immediately set me on edge. Who was this man after? Stacey, probably, seeing as he was at her home.

“Do you mean Ms. Brooks?” I asked him carefully. Then I considered his sunglasses. “Or perhaps Miss Liang?”

If he was a seer like her, maybe he could sense her. Maybe seers could sense one another.

But even if that was the case, something about this man… I knew I didn’t want Liang anywhere near him.

“Is she here?” the man repeated for the third time, and that was it.

Something on the barest edges of my perception prickled warningly.

Magic. This man had it, somehow. But it was too strong to be a seer. I knew what seer magic felt like, both from Liang, whose own magic was subtle, and the Yen Clan’s seer, whose magic had felt like a tidal wave.

This man was not like them.

Which meant this man was not human.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 7

“Stacey,” I said calmly. “Could you show Kevin and Liang your bedroom? The view out the windows is just incredible.”

The dark-haired woman inferred from my tone, and the fact I was suggesting she show a blind girl a cool view, what I was really asking. Without comment, she calmly but quickly walked over to the couches and offered Liang her arm, and she and Kevin gently led the seer up the stairs to her bedroom, while I stood in the doorway not taking my eyes off this man.

Not that he was a man. Not really.

I watched the not-a-man as Stacey and Kevin led Liang up the stairs. He didn’t react, not even seeming to notice. So, he wasn’t after either of them.

Aethelind, perhaps? Maybe he was a foe of hers back from Coilfell. Maybe he’d been sent by Astrum to finish the job and ensure she would not be capable of returning.

It wasn’t hard to imagine Balan’s Royal Enchanter would have taken poorly to a dragon sniffing around his plans. Perhaps some of Astrum’s under-mages had even reported back how I had thus far vanquished every one of the threats Astrum had thrown at me. Even the Gruesome Three themselves.

Mages were paranoid by nature, so maybe Astrum had anticipated Aethelind would seek me out and attempt to broker some kind of alliance. Maybe he’d been worried our mutual hatred of him would outweigh our respective egos.

Well, if that had been what Astrum feared, he’d been right to fear it.

The question of this man remained, though, as well as the question of how to fight him without putting the others at risk. There were few creatures in Coilfell foolish enough to challenge a dragon, let alone two.

Unless this man didn’t know I was a dragon. Unless this man didn’t know what Aethelind’s human form looked like. I couldn’t exactly imagine Astrum giving some creature a detailed description.

My racing thoughts were abruptly halted by the sight of the man licking his lips.

It was a quick gesture. I’d seen real humans do it a hundred times, a quick darting-out of the tongue to wet their lips before they spoke. But this man didn’t speak.

He just licked his lips, and then he smiled a slow, knowing smile.

And then I understood. The sunglasses. The lack of certainty as to the location of his prey.

This man was a basilisk.

I fought to keep myself calm, to not give any outward signs I had identified this creature. Basilisks were not to be approached lightly. They were vicious creatures, so much so that just looking them in the eye would cause instant death.

Even for a dragon.

The best advantage my kind had against basilisks was that they hunted by smell and taste. Despite their legendarily baleful gazes, their eyesight wasn’t very good, so they essentially smelled the air with their tongues and tracked their prey like that.

Except dragons didn’t have an inherent scent. And in this world of humans, a basilisk could not be sure whether he had found his prey unless and until Aethelind or myself chose to reveal ourselves.

I reconsidered the theory that this creature had been sent by Astrum, specifically to seek out either Aethelind or myself. It seemed less likely now, because I could never imagine a basilisk doing a mage’s bidding. Even setting aside their cruelty, basilisks were a sister race to mine, similarly powerful and similarly willful, another form of ‘great wyrm.’

I could not imagine a basilisk being willing to bow before a mage, nor being magically subjugated into it. Even a mage of Astrum’s supposed power.

Which meant he had probably been sent here for the same reason as Aethelind and I. He was a threat Astrum had needed removed from the board.

I risked a glance away from the basilisk, to Aethelind, who was now on her feet and staring right at the creature. I knew from a look that she, like me, had seen the man lick his lips and put together what he really was.

Once I turned back to the basilisk, I spoke more forcefully this time.

“Who, exactly, are you looking for?” I asked, and my words were laced with warning.

I could almost see the gears turning in the basilisk’s head, even without being able to see his eyes, and it occurred to me that the fact this world had sunglasses was probably revolutionary to this creature. Now, his eyes could be hidden without them needing to be closed. He could pass, unremarked upon, in this world of unsuspecting humans.

Regardless of why Astrum had seen fit to banish the basilisk to Earth, I was rapidly becoming more and more convinced he had little interest in returning. The people here didn’t believe his kind were real, and this freed him to hunt with impunity.

The more I thought about it, the more I knew Earth would be doomed by a massive influx of magical creatures, the sort Astrum was planning to unleash in his purge of Coilfell. The humans there lacked the many comforts and technologies of Earth, yes, but they also knew the dangers of their world. Here, the people were blissfully ignorant, like fenced-in cattle ripe for the slaughter of an industrious wolf who had slipped between the fence posts.

If Aethelind and I didn’t stop Astrum, didn’t have our vengeance and tear him apart, the people of Earth would die for that ignorance.

It had been a few moments since I’d asked my question, and I was expecting the basilisk to ignore me entirely, or perhaps to simply ask his question again, as though he couldn’t hear me.

Instead, he answered.

“The seer,” he rasped, still in that urgent, almost desperate tone.

I didn’t generally know basilisks to be desperate, but that was the lesser thing to consider.

Because I, clearly, had miscalculated. The basilisk wasn’t here for Aethelind, or for me, or even for Stacey.

It wanted Liang.

The thought of this creature setting his fangs into her sent a cold chill through my body.

“You can’t have her,” I snarled.

I left no room for negotiation. But, just to make sure this creature understood exactly what he was dealing with, I let my eyes flash with my inner fire. Just for a moment, but it was enough. Even with his poor eyesight, he would be able to see the flames that burned within me.

Now, he knew I was a dragon. Now, he knew he had encroached upon my territory, my companions, and my hoard.

The basilisk’s lips peeled back from his teeth in a snarling hiss. They were sharper than human teeth, and I wondered if this was a deliberate choice or if his human disguise was simply less perfect than mine, because he couldn’t see as well.

Then a nasty smile curled those thin, pale lips.

“Dragon.”

This was all the warning I had before the basilisk struck by throwing himself at me. I reared back, and I narrowly avoided hands that had suddenly elongated themselves into long, razor-sharp claws and teeth that had lengthened into inch-long fangs dripping with venom.

The basilisk lurched for me again, and I ducked under his claws, caught him bodily in the torso, and threw him to the ground. It was a strange thing to have to fight so viciously, because basilisks were almost as physically strong as dragons, but I was also acutely aware that his sunglasses must, at all costs, remain on.

“Ethad!” Aethelind cried out, and she rushed to try and help me pin the basilisk.

“Fangs!” I cried out in warning as she approached.

A basilisk’s venom was paralytic, but not numbing. I had encountered one or two basilisks in my centuries alive who preferred not to kill their victims with a glance, but instead paralyze them with venom, before eating them alive. The poor souls would be keenly aware of everything happening to them, capable of thought, of feeling pain, but unable to even scream as their lungs slowly stopped working and they were devoured.

Their venom got stronger as they got older, much like a dragon’s fire. A powerful, old basilisk could paralyze even a dragon, with a good enough bite.

Flames instinctively started to build in the back of my throat, but I hesitated to unleash them. Dragonfire could be wild and unpredictable, and I didn’t want to burn Stacey’s apartment to the ground, especially with Stacey, Liang, and Kevin still inside.

So, I would have to rely on my wits, claws, and superior strength.

Just then, Aethelind reached my side, and she knelt to help pin the bastard down.

The basilisk flailed beneath our grips, and I clenched down until I felt a bone in its arm crack. He shrieked loud enough to make my ears ring, and one clawed hand lashed out and raked down the sleeve of Aethelind’s jacket, but fortunately not her skin, since she shifted just in time. I saw golden scales peeking out of the laceration down her sleeve, and I momentarily hoped that jacket had not been overly expensive.

“Dragons!” the basilisk thundered in outrage.

It snapped its head from side to side and tried to resist us. Its tongue was too long for a human, over a foot long and whipping around dripping with poison, but it was useless unless it somehow entered our bloodstream. Neither Aethelind or I had any wounds yet. So, as long as none got in our eyes or mouths, we could be fine.

“Where is she?” the basilisk demanded as it raised its foot, and I distantly wondered how it had adapted to the sudden presence of arms and legs, since it normally took the form of an enormous serpent, but then the bastard kicked at me.

One of its boots connected with my stomach like one of the wrecking balls Gary always wanted to use, and I gasped as the wind was knocked from my lungs. Using my minute distraction, the basilisk then twisted and slashed at Aethelind again, and she recoiled momentarily. She tried to grab the basilisk’s limb but just barely missed, and I saw her own hands were now extended into shimmering golden claws.

In the blink of an eye, the basilisk was on its feet again, and it swayed its head back and forth as its overly-long tongue tasted the air. It seemed to be waiting for us to strike, or perhaps it was trying to determine which of us was weaker.

“Seer, where is the seer?” it hissed.

I had wasted enough time, and I shifted into my own hybrid form. No wings, no tail. They would be too cumbersome in this small space and would only present more targets for the basilisk to try and bite-- not to mention, they would destroy my clothes.

“You can’t have her!” I snarled, and I rushed him with my claws brandished and scales erupting over my skin.

I expected the bastard to dodge, but instead, he lunged forward to meet me, fisted his hands in my lapels, and reared back his head. I knew what was coming before it even happened, and sure enough, he tried to spit venom over me an instant later. Before the attack landed, I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and clamped my mouth closed, and I could feel the warm, corrosive ooze splatter across my face.

“I can… smell her…” the basilisk said in a low voice. It rumbled, like the growl of an engine, a predator. “I can smell her on you… Have you partaken of her… secrets?”

I was unimpressed with the insinuation, but I didn’t rise to the bait. Speaking or opening my eyes would paralyze me, and I also knew the basilisk had enough control of its tongue that it could use it to nudge up the sunglasses, and I would unwittingly end up looking it in the eyes.

I tried to shove the fucker back, but it was unexpectedly strong, and in this partial form, my own strength was limited. Before I could shift into a stronger shape, however, I felt his weight yanked off me, and I unleashed a small, controlled burst of fire from my mouth. The flames arched up over my face and burned away the venom streaked across my skin, and when I could open my eyes, I saw Aethelind scrabbling on the ground with the basilisk.

“Aethelind!” I roared as it slashed at her again and raked four long, deep lines down her back.

I wrenched her off the creature, expecting blood and paralysis, but I saw a glimmer of golden scales and breathed a sigh of relief.

“I will have the ssseer!” the basilisk snarled, and in its fury and indignation, it lost control of its speech, and the ‘s’ sound elongated into an inhuman hiss.

I growled and lunged for him, but he was as slick and quick as all serpents. He reared back his head again and spat more venom into the air, and I was forced to dive to the side to evade the irritating ooze.

I rolled and was quickly on my feet again, but by the time I looked up, he was gone. My eyes darted around, and for a moment I feared he had gone up the stairs to find Liang, but I heard no screams or calls for help. The front door was also still ajar, so I ran out into the hallway and looked both ways, but it was empty.

He had vanished, as if into thin air.

A chill passed over my skin. I thought about pursuing it, but how? I didn’t know which direction he’d gone in, and I could be leaving Aethelind to fight him alone. Not to mention, she’d be alone in defending the others, including Liang.

Clearly, the basilisk knew this area well. Which suggested to me he had been living in Los Angeles for at least a few weeks.

Also like dragons, basilisks were intelligent creatures that were quickly able to recognize and present new skills. It was part of what made us such deadly creatures. With a few weeks’ practice, we could almost faultlessly mimic the society of the prey we were tracking.

And just as faultlessly evade anyone pursuing us. I gritted my teeth. This basilisk was going to be a particularly slippery foe.

“These forms are cumbersome to fight in,” Aethelind grumbled as I closed the door, bolted it, and turned to look back at her. “I’m unfamiliar with the balance.”

“It does take some getting used to,” I said, and I looked her over quickly.

While her jacket was shredded, she was indeed unharmed. Gold scales glittered through the slashes in her clothes.

“If we had been able to take on our true forms, we could have crushed him immediately,” Aethelind huffed, and she seemed frustrated by the fact we hadn’t.

“Yes, but we would’ve destroyed this apartment, if not the whole floor and every floor above us,” I pointed out. I wasn’t eager to mess with the structural integrity of this building, or the lives of its inhabitants by extension. “Besides, the succubae would definitely have learned we were here and on the hunt.”

“Hmph,” Aethelind said and was clearly still annoyed, but she knew I was right.

Aethelind and I shifted back into our human forms and then headed up to the second level to check on the others. They were fine, if rattled.

“What the hell happened?” Stacey asked.

I gave her a meaningful look, and she understood I wouldn’t be able to give all the details while Kevin was in earshot.

“Someone who wanted Liang,” I explained. “Possibly he’s from another gang, but not one from Chinatown.”

“One of… your sort?” the seer asked in a delicate tone.

“Yeah,” I confirmed.

“Fuck, he must’ve had a huge knife,” Kevin said as he saw Aethelind, and his eyes widened at the slashes in her clothes. “Are you okay? Do you need to go to a hospital?”

“Hospital?” Aethelind asked, and she looked at me to help.

“She doesn’t need medical attention,” I said to Kevin and handily answered Aethelind’s question at the same time. “She’s unharmed. The knife just got her clothes.”

There was a huge slash in her sleeve, and then another four on her back. It seemed unlikely she would’ve gotten so unlucky so many times, but I was hopeful Kevin was too shaken by the attack and relieved everyone was okay to question it too much.

“Should we call the cops?” Kevin asked.

“No,” I said at once, and I only realized afterward how sudden it had been, because Kevin stared at me in shock.

“I mean,” I clarified. “Uh, no. Because…”

“Because he was after Liang,” Stacey interjected. “And she doesn’t have any proof of identity. She was raised in a criminal gang, after all. If law enforcement gets involved, they’ll focus on the fact she doesn’t have papers rather than helping us track down who that man was.”

“Ah.” Kevin’s surprise melted into a grim understanding. “You’re right. Damn. But we can’t just let that guy wander the streets. What if he targets someone else?”

“I’ll handle it,” Stacey assured him vaguely.

It was the sort of tone you knew not to argue with, and if I hadn’t known how stringent Stacey was about doing everything by the book, about not giving law enforcement or rivals or anyone who might wish her ill, any means to dismantle the empire she had built for herself, I might have said she had mob connections in that moment.

Kevin, wisely, didn’t argue further, just nodded.

“Okay then,” he said before he turned to Aethelind and put a hand on the female dragon’s shoulder. “Come on.”

She looked startled by the physical touch and peered at him, first with suspicion, then with a sort of fascination. I realized she was learning in real-time what I’d told her, that these humans were kind.

“We’ll get you cleaned up and changed into something a little less… shredded,” Kevin suggested, and he led her gently to the room she was sharing with Liang, as if Aethelind had been immensely shaken by the attack and needed to be treated carefully.

“It’s sweet,” Stacey observed once Kevin and Aethelind were in the spare room. “Wasted effort, but sweet.”

“How long before he realizes she’s, uh… not easily rattled?” I asked with an amused smile.

“I’m sure she’ll tell him outright, if dragon impatience is anything to go by,” the bespectacled woman remarked with a drawl, and I rolled my eyes, but I wasn’t really offended.

I was, after all, pretty impatient.

“So, what really happened?” Liang then asked as her milky eyes flicked around nervously. “Who was that person, really?”

“A basilisk,” I said, and both the seer and Stacey balked. “They’re vicious creatures. Dangerous. Almost as bad as dragons. I think he was sent here by Astrum. Another magical creature he wanted gone from Coilfell, like Aethelind and me.”

“He’s definitely from Coilfell?” Liang asked as she wrung her hands. “He couldn’t have been sent by… someone else?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “The Taowu was an ancient monster with a clear ritual on how to bind it-- theoretically. There’s no binding of a basilisk. They’re another kind of great wyrm, as powerful as they are willful.”

“You almost sound proud,” Stacey teased.

“They’re ferocious adversaries and deserving of recognition,” I said. “Only a fool would think he can easily best such a creature. Even a dragon.”

“I’ve heard of basilisks, or at least human myths about them,” the bespectacled woman said. “Is it true they can kill you with a look?”

“Yes,” I said gravely. “Thankfully, this one seems to have discovered the incredible human invention of sunglasses, so he can get around with less suspicion.”

“He’ll look like an asshole, but at least he won’t be a weirdo walking around with his eyes closed-- or killing everyone he looks at,” Stacey muttered.

Then, in a gesture that seemed so simple I doubted she consciously realized she was doing it, she reached for Liang’s hands, threaded their fingers together, and squeezed reassuringly.

“Well,” Liang then said with a small smile. “I might not be able to fight, but I’m at least immune to that part.”

I let out a laugh and was surprised by both it and her point.

“I suppose that’s true,” I agreed. “I wonder if that was why he was after you.”

“You think?” she asked as she cocked her head.

“Honestly, I have no idea,” I said. “I’ve never known basilisks to have specific targets in mind. Usually, they just go for whoever is foolish enough not to realize what they are. And they don’t often have much cause for revenge-- very few people can trick a basilisk and get away with it.”

“Unless you’re a dragon,” Stacey pointed out.

“Good point,” I said with a nod.

“He’s really after me?” Liang then asked.

She looked daunted by the idea, and I didn’t blame her. Gently, I put a hand to her shoulder to demonstrate where I was in relation to her, and then I pulled her into a quick, reassuring hug.

“He’s not going to get you,” I promised. “Not him, not the Crimson 88, not anyone. You’re safe with me.”

“I know,” she murmured, and her free arm, the one not holding Stacey’s hand, came up to hug me back.

I felt each of her fingers pressing into my spine, and they felt stronger than I would have expected from her slight build.

“Did he literally say he wanted Liang?” Stacey then asked with an uneasy frown.

“He was here for ‘the seer,’” I clarified as Liang and I parted. “But who else could it have been? She’s the only seer here. Unless Kevin is hiding something from us.”

“He isn’t,” Liang said, and I didn’t know how she could know that, but I also didn’t question it.

Whether this was because seers could sense one another, or if this was just another facet of her ‘second sight’, I knew her statements could be taken as fact.

“There we go then,” I said. “Plus, he said ‘she’ when talking about the seer. He said he could smell her on me. Except… that’s where I’m a little lost.”

Stacey cocked her head to the side and raised one exacting eyebrow. It was the sort of look that, if she wanted, could make a man’s entire ego shrivel to the size of a peanut.

“In what sense?” she asked.

“Well, basilisks hunt by smell,” I said. “That’s what tipped me off, he licked his lips, essentially tasting the air. He smelled Liang on me from, I don’t know, streets away at least. Tracked me here. Maybe even tracked me from Chicago. And yet, when he was here…”

“… he couldn’t tell I was in the same room,” Liang finished quietly, and her dark eyebrows knitted together into a concerned frown. “You’re right, that’s odd.”

“It seems odd to track you all the way here, just to stumble at the last hurdle,” Stacey agreed in a foreboding tone. “What does it mean?”

“It means we’re missing something,” I said grimly. “Several somethings, probably. And I don’t care for it.”

Because if I didn’t figure out exactly what I was missing, it could mean the end of me, of those I loved, and now, the end of the Earth itself.
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Chapter 8

As afternoon melted into evening, and the shock of the attack wore off, our attention turned to our meeting that night with Stacey’s client, one Sebastian de Luna.

Even so, I found I couldn’t fully let my mind slip from the basilisk. It was, after all, a dangerous foe and not to be underestimated. The fact it had vanished so suddenly meant it had adapted to this world almost as fast as I had.

Probably as a result of my concern, I stuck close to Liang throughout the day, as if some part of me expected the basilisk to smash through the windows of Stacey’s apartment like a black ops soldier in a bad movie, snatch Liang, and then rappel off with her slung helplessly over his shoulder.

“I’m fine, Ethad,” she tried to reassure me in that smooth, calm voice of hers.

As always, she was the rock in the river, unperturbed by the water crashing around her. I couldn’t help but feel drawn to her for that, a moment of stillness in this chaotic world.

“I know,” I said. “I just want to make sure you stay fine.”

We were sitting on her bed in the double guest room, which was as tastefully decorated as the rest of the place. Deep purple curtains fell from the ceiling and framed the full-height window on one wall. The headboard of the large bed was pushed up against the window, upholstered in white fabric, with deep golden sheets as soft as silk.

Almost everything in this place was black, white, purple, and gold. Colors of luxury and sophistication, which of course suited Stacey perfectly. But I was increasingly realizing they suited Liang, too, with her black hair, golden skin, and white eyes.

Her dress for this evening was a pale lilac, even. Not exactly the same as the deep, indigo shades of the apartment, but still. It was a floaty, floor-length thing Clare had helped her pick out, and Liang had described with an eager blush how she felt ethereal wearing it, with the light fabric fluttering in the wake of each tiny movement.

“You don’t mind?” I asked. “I know you said some clothing can disorient you if it’s too floaty.”

“Not at all,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m going to a nice dinner, I imagine I’ll be seated for most of it. So, it will be fun-- just as long as the sleeves are fitted.

This was another carefully considered feature of the gown. Because she wouldn’t be able to tell if her sleeves were dragging in her plate, they needed to be fitted closely to her arms, so Clare had also purchased a pair of fingerless gloves to manage the loose sleeves of the dress. The gloves ended in a loop that went around the middle finger, and the intricately-embroidered dark gray material made Liang look like a princess from back home when she stepped out of the room that evening.

“Whoa,” I said softly as she came out into the lounge.

She moved slowly, probably not used to the pale gold heels she was wearing, but despite her speed, her gait and posture conveyed confidence. It would probably help that she was going to spend most of the evening sitting down, and when she wasn’t, holding onto someone’s arm.

“It looks okay?” she asked us while sounding a little sheepish.

I could only imagine what was going through her head. She’d probably never had cause to dress fancily before in her life, and there was the added uncertainty of the fact she couldn’t see it for herself.

“More than okay,” Stacey said warmly, and she stepped up to Liang and took both the seer’s hands in her own. “Beautiful. Lilac suits you.”

“Those gloves are in style among the ladies of court back in Coilfell,” Aethelind added with a note of approval in her tone. “It’s very becoming, Liang.”

I shot her a warning look when she mentioned ‘Coilfell’, because while Kevin was still in his room, he could well have heard us through the door. She glared back at me and was clearly irritated to be scolded, and even more irritated because she knew she’d genuinely made a mistake.

“I like the gloves, too,” Stacey said as she took the floaty sleeves of Liang’s gown and began to wrap them around her upper arms while tucking the ends into her long gloves.

No doubt Clare had explained the vision and technique before they’d left, and I had to admit, the result was very elegant. And, most important, it eliminated any risk of material dragging into Liang’s food.

“I’m glad,” Liang said in a slightly shy tone. “I know I can trust your opinion.”

“Flatterer,” Stacey said with a laugh, and she pressed a quick, fond kiss to Liang’s cheek.

Stacey herself was also impeccably dressed-- as if there’d ever been any doubt-- in a deep purple strapless dress that hugged her hips before flaring out a little at the mid-thigh. Combined with a plunging neckline, it accentuated her curves, almost to the point of distraction.

“You’re both in purple,” I said, and I came over to press a careful kiss to Stacey’s temple but was mindful to avoid disturbing the elegant knot she had twisted her hair into. One razor-straight forelock hung loose and draped gracefully over her collarbone, jet black and shockingly white.

And again, I realized I had yet to ask the reason for this white streak. Perhaps I would find time later tonight.

My thoughts were sidetracked by the sound of Aethelind’s voice, though.

“Is this truly how women dress in this world?” she complained as she yanked around the bust hemline of her dress, seemingly in an attempt to make it more comfortable.

It was an elegant thing and glittered gold like her dragon form’s scales. I wondered if this had been an attempt on Clare’s part to mediate the uncomfortable garment, or if Aethelind had naturally gravitated toward the color. Either way, it complimented her deep bronze skin nicely. The halter neck style elongated her already long figure, as did the modest knee-high slit on one side, but from how Aethelind was plucking at various bits-- putting a finger into the high-collared neckline, trying to yank down the skirt-- I felt more like I was watching a teenager at one of those ‘prom’ things the others had occasionally mentioned.

“Stop it,” I said as I batted her hands away, and she glared at me.

“Why can’t I dress like that?” she demanded, and she gestured to the tidy suit jacket and pants I was wearing.

Because this wasn’t a formal business meeting, Stacey had insisted I forego a tie, so instead the topmost button of my shirt was undone, which was a style the bespectacled woman had called ‘roguishly charming.’

I’d smiled, then, because I very much liked the sound of that.

“Androgyny would suit you,” Stacey admitted with a grin. “It’s very ‘in’ right now. But it’s too late to get you a new outfit, certainly one that would fit well enough for a venue like this.”

“Could I at least wear different footwear?” the female dragon asked with a pout.

She was teetering around in her heels, a pair of glittering golden sandals that only looked about two or three inches tall. I knew by this point that wasn’t much of a heel, compared to some of the shoes I’d seen Danielle and Stacey wearing.

Even as Aethelind spoke, the bespectacled woman was in viciously-sharp stilettos at least six inches tall. The line from her leg to her foot was completely vertical.

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “We’ll be sitting down eating for most of the evening, anyway.”

Aethelind sighed exaggeratedly to make clear how unsatisfied she was with this answer, but she didn’t complain further.

“Hang on,” Stacey then said. “I know what might cheer you up.”

She sped up the stairs with such speed, you would’ve thought she was moving in flat shoes and pants instead of stilettos and a fitted dress. A moment later, she returned with something shiny in her hands, and I instantly saw Aethelind’s eyes zero in on the shimmer.

“Here,” Stacey said, and she poured a large-linked golden bracelet into Aethelind’s hands. “It goes with your dress and compliments your skin.”

No dragon could resist the allure of a well-polished precious metal. Even I found myself a little jealous to see Aethelind handling such a piece, especially since Stacey was one of my companions.

“It’s just to borrow,” the bespectacled woman told Aethelind firmly. “I want it back.”

“Mm,” Aethelind said vaguely, but she was clearly enamored by the jewelry as she slipped it onto her left wrist.

At least it stopped her complaining about her dress and shoes.

Though, I supposed I had to admit, the dressing standards for women here were certainly more exacting than those for men. I didn’t want to have to imagine tottering about on the balls of my feet every time I had an important meeting with a client. Really, I didn’t know how Stacey managed it. Danielle only wore heels now and then, and I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen Clare in anything other than sneakers.

Kevin emerged from his room a short while later, dressed similarly to me, though his suit was black instead of a deep navy, which I’d gone for per Stacey’s recommendation.

“It conveys a slightly more casual setting, and it makes you look less severe,” she’d said as she fondly brushed a hand under my chin.

Normally, I took no issue with looking severe and intimidating, but this was a diplomatic mission.

“Looking good,” I complimented Kevin.

He grinned and looked both relieved and sheepish. The bright white of his shirt and the stark black of his jacket and pants emphasized the warm undertones of his dark skin.

“Ethan is right, you look very dashing,” Aethelind said.

While I was mainly relieved to hear her using my human name, I didn’t miss the pleased flush that deepened Kevin’s cheeks.

“You do, and not a moment too early,” Stacey added, and she checked her phone before she dropped it into a clutch purse that matched her dress exactly, even down to the material. “Car’s here, come on.”

I offered Liang my arm, and this had become so routine for the pair of us that she knew exactly where to reach-- always to her right, only a few inches away. Her hands readily curled around my left elbow, and I walked her slowly toward the door, mindful of the fact she was in heels, as well as almost a foot shorter than me.

The car Sebastian de Luna had sent for us was as sleek and refined as I would have expected from a client of Stacey’s. We settled into the elongated seating area at the back, and I made sure to direct Aethelind to a seat where she was facing forward. I had learned for myself it was disorienting to be moving in the ‘wrong’ direction if you weren’t prepared for it.

Liang, meanwhile, had cheerfully told me she had never experienced motion sickness in her life. She’d explained to me she suspected it was because in order to feel motion sick, you generally needed to be looking at something still while in motion, but she didn’t see anything at all.

“Remember, everyone,” Stacey said as the car pulled to a stop and we climbed out in front of a restaurant done up in an art deco style, all shimmering golds and sleek black. “We’re here to make a good impression, so best behavior.”

“Give us some credit, Stacey,” Kevin said with a grin. “Uncle Dave isn’t with us.”

That made all of us, even Aethelind, chuckle. Dave was as friendly as they got, and perpetually well-meaning, but he nonetheless was… a little less refined than someone like Stacey.

“I thought Dave was your cousin,” Aethelind then said to Kevin as we made for the stairs leading up to the restaurant entrance.

Off to one side, I could see a square, boxy elevator built into the stairway, for those who needed wheelchair access.

“Technically, he’s my uncle,” Kevin explained. “But he and my dad are sixteen years apart, so Dave’s actually closer in age to me than to his brother. Sometimes I call him uncle, sometimes he’s a cousin.”

The female dragon nodded sagely, as if some great wisdom had been imparted, and I supposed family dynamics in Coilfell were generally a lot more rigid. Particularly among dragons, who didn’t want to be indebted to anyone if they could help it.

It was generally considered gauche in our culture to kill one’s mother or target an unhatched egg, but other than that, even a half-sibling or a father or some distant cousin was fair game for territorial brawling.

I narrated the terrain aloud to Liang as we ascended the stairs.

“Coming up to them now,” I told her in a low voice. “I’m gonna move left so you can hold the handrail if you want.”

Wisely, Clare had selected a dress for Liang that hovered about an inch and a half off the ground, thereby eliminating the need for the seer to lift or mind her skirt as she walked. She reached out for the handrail, and she and I walked up the stairs in an even rhythm.

“It’s a revolving door,” I told her once we were at the top, so Liang and I squeezed into one of the compartments by ourselves and slowly walked around, then waited in the ‘lobby’ area of the restaurant for the others.

“We’re here to dine with Mr. de Luna,” Stacey said smoothly to the young woman standing by the podium.

The hostess nodded gracefully and led us through to the main restaurant, which was a high-ceilinged room with a pleasant hum of chatter, and everything was colored in warm golds and bronzes.

On the back wall of this room were a series of large booths, upholstered in black leather, with huge oval tables tucked into each one.

And as we approached these booths, I saw one had a pair of occupants who were watching Stacey eagerly.

“Ms. Brooks!” the man in this booth said jovially as we were shown to the table.

The server set down a stack of menus, declared she would give us a few minutes to greet one another and examine the drinks menu, and then retreated.

“Sebastian,” Stacey greeted in a warm tone as de Luna came out from the booth to stand and hug her. “You look well.”

“All the better for seeing you,” he said while grinning shamelessly, and Stacey laughed. “And this must be the gentleman you told me about on the phone, yes? Ethan Cloud?”

“Just Ethan’s alright,” I said as I extended a hand.

He shook it firmly, and I was pleasantly surprised by the strength of his grip.

“A pleasure,” he told me. “A pleasure. And your lovely guests? I always say, the more, the merrier.”

“Ah, yes,” Stacey said. “Sebastian, meet Liang Lóng, Kevin Washington, and Linda Khan.”

“Wonderful to make your acquaintances.” Sebastian smiled while shaking Kevin’s hand, and he kissed first Liang’s, then Aethelind’s. “This is my assistant, Jonathan. Please, sit, make yourselves comfortable.”

We sat, with de Luna sitting beside Jonathan, Stacey beside de Luna, then me, then Liang. Kevin ended up between Jonathan and Aethelind, and I was glad there was a bit of a buffer between a stranger and the newest dragon of our group.

“Excuse me,” Sebastian said to a passing server. “Do you have menus in Braille?”

“Of course, sir,” the man said solemnly. “How many?”

“Just one, thank you,” Liang answered with a smile.

He returned a moment later, passed one to her, and apologized for the delay.

“The service here is excellent,” Sebastian promised us as we opened our menus. “The food even more so. Please, order whatever you like, it’s on me.”

“That’s very kind of you, Sebastian.” Stacey smiled. “I take it your most recent investments are paying off, then?”

“You mean that hotel I refurbished with your help?” he asked with a grin. “As a matter of fact, yes. You must come and stay sometime, you know. I’m sure the only reason it’s not still a money-swallowing hovel is because you managed to get that gorgeous Brocatello di Siena marble for the floors.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” Stacey said wryly. “But I’m glad things are working out so well.”

“Seriously, you have to come stay, I can offer you a hefty discount, as well,” he said before his eyes flicked to me. “For you and however many guests you choose to take with you.”

As Stacey and de Luna caught up with one another, I was happy to just sit back and watch her in her element for a while. It was a sight I hadn’t been able to appreciate for several weeks, between how busy I’d been, and the fact Stacey had spent so much time in Egypt.

Sebastian de Luna, I decided, reminded me a lot of Peter Dallman. He was moneyed in a way that suggested he had never known hardship. Next to Stacey, the comparison was obvious. There was a softness to his features and easiness to his demeanor that came from the simple knowledge he had always, and would always, be comfortable.

Stacey, meanwhile, had been honed into a sharper, more astute creature. No less graceful, but something about her just seemed more… in-focus. As though a lifetime of ease had blurred de Luna’s edges slightly.

But, also like Peter Dallman, he was clearly unfailingly nice and easy with his generosity. When Liang couldn’t decide between two cocktails, he told her to order both, and when the server asked what starters we all wanted, he instructed the man to send for three of everything, so we could all try.

“Now, Mr. Cloud,” Sebastian said once the starters had arrived. “Sorry, Ethan. Tell me about Cloud Contracting.”

“We’re a full-service contracting business, specializing in unique designs while putting quality above all else,” I said as I sat up straighter in my seat. “We work mostly out of Chicago, for now, but we’re looking to expand. We did a few jobs for a gentleman named Peter Dallman, and I met Stacey because she was able to supply me with the Baccarat crystal Dallman needed for his office space.”

“Baccarat?” His eyebrows raised. “A man of fine taste. Your work must be exemplary to have him come back to you for multiple jobs.”

“I like to think so,” I said with a smirk. “What’s this latest job you need Stacey for, then? Apparently, you might be interested in my company’s help.”

“Well, you heard me singing her praises about the Brocatello di Siena marble,” Sebastian said, and he tipped his glass reverently toward the bespectacled woman sitting between us. “And I have once again enlisted her expertise to secure me a singularly large slab of Van Gogh granite. I’m in hotels, you see, and I have a vision for the bar of my latest venture-- a single, forty-meter-long segment for the countertop. Blues and golds like you wouldn’t believe.”

I raised my eyebrows as I began to understand what he wanted.

“You’d like Cloud Contracting to take over the bar refurbishment?” I asked.

“If you’re available,” Sebastian said. “It’s very rare for Stacey to give me a recommendation, and I happen to know Peter, too-- we went to college together, back in the day. If you can believe time goes that far back.”

I laughed, because I knew for a fact Peter had only recently turned fifty, and both he and de Luna looked excellent for that age. No doubt this was a result of a comfortable life with plenty of time to go to the gym, and plenty of money to try the latest in anti-aging creams and serums.

“You flatter me with your confidence, Mr. de Luna,” I said.

“Sebastian, please,” he said.

“Sebastian,” I corrected. “I can guarantee we would be interested, but we are based out of Chicago.”

“I’ll pay for flights and accommodations,” he assured me smoothly, and he looked to Jonathan. “Note this down, will you?”

“Already on it, sir,” Jonathan said with a smile.

I noticed now that he had a small, leather-bound notebook and was effectively transcribing our conversation.

“That’s kind of you, but just so you’re aware, my company is only licensed in Illinois,” I explained. “Ms. Brooks and I are in talks with a local company here in California who is looking to be bought, but I wanted to be upfront with you about how things will work.”

I hadn’t personally talked to anyone yet, but I trusted Stacey with both my life and business, and I knew she wouldn’t lead me astray.

“A man of integrity, now that I can respect,” Sebastian said with a grin. “I’m not bothered by the particulars. You understand, Ethan, I want only the best for my businesses. Because the people who come to stay at my hotels, they come for special occasions. Weddings, anniversaries, or simply a well-earned vacation after a few years without one. I want them to know no expense has been spared, no luxury overlooked. Every single person deserves to feel respected and cared for, and that means the environments they relax in must be of the most impeccable quality, in both material and construction. Is Cloud Contracting up to that?”

“Absolutely.” I grinned at him easily, and I fished out a business card I had tactfully decided to slip into my breast pocket before we’d left Stacey’s and passed it to the man with a smile. “Send me the blueprints you have so far, and we can get to work.”

The meal passed extremely amicably after that. The food was, as de Luna had promised, superb, and I almost felt like I was betraying Tony for enjoying it so much.

Aethelind, too, was enjoying herself, though she spent most of the meal conversing with Kevin. He seemed eager to tell her what various foods were, as she’d never encountered them before, and it quickly became apparent she had an immense sweet tooth. As with Liang’s cocktails, when the female dragon found herself stuck between two dessert options, de Luna smoothly instructed her to simply order both.

“I love tiramisu,” Stacey sighed as she surveyed the dessert menu. “But I’m so full.”

“I’ve never had tiramisu,” Liang remarked. “Clare talks about it sometimes, it sounds nice.”

“We’ll split one, then,” I suggested, and I turned to the server. “One tiramisu, and three spoons, please.”

This worked out excellently, and Liang quickly learned Clare had been onto something in her effusive praise.

I kept finding myself smiling at the seer. I was just so pleased she was getting to experience some of the finer things in life, after so much deprivation and being treated like a tool instead of as a person. I was immensely glad she’d convinced me to bring her along on this trip.

And it was evident Sebastian de Luna was charmed by her as well.

“Do you read much poetry, Ms. Lóng?” he asked her.

“If we’re to call you Sebastian, you must call me Liang,” she said with a smile. “And to answer your question, not as much as I would like, but I’ve recently found myself with more time than before. What about you?”

“My son gifted me a wonderful translation of Journey to the West for Christmas last year,” Sebastian said. “I enjoy how it shifts between mediums. The poems add a wonderful flow to the fight scenes.”

“Have you read it before?” Liang asked.

“Only once, and it was a different translation,” he explained. “I wanted to see how the tone or framing of certain things would change across different interpreters.”

I knew a little bit about that story, though I hadn’t yet read it. I knew Chinese culture here on Earth placed a particular reverence and focus on dragons-- even if the dragons it described were very different to the ones on Coilfell. For one thing, most Chinese dragons seemed to lack legs and were associated with water rather than fire.

“Oh, Ethan here is a regular speed demon,” Stacey said, and I zoned back into the conversation before suddenly realizing I had missed at least a minute, because I had no idea how the subject had turned from ancient Chinese poetry to my penchant for driving.

“You have a nice car, Ethan?” Sebastian asked as he turned to me.

“A Lamborghini Urus,” I answered and tried not to sound too proud, because that would be tacky.

“Very nice,” he commented. “A vehicle like that, with the right driver, could do quite well for itself here.”

“Oh?” I asked, but I couldn’t hide my interest.

I’d heard about Los Angeles’ legendary underground racing scene, of course. But I hadn’t anticipated this man would know anything about it.

“I, of course, am a stringently law-abiding citizen,” Sebastian clarified in an exaggerated tone. “But I have nonetheless heard there are unparalleled opportunities to be found in this fine city… if you know where to look.”

And from his tone, it was obvious he was someone who knew where to look.

The rest of the meal wrapped up cheerfully. Sebastian asked Kevin and I more questions about Cloud Contracting, all of which we easily and readily answered, which just seemed to bolster his conviction that we were the right company for his job. He didn’t even let us look at the bill when it arrived, just paid it alongside a hefty tip without so much as a glance, and then he bid us a friendly goodbye, with promises to be in contact soon about his vision for the hotel bar.

“De Luna hotels are seriously swanky,” Kevin said in a low voice once Sebastian and Jonathan had departed. “You just won us a major job, Stacey, oh, my God!”

“You can thank me with a sizable commission,” she assured Kevin with a grin. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I could still go for another couple of drinks.”

My eyes glittered as I understood what she meant.

The Shade Bar.

“Me, too,” I said.

“Well, I happen to know an excellent cocktail place not too far from here,” the bespectacled woman declared, and she pulled out her phone to call a cab.

Ideally, I would’ve liked to have gone to this place alone, or with only Aethelind, because I knew she could handle herself. But I knew neither Stacey nor Liang would let that happen, and Kevin would know something was up if he was sent home like a kid with a curfew while the rest of us supposedly went partying in town.

Besides, if the succubae really were keeping an eye on me, going there alone would definitely raise more suspicions than if I came as part of a group.

And, with the added threat of the basilisk, I didn’t want to let any of my group, especially Liang, out of my sight.

As we headed to The Shade Bar, I continued to draw amusement from watching Aethelind rapidly learn more and more about the human world. She was beginning to get enough information that she could make connections between certain things and had already surmised-- as I quickly had-- the shape and appearance of wealth and status in this world.

Not piles of gold, but fine clothes and watches. Even a complete novice to this world could at least see the superior quality and craftsmanship, though brand names were utterly meaningless to her.

And, frankly, they were mostly meaningless to me. I wasn’t going to get a specific watch or car just because it had a brand name. I wanted to know whatever I was buying was of excellent quality. An empty, low-quality item from a brand name was the worst of both worlds.

The Shade Bar stood out among the other establishments on the street for how understated it was. There was no blaring neon or garish signage beckoning people to come in. It was just a stylish, self-assured building painted a sultry, burgundy red, with a gold outline of an origami flower for a logo. The only sign outside was a larger version of this flower, constructed not out of neon, but out of highly-polished metal that just reflected the lights of the surrounding businesses.

As always, it paid to have Stacey with us, because her name opened doors. As we approached The Shade Bar, with its long line of people eagerly waiting to be let inside, Stacey just walked right up to the bounder and smiled.

And, just like that, the velvet rope was lifted for us.

We passed the bouncer, and I recalled what one of the online reviews for this place had said, about the bouncers ‘looking through’ people. I examined each of these sharply-dressed, burly men and determined them to be intimidating, but entirely human.

The inside of the building was a dark, heady place. The last word in high-end cocktail bars and nightclubs. Rhythmic, bass-heavy music pulsated through the place like a heartbeat, and Liang clustered herself close to me.

I realized belatedly how disorienting a place like this would be to someone like her. She relied on her hearing much more than a sighted person, so between the tight press of bodies and the loud music, she was at a much bigger disadvantage than normal.

“You okay?” I muttered in her ear as we followed Stacey to what I hoped was the bar.

“I think so,” she answered, though it was through gritted teeth. “Just… don’t let go.”

“Never,” I promised.

As if I would risk losing her in a place like this, even without the threat of a basilisk or a succubus.

Despite the fact we’d just come from a fancy restaurant, our group was not overdressed. All of the patrons inside were draped in shining gowns or finely-tailored suits, and though there didn’t appear to be many servers, no one seemed irritated by the slow service.

The staff, all female, were identifiable not just from their uniforms-- burgundy and gold like everything else in this place-- but from their appearances, too. They had a certain ‘look’ to them, just a little too smooth in the skin, a little too curvy in the body. Like they had been photoshopped in real life.

They were succubae, I noticed at once. Every single one of them.

This was a full-on nest.

And in this kind of atmosphere, with alcohol and drugs and low lighting and that pulsing music, I bet each and every one of these patrons were utterly enchanted by them.

There was no doubt they had to make an absolute fortune here. High-end styling commanded outrageous price tags, and the smoothing over of any concern or dismay with succubus magic would be the last word in ensuring customers returned.

As a dragon, I was kind of impressed by the enterprise.

Except for the bit where they were kidnapping and presumably killing people.

Kevin, who’d already been having one of the most exciting, fancy days of his life, was unsurprisingly eager to dance. To his dismay, though, no one else wanted to. The rest of us all had a mission, one that Kevin remained unaware of.

“Come on!” he called above the thrum of the music. “We’re here, we should dance!”

“How about we get a couple drinks in, first,” Stacey suggested as a compromise. “Loosen up.”

This placated him, and he nodded, so we found a booth at which to park, and I said I would go to the bar, both to get drinks and to assess the staff members.

“I’ll come, too,” Stacey said at once, because I knew she hated being left to wait.

“Me, too,” Liang added, which also wasn’t a surprise, and I found myself unable to refuse her. I didn’t want to be separated from her in this place.

“You two will be okay here?” I asked, and I wasn’t sure who I was more concerned for, Aethelind or Kevin.

But they both smiled reassuringly, and I decided to take them at their word.

The woman behind the bar was, like every other staff member, undoubtedly a succubus. Her dark-brown wavy hair was just a few shades too shiny, her bronze skin too flawless, her green eyes just a hint too vivid. And, like all the other staff members here, the curves of her body were too sumptuous, too sensual.

It was almost like I was looking at a caricature of an attractive woman.

Still, there was no mistaking her appearance aided her here. She commanded the space like it was her own personal palace, flirting outrageously with every patron, winking and joking, upselling like I could only dream of.

But, when she got to Liang, Stacey, and-- most relevantly-- me, she faltered a moment.

Just for a moment, the smile waned, but it was back in place less than a second later. She was good.

I’d expected her to notice me at once, because I was sure they’d been watching me, but I also knew succubae were more perceptive than most creatures. Their magic was a subtler, arguably more sinister type, very involved with the details.

The woman’s smile remained fixed in place as she leaned over the bar toward me, but her eyes were cold and sharp.

“Just what are you doing here?” she asked in a voice sweet as honey.

I focused my attention and surmised there was no enchantment laid over her words, at least not yet. I appreciated that she was at least willing to consider a conversation ‘straight-up.’

“This is our turf,” she added, “and we’ve had enough encroachment.”

I’d anticipated defensiveness, and even fear, but this caught me off-guard, and I frowned a little.

“Encroachment?” Stacey asked and beat me by barely a second.

“It’s been weeks,” the barwoman scoffed. “Just because you only decide to come inside now--”

“Weeks?” I cut her off. “I just got here today.”

The woman blinked. Then she narrowed her eyes and looked unconvinced.

“Then what’s been hunting us?” she demanded. “Picking off our patrons? I know a wyrm when I sense one. Dangerous and scaly.”

I grimaced with realization.

“That was a basilisk,” I said. “I encountered him this afternoon.”

The barwoman paled with shock, but only for a second. Then she frowned and was clearly trying to decide whether or not to believe me, so I sighed.

“Look, I came here because I thought you and your… sisters--” I said this part delicately, mindful there could be a human listening with little enough drugs in their system to remember this conversation tomorrow, “-- were the ones hurting people.”

“Us?” The barwoman looked perplexed. “Why would we do that?”

I glanced around and grew less sure of this venue by the moment. Anyone could be listening.

“Is there a place we can talk in confidence?” I asked as I turned back to the succubus.

She pursed her lips, weighed up the risks, and then eventually nodded.

“Follow me.” She walked out from behind the bar and called to someone, and another, near-identical woman slipped past to take her place serving drinks.

The succubus led us through the press of bodies to a kind of back room, with the walls painted black and jarringly normal lighting. Boxes were piled in one corner, and the walls were thick enough to mostly muffle the music.

“I’m Maeve, by the way,” the barwoman said.

“Ethad,” I said, because it seemed polite, and I didn’t want to needlessly antagonize these people, especially if they could be a useful ally against the basilisk. “Now, are you and your sisters really not to blame for these disappearances?”

“Why would we target our own patrons?” Maeve pointed out, and she put a hand on her hip. “We feed off desire. The dead want for nothing. Plus, it’s been driving away customers like nothing else. Without our magic drawing people back, this place would be empty.”

She made a valid point. In the way dragons craved wealth and status, succubae wanted flattery and adoration.

“She’s telling the truth,” Liang murmured into my ear.

“How can you be sure?” I asked as I looked down at her.

“I just am,” she said with a shrug.

I decided to take her at face value, because I knew there was much I didn’t understand about seers and Earth’s strange magic in general. But I knew Liang was trustworthy, and I trusted her judgement.

“My sisters and I have been aware of another magical entity in the vicinity for some time,” Maeve continued. “I admit, our patrons make easy targets, stumbling out in a blissful stupor at ungodly hours. But… fuck, really? A basilisk?”

“Why would a basilisk target here?” Stacey asked, and she looked between Maeve and me.

“Probably just to feed,” I said. “Succubae feed on desire, but basilisks feed on meat. Crossing into this world from Coilfell, even if you’re sent against your will and it’s someone else’s magic sending you here, it drains a lot. You need a lot of food to fuel back up. I know from experience.”

Maeve eyed me, but she seemed less wary than a few moments ago.

“So, if you’re not here because you’ve been picking off our patrons, why are you here?” she asked.

“I came to stop whoever was doing that,” I said plainly. “Since I arrived, I’ve laid claim to this world, so it’s mine to protect.”

“Huh,” Maeve said vaguely. “And… how did you get here, then? Were you sent against your will?”

This surprised me a little.

“You don’t know?” I frowned. “I’ve been told by others there’ve been stories all across Coilfell. I was sent here against my will, by a mage named Astrum.”

The succubus woman just blinked at me.

“Sorry,” she said after a moment. “Never heard of him.”

This seemed impossible to me.

“How?” I asked. “Is he not the one who sent you here, too? He’s sent everything else I’ve encountered.”

Aside from the Taowu, but I decided it wasn’t worth getting into right now.

Maeve just looked all the more perplexed.

“You’re sure you weren’t sent here by Astrum a few months ago?” I pressed.

“No…” the succubus woman said as she slowly shook her head. “We’ve been here for close on thirty years.”
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Chapter 9

“Thirty--?” I began but then faltered. It just didn’t make sense. “Thirty years? Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure,” she said with a slight smile. “But never mind that. Is this how that basilisk popped up? It was sent here by some mage?”

“Seems that way,” Stacey said.

“Is that why I felt a banshee’s presence a few weeks ago, then, too?” the succubus woman pressed. “Has some insane human been sending creatures to this world?”

“That’s exactly it,” I said. “He’s using this place as his personal dumping ground. Somehow, he obtained the power to open portals, enormous ones. He sent me through, and another dragon. Those banshees you sensed? They were the Gruesome Three.”

“Fuck…” Maeve breathed, and her eyes widened.

“He means to use this world’s lesser magic to weaken those creatures,” Liang added, and the quiet solidity of her tone left no room for doubt. “Then he plans to summon them back, so he can siphon their magic, humiliate them, and empower himself even further.”

“Have you noticed if your powers have weakened since you arrived here?” I asked.

“No.” The succubus shook her head. “I feel the same as I did back in Coilfell. Maybe it has something to do with the way the mage sent you here. Or maybe succubae magic is different in some manner.”

“Maybe,” I muttered and tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

Every time I went looking for answers, I just ended up with more questions.

“Fucking mages,” Maeve said with disgust twisting her face. “Even if he was going to summon back every creature he sent here-- and somehow I doubt that-- a massive influx of magical creatures would destroy this world.”

I wasn’t surprised she was concerned by this. Los Angeles had apparently been the home of her and her sisters for three decades, and even if she was looking at this selfishly, if there were no humans left to go to nightclubs and bars, she and her sisters would be unable to sustain themselves here.

Most succubae back in Coilfell lived in caves, usually coastal. Some lured the crews of ships to land with enchanting voices, others ventured into ports and trading towns by the sea to feed on tourists and traveling merchants. It wasn’t impossible by any measure, though people in Coilfell were generally more aware and suspicious of succubae, because they knew such creatures existed.

Here, though? The people came to them and had no reason to suspect anything was afoot. Certainly nothing supernatural.

“A basilisk was a good choice for Astrum to send here,” I said to the others. “It’s a powerful creature, and one Coilfell would be glad to be rid of. The perfect monster with which to demonstrate his new power.”

Because Balan would of course require several demonstrations before agreeing to invest so much of his hard-stolen treasure into Astrum’s pursuits. That was, after all, money that could alternatively be spent on wine and courtesans.

“The people here are sitting ducks,” Maeve said as she shook her head.

I wasn’t familiar with this aphorism, but I got the gist.

“There’s a folktale, back in Coilfell,” the succubus woman added to Liang and Stacey. Of course, if she’d sensed I was a dragon, she would have recognized these two as human. “A mysterious man comes to a village with an injury to his eyes that has blinded him. He wears a scrap of cloth around his head and relies on the kindness of the village people to take him in and care for him-- only to reveal his true form when night falls, killing and devouring whoever he finds.”

“God,” Stacey said with a grimace.

“You should speak with the leader of my coven,” Maeve said as she turned back to me. “Lilura created and owns The Shade Bar, and she’ll know what to do about this basilisk.”

“My plan was simply to kill it,” I said, though I knew it was easier said than done.

If I could get the alliance of a few succubae, that would certainly make the task simpler.

Maeve led us back out onto the main floor of the nightclub, where we were almost immediately joined by Aethelind and Kevin.

“Ethan!” Kevin cried out. “Where’d you guys go? You took ages! And you weren’t even at the bar!”

When I turned to face the younger man, I saw he was dragging Aethelind behind him by the hand, and she seemed mainly just amused by his antics. Just as well, really, because if she wasn’t, she may have incinerated him by now.

“Sorry, sir,” Maeve said, and I heard a thin layer of magic laid over her words. “I was just asking your friends to help me with something.”

“Oh, that’s alright,” Kevin assured her with a slightly dazed smile.

Then Aethelind and Maeve looked at one another for a long time, and I knew they were identifying each other.

“Tell you what,” Stacey announced, and she kissed me on the cheek before looping her elbow around Kevin’s free arm. “You can help me get drinks, and we’ll come and join this lot when we have them.”

“Sounds good!” Kevin grinned and was clearly pleased to begin taking advantage of being in such a nice venue.

I waved Aethelind over to join Liang and me, and she came without question.

“Care to explain to me why you’re working with the succubus?” the female dragon asked bluntly. There wasn’t much need to speak in too low a voice with the music.

“The basilisk is the one who’s been kidnapping people,” I explained. “And this coven of succubae has been here for decades. Their portal has long-since faded.”

“Gods,” Aethelind snapped as her face twisted with irritation. “So, what do we do now? Hunt the basilisk’s portal?”

“I’d be willing to bet something that dangerous was sealed carefully,” I said. “Like with you and me. But I could be wrong.”

“Let’s hope you are,” she muttered as she crossed her arms. “So, why are we still here?”

I looked at her in surprise, but then I remembered this way of life was new to her, as it had once been to me.

“We can’t just leave here with the basilisk running around,” I said. “It’s killing innocent people.”

“If they’re too weak to resist a basilisk, why is it our problem?” she scoffed.

I grimaced a little as I saw my own prior callousness reflected back at me. Clare was a saint for having had the patience to instill me with slightly more respectable, more human, morals.

“I have laid claim to this world,” I reminded Aethelind as I tried to put it in terms she would understand. “Any creature of Coilfell that murders innocents is an enemy of mine who is trespassing on my territory. And any human who murders innocents will answer to me in kind.”

“You sound almost like one of those vapid knights who would come charging into our caverns,” Aethelind remarked with a smirk.

“It’s hunting Liang,” I said flatly. “For that, I will kill it.”

Her smirk turned into a sharp smile.

“On that, we agree, brother,” she assured me, and we nodded to one another.

Though I didn’t say this part aloud to her, I was also curious to know how the succubae had come to find themselves on Earth, if not via Astrum. Possibly there was another avenue to be explored, in our quest to return to Coilfell.

Possibly this related to Earth magic.

Maeve wove through the packed dancefloor with practiced grace and left the three of us almost scrambling to keep up. Both Aethelind and I kept a strong grip on Liang’s arms as we surged toward the other edge of the crowd.

I found myself reflecting on a conversation Liang and I had shared about a week ago, just after she’d moved into Danielle’s downstairs guest room. With her now living with us, Clare and Danielle had asked for full details about what had happened with the Taowu.

I remembered Liang being surprised when I’d explained how Shen and I had met with the Yen Clan’s seer in order to track her location, because Liang had apparently believed the other seer woman was dead.

And, now, I remembered how when we had first met, Liang had spoken of ‘the Yen Clan’s seer before her,’ as though she had already died.

A week ago, during that conversation, I’d chalked this up to simple mystery, to the Yen Clan wanting to protect a powerful asset, just like the Crimson 88 had sought to safeguard their own.

But now I was suspecting something else. Mainly because, when I’d met the Yen Clan’s seer, she hadn’t seemed right. Different, somehow. More than a seer.

Perhaps the succubae coven, having been here for so long, had come into contact with other seers, with someone like the Yen Clan’s seer. Surely, after thirty years, they must have noticed some kind of Earth magic?

And if they hadn’t been sent here by Astrum, who was to say they hadn’t been summoned by an entity here on Earth, instead of sent away by one on Coilfell?

I would have loved to ask the Yen Clan’s seer to peer into the mists of fate and time and pluck an answer from the infinite, but she was sleeping now, and I doubted she would even be able to give me an answer without straining her gift, possibly to the point of death.

We emerged from the other side of the crowd, and Maeve led us into another ‘section’ of the nightclub. There were still patrons here, but it was obvious all of them were much further gone than the ones in the main room. A faint hint of magic hung in the air here, and I knew this was the room where the love spells were concocted.

The wall opposite the bar was made entirely out of a single, huge mirror that reflected the room back at us. I noticed my own reflection, and that of my friends. Next to the patrons, who were caught in a hedonistic frenzy, we seemed almost drab in comparison.

The succubus woman behind the bar held herself with an entirely new level of command, to the point I was reasonably sure even a normal human would suspect something otherworldly about her. She was unmistakably the leader of this coven, Lilura, and the drinks she was concocting at the bar had a strange color and luminosity to them, unlike any natural beverage.

Her hair was impossibly dark. Rather than shiny like a raven’s wing, it seemed to suck in all the light, which made her pale skin and startling green eyes seem brighter. Like all the other staff, she had the same too-exaggerated proportions, but something, possibly her status as leader, made me want to believe she looked right. She looked desirable.

I focused my mind as I steeled myself against the low-level influence that permeated this place, and the silky gauze that had been laying itself over my senses lifted.

It was then that Lilura sensed us coming, which was unsurprising. Succubae could sense magic, in a way, and two dragons was as good as a neon sign. She smiled at us, and even that felt powerful. For a moment, I was charmed, literally charmed by her, before I steeled myself, focused, and threw off the enchantment.

I was glad Liang was blind, because that would do something to dampen the succubus’ effects. For such a negotiation, we would all need clear heads.

“Welcome,” Lilura said in a voice like silk, and she gestured to three empty barstools.

I guided Liang onto one, and then Aethelind and I perched on either side of her.

“Can I interest you in something to drink?” Lilura asked, and she waved her arm toward the shining array of potions.

Every gesture felt sumptuous, not exactly lazy, but luxurious. As if she had all the time in the world.

“I have a great many things on offer,” Lilura added. “An elixir to make your hearts beat in tandem. A serum to accentuate pleasure, such that even the sweetest, most chaste kiss brings ecstatic delight.”

“Save your potion-peddling,” Aethelind scoffed.

“They have revealed themselves to me, sister,” Maeve added. “They mean no harm. They’re not the ones who’ve been targeting our patrons.”

Lilura narrowed her eyes at Maeve and looked doubtful.

“Two dragons, and you mean to tell me neither are the creature we have sensed on our territory?” she demanded.

“No,” I answered for Maeve. “Because that’s a basilisk.”

Lilura balked at that. “What?”

“I mean to kill it,” I assured her. “And I suspect that would benefit you as much as it would myself.”

Maeve quickly brought her coven leader up to speed, and Lilura listened with pursed lips the whole time.

“I see,” she said at last. “But I don’t understand what you stand to gain? My business would recover. What’s in it for you?”

“Revenge, for one,” I said. “It attacked me and my companions. It seeks one of them. I would see it come to regret such an assertion.”

Lilura sighed, almost like she was fond of something.

“It seems impossible, but I do think I forgot how bloodthirsty your kind can be, dragon,” she admitted. “I cannot deny it’s a tempting offer. But… it is not the most delectable one I’ve had presented to me tonight.”

I frowned a little and looked to Maeve for explanation, but one glance at the other succubus’ face made it clear she had no clue what Lilura was talking about, either.

“I’m… sorry?” I asked slowly, and my eyes narrowed.

Something suspicious prickled in the air.

“Let me make myself perfectly clear,” Lilura said as she stared into my eyes. “I do not trust a basilisk. They are loathsome creatures. But as it happens, I trust dragons even less. Much less two of them. Back in Coilfell, I had another coven, before this one, and it was wiped out, all on the whim of a dragon.”

Slowly, a realization dawned on me. If the basilisk had been scouting out The Shade Bar as a place for easy targets these past weeks, then no doubt it had at some point been inside The Shade Bar.

Maybe even tonight, maybe even to fuel up ahead of a fight against two dragons. No doubt it had seen us entering and had even approached the leader of this coven with a deal.

Better the devil you know, and all that.

“Are you sure about this, Lilura?” I asked in a low, warning tone.

“Sure about what?” Maeve looked between us, and she was clearly confused and rapidly getting more nervous.

“The basilisk approached your leader with a bargain, didn’t he?” I glared at Lilura. “What did he promise, I wonder? To shift his attention to a different set of targets? Or simply to kill the two dragons coming your way?”

“I fail to see how this is of any concern to you,” Lilura said as she arched an eyebrow at me. “Seeing as you will be dead soon.”

“You’ve made a grave mistake, demon,” Aethelind snarled, and she rose to her feet but then wobbled on her heels and swore. “Blasted shoes!”

She leaned down and physically ripped each sandal off each foot, but I kept my eyes on the succubus before me.

“Do you really believe a basilisk will hold to its word?” I demanded.

“Who’s to say?” Lilura admitted with a cold smile, and Maeve was staring at her with an appalled expression. “But even if he reneges on the deal, I’m willing to bet the two of you won’t go down without a fight. Not when he wants your seer, too.”

My blood ran cold. Even as I’d logically known of course the basilisk wanted Liang, too, it hurt to hear it laid out so plainly.

“I have worked hard to make this place,” Lilura continued as her expression hardened. “And I will not let it be destroyed. This world is bursting with want, overflowing with it. My sisters and I can feast, but only if left alone.”

“That’s what I was offering you!” I growled. “You fool. You’ve signed your death warrant. You say you know who I am, but do you really?”

“A dragon?” Lilura drawled.

“Not just a dragon,” I corrected, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from flashing, but what reason did I have to hide right now? “I am the Scorcher of Skies, the Destroyer of Peace, the Crimson Scourge. I am Ethad of the Fire Mountains, the Winged Foe of Coilfell. I have bested banshee queens and creatures from other worlds, the likes of which you could not comprehend! Do you truly think your coven could overpower me?”

My voice thundered, and the ground practically shook. But Lilura was not intimidated. She just smiled darkly.

“It’s not about overpowering,” she said simply. “You have wandered willingly into my domain, a place I have cultivated for thirty years. You are standing in the epicenter of my power, and even a dragon as mighty as you surely knows to be wary of the simple magic of permission and territory.”

And then it happened.

A great wave, soundless and shapeless and yet irrefutable, slammed into me so suddenly and strongly that I was knocked from my seat. It was the power of sheer influence. The combined strength of over a dozen succubae focusing on a single target.

Well, two targets, because I heard Aethelind’s wail as she, too, was subjected to this. Pure will pressed down on us both like a block of the densest possible matter. There was no room for air, no room for thought.

Liang also let out a cry, and rage filled me at the sound of her in pain. Not just because she was human, but because she was only involved in any of this because of me.

In my reluctance to leave her alone, I had unwittingly drawn her to the center of the danger.

She was the only human left in the room. As well as forcing their influence on me, the succubae had silently willed all of the human patrons to set down their drinks and passively leave this side room, as if nothing unusual was happening. I understood they would not want to risk their business by having several dozen guests get caught in the crossfire of a bloody fight.

There was no doubt Lilura was powerful, having long since reached whatever the ‘prime’ was for a succubus. I could feel my mind splintering, and my own will threatened to crack and shatter under the combined pressure of their influence.

Every strand of me wanted simply to obey, because obedience would be a relief. More than relief, it would be sheer bliss. But I couldn’t. Because Liang was right beside me. And Aethelind was now my ally, and I had so many others I needed to protect.

But I could hardly think. One succubus, even two or three, would have been child’s play for me. But this was an entire coven, unified in their focus and goal. It was taking everything I had just to keep hold of my own thoughts, never mind trying to fight them off.

Like mages, alone they were lesser. But together, they could overpower even a creature as strong as myself.

“Join us, Maeve.” I felt rather than heard Lilura’s command, and I distantly understood that Maeve was not partaking in this exertion of force.

“This dragon was going to help us!” Maeve cried out from miles away. “He asked for nothing! His goals aligned with ours!”

“Foolish child,” Lilura snapped. “Never trust a dragon. All wyrms are liars, but they are the most adept.”

“And a basilisk?” Maeve demanded. “You would rather--”

She was suddenly cut off, and without even looking, I knew why.

The basilisk had arrived.

I could feel the will of the succubae exerting itself on me, imploring me to surrender, to let go, to let the basilisk kill me. I saw the same bald man in dark sunglasses slowly approach, and I outstretched a shaky hand, grabbed at the top of the barstool I’d fallen from, and doggedly pulled myself to my feet.

The influence of the succubae didn’t relent.

Still, I forced myself to move. Only two steps, but it put me directly between Liang and the basilisk. The seer was hunched effectively under the lip of the bar and curled in a small ball on the ground. I swallowed hard, panted raggedly, and tried to force myself to shift into my hybrid form.

“Aethelind…” I gasped.

She was on her knees clinging to a barstool of her own. She had made it some of the way, but her strength, her resolve, was threatening to crack.

“Aethelind!” I insisted.

I focused on shifting again. It was risky, with so many people here just in the next room, but if I didn’t do something, I would die. We would all die. Liang was right behind me, and I could hear her humming something to herself.

It was a sweet, almost comforting melody. The sort of tune a parent might sing to a child to lull them to sleep in a thunderstorm.

I wondered how she had come to learn this song, having grown up without parents, without people who cared for her as a person so much as an asset. I could imagine her sitting in one of those grim concrete rooms humming it to herself alone.

I would not allow her to die here. Not when she had only just begun to see all of the wonders life could offer.

So, I clung to that tune and tried to block out the succubae. It worked in part. I threw off enough of their influence to shift into my hybrid form.

And not a moment too soon.

The basilisk had lunged for me, close enough that I could smell its rancid breath, and I swiped out at it. The motion was clumsy, but it was enough to push the creature back for a moment.

“Aethelind!” I cried again, and this time, the female dragon responded.

Maybe she, too, had heard Liang’s humming, but a moment later, she was on her feet with golden scales shimmering across her skin, and she and I faced the foul creature.

The basilisk had staggered back from my shove, and in doing so, had turned to face away from the bar, toward the mirrored wall opposite.

But the moment it saw this wall, it turned away and hissed as though burned.

Realization struck me. Something about the mirror caused it pain, maybe even fear.

Before I could ruminate on this further, I felt the succubae turn their magic up a notch. My knees threatened to buckle, but I held on to Liang’s song. I gripped it so hard with both hands that I worried I might shatter the music itself. Even so, it was only barely enough. I could feel myself slipping, just a fraction, but I knew it was just a matter of time.

I lashed out at the basilisk again, and Aethelind and I moved as one. This time, we caught it. Aethelind on the arm, myself on its face, and I scored one deep red line into the pale, sallow flesh of its cheek.

The basilisk reared back, and I tried to grin triumphantly, but my control was slipping away from me.

As the basilisk lunged forward once again, I spat flames into its face, and a wave of red and orange heat rolled across the room like a tidal wave. The fire wasn’t enough to set this place alight, not with so many bystanders just outside and Liang and the others so close, but it was enough to make the basilisk instinctively dive for cover.

Which bought me a second to think and plan my next move.

Gary had told me there was a saying here, that the best defense was a good offense, and I couldn’t agree more. So, I lurched for the basilisk with my fangs and claws bared, and I tried with every fiber of myself to hear only Liang’s song, and not the crushing weight of an entire succubus coven.

“You don’t like mirrors?” I snarled at the basilisk as I grabbed it by both shoulders and tried to turn it so it was forced to see its own reflection.

The bastard struggled against my old, but then Aethelind appeared at my side with her claws brandished.

As our opponent shrieked and cursed at us, the female dragon and I raked at its flesh. We were opening wounds in the fucker’s skin, but not enough to put him down for the count.

Somehow, the basilisk’s arm suddenly slipped from my grasp. I’d felt a muffled thud in my hand, and as my enemy spun out of my grip, its arm flapped uselessly for a moment before it snapped back into place.

The slippery bastard had dislocated its arm to escape me, but I wasn’t going to let him get far.

Before he could retaliate, I spat another burst of flame into its face, and as it jerked its head back, it seemed less concerned about being burned and more about its sunglasses melting.

What would a basilisk do, when faced with its own reflection?

I was prevented from finding the answer to this question as it spun to face Aethelind, with its leg extended, and the basilisk kicked her hard enough in the sternum to send her sprawling. She skidded across the smooth floor and only stopped when she collided with the base of the bar, not far from where Liang crouched with her eyes screwed shut and hands clapped over her ears.

“Sisters!” Lilura urged from behind the bar as she leveled a glare at me. “Give them your all! Subdue the dragons!”

I snarled at the lead succubus even as I felt the magic increase yet again. It was like the gravity in the room had been doubled, and my head was pounding with the weight of it. I swayed under the force as my knees threatened to buckle.

The basilisk lunged for me again while I was immobilized, but I retained enough awareness to catch him around the shoulders. I forced myself not to look at his face, but with the succubae trying to disable me, I was clinging to the basilisk not to fight it, but to stay upright.

The bastard just grinned down at me coldly in my peripherals. Once again, my control, my will, was threatening to slip away. Liang’s song was splintering to dust.

I had to do something. But what?

Just as it all seemed hopeless, it was as though something snapped, and all the succubae stopped at once.

A high-pitched shrieking filled my ears, and I hissed, but this was at least was a mundane, ordinary sound. At first, I thought it was the wailing of the succubae, who were clawing at their ears around the room, but then I realized it was combined with something else.

A fire alarm.

I whipped around and saw Stacey and Kevin standing by the doorway, with broken glass and liquid littering the floor at their feet. Clearly, they’d come in here from the main bar area to find us and had witnessed the grisly scene before them.

Stacey, ever sharp, had leaped into action, and with a single pull of a fire alarm, she’d completely incapacitated our enemies.

Aethelind and I looked at one another and grinned. Not only had Stacey knocked the succubae’s influence aside, she had ensured all the human patrons would immediately evacuate the bar, which removed them from any danger.

There was no time to waste. The succubae would readjust soon, so Aethelind and I threw ourselves into action.

I tackled the basilisk head-on while she lunged for Lilura, and with a single swipe of her razor-sharp claws, the head of the succubus coven was rendered headless. There was a dull ‘thud’ as it fell to the ground, and her face didn’t even register the shock. It had happened too fast.

Meanwhile, I brawled with the basilisk, and I was swiping and pinning and trying to target any piece of flesh possible. I had to be defensive, though, because of its gaze and its venom. Making use of what I’d seen with the mirror a moment ago, I pressed my hand against the bastard’s face and forced its gaze to the side so it was facing the mirror, and it snarled and hissed at me like a rabid animal.

The basilisk tried to slither away from me, but I caught it. I could see it making for Liang, and I knew I would tear it limb from limb before it could lay a finger on her.

In my peripherals, Aethelind moved faster than anything I had seen in this world, save myself, as she mowed through the other succubae. There was a savage beauty to it that made me long for the golden age of my kind, which had long-since passed in Coilfell.

Then the basilisk kicked me back enough to make my grip slip from its body, but in the split second I needed to spring back to my feet, it fled in the chaos. I stared toward the door without thinking, but then a whimpering song caught my attention, and I found myself more concerned with Liang, and Maeve as the sole remaining succubus, to pursue it right now.

“Liang,” I said as I quickly and scooped her up in my arms. I doubted it would have been too difficult to pick her up even without super strength, petite and slight as she was. “Liang, are you alright?”

“Is it… over?” she asked quietly, still with her hands pressed to her ears.

“The succubae are dead,” I assured her, and I looked grimly at the carnage around us.

Aethelind’s golden dress was spattered with blood, and she had a manic grin on her face. No doubt this was the most fun she’d had since arriving on Earth. Possibly the most fun she’d had in decades.

Meanwhile, Maeve was staring at us with wide green eyes, and she seemed too shocked to move, even to speak.

“The basilisk got away,” I confessed as I refocused on the seer in my arms. “But you’re safe. That’s what matters.”

Then I looked over to Stacey and Kevin, still by the fire alarm. I was just relieved Stacey was okay, but as the adrenaline wore off, I realized something else.

Kevin was gaping in my direction, at the scales still adorning my arms and face, and I knew that my secret was no longer a secret.
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Chapter 10

Kevin had always had an interest in the supernatural. He was a fan of those lightly conspiratorial social media pages, and he loved reading theories about magical creatures living among humans.

I guess part of me had assumed, because of this, he would take it well. He might even smile delightedly and whoop something like, “I knew it!”

But instead, he was just staring at Aethelind and me with slack-jawed horror. Instead, I was seeing a lifetime of assumptions be dashed like a ship on rocky cliffs. I was watching a man reframe everything he’d ever known. Well, everything he’d thought he’d known.

While I was well-versed in revealing myself to my companions by now, I normally had a bit more control over the situation. But here? The bodies of the succubae were strewn everywhere, the basilisk’s venom had burned small pockmarks into the tiled floor, and Aethelind’s golden dress and my crisp shirt were splattered with blood.

“Kevin…” I said as I quickly shifted back into my human form. “I can explain.”

I took a step toward him, but Kevin flinched, so I stopped dead.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said firmly. “Neither Aethelind or I are going to hurt you.”

“It… it was you…” Kevin whispered, so softly I wasn’t even sure if he knew he’d spoken. “The… dragon in the clouds. Over Hollywood. It was you.”

“It was,” I confirmed. “But I’m a friend, Kevin. You know me. I’m the same Ethan I’ve always been.”

His dark eyes darted nervously between Aethelind and me. He still seemed to be weighing up the pros and cons of bolting. I glanced back at the female dragon behind me and made a sharp waving motion, which she thankfully, and correctly, interpreted as an instruction to shift back into her human form.

Her expression looked a little dismayed as she regarded Kevin, and in turn, I could see on Kevin’s face a combination of intrigue and dread as he watched her scales melt back into her bronze-colored skin. I could only imagine what it was like for someone like him, who’d always suspected such things were real. Because it was one thing to wonder, to hope. It was another thing entirely for all that to be confirmed.

“Kevin.” It was Stacey’s voice that he seemed to react to, more than mine. He turned to look at the bespectacled woman standing calmly at his side, and she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“You knew,” he said as his eyes widened, and then he looked over at Liang, who was still in my arms. “You… how many of you know?”

“Us… and Clare, Danielle, and Gary,” the seer said in a soft voice.

Kevin’s face crumpled, like he was about to cry. Whether from shock or frustration or a sense of betrayal, I couldn’t say.

“I… I’m such an idiot,” he muttered as he shrugged off Stacey’s hand.

“No,” I said at once. “No, Kevin, you’re not.”

“Ethan’s right,” Stacey said firmly. “But, as much as we need to discuss this, we can’t do so here. We need to leave, before the cops arrive and see this mess.”

Of course, she was correct. This wasn’t just a startling scene for Kevin to witness. As soon as law enforcement arrived, there would be questions, and it would be better for everyone if we weren’t here to answer them.

“What… about CCTV?” Kevin asked in a dazed tone.

“I’ll handle it,” Maeve interjected.

I turned and found she was slumped against the mirrored wall opposite the bar, with one knee drawn up to her chest and her head in her hands. With a pang, I realized what this was to her. The other succubae had been her coven, her family.

She had chosen us, a group of near strangers, over them. Even as we’d killed them.

Yes, it had been in self-defense. Yes, it had been against the basilisk, too, but still, it had to have been a difficult choice.

“I’m so sorry, Maeve,” Liang said.

Her voice was soft, small, and filled with such empathy that I could almost believe she, too, was grieving. Maybe she was. This had been Lilura’s fault, but the pain would be Maeve’s burden to bear.

“They made their choices,” the succubus woman said, and her words were bitter as she lifted her head. “And I made mine. Now, go, I’ll handle the CCTV footage.”

“Thank you,” I said.

It wasn’t enough, but it was all we had time for as I carried Liang toward the doorway where Stacey and Kevin were waiting. Aethelind followed behind me, and together the five of us sped out of The Shade Bar and into the balmy night air of a Los Angeles evening.

There were still confused, scared patrons milling about on the street, so we had to quickly swerve to avoid them, since Aethelind and I were covered in blood. Stacey, ever enterprising, quickly slipped back into the building and the coat check area, and she emerged a moment later with two long overcoats, which Aethelind and I slipped on.

And just in time, too, because as I was buttoning up the jacket, I heard the tell-tale wailing of the firefighters arriving. They would be responding to the pulled alarm, of course, but once they saw what was really awaiting them inside, the cops would be called.

Stacey quickly ordered a cab, and before long, we were walking back into her apartment. It was only as we crossed the threshold that I actually dropped Liang’s hand. I hadn’t even really noticed I’d been holding her so close until I let go. But she’d only recently stopped trembling, so I couldn’t imagine she was too annoyed by it.

Unsurprisingly, after the ordeals of the day, everyone was tired. But, after what had happened, no one was yet sure if we should go to bed.

“You go up,” I said quietly to Stacey, and I kissed her cheek.

She nodded, cast a glance at Kevin, and then headed up to the second level of the duplex. Liang was clearly exhausted, so she retreated to her own room, and Aethelind made a beeline for the shower to rinse off the blood.

I was inclined to do the same, but I wanted to speak to Kevin first. I laid the ‘borrowed’ overcoat on the couch and gingerly sat down atop it so I wouldn’t smear blood over Stacey’s nice furniture.

Kevin looked at me for a long moment. I began to wonder if he was going to silently turn away, walk into his room, bolt the door, and never speak to me again. But instead, he awkwardly sat down in the chair next to the couch.

I supposed it was as good as I could ask for.

“Tell me the truth,” he said flatly, and what he didn’t say, but I nonetheless knew to be true, was that if I held anything back, then he was done with me.

It wouldn’t matter that I could offer him a job. It wouldn’t matter that his uncle considered me a good friend. Now was my chance to be honest, or to cut him off.

“I’m a dragon,” I began. “And my real name is Ethad. Linda-- Aethelind-- is one, too. We come from a world known as Coilfell, and I arrived here on Earth a few months ago, after a mage named Astrum banished me here.”

Kevin just stared at me. He’d schooled his features into a mask and seemed to be clenching his jaw. As a result, I couldn’t parse what he was thinking, so I just continued.

“Those women were succubae,” I said. “And the man with the sunglasses was a basilisk. I’ve fought a lot of other magical creatures since I arrived here, because Astrum is using Earth as his personal dumping ground for any creatures he deems dangerous. He wants to take over Coilfell and ensure nothing and no one there is powerful enough to stand against him. I’ve been seeking these creatures out and stopping them so they don’t kill humans and tear this world apart.”

“So… all those deaths in Chicago…” Kevin muttered.

“They were caused by magical creatures,” I confirmed with a solemn nod. “The first bunch, where the hearts were eaten, were from a wendigo. The second lot were vampires. And the stuff in Hollywood, when you saw that photo of me in the clouds, those were banshees.”

Kevin’s tan skin had turned a strange grayish color. He looked like he might be sick.

“You’re… a dragon,” he mumbled as he raked a shaky hand through his hair. “How do you… you’re so much smaller right now. How is that possible? What about, I don’t know, conservation of mass?”

“What?” I blinked.

“It’s a physics principle,” Kevin said. “So, are you insanely dense as a human, or insanely light as a dragon?”

“I… don’t think I’m either…” I said slowly. “I can shift because I have magic. Most magical creatures can take on a human disguise, it’s a hunting and defense mechanism going back as far as any records can remember. I… I don’t think physics ties into it.”

“Magic.” Kevin blinked back at me and somehow looked even more stunned. “Magic is real.”

“It is.” I nodded. “Though I’m not too clear on how this world’s magic works yet. It’s… much thinner than in my world. I’ve only encountered a rare few humans who are capable of any magic, and it seems to be highly specific.”

“Liang’s one of them, isn’t she?” Kevin asked. It was technically phrased as a question, even though it wasn’t. He knew he was right and was only asking out of courtesy. “That’s why the… the basilisk is after her.”

“That’s my theory,” I said with another nod. “And, yes, Liang has magic. She’s a seer.”

“She can tell the future?” Kevin asked.

“In a way, I don’t know the specifics, and I don’t even think she knows,” I added. “Like I said, Earth magic is a mystery to me. It’s certainly less… settled than Coilfell’s magic.”

He nodded, but for a moment, I had seen that old excitement in his expression.

“I’m sorry I lied to you, Kevin,” I told him honestly. “I never meant to hurt you. It was just… the more people who know, the more I might be endangering them or myself. There are dangerous people after me, and dangerous creatures, too.”

“I get that,” he said as he met my gaze. “And I don’t blame you, not really. I just… part of me can’t help but feel like you didn’t trust me enough to tell me.”

I stood from the couch, walked over to where he sat, and put a hand on his shoulder.

“It was never about trust,” I assured him. “I know you’re trustworthy, Kevin. You’re a hard worker, and you’re a good man. You’ll go far. I was just… trying to protect you.”

He nodded and smiled up at me sheepishly.

“I guess I feel a little more exposed, knowing what’s out there,” he admitted. “But also, I know what to look out for now. So, it’s a bit of both.”

“A double-edged sword,” I agreed with a rueful laugh.

He stood from his chair then and offered me a hand, which I took gratefully, and we shook.

“Gary and the girls know, too, then?” he asked, and I nodded.

“You can discuss it with them back home,” I said. “Just not in front of your uncle. I haven’t found a way to tell him yet. It’s not something you can exactly bring up on your lunch break.”

“I suppose not,” Kevin snorted.

I clapped him on the shoulder once more, and then he headed off to his room.

And that, it seemed, was that.

Once I was alone, I made my way over to Liang and Aethelind’s room. The female dragon was still in the shower, so Liang was curled up on her bed, still in her fine lilac dress. Her eyes were closed, and I wondered if she might be asleep, until she spoke.

“You can come in, Ethad,” she murmured.

I moved slowly and deliberately, so she would be able to clearly gauge my movements and position in the room. When I sat down on the edge of the bed, the small of my back brushed against her knees, and she smiled gently.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

The smile dimmed. I could see she was exhausted, and I wanted her to rest, but I also didn’t want her to be plagued by nightmares.

“It was… scary,” she admitted in a quiet voice. “I’ve never felt like being unable to see was much of a hindrance in my life, you know. My life was sheltered, yes, but also, with things like Braille and audiobooks, just normal technology… I manage well.”

“You do, incredibly well,” I agreed.

“But tonight was different,” she said seriously.

A furrow appeared between her eyebrows, and I found myself met with the urge to lean down and kiss it until it vanished. I settled instead for carefully reaching for her hand in case she didn’t want to be touched right now and chose to pull away.

She didn’t.

“So much was happening so fast,” she continued with a sigh. “I couldn’t follow it.”

“If it’s any consolation, it’s difficult to keep track of situations like that even if you can see,” I said. “But experience improves all things.”

“I’m not sure I want a repeat of that experience,” she said, but then the crease between her eyebrows turned from sad to determined. “I want to live in this world, though. Really live in it. I won’t back down out of fear.”

“I never thought you would,” I told her with a smile. “I’m sorry you were scared tonight, but know I would never have let anything happen to you.”

“You’re a strong creature, Ethad,” Liang said, and her delicate fingers squeezed mine softly. “But even you can’t make a promise like that. We both know what things lurk in the shadows of this world and others.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I swore. “I’ll always protect you, Liang.”

Her smile was tinged with sadness. I could tell she wanted to believe me, but she couldn’t quite manage it. But no matter, because I would prove it to her.

I lifted her hand to my lips, brushed them over her knuckles, and then let go. She tucked her hand under her cheek and closed her milky-white eyes once again.

“Sleep well,” I said.

“You, too,” she replied before I let myself out of the room.

Just in time, too, because Aethelind was emerging from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, with her dark hair dripping over the polished hardwood floor.

“Is she alright?” she asked, and her dark eyes glanced at the door of her and Liang’s room.

“She will be,” I said, and I was surprised but pleased to see the female dragon expressing concern for our allies.

Humanity was rubbing off on her quicker than she realized.

“She’s strong, to have overcome so much,” Aethelind remarked. “Even without her… disadvantage, it would have been a triumph.”

I could only agree, and I abruptly found myself thankful to have Aethelind here. I’d worried another dragon in the vicinity would make me feel jealous and territorial, and while I still had those impulses, I realized I was mostly just glad.

She was someone else almost as strong and durable as I was. Someone I knew I could rely on in even the grisliest of battles.

“Sleep well, sister,” I said, and then I headed up the stairs.

Stacey was already fully asleep in the bed, dressed in a black silk negligée and a matching bonnet over her hair, with her glasses neatly folded on the nightstand. I silently stripped down to my boxers and slid into the satin bedsheets, and I wrapped her in my arms and breathed in her luxurious, soft skin.

Maybe because of the exhaustion of the day, but maybe also because this was so comfortable, I was asleep in moments.

The next morning, I awoke late, with the sun streaming through a gap in the thick, dark curtains covering the bedroom’s three glass walls. The bed beside me was empty, but I could hear water running from the ensuite and figured Stacey was in the shower.

I lazed there for a few moments until a text from Danielle pinged on my phone, asking for an update about the previous night. I gave a quick rundown of what had happened: the portal idea had been a bust, the succubae were not going to be a problem, and Kevin now knew. I received a shocked emoji in reply, though I wasn’t sure what part had surprised her the most.

I supposed I would find out once we got back to Chicago. Just as soon as we’d dealt with this basilisk.

A few minutes later, Stacey emerged from the bathroom in a towel and shower cap and kissed me good morning. Then we swapped, and I had a quick wash while turning up the water as hot as the plumbing would allow. A great billowing cloud of steam frothed out of the door when I stepped back into the room and got dressed.

“God!” Stacey laughed, and she actually had to take her glasses off and wipe them because they steamed up. “We should tell Danielle to install a sauna or something.”

I didn’t know what a sauna was, but if it was hot and steamy, I was certain to like it.

We headed downstairs to see Liang and Aethelind already in the lounge area. Between Aethelind being new to Earth and Liang being unfamiliar with the space, neither had gotten any breakfast or coffee, so Stacey and I set about serving them both. Then the bespectacled woman switched on her TV.

I was curious why she cared until she flipped on the news.

A grim-faced reporter was standing outside The Shade Bar, recounting in a solemn tone about the dozen or so bodies that had been found inside the bar in the early hours of this morning. All of The Shade Bar’s staff had been killed, save one, and she was saying they’d been attacked by a bald man in sunglasses.

Maeve, even in her grief, had done an admirable job of switching humans onto the danger of the basilisk without raising suspicion. It cut to an interview she had given earlier, and she explained, while holding back tears, that she and her fellow staff members had noticed this man for a while, around the time those disappearances had started. She’d never imagined he would do such a gruesome thing, though. Her colleagues had bravely died to protect their patrons, but the perpetrator himself was still at large.

This was followed by an impressively-accurate police mock-up sketch of the basilisk.

“God,” Stacey said with a grimace, and she switched off the television.

“I guess it’s good that people are at least wise to the danger,” I remarked.

“Better to be aware,” Liang agreed, though she, too, looked uneasy.

And then, before anyone else could say anything, the door to Kevin’s room opened, and he stepped out.

“Hi,” he said to us all.

His tone was a little awkward, but he wasn’t wary. He didn’t look at Aethelind or me with fear. He even managed a small smile as he met my eyes. Then, as if this were a perfectly ordinary morning, he walked over to the coffee machine, made himself a cup, and sat down between Liang and Aethelind.

“Do you have any questions?” I asked him at last, and I was relieved to see his face split into a wide grin.

“Oh, my god,” he breathed. “I have so many questions!”

And so we passed the next hour quite happily answering every one of the questions Kevin had dreamt up during the previous night.

Back when I’d first arrived on Earth, I would have found such a task tedious, even a little demeaning. But despite everything, I was pleased to have one more of my friends in on the secret, because it was just easier. Besides, Kevin would be able to discuss any other concerns or questions with Clare and the others, so it wasn’t like he would have to deal with this alone.

And I was glad to see the revelation about my and Aethelind’s true natures had done little to dampen the awe with which he gazed at her. If anything, he seemed more fascinated.

Which I supposed was fair enough. We dragons were incredible creatures, after all.

Once this was concluded, our focus turned back to the more important matter at hand: the basilisk.

“Even if there isn’t a recent portal we can exploit here in Los Angeles, we can’t just leave,” I explained, which everyone but Aethelind understood intuitively, and I could see she was slowly coming around to the idea of strength being used as a defense of the weak, as well as a weapon against enemies. “So, we need to find it and kill it. Preferably as soon as possible.”

“What do you recommend, then?” Liang asked.

That was when I faltered a little, because honestly, I wasn’t sure.

“We should go back to The Shade Bar,” Stacey suggested. “If anyone can put us onto the basilisk’s trail, it will be Maeve. She and the other succubae could sense it, right?”

“Succubae are particularly attuned to other creatures’ magic,” I agreed. I reckoned it had something to do with how they fed off things like that. “But I’m not sure. I wouldn’t put it past Maeve to be done with us.”

“Maybe,” Stacey agreed. “But I’d be willing to bet she wants that slithery bastard dead as much as the rest of us.”

“It’s worth a shot, surely?” Kevin said, so I nodded.

Still, as we all ate and dressed and got ready to head out, I couldn’t help but think of Astrum and the cages Aethelind had seen under construction back in Coilfell. We could kill the basilisk-- with two dragons who now knew what we were up against, I was confident we’d be fine-- but that wouldn’t get us closer to Astrum.

Our only options at this point were to wait for another creature to be sent through by the mad sorcerer, or… discern exactly how Maeve and the other succubae had come through to Coilfell.

Because if they hadn’t been sent by someone, how had they ended up here?

Unsurprisingly, Liang, Stacey, and Kevin were all reluctant to actually step foot in The Shade Bar as we approached. Police tape had been strung up around the entrance, and it was clear no one would be permitted access to the lower level of the building, where the bar and nightclub were.

But as it happened, Maeve lived on the floor above the business, which made sense, and when she saw us approaching, she stepped out via the side entrance and surveyed us with a tense expression and folded arms.

No longer in her work uniform, she looked even more like a succubus. The uniform had been flatteringly cut, designed to accentuate curves, and in the dim lighting of the club, it had been an expected facet of the environment.

Now, however, she wore leggings and a cropped sweater. They were ordinary, everyday clothes, and now her inhuman beauty was all the more blatant, verging almost on sinister.

I looked over and saw both Kevin and Stacey staring at Maeve with a kind of fascination. As humans who could see, they were particularly susceptible to a succubus’ charms, even just the innate appearance of them, without any conscious attempt at enchantment.

I put a hand on Stacey’s shoulder, and she snapped out of it at once, but I had to snap my fingers in front of Kevin’s face to fully bring him back.

“My condolences,” I said to Maeve, since I figured that was as good a place as any to start.

“You killed them,” Maeve said flatly, and she looked between Aethelind and I. “You and her, you killed all of them. I know they were trying to kill you, but… they were my family.”

“I know,” I said, because there was nothing else to say.

I didn’t regret my actions, and I knew Aethelind didn’t regret hers, either. If we hadn’t stopped the succubae, we would have died, and the basilisk would have no one to oppose him. He would be free to rampage and murder and feast across this world.

“I just don’t know why Lilura wouldn’t consider your offer,” Maeve said as her face creased with bitterness. “Dragons are bastards, yes, but a basilisk?”

“I can only presume he threatened her, as well as preying on her dislike of our kind,” Aethelind said.

It was an oddly diplomatic remark from her. I was kind of impressed.

“Well,” Maeve hmphed. “What’s done is done. And I suppose I’m glad a bunch more innocent people weren’t killed. But what are you doing here?”

“We want to kill that thing,” I got straight to the point. “And we think you can help us find its lair. You sensed it, after all.”

She raised her eyebrow, not exactly doubting us, but still wary. I supposed she had every right to be, given what had happened, but she had also seen how determined we were to stop the basilisk.

And they were not easily found. The best thing I could say so far was basilisks didn’t like cold weather, so I was at least sure he wouldn’t venture too far beyond the West Coast, but that was still a ludicrously large area to cover. Even if we just narrowed it down to Los Angeles, it was a large city full of alleys and side-streets and a million other easily overlooked nooks for a creature to slip away into.

“And?” Maeve prompted after a long moment.

“And…” I said slowly. “We’d like to know exactly how you and your sisters came to this world. If you weren’t sent here by Astrum, how did you end up here?”

She cocked her head as she surveyed us for a long moment.

“I have a few conditions,” she eventually said.

“Which are?” I asked.

“One, after this, I never have to see or speak to any of you ever again,” she said as she held up a finger.

This was fair enough, and I nodded.

“So long as you don’t harm any humans, we’ll have no reason to cross paths again,” I promised her.

Maeve nodded, evidently agreeing. The unspoken understanding was that if she violated this, I would find her and kill her.

“Two,” she continued. “When you find that bastard, you kill him, and you make sure he dies screaming.”

“You have my word,” I assured her with a cold smile.

“Good.” Maeve nodded stiffly and then waved us in.

We climbed a steep set of stairs to the second level of the building, above the cocktail bar. It was unmistakably the haunt of a coven of succubae, filled with plants I vaguely recognized as having emotion-altering properties, talismans and charms meant to bring love, and everything draped in soft, silky fabrics just begging to be laid upon with bare skin.

I wondered if Maeve or any of her sisters had ever taken patrons up to this level, to their private rooms. Almost certainly at some point or another, though in my experience, succubae generally only lured men in to feed on them, before letting them go off in a stupor.

Maeve threw herself down onto one of the plush couches, and the rest of us perched primly on the others. Liang, possibly out of nervousness, ran her hand back and forth over the silky comforter she was sitting on, so I took her other hand in my own in an attempt to ground her.

“What do you want to know?” Maeve asked after a moment.

“As much as you’re willing to tell,” I said. “Start at the beginning.”

The succubus woman sighed, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on her knees. She clasped her hands together as if she meant to physically impart the story to us, but instead, she began to speak, and her words were so rich and laced with just the barest magic that I swore I could literally see the events unfolding before my eyes.

Maeve told us of how, close on thirty years ago, she and her coven had been living in a cave on the shore along Coilfell’s northern coast. The climate there had been balmy and very similar to Los Angeles. She and her sisters had sustained themselves on the wistful desires of the ships who passed them by, filled with lovelorn sailors, greedy merchants, and adventure-hungry travelers.

She clarified, more for my companions’ sake than my own, that Coilfell had much more deprivation than Earth, but the standard is also lower. Both were true. Here, on Earth, the difference between the rich and the poor was a gulf. While the poorest here still lived like the poor in Coilfell, the technologies and comforts available to the wealthy made desire a nigh-depthless thing, upon which she and her sisters had glutted themselves for decades.

Still, the shore caves had been pretty ideally situated, and the coven had obtained a steady supply of desire and longing, as well as all the treasure and trinkets they could want.

With a wistful, grief-edged voice, Maeve explained how Lilura had always impressed caution. She’d warned her coven to be careful they didn’t accumulate too much treasure, lest they draw the attention of a dragon. Once again, I found myself wondering which dragon it was that had found and incinerated Lilura’s previous coven. Part of me felt bad for her, but mostly I was just grimly relieved she was dead.

She had tried to kill me. Worse, she had tried to kill my companions. For that, she deserved her fate.

Of course, I didn’t say this aloud and just let Maeve continue her story. She told us how, one day, a young man had ventured into their cave. The succubae had been able to tell from his smell he was definitely human and therefore entirely susceptible to their magic. Yet, despite the fact he seemed to understand where he was, he’d strangely approached without fear.

Lilura had emerged first and warned him he was trespassing. But, Maeve explained, the young man had been arrogant. He’d proudly declared he had no interest in the succubae or their trinkets. He instead ventured to the deepest part of their cave, toward a narrow crevice that even the succubae themselves feared to squeeze into. Not because of any claustrophobia, but because a strange and unpleasant energy radiated from it. Maeve explained how none of them had liked venturing too deep into the cave, because it meant approaching that strange energy, but at the same time, this peculiar feature had also proven useful for deterring others away from their home.

“And yet,” the succubus woman said, “the young human approached without fear. In fact, he wandered right into it, squeezed himself into that hole.”

She paused then and swallowed, and the next words came out as a disbelieving, almost terrified whisper.

“… and he never came back out.”
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Chapter 11

I frowned as an uneasy feeling overtook me, and I eyed Maeve carefully. I doubted she had any ill intentions toward our group-- one succubus against two dragons was a fool’s gamble-- but surely she was deceiving us in some way.

“How is that even possible?” Stacey voiced the question we were all wondering.

“We didn’t know at the time,” Maeve said with a shrug. “Days passed. Weeks. We watched at all hours, assigning shifts, just in case he had hoped we would forget about him, and he later planned to slip back out while we slept and kill us all.”

That did, in my head, seem like the most logical explanation for such a bizarre pattern of movements. But something about Maeve’s expression had me just knowing things weren’t that simple.

“Still nothing,” she continued. “Not even a foul smell, to suggest he’d died and was slowly rotting. But he’d been in there so long, there was no way he could have survived without food and water. We had sensed no magic from this crevice, nothing except the same foreboding energy we always felt. I began to think it had swallowed him up, eaten him like one of the Old Gods.”

I shivered a little. The Old Gods were rarely mentioned in Coilfell. It was unwise to catch their attention.

But when Maeve spoke those words, Stacey, Liang, and Kevin looked to me for an explanation.

“The Benevolent Ones are Coilfell’s most ancient and revered deities,” I said while pointedly using one of their common epithets.

I might have been a powerful dragon who was centuries old, but I’d made it this far because I was no fool, and there was no benefit to tempting fate.

“You have gods?” Stacey asked in surprise.

“Had,” I corrected. “These ones are… not worshipped anymore. They slumber, and it would be disastrous and foolish to risk awakening them by speaking their names so flagrantly, even a world away.”

I shot Maeve a pointed look. She met my gaze calmly, which was an impressive feat for anyone who wasn’t themselves a dragon. But I supposed the events of the past day had given her little reason for caution. Not when the broken remnants of her family and livelihood were still littered downstairs.

“Who are they?” Liang asked softly.

“Many,” I said. “Too many to know all of them. But I know a few. The Mistress of Scales created my kind and all other great wyrms. Another, the Tinkerer, created humans. The Old Mother forged the shape of the world itself to her liking, and the Master of Dreams brought thought and sleep and spun the threads of fate into being.”

Tamat. Adem. Gaiya. Pheos. I knew all their names, and even thinking them made a tiny shiver slip down my spine. Few stories were passed among dragon kind. We were too solitary, too territorial, to have much of an oral culture.

But some stories were too important to let die, and those were the stories with warnings.

Warnings of when to know when you were outmatched. It was a rare thing for a dragon to admit, but necessary to avoid the extinction of our kind.

A heavy silence descended in the air between us, and I could tell even if my human companions didn’t have the centuries of warning at their backs like I did, they could sense the severity of my words.

Aethelind, at the other end of our little line to me, was regarding me with an almost fearful look.

I could tell she, too, had remembered the names as I spoke of them. She, too, was wondering if a couple of thoughts a world away might be enough to stir them from their terrible slumber.

Thoughts were powerful things, especially to the Master of Dreams. He was the one supposedly charged with guarding the others in their ‘deaths,’ the one who would wake them when the End of Time came. It was said the Benevolent Ones would rise again and destroy everything and anything, erasing Coilfell itself.

“It couldn’t have been one of them,” I said to Maeve.

“Perhaps not, but I know how that energy felt,” the succubus said in a grave tone. “It was… unlike anything I or my sisters had ever encountered. But at last, after over a month, our collective confusion and curiosity got too great. So, we ventured down into the deepest, darkest part of the cavern, into this tiny crevice.”

She was shaking, I now noticed. Trembling ever so slightly.

“It went against every instinct of mine, to force myself down into that tiny space,” she went on. “I wanted nothing more than to flee, to turn away. But I couldn’t. So, down we went. Down we all went. And, when we emerged… we were here. On Earth.”

Liang sucked in a breath. She was the first to comprehend what Maeve had been saying, but I was only a half-second behind.

“A natural gate,” I muttered.

“A weak point in the barrier between worlds,” the succubus confirmed. “We emerged in what I now know to be the city of Chicago.”

“Chicago,” Stacey echoed, and she turned to me with a determined, studious expression. “No wonder that’s where you and most of Astrum’s monsters have come through, then. If that point is naturally weaker, it must require less magic for him to send creatures across the barrier. Right?”

“Exactly,” I said with a nod.

I was no scholar of magic, not like a mage back in Coilfell, but I certainly knew a lot more than these humans, who’d never even heard of the Morscythe Institute, Coilfell’s foremost magical academy.

Still, Stacey was whip-smart to have pieced it together so quickly, and like me, she seemed to sense the implication inherent in this realization.

“Astrum’s power might not be as great as he has led people to believe, then,” Aethelind said as she cocked her head, and there was a hungry gleam in her dark eyes. “Portaling is difficult magic, yes, but if he’s exploiting a natural weak point…”

“Then he’s compensating,” I finished for her. “Maybe he just identified a good target.”

It would certainly explain how one of the mages I’d been chasing in the zoo all those months ago had fled back to Coilfell. As sloppy as that portal had been, it had still been an immense feat, since the other two mages hadn’t even attempted to try such magic.

But in Chicago, it was easier.

In Chicago, there was potentially a location Aethelind and I could break back through.

“Do you know where?” I asked as I refocused on Maeve. “Exactly? Do you remember landmarks, street signs, that sort of thing?”

“No,” she said with an apologetic expression. “It was thirty years ago now. I imagine the landscape of the city has changed. Any business signs I might have remembered will have probably changed several times over. And I’m not a mage. The weak points aren’t fixed, in this world or on Coilfell. There is a margin of error, a degree to which they shift.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Stacey said, though it was plain from her frown that she was frustrated by this. “The place you described coming through, Ethad, that’s not where any of the monsters were first sighted. Or where Aethelind described arriving, either.”

I nodded, because she was right.

“Not just that,” I added. “Specific gates like the one Maeve came through, they’re… holes. Over time, they can heal by themselves. But the barrier remains thin. Astrum probably hasn’t been exploiting a naturally-occurring gate so much as a naturally-occurring thinness. It’s harder to punch through a brick wall than a sheet of paper.”

“For some of us,” Stacey pointed out with a wry smile.

“So, the gate you and your coven came through, that will have sealed,” Liang said to Maeve. She had leaned forward in her seat, and her expression was so intense I could almost believe she could see the succubus.

It occurred to me then that maybe she could. Not literally ‘see’ her, but sense her somehow. Her magic, perhaps.

“Without a doubt, after this long,” the succubus confirmed.

I couldn’t help but feel a little disheartened by this, but I was determined not to let it get to me. If the barrier between worlds was weakest in Chicago, then this greatly narrowed the scope of where Aethelind and I needed to be looking in order to find a way back to Coilfell.

“So, for now, our best bet is just to hope this Astrum guy keeps sending more creatures?” Kevin asked with a frown. “And trying to get to the portal in time?”

Maybe, if we were lucky, we might find a natural gate, similar to the one Maeve and her coven had come through thirty years ago. But we couldn’t afford to wait for something like that, when we knew Astrum was constructing those cages right now.

“Not necessarily,” Maeve said. “Blindly searching and hoping could take years. But there are other ways of seeking this kind of magic, even here. I’ve come across individuals like the one that basilisk seeks.”

She paused, then, and looked straight at Liang. And despite the fact she was blind, Liang reacted to the succubus’ gaze by sitting up straight.

“You mean seers,” she said softly.

“Yes,” Maeve confirmed with a nod. “When I first came to this world, the sheer number and density of humanity was cloying, but over time, I’ve become better at… picking out subtleties, I suppose you could say. I can smell loneliness, taste desperation, identify a litany of emotions.”

All of these added up to make succubae truly terrifying predators, if they chose to use those instincts maliciously. There had been more than one case of succubae starting sex cults back in Coilfell, until some mage or dragon or other creature better able to resist their charms finally succeeded in lopping off the succubus in question’s head, or plunging a branch of mistletoe through their hearts.

I wondered for a moment what Maeve made of the human tradition of hanging sprigs of mistletoe around at Christmas time. Its touch burned succubae as sure as cold iron burned fairies.

I hadn’t yet witnessed a human Christmas myself, but Clare loved all and any reasons to celebrate, so she had excitedly informed me of the event. Technically, it was a religious holiday, but its cultural ubiquity, alongside the fact pretty much every culture had some kind of holiday for midwinter, had largely separated it from its religious connotations in wider culture.

Danielle, who was apparently half-Jewish on her mother’s side, had told me of other celebratory periods in her own faith-- though I still struggled to understand how someone could be half-religious-- but so far none of them seemed to involve mistletoe, or iron, or any other materials that could burn someone’s skin.

Other than the hot oil in which they cooked latkes, I supposed.

“Now,” Maeve continued, “I can sense the barest subtleties of Earth’s magic. It’s slight, orders more subtle than Coilfell. But it’s there. Or… something is. And it’s strongest around Chicago.”

“Near the gate,” Stacey said in a grim tone, and Maeve nodded.

“Seers don’t really exist in Coilfell,” I explained, and this was a fact Aethelind and I already knew, but Liang, Stacey, and Kevin each seemed surprised. “A select few mages can grow powerful enough to… mimic something analogous to premonition or divination. But you have true sight, Liang.”

Her, and the Yen Clan seer. They were different to the paltry little tricks I’d seen back in Coilfell.

So, I was willing to bet one of them might be able to divine an answer.

“You’re right,” Liang said, and this surprised me a little. It surprised Maeve and Aethelind, too, but Liang’s expression was sure. “I don’t really know how to explain how I know that, but I… do. It makes sense. We… I live near the… weak point, after all.”

“You think your proximity to the weak point is what… did this to you?” Stacey asked in a delicate tone, and her expression looked a little pained.

I understood the impulse. Liang’s gifts had taken so much from her. Her sight. Her childhood. Her hopes of a normal life.

But I shook myself and stopped there. It was madness to ruminate on possibilities. What was done was done. The past was set, but the future was yet to be forged.

“It makes sense,” Liang said with a light shrug. “And I’ve always believed there are no gifts without sacrifice. I lost one kind of sight… but gained another.”

I thought of Lenny Krenshaw, another Chicagoan who had experienced a similar trade-off. He’d described it elegantly, during our first, brief meeting.

Feels like karma, he’d said. I saw too much, so now I’m being told it’s time to stop looking.

I wondered, then, if Liang could see aura colors as he had. I honestly had no clue if each person’s ‘sight’ was different, or if there were overlaps. But if she’d been born blind, it stood to reason she would have no words for the colors she saw. She wouldn’t even really know what ‘color’ was. Not in the same way I and other sighted people did.

“And maybe it was my proximity to the weak point that caused it,” Liang continued. “I couldn’t begin to guess why it would be me and not someone else. But… proximity must be part of it, surely?”

While I could agree I had so far only met seers in Chicago, that could just as easily be because I’d never spent much time anywhere other than Chicago. Still, I couldn’t deny it was a hell of a coincidence, if the two really were unrelated.

And it made sense the reason the magic took such a toll on human bodies was because it was not truly ‘of’ this world, not like Coilfell’s magic was. It had bled through the cracks, and through some twist of fate, had chosen to concentrate in certain individuals.

“Could that be why the basilisk wants a seer?” Stacey then asked, and she cast a nervous glance over to Liang. “He realized this magic is… from outside this world. From whatever lies between here and Coilfell.”

“Could be,” I said grimly. It made a twisted kind of sense. “He might believe there’s a way to harness your power. To force open a portal back to Coilfell.”

Of course, even saying it aloud seemed faintly ludicrous. A great many things were ‘possible’ in theory. Only a scarce few were possible in practice.

And even if such a thing could be done, there was no telling what harm it would wreak upon the poor seer being used for this magic. It could permanently hurt them, even kill them. Magic, like any force, could not truly be controlled. It was more tempestuous than fire, harsher than momentum. It could rip people to shreds so fine they didn’t even leave behind dust.

“You’re a seer,” Maeve said to Liang. “Can you see anything like that? Sense it? Does any of this make sense?”

“I don’t know.” Liang’s voice was small. “I don’t…”

“Don’t push yourself,” I advised her.

“Ethad’s right,” Stacey agreed, and her tone was soothing and sure.

She knew as well as I did, Liang’s gift was still young. Weak, if you wanted to be callous. Uncultivated if you wanted to be accurate. Again, I couldn’t help but think the Yen Clan’s seer would know, but we didn’t have that kind of time-- or, frankly, that kind of money-- to spare.

“But this gives us all the more reason to hunt down the wretched creature and kill it before it can do any more harm,” Aethelind pointed out with a growl in her voice.

The others seemed a bit alarmed by her ferocity, but I knew this was her expressing concern for Liang. Though the seer was part of my circle, I had graciously welcomed Aethelind to the edges, so there was a certain amount of… overlap.

They were her friends, too, and so also hers to defend.

“Agreed,” I said firmly, and I looked back at Maeve. “Any ideas where to start?”

“I never ventured out to find the thing,” the succubus said. “Lilura forbade it, and anyway, none of us were fool enough to try and take on a great wyrm alone. We were only aware one was lurking around. If I’d gotten closer, I would’ve been able to tell it was a basilisk, not a dragon.”

She had, after all, mistaken me for the creature who’d been killing their patrons. But dragon and basilisk magical energies were not wholly dissimilar, and to a creature who wasn’t themselves a great wyrm, a lot of the subtler differences would be indistinguishable.

“So, you have no idea where to begin?” Kevin asked, and there was no hiding the fact he was both a little relieved and a little dismayed.

“Basilisks are naturally evasive,” Maeve said, which was true. “They must stick to the shadows, or they’ll leave a trail of death wherever they go and never be able to slip away in peace.”

“The sunglasses must’ve been an absolute revelation,” Stacey murmured.

“I doubt he will have set up a dedicated nest here,” the succubus woman continued. “The city is too constant, too dense. Back in Coilfell, basilisks tend to lurk in massive networks of underground caverns. Quiet and sparsely populated.”

“The sewers?” I suggested, but Maeve shook her head.

“Even those are busy in this city, Ethad of the Fire Mountains,” she said with something that almost resembled a rueful smile. “No, the basilisk will be moving constantly, likely without a permanent lair. Your best bet at locating him will be luring him out somewhere. Under cover of darkness, if his previous movements have been any indication.”

I was reluctantly forced to admit she was right. All I knew of basilisks’ movement patterns led to this conclusion. This world was too different, too full, too ‘much’ for a great wyrm to do anything else. The only reason I had managed to set up anything close to a sort of permanent nest was because I wasn’t killing indiscriminately, I was making a concerted effort to blend in.

“Thank you,” I said to Maeve and gave a respectful nod.

“You don’t have to thank me,” she said as we all stood to leave. “Just hold to your end of the bargain.”

I smiled mirthlessly. I couldn’t deny a part of me was eager for a fight. A victory. It was the sheer, base urge to revel in righteous, prideful bloodshed.

“A dead basilisk and a life in peace,” I confirmed. But even so, I handed her my number, quickly scribbled down on a scrap of paper, in case she remembered any more details. “So long as you don’t hurt anyone.”

“Enough people have been hurt by this mess.” Maeve shook her head. “I won’t add to that body count.”

This, I supposed, was more than fair.

As we went to leave and I looked back at the succubus one last time, she seemed to have blurred around the edges a little.

In losing her coven, some of her magic had diminished. Her dark brown hair was still shiny, her deep bronze skin still flawless, her green eyes still vibrant. But they were all somehow… lesser.

Maybe it was simply the absence of the shimmering lights of the cocktail bar. Maybe it was the grief welling up from deep inside her and seeping to the surface.

But in that moment, she looked painfully, achingly human.

We returned to Stacey’s apartment to strategize. It had been useful to speak to Maeve, particularly to learn about the natural weak point in Chicago’s vicinity.

“We should call the others,” Stacey said when we got in. “Keep them updated on the situation. They deserve to know.”

I was of two minds about this. I didn’t see much point in telling Clare, Danielle, and the others when they were hundreds of miles away and couldn’t do anything to help us. Telling them would also cause them to worry about us. But, at the same time, I also knew they hated to be left out of things, even if they couldn’t physically affect the situation.

“They need to know about the barrier,” the bespectacled woman insisted, as though she could physically see me weighing up the options. “They might be able to do something in between now and us getting back. And who knows how long we could be out here for?”

“How long does it normally take to hunt down and kill a basilisk?” Kevin asked and seemed to be only half-joking.

“Fine,” I sighed, and I waved Stacey toward the stairs up to her bedroom.

This was probably a conversation better had more privately, anyway.

I dialed Clare’s number, and because it was the middle of the workday, I was unsurprised when she picked it up at once.

“Hello, Cloud Contract-- shit,” she muttered and stopped abruptly. “Sorry, Ethad. I’ve been on a roll all day. I even saw it was you when I picked up! Ugh, force of habit. Anyway, what’s up?”

“Is Danielle around?” I asked.

I had the phone on speaker and held it between my head and Stacey’s. We both heard clearly as Clare rustled around, presumably standing from her desk and calling down to Danielle below.

“Just a sec,” the red-haired woman said. “She’s been prepping her training materials for the incoming newbies next week.”

I remembered during our last call how the blonde woman had proudly informed me how quickly the wiring for our latest job was finished, and so she had been able to dedicate more time to prepping her training. I was glad she was able to take her time with it, because the better her training, the better our employees would be.

I was excited for this next stage in our growing business, but even this was dampened slightly by the danger of our situation.

“Ethad’s on the phone,” I heard Clare say as a door creaked open and then closed.

“Hey!” Danielle’s voice came brightly.

“We have news,” Stacey got right to the point.

“Good news?” Danielle asked, and I could almost picture her and Clare sharing a dubious look at Stacey’s tone.

“Good and bad,” I said. “The good news is we know exactly what’s been causing the disappearances. It wasn’t a coven of succubae, it was a basilisk.”

“Fuck,” Clare muttered. “If they’re anything like the basilisks in Earth’s mythology, I’m not sure that counts as good news.”

She had a point, I supposed.

“We’ve also made headway on figuring out our portal issue,” I told the two women. “The succubae came here decades ago from a natural weak point in the barrier between Earth and Coilfell. That weak point is concentrated around Chicago.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Danielle mused. “Seeing as you and all Astrum’s creatures arrived here. So, does that mean you’re coming back?”

“Not yet,” Stacey said firmly, and she and I shared a determined nod.

“Not until we kill the basilisk,” I added. “It’s already gotten over a dozen people. Basilisks are a sister race to dragons, another kind of great wyrm. Believe me, they don’t get sated, and this one won’t stop.”

“We need to assume every one of those disappearances around The Shade Bar have been eaten by the bastard,” Stacey sighed.

“It’s less cute when you’re describing a murderer and not your interest in sex and money,” Clare remarked uneasily.

“I know,” I said. “I didn’t call to worry you. I just want to keep you updated.”

“Thank you,” Danielle said in an earnest voice. “No, it’s good. We both want to make sure you’re safe, both of you. And Liang. How is she?”

“All things considered, excellent,” I said. “She’s been amazing. But the basilisk has some kind of obsession with her.”

“What?” Clare asked sharply.

“We think it’s because she’s a seer,” Stacey explained. “She grew up near the weak point, and that imbued her with her magic. So, the basilisk thinks it can use her to get home somehow.”

“Is that a theory, or do you know that?” Danielle asked.

“Theory, currently,” I said. “But we know it wants her, and we know it’s dangerous. We need to stop it, the sooner, the better.”

“Aethelind can help, surely,” Clare said.

“She’s been a huge help,” I agreed.

I wasn’t eager to recount how I probably would have died if I’d been forced to fend off a coven of succubae and a basilisk all by myself. It had been Aethelind targeting Lilura as I’d held off the basilisk that had saved the lives of our entire group.

No, that was something to explain to Clare and Danielle in person.

“And Kevin?” Danielle asked. “He’s… okay?”

“Oh, yeah, how did he find out the truth about you?” Clare asked. “And how’s he taking it?”

“It just happened,” I confessed. “We were in a fight, he saw Aethelind and I, but it’s okay-- he’s cool. He’s handling it great, actually.”

“Oh, good,” the red-haired woman said with a sigh.

I could almost picture her running a nervous hand through her long hair. Unlike Danielle, she almost never tied it up, but I supposed she didn’t spend much-- or really any-- time in construction zones. She was, as she had described herself on occasion, our ‘guy in the chair’ or ‘eyes in the sky.’

She’d talked about an ‘Oracle’ at one point, but I failed to see the comparison. If anyone in our group was an oracle, it was Liang, but apparently the fact Clare was red-headed factored into her self-assessment.

Some things, I had resigned myself to never understanding about humans.

“We’re all good here, I promise,” I reiterated down the phone. “Once we kill this basilisk, we’re coming home. And we can come up with a plan to look for a gate or something in Chicago.”

“Killing a basilisk, how hard can it be?” Danielle asked, though her tone had a strained note that belied her concern. “Just… be careful, you two, okay? Come home in one piece.”

“Of course,” Stacey promised.

“We swear,” I added.

This seemed to satisfy the two women, because they said their goodbyes and then let us go.

We had an assassination to plan, after all.

Back downstairs, Liang, Kevin, and Aethelind were sitting on the couches, clearly in the middle of some kind of strategizing session.

“Ethad,” Aethelind said formally as Stacey and I came down the stairs. “Please explain to these humans the most effective way to locate the basilisk is simply to follow the trail of bodies and disappearances it leaves behind.”

“Ethad,” Liang reiterated in the same tone, clearly meant to mock or irritate Aethelind. “Please explain to Aethelind that would mean leaving more innocent people to get killed by this monster.”

“She’s right,” I said to Aethelind. “We can’t let it continue to run amok.”

I cared too much about this world, my world, to leave the people in it to the mercy of such a creature. We needed to find him quickly, interrogate him in case he knew anything else about Astrum’s plan, then kill him.

“To be clear, I agree with Liang,” Kevin piped up. “But how do we find him? Disappearances are only labeled as disappearances after the fact, and so far, it hasn’t been leaving bodies.”

Stacey put a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes as if she was developing a headache.

“I don’t want to know why that thing isn’t leaving bodies,” she muttered as she sat down beside Liang.

I’d noticed she had begun to wear only one perfume in the week or so since she and Liang had become properly acquainted, and as Liang straightened up in her seat and smiled, I realized it was to help the seer identify her even if Stacey wasn’t speaking.

She would feel the weight of someone beside her, smell Stacey’s perfume, and know it was her.

I immediately made a note to ask Clare, Danielle, and Stacey which cologne scent they preferred, because I wanted to be able to extend the same kindness to Liang, without diminishing their enjoyment, either.

“You’re right,” I said to Stacey. “You don’t.”

Because the reason was that basilisks swallowed their prey whole.

I’d never seen a basilisk feed in human form, so I had to wonder if it went into a sort of hybrid mode like I did, or fully shifted to its natural form, or was just somehow able to unhinge its jaw in human form. None of these options were pleasant, but the last one sounded downright horrific.

“So, bodies aren’t an option,” Liang reiterated firmly. “And besides, passively waiting doesn’t sound like the strategy of anyone here. Or have I assessed wrong?”

“Not at all,” Stacey said with a wry smile. “I take it you have a suggestion of your own, then?”

“Absolutely,” the seer confirmed.

I sat down on Stacey’s other side, and I had to admit it was nice to see Liang becoming more assertive, more sure of herself. Here, she seemed practically in her element.

“And what is it?” I asked.

“We just lure the basilisk out ourselves,” Liang said as her milky eyes found mine.

“You plan to lure such a creature?” Aethelind scoffed and crossed her arms. “Just like that?”

“Yes,” Liang said simply, and she gave a little shrug. “It wants me, doesn’t it? So, I’ll be the bait.”
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Chapter 12

“Absolutely not.”

The words were out of my mouth before I’d even fully processed what Liang had said, but I stood by them absolutely.

And, from the matching looks of horror on Stacey, Kevin, and even Aethelind’s faces, I knew they were in complete agreement with me.

“Ethad’s right, that thing nearly killed him and Aethel!” Kevin cried out.

I took a moment from my appalled shock to note he was using neither the female dragon’s proper name, nor the human name we had constructed for her, and I glanced at Aethelind to see if she had any opinion, or had even noticed, but she was still staring at Liang.

“A basilisk is a fearsome creature even to a dragon, let alone to a human,” she said firmly to the seer.

I was surprised to see a furrow between her dark eyebrows. She had come to bear some sincere affection for Liang, and all I could think was how relieved I was that she, too, saw the absurdity of this idea.

“Liang,” Stacey said, and her voice was calmer than the others’, but no less insistent. “You have no… combat training, you can’t use a weapon. How would you propose you fight that creature?”

“I’m not saying I should fight it,” the seer argued. “I’m saying I can lure it out, and all of you can wait in the wings.”

“No,” I said forcefully.

“Why not?” she demanded, and her voice was just as fierce. “The basilisk is after me, it seems to want me for a specific purpose. It might not even hurt me!”

“You want to bet your life on that?” Stacey demanded.

“It gives me a better chance than any of you, it just wants to kill you,” Liang pointed out. “And besides, I can’t see, so I cannot be killed by its gaze. Am I not the safest bet for such a thing?”

“Liang, you’re human,” I said. “Yes, you might not be able to die from its eyes, but you’re not immune to its venom. You can’t compare against its strength.”

“I wouldn’t have to!” she insisted. “That’s what you’re for, Ethad. I know you will get to me in time. I know you would never leave me to fight that thing alone. I trust you.”

Her words made something preen in my chest. I knew my strength, my speed, and she did, too.

But I wasn’t willing to wager Liang’s life on it.

“You make a good point, Liang,” Stacey said, and her expression had turned from shocked to uneasy. “And God knows I trust Ethad, too. But… it’s still so risky.”

“You’re all acting as if I don’t understand the gravity of this situation,” Liang huffed as her lips turned down into a frown. “But it seems like I’m the only one who does. This thing is killing people! More every week! If we sit back and wait for it, either to strike again, or to make its own way to us, we’re risking the lives of every person in this city. I don’t want those people on my conscience, and I know none of you want that, either.”

Liang stood suddenly, as confidently as if she could see me, and then she walked around the couch to stand right before me. She raised a hand, and I felt her right palm caress my left cheek.

“I trust you,” she repeated. “I just want you to trust me, in kind.”

“I do,” I said. “But to throw yourself at this… so completely…You could die before you even get a chance to fully live, Liang.”

She lightly moved her fingers over my face, and I realized she was taking in the shape of my features.

“Ethad,” she murmured. “I’m not a child. And I’m not helpless. I lived… so much of my life on the sidelines, set apart on the shelf like a precious vase that might break. A trinket everyone was so scared to damage, I was never used. Never touched. Never taken down and put in the world, to be part of the world. I’m tired of that life.”

“I know you are,” I sighed. “But that doesn’t mean you have to throw yourself in like this. We… we were talking about it with Clare and Danielle just a couple days ago. You love poetry. You want to learn more about music.”

“I will,” she said. Her voice was so sure I had to wonder if she had seen something I hadn’t, if she knew something I didn’t.

Probably. Probably she knew a great many things, but this was uncertain, fate itself was uncertain, no matter what a seer said.

“I will create beautiful music and write stirring poetry, and I will fight with everything I have to keep people safe,” she continued. “I am not the fragile girl the Crimson 88 saw me as. And I may not be a dragon, but I can still do something. I can do this.”

A strange thing happened then.

My vision flickered, and I saw myself, as though through Liang’s eyes.

Except, that wasn’t quite right. That couldn’t be right. For one, Liang couldn’t see.

And yet, I felt as though I was looking at myself from the outside. A shape I intrinsically knew to be myself, bathed in flashes of red light.

I couldn’t help but remember what Lenny Krenshaw had said, in that same strange meeting in Peter Dallman’s kitchen.

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.

Liang could see me burning. Burning for this world, burning for her.

“I trust you, Ethad,” she said again.

Part of me was honored. Not for the first time, her life was in my hands. But this was the first time she had placed it there herself, of her own volition.

“You’ll save me,” she added, and she sounded as certain as she was that the sun would rise tomorrow morning. “And we’ll save everyone else.”

“Okay,” I finally agreed. “Okay. We’ll do it. We’ll… you’ll lure him out.”

“You’re sure?” Stacey asked. She was looking at Liang and me with a strange expression, a combination of excitement, relief, and dread all at once.

“Aethelind and I will be right there,” I said, more to Liang than to Stacey, even though I was answering her question. My tone was firm and made it clear that I would not accept any contention of this point. “Just out of sight, ready to swoop in if anything happens.”

“I know,” the seer said simply, and I smiled and understood.

Just because she was determined to go out into the world and taste risks didn’t mean she had to be on her own. There could still be someone there to catch her, just in case she fell.

And as she smiled at me, I realized this was all she’d really wanted. Because this, too, was something else she had never really had.

Freedom to fall, and the support to be caught.

“You’re… sure, then?” Kevin asked, and he looked between Liang and I with a doubtful expression.

“Liang’s right, we can’t sit back and just… wait for the basilisk to hurt more people,” I said. “If we force it out, make it come to us, we have a better chance of controlling the terms.”

“Very well, then,” Aethelind said, and she stood from her seat as though she was a knight about to make a vow. “I’ll follow your lead, seer.”

“As will I,” Stacey agreed, and she placed a hand on Liang’s shoulder, which made her smile.

So, we began to plan. The first thing we needed was a good location. Somewhere remote was paramount, to limit the chance of human law enforcement interfering and getting themselves hurt or killed, but also so Aethelind and I wouldn’t have to hold back. It would be an easier fight in our hybrid forms, not just because of our greater strength, but because our scaled hides were more resistant to being pierced, so we would be less likely to be poisoned.

“Los Angeles is surrounded by desert, it’s all pretty remote so long as you’re not right next to a major road,” Stacey explained as we looked over a map on her laptop. “I’d suggest… here. Decently far without being in the middle of nowhere. And the satellite maps look like there are outcroppings and stuff for us to hide under or behind.”

I nodded slowly as I examined the pixelated images, taken from a crappy phone camera a few years ago and uploaded to give a view of the street as it existed at ground level. It was about as good as we could hope for.

“Will the basilisk be able to find us out here, though?” Stacey muttered with a slight frown.

“Don’t worry about that,” I assured her grimly. “Their sense of smell is extremely sophisticated, even more so than dragons’. He’ll find us.”

“Do basilisks have any weakness?” Kevin asked, and I glanced up from Stacey’s laptop to see he was speaking to Aethelind.

She considered his question and frowned.

“They are formidable creatures, like myself and Ethad,” she said after a moment. “As far as I know, their only weakness is the cold. Dragons, too, would be susceptible, except we can produce our own heat from our inner fires.”

“The cold?” Kevin said, and he was understandably dismayed.

This was, after all, Los Angeles, and I was literally scoping out miles of desert right now.

“It’s not ideal, but we’ll manage,” I assured the younger man. “You’re smart, you’ll figure something out.”

“So far, my best suggestion is to throw the two of you at that thing and keep my fingers crossed,” Kevin said frankly as he gestured to Aethelind and me.

“Just like I said.” I grinned. “You’re smart.”

Before anyone could say anything else, though, my phone began to ring. I pulled it out and saw it was an unfamiliar number. No name, just a random string of digits.

I did recognize the area code, though, so I knew it was a Chicago number, which meant it was probably a job.

“Just a second,” I said, and I stepped back from the desk to answer the phone.

It was a little strange to be getting a call about a job to my private number, but not unheard of. Until we’d gotten a proper phone line set up, my number had been the one being passed around.

“Hello?” I answered, and I was surprised to recognize the voice on the other end.

“Ethan,” Shen said. “Is now a good time?”

I glanced around the room. Stacey was standing at the desk, still looking at satellite images of desert, Kevin and Aethelind were discussing basilisk weaknesses, and Liang was seemingly caught in some sort of meditation.

I turned away from them all.

“About as good as it can get,” I said. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no,” Shen replied. “I just wanted to check how things were going in Los Angeles-- and give you my new phone number.”

It seemed logical, as part of the Crimson 88’s ongoing journey toward legitimacy, that they had finally capitulated to the convenience of mobile phones.

I had to admit, if we’d had them in Coilfell, they would’ve been more revolutionary than sunglasses.

However, Shen’s question was, unknowingly to him, a pretty loaded one. I grimaced for a moment as I tried to figure out how to explain things succinctly, without worrying him, and without him suspecting I was hiding something from him.

Because he had obviously called to check in on Liang.

“Well, thanks for the number,” I said. “And things here are fine. Liang’s well. As it happens, we’ve learned a little about why she might be a seer. Her and the woman in the Yen Clan.”

“You have?” Shen’s voice was careful, and I realized despite the fact he was undoubtedly fascinated, he was trying to keep calm about it.

“Chicago sits on top of a weak point in the barrier between worlds,” I said. “It’s easiest to form portals there, some even pop up organically without being forced by a mage. So, it’s unsurprising that, over the years, some magic… seeped through the cracks. I don’t know why it would specifically settle in people like Liang and the Yen Clan’s seer, but… it’s something.”

“It’s more than something,” Shen remarked, again in that faux-calm voice.

Even so, I could tell he was stunned by this. I could practically hear his brain whirring as it took in this new information.

“I think it’s part of the explanation of how the Red Lantern Society were able to summon the Taowu,” I added. “Unschooled in magic as they were. It makes sense the barrier would need to be thin in order to have a hope of working.”

“Perhaps it’s less about the barrier being thin affecting the people, than the people coming because the barrier is thin,” Shen mused. “You could have the cause and effect in the wrong order, Ethan. Perhaps the Crimson 88 and organizations like it moved to Chicago specifically because its seers sensed the power here.”

Admittedly, I hadn’t considered that possibility.

“Perhaps,” I agreed. “But it’s something. And it’ll be useful for Aethelind and me.”

“Then I wish you both the best of luck,” Shen said.

I thought this was going to be the end of the conversation, and he was going to hang up, until he spoke again.

“I admit,” he told me, and his tone was almost sheepish, “in my youth… I… I wasn’t as committed an adherent to our legends as I am now.”

“Understandable,” I said. “Where I come from, prophecies are few, and true ones number even fewer.”

After all, I myself burst out laughing when Shen first mentioned a prophecy to me.

“A trait your world shares with most of the human one, to be sure,” the other man admitted. “But I have come to see things… differently. And so, I have come to believe different things. As silly as those prophecies may have sounded to you, as silly as they once sounded to me, you have indeed led us into a new light, Ethan.”

I remembered him telling me those words, I remembered thinking how absurd they’d sounded. But I, too, had been forced by hindsight to concede that there had been truth to them.

“When our forebears first came here, to this supposed land of opportunity and plenty… we were outsiders,” he continued.

I could hear something in the distance. Wind, perhaps. I supposed Chicago was known as the windy city.

“To some,” he went on, “we still are. We had to keep to ourselves to keep safe, and there are communities all across the country with the same problem. Separated by fear and intimidation, forced to the edges of society, forced to turn to criminal undertakings to put enough food on the table.”

He paused then and sighed deeply. Despite the fact Shen couldn’t have been very old, barely more than thirty, he sounded ancient and tired in that moment.

“Of course, that was the excuse a near century ago,” he continued. “These days… it was more vice than necessity. The Crimson 88 had become set in its ways. Accustomed to the lucrative nature of our work. I had hoped our way of life could be steered to something more legitimate for a while now. I never thought the Dragon would be the one to do it, but… I’m grateful you gave us that push. I can hold my head a little higher.”

“Good,” I said, and I meant it.

Because everyone deserved the simple pride of a job well done. Competence. Strength. Contributing to society so everyone was lifted up, not just you.

The things the Crimson 88 had been mixed up in-- drugs, smuggling, even trafficking-- were things that thrived on misery, a sickness embedded so deep in society it could never fully be expunged. It would be slow, grueling work to extricate themselves and their reputation from that sickness, but I had no doubt, once it was done, it would all be worth the effort.

I needed to go, we had things to do, but I had one more question for the other man.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” I said to him. “What… changed your mind? About the legends. Did you see the mural for the first time?”

Shen sighed again.

“Oh, no, that mural has remained a secret for decades,” he explained. “And that is because only the most fervent were permitted to look upon it. Only those who would guard its secret with their very lives. As the leader of the Crimson 88, I was required to have access to those chambers. To commune, and to be instructed. A non-believer would never have been selected for my position. The elders would never have allowed it. I had to become a believer before I could lead.”

“Of course.” For all the issues I had with the Crimson 88’s former council of elders, I could respect that they had, in fact, managed to keep a secret for nigh on a century. That was no small thing. “So, what then?”

“Ah, well,” Shen said, and though I couldn’t see his face, I could hear in his voice how a soft smile had touched the edge of his normally-grave mouth. “The same thing that happens in all those clichéd stories. I met a girl.”

I couldn’t help but smile, too. The fondness in his voice was infectious, and even if it hadn’t been, I had seen for myself how startling Liang was. Her presence held a weight I had yet to fully understand, but it ran beneath the skin of this world.

“She must have been a hell of a girl,” I remarked.

“Yes and no,” he said. “She was a slight, timid thing. Barely eighteen. But she held the world in her hands. And with it, more wonder than I ever thought possible.”

His tone had turned reverent. Adoring. He’d truly been moved by Liang. Not by what she had told him, not by her visions, but how she believed in them. Believed something was coming. Something better.

The fire, and with it, the new light.

“I sense you have a trial awaiting you, Ethan,” Shen then said. “I shall leave you to prepare. I ask only that you keep Liang safe. Not as my seer, but as a young girl I once met, who deserves to hold the world in her hands once again.”

“Don’t worry, Shen,” I said. “She will.”

The afternoon grew later and threatened to become evening. Around the same time, we drove out to the spot Stacey had picked. Though she wasn’t often in Los Angeles, she had never been one to forego comforts when she could afford them, so her sleek black Porsche Cayenne finally got a chance to come out of the spotless, white parking complex below the building.

Stacey refused to let me drive, because this car was her baby as much as the Urus was mine, and I knew better than to press her on certain issues. Perhaps, over time, she’d acquiesce. But for now I sat shotgun, and she drove a couple miles outside the city limits, to what seemed to be a completely unimpressive part of the California desert, armed with two dragons and a large mirror.

The mirror had been Kevin’s idea, and he’d rushed out to a thrift store and purchased the largest one he could find for twenty bucks. According to his online research into various conspiratorial groups, many believed a basilisk’s gaze was so baleful, even the basilisk itself could not withstand it.

I hadn’t heard of such a thing back in Coilfell, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. After all, basilisks, like dragons, were solitary creatures, and neither dragon caves nor underground caverns came furnished with mirrors.

“The mirrored wall at The Shade Bar, the basilisk couldn’t bear to look at it,” Kevin explained as he’d arrived back at Stacey’s apartment dragging the mirror behind him. “Believe me, that thing can’t withstand its own reflection.”

For twenty bucks, it was worth a shot.

So, the mirror was laid down on the flattest part of desert we could find, and a large, thick picnic blanket was laid over the top. The idea was Kevin and Liang would pretend to be stargazing on a date, and when the basilisk showed up, they would rip back the blanket and confront it with its own reflection, thereby buying them enough time to get out of the danger zone, and giving Aethelind and I enough time to swoop in.

The female dragon, Stacey, and I were to be situated in a small not quite cave about thirty feet away, lying on our stomachs like particularly avid wildlife photographers. The stargazing thing had been Stacey’s idea, because it was one of the few activities that could be justified out here without looking suspicious.

“Do you think this will work?” Aethelind asked as she and I hunkered down under the little outcropping. “Basilisks are almost as wily as you or I. I think it could sense a trap being laid.”

“It wants Liang,” I said. “I’m hoping its focus on her will override its reason.”

“I suppose I’ve never known the wretches to be overly reasonable,” the female dragon muttered, and she and I settled into place.

At which point I was met with arguably my newest and most fearsome foe since arriving here on Earth.

Boredom.

Despite the obvious risk to life and limb, it turned out to be immensely boring to just sit by and wait for someone to fall into a trap. I didn’t even have any shiny treasure to admire, or the ability to sneak off alone with Stacey to kill time in more pleasurable ways.

There was a strange kind of tension with the competing truths that I was simultaneously in a dangerous situation, where I needed to remain alert, and in an incredibly boring one where I wanted nothing more than to let my thoughts drift.

Danger and tedium made for unexpectedly potent bedfellows.

After over an hour of waiting, it got dark, and the first stars began to emerge. This renewed my expectations, because basilisks generally preferred to hunt under cover of darkness.

But still nothing happened.

Stacey had brought some binoculars, and she passed them to me, so I could see where Liang and Kevin were sitting, sheepishly, out on the blanket-covered mirror. They sat cross-legged and looked like a pair of awkward teenagers on a first date, neither really sure what to say to the other.

“I don’t like this,” Stacey muttered as the first hour melted into the second. “They’re so exposed, nothing’s happening.”

“I don’t like it, either,” I admitted.

Maybe it was the tension getting to me, but something was wrong. Again, I was met with the distinct feeling I was missing something.

At last, it became too much, and I jumped to my feet, marched out of the little cavern outcropping Stacey, Aethelind, and I had been crouched over, and crossed the scrubby, dusty terrain to where Kevin and Liang were sitting.

“Come on,” I said to them both. “Let’s go back. I don’t like this.”

“You can’t be serious,” Liang said in a stunned voice as she turned her head in my direction. “You’re calling this off?”

“It’s been over two hours, nothing’s happened,” I said. “And basilisks aren’t the only dangerous things prowling around.”

“Even if we did come across some trouble, you and Aethel could handle it,” Kevin pointed out. “What, a coyote? A bunch of stoners?”

I hadn’t been aware stoning was considered an ordinary and recreational activity in this world, and I knew I had to be missing something from the casual tone with which Kevin spoke, because he was not a man who took amusement in violence.

But there would be time enough to disentangle his meaning later, back at Stacey’s.

I put a hand on Liang’s shoulder to alert her to where I was standing, and I tapped it gently.

“Up you get,” I instructed her and Kevin. “Both of you, come on. We’re trying something else.”

“What?” Liang asked with a frown. “What can we try? Our only options are luring it out, or waiting for it to do something we can trace.”

“I know,” I said. “But after this long, it’s clear nothing is happening. For all we know, it caught onto our ruse ages ago and is waiting for us to lose focus to strike elsewhere.”

It was for this reason I had refused to let Kevin or Stacey stay back at the apartment, in case the basilisk saw they were alone and chose to use them as hostages or something.

“Ugh,” Liang huffed in irritation, but I could also see she saw my point, even if it annoyed her. “Fine, fine.”

She got to her feet and brushed herself down. I held out a hand, and she took it. Then she stepped off the blanket so Kevin could gather it, and the mirror, up from the ground.

“What do you suggest instead, then?” the seer asked, and she folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.

I hadn’t gotten that far yet, and I was about to tell her this, but I was cut off by the sound of my phone ringing.

I gritted my teeth in frustration. If it was Shen again, I had some choice words for him.

But it wasn’t. I’d added his number to my contacts after our call, but this was yet another new number, unassigned to any name.

Liang’s expression had stiffened. She might not have been able to see the screen of my phone, but she sensed the change in the air as my irritation turned to slight unease.

Aethelind and Stacey came over, both to help Kevin gather everything up, but also to see what was going on. As they approached and heard my ringtone, Stacey became wary.

“Ethad?” she asked. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said, so I answered the phone and put it up to my ear.

“Hello, dragon,” a rasping voice said.

It was the basilisk.
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Chapter 13

“Basilisk,” I said shortly, and this earned startled looks from my four companions.

Stacey shifted a little and moved to stand beside Liang protectively, but I didn’t think the bespectacled woman even realized she was doing it.

“Did you really think you would fool me with that little trick?” the basilisk asked.

I didn’t care for the sound of his voice over the phone. I could hear the dry rasp of each word, like he was panting hungrily into my ear. It made me feel slimy.

“I could smell you-- your deception-- from miles off,” he continued in a low growl.

I wasn’t entirely sure if ‘deception’ had a scent, and while I knew basilisks had better senses of smell than dragons, I also knew dragons were one of several species that lacked a specific scent, so his discovery of our ruse was more poetic than physical.

“Whatever games you played with the likes of vampires and werewolves won’t work on me,” the basilisk hissed. “They’re savage creatures, driven only by their base desires. Fight, feed, fuck. We are above such lowly things. We know there is more to hunger for.”

“We?” I asked coolly.

“We are alike, dragon,” the basilisk pointed out. His tone wasn’t beseeching. He didn’t want or need me to agree. He stated it as though it were fact and, in a sense, it was true. “We are both the progeny of the Mistress of Scales.”

I fought the urge to squirm. It had been a long time since I’d been up against a creature of this power. I supposed the Taowu counted, but it was different being a creature I knew, a species I was familiar with.

I had grown complacent here, I realized. And maybe that, too, had been part of Astrum’s plan to weaken us. Not just our magic, but our fighting skills. There was no need to hone them when nothing presented a real challenge.

But he’d made a mistake in sending the basilisk here, because I would sharpen my edges against his corpse before I returned to Coilfell and had my revenge.

“I’m not too proud to admit when I make a mistake, rare as that is,” I said to the basilisk.

Stacey and the others were still staring at me, and I nodded my head sharply to where Stacey’s car was parked about a half-mile away. Kevin and Stacey nodded back and began to lead Aethelind and Liang in that direction. I walked behind them slowly. I didn’t want to give the basilisk any reason to think I was rushing or distressed while on the phone. I didn’t want him to think he was succeeding in distressing me.

Even if my heart was hammering in my chest, and my mind was racing with possibilities as to why he was calling me right now.

“And I made one here,” I continued as I forced my voice to remain completely steady. “Thinking so little of a fellow great wyrm… it was an oversight. Perhaps you can tell me where you’re calling me from, and I can… apologize in person.”

Both of us knew it wouldn’t be an apology, but if the basilisk truly didn’t want to be found, I doubted he would’ve called me. Neither of us could just walk away while the other lived. Not when we each had a grudge to settle.

And not when the basilisk apparently wanted Liang. I would die before letting it get its claws on her. And I knew Aethelind, Stacey, and Kevin would do the same.

“Oh, that’s the best part, dragon,” the basilisk said, and I instantly decided something was wrong from the smirk in his voice and the slow, lazy manner in which he spoke. “You already know.”

A cold lump formed in my chest at the idea that he might have gone to Chicago. I hadn’t been hiding that well, really. Mainly, I’d relied on humans not believing in the supernatural. But for a creature like the basilisk, who knew these things already existed, it wouldn’t have been too hard to notice my face on a news report from a few months ago, see me mention my contracting business, and put things together from there.

But no. The basilisk couldn’t have gotten to Chicago that quickly. There was no way he could’ve gotten on a flight. There was no way he had a passport.

Suddenly, I heard a shuffling noise and a muffled kind of cry.

It was too quick, too far from the receiver, for me to make out, but at the sound, Liang cocked her head and looked at me with a renewed sense of urgency.

I was drawn to the sudden focus in her expression. It was like a shift in the air, the very energy around her.

I raised eyebrows in a silent, ‘What is it?’

Maeve, she mouthed back. He’s at The Shade Bar.

Liang was too far from me, from my phone, to have possibly heard that muffled noise, which meant she had to have sensed it otherwise. I’d long since learned the seer was best taken at her word. She was the one who had correctly noted Maeve was trustworthy in the first place.

Conflicting sensations of relief and unease cut through me. On one hand, this meant Clare and Danielle and the others back home were all safe.

On the other hand, the succubus had given up everything, even her coven, to help us.

And now she was paying the price.

“Please!” came another gasp.

Now that I knew what I was listening for, I could confirm it was Maeve, but her voice was different somehow.

It was more… guttural, and I realized the basilisk must have done something to her, in an attempt to limit her powers of influence.

I wasn’t sure how much a single succubus could do against a basilisk, when it had taken an entire coven to subdue Aethelind and me, but evidently the basilisk was being cautious.

She, the last of her coven, was now a hostage. I didn’t exactly care for her on a personal level. I didn’t know her, and her coven had tried to kill me. But she had sided with us against her own family and told us all she could about the basilisk.

For that alone, she deserved my protection. She deserved to be saved.

“Let her go,” I snarled into the phone.

“You’ve changed, brother,” the basilisk tsked. “This world has softened you. Weakened you. Threats over a petty little succubus? I’m sure the Scorcher of Skies from a few months ago would have laughed at such a foolish notion.”

“A whole new world at your feet-- sorry, scales,” I corrected sardonically. “And you still can’t see the beauty of it. True riches are more than just gold and jewels, more than slaughter. I think those succubae understood that better than you.”

I couldn’t deny this world had changed me, but who had to say it had been for the worse?

“You rush to their defense?” the basilisk scoffed. “What nobility you have cast aside. It shall be a favor to all great wyrms to see your fire extinguished.”

“You think that could be accomplished so easily?” I demanded.

I might’ve been caught off guard the first time, and preoccupied with keeping unknown numbers of human bystanders safe, but in an empty, near-condemned bar? That would be a wholly different fight.

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” the basilisk hissed. “You have half an hour to get here. Or this succubus dies.”

Then the line went dead before I could respond.

I jogged to catch up to the others, who were most of the way back to Stacey’s Cayenne, and I hurried to fill them in.

“We have to go help Maeve,” Liang said at once.

“We?” I echoed. “No, no, Aethelind and me. The rest of you need to be as far away from that thing as possible.”

“Are you sure that’s not exactly what it wants, though, Ethad?” Stacey pointed out. “It could lure you out to The Shade Bar and be actually waiting at home for us.”

I pressed my lips together, because that certainly wouldn’t be beyond a basilisk’s capability to plan, and it clearly already knew where we were staying.

“I agree, brother,” Aethelind said in a grave voice. “Keeping these three close is the best course. Perhaps they can wait outside the bar while you and I deal with the creature inside.”

“No,” I said firmly. “No, it wants you and me. I don’t think it will make another attempt at Liang until it can safely count us both out. We’ll go to The Shade Bar, alone. The three of you go to a crowded area far away from Stacey’s and the bar. Sit with your backs to the wall, watch the crowd, and don’t go anywhere near the apartment or the bar until we call you to say it’s safe.”

“You can’t!” Liang argued, and her arm fumbled against mine until she found my hand. “Ethad, you can’t!”

“We have to, Liang,” I said firmly. “There’s no way I’m letting that thing anywhere near you. Even defensively, the best thing is for you to be far away.”

“And what about you?” she demanded as she squeezed my fingers. “You’ve fought the basilisk before, you both have.”

“And now we have a better sense of what we’re up against,” I reasoned. “I have Aethelind; she and I are more than capable against a single basilisk. We don’t even have a coven of succubae or a bunch of human bystanders to complicate things this time.”

“I think Ethad might be right,” Stacey murmured. Her expression was pained, and I could see she hated this as much as the seer did.

“No!” Liang cried out. “No! We can’t leave you! You can’t leave me!”

“No one’s leaving anyone,” I swore to her. “Do you understand that, Liang? I’m coming back, we’re both coming back.”

“You can’t promise that,” she said with a bitter frown. “Neither of you can. Nothing’s certain. You don’t know what traps the basilisk might have laid, what other creatures it might have allied with.”

“All the more reason to keep you far away from it,” I said before I looked at Kevin and Stacey. “Get somewhere safe, okay?”

“No!” Liang repeated.

Stacey and Kevin both reached for her arms to physically catch her and pull her into the vehicle, but she was too fast. She broke away, surged forward, and threw her arms around me in a tight hug.

“No!” She was almost crying now. I could hear the hitch in her voice, and the half-sobs racked her shoulders as she forced them back down. “Ethad, please, don’t go! Don’t leave me! I can help! You know I can help.”

Gently, I slid my hands along her arms, up her shoulders, and cupped her face. She came out from where she’d burrowed into my chest, and I tilted her head up to face me. Even though she couldn’t see, I tried to convey, through the touch of my fingers on her skin, through sheer force of will, that I would be okay, that she could trust me, that none of this meant I didn’t trust her.

“I know your strength,” I promised her. “I would never dare doubt it. But there are different kinds. Your strength of spirit gave faith to a faithless man. More than one in fact.”

Because Shen had not been the only one moved to believe in prophecy and fate by Liang’s simple goodness, by her quiet certainty, by her unshakeable determination.

“But dragons do not inspire faith,” I continued. “They inspire fear. And this… this is a task of fear.”

Unbidden, my gaze slid away from her face for a moment, to glance at Stacey. She was watching us both with a sort of longing expression, her lips slightly parted, and she took a half-step forward as if she’d moved to join but stopped herself at the last moment.

I could understand the impulse. I, too, felt like I was on the cusp of moving forward, of saying something. As I gazed back down at Liang’s face, I felt it again.

I swallowed hard.

“It’s not that I don’t want you at my side, Liang,” I said. “I want you… more than I think you realize. I want to see you go out into this world and conquer it. Make it your own. Experience every part of it. But that doesn’t mean I want you to recklessly endanger yourself. I’m stronger than you. I have a better chance in a fight against a basilisk than you. And I won’t apologize for putting myself between you and danger, when I know I can bear the brunt of things you can’t. It’s not weak to rely on someone whose strengths differ from your own.”

Even though she couldn’t see, I couldn’t help but feel like those milky-white eyes were fixated on me all the same. Her lips parted slightly, like she was going to say something. Or like… she expected something.

Hoped for something.

We lingered in that moment for a while. A heartbeat or two. Then it passed, and I seemed to return to myself, to this situation, as she and I parted.

“Okay,” the seer breathed before she reached behind herself and found Stacey’s hand waiting.

The bespectacled woman led her into the SUV, closed the door, and then turned to face me.

She said nothing. She just grabbed me by the front of my shirt and pulled me down into a deep, desperate kiss. I could only kiss her back, and when she pulled away, her eyes burned behind her glasses.

“Come back to us, Ethad,” she whispered. “To all of us.”

“Always,” I said.

Then she and Kevin got into the car, too, and it drove off.

Once the sound of its engine faded into the distance, I turned to Aethelind. She and Kevin had shared a charged goodbye of their own by holding hands and staring into one another’s eyes. From Aethelind’s perspective, it had looked more like she was attempting to win a staring contest, but still, I could see something had moved her.

“Shall we finish this, then, sister?” I asked.

“We shall,” she confirmed as her eyes flared gold.

Since we were in the middle of the desert, we resorted to my tried-and-tested method of running full-tilt in our human forms. It wasn’t nearly as fast as flying, and not quite as speedy as running in our hybrid forms, but it hit a good balance of speed and discretion.

I wasn’t exactly excited about having to rely on another dragon in a fight, and I could tell Aethelind felt the same, but honestly, that encouraged me. We knew where we stood, as allies, and if I was confident of one thing, I was confident of the fact all great wyrms held large grudges. She was as likely to turn on me and side with the basilisk as I was to turn on her.

And I was never going to ally myself with that repulsive creature. Especially not with its singular obsession with Liang.

We arrived outside The Shade Bar twenty-eight minutes after the basilisk had hung up the call. Even from the outside, the cocktail bar looked eerie and wrong. The shiny gold design of the logo still reflected the neon of the nearby businesses lights, but I now realized the bar itself had some subtle lighting before. Now, though, those lights were dark, and something foreboding yawned at us in the black expanse of the doorway.

The street was deserted, despite the glare of the lights. It was a weekday, and it was still quite early in the night. I doubted this street saw much traffic at a time like this, even if there hadn’t been a mass murder the night before.

Silently, warily, we picked our way toward the doorway. I stepped through the ripped down police tape, and Aethelind followed closely behind as the both of us melted into the shadows of this place.

The main floor and bar looked largely unchanged, but then, our first fight had not been here. There were still stray cups-- thick black plastic, shatterproof and easily cleaned-- dotted around tables and upturned on the floor. My boot made a horrible sticky slurping noise as I stepped in a half-dried puddle of some sugary, alcoholic drink, and it squeaked as I pulled the sole free.

I gritted my teeth. The basilisk would definitely have heard that, but perhaps it was better to have announced our presence in some way. After all, we were rushing up against its half-hour deadline, and Maeve’s life hung in the balance.

Aethelind and I made our way to the back room, where Lilura had been concocting her love potions, before everything went wrong. The mirrored wall opposite the bar had been shattered, and the CCTV cameras in the corners were destroyed. Jagged shards littered the floor, too small and too numerous to cast a coherent reflection.

I wondered vaguely what the effect of a basilisk looking directly into a camera would do. If the video tape would be imbued with some of that deadly power, or perhaps all of it. The basilisk was a wanted man now, so of course he didn’t want a record of his movements, but without knowing what a tape of his face might do, neither did I.

In the center of the room, the basilisk himself stood. The injuries Aethelind and I had inflicted on him before had healed into pink scars, the only indication of our previous altercation.

Thankfully, he still wore his sunglasses. I tried not to smile grimly, even as I found myself proven right. He was too proud of a being to just whip them off and kill Aethelind and I with a glare. He wanted a fight. He wanted to prove he was stronger, better, than us.

For all we were sister races, there was still resentment between his kind and my own. Basilisks could kill with a look, but dragons belched fire. Dragons had wings and could take to the skies, but basilisks could survive for hours underwater, without needing to take a breath. They weren’t truly amphibious and able to breathe underwater, not like sea serpents, but a dragon underwater was just a wet dragon. Our wings were not suited to water, and we couldn’t even use our fire.

Currently, the basilisk’s right hand was the only non-human part of it. The fingers had elongated into dark, vicious claws, which were clasped around the throat of a kneeling, trembling Maeve.

I winced at the sight of her. There was no mistaking she had been brutalized. Her knees were a bloody mess from kneeling in the glass shards, and she was making a horrible gasping noise as the basilisk closed its claws just hard enough around her throat to stop her from speaking, to force her to concentrate on breathing and nothing else. Certainly not exerting her influence over anyone here.

Without their voices, a succubus’ ability to influence others was massively reduced. When we walked in, Maeve made a half-noise, something that might have sounded relieved, but the basilisk tightened its grip and cut her off sharply.

“Let her go,” I said in a low voice. “She has nothing to do with our fight.”

The basilisk just laughed.

“You truly have fallen far,” he remarked. “Do you no longer wreak absolute and terrible retribution on those who have wronged you?”

“Oh, I do,” I said coldly. “But she hasn’t wronged me. You have. And, for that, you will die screaming.”

My eyes flickered to Maeve for the briefest moment. I wanted her to know she could trust me. Our deal still stood. I was a man of my word, and this basilisk had pushed its luck much too far to earn a gentle death.

However, the bastard was unintimidated by my assertion and just smiled mirthlessly.

“I welcome the challenge of a fight,” he said.

“Then set aside your hostage,” Aethelind ordered as she bared her teeth. “Unless you plan to keep hiding behind a creature you claim is so much weaker than yourself.”

“She is, but that doesn’t mean she is weaker than you,” the basilisk pointed out with a cold grin. “A fragile life… but a life nonetheless, no?”

“Set her aside, and you can see how reluctant I am to begin killing,” the female dragon growled.

“Wait,” I said, and I raised a hand.

Aethelind glared at me and was clearly not amused at being ordered around, but she didn’t go further than a dirty look.

I turned back to the basilisk. “Answer me one question first.”

“Are we bargaining?” the basilisk scoffed, but when I narrowed my eyes at him, he smiled again. “Very well. Ask. In this world, I understand the damned are permitted a final request.”

I ignored the barb.

“Why are you so obsessed with Liang?” I demanded. “What do you need her for?”

To my surprise, the basilisk looked perplexed.

“Liang?” he asked as he cocked his head. “Who?”

“The seer,” I said. “The one you were after, the one who was with me.”

“The… seer…?” the basilisk said slowly, then there was a beat, and then he burst out laughing.

I balked. Aethelind, too, stepped back a little, and even Maeve glanced up at the guffawing creature with concern.

“That slip of a girl?” the fucker cackled at last. “That pitiful shade of a seer? Is that who you were using as bait in your pathetic little attempt at a trap?”

I narrowed my eyes at him and tried to see what his game was.

“Who are you after, then?” I pressed. “What do you want at all? Did Astrum even send you here?”

The basilisk just grinned at me with teeth too sharp for his human mouth. He seemed to be enjoying watching me demand questions and grow frustrated when there came no answer. I forced myself to remain calm, because I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

“Enough questions,” he said. “I want a fight. A real one, without embellishments, without holding back.”

“Oh, you’ll get one,” I promised. “But you will lose. Surrender now, explain yourself, and I can make your death quick and painless. Refuse, and die in agony.”

The basilisk smiled again and still appeared unintimidated. I wanted to believe some of it was an act, though. That somewhere, deep down in its black little heart, it knew fighting two dragons at once would only spell disaster. He had signed his own death warrant.

“I already told you,” the bastard said with a smirk. “I have no idea who that is. I was after a real seer, a powerful seer. Not some little girl.”

Suddenly, I understood. This wasn’t some bizarre trick. The seer the basilisk was after wasn’t Liang. It had never been Liang.

He’d been after the Yen Clan’s seer. The powerful one whose magic I had witnessed and come into contact with. Whose power presumably lingered on me still.

I’d known she was powerful, but powerful enough to leave remnants of her magic on witnesses, even after this long… no wonder the basilisk had only identified it when we’d come to Los Angeles. Any further away would have been too faint.

Now, it was my turn to smile coldly.

“You have no idea where she is, do you?” I asked. “She’s asleep. And you can’t sense her when she’s asleep. Only the echoes of her magic on those she saw. You’ve been blindly stumbling around this human world in search of power. Were you lured here to Los Angeles by stories of banshees and succubae? You were, weren’t you? And all the while… you were blind to where the real power resides.”

I saw a muscle in his jaw twitch. He was definitely annoyed but trying to hide it. Then, slowly, his mouth stretched into a nasty grin.

“So, you know something,” he said. “Perhaps I will pluck it from your head before I kill you. Perhaps I won’t. But when I win, I will find this seer, and I will consume her power.”

He let go of Maeve then. She collapsed into the shards on the floor, and she gasped and spluttered and seemed not even to notice as her palms were sliced open on the sharp edges.

“But rest assured…” The basilisk advanced a step. “I will take your little seer, too. Her power can be added to my arsenal.”

I snarled at him and let my teeth elongate into fangs.

“I want you to know, dragons,” the basilisk hissed as it approached another step. “After I kill you, both of you, I will kill your friends. Slow and painful. I will take them apart and consume their magic, if they have any. I will ensure they die knowing you could not save them.”

He sighed suddenly, and the sound was almost wistful, like he was relishing in the fury and panic he could begin to feel stirring up inside Aethelind and I even as we fought to keep a lid on our emotions.

But dragons had never been all that good at holding our emotions in.

“Fear is such a delicious flavor on a dragon,” the basilisk declared with a cold, fang-filled smile. “I will make sure to savor it. I will delight in telling your little pet humans how impotent you were in the end.”

He took another step forward. I clenched my fists and felt my fingers become claws as crimson scales spread across my skin.

“But firssssst…” the basilisk hissed as its long tongue flicked out and tasted the air. “I will delight in ripping the Scorcher of Skies’ heart from his chest.”
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Chapter 14

It was no surprise the basilisk craved power. This was, for basilisks-- and indeed, most magical creatures, including dragons-- not unusual. The one thing this world seemed to lack was magic, and basilisks, like all great wyrms, lusted for power and influence.

Unlike dragons, however, basilisks wanted to make their power and wealth a part of themselves. Some of the oldest basilisks had swallowed so many jewels, they began to sprout out of their scales in places. A basilisk hide was a rare prize, but a jeweled one even more so.

Even I knew the tales of a human knight back in Coilfell, who had slain an enormous basilisk and split open its corpse to find a hoard of gold and jewels spilling out from its belly.

This basilisk wanted to get its fangs in something powerful, and the Yen Clan’s seer was the strongest piece of magic I had so far encountered in this world, excluding creatures not native to this world.

And, from the basilisk’s immediate and all-consuming obsession with me, the Yen Clan’s seer was also the strongest magic he had encountered.

I still wasn’t sure if he really desired a route back to Coilfell, or just wanted power for power’s sake.

Either way, I wasn’t about to let him get what he wanted.

And it was plain to see the basilisk wasn’t interested in talking anymore, either. He advanced purposefully, with his other hand elongating into those same vicious claws, and Aethelind and I each took to our hybrid forms.

And not a moment too soon. As I raised my arms and scales erupted over my human skin, the basilisk’s talons lashed out but glanced harmlessly off my crimson plate.

“You’re going to have to try harder than that,” I said with a harsh grin.

The basilisk snarled wordlessly as it retreated a step and reassessed, and I cast a glance first to Aethelind, who was shimmering gold, and to Maeve, whose bronze skin was smeared with deep red blood. She was conscious, at least, but I was determined to keep her alive, and that would make this battle just a shade more difficult.

It was already going to be a delicate balancing act, and I found myself again relieved to have another dragon on my side. With two of us, we could surge forward and taunt the basilisk, dealing small blows here and there while slowly whittling him down.

He was a powerful enemy to be sure, and it was clear he was done divulging any kind of information at all. If I knew one thing about great wyrms, it was we had no end to the lengths of pettiness we would go to. If the basilisk knew I wanted questions answered, it would die screaming long before giving me a scrap of what I wanted to know.

I could almost respect it.

Aethelind and I moved with more understanding than I would’ve thought, but as we each took turns approaching the basilisk, catching it behind itself, and distracting it for the next blow from the other, I realized we were no longer simply allies. She was no longer my rival, but my friend.

How strange.

I lunged forward as the basilisk reeled back from Aethelind slashing at its side. It practically staggered into me, with its clawed hands lashing out, but I dodged one arm, caught the other, and with my free hand dug my claws into its flank and raked.

An inhuman, horrible, wailing screech emerged from the basilisk’s mouth. The sound wasn’t entirely dissimilar to the screams of the banshees, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Maeve gasp and wince and press her hands over her ears.

The basilisk’s too-long tongue lolled out of its mouth as it surged forward to use the slobbering appendage like a whip. Just a drop in my eyes or mouth, and I would begin to feel the effects of the venom, but as I backed off, Aethelind launched herself at the creature from behind and caught it in the back.

Not hard enough to seriously wound it, but enough to tear its attention from me. Then the pair were grappling, and I was chasing after them. I went to try and tackle the basilisk, but Aethelind was in the way.

She made an impressive go at it. She scratched one hand at its head, only narrowly missed the basilisk’s eyes, and instead tore three red gashes across its bald forehead. It reared its head back, and Aethelind bared her fangs as her jaw opened.

Nothing happened.

I realized a split second after she did. She had tried to breathe fire on the basilisk, scorch its throat and face and blind it, but nothing had come out.

She looked at me with wide eyes, and for a moment-- half a moment-- we were just locked in dumbstruck disbelief.

Had Astrum’s magic… the thing that scarred her… had it truly taken away her ability to breathe fire?

No, that couldn’t be right. She had claimed to incinerate several of Astrum’s mages before being sent here. And to take the fire from a dragon, in any form, should not have been possible. It was an uncoupling of our most fundamental trait from ourselves.

Just what was Astrum doing back in Coilfell?

This hesitation, this combined shock and disbelief from Aethelind and I, proved a mistake. The basilisk recovered from the blow to its forehead and renewed its attack on Aethelind by raising its clawed hands.

For a moment, I was confused by the trajectory of its talons, which were essentially moving in the wrong direction, but then I understood this was precisely its aim. Before I could call out, I saw it hook the tip of one claw under one of Aethelind’s shimmering scales and rip it from its base like a human fingernail.

It was a small wound, but I knew from experience it was a painful one. Aethelind shrieked, caught off guard by the pain and the sensation of a part of her being snapped off. Then the basilisk plunged its talon into the raw, red, exposed flesh beneath.

“Aethelind!” I jumped forward and wrenched at the creature, but its tongue lashed toward my face, and I was forced to dodge.

Though not before I felt the barest graze of its whip-sharp tongue on one of the only places my scales did not protect.

My eye.

The venom burned, and with a pained gasp, I staggered and slipped on the loose carpet of broken glass. As I regained my balance, I saw Aethelind also falter on her feet. At first, I thought it was just the pain from the wound in her side, but as she wavered there, the basilisk grinned and raised its claws in a taunting wave.

And its claws were dripping with both blood and a clear, familiar substance.

Surprise burned through me quicker than the venom. That wasn’t right. Basilisk venom was located in their fangs, not their claws.

So, what the hell was going on?

Aethelind apparently didn’t care, because she let out a frustrated snarl and launched herself at the basilisk.

The bastard wasn’t expecting that, so she caught him around the waist and took him to the ground, and the two of them began to brawl on the floor.

Aethelind fought more like prey than predator, with pain and venom spurring her to act on baser instincts. There was little finesse to her attacks, but she was on the back foot as the basilisk’s poison coursed through her.

The basilisk had scales on part of its body, too, as it and Aethelind struggled to pin one another. The carpet of glass shards tore at their clothes, but their scales protected their flesh. They were a blur of color, followed by a scream of frustration, and then--

Aethelind let out a wail as the basilisk plunged one taloned hand deep into her side by using that first dislodged scale to rip several more away from her skin.

I dove forward to tear her away from the creature, and its claws exited her side with a wet noise as golden scales clattered to the ground like coins.

“I’m fine!” she gasped as I shoved her behind me. “I’m fine!”

She wasn’t, but I didn’t call her out on it. Instead, I focused all my attention on the basilisk, and it grinned as it licked his claws and coated them in poison.

So, that’s how the bastard did it. Clever.

The thing was also quicker than either of us had anticipated, and stronger. Toying with it wasn’t working, and it didn’t help that we were on the defensive by positioning ourselves between the basilisk and Maeve.

I wasn’t about to make her a sacrifice, but we needed to defeat this thing, and fast.

Unfortunately, that task was growing more difficult by the moment. I knew why Aethelind had slipped up, just as I knew why I had not been able to intervene in their little brawl in time. With each tiny wound the basilisk inflicted on us, trace amounts of its venom had made its way into our bloodstreams.

Each time he cut us, he drugged us just a little more. Before long, it would accumulate to the point neither of us could ignore.

It was time to break out the big guns. With Maeve safely behind us, and the bar already wrecked, there was no point in playing coy, not anymore.

I reached down inside myself, perhaps in the same way a singer might prepare for a deep, rumbling baritone, and then I belched a plume of flame directly into the basilisk’s face.

The basilisk hissed and raised its arms against the flames, but after a few seconds, there was no other noise.

No screeching, no pained wail.

I stared through the crackling flames that spilled from my open mouth, but the basilisk, with its arms crossed over itself and its clothes blackening into ash, was advancing.

Through the heat-warped air, I could see its bloodied face wore a sharp, smug grin.

“How…?” Aethelind whispered behind me.

I didn’t know.

“Is that all you have, brother?” the basilisk demanded as it pushed forward through my flames.

The only effect seemed to be the force of them, but not the heat.

Had Astrum’s portal done this to him? Had Astrum even intentionally done something before banishing him here?

Basilisks were great wyrms just like dragons, yes, but I’d never known one to be this unaffected by dragonfire.

And so, once again, I had the distinct impression I’d overlooked something.

And the basilisk was making no effort to hide how much it was enjoying itself in watching our suffering.

“My, my,” he said, and his voice seemed to swim in my ears. “Feeling a bit sluggish, Destroyer of Peace?”

“Fuck… you…” I mumbled as I let my flames die.

In the same instant, I swung my claws out as hard as I could, and I caught the creature across the face with them. He reared back and snarled more from embarrassment than pain. It had not been a severe blow, not enough to end the fight. I had mainly succeeded in wounding his pride.

“It will be a joy to put down two of Coilfell’s most powerful dragons,” he spat as he retreated again, and we began circling each other. “Such a shame no one back there will ever hear of it. Before long, the Crimson Scourge will be little more than a faded memory. A half-remembered fairytale mothers use to scare their children into obedience.”

I snarled at him. He just kept smiling.

“Are you ready to die, Ethad of the Fire Mountains?” the basilisk asked.

Then its hideous, too-long tongue began to crawl up its face, and I realized what it was about to do.

I looked away sharply just as the basilisk removed his sunglasses with his tongue. I heard the hollow clatter as the cheap plastic fell to the ground, and I saw them move out of the corner of my eye.

“Eyes down!” I yelled to Aethelind, just in case she was too far gone, too envenomed, to realize what was happening.

I kept my gaze focused on the basilisk’s torso, but it was more difficult than I realized.

All my life, I had looked my opponents in the eye, from reckless knights to fearsome monsters. It went against every instinct in my body to not look at the basilisk’s face and meet its baleful gaze.

As I understood it, this was against most human instincts as well. Clare had mentioned how humans were hard-wired to seek out faces, to look people in the eyes, and as I stared at the grimy white t-shirt the basilisk wore, all I could think was how a single glance, furtive, could be the end of my very life.

And with it, the end of all my companions’ lives, too.

“Ethad!” Aethelind cried out, and I quickly glanced over at her. She, at least, was behind the basilisk, but it could turn in an instant, and we had to be on constant guard. “Where’s Maeve?”

“What?” I glanced around at the floor, and I realized she’d moved since I’d last seen.

I whipped around just in time to see the succubus clawing her way across the shard-strewn floor. She was dragging herself doggedly, and I realized from the bend of one leg that the basilisk had damaged a knee or ankle, and she couldn’t walk. Somehow, though, she managed to claw her way up the wall, and I saw what her bloodied hand was reaching for.

Then she looked back at me, and her too-green eyes were wide and terrified as her shaking fingers found the light switch.

I screwed my eyes shut a moment before the lights went out.

The basilisk let out a howl of frustration, and I whipped around and opened my eyes, just able to see a dim figure looming in the darkness, near where Aethelind was. All great wyrms had good night vision, but because Aethelind and the basilisk hadn’t had their eyes closed, they would take a bit longer to adjust.

I couldn’t afford to waste this opportunity.

I launched myself at the basilisk and tackled it to the ground. The fucker let out a shriek, and its tongue whipped around seeking any wound or orifice into which it could drip the poison.

With one hand, I reached out and closed it around the tongue. It was slippery and slimy, but I clenched as hard as I could.

Then I pulled.

The basilisk shrieked and wailed as it writhed on the floor underneath me. I yanked as hard as I could, and I felt the slow, agonizing loosening of the thick, muscular appendage from inside the basilisk’s mouth. The screeching noise it made was awful, coupled with gagging and gurgling.

I had to dig my claws into the muscle to keep hold. It was strong and sinuous and could oh so easily slip, even without the bits of venom dulling my senses.

But then, finally, with one last wrench, I tore it clean free of its root, and the basilisk let out an awful, wet, choking scream.

By now, both my eyes and the basilisk’s had adjusted to the darkness, and we could both see each other clearly. I was back to staring resolutely at the floor as the basilisk lumbered about, half-mad with pain.

I braced myself for a blow, prepared to receive it, to fight back, but the basilisk, either confused or all too deliberate, launched itself right past me, and I heard a thud as it collided with Aethelind.

I spun to see them grappling on the floor like before. Without its tongue, the creature had to rely on its fangs, and I could see it was pushing with all its strength, all its weight, into plunging those fangs right into Aethelind’s neck. It had one clawed hand around her throat already and was choking her.

We could defend ourselves against its claws, but a basilisk’s fangs were made for piercing. Our scales would be barely more useful than ordinary human skin.

I lunged for them once again, and I was more uncoordinated from the venom, but resolutely determined all the same. This time, I struck home. The basilisk and I went flying, and I grabbed him around the waist and held him to me from behind.

Maybe if I clenched my arms tight enough, I could just crush him.

“B’stard!” the basilisk slurred.

Or at least, that was what I thought it was trying to say. Without a tongue, much of its words were garbled and even more animalistic than normal.

I looked over to see Aethelind on her hands and knees, gasping and spluttering. She had taken a greater injury than me, and more of the basilisk’s poison was in her system. She was flagging.

If we didn’t win this fight soon, there would be no more ‘we.’ I would be left to fell this beast alone.

And with the venom in my own blood, I wasn’t so confident of my ability to do that.

“Die!” a voice suddenly screamed, and I looked back to see Maeve staggering toward us, with a particularly large shard of glass clutched in her hand. Blood was seeping from her palm as it cut her, and she had her eyes closed.

For a moment, I was terrified she might miss and stab me instead, but her aim was true. The basilisk howled in rage and pain as the shard of glass plunged into one of its eyes. At the sound, Maeve couldn’t help but open her own eyes, and her gaze met mine for just a brief second.

And then, that most base of instincts took control, and her eyes skipped to the monster writing in my grasp.

It was just barely a glance. Not even enough time for the brain to register what it had seen.

But enough.

As she met the basilisk’s remaining eye, her body locked up. Then she keeled over, dead, and her bloody hand slipped off the shard still lodged in the basilisk’s eye socket.

For a moment, I just stared at her blank, unmoving face. She had caught the basilisk’s baleful gaze, met its deadly eye, and now… she was gone. Just like that.

I wasn’t prepared for how upset I felt at the sight of her. That made no sense. I had known this woman scarcely a day. We’d barely been acquaintances, and we certainly hadn’t been friends.

And yet, the only word for the emotion I felt as I stared at her body was grief.

In such a short span of time, her entire life had fallen apart. She’d turned on her own family to save me and mine. Her livelihood and loved ones were torn from her all at once.

And now, after all that, she was dead.

My mind was so fogged by the poison, I couldn’t quite comprehend what I was seeing. My mind was too sluggish, too slow, and my body was focused only on pinning the basilisk, on crushing it before it could wreak any more harm.

Perhaps, this was the kinder way. I wasn’t sure if there was an afterlife, in this world or any other, but if there was, perhaps Maeve was now reunited with her coven. Wounds could begin to heal, peace could be found.

Not here, though. Not in this wretched, bloody ruin of a place. Not with this mad creature still fighting to tear Aethelind and I limb from limb and claim this world for itself.

Aethelind was convulsing on the floor and trying to push herself up onto her hands and knees, but each time, her palms skidded out from underneath her, and she collapsed. If not for the fact she was covered in her golden scales, she would have been cut to ribbons.

How had a single basilisk done this much to us? They were fearsome, yes, but we were dragons.

“What did you do?” I snarled to the basilisk. “What… happened to you?”

“To… me?” it asked.

Of course, each word was a labor. Blood, foul-smelling and faintly acidic, gushed from its mouth and burned through its clothes in several places. I leaned back. Unlike fire, acid could-- and did-- burn dragons.

“Let… me go…” the basilisk mumbled through its bloodied, ruined mouth. “And… maybe… I’ll tell you.”

“Like hell,” I snarled, and I pitched forward and forced it down onto its stomach and that shard that was protruding from its eye.

It screamed as the glass Maeve had used to half blind it surely delved almost deep enough to puncture its brain.

How much could a basilisk brain withstand before it died?

“Tell me!” I growled. “What happened to you? I know what basilisks can and can’t do! I know how their venom affected me!”

“You’ve… been here… too long…” it hissed out. A pool of disgusting blood was forming under its head where I pushed its bald skull down into the glittering floor. “Losing… your touch…”

“I’m as strong as I ever was,” I argued. “Astrum might have sent me here to weaken me, but my magic remains. You, though. You’re different. Did he do this to you? Did he change you?”

“Mages…” the basilisk scoffed. Another horrible spray of blood speckled its mouth. “Would never… let one touch me.”

“Then what?” I demanded. “How can you smell a seer’s magic on me after weeks? How is your venom strong enough to do that?”

I pointed a finger over at Aethelind. She had curled in on herself, and I wasn’t even sure if she was conscious anymore. The basilisk had plunged its venom-soaked talons into her flank, and if she wasn’t blacked out now, she soon would be.

It was a struggle to keep my grip on the basilisk’s head and another to keep my mind focused. The venom was powerful, and the blow of Maeve’s death had dulled some of the adrenaline coursing through me.

None of this fell into what a basilisk was ordinarily capable of.

“Maybe… I’m just… that strong…” the basilisk said, and a sickening sound I realized was supposed to be a laugh gurgled out of its throat.

“Surrender,” I snarled to the creature. “Answer my questions, and you’ll have a quick death. That’s all you’re good for now. You’re finished.”

“I’m… finished…?” the basilisk cackled.

Its words were ugly and awkward. With no tongue to enunciate, it spoke slowly, laboriously. As though it had lost more than its tongue and an eye. Its wits were slipping away with its life.

“You’re going to die,” I said coldly. “You know you’re beaten. Give yourself the opportunity to at least die with dignity. Tell me what happened to you, to make you like this.”

“Dragon…” the basilisk hissed.

It was a disgustingly wet sound, and even more blood poured down its chin. The once-white shirt, what remained of it, was either stained black, or dissolved and showed patches of glass-strewn skin.

“… I would never…” it finished.

It tried to wriggle out from under me. Futile, really. It could not pose a threat to me now. It knew it was beat, so why continue this charade? Surely no great wyrm could be this foolishly, blindly proud?

“Stop,” I growled. Frankly, it was embarrassing to watch. “Just stop. Give up. Tell me what happened.”

“Why…” the basilisk mumbled. “… would I… stop?”

“What?” I pressed all of my weight and waning strength down against it. It was a greater effort than I realized, but I was sure the basilisk was in a worse shape.

And besides, however I was fated to die, I would die upright, fighting to the last.

“This… world…” the creature panted. Every word sounded round, bulbous, on the verge of bursting like some putrid sore. “… is… ripe. Ripe for… killing. Blind… foolish… fat on such… creative food. We were… exiled, dragon. But… this… is not… a prison.”

Doggedly, in a sick kind of triumph, the basilisk shifted beneath my palm again. It was pinned on its front, unable to reach for me, but it raised a hand and dislodged the shard of glass from its ruined, blinded eye while I kept my gaze locked on its midsection.

“This…” it said. “… is my paradise. And…”

I felt a lurch, and all at once I realized what the foul creature was doing. Beneath my hands, I felt its body begin to twist and shift. Like snakes roiled under the skin. Like its entire form was going to burst into a bit of writhing snakes.

I knew what was happening, though, and the analogy was not far off. Just as dragons had a human form, so did basilisks. And just as dragons were weaker in their human forms, so were basilisks, as well.

I reared back and averted my gaze from the creature before me as its limbs shrank into nothing. Then its torso elongated, ripped past its remaining clothes, and erupted with grayish-blue scales.

“… once I have killed you…” the basilisk snarled as its body extended into meters and meters of coiled muscle.

“… I will eat my fill of it.”
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Chapter 15

What had once been a man had transformed into a hideous mass of corded muscle and scaled sinew. Maybe it was my own biases, but while dragons’ natural forms were beautiful, something about basilisks had always seemed grotesque to me.

The lack of a tongue and the blood dripping from its gaping maw of a mouth certainly wasn’t helping, either.

I turned and sprinted straight for Aethelind, who was still slumped on the floor. Her clothes had been all but shredded on the shards, so I could see more golden scales than I could see fabric, and as I rolled her onto her back, she let out a soft groan.

“Thank the Mistress, you’re still conscious,” I muttered, more to myself than to her. “Come on. Up.”

I gave her no chance to refuse or hesitate. I just looped her right arm around my shoulders, put my left arm around her torso, and hoisted her upright. She gave a strangled cry and pressed her left hand to her punctured side, but she didn’t protest.

She knew this was life or death.

Without a tongue, there was no chance the basilisk could speak in this form, but I could imagine what it would be thinking all the same. I saw its body slithering toward us and smelled its rank breath.

It wasn’t satisfied with a quick death from its gaze. It wanted us to suffer.

Good, I thought savagely. Its pride would be its undoing.

“Find your fire, sister,” I said to Aethelind as the thing approached us.

While it could just about fit into this space, if it kept low to the ground, neither Aethelind or I would have the luxury of taking on our true forms here. Our wings, our legs, the horns on our crests would have no space. We would burst through to the next floor, at least, and could well bring the whole building down on top of us.

To say nothing of what the city’s many CCTV cameras and inhabitants would witness.

“Fire?” Aethelind muttered. She glanced up and seemed cognizant enough to quickly duck her head again. “But… Maeve… She can’t-- she won’t--”

“She’s dead,” I said. “There’s no saving her now. No one here but us.”

A flurry of emotions flashed across the female dragon’s face. There was surprise, rage, and then realization that the succubus had sacrificed herself to save us, to ensure we would be able to take out the basilisk for good.

And we would need to quickly.

The basilisk was approaching slowly, because it could. We had our backs to what had been the mirrored wall of this place. There were no windows or doors to flee through. We were boxed in.

But the basilisk had made a mistake there. It had-- possibly because I was building a human life for myself-- fooled itself into thinking I was a defenseless creature, a prey animal.

But dragons were not prey. We were apex predators, and I was the most fearsome of them all.

“Your fire,” I reiterated to Aethelind firmly. I was staring right at the basilisk and focusing on its underbelly, to avoid looking it in the eye.

“But you tried--” Aethelind began, until I cut her off with a firm shake of my head.

“We both know dragonfire forged in harmony is greater than any single fire,” I muttered. “And you still have yours. No matter what Astrum might have done. It’s inside you. Find it.”

Because there was no magic in this world or any other that could tear a dragon from their flames. I knew this, deep in my bones, in my very soul. We were fire made flesh.

That conniving little mage might have placed me in this world, but he had been coasting on a natural weak point. Instead of fighting me himself, he’d sent other creatures, stronger and more threatening than he could ever hope to be, to do his dirty work.

He was a shadow on the wall of a cave. And I would bring the flames to extinguish that shadow.

This basilisk, the scars on Aethelind’s throat, none of it mattered.

Aethelind gritted her teeth and bared her fangs, and blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. Then she screwed her eyes closed and threw back her head, and that was all the cue I needed.

I did the same, and as one, we let our fire burst forth.

The flames of two dragons, both in their prime, was beyond any creature to withstand-- even an inexplicably resistant basilisk. The combination was almost as potent as a single Oathfire, without being nearly so taxing on our individual magic.

I liked to imagine a moment of fear sparked in the basilisk’s remaining good eye as it realized its mistake, all at once and far too late.

It let out an inhuman wail that would have chilled me to my core if I was not a being of pure flame. I let my fire erupt out of me, as easy and natural as breathing, and beside me, even injured, I could feel Aethelind doing the same.

Even in a state such as hers, injured and envenomed, she was a dragon. And her flames were absolute.

The basilisk twitched and writhed as it futilely tried to shake the fire off itself. It resumed its human form, but that did nothing. The damage was already done. Skin blistered, then blackened, then sloughed off to reveal raw, red flesh beneath.

Fire consumed all it touched. And there was nowhere for its prey to run.

Rafters and upholstery caught alight, glass bottles shattered, and their alcohol ignited at once. Still, Aethelind and I stood there in the center of the inferno, and the air filled with a black, acrid smoke as the basilisk screeched in rage and agony.

And then, at last, it collapsed and went silent. As I finally closed my mouth, I saw it was no more than a pile of blackened bones and ash.

As I had promised, as I had sworn to Maeve, it had died screaming.

I stepped away from Aethelind. Now that the basilisk was dead and the fight was over, she didn’t have to move quite so fast, and I could leave her to stand on her own weight for a moment.

She seemed dazed, by more than just her injuries. She was gazing around the burning room with a kind of fascination.

I figured it was simple relief that her fire had not been stolen from her, she’d just needed to dig a bit deeper, but when I glanced up, I saw it was more than that.

Our flames, together, were different colors.

They burned gold and orange as ever, but there were flashes of blue, too. Even green. Like flashes of our fellowship.

“I haven’t seen aurora flames in over a century,” the female dragon murmured.

“Our kind are too solitary for it to happen very often,” I admitted.

It was a rare thing for dragon flames to meet in unity and not conflict. Only a true and whole alliance could cause this effect.

I supposed it was the first time this world had ever seen them.

As the rainbow flames continued to climb, I looked down at Maeve’s body. She was the reason I had moved from Aethelind. Unlike the basilisk, the succubus did not deserve to be burned to ash. I could see the reflections of the colored flames in the glassy, unseeing orbs of her eyes, and I knelt down, swept my hand over her brow, and closed them.

She didn’t look peaceful, but I hoped wherever her soul had gone to, if such a thing existed, she felt peaceful.

I scooped Maeve up in my arms and turned back to Aethelind.

“You can walk out of here unassisted?” I asked.

“I think the flames helped,” she said with a nod.

She wasn’t just referring to breathing fire, which did have a slight rejuvenating effect on dragons, but the heat around us. We thrived best in dry, hot conditions, inside and out. It burned corruption, sickness, and poison right out of us.

“We have to get out of here,” I said, and the female dragon nodded again. It would raise too many questions if we were found in the middle of an inferno, yet without any burns.

Slowly, I strode through the burning wreck that had once been The Shade Bar. Aethelind was right behind me, and as we walked, we resumed our human forms. By the time we came out of the side entrance, into the alleyway, we looked completely human. It was more a concern for Aethelind than for me, because her clothes were half shredded, and she was covered in blood, but one problem at a time.

“I can hear sirens,” she said, and sure enough, in the distance, I could hear the wailing.

A moment later, I saw the blue flashing lights.

It made sense they would react so quickly here, in such a dry, hot climate as this. A single spark in the wrong place could be disastrous.

“Oh, my god, someone’s hurt!” a voice cried out as firefighters began to emerge from the truck that had screeched to a stop on the curb.

The one who’d been driving the enormous red vehicle hopped out and ran to us.

“It’s too late,” I said while still holding Maeve’s body. “He killed her.”

“He?” the firefighter repeated, and she looked between Aethelind and I. “He who? Is someone else here?”

“That man, who was on the news,” I said. “The bald guy with the glasses. He… I don’t know why he came back, but this woman, she… she saved our lives.”

The firefighter looked down sadly at Maeve’s body.

“She worked here,” the woman told Aethelind and me. “Like the others who were killed by the bastard. Are you hurt, miss?”

“Uh… no,” Aethelind lied, and she tried to cover her bloody side. “No, it’s, it’s not my blood.”

As if to prove this point, she held up her arm to show how, despite the shredded material, the skin underneath was unharmed.

The firefighter pursed her lips, evidently confused, but she was either not paid enough to care, or just relieved the number of casualties were limited.

“Where did the guy go?” she then asked us. “Is he around?”

“In there,” I said. “He... started the fire. I think to get us, maybe? But we were closer to a door.”

“Crazy fucker,” the firefighter muttered with a shake of her head. Then she glanced back up at us. “You’ll both need to make statements to the cops, but you should be free to go soon, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, because it was less conspicuous to just comply.

The cops arrived only a few minutes later. Two cars and a CSI van. The leader of the CSI team almost immediately got into an argument with the firefighter woman about not destroying evidence, but I tuned it out as a pair of cops approached us.

I hadn’t been sure what to do with Maeve’s body, so I was still holding it-- her-- but the CSIs took her off my hands, literally, to attempt to assess the cause of death.

I had no idea what they would find. I had no idea what the biological effects of a basilisk’s gaze were. Possibly Maeve’s death would be determined as a sudden heart attack. Maybe chalked up to an untraceable poison.

“Look after her,” I said as the CSIs took her body away.

It sounded a little foolish, seeing as she was dead, but she had given up everything to protect me. Her family, her livelihood, and now even her own life.

The cops questioned Aethelind and I, took down our names-- though I had to subtly remind Aethelind she was supposed to be ‘Linda Khan’ while on Earth-- and then said we were free to go. They also asked for my number in case they had any more questions, but frankly, I doubted they would. They would just be relieved to know a dangerous killer had been stopped.

As Aethelind and I made our way back to Stacey’s, I texted the bespectacled woman to let her know it was safe, the basilisk was dead, and they could also return.

“Do you think people will believe the basilisk killed Maeve for revealing his identity to the authorities?” Aethelind asked me.

“Maybe,” I said. “Mostly, I think they’ll be relieved that the killer’s gone. People will be inclined to ask fewer questions now that the danger’s over.”

“Questions like how a pair of ordinary humans escaped a fire without so much as a singe?” the female dragon asked, and I turned to her.

We shared a small smile.

Maybe being around another of my kind wasn’t so bad, after all.

Just as long as she kept her claws off my stuff.

When we walked in the door of Stacey’s apartment, I wasn’t anticipating to be literally tackled by her and Liang.

“Thank god you’re safe!” Stacey cried, and when I looked at her, I saw she had been on the verge of tears.

Liang’s tears had definitely spilled over, and even Kevin looked a little misty-eyed as he approached.

“We’re okay, I’m okay,” I promised them. “Aethelind needs a bandage, and we both need some rest, but we’re okay.”

“Oh, my god!” Kevin gasped when he saw the bloodstain on Aethelind’s side.

“It… looks worse than it is,” the female dragon said, and from the look on her face, I realized she was surprised at how much she felt in response to Kevin’s worry.

I knew that feeling. Back when I’d first met Clare, I’d been amused at the idea of her expressing concern over me when I was so much more durable, but on the other hand, I was also a little touched to see how much she cared.

“I have a first aid kit,” Stacey said briskly, and she took Aethelind by the arm and led her to the couch. “Take off those ruined clothes, they’re no good to anyone.”

“I’ll get a robe!” Kevin announced loudly and suddenly to no one in particular, and he dove into the room Aethelind and Liang were staying in.

Liang herself stayed glued to my side while hugging me tightly around the neck, and I was more than happy to stay there.

“I’m sorry I had to leave you,” I said. “But just as I promised, I’m back. I’m unharmed.”

“I know,” she said. “I know, logically, you’re stronger than I am and able to withstand more. But that doesn’t mean I like being separated from you. From any of you.”

I ducked my head to kiss her hair.

“We’re not going to leave you, you know,” I said as I addressed the unspoken issue. “We’re not keeping you around because you’re… useful, or whatever. Or because we pity you. We want to help, and… we like you.”

“I like you all, too,” she admitted in a shy, tearful voice. “I just… You’re… you’re the only thing even close to a family I have. And if you and the others can just leave me behind so easily--”

“Hey,” I interrupted, and I pulled away from her just enough so I could cup her face in my hands.

She couldn’t see my expression, but like before, I tried to will her to understand, to somehow comprehend, even without seeing.

“It wasn’t easy for me to leave you behind,” I said. “It’s never easy. Not with you, or Stacey, or any of the others. I don’t do it because I want to, I do it because… I’m a dangerous person, Liang. And I have to do dangerous things. I don’t want anyone I care about being near those kinds of things, because I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Liang sniffled and nuzzled into my hands.

“Also, dragons are proud creatures,” I continued. “I only ever want you to see me in… well. In the best possible light.”

“I see you as you, Ethad,” Liang murmured. “You shouldn’t have to hide parts of yourself in order to be loved. And I know Clare and Danielle and Stacey don’t feel that way. They love all of you. And…”

She paused for a moment before continuing.

“It’s good to evaluate yourself, to ask why you don’t like certain parts, but don’t let that criticism prevent you from thinking you deserve to be loved,” she said, and her expression turned melancholic and pensive. “I used to think that about myself. I… I still do, really. I didn’t like that my gift wasn’t very strong. I thought it meant I wasn’t… deserving of all the Crimson 88 were doing for me. The protection.”

“You didn’t deserve any of that,” I said. “But that’s because they made a prisoner of you. And don’t ever think I need you to… to be useful, in order to care for you.”

“Okay,” she said shyly.

I smiled, and so did she. It seemed some understanding had been reached.

And… perhaps another kind of realization, too.

But that would have to wait. Aethelind needed medical attention, and both she and I were exhausted.

The wound on the female dragon’s side didn’t look nearly so bad when Stacey had cleaned and bandaged it. Aethelind sat on the couch with a thick, red bathrobe swaddled around her, and she slouched off one arm so Stacey could access the wound in her flank.

From how Kevin was nervously observing the procedure, he was unsure of exactly where to set his gaze.

“There we go,” Stacey said at last. “I admit, I’m not a doctor, and I don’t even know how drugs would affect you, but it’s clean, at least.”

“Dragons heal faster than humans, she’ll be fine,” I assured Stacey, and I pulled her into a one-armed hug and kissed her temple. “Thanks.”

“Thank you,” Aethelind agreed, and she carefully wrapped the bathrobe around her exposed side.

Not too tightly, though, which meant a large triangle of deep bronze skin was exposed below her neck and collar. This included the thick scarring over her throat, and I was pleased to see she was at least comfortable enough to not hide it around us.

“I’m… glad you’re okay,” Kevin said sheepishly. Then he looked at me. “You too, boss.”

“I’m just glad that wretched basilisk is dead,” Stacey said, and she screwed up her nose with distaste. “What happened?”

Aethelind and I explained everything to them, in as much detail as we could bear. The brief guttering of Aethelind’s fire, Maeve’s sacrifice, and the basilisk’s final desperate play of taking on its true form.

“Hideous,” Stacey muttered when we were done.

“Maeve died a hero,” Kevin sighed.

“She did,” I agreed.

“And… the basilisk was after the Yen Clan’s seer?” Liang asked in a quietly stunned voice.

I nodded but then realized she couldn’t see that.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “I suppose her magic is quite strong.”

“It will fade with time, though, right?” Stacey asked while looking a little concerned. “And will Liang have a magical signature, too?”

I could see she was concerned about our seer becoming a target for something more dangerous than a few Chinatown gang members, and I could sympathize.

“The Yen Clan seer’s magic will fade from me,” I assured them all. “As for Liang’s magic… I suppose we’ll have to wait and see.”

“But whatever happens, we’ll be there to help as you need it,” Stacey added firmly to the seer. She put a hand on Liang’s shoulder, and Liang smiled.

“I never doubted that,” she said. “And Ethad, your theory about how the Yen Clan seer and I… about our abilities… do you really think it holds weight?”

She was, of course, referring to the fact Chicago sat atop a particularly thin point at the barrier between worlds.

“Seers don’t exist in Coilfell,” I reminded them with a shrug. “It’s not a magic I’m really familiar with. So, it might be native to Earth, or… it might come from another world. Like the Taowu.”

“Do you think the Taowu’s magic and seer abilities could be linked?” Kevin asked. “Like could they be from the same world?”

“It’s possible,” I said. “But there are nigh infinite worlds out there. Some almost identical to this one, some utterly unrecognizable. All layered on top of each other like pages in a book.”

“And Chicago is where… one page has worn thin?” the other man asked.

“Yes, but we need to investigate in more detail,” I said, and I looked over to Aethelind, who nodded firmly.

“It’s our best hope at getting back to Coilfell and stopping Astrum for good,” she agreed, and her expression was resolute.

She wanted to see him brought low as much as I did.

“I need a rest, first, though,” Stacey sighed, and she stretched her arms up with an appreciative sound. “And if I’m beat, I can’t even imagine how tired you two are. Get some sleep, and I’ll arrange for a flight back to Chicago tomorrow afternoon.”

I was hard-pressed to argue with a suggestion like that, and so were the others. I gave Liang one last hug, clapped Kevin on the shoulder, and even shared a smile with Aethelind before I headed upstairs.

As soon as I was out of their presence, the exhaustion set in. It was all I could do to strip out of my dirty, smoke-smelling clothes and flop onto Stacey’s bed in only my underwear. I was pretty sure I was out cold before I even hit the mattress.

Either way, the next thing I was aware of was waking to the soft warmth of sunlight over my bare skin, and I cracked open my eyes to see Stacey lying next to me.

She, too, was just waking up, and she gave a yawn and stretched. As she did, the satiny sheets of her bed slipped down and revealed the black silk negligée she’d slept in, which itself left little to the imagination.

“Good morning,” I said with a sly grin as she raised her hands to take her hair out of the black bonnet she slept in.

Soft, jet-black locks tumbled out from the cap as she shook her head gently.

“Morning,” she said with a warm smile, and her green eyes sparkled.

At such close quarters, she had no need for her glasses, and she leaned in to kiss my nose.

I shifted at the last second and caught her lips with my own, and she kissed me back for a moment before pulling away with a giggle.

“Down, boy.” She smirked at me. “We have a flight to catch.”

But that was easier said than done when her nightdress barely covered her backside, and the only thing over her breasts was a bit of translucent lace.

Still, I managed to rein myself in and got dressed in fresh clothes. Stacey declared the ones I’d worn yesterday to be utterly condemned, from a combination of smoke and the basilisk’s various fluids. She didn’t even attempt to wash them and just threw them straight into the trash.

“It’s not like I can’t buy more,” I agreed with an unbothered shrug, and we headed downstairs to where the others were waiting.

Aethelind’s clothes, too, were completely beyond saving, but again, more could be acquired. The main thing was her wound was already healing nicely, and it seemed the basilisk venom was working its way out of her system. She might have sluggish reflexes for another day or two, but seeing as my only plans were to return to Chicago and apologize to Clare and Danielle for leaving them alone for a few days, I doubted such reflexes would be needed.

And once she was recovered, we could set about identifying exactly where the barrier was thinnest, and maybe even how to ‘punch through.’

We made our way to the airport and were treated to a similarly luxurious experience as before. Stacey and I sat on either side of Liang and narrated the views outside the window, while Aethelind and Kevin sat on the other side. The female dragon seemed mostly to sleep, but rather than gazing at the spectacular views of the sky, every time I glanced over at them, I saw Kevin watching her fondly.

“He’s so smitten,” Stacey whispered to me with a soft laugh.

“On his head be it,” I said ruefully. “It’s a dangerous thing to love a dragon.”

“Oh, believe me, we know,” the bespectacled woman assured me with a grin.

Liang chuckled and nodded.

“If she’s as kind as you are, Ethad, Kevin will be just fine,” the seer agreed. “She clearly has a good heart, like you, to have gone to so much trouble to stop the basilisk.”

This was all true, but even so, I wondered if Kevin was prepared for the demands of loving a dragon. For one, I doubted any dragon would be content with only a single partner, no matter how exemplary. Clare, for example, was perfection itself, but so was Danielle, and so was Stacey.

Still, part of their perfection was their abundant, boundless love. They had come to care for one another as fervently as I cared for them, and they for me. Perhaps Kevin and Aethelind would find similar delights, if they did end up entwined.

“You can’t see his face, but he’s making such a sappy expression right now,” Stacey informed Liang with a laugh. “He looks like, so proud of Kevin. Like a proud dad.”

“What a romantic,” Liang remarked.

“Quiet, both of you. Anyway, we’re supposed to be talking about the views outside the plane.” I scowled at them both, but I was mostly feigning my annoyance.

And Stacey, completely unintimidated, just smiled at me.

We landed back at O’Hare in the late afternoon, picked up the Urus from the long-stay lot, and headed straight back to Danielle’s house. Stacey and Kevin, of course, weren’t living there, but I’d texted ahead to let everyone know we were on our way back, and they all knew to meet us there.

Sure enough, we were greeted to loud cries of welcome when we walked in through the door. Danielle and Clare were the first to reach us, and they hugged Stacey, Liang, and I tightly and showered us with kisses.

Dave wasn’t here, which at least meant I didn’t have to watch myself-- or Aethelind-- too closely, though Gary was, and he clapped Kevin amicably on the shoulder.

“I hear you’re in the loop now, kid,” he said to Kevin, who gave a slightly nervous laugh.

“Honestly, now that I’m back in Chicago, none of it feels like it was real,” he admitted. “When does that wear off?”

“It doesn’t.” Gary grinned. “Not so far, at least. But it helps to have other people to talk about it with.”

“Consider us your Dragon Support Group,” Clare quipped as she sidled up to her cousin and hugged him with one arm. Then she brightened at her own words. “Hey! I could design a logo or something! We could sit in a crappy event space on Thursday nights and drink shitty coffee--”

“Or we could just go to a normal bar now and then,” Gary said with an exaggerated roll of his eyes, but Clare just stuck her tongue out at him.

“A lot happened, huh?” Danielle asked from where she was still standing with Stacey and me.

The blonde had wedged herself quite happily between us, and I had no intentions of removing her from that position, because it freed me to keep kissing her cheek and to mutter something into her ear if the thought took me.

“To say the least,” Stacey confirmed with a sigh. “But the good news is, we know where to go, moving forward.”

“You do?” Danielle asked, and she turned to look at me.

“I suppose we should explain ourselves to all of you,” I said.

That was how we came to be clustered on the blonde woman’s couches. As Aethelind and I had done last night in Stacey’s high-rise, we recounted the full breadth of our experiences in Los Angeles, with input from Stacey, Liang, and Kevin.

“Oh, my god,” Gary said when we were finished, and his eyes were wide, like he couldn’t believe it.

Honestly, even to me, it all sounded a little unbelievable.

“Chicago sits on a… weak point?” Danielle asked.

“We think it might be some of the reason why there are seers here,” I said with a nod. “I’ve met three people on Earth who have… unusual sight. All three live here.”

Of course, there still remained the possibility I just hadn’t spent much time outside of Chicago, but it still felt like one coincidence too many.

“Shouldn’t be too hard to find the weakest spot, then,” Gary mused. “We’ve only got a whole city to comb.”

“I might be able to help with that, once my gifts are a little stronger,” Liang added with a cautious smile.

“I’ve no doubt of that,” I said, and I gently caught her hand between both of my own.

“Chinatown would probably be the best place to start,” Danielle added. “Since that’s where you and the Yen Clan’s seer spent so much time.”

I had to agree, that was as good a place to search as any. Hopefully, Shen’s legitimized businesses and burned bridges wouldn’t impede a fine search of the area.

“And… what about the two of you?” Clare asked, and she gestured between Aethelind and me. “No… territorial disputes?”

“Nothing major,” I said.

Though I had felt stupidly irritated to see Aethelind opening and closing cupboards in the kitchen a few moments ago, as she’d searched for something to eat.

“It’s… probably not sustainable,” I then added.

Aethelind narrowed her dark eyes at me, like she was annoyed at the implication we would be ruled by our baser instincts, but we both knew it was true.

“You could stay at my apartment, if you want,” Clare offered, and when both Aethelind and I looked at her, she shrugged. “S’not like I spend any time there. I’m basically just keeping it as a storage closet now.”

“Are you sure?” Aethelind asked, and Clare nodded easily.

“Why not? Better than it just sitting empty.”

There was also the unspoken condition that Gary and Kevin would periodically check in to make sure Aethelind didn’t break anything or start a fire with an appliance. I could see it in the way the two men exchanged a look, and I fought back a smile.

That battle became all the easier at Clare’s next remark.

“Then you and Ethad can have your space without arguing like cats,” she said, and I frowned at her.

“We wouldn’t argue like cats,” I said indignantly.

I’d seen the videos she was referring to online. There was no hissing or butting of heads in a dragon fight.

Okay. Maybe there was hissing.

Clare, as if she’d been able to read my thoughts, grinned at me.

I wondered then if sending a second dragon to Earth had been part of Astrum’s plan. Not only would Astrum want to de-power as many dragons as possible, cramming several in one Earth city would cause immense fallout as each one scrambled to stake out their own hoard and territory. They would all be too busy fighting to come together against their common foe.

Of course, Astrum hadn’t counted in our uniting over mutual hatred of him, or rising above such petty, base instincts.

We were regal creatures, after all.

And I understood why Clare was so eager to offer up her own apartment. Not only was it empty, this meant she didn’t have to give up ‘her space’ just yet.

This was, after all, Danielle’s house first and foremost. She welcomed us completely and insisted we treat it like our home, too, but it wasn’t the same as coming into a home together and building it collectively.

Whenever I got the chance to purchase-- or ideally construct-- my own home, I wanted to make sure everyone living there would have a room or two that was unquestionably theirs. Clare could have a studio for her painting and graphic art. Liang could have a poetry library and music room. Stacey could even have a glass-domed observatory on the top floor for stargazing.

I smiled to myself as I began to envision this home. It would be more than my previous lair. It would be a home I built, for the family I had acquired.

“Aside from Chinatown, do you have any idea where we might be able to begin our search?” Aethelind then asked Liang.

It was a reasonable question. Liang had sensed Maeve and perceived where the basilisk was. A portal to another world, a weak point in the barriers between here and Coilfell, was orders more powerful than either a succubus or a basilisk.

The seer paused to consider this, as if mentally extending her magic around, but then she shook her head apologetically.

“No, sorry,” she said. “At least, not right now. I think… I think my ability to sense things is tied to danger. Like the Taowu, like Maeve. I need… practice.”

“That’s okay,” Stacey assured her. “You’ll get practice. It’ll come with time.”

“Do we have time, though?” the seer asked.

It struck me as a slightly odd question, not because I didn’t agree, but because Liang seemed to have more information. Something else, something I had not considered, was weighing on her.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Liang bit her lip.

“No seer can pick and choose exactly what they do or don’t see,” she explained slowly. “Even the most skilled can only… gently steer. It’s not precise.”

“What have you seen, then?” Kevin then asked as he, too, leaned forward, and I could tell he was eager to be speaking to someone human with real supernatural abilities. “Could you tell us? Even the tiniest detail might be useful.”

“He’s right,” I agreed. “You can trust us, Liang. What have you seen?”

She shifted in her seat a little, and I could see she was uncomfortable. It was obvious she had something in her mind, clearly, but doubted its utility.

“Come on,” I said, and I squeezed her hand.

She swallowed. Then recited the prophecy.

“On the twelfth month, the moon will turn bloody, and the Angel of Death will walk among men,” she said in a grave voice that didn’t sound entirely like her own.

I’d heard it before, but it still made me shiver. Like the air in the room had suddenly chilled several degrees. Everyone else, too, felt the solemn effect of these words.

There was no question about if they would come to pass, only how.

After a long pause, Clare was the first to speak. She gave a sort of nervous laugh, and it bubbled out from her lips as though she hadn’t been able to fully swallow it. Next to her, Danielle was clutching her arm uneasily, and they were both clearly shaken.

“That’s… ridiculous, right?” the red-haired woman asked, and she looked around at us all.

I was on Danielle’s other side to her, but when she leaned forward to meet my gaze, I just shook my head.

“Even I know better than to mess with prophecy,” I said.

Clare looked at the others. Liang, Stacey, Kevin, Gary. All seemed reluctant to meet her eye, to meet anyone’s eye.

“But what does that even mean?” she pressed. “I mean, a bloody moon, what is that? Is it going to bleed?”

“A blood moon is a lunar eclipse,” Danielle murmured, and we all turned to look at her.

She was gazing at the floor, but somehow, I knew that wasn’t what she was seeing. Not really.

“A total lunar eclipse,” she reiterated.

Clare swallowed. My throat was dry and my voice rasped, but I spoke anyway.

“When’s… when’s the next total lunar eclipse, then?” I asked.

Stacey already had her phone out to look it up. She typed quickly, expression focused, then dismayed. Uneasy.

“March third of next year,” she said, and though no one said it, we all knew what that meant.

About twelve months after I first came to Earth.
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Chapter 16

“Why?”

Gary was the first to speak, and he looked at us all.

“Why?” he repeated. “What’s the… catalyst? Just a dragon coming to Earth? Or did Ethad’s appearance coincide with something else? And if it is Ethad, why him specifically?”

“Maybe it relates to Astrum declaring war on Coilfell’s magical creatures,” I suggested, but that didn’t feel like it made a lot of sense.

Liang’s prophecy had happened on Earth, so surely it was also referring to Earth.

“I can’t see that sort of thing,” the seer admitted sheepishly. “I’m sorry, I… my visions are limited.”

“Don’t apologize,” Stacey, Danielle, and I said in firm unison.

Liang looked startled by three simultaneous voices, but she smiled a little at the affirmation.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Clare agreed. “And we have ages to prepare, or to try and figure out more. It’ll be fine.”

“And so will you,” I added, with another squeeze of Liang’s hand.

Besides, there was every reason to expect her power would grow with time. And even if it didn’t, I had no shortage of allies. This inner circle of mine, the Crimson 88, and now even Aethelind.

“We know what’s coming,” Stacey said firmly. “We know what to expect, in a way. That’s the most important thing.”

“Are we even supposed to take this literally?” Danielle then asked. “I mean, ‘Angel of Death’ sounds so poetic. Who’s to say it’s not one of you two? You have wings, don’t you? You bring death?”

She gestured to Aethelind and me, and we exchanged a look.

“It’s certainly possible…” I said slowly.

“It would explain why the prophecy’s timing apparently relates to you,” Aethelind added as she raised an eyebrow. “And, even in my limited experience, I understand such predictions are rarely straightforward.”

“You’ve got that right,” Kevin agreed with a sigh.

I wondered if he had any real experience with prophecy or if this was based solely on the various fantasy fiction series this world contained.

There was another prophecy, of sorts, that Liang had told me. Less formal, but no less severe as it weighed on my mind. A warning.

There is an enemy older than the sky, she’d told me. Older than the walls of this world. It stirs again.

I wondered if this was related to the other prediction, or if this heralded another, different but no less dangerous foe.

When I had asked Liang about this, if she meant Astrum, she’d told me it was something Astrum could not comprehend.

Part of me wanted to believe it had been the Taowu, but something deep down said that wasn’t quite right. After all, Liang had not said what my duties as ‘savior’ specifically entailed. I’d saved the Crimson 88, yes, but why stop there? It seemed… naïve to think things would be that simple.

And at this point, it seemed wise to trust my gut.

“Even if we do have until March, that’s not a lot of time to prepare,” Clare said gravely. Then she seemed to steel herself. “But I guess we have to.”

“I’m sure, together, we can stop this,” Liang said, and she squeezed my hand back. “Though I admit, I… I haven’t yet seen anything tying you to this, Ethad, but when we met, when I felt your presence for myself… I hoped you might be the answer to more than one prayer.”

I hoped I could be, too. I wanted to be. Because if there really was someone, something, coming, if they really bore an epithet like ‘the Angel of Death,’ then they were set to be a truly terrible foe.

I would need all my wits, all my skill, and all my friends, to defeat them.

There was just the question of what, exactly, we were preparing for.

“God, this got dark,” Gary whined. “Come on, you guys just got back, LA went well-- let’s celebrate a little!”

“Agreed,” Stacey said.

“Aurora?” Clare offered, and I could see her hoping for tiramisu.

“I don’t know, I’m pretty beat still,” Kevin sighed in a sheepish tone.

“Me, too, I think,” I added.

Clare pouted dramatically, and I reached across Danielle to poke her cheek with a laugh.

“I’ll get you some tomorrow, I promise,” I said.

“Or we could just order from some place that does tiramisu,” Danielle suggested, and she pulled out her phone.

We ordered a veritable feast from a handful of different places. Gary and Kevin were eager for burgers, and Clare’s stipulation for good tiramisu meant ordering from a nice Neapolitan pizza place. Stacey had a hankering for sushi, which I encouraged Aethelind to try, and I ordered a little something from everywhere. Liang, overwhelmed by choice, also opted for-- albeit smaller-- selections from each.

Drinks were produced, and conversation turned to lighter topics. We lazed around the conversation pit, half of us on the couches, half of us slumped on cushions on the floor, and I let myself relax, truly relax, for the first time since Aethelind had arrived.

I had no doubt we could handle whatever it was that was coming our way. Danielle and Stacey were geniuses. Aethelind and myself were super-strong and super-fast. Liang was a seer, and she, Gary, and Kevin had plain old gumption.

I’d heard Kevin use that word, and while I still wasn’t wholly sure what it meant, I liked the feelings it evoked.

The added benefit of ordering in rather than going to Aurora was no one had to watch what they said, which was something both Kevin and Aethelind were still adjusting to. Hopefully, within a week or so, they would have adjusted enough that we could hang out with Dave or Tony without raising any eyebrows.

The food arrived, and I noticed four distinct logos on the packaging.

“I might’ve taken the liberty of ordering some Chinese food, too,” Clare admitted to me with a shameless grin. “You should try some, Aethelind. This place is so good, it’s called the Golden Dragon!”

“What?” she asked blankly, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at her confusion, which of course made her glower at me.

Confusing names aside, the Chinese food-- and everything else-- really was excellent, and there was nothing quite like slouching around a large, comfortable room with good food and close friends. I felt like the rough edges of the past few days, the stress and uncertainty, were being sanded off in real time.

It was late by the time Gary heaved himself to his feet and declared he should probably head home. Sensibly, he had drunk only a single beer and offered to give Kevin and Aethelind a ride back to their respective homes.

“You can use my keys to get into Clare’s, and I’ll show you the bowl she keeps her spare set in,” the bald man explained to Aethelind, who seemed reluctant to leave the warm nest of pillows she’d constructed for herself on Danielle’s couch.

“Keep an eye on her for me, yeah?” I said to Gary as Kevin coaxed Aethelind to the door.

He just raised his eyebrows at me to silently convey that he felt pretty out of his depth, but he was at least going to try.

Somehow, I had a feeling Kevin would end up better suited for that job, if only due to proximity.

They departed and left just me, Clare, Danielle, Stacey, and Liang.

“I need a bath,” the seer said. Then she turned vaguely in Danielle’s direction, having placed the blonde woman from the direction of her voice. “Is that alright?”

“Of course it is,” Danielle assured her, and she got to her feet. “A nice long soak works wonders. Here, I’ll show you all the lotions and bath oils I have.”

She offered her hand to Liang, who took it, and the pair ascended to the main bathroom upstairs.

Clare, Stacey, and I watched them go fondly.

“A long soak would do her good, after the week she’s had,” Stacey remarked.

“I don’t doubt it, from what you all told me,” Clare said with a slight grimace. Then she perked up. “Oh! I forgot to mention during all that conversation about, like, the fate of our world, but I got a call from a very wealthy-sounding man named Sebastian de Luna yesterday. I don’t suppose the two of you know anything about it?”

She had a pleased expression on her face as she looked between Stacey and me.

“Just Ms. Brooks’ continuing generosity with her connections,” I assured the red-haired woman, and Stacey smirked at me while clearly enjoying the flattery.

“Don’t listen to him, he and Kevin did it all by themselves, they know how to sell the business,” Stacey informed Clare graciously, and she looped their arms together. “I just… facilitated their meeting.”

“I gotta admit, you’re very good at facilitating meetings,” Clare said with a flirtatious look at us both.

“That reminds me,” I said with a wry smile. “Did you and Danielle look after one another?”

“Oh, very well,” the red-haired woman said while looking immensely pleased. “We can show you two later, if you like. Or… give you a more practical demonstration.”

“Why choose?” Stacey grinned. “I say both.”

“Both,” I agreed. “Both is good.”

“What are we talking about?” Danielle asked as she came down the stairs, and she pointedly sat herself down between Stacey and me.

“Just how you and Clare have been, without… additional attentions…” Stacey said coyly. “Clare mentioned something about demonstrations?”

“Sounds fun,” Danielle confirmed with a broad smile. Then she eyed me cheekily. “And have you spoken to Liang yet?”

“Liang?” I frowned. “About what?”

This, for some reason, prompted the three women to laugh.

“You haven’t?” Clare asked.

“To be fair,” Stacey interjected. “We barely had a moment to ourselves in LA.”

“Well, you’re back now,” Danielle pointed out. “Once Liang’s finished her soak, you should talk to her.”

I flushed a little, despite myself. It was unusual to have all three of them so close, teasing me like this. I couldn’t imagine having ever been in this situation before in my life. Generally, dragons in Coilfell were not ‘teased.’

But that wasn’t to say I didn’t enjoy it a little.

“I love her already,” Clare sighed wistfully. “She’s so lovely.”

“Me, too,” Stacey agreed. “Though I want to bring her out of her shell a little more. She’s so… timid.”

“I think it’s sweet,” Danielle admitted. “But you’re right, she needs to be more assertive.”

“Being thought of as property your whole life will do that to you,” Clare said, and then she and the others turned to face me.

I blinked back at them.

“So…?” I asked.

“So, do you want her?” Stacey asked, and she sounded almost exasperated. “It’s clear we’d all love to have her, if she wants. And I think a family would be good for her.”

“She deserves to know she’s loved,” Clare agreed with a nod. “There are so many different ways, and… I don’t really think she’s ever had any of them.”

I had to admit, I agreed with her there. From what I’d gleaned of the seer’s past, she’d barely even had a friend.

Even Shen, who clearly cared for her, had been in tension with seeing her as a young girl, and seeing her as the Crimson 88’s most precious, useful asset.

“And it’s obvious you adore her, too,” Danielle added with a smile. “Were you trying to hide it? Or did you just not realize?”

“I honestly think he didn’t realize,” Stacey said fondly, and she propped up her head with one hand.

“You… want Liang?” I asked them.

“Only if she does,” Danielle said. “And only if you do.”

“Though, from what I saw, I doubt that’s the case on either side.” Stacey smirked.

“Go to her, Ethad,” Clare urged. “Talk to her. I doubt she’ll say no, but talk it out with her. She deserves to make decisions for herself, and…”

“And we’d love to have her,” Danielle finished the red-haired woman’s sentence, and they linked arms and shared a fond smile.

Seeing them there, the three of them, gazing at me and one another with such sheer, unbridled love, I thought I might burst for a moment.

“You’re wonderful,” I told them all, and I kissed each of them. First Danielle, then Stacey, then Clare. “All of you. Wonderful.”

“Aren’t we just?” Stacey grinned. “So are you. And so’s Liang. She deserves to be reminded of that. If she’s up for it. For us.”

“We are a lot, I suppose,” Clare giggled.

We snuggled on the couch a while longer, and eventually Clare, Danielle, and I convinced Stacey to stay the night. She was exhausted, and there was more than enough room in Danielle’s bed for her.

“I love sleeping in a bed with multiple people,” Danielle admitted during their persuasions. “It’s so cozy.”

“And hot,” Clare added. “Well, it’s sexy, too, but I mean, like, warm.”

“Bet Ethad loves that,” Stacey said as she grinned at me, and I was powerless to deny it.

The only thing better than the scorch of flames was the body heat of the beautiful women around me.

Stacey’s concerns about staying over were wholly put to rest when I pointed out she even had luggage with her, so she had her toothbrush and nightclothes and everything.

That was the last straw, though I doubted the bespectacled woman had really been disinterested in staying. And the fact she changed back into that oh so tempting black silk negligée was the final word.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Clare whined as Stacey stepped out of the ensuite of Danielle’s room while tucking the last of her dark hair into her silk bonnet.

When the light from the side table lamps caught her just so, I could see her nipples peeking through the lace.

“If I wasn’t exhausted, I would ravish the three of you right here, right now,” Stacey declared, but since she was tired, she settled for crawling between the blankets, and Danielle and Clare followed suit, each of them in their own unfairly-attractive nightwear.

“Feel free to join us if Liang isn’t interested,” Danielle said with a coy smile. “But she is, so I don’t think you’ll need to.”

Part of me was tempted to join the three of them anyway. Even if they were all clearly just going to be sleeping, the sight of them snuggled together in that large bed stirred something deep inside me.

But they were right, I needed to talk to Liang. She was living with us, after all, and deserved to be spoken to straight. I was going to lay it all out-- my feelings, the others’ feelings-- and see where she stood.

The mention of a bath had me thinking I could use one, too, to wash off the lingering dirt of general travel and the battle last night. I still smelled faintly of smoke.

So, I took a long shower, as hot as the water would go, and stepped out in a cloud of steam. I changed into sweatpants, and then, with a glance at the time, I risked heading downstairs to Liang’s room.

Her soft voice answered the moment I knocked.

Inside, she was sitting on her bed in a cream-colored silk pajama set that Clare had bought her, and she was reading a Braille book Danielle had bought her. I saw this sight and considered how warmly and generously my companions had been treating Liang, and I knew even if she wasn’t interested in anything romantic, they would continue to dote on her, because she was a friend.

No, she was more than that now. She was family.

“How was your bath?” I asked as I hovered in the doorway.

“Wonderful,” she said with a smile. “Oh, please, sit down. I prefer knowing where people are, anyway.”

Of course. If I wasn’t making my presence known through touch or weight somehow, I was ethereal to her and could be anywhere. So, I closed the door behind me, sat on the side of her bed, and felt the mattress dip under my weight.

“Is now a good time?” I asked.

“Depends,” she replied as her brow furrowed slightly. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said. “I just… wanted to check in with you. About…”

“Everything?” the seer offered in a wry tone.

“Yeah,” I admitted with a grin. “Everything.”

A moment of heavy silence passed between us, so I decided to start with the obvious thing.

“I am sorry,” I said. “About… everything with the basilisk.”

“It’s done and past,” Liang assured me. “I understand why you made those choices, and you understand why I felt the way I did. But I know you trust me, Ethad. I suppose I just… need to internalize it a little more.”

“And you still like it here?” I asked. “In this house, I mean?”

“Of course,” she said, and her grin was so radiant it made me ache. “Clare and Danielle have been nothing but welcoming. And Stacey, too. I’ve gotten to know her so much better after these past couple days. I… you’ve all really made me feel like I’m part of something here. Part of a family.”

“You are,” I said at once. “You are, Liang. No matter what. I want you to know that.”

Her smile softened. And was it wishful thinking, or was there something deeper in her expression. Something… more?

“I’ve been thinking about what you said, as well,” she told me. “About… how you said you want me… more than I might realize. I know you have Clare, Danielle, and Stacey. And I couldn’t begin to… to presume that I…”

“No,” I cut her off quickly, but then I realized how that sounded and scrambled to correct. “No, tell me what you think. I… want to know.”

She blinked slowly. She still had the book open in her lap, but now she folded it closed and carefully set it on the side table, feeling her way for the flat surface with one hand, before depositing the book with the other.

“I know so little about myself,” she finally said. “I’ve been so sheltered, there’s so much I don’t know whether I like yet. I’m navigating mainly on… well, feeling.”

She gave a soft chuckle, and I smiled. The comparison did kind of write itself.

“But so far,” she continued. “This feels good. You… this place… the others… you make me feel… like me, I think.”

“Good,” I said. “I want that for you, Liang.”

“I’m glad,” she said with a smile. “And… I think I want the same things as you do.”

“You… do?” I asked as heat flowed through my veins.

“I think so,” she admitted shyly.

Then she shifted and pushed back the blanket of the bed, which freed her to shift into a kneeling position. She shuffled toward me, and I hardly dared to breathe as she reached out and put one hand on my cheek. Her dainty fingers carefully felt along my jaw, down my neck, before brushing over my hammering pulse.

She was so close, I could smell the floral aromas of whichever oils and soaps she’d used in the bath. It was kind of intoxicating.

I watched as she moved in while closing those white eyes, and I stayed perfectly still to let her other senses guide her.

My own eyes slipped closed, and I felt her lips press against mine.

I couldn’t hold back the soft groan that sounded deep in my throat. This kiss was a kind of relief I hadn’t even realized how badly I’d been craving.

At the sound, I half-expected Liang to pull back, but instead, she pressed her lips to me a little harder. I kissed her back and slowly put a hand on her waist.

My touch was gentle. Not because I thought she might break, but because I wanted her to know I would go at her pace.

“Ethad…” she whispered when she pulled away. “I… I want this. You. Do you…?”

“Yes,” I said at once. “Yes, of course I do, Liang.”

If I was being honest, I’d wanted this since the first moment I’d seen her. That sweet-faced young woman with old knowledge and a steady presence. I’d been drawn to her like this planet orbited the sun.

I kissed her again, a little harder this time. Her mouth opened, and I felt her tongue brush against mine as she moaned softly.

“I want to… touch you…” I muttered as I pulled away and began to kiss at her throat. Between one press of my lips to her skin and the next, I asked, “Can I? Touch you?”

“Please,” she whispered back, and she moved herself into my lap.

Her legs straddled my hips, and one hand settled on my cheek while the other wrapped tightly around my shoulders.

This was all the encouragement I needed. I slipped my hand under the pale, cream silk of her cami top, and my fingers slid over the smooth, warm skin of her torso before I grasped at her breast.

She gasped into my mouth and then curved into the touch. I moved carefully, unsure of how much was new to her. Maybe all of it. Maybe none of it.

Either way, I wanted her to know I cherished her. I wanted her to know she was unspeakably special to me.

One of my most precious treasures.

I rubbed a thumb over her nipple, and she panted into my mouth while pressing herself even closer to me. I was sure she could feel the bulge of my sweatpants, and she seemed to be excited by it, judging by the way she ground her hips against my own, which nearly sent me into madness.

I kept one hand pressed to her spine, but I moved the other from her breast to her thigh. Then it slowly made its way up her leg, under the hem of those daringly-short pajama shorts, to feel the crease of her hip.

“Ethad…” she murmured between kisses, and she braced one of her hands on my bare chest and then ducked her head to kiss at my own throat.

I wasn’t prepared for how she nipped and nibbled at my neck, but it sent pleasurable shivers down my spine, and I couldn’t help but groan a little.

She was more daring than I’d believed.

“Can I lay you down?” I asked her, and she nodded.

Carefully, I twisted, laid her down in the center of the bed, and then leaned over her. I made sure to keep some part of my body in contact with hers, even when I moved, so she would know with certainty where I was in relation to her.

“I want to see you,” I said. “Is that okay?”

“I want that, too,” she whispered back, and when my hands slid onto her stomach, she arched her back like she was beseeching me to remove the silky top.

I pushed up and slowly fondled her breasts again, and I made sure her nipples were stiff and peaked, before pushing the silk up and over her head.

Then I laid my body down over hers and laved hot, open-mouthed kisses on her skin. First her mouth, then her throat, her collar. I kissed over one nipple, then the other, as my hands went to her shorts.

I loved the feel of the silk under my hands. It was practically liquid and melted away under my touch. As the shorts slipped off her slender legs, I shuffled down and situated myself between her thighs, and Liang gasped as she felt my lips on the inside of her knee.

“Is this okay?” I asked, and I slowly began to trail kisses up the inside of her thigh.

Her voice failed her for a moment, but she nodded with tense anticipation.

I could see she was eager, excited, but I wanted her to be relaxed, too. So, I lavished her with kisses and touches, and I let my hands and lips rove over every part of her before, finally, I returned my attention to the apex of her thighs.

I could smell her, sweet and wet and anticipatory. I salivated at the scent, the sight, and I couldn’t help but press my tongue against her as deep as I could.

“Ethad!” Liang wailed, and her back arched off the bed once again. Her hands pawed around for a moment before both fisted in my hair, and her hips ground into the lower half of my face.

I drank of her eagerly while licking and sucking every part of her. I gently pushed one finger, then two, inside of her, and I groaned at how easily they went in, how warm and wet and tight she felt.

I wanted to praise her, to tell her how much I adored her, how perfect she was, but that would’ve involved taking my tongue off her clit, and the sight she made, the sounds she made, were too exquisite for that.

“Ethad…” she panted again, and I could feel her growing tense as she approached the apex of her pleasure.

I doubled down by curling my fingers inside her pussy and sucking at her clit, and she fell apart with a wail.

I coaxed her through the orgasm, and I grinned as I felt the echo spasms around my fingers. When she emerged from the haze and cast a lazy smile, she rubbed her hand along the top of my shoulder and beckoned me closer.

“I want you,” she sighed. “All of you. I want to feel you.”

“Who am I to refuse?” I rumbled, and she giggled and then kissed me, tasting herself on my tongue.

She wrapped her thighs around my hips, and I realized I was still wearing the sweatpants. It was a relief when I shuffled them down my hips and my aching cock sprang free. I was so hard it almost hurt, but I told myself to be patient and careful.

“Are you ready?” I asked the seer, and she nodded.

I took hold of myself and lined up with her entrance, and I rubbed the head of my cock in the wetness there. Part of it was to prepare, but part of it was for the sheer pleasure and in the soft sounds she made.

“Ready?” I asked again, and after another desperate nod, I gently pushed inside her.

Liang gasped and dissolved into a keening sort of noise. I bit down on a groan, overwhelmed with the sensation of her, but I forced myself to hold on, to be slow, to wait for her.

I inched in achingly slowly, and it was the most wonderful torment I’d ever known. Only when our hips met, when I was in to the hilt, did I speak again.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She had her hands under my arms, palms pressed to my shoulder blades. I could feel her nails digging into my skin as she adjusted to the size of me and to the sensation of being filled.

“Can you… move?” she asked at last. “I… want you to move.”

I was only too happy to oblige, so I began to move. Slowly, at first. Carefully. But as Liang’s gasps and moans became louder, as it became obvious she could not only handle my moving faster, harder, deeper, but wanted that, I was powerless to hold myself back.

She gasped sharply with each thrust of my hips, and her legs locked tight around my hips. One of her hands fisted in my hair, and the other tangled in the bedsheets as if holding on for dear life.

“God, Ethad!” she wailed, and then she let out a deep, satisfied moan that sent another bolt of electricity right through me.

I knew I wasn’t going to last long, but I wanted her to feel more, feel better.

I put a hand between us and rubbed over her swollen clit as my tongue had done earlier. She gasped sharply at the sensation, then moaned appreciatively. Before long, I felt those spasms again, that telltale sign her release was close.

“Come with me,” she panted. “I want to feel you, Ethad. I want… all of you…”

It was these words, so earnest and yet so filthy, that sent me over the edge. The second I felt her clench around me, I, too, exploded in a haze of ecstatic light.

I gave one last thrust, as deep as I could go, and filled her up with my seed.

I just barely managed to keep enough of my sense to not collapse on top of her, and instead I braced most of my weight on one arm and curled over her body as the last of the pleasure racked through our spent bodies. Once we had come back down, I pulled myself from her with a wet noise, and I studied the white streaks on her pale thighs with a deep, primal satisfaction. Then I laid down and brought her into my arms.

“That was… fun,” she said after a long moment, and her grin was radiant.

“It was,” I agreed.

“I’d like to do a lot more of that,” she said.

“Well, I suppose you have a lot of catching up to do, too, don’t you?” I pointed out.

“You know, that’s very true,” the seer giggled before she bit her lower lip. “Maybe… Clare and the others can help out?”

“Oh,” I said with a lecherous grin. “I think they’d be more than willing.”

“Good.” She smiled, and she leaned up to kiss me one last time, quick and sweet.

“So… does that mean you really… want this?” I asked her, and I tipped my head to rest my cheek against her hair. Her own cheek pillowed itself on my shoulder. “All of us, I mean? We’re not exactly a… normal relationship by human standards.”

“Ethad,” Liang sighed. “I have barely any frame of reference for what ‘normal’ even is. I’m going entirely off what I like, what feels good. And this… what we just did… it felt very, very good.”

“I’m glad.” I smiled at her. “And y’know what, the others will be, too.”

I felt her grin against my shoulder for a few seconds, and then she relaxed. When I looked down, I realized it was because she had fallen asleep.

She really had been exhausted, but then, so was I, and I was a dragon. It was cozy here, too, and I found I didn’t want to leave. Certainly not if it meant disturbing Liang’s peace.

So, I wrapped my other arm around her and let my eyes slip closed. As sleep came for me, I thought about everything that had happened this week, and all my companions and I had learned.

The battle ahead wouldn’t be easy, that much was clear. And even if Aethelind and I managed to get back to Coilfell, to kill Astrum and have our vengeance, there remained a greater, more menacing enemy waiting in the wings.

Whoever this supposed angel was, though, we would stop them. I had laid claim to this world, so it was mine to save as well as mine to take. I was both conqueror and guardian, and there was a way out of this. I knew there was.

I was a dragon, and a dragon with allies, at that.

And I knew, one way or another, we would figure out how to defeat this foe, when it arrived.

End of Book 5

OceanofPDF.com


End Notes

Thanks for reading Business Dragon 5! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 ratings, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Logan Jacobs

OceanofPDF.com


--

OceanofPDF.com


Patreon

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Logan Jacobs

OceanofPDF.com


Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!

OceanofPDF.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc35Z.jpg
avoveLmovt LOGAN JACOBS

BLSIERS DRIGONS

LOGAN JACOBS presexts -4 LOGAN JACOBS proucrion - sraraivg BUSINESS DRAGON





OEBPS/image_rsrc35Y.jpg
BLONESS DRAGONS

LOGAN JACOBS prestrs - LOGAN JACOBS rroucrioy - s BUSINESS DRAGON





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16




Guide

		Cover




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321




OceanofPDF.com




