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Chapter 1

Friday nights were usually the day we all met up at Tony’s, indulged in some delicious free food, shared in excellent company, and wound down for a nice relaxing weekend ahead of another week.

After all, I had no interest in doing work by half-measures. I threw all of myself into everything I did, and that included my slowly-growing business empire. As such, we all needed our rest.

Something one of our number seemed stubbornly determined to ignore.

“You have to stop pushing yourself, Liang,” Danielle said exasperatedly to the blind woman perched on the couch, who was wearing a decidedly pouty expression.

Part of me was almost amused to see that look on Liang’s face. She’d initially come off as almost painfully reserved and polite, and I’d struggled to get a sense of the real woman beneath the formality, save for a gentle serenity and her quiet, piercing wisdom.

Those I had both attributed, at least in part, to the fact she was a seer, who was able to perceive things no other creature, not even a dragon like myself, could imagine.

But now, after close to a month living with us in Danielle’s mansion-like house, she was beginning to open up. Slowly but surely, we were all beginning to see the real Liang under the thick layer of stiff, formal reserve the Crimson 88-- her former keepers and, until recently, the closest thing she’d ever had to a family-- had instilled in her.

There was, after all, an expectation with the term ‘seer.’ Something old and grand and knowing. Scrape that all away, and there was a young woman in her mid-twenties underneath.

A young woman who was evidently prone to pouting when she was being scolded.

“If I don’t push myself, we’ll never make progress,” she argued as the blonde woman came to sit down beside her on the couch.

Danielle’s posture was exasperated, but given Liang couldn’t see it, at least not in the traditional sense, emotions had to be conveyed through sound and movement, such as the sensation of someone flopping down on the couch next to you.

“It’s not about progress,” the blonde woman sighed.

“It is,” Liang countered. “We know we have a time limit to figure this out, and I’m our best shot at that. Unless we want to wait and hope for someone or something convenient to fall out of a portal.”

She did, admittedly, have a point there. My ongoing struggle against Astrum’s power had hit a new fever pitch with the arrival of Aethelind, a fellow dragon who’d infiltrated Coilfell’s Royal Court to learn more about what the dastardly mage was planning.

Which was, in a word, cages. Cages for magical creatures like her and me, designed to siphon our magic and use it to power a portal so large I hadn’t even been sure it was possible.

Portals were unstable magic, a literal hole in the fabric of reality punching through the barriers between one world and the next like a wound. They could not stay open for long and required an immense amount of power and skill to create.

But using the magic of dragons, as well as other powerful magical creatures, would theoretically allow Astrum to banish all magical creatures from Coilfell to Earth, which was essentially a larger-scale version of what he’d done to me a few months ago.

I had no issue with my life on Earth. I’d made good friends, found impressive companions, and was relishing in the challenge of accumulating wealth and status from scratch, something I had long gone without, thanks to my fearsome reputation back in Coilfell.

But I could not abide such an insult against me without having revenge, and Aethelind’s discovery of the rest of Astrum’s plans made it all the more important he was stopped sooner than later.

Hence Liang’s continued disregard of her own limits.

She’d spent the entire day today sitting in the middle of Danielle’s living room with her legs crossed and her eyes closed. She was desperately beseeching the ineffable forces of this world to imbue her with the knowledge of how to locate a portal, or another method by which Aethelind and I could return to Coilfell, so we could finally put an end to this power-mad mage.

Humans were ill-suited to power, though. I’d known it since I’d been little more than a hatchling back home, and I’d only seen it proven over and over in both that world and this one. They were mortal-- which in Coilfell meant to be short-lived-- and that brevity instilled in them a kind of desperation.

Part of me admired it, because it lent them a tenacity and determination I rarely saw, even in my own kind. When you had centuries to accomplish your tasks, why rush? Humans had no such luxury.

On the other hand, though, that desperation easily tipped over into destructive greed. Their vitality and vigor were not able to be tempered by the older, slower ways of the semi-mortal races who lived for centuries. This included my own kind, but also fairies, elves, dwarves, griffins, and other great wyrms like basilisks, to name but a few.

And yet the elves and the dwarves were felled by the goblin-kin, who had in turn been overthrown by humans. So, there was clearly something to be said for their resolve.

Right now, though, that resolve was downright frustrating.

“You’re of no use to anyone if you run yourself ragged, Liang,” I said, and I tried to keep the exasperation from my tone, but we were all becoming concerned. “And you aren’t just here to be useful to us. We brought you here so you could get away from simply being ‘a seer.’”

“Ethad is right,” Clare agreed, and she came to sit down on the couch next to me.

That left a gap between myself and Liang. We’d initially been sitting closer together, but she scooted away from me in irritation when Danielle and I had broached this subject.

“You deserve to be more than just a seer,” the red-haired woman continued. “But you can’t do that if you exhaust yourself on this.”

“And what about the looming danger?” Liang asked with a furrowed brow. “We don’t know how long Astrum needs to complete those cages. But from the sounds of it, we only have until March.”

March referred to one of Liang’s own prophecies, one she’d divulged to me the day we met, in the shadow of the Crimson 88’s terrifying and beautiful mural, that was supposedly painted a century ago, heralding my arrival.

It portrayed a red dragon, like myself, defending a group of humans against a formless mass of terror. At the time, we’d believed it was depicting a creature called the Taowu, whose mind-bending properties made it difficult to even look at.

But now, in the wake of Liang’s other prophecy, in the wake of having defeated the Taowu, we were all beginning to wonder if the mural showed something else. A greater, older, more dangerous foe.

An enemy older than the sky, Liang had called it. Older than the walls of this world. It stirs again.

And she’d prophesied that on the twelfth month, the moon would turn bloody, and the Angel of Death would walk among men.

We’d surmised a week ago that the ‘moon turning bloody’ referred to a total lunar eclipse, which was just under nine months away.

After what Aethelind told us of Astrum’s plans, I was inclined to wonder if he himself would be the Angel of Death after he ruined it by siccing thousands of dangerous creatures onto its unsuspecting populace. Unlike the people of Coilfell, Earth humans didn’t know how to defend themselves against the charms of a succubus, the fangs of a vampire, or the claws of a werewolf. They would be like sheep in a farmer’s pen. Blind and dumb and unable to escape.

But part of me wondered if I wanted to believe that just because it would give us a hard deadline for when we needed to stop Astrum. Because we still didn’t know, as Liang had pointed out, how long he would need to complete his cages.

“When Astrum summons Ethad and Aethelind back to Coilfell, it will be too late,” Liang said. “They’ll be summoned right into those cages, and their magic will be used against them. We have to-- I have to figure out how my gifts work before then.”

“It’s not all on your shoulders, Liang,” I said.

“This part is,” she huffed.

“And then what?” I asked. I couldn’t fully keep the emotion from my voice, because I remembered how she’d been when she first came to stay with us a few weeks ago. She slept almost constantly for the first week, because she was completely spent from her gifts. “You push your seer abilities to the point it destroys your body? Your mind? I’ve seen what magic does to people in this world, Liang. I won’t let you unravel yourself for my sake.”

“It’s not just about you, though, Ethad,” she pointed out, and somehow her milky, unseeing eyes found mine. “The whole world will suffer if Astrum pulls this off. You know it as well as anyone. Chaos. Death. The kind of devastation there’s no coming back from.”

“You’re the one who told me there’s no forcing this kind of thing,” I reminded her. “And what are you attempting, if not that? You have to let it come to you, Liang. And it’s definitely not worth breaking yourself over.”

“He’s right,” Danielle reiterated with a meaningful look at Liang.

Then she reached down to take one of the seer’s hands between both of her own, and Clare and I scooted closer to her on the couch.

A few months ago, I might’ve been embarrassed to see how readily and easily I had come to rely on my companions, or how eagerly I sought them out. We depended on each other in a way I couldn’t quite articulate, and I knew I would be lost without them, in more ways than one.

Which was all the more reason why I didn’t want Liang to do this to herself.

“Please, just… allow yourself the grace to be human,” I said at last.

“God knows the Crimson 88 didn’t,” Danielle muttered, with no attempt to hide her distaste for the organization.

Sure, they were turning over a new leaf at my instruction, but their reformed revenue streams and shift toward the legitimate didn’t fully excuse how they had treated Liang more like an object than a person.

“You don’t have anything to prove to us,” Clare added. “You know that, right?”

The slight flicker in Liang’s expression made it clear she didn’t, not entirely. But I could understand that. We had, from her perspective, given her a lot. Food, shelter, community. We asked for nothing, because how could we? It wasn’t just that she had no money of her own, it would have been wrong to ask. She’d lived her whole life as a tool, waiting to be used, honed to be useful, so much so that she had started to believe it herself.

“We’re just asking you to… to slow down,” I said to the seer, and I reached for her other hand, the one not currently caressed between both of Danielle’s.

Liang’s fingers were warm against my own, and her skin was a rich shade of gold. She looked much less pale and sickly than when she’d first come to us. There was a little more color in her cheeks, and the dark circles under her eyes had faded. She looked less like a ghost here. I wanted to preserve that.

“We know you’ll learn what you need to learn in time,” Danielle murmured and squeezed Liang’s opposite hand. “Isn’t that how this prophecy thing works?”

“I… suppose,” the seer admitted, and her expression became a little sheepish.

We all smiled, and I was relieved to have won her over.

It was a lot easier than it would have been even ten days ago. Ever since Liang and I had fully confronted our feelings for one another, she’d slipped effortlessly into the tangled bond that existed between my companions and me. It had been so natural, it was a wonder none of us felt some kind of absence before meeting her.

I didn’t put much stock in fate and prophecy, but I was beginning to take it a little more seriously, thanks to Liang. Not just in terms of her gifts, but in terms of her. What other words were there to describe how easily she’d become part of our family?

Similarly, it was immensely gratifying to see she felt the same way. After the cold, reverent sterility of the Crimson 88, she was unused to such blatant and easy affection, but she was warming to it quickly. It was plain to see she’d been starved of love, and we were more than eager to give it to her in spades.

“Thank you,” I said, and Clare and Danielle hummed their agreements.

The blonde woman, who sat closest to Liang, also leaned in to kiss her cheek, and Liang smiled sweetly.

“Come on, then” Clare announced, and she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before springing to her feet. “I have a date with some free tiramisu.”

With a laugh, we all rose to follow her. It was, after all, a Friday.

We all changed before heading out. Clare, Danielle, and I had spent the day at Cloud Contracting in our work uniforms, and Liang spent the day in comfortable lounge clothes. Neither option was suitable for the casual-glam-chic of Aurora by Tony Slater.

“I swear, we need to get a professional cleaning team to scrub the upper level of the warehouse,” Clare complained as she rummaged through the large built-in closet that comprised the entire left wall of the master bedroom.

It was just as well the closet was large, because both she and Danielle had an eye for fashion and no shortage of clothes.

“I know,” Danielle agreed with a sigh. She stood in front of one of the closet’s mirrored doors in her underwear, and she held a dress in one hand and a blouse in the other and alternated holding them up in front of herself as she tried to decide which to wear. “Every time I come home, I realize I’m covered in a thin layer of dust and grime.”

“Perils of working in construction,” I reminded her, and I kissed her hair as I squeezed past for a quick shower.

“I haven’t been on a site all week!” the blonde woman called after me. “I’ve been training the transfers!”

She was right on that, and I agreed it wasn’t acceptable for the upper layer of the Cloud Contracting warehouse to be so grimy. Clare worked in the admin office, which had no excuse to be dirty. Even the ground floor needed a certain standard of tidiness and cleanliness, both to facilitate work and to maintain our professional reputation.

I decided to bring it up with Gary, who was continuing on his ‘self-improvement journey’ and was really beginning to take such things seriously. Like Kevin, he’d begun dressing sharply and taking pride in always appearing well-groomed, clean, and focused. His recent commitment to regular work-outs and jogging apparently had a significant impact on his mood and sleep, and I could certainly confirm his work and work ethic were impeccable. So much so that I planned to promote him to be the leader of one of Cloud Contracting’s secondary teams, as soon as those teams were trained.

For now, Gary posed an excellent example for the transfers, as we’d begun to call them. These were the former Crimson 88 members who’d been brought in to both Cloud Contracting and Krenshaw Auto and given the opportunity to pivot from a life of crime and violence to one of stability and marketable skills.

Really, it had been pretty easy to convince them to come. The vast majority of the Crimson 88’s younger members, those not already employed by the front businesses, had been eager for a position involving practical work. There was nothing like seeing the physical result of your hard work in a project you and everyone else could see and admire, whether that was a refurbished room or a repaired vehicle.

And it also didn’t hurt that I was paying them very well.

True to her word, Nia Harris, the chief mechanic at Krenshaw, had been rigorously vetting every transfer I sent her way. Most had passed her assessments, and Shen’s reports on how those new employees were finding the work were encouraging. Not only were they learning useful skills and being paid well, those same skills could also be applied to their own vehicles, as many of them, like me, had an interest in racing.

“Imagine how funny it would be on the socials if we got Kevin to film and post a refurb of our own company headquarters,” Clare was saying as I came out of the ensuite and back into the bedroom.

Danielle had selected her outfit-- the blouse, now paired with low-rise skinny jeans that showed off the curve of her hips-- and was sitting at a table applying makeup. Meanwhile, Clare was throwing up her long red hair into an artfully-messy knot and giggling at her own scenario.

“It would certainly generate some interest,” Danielle agreed. “And it would look good to anyone who ever came in directly to speak with us. If we don’t take pride in our workspace, why should clients believe we’ll take pride in their houses?”

“You make a good point,” I admitted as I removed the towel from my waist and threw it over my head to quickly dry my hair.

I still wasn’t wholly used to having hair, and I was just grateful I didn’t have it anywhere else. And that I didn’t have to maintain a strict regimen of shaving and waxing in order to keep it that way.

“I’ll talk about it with Kevin tonight, then,” Clare said, and she twisted around in the mirror and scrutinized her hair from all angles to make sure she was satisfied. When she was, she turned to me with a grin. “And then I won’t have dust in my office anymore!”

“We’ll make your office the priority,” I promised, and even though I’d only pulled on a pair of boxer-briefs so far, and my torso was still slightly damp from the shower, I pulled her into my arms for a kiss.

Clare laughed and squealed and pretended to resist, but only for a moment.

“Can’t have your keyboard getting all grimy when you’re booking in our jobs,” I added when I pulled away, and she grinned up at me.

“Damn straight.”

Stacey drove over to Danielle’s to meet us before we all headed to Aurora, and she sauntered into the house with a bright smile and a mischievous glint in her green eyes. As she walked up to me to give me a quick greeting kiss, I caught a whiff of the same perfume she’d taken to wearing ever since Liang moved in with us, which was a small way for the seer to more easily identify her.

“You look pale,” Stacey said as she sat down on the couch, to Liang’s right. “Have you been pushing yourself again?”

“Don’t,” the seer sighed and gave a slight shake of her head. “I’ve already been told by the others.”

“Evidently not enough,” the bespectacled woman remarked with a slight frown.

Clare, who was sitting on Liang’s left, shot Stacey a slightly concerned look.

Unlike Danielle and Clare, the bespectacled woman had been with Liang and me in Los Angeles, when we’d first learned Chicago sat on a weak spot in the barrier between worlds. She had seen Liang’s reaction first-hand, and so perhaps she, like me, understood slightly better the depths to which the seer’s nervousness and determination went.

“Let’s not talk about it all night,” Danielle said as she descended the stairs, with her makeup applied and hair styled. She went over to the couch to give Stacey a kiss on the cheek, then walked back over and did the same to me. “We’ve all said our pieces, and we’re all adults.”

“Agreed,” Liang said, and she seemed as eager to put the subject to rest as anyone. “I’m sorry I pushed so hard, but you can hardly blame me.”

“No, we can’t,” Clare admitted, and she tucked a lock of Liang’s sleek black hair behind her ear. Her expression, I noticed, was a little sad. “But you can’t blame us for worrying about you.”

“I’ve never had this many people worrying about me before,” the seer admitted as she sheepishly ducked her head. “My abilities, yes. But… not me.”

“Well, you can forgive us for being a bit overzealous, then,” I said, which earned small, soft smiles from all four of them.

“Maybe we can find a less taxing way for you to practice,” Danielle said from where she was still hugged against my side, and Clare twisted around on the couch to face her.

Liang also turned her head, but only to hear Danielle better. There was no point turning her milky-white eyes to the blonde woman.

“How so?” the seer asked, and she sounded genuinely curious.

I was relieved she seemed legitimately open to ideas.

“Well…” Danielle began slowly.

She shot me an almost shy look, then took my hand and led me to sit on the other end of the couch, so we could all converse easier. It was a large, L-shaped thing that could easily sit the five of us. It could have sat as many as nine, if people didn’t mind getting a bit cozy.

“… I’ve been thinking,” the blonde woman continued. “Liang, maybe your blindness is more than just your body being strained by magic. Maybe it’s… an attempt by your body to decipher the things it can sense, as well.”

“Sensory deprivation,” Stacey caught on quickly. Her eyes widened behind her slim rectangular glasses, and she looked between Liang and Danielle. “You might have a point there.”

“What if you were in one of those sensory deprivation tanks, then?” Clare asked, and she looked at Liang. “Have you ever been in one?”

“No,” Liang said. “I don’t think so, at least… I don’t think I actually know what they are.”

“I definitely don’t,” I interjected.

“They’re tanks of saltwater,” Danielle explained. “Salty enough that you float, and the water is body temperature so you can’t feel it. They’re enclosed, too, with lids that block out all the light. The idea is you float there, in the dark, with no sound, and nothing touching you except the water.”

“It’s supposed to open your mind to subconscious thought processes,” Clare added. “The lack of sensory input brings them to your conscious mind so you can work through trauma or underlying stress mechanisms or whatever. But if you’re a conduit for greater forces, like Liang…”

“… maybe it can help me open up to them,” the seer murmured, and her own eyes widened with understanding. “You might be right. I’d certainly be willing to try it.”

“All we need is a sensory deprivation tank, then,” Danielle said.

“You can buy them, I think,” Stacey mused, but Danielle shook her head.

“I have a better idea,” she said. “They have them at the spa downtown. It might be even more effective if you have some time to wind down before going in, Liang.”

“Spa day!” Clare gasped excitedly. “Oh, let’s all go!”

“Are you sure?” Stacey asked, and she looked between Clare and Danielle dubiously. “Isn’t this a bit more important than--”

“We’ve been telling Liang all afternoon how she needs to relax once in a while, so don’t you start,” Clare said, and she waved a hand at Stacey in a good-naturedly dismissive way.

Stacey rolled her eyes but couldn’t fight a fond smile from curling her lips.

“I agree, I think all of us going would be… beneficial,” Liang admitted.

I could see at least part of her reasoning was she didn’t want to go alone, but Danielle, Clare, and even Stacey were happy to oblige.

“Let’s book it now!” Clare wiggled eagerly, and she leaned forward to pick up her laptop from the coffee table. “I have an account-- Gary got me a gift card there for my birthday last year.”

“Here,” Stacey said, and she passed a plastic card across Liang. “Consider it my treat.”

“Oh, Stacey,” Liang said at once. “You don’t have to--”

“I know I don’t,” she interrupted. “But I want to. So be quiet and let me spoil you a bit.”

She and I shared a grin at that. Of all my companions, she was the most like a dragon. She loved to lavish the others with attention and gifts as much as I did, to show them just how wonderful and valued they were.

I just had to make sure she didn’t forget she was equally wonderful and equally valuable to me, and to the others.

So, for now, I slid across the sofa, dragged Danielle with me, and looped my other arm around Stacey’s shoulders. Then I pulled her backward so Danielle and I could shower her with kisses.

“Stop it!” she laughed and tried half-heartedly to bat us away.

Liang, though she couldn’t see us, could hear the mirth in her voice and giggled. Clare also grinned as she clicked around on her laptop.

“Thank you, Stacey!” she declared in a sing-songy voice. “I’m getting all four of us the works!”

“You’d better!” Stacey chuckled as she straightened her glasses. “I don’t settle for anything less!”

“And we’ll finally get to spend some girl time, just the four of us.” Danielle smirked as she and I finally let Stacey wiggle free of our affection. Then both of them looked over at Liang, and I could tell they were eager to spoil her a little. “I can’t wait for the gossip.”

“Suddenly, I’m not so sure this is a good idea,” I remarked wryly, because the primary thing these four women had in common was me.

Clare looked up from the laptop to offer me a dangerous grin.

“We’re absolutely gonna gossip about you,” she assured me. “Girlfriends’ prerogative.”

I shook my head but couldn’t fight my smirk. For all the fun it was to joke, I wasn’t sincerely worried about how they spoke about me. For one thing, affectionate ribbing seemed to me the primary way in which the humans of this world demonstrated a particularly close bond. It showed the intimacy of knowing exactly what could and couldn’t be joked about.

And, frankly, a day of relaxing and being pampered could only be good for Liang, regardless of whether this sensory deprivation thing worked.

“All booked in,” Clare announced after a minute. “First treatment is at ten AM tomorrow.”

“Ugh, I can’t wait,” Danielle declared, and then she turned to me. “Will you be alright on your own, though?”

“Don’t you worry about me,” I said with a wry smile. “I’ll be perfectly fine. I know how to cook for myself and everything.”

After defeating the likes of banshees and basilisks, a day alone in the house was hardly an intimidating prospect.

“Just contact me if anything happens,” I added, but that practically went without saying.

“Of course,” the blonde woman assured me before she rose to her feet. “Now, come on. Dinner!”

Clare set down her laptop and offered Liang her arm, while Stacey took the other, and I grinned as I followed them to the door.

Gary, Dave, Kevin, and Aethelind were all already sitting at our usual table by the time we walked into Aurora. Kevin and Aethelind were sitting next to one another, and despite the fact Kevin was sharply dressed in a crisp white shirt, a navy blazer, and matching pants, something about his slightly eager, slightly nervous expression made him look like he was no older than a teenager.

Despite this, I knew he’d been adjusting well to the revelation of my and Aethelind’s true identities. Part of it, I reckoned, was because, with the influx of employees from the Crimson 88, he’d been promoted to Cloud Contracting’s social media manager, so he’d been kept busy. So far, our social media pages mainly consisted of sets of photos or glossy panning shots of projects before, during, and after our work. While most of the engagement amounted to no more than likes and comments-- unsurprising, as most people could not afford to put down tens, or even hundreds, of thousands of dollars on a remodel-- we had nonetheless secured a few clients off the back of his excellent editing and savvy hashtags.

On Kevin’s immediate right was Dave, who was currently the only person at our table unaware of the fact Aethelind and I were dragons and all the dangerous and magical implications that came with such knowledge. When he’d noticed Aethelind and I shared a quick-- and from a human perspective, somewhat bizarre-- understanding, it was Clare’s idea to say Aethelind had been raised in the same convent as me, and she was effectively my cousin.

‘Cousin,’ I’d learned, was a versatile term for humans, and even in more typical situations, did not necessarily denote a blood relation. Both Dave and Kevin had mentioned more ‘aunties’ than I thought possible for one human family to have, and indeed when I’d asked about it, they’d clarified ‘auntie’ was a broader term than just the siblings of parents.

So, Aethelind was my cousin now, and while she was still confused by many aspects of human life, as I had been-- and still was, according to Danielle, though I was fairly sure she was just joking-- she, like me, had adjusted quickly.

One of the many strengths of our kind was our minds. We were exceptionally good at picking up and mimicking new skills, and as it turned out, Aethelind had a real knack for woodworking and carpentry. She, along with the Crimson 88 transfers, spent most of the past week learning electrical from Danielle and plumbing from Dave in preparation for real construction work, though she’d figured it out a lot quicker than our human recruits.

Initially, I’d been concerned about training her at all. Dragons were rarely idle creatures, and it helped if our tasks came with purpose. Even so, Aethelind was technically working for me, something a dragon’s pride would never allow.

But she seemed to tolerate it, or at least, tolerate the facade of it. Unlike me, Aethelind still had every intention of returning to her life in Coilfell when this was all over, so there was little point in her becoming a true employee.

Thankfully, this also meant there was little chance for our egos to clash.

Plus, we still shared the goal of finding a way back to Coilfell and killing Astrum before he could cause any more damage. Dragons could be proud, but Astrum had wronged us both, and we would never let that stand.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite customers!” Tony said fondly, and he strode up to our table and rubbed his hands together. “What can I get you all tonight?”

“I know we’re here every week, but I can’t choose!” Kevin groaned, which earned agreeing laughter from the rest of the table.

“Do what I do and get one of everything,” I suggested.

It was only a slight exaggeration of the truth.

“You know,” Tony said to me. “I never thought I would meet anyone else who could put away as much food as you, Ethad. And then you brought your cousin in here last week. Where do the two of you put it all?”

“Better question, were you ever fed as kids?” Dave snorted, and everyone except Aethelind laughed.

The subtleties of human humor were still occasionally lost on her.

“Not as well as we are here,” I said to Tony, which made him grin proudly.

We did end up ordering a huge amount of food and asked for it to just be laid out wherever, and we would all share. Family-style, Clare called it.

Conversation was light and cheerful as we all ate. Clare excitedly informed Gary of the very-sudden plans for a spa day tomorrow, and he told her of his recent progress in the gym. Dave asked me for details of our upcoming job in Oak Brook on Monday, and I explained how I wanted the ‘first team’ working on it closely.

“This is a big commercial job, after all,” I said. “An ideal opportunity to get more eyes on our work. It all has to go perfect.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Dave said with a nod. “Just… what about training the newbies?”

“I was thinking Aethelind could take over, since she picked it up so fast,” I suggested as I glanced at the female dragon. “The newbies only need to know the basics, anyway. They’re not gonna be going in for the High Voltage Specialist exam like Danielle did.”

There wasn’t really much need for Aethelind to do any of this, but I knew from personal experience how unbearably bored dragons became if we didn’t have something to devote our time to, like a hoard of some kind. Some of us hoarded treasure, others pretty companions, still others looked to hoard accomplishments. Many hoarded a combination of all three.

I was one such dragon, and I had come to value my human life here immensely. Because of that, while I was just as committed as Aethelind to stopping Astrum, I wasn’t going to let that impact my life here. I wouldn’t let my job and my personal relationships be neglected out of single-minded focus on revenge. That would just be allowing Astrum to win twice.

Danielle had mentioned a turn of phrase to me in the past couple days, and it seemed apt here. Something like, ‘it is much harder to create than to destroy. But infinitely more valuable.’ I had to agree with her.

Dinner passed as chaotically and cheerfully as ever. Clare was making it her mission to introduce Liang to as many foods as possible. It was part of her semi-structured effort to get Liang to exercise her autonomy more, and that included figuring out what foods she did and didn’t like.

To Clare’s immense delight, Liang was also a big fan of tiramisu. So much so that even though they-- and the rest of us-- were full to bursting at the end of our meal, and far too full to even glance at a dessert menu, the red-haired woman asked for two portions of tiramisu to go.

“With my compliments,” Tony said as he handed over the pair of cardboard boxes and gave an exaggerated bow that made Clare giggle.

Even though Tony never charged, I made sure to leave a comfortable tip for him and his capable staff, and then we all walked out into the cool night air.

“I’d better get these guys home,” Gary said, and he jerked a thumb toward a tipsy Dave and Kevin and an ever-baffled Aethelind.

Gary’s own alcohol consumption had been almost eradicated since the beginning of his ‘self-improvement journey,’ and I knew Dave certainly appreciated never having to worry about a designated driver.

As for Aethelind, she was almost incapable of getting drunk, like myself, but she didn’t have a driver’s license yet. I’d considered raising the issue with her but failed to see the point. She didn’t plan to be here long enough for it to matter.

She might appreciate the speed of it, though. Perhaps I’d mention it when we next saw one another.

“Drive safe,” Clare told her cousin, and she hugged Gary tightly.

He hugged her back, clapped me on the shoulder cheerfully, and then escorted his passengers to his beloved truck.

“Have you checked out your apartment since Aethelind moved in?” Stacey asked Clare as we walked over to the Urus, and the red-haired woman shook her head.

“No,” she admitted. “But I suppose I should, shouldn’t I? Check she hasn’t trashed it.”

“I doubt she’s trashed it,” Danielle said. “Ethad’s tidy. And Kevin’s been looking in on her.”

“Hasn’t he just?” Clare agreed with a grin, which caused Stacey and Danielle to give a high-pitched, ‘Oooh!’ in unison.

“What is that about?” I asked with a laugh, and Liang, though she was also giggling, looked similarly baffled.

“Can’t tell you, it’s girl stuff,” Danielle announced as she opened the back door to the Urus, and Liang, who’d been on her arm, climbed in. “But I’m sure we’ll discuss it tomorrow at the spa.”

“You’ll be the death of me,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes, but I was powerless to keep the smile off my face.

We dropped Stacey off at her apartment, and she climbed out of the front seat with promises to drop by at nine AM tomorrow morning. From her place, it was a short drive home, and as I parked and got out of the SUV, I realized it was an unexpectedly pleasant evening. The air was faintly warm, and I was definitely looking forward to experiencing summer in this world. Dragons could survive the cold just fine, sure, but we didn’t particularly like it. I wanted to see what this world was capable of when it came to heat.

I opened the door for Liang and offered her my arm as she climbed out. Despite being blind, she moved with a calm grace that I couldn’t help but find captivating. She elegantly looped her hands around my elbow, and I was most of the way to the front door when my phone began to ring, so I stopped to pull it out of my pocket.

“It’s Shen,” I announced with a slight frown.

Clare and Danielle both turned to look at me with faint surprise, and Liang’s eyebrows knitted together with concern.

Her worry was understandable. Shen rarely called me-- anyone, really-- and almost never at this hour. He wasn’t making a social call.

I answered the phone and pressed it to my ear, but before I could even get a greeting out, Shen spoke.

“We have a problem.”
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Chapter 2

I felt my expression harden.

“What kind of problem?” I asked, and seeing how intently the other three were watching me, I pulled the phone from my ear and put it on speakerphone.

“It’s probably best if you come and see for yourself,” came Shen’s answer, and his voice was a little tinny through the phone’s speakers.

“Is it bad?” I asked.

Ahead of me, Danielle unlocked the front door as quietly as possible, and we all shuffled inside.

“It’s not a magical threat, if that’s what you mean,” Shen said.

As Liang and I walked through the door, Clare dipped around behind us to close it. Only then did Liang drop my arm and turn a little to face me.

“I can be there in twenty,” I told Shen, and Liang’s expression went from concerned to something more determined.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Do I need to come, too?”

“No,” Shen said quickly. “There’s no need for that.”

“He might have a point, Liang, if it’s not magical,” I said.

Because if it wasn’t magical, then it related more to the mundane, everyday activities of a reforming gang, if such a thing could ever be considered every day. But they could almost certainly be considered disruptive, if not violent, and neither Shen nor I wanted Liang anywhere near that kind of thing.

“That’s beside the point.” Liang stood her ground. “If it’s an issue with the Crimson 88, I want to know. And even if it’s not magical, maybe I can still help.”

It felt a little duplicitous to do what I did next, which was exchange a look with Danielle and Clare. Liang was right in front of us, after all, even if she couldn’t see it.

And yet, I knew the three of us were all thinking the same thing, that Liang was still uncomfortably loyal to the group who’d treated her like a fragile object and not a person. She had been a scared, blind little girl with no family when the Crimson 88 found her, and starved as she’d been of real love and affection, she had believed the scraps they’d fed her were a feast.

It was a hard pattern to break out of. Such bonds didn’t dissolve overnight, and that was what made them so wretchedly difficult to sever. So much so that even though Liang now knew what real love was and how a real family treated their loved ones, she remained loyal to the people who’d seen her as nothing more than an asset to be exploited.

“You’re doing it again,” Liang announced when the pause grew just a shade too long. “Trying to have a conversation right in front of me.”

“Sorry,” I muttered, and I turned back to the phone. “Is it dangerous, Shen?”

“Not right now,” the other man said. “But it could be. Things change quickly here-- even more so as of late.”

He had a point there. In the past month and a half, Chinatown had been ravaged by the Taowu. Most of its oldest and most powerful gangs were utterly decimated and wiped out by the creature. The others had either been eradicated by myself, in the case of the Red Lantern Society, or I’d ‘encouraged’ them to go straight.

Because I’d aided the Crimson 88 by fighting the Taowu, I’d become their leader, but the title was largely ceremonial. I had little interest in the day-to-day minutiae of running a gang, especially the tedium of transferring everything to legitimate businesses and income streams. I didn’t care what they did, as long as they behaved. Shen, who was evidently immensely competent at that sort of thing, was functionally the leader, and that suited me just fine.

Not to mention that if it got out I was in charge of a criminal gang, it would shoot my business empire in the face. It was one thing to be seen as a philanthropist offering well-paying jobs to troubled and disillusioned youth. It was another thing entirely to be the one actually calling the shots.

Clare had half-jokingly called it ‘resume-laundering.’ But if it kept young people off the streets, and choked the other gangs of their supply of new, angry soldiers with something to prove, I didn’t care what she or anyone else called it.

Plus, it didn’t hurt that their working for me ultimately meant I got to bring in a little more money. Sure, I had to pay more people, but more people could do more work, and if they were well-paid, they were incentivized to take pride in it.

“I don’t care,” Liang said firmly and drew me from my thoughts. “I’m coming. And unless you plan to tie me down to the couch or leave me to wander the streets myself, you can’t stop me.”

The first option was cruel, but the second sounded downright psychopathic. I looked over at Clare and Danielle, and they both gave a silent shrug. Maybe seeing the Crimson 88 again, with the distance of a few weeks and a better quality of life, would help Liang to let go of her one-sided loyalty.

“Fine,” I sighed. “Come on then. We’ll be there in a bit, Shen.”

“As you say,” the other man replied, though it was clear from his tone he wasn’t too pleased.

Still, he hung up before anyone could say anything more.

I walked Liang back to the Urus and opened the passenger door for her. Strictly speaking, that wasn’t necessary, as once she knew she was next to the SUV, it was a simple thing to feel around for the door handle, but I did it because I liked to do it.

“How chivalrous,” the seer remarked with a smile as she slid into the front seat.

I grinned, even if she couldn’t see it.

“Where I come from, chivalry is for vapid knights with more courage than sense,” I told her.

That had certainly been the case of all the knights who’d been foolish enough to try their luck against me, anyway.

“Here, knights are heroes,” she said. “Perhaps that’s a bit of human arrogance-- we don’t have any real dragons to write the story from their side, after all-- but I’ve always liked the idea of it. It’s… romantic.”

“Poetic?” I offered, and she smiled a little shyly.

In recent weeks, Stacey, Danielle, Clare, and I had combined our attempts to get the seer to open up, experience life, and figure out who she was and what she liked. As it turned out, she loved poetry and music. Art that didn’t require eyes to be fully appreciated.

“Yes,” she answered, and despite her blush, her expression was steady and uncompromising.

I was glad that, at least with me, she was no longer making herself smaller and no longer felt like she needed to be ashamed or embarrassed for her own humanity.

We drove out to the edges of Chinatown, but not into it. Instead, I parked on the side of the road outside one of the charming little red gates that marked the edge of the district, beside which Shen stood.

He was crisply dressed in a stark black suit and tie. Even his shirt was black. His hair was neatly combed back, and he had a stern, focused expression, with his dark brows drawn together in a contemplative frown.

Clearly, this was not some petty problem. Though I’d known that already, Shen didn’t call me for petty things. In fact, his leading of the Crimson 88 and its transition to the straight and narrow had been so well-handled, I’d barely been in contact with him at all.

“Ethad,” Shen said, and he inclined his head a little to me. “Liang.”

He gave another little bow to her, and though I had no way of proving it, I couldn’t help but notice the way the corner of her mouth curled a little.

Maybe she was just familiar with his habits. But somehow I suspected it was… a little more than that.

“This way,” Shen then got straight to business, which I appreciated, and he led us through the gate and into Chinatown.

Given the late hour, I wasn’t surprised to see it was quiet, but I hadn’t anticipated this level of desertion. It was plain the area was still reeling from the combined destruction of its major gangs, and I felt a flare of anger at how the Red Lantern Society’s arrogance and greed had crippled this community.

Maybe, once I had more work, more businesses, I could extend the ‘transfer program’ to all of Chicago’s gangs, not just the Crimson 88. Little by little, I could chip away at the criminal underworld that built itself on the backs of others’ exploitation.

Drugs, trafficking, weapons, and other vectors of human misery. I could put a stop to them all, if I just kept at it.

Yet another reason why I needed to find a way back to Coilfell, so I could stop Astrum before he destroyed this whole world.

Before long, Shen came to a stop in front of a business, a restaurant, that had been completely trashed. The large window had been shattered, and bits of furniture littered both the inside and the sidewalk. Toward the back of the inside, tiles were cracked, a cash register was upended, and even from outside, I could see the kitchen had been attacked, too. Every wall was covered with graffiti, in garish greens and flagrant reds.

I glanced up at the cracked sign. Under the fresh graffiti, faded calligraphy read ‘The Golden Dragon.’

“Clare loves this place,” I murmured.

She would be upset to know what had befallen it. So would Aethelind, come to think of it. Despite her initial reservations about the name, she’d come to enjoy Chinese food as voraciously as I loved Mexican food.

“Many people do, it was one of our most popular businesses, even before our… transition,” Shen said with a melancholy sigh, and I turned to him.

“This is a Crimson 88 business?” I asked.

“One of our many fronts,” he confirmed. “It transferred quite easily to a legitimate business, given its popularity. It was very useful for laundering.”

I’d been so busy these past weeks, and so content to let Shen handle everything, that I hadn’t realized. It occurred to me then that I needed to take stock of exactly what and where the Crimson 88’s operations were. Maybe Clare, with her genius-level aptitude for administration, could help.

“So, who did this?” I asked as I looked back at the carnage with a new sense of indignant anger.

This was the Crimson 88’s, so it was mine, and no one disrespected my property without repercussions.

“We don’t know,” Shen sighed. “This is the third time one of our businesses has been attacked in this way. The previous two times, all the cameras caught before they were destroyed was a troupe of people in black masks and clothing. No identifying articles whatsoever. We expect to find the same here, once we’ve finished reviewing the footage.”

“This is the third time?” Liang asked in a stunned voice.

She beat me by only a second, because I was wondering the same thing.

“I didn’t want to worry you, either of you, over something as trivial as a rival gang taking out their childish frustrations,” Shen explained. “But three is unmistakably a pattern. We are being specifically targeted, and to go after the Golden Dragon…”

“Someone’s trying to cripple you,” I finished in a grave tone. “Punish you for going straight.”

“So it would seem,” Shen agreed as he pursed his lips.

“It doesn’t even really matter, then, who was under those masks,” Liang pointed out in a similarly dark voice. “Other gangs, all of them, will be annoyed to see the Crimson 88 transitioning to legitimacy.”

“You are correct,” Shen admitted, though it was plain he didn’t like it. “We are committing a cardinal sin, trying to turn away from the dark. It is not how things are done. You saw for yourself, Ethad, how furious the elders were.”

I remembered it clearly. The elders were a group of stooped, old men so trapped in the past, in the way they had done things, that they hadn’t been able to see the inevitable, looming specter of progress. Those who didn’t change, didn’t evolve, were doomed to obsolescence and death.

“This also presents an opportunity,” Shen added. “In being no longer affiliated with a gang of our own, the implication is we are unable to defend ourselves. Our territory is ceded, so our businesses must pay protection money to whichever group gains the territory they lie in.”

“That’s not true, though,” I said. “You’re protected by me.”

There would be no taking of territory, no extorting of protection money. Just because the Crimson 88 had turned away from criminal enterprises didn’t mean I was going to stand idly by and let them be intimidated.

“We are,” Shen agreed. “But… it is more complicated than that.”

I raised an eyebrow in question.

“To be clear, I have no personal ties to a criminal way of life,” the other man said plainly. “I was born into the Crimson 88, it is my family, and it has simply been the way of things. But the language of life, especially in this world, is that if you do not establish yourself as strong, others who are stronger will take. The Crimson 88’s status as a gang was as much for its own protection as anything else.”

“Be that as it may,” I said, “I told you to go straight, and I promised you protection when you did. If you need me to intimidate someone, get people to back off, I can do that.”

Based on my past experience, anyone who saw the attack of a red demon would either keep it to themselves or write it off as a hallucination. In this way, at least, I could preserve my human life without leaving Shen and his people unprotected.

“I appreciate that, Ethad,” Shen said. “But it’s more complicated than that. Violence could mean the police get involved.”

“Do you have lawyers?” I asked.

“We have a firm on retainer,” the other man confirmed. “Foster & Gray. They’re very good. Illinois isn’t a stand-your-ground state, but castle doctrine can sometimes apply to a place of business, if you’re the owner. Even so, avoiding legal repercussions doesn’t solve the underlying problem, and without a clear sense of who, exactly, is doing this, even you cannot stop them.”

He had a point there, and I frowned.

“First thing Monday, I’ll send one of our secondary crews over to begin the repair work,” I said. “On this and the other businesses-- text me the addresses.”

“That might help,” Liang interjected. “I’m sure whoever wrecked the place will think twice once they see former Crimson 88 members are the ones fixing it up. The Crimson 88 isn’t dissolved. It’s just shifting.”

“Exactly,” I confirmed with a nod. “And once we know who did it, I can take matters into my own hands.

But at that, Shen still seemed unconvinced, and he shifted on his feet.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s not that I’m not grateful…” he said hesitantly. “I am. The Crimson Dragon was foretold for a century, after all. But if you truly wish for us to handle ourselves as a legitimate business, we cannot rely on violence. That is the way of animals, even if you are doing it on our behalf.”

I could understand Shen’s pride, but even so, all I could think of in that moment was Tony Slater, and how he and I had come to know one another because he was being intimidated in a very similar way to this. Maybe violence hadn’t been the tidiest, most morally-upstanding way of solving the problem, but the problem had been solved, and now he was thriving in peace.

“From my experience, all gangs respond to is violence,” I said. “They seek territory and power. Which I suppose is what wild animals do.”

“I think I agree with Ethad,” Liang sighed. “All they will respond to is a threat of danger that outweighs the potential gains.”

“Diplomacy has been achieved in the past,” Shen pressed. “And if the Crimson 88 are truly to turn over a new leaf, it should at least be attempted. Just look at our meeting with the Yen Clan’s Gang and their seer. It can be achieved again.”

“I might be able to help with it, then,” Liang offered, and I could see that while she doubted the feasibility of negotiation, she still wanted it to work. “I can assess trustworthiness.”

This was true. She’d done it in Los Angeles by correctly determining Maeve, a succubus, was someone we could rely upon. She alone had defected from her coven and refused to attack us. Then she’d lost her life defending Aethelind and me from a basilisk.

“Are… you sure?” Shen asked delicately.

Liang pursed her lips in irritation.

“Yes,” she said emphatically.

Shen glanced at me and was clearly looking for a reason to be able to politely refuse her.

But she was an adult, and I as much as anyone needed to remember she was capable of making her own decisions.

“If Liang says she can help, I say let her help,” I said. “She’s Crimson 88 as much as you.”

“Very well,” Shen said with a quick nod. “In that case, I will begin setting up meetings with as many major gang leaders as I can, though I anticipate this may be… difficult, now that I am technically a business mogul.”

“Just stay away from anything illegal,” I reminded him.

“Believe me, I have no interest in returning to businesses that tear lives apart,” he said. “But while I will not break the rules, you have to understand I may be required to… bend them a little, to get a desirable result. Meeting with gang leaders is one such… flexibility.”

I was uncomfortable at the idea of possibly capitulating to criminals.

“Are you sure we can’t just do it my way?” I asked.

“I would at least like to try a more peaceful method first,” Shen said. “If we can broach an alliance, instead of fear and resentment, it will be better in the long run. I can assure you, I will make no concessions on the criminal front, and if this doesn’t work, we’ll go your way. But I at least want to try.”

“Alright, then,” I conceded with a nod.

With this concluded, Liang and I headed back home, where Danielle and Clare were waiting up. They had changed out of their dinner clothes and into pajamas and eagerly jumped up when we walked in.

“So?” Danielle asked at once.

“What happened?” Clare added.

“Someone’s been trashing Crimson 88 businesses,” I said, and I looked at Clare apologetically. “Including the Golden Dragon.”

“What?” the red-haired woman gasped while looking appalled. “Why would they do that?”

“Intimidation,” Liang said with a frown. “They don’t like that the Crimson 88 is going legit.”

“Well, I take it some terrifying red dragon is gonna show up and make them rethink that stance, then?” Clare asked as she tossed me a grin.

“Maybe, but that’s not our first play,” I told her. “Shen wants a chance to try diplomacy first.”

“I suppose you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar,” Danielle said, and because it seemed like a complete non-sequitur, I presumed this was some human aphorism relevant to our situation.

“Is it such a wise idea to negotiate with gangs, though?” Clare asked, and she looked between Liang and me. “I mean, the Crimson 88 is just extricating itself from that life.”

“We’ll see, but Shen promised to uphold the rules,” I said. “And I trust him.”

“Good,” Liang murmured. “Because he trusts you, too. More than anyone, I think. Maybe even more than me.”

“That’s because you’ve grown a spine, and he can’t control you as easily anymore,” Danielle informed the blind woman in a slightly clipped tone, which was at odds with how she fondly looped her elbow with Liang’s. “Whether he consciously realizes it or not, he preferred when you were entirely within his control. Even if it was just to protect you.”

Liang’s expression flickered with irritation, and I knew she was sick of being told she needed protecting.

“Well, he agreed to let me accompany the negotiations, to examine everyone else’s intentions,” she said.

“Nice!” Clare said brightly, and she let go of me to take Liang’s other arm.

The three of them stood in a line, with both Clare and Danielle grinning proudly at the dark-haired woman between them.

They were both immensely proud of Liang for asserting herself, and even though I was a little concerned about her having any contact with gang leaders, even just as a lie detector, I was proud, too. Every day, it seemed Liang was standing a little taller and behaving a little more surely.

“Does this new, assertive Liang want to sleep in the big bed tonight?” Danielle asked.

She was referring to the enormous bed in the main bedroom where she, Clare, and I slept each night. Liang had joined us a couple of times, but not often, and right now, she shook her head.

“After pushing myself all day, I think I need a bit of quiet,” she said apologetically.

On days where she strained her abilities, sleeping next to other people was difficult, almost like she could hear their thoughts or perceive their dreams somehow. She’d explained how she couldn’t literally hear thoughts, but there was nonetheless a sense of ‘noise’ around her. It would be bad enough with one person, but three-- or even four? Far too much.

“Another reason why you need to stop pushing yourself so constantly,” the blonde woman remarked as she leaned in and kissed Liang’s forehead. “We miss you.”

“She’s right,” Clare agreed, and she kissed Liang’s cheek. “The more, the merrier, as they say. And you give great cuddles.”

“You all do,” I assured them all, and I raised my arms to envelop the three of them in a hug.

They all giggled and pretended to wiggle away, but when we parted, we just stood there for a few moments smiling at one another.

Gods, when had I become so sappy? I was glad Aethelind wasn’t here to see it.

We bid Liang goodnight, and she slipped into the downstairs room that had become her bedroom. Then the three of us ascended the stairs, and I stripped off my clothes and collapsed into bed.

I was pretty sure I was asleep before Clare and Danielle climbed in beside me.

The next morning was a buzz of activity as Clare, Danielle, and Liang excitedly readied themselves for their girls’ spa day. At nine on the dot, Stacey knocked on the door, with her sleek white Porsche Cayenne parked in the drive, ready to take them all to the spa.

“You ladies have fun,” I told them, and I gave Stacey a slow, lingering kiss as they all filed out while chattering animatedly about the delights in store for Liang.

The seer was grinning from ear to ear and seemed a little nervous but also eager, and I was so glad she’d found us.

A partner was one thing, and friends were another. She’d found both in the four of us, and the fact we were four meant we could properly shower her with the love and friendship she’d been so deprived of.

I barely had a few minutes to myself after the Porsche pulled out of the drive, barely enough time to finish my coffee before there was a knock at the door.

Aethelind stood there, with her long dark hair pulled back into a bun and a duffel bag slung over her shoulder.

“Caldera rules?” she asked without preamble.

“First to bleed loses,” I confirmed with a savage grin.

With more help from Clare, the female dragon had been outfitted with gym and training clothes-- as had I-- in preparation for our sparring matches.

It became clear during my fights against the basilisk that I’d begun to lose some of my edge here on Earth. Maybe even before, after decades of languishing in my reputation as Coilfell’s most fearsome dragon. I’d become complacent fighting against pests like vampires, but if we were to stop Astrum, that simply wouldn’t do. The mage had somehow grown his magic to immense levels, so I needed to rehone myself into the deadly weapon I knew I could be.

The creature who could have conquered all of Coilfell, if it had taken his fancy.

Aethelind was uniquely suited to be my opponent. Not only would it be in my best interests for her to also be at her best, she was also a dragon in her prime. She was an opponent against which I could not simply rely on superior strength and speed or even my fire. She could take anything I threw at her, and vice versa. We needed to be smart.

This also meant a gym was not a suitable place for this kind of training, because we would have had to hold back out of concern for either revealing ourselves or possibly harming bystanders.

So, instead, I’d invited Aethelind over, and we were making use of Danielle’s sizable backyard.

We still couldn’t shift out of our human forms, but I’d come to welcome this challenge. As humans, Aethelind and I were at our slowest, weakest, and most vulnerable. It was still a significant improvement over an ordinary human, but it heightened our need to focus on technique and strategy. If I could perfect skills in my human form, my hybrid form would be even deadlier.

And my true dragon form would be nigh unstoppable.

It’s like you’re racehorses, Danielle had said a couple days ago after I’d explained to her how Aethelind would be coming over for training a few times a week, in anticipation of the very real chance we would ruin large swathes of her backyard.

Luckily, Danielle wasn’t upset about it.

Horses? I’d asked.

They train on sand, which is soft and shifts, she’d explained. So when they’re on hard earth, they push off with more force. Like resistance training.

You’re playing on ‘hard mode’, Clare had then called from the lounge. Appropriately, she’d been in the middle of a Mario Kart race.

That, I understood.

I quickly changed into my gym clothes, and Aethelind and I headed out to the backyard and then began circling one another like the two predators we were. We were both looking for weakness, for a spot that wasn’t guarded as well as it should have been, but given our nearly equal strength, we circled each other for nearly a full minute before either of us made a move.

Aethelind eventually struck first by running at me with a fist clenched and aiming directly for my face. I dodged out of the way just in time and angled a blow to her flank, but my fist skimmed past her side, and she danced out of range again.

“Any ideas on how to proceed with Astrum?” she asked me as she tried another punch, this time aimed at my solar plexus.

I shifted just enough to avoid her hitting the right spot and absorbed the force of the blow into a less vulnerable area. She was still strong, though, being a dragon, and I felt it reverberate through me as I was forced back a step, which tore dark brown gouges in the neat turf of the grass.

“No revelations as of the last time you asked,” I confessed as I spun and tried to drive an elbow into her spine.

Aethelind just barely countered, but I still shoved my elbow into her kidney, and she grimaced from the pain. If she’d been an ordinary human, I probably would’ve ruptured something.

“His cages are still coming along,” she reminded me. “And we still have no idea how to get back.”

To her credit, she recovered quickly from my last blow, spun around, and drove her fist into the side of my jaw so quickly I didn’t have time to defend. Her knuckles rattled against my mandible, and I saw stars for a moment. Then, for my retribution, I slid my foot out and tripped her so she stumbled over onto her ass.

Once again, the female dragon recovered well, and she rolled into her fall and used her momentum to spring back up before I could pounce and pin her. We faced each other again, with our fists raised and our feet moving in counterpoint.

“Liang is working on it,” I said. “She’s doing it right now, in fact.”

“Clare mentioned something about sensory deprivation at Aurora,” Aethelind confirmed, in a tone that made clear she didn’t really know what that was. “But will it be enough?”

She charged at me again with her fist raised, and I dodged out of the way just to realize she’d been feinting, and I’d moved right into the path of another blow. Her foot caught me in the stomach hard enough to drive the air from my lungs, but I shifted with it. I dispersed as much of the force as I could, and then I trapped her arm in my fist and twisted.

Aethelind cried out as I wrenched her arm in the wrong direction, and I moved so I was standing behind her, to her left. She buckled and almost fell to one knee as her body protested the movement.

I would not relent if she tapped out, and she would not tap out. Caldera rules were forged in the hottest, most brutal lava pits of Coilfell, where adolescents of our kind loved to play amid the molten rock. It was the closest dragons had to a community, and the only rule was you didn’t stop, couldn’t win, until your opponent bled.

“It will be enough,” I said to Aethelind as I continued twisting her arm.

She cried out again in pain but said nothing. I moved a foot in preparation to trip her a second time, but I noticed too late that she had changed her own position, and the next thing I saw was her knee driving up into my jaw.

I staggered back with a grimace, and a hand flew to my face to check my lips and nose. No blood. Not yet at least. We didn’t bleed as easily as humans.

“Almost.” I grinned at her darkly. “But not quite.”

“Don’t count your victory yet, brother.” She smirked as she raised her fists. Then she charged at me again.

We continued like this for so long, I completely lost track of time. Feinting and dodging, pinning and twisting. Kicks and punches and even bites. Anything went. First to bleed lost.

We both ended up bleeding, throughout our many bouts. I won the first, Aethelind won the second. At some point, there were so many rounds, we stopped keeping count. It was thrilling, in a way, to be able to completely let go, to know I didn’t have to hold back for fear of rending my opponent clean in two.

“Holy shit!” a voice finally said, and both Aethelind and I looked up from our latest grapple to see Clare, Danielle, Stacey, and Liang standing on the back patio.

Strangely, Kevin and Gary were there, too.

“You weren’t kidding about trashing the yard!” Clare laughed.

I looked around and only now realized just how streaked with mud Aethelind and I both were, and how utterly destroyed the yard was. There were chunks of dirt and bits of broken rock where I’d thrown Aethelind into a low wall, and I saw uprooted flowers, bushes, and even a small tree.

I grimaced and made a mental note to replant it.

“Hold back in training, and you end up with weak shoulders,” Aethelind said as she got to her feet and rolled her shoulders.

It was the left one, the one I’d twisted at the start of our bout, which I now realized had to have been hours ago. Strange. It had felt like minutes.

I looked over at Danielle, Clare, and Stacey. Despite the state of the yard, none of them seemed too displeased at the sight of me, red-faced, dressed in tight-fitting clothes, and slightly sweaty. I grinned at them and, just for the fun of it, threw a rakish wink.

From how Kevin-- and Gary, a little bit-- were staring at Aethelind, she was having a similar effect. But she either didn’t realize or didn’t care. She certainly didn’t know enough about Earth mannerisms to wink at them.

“How was your spa day?” I asked the four women.

In comparison to me, they were glowing and pristine. A kind of soft, calming radiance emanated from them, especially Liang. She looked peaceful in a way I hadn’t really seen from her yet.

“Wonderful!” Danielle gushed with a broad smile. “And…”

“And I have some news!” Liang piped up while looking both excited and a little nervous.

Aethelind and I both stood up straighter, suddenly alert as soldiers.

“News?” I asked. “Good news?”

“Not not-good,” the seer said. “But useful, I think.”

I braced a little. If it wasn’t good, then it was bad, surely?

Liang cocked her head, as if she could somehow read my expression, or my thoughts. Those milky-white eyes stared at me so intensely, I forgot for a moment she couldn’t see me.

“To be blunt, I wasn’t able to pinpoint an exact weak point in the barrier between here and Coilfell,” she said. “My best guess is, in addition to my gifts being… unrefined, the point itself is not fixed. Within a certain radius, it moves around. This would also explain why no two creatures arrived in Chicago in the exact same spot.”

“Makes sense,” I admitted.

I grabbed a towel from where I’d thrown one over the back of a lawn chair and began to wipe myself down. The fluffy white fabric came away stained a deep brown.

“What else?” I then asked, because it was plain the seer had something else to tell me.

She nodded, as if silently confirming my own silent suspicions, but then she smiled a little, and the expression was almost… daring.

“I think…” she said slowly, “with time and practice… I can learn to predict where a portal will happen.”
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Chapter 3

I was stunned. So stunned, in fact, that I fully dropped the ruined towel I was holding.

“Really?” I asked as I stared at her intently.

Was it just the fact she’d spent a day at a spa or was she literally glowing a little right now? For a moment, I swore I could actually see the magic she interacted with, like faint wisps of the ethereal and otherworldly forces to which she was attuned.

“Such a prediction, if possible, would certainly even our odds against Astrum,” Aethelind said, and she, too, looked immensely impressed.

Liang smiled at us both and seemed a little shy under so much reverent attention, but Aethelind was right. If she could predict where a portal was going to happen, we wouldn’t have to madly run around after Astrum and his grunts. We could lay a trap and ambush them. To say nothing of the fact we could instantly neutralize any dangerous creatures they sent through, before any more unsuspecting humans were hurt.

“I can’t say for certain, not yet,” the seer told us both. “I’ll need time and practice. But being in that tank, having everything focused on my abilities… I feel like things were straightened out in my head. Like something has clicked into place. I have a better grasp of myself now.”

“Wonderful,” I said, and I wanted to walk up and hug her close, but I was mindful of the fact I was covered in grime, while she and the other three women were pristine.

“I have an idea,” Kevin interjected, and he looked at us all with a combination of excitement and uncertainty. He was still getting used to the discussions we had, the world-changing ramifications of our mission, but he settled his attention on Danielle. “Do you have a map?”

As it turned out, Danielle did. She pulled it out of the bottom drawer of the sideboard in her lounge. I rarely had cause to go near the thing, because the cabinet end was where she kept her liquor, and I couldn’t get drunk.

The other end, with the drawers, was crammed full of various odds and ends of specific and infrequent use.

Danielle handed Kevin the map, and he spread it out over her large, glass dining table and zeroed in on the section showing Chicago’s roads. Taking out a pen, he placed a small ‘X’ over the spot where I’d first come to Earth-- which I had back-traced several weeks ago in the hopes of maybe finding vestiges of my own portal, to no avail-- and another over where Aethelind arrived.

“We know these are places where portals arrived,” Kevin said as he added dates in tiny numbers over each ‘X.’ “Maybe if we track them manually, Liang can use the information to help guide her to predicting where the next one will be.”

“Place one here, too,” I said, and I tapped the zoo where I’d confronted three of Astrum’s mages. One had escaped through a sloppy portal, the other two had not been so lucky. “This was about a month after I arrived. You can mark the other zoos as well, but I don’t have precise dates for those.”

Kevin did as instructed. Now with several crosses marking the map, no clear pattern emerged. It was unlikely we would be able to track portals in some kind of neat line.

“What do you make of it?” Stacey asked as she looked between the map and me.

“Not a great deal,” I admitted.

Truthfully, I’d been tempted to ask Liang that same question, except she couldn’t see the map. I wondered for a moment if there was a way to translate them to Braille. Maybe some kind of 3D relief of the terrain, but that seemed ill-suited to navigation.

Then again, it wasn’t like she would be driving herself anywhere.

“There are different ‘strengths’ of portals,” I then continued. “They are constructs of pure magic, and so the magic of anything that passes through them can interfere with their structure, unless they’re powerful enough to resist it.”

“So, a portal that sends through a dragon is going to be different to one that sends through, like, a rock,” Clare said, and I nodded.

“Astrum’s mages are powerful, but anything strong enough to create a portal should also be strong enough to create a portal that can withstand them,” I said. “Something like a dragon, the portals Aethelind and I were sent through, were much stronger. They required several mages to create and, more importantly, to seal behind them. The portals here, at the zoos, were hastily made by individual mages. They’re weaker, sloppier, and leave echoes. They also collapse a lot more easily.”

Which was to say Aethelind and I probably could not have stepped through an ordinary mage’s portal, even if we’d tried. I’d been almost desperate enough to try anyway, to be sure, but with a few weeks of distance, and a better sense of just what Astrum was doing, reason had conquered desperation.

“Single-mage portals are indeed a lot more fragile,” Aethelind confirmed as she crossed her arms over her chest. “So for you and I to return to Coilfell, we would need something on the scale of that which sent us here. Possibly even stronger, to withstand us both.”

“That seems like a tall order even back in your world, let alone here,” Stacey remarked with a frown.

“And it feeds tidily into Astrum’s plan,” Danielle added with a wince, and when I looked over at her, she explained further. “Astrum is trying to weaken you by sending you here, right? And then he’ll summon you back. So, logically, the next portal powerful enough for you to pass through will be the one he conjures to bring you back. The one that will take you into his cages.”

“Correct,” I said. “But that’s contingent on those cages being finished. It’s possible Astrum will send some more strong creatures here, either to get rid of them there, or to try and get rid of us here.”

“Would you be able to find a portal quick enough to hijack it?” Kevin asked with wide eyes.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “If we’re fast. And lucky. But our only other option is to hunt around for a natural gap, like the ones the succubae used.”

Such gaps were markedly more stable, but also extremely subtle. Portals were big and flashy because they were unnatural. Immense amounts of energy were being concentrated into punching a hole through the fabric of reality itself. A naturally-occurring hole was not nearly as easy to find.

And human cities being what they were, this place had more tucked-away corners and secret nooks than all the cave systems in Coilfell.

“Except we don’t have a succubus to help with that,” I pointed out. “They can sense magic on an extremely fine level, even distinguishing between individual creatures of the same species, with enough practice. Dragons don’t sense magic, likely because our own would drown out anything else.”

“Could Liang not locate it, though?” Clare asked. “If she can predict a portal, then locating a natural gap isn’t that different?”

“Maybe,” the seer said as she bit her lower lip. “But this is all… well. Theoretical. I don’t quite know what I can and cannot do, only ideas of what might be possible.”

“It’s worth a try,” Danielle said in a firm, encouraging tone, and she was correct.

We had to try any and every option available to us. The survival of both Coilfell and Earth hung in the balance.

“Am I the only one who thinks Astrum’s plan sounds a little… I don’t know… weird?” Stacey suddenly asked, and she looked around at all of us.

“I also think it’s weird,” Gary said as he raised a slightly awkward hand. “But that might be because I’m new to all this magic stuff.”

“Magic is not a particularly concrete discipline,” Aethelind said, which was about as close to something sympathetic anyone was likely to elicit from her.

“Still, sending away all these creatures just to summon them back into cages?” Stacey pressed. “Why go to all that trouble, just to bring them back? Is it really just to show off that he can? And if magic really does deplete here, because there’s no magic on Earth, will it just go back to normal levels once you guys are back in your world?”

She made several good points, as usual.

“We have to be missing something,” Clare said firmly, and I was inclined to agree.

“I’m sure we are, but right now, these are all the pieces we have, and they paint a bad enough picture already,” I said. “Aethelind saw the cages being constructed, and she saw Astrum’s journals. Astrum only needs the inhabitants of the cages long enough to banish every last magical creature to Earth, purging them from Coilfell.”

“If he succeeds, there will be nothing and no one capable of challenging his power,” the female dragon told the others gravely. “He means to become god-emperor of Coilfell, and as a mere human, he will need to eradicate any and all creatures greater than him. Starting with dragons.”

“And even if we have missed something, it doesn’t change the fact we need to stop him,” I added. “The more creatures he sends through to this world, the more destruction he causes.”

“No arguments there,” Stacey muttered with a shake of her head, and then she turned to Liang. “How soon do you think you might be able to detect a portal?”

“I don’t know,” the seer sighed. “It will take time to master-- not to mention trial and error. I need to grow familiar with the… feeling. The anticipation of it.”

“Like how the air feels charged before a thunderstorm,” Clare said, and Liang nodded.

“Take your time,” I said to the blind woman. “Any progress is better than none, and whatever you need, we’ll provide. We’ll build you a sensory deprivation tank in the backyard if you need one.”

“That might not be such a bad idea, actually,” Danielle remarked, and her eyebrows raised thoughtfully. Then she smirked a little. “And it seems the yard is in need of a remodel, anyway.”

“Landscaping,” Gary said out of nowhere, and we all turned to him. He looked up and then jumped a little when he saw us all staring. Like he was a bit startled, as if he hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud.

“Landscaping?” Clare prompted after a moment.

“Oh!” Gary blinked, then nodded and glanced over at me. “Yeah, no, I just-- we could expand. We’re a construction company, right? Landscaping and construction kind of go hand in hand. Especially if we ever graduate to full-on buildings, rather than internal remodels.”

He had a point, I had to admit.

“I’ll take that on board,” I promised before I looked him up and down, and then Kevin. “Actually, why are you two here, anyway? Did you also have an impromptu spa day?”

“I wish.” Gary grinned before he nodded at his cousin. “Clare invited us.”

“Dragon Support Group,” the red-haired woman said with a mischievous smile. “I thought it would be nice for us all to hang out, without the need to watch what we say.”

“Have I ever mentioned how perfect you are?” I moved forward to give her a hug and kiss, but she yelped and darted away.

“Uh-uh!” she declared. “Not until you shower!”

This brought a round of laughter from everyone, including me, and I could hardly fault her for wanting to stay clean after a day of pampering, so I headed upstairs to wash, and Aethelind made her way to one of the other main bathrooms.

Half an hour later, we were both washed, dressed, and slouched around the lounge with the others, who had broken out drinks and were debating where to order takeout from.

“God, I can’t believe we start on Oak Brook on Monday,” Kevin remarked as I sat down next to him.

He held up the bottle he was drinking from in a silent offer of a beer, but I shook my head. I didn’t much care for the taste, and if I wasn’t even getting a buzz out of it, I failed to see the point if I didn’t have to keep up appearances.

“It’s a big job,” I agreed. “Could provide a lot of opportunities, if we do it right.”

“Uh-uh,” Gary said from where he was sitting on the other side of the ‘pit’ set into Danielle’s lounge. He, too, had a beer in hand-- a rare indulgence, these days-- and frowned at us both. “No business talk on the weekend. We’re here to relax.”

“Work hard, play hard,” Stacey agreed as she took a sip of her own beer.

I rolled my eyes but found I couldn’t really fault Gary for laying out those boundaries. I’d been doing much the same at Cloud Contracting this past week, in anticipation of all the transfers. That had included setting out a full handbook of work standards and requirements, including an employee code of conduct, worker rights, and an overtime policy, all things that Clare, Danielle, and Stacey said were important.

After doing some research, my main concern had been burnout. Maybe because I’d seen Liang pushing herself with her abilities so much recently, I’d wanted to nip that kind of behavior in the bud elsewhere. As such, no one was allowed to work more than forty hours in a week, and no one could work weekends. If we had to leave a job part-finished over a weekend, so be it. I wanted my employees to know exactly when they were and were not expected to be at work, which meant they had more of a routine and could more easily plan social things like holidays.

As conversation turned back around to where we should order from, my phone pinged, and I pulled it out of my pocket to see a text from a number I did not recognize.

That wasn’t unusual, given I was often contacted by clients whose numbers were not yet saved to my phone, but the contents of the text did not pertain to a contracting job.

It contained a street intersection, a time, and signed off with the words ‘be fast or be last.’

This was a race invite.

Anticipation prickled over my skin and sharpened my senses, and I couldn’t help but grin down at the screen.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to entertain yourselves without me tonight,” I said to the others as I rose to my feet. “Dragon Support Group probably works better without the dragon in question able to overhear everything you’re saying about him.”

“You’re off?” Danielle asked in a surprised tone.

“Is this about what Shen wanted last night?” Clare asked, and at that, Liang perked up noticeably, too.

“No,” I said as I smirked down at them all.

“It’s a race, isn’t it?” Stacey was the first to piece it together. Her mind really was incredible.

Which fit well with the rest of her.

“Haven’t been to one in a couple weeks,” I said with a shrug. “So… I figure why not?”

“I’m coming with,” Stacey declared in a tone that left no room for negotiation, not that I was particularly interested in negotiation, mind you.

She, like me, had a keen interest in cars-- the faster, the better. I’d seen first-hand the small fleet she had at her house across town. Had she not driven the others to the spa today in her white Porsche?

She was the only person I’d met so far on Earth who felt even more comfortable behind the wheel than I did, and that was saying something, considering she was far less likely to walk away unharmed if something went wrong.

But it made sense. Stacey had grown up in Los Angeles, and even a relative newcomer to Earth like myself knew it had an unparalleled underground racing scene. By contrast, Chicago probably seemed quaint.

So, when Stacey announced her intentions to come along, I just grinned at her.

“Anyone else?” I asked, but I was met with a row of shaking heads.

“What is the purpose of this endeavor?” Aethelind asked, and she cocked her head to the side while seeming intrigued. “Does the victor get to eat the losers?”

At this, pretty much everyone turned to look sharply at either Aethelind or me with startled and nervous expressions.

“No, humans don’t do that sort of thing,” I told the female dragon.

She pouted a little with obvious disappointment.

“Do they at least forfeit all their worldly possessions?” she asked, and again, I had to shake my head.

“Just some money,” I said.

“Paper,” she scoffed as her nose wrinkled derisively.

She had not come to have the same fondness for human signifiers of wealth as I had. Money was conceptually valuable, yes, but it didn’t have the sheen or luster of gold, the sparkle of precious gems or legendary weapons. She was not beguiled by numbers on a screen.

Her loss.

“No one else?” I then prompted, and everyone shook their heads.

“I think I’ll stick to Mario Kart,” Gary said with a faintly baffled smile. He looked a bit queasy after Aethelind’s comment.

“Me, too,” Clare agreed heartily, but she reached out to me, so I walked over to her, and she took my hand. “Stay safe, okay?”

“Always,” I promised, and I leaned down to kiss her goodbye.

As I pulled away, Stacey darted in to kiss her cheek, too, and we did the same to Liang and Danielle before we headed out.

“My car or yours?” Stacey asked.

“We could take both, if you also fancy racing,” I suggested with a smile.

I saw something glitter in her dark eyes, and I knew the idea intrigued her.

“Maybe another time,” she said. “I’ve yet to see what you’re capable of. I’ll get a better sense if I’m in the car with you.”

I could hardly complain about this arrangement, and I graciously opened the passenger side door of the Urus for her and offered a hand as if she were Coilfell’s Crown Princess herself so she could gracefully take her seat.

The engine purred with power as I started the SUV and sped off into the night. It wasn’t long before we pulled up at the heat, which was already filled with a cluster of lovingly tricked-out cars, each with a gaggle of keen spectators grouping around the drivers, who were each the king of their own small court.

“Goddamn,” Stacey said in an almost wistful tone as we pulled up.

She then leaned forward and flipped her head up to put her hair into a stylishly messy bun. Next, she stripped off the jacket she was wearing, which left her in a tight black minidress that would ensure she blended in with the crowd.

It was a good look on her, but in my opinion, anything that let me admire the long curves of her legs was a good look.

“When was the last time you were at a race?” I asked her as we got out of the car, and she smiled at me with the lights of the cars and the streetlamps sparkling in her eyes.

“Ages,” she answered. “Back in LA, for sure. I don’t even know exactly.”

She was quick to spy an impressive looking vehicle, a Nissan GT-R in deep purple with a driver eager to talk specs. Stacey sauntered over to them, comfortable as anything, and asked her questions.

“Is this the T-Spec edition?” she asked, and the driver lit up and was apparently delighted to have found someone with such a keen eye.

“She sure is,” he answered proudly.

Stacey gave a low whistle and let her eyes rove over the vehicle in a manner usually reserved for when we were naked.

“You know less than two hundred units were available in the US market?” she remarked to the driver.

“I know, I lucked out,” he said with an eager nod. “She’s my baby. I thought about updating the engine, but then I thought, why mess with perfection?”

“Sure, you could go larger,” Stacey agreed as I came over to stand and admire her expertise. “3.8 V6 isn’t much to write home about normally, but you don’t want to screw with the engine tolerance.”

I noticed the driver had become a little less enthusiastic when I came to stand by Stacey, and he looked me up and down, possibly sizing me up. Stacey either didn’t notice, or just pretended not to.

“You know,” she said with a sigh. “I always wanted one of these.”

“You did?” I asked with a grin, and she turned to me with a smile I might have called sheepish, if I’d ever believed Stacey Brooks was capable of sheepishness.

“Purple is my color, after all,” she said, which was true.

Nothing complimented her smooth, brown skin better than a deep, rich indigo.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured her.

The driver she’d been speaking to made a noise somewhere between a scoff and cough.

“I dunno about that, buddy,” he said. “Like she said, fewer than two hundred units were sold in the USA.”

“Maybe so,” I said as I glanced at him. “But I’m looking at one right now.”

“What?” The driver’s eyes bulged out of his head.

I just smiled and offered my hand to Stacey, and we walked off to check out the next car.

It had been fun to screw with the guy’s head a little bit, but I’d only been half-joking. I was sure I could tempt him into a wager or name a sufficiently high price that would persuade him to part with his vehicle.

I set that aside for now, though, and let Stacey drag me around the lot. She questioned every driver we spoke to about their cars, and they were only too happy to answer her questions. They were eager to demonstrate they knew the ins and outs of their rides, down to the last spark plug. I found myself mostly just happy to be in the passenger seat, so to speak. Small talk had never come easily, and while this was a conversational topic I enjoyed, I was also glad just to watch Stacey.

She was in her element here, no doubt about it. I almost felt like I was observing a new person, a side of herself she didn’t often let people see, certainly not the people with which she conducted business. Here, I reckoned, she was freer. Lighter.

A little more like the person she had been before she and her mother had been homeless. A Stacey who didn’t know the depths of hardship.

Or, no, that wasn’t quite right. A Stacey who knew the depths of hardship, but also knew what wonderful things could lie beyond, as well, if you could just crawl out of it.

When it came time to sign up for the race, the race master announced into his megaphone the buy-in was five grand, cash only. Given that had been the rule last time, I figured this was fairly standard. When he came around to Stacey and I with the bucket, I set my envelope down and received a rubber bracelet to slide onto my wrist, just as before.

Hopefully, this race wouldn’t end with one of the other drivers getting eviscerated by a monster from beyond this world.

“You were serious about riding with me during the race?” I asked Stacey as I examined my tag and saw I was number five.

“Why wouldn’t I have been?” she asked with a sharp, electric grin.

There was something invigorated about her here. Not that she was ordinarily closed-off, but she seemed particularly alive in this setting. I was reminded of the time she had taken Clare and I clubbing, but even that seemed to pale in comparison.

“I dunno,” I said with a smirk, and we stepped closer to one another. She was intoxicating at the best of times, but this? Here? She was a drug all her own. “It can get pretty intense behind the wheel.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” she assured me in a purring voice that reminded me acutely of an engine.

“You should definitely bring one of your own cars next time, then,” I said. “I’d like to see what you’re capable of when you can fully let go.”

Ordinarily, the double entendre might have made her laugh, but here and now, I could see it excited her. Even though I’d already paid, part of me wanted to forget the race, drag her into the back of the Urus, and lift up the tantalizingly-high hem of her leather minidress.

Perhaps after, as a reward for winning the race.

“If I did, you’d lose your title of undefeated,” Stacey assured me in a sultry voice.

“I don’t think I’d mind, if it was to someone as excellent as you,” I remarked but then paused. “Well. I would mind less, at least.”

Before either of us could continue the conversation, the race master broke out his megaphone.

“Alright, racers!” he hollered, and his voice was met by cries and whoops from drivers and spectators alike. “Tonight’s the Chicago Street Course, a little route we’re borrowing from our friends over at NASCAR. You ready to burn some rubber?”

More howls and shouts rose to answer his question. I grinned at Stacey, and her eyes shone with anticipation. Her excitement was palpable.

I looked around to see if I recognized any of the other drivers or cars from last time. Admittedly, the experience had been monopolized by the Taowu attacking, but after a moment, I did recognize a black Supra. The sales rep who’d accompanied me to my first race, Bailey, had told me the driver of that particular car was one to watch out for. Apparently, he drove like a maniac, but I’d lost him quickly in my dust last time.

Maybe it would be the same tonight.

The race master ordered us into our cars, and Stacey and I headed to the Urus and then to our starting position.

“Do you know the course?” Stacey asked, and before I could answer, she held up her phone.

She had helpfully Googled the route, since it was apparently a famous one, and a few seconds looking at the photo was all I needed.

“Seems easy enough,” I said, and I gripped the wheel tight as I waited for the starting flag.

A young woman in a sparkly top and a short skirt strutted out in front of the first row. There were four cars in a row and only about five feet between each vehicle, and yet she displayed not the slightest bit of concern as she pulled a bright red flag out from between her breasts and waved it high in the air.

As one, I and the other drivers brought the RPMs up on our engines. The slightest hesitation could spell defeat.

The woman waved the flag around, back and forth, back and forth, and it was almost hypnotic. Save for the high-pitched whine of performance engines, there was no noise, no chatter. Everyone held their breaths, and the world stilled.

Then, quick as a shot, she brought her arm down, and we were off.

Rubber squealed against the asphalt, and engines roared, but even with all that, I heard Stacey’s exhilarated gasp as we sped off, with both of us shoved deep into our seats.

I shifted up through the gears, in perfect sync with the car. I felt for a moment as if I was the car, large and fast and armored. A shade of what it meant to be in my true form.

Stacey let out a delighted whoop as we turned the first corner, a stiff ninety-degree turn to the left, quickly followed by another to the right.

The road curved toward the right a little more after that, and I stuck close to the inside. Before long, the other cars melted away, since none of the drivers had the same technique and control, the same synergy, as I did.

Soon, there were only three of us vying for first place. The Supra was again displaying the same overly aggressive strategy that had served him so poorly last time. I kept a close watch on my mirrors as we wove into the next corner, which was not quite a hairpin but sharp enough that we needed to slow down.

That was the mistake.

Too reluctant to give up too much speed, the Supra overcalculated and swung wide to compensate for the momentum, which allowed me and the other car-- a Chevrolet Corvette Z06 in a similar dark, reddish-purple to the Nissan Stacey had been admiring-- to neatly slide past him.

The Supra was left in our dust, much to his frustration I was sure. Now, it was just me and the Corvette fighting for dominance.

Whoever was behind the wheel was good. Cautious, but not restrained. They didn’t rev on the straights but did as I did and let the car do the work. That purple Corvette kept pace with me through the sharp turn that marked the halfway point of the race and then doubled back onto the same intersection where we had first set off.

As we sped into the second loop of the figure eight-shaped course, I could feel us running out of time, and space, to pull ahead.

“Fuck, they’re good,” Stacey muttered as she watched the car beside us.

Its windows were tinted, and I couldn’t see inside, but no doubt the driver was just as focused on the neck and neck of our two vehicles as we took the penultimate turn.

I’d been just eking out a tiny lead, no more than a couple yards, but this was a right turn, and the car was on the right, on the inside, and could do the tighter turn that covered less distance.

My lead shrank to mere inches. We still had one more turn to go, though, and if I went too fast, I would either swing wide like the Supra or be forced to slow down too much on the approach.

“Come on!” Stacey cried out as she hit the ceiling with her fist. “Come on!”

I pushed my foot down just a little more, but not too much. I didn’t need a lot, just a good, smooth corner, and the right speed in the approach. Enough that I could do a final, desperate dash for the finish line on the final straight.

The last corner approached. Another right. If I didn’t absolutely nail this, the Corvette would win.

I turned the wheel, yanked it sharply to the side, and forced myself not to care if I scraped the other car, because that was the only trick left to me now: cutting the Corvette off.

Would the driver call my bluff and drop back, or would they charge forward and risk damaging both our cars?

As we swung into the corner, I got my answer.

The Corvette slowed, just a fraction, but enough for me to tuck into the inside. When we came out of the corner and into the final straight, the finish line was too close for anyone to have a chance at overtaking me, even that purple Corvette.

We screamed across the finish line to a cacophonous yell of excitement from the spectators. I slammed the brakes and looked over at Stacey, and both of us were grinning too wide to even speak.

“Holy shit!” she finally yelled, and then she surged forward and kissed me.

I barely had time to kiss her back before she threw open the door, jumped out of the car, and dove headfirst into the celebrations in our honor.

I climbed out of the Urus with a sharp grin as the race master and the woman with the flag appeared from nowhere and plastered themselves to me with congratulations.

“I don’t think NASCAR did it like that, folks!” the race master crowed into his megaphone. “We have our winner!”

The flag woman grabbed my hand and threw it upwards to another huge cheer, and the race master pressed the bucket full of my winnings into my other hand. I was grinning from ear to ear, and when the flag woman let go of my arm, I curled it around Stacey’s waist and pulled her against me.

“Goddamn,” I said while still riding the high of victory. “That was a close one.”

“Yeah, but that made it all the more fun, right?” Stacey pointed out, and I couldn’t help but agree.

“Who was driving?” I then asked, and I looked around at the Corvette, which had just rolled to stop nearby.

There had been no need for it to brake so harshly when the race had already been won. Behind, the last of the ten racers were also crossing the line. The black Supra had somehow slipped into fourth place, and as the driver got out, I noticed he looked apoplectic.

I probably would’ve been, too, if I’d lost five grand on a clumsy mistake like that.

But I wasn’t interested in him, I wanted to know who had been so good as to almost beat me. I craned my neck over the approaching spectators, who were all eager to fawn over me, over Stacey, over my car, and I watched as one purple door opened, and the driver stepped out.

And when they did, my jaw dropped.

Because it was Nia Harris.
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Chapter 4

Nia Harris, chief mechanic of Krenshaw Autoshop, was a street racer.

And a damn good street racer at that.

I supposed, really, this wasn’t that much of a surprise. Half the Crimson 88 transfers I’d sent her way were involved in the street racing scene, and the other half were eager fans, not unlike the people crowding around Stacey and me now. Even before they’d filtered into Krenshaw Autoshop as employees, I’d known it had been a favored mechanic for those seeking more than simple repairs for their vehicles.

Honestly, I was just pleased to see its head mechanic had intimate knowledge of the modification-oriented customer base.

It was plain from the expression on Nia’s face that she recognized me immediately, and she walked over with that same evaluating look as when we’d first met a few weeks ago. I would’ve bet good money she was a skilled haggler who was able to tell the price of a car or a part with barely a glance.

“Congratulations,” she said once she was in earshot. “Clearly, I had you pegged wrong at the shop. I didn’t think you’d be the type of guy to put his money where his mouth is.”

“Only sensible place to put it,” I said with a shrug and extended a hand. “Good race.”

“Likewise,” she answered with a smile, and she took my hand. “I almost had you there.”

“Almost.” I grinned. “But not quite.”

“That was some incredible driving,” Stacey gushed from beside me. “How long have you been on the scene?”

I’d never seen her this excitable and eager, and I was reminded of Clare’s infectious enthusiasm.

“Longer than I’ve been at Krenshaw,” the older woman answered with a slanted, roguishly proud grin. Then she turned her head to glance back at her car, which was glittering under the streetlamps. “Lenny saw how well I took care of my rides and offered me a job, way back when.”

Having met Lenny Krenshaw myself, I knew exactly how keen of an eye he’d had, even setting aside his ability to see auras. The fact the business was still flourishing even after he’d sold it to me was a testament to its employees’ work ethic.

“How are things going down there?” I asked. “New recruits still behaving?”

“Surprisingly, yes,” Nia told me with a smile. “It was a little rough at first, a few egos needed taking down a few pegs, but for the most part, they’re doing well.”

She cocked her head to the side then and smirked a little, and her large hoop earrings glinted almost mischievously.

“And it doesn’t hurt that they can apply those skills to their own rides,” she added. “I expect a couple are probably here tonight to show off a little, even if they weren’t in the race-- which means I should make myself scarce.”

I chuckled. Of course, as their superior, she wouldn’t want to hinder her reputation as the stern, intimidating boss if she was seen to be fawning over cars.

“Don’t worry,” Stacey said with a wink. “We’ll keep your secret.”

“Appreciate it,” Nia chuckled, and she tipped up her chin at me as she turned back to her car. “That was some nice driving, but don’t expect me to go easy on you next time.”

“I welcome the challenge,” I assured her with a grin.

Already, I was eager to go up against her again, to continue to push myself in this arena. Dragons, of course, would never settle for being anything other than the best.

“Oh,” I added, and Nia paused while half-turned away. “One more thing.”

I reached into the bucket of winnings the race master had pressed into my hands, and I fished out an envelope at random and handed it to Nia.

“Second place should at least be allowed to break even,” I said.

If I hadn’t been there, she would’ve won this race easily, and I suspected five grand meant a lot more to her than to me.

Nia’s lips parted in surprise. She took the envelope, opened it to quickly thumb through the cash, and looked up at me with an amused smile.

“Thanks, boss,” she said, and the title sounded almost sincere.

Then she gave a casual salute and headed back to her Corvette, and her pineapple hair quickly became lost as the crowd of excited drivers and spectators pressed closer around Stacey and me, as if proximity to the winners might gift them similar skill or luck.

It was pleasing to bask in their praise and adoration. Even back in Coilfell, I’d never really had that. Humans, knowing my true form, had kept a large distance between themselves and me. Their reverence had been higher, in a way. But less fun, when all was said and done.

Men and women were eager to talk about the specs of my car, to flirt with Stacey and I, to discuss the details of the circuit. People wanted to know if I would be turning up to the next race, and between the fact I barely knew what my life would look like from one week to the next, and it was both easier and more fun to maintain an air of mystery, I just shrugged and gave an enigmatic smile.

Before long, I spied another familiar face in the crowd. Bailey, the sales rep who’d escorted me to my first race. He was admiring the Urus with the knowing familiarity of someone who knew exactly who it belonged to, and what it felt to ride inside of. I pushed through the people to come stand beside him, and when he noticed me, he started a little.

“Hey!” he said, half in a greeting, half in an expression of surprise. He grinned. “Nice driving. Didn’t even need my tips this time.”

“You told me all the basics last time,” I reminded him. “Now, it’s just about applying them correctly.”

“No question you did that,” Bailey said with a laugh. “Not many drivers beat Lady Phantom.”

Clearly, that was Nia’s racer name, in the same vein as Snake Eyes and T-Bag. I had to say, hers was a lot classier, and I wondered if I’d been dubbed with a name like that, or if it was my job to select one and pass it around.

“It was close,” I admitted. “But I don’t lose.”

“Apparently not,” Bailey agreed.

He was grinning at me brightly, and I could tell he was pleased I remembered him. He probably didn’t get much attention at these things, because he wasn’t a racer.

“I’m saving up for the next one,” he then told me.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked, and he nodded eagerly.

“I know what I said last time, and I’m still kind of scared as hell, but being in the car with you… it was electric. I want to feel like that again. I want to be capable of that.”

“Well, if you know every other course as well as you knew the Pulaski Loop, I’d say there’s a decent chance,” I said. “Like I said, once you have all the basics, it’s just about applying them correctly.”

Stacey came over then, having extricated herself from the various fans. Despite having not been the driver, she’d held court by virtue of clearly being with me, and by demonstrating she knew more than her fair share about cars. She smiled politely at Bailey as she approached, and I didn’t miss how he stared a little and seemed awed by the beautiful woman who deigned to notice his existence.

“Who’s this?” she asked me.

“Bailey,” I answered. “He helped me with my first race. He’s gonna be a racer himself at some point.”

“Y-Yeah,” the kid answered with a shaky grin. “Soon as-- soon as I save up for the buy-in.”

“We look forward to meeting you on the track then, Bailey,” Stacey told him with another wink.

I thought for a moment his knees might buckle, and I wondered if he had managed to get to know a woman since we’d last met.

Even if he had, I could hardly blame him for reacting to Stacey as he was. To put it mildly, I had never met a woman like her, and it seemed few other people had, either.

“I don’t,” Bailey said blankly. Then he seemed to panic. “I mean! Because I wouldn’t beat you guys! Not because I don’t-- I do! I--”

“We know what you meant,” Stacey assured him graciously, and then she slipped her arm through mine and smiled up at me. “Maybe I can negotiate on your behalf, if we ever do.”

“Impress me, and I’ll make sure you’re not out of pocket, at the very least,” I said with a smirk.

Bailey grinned and seemed eager to rise to the challenge.

No matter how timid, I could always admire someone willing to put in hard work. He gave an enthusiastic salute and then headed back into the crowd, which left Stacey and I to slide into the Urus and slip away from the intersection.

Always leave them wanting more, after all.

“He’s a sweet kid,” Stacey remarked as I drove at a leisurely pace through the dark, quiet streets of the city.

“He was practically falling over himself when you spoke to him,” I noted with a chuckle.

“Like I said, sweet,” she pointed out in a teasing tone. “But he clearly knows his stuff, if you’ve taken to him.”

“I admire hard workers,” I said with a shrug.

I was still buzzing all over with the adrenaline high of speed and victory, and maybe that was softening my edges a little and making me more generous than I would’ve ordinarily been.

But I’d still made a forty-grand profit, excluding my own buy-in and the one I’d returned to Nia, so I was in a good mood.

“I forgot how much I love the racing scene,” Stacey said with a sigh, and she crossed her legs in her seat, which had the effect of raising the hem of her leather minidress another tantalizing inch.

She saw me looking and smirked.

“I’d like to see you race, next time,” I said.

I remembered keenly how it had felt to be her passenger in Los Angeles. Heady as a drug. If that was anything like how she’d felt tonight, watching me, then it was a wonder she could sit still right now.

Or maybe she couldn’t.

“Pull over,” Stacey suddenly murmured in a voice so firm and forceful I didn’t even try to question it.

We were halfway back to her house, on some stretch of road lined only by trees, rather than buildings.

Once we were safely off the asphalt, I switched off the engine and turned to look at Stacey, but I barely had time to twist my head before her lips crashed into mine, and she was straddling my lap in the driver’s seat.

I hadn’t even seen her take off her seatbelt.

I kissed her hungrily and realized in real time this was just what I’d needed, just what I’d been craving. I’d heard stories back in Coilfell how the best thing after a good fight was an equally good fuck, and it seemed the same principle applied to the thrill of a race.

My hands slid up over her generous curves, and I gripped at her backside as she rolled her hips against my crotch with shameless abandon. I couldn’t help but groan into her mouth as my hips bucked up into hers on instinct, and she gave a soft gasp.

I slanted a lazy grin at her, and she smirked down at me.

“You like watching me drive that much?” I asked in a quiet voice, little more than a breath.

“I like going fast,” she purred back, and she carded the fingers of one hand through my hair, then gripped hard and pulled my head back with such purpose I couldn’t help but hiss with the sharp, tingling pleasure of it.

I kept smirking at her, and my lips were parted just enough so she could catch a glimpse of my slightly too pointy canines-- my one concession to draconic vanity in this human form.

“Is that what you want?” I asked, and I gripped her hips harder. “Fast?”

“Don’t you?” she gasped back, and I found I couldn’t refute her point.

She kissed me again, almost hard enough to bruise. Our tongues plundered one another’s mouths, and I found myself desperate to taste her as I bit at her lips and committed every sensation of her to memory.

Stacey moaned and pressed herself against me as we kissed, and she arched her back and rolled her hips against mine. I reached down and found the button on the seat that kicked it back, which moved us to a half-upright position that was both more comfortable and more versatile.

I couldn’t imagine she wanted to accidentally hit the horn any more than I did.

“Ethad,” Stacey panted, and her hands slipped under the hem of my black t-shirt and pushed it up, so her palms were cool against my skin.

My own hands pushed up the hem of her leather minidress even further to reveal the lacy black panties she wore underneath, and now it more closely resembled a tube top than a dress.

“Ahhh,” she whined when I pressed two fingers to the damp lace, and she ground down against them desperately.

I wanted to smirk, to lord the control I held over her, but the fact was she lorded just as much over me, as evidenced when she scrambled to undo the buttons of my dark jeans, slipped a hand down the front, and palmed my already-hard cock.

I groaned into her mouth as we touched one another, and I wondered if this was what teenagers in this world did, fumbling one another in cars to get away from nosy parents. There was a mischievous, adolescent thrill to this, and an illicit feeling from the knowledge we were not supposed to be doing this here.

When I finally pushed aside the thin strip of lace covering Stacey’s pussy, I hissed at the wetness there. She was slick with it, and my fingers slid easily between her folds. She gasped into my mouth as she pressed herself against me, and her nails dug into my sides and made me hiss.

She pushed my shirt up higher so it was bunched around my shoulders, and the space was too cramped, my mind too focused on my fingers between her thighs, to bother pulling away and lifting my arms so she could remove it. Instead, I pulled away from her lips and cupped my free hand to the back of her head, and my mouth found the pulse point on the throat. Then I smiled against her skin when she gasped and moaned out loud, since she was no longer able to stifle the sounds against my lips.

“Yes, Ethad, keep touching me just like that,” she whined again as I licked and sucked at her throat, and I began rubbing tight little circles over her clit.

I could already feel her thighs beginning to twitch with the approaching onslaught of her orgasm. Moving my thumb to her clit, I slid two fingers inside her and curled them just the way I knew she liked, and she gave a high-pitched cry as one hand gripped the back of my neck for dear life. The other was still palming at my cock, but now she slipped under my boxers and took hold of me in her hand, and she pumped my shaft in time with my hand in her pussy.

“Fuck,” I hissed against her neck, and I nipped the soft dark skin.

She moaned softly, and I grinned. I wasn’t the only one who liked a sharp edge to things. It seemed appropriate here, as we got quick and dirty in the front seat.

“Ethad…” Stacey mumbled into my ear. “I’m close, I-- I’m gonna--”

“Cum for me,” I ordered.

I wanted to see her. Wanted to feel her clench and spasm around my fingers. Her grip on my cock had tightened with her own desperation, and I had to focus not to let myself get too lost.

Not yet.

“Come on,” I encouraged her as I felt her go tense with anticipation. Her legs were twitching, and her breaths came out short and shallow. “Let me make you feel good.”

“You dooooo,” she moaned, and she pulled my head up to kiss me sloppily.

Then she gasped again and pressed her forehead against mine. I kept up the steady, unrelenting rhythm of my thumb on her clit, and I could begin to feel those first twitches.

“Oh, god!” she suddenly cried out.

That was it.

A moment later, she came apart on my hands with a cry, and she clung to my shoulders as she shuddered in my lap. She bucked her hips and gasped for air as she rode the waves of pleasure, and when she finally came down to earth, her dark eyes were almost entirely swallowed by her pupils. She kissed me hungrily, and I could tell one orgasm would not be enough to sate her.

“Now,” she mumbled against my lips.

She had one hand on the side of my neck to hold my mouth to hers, and the other shuffled and shoved my underwear down just enough that my cock sprang free. We were pressed so closely together it was trapped between my stomach and hers, and I groaned as I felt the soft, warm skin of her abdomen against my shaft.

“Want you now,” Stacey mumbled, and she took hold of my cock and pumped me a few times just to make sure I was ready.

As if I would ever need encouragement with the sight of her in my lap like this.

I could see the wetness of her first orgasm glistening around the lips of her pussy, and if we hadn’t been in such cramped quarters, I would have lifted her to my lips and drunk of her until she came again on my tongue while screaming my name.

As for right now, I was more than happy to settle for her riding my cock.

I hissed with pleasure as she gripped me, and she was purposeful as she was with everything. Tidily, with the practiced expertise of someone who knew exactly how this went, she lifted herself up and sank down onto me with a single confident stroke.

We both gasped at that first thrust. Stacey’s mouth hung open, and she pressed her forehead to mine as she rocked gently and adjusted to my size. After a moment, the rocking movements became quicker, harder, more insistent.

“God…” she whimpered. “You feel so good…”

“So do you,” I slurred. It was almost impossible to keep hold of my senses like this, and I gripped her hips hard and rolled her against me. “Fuck, you feel so good.”

We didn’t talk much after that, since we were too overwhelmed by one another. We panted into one another’s mouths and listened to the other’s breathing, and the world narrowed to the beats of our hearts in tandem, thrumming pulses, and electrified nerves, all concentrating at the place where we were joined.

“Stacey…” I mumbled as I clenched my jaw against the haze of pleasure. It was taking everything in me not to completely lose myself, but I didn’t want this to be over just yet. “Fuck… Stacey…”

“Ethad,” she panted in agreement.

It was all we were capable of right now, our minds completely overridden. She had one hand on my shoulder, with the other on the roof of the cabin steadying herself as she rode me, and her pace was relentless.

I took one hand from guiding her hips to press between us, just a light press of her clit, enough to give her just that little more stimulation I knew she would need. I wanted to make her feel good, and I wanted to crash into pleasure alongside her.

“Oh, fuck!” Stacey gasped sharply, and she clutched at my shoulder and neck and pressed herself to me as her movements became even more desperate and erratic.

Her breasts, still covered by the leather of her minidress, jiggled against my face and bounced in time with the urgent rhythm of her hips.

I could feel the tension building again as her wet walls fluttered around me. I almost had to grit my teeth to hold on because it all felt so good, the way she clung to me, the delicious feel of her pussy around my cock, the warm panting of her breathing in my ear. It was all far too much.

“Come on,” I growled as I gripped at her ass and delivered a sharp spank to her right cheek. “Cum for me.”

And she did.

The tension built, and then just snapped, and Stacey threw herself against me. She was shaking and shuddering as I continued thrusting and stroking her clit, and I coaxed her through her orgasm before I barreled into my own a moment later. With a sharp cry, I gave one last thrust, and my vision splintered into bits of white as I spilled myself deep inside her.

At last, the high subsided and, still panting, we looked at one another and then grinned.

“Fuck,” Stacey sighed.

She shifted against me, and I winced from overstimulation. I was still nestled deep inside her, and the sensation erred on too much.

After a long moment, she carefully dismounted me, and once she was back in her own seat, she reached up and pulled her sodden panties clean off. I couldn’t help but stare as she crossed her legs tidily, almost daintily, and I thought only of how easy it would be to pull her onto my lap and do it all over again, without even the barest barrier between us.

I settled for tucking myself back into my jeans before I started the car again, and the engine hummed agreeably underneath us.

“Leave it on, next time,” Stacey said as she settled contentedly into her seat, and I pondered the lack of underwear between her and the vibrations.

Then I swallowed hard. We were never going to make it home at this rate.

My initial plan had been to drop Stacey off before heading back to Danielle’s, but by the time I had parked and Stacey was climbing out of the car, satedness had evaporated into a ravenous hunger once again, and I let her pull me inside.

We’d barely made it past the front door before my hand was between her legs again. She came on my fingers with a wail of my name, and then she dragged me to the bedroom and shimmied out of her dress. She’d barely stripped off my clothes before I grabbed her, turned her around, and pressed her down on her hands and knees into the bed.

“You want fast?” I purred in her ear.

“Please,” she whimpered excitedly and rubbed her ass against my newly-hard cock.

Her wish was my command, and I bottomed out inside her in a single, brutal thrust.

I hadn’t quite realized just how much a race would flare up my more draconic aspects until, several rounds later, we were both utterly spent and probably at risk of dehydration if we went again.

“Fuck, I love dating a dragon,” Stacey sighed appreciatively as she stretched out across her silky bedsheets. She made a deeply satisfied noise as her back arched off the mattress. “We should bring the other three on a race next time. Imagine the fun we’d get up to with all five of us fired up like that.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I said, even if I mostly panted it. I doubted I’d been this exhausted in decades.

It had been pretty fun to wind up this way, though.

Not long after that, we both passed out, and the next morning, we each showered, changed, and drove over to Danielle’s. She, Clare, and Liang were already eating breakfast by the time we walked in, and before Clare could say anything about the race, I held up the envelopes of winnings.

“Oh, my god,” the red-haired woman mumbled when she saw them, and she grabbed an envelope from my hands and opened it to make sure it really was cash in there. “Holy crap!”

Danielle was similarly dumbstruck once she saw the cash for herself. Liang slowly ran her fingers over the bills, and her jaw dropped as I told her she was holding hundred-dollar bills.

“Let’s have sex on the money,” Clare announced in a deadpan voice, and she looked over at Stacey and me completely seriously.

“Oh, my god, Clare!” Danielle laughed, and she flushed bright red. “It’s ten in the morning! On a Sunday!”

“So? We don’t go to church,” Clare pointed out with a grin. “I’ve always wanted to have sex on a bed covered in money. It’s, like, a bucket list thing.”

“Maybe another time,” I promised, and I gave her a slow, sweet kiss.

There would definitely be other races in my future, for one thing.

“Aw,” Danielle pouted as she watched Clare and I kiss, and then she looked at Stacey with a smirk. “Did you tucker him out without us? No fair!”

“Racing gets his motor going,” the bespectacled woman said with a shrug that was completely undercut by her shameless grin. “And mine, for that matter.”

“Good to know,” Danielle said with a wink.

“Sounds like the two of you had a very fun night, then,” Liang noted as she handed back the envelope she’d been feeling her way through.

I smiled and kissed her slowly. She kissed me back, lingering a moment, and brushed her hand over my cheek.

“I think you’d like racing, too,” I told her in a low voice. “It’s more about what you feel than what you see. The vibration of the car, the rush of air, the roar of the engine.”

“It sounds… exhilarating,” the blind woman agreed, and her smile held a hint of wryness. “As does Clare’s idea about the money.”

“She’s down!” Clare cried victoriously, and she grinned at us all.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I never said I wasn’t ‘down,’” I assured her.

“Neither did I,” Stacey added while looking extremely enthused by the notion.

Even Danielle, under her blush, seemed undeniably intrigued.

“Does this mean you’re okay with me racing, then?” I asked Clare in a more sober tone.

Her joking demeanor calmed somewhat, and she seemed to look a little conflicted.

“I mean, I still worry about you-- even if I guess it is a bit stupid,” she muttered.

“It’s never stupid,” I said.

Sure, I was strong and fast and durable, but worry didn’t come from a place of logic. It was about love. About wanting to protect those you held dear.

Clare seemed encouraged by this, and she smiled and raised a hand to cup my cheek. For a moment, I was cast back to when we’d first fallen into one another’s orbit in this world. The young woman with her Chicago pullover who’d had to drive me around, because I hadn’t known the first thing about cars then.

“I appreciate that,” she said earnestly. “I guess I just… what if you overshoot at some point? Miscalculate and hurt yourself?”

“Even if that did happen, I can just transform into my hybrid form,” I reminded her. “I’m almost invulnerable like that, certainly against mundane damage like a car crash.”

As unlikely-- borderline impossible-- a miscalculation on my part would be, non-magical things couldn’t really hurt me, unless I was in my fully-human form.

“I suppose that’s true,” she admitted, and her smile became a little shy and sheepish. “As long as you stay safe.”

“Always,” I swore.

As I had every time she had asked this of me, and as I would every time she would ask it of me in the future.

I then turned to Liang. I hadn’t missed the slight dark circles under her eyes when Stacey and I had walked in, but so far, no one had mentioned them.

“How did you sleep?” I asked her in a soft voice.

Danielle, who had her arm looped through Stacey’s, led the bespectacled woman into the kitchen with promises of coffee, which Stacey was only too eager to accept. Both of them cast a concerned glance back at the seer as they passed us, though.

“It was… fitful,” Liang admitted with a small sigh. “Every time I was about to fall asleep, I kept being… jolted by something.”

“Like a hypnic jerk?” Clare asked, but Liang shook her head.

“A little, but less base than that,” she said. “I saw an image. Just a flash of it, each time. It took several times before I was able to parse it.”

“And?” I prompted.

“And it was just a street,” she said with a shrug.

“What street?” Clare and I asked in unison.

Slowly, Liang described a building with a sign in front of it. Her description left a lot to be desired because she didn’t have the same conception of things like color as a seeing person did, but Clare knew this city well, and it wasn’t long before she realized where Liang was describing.

“That’s in Logan Square,” she said. “There’s a bunch of fancy cocktail bars and chic clubs around there.”

“And a portal?” I asked as I glanced between the two women.

Clare looked at Liang, but Liang shrugged again.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It was just an image. Imprecise, but… I don’t know. It might be worth taking a look.”

“It’s definitely worth a look!” Danielle called from the kitchen.

“How did you do this so quickly?” Stacey asked as she and the blonde woman returned with coffees in hand.

Stacey had two and passed one of them to me, which I accepted gratefully.

Clearly, the bespectacled woman was still worried about Liang pushing herself and her abilities too far. I had to admit, that was a concern of mine, too, but Liang was unbothered.

“I guess that session in the tank… opened something up,” she said. “Only a little, but enough that stuff is coming a little easier. I don’t feel drained, if that’s what you’re worried about. Just a bit… tired.”

We all agreed the most logical course of action was to go check this out ourselves, so we all piled into the Urus and, with Clare’s faithful directions, soon pulled up on the intersection Liang had described.

At first glance, it seemed completely mundane. Being a Sunday morning, there wasn’t a great deal going on, beyond a few people sitting outside coffee shops. Restaurants, clubs, and bars were all closed, and at least from my perspective, I sensed nothing unusual or magical.

It was plain from Liang’s expression as we walked around the area that she was becoming less confident in what she had perceived last night.

“I can sense magic here,” she said at last, and her brow was furrowed with frustration. “I just… I don’t know beyond that. It’s weak. Maybe it’s old.”

“Possibly you’re sensing a portal that’s already opened, instead of one that will open in the future,” Clare suggested.

She pulled out the map Kevin had marked up yesterday and added a faint cross in pencil to the spot we were standing in now. Still no pattern emerged. I doubted one ever would, but it was still a good idea to keep track.

“Maybe,” Liang said, though her tone was unconvinced. She clearly thought Clare had just said that to assuage her feelings.

At any rate, it was clear that if Astrum was planning to open another portal and send another creature through, he wasn’t ready to do so just yet.

“I’m sorry,” Liang sighed as her shoulders slumped. “Prophecies are imprecise about many things, it’s only with hindsight they become clear. And time especially is--”

“Stop that,” Danielle cut in sharply, and there was a fire in her golden-brown eyes. “You have nothing to apologize for. The three of us don’t have a lick of magic in our veins, and even Ethad is limited to his dragon abilities. You’re already doing so much, Liang, don’t punish yourself for not meeting your own lofty goals.”

The blind woman stopped speaking and smiled softly, like she was encouraged by Danielle’s words. The blonde didn’t often speak so forcefully, but when she did, it was always with purpose.

I watched as Danielle scanned the area, and I could almost see the gears turning in her head. She loved puzzles, and this was just a more abstract version of the same problems she dealt with at work every day. Problem, solution. A logical trail connecting the two, if one knew how to forge it.

“If Astrum has sent something else, and Liang is sensing an older portal, we should be on our guard,” she said at last. “So far, everything except Ethad and Aethelind has been a bloodthirsty monster intent on killing as many people as possible.”

“It would be wise to keep alert,” I agreed grimly, but as we began to leave, something else touched the edge of my perception.

The barest hint of something familiar.

I stopped dead and frowned, and I turned back to look at the street, as though something previously invisible would suddenly reveal itself to me.

Nothing did.

“Ethad?”

The others had stopped and were looking back at me, each of them with some variation of confusion or concern on their faces. I didn’t turn back to look at them right away, since I was seeking that same whiff of faintly-familiar magic, just to confirm I hadn’t imagined it.

“I know something here,” I murmured as I tried to parse exactly what that ‘something’ was, but to no avail. “Not Astrum’s magic. Something… else.”

“Could it be Aethelind’s?” Stacey ventured, but I shook my head.

I’d spent enough time with the female dragon by this point that I knew well the shape of her magic, as well as I knew Astrum’s or my own. This wasn’t it.

But it was something I had encountered before.

I racked my brain to figure out what magic-- whose magic-- I had felt, who could still be alive. I’d vanquished the vampires and the banshees and every other monster Astrum had thrown at me. The succubae hadn’t been here in decades, and they’d all died, too.

What else was there?

Before I could come to any kind of conclusion, my phone began to ring, and when I looked at the screen, I saw it was Shen.

“Do you have good news?” I asked when I answered.

Liang had a knowing expression on her face, even though I had not said who was calling, and my phone wasn’t on speaker. Perhaps she could just… sense him.

“Of a sort,” came Shen’s answer. “I’ve looked into the remaining gangs of Chinatown as best I can. But in the wake of the Taowu’s destruction, many of the old gangs were wiped out. The Crimson Lotus Society, the Black Jade Syndicate-- and of course you yourself wiped out the Red Lantern Clan. Well, what remained of it.”

“Mm,” I muttered. I wasn’t overly interested in a list of the people it couldn’t be.

“The Yen Clan have no reason to start a war with us,” Shen continued, which made sense, since the Crimson 88 had, of course, given them their entire cocaine sector. “And from the remaining gangs here, none are large enough to come after the Crimson 88 while the rest of Chinatown is in tatters. With so much unclaimed territory, the priorities lie elsewhere.”

“So, what you’re saying is they would come after us later rather than now,” I said.

“In a sense,” Shen admitted. “Months from now, perhaps. But there is too much going on at this moment.”

That only left one possibility, and Shen spoke it just as I was coming to that conclusion myself.

“Whoever trashed the Golden Dragon and our other businesses is not a Chinatown gang.”

“And where does that leave us?” I asked him.

“In my case, blinder than I would like,” Shen answered with a sigh. “My influence and knowledge beyond Chinatown are limited. We have always banded together to protect against outsider gangs, but with so many strong players removed from the board, that defense has crumbled.”

“I see,” I said. “Well. It’s not all bad.”

“Oh?” Shen asked.

“As it happens, I have a passing familiarity with someone well-connected with the rest of Chicago’s underbelly. I don’t think they would object too much if I called upon them for information about these attacks.”

“You do?” Shen asked in a surprised tone. “Or, that is, you don’t? Who is your contact?”

Despite the solution it presented, it gave me no pleasure to say the words, the answer to Shen’s question.

“Eli Finch,” I said.
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Chapter 5

Shen was surprised, but he deferred to my expertise. He kind of had to, since I was technically his boss.

It was a strange thing to know more than a well-established former gang leader. But I’d made some strange friends for myself since arriving here on Earth.

Not that I would consider Eli Finch a friend. He seemed altogether too slippery and too bereft of morals for my liking. But I was at least confident he was too scared of retribution to try anything. I had, after all, dispatched the wendigo, which inadvertently allowed him to regain control of his own organization.

He owed me his livelihood, and he was under no illusions about how easily I could take it away from him, if I wanted to.

When I hung up the phone, I was not surprised to see the others all peering at me with a combination of concern and intrigue.

“Finch,” Clare said in a halting tone. “Why are you mentioning him at a time like this?”

“I need to… handle something,” I explained carefully.

“Handle what?” Danielle pressed, and she put a hand on her hip, like she was almost daring me to challenge her. “We’re grown adults, Ethad. You can tell us more than vague outlines.”

“Whoever’s been trashing the businesses in Chinatown isn’t local,” I said. “It’s not another Chinatown gang.”

Liang was the one to react most strongly. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted in shock.

“Then who?” she asked.

“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” I said. “Finch is about the only contact I have in Chicago’s underworld, other than Shen, so I need to go pay him a visit.”

“Are you sure?” Stacey asked, and a furrow had appeared between her ruthlessly-shaped brows. “I know his name, Ethad. He’s not someone to trifle with idly.”

“Have you ever known me to do anything idly?” I pointed out with a sharp grin.

She rolled her eyes, as did Danielle, but it was fond.

Clare, however, kept her gaze fixed squarely on me.

“He might not be able to physically hurt you, but that doesn’t mean he’s powerless,” she warned me. “He knows things, he has contacts. He could try to out you as the new leader of the Crimson 88. He could even try to tie you to some of the killings done by other monsters you’ve stopped.”

It was true that a lot of the deaths Chicago had recently been plagued by went unsolved. Very few of the monsters I’d killed had done me the courtesy of leaving a human body for the cops to helpfully blame for everything.

“He can try,” I told Clare firmly. “But he seems to be a smart man, from what I’ve seen. He won’t recklessly endanger himself just to hurt me.”

“He will if he thinks the benefits outweigh the risks,” Liang said, and her voice had taken on that eerily-certain note. Like her words, as she spoke them, were being carved into a stone slab of fate.

“She’s right,” Stacey agreed. “He’s a gambler, Ethad. All criminals like him are. They see the risk of breaking the law, of being caught and punished, and weigh it against what they stand to gain.”

“And after a while, they get rich enough that even if they are caught, no one will do anything about it,” Clare added in a tone that was unexpectedly bitter.

I couldn’t disagree, though. In Coilfell, wealth was near paramount, maybe even stronger than the authority of a king. It wasn’t quite supreme, though. That seemed to go to sheer power, like the magic wielded by my kind.

Or, more recently and far more inexplicably, the likes of Astrum.

Here on Earth, in lieu of kings and magic, money had no competition. Wealth bought lawyers, judges, juries, and the cops themselves. People were told to look the other way, told to think of the law as a two-tiered system. One rule for the peasants. No rules for the rich.

It boiled my blood to think of the vile impunity such a system would engender. Terrible crimes could be committed in broad daylight, and no one would be punished. Murders in the streets. Abused children. The money of hardworking people stolen by those who already had more than they knew what to do with.

This was the reason I’d refused Eli Finch when he had offered me work. Because I knew no fortune in the world was worth the amoral filth he would need me to stoop to.

“I’m not going to work for him,” I promised Clare, and I stepped forward, put my hands on her arms, and rubbed lightly.

“I believe you,” she said as she smiled up at me a little nervously. “But that doesn’t mean he won’t have some trick up his sleeve. Some… bargain. That’s what he does.”

“I’ll be careful,” I assured her, and this seemed to put the red-haired woman at ease a little.

Having her concerns taken seriously was better than dismissing them out of hand.

“That’s all we ask,” Danielle said, and she came to join our embrace.

A moment later, Liang, guided by Stacey, joined us, and the five of us were enveloped in one another.

I kissed each of them on the hair before we parted.

“What should we do about this place, then?” Stacey asked me.

“I’m not sure there’s anything to do,” I admitted. “Whatever I’m sensing, I can’t quite get a read on it yet. And I don’t think it’s something Liang can do alone.”

“If you’re going off it being similar, there’s little I could do without you,” the seer admitted. “I could try to strengthen your own perception, maybe? Or fold it into my own, but you’d need to be present for that. And I’d need time to figure out how to… how to do that.”

“Don’t push yourself,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

“Go do what you need to do,” Danielle encouraged.

The four of them were still close to one another, and I saw them reach for hands and shoulders. I was relieved that even if I had to leave them for a moment, they would not be alone. They loved one another as fiercely as they loved me.

My companions. The most wondrous treasures I had ever held.

So, after calling an Uber for the girls, I followed Danielle’s instructions and my own instincts. I hopped into the car and drove out to the seedy, abandoned-feeling district of Chicago. Old industrial buildings, long since disused, loomed out of gloomy mist that rolled in from the water.

One of them, a dilapidated factory, displayed a rusted, decaying sign that read ‘Soul Soles Shoes’.

But of course, I knew it wasn’t quite so abandoned as it endeavored to appear.

I heaved open one of the huge steel doors that would have led into the factory’s loading bay, back when it had been being used for its intended purpose. Inside was unexpectedly warm and bright, with yellow-orange bulbs flickering ahead. The industrial fluorescents had probably been broken for decades, but an effort had been made to string up newer lights in their place, and the whole floor was bathed in a deep orange glow, as though hovering above magma.

I sighed a little wistfully. I did miss my volcano sometimes.

“Hey!” a sharp voice suddenly called out, and I was pulled from my brief reverie.

I looked over to see a group of men clustered around a table, evidently playing some card game. They were all glowering at me.

“Don’t mind me,” I said. “Just here to see the boss.”

“Sure you are,” one of them, a large man with a shaved dome of a head and tattoos over his throat and hands, grunted. Then he slammed down his hand of cards and rose from his seat in a great heave of muscle.

I had seen pictures of so-called ‘bodybuilders’ in my time on Earth, and this man was not one of them. Those had been improbably-triangular men whose musculature had been built for display rather than usage. It was, I supposed, an impressive sight, but the effort that went into maintaining such an appearance was, to me, greatly dulled by the pointlessness of it all.

This man, however, was broad and barrel-chested. He was an enormous rectangle of a man, with thick arms and legs. Someone whose build was genuinely honed for strength.

Someone who, had I been an ordinary human, would have posed a dangerously formidable opponent.

But, as luck would have it, I was not an ordinary human, so when this cuboid of meat advanced on me and went to grab me by the shirt, presumably to lift me off the ground and throw me down, I grabbed his wrist.

I moved faster than any human reflexes could hope to evade, and I twisted hard and yanked the man’s arm to the side so fast he let out a yelp that sounded more surprised than pained.

“I’m just here to see the boss,” I repeated.

“Fuck off!” the man half-snarled, half-howled.

“You people always insist on doing this the hard way,” I observed with a sigh. “I thought humans had self-preservation instincts.”

“Oh, yeah?” one of the other men demanded. “You sure don’t!”

This second gentleman was as tall as the first, but much slimmer. His arms were corded with lean muscle, and his expression held a nasty edge that I immediately decided I didn’t like.

He, too, slammed down his cards and advanced toward me, but I didn’t even have to let go of the first man’s arm to deal with this second one. A single square punch to the face-- just hard enough to send him reeling and fracture his nose, not hard enough to shove the bone up into his brain and kill him-- forced him backward. His long-fingered hands flew to his nose, which was now gushing blood, and he let out an enraged wail.

“Bastard!” he cried out. “Kill him!”

I sighed heavily. Maybe one day, these people would get the message, but I had a feeling that the exploits of a criminal gang generally didn’t appeal to those who’d been afforded a good education. Reason and logic probably wouldn’t do much good against these men, and there was no point fighting it.

Really, there was little point fighting them, either. In the wake of my sparring session with Aethelind, this was almost boring. Laughably easy. A punch here, a kick there, I was putting more effort into making sure I didn’t permanently injure them than anything else.

I wondered what my forebears, what the Mistress of Scales herself, would think if they saw a dragon in a fight whose main concern was not irreparably damaging his opponents. Would they laugh at the irony? Or would they be offended to see me meting out any measure of mercy against my enemies?

The thing was, I needed a favor from Eli Finch, and if I killed a bunch of his men on his doorstep, he would probably be less willing to help me, even if I could threaten him into it.

Threats soured negotiations. It was better to strike a deal in good faith, than let mistrust poison the groundwater. There would be time enough for threats and violence later, but only if they were unavoidably necessary.

Before long, the six men who’d been playing cards lay around me in a groaning heap.

“Oh, shut up,” I told them all impatiently.

They sounded like novice concubines, the kind who don’t know how to tone it down enough to be realistic.

I wondered if King Balan preferred that sort of service. A man of his age, strong as he was, probably didn’t get much reaction without paying for it, and even I knew of the rumors of whose pockets his wealth ended up in.

Well, my wealth, because he had almost certainly plundered my hoard after having Astrum send me here. It boiled my blood to think he was using my hard-won treasures to fund his own obsession with courtesans and feasts.

Still, there was nothing I could do about it for now, but as I stepped toward the ladder I knew led down into the bowels of this factory, I imagined the revenge I would rain upon that old, proud, greedy king when Aethelind and I found a way to return to Coilfell.

I wondered if his courtesans would be pleased to see his aged self killed. No more would they have to pretend to find his advances charming, his touch pleasurable. I wanted to gag just thinking about it.

As I descended the rungs of the ladder, I was a little surprised by the utter lack of commotion in this lower level. I knew how sound traveled, and the cries of the men above would have certainly reached down here.

And yet, leaning back leisurely in his chair, almost as if he had been expecting me, was the men’s boss, and he looked entirely unconcerned by the commotion above.

Eli Finch.

“I thought,” Finch said before I could even begin to explain why I was here, “we had made an agreement never to meet one another again.”

“If my memory serves, it was more of a hope than an agreement,” I pointed out. “I’ve been meaning to get in touch with you for a few weeks now. Recent events have just forced my hand.”

Finch raised one eyebrow. In the poor light, his dark hair once again gave the impression it was thinning, but I knew from past encounters that he actually just had some strange scarring over his scalp. Like he’d been clawed by some great beast.

Only now did I consider the wendigo might have been the creature to do that to him. It was certainly unlike most of the other scarring I’d seen on humans. A single line from a knife, a blot from a bullet. Not parallel lines like this.

“You don’t seem the type of person who gets ‘forced’ into much of anything,” Finch observed.

“No,” I agreed. “And yet, here I am.”

Finch cocked his head and then leaned forward in his seat, and the leather creaked beneath him.

“What can I do for you then, Mr. Cloud?” he asked.

“I need two more sets of your false identity paperwork,” I said. “Like the one you made for me a few months ago. Birth certificate, passport, all of that.”

“Two of them?” Finch remarked, and his eyes widened a little in surprise. “That kind of stuff doesn’t come cheap, you know.”

“I’m well aware,” I assured him. “But that’s not the main reason I’m here.”

Finch chuckled. Snickered, really. Something about him, I realized, was immensely adolescent. But I supposed it made sense. A life where you were beholden to nothing and no one, not even the laws of the country you lived in, or your fellow citizens’ safety, seemed incredibly immature. It was the fantasy of a teenaged boy who had no power, and so yearned to have ultimate power, even to the detriment of himself and everyone around him.

I could sympathize with disgust over being powerless, but using it to abuse others, to directly profit off their suffering, was asinine and a sure-fire way to end up reviled by everyone.

People like Eli Finch did not live to old age. Sooner or later, their habit of screwing over everyone they possibly could came back to bite them.

“You want more?” Finch asked while still chuckling. “More than two identity packets?”

“Yes,” I said. “I want to know who’s been targeting the Crimson 88’s former front businesses. And why.”

“Crimson 88?” Finch scoffed. “That’s Chinatown. I don’t do Chinatown, they don’t like us messing with their shit. Can’t say I blame ‘em, I don’t like them messing with my shit, either. We maintain a professional distance.”

“Then someone’s violating that professionalism,” I said. “Because I have it on good authority that whoever’s targeting those businesses is not themselves a Chinatown gang.”

“Oh?” The man in his chair raised a doubtful eyebrow at me.

“Chinatown was recently decimated,” I said. “With the exception of the Crimson 88, all of its major gangs have been almost completely wiped out. Smaller gangs are scrabbling for the territory, but no one has the resources to make the kind of move they’re making on the Crimson 88.”

“Well…” Finch leaned back in his chair, and again it creaked in his wake. “The ‘why’ should be obvious. The Crimson 88 are trying to go legit. Chinatown or no, even I know you don’t just get to walk away from this life.”

I cocked my head as I observed him, but I shifted my gaze so I was more looking through him than at him, a trick that served to unnerve most people I dealt with. Finch, at least, seemed mostly resistant to it, but I supposed a man like him didn’t get to where he was without becoming almost impervious to intimidation.

“Sure,” he continued. “You can purge the financial records, dump illegal merchandise, launder every red cent that comes your way. But there are rules, and there is a way of things. Territory to be controlled, money to be made. If the Crimson 88 are going legit, then their land is up for grabs. They need to be governed.”

“They’re governing themselves,” I said shortly. “I’m here on behalf of their leader. He wants his people taken care of, with reputable, steady employment and good prospects for the future. But he’s not going to passively sit by and let a turf war be fought to extort the money they bring in, just because they’re no longer trafficking drugs.”

Finch grinned at me. It was not an especially nice grin. I wondered if, somehow, he had seen through my ruse and knew I was technically the one in charge of the Crimson 88, the one who had spurred this transition into the legitimate.

“I noticed a lot of their former members had flocked to your businesses,” Finch remarked. “Is that really just a coincidence, or is the 88 under new leadership?”

I leveled a flat, unimpressed look at the man.

“I offered employment to people seeking a less dangerous way of making a living,” I said. “I don’t judge someone’s past if they give me reason to believe they want to change for the better.”

“Oh, relax!” Finch laughed, and he waved a hand. “I’ve no interest in blackmailing you. Quite frankly, I couldn’t give a shit less as to whether you’re ordering around the bastards or just doing them a good turn. And besides, we both know you could make my life a living hell if you wanted to-- a very short living hell.”

I smiled grimly. So, he still had a sense of self-preservation. Perhaps the men upstairs had been deficient. Perhaps Finch even sought out that deficiency, because it made for better foot soldiers.

Still, if someone like Eli Finch could connect the dots of the Crimson 88 coming to my businesses, others would as well. I would need to move more carefully if I was going to successfully sell the half-truth that I had just been offering these people jobs. If someone more clever than Finch went digging, how long before they found out I was technically the leader of an only-recently-reformed gang?

“My men still whisper about that red demon, you know,” Finch said in an amused tone. “Bullshit, of course, but it scared them shitless. I don’t need the man those rumors center on giving them any more grief. It’s difficult enough getting a steady workforce these days.”

“Is it?” I asked mildly. “I haven’t had any problems. Just pay them well.”

Finch shot me a look as if to say ‘careful now.’ It amused me he was more concerned about giving up another sliver of his profits than about the rumors of a demon haunting Chicago’s streets.

How much would need to happen before he began to question if those rumors were not, in fact, as crazy as they initially seemed?

“I’ll need information,” Finch then told me. “For your identity packets. What names and birthdays you want, as well as pictures for the passports.”

“I’ll get them to you,” I assured him.

Liang and Aethelind had both taken on last names, but I had no idea if Liang knew her birthday. Aethelind certainly didn’t, as dragons paid little heed to the Coilfellian calendar, and I doubted it lined up with Earth’s date system, anyway.

“But,” Finch continued, “I’m not uninterested in striking a deal with the man who did me such a large favor a few months ago. I admit, I have plenty of connections to Chicago’s other gangs. I can probably root out the people you’re looking for, if they really aren’t Chinatowners.”

“What would you want in return?” I asked, and I reached for my back pocket, since I was already anticipating I would need to fork over a hefty down payment to get the process started.

But, instead, Finch smiled.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” he said. “But I’m actually not interested in your money.”

I stared at him in confusion. Just what was he playing at?

“I’m not working for you,” I said flatly, because this was the only thing I could imagine Eli Finch might want instead of cold, hard cash.

Finch smiled a wide smile with absolutely no warmth in his beady eyes. I could see every one of his missing teeth and wondered how he had lost them. My best guess was he was a brawler who was willing to put his money where his mouth was, if push came to shove.

“That’s my price, Mr. Cloud,” he told me. “I have a job that needs doing, and it’s one you’re uniquely suited to.”

I grimaced as I envisioned any number of disgusting endeavors. Hunting a dealer who’d taken more than had been paid for. Tracking down some poor woman who’d slipped free of their leash. Being sent out as a thug to beat someone up who owed Finch money.

“I can pay you,” I said. “But I’m not working for you.”

“Well, then I guess you can take your request for information, and your need of identity packets, elsewhere,” Finch drawled, and he shrugged as if it truly didn’t matter to him.

“Or I could just kill you,” I suggested in a low, growling voice.

I saw the barest flicker of fear in Finch’s hazel eyes, but to his credit, he tamped down on it quickly.

“I certainly wouldn’t like it,” he admitted with a bland smile. “But what would you do after? If you’re here, then the Crimson 88 has exhausted all its own contacts. And you’re smart enough to know roaming the city and barging into whatever gang offices you can find-- which itself is easier said than done-- won’t get you what you need.”

I scowled at him, but Finch just looked at me with a shamelessly smug smile. If I hadn’t been so dependent on his information, I would have torn it right from his face.

“I won’t have anything to do with trafficking or with drugs,” I said at last.

“Relax,” Finch chuckled.

He seemed pleased I was at least open to discussing things. But I was not so proud that I would deliberately hamper myself to make a point. Shen had impressed the need for flexibility at times like these, and he’d unfortunately been correct.

“Really, you don’t have to worry,” Finch continued with a laugh. He rose from his creaky leather seat now and came around to my side of the desk, and he clapped a hand on my shoulder good-naturedly, as if we were friends instead of reluctant business partners.

I wished I had a way of telling him I was more than strong enough to tear his arm clean off his body. Would he rip his hand away from my shoulder, or would it freeze there, like a prey animal begging not to be noticed?

“It’s a classy job,” Finch assured me with a brazen, jovial grin. “In fact, that’s why I need you to do it. No one would buy it if I, or any of my men, showed up.”

‘Goons’ was, I believed, the word used to describe the muscular and oft-unintelligent men sent to do the violent bidding of criminal masterminds. It did convey a certain denseness of mind. A certain thuggish temperament.

And, as Clare had pointed out when she’d taught me this word, it was just plain fun to say.

“There’s a high-society event happening next Saturday night,” Finch went on, and he finally took his hand from my shoulder to wave it around in the regal wave of someone immensely wealthy. “A fundraiser for our incumbent District Attorney. He’s running for re-election.”

My mind raced. I knew the term ‘District Attorney.’ It was the person in charge of deciding how the courts prosecuted crimes. Did Finch need me to intimidate the man? Maybe even kill him?

“I’m not actually interested in the DA himself,” Finch said, as if he’d been able to sense where my mind had gone. “I’m more interested in the guests. Specifically, a man named Oliver Beckett.”

“Never heard of him,” I said.

“You wouldn’t have.” Finch shrugged. “You’ve only been here in Chicago for a couple months, right? And he’s not the flashiest of guys. He confines his political ventures strictly to donations, rather than running for offices himself. But he’s… overstepped as of late.”

“He owes you money?” I translated as I raised an eyebrow.

“He owes me a great deal of money,” Finch clarified. “And he’ll be at the event with his wife, Rhiannon.”

“I’m not going to kidnap and ransom anyone, either,” I said.

Nor was I going to intimidate either of the Becketts on Finch’s behalf. Had this man really forgotten how we had first come into contact because he’d been harassing Tony Slater? If he had, I was more than eager to remind him and reenact on him what I had done to his goons.

“And I don’t expect you to,” Finch assured me quickly. Perhaps he had realized what this sounded like and also made the connection between us and Tony. “No, I would never ask you to deal with all of that… nastiness.”

“Then what?” I asked.

“Beckett is a wealthy man,” Finch explained. “He’s refusing to pay me out of pride, not because he doesn’t have the funds. He thinks his money makes him untouchable, that a couple million in the right politicians’ pockets will save him tens of millions. I mean, he’s not wrong, just look at the state of lobbying, but I’m not a politician. I take what I’m owed.”

This was a slightly more sympathetic argument, but I still wasn’t interested in playing at being one of Finch’s thugs, even if I had the necessary clean-cut look to enter this event without raising suspicions.

“But you can get to him,” Finch continued. “I saw you did work with Peter Dallman, make no mistake he’ll be at the event, too.”

An uncomfortable feeling prickled over my skin. I hadn’t realized I was being watched this closely. I didn’t like the idea of being so closely observed by anyone, but certainly not a man like Eli Finch.

“I didn’t realize you were so interested in my activities,” I remarked coolly.

Finch smiled. There was not a hint of shame in his expression. But I doubted a man like him could get to a position like this if he was capable of feeling shame.

“Can’t blame me for wanting to keep an eye on a man like you, Ethan,” he said, and he clapped me on the shoulder again.

I didn’t like when he did that. He seemed to have an entirely unjustified view of our camaraderie.

For one, that it was in any way camaraderie.

“But,” Finch continued, “as a show of my good faith, do this for me, and in addition to getting you the identity packets, and seeing what information I can conjure up for you, I’ll back off.”

This was, I supposed, an acceptable agreement. But this only made me more suspicious about what he wanted of me.

“Once I’m at this event, what do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing too crazy,” Finch said with a shrug. “All you need to do is get Rhiannon Beckett alone and take her necklace.”

“What?”

My mind had short-circuited a little. When Finch had mentioned getting Rhiannon Beckett alone, I’d envisioned being asked to seduce her, to use her embarrassment and desire to keep her husband as a way to extort the money.

But Finch wanted me to rob her?

“This is going to be an event with security and eyewitnesses,” I pointed out.

“Take her to a side room, then,” Finch said in an unbothered tone. “Knock her out to buy yourself some time. I don’t care. Just bring me her necklace. You can’t miss it, the thing’s covered with diamonds.”

“That doesn’t really sound like your thing,” I drawled.

Finch huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh.

“Cute,” he remarked. “But not the point. That thing is insured for millions. I can sell it for a tidy profit, and Beckett will be forced to pay the insurance company through the nose for losing it on his watch.”

I smiled. It was, admittedly, an elegant scheme. It would probably also do something to dent Beckett’s reputation, too.

“See?” Finch prompted me. “I don’t need you to hurt anyone, or kill anyone. Just take a pretty necklace off a pretty lady’s neck. Easy-peasy.”

I frowned a little and was suspicious at how tame this job seemed, but Finch outstretched a hand for me to shake, to seal our deal.

“What was the money for?” I asked him. “What did Beckett need it for?”

“I never asked,” Finch said plainly, and he smiled. “That’s the thing about me, Mr. Cloud. I’m discreet. I don’t tell a story like a bank statement or a cash machine does. And in my line of work, people are usually willing to pay extra for discretion.”

Admittedly, I could see the appeal of this format. It was, after all, how I had come to be ‘Ethan Cloud’ in this world, thanks to Finch’s discretion.

While I still felt like I was missing something about this whole deal, I knew I could fight my way out of it if I had to. Finch knew it as well.

And it was this fact, Finch’s own knowledge of his own fragility, that finally let me outstretch my own hand and shake firmly.

“Deal,” I said, and he smiled dangerously.

“It’s gonna be a pleasure working with you, Mr. Cloud.”
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Chapter 6

The first thing Finch did was pull out a photograph of the necklace in question. It was a glossy, vibrant thing taken from some museum’s catalog advertising the wondrous artifacts they had on display.

And, I was forced to admit, the necklace itself was an impressive piece of craftsmanship. Each diamond had been perfectly cut for maximum shine, the settings deftly held each one in place, and the delicate swirls of white gold gave it an ethereal look. Like vines, or ivy, or something else of nature. Despite how it dripped with jewels, it wasn’t overwrought or tacky.

The piece reminded me a little of elf craftmanship, back in Coilfell. Ever since the elves had been overthrown by the dwarves centuries ago, their civilization and standing had dwindled, but never their expertise in craftsmanship. The same went for the dwarves themselves, but both races had their excellent weapons and command over magic to thank for their dominion.

It was almost sad how the dwarves had been overthrown by the goblin-kin. And how the goblins had themselves been overthrown by humans. Elves and dwarves had been a cut above most other humanoid races.

Looking at this necklace, a strange, small part of me longed for a time I had not myself been alive to witness. It was a strange, half-forgotten past, shrouded in mystery and tinted rose.

But what I thought of the necklace, and what emotions it did or did not evoke in me, was of no consequence. I was tasked with stealing it all the same.

Which meant I had a heist to prepare for.

I didn’t take a photograph of the necklace with me, because if something went wrong, I didn’t want there to be any evidence of my involvement in this theft. Having photos of the missing piece in my home was a surefire way to stir up suspicions, and if the police started looking too closely into me, who knew what else they would discover. A gang leader? A false identity? Maybe even the fact I wasn’t even human.

During the drive back to Danielle’s, I ruminated on what a man like Oliver Beckett would have needed money for, and money from a man like Finch, at that. What shameful or illegal desire had pushed him to seek funds from Chicago’s most notorious crime boss?

I supposed if I was going to find out, it would be at the event on Saturday.

“I have good news and bad news,” I told Danielle and the others as I walked into the house to find them sprawled on the couches.

I closed the door behind me, tossed my car fob into the bowl by the door, and flopped down onto the nearest available spot, between Liang and Danielle.

“Bad news first,” Stacey said briskly, from where she and Clare were sitting. “Get it over with.”

“I don’t have a lead on the Crimson 88’s attackers just yet,” I admitted.

Liang’s face fell a little.

“But,” I hastened to add, “the good news is we soon will. Hopefully.”

“Finch came through?” Clare sounded surprised, and she and Danielle exchanged a baffled look.

“I wouldn’t say ‘came through,’” I replied. “We struck a deal. I trust him to hold up his end, if only because he knows I can kill him if he doesn’t.”

“Can’t take it with you,” Danielle muttered in reference to his immense wealth, which was true.

Once Eli Finch died, there would be nothing for him. He had dedicated his life to accumulating wealth and power, and those were decidedly mortal things.

“So, what was your end of the deal?” Stacey asked, because she had never been one to miss a trick.

“He needs me to steal a necklace for him,” I said with a shrug. “Some guy owes him money, so he wants the fancy necklace his wife will be wearing at an event this weekend. It goes missing on his watch, he has to pay the insurance company, and Finch gets the proceeds from selling it.”

“Devious,” Danielle remarked, and was it just me, or did she sound just a little impressed by the plan?

“You’re going on a heist?” Clare asked with a grin.

“I guess,” I said, and I grinned back. “Why? Finally want to come to a high-society event?”

“It’s the most I’ve been tempted,” the red-haired woman giggled. “But still no. I’ll take a hoodie and sneakers any day of the week.”

“Well, I can’t show up to this thing alone,” I said. “That’ll look suspicious.”

I turned to Danielle, who was watching me with an expression that seemed to be attempting wry amusement but couldn’t help but look incredibly excited.

“The Dallmans will be there, I hear,” I added encouragingly.

“Oh, twist my arm, why don’t you,” she scoffed as she batted my arm, which made the others all laugh.

“Even I can tell you’re made for this sort of thing, Danielle,” Liang said, and she reached over to take the blonde woman’s hand in her own.

I was, not for the first time, impressed and curious by Liang’s impeccable aim. How had she known where Danielle’s hand was? She’d reached for it as easily as if she’d been able to see it.

“And Stacey,” the blind woman added, which prompted Stacey to look over sharply.

“And me what?” she asked.

“For this event on Saturday,” Liang said so simply, so frankly, that there was no point in trying to argue otherwise. “You and Danielle should both go.”

“I could certainly use the backup,” I agreed.

For one thing, it would be a lot less suspicious if I turned up with two women who were themselves known for mingling with the wealthier members of society. Peter Dallman knew Stacey as well as Danielle, since he’d been the one to put me in touch with Stacey in the first place.

“And my expertise in securing us a last-minute invite,” Stacey drawled, though she’d already pulled out her phone and begun to text someone.

I knew better than to question or worry. Stacey Brooks was, above absolutely all else, competent. With Clare’s help as administrator, she had been overseeing Cloud Contracting’s acquisition of a California-based interior design company that, among other things, specialized in hand-crafting bespoke tiles. They’d hit a rough patch recently and were eager to sell, because it would mean an influx of capital that would allow them to continue doing as they had been, to the same high-quality.

Additionally, with them being brought under Cloud Contracting’s umbrella, we would technically be licensed in California and therefore able to take on whatever job Sebastian de Luna had in store for us.

He hadn’t been in contact for a week or so, but I figured setting up a new hotel was a pretty involved process, so I wasn’t worried. He had my number, and he had Stacey’s, and he’d seemed very eager to bring us on to renovate the hotel’s bar.

“Done,” Stacey announced about ten minutes later without even looking up from her phone. “Three invites for Saturday. Black tie dress code.”

“God, you’re good,” Clare breathed as she gaped unashamedly at Stacey.

The bespectacled woman grinned, tapped her hand under Clare’s chin fondly, and then kissed her cheek.

“I’m looking forward to this,” Danielle said as she snuggled closer to me. “I haven’t been to something like this in ages.”

“I suppose Peter’s party was the last event,” I agreed.

That felt like a lifetime ago, now that I thought about it.

“Even then, that was a birthday party,” the blonde woman said. “Sure, Peter has money, but this is a proper fundraiser event. It’s on another level.”

“Just as well I’ll have you to show me how it’s done, then.” I grinned and kissed her cheek, which made her giggle.

“I’m glad I don’t have to go,” Liang admitted with a rueful laugh, and when Danielle and I both looked at her, she shrugged. “I don’t like large groups of people.”

“Because they’re too loud or because it’s more things to be aware of as you move?” Danielle asked.

“Both, I suppose,” Liang answered, and she thoughtfully twisted a lock of her sleek black hair around her finger.

“We can have a girls’ night in,” Clare announced in a satisfied tone. “We’ll be ordering takeout and wearing comfy clothes while you three are kissing up to rich people and doing sexy heist things.”

“Heists are sexy?” I smirked in amusement.

“If done right,” Stacey said with one of her sharpest, most dragon-like grins. Then she turned to Clare. “Has he seen Ocean’s 11?”

“He hasn’t,” the redhead admitted and then let out a laugh. “Oh! I know what we’re watching for our next movie night!”

Movie nights had decreased in frequency over the past couple weeks, for a few reasons. The first was we’d all been busy with other things, be they work or hobbies. The second was, now that we had Liang living with us, it seemed unfair to spend so many hours engaging in an activity she could not fully appreciate.

Danielle had explained to me something called ‘audio-description,’ but that still meant Liang was wearing a pair of headphones while the rest of us watched the movie and spoke intermittently, and she was still being isolated from the social aspect.

So, we watched fewer movies than we had, but it had resulted in us just talking more. Slowly, Danielle and I-- with increasing help from Stacey and Liang-- had been trying to encourage Clare to take one of the many disused bedrooms in the house and turn it into an art studio, so she could get back into painting.

Clare was still unsure about it, since she was unconvinced of her talent, but Danielle had pointed out that art was not about talent, it was about expressing oneself and having fun. Clare wasn’t making paintings to sell, or to become famous. She had been expressing herself, and somewhere along the way, she let embarrassment get in the way of that.

Though, frankly, I’d thought her art was good regardless. I’d tried pointing that out, but Danielle had insisted we needed to encourage Clare’s desire to just ‘paint,’ not to ‘be good at painting.’

I failed to see the distinction, which had caused the blonde woman to exasperatedly declare I was ‘so dragony sometimes,’ but we remained united in our efforts to encourage Clare, at least.

“You could watch it now, if you want,” Liang suddenly said and drew me out of my thoughts. “I was thinking I might try and meditate for a bit.”

“No,” I said at once, and from how the other three women reacted, they would’ve said the same thing. “You’ve pushed yourself a lot already on this, you need to take a break.”

“Ethad’s right,” Danielle agreed. “If you keep pushing and don’t give yourself time to rest, it’ll never come.”

“But we need to find out who has a grudge against the Crimson 88,” Liang pressed. “If I could see better, if I had more of a handle on my abilities, Ethad wouldn’t have had to go to the Finch guy.”

“That was my decision, Liang,” I said. “It had no bearing on you, or your abilities.”

“But I could have helped!” the seer insisted with a frown. “I know I’m on the cusp of… something. But I have too much information and not enough all at once. I need to practice if I’m going to improve.”

“Improvements aren’t instant, though,” Stacey said, and she looked genuinely concerned for Liang, almost to the point of distress.

“How do you know?” Liang asked. Her tone wasn’t confrontational so much as frustrated, and she clenched her hands into fists. “This isn’t an ordinary skill. It’s magic. Even Ethad doesn’t know the details, because his world doesn’t have this sort of thing. How do any of us know what does and doesn’t work?”

“We know how people work,” Danielle pointed out in a gentle tone, and she reached across me to take one of the seer’s hands. “And you need rest. You need distance to gain clarity.”

After a moment, Liang unclenched her fists, sighed, and permitted Danielle to thread their fingers together.

“And,” I added as I addressed the unspoken difficulty that laid over this whole conversation, “you don’t need to be useful to be worthy of our attention, Liang. We don’t keep you around because you’re handy.”

It was not the first time this had been pointed out to her, but things as deep-set as how you viewed yourself did not shift after a single conversation. She’d spent her whole life being treated as a tool, and that wasn’t going to be completely undone in just a couple weeks, no matter how much we insisted she was free to be herself, and she was worthy of love by virtue of being a person.

That would come with time, and all we could do was keep reminding her until she believed it.

“Besides,” I went on. “Information about gangs is entirely within our ability to get for ourselves. You should focus on the portal thing, if anything. Please, leave some stuff for us to worry about.”

At that, the seer gave a small, cautious smile. It was a victory in my book, and I leaned down to kiss her a moment before the other three descended to shower her with similar affection.

The rest of the day was calm, because it was Sunday, and tomorrow would see Cloud Contracting starting our big commercial job out at Oak Brook. We were all keenly aware of the opportunities this could secure for the company, so of course we all wanted it to go off without a hitch.

Danielle was on standby to come in and do the wiring as soon as the preliminary demo and rough-in work had been done, but until then, she would be continuing teaching the transfers at the main warehouse. Stacey’s time this week was occupied with obtaining a large enough slab of Van Gogh granite to meet an exacting client’s needs. Apparently, several smaller slabs were unacceptable, and the dimensions in question were prohibitively large.

“I can’t imagine having so much money that I can just blow it on tiny things like that.” Clare seemed genuinely aghast as Stacey explained this while we all washed up from dinner. “Like, sure, one big slab would look cooler, but to the point of throwing down millions of dollars?”

“People with more money than they know what to do with are what keeps me in business, remember,” Stacey pointed out with a grin.

After all, it had been Peter Dallman’s obsession with Baccarat crystal that had thrown her into our orbit.

“And thank god for that,” Danielle chuckled, and she paused to kiss Stacey’s cheek as she squeezed past the bespectacled woman to put plates back in the cupboard.

Once that was done, we all headed upstairs to the main bedroom. Liang’s head was less strained today, so she wanted to sleep with all of us, and the five of us piled on to Danielle’s bed.

“I know this is a super king, but if we’re going to be sleeping like this on the regular, we might need an even bigger bed,” Danielle giggled as we all snuggled in closer.

“Oh, if only you knew someone who specializes in custom-building wooden frames, and someone else whose business model is acquiring unusually large versions of regular materials,” Liang remarked in a wry tone, which had us all laughing.

“That’s not a bad idea, though,” Clare said with a grin. “When I was a kid, I wanted a room that was all bed, like, wall-to-wall mattress.”

“God, that would be a nightmare to clean,” Stacey remarked with a grimace as she played with a lock of Clare’s flaming auburn hair. Her own hair was tucked up into its silk bonnet.

“Well, I was a kid,” Clare reminded her. “But in this scenario, I guess I’m rich enough to hire a cleaner to come in and worry about it for me.”

“I wouldn’t be opposed to a bigger bed.” I grinned as I enveloped the four of them in my arms. “Not that I’m currently opposed to being in close quarters.”

“Neither am I,” Danielle said reassuringly. “It felt kind of weird, last night, with just Clare and me here.”

“I almost wish we’d gone to the race, even if I would’ve been terrified to watch,” the red-haired woman added. She then rolled onto her stomach and eyed Stacey and me eagerly. “You really saw Nia Harris?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Apparently, she goes by Lady Phantom.”

“She wanted to keep it quiet, though,” Stacey added. “I think she’s worried the younger employees at Krenshaw might be less scared of her if they knew she’s just as much of a speed freak as they are.”

“Well, the least we can do is keep her secret,” I said with a shrug.

“I actually have a contact who specializes in custom car parts,” Stacey mused. “Maybe I can facilitate some kind of business partnership between them and Krenshaw Auto-- for a healthy commission, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and the other three giggled.

I would never presume to shortchange her.

“It seems we’ll also be spending this week planning how to steal an immensely valuable necklace at a very high-profile event,” Danielle added.

“With you there, I was hoping you could do something with the CCTV footage,” I confessed to the blonde woman, who gave a knowing smile as if to say ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

“And Stacey can schmooze everyone else and talk business while you get Rhiannon Beckett alone long enough to steal the jewels.” Clare wiggled excitedly. “A real heist! This is so cool!”

“It’ll be cooler if it works,” I reminded her with a laugh. “But remember, this is about Finch and the Crimson 88.”

“Still, you must be a little relieved he didn’t have you doing something… less scrupulous,” Liang remarked, and my expression darkened a little.

“I think it crossed his mind,” I said. “But he seemed to realize there was only one way something like that would end up, and it wouldn’t be an outcome he’d be happy with.”

Additionally, though I didn’t say it to my companions as we all drifted off to sleep, I was eager to be done with this mess and have no further dealings with the likes of Eli Finch. I had already begun to feel like I was being observed by someone in this city, so I supposed it wasn’t too surprising that someone had turned out to be Finch, who had his finger on seemingly every dial.

But even so, I didn’t like being watched, especially by a man as self-serving as him.

Despite these lingering concerns, I slept well, and the next morning, Stacey headed back to her apartment to begin her own work, while Clare, Danielle, and I prepared for a day at Cloud Contracting. Liang was under emphatic instructions to just relax for the day, to indulge in music and poetry and other ‘pursuits for the soul’ as Danielle called them.

At eight-thirty, I drove out to Cloud Contracting HQ to drop off Clare in her office, Danielle to her eager students, and exchange my sleek Urus for a trusty pickup full of tools. Aethelind, Kevin, Gary, and Dave were all already there, and they were eagerly waiting to begin this project.

“I kind of love the beginning part of a job,” Dave admitted as we drove out to Oak Brook.

Gary was driving the second truck with Aethelind and Kevin, which left me in the somewhat unusual position of being alone with Dave.

Not that I didn’t like him, because the man was one of my closest friends on Earth, but he was the only one who didn’t yet know the truth about me, and ever since my inner circle had begun to learn about dragons and Coilfell and everything else, I had found less and less excuse to be alone with Dave, who remained oblivious.

At some point, I would have to change that, but now was not the time.

“It feeds the little boy inside me, y’know?” Dave continued with a grin. “When all you wanna do is destroy things and make messes. Like kicking down a sandcastle at the beach, or throwing a spaceship into a Lego tower. And then afterward, there’s the grown-up stuff of putting it back together, all neat, so you can be proud of it.”

“I’m glad you find your job so roundly fulfilling,” I said to him, and I genuinely meant it.

“Beats an office job for sure,” Dave snorted.

The project in Oak Brook concerned a theater who wanted their entire foyer-slash-entrance-hall remodeled. We had strict instructions to protect and preserve the antique crystal chandelier and make absolutely no changes to it, or changes that even maybe, possibly, potentially could damage it somehow.

“That chandelier is worth more than your entire company,” the slightly hawkish woman representing the theater had told us when we’d first gone to take our measurements for the project.

I didn’t doubt its value or its importance, but I wasn’t sure I would’ve gone that far.

It wasn’t a diamond necklace, after all.

Much of the day was spent, as Dave put it, feeding our inner children as we got to work ripping out the slightly-shabby 1970s styling of the previous renovation. It was going to be replaced with a sleek, 1920s Art Deco style, something classy and timeless.

“He’s very into Gatsby,” the same woman had explained with a wave of her hand. “Vibrant colors, gold gilding, all of that.”

I had no doubt about this, because I had seen the palettes we’d been sent. Rich purples, deep blues, crimson pinks, and shimmering gold. It would take a deft touch in the decorating space to make sure it didn’t end up feeling garish, and I intended to judicially deploy some more muted shades where needed.

The work went fast, especially with both Aethelind and I able to rely on our enhanced strength. Ripping out the framing was even easier for us than the others, though I still didn’t understand the human obsession with constructing their houses of what amounted to little more than cardboard. When the time came for me to design and build my own home, I wanted it made of sturdy brick, all the better for insulating and keeping the inside toasty.

Really, the most cumbersome part of the day was pretending to obey safety regulations, which mainly involved wearing gloves to ‘protect’ our hands. Aethelind and I were immune to things like splinters and tetanus, but for the sake of not worrying Dave-- or that woman who intermittently came in to observe our progress and offer refreshments-- we both played along.

“Nice work today, team,” I declared at five o’clock exactly, and we all set down our tools to admire our handiwork.

We then began to tidy up while Kevin set up his camera to take a slow ‘in progress’ panning shot for Cloud Contracting’s social media pages.

The mood was jovial as we drove back to headquarters, though this time, Gary and Dave drove together while the rest piled into my truck. In the passenger seat, Kevin chattered excitedly about how much engagement our posts were getting, and Aethelind confessed she would have been more eager to come and aid me at work if she had known how destructive it was.

“This is only the first phase,” I clarified to the female dragon as I turned onto the side road that led to the business park we were based out of. “After tomorrow, we’ll be in the construction phase, and that’s a lot more partic--”

The words died in my mouth as we pulled up to the Cloud Contracting building.

“What the hell?” Kevin muttered.

A small crowd was congregated outside Cloud Contracting. There were twenty to thirty people, and they were clustered in some kind of circle just outside the front door.

I pulled the truck over, shut off the engine, and wondered if this was some disgruntled street racer after their winnings, similar to how Snake Eyes had accosted me shortly before his death by the Taowu.

But, as Kevin, Aethelind, and I approached, I realized this had nothing to do with street racing.

This was about the Crimson 88.

Amid the recognizable uniforms of Cloud Contracting being worn by the majority of the people in the crowd, there were about six deep scarlet jackets, each bearing the insignia of the Crimson 88.

An insignia that, like its criminal enterprises, was supposed to have been laid to rest.

The ringleader of this little gang of six was currently brawling on the ground with one of my employees, one of the transfers who was supposed to be taking lessons in electrical from Danielle. It seemed he and the others had clocked out for the end of the work day and walked outside only to find they were being awaited by their former comrades.

Of the people standing around, there wasn’t jostling or jeering. Everyone seemed to be standing by in almost horror, like they were just surprised at what they were watching.

The transfers who’d come to Cloud Contracting, including the one currently fighting, were younger than Kevin. Most were barely a hair over twenty, and some even younger. A quick glance at the scarlet sixsome confirmed they were of the same age. They were just disgruntled young people who were angry at the world and ready to direct that anger at the first available target.

Regardless of if it was the right target.

“Get off him!” I thundered, and I reached down and wrenched the one in the red jacket off my employee.

Then I physically lifted him into the air and half-set, half-threw him on the ground. Now that they weren’t writhing about on the ground, I could see the one he’d been brawling with was Kai.

He was a good kid, a little too excitable and eager sometimes, but he had a smart head on his shoulders.

I was honestly a little surprised he’d been so easily baited into a fight.

“Look at that,” the other kid sneered as he roughly shrugged my hands off him and wiped at his split lip. “Bossman shows up just as I’m about to kick your ass. Why don’t you run crying to your mommy while you’re at it?”

“Kai, what’s going on?” I demanded as I glanced at my employee.

Kai got to his feet a little unsteadily and wiped his mouth. I saw a glint of red and figured he’d been punched in the face.

“I was just minding my business,” he said. “We were all just minding our business, until these assholes showed up.”

“This ain’t ‘your’ business, though, is it?” the ringleader in red snapped, and he threw a venomous look at both Kai and me.

I understood then. This group of six represented the arm of the Crimson 88 who were struggling to adjust to the gang’s new policy of legitimacy.

Initially, I had worried the older members would struggle more, since those who had spent more time in the old ways would be more resistant to change. But I hadn’t accounted for the differences in lifestyle. Going legit, being given the money to make the fronts into real businesses, was a calmer, less stressful way to live. There was less looking over the shoulder and generally no expectation to be willing to get into fights, even die, for petty territory disputes.

But it seemed there were younger people who struggled to adjust as well. They’d been promised a certain lifestyle, promised they could wield power and authority and join the bombastic, macho world of the gangs. I didn’t know much about young men here on Earth, but the ones I’d seen in Coilfell didn’t appear all that different. They were foolhardy, desperate to prove themselves, to show they were above things like fear.

Usually, they had believed it right up until I scorched them to ash.

“Too good to take on the responsibilities of our fathers, but not too good to suck up to some outsider,” the ringleader in red spat at Kai, though his disgusted glower made the rounds to all of the assembled onlookers.

By this point, Gary had pulled up in the second truck, which meant he and the others had joined the little crowd. I saw Aethelind weighing the situation, but I shook my head sharply at her before she could move.

Her eyebrows twitched in a frown, and she seemed confused and vaguely offended. I shook my head again. The last thing we needed was her accidentally killing one of these boys because she didn’t know how to control her strength in a fight yet.

“Sorry I don’t want to spend my days beating the shit out of people and running drugs!” Kai snapped at the ringleader.

“At least we used to be able to take our revenge!” the ringleader snarled right back. “Someone disrespects our property, our territory, we make ‘em pay! Now, we just sit around like pussies, waiting to be fucked all over again!”

“You just can’t stand not being the one in charge!” Kai shouted. “S’not my problem if you wanna be a broke waster! We’re not fourteen anymore!”

“That’s enough, Kai,” I said firmly, and I turned to shoot the gaggle of red-jacketed malcontents a cool look. “The six of you can get the hell off my property. If I find out you’re harassing my employees again, whether on my property or elsewhere, I’ll be having words with Mr. Shen.”

The ringleader spat at my feet.

“A weak man,” he scoffed in disgust. “Too much of a coward to even fight for tradition.”

I had no great love for the Crimson 88’s tradition, or even really Shen, but I respected him and what he was trying to do. So, for that, I would not tolerate this slander, and I fixed the young man with my coldest glare.

“You,” I said and rounded on the kid with renewed irritation, “better make yourselves scarce right now. I’ll be having words with your superior, and seeing as you haven’t plucked up the courage to simply quit, I’d wager you’re not nearly so tough as you desperately want everyone to think you are.”

A flicker of surprise, quickly smothered by anger, flashed across the young man’s face.

“The fuck did you just say?” he demanded as he narrowed his eyes.

I squared up to him and drew upon every inch of my six-foot-two height, which towered over this young man by at least half a foot.

“You play at power,” I said flatly. “You are a child, desperate to be seen as an adult. You have no care for how you or your fellows actually make their living, how much threat they live under. You’ll starve if you try to live off pride, boy. And you can make all the bad choices you want, but these people have chosen something better than scraping by on criminal activities. So, take your bullshit elsewhere and leave my employees alone.”

The kid just raised an eyebrow. I saw through it, though. As clearly as I had stated, he was trying to feign disinterest and a complete lack of intimidation.

But I saw that faint tremor in his eyes, and I knew he’d realized he was probably outmatched if we went one on one.

“You can try and play tough guy all you want,” he sneered. “Doesn’t change the fact Bo Shen is a blind fool if he thinks he can just order a complete reshaping of how things are done.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, and I was thoroughly done with listening to how much he didn’t care for Shen.

“Get. Out.” I spoke the words slowly and deliberately.

The kid glared at me a moment longer, and just when I thought he might actually be about to try something, he turned away and made to stalk through the assembled ring of spectators.

Then, at the last second, he whipped around and sank his fist into my cheek.

My head jerked to the side primarily because I hadn’t braced against the impact, but as his fist pressed into the flesh of my cheek, I felt no pain, and my skin did not slice open on my teeth.

It was as effective as if a doting grandmother had patted my cheek.

And when I turned to look back at the boy, it was clear he had expected his blow to hold more power behind it.

He paled and began shaking with either adrenaline or panic, and then he raised a hand and pointed at me.

“Get him!” he ordered the other five, and as one, they pounced on me.

I was briefly staggered by the weight and force of them, but only briefly. I had dealt with far more intimidating opponents, and the challenge of this bout would be putting them down without causing too much injury.

Had there been two or three, I could have just plucked them off, held them a few inches off the ground, and waited for them to stop squirming and admit defeat. But I only had so many hands.

“Get off him!” Kai yelled. “Leave him alone!”

“Kai, get back!” I ordered as I grabbed one hand that had encircled itself around my elbow, and I yanked it off sharply.

Just a shade too sharply, actually, because someone cried out in pain, and I realized a second too late I must have dislocated a finger.

Oh, well. Better than tearing it clean off.

“Everyone, get back!” I shouted to the onlookers.

This was my business, for one thing, and for another, I couldn’t control the parameters of the fight as easily if I had to watch out for allies as well as enemies.

None of these disgruntled little humans could hurt me, but I could sure as hell hurt them if I didn’t play this very, very carefully.

A fist came hurtling toward my face, but I grabbed it just in time and twisted the arm sharply to the side, not hard enough to break anything, but more than enough to make its owner yowl in pain. A moment later, I felt someone grabbing me from behind, so I reached behind myself and yanked them around so hard that their hands, which were still fisted in my uniform shirt, tore some of the fabric clean off.

Now facing my latest assailant, I glowered at them for a moment before throwing them down in a pretty obvious instruction to keep out of this.

Wisely, the kid obeyed.

“Knife!” someone yelled, just as I saw the glint of silver and heard the ‘schick!’ of a switchblade popping open.

Then the ringleader charged toward me, with his blade outstretched.

On instinct, I manifested scales over my flanks, where I was still covered by my work uniform, and not a moment too soon. I felt the force of the impact, like a dull blow instead of a sharp thrust, and I felt the metal of the blade bend and snap against my draconic armor.

“What the--” the kid began, but he never finished the sentence, because I grabbed him around the front of his throat and threw him down so roughly I almost cracked the concrete.

Almost.

With three down, I turned to the remaining three-- one of whom was nursing a dislocated finger-- with a glower.

“Are we done here?” I demanded coldly.

They all nodded quickly.

“Good. Now, get the fuck out of my sight.”

Scrabbling, they hurried to do exactly that, and they didn’t even bother to try and help up their ringleader, who was left to push himself to his feet, throw me one last contemptuous look, and eventually think better of trying to challenge me again. He followed after the others, who piled into an obnoxiously-red, modified car and sped off with an exaggeratedly loud roar of the engine.

“Ethan!”

Danielle’s voice made me turn just as she and Clare emerged from the onlookers. She looked concerned, but I could tell this was mainly for show. She knew as well as anyone that a fight against a bunch of teenagers, even with a knife, was hardly strenuous.

“I’m fine,” I assured them both, and I hugged them briefly before I turned back to Kai.

As I looked him over, a stern, professional mask slipped into place.

“You will not make a scene like that ever again, do you understand?” I told him.

Kai blinked up at me in confused shock.

“But-- but I didn’t start it!” he stammered. “They just showed up and started getting in our faces!”

“They did, and it was wrong of them,” I said.

For a moment, I could see the gears turning in Kai’s head as he wondered if the scarlet-jacketed boys had had a point about being forced to just take stuff on the chin, now that the Crimson 88 was legit. Admittedly, doing things legally did involve a certain amount of having to be the bigger man, but it was better my employees learned this sooner than later.

“But,” I continued, “this is a place of business. Here, we are civilized, and we don’t give in to our pride or baser impulses to make our enemies hurt and feel ashamed. What if a client had been here to see that?”

Kai opened his mouth to protest but seemed to think better of it and closed it again. Then he looked down, and his expression was a little ashamed.

“If you have a score to settle, you can do it on your own time-- and you can bear the consequences,” I said. “Which, if you were arrested for assault, would include my firing you.”

I looked around then at the wider group, all of whom were watching me closely with a combination of intrigue and slight intimidation.

I could see why Nia Harris was so eager to preserve her reputation.

“Anyone caught brawling like that again, whether in or out of uniform or work hours or on this property, will be fired,” I said clearly. “Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” came the slightly dull chorus of young voices.

I just nodded sternly and was prepared to let that be that.

After the crowd dispersed, the employees began to make their way home for the day. The excitement of a fight had been pretty undercut by my warning of consequences, but I was keen to run a tight ship. These former gang members would not be afforded much leeway by society, and they needed to understand indulging in grudges and violence came with a price.

“You know, I was anticipating something like this when you first took over,” Clare said in the Urus on the way home. She was sitting in the back, and I could see her slightly concerned expression in my rear-view mirror. “You’ve uprooted their whole way of life.”

“There were always going to be growing pains,” I agreed. “But I’m working to find out who’s targeting the businesses, and once that’s dealt with, it’ll smooth some things over. People like that boy need to learn their pride is not the be-all and end-all.”

If I was really going to reform the Crimson 88, and move both them and my own businesses toward something respectable, something like an empire, neither I nor they could simply rely on violence. It was, as Shen had said, the way of animals, and I was inclined to agree.

Astrum had consolidated his power in Coilfell using violence. The creatures he’d sent here had been the same, including myself, to an extent. But I would not be made into a monster if I could help it. I had enough control over my situation to avoid that, and I was a great enough creature to rise above such base impulses.

I could be monstrous, sure, when the situation called for it. But dragons were as intelligent as they were strong, and I had attuned myself to the ways of this world.

So, I would conquer this world on its own terms, and I would have my revenge upon those who’d wronged me on mine.
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Chapter 7

Back at Danielle’s, Liang seemed to have enjoyed having the day to herself, and she also seemed to believe she was close to achieving something.

“I thought we told you not to strain your abilities,” Danielle noted with a slight frown.

“That’s just the thing.” Liang smiled at her. “I didn’t. I was relaxing, listening to music, thinking about composing a piece… and I got a flash of something!”

“See?” Clare grinned encouragingly. “I told you relaxing and letting it come to you would work! And it’s so much healthier for you! What did you see?”

“I’m not sure just yet,” the seer admitted with a slightly sheepish laugh. “It’s more… I’m anticipating something. I know it’s coming. I just… don’t know exactly what it is yet.”

“You’ll know when it’s time to know,” Danielle said.

“Exactly,” the blind woman agreed with a nod.

Dave had made his own way home, but Gary, Kevin, and Aethelind had come with us, seemingly with the primary aim of discussing what was happening with the Crimson 88, but frankly I didn’t want to talk about it anymore right now. There was nothing to be done until we knew more about who was targeting the businesses.

At the very least, I was glad to hear Shen had so far not heard of any other attacks. Whoever it was had calmed down a little, maybe because they now knew the ‘Crimson Dragon’ was involved, and their activities could not continue so easily.

Once Stacey arrived after her own day of work, Clare wasted no time in animatedly describing what had happened between me, Kai, and the six red-jacketed boys, with help from Gary and Kevin.

“He spat at Ethad’s feet!” the red-haired woman exclaimed, which did make Stacey raise her eyebrows.

“Don’t get a lot of that these days,” she remarked. “Seems kind of archaic.”

“Is it?” I asked, because I genuinely hadn’t known.

“Do a lot of people spit at the feet of dragons in Coilfell?” the bespectacled woman asked me in a vaguely amused tone.

“Those people don’t generally live very long,” I said with a grin. “No sense of self-preservation.”

We set about making dinner, and as Gary set the table, and Kevin and Stacey helped Danielle make food, I pulled Aethelind and Liang aside for a quick chat.

“I need to meet with Finch again,” I explained to them.

Clare, who was listening, pursed her lips. It was plain she bore no love for the man and didn’t like that I was in contact with him, but I was hopeful that once our business was concluded, we would never need to cross paths again.

Of course, I’d believed that the last time, too.

“The identities he’s making up for you two,” I continued. “I need to take passport-style photos of you both and get some information, like your birth dates.”

“Photographs?” Aethelind asked, and in answer, Clare held up her camera with a smile.

“I specialized in graphic design, but I can take a decent photo,” she said, and she switched the thing on. “Now, stand against a blank wall for me?”

It was quick work to get pictures of both Aethelind and Liang, even though Aethelind still didn’t get how cameras worked, and Liang wasn’t entirely sure of where to face without Clare and I gently adjusting her head.

“Perfect,” I said to the red-haired woman when it was done. “Now you guys just need birthdays.”

This was the more pressing issue. Aethelind, of course, didn’t have a birthday, but Liang had precious few facts about her own life, and I wanted to do justice to the ones she could remember.

As I quickly found out, though, my efforts were somewhat in vain.

“I don’t know my exact birthday,” the seer admitted, and she twisted a lock of her hair around her finger while looking almost forlorn. “But I was always told I was born in the year of the dragon, so I know roughly when I would’ve been born.”

“‘The year of the dragon’ narrows it down to all of 2000,” Clare remarked as I reached out to put a comforting hand on Liang’s shoulder.

“Well,” Danielle interjected as she leaned in from the kitchen. “Technically, from the fifth of February 2000, to the fifth of February 2001. Clare, could you set me a timer for ten minutes?”

Clare gave Danielle a thumbs up and pulled out her phone to time whatever it was Danielle was cooking.

“Do you have a preference on a date?” I asked the seer woman, and she shrugged.

“I was told I was born in the autumn,” she said. “So, perhaps then?”

“How about the autumn equinox?” Clare suggested. “September twenty-first? And it’s about halfway through the Lunar Year, so your ‘real’ age could only be off by a couple months at most.”

“I like that.” Liang smiled. “So, how old does that make me?”

“About twenty-five and three-quarters,” Clare said with a soft laugh. “We’ll have to make sure to celebrate when the time comes.”

Dinner was delicious and comforting, and we clustered around Danielle’s table and chattered about everything and anything. Liang told us about some poetry she’d read, Gary about his latest foray into literary classics, and Clare shyly admitted she was thinking of picking up a paintbrush again, much to my and Danielle’s delight.

Then we asked Aethelind what date she would like for her birthday, and she just shrugged.

“What date is it today?” she asked.

“June ninth,” Kevin answered.

“That will be perfectly sufficient,” she declared with a nod and went back to her stew.

It was a warm, wholesome meal, filled with good cheer and close bonds. I wanted every night to be like this, surrounded only by those I loved and trusted most.

Unfortunately, I had a meeting I could not miss, with someone I neither loved nor trusted in the slightest.

Eli Finch gave me a sharp grin as I climbed down into his subterranean office for the third time. At least the guys watching the door upstairs hadn’t tried to bar my entry.

“I’ve had to inform them of what you look like, for the sake of their bones,” Finch said with a wave of his arm. “Have what I need?”

“Pictures,” I said as I handed them over.

I’d attached sticky notes with other information like birthdays, and he took them with barely a glance.

While I didn’t care for Eli Finch the man, I could at least trust his skill. My own passport seemed indistinguishable from a real one, so I knew he knew what he was doing.

“When will they be ready?” I asked.

“By the end of the week, I reckon,” he said with a sly smile. “Sunday, maybe Monday. After the fundraiser. We can do a trade.”

“You’d better have all I need by Sunday,” I said. “I’m not interested in making a habit of coming to this place. Have you found anything out about who’s targeting the Crimson 88?”

“Not yet, but these things are delicately handled,” Finch replied, and he leaned back in his creaky leather chair. “Have patience. Good things come to those who wait.”

“You don’t seem like a man who’s very patient,” I observed, and he offered me a grin with just enough sharpness to remind me what a reprehensible person he was.

“No, but I’m the exception to many, many rules,” he said before he dissolved into a fit of throaty chuckles.

I wasn’t interested in gleaning the backstory for this particular inside joke, so I chose that moment to take my leave.

The rest of the week passed in a blur, though I was pleased to see no more young malcontents from the Crimson 88 showed up to harass me or my employees. It seemed our bout in the parking lot had encouraged them all to think twice before they went after me or my businesses.

Even so, I had called Nia Harris to warn her people might try to make trouble. She’d assured me that between her reputation and an abundance of adjustable wrenches, no one who came to Krenshaw Auto looking for trouble made that mistake twice.

“I mean, from what you two told us, I certainly wouldn’t want to get on Nia’s bad side,” Clare remarked with a grimace on Saturday afternoon.

She and Liang were perched in the center of the large bed dressed in casual lounging clothes, while Danielle, Stacey, and I readied ourselves for the fundraiser.

For me, that had mainly consisted of showering and taking a little more care than usual to style my hair, which was to say, taking any care, rather than just running a comb through it. For Stacey and Danielle, it was a precision-attack of hair products and makeup.

Stacey, who normally wore her hair straight, had set it into silky, bouncing curls that bobbed with even the slightest movement of her head. That single white forelock stood out starkly against the jet-black and added a particularly chic touch to her look. The deep purple gown she wore hugged her generous curves before pooling on the floor around her ankles, and she was deftly putting in contact lenses before beginning on her makeup.

Danielle’s dress was similarly elegant, in the same stark black as Stacey’s hair. There was a slit high up on her left leg, and a stiff, corset-like upper half was decorated with intricate lace and sequins. Parts of her torso were visible where the dress was just a layer of black, translucent mesh around her waist, and I envisioned running my tongue over those parts later.

“I don’t know how you’re going to manage getting cool heist stuff done with all three of you looking like that,” Clare whined in an almost wistful tone as she unabashedly looked Stacey, Danielle, and me up and down.

I, too, had made an effort to dress up and opted for a timeless white shirt and black tux. In an effort to bring a little color and make us look more cohesive, Danielle had insisted on a purple cummerbund and pocket square to match Stacey’s dress. We would go into this event, as in all things, as a team.

“Neither do I,” I admitted, and I watched Danielle a little hungrily as she applied the finishing touches of her makeup.

She’d gone for a mostly-natural look, with nude shades of lipstick and eyeshadow, if a bit shinier and more glittery than normal. Once she was happy with her reflection, she turned to me with a cheeky smile and winked.

“You’re incorrigible,” Stacey declared as she began to put on her own makeup. “It’s a wonder the lot of you got anything done before I came along.”

“I don’t think we did, to be honest,” Clare said with a laugh. “Your involvement definitely helped us take Cloud Contracting to new heights.”

“Without question,” I agreed, and I moved over to where Stacey was sitting and ducked down to press a kiss to her bare shoulder.

She hummed appreciatively, but she wasn’t going to be won over that easily.

“You helped us secure some pretty important clients, with pretty intense demands,” I continued, with my lips pressed against her dark, silky skin.

“And that’s why I charge a healthy commission,” she assured me. “Now, shoo, let me put my face on.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I laughed, and we all vacated the room to let her get ready in peace.

About a half-hour later, she descended the stairs to the lounge looking as drop-dead gorgeous as Danielle.

“I need a picture!” Clare gasped. “Dani, Ethad, go stand with her. I need to record how good you all look.”

“You must look amazing, if Clare wants to take photos,” Liang agreed with a soft laugh.

We all chuckled as we posed for the pictures, though I did feel a little bad that Liang couldn’t see us.

“Nothing compared to you,” I assured her, which was shameless flattery, but it made the seer blush, and she blushed even harder when Stacey, Danielle, and I each took turns kissing her cheeks until she started giggling.

“Go have fun,” Clare told us while laughing at Liang’s delight. “We’ll take good care of each other tonight, you three have a sexy heist to pull off!”

“Yes, we do,” Danielle said and sounded very pleased with herself and indeed the entire situation.

“Good luck!” Liang added, and she reached out to clasp our hands one at a time, as if to physically imbue us with good fortune.

Blessed by our resident seer, Danielle then turned to me and outstretched a hand. I offered her my arm, then offered Stacey the other, and we headed out to the car.

The fundraiser was at a glitzy event space in the nice part of town, some kind of opera house or theater. I didn’t remember the specifics, and it didn’t really matter given my mission for tonight. I could admire the architecture as we entered, though, and the Lamborghini was parked by a valet as the three of us ascended the red-carpeted steps into the golden glow of the ballroom-like area that was to be our hunting ground.

“Look!” Danielle smiled brightly as we entered, and she pointed across the room. “I can see Peter and Shaunna.”

“Well, let’s say hi to them, then,” I said, and internally I was relieved to have found familiar faces to stand with while I got my bearings in this place.

It was filled with well-dressed, comfortable people. The sort who’d never known any kind of deprivation, whose parents had never known any kind of deprivation. I could practically smell their wealth on them.

I couldn’t lie, it smelled pretty good.

“Danielle! And Ethan!” Peter Dallman grinned jovially as we approached, and he and his wife enveloped us in quick hugs.

“Darling!” Shaunna greeted me in that exaggerated, slightly affected tone of hers. “How are you? Oh! And Stacey! It’s so good to see you, dear.”

“And you, Mrs. Dallman,” Stacey said with a warm smile.

“So, what brings you here on this fine evening?” Peter asked me. He had a broad, slightly tipsy grin on, the sort that meant he would inevitably be holding court later with his buddies and chatting confidently about whatever his latest business venture involved. “Making a donation? Or just availing yourself of the free food?”

“I’ve never known anyone too rich to refuse free food,” Danielle pointed out, which made us all chuckle.

If such a person existed, I certainly wasn’t one of them.

“It’s less about the donations and more about potential clients,” I admitted to Peter. “I figure, go where the money is, you know?”

“Very true,” Peter agreed with a laugh, and he wagged a conspiratorial finger at me. “You’ll go far, young man. Of course, I saw that from the first. I’ve always had a good eye for that sort of thing.”

“Haven’t you just, dear,” Shaunna said warmly, though with the unmistakable timing of someone intercepting a long, self-serving monologue before it could fully take off.

Peter seemed to realize he’d been on the cusp of such a soliloquy and smiled a little sheepishly at his wife before he leaned in to kiss her cheek.

“You darlings need drinks,” Shaunna then said to Danielle and Stacey, and before either of them could say anything, she had Danielle by the hand and was leading both her and Stacey over to where a couple of servers were delicately balancing flutes of champagne on mirrored trays.

“There is no finer pleasure in this world than the love of a good woman,” Peter remarked as he fondly watched his wife weave through the crowd. “I’m sure you can agree.”

“Almost,” I said with a grin. “There’s the love of many good women.”

“Ah, yes, I had heard your arrangement was… more modern,” Peter noted, and he turned to me with a wry, almost appraising look. “I have to say, I admire the lot of you for figuring that out. I’m not sure I could handle having to share my Shaunna with anyone. But perhaps I’m too old, too stuck in my ways. You’re of a different generation.”

I was, technically, of a different generation to Peter, but only because I was about four hundred years older than him.

“I’m also not one to share,” I admitted. “I never have been. But with Stacey and Danielle… I don’t know. I’ve never felt like I was losing out. Love isn’t finite, I guess. The more you get, the more you have to give.”

“How wise,” Peter mused, and he nodded as if a little impressed. “I can certainly tell you’re all happy, and that’s the main thing. I know Noah would be very disappointed otherwise.”

“Noah?” I asked politely, because I had no idea who Peter was referring to.

“Noah Bronze, Danielle’s father,” he explained as he waved the hand that was holding his champagne flute. “Good man, principled man. Self-made, you know? Built his wealth with his own determination and hard work, none of these million-dollar-start-up-loans you get nowadays. Real, hard work.”

“He sounds like an admirable man,” I said.

This gelled with my own perceptions of him, which were gleaned from conversations with Danielle. He had bought her the house as a present, a prize, for working hard on her own.

“He is,” Peter agreed, and his tone was fond. I wasn’t surprised, seeing as Danielle knew this man from when she’d been a child. The Bronzes and the Dallmans were evidently quite close. “But he’s also protective of his daughter. Wants her to be independent, of course, to live her own life. But he won’t tolerate anyone messing her around.”

“I can assure you-- and him-- I’m not messing around, none of us are,” I said, and Peter laughed heartily and clapped me on the back.

“Of course you aren’t,” he agreed. “But a little bit of fear of the in-laws has always helped to get in good. No parent wants to think their child’s partner doesn’t take them seriously.”

This was a faintly baffling concept to me, because dragons didn’t do much in the way of parenting, beyond a mother dragon tending to her eggs. Once they hatched, her obligations were over. Still, I could understand the desire to intimidate your child’s potential mate, to ensure they knew the penalty of harming someone you cared for.

“Anyway, anyway,” Peter said as he waved a hand. “Tell me how your professional ventures have been going. You took over old Lenny’s place recently, didn’t you?”

“Krenshaw Auto,” I confirmed proudly. “I have, and it’s going well. But that’s mainly because most of the employees were happy to stay on. Nia Harris is the chief mechanic, she’s overseeing it pretty much autonomously.”

“I know Nia,” Peter said with a nod. “Formidable, that one.”

I chuckled, because that was definitely the word for it.

“Much like our Ms. Brooks,” the older man continued. “God help the man who tries to pull one over on either of them. Still, I know Lenny better than most, he was never one for that kind of underhanded money-grubbing.”

“Hard work,” I agreed, and I was pleased to realize just how many of Peter’s circle, of those he respected, had built their wealth themselves instead of passively inheriting it.

“He’s comfortably retired now, but I’m sure he’ll be pleased to hear his namesake is holding up the reputation,” Peter told me. “We should go visit him sometime, I’m sure he’d appreciate the company. Poor thing, his eyesight’s almost entirely gone now.”

“That’s awful,” I said, and we both engaged in the expected brief frown to convey our disappointment at this unfairness. “I met a young woman recently, Liang Lóng, she’s blind as well.”

“Ah, well, then bring her along! Lenny can commiserate,” Peter said with a smile. “He’s having to learn Braille now, and apparently, he hates it.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little at that, even if it did feel a bit meanspirited. But the man I’d met at Peter’s party had displayed little regard for what he thought of people, or what they thought of him, so I figured he’d appreciate the irony over being offended.

“Actually, on the subject of our dear, departed Lenny, there’s someone I’d like to introduce you to,” Peter said, and he led me through the crowd until we came to a trio of well-dressed men between his age and my own.

“Gentlemen,” Peter greeted before gesturing to me. “This is Ethan Cloud. He’s the one behind that new contracting business everyone’s going on about.”

“Is he really?” one of the men, who seemed to be the oldest going by his grayed hair, asked in a surprised tone. “You don’t see many tradesmen at these events.”

“There’s no shame in making your money yourself,” I said mildly, though something about the man’s tone and words had set me on edge.

I instantly decided I didn’t like him. He was tall and thin and had a wanting look about him, like someone who had constantly been deprived of too much food, but entirely of his own choice.

A word, one I’d only heard Clare use once or twice, came to mind. Scrooge. It fit this guy.

Of the other two, one was round-faced and cheerful and clapped me jovially on the back.

“Ignore George, I think it’s a fine thing some of the younger generation still know how to put their noses to the grindstone,” he said.

I couldn’t help but notice the thing on his head, while it resembled hair, was demonstrably not real hair. But it was also too hairy to be imitating anything else, like a hat.

“As do I,” I said with a less forced smile this time. “As a matter of fact, I’ve just taken on about twenty new recruits, all young men. They were eager for some well-paid work.”

“Twenty?” the round-faced man echoed, and his eyes widened. “My word, where did you find them all?”

I’d been expecting the man to ask about how my business must be rapidly expanding to justify this kind of hiring, but the questioning about their origins had me wondering if he suspected a connection between myself and the Crimson 88 beyond my generous hiring policies.

“Everywhere, Otto!” the third and youngest of the three men said with a scoff, and he swatted the round-faced man on the shoulder. “Honestly, you two, you’ve never worked a day in your lives, and even if you had, it would’ve been thirty years ago. There’s plenty of kids looking for work in this city, so long as it’s fairly paid.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said, and I was relieved to be able to bend away from possible mentions of the Crimson 88.

“Oliver Beckett,” the youngest man then said as he faced me, and he outstretched his hand.

I froze for just a second but then quickly recalibrated and took the offered hand.

“Pleasure,” I said with a broad smile.

“Now,” Beckett said in a tone like we were sharing an in-joke, “unless my memory fails me, you’re also the guy who took over Lenny Krenshaw’s shop, right?”

“I am,” I confirmed, and Beckett’s smile widened.

“Excellent, I love a man who knows his way around a car,” he said. “You do, don’t you? I’m sure Lenny wouldn’t have sold to just any old guy.”

“I do, and I agree, it would’ve been a shame to pass that business into the hands of someone who didn’t care for it,” I replied. “That’s why I was so relieved to have so many of the original staff stay on. They’re really the beating heart of the business.”

Internally, I had no idea what to do here. I hadn’t been anticipating formally meeting Oliver Beckett, much less liking him.

But I needed the information and identity packets from Finch, which meant I would just have to grit my teeth and bear the deception.

“Aren’t they just,” Beckett agreed. “You and I, I think we could become good friends, Mr. Cloud.”

“Ethan, please,” I assured him.

“Ethan,” he corrected. “Do you know I own a NASCAR team?”

I perked up, and Peter rolled his eyes good-naturedly.

“Here we go,” he lamented to the other two men, who chuckled.

Beckett shot them a quick, insincere look of irritation.

“I didn’t,” I told the man, and I hoped my interest didn’t make me look too juvenile. “Tell me more. Do you race?”

“Oh, god no!” Beckett laughed. “That’s a young man’s game, and I’m past my prime, to say the least.”

I thought this was a little uncharitable, as by my estimate, he was only around forty or so and therefore the youngest person in this conversation by at least a decade.

“I take it…” Beckett then said, and he eyed me meaningfully. “… you race?”

“I have an interest,” I answered tactfully.

It would probably not be wise to admit to participating in illegal street races at a fundraiser for a man seeking a District Attorney re-election.

“I don’t see what’s so interesting about NASCAR,” Peter remarked. “All they ever do is turn left.”

“Ignore him,” Beckett scoffed, and he waved his drink in Peter’s face, to the amusement of Peter himself. “I’ll have you know, Ethan, there are several NASCAR courses that are not just ovals.”

I opened my mouth to say I’d already known that, but then remembered I knew it because a NASCAR course had been the stage for said illegal street racing last weekend. So, I closed my mouth and just nodded politely.

“There’s even some in Chicago,” Beckett continued, and again I gave a neutral nod.

“Do they race every year?” I asked.

“Courses are used and disused as time goes on,” he said with a shrug. “But if you really are interested, I would be more than happy to host you at a track day. You can see the machines for themselves, talk to my drivers-- a real boys’ day out!”

I grinned and was unable to hide how much I was interested by this prospect. It would be a real shame if Beckett were to find out I would be the one behind his later problems tonight.

“Would it be alright if I brought my partner, Ms. Brooks?” I asked him. “She knows even more about cars than I do.”

“The more, the merrier,” Beckett assured me with a warm clap on the shoulder.

Just then, Stacey and Danielle returned with Shaunna and drinks in hand. Stacey passed a drink to me, and I eagerly introduced her to Beckett. I saw her gaze flicker at the mention of his name, but she hid it admirably and seemed genuinely interested in attending a race day.

“It’s such a shame you had to miss my party, Ollie,” Peter said ruefully. “You could’ve met Ethan months ago!”

“Alas, fate is a funny thing,” Beckett agreed with a sigh. “I was out of town at the time, so I couldn’t attend, but I assure you, Shaunna has not stopped gushing about the new kitchen.”

I preened a little under the praise.

“Well, we just seek to do good, honest work,” I told Oliver, and he grinned.

“Peter said Danielle had you well-trained,” he remarked. “He wasn’t exaggerating.”

“Oh, I give him some credit,” Danielle said, and she sweetly pressed a hand to my chest before she looked at Beckett. “What were you out of town for?”

“Wedding anniversary,” he answered with a smile. “Twenty years, if you’ll believe it. Actually, here she is now. Rhiannon!”

He called to someone behind me, and I braced myself to come face to face with the woman I was intending to rob tonight.

“This is Ethan Cloud,” Beckett said as she approached. “He did the kitchen remodel Shaunna loves.”

“Did he, now?” a woman’s voice asked, and I turned to see a startlingly beautiful woman with elegant features and a tall, slim frame.

She approached Beckett, kissed his cheek sweetly, and then turned to me with a polite smile. The necklace I was supposed to steal was draped around her neck, and the diamonds sparkled in the light from the chandeliers.

“Well, I shall have to make a call,” Rhiannon added warmly as she shook both Danielle and Stacey’s hands.

Then she turned to me, with her hand once more outstretched to shake, and I noticed her eyes were a dazzling shade of green.

Too green.

Because I knew at a glance, without a shadow of a doubt, that Rhiannon Beckett was not human.
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Chapter 8

“Ah-- yes,” I said quickly and shook Rhiannon’s hand. “Yes, we’d be more than happy to take on a job for one of Peter’s friends. Availability permitting, of course.”

“Of course,” Rhiannon agreed with a graceful nod.

I searched her features for the slightest hint of suspicion, but it seemed I had so far gotten away unscathed. She didn’t know about me what I knew about her.

“We are quite booked up for the next month or two,” Danielle agreed in an apologetic tone. “Right now, we’re refurbishing a theater foyer.”

“Oh, the Royale downtown?” Otto interjected. He leaned in a little too close to Danielle for my liking-- or hers, judging by how she pressed herself against me just ever so slightly more. “I love that place. I didn’t think it needed refurbishing.”

“Yes, well,” Stacey interjected with a terse smile. “It will look even better once Ethan and Danielle and the others are all done.”

“Those twenty young people you just took on, you mean?” Otto remarked, and the curve of his eyebrow was all I needed to know how he felt about that particular tidbit.

“If you’ll excuse us,” I said abruptly, and I shot both the Becketts and the Dallmans a polite smile before I half-steered Stacey and Danielle away from the group.

“Ethan?” Danielle asked in a low voice, and she used my human name just in case anyone overheard anything. “Is something wrong?”

“You mean besides the way that man was salivating over you?” Stacey scoffed.

Despite my confusion, I was pleased to hear the protective indignance in her tone as she spoke my own thoughts out loud. She really was a dragon’s soul in a human body.

“That was part of it,” I admitted, and I cast a furtive glance back at the group. None of them seemed to be looking our way. “The bigger issue is Rhiannon.”

“Are you not sure you can… do it?” the blonde woman asked me tactfully.

“No, not that,” I muttered with a shake of my head, and I pulled them both as close as I dared, so no one caught even a hint of what I was about to say next. “She’s not human.”

Their eyes went wide as they stared at me, then turned to look at Rhiannon Beckett, then turned back to me.

“She looks human to me,” Stacey said. “I know the basilisk looked kinda human, too, but… she looks actually human.”

“Yeah,” Danielle agreed. Her voice had gone a little tight, and I knew she was remembering the wendigo and the vampires, creatures who had attacked her, and the reason she and I had first come into contact. “She looks normal. Like you.”

Stacey glanced quickly at the blonde woman, whose mind was always so quick to solve puzzles.

“Oh, my god,” she said. “Does that mean she’s a dragon? Like you and Aethelind?”

“No,” I said with certainty. “No, she’s an elf.”

Both of them gaped at me again.

“Elves?” Danielle repeated. “They’re… real?”

“They’re real but rare, in Coilfell at least,” I clarified. “They once ruled as the dominant race, thousands of years ago, before humans even arrived in Coilfell. They were deposed by the dwarves.”

‘Deposed’ seemed such a tidy word for what had happened. Which had been a series of immense, world-shattering wars, so brutal and powerful they had physically changed the landscape of Coilfell itself, as well as its magic.

“How can you be sure that’s what she is?” Stacey asked with a slight frown. “I thought elves would, like, have pointy ears or something.”

“Elves are an offshoot of fairies,” I told her. “Illusion magic comes as naturally to them as fire does to me. She might not even have to consciously think about disguising herself here, like I don’t have to concentrate to maintain my human form.”

“Like flipping a switch, instead of holding down a button,” Stacey murmured.

A thoughtful, calculating expression had crossed her face, and I suddenly found myself immensely glad that I had the two of them with me to help navigate this situation. Both of them were whip-smart, with an eye for solving problems. Together, their combined strategic force would be invaluable.

As I had mentioned to Kevin in Los Angeles, pretty much every magical creature had the innate ability to take on a human form as a hunting and protection mechanism, but it took a little more discernment to know the subtle differences between each human form. Like how the basilisk’s deadly and baleful gaze was just as potent, regardless of which shape they took. Or how I was still strong and fast and fireproof, even if I was covered in skin and not scales.

“Has Rhiannon figured out you’re a dragon?” Stacey asked in a low voice.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “And I don’t think she’s likely to, she hasn’t come here expecting to meet another supernatural creature. As long as I don’t draw too much attention to myself, she won’t realize it.”

“So, it would be wise to avoid getting too close to her for the rest of the evening,” Danielle noted, and I nodded.

While, strictly speaking, elves and dragons were not at war, our two species had never known great alliances, and I couldn’t be sure how Rhiannon would react to the information that there was a dragon present.

“And there’s no chance Finch knows about her, right?” Stacey asked, and a furrow had appeared between her dark brows.

“No, he doesn’t know anything about… this,” I said delicately. “He’s a skeptic through and through, and I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

They both nodded, not that I had expected either of them to disagree.

“So, how do we proceed?” Stacey asked.

“I’m going to see if I can access the CCTV,” Danielle announced. “There’s got to be a circuit I can interfere with, if not a whole observation room.”

“You sure you can handle that?” I asked her, and she smiled and seemed eager for the challenge.

“Absolutely,” she said firmly, and I doubted neither her confidence nor her conviction. She was almost as good as Stacey for talking herself in or out of somewhere. “Meanwhile, the two of you try to get Rhiannon alone.”

“And then what?” Stacey asked, and she raised an eyebrow at me. “If we just accost her, she’ll yell, and we’ll get caught.”

“We’ll have to play it smarter than that,” I agreed. “Maybe we can slip it off without her noticing? Get her a bit drunk?”

“I’d love to figure out how she came to Earth,” the dark-skinned woman murmured. “Her husband said they’d been married twenty years, right?”

“Maybe she came through a weak point like the succubae did,” I agreed. “Still, it’s strange that she and I are in the same place at the same time.”

“Maybe not that strange,” Danielle pointed out with a shrug. “Chicago is obviously… potent. Maybe even important. If things like prophecy and Liang can exist here, maybe there’s something similar drawing you together.”

“Threads of fate?” I suggested, half-amused, but the blonde woman just nodded seriously.

“Maybe,” she said.

I wasn’t going to dismiss this out of hand, but I was also keenly aware we had other problems to worry about right now, and I wasn’t currently up for a philosophical debate. I needed information and fake identities from Finch, and if we needed Rhiannon Beckett’s necklace to do that, then so be it.

If nothing else, I was a man of my word.

“Once I figure out how to disable the cameras, you’ll only have a few minutes to make your move, I think,” the blonde woman said as she slowly turned on the spot and subtly counted each of the glassy black domes set into corners and jutting from pillars. “Someone will come to reset the system when they notice something is wrong, and if I don’t just let it happen, they’ll know something bigger than a system malfunction is going on.”

“Understood,” I said firmly.

I didn’t want her to endanger herself and, truly, speed was not my concern. If push came to shove, I could just rip the necklace off Rhiannon’s neck, but that wouldn’t be good for subtlety, or my reputation. I wanted to avoid harming my businesses if at all possible.

Danielle slipped quietly away to see what she could do about the CCTV, and frankly, I thought it would be little short of a miracle in itself for no one to notice her, a tall blonde woman in a sleek black dress, gliding across the room as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Still, I trusted her expertise.

That left Stacey and I to keep a close watch on Rhiannon Beckett, but in such a way that she didn’t notice us watching.

Fortunately, this was where the event space itself came in handy. Regardless of whatever function it served now, there were two long hallways branching off each end of the grand hall where we were all mingling and waiting for the District Attorney to descend upon each of us and not so subtly appeal for donations. Off these hallways were a number of smaller side rooms, perhaps set up so people who didn’t want to be harassed for money could slip away, or perhaps so the District Attorney could corner them more insistently.

Stacey and I stuck to the edges of the room, and no one really bothered us. Aside from the Dallmans, no one knew us here, and that in itself meant many of the attendees didn’t consider us worth talking to. So, we sipped at our drinks and watched Rhiannon while periodically glancing at the CCTV cameras.

I was hopeful Danielle’s ability to access the cameras would not be too constrained by time, otherwise she would have to disable them and leave before Stacey and I were in a position to make a move. I thought about messaging her but held off and decided to trust her expertise, since I didn’t want to distract her in case she needed to concentrate.

“Look,” Stacey suddenly murmured, and she nodded to where Rhiannon Beckett was speaking to another woman. “They’re slipping off somewhere. This could be our chance.”

This second woman, who I hadn’t met and didn’t know the name of, both looked very similar to Rhiannon, and yet not like her at all. They had similarly tall, elegant builds, but where Rhiannon was fair-skinned, this woman’s skin tone was a deep, warm bronze. Her hair didn’t fall in long, blonde curls but sleek black waves, not unlike Stacey’s.

“She’s pretty,” Stacey observed as the pair of women broke off from the rest of their group, which included the Dallmans, and made for one of the hallways. “Could she be an elf, too?”

“No,” I said at once. Now that I knew what I was looking for, I could recognize it in a heartbeat. This woman was pretty, but she was entirely human. “That would be one coincidence too many, don’t you think?”

“I’m not even sure what to consider coincidence and what to consider conspiracy at this point,” the dark-skinned woman said ruefully.

“Did we meet that woman? I can’t remember,” I muttered.

“We did,” Stacey said after a moment. “Her and her husband. She’s… Sara, I think. Yes-- Sara Malik.”

The last name rang a bell. Her husband had been one of Peter’s friends. He might even have been at the birthday party I’d attended with Danielle, but without seeing his face, I couldn’t be sure.

I watched as Rhiannon and Sara made for one of the hallways branching off from the main hall, which seemed both a blessing and a curse. Out here in a crowd, it was possible I could have ‘accidentally’ bumped into her and surreptitiously snatched the necklace with her not even noticing, at least, not until several minutes later, at which point I could be long gone. But there were a lot of witnesses, and this kind of light-fingered touch wasn’t something I had ever practiced. Dragons weren’t exactly known for their subtlety.

In a side room, with no other people, I could afford to be more aggressive, but it would fail to buy me any time to escape, as Rhiannon would undoubtedly immediately raise the alarm.

I wondered if I could potentially persuade her to part with the necklace out of the goodness of her heart. If she was an elf, they tended to have inflated senses of self, believed themselves to be noble and just and all that. Maybe I could convince her to hand it over, if I explained it was for a good reason and not simple greed.

Well, not my greed.

At a reasonable distance, so as not to look suspicious, Stacey and I followed Rhiannon and Sara into one of the hallways, just in time to see them sidle up to one another. Sara leaned back against the door to one of the side rooms, with her hand on the doorknob, just as Rhiannon leaned in and kissed her deeply.

Both Stacey and I froze and watched as the two women slipped into the room and closed the door behind them.

“Shit,” Stacey muttered.

I wondered if Oliver Beckett, or if Sara’s husband, whose name I couldn’t remember, were aware of what their wives were off doing.

“What do we do now?” the dark-skinned woman asked, and she looked over at me.

I was momentarily at a loss. We couldn’t just barge in, obviously.

“Maybe she’ll take off the necklace?” I suggested. “We can steal it when they’re not looking.”

Even as I said it, I knew this seemed an unlikely possibility.

And I had just pulled out my phone to message Danielle and tell her to hold off while we figured something out, when she messaged me, saying the cameras were down, and we needed to make a move.

“Shit,” Stacey said again in the same dismayed tone.

Before I could think of an idea of how to proceed, the dark-skinned woman gritted her teeth and put a hand on the handle of the door.

Then, as she twisted it and burst into the side room, she loudly said, “Danielle?”

From my vantage on the other side of the door, I could see a mirror, and in its reflection, I saw Rhiannon and Sara jump apart from one another at the intrusion.

“Oh!” Stacey said in a surprised tone, and she smiled at the two other women. “So sorry. I’m looking for Danielle. Blonde, black dress. Have you seen her?”

“Uh… no,” Sara Malik said in a sheepish tone. She cast a glance at Rhiannon, and both looked annoyed to have been interrupted.

My mind raced as I tried to parse out what Stacey was even attempting to do. Was this a distraction? Did she expect me to slip in somehow and steal the necklace in plain view of our target?

“You’re Rhiannon,” Stacey then said. “Rhiannon Beckett, right? I met you and your husband just outside.”

“You did,” the elf woman answered in a prim tone. “As did the man lurking just outside the door.”

I just about held myself back from cursing. Elves, I suddenly remembered, had immensely heightened senses, even more so than dragons. Even if I didn’t have a specific scent, I breathed, I moved, my heart beat.

There was no point in hiding, so I stepped into the doorway and nodded respectfully at the two women. Sara, who looked embarrassed to have been caught in this situation, said nothing and darted past me to rejoin the main crowd in the hall. That just left Stacey and I with Rhiannon Beckett.

The elf glowered at us both and put a hand on her hip.

“And why, exactly, were the pair of you following me?”

“Why were you with Sara Malik?” Stacey asked in return. Her tone wasn’t confrontational, but I could see she was trying to put Rhiannon on the back foot and distract her somehow.

Though I was pretty sure there wasn’t a distraction in the world that would let me slip that necklace off her without her noticing. I was debating trying to knock her out, but I would’ve preferred if this didn’t end in violence.

Not the least because Sara Malik would immediately identify me as the prime suspect.

“The state of my marriage,” Rhiannon said primly, “is none of your concern. Suffice it to say, my husband and I have an arrangement we are both happy with.”

“How modern.” Stacey smiled with amusement, but Rhiannon did not return the smile.

She made to push forward, past Stacey and me, but I knew I couldn’t let her leave now. After this fiasco, she would be on high alert to my and Stacey’s presence, and probably Danielle’s, for the rest of the night. We wouldn’t stand a chance of getting near her.

Before she could pass the doorway, I put out an arm to block her exit, and she turned to me with a sharp glare.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.

There was nothing for it. This was going disastrously, and I only had one chance left at a peaceful resolution.

“I’m a dragon,” I said frankly.

Rhiannon blinked for a moment, and I saw her process the information for just a half-second too long before she gave a soft scoff.

“Cute,” she said. “Now, let me pass.”

“No,” I said, both as an answer to her demand and an insistence. “I’m a dragon. Just like you’re an elf.”

She paled then. The color drained from her light tawny skin and made her look a bit sickly.

“My name is Ethad of the Fire Mountains,” I went on. “I was sent here by a mage, against my will.”

“Ah,” Rhiannon breathed, and she took several steps back from the doorway and looked at me with new understanding.

All the confrontation had vanished from her posture, and her eyes suddenly seemed older, wiser, more knowing. Eyes that had seen even more centuries than mine.

“I’d heard rumors of a dragon for a while now,” the elf woman noted. “Sensed your power, too. Was that really you in those photos over Hollywood?”

“I battled the Gruesome Three,” I said. “They lost.”

“No small feat,” Rhiannon said with a slightly impressed note to her voice. Then she frowned slightly. “Are you here to hurt me?”

“No,” I assured her. “We don’t mean you any harm. We’re here for your necklace.”

Puzzlement flashed across her elegant features, and one hand came up to brush over the fine metalwork and shimmering gemstones. Then a small furrow appeared between her eyebrows.

“Do you intend to add this to some treasure hoard?” she asked.

“I don’t, actually,” I said, though I supposed this was a fair assumption. “I need someone’s help in defending my territory. Against someone who would destroy it, and the livelihoods of all who live there. That necklace was the price.”

“So, you’ve already set about establishing yourself here,” Rhiannon noted, and she cocked one eyebrow. “You were sent here against your will. Do you intend to return?”

“Only long enough to exact my revenge,” I said.

I could see in her face that she wasn’t too sure about my intentions, or about any of this. Then Stacey stepped forward.

“You can trust him, Rhiannon,” she said, and her tone was calm and earnest. “I’ve met many terrible people in my life, but Ethad isn’t one of them. He’s a man-- er, dragon-- of honor, and he keeps his word.”

“No small thing, to reveal yourself to a human,” the elf woman mused as her eyes darted to me.

“She’s worth it,” I said with a shrug. “As is the other of my companions you met earlier, Danielle.”

Rhiannon nodded slowly but didn’t move to leave, so it seemed Stacey had won her over.

“I don’t suppose… you could help me?” I asked the elf woman. “Beyond the necklace, I mean. Your kind are often trained in magic, are you not?”

“If you’re going to ask if I can create portals, I cannot,” Rhiannon said. “I was never schooled in such magic, and I didn’t come here via a portal.”

“The weak spot,” Stacey murmured, and Rhiannon nodded.

“I was wandering Coilfell, adrift,” she told us. “My kind are few and far between, our golden age has long since passed. I felt… stagnant. And, one day, I happened to stumble upon a nexus of power. It was strange and gave me an uneasy, foreboding feeling to behold, and yet I found myself inexplicably drawn to it all the same.”

She paused then and sat down on one of the little couches in the room. She looked at her hands in her lap and seemed almost sheepish, and I wondered if this was the first time she had visited those memories since arriving on Earth, apparently over twenty years ago.

“I was curious,” she confessed. “Intrigued by the newness of it. Novel experiences are rare for someone who has lived so many centuries.”

This was true. The real lifespans of elves and dragons were generally considered unknown, because we so rarely died of old age. Normally, we died in glorious battle, or killed ourselves out of relentless boredom and depression.

Humans, by contrast, burned so fast and bright, it was no wonder Rhiannon had been drawn to them, just as I had. Humans didn’t have time to grow bored. Their lives were hectic, mad dashes, full to bursting. Vivacious.

“You found a natural gap in the barrier between worlds,” I said. “We encountered some succubae in Los Angeles who came through in the same manner.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I cannot help you,” Rhiannon said with a sigh. “And… I suppose I am grateful you did not reveal what you knew about me in front of Oliver. Or Sara. I have built a comfortable life for myself here-- which I think you can understand, Ethad of the Fire Mountains. I do not want it threatened.”

“I don’t intend to threaten it,” I promised. “If you give me that necklace, our business can be concluded.”

She smiled at me and seemed almost amused. It was the tired amusement a teacher might give to their pupil.

“Dragons never change,” she remarked. “You know, there is a species of bird here, known for their attraction to shiny things. Magpies. You might have a lot in common.”

“Careful,” I said wryly. “You of all people should know a dragon’s wrath is not to be stoked.”

“Ah, but being burned alive would be such a novel experience,” the elf woman teased, and she gracefully rose to her feet and unclasped the necklace from her throat.

Then she pressed it into my hands, and I found myself a little surprised by the weight of it. It was more than I had anticipated from such fine metalwork, but then again, it was draped in jewels and crafted from gold.

“Thank you,” I said to Rhiannon earnestly.

She smiled, and again it was slightly tired. With a pang, I realized, in reminding her of the life she had left behind, I had reminded her of her true age, of all she’d seen. This was a woman briefly overwhelmed by her own lifespan, and she eagerly sought to return to the life she had built here instead. It was shorter, more carefree, and infinitely lighter.

I could sympathize, because I felt the same way at times. It was easier to be Ethan Cloud, the twenty-five-year-old human, than Ethad of the Fire Mountains, the four-hundred-and-fifty-year-old dragon. Perhaps, in time, the two would come to some kind of equilibrium.

“In return for my secret, dragon,” Rhiannon reminded me, and I nodded.

This was a fair trade.

I passed the necklace to Stacey, who stuffed it into her clutch purse. Then Rhiannon smoothed down her dress, picked up her drink, and swanned out of the room as if nothing unusual had happened.

We also needed to hurry back to the main hall before anyone noticed we were gone, but if we went too quickly, we would look suspicious next to a bare-necked Rhiannon. So, Stacey and I hung back for a few minutes until we felt it was safe to move.

“That went better than I thought it would go,” the dark-skinned woman admitted with a broad grin.

I couldn’t help but return it. I felt a little giddy in the wake of it all.

“I suppose honesty really is the best policy, at times,” I said.

Certainly, if I could reveal my draconic nature to my enemies here, they would back down.

I chuckled at the thought of showing my hybrid form to those Crimson 88 kids who’d harassed Kai and the others on Monday. Would they have run screaming for the hills, or fallen to their knees in terrified awe? Probably the former, as the younger generation seemed less reverent of the prophecy side of things, assuming they even knew about the Crimson Dragon who was meant to be their savior.

After a few minutes, we went back into the main hall and quickly met up with Danielle, who eyed us pointedly. I smiled and nodded, and she grinned.

“Excellent,” she said. “How’d it go?”

“We’ll give you details later,” Stacey promised. “For now, we’ll just say that Rhiannon Beckett is on our side.”

“Oh?” Danielle’s golden eyes glittered with intrigue.

“Later,” I said, and I cast a glance around the room. “How long do we want to hang around before leaving? Too quick looks suspicious, but someone will notice soon enough.”

“Let’s give it a few more minutes?” Stacey suggested.

It wasn’t like we were going to make a donation to the District Attorney’s campaign, anyway, so the less we hung around, the less likely we were to be cornered by the man.

“It’s almost a shame,” Danielle sighed wistfully. “I would’ve liked to have enjoyed this thing properly. We don’t get many excuses to dress up all glam like this.”

“We’ll be sure to find some more in the future,” I promised the blonde woman, and I looped an arm around her waist and pulled her in for a quick kiss.

With my free hand, I reached for a drink on a passing server’s tray and raised it to my lips. The tart fizz of the champagne washed over my tongue, and I made an approving noise, but as I lowered the glass, something else caught my nose.

I frowned and looked around the room as I tried to trace it. Stacey and Danielle both noticed my shift.

“Ethan?” Danielle prompted while looking concerned. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s someone else here,” I muttered as my frown deepened, and I was still looking around and trying to pin that strange, new scent down.

“Someone else?” Stacey echoed warily.

I nodded grimly. “Another monster.”
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Chapter 9

“Oh, for crying out loud,” the dark-skinned woman huffed.

Her exasperation was almost amusing, but I had to agree, this did seem unusually coincidental. First a chance encounter with an elf, but now another creature?

Generally speaking, the ones with noticeable smells weren’t particularly friendly-- to humans or to dragons.

“This can’t be pure chance,” Danielle said. “Surely.”

“No,” I agreed in a grim tone, because the odds were just too infinitesimally small. “Which means one of two things. Either it’s after Rhiannon, it’s after me…”

“… or it’s just interested in some high-profile carnage,” Stacey finished in an uneasy voice, and she looked up at me. “What do we need to do?”

“We need to identify it first,” I said, and I scanned the crowd with renewed focus.

Just in time, too, because I saw something-- someone-- hurtling toward us.

“What--?” Danielle began as she noticed a second later than me, and she jumped when Aethelind lurched from the crowd with her cheeks flushed and panting hard.

“Ethad!” The word half a gasp, and she bent over with her hands on her knees and breathed heavily. “No, sorry. Ethan. We have a problem.”

“I know that,” I said, but I was a little confused to see the female dragon standing here.

I glanced around and noticed several dark-suited, well-dressed attendees were eyeing her with suspicion, but they were either too self-possessed or too afraid of interacting with a poor person to go up to her directly.

“Uh, Miss?” a stern voice called, and I looked over to see two burly men in black suits weaving through the crowd.

Security. There to do what the guests wouldn’t debase themselves to do.

“Get behind me,” I said in a low voice, and I grabbed Aethelind’s wrist and pulled her around so the combination of me, Danielle, and Stacey hid her from the guards’ view. Then I turned to her urgently. “What are you doing here?”

“Is she what you sensed?” Stacey asked, but I shook my head.

“No, we both know each other’s magic,” I said. “This is something new.”

“Liang…” Aethelind panted. “Called me.”

It was unnerving to see her so out of breath. She must have run here all the way from Clare’s place. That was no trivial distance, even for a dragon in human form. I could run at significant speeds, too, but if I’d made that distance in a dead sprint, I would be pretty short of breath, as well.

“She-- sensed something,” the female dragon continued. She was already breathing less heavily as she recovered. “Said you would need-- backup. Told me to get here as fast as I could.”

“Just in time,” I said grimly. “There’s something here. I don’t know what yet, but we need to find out who they are, and quickly.”

“I could do what we did in LA,” Stacey suggested. Her tone was cool, but not entirely without the telltale strain of slight panic. Lives were at risk in this moment. “Pull the fire alarm, force an evacuation.”

“That could cause an uproar,” Danielle said.

“And it would allow the monster to flee in the chaos,” I added. “We need to identify it first.”

“You two go do that,” Stacey said, and she reached out to grab Danielle’s hand. “We’ll run interference with those guys.”

She nodded to the pair of security guards who, slowly but surely, were working their way through the crowd looking for the trespasser.

“Alright, stay safe,” I said, and I kissed both of them quickly on the foreheads before we split off.

I took Aethelind on a circuitous route of the hall, and I was pointedly forcing my way through the crowd without being too rough or too fast to cause a commotion. If I did, the guards would spot us at once. Keeping my head down and instructing Aethelind to do the same, we took a wide, arcing path through the hall, around the advancing security guards, and toward the large, sweeping staircase at the back of the hall that led to the building’s second level.

There was a wide balcony, or maybe a mezzanine, running the perimeter of the hall. I took a few steps up the large staircase to check if Stacey and Danielle had intercepted the security guards. They had, and they’d positioned themselves such that the guards had their backs to the staircase.

I waved Aethelind up quickly, because there were almost no people, and she would be spotted easily.

Most of the guests paid little or no attention to the woman in casual wear, and we ascended to the balcony level without issue. Aside from a few guests, it was pretty deserted, and a quick glance or sniff confirmed these were all humans.

“There,” Aethelind suddenly said, and she pointed to, of all people, Rhiannon Beckett, who was standing in conversation with her husband, the Dallmans and-- to my amusement-- the Maliks.

She and Oliver evidently had some kind of open arrangement, but I wondered if Mr. Malik knew his wife had a paramour. She’d seemed a little shyer than Rhiannon and more embarrassed about being caught.

“Not her,” I told the other dragon. “She was our target, turns out she’s an elf. We’ve spoken, she’s not a threat.”

“An elf, here?” Aethelind looked intrigued and baffled at the same time.

“I know,” I agreed. “I’ll explain it all later, after we’ve found this guy.”

Before long, I noticed something within the crowd moving through the people in a manner unlike anyone else-- unlike even the security guards, who were still being expertly held up by Danielle and Stacey.

There was a natural ‘flow’ to a crowd. People gravitated, even subconsciously, toward those with the most influence, the most money, the most popularity, like objects in orbit around a star. It was a slow shift, almost tidal and had a rhythm and sense to it.

This person was moving against that grain.

I leaned over the barrier and tried to get a good look at this person. It was a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark golden hair and an impressive beard. It almost had three points, and it puffed out at the sides as well as under his chin. His appearance had a certain ruggedness to it, almost feline.

And then, in a movement so sudden I jumped a little, he stopped, looked up at me, and locked eyes.

I knew exactly who and what he was in an instant.

“Manticore,” I said darkly to Aethelind.

“Fuck,” she muttered. “Where?”

“There.” I pointed to the man who was still staring at me.

Even from here, I could see the too-yellow shade of his eyes. It wasn’t a warm golden color like Danielle’s, this was more like acid.

“Stay up here in the gallery,” I instructed the female dragon, and I was already moving back toward the stairs. “If I can’t lure it somewhere else, somewhere less public, you need to signal to the others to pull the alarm. Force an evacuation, then come help me engage him.”

“Are you sure you want to engage this creature alone?” Aethelind asked.

It was a testament to our budding alliance, as well as our mutual concern for all these people, that she hadn’t protested my giving her orders.

“We’re weaker in these forms, brother, and there are too many witnesses,” she continued, which was correct.

If this manticore really had been sent after me, if Astrum had put it on my trail, I wondered if the mage had specifically instructed the thing to attack me in a public area.

I knew mages like Astrum. I’d known several over my centuries in Coilfell. They were arrogant. They needed every last victory over their foes, with no crumb of dignity or solace left to comfort them. Even if I was a world away, Astrum would want me alone and desperate and powerless, so of course he would have an interest in destroying the human identity I’d built for myself.

And for many reasons, I was not going to give him that satisfaction.

“I’ll manage,” I told Aethelind. “Just stand by in case we need to pull that alarm.”

I headed back downstairs and tried not to look like I was rushing. I adjusted my tie on the stairs and smoothed back my hair, and by the time I reached the lower level again, the manticore was standing there waiting for me.

He was taller and broader than me, which was not trivial by human standards. Perhaps six-foot-five and as broad as some of those men I’d seen on the television, who threw and chased an oddly-shaped ball around. Even if we had both been ordinary humans, this would not have been a simple fight.

Manticores were pretty formidable creatures in Coilfell. For the most part, they resembled Earth’s lions, only larger, but they had scorpion-like tails with poisoned stingers and venom as deadly as a basilisk. If I was stung, I would not be immune to its effects.

At least it couldn’t kill me with a look, I guess.

“You are a long way from home, fiendkin,” the manticore said as I approached him, and he grinned a cold grin filled with far too many teeth.

Like myself, his canines were fanged, even in human form, though mine were subtler than his.

‘Fiendkin’ was an old word in Coilfell, a catch-all term for species that weren’t ‘feykin,’ which were naturally humanoid-looking. Elves, dwarves, and humans were all feykin. Vampires were, too, technically, though they were usually lumped in with fiendkin for their tendencies to prey on humans and being born of ‘corrupt’ necromantic magic.

It was, I noted, an attempt to broach some kind of alliance. Or maybe he was trying to lull me into a false sense of security.

“I could say the same to you,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

“I was told there would be a hunt,” the manticore answered with another toothful smile. “And what glorious prey I have found.”

So, that settled it. He had been after me and not Rhiannon Beckett. In theory, that would make leading him to another location easier.

“If you want a hunt, I’d be happy to take this elsewhere,” I said, but the manticore shook his head.

“Here will suffice,” he said. “And if you have qualms, I can set my claws against different prey.”

I clenched my jaw. Even though I was his target, if I didn’t play along, he would start massacring these people indiscriminately.

But if I fought him here, I would risk people getting caught in our crossfire, as well as my own human identity. This was not a foe I could defeat in my fully-human form.

“Do you know who I am?” I asked the manticore in a tone as cold as ice. “Truly? Do you know the things they whisper about me in Coilfell’s histories? The names they ascribe to me?”

“The Scorcher of Skies, the Destroyer of Peace,” the manticore recited, but he only looked excited by the prospect. “I know exactly who you are. I wouldn’t settle for anything less. There is no thrill, no honor, in a mediocre hunt.”

“Your kind care for honor?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“No.” The manticore smiled. “But it amuses me to consider such a thing.”

“Consider that I will fight you fairly if you follow me elsewhere,” I said, but the creature just scoffed.

“Fight me unfairly, for all I care,” he said. “I shall slaughter you all the same. And once I have done so, I will slaughter all these pathetic little humans you seem so desperate to protect.”

A server walked past us, a young woman with her dark brown hair pulled up in a sleek bun. As she passed, the manticore reached out a hand. It looked human, at first, but the fingernails quickly morphed into great claws, and they went right for her shoulder to gouge her flesh and pull her back.

“No!” I hissed, and I shot out a hand and clamped it around the manticore’s wrist.

Its yellow eyes flashed with irritation, but the server passed by unaware of how close she had come to being mauled, and the creature wrenched itself from my grip.

I was startled by how firmly it pulled itself from my hand, and I remembered with a dull pang that, unlike most fiendkin species, manticores did not sacrifice a great deal of their strength to take on a human form.

“You presume to stop me?” the manticore asked, and rather than offended, it seemed gleeful.

Other guests were starting to notice the commotion, and they either turned to watch us or shuffled quickly away from the imminent fight. I saw one man push through the other guests, presumably in search of security.

But my focus was drawn from him, from all of them, as I watched the manticore’s other hand elongate into a clawed monstrosity, and then it lunged for me.

I could have easily moved out of the way in time, my reflexes were still far superior to an ordinary human’s, as well as a manticore’s.

But just as I braced for the feeling of those claws against my skin and the scales I had already manifested under my clothes, the fire alarm began to shriek.

There was a moment of confused disbelief from the attendees, and even the manticore pulled up short with a grimace. I saw the humans look at one another with frowns. More of them noticed the manticore and I glowering at one another, but as a slightly frantic note entered the thrum of chatter in the room, they began to gravitate toward the exits with the same tidal movements that previously had them wandering about the room.

Through the shifting people, I caught a quick flash of blonde hair and locked eyes with Danielle, just for an instant. The security guards she and Stacey had been distracting were urging them both toward the exit. Hopefully, the guards themselves would follow and leave Aethelind and I to deal with the manticore ourselves.

I became aware of movement behind me just in time to see the handful of spectators from the gallery speeding down the stairs, Aethelind with them. She came to a stop beside me and glowered at the manticore.

“Another dragon,” the manticore noted, and he seemed both amused and surprised.

The hall was rapidly emptying around us, which meant there were fewer bystanders, but also that we were sticking out more to the ones who remained. Someone shouted for us to get a move on, but I didn’t look away from those acid-yellow eyes to see who it was.

“Stand down, and we might let you live,” Aethelind growled, and I saw the faintest shimmer of gold under the white t-shirt she was wearing and knew she had manifested scales beneath her clothes as I had.

The manticore just chuckled.

“It seems the pair of you stand to lose more,” he said. “Stand down, and I shall make your deaths quick.”

I scoffed. No dragon worth their flame ever surrendered.

“Very well,” the manticore said with another cold, fanged smile. “Let us begin.”

Then he charged toward us.

Both of his clawed hands rose up and aimed for my throat, but I dodged him easily, and he shot past me. But then he kept running, past us, away from us, toward the remaining people clamoring to get out of the hall.

“No!” I roared, and I sprinted after the creature and tackled him.

We both went crashing to the ground, and several people turned at the commotion.

“Just leave!” I shouted to them frantically. “Get out of here! Go!”

I’d never thought I would be thankful for the self-serving motivations of the ludicrously wealthy, but I was right now. All of them turned back to the doors at once, and not one of them hesitated for even a moment.

“Your soft heart will be your end!” the manticore snarled as it writhed in my grip.

I squeezed it hard around the midsection and tried to force the air from its body, to force it into surrender, but I soon began to feel an expanding sensation in my arms, and I leaped back just in time to avoid being stung by the enormous scorpion’s tail that had snaked out from the base of the manticore’s jacket.

I scrambled backward as the creature morphed and shifted. A humanoid body became that of a lion, only much, much larger. It was at least twelve feet tall, and its paws were larger than hubcaps. Its golden fur was slicked down with some foul-smelling secretion that made it look shiny like a seal, and the vicious stinger swayed menacingly over its back, from which sprouted two monstrously-large, leathery bat wings.

Its face remained human-ish, but something about it seemed permanently twisted into a grotesque facsimile of a grin. Snaggle teeth protruded from its mouth, along with a too-long tongue that reminded me of the basilisk’s tongue, when it had held its human form.

This was a manticore’s true shape. And I had no hope of beating it in my human form.

“Dragon…” the creature snarled, but the sound was more gurgled through its inhuman mouth. Then it swiped one of those huge paws my way, with each of the claws at least three inches long and razor-sharp.

I narrowly missed being slashed, but the hardwood floor of the hall wasn’t so fortunate, and wood splintered beneath the force of the blow.

I glanced frustratedly at the still-evacuating people and spied Rhiannon Beckett toward the back of the group. She cast a quick glance back at us, with her eyebrows furrowed with worry, but I knew the combat capability of an elf, and it was better if she got as far away as the others.

Until the people were gone, my ability-- and Aethelind’s-- to fight back was hamstrung, and I kept glancing back at the doors as I dodged and wove around the enormous creature.

Rhiannon Beckett stood by the doorway and was waving people through urgently. None of them seemed to have noticed there was an inhuman monster in the center of the floor, though, and I tried to remember if manticores had any natural illusion magic. Not to my knowledge.

Still, the quicker they left, the quicker I could unleash on this beast.

The manticore lumbered around the room while swiping its claws and gnashing its teeth. I kept most of my focus on its enormous tail, though, and it was dripping with venom so potent that when it hit the wooden floor, there was a faint hissing sound as it ate into the boards.

When the stinger launched itself right at me, I shifted into my hybrid form on instinct, and every inch of me was covered with thick, protective scales. There was no point changing back now, no point in risking death to preserve privacy.

So, I fought back.

I lunged at the creature and slashed my own claws across one of its forelegs. It stepped back with a noise of indignant pain before Aethelind, from behind, sank her own talons into the meat of its back leg. She, too, was in her full hybrid form, and as one, we unleashed our fire onto the beast.

The manticore howled as it scrambled to move away from the flames. Frustratingly, the fire didn’t catch on its slicked-down fur. Still, we pushed onward and forced it slowly but surely back into a corner, where we could finish it off.

It threw out one enormous, clawed paw, so I slashed the underside with my own, and three bright red lines appeared on the dark, leathery skin of the pad. It hissed and snarled at me in rage, and the scorpion tail came swinging down.

I staggered back and narrowly avoided the venomous stinger, but I could smell the acrid scent of the venom and feel it stinging my eyes a little.

The manticore took this moment to recover, and it swung itself around, lashed out with one huge paw at Aethelind, and caught her bodily in the stomach. I heard the small “Oof!” as the air was forced from her lungs, but she held on to its enormous leg rather than letting herself be flung aside.

While she held it still, I jumped forward and raked my claws along its back leg, the same spot Aethelind had targeted earlier, and I deepened the wounds that were still sluggishly bleeding.

The manticore howled in pain and whipped around to face me, and then it reared back on its hind legs to swipe at me. Aethelind bit down as hard as she could into its front leg, and as it staggered in surprise, I lurched forward, slashed at its underbelly, and forced it to topple onto its back.

It fell to the ground with a great crash that splintered floorboards and shattered tile. Aethelind had released its leg and avoided being crushed by the great beast, and she and I stood side by side to finish this.

But before we could unleash our flames, before we could torch this creature to ash with the Oathfire, it lashed out its stinger, and drops of acidic poison sprayed both of us in the faces.

“Argh!” I cried out, and my hands flew to my face as I felt the liquid burn through my scales to find vulnerable flesh beneath.

Luckily, despite the pain, there hadn’t been enough to fully penetrate my armor, and a second later, I opened my eyes and was prepared to scorch the manticore alive for this insult.

But it was gone.

As if it had vanished into thin air.

I looked around wildly, but there was no trace of it.

And only then did I remember that manticores could turn invisible.

Only for short periods of time, but still. It was a skill that eluded dragons, a defense mechanism only seen in a very small handful of magical species. I had never particularly envied that ability, because I’d never been the type to hide and do things quietly, but now I ground my teeth in frustration.

“No honor in fleeing,” Aethelind spat with disgust as she rubbed at her eyes.

She, like me, had been spared anything too injurious. The venom hadn’t made direct contact with her eyes and had only eaten through the top layer of her scales.

Still, it hurt.

And it was irritating that the creature was able to slip free. It had only done that because it had known it was losing, but still, irritation burned through me.

Now, our grudge was personal.

“It’ll have gone back to its lair to lick its wounds,” I said grimly.

The stench of the poison was still so potent that I didn’t have a hope of tracking it. I hadn’t even noticed it was here until it had been in the event hall, so its scent was too weak to track over large distances.

“It will come for you again,” Aethelind said. “Manticores are not known for giving up.”

“It’s a good thing dragons aren’t, either, then,” I pointed out, and we shared a dangerous smile.

I cast a look back at the doors, since I was concerned we might have been seen. I was already trying to figure out how I might begin to explain what anyone had seen, until I noticed Rhiannon Beckett was standing in the doorway.

I stared at her as Aethelind and I resumed our human forms, because she seemed to be shimmering slightly. As I slowly approached, I realized she wasn’t shimmering, but a barrier between us was. It was the faintest of distortions, like heatwaves off the stone of my volcanic cave floor.

Illusion magic.

The elf woman had put up a wall, a magical barrier, between our fight with the manticore and the fleeing party guests.

Once Aethelind and I looked human again, Rhiannon lowered her hands, and the wall of illusion dissolved.

“Thank god!” Rhiannon said in a loud, grateful tone. “You fought off that madman!”

The people just outside heard her relieved cries and quickly latched on to the story. I shot Rhiannon an appreciative grin as Aethelind and I walked through the doors out into the night air of the courtyard, where guests were waiting on the fire department to show up.

There actually were signs of a fire now, due to where Aethelind and I had charred some of the floor in the fight. But nothing still burned.

“Who was that madman?” one person asked as Rhiannon’s version of events made its way through the crowd, like sparks to tinder.

“He was a thief!” someone else said. “He was going to rob us blind! Hold us at gunpoint!”

“He had a gun, I saw it!” yet another voice insisted frantically.

Already the briefest outlines of a story were solidifying into an exaggerated, outlandish rumor.

But it was a rumor in which I was not only an ordinary human, but a hero.

“These two brave people intervened!” Rhiannon said as she gestured to Aethelind and I. “They saved us!”

“Not that much, if the thief escaped!” one crotchety voice complained.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

For the most part, people swarmed around us gratefully. Men shook our hands, women patted our cheeks, and effusive praise was layered on us both from all sides.

At some point, Danielle and Stacey managed to push through the throng, and I hugged them both tightly.

“Are you hurt?” Danielle asked me.

“Nothing major, don’t worry,” I assured her.

Eventually, the firefighters arrived and declared the emergency over, and people were permitted to leave. Rhiannon did not go to find her husband, but instead stuck with us wearing an uneasy frown.

I guessed, from her hesitation to reunite with Oliver, that he didn’t know her true origins.

“We need to stop that thing before it can do any more harm,” the elf woman said in a low voice to avoid being overheard.

“What even was it?” Stacey asked.

“A manticore,” I answered. “Dangerous things. Strong, even in human forms.”

The way it mentioned being told of a hunt, I had to wonder if it had been instructed to find me in a crowded area to limit my ability to fight back, both out of concern for bystanders and my own human identity. It seemed like too much of a coincidence to be anything else, especially because most monsters would hate such loud, densely-populated places. Predators didn’t bound straight into the center of the herd, they picked off a weak, lone straggler.

“How do we go about stopping it, then?” Danielle asked, and she looked between Aethelind and me.

“Finding its lair would be my first idea,” the dragon woman said, and she looked to both Rhiannon and me for confirmation.

I nodded, because it was a logical point. If we attacked it in its home, we could be sure there would be no bystanders, and we would also be able to control the terms of the fight a bit more.

But then, Rhiannon said something peculiar, so much so that I turned to her in pure, stunned shock.

“What if…” she said slowly, and she had one finger pressed to her mouth. “Do you think the mage could help us find it?”
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Chapter 10

“Mage?” Stacey repeated, and she looked baffled. “I… what mage? There’s a mage here?”

“I’ve been sensing a magical presence on and off for a few months now,” the elf woman explained with a shrug that seemed impossibly graceful, and I wondered if she’d ever been able to take up the human practice of ballet dancing. “I admit, I didn’t pay it much mind. I’ve sensed many magical creatures over the past few months, but it was apparent someone was handling it, so I’ve never had to worry about them myself. I suppose I have you to thank for that.”

She smiled at me. It was a serene, vague smile, of someone so very far away. It was a notable shift from the cheerful woman Oliver Beckett had introduced me to earlier this evening. No doubt being reminded of her true origins, her heritage and lifespan, had brought up some uncomfortable memories of her loneliness back in Coilfell.

But I wasn’t concerned about her mental health right now.

“How do you know about Astrum?” I asked her, and my tone was tight with suspicion. “I thought you came to Earth over twenty years ago.”

“I… did?” Rhiannon answered, and she frowned at me in confusion. “Who’s Astrum?”

“Astrum is the mage who banished me here,” I said before I gestured to Aethelind. “Both of us, in fact. He’s been wreaking havoc in Coilfell. He’s acquired power the likes of which no human has ever wielded before.”

“Oh.” Rhiannon’s tone was one of only faint surprise, as if I had merely corrected her on something trivial.

This didn’t shock me. Elves were a distant and melancholy species. Part of this was because of their immensely long lifespans, but another part of it was a result of the end of their golden age, when they’d lost dominion of Coilfell to the dwarves. If she hadn’t been directly in contact with any magical threats until tonight, of course she wouldn’t have been especially bothered about them, particularly since I had been around putting a stop to them.

It was an unusual system. Normally, dragons, like elves, took little interest in affairs that didn’t directly concern them, but in laying claim to this world, now such affairs concerned me. Certainly magical ones.

“Have you seen this mage?” I asked. “Do you know where he is?”

Rhiannon shook her head while looking sincerely apologetic, but before Aethelind or I could press any further, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye.

“Rhiannon!” Oliver Beckett said in a relieved tone, and he swept his wife into a tight hug. “Oh, thank god! When we got separated during the evacuation, I… I…”

“I’m quite safe, Ollie,” the elf woman assured her human husband, and she placed a fond hand on his cheek.

It was apparent from the way they looked at one another that they adored each other, independent of any secrets or ‘marital arrangements.’

I found myself wondering who Oliver spent his own ‘free time’ with, and how he would react if he were to learn his wife was not an ordinary human like him.

Clare and my other companions had each taken it well, but we hadn’t been together for multiple decades. Possibly the deception would be lessened by the fact Rhiannon’s true form was not as drastically different as my own was. Aside from a bit of height and elongated ears, she looked pretty much like a human right now.

Along with Oliver came Peter and Shaunna Dallman, who both were relieved to see all of us unharmed, if-- in the case of Aethelind and I-- a little roughed up.

“You were so brave, going up to fight that madman!” Shaunna exclaimed as she took both of Aethelind’s hands in her own and squeezed them urgently. Then she looked between Aethelind and me. “Both of you!”

The female dragon looked both amused and confused at this kind of recognition, and I noted with a grin that she was beginning to understand part of the appeal this place held for me. In a world of fragile humans who were ignorant of magic, it was easy-- almost trivial-- for us to be seen as gallant heroes. We were stronger, faster, and far more durable.

“We certainly owe you a great debt,” Peter agreed, and he clapped me generously on the shoulder. “Anything you’re coveting right now? Something I can offer as a token of our mutual appreciation?”

“Passing our company name around to your friends who were here tonight certainly wouldn’t hurt,” Danielle said as she flashed a cheeky grin at me.

“No, it would not,” I agreed, and I looked back at Peter. “It was nothing, though, really. Just the right thing to do.”

“Be that as it may, the rest of us fled to save our own skins,” Peter replied, and he sounded a little sheepish. “It’s humbling, to realize you’re not quite the man you believed you were.”

“Better not to endanger yourself pointlessly,” Stacey intervened in a smooth, reassuring tone. “No offense, but you’re not exactly in the same physical shape as Ethan and Ae-- Linda.”

She corrected herself at the last moment, but fortunately, no one paid much attention to it. Instead, Peter just chuckled, looked me up and down, and nodded ruefully.

While it was true he was in excellent shape for a man of his age, he was still fifty, and that was at least half of the way through a human’s lifespan and past their physical prime. Though he didn’t have a paunch, and clearly exercised frequently, gray streaked the thick curls of his black hair, most prominently at his temples. It was shot through his beard, too, and the strong angles and sharp jaw of his face were just barely beginning to sag as the skin loosened with age.

I thought it was sad how little of a human’s life was spent in their prime, compared to centuries for a dragon. But even if Peter had been at his absolute peak, the manticore would have destroyed him as easily as squashing a bug.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced,” Peter then said to Aethelind, whose hands were still being clasped by Shaunna’s.

The female dragon seemed unsure of the social etiquette here and had resisted pulling her hands away, but knowing Shaunna Dallman, she was not likely to let go any time soon.

“How do you know Ethan?” Peter asked.

“We’re cousins,” I said, hopefully not too quickly, because that would raise suspicion. “Uh, in a sense. We’re not blood relations, but we… grew up in the same place.”

“Yes,” Aethelind said a little haltingly. “In the same monastery.”

I belatedly remembered the quickly-constructed backstory I had first given to Gary and Dave upon arriving on Earth, and how we’d extended that to Aethelind as well. It handily explained any ‘quirks’ she or I might demonstrate, things most humans were familiar with that we were not.

As time had passed, I’d needed to rely on this story less and less. Dragons after all, possessed excellent memories. But Aethelind was still learning the details of human life, and many of the social intricacies of human interaction still eluded us both.

“A monastery!” Shaunna gasped, and she turned to glance at her husband with wide eyes before looking back at Aethelind and me. “My! You two have lived quite a life.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Stacey said with a slight snicker.

I briefly locked eyes with Rhiannon Beckett, and she just raised her eyebrows slightly but kept her expression carefully neutral. She was clearly resisting the urge to burst out laughing. I found myself curious as to what story she had fed to Oliver and her friends, about how she’d come to be in Chicago.

“Well, I’d say the pair of you are adapting incredibly well to the rush of city life,” Peter said generously, and this was accompanied by another hearty clap on my shoulder.

“That’s encouraging to hear,” I thanked him. “But, not to ruin the mood, we need to get going.”

“Of course, of course, you’ve had an ordeal,” Shaunna said emphatically.

She shook Aethelind’s hands in her own before finally letting go, though not before she cupped Aethelind’s cheeks for a moment, too.

I’d already gotten the impression she was a woman who enjoyed fussing over people. She and Peter did not have children, and overall their relaxed lifestyle seemed antithetical to the twenty-four-hour responsibility I understood human children represented.

It seemed exhausting, really. With my own species, the role of both parents was far more minimal. Male dragons barely stuck around after the initial mating, and even female dragons only remained long enough to lay and incubate eggs. It was a far more hands-off endeavor.

Or ‘claws off,’ I supposed.

At any rate, I was never annoyed to deal with the Dallmans’ generosity. Though they were clients, first and foremost, I had come to see Peter and Shaunna as friends, as well.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Linda,” Shaunna said warmly. “And not just because you saved our lives!”

“And of course it’s always a pleasure to see you,” Peter added to Stacey, Danielle, and me.

“Lovely to meet you,” Rhiannon agreed in a somewhat quiet tone.

“Oh, hang on,” Oliver said, and I glanced at the man to see his attention was on something off to the side.

I followed his gaze and saw a pair of uniformed police officers approaching.

“They’ll want you to make a statement, seeing as you actually saw the bastard,” Peter remarked. He then offered his arm to Shaunna, which she took, and they, along with the Becketts, Danielle, and Stacey, retreated to give Aethelind and I a bit of space.

“Ethan Cloud?” one of the officers said to me.

Both were women, and she was the shorter of the pair, with a stout, sturdy build and blonde hair pulled back into a ruthless bun at her nape. The other was almost a foot taller than her, with a slimmer, athletic build and sleek black hair in a ponytail.

“Yes,” I said to the officers. “Is there a problem?”

“Multiple witnesses here say you and… this lady here,” the short officer said with a glance at Aethelind, “directly engaged the perpetrator. Would you mind answering a few questions?”

“Of course,” I said, because any other answer would look immediately suspicious. “What would you like to know?”

“We’ll need your names, for starters,” the taller officer said as she looked at Aethelind.

“Linda Khan,” she answered.

I hoped they didn’t ask for ID, because until I was able to exchange Rhiannon’s necklace with Finch, the only thing backing up Aethelind’s human identity was myself.

“In your altercation, did you get a good look at the suspect?” the shorter officer asked us as the taller one scribbled down notes on a pad.

I gave a quick description of the manticore’s human form, and I added that he’d been armed with a knife and ‘some kind of acidic substance in a bottle’ to explain the mild burns on the hardwood floors and also over our own faces. They would heal within a day or so, since thankfully neither Aethelind or I had taken a direct hit to the eyes.

“He fled when the fire started,” I finished. “I didn’t see which direction he went in.”

Had I not been assaulted by the stench of acidic venom, and the metric ton of expensive cologne and perfume all of the attendees had drenched themselves in, I might have been able to track the creature’s scent. But even if I had, I wouldn’t have told the cops where to go. It would have been as good as sentencing them to death.

“The fire?” the shorter officer remarked. “But it’s already out.”

“I’m sorry, officers, we didn’t see anything more than that.”

Clearly not wanting to antagonize people by excessively questioning the evening’s two saviors, they let us go after that, and we retreated back to where Danielle and Stacey were standing with Rhiannon Beckett, who had somehow managed to extricate herself from her husband for a moment.

“We’ve exchanged contact details,” the elf woman said, and she gestured between herself and my companions. “Hopefully, we won’t need them, but just in case.”

“Just in case,” I agreed, but I could see she was ruminating on something else. “What is it?”

“Did you need my necklace because of the manticore?” Rhiannon asked. Her eyebrows were knitted together with concern but also confusion, like she was trying to figure out this puzzle.

As was I. Once again, I had the feeling I was missing something, maybe even being manipulated somehow. It was certainly too much of a coincidence the manticore had come here, in the middle of a crowded event that was already being attended by a dragon and an elf.

Who had set it on my trail? Who had told it of this ‘hunt?’

Rhiannon had mentioned a mage, so currently my best guess was Astrum. But I’d never imagined him to be a man of subtleties. Mages rarely were. The flashier, the better, to make up for their oft-underwhelming physical prowess. It was similar to the way I had heard some frogs here were brightly colored to ward away predators.

“No,” I said honestly. “That’s a different problem. But I wouldn’t be surprised if the pair were related somehow.”

I wondered if the manticore had somehow been responsible for trashing the Crimson 88 businesses, if it had done as the wendigo had done and taken over a gang to quickly amass support and influence. And this mage, presumably Astrum, had told it I would need to seek out Eli Finch and would subsequently be here at this event tonight.

I was definitely missing a piece of the puzzle, and probably more than one. But with allies like Aethelind, and Liang’s slowly-emerging gifts, I was confident we would rise to the challenge and overcome them, as I had overcome everything else that had so far been in my way.

At the very least, I knew I needed to ask Finch about his dealings with the Becketts in more detail. Perhaps he or they inadvertently knew something about the manticore, or the mage it was presumably working with.

Certainly, the true work would start tomorrow, when Finch and I made our exchange, and when I had fully recovered from the venom burns. Then I could attempt to track the creature’s scent.

I offered to give Aethelind a ride back to her-- well, Clare’s-- apartment, but she said she was happy to walk. I promised to contact her when I learned anything, and then she headed off.

“I wonder if she has anyone waiting at home for her,” Stacey said in a teasing tone as the three of us headed out to the valet parking.

Because we’d been held back after the initial evacuation, between chatting with the Becketts and Dallmans, and then giving statements to the cops, we’d missed the initial rush and delay of everyone wanting to leave at the same time, and one of the smartly-dressed valets was immediately available to help us.

I didn’t miss the slight envy with which the young man handed back the key fob once he’d retrieved the Urus. Obviously, he had gotten a taste of how it felt to drive, and even at slow speeds, there was something seductive about the vehicle, about the power quietly thrumming beneath the hood, like the eager purr of a creature waiting to be unleashed.

Not wholly unlike a dragon.

“You seem more… complete when you’re behind the wheel,” Danielle observed. “Like a truer version of yourself.”

“It’s the closest I can get to my true form here,” I agreed. “The speed and the power.”

“One of these days, we should head out to the desert or something,” Stacey mused. “Somewhere deserted for miles, so you can fly around a bit.”

I couldn’t deny the eager ache that panged inside my chest at her suggestion. As much as I enjoyed my human life, part of me longed for the sheer size and power of my true form. To feel the wind under my wings and the cool rush on my scales.

On Earth, I had luxuries I’d never even dreamed of in Coilfell, like access to every kind of food I could possibly want and the wonders of the internet and television and street racing. But they all came at the sacrifice of my true form.

“Or maybe we can build you a huge house where you can hang around in your natural form, with a big ol’ pile of gold to sleep on,” Danielle suggested with a laugh.

“You joke, but I actually think he’d like that,” Stacey drawled. She was sitting shotgun and could see the intrigued expression on my face more clearly.

“Don’t knock it ‘til you try it,” I said with a grin.

“Sleeping on gold? Sounds uncomfortable,” Danielle said. “You know we love money almost as much as you, Ethad, but… ow.”

I had to concede there that a human body was not built for that sort of thing. Given the sheer size and weight of my dragon form, each individual coin was more like a grain of sand. The same could not be said for Danielle’s tall-but-decidedly-human-sized form.

We dropped Stacey off at her place, though she left her clutch with us, after removing her keys and phone.

“Better than walking around with that thing out in the open,” the dark-skinned woman pointed out, and I could hardly argue. “I’ll be wanting that purse back, though, it matches my dress perfectly.”

The clutch did indeed appear to have been lined with the same silky, purple fabric as her dress, and Danielle and I promised we would treat it with the utmost care.

Stacey smiled at us both, gave us each a quick-but-passionate kiss, and then headed inside.

“God, she’s amazing,” Danielle sighed wistfully as we watched her let herself into the house.

It was polite to not drive off until you knew they were safely inside, even without a manticore running loose.

“She is,” I agreed. “As are you.”

Danielle smirked at me, but I could see the events of the day had well and truly exhausted her. I drove us home in quick order, and she practically stumbled through the door while kicking off her heels with a groan of appreciation.

“You’re back!” Clare’s voice said eagerly, and she and Liang bounded over to greet us both with hugs and kisses.

They were each dressed in comfortable lounge clothes, a stark contrast with Danielle’s black corset-dress, and an even starker one with my ruined suit.

“Oh, my god, what happened?” Clare gasped when she pulled away from hugging me hello. “Liang said there would be trouble, but…”

“It’s fine, the burns are mild, and they’ll have healed by tomorrow,” I assured her. I gave a sigh then. “It was a manticore.”

“Manticore?” the red-haired woman echoed.

Seeing Danielle was practically asleep on her feet, I moved the conversation to the couches, and I briefly explained to the three of them what a manticore was, as well as the details of my and Aethelind’s fight against it.

“So, she arrived in time,” Liang said in a relieved tone. “Oh, good.”

“She sprinted there,” I confirmed as I remembered how hard she’d been panting.

“It’s obvious she’s come to care about you and this world,” Danielle remarked. “Despite all that dragon pride you go on about.”

I shrugged, but I couldn’t deny I had come to have a certain fondness for the female dragon.

As much as two dragons could be fond of one another, without ego getting in the way.

I remembered the handful of times I’d mated with female dragons in Coilfell. I supposed it wasn’t impossible that I had a few children out there, somewhere, now that I thought about it. But my main focus was on how different the experience was to when I made love to my companions here. There had been none of that tenderness, that consideration for the other. Mating between dragons was a battle, and sometimes it was literally preceded or followed by a real fight. We were too proud for anything else.

It was a wonder our species propagated at all. If not for the vicious protectiveness a mother dragon held over her unhatched eggs, there was probably nothing stopping dragons from going almost extinct. Our numbers were already starting to dwindle, because loving, mated pairs were rare in our kind. I had certainly never encountered any, not within the past three centuries, anyway.

“We… care for one another more than most dragons,” I admitted, though I could say with relieved certainty that this care would never extend to anything romantic or sexual, and the feeling was mutual.

“So, what happened after you fought the manticore?” Liang asked.

“Well, we met back up with Stacey and Danielle-- oh, and Rhiannon,” I said. “I need to tell you about Rhiannon.”

“The woman you were supposed to rob?” Clare leaned forward eagerly. “Oh, my god, I almost forgot about the heist!”

She grinned, and Danielle gave a fond but tired laugh.

“You’ll have to tell them without me,” the blonde woman said, and she got to her feet and gave a despairing sigh. “I’m so tired!”

“You go to bed,” I assured her. “Get some rest.”

“Absolutely,” Liang agreed. “You’re always telling me how important it is, after all.”

Danielle turned to eye the blind woman with a wry smile.

“Was that a joke?” she asked. “Did you just make a joke?”

Liang grinned but said nothing, and Danielle chuckled and leaned down to kiss each of us goodnight.

“God, I’m exhausted,” she confessed in a mumble as she made her way to the stairs. “I almost asked Stacey if I could sleep at her place.”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t have minded,” I said.

It was pleasing to imagine the five of us taking a relaxed approach to beds and homes and sleeping in whatever iteration suited us most at the end of each individual day.

Apparently, werewolf social dynamics were quite similar. With such a strong ‘pack’ mentality that focused on the broader family group rather than individual relations, it was common for them to sleep in big piles, since they saw everything as communal.

I could almost appreciate it, except for the excessive emphasis on sharing. I didn’t share anything with anyone, except with my companions.

Perhaps, in that respect, the five of us were like a tiny pack. A loving, mated quintet.

Once we heard the door to the main bedroom close, Liang and Clare both scooted even closer to me, and they were wearing eerily similar expressions of excited intrigue.

“So?” the red-haired woman prompted, and with a chuckle, I recounted the rest of the evening’s events.

The fact Rhiannon Beckett was an elf, how she had been willing to give us the necklace outright, and how her illusion magic had spared Aethelind and I being exposed to the other guests.

“Thank goodness she was there,” Liang said, and I nodded.

“I don’t really want to think what would’ve happened if she hadn’t been,” I admitted. “We exchanged contact details, and she could prove to be an invaluable ally.”

“And the mage she sensed?” Clare asked with a concerned frown. “You really think it’s Astrum?”

“Who else could it be?” I countered. “It’s either him or one of his grunts. He could still be sending them to the zoo, for specs on cages or something. Or maybe she was just sensing the echoes of his magic where he’s made portals.”

It was a frustrating truth that magic was imprecise and not as concrete as many would prefer to believe. I’d known some to argue there was a beauty in that unpredictability, and while I didn’t disagree, it did make figuring out problems like this much more complicated.

“I wish I could sense it in more detail,” Liang said in a frustrated tone.

“Don’t punish yourself,” I replied. “It’s not anything you’re familiar with, of course it would take a long time to get more attuned to it. You have to remember, Rhiannon is centuries old. Probably even older than me. And she knows what Coilfellian mage magic feels like.”

“Well, if it’s of any use, I couldn’t sense any recent portal magic,” the seer said as she twisted her hands in her lap, and Clare reached out to gently stop her from making such nervous movements. “So, I would say the manticore has been here for a while. Lying in wait, perhaps.”

“Maybe on the orders of whoever this mage is,” Clare suggested, but she was still frowning uneasily. “Maybe you should leave the stuff with Finch alone for now and focused on finding whoever’s… watching you.”

“That’s the thing, Clare,” I said frankly. “Astrum is watching me. That’s how he knew I went to Finch, and how he knew I’d been sent to the event to get Rhiannon’s necklace. If I do anything too random, he’ll get suspicious and know I know he’s watching me. I need to proceed as if everything is normal. That way, we stand a chance at catching him off guard.”

“It does make sense,” Liang admitted, though I could see she, too, was unsettled by the risks this plan posed.

“Hey,” I said, and I reached out my hands to cup each of them by the cheek.

Clare nuzzled into the touch almost sadly, like she wanted to commit the feeling of my skin against hers to memory, just in case.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I continued. “Nothing he’s thrown at me yet has done any lasting damage.”

“How long until he just throws it all at you, though?” the red-haired woman asked softly. “What then?”

“Then I know he’ll be desperate, and panicking, and he’ll make mistakes,” I said simply. “He only overpowered me in Coilfell because I was unprepared, and because he had a hundred mages backing him up. With Aethelind, with you all, he doesn’t stand a chance.”

“He’d better not,” she muttered.

Liang reached out and put a gentle hand on Clare’s knee, and once again, I was surprised by how confidently the blind woman reached out and how easily she made contact with the intended target.

“How do you do that?” I asked her without thinking.

“Do what?” Liang turned to face me, and her expression was mildly surprised, but her milk-white eyes were as opaque as ever.

“Reach for things so… correctly,” I said, and Clare, too, had noticed this, because she nodded.

“The way you reach for hands when greeting people,” she said. “It’s like you know exactly where they are.”

“Oh,” Liang said. “I thought I was just… good at guessing.”

“Maybe that’s part of it,” I said, but I frowned a little. “But… I don’t know. I think it’s more than that.”

“Your gifts might be stronger than you realize,” Clare agreed, and her tone was quiet, thoughtful.

It was a side of her I didn’t often see. She was normally so vibrant, loud, colorful, and shameless. This softer, gentler side was a rare treat, and a sign of how much she had come to love Liang and I.

“You… think this is part of my gift?” Liang asked, and I could tell from her tone that this was something she hadn’t really considered.

“It could be.” Clare shrugged. “You don’t have the typical kind of sight, but… it’s clear you have another kind. Who’s to say how it manifests?”

“I wish I could have some more control over how it manifests,” the seer said a little bitterly. “Then I could be of more use to you all. And I know! I know you say it doesn’t matter, and I appreciate that, but the fact is the less I can help, the more other people will suffer, because I can’t find the one bit of information you need to save lives!”

She spoke in a louder and more forceful tone than I had heard from her in weeks, and I suddenly realized just how much this had been weighing on Liang. She was burdened by the risk her gifts imposed on the lives of people who would suffer, would die, from monster attacks.

Unless she could predict portals, and we could stop them before they started.

“Don’t worry about that, Liang,” I insisted. “That’s not on you.”

“Isn’t it?” she asked.

“No,” Clare said sternly, which again, was a tone I rarely heard from her lips. “It’s on the creatures themselves who choose to hurt people. It’s on Astrum for sending them here. Would you blame Ethad for not being able to save everyone?”

“No!” Liang said at once, and she looked horrified. “No, I would never!”

“Then why hold yourself to that same standard?” the red-haired woman pressed, and she reached out to take both of Liang’s hands in her own. “Why punish yourself for things outside your control?”

Liang opened her mouth as if to argue, but after a moment, she just closed her lips and looked almost sheepish.

“I… don’t know,” she murmured.

“Exactly,” I said, and I reached out to tuck a lock of her black hair behind her ear. “I know you want to help, and you do. You saved people tonight by sending Aethelind to help me with the manticore. Focus on that. Not impossible things.”

She managed a small, shy smile at that, and relief coursed through me. Then she caught me a little by surprise as she leaned forward and kissed me.

It was a deep, questing kiss. Her tongue immediately sought entry, and I eagerly parted my lips. Just as I was beginning to sink into the kiss, she pulled away and kissed Clare with the same fervor. Again, I was startled by her impeccable aim, as clearly as if she could see, but this thought was quickly pushed aside as I watched the pair of them kissing hungrily.

One of Clare’s hands came up to cup Liang’s cheek, while one of Liang’s hands rested on my knee and squeezed in a silent request.

No. A demand.

One I was only too happy to fulfill.
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Chapter 11

I reached out and touched Clare’s shoulder, and then I slid one hand up her neck and gently pulled her away from Liang to kiss her myself. She moaned softly into my mouth, and Liang rose from where she was sitting on the couch and outstretched her hands to us both.

Silently, we took her hands and stood, and the three of us made our way into her room just off the lounge.

Once inside, Liang pounced with a passion and focus I didn’t often see in her. She still tended toward being excessively polite and demure, like she was worried she might spontaneously outstay her welcome here, so to see her taking charge and making demands was both a comfort and intensely attractive.

The seer pressed me back against the door and kissed me hard, and her hands pushed at the shoulders of my suit jacket. I obeyed eagerly, and I shrugged off the jacket as her fingers made quick work of the buttons of my shirt and the clasp of my cummerbund behind my back.

Clare pressed herself against Liang’s spine, as much to ensure the blind woman was aware of where everyone was standing as to gently pin Liang between herself and me. She pressed kisses to Liang’s shoulders as she slipped down the sleeve of her hoodie, then the strap of her tank top, and the redhead pushed them down the seer’s arm to bare one of her breasts.

“Oh!” Liang gasped gently into my mouth at the sensation of cool air over her skin, followed by another moan as Clare reached up to palm her breasts.

“You’re so pretty,” Clare sighed, and she squeezed and kneaded the seer’s soft flesh while I tossed off my clothes.

Liang moaned louder as I lowered my lips to her neck and sealed them over her pulse point, and she arched her back against us, with one hand tangled in my hair and the other in Clare’s.

“God…” she gasped as she writhed between us, and she pulled Clare’s lips from her shoulder to kiss her again.

I watched appreciatively as their tongues tangled together, with Clare’s hand still stroking and pinching Liang’s nipple.

I pulled away from the seer’s neck then, and I pushed the hoodie right off her arms and the tank top down her torso and legs. I went for the sweatpants she was wearing next, and she stepped out of them and the tank top. I didn’t remove her panties just yet, though, and instead I pressed my hand to the smooth skin of her abdomen and slid down under the waistband.

“Ethad!” Liang gasped when my fingers first made contact with her wetness.

“Always so ready for me,” I purred as I found her clit and pressed on it.

Her hips buckled against mine, and I couldn’t wholly suppress a growl. We were pressed so close, even that movement stirred my already-aching cock.

“You’re overdressed,” I said to Clare as I continued rubbing my fingers over Liang’s clit.

Between us, the seer panted something in assent, but it dissolved into a whimper when I dipped the tips of my fingers inside her.

“Am I?” Clare asked innocently, but the image was ruined by her sly smile and mischievous blue eyes. “Whatever shall we do?”

I leaned over Liang’s shoulder and kissed her hard, and then I twisted the seer around so her back was pressed against my front, with my hand still in her panties.

“Undress her,” I whispered into the blind woman’s ear, and she complied eagerly.

She pulled Clare’s lips to hers as her hands roved over the red-haired woman’s petite, curvy form, and she familiarized herself with the garments before methodically removing them.

Clare kissed Liang back eagerly and seemed to bask in the attention.

“Ooooh, right there,” she moaned loudly against the seer’s lips when Liang groped at her breasts and pressed their chests together.

Something about seeing the pair of them like this thrilled me, and my cock throbbed eagerly between my legs.

It wasn’t long before Clare, too, was left only in her panties, and she kissed Liang messily as I continued my ministrations between the seer’s thighs. She was practically dripping wet now, so I buried one finger inside her, then two. They went in dizzyingly easily, and she moaned and reached behind her to hold me against her as my fingers continued pumping steadily.

“I…” she gasped between Clare’s kisses. She had her other hand around Clare’s shoulders and was clinging to us both. “I’m--”

“Come for us,” the red-haired woman purred while both of her hands massaged Liang’s breasts. “Let us see you. Let us hear you.”

She moved her lips to Liang’s throat then, so nothing could impede the sound the blind woman made as she suddenly went tense. I felt her walls flutter, then clench and spasm around my fingers, and she became even slicker than before. To prolong her climax, I sought out that special spot inside her, and I pressed on it insistently with my fingertips. Liang let out a loud moan as her hips bucked against my hands, and Clare ducked down to suck one of her nipples into her mouth as the orgasm racked through the seer.

I coaxed her through the pleasure, and I relished in the aftermath and each little spasm and soft, oversensitive moan. When she’d recovered, she pushed away from me, walked confidently toward the bed, and extended a hand for us to follow.

We did so eagerly.

We let Liang position us as she preferred, since we knew she would have a better sense of where we were if we let her take control. She had Clare lie back against the pillows, while I stood at the end of the bed.

Then Liang put a hand to my leg.

“Take these off,” she said as she tugged at my pants. “And your underwear.”

I instantly obeyed and couldn’t deny the faint relief when my cock sprang free of its constraints. This was quickly followed by a soft groan as Liang took me in her hand and began to slowly pump. Her fingers were silky smooth, and she applied the perfect amount of pressure as her palm swept up and over the head of my cock.

“Careful now,” I muttered, and she smiled at me too sweetly for someone who currently had my dick in their hand.

Then she leaned in close until her warm breath brushed over my sensitive skin, and I locked eyes with Clare, who was watching us both with wide, lust-darkened eyes.

“I need you both to be loud,” the seer said in a coy tone, and I shivered as she squeezed firmly around my shaft. “I can’t see you, so you need to be very loud.”

“We can be loud,” I said as I flashed a dangerous grin at Clare.

“Oh, yes, we can.” She nodded, and mischief glinted in her eyes.

Liang hummed like she was satisfied, but then she let go of my cock and turned away. She pressed herself back against me, so my dick dug into the curve of her ass as she ran her hands over Clare’s thighs and lowered her head between the redhead’s legs.

“Oh, god,” Clare panted, and she was clearly already excited just by the sight of Liang there.

She hadn’t even been touched yet, I realized. She had to be aching for it.

I pressed a hand to the top of Liang’s back and dragged my fingers down the length of her spine. She shivered pleasurably, and I felt her quiver against my dick.

“I bet she feels neglected,” I remarked to the seer, and she turned just enough that I could see her smile.

“Let’s remedy that,” she agreed, and she leaned in and licked a long, slow strip up the length of Clare’s slit.

“Fuckkkkkk,” Clare moaned loudly, and both hands flew to tangle in Liang’s hair as her hips bucked against the seer’s face.

I growled at the sight and was unable to bear it any longer, so I lined myself up with Liang’s entrance and buried my cock inside her to the hilt.

“Ah!” Liang’s head reared back with a gasping moan before she returned her attention between Clare’s legs.

I tried to time my thrusts with her licks, and I watched hungrily as she sucked the red-haired woman’s clit, slicked up two fingers with Clare’s wetness, and pressed them inside.

“Oh, fuck!” Clare wailed as her back bowed.

She seemed unable to choose between watching Liang’s tongue or locking eyes with me. I, too, was caught between watching her face, Liang’s face, and the sublime sight of my dick sliding in and out of the seer. She was so wet, so warm and tight, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on for very long.

But I had to. I wanted this to last. I wanted them both to be fully sated by me.

I let my dick grow just a little bigger, but not so large as to become painful. Danielle and Clare had both espoused the importance of quality over quantity, though I had cheekily suggested they could have both.

“Oooooh, you feel so big, Ethad,” Liang moaned against Clare’s pussy, and the muffled sound of her voice made it all the more delectable.

Clare was whimpering loudly, and each time I thrust inside the seer, a harsh, groaning pant forced itself from my lips. I was gripping Liang’s hips as hard as I dared without hurting her, but even so, I was pretty sure she would have small bruises where my fingertips were in the morning.

No matter. I would kiss each and every bruise and make her come on my tongue for each one, if that was what she wanted.

The three of us operated like a well-oiled machine for what felt like an eternity. Liang’s eyes were closed as she feasted on Clare’s pussy and relished in my thrusts, and Clare looked like she was moments away from levitating off the bed. I smirked and tilted Liang’s hips to adjust my angle, and on my next thrust, I snapped my hips so hard that Liang jolted up Clare’s body, until her face was pressed right below the redhead’s bellybutton. The seer cried out as I gave her a few more forceful thrusts, but then she seemed to recompose herself, and she scooted back down until she could wrap her lips around Clare’s clit and sucked it for all she was worth.

“God!” Clare cried out as her body spasmed like she was being electrocuted, and the seer had to force her hips back down to the mattress. “Liang, Ethad, I… I…”

“Let go,” I grunted at the red-haired woman, and I quickened my thrusts until Liang’s ass was practically bouncing against my pelvis. “Both of you.”

I reached around Liang’s hips and found her clit, and I rubbed in those tight little circles I knew she liked. I heard her gasp, saw the effect that had on Clare, and grinned savagely.

“Oh, fuck!” Clare whined as she wildly bucked and ground her hips against Liang’s face. “I’m close, I’m close, I’m gonna-- oh, god! Oh, god!”

Then she threw back her head, and both hands tangled in Liang’s hair as she yanked the seer closer. Her mouth fell open in a silent ‘O’ while her body was shaking and spasming with pleasure.

Liang didn’t let up, not fully, until Clare’s panting had slowed. Then she leaned up and fixed the red-haired woman with the biggest, smuggest grin I had ever seen.

But we weren’t done, not yet. I’d managed to hold on through all of that, and both Clare and Liang had each come only once.

For a dragon’s companions, that would simply not do.

“Got a little more energy left?” I asked Clare with a smirk, and she instantly nodded.

I slowly pulled out of Liang, and she moaned a little at the withdrawal but then twisted around to kiss me.

“What do you have planned?” she asked.

“Only fun things,” I assured her. “I think Clare wants to return the favor.”

“Oh, I do,” Clare purred in a pleased tone, and she reached out to grab Liang by the hips. Then she maneuvered the seer until her thighs were settled on either side of Clare’s face.

“Ready?” I asked the redhead, and she nodded eagerly before she looped her arms around Liang’s thighs and pulled the seer’s dripping pussy down to her lips.

“Ah!” Liang moaned as she rolled her hips against Clare’s face, and a second later, I pushed inside the red-haired woman’s still-spasming, soaking-wet pussy.

I growled at the feeling and had to grit my teeth for a second, because the aftershocks of her pleasure almost threatened to end this immediately. Then I got ahold of myself and began to move my hips in time with Liang’s, while I pressed a finger to Clare’s swollen clit.

Her moans were muffled by Liang’s pussy in her face, but that just made them sound all the sweeter. I gripped Clare’s hips as I thrust into her, and I set a quick, rough pace that I knew she liked. Liang had one hand braced on the headboard, and the other was on Clare’s head as she ground down against the red-haired woman’s tongue.

“Oh, god, right there!” Liang moaned, and it was a deep-set sound that was both desperate and intensely satisfied.

I’d been told the second orgasm was sweeter than the first, and I intended to make sure of that, for both of them.

When I felt the familiar fluttering of Clare’s walls around my dick, and I saw Liang’s thighs trembling around the red-haired woman’s head, I knew they were close, and it was taking everything in me to hold on just a little longer.

“I want you to come together,” I panted. “Want you to-- feel good.”

“You feel sooooo good,” Liang promised us both while moaning shamelessly. She had thrown her head back, and I almost wished there was a mirror above the headboard of her bed, so I could better see her face and bouncing breasts as she rode Clare’s tongue. “God-- Ethad-- Clare-- you feel amazing!”

I stroked my hand over Clare’s clit as the trembling got stronger. She was so, so close, but I knew she wanted to make sure Liang got there first before she could let go.

It was something we had in common.

“Come on,” I goaded Liang. “Let go. Cum all over Clare’s face.”

“I want…” she panted. “God, I want… I want…”

She wanted to come, I knew. She wanted to feel that pleasure and to sink into the ecstasy of it. Her panting got shallower, the pitch higher. I could see the coil winding tighter and tighter until, finally…

It snapped.

“Ohhhhh, yes!” Liang’s back arched, and every muscle in her body pulled taut as she let out a wordless cry.

Not even a full second later, Clare followed, and her scream was muffled as her pussy locked down around my dick.

“There we go,” I growled, and I thrust through Clare’s orgasm until she was dripping around me and onto the bedsheet.

Then I dug my hands into the redhead’s hips, and I snapped my own at a rough, rapid pace. The motion shook Liang, who had all but collapsed against the headboard, and Clare would have been shoved up the bed if I wasn’t gripping her so tightly.

Clare moaned and whimpered and writhed as I chased my own orgasm, but she managed to wrap her shaky legs around my waist and pull me even deeper. I snarled in the back of my throat as my cock bottomed out against her cervix, and I ground my pelvis into hers as I spilled myself inside her. My dick kicked with every pulse of seed I shot out, and within moments, Clare’s pussy had overflowed. My cum gushed out around my still-hard cock, and the redhead cried out between Liang’s thighs as we rode out our highs together.

When I came back down to myself, I pulled out of Clare, who shivered at the withdrawal. The apex of her thighs was a mess of both of our bodily fluids, and I smirked as I reached down, swiped up some of the mess, and pushed it back inside her still-twitching pussy.

“Ethadddddd,” Clare whined and blindly batted at my hand. “Too sensitiveeeee.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” I teased, but I did withdraw my fingers.

“Too much of a good thing,” Liang said with a tired chuckle.

Then she dismounted Clare’s face, and the three of us laid side by side, naked and sweaty and sated.

Clare was the first to recover and speak.

“So, did you have fun?” she asked the seer cheekily.

Liang, who was in the middle of the pair of us, grinned broadly and nodded.

“Very much so,” she said. “And you two?”

“I don’t know,” I drawled. “I might have to do that all over again tomorrow, just to check.”

Both women laughed, and Clare snuggled into Liang’s side and placed her arm across the seer’s bare stomach to brush against my hand. I turned in, too, so the pair of us bracketed her.

We slept in Liang’s room, since neither Clare nor I wanted to risk disturbing an exhausted Danielle. The next morning, when she came downstairs and saw us around the kitchen island, she made the connection in an instant.

“You only have that look on your face when you’ve had some excellent sex,” she said to Clare, who grinned shamelessly and gestured to Liang and me.

“Is there any other kind in this house?” she pointed out.

Danielle laughed and kissed her cheek, and then she crossed the island to kiss me good morning.

“If I hadn’t been absolutely dead on my feet, I might be jealous,” she said.

“We can catch you up later this afternoon, if you want,” Liang offered in such an innocent tone that you would never have guessed she was suggesting a wildly energetic orgy.

Danielle chuckled and kissed her cheek, too, which made the seer giggle.

“So,” the blonde woman said as she grew more serious. “What’s the plan?”

“I’ll exchange the necklace with Finch,” I said frankly. “Get the ID packets and the information I need. Then make whoever is trashing the Crimson 88’s businesses pay dearly.”

“Sure,” Danielle said with a shrug, and she wrapped both her hands around the coffee mug Clare had passed her.

It was a natural rhythm between us all now. None of us had to think about how the others liked their drinks prepared. There was a certain, quiet intimacy in that.

Clare had a concerned look, and I knew she was still wondering if Finch was really a priority right now, but seeing as I’d explained to her last night about the importance of ‘appearing normal,’ she didn’t protest.

Even so, I moved around the island and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll be fine,” I promised her. “Dragon, remember?”

“As if I could ever forget,” she said with a slight scoff.

As much as she didn’t like it, she knew I was right. Astrum could not be allowed to realize I knew he was watching me. I needed the chance to observe him, to get a sense of his own movements, because then Aethelind and I might stand a chance at figuring out how to get back to Coilfell and how to put a stop to his plans, once and for all.

Besides, I could hardly go and confront Astrum in Coilfell without having things in order here on Earth. After all, I fully planned to return to this human life once that arrogant mage was dealt with, so I needed to make an effort to preserve it.

And right now, that meant finding out whoever had been encroaching on my territory.
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Chapter 12

I found the lack of news coverage about the manticore attack both encouraging and a little concerning. Liang was certain it had been here for a while now, and it had to have been feeding during that time, just not frequently enough to be of note to human authorities.

Manticores, at least in Coilfell, needed to feed about twice a month, maybe less if they weren’t being especially active, and they tended to swallow their prey whole. For that, there would be little to no evidence of attacks, only disappearances.

Much like with the basilisk in Los Angeles.

In addition to the manticore, I was hopeful Eli Finch would have some information on who’d been trashing the Crimson 88 businesses, because this was just as much of a trespass, even if it was probably being done by some idiot human with too much ego for their own good, rather than a monster out of most people’s nightmares.

Still, in the past I had dealt with similar threats on both counts, and I’d emerged victorious. There was no reason to suspect this would be any different, especially now that I had a second dragon to back me up, if I needed it.

Speaking of that second dragon, both she and Stacey arrived at Danielle’s shortly after Liang, Clare, and I woke up. In the wake of the previous night’s events, Danielle had decided the six of us needed to strategize, and I was in complete agreement.

Once everyone was settled with a mug in hand, I explained where we currently stood in terms of both Finch and the manticore. For obvious reasons, the manticore was the priority, and Danielle shivered when I finished explaining what we could infer about its movements so far.

“Being swallowed whole sounds worse than being eaten in pieces,” she said with an uncomfortable squirm. “How long are you alive for after? How much are you aware of as you’re digested?”

I grimaced, and I had to admit it was not an enviable fate, but now that I was aware the manticore was here on Earth, I could take steps to find and kill it.

“Probably better not to think about it,” I said. “We just need to locate it for now.”

“Do you think it will have any useful information? Or is this strictly an execution?” Stacey asked as she took a sip from her mug.

Unlike the rest of us, she was drinking herbal tea.

“Rhiannon Beckett mentioned a mage, so possibly the manticore will have more information,” Aethelind said. “It’s probably Astrum, or one of his peons, but if there’s a mage here…”

“Then we haven’t been as aware of their movements as we thought we were,” I agreed as I finished the other dragon’s thought. “The manticore mentioned it had been told of a ‘hunt’ in finding me, so I wouldn’t be surprised if it was explicitly instructed by Astrum to find and kill me. Or expose me.”

“If not for Rhiannon, it might have succeeded,” Danielle pointed out with an uneasy expression. “So, what can we do for now? How do we actually find it?”

“It will have a lair,” Aethelind said firmly, and I nodded.

This was consistent with what I knew of manticore behavior in Coilfell.

“And it will probably have done a good amount of hunting nearish to that lair,” I added. “It makes sense to situate a home relatively close to a good food source.”

“Like camping next to a stream,” Clare said with a nod.

“I’ll get that map Kevin was using to mark portals,” Danielle said, and she got to her feet with the urgency of a sudden idea. “Can you pull up all the recent missing persons reports? Everything we can’t already explain by other monsters’ attacks.”

As she went to retrieve the map, we did just that. Clare got her laptop and did a quick internet search. Handily, missing persons cases were quite easy to find details of, as the more the information was spread, the more likely it would reach someone with information.

Unless, of course, that missing person was currently dead in the stomach of a manticore.

Filtering out some of the older articles, and those we knew to attribute to the vampires, the basilisk, and other creatures who didn’t leave identifiable human bodies, Clare quickly narrowed the number to six. By scouring each article, it was simple enough to find each person’s last known location, and Danielle methodically plotted them on the map.

“Well, would you look at that,” the blonde woman remarked when she was done, and she moved away to show that all six crosses were near or even inside of a forested area on the outskirts of the city, known as Forest Glen.

Though it was a far cry from the dense, sprawling forests of Coilfell that stretched out for hundreds of miles, it was the closest the manticore could hope to find in this metropolis. Their kind preferred the darker, cooler climate afforded by tree coverage, and even back in Coilfell, they tended to target smaller settlements near woods, as opposed to dense city areas. I’d never heard of a manticore setting itself up in Coilfell’s capital, which, at just over a million residents, was less than half the size of Chicago itself.

“I suppose the abundance of nearby food is enough of an incentive for it to not try and find somewhere more rural,” Aethelind observed, and I had to agree.

“Should we go now? Investigate the area?” Clare suggested, but I shook my head.

“There will be more people around in the daylight hours,” I said. People who could see something they shouldn’t, or be harmed in the fallout of a fight. “And manticores prefer to hunt after dark, anyway. We’ll have a better chance of finding the thing if it’s out and about, rather than sleeping in its lair. Easier to track.”

“Tonight, then,” Liang said. “After you meet with Finch?”

“I’ll have a look, but the four of you should probably stay here,” I said.

None of them protested. Danielle and Stacey had seen for themselves the ferocity of the creature, and Aethelind and I would be able to fight harder and maintain better focus if we didn’t have to worry about protecting more fragile humans. Especially if they were my humans.

Clare was a little frustrated she couldn’t come along to help, as was Liang, but Stacey and Danielle provided them both with enough details to make them understand.

“I still don’t like having to just sit here and wait for you to come back,” the red-haired woman pouted, and I could see in the faces of the other three that they didn’t care for it, either.

It struck me then how little frame of reference I had for such a thing. As a dragon, I had so rarely been out of my depth, so rarely experienced genuine, life-threatening risk. I’d never had to sit by a door and anxiously wait to find out if someone I loved had either survived or been killed.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. “It’s not fair, you’re right. But these fights… I’m just better suited to them.”

“I know that,” Clare sighed. “We all do. But that doesn’t make it easier.”

“You know I would never recklessly endanger myself, right?” I asked, because I needed them to know this. “I’m not asking you to stay here so I can take foolish risks.”

“Of course we know that,” Liang murmured. “You could take every precaution in the world, it doesn’t change the fact we worry about you. Don’t you worry about us, too?”

I did. Constantly. I wanted nothing but success and ease and comfort for them. I wanted them to be deeply and profoundly content with their lives, with me, and with each other.

It was decided Aethelind would accompany me to examine Forest Glen and the surrounding area after I met with Finch tonight. I still had Stacey’s purple clutch, which was holding our precious cargo, and I sequestered myself in the bedroom just before lunch to take the necklace out, both to check it was unharmed and to admire it.

Now that I was seeing it up close, without a host of other things to worry about, I was newly impressed by the craftsmanship, so much so I had to wonder if it was elven-made. It would certainly have explained why Rhiannon Beckett had been wearing it. Maybe she’d even requested her husband rent it for her.

And, if there was a natural weak point connecting Chicago to Coilfell, and already travel between both worlds going back at least thirty years, who was to say how much further back they went?

I found myself wondering if a human had ever gone to Coilfell. Maybe they had, thousands of years ago. Humans had come to Coilfell a little over three thousand years ago, and they’d finally wrested dominion from the goblin-kin about two thousand years ago, well beyond the living memory of any dragon still alive.

My ruminations were interrupted by the ringing of my phone, and I pulled it out to see an unfamiliar name was calling.

A prospective client? The manticore? Or possibly some other, more mundane threat?

It turned out to be none of these things.

“You’ve reached Ethan Cloud,” I answered.

“Ah! Ethan!” Oliver Beckett’s voice was cheerful. “Rhia gave me your number. I wanted to call about your interest in seeing my NASCAR team. With last night… ending as it did, we didn’t get a proper chance to discuss things.”

“I suppose we didn’t,” I said.

“Terrible business, I’m just glad no one was seriously hurt,” the other man continued in a commiserating tone. “You know, that madman stole Rhia’s necklace? I didn’t even notice until we got home! The insurance company is in an uproar, of course, and it’s a pain in my ass to deal with, but honestly, I’m just glad he didn’t hurt her.”

“As am I,” I said politely.

I found myself wondering how Oliver Beckett had come into the orbit of a wayward elf over twenty years ago, given they’d recently celebrated a wedding anniversary. Had Rhiannon sought him out, or had he been drawn to her slightly ethereal beauty? Was he beginning to notice that the woman who’d appeared to be in her mid-thirties when they’d met had not visibly aged?

Elves aged much slower than humans, and they lived up to ten times longer. Their most powerful individuals lived upwards of a millennium, not unlike dragons. Though, in both cases, such long-lived examples were rare. Coilfell was too unsettled, too violent, for such immense lifespans.

“Anyway, anyway,” Oliver continued. “That’s nothing for you to concern yourself with. I just thought, in the light of your being such a gallant hero, it was even more imperative I invite you to look at the team, as a small show of appreciation. Well, that and my word that the next time Rhia and I want some remodeling work done, Cloud Contracting will be our first call!”

“That’s very generous of you, Mr. Beckett,” I remarked.

“Now, now,” he said. “‘Oliver,’ please. You saved me and my wife’s lives!”

I couldn’t help but smile ruefully. It wasn’t like he could see my face.

“I’m not sure I’d go that far,” I said. “But if you insist, Oliver. That’s a very generous offer.”

“Hardly,” he said breezily. “So, we’ll sort something out for you to come see? I want to know more about the man who took over Krenshaw Autoshop. Lenny wouldn’t have trusted just anyone to buy that business, no matter how eager he was to retire. He built it from nothing.”

“I have every intention of honoring that legacy,” I assured Oliver. “And I’d love to see the team. It’ll probably have to wait a while, though. Business is booming.”

“A blessing and a curse, so I’ve heard,” Oliver said with a laugh. All in all, he seemed generally unconcerned by the missing necklace and the inevitable payment he would have to make to the insurance company. “I’ll also be busy, so that suits me just fine. Save this number, and we’ll work something out later.”

“I look forward to it,” I said sincerely.

Then Oliver hung up, and he was still completely unaware of the fact that the very necklace he was lamenting the loss of had been in my hand the entire time.

The moment I replaced the necklace into Stacey’s purse-- for lack of a better place to store it-- my phone began to ring again. This time, though, it was a number already saved to my contacts.

It was Tony.

“How’s my best customer?” his voice said brightly when I answered, and I chuckled.

“Can I be considered your best customer if you never charge me for the food?” I asked.

“Bah,” Tony said, and I could imagine him waving a hand. “You’re loyal, and you’re a large part of why I’m doing well enough to be opening a second location.”

I supposed this was true. While, of course, no restaurant could survive without excellent food, my team’s skilled refurbishment and my getting Finch to back off about a loan had both been significant aids to Tony’s financial situation. Supposedly the second restaurant, tentatively named Eos, was due to open across town sometime in the next year or so.

We had, of course, promised to schedule the refurbishment as soon as possible. Both Tony and I had a vested interest in maintaining our professional reputations.

“Do you have an update about Eos?” I asked him.

“Not currently, no,” he answered, and his tone became a little less jovial. “Actually, two, uh… pretty intimidating men just came by, with an envelope addressed to you.”

I blanked for a moment but then realized the only address Finch had for me was Tony’s restaurant, and if he wanted to communicate without using a phone, which could be hacked or tracked, he would need to use that address.

“Oh, I think I know what that’s about, you don’t need to worry,” I said smoothly.

“So, you’re not in trouble with Finch because of me?” Tony asked.

“Not remotely, we’re both fine,” I assured him, and I heard him heave a sigh of relief.

“Thank god for that,” he muttered. “Want me to drop this at your place, then?”

“No, no, I’ll come to you,” I said, and I was already standing from the foot of the bed and reaching for the door.

I explained where I was going with a quick flurry of kisses to the four women still clustered around the kitchen island. They were in conversation with Aethelind, who I categorically did not kiss, even in friendship. Dragons were not physically affectionate with one another, unless gentle gnawing during a friendly fight counted, but we didn’t even do that.

“Heading to Aurora, I shouldn’t be long,” I said as I grabbed the key fob for the Urus.

I saw the recognition in Danielle’s eyes as she was the first to put the pieces together, with Aurora being Finch’s only address for me, and Finch not wanting to risk digital communication.

“Say hi to Tony for us,” the blonde woman said with a smile.

“Bring me back some tiramisu!” Clare hollered, which made me laugh, and I promised to do so if there was any available.

Aurora wasn’t open during the afternoon on Sundays or Mondays, only doing dinner service, but Tony always came in hours before opening to prepare for the day or evening ahead. As such, the door was unlocked when I arrived, and I strolled right in with the sound of the bell above the door jingling.

Tony came out of the kitchen a moment later, and he was smiling broadly. He was clearly curious about the envelope, even though he was trying to hide this fact, and after a bit of pleasant conversation, he fixed me with a serious look.

“You’re not working with Finch, are you?” he asked. “Because men like Finch can’t be trusted. They make their money by taking advantage of the poor, the desperate, and the trusting. My own father was one such man, and it drove him to his grave. Almost drove me and this restaurant there, as well.”

“I’m not working for Finch,” I promised as I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder, which was technically true, but it was also easier than explaining the convolution of our arrangement, which would also mean revealing my close relationship with the head of the Crimson 88. “I don’t owe him money, and I know exactly what kind of man he is.”

“I figured as much,” Tony said with a faint smile. “But I wanted to be absolutely sure.”

With that, he handed over the envelope Finch’s men had dropped off. It was addressed to my human alias, Ethan Cloud, and when I sliced it open, I found a note containing only a handful of words.

Dionysia. 9 PM. Come alone.

Tony glanced over my shoulder and gave a low whistle.

“Dionysia is a fancy place,” he said in an impressed tone.

“Is it?” I asked.

I honestly hadn’t heard of it.

In answer, Tony pulled out his phone and typed the name into the search bar. A moment later, glossy photos and glowing reviews of a highly-exclusive and expensive nightclub-slash-cocktail-bar filled up his screen. It was located downtown.

“Just what kind of business are you and Finch mixed up in, anyway?” he asked me.

“Important business,” I replied enigmatically.

I knew Tony wouldn’t be satisfied with that answer, but I didn’t feel like explaining, and it was safer for him if he didn’t know anything further.

Tony was still clearly concerned, but since he’d already said his piece, there wasn’t much else he could do.

Once I was out of the restaurant, I ducked into the narrow alley down the side, between Aurora and its neighboring building, so no one would see me breathing fire. I incinerated the note, because I didn’t want to risk even the slightest paper trail. I had a time and a location, and that would be all I needed.

Back at Danielle’s, I informed the others of what had happened, and Stacey was the only one to recognize the name.

“Dionysia is fancy even by my standards,” she said, and her expression was a mixture of impressed, wary, and almost jealous. “It’s the last word in exclusive. It’s not enough to know people. If you’re not on the list, you’re not getting in.”

I was surprised a man like Eli Finch would be able to gain access to such a place, but I supposed being a notorious crime boss came with enough money and authority to bend even the stiffest social rules. Finch struck me as someone who took pleasure in upsetting the natural order of things.

I could respect wanting to shake things up, but disruption for the sake of it seemed a petty use of his time.

Or, maybe, just maybe, he wanted to impress me a little.

“From the sounds of things, only my name will be on the list tonight,” I said with a slight frown, and I could see the five women around me each had their own misgivings about this.

It would mean I had no backup, whether that came in a social form, from Danielle or Stacey, or in a physical form from Aethelind.

“Shit,” Stacey muttered, and she pressed her fingertips over closed eyelids, like she was warding off a headache. “They don’t allow phones in there. Strict policy. So, if something goes wrong, you can’t even call us.”

“Perhaps I could wait outside,” Aethelind suggested. “Humans wait for cars sometimes, don’t they?”

“They do,” Clare agreed, and she looked between Stacey and me. “Would that work? She could be pretending to wait for a cab or something.”

“No,” Stacey and I said as one as we independently came to the same conclusion.

“I don’t want to risk drawing any more attention,” I added. “Even if it’s just attention from humans, especially to Aethelind, especially with the manticore around.”

My reasoning went a bit beyond that, though. For one, I would feel more comfortable with Aethelind here, just in case the manticore tried to track me by following the scent of the humans I’d been with-- Stacey and Danielle. For another, being too peculiar would cause suspicion, particularly if she was outside a highly-exclusive venue, whose security staff probably skewed toward paranoid.

It was decided, then, that Aethelind and the others would wait here until after my dealings with Finch were concluded. If anything bad was going to happen, we would simply have to rely on Liang getting a psychic hint from the universe.

I was hopeful things would go smoothly, though. The sooner I could be rid of Eli Finch, the better. Then Aethelind and I would head out for a manticore hunt.

With Clare’s help, I dressed to look the part of someone who would be permitted inside Dionysia. I didn’t want to risk throwing off my whole night, and my arrangement with Finch, by being too sloppily dressed to be allowed entry.

“Dionysus is the Greek god of wine, revelry, and madness,” she explained to me late that afternoon as I sat on the bed in my underwear and patiently watched her rifle through the closet for something that would suit her exacting tastes.

I knew ‘Greek’ was a culture somewhere in Europe, but I hadn’t initially realized how many cultures had gods. There were a lot of them, and many overlapped in their domains.

“Who are the real ones, then?” I asked the red-haired woman. “Or are they all real?”

“Centuries of war have been fought over those exact questions,” Clare chuckled ruefully. “No one knows.”

This made me frown.

“You don’t know?” I asked. “Then what’s the point of fighting for them? Or praying to them at all?”

“Well, faith,” she said with a shrug. “If we knew, it wouldn’t be faith, would it? You can’t have faith if you know the answer, it’s about choosing to believe even without hard evidence.”

I only became more confused after that. I failed to see the point of worshipping a god if you didn’t even know if they were real, or if anything would come of your prayers. The Mistress of Scales had created my kind, and so we prayed to her in thanks. But if she had just been some figment, responsible for nothing, capable of nothing, what was the point?

“I suppose it’s different if you come from a world where ‘gods’ are just very powerful creatures, rather than ideas,” Clare said as she expertly read my expression while she passed me a set of clothes. “Here.”

I was grateful to take the garments and set aside this baffling conversation. Every time I thought I was getting the hang of human life, they threw another puzzle at me.

Clare had selected a dark blazer and matching pants. They were not quite black, but instead a very deep reddish-purple, like fine wine.

“I thought it would be good to adhere to the theme of the place,” she said. “And if you’re just in solid black, you’ll stand out more. This should help you blend in a little more naturally, in case you need to slip out at some point.”

She was, as always, correct, and I thanked her for the advice. Alongside a crisp white shirt, the outfit looked perfectly unremarkable for a venue like the one I was headed for, and a sizable pocket on the inside of the blazer provided the perfect spot for me to tuck Rhiannon Beckett’s necklace.

“You look very slick,” Stacey said appreciatively as I came downstairs.

Liang, who’d been sitting on the couch, stood from her seat and walked over to me. She was growing more confident about the placing of the furniture by the day, and she barely hesitated as she walked to the base of the stairs and placed her hands on my chest.

“The shirt is very silky,” she said, and she moved her hands to feel the tops of my shoulders. “A strong silhouette, I imagine. Very nice.”

“Always the case, with Clare to thank,” Danielle said fondly, and she tipped her head to rest it on the red-haired woman’s shoulder, despite the fact Clare was a half foot shorter than her.

“Be safe tonight, alright?” Liang asked me, and I caught both of her hands in mine and kissed her fingertips.

“I’ll be back before long,” I said. “Just a quick exchange, and then we’re onto hunting the manticore.”

“Why do I feel like that’s going to be the less dangerous portion of the evening?” Stacey said in a tone that was a little too grave to be funny.

I bid them all goodbye, and Aethelind even patted me on the shoulder, which was unusually affectionate by dragon standards. I wasn’t sure what to make of her evidently being more concerned by my going to a meeting with a human crime boss than our plans to track down a manticore later tonight.

But perhaps Stacey was right, and Finch would prove slipperier than I had envisioned. Certainly, I was going to remain on high alert. With no option of backup, it was the only thing I could do.

I had looked up Dionysia on my own phone that afternoon and memorized the route, so it was easy enough to head there. I was a little surprised as I drove past to see only a very small line outside the door, but I supposed a venue this exclusive would not be interested in letting in random people off the street, so there was no incentive to line up and hope to be let in.

The line moved fast, with one security guard checking IDs and another checking a clipboard. The first one scrutinized passports and driver’s licenses and then unhooked a velvet rope that was a deep wine color, not unlike my own blazer.

I smiled a little to myself as I approached. I’d parked the Urus down the street and left my phone in the glove compartment. Clare’s point about being less noticed in this color may well have been correct.

Less than five minutes after joining the back of the very short line, I was at the front. The two bouncers were taller than me, which was no small feat, and the far, far broader one frowned down at me. I supposed it was unusual to turn up to a venue like this alone.

“Ethan Cloud,” I said with a smile, and I offered up my license.

They both frowned at me a moment longer, but then one took my ID and the other flicked through the clipboard.

“He’s on the list,” one grunted to the other, and as he struck my name off with a neat swipe of his pen, the other man handed my license back.

“Phone?” the man checking my ID asked, and I shook my head.

He instructed me to outstretch my arms and then quickly patted me down. Though he obviously felt the bulge of the necklace in my breast pocket, it was also obviously not phone-shaped.

“Clean,” the man announced, and he unclipped the rope from the barrier as he added, “Mr. Finch will have an escort for you waiting inside.”

This surprised me a little. ‘Mr. Finch?’ That sounded oddly deferential for a crime boss. Especially one who I’d been under the impression was far too grimy for a place like this. His usual haunt was underneath an abandoned factory, after all.

I was just inside the venue, where a slightly longer line hung by the cloakroom, when a woman approached me.

It was immediately obvious from both her outfit and her attitude that she was not here to flirt. Rather than the shiny skirts I saw the other women here wearing, this woman was in a black silk blouse, tucked into crisply-ironed wide-legged pants, which were also black. Clare had been right on this front, too. The dark color was a little too stark to fully blend into the surroundings, but I supposed this was by design.

“Ethan Cloud,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She knew exactly who I was. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a half-bun, half-ponytail that seemed intentionally messy, and she reminded me more of a secretary than a staff member at a nightclub. “How are you this evening?”

“Uh… fine,” I said, but I was a little caught off guard by the question.

“Did you have a nice day?” she asked.

I narrowed my eyes a little and tried to make sense of this. Was I being toyed with? No, her expression seemed sincere.

“Fine,” I said at last.

“Would you like a drink, before I bring you over to Mr. Finch?” she asked, and I realized then she was essentially my chaperone.

This place was fancy enough to warrant a level of service usually only seen in Michelin-starred restaurants.

“No thank you, but Mr. Finch…” I said slowly. “Is he… a particularly respected patron?”

The woman blinked, and she seemed genuinely surprised by the question.

“He’s the owner, sir,” she said after a moment.

I stared at her.

“He… owns this place?” I asked, and I looked around with renewed fascination.

Honestly, I hadn’t known the man had it in him. But I supposed it was useful to have a diversified portfolio of assets.

Even so, I hadn’t expected this level of classiness from him.

I asked for a whiskey on the rocks, and the woman, whose name I still didn’t know because she had not offered it and wasn’t wearing a nametag, directed me deeper into the club. A long, sleek bar lined the entire left wall of the main hall. Leather-lined booths were lit by purple neons and framed by heavy velvet curtains. I wondered what this place’s policy was on closing those curtains and having sex in the booths themselves. Given the strict policy about cellphones, I would imagine it was either overlooked, or even encouraged.

“Hey,” one woman said as we passed, and she smiled at me flirtatiously.

But before I could tell her I wasn’t interested, or she could introduce herself, she noticed the woman in black leading me through the club, and she immediately slipped away to rejoin her friend group.

I eyed my escort with new fascination. Whoever she was, she represented something that was not to be messed with. Perhaps it was simply the reputation of Finch himself.

The largest and most richly-bedecked booth, with more elaborate lighting and velvet upholstery, was of course the one where Finch, as the owner, was waiting. It sat in the center of the right wall, directly opposite the bar and also facing the center section of the dance floor, where lengths of chain were bolted to both the floor and ceiling. They were polished to a sheen and sparkled under the multicolored lights, which skewed heavily toward pinks and purples.

Finch held court in the center of the booth, which was populated by four-- no, five-- women about my age, which was to say, slightly younger than Finch himself, who I knew to be in his early-thirties, though the scarring on his scalp that gave the impression of thinning hair prematurely aged him. Outside the booth were a pair of men large enough to rival the bouncers outside, though from the way their tailored jackets hung, I could tell they were each armed with at least one pistol.

They silently flanked the entrance to the booth with their hands clasped in front of them, as if there wasn’t loud, pulsating music booming through the air, flashing lights, and a slightly humid, stuffy atmosphere from the press of warm bodies on the dance floor.

It was immediately apparent to me that these women were as much paid employees as the pair of guards. Finch had presumably requested some kind of dress code, because each of these women were wearing slinky strapless dresses completely covered in sequins. The only difference between them was color. I noticed how the women all positioned themselves very carefully, mindful of the short hemlines, and how one wrong move could end up flashing their underwear to the entire booth.

Something about them prickled my skin uneasily. Maybe it was the fact they were all far more attractive than Finch. Maybe it was the fact there were five of them, which seemed excessive with only Finch here.

Maybe it was simply their stiff posture. Not simply like this was a performance, but like they knew something could go catastrophically wrong.

“Ethan!” Finch said cheerfully when the woman in black stepped aside and gestured for me to enter the booth.

I nodded a quiet thanks to her and then made to pass the guards, but they each flung out a hand and stopped me.

“Oh, none of that!” Finch said impatiently. “Let him pass. I know how he fights, weapons aren’t his style.”

I realized then the guards had intended to search me for weapons. Was Finch trying to look magnanimous, or did he truly believe he had me outmatched here?

Regardless, the arms moved away, and I entered the booth to sit on the end of the plush couch that curved around its perimeter. The closest woman to me was a bronze-skinned young woman whose dress was covered in silver sequins. She smiled at me, but something about it was just a bit tight around the eyes. Nervous.

I smiled and tried to silently put her at ease.

“Besides,” Finch continued with a sharp grin. His eyes glinted with some kind of wild excitement, and I wondered how many drinks he’d had. “This is a friendly meeting.”

I wasn’t so convinced. I had been instructed to come alone, after all. It couldn’t have been that difficult for the owner to put ‘Ethan Cloud and guest’ on the list, right?

But Finch had yet to give me a reason to antagonize him, and I wasn’t going to pointlessly rile him up when our business was so close to being finished.

“Finch,” I said neutrally.

Before I could say anything else, a server appeared with a whiskey on the rocks. I picked it up but did not drink from it.

“How are you?” Finch asked me.

He was grinning gleefully, and I instantly decided I didn’t like it. The woman at the far end of the booth, a fair-skinned blonde in a dress of violet sequins, moved across the booth to sit on my other side, opposite the woman in silver. They both sidled close to me, and my skin prickled with discomfort.

“Fine,” I said for the third time since entering this building. I glanced to my left, at the woman in violet, then to my right, at the woman in silver. Then I looked back at Finch. “Who are these women?”

“Friends,” the other man answered airily, and he took a sip of his drink. “It’s so much better to have pretty friends, don’t you agree?”

“I prefer friends who aren’t paid for their company,” I said as I narrowed my eyes a little.

Finch scoffed.

“This isn’t such a bad way to make your money-- is it, sweetheart?” he asked with a grin aimed at the woman to his right.

I wasn’t entirely sure because of the tint of the lights, but I reckoned she was red-headed, and her dress was a deep crimson. Finch’s hand was high on her leg, as high as it could get while still touching bare skin.

“Beats an office job,” she said with a titter that, to me, sounded obviously forced.

Finch either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

I, meanwhile, found the whole thing unpleasant. It was one thing for a woman-- or anyone, for that matter-- to be attracted to wealth. That was just sensible. But to be paid to feign interest was just sad, in my eyes. Like cheating. As much as it was cheating to inherit your wealth, instead of building it with hard work.

Even if these women weren’t being paid for their time, though, I would have declined their advances. As it was, part of me wanted to reach for my wallet and ask them how much Finch was paying them. I’d meet it so they could go away and actually enjoy themselves, instead of being positioned around like ornamentation.

Strangely, I was reminded of Liang and her frustrations at being treated like a fragile vase by the Crimson 88. She’d been valued only for her assets, not for her personhood.

Premonition wasn’t exactly the same as physical attractiveness, but I noticed the coincidence all the same.

“You’ll have to forgive me, ladies,” I said, and I leaned away from the fawning touches of the woman in silver and the woman in violet. “I’m already spoken for.”

“What they don’t know can’t hurt them,” Finch pointed out with a sly grin. “Or you, for that matter.”

“Hm,” I said a little more tersely than I’d intended.

The women on either side of me seemed relieved to no longer have to flirt with me. One of them mumbled something about needing the bathroom, and they both got to their feet, at which point I noticed all five women were in strappy shoes with improbably-high heels.

I watched for a moment as they teetered off, but then I returned my focus to the sole other man in the booth.

“Do you have what we agreed on?”

Finch sighed. He seemed disappointed I wasn’t playing along with whatever he’d had planned. It occurred to me then that he might’ve been trying to butter me up, to tempt me to begin working for him on a more permanent basis.

If that was the case, he was shit out of luck.

“Depends,” he said, and he passed his drink to the fourth of the five women.

Her hair was bleached to a platinum blonde, and the sequins of her dress were pale pink, and I had to wonder what she made of her work for the evening. Of having to pretend she found a man like Eli Finch interesting and attractive.

I would’ve been bored to tears. As would my own companions.

Because, sure, Finch had money, and he had power, but there was something about him I neither trusted nor liked. Something rotten, deep inside him. It was more than the fact he was a gang leader. Shen had been a gang leader, and he was one of the most honorable people I knew. Then again, he’d never had a particular interest in the criminal way of life.

Finch, on the other hand, seemed happily married to it. He enjoyed the violence of his lifestyle. The cruelty.

“Do you have what I wanted?” he asked me.

“I’m a man of my word,” I said simply, and I laid my untouched drink on the table in the center of the booth.

Normally, I was all for taking advantage of free stuff, but not here. Somehow it felt like an even more dangerous deal than dining with fairies. One bite of the wrong food, and they owned you for life.

“Never doubted that,” Finch chuckled. “And I know you’re not one for small talk, so I’ll get right to it. I haven’t yet found your man.”

I frowned and leaned back in my seat, but Finch raised a hand, almost like he was scrambling to clarify.

“But, but,” he said, “I remain dedicated to rooting them out. You’re not the only one who wants to know which gang is brazen enough to upset the delicate balance within our fine city. If one group goes stomping in, guns blazing, it could trigger outright war. And wars have casualties.”

Even if it wasn’t for altruistic reasons, I was at least glad Finch also wanted to avoid a war.

“I’m only here because I want to protect people,” I said, which was the truth.

I had laid claim to this world, and the Crimson 88 in particular were under my jurisdiction. But Finch didn’t need to know that. The last thing I wanted was for him to put together that I was being anything more than a good Samaritan.

“Then I’ll see what I can do for you, but for now, take a look at these,” Finch said, and he clicked his fingers.

One of the guards at the front of the booth turned and reached into his jacket. Then he pulled out a manila envelope and handed it to Finch, who handed it to me.

I peeked inside. Two more envelopes. From the slight weight and the hard ridge when I pressed my finger to the card, I knew exactly what these were.

“Linda Khan and Liang Lóng, as requested,” Finch said just a little smugly. He remained proud of his unparalleled skill with fake identities. “I take it you have your side of the bargain?”

In answer, I pulled out Rhiannon Beckett’s necklace from my breast pocket. I was angled within the booth so that no one outside our circle would see it. The jewels glittered under the lights, and all three of the remaining women in the booth leaned in and seemed genuinely awed by it.

“Stunning,” Finch declared as he reached out for it, but I pulled back.

“You promised me information,” I said. “That was the deal.”

“You have the identities,” Finch countered with a slight frown. “And I’m working on the information. How do I know you’re not gonna take that necklace when I give you the rest?”

“I’m a man of my word,” I reminded him.

“As am I,” the other man said.

“Then you should have no problem figuring out the information I need,” I said. “What’s stopping me from waiting with this?”

Finch’s expression turned cold. Hard. Then he smiled a little.

“How badly do you need those identity packets?” he asked. “And how much do you want to keep that thing in your house?”

I frowned. Strictly speaking, I didn’t need the identities any time soon, but I would prefer them sooner rather than later. It would mean Liang was less tied to Chicago, to the Crimson 88, and I was as eager as my other companions to get her to distance herself from them.

I was also not eager to keep a high-profile missing item on my person. If anyone decided to look into either of the people who’d fought the manticore, even just to identify the woman who had clearly not been invited to that event, it would inevitably lead back to me. Someone might figure out I was in a room with Rhiannon Beckett shortly before CCTV went on the fritz and her necklace vanished.

“I know what you can do,” Finch continued. “Hell, I even heard about you fighting off that weirdo at the fundraiser. Lucky you were there, huh? Who knows what would’ve happened if Ethan Cloud hadn’t been there to save the day. Maybe Rhiannon Beckett would’ve lost her necklace either way, but the cops certainly seem to think that creep was the thief. For now, anyway.”

His meaning was plain. If I did not give him the necklace now, Finch would put the cops on my trail. He wouldn’t even need to have them in his pocket to achieve this.

“Fine,” I said, since I was eager to be done with this.

I was comfortable enough in Finch’s fear of me and his knowledge about what I could do, to ensure he would hold up his remaining part of the bargain. So, I passed Rhiannon’s necklace to him and slipped the envelope into my own pocket.

“Beautiful,” the woman in the red-sequined dress breathed, and she and the other two gazed at it dreamily.

It certainly was a fine piece of craftsmanship.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” Finch said smugly, and he tucked the necklace into his own jacket. “And now that business is concluded, time for pleasure.”

“No, thank you,” I said stiffly, and I got to my feet. I had no interest in drinks or ‘getting to know’ these ladies. “I actually have other business tonight.”

“I almost believe you,” Finch said wryly, and then he shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

With that, he turned back to the ladies, put one hand on the thigh of the red-headed woman again, and slung his other arm around the shoulders of the fifth woman, a dark-skinned girl with long black braids and a dress of indigo sequins. All three women wore the same slightly-tight smiles, and I did not envy them their positions.

Despite his attempts to look otherwise, it was clear Finch was a bit dismayed that I had refused the offer to stay with him or work for him. But I’d never been anyone’s employee, never been bossed around by anyone, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start now.

Getting out of the club was a lot easier than getting in. I spied the two other women who had initially been in the booth when I arrived. One was flirting with a young man who was far taller and more attractive than Finch, and the other was in the process of making out with a young woman in a black cocktail dress.

Both options seemed far more preferable to Eli Finch.

The night was cold and yellowish when I emerged from the club, and both my skin and eyes took a moment to adjust to the shift in environment. I was glad to see the back of Dionysia and quickly strode down the street to my SUV.

Danielle and the others were practically waiting by the door when I pulled up. All of them were relieved to see I was unhurt, though they were frustrated when I said Finch did not yet have information on who was targeting the Crimson 88.

“We will find them,” I promised Liang, who, understandably, was the most dismayed by the news.

I wouldn’t have put it past Finch to be dragging his feet for some petty reason, and if this went on too much longer, I would press the issue. For now, I could only place the identity packet bearing her name in her hands.

Her demeanor shifted instantly. Danielle, Clare, and Stacey all led both the blind woman and Aethelind to the table, and they were eager to see the new identities for themselves.

The female dragon practically tore it open and devoured the information inside as voraciously as she or I did a meal. Liang, however, moved more slowly, almost reverently. She slowly brushed her fingers over the thick paper of the birth certificate and the leather-like cover of the passport.

“Oh…” she breathed. Now they were real and in her hands. Freedom was as tangible as it had ever been for her.

Something in her expression suddenly shifted, and for a moment, I thought she might cry from being overwhelmed. I was about to hug her, to take her in my arms and let her cry it out, but then she gasped sharply, as though she was stung.

We all looked at her and were suddenly alert and concerned.

“Liang?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

Her milk-white eyes met mine, and she stared at me with such focus that, for a moment, I believed she could actually see me.

“Did Eli Finch touch these?” she asked.

“He handed them to me himself,” I said, and the blind woman’s expression became stern and resolute.

Then she gripped my hand, hard, as if about to impart some vital information to me.

“Finch cannot be trusted.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 13

Something inside me chilled. It was the same advice many others, including Tony Slater earlier this very day, had given me. But coming from Liang, and with this urgency, it meant something different.

It meant the danger was much more immediate.

I turned to Liang as my excitement was replaced by grim determination.

“Do you have anything more specific?” I asked her, but she shook her head.

I wasn’t surprised. Prophecy was fickle in that way.

“It’s just… like sirens,” she said. “Warning bells in my head.”

“Whatever he’s planning, it must be close, then,” Clare observed in a dark tone, though her expression was gentle as she put a hand on Liang’s shoulder.

“The manticore will have to wait,” I decided, but I wasn’t happy about it.

If Liang was getting premonitions about Finch, even vague ones, then he needed to be my number one priority.

“We were planning to go hunting regardless,” Aethelind pointed out, and since she spent the evening here, she was already dressed in dark, nondescript clothing. “This Finch can be a stop on the way.”

It was clear she fully expected to come along on both parts of this errand, and while I doubted I would need backup to deal with a single human, regardless of how many goons or underworld connections he might have to levy against me, I was unbothered by this expectation.

“Wait here,” I said to the other dragon, and I dashed upstairs to change out of my finer clothes into something similarly discreet.

The material of my pants was a thick, canvas-like weave, and the jacket I threw on as I came back downstairs was leather. Strictly speaking, neither Aethelind or I needed this kind of protective clothing, since our own scales would be far more effective. But these clothes were easier to move in than garments whose main purpose was to look good, and they lent a little more credence to our facade of being ordinary-- if combat-trained-- humans.

“Be careful,” Liang said as Aethelind and I prepared to depart, and she clasped both of my hands with her own as if trying to physically imbue me with some protective spell.

I’d known of such magic back in Coilfell, though it had been largely lost after the fall of the Elven Empire. Soul-binding, they’d called it. Providing a tiny piece of your very essence to someone, to act as a barrier and a blessing to guard them from harm. A similar tradition had persisted even into the Age of Humanity in Coilfell, though without the magic to back it up, the practice was now largely symbolic. People exchanged locks of hair or a treasured piece of jewelry.

“Always,” I promised.

Part of this, I knew, was just the natural concern of one partner for another. But knowing Liang, and knowing the things she existed alongside and the hints of fate that brushed against her periphery, this went a little deeper than most.

“I’m the wall between humanity and the darkness, just like the mural said,” I reminded her. “This is my purpose. I was built for it.”

“You were,” she agreed. “But cars are built to crumple, to protect people in a crash.”

I leaned in and kissed her forehead in a silent promise that I would not crumple. Dragons did not fight to die, even to protect that which they held dear.

We fought to win.

Danielle, Clare, and Stacey moved closer to Liang and I, and the five of us embraced, with the seer in the center. None of them told me to be safe or be careful, but I knew all of them were thinking it.

Aethelind and I skipped taking a car and just relied on our natural speed and stamina. It would be cumbersome to have to take the Urus back to Danielle’s in order to pursue the manticore on foot, or to have to abandon it on some street or forest track.

With the streets mostly empty and our dark clothing letting us blend into the shadows, we quickly arrived outside Dionysia once again. There was no line, since the listed guests had already been let in for the evening, so we strode right up to the bouncers.

“I need to speak to Finch,” I said. “Remember me from earlier? Ethan Cloud.”

The bouncers stared at me blankly. I was unsure whether they genuinely didn’t remember me or if they just didn’t care, so I pulled out my ID and showed them.

“Name’s already ticked off,” the bouncer with the clipboard told me. “You’re not allowed back in once you leave. And I’m guessing this one isn’t on the list at all.”

Beside me, Aethelind bristled at being referred to only as ‘this one,’ but I raised a hand to warn her to back down. I wasn’t eager to start a fight in a street where just anyone could happen by and see it.

“I just need to speak to Finch,” I repeated. “I won’t be long. But it’s urgent.”

“Doesn’t matter, you’re not allowed back in,” the one at the rope said flatly.

I narrowed my eyes at him and weighed the risks of starting a fight anyway. Sure, they were large men, but they were just that, men. Neither Aethelind or I would need to shift to deal with them, even if we’d been alone.

“Got a problem with that?” the bouncer demanded, as if he could read my thoughts.

I supposed he was well-versed in spotting the signs of a fight before it actually happened.

“You’re about to,” I corrected him.

He let out a huff of air through his nose. Of course, he didn’t realize the true size and strength of the creature before him, since my human disguise was impeccable, but it didn’t alter the truth.

“Knock it off,” the bouncer with the clipboard said, seemingly as much to his own colleague as to me. Then he leveled an unimpressed glance in my direction. “Boss ain’t even here anymore, he left for the night.”

“You could’ve told me that at the start and saved us both some trouble, then,” I said, but I gave a respectful nod as thanks and turned on my heel while waving Aethelind along with me.

If Finch had departed Dionysia, then I knew exactly where to find him, and I led my fellow dragon across down to the seemingly-abandoned building of Soul Soles Shoe Factory. As usual, it appeared deserted and long-forgotten from the outside, but I knew better.

“Finch’s men aren’t exactly open to dialogue,” I warned Aethelind as we approached.

We didn’t sneak, didn’t cling to the shadows, just walked confidently up. I had nothing to hide from the likes of Eli Finch, not anymore. If Liang said he couldn’t be trusted, then he was likely too dangerous to live.

And I expected many of Chicago’s civilians, even though they were unaware of magic’s existence, would be similarly pleased to see him gone. Certainly the ones who worked as escorts, if my experience at Dionysia had been any indication.

“When I first came to Earth and encountered these people, I made the mistake of showing my hybrid form too readily,” I said. “They began to think I was some kind of demon, and a rumor spread through their ranks.”

“I fail to see how instilling fear could be a mistake, especially among such reprobates,” Aethelind remarked with no small amount of disgust.

“Ordinarily, I would agree, sister,” I said. “But our safety in this world relies on our anonymity. We must be careful, especially with Astrum watching.”

Whether or not ‘the mage’ Rhiannon Beckett had spoken of really was Astrum, or merely one of his lackeys, it made no difference. They were too intimidated by his power, too eager for his favor, to ever risk turning against him.

And if rumors of a second demon in Chicago began to spread, the wrong people might begin to look into ‘Ethan Cloud’ and ‘Linda Khan’ too closely.

The front doors of the main warehouse were cracked open, so it was easy enough to slip inside. Every fiber of me was tense, and I could sense a similar wariness from Aethelind right behind me. The fight would not be difficult, but it would be taxing if we were unable to take on our hybrid forms, and I wasn’t interested in wasting time when we had a manticore to track down as well.

When we entered, every single pair of eyes in the warehouse turned to look at us both. I breathed in a slow, controlling breath and scanned the room. No familiar faces. Certainly not Finch. He would be cloistered away in his underground office.

For a long moment, both Aethelind and I just stood there. I would not be the first one to strike. In a real battle, it was useful to have the first blow, but this would be no battle, no matter how many dozens of men threw themselves at us.

But none of them moved. None of them drew a weapon, charged toward us, or even shouted anything. I took a step forward, then another, and as I grew closer to the ladder I knew led down to Finch’s office, they parted to clear a way.

I was unsure whether this lack of violence was a decision on their part, or their boss’. No doubt they all knew the rumors I was somehow in league with, or possibly even possessed by, a red demon. Or maybe Finch just wanted to face me himself, at least to start with.

I had a hand on the topmost rung of the ladder when a noise behind me made me turn, and I saw one man had held up an arm to block Aethelind from following me.

“Him,” the man said to the other dragon. “Not you.”

Aethelind raised an eyebrow, and in that single motion was an acute sense of just how little his will or instruction mattered to her. She could have snapped his arm like a twig.

“She goes where I go,” I told the man.

Presumably, he was someone high-ranking in the group, maybe even Finch’s second-in-command. He was certainly a bit better dressed than the other men in the warehouse.

He glanced back at me, and his expression was stone. I doubted his body would be as unyielding, if either Aethelind or I pressed much further.

“Boss says you’re to go alone,” the man reiterated. “No exceptions.”

“Go,” Aethelind said to me, and her deep brown eyes were sure. These men were no more a task for her than they would be for me, and she flashed me a sharp smile. “I’ll leave some of them for you, if you like.”

The man blocking her grunted, like he was amused by the thought, and I couldn’t fully suppress a smile at his foolishness.

But I played along, nodded to Aethelind, and then turned back to the ladder.

A moment later, I emerged into the warm golden glow that had been cast over Finch’s office. Wood paneling lined the walls, and I was unsure if I just hadn’t bothered to notice it before or if the office had been renovated since I was here last. I wondered for a moment which company he’d used. Had he been tempted to try and hire Cloud Contracting? Even just as a joke?

Not that it mattered, we would have refused him.

Finch was at the large, handsome desk at the far end of the room, and the red-haired woman in the crimson-sequined dress from Dionysia was perched on the desk facing away from me. Apparently, her duties and services extended beyond fawning over Finch at his nightclub and contributing to the illusion he was better liked than he was.

It was similarly apparent I was interrupting Finch’s plans for the rest of the evening, given his suit jacket had been removed, and several buttons of his shirt had been undone. Even from the end of the room, I could see the dark fuzz of his chest hair and noted that he seemed decently in shape.

I wasn’t too surprised by this, since I had noticed from our very first meeting that Finch was not afraid to get into a scrap by himself. He had the build and the broken teeth to prove it. Clare had remarked upon these observations, somewhat proudly, as ‘that good ol’ Irish fighting spirit.’

When my boots thudded against the floor, the woman turned sharply at the noise and immediately went to cover herself. Finch leaned back in his chair, and I wondered if he was going to be annoyed, but instead he settled on an attempt at magnanimity.

“Ethan!” he said in a jovial tone, and he looked at the woman in the crimson dress, who had stood up and was pulling down the hem of her skirt a little. “You remember him from Dionysia? This is Scarlett.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said to the woman. “Would you mind leaving us alone? I have some private business to discuss with Mr. Finch.”

The woman, Scarlett, hesitated for a moment. She glanced at Finch, who nodded, but when she didn’t immediately move, I realized she was probably unsure about going upstairs, where dozens of men would be only too happy to leer over her.

I doubted they would try anything, because she was ‘the boss’ girl’ for the night, but Danielle’s stories of her own experiences had opened my eyes to the many unsettling subtleties of the way men levied their power over women in this world.

“My cousin is waiting upstairs, too,” I told Scarlett. “I’m sure she would appreciate the company.”

As soon as I said the word ‘she,’ Scarlett relaxed a little, nodded, and scampered not toward the ladder, but to a door I hadn’t even known was there.

The dark paneling of the walls meant the door that led to a flight of steps completely blended into the background. It didn’t even have a handle. Instead, judging from how Scarlett opened the passageway, you just pressed your hand to where a doorknob ought to go and pressed to ‘click open’ the door.

I supposed that it made sense to have a second entrance to this room, and a more dignified one than a ladder, but even though it was explicitly hidden, I was still surprised it had escaped my notice in the past.

From the slight flicker of Finch’s expression, he was irritated that she had revealed it to me, but he said nothing until I heard a door open and then close.

“You have terrible timing sometimes,” he said with a sigh.

I just stared at him, because I was entirely unconcerned by how my actions did or did not affect his social life.

Even if that woman had evidently been willing to be paid for her time and other services, I doubted she’d been especially dismayed to be interrupted. There was a leering quality to Finch’s gaze I didn’t like, like his encounters with women were only an extension of the violence he so enjoyed.

He was not horrifically unattractive, and he was rich. He could probably have drawn a fair number of admirers even without explicitly hiring them, but somehow I got the sense he enjoyed that aspect. He enjoyed literally buying them, if only for a night, and the power this allowed him to hold over them.

“I wasn’t born to this life, you know,” Finch said out of the blue. “My father delivered mail. My mother was a waitress. Both of them worked themselves to death for a pittance, and I swore I would never be like them. I would never be weak. I would never allow someone to take advantage of me like that.”

“So, instead, you take advantage of other people?” I asked.

I knew what his gang did. Exploitation and blackmail. Loan sharking and drug dealing and human trafficking. He probably didn’t pay his taxes, either. He was feeding off other people, off society itself, in every way possible. Like a parasite.

“It’s them or me,” Finch said, and he gave a wholly unconcerned shrug. “Whores sell their bodies, but so do the builders working construction and the troops dying around the world. Miners in pits and waiters on their feet. And even if you’re not selling your body, it’s your time. Money doesn’t buy time, but it sure does free up a lot of hours otherwise spent working.”

I wasn’t quite sure what Finch was hoping to elicit from me by telling me all this. Sympathy? Admiration? Ordinarily, I would have commended the building of an empire, but that triumph rang hollow when he’d cheated and exploited every step of the way. His empire was rotten to its very foundations. There was no pride to be found in the work, because the ones who’d worked hard were not the ones reaping the benefits.

“I came from nothing,” Finch reiterated. “And I built this.”

He raised his arms and gestured to the handsome room around him and the scores of men under his employ above our heads.

“I’m respected in this city,” he continued. “And feared.”

So, that was it. This was a play at intimidation. I almost laughed, because this was even more foolish, and even less likely to succeed, than my admiration.

“Where I come from, I was feared and respected as well,” I said. “And I didn’t rely on the work of others to get there. I won it myself. But even that didn’t make me invincible. I fell because of my hubris. Where do you think yours will get you?”

Finch sat up straighter in his chair, and he was clearly a little irritated to have not made as much of an impression as he’d been hoping to make. But he recovered quickly.

“Apparently, it gets me in the same room as you for the second time in a single night,” he said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

He was smiling, but his tone made it clear this was no pleasure at all. Good. I wanted him to be cocky, to be irritated, even to be angry. Those traits led to errors, and through those errors my inevitable victory would be all the sweeter.

Still, I found myself briefly fascinated by how different Finch was now, compared to the shaken man I’d first met a few months ago.

Which only made me all the more convinced that Liang was correct. Somehow, Finch was scheming behind the scenes.

“I want to know what’s actually going on,” I said. “And, quite simply, if you don’t tell me, I’ll just kill you.”

The threat, delivered in a calm, matter-of-fact tone, did not have quite the impression I’d been hoping for. Finch didn’t react outwardly, and instead he just reached down to the top drawer of his desk and opened it. For a moment, I wondered if he was going to pull a gun, but instead he produced a fat cigar and a lighter.

I briefly contemplated lighting his cigar myself with a well-placed spurt of flame from my mouth, but that would’ve been overplaying my hand. Finch was a dead man if he’d lied to me, and his lack of concern right now was as good as a confession already. But I wanted to relish in the trap closing around him, even as he remained unaware of how screwed he was.

“I don’t deny you’re stronger than me,” he said as he cut the tip off the cigar. “Probably faster, too. I’m no slouch, mind you. My old man taught me how to throw a punch, and how to take one. But if you put down that freak who was killing people a few months ago, you’re no slouch, either.”

He placed the now-lit cigar in his mouth and puffed on it a little. I had long since noticed this world’s tendency toward ‘smoking,’ though my brief intrigue had quickly turned to disgust. The smoke smelled acrid and poisonous, and the production of it was a thin, pathetic stream, rather than the enormous bellows from a bonfire. Even the thin streams that exhaled from my nose when I slept in my true form were more impressive than this nonsense.

“But there are other kinds of power,” Finch continued. “Money. Influence. Connections.”

“I fail to see how any of these help you here and now,” I pointed out.

“My men are under orders to kill you-- and your cousin, since you were so kind to bring her-- if I come to any harm,” the other man said with a smug smile. “If you leave this room alone, or with me brutalized, they retaliate.”

“You saw what they were capable of when I went after your usurper,” I said to Finch, and I took another step toward him.

He didn’t move, but I still saw the tiniest flicker of fear in his eyes. He was beginning to worry he was outmatched.

“They were unprepared back then,” Finch countered. “They’re better armed now, for one, and they know what to expect. All those rumors of a red demon, all that bullshit, it doesn’t matter. Even a demon can’t stand up against a rocket launcher.”

“True,” I said. “But even if that is the case, you’ll be too dead to find out. You can press a panic button, or scream, or whatever it is you do to alert them. I’ll still kill you before they get down here.”

And there it was.

The tiniest crack in the facade, but a crack all the same. Finch pulled the cigar from his mouth, exhaled the foul-smelling smoke, and finally spoke plainly.

“My men are the ones going after the Crimson 88 businesses and giving your little friends the runaround,” he said.

Admittedly, I hadn’t seen this coming. I didn’t think he would be so foolish, so arrogant, but I quickly pushed this aside.

“Why?” I demanded. “Because I befriended them?”

“In part,” Finch admitted. “It was one thing for you to refuse to work for me when you were striking out on your own. But allying with one of my rivals? Trying to purge Chinatown of its gangs?”

He stood now from his creaky leather chair, and he walked around the desk to stand in front of me. The cigar was pinched between his thumb and forefinger, and with his unbuttoned shirt and rolled-up sleeves, I was reminded of a news reporter from some old movie Clare and Danielle had shown me a few weeks ago.

“Sure, I didn’t shed any tears when I heard the Crimson Lotus, the Black Jade, and the Red Lanterns were all gone,” he said. “But pushing the 88 to go legit? That’s too far. Chicago, at the end of the day, is my city. Even Chinatown. And you’re messing around in unsteady foundations. So, I needed to make a statement. Remind the 88, and all their friends, of exactly where they stand.”

I almost laughed at his hubris, but instead I let him continue. These would be his last words, after all.

“Really,” Finch continued, “I’m doing the city a service, trying to keep everything from coming apart at the seams. I meant it when I said a gang war would wreak havoc on the whole city. And that would very much spill over into the lives of everyday civilians.”

“You spent a whole minute bragging about how much power you wield, and you expect me to think you’ve ever done anything out of the goodness of your heart?” I asked with a scoff.

“It’s more of a… perk.” Finch shrugged. “But you can’t deny the results. Order is better than chaos.”

“And what ‘order’ is that, exactly?” I demanded. “Recruiting kids into a life where they’ll end up in prison or dead? Make them unable to ever get a real, steady, respectable job? I’m offering them a real chance at a real life, by bringing them into my businesses instead of the Crimson 88, or whichever other gang would have snatched them up. That is order. That is what it means to build something!”

I stepped closer now, and my temper rose with my voice. My fists clenched by my side, and as I stood before Finch with my nostrils flaring, I saw real fear in his eyes, and I knew he was still holding something back.

“There’s more,” I said, and it wasn’t a question. “Tell me the rest.”

My voice left no room for hesitation or negotiation. Finch swallowed, and I could see he was scared and also furious about it. He had miscalculated dearly, and he would pay for this.

“You know the rumors,” he muttered, and to his credit, he held my gaze as he said it.

I snorted a little then. It wasn’t especially loud, but Finch still flinched a little.

“I thought you didn’t put stock in bullshit rumors,” I said.

“I don’t,” he snapped, and it was as much a lie as it wasn’t. “But my men do. I don’t hire them for their brains.”

“And the fundraiser?” I demanded. “How do the Becketts fit into this? Why give me the runaround?”

“The worst thing to do in a negotiation is look like you have skin in the game,” he said with a shrug. “Desperation drives up prices. But with your Crimson 88 buddies going straight and Chinatown in rubble, I knew I’d be the only one left to turn to. As for the Becketts… well. I needed a job done, and you happened to be… well-suited.”

He reached into the same drawer he’d pulled the cigar from and pulled out Rhiannon’s necklace. It sparkled, almost mockingly, in the warm light of the office.

That didn’t explain why he’d bothered to hide his involvement in the first place. Had it just been an attempt to prolong his life? To stave off my inevitable discovery of who was responsible? Or had he been more desperate to place me at that fundraiser than he was letting on?

I was getting some of my questions answered, but they only produced more questions. Still, he was holding back.

“You’re scared of me,” I said simply. “Scared of what you know I can do. So, why bother with all of this? Why sign your death warrant?”

“No one man should have that much power over the city,” he said as he placed Rhiannon’s necklace back into the desk drawer and gently pushed it closed. Then he met my eyes with a sharp smile. “Unless, of course, that man is me.”

“A strange thing to risk your life for,” I said. “Or should I say ‘forfeit?’”

“Say whatever you want,” the other man scoffed, “I was told on good authority that you wouldn’t live long enough to be much of a problem for me. Not for much longer, anyway.”

This gave me pause. Finch was working with someone? Maybe this was the reason he’d been sending me halfway across the city to steal a necklace.

“Who?” I asked, but Finch just shook his head and gave me a mocking smile.

“I think I’ve answered enough of your questions for now, don’t you?” he drawled, and he pulled a phone out from the front pocket of his pants.

He pressed a button, and faintly, I heard a phone ringing above me. Finch was calling his second-in-command.

“It’s time,” he said into the phone, and then he hung up, leaned back against the edge of his desk, and took a slow drag off his cigar as his eyes met mine. “For what it’s worth, Ethan, it’s nothing personal. Just business.”
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Chapter 14

At that exact moment, I heard the thundering of footsteps. A moment later, both the ladder, and the second entrance I had only just learned about, swarmed with dozens of dark-dressed men brandishing knives and pistols.

They didn’t strike just yet. They seemed to realize the foolishness of attempting this in an enclosed space with their boss nearby. They would wait until he was clear to make any real moves.

And I didn’t move to attack them yet, either. I would kill these men, of course, and Finch, too, but he was going to answer my questions before I put him in the dirt.

“Do you really think this would stop me?” I asked Finch, and I kept my eyes on him as yet more men swarmed into the room.

Finch, meanwhile, slowly backed away from me and sauntered toward the stairway exit. He ignored me entirely. Maybe because he knew he didn’t have a good answer. Despite his seemingly calm attitude, he knew this was a desperate ploy.

“Kill him,” he said to his men, and then he ascended up the stairs.

He wouldn’t get far, but for now, I focused on the impending fight as the first man struck.

He came at me from behind, which was a coward’s move if there ever was one. I suddenly felt weight on my back, saw the glint of a knife in the corner of my eye, and wasted no time in manifesting my scales.

Every inch of skin hidden by my clothing was now armored in crimson armor, and I felt the strange reverberation of the man’s knife as it made contact with my flank and the blade broke between the force of the strike and the strength of my scales.

I let him have maybe half a second to stare at his now-useless blade, and then I reached behind myself and dragged him around to face me. His weight was negligible to me, regardless of his imposing, burly frame.

I fisted my hands in the lapels of his leather jacket, and once our faces were inches away from each other, I let my eyes flash with my inner fire.

I watched as his expression went from angry to confused, then disbelieving, then terrified. All at once, he realized those rumors of a demon hadn’t been exaggerated.

He dropped the now-useless knife and gripped my forearms as I lifted him clear off the ground.

“He’s a demon!” the man wailed to his colleagues. “Kill him! Quick! Kill him before he kills us!”

“Don’t be fucking stupid, Harris!” one of the others snapped.

“He sounds like Carter,” another said scornfully.

I presumed this was one of the first men I’d encountered of Finch’s gang, the ones who’d first begun to spread this rumor.

“Doesn’t even matter!” a third voice called out. “He’s dead either way!”

And that was all the motivation they needed.

As a horde, they descended upon me with weapons drawn, but I could taste the fear and uncertainty in the air. Even as they moved forward together, each of them privately wondered if this was worth dying for.

This hesitation would be their greatest mistake. A half-committed fighter was destined to lose. Someone who went in unconvinced of their victory had sealed the outcome before the first blow.

With Finch gone and no chance of bystanders, I could have relented all caution and simply taken my hybrid form and torched them all at once, but what would be the fun in that? I was itching for an excuse to blow off some steam, and I wanted Finch and his men to know just how outclassed they were. I didn’t need to draw on any particular power of mine to defeat them. I was already faster and stronger.

The world became a blur as each of the men tried their luck against me. One man came at me with a machete, and the blade gleamed menacingly in the light as it arced toward my head. I easily avoided the blow, and the weapon whistled harmlessly past me. Now off balance, the man stumbled into me, I wrapped my arms around his torso, pinned his arms and the machete to his side, and squeezed until I felt that telltale ‘crack!’

He gave a wet gurgling sound, and blood trickled from his mouth as I dropped his dying form and faced my remaining opponents.

The next three men tried to be smarter about their attack. They rushed me as one, with crowbars, knives, and barbed-wire-wrapped bats. This time, I let some of their blows land just so they could see the futility of their endeavor. The crowbar struck me first, but it bent around the curve of my shoulder like it had struck stone. The knife snapped like brittle ice against the scales on my side, and the bat splintered almost in half as it struck my knee, though the barbed wire did snag and tear my pants.

The men gaped as they now stood there weaponless, and I flashed a fanged grin before I retaliated in a blur. My fist struck the former crowbar wielder in the throat, and his hands flew to his throat as he fell backward, mouth open in a soundless gasp. In the next instant, the man clutching the broken knife hilt was backhanded into the ground, and I heard his skull crack against the concrete. The man with the splintered bat tried to retreat, which was the smartest thing he’d done tonight, but it was still too late. I caught the front of his jacket, lifted him off the ground, and threw him into the first man. They both smashed into the wall hard enough to splinter it, and neither of them got up.

“Who’s next?” I turned to the remaining men coolly. There were a few moments of shuffling hesitation, and I thought they might recognize there was no point.

But then they descended on me like a swarm of locusts.

It seemed they still hadn’t realized that whether they lined up neatly or came as one massive group, it made no difference. Blades clashed and broke against my impenetrable scales, and punches had no effect. They were at least wise enough not to fire their guns in here, given our close quarters, but even the bullets would have done nothing.

I didn’t manifest my hybrid form or even claws. Aside from the scales under my clothes, I was entirely human-shaped as I broke arms, kicked out knees, snapped wrists, and dealt punches hard enough to cave in their chests. As men fell around me, the fear of the remaining idiots only heightened as they desperately sought a way to kill me.

This was no longer about winning a fight but sheer survival. They knew Finch would be displeased if they failed to kill me first.

Barely a few minutes had passed by the time I tore one man’s arm from his shoulder and shoved him aside. He fell on his good shoulder with a wail of pain, but he was losing too much blood from his stump. He would be dead within a minute, so I advanced toward the last remaining man in this office. As I stalked toward him, I distantly noted that the sophisticated decor of this room wholly contrasted with the brutish, bloody carnage around me. My shoes made wet sticky noises as I walked through the blood pooling on the carpet, and I exhaled a stream of smoke from my nostrils

The man was shaking. He was on the young side, maybe Kevin’s age. As I took another step toward him, he whipped a pistol from his belt. I could hear it rattle metallically as he struggled to hold it steady. His second hand came up to try and steady it, but that made no difference.

“Be honest,” I said calmly. “Do you really think that would stop me?”

“You’re bulletproof now?” the young man demanded, and despite the tremor in his voice, there was bite to those words, too.

I was almost impressed.

I found myself wondering how he had come to be in Finch’s employ. Had he just been another tired, disillusioned teenager, bored out of his mind with no economic prospects? I might have sympathized with him, if he hadn’t foolishly trained a gun on me.

“You’re shaking,” I observed. “And if I am bulletproof, what’s to say I don’t ricochet?”

A short bark of a laugh escaped the man’s lips. He was half-mad with nervousness, but he gritted his teeth and tried to steady the barrel. It only partially worked.

I took another step forward, and he jerked up his arm to aim the barrel at my head. If he fired, I would need to take on my full hybrid form. I wasn’t bulletproof without my scales.

But then he trained the gun lower, over my heart, like he wasn’t certain he could land the headshot, and I almost laughed as I took another step.

“If you shoot, you’d best not miss,” I warned him.

He swallowed hard, and it was a dry, gasping sound.

I took another step. I was less than ten feet away from him now. Another step or two, and I would be close enough to touch him. I went to raise a hand, to close it around the barrel and push the gun down, when--

BANG.

The sound of the gun echoed in this tiny space. I felt the bullet hit me square in the chest as it tore through my clothes, but it crumpled harmlessly against my scales. I winced at the minor discomfort, but all I would suffer for that would be a small bruise that would be gone by morning.

I looked down at my chest, at the hole in my shirt, then back up at the man. His eyes had gone wide with disbelieving terror, and he was shaking so much that the pistol almost jumped from his hands.

Quick as a flash, I ripped the gun from his grip and swung it into his temple. I tried to temper my strength a little, but he still crumpled unconscious to the ground.

I didn’t usually spare those foolish enough to try and kill me, but he was young. Perhaps there was hope for him yet.

The same could not be said of his boss.

With my attackers down here all dealt with, I ascended the stairs to the main floor of the warehouse, and I was unsurprised to see Aethelind standing in a circle of knife-wielding men with her hands raised. Finch was sequestered behind another score of men, and poor Scarlett, the woman who’d simply been paid for her attention, was caught in the crossfire and seemed unsure whether to flee or not.

The presence of this woman was clearly the only reason Aethelind hadn’t taken her own hybrid form and scorched Finch and all his men to ash.

Well, that and the fact she probably knew I’d be pissed if I didn’t get that pleasure myself.

“You should have run further,” I told Finch when I stepped out of the narrow passage of stairs.

I already had a dozen men surrounding me. Whether they’d been holding guns or armed only with their fists, it wouldn’t have made a difference.

“I don’t run,” Finch said with a cold smile, which was almost laughable.

He was both a coward and an idiot.

I took stock of the rest of the warehouse and saw four men were already lying on the floor, either dead or out cold. Then I looked over at Aethelind.

“They presumed to try and take that which wasn’t theirs,” she said flatly.

I wondered if these men had simply tried to grope Scarlett, and the female dragon had leaped to her defense, or if they’d actually been foolish enough to try a dragon directly.

Probably the latter, since I doubted Finch would have taken kindly to his men trying anything with a woman whose company he was paying for. He didn’t seem like a charitable man.

I looked around at Finch’s goons. They were heavily armed, most with guns this time, and all of them were either strong-looking or fast-looking. In a normal fight, I had no doubt they were each vicious opponents.

But this was not a normal fight.

With a nod, I gestured to the small group already dispatched by Aethelind.

“Anyone who lays down his weapons and leaves peacefully will be permitted to do so,” I said in a clear, cool voice. “Anyone who stays? We won’t hold back.”

Finch scoffed, but several of the men looked as hesitant as the ones I’d just fought below ground. No doubt they were calculating how quickly I had dealt with about twenty men by myself. What could twenty more hope to do?

“He’s not a demon!” Finch snapped impatiently. “Kill them both! And whoever gets the killing blow will get half my profits from selling the necklace!”

Greed and desperation won out over fear, because this spurred the men to action, and they launched themselves at Aethelind and me.

Partly because of Scarlett’s presence, but also because she was clearly as desperate for a bit of fun as I was, Aethelind did not take on her hybrid form and instead fought them directly. She was a blur of dark hair and even darker clothes as she snapped bones, twisted limbs, and shoved her hands into torsos until she could rip out something vital.

I kicked the first man who charged at me square in the stomach, and I felt his ribs snap before he flew back into two more of my assailants. I didn’t watch to see them steady each other as another pair of men advanced on me, and they were each holding long, serrated knives. I dodged one and grabbed the wrist of the other man, and I tightened my grip until I felt the bones of his forearm grind together. He cried out but didn’t drop the knife at once, not until I snapped his wrist like a twig and forced it.

With a punch to his temple with my free hand, his skull caved in, and he was down for the count. The other man, whose knife I’d initially dodged, slashed it wide, but I evaded this just as easily and dealt him a neat punch squarely on his nose. I felt it snap under the force of my blow, as did the rest of his face, and he collapsed as the shards of bone were pushed up into his brain.

Two more men advanced, one from either side of me. It was simple enough to just step back and let them crash into each other. A pained cry indicated one of them had accidentally stabbed the other, or possibly himself, and I just moved past them as yet another man charged at me.

So, it continued, through the scores of foolish, desperate men who were, for some reason, far more loyal to Finch than he would ever be to them. In his eyes, they were disposable fodder without any value except for what he could extract from them. Speed. Strength. Another body on the pile to spare his own.

“For god’s sake!” Finch roared angrily behind the line of remaining men. “Just take them down! There’s only two of them!”

A quick glance over at Aethelind showed she was doing just as well as I was. Bodies were strewn in her wake, and she glided through their pooling blood like an expert dancer. This was little more than pest control for dragons of our power. We didn’t need to exert ourselves, or draw on our magic. It was less taxing than our sparring sessions, frankly, and I might have found it fun if I wasn’t so disgusted by Finch.

“Don’t hold back!” he ordered his waning men. “I want them dead!”

The first real moment of error was when Aethelind, occupied by two other assailants, was slightly too slow in dodging a third, and he stuck his knife right in her side.

Of course, she had scales under her clothes, just as I did, but as the blade bent against her and then snapped clean off, the man halted in surprise.

“They’re wearing armor!” he shouted to Finch and the rest of the attackers. “They’re wearing body armor!”

Then in place of knives came hands, and they tore and grabbed at us as they tried to remove the armor so they could stab at open flesh.

Only, there would not be any exposed flesh under these clothes.

“Get back!” a voice suddenly bellowed, and I whipped around to see Finch’s second-in-command hefting something enormous onto his shoulder.

After a moment, I realized Finch had not been exaggerating when he’d mentioned a rocket launcher.

The other men scrambled to get out of the way, and my fellow dragon watched them run with confusion.

“Aethelind!” I yelled, and I was too concerned to bother using her human name.

Her eyes went wide as she looked up, but unlike me, she was newer to this world and didn’t know how to conceptualize the contraption before her.

I rushed to her and expanded my scales out from the boundaries of my clothing. She could see this and began to follow suit, and gold crept across her skin just as Finch’s second-in-command fired.

I heard the noise of ejection, the hiss of smoke, and Aethelind and I both threw up our hands to cover our faces as we fully took on our hybrid forms.

For a moment, the world was nothing but heat and fire and smoke. We were in the heart of a volcano, the primordial flames from which all dragons came, where we inhabited before we went into eggs, and where we returned to once we died.

Of course, it didn’t harm us. Dragons could not be harmed by fire. We were fire. But the force of the explosion did shove us back, and we had to dig our heels into the concrete to keep on our feet.

Then the heat cooled, the smoke cleared, and Aethelind and I were left standing there, the Crimson Scourge and the Golden Dread, in our half-human, half-dragon, half-glory. It was still far beyond what an ordinary inhabitant of this world knew to comprehend, though.

Finch’s men all stopped dead.

But I focused on the man himself. His eyes were wide and disbelieving, and I could almost see the gears turning in his head as he tried to puzzle out a non-magical explanation for this.

The first man to find it within himself to move was like the first raindrop of a downpour. He shuffled slightly as he found his legs once again, and then a dozen men were rushing for the door as fast as they could.

But we were still much faster. Aethelind was there before any of those thugs, and she stood before the door with her eyes flashing and smoke spilling from her glittering golden snout. She snarled wordlessly and flashed her fangs, and it was like a spell fell over the men.

They fell to their knees and began to beg us for mercy, for their very lives.

“That’s enough, sister,” I said, and we both resumed our human forms.

Then I took a step toward Finch, and he staggered back as he stared at me, wide-eyed.

“Now,” I said, “I’m going to tell you a story.”

And in the same manner he had spoken of his life, as the son of a waitress and a postal worker, I told him of my life.

I only told him the simple details. How I had grown up in a world people like Finch could not even dream of. How I had been forced into something merciless and unrelenting.

How utterly, utterly screwed Finch and his men had become, when they’d decided to mess with those I had declared were under my protection.

“Please…” one of the men whispered from his knees. “Please…”

“Let them go,” I told Aethelind. “They need to spread the word, after all.”

The female dragon’s eyes widened in confusion.

“But you said they would speak of you,” she said. “Reveal you.”

“Dead men tell no tales,” I pointed out, which was as much an agreement with her point as it wasn’t.

Because Finch had been careful about hiding his involvement with the trashing of the Crimson 88’s businesses. So much so, neither Shen nor I had been able to figure it out. If Finch’s gang was simply wiped out, no one would know why, and the remaining gangs of Chicago would not realize their destruction came about specifically because they messed with the Crimson 88.

It wasn’t like the former members themselves could say anything. They were not supposed to have contact with other gang members, and who would believe them, anyway? It would just sound like they were buying into their own hype.

No. Fear would do more to protect them than even two dragons.

And maybe, just maybe, I wanted ‘the mage’ Rhiannon Beckett had spoken of to find me. Maybe I was becoming eager to face and fight Astrum directly.

Clearly, if he was sending so many monsters after me, if he was building in this many layers of mystery, he was the one who was apprehensive.

“If any of you speak about what you saw tonight,” I said calmly to the remaining men. “If anyone targets the Crimson 88 again, we will find you. And there will be no mercy then.”

Wordlessly, the female dragon stepped aside and pushed open one of the warehouse doors. Finch’s men stared at them almost uncomprehendingly.

“Now,” I told them. “Go.”

At my command, they fled. They scrambled over one another, staggered to unsteady feet, and ran as fast as their legs would carry them out into the night.

I examined the now nearly-empty warehouse. Bits of wood smoldered from the rocket launcher’s explosion, and there was a crater in the floor where Aethelind and I once stood. Luckily, Finch-- and, more importantly, Scarlett-- had been about as far away from that as was possible to be, so both were unharmed.

I approached them both, and Finch scrambled backward. He didn’t quite fall over, but there was still a scrabbling, panicked quality to his movements as he rushed away from me, only to run up against a wall and realize how trapped he was.

“Tell me the rest,” I ordered him in a thundering voice.

Finch swallowed hard.

“We can-- we can strike a deal!” he said, and his voice came out rushed and high-pitched now. “W-We can come to some kind of agreement! Strike a bargain! You want money? You want the necklace? You want-- want her?”

He flung out a hand to Scarlett, whose short dress fully revealed the quaking in her knees. At Finch’s mention of her, she looked at me with terror, but I merely turned back to the other man with a disgusted sneer.

“Anything!” Finch cried out. “Everything! You want it, it’s yours!”

I cocked my head at him and said nothing.

“Fuck…” he babbled, and he ran a shaking hand through his thinned hair. “I-- I thought Carter and the others, I thought-- they’d just smoked too much, snorted too much, I-- I-- never thought they were-- that they’d actually be telling the truth! P-Paranoid bastards!”

“People often choose what they want to believe,” I said in a grim tone. In fact, I was willing to bet a combination of fear and disbelief would have half the men who’d just fled believing they had hallucinated parts of this evening. “But I fail to see why you are choosing to believe I would be interested in anything you have to offer me right now. Let alone the poor woman you’ve paid to endure your companionship.”

I let the disdain drip from my words. Under the terror, I saw a hint of indignation in Finch’s eyes, and I smiled grimly. It was amusing to see how deep pride went, even against self-preservation at times.

I extended a hand, and Finch winced, like he had been expecting a blow.

“Wallet,” I ordered.

Again, that flicker of irritation. I didn’t repeat myself, just let my gaze bore into the man until he complied. He pulled it from his back pocket and practically threw it at me.

I caught it easily and unfolded the worn leather to reveal a hefty stack of bills inside. I pulled them out, every last one, and looked at Scarlett, who seemed torn between keeping her eyes on me, and on Aethelind, like she wasn’t sure which one of us was more deadly.

“Scarlett,” I said in as gentle and unthreatening a voice as I could manage.

Even so, she turned to me so sharply you would’ve thought I’d snarled her name.

I held out the money. Her gaze flickered down to it, then back up to me, but she didn’t move.

I waved my hand a little and silently instructed her to take the money. She flinched as though I’d struck her. I just waited, and then a moment later, she took a hesitant step forward and slowly slipped the money from my fingers.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “You shouldn’t have had to deal with any of this. Get home safe. And don’t tell anyone what you saw tonight.”

She nodded in short, frantic, jerking gestures that made clear just how tense every line of her was pulled. If she walked into something, I wondered if she would just shatter.

She had to edge past Aethelind to leave the warehouse, and she stopped a few feet from the doorway as she stared at the other dragon. For a moment, she looked back at me, then turned to Aethelind again.

“Thank you,” she said in a deadly quiet voice, and it seemed addressed to us both.

She made to move, but Aethelind then spoke, and Scarlett flinched, even though my fellow dragon’s voice was devoid of anger.

“If we had met in my homeworld, I would have made you my exalted companion, and you never would have had to suffer the perverted attentions of this loathsome man,” the female dragon said in a frank, almost earnest tone, and she threw a disgusted glance at Finch.

Scarlett blinked, but she was clearly too scared and too confused to have a hope at coming up with a response, so she just nodded sheepishly and ran out of the warehouse as fast as her strappy little heels would allow.

Then Aethelind and I returned our attention to Finch.

For a long moment, I said nothing and just relished in the sight of his squirming as his dark and beady eyes darted nervously between Aethelind and me. The uncertainty did most of the work for us.

I finally took a step toward him, and Finch stumbled over, fell back against the wall, and slid down to his knees. He grimaced, like he’d twisted or sprained something, but that wouldn’t matter soon.

I crouched down slowly so I was eye level with Finch. All told, he was a small man. He tried to make himself seem bigger with money and anger and threats, but it was all a smokescreen, and the smoke had now cleared.

“Do you really mean it?” I asked him.

“W-- what?” Finch asked while looking both confused and uneasy.

I cocked my head and just peered at him, or rather, peered through him. I’d found this to be an effective tactic against humans. It unsettled them.

“Did you mean it,” I repeated, “when you said you would give me anything. Everything. The life you just spent so long bragging to me about? The one you built yourself, from nothing?”

Finch swallowed hard, and I saw the pain in his eyes as it smothered his pride. Then he nodded.

“And what would be after that?” I asked. “What would be the point of your life, after you surrendered everything? You clearly have no family. So, this is your only legacy. In all the ways that matter, this is you. Your life. And what’s the point of living if you don’t have… well. Yourself?”

He flinched a little, and I smiled coldly.

“It’s… not as charmed,” he admitted in a mutter. “But I’ve fought too hard for too long to go down without a fight now.”

“You think this is a fight?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, and I let a thin string of amusement weave through those icy words. “This is not a fight. This is a surrender. A negotiation on the spoils of war.”

A muscle in his jaw spasmed as he clenched his jaw and swallowed his irritation once again. There was no part of himself that he wouldn’t chip off and sell if it meant he could survive. I might have admired his tenacity if he weren’t so pathetic, weren’t so willing to put everything and everyone before risking anything for himself.

“I’m not interested in your criminal enterprises,” I said. “I’ll see they’re dismantled, assuming the loss of your leadership doesn’t do most of that work for me. Of course, a power vacuum can be a dangerous thing. I’ll have to keep a close eye to stop you and your ilk coming back like cockroaches.”

Finch just glared at me and said nothing. I rose to standing again and looked down at him with disinterest.

“But,” I continued. “I did like Dionysia. That place has potential, I think. I’ll take it.”

There was no room for negotiation. I said I would take it, and so it would be mine.

“Fine,” Finch muttered resentfully. “Fine. Take it. It’s yours. The paperwork’s in my office.”

“Go get it then,” I ordered with a sharp smile.

Finch scrambled to his feet and unsteadily rushed toward the staircase down into his office. I mainly wanted him to see what work I’d made of the men he’d called down, but when he emerged a moment later with a pistol in hand and began firing in all directions, Aethelind and I silently assumed our hybrid forms until the bullets were spent, either lodged in the rafters or crumpled uselessly against our scales.

Finch popped his head out while looking sheepish and hopeful, and I saw his expression flatten grimly when he saw my smiling, draconic face.

“Are you done screwing around now?” I demanded.

Finch vanished again, and a moment later, he reemerged with the paperwork in hand.

“There,” he said in a bitter tone when I took the paperwork. “It’s yours. So we’re done, now, right? We’re even?”

“Even?” I echoed in amusement, and I gave him my sharpest smile. “This is repayment for our destroyed clothes and wasted time. This act you’ve been pulling on the Crimson 88, on me, for weeks? Oh, no, I’ll need a lot more than that.”

This included his life, but whether or not Finch knew this yet, I wasn’t about to spoil it. He would find out soon enough.

And anyway, there was a little more I needed from him first, and I suspected he would be more willing to speak while he still believed he could save his pathetic life.

“I’ll start with the rest of the information you’ve been withholding from me,” I said as I folded the Dionysia paperwork and tucked it neatly into my back pocket. “Why target the Crimson 88’s businesses now, all of a sudden? Why not start the moment they turned? And why make such a show of not knowing who it was?”

Finch gritted his teeth, and he clearly hated every aspect of this, but he also knew this was his only shot at even a shred of hope. I watched him grind his teeth resentfully for several seconds, but then he began spitting out words like they burned his tongue.

“Someone… approached me,” he said. “I don’t know who he was. Still don’t. He never told me his name, and I didn’t care to ask, but… he said he had the power to stop you. For good.”

I couldn’t deny this intrigued me.

“Who?” I pressed. “Describe him.”

There was no doubt in my mind that this was the mage Rhiannon had spoken of, either Astrum or one of his lackeys.

But before Finch could elaborate on this man’s appearance, on the things he had claimed to be able to do, Aethelind made a low noise.

It was a whistle-like sound rarely used among dragons, as we didn’t often hunt in groups. But I knew it all the same. It was an alert of danger. She had heard something.

I froze, and Finch froze as well as he sensed the danger. I looked over at Aethelind, and she tipped her head up slightly while she mimed taking a deep breath.

I inhaled and-- there. It was faint but unmistakable.

With a sinking feeling, I realized what was happening and who was approaching. I looked over at Aethelind, and I could tell she had come to the same conclusion.

It seemed we would no longer have to worry about hunting down the manticore, once I was done with Finch.

The manticore had come to us.
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Chapter 15

Barely a few moments after Aethelind and I had caught its scent and identified the creature, the manticore pushed open the doors of the warehouse and sauntered in.

It was in its human form, so he looked like a large man with feline features and a bushy beard that puffed out sideways, not unlike a mane.

Beside me, Finch staggered and almost fell on his ass, but neither I nor the manticore paid him any heed. Nothing he was capable of could harm us.

“Why are you here?” I asked the manticore. “I would’ve thought you’d be out hunting.”

“This is a hunt,” the manticore replied with a smile full of fanged teeth. “No better hunt than a dragon, and we have unfinished business.”

I supposed this was true, but I was still unclear on the precise nature of that business.

“This city sits on a natural weak point, is that how you came here?” I asked.

“Does it?” The manticore seemed genuinely surprised to learn this.

It was walking slowly in a large, wide circle around Finch and I. Off to the side, by the door, Aethelind was tracking him as closely as I was, and a low growling noise rumbled in her throat.

Wisely, she held back for now. She knew as well as I did that the more we knew about how the manticore was here, the more we could learn about Astrum’s plans.

“I was sent here like you, Scorcher of Skies,” the manticore said. “By a group of mages with more power than they knew what to do with. They were humans with a grudge against creatures greater than them.”

“There are plenty of humans like that in this world as well,” I said with a scornful nod toward Finch.

Though the man clearly hadn’t been following too much of our conversation, he understood this and shot me a displeased look.

“I was sent here by magic and told there was none to be found in this infant world,” the manticore said. “But imagine my surprise when I found a mage waiting for me here.”

This came as a surprise. Rhiannon Beckett had mentioned a mage, and I had taken that to mean Astrum, but I hadn’t anticipated the manticore had been deliberately set on my trail. At least, not knowingly.

“What about the cages?” Aethelind demanded. “Did you see the cages?”

“I know of no cages,” the manticore said, and its expression was one of faint confusion, so I had to believe it was being truthful.

“Then what of the mage you encountered?” I asked. “Was it Astrum?”

“I don’t take stock in human names,” the creature scoffed. “And I will not describe him to you, either. We have a mutually-beneficial relationship, you see. I will have no competition for exploiting this world. And the mage will have his revenge upon you.”

“Revenge?” I asked with a frown.

Astrum wanted revenge against me? Why? Astrum had been the one to wrong me, I was the one who wanted revenge on him.

“Enough chatter,” the manticore growled. “The hunt begins, and it ends, dragon.”

Before I could even brace myself for the fight, there was a flash of light, and I was consumed by the brightness.

It was a rare light that even a dragon had to close his eyes against, but I did, and when I opened them again, I found myself standing in a flower-filled valley between mountains.

With a jolt, I realized it was a familiar valley. It was a Coilfellian valley.

I whipped around, but the valley surrounded me on all sides. That wasn’t possible, this couldn’t be real. I had seen no portal, and I’d never known a manticore to be capable of such magic. This had to be an illusion, a trick. It was a distraction meant to disorient me, so I was less able to defend myself in the real world.

Unease prickled over me. Again, this was magic a manticore should not possess. They could turn invisible as both an offensive and defensive measure, but distorting reality was for the likes of mages or elves. Astrum must have armed it against me and imbued it with additional magic, extra abilities, to better its chances in our fight.

It made sense, in a way. All the other creatures he had so far thrown at me had failed completely. The basilisk had come closest, and it might have beat me if Astrum hadn’t made the mistake of also sending Aethelind here.

At the thought of the basilisk, I remembered how it, too, had been unusually powerful for one of its kind. Had Astrum imbued it with extra magic as well? The basilisk hadn’t made mention of it, but that didn’t guarantee anything.

I looked around this idyllic valley and shoved away the feelings of nostalgia that threatened to rise up inside me. Illusions always had a weak point, a chink in the armor through which you could shatter them and break out.

You just had to know where to look.

The only problem was, the longer you were inside, the harder it became to see. Sometimes the weak point was right at the center, where the victim was most likely to be beguiled. Other times, it was right at the edge, where it was most likely to be completely overlooked.

I scanned the terrain around me and immediately recognized the mountain. It was my mountain, the dormant volcano I had made my home, and the place where Astrum and Balan had ambushed me.

Without a second thought, I shifted into my dragon form and soared easily up to the narrow, jagged peak. A strange feeling of dismay flowed through me at that moment. Even in an illusion, the sensation of my true size and strength felt so real, so immediate. I’d forgotten how acutely I missed flying over clouds and feeling so large and strong. A true dragon.

The one thing my human life denied me.

Inside the mountain, I anticipated the temptation of my old life. The hoard of treasure, the blistering heat at the base of the rock. I found both of these, but that wasn’t all.

Lying atop the enormous piles of gold and treasure, dressed in the manner of Coilfellian concubines in gauzy silks and elaborate jewelry, were my four women.

They each smiled beguilingly as I entered the cavern, and they didn’t seem remotely intimidated by my true form and size. When I resumed my human shape, I felt momentarily itchy, confined, and cramped, but it soon passed as Liang rose from the shimmering seat and outstretched a hand to me.

“Ethad,” she said, and her voice was warm and enticing with the promise of everything I could ever want. “Come to us.”

I took a step forward but then hesitated. I swallowed hard and forced myself to remember this was not real, none of this was real. Nor was it something I even wanted anymore.

It certainly wasn’t the life my four companions wanted. None of them would be content to be idle playthings for my amusement while lying on uncomfortable mounds of metal.

Stacey was ruthlessly independent and self-controlled. Liang was determined to live for herself. Danielle had always been desperate to prove she did not need her family’s money, and Clare was simply adventurous. None of them would have relegated themselves to passively waiting for me.

The gold wouldn’t even be comfortable for them. They had skin instead of scales and were too small, too light, for the coins and trinkets to flow like sand under their weight.

“Come to us,” the others echoed, and there was just the slightest note of pleading in their voices.

All of them watched me sadly, like they wanted nothing more than for me to join them.

But they weren’t real. They were cheap, shallow copies.

“No,” I said, and the heartbreak on their faces looked so real that I had to force myself to hold fast. “No. You’re not here. None of you are real.”

“We can be,” Clare said as she tipped her head to rest it on Stacey’s shoulder, and she trailed her fingers over the bespectacled woman’s smooth, dark skin. “In all the ways you want us to be.”

“You could be a dragon again,” Danielle added. “And never have to smother yourself into a human form.”

“Let us be yours, Ethad,” Liang said from where she was still standing before me, and her white eyes were wide and pleading. “We can be yours.”

“I’m not interested in facsimiles,” I said.

Then I mustered all of my strength, all of my conviction, and I pushed Liang back into the pile of gold.

Her body made contact, and she shattered. The gold shattered. The entire world splintered apart into darkness…

… and then I was standing in the warehouse again, with Aethelind, Finch, and the manticore.

I had to blink a few times to adjust to the relative darkness of the abandoned factory compared to the manticore’s illusion, and I quickly noticed that while Finch seemed rooted to the ground in baffled terror, the manticore was advancing on Aethelind with its claws drawn and a greedy look in its eye.

From my estimate, I’d only been under a few moments, compared to several minutes in the illusion, but even those moments had been too long.

I raced at the manticore, which hadn’t noticed yet I’d broken free of its illusion, and I shoved the full force of my weight and strength into the bastard to knock it away from Aethelind. Unprepared for the blow, it didn’t have a chance to plant itself against me, and the creature went flying into, and then through, one of the cinder block walls.

“Aethelind,” I said urgently, and I stood before the female dragon, who was still stuck in her own illusion.

My hands cupped her face, and I felt her cheeks were burning. She was looking right at me, but there was a distance in her gaze, and I knew she wasn’t seeing me.

But what was she seeing? What was enticing her?

“It’s not real!” I shouted, as if I could break through with sheer volume. Maybe I could. Maybe a dragon’s thunderous roar was enough. “Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real! Resist it!”

I wasn’t surprised she was taking longer to come back. She’d been in Coilfell more recently and missed it more dearly than I did. She did not have a budding business empire or a set of beloved companions. But I had come to see her as a friend, maybe even something approximating a sister, and I certainly wasn’t going to let a creature as noble and powerful as the Golden Dread fall to a manticore.

“It’s not real!” I insisted as I gripped her shoulders and shook her. “Snap out of it, Aethelind! You have to fight it!”

Deep down, I knew she knew this. She would know it’s an illusion. She just had to force herself to resist.

“Come back,” I said. “I know you can, come back!”

And then she did.

With a dry gasp, like a swimmer breaking the surface of water, her glazed expression cleared, and when her eyes met mine, I knew she was seeing me.

“Ethad,” she muttered. “I… I saw…”

“It doesn’t matter,” I assured her, and I briefly squeezed her shoulders. “Come on.”

We both turned just as the manticore was pulling itself from the dusty rubble of the ruined wall. Thankfully, the hole wasn’t large enough to compromise the structural integrity of the building around us, but even if it had been, I suspected the only person who would’ve been threatened by its collapse was Finch.

“Enough games,” I growled as I resumed my hybrid form, and Aethelind followed suit.

Smoke frothed from our nostrils and mouths, and deep growls harmonized in our chest.

It was obvious from the manticore’s sour expression that it hadn’t expected either of us to break out of the illusions so quickly, but it had clearly overlooked the fact that, as dragons, we’d seen a lot of tricks. And beguiling illusions were one of the oldest tricks in the book.

“Enough games,” I snarled at the creature again. “You want a fight? A hunt? Fight us for real.”

I was hoping to appeal to its sense of pride, of arrogance, but I could tell the moment it flashed a cold, cruel smile that it wasn’t interested in such things.

“Two against one?” it asked. “Hardly seems fair. Let’s even the playing field.”

Then, with a shimmer, he vanished.

Finch whipped around and made a yelping noise that almost sounded like a question. I ignored him as I scanned the room for any hint of where the creature was, any disturbance in the dust and rubble and the handful of bodies strewn around.

There. A shift of dust. A second later, I heard a whipping noise as the manticore flung poisonous spines from its body. As they were fired, they became visible, and Aethelind and I dove in opposite directions. We narrowly avoided being impaled, and the spines instead embedded themselves in the wall behind us.

At that speed and force, the spines would be able to penetrate our scales. Not deep enough to be dangerous on their own, but enough to deploy their poison, which would slow us down. The presence of the spines also meant the manticore had resumed its true, monstrous form.

Aethelind had come to the same conclusion about watching the surroundings for clues, and as a pair, we made a sort of pincer formation by scanning the warehouse and unleashing bursts of flame whenever we saw movement. Now and then, I heard a shriek as the manticore was singed, but it remained invisible, even as I tackled it, fixed my arms around one of its front legs, and gouged my claws into its flesh.

Now with the blood dripping, it was easier to track, and Aethelind and I laid into the creature. It stubbornly remained invisible while lashing out with its claws and scorpion tail and spines, but we were two dragons, and with each new wound, it became easier to spot.

I felt one clawed paw swipe at me and was momentarily crushed by the force of it, but a well-placed burst of flame had the creature recoiling with an enraged cry. I sprang back to my feet and lashed out again, all claws and teeth, but I relented on my fire. This place was largely made of wood, and it would catch like tinder if we were too reckless.

I didn’t want human authorities responding to a fire call until I was sure the danger had passed and the creature was dead.

The manticore lashed out and caught me in the stomach with one of its claws and Aethelind across the cheek with the poisoned tip of its tail. The tip managed to pierce her scales, and I heard her roar and smelled the horrible scent of dissolving flesh as its acidic poison burned deep into her skin

Even so, we pushed on, and we slashed and bit and charred anything we could access. The manticore became more desperate and fought more wildly. It stomped and howled and threw off more spines, which I dodged easily, but I was too focused on the fight to see or care where in the wall they ended up lodging.

“Enough of this!” Aethelind finally snarled as she pressed one clawed hand to the wound on her cheek. It would almost certainly scar.

Meanwhile, the manticore was half-visible, and it was a mess of blood and wounds. It snarled and howled at us, which made it easily trackable, and I could see it was trying for the door.

“Let’s end this,” I agreed, and as the manticore barreled through the warehouse doors and free of the wooden building, we had no more reason to hold back.

I grabbed Aethelind’s free hand, and we pursued the fleeing creature. If we lost it now, it would only go back to its lair to feed and recuperate, before coming back stronger, with some new plan. Perhaps it would sneak up on us invisibly, do away with any sense of honor or a hunt, and poison us in our human forms. Perhaps it would rampage and kill a score of humans.

Either way, it could not be allowed to leave.

“Manticore!” I roared, and the creature hesitated.

It became visible for just a moment, with its hideous face twisted into an even more hideous scowl.

“Is this how you fight?” I demanded. “Is this how you hunt? A coward’s retreat?”

It snarled in wordless rage. In its true form, it could not speak, but I could see how much it loathed my accusation. Manticores were devious hunters, and it would not suffer this slander.

Except, it would.

The moment it turned back to face Aethelind and me, we unleashed our fire in unison. Flames burst from our mouths in pillars, and they sought out our target like missiles. The creature tried to evade, but with two of us, there was no escape, and the bastard immediately caught fire.

I saw the flashes of color in the aurora flames as two dragons worked in perfect harmony to slay a shared enemy. The manticore screamed and howled as its fur singed and its skin blackened. The sound was awful, and human authorities would soon come running, but there would be nothing left to find.

Finally, Aethelind and I stopped our assault and let the flames die out.

“Look,” Aethelind said as the manticore tried to drag itself back inside the warehouse.

It just about made it and slumped against the door, but the wooden frame caught fire. Then I watched the flames lick up the old, dry wood and begin to eat into the beams above.

All I could think was good. Let Finch’s whole rotten empire come burning down. Let the human authorities find the smoldering rubble and know he had been unmade in every possible way.

The manticore howled and writhed as it tried in vain to put out the flames. It even resumed its human form in an attempt to smother the fire, but dragon fire, and aurora flames in particular, were not so easily extinguished.

It snarled at us again, but nothing intelligible. I didn’t care. I was no longer interested in what it had to tell me, because we both knew it was too late to be saved. There was no point in begging.

I watched as the figure went from an identifiable man to a blackened husk, before finally, it fell still and dead.

All that remained was the crackling of flames and the foul stench of burning hair and flesh.

I looked at Aethelind, who still had a hand pressed to her cheek. Before I could ask her to move it so we could assess the damage, I heard a ragged cough behind me.

I turned to see Finch slumped against one of the cinder block walls, with half a dozen manticore spines embedded in his stomach. He’d somehow managed to drag himself outside while we burned the manticore. It was almost impressive. Those spines could pierce dragon scales, so his flesh hadn’t stood a chance. Some of them were five inches deep.

“This… is a lousy high,” he said with a smirk. His eyes were lidded with exhaustion, and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. “It… burns.”

“Manticore venom,” I said dispassionately.

“Fuck,” Finch muttered.

He seemed to be struggling to keep his gaze focused on me, but I made no move to help him. Even if I had been interested in preserving his life, there was nothing that could be done for him now. The nearest hospital was too far, and I doubted they could treat this poison.

“This is a nicer death than what you had planned for me, isn’t it?” the other man asked.

I shifted back into my human form and nodded.

“I was going to burn you alive, a piece at a time, for threatening what’s mine,” I said frankly.

Finch just gave a dry chuckle.

“Small mercies,” he said as he eyed the scorched corpse of the manticore.

Its face had been spared the worst of the damage, though its beard had burned off. Hopefully, it was enough to be identifiable as the man from the fundraiser attack.

“And all those stories are real,” Finch said. “Manticores. Demons. He called you a dragon?”

“He did,” I said. “I am.”

“Fuck,” he muttered again, and he shook his head a little.

Both of his hands lay limply by his sides. He was either too exhausted to raise them or possibly already paralyzed. The poison would make quick work of him, that much was certain.

“Any last words?” I asked almost mockingly.

“I always liked a grand speech,” Finch admitted with a cough. “Hard to come up with one on the fly. Should’ve… should’ve rehearsed.”

“You should’ve done a lot of things,” I pointed out.

He scoffed and shot me an unimpressed look, even as blood trickled down his chin.

“It’s inevitable now, you know,” he said. “He’ll find you.”

“What?” I cocked my head and frowned a little.

“I said before, someone’s watching you.” He was racked by another dry, wheezing cough. “Someone… far stronger and more dangerous than me.”

“Do you mean the mage?” I asked. There was more urgency in my tone than I would’ve liked, but there was no use playing coy when the man was moments from death. “Was it Astrum? One of his lackeys?”

Suddenly, all the pieces snapped together in my head, and I looked over at the manticore.

“You knew,” I muttered. “You knew he was coming. You… you didn’t call your second-in-command earlier, did you? You called…”

“I did,” Finch said with a bloody smile. “This… Astrum guy. He… put us in touch. Told me to tell you where to go, and he’d do the rest.”

I turned back to Finch, burning with rage. He’d been allied with the manticore, with Astrum, and he’d tried to play me.

I lunged forward and closed my fist around his throat, and I squeezed as hard as I could without snapping his neck. He gasped weakly in pain, and more blood trickled from his mouth as he gaped like a fish out of water.

“I should have burned that thing the moment it stepped in here,” I snarled. “It would’ve saved you from its spines. Would’ve left you alive.”

“Well…” Finch gasped, and his voice was thin and weak. “I’m glad it didn’t.”

“You should be,” I agreed harshly. I would have kept him alive for days for this. Made him beg for something as kind as death. “Tell me what you know about him.”

“I’m-- serious…” Finch wheezed. “Didn’t-- give a name-- didn’t show-- his face. I only-- call him that-- because you did.”

I threw him down roughly with disgust. He coughed and spluttered, but it was weak and made weaker by the smoke of the building that burned around us. He was moments away from death, regardless of what I did.

“I can say this for sure, though,” he rasped. He was too weak to sit up, and his cheek pressed into the gritty dust of the ground as he closed his eyes. “Demon or no… you’re in deep shit.”

Then there was a final, weak exhale, and that was it.

Eli Finch, crime boss of Chicago, was dead.

As he’d slumped over to die, the necklace he’d stolen from Rhiannon Beckett had slipped out of the breast pocket of his shirt. I picked it up and stuck it under the manticore’s corpse, to give the police no doubt as to who this burned body belonged to.

Off in the distance, I heard the faint wailing of sirens. Cops and firefighters were arriving on the scene, and not a moment too soon.

“Come on,” I said to Aethelind. “The building will collapse soon enough.”

Finch’s body would burn, and there would be no evidence of the poison that killed him unless they bothered to do an autopsy.

In our dark clothes, with the thick smoke, Aethelind and I went entirely unnoticed as we snuck away from the warehouse, and the only conclusion left to be drawn was that the manticore and Finch had killed one another in a fight, presumably over the sale of the stolen necklace.

Oliver Beckett would be pleased to have it recovered, I was sure.

Once we were clear of that part of town, I stopped and made Aethelind show me her cheek. An angry, inflamed gash marred the right side of her face, but her draconic metabolism was already working to purge the poison and heal the damage.

“It will scar,” I said, not that she would mind.

A scar was a point of pride for a dragon. It was proof of an enemy foolish enough to challenge us, proof of a battle won. And a real battle at that, rather than mere pest control.

As we made our way back to Danielle’s, I called Shen to let him know the Crimson 88 no longer had anything to worry about.

“It was Finch,” I told him. “He didn’t like that you were going legit. Claimed it would destabilize the ecosystem.”

“I never liked Finch,” Shen confessed. “I always got the impression he was just looking for an ‘in’ to Chinatown. I suppose I was proven right. How did he handle it?”

“Badly,” I admitted. “But it’s not going to be a problem for you in the future.”

“Oh, good.” His sigh of relief sounded exhausted. He’d clearly been panicking about this for a while. “Everyone will be pleased to know they can continue in peace.”

“Keep an eye on some of your younger members, though,” I advised as I remembered the fight that had started in the Cloud Contracting parking lot.

“This will quiet them down, I’m sure,” Shen assured me.

After all, the fight had started out of a belief the Crimson 88 were just lying down and passively taking the disrespect. Once the news broke that Finch was dead and the Crimson 88 could move on in peace, things would calm down.

Or things would get a lot worse as Chicago’s gangs scrabbled to fill Finch’s power vacuum, but we would have to wait and see.

“And… Liang?” Shen asked delicately.

“Safe and well,” I promised him. “She’s coming into her own. Writing music and poetry.”

“Oh,” Shen said softly. It was a fond, wistful noise. Then there was a pause, like he was weighing up whether to say something else. “Could… could you tell her I am happy for her? No obligation, just… I want her to know I’m not upset.”

“I’ll pass it along,” I said, and I smiled a little as I hung up.

I was pleased he was finally realizing she needed some distance from the Crimson 88, from how they saw her, if she was ever going to live for herself.

At Danielle’s, she, Liang, and the others were initially alarmed by how Aethelind and I were mildly wounded and stank of smoke, but they relaxed once we told them everything had been successful.

“Glad to hear it, but you reek like a barbeque,” Gary said with a grimace.

“When did you get here?” I asked.

“I invited them,” Clare explained as she gestured to her cousin and Kevin, who were sitting on the couches with them. They’d evidently been here for some time, judging by the couple of open beers and the game controllers on the coffee table. “They wanted an update and, well, we figured you two would be back with one soon enough. And look at that! You were!”

“You sure you’re okay, though?” Kevin asked, and he looked between us both with a frown. “You seem a bit… woozy.”

“Manticore venom,” I explained. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, I did feel tired, and not quite in the usual way. I sat down a little too heavily on the couch. “We’ll both be fine in a day or two, just need some rest.”

“Maybe we’d best get you home, then,” the dark-skinned man said, and he outstretched a hand to Aethelind.

To my and seemingly everyone else’s surprise, including Kevin’s, the female dragon took the offered hand.

“I think some rest would be… a good idea,” the female dragon agreed, and as Kevin gently led her to the door, she paused behind me and squeezed my shoulder. “Sleep well, brother.”

“And you,” I said, and I was a little startled by how fond her voice had been, and how easily my own reply came.

I twisted around to watch as Aethelind made for the door, gently guided by Kevin. She was staggering slightly now, but she had received a larger dose of poison in a more critical area. By tomorrow, though, she should be fine.

Gary followed, with one hand hovering at Aethelind’s back in case she stumbled. As they went through the front door, he looked back at us over his shoulder and made an ‘I’ll call you’ motion. No doubt he, Kevin, and the others would all want a full debrief once Aethelind and I had rested.

A moment later, I heard the sound of Gary’s beloved truck rumble to life and then fade into the distance. I breathed a sigh of relief and dragged my hands down my face.

“Don’t get too comfy,” Danielle said. “You reek.”

“Let’s get you into some clean clothes,” Stacey agreed.

Between the four of them, they coaxed me upstairs. Danielle stripped me off and helped me quickly hose down in the shower, which removed the worst of the smoke smell. Then she guided me to the bed, where I put on some fresh boxers and flopped onto the soft sheets.

The four of them were already in their own pajamas, so they followed quickly.

“It’s nearly two AM,” I noted somewhat distantly as I looked at the glowing clock on the dresser.

“You were gone awhile,” Clare agreed. “We were starting to get worried you wouldn’t come back tonight.”

“I’ll always come back,” I promised, and I pressed a kiss to the top of her hair.

Now that I was horizontal, I felt less unsteady but still exhausted.

“Did you learn anything about the mage?” Liang asked.

It took me a second to process her question, because I had become momentarily lost in the sensation of the five of us cuddled together on the bed, with Danielle and Clare on my left, and Liang and Stacey on my right.

“I did… I think,” I answered slowly and not because my brain was fogged. “He was working with Finch and the manticore.”

“What?” Stacey asked in a stunned voice.

“Finch wanted me gone for screwing with his influence,” I said as I shook my head. “If gangs go legit, he loses his power. Astrum wants me dead because I threaten his power, too. And the manticore just wanted a hunt. It was able to do magic no manticore can do alone. Astrum…”

“Gave him a power-up?” Clare suggested.

I thought of the glowing blocks we drove through in Mario Kart that gave extra abilities. The comparison was not entirely wrong.

“Something like that,” I agreed with a frown. “It doesn’t put us any closer to finding a portal, but I think this means Astrum is getting more involved. Maybe we can turn the tables on him, if we plan it well enough.”

“I’m still working on figuring out how to sense portals,” Liang said. “And before you all worry about me, I know I don’t need to do it to make myself useful. But I want to help. And I think you’re right about not pushing too hard.”

“Good,” I said, and I tilted my head to kiss her gently. Then I groaned. “I’m so tired.”

“I’ll bet,” Danielle said with a laugh. She was spooned up behind Clare and outstretched a hand to play with a curl of my hair. “I know I didn’t fight any monsters tonight, but I’m kinda exhausted, too.”

“We all are,” Clare said. “It’s been nonstop for weeks now.”

“What we need,” Stacey observed, “is a vacation.”

There came a round of wistful agreement at that, including from myself.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been on a real vacation,” Liang admitted shyly. “Unless Los Angeles counts.”

“It doesn’t,” Danielle and Stacey said in unison, and then they both laughed.

“It was a work trip,” the blonde woman added.

“Though,” Stacey mused, “it’s funny you should mention LA, because I’ve been in touch with Sebastian de Luna.”

“Oh, yeah,” Clare said.

Of course she was aware of this, as Stacey had been helping her-- well, technically, helping Cloud Contracting-- acquire a California-based business so we could legally accept jobs there.

But, from the way the red-haired woman was smiling mischievously, she knew something I didn’t.

“What?” I asked, and I twisted my head to look between Clare and Stacey, who were wearing identical cheeky grins.

“It just so happens our job with Sebastian de Luna starts in two weeks,” the redhead said. “Stacey finally finished confirming it yesterday, we were just looking for the right time to tell you all.”

“Why not immediately?” Danielle asked as she reached over to pinch Clare’s cheek. “This is huge news!”

“Even more huge than you think,” Stacey said, and her smile was immensely self-satisfied.

It was the kind of smile I normally only saw on her face after a particularly excellent bout of lovemaking.

“How so?” I asked.

“Because,” she said, “Sebastian de Luna’s newest hotel isn’t based in California. It’s in Hawaii.”

“What?” Danielle gasped, and her jaw literally dropped.

Clare dissolved into a peal of giggles, and Liang and I just sat there in stunned silence.

“What?” I finally managed to echo. “But-- but we aren’t licensed in Hawaii, either.”

“Clare and I are handling it,” Stacey assured me with a wave of her hand. “And Sebastian’s even agreed to lend us all his plane. We leave next Friday.”

“Oh, my god, we need to pack!” Danielle cried out. “No, wait, we need to get Liang some swim clothes!”

“We’ll do all of that tomorrow,” Clare yawned. “It’s too late, and I’m so tired. Especially after holding this secret in for over a whole day.”

“I don’t know how you kept your mouth shut for so long,” I said with a fond laugh, and I brushed my nose against hers, which just made her giggle again.

“I can keep a secret when I want to,” she pouted. “I keep yours, don’t I?”

“We all do,” Liang agreed, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “I like the sound of Hawaii. I’ve always been told it’s a lovely place.”

“You’ll find out for yourself, soon,” I promised her.

I was already excited. I’d heard it was a volcanic area, for one. I hadn’t been close to a volcano in months, and especially after my strange, manticore-conjured illusion, I was eager to see one for real once again.

We were all mere moments from drifting off now that Stacey and Clare had finally played their hand, and we all snuggled closer to one another under the blankets. I closed my eyes and imagined the lapping waves, the green vegetation, the new foods I could try, and the heat of the climate.

A smile curled my lip. Despite it all, despite Finch and the manticore and Astrum, I still had my human life. I was still living it to the fullest, with people I loved and who loved me in turn.

No matter what laid in my future, whatever battles, I was going to hold onto that. To all of my new family in this world and indeed this world itself.

It was mine, after all.

End of Book 6

OceanofPDF.com


End Notes

Thanks for reading Business Dragon 6! 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_rsrc2ZM.jpg
,/ANO ov LOGAN JACOBS -

BUSINESS DRAGON

DOGAN JACOBS presers - ADOGAN JACOBS PRODUCTION - STARRNG BUSINESS DRAGON

1





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZN.jpg
avoveLmovt LOGAN JACOBS

BLSIESSDRGON

LOGAN JACOBS presexts -4 LOGAN JACOBS proucrion - sraraivg 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




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




OceanofPDF.com




