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About
Rhapsody

Megan Harwood never wanted to be a hero. She just wanted to
indulge the two great loves of her life, woodworking and music, and
for the last few years, she’s done just that running a small guitar
making business in Sun City, Florida with her dad’s help. But when
Megan refuses to sell her shop, she ends up on the hit list of the
Unitarium, an organized crime syndicate made of up supervillains
and their minions.

After being grabbed off the street and used as a
test subject in one of their experiments, Megan begins hearing a
woman’s voice in her head. A voice that turns out to be Eurion, the
beautiful woman Megan has had a crush on for the past year. A woman
who also claims to be an ancient red dragon. With Eurion’s
guidance, Megan is able to escape from the Unitarium’s clutches,
and in the process, she discovers that they have infiltrated the
Department of Metahuman Affairs.

Before Megan can decide who to trust, she finds
herself framed for Eurion’s murder, putting her squarely in the
crosshairs of some of the world’s most powerful Superheroes.
Frightened, alone, with only the voice in her head for guidance,
Megan has to find a way to rescue Eurion and clear her name, before
Eurion’s friends hunt her down.
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Dramatis Persona

Megan Harwood – A Trans Woman who works as a
Luthier. She owns a shop in Sun City and builds handmade high end
electric guitars.

Eurion Goffdraig – A Red Dragon who was born
in Wales over 2000 years ago. Eurion’s current human form is a
tall, dark-haired woman. She owns a jewelry store close to Megan’s
guitar shop. Member of the Dragon Council.

Wesley Harwood – A semi-famous session
musician. Wesley was forced into retirement due to arthritis in his
hands. He spends most of his days working at the counter in Megan’s
shop while she builds instruments.

Sasha – White Woman. A Luthier who works in
Megan’s shop. Along with Robyn, Sasha makes the bulk of the guitars
the store sells from preset patterns with pre-selected options.
Sasha was the first person Megan hired after opening her own
shop.

Robyn – White Woman. An apprentice Luthier
who works in Megan’s shop. Along with Sasha, Robyn makes the bulk
of the guitars the store sells from preset patterns with
pre-selected options. Robyn is a newer hire and comes from an
extremely religious background.

Christina Harwood – Megan’s Mother.

Lucy McBride – Megan’s Niece. Metallica
fan.

Tara McBride – Megan’s Sister. Lucy’s
Mom.

Alex McBride – Megan’s brother-in-law.
Lucy’s father and Tara’s Husband

Mike Harwood – Megan’s Brother.

Sophie Harwood – Megan’s sister-in-law.
Mike’s wife.

Chloe Miller – Trans woman. An occasional
lover of Megan’s prior to Megan meeting her last girlfriend.

Traci McCoy – White Woman. Ex-Girlfriend of
Megan.

The Sun City High Guard

Industry – Nomi Hashimoto. Japanese American
Woman. Founder and leader of the Sun City High Guard. CEO of
Hashimoto Enterprises. Elisa’s girlfriend.

Element – Elisa Sedna. Half Inuit, Half
Dominican Woman. Founding member of the High Guard. Elemental
Manipulation Powers. Nomi’s girlfriend.

Cinderella – Ashley Churchill. Trans Woman.
Founding member of the High Guard. Alchemist and Sorceress.

Nexus – Hannah Blum. Jewish Woman. Founding
member of the High Guard. Telepath, Empath and Telekinetic.

Aether – Maggie Bennett. White Woman. Newest
member of the High Guard. Teleportation, Superspeed, and Matter
Creation. Varsha’s girlfriend.

Delta V – Varsha Patel. Indian Woman. Member
of the High Guard. Paramedic. Speedster. Maggie’s girlfriend.

Mafic – Juan Sanchez. Latino Man. Founding
Member of the High Guard. Can transform his body into living stone.
Pyrokinetic.

Hoplite – Kevin Korba. White man. Founding
Member of the High Guard. Uses magical weapons and armor forged by
the Greek gods.

Maker – Black Man. Member of the High Guard.
Metahuman Abilities give him enhanced damage resistance. Uses
Weapons and Armor he created himself.

Fractal/Keish Jones – AI/Autistic Black
Woman. Member of the High Guard. Technopath. Keisha originally
created Fractal as a program to help her navigate social
situations, but eventually integrated the technology that made up
Fractal into her brain, merging the two into a single entity with
two distinct personalities.

Airheart – Emilia Rose. White Woman. Most
Powerful of the Olympic Six. Founding Member of the Irregulars.
Wife of Jia Li.

Ice Dragon – Hua Jia Li. Blue Chinese
Dragon. Current Human Form is a middle-aged Chinese Woman. Founding
Member of the Irregulars. Dragon Council Liaison to the Department
of Metahuman Affairs. Wife of Emilia Rose.

Focus – Ayanda, AKA Amanda Williams,
(formerly Kelly Robinson). Alien Woman. Current Human Forms are a
Tall Blonde Woman while in her Superhero Persona, and a Tall Woman
with short blue hair in her civilian Persona. Numerous Powers
including flight, shapeshifting, telepathy, teleportation, and
invulnerability. Wife of Danny Martin.

Danielle “Danny” Martin – White Woman.
Former US Marshal. Numerous Powers including flight, shapeshifting,
telepathy, teleportation, and invulnerability. Wife of Ayanda.

Blue Beacon – Fernando “Fred” Ramos. Latino
Man. Founding Member of the De Leon Keepers. Force Field Creation.
Energy Generation and Manipulation.

Department of Metahuman Affairs

Lynn Banks – White Woman. Secretary of
Metahuman Affairs. Member of the President’s Cabinet.

Junichi Hasikawa – Japanese American Man.
Department of Metahuman Affairs liaison to the Sun City High Guard.
Electrokinetic.

Mavis Lynch – White Woman. Department of
Metahuman Affairs Field Agent.

Elena Navarro – Latino Woman. Metahuman
Intake Officer. Head of Recruitment for the DMA in the Southeastern
United States.

Sun City Protectors (Current)

Praetorian – White Man. Leader of the Sun
City Protectors. Former Secret Service Agent. Plasma Manipulation
Powers. Flight. Force Field Generation.

Sun City Protectors (Former)

Pyre – Andrew Norma. White Man. Founding
Member of the Sun City Protectors. Imprisoned for Racketeering.
Pyrokinetic.

Stonework – Louis Acevedo. Latino Man.
Founding Member of the Sun City Protectors. Imprisoned for
Racketeering. Able to turn his body to stone.

Atlanta Battalion

Transistor – Naomi Woodward. White Trans
Woman. Member of the Atlanta Battalion. Able to shape shift, to
create weapons and armor out of carbon based nanites which inhabit
her body. Able to see any sort of supernatural beings which would
normally be hidden from human eyes, and able to empower normal
weapons and armor, as well as armor manifested from her nanites to
withstand attack by magical and divine weapons.

Igeza – Anika Tamru. Black Nephilim Woman.
Member of the Atlanta Battalion. Registered Nurse with
specialization in trauma medicine. Daughter of a human and Fallen
Angel. Flight. Healing Abilities. Able to see any sort of
supernatural beings which would normally be hidden from human eyes,
and able to empower normal weapons and armor to withstand attack by
magical and divine weapons.

Ex Machina – Chance Woodward. Nanite Swarm
and Artificial Intelligence. Member of the Atlanta Battalion.
Technopath, healer, master hacker, able to transfer nanites from
the body she shares with Naomi to others to facilitate healing,
communications, and body modification.

Angels

Samael – The Lightbringer, AKA The Accuser.
AKA Lucifer, AKA The Devil, AKA Various Other Names. The first and
most powerful of the Angels Created by the Demiurge. Exiled from
Heaven. Lives in Los Angeles. Currently runs several lobbying firms
and other political groups, both legal and illegal, around the
world.

Michael – The Arch Angel Michael, AKA The
Advocate. The second angel created by the Demiurge. Samael’s most
beloved brother.

Gabriel – Not truly an Angel, but instead a
conscious manifestation of the part of the Pleroma, the divine
whole, which carries new souls from the Wellspring of Divinity to
their bodies. Gabriel is one of the oldest, and most powerful
beings in the universe.

 


 



Chapter One

“IN OTHER NEWS, THE search continues for Eurion
Goffdraig, a local jeweler who was reported missing over a week
ago. The search has attracted an unusual amount of attention from
the superhero community, with big name superheroes such as
Airheart, Ice Dragon, Focus, and Scatter coming to town to aid in
the search. Sources close to the investigation—”

“Can you please turn that off?” Megan asked in an
annoyed tone as she stared at the kitchen timer next to the
sandwich press where she was heating up her lunch. A moment later,
the room went silent, but she could feel her dad’s eyes on her.

“You should pay more attention to the news,” he
said.

“Yeah, my therapist says that’s not a good idea.”
She lifted the lid of the sandwich press and used her fork to push
the burrito she’d been heating onto her plate.

“She runs a shop close to here.”

“I know,” Megan said as she sat down at the
table.

“Did you know her?”

Megan shook her head. “No. Not really, but I saw her
two or three times a week at the Elephant Tea Company. She always
got peppermint chamomile with a huge shot of honey, and a Welsh
Cake.”

“I didn’t know that place sold cakes.”

“They’re not like big cakes. They’re like an English
muffin, only sweet, with raisins or something in them, and rolled
in sugar.”

“Bit of a sweet tooth, huh?” he asked.

Megan shrugged as she spread a bit of sour cream on
her burrito. Her dad sat there waiting for an answer, but she
ignored him as she added guacamole, pico, and hot sauce to her
lunch. When the atmosphere in the break room got a little too
thick, she decided to change the subject, instead of trying to wait
him out.

“I got done refinishing that guitar this
morning.”

“Which one?”

“The one your friend dropped,” Megan said. She
glanced up at him and saw the frown on his face.

“Is that why you smell like spray paint?”

Megan rolled her eyes.

“I don’t smell like spray paint,” she said. “I smell
like spray lacquer.”

“You used spray paint on Jake’s guitar,” he said,
sounding like she’d just admitted to lighting Willie Nelson’s
guitar on fire.

“Damn right,” she said as she cut a piece of the
burrito with her fork. “I already put 1500 dollars’ worth of work
into a 200-dollar instrument. Unpaid work, I might add. I’m not
putting in another 500 dollars’ worth of my time just because
you’re a snob about finish work.”

“That guitar—”

“Was a piece of garbage when it was new,” Megan
said. “He would have been better off letting me build him a new
one.”

“It was the guitar his kid learned to play on.”

“I know. Which is why, in addition to fixing the
broken headstock, I put in all new electronics.”

The offended look on her dad’s face melted away,
replaced by a huge grin that she couldn’t help but return.

“I knew you were going soft,” he said.

“Soft, my ass. I couldn’t send a guitar I worked on
out into the world sounding like that. I’ve got a reputation to
protect.” She didn’t add that in addition to the electronics, she’d
replaced pretty much all the hardware on the guitar. The body was
still the same cheap plywood that had come in the door, so the
guitar would never sound exactly like a real Stratocaster, but it
would sound a damn sight better than the cheap knockoff that had
come through the door as a favor for her dad.

“Your reputation. Sure.” He shook his head. “I don’t
know how I got such a good kid.”

Megan looked down at her plate, feeling a little
uncomfortable at the praise, even though it was the reaction she’d
been hoping for.

“It’s not a big deal.”

“It is,” he said. “I asked you to fix the neck, not
rebuild the whole guitar.”

“It sounded terrible.”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “It did, but Jake loves it, and
I didn’t have the heart to say no when his dad asked if I could get
it fixed.”

“Now who’s going soft?”

“Was it really 1500 dollars’ worth of work?” he
asked, prompting Megan to roll her eyes. He was almost as good at
deflecting as she was.

“Yeah, but only because I overcharge everyone who
isn’t you. I seriously could have made a new neck in less time than
it took to fix that one. Hell, I might have been able to make a
whole new guitar faster.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Eh. Don’t worry about it. I’m just giving you a
hard time. Besides, it’s not like I had anything better to do on a
weekend.”

“You know, if you want—”

“No! No, I do not want,” Megan said, shaking her
head. “You keep your friend’s kids away from me.”

“Oh, come on. What was wrong with Eleanora?”

“You want a list? Cause I got a list. Just like I
have a list for…uh, what was her name…Raquel! That’s it. You still
owe me an apology for Raquel.”

“She wasn’t that bad.”

“Yes, she was!” Megan pointed her fork at her dad.
“She only listens to classical music.”

“So?”

“She asked me if Freddie Mercury was an
Astronaut.”

“Well—”

“She thought John Lennon started the Communist
Revolution!”

He stared at her, dumbfounded for a moment, before
he broke down laughing. She smiled as she cut another piece off her
burrito, knowing she’d avoided another horrible blind date for the
moment.

* * * * *

Megan checked the body blanks one last time, making
sure they were locked in securely before she walked into the next
room and closed the door. She stopped at the computer and activated
the CNC machine, watching as the machine picked up a bit, and began
cutting guitar bodies out of the solid slabs of maple and alder.
Nothing particularly exciting in the batch. Four custom Les Paul
style guitars, and two Stratocaster style guitars. Filler work
mostly. Sasha and Robyn would finish them once the CNC was done
with the rough cuts. The days when Megan did that kind of grunt
work were long past.

She glanced over at her current project. The body of
the custom piece hung in the air as she waited for the dye to
finish drying. The neck was on the bench wrapped in surgical tubing
while the glue dried. She was happy with the work so far, but she
wouldn’t really know if the project was a success until she had the
instrument together and could hear how it sounded. The client, a
tiny little woman who’d gotten her start in the Sun City club
scene, wanted something that, ‘played like an old-fashioned blues
guitar, but wasn’t bigger than she was.’

Megan loved this kind of work. The chance to really
flex her design muscles, instead of just recreating a design that
was older than she was. It also didn’t hurt that the woman hadn’t
even tried to haggle over the price, but then, most of the clients
she dealt with these days didn’t. People who knew who she was also
knew her work was worth what she charged for it. They might not
know what the secret sauce in a Megan Harwood guitar was, but they
did know her guitars were top shelf. Better than anything you could
get from the custom shops of the big-name manufacturers.

For the people who did want to haggle, well, that’s
why her dad hung around the shop most days. He might be a soft
touch with his friends, but the man was an absolute shark when it
came to taking care of his little girl. And he was a big enough
name among the kind of people who knew to come to her that they
weren’t going to push their luck arguing with him.

She looked around the shop, trying to decide what to
do next. Oddly enough, her to do list for the day was surprisingly
short. It was just that time of year when everything was slow.
Early enough in the touring season there wasn’t much repair work,
but because the touring season had started, she’d finished all the
custom builds except for three late orders. The repairs she did
have were all either waiting for parts, in the middle of a glue up,
or waiting for the refinishing to dry. She didn’t have any pickups
to make, or electronics packages to wire up.

She was actually considering starting a design for
one of her auction pieces when she heard the opening licks of a
familiar song coming from the sales floor, and a wave of pure
annoyance flooded through her. She turned and headed out towards
the front of the shop.

“Lucy,” she yelled before she was even through the
door, “what have I told you about playing Metallica in my
store?”

She stopped at the sight that greeted her as she
stepped through the door. Sure enough, her niece was over by the
amps with one of the stock guitars hooked up, and a grumpy look on
her face, but that wasn’t what stopped Megan in her tracks. It was
the two men in sharkskin suits that her dad was glaring at while
Sasha and Robyn both watched, looking like they were ready to throw
hands, which they probably were.

“Metallica is a great band,” Lucy said. Megan,
grateful for the excuse to get her dad away from the men, turned to
him.

“Can you please go teach your grandchild to
appreciate some music that wasn’t made by a bunch of corporate
bootlickers?” Megan asked.

“I’m a little busy,” her dad said.

“I’ve got this.”

Her dad glared at the two men for a moment before he
turned and walked over to where Lucy was. Megan turned to the two
men.

“I thought I made myself clear,” she said. “The shop
isn’t for sale.”

One of the men, the one she had mentally dubbed
‘Greasy,’ just smiled at her.

“You did, Ms. Harwood,” he said. “However, we
thought you might have reconsidered, in light of recent
events.”

“What recent events?” Megan asked.

“The dreadful business with Ms. Goffdraig,” the one
she’d dubbed Sleazy said. “Imagine, a shop keeper disappearing
right out of her store. The store ransacked in the process. The
neighborhood just isn’t safe anymore.”

Megan had to fight not to roll her eyes.

“Safe or not, I like the neighborhood,” she said.
“And I’m not interested in selling my business.”

“We understand, Ms. Harwood, but we’re not
interested in purchasing your business. We just want the building,
and the land. Think about it. Our offer is generous enough that
you’d be able to find a new facility anywhere in town. Somewhere
safer. Maybe something closer to your home, or something closer to
the venues where your clients perform.”

“Gentleman, I appreciate your concern for my safety,
but I’ve spent years getting this place set up the way I like it,
paying off my mortgage, building a clientele who knows where I am.
Moving would disrupt all of that, so I’m afraid I’m going to have
to decline. Now, unless you’d like to purchase a guitar, or an amp,
I really do have to get back to work. I’m sure you can both find
your way out.”

“Of course,” Greasy said, before producing a
business card. “But please, think over our offer. If it’s an issue
of price, our client is open to negotiation.”

“It’s really not,” Megan said as she took the card.
“Good day, gentleman.”

“Good day,” Sleazy said, before both turned and
headed towards the door. Her dad, Sasha, and Robyn watched them go,
and none of them relaxed until the two men disappeared from
sight.

“Sorry about the Metallica,” Lucy said. “I didn’t
know any other way to get you out here.”

“It’s fine,” Megan said.

“What are you going to do?” Robyn asked.

“Go back to work,” Megan said. “Same as you.”

“But they threatened you,” Robyn said.

“Yeah, I did notice that,” Megan said. “Not the
first time someone’s threatened me. Doubt it will be the last,
either.”

“But—”

“It’s not the first time the mob has tried to buy
this place.” She looked over at her dad. “What was it, five years
ago, the Ragusa family came sniffing around?”

“Six. It was before Macky’s got turned into a yuppie
joint.”

“It’s a hipster joint, Dad. Yuppies don’t come this
far south. They’re too afraid of the gays.”

Sasha snorted, and Robyn laughed, which was enough
to break the tension in the room, and thankfully, her dad decided
not to argue over the distinction between hipsters and yuppies.
Before he could change his mind about that, Megan ducked back into
the rear of the shop and found something to work on.

 


 



Chapter Two

MEGAN STARED AT HER shopping cart for a minute,
trying to decide if she should go back and add some more clamps to
it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d run out of clamps in
the shop, but every time she placed an order, she always considered
buying a couple dozen, just to be safe. This time, she decided
against it, mostly because she didn’t have anywhere to put them
when she wasn’t using them, and clicked the button to submit her
order. A moment later, she got an email telling her that she’d
receive thirty cases of glue, enough naphtha to burn the world
down, and a bunch of other assorted cleaners and solvents on
Wednesday of next week.

She pulled up her to-do list and made a note to call
the lumber yard first thing Monday and see if they had any good
slabs of spalted maple. She hated the stuff, personally, but
customers loved it, so she always kept a few guitars with spalted
maple tops in stock. The last one sold that afternoon, so she
needed to have Sasha make up a few more. She didn’t quite trust
Robyn’s woodworking skills with it yet. It wasn’t that Robyn wasn’t
good – she’d probably be better than Sasha someday – it was just
that she hadn’t really learned that sometimes you had to slow down
and listen to the material you were working with. That lesson had
taken Megan years to learn, and Robyn was still new to the
woodshop.

“Hey, boss…”

Megan looked up to see Sasha standing in the door to
her office.

“You need something?”

Sasha shook her head. “No. We’re all closed up and
ready to call it a night. Robyn and I were headed over to
Dalloway’s, and I figured we’d see if you wanted to join us.”

“No thanks.”

“Oh, come on. I know you spent all last weekend
working on that guitar your dad asked you to fix, and the weekend
before that you were finishing up that bass for vampire
Barbie—”

“Mila.”

Sasha gave her a knowing smirk, and Megan just
glared back. It wasn’t her fault she had a weakness for goth
girls.

“That’s what I said.”

“You do remember I sign your paychecks, right?”

“Which is why I’m asking you to come to Dalloway’s
with us. You’re no use to me if you work yourself into an early
grave.”

“You say that like I have no life.”

“You’re thirty-six and you spend most of your time
hanging out with your dad.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I’m just telling it like it is. Come on, come have
a drink with us.”

“Fine,” Megan said. “Just give me five minutes to
finish up here.”

“Not one second longer.”

* * * * *

Sun City had three lesbian bars. Girl Bar in
Bywater, The Violet Orchid in Bay View, and Dalloway’s. Dalloway’s
wasn’t the biggest. Girl Bar was almost twice the size. It also
wasn’t the classiest. That honor went to The Violet Orchid, which
mostly catered to rich, closeted women and provided an air of
plausible deniability by avoiding anything that might give away the
fact that it was a lesbian bar to any straight people who wandered
in. Dalloway’s, on the other hand, was deep in the ’Gayborhood.’ A
section of town that was mostly queer, or at the very least, queer
friendly.

Megan had always liked Dalloway’s better than Girl
Bar and The Violet Orchid. It felt comfortable, even homey. The
interior had an English Pub theme. She was never sure how the
designer had made the dance floor fit in with that, but somehow, it
worked, and the people who frequented the place loved it.

Megan used to be one of those people, but at some
point, she’d kind of lost her enthusiasm for the place. She was
never really uncomfortable there, and she usually enjoyed it when
she did go, but the frequency of her visits had just tapered off to
the point where she honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d
visited the place.

“Table or a booth?” Sasha asked as Megan looked
around the place.

“Table,” Megan said. It would make it easier for her
to leave if she didn’t have to climb over someone to get away. Not
that she was planning on running out on Sasha and Robyn, but she
also wasn’t planning on staying all night, either.

Sasha nodded and led the way to an empty table
halfway between the bar and the dance floor. It was a good spot.
Far enough from the bar that they weren’t likely to get crowded by
people waiting for drinks, far enough from the dance floor that
they could still hear themselves think. Megan took a seat across
from Sasha while Robyn sat to her left. They’d barely sat down when
a waitress appeared by the table. One Megan didn’t recognize, not
that that meant much these days.

“What can I get you?” the waitress asked.

“Guiness,” Sasha said, before Robyn piped up with
her order.

“Corona.”

“Cream soda.”

“This all together?”

“Yeah,” Megan said, reaching into her purse. “First
rounds on me. Chips and salsa?”

Sasha and Robyn both nodded, and the waitress added
that to their order, then held out her tablet. Megan tapped her
credit card to the screen.

“And it looks like your email address is already in
the system. Should I just email you a receipt, or you want me to
print one?”

“Email’s fine.”

The waitress nodded and headed towards the bar to
get their order.

“I thought you were drinking with us,” Robyn
said.

“I am.”

“But—”

“Leave it,” Sasha said, cutting off whatever Robyn
was going to say.

“I can’t drink alcohol,” Megan said. “One of my
meds.”

Robyn at least had the grace to look sheepish at
that.

“You shouldn’t make a big deal out of someone not
drinking,” Sasha said. “Especially not with family.”

“With family?”

“She means with other queer people,” Megan said. “A
lot of us are on anti-depressants or other psych meds, and some of
us don’t drink because they don’t know how to stop once they get
started.”

“Oh.” Robyn looked down, a slight blush on her
cheeks. “Sorry.”

Megan stared at her for a moment, wondering what it
would be like to have not realized you were queer until you were
almost thirty. She wasn’t sure how Robyn had ever passed for
straight, but then, religion was a hell of a drug, and Robyn had
been raised Mormon.

Megan shrugged. “It’s fine. You’re still
learning.”

“Yeah. I hear that a lot.”

Megan and Sasha both grinned at that, and Robyn
grinned back at them. It was true. Megan had hired Robyn to run the
CNC machines. She’d honestly been surprised when the girl started
picking up on the other parts of the business, but even after two
years, Robyn was still a relative newbie compared to Megan and
Sasha.

The waitress appeared with their drinks, setting a
glass of Guiness in front of Sasha, and bottles in front of Robyn
and Megan, then putting the basket of chips in the middle of the
table.

“Just wave if you want another round.”

“Will do.” Megan waited as the waitress disappeared
out of earshot, before turning to Sasha. “So, what prompted the
intervention?”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “It’s not an
intervention.”

“My dad put you up to it, didn’t he?”

Sasha looked away, which was a dead giveaway that
her dad had, in fact, asked Sasha to invite her along.

“He worries about you.”

“I know.”

“I think it’s nice, the way he supports you.”

Megan looked over at Robyn and suddenly felt a bit
guilty. The girl’s entire family had disowned her when she came
out, and Megan had caught Robyn looking at her parents wistfully
more than once. Megan knew she’d hit the jackpot when it came to
parents as far as most queer kids were concerned, and she loved
them both, but sometimes as grateful as she was for it, having her
dad in the shop could be a bit much.

“It is,” Megan said. “And I know he means well, but
sometimes, I just wish he’d remember that I’m not a little girl
anymore.”

“Never gonna happen,” Sasha said. “That man worries
about you the way a dragon worries about gold.”

“He’s not that bad,” Megan said. “He’s just…”

“What?” Sasha asked.

“He wanted to set me up on another date.”

“Oh, god.”

“Why is that bad?” Robyn asked.

“Were you not listening during the multiple hours
she spent bitching about the last one?”

“Maybe the next one will be better,” Robyn said.

“Maybe I’ll ask him to set you up on a date,” Megan
replied.

“He did seem more worried about you than usual
today.”

“Probably afraid the mob is going to rub me out
because I won’t sell the shop.”

Sasha shook her head. “No. Before that. It started
right after lunch.”

“Oh. Yeah, that tracks. There was a news story about
that lady that owns the jewelry store a couple blocks over.”

“What about her?” Sasha asked.

“I may have mentioned that I used to see her in the
Elephant Tea Company a few times a week.”

“Wait, she’s British Chick?”

Robyn looked back and forth between them. “British
Chick?”

“Yeah, you remember. The…wait…were you…you were
working there when British Chick happened. It was right before she
dumped Bitchface.”

“She wasn’t there that week,” Megan said. “It was
the first day of that two-week electronics class I sent her
to.”

“Oh!” Delight spread across Sasha’s face. “I can’t
believe I didn’t tell you the story when you came back.”

“By that point, you were too busy mooning over that
pink haired lady who kept coming in and looking at that denim
micarta Telecaster you built.”

Robyn laughed as Sasha’s face turned bright red.

“I was not mooning!”

“She can’t help it if she’s got a thing for older
women.” Robyn didn’t even try to keep the mirth out of her voice.
Megan could hardly blame her. Sasha was usually cool as a cucumber,
but every time the pink haired woman had come into the shop dressed
in leather pants, a sleeveless biker jacket, and a tank top, Sasha
had started gibbering like a little baby dyke with her first crush.
It didn’t seem to matter that the woman had a good twenty years on
Sasha, and honestly, Megan got it. She was hot, she played a wicked
guitar, and she oozed a level of ‘I don’t give a fuck’ Megan could
only aspire to. She thought it was sexy as hell, but to poor Sasha,
who had a thing for punk girls and a thing for older women, it was
like catnip.

“I remember the day she brought her wife in with
her. I thought Sasha was going to cry.”

Megan smiled. “I thought she was going to ask for a
three way.”

“I considered it, but don’t think you’re getting out
of me telling Robyn about British Chick that easily.”

“Go ahead,” Megan said. “At least I can still talk
when I notice a hot lady.”

“All you could do is talk.” Sasha turned back to
Robyn. “She must have gone on for a good three hours about how sexy
British Chick’s accent was.”

“I did not.”

“You did. You totally did. Even your dad was
embarrassed for you.”

Megan flipped Sasha the bird, which made Robyn
laugh.

“Sounds like someone is having a good time.”

Megan turned toward the new voice and smiled when
she saw Chloe standing beside the table.

“Hey Chloe.”

“Hey, yourself. Long time, no see.”

Megan shrugged. “Been busy.”

“Mind if I sit?”

Megan nodded towards the empty chair across from
Robyn, and Chloe dropped into it.

“You remember Sasha.”

“I do,” Chloe said, giving her an appreciative once
over.

“And I can’t remember if you’ve met Robyn
before.”

“I have,” Chloe said. “She came in with you the day
Bitchface moved out.”

“Well, that would certainly explain why I couldn’t
remember,” Megan said.

“As breakups go, it was one of the more spectacular
ones I’ve seen,” Chloe said.

“Oh, dear god. That is depressing. Having a breakup
rate on the Chloe drama meter is just embarrassing.”

“It’s not your fault, love. There’s a reason
everyone calls that woman Bitchface.”

Megan smiled and reached for her drink. A small part
of her always felt a little guilty at the nickname her friends had
given her ex; after all, she was hardly guiltless when it came to
their disaster of a relationship, but a larger part of her couldn’t
help but feel a little warm inside at the way all of them had
rallied around her during one of the roughest spots she’d had since
she escaped high school.

“So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”
Chloe asked.

“My dad. He was worried about me, so he roped Sasha
and Robyn into dragging me out for a girls’ night.”

“Remind me to send your dad a thank you note,” Chloe
said, her tone dripping with innuendo.

“You, ah…want some privacy, Boss?” Sasha asked.

Megan looked at Chloe for a moment, thinking it
over. Before Traci had come along, Megan wouldn’t have given it
much thought. She’d have already been out the door, headed back to
Chloe’s apartment. The two of them had been a pretty regular thing.
Nice and simple, with no strings attached. She knew, if nothing
else, she’d have a good time. She always did, but for some reason,
she found herself shaking her head.

“No, thanks.” She could see the disappointment on
Chloe’s face, and she felt bad about it, but she just wasn’t
interested in what Chloe was offering that night. “Sorry.”

Chloe smiled and shrugged. “It’s okay, love. Though
I gotta say, I miss you a bit.”

“Same,” Megan said. “I’m just…not ready yet.”

Chloe frowned. “You’re not still hung up on that
bitch, are you?”

Megan shuddered and shook her head. “God, no. Eww. I
honestly still have no idea what I was thinking when I started
dating her.”

“Knowing you, it was probably something along the
lines of ‘Oh, big titties!’,” Sasha said.

Megan glared, while Chloe and Robyn both
laughed.

“They weren’t that big,” Megan grumbled.

“Well, they definitely weren’t big enough to make up
for all the crap that came with them,” Chloe said. “But I will let
you ladies get back to your girls’ night.”

“You don’t have to go.”

“But I should.” Chloe crossed her hands over her
chest. “You broke my heart, and I need to find someone to sooth
away the pain of your rejection.”

Megan reached up and slapped Chloe’s bicep with the
back of her hand. “Stop it.”

Chloe puckered her lips and made a kissing motion at
her. “Make me.” She stood up. “Ladies.”

Sasha and Robyn both raised their beers in
acknowledgement, then Chloe turned and walked away. As soon as she
was out of earshot, Robyn turned to Megan.

“I can’t believe you turned her down.”

Megan stared at Robyn for a moment, then turned and
looked at Chloe, where she was standing at the bar, ordering a
drink. She turned back to Robyn and smiled.

“Go for it.”

Robyn’s eyes got as big as saucers. “What?”

“Go for it.”

“But…I mean, she wanted you, not me.”

Megan sighed and shook her head. “Robyn, if you like
her, go talk to her. Just…don’t expect more from her than she can
give you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Chloe doesn’t really do relationships. Honestly,
that’s why she was after me. I was the same way, and she probably
figured after the way Traci burned me, I’d be even less inclined to
catch feelings than I was before. As long as you’re okay with
casual,” she waved towards Chloe, “go. Have fun.”

Robyn stared at her for a moment, before turning and
looking at Chloe. Megan could practically see the fight going on
inside Robyn. The religious part of her that was probably still
screaming about sex outside of marriage being a sin warring with
the part of her that looked at a pair of tits the way a starving
animal looked at its next meal. She saw the exact moment ‘gay and
horny’ beat ‘afraid and ashamed’ into submission. Robyn
straightened up in her seat, squared her shoulders, and pushed back
from the table, before standing up, and picking up her drink.

“Wish me luck.”

Megan nodded. “Good luck.”

Sasha tapped a pair of fingers to her forehead in a
mock salute. “Go get her, tiger.”

Megan didn’t think Robyn heard either of them. She
hesitated for a moment, then headed for the bar.

“Think she’ll get lucky?” Sasha asked.

“Unless she gets so nervous she passes out.”

“Think she’ll get her heart broken?”

“I hope not. I mean, I told her up front what to
expect, but I don’t know if she’s a no strings attached kind of
girl. On the other hand, a little heartbreak might be good for
her.”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem to be doing you any
good.”

Megan turned back to Sasha. “Heartbreak isn’t the
problem.”

“Then what is?”

“I don’t know. I’m not pining for Traci or anything
stupid like that.”

“Good, because honestly, I didn’t like who you were
when you were with her.”

“Neither did I.”

“Why did you stay with her so long?”

“You mean, why did I ever start dating someone who
was such a self-absorbed bitch?”

“That too.”

“Honestly, I didn’t think anyone else would have
me.”

“Um, hello?” Sasha pointed at Chloe, who was
currently looking at Robyn as if she were trying to decide which
part to eat first. Megan rolled her eyes.

“Chloe will fuck me. There’s a difference. Traci
seemed interested in something that would last, which is something
I wanted, and I dated her because, like I said, I didn’t think
anyone else would have me.”

“Why on earth would you think that?”

Megan shrugged, and reached for her drink, hoping to
give herself time to figure out how to change the subject.

 


 



Chapter Three

“YOU SURE YOU DON’T want me to walk you back to the
shop?” Sasha asked as they stepped out the door of Dalloway’s.

Megan shook her head. “It’s four blocks. I’ll be
fine. Besides, your cab will be here any minute.”

“We could share the cab.”

“I’d rather walk.”

“Ouch! That’s cold, Boss.”

Megan laughed and gave Sasha’s shoulder a shove. “I
didn’t mean it that way and you know it. I just want to clear my
head a bit.”

“Fine. Just be careful.”

“Girl, I was wandering these streets by myself when
you were still in kindergarten.”

“You know you’re only four years older than me,
right?”

Megan shrugged. “What can I say? I was an
independent nine-year-old. And there’s your cab.”

Sasha looked over at the cab that had pulled up to
the curb, then turned back to Megan.

“Be careful. Your dad would never forgive me if
anything happened to you.”

“I’ll be fine. Now go. You know he’s already running
the meter.”

Sasha gave her the same two-fingered salute she’d
given before, then walked over to the cab and climbed in. Megan
watched, making sure Sasha made it to the cab, and waited for it to
pull away before she turned and started walking in the direction of
the shop.

It was a nice night out. A cool breeze was blowing
in off the Atlantic, and the sky was clear enough that she could
even make out some of the brighter stars. Not very many, given that
she was in the middle of the city, but a few, here and there. It
should have been a pleasant walk, but her mind was stuck on what
had happened at the club, and the question she hadn’t answered. Why
didn’t she think anyone would want her before Traci came along?

It was an easy enough question to answer. Trans kids
didn’t really do well in high school in the early and mid-2000s.
They didn’t do much better outside of high school, either, but
she’d been lucky enough to have parents that were mostly onboard
with it. Well, her dad was better than her mom at first, but her
mom did come around before too long. Despite how good her parents
had been about it, she’d grown up in a world that told her she was
dirty, disgusting, and unlovable. By the time she was old enough to
want to date, she’d taken all that hatred and disgust society
directed her way and turned it in on herself.

After a few disastrous attempts at dating in her
early twenties, she’d just given up. Settled for hookups here and
there. She and Chloe got along well enough because they were alike.
Chloe had been burned often enough that she’d just given up on
relationships entirely, and that had suited Megan just fine. They
hooked up when they wanted, got what they needed, and went their
separate ways. There were a few other women over the years. Chloe
had just been the most consistent and longest lasting of her
various hookup friends.

Then one day Traci walked into the shop. She’d been
there to pick up a repair for one of Megan’s clients, and they’d
hit it off, and Megan had agreed to drinks at Girl Bar. When things
had started taking a serious turn during their first date, Megan
had shyly pushed the sleeve of her t-shirt up, letting Traci see
the blue, pink, and white trans symbol tattooed on her right arm.
She’d half expected the date to end right there, but Traci had just
smiled, and Megan had been so stunned that it had been months
before she started noticing the fact that she wasn’t really a
person to Traci so much as a toy.

When the relationship had finally, and rather
spectacularly, exploded, she’d honestly been glad to see the
backside of Traci. She probably would have broken things off a lot
sooner, but honestly, she didn’t have any more an idea of how to
get out of a relationship than she did how to get into one. After
it was over, she’d thought things would go back to how they were
before. Hookups when she got an itch, and being happily single the
rest of the time, but as much of a disaster as her entire
relationship was, it had taught her that she didn’t want to be
alone. Traci might not have been the relationship she wanted, but
she did want a relationship.

That was kind of why the whole thing with the news
had gotten under her skin that afternoon. British Chick, whose name
was apparently Eurion, had been kind of a daydream of hers for a
while. It was stupid, really. She didn’t even know if the woman was
queer, and she sure as hell shouldn’t be feeling sorry for herself
when Eurion had just disappeared and probably met a bad end if the
news was anything to go by.

It felt selfish and self-absorbed on a level that
would have put Traci to shame, but she couldn’t help it. She’d been
trying to work up the guts to talk to her for months, and now she
was just gone, and Megan would probably never see her again. It was
another thing she’d missed because she was afraid, and because she
had let other people make her ashamed of who and what she was. And
it made her hate herself that much more for being a coward.

She turned the last corner before her shop and
frowned as she saw a car in the parking lot beside hers, Sasha’s,
and Robyn’s. She would have wondered if she was getting robbed, but
the hood of the car was up, and a woman was standing there looking
at the engine with a flashlight, while another woman was digging in
the trunk for something. If it was any other part of town, a cop
might have stopped to check on them, but cops didn’t come down to
the gayborhood unless they were called, and honestly, the
gayborhood liked it that way.

Megan walked over towards the car and the two
women.

“Engine trouble?” she asked, making the woman
looking under the hood jump a little, and point the flashlight at
her. Megan squinted, trying to get the bright light out of her
eyes, but the woman lowered the flashlight.

“Sorry, you startled me,” the woman said.

“It’s okay. I understand. You need a tow truck or
something?”

“I don’t know,” the woman said. “My girlfriend says
it’s not getting fuel, but we just filled the tank half an hour
ago.”

Megan glanced back at the woman standing at the back
of the car, who was watching her like a hawk.

“You can relax. I’m not a creepy stalker lady or
anything. I own the store.”

“Ah,” the girlfriend said.

“You have tools back there?” Megan asked.

“Somewhere, but someone thinks her trunk is a
storage locker.”

Megan smiled and glanced over at the woman with the
flashlight, who was glaring at girlfriend.

“Here,” she said. “Let me have a look.”

“You know about cars?”

“Yeah. My mom’s a mechanic.” She held her hand out
for the flashlight, and the woman handed it to her. She leaned over
the car, sniffing to see if she smelled any fuel as she started
looking for the fuel pump. She didn’t smell gasoline, so whatever
was wrong, it probably wasn’t a loose or torn fuel line.

She heard footsteps and glanced over to see
girlfriend approaching from the back of the car, then turned and
looked under the hood again. She had just spotted the fuel pump
when girlfriend shoved something into her side. Before she could
react, there was a loud buzzing sound as pain shot through her. Her
head smacked the hood of the car as her whole body jerked upright,
and the last thing she remembered was seeing the streetlight above
her blotting out the stars as she fell onto her back.

* * * * *

“Why the hell did you bring her here,” someone said.
Megan didn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t mean much. Her
head was pounding so hard she could she doubted she would have
recognized her dad’s voice.

“You said you need more test subjects.”

Megan opened her eyes and saw the woman who’d been
holding the flashlight arguing with a man she didn’t recognize.

“I do, but the augment has killed a dozen strong,
healthy men. Bringing me some drugged-up whore with a skull
fracture is just going to get you another body to dispose of. Not
results.”

“She’s not some whore we picked up off the street.
She’s someone who pissed off the Boss. I was told to make an
example out of her. I figured what your little monster does to
people would be a perfect way to do that. You get to experiment,
then we dump what’s left some place nice and public, and the Boss
gets her example.”

The man turned toward her, and stopped, tilting his
head slightly. Megan tried to look and memorize his face, but a
wave of pain hit, and the whole room went blurry.

“Looks like our guest is awake.”

“Well, that’s just unfortunate for her,” the woman
said. “Run your experiments. Let me know when you’re done so I can
dump the body.”

“Fine. Just get out of here so I can work.”

Megan watched a blob she thought was flashlight lady
slowly disappear, as a blob she thought was the man approach
further.

“I don’t know what you did, lady, but you must be a
special kind of stupid to piss off the boss.”

A moment later, she felt a pinch in her arm, and
slowly, a warm feeling carried her off into darkness.

* * * * *

The next time she woke up, there was a lot less
pain, and a lot more fear. She came to in a brightly lit room that
looked like some kind of mad scientist’s lab. The room itself was
painfully white. The walls and the floor both had shiny, reflective
white tiles, while the ceiling was a white, acoustical tile drop
ceiling. The furniture was all stainless steel. There were tables,
chairs, a wall covered in cages with various animals in them, trays
of surgical instruments, needles, syringes, bags of IV fluid and
vials of drugs in a glass fronted refrigerator, and several of
those monitoring machines they hooked you up to in a hospital.

There were also large cylindrical tanks off to one
side of the room, with a body floating in each one. She didn’t look
at those for more than a couple of seconds before she looked away,
not wanting to take in the details. What she saw was horrible.
Limbs twisted and bent in odd places, burns and cuts all over.
Strange growths and open wounds.

Everything in the room would have been enough to
scare the life out of her, but it only got worse as she took in her
own situation. She was naked. Cold and shivering in a room that
could have done double duty as a refrigerator. She was upright, but
she wasn’t standing. She was locked into some sort of frame. There
were leather straps wrapped around her wrists, biceps, ankles,
upper thighs, waist, chest, and forehead. Her arms were held
straight out at her sides, her legs were held apart, she could only
turn her head a few degrees in either direction, and there were
electrodes stuck all over her body. On her chest, on her legs, on
her arms, a bunch on her face. She could feel a bunch that were in
places she couldn’t see. The backs of her legs, her neck, behind
her ears. The only place she couldn’t feel them was on her
back.

She wanted to scream. To yell for someone to help
her, but she was too afraid. If she started screaming, it might
just catch the attention of whoever had done this to her. Instead,
she pulled at the restraints, trying to free her arm.

At first, she thought she might do it. Whoever had
tied her down had left a little slack in the wrist straps so they
could get electrodes under them. She thought that might let her
pull her hand through since her hands were a bit small compared to
her wrists, but no matter how much she pulled, it didn’t do any
good. Her own muscles were working against her. She wasn’t exactly
a gym rat, but she spent a lot of her time hauling around heavy
slabs of wood, moving big, heavy amplifiers, using draw knives and
sanding blocks and other tools that required muscle, and that
worked against her, because she couldn’t pull her bicep through the
tightly cinched leather strap, and since she couldn’t move her
upper arm, she couldn’t get the leverage she needed to pull her
hand through the strap around her wrist.

The door to the room opened, and a man came in,
dressed in scrubs and a white disposable lab coat. She watched as
he walked over to one of the tables and pulled on a pair of purple
nitrile gloves.

“I know you’re awake,” he said as he pulled a mask
out of a box. He lifted it to his face and looped the elastic
around his ears.

“What is all of this?” Megan asked. She didn’t
really care, but it felt like something she should ask.

“It’s a lab,” the man said. “Please don’t be tedious
and start begging. It won’t do you any good.”

“What are you going to do to me?” she asked.

“I’m going to use you in an experiment,” he said. “I
don’t expect you’ll live through it. Stronger people than you have
died rather quickly. I wouldn’t even bother with you, honestly,
except you’re already here, and I need more data on why the host is
rejecting the augment.”

He walked over to a large, heavy-looking door that
looked like it came off a meat locker and opened it. He disappeared
inside, then came back carrying a glass cylinder about the size of
a cake box. Inside was a lump of what looked like some kind of
black bread dough, right up until it moved. It slammed into the
side of the cylinder closest to him, like it was trying to get to
him.

“Patience, little one,” he said. He walked over and
sat it on a table next to the frame Megan was strapped into, then
looked up at her.

“I would say this isn’t going to hurt, but that
would be a lie. This is going to hurt quite a lot.” He picked up
something off the table and held it up, and Megan realized it was a
bite guard. The kind boxers and MMA fighters used. “You’ll want
this. The first test subject shattered all his teeth.”

Megan stared at him for a moment, the terror already
filling her only getting worse as he held the bite guard out to her
with a questioning look. She nodded and didn’t fight when he pushed
it into her mouth.

“There you go,” he said. Then he reached up and
pulled a lever, and the frame she was tied to pitched forward
slightly. He grabbed it and pulled, tilting the frame ninety
degrees so Megan found herself staring down at the floor before he
locked the frame again.

“I would give you something for the pain, but that
might interfere with the test results, so I’m afraid you’ll just
have to endure it. Feel free to scream though. The room is
soundproofed, so it won’t bother me at all.”

As Megan watched, the man did something, she
couldn’t see what, just his legs moving back and forth as he turned
towards the table, then back to her. Once he was done, he turned
around again, and she could see his legs moving towards the door.
The door opened, and he disappeared through it. A couple of minutes
later, she heard a sound from behind her, like something opening,
and felt something soft and warm land on her back and began to
spread. For a moment that was all she felt, but then, all at once,
it was like someone drove a thousand needles right into her
spine.

She started screaming, and she didn’t stop until she
passed out.

 


 



Chapter Four

<HELLO?> A VOICE SAID. <Hello, is someone
there?>

“What?” Megan responded, not sure where the voice
was coming from. Not really sure where she was, either. Not sure of
anything, other than that everything felt wrong.

<Oh, you are there. Thank goodness. I rather
thought I’d finally gone round the bend.>

Megan opened her eyes, looking for the source of the
voice, only to find herself staring at a solid white floor. She
tried to turn her head, but it was still locked in the same
restraints as before.

“Where are you? I can’t…let me go!”

<Let you go? Oh, dear. Did they capture you as
well?>

Megan tried to turn her head, to get a better idea
of where the voice was coming from, but the leather straps wouldn’t
let her, and there was something strange about the voice. It was
almost like she was only hearing an echo, and not the original
sound. Still, there was something familiar about it, like she’d
heard it before.

<Hello? Still there?>

“Where are you?”

<I don’t know,> the voice said. <I’m sorry.
I’m afraid I’m not very good at this. Telepathy isn’t really my
skill set.>

“Telepathy?” Megan asked.

<I think that’s what it is. I’m afraid I’m not
entirely sure. My friend Ashley has a friend who is a telepath on
her team. The Sun City High Guard.>

“Are you in Sun City?”

<I don’t know. That’s where I was when I was
attacked, but I don’t know if I’m still there. Why, are you in Sun
City?>

“I was in Waterside…I was helping a couple of women
who said they were having engine trouble, but I think one of them
used a stun gun on me.”

<Oh,> the voice said. <That’s terrible. I
understand those are rather painful.>

“Yeah. Really painful.”

<I’m sorry. I wish you had more time to recover,
but if you are a prisoner, then we must work quickly.>

“What do you mean?”

<The people who have us are quite dangerous. They
will kill us both, once our usefulness to them is at an end. I
imagine the only reason I am still alive is because they haven’t
quite worked out how to steal my power yet.>

“Your power? What, are you a superhero or
something?”

The voice laughed at that. <No. Well, not
usually. I have worked with the MERT teams now and then. The
Department of Metahuman Affairs calls me a ‘reserve asset,’ as if I
were some bobble they store on a shelf and take out to impress
important guests. My power is a bit more ancient. I’m a
dragon.>

“A dragon?” Megan asked, not quite sure she’d heard
the voice correctly. She knew that dragons were real. You could
hardly deny they existed when they were on the news on a fairly
regular basis. It was usually just Ice Dragon, of course, but
during the explosions at SCSU the previous year, there had been
three dragons on scene helping with the rescue and recovery. And
just about everyone knew about the Battle of Jacksonville, where
Focus, Ice Dragon, and a red dragon had fought two black dragons in
the skies above Jacksonville back in the early 90s, but there was a
huge difference between knowing dragons existed and having one talk
to you in your head.

<Yes. It makes it rather embarrassing that they
were able to catch me at all, but I’m afraid I’ll have to put my
embarrassment off until we get out of this.>

“How did they catch you?”

<Later, dear girl. For now, we need to work on
getting you free, so you can go and find help.>

“I don’t think there’s much chance of that,” Megan
said. “I’m tied up so tight I can’t even turn my head.”

<Oh, dear. That’s not a good sign.>

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

<Maybe I should ask if you’re a superhero, if
they’re taking those kinds of precautions with you.>

“No. I’m just a luthier.”

<Oh. How interesting. I don’t get to talk to
fellow craftsmen very often.>

“Well, I’d love to sit and talk about the benefits
of potted versus unpotted pickups, and whether or not adler or ash
are the better body for a Fender style guitar, but I’m a little
preoccupied right now.”

<Of course. Sorry. I sometimes forget how focused
humans get on their current circumstances than my kind. Of course,
your people are a great deal more fragile than mine, so it makes
sense.>

“Focus. You said you’re a prisoner?”

<Yes. They’ve managed to trap me in my human form
somehow.>

“Your human form?”

<Yes. Surely you know we can assume human form.
After all, Ice Dragon is constantly having her picture taken with
Airheart.>

“Yeah. Right. Sorry, I’m not thinking clearly.”

<Quite all right, given the circumstances, but
why are you tied up?>

“I don’t know for sure,” Megan said. “They were
doing some sort of medical experiments on me, I think. Something
with this black lump of goo that could move around on its own.”

<Black goo?> the voice asked in a sharp tone.
<Did it look like a lump of bread dough when it wasn’t
moving?>

“Yeah.”

<Well, that certainly explains the telepathic
connection.>

“What? How?”

<I’ll tell you in a moment, but for right now, I
need you to tell me everything that happened.>

“Uh, I don’t know. I was unconscious for a lot of
it.”

<Tell me what you can remember. Please. Any
little detail might help me get you out of here.>

“Okay. Okay. I was walking back to my car from a
bar, and there were a couple of women. They were standing next to a
car with the hood up, and when I asked, they said the car wouldn’t
start. I offered to see if I could help. Took the flashlight one of
them was using, and I leaned in to check under the hood. They said
it was acting like it wasn’t getting fuel, but I didn’t smell any
gasoline, so I figured it wasn’t a leak, and was looking for the
fuel pump when one of them shoved something in my side. I didn’t
see it, but there was a buzzing sound, and a lot of pain, and I
fell. I think I hit my head on the pavement.”

<What then?>

“I woke up, and a man was there arguing with one of
the women. She said the boss wanted to make an example of me, and
that the man had been asking for more test subjects. He said
something about…the ‘augment.’ I don’t know. It didn’t make a lot
of sense at the time, but he said it had killed a dozen men, and
that I was useless, but the women insisted. The man gave me a shot,
and I passed out again. When I woke up, I was naked and tied to
some kind of frame. The room was some kind of lab. There were
animals and tanks with dead men floating in them. The man came in
and he got the goo, and he put it on my back, and I think I passed
out from the pain.”

<How do you feel now?>

“Scared. Terrified.”

<Understandable, but I meant physically. Is there
any pain?>

Megan stopped for a moment and thought about it,
taking stock of how her body felt. A little headache. A slight ache
in her jaw. Her back felt like she’d just gotten a new tattoo, but
other than that, nothing. Not even her fingers hurt, and her
fingers always hurt. She was constantly scraping them or getting a
splinter or nicking them with a knife when she was working, just
like every other woodworker or luthier she knew.

“Not much pain.”

<Not much? Describe what there is.>

“I have a headache. It’s the same spot that hurt
when I fell the first time. My jaw hurts like I was clenching my
teeth too hard. He gave me a mouth guard to bite down on before he
put the goo on me, and I was biting it pretty hard, so that might
be why my jaw hurts.”

<What else?>

“My back feels like I just got a tattoo. Like it’s a
bit raw and tender.”

<Your back? The same spot where he put the goo on
you?>

“I think so. It’s hard to tell. It hurt so much it
was hard to tell where the pain was coming from.”

<Okay. Okay. You’re doing really well. What’s
your name?>

“Megan.”

<Right. Okay, Megan. I think I know what he did
to you, and I know it hurt when it was happening, but I think what
he did is going to save your life.>

“How?”

<The goo…he showed it to me. I think he wanted to
brag about it to someone. He’s proud of his work, but it’s not
exactly the kind of research you can submit to a science journal,
or present at a conference.>

“What is it?”

<He called it the augment. He took some of my
blood, and he fed it to the thing. He said it was genetically
engineered to absorb and incorporate metahumans' abilities into
itself.>

“Why?”

<Because it’s supposed to be able to attach to a
person, and loan them it’s power.>

“If you could copy people’s power, why not just give
it to someone directly?”

<Control. If the power is in something you can
take away from a person, then it’s not really theirs, is
it?>

“No.”

<But in this case, I think they made a mistake,
and I think it will work to our advantage.>

“How?”

<You’re alive,> the voice said. <They put
the augment on you, and you’re alive. They gave you all the
augment’s power, and you’re still alive.>

“I don’t feel powerful. I just feel scared.”

<I know. I can feel it, but we are going to get
you out of here. I promise.>

“How? I—” Megan stopped as she heard voices out in
the hall.

<Megan, are you okay?>

“Someone’s coming,” she said.

<Pretend to be asleep but tell me if they say
anything.>

“How? If I’m pretending to be asleep—”

<Don’t panic, dear. Our connection is some form
of telepathy. You just need to think, and I should hear
you.>

<Right. Right. Just think what I want to
say.>

<See, it’s already working.>

The door opened, and the man who had experimented on
her walked into the room, followed by flashlight.

“That is your problem, not mine,” the man said.

“Look, the boss wanted me to make an example out of
her. I can’t do that unless I have a body to dump. You were
supposed to just let that thing fuck her up, not keep her around as
a pet.”

“That is a problem of your own making. I told you I
had no wish to use her as a test subject, but you insisted. Now,
you’ll need to live with the consequences.”

“Doc, what is the big deal? Just let me take
her.”

“There are three ‘big deals,’ as you put it. First,
I need to figure out how to separate the augment from her.”

“Wouldn’t killing her do that?”

“It might, but it might not. Either way, that does
lead to the second ‘big deal.’ She’s wearing the augment. I’m not
sure I could kill her. That’s the whole point. Which leads to the
third ‘big deal’.”

“What’s that?”

“Even if I could kill her, I wouldn’t. Not until I
find out why the augment accepted her, when it killed everyone else
who has tried to use it. Now, if you want her body, I suggest you
leave me to my work. The sooner I have answers, the sooner you can
make an example of our guest.”

“What am I supposed to tell the boss?”

“Tell her the truth. That you had the brilliant idea
of having me test the augment on someone she wanted killed, and
now, that person has all the superpowers that she wanted to give
her most loyal henchmen.”

“She’ll kill me if I tell her that.”

“Only if I’m very lucky. Now, go, before I call and
tell her myself.”

<Megan? You still there?>

<Yeah.>

Megan listened as the woman stormed out of the door,
and the man, Doc, walked over in the direction of one of the lab
tables. At least, she thought. She couldn’t really see anything.
She was mostly just going off memory.

<What’s going on?>

<The man who experimented on me and the woman who
kidnapped me are arguing. She wants to kill me, but he says he
needed me alive so he can figure out why the augment attached
itself to me, and how to get it off.>

<It’s still on you?>

<I guess. I can’t tell. I’m sorry.>

<It’s okay, Megan. You’re doing really well. If
he says it’s still attached to you, then we’re going to assume it’s
still attached to you, and that’s a good thing.>

<Yeah. He says I should have superpowers.>

<If it works the way he said it does, then you
should have a lot of superpowers. You just need to learn how to use
them.>

<How do I do that?>

<It depends on the person. Some people use
visualization techniques, others just kind of muddle through by
accident. Right now, though, we’re going to try the power of
positive thinking.>

<You’re kidding, right?>

<No, I’m quite serious. Are they still in the
room with you?>

<He is. She left.>

<Good. That’s good. Do you know how to fight,
dear?>

<A little.> She’d never taken any martial arts
classes, or had any sort of formal training, but she had been a
trans girl in the Florida public school system in the 90s and early
2000s. She’d definitely thrown a few punches, just to survive.

<That will have to do. Now, describe your
restraints. You said you were tied to a metal frame. Is that still
the case?>

<Yeah. I’m hanging in the air, about three feet
off the ground, face down. I’m connected to the frame with thick
leather straps. The kind they use in mental hospitals to restrain
patients who might hurt someone if they were loose.>

<Okay. That’s better than I’d expected. Now, pull
your arm free.>

<I can’t. I tried before.>

<Before he applied the augment?>

<Yeah.>

<Then you haven’t tried, my dear. Not with your
new strength. And time is short. Pull your arm free.>

<But—>

<Megan! Pull your arm free.>

The voice was firm, lacking any of the kindness or
gentleness it had up until that moment, and Megan found herself
obeying almost instinctively. She pulled herself to the side,
jerking her arm against the leather restraints. To her surprise,
the room filled with a popping sound as the leather split open, and
her arm came loose.

<I did it!>

“What are you doing?” the man asked, panic in his
voice.

<Good. Don’t stop!>

Megan reached out and grabbed the metal of the
frame, using it as leverage as she jerked her other arm free.

“Stop!”

Megan ignored him, and grabbed the frame with both
hands, pulling herself completely free. As the leather split, she
fell to the floor and crawled out from under the frame, then stood
up. The man stood there, staring at her, terror in his eyes.

“Don’t hurt me,” he said, his voice quivering with
fear.

<Megan?>

“I’m free,” Megan said. The man stared in
confusion.

<Good! What about the man?>

“He’s here. He’s cowering in fear.”

<Get out of there!>

Megan looked towards the door, then back to the
man.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“My name?” the man stammered.

<Eurion.>

Megan stopped for a second, the shock of hearing
that name, or realizing who she’d been talking to, making her
hesitate. The man seemed to sense the shift, and made a run for the
door, but Megan crossed the distance so fast she barely remembered
moving, and he stopped, staring at her, eyes wide with the same
terror she’d felt ever since she’d woken up there.

She took a step towards him, and he took a step
back. She smiled and took another step forward, forcing him back
again.

<Megan, what are you doing? Get out of
there!>

“Where are my clothes?”

“I…uh…”

She stepped closer.

“I cut them off!” he said, jumping backwards. “I
threw the scraps in the trash.”

“You have any spare scrubs?”

He lifted his hand and pointed towards a
cabinet.

“There.”

“Good boy. Now, one last question.”

“What is it?”

“Where is Eurion?”

 


 



Chapter Five

“DAMN IT,” MEGAN GRUMBLED.

<What’s wrong?> Eurion asked.

“His shoes are too tight.”

<I think you have more pressing concerns,>

“You’re not the one who has to walk home in tight
shoes. I’m going to get blisters.”

<My dear, maybe focus on escape first, and worry
about blisters later.>

“I’d rather worry about blisters. Blisters piss me
off. I can work with anger a lot better than I can work with fear.
If I think about the fact that I just tied someone up with surgical
tubing, and the building is full of people who might try to kill
me, I’ll panic.”

<Tight shoes are horrible. Honestly, the shoes
are the only thing I miss about the Romans. Their shoes were only
as tight as you laced them. They never pinched.>

Megan laughed as she stood up and looked around the
lab for anything that might be useful.

“The Romans, huh?”

<Yes. I always regretted not roasting Julius
Caesar alive when I had the chance.>

“You met Julius Caesar?”

<Not directly,> Eurion said. <I did help
some of the Celtic armies fight his forces, and one of my wives was
the daughter of a camp follower with his army. A lovely Ethiopian
woman.>

“Oh, wow. I…ah…I didn’t realize you were that
old.”

<Age is a relative thing with dragons, but I can
tell you about that later. You need to move.>

“I know. I’m just trying to psych myself up for it.”
She took one more look at the closet where she’d left the man tied
up, before walking over to the door to the lab and peeking out.
“Hallway looks empty.”

<That’s a good sign. Go before it
changes.>

Megan took a deep breath and stepped out into the
hall. She looked both ways but didn’t see an exit sign, and
honestly had no clue which way to go. She thought about it for a
second, before an idea occurred to her.

“How many wives have you had?” Megan asked.

<Fifteen.>

Since the answer was an odd number, Megan turned
left and started walking.

“That’s a lot,” she said.

<Not when it’s spread out over two thousand
years.>

“Good point.”

<Other dragons take a bride less frequently, but
I’ve never liked being alone.>

“I understand that. I’m not great with being alone
myself,” Megan said as she reached the end of the hallway. She
peeked around the corner and saw another hallway. This one was
shorter and ended in a pair of double doors. She started towards
the doors, hoping they led to a way out of this place and not to a
pack of angry mobsters.

<Well, I hope my company is to your
liking.>

“Not how I pictured it, but no complaints,” she said
as she reached the door.

<Pictured it?> Eurion asked, and Megan froze,
realizing what she just said.

“Um, yeah,” she said. “I um…when you told me your
name, I recognized you. We, uh, go to the same tea shop.”

<Oh. What an odd coincidence.>

Megan stopped, taking a moment to listen to see if
she could hear anything, but either it was quiet on the other side,
or the doors were too thick to carry the sound through. Either way,
she didn’t have a lot of choice. It was either go forward or go
back the way she came. She pushed the door open, and took a quick
look through, only to find another length of hallway.

<Are you okay?>

“Yeah. Still haven’t found an exit, though.”

<Do you want me to be quiet while you
look?>

“No. I don’t want to do this alone.”

<Okay. Well, if we’ve been going to the same tea
shop, I must have seen you a time or two as well. What do look
like?>

“I doubt you’d notice me.”

<Why is that?>

“You always look so put together,” Megan said as she
thought back to all the times that she’d seen Eurion in the tea
shop. “Expensive suits, heels, perfect makeup, perfect hair. You
always look like you just walked off the set of a photo shoot. I
usually look like a lumberjack who doesn’t know what the word
manicure means.”

<A lumberjack? I doubt…wait. I do know
you.>

“What?”

<I know you. You always come in wearing plaid
flannel shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Usually with some
sawdust stuck to your shirt and your jeans. You always smell like
wood. The species changes. Usually maple, ebony, or spruce, but
sometimes mahogany or rosewood, and there’s usually an undertone of
shellac or lacquer and lighter fluid.>

“Wow. Okay, you do know
me.”

<How could I miss you? You’re striking.>

“Me?”

<Oh, yes,> Eurion said. <I thought you were
a carpenter though, or maybe a furniture maker. Though I could
never figure out the lighter fluid.>

“I use it as a cleaner.” Megan stopped as she came
to a junction where the hallway crossed another one. She checked
both directions. One way was a long hall, but the other went about
fifteen feet before coming to a pair of double doors. She headed
for the doors, hoping they led out of the building. “It evaporates
quickly, but it won’t strip a finish like acetone will.”

<Clever.>

“Not an original idea. Just a moment, I’m at a
door.”

She reached out for the door but stopped before
pushing it open as a wave of fear washed over her. The emotion was
familiar, she’d dealt with fear her whole life, but it felt
different too, and it took her a moment to understand why. The fear
wasn’t hers. It was coming from Eurion. She supposed that made
sense; after all, Eurion was counting on Megan to rescue her, but
the intensity of the emotion was almost overwhelming. It took her a
moment to steady herself, but then she placed her hand on the latch
and stepped forward, pushing it open and stepping through.

“Oh, shit,” she said, as four men looked up from the
piles of money they were counting.

<Megan? What’s wrong.>

She could hear the terror in Eurion’s voice. It was
nothing compared to the terror she felt coming through the link,
and it might have overwhelmed her if it hadn’t been pushed aside by
another emotion as the men reached for their guns. Anger flooded
through her, turning into burning, incandescent rage.

She should have run. She couldn’t fight four men
with guns. She doubted she could fight four men who were unarmed.
For all the manual labor she did, she wasn’t that strong,
and she didn’t really have a clue how to fight men who made their
living with violence.

She should have run, but the thought never even
occurred to her. Instead, she rushed forward, grabbing one of the
guns. She moved impossibly fast, reaching the gun before the hand
of the man sitting next to it was halfway there, and when she
snatched it up, it bent and twisted in her hand as if it were made
of play-doh. She looked at it for a second in shock, before turning
and throwing it in the face of one of the other men. There was a
crunching sound as it hit him, and he fell back. She turned to the
third man, grabbed his shirt, and pulled, intending to yank him out
of his chair. Instead, she ended up hurling him through the doors,
tearing one off the hinges as he slammed into it, and sending him
and the door sliding a good ten feet past the intersection.

There was a bang, and she turned around to find the
last man holding his gun on her. She thought, for a moment, that he
missed her, but then he fired again and again. The bullets hit her.
She felt them hit her. Barely. It was like someone was tapping on
her chest lightly. She looked down and saw holes in the scrubs
where the bullets had torn their way through, but that was almost
an afterthought as she looked at her arms, which were covered in
something black and shiny.

It was the augment. It had to be. It must be
protecting her from the bullets as well. She looked up at the man
who had shot her, wondering what else the augment could do. As if
answering her question, a black tendril shot out from her hand and
slammed into the man’s chest, knocking him back into the wall. He
hit with a loud thud and slid down, leaving a red trail on the
white paint.

“Don’t come any closer!” someone screamed.

She turned towards the sound of the voice, and saw
the first man, the one whose gun she’d snatched up, holding the gun
the man she’d thrown through the door had been reaching for. She
looked at him for a moment, and a smile spread across her face as
an idea formed in her head. She spun and thrust out her right arm,
and a tendril of pure black lashed out, wrapping around the man.
She jerked her arm back, turning as she did. The man was yanked out
of his chair and hurled down the hall. He hit the floor hard and
didn’t get back up.

<Megan?> Eurion called out, her voice
desperate.

“It’s okay.”

<What happened?>

“I walked into some kind of counting room. There
were four guys, all with guns. I…um…I fought them, and I think I
won.”

<You think?>

“I think so. I…think they’re all unconscious.”

<That definitely counts as winning. Are you
okay?>

“I’m not sure,” she said as she reached down and
pulled up the scrub top. The augment was covering her chest, as
well as her arms.

<Megan?>

“Sorry. I got shot, but the augment…it’s turned into
some kind of armored suit. I barely felt the bullets.”

<Thank god. You said you’re in a counting
room?>

“Yeah,” Megan said as she looked around the room.
There were stacks of money everywhere, in every denomination, and
duffle bags stuffed full of it sitting on the floor. “There’s money
everywhere.”

<Grab as much as you can, then get out of there.
If there were gunshots, more people will be coming.>

Megan didn’t question why she was grabbing the
money, she just walked over and picked up one of the duffle bags,
then turned around and started running.

* * * * *

She reached the first intersection in the hall
opposite the counting room before she ran into anyone else. A man
and a woman came barreling around the corner, and she was moving
too fast to stop, so she just dropped her shoulder and plowed right
through them, knocking them aside so she could keep running. It
didn’t slow her down much, just enough that two men beat her to the
next intersection. They stepped out, saw her running towards them,
and braced themselves. She expected that, but she didn’t expect
what happened next. The one on the right turned to stone, while the
one on the left burst into flames.

“Oh, fuck!” Megan said as she slid to a stop.

<What’s wrong?>

“They’ve got supers.”

<You’re a super now too.>

“Yeah, but they know how to use their powers.”

“Who’s she talking to?” Stone man asked.

“Don’t care,” Burning man said as he raised a hand.
The flames around his hand curled in on themselves, forming a ball,
which he threw at Megan. Time seemed to slow down for a moment as
she turned and stepped out of the way. The ball of fire flew by her
and raced down the hall, and time snapped back to its regular pace.
Megan threw out a hand, and shot a tendril into Stone man’s chest,
forcing him back a few feet. It wasn’t nearly as far as she’d been
able to push the guy in the counting room, but it was enough to let
her duck between the two of them and make a run for it.

Stone man must have guessed what she was doing,
because he was ready for her, and threw a punch as she tried to
slide past. The punch slammed into the center of her chest. She
didn’t actually feel the blow, but it was enough to halt her
forward momentum, and even drive her back a couple of steps.
Burning man grabbed her from behind, and as he did, something odd
happened. She felt something cover her face, and the air grew warm.
Not hot like she was standing too close to a fire, but more like
when she was wearing her respirator in the shop while working with
chemicals. It only took a second to realize the augment must have
covered her head to protect her from the flames.

She tossed the duffle bag further down the hall to
keep the money inside from burning up, then slammed her head back
into Burning man’s face. He screamed and let her go, so she turned
around and kicked him in the gut as hard as she could, sending him
sailing back down the hall, where he hit the wall. She turned back
to Stone man, who was already charging towards her. She didn’t
really think. She just threw a punch, catching him square in the
jaw. He staggered back as cracks spiderwebbed across his face.

They stood there for a moment, facing each other as
he reached up and touched his face. He instantly winced at the
touch, and the look on his face changed from shock to fear. He
raised his hands and started backing away.

Megan turned and ran, slowing down enough to grab
the bag of money before she barreled through another set of double
doors.

<Megan?>

She didn’t answer. Her attention was focused on what
she saw across the large room she’d just entered. A window. She
picked up as much speed as she could as she crossed the room and
jumped, counting on the augment to protect her from broken glass.
It probably wasn’t the best way to exit the building, but it was an
exit, and knowing there might be more supers chasing her than just
Burning man and Stone man, she wasn’t going to wait and try to find
another one.

She hit the glass like a cannonball, sending shards
of glass out into the night, and for one split second, she shouted
in victory. Then she realized there were at least ten stories
between her and the ground.

 


 



Chapter Six

MEGAN’S FIRST THOUGHT WHEN she realized she was ten
stories up was that she didn’t want to die. She really didn’t want
to die. In her panic, she did the only thing she could, and tried
to make a grab for the windowsill. It was a stupid move, she was
already too far out in the air to reach it, and even if she hadn’t
been, the jagged glass shards left in the bottom of the frame would
have ripped her hand apart. If she had somehow managed to hold onto
it, her weight would have probably torn her arm out of its socket
when she caught herself.

Stupid idea or not, the augment responded to her
panicked thoughts, and a thin black length of it shot out, hitting
the wall just below the window and somehow, it stuck, and snapped
tight, halting her momentum away from the building. She fell a good
fifteen feet, screaming the whole way before the string of augment
slowed her down. She kept descending, but at a slow, controlled
rate, until her feet touched the ground, then the augment let go of
the building and pulled back into itself. She stared at the spot in
her palm where the line had come from and then disappeared into for
a moment in shock, until she was shaken out of it by the sound of
yelling voices coming from above. She looked up to see a figure
leaning out of the window, looking down at her. She turned away and
took in her surroundings, just long enough to pick a direction and
start running as fast as her newfound speed would take her.

<Megan, are you okay?> Eurion asked in a
panicked voice.

“Give me a minute,” she answered, not wanting to
explain what just happened while she was still busy trying to get
away from the people who kidnapped her. Even with her speed, she
only made it forty feet before a woman fell out of the air and
landed in front of her. Megan stopped as the woman straightened up
and looked at her. Whoever she was, she was striking. Auburn hair,
green eyes, sharp features, impeccable makeup, and an expensive
looking suit.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the woman said.

Megan turned and ran back the other way. She didn’t
need to fight if she could just get away. She didn’t know what
she’d do once she did. Most people would probably go to the cops,
but she trusted the mobsters chasing her more than she trusted the
police. Hopefully Eurion could point her in the right direction,
since there were superheroes involved.

The woman landed in front of her again and Megan
just managed to stop before she plowed into her.

“You have something that belongs to us,” the woman
said.

Megan looked down at the duffle bag she was
carrying, and after only a second’s thought, she tossed it at the
woman.

“Take it.”

The woman swatted the duffle bag aside and shook her
head.

“Not what I meant.”

The augment. The woman was after the augment. Megan
would have gladly given it to her if it meant getting away, but
there were two problems with that. First, she didn’t know how, and
second, she was pretty sure they would kill her the moment they had
it. So, instead, she backed away, trying to brace herself for
whatever powers this woman had. The woman raised her fist and threw
a punch. She was too far away for it to actually reach Megan, but
even though the woman’s fist never connected, something slammed
into Megan’s face as if it had. Thankfully, the augment was still
covering her face, so she barely felt the impact, but it was enough
to make the anger she’d felt before swell up again. She thrust out
her arm, and a long tendril of the augment shot out from her hand.
The woman raised her arm like she was holding up a shield, only for
Megan to realize a moment later that’s exactly what she was doing
as the tendril slammed into something invisible well short of the
woman.

The woman pulled back her arm to throw another
punch, and Megan raised her arm, picturing a shield attached to it.
The augment responded to her thoughts, forming a shield. She felt
the blow land against the shield and was driven back about five
feet. She held her hand down to her side and pictured a sword
there. The augment responded, and a long, curved sword made of the
same shiny black as the augment formed there. Megan charged
forward, screaming and swinging the sword. The woman turned,
brought her invisible shield around to block the sword blow, but
Megan had never meant for it to land. Instead, she slammed her
shield into the side of the woman’s head. The woman dropped like a
rock.

Megan stood there, staring down at her for a moment,
wondering if she’d killed her. When she saw the woman’s chest rise
and fall with her breathing, a wave of relief flooded through her.
She started to walk away, but something caught her eye. An odd
bulge in the suit above the woman’s left breast. She bent down,
feeling a little awkward as she opened the suit jacket, then
reached into the breast pocket, and pulled out a leather wallet.
She hadn’t been sure if it was a wallet or a cell phone, but the
wallet was probably better. A cell phone might have been locked,
but a wallet would have ID in it, which meant that whoever she
reported all of this to would have someone they could track down.
She shoved the wallet into her pocket, then flipped the woman over,
and peeling the jacket off her, and put it on over the now ruined
scrubs. She turned and grabbed the duffle bag, then took off
running before anyone else came after her.

* * * * *

“I don’t know where to go,” Megan said.

<You still can’t find an exit?>

“Uh, no. I actually made it out of the building. I
had to fight some woman, but I’m a couple of blocks away now.”

<That’s good news. Do you know what part of town
you’re in?>

“I think I’m in still in Waterside, just down in the
industrial district instead of up in the retail district.”

<Head for the Narrows,> Eurion said.
<There’s a nightclub there called Cape Town. I know the owners.
You’ll be safe.>

“That’s a long way.”

<I know, but I only know of three places in the
city I’d consider safe. Cape Town is the closest. My house is up in
Bay View, which is even further, and the Shiro, which is all the
way up in Crater Bay.>

“Right. The Narrows it is,” Megan said.

<Do you still have that money?>

“Yeah. I almost lost it a couple of times, but I
managed to hang on.”

<If you find a convenience store, pick up a
prepaid cell phone. I have friends who could come pick you
up.>

“Good idea.” Megan pictured herself with her face
and hands exposed as she walked, and felt the augment peel back,
away from them. She looked down to see her bare hands, and she
could tell from the slight chill in the air that her entire head
was now uncovered.

“I think I’m figuring out the augment.”

<That’s wonderful, but please, my dear, don’t get
overconfident. If you’re faced with other metahumans, they most
likely have months, or even years of formal training with their
powers. You would be at a severe disadvantage.>

“I know. I’ve been trying to run away, but so far, I
haven’t done too bad against the ones I’ve had to fight.”

<Tell me about them.>

“One of them seemed to turn into stone. He was a lot
harder to knock around than a regular person. Another one was on
fire and could throw balls of fire at me. The last one…I don’t know
how to describe it. It was like she could punch me from a distance,
and she could create invisible shields.”

<Sadly, none of that rings a bell, but then, I
don’t go out of my way to keep up on active supervillains. I’m just
glad that you managed to escape unharmed. Given how frightened you
were, I was worried for a few moments that you wouldn’t make
it.>

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get rescued.”

<That’s not why I was worried,> Eurion said,
her voice sharper than Megan expected. <I was worried about you,
dear girl. I’m over 2000 years old, and if these people are who I
think they are, I chose to make them my enemies, probably before
you were born. I don’t want to die, and I especially don’t want to
die at the hands of these imbeciles, but if it happens, I’ve lived
long enough and had a good life. I was worried about you.>

“I…” Megan trailed off, not knowing how to respond
to that. It seemed a bit much, given that they’d known each other
for less than an hour. “Uh…thanks.”

<There’s no need for thanks. As I said, if these
people are who I think they are, I chose to make them my enemies,
and I should have dealt with them properly decades ago. You’re only
here because I didn’t, and I do not wish my failure to be the cause
of an innocent’s death.>

“Noted,” Megan said. A moment later, her stomach
growled, and she frowned. “I need food.”

<Well, let’s find you some. Are you near an
intersection?>

“I’m trying to stick to the alleyways. Less chance
of being spotted.”

<I understand, but if you can tell me the nearest
cross streets, I can guide you to some place where you can get
food.>

“How?”

<I know every street, every alleyway, even every
pothole from Crater Bay to Waterside, and a good bit beyond. Do not
forget, I am a dragon, and despite what some upstarts may think,
Sun City is my domain.>

“All right. I’ll find some street signs.”

* * * * *

Eurion was as good as her word, and less than
fifteen minutes later, Megan walked into a little diner that had
probably last seen a fresh coat of paint around the time her dad
had graduated high school. She wondered for a moment about Eurion’s
taste, but then the smell of fresh cooked bacon hit her, and her
mouth started to water. She looked around, and picked a booth near
the kitchen, figuring if any of the mobsters walked in, she could
duck out that way.

<Are you sure about this place?> Megan asked
as she looked over the menu.

<I know it doesn’t look like much, but the food
is excellent, and there is a twenty-four-hour Walmart a block over.
After you’ve eaten, you can pick up a phone, and call my
friends.>

<Okay. We’ll give it a try.>

<Trust me.>

“Welcome to Mike’s,” a waitress said as she walked
up. “What can I get you?”

“Steak and eggs platter with the three-egg
southwestern omelet and double hashbrowns with chili, onions, and
cheese on top, buttermilk pancakes, a bowl of cheese grits, a
vanilla milkshake, and some coffee.”

“Well, someone’s hungry.”

“Been a long night.”

“How do you want your steak cooked?”

“Can I get medium rare?”

“Sure thing, sweetie. Anything else?”

Megan glanced down at the menu, trying to decide if
she would have room for anything else, when her stomach growled
again.

“A piece of apple pie with a scoop of vanilla ice
cream.” She wasn’t sure if she could manage all of that, but she
figured the mob was paying for it, so she didn’t really care if any
of it went to waste.

“Okay. You want that brought out with your meal, or
for me to save that till you’re finished so the ice cream doesn’t
melt?”

“Mmmmm…save it until after the meal.”

“Okay. I’ll be right back with your coffee.”

The waitress disappeared, and Megan leaned back in
the booth, watching the door.

<I’m glad I don’t have to convince you to
eat.>

<What do you mean?>

<A lot of newly minted metahumans don’t think to
adjust their calorie count. Malnutrition is a serious problem.
Especially among the women.>

<Really?>

<Yes. It’s not talked about much, but food is a
huge problem for a lot of non-humans. I’ve been accused of trying
to launder money in my grocery bills by the IRS three
times.>

<No shit? How did you convince them you
weren’t?>

<The first two times, I called the Department of
Metahuman Affairs, and they took care of it. I admit, the third
time, I lost my temper, and took matters into my own hands.>

<What did you do?>

<I turned into a dragon in front of the auditor
and ate two cows while he watched.>

Megan tried her best to keep it together, but the
waitress picked that moment to return with her coffee.

“Pete is cooking your steak now. Should be ready in
just a minute.”

Megan burst out laughing, leaving the waitress and
the handful of other people in the diner staring at her in
confusion.

* * * * *

“Here’s your check,” the waitress said as she set it
on the table. Megan just dropped a hundred on the check.

“There you go.”

“Oh, um, sorry, sweetie, but we can’t break any
bills larger than a twenty.”

“Um…” Megan panicked for a moment, then remembered
the wallet she’d taken off the woman. She pulled it out of her
pocket and flipped it open, and stopped dead, staring at what she
saw inside. Panic flooded through her as she started down at a US
Marshal’s badge.

“Sweetie, are you okay?”

Megan shook herself and looked up at the waitress.
“Um…yeah. You know what, keep the change.”

“That’s a seventy-dollar tip.”

“Yeah,” Megan said as she closed the wallet and
shoved it back in her pocket. “It’s fine. Really.” She grabbed the
duffle bag and slid out of the booth. “Excuse me. I’ve got to
go.”

<Megan, are you okay? I’m getting a lot of fear
on my end of the connection.>

The waitress stared after her as Megan rushed for
the door, not caring that she was drawing attention. She needed to
get out of here and disappear, fast.

<Megan, answer me, please.>

“Not now,” she said as she ran down the street. She
ducked into the first alley she came to and pictured the augment
covering her hands. The augment slid into place, and she reached an
arm up, sending out a line of the augment to grab onto the
building, pulling her up to the top, where she clambered onto the
roof. Once she found her feet, she started running, jumping from
rooftop to rooftop. She wasn’t sure where she was heading other
than west, putting as much distance between her and the industrial
district as she could, but conscious of the fact that she was
headed for the Narrows. The Narrows were on the far western side of
the city, away from the bay itself. It was where she’d originally
planned to go, to find Eurion’s friends. Now, she was afraid to set
foot there.

“We need a new plan,” Megan said.

<What?>

“We can’t go to your friends,” Megan said.

<Why not?>

“I took a wallet off the woman I fought. The one who
could throw punches at a distance.”

<And?>

“It had a badge in it.”

<She was a cop?>

“No. It was a US Marshal’s Special Deputy Badge, and
it had a picture ID for both the US Marshal’s and Department of
Metahuman Affairs.”

Megan ran in silence for a moment, covering two roof
tops before Eurion replied.

<Find a convenience store. Get a prepaid
phone.>

“I’m not calling your friends.”

<My friends are not in on this. Believe me, but
that’s not why we need a phone. We need internet access. We need to
check the news.>

“Why?”

<Because if the DMA is in on this, things are
about to get a lot more complicated.>

 


 



Chapter Seven

“YOU’RE ALL SET,” THE attendant said as he finished
checking her bags.

“Thanks.” Megan took her receipt back from the man,
stepped out of the Walmart, and quickly walked around the side of
the building. After a quick look to make sure no one was watching,
she lifted her arm, sent a tendril up to the top of the building,
and pulled herself up onto the roof. She dropped the shopping bags
next to the duffel she’d stashed there earlier and kicked off the
too tight shoes she’d been wearing for hours with a sigh of relief,
then stripped off the suit jacket and the burned scrubs and changed
into some of the new clothes she’d bought. Running shoes, ankle
socks, cargo pants, an open flannel shirt over a tank top over a
sports bra.

Once she was dressed, she pulled out the backpack
she’d bought and started moving money from the duffle into it. She
got it about halfway full, then filled the rest of the backpack
with her other purchases. A couple of shirts, a spare pair of
pants, a couple of spare bras, a pack of underwear, a pack of
socks, a spare pair of running shoes, two cases of protein bars,
two packs of snickers bars, a couple of bottles of water. She
zipped up the bag and set it aside, then started on the rest of her
purchases. A Leatherman multitool went in her pocket, a new wallet
got stuffed full of money and shoved in a different pocket. A
lighter, a small LED flashlight, another wad of cash in a different
pocket, a couple of other odds and ends. Then she spread out a
couple of the empty bags to sit on and tore open the cell
phone.

“Got the phone,” Megan said.

<Finally,> Eurion replied.

Megan smiled and shook her head as she put the sim
card in the phone. Eurion had been unfailingly polite the whole
night, but she could feel the dragon’s frustration when Megan had
refused to double back to the Walmart near the diner where she’d
had breakfast. Eurion had eventually guided her to another one that
was also open 24/7, which was where she was now.

“You’d think someone who was 2000 years old would
have a little more patience.”

<I have plenty of patience when it’s appropriate,
but we need information, and since humans no longer see fit to
distribute news offline, an internet connection is vital to your
survival.>

“And you’re impatient.” She turned the phone on and
sighed in relief when the battery indicator read ninety percent.
She’d been a bit worried she’d have to charge it. She sat for a
moment, waiting for the phone to connect to the network. When it
did, her heart sank as the date and time synced to the tower.

“Fuck.”

<What is it?>

“It’s 4:30 AM Wednesday morning.”

<Well, I understand why that is bad for me, but
why is it bad for you?>

“They grabbed me on Friday. I’ve lost four
days.”

<I’m sorry.>

“It’s not your fault.”

<That does not mean I can’t regret the negative
impact this situation has had on you.>

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

<You have nothing to apologize for. Now, check
the local news.>

“Hold your horses.” Megan tore open the airtime card
she’d bought and entered the code into the phone, giving herself
unlimited talk, text, and data for the next month. She opened a web
browser and went to the Sun City Herald’s website, then searched
for her own name. It didn’t take long to find something.

“There’s an article about me.”

<What does it say?>

“Daughter of Famed Musician Feared Kidnapped

“The daughter of famed musician Trent Harwood has
disappeared from the Atlantic Breeze neighborhood in Waterside.

“Megan Harwood, age 36, is the owner of Megan’s
Rhapsody Custom Guitars, a shop specializing in the production and
repair of custom-made electric guitars. She was last seen helping
one of her employees into a cab on Friday night at a local bar.
When the employee arrived at work the next morning, she found
Harwood’s purse and cell phone in the shop’s parking lot. Her car
was there, too, but Harwood was missing.

“Harwood is the second person to disappear in two
weeks. Eurion Goffdraig, the owner of Goffdraig Jewelry, vanished
from her store 11 days earlier.

“Police said there was no reason at this time to
believe the two disappearances are connected, but several local
business owners said that they were frightened, and they don’t
believe the police are doing anything to find the local women.

“The Atlantic Breeze neighborhood is known for its
contentious relationship between residents and the Sun City Police
Department (SCPD). The large LGBTQ+ community has frequently
clashed with SCPD over allegations of homophobia and targeted
harassment of the community.

“Many residents believe the department’s failure to
turn up any leads in the Goffdraig case is due to willful neglect.
Some residents have even sighted the involvement of several
out-of-town Superheroes in the search for Goffdraig as an
indication that even other branches of law enforcement don’t think
the SCPD is doing its job.”

<Well, I can’t say they’re wrong. The SCPD rarely
does anything resembling their job description.>

“Do any cops?”

<I’ve known a few, but I will admit that they are
the exception rather than the rule.>

“You’ve had better luck than me,” Megan said. She
backed out of the article, and looked at the next headline, which
was just ‘Search for daughter of famed musician continues.’ “I love
how they’re more concerned with who my dad is than who I am.”

<One of the unfortunate downsides of being a
woman.>

“Sounds like someone is speaking from
experience.”

<I am, though not the way you think.>

“What does that mean?”

<Now is probably not the best time to explain. It
looks like they haven’t had time to react to your escape. That’s a
good sign. It will make getting to my friends that much
easier.>

“I told you I’m not going to your friends,” Megan
said. “The DMA is in on this. I’m not going to walk right into
their arms.”

<Nor would I ask you to, but I assure you,
whatever the DMA may be up to, my friends are not involved.>

“I know you believe that, but I’m not sure I do,”
Megan said.

<They will help us. Please.>

“I’ll think about it. Now hush. I’m calling my dad.”
She went into the phone’s settings and logged into her contact
manager, then waited while her contact list downloaded. Once it was
downloaded, she pulled up her dad, and hit send.

“Hello?”

“Hey Dad, it’s Megan.”

“Megan? Holy shit! Are you okay? Where are you?”

“Dad, hold up. I need you to listen to me,
okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. Not all of it, but I think it has to
do with the guys who came into the store.”

“Did they hurt you? Are they the ones who took
you?”

“Dad, just listen, okay? Please. To answer your
questions, no, they aren’t the ones who took me, but I’m pretty
sure the people who did work for the same people they do. Do you
have a pen and paper handy?”

“One sec.” There was some scrambling on the other
end of the line. “Go ahead.”

“Write this down. Mavis Darci Lynch. Department of
Metahuman Affairs ID Number MDL- 9783381369-F.”

“Got it.”

“Read it back to me.”

“Mavis Darci Lynch. Department of Metahuman Affairs
ID Number MDL- 9783381369-F.”

“Good. You remember telling me how you used to hide
your weed when the highway patrol would pull over the tour
bus?”

“Yeah.”

“You take that slip of paper and you hide it the
same way. You don’t give it to anyone. Take Mom, Tara, Mike, and
Lucy, and you leave town. Take Robyn and Sasha too. Tell them it’s
a paid vacation. I’ll cover their salaries the whole time. Go stay
with Uncle Hank, and don’t give me any shit about you needing to
stay here and protect me. I need you to get the fuck out of
town.”

“What the fuck is going on?”

“That name I gave you…if something happens to me,
you find a reporter. Someone you know from he old days. Somone you
trust to tell the truth. You give them that name and ID number, and
you tell them that she’s working for the mob. She isn’t the one who
grabbed me from the parking lot, but she was one of the people who
was at the building where they were holding me.”

“Fuck. Megan—”

“No! No. I know exactly what you’re going to say,
but no. Get the fuck out of town. You know cops as well as I do. If
the DMA is mixed up in this, then so is the SCPD, the Marshalls,
probably the Superheroes too. Don’t wait for the sun to come up.
Just wake everyone up and get out of town.”

“What about you?”

“I’m safe right now. I’m with the person who helped
me escape. I’m hiding while we figure out what to do.”

“Why not go to the press like you told me to
do?”

“We’re considering it, but stop asking questions.
Just get on the road and go. I’m going to ditch this phone, but
I’ll get another one, and I’ll check back with you when I do, and
you better be across the state line.”

“Okay. As long as you’re safe.”

“I’m probably safer than you right now, so get
going. And Dad, I love you.”

“I love you too, honey.”

“Give my love to everybody. Even Mike.”

“I will. See you soon.”

“See you soon.”

She hung up, powered down the phone, then took the
sim out.

<You lied to him.>

“No, I didn’t. I am with the person who helped me
escape, and right now, I am safer than him. They don’t know where I
am, but they probably know exactly where he is. I just hope they
aren’t watching them yet. Either way, they’ll be safe if they make
it to Uncle Hank’s place.”

<I wouldn’t be so sure of that.>

“You don’t know Uncle Hank,” Megan said. She grabbed
a Snickers bar and tore it open.

<No. Perhaps you could introduce me.>

“I’d love to, if we live through this.” She took a
bite and chewed slowly as she thought about what to do next. She
could take the chance and go to Eurion’s friends. It was the
easiest choice. Just let Eurion guide her to wherever it was in the
Narrows she wanted her to go and hope for the best. She’d do it, if
something in her gut wasn’t screaming at her that it would be a
mistake.

<I don’t think I’ve heard of your dad.>

“What?”

<Your dad. The article said he was a famous
musician.>

“Oh, yeah. Famous might be a bit of a reach. Don’t
get me wrong. Dad’s brilliant. I say this as someone who makes
guitars that sell for upwards of fifteen thousand dollars a shot.
Dad is probably one of the best musicians to ever pick up a guitar.
Give the man a Les Paul and a good amp to go with it, and he will
make angels weep like a baby. If I believed in the devil, I’d
wonder if Dad sold his soul for the kind of talent he has, but I’m
not sure famous is the right word. He could of have been, but
things just didn’t work out that way.”

<Why not?>

“Dad and Mom were best friends from the first day of
kindergarten. Inseparable. High school sweethearts. The whole deal.
Then, Dad got his draft card. Vietnam. They panicked and drove down
to the courthouse and got married that afternoon. Well, draft day
comes, Dad goes down to take his physical, and got 4-F’d due to
medical. Turns out, Dad was legally blind in his left eye. So, he
goes home, and he has a wife to take care of.

“Granddaddy Wilson took pity on him and hired him on
as a mechanic, but god help him, Dad is hopeless around engines.
Two weeks later, Mom was doing all Dad’s work at the shop, and
Granddaddy talked to a couple of his friends, and got Dad a job at
a local night club helping the bands set up their equipment,
cleaning up after hours, that sort of thing. One night, the guy who
played guitar for the band that was supposed to play turned up so
drunk he couldn’t hold his guitar, and the band was freaking out,
the club owner was freaking out, and Daddy said he could play. The
band was desperate, so they gave him a shot. Next day, they fired
their guitar player and hired Daddy.

“He toured with a few bands over the next few years,
but then Mom got pregnant with my sister Tara, and Dad, he’d seen
what touring did to families. Given a choice between being a
touring musician and being a dad, he picked being a dad.

“He still loved to play, and a lot of people who
he’d worked with still wanted him to play with them, so he started
working as a session musician. Instead of being gone for ten months
out of the year, he’d go up to Alabama, Memphis, Nashville,
Atlanta, Athens, or Miami for a few weeks, cut an album, and come
home.

“He went to Muscle Shoals to cut an album with…god,
I don’t remember. Some neopopbaby country singer wannabe. The album
bombed, but Dad met Uncle Hank there. Uncle Hank was producing the
album, and he and Daddy would go over to the bar after the sessions
and bitch about how much of an idiot the singer was. They both knew
the album wasn’t going anywhere, but by the time it was over, the
two of them decided to open their own studio. Dad was tired of
traveling for work, and Hank wanted a place he could set up the way
he liked it, so they opened Sun City Sounds, and things just took
off.

“Dad’s played guitar on more than a hundred albums.
He also learned to write songs. He’s got a bunch of Billboard Top
100 songs. Even got nominated for a Grammy once.”

<That’s quite a resume. Does he still
play?>

“Not so much these days. The arthritis slows him
down. He still writes though.”

<How did you end up as a luthier?>

“Oh, that’s not a very interesting story,” Megan
said.

<I’d like to hear it anyway.>

“Well, Tara and Mike were both a lot better than I
was at playing the guitar. I mean, I’m no slouch, but I’m not in
their league. Certainly not in Daddy’s league. And honestly, I kind
of resented that for a while, but in my freshman year of high
school, I ended up taking shop class. At the time, you had to take
a semester of art, and a semester of tech. I wanted to take
automotive repair, but my school stopped offering it the year
before I started, so I picked shop, figuring I could suffer through
a semester of splinters and never have to worry about it again.
Except I loved it. I loved everything about it. I loved the way the
wood felt in my hands, I loved the way a plane sounded scraping
over wood. I loved the smell of fresh wood shavings. By the time I
made my first dovetail, I’d decided I wanted to be a wood
worker.”

“Well, Dad being Dad, he decided if his little girl
wanted to be a woodworker, then she’d be a woodworker. So, he went
to a buddy of his named Teddy who made guitars, and I spent that
summer sanding and planing and gluing neck blanks and backs for
guitars. Dead simple stuff, but Teddy liked my work, and he invited
me to come back the next summer. I did, and junior and senior year
of high school, I did work study. I got out of school three hours
early, went over to Teddy’s shop, and worked. When I graduated high
school, I went to trade school for woodworking. Took a few courses
in electronics too.

“I spent a few years working for Teddy, making
guitars, repairing guitars, but as much as I enjoyed working with
wood, acoustics weren’t really my thing. I can do it, don’t get me
wrong, but I loved electrics. Teddy was an acoustic guy, straight
up. Built amazing guitars. Classical, country, blues, you name it,
he could build it, but he didn’t much like electrics. Once he was
sure I knew what I was doing, we worked it out. I did all the
repairs on electrics that came in and built all the electrics that
people ordered.

“Problem was Teddy made his name on acoustics, so he
didn’t get that many orders for electrics, and I wanted to spend
more time building new guitars, and less time gluing headstocks
back on Gibsons. So, I opened my own shop, right next door to him
in the same strip mall. He helped me get set up, and he sent anyone
who came in with an electric repair or who wanted a custom electric
over to me, and I sent anyone came in with an acoustic repair, or
who wanted a custom acoustic over to him. It was like that until he
passed. A few months later, I moved to my current shop.”

<Well, when all of this is over, I would love to
see your shop. I might even try my hand at playing one of your
guitars.>

“You play?”

<It’s been a while, but I was rather well known
for my skill with a lute.>

“Really?”

<Oh, yes. It was quite a useful skill when it
came to charming the ladies.>

“Oh,” Megan said. “See, now I’m picturing some
dashing lesbian rogue, stealing the virtue of maidens all over
England.”

<Well, firstly my dear, I am not English. I’m
Welsh.>

“Oh. Sorry.”

<Calling a Welshman an Englishman is an egregious
insult, though I suppose I won’t roast you with dragon’s fire for
it, this time.>

“That’s very gracious of you.”

<I rather thought so, but I will sadly destroy
your little daydream. When I was using the lute to court the ladies
back in Wales, I was a man.>

Megan stopped for a moment and shook her head.

“I’m sorry?”

<Dragons are neither male nor female in our
natural form. When we assume human form, it’s through magic. Some
of us prefer a male human form, some prefer a female human form.
Some don’t care. For a large part of human history though, a male
form offered certain freedoms that a female form didn’t. I chose a
male form when I first took human form because I had been told it
would make things easier, and I can’t honestly argue with that
assessment, given the times I lived through.>

“But you decided to become a woman at some
point?”

<Yes. After my last wife died, I…you must
understand, dragons live as long as they want to live. When my
Seren died, I lost the will to go on. I knew a war was coming to
Europe, and I did not wish to see it. So, I packed everything up
and I came to the new world. I settled here in Florida, and I
watched from my little jewelry store in Pontian as the first World
War, and then the Second ravaged Europe. I had to adjust my age a
time or two, because while I was fading, it was happening rather
slowly. I don’t know why, really. Usually when one of us loses the
will to go on, we fade rather quickly, a few years, maybe a decade,
but I lingered for almost seventy years.>

“But you’re still here.”

<Yes. A young woman, you might know her by the
name Scatter, punched the stupor out of me.>

“She punched you?”

<Right between the eyes,> Eurion said, and
Megan could feel the amusement behind the words. <To be fair, I
was trying to kill her at the time.>

“You were trying to kill Scatter?”

<Yes.>

“And she punched you right between the eyes.”

<Yes.>

“What did you do?”

<I asked her to marry me.>

Megan sat there, dumbfounded.

<It was quite impressive. I had never seen
someone punch a dragon between the eyes before.>

“Gee, I wonder why.”

<Laugh if you wish, but the blow was enough to
get my attention. Sadly, it quickly became apparent that Scatter
and Focus were rather taken with each other, but we did become
quite good friends. This was around the time I moved from Pontian
to Sun City. I traded territories with a young red dragon who also
fell into Focus and Scatter’s social circle, and honestly, it was
the best thing to happen to me since Seren died.>

<I felt alive again, and I began to go out into
the world again, instead of just hiding in my shop, but one thing I
noticed rather quickly was that what it meant to be masculine had
changed a great deal over the decades I had been withdrawn from
society. I began to complain rather bitterly about it, and one day,
my friend Jia Li, who you might know as Ice Dragon, reminded me
that I was only a man because I chose to be. So, I decided not to
be, and honestly, I’ve been much happier as a woman the past few
decades.>

“Wow. Okay, I was not expecting that.”

<It does seem to come as a shock to most
people.>

“I suspect that has a lot to do with the attitudes
towards trans people,” Megan said.

<I believe you’re right, though I admit, I find
the attitudes rather bizarre.>

“I can understand that, if dragons don’t have
genders.”

<I wouldn’t say we don’t have genders. It’s more
that among dragons, gender is very different than among
humans.>

“What do you mean?”

<Well, I have a friend, the young red I switched
territories with. She spends most of her time as a human woman, so
when I speak about her, I use female pronouns, but in draconic
speech, we have a word which means ‘one who has not bred yet,’
which would have been her gender when we met, as far as any dragon
was concerned. We have a word which means, ‘has fathered a human
child, but no dragonkin, or true dragon children,’ which would have
been her gender a year ago. We also have a word which means, ‘has
fathered a human child, but no dragonkin, or true dragon children,
but is approaching her first breeding season’ which is her current
gender.>

“That’s rather specific.”

<Draconic is an old and very specific language.
We take great delight in naming things. To my point, her gender
will change again once she’s been bred, and then again once she
actually lays the egg, and again once the egg hatches.>

“That’s a lot of genders.”

<Yes, which reflects our view on the subject.
Gender is a series of expected behaviors. Our gender roles are far
less proscriptive than yours, though they can be every bit as
demanding. Right now, for example, my friend is expected to be
looking for a dragon to mate with her, which is a source of tension
for her, since she has a human wife who she loves dearly. The thing
is, if she misses this chance to breed, it will be a century before
she comes back into season. Other dragons will not be happy with
her if she misses the chance to breed. More so, because it’s her
first season, which is considered a sort of rite of passage into
adulthood.>

“How is her wife dealing with it?”

<Better than she is, honestly. Her wife was the
one to suggest the solution to the situation.>

“Oh?”

<Yes. Which is why this whole kidnapping business
is so damned inconvenient. I don’t think her season will begin for
several months, perhaps even a year, but these things are rather
unpredictable.>

“Wait, you’re going to…”

<Breed her?>

“Right. That.”

<That is the idea.>

“Well, I suppose we should get moving then,” Megan
said as she stood up. “I wouldn’t want you to miss your date.”

<It’s not a date, my dear.>

“Sure. Whatever you say.”

 


 



Chapter Eight

<MEGAN?>

“Yeah?”

<Did I say something to upset you?>

“No. Why?”

<You haven’t said anything in over an
hour.>

“I didn’t realize it had been that long,” Megan
said. “I’ve just been concentrating on keeping an eye out for
anyone that might be looking for me.”

<You’re sure?>

“What else would it be?”

<I can sense what you’re feeling, and your mood
is rather sour.>

“Sorry.”

<It’s nothing to apologize for. I am just
concerned, and somewhat worried that I might be the cause.>

“You’re not.”

<Then what is?>

“The sun will be up soon. People will be on the
street not long after. I picked up a Bluetooth earbud. I’ll put it
in, and we can talk then. Less chance of them finding me. Less
chance of cops attesting me for vagrancy.”

<Vagrancy?>

“I’m walking around in the middle of the night with
a backpack, no ID, and I’m talking to myself. I’ve had friends
spend the weekend in lock up for less.”

<Point taken, but Megan…>

“Yeah?”

<If I did do something wrong, please, tell
me.>

“You didn’t.”

<Okay.>

Megan kept walking, heading towards downtown,
figuring she could pick up a cab there in a couple of hours, and go
wherever she wanted. She still didn’t know where that would be, and
she knew talking to Eurion would be the best way to figure out
where she should go, but just the idea of talking to her made
Megan’s stomach twist into knots. It didn’t take a lot to figure
out why, either.

She didn’t understand it at all. She was never
really a jealous person. She’d never been bothered on the nights
she’d seen Chloe taking someone else home from Dalloway’s. She
hadn’t even really been jealous when she’d come home and found
Traci fucking another woman in their bed. That had been the thing
that finally triggered their breakup, but she hadn’t really been
upset about Traci having sex with someone else. She’d been pissed
that Traci had been lying to her, that Traci had breached her
trust, that Traci had, yet again, done what she wanted to do
without any regard for how Megan felt.

None of which applied here. She and Eurion weren’t
sleeping together. She and Eurion weren’t dating. Hell, Eurion’s
friend had asked her for a draconic booty call before she and Megan
had ever met. She had no right to be jealous. No right at all.

But she was. She was sick with jealousy, and she
couldn’t figure out why.

Maybe it was her hormones, or her anti-depressants.
She’d taken her Friday hormones when she woke up, along with her
morning Lexipro, but she’d missed her evening Lexipro Friday night,
and she’d missed her Lexipro and her hormones for the next four
days. Usually, when she was off her anti-depressants, she was just
numb, but she hadn’t been off her HRT since she started more than
two decades earlier. She had no idea how her body would react to
the lack of estrogen, and coming off SSRIs cold turkey was never a
good idea. It would definitely explain why her emotions were all
over the place, except they hadn’t been until Eurion had mentioned
her planned adventure in fatherhood?

God, she didn’t even know the right term for what
she was getting bent out of shape over. The whole thing felt every
bit as self-centered and self-obsessed as being depressed that
Eurion had gotten kidnapped before she worked up the nerve to ask
her for a date. What the fuck was wrong with her?

She spotted a coffee shop halfway down the block as
she stepped out of the alley and decided that she needed to sit
down for a minute and think. She jogged up the sidewalk and sighed
in relief at the ‘Open’ sign in the window. She ducked inside and
ordered a large café mocha and a spinach and feta breakfast wrap
with a side of guacamole. When her order was ready, she took it and
walked over, sitting down by the window. Once she was settled, she
reached into her backpack and took out the phone and the Bluetooth
earbud. She laid the phone on the table face down, then put in the
earbud.

“Hey. I stopped to get a cup of coffee. I think I’m
going to sit here until traffic picks up, if you still want to
talk,” she said.

<Are you okay? I didn’t want to say anything
because you asked me to wait, but I can feel that you’re still
upset about something.>

Megan closed her eyes and cursed herself for a
minute, wishing she had better control over her emotions.

“Yeah. I am, but I don’t know why.”

<It’s been a rough night, my dear. I’d say you
have every right to be upset. I just hope I’m not the cause of
it.>

“You’re not. I mean, sort of you are, but it’s not
anything you’ve done.”

<I don’t understand. How can I be the cause of
your upset if I haven’t done anything?>

Megan took a sip of her coffee while she tried to
figure out what to say, but by the time she finished, she still had
no idea how to explain what she was feeling. Still, if what she was
feeling was making Eurion uncomfortable, then Eurion deserved an
answer.

“I’ve been feeling out of sorts for a while.”

<Why?>

“I had a bad breakup a while back. Honestly, the
relationship was a complete shit show long before we split. I was
actually relieved when we broke up, but as shitty as the
relationship was, it made me realize that I did actually want a
relationship. I just didn’t want that relationship.”

<I understand. Even the best relationships can be
trying.>

“You ever have a bad one?”

<Not the way you did, I think, but I have been
married fifteen times. Some of those relationships worked better
than others. I think my fourth wife was probably the one I had the
most difficulty with.>

“Why is that?”

<I was young and stupid, and there was a war, but
in those days, there always was. I wanted to be a hero, but she was
afraid for me. Of course, I thought ‘I’m a dragon, what do I have
to be afraid of?’ and ran off to fight. It’s funny. I think she and
I would be a far better match now than we were then. She wanted a
quiet life, which is something I learned to appreciate long ago. I
still have a taste for the finer things, and I will still fight
when I need to, but there’s a reason I’m not like Ice Dragon,
running around in spandex and using a silly codename.>

“Ice Dragon doesn’t run around in spandex.”

<No, she’s far too fashion conscious for that.
Honestly, most superhero costumes are insanely expensive,
ultra-high-tech body armor these days, but that’s beside the
point.>

“I know. I’m just not really good with the whole
‘talking about your feelings’ thing.”

<Why not?>

“I’m trans.”

<Oh. I hadn’t realized.>

“No reason you should. I don’t usually mention it
the day I meet someone.”

<I know it’s a sensitive topic for some trans
people. They prefer no one know, and that’s okay.>

“It’s not that. I’m not ashamed of being trans. I
have the progress flag up in my store. I have a trans symbol
tattooed on my arm. I try to be a good member of the community, you
know. I got really lucky growing up. My parents supported me. I got
on puberty blockers, then on HRT. I had confirmation surgery a few
months after my eighteenth birthday, but even so, it was a lot.
Still is, you know. I don’t use social media much. I try not to
read the newspaper or check news sites. It reminds me too much of
what it was like, growing up."

<What do you mean?>

"The public schools wouldn’t let me go to school as
a girl. Dad managed to find a private school that would. It was
okay, for a while, but word got out that I was trans. I found out
later that one of the moms at my private school was friends with a
teacher at my old public school. Didn’t matter how the word got
out, though. The damage was done. The kids started picking on me. I
couldn’t change schools, because this is Florida, and ninety-nine
percent of the private schools in the state are attached to a
church, so it was either staying where I was, or homeschooling. Mom
and Dad considered that, but they figured I’d get a better
education going to a real school. Funny, really, considering I
ended up skipping college and going to trade school.

<I’m sure they just wanted what was best for
you.>

“Yeah. Of course. I know that, but they knew I was
unhappy, and I could see how much it hurt them when I’d come home
crying or when I’d tell them about what the kids did to me that
day. I knew how hard it was for them already, you know. When I
transitioned, they both lost friends. There were people who
wouldn’t work with my dad anymore. My mom had to fire two guys who
worked in her shop for years.

“I didn’t want to make things any harder on them
than I already had, so I just…stopped talking about it. I saw my
therapist once a week. I lied and told her everything was fine. I
did my best not to make any trouble. There were still incidents, of
course. The odd black eye, the occasional bloody nose, but I
learned to give as good as I got, and mostly, I learned how to not
do anything that left a mark they could show a teacher or an
administrator. You’d be surprised how effective a note left on a
teacher’s desk tipping them off that little Johnny had a dime bag
in his backpack could be. Turns out little Johnny can’t beat the
shit out of you between second and third period if he gets
expelled.

“The problem is, you go long enough without talking
about the stuff that’s bothering you, you forget how to talk about
it. And if you start staying quiet young enough, you never learn
how to talk about certain things.”

<I’m sorry. That sounds terrible.>

“I suppose it was, but complaining about my tragic
past wasn’t really the point. You asked why I’m not good at talking
about my feelings, and the truth is that I went so long without
doing it I just sort of forgot how.”

<I know you didn’t mean to complain, my dear, but
that doesn’t mean I can’t feel empathy for what you went through.
Honestly, you remind me of another friend I have.>

“Oh? You know a lot of emotionally constipated trans
women?”

<If I had a nickel for each one, I’d have three,
assuming I’m including you in the count. Not a lot, but you know
how jealously we dragons guard every coin.>

Megan laughed.

<Oh, what a lovely sound.>

“You’re making me blush over here.”

<I assure you, that’s completely intentional. I
do remember you being quite lovely when you blush.>

“When did you see me blush?”

<That day the girl with the green hair and the
nose ring caught you staring at her cleavage.>

“You saw that?”

<I did say you’re quite striking. It was rather
hard not to notice how cute you were when you’re flustered.>

“I wish you’d said something.”

<I wanted to, but honestly, I’m a bit of a
disaster when it comes to approaching women.>

“I doubt that.”

<Oh, it’s the truth. I believe I told you about
the time I proposed to Scatter within five minutes of trying to
incinerate her. >

“I believe you did mention something like that, but
everyone sticks their foot in their mouth once in a while.”

<Yes, but I do it all the time. I haven’t
entirely adjusted to the twentieth century, and now we’re almost a
quarter of the way through the twenty-first. Part of it is that
human customs have changed rather dramatically during the decades I
spent grieving for Seren. Dragons became so used to offering a
bride price, that it’s almost reflex with us. My friends joke quite
a lot about me trying to buy myself a wife.>

“Rude.”

<Not really. It’s more my human friends, and
honestly, I can see their point. It’s easier to find temporary
company. A woman who is only looking for a night’s companionship.
Though I suppose that makes me sound like something of a
cad.>

“No,” Megan said, shaking her head. “Or if it does,
I’m a cad as well. Before I got involved with my ex, I did the same
thing. Mostly with other trans girls. We knew what we wanted; we
knew we were safe with each other. Which probably makes me sound
like I was willing to settle for sex with a trans girl but wouldn’t
consider a relationship with one.”

<No. Or at least, I never had that
thought.>

“Sometimes I wonder about it myself. Wonder if I
have something against trans girls, or if maybe I’ve internalized
the idea that trans girls aren’t as good as cis girls. Why did I
fall into a relationship with Traci, but not any of the trans girls
I’d taken home over the years? What was it about her that was
different? Why did her acceptance make me feel special in a way no
one else’s did?”

<This has bothered you since your
breakup?>

“Yeah. There are other things, too. Reasons I’ve
been feeling down.”

<Such as?>

“It’s embarrassing.”

<I promise I won’t judge.>

“I was upset that you’d been kidnapped.”

<You were?>

“Yeah. I mean, I know we’d never spoken, but…I don’t
know. Even before Traci and I broke up, as far back as when the tea
shop first opened last year, I would see you in there, and I wanted
to talk to you. I don’t know why. I mean, it didn’t hurt that
you’re smoking hot and you’ve got a dead sexy accent, but it wasn’t
just that. There was something different about you. I think it was
the way you talk to Devika.”

<What do you mean?>

“Most people who go into the shop don’t know her
name. It’s not like she wears a nametag, and even if she did, no
one ever bothers reading nametags. You didn’t just know her name,
you would say hi to her in her language. Sometimes even have an
entire conversation in her language. You were kind to her when most
people treated her like a voice activated drink machine. I’d go in
there, and I’d watch you and I would wish my girlfriend treated me
with half the respect and consideration you showed the girl making
your tea.”

<I don’t know what to say.>

“You don’t need to say anything. It’s stupid. I did
the same thing in high school. I’d get crushes on girls, and I
would build up this whole fantasy in my head of what a relationship
with them would be like, and I would just never have the courage to
actually talk to them. And then, my relationship falls apart, and
there you are, just being yourself, and I got a little crush. I had
these daydreams about you, about what it would be like to talk to
you, to take you out on a date, and then, you were gone. Kidnapped.
And I felt like I had lost something, which is stupid, because I
didn’t even know you, but losing the chance to get to know you felt
like someone had yanked the rug out from under me. I felt like I’d
lost something special, and I hated myself for it. I hated that I
was too afraid to talk to you, and I felt ashamed of what I
felt.”

<Oh, my poor darling,> Eurion said. <You
have nothing to feel ashamed of.>

“Don’t I? I thought you were dead. How selfish and
how self-obsessed did I have to be to think someone is dead, and
only being able to think about what I’d lost?”

<Megan, my poor Megan. That’s just grief. All
grief is selfish. Grief is a longing for the joy, comfort, and
happiness that what you’ve lost brought to your life. It didn’t
matter that we didn’t know each other. From what you said, seeing
me in the tea shop made you happy, it brought you a feeling of
hope, and there’s nothing wrong with that.>

<Seren died more than a century ago and for
decades, I had no hope, no future to look forward to, but that
changed, and I’ve spent the last thirty some odd years looking,
hoping to find that kind of connection again. Hoping to find
someone who filled the empty places in my heart, who brought light
and joy into my life. It’s the reason I’m so terrible with women. I
want that sort of connection so badly that I often jump the gun,
forget the preliminaries of courtship and romance, and try to jump
right to the moment of commitment.>

<From what you’ve said, you want the same thing I
do, and like me, you have no idea how to find it. The only
difference is, you don’t know because you’ve never had it, and I
don’t know because the rules on how to find it have changed. The
fact that we’re both ignorant of how to find what we need doesn’t
change the pain and emptiness the longing brings. It doesn’t mean
we don’t both wake up alone and hurt when we find the spot next to
us empty, that we don’t long to feel the touch of our love, or the
sound of her laugh, or see the smile on her face.>

<There is no shame in that, my darling. The pain
is real, and pain is not something to be ashamed of.>

Megan sat in silence, barely able to breathe past
the lump that had formed in her throat and tried to fight back the
tears threatening to well up in her eyes. It wasn’t just Eurion’s
words that were overwhelming, it was the emotion behind them. She
could feel Eurion’s grief, loneliness, and the same desire for
connection that she had, and the intensity of it was overwhelming.
She tried to find something to say, some way to answer Eurion, but
she couldn’t, and the longer the silence stretched out, the more
uncomfortable that became, until she fell back on an old standby.
Deflection. She picked up the phone, and fiddled with it, putting
the sim card in it, and booting it up.

“I should check the news,” she said.

<Megan…>

“We need to know what’s going on before we decide
what to do next.”

She felt Eurion’s worry through the link, but she
also felt the moment when Eurion decided to let her get away with
dodging the issue.

<Okay. We can talk more later.>

“Right.” Megan reloaded the front page of the same
news site she’d checked earlier, only to find her own face staring
out at her from under a headline that made her blood run cold.

“Daughter of Famed Musician Named as Murder
Suspect.”

 


 



Chapter Nine

“BREAKING NEWS”

"Megan Harwood, the missing daughter of famed
musician Trent Harwood, and owner of Megan’s Rhapsody Custom
Guitars, is now the prime suspect in the murder of Eurion
Goffdraig, authorities announced today at 6:30 a.m. ET.”

“The announcement came in a rare media briefing by
Praetorian, leader of the city sponsored Metahuman Emergency
Response Team (MERT) known as the Sun City Protectors.”

“During the briefing, several details were
announced. Praetorian revealed that Goffdraig had been a reservist
with the Department of Metahuman Affairs Emergency Response Corp.
She had worked under the code name Welsh Red - one of the red
dragons who aided local MERT teams by clearing away rubble to allow
rescue workers to reach trapped victims following the explosions
that destroyed much of the Sun City State University Campus last
year.”

“Praetorian also revealed that Megan Harwood is now
believed to be an extremely powerful metahuman, possibly ranking as
high as a tier three threat, a label reserved only for the most
dangerous metahuman criminals. When asked how authorities had
reached that conclusion, Praetorian told reporters that Goffdraig
was more than 2000 years old, and that nothing less than a tier
three threat could bring down such an old and powerful dragon.”

“Praetorian said it still is unclear exactly which
powers Harwood possesses but warned that anyone who sees her should
consider her armed and extremely dangerous. They should immediately
contact authorities and not try to apprehend Harwood
themselves.”

“Praetorian also said that Harwood’s family,
including her parents, siblings, and niece are missing, along with
two women who were employed at her shop. The disappearances were
discovered early this morning when authorities executed search
warrants on their homes as part of the search for Harwood."

Megan set the phone down, not bothering to read the
rest of the article.

<This is bad,> Eurion said.

“Yeah. I mean, I knew the DMA was involved, but
fucking hell.”

<No. No, you don’t understand. We must get you
out of town, right now.>

“What? I thought you wanted me to go to your
friends.”

<Under no circumstances!>

“Why not? You think they’re involved?”

<No. They would never be involved with these
people, but as much as I love my friends, I’ll be the first to
admit that they are not the most restrained people. If they believe
you killed me, they will come for you.>

“Okay, but I could tell them the truth. We could
prove you’re still alive.”

<How would we do that?>

“You could give me something I could only get from
you. Some piece of information no one else would know.”

<That won’t work.>

“Why not?”

<Because anything I could tell you as ‘proof’ I’m
alive will be something a telepath could have ripped from my
mind.>

“Don’t dragons have some sort of protection from
that?”

<Normally, yes, but there are some telepaths out
there who can get past our defenses. It’s dangerous and difficult,
but if they are extremely skilled and powerful, it is possible. I’m
not sure if Praetorian is working for the enemy, or if he’s simply
a convenient tool. If the former, then whoever he is working for
would not have approved of this unless they had something that
would be taken as proof of my demise. If the latter, then he must
have some evidence to convince him that I’m dead. Either way,
Secretary Banks would not have authorized him to disclose my
identity if they weren’t convinced that I am dead.>

“Oh, god,” Megan said as the implications of what
Eurion was saying started to sink in. “I’m a cop killer.”

<Yes. Yes, exactly that. And for better or worse,
my friends are some of the most powerful and deadly metahumans
alive. Ice Dragon, Airheart, Focus, Scatter, The Sun City High
Guard. Transistor, Igeza, Ex Machina…oh, shit.>

“What?”

<Destroy the phone and run! Run now!>

Megan heard the panic in Eurion’s voice and didn’t
question it. The augment covered her hand, then she reached out and
grabbed the phone, crushing it in her hand as she stood up. The
sound of shattering glass drew the attention of several people in
the coffee shop, but she didn’t have time to worry about it. She
grabbed the backpack and headed for the door. She dropped the phone
in the trash bin, pulled on the backpack, and stepped outside.

She stopped with the door handle still in her hand
as she found herself face to face with two women. One of them was a
blonde woman, wearing a World War II bomber jacket over a flight
suit. The other was a Chinese woman wearing a blue Cheongsam top
with a dragon outlined on the front in gold thread.

Fear rolled through Megan. More fear than she’d felt
while locked up by the mob. More fear than she’d felt her entire
life.

<Megan, what’s wrong?>

“Airheart and Ice Dragon,” Megan said.

“You were expecting someone else?” Airheart
asked.

“Wait!”

<Run!>

“No,” Ice Dragon said.

Megan threw her arm out, sending a line from the
augment to the roof of the next building over. She pulled herself
off the ground as Ice Dragon breathed out a stream of ice. Razor
sharp icicles tore through the space where she’d been standing,
missing her by the barest of margins. She reached out for the edge
of the roof with her free hand, her only thought to get away from
Airheart and Ice Dragon as fast as possible, but she never reached
her target.

The augment surrounded her completely, the same way
it had when Burning Man had grabbed her the night before. She’d
barely had time to register it before something slammed into her
with all the gentleness and subtlety of a freight train, and unlike
the other blows she’d absorbed since she woke up, she felt it. It
hurt badly enough she was pretty sure she’d at least bruised a rib,
if not broken one outright, and before she could catch her breath,
she felt a sting as the line was torn away from the building it was
attached to.

Airheart had her. She tried to pull away, but
despite her new strength, she couldn’t pry her way free, and even
if she did, she wasn’t sure she’d survive it. Airheart was carrying
her higher every second. She watched as Ice Dragon lifted off the
ground below and flew towards them. A white fog spread out from her
nose and mouth as she climbed, surrounding her for a moment, but
when she flew out of it, it was no longer a striking Chinese woman
following them, but a long, wingless blue dragon slithering back
and forth through the air as it rose up, eyes blazing with blue
fire as frost formed on its scales.

“Please,” Megan said. “You’re making a mistake.”

“You killed my friend,” Airheart said.

“No. No, I didn’t. Eurion’s alive.”

Airheart screamed and threw her into the air.

“Liar!”

Megan looked around for something, anything she
could attach a line to in order to slow her fall, but there was
nothing. She’d never reached downtown, and the tallest buildings in
the area didn’t make it past five floors. She thought she was going
to die, just plummet to her death, but before she could fall more
than twenty feet, Ice Dragon swooped in and snatched her out of the
air, carrying her up.

“We saw the body,” Ice Dragon said. “We saw what you
did to her.” She squeezed and pain flared as she pressed on Megan’s
already bruised ribs.

“Airheart to Industry. We have Rhapsody in custody.
Say again, we have Rhapsody in custody.”

<Megan? What’s happening?>

“They’ve got me.”

<You need to get free.>

Ice Dragon twisted her head around so that her snout
was barely an arm’s length away from Megan.

“Who are you talking to?”

“Eurion.”

Ice Dragon opened her mouth and roared as her grip
tightened. Pain flared through her ribs as Ice Dragon pressed down
on them, and for a split second, she thought she was going to die.
Then, the augment reacted. Dozens of spikes stabbed out from the
black surface of the augment, going right through the fingers and
palm of Ice Dragon’s foreclaw. Ice Dragon roared and twisted,
jerking her claw open out of pure reflex and dropping Megan.

As she fell, as she watched death race up at her,
she felt the rage swell inside her again. She’d done nothing to
deserve this. Nothing. She’d spent her whole life going out of her
way to avoid hurting people, to avoid offending people, to avoid
being a burden. She’d worked hard, she’d tried her best to be kind
and helpful. She’d never hurt anyone except in self-defense. She
should be home in bed, but instead she was going to die, because
everyone believed she’d murdered someone who wasn’t even dead.

She wasn’t sure if the scream that tore its way out
of her throat was one of fear or anger, but whatever it was, the
sky itself reacted as if the sound had ripped a hole in the air
below her. A shadowy circle appeared between her and the ground. It
was like looking through a doorway into a dark room, and before she
could figure out what it was, she plunged right through it, into
darkness.

* * * * *

<Megan?>

“Go away.”

<What’s going on?>

“Everything hurts.”

<What happened?>

“Ice Dragon tried to crush me in her claws. The
augment reacted. It shot out spikes and stabbed her through the
claw.”

<Through the claw?>

“Yeah.”

<That shouldn’t be possible. Not without a dragon
blade.>

“Well, it happened. She screamed and dropped me, and
then I fell through some sort of portal.”

<A portal?>

“Yeah. I…I think I opened it.”

<How?>

“I screamed, and it was…I don’t know how, but it I
think the scream opened the portal.”

<Where are you now?>

“I don’t know. It’s dark. I think it might be a
cave, but I think Airheart might have broken a couple of my ribs,
and I hit the ground pretty fucking hard.”

<Describe it.>

“How? There’s no light.”

As if to make a liar out of her, the room began to
fill with a warm glow. It took her a moment to figure out where the
light was coming from, but there were six stones set in recesses in
the wall, and each one of them was glowing like a dimmed lightbulb,
but somehow giving off enough light to fill the massive cave with
more than enough light to see by. Not that there was a lot to see.
She was laying at the bottom of some sort of bowl like depression
in the floor, and the edges of the depression were well over her
head. She could see the rough stone walls, the roof of the cave,
and the bottom of the depression, but as the light got bright
enough to make out color, what she saw made her wonder if she’d hit
her head harder than she thought.

“Um…okay, there’s light now, but you’re not going to
believe this.”

<What do you see?>

“I’m in the bottom of a depression of some kind.
It’s almost like a shallow bowl. I think… I think it’s made of
gold.”

<The light, is it coming from some glowing stones
set back in carved out recesses?>

“Yeah. How did you…you know where I am.”

<You’re in my lair.>

“How?”

<What were you thinking as you fell? At the exact
moment you screamed.>

“I was thinking about how unfair all this was. How I
was about to die for a murder that never happened.”

<What else?>

“I don’t know. I was thinking I should be at home,
in bed. My alarm doesn’t even go off until 9:00 AM.”

<That explains it.>

“How?”

<When they fed my blood to the augment, it must
have absorbed more of my power than I thought. You aren’t just
connected to me telepathically; you’ve gotten some of my
magic.>

“You’re magic?”

<Yes. Dragons are as much creatures of magic as
we are of flesh and blood. No dragon could fly without a touch of
magic. We’re too heavy, too dense, some of us don’t even have
wings. All of us breathe fire, but some of us breathe ice, poison
gas, lightning, acid, or other things. Most of us can burrow
through the earth with the ease of a fish moving through water. Our
scales are light and flexible when we move, but strong and hard as
steel when struck, and even the sharpest blade can’t cut us, unless
there’s magic involved.>

<They gave the augment my blood. I wasn’t sure if
it could absorb my power since it was magic, but it did. It
absorbed it and mingled it with all the powers it took from the
blood of the various metahumans it was given. You wanted to go
home, so the magic took you home, but home has a very specific
meaning to dragons. The place where you’re laying is my nest, the
gold lining melted down from coins in my own horde.>

“Great, but how do I get out of here? The sides are
too smooth to climb.”

<Don’t. Not yet. You said you were hurt. I know
it might not be the most comfortable spot for a human, but lay down
and rest. There is healing magic worked into the gold. Sleep for a
few hours if you can. You’re safe there. As long as I live, no one
can reach my lair, and when you wake up, your injuries will be
healed.>

Megan thought about it for a minute, but given how
much she hurt, it didn’t take much encouragement to not move. She
groaned in pain as she shrugged out of the backpack. She shifted it
up and used it for a pillow as she curled up. She thought she would
need a blanket, but the gold under her and the area around her
seemed to adjust to her, wrapping her in warmth.

“Okay,” she murmured. “But just for a few
minutes.”

She drifted off far faster than she’d expected to,
lulled to sleep by the magic that was already at work healing her
injuries. She barely noticed the music filling the chamber, or the
soft voice singing her to sleep.

 


 



Chapter Ten

MEGAN WOKE UP SLOWLY. Sleep whispered seductively in
her ear, telling her to just relax, to rest where she was, warm and
safe. The whispers lulled her back to sleep time and again, until
finally, her bladder outvoted them, and she sat up to find the
lights had gone out.

“Light,” she said, and the room lit up again.

<You’re awake.>

“Yeah. Is there a bathroom?”

<Of course. Can you get out of the nest?>

“I think so.” She stood up, grabbed the backpack,
then shot a tendril up to the edge of the golden bowl and used it
to pull herself up to the top. What she saw when she got out of the
nest took her breath away. There was a mountain of gold made of
coins and bars stretching up to the ceiling. Off to the sides were
shelves and alcoves carved from stone and covered in all sorts of
precious things. She saw Native American lodges; she saw cups,
bowls, plates, and pots made of everything from red clay to the
finest gold and gems. There was an actual age of sail warship off
to one side, and what she was pretty sure were two Viking Longships
set on massive shelves behind it. Out of all of it, it was the
musical instruments that really caught her attention. Lyres, lutes,
harps, cymbals, drums, flutes trumpets, harpsichords, pianos,
violins, cellos, basses, and more. Too many to count. Some she
didn’t know the name of, some she’d never seen before, some she
couldn’t believe, including a pipe organ so big she thought it
might have had a church built around it at one point.

<Do you see the stone obelisk near the nest? It
should be off to your left.>

Megan turned away from the museum spread out in
front of her and looked to her left. Sure enough, there was a stone
obelisk off to one side.

“I see it.”

<Go over and place your hand on it.>

Megan walked over and put her hand on the stone.

<Remember,> Eurion said, and the stone heated
under Megan’s hand, though not uncomfortably so. For a moment, she
felt as if someone were looking at her, studying her, but the
feeling and the heat faded away.

“Remember what?”

<Oh, I was speaking to the stone. Telling the
magic which protects the place that you’re welcome here.>

“Oh. Um…what would have happened if you hadn’t done
that?”

<I’m honestly not sure. Most people would have
been incinerated the instant they appeared in the lair. The
defenses seemed to recognize your connection to me and decided that
you belong here. Now, let’s find you that bathroom.>

“Right. Good plan.”

<Walk around the big pile of gold in the middle
of the room, and you should see two passages leading out of the
main lair.>

“Okay,” Megan said. “That’s a lot of gold.”

<I know, and I’m sorry. It’s such a mess, but
honestly, I reached the age where I acquire it faster than I can
spend it around the time of Buddug’s rebellion.>

“Uh…Buddug?”

<Oh, um, yes. Forgive me. I used the Welsh name.
I believe you would know her as Boadicea. Anyway, I only really
keep the gold in the main chamber in case a thief somehow did get
by the protective enchantments. Humans are usually more interested
in gold than anything of any actual value.>

“The gold is pretty valuable. Which way?”

<Not really. One of the passageways should have a
flight of stairs leading up. Take the other one.>

“What do you mean, not really?”

<Dragon lairs acquire gold the way human houses
acquire dust, though thankfully the process tends to happen once a
year, rather than constantly, or I’d spend all my time raking coins
and gold bars and precious gems into piles.>

“It just falls out of the air?”

<No. It…oh, this is rather embarrassing, which is
why we don’t usually tell anyone we aren’t married to, but it’s our
skin. We usually shed our skin once a year, and when we do, the
scales turn into precious metals and gems. Gold, mostly these days,
though my belly scales usually turn into silver. We shed our teeth,
too. Those usually turn into diamonds.>

“Your scales just…turn into gold and silver?”

<It’s part of the magic. Part of our purpose is
to preserve things. We are by nature curators of museums,
repositors of history and memory. Our nature has given us a way to
barter for what we want to add to our collection.>

“That…oh, wow.”

Megan stopped after she rounded a corner down the
hallway leading away from the treasure room. The hallway opened
into a massive chamber as brightly lit as Sun City on a clear day.
A warm breeze blew through the chamber, which was filled with a
large Roman villa.

<Did you find the villa?>

“Yeah,” Megan said, not even trying to keep the
amazement out of her voice. “How is this even here?”

<It’s what I believe you would call a pocket
dimension. The whole lair exists in a magical reality that sits
next to your world. It allows me to expand the lair as needed, and
even move it if need be.>

Megan stood for a moment, trying to wrap her head
around the idea that she was in an alternate dimension, that she
wasn’t really even on Earth anymore, but she couldn’t do it. It was
just too much. Instead, she tried to focus on something she could
deal with.

“Which way to the bathroom?”

<In through the main door, then left.>

Megan followed Eurion’s directions to a surprisingly
modern bathroom. She wasn’t sure how indoor plumbing and electrical
outlets worked in a parallel dimension, but she decided not to
think too hard about it. She was sure Eurion would just say ‘it’s
part of the magic’ and figured that was as good an answer as
any.

Once she was finished, she looked at herself in the
mirror. She wished she hadn’t. She looked like she’d been through
the wringer. Her clothes looked more like Swiss Cheese than
anything someone should be wearing. There was a hole everywhere the
augment had stabbed Ice Dragon, and a good bit of dried blood on
her clothes and her skin.

“Is there a shower?”

<Yes, of course, but…>

“But?”

<It’s a Roman villa, my dear. You simply must try
the bath.>

Megan smiled at the way Eurion said it, and after a
moment, she decided that Eurion was right. A bath sounded
wonderful.

“I’d like that, but if Roman baths work the way I
remember, I should probably rinse off in the shower first.”

<Well, the shower is connected to the bath, so
it’s no problem.>

“Which way?”

Again, she followed Eurion’s directions, this time
to a room that held a bath the size of a small swimming pool. She
found a small walk-in shower off to one side, and quickly stripped
off her clothes and used a nice, scented bodywash to scrub until
all the dried blood and grime were gone, then she switched off the
shower, and got into the bath.

Eurion was right. The bath was amazing. The water
was deliciously hot and relaxing. She found a bench seat and just
sat, soaking for a long time, letting the stress and tension of the
last day melt away.

<Enjoying yourself?>

“Very much,” Megan admitted.

<The villa was a gift from a friend. An Etruscan
Dragon who was going by the name Claudius Maximus at the
time.>

“They gave you an entire villa?”

<Yes. We were quite close, for a while. Claudius
came over to Britania, hoping to gather up and preserve as much as
he could before the Romans destroyed us and our culture. He was a
good sort. Hated the Empire. Missed the days of the republic. I had
two eggs by him, and he had one by me.>

“You were lovers?”

<Oh, no, my dear. No. Breeding…dragons do make
love in our natural form sometimes, if we take a fellow dragon as a
mate, and I’ll admit breeding and being bred are both quite
enjoyable, but there is a difference between the two acts.
Emotionally, if not physically. Most of the time, breeding is just
breeding. It’s more about the egg than the sex that goes with it.
Most dragons are far too territorial to ever take another dragon as
a mate. I’m over two thousand years old, I’ve been married fifteen
times. I’ve had fourteen eggs, and sired twenty-three dragons, but
all fifteen of my wives have been human. In all my life, I’ve only
met one dragon I would even consider taking as a mate, and it is
definitely not Claudius.>

Megan almost asked who it was, but decided she
didn’t really want to hear the answer to that. She was too afraid
it would spark her jealousy again.

“Dragons really don’t care about gold?” she
asked.

<Oh, some do. We’re not so different from humans
in some respects. There are sinners and saints among us, just as
surely as there are among your kind. And any of us will be enraged
if something is taken without our permission. Even the tiniest
coin. Most of us can’t help it. It’s just the way we’re made. But
the gold is meant to be used, to let us gather the items we truly
crave. We’re not the thieves your mythology has made us out to be.
Well, not all of us. There are some thieves among us, just as there
are among humans, but most of us recognize the danger that
presents. It’s hard enough protecting our hordes when all the
treasures in them are ours by right. If we began to take what we
didn’t earn, or pay for, there would be no end to the armies at our
door, looking to take back what was stolen. If that happened, then
everything we’ve done, everything we’ve collected, might be lost to
time, and that would be a tragedy.>

“Then all those legends of dragons stealing things
are just lies?”

<Most of them. Some are true to an extent. Most
often, in truth, the event happened, but it was a dragon taking
back something that was stolen from them, or taking something that
was promised to them, but never delivered. There are a few cases
where the dragons were truly thieves, but often in those cases,
other dragons dealt with the offender, if only because even the
most arrogant of us knows a war with humans would not end well for
us.>

“What other legends about dragons are lies?”

<Oh, the stuff about us demanding virgin
sacrifices is the worst of the lies.>

“No carrying off maidens to ravish them in your
lair?”

<Well…yes, there was a good bit of that, but only
after we married them. And not always women, though that was much
more common.>

“Why is that?”

<Because many human cultures valued their
daughters less than their sons. It mattered little to most of my
kind. We could choose to be a man or a woman, whichever our partner
would prefer. We wanted companionship, but the territoriality we
felt made it hard for us to endure others of our kind within our
territory for long periods, so we turned to humans for the company
we desired. As with everything else, we went out of our way to
avoid being accused of theft. It was easier to negotiate a bride
price. Those of us who did take male companions often took third or
fourth sons. Those who stood little chance of inheritance, or
having a place purchased for them in the church or the government.
I don’t know from firsthand experience, but Jia Li, Ice Dragon, has
said that the reason there are more female dragons in Chinese myth
and legend than in European legend is that men often sought out
dragons.>

“Really? And that never happened in Europe?”

<Not that I know of. Some of that might be
religious. The Catholic Church never got on with my kind, largely
because we were resistant to the cultural hegemony they brought.
More than one dragon fought the church to preserve a shrine, a
temple, or a monument the church wanted to destroy.>

“Well, if I’m honest, I’d say it’s a pity you didn’t
burn the church to the ground before it got a solid foothold, but
then, I’m a little bitter.”

<I’m not surprised. Most of the trans people I
know feel that way.>

“Speaking of people you know, we should probably
decide what to do about your friends.”

<Avoid them at all costs,> Eurion said. <If
they have seen what they believe to be my body, if they are that
convinced that I am dead, then they are far more dangerous than the
people who kidnapped us.>

“What do we do? If the mob owns the cops, the only
way to clear my name is for you to turn up alive, and I don’t know
how to find you. Especially while every superhero in the country is
out for my blood.”

<I know one person who might be willing to
listen. Someone who can tell, just by listening, whether you’re
lying or not.>

“Who?”

<His name is Samael. He’s not human.>

“Another dragon?”

<No. He’s…well, he’s the devil.>

“The…I’m sorry, what?”

<The devil. Or, well, at least he’s the being
that the myth of the devil is based on. The reality is very, very
much different than modern Christian dogma would suggest.>

“You want me to go to the devil for help.”

<Yes. Trust me. Samael has lent aid to others who
were in trouble in the past. Transistor and Igeza would not be
alive if he hadn’t offered them his protection.>

“Okay. So, is he in town? Do we just pop by his
house?”

<No. He has a lovely house in Los
Angeles.>

“You have the devil’s home address?”

<My dear, I have the devil on speed dial.>

“Well, then, I suppose I should finish my bath.”

 


 



Chapter Eleven

“ARE YOU SURE THIS is a good idea?” Megan asked as
she waited for the computer to boot up.

<It’s the safest way I can think of to reach
Samael. Ex Machina is very good with computers, but they can’t
watch a system they don’t know exists, and I made very sure when I
set this up that no one knew it existed.>

“Sounds like you don’t trust your friends as much as
you say you do.”

<I trust my friends, but we live in a world where
information can be plucked from anyone’s mind by a strong enough
telepath, and the DMA has some of the strongest telepaths in the
world working for it.>

“So, you don’t trust the DMA?”

<Definitely not. Only a fool would. If I’ve
learned anything in my millennia of life, it’s that any government
more complicated than a village council is going to be filled with
corruption. The more powerful the government is, the more corrupt,
and the US government is among the most powerful to ever exist. The
level of institutional rot has only been accelerating over the last
few decades. The DMA might be one of the younger branches of the US
government, but it’s still, at its core, a branch of the
police.>

Megan was a little shocked at the disgust she heard
in Eurion’s voice at the word police.

“You don’t like the police?”

<No. Which is something of an irony, considering
how many friends I have that number among their ranks. I suppose
you could say I number among them, given that I sometimes lend a
hand to their efforts, but there is a reason I don’t do what Ice
Dragon does, and it’s not just my love of quiet afternoons spent
working at my jeweler’s bench.>

“Password?”

<’Fuck England’ with no space between the words.
Capitalize the F, replace the E and the A with a 3 and a 4.>

“Fuck England?”

<I told you, darling, I’m Welsh.>

“Right. ‘Fuck England’ it is.” Megan typed in the
password, and sure enough, the computer unlocked. She pulled up the
voice-over IP program Eurion had told her to use, and once it was
open, she picked up the headset off its hanger and put it on, then
opened the contact list. It only took her a moment to find Samael.
The main contact list wasn’t terribly long. She clicked on the
name, and then clicked the call button. The phone rang once before
someone picked up.

“Hello?”

The person on the other end of the phone had only
spoken a single word, but Megan was taken aback by the beauty of
the voice. If this really was the devil, then she was convinced the
devil belonged on stage, because he had a voice made to sing. Even
the simple ‘hello’ sounded lyrical coming from him.

“Is this Samael?”

“It is, though I’m afraid you have me at something
of a loss. Your number is listed as private on my caller id.”

“Yeah. Sorry, not my number, really. I’m calling on
a mutual friend’s line. She said that you could tell, just by
listening if someone is lying. Is that the case?”

“It is. May I ask who this mutual friend is?”

“Eurion.”

“I see. And who might you be?”

“Before I answer that, I feel like I should tell you
that I did not kill Eurion. In fact, she’s still alive.”

“She is? Well, that is good news. I take it, since
you’re reassuring me that you didn’t kill her, that I’m speaking
with Megan Harwood.”

“Yes, and with Eurion, after a fashion. She can hear
you, and I could relay messages from her, but she’s not able to
speak to you directly.”

“Well, if I wasn’t before, I’m definitely intrigued
now. Tell me, where are you?”

“Um…”

<It’s okay,> Eurion assured her.

“I’m in Eurion’s lair at the moment.”

“Really? Eurion, you dog! You didn’t tell me you’d
finally found a wife.”

“Oh, um, no. Uh, we’re not married.
It’s…complicated, and I don’t really want to stay on the phone long
enough to explain it. Last time I got online, someone named Ex
Machina was able to track the phone I was using.”

“And Airheart and Ice Dragon then proceeded to beat
you half to death.”

“How did you know?”

“It was on the news, though honestly, I would
suggest not checking the coverage.”

“Why not?”

“Because journalists can be horrible people if they
think it will get more eyes on a story. Not all of them, of course.
Some still remember what it means to have ethics and principals,
but once one of them publishes something, no matter how unethical
or irrelevant, all the other news outlets feel compelled to share
the same story.”

“You’re making me nervous.”

“I know, my dear, and that wasn’t my intention, but
I do seem to have that effect. Now, I’m guessing you’re calling me
because all of Eurion’s other friends believe you killed her, and
they are now out for blood.”

“Something like that, yeah. Eurion said you can
help.”

“Perhaps, though I am bound by certain constraints.
When I worked with Eurion previously, the adversary we were dealing
with was one of my brothers, which meant the gloves could come off.
Given that your current situation is entirely rooted in mortal
affairs, the type of aid I can give is somewhat limited, but I
believe if you can reach me, I will be able to provide more than
enough assistance to set you on the path to resolving this.”

“Great. Um, you’re in LA, right?”

“Yes.”

<Ask him to email you a picture of his
house.>

“Eurion said to ask you to email a picture of your
house.”

“Very well. Email address?”

<Goffdraig at Anonmail dot net.> Eurion said.
Megan repeated the address to Samael.

“Okay. I’ll have the picture to you in a few
minutes. Is there anything else you need?”

<No. The picture will be enough to get us where
we’re going.>

“Eurion says that the picture is enough to get us
there.”

“I look forward to meeting you.”

“I want to say ‘likewise’ but Eurion said it’s
important not to lie to you.”

“A wise dragon, Eurion. And if she’s told you who I
am, I can understand your apprehension. I promise I won’t take it
personally.”

“I appreciate that. I’ll see you soon, I guess.”

“Do hurry. The sooner we can start to clear this up,
the easier it will be.”

“I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

The line disconnected, and Megan closed the VOIP app
and launched a web browser.

“Anonmail.net, you said?”

<Yes.>

Megan pulled up the website, then logged in with the
username and password Eurion gave her. There was only one message
in the inbox. She opened it and found a picture of a large
mansion.

<That’s it. Print it out.>

Megan clicked the print button.

“Anything else?”

<No.>

Megan hesitated for a moment before shutting down
the computer, tempted to check the news to see what people were
saying about her. In the end, she decided to listen to Samael for
now, and shut down without looking.

“What now?”

<Grab your bag and the picture. I’m going to
teach you how to open a dragon portal.>

“Like I did earlier?”

<Yes, only with less falling.>

“Less falling is good.”

* * * * *

“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

<Megan, knock on the door already.>

Megan sighed and raised her hand, knocking three
times, before she stepped back and put her hands in her pockets and
waited. The door swung open almost immediately, revealing a
beautiful Middle Eastern man with light brown skin, curly black
hair, and brown eyes that seemed to look right through her.

“Hello, my dear. I take it you’re Megan?”

“Yeah.”

“Good, good. I admit, I was starting to wonder if
you were going to knock at all.”

“I was wondering myself, but Eurion talked me into
it.”

“Well, then I shall thank Eurion for livening up my
afternoon. I was sure today was going to be nothing but phone calls
and meetings to organize testimony for the next legislative
session.”

“Uh…you’re a politician.”

“Oh, no. Absolutely not. I have far too little
self-restraint for that. I wouldn’t be on the campaign trail five
minutes before I told some smallminded fascist what a horrible
person they were, and poof, any chance I had at ever holding office
would just disappear. People hate it when you call them out on
their bigotry, cruelty, and other horrible behaviors. Now, where
are my manners? Come inside, please.”

He stepped back, and Megan took a deep breath and
stepped into the house. Samael closed the door and led her deeper
into the house. It was large, but that seemed less a matter of
personal avarice or pride than of function. The space was full of
people moving this way and that, talking on phones, passing folders
and papers back and forth, updating whiteboards. It looked more
like a workspace than a home.

“Are you sure it’s safe for me here with all these
people?” Megan asked, keeping her voice as low as she could.

“Oh, absolutely. You’re hardly the first fugitive
I’ve hosted, and honestly, most of these people have had their own
run-ins with the so called ‘justice’ system in this country. The
chances of anyone here reporting your location to the police are
about the same as the Pope inviting me over for Christmas dinner.
It’s not completely impossible, but I’m definitely making other
plans for December twenty-fifth.”

Megan smiled just a little.

“Ah, a smile. I admit, it usually takes longer for
me to get one of those when someone knows who I am.”

“I think Eurion might have given you a head start,”
Megan said. “She’s been reassuring me you’ll help. It doesn’t hurt
that you haven’t tried to kill me.”

“A lot of people try to kill you?”

“Normally, no, but the last twenty-four hours
haven’t exactly been normal.”

“I suspect that’s something of an understatement.
Kidnapped, accused of murder, attacked by two incredibly powerful
superheroes.”

“The kidnapping technically happened last week, but,
yeah, all of that, and a lot more.”

“Well, you can tell me all about it once we get you
fed and watered.”

“Oh, food sounds wonderful.”

“Been a while since you’ve eaten?”

“Before the fight with Airheart and Ice Dragon.”

“Well, the food is kosher. I hope that’s not an
issue.”

“No. Not at all.”

“Good. We’ll have a bit of company while we
eat.”

Samael led her through to a large dining room. A man
was already sitting at the table, directly across from the seat
Samael indicated she should take. Megan looked him over as she sat
down. He was a solid wall of muscle, with the same curly hair that
Samael had, except instead of the short, close cropped cut Samael
wore, this man let his hair fall halfway down his body. He had a
raised scar through one of his eyebrows, and his skin was a bit
lighter than Samael’s. He could have been any of a half-dozen
different ethnicities, but there was a kindness to his face that
put Megan at ease just looking at him.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hey,” the man replied. “I’m Michael, Samael’s
brother.”

Megan froze in shock as the name registered. It took
her a few seconds to shake it off.

“The Michael?”

“Yeah. Samael said you’d been accused of a crime you
didn’t commit, and I thought I’d lend a hand.”

“Um…thanks.”

<Are you okay, my dear?>

“This is all a bit overwhelming.”

“I’m sorry,” Samael said. “I know it can be a bit
much.”

“Oh, um…sorry. Sorry. I was actually talking to
Eurion.” Megan looked at Michael again. “I mentioned to Samael on
the phone that Eurion can hear us.”

“Where is Eurion?” Samael asked as he took a
seat.

“I don’t know. We’re connected, somehow. She can
hear anything I can hear. Well, actually, I’m not sure about that,
but she can hear people speaking to me. She can also hear my
thoughts. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure if she can
actually hear them directly, or just hear their words as I process
it.”

“That is an interesting question.” Samael narrowed
his eyes and looked at her intently for a moment. “The connection
isn’t direct. It’s through that creature which is attached to
you.”

“Yeah. The people who kidnapped me called it the
augment.”

Samael looked to the side as two women came in
carrying large trays. They quickly set several dishes on the table
before nodding to Samael and disappearing as quickly as they
came.

“They’ll be back in a few minutes with the main
course, but for now, eat. I’m a particular fan of the latkes, and
so is Michael, even though he eats them wrong.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Michael said. “Sour cream is
much better than apple sauce on latkes. Tell him.”

“I’ve never had latkes before, so I’m the wrong
person to ask.”

“You’ve never had latkes?” Michael said. He reached
out and picked up a huge platter, piled high with round patties
that looked like hashbrowns from a Waffle House. “You’ve got to try
these, and then you can tell him sour cream is better than apple
sauce.”

“I make no promises,” she said, smiling at his
almost childlike enthusiasm as he began to fill her plate.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

“SO, MY DEAR, WHY don’t you fill us in on everything
that’s happened, and then, we can figure out the best way to help
you,” Samael said. Megan nodded and took a moment to gather her
thoughts. They’d moved from the dining room into a small den filled
with soft, squishy sofas and a large fireplace, which was currently
empty. Why anyone would need a fireplace in the middle of LA was
beyond her, but then, the place did belong to the devil, so maybe
it was just aesthetic.

“The whole thing started about six months ago. I
don’t remember the exact date, but a couple of guys came into my
store and made me an offer to buy it. Not the business, just the
land and the building. Said they worked for a real estate
developer, but I got the feeling something was off right away. I’d
had issues with the mob before. Not long after I moved my store to
its current location, some people from the Ragusa family tried to
buy me out. These guys had the same skeevy vibe. They told me how
generous the offer was, made some comments about how unsafe the
neighborhood was. Their business cards just had a name and phone
number. No law firm or real estate agency name. I told them I
wasn’t interested in selling and asked them to leave. They left,
but every week or two, they’d come back, making the same offer,
along with the same veiled threats. I finally told them I didn’t
want to see them again, and I didn’t for a while.

“A couple of weeks ago, Eurion disappeared, and it
kind of threw me for a loop.”

“How did you know Eurion?” Samael asked.

“I didn’t. Not really. I knew of Eurion, I guess. I
mean, I saw her a few times a week at the tea shop near our stores.
Her store was only a few blocks over from my shop, and, well…Eurion
said not to lie, so the truth is, I had a huge crush on her, but
when I first saw her, I was in a relationship. Not a good one, but
I was in it. Then, after the relationship was over, I was too
nervous to approach her. I wanted to, but baggage.”

“Well, we all have baggage, dear. Nothing to be
ashamed of,” Samael said.

Megan nodded.

“Anyway, the day I was kidnapped, Greasy and Sleazy
came back into the shop, and tried to convince me to sell. This
time, the threats were a lot less veiled. They said they thought I
might reconsider in light of Eurion’s kidnapping, which, honestly,
probably had exactly the opposite effect from what they were
hoping. I might get a little bit stubborn when people threaten
me.”

Samael and Michael both smiled at that.

“Anyway, my dad convinced the girls who work for me
to take me out to try to cheer me up. We went to Dalloway’s, a
lesbian bar not too far from the shop. Robyn went home with a
friend of mine. Sasha got a bit sauced, so I poured her into a cab
and sent her home. I hadn’t had anything stronger than a cream
soda, so I walked back to the shop to get my car so I could drive
home. Figured I’d save myself the price of two cab rides.

“When I got to the shop, there were a couple of
women in the parking lot. One was looking under the hood of a car,
while the other was digging around in the trunk. Like an idiot, or,
you know, a dumb fucking lesbian, I offered to help, and while I
was looking under the hood, one of them did something to me. I
think it was a stun gun, but whatever it was, I fell down and hit
my head on the pavement. Knocked me out cold.

“I woke up…I don’t know. I think it was the same
night. One of the women from the parking lot was talking to a man,
a doctor, I think. She said she brought me to him so he could use
me as a test subject in his experiments. Said her boss wanted an
example made of me, and from the sound of it, the experiments
really fucked up the previous test subjects. The doctor didn’t want
to use me because he didn’t see the point. A bunch of men had
already died. He seemed to think I wouldn’t do as well as they had.
She eventually talked him into it, though.

“He gave me a shot. I passed out. When I woke up
again, I was naked and locked into some kind of frame. He came in,
tilted the frame so I was face down, and put something called an
augment on my back. Apparently, whatever it is, it’s designed to
attach to someone and give them superpowers as long as it stays
attached. I have no idea how it works, or where it came from, but
when he put it on me, it hurt. A lot. Enough that I passed out.

“When I woke up again, Eurion was in my head. She
told me who she was, what the augment was, and helped me get free.
Once I was free, I questioned the doctor. Tried to intimidate him
into telling me where Eurion was. I threatened him a bit, but he
called my bluff, so I stuffed him in a cabinet and tried to
escape.

“It didn’t go well. First set of doors I tried; I
found a room where four guys were counting money. One of them shot
me. I didn’t even feel it. The augment had reacted by covering most
of my body in a protective layer. I knocked them all out, grabbed a
duffle bag full of money. Eurion’s idea, because honestly, I was
too panicked to think of anything that practical.

“I had to fight a couple of guys as I ran. I jumped
out of a window. Didn’t realize it was ten floors up until after I
had jumped, but the augment let me catch myself and lower myself to
the ground. I tried to run, but a woman stopped me. We fought. I
knocked her out. I took her wallet, thinking I could turn it over
to whoever I reported the kidnapping to, and maybe they could
question her and find Eurion.

“I ran for a bit, but I got hungry, and I stopped to
get food at a diner Eurion recommended once I told her where I was
in town. I tried to pay with one of the hundreds from the duffle
bag, but the waitress said they couldn’t make change for bills that
large, so, I took out the wallet, to see if there was any cash in
it. Instead, I found a special deputy US Marshal’s badge and ID
card, along with a Department of Metahuman Affairs ID card.

“I panicked a bit. Left the hundred for the waitress
and ran out of the diner. Eurion talked me down enough that I could
go into an all-night Walmart and get some clothes and a burner
smartphone. I checked the news, and realized I’d been gone almost a
week. I called my dad and told him to get my family and my
employees out of town. I figured if the people who grabbed me had
someone in the DMA, they might be able to get to my family.

“Once that was done, I started heading toward
downtown. I stopped and got breakfast a few hours later, and Eurion
and I talked for a while. Then I checked the news and saw a report
about Praetorian’s press conference. I knew as soon as I read it
that I was well and truly fucked but I didn’t realize quite how
badly. I’d done something stupid. I logged into my online contact
manager to get my dad’s phone number. Someone must have used that
to trace my phone. Eurion says it was probably someone called Ex
Machina.”

“Oh, almost certainly,” Samael said. “The person who
uses that name is incredibly intelligent, and one of the most
skilled hackers on the planet. They also love fiercely, and Eurion
is one of their favorite people. If they thought you were
responsible for Eurion’s murder, I doubt there’s anything they
wouldn’t do to see you brought to justice. Or dead, which I suspect
would be the same thing, in their mind.”

<He’s right. Ex Machina is not known for their
restraint.>

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Megan took a deep breath,
trying to steady her nerves a bit. The thought that someone wanted
her dead wasn’t exactly new – people had been threatening to kill
her ever since she was outed as trans at school – but this felt
different, somehow.

“Go on,” Samael said.

“Um…yeah. I destroyed the phone and left the coffee
shop where I had breakfast and ran right smack into Airheart and
Ice Dragon. I’m guessing you know what happened then?”

“Some of it. There’s footage all over the news. I
believe you dealt Ice Dragon quite the injury.”

Megan winced. “I didn’t mean to. I was scared out of
my mind. I tried to get her and Airheart to listen, but Ice Dragon
opened the fight by trying to kill me with her ice breath, and I’m
pretty sure Airheart broke a couple of my ribs. When I stabbed her,
she was crushing me, and the augment reacted to protect me. When
she let me go, I somehow created a dragon portal into Eurion’s
lair. Eurion thinks that the lair could sense the connection
between us, which is why the defenses didn’t activate. I was too
hurt to move at first, but she suggested I take a nap. Said there
was healing magic in her nest. So, I slept for a few hours. When I
woke up, my broken ribs were fixed, so I grabbed a shower, and then
I called you.”

“And now you’re here.”

“Yeah. Eurion said you could help. I’m not sure how,
or, well…”

“What it will cost you?”

“Yes, that.”

“Relax, child. I’m not like the stories. I don’t buy
souls. I don’t corrupt the innocent. I’m not evil. I’m the accuser.
It’s my responsibility, my nature to call out sin, and to call out
anything which might stop someone from becoming what they were
meant to be. In the past, I’ve compared what I do to draining an
abscess. Healing can’t begin until what’s been festering has been
drained and the wound has been aired out and cleansed, and Michael
and I are meant to be part of the healing process. I’m the accuser,
and he is the advocate. Like a prosecutor and a defense attorney if
the system was designed with rehabilitation in mind, rather than
vengeance, maximizing profits from prison labor, and advancing the
careers of the prosecutor and the police involved.”

“Well, I’m not really sure how calling out my sins
will help me in this case.”

“Oh, you might be surprised. Pride and vanity are
sins, after all, though only in excess, despite what the church
would have you believe. In your case, however, I don’t think my
special brand of medicine is what is needed. At least, not in the
short term. I am curious about this augment, as you call it. I can
see rather clearly that it is a living, thinking creature,
even if the nature of its thoughts are somewhat different than
yours. I don’t recognize it, though, which is very odd. Would you
mind if I called in an expert? One who is familiar with a far wider
variety of life than I am.”

Megan shrugged and held up her hands.

“Sealtiel, would you let Gabriel know I’d like to
see him?”

“Of course,” a soft, musical voice answered from
thin air. A moment later a figure appeared, and Megan shrank back
from him. Not out of fear, but from the intensity of his presence.
He wasn’t, couldn’t be human. She was looking right at him, but she
couldn’t describe him, even to herself. She could only really
comprehend things about him. He was a father, one who had just
watched his child be born, but who had seen the sight countless
times before and was still filled with joy every time. He was old,
like a grandfather surrounded by grandchildren. He was kind, yet
stern; soft, yet firm; with wisdom gathered from long, long
experience. He loved to sing. His presence, as overwhelming as it
was, was also comforting and soothing. She knew all of that but
couldn’t hold a picture of him in her mind’s eye, even while
looking right at him.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she turned to see
Michael smiling at her, and the weight of the other man’s presence
seemed to lessen a bit.

“That should help. Forgive Gabriel. He has that
effect on people. He can’t help it.”

Megan nodded and turned back to Gabriel. She still
couldn’t quite make out his face, but it was easier now, being in
his presence.

“Hello, Megan,” Gabriel said, and for a moment, she
felt overwhelmed again. Something about him saying her name made
her feel seen on a deep and very personal level. “Sorry. It took me
a moment to recognize you. You have so much life other than your
own attached to you.”

“That’s why we called you,” Samael said. “Someone
has put this creature called an augment on her. I’ve never seen
anything like it. I thought you might have.”

“Of course.” Gabriel knelt in front of her. “That’s
why it took me so long to recognize Megan. Also, hello, Eurion.
It’s good to see you again, even if it is through an
intermediary.”

Eurion laughed in Megan’s head. <Tell him I said
the feeling is mutual.>

“She’s glad to see you too.”

“The creature has changed even more than Megan has.
Oh, the poor thing. It’s been hurt. Horribly hurt.” Gabriel reached
out but stopped just shy of actually touching her. “May I?”

Megan nodded. Gabriel looked down at her hand, and
as he did, the augment appeared, seeming to seep through her skin,
covering her hand. A single tendril reached out towards Gabriel,
and he touched it the way someone might touch an injured animal
they were trying to comfort.

“There’s no name for it in any human tongue, of
course. It’s from far away. Another galaxy, by human reckoning. An
alien from the Large Magellanic Cloud. It’s been on Earth a long
time. Decades. The poor thing was aboard the ship that crashed. It
survived, but its companion did not. It was forced to find another.
A young creature, but strong.

“A bear cub. Oh, it loved her, and cared for her.
They roamed far and wide, hunting and feasting and mating and
preparing for the winter, then raising cubs and doing it all again.
For decades. Until the men came with bulldozers and chainsaws, and
all sorts of other horrors. It helped the bear destroy them, to
drive the men back, but then others came. Stronger. More like the
ones on the ship. Ones that could shoot flames, freeze the air, and
mold the earth. They fought, but the men were stronger, and it and
its companion were outnumbered. The men killed the bear.

“In its grief, it let go of the bear, and threw
itself at the men, intent on killing them. It didn’t expect to
survive. Not this time. It thought the men would kill it as they
had killed its beloved. It did not care. It sought only to revenge
itself on them before it died. It did kill some of them, but they
were too strong, and too many. They captured it and put it in a
cage. They fed it the blood of men and women with the same powers
as the ones it had fought. They fed it the blood of another
creature whose nature it didn’t understand. It did what was in its
nature. It absorbed the blood and the power it contained. It
adapted. It became more than it was. It didn’t want to. It wanted
to join its companions. The one from the ship, whom it had loved
fiercely, and the bear who it also loved. It grieved. It was alone,
and that hurt it so terribly, and it wanted peace. Even if it was
the peace of the grave.

“They tried to get it to accept others like them.
Horrible men, who had done horrible things, who would use it to do
even worse. It fought back. It killed the men they tried to make it
bond with. It lashed out in anger and rage, doing to them what
their kind had done to the bear, and worse. Then they put it on
another, and it started to lash out, to fight, to punish, but
before it could kill, it realized it had made a mistake.

“This one wasn’t like the others. This one was
different. Scared, hurt, alone. So alone. This one was a human,
yes, but not like the men who had killed the bear. This one was
kind. This one wanted its family, it wanted its home, it wanted to
love and be loved in return.

“It decided then that it would join with this one.
This one would be its new companion. It would protect this one. It
would give this one the power the men had given it. It sank into
this one, fusing with it, giving itself over just as it had with
the bear and with the one on the ship. And when its new companion
woke up, they fought, and they ran, and they escaped, and then they
fought again, and escaped again.”

Gabriel pulled back, and the augment withdrew its
tendril and sank back through Megan’s skin. He looked up at
her.

“It loves you. Quite intensely, though that comes as
no surprise. It always loves anyone it accepts as a companion.
That’s its nature. That’s what it was created for. It’s not a
naturally occurring form of life. It’s engineered. Not sentient, at
least, not the way humans understand sentience, but not
unintelligent either. I remember carrying its soul to the lab where
it was born. Such a small thing then, but it has grown brave and
powerful. The creature is designed to be an extension of its
master. To protect, to help, to supplement. It’s a space suit.”

“A space suit?” Megan asked.

“Yes. A space suit, and more. An exoskeleton, power
armor, a guard dog. One technology that can fill all those roles
and more, from a race of people whose technology is entirely
biological.” Gabriel stood up and turned to Samael. “Is that all
you needed?”

“It should suffice. I believe our Megan might take a
bit of time to adjust, but—”

“Why can I hear Eurion in my head?” Megan asked. She
looked at Samael. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cut you off, but I
didn’t want him to leave before I could ask.”

“It’s quite all right. Gabriel?”

Gabriel turned back to her.

“Eurion was lonely.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes. The creature is kind by nature. It can attack,
it can feel rage, it can feel anger, all these things, but its
purpose is to be a caretaker. It is connected to all those whose
blood it was forced to consume. It has a bit of their power, their
life force, but the connection to Eurion is stronger, fueled by the
power of Eurion’s blood, but also by the magic that permeates all
dragons. The creature felt Eurion’s pain, and it felt yours, and it
sought to alleviate both, so it used its built-in communications
function to open a connection between you. You could instruct it to
close the connection, if you like, or you could have it open it
further.”

“Open it further?”

“Yes. Right now, it’s sharing your thoughts. It
could also share your senses as well. Allow Eurion to see, hear,
touch, taste, smell, and feel through you. Any other
questions?”

“The others…you said they gave it blood from people
other than Eurion. Are they all dead?”

“No, but the others are human. They’re drugged,
unconscious, and your connection to them is weak since it lacks the
magic and the power of Eurion’s blood. Eurion is also drugged, but
they are a dragon. Even in the deepest sleep, they retain a measure
of awareness.”

“Can you tell me where they are?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No. I’m afraid that I can
only tell you what the creature told me and what I already know.
I’m afraid that there are certain constraints on how I use my
powers.”

“What do you mean?”

“He means he’s too powerful,” Michael said. “Human
mythology classifies Gabriel as a Seraphim, and he does take that
form sometimes, but he is much, much older than the rest of us.
Older than the Demiurge. Gabriel is a part of the Pleroma, the
divine fabric of the universe. If he used his power…well, to give
you an idea, say a human is about as powerful as a triple A
battery. A metahuman, depending on how powerful they are, might be
somewhere between a 9-volt battery on the low end, and 110 outlet
on the high end, like the Olympus Six, or Focus and Scatter. Most
angels, dragons, and a handful of other beings hover in that same
range. Samael and I would be more like a 220 outlet. We’re
powerful, but it’s still relatively easy for us to tone our power
down to a level that won’t hurt anything. Gabriel would be more
like a high-tension line coming right out of the power plant.
There’s no easy way to tone that power down. If he tried to follow
the connection between you and Eurion, it would be like sticking
one of those high-tension wires in your phone’s battery
compartment.”

“Cell phones don’t have battery compartments
anymore,” Samael said.

Megan rolled her eyes. “I’m old enough to remember a
time before iPhones.” She looked back at Gabriel. “So, basically,
if you tried to find Eurion using the connection between us, my
head would catch on fire, then explode.”

“Not just your head. The whole room. Maybe the whole
building. I was only able to do what I did because it didn’t
require me to use any of my power. Just to listen to the
creature.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure. I hope we’ll see each other
again.” Gabriel nodded his head, and vanished. When he was gone,
she turned to Samael and Michael.

“Could one of you find her?”

Samael looked over at Michael for a moment, then
turned back to Megan with a look that told her she wasn’t going to
like the answer she got.

“Yes, we could, but no, we won’t. And before you try
to argue, let me say first, that decision is final, and second, let
me explain why.

“Michael and I are both incredibly powerful beings,
and we both want to do everything we can for your kind. And by your
kind, I mean mortals. Humans, dragons, all the occupants of this
world, native or otherwise, who aren’t part of the divine realm we
come from. The thing is, we have to be very, very careful of what
we do. There is a rule, one rule, which governs everything we do in
this world. We cannot interfere in free will.

“Now, that rule, on its own, wouldn’t stop us, but
honestly, we’re like two alcoholics in a bar. We want to help, the
same way an alcoholic wants a drink, and just like an alcoholic,
once we start helping, we never know when to stop. We never know
when to say, ‘this far, and no further.’ So, we have rules for
ourselves.

“When Eurion came to me the last time, I could help
the people she was with, because the threat to them was divine in
nature. An angel who was breaking divine law. But this is a mortal
affair. Humans kidnapped you, humans kidnapped Eurion. I will help
you, but I can only do for you what another human can do.”

“But you called Gabriel.”

“Yes, I called a friend, and asked his opinion. He
came and he provided the help he could within the bounds of what he
could do. And that is the help I am offering you. I am quite well
connected in the human world. If you need money, if you need
clothes, if you need some material object, I can provide it. I can
also put you in touch with people you might not otherwise be able
to reach, and I can vouch for the veracity of what you say. Whether
those people would believe me is another question entirely. So, let
me put this question to Eurion. Of all the people we are both
acquainted with, who would you trust to listen if they came here,
and I vouched for Megan?”

Megan waited a moment as silence filled the room.
She could feel Eurion turning the question over in her mind,
deciding who to trust. The silence stretched out, until she felt
Eurion have a realization, and felt her desire to smack herself for
not thinking of the answer sooner.

<Tell him to call Ashley and ask her to come and
to bring Hannah with her.>

“She says she wants you to call Ashley and ask her
to bring Hannah with her.”

Samael pulled out his phone and made a call with a
few quick taps.

“Ashley! Hello. Oh, yes, I know you’re busy, and I
know why, and I’m calling to offer my assistance. Oh, you wound me.
There’s no catch. Eurion is a dear friend, and if for nothing else,
I owe her for introducing me to Rachel. We have such wonderful
conversations. Yes, yes, I have heard. I do keep up with the news.
No, I could not have helped you two weeks ago, because the
information I have just came to me a couple of hours ago. No,
you’ll have to come to LA for it. Because I said so. Also, because
the information I have is a person, and I can’t exactly email them
to you. Well, no, that is a lie. I could, but it would be extremely
awkward, and cause a lot of unnecessary excitement, and I wouldn’t
get to watch. Now that was just unnecessarily rude. I’m offering to
help. You can get that lovely young girl Maggie to open a portal
for you, or you can use one of your teleportation spells, but I
have two conditions. They are very simple. First, you come to me.
Second, you bring Hannah with you. Because if you want to find the
guilty party, we’re going to need a telepath. A powerful one. And I
have it on very good authority that Hannah is one of the most
powerful telepaths out there right now. Thirty minutes? Yes, I
think that will do nicely. See you soon. And Ashley…just you and
Hannah. No one else. Not even our digital friend, understood?
Goodbye.”

Samael ended the call and tucked his phone back in
his jacket, then looked at Megan with a huge smile.

“Well, this is going to be exciting!”

<I suddenly regret every choice I have ever
made.>

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

“ARE YOU SURE THIS is a good idea?” Megan asked.

<No, but it’s the best idea I could come up with.
Ashley knows Samael, she knows his abilities. She might not trust
him completely, but it will at least convince her to hear us out.
And Ashley will believe Hannah, so once Hannah looks into
your mind and sees that you’re telling the truth, Ashley will
believe us.>

“Yeah, I get that. It’s the part about letting
Hannah read my mind that worries me.”

<I’m not thrilled at the prospect either, but I
don’t see any other option.>

Megan didn’t really know what to say to that, so she
took the opportunity to look around the small office she was in. It
surprised her how modest it was. She’d expected the devil’s
personal office to be a lot more lavish, but the room she found
herself in was relatively spartan. The furniture was simple, but
functional and well made. The chairs were sinfully comfortable. The
L shaped desk was made of real wood and not MDF. The computer on
the arm of the desk facing the wall had a three-monitor setup, with
a mouse, a trackball, and a graphics tablet. All of it was high
quality, but functional. The only real flair to the office was the
wall opposite the computer, which was covered with pictures, though
even that was surprisingly different from what Megan would have
expected. All the pictures were of Samael and Michael. There was
one of a beach with both of them in wet suits and holding
surfboards. There was one of them sitting in a canoe with life
jackets on that looked to have been taken on some lake in the
middle of a wooded area. There was one of them riding an elephant,
with Samael laughing while Michael looked like he was terrified he
was about to fall. There was one with them sitting on a couch at
some sort of party, with both obviously asleep. Just picture after
picture of the two of them together, mostly laughing or smiling,
but always seemingly enjoying each other’s company.

It reminded her of the pictures she had of her and
her dad, and it made her miss him. She wanted more than anything to
call him, to check that he was okay, that her whole family was
okay. She’d been so sure sending them to Uncle Hank’s had been the
right thing to do at the time, but that was before she knew the
police were hunting her.

“Right this way,” Samael said from out in the
hallway.

<Here we go.>

“Where is this witness?” a woman asked.

“All in good time, my dear. Let’s just step into the
den and talk for a moment.”

“I’d rather get this over with. There’s a lot going
on, and the team needs us back in Sun City.”

“I do understand, but I think you’ll find that the
information I have will change the situation rather dramatically.
Now, please, step into the den so we can talk.”

Megan stood up and walked over to the door so she
could look across the hall. She saw Samael following two women into
the den. The one in front was a tall blonde dressed in blue jeans
and a t-shirt. The other woman was shorter, had curly brown hair,
and was wearing cargo pants and a purple hoodie with the Orlando
Pride team logo on it. She waited until they were out of sight,
then crossed the hall to listen at the door.

“It’s good to see you again, Ashley. I do wish you’d
visit more often.”

“I wish I had the time, but ever since Aether joined
the team, the DMA has been running the High Guard ragged. Any time
they need a tier two team in a city that doesn’t have one, we get
the call. We spend so much time dealing with other cities, we can
barely cover Sun City.”

“I can’t imagine Industry is happy with that state
of affairs.”

“No one is. I wake up most days thinking Maggie and
Vee are going to quit the team, just so they can get through a date
without it being interrupted. Last month, Maxine got so mad about
Maggie getting called while she was napping in her lap that she
used Secretary Bank’s desk for a litter box. Now this whole mess
with Eurion has everyone on edge. Emilia, Jia Li, Danny, and Ayanda
are out for blood, especially after Jia Li got hurt. I haven’t seen
Naomi this pissed since that time she broke that cop’s nose. Anika
is going back and forth between depressed and furious, and I’m
pretty sure Chance has hacked every CCTV camera, cell phone tower,
and Wi-Fi router in the city. Industry is pissed that Praetorian
was the one to find Eurion’s body, and I think she might just shoot
the man if he catches Rhapsody before we do. No one is taking this
well.”

“I can imagine. Eurion has quite a lot of
friends.”

“Yeah, and all of them want to tear Rhapsody to
pieces.”

“Including you?”

“Yeah. Eurion was my friend, and I know that I
should be more concerned about seeing justice done and all of that,
but all I feel right now is rage.”

“Well, that’s a good place to start, then,” Samael
said. Megan didn’t know what he was talking about, because
honestly, it made her want to run and hide. If this was Eurion’s
idea of help, she wasn’t sure there was any way she was getting out
of this alive.

“Where is this witness?” the woman, Ashley,
asked.

“In good time. Before I bring them in, I need to ask
if you remember my ability to perceive when someone is lying to
me.”

“Yes. Of course. Which is why I’m telling you
everything I am. I remember the rules. Don’t lie to you, under any
circumstances.”

“Very good, but the thing is, I don’t think you’ve
grasped all the nuances of my abilities. You see, I can tell when
someone is lying, but I can also tell when someone is shading the
truth. Such as our discussion when you were here with Naomi, Anika,
Chance, and Eurion. Everything you told me about yourself was, of
course, absolutely true, but you were framing it in a way that, at
least in your own mind, made you sound braver and more heroic than
you actually were. Now, at the time, I allowed that to pass,
because it wasn’t important. Naomi heard what she needed to hear
about you, about your past—”

“Samael…” Ashley said, cutting him off with a
warning in her voice.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m not going to spill any of your
precious secrets to Ms. Blum, though I will say you really should
tell her. I am simply trying to make a point. Humans are not able
to fool me. Not by lying, not by withholding information, and not
by shading the truth. I am the accuser. It is in my nature to
perceive the truth of a situation, and to bring that truth out into
the open, where it can be confronted. Do you understand?”

“Yes. I think so. Your information, your witness is
going to tell me something, and you think I won’t believe
them.”

“Yes, exactly that. So, before I bring them in, I’m
going to tell you part of what they told me, and I’m going to tell
you that they are telling the truth. The absolute, unvarnished
truth.”

“You mean, they’re telling you something they
believe to be true. Or does your power allow you to see through
someone’s mistakes as well?”

“That’s an excellent question, and all I can say is,
I confirmed the truth of their statement before I contacted you.
Or, rather, I called in Gabriel, and Gabriel confirmed it.”

“Gabriel confirmed it.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. So, what is it that this person is going to
tell me?”

“Eurion is still alive.”

“What?”

“Eurion is still alive.”

“Samael, we saw Eurion’s body. Twisted, mangled. I
don’t know what happened to her, but she died hard. She was…torn
apart.”

“I understand, but whatever you saw, it wasn’t
Eurion. Eurion is very much alive.”

“Who is this witness? I want to talk to them.”

“Megan, could you join us?”

Megan took a deep breath and stepped through the
doorway into the den. As she did, the two women she’d seen earlier
both jumped to their feet. Fire sprung from the blonde’s hands as a
bright red jewel she wore on a chain around her neck started to
glow. The brown-haired woman lifted off the ground, floating about
three feet in the air as her hands came up in a fighting
position.

“Stop!” Samael said in a voice so loud the entire
room shook. There was so much force behind his voice, it blew the
fire around the blonde’s hands out, and broke up whatever force was
holding the brunette in the air, causing her to drop and land
unsteadily on her feet. He began to glow so brightly, Megan had to
look away from him, instead focusing on the women, who looked like
they both had spotlights shining on them.

“Megan is under my protection, Ashley Churchill, and
no harm will come to her under my roof. Do you understand?” Each
word seemed to slam into the women like a physical blow until they
collapsed back onto the couch.

“All right!” the blonde said. “Stop.”

The light faded and Megan looked over at Samael, and
for a split second, instead of the linen suit he had been wearing,
she saw him dressed in shining gold armor, with a sword wreathed in
flame in one hand, a shield in the other, and a pair of wings that
seemed to stretch from his back to the furthest corner of the room.
He was frightful and beautiful at the same time, and she wanted to
look longer, to take in every detail, but the image was gone almost
as quickly as it registered, and in its place, the same jovial,
mischievous man she’d spent a good chunk of the day with was back
in the same linen suit.

“Well, now that that’s all settled, let’s have a
chat, shall we?” He gestured to the seat Michael had occupied
earlier. “Megan, please.”

Megan walked over and sat down. Once she was seated,
Samael took his own seat.

“I do apologize for the dramatics, but emotions are
running high, and I wanted to be sure I had everyone’s
attention.”

<Are you okay?>

“I’m fine,” Megan said.

The blonde, Ashley, looked over at her.

“I wasn’t really worried about you,” she said.

“That’s fine. I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Who were you talking to?” the brunette, who Megan
assumed was Hannah, asked.

“Eurion. We’re…um…” Megan sighed and shook her head.
“We’re telepathically linked. I can hear her. She can hear me. It’s
a whole thing. Contacting the two of you was her idea. She said
that Samael’s word would be enough to get Ashley to at least listen
to what I said before turning me into a grease stop, but hey,
you’re cops. I should have known better.”

“We’re not cops,” Ashley said.

“Don’t fool yourself. You might not wear the same
uniform, but you’re still cops,” Megan said. “You’re still willing
to assume someone is guilty without bothering to hear what they
have to say, and you were perfectly willing to play judge, jury,
and executioner, even though you had good reason to believe I was
innocent. So, yeah, cops.”

<My dear, I do understand your anger, but
antagonizing them will get us nowhere.>

“She was the one who started lighting herself on
fire. Every metahuman I’ve met today has tried to kill me, and I’m
starting to take it personally.”

<I understand, but I just want to get you out of
this mess, and Hannah is the best way I can think of to do that,
and if you piss off Ashley, Hannah might not cooperate.>

“Fine. Let’s just get this over with.” Megan looked
over at Hannah. “Eurion said you’re a telepath.”

“I am.”

“Well, if I’m telepathically connected to Eurion.
Can you just connect to me and talk to her yourself?”

“You’re a telepath?” Hannah asked.

“No. I…” Megan stopped and took a deep breath,
trying to calm herself, and push down some of the anger she was
feeling over Ashley and Hannah’s reaction.

“Perhaps it would be best if you started at the
beginning,” Samael said. “As we are pressed for time, maybe a
summation, rather than an explanation.”

“Right. Um, okay. The news stories were originally
correct. Eurion was kidnapped from her store a couple of weeks
ago.”

<Tell them it was a wizard.>

“Okay, really?”

<Well, it was. What, do you really think some mob
goon with a gun could bring down a two thousand-year-old
dragon?>

“Fine. She says to tell you it was a wizard, because
apparently, she doesn’t want anyone to think a mobster with a gun
could bring down a two thousand-year-old dragon.”

Ashley chuckled, and a grin spread across her
face.

“That does sound like something Eurion would
say.”

<What’s that supposed to mean?>

“I think it means you might be a touch vain.”

<I am not!>

“Whatever you say.”

<I am not vain,> Eurion said with a huff.

“And now she’s pouting.”

<I do not pout!>

Ashley’s grin turned into a full-blown smile. “She
does that a lot. Usually right after someone turns down a marriage
proposal.”

Megan heard something that sounded like a rottweiler
growl run through a concert sound system with every dial turned up
to maximum inside her head and had to fight not to laugh.

<I. Do. Not. Pout.>

“Anyway, last Friday, I went out for a drink with
some of my employees. Afterwards, I walked back to my store to pick
up my car, and a couple of mob thugs grabbed me. They knocked me
out in the process, and when I woke up, I was strapped to a bed. A
guy gave me a shot to put me out again, and when I woke up the
second time, they had me stripped naked and they attached this to
me.”

Megan held up her hand and called the augment
forward. It seeped out through her skin, forming a large ball in
her hand.

“They called it ‘the augment.’ According to Gabriel,
it’s some sort of living alien space suit from another galaxy. They
captured it and they’ve been experimenting on it. Giving it blood
from other metahumans so it could mimic their powers. Trying to
force it to bond with some of their thugs. It refused. Pointedly. I
saw the remains of the people they tried to attach it to, and it
wasn’t pretty.”

“Why did it refuse?”

“According to Gabriel, when they captured it, they
killed its last companion. A bear it had bonded with after its ship
crashed on Earth a few decades ago. Its original companion, the
alien it was made for, died in the crash. It was angry that they
killed the bear, and it responded by killing the thugs they tried
to get it to bond with. It was going to kill me, until it realized
I was a prisoner too. When it did, it bonded to me to try and help
me.”

“It’s intelligent?” Ashley asked.

“Not the same way we are. It’s smart, though. It can
understand commands, it can interpret feelings, it can act on its
own to protect me when I’m in danger. What happened to Ice Dragon
was the augment. I tried to tell her Eurion was alive, but she just
got mad and started crushing me. Airheart had already broken my
ribs, so I was in a lot of pain. The augment stabbed her to get her
to let go before she killed me.”

“That sounds like Jia Li, but how does Eurion figure
into all of this?”

“They have Eurion. The same people who kidnapped
me.”

<Tell her they’re using magic to keep me in my
human form.>

“I was getting to that.”

<Well, hurry up.>

“You know, for someone who is 2000 years old, you
don’t have a lot of patience.”

<I do, but we’re pressed for time.>

“I know we’re pressed for time, and this would go a
lot faster if you weren’t trying to back seat narrate.”

<I’m just trying to help.>

“You know what…” Megan pictured Eurion in her head
and told the augment to take Eurion’s form. The ball lifted out of
her hand on an impossibly thin tendril, and floated off to the side
of the chair, stretching out and changing color, turning into a
perfect imitation of Eurion’s form the way Megan remembered her
from the tea shop. Long, luxurious black hair, tan skin, deep brown
eyes, full lips, an impeccably tailored suit, and matching
heels.

Eurion raised her hands, looking down at them and
turning them over, before looking around the room.

“Well, this is unexpected,” Eurion said. “How?”

“Gabriel said the augment could open the telepathic
connection wider, and I figured it had to be able to see, hear, and
smell at the very least, since I could do those things while
completely wrapped up in it, so I thought maybe it could sort of
lend you its senses.”

“You, my dear, never cease to amaze me.”

Megan felt a bit of heat rising in her cheeks and
had to look away from Eurion’s gaze.

“I just figured this would be easier,” she said.

“And you were right.” Eurion turned back to Ashley.
“Where were we?”

“Fighting like an old married couple,” Ashley
said.

“We were not!” Megan and Eurion said at the same
time. They turned to look at each other, and Megan felt her cheeks
get hotter.

“I was explaining our connection.”

“Right.” Eurion turned back to Ashley and Hannah.
“The augment absorbs the powers of people it forms a bond with. The
people who had us had been able to force it to absorb additional
powers by giving it the blood of metahumans. Since they have
trapped me in my human form using some form of binding spell, they
were able to extract some of my blood and give it to the augment,
along with a bit of my power. When Megan woke up after the joining,
the augment sensed that she was alone and scared, and it connected
the two of us telepathically as a way to comfort the both of us,
since I was in a similar condition.”

“How?” Hannah asked. “Did they give it the blood of
a telepath?”

“No,” Megan said. “The augment is telepathic. It was
made by a race that uses biological technology. At a guess, they
use telepathy the way we use radio.”

Hannah nodded. “Makes sense.”

“After we talked for a bit, I convinced Megan to try
to break the bonds holding her. With the power the augment gave
her, she was able to break free and capture the man who attached
the augment to her, but he refused to tell her my location. After
that, she fought her way out of the building—”

“I might have stolen a duffle bag full of
hundred-dollar bills on my way out, so I imagine they’re probably a
bit pissed about that, in addition to me taking the augment.”

Ashley laughed.

“I could see that pissing them off, yeah.”

“Anyway, the last person I fought before I escaped
had this on them.” Megan reached into her backpack, and pulled out
the wallet with the Marshal’s badge and DMA ID. She tossed it over
to Ashley, who opened it up and looked at it.

“Fuck,” Ashley said. Hannah frowned and leaned over
to see what it was.

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. You can see why I didn’t go straight to the
police.”

“Once she escaped the building and figured out we
were in the Waterside Industrial District, I had planned on guiding
her to Cape Town, then having Rhonda call you so the High Guard
could come pick us up, but when she opened the wallet and realized
that they had people inside the DMA, she understandably became a
bit reluctant to go to any of my friends, thinking that they were
connected to the DMA as well. I considered taking her to Tux, but…”
Eurion shrugged helplessly.

“I get it,” Ashley said. “I adore her, but Tux can
be…a lot.”

Hannah, whose face had turned the approximate shade
of a fire truck, suddenly became very interested in looking
anywhere but at Ashley and Eurion.

“That’s a bit of an understatement,” she
muttered.

“Who is Tux?” Megan asked.

“You’ll find out,” Ashley replied. “It’s kind of
hard to avoid running into Tux if you spend any amount of time
around the metahuman scene in Sun City.”

“Right. Okay, anyway…I’d pretty much decided to take
a chance on Eurion’s friends, which I guess means you guys, since I
had to talk to someone. I mean, Eurion needed help, and I didn’t
have any way to find her on my own, but I stopped for breakfast,
and while I was there, I decided to check the news on the burner
phone I’d picked up. That’s when I saw the news about the press
conference Praetorian had given.”

“Which one?” Ashley asked.

“What?”

“I think it’s safe to say that she’s only heard
about the first one. I warned her to stay away from the news when
she contacted me, and I got the impression that she hadn’t heard
about the second one.”

“Second press conference?” Megan asked.

“Yeah.” Ashley looked around the room, avoiding eye
contact. The subject clearly made her uncomfortable. “Praetorian
released some personal information about you.”

“Personal information? What do you mean?”

“Perhaps we should stay on topic,” Samael suggested.
“I’m sure Ashley can fill you in on the details later.”

“Right. Okay. Um…anyway, someone named Ex Machina
traced my phone, and Airheart and Ice Dragon attacked me as I
exited the coffee shop where I had breakfast. We fought, I got away
using a dragon portal, and ended up in Eurion’s lair.”

“The lair’s defenses must have recognized my blood
was present in the augment because they didn’t attack her. I
convinced her to take a nap so the healing magic woven into my lair
could mend her injuries, and when she woke up, we contacted Samael,
and now here we are.”

“So, can we do this telepathic whatever, so you can
call your friends and tell them Eurion isn’t dead, and I’m not a
murderer, and maybe they could stop trying to kill me?”

“No need,” Hannah said. “I can feel Eurion’s
presence in…that. Enough to know she’s still alive.”

“You’re sure?” Ashley asked.

Hannah nodded. “I…look, I’m not going to pretend to
be Eurion’s biggest fan. You’d know it was bullshit and so would
she, but that might be a good thing. I’ve spent so long low key
hating her that I know exactly what her psychic presence feels
like. As soon as that construct formed, I had the same gut reaction
I have every time I see her at the Shiro or at Cape Town.”

“Well, score one for unfounded jealousy.”

Hannah glared at Eurion, but Eurion just rolled her
eyes.

“I’ve told you repeatedly, I have no romantic
interest in Ashley.”

“No, just every other woman on the planet.”

“I do not involve myself with women who are already
in a relationship, and honestly, I am quite tired of the two of you
involving me in yours. Furthermore, now is not the time for one of
your jealous fits. Megan is in danger. We need to clear up the
allegations against her before she gets hurt again. So, if you are
satisfied to the veracity of my identity and Megan’s claims that I
am, in fact, still alive, get Industry on the line, perhaps
conference in Secretary Banks, and we could clear this whole matter
up so Megan and her family can go back to their lives, and you lot
can see about finding me and the other prisoners who are trapped
here with me.”

“That’s not going to be as easy as a phone call,”
Ashley said.

Megan turned to her. “Why not?”

“There’s a body. It’s torn to pieces, and chunks of
it are just gone, but it’s Eurion. Unmistakably Eurion. I don’t
know where it came from, but unless there’s another Red Dragon out
there that looks exactly like you, we need to figure out how it
happened or a lot of people who are on our side are not going to
believe you're still alive.”

Megan felt a knot settle in the pit of her stomach,
and she looked over at Eurion, almost afraid to ask the question,
but not sure how to avoid it.

“Could it have been one of your children?”

Eurion shook her head. “No.”

“You sound awfully sure of that,” Megan said.

“Because I am. Dragon eggs take the character of the
parent who lays the egg, not the sire. Of the eggs that I sired,
twenty-one aren’t even red dragons. The two that were red were
killed by ‘Saint’ Patrick. Of the fourteen that hatched from eggs I
laid, none of them are in America, none of them are large enough to
be mistaken for me, and the one who does look like me is barely
bigger than Rachel and has a broken horn on left side because some
damn frog bastard got lucky with a bit of chain shot during the
Napoleonic wars. Eurwin is horribly self-conscious about it, poor
girl. Never goes anywhere without a gold prosthetic covering the
broken horn, and a matching gold sheath on the good horn.”

“Wait, Saint Patrick killed two of your children?”
Megan asked.

“You have children?” Ashley asked.

“I’m two thousand years old and I’ve been married
fifteen times. Of course I have children. Thirty-seven dragons, and
a hundred and twenty-three humans. And yes, that thieving bastard
killed two of my children. He paid for it too. Their mother
incinerated him.”

“I believe we’re wandering from the topic at hand
again,” Samael said.

Eurion gave Samael an annoyed look before turning
back to Ashley.

“Right. So, there’s a body. Did anyone think to look
for signs of cloning?”

“Cloning?" Ashley asked.

“Yes. Genetwist managed to clone dragonkin a couple
of years ago. There was a huge fight between the dragon council and
the DMA over it. The dragon council wanted him turned over so they
could execute him to make sure it never happened again, but last I
heard, the DMA has him locked up in the metahuman wing at FCC
Coleman. It’s possible his tech could be in the hands of the people
who kidnapped us.”

“You’re sure?” Ashley asked.

“I’m sure. Focus and Scatter worked the incident.
Well, before Scatter became Scatter, but still.”

Ashley took out her phone and made a call.

“Hey, Danny. You busy? It’s related, actually. I’m
in LA. Samael called and said he had some information, but it turns
out there might be a connection to an incident you worked with
Focus before you became Scatter. Something to do with Genetwist,
and cloned dragonkin. You do remember. Good. Do you know what
happened to Genetwist’s hardware? Can you find out, and maybe check
and see where Genetwist is now? Yeah, it’s important. No, I can’t
say, not over the phone, but Danny, watch your back. If the
information I have is accurate, then there might be some dirty DMA
agents involved. No, I don’t know about the Marshals, but I would
definitely go around the DMA on this if you can. Right. I’ve got to
call Industry soon, but I wanted to talk to you first. Take care
and give Cecile and Rachel my love.”

She ended the call and put her phone away.

“How are Cecile and Rachel holding up?” Eurion
asked.

“Rachel’s in bad shape. Pacing around like a caged
animal. Breathing fire. Occasionally breaking down in tears. Cecile
is Cecile. You know her.”

“Yeah. Split her open, and a few hours later, she’s
making jokes about the fact that she saw her own lung.” Eurion
shook her head. “I hate this. I hate that they’re hurting and I
can’t stop it.”

“It’s not your fault, but once we find you, and get
you free, you will be the solution.”

“How do we do that?” Megan asked.

Hannah answered before Ashley could say anything. “I
should be able to follow the telepathic connection. Get a location.
Once we know where she is, we hit the place, free her, and then we
go after the fuckers who took her.”

“We’ll need more people,” Eurion said. “Whoever this
is, they have metahumans on their payroll.”

“Unless it’s the Unitarium, they’re bound to be
lightweights,” Ashley said.

“I think it is,” Eurion said.

Ashley and Hannah both had the exact same
response.

“Fuck.”

“It’s either the Unitarium or the Ragusa family,”
Eurion said.

Ashley shook her head. “Given how closely the
Unitarium and the Ragusa family are tied together, I’m not sure it
matters, but honestly, I almost hope it is the Unitarium.”

Eurion frowned. “Why?”

“It would be a lot easier to get Industry on our
side.”

“Ashley’s right. If we could say for sure that the
Unitarium was behind this, Industry would be a lot more willing to
believe anything we told her. She hates them so much it clouds her
judgment a bit, but in this case, it could work to our
advantage.”

Ashley nodded.

“Give her the chance to fuck over the Unitarium and
publicly humiliate Praetorian and I’m not sure she wouldn’t orgasm
on the spot.”

Hannah closed her eyes and winced.

“I did not need that mental image. Again.”

“Sorry,” Ashley said.

“It’s fine. It’s not your fault that Element’s
filthy mind traumatizes me at least once a day.”

Eurion tilted her head.

“Hmmm…I always thought, of the two of them, Industry
would have the dirtier mind.”

“Oh, she does,” Hannah said. “She absolutely does,
but she’s also better at keeping her psychic shields up while she’s
daydreaming. I only get porn movies from her if I’m actively poking
around in her head.”

“Um…as entertaining as I’m sure this would be if I
knew the people in question, can we get back to figuring out how to
rescue Eurion, and clear my name?”

“Right. Yes. Sorry. Hannah.”

Hannah sighed and looked at Eurion.

“Have you ever had anyone in your head before?”
Hannah asked.

For some reason, a look of panic spread across
Ashley’s face when she heard the question.

“If you’re wondering if I know how to construct
psychic barriers, the answer is yes. All dragons do. It’s something
we learn in the egg, provided our mothers aren’t negligent. I
assure you, unless you deliberately assault my barriers, you will
see nothing I do not allow you to see.”

Ashley visibly relaxed at hearing Eurion’s answer,
which made Megan wonder what Eurion knew about Ashley that Ashley
didn’t want Hannah to know.

“Okay then.” Hannah stood up, and walked over to
where the augment construct of Eurion was standing. “Let’s do
this.” She pressed her fingers against the construct’s temples, and
a split second later, Megan felt as if she were ripped out of her
body.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

FOR A MOMENT SHE was untethered, with no sense of
which way was which, falling in every direction at once. Lost,
alone, terrified, but just for a moment. Almost as soon as it
began, she felt four arms wrap around her, three from the right and
one from the left. Strong, warm to the touch, they gripped her
tightly, and gave her a sense of up and down. She looked down at
them, only to realize they weren’t arms at all, but claws, covered
in thick scales the color of cinnabar lacquer, with talons on the
end that looked like ebony polished to a mirror finish.

She turned, and looked up, only to find herself
staring into catlike golden eyes set in a scaled and jagged face.
There was a thick, heavy brow above the eyes, and below them a long
snout that ended in a beaklike horn set between two nostrils that
glowed like the mouths of twin blast furnaces. The jaw was sharp
and angular, with a horn pointing straight down at the tip of the
lower jaw, and two shorter downward pointing horns just behind it,
giving the illusion of a small goatee under the chin. At the back
of the head, there were two leathery batlike ears, and between them
a pair of horns just shorter than the ears. All the horns were the
same cinnabar color as the scales.

It should have been terrifying, but instead, she
found the fear she’d felt at being pulled out of her body melted
away at the sight. There was a kindness, a gentleness in those
golden eyes, and a beauty in the horns and scales. There, clutched
in the claws of a monster out of legend, she felt safer than she
had at any point in her life before that moment.

“Eurion?” she asked, even though there was never a
moment’s doubt in her mind who she was looking at.

“Of course, my dear,” Eurion said. “Unless you know
some other Welsh dragon you haven’t told me about.”

“No.” She rested her hands on the upper most of
Eurion’s claws. “What happened?”

“I’m not sure,” Hannah said, making Megan jump. She
turned towards the voice, surprised to see Hannah floating in the
dark near them. “I was just trying to follow the connection back to
Eurion, but I think the creature is blocking me somehow.” She
gestured to the empty space surrounding them, but after a moment,
it became clear it wasn’t so empty. There was a surface there, of
pure, inky black, that shifted and moved. The augment was
surrounding them.

“Let us through.” She focused on the thought as she
said the words, making it a command. As soon as she did, it was
like a balloon popping in slow motion around them, with Samael’s
den slowly coming into view as the black receded. It was confusing,
because Eurion’s head didn’t quite fit in the room, and seemed to
just pass through the wall, but while Eurion and Hannah were both
solid, the room they were in, Ashley, Samael, and the versions of
Hannah, Eurion, and her that were in the room seemed like ghosts.
Transparent and immaterial.

“That’s better. Now, let’s see if we can figure out
where Eurion actually is.” Hannah drifted closer and reached out to
touch the claw that still held on to Megan. As soon as she touched
it, all three of them were pulled up into the air and went rushing
off towards somewhere. It was hard to keep track of because they
were moving so fast. Megan had to fight down the urge to scream as
they flew through buildings and mountains and across the ocean, but
they slowed down as they got closer to their goal. A large office
building, maybe four, no, five floors high, but spread out. They
flew through a window, then a wall, to a room filled with upright
tanks. There were a number along the wall, with a person floating
in each, hooked up to some sort of mask, with tubes and wires
connected to them.

Eurion was in a tank in the middle of the room.
There were markings laid into the actual floor around the tank that
looked like something out of a horror movie. A pentacle, with all
sorts of glyphs and symbols. Megan didn’t know what any of them
meant, but they were the only things in the room that were
completely solid, and they were connected to some sort of glowing
net that was wrapped around Eurion.

“It looks like they’re using propofol.”

Megan looked at Eurion, and then followed her line
of sight to a table where dozens of bags of IV fluids were laid
out. A lot of the bags were labeled ‘propofol.’

“What is that?” Megan asked.

“A sedative,” Eurion said. “It’s used to induce coma
when someone suffers head trauma.”

“Do I even want to know how you know that?”

“Probably not.”

“I should have brought Ashley,” Hannah said. “She
could read these symbols.”

“No doubt, but you have me, and I was weaving spells
when Ashley’s ancestors had barely mastered bog iron. This is a
binding spell, meant to keep me in my human form. The work is
cheap, amateurish. It’s embarrassing that something so simple is
keeping me imprisoned, but I doubt it would be able to hold me at
all if they weren’t pumping me full of propofol to keep me
sedated.”

“How do we get you free?” Megan asked.

“Break the circle or deface one of the glyphs, and
the magic will collapse. Turn off the propofol drip, and when I
wake up, I could break the magic as well, but that would take more
time. This would be easier if we had Maggie on our side. She could
teleport in, grab me, and teleport out again.”

“We don’t even know where here is,” Megan said.

“Let’s fix that,” Hannah said. “Hold on.”

They started moving back towards their bodies. Megan
wasn’t entirely sure how she knew that was the way they were
heading, but she did. They moved much slower this time, out through
the wall, then a window, into a parking lot, where they stopped,
and looked around.

Eurion gestured with her other foreclaw. “Over
there.”

Megan turned and saw a sign. It should have been too
far away for her to read, but it wasn’t. She could see it as
clearly as if she were standing right next to it. It read
‘Department of Metahuman Affairs Field Office, De Leon,
Florida.’

“Oh, fuck,” Megan said.

Hannah nodded. “You took the words right out of my
mouth.”

“We should go back,” Eurion said. “This has just
become a lot more complicated.”

Hannah lifted her hand and snapped her fingers, and
Megan jerked up in the chair in Samael’s den as if she’d dreamed
the whole thing.

“Back so soon?” Samael asked. “Good news, I
hope?”

Hannah shook her head. “No.”

Ashley frowned. “You weren’t able to find her?”

“Oh, no. We found her,” Hannah said. “Right in the
middle of a lab in a DMA facility.”

“Fuck,” Ashley said.

“We’re going to need more people,” Eurion said.

“Who, though?” Ashley asked.

“They would have to meet two criteria. First, they
would have to believe Samael when he told them I’m alive, and
second, it would have to be someone who was willing, or even eager,
to attack a DMA facility.”

Ashley closed her eyes and let out a resigned
smile.

“I had really hoped to keep them out of this.”

Eurion chuckled. “They would never forgive you if
you did.”

“Oh, I know. Believe me, I know.” Ashley pulled out
her phone and made another call.

“Hey, Chance. Are Naomi and Anika busy? Good. Can
you conference them in? Hey, guys. I hate to bug you with this, but
I’m out in LA, at Samael’s place, and he’s got a lead on the whole
Eurion situation. I’m putting together a strike team, and I was
hoping you guys were free. I’ll give you the details when you get
here. No, just the three of you. This is strictly off the books.
I’m pretty sure Banks would have all of our asses for breakfast if
she found out we were even thinking of pulling something like this.
Great. How soon can you get here? Okay, we’ll look forward to
it.”

Ashley hung up and put away her phone, then looked
at Megan.

“They’ll be here in about ten minutes. You should
probably make yourself scarce until we have time to explain.”

* * * * *

“You know, if I keep getting sent out of the room
like this, I’m going to start thinking people don’t like me.”

<I promise you, my dear, that’s not the case. We
only want to ensure your safety.>

“So, what you’re saying is, it’s not me, it’s just
that all your friends are trigger happy maniacs who shoot first and
ask questions later.”

<I wish I could argue that point, but if I’m
truly honest, I would have to admit that I’m hardly any
better.>

“I don’t believe that.”

<It’s true. Or do I have to remind you that I
tried to kill Scatter the day I met her?>

“You are going to have to give me the full story on
that at some point, because it doesn’t seem at all like you.”

<A young mobster named Tony Ragusa had been
pressuring me for protection money for months. This was back in the
early nineties when I was still in Pontian. He rolled up in front
of my shop with four of his goons. They had the misfortune of
stepping out of their van as Scatter was walking past. She saw
them, realized what was about to happen, and proceeded to beat all
five of them unconscious before they could get off a single shot.
It was incredibly impressive. Especially since she didn’t have
superpowers at the time.>


“She took down five mobsters with guns before she
had superpowers?”

<Yes. Using nothing but a collapsible
baton.>

“Damn. That is impressive.”

<Very much so.>

“So, why did you try to kill her?”

<Oh, I was going to kill Ragusa and his men, and
she wouldn’t let me.>

“You were going to kill the men she had just knocked
out.”

<Yes.>

“Why?”

<I’m a dragon, my dear. They were trying to rob
me, and they were demanding I submit to them in my own territory.
Short of breaking into their lair, there are no higher crimes in a
dragon’s eyes. I considered it my right to end them. When Scatter
first saw me, she assumed the whole thing was some supervillain
rivalry, but I assured her it wasn’t, and asked her to walk away
while I dealt with Ragusa. She refused. I made the offer several
times, but she wasn’t about to let me kill them, no matter how much
they deserved it. I thought turning into a dragon would convince
her to leave it, but even after I turned into a dragon, she fought
on.>

“Good for her.”

<Good for me too, in the end. That day, she saved
my life. I might not have realized it at the time, but that was the
day I stopped looking for a way to die.>

“Well, if I ever meet Scatter, and she doesn’t kill
me, remind me to thank her for punching you in the face. If it
wasn’t for you, I’d either still be tied to that table, or have
gotten myself killed.”

<Oh, I doubt that. You’re smarter than you give
yourself credit for.>

“I think you’re giving me too much credit. Even if I
had escaped, I wouldn’t have thought to take the money, and I might
not have thought to take the DMA agent’s ID if I hadn’t already
taken the money. I might have walked right into a DMA office.”

<Maybe, but if not for me, they wouldn’t have had
a high-profile murder to pin on you, and if you had gone to the
High Guard, there’s a good chance they would have listened to your
story if they didn’t think you’d killed their friend.>

“Stop it.”

<What?>

“Stop blaming yourself for this. You didn’t do
anything wrong. This isn’t your fault, or mine. Neither of us did
anything wrong. The only people to blame are the people who
kidnapped us. And however shitty our situation is, I’m glad you’re
here. I’m glad I got to know you, and not just as some girl you
took home for the night.”

Megan felt a flood of emotions come through their
link. Warmth, joy, longing, affection…desire. That last one caused
a bit of heat in her cheeks, but for once in her life, she didn’t
turn away from it. When she felt a hint of embarrassment from
Eurion, felt her start to pull back, she reached out through the
link as she thought of some of the less wholesome daydreams that
she’d had about Eurion during the time she’d been crushing on her,
letting Eurion feel the desire she felt for her as well.

<Oh,> Eurion said, and for a moment, silence
hung in the air between them, until Eurion spoke again. <You
know, darling, when all of this is over, maybe—>

“Yes.”

<You didn’t let me finish.>

“I don’t need to. The answer is yes.”

<You should be careful, saying that to a dragon.
I might just carry you off and add you to my horde.>

“As long as you don’t put me on a shelf and forget
about me, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

<Oh, no, my dear. I definitely would not forget
about you. Even in a dragon’s horde, some things are more treasured
than others. Some things, we would hold on to even if it meant
losing everything else.>

“I’m going to hold you to that.”

<I would expect no less.>

Megan smiled, but the smile faded as she heard
footsteps approaching. She looked over at the door, and Hannah
appeared.

“We’re ready.”

“Okay.” Megan stood up and followed Hannah across
the hall.

 


 



Chapter Fifteen

WHEN THEY REACHED THE den, Megan stopped for a
second, taking in the scene. Samael was still sitting in his chair.
Michael was standing beside Samael. Ashley had moved from the couch
to one of the loveseats, while three people Megan didn’t know were
sitting on the couch. Two of them looked like they could have been
twins, with long curly hair, deep brown eyes, and a cute little
nose. They were easy to tell apart because one had silver hair and
wore silver lipstick, while the other had rich brown hair and dark
red lipstick. The third woman was an absolutely gorgeous light
skinned black woman, with an oval face, sharply arched eyebrows,
large, soulful brown eyes, round cheeks, a narrow nose, and full
lips. She looked a little older than the other two, probably about
Megan’s age, but she was easily one of the most beautiful women
Megan had ever seen. There was something almost otherworldly about
her, and if Megan didn’t know better, she would have said the
woman’s skin was glowing.

<I know. She’s quite striking, isn’t she?>

Megan felt embarrassment and more than a little
guilt wash through her at having been called out staring at someone
who wasn’t Eurion after what she’d said in the other room, but
Eurion just laughed.

<It’s all right, my dear. I admit to being rather
taken with her myself, though I suspect some of that is that she
reminds me of one of my wives, an Ethiopian woman named
Zala.>

“You mentioned her before,” Megan said, which made
everyone in the room turn towards her.

<You can just think to me, my dear.>

“I know, but it’s easier to actually speak,” she
said. She looked around the room. “Sorry. Eurion’s feeling a bit
chatty.”

<Base slander. I am not chatty.>

“Yes, you are.” Megan walked over and sat down next
to Samael while Hannah joined Ashley on the loveseat. She held up
her hand, and the augment gathered there for a moment before
sliding off and shaping itself into a duplicate of Eurion.

“I am not chatty,” Eurion said, the moment her form
was complete. “Chatty implies a degree of vapidness. I am making a
meaningful contribution to the conversation.”

“I stand corrected.”

“Hmph.”

“Okay, that is definitely Eurion,” the black woman
said.

Samael smiled. “She does have a rather distinct
personality, doesn’t she?” He turned to Megan. “I believe
introductions are in order. The lovely young person with the
lipstick and silver hair is Chance Woodward, also known as Ex
Machina. Chance’s twin with the brown hair is Naomi Woodward, also
known as Transistor. And the woman sitting between them is Anika
Tamru, also known as Igeza, which I believe is Amharic for
‘Help’.”

Anika smiled. “Samael is being modest. His Amharic
is better than mine, and he was the one to suggest the name.”

Samael shrugged slightly at Anika’s comment, but
Megan was too busy glaring at Ashley to pay it much mind.

“You brought Ex Machina here?”

“Yeah, we told you…” Ashley stopped and the color
drained from her face. “Oh god, we didn’t tell you that Chance was
Ex Machina, did we?”

“No.”

“Uh…why is that a problem?” Chance asked.

“I believe she’s still rather upset about you
hacking into her burner phone, and guiding Airheart and Ice Dragon
to her.” Eurion turned to Megan. “I should apologize, my dear. It
didn’t occur to me that you didn’t know Chance was Ex Machina. A
foolish mistake on my part since I’d been making a point of not
telling you their real name since it’s not publicly known.”

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t really fine. Megan wanted to
throw something, but what could she do? These people were trying to
help her.

“We’re sorry,” Chance said. “At the time, we
thought…well, everyone thought you’d killed Eurion.”

“I know. There’s even a body. I can’t imagine you
had a hard time getting a warrant for my online accounts.”

“Um…”

Megan narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t get a warrant,
did you?”

Chance shrugged. “No. We thought you killed our
friend, and we just found you.”

“You nearly got me killed is what you did.”

“Hey!” Naomi stood up, indignation written on her
face, but Anika reached up and caught her arm. Naomi looked down at
her.

“She’s got good reason to be mad.”

“We saw a body. We thought Eurion was dead.”

“Yeah. I know, love. I was there too, but that
doesn’t change anything. Airheart and Ice Dragon went in hot, and
from what Ashley said, an innocent woman got pretty banged up
because of it.”

Naomi looked like she wanted to argue, but to her
credit, she sat back down.

“We’re sorry,” Chance said.

Megan turned to her. “Thank you.”

“We…we’ve never lost a friend before, and when we
thought Eurion was dead, we got really angry.”

Chance looked like a kicked puppy, and something
about the whole situation felt off. They and Naomi were twins, but
something about Chance’s mannerisms made them seem a lot younger.
Megan shook it off. It didn’t really matter. Right now, if she
wanted to save Eurion, she needed to work with these people. She
could be mad once all of this was over.

“We’ll worry about it later. Right now, we need to
rescue Eurion and the others.”

“This would be a lot easier if we could invite
Maggie to the party,” Naomi said.

“I know, but I’m not sure we could convince the rest
of the team that Megan didn’t kill Eurion. The four of us have
experience with Samael’s ability to read people, and we know he can
be trusted. We have seen Gabriel’s power and know he can be
trusted. Hannah was able to touch Eurion’s mind directly. As much
as I trust Hannah, I’m not sure I would have believed it with just
her to vouch for Megan’s story. Telepaths have been fooled before.
If it were just Hannah’s telepathic read, or just Samael’s word, or
even if it were Samael and Hannah, I would have insisted on a soul
gaze, just to be sure. It took the fact that Samael and Gabriel
both vouched for her, and Hannah was able to confirm it to convince
me.”

Anika slid her hand down from where it rested on
Naomi’s forearm and threaded their fingers together. “Ashley’s
right. Even sitting here talking to Eurion, I’m still not sure. Not
after seeing the body.”

“It was that convincing?” Eurion asked.

Naomi nodded. “Yeah. I still don’t understand how
they managed to pull that off.”

“A clone,” Ashley said. “Apparently Genetwist
managed to clone some dragonkin a couple of years ago. He was
supposed to be in lock up in the metahuman wing at FCC Coleman, but
when Scatter checked, records showed he’d been transferred to MADX
Florance about eighteen months ago. Only, when she checked with
MADX Florance, there was no record of a transfer, and after a
manual headcount, they didn’t have him.”

Naomi turned to Chance. “Who is Genetwist? I know
I’ve probably read the name in some DMA briefing, but it’s not
ringing a bell.”

“Terrorist for hire whose schtick is genetic
manipulation,” Chance said. “His powers let him read genetic codes
and manipulate them. He’s been arrested multiple times for
releasing monsters in public places. Two political rallies, a grade
school, a theme park, and a teamsters meeting. There are at least a
dozen other events he’s suspected of being involved with. The first
four times he was arrested, he was found dead in his cell the next
morning, and it turned out to be a clone. Focus nabbed the real
Genetwist a couple of years ago.”

Naomi nodded and turned to Ashley. “So, we’re
thinking Genetwist cloned Eurion, and the body we saw was the
clone?”

“Yeah.”

“But why go through all that trouble?” Anika asked.
“Surely there were easier pieces of evidence they could manufacture
to frame Megan for killing Eurion. Planting her fingerprints at the
crime scene, for example.”

“Maybe the clone wasn’t viable,” Eurion suggested.
“The dragon council was shocked that Genetwist had managed to clone
dragonkin. Dragons and dragonkin are as much creatures of magic as
we are of flesh and blood. Dragons more so than dragonkin, who are
half human. Dragons would be harder. If Genetwist is trying to
clone dragons, maybe what you saw was a failed attempt. They needed
to dispose of it somehow, and Megan’s escape gave them a way to
recoup some of their sunk cost by creating a perfect frameup for a
murder that never happened, complete with a body.”

“There are two things I don’t understand. Well,
three things, but one isn’t that important.” Megan waited a moment
until everyone was looking at her. “First, I get that you all saw a
body, but what convinced you that I was the one who killed
Eurion?”

Chance raised her hand, and an image appeared of
Eurion’s head, severed from the body, laying on its side. The mouth
was open, and a tongue with a barbed tip lay out on the ground. One
eye was a ruined, bloody mess, while the other stared off into
space. A long wooden shaft stuck out of a gaping wound in between
the eyes.

“There was a dragonblade embedded in the body.”
Chance shifted her hand slightly, and the image zoomed in on the
shaft, where a group of seven bloody fingerprints were clearly
visible. Each one was highlighted, and as she watched, a box
surrounded each one, and a line ran off to the side, where a full
set of fingerprints appeared next to a picture of her when she was
eighteen years old. Each time, the line connected to a specific one
of her fingerprints, until there was a total of four matches on her
left hand, and three matches on her right hand.

She recognized the picture immediately, even though
she hadn’t thought about it in years. In Florida, in order to get a
legal name change, you had to have a criminal background check,
which involved getting a picture and your fingerprints taken. She’d
filed for the name change the day she turned eighteen. The same day
she’d booked her first consult for her confirmation surgery.

“I didn’t know my prints stayed in the system.”

Naomi rolled her eyes.

“Oh, come on. Can’t have people like us running
around without a way to identify us.”

“People like us?”

“Trans people,” Naomi said.

“How did you know I was trans?” Megan asked.

Naomi looked confused for a moment, but Megan could
see when confusion gave way to anger, and Naomi turned towards
Ashley and Hannah.

“You didn’t tell her?”

“Um…we didn’t want to distract her,” Ashley
sputtered.

“Jesus motherfucking Christ on a motherfucking
crutch.” Naomi turned to Chance. “Show her.”

The image of the dragon head vanished, replaced by a
video of what looked like a press conference. A tall, muscular
blonde man in what looked like a cheap Sci-Fi Con version of Roman
armor stood behind the podium.

“Good afternoon. As most of you know, I am
Praetorian. Leader of the Sun City Protectors, the official Tier
Two Metahuman Emergency Response Team of Sun City. I’m here once
again to share with you details into the ongoing investigation
regarding the murder of Eurion Goffdraig by Megan Harwood, the
supervillain who has been designated Rhapsody.

“Shortly after the press conference I held this
morning, Rhapsody was traced to a small coffee shop in the Bywater
section of downtown. Upon leaving the coffee shop, she was
confronted by Airheart and Ice Dragon, and a brief fight ensued.
Rhapsody was able to escape the fight by teleporting away to an
unknown destination, and we are still searching for her at this
time.

“I’m speaking to you now in the hopes of both
warning the public of the continued danger Rhapsody presents, and
in the hopes that the public can aid us in our search. To that end,
I will be sharing information about Rhapsody that has been
uncovered during the course of our investigation.

“First, we’ve learned that Rhapsody is transgender,
and a known figure among the so-called LGBTQ+ community in
Waterside. Given that Goffdraig herself was one of the more
high-profile members of the larger LGBTQ+ community of Sun City, we
believe this may be where the two of them first came into
contact.

“The LGBTQ+ community in Waterside is well known for
its antagonistic attitude towards law enforcement. We suspect that
members of the community may be sheltering her at this time. For
that reason, I want to issue the following warning. Whatever
perceived grievances you have with law enforcement, now is not the
time to act on them. Do not provide Rhapsody with any aid. Do not
shelter her. Avoid any contact with her. Rhapsody is a violent and
extremely dangerous criminal. She was able to inflict severe
injuries on Ice Dragon during their brief fight and is more than
capable of killing any non-metahuman who gets in her way.

“In addition, when we raided Rhapsody’s home, we
found several medications, including drugs used to treat
psychiatric conditions. It is possible that she is currently off
her medications. In addition to whatever violent tendencies that
she normally has, she may be mentally unstable due to the lack of
treatment for these conditions, which may make her even more
dangerous. We are alerting all local pharmacies that she might come
in seeking replacement drugs and urging them to activate their
panic button if they have one. If they do not have one, we
recommend providing her with anything she asks for, and immediately
calling the police once she leaves.

“To all citizens of Sun City, if you see Rhapsody,
if you have any information about where we can find her, her
family, or her employees, call the police, or call the Protectors
tip line.”

The video stopped, and Megan looked at Chance, but
they just waved their hand, and the video disappeared. “You don’t
want to see the rest.”

“Why not?”

“Because Praetorian is a good little fascist who
only answers questions from right wing news outlets, and Fox, OAN,
and Newsmax all had reporters in the crowd.”

Megan sighed and closed her eyes. “You’re right. I
don’t want to see the rest.”

“We’d suggest staying off Twitter, Facebook, and
Reddit too,” Chance said.

“Considering the last time I so much as turned on a
phone, I nearly got killed, I don’t think there’s much
doomscrolling in my future.”

“Sorry.”

Megan gave a dismissive wave as she opened her eyes
and looked around at the group of people sitting there.

“How are we going to rescue Eurion and the others?”
she asked.

“I have an idea about that,” Ashley said.

“Okay.” Megan glanced up at Eurion for a moment,
then turned back to Ashley. “Let’s hear it.”

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

MEGAN STOOD IN THE bedroom Samael had offered her
and stared at herself in the mirror. Not that there was a lot to
see. A boyish figure, small breasts, freckles, eyes that were no
color in particular, just a muddy gray green that was hard to
describe. Somehow, even the long red hair she’d always loved so
much seemed flat and dull. The tattoos that usually made her feel
more connected to her body suddenly seemed out of place. Like they
belonged to someone else, and the complete lack of hair between her
legs left her feeling unfinished.

She knew what she was doing, knew looking in the
mirror was a bad idea, knew her brain chemistry was going nuts from
the withdrawal. She needed her meds, but even if she had them, it
would take days, maybe weeks to get right in the head again. She
knew all that, and still couldn’t bring herself to look away.

It had been a long time since the dysphoria hit her
this hard. Years since the voices whispered, telling her she was
too tall, flat chested, boyish, not right, wrong, wrong, wrong,
everywhere she looked wrong. She couldn’t remember the last time
just looking in the mirror made her want to throw up.

She could feel Eurion’s worry coming through the
link. She could feel the time slipping away as the others got
ready. She wanted to move, but she was transfixed by her own
feelings. Worthless, wrong, ugly, unwanted, unloved, unlovable.

She wanted to rip Praetorian limb from limb for
making her feel like this. For telling the world something that
wasn’t their right to know. She tried so hard to be proud of who
she was, to take joy in the fact that she was trans, that she had
found the strength and the self-knowledge to be who she was, but
she knew she failed. That the moment she let her guard down, the
guilt and the shame other people told her she should feel would
creep in and start eating at her the way it had growing up, the way
it had after Traci.

<Megan, love, are you okay?>

She shook her head and finally turned away from the
mirror.

“Not really, no.”

<Do you want to talk about it?>

“We don’t have time.” She picked up a clean pair of
underwear and stepped into them.

<We can take the time.>

Megan sent a command to the augment, and it seeped
out through her skin, covering her from the neck down in an oily
black.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She picked up the
black tactical belt and put it on, arranging the pouches so they’d
stay out of her way.

<Are you going to be okay?>

“I don’t know.” She started checking the items in
the pouches, making sure she had everything she was supposed to.
“I’ll be okay long enough to get you out of there. After that, I
don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll be able to go back to my shop, or
my home, or any of the places I used to go.”

The worry she felt through the link got stronger,
but so did something else. A feeling of protectiveness.

<You will.>

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

She didn’t mean to sound dismissive, but even
without looking, she knew exactly what the feeds on Twitter and
Facebook and other social media would look like. The slurs. Tranny,
troon, pedo, groomer. The death threats. The threats to burn down
her house and her shop. To shoot her on sight. The posts about how
trans people should be rounded up and thrown in prison, or how it
should be legal to shoot trans people on sight. How all trans
people were mentally ill and should be locked up for public safety.
How trans people were all terrorists and predators.

In the end, would it really matter if her name was
cleared? People would hate her just for who she was. They wouldn’t
care that Eurion was alive. She’d still be guilty in their minds. A
criminal. A threat that needed to be wiped out. Just like every
other trans person.

There was a knock at the door, and she looked up
from what she was doing. She glanced at the clock and frowned. It
was still thirty minutes before she was supposed to be downstairs.
She walked over and opened the door, only to find Samael, Naomi,
and Chance standing there.

“Can we come in?”

“It’s your house.” Megan walked over and sat on the
bed as the three of them filed into the room.

“I won’t stay long. I know you need to finish
getting ready, but I thought this might help.” He held out a white
paper bag, and she immediately recognized it at the kind pharmacies
used. She took it and opened it, looking inside. There were five
bottles within. She dumped them out on the bed. One was a bottle of
Vitamin D supplements. One was a women’s one a day multivitamin.
The other three were prescription bottles. Two milligram estrodiol
tablets, Five milligram medroxyprogesterone tablets, and ten
milligram Lexapro tablets. All prescripts written in her name. She
looked up at Samael.

“Where did you get these?”

"My dear, I'm the literal devil. Surely you realize
I've been running any number of off the books medical facilities
doing all sorts of things Americans hate. Providing gender
affirming care to trans kids, providing abortion access to women
who can't afford to travel to a state where it's still legal,
providing care to undocumented immigrants, and worst of all, poor
people. I am evil after all."

Megan laughed a couple of times, then stood up and
threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. He hugged her back,
and it felt amazing. Like being wrapped in warmth and light and
safety, and she could hear soft voices singing while he held her.
She almost expected to feel empty when he let go, but somehow, she
didn’t. The warmth and the comfort lingered.

“I should go. I believe Chance wants to speak with
you.”

“Thank you.”

“No thanks are necessary. I just wish I could do
more to help.”

Megan didn’t mention that he could. He had his
reasons for limiting the amount of help he offered, and she knew
they made sense to him, even if they didn’t quite make sense to
her. She watched him leave, then turned to Chance.

“Yes?”

“Um…look, we feel really bad about what happened,
and we know it won’t make up for what we did, because honestly,
given the way Naomi feels about the police, and the fact that we
have all of her memories, we should have known better, but it’s
hard to do things like wait for a warrant because the world moves
so slow and I just—”

“Woah,” Megan said. “Slow down.”

“Right. Um, okay. We don’t know if you know this,
but we were actually originally created as medical
nanotechnology.”

“What?” Megan looked back and forth between Chance
and Naomi.

“They didn’t tell you anything about Chance, did
they?” Naomi asked.

“No. Just that they could help.”

Naomi swung her arm at Chance, and it went right
through her.

“The Chance you see here is actually a hologram.
There’s a holoprojector floating inside their head. It used to
float over top, but people kept messing with it, so they got a
little help and modified it so it could hide inside of their body.
The real Chance is actually a collection of several trillion
nanites that are currently swimming in my body, and a few hundred
billion floating around inside Anika.”

“Okay. Where is this going?”

Chance looked down awkwardly. “Well, we were
originally created as part of Naomi’s confirmation surgery. Gender
transition is kind of our specialty. If you’ve been off your
hormones for almost a week, not to mention your psych meds, your
levels have got to be off, and your brain chemistry is probably
playing hell with your moods, so…”

“Yeah?”

“We could fix that for you,” Chance said.

“How?” Megan asked.

“Well, you’d just need to hold Naomi’s hand for a
couple of minutes, while we transferred some nanites over. Once in
place, we’d be able to produce the hormones in your system and
tweak your brain chemistry to get your neurotransmitter levels back
to normal levels.”

“And how would you know what normal levels are?”

“Well, we had a pretty good model to start with and
we’ve been living in Naomi and Anika’s brains for almost two years
now, so we’ve been able to refine our model of how the brain works.
We’d be able to make you feel a lot better within a few minutes,
and we could hold you there through the mission. Once we got back,
we could refine it a bit, and have your levels sorted by
morning.”

“Wait, you want to put a bunch of nanites inside me
to muck with my brain chemistry?”

“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds bad,”
Chance said. “But really, this is exactly what we were designed
for. The whole gaining sentience and our own personality part only
happened because of an accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

“The technician who was running our controls during
Naomi’s confirmation surgery forgot to turn us off. Once our
primary assignment was over, we just kind of kept growing.”

“And what would happen to the nanites you want to
put in me after they’re done with their assignment?”

“Well, that kind of depends. I mean, if you wanted,
we could leave them there to produce estrogen and progesterone and
regulate your brain chemistry so you wouldn’t need antidepressants
anymore. If you wanted, we could also sort of, well, do for you
what we did for Naomi.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we rebuilt Naomi from the ground up. Tweaked
her genetic structure so she has two X chromosomes, restructured
her anatomy, adjusted her breast size and so on. I even whipped up
ovaries and a uterus for her, so she can have kids one day if she
wants.”

“And you can do all of that for me?”

“Yeah. Not before the mission. That would actually
need some stuff beyond what we have available, but yeah.”

“Eurion, are you hearing all of this?”

<I am, and if I were present, I would kiss Chance
right about now.>

“So, you think it’s a good idea, then?”

<If you’re asking if you can trust Chance, the
answer is absolutely yes. Everything they’re saying is true, and
while they do make mistakes sometimes, they always mean
well.>

“Okay.” Megan turned from Chance to Naomi. “I just
need to hold your hand, right?”

“Yeah.” Naomi took a seat on the bed next to her and
held out her hand. “It will feel a little warm, and it will itch
like crazy.”

“It does not!”

“It does. It feels like putting your hand down in an
ant bed.”

“It doesn’t itch.”

“I guess we’ll find out.” Megan held out her hand,
and Naomi took it. A moment later, she decided Chance was full of
shit, because Naomi was right. It felt exactly like putting your
hand down in an ant bed.

* * * * *

Megan looked around the large garage in Samael’s
house. It was easily big enough for twenty or more cars, but there
was only one car in the garage, a black electric BMW parked down at
the far end of the garage. The rest of the space was filled with
gurneys, doctors, nurses, EMT’s in tactical gear, and various
pieces of medical equipment. She wasn’t sure how, but the place had
been turned into a small field hospital.

“Where did all these people come from?” she
asked.

Samael smiled. “I did mention running some off the
books medical facilities.”

“You did.”

“Well, I might recruit rather heavily from former
military, and Médecins Sans Frontières. I find that people who are
used to practicing medicine while being shot at are much better
suited to dealing with the kinds of people who would picket a
women’s clinic.” He turned and looked towards the makeshift
emergency room. “Now, I believe we’ll have everything we need.
However, if anything is lacking, Ex Machina and Igeza’s healing
abilities should be able to fill in the gaps.”

Ashley nodded.

“I hope you’re right. I’d hate to go in to rescue a
bunch of people and end up getting some of them killed.”

“I understand the concern, but I believe they’re in
more danger where they are than they will be if you bring them back
here. My people will do whatever they can to care for them.” Samael
turned to Hannah. “You’re sure we have enough beds?”

“I counted a total of seventeen people in the room,
including Eurion. You have thirty beds laid out. Honestly, if
enough of the team is hurt to fill up that many beds, I doubt we’ll
be coming back at all.”

Samael shook his head.

“That’s simply not acceptable. These people are
under my protection. You will bring all of them back.”

“We fully intend to, but we’re walking into a DMA
facility. Nexus, Transistor, Igeza, Rhapsody, and I will do
everything we can to protect the medical team, but I’d be lying if
I said this wasn’t dangerous.”

“I know.”

“I could go with them,” Michael said. “Just in
case.”

Samael looked over at him.

“You know, I should say no, but what fun is it,
being the devil, if I don’t break the rules every once in a
while?”

Michael smiled and turned to Ashley.

“Got room for one more?”

“I think we can fit you in.” She turned to Megan.
“You ready?”

Megan forced a smile.

“I hope so.”

<You’ll do fine, darling.>

“Then let’s go,” Ashley said.

Megan nodded and turned towards the near end of the
room, where a strip of red tape had been laid out on the floor. She
pictured the room where they’d seen Eurion, focusing on every
detail she could remember. The tanks along the wall with men and
women floating in them. The tank in the middle of the room with the
various runes around it. The table with the bags of IV fluids. The
monitoring equipment, the tiles on the wall. She fixed it all in
her mind as she reached out, opening the link with Eurion as wide
as she could, using their connection as an anchor. She raised her
hands, closing one around an imaginary guitar while she began to
strum strings that didn’t exist with the other. The opening notes
of Led Zepplin’s Immigrant Song playing in her head. Once, twice,
three times, again and again until on the eighth repetition, she
opened her mouth and let out the familiar scream that started the
song. Her voice carried across the room, ripping open the air and
tearing a pathway into the room where Eurion was being held.

“Go! Go! Go!” Ashley shouted. Michael, Naomi, Anika,
and Hannah rushed through the dragon portal swirling at the end of
the room. Ashley followed, and the moment she was through, Megan
rushed forward, throwing herself through the portal, which
collapsed as soon as she stepped out of it.

Michael, Naomi, and Hannah were already headed for
the door to set up a defensive perimeter, while Anika was headed
for the tanks along the wall and Ashley was headed for Eurion.
Megan wanted more than anything to follow Ashley, but she had
another job to do first. She turned around, focusing on the spot
where the portal had been, and picturing Samael’s garage with its
lone car and makeshift field hospital, and most importantly, the
red strip of tape stuck to the floor. She let the music swell in
her head again, let the familiar beats of the song wash over her,
and then, she screamed, tearing open another portal.

EMT’s started rushing through in pairs, carrying a
metal basket like stretcher between them. Megan watched the first
two pairs come through before she walked over to the tank holding
Eurion.

She turned to Ashley. “Can you get her out?”

“Working on it. I don’t know who came up with this
spell, but it was definitely amateur hour.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yes, and no. Yes, in that it should be easy to
break the spell. No, in that I’m going to have to wait until the
room is clear before bringing it down.”

“Why?”

“It’s a brute force binding. All power, no skill.
When it comes down, a lot of power is going to be released, and
it’s going to go somewhere. I want as few people in the room as
possible, because that much power is going to be hard as hell to
control. It’s going to be like a bomb going off.”

Megan nodded, turned back to the tank, and stepped
closer, taking a moment to study the woman she’d been daydreaming
about for over a year up close.

<Not really how I wanted you to see me naked for
the first time.>

Megan reached up and rested a hand on the tank.

“We’ll get you out of here.”

<Of that, I have no doubt, darling. Just have
patience.>

“You’re the one trapped in a fish tank, and you’re
telling me to have patience?”

<You’re worried. I can feel it.>

“First one’s out!” Anika shouted.

Megan looked over to where two of the EMT’s were
strapping a small Asian woman into one of the stretchers. Anika was
already working at the controls of a second tank, while a pair of
EMTs waited for their patient. Megan turned back to Eurion.

“Someone’s coming,” Naomi said.

Megan turned to Ashley, and Ashley looked up at
her.

“Go. I’ve got this. Buy us time.”

Megan nodded and headed towards the door. By the
time she got there, Naomi’s black jumpsuit had been replaced with
plate armor with some sort of circuitry diagram on the front, and
Michael’s jeans and t-shirt were gone, replaced by bronze armor
that looked like it came straight out of ancient Greece. Hannah had
already been dressed in her superhero costume. A gray jumpsuit with
some sort of weird emblem on the upper left part of the chest,
boots, gloves, and a mask that covered her face from the hairline
down past her cheeks.

Megan told the augment to cover her head, and it
did. She didn’t care much for the slightly smothered feeling it
gave her, but she was used to it from the respirator she wore at
work when she was working with chemicals.

“What have we got?”

“One guy,” Naomi said. “Nexus?”

“Working on it.” Hannah closed her eyes and tilted
her head slightly. Megan wasn’t sure what she was working on, but
she stepped back, ready to pounce the moment the guy came through
the door. It never happened.

“He’s stopping. He’s turning around. And now he’s
walking away.” Naomi turned to Hannah. “Good job.”

“Easy job. He thinks he came in and looked around,
and everything was fine.”

“Do you know why he came in the first place?”

“Hourly check in.”

Naomi nodded and turned back to the small window in
the door. Megan turned to check on the progress Anika and the EMTs
were making. Ten of the tanks were empty, the EMT’s were loading
three people onto stretchers, three of the tanks were draining, and
Anika was working on a fourth.

She watched as one by one, the remaining tanks were
opened and the various metahumans occupying them were loaded onto
stretchers and rushed through the portal, until the last one was
gone. One of the EMTs came back through and placed a stretcher on
the ground near Ashley before rushing back through the portal
again, and once he was gone, Ashley turned to Anika.

“Take the stretcher and go over by the others. This
will be easier if I only have to worry about keeping the energy
away from the door and the portal.”

Anika picked up the stretcher and came over to stand
next to Naomi. As she did, Ashley began moving her hands through
the air in a complicated pattern that Megan knew she wouldn’t have
been able to follow if the tip of Ashley’s index finger hadn’t left
a burning trail in the air. As it was, she watched as Ashley
created a circle filled with glyphs and symbols. Some of them she’d
seen on album covers, or in movies or TV shows, others she didn’t
recognize at all, but it didn’t really matter, not as long as
whatever she was doing worked.

When Ashley finished whatever she was doing, she
looked over at the group.

“Get ready. This is going to be loud.” With that,
she raised her hand and made a chopping motion, and the circle
she’d drawn slammed down into the ground, its edge cutting the edge
of the circle drawn on the floor. It hit in such a way that the cut
was about half way between the door to the room and the portal, and
when it hit, the circle on the floor and the glyphs inside it lit
up with a bright purple light that was almost painful to look at,
and the circle seemed to snap like a rubber band, with the purple
light pulling away from the cut and running along the circle as the
light in the glyphs seemed to drain away. When the two ends of the
light met on the opposite side of the circle from the cut, the
purple energy exploded outwards in a direction directly away from
the cut, blasting its way out the back corner of the lab and
through the rest of the building until Megan could see the night
sky through the new hole.

Alarms started blaring. The fire sprinklers in the
ceiling turned on, showering everyone in the room with water as
Anika rushed towards the tank. She dropped the stretcher and went
to work on the tank controls.

“We’ve got incoming,” Naomi said, and Megan
reluctantly turned towards the door, readying herself. Naomi
pressed two fingers against the lock, and it turned a dull gray for
a moment, before turning back to its normal brushed metal finish.
She lifted her hand and stepped back from the door, just as the
door handle rattled.

“That will only hold them for a couple of
minutes.”

Megan glanced over at Hannah.

“Can you whammy them like the other guy?”

“Not this time. The whammy works like a post
hypnotic suggestion. They would need to be relaxed or distracted
enough for me to slip it in. These guys are too focused on us, and
they’ve been trained in psychic defense. If I try to brute force
it, I could break their minds.”

“If they get in here, we’ll probably end up breaking
their bones.”

“Bones are easier to fix.”

Megan shrugged and turned back to the door.

“They’re bringing up a battering ram,” Naomi
said.

Megan glanced over her shoulder.

“How we doing back there?”

“Not good,” Anika said. “The sprinklers shorted out
the controls.”

Megan looked at the tank. It was half drained and
Eurion was slumped awkwardly against the side of the tank. Megan
glanced back at the door for a moment, then started towards the
tank.

“You think the tank is glass?” she asked.

“No,” Ashley said. “Polycarbonate or acrylic.”

“You’re sure?”

“Glass is more resistant to magic than plastics. A
glass tank would have weakened the spell they were using.”

“Good.” Megan pressed her hand against the side of
the tank, and the augment pushed a thin tendril into the seam where
the two halves locked together. She could feel the tendril split
and force its way up and down the seam until it reached the top and
bottom. A deep boom echoed through the room as the battering ram
slammed into the door. Megan ignored it and told the tendril to
swell.

“What are you doing?”

Boom!

“Something you learn, working on guitars.”

Boom!

“When you use two different woods, you have to be
careful of humidity.”

Boom!

“If one piece of the guitar absorbs too much
moisture and swells faster than the pieces it’s connected to, it
doesn’t matter how strong your glue joint is.”

Megan started to feel just the slightest bit of pain
coming from the augment as the tendril swelled, but then two things
happened at once. The tank burst open with a loud crack as the
plastic holding the locking mechanism gave way, and the door burst
open with a loud crack as the battering ram hit it again.

Megan turned away from the tank, the tendril
withdrawing back into the black surface of the augment. Gunshots
rang out from the hallway, followed by the metal-on-metal sounds of
bullets slamming into Michael and Naomi’s shields. Hannah threw her
hands out, and the people in the hallway all flew back as if they’d
been shoved.

“Get her out of here,” Megan yelled as she ran
forward, one thought on her mind. Buy time for Eurion’s escape. She
jumped, sailing over Michael and Naomi, and landing in the middle
of the downed DMA agents.

“Go, all of you, get through the portal!”

One of the agents started to climb to his feet.
Megan kicked him down the hall. Another started to raise her gun.
Megan used a tendril of the augment to yank it out of her hand,
then crushed the barrel before tossing it aside. A third agent
moved, and a fourth, and a fifth. Each time, Megan was there,
taking their gun away, knocking them back down, tossing them away
from the door.

Voices came, followed by more agents. This time they
had shotguns and assault rifles. She jumped down the hall, bouncing
off the walls as she went, and was among them before they could
figure out what was happening. She was moving faster than they
could, the augment seeming to slow time down around her so she
could outpace them and outthink them. She wasn’t a trained fighter,
but she had all the time in the world to figure out what to do.

None of the others followed. She’d been worried they
would, but they stuck to the plan. She had to be the last one
through the portal. It was part of the magic of dragon portals. The
one who opened it had to be the last one through, because it closed
as soon as they were on the other side.

<We’re through,> Hannah’s voice said inside
her head.

<All of you?>

<Yes.>

Megan turned and jumped, landing on the wall and
running along it for a few steps until she was clear of the agents,
then she dropped back to the floor. She was about halfway back to
the door when something burst through the wall. A man wrapped in
blue light. He wore a domino mask and some kind of jumpsuit. The
glow made it hard to tell the color, but there was a symbol on the
chest that looked like a bright blue lighthouse with three rays
pointing off to each side.

“Surrender,” he said in what she was sure was meant
to sound like a brave and noble superhero voice, but the words
seemed to flow like molasses in her heightened state. She bent her
knees, ready to jump past him, sure her super speed could get her
by before he could react, but to her surprise, the blue light
surrounding him spread out, forming what looked like a solid
wall.

“Don’t try it.”

Megan considered it for a second, then nodded.

“Okay, I won’t.”

She let go of the magic holding the portal open, and
immediately felt it slam shut.

<Megan, the portal closed,> Hannah said.

<I know. I’ve got a meta in my way. Blue glowy
guy with a lighthouse on his suit. He’s between me and the portal,
so I shut it.>

<Blue Beacon. Watch yourself. He’s
powerful.>

“Good. That’s a smart move. Now, surrender, before
anyone else gets hurt.”

“Gee, let me think about that. How about…fuck
off.”

Megan turned and dove through the wall, figuring
what was good for the goose was good for the gander. The sheetrock
and framing gave way easily, and she found herself in another lab
of some sort. She didn’t stop to figure out what kind. She just ran
for the far wall and plowed through it, which left her in another
hallway. She turned and spotted a window at the end of the hallway.
Perfect. She ran towards it, just as she heard a cracking sound
behind her that she knew meant Blue Beacon had followed her. A blue
wall appeared in front of her, she turned and ran through the wall
to her left, plowing through more sheetrock, into what looked like
a conference room. One with a lot of windows.

She jumped over the table in the middle of the room
and slammed into the glass. It shattered, leaving nothing but four
stories of open air between her and the ground. If felt eerily
familiar, reminding her strongly of her escape from the building
she’d been held captive in. The difference was this time she was
ready for it. She twisted and threw out a tendril of the augment,
grabbing on to the upper edge of the building and yanking.
Suddenly, instead of falling, she was sailing upward into the air,
her momentum carrying her higher and higher. She opened her mouth
and screamed, tearing open a dragon portal. She sailed through it,
and the portal slammed closed as she hit the floor, rolling to a
stop right at Ashley’s feet.

It wasn’t the smoothest landing, but she’d made it.
They all had. They were safe, at least for now.

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

“SHE’S WAKING UP,” ANIKA said.

Megan lifted her head off the side of the gurney and
looked at Eurion, who was blinking and shaking her head.

“Oh, my. Could we turn down the lights a bit?”
Eurion asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Anika said. “We’ve got a whole
room full of doctors trying to make sure the other metas we rescued
are all right.”

Eurion squeezed her eyes shut again. “Well, that is
rather unfortunate.”

“Does the light hurt?” Anika asked.

“Very much, yes.”

Anika frowned.

“Headache, pounding in the ears?”

“Yes, the former, no, the latter. I feel like I took
a war hammer upside the helmet.”

Megan let out a little chuckle.

“That happen a lot?”

“Only once, but it’s not a sensation you
forget.”

“You’ll have to tell me the story sometime.”

“You probably know it. The Battle of Hastings. I
woke up three days later with a skull fracture, and a deep sense of
regret that I didn’t roast the entire Norman army while they were
still crossing the channel.”

“I don’t know a lot about history, but yeah, that
one I do know. You’ll have to tell me why a Welsh dragon was
fighting in a battle over the throne of England.”

“I will, just not right now.”

Megan turned to Anika.

“Is she going to be okay?”

Anika nodded. “I think so. Headaches are a known
side effect of propofol. It’s a little worrying that it took her so
long to wake up, but she isn’t showing any sign of Propofol-related
Infusion syndrome, which is what we were looking for. Propofol’s
normally got a short half-life in the body, so the headache
should pass quickly, but then, she should have woken up
within about ten minutes of us disconnecting the IV, and it took
nearly an hour.”

“Could there be other drugs in her system?”

“Possibly. Hard to tell without a full tox screen,
which would take longer than it would for her to purge any drugs in
her system. I don’t want to risk giving her anything just in case
there is something other than propofol in her system. I think we’ll
just have to wait until the headache goes away on its own.”

“Could I get a blindfold until it does?” Eurion
asked.

Megan frowned.

“Is there any reason she has to stay here?”

Anika looked down at Eurion for a moment, then back
to Megan.

“You still have some of Chance’s nanites,
right?”

“According to them, yeah.”

“Chance, can you build her a comm link?” Anika stood
there for a moment as if she was listening to someone talk. It took
Megan a second to realize that she probably was. “Okay, you’re
probably going to feel some itching in your ears.”

Megan was about to ask what she meant when she felt
the same ‘I laid in an ant bed’ sensation she’d felt earlier come
back, this time centered around her ears. It only lasted a couple
of seconds, but she shook her head to try and get rid of the
memory.

“What was that about?”

“That was us,” Chance said in her ear. “We were
tying the nanite colony that’s regulating your hormone and
neurotransmitter levels into your auditory nerves. Basically, we’re
inviting you to the group chat. If you need us for anything, just
say our name, and we’ll hear you. Otherwise, you’ll have complete
privacy.”

“Okay,” Megan said, not entirely sure how she felt
about Chance having a direct line into her brain. She supposed if
she was going to object to that, it should have been before she let
them start mucking with her brain and body chemistry. She stood up,
and Anika seemed to take the hint, and started peeling off all the
electrodes.

“If she shows any signs of distress, tell Chance,
and I’ll be right there.”

“I will.”

Anika looked down at Eurion. “And you, I don’t care
if you’re a big, tough dragon. If you feel anything other than the
headache, you tell Megan.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“There you go. She’s ready.”

Megan leaned down and scooped Eurion into a bridal
carry, sheets and all. Eurion reached up, wrapping both her arms
around Megan’s neck, and rested her head on Megan’s shoulder. Once
she was sure she had a firm grip on Eurion, Megan straightened up,
only to find Naomi and Chance both waiting for her. Naomi nodded
towards the door as Anika turned and went to check on another of
the metas. Megan headed towards the door, being careful not to bump
into things.

Eurion sighed as Naomi opened the door from the
garage into the main house. “It seems like every time I get carried
like this, it’s because I’m in pain.”

“At least it isn’t as bad as last time,” Naomi
said.

“What happened last time?” Megan asked.

Naomi glanced back at Eurion, who gave a small nod.
“An angel cut her hamstring, and she had to cauterize the wound
with her own dragon fire.”

“An angel?”

“It was a rather odd week, I’ll admit, but for all
the pain, I did come out of it with some very dear friends.”

“That was the week we all met,” Chance said. “It was
scary while it happened, but it all worked out.”

“Shut it, Chance,” Naomi said.

“Oh, dear. Still a bit of a sore spot, is it?”

“She still gets mad about what happened at the
end.”

“I can understand that. We all spent several days
thinking you were dead.”

“Only because she was too emo to check her
email.”

Naomi growled at that.

“I can hardly blame her for it. She loves you, and
in the end, it only took her a few days to check the message. Last
time I lost someone I loved, I spent eighty years in mourning.”

Chance seemed to look a little contrite at that, and
the small group fell into silence as they made their way upstairs
to the bedroom where Megan was staying. Naomi opened the door and
led the way inside, then turned back the covers, so Megan could lay
Eurion down.

“If you need anything, just call,” Chance said. The
two of them turned and left without saying anything else.

Megan turned back to Eurion. “Are you
comfortable?”

“Not really. Would you mind getting this sheet off
me? It’s dreadfully scratchy.”

“Okay.” Megan carefully pulled the sheet she’d
wrapped Eurion in out from under her, then tossed it aside, doing
her best not to stare as she reached for the covers, and pulled
them over Eurion.

“Such a gentlewoman, but I don’t mind if you
look.”

Megan smiled. “I’d rather look when you can look
back.”

“Hmmm. That does sound lovely. Now, be a dear and
climb in with me.”

Megan didn’t know why she was surprised by the
request, but it only took her a second to process it. She walked
around the bed, and as she did, she told the augment to withdraw.
It seeped back through her skin, vanishing, leaving her in nothing
but a pair of panties. She lifted the covers and slid in next to
Eurion.

Eurion rolled on her side.

“Move your arm.”

“So bossy.” Megan lifted her arm out of the way, and
Eurion scooted in and rested her head on Megan’s shoulder and threw
an arm and a leg across her.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Eurion said.

“I definitely don’t mind.” Megan reached out with
her left arm and turned off the lights in the room. “Better?”

“A dark place, and a treasure to sleep on. This is a
dragon’s idea of paradise.”

“Are you this smooth with all the ladies you lure
into your bed?”

A soft snore was Eurion’s only answer.

* * * * *

It started as a touch at the edge of her awareness.
Something barely there brushing against her shoulder. After a
moment, it came again, and again, moving slowly up her shoulder to
her neck. Each touch was delicate and gentle, like the softest
kisses, until she realized that was exactly what they were. She
smiled, and let out a small, appreciative moan, which was rewarded
with the lightest scrape of teeth on skin, followed by a soothing
kiss.

“What are you up to?” she asked.

Another kiss, this time on her throat.

“I believe the phrase is, ‘writing checks my body
can’t cash.’”

Megan frowned and pulled back slightly, turning so
she could see Eurion, who was looking at her like she was the most
beautiful thing in the world.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I want you right now, but I’m so weak, a
newborn kitten could probably best me in a fight.”

“Should I call Anika?”

Eurion shook her head, then, with obvious effort,
moved closer so she could rest her head back on Megan’s
shoulder.

“No, my dear. I think I just need a night or two in
my lair to put me right. I should have asked you to take me there
this morning, but I thought Anika would fuss.”

“I could take you now.”

“That might be a good idea. Even if we could only
stay for an hour or two, it would be helpful.”

Megan looked over at the clock on the bedside table.
It was just after 6:00 AM, which meant it would be around 9:00 AM
Sun City time. She’d hoped to get things cleared up first thing
this morning, but if Eurion needed time in her lair to recover, she
wasn’t going to argue with that.

“Chance, can you hear me?”

<Yeah. Is Eurion okay? Do you guys need
help?>

“Eurion’s fine. A little weak. She wants to go back
to her lair for a bit. I’m going to take her home. I’ll call you if
anything happens.”

<Um, we’re not entirely sure we’ll be able to
connect with the nanite colony while you’re in Eurion’s
lair.>

“Oh…right. Pocket dimension. Does that mean they’ll
go crazy and eat my brain?”

<No. We’d just be cut off. We don’t know if
you’ve seen it, but there’s a Roman villa in Eurion’s lair.>

“I’ve seen it,” Megan said, wondering how Chance
knew about it.

<The nanite colony should auto-connect to the
Wi-Fi in the villa, unless Eurion’s changed the password.
Otherwise, just call Samael, and he can connect you to us if you
need anything.>

“Got it. Thanks.”

<You’re welcome. Hanging up now.>

There was an audible click as the line went dead.
Something Chance obviously did for effect. Megan decided she’d wait
until later to ask Eurion why Chance knew the password to Eurion’s
Wi-Fi. Instead, she turned to Eurion and placed a kiss on her
forehead.

“Come on. Let’s get you home.”

“Home sounds good, though I will miss the
snuggling.”

“Why can’t we snuggle in your lair?”

“I’ve been told that dragons aren’t particularly
snuggly.”

“Well, let’s find out.”

Megan slipped out of bed, ignoring a cute grumble
from Eurion as she lost her pillow, and pulled on a fresh set of
clothes, then grabbed the backpack and put it on before walking
around the bed, and scooping Eurion up in her arms. This time, she
didn’t bother with sheets or any other cover. She just pictured
Eurion’s nest and started humming the opening to the Immigrant
Song. When she got to the scream, she opened her mouth, and let it
out, tearing open a dragon portal. She stepped through, and
immediately laid Eurion down on the golden surface of her nest.

“Is this okay? You’re not too cold?”

“I’m quite well, darling, but if you could move up
out of the nest.”

Megan nodded, and reluctantly jogged over to the
edge of the nest, sending a tendril of the augment up to the edge
to help her when the curve of the nest’s bowl got too steep. Once
she was standing on the lip, she turned back, but instead of seeing
Eurion, she saw a massive, dark cloud of smoke. It grew and grew,
and the smell of burning wood hit her just before the cloud began
to dissipate, leaving behind an enormous red dragon curled into a
ball in the middle of the nest.

Eurion lifted her head and looked at Megan.

“If you want, you can rest in the villa. I need to
stay here, where the lair’s healing energy is strongest, and I need
to remain in my natural form for it to have its best effect.”

Megan thought about it for a minute, trying to
decide what to do. When the solution came, it was so obvious, she
felt like an idiot for not thinking of it right away. She hopped
back into the nest, sliding down the smooth side until she reached
Eurion, and then jumped up onto her left hind leg, and lay down
with her head near the elbow. As she did, the augment spread out,
wrapping around her like a sleeping bag. The part below her formed
into a thick, soft mattress and a big, squishy pillow, while the
top puffed up like a down comforter.

“There,” she said. “Nice and snuggly.”

Eurion smiled, a big, toothy dragon smile before
tucking her head in right next to where Megan lay. Megan slipped an
arm out of her impromptu sleeping bag and rested a hand on Eurion’s
snout.

“Rest,” she said. “I’ll be here when you wake
up.”

Eurion closed her eyes, and a faint, rumbling snore
filled the room a few minutes later, accompanied by the smell of
old leather and woodsmoke. Megan closed her eyes, and let the sound
carry her off to sleep as well.

 


 



Chapter Eighteen

“MEGAN.”

Megan opened her eyes slowly and found herself
staring into an eye almost as tall as she was. She probably should
have been shocked, or scared, or something, but instead, she just
yawned as she scratched Eurion’s snout.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“It’s about two thirty PM local time. I’m hungry,
and I thought if we hurried, we could make it back to Samael’s for
lunch.”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“Yes. I’m not back at full strength yet, but I’m
strong enough to be getting on with, and food will help.”

“Okay. Move your head, just a bit.”

Eurion lifted her head up, and Megan recalled the
augment. It vanished back under her skin, and she turned and slid
down the side of Eurion’s leg, landing on her feet. She was about
to start towards the side of the nest when a large claw scooped her
up and set her out of the golden bowl and off to the side a bit.
She watched as Eurion climbed out of the nest and onto the stone
floor of the lair. Once there, she turned into a cloud of smoke.
The smoke cleared far faster than it should have, leaving Eurion
standing before her in human form wearing a red silk bathrobe.
Megan walked over, ready to help her if she needed it.

“Let’s head into the villa. I want to grab a
shower.”

“Not going to soak in the bath?” Megan asked.

“Much as I would love to, we don’t have the time.
The longer we’re here, the longer it will take to clear your name,
and get both our lives back.”

Megan reached down and took Eurion’s hand in
hers.

“Let’s go.”

* * * * *

“Wow.”

Eurion smiled and turned, letting Megan get a look
at the back of the gray pinstripe suit she was wearing. “You
like?”

“I do. I like it a lot. Maybe not as much as that
red one with the satin labels, because…” Megan fanned herself with
her hand, “…damn, but yeah. Very nice.”

“Well, red is my color, but I think given what’s on
the agenda for today, a more professional look is in order.”

“Now I wish I had a suit.”

“I’d offer to loan you one of mine, but…”

“But I’d have to stuff my bra, lose twenty pounds,
and shrink a few inches.”

“Yes, and honestly, I’d rather you didn’t. I’m very
fond of you, just the way you are.”

Megan felt heat rising in her cheeks and looked
away, trying to get the fluttering in her stomach under control.
Eurion, however, was having none of it. She crossed the room, and
hooked a finger under Megan’s chin, turning Megan’s head back to
look at her.

“Don’t look away. You shouldn’t feel embarrassed
when someone compliments you. You are beautiful, striking, and
amazing, and I wish very much that I had spoken to you the first
time I saw you in the tea shop. I don’t think I will ever forgive
myself for losing so much time.”

Megan smiled, and forced herself not to turn away,
even though the heat in her cheeks was now a raging inferno and
butterflies were doing a command performance of The Nutcracker in
her stomach.

“You really know how to sweet talk a girl, don’t
you?”

“I find telling the truth is the best approach.”
Eurion closed her eyes, and huffed, blowing a small puff of smoke
out of her nose. “I wish we had more time.” She opened her eyes
again. “I find myself wanting to just forget the world and spend
the whole day alone with you.”

“I’d like that, but I’d like it better if we could
call for takeout without it coming with a side of SWAT team.”

“Oh, we probably could. I have a handful of
different properties around the city and more than a few aliases
the DMA doesn’t know about, but I see your point. Let Chance know
we’re on the way, while I grab a couple of things.”

Megan nodded.

“Chance, you there?”

<Yep. You two love birds got all the hanky-panky
out of your system yet?>

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response.
Eurion’s up and about. We should be headed your way in a few
minutes.”

<Okay. We’re ordering Chinese for lunch, if you
have a preference.>

“Hang on.” Megan looked over at Eurion who had swung
aside a painting and was opening a wall safe. “Eurion, Chance says
they’re ordering Chinese. What would you like?”

“Do you have a shellfish allergy?” Eurion asked.

“No.”

“General Tso’s chicken, beef with broccoli, shrimp
lo mein, two egg rolls, an order of pot stickers, crab rangoons,
and pork fried rice.”

“Okay…”

“I haven’t eaten in almost two weeks, my dear. If I
had my druthers, I’d order in a dozen head of cattle.”

“Right. Sorry, I should have thought of that.”

“Nonsense. It’s a bit hard to get used to the idea
that a beautiful woman you’re ogling is also a dragon that weighs
upwards of three hundred metric tons. Fortunately, our bodies are
designed to be able to hibernate for centuries at a time, so no
damage done other than to my pride.”

Megan nodded. “Chance, did you get all of that?”

<We did, and congratulations on the ogling.
Eurion is very oglable.>

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear you say
that.”

<Why? You’re telling me you don’t think that’s
one hot dragon?>

“What do they have in the way of tofu dishes?”

“General Tso’s tofu, braised tofu, sesame tofu, tofu
black mushroom, salt and pepper tofu, and Sichuan tofu in garlic
sauce.”

“Sichuan tofu in garlic sauce, fried rice, two egg
rolls, and hot and sour soup.”

<Got it. The website says delivery will take
about forty minutes, so you guys have time for a quicky if you
want.>

“Goodbye, Chance.”

<See you guys soon.>

The connection dropped with an audible click, and
Megan shook her head. Eurion closed the safe and swung the painting
back into place.

“I take it Chance was putting in their two
cents?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ll get used to it. Chance is an odd one. They
have all of Naomi’s memories and experience, but at the same time,
they’re a bit less than two years old. Admittedly, time doesn’t
work quite the same way for an AI as it does for the rest of us,
but the fact that a great many of their interactions are online
hasn’t helped them mature. And Ice Dragon’s influence definitely
doesn’t help.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ice Dragon loves to stir the pot. The more trouble
she can cause, the happier she is.”

“I’ll take your word for it. You ready?”

“I am. Do you want to do the honors, or shall
I?”

“You go ahead,” Megan said as she stood up.

Eurion turned away from Megan and let out a low
roar, opening a dragon portal. She then turned back and offered
Megan her arm. Megan took it, and they headed through the
portal.

* * * * *

Megan knew something was off the moment they stepped
into the den. Everyone had that look that people gave you when they
didn’t really know you very well but had to give you bad news.
Well, everyone but Samael. There was nothing but anger on his
face.

“What’s wrong?” Eurion asked.

“You’d best sit,” Samael said. “I’m afraid Chance
has just alerted us to some rather unpleasant news.”

“What news?” Megan asked.

“Please, sit,” Samael said, pointing to the empty
loveseat. Megan and Eurion walked over and sat down. Megan looked
at the faces of the various people there. Ashley, Hannah, Naomi,
Anika, and Chance. Out of all of them, Chance looked the most
miserable, but all of them looked like they’d rather be anywhere
else at that moment. Chance looked a little to the side, and as
they did, a large screen appeared in the air next to them.

A black woman in a light blue suit appeared on
screen holding a microphone, and Megan’s heart sank as she took in
what was behind the woman. The building was unrecognizable; there
wasn’t much more than a steel frame filled with a pile of charred
rubble, but she recognized the parking lot instantly.

“It’s gone,” she said, not quite believing it.

“Do you want to see the video?” Chance asked. Megan
just nodded.

“Behind me is all that remains of Megan’s Rhapsody,
the custom guitar shop owned by alleged murderer Megan Harwood, who
is also known by the supervillain alias Rhapsody. According to
police, the building was set ablaze after two men threw a Molotov
cocktail through the front window shortly before sunrise this
morning. The Molotov cocktail ignited the blaze but was followed by
a series of small explosions inside the building. By the time
firefighters arrived on the scene, the building was fully
engulfed.

“According to police, it’s currently believed that
the explosions were not caused by additional incendiary devices.
The officer we spoke with said that several chemicals including
paint, varnish, and paint thinner were stored on site, and fire
fighters believe those were the likely cause of the additional
explosions.

“According to eyewitness accounts, the perpetrators
fled the scene in a black and red two-tone F-150 pickup truck with
a Confederate flag decal in the back window. Police say there is
currently no indication as to the motive behind the crime, but they
are looking into the possibility that whoever burned the building
down may be working in concert with Rhapsody, trying to destroy
evidence.

“Police are asking—”

“Turn it off,” Megan said. The screen vanished, and
Megan closed her eyes. She tried her best not to cry, but it was a
losing battle. Twenty years of work, gone just like that. She had
insurance, of course, but that didn’t matter. Not really. There
were a dozen guitars in for repair. A dozen customers who had
trusted her with their instruments. Those instruments weren’t just
objects that could be replaced. They were memories, heirlooms,
extensions of their owners, pieces of their lives. In some cases,
they were the owner’s livelihoods. And then there was the personal
cost. The tools and jigs she’d made over the course of two decades.
The collection of antique woodworking tools she’d built up at yard
sales and estate sales. All the stuff she’d inherited from Teddy.
The stuff she had on display. Her first guitar. The guitar her dad
had played on his first Grammy winning album. The vintage
amplifiers she kept so her clients could test the tone of their
instruments. The shelves and shelves of exotic woods and antique
parts.

So many things insurance money couldn’t replace. All
gone, and for what? The police could say they didn’t know what the
motive was, but Megan knew. It wasn’t a big mystery. Sun City might
be a liberal bastion in the conservative hellhole that was Florida,
but that didn’t mean much. There was a reason people in the
Gayborhood hated the cops. There was Joy, a trans woman, a friend
of Chloe’s, who had been followed home from the grocery store by a
bunch of good old boys in a pickup truck. They waited until she
went into her house, then shot out all the windows with a shotgun.
The police hadn’t done shit, and Joy had actually gotten video of
them laughing and joking about how the guys needed more range time.
There were the skinheads who tried to jump a couple coming out of
Dalloway’s. The bouncer had stepped in and kicked their asses, only
for the police to arrest her for aggravated assault.

This was just more of the same. Praetorian had
announced she was trans, and that had painted a huge fucking target
on her back. The police wouldn’t do shit to find the guys. Even if
the guys walked in and fucking confessed, the judge would probably
let them off with a warning, assuming the State’s Attorney even
bothered pressing charges.

She felt an arm wrap around her, and she opened her
eyes, looking at Eurion, who just pulled her close, and held her as
she cried.

 


 



Chapter Nineteen

MEGAN WASN’T SURE HOW she managed to make it through
lunch. Eurion filled her plate, and she sat there and ate, but she
couldn’t have said what she ate, or how it tasted. She couldn’t
remember whether there was any conversation around the table, or if
the meal was eaten in silence. All she could really remember was
the sight of the burned-out wreck of her life, until Eurion’s voice
shook her out of it.

“Where are you?”

Megan looked up, to find herself face to face with
Eurion. They were sitting alone in the dining room, and her chair
was turned to face Eurion, who was sitting in the seat next to
hers. She shook her head, trying to get her focus back.

“Just thinking about my shop.”

Eurion reached out and took both of Megan’s hands in
hers.

“I’m sorry this happened, darling, but we’ll make it
right. I promise.”

“I don’t think we can.”

“I promise you, money isn’t an object.”

“It’s not that.” Megan shook her head. “I have
insurance, and everything in the shop was inventoried at least once
a week, but there were things in that shop that can’t be replaced.
Tools that were older than I am. Vintage guitar and amplifier
parts. I had boxes filled with PAF Humbuckers, and replacement
circuit boards for amps that haven’t been manufactured in decades.
Buckets full of vintage potentiometers. Handmade templates, jigs,
and tools. Decades old exotic wood stock from trees that are
illegal to harvest now. Fossil ivory.

“I’ll have to start over from scratch. It will take
at least a year before I can open a new shop. I’ll either have to
find a new location or wait for the old building to be rebuilt.
Then I’ll have to spend months building enough guitars to stock the
shelves. I can’t pay Robyn and Sasha’s salaries when the shop isn’t
bringing in any money, so I’ll have to do it all myself, which
means it will take longer.

“The worst part is, it doesn’t even matter that I’m
innocent. This business is all about reputation. People come to me
because I do good work, and because I deliver on time. I’m going to
have to tell all the people who have commissions with me that I
can’t deliver their instruments for another year, maybe two. I’m
going to have to tell twelve people who should be getting their
guitars back this week or next that they won’t be getting them back
at all. That they’re gone, burned up, because I got caught up in
all this bullshit.”

Megan closed her eyes and shook her head.

“I’m done. Everything I worked for is gone.”

“Megan, look at me.”

Megan opened her eyes and looked at Eurion.

“I’m not saying it will be easy, but I promise you,
you can rebuild. I’ll help. I swear to you, I will be there with
you, every step of the way. I can cover Robyn and Sasha’s salaries
until you’re back on your feet. I will not let this destroy
you.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Yes, you can. I’m not offering because I expect
anything in return. I’m not trying to trap you. I owe you this.
Without you, I would have died in that tank. You saved my life. The
least I can do is help you repair the damage that’s been done to
yours.”

Megan smiled. Eurion’s words didn’t make the pain go
away, but they did make it feel lighter, like a weight had been
lifted off her chest and she could breathe again. She squeezed
Eurion’s hands.

“You’re amazing, you know that?”

“Well, yes, but it never hurts to be reminded.
Especially not by such a beautiful woman.”

Megan laughed and pulled her hands free so she could
hug Eurion.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, but honestly, my darling, I’m the
one who should be thanking you. I meant what I said. You saved my
life.” Eurion pulled back from the hug. “Are you okay to go in and
talk to the others?”

“Yeah.”

Eurion stood up and held out her hand. Megan took
it, and Eurion led her out of the dining room and back to the den,
where everyone was waiting for them. They took the same seats they
had earlier.

“So, we’ve been talking,” Ashley said. “Considering
that the DMA is, at the very least, compromised, I think the best
place to start would be the Shiro. The High Guard are independent
contractors, so there isn’t a lot of DMA presence in the building.
In fact, it’s just Junichi most days. I’m pretty sure Industry can
come up with a pretext to get rid of him.

“I think the best bet would be to borrow a page from
Praetorian’s book and hold a press conference, and just bring
Eurion out on stage. Then, Eurion can tell the press that you
didn’t kill her, and that you helped her escape your kidnappers.
Once we’ve gone public, we’re sure to get a call from Secretary
Banks, and we can figure out what the hell is going on with the
DMA, and how far up the chain the rot goes.”

“Are you sure Airheart, Ice Dragon, Focus, Scatter,
and the rest of the High Guard can be trusted?” Megan asked.

“I’ll let Ashley speak for the High Guard, but I can
say with absolute certainty that Airheart, Ice Dragon, Focus, and
Scatter are all trustworthy,” Eurion said. “I know you don’t trust
the police, and I can’t say I blame you, but trust that they are my
friends.”

Megan nodded and looked at Ashley.

“The whole reason the High Guard exists is because
of corruption in the MERT teams and the Sun City PD. Industry was
driven out of the Protectors after she reported corruption within
their ranks to the DMA. She formed the High Guard and keeps it
independent, specifically because she hates the corruption in the
system.”

“Okay,” Megan said. “How are we going to do
this?”

“I thought all of us except for you and Eurion could
go back to the Shiro. I’ll talk to Industry and let her know what’s
going on and give her time to get rid of Junichi. Once he’s out of
the building, Chance can send you a message letting you know to
portal in. Eurion can talk to everyone, prove she’s actually
Eurion, and Industry can call the press conference.”

“Sounds good. When do we start?”

“I suppose now’s as good a time as any.” Ashley took
out her phone and made a call. “Hey, Hannah and I are headed back.
We’ve got some good news about the Eurion case. No, I don’t want to
discuss it over the phone. I should be there in five minutes. No,
just you. The situation is complicated, and I don’t want to have to
answer a bunch of questions while I bring you up to speed. Once you
know what’s going on, we can read in everyone else. Okay, see you
soon.” Ashley ended the call and stood up.

“I’m not sure how long it will take to get Junichi
out of the building but be ready. When we call you, things are
going to move quickly.” Ashley turned to Samael. “Thank you for all
the help.”

“It’s been my pleasure. It’s been ages since I’ve
been part of a prison break, though I do admit, all the superpowers
made it a lot less exciting. No sneaking around, no picking locks,
no dodging guards.” He shrugged. “Maybe I should raid a Russian
gulag and break out some political prisoners.”

“I hear China’s got a bunch of those these days,”
Ashley said.

“I can help make a list,” Chance added. “Oh, and I
can get you blueprints, guard schedules, access codes.”

Samael shook his head.

“That would take all the fun out of it.” He stood up
and held his arms out, and Megan watched as Ashley, Naomi, and
Anika all hugged him in turn. He looked at Hannah questioningly.
She shrugged and gave him a quick hug too.

“Thank you for the help.”

“You’re welcome, and as I’ve already told Ashley,
Naomi, Anika, and Chance, you’re welcome back any time. I don’t get
nearly enough visitors.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Ashley walked over to the corner of the room and
touched a bracelet on her wrist that Megan hadn’t noticed before.
As soon as she did, the jeans and t-shirt she’d been wearing
disappeared, replaced by a blue superhero costume. She took a wand
off her belt and waved it, and a pentagram inscribed with runes
appeared on the floor. She stepped into the pentagram, and Hannah,
Anika, and Naomi all joined her. Chance vanished, replaced by a
small floating disk which flew over and landed in Naomi’s hand.
Once Naomi had it, Ashley muttered something that sounded like
Latin, and all four of them and the pentagram disappeared. As soon
as they were gone, Eurion turned to Samael.

“I admit, I had hoped for a little round of
confessions while Hannah was here.”

“I considered it, but honestly, I think it’s best to
have Ashley and Hannah firmly focused on the situation at hand. I
suspect things are about to get very interesting.”

“I would rather they went back to being nice and
boring. It’s been my experience that when things get interesting,
people start dying.”

“An unfortunate truth. Change is always painful, and
far too often, paid for in blood.”

“What is going to happen to the other people we
rescued?” Megan asked, hoping to interrupt Samael and Eurion before
their conversation got any darker. “Do we even know who they are
yet?”

“They all seem to be metahumans who refused to join
MERT Teams,” Samael said. “All of them gained their powers within
the last year. There’s a true speedster, a person with super
strength and limited invulnerability, a pyrokinetic, an
aerokinetic, a hydrokinetic, a cryokinetic, a terrakinetic, an
electrokinetic, a technopath, a person with the ability to stretch
and elongate their body, a person who can shift their mass and
density, a person able to mimic any material they’ve ever touched,
a person who can see the entire electromagnetic spectrum, a person
who can breathe water, a person who can stick to anything, a person
who can see through solid objects, and a person who can become
invisible.”

“All of that?”

“Yes. I imagine if all their powers really have
transferred to you, you’ll be able to give almost anyone short of
the Olympic Six or Focus and Scatter a run for their money.”

“Great. That’s…great.”

Eurion took her hand and squeezed it.

“Feeling overwhelmed?”

“A little, yeah.”

“Just remember, my darling, having that kind of
power doesn’t mean you have to go out and become a superhero. I’m
sure people will tell you that it does, that you have a
responsibility to use that power, but the truth is, you don’t. You
are just as free to choose the life you want today as you were
yesterday. You are under no more obligation to become a superhero
than any other able-bodied person is to become a firefighter, or a
paramedic, or a cop.”

Megan squeezed Eurion’s hand back. The thought of
going out and beating people up and throwing them in jail every day
turned her stomach. She’d seen too much of the way the police
treated people to ever want to be a part of that. Something the
last few days only made that much clearer. She just wanted to go
home and make guitars again.

<Megan, you read?>

“Yeah, Chance, I hear you.”

<We’re in luck. Junichi is in Washington, giving
Secretary Banks a briefing on the current situation. He won’t be
back until tomorrow morning.>

“Great. Should we head that way?”

<Yeah. The gang’s all here. We’re in the big
briefing room. Eurion knows it. She should be able to portal you
in.>

“Got it. See you soon.” The connection ended with a
click, and Megan turned to Eurion. “They’re ready for us. Chance
said to portal into the large briefing room.”

“I can do that.”

Megan stood up and grabbed the backpack that was
sitting beside the couch, pulling it on. She turned to Samael, who
had also stood up, and gave him a hug.

“Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure. Please, come and visit when you
can. An old devil does get lonely.”

“As often as I can,” Megan assured him.

“And take care of Eurion. She doesn’t take care of
herself.”

“I will. I promise.” She let go and stepped away,
watching as Eurion stepped in and hugged him.

“Be well, my friend, and give Michael our best.”

“Don’t let this one go. You two suit each
other.”

“I don’t plan to, as long as she’s amenable to the
idea.”

“She is,” Megan said, not able to keep a smile off
her face.

Eurion let Samael go and turned to face the spot
where the others had disappeared. She let out a roar, opening a
dragon portal for them. Megan took Eurion’s hand in hers, and they
stepped through together.

 


 



Chapter Twenty

THE SIGHT THAT GREETED Megan as they stepped through
the portal was a little overwhelming. She knew there would be a lot
of people there, but she was still surprised by just how many there
were. Ashley, Hannah, Naomi, Anika, and Chance were all there, of
course, but there was a Japanese woman, three black women, a black
man, a massive Latino, an older white guy, an Indian woman, a white
woman with purple hair, a white woman with shoulder length black
hair, a tall blonde woman, Airheart, Ice Dragon, and a short,
stoutly built white woman with long, curly brown and gray hair that
looked like she’d been a professional wrestler in her younger
days.

It would have been a bit less awkward if they hadn’t
portaled in on a stage at the front of the briefing room. Ashley
was the only one on stage with them, while the rest of the people
were all watching from the seats down on the floor, and Megan was
suddenly reminded of one of the many reasons she decided to go into
guitar making instead of becoming a professional musician like her
dad. She hated being on stage.

Fortunately for her, everyone seemed to be looking
at Eurion, rather than her. There was just a beat of silence as
everyone looked at Eurion, then the short woman with the graying
hair was out of her seat and up on the stage with them. She threw
her arms around Eurion and lifted her up, spinning her around.
Megan frowned when Eurion’s hand was pulled out of hers. She might
have glared just a bit before it clicked for her. This woman was a
dragon, like Eurion. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew it, as sure
as she knew the sun rose in the east.

“You’re alive,” the woman said, which made Eurion
laugh as she hugged the woman back.

“I am.”

The woman set her down, then slapped her hard on the
shoulder.

“You scared the shit out of us!”

“Cecile, come get your wife,” Eurion said. “She’s
abusing me again.”

“You deserve it.” One of the black women stood up.
She was six foot tall, thin, with splashes of gray in her hair, and
wrinkles around the corners of her eyes and mouth, and absolutely
gorgeous in a butch lumberjack sort of way, dressed in a red and
black plaid flannel shirt, blue jeans, and Dickies work boots.
Other people were standing up too, and Megan kind of stepped back
as Eurion wiggled her way out of the short woman’s grip and hopped
down off the stage to hug the black woman. Megan looked at the
dragon and a hard lump settled in her stomach as she realized this
had to be the dragon who wanted Eurion to ‘breed’ her.

She turned back to Eurion and watched as a line of
people came up to hug her and welcome her home. It left her with
decidedly mixed feelings. She was happy for Eurion. Happy she was
safe, happy she was so obviously loved and missed and wanted by the
people she called friends. At the same time, Megan wished her
family was there. She wanted to see her parents, her brother and
sister, her niece, and even, god help her, her brother-in-law and
sister-in-law. She wanted Robyn and Sasha, and she wanted to be
back in her store, where she felt safe and at home.

Her emotions must have carried across the telepathic
link, because Eurion was about halfway through the line of people,
when she turned and looked at Megan, and Megan felt a wave of
concern flow back over the link. Eurion raised a hand and motioned
for Megan to join her. Megan took a deep breath and hopped down off
the stage, and walked over to Eurion, who took her hand, and turned
back to the crowd of people.

“Everyone, this is Megan, who, despite what you may
have heard, did not murder me in some sort of fit of lesbian
drama.”

There were a few laughs and a few chuckles, but
Megan couldn’t help but notice none of them came from Airheart or
Ice Dragon. Ice Dragon was giving her a look she didn’t quite
understand, while Airheart was glaring daggers at her. Under any
other circumstances, she probably would have just ignored it, but
she was already feeling uncomfortable, insecure, and a little
jealous, on top of the lingering grief from finding out about her
store. It was a little too much.

“There a problem?” she snapped.

“You mean aside from you stabbing my wife
thirty-five times?” Airheart asked.

“If she didn’t want to get stabbed, she shouldn’t
have tried to kill me.”

Airheart took a step forward, then several things
happened at once. Ice Dragon reached for her arm, while Eurion
shoved Megan behind her and opened her mouth, sending a fireball
into Airheart’s face, blasting her across the room. Airheart
slammed into the wall hard enough to cave it in.

Ice Dragon got up in Eurion’s face. Both looked
ready for a fight. They growled at each other, smoke pouring out of
their noses as they squared off. For a moment, Megan thought they
were going to lay into each other, but the tall blonde stepped in
and shoved them apart.

“Enough!” the blonde shouted loudly enough to leave
Megan’s ears ringing. “Both of you need to back off.”

Airheart climbed out of the hole in the wall, but
the brunette with the shoulder length hair was there, holding her
back.

“Easy,” the brunette said.

“Get out of my way.”

The brunette shook her head.

“Nope. Not going to happen. I’ve seen what happens
when someone threatens a dragon’s mate, and I am not in the mood to
watch my friends kill each other.”

Airheart glared at the brunette for a moment, but
then seemed to deflate a bit. Megan glanced around the room, and
realized everyone, including Airheart and Ice Dragon, were all
staring at her. She reached out and grabbed Eurion’s hand and
pulled her back. Ice Dragon looked at Eurion.

“Mate?”

“You didn’t pick up on that?” the brunette asked.
“Because it was pretty fucking obvious.”

Megan wanted to say maybe Ice Dragon missed it
because she was too busy daydreaming about the next innocent person
she was going to brutalize, but she bit her tongue, figuring the
situation was tense enough already.

“No,” Eurion said. “At least, not yet, but I will
brook no further harm to her. She’s done nothing, and too many
people in this room have already hurt her, and my willingness to
forgive is at an end.”

“We thought she’d killed you,” Airheart said.

“Yes, I know you did, but you were wrong, weren’t
you? What proof did you have that she did it?”

“We saw your body. Her fingerprints were found at
the scene.”

“And who told you that? Praetorian? The man who
fired Nomi because she reported a group of corrupt superheroes. The
Sun City Police Department? The same people who murdered Garnell’s
father. You were willing to kill someone on their word?”

“We weren’t trying to kill her. We were just trying
to bring her in.”

“Jia Li tried to kill her,” Eurion said. “When Megan
dodged out of the way of Jia Li’s ice, you broke her ribs, and then
threw her into the air to fall to her death. Then Jia Li snatched
her out of the air and tried to crush her. If Megan hadn’t defended
herself, Jia Li might have driven one of the broken ribs through
her lung.

“But let’s say I believe you, and you were only
trying to bring her in. What if you had? Do you think she would
have gotten a fair hearing? Do you think anyone would have believed
her when she told them I was alive?”

Airheart opened her mouth to say something, but
Eurion cut her off and Megan could feel Eurion’s anger pouring
through the telepathic link.

“Don’t lie! I heard her tell you I was alive, and I
know how you reacted. She told you I was alive, and you tried to
kill her. You threw her into the air. I felt it. I felt her fear,
her shock, her pain, her terror. I felt the moment she realized she
was about to die.”

Megan felt the emotions building in Eurion. The very
idea that she might have lost Megan before they had a chance to
really get to know each other was bringing up so much pain,
loneliness, and grief that it was beginning to overwhelm her. As
much as Megan wanted to rail at Airheart and Ice Dragon for what
they’d done, as much as she wanted to see Eurion take them to task
for it, it wasn’t worth it. Even the memory of what had happened
was hurting Eurion too much. She put her free hand on Eurion’s
shoulder, and Eurion turned to face her.

“Eurion.” She whispered the name like a prayer.
“It’s okay. Just let it go. I just want to get through this so I
can go home.” Eurion’s face softened, and she turned towards
Megan.

“Forgive me. My temper got the best of me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.” She squeezed Eurion’s
hand. “I think we’re all a little strung out. And I get why
Airheart’s pissed. I hurt her wife. When someone hurts someone that
you care about, it’s not easy to forgive. Even if they did deserve
it.” Megan turned to Ice Dragon.

“You did, by the way.”

Ice Dragon smiled at her and gave a small bow.

“I’m tempted to argue the point, but not because you
are wrong. I just enjoy being contrary.”

“No, you enjoy stirring the pot and causing chaos,”
the blonde said. She turned to Airheart. “Are you going to
behave?”

“Yeah.” Airheart looked at Megan. “I’m sorry.
Eurion’s right. We fucked up.”

“That does seem to be going around,” Chance
said.

“Chance is right,” Ice Dragon said. “Perhaps we
should all start over. I’m Jia Li, and this is my wife, Emilia.
We’re friends of Eurion. It’s nice to meet you.”

Megan thought about it for a moment. She was still
angry. All these people had believed that she’d killed Eurion. Jia
Li and Emilia had attacked her, had tried to kill her, and very
nearly succeeded. Emilia, at the very least, had held a grudge
against her for defending herself. It wasn’t exactly the best
start. On the other hand, these people were clearly important to
Eurion. Maybe it was worth giving them a second chance. After all,
Chance had gone through her online accounts without a warrant and
had directed Jia Li and Emilia to her location, and she was
starting to consider them a friend.

“I’m Megan. It’s nice to meet you too.”

She could feel the happiness radiating off Eurion at
her words, and decided that even if it didn’t work out, even if she
ended up hating Jia Li and Emilia, it was worth trying, just to
make Eurion feel like that.

* * * * *

The next two hours were a whirlwind of introductions
followed by a long, tedious meeting. The third dragon, the one who
made the lump of jealousy form in the pit of her stomach, turned
out to be named Rachel, and her wife, the older black woman, was
named Cecile. The tall blonde was Focus, and the brunette who had
stopped Emilia from doing something stupid was Scatter. Their
civilian names were apparently Amanda and Danny. She was also
introduced to the members of the High Guard she hadn’t already met.
Industry, AKA Nomi; Element, AKA Elisa; Aether, AKA Maggie; Delta
V, AKA Varsha; Mafic, AKA Juan; Hoplite; AKA Kevin; Maker, AKA
Garnell, and Fractal, who had another name but preferred to go by
Fractal.

Honestly, by the time the introductions were done,
Megan felt like she needed a flow chart to keep up with everyone,
and she was glad they were over. A sentiment she would quickly come
to regret because she spent nearly two hours going over the last
two days in excruciating detail. She was getting closer and closer
to losing her temper every time someone asked her to explain
something they’d already been over again. Eurion was helping, as
best she could, but since she hadn’t been able to see anything,
most of the heavy lifting fell on Megan.

“You’re sure you can’t give us a better description
of the metahumans you fought?” Elisa asked, and Megan groaned.

“No. I told you everything I could. I wish I could
just show it to all of you.”

“You could,” Hannah said. “I could do a telepathic
link, and we could all walk through your memories.”

“I have a better idea,” Chance said.

“What is it?” Megan asked, not really crazy about
the idea of letting a room full of strangers root around in her
memories.

“We’ve been talking to the augment, and it turns out
it records everything it sees or hears. Well, all sensory
information really. It is a space suit, so not really surprising it
comes with a built-in flight recorder. Normally, it would just plug
into one of the organic computers used by the people who created
it, but we don’t have any of those, so we fed the augment a few of
my nanites, and we’ve been creating data conversion routines and
teaching it things like the USB specification, and all of our video
codecs.

“Okay. How does that help?” Megan asked.

“Well, after absorbing the nanites, the augment
knows how to manipulate carbon to create conductive carbon
nanostructures, which means, you should be able to tell it to plug
into a USB port, and it will be able to play back video and audio
of anything it’s ever seen. You could start with when you woke up
right before your escape, and later, you could go back and download
all the augment’s memories since it was first captured by these
guys.”

“Chance, you are completely forgiven for the
warrantless search.” Megan turned to Nomi. “Is there a USB port
around here?”

“In the podium.”

Megan pulled her chair closer to the podium and
found the USB port. She extended a tendril, and the tip of it
turned into a USB connector, then plugged in. The screen came to
life, showing the street leading to her shop, and started replaying
her kidnapping, all three times she woke up while she was held
prisoner, including the one where she escaped. She got up to her
encounter with Burning Man and Stone Man, when Nomi
interrupted.

“Stop the video.”

Megan stopped the playback and watched as Nomi
studied the image on screen.

“Son of a bitch,” Nomi said. “I thought that was
them.”

“Who?” Megan asked.

“Pyre and Stonework. They were members of the Sun
City Protectors when I joined. They were on the take. Most of the
fucking team was on the take. I helped bust them. They should be in
jail.”

“Records show they received early release due to
good behavior,” Chance said.

“Fuck that,” Nomi growled. “They shouldn’t even be
eligible for parole for two more years.”

Chance raised their hands.

“I’m just the messenger, but it looks like their
sentence was reduced about a year after they went in, then they got
out on early release.”

“How many of the OG Protectors are out?”

“Looks like everyone except Paralysis is out.”

“How the fuck did I not know that?”

“We’re running a search, but we can’t find any news
coverage of the releases. It looks like it was all done very
quietly.”

Nomi frowned and turned back to Megan.

“Sorry, please continue.”

Megan played the rest of her escape, then she
skipped forward to the fight with Airheart and Ice Dragon, stopping
as soon as she passed through the dragon portal, before moving on
to the rescue mission. Once she got to the point where she landed
in Samael’s garage, she disconnected from the USB port.

“Well?” she asked.

“We ran facial recognition through the DMA
database,” Chance said. “We have positive IDs on everyone but the
doctor. All of them, except Special Deputy Lynch, are metas with
criminal records. Most of them have done a nickel or dime in the
federal pen, though one of the guys in the counting room has only
done eighteen months in juvie. The funny part is, according to
their records, they all belong to different criminal
organizations.”

“Fuck,” Maggie said. Megan turned and looked at the
purple haired woman.

“Care to share with the class?”

“They’re Unitarium. Have to be.”

“Maggie’s right,” Nomi said. “We fought the
Unitarium last year, and it was the same thing. A bunch of metas
from different criminal organizations.”

“This is not good,” Eurion said. “Last time you
fought the Unitarium, Emilia nearly died.”

Megan flinched at that. Airheart was one of the
Olympus Six. They were generally regarded as the most powerful
superheroes on the planet. Redcoat was the only one of them to ever
die, and it had taken an entire alien invasion to kill him.

“Whitehall got lucky,” Emilia said.

“You got sloppy,” Jia Li said. Emilia glared at her
wife for a moment, but Jia Li stared her down, and Emilia shrank
down a little in her seat. Seemingly satisfied, Jia Li turned to
Nomi.

“This makes the situation much worse than we
thought. If the Unitarium has infiltrated the DMA this deeply,
dislodging them is going to be incredibly difficult.”

Nomi nodded.

“I know, and I hate this.”

“Do you think we can trust Junichi?” Elisa asked.
Nomi shrugged in response.

“I’d like to think so, but it’s not like he hasn’t
lied to both of us before.”

“Yeah, but…no, you know what, you’re right.”

Megan watched the exchange, wondering what subtext
she was missing, because there was clearly a story there.

“What about Banks?” Ashley asked.

“I don’t trust Banks on a good day,” Maggie said.
“She’s too pushy, and you can’t tell me she wouldn’t be all over
something like the augment. Just the idea of being able to give
agents superpowers would make her piss herself with
excitement.”

“A crude, but accurate assessment of the good
secretary,” Jia Li said. “I wouldn’t put it past her to arrange
Genetwist’s misplacement either. The idea of an army of cloned
dragons would likely get her even more excited than the
augment.”

“So, what do we do?” Eurion asked.

“So far, the corruption seems to be on the DMA side
of the fence,” Danny replied. “We could run it up through the
Marshals. Reach out to Justice.”

“No,” Cecile said. “They must have someone inside of
Justice. DOJ runs the prisons, and someone’s getting their people
out.”

“Wait,” Megan said. “I’m confused. Lynch is a US
Marshal.”

“No,” Danny said. “The DMA doesn’t have any law
enforcement authority. It’s not like Homeland or Justice. The
Marshals handle all law enforcement matters with regards to
metahumans. That goes all the way back to the founding of the DMA.
At the time, the FBI didn’t exist, and the US Marshals were pretty
much the only federal law enforcement. The Marshals started issuing
special deputy badges to DMA agents in the sixties so intake
officers could take custody of newly manifested metahumans while
they were processed. Superheroes also hold special deputy status.
Basically, it’s a way to give us arrest authority without having to
amend the laws governing the DMA and the MERT teams. Honestly, it
makes my mom froth at the mouth a little every time she thinks
about it, but she hasn't been able to mount a case to challenge the
legality.”

“Your mom?”

“Civil rights lawyer. Honestly, that’s one of the
best parts about getting married. Mom and I don’t get into fights
on the holidays anymore, because she doesn’t want to look bad in
front of Amanda.”

“We’re getting off topic,” Cecile said.

“Right, sorry.” Danny looked over at Amanda, who
gave a small nod. Danny turned back to Cecile. “We have contacts in
Homeland and Defense.”

“They don’t have jurisdiction.”

“No, but they could run it up to the White
House.”

“Let’s hold off on that for now,” Nomi said. She
turned to Megan. “I know you wanted to go home tonight, but it’s
late. Too late for a press conference. Junichi’s flight is
scheduled to land around ten a.m. Why don’t you and Eurion stay
here tonight, and I’ll arrange the press conference for nine a.m.
tomorrow. We’ll go public with Eurion being alive, with the cloned
dragon body, and with you having been wrongly accused of killing
Eurion. That should be enough of a bomb drop to get Banks to reach
out to us. From there, we can play it by ear.”

Megan frowned. She honestly hated the idea. She
wanted her name cleared. She wanted to make sure the police weren’t
hunting her family or her friends. She wanted to stomp her foot and
demand they call the press conference now. Nomi apparently picked
up on that, because her face softened a bit, and Megan could see
the sympathy in her eyes.

“I know. Believe me, I get it. When I found out the
Protectors were on the take, I wanted to call a press conference
and tell the whole world that day, but trust me when I say waiting
until morning is better. If we call the press conference now, a lot
of people will miss the story, and it’s likely to get pushed out of
the news cycle by morning. If we drop it tomorrow morning, it will
hit just as people are getting to work. They’ll have all day to
talk about it, and it will be all over social media during peak
hours. There’s less chance the DMA can hide what’s going on.
They’ll have less time for damage control.”

“Okay.” Megan turned to Eurion. “Can we go back to
your lair?”

“Of course.” Eurion turned to Nomi.

“What time will you need us tomorrow morning?”

Nomi frowned, clearly not happy at the idea of them
leaving, but not willing to tell them no either.

“Be back by eight a.m.”

“Very well.” Eurion stood up and walked over,
offering her hand to Megan, who smiled and took it as she stood up.
Megan grabbed the backpack, not bothering to shoulder it as Eurion
opened the portal. They walked through without bothering with
goodbyes.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-One

MEGAN WAS A LITTLE surprised when the portal
deposited them in the villa, rather than in Eurion’s nest. She
looked over at Eurion to find her grinning.

“You didn’t think I was going to make you sleep in
the nest again, did you?”

“I wouldn’t have minded if you had.”

“Well, I appreciate that, but this is better. This
way, I get to cuddle back.”

“Are you sure you don’t need more time in the nest?
I remember you saying the healing magic was stronger there.”

“It is, but I’m well enough that the magic in the
rest of the lair should be more than enough.”

“Good. I—” Megan’s stomach chose that moment to
interrupt, reminding her they hadn’t eaten since lunch. She frowned
and looked down. “Maybe we should have ordered a pizza or something
before we came back here.”

“We could have, but there’s no real need. This place
has a full kitchen, though I’m afraid most of the provisions are
either dried or frozen. I usually do my cooking up in the main
house, and I don’t want to go up there in case it’s being
watched.”

“Frozen is fine,” Megan said.

“Come on then. Let’s see what we’ve got.”

* * * * *

“Here you go,” Eurion said as she set a bowl in
front of Megan.

“What have we got?” Megan asked.

“Cawl, or Welsh lamb stew. It’s a bit of comfort
food for me. Seren loved to make it, and I developed a taste for
it. Now, I make a huge pot every once in a while and freeze the
leftovers. I usually make soda bread to go with it, but I don’t
have any buttermilk, so I’m afraid we’ll have to make do with soda
crackers.”

“That’s fine.” Megan picked up her spoon and took a
bite. “Wow. That’s really good.”

“You think so?”

“I do.”

Eurion smiled and looked down at her bowl with just
a touch of sadness in her expression.

“I’ve never quite managed to get it to come out the
way Seren’s did. I don’t really understand why. I use her recipe
cards for a lot of my cooking, but the flavor’s never quite the
same.”

“I think everybody’s had that experience. When I
moved out on my own, my mom wrote down all her recipes for me, and
I follow them to the letter, but they're never quite right. Still
good, but not mom’s chili, or her mac and cheese. Sometimes, I
think there’s a bit of magic in cooking.”

“Oh, there is. There’s magic in any act of creation.
I imagine the magic you weave into the instruments you build must
be something incredible.”

Megan smiled, and looked down at her plate, her
cheeks heating up.

“I like to think so,” she said.

“Well, when we get your new shop set up, I’ll
commission an instrument from you, so I can be that dashing lesbian
rogue with a guitar you were daydreaming about.”

Megan laughed and looked up, picturing Eurion in
jeans and a band t-shirt, with an electric guitar slung down low.
Maybe with an undercut and heavy eyeliner. It was a lovely image,
one that made her cheeks heat up a bit more and made her shift in
her seat a bit.

“I think I’d like that. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’d
like that enough to give you regular pricing instead of the friends
and family surcharge.”

“Friends and family surcharge?” Eurion asked.

“Oh, yeah. You always tack on an extra twenty
percent when you quote a price for friends or family to cover all
the extra work, because you just know they’re not going to know
what they want and are going to ask for a ton of changes.”

“That sounds like the voice of experience
speaking.”

“Best advice Teddy gave me the whole time I worked
for him. I had friends that would have bankrupted me in my first
couple of years in my own shop if I hadn’t followed it. The only
one I ever let get away with anything when it comes to pricing is
my dad.”

“You talk about him a lot.”

“I do. I’m a bit of a daddy’s girl. It’s not that
I’m not close to my mom, I am, but Dad and I always had music, and
when I first came out as trans to my parents, my dad just accepted
it. If he struggled with it at all, he never showed it. Mom came
around pretty quick, but there were a few months where she was
struggling, and Dad was all I had. He’s the one person in my life
who always just accepted me for who I was, even when I was having
trouble accepting myself.”

“I’m glad you had someone.”

“So am I.” Megan took a moment to have a drink
before asking, “What about you? You’ve mentioned wives and
children. You must have had parents.”

“Yes, of course. The dragon who laid my egg
currently goes by Tegan. They’re one of the dragons who switched
back and forth between male and female human forms. At the time,
they were living as a man, and was married to a woman named Avalon.
They raised me together. My sire was an Irish fellow named
Cahir.”

“Were you close?”

“I was very close to Avalon. I adored her, and I
admit, she was probably a bit too indulgent with me. She was sickly
when she was young. The magic of Tegan’s lair left her whole and
hale, but she never bore a child. I think that’s why she doted on
me so much. Tegan loved her, though. They would give her anything
she asked for, and it was almost three hundred years before they
took another human spouse. A husband, that time. The third son of
some lordling or other. I was married to my second wife Rhedyn at
the time. Tegan’s husband was friendly enough; I don’t think he was
ever really comfortable with the less human aspects of Tegan’s
life. The reminder that Tegan had children centuries older than him
made him a bit uncomfortable.”

“You fell out of touch?”

“For a while. Tegan’s drifted in and out of my life
over the millennia. Last I heard, they held Wrexham as their
territory.”

“When was the last time you talked?”

“Seren’s funeral, I think. That would have been
around 1910.”

“You haven’t spoken in over a century?”

“No.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no. Don’t worry about it.”

“Maybe when all this is over, you should reach
out.”

“Maybe. I imagine at the very least they’d like to
know I’m still alive.”

“What about your…father?”

“Sire is the term we usually use. Killed during one
of Saint Patrick’s dragon purges.”

“The same guy who killed two of your kids killed
your sire?”

“Oh, no. Patrick gets all the credit, but he was as
much a fraud in that as he was in everything else. He had a group
of knights who helped him hunt the dragons. Of course, the legend
says that they drove all the snakes out of Ireland, but the truth
is, they only managed to kill seven dragons, and aside from Cahir,
they were all very young. Cahir was the last one they fought, and
out of fifty or so knights, only three survived.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to turn this into such a
morbid conversation.”

“It’s all right. It’s one of the hazards of talking
to a dragon about their past. When you live as long as I have, loss
and death become another fact of life. Some hit you harder than
others. Zara, my first wife, left me crushed, but I think losing
Seren was the worst.”

“You really loved her.”

“Oh, yes. I loved them all in different ways. Some
of my marriages were mad, passionate love affairs. Others were
deep, caring friendships. Seren was both. She had an unusually keen
mind, and a remarkably passionate heart.”

“How did you two meet?”

“My maid of all work retired. A lovely woman, but
she’d gotten old enough that arthritis had set in. I arranged a
comfortable pension for her, and a lovely little house down south
where she’d be comfortable. Then I had my secretary inquire at the
local workhouse about a new girl to do the job. He hired Seren.
She’d been working for me a month, and one day, I came home from my
shop, and found her sitting in my study.

“I had opened a package the night before with a
newly published novel a friend had sent me. Frankenstein. It was
the first edition, which listed the author as Anonymous, and was in
three volumes. It was getting quite a bit of buzz, and a friend at
the publishing house secured a copy for me, and I was looking
forward to spending the weekend lost in the story. Imagine my
surprise when I came home and found my maid halfway through volume
two.

“I still remember how scared she was when she looked
up and saw me standing in the doorway, watching her. I’m not sure
if she thought she was going to be fired or arrested. She started
to apologize, and I raised a hand to stop her from babbling. She
was shaking like a leaf as I walked over and sat down next to
her.”

“What happened?”

“I asked her what she thought of it. She gave me the
strangest look, but she started talking about it in a way that
surprised me. I had to stop her before she ruined the story for me.
I told her to clear away her supplies, and come back a bit early
the next morning, and she could finish the novel. She was stunned,
but she agreed, and I stayed up the whole night and read all three
volumes. When I got home from the shop the next day, she was
catching up on the chores. I had her put away her cleaning
supplies, and we sat and talked for hours. At first just about the
novel, but the conversation turned to other things.

“We talked so long, she missed curfew at her
boarding house. I offered to let her stay in one of my guest rooms,
but she got terribly upset. She was sure the owner of the boarding
house would turn her out, that her reputation would be ruined, and
she’d be back at the workhouse. I told her we couldn’t have that.
That if I had ruined her reputation, then it was my responsibility
to make an honest woman out of her.”

“You proposed to her?”

Eurion blushed and looked down at her plate. "I did.
Honestly, if I’d known a priest who would have done the ceremony, I
would have married her that night, but that wasn’t how things were
done back then. She did stay the night, and the woman who ran her
boarding house did turn her out, but I arranged for a friend, a
dowager I knew quite well, to take her in for the next month while
the parish church read the banns. We got married the fourth
week.”

“You move quick.”

“I’ve been told I move too quick for the modern
world.”

“Is that why your friends make jokes about you
trying to buy a wife?”

“Partly,” Eurion said. “Part of it is that I missed
a huge cultural shift.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, for a very long time, marriages were
something that was arranged. Often a bride price was involved.
Dragons tend to take human companions because we are territorial.
Intensely territorial. Most of us can’t stand to share a territory,
much less a lair, with another dragon. At the same time, we’re
social creatures. We crave company and companionship. Even the most
misanthropic of us will still end up intensely lonely if we don’t
have someone to share our lives with. In the past, it was common
for nobles and people of station to marry without ever having met
their spouse. I never quite managed to fall into that particular
trap, though I know a few dragons who did, but most of my wives I
only talked to a small handful of times, or in a couple of cases,
only once, before we were married.

“You remember how I told you that dragons pay for
the items in our hoard?”

“Yes.”

“Well, our brides are no different. We always pay a
bride price. Most dragons will pay their bride’s weight in gold.
Seren had been disowned by her family, so when the time came, I set
up a trust fund for her. One that would provide her with a
comfortable life and pension in the event something happened to me.
In more modern times, in cultures where women are free to make
their own choice as to who they will marry, it’s become the custom
to give the bride price to the bride herself as a wedding gift, but
I didn’t date, or court, or even truly seek any companionship
between Seren’s death and my fight with Danny. I missed the change
in culture. So, the few times over the last thirty years when I met
a woman I saw as a potential companion, I did offer a bride price.
Danny, Cecile, Naomi, and Anika, though in their case, I offered to
take them both.”

“Is that why Chance knows your Wi-Fi password? You
brought them down here to try to convince them to marry you?”

Eurion shook her head.

“No. No, I brought them down here later, and only to
save their lives. An archangel was hunting them, and even an
archangel can’t see into or enter a dragon’s lair without
invitation. I let them hide here to protect them.”

Megan looked down at her plate for a moment, turning
a question over in her mind. She wondered if it was rude, or tacky
to ask, but curiosity eventually got the better of her, and she
looked up at Eurion.


“Why didn’t you offer me a bride price?” she asked.
Eurion looked a little shocked at the question, but she seemed to
recover quickly.

“I wanted to,” she said. “I still do. I was just
afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Of scaring you off, driving you away, insulting
you. It was different with Danny, Cecile, Naomi, and Anika. All of
them, it was just a momentary interest. I don’t regret making the
offers. I know from experience that I can build a relationship and
a life with someone like that, but you…oh, Megan, when I look at
you, I feel so much more than that. We dragons pride ourselves on
paying what something is worth, but when I look at you, I can’t
imagine what that would be. I could give everything I have, and it
wouldn’t be enough. Every treasure, every coin, every jewel, every
bar of precious metal would feel inadequate.

“We’ve covetous creatures, dragons, but in the more
than two thousand years I have roamed this Earth, I have never
wanted something as much as I want you.”

Megan stared at Eurion for a moment, letting her
words sink in. It was hard not to feel overwhelmed at the enormity
of what Eurion was saying, especially since she could feel the
absolute sincerity of her words through the telepathic link they
shared. There was no exaggeration, no hyperbole. Eurion wanted her,
more than anything she’d ever wanted before in her very long
life.

It was everything Megan had ever wanted. Someone who
saw who she was and wanted her because of it. Someone who loved
her, who would treat her like a person, not a plaything. Someone
who would treasure her, and care for her. Someone who would never
make her feel like she was less than or like they settled for her.
All those daydreams she’d had about Eurion came rushing back to
her, filling her with warmth and hope, and with them came other
thoughts, other fantasies. Ones less tender and wholesome that she
had occasionally indulged in the dark of night and the solitude of
her bedroom.

She got up and moved around the table. Eurion
scooted back, turning the chair to face her. Megan smiled and sat
down astride Eurion’s legs, wrapped her arms around Eurion’s neck,
and leaned in for a kiss. Their first kiss. It wasn’t anything like
the kisses she’d imagined in her daydreams. Instead of soft,
gentle, and sweet, it was wanton and needy. She moaned as Eurion
kneaded her breast, rocked her hips as Eurion’s other hand cupped
her ass. She ran her tongue over Eurion’s lips, and Eurion opened
her mouth. She shuddered as their tongues met, and Eurion pinched
her nipple through the fabric of her shirt and bra.

The kiss went on longer than she’d planned, all
thoughts of the meal gone, replaced by an entirely different kind
of hunger, until finally she pulled away.

“You remember what I said?” Megan asked. Eurion
stared up at her in confusion.

“When?”

“When we were waiting for Ashley and Hannah to
explain everything to Naomi, Anika, and Chance. You said, ‘maybe
when all this is over—’ and I cut you off and said, ‘yes.’ You said
I didn’t let you finish, and I said ‘I don’t need to. The answer is
yes.’”

“I do remember something like that,” Eurion said.
Megan leaned down and whispered her next words in Eurion's ear.

“Yes. Whatever you want to do to me right now, the
answer is yes.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Two

EURION LOWERED MEGAN ON to the bed and tried to
stand up again, but Megan didn’t let her. She still had her arms
around Eurion’s neck, and her legs wrapped around Eurion’s waist,
and just pulled Eurion down on top of her, moaning as the weight
forced her legs wider apart.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked,
prompting a laugh from Eurion.

“I thought I might get out of these clothes.”

“Let me help.” Megan slid her hands down between
them and worked open the two buttons holding Eurion’s suit coat
closed, then reached up and pushed the coat off Eurion’s shoulders.
She let Eurion lift enough to shrug out of it, but as soon as her
chest was bare, she leaned up and took one of Eurion’s nipples in
her mouth, sucking and nibbling on it. Eurion moaned and grabbed
the back of her head, holding her in place as she rocked her hips
between Megan’s legs.

“Oh, god.”

Megan reached down and started pulling at Eurion’s
belt, fumbling a bit before she figured out how to work open the
buckle. Once she had it open, she went to work on the button and
the zipper underneath, which gave her access to slip her hands
inside Eurion’s panties. She ran her hands through soft, damp hair
and into wet folds, drawing a cry from Eurion.

Eurion let go of Megan’s head and braced herself on
the bed with both hands as Megan slipped two fingers inside. It
took her a moment – the angle was awkward and she wasn’t used to
doing this while underneath her partner – but once she found a
rhythm, Eurion started rocking her hips to meet each thrust. Megan
pressed the heel of her hand up, grinding against Eurion’s clit as
Eurion rode her fingers. She kept sucking and licking Eurion’s
nipple, the whimpers and moans coming from Eurion making the ache
between her own legs worse and worse. It went on and on, she wasn’t
sure how long. Forever, a few minutes, she couldn’t tell, but it
was heaven while it lasted. She didn’t think it could get better,
until she felt Eurion tighten around her fingers then begin shaking
as a loud keening filled the air around them. The muscles
surrounding her fighters squeezed again and again as Eurion came,
and when it was finally over, Eurion collapsed on top of her.

She smiled, a smug pride filling her at the idea
that she’d left the dragon spent and panting. She pressed little
kisses everywhere she could reach. Eurion’s shoulder, neck, jaw,
cheek. She’d just started nibbling an earlobe when Eurion moved
again, lifting, and looking down at her.

“That wasn’t what I had in mind.”

“Complaining?”

“No. god, no. I can’t remember the last time I came
like that.”

Megan curled the fingers still inside Eurion,
dragging another moan out of her.

“Want to go again?”

Eurion gave her a look that was a mixture of a smile
and a glare.

“I want to get you naked, and then do terrible
things to you.”

“I like that idea,” she said. She slowly, carefully
eased her hand out of Eurion’s panties. Eurion stepped back. Megan
sat up and watched appreciatively as Eurion kicked out of the
ballet flats she was wearing, then pushed down her pants and
underwear and stepped out of them. Megan pulled off her t-shirt and
sports bra and tossed them to the floor as Eurion stepped closer.
She tilted her head back as Eurion leaned down for a kiss.

“You’re even more beautiful than I imagined,” Eurion
said.

“I could say the same about you.”

“I’m glad you like what you see.” Eurion kissed her
again and reached down, tugging her pants. “Now, let’s get you out
of these.”

Megan pushed Eurion back a bit before she kicked off
her shoes. She stood up and stripped her pants and underwear off.
She could feel Eurion watching the whole time, something which
usually made her feel self-conscious, but not this time. The
telepathic link was still open, and she could feel the desire
Eurion felt just watching her come through, and it just made her
own need that much worse.

As soon as she stepped out of her clothes, Eurion
stepped forward, and pushed her back onto the bed. She didn’t
resist and moaned in pleasure as Eurion’s weight settled on top of
her. The kiss that followed was every bit as desperate and needy as
the first one they’d shared in the dining room. Eurion’s thigh
settled between her legs, and Eurion’s hands seemed to be
everywhere. Her breasts, her hips, her ass. Eurion slipped her
tongue into Megan’s mouth, and she sucked on it as she ground
herself against soft skin and muscle.

Want, need, desire all flooded through her. Every
moment over the last year that she had thought about, daydreamed
of, or fantasized about Eurion came back all at once as she was
filled with wonder and awe that this was actually happening. It had
always seemed so impossible that someone as beautiful, as elegant,
and as sophisticated as Eurion would want her. Now, there was no
doubt, no fear that this was just Eurion slumming it, or chasing a
bit of novelty. She could feel what Eurion was feeling, and it
wasn’t just lust or desire. There was so much more there.

She whimpered as Eurion shifted, taking away the
thigh she was riding. She moaned a moment later when soft
fingertips brushed over her clit and spread open her folds, but
when she felt Eurion’s fingertips teasing her entrance, it killed
the mood just a bit. She reached down and caught her wrist, and to
Eurion’s credit, she froze.

“Megan?”

“Not inside,” Megan whispered.

“You don’t like that?”

“No, I do. God, believe me. I want you inside me so
bad it’s killing me, but I don’t really get wet on my own. Unless
you have some lube…”

“Not here,” Eurion said. “I don’t ever bring anyone
here.”

Megan smiled.

“I thought you were a bit of a player?”

Eurion glared at her.

“I never said that.”

“But you did mention taking girls home.”

“Not home. Even if I did bring them back to the
house, I wouldn’t bring them down here. I don’t bring them home,
though. I keep an apartment in the Narrows for that.”

“Well, maybe, when all of this is over, you could
take me and ravage me all over your bachelor pad.”

“Oh, now that is a lovely idea.” Eurion got a
thoughtful expression on her face. “You know, hold on for a
moment.”

“What? Why?”

“You’ll see.”

Eurion stood up and let out a roar, opening a portal
in the corner of the room.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, before stepping
through. The portal collapsed before Megan got a good look at what
was on the other side, and she fell back on the bed, feeling a
little grumpy.

“Not the way to treat a girl on the first date.”

<I promise I’ll make it up to you in just a
moment. Believe me, it will be worth the wait.>

“It better be.”

<It will be.>

Megan waited, wondering what Eurion was doing. It
took about five minutes before the portal opened again, and Eurion
stepped through. She was carrying a small duffle bag that she
hadn’t even bothered zipping up. She walked over and started taking
items out and setting them on the nightstand. A box of black
nitrile gloves, a box of condoms, a bottle of lube, a strap-on
harness, and three double dildos. The harness and the dildoes were
all still in the packaging. Once she was done, she set the duffle
on the floor, and looked at Megan with a bit of a blush.

“I, uh…I like to make sure my partners are safe, so
I don’t reuse toys.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” Megan said.

“I wasn’t sure what size you would like, so…”

Megan didn’t hesitate. She pointed at the largest
one. Eurion raised an eyebrow, but she didn’t say anything. She
just opened the harness and started adjusting the straps. While she
was doing that, Megan grabbed the dildo, and opened it. There was a
battery charger and a remote control inside the package as
well.

“Are you sure this is charged?”

“It should be,” Eurion said as she reached for a
condom. “I charge them when I get them, then pack them back
up.”

“You are a thoughtful host.”

Eurion chuckled as she rolled the condom down the
short end of the dildo. Once that was done, she slipped it through
the harness, then pulled it on. Megan did her best not to moan as
she watched Eurion slide the dildo inside herself, but she didn’t
quite manage it. Every part of it made Megan’s body ache with need.
The slow way Eurion pushed it in, watching the shaft disappear
inside her, the way Eurion squeezed her eyes shut, the way she bit
her lower lip, until it was all the way in.

Megan sat up on the edge of the bed, so she could
reach Eurion, and tightened the straps on the harness for her.

“Is that good?”

“A little tighter.”

Megan cinched the straps down a bit, and Eurion
nodded.

“That’s good,” Eurion said. She turned to get a pair
of gloves. Megan watched the strap-on as Eurion moved and thought
about how turned on Eurion had gotten just watching her undress,
and an idea formed in her head. When Eurion turned back to her,
Megan gently pushed her away from the bed and dropped down onto her
knees in front of her.

“What are you doing?”

Megan just smiled as she wrapped a hand around the
shaft of the strap-on and reached between Eurion’s legs with her
other hand. She pressed the strap-on up against Eurion’s clit as
she leaned in and kissed the tip. She looked up, meeting Eurion’s
eyes as she slowly licked the tip like an ice cream cone. Surprise
and arousal flooded through the link, and Megan opened it further
as she wrapped her lips around the head of the strap-on. She kept
staring up into Eurion’s eyes, taking no small amount of pride in
the blown pupils and the glassy eyed look that met her as she moved
forward, taking more and more of the shaft into her mouth. She felt
every bit of what it did to Eurion through the link. Not just the
desire and arousal, but the way the shaft rubbed her clit, and the
way the other end pushed against the back wall of her vagina,
making it feel like she was being stretched open even wider than
the shaft inside her already did.

She worked her way down the shaft until her lips met
the hand she had wrapped around the base, then she pulled back to
the tip and did it again and again. She wasn’t sure how many times
it was before she saw Eurion’s hand come up out of the corner of
her eye. She knew right away that Eurion was reaching for her head,
but Eurion stopped just shy of it. Megan let go of the shaft and
took Eurion’s hand, guiding it to the back of her head before she
grabbed the shaft again.

“God,” Eurion whispered as she rocked her hips to
meet Megan’s mouth. The sound sent a shiver of need through her.
She could feel Eurion getting close again, but before she could get
her to finish, Eurion pulled back, and the strap on slid out of
Megan’s mouth.

“Stand up.”

Megan held up a hand, and Eurion took it, helping
her to her feet, but before she could really get steady on them,
Eurion picked her up, and dropped her on the bed. Megan was
surprised by her reaction to that. She’d never had a lover that was
strong enough to just pick her up before, and honestly, she was
shocked at how much it turned her on.

Eurion grabbed a condom and a bottle of lube, and
climbed up onto the bed, balancing on her knees between Megan’s
legs. She dropped the bottle so she could tear open the condom, and
roll it onto the strap on, then she picked up the lube, coating the
tip and shaft generously. Megan opened her legs wider, so Eurion
could move closer. She closed her eyes, enjoying the feel as the
tip slipped between her folds, sliding over her clit, and down
until it found her entrance. Eurion eased the tip inside, then
stopped.

Megan opened her eyes and watched as Eurion stripped
off the gloves and tossed them off to the side. She reached for
Eurion, intending to pull her closer, but Eurion caught her wrists
and pushed her back down. She suddenly found herself trapped, her
wrists pinned to the mattress, Eurion looming above her, long hair
hanging down around both their faces.

“Fuck me,” she begged, not really sure where the
words came from. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t sure if her words
were the cue Eurion needed, or if it was her own desires carried
over the link, but Eurion drove inside her. It wasn’t slow or
gentle; it was fast and hard and god, she loved it. Something
Eurion could feel through the link. It was enough to break the dam.
Whatever had been holding Eurion back went away, and she started
driving into her.

She lost herself in it. The iron grip around her
wrists, the look of need on Eurion’s face, the weight of Eurion
slamming against her, the gentle ache in her thighs, the burn
inside as the shaft stretched her open. She wasn’t going to last
long. Not like this. She’d been too turned on before they even
started, and the link was driving her crazy. It let her feel
everything Eurion was doing to her and feel everything she was
doing to Eurion at the same time. The way the shaft pushed deeper
inside Eurion with each thrust, the way it ground against her clit.
She could even feel how torn Eurion was, wanting to reach for the
remote, but not wanting to let go of Megan’s wrists.

That, at least, was a problem she could solve. She
extended a tendril of the augment and grabbed the remote with it,
dropping it into her hand before the tendril retracted.

“Put it on low,” Eurion said. Megan hit the low
button, and immediately let out a cry as the strap on started a
low, deep vibration. Not what she’d been expecting at all, but so,
so much better. Eurion closed her eyes and tilted her head to the
side. Her face started to turn red.

“God, I’m close,” she said.

“Let it happen,” Megan said.

Eurion shook her head.

“No. I want you to come.”

“Okay,” Megan said. She lifted her legs and wrapped
them around Eurion’s waist, crossing her ankles in the small of
Eurion’s back. The new position changed the angle of Eurion’s
thrusts, pushing the tip against Megan’s front wall. Her whole body
reacted immediately as the strap-on ground against the lump of
sensitive flesh there. She balled her hands into fists, she arched
her back, squeezed her eyes shut, and even curled her toes.

“Come for me, Megan,” Eurion whispered, and she did.
She opened her mouth to let out a scream, but it got caught in her
throat and sat there. She couldn’t breathe around it. Her face
turned red, then purple as her whole body went rigid, until
finally, the scream tore its way out of her throat, louder than
even one of Eurion’s roars as her whole body shook again and again.
It was enough to push Eurion over the edge as well, either because
she’d been holding herself back and let go, or because of the link.
Megan wasn’t sure, and it didn’t really matter. All that mattered
was what she was feeling. Wave after wave of ecstasy, both her own
and Eurion’s, washing over both of them until they were both spent,
and Eurion collapsed on top of her.

Eurion’s grip on her wrists eased, and she slipped
her hands free, reaching up and taking Eurion’s head in her hands
and holding her as she kissed her. After the first kiss, Eurion
moved, slowly, lethargically, but with purpose. She planted kiss
after kiss on her cheek and jaw, working her way to Megan’s ear.
She nibbled on the earlobe for a moment, before letting it go, and
whispering a simple question in Megan’s ear.

“Marry me?”

Megan turned and looked Eurion in the eyes. Eurion
was trying to smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. There was so
much need, and fear in her eyes and coming down the link, but Megan
just sent back love.

“I already told you; the answer is yes.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Three

MEGAN FINISHED APPLYING THE lipstick Ashley had
given her and frowned. It was a shade brighter than she liked, but
the drug store had apparently been out of her usual shade, and the
nearest Ulta didn’t open until an hour after the scheduled press
conference. It was hard to tell in the light of the cheap LED bulbs
in the guest room in the Shiro she was using just how good or bad a
match the color was for her skin tone, but either way, she would
just have to make do. She picked up a brush and got a little
foundation on it, then went around the outside of her lips,
crisping up the edge. She was just about to put on a finishing
powder, when Eurion appeared behind her. She smiled as she felt
Eurion’s strong arms wrap around her waist.

“Good morning, love,” Eurion said.

“You already said that.”

“Did I?”

“You did. Right before you went down on me in the
shower.”

“Well, it just goes to show I’m right.” She pressed
a kiss to Megan’s neck. “It is a good morning.”

“I don’t know about that, but it is definitely off
to a good start.”

Eurion kissed her again, this time just behind her
ear.

“You look so good I’m tempted to carry you back to
my lair and have my wicked way with you.”

“Again? God, you’re insatiable.”

“I don’t remember you complaining last night. Or
this morning, for that matter.”

Megan laughed and leaned back, enjoying the feel of
Eurion’s solid body against hers.

“I’m not complaining now. If we didn’t need to do
this stupid press conference, I’d say take me away and ravish
me.”

“If we didn’t have this press conference, I might
take you by my shop first and, how does the expression go? ‘Put a
ring on it.’ Stake my claim before someone else gets any
ideas.”

“Oh, I don’t think you have anything to worry about
there.”

“You might be surprised. For one thing, I don’t plan
to let you out of my sight when Tux is around.”

“I keep hearing about this Tux. Who is she?”

“No one is sure, really,” Eurion said. “Oh, every
metahuman in town knows her. Probably half of them in the biblical
sense.”

“Ah. She’s the village bicycle.”

Eurion grinned.

“That’s not nice, love.”

“Oh, I’m not criticizing. I’d be a hypocrite if I
did.”

“I suppose I would be too.”

“Well, now you’re my bicycle, and I’m the only one
who gets to ride.”

Eurion laughed and pressed a kiss to Megan’s
neck.

“God, you’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?”

“I am, but I think you proved last night that you
can handle me.”

“Several times over, as I recall.”

“Now who’s trouble?”

Eurion gave her a small squeeze and another
kiss.

“Not many people know much about
Tux, beyond her basic power set. She’s a brick. Invulnerable. She’s
also a telepath and an empath. It’s an unusual power combo.
Telepathy and empathy don’t usually go with physical
invulnerability. I don’t know if anyone knows what name she goes by
on a day-to-day basis. I do know she’s old.”

“How do you know that?”

“I can feel it. She’s old. I’d bet every bit of gold
I have that she’s older than I am. Maybe as old as Tiamat and
Bahamut themselves.”

“Tiamat and Bahamut? Like from Dungeons &
Dragons?”

“No, love. The game lifted the names from myth and
history. Tiamat and Bahamut are the mother of the dragons, and the
father of the sea serpents. Ancient beings that predate human
civilization. Maybe even humans themselves.”

“Have you ever met them?”

“No. I met one of Tiamat’s children once. It was a
terrifying experience. Less than a decade out of the egg, and they
were already more powerful than most dragons with a millennium
under their belt.”

There was a knock at the door. Eurion let out a
small huff of annoyance that filled the small bathroom with the
scent of wood smoke and let her go in order to see who was at the
door. Megan used the momentary distraction to finish her make
up.

“Are you two ready?” Ashley asked from somewhere in
the other room.

“Just a minute,” Megan replied. She quickly packed
up the makeup Ashley had gotten for her, putting it back in the
plastic grocery bag before she headed out into the main room.

“How do I look?”

“Beautiful, as always,” Eurion said. Ashley, though,
looked her over with a bit more of a critical eye.

“Not bad, but the lipstick is a bit bright. Let me
fix that.” She stepped forward, and waved a hand over Megan’s face
while whispering something Megan thought was Latin. “There, much
better. Go look.”

Megan ducked back into the bathroom, and sure
enough, her lipstick was a bit darker. Still not her usual shade,
but it looked a ton better than it had a moment before. She stepped
back out into the main room.

“Ready.”

“Good. The press is waiting, and Nomi is about to
start climbing the walls.”

* * * * *

The Shiro, the reproduction Japanese castle that
served as the headquarters for the Sun City High Guard, was made up
of two buildings. One was the actual headquarters, and the other
was called the visitor’s center and was mostly dedicated to
administration of their charity efforts and public relations. As
part of the public relations side, it had an outside amphitheater
with a stage big enough for Eurion to stand on in her dragon form
if she didn’t spread her wings. That was where Nomi had decided to
hold the press conference.

Megan and Eurion were both waiting in the wings,
watching as Nomi marched out on stage in front of a gaggle of
journalists. She felt her stage fright gnawing at her as she
watched the various reporters, camera crews, and photographers
gathered there, looking like they were waiting to pounce at the
slightest sign of weakness. She’d known they would be there, but
she hadn’t expected quite so many. The five local network
affiliates, the three major cable news channels, the Associated
Press, the Sun City Tribune, the Orlando Sentinel, three local
radio stations, and a handful of other news outlets she didn’t
recognize. It all seemed a bit much and made her want to go back to
Eurion’s villa and hide. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option, so
she just stood and watched as Nomi marched out on stage and stopped
behind the podium.

“Good morning. My name is Nomi Hashimoto. I am the
founder and leader of the Independent Metahuman Emergency Response
Team known as the Sun City High Guard and operate under the
superhero alias Industry. I’ve invited you here to share important
information about the disappearances of Eurion Goffdraig, who is
sometimes known as Welsh Red, and Megan Hardwood, a woman the
Department of Metahuman Affairs has been referring to as
Rhapsody.

“As many of you know, Ms. Goffdraig is a reserve DMA
asset who has assisted in a handful of crises over the last
thirty-three years, beginning with the Battle of Jacksonville back
in 1991, and most recently, during the explosions on the Sun City
State University Campus last year. Ms. Goffdraig, in addition to
being an occasional colleague, is also a friend of myself, of
various members of my team, and of several prominent figures in the
superhero community.

“Two weeks ago, Ms. Goffdraig disappeared from the
small jewelry store she runs in the Waterside community. Two days
ago, in the early hours of the morning, a body was found that
appeared to be Ms. Goffdraig. It is with great pleasure that I can
now tell you that the body that was found appears to be a clone,
and that in the early hours of yesterday morning, Eurion Goffdraig,
along with sixteen other metahumans, were rescued from a facility
where they were being held against their will.” Nomi turned back
towards the wings where Eurion and Megan were standing.

“Eurion, if you could join us.”

Eurion let go of Megan’s hand and walked out to the
center of the stage. She waved to the crowd, and then, with a smile
on her face, she began blowing a thick cloud of smoke out of her
nose. The smoke surrounded her, and filled the stage in moments,
then cleared away almost as quickly, leaving behind a massive red
dragon. Nomi stepped away from the podium, and Eurion lowered her
head down.

“I assure you, the rumors of my demise have been
greatly exaggerated,” she said. Then she straightened up and seemed
to turn into a cloud of smoke. This time, it was a little slower to
dissipate, but when it did, Eurion was once again standing in her
human form. She walked up to the podium as the reporters went a
little wild, shouting all sorts of questions.

“Hold your questions,” she said, but the reporters
didn’t even seem to notice. “I said, hold your questions.”
The last three words came out not in her normal Welsh accent, but
in the deep, basso rumbling of her dragon voice, and at a volume so
high it shook the ground itself. The effect was enough to quiet the
reporters.

“Thank you. Now that I have your attention, I would
like to correct several other factual errors. First, it’s been
reported that Megan Harwood murdered me. There’s been all sorts of
salacious rumors and speculation as to her motive. That we were
lesbian lovers and she murdered me because I ended the
relationship. That she was in love with me and murdered me in
retaliation because I rejected her. That I rejected her because of
her gender identity, and she went insane and killed me.

“First, obviously, she didn’t murder me. As to the
rest, the truth is that Megan and I did not know each other at all
before all of this started. We had seen each other on occasion in a
small shop called the Elephant Tea Company but had never actually
spoken before four days ago. We spoke for the first time while we
were both being held prisoner. The night we first spoke, I was able
to aid her in escaping. The following morning, she was publicly
accused of my murder, and Airheart and Ice Dragon tried to arrest
her. She was able to escape, which is very lucky for me, because
less than twenty-four hours later, she, along with a small group of
other metahumans who I am lucky enough to call friends, rescued me
and sixteen other people.”

Eurion turned towards Megan and waved her over.

“Megan, could you join us?”

Megan reluctantly walked out onto the stage, doing
her best to avoid looking at the audience. She just kept her eyes
firmly focused on Eurion until she reached her, and Eurion pulled
her into a tight hug.

“You’re doing great,” Eurion whispered, before
pulling back. She didn’t completely let go though. Instead, she
reached down, and took Megan’s hand in hers before turning back to
the reporters.

“Megan Harwood is not a murderer. She is not a
kidnapper. She is as much a victim in this situation as I am, but
no matter what anyone tells you, she is the hero of the piece. I
owe her my life, and so do sixteen other people. Without her, I
would still be a captive. Without her, sixteen other innocent
people would still be in a drug induced coma and locked in cages
while the people who kidnapped all of us experimented on them.
Anyone who tells you otherwise is either misinformed, or a
liar.”

Eurion stepped back, pulling Megan along with her,
and Nomi stepped up to the mic.

“We’ll take a few questions at this time.”

All the reporters started shouting questions, which
made Megan flinch a little, but Nomi took it in stride and pointed
at one of the reporters.

“Ms. Goffdraig said that there were sixteen other
metahumans being held with her. Can you tell us their names?”

“Not at this time,” Nomi said. “All we can say is
that they are currently being cared for at a secure location, and
that we or the DMA will share additional information when we can do
so without further endangering the victims or their families.” She
pointed to a different reporter.

“Can you tell us where Ms. Hardwood, Ms. Goffdraig,
and the others were being held?”

“Not at this time,” Nomi said. “Again, the
investigation is currently ongoing, and it is possible that there
are other hostages of which Ms. Hardwood and Ms. Goffdraig were
unaware. For that reason, we’re not sharing any information about
the facilities in question until we’re further along in our
investigation.”

“Follow up. Can you tell us who was on the rescue
team besides Ms. Harwood?”

“I can’t disclose any details of the rescue
operation at this time. And I’m afraid the next question will have
to be the last.” She pointed at another reporter, but Megan
couldn’t help but notice her tense up as she did, which seemed odd.
At least, until the reporter spoke.

“This is a question for ‘Ms.’ Harwood. Ms. Goffdraig
addressed rumors of a ‘lesbian’ affair prior to your alleged
kidnapping, but what do you say to Praetorian’s assertion that you
are, in reality, a man?”

For a split second, Megan was stunned by the
question, but then Eurion let out a loud, deep growl that shook the
stage, and started forward with murder in her heart. Megan could
feel it through the link. Anger, rage, the overwhelming need to
protect, and the determination to kill. She tightened her grip on
Eurion’s hand, using all the strength the augment gave her, and
reached up, placing her other hand on Eurion’s chest, holding her
back with that same strength.

“Easy,” she whispered. “Take it easy.”

Eurion, thankfully, stopped, and turned to look at
her.

“It’s okay. It’s not anything I haven’t heard
before.” She gave Eurion a light pat and turned back to the crowd.
The other reporters seemed to have the good sense to get as far
away from the man who had asked the question as possible. There
wasn’t a single person within twenty feet of him. He, on the other
hand, didn’t seem to realize just how close he’d come to death.

“First, I’m a woman. Yes, I happen to be
transgender. It’s not something I’ve tried to hide, it’s not
something I’m ashamed of, and it doesn’t make me any less of a
woman. Second, allow me to say fuck you, fuck the horse you rode in
on, you ignorant fucking bigot, and honestly, fuck Praetorian with
a rusty chainsaw for sharing my medical history without my
consent.”

She turned to Nomi.

“Are we done here?”

“Yeah, we’re done.”

“Good. Let’s get out of here.”

* * * * *

“I’m sorry,” Nomi said as soon as they were back
inside.

“You knew the guy was going to be an asshole. Why
did you let him ask a question?” Megan asked.

“Politics. Fucking politics.”

“What does that even mean?”

“I used to refuse to call on any of the reporters
from the right-wing wacko outlets, but then one of them did a hit
piece on how I was biased against them and manipulating the press
coverage of the High Guard. It was mostly bullshit, but Banks
ripped me a new one, and said that going forward, I have to give
the fuckheads at least one question at any press conference. After
that, I’m allowed to limit the fuckhead ration to one in ten, which
doesn’t help much. I can’t remember the last time I’ve answered
more than five questions at a press conference.”

“You should have let me incinerate him,” Eurion
said.

Megan shook her head.

“Nope. You can’t carry me back to your lair and have
your wicked way with me if you’re in jail for murder.”

“Who says I’d be in jail?” Eurion asked. “The only
idiot I can think of who is stupid enough to try to arrest me is
Praetorian. I’d eat that little shite if I didn’t think he’d give
me indigestion.”

“As much as I would love to see that, Megan’s
right,” Nomi said. “No incinerating reporters, and no eating
Praetorian.”

“You’re no fun. Jia Li would let me incinerate the
reporter.”

“Jia Li would make popcorn. That’s why she isn’t
allowed to be in charge of anything. Now, come on. I have five
bucks riding on us getting to the briefing room before Banks calls
and starts yelling.”

Eurion smiled and shook her head.

“You’re going to lose that bet.”

“Not if one of you portals us there.”

“Why should I? You won’t even let me incinerate
someone who insulted my girlfriend.”

Nomi looked at Megan.

“Help me out here?”

Megan shook her head and smiled at Eurion.

“If I open a portal, it’s not going to the briefing
room.”

“Oh, get a room.”

“I believe that’s what my love was suggesting.”

Nomi rolled her eyes.

“Come on. Time to face the music.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Four

THEY DID END UP making It to the briefing room
before Banks called. Everyone was already there, and the room had
been rearranged. The stage, the podium, and the rows of chairs were
gone, replaced by a large U-shaped table. There were cameras
arranged on tripods in the middle of the U, and the screen at the
back of the stage had been lowered a couple of feet. As soon as
Megan stepped into the room, everyone there stood up and started
clapping.

“Um…” she turned and looked at Eurion, who was at
just as much of a loss as she was, but when she looked back at the
room, Fractal just pointed at the screen, which came to life with
an image of her on the stage outside.

“…fuck Praetorian with a rusty
chainsaw—”

The recording looped at that point and played two
more times before it stopped. She looked back at the others, who
were all smiling.

“You have no idea how much all of us have wanted to
say something like that in an interview,” Elisa said.

“All right, enough,” Nomi said. She took a seat at
the bend of the table. Elisa was seated to her right, then two
empty chairs that were waiting for Eurion and Megan, then Naomi,
Anika, Danny, Amanda, Jia Lia, and Emilia. Ashley was seated to
Nomi’s left, then Hannah, Maggie, Varsha, Garnell, Fractal, Kevin,
and Juan. Eurion and Megan took their seats, and Megan looked
around, not sure what they were supposed to do while they
waited.

“Any news?” Nomi asked.

“Nothing public,” Ashley said. “No one’s caught wind
of anyone hitting any DMA facilities, so either Banks is keeping
this under wraps, or it never got reported up the chain.”

“I’m not sure what to hope for at this point,” Nomi
said. “If she’s keeping it under wraps, there could be a dozen
reasons why, but if she doesn’t know…”

“If she doesn’t know, it means that the DMA is so
thoroughly compromised that they can hush up a raid on a major
facility,” Danny put in. “I almost wish it had been a normal
lockup. At least that would tell us if the Marshals are
compromised.”

“I think we’re just going to have to assume they
are,” Nomi said. “I know you don’t want to hear that, but—”

“You’re right. I don’t want to hear it. You’re also
right that we have to assume they’re compromised. It’s too
dangerous not to. I just wish Banks would hurry the fuck up and
call.”

As if on cue, the Y-shaped conference phone sitting
in front of Nomi started ringing.

“Speak of the devil,” Nomi said. She reached out and
tapped the phone’s touch screen, and the screen on the wall came to
life, showing a short, older woman sitting in front of the DMA
seal.

“Good morning, Secretary Banks,” Nomi said.

“Good morning, and what the fuck were you thinking?”
Banks replied.

“What do you mean?” Nomi asked.

“You know god damn well what I mean. Going public
like that. Do you have any idea the kind of shit storm you just
created?”

“I do, but it’s nothing compared to the shit storm I
could have created, Madam Secretary. Believe me.”

Banks’s eyes narrowed, and her face turned a
slightly redder shade.

“What do you mean?”

Nomi tapped the touch screen on the phone again, and
the screen split, showing a high rez photo of the Marshal’s badge
and ID cards Megan had taken off the DMA agent who tried to stop
her during her breakout.

“Mavis Darci Lynch. Department of Metahuman Affairs
ID Number MDL- 9783381369-F. Ms. Harwood took this off one of the
metahumans who tried to recapture her during her escape.”

Nomi tapped the phone again, and the photos of the
badge and ID cards disappeared, replaced with a video clip of
Megan’s fight with Burning Man and Stone Man.

“Video footage of Ms. Harwood’s escape from the
facility where she was being held. Note the two men. Pyre and
Stonework. Both former members of the Sun City Protectors who
should be in jail. Records show their sentences were
reduced, and they were both released early for good behavior.”

The screen changed again, this time showing the room
where Eurion was being held.

“A lab in the DMA building in De Leon, Florida,
where Eurion and sixteen other metahumans, none of whom had
any criminal record, were being held against their will in
drug induced comas.”

The screen changed again, and Megan flinched at the
sight in front of her. It looked like Eurion’s dragon form, but the
body was badly mangled, and clearly dead. There was blood and
viscera everywhere.

“’Eurion’s’ body. Which we believe
to be a clone created by Genetwist, who is supposed to be locked up
in the metahuman wing at FCC Coleman. The thing is, records showed
he was transferred to MADX Florance about eighteen months ago, but
MADX Florance has no record of the transfer, and after a manual
headcount, confirmed he’s not there.

“So, I’ll tell you what the fuck I was thinking. I
was thinking the DMA and Justice have both been compromised, and I
don’t know how far up it goes. I was thinking the best way to
protect Eurion and Ms. Harwood was to go public with the fact that
Eurion was alive, and Ms. Harwood was a kidnapping victim, and not
a murderer. I was also thinking we’d only share what was necessary
to stop the Unitarium and whoever they have inside of the DMA, the
Protectors, the Sun City PD, and the Marshals from finishing the
frame up job they were cooking up for Ms. Harwood. If that doesn’t
meet with your approval, I can just dump everything we have on the
net and let the White House and the Attorney General sort it
out.”

Megan wasn’t certain because she’d never seen Banks
before, but she was pretty sure the expression on her face was
pretty close to rage.

“You should have called with all of this before you
went public,” Banks growled.

“Do you want an honest answer to why I didn’t?”

“It would be appreciated.”

“I wasn’t sure you weren’t in on it.”

“What?”

“Honestly, I’m still not.”

“Explain.”

Nomi nodded.

“Someone adjusted the sentences of all the former
Sun City Protectors who went to jail for correction except
Paralysis. Someone ‘lost’ Genetwist during a prison transfer.
Someone was using a DMA facility to hold metahuman civilians.
Things like that need someone higher up the food chain to authorize
them, or to cover them up. Even if the people actually holding the
civilians thought they were legitimate prisoners, you needed
someone to provide forged paperwork and issue the orders for their
captivity. Given the conditions of their captivity, I’m not really
in the mood to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.”

“Where are these metahumans?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know, or you’re not telling me?”

“I don’t know. Someone Eurion trusts arranged a
secure location for them. No one here knows where they are, and
it’s going to stay that way until we can be sure of their
safety.”

“How are we supposed to check their stories if we
can’t talk to them?”

“You can talk to me,” Eurion said. “I saw them when
I was brought into the lab where we were kept, and we have footage
of the rescue operation. Once you’ve cleaned house, and it’s safe
for them to return home, whoever is assigned to prosecute the case
will be able to talk to them.”

“That’s not acceptable,” Banks said. Eurion
shrugged.

“I don’t really care what you find acceptable.
Someone connected to the DMA kidnapped me, drugged me, stole
samples of my blood, and used them in medical experiments. A
criminal who you assured us would be appropriately dealt with is
out on the street. He cloned me.

“Right now, Madam Secretary, I am the only thing
stopping the dragons from burning every DMA facility in the county
to ash, and every agent with them. I am the only thing stopping the
dragons from declaring war on the Unitarium. No human alive has
seen a dragon go to war. I promise you, you do not want to see the
damage that will be done if hundreds of us decide to.”

Megan watched as the color drained out of Banks’
face.

“I see that I have your attention now. That’s good.
That’s very good. Industry has a full accounting of everything Ms.
Harwood and myself know, including video of Megan’s escape from the
Unitarium facility where she was being held, as well as the rescue
of the various metahumans who were imprisoned with me, and the DMA
agents and metahumans she fought. Ex Machina has run facial
recognition on everyone Megan encountered in the Unitarium
facility, and we have included copies of all the paperwork from the
Department of Corrections covering all the people we are aware of
who should be in custody and have been freed. I would suggest
giving them and Fractal unfettered access to the DOJ and Department
of Corrections databases so they can do an audit to see what other
prisoners are missing, because there almost certainly are more. But
I want to be clear on this, Secretary Banks. As of right now, you
have seven days to act. If, at the end of that time, I am not
satisfied, I will call the Dragon Council, and I can promise you,
we will act.”

“Eurion is quite right,” Jia Li said. “I’ve been the
go between for the DMA and the Dragon Council since the treaties
were first signed, but if this is not dealt with quickly, I will
not plead the DMA’s case this time. I do not speak for people who
do not keep their promises.”

“I would urge you to act quickly, Madam Secretary,”
Amanda said. “The last time there was a major issue with the
dragons, a city was nearly leveled, and that was a minor
territorial dispute.”

“One other thing,” Eurion said.

“What?” Banks asked.

“I pray, for your sake, that you have no hand in
these events, because if I learn that you’re behind this, I will
come for you, and I will not come alone.”

“Is that a threat? Are you threatening me?”

“Yes. I’m so glad we understand each other.”

“I’ll send the packet with all the evidence along,”
Nomi said, cutting Banks off before she could respond to Eurion.
“If there’s nothing else?”

Megan raised her hand.

“Actually, I have a question.”

“What is it?” Banks asked.

“The last few days, everyone’s been calling me
Rhapsody. What fucking dumbass son of a bitch came up with
that?”

Banks just sat there and stared for a moment, before
the screen went black. Megan turned to Eurion.

“I don’t think she liked my question.”

Eurion smiled and leaned forward, giving Megan a
quick peck on the lips.

“I don’t think she did.”

Chance let out a little squeal.

“They’re so adorable.”

Eurion turned to glare, but Naomi jumped in before
anyone started breathing fire.

“The first person to identify a new supervillain
gets naming rights. Praetorian was the one to report that your
fingerprints had been found at the sight of ‘Eurion’s’ corpse. I
assume he picked the name based on your shop.”

“It’s a good name for a guitar shop. For me, not so
much.”

Naomi shrugged.

“You’re not a supervillain. If you want to pick a
different codename, go ahead.”

“I don’t. I don’t want to be a superhero. I just
want to go back to my shop.”

“Then don’t,” Maggie said. “Go home, live your
life.”

“Agreed,” Naomi said. “This life is not for
everyone. Just, be aware that Banks will send someone to recruit
you.”

“Yeah,” Anika said. “Probably your side piece.”

“She’s not my side piece!”

A wicked grin spread across Anika’s face.

“All right, Ms. ‘Stride of Pride’.”

Chance snorted.

“You had that one coming.”

Naomi crossed her arms and started pouting. Anika
just smiled indulgently before turning back to Megan.

“The recruiter for the area is named Elena. She’s a
friend. When she shows up, she won’t push too hard. Just tell her
no, and she’ll leave you alone.”

Eurion took Megan’s hand.

“They’re right. Elena is a good woman. She’ll do her
job, but if you tell her no, she’ll respect it.”

Megan nodded and was about to suggest they go home
now that she was in the clear, but Ashley spoke up first.

“You know, something I have been wondering about,
given that Eurion was being held in De Leon. Do you think the
Unitarium is behind what happened there?”

The whole mood in the room changed. It felt like the
temperature dropped twenty degrees, and any trace of joking or
amusement left the room. The only ones who didn’t seem affected,
aside from Megan herself, were Maggie, Naomi, and Anika.

“I suddenly feel like I’m missing something. What
happened in De Leon?”

“Do you know who Grace McBride is?” Nomi asked.

“No,” Megan said.

“She’s a tech billionaire. A lot like me. A
supervillain killed her son about twenty-five years ago, and she
responded to that the same way I responded to my parents’ murder.
She became a superhero, and eventually, the leader of the De Leon
Wardens. About six years ago, someone hit the Wardens hard.”

“I remember hearing about that,” Megan said. “They
went after them while they were at home, right?”

Nomi nodded.

“They bombed their homes. All of them. Two thirds of
the team died during the initial explosion. The rest were picked
off when they rushed home to see if their own families were alive.
Grace was the only one who survived. Her daughter wasn’t there,
Grace’s ex-husband has custody, so Grace was alone when the bomb
went off. She got lucky. She was outside on the patio.”

“I’m not sure lucky is the word,” Kevin said. “She
lost both legs and an arm in the blast.”

“She hasn’t done too bad for herself,” Chance said.
“Her company is the one that built us. Well, the nanites we evolved
from, anyway. Word is, they’re still trying to re-engineer them so
there’s no way we could happen again. Which, honestly, we find a
little insulting, but it’s not like they have a lot of choice. The
FDA won’t approve any more trials with the nanites until they can
guarantee the colonies will self-destruct after completing their
assignment.”

Megan turned to Nomi.

“You think the Unitarium was behind those
bombings?”

“After what you’ve told me, I think it’s a strong
possibility. It would also explain why the investigation has gone
six years without a single lead.”

“Because the cops heading up the investigation are
working for the people who did it.”

“Yeah. Such a lovely thought. God, I thought I was
done with this shit when I turned the Protectors in.”

Naomi rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“You should have known better. All cops are
bastards.”

Megan looked at Naomi.

“You do know you’re a cop, right?”

“Yeah. I know. I’d probably get drunk about it every
night, but this one rebuilt my liver so it can process a whole
bottle of Vodka in less time than it takes me to actually drink
it.”

Naomi pointed at Chance as she spoke, and Chance
just smiled.

“We’re not letting you run off Nurse Hotness just
because you’ve got cop issues.”

“I don’t have cop issues. I know exactly where I
stand. I hate cops. I have hypocrisy issues.”

A bunch of people in the room glanced over at Danny,
who raised her hands.

“Don’t look at me. I was raised by a civil rights
attorney who has a ‘Defund the Police’ tattoo. I know the system’s
shit.”

Megan laughed and shook her head, before turning
back to Nomi.

“Can we go home now?”

“I’d give it a couple of hours. I’ll call the
State’s Attorney’s office and dispatch. Make sure the BOLO gets
canceled and the arrest warrants get revoked and removed from the
system. I’ll even send someone to get your stuff out of
evidence.”

“I could take her back to my house. Assuming the
SCPD didn’t trigger the ward stone.”

“Your house is fine,” Ashley said. “When you went
missing, I called Danny, Amanda, Naomi, Anika, and Chance. We
handled the search. There’s a bit of yellow police tape across the
front door, but other than that, it should be how you left it.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll have Vee bring over your things once we have
them,” Nomi said. “It will probably take a few days before you can
go back to your shops. Both are still considered active crime
scenes.”

Megan shrugged. “From what I saw, there wasn’t much
to go back to, but let me know. I’ll need to get the insurance
paperwork started.”

“Will do.”

“Were my accounts frozen?” Eurion asked.

“They were, but we’ll take care of it,” Chance
answered. “There, all done.”

“Thank you.” Eurion stood up and offered Megan her
hand. “Come. I’ll show you my house.”

Megan took her hand, and a moment later, she
followed her through a portal into a large white foyer, with a
stone obelisk in the center.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Five

MEGAN POPPED ANOTHER TEA ring into her mouth,
chewing absently as she browsed through Netflix. She was a little
surprised to find that Eurion not only had a 98-inch 8K QLED Smart
TV, but also all the streaming services to go with it. She’d been
picturing her spending her evenings in a Victorian library, curled
up with piles of Dickens, Melville, Jane Austin, and the Brontë
sisters, but she definitely wasn’t going to complain about being
wrong. Not when it blew her own TV setup out of the water.

She glanced towards the door again, a little
disappointed that Eurion wasn’t back yet, and sighed before turning
back to the screen and looking over her options. There were the
usual suspects, her ‘To Be Watched’ list, and more than a few
oddball choices. Truth was, she’d been browsing for nearly half an
hour, and couldn’t make up her mind. She was really tempted to
watch She-Ra, or Arcane, but she wasn’t sure she was up to that
level of emotional self-harm. Most of her go-to favorite shows
turned her into a complete wreck, which was why it was so hard to
decide. The ‘To Be Watched’ list was even more dangerous because
she had no idea how deeply she’d get invested before the show
ripped her still beating heart out and danced on it.

She eventually decided it wasn’t worth the risk, and
switched over to Paramount, and pulled up Star Trek: The Next
Generation. It took her a few minutes of browsing through the
episodes, but she finally decided watching Riker’s short
reassignment to a Klingon ship wouldn’t be particularly
traumatizing. She reached for another tea ring as the episode
started and made it all the way through to the bit where Riker was
asking if two of the Klingon women wanted a threesome, because
Riker was always classy like that, when Eurion finally appeared in
the room.

“Done,” she said as she took a seat next to
Megan.

“How bad was it?” Megan asked as she picked up the
tray of cookies. Eurion shook her head, so Megan grabbed another
tea ring before she set it back down.

“Honestly, I could forgive the kidnapping, but
making me clear out the fridge after the veggies had two weeks to
go bad is a bridge too far.” She gave a little shudder, which made
Megan laugh.

“I’m glad I won’t have that issue,” Megan said. “I
mostly live off takeout and boxed dinners.”

“We’ll have to fix that.”

“But I like my Velveeta Shells and Cheese.”

Eurion shuddered.

“Well, I suppose we know who will be doing the
cooking.”

“What? You say that like adding a slice of fried
bologna to a grilled cheese isn’t the peak of haute cuisine.”

Eurion slipped an arm around Megan’s shoulder and
pressed a kiss to her temple.

“I’m marrying an uncultured savage.”

“Hey! I am plenty cultured. It’s just all centered
around music.”

“I stand corrected.”

Megan shook her head.

“I can’t believe I agreed to marry you.”

“You don’t regret it do you?”

“No.” Megan rested her head on Eurion’s shoulder and
cuddled into her side. “I don’t regret it at all. I just surprised
myself. I usually get caught up in my head and overthink things. I
get jealous, I get insecure, I worry I’m not good enough. I’ve got
a whole list of ways I fuck things up, but this, this feels right.
It feels wonderful.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Eurion pressed another kiss
to the top of her head, and Megan smiled a little wider as they
turned back to watch the end of the episode. The credits had just
started to roll when Megan heard a phone ringing in her head.

“Chance?” she asked.

<Yeah. I hope you don’t mind the ringtone. I
didn’t want to bother you if you and Eurion were busy.>

“I’m surprised you didn’t just check my heart rate
again.”

<I did, but there are other ways of being busy.
Anyway, I have some good news, some bad news, and a
question.>

“Okay,” Megan said, not really sure she could take
more bad news right now. “Hit me.”

<Good news is the BOLO and warrants are all out
of the system, and SCPD released your stuff. The bad news is, your
cell phone screen is smashed to hell and back, and Varsha thinks
some of the other guts might be fucked up. It looks like it got run
over. Which leads us to the question. What model phone would you
like? Nomi’s gonna have Varsha pick you up a new one. Emilia and
Jia Li are paying for it, by way of apology.>

“I don’t know. Um, can you just get me the same
model?”

<It’s two years old. Unless you want us to get an
archeological expedition together to go fossil hunting, you’re out
of luck.>

“Fuck. I hate phone shopping. Um, you pick. Just get
whatever you think is good, and as close to my old phone as
possible.”

<Got it. Can you ask Eurion the same question?
Her phone is a bit melty and exploded.>

“Melty and exploded?”

<Yeah. It looks like it got hit with dragon’s
fire, and then the battery blew up.>

“Okay, that makes more sense.” Megan turned to
Eurion. “Chance says your phone is melty and exploded. They want to
know what kind of phone you’d like as a replacement.”

“Tell them I want the newest model of the same
phone.”

“You get that, Chance?”

<I did. Varsha will swing by the store on the way
and pick up new phones for both of you. She’ll probably be there in
about twenty minutes. She wants to know if you want her to pick up
lunch for you.>

“Do we want Varsha to pick up lunch for us?”

“Sure. What would you like?”

“Burritos?”

“Sounds good.”

“Chance, are there any good burrito places on the
way?”

<Varsha says she’ll hit Raging Burrito.>

“Give me a minute.” Megan pulled up the web browser
on the Smart TV and found a menu for Raging Burrito, so she and
Eurion give Chance their orders.

<Got it,> Chance said when they were finished.
<And Varsha’s on her way. You two have a good day.>

“You too, Chance.” Megan turned to Eurion. “Varsha’s
on the way. Chance said twenty minutes.”

“Anything you want to do while we wait?”

Megan smiled.

“Now that you mention it…”

* * * * *

Megan waited until Eurion left the TV room before
hitting the send button on the call. She lifted her phone to her
ear and waited, not sure her dad would answer at all. She needn’t
have worried. The call was answered on the second ring.

“Megan?”

“Hey Dad.”

“Oh, thank god. Where are you?”

“I’m at a friend’s place. Are you still at Uncle
Hank's?”

“Yeah. We saw the news, but we weren’t sure it was
safe to come home yet.”

“Honestly, I’d prefer you gave it another week.
Things here are still a mess.”

“Do you know how all of this happened?”

“Sort of. I know a lot more than you’ve been hearing
on the news, but I can’t talk about it over the phone. I’ll explain
everything when you guys get home. Just let Robyn and Sasha know
they still have a job.”

“Is the insurance going to cover the shop?”

“I don’t know of any reason they wouldn’t. I have
fire and vandalism insurance. One of them should cover it if the
other doesn’t.”

“I hope so, but you know insurance companies.”

“Well, insurance or no, I don’t think money will be
an issue.”

“Why not?”

“Well, it turns out that when you save a dragon’s
life, they’re very grateful. It also turns out that dragons are
generally insanely fucking rich. Who knew?” She smiled as she heard
her dad laugh at that. “Look, Dad, tell everyone I’m really sorry
about all of this. I’ll make it up to them as soon as I can.”

“Don’t worry about it, baby girl. You just take good
care of yourself, okay?”

“I will, and when you get home, I’ve got someone I
want you to meet.”

“She wouldn’t happen to have an English accent,
would she?”

“No.”

“Oh. Um…”

“Turns out, it’s Welsh.”

“I stand corrected, but tell me. How am I supposed
to put the fear of god into a dragon that could eat me?”

“Hey, you’re the dad. You figure it out.”

“Useless, ungrateful daughter.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

“I love you. You want to talk to your mom before you
go?”

“No. Tell her I’ll call her later. I’m about to head
back to my house and check on it.”

“Okay. Take care.”

“You too.”

Megan ended the call and took a deep breath. She’d
really wanted to spill everything to her dad, but she wasn’t sure
how safe it was to talk over the phone right now. Chance had
promised to keep an eye out for any wiretaps on her and Eurion’s
phones, as well as any on her family’s phones, and Robyn and
Sasha’s, but she was still worried. She was worried about a lot of
things, if she were honest. Her house, her car, and now, thanks to
her dad, whether the insurance company would pay for the damage to
her shop.

She looked up at the sound of a gentle knock to see
Eurion standing in the doorway.

“You ready?”

“Yeah.”

* * * * *

The ride from Eurion’s house to hers was longer than
she would have liked, though she didn’t really mind the ride. She’d
never been in a Lamborghini before, so it was a bit exciting, but
in the end, she couldn’t stop herself from asking a question that
had been on her mind ever since she found out where Eurion
lived.

“Why is your shop down in Waterside, when you live
all the way up in Bay View?”

“I like the neighborhood in Waterside better,”
Eurion said. “I used to have a shop in Bay View, but I hated the
clientele. Something about having a lot of money makes people think
they know your business better than you do. Every idiot who comes
in looking for an engagement ring thinks they’re the next Charles
Lewis Tiffany, so instead of letting me design something for them,
they always insisted I turn out some horrible abomination that
looked like one of those tacky crystal doorknobs that were ugly a
century ago.

“The customers I get in Waterside are a lot less
full of themselves, and a lot more willing to just let me do my
work. Which means I get to make really beautiful pieces instead of
gaudy nightmares. I’ve also found that the people who really
appreciate my work will find me.”

“I had never thought of that.”

“Surely you get some of that?”

“Not really,” Megan said. “Mostly my annoying
customers fall into one of two classes. The first group are people
who really want something they’d get from the Gibson or Fender
custom shop, for a tenth of the price. Those people get sent
packing pretty quick. Even the stock guitars we build go for a
couple of thousand dollars. The second group are people who want a
Fender or Gibson style with options even the custom shop doesn’t
offer. I’ll take those jobs, provided they can pay and the idea
isn’t stupid, but I just hand them off to Sasha or Robyn and do an
inspection to make sure the guitar is up to my standards when
they’re finished. I save most of my time for either really
complicated repairs that Sasha and Robyn don’t think they can
manage on their own, or for real custom builds.”

“Real custom builds?”

“Yeah. If someone comes in and says, ‘I want a Les
Paul’ or ‘I want a Stratocaster,’ we’ll build them one, but Sasha
or Robyn’s doing the build. I don’t want to spend my life
reproducing someone else’s work with a few tweaks. I want to build
my own designs.”

“And you lost all your designs when your shop
burned?”

“No. I lost the jigs and the tooling, but not the
designs. I had everything on the computer backed up off site. Don’t
get me wrong, I went out of my way to make sure there was never a
fire in my shop, but when you keep that many chemicals and that
much wood around, you know it’s a risk. I had every type of
insurance you can have for the shop. And I kept a detailed
inventory, double checked once a week. Photos of every instrument
we ever made, complete with a materials list, log of time spent
working on it, and sale price. Same with every instrument we took
in for repair. Owner’s name, manufacturer, model, serial number.
Photos of the instrument at intake. Video of the repair itself,
along with photos at every stage. Photographs of the instrument
along with the signed acceptance papers when the customer picks the
instrument up. All of it backed up every hour.

“Teddy did the same thing, except for the video.
When he started, it was polaroids, and he just took the day’s
photos home with him and put them in a file cabinet. By the time I
went to work for him, he was carrying home a hard drive every
night. I did that for a while too, but when I really started
getting successful and could afford it, I had a guy come in and set
up the automated off-site backups.”

“Well, that should be helpful getting you set back
up. What will you need to remake your jigs and tooling?”

“Time, money. Basic tools.”

“Did you have an inventory of your tools?”

“Yeah.”

“That will be helpful. You can go ahead and buy all
the tools you need while we look for a new building for your shop,
unless you want to rebuild the old one.”

“I do, but maybe we could find a place to put the
shop until the old building is rebuilt.”

“I’m guessing you want to stay in Waterside?”

“I do.”

“I’ll call my real estate agent when we get back to
the house and see if we can find something then.”

“Assuming the mob hasn’t bought it all.”

“Oh, I assure you, they haven’t. I own about half of
Waterside.”

“What?”

“My dear, I do not think you realize just how rich I
am. We’re riding in a 2023 Lamborghini Huracán Evo Spyder. They
cost nearly a quarter million dollars. It’s my spare car.
We’re using it because the Aston Martin, which costs nearly twice
as much, is still in police impound. I own a lot of real estate in
the city. A couple of dozen night clubs, including Cape Town,
Dalloway’s, Girl Bar, The Eagle, The Chamber, a few of the high
rises downtown, most of the low-income housing in the Narrows,
several industrial parks.”

“Wait, you own every gay bar in the city except the
Violet Orchid?”

“I own that too. Well, I own the buildings. People
rent them to run the clubs in them. When Rachel and I switched
territories, we also exchanged real estate portfolios, which my
lawyers assured me was an absolute nightmare. Rachel moved here
before the city was even incorporated, and she’s far more
aggressive about real estate than I was after I came to the United
States. I own most of the docks and the warehouses on them.
Honestly, I think that’s half the reason the Unitarium wanted to
get rid of me. They’ve been trying to buy them from me through
various fronts for more than thirty years, and I have refused to
sell.”

“Why do they even want Waterside?”

“Gentrification.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. The Ragusa family tried the same thing in the
Narrows back in the early nineties. That’s why I own most of the
low-income housing. I bought it, renovated it, and then dropped the
rent.”

“You dropped the rent after you renovated?”

“I may be rich, but I also spent centuries watching
the way those English fucks treated the Welsh, the Irish, the
Scots, and the rest of their Empire. It’s not so different from the
way the rich treat the poor in this country. Since I can’t solve
the problem with a liberal application of dragon fire, I do what I
can in other ways. A part of my income from the docks goes to
subsidize the upkeep of the low-income housing in the Narrows. More
of it goes to the local schools, to food banks, to soup kitchens,
to free daycare centers and free clinics. I also run Narrows
General, which forgives far more bills than it ever collects.”

“You do all of that?”

Eurion shrugged.

“I’m a billionaire. I have more money than I could
spend in a hundred lifetimes, and with my various properties and
investments, I make more money every day than most people will see
in their entire lives. Other people don’t have enough money to pay
insane medical bills, or ridiculously high rent. Why hound them for
it when I don’t need it? If they had the money, they’d pay. If they
don’t have the money, all trying to collect will do is ruin their
lives, and they still won’t pay.”

“I wish more people felt that way.”

“I wish I was allowed to set people who didn’t on
fire, but one thing I’ve learned in my life is, being petty is fun,
and being rich lets you take being petty to a whole other
level.”

“Like buying up all the low-income housing to keep
it out of the Ragusa’s hands?”

“I was actually thinking about the seafood
restaurant I opened across the street from Tony Ragusa’s office
called ‘Captain Porkpie’s Fish and Chips.”

“I don’t think I get the joke.”

“That’s okay. Tony does.”

* * * * *

“Well, that’s not a promising start,” Megan said as
she stared at the front door of her house. It was held closed with
a pair of crime scene seals. “I thought this was taken care
of.”

“It should be. Ask Chance.”

“Chance, there’s still a crime scene seal sticker on
my front door.”

<You can cut it,> Chance said. <The scene
has been released. I’ll email you a copy of the form.>

Megan pulled out her phone, and checked her email,
and sure enough, there was a PDF of the form releasing her house.
She locked her phone and put it back in her pocket.

“Thanks.”

<No problem.>

There was a click as the connection to Chance
closed. Megan raised her hand, using the augment to form a small,
razor-sharp blade. She cut the seals, and as soon as she had, she
wished she hadn’t. She looked down to see the door jamb was
shattered.

“They must have kicked it in, or used a ram,” Eurion
said.

“Yeah.”

She shook her head and stepped inside, flipping the
light switch as she did. Her heart sank as she looked around the
room. Her entire living room had been destroyed. The couch was
pulled away from the wall and flipped over. The cushions had been
cut open. The love seat and recliner had been given the same
treatment. Her bookshelves sat out at odd angles and all the books
had been thrown on the floor. Her entire entertainment center was
thrown on the floor. The TV’s screen was shattered, and her
speakers had been broken open. Every single Blu-ray had been taken
out of its case, the card stock inserts with the cover art had been
removed, and everything had been piled up, and from the looks of
it, trampled over by people wearing heavy boots. All the pictures
had been taken off the wall. Her amps had been turned over. All
four of her electric guitars had the electronics cover plates pried
off, and all three of her acoustics had been broken open like
piñatas.

She just stood and stared for a long time. She could
feel Eurion’s rage through their connection, but she felt strangely
numb as she looked over the ruins of her home.

“I’m going to make a phone call,” Eurion said.

“Okay,” Megan replied. Eurion turned and stepped
back out of the house, but Megan walked deeper inside what had, up
until a few days earlier, been her home. It wasn’t anymore. Now, it
was an alien landscape.

The kitchen was her first stop, and it was worse
than the living room. All her cookware was strewn across floor. Her
dishes were tossed in the sink, and the good ones were all broken.
The racks of her dishwasher were piled on top of the cookware. The
contents of the fridge and freezer had been thrown out on the floor
on top of a pile of boxed meals and canned food.

The bedroom made the kitchen and living room look
tame. Her bed had been disassembled. The mattress and the box
spring were both cut open. The closet was open, the drawers had all
been pulled out of the chest of drawers and the nightstands. All
her clothes were on the floor and again, there were boot prints on
everything. She peeked into the master bath, and the medicine
cabinet had been ripped out of the wall and lay in the sink. The
drawers from the vanity were piled in the bathtub, and someone had
left the shower head dripping, so they were all soaked and ruined.
The towels and washcloths were strewn everywhere. The lid for the
toilet tank was on the floor, in three large pieces, and the toilet
seat was broken off the hinges.

She turned around and checked the guest bedroom and
the second bath. They were in the same shape, so she moved on to
the garage, which looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. All
the neatly organized storage bins had been dumped out on the floor.
All her tools were piled in a corner. Her table saw was on its side
with its guts pulled out. Her tabletop CNC machine was in pieces.
Cans of paint, stain, glue, and solvent were scattered around
instead of in the fireproof storage locker. Some of them had
spilled all over the floor and dried and there was a huge hole
knocked in the wall.

“Megan?” Eurion called for somewhere behind her.

“In here,” she said, as she stared at the ruins. A
moment later, two strong arms pulled her into a hug.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“I want to leave.”

“Okay.”

Eurion took her hand, and led her back to the front
door, where they found Danny and Amanda waiting.

“The crew should be here within thirty minutes,”
Eurion said.

“We’ll make sure no one comes in or out until they
get here,” Danny said.

“I appreciate it.”

Eurion led Megan down to the car and helped her in,
before climbing into the driver’s seat.

“What crew?” Megan asked.

“I called the lawyer who handles my real estate
holdings. They have a crew who is going to come over, document and
catalog everything in the house, and then clean it up.”

“Make sure they don’t throw out the guitars,” Megan
said.

“They have instructions to call before throwing
anything away,” Eurion said.

“Good. Can we go now?”

“Yeah. Yeah, we can go.”

Eurion put the car in reverse as Megan closed her
eyes and did her best to forget everything she’d just seen.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Six

MEGAN SMILED AS SHE felt Eurion approaching. She was
honestly a little surprised. She’d only climbed into the bath a
couple of minutes earlier and had worried that Eurion wouldn’t join
her until she was all wrinkled and pruney and ready to get out.
Instead, she felt excitement, anticipation, and a sense of urgency
coming through the link. She opened her eyes as Eurion stepped into
the bathroom in a red terry cloth robe, and watched with hungry
eyes as Eurion pulled the robe off. When Eurion turned towards her,
she swallowed at the sight, amazed that someone so beautiful wanted
her, had chosen her. She bit her lip as Eurion walked over to the
tub.

“Scoot forward a bit, love.”

Megan moved forward, and Eurion climbed in behind
her. Megan settled back between Eurion’s legs, her back resting
against Eurion’s chest, as Eurion’s arms wrapped around her waist.
She felt such care, tenderness, and reverence coming from Eurion,
and she wondered if it would always be like this. If Eurion would
cherish her so much for the rest of her life, or if eventually the
new would wear off and she’d just be another toy in Eurion’s
collection.

Somehow, despite all logic, she thought Eurion would
always cherish her this way. There was something in the way Eurion
talked about her various wives that made her believe that. The
feelings she got through the link weren’t uniformly intense, they
definitely varied depending on which of her wives Eurion was
discussing, but through all of them, there was a sense of love, of
longing, and just a touch of grief.

She wondered how someone could maintain that level
of emotional intensity for so long. She supposed it might have been
a lesson Eurion learned the hard way, to not take the time she was
given for granted, since she was destined to lose each wife in
turn, but Megan didn’t think so. There was no regret when she
talked about any of her wives. Of course, Megan could be wrong. It
could just be a subject they hadn’t reached yet; they’d known each
other less than a week, but she didn’t think so. She thought it far
more likely that Eurion simply loved fiercely and constantly.

“You’re woolgathering, love.”

“Hmm?”

“I can feel your mind wandering. What are you
thinking about?”

“You,” Megan answered. “I’m wondering if you’ll
still love me when I’m old and gray and can’t keep up with my sexy
young dragon wife.”

Eurion laughed and pressed a kiss to her neck.

“I will love you as long as there is life in my
body, and beyond.”

“You definitely know all the right things to
say.”

“Do you doubt me?”

“Not for a second, which honestly surprises me.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I can’t remember there ever being a time
when I didn’t doubt someone’s feelings. My friends, my family, my
lovers, my girlfriends. You’re the first person I’ve ever met whose
love I don’t doubt.”

“I think being able to feel the honesty behind my
words might be helping with that, just a bit.”

“You might be right.”

“In that case, whatever else comes of it, I’m glad
the augment came to you. You deserve to know that you’re loved,
wholeheartedly and unreservedly.”

“It’s hard for me to believe that.”

“That I love you?”

“No. I can feel that part of it, but it’s hard to
believe that I deserve it.”

“You do, and I don’t just say that because I believe
everyone deserves love. I know it’s popular, even fashionable, to
say that, but I’d be lying if I said I believed it. Some people are
so full of hatred, so committed to hurting others as a way to
aggrandize themselves, that they don’t deserve love or pity. Only
scorn. But that is not you. I might only have known you for a short
time, but in that time, I saw everything I needed to know. I saw
the way you put the well-being of those you loved above your own.
The way you told your family to flee the danger, instead of going
to them for help and shelter. The way you came for me, when you
could have left that task to others with more training and
experience. The way you tried to reason with Emilia and Jia Li
instead of simply attacking, even when it was clear they didn’t
intend to listen. You are a good and kind soul, my love, a
beautiful treasure beyond price. Though if Rachel or Jia Li asks, I
fully intend to pay a ten weight for you.”

“A ten weight?” Megan asked.

“Oh, yes.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, I plan on giving you ten times your own
weight in gold as a bride price.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to.”

Megan shifted so she could look at Eurion’s
face.

“Why?”

“Because Rachel paid a five weight for Cecile, and I
want to rub it in her face.”

Megan stared at Eurion for just a moment before she
burst out laughing.

“You are terrible.”

“Terrible?”

“Yes.”

“Really?”

Megan opened her mouth to say yes but ended up just
gasping as Eurion’s hand dipped between her legs.

“Are you sure about that?” she asked as she spread
Megan open.

“I…um…”

“If I’m so terrible, do you want me to stop?”

“No…”

Eurion laughed.

“I didn’t think so.”

* * * * *

“You did not win that argument, by the way,” Megan
said as they curled up under the covers.

“Oh, I think I did.”

“Nope. You cheated.”

“I don’t remember you complaining at the time.”

Megan snuggled in closer, moving her head from her
pillow to Eurion’s shoulder, and throwing one of her legs over both
of Eurion’s.

“That’s because I really like the way you
cheat.”

Eurion wrapped an arm around her and gave her a
squeeze.

“Good to know.”

Megan closed her eyes and did her best to try to
drift off. It should have been easy to do. As energetic as things
had gotten in the tub, and later in the bed, on top of the
whirlwind of activity since she and Eurion had gone to her house a
couple of days earlier, she was pretty well spent. As easy as it
should have been, instead of drifting off, she just lay there. It
wasn’t that she couldn’t relax, she was practically boneless as she
lay there. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel safe, because she’d
honestly never felt safer in her entire life.

For all that, she couldn’t get her mind off what had
happened. Her shop burned to the ground, her home broken into,
everything she owned destroyed. And not just her home either. Her
parents, her brother and sister’s houses, Robyn and Sasha’s houses
had all been given the same treatment. The police had destroyed her
life, the lives of her family and her employees.

The worst part was, she didn’t know how much of it
was dirty cops on the Unitarium’s payroll fucking her over just to
prove a point and how much of it was ‘clean’ cops fucking her over
just because they could. Not that it made a difference. She’d been
accused of a crime, and somehow, it didn’t matter if she was guilty
or not. It didn’t even matter if the crime had actually happened.
She’d been accused of a crime, and that was enough reason for
people to destroy her whole life. To burn decades of hard work to
the ground and destroy anyone around her for the simple crime of
loving her and being loved in return.

Of course, she’d gotten lucky. Eurion was there to
offer her help. Eurion had hired people to go through all six
houses, to catalog everything that had been damaged or broken, and
replace as much of it as possible. To repair as much of what
couldn’t be replaced as possible, and to clean and put away
anything that wasn’t damaged or destroyed. She didn’t want to think
about how much money was being spent. Tens, maybe hundreds of
thousands of dollars in the last couple of days, and the number
would only go up. How much of that insurance would reimburse, she
had no idea, but it would be nowhere near all of it.

Eurion had mentioned talking to her lawyers, suing
the city, the police, and the Sun City Protectors. Megan wasn’t
going to argue with Eurion about it. Maybe her lawyers were good
enough to get the city to settle. She doubted it, though. Words
like ‘qualified immunity’ and ‘probable cause’ danced in her head.
Words cops, prosecutors, and governments had been hiding behind in
court for decades to avoid paying for the horrible things they did
to people. She wasn’t a lawyer, or a legal scholar, but a few
google searches, a few news stories, and a few YouTube videos by
lawyers was more than enough to paint a picture of how things would
turn out.

“You’re thinking too loud, love,” Eurion said.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Just tell me what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know, exactly. I just keep thinking about
everything that happened, and I can’t stop. It just turns over and
over in my mind, and I feel…I don’t know.”

“Angry.”

It was a statement, not a question. Megan opened her
mouth to argue, but she stopped as she realized Eurion was
right.

“That’s what this is.” She sighed in relief at
finally being able to identify the emotion that had been swelling
inside of her.

“You didn’t know?”

“No. I knew I was feeling something, but normally,
anger feels different than this. Hotter, somehow.”

“It’s not just anger. You feel powerless, and
frustrated. Maybe even a little violated.”

“You’re really good at this.”

“Yeah. It helps that I can feel it through the
link.”

“Oh, yeah. I suppose that would help.”

“Talk to me.”

“I don’t know where to start. There’s so much. I
keep thinking about the shop, and our houses, and Tara and Mike’s
jobs, and Tara’s husband’s job, and Mike’s wife’s job, and Mom’s
job, and Lucy’s schoolwork, and the fact that there’s no way
insurance will cover all of this.”

“You don’t have to worry about insurance, love.”

“I know, but that’s not the point. I appreciate what
you’re doing, Eurion, I really do, but you shouldn’t have to do it.
The police just destroyed my entire life, and the lives of the
people closest to me, and I know you’ve got the best lawyers money
can buy, but that doesn’t mean they won’t get away with it. And
what if you weren’t there? What if the person I’d been accused of
kidnapping and murdering didn’t shed gold the way a cat sheds fur?
Even if the shop hadn’t been firebombed, the damage to the houses
would ruin me, but the shop was firebombed, and the insurance
policy won’t cover the cost of getting up and running again. I
don’t know if my homeowner's policy will cover what the cops did. I
don’t know if Dad, Mike, or Tara will get payouts from their
homeowner's. I don’t know if Sasha and Robyn even have a renter’s
policy.

“None of this should have happened, but as bad as it
is, even if you weren’t a billionaire, I got lucky. What if the
augment hadn’t connected us? Or worse still, what if you really
were dead? How would I have proven my innocence? I couldn’t have.
I’d be on the run for the rest of my life for something I didn’t
fucking do.”

“And that makes you angry.”

“Yeah, but it also makes me feel powerless, and
feeling powerless makes me feel frustrated, and all of it is
fucking terrifying, because it happened so fast, and because even
with all your money, and even with all the time in the world,
things can never, ever go back to the way they were. Whatever
happens tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that, I will
always know that all it would take for my life to be snatched away
again would be for one person to tell a lie.”

“I’m sorry, love. I wish I knew what to say to make
it better.”

“So do I. All I know is, no one should have that
much power, and any system that gives anyone that much power is
broken, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

“Neither do I.” Eurion pulled her close and pressed
a kiss to her forehead. “Believe me, I spent centuries watching
what unchecked power does to those who can’t fight back. The things
the English did to the Welsh, the Irish, and the Scottish don’t
bear thinking on. I watched it for centuries, the same way I
watched what they did to the rest of their empire, and when I came
here, it was no better. Jim Crow was in full swing. The laws have
been repealed, but the effects still linger, and as it’s grown in
power, the American Empire has become every bit as evil as the
British Empire. Perhaps more so.”

“Did you ever try to stop it?”

“More times than I could count. I tried everything.
I joined armies, I burned armies. I killed kings, barons, dukes,
reeves, and everything in between. I appealed to the church, and I
burned cathedrals to the ground. Sometimes it helped. Sometimes
things got better. Sometimes people cared enough about each other
that when they were protected from outside interference, they could
build communities that were healthy and loving, where the abuse of
power wasn’t tolerated, but at the end of the day, I was just one
dragon. I could topple a king, or change the course of an empire,
but I wasn’t powerful enough to do away with the idea of kings and
the idea of empires.”

Megan sighed and buried her face in the crook of
Eurion’s neck.

“I don’t understand why people are so willing to
believe everything the police say. There’s so much proof out there
that they lie more often than they tell the truth.”

“Lots of reasons. Sometimes it’s racism, or sexism,
or xenophobia, or homophobia, or transphobia, or elitism. A lot of
people are small minded, and fear what they don’t understand, and
it’s easier to believe that what they don’t understand is evil than
it is to learn to understand. With the government in general, and
the police specifically, I think it’s because the lies are
comforting. People know that the police have power, and that power
is terrifying. If they believe the lies, that the police only
arrest criminals, that they only discriminate against that other
group, that group of people who are inherently bad and out to get
them, then they can believe the power is working for them. If the
power is working for them, it’s like the power is theirs, like they
control it, and you don’t need to fear what you control.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“I know, my darling, but I don’t have any comforting
lie to tell you. The police are what they are. Some individuals try
to do better, try to be what they are supposed to be, but they’re
part of the system that’s rotten. You only have to look at what
happened to Nomi to see what happens to honest cops. They’re
vilified, cast out. She was able to do an end run around the
system, but only because she has money, power, and influence, but
that’s just another form of corruption. She runs her own, private
little army, and Banks likes that just fine, because the High Guard
and other privately run MERTs can sidestep rules and regulations
that government run teams can’t.”

“She’s your friend.”

“Most of the High Guard are my friends, and I’m at
least friendly with the rest, and most of the other MERT members in
town. I’m also friends with Emilia, Jia Li, Amanda, Danny, Naomi,
Anika, Chance, Cecile, and the US Marshal who’s dating Cecile and
Rachel’s daughter, and Elena, the recruiter Nomi mentioned. I never
said I wasn’t a hypocrite, but the truth is, Jia Li is the only one
of my friends that I see on a regular basis that I didn’t meet
through some superhero entanglement or other, and given who she’s
married to, I’d have to cut everyone I was close to before I met
you out of my life if I wanted to stay away from law
enforcement.”

Megan didn’t know what to say to that. She might be
growing fond of some of Eurion’s friends, mostly Chance, but she
still felt a bit of resentment. She wanted to like Naomi, because
it would be nice to have a trans woman that she could talk to about
all this metahuman bullshit, but at the end of the day, Naomi was a
cop, same as all the others. It made it hard to trust any of them,
and it made her miss her family and her friends that much more.

She tightened her grip on Eurion, trying to get
closer, even though she was already pressed up against her, seeking
some sort of comfort. Eurion’s arms tightened around her.

“I wish I had a better answer for you, love.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s the truth.”

“I know, but sometimes, the truth is a terrible,
terrible thing.”

“Can you at least set Praetorian on fire for
me?”

Eurion laughed and kissed her on the top of the head
again.

“Oh, my darling, you have no idea how many times I
have been tempted to do just that.”

“You should yield to temptation. It might not come
your way again.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Eurion.”

“Yes, love?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, my darling. Sleep now. I promise,
nothing can harm you while I’m here.”

Megan nodded and closed her eyes, and slowly drifted
off to sleep.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Seven

“WHERE ARE WE GOING again?” Megan asked.

“It’s a surprise,” Eurion replied. Megan scowled.
She was a little tired of surprises. The last couple of weeks had
been full of surprises, and so far, she hadn’t enjoyed any of them.
Well, except for meeting Eurion. And Eurion proposing. And she
scowled even harder, wanting to stay grumpy, mostly because she
wanted to know where they were going, and Eurion had been refusing
to tell her ever since she’d told Megan to get dressed. Even riding
in the Aston Martin, which had finally arrived on the back of a
flatbed tow truck that morning, hadn’t cheered her up. Seeing her
dinky, battered little Accord parked next to the Lamborghini hadn’t
exactly lightened her mood either.

She was starting to think she was going a little
stir crazy. She loved spending time with Eurion, and she was still
enjoying that heady rush that came with any new relationship, but
she’d never really been that good at doing nothing. That’s why she
had a woodshop in her garage that was almost as well equipped as
the one at work. She was itching for something to do with her
hands. Well, something other than Eurion, who had no end of calls
to make, and emails to send, and Zoom conferences. She tried not to
mind those too much, since she knew Eurion was only working so hard
to take care of the damage that had been done to Megan’s life, but
that didn’t stop her from feeling frustrated and helpless that she
couldn’t do anything about her own situation.

“Are we headed to Waterside?” Megan asked.

“You have no patience, do you?”

“No.”

Eurion laughed.

“Yes, darling, we’re headed to Waterside.”

Megan relaxed, just a little. She still wanted to
know where they were going, but knowing they were going to
Waterside made it a little easier. As Eurion drove, she let her
mind wander. It had been four days since the press conference, and
so far, there hadn’t been any arrests. At least, none that had been
made public. She didn’t know how to feel about that. The entire
legal system was garbage, but she would have thought, when
confronted with so much evidence, the DMA and the SCPD would have
moved to clean up their mess. Especially considering the deadline
Eurion had given them.

They entered Waterside, and Megan couldn’t help
smiling at the familiar streets. Even after everything that
happened, it felt good to be back here, to be home. After a couple
of minutes, she started to wonder if they were headed to her shop,
or maybe Eurion’s, but at the last minute, Eurion took a turn in
the wrong direction for that and pulled into the parking lot of a
large building.

“What is this place?” Megan asked.

“You’ll see,” Eurion said as she pulled into a
parking spot near the front door, right next to a silver BMW X7.
“Come on.”

Eurion climbed out just as the front door of the
building opened. An older blonde woman in a light gray skirt suit
stepped out and waved. Megan climbed out of the car, and followed
Eurion as she walked over and hugged the woman.

“Hey, Gloria,” Eurion said.

“Hey, Eurion,” Gloria replied. The hug ended, and
she turned to look at Megan. “Is this her?”

“Yeah.” Eurion smiled and took Megan’s hand. “Megan,
I’d like you to meet Gloria Cadigan. Gloria, this is Megan Harwood.
My fiancé.”

Megan blushed a little at the introduction, but she
reached out with her free hand and shook hands with Gloria.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

“Likewise. I’ve heard a lot about you the last few
days.”

“Really? Eurion hasn’t said a word about you.”

Gloria laughed.

“That’s because Eurion loves her secrets, and she
wanted this to be a surprise. I’m one of her lawyers. My firm
handles all her real estate, and I handle all the properties in
Waterside, which is very nearly a full-time job, let me tell
you.”

Megan looked at Eurion questioningly.

“Real estate?”

Eurion just smiled and turned back to Gloria.

“We should show her.”

Gloria shook her head.

“Loves her secrets.” She turned to Megan. “Come on.
I’m sure the suspense is driving you mad.”

Gloria opened the door and waved Megan inside.
Megan, rather hesitantly, stepped in, and looked around. The whole
first floor of the building was one large, open space. The floor
was double height, almost twenty feet from floor to ceiling, and
the interior was completely bare out to the external brickwork of
the building, with exposed steel I-beams along the perimeter.

“It will need to be subdivided, of course. Showroom,
stock room, workshop, break room. There are a couple of bathrooms
already, but they’re not very conveniently placed. I talked to the
plumbers and other contractors already, and they said we’d have to
tear up part of the slab and repour but we’d probably need to do
that anyway to be up to code for some of the heavier equipment
Eurion said you used in your old shop.”

Megan looked in confusion for a moment, until
Gloria’s words had a moment to sink in, but when they did, she
turned to Eurion, who was smiling nervously.

“You like it?” Eurion asked.

“For my new shop?”

Eurion nodded.

“I wasn’t sure if you would. I know how attached you
were to the old place, but if you like it, I can have an architect
come by this afternoon. Once we settle on a floor plan, I can make
a couple of calls and get the permits rushed through. The
contractors could go to work by the end of next week.”

Megan turned around, looking at the space again. Her
shop hadn’t exactly been small, but this place was huge. Easily the
size of a Walmart, and not one of the small ones. One of the big
twenty-four-hour jobs with the built-in grocery store.

“It’s so big,” she said, trying to tamp down the
disappointment. There was no way she could justify this place. Even
if she added a couple more people to her staff, she’d never do
enough business to fill up the space.

“Well, yeah. Um…I thought…well, I thought we could
partition it off. Put my shop in the corner over there, have your
showroom in the middle, here, the whole back half could be your
workshop, and if you wanted, we could even put in a couple of
studios, or a small venue.”

Megan thought about it. The way Eurion described it,
she could see it in her head. Three store fronts. Eurion’s jewelry
store, her guitar shop, and a recording studio right next door.
That made a lot more sense than just having her own shop in the
huge space.

“What do you think?” Eurion asked. Megan could hear
the nervousness and the hesitation in her voice, just as easily as
she could feel it through the telepathic link. She turned back to
Eurion, and leaned in, kissing her like her life depended on it.
When the kiss was over, Eurion stood there, looking a little dazed,
but Megan turned to Gloria.

“Yes.”

Gloria laughed.

“I got that.”

Megan just smiled and turned back to Eurion, pulling
her into a tight hug.

“Thank you!”

Eurion hugged her back, and Megan reveled in it,
enjoying the feeling of strong arms wrapped around her, of the love
she could feel through their link, and of the tangible proof of
Eurion’s feelings surrounding them, but there was another surprise
to come.

“You want to show her the rest, now, or should I
give you two a minute alone?” Gloria asked.

“The rest?” Megan asked.

Eurion smiled.

“Come on. I think you’re going to like this.”

* * * * *

The rest turned out to be a residential brownstone
about two blocks away from the new shop. Megan was pretty sure,
from the look of it, that it had once been a mixed use building,
with shops on the lower level, and apartments on the two upper
floors, but it since had been gutted and turned into a single,
three story residence, complete with its own elevator and roof
access, and a separate garage big enough for at least four cars.
Megan loved it from the moment she stepped inside.

The front half of the lower floor had an entrance
hall, a living room, another large space, and a half bath, while
the back half was a bit less finished. Just a single large open
space that looked like it used to be a back room for whatever store
or stores were up front. It was bigger than the two-car garage in
her house.

The second floor held a kitchen, a formal dining
room, a room that was obviously intended to be set up as a home
theater, and another lined with bookshelves that was clearly meant
to be a library, along with a full bath, and four bedrooms.

The third floor was the master suite, a huge
bedroom, two walk-in closets with built-in vanities, and a bathroom
with a large shower complete with bench seat and at least a dozen
showerheads, and a large, two-person soaking tub.

The roof had a waist high wall around it, with
stairs and elevator access, and a lovely view of the
neighborhood.

Once Eurion had shown her the whole place, she led
the way back down to the second floor, and into the kitchen.

“What do you think?” Eurion asked.

“I think it’s beautiful, but…what’s it for?”

Eurion’s face fell a little.

“I thought you might want to live here,” she said.
“It’s close to the new shop, and we both like the neighborhood.
It’s even near the tea shop, and Dalloway’s. We’d need to put in
some fume extractors, but there’s a space for your woodshop on the
first floor, and I could even put in a small jeweler’s bench. There
isn’t really a lawn, but when I had the place remodeled, I had the
roof reinforced, so it’s strong enough that I could put in a raised
bed garden up there.”

Megan stared at Eurion for a moment as she took in
what Eurion was saying. She’d already known they were going to move
in together. That was kind of implied when she’d agreed to marry
Eurion, but she’d kind of just taken for granted that she would be
moving into Eurion’s house up in Bayview. She hadn’t exactly been
thrilled at the idea of a long commute every morning, or of living
somewhere other than Waterside, but she’d been trying to keep that
part to herself. She must not have done a very good job of that, if
Eurion was talking about moving here.

She turned to Gloria.

“Could you give us a minute?” Megan asked.

“Of course,” Gloria said. “I’ll be downstairs.”

Gloria headed for the stairs, and Eurion waited
until she had disappeared, giving them a bit of privacy before she
turned to Megan.

“You don’t like it?”

“No, that’s not it,” Megan said. “I love it. It’s
beautiful. I just…what about your house?”

Eurion shrugged.

“It’s just a house,” she said. “I told you before, I
like Waterside better than Bayview. I’ve been considering moving in
here for years. It’s the whole reason I had the building remodeled
in the first place.”

“Why didn’t you move when the remodel was
finished?”

“Mostly because, for a dragon, moving is a bit of a
chore,” Eurion said. “Moving the lair is easy enough. It’s a pocket
dimension. I just disconnect the portal at the house and reconnect
it here. It’s the other magical protections that are a huge pain.
Ward stones and protective enchantments, and territory markers to
keep other dragons away. We dragons are fierce, terrible creatures,
but we’re also lazy, and set in our ways. This isn’t just about me
preferring Waterside to Bayview.”

“Then what is it about?” Megan asked.

“I’m rich and you’re not, and you haven’t said
anything, but I know it makes you uncomfortable. I watch you moving
around my house, and I can’t put my finger on what it is exactly,
but I can tell you feel like you’re a guest there. I don’t want you
to feel like a guest in my home. I want us to build a home
together. I don’t want you to move into my place, and I don’t want
to move into your place. I want somewhere that belongs to both of
us. Someplace we can decorate together and make a home together. We
can keep your house, and we can keep the house in Bayview, but I
think we should find someplace we both love and live there
together. If not this place, then I have other properties in the
area, or we can find something, or even build something.”

“I love this place,” Megan said. “I just…I didn’t
want you to feel like you had to give up your home for me.”

“My home is wherever you are.”

“Not where your huge pile of gold and treasure
is?”

“I keep trying to tell you, you’re the most precious
of all my treasures, but the gold, the horde, the nest, the villa,
I can bring that with me wherever we go.”

“Then let’s do it,” Megan said. “Let’s move in
here.”

“Okay,” Eurion said. She took her phone out, and
quickly typed a text out to Gloria, and hit send. A moment later,
her phone chimed.

“Gloria’s going to run out to her car to get the
paperwork to put your name on the deeds for this place, and the
shop.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Megan said.

“I know, but I want to. I know this is all moving
fast for you, but I don’t want you to have any doubts that I mean
what I say. What’s mine is yours, from now, until death takes one
of us.”

“That better be a very, very long time,” Megan
said.

“I will do my best to make sure it is.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

<MEGAN, ARE YOU BUSY?>

Megan opened her eyes, feeling just a little bit
annoyed at the interruption. She would have felt a lot more annoyed
if it had been anyone but Chance, but so far, they were pretty good
about only calling when it was something important, so she didn’t
give nearly as snarky a reply as she wanted.

“No. Didn’t you check my heart rate before you
called?”

<Oh, yeah. Totally, but there are a lot of ways
to be busy. Naomi and Anika’s heart rates hardly go up at all when
we…um, you know, they probably wouldn’t appreciate us talking about
that, so we’ll just shut up now.>

Megan laughed as she glanced up at Eurion, who was
watching her with a curious expression on her face.

“Chance, I’m missing out on some quality boob
snuggling time right now. Did you call for a reason?” she prompted
gently.

<Oh, uh, right. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt
the boob snuggles. We hate it when that happens to us. So, there’s
going to be a press conference in a few minutes. You and Eurion
should probably check it out. All the major news outlets are
covering it.>

“Thanks for the head’s up.”

<No problem. Sorry about the boob
snuggling.>

Megan heard the now familiar click Chance used to
signal they were no longer listening.

“I gather boob snuggling time is over?”

Megan gave Eurion a little glare before she sat
up.

“Chance says there’s going to be a press conference
in a few minutes, and we should probably watch it.”

Eurion gave a little huff, and Megan couldn’t help
but smile at the wisps of smoke that came out of her nose.

“Would you like something to drink while we wait?”
Eurion asked as she stood up.

“Unsweet tea."

Eurion gave her a look which just made her
laugh.

“You’ve lived in Florida for 113 years. How are you
still shocked by this?”

“I’m not shocked. Just appalled. Cold tea is a crime
against god and nature.”

“It’s a pretty delicious crime though.”

“I can’t believe I’m marrying you.”

“You know you love me.”

Eurion let out a dramatic sigh.

“Unfortunately, I fell for you before I discovered
your horrible taste in beverages,” she said as she headed for the
door. Megan just smiled as she picked up the remote and turned on
the TV. She flipped through the channels until she found a news
broadcast that showed a briefing room with the Department of
Metahuman Affairs seal on the podium. There were two boxes in the
lower left of the screen, one labeled ‘Linda Rosselli’ which showed
a blonde woman who was attractive in a non-offensive soccer mom
sort of way, while the other was labeled ‘Graham Lagrange’ showed a
middle aged man with hair so perfectly coiffed it might as well
belong to a Ken doll, and so unmoving it probably took two cans of
hairspray to get it set.

“…expecting Secretary Banks to
arrive shortly,” Linda said.

“Any word on what she’s planning to discuss?” Graham
asked.

“No solid word. Of course, there are several
rumors.”

“Can you give us some indication of what those
rumors might be?”

“Sure. The most popular theory is that Secretary
Banks’ remarks today will be in some way connected to the press
conference given last week by tech billionaire Superhero Nomi
Hashimoto, better known by her superhero alias Industry, where she
announced that the dragon Eurion Goffdraig, believed to have been
murdered earlier that week, was alive, and that Megan Harwood, the
alleged murderer, was largely responsible for Goffdraig’s rescue
from her kidnappers. How Secretary Banks’ remarks will be connected
to those events are anyone’s guess. There’s been speculation that
she might be announcing the identity of the kidnappers, or
releasing more details on the other metahumans who were allegedly
being held in captivity alongside Goffdraig, but ultimately, we’re
just going to have to wait and see.”

“All right. Well, thank you, Linda. We’ll let you go
so you can get a seat before Secretary Banks arrives.”

Megan muted the TV as she waited for Eurion to come
back. It took a little longer than she expected, but she understood
when Eurion finally did appear, carrying a large silver tea tray
with a teapot and teacup on one side, a pitcher of iced tea and a
glass on the other, and a plate loaded with dark chocolate covered
butter biscuit cookies in the middle. She was torn between laughing
at how extra her girlfriend was, and groaning at the damage
Eurion’s displays of attention were going to do to her waistline.
In the end, she just didn’t have it in her to tease Eurion for it.
It was too sweet, and it always made her heart melt a little
bit.

She leaned forward, took one of the cookies, and
nibbled on it as Eurion filled her glass.

“What did I miss?”

“Not much. It hasn’t started yet, but Secretary
Banks is going to give a press conference.”

Eurion set her glass down and took a seat next to
her.

“That’s a relief. I really wasn’t looking forward to
hearing Tarantasio say ‘I told you so’ when I told the dragon
council that the DMA isn’t fulfilling their treaty
obligations.”

“Tarantasio?”

“He’s a…frenemy, I think is the term. Jia Li and I
butt heads with him often in the council, but we’re on good enough
terms that he and his wife come to Sunday brunch a few times a
year. You’ll meet him eventually.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“He can be, when he pulls the stick out of his ass.”
Eurion nodded towards the TV. “It’s starting.”

Megan picked up the remote and turned the sound back
on as Banks walked up to the podium.

“Good morning,” Banks said. “I want to thank all of
you for joining me here today. As many of you have already guessed,
I’m here today to address recent developments in the Goffdraig
case. To provide proper context, I’ll begin with a brief
timeline.

“Twenty-four days ago, Eurion Goffdraig was attacked
in her jewelry store in Sun City, Florida, by several metahumans
and magic users. Using magic, the attackers were able to prevent
Ms. Goffdraig from assuming her natural form. Without the powers
available to her in her natural form, the metahumans attacking her
were able to overwhelm and capture her. By the time the authorities
arrived on the scene, Ms. Goffdraig was already gone. The
Department of Metahuman Affairs, in collaboration with the US
Marshals, the FBI, the Sun City Police Department, and several
Metahuman Emergency Response Teams and Assets began a search for
Ms. Goffdraig and an investigation into the attack. Little progress
was made in the investigation over the next eleven days.

“Thirteen days ago, Megan Harwood was kidnapped from
the parking lot in front of her guitar shop in Sun City, Florida.
The kidnapping was discovered the following morning when her
employees found her car and her purse in the parking lot of the
store. At the time, the police were informed that certain persons
who Ms. Harwood, her employees, and family believed might be
connected to organized crime had been making offers to purchase the
shop from Ms. Harwood. Retaliation for her refusal to sell was
floated as a possible motive behind the kidnapping. At the time,
police also began looking into the possibility that the kidnapping
might be a hate crime motivated by Ms. Harwood’s status as a member
of the LGBTQ+ community. The kidnapping came to the attention of
the DMA because of the potential organized crime connection. Ms.
Goffdraig was known to have come into conflict with the Ragusa
Crime Family in the early nineties. At the time, she was involved
in a chain of events that included the attempted murder of a US
Marshal, several robberies in Sun City, and the death of noted
crime lord Partinaci Ragusa, father of Tony Ragusa, current head of
the Ragusa family.

“Eight days ago, the body of a red dragon was
discovered just outside of Sun City's city limits. At the time, the
body was identified as that of Eurion Goffdraig. This would
eventually be discovered to be an error, and that the body was, in
fact, a clone. The cloning was not discovered immediately because
up until now, it has been considered impossible to clone a dragon
or similar magical creature. It was also reported that a set of
fingerprints was found at the scene, and those fingerprints were
identified as belonging to Megan Harwood. That, along with other
physical evidence, led us to believe that Megan Harwood had, in
fact, murdered Eurion Goffdraig. Ms. Harwood was assigned the
supervillain codename Rhapsody for identification purposes. Less
than two hours after the public announcement of these events, the
superheroes Airheart and Ice Dragon caught up with Ms. Harwood
outside a coffee shop in Sun City and tried to apprehend her. A
brief struggle ensued, during which Ice Dragon received a few minor
injuries. The confrontation ended with Ms. Harwood using previously
unknown metahuman abilities to evade capture.

“Later that same day, Ms. Harwood reached out to a
metahuman friend of Ms. Goffdraig who has the power to tell whether
someone is telling the truth. After Ms. Harwood explained the
situation, this person offered to assist by reaching out to
Cinderella and Nexus, two members of the Sun City High Guard. With
this person vouching for Ms. Harwood, and with Cinderella and Nexus
of the High Guard independently verifying that Ms. Goffdraig was,
in fact, alive, the decision was made to stage a rescue operation.
Cinderella contacted Transistor, Igeza, members of the Atlanta
Battalion, and another metahuman asset with a specialization in
cyberwarfare. In the early hours of the following morning, with
several private security contractors, EMT, and paramedics in
support, Cinderella lead a raid against the facility where Ms.
Goffdraig was being held, and in the process liberated sixteen
additional civilian metahuman prisoners.

“Later that day, Cinderella, Nexus, Transistor,
Igeza, and the Cyberwarfare expert returned to High Guard
headquarters and informed the High Guard, Airheart, Ice Dragon,
Focus, and Scatter, along with a couple of Ms. Goffdraig’s close,
personal friends of the events that had occurred. Once sure that
Ms. Harwood would not be attacked and arrested on sight, Ms.
Goffdraig and Ms. Harwood arrived at High Guard headquarters for an
extensive debrief.

“The following morning, Industry held a press
conference in which she informed the public that Ms. Goffdraig was
alive, and Ms. Harwood had been wrongfully accused of murder.
Shortly after the press conference was held, I met with the High
Guard, Ms. Goffdraig, Ms. Harwood, and several others to discuss
the events in question, and they provided a far more detailed
account of events than had been made public. An account which made
it clear that there were massive inconsistencies between what the
various investigators working the case had been reporting and
actual events. Ms. Goffdraig and Ms. Harwood’s accounts, along with
the evidence they were able to provide, was reviewed at the highest
level, and over the next few days, we began preparing for one of
the largest operations in DMA history.

“This morning, at roughly six a.m. eastern standard
time, the Department of Metahuman Affairs, working in concert with
the US Marshals, the FBI, the Department of Homeland Security, and
all six of the tier three Metahuman Emergency Response Teams in the
US, in addition to several independent tier three assets, made more
than three hundred and fifty arrests. These arrests include the
entirety of the De Leon Keepers Tier Two MERT; sixty-seven DMA
agents including a Deputy Director and the Agent In Charge at the
De Leon, Florida, DMA office; forty-one US Marshals, including the
Officer In Charge in the Sun City US Marshal’s Office; one hundred
and twelve members of the Sun City Police Department, including
their entire Organized Crime Unit, more than half of their
Metahuman Incident Response Force, and five members of Internal
Affairs; thirty-nine members of the US Department of Corrections;
and eighty-nine known metahuman criminals.

“This is, as I’m sure various news organizations
will be quick to report, the largest police corruption case in US
history. That would be the case if it were just the Sun City Police
Department, but the involvement of members of the DMA, the US
Marshals, the Department of Corrections, and an entire MERT team
elevated the seriousness of the situation to an unprecedented
level.

“In light of these arrests, and of the information
uncovered during the course of this investigation, I have the sad
duty of confirming what several law enforcement agencies and news
organizations have long believed to be true. The Unitarium, an
organized crime network composed entirely of metahumans, is real,
and it is extremely dangerous. The kidnappings of Ms. Goffdraig and
Ms. Harwood are simply the latest in a chain of events dating back
several years. Events which include the explosions which took so
many lives on the Sun City State University Campus last year.

“I must also inform you that the arrests are not
over. As various suspects are interrogated, additional evidence is
coming to light. We are already preparing additional warrants and
expect further arrests over the coming days and weeks as we try to
root out the corruption in all our law enforcement agencies.

“That concludes my remarks. At this time, we’ll move
on to questions.”

Megan picked up the remote and hit pause.

“Well, that was more dramatic than I expected.”

“It’s funny how the threat of being roasted alive in
dragon fire motivates people.”

Megan glanced over at Eurion.

“You know, you’re kind of sexy when you’re
snarky.”

“Excuse you, I’m sexy all the time.”

Megan laughed.

“No argument,” she said, then turned back to the TV.
“God, it’s really over, isn’t it?”

“I hope so,” Eurion said. “I sincerely hope so.”

“But you don’t think it is.”

“No. I thought all of this was over back in '92 when
we dealt with Partinaci, but here we are, thirty-two years later,
still picking up the pieces.”

“You really think it’s connected?”

“I’m sure of it. Tony Ragusa is involved in this.
I’d stake my next shedding on it.”

Megan sighed and picked up another cookie.

“Fuck,” she muttered before taking a bite out of it.
“You want to see what the reporters ask?”

Eurion shrugged.

“Might as well.”

Megan hit play.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Nine

“YOU’RE UP EARLY,” EURION said as she walked into
the kitchen. Megan looked up from her phone.

“Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”

“Something wrong?”

“No. Just got up to use the bathroom and got excited
about today.”

“Excited to see your family?”

“Yeah. I just hope the repair crews got everything
right.”

“If they didn’t, we’ll fix it.”

Megan smiled and held out a hand. Eurion walked over
and took it, letting Megan pull her closer. She leaned down so
Megan could give her a kiss.


“You’re pretty great, you know that?”

“I hope you still think so in a few minutes.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

Eurion sat down next to Megan.

“Because I need to disappear for part of the
day.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“You remember me mentioning needing to feed my
dragon body after you rescued me?”

“Yeah.”

“I can’t put it off any longer. Normally, I have a
meat locker stocked a few times a week. The place is near the
jewelry shop, so I just go in after I finish work, and open a
portal and push the rack through to the meat locker down in the
lair, and I roast a couple of sides of beef in the morning before
work. Since I haven’t been stocking the meat locker, I haven’t been
able to eat as a dragon since we got back, so I need to go out to
the feeding grounds.”

“Feeding grounds?”

“It’s neutral territory maintained by the council. A
place we can go to hunt and feed. We all contribute a bit of gold
to keep it stocked and maintained, and we pay for what we use. It’s
safe, it’s away from prying eyes, and it’s maintained for us by
people we trust. I’d ask you to come, but humans aren’t allowed.
It’s too dangerous for them. There’s fire and wild animals and
hunting dragons. It’s especially dangerous if there’s more than one
of us there. Our territorial instincts make us jumpy. Besides, I
doubt you want to watch a dragon eat. Most humans find it a little
disturbing.”

Megan shrugged.

“I might surprise you. I’ve been on a hunting trip
or two with Uncle Hank. I’ve cleaned a few bucks in my day, but I
do appreciate the concern. Will you be back in time to meet my
family?”

“What time are they getting in?”

“Not sure. It’s usually about an eleven-hour drive
from Uncle Hank's place if you drive straight through and just stop
for bathroom breaks, but they’ve got eight adults and a teenager in
two cars. I’d say more like twelve to fourteen hours. They haven’t
left yet, so even if they did drive straight through, they wouldn’t
be here before six p.m. Realistically, I’d say eight or nine
p.m.”

“I’ll definitely be back before then.”

“Good. They’re all really looking forward to meeting
you.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting them too.”

“When are you leaving?”

“That depends. Do you want me to fix you breakfast
first?”

“Um…you know what, no. I think I’ll go out for
breakfast. I’m craving breakfast burritos, and there’s a Raging
Burrito not too far from here. I think I’ll get breakfast there,
then swing by my old house and see how the restoration is
going.”

“Okay. You sure you’ll be all right by
yourself?”

“Eurion, love, I’m thirty-six years old. I do not
need a babysitter. Well, maybe if…how do you feel about
cheerleading outfits?”

Eurion laughed, but then got a thoughtful expression
on her face.

“I might be willing to work out a trade, depending
on how you feel about maid’s uniforms.”

“Oh, now you’re talking my language. Get you in one
of those sexy tweed suits with a vest, leather elbow patches, and a
pair of horn-rimmed glasses.”

Eurion smiled and leaned in for a kiss.

“It’s a deal.”

“I like this deal.” Megan kissed her again before
pulling back. “Now go, eat. You have a family to meet and a not so
innocent maiden who will want a good ravishing after we get
home.”

“I look forward to it.”

* * * * *

Megan tossed the bag in the trunk of her Accord and
slammed it shut. She was in two minds about her purchase. On the
one hand, she didn’t currently have an income, so going and buying
new clothes on her credit card probably wasn’t the smartest thing
to do. On the other hand, she really wanted some decent clothes
that weren’t jeans and t-shirts picked out in a rush at 3:00 AM at
a twenty-four-hour Walmart. And she was engaged to a billionaire
who had promised her ten times her weight in gold as a wedding
present. Which should come out to around fifty million dollars,
based on that morning’s gold prices. Besides, it felt kind of good
to buy something for herself instead of just asking Eurion for
it.

She climbed into the car and dropped her phone into
the dock to make sure it stayed charged, then took a minute to
decide what she wanted to listen to. Once she settled on the 70s
station, she pulled out of her parking space and headed for the
exit. The mall was only about ten minutes from her house, which was
good and bad. She wasn’t sure how to feel about going to her house.
The clean-up and repair crews had been working every day for the
last week, but given how much damage was done, she wasn’t sure that
was anywhere near enough time to put things right.

She’d actually wanted them to focus on her family’s
houses, and Sasha and Robin’s places, but Eurion had just responded
by paying for additional crews to handle those locations. The
company Eurion used had brought in crews from other cities to meet
the deadline Eurion had given them, which probably meant Megan
didn’t want to know how much all of this was costing, but Eurion
kept telling her not to worry about it.

She was beginning to see something of a theme with
Eurion when it came to money. 'Don’t worry about it' was a common
refrain. She supposed that made sense. When you literally shed
billions of dollars in gold once a year, worrying about money was
kind of pointless. That didn’t mean it wasn’t going to take her a
while to get used to being stupid levels of rich.

She felt a knot of worry settle into her stomach as
she pulled into the street her house was on. The driveway was full
of trucks, with a couple more parked on the street, so she ended up
parking in front of a neighbor’s house. The number of vehicles
still there did not bode well, so she took a moment, trying to
settle her nerves before she got out and headed for the house.

When she got there, she found the garage door wide
open, and a bunch of guys working to hang shelving units. One guy
who looked like he was in charge turned away from the work and
walked up to her.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Yeah. Um…I’m Megan. I own this place.”

“Oh! Sorry. They didn’t tell me you were coming by.
I’m Chris.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise. You want to look around?”

“Yeah. You mind?”

“Like you said, you own the place. Might be best to
go in through the front door. It’s a bit of a mess out here.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Thanks, though.”

Megan headed for the front door. It was unlocked,
which wasn’t really a surprise. What was a surprise was the inside
of the house. It wasn’t immaculate; there was a pile of boxes and
bubble wrap on the couch, and a stack of Blu-Rays on the coffee
table, but the furniture, the entertainment center, and everything
else looked brand new. In fact, the only thing she could see
missing were her guitars and amps.

She wiped her feet and stepped inside, just as Chris
came down the hall.

“Everything in order?” He asked.

“So far,” she replied. “Where are my guitars and
amps?”

“They’re crated up. We think we got all the right
pieces matched to the right guitars. It was easier with the
electrics, but the acoustics were…”

“I saw.”

“Yeah. I suppose you must’ve. Anyway, the crates are
in the second bedroom. We figured that was out of the way enough
until you decided what to do with them.”

“What’s left to be done?” she asked.

“Not a lot. We would have been done yesterday, but
we ended up having to tear out all the drywall in the front half of
the garage which set us back a day. I’ve got three guys in there
installing the new shelving units. After that, it’s just a matter
of putting the storage bins up.”

“How much of the wood were you able to save?”

“Most of it. I’m not really a wood guy, but Pete
went through gallons of paint stripper and sandpaper cleaning up as
much of your collection as he could. There were a few pieces he
said weren’t worth trying to save. Something about being common
cuts that would be cheaper to just replace. They’re boxed up and
marked for you, since you said you wanted to make the final
decision on things, but I figure he’s probably right. Pete’s been
doing woodwork longer than I’ve been alive, so he knows his
business.”

“Thanks. I think I’ll have a look around.”

Chris nodded and went over to the coffee table and
picked up the Blu-Rays and started putting them in the rack next to
the entertainment center. Megan walked over to the kitchen and
started looking through the cabinets. They’d actually managed to
find the same pattern stoneware plates that the cops had smashed.
Most of the appliances in the kitchen had been replaced, and there
was no food in the cabinets, but everything was there, looking a
little better than she’d left it when she went to work two weeks
earlier.

She headed to the bedroom and found it in the same
condition. A lot of small items had been replaced. When she looked
in the closet, about half the clothes were in dry cleaning bags,
while the other half had store tags on them. Each of the new items
had a piece of paper with a photo of the item it replaced attached
to it.

The rest of the house followed the same pattern.
Lots of items replaced, a few older items mixed in. She found her
guitars and amps in the guest room, just like Chris said she would.
She didn’t open the plastic crates they were in. She figured she
could save that until she was able to start working on repairing
them, and that would be…a lot longer than she wanted to think
about.

Finally, after she’d finished the rest of the house,
she headed out into the garage. She spotted Pete right away. There
was only one guy there who looked like he was old enough to be
working before Chris was born. Unlike the rest of the group, who
were still assembling shelving units, Pete was carefully arranging
tools on the wall.

“Pete,” she said. He looked over at her.

“Who’s asking?”

“I’m Megan. The homeowner.”

“Oh.” His face lit up. “Got to say, you’ve got an
impressive shop here.”

“Thanks. Chris said you had a box of wood stock that
couldn’t be saved?”

“Not couldn’t,” he said. “Just not really worth the
effort.”

He pointed to a large plastic bin down at the end of
her workbench.

“Cheaper cuts.”

She walked over, flipped open the bin, and started
going through it, and it was pretty clear right from the start that
Pete was right. Most of it was birch and spruce. Not cheap, really,
but probably a lot cheaper to replace than to clean up if you
figured in labor cost. There were a couple of destroyed rolls of
veneer, which pissed her off more than the rest, but there wasn’t
anything exotic in the bin, and she finally decided Pete was right.
What was in there just wasn’t worth the effort.

“You’re right. This can all get tossed.”

“Figured,” Pete said. “You’ll probably need to go
through and re-sort your stock. Everything was scattered around,
and no one told me how you had it sorted, so I just labeled
everything and binned it by alphabetical order.”

“That’s probably a better system than I was using. I
was mostly just working on the ‘I filled a bin, so I’ll buy another
one’ system.”

“Been there. Done that. Learned better.”

“I do better at the shop. This is mostly just for
tinkering on my days off.”

“Good work habits don’t stop being good work habits
just because you aren’t getting paid.”

“You’re right. And thank you. You guys did a
wonderful job.”

“Just doing what you’re paying for.”

“Maybe, but after everything that’s happened, I
think I would have just given up if I had to do it myself. So,
thank you.”

Pete just nodded and went back to putting tools on
the wall. Megan smiled and headed back into the house. She found
Chris stuffing the packing material into a trash bag.

“I’m going to head out, but I wanted to say thank
you. You guys did amazing work.”

“I’m glad we could help.”

“Before I go, is there a new key for the door?”

“No. We were told to have the locksmith key the new
lock to match the old one, so your current key should still
work.”

“Good to know.”

Megan went back out to her car, feeling like a huge
weight had been lifted off her shoulders. She honestly hadn’t been
sure what to expect; it was almost like it never happened. She
started the car, and headed out, not really sure where she was
heading. She should probably head back up to Bayview so she would
be home when Eurion got done, but instead, she found herself
following a familiar path. One she’d driven five or six days a week
for years.

She was about two blocks from her shop when the
first cop car appeared. She glanced up to check the mirror, and saw
it pull out of a parking lot and start following her. After
everything that had happened, it made her nervous, but she told
herself it wasn’t a big deal. Just a cop being a fucking cop.

She kept telling herself that right up until the
second cop appeared a block later. She took a deep breath, trying
to stay calm, and just kept driving until she reached the parking
lot where her shop used to be. She made sure to signal well in
advance and turned into the lot. Sure enough, both cops followed
her. She pulled over to the side of the lot and stopped, putting
the car in park, and putting both her hands on the steering wheel.
Then, she very carefully closed the telepathic link between her and
Eurion.

“Chance.”

<Hey. What’s up?>

“I may be in trouble. I don’t want to call Eurion in
case it’s nothing, but I just got pulled over by two cops.”

<Where are you?>

“The parking lot of my shop.”

<Play nice. Help is on the way.>

“Thanks.”

There was a knock on the window, and she turned to
see a cop standing next to the door. She slowly reached over and
rolled down the window.

“Yes?”

“Step out of the car.”

“Can I ask why?”

“No. Step out of the fucking car.”

Megan turned the car off, then opened the car door
slowly to give the cop time to move out the way, and careful not to
let it touch him. She made sure to keep her hands in view the whole
time as she climbed out.

“Turn around!”

“Am I under arrest?”

“Turn the fuck around, bitch!”

Before Megan could say or do anything, three soft
pops filled the air, and Danny, Amanda, and Maggie all appeared in
the parking lot.

“Is there a problem, officer?” Danny asked.

The cop turned towards Danny.

“No problem. Just making an arrest.”

“On what grounds?”

The cop didn’t answer, but someone else did. Someone
Megan had grown to hate with a fucking passion.

“On the grounds that you’re out of your
jurisdiction,” Praetorian said.

Megan turned towards the voice, somehow not at all
surprised to see him standing behind the second cop car. He wasn’t
alone. There were three other people with him in superhero
costumes, and as she watched, five more cop cars pulled into the
lot.

“She’s not,” Maggie said. “She’s been on the list as
a High Guard Auxiliary for over a year.”

Megan watched as the cops started climbing out of
their cruisers.

“Ask me if I fucking care,” Praetorian said. “We’re
taking…it with us.”

“Tell me something, Praetorian. Have you ever
considered not being an asshole? Even just for five minutes?”
Maggie asked.

“I don’t think he has it in him,” Megan said.

“I think you’re right,” Danny replied. She looked
right at Praetorian. “All the charges have been dropped. She’s
innocent.”

“So, she didn’t kill the dragon? So what? I’ve still
got her on resisting arrest, evading the police, assault on a
public servant, receiving stolen property, possession of stolen
property, and I can probably make pretty good cases for money
laundering and reckless endangerment. Besides, who knows what will
turn up once we start interrogating her.”

A pink and blue blur stretched across the parking
lot, stopping next to Maggie, leaving Varsha standing there in full
uniform.

“I don’t expect any better of Praetorian. He’s
always been an idiot, but are you three sure you want to play
follow the leader when he’s about to get his ass handed to him by a
bunch of tier threes?” Varsha asked.

“I think we’ll take our chances,” one of the guys in
a superhero costume said. As Megan watched, ‘Finish Line: Time
Stall Speedster. Slower than Aether or Delta V, but probably faster
than you.’ appeared in glowing letters. She looked at the guy next
to him, and ‘Breakdown: Matter Manipulator. Do not let him touch
you.’ appeared. She looked at the last of the guys in a superhero
outfit. ‘Blue Bird: Fast flier. Glass jaw. Low threat.’ She looked
at Praetorian. ‘Praetorian: Plasma generation and manipulation.
Thermal immunity. Flight. Weak ass punk, if you can get close
enough to hit him. Also, relatively slow in the air.’

<Megan, do me a favor. Look at the cops,>
Chance said.

Megan looked around, taking in each of the cops in
quick succession.

<Motherfucker.>

“What is it?” Megan whispered.

<Guys, I’ve linked Megan to the comm net. These
aren’t cops. They’re metas. All of them, and they are heavy
hitters.>

“You’re Unitarium,” Maggie said.

Praetorian glared at her.

“Last chance to walk away. We just want it.” He
pointed at Megan, leaving no doubt who he was talking about. Megan
had to fight back the urge to reach out with the augment and wring
his fucking neck. Instead, she looked around at the ‘cops,’ and
just like she expected, Chance overlaid details of their powers. A
pyrokinetic, a cryokinetic, two energy projectors, a teleporter, a
flying brick, and a shapeshifter. All with power levels that were
dangerous. She felt like she was going to throw up. Chance was
right. Every one of them was a heavy hitter. That alone was bad,
but they were right in the middle of the Gayborhood, in the middle
of the day. If this went south, dozens, maybe hundreds of people
she cared about would get hurt.

“I’ll go with them,” she said.

“The fuck you will!” Danny said.

“Yes, I fucking will.”

“Listen to it,” Praetorian said.

“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” Megan snapped. She
turned to Danny. “Look around you. If this turns into a fight,
people are going to die. This is not the place. This is not the
time.”

<Chance.>

<We’re here.>

<Can you track me?>

<Between us and the augment, you bet your sweet
ass I can track you. As long as they don’t take you to a pocket
dimension.>

<Tell Danny to put on a good act, but to let us
go.>

There was a brief pause, before Danny spoke.

“I’m not letting them take you,” Danny said, but
Amanda reached out and put a hand on Danny’s shoulder.

“Scatter, she’s right. A fight here would result in
far too much damage.”

“Tell Eurion…tell Eurion I would have really liked
being her wife.”

All four of them, Danny, Amanda, Maggie, and Varsha,
looked stricken at her words, but Megan ignored it. She walked
right up to Praetorian, and spit in his face.

“Fuck you. You’ll never be anything but a worthless
piece of shit.”

“You should have stayed in that lab, freak. The
things they are going to do you…well, you deserve them, and I’m
going to enjoy watching.” He turned to look at Maggie. “You tell
that bitch Industry that if anyone follows us, we’ll level this
entire fucking city. You understand?”

“I understand that I’m going to enjoy watching her
kick your ass,” Maggie said.

Praetorian looked at Megan.

“Come with us, or—”

“Or you’ll start slaughtering innocent people. Yeah.
I get it. Lead the way.”

Praetorian started to turn away, but then turned
around and punched her in the face. Not quite fast enough, though.
The augment snapped into place, and she didn’t feel a damn thing.
Praetorian did, though. She could see the pain in his face, and the
rage that came with it.

“Bring it,” he said to Finish Line, who grabbed her
by the arm. They dragged her halfway down the block to where a
black Suburban was parked and shoved her inside. Fast Lane climbed
in after her and pulled a bag over her head. A moment later, she
felt someone climb in on the other side of her, but she wasn’t sure
if it was Breakdown or Blue Bird. It didn’t matter. Not really.
Only one thing mattered.

<Chance, can you still hear me?>

<Loud and clear.>

<Good. Don’t lose me, okay?>

<We got you. We promise. And not just because
Eurion would roast Naomi to get to us if we let anything happen to
you.>

<If this goes south…>

<It won’t.>

<But if it does.>

<If it does, we’ll take care of her. We
promise.>

 


 



Chapter Thirty

<MEGAN?>

<Yeah, Chance?>

<Can you please reopen the telepathic link and
talk to your wife? She’s driving us fucking nuts.>

<It’s been fifteen minutes. How bad could she
be?>

<Seriously?>

<Yeah, no. You’re right. I knew it was stupid as
soon as I said it. I’ll talk to her.>

Megan took a deep breath, and slowly reopened the
telepathic link to Eurion. The moment she did, she felt a mixture
of raw panic and nearly uncontrollable rage wash over her, and she
winced. She had hoped to have this all wrapped up before Eurion
even knew it was happening, but she should have known better. She
wondered briefly if closing the link was what alerted Eurion to the
situation, or if Chance had ratted her out, but it didn’t really
make a lot of difference in the end.

<Eurion, love, can you hear me?>

<Megan? Are you all right? Where are you? Chance
says they’re tracking you, but they won’t tell me where you
are!>

<I’m fine; I’m in a government-issue Suburban
with Praetorian, Finish Line, Breakdown, and Blue Bird. Chance
won’t tell you where I am because we’re in the middle of a suburb
right now, and as much as I want to get out of here, I do not want
you accidently setting anyone on fire.>

<It wouldn’t be an accident.> Megan could feel
the rage building as the panic eased, which made her that much more
determined to keep Eurion away until the situation was more
controllable.

<Love, calm down,> Megan said. <I’m not in
any danger right now.>

The statement wasn’t entirely true. She was in a car
with four people she was pretty sure wanted to kill her. The fact
that they hadn’t just attacked her on the street probably meant
that she was safe until they got where they were going. She was
pretty sure they were after the augment, though why they didn’t
just kill her and take it was a coin toss. Either they were afraid
of damaging it or possibly killing it in the process of killing
her, or they wanted her for study so they could figure out why it
bonded with her and not the goons it killed, and how they could
remove it at will.

<You’ve been kidnapped again. How is that ‘not in
any danger’?>

<I said, ‘right now.’ I think they’re taking me
to another lab or something. If they just wanted to kill me, they
would have tried back at the shop.>

There was a long pause, and she could feel Eurion
working to push down her anger before she spoke again.

<Darling, you honestly never cease to amaze me.
The bravery you are showing right now is admirable. However, your
trust in their rationality is misplaced. Please, tell me where you
are, so I can come and rescue you.>

Megan had to stop herself from shaking her head.
Even with the hood they had on her, it would have been an obvious
tell that she was communicating with someone. Instead, she just
took a moment to steady her nerves.

<No. Love, I know you’re scared. I am too. I’m
terrified, but you have to wait. Not just because of the possible
collateral damage, but because if you rescue me now, there is a
good chance they will just try again. I do not want to spend the
rest of my life looking over my shoulder.>

<What are you saying?>

<I’m saying you need to wait until we get
wherever it is we’re going. Once we’re there, you can come in hard,
and you can bring all the backup in the world. With luck, we can
shut these fuckers down forever, but right now, I need you
to be patient, and trust me. Chance has my back, and I can always
reach you via the link, or if worse comes to worse, Hannah can find
me.>

<I do not like this plan.>

<I know, love, but please, please, trust
me.>

<Always. I will wait, but when the time comes, I
will bring hell such as they have never seen.>

<I would expect nothing less. I love you.>

<I love you too.>

* * * * *

Wherever they were going, it took another forty-five
minutes to get there. Sun City and I95 were both distant memories,
and they were well and truly out in the sticks. They were headed
inland, which was surprising, because there wasn’t a lot out that
way other than farms. Megan would have wondered if they had some
secret underground lair, because that seemed like a very
supervillainy thing to do, but they were in Florida. Pretty much
the only thing you could put underground in Florida was a swimming
pool, given how shallow the water table was.

Farmland or not, they slowed down, and then turned.
She couldn’t see with the hood over her head, but it felt and
sounded like they were on a gravel road. Maybe a driveway.

<I think we’re here,> she said.

<You could be right,> Chance replied.
<We’re watching you from orbit, and it looks like you’re headed
for a barn.>

<Okay, first, from orbit?>

<Yeah. Banks got us tied into DoD’s satellites.
They’re not supposed to be used domestically, but the
Metahuman Emergency Response Act gives us a little leeway.>

<Right. Good to know. So, barn?>

<Big barn. Like the kind you usually see on a
massive factory farm.>

<Great.>

<Can we come get you now? Seriously, Eurion has
set Jia Li on fire twice.>

<Not yet. If you lose contact with me once I go
inside, come on in, but otherwise, wait for my signal. I’d like to
see if I can find out who is behind this.>

<Okay, but if anything happens to you, please
keep in mind that Eurion will roast us all alive. We’re too young
to die.>

<I promise I won’t be stupid. If anything
happens, I’ll scream for help.>

<Okay, you’re just about in the barn.>

Megan waited another minute, expecting to roll to a
stop, but before that happened, she felt the connection to Eurion
cut off. It was like someone had flipped a switch. One second, she
could feel Eurion’s fear, rage, and frustration. The next, it was
just gone.

<Chance, did something happen to Eurion?> she
asked, afraid for the first time since she’d gotten in the SUV. She
waited for an answer as the SUV rolled to a stop, but there wasn’t
one. She was pulled out of the SUV and nearly stumbled, but her
enhanced reflexes saved her. Someone pushed her forward and she
walked a few steps before she was jerked to a stop.

“Let me see her,” a female voice said.

“It’s not a her,” Praetorian replied as someone
yanked the hood off her head. Megan looked at the woman in front of
her. If she wasn’t on the verge of panic, she would have been
surprised to find herself face to face with Mavis Lynch, the DMA
agent she’d fought during her escape.

She took a deep breath. Her friends knew where she
was. Even if she couldn’t reach them, they’d be coming for her. She
could do this. She looked around, counting ten people in the
massive room besides Lynch and the four members of the Protectors
who had been in the SUV with her. She also took note of the high
ceiling and the metal rafters and support beams holding it up,
before turning to Lynch.

“Oh, Special Deputy Lynch. This is a surprise. I
thought you’d be in jail.”

Lynch glared and took a step towards her.

“You’re lucky the boss wants that thing inside of
you. Otherwise, I’d rip you to pieces myself.”

“Funny. I don’t feel lucky. Where is the boss,
anyway? I’m dying to meet her.”

“She hasn’t got time to bother with you,” Lynch
said.

“Too busy trying to save what’s left of her
operation?”

Lynch glared for a moment, but the glare turned into
a vicious smile.

“You know, there is someone here I think you know.
You remember the doctor, don’t you? He remembers you, and as soon
as he figures out how to get the augment out of you, the boss said
he could do whatever he wants.”

“Good to know.”

<Chance, now.>

Still no response. She hadn’t really been expecting
one, but she also wasn’t expecting the smile on Lynch’s face to
widen.

“It’s no use calling for help. This entire building
is a dead zone. No signals in or out. Electronic, magic, or
telepathic.”

Okay, not good, but no reason to panic. Chance knew
where she was. The cavalry would be breaking down the door any
second now.

“And just don’t expect a rescue. That barn we drove
you to. The entrance was a space fold portal. You’re thousands of
miles away from there, and from help.”

“Right. Note to self. Next time your dragon
girlfriend wants to fuck shit up, let her.”

“Oh, there won’t be a—”

Megan might not be a fighter, but one thing she had
picked up watching movies was that when the bad guy was running
their mouth, they weren’t paying attention, so instead of waiting
for Lynch to finish and trying to figure out how to escape or
signal her location, she just lashed out with the same trick she’d
used to get Ice Dragon to let her go during their fight. Spikes
made of the augment extended out in every direction, and Lynch
quite literally stopped dead, impaled on no less than eight of
them, but Lynch wasn’t her real target.

She turned and looked at Finish Line. The speedster.
The person who was probably the biggest threat to her. He’d made
out a little better than Lynch in that she hadn’t killed him
instantly, but she could see the life go out of him as he stared at
her in shock. Sure he was dead, she raised her arm as she withdrew
her spikes, then sent a tendril up, latching onto one of the
rafters and hauling herself up into them before anyone around her
could react.

Blue Bird jumped into the air after her, but she
focused on calling her speed, and everything seemed to slow down,
like all the people around her were moving in slow motion. She
jumped off the rafter and sent out a tendril, wrapping it around
Blue Bird’s neck as she sailed past him. There was a loud cracking
sound as the tendril pulled taut, and she told the augment to let
go and withdraw the tendril. She hit the ground and turned,
watching Blue Bird’s body do the same, only in slow motion.

She looked around, trying to do a quick threat
assessment, but she wasn’t a fighter, and she didn’t have Chance
feeding her information on the enemy. She didn’t know who her next
target should be. The only thing she knew for sure was that she
needed to keep her distance from Breakdown. Chance’s warning about
not letting him touch her was still burned in her brain.

She decided taking out the threats she didn’t know
was probably the best option, so she created a sword with the
augment, and threw herself at the closest of the unnamed goons,
hoping to reach him before he could react. Unfortunately for her,
he seemed to be pretty fast on the uptake, and before she reached
him, he transformed into solid metal. When she hit him with her
sword, it sliced through his clothing, but didn’t leave so much as
a mark on his now metal skin.

He made a grab for her, but she dodged back out of
reach and glanced around the room. The other goons were starting to
react. One had burst into flames, another was covered in ice, one
was starting to draw some kind of glowing symbol in the air, three
of them had just taken fighting stances, one had turned into a
werewolf looking monster, one had sprouted wings, and the last one
had just straight up disappeared. A variety of powers. Not good,
but hopefully not as bad as it could have been. None of them seemed
to be telepaths, which meant she had at least a chance, thanks to
her speed. She might not be able to keep pace with a full-blown
speedster, but she was still fast, and with a bit of luck, that
would keep her alive until Eurion and her friends arrived.

She threw herself towards the goon who was drawing
the symbol in the air. She’d seen Ashley do enough magic to
recognize a spell in the works and decided that magic was probably
the biggest immediate threat. She swung the sword as she ran past,
bringing the blade down across his arms, severing one a few inches
from the wrist, and the other mid bicep. He screamed, but to Megan
it was a long, drawn-out sound since she was still moving at super
speed.

The guy with wings was the next closest goon, so she
jumped at him. He flapped his wings, sending him into the air.
Megan sailed through the empty spot where he’d been standing and
turned around, the sword disappearing as she swung her arm. A
tendril of augment stretched out, wrapping itself around the goon’s
wings, and she jerked back as hard as she could. There was a pair
of loud pops as his wings were yanked out of socket, and he started
to fall.

Megan pulled in the tendril just as a scream ripped
through the room. She turned towards the sound. The woman who had
burst into flames had grabbed the magician’s stumps, burning them
closed. Megan winced at the sight. It would stop him from bleeding
out, but Christ, that had to hurt.

Something slammed into her from the side, and she
cursed herself for getting distracted. The impact hadn’t hurt, the
augment had cushioned the blow, but she turned and found herself
face to face with a werewolf. An eight-foot-tall, rather
embarrassingly female werewolf.

She jumped back, trying to get out of the way as the
werewolf took a swipe at her with her claws, only to feel something
else slam into her from behind. She spun around and on reflex
created a shield, raising it just in time to block a massive icicle
headed towards her head. The guy covered in ice was coming at
her.

She jumped as high as she could and used a tendril
to pull herself back into the rafters, only to have to dodge
another icicle, and a plasma blast from Praetorian. They didn’t let
up, and she kept dodging, her speed the only thing keeping her
alive.

She needed to get out of there. Even with her
powers, she was outnumbered. She needed an escape, just like she
had when she’d fought Ice Dragon and Airheart.

She was mid jump when that thought hit her so hard
she missed the rafter she’d planned to land on and had to use a
tendril to pull herself to another one. God, she was an idiot. She
had a way out. She jumped again, but this time, as she sailed
through the air, she began humming The Immigrant Song. She sailed
over the next rafter and let out a scream as she started to fall.
She sailed right through the portal that opened and rolled to a
stop in the High Guard briefing room, right at Eurion’s feet.

 


 



Chapter Thirty-One

MEGAN HADN’T EVEN MADE it to her feet when she was
pulled into a crushing hug.

“Thank god you’re safe,” Eurion said. Megan went to
hug her back, but before she could, she was pushed out to arm’s
length, and Eurion started looking her over. “Are you okay? What
happened to your clothes? Chance lost contact, and I couldn’t reach
you through the telepathic link, and when Focus, Scatter, and
Aether teleported to the barn, no one was there.”

There was an almost frantic edge to Eurion’s voice
that Megan had never heard before. It twisted like a knife in her
gut because she knew she’d scared her. She hadn’t meant to; she
only wanted to end all of this. Unfortunately, the bad guys had
pulled a surprise on her that she hadn’t expected. She got lucky.
She could admit that. She could also admit that she was about to
push her luck.

“I’m okay. I took the few blows they managed to land
on the augment. My clothes got ruined when I pulled that same spiky
move that I used on Ice Dragon. I’d love to give you all the
details, but we don’t have a lot of time. They teleported me to
some sort of base, and we need to get back there before they have a
chance to get away.”

“Get back? What do you mean get back?” Eurion asked.
“You’re safe. We can let the others handle this.”

“No, we can’t. I have to go back. I have to finish
this.” Megan grabbed her ruined shirt and tore it off. The already
shredded fabric gave way easily, and her bra, pants and underwear
followed suit, leaving her standing in nothing but the augment. She
looked around the room. Except for Maggie, the whole High Guard was
there, along with Naomi, Anika, Chance, Emilia, Jia Li, Rachel, and
Cecile. There were also a lot of people she didn’t recognize. Most
were bunched together in two groups, though one guy was standing
off by himself. One of the groups was near Naomi, Chance, and
Anika, and the other was near Emilia and Jia Li. The last guy
looked Italian and was wearing what looked like an insanely
expensive suit, and the grumpiest expression she’d ever seen.
Maggie, Danny, and Amanda were missing.

“Chance, get Aether, Focus, and Scatter back here,”
she said, before looking over at Nomi.

“I can take you back to where I was. I took down
Finish Line, Lynch, Blue Bird, some magic user, and a guy with
wings, but there are still at least ten metahumans on site.
Breakdown, Praetorian, a flamey chick, someone who can turn
invisible, a werewolf chick, a guy who can turn into metal, an icy
guy, and three people whose powers I couldn’t identify.”

Danny, Amanda, and Maggie appeared with a soft
popping sound, while Nomi cast a quick glance over the room, before
turning back to Megan.

“Including you, we’ve got six people who can create
portals. If you’re willing, Nexus can form a telepathic network, so
you can guide everyone to the location.”

“She’s not going!” Eurion said.

“Yes, I am,” Megan said. She turned and looked at
Eurion. She could feel her terror, and she understood it. She was
afraid too, but it didn’t matter.

“Eurion, love, believe me, I would rather not go,
but if I don’t do this, I’m always going to be looking over my
shoulder, waiting for them to come after me again. I need to
go. I need to fight back. I need to make them afraid of
me.”

Eurion looked like she was going to argue, and for a
moment, Megan could feel the determination building in her, but
then the fight seemed to go out of her, replaced by acceptance, and
fear.

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“As careful as I can.”

“Okay.”

She turned to Nomi.

“Let’s do this.”

Nomi nodded.

“Transistor, Igeza, Ex Machina, Cinderella, Nexus,
you’re with Welsh Red. The rest of Atlanta Battalion, you’re with
Red Anvil. Irregulars, you’re with Ice Dragon. Maker, Fractal,
Hoplite, Mafic, you’re with the Tailor. Delta V, Focus, you’re with
Aether. Element, Scatter, and I will go with Megan.”

The various groups split off quickly, as Megan felt
the gentle touch of Hannah in her mind. It was just as odd a
sensation as it had been before, but she pictured the room where
they were going, pictured six portals around along the walls,
focusing on it as everyone got into position.

“On Megan’s signal,” Nomi said.

Megan nodded and started humming the opening bars of
The Immigrant Song, prepping herself, until she opened her mouth,
and let out a scream. Four others screamed with her, while Aether
just waved her hand, but six portals opened, and everyone charged
forward, towards what she hoped would be an easy fight.

It wasn’t. Between the Sun City High Guard, the
Boston Irregulars, the Atlanta Battalion, and the various
independents, Megan had thirty-three people with her. When she’d
left, there had been ten Unitarium members still on their feet and
ready to fight, but when she and her friends got through the
portals, they found themselves outnumbered, nearly three to
one.

She didn’t have time to wonder where the rest of the
Unitarium goons came from as the whole place exploded into chaos.
Fire and ice flew back and forth, people jumped into the air, beams
of energy shot back and forth. Speedsters on both sides rushed
through the fight, protecting or attacking as they went. Before
Megan could even try to make sense of it, Element slammed her foot
on the ground. The whole building shook, but that was almost
secondary. From the moment Element’s foot hit the ground, Megan
could see the vibrations echoing out through the ground, through
the foundations of the building, through the piping, the wiring,
the ductwork, the walls, the rafters, and the people still on the
ground.

Before the echoes of the vibrations faded, Element
turned and pointed her arms towards the nearest wall and made a
lifting motion. As she did, the metal wall of the building peeled
up, the steel shrieking horribly as it bent and twisted. Element
turned as she continued swinging her arms, peeling the roof and
then the other wall of the building, before hurling them away,
leaving the battlefield open to the desert that now surrounded
them.

Eurion, Jia Li, Rachel, and the Italian man all
jumped into the air, disappearing into clouds of smoke that swelled
up before disappearing, leaving behind four enormous dragons.
Rachel, like Eurion, was a deep red color, though she was smaller,
and with a very different look to her head and horns. Ice Dragon
was a long blue Chinese dragon with a band of golden hair running
down her back. The Italian guy turned into a truly massive
creature, nearly half again Eurion’s size, with green scales and a
black stripe.

As the dragons began to circle, several of the
Unitarium goons jumped into the air. Thirty or forty of them,
maybe. It wasn’t even close to enough to even the odds, but it did
leave the numbers closer to two to one, than three to one. Megan
was afraid for Eurion, but she had to believe the dragons could
handle it, because she had other issues to deal with.

She leapt up onto the still standing support
structure of the building, hoping that getting above the battle
would help her pick her targets more effectively. She landed on one
of the rafters and looked down into the battle as she called to the
augment for more speed. The already slow-motion battle seemed to
slow down ever further.

She spotted Transistor and Igeza standing
back-to-back, fighting off the werewolf and a woman whose whole
body was covered in a bone exoskeleton. Delta V was chasing another
speedster through the battle. Industry was squared off against the
guy who had turned to steel earlier. Focus was up in the air,
fighting what looked like a demon, complete with red skin, horns,
wings, and a tail. Scatter was fighting some sort of energy
projector, keeping up a force field that stopped him from cutting a
swath through her allies. Airheart was fighting a guy who had some
kind of glowing field around him.

It was a mess, but there was no lack of targets. She
spotted a woman creeping up on Cinderella from behind, and shot a
tendril down, wrapping it around the woman’s legs and jerking them
out from under her. She hit the ground face first. Megan winced,
but Maker grabbed the woman before she could get up and slapped a
pair of glowing shackles on her.

Megan left her to him, and looked for another
target, then another. A tendril around the ankles here, a smack to
the side of the head there, a couple of weapons ripped away from
their wielder at just the right moment. The fight was nowhere near
over, and she wasn’t taking anyone down on her own, but she was
able to help even the odds and keep more than one of her friends
and allies from getting taken down by the weight of numbers.

What she couldn’t do was see any way to end it.
There was no leader that she could identify, no simple weak spot
she could find. The boss, whoever she was, just wasn’t there.

Megan looked up to see how the dragons were doing,
and almost immediately wished she hadn’t. The green dragon spit
something at one of the Unitarium fliers who had a sword. When it
hit, the flier screamed and holes began opening in their clothes,
skin, and even in the sword blade almost instantly. She turned to
see another flier falling out of the sky, impaled on an icicle and
covered in frost. Several of the fliers were on fire, and as she
watched, Eurion grabbed one out of the air with her front claws,
and tore him in half with a twisting motion, before tossing the
halves aside, and exhaling a gout of flame that caught two
others.

She turned back to the ground battle, firmly
convinced the dragons didn’t need any help. It was a good thing she
did because she spotted Praetorian as she looked down. He was
behind Industry, lining up a shot. Megan jumped off the rafter,
sending out a tendril to another one as she fell. The tendril
pulled taut, and she swung down, driving her feet into Praetorian’s
chest, knocking him a good ten feet back. She landed almost on top
of him, pulling in the tendril and transforming it into a sword.
She drove the blade down, aiming for a killing blow. Praetorian
rolled to the side and used a burst of plasma to push himself up
onto his feet.

“There you are,” he said, her super speed stretching
and distorting the words. She rushed forward, only to get knocked
back by a burst of plasma as Praetorian shot into the air. Megan
was surprised at how little heat she felt. The augment didn’t seem
bothered by it at all, so she turned and jumped towards Praetorian,
slamming into him, and knocking him against one of the rafters.

She landed on another rafter and turned, ready to
attack again, only to find him already charging at her, fists
glowing white. She raised her arms, creating a shield to protect
herself, when something strange happened. A thick layer of ice
formed on the shield.

Praetorian punched the shield, moving so fast she
wondered if he had a touch of superspeed of his own. The ice
flashed off into steam as the domed surface of the augment
deflected the blow of his actual fist. He screamed, in pain or
frustration, she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t really care. She swung
the sword at him, missing but driving him back as the ice on the
shield reformed.

“I don’t care if the boss wants you. I’m going to
fucking kill you,” he said as he brought his hands up, and let
loose with a pair of plasma beams. The beams hit her shield and the
ice began to boil away, but more seemed to form as fast as the
beams could burn it off. Something that only seemed to enrage
Praetorian. He turned up the intensity of the beam, but the ice
somehow managed to keep up with it. Megan used his distraction and
focus on burning her down to send out a tendril, wrapped it around
the rafter he’d bounced off, and then slid up and wrapped around
his neck. She saw him panic, but before he could react, she jumped
back off the rafter she was standing on, letting herself fall as
the tendril snapped taunt, and hauled him backwards. He slammed
into the rafter and flipped over, falling into the crowd below.

As they both fell, she pulled the tendril back to
her, dragging him towards her by the neck. She landed first. He hit
the ground in front of her with a loud thud. She let go of his neck
and pulled the tendril in, reforming her sword. He pushed himself
up, struggling to his hands and knees, and looked up at her. His
nose was pulped, just a bleeding, swollen lump. He was missing his
upper front two teeth. He spat blood as he tried to get up, but she
slammed her shield into him, knocking him back on his ass.

“What the fuck did I ever do to you?” she
screamed.

He spat a huge wad of blood, snot, and mucus at her.
She sidestepped it and hit him again.

“Answer me!”

“You exist,” he slurred.

She slammed the shield into him again, knocking him
onto his back.

“You’re disgusting.”

She kicked him in the ribs and heard bones
breaking.

“You’re a freak,” he said. “They should round up
everyone like you and kill all of you.”

She raised the sword, screaming as she drove it down
into his chest using all her strength and all the strength the
augment gave her. The blade cut through his armor and his chest and
sank a foot deep into the concrete below.

She stood there, panting for a moment, before she
jumped as a hand came to rest on her shoulder. She spun, pulling
the sword free, but before she raised it, she saw Eurion’s
face.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s over.”

Megan took a deep breath and let it out. She looked
around, surprised to see that Eurion was right. The Unitarium
goons, those of them that were still standing, all seemed to be
surrendering. Something to do, no doubt, with the three enormous
dragons looming over them.

“Come on,” Eurion said. “Let’s get you home.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty-Two

MEGAN SAT ON THE couch, wrapped in a fluffy pink
blanket and dressed in a set of red flannel pajamas covered in
pictures of kittens playing in the snow. She had no idea where the
blanket or the pajamas had come from, any more than she knew how
Eurion had produced a bucket of animal crackers and hot apple
cider, but somehow, all of it made her feel safe. Something she
wasn’t sure she was ever going to feel again just a few hours
earlier.

The aftermath of the battle had been horrible.
Eurion had shuffled her off the battlefield before she could really
look around and see the totality of the carnage they had unleashed,
and if that had been the end of things, Megan thought she might
have been all right. Unfortunately, it wasn’t.

She’d been kidnapped. She’d been transported across
state lines. She’d killed in self-defense, and she’d fought in a
battle to bring down supervillains. Statements had to be given.
Reports had to be written. The DMA and the Marshals wanted evidence
and a paper trail so they could put the survivors in prison. Megan
understood. She really did. It didn’t mean that what had come after
the battle hadn’t been more horrific than the battle itself.

Danny had shown up with a short, gorgeous, vaguely
middle eastern looking woman in tow. She’d introduced herself as
Deputy US Marshal Lori Ahmed. She’d said she’d been Danny’s partner
before Danny had gone and gotten herself superpowers and a
superhero girlfriend. Eurion had mentioned that she was also dating
Rachel and Cecile’s daughter. Megan was sure all the connections
were being used to try to reassure her that Lori was one of the
“good ones.” To put her at ease. It hadn’t worked. She wouldn’t
agree to be alone with Lori. She’d made Eurion sit right next to
her and hold her hand while she gave her statement.

When she was done, Lori had started asking
questions. Ones Megan wasn’t really sure she knew the answers to.
She’d wanted to be helpful, though; she’d sent a tendril over to
the TV and plugged it into the USB port. Then she’d played back the
entire battle, the same way she’d played back her escape from the
Unitarium facility for the High Guard.

She wished she hadn’t. Seeing it all again, without
the fear and adrenaline, she was able to absorb it in so much more
detail. The blood. The carnage. The brutality. The Unitarium were
supposed to be the bad guys. They were supposed to be the monsters.
Watching the battle, it was hard to remember that. The Unitarium
might have had them outnumbered, but it wasn’t until she was
rewatching the battle that she realized how thoroughly outclassed
the Unitarium goons were.

The battle had opened with around ninety people on
the Unitarium’s side. Seventeen had lived long enough to surrender,
and none of them had been uninjured. She’d helped kill more than
seventy people. Now she was sitting on a couch in her girlfriend’s
palatial house, wrapped up in warm pajamas and a fuzzy blanket,
eating animal crackers and drinking hot apple cider.

It didn’t seem right.

“They're here.”

Megan looked up from her cider, to see Eurion giving
her a concerned look. She forced herself to smile.

“Are you okay?” Eurion asked.

“Yeah. I…I’m as okay as I can be.”

Eurion leaned over and kissed her on the
forehead.

“I love you. I’m here for you. If it gets to be too
much…”

Megan nodded.

“You better go let them in before Mom beats down the
door.”

Eurion squeezed her shoulder, then stood up and
headed for the door. Megan watched her go, then picked up another
animal cracker, chewing it absently as she tried to clear her head.
She listened as Eurion opened the front door, and the foyer filled
with various voices. She took a deep breath, shrugged off the
blanket, and forced herself to sit up and smile. She was just in
time. No sooner had she fixed the smile on her face than her mother
appeared at the door to the den.

“There’s my little girl!” she said as she rushed
over to Megan. Megan stood up and held out her arms to hug her
mother. Her mother hugged her back so tightly Megan was afraid she
was going to bruise a rib, and in a panic, she found herself
telling the augment repeatedly that her mother was not a threat. It
was a relief when her mother let go.

“Are you okay? I couldn’t believe it when Eurion
told us you’d been kidnapped again. How did it happen?”

“Jesus, Christina, let the girl breathe, would
you?”

Megan looked over to see her dad coming toward her
and felt a wave of relief flood through her. She reached out for
him, and he stepped in and hugged her. His hug lacked the
backbreaking intensity of the one her mother had given her; the
arthritis had robbed him of the strength he’d once had, but in that
moment, it was strangely comforting.

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “Both of you.”

“Hey, what about us?”

Megan looked over and saw her brother Mike coming
through the door along with his wife, Sophie. Lucy was just behind
them, followed by Megan’s sister Tara and Tara’s husband Alex.
Sasha and Robyn were just behind them, with Eurion bringing up the
rear of the group.

Lucy pushed through the group and ran over, throwing
her arms around Megan, and Megan hugged her carefully, again
focusing on telling the augment there was no threat.

“Hey, kiddo. How you been?”

“Bored, mostly,” she said. “Uncle Hank lives in the
boonies.”

“I know. I have been there a time or two. I hope you
at least got to listen to some good music while you were
there.”

“Yeah, all the geezer rock I could stand.”

“I hate to break it to you, kiddo, but Metallica is
geezer rock.”

“The difference is, Metallica is good.”

Megan looked over at Tara.

“Are you sure this little brat is related to
us?”

“Considering I spent eighteen hours in labor, I’m
pretty sure.”

“Maybe you should get a DNA test. I think she got
switched at birth.”

“Hey!” Lucy shouted. Megan reached up and rubbed
Lucy’s head with one hand, mussing her hair and making her step
back.

“Sorry, kid. You got horrible taste in bands.”

Lucy flipped her the bird, which just made Megan
smile. She turned to Mike and Tara.

“How have you two been?” she asked.

“Worried about our baby sister,” Tara said.

“Speak for yourself,” Mike said. “I was placing bets
on what stunt you’d pull next. Seriously, kidnapped twice in two
weeks. You’re losing a step, Megatron. It’s not like you to repeat
yourself.”

Megan narrowed her eyes and stepped around Lucy.

“Prime,” she muttered, in a deep, gravelly voice.
Then she reached out and grabbed him, bent him over, put him in a
headlock, and started giving him a noogie. “I shall crush you with
my bare hands.”

“Stop!” he yelled and tried to pull away. As tempted
as she was to hold on using her new strength, she let him slip
away, just like he always did. He stood up and glared at her as he
fixed his hair, and Megan just smiled.

“Don’t look at me. You’re the one who started with
that Megatron shit.”

“She does have a point, dear,” Sophie said. “You
were kind of asking for that.”

“What the hell? You’re supposed to be on my
side.”

“I’m angling for a ride in the Lamborghini.”

Megan laughed and shook her head.

“You’re sucking up to the wrong person. The
Lamborghini is Eurion’s baby. Speaking of which…” Megan waved
Eurion over. Eurion worked her way through the small crowd and
slipped an arm around Megan.

“Everyone, this is my girlfriend, Eurion
Goffdraig.”

“No way!” Sasha shouted. “You finally asked British
Chick out?”

“I’m not British!” Eurion growled. “I’m Welsh, thank
you very much.”

“I thought Wales was in Britain.”

“Sasha,” Megan said, “do you want your hair set on
fire by an angry dragon?”

“Uh, no. Definitely not.”

Eurion pressed a kiss to Megan’s temple.

“Megan, darling, you’re going to give your friends
and family the wrong idea about me.” She turned to Sasha. “I
wouldn’t really set your hair on fire in the middle of my
house.”

“That’s a relief.”

“The smell of burning hair is terrible, and it tends
to linger. The house would stink for days. I’d wait until you were
outside to do it.”

Sasha’s jaw dropped, and Megan couldn’t stop herself
from cracking up at the look on her face.

* * * * *

“How are you holding up?” Robyn asked. Megan jumped
a little at the unexpected voice and turned to see Robyn standing
in the entryway to the kitchen.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s okay. Why aren’t you in with everyone
else?”

“It’s a little too crowded for my taste. Reminds me
a bit too much of home. Besides, I wanted to check on you.”

“I’m fine.”

Robyn frowned and walked over to where Megan was
working. She took the package of snickerdoodles out of Megan’s hand
and started arranging them on the tray.

“It’s okay to not be okay, you know.”

Megan opened her mouth to tell Robyn she was fine
again, but she couldn’t get the words out. Not because she broke
down, or because she was overcome with emotion, or anything like
that. She just didn’t see the point. Robyn would know it was a lie,
and she would know it was a lie. Hell, the toaster would probably
know it was a lie, and she just didn’t have the energy for it.

“Does it really show that much?”

“No. You’re pretty good at hiding it, but remember,
I grew up in a house with sixteen brothers and sisters. I got
pretty good at figuring out what was going on, and you are wearing
your ‘I’m putting on a brave front, when I really want to curl up
in a corner and cry’ face.”

“I didn’t realize you knew my expressions that
well.”

“Only some of them. Honestly, I haven’t seen you
wear that one since you kicked bitchface to the curb. Can’t say
I’ve missed it.”

Megan chuckled.

“You know, sometimes I see how naïve you are in
certain situations, and I forget how much shit you’ve actually gone
through.”

Robyn smiled and reached for another row of cookies
from the package.

“I also got pretty good at hiding what I was feeling
from those sixteen brothers and sisters. Not to mention my parents,
and myself. I don’t recommend that last bit. It’s not very
healthy.”

“No, but you did figure it out, eventually.”

“Yeah, I did. And you and Sasha have been a huge
part of helping me find my way to where I want to be. I just want
to let you know, if you need me to return the favor, I’m happy to
help.”

“I appreciate that.”

“So, what’s really bothering you? Why are you so
skittish out there?”

“I guess I’m worried that everyone is mad at
me.”

“Why would we be mad?”

“Oh, I don’t know. You had to pack up in the middle
of the night and run off to the woods and hide from the world for a
week and a half because of my bullshit. Because Mike, Tara, Sophie,
and Alex might all be out of a job because god only knows if their
employers are going to take ‘we had to flee town to avoid being
taken hostage by supervillains’ as an excuse for missing eight days
of work. Because—”

“Because you’re blaming yourself for something that
was beyond your control.”

“I…yeah. I mean, I know that in my head, but in my
gut, it feels like I fucked up everyone’s shit.”

“I get that. When my family disowned me, they put a
lot of their shit on me. Just piled on the guilt. How I was being
selfish, how I was abandoning my responsibilities, how I was
destroying the family and corrupting my brothers and sisters and on
and on and on. It took me a while to realize that all of that was a
load of crap. And what you’re feeling right now, it’s the same crap
I was feeling.”

“You sound pretty sure of that.”

“I am. Let me ask you something. You ever wonder why
I glommed on to you and Sasha so fast?”

“Not really. You were so much like a lost puppy dog
when I hired you, I think I just assumed we were the first people
who let you follow us home.”

Robyn laughed.

“There might have been a little bit of that, but the
truth is, I recognized something about both of you, right away.
You’re both caretakers. So am I. I glommed on to you because you’re
the kind of person I want to be. I’m not saying you don’t have your
baggage. God knows, you’ve got baggage.”

“Is this supposed to be a pep talk, or did you just
come in here to rag on me?”

“Well, if you’d let me finish…”

“By all means.”

“You know who you are. You and Sasha both. You know
who you are, and you both do your best to take care of the people
around you, and you do it without losing yourself in the process. I
wanted to learn how to be that kind of person, but you have the
same problem as almost every caretaker type that I’ve ever
met.”

“What’s that?”

“You feel like you have to take care of everyone,
and when anything bad happens, you feel like it’s your fault, but
it’s not. What happened to you was not your fault, any more than us
having to flee town was your fault. You telling us to get out of
town might very well have saved our lives. No one out there blames
you for it. All of us spent the last eight days worried sick about
you. Wondering if you were safe. And after what happened this
afternoon, if anyone did have any doubt that you were right to tell
us to get out of town, I don’t think they have it now.”

Megan stood there, staring at Robyn, at a complete
loss for words. Robyn, for her part, didn’t seem to notice. She
just picked up the tray of carefully arranged cookies and smiled at
Megan.

“Now, come on. Let’s go see how sugared up we can
get Lucy before Tara and Alex decide to make a break for it.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty-Three

“RIGHT. NOTE TO SELF. Next time your
dragon girlfriend wants to fuck shit up, let her.”

“Oh, there won’t be a—”

Megan might not be a fighter, but one thing she had
picked up watching movies was that when the bad guy was running
their mouth, they weren’t paying attention, so instead of waiting
for Lynch to finish and trying to figure out how to escape or
signal her location, she just lashed out with the same trick she’d
used to get Ice Dragon to let her go during their fight. Spikes
made of the augment extended out in every direction, and Lynch
quite literally stopped dead, impaled on no less than eight of
them, but Lynch wasn’t her real target.

She turned and looked at Finish Line. The speedster.
Except when she did, instead of seeing Finish Line, she saw her dad
standing there, run through by more than a dozen inky black spikes,
looking at her with confusion and hurt and betrayal. She turned
back to Lynch, but Lynch was gone, and she found herself staring
into her mother’s lifeless eyes.

She opened her mouth to scream, but the scene
changed. She was on a rafter, extending a tendril to wrap around
Blue Bird’s neck as she sailed past him. There was a loud cracking
sound as the tendril pulled taut, and she told the augment to let
go and withdraw the tendril. She hit the ground and turned,
watching as Lucy hit the ground, her lifeless eyes staring up at
Megan from above a Metallica t-Shirt.

The scene changed again. She created a sword with
the augment and threw herself at the closest of the unnamed goons,
hoping to reach him before he could react. Unfortunately for her,
he seemed to be pretty fast on the uptake, and before she reached
him, he transformed into solid metal. When she hit him with her
sword, it sliced through him, cutting him clean in half. He fell to
the floor, slowly turning back into flesh and blood, only now he
wore her brother’s face.

She threw herself towards the goon who was drawing
the symbol in the air. She’d seen Ashley work enough to recognize a
spell in the works and decided that magic was probably the biggest
immediate threat. She swung the sword as she ran past, bringing the
blade down across his arms, severing one a few inches from the
wrist, and the other mid bicep. He screamed, but to Megan it was a
long, drawn out sound since she was still moving at super speed.
Except the pitch was too high, too familiar, and when she turned
back, Robyn was standing there, bleeding from a pair of bloody
stumps where her arms used to be.

The guy with wings was the next closest goon, so
Megan jumped at him. He flapped his wings, sending him into the
air. She sailed through the empty spot where he’d been standing,
and turned around, the sword disappearing as she swung her arm. A
tendril of augment stretched out, wrapping itself around the goon’s
wings, and she jerked back as hard as she could. There was a pair
of loud pops as his wings were yanked out of socket, and he started
to fall, but it was Sasha who hit the ground, arms broken and
dislocated.

She looked up to see how the dragons were doing, and
almost immediately wished she hadn’t. The green dragon spit
something at one of the Unitarium fliers who had a sword. When it
hit, Chloe screamed as holes began opening in her clothes and
skin.

Megan raised the sword, screaming as she drove it
down into Eurion’s chest using all her strength, and all the
strength the augment gave her. The blade cut through Eurion’s suit
and her chest and sank a foot deep into the concrete below.

* * * * *

Megan rolled out of bed as her stomach heaved,
moving through the dim light in Eurion’s bedroom as she rushed for
the door to the en suite. The toilet lid and seat were open and
waiting, and she bent over as her stomach heaved again, emptying
its contents into the toilet. She dropped to her knees, panting and
crying, until she threw up again, and again, and again. She wasn’t
sure how many times, but eventually nothing came up and the spasms
slowly, mercifully stopped.

It was only then that she realized that the lights
in the bathroom were on, and someone was carefully holding her
ponytail out of the way. She looked up, not at all surprised to
find Eurion giving her a concerned look and holding up an open
half-sized bottle of water. She took it, using it to rinse her
mouth out repeatedly. When she was done, Eurion let go of her hair
and filled a paper cup with some mouthwash. Megan gave her a
grateful smile and rinsed her mouth out again with it, before
Eurion handed her another of the little half sized bottles of
water. She rinsed again, before collapsing back against the
wall.

Eurion reached up and flushed away the evidence of
what had just happened, then handed Megan another water bottle.
This time, one that was cold, and filled with a purple liquid.
Megan took it and drank slowly, barely tasting the grape flavor of
the Pedialyte packet Eurion had somehow found time to mix into the
water.

“Same dream?” Eurion asked.

“More or less,” Megan said.

“More or less?”

Megan shrugged.

“The order I kill them in keeps changing.”

Eurion shifted so she could wrap her arm around
Megan. Megan responded by closing her eyes and resting her head on
Eurion’s shoulder. She had mixed feelings about Eurion being there.
She loved her and wanted her there and was glad to have the warmth
and comfort that Eurion’s presence brought, not to mention having
someone to take care of her when she could barely take care of
herself. On the other hand, she felt horribly guilty about the fact
that Eurion hadn’t been able to sleep the whole night through once
in the week since the battle.

“I’m sorry, love,” Eurion said. “I wish I could wave
a hand and make it better.”

“I know. I wish you could too.”

“I know it doesn’t help a lot right now, but it will
get better with time.”

“I’m not sure I deserve for it to get better.”

“You do.” Eurion leaned in and kissed her forehead.
“Love, I know you’re having trouble with it, because you’re a kind
person, a good person, but what you did was necessary. They would
have killed you.”

“I keep telling myself that. That they were
dangerous. That I didn’t have a choice. The problem is, it’s a
lie.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It is. When I killed Praetorian, he was down, he
was helpless. I’d beaten him. His face was a mess, one of his eyes
was swelling shut. How dangerous was he if he couldn’t see? I could
have just tied him up. Instead, I kicked in his ribs, and then I
murdered him in a fit of rage.”

“You gave him a cleaner end than he deserved, and if
you did end his life prematurely, it was only by a minute or two. I
would not have let him walk away from there alive.”

“I’m not sure that makes it better.”

“That’s because you’re a good person. You see the
tragedy in what happened. The wasted lives, the wrongness that is
inherent in any violent solution. I might not subscribe to any of
the more modern religions any more than you do, but one thing they
do get right is that there is a certain sanctity to life, and a
wrongness in ending life. What you’re having a problem with is
understanding that sometimes, as horrible as it is, the ending of a
life is sometimes the smaller wrong. That sometimes, the ugly truth
is, leaving someone alive will bring about more harm than killing
them.”

“You really believe that?”

“I do. I don’t always practice it. I’ve been alive
for two thousand years. In that time, I’ve taken a lot of lives.
Some deserved their fate. Some didn’t. Some…I honestly don’t know.
It’s hard to judge, standing on the field of battle, if the man
trying to kill you deserves to die. If it’s any comfort, in this
battle, the men and women who died were murderers and accomplices
to murder, thieves and accomplices to thievery, drug dealers, human
traffickers, extortionists, blackmailers. The list of their crimes
goes on and on. Everyone there had blood on their hands. What you
did undoubtedly saved lives. You are a hero, my love.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“Because the stories rarely talk about the hero
throwing up after their first fight. They rarely talk about the
nightmares that are born out of their brave deeds. They rarely talk
about the price that heroes pay for doing the things that must be
done.”

“How long does it take before the nightmares
stop?”

“I wish I could tell you. I wish I could say you’ll
be fine in a day or two, but I can’t. Some people never have a
problem with it. Some people struggle with it for years. For most
people, it’s somewhere in between, but I do know something that
might help.”

“What is it?”

“Nomi has a therapist on staff at the Shiro. She
specializes in trauma recovery for combat veterans and first
responders. If you want, I could call Nomi, and have her set up an
appointment.”

“Does it have to be at the Shiro?”

“No. If you’d rather, I could find you someone with
a private office. I just thought it would be easier since you’re
going to be going there for training anyway.”

“God, don’t remind me,” Megan said. She hadn’t
really wanted to do any training with the augment, but she knew she
needed it. Her cryokinetic powers kicking in during the fight with
Praetorian had saved her life, but if the augment really had been
given the blood of all sixteen of the metahumans that had been
imprisoned with Eurion, she had a lot of really dangerous powers
she needed to learn how to control, before she hurt someone with
them.

She also needed to learn more about how to turn off
the augment. As it was, she was terrified of something as simple as
hugging someone. Afraid if they squeezed too tight, the augment
would turn them into a pin cushion. She wondered, briefly, if that
fear was part of what was causing her nightmares. She wondered if,
somewhere deep down, she wanted to believe the augment was
responsible for all the deaths she’d caused without so much as a
moment’s hesitation.

It wasn’t true. She knew that. She’d asked the
augment to put out the spikes. She’d chosen to wrap the tendril
around Blue Bird’s neck. Just the same way she’d chosen to cut the
mage’s arms off and break the other flier’s wings. If she hadn’t
been in control, then the people she’d disabled would be just as
dead as those she’d killed. Which brought her back to Praetorian,
to the moment she’d shoved the sword through his chest. To the
moment she’d killed someone in a fit of rage.

“Love?” Eurion whispered, making Megan realize just
how long she’d gone without really answering Eurion’s question.

“Yeah,” she said. “Make the appointment.”

* * * * *

“Another rough night?”

Megan looked up from her coffee to see her dad
standing at the doorway to the den, holding his hot water
bottle.

“How’d you guess?”

“Heard you yacking your guts out around two
a.m.”

Megan winced.

“Sorry.”

He shrugged and sat down in the love seat.

“Don’t be, kiddo. You’re having a rough time of it.
After what you went through, you’ve got the right.”

Megan watched as he arranged the hot water bottle in
his lap, then carefully arranged his hands on top of it.

“I know, but I don’t want to keep you and Mom up all
night. That’s why I keep saying you and Mom should go home.”

“You mean it’s not just so you and your girl can get
at it on the kitchen table?”

Megan blushed and looked down at her coffee. When
her mom and dad had heard what had happened to her, they’d insisted
on taking her home with them, but she wanted to stay with Eurion.
Eurion had just invited them to spend the night at her house.
Somehow, one night had turned into a whole week, and on the third
day, her dad had walked in on her and Eurion making out in the
kitchen, and he wouldn’t let her forget it.

“That was one time,” she said.

“Yeah, ‘cause Mom and I are here, cramping your
style.”

She looked up at him, but only because it made it
easier to glare.

“I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“Because he’s your dad,” her mother said from out in
the hallway. She appeared a moment later, carrying Eurion’s tea
tray with the full tea service set out on it. She walked over and
set it on the coffee table before taking a seat next to Megan’s
dad.

“Are you doing any better, sweetheart?” her mother
asked.

“The dreams are still pretty bad, but Eurion managed
to get me an appointment with a therapist this afternoon.”

“That’s good. Where is Eurion, anyway? I noticed she
took off awfully early.”

“She’s at her shop. The police called last night and
told her they were releasing the crime scene. She wanted to go and
see how bad the damage was.”

“Couldn’t that have waited?” her mom asked.

Megan shrugged.

“It could, but there’s no reason it should.”

Her mom made a sour face, and Megan rolled her eyes
and picked up a fudge covered Oreo off the tea tray.

“Mom, I can take care of myself for a couple of
hours. Besides, it’s not like she left me alone. You two are both
here.”

“She could have at least waited until we were
up.”

“Hello, thirty-six years old. Don’t need a
baby-sitter.” She bit off a piece of the Oreo and chewed it in as
grumpy a manner as she could manage.

“You’re not well,” her mom said.

“I’m having bad dreams. I don’t think I’m in any
danger unless I decide to take a nap.”

“Your mom’s just worried,” her dad said before he
turned to her mom. “And Megan’s right. She’s old enough to take
care of herself, and if she doesn’t mind her girl going to work for
a couple of hours, it's none of our business.”

Her mom didn’t look happy, but she didn’t say
anything. She just poured herself a cup of tea.

“You two really should go home,” Megan said.

“Don’t you want us here?” Her mom asked.

“Well, it does make it kind of hard to make out with
my girlfriend on the kitchen table.”

Her mother glared, but her father laughed aloud, and
after a moment, the glare her mother was giving her slowly turned
into a smile.

“Okay,” her mother said. “We’ll head home as soon as
Eurion gets back.”

Megan smiled.

“Thank you. Just…for the record, it’s not that I
don’t want you around, it’s just—”

“It’s just you’ve got a hot girlfriend, and you want
some time alone,” her mom said. “I get it. I remember what it was
like when your dad and I first started dating.”

“Please stop. Whatever you’re about to say, please
stop.”

Her mom and her dad both laughed, which didn’t seem
fair.

* * * * *

“Megan?” Eurion called out.

“We’re in here,” Megan replied as she closed her
dad’s suitcase. A moment later, Eurion poked her head around the
guest room door.

“What’s all this?” she asked.

“Mom and Dad are headed home.”

“Oh. Any particular reason?”

“Our daughter has let it be known that we’re getting
in the way of the two of you having sex on random pieces of
furniture at all hours of the day and night,” Megan’s mom said as
casually as one might mention it was raining in the afternoon
during a Florida summer. Megan turned to her, cheeks burning, eyes
the size of dinner plates.

“Mom!”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

She turned to her dad, looking for help, but the
traitor was just standing there, laughing at her. She looked at
Eurion, another traitor, who was grinning.

“Well, yes, I had the same thought myself, but I
thought it rather gauche to mention it.”

“That’s because you, unlike my husband and my
daughter, have manners.”

Megan’s eyes narrowed.

“Aren’t you the one that nearly got us kicked out of
the Golden Corral because you said, ‘if that soccer mom complains
about the service at the shop one more time, I’m going to shove her
alternator right up her ass, assuming I could get it past her
head,’?”

“No, dear. What I said I was ‘if that
goddamned soccer mom complains about the service at the shop
one more time, going to shove her alternator right up her
motherfucking ass, assuming I could get it past her head.’”
She turned to Eurion. “I’m not sure if it was the ‘goddamned’ or
the ‘motherfucking’ part that offended the church group that was
sitting behind us.”

“Could have been both,” Eurion said, to which her
mother just shrugged.

“It’s possible.” Her mom closed her suitcase and
walked over to where Eurion was standing in the doorway, and before
Eurion could react, she wrapped her up in a hug. “Thank you for
taking care of our little girl.”

Eurion hugged her back.

“I’m the one that should be thanking you for raising
such a brave, amazing daughter.”

Megan wondered what the hell was going on, and where
the grouchy, disapproving mother who had been upset that Eurion had
gone to work and dared leave her alone for a couple of hours was,
and where this pod person who had replaced her came from. She
looked over at her dad, who just smiled and shrugged his shoulders,
as if to say he still didn’t fully understand his wife, even after
decades of marriage.

“You promise you’ll take care of my little
girl?”

“I do, and if you or any of your family need
anything, you just let me know.”

Her mom let go of Eurion and stepped back.

“I think we’re good, but I will keep the offer in
mind,” she said, before turning to Megan’s dad. “You need help with
your luggage?”

“I’ve got it,” Megan said before her dad could
answer.

“No,” Eurion said, “I’ve got it.” She walked over
and picked up the suitcase Megan had packed for her dad. “I want a
moment alone with your parents.”

“Um, okay?”

“Go on. Shoo.” Eurion made a shooing motion as she
spoke. Megan gave her a confused look, but she turned and hugged
her dad.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She let go of her dad and walked over to hug her
mom.

“Go easy on her.”

“I promise nothing.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She turned to Eurion, who just made a shooing
motion. Megan just shook her head and walked out of the room.

 


 



Chapter Thirty-Four

“READY?”

Megan looked up from the floor plans the architect
had sent over for the new shop, a little surprised at the
question.

“Is it time?”

Eurion nodded.

“Yeah. You’ve been going over the plans for almost
two hours.”

Megan sighed and glanced down at the large sheets of
paper spread out on the dining room table. She didn’t really want
to get up and leave behind what she was doing, even though if she
were honest, the plans were pretty much perfect. It was just easier
to focus on how she wanted the workflow in the new shop arranged
than it was to think about the battle, and everything else.

She knew she was being a little ridiculous. She’d
spent a lot of time in therapy over the years, just like any trans
person. She knew it was good for you, knew it helped you sort
things out and see things more clearly. At least, it did when you
had a good therapist. That didn’t mean it was always a pleasant
process. In fact, sometimes it was downright horrible, which is
what she was expecting today, and why she wasn’t looking forward to
this at all.

She wanted to scream and stomp her feet and tell
Eurion she didn’t want to go, but she knew she couldn’t. She owed
it to Eurion, and to herself, to try to get better, and that just
wasn’t going to happen unless she got some help. She took a deep
breath, and decided it was time to put on her big girl pants and
start doing the work. She forced herself to smile as she stood up,
then she grabbed her purse, slinging the strap over her shoulder,
and turned to Eurion.

“All right, let’s go.”

Eurion smiled and reached out, taking her hand.

“I cleared it with Nomi for us to just portal in. I
figured when this is over, you might want to come home and relax,
and if you don’t, well, we can take the Aston Martin out to
wherever you want to go.”

“Always looking out for me,” Megan said. She leaned
in and gave Eurion a quick peck on the lips.

“Always,” Eurion agreed. She turned and let out a
roar, opening a portal in the doorway of the dining room. Megan’s
smile went from forced to genuine as Eurion tugged her along,
leading her through the portal into the briefing room at the Shiro.
The rows of seats were back, the arrangement returned to the way it
was the first time Megan had seen the room. The only odd part was
that the room wasn’t empty. There was a Latina woman sitting in one
of the seats, holding a tablet in her hand. She looked up as Megan
and Eurion stepped through the portal.

“Elena?” Eurion said.

“Hey,” the woman, Elena, replied.

“What are you doing here?”

The woman frowned, and held up the tablet, turning
it so Megan and Eurion could see what was on it. It was some sort
of file, and given that Megan’s picture was in the upper left, it
was clearly a file on her.

“My job, unfortunately.” She turned to Megan,
looking supremely uncomfortable. “I’m sorry to ambush you like
this. I got into town today, and I was planning on taking the
weekend, then coming to see you on Monday, but unfortunately,
Secretary Banks doesn’t want to wait.”

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Megan asked.

“Right. Sorry. I’m Elena Navarro. I was under the
impression that Eurion had told you about me.”

Megan glanced at Eurion.

“I mentioned you, but there was a lot going on at
the time.” Eurion turned to Megan. “Elena is the DMA recruiter I
told you about.”

“Oh.” Megan felt a lead weight settle in her stomach
as she turned back to Elena.

“Look, I’m sorry. I really, really just expected
this whole trip to be a formality. Nomi, Naomi, Anika, Danny,
Amanda, Emilia, and Jia Li all told me you don’t really want
anything to do with the DMA, or the MERTs, and I get it. Especially
after what you’ve been through. I’d planned on dropping in on
Monday, giving you the standard sales pitch, recording that you
rejected recruitment, giving you the paperwork you needed for
training assistance so you could get your powers under control,
then just leaving you the hell alone. Unfortunately, Secretary
Banks has other ideas.”

“What other ideas?” Eurion growled.

“She wants to talk to Megan. Today.”

“Well, it sucks to be her,” Megan said. “I’ve got an
appointment.”

“Nomi mentioned you were coming in for an
appointment. She wouldn’t say for what, which I totally respect,
but Banks is…she’s really got a bug up her ass. Nomi said to tell
you that the person you’re here to see has an open schedule this
afternoon, so if you arrive late, it won’t be an issue.”

“I don’t want to talk to Banks. Not today. Not
ever.”

“I get it. Believe me, I do. The thing is, Banks is
the secretary for Metahuman Affairs. If you don’t talk to her now,
she’s not going to just give up. Especially considering how tenuous
her position is right now.”

“What do you mean?” Eurion asked.

“A DMA assistant director, sixty-seven DMA agents,
an entire ten-man tier two MERT and four out of six members of
another tier two MERT have been arrested for working with one of
the most dangerous organized crime rings in the world. On top of
that, more than a hundred metahuman prisoners were released from
prison, either through faked prisoner transfers, or forged orders
reducing their sentences, and the Unitarium used DMA records as a
shopping list for people to kidnap to use in their experiments.
Banks was in charge during the largest police corruption
scandal in American history. Congressional hearings are inevitable,
and that’s assuming the President doesn’t ask for her head on a
platter, which he might. It is an election year, after all.

“Banks is, frankly, in panic mode. She’s looking for
any win she can get. She thinks if she can recruit the person
responsible for exposing the corruption case, it will go a long way
towards smoothing things over. Personally, I think she’s fooling
herself, but I also think it might be easier for you in the long
run if you just talk to her now. Shut her down before she gets a
head of steam.”

“No,” Eurion said. “You go tell her—”

“Love…”

Eurion stopped and turned to Megan.

“I appreciate it, but I think Elena is probably
right. Let’s just get this over with now.”

Eurion sighed and nodded.

“Okay.” She turned to Elena. “Where is she?”

“She’s still in Washington, but Nomi said we could
use one of the conference rooms.”

“Lead the way,” Megan said.

Elena nodded and led them out of the briefing room
and down the hall to where a construction crew was working. They
had a wall torn open, exposing two large rooms and were busy
knocking down the wall between them. They made their way past the
crew and went into a room on the opposite side of the hall, which
turned out to be a large, well-appointed conference room. Elena
took a seat on the far side of the conference table, while Eurion
took a seat on the side closest to the door. Megan sat down next to
her.

“Ready?” Elena asked.

“No, but let’s get this over with,” Megan
replied.

Elena nodded and turned to Eurion.

“Just so you know, she’s going to try to recruit you
as well. I tried to talk her out of it, but like I said, she’s in
panic mode.”

“Understood. Thank you for the warning.”

Elena tapped the surface of the conference table,
which turned out to be a touch screen. She entered a couple of
commands, and a large screen on the wall lit up, displaying the DMA
seal.

“This shouldn’t take long,” Elena said.

Despite Elena’s reassurances, it seemed to take
forever before the DMA seal disappeared, replaced by Banks sitting
in her office.

“Hello, Agent Navarro.”

“Madam Secretary, I’m here with Ms. Harwood and Ms.
Goffdraig, as you requested.”

“I can see that. Good work. Ms. Harwood, Ms.
Goffdraig. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me.”

“After Ms. Navarro told us you wanted to talk to us,
I thought it best to get it out of the way,” Megan said.

“I couldn’t agree more. Given recent events, the DMA
is stretched incredibly thin. I’m not sure how much Ms. Navarro has
explained to you about what’s happening, but the Sun City Council
has voted to officially disband the Sun City Protectors, and to
redirect the funds used to maintain the team into a contract with
the High Guard for Metahuman Emergency Response Services. Since the
DMA has an existing contract with the High Guard, Nomi has decided
to expand the High Guard roster and split it into two teams. She’s
convinced Transistor and Igeza to relocate from Atlanta, but she
still has a lot of slots to fill. She’s refusing to accept the two
members of the Protectors who turned up clean in our investigation.
I can’t say that I blame her, but right now, getting the MERT teams
back up to strength is a huge priority. Especially given the
frequency of metahuman incidents in Sun City. Towards that end, I’d
like to ask both of you to consider going through MERT
certification training and joining the High Guard.”

“No,” Megan said. Banks tried to keep her expression
neutral, but Megan could see the annoyance, and knew she wasn’t
going to accept her answer.

“Ms. Harwood, I can understand your reluctance,
given the experience you had, but I’d like you to hear me out. With
the loss of so many MERT members, we’re currently dangerously
understaffed. You saw for yourself the kind of threat the Unitarium
represents, and while we did take down a significant number of
their members, we still have very little intelligence on how large
their organization actually is.”

“No.”

Banks closed her eyes for a moment, not even
bothering to hide the frustration and annoyance on her face. She
opened her eyes and looked at the camera again.

“Ms. Harwood, with the DMA operating at reduced
capacity, the Unitarium is bound to become bolder in their actions.
They’ve been getting less and less careful about operating in
secret for the last two years. The explosions last year at SCSU
were linked to organized crime. That’s common knowledge. What we
didn’t tell the public is that the organization was the Unitarium.
They have—”

“No.”

“Ms. Harwood—”

“No,” Megan said. “I’m not interested in being a
hero.”

“You’re lying to yourself. If you hadn’t wanted to
be a hero, you wouldn’t have told the High Guard to wait to rescue
you until you got to the Unitarium’s base. You also wouldn’t have
charged back into battle after you escaped. You’ve already made
your choice; you just haven’t accepted it yet.”

“Bullshit! Jesus fucking Christ, does that argument
ever actually work for you? Because I’ve never heard such a huge
crock of horse shit in my life. ‘You’ve already made your choice’
my ass. You didn’t leave me a choice, you incompetent bitch. I told
the High Guard to wait because I wanted this shit to be over. I
went back because I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life
looking over my shoulder, waiting for one of the Unitarium’s
fucking stooges to stick a knife in my back, but it wasn’t the
Unitarium that destroyed my life. It wasn’t the Unitarium that
publicly accused me of murder. It wasn’t the Unitarium that turned
me into an object of public ridicule. It wasn’t the Unitarium that
got my shop burned down, or destroyed the contents of my home, my
family’s homes, and my employees’ homes. The Unitarium wasn’t the
reason my employees and my family had to skip town for their own
safety. That’s on you.”

“Praetorian and the people on the Unitarium payroll
did all of that.”

“Yeah, and Praetorian was a cop at the time. All of
them were cops at the time. And you approved the press conferences.
You authorized the release of information. I didn’t get due
process. I didn’t get a fair trial. I didn’t get a jury of my
peers. You just decided I was guilty and threw me to the wolves and
stood by while everything I’d worked for my entire life was burned
to the ground around me. You can scream all you want about how they
were corrupt cops, but you can’t tell me things would have gone any
differently if Praetorian wasn’t on the take. Praetorian was a
pathetic little bigot who absolutely bought into all of that ‘thin
blue line’ bullshit. You knew it. Everyone in the entire city knew
it. Everyone knew he hated Industry for being gay and threw her off
the Protectors because she turned in a bunch of crooked cops, so
fuck you, with your excuses. The DMA and the cops are just another
fucking gang, and I want nothing to do with either one.”

Megan leaned back in her seat, more than a little
exhausted by her rant. Banks, on the other hand, looked downright
apoplectic. Her face was red, and her eyes promised murder, and
honestly, she looked just a touch unhinged, which was incredibly
satisfying. Megan glanced over at Eurion, who had a proud smile on
her face.

“Fine,” Banks snapped. “You want to walk away like a
fucking coward, that’s fine, but you’re going to need to turn over
the augment.”

Megan turned back to the screen.

“What?”

“The augment. Turn it over.”

“I can’t. It can’t be removed.”

“The doctor who was working with it thought
otherwise.”

“Well, he was wrong. The only way the augment can be
separated from the host is if the host dies.”

“We’ll see. I’ll send a team of doctors and
scientists down to Sun City to examine you and the augment and
figure out how to remove it.”

“No, you won’t,” Eurion said.

“Watch me. Ms. Harwood, the doctors will be there
tomorrow, and you will submit to the exams. Otherwise, I will have
you arrested.”

“On what charges?” Megan asked.

“Resisting arrest. Assault on a public servant.
Evading the police. Receiving stolen property. Grand theft. Acting
as a superhero without certification. Acting as a superhero without
authorization. Take your pick.”

“You will not come near her,” Eurion said. “If you
try to arrest her, if you try to take the augment by force, you
will have me to deal with.”

“That threat is getting a little old. Don’t think
the DMA doesn’t have contingencies to deal with a dragon.”

“It won’t just be one dragon. Megan and I are
engaged. She’s my promised bride. Under the terms of the treaty
with the Council of North American Dragons, she has diplomatic
immunity. You can’t fucking touch her.”

“We’ll see, won’t we? The doctors will be there
tomorrow, Ms. Harwood. I suggest you be ready.”

The line went dead before anyone else could get a
word in edgewise. Megan was a little surprised when it was Elena
that spoke next.

“That fucking bitch!” she yelled.

“No,” Megan said. “That colossally stupid
bitch.”

Eurion and Elena both looked at Megan.

“You have an idea, don’t you?” Eurion asked.

“Oh, yes. Yes, I do.” Megan looked right at Elena.
“Where is Chance?”

 


 



Chapter Thirty-Five

“ARE YOU ABSOLUTELY SURE you want to do this?” Naomi
asked.

“Fuck yeah!” Chance said. “Of course we want to do
this. How often are we going to get the chance to take down an
entire branch of the US government?”

“Not that often, but I was asking Megan, not
you.”

Megan smiled and shrugged.

“Honestly, I came here for a therapy session, but
I’m feeling a little like toppling the government right now.”

“God, we could kiss you. You know, if we had our own
lips, and your girlfriend wouldn’t incinerate us.”

Megan smiled and took Eurion’s hand, giving it a
squeeze.

“You know, Eurion, I never asked. Are you the
jealous type?”

“No. One tends to outgrow such things after the
first few centuries. I suspect Chance would need to worry more
about the wrath of their own girlfriends, if they were to take to
kissing random women.”

“You’re probably right,” Chance said. Their hologram
turned towards Naomi and Anika. “What do you guys say?”

Anika leaned forward with a sultry smile on her
face, and said in a low, smokey voice, “I think I’d like to
watch…you send the video.”

Chance’s face fell as Naomi started laughing. Megan
just shook her head and looked over at the three other people with
them in the conference room, Elena, Nomi, and Fractal.

“What about you three? Are you all sure you’re good
with this?”

“I say burn the bitch down,” Fractal said.
“Seriously, this isn’t the first time she’s pulled this shit. She
pulled pretty much the same shit on Garnell and me to get us to
join a MERT after we got arrested for exposing crooked cops in the
SCPD.”

“I’m done with her,” Elena said. “I’ve never liked
the way she pushes people during the recruiting process, or the way
she pushes the recruiters, but she crossed a fucking line. I say
take her down.”

“I agree,” Nomi said. “She knew Praetorian was a
problem, and she ignored it for years. Who knows how many other
problems she’s ignored?”

“Okay, then.” Megan turned back to Chance. “Do
it.”

“All right. Here we go.”

Megan watched as ones and zeros began running across
Chance’s face. Something that had to be purely aesthetic on
Chance’s part, but it still brought a smile to Megan’s face.

“Damn. The FBI isn’t fucking around with their
cybersecurity. We mean, it’s no match for us, but this is some
heavy, heavy shit. Wait, no fucking way. Seriously? Jesus fucking
Christ, we should charge them to fix this. There’s a security patch
for this that’s six months old. Fuck it. We’ve built ourselves an
account. We’re patching the hole. There, that’s better. All right.
And…done. The FBI director should receive the footage in fifteen
minutes. Okay. On to the attorney general…oh, this is weak sauce.
We’re fucking embarrassed for them. A ten-year-old script kiddy
could break their security. Right. They’ll get the footage at the
same time as the FBI. On to DHS. Well, that’s embarrassingly easy.
Not as easy as the Attorney General, but the FBI did it better. Now
the President. Oh, now that’s impressive. We are impressed. Oh,
baby, show us your big, thick firewalls. And you lost us. Really,
that’s the best you got? We weep for the safety of the nuclear
launch codes. Done. I’ll just upgrade their firewalls on the way
out. Oh, yeah, and patch that buffer overflow. Fuck it, we’re
sending their head of cybersecurity a detailed report on all the
inadequacies in their system, a plan to fix them, and a letter
explaining why they are bad at their job and deserve to be fired
and publicly shamed. Now, onto the news outlets. Create a proton
mail account. Fire off the email. Make sure all the right people
get alerts letting them know to watch the video attached to the
email. Include Rachel Maddow on the distribution list because she’s
hot as fuck and Anika always gets a little turned on watching her
roast people.”

Megan glanced over at Anika, who just shrugged.

“I like what I like.”

“She likes what we do for her,” Chance said. “And
now we’re on to the house and senate oversight committees. You know
what, fuck it. Everyone in congress gets a copy. There, done.”

The ones and zeroes vanished from Chance’s face, and
they smiled.

“That was surprisingly easy. Ooh, can we do the
Speaker of the House next? We hate that fascist little dick
bag.”

“Chance, no toppling the entire government,” Naomi
said.

“You never let us have any fun.”

“We’re letting you destroy the career of the
secretary of Metahuman Affairs,” Anika said. “Don’t get greedy with
the treats.”

Chance put on an absolutely adorable pout, which
made Megan smile.

“Thank you, Chance.”

“No problem. And if you ever decide you want to
topple capitalism and establish a socialist utopia or something,
just let us know.”

“Chance, how many times do I have to tell you,
you’re not allowed to realign the geopolitical and economic climate
of the western world?” Anika asked.

“But it would be really easy, and it’s not like they
can prosecute. We’re not legally a person, after all.”

“What?” Megan asked.

“We’re not recognized as a sentient life form under
the law. We don’t even get paid.”

“And let me guess, Banks was supposed to be working
on fixing that,” Megan said.

“Why do you think we were so eager to help?”

Megan looked over at Anika.

“Maybe you should let them topple a few
governments.”

Naomi closed her eyes and shook her head.

“Please don’t encourage them. Last time we left them
unsupervised, it took two weeks for the lawyers to clean up the
mess.”

“They made me give back Twitter.” Chance pouted.

Megan laughed and shook her head. She turned to
Eurion.

“Take me home, before I steal Chance away from their
girlfriends and get them to help me crush capitalism and rewrite
the constitution.”

“Oh, we have a draft ready!”

“Chance,” Anika and Naomi said at the exact same
time. Megan and Eurion stood up and linked hands.

“Thank all of you for your help.”

“Do you still want to keep your appointment?” Nomi
asked.

“Let’s reschedule for Monday. I think I can get
through the weekend.”

Nomi nodded, and Megan and Eurion headed for the
door.

* * * * *

Megan looked up from her tablet as Eurion set the
tea tray on the coffee table.

“Are those marshmallows?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of tea goes with marshmallows?”

Eurion laughed as she sat down next to Megan.

“None that I know of.” She picked up the tea pot and
filled Megan’s cup. “But I thought you’d appreciate some hot
cocoa.”

“Oh, god, just when I thought I couldn’t love you
anymore.” Megan leaned forward and set her tablet on the table,
then added a generous amount of mini marshmallows to her cocoa,
before picking up the cup.

“Did you pick your machines?”

“Sort of. I keep looking at a five-axis, but I can’t
really justify it.”

“You don’t have to. If you want a five-axis machine,
we’ll get you one.”

“I do, but from a practical standpoint, a second
router table makes more sense. A 5-axis machine can do some neat
things, but it’s slow and complicated to use. A second router table
would be a lot more practical.”

“You could get both.”

“Not if I want to hire two more luthiers. The space
is just too small. If I get a third machine, we’d have to expand
the machine room, which would mean taking out two of the work
benches. If I just get the second router table, I can bring on two
new luthiers, and introduce my own line of lower-priced off the
shelf guitars. Kind of like the stock guitars we do now, but with a
simplified design. I might be able to get them down to a sub
thousand-dollar price point.”

“Is that something you want to do?”

“For a long time. I love electrics, but I kind of
hate the current electric guitar market. No one seems willing to
really try anything new. They just want to keep remaking Fender and
Gibson designs that have been around for decades. There are a few
outliers, like the Jackson Star, but even that started as a cut
down Gibson Explorer clone. It would be nice to be able to get some
of the stuff I’ve done as fully custom work into production guitars
that people could actually afford.”

“Well, then. Two router tables it is.”

“What about you? You buying any super expensive
equipment for your new shop?”

“I’ve been thinking about finally switching to a set
of powered engraving tools.”

“You’ve been doing your engraving by hand?”

“I learned engraving before the industrial
revolution.”

Megan laughed and shook her head.

“I’m not that bad. I have all sorts of modern tools
for things. I have an electronic gold and platinum tester.”

“Which I’ll bet is still in the packaging.”

Eurion gave her a sheepish look and took a sip of
her cocoa.

“Set in your ways, huh?”

“Very. I took classes to learn how to use powered
tools a few years ago. I just never got around to buying them.”

“Well, now’s your chance. If you want to.”

“I think I do.”

Megan smiled and took a sip of her own cocoa.

“So, are you going to tell me what this super-secret
conversation with my parents was about?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Well, I had planned on telling you after your
therapy appointment, but we got a bit sidetracked.”

“Yeah, I suppose we did.”

“On the other hand, I suppose there’s no time like
the present.”

<Hey, Megan, sorry if we’re interrupting.>

Megan closed her eyes and sighed.

“Not a good time, Chance.”

<Sorry, but you need to turn on the TV.>

“If it’s more bad news, it can wait ‘til
morning.”

<Just turn on the TV.>

“Fine.”

Megan picked up the remote and turned on the TV. As
soon as she did, the screen flipped over to YouTube, then the
search box filled with the name of a news channel. When the channel
came up, a video was selected before Megan could even see the
title.

A man walked into a government issue briefing room
which looked exactly like the one Banks had given her press
conference before Megan had been kidnapped the second time. The
only difference was there was a Department of Justice Seal on the
podium, instead of the DMA seal. A well-dressed older black man
with gray hair and glasses walked up behind the podium.

“Good evening. My name is Jimar Lewis. I’m the US
Attorney for the District of Columbia. I’ll be reading a brief
statement, then taking questions.

“As some of you are no doubt aware, at approximately
five fifteen p.m. Eastern time today, a number of news outlets
received footage of a conversation between Lynn Banks, who was, at
the time, the secretary of Metahuman Affairs, and Megan Harwood, a
women who, through no fault of her own, recently became involved in
what is believed to be the largest case of police and law
enforcement corruption in American history. Also present during
this conversation was Eurion Goffdraig, and Elena Navarro, who is
the head of metahuman recruitment for Metahuman Emergency Response
Teams in the southeastern United States.

“In the video, Secretary Banks attempted to persuade
Ms. Harwood to join the Sun City High Guard. Ms. Harwood declined,
but Secretary Banks persisted in her efforts. Ms. Harwood continued
to decline, politely; however, Secretary Banks refused to take that
answer, prompting Ms. Harwood to decline in more forceful terms,
citing several improprieties in her treatment by law enforcement
agencies, including the DMA.

“Secretary Banks became enraged at Ms. Harwood’s
refusal to join the DMA and threatened her with arrest on several
charges if she refused to submit to medical experiments designed to
remove the organism which was bonded to her during her captivity by
the Unitarium.

“What you may not know is that, in addition to the
various news agencies, the video was also delivered to the office
of the Attorney General, the Director of the FBI, to every member
of Congress, and to the President at the same time.

“After reviewing the video, and speaking to Special
Deputy Navarro to confirm its veracity, the President then spoke
with Secretary Banks, and demanded her resignation be tendered
within the hour. The President received Secretary Banks’
resignation at six forty-three p.m. this evening. The President
then contacted the Attorney General and instructed him to prepare
charges against Former Secretary Banks as appropriate. At nine
fifteen PM, agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation arrived
at Ms. Banks’ home and arrested her on charges of blackmail,
deprivation of rights under color of law, abuse of office, and
abuse of authority.

“At this time, Ms. Banks is in federal custody.
Arraignment is scheduled for Monday morning at nine p.m. My office
is currently looking to empanel a grand jury as early as next
Wednesday, at which time we will present the charges mentioned
previously, as well as any additional charges we decide to
pursue.

“I imagine the first question many of you will ask
is why we chose to arrest Ms. Banks prior to obtaining an
indictment, so I will answer that before I open the floor to
questions from the press. The decision to proceed with an immediate
arrest stems from both the egregious nature of the crime, and from
Ms. Harwood’s very valid criticisms of law enforcement’s prior
treatment of her. We chose to act swiftly in this case specifically
because Ms. Banks’ office, along with several other branches of law
enforcement, so blatantly and willfully trod over Ms. Harwood’s
rights and protections during the events leading up to this moment.
Ms. Harwood, like every other citizen of this nation, deserves
justice, and up until now, she has received precious little of it,
and while we can never fully heal the injury done her by our
failure, it is my hope, and the hope of both the Attorney General
and the President, that we can do right by Ms. Harwood going
forward.

“At this time, I will take a few brief
questions.”

The video stopped.

<That’s all the good parts. Most of the reporters
ask dumb questions, so we wouldn’t listen to them.>

“Thanks for the advice and thank you for letting me
know about this.”

<Sure. I’ll let you get back to whatever you were
doing.>

Megan heard the click Chance used to signal they
were no longer actively monitoring, and then turned to Eurion.

“Well, it’s something, at least.”

“You got her fired, and she’s going to jail. That’s
pretty good.”

“If they can find a jury that will convict.”

“Well, that’s a problem for another day. Right now,
I’m just glad I don’t have to incinerate a federal building.”

“I am too. I’ve been a fugitive. I don’t care for
it.”

“I think I’d be the fugitive.”

“Oh, if you think you can get out of marrying me
just by committing a few felonies, you are sorely mistaken.”

“That was the furthest thing from my mind. Which
reminds me, you wanted to know what I was talking to your parents
about.”

“I did.”

“Well, I know it’s a bit old fashioned, but I am set
in my ways, so I wanted to get your parents approval.”

“Approval for what?”

Eurion leaned forward and set down her teacup, then
she slipped off the couch, and seemingly out of nowhere produced a
small, red velvet bag. She turned it over, spilling the contents
into her hand, and Megan let out a gasp when she saw what it
was.

Eurion set the bag on the table, and took the ring
in her right hand while she reached out for Megan’s hand with her
left, holding it carefully. Eurion looked up at her, smiling.

“I know you already said yes, but I wanted to give
you a proposal story you could actually tell people about. So,
Megan Harwood, would you marry me?”

“Yes. Absolutely, yes.”

Eurion slipped the ring on Megan’s finger, and once
it was in place, she whispered a word Megan didn’t know.

“Rwy'n dy garu di.”

As soon as the words were spoken, the ring heated
up. Not painfully so, but it felt warm to the touch, and for a
moment, she could have sworn she felt a gentle thumping coming from
it. She looked down at the ring and was taken aback at how
beautiful and how detailed it was. A bright, brilliant gold band,
carved into the shape of two dragon’s heads breathing fire towards
each other. Behind the head, there was an intricate Celtic knotwork
pattern, and where the twin gouts of flame met, there was a
three-pronged setting holding a deep red heart-cut stone, which
perfectly matched the two small red stones that were set into the
eyes of the dragon heads.

“I worked a bit of protective magic into the band
and the stone. As long as you wear it, I’ll always know where you
are, and if you’re safe, because you, above all else, are my
greatest treasure.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Not nearly so beautiful as the woman wearing
it.”

Megan leaned down, and Eurion rose up to meet her,
their lips meeting in a soft, gentle kiss, and for the first time
since all of this had started, Megan felt completely at home.

 


The End
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