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Adam

From the outside, the Chicago headquarters of the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun didn’t look much different than any of the other office buildings in the area. It was perfectly hidden— a single tree in a forest. The marble-floored lobby maintained the illusion, but careful eyes could spot runes and sigils worked into the polished mosaic on the floor.

The constant noise of urban traffic softened to a faint buzz as I stepped inside. The regular door at the side entrance was only for show, sealed as tightly as the bullet-resistant glass lining the first floor. Any attackers would have to go through the revolving door, and that meant they’d have to enter in ones and twos— easy pickings for the receptionist and security. 

I nodded at the woman at the desk and crossed the lobby with my head held high, all too aware of the cameras that took in my every move. I’d handled my situation to the best of my ability. I had nothing to hide. If I projected confidence, then the Synod would understand that. They would support the decisions I made.

I reached the elevator and swiped my badge against the RFID reader.

Nothing happened. The light remained red. The elevator doors remained shut.

I pushed the ‘UP’ button, just in case.

Still nothing.

I tried again, faster this time. Then slower. Then in a different order. 

Still no change.

Alright. Just a minor setback. I marched to the receptionist’s desk, and the woman there surveyed me with a carefully composed neutrality. 

“My name is Adam Preston. ID number A83-9119.” The receptionist turned her attention to her computer. Her expression didn’t change. “I have an appointment at eleven-thirty.” 

“Adam Preston.” Her gaze returned to me, as sphinxine as before. 

It’s one of the security measures, I told myself. Forcing a time delay like this could frighten an impostor into revealing themselves. It would give security ample chance to prepare a counter attack. 

Or it could be the incompetence of a bored receptionist. One or the other. 

“Yes?” she asked.

For the love of all that’s holy... “Could you please let me up?”

She reached under her desk and tapped out an intricate pattern on a hidden keypad. Across the lobby, the central elevator finally swept open. “Go ahead.”

I maintained my dignity long enough for the elevator doors to shut behind me, and then I dug my phone out of my pocket. 11:26. Assuming there were no more issues, I could still make it in time. But the delay unnerved me. My badge should have given me access to the elevator. Not to the highest floors, of course, but I should at least have managed to get inside.

Maybe I’d damaged the RFID somehow. I had gotten in a fist fight with a river dragon not too long ago, so maybe there’d been an electrical surge I hadn’t noticed. Or maybe this building required enough security that even badge-wearing members couldn’t get inside without special clearance.

Or maybe they’d revoked my access already. 

I swallowed and straightened, checking my composure in the mirrored walls.

On the twenty-third floor, the elevator opened into a claustrophobic hallway with a ceiling so low I could touch it. More defensive runes formed a border along the top of the wall and at the edges of the thick carpet underfoot. The rest of the wall space was taken up by brass memorial plates. They were only a few inches wide, but there were so many the walls blazed with fiery hues all the way to the end of the hall. Each plate was inscribed with a name and a date, starting sometime in the fifteenth century and steadily advancing to the modern day, and each one represented a death. A soldier of the Order who had fallen in the fight against the beasts of the world lurking in the shadows. 

This was our calling. To stand between monsters and mankind. 

Around a corner and through a door, I found myself in a waiting room.

A Polynesian woman glanced at me from behind yet another desk, but thankfully she seemed more interested in helping me than the previous receptionist. She shooed me through another set of doors and into a larger, more spacious room. 

On the far wall stood a mural of the archangel Michael, a golden sun radiating like a halo behind his head. Pinned under one foot was the first dragon, from whom all others traced their ancestry: Satan himself.  

Floor-to-ceiling windows offered an impressive view of the city, stained sepia by the tinted glass. Six people sat at a long table. They watched me with imperial stares as I took my seat across from them. They were cast almost into silhouette by the bright light from outside, but I recognized a few by shape: Mara Kovak, a retired field agent and my handler, who watched me so intently she might have been trying to think secret messages directly into my head; Emmanuel Gage, the Grand Master under whom I served, a stern man with hawkish eyes; and a severe woman with a curtain of silver hair beneath an embroidered shawl. I had only ever seen her in photographs, but my stomach dropped at the sight of her. Archduchess Gianna Stavros. A member of the High Council. 

That’s the moment when it finally sank in: I was in trouble.

I tried to read their expressions as Gage presented me to the Synod and read aloud my charges, but their shadowed faces gave away nothing. Finally Gage ceded the floor to me, and I stood before them.

“Fourteen months ago, I was called to investigate a rash of demonic activity in Santa Fe. I ascertained recent construction activity liberated a minor demon that had previously been imprisoned in an old chapel’s walls, and it subsequently targeted a local priest. He fled, and in June I was finally able to corner him and the demon in an abandoned factory in Indianapolis. There I found the demon already in active conflict with a female Japanese river dragon and a human woman by the name of Rosario Hernandez. Upon further investigation, I was able to surmise that neither was affiliated with the Hoarde, or any other major monstrous organization.”

“How did you reach that conclusion?” asked Gage. 

“I didn’t have a chance to speak to the dragon—”

“Obviously,” said Gage.

I tried not to be disheartened by yet another interruption. “Rosario Hernandez struck me as inexperienced. She very obviously had no knowledge of monsters beyond the purely practical. The finer details of exorcism seemed to be completely beyond her understanding, and she hadn’t conducted any sort of investigation into the matter. All evidence indicates that she and her dragon just barged onto the scene and expected to be able to handle it.”

“Which, according to your report, she did.” Archduchess Stavros folded her long, spindly hands in front of her. Deep scars crossed the protruding veins— trophies of a long and storied career on the field. 

I didn’t get the chance to reply before Gage spoke again. “You could have killed the dragon while it was possessed. You didn’t.”

“I couldn’t,” I corrected quickly. “I included in my report that it destroyed my weapons and ammunition shortly after it killed the priest." Nobody made any attempt to point out my lie. Hopefully that meant they hadn't fact checked that particular detail when they scoured the rest of my report. "The only firearm I had left was of an insufficient caliber to take down a creature of that size.”

“Even after the exorcism?”

I’d practiced this. “After the exorcism, the dragon was still visibly feral.”

“And you left it alive,” said Gage. “In the middle of a densely populated urban area. Do you have any idea the amount of damage control that would have been necessary if it had manifested in front of civilians?"

Of course I did. That was the point. “I believed attacking it in that condition would have pushed it into a full rampage, which would have escalated the threat of discovery from possible to unavoidable, with massive casualties. In its current state, it wasn’t hurting anyone,” I said before I could stop myself, and then quickly amended. “I mean that literally. After the exorcism, it laid down beside Hernandez and refused to move until paramedics arrived. Its reactions to my approach after that point were still consistent with a feral dragon, but subdued. Its stance was clearly defensive, rather than aggressive, to the point that the paramedics noted nothing unusual or inhuman about its nature.” 

Archduchess Stavros hummed with interest. “And is that when you formed your theory regarding Hernandez?”

“It only confirmed what I already believed to be true. The demon had previously identified her as such.” 

“Demons lie,” she said.

I shook my head. “With all due respect, Your Grace, I don’t believe it was lying about Hernandez. She rebuked a demon without tokens or training. She successfully commanded a possessed dragon to give us the demon’s name, and completely obliterated the demon in the process. She persuaded a ghoul to be her landlady. She held weekly dinner parties for one of the largest and most diverse known gatherings of monsters in the region, outside of known monstrous organizations. There is no doubt in my mind that Rosario Hernandez was a Potnia Theron.” 

The revelation should have been stunning. Others like her had been suspected over the years, but the last confirmed Potnia Theron had died in the eighteen hundreds. Finding such a rare and valuable specimen could make a career.

“Was,” Gage said. “Before you shot her.” 

And shooting her could end it. 

I looked down. “That was an accident, Sir.”

“It says here that you requisitioned funds to cover Hernandez’ hospital bills after the incident in June,” Gage continued. 

“She was unwilling to go to a hospital otherwise,” I said. “And if you look further, you’ll see that I used the opportunity to procure samples which prove my theory—” 

“Support, not prove,” Gage corrected.

“Ahem. Yes. Support my theory that a Potnia Theron is human. Which, of course, could potentially have far-reaching—”

“You aren’t here to argue your theories,” Gage said sharply. “You’re here to defend your behavior during the past six months.”

I bristled. Did he have to keep interrupting me? “Yes, Sir.”

“I recall you were given permission to pursue further investigation into the Hernandez girl,” said Archduchess Stavros. “Yet you refused to bring her in for further testing.” 

“She had a notable distrust of organized authority,” I said. “She’d already fled the scene of one similar incident. I believed that bringing in other agents might spook her into disappearing again, or that she would use her dragon to force a violent confrontation. I believed that regardless of immediate outcome, her value as an asset would be diminished as a result. My hope was to persuade her to see reason and join our side. And I believe she was close to taking that position.”

“Before you shot her,” Gage said.

I clenched my teeth. “Yes, Sir.”

The Archduchess extended one hand. “Continue your report, Preston.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” I tried to keep my breathing level. “In the report, you’ll find that assisting Hernandez with her healthcare gave me an opening to continue my investigation. Hernandez was under the impression that I was, in her words, a supernatural social worker, and I encouraged the belief. While I performed in that capacity, she was willing to divulge personal information about herself and the dragon, as well as ancillary detail about the other monsters with which she kept regular company.”

She hadn’t just been willing to talk to me, she’d been eager. To Arkay and Father Gabriel, she had projected the unruffled calm of authority. To the ever-increasing number of monsters who visited her home, she had played the perfect neophyte, open-minded and free of judgment. Only to me could she express her biases and anxieties. Only to me could she ask her most secret questions— the ones that began with “I know this is none of my business, but...” and ended with the kind of relief known only to sinners after confession.

She’d respected me. She’d trusted me.

So much so that those had been her last words.

Archduchess Stavros broke me out of my thoughts. “Explain your dealings with Emilio Paternoster.” 

“He was a smalltime crook with ambitions of consolidating the local drug market into a criminal empire. He attempted to take over a local...” I glanced at Archduchess Stavros. “...gentleman’s club... to be his first money laundering operation. It also happened to be the establishment at which the dragon was employed.”

Gage raised a hawkish eyebrow. “As security?”

“As an...” I cleared my throat. “Entertainer.”

The Archduchess gave another interested hum. “You left that out of the report.” 

“I believed the detail to be irrelevant,” I said quickly, trying to keep the red off my face. The Archduchess was the highest authority on the continent. How the hell was I supposed to explain to her that the dragon I’d been hunting moonlighted as a stripper? “Upon hearing about the incident, I approached Paternoster and advised him on the best way to pursue a confrontation.”

“You encouraged a civilian to get in a fight with a dragon?” asked another member of the council— a slight man with sharp eyes and a copper complexion. 

My handler finally spoke up in my defense. “These weren’t innocent bystanders. Paternoster was an aspiring mobster who employed junkies and street thugs. He and the members of his organization were approved by headquarters as acceptable casualties.” 

I tried to communicate my gratitude with a glance, but I kept it quick. I didn’t want the rest of the Synod to think Mara was showing more support than necessary.

“I’ve read the report, Kovak,” the man said. “I’ve also read the part where you gave clearance for two ambushes in a residential area, as well as the arson of a civilian building.”

“The gentleman’s club and its employees were harboring a dragon,” said the Archduchess. Her voice took on a dangerous edge. “They were hardly civilian.” She fixed me with a long, judicious stare and steepled her fingers. “However, Grandmaster Burns is not without a point. Your recommended tactics are questionable. Explain your reasoning.”

“Your Grace, my methods were thoroughly researched, and based on campaigns that successfully brought down dragons in 1953, 1876, 1841, and—” 

“I don’t want to see your footnotes,” she said sharply. “Explain your reasoning.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” I swallowed and tried to reorganize my thoughts. “I believed the traditional methods for dispatching a dragon to be unsuited to a populated area. The terrain didn’t provide sufficient cover, a resulting rampage would have resulted in countless civilian casualties, and the local environmental conditions make it nearly impossible to blame it on natural phenomenon. I orchestrated the first ambush so that the dragon wouldn’t perceive its attackers as a sufficient threat to warrant a rampage. The attack would be seen as challenging, exhausting, but not overwhelming.”

All the while I’d been on standby with an anti-material rifle in hand and Rosario on the phone, in case I’d miscalculated. 

“Before the dragon had a chance to recover from the fight, I advised Paternoster to fortify his own home against an attack and burn down the club. As predicted, the dragon retaliated with a tightly controlled rampage, focused specifically on Paternoster and his men. Meanwhile, I collected Hernandez and brought her to Paternoster’s house.”

That had been my final gamble, and I’d bet my life on it. If Rosario really wasn’t a Potnia Theron, then Arkay would have mowed through us both without a second thought. 

Instead, Rosario had halted a dragon’s killing spree with a single word. 

It was no wonder that people used to believe Potnia Theron to be goddesses. There had been something almost spiritual about the way Rosario had spoken to Arkay. Not with fear, not with the wheedling reassurances of a hostage negotiator, but with the unflinching conviction of a martyr. 

Which, as it turned out, hadn’t been all that far from the reality.

“At that point I had spent months priming Hernandez to recognize the necessity of putting down a dragon, and she’d been generally receptive. Seeing the result of the rampage should have been enough to cement that idea in her head. I believed that Hernandez could subdue the dragon while I put a bullet in its head— at which point Hernandez would return with me to headquarters for a proper debriefing. I believed that she could be persuaded to join the Order.” 

Having a Potnia Theron on our side would have changed everything. We could find out the source of her influence over monsters— maybe even extend it to the Order’s ground troops. It would be better than a weapon, better than battle armor. It would mean near invincibility against our most vicious enemies.

“But that didn’t happen,” Gage said.

“I believe that it would have worked,” I said quietly. “But Paternoster and his brother blew my cover before I got the chance. The dragon attacked me, and—”

“And you shot Hernandez.” Gage ground the words between his teeth. Aside from Mara, he’d been my loudest supporter. My success would have accelerated his career almost as much as it would have mine.

I lowered my eyes. “Yes, Sir.” 

My failure had damned us both. 

Arkay

"Arkay, put the nice doctor down."

The nice doctor's fingernails scratched uselessly against my hands. He kicked, but his toes barely skidded the linoleum tile of the hospital room floor. 

"He didn't mean to upset you," Rosario continued from beside him. "There's a protocol he has to follow in these situations. He's just doing his job."

A whimper escaped the doctor’s collapsing trachea. 

"Come on, Arkay. I taught you better than this. Put him down. Please.” 

Slowly I peeled my fingers off his throat. He slid down the wall to the floor, choking and gasping for breath. 

"There you go," Rosario said. "It would help if you said you were sorry."

I wasn't sorry.

"Now answer his question,” she prompted me, sounding absurdly like a kindergarten teacher. 

"Rosario Hernandez will not be donating her organs to anyone," I said through clenched teeth. "Because you won't be taking her off life support. Is that clear?"

The doctor stared up at me with bulging eyes. His throat was raw and red. He'd be seeing my fingerprints there for days. "Yes," he rasped. It sounded an awful lot like "please don't kill me."

He didn't look at Rosario. He couldn’t see her, but I did. She was always in the corner of my eye, tall and soft and exasperated. 

Even though she wasn't actually there. 

My anger dissolved, taking with it the burst of adrenaline that had kept me on my feet. Weary, I staggered back to my spot in the uncomfortable hospital chair. The real Rosario lay on her side before me, hooked up to the web of IVs and feeding tubes that kept her alive. 

That’s how I knew the voice wasn’t her ghost: she wasn’t dead yet. I’d managed to get her to the hospital in time to save her, but not before blood loss had irreparably damaged her brain. Ischaemic hypoxia, the doctors called it. A persistent vegetative state. 

The doctor fled the room, and the world went fuzzy at the edges, growing dimmer and hazier around the focal point of Rosario’s face. Gingerly I stroked her long, dark hair, careful not to pull it. I didn’t want to hurt her. 

Not again. 

Not ever again.

Adam

The bar was small, tucked into a space that might have been an alley and decorated in imitation of an old-fashioned speakeasy. I hunched over the counter, running my finger in endless circles over the rim of the glass. I needed another whiskey, but the bartender was busy. A businessman was having a nervous breakdown in the back corner, despite the comforting words from the muscular woman beside him. If he kept drinking at that pace, he’d probably die of alcohol poisoning before the drink had a chance to properly soothe his nerves. 

I considered saying something, but returned to tracing circles around the edge of my glass. Not my problem. Besides, the receptionist outside the interrogation room had given me paperwork to fill out before I left. 

I stared at the page until the first words came into focus.

Name: Adam Preston

DOB:  Sept. 3, 1994

ID No.: A83-9119

Rank: ________

My pen hesitated over the blank line. What was my rank anymore? Had it changed without my knowing, like my building access? 

Would it be presumptuous to put my old rank on the line? Would a question mark make them think I wasn’t taking this seriously? Would leaving it blank suggest that I just didn’t care?

I tapped the pen against the page, leaving a stippled pattern on the edge of the paper. Dammit, that was definitely going to look bad. I’d need to get another. Unless I didn’t have access to that floor anymore?

With the paper already ruined, I let my pen roam over the page, connecting letters together with sharp, straight lines that turned into nonsensical geometric patterns. As I fidgeted, the lines grew thicker and duller, coming together to form a crude silhouette of a long desk lined with dark, judicial shapes. My pen traced the shapes over and over again. With each pass they grew bigger, until they stretched out to cover the paper. 

My thoughts were interrupted by the rhythmic tap of a cane, and my handler settled onto the stool beside me. She was broad-shouldered and toned, with long brown hair pulled into a ponytail rather than cut regulation short. It was a luxury she could afford, now that she wasn’t directly on the field anymore. 

Mara glanced at the page in front of me. “Is that what you’ve been doing to our paperwork all this time?” 

“No.” I flipped the page over, covering the texture on the back of the page with my hand. “I was just letting off steam.”

“And here I thought that was what the drink was for.” She set her cane against the bar. “You got room for one more?” 

“Depends,” I said. “Did that go as badly as I think it did?”

As my handler, Mara’s reputation had been butchered in the same stroke as my own, but I’d been holding out hope for her sake. After all, she hadn’t made the fatal mistake the way I had, and she’d never had any real political presence to tarnish. Her time on the field had ended when she’d been subdued by a soucouyant in San Fernando. She’d managed to bring the monster down, but not before it had peeled the skin off her left leg. It wasn’t a story she talked about, but that hadn’t stopped it from spreading through the Order’s ranks in hushed whispers. What she lacked in authority, she made up for with sheer respect. 

Hopefully she could still use that to her advantage. 

She raised her hand to flag down some service. “Can I get a Jack Daniels over here?” 

“Make that two.” I raised my empty glass for emphasis. 

The bartender finally begrudged us our drinks, and he went back to comforting the businessman. 

“That bad?” I asked. 

Mara took a swig and grimaced. “The good news is that the Archduchess likes your theory. She’s putting in orders to collect tissue samples from the hospital where Hernandez is being kept. Within a couple of weeks, we should know for sure if she’s actually human.” 

“Here’s to small victories.” I raised my glass, and she gave me a halfhearted toast.

People like Rosario Hernandez had always been on the verge of legend, which made it difficult to sift truth from fantasy. The term Potnia Theron had only really come into use in the late fourteenth century. Before that point, people with similar abilities had gone by other names— virgin, if they were young and beautiful; saint, if they were revered; witch, if they weren’t. Alleged reports went back for thousands of years, but we still didn’t know exactly what they were or how they functioned.

I’d read up on the existing theories: that they could entrance monsters through direct eye contact like poludnica, or that they had a siren’s hypnotic voice, or a succubus’ weaponized pheromones. All of those theories began with the assumption that Potnia Theron were a variety of monster themselves, but I had met Rosario. I’d spoken to her. She’d wrestled a demonically-possessed dragon to save me, and she’d done it without any special abilities. All she’d had was her own gumption and a need to do the right thing. 

So I’d put forward a theory of my own. If Potnia Theron were human, then maybe their hold over monsters was far less concrete than we’d come to believe. Maybe they were ordinary people who had— for whatever reason— decided to befriend maneating monsters, and managed to earn loyalty in return. 

The theory had problems, of course. The kind of loyalty Potnia Theron commanded was beyond what most monsters were capable of feeling, for one. But I was a soldier, not an anthropologist. It wasn’t my job to sit around and think about these things. 

Mara tapped on the counter with her cane to reclaim the bartender’s attention. “Two more!” She signaled with her remaining fingers, then returned her attention to me. “So there’s a problem.”

“Of course there is,” I said.

“The Archduchess thinks that if you’re right and Hernandez just has a magnetic personality, then it’ll work on more than monsters.”

“Meaning what?” 

“Meaning there was a second witness at that mobster’s house, and the Archduchess has been questioning him day and night. According to him, you had a good dozen chances to take down the dragon. You didn’t.”

I tried to put down my glass, but almost knocked it over instead. “I would have endangered civilian—”

“Not the way he tells it,” she said. “It’s not just that, either. You were given expressed permission to bring Hernandez in for further examination. You didn’t do that, either.” 

“I didn’t want—”

“Don’t try to justify it, Adam. You were concerned for her mental and emotional wellbeing, and you made that your first priority.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked, feeling uneasy.

“You were on assignment. You were dealing with a dragon, for God’s sake. That calls for speed and precision, and you hesitated on multiple occasions. The problem isn’t that some mobster blew your cover, the problem is you let it get to the point where he could. You were standing right behind the fucking dragon, and you could have pulled the trigger. You didn’t. Not until the last possible second.” 

“I was trying to cultivate an asset,” I stammered.

“So you’ve told me,” she said. “So you’ve kept telling me as long as we’ve been on this assignment.” She drained her glass with another grimace. “But I can’t help but wonder: was she your asset, or were you hers?”

“No.” The word slipped out as a reflex, more than as an answer. The accusation— the insinuation— “No! I’m a good soldier. I’m loyal—”

“I know,” Mara said. “God help me, I know. I want to believe you’re on our side. But now the question’s in the air, and the rest of the Synod isn’t so sure.”

“Then let me prove it.” My knuckles were white around my glass. The Order was everything to me. It had been as long as I could remember. Its compounds had been my home. Its ranks my family. “Have them test me. Whatever it is they want, I’ll do it.” 

“I know,” she said.

“Mara, please—”

She raised a hand, and I fell silent. “I’ve already said my piece.”

I choked back a breath.

“The Synod is giving you a chance to finish this assignment. Properly.”

“I can do that,” I said hastily. “Of course I can. I’d want nothing more—” 

“You don’t understand,” she said. “There won’t be any second chances. There won’t be another opportunity to regroup. You’re going to kill this dragon, or you’re going to die trying.” 

Arkay

A new scent cut between the astringent antiseptic of the hospital and the subdued notes of Rosario’s body. Roses. Beneath that, lavender lotion and almond milk and the odd inhuman scent of ghoul.

I looked up, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust to the light. “Danielle.”

“Hey, Arkay.” She set a vase of burgundy roses on the bedside table and offered me a thin smile. She was beautiful, all cinnamon and mahogany, with a slender neck and large, haunting eyes. She never looked quite the same two days in a row— like all ghouls, she slowly took on the qualities of the last people she’d eaten— but the subtle shifts in her appearance only made her more striking. Maybe working as a coroner meant she got to choose from the prettiest corpses for her meals.

Or maybe I thought of her as beautiful because Rosario had decided she was.

“Is everything okay?” Danielle asked gently. “Security’s circling again.” 

“I think I strangled a doctor,” I said.

“You think? You mean you don’t know?”

“He wanted to take her off her tubes.” 

Danielle’s face fell. “Arkay...” 

“It’s okay,” I said. “I fixed it. They won’t be taking her anywhere.”

A silence fell between us.  

Danielle traced her fingers across the palm of Rosario’s hand. She was answered with the slight twitch of a thumb. Hope flickered in Danielle’s eyes.

“It’s a reflex,” I said, answering the unspoken question. “She’s not really waking up.” 

I’d called the nurses the first time Rosario had moved in response to touch, and they’d explained the automatic responses to me. It still took a couple more frantic attacks on the call button before it sank in, though. 

Danielle bit her lip. “Arkay, how long has it been since you’ve slept?” 

I didn’t answer. 

“Those are the same clothes I brought you when you got out of the ICU,” she said. “Have you been home since then?”

“I need to be here.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “They’ll call you if there’s any change.” She laid her hand on my shoulder. The sudden warmth reminded me just how cold they kept this room most of the time. I wanted to lean into her hand and bask in that warmth.

Instead, I pulled away from her touch. “The nurses aren’t doing their jobs right. They’re supposed to turn her every two to three hours. They’re always late.”

“Maybe they want to give you some privacy,” Danielle offered. It was a nice thought, but too generous. More likely they were scared of me, and kept putting off their duties as long as they could get away with it. 

Lots of people were scared of me. More than I’d realized.

Rosario had been one of them.

“Hey. Arkay. Look at me.” Danielle leaned into my field of view and reeled in my wandering thoughts. “If Rosa were awake right now, she’d tell you to take care of yourself. She’d say you should go home right now and get some sleep and some real food in you. Because she loves you, Arkay. She wouldn’t want you to keep doing this to yourself.” 

“She’s not wrong,” said the apparition in the corner of my eye. 

“I know what she wants,” I said. “But she needs me here. In case Adam comes back.”

“Oh. You don’t mean...” Her voice became small. Hesitant. “Has he come here? Since...” She bit her lip, searching for the right words.

“No,” I said quietly. If he had come back, they would still be scrubbing his gray matter off the ceiling.

So far, the only ones who had come had been the police. They kept wanting to know what happened at the house, instead of focusing on the important details: Adam had shot Rosa, and he was still out there somewhere. It had been a frustrating few hours that ended in a hastily aborted investigation. Infuriating. But I’d kept calm. I didn’t snarl or bare my teeth or punch through any walls.

I kept still. I behaved myself. Because Rosa wanted me to. 

I laid my head on Rosa’s lap, but Danielle tugged me upright again.

“Rosa’s going to be alright,” she said gently. “They’re going to take good care of her here, okay? So how about we get you to a more comfortable bed.” 

“I’m fine here,” I grumbled, but I let her shepherd me out of the room.

I was tired of fighting.

Adam

Rather than setting up and fortifying a new base of operations, the entire six-man team moved into my existing setup, in the office floors above an abandoned department store. Five new cots and a pile of regulation duffel bags joined my own, clustering in the opposite end of the open space that had once been a break room, far away from the flashbangs and EMP bombs that had been plastered into the walls in case of a breach. Mara had been moved in to oversee the entire operation. Supervising her was a lean man named Weiss, who reported our actions directly to the Synod. In addition, we’d gained an aspiring commander named Caitlin Burke, and Tyrone Green, an ex-undercover operative who’d suffered a string of failures too major to be ignored, but as of yet too minor to get him killed. The last member of our team was a fierce-eyed woman named Monica Sharp, a police detective who’d lost her badge after a confrontation with Arkay about a year back. The fact that she’d survived the encounter at all spoke to her talent, but that was all the more reason to keep her off the team. Casualties were guaranteed on the field, but the death toll climbed notoriously high on dragon hunts. Positions like ours were reserved for the ambitious and the expendable. 

I had been the former; now I was the latter. 

The manager’s office had been outfitted with half a dozen computer screens, each of them linked to the surveillance cameras I’d installed around town. Half the cameras covered the house Rosario had been living in for the past year; the rest of the cameras watched the exits of her girlfriend’s home, the bar where the two of them worked, and the burnt-out husk of a strip club. 

I tapped at the last screens. “The dragon won’t be returning to this location anytime soon. We’re better off moving these cameras to the hospital. Do we know what room they’ve got Hernandez in?” 

Burke and Green exchanged uneasy glances. They didn't want to be seen cooperating with an accused traitor, even if I was officially on probation. Weiss fixed me with an unchanging stare. 

Was this how it was going to be from now on? Could I not even offer helpful input without scrutiny?

“Where did they put Hernandez?” Mara asked, rescuing me from my humiliation.

“Room 2305, in the ICU,” said Sharp. “They’ve beefed up security in that wing, though. That may make setting up cameras a challenge.”

“We’ll put it on the to-do list,” Mara said. “Burke, Green, I want you to get out there and take down the cameras from the strip club. Adam, what’s your say on the bar? Do we need to take those down, too?”

“Not yet. Ar— the dragon spent enough time there socializing. That might not change now that Hernandez is out of the picture. I recommend keeping them up until a new pattern of behavior is established.” 

“All right, let’s get moving. Adam, Sharp, you two stay on watch. I want to know the minute the dragon comes back into our sights.”

Arkay

After we left the hospital, Danielle took a brief detour to her house to pick up a tuna casserole she’d made me. It was a nice gesture. I thought about thanking her. But for the rest of the ride I only stared at the foil covering the dish. Rosa had never made casseroles before, if you didn’t count enchiladas, but I’d heard about them. They were the kind of thing people gave to somebody who was grieving. 

The car stopped. I only realized it when Danielle walked around to my side and took the casserole off my lap. 

When I opened the door, the house was unchanged. There were no white shrouds over the furniture. No sad musician had painted the doors black. It hadn’t even stood unoccupied long enough to gather more than the usual layer of dust. It looked normal, like Rosario had spent the night at her girlfriend’s house, rather than at the hospital. 

Danielle disappeared into the kitchen with the casserole, and I heard a brief clatter and the beeping of a microwave before she returned. 

“Sorry I had to nuke it,” she said, setting a plate of steaming casserole on the table. “But I figured you’d want to sleep sooner rather than later.” 

“That’s fine. I’ll eat it when I get up.” 

Danielle leaned in, her expression crumpled in concern. “Arkay, when’s the last time you ate?” 

I didn’t have an answer for her. It could have been that morning, or three days ago. Time got kind of funny inside a hospital room.

She pulled up a chair for me. “Come on. Just have a little, and then I’ll get out of your hair.” 

I sighed and sat in front of her, pointedly dragging a forkful of colorless mush into my mouth. I could taste the fish, the cream, the butter, the spray of Mrs. Dash. The components were all there— and most of them animal proteins that Danielle couldn’t actually eat, being a ghoul— but the flavors felt like words in a language I couldn’t read. 

I had to remind myself how to swallow. 

Something in the back of my head remembered exactly how long it had been since I’d last stopped at the hospital’s vending machine, and it urged me to take more. But what I’d eaten settled uncomfortably in my stomach. I felt nauseous. 

“So,” she said, grasping at straws. “You said his name was Adam?”

“Adam Preston, he said.”

She frowned. “It’s a pretty common name.”

“Probably fake,” I agreed.

He’d specifically asked Rosario and Father Gabriel not to mention him and his organization to their friends. He’d said it had to do with confidentiality. 

Fuck confidentiality. 

“He said he was part of the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun.” The mouthful of words came out in a single putrid mass, like puss from an infection. “Ever heard of them?” 

Danielle’s face lost its color.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“They’re... they’re not nice people,” she said, checking over her shoulder as if we could be overheard in an empty house. “God, Arkay. If I’d known—”

“Who are they?” I asked.

“They call themselves monster hunters.”

“Like demons?” It made sense. We’d met Adam when he was hunting a demon, after all. 

“And anything else that fits their definition,” she said. “Nonhumans used to be a lot more common than we are now. There was a time when we were everywhere, but then the Order showed up, and people started dying. They killed off the obvious ones first— the manticores and the minotaurs, the naga and the oni. Anything that couldn’t hide. Because of them, a lot of races are completely extinct at this point, or damn close to it. The only ones who ever stood a chance are the people like you and me— the ones who could pass for human well enough to get lost in a crowd. And that still doesn’t stop them from murdering us by the dozen.”

I slouched deeper into my chair. “He seemed like a decent enough guy.” 

“I guess some monsters really can blend in with regular people,” she said. I pushed my plate away, and she frowned. “Arkay, you need to eat more than that.” 

I shook my head. “I’ll finish it later.” 

She looked... disappointed? Concerned, maybe. I was too tired to puzzle out the expression on her face. “You’ve had two bites.” 

“You’re exaggerating. It’s more like...” I glanced down. The glob of casserole hadn’t changed size. I’d definitely eaten some of it, though. The sticky mess clung to the inside of my mouth. “Like I said. I’ll finish it later. I just want to sleep.” 

It seemed like a straightforward hint, but it still took Danielle two hugs and five or six reassurances before she finally let the door shut behind her. 

I was alone. 

I padded into Rosario’s room and climbed into her bed, wrapping the quilt around me. It smelled like her— like her sweat, her shampoo, and the splashes of beer that always found their way onto her shirts at work. I buried my face in the pillow and inhaled, over and over again. Maybe if I did it long enough, I could burn the scent into my memory. 

A large figure sat on the edge of the bed, though the mattress didn’t dip with added weight. 

“You’re not really here,” I told Rosario.

“No, I’m not.” 

I raised my head from the pillow. “Am I going crazy?” 

“Some people would call it growing a conscience,” she said. “You didn’t kill that doctor. You could have.” 

Fuck that. “You’re a hallucination. You’re what happens when people under too much stress go too long without sleeping.” 

She smiled. “Guess you’re not going crazy, then.” 

“It’s not mutually exclusive,” I said with an indignant sniff. But I curled toward the hallucination, and it laid a weightless hand on my hip. 

My eyelids felt heavy, but I kept watching the vision. Over and over again I mentally traced the contours of Rosario’s face, her body, her gentle smile. I had to remember them. I had to.

“That’s my girl,” she said, leaning forward to kiss my forehead. “Get some rest.”

Absently I reached for her hand, but I felt nothing. “Will you go away if I sleep?” 

“Of course, Arkay.” Her smile turned sad. “I always do.” 

Adam

“Mara, we’ve got eyes on the dragon.”

“What’s its location?” she asked from the other side of the phone, her voice fuzzy and distant from interference. 

“In the house,” I said. “And she’s not in good shape. I’m seeing obvious signs of stress. Definite evidence of exhaustion, possible starvation and dehydration.” What the hell went on in these hospitals?

“It,” Mara corrected. “It’s a dragon, not a person. Don’t forget that, Adam.” 

I glanced up. Weiss hadn’t been in the room to observe my slip. Sharp sat a few feet away from me, but she had heavy headphones over her ears and an icy scowl on her face.

“Keep me updated,” Mara said. The call ended, and we resumed our silence.

I’d always hated surveillance. Sitting still for endless stretches of time, snacking on bad food that did more to stifle my boredom than it did to satisfy any other need, wheedling Mara for stories that she had no inclination to share. 

Then I’d met a Potnia Theron and her dragon.

Rosario’s patterns had been fairly mundane. She had a steady job as a waitress, a loving girlfriend, Mass on Sundays. And, of course, a weekly monster convention that seemed to serve no higher purpose than an ordinary dinner party.

And then there was Arkay. Arkay, who spent at least one night of every week engaged in a back-alley brawl. Whose day job involved gyrating around a pole while eager customers pinned money to her ass. Who regularly went home with her favorite coworkers, dancer and support staff alike, many of whom neglected to shut their bedroom windows. I’d had to pay careful attention— one of her partners could have been another monster, and that would need to be included in my report. The rest of what I’d learned didn’t need to be passed on to anybody. 

All of that changed since the incident. Stress had turned her celibate. She paced like a caged tiger, but aside from a few isolated outbursts, her violence was contained. Controlled. 

And with very few exceptions, hellishly boring. There had been a possibility of whiling away the dull hours with decent conversation, but aside from Mara, the rest of the team barely spoke to me. They watched me the way they might watch a bomb with a faulty detonator— wary, and from a safe distance. 

Only Mara engaged me in regular conversation, but most of what she said involved orders, and the demands of a field assignment kept her constantly out of reach. 

Meanwhile I was left to smother under the silence. 

Finally, a break in the monotony. In front of the rows of screens, Sharp yanked the headphones off her head.

“Have you got something?” I asked, mostly out of reflex. 

She didn’t take her eyes off the screen. In her fury, she’d forgotten to ignore me. “I know that woman.”

I frowned, leaning closer. “She’s a ghoul. Danielle Johnson. She was pretty close with Hernandez and the dragon.”

“I bet they were,” Sharp said. “She was involved with the necromancer incident last November.” Her glare deepened. “She murdered three cops and got away with it. One of them was a friend of mine.” 

Weiss returned to the room and settled in his chair. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as his gaze burned into the back of my head.

“That ghoul is already on our list,” I said carefully. “But right now the dragon is our priority.”

Arkay

I wanted to sleep. I did. 

After more than a week of micronaps, I craved the kind of deep, intensive rest that can only come from curling up on a comfortable mattress. 

But when I laid my head down, all I could see were looming shadows. My attempts at sleep were interrupted by tossing and turning. No matter how I arranged myself on the pillows, the mattress always felt too flat. No matter how many blankets I crawled under, I never felt warm, and there was nobody else to cling to. 

Come morning, I tried going back to the hospital, only to find the security in my way. Turns out assaulting a doctor on hospital grounds didn’t go over all that well with the rest of the staff.

I’d considered marching right past them and shredding anyone who got in my way. I could do it, too. But Rosa wouldn’t want that, so I let them escort me off the premises. When the police pulled up to ask why I’d been staring at the hospital doors for the past seven hours, I didn’t snap at them. I didn’t demand to know where they’d been when Rosario got shot. I didn’t slash their tires with my bare hands. 

They’re only doing their jobs, Rosa would have said. They’re only trying to keep me safe.

So I grudgingly accepted the offered ride back to the house, and I stayed there.

Night happened. So did day. Beyond that, time stopped making much of an impression. The club had burnt down, so I didn’t have a job to come back to. I had a house to sleep in, so there was no need to keep moving to avoid the police clearing me out. 

Danielle came by a few times, but I kept our conversations short. Every exchanged word frayed my nerves. I wanted to beat the living shit out of someone, and I didn’t care who. I wanted to make them bleed. I wanted to make them pay.

Rosa wouldn’t want that.

Rosa wasn’t here right now.

Which just made me want to take it out on someone even more.

I paced the house. I went to the gym and swam laps until my limbs burned more than the chlorine in my still-healing wounds. I changed my bandages until the house first aid kit ran out of supplies. I scrolled endlessly through every single social media page I could find. I binge-watched shows with plots I couldn’t remember once I turned my attention away from the screen. I microwaved portions of Danielle’s tuna casserole until it went too stale and dry to classify as food anymore.

But mostly I curled up on my chair, wrapped in Rosario’s blankets, and waited for my phone to ring. 

Sooner or later there had to be a change. 

Sooner or later, Rosario had to wake up. 

Adam

“I don’t see why we’re wasting our time here,” Burke grated after almost a week of surveillance. “The dragon’s weak and wounded. We’ve got a golden opportunity to strike, and we’re letting it go to waste.”

Somebody had skipped their background reading. I opened my mouth to tell her off, but Sharp beat me to it.

“When a dragon is hurt is when it’s most dangerous,” she said. “I’ve seen this one go from half-dead to homicide in less than a second. And she’s got a history of pulling wounded gazelle gambits. We’d be playing right into her hands.” 

“It,” Green corrected. 

“Doesn’t change the fact that there’s only one of it and six of us,” Burke said. “If we surround it and lay down enough suppressing fire—” 

“Then you’re only going to provoke a rampage,” I said. I’d seen her rip through twenty armed men like they were nothing. We had training they didn’t, but that would only tip the scales so far during a direct confrontation. “I’ve already tried an ambush. It doesn’t work.”

“Try sedating it, then?” Burke suggested. 

Sharp shook her head. “The only thing I’ve seen that kept her contained was Hernandez, and she’s out of the picture.” 

“The dragon’s an it,” Green corrected again. “Not a she.” On the screen behind him, the dragon paced irritably across the living room floor. 

“If Hernandez is this dragon’s off switch, then why not use her?” Burke argued. “We’re already prepped to have her transferred to HQ. We can arrange to bring her here before they take her to Chicago. Use her as a human shield.” 

The thought chilled me. Rosario had kept company with all sorts of monsters, but beyond that one sin, she was still a human being— and more than that, she tried to be a good person. As long as I’d known her, she’d never been anything but decent, and merciful, and kind. The idea of parading her body in front of her best friend, of making it into a weapon, turned my stomach.

And that was nothing compared to what they’d do to her at the regional headquarters. I only knew a few details of the standard procedure for new specimens of undocumented racial profile, mostly because I tried to avoid being in the room when it was talked about. Collecting comprehensive tissue samples had always been a priority— blood, brain, bone, various organs and secretions.

All of which were typically retrieved during a vivisection. 

“You’re forgetting something,” I said, trying to contain my disgust. “Hernandez is on life support, and none of us is qualified to stabilize her condition. If she dies on us, then we don’t just lose our shield against the dragon. We’ll be provoking an uninhibited rampage. There’s a chance she’ll raze half the city before she’s done.” 

A pair of glasses caught the light. Weiss had turned his attention to me. He narrowed his eyes.

Damn it all to hell. 

“Right now the dragon’s inactive,” I said, more careful of my words. “And as long as it is, we still have a chance to come up with a plan. Hopefully one that isn’t guaranteed to backfire.” 

“Because you’re the expert in that,” Burke said dryly. “Somebody remind me why we’re taking advice from the guy who botched the last job?”

On the screen, Arkay had stopped pacing to stand rigid, as tense as a predator who’d picked up a scent. For a bizarre moment, I wondered if she’d somehow overheard our conversation. Instead she pounced on the cell phone on the coffee table and yanked it off its charger. She picked up pacing again, but some of the tension had left her shoulders.

A call from a friend, perhaps.

She flopped into her armchair and some of that tension returned. More than tension.

I leaned in to get a better look.

Arkay

“Father Gabriel and I were talking, and we got to thinking,” Danielle said. “We haven’t had one of those potluck dinners in a while.”

My legs folded, and I let the big pink armchair catch me. “Danielle, I’m not in much of a partying mood right now.”

“I know,” she said quickly. “I know. I don’t mean as a party. Not exactly. But I think it might be good to get people in the house again. You know, get back to something like normal.”

“Normal is overrated.” I put the phone on speaker and tossed it onto the coffee table. 

“Don’t start on that. You know what I mean.” Danielle’s voice softened. She was probably biting her lip. “Arkay, I know what Rosa meant to you. I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you right now. But you don’t have to do this alone. And being around people, around friends, that’s going to help you heal.”

I scowled at the phone. I didn’t want to heal. What I wanted was Rosa.

“Too fucking bad,” said a voice that probably wasn’t real. I squeezed my eyes shut to avoid looking behind me. How long had it been since I’d last slept? “You’re a big girl, Arkay. You know better. Isolating yourself isn’t going to wake me up any faster.”

I dragged my hand over my eyes. I didn’t want to see anyone. Not the hallucination, not Danielle, not a house full of people who usually only came by to eat food and make small talk. I didn’t want to listen to people talking about Rosa like she was already dead. I didn’t want to start thinking about her as gone.

She was in the hospital. People came back from the hospital all the time.

“You’re in denial,” Rosario’s voice said. “It’s one of the stages.” 

I rocked back and forth. I wanted to snap at her, but I couldn’t yell at Rosa. Besides, she wasn’t really there. I wanted to punch something. To throw something. 

Denial was one of the stages of grief, but grief meant loss, and loss meant someone wasn’t coming back.

“Arkay, look at what you’re doing to yourself. You can’t keep going on like this. Something has to change.”

Damn straight, something had to change. Rosa needed to wake up already, and then everything would be okay again.

“Bargaining,” she said. “And it doesn’t work that way. When I wake up is my business. Until I do, getting your ass in gear is your business. Don’t you dare make me your excuse for not getting help.”

I didn’t need help.

“Bullshit.” 

I glared at the hallucination. Stupid, demanding figment of my imagination. It wasn’t even real.

“Maybe I’m not,” she said. “But I’m still talking more sense than you have in weeks.”

“Arkay?” Danielle asked gingerly, her voice made fuzzy by the speakers. “Are you still there?”

“I’m here,” I said. The hallucination swam under my gaze, but I didn’t take my eyes off it. 

“Will you at least think about it?” she asked.

I grabbed the phone and took it off speaker, pulling it to my ear. “You know what? I changed my mind. Bring them over. Let’s do this.” 

Adam

Legend spoke of a dragon that once plagued the city of Tarascon, somewhere in France. It was a formidable beast, and vicious. Hunters and champions rose up to slay it, and they were butchered like cattle. Armies were crushed by its rampage.

It was, by all means, invincible.

At least, until a woman arrived at the mouth of its cave. She came unarmored and unarmed, speaking softly and singing hymns, and she charmed the dragon that had slaughtered hundreds. 

When she returned to Tarascon, the dragon followed with all the devotion of a trained hound. For her sake, it became utterly harmless. It didn’t lift a claw to attack the people of the city— not even when they closed in to butcher it like the animal it was.

The people of Tarascon called the woman a saint for the things she’d done; the Order called her Potnia Theron. 

There were other ways to kill a dragon, especially in the era of modern warfare, but even with anti-materiel rounds, they were notoriously slow to die. I had hoped that Rosario would subdue Arkay long enough for me to land a killing shot, the way the saint of Tarascon had with her dragon. Without Rosario, though, Arkay was as dangerous as ever.

At least, so I’d thought. 

“Look at that,” I said, tapping the screen. 

Despite the stigma of my presence, the rest of the team pulled in closer to see. 

“Green, what’s she talking about?” Mara demanded.

Green pulled the headphones close against one ear. “Throwing a party?”

“It doesn’t matter what they’re talking about,” I said. “Look at her face. The way she’s sitting. She’s angry. Hostile.”

“What about it?” Burke asked.

“Exactly,” I said. “She’s not doing anything about it. With this degree of agitation, you’d expect her to be yelling. I wouldn’t be surprised to see her throw the phone. But look at her.”

Arkay covered her eyes, but we still got a clear view of her gnashing teeth.

Sharp watched her intently. “She’s showing restraint.”

“She’s being careful,” I agreed. Apparently some of Rosario’s philosophies had made an impression on Arkay. “Whoever’s on the other end of that conversation is someone she doesn’t want to lash out at.” 

Green glanced at Mara. “The dragon’s talking to Danielle Johnson.” 

Sharp’s eyes narrowed. It looked like we might bag our cop killer after all.

I sat back. “I think our human shield is a ghoul.”

Arkay

When I finally rallied the will to look at myself in the mirror, I cringed. My skin was sallow and clung awkwardly to my bones. My hair was shaggy and limpid with oil. The circles under my eyes could have passed for bruises. 

Rosa wouldn’t stand for this. 

“Good,” I told my reflection. “Let her wake up and fix it if she’s got a problem with it.”

It didn’t sound nearly as good once I said it aloud.

I could stage hunger strikes, I could refuse to sleep and bathe and leave the house, but that wouldn’t make an iota of difference if Rosa wasn’t awake to feel guilty about it. All my ranting and raging wouldn’t do a damn thing to wake her up.

“And if I do wake up, what then?” the hallucination asked.

“When, not if,” I said.

“What happens then?” it persisted. “Do I go back to taking care of you the way I have been?”

“No, you’re going to focus on getting better.” I peeled my clothes off and stormed into the shower. “And you’re going to get better, and things are going to be okay again. I’m going to take care of us both. See?” I scrubbed shampoo into my hair for emphasis. 

“And who’s going to clean things up when you get yourself into another gang war?” she persisted. 

“I won’t,” I said. “I’m one of the good guys.”

She stared me down. “Not the way I remember it.”

“I did what I had to do,” I said, turning on the faucet. “It’s part of the business. Watch a movie sometime.” 

The hallucination didn’t reply. The rush of cold water had woken me up enough to drive it back into the farthest corners of my mind.

Good riddance.

Adam

The plan was set, the preliminaries prepared, and we only had to wait for the opportune moment. 

Until then, we returned to our usual arrangement, watching Arkay in five-hour shifts. I got the impression my midnight-to-five slot was intended as a punishment, but it didn’t feel like one. Thanks to her work at the club, Arkay always kept unusual hours, and recent events hadn’t exactly stabilized her sleeping patterns. Usually around this time, she’d be curled up in that godawful chair of hers, wrapped in a blanket that could probably use a wash and staring idly at an old crime drama. 

Only tonight she didn’t.

She emerged from the bathroom, still damp from a long-overdue shower, and marched resolutely up the stairs to her room.

She hadn’t bothered to put clothes on first. 

Of course not. Why would she? She was alone, the curtains were drawn, and she clearly had no idea that I’d installed cameras throughout the house. Which made this a practical, reasonable behavior, and not noteworthy in the slightest.

I wrote it down anyway: 2:38 AM — took a shower.

I’d spent three months watching her. I’d seen her at every angle and contorted into every possible pose, I’d even bought a lap dance from her while she’d worked in the club, and I still couldn’t get over how human she looked. Only her scars gave any hint that she was one of the most evil and dangerous creatures on the planet. She had no cleverly hidden scales, no extra vertebrae, no sharpened teeth, no slit-pupiled eyes. 

No matter how hard I looked, no matter how thoroughly I knew better, I could only see a person.

She crossed from screen to screen as she climbed the stairs and disappeared into her room. Not to sleep, though. She dressed warmly, in a hoodie and sweats and fuzzy socks, and ventured into the cold night.

2:49 AM - left the house.

I pulled up the feeds from her local haunts and stepped into the kitchen to hunt down something to eat. There was no telling how long it would take her to get back into view of one of the cameras; until then, I might as well do something productive with my time. 

Not long after I returned to my post, I found her in the back parking lot of the bar where Rosario had been a waitress.

3:13 AM - arrived at Gene’s.

It was a minor relief to be able to write that. There’d been some push to remove the camera from the bar. Arkay hadn’t come back here since the incident— but then, she hadn’t gone much of anywhere, except to swim herself into exhaustion at the gym. 

For a long while she just stared at the building, apparently deep in thought, until the door opened and another waitress stepped outside. 

Arkay startled; Kindra, Rosario’s girlfriend, did the same. I hadn’t bothered to check up on the other woman before now. She looked like she’d been getting about as much sleep as Arkay, and she’d gained a few pounds since the last time I’d seen her. Dark roots showed beneath her bleached braids. 

I adjusted the volume on the headset until the wind in the leaves became a dull roar.

“Kindra,” Arkay said. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Kindra pulled a cigarette from her purse and fidgeted with her lighter, making an obvious effort not to look at Arkay. 

“It’s been a while.”

“Yeah. I haven’t seen you since the hospital.” Finally the tip of the cigarette lit, and Kindra took a drag. “Did something happen?” 

“No,” Arkay said quickly. “No, there’s been no change. Either that, or the guy at the reception desk has stopped taking my calls.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t tell if Kindra’s shoulders sagged with relief or disappointment. A long silence passed between them.

“What about you?” Arkay asked, burying her hands in her pockets. “How are you holding up?” 

“Kind of a complicated question, don’t you think?” The cigarette glowed as Kindra took another long pull. “I’m coping. You?” 

“Anything I can do?” Arkay asked. 

“No. Maybe. I don’t know.” The cigarette burned to the filter, and Kindra threw it onto the parking lot. “Honestly, I don’t know anything anymore. One minute she was fine, and then...” She ground the cigarette into the pavement. “Only it wasn’t like that, really. She was anxious for a while. Even before she got that phone call. It’s like she was waiting for something horrible to happen. And then it did, and I—” She blinked. Her mascara had started to run. “I don’t even know what happened to her. Fuck, I barely knew anything about her. And I was okay with that. I thought she’d tell me eventually, you know? When she was ready. I thought—” She fell silent, except for the click of her labret piercing between her teeth. When she spoke again, her voice shook. “She’s gone, and I don’t even know why.” 

Arkay pulled her into a hug, albeit one as halting and awkward as their small talk had been. 

I glanced at my notes. I should have been writing this down. It was important to mark the people that Arkay interacted with and the things they talked about. If Kindra kept asking questions, then the Order needed to know about it. If she was human and useful, then she could be recruited. If not, then she would need to be eliminated.

Bar was already closed. She left.

It was hardly the biggest omission I’d made recently; I’d told a similar lie to keep Father Gabriel Mendoza out of my reports. They were white lies. Innocent. 

Kindra had already lost her girlfriend. I didn’t need to add to her suffering.

Besides, the dragon would be dead soon enough.

Arkay

I balanced a single spark in my hand. It danced across my fingertips, crossing over the candlewick between them until it glowed with a gentle flame. Father Gabriel continued the soft chant of his prayer, signing the words as he spoke them. My candle joined his on a blanket of aluminum foil. Beside me, Danielle lit a candle of her own, then passed her long-necked lighter to a wendigo named Valerie, who passed it on to a ghoul named Samson, and on and on. 

It was a candlelight vigil, not a funeral. Danielle had been very specific about that when she’d arranged the event, even though a sudden thunderstorm had forced the event indoors. Not a single person wore black, though I noticed a heavy concentration of the soft browns and greens Rosario preferred. The low tones of soft rock were drowned out by the murmurs of voices joining Father Gabriel in prayer. 

I stood back as the candles filled the dining room table, then the end tables, the kitchen counters. Every inch of available space had been turned over to them, and they still threatened to spill out onto the floor. It was good, so long as we didn’t run out of foil. Rosario was popular. She was loved.

I loved her.

People hugged, some in comfort, some in greeting, some purely in affection. Some people cried. Elsewhere in the house, I heard the faint crinkle of more foil, and caught a whiff of chocolate chip cookies. Other voices rose up over the sounds of prayers, telling the story of when somebody had tried to teach Rosario the Single Ladies dance and we’d had to replace the microwave. Elsewhere someone recounted a disaster known only as The Stromboli Incident. An encantado named Javier suggested everyone heading out for sushi later. He stepped to the living room window, raising his hand to count the cars parked in front of the house.

The glass shattered. Javier spun in a bizarre pirouette, dousing those nearest him in a thick red splatter before he crumpled to the ground. 

Somebody screamed and rushed away. Another person dove at him, trying to resuscitate him. Apparently they hadn’t noticed the massive hole in his chest. 

Rain poured through the broken window. 

There was a sound like a dog’s bark, followed by two fresh gouts of blood. An enormous bullet had carved right through one woman’s arm and embedded itself in the man behind her.

“Get away from the windows!” Danielle shouted, her voice lost to the screams. A burly were-hyena charged for the door. He barely pulled it open before another gunshot burst his skull.

“This way! Out the back!” I grabbed Danielle by the arm and started dragging her through the crowd. If the others had any sense, they’d follow the first person who looked like she knew what she was doing. “Come on, this way!” 

A few caught on and started running toward the back door. A teenage Hulder scrambled onto the kitchen counter and tried to pry open the window. Another gunshot threw her backward onto the linoleum, and she lay twitching for a few moments before she fell still.

More gunshots barked behind us in a steady rhythm. One thundered as it blasted a crater through a brick wall.

Danielle pushed through the crowd. “Arkay! The back—” 

Another bullet buried itself in the refrigerator. 

Danielle pulled back. “We’re trapped.” 

I looked wildly between her and the rest of the crowd. More than two dozen people had come here tonight. The shooters could pick us off one at a time, easy. Or they could wait for us to choke: the wail of a smoke detector joined the shouts. The air nearest the ceiling turned murky and thick with the reek of melting plastic and burning hair. 

“Danielle, I’m gonna need you to start throwing shit.” I dug a sauté pan out of the cabinet and pushed it into her hands. “As much as you can. Don’t stop until you hear from me. Got it?” 

I didn’t wait for a reply. We didn’t have time.

I crept to the door. Sheathed my skin in thick scales. Wrapped my hand around the doorknob.

“Wait!” Danielle hissed. “What am I throwing this at?” 

I blinked. How did she not know? Rosario always knew.

“Out the window,” I said, pointing with both hands. And fuck it all, she’d probably need help with the timing, too. “On three. One. Two.” How had I ever survived without Rosa? “Three!”

I yanked open the door and lunged into the storm just as the pan flew at the kitchen window. It didn’t go all the way through— the long handle caught on the windowsill and the whole thing tumbled back into the sink with a clumsy, noisy clatter. 

It wasn’t perfect, but it was loud and unexpected, and that made it distracting. Two gunshots thundered up ahead of me. Both went wide. 

While the Order goons adjusted their aim, I leaped sharply to the right, away from the cascade of kitchenwares. I rolled to my feet beside a bright-eyed blond woman. She turned, but not before I grabbed the gun out of her hand. The still-hot barrel of the gun scorched my palm, but I twisted it out of her grip and stepped into her, bending to throw her over my shoulders.

I didn’t get a chance.

“Burke!” a man shouted. 

A barrage of gunshots knocked me into the mud, but they didn’t pierce my scales. Those bullets that didn’t strike the blond woman’s body armor had been slowed down by the unprotected flesh of her throat and underarm. 

A tall black man stepped into the light, an enormous golden handgun in his grip, a look of horror on his face. He pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

“Shit!” He grabbed at his belt, and I threw the woman’s body off my own. A spent magazine hit the ground. Another was slammed into the grip of the handgun. I gathered both feet underneath me and sprang at him, almost slipping in the mud. 

The gun fired somewhere to the left of my head. The roar was deafening. Agonizing. But I had momentum on my side, and momentum didn’t care about pain. 

I slammed into him hard enough to knock him down. But while he went sprawling, I dug my claws into his shoulders and my teeth into his throat. A moment of concentration, and his entire body surged with electricity. A second magazine emptied in a flurry of gunshots as his hand seized around the trigger. 

I pried it out of his hand afterward, just in case, and hurled it into the dark. 

A plate soared through the kitchen window like a Frisbee and shattered against my hand.

I hissed in pain. 

Right. Escape plans. 

I rushed to the open door. “Out this way!” I shouted. “Everybody out! Split up and stay away from the main road. Don’t let them see you!” I pushed my way back inside, past the rush of people moving the opposite way. “Out the back! Get out the back door!” 

Between the barrage of brick-shattering gunshots, my shouted instructions, and the current of bodies, most of the crowd got the idea to scram. But one caught my attention. 

Either Father Gabriel hadn’t noticed the rush to escape, or he didn’t care. He was on his knees beside a fallen patasola, trying desperately to apply a tourniquet to the mangled stump of her arm. She clung to him with the other hand, her eyes wide, her skin unnaturally pale. She switched frantically between English and Spanish, but I could understand her pleas just fine: please, dear God, please don’t leave me. 

“I’m not kidding, Gabe!” I snarled, more for my benefit than his. I pounced on the patasola, scooping her up with both arms and jerking my head for Father Gabriel to follow me. “Come on, we’ve gotta go!” He hurried to his feet, and together we ran for the door.

We got as far as the hallway. 

Flames licked the ceiling. Thunder roared outside. An anti-tank round took out the last splinter of the load-bearing wall. 

The house creaked. Groaned. Leaned. 

And finally it came down on top of us. 

Adam

The monsters scattered into the night, taking shelter in the fury of the storm. Sharp and I chased after them, but there were too many. We only managed to bring down three or four before the rest disappeared. We could keep chasing them, but this was a residential area. Even if we managed to avoid taking civilian casualties, gunfire would attract unnecessary attention. 

“Where are Burke and Green?” Sharp asked, peering after the stragglers. “They should be here by now.” 

“I’ll go look for them,” I said. “You go back to Mara. Make sure she’s got backup.”

Mara had Weiss watching her back, but he was administrative personnel— useless in a fight, especially against a dragon. Still, she had the best vantage point of all of us, holed up in the attic of the rundown house across the street with an M107 Barrett. Arkay would have to climb two stories to get to her, and hopefully that would give Mara a chance to sink enough rounds into her to bring her down. 

A dragon might bleed out, but not before taking down a full city block. But now, the people who got in the way weren’t people at all, but monsters. And more importantly, they were her friends. Arkay would try to hold back a rampage. She’d try to protect them. And meanwhile, Mara would have that much more time to put a .50 caliber bullet between her eyes.

Since the beginning of the ambush, I’d been listening hard. The radio buzzed with static. Beyond it, I’d heard the roll of thunder, the crack of gunfire, the screams of dozens of frightened monsters. Even the crash of a collapsing building.

But not the roar of a dragon. 

I hurried toward the back of the wreckage that had once been a house. A pair of bodies lay in the mud. They’d been trampled by the fleeing crowd, their features obscured by darkness and grime, but I could still make out the contours of their body armor. 

I switched on my radio. “Mara! Burke and Green are dead.” 

No response.

I hauled Green onto his back. Something had bitten through his throat, but there was little blood: the flesh around the wounds had been cauterized.

“Mara! Come in! The dragon came around back— she might be heading to you right now. Be on the lookout! Weiss, Sharp— can anybody hear me?” 

I turned to take off running, but a flash of lightning illuminated movement in the ruins of the house. A shape dragged itself through the collapsed roof.

A small, familiar shape.

I crept forward. My clothes clung to my skin, cold and waterlogged. My body armor dragged me down with every step. 

Arkay was caked in plaster dust and bits of insulation, but I recognized her instantly. She was on her knees, digging through the rubble with her bare hands. Beside her lay the body of a woman in white, the side of her skull caved in by the remains of a brick. 

I raised my Desert Eagle and lined up a shot. It wouldn’t cause lethal damage when Arkay was at her full size, but right now she looked deceptively human. One solid shot through the skull, and she’d be down.

I exhaled. This was what I’d trained for. What I’d spent months planning for. Finally it would all be over. I could put this behind me and get back to repairing the fragments of my reputation. I could have my life back.

The pile of rubble shifted, and a plaster-covered hand broke out from the debris, grasping weakly at the air. Arkay dug more frantically, exhuming an arm, a shoulder, a head.

My finger stiffened on the trigger.

Only the figure in the wreckage wasn't a monster.

That was Father Gabriel. A priest. A human. A good man. 

He shouldn’t have been here. This was a gathering of monsters. He didn't belong here. 

Arkay embraced him briefly before she resumed digging him out of the wreckage. He coughed, looking at her with the gratitude of a man who’d witnessed miracles. 

His eyes fell on the body beside her, and his expression turned to grief. 

And then he saw me.

“Arkay, look out!” he shouted, waving his free arm frantically. 

She whirled to face me, and her whole frame lowered into a defensive stance. Her lips peeled back in a vicious snarl.

I took aim. I’d get one shot. That was it.

“Arkay, hurry! Get out of here!” Gabriel tried to drag himself out of the rubble, but he fell back with a cry of pain. 

Arkay stared at me with an expression of the purest hatred.

Then she sank to her knees between me and the priest, and with a visible effort, she turned her back on me and she resumed excavating him from the rubble. 

“Arkay, please, you have to—” He waved a hand for her to run, but she caught him by the wrist and pulled him back behind the shelter of her body. 

She kept digging. 

She was less than ten feet away from me, almost unmoving. The back of her head was exposed, and with it the vulnerable brainstem.

I could make that shot drunk. It would be quick, too. Painless. A mercy killing, really.

Arkay unearthed the rest of Father Gabriel’s body, as stained with blood and plaster as her own. One of his legs bent at an unnatural angle. She signed something to him. 

He glanced over her shoulder at me, then gave a frantic nod. “I trust you,” he said. 

She angled herself under him and hefted him onto her shoulders in a fireman’s lift, carefully steadying his wounded leg with one arm, and started to the left.

“Wait!” I said abruptly. 

She stopped, turning to fix me with a calculating stare. Even that motion drew a groan from Father Gabriel.

“If you head that way, you’ll be in view of a sniper nest. Go the other way.” 

Her expression didn’t change. I couldn’t even be sure she’d heard me. But when she darted away, she went the other direction, away from Mara’s line of sight. Arkay and Father Gabriel vanished behind a curtain of rain, and they were gone.

I stared into the darkness after her. My Desert Eagle still pointed at the spot where she had been.

Footsteps splashed close behind me. When I turned to face them, Sharp already had her firearm trained on me. “You want to explain what the fuck just happened?”

Arkay

Like a complete idiot, I was too busy making my dramatic exit to grab a brick from the giant pile of rubble that had been my house. Instead, I wound up shuffling through half a neighborhood’s gardens, looking for a rock and an older-model car to use it on. 

Father Gabriel laughed weakly as I eased him into the front seat of an old Impala. “I’m pretty sure I should be advising against grand theft auto.” 

“Consider me advised,” I signed, and I ripped open the panels around the steering column. Right now, the best alternative to stealing the car was walking to the hospital, and he was already pale and panting. I didn’t need medical training to know what shock looked like.

More gunshots rang out behind me. In the storm, they almost sounded like thunder.

I clenched my teeth and put on the gas. I’d given the others the chance to escape. There was nothing more I could do for them. Right now, the priority was getting Father Gabriel to safety.

I forced myself to repeat that over and over again, but my claws still scratched patterns into the back of the steering wheel. I wanted to go back. I wanted to chase those fuckers down and run them over. Rip them open.

Father Gabriel was the priority. 

They’d destroyed my home. They’d murdered my friends.

Father Gabriel was the priority.

Rosa would never forgive me if I left him to die, even if it was to avenge her. 

In fact, that would probably make it worse.

I turned too sharply into the ER entrance. Father Gabriel groaned with pain as his entire body slid to the left.

“Sorry,” I muttered, rubbing my fist in a circle across my chest so he could actually understand the sentiment. I’d controlled my anger so far. I could hold it in a little longer. 

I pulled the car into park as gently as I could manage and scooped him out of the passenger seat. He was heavy in my arms. A familiar weight. 

I didn’t bother kicking shut the car door. The adrenaline was wearing off, and in its absence my mind was starting to fuzz with deja vu. 

I’d walked this stretch before. I’d almost tripped on that same curb while carrying another body in my arms. The automatic doors hesitated before me, just as they had before. It looked like they’d already repaired the broken pane from when I’d kicked it in. 

The ER was full. A few weary heads turned to watch us enter, but there was no shock or horror on their faces. Never mind that my world had just been blown apart again. They were all here for the same reason. Every person here had just lived their own personal horror story, and every single one of them was tapped dry of fucks to give.

I recognized the nurse who sat at the front desk. She was the same woman who’d taken my information when I brought in Rosario, and she didn’t recognize me any more than she had those few weeks ago.

I spoke clearly this time. “My friend needs help. His leg is broken and I think he’s in shock.” 

She looked us over and pushed a clipboard at me. “There’s a wheelchair right over there. Take a seat and start filling out these forms, and we’ll get someone to see you as soon as possible.”

I stared at the clipboard.

Talking was overrated. 

The last time I hadn’t bothered with the front desk at all. I’d just stormed toward the nearest cluster of nurses and snarled; they seemed to have figured out what I’d meant quickly enough. I considered revisiting that strategy. Instead, I carried Father Gabriel to the line of wheelchairs and eased him into the seat as gently as possible, then brought him the fucking clipboard. 

Frustration did nothing to calm my rage. I wanted to rev up the stolen car and charge right back into the fray. I wanted to find the motherfuckers who’d demolished my house and murdered my friends. I wanted blood and carnage.

But Father Gabriel’s hands shook too much to hold the pen, so I had to fill out his clipboard. The nurses called out for their next patients verbally, so I had to stay by his side and listen for his name. He needed me, so I stayed. Because he was my friend, and he was Rosario’s friend. I wouldn’t abandon him.

Adam

Sharp never took me out of her sights— not when she forced me into her car, not when she marched me up the stairs and forced me to sit, not even when Mara and Weiss stormed inside after us. Weiss fixed me with an accusing stare, but Mara dragged him into the privacy of the office, and they resumed what sounded like an ongoing argument. 

Mara seemed to have my side, but there was no confidence in her voice. 

And then she went entirely quiet.

When they emerged from the office, I caught a glimpse of a web browser in place of one of the video feeds. 

“I can explain,” I said, the moment I had a chance to get a word in edgewise. 

Weiss squared off in front of me. “I don’t think that will be necessary. The evidence speaks for itself quite fluently.” 

“What evidence?” I asked. “Evidence of what?” 

“Don’t bother, Adam,” Mara said wearily. She sat down against the wall, her cane set between her knees like a shield. “We already know.” 

Of course they knew. Sharp had told them that I'd let Arkay escape. She'd still had a gun to my head when she told them.  

“I hesitated," I said. "It was a mistake. It was a shit move, and I don’t know why I let it happen, but—” 

“I think you know exactly why,” Weiss said. 

Mara looked away, her jaw tight. 

Maybe I did know. Shooting Rosario had taken a bigger toll on me than I’d wanted to believe. The idea of slaughtering another innocent bystander, even one who regularly associated with monsters, left a bad taste in my mouth. Maybe even killing a dragon was too much for me right now. Maybe—

“You mentioned in your report that the dragon worked as an adult entertainer,” Weiss said. 

I looked up. Where the hell had this come from? “I did. But what—”

“And yet you failed to mention that you employed its services.”

The accusation hit me like a punch in the gut. Comprehension bloomed in its wake, and with it, horror.  “Wait—” 

“On the night of September fifteenth, you withdrew a large quantity of cash from an ATM across the street from the gentleman’s club where she worked. Isn’t that right?” 

“You’ve got it wrong,” I sputtered. “I went to that club as part of my investigation. I brought cash in order to better maintain my cover. It was research.”

“And I’m sure you felt the need to conduct a full cavity search.” Weiss’ lip curled in disgust. “It is well documented that dragons have voracious sexual appetites. Your own reports have indicated as much. I’m sure you wanted your understanding of the matter to be... thorough.” 

I reddened. “The fuck are you accusing me of?” 

“If you must be crass, yes.” 

I couldn’t be hearing this. This couldn’t be happening. I rose to my feet and turned to Mara for help. “You can’t seriously believe this bullshit.” 

"Sit down, Preston," he ordered.

Mara shuddered. She looked like she was on the verge of throwing up.

“Mara, you know me,” I said. “You’ve known me for years. You know I wouldn’t— I would never! This is...” I searched for the word, but came up empty. 

“Circumstantial,” Sharp supplied. Her gun was still trained on me. “The evidence is circumstantial. You withdrew more than a hundred dollars cash and walked into a strip club. Perfectly innocent. I’m sure there were dozens of girls there who weren’t dragons, and you could’ve been getting dances from any of them. Funny how you didn’t lead with that defense.” It sounded more like an accusation than an assist. Another nail in my coffin. 

“I’m a soldier, not a lawyer,” I snapped. “Arkay is evil. I know that. She killed Burke and Green. She—” 

“—is an ‘it’,” Weiss said, and suddenly I realized my mistake. “Not a person. Not a woman. A dragon. An unholy abomination of the highest order. The spawn of Hell itself. So why do you keep calling it by name?” 

“Habit. Just habit.” I backpedaled. “I spent months ingratiating myself with Hernandez. Adopting her speech patterns was a necessary part of forming a connection.”

“That’s what I kept telling myself, too,” Mara said quietly. “That it was just a quirk you picked up from the Hernandez girl. But it’s not the only thing you picked up from her, is it?” 

“Mara,” I began.

“Hernandez was under the delusion that monsters are people. And that’s all it is, Adam. A delusion. But somehow she got you thinking it, too.” 

My fingers dug into the armrests. “That’s not what happened." 

“Then what, Adam? Enlighten me. Explain what I’ve been seeing these last weeks. Explain why you’ve consistently kept putting off that thing’s execution. Because this wasn't some fluke. You had months to kill the dragon. Months. And yet there it is, alive and kicking and butchering our people. You weren’t waiting for the opportune moment. You weren’t hesitating. You had a shot, and you deliberately refused to take it. And more than that, you helped the dragon escape. Right now it could be God-only-knows-where, doing unspeakable damage to innocent people, and that’s on your hands, Adam. That’s on you.” 

I fell back, staring. Stupefied. 

“You want to tell me you haven’t been fucking a goddamn lizard? That you aren’t on this thing’s side? You need to prove it to me, Adam, and you need to do it right the hell now, because this is the last chance you’ve got left.” 

“I’m not,” I said weakly. My mind raced. How was I supposed to convince them of anything if I couldn’t convince myself? “I’m a good soldier. I’m loyal.” 

“I’m sure you are, Adam.” Mara rose to her feet and leaned heavily on her cane. “Just not to us.” She squeezed her eyes shut. Her fists clenched around the head of her cane. “Go ahead, Weiss. Get on with it.” 

I stared at her. Horror gaped at the borders of my consciousness, too vast and overwhelming for me to comprehend. “Am... am I being sent in for another Synod?” 

“The Synod already reached its decision,” she said. “I already told you, Adam. You got one chance, and that was it. It's over. All that’s left is the sentencing.” 

My insides hollowed out. “Mara, please—”

She turned away.

“Stay where you are, Novak,” Weiss said. And to me: “On your knees.” 

“Wait—” He cut off my protest with a sharp gesture, and Mara and Sharp forced me onto the floor.  

“Adam Preston.” Weiss pronounced every syllable with a corrosive finality. “You have been found guilty of fraternizing with monsters. Of aiding and abetting monsters. Of assisting monsters in the murder of your fellow soldiers—”

“I didn’t!”

“—and of intimate contact with the inhuman. You are a failure and a traitor to your people, and a stain upon the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun.” His gaze bored into mine. His eyes were like chips of ice. “And the Order will be wiped clean of your corruption. By the power vested in me by the High Synod, I strip you of your name and your rank. May your shame be lost to history.”

Damnatio memoriae. 

I tried to speak, but my voice caught in my throat. I couldn’t make a sound.

I needed to put my thoughts in order. To figure out the right things to say to make them see they were wrong. To make Weiss change his mind. I needed to be eloquent and logical. I needed to be clever. I needed to come up with a better idea than throwing myself at his feet and begging him to forgive me, but that was all that went through my overloaded brain. 

He picked up my Desert Eagle and hefted it in his hands. Mara cringed away from me, leaning heavily on her cane. 

“Wait,” Sharp said. “You didn’t say you were going to kill him.” 

“The sentence must fit the crime.” Weiss racked the slide to make sure the chamber was loaded.

Sharp started to argue, and in that moment, she loosened her hold on me. I forced my arms out of her grip and got one leg out from under me, lunging headlong into Weiss. His finger closed on the trigger, but the bullet went wide, striking the ceiling and raining down plaster. 

He had combat training, but only the most rudimentary technique. I actually had years of experience. I ripped the weapon from his hand and rolled to my feet. 

Sharp had already pulled her own sidearm, and Mara was close behind.

“Stand down,” Sharp commanded.

I raised my own weapon to aim at her. “So you can kill me? No, thank you. I’m leaving.” 

“No, you’re not.” Her hand was steady on the handgun. 

I backed up another step.

“I said stand down,” she repeated.

Weiss dragged himself upright. “Just shoot him already.” 

“Please,” Mara said beside her. “Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “Is this difficult for you? I hadn’t noticed.”

“Please,” she repeated, but her eyes weren’t on me. They were fixed over my shoulder at the security panel on the wall.

I rammed my fist into the circuitry and clapped my hands over my ears as all our failsafes went off in a single brilliant cascade. It was meant to be a safeguard against an enemy raid: flashbangs powerful enough to blind and deafen bloodthirsty rakshasas, and an EMP blast to wipe out their communications and equipment. 

Turns out it worked just as well against humans.

My ears bled from the roar of the stun grenades and my balance was blown to shit, but I was better off than the three who lay curled up and blind on the floor. I staggered to the door, now hanging loosely from a crater in the wall. When I emerged onto the puddle-strewn parking lot, I broke into a drunken amble for the nearest cluster of buildings. 

I felt like the ground had been swept out from under me. Like I was unanchored. Freefalling. 

I’d fucked up. I’d hesitated. I’d felt sympathy for monsters.

But not just monsters. People, too. Decent, honest, innocent people— or as innocent as anyone could be. They were worth a few seconds of hesitation, weren’t they? They were worth a momentary compromise, weren’t they? And surely— surely the High Synod would see that. They’d tell Weiss he’d been wrong. They’d make him reverse the sentence.

Something twisted in the pit of my stomach.

Damnatio memoriae was only talked about in hushed whispers. I’d heard of more than a dozen men and women who had been stripped of name and identity, who were remembered only for their crimes. I’d cringed at the stories and agreed with their sentences. Of course I did. Those people were despicable. Irredeemable. Unforgivable.

Never once had a sentence been overturned.

My uniform was still damp from the storm, and a cold wind dragged its claws down my spine. I had to keep running, but I didn’t know where to run to. 

I had nowhere to go. 

Everything I’d ever known was suddenly barred to me. I was a fugitive. I’d be murdered on sight by everyone I'd ever known. 

Almost everyone.

I had one option left to me. Only one. It was the wrong one. The worst possible one. But it was better than being alone.

Arkay

The hospital’s sign language interpreters were all tied up with other patients, so for the sake of translation, the nurses let me stay with Father Gabriel, but they weren’t happy about it. Apparently they hadn’t forgiven me for trying to strangle that one doctor a few weeks back.

Some people don’t know how to let go of a grudge.

As part of the compromise, a pair of burly security guards accompanied us while Father Gabriel was pumped full of painkillers and wheeled across the diagnostics wing. I’d butchered two scarier-looking people earlier that night, and they’d both been armed and ready to kill.

“Don’t tell them that,” said the memory of Rosario. “They’re just here to make the nurses feel safer around you. Don’t give them a reason to throw you out.”

I conceded her point, though I glared at the flicker in the corner of my eye. I thought I’d gotten rid of that hallucination.

“Sleep deprivation is a bitch,” she said. “And you haven’t actually been sleeping for more than an hour at a time. So no, I’m not going to be going away for a while.”

I’d showered, though. That seemed to have gotten rid of her.

“Showering isn’t the same as a full night’s sleep, Arkay.” 

I took my attention back to the nurse. 

“It looks like your leg is too swollen to put a cast on it yet,” I translated with a flutter of my hands. Father Gabriel’s eyes were glazed as they drifted over my signs. “They’re going to have you stay in the splint overnight and see how you are in the morning.” 

“But the parish is an hour away,” he slurred. The painkillers hadn’t done him any favors. “And I can’t drive like this.”

I rubbed gently at his shoulder. “You’re going to sleep here tonight.” 

“Oh. Alright, then.” There were still bits of plaster in his graying hair. I’d done what I could to clean him up, but he still looked like a house had fallen on him. I didn’t look much better. 

My usage of words like ‘overnight’ and ‘tomorrow’ had been a bit liberal. The X-rays and MRIs took forever and a half to conduct, and by the time I tucked Father Gabriel into a hospital bed, it was close to dawn. After I cleaned myself up in the common shower and changed into fresh clothes from the gift shop, a watery sun started to peek through the oversized windows. 

Even the shower hadn’t done much to wake me up. And so I dragged myself to the familiar corridors of the ICU and slipped into Rosario’s room. 

She looked exactly like she had the last time I’d been here, but in the gray light of dawn, I could almost believe she was only sleeping.

I dragged a chair beside her bed and lay my head in her lap. My eyelids were too heavy to stay open any longer.

“I’m sorry, Rosa,” I mumbled, taking her hand. “I couldn't stop them from knocking our house down. But I’ll get us another one. A better one. Or you can wake up, and we’ll go house hunting together.”

Not even the hallucination replied. Damn, I was tired. 

"Later, though." I gave her hand a squeeze and shut my eyes.

The blare of my cell phone dragged me away from the edge of sleep.

“Hello?” I groaned, dragging the screen to my ear. 

“Arkay?” Kindra’s voice sounded shrill on the other end of the line. “Oh God, Arkay, are you alright?” 

“Huh?”

“The news says another meth lab blew up, but Arkay, that’s your neighborhood. That was your house! And I’ve been inside there, I would know if you two had been cooking meth—”

“It didn’t have anything to do with that.” I yawned. “Shit happened.”

“Were you there when it happened?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll live.”

She lowered her voice. “Arkay, does this have to do with what you told me about? With...”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Fuck.” I heard the faint click of a stud between her teeth. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Aside from hanging up the phone and letting me sleep? “Yeah, actually. I had to get out of there in a hurry last night. Mind driving me back to see if any of our stuff is worth saving?”

“Of course,” she said. “Yeah. Where are you? When do you want me to swing by?”

“Later,” I said. “In a few hours.” I didn’t bother telling her where I was. That would just start up a fresh round of questions, and I had no energy left to answer them. “I’ll call you back when I’m ready for you, okay?”

I was already fumbling to end the call when I heard her assent. I didn’t have the energy for this. For any of this. I needed rest, goddammit, and I was about ready to turn off my phone and barricade the door to get it.

“Don’t do that,” the hallucination said. “The nurses need to come in to turn me over.”

“I know,” I grumbled. “But sleep really does sound nice right about now.” 

It wasn’t enough that I was having auditory hallucinations, or that eerie flickering in the edges of my vision. I’d even started smelling things that weren’t there. Not even good scents, like food or happy memories— no, I got rain and smoke and gunpowder and man sweat.

Very specific man sweat. 

I raised my head from Rosario’s bed and turned around. Adam stood framed in the doorway, silent and staring. His clothes were still soaked with rain. He looked confused. Conflicted. Almost exactly like he had earlier in the night, when he’d watched me pull Father Gabriel out of the ruins of my house. 

Was this just a memory of that moment, then? Just another hallucination? 

And more importantly: did I actually give a fuck?

He took a step forward.

The answer was no.

I lunged. He turned and scrambled for the door, but I didn’t let him get that far. My claws caught on the collar of his body armor and I hurled him into the opposite wall. While he dragged himself upright, I shut the door and barred it with my chair. His buddies wouldn’t save him. Security wouldn’t stop me.

I advanced, and he fled to the other corner of the room, toward the shelter of cheap furniture and IV drips.

Toward Rosario.

I leaped after him before he could lay a hand on her, catching his hand in both of mine and swinging him back. He hit the windowsill hard enough to knock the air out of his lungs, but he clung to that surface, staring at the window. 

I could see a plan forming in his eyes, in the curve of his stance. A solid blow might crack the glass. There was no fire escape, but we were only on the second story. If he jumped, the fall probably wouldn’t kill him.

And even if it did, at least it would be quick about it. 

I grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him to the center of the floor, at the foot of Rosario’s bed. Fury threatened to leave me mute, but I forced myself to hold onto a modicum of calm. I wanted to stay verbal. I wanted him to hear me talk. I wanted to understand his sobs when he begged. 

“You destroyed my home,” I snarled, sinking into a crouch over his body. He raised a hand to shield himself, but I caught it and pinned it to the floor. “You butchered my friends.” With my other hand I caught his jaw and forced him to look me in the eyes. “You shot Rosario.” 

I could peel the veins out of his arms and use them to strangle him. I could carve out his lying tongue and thread it through his voice box. I could smash open his skull and show him all the synapses Rosa would never use again.

“Arkay, don’t,” said a quiet voice. Rosario’s voice.

My teeth gnashed less than an inch from Adam’s face. 

“Arkay, look at him,” said the hallucination. “He’s not trying to hurt you. He’s not even fighting back. You don’t have to kill him.”

No. Fucking no. The hallucination wasn’t real. It didn’t get a say in this. Not now. Not when all I had left were echoes and ghosts.

“Rosa is gone!” I snarled. “She never did anything to you! She never hurt anyone, and you lied to her! You used her! You shot her!” With each accusation, I slammed Adam’s head into the tile floor. “She’s never waking up and she’s never coming back, and it’s your fault!”

The last of the tension left his shoulders. He stared up at me, open and fragile and resigned. “I know.” 

I could break him. I could kill him. I could mutilate him in a hundred million ways, and it wouldn’t be enough.

It would never be enough.

Killing him wouldn't bring her back. Making him suffer wouldn't wake her up. 

“Arkay, please,” the hallucination said. “She wouldn’t have wanted this.”

No. Rosario tried to see the best in people, and she forgave them when they didn't live up to that hope. When they hurt her. When they betrayed her. Time and time again, I'd watched her advocate for the most miserable excuses for sentience that this world had to offer.

And for all her good intentions, I'd watched her beaten and battered and bruised. All her forgiveness and mercy and love had gotten her nothing but a body full of scars and a hospital bed. 

She deserved better than that. She deserved so much better. 

And I couldn't give it to her. 

In her last moments she’d been afraid of me. Her last act had been to try to stop me. And it hadn’t worked. 

And now she was gone and I was alone.

My voice dried into a whisper. “You’re a monster.”

“I know,” she said. Adam closed his eyes. “I’m asking you anyway.”

My grip went lax around his throat and my shoulders sagged. Adam hacked and wheezed as air was reintroduced to his lungs, but I ignored him. The hallucination was gone, and it took with it my last hope of hearing Rosario’s voice again.

Adam pulled himself unsteadily to his feet, and this time I didn’t stop him. Let him crawl back to his fucking cult. I didn’t care.

Instead he staggered to the corner behind Rosa’s bed and pulled a knife from his belt. I tensed, but he didn’t turn it on Rosario. Instead, he slid the blade into the crack between the rubber moldings on the floor and the wall, extracting a thin wire. A flick of his wrist, and the wire was severed. 

“The fuck is that?” I asked dully.

“Surveillance camera.” He sounded as exhausted as I felt. “It’s how we’ve been monitoring you.” He took a moment to steady himself. A rivulet of blood streamed from his split lip. More seeped from underneath his hair. “After what happened last night, they’ll be trying to do damage control. They’ll send another team after you— a bigger team, and more experienced. And they’ll send someone in to get her.” He tilted his head at Rosario, and I tensed.

“What do they want with her?” I demanded. 

Carefully, he folded the knife and returned it to his belt. “The state she’s in now, I don’t think she’ll be much use to them as bait. More likely they’ll want to study her. Find out how she did what she did.”

“She didn’t do anything.” 

“She made friends with you, didn’t she?” he asked. “And ghouls and impundulu and wendigos and... hell... humans aren’t supposed to be able to do that. Just walk right up to monsters and... and not die. So they think there’s got to be something in her pheromones, or in her eyes, or in the frequency of her voice, that makes people like you not want to kill her on sight.”

“How about because she’s a person? Because she’s gentle and kind and brave and good? How about because I love her? Did that ever cross your mind?”

He averted his eyes. No. No, they fucking didn’t. “They’re regrouping as we speak. They’ll be here to take her within a few days at most.”

I bared my teeth. “Let them try.” 

“You don’t want that.” He set his jaw. “We tried strategy on you, and it didn’t work. They’ll use brute force next. And they won’t stop just because you’re holed up inside a hospital.” 

“Fuckers.”

He cringed. “They’re just...” He glanced my way and apparently changed his mind. “There’s still time to stop them. I can get her out of here before they can get their computers back online.” 

“You think I’m going to just sit here and let you take her away from me?”

“Then stay put, if you want,” he snapped. “Or come along on the transport, or hang onto the side of the helicopter, or do whatever the hell it is dragons do. I’m not here to ask your permission.”

I leveled my gaze with his. “Then why are you here?” 

He jabbed a finger at Rosario. “Because she didn’t deserve what happened to her. And she sure as hell doesn’t deserve what they’re planning to do to her. So do you think you can stow your vendetta until I get her out of harm’s way?” 

I stared at him for a long moment, and finally I nodded. 

For Rosa. 

For Rosa, I could do anything. 

Adam

Moving Rosario had always been part of the plan. It required extensive preparation, but that had all been taken care of weeks ago. All the groundwork had been laid, the arrangements prepared, the passwords procured. We only had to give the command, and Rosario would be transferred to an Order-run hospital in Chicago for testing.

Until now, Arkay had been the limiting factor. She’d prowled over Rosario’s body like the hospital bed was a mountain of gold, called obsessively to check in on Rosario’s progress, and nearly murdered anyone who so much as suggested moving her Potnia Theron. Even if by some miracle we could transport Rosario to another location without Arkay’s knowledge or interference, it would have been a matter of time before the dragon retaliated with a full-blown rampage right through one of the most populated cities in the world.

There would be no covering that up.

“Our orders were to stand by until you could be properly destroyed,” I explained to Arkay while I adjusted the forms on a hijacked hospital computer. “Rosario wasn’t a priority. It’s not like she was going anywhere.”

Arkay made a low noise, but I couldn’t tell if it was meant as approval or disdain, or if it was just the beginning of a snore. She looked ready to drop.

Weiss hadn’t revoked my access to the hospital records. He probably thought he wouldn’t need to—either I would redeem myself, or I would die.

The thought made my stomach lurch, and I started talking again. “Of course, with Rosario gone, it’ll be obvious what I’ve done. But even if we schedule the transfer to happen as fast as possible, it’ll take some time to prepare her for travel, and that’ll give us a chance to change the name on her records. Her hospital bracelet and physical forms might cause some minor problems, but I can handle that.” I glanced over my shoulder. Arkay continued to glare at me with glazed eyes. “Being realistic, there’s still a chance they might find her, but it’ll take them a while. There are more than one hundred and seventy hospitals in the state, and they’ll have to search all of them. We can go ahead and alter a few other details, so they can’t try to narrow their search to hospitals that currently have comatose Latinas on their patient registries.” 

I might as well have been speaking Arabic for all that Arkay understood me.

“You know what? How about I take care of the name changes.” It didn’t look like she could handle using a pen right about now, let alone forge a nurse practitioner’s handwriting. “How exactly did you manage to throw me around that room?”

All I got was another grunt. A master conversationalist, that one. I sighed and continued editing the forms.

“Names are all changed. Do you have a preference for which hospital we’re sending her to, or is it—” 

Arkay pushed me away from the keyboard and started typing in a sudden burst of activity, scrolling down to hide her contribution from me as soon as she’d entered it. Apparently satisfied, she sagged back into her chair.

The keyboard felt fuzzy with static when I touched it again. I ignored her secrecy and glanced at the name of the hospital. It was church-run, in a city maybe an hour north of us. Apart from that, I didn’t recognize it. 

“Just had that name sitting in your head?” I asked, not expecting a reply.

“Got a friend up there. He makes regular visits to the hospital. For charity ‘n shit.” 

“You mean Father Gabriel?” He’d been transferred to Fort Wayne, hadn’t he? Mentally I congratulated myself for keeping his name out of the official records.

“A friend,” Arkay grumbled, but it was a weak diversion. We both knew who she meant. 

That was the last of our conversation before she dozed off. Her head started off against my shoulder and slid gradually lower until half her body was sprawled across my lap. I worked around her without trouble. Apart from the lap dance that had damned me, I’d never spent much time around her, and now I had no reason to hide my curiosity. She was warmer than I’d expected. Lighter. Softer. Her mild, ungraceful snores seemed almost kittenish. 

“Behold the most ruthless and dangerous of monsters,” I mused. I could still taste blood on my lip from where she’d split it, and my chest and back would have bruises for days. But it was hard to reconcile that beast with the sleeping woman on top of me. 

Maybe Rosario really had done something to me.

Arkay

I woke up to the warmth of a body, the steady rhythm of a heartbeat, and the familiar, cozy scent of home. I cracked open one eyelid: I lay curled up against Rosario’s side, my head tucked under her arm, a thin cotton blanket draped up to my shoulders. Rosario’s feeding tubes and IV drip had been carefully rearranged so my movements wouldn’t disturb them. 

Reluctantly, I crawled out of the bed and turned Rosario onto her side. Someone had replaced her hospital bracelet. The new one was bright and unblemished. Maria Sanchez, it said. The clipboard at her feet corroborated the name change, and included instructions for a transfer to a hospital in Fort Wayne. 

So that hadn’t been a dream. 

Father Gabriel had been through surgery while I’d been asleep; he’d needed two screws to put his leg back together properly, but it would heal. That was for the best. He’d need to have his leg looked at regularly for the next few months, and that would give him ample excuse to check in on Rosario.

He’d be happy to do it, he said. It was the closest I would get to consolation. Aside from him, I would be trusting Rosario’s life to strangers. I got twitchy just thinking about it.

I stayed with Rosario until the nurses arrived to take her away, flanked by their now-mandatory host of security guards. They smelled of secondhand sickness and disinfectant, and they shared the odd pallor of skin that’s spent too long under fluorescent lights. Another shallow comfort: these guys, at least, were real.

It was almost nightfall by the time I returned to the ruins of our home. A few of the walls stood upright, but the roof had collapsed under its own weight, burying everything under debris. I picked through the wreckage for anything I could still use: my clothes, caked in soggy plaster dust; my wallet, buried under the bed; a few waterlogged blankets; the first aid kit and what toiletries I could salvage from the bathroom. Bricks had been tossed aside, evidence of other people looking over the rubble with the same idea. Apparently someone had tried to dig out the TV, only to find it twisted up beyond recognition. Rosario’s laptop had been shattered. My own tablet had miraculously survived, probably because of the enormous rubber case that I’d used to protect it from the natural static of my fingers. Among the furniture, only my big pink armchair had survived, though its color had darkened with soot and rain, and it now smelled strongly of smoke. 

Kindra offered to let me use her washing machine to clean my belongings, and volunteered her garage to store my armchair until I found a better place to keep it.

She didn’t know what she was getting into. I didn’t have a job, a social security card, or even a last name. Chances were I wouldn’t find a place to stay until summer, when enough of the college kids left town to make homeowners desperate for the income of a new renter. I accepted the offer all the same, and thanked her for it. I really did like that chair. In the meantime, I went back to being homeless.

I’d spent most of my life on the street. It never bothered me before, but now it carried a peculiar discomfort. It was too cold. Too quiet. Too lonely. It hadn’t been like this before. I’d never been alone. Not when I’d had Rosa.

***

I saw Adam weeks later, hunched over a bowl of chili in the corner of a church soup kitchen in Indianapolis. His hair was a noticeable dirty blond now that it had grown out of its buzz cut, and he’d gained a beard to match. His jacket, more than warm enough for the early days of autumn, seemed pathetically light now that the grass started to crunch with cold. He still wore the same combat boots, though they were barely recognizable under all the layers of grime. 

“Fancy seeing you here,” I said, setting my tray down across from his. He tensed, as if to run. Where he expected to go was beyond me. “Chill, soldier boy. I’m not going to eat you. The food’s not that bad.”

Father Gabriel had been checking in with me at least once a week, mostly through email and photos. Rosario was safe in her new hospital. Nobody had come by to take her away to some freaky horror lab, which meant I didn’t need to dish out a slow, agonizing death for Adam. In the meantime, Rosa would have wanted me to play nice.

Reluctantly Adam settled back into his seat.

“What brings you to this fine establishment?” I asked. “Did the Nazi party cut their grocery budget or something?” 

He scowled. “I’m not with the Order anymore.”

“Congratulations.” I tipped my cup of water to him.

His scowl only deepened. “They threw me out.”

“Congratulations anyway.” 

“Go fuck yourself,” he muttered.

“Only as a last resort.” 

Apparently he took that as an invitation to rant. “It’s not like they left references, either. How the hell am I supposed to get a job around here without any history of employment? Or a place to stay? Do you have any idea how much motels cost in this city?”

“Gee, I totally didn’t.” I crumbled my dry cornbread over my chili. “Try the strip clubs. Most of their dancers are paid under the table, so they don’t generally give a fuck about your resume. Might try applying as a bouncer, too, while you’re at it, but the pay’s shit. Barely over minimum wage without tips. I recommend dancing.”

He snorted. I think he meant it as a derisive sound, but I chose to interpret it as agreement.

I waved a hand at an imaginary marquee. “I can see your stage name now: Adam N. Steve. You won’t even have to change it all that much.” 

His amusement soured. “My name isn’t Adam.”

“I knew it,” I said. “So was it like a regular alias, or did you make that one up special?”

“It was my name. It isn’t anymore.” 

I blinked. “Yeah, I’m not following.”

He poked bitterly at his chili. “They took it away when they threw me out. I didn’t just lose my home, and my family, and the whole of my purpose on this earth. I lost my life. My name. My identity. It’s gone.”

Well. That explained the stale beer smell.

“They can’t just take your name away,” I said. 

“The Order named me,” he said miserably. “And they can unname me. And they did.”

I fiddled with my silverware, trying to digest that piece of intelligence. But even after I processed it, the best I could come up with was, “That’s stupid.”

He glared at me. “You’re a dragon. You wouldn’t understand. Where did you even get your name?”

“I picked it,” I said.

“Out of what, a dictionary?”

I shrugged. “I liked the way it sounded, so it’s mine now.”

“And you think my system’s stupid.” He lowered his head and continued sulking.

He really was pathetic, wasn’t he? The guy couldn’t even eat without someone to give the order. 

I watched him poke at his food for a solid fifteen minutes before I spoke up again: “Mephistopheles.”

He looked up listlessly. “Hm?”

“That’s your name now,” I declared.

He blinked. Blinked some more. “You’re joking.”

“Why not?” I asked. “If those assholes can just pass out names and take them back, then so can I. And I say you’re Mephistopheles. Congratulations, you have a name again.”

He took a long swig of his water. “You named me after the devil.”

“A devil,” I corrected. “The definite particle implies the king of hell. You're not that special, cupcake.”

“You still named me after an unholy abomination.” 

I gave him a nice long look. “You’re a racial supremacist who flunked out of the Nazi party. Meph is about as good as you’re gonna get for a while.” 

He swallowed a spoonful, and another. “So my name is a punishment.”

“Hey, at least it sounds badass,” I said. “Take something else if it bothers you so much. But as of now, I’m calling you Meph.” 

He scowled some more, but he’d started eating again.

“Okay,” he said at last.

“Okay?”

“Meph is fine. For now.” He kept grumbling to himself, but when he stepped away to refill his glass, he took mine, too. 

“For the record, you suck at fighting,” he said when he returned my cup to me. 

“Bullshit.” I examined my water for evidence of tampering. “I’ve beaten the crap out of dozens of people.”

“You’ve overpowered dozens of people,” he corrected. “And you caught most of them by surprise, thanks to that helpless little girl routine you’ve got going on. The Order is going to come back for you one of these days, and when they do, they aren’t going to fall for that. They know how to handle a dragon, and you’re not even a very big one.”

“You’re kidding, right? Have you seen me?”

“Yeah. You’re tiny. If it weren’t for those antlers of yours, I’d assume you were still a juvenile. Which means if you actually want to survive what the Order is going to throw at you, you’re going to need to work on your technique.”

I flicked a stray kidney bean at him. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re not a very complimentary person?”

“It’s a mess. I’m seeing some capoeira, some savate, a bunch of kung fu that looks like it came out of a bad action movie, and... I’m not even sure what the rest of it is supposed to be, so I’m going to call it street brawling.”

“You’re too kind,” I drawled. "The Gestapo hasn't come for me yet."

"Only because they're gathering their forces. When they come back, there'll be more than six of them, and they'll be prepared."

I knew what he was doing. He was lonely and miserable, desperate enough to take any hand that reached out to him, even if it belonged to the thing he hated most in the world.

Rosario had always had a soft spot for people like him. 

"Sounds like a good reason to skip town," I said. "I'm thinking someplace sunny. Wanna come?"
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