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For Andrew

Arkay

A pair of were-hyenas emerged from the pitch black tunnel and stepped onto the carpet of a newly-installed walkway. The path wouldn’t lead them anywhere useful. It ran all over the receiving chamber, through a maze of intertwining walkways, up the backs of marble dragons and down spiral staircases. The room was as gaudy as it was huge, so saturated with shapes and shadows that neither of my guests noticed me perched in the antlers of a nearby statue. 

The woman’s name was Basima Taban, and she was the head of a clan of were-hyenas living in Sudan. She was small and bent with age, her frail figure wrapped in the folds of her bright green toub. Her face and hands were toughened into dark leather, but she walked with her head held high. Her adult son Zahir walked beside her, his suit tie the same shade as her wrap.  

I raised my voice enough to echo off the far corners of the chamber. “Welcome, my honored guests.” Zahir jerked his head trying to follow the sound, but his mother continued her walk toward the heart of the room. I saved her the trouble of finding me. A long leap carried me over the nose of the statue, and I landed in a crouch on the floor before them with a flashy smile. “I hope your journey was comfortable.” 

Zahir jumped, but his mother was unfazed by my display. She shook my hand, giving my shoulders two steady pats, and I returned the gesture. 

“Far more comfortable than those little airplanes,” she said warmly. “I thank you for giving us passage.”

“My doors are always welcome to you and your clan,” I said. 

Her son hesitated, but a glance at Basima convinced him to take my hand. “It’s an honor to meet the legendary ThreeClaw.” 

My grin shifted into a practiced enigmatic smile. “Please, call me Arkay.” It was neither confirmation nor denial. Let them decide for themselves what that meant. “If you’ll come with me, refreshments are this way.” 

According to my cultural consultant, this dinner meeting was supposed to have two parts. The latter, where we talked about logistics and trading favors, was the easy part. It was the actual dinner part that gave me trouble. 

My handlers had compiled a list of all the things I wasn’t allowed to talk about in front of potential allies. At the very top of the list: my time living on the streets, my career as a stripper, and the fact that I’d spent six months working closely with an ex-Order militant— altogether, five of the seven years I could actually remember of my life.

“My son and I only recently left a celebration,” Basima told me. “His nephew is commemorating the birth of his second daughter. My ninth great-grandchild.” 

“My congratulations to you and your family,” I said. “You must be very proud.” 

She beamed at me, and laid her hand on mine. “Tell me, Arkay. Do you have any children of your own?” 

I had no clue. Apparently ThreeClaw had disappeared often enough and long enough that it was possible, but nobody had ever heard of any. Thanks to the regenerative properties of Styx, even Dr. Magbantay couldn’t say for sure whether I’d had kids, and the dude was a freakin’ gynecologist. 

But I couldn’t talk about that, either.

“No.” I hoped my smile looked more warm than strained. “I haven’t been so... blessed.”

“Perhaps that’s a blessing of its own,” she said, patting my hand gently. “Motherhood is a great responsibility, and leadership is another. Bearing both can be a heavy burden.” 

“But one that I’m sure you bore admirably,” I said, glancing at the cultural consultant in the corner of the room to make sure I was staying on the right track. She flashed a brief thumbs up and signaled for me to keep going. “You must have so many stories.” 

As the dinner wore on and tea was served, I got a clearer impression of the purpose behind our meeting. Three of Basima’s grandchildren had been accepted into American universities for engineering, and as eager as they were to venture out in the great wide world, the rest of the clan wasn’t comfortable about them straying that far from the family.

“We’re especially concerned about the youngest,” she said. “Our Farah is going to MIT this fall.”

“Impressive,” I observed.

“Indeed it is. But not a year ago, a man was found dead in...” She stopped to consult with her son in Arabic. 

“The news called it a ‘murder dungeon’,” Zahir clarified. “His own dungeon, they said.”

“A serial killer,” Basima said. “Not an hour’s walk from what will be our Farah’s dormitory. And he wasn’t even discovered until after he’d died.” 

I knew about the event. I was half of the reason he was dead. Unfortunately, the other half was a persona non grata in this crowd. I glanced at my consultant again, but she didn’t seem to notice my unspoken question.

I offered Basima a comforting smile. “We won’t let anything happen to her. Or to any of your grandchildren. Perhaps you’d feel better if they were accompanied?” 

“Yes, yes,” she said. “I think I would.”

Nadia

With the end of the day came a mountain of paperwork, and that meant another evening spent filling it out in the Felldeep’s primary conference room. The work might have been better suited for an office, with a computer or a filing cabinet or even a requisite drawer full of writing utensils, but after all these years, I couldn’t convince myself to fill out forms anywhere else. The place had become too intertwined with the rituals of my work. 

The room had been built to accommodate almost any race among our allies. The doors were wide enough for the mass of a wheelchair and the broad shoulders of a troll. The light fixtures were embedded directly into the high ceilings, so as not to swing into the faces of oni and frost giants. The soft, short carpet had been specially selected to offer traction to hooved feet and not snag claws. Behind the paneled walls were closets stuffed with chairs made for more than a dozen heights and body types, each ready to replace the ones already arranged around the long conference table. A large screen took up most of the wall at the far end of the room, outfitted with cameras and microphones for video conferences. At the moment, the darkened screen reflected nothing but my own form, stooped over a stack of requisition forms. I’d only needed enough lights to illuminate my workspace, which left the rest of the room was drenched in shadow.

Footsteps approached the conference room door. They were familiar enough not to warrant alarm. I could almost place their owner, but not quite. Frowning, I glanced up. 

My heart stopped. She was right there, cloaked in darkness and turned away from me to close the door, but I knew her instantly. Every inch of her signaled me like a beacon— the curve of her jaw, the planes of her shoulders, the arch of her spine. I pulled away from the desk, but I couldn’t decide whether to run to her side or sink to my knees. 

She was back. My master. My dragon. My Aglaeca—

She stepped into the light and the moment ended, and she went back to being Arkay. 

I forced my eyes back onto the papers in front of me. 

“Add another commission to the pile.” Her voice was less deceptive. She spoke faster than ThreeClaw always had, more carelessly, and with a higher pitch. Most days, she sounded more like a child than the warrior she had once been. She grabbed a pen and a blank set of forms out of a hidden panel in the wall. She flopped gracelessly into the bright pink armchair at the head of the table. “We need a security detail on three students coming into the country this fall.” 

While she got situated, I rearranged an expense report to cover the memo I’d been reading. My contacts in Germany had been tracking a young American man across the country. He was obviously out of his depth, with less than a rudimentary grasp on the local language and no money that wasn’t procured by either theft or begging. Despite his ineptitude, his demeanor said Orderling. 

At least, it had until he’d wandered into the Black Forest. No member of the Order, disenfranchised or otherwise, ever walked out of the Contessa’s territory alive. 

No point wasting any more resources looking for Arkay’s lost pet. I jotted down a note to scrub those side projects. Better to focus on things that actually mattered.

Arkay glanced at me with passing interest, but I didn’t give her the chance to inquire. “You look tired," I said, trying to keep my tone light. "Did she try to haggle with you?”

“Haggling I can handle,” Arkay said. “In fact, I probably could have managed that whole three-hour meeting with a twenty-minute phone call. Remind me why we needed to drag them all the way out here?” 

‘All the way out here’ wasn’t very far. When ThreeClaw had commissioned the construction of the Felldeep, she’d had it equipped with a network of enchanted doors. One of them opened into a marketplace in Chad; another led to a computer store in Cairo. Neither of those was exactly within walking distance for the Sudanese were-hyenas, but the journey was nothing compared to a flight across the Atlantic. 

“In person is better,” I said. “They needed to see your face.” 

Arkay jotted a sulky note on the forms and bobbed her head at the screen on the far wall. “A video conference, then.”

“We’ve been over this, Arkay.”

In the first months after ThreeClaw left, we didn’t realize anything was wrong. After all, it wasn’t the first time she’d disappeared without a word. But then the months stretched into years, and our allies stopped accepting our assurances that the great and terrible ThreeClaw would be back any day now. We tried using forged signatures and doppelgangers, but even that illusion could only be stretched so far before it stopped working. 

If we wanted to rebuild our credibility, we had to flaunt our dragon to our allies. They had to be able to see and smell and touch her— things that couldn’t be done over a video feed. 

While Arkay summarized her encounter in the fewest possible words, I gathered a pile of documents and pushed it across the table toward her. 

“What’s this?” she asked blankly. 

“Background reading for Friday. You will be meeting with a family of kushtaka.” 

“You have got to be kidding me,” she muttered, glancing at the first few pages on proper etiquette for greeting shapeshifting Alaskan otter-people. “You couldn’t possibly do this yourself, could you?” 

I didn’t even look up. “According to their family’s taxonomy, poludnica are a subcategory of fae, which they refuse to deal with as a consequence of an incident with French faerie in in the seventeen sixties. The details should be in the reading.”

“Yeah, but according to Quinn’s Index, poludnica aren’t fae.” She sounded entirely too proud of herself for that piece of trivia, like she expected a reward for doing the bare minimum expected of her.

“Just because his research is considered the standard here doesn’t mean it’s universally accepted,” I said. 

“Then have Quinn talk to them,” she said. “He’s the head doctor. That’s like double authority figure status. And he can convince them to use his Index so they don’t keep calling you things you’re not. Everybody wins.” 

I refused to dignify her with a roll of my eyes. “I’m sure everyone would, if they weren’t so adamant about their position against abortion. They won’t meet with an aswang, and especially not one with Quinque’s resume.” 

Arkay flopped back in her chair. “Oh, for the love of fuck.” 

“To put it succinctly.” I moved on to the next set of forms. “If anyone else could have done this work, it would already be done.”

“Fine. Fine. I’ll meet with the...” She glanced at the papers again. “...the kushtaka. Whatever.” She stared at the papers like they had personally insulted her. “Will this be another set of obvious yes-or-no questions, or will there be actual negotiations this time?” 

“Be patient,” I said. “You will get as much as I think you can handle.”

She lowered the packet. “You don’t think I can handle more than a dinner party?” 

Hardly. A dinner party suggested multiple guests from a variety of factions, and she didn’t have nearly the political prowess to navigate such a complicated event. What she’d just participated in was more like a business lunch. 

“I’m giving you tasks that are more suited to your skill level,” I rephrased.

That was meant to sound diplomatic. Arkay merely snorted. “What? Did you make ThreeClaw sit through this bullshit, too?” 

My nostrils flared with a sharp exhale. Nobody had to make ThreeClaw do anything, and nobody could have managed it if they’d tried. 

“ThreeClaw had sixty years’ worth of maturity and experience to draw upon,” I said. “You are virtually a child. We have to adjust accordingly.” 

Arkay sat upright. “I’m a grown-ass adult.”

“You think dick jokes are the height of comedy,” I said. “You’re mentally and emotionally unfit to fulfill these duties. Until that changes, you’ll continue performing tasks that Quinn and I believe you can handle.”

“I don’t care what you think I can handle,” she said icily. “I am a motherfucking dragon.” 

“Then I recommend you start acting like it.”

“By all means.” She threw out her arms in invitation. “I’m strong. I’m scary. This is not up for debate. So why am I having tea parties with foreign dignitaries in this mausoleum when I should be kicking ass out there?” 

Mausoleum? I almost laughed. No. Mausoleums were for burying the dead, for sanctifying their legacy and honoring their memory. All we had left of ThreeClaw was Arkay. And as nerve-grating as she was, we couldn’t let something happen to her.

“You’re welcome to come on combat missions with me,” I said. “As soon as you agree to start using Styx, so we can be sure you’ll actually survive them.”

“That shit is poison.”

“Then you’re staying down here where it’s safe.”

She crossed her arms. “Unless I walk out of here.” 

“By all means,” I said coolly. “And while you’re at it, you can look for another way to take care of that Rosario girl. I wish you the best of luck staying ahead of the Or—” The word cut off abruptly as a clawed hand closed around my throat. 

Hot breath rasped inches from my ear. “Rosario is not some fucking carrot you get to dangle in front of me.” Her voice was low, the words distorted by razor fangs. She could crush my throat, and I’d be helpless to stop her.

Would you do it, Aglaeca? Would you really kill me?

“Go ahead and keep showboating.” I tried to sit up, but her weight bore me down, forcing my face against the table. “You’re only proving my point.”

“You keep telling yourself that,” she growled. 

“The moment you run out of words to say, you make a fist. How would you manage if that stopped being an option? What would you do if I let you go out there, and you came back in a wheelchair?” 

“You got something against people with disabilities?” she demanded.

“Not at all.” I drove my elbow into her gut and twisted out of her grip. ThreeClaw could have stopped me, but Arkay didn’t have the skill. She stumbled backward, and I rose from my chair. “There are plenty of people who could pull off being a warlord blind, or in a wheelchair, or with any of a thousand impairments. Having one arm never slowed ThreeClaw down. But then, she was brilliant. But what do you have? Your wit? Your delightful personality? What skills do you have that don’t involve either fucking or fighting? And considering you could barely do the latter when you came here, I’m forced to assume you spent most of your time—”

I expected the kick that threw me into the opposite wall. I probably could have evaded it, but I didn’t.

My limbs ached as I scraped myself off the floor. My lungs burned with each slow, measured breath. It was good pain: sharp, concrete, focused. Manageable. 

“As I was saying,” I began, but Arkay whirled away from me and stormed from the conference room, leaving a rain of flying papers in her wake. 

Calmly, quietly, I began gathering the scattered documents, but my hand hesitated over one. A map of southern Germany, tracking the progress of a man named Mephistopheles. 

With careful, measured motions, I ripped it to shreds.

I would rather run the Hoarde on my own than be beholden to Arkay. And if I could have done it, I would have. 

There was a time when were-hyenas and kushtaka would never have dreamed of denying me an audience. They wouldn’t have dared. 

On the far end of the conference room lay a patch of carpet that was a few shades lighter than the rest, bleached when bloodstains had been scrubbed out of the fibers. The enforcer of a ghoul family had tried to bully me out of a political meeting. I don’t remember what slurs he’d thrown my way—not because they were unimportant, but because they were barely out of his mouth before they twisted into screams.

I could still see him, at least six inches taller than ThreeClaw but brought to his knees before her. Her hand was on his chest, her claws embedded so deep in his flesh that I could hear them scrape against his collar bone. Her expression was so cold it was nearly blank, utterly unaffected by his gasps of pain. 

“My Fext is my right hand,” she said, her voice as level as the edge of a knife. “Disobedience to her is disobedience to me. Any disrespect will be punished accordingly.” Her wrist turned and her fingers curled. The ghoul’s arm rose as his collarbone was twisted against its tendons. She could rip it out of his body with a single pull. She would, if he gave her half a reason. He begged for mercy, but she didn’t pay attention to him. Her eyes were on the don who stood behind him.

I remember counting the seconds. The ghoul and the dragon stared each other down while the enforcer filled the air with his screams. The don looked away first. 

“My family’s most sincere apologies to you, ThreeClaw, and to your Fext. I assure you, it won’t happen again.” 

I remember waiting until long after the meeting ended and the ghouls had both gone before I dared to speak. “Your right hand, Aglaeca?”

Her smile was so thin it was nearly invisible, like the first light of a crescent moon. “I was starting to worry nobody had caught that. There wasn’t even a groan.”

“I think there was plenty of groaning,” I said. “And some screaming. And crying. And I think he may have pissed himself.”

She gave a quick exhalation that might have been a laugh, but then her expression sobered. “Let me know if anyone speaks to you that way again.”

“I don’t think they will.” 

“Not for a while,” she agreed. “But be on the lookout anyway. Disrespect is like a weed. It must be dealt with immediately, or it will spread.”

And it had spread. For seven years, other organizations had been defying us with impunity, and it was growing by the day. ThreeClaw would be furious with me for letting her empire fall so low.

Even worse: she would be disappointed. 

Arkay

I escaped into the receiving room, where a series of hulking, three-limbed statues loomed over me with Nadia’s same brand of judgmental arrogance. Bastards, every single one of them. I had half a mind to knock the rest of their claws off. Tear them all down and turn them into rubble. 

I dragged myself up the length of one of the brass dragons, using its mane and antlers as a ladder to carry me to a hidden panel in the ceiling. When I pawed at it, the latch refused to budge. I wanted to punch a hole right through the panel, but I knew better than to try smashing my way through an enchanted gateway. I took a deep breath and tried again, giving the latch a series of very careful wiggles until it finally let me through. 

Stupid piece of junk.

The trapdoor was one of three that honeycombed my floor. Another couple dozen doors lined the walls, though most of them only opened to reveal solid limestone. The spells that operated them had been systematically disabled, some of them pre-emptively, the rest as a consequence of me wandering into places I wasn’t supposed to go. 

Nadia said it was for my protection. The doors in the Felldeep were so convoluted and confusing that it was easy to take a wrong turn and wind up halfway across the world. That was how we’d lost Meph, after all. We’d tracked him to a patch of about a dozen doors in one corner of the Forest, depending on which door he went through, he could be on any one of four separate continents. 

But as much as I appreciated not getting locked out in the Arctic Circle, the room unnerved me. That’s the funny thing about rows of doors that don’t go anywhere: pretty soon, they start looking an awful lot like the bars of a cage. The rest of the interior didn’t exactly make it feel homey. The furniture was left over from when ThreeClaw lived here, and her tastes had apparently veered toward utilitarian neutrality. It wasn’t like I had any possessions of my own to add to the mix. Most of my stuff got destroyed in a fire a year ago, and after that I’d been living out of a car with Meph. I’d tried keeping my pink armchair in here for a while, but it felt out of place, like the last item left to shove into a moving van before it drove out of town. At least in the conference room it looked kinda quirky, instead of sad.

I threw myself onto the indifferent white sheets of the bed and pulled my tablet off the side table and opened my inbox, trying distract myself from my already shitty mood. There were a few emails from my network of folklorists and historians, though their messages had lost their sense of urgency.

I skipped them and opened the next email down.

Hello Arkay,

I started my new job today, and it looks like everything is going well. The people here are friendly, and I’m not the only ghoul working here. Actually, this Friday a bunch of us are going out to a vegan place that just opened up down the street. Everyone here seems to be pretty open about who and what we are. It feels nice, not having to hide. 

I know there’s an Order building right downtown, but for the first time since Matheson, I actually feel safe. A pair of Hoarde rakshasa came by the morgue the other day and gave me their phone numbers in case I had any problems (and one of them is really cute— I’ll let you know more as that develops). 

I don’t know how you did it, but thank you so much for getting me this job. The morgue’s a fifteen-minute drive from the rehab institute, so I’ll be able to come look in on Rosario as often as they’ll let me in.

It’s a bit more of a drive from Fort Wayne, but Father Gabriel is hoping to make the trip at least once a month, maybe more. I’ll let the two of you figure out the details. 

Rosa’s doing well. Her therapists are nice people, and they’re all really impressed with how quickly she’s improving. Now that she’s fluent in English, her speech therapist is starting her on Spanish and ASL. He hopes that might jog some memories. 

She doesn’t remember me, but I guess we didn’t know each other very long. Maybe if you come see her, it might spark something. 

Besides, I think she’d like to see you again. 

I’ll keep you posted on new developments as they happen.

—Danielle

I’d received a similar email from Kindra, Rosario’s... girlfriend? Ex-girlfriend? I didn’t know what to call her anymore, but she had taken up an apprenticeship in a tattoo parlor in the same area. Whatever their relationship at this point, she still wanted to be a part of Rosa’s life. Her last email had been a short one:

You were right. She doesn’t remember me. 

She doesn’t remember watching Star Wars, either, so I’m bringing the OT over next weekend. Danielle will be there too. Come join us if you can get away.

That was weeks ago. I’d tried sneaking away from Nadia’s endless assignments, only to wind up lost in the Forest for half the day. By the time I managed to get myself within arm’s reach of a working vehicle, their movie marathon was long over. 

Danielle told me that was fine. She said Rosa didn’t even notice I wasn’t there. She meant it in a good way.

Besides, it didn’t matter. The most important thing was that Rosario was comfortable with Danielle and Kindra. If anything went haywire with the Hoarde, they were my first line of defense. One text, and the two of them would be at Rosa’s side within an hour, ready to whisk her off to the farthest corners of the country. Sure, the Hoarde’s bodyguards were technically capable of protecting Rosario if it came down to it. I just couldn’t trust them to care about her. 

I needed to get off this track before I made myself mad again. I opened the next email.

RK—

We’ve got a new arrival at the Valley. Looks like he’s starving but he refuses to eat. I don’t know if he’s got a head thing going on or if he’s one of those ghouls you told me about, but either way, it sounds like you’re his best shot right now. 

—Mike Jones, Mayor

PS. I’ve been spreading the word as far out as St. Louis about Meph, but still no luck. Susan’s planning to hop a train to California later this month, and I gave her your email. Maybe she’ll find something.

I buried my head in the sheet and sighed before opening up a reply.

Mike,

Thanks for looking. Keep your eyes open.

I’ll have someone drop by the Valley within a week, but I’m shooting for tomorrow. 

Arkay

I wrote up a second email to our outreach specialist, and added a note to send a care package, too: food, cold weather gear, a few new tents, and a shipping crate full of the socks and menstrual products that were always in short supply. 

My finger lingered over the ‘send’ button.

Did Meph have socks?

The thought struck a nerve. He’d only been homeless for a few weeks before we’d teamed up, and he’d royally sucked at it. He didn’t know the thousand little tricks that helped keep you alive on the streets, and he was too stubborn to ask for help. 

I was still holding out hope that he’d connect with veterans somewhere, maybe find some common ground, but in four months nobody had heard of him. I’d tried asking around the Hoarde, but without much luck. Some people acted like I’d told a joke. Most of them got stiff and cold, and told me in clipped tones that they’d look into it. As if they cared what happened to Order reject.

Who needed them? I’d find him my own way. 

Hopefully he could hold out that long.

Meph

A heavy, metallic creak announced the opening of the reinforced steel door at the top of the stairs. Below, the dim hallway brightened momentarily with the spillover of light from somewhere above. Two pairs of footsteps descended, coming to a halt at the door to my cell. Two men, one black and one Arab, but otherwise identical. Both stood well over six feet tall, both wore the same tailored suits in the same shade of crimson, both were groomed like they were ready to attend a gala, and both carried AK-47s. Every inch of them was visible through the pane of bullet-proof glass that formed the front of my cell.

“The Contessa invites you to dine with her,” said the black man, his voice softened by a mild British accent. 

His expression was perfectly composed, cold without the indiscretion of a scowl. I knew how to get a rise out of him. I’d done it before, when I’d told him that his Contessa could go fuck herself. But whatever else he’d wanted to do to me, he’d simply turned around and walked away, and taken my daily rations of food and water with him.

I’d missed too many meals lately.

“Sure,” I grunted. His eyes narrowed, and I nearly rolled mine. “Inform the Contessa that I’d be delighted.” I couldn’t quite keep the sneer out of my tone.

“On your feet,” said the other, gesturing with his rifle. I dragged my feet, nearly falling as the blood rushed from my head. How long had I been crouched in that corner?

“Out here.” The two men stood on opposite sides of the door, far enough apart that I couldn’t catch them both in a bull rush. I could try anyway, but I’d likely wind up full of lead. Around the corner was a simple bathroom, pointedly devoid of doors or curtains. Basic toiletries adorned the sink: soap, a toothbrush and toothpaste, shaving cream, and a disposable razor. 

I stared blankly at them.

“Get yourself cleaned up.” He nodded at the shower. 

“Some privacy first?” I asked. With some time and tinkering, I might be able to dismantle the razor into a weapon, or at least do something with that can of shaving cream.

“We’re staying here,” the black man said, raising his rifle. “Clean up and get dressed.” 

“You have to be joking,” I muttered. 

His expression hardened, as did his grip on the weapon. 

I could make a stand for the sake of principle, but dignity didn’t compare to the pangs in my stomach or the rasp of thirst in my voice. The last several days had made my circumstances painfully clear. If I didn’t eat with the Contessa, I wouldn’t eat at all.

I stripped out of clothes that were likely beyond saving. They’d been heavy with sweat and grime long before I’d been dragged here, and my incarceration had done nothing to improve the smell. Now the odor of my waste bucket clung to the fabric like a miasma.

I tried to ignore the hostile eyes and focus instead on the hot water and the feel of soap on my skin, the simple relief of being clean for the first time in far too long. I didn’t want to be obvious, in case they decided to drag me away before I finished, but I gulped down as much water as I could while I cleaned up. 

By the time I stepped out of the shower, my clothes had disappeared, replaced by a length of wine-colored fabric that hung from a velvet hanger. A tuxedo, I discovered when I gave it a closer examination, dark red and trimmed with black and gold. 

“Put it on,” said the British guard. I didn’t have much choice, judging by the way he shifted his grip on his rifle. 

The suit fit better than it had any right to, as did the shoes I’d been given. 

They marched me up the stairs at gunpoint, through plainly decorated servant’s quarters and into the more lavish front rooms of a manor house. Plush carpet muffled our footsteps. Paintings and tapestries crowded the walls. Enormous windows displayed artistic views of a forest, each glimpse framed by stained-glass dragons observing their domain. 

They led me into a grand dining hall, as opulent and overwrought as the rest of the estate, and its centerpiece was a table that could have seated a small army. At its head, framed by the mantel of a gaping fireplace, sat a chair that could only be described as a throne. Seated therein was an imposing woman, tall and muscular, with ringlets of dark hair cascading down her back. She had the curves of a goddess, wrapped in a floor-length gown the color of glowing coals.

Every detail about her— the arch of her brows, the smoke of her eyes, the set of her shoulders— demanded attention and respect. 

“Thank you, Safi, Garrett.” A twist of her finger dismissed them to the corners of the room, and she turned her attention to me. "Come, mein Häftling. Sit. Have a drink. You must be thirsty."

You made sure of it, I wanted to snarl, but instead I grunted an affirmative, creeping into the only available chair. A glass of wine sat before me. Gingerly I picked it up and took a gulp. It was strong and so dry that it only made me more thirsty. 

“Have some more,” she insisted, fixing me with calculating eyes as I took a second, smaller sip. Her stare didn’t leave me until I’d finished the glass. 

As soon as I put it down, she made another subtle gesture, and a flurry of servants swarmed the table. A place setting appeared before me, and more importantly, a bowl of thick, salty soup and a basket of bread. I grabbed a pair of rolls immediately, keeping one safe in my hand while I tore into the other. 

“Don’t eat so quickly,” she chided. “I would hate for you to choke.” Her tone was soft, but absolute authority hardened her smile into a threat.

Slowly I pried my hands off the dinner rolls and forced myself to chew thoroughly and wash it down with a drink before I took my next bite. I kept my eyes on the servants who refilled my glass, ready to stab them with a fork if they tried to take my food away. 

It occurred to me a moment later that the sharp-bladed knife would make a decent weapon.  

I watched her carefully for signs of another command, but she merely smiled at me like I’d performed a trick. Carefully I picked up a spoon and began on the soup. Hunger told me to gulp it down, but I didn’t dare. The Contessa’s iron gaze never left me, even as she daintily consumed her own portion. 

“My colors suit you,” she said.

My soup bowl was nearly empty. I sopped up the last drops with bread. This could hold me over until the next meal, couldn’t it? “I look like a waiter.” 

If I’d insulted the Contessa, she only smiled. “A charming profession. And so smartly dressed.” She trailed her fingers across the sleeves of a passing servant, and his face flushed the same shade as his jacket. “But I believe your talents are otherwise inclined.” 

“Why am I here?” I asked. 

“Americans,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “So eager to get to business. Dinner is a time for conversation.” Her eyes were cold and unforgiving, and I took another swallow of wine. “Tell me, Häftling. What brings you to Germany?” 

“A door,” I said flatly. She flashed a smile that was too refined to be a glare. “I got lost.”

“And you wandered into my lands,” she said. “How fortunate for you. The world is a dangerous place for one of your background. Not all hosts would be as gracious as I have been.” 

I've seen better. 

"Really?" She asked. "Do tell."

Shit. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. 

"You were saying?" She prompted again. 

Carelessness was going to get me killed. If I wanted to get out of this alive, I needed to be smart. I forced back the fuzziness inside my head and tried to focus. 

I'd read up on dragons, back when I'd been in training, and I'd brushed up when I'd started working with Rosario. Traditionally they were solitary predators, though that was such an understatement that it bordered on ludicrous. Their animosity toward other dragons was the stuff of legends. They couldn't be within a mile of each other without resorting to homicide, not even to breed. 

I could use that against her.

"You've been gracious, sure,” I said. “But the last dragon I spent time with was much more accommodating.” 

She arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “You forget yourself. You are my Häftling, not only my guest.” 

“Wasn’t hers, either,” I said. “More like one part refugee, one part prisoner of war. But she was still awfully friendly about it.” 

My glass refilled. “And who was this most magnanimous of hosts?”

The room was starting to swim, and I took another swallow to steady it. It didn’t work. “A Japanese river dragon in the American Midwest. Might have heard of her. Goes by Arkay.” 

The Contessa flashed a thin-lipped smile. “Her reputation hasn’t yet reached this far, it seems.” 

“You sure about that?” I asked. “Seems like everyone in the Order knows about her. All the way to the top. Even Archduchess Stavros was involved with trying to take her down.” 

The Contessa sat back, crossing her legs with such a look of disdain that I half-expected to see her tail lashing under the table. “Was she now?” 

“Last I heard? Yes. Yes, she was.” Actually, she’d been more concerned with my court-martial, but I wasn’t about to tell the dragon that. There were only so many names I could drop before I got into outright lies, and I had no idea how equipped she was to check my facts.

“Then it seems I have been gravely misinformed.” She tilted her head to one side, resting her cheek on one knuckle, and gestured for my glass to be refilled. “Come, Häftling. Tell me more about this Arkay.” 

Nadia

I knocked on the door of Arkay’s apartment. 

No answer. 

I knocked again, and then a third time, and still received no reply. I tried the doorknob, and it turned easily. An unlocked door had always been an invitation to come inside, at least when ThreeClaw had lived here. She’d valued discretion almost as much as she valued her privacy. It was part of the reason she’d insisted that I keep my own apartment, even though there was a time when I’d spent more time in hers than my own. 

It’s not her, I reminded myself. This is Arkay. The rules are different for her.

Exactly, I argued back. She’s a child. She needs authority and guidance. You need to be the one to provide it for her. 

I took a deep breath and pushed open the door. The lights were on and almost painfully bright, but I could have navigated the room in the dark. ThreeClaw’s personal belongings had been packed into storage and some of the furniture had been moved slightly, but otherwise it remained exactly as ThreeClaw had left it. 

There were no additional pictures, no odds and ends, no trophies of victories past. As haphazard as Arkay was in every other aspect of her life, her room was almost eerily devoid of clutter. A few dirty dishes lay in the sink, but they seemed surreal, almost out of place. The apartment looked more like something out of a catalogue than a place where a dragon had lived for four months. 

“Arkay?” I called softly.

Still no answer. 

I approached the bedroom. Another knock was met by still more silence, and I opened the bedroom door. 

She lay sprawled across the bed, still fully dressed, her face pressed against the black screen of a rubber-encased tablet. Her short, shaggy hair had settled in in a wild disarray, further disheveled every time she twitched and shuddered in her sleep. 

ThreeClaw had never slept well on her own. War had left her ever-vigilant, and only the presence of another body seemed to soothe her nerves. As far as I knew, she’d never told a soul about it. Maybe she didn’t fully realize it herself. 

I wanted to reach out to her, to smooth her flyaway hair, to ease her back into a more soothing sleep.

Except that this wasn’t ThreeClaw, and she had a job to do.

I cleared my throat. “Arkay, wake up.”

ThreeClaw would have rolled from the bed, ready to spring into action. Arkay merely flopped onto her back and leaned up onto her elbows, blinking blearily around the room before her eyes focused on me.

“Fuck,” she yawned. “Can you get any creepier?” 

I ignored the barb and showed her the phone, the screen still ticking off the seconds while the woman on the other end remained on hold. “There’s a call for you.” 

“What?” Arkay peered at the clock on the wall, though it took her several seconds to register that it was three in the morning. “Who the fuck would be calling...” I could pinpoint the exact moment her system spiked with adrenaline. Her posture straightened, her eyes dilated, and her expression became sharp and alert. “Did something happen? Is Rosario okay?” She acted like a strategic weapon was at stake, rather than a single human woman. 

“No news on Rosario,” I said, keeping the emotion out of my voice. “The call is from one of our allies.” I used the term loosely. “An important one. This isn’t someone we can ignore until morning.” 

Arkay wilted. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.” 

“Try not to start a war,” I said, and I took the phone off hold. “You’re on speaker, Your Grace.”

Your Grace? Arkay mouthed silently back at me. 

“Thank you, Nadezda.” The Contessa rolled my name on her tongue the way a child might savor a favorite candy. “I am speaking to Arkay, then? I’ve heard so very much about you.” 

“It’s three AM,” Arkay said flatly. “Why are you calling me?” The closest she could come to diplomacy was a full sentence without the word ‘fuck’ in it. 

I glared at her. Which part of ‘don’t start a war’ was difficult to grasp?

“Is it so late?” I could hear the simper on the Contessa’s lips. “It’s so easy to forget the difference in time between our countries. A mistake I’m sure you’ve made often— that is, if you’ve had dealings outside of your own borders?”

Arkay deepened her glower.

Don’t you dare, I mouthed at her. 

“Who the hell is this fucker?” Arkay hissed in tones that were likely meant to be inaudible. 

They weren’t. 

“Merely an interested party bidding you welcome to your new home,” said the voice on the phone. She sounded amused more than offended; I couldn’t tell if that was better or worse.

“Arkay,” I said tightly. “This is the Contessa. The dragon of the Black Forest.” 

If she’d ever had a name beyond that title, she didn’t need one. 

Before the Order came to power, the world had been teeming with dragons, but very few ever made it past their teenage years. Instinct drove them to venture out and claim a territory of their own, and usually that meant challenging an older, larger dragon for their own land. Roughly ninety percent died in that first fight. The remaining ten percent would typically be killed off within a decade, either by a younger dragon or by human dragonslayers. 

The Contessa had held the Black Forest for more than a century. She was one of only seven to accomplish that in all of recorded history. 

“It’s so good to hear that the Hoarde is finally under new management,” the Contessa continued. “My deepest regards. Oh, and Nadezda, dear, while I have you on the phone, I wanted to assure you that my previous offer still stands. If you find yourself wanting to escape your present situation, know that I’m only a phone call away.” 

My stomach dropped. My shoulders tightened. It was a backhanded offer at the best of times, but this— this was cruel. She’d advertised subversion and betrayal in front of another dragon. She’d proclaimed me untrustworthy and seditious. ThreeClaw would have seen the slander for what it was, but Arkay?

I couldn’t be sure.

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” I said, hardening my voice into ice to hide my anxiety. 

The Contessa tutted. “Your loyalty is admirable, but unfortunately misguided. I’m afraid your new master can’t take care of you the way you deserve.” 

“You want to say that again?” Arkay demanded, her hackles rising. 

“No need for posturing, Schlängelchen. I already know you’re new to all this. And this Hoarde of yours is entirely too much responsibility for you. There’s no shame in acknowledging that. The real shame comes in failing so spectacularly to care for your charges.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Why, the poor, starved puppy I found on my doorstep.” The Contessa’s voice held a smile. “He did mention an Arkay, but I dearly hope that wasn’t you. I'm sure the name is fairly common in your country." 

The hairs on my neck stood on end, and I tasted ozone. Electricity crackled in the air. The call fuzzed into static and dropped entirely. 

Arkay had leaped from her bed, her lips peeled back in a snarl, her claws out and ready to shred. "She has Meph."

That was what she took out of this conversation? 

She’d listened to a barrage of insults and barbs with indifference. She’d been accused of neglect without more than a sneer. She’d been told that I— her first lieutenant, her closest advisor, her greatest supporter— was poised to betray her, and she didn’t bat an eye.

Because she didn’t care. Not about responsibility or pride. Not about me. 

Just some miserable Order castaway. 

“Put her back on the line,” Arkay growled.

“No.” My phone’s screen was frozen, the shapes fuzzy and the colors distorted. It would probably have to be reset, assuming it survived at all. 

“Then give me her fucking number and I’ll do it myself. That crawling bitch has Meph.” 

“Let her have him.” The word tasted like acid on my tongue.

Abruptly Arkay was too close, her eyes narrow and sharp. “You wanna try that again?” 

“He’s an Orderling,” I said. “The faster she kills him off, the better off we all are.” 

“He’s reformed.” 

“You think that actually matters?” I spat. “Do you have any idea how many innocent people die every day because of the likes of him? ThreeClaw dedicated her life to ending their reign of terror. If one more of their kind dies, then I call that a victory.” 

She pulled back, her expression unreadable and cold.

“Funny,” she said. “He used to say the same thing about people like you.” 

Meph

I regained consciousness and regretted it instantly. The inside of my mouth felt lined with carpet; my throat felt like sandpaper. Sunlight streamed through a nearby window, and every shaft of light sent a stabbing pain through my skull. I wanted to vomit, but the taste of acid in my mouth suggested that had happened already. 

Jesus Christ, what did she do to me?

I burrowed into the warm dark of a blanket. It was soft and plush, though damp from sweat, and it reeked of stale wine. I stayed under until the threat of smothering forced me to creep into the painful brightness of the room. 

I’d been laid in an elegant four-poster bed and covered in a thick feather comforter. The sheets underneath me were a higher thread count than I was used to; Arkay could probably have given me an exact number, but I could only ascertain that they were luxurious and soft. I’d also been dressed in silk pajamas, though I didn’t dare think too hard about how or when that had happened. 

A pitcher of water sat on the bedside table, accompanied by an already-filled glass and a note written on gold-embossed stationary: In vino veritas, in aqua sanitas. In wine there is truth, in water there is health.  

“Fuck you.” I downed the glass, only to find the inside of my mouth assaulted by the sting of unexpected carbonation. I spat it out, choking and spluttering.

I sniffed at the glass. It didn’t smell unusual. It didn’t taste like anything unnatural, either. Just ordinary carbonated water. It had been fairly common when I’d been making my way through Germany, but I hadn’t had anything like that since I’d been captured by the Contessa’s guards. For the last few weeks, I’d been lucky to get water at all. 

There was no way in hell she’d let me go this easily. What was she playing at? 

I drank as much of the offered water as I could stomach, then valiantly braved the rest of the suite. The walls were papered in an intricate burgundy and black design that looked vaguely Victorian, though it lacked any obvious signs of age. The bedroom furniture was all wood, all of it expertly carved and stained nearly black, and tastefully accented with gold leaf. Beyond a lacquered door was an expansive bathroom, complete with a bathtub large enough that it must have been intended for at least two occupants. Beyond another door lay a sitting room in the same style. But that was as far as I could go. The next door was locked. 

I might be able to break the door down, assuming it wasn’t reinforced, though that would probably summon the guards. I could snap the legs off one of those chairs and make a decent club, but it wouldn’t do much against AK-47s. I could try smashing my way through the stained-glass windows, but there’d be no squeezing through the artistically wrought iron bars just beyond.

I hadn’t been released, only moved to a nicer cage. 

At least this one had access to a shower.

I felt significantly more human once I’d gotten cleaned up, though I noticed with unease that someone had followed me into the bathroom. There had been no sound, no glimpse of movement, no sign of an intruder, but my discarded pajamas had been removed from the bathroom floor and replaced, once again, by a red tuxedo. 

I didn’t like where this was going. 

Awkwardly I put on the provided clothing and stepped back outside. 

The sitting room had been empty a few minutes before. Now a tea service had been laid out across a coffee table, and a pair of armed guards stood at attention on either side of the locked door.

The Contessa sat on the black leather sofa. Her gown was a deep ruby, the same shade as her satisfied grin. “Good morning, mein Häftling. I trust you slept well.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. 

She tittered. “Such a fascinating conversation we had last night. You were quite talkative.” 

“You got me drunk.” The accusation was aimed as much at myself as at her. I shouldn’t have been so fast to talk. I should have trained up on advanced counter-interrogation techniques when I’d had the chance. Instead, I’d accepted the Order’s standard training. I’d always assumed I’d be willing to go through with it if the occasion ever arose. As it turned out, I was more amenable to wearing gaudy tuxedos and meekly drinking tea than I was to suicide. 

The Contessa smiled, completely ignoring my retort. “I’m particularly intrigued by what you had to say about your dear Arkay...”

“You stay away from her,” I snapped. 

The guards shifted, adjusting the rifles in their hands, but the Contessa only laughed. “So protective! And I was worried you would be entirely untrained. This is a lovely surprise.”

I narrowed my eyes. 

“It’s fitting, really. An ambitious little thing like herself, it’s only natural she’d find herself a few good hounds. Your breeding makes you an unusual choice, of course, but...” She tilted her head to the side. “Given her background, I can understand her preference for pit bulls. It must be quite a strong preference, considering the effort she’s put into procuring you.”

What effort? Arkay had taken me on out of pity and some misguided attempt to honor Rosario’s memory. I was an afterthought to her.

The dog metaphor was an uncomfortably accurate one, though. I needed to change the subject before it got unbearable.

“Is this another interrogation?” I asked, nodding at the tea. “Because I’m not drinking that.” They’d probably spiked it with sodium thiopental or something. 

The Contessa tittered. “Of course not, dear. I’m here to make you an offer.” 

“You’re joking.” I’d been wondering if she’d just have her guards pour it down my throat, or whether that would compromise her elegant facade. 

“Never,” she said. “I am a woman in the business of filling needs. And you, my dear, are so very unfulfilled.” 

The last time a woman had talked to me like that, she’d been a dancer in Arkay’s old strip club. Not the kind of association I wanted to make with the dragon who’d starved and imprisoned me for the past several weeks. “I don’t want anything you could possibly give me.” 

Her lips parted, revealing perfect white teeth. “Not even the Order?” 

I made every effort to keep emotion off my face. “Like I said. Nothing you could possibly give me.” 

“Nothing is impossible for the suitably resourceful.” Her smile widened. “Especially not when I’ve done it before.” 

She was lying. She was one of the Order’s greatest enemies, not a member of the High Synod. And besides, even if I might have entertained fantasies while drugged, I was sober enough to know better. “Even if they wanted me back, I don’t belong there. The Order is broken.” 

“Indeed it is,” she said. “And it’s in desperate need of repair. A task, I think, that would befit a man such as yourself.”

I glared. “I’m sure.” 

“Your drunken ramblings impressed me, Häftling. You have dreams. Your ideals are so often smothered in individuals of your breeding, but they instill in you a potential that should be appropriately harnessed.” Her glance dipped momentarily. “There are other ways to take advantage of your talents, I’m sure. But that would hardly be an efficient use for them.” 

I felt the sudden urge to cross my legs. “You want to use me?”

“You have always been used, without reservation or pity.” She leaned forward, and I would have edged away if I hadn’t been blocked by the back of the couch. “But unlike your previous master, I intend for you to be well rewarded for your efforts. I think you’ve gone long enough living off scraps.” 

“Is that why you opted not to feed me?” I asked.

“A woman does not reach my position by wasting resources on impotent assets. Fortunately, you find yourself in possession of a unique potential. I suggest you make use of it.” 

Or else I would go back to starving in a cell. 

She smiled sweetly. “But that shouldn’t be difficult for you. You have dreams. You could bring the Order back to what it always should have been: a shield between the innocent lambs and the beasts that would consume them.” 

I swallowed, but said nothing. Apparently she took that as an answer, because she gave my leg a congenial pat. 

“Consider my offer, Häftling. We will discuss it again at dinner."

Arkay

I hurled my bed into the air, and it collapsed into mattress, frame and bed spring as it hit the wall. Something splintered, and there was a puff of drywall dust in the dim light, but I was too furious to care. 

She had Meph. She had Meph! She had him and she was keeping him from me and she was doing who knew what to him. He was mine, god-fucking-dammit, and she couldn't have him! 

How dare she take what was mine and dangle him in front of me like that? 

I'd rip that coal-sucker's eyes out!

And Nadia! 

She knew I'd been looking for him. She'd been helping me look. And now she got off telling me to just leave him? Fuck, she didn't even bother looking surprised when the Contessa dropped that bomb on me. Did she know already, or did she honestly give so few fucks that she couldn't even bother to fake a reaction? 

Fuck her, then. Fuck them all. I'd been an idiot to ask her for help in the first place. Now that I knew the Contessa had him, I could do the rest on my own. Then I could get him somewhere safe, and grab Rosario, and get the hell out of this prison. 

First, though, I needed a plan. Success required plans, and good planning required recon. 

I pulled up my phone and dialed the Hoarde's archive. It was one of the few places I was actually allowed to go, mostly so I could do background reading for all the political bullshit Nadia had me doing. And thanks to world-wide political ties with people who couldn’t respect fucking time zones, they had to have someone on staff around the clock.

After four rings, the archivist on duty picked up. "M'ello?" yawned a voice on the other end. 

I seethed. "This is Arkay. As in dragon."

I caught a muffled "shit!" from the other end, along with some hasty scrambling. When the young man spoke again, he sounded far more professional. "Yes, ma'am. How can I be of assistance to you today? Tonight. I mean tonight."

"I just got a phone call from a piece of work who calls herself the Contessa. Know of her?"

I heard him swallow. "I've heard of her, yes."

"Good," I said. "Bring me everything you have on her."

It was time the Contessa and I were properly introduced.

Nadia

For the next week, I kept myself busy. A family of kobolds in Chicago wanted help recovering a precious family heirloom, a new dragon had come to power in the Amazon, and a syndicate of oni wanted to renegotiate our trade agreement. All of that required meetings, paperwork, and administration. I barely had a chance to eat before I collapsed into bed at night, so keeping my mind off Arkay should have been easy. 

Should have been. 

Instead I found myself lying awake for hours, silently fuming at the ceiling. I was coming in late to appointments because I would be reminded of Arkay on the walk over and lost track of time while I silently seethed. I relieved my frustrations in the gym, only to wind up pulling muscles and straining joints. 

My mental processes were grinding down, my reaction times were flagging, and my productivity was reaching an all-time low. I suspected I was developing an ulcer, though regular doses of Styx kept healing it before it had the chance to fester. 

I was effectively immortal thanks to the drug, and Arkay was still taking years off my life. 

Maybe I should take the Contessa’s offer, I thought bitterly. See how well Arkay handles the Hoarde without me around to keep the wheels turning. 

Let the Contessa— I only managed to entertain the idea for a moment before the satisfaction of spite drained away. The Contessa wouldn’t just claim me for her own. She would break me down into my component parts and remake me in her own image. She would peel away every vein of loyalty and affection I had for ThreeClaw, and replace them with a fanatic devotion to my new master. 

Arkay was utterly useless, but she had neither the patience nor intelligence for that kind of domination.

I shook my head. There weren't enough hours in my day to waste on dramatics. I was only even entertaining this nonsense because I was tired. I needed coffee, and then I'd be thinking clearly again. 

I left the conference room that acted as my office and headed to the bazaar. 

The Felldeep’s marketplace had started out as a staff cafeteria in the early days of the Hoarde, both imposing and practical to suit ThreeClaw’s sensibilities. But as the Hoarde grew, the Felldeep became home to an ever larger population of refugees, most of whom had brought their own culinary habits. Kiosks spread like weeds around the kitchens, and the air was dense with a clutter of smells. Habañero long pork battled for space with halal kebap. Pickled ginger stood side by side with gingerbread. Further away from the kitchens, novelties and daily wares joined the mess, until the overcrowded cafeteria resembled a market square more than an organized structure. 

I wasn't the only one who needed a drink, apparently. The little coffee stand already boasted a long line that wrapped around a display of Matcha whisks and lingered thoughtfully beside a waist-high stack of prayer rugs. 

I pulled out my phone— might as well look through my emails while I waited— when a voice caught my attention. 

"So anyway..." Up ahead, a young kappa huddled with the most conspiratorial air he could without losing his place in line. "A few days ago, someone who said she was Arkay called me up during the night shift, right? Like four in the morning. And she asked for like everything we had on the Contessa, and fast. So of course I had to deliver it— I almost needed a wheelbarrow to get it all— and she answered the door and everything."

"Holy crap. You saw her?" asked a waifish succubus who worked in IT. "What did she look like?"

"Are you sure it was her?" asked a handsome impundulu, his beaded braids clicking around his face

"Of course I'm sure.” The kappa said, nodding carefully to keep the water from spilling out of the indentation in his head. “She introduced herself as Arkay. Who would lie about that?" 

"It could have been a doppelganger," the impundulu pointed out. "It wouldn't be the first one. Do you remember that one who called herself ThreeClaw a couple years back? It was when the Olympics were on."

"That wasn't a doppelganger,” said the succubus. “That was really ThreeClaw.” 

"It was not," said the kappa. "The Order had already killed her by then."

"No, they only said they did. They lied about it. Everyone knows that."

"Then why do we suddenly have another dragon?" the impundulu asked. "If ThreeClaw was still here, she wouldn't have it." He was getting agitated enough that tiny feathers were starting to add flashes of stark white to his midnight skin, and electricity began crackling in his long hair.

"I thought Arkay was ThreeClaw,” the succubus said. 

"Then why would she change her name?” the kappa asked. “Besides, she had both arms. Everyone knows ThreeClaw only had one."

"Maybe she grew it back and decided to change her name,” the succubus said. “Dragons can do that, you know."

"That's not dragons, it's newts."

"My cousin said it was dragons."

"Has your cousin ever even seen a dragon up close?"

Their argument was drawing attention, and not just from the other people in line. Passersby abandoned discretion to lean in, their interest piqued by gossip.

“As fascinating as I find this discussion,” I broke in coolly. “It does leave certain questions unanswered.”

For the briefest of moments, the three nodded cheerfully along with my contribution, blindly accepting another voice into their conversation. The impundulu looked up first, his face going ashen and his pinprick feathers puffing up in alarm when he realized who I was. The succubus caught his expression and glanced abruptly at me, and her full lips snapped shut. The kappa had his back to me, but I could see his body stiffen as realization washed over him. 

“Foremost,” I continued. “Do the Felldeep’s archives not ensure the same rights of privacy observed by other libraries, or has that recently changed without my having been informed?”

The kappa swallowed, and the water held in his skull rippled. 

“Secondly, do you find it important to publicize the confidential research conducted by all your patrons, or merely those you deem to be celebrities?” The last word came out a hiss. 

The kappa turned and nearly crashed into his compatriots. “I didn’t— I wasn’t—” 

I ignored his stammers. “And perhaps most importantly, is this flagrant disregard for your vocation a personal matter, or has this become common behavior among the other members of your staff?” 

“I— I—” He stared at me with wide eyes, his short dark hair plastered to his face with both sweat and spilt water. 

“Get yourself cleaned up and report to security,” I said. “Ivan will want to know exactly how much information has been leaking from the archives.” 

The last of the color drained from the kappa’s face, and he swayed. Automatically the succubus and the impundulu stepped closer, wary in case he fainted outright. It was an appropriate reaction to meeting our head of security. I liked to think I cultivated an air of intimidation, but it was hard to compete with an eight-foot-tall minotaur. 

I dismissed the kappa with a wave of my hand, and the succubus and impundulu helped him out of line. Our audience dissipated. Those in line averted their eyes and huddled into whispers, while others ducked their heads and hurried on their way. With any luck, the topic of conversation would be more invested in security breaches and spycraft, rather than Arkay.

Meanwhile, I got out of line. Arkay had bypassed her supervisors to call the archives directly. That required investigation. 

I passed through one of the enormous doors in the walls of the bazaar, and found myself in a long hallway lined with security cameras and even more doors. More hallways exactly like it connected every single chamber in the Felldeep. If an enemy ever managed to breach one of the public areas, we’d be able to remotely break the enchantments on the doors, entombing the intruders in a small, unventilated space under fifty feet of solid rock. Only ThreeClaw’s apartments connected directly to the public spaces, though most of those had been sealed when Arkay moved in. We’d worked hard to maintain the Hoarde’s credibility during ThreeClaw’s absence. The last thing I needed was for Arkay to mingle with our employees and prove that we’d taken on an incompetent dragon.

I turned left into the administrative wing, then passed down another long hallway to the familiar door. It didn’t open. 

Irate, I knocked. “Arkay, open the door.”

A voice filtered through the door, speaking too low for me to make out the words. 

“I said let me in.”

The door opened just wide enough for Arkay to slip through and snap it shut behind her. She probably meant to block the view, but she was too short to conceal much from me. Piles of books and papers were spread across the coffee table in the familiar patterns of research.

“Don’t tell me I’ve got another phone call already,” she said, her tone acidic in its sweetness. “It’s barely ten in the morning. Did somebody mix up their time zones or something?”

I narrowed my eyes. “It sounds like you’ve been making plenty of calls of your own.” 

“I’ve been known to do that on occasion,” she said evenly.

“I’m sure you have. And tell me, are you enjoying the collected works of the Contessa?” 

She raised her eyebrows in a parody of mild interest. “Keeping tabs of the books I read? Real classy.” 

“You called the archives behind my back.”

“Oh, wiretapping. My mistake.” She snorted. “I’ve called the archives plenty of times. How the hell is it a problem now?” 

“Because before you were talking to seasoned archivists who took pride in their discretion. This time you called an idiot newbie who got stuck on the night shift and felt the need to share what he’d learned over breakfast.” 

“Who fucking cares?” she demanded. “I got a middle-of-the-night threatening phone call from another dragon, and I’m doing actual research to figure out who the hell I’m dealing with. If that kid wants to tell all his friends, then whoop-dee-fucking-doo. Guess what? Your new dragon’s actually doing her fucking job!”

“If that’s all he saw, that would be fantastic,” I snapped. “But you couldn’t be bothered to order the materials and leave well enough alone. You had to invite him into your bedroom. Were you even dressed at the time?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

Who was she trying to fool? “You think we didn’t do a background check when we brought you on? Did you really think you could hide that from us?”

“I haven’t been hiding anything.” 

“You were a pole dancer!” My voice nearly cracked into a shriek. “You used to take pride in yourself, you used to have dignity, and now you’re a few dollars short of a—a streetwalker!” 

I was ready for a gasp, a blush, a look of horror, anything to show she still had an ounce of shame. But apparently she’d lost all sense of shame when she’d lost her self-respect.

“You have no problem hiring a sex worker, but you don’t want all your friends to know. Can’t say I’ve never heard that one before.” She watched me like I was an enemy, but her head tilted coyly to one side. “By the way, I’ve just got to know. All this spying on me and sneaking around, did you learn that working for the KGB, or are you just trying to impress Putin? Because if you’re thinking of switching jobs, I would be delighted to write you a letter of recommendation.” She put her thumb and forefinger together. “Because you are doing a bang-up job.” 

How dare she. How dare she.

I’d dedicated my life to ThreeClaw. I’d given up my country to be with her. I had risked sanity and identity to uphold her legacy. And this pathetic, egotistic, self-righteous child had the nerve— the audacity— 

“You’re a disgrace,” I breathed, too furious even to vocalize. 

“You keep telling yourself that, comrade. You’re still the one desperate enough to ask me for help.” 

Meph

For days, almost nothing changed.

The door stayed locked and guarded. The windows remained barred. When I damaged something that had been given to me, it was taken away. Every evening, I was marched to the grand dining hall to eat with the Contessa. When I behaved politely and didn’t argue, I was rewarded with regular meals, though always simple and small compared to the lavish feasts I shared with her.

When I protested at all, even subtly, I was forbidden food until our next meeting.

It was an obvious ploy, a variety of manipulation in use since the first wolves were domesticated into dogs, and I was prepared for it.

I was less prepared for the silence.

Now that the Contessa had her sights on me, my guards vanished entirely to the other side of the door. They appeared only during meal times, and always without a word. They never laid a hand on me, but with the firepower they carried, they didn’t need to. In their absence, I was starting to crave human contact. Any kind of human contact.

Even contact that wasn’t so human.

The Contessa knew. When I did what she wanted, she had my place setting arranged at her right hand, and she favored me with fond glances and animated conversation. Her fingers brushed my hands as she spoke, casually enough that they seemed almost accidental, but her touches were so rare that each one took on a particular significance. 

When I displeased her, she banished me to the far end of the table and barely acknowledged me. 

Between our meetings, there was nothing. No books, no television, no work— nothing at all to occupy my thoughts, except for the Contessa’s face and the Contessa’s words, fresh and vivid in my mind while everything else felt more distant every day. 

She kept repeating those damned offers every goddamned day: I could go back to the Order, I could have my life back, I could have a goal and a purpose again.

But only through her. Only as long as I let her use me. 

But could she really do that? It wasn’t as though she could blackmail me with something worse than I’d already been accused of, and even her agents couldn’t touch me once I was back within the safe confines of the Order. She planned to twist me around her claws until I bowed to her every whim, but I already knew that. I was intelligent, and strong-willed, and prepared for her psychological warfare. It couldn’t possibly work on me.

Dragons are the children of lies, and so they are natural liars.

And once I was back in the Order’s good graces, I could do so much good. Not just root out the corruption inside our ranks, but lead them against one of the most pervasive and ruthless dragons in modern history. Even the Archduchess hadn’t managed that, and she’d built her reputation over a long career of dragon slaying. 

I was playing into the Contessa's hands, and I knew it. She wanted me to analyze and deconstruct and second-guess my own thoughts until I was lost in my own confusion. I combated her efforts as best I could. I recited scripture and spells and prayers until the words came as naturally as breathing. I drilled what exercises and strength training I could in the small space, working myself into exhaustion just so I could sleep. I became meticulous about my hygiene, just to while away a few more minutes every day.

I did it all to preserve my slowly fraying sanity. Not to earn comments about how other clothes would better flatter my figure, or how another shade might better suit my hair.

“You have such lovely locks, Häftling,” she told me one evening, carding her hand through my hair. It took effort not to lean into her touch. She’s a dragon, I reminded myself. The most ruthless and evil of all monsters. A daughter of lies. “They’ve taken on such a pretty shine. Like spun gold.” 

“I need to get it cut,” I muttered. 

One eyebrow arched as she judged whether that had been defiance. 

“I’ve got split ends,” I added lamely. 

“No matter.” She patted my hand affectionately. “I know a lovely friseur who would be honored to assist.” 

The suggestion caught my attention. Another person meant a possible weakness in her cage. Someone who might help me escape, or at least someone I might possibly fight off long enough to do it on my own. I regarded the thought clinically, devoid of desperation or hope. It was merely a fact to be used. Nothing more.

“Did your old master enjoy your tresses?” she asked, going on before I could ask who she meant. “Did she have you long enough to make you cut that lovely hair, or did she encourage you to grow it out?”

Oh, I thought numbly. She meant Arkay.

“I... I don’t know what she thought about my hair.”

No. That was wrong. Arkay made a habit out of rubbing her hand along the very tips, back when it was still growing out of that old buzz cut. She’d commented on the color plenty of times, usually with mild curiosity. 

“I think she liked it,” I corrected.

“Of course she did, Häftling,” the Contessa said fondly. “Even she wouldn’t put so much effort into procuring a pet she didn’t fully enjoy.” 

But that wasn’t right.

“She didn’t procure me.” I wasn’t some prizewinning Dalmatian, I was a stray she’d pulled out of a gutter. “We were only even together because she felt sorry for me.” 

“Is that really what she had you believing?” the Contessa asked, a note of sympathy in her voice. “Nonsense. Utter nonsense."

Dragons always lie.

“I’ve heard your story, Häftling. I’ve done my research. And it seems obvious to me that she took special pains to claim you for her own.” 

"But that's not what happened," I said. "My shooting Rosario was an accident."

"I never said it was extensively deliberated. But it was clearly deliberate."

That didn't make sense. 

"Did you really believe she was feeling merciful when she saw you'd destroyed her favorite playmate? Did you think sparing your life was meant as an act of kindness?"

I shook my head. "She couldn't have known what the Order would do."

"All dragons know of the Order, what they think of our kind. Predicting their reactions would have been child's play."

"But she took me in—"

"She needed a new toy, and so she stole the weapon used against her and claimed it for herself. Didn't you tell me how much she enjoyed repaying attacks in kind? Turning a son of the Order against them would have been the most delicious irony."

"But we weren't fighting the Order. We were hunting child molesters and drug traffickers and serial killers."

"Was it really a hunt, though? Or was it a talent search? Didn’t you tell me that killing your prey was only ever a contingency? First you gave them a choice."

"To do the right thing," I said frantically. "To turn their lives around."

"And who would decide what direction they would turn? Who decided what the right thing was to be?"

Arkay did. Because... 

She’s a dragon. 

"Your prey was given the option to work for her. To submit their hearts and minds to her as you did. To join her own private army, or else be murdered by it. By you."

I felt sick. 

"And you were a faithful hound to your master. Loyal enough in your duty to bring her a cavern full of minions in need of a dragon. And now that she's claimed ThreeClaw’s Hoarde, she's more powerful than ever."

No no no. "She didn't. She wouldn't."

"Would you like me to call them up and see? You can speak to her yourself."

I clutched at the table to keep from sliding out of my chair. 

Dragons always lie.

"I'm sure she would be delighted to hear from you. After all, she never could have found the Felldeep without your help."

The Contessa is a dragon. Most evil and ruthless of all monsters. A daughter of lies. 

"We did it for Rosario. We needed to save Rosario."

"The girl was just a means to an end."

"No, she wasn't. You didn't know her like I did."

"Potnia Theron make lovely allies. They have a gift for bringing others into compliance, even after they're dead. How long did she hold the blame for the girl's death over your head? How long would you have had to grovel at Arkay's feet, murder in her name, to atone for that sin?"

Forever. I could never undo what I'd done. But that didn't mean—

“She’s not like that,” I repeated. “And Rosario isn’t dead. She’s comatose. Not dead. She can still get better. Arkay can find a way to save her.” 

“There’s only one way to save a person who’s suffered catastrophic brain damage,” the Contessa said. “And I’m afraid it requires the services of a priest.” 

Arkay wouldn’t let Rosario die. She wouldn’t let that happen. She would fight to the death to save her.

And if she couldn’t? 

Arkay had gone near-feral for weeks after Rosario got shot. She’d nearly beaten me to death with her bare hands. What would she do if Rosario died? Did she finally have enough time and distance to process it? Or would Rosa’s death send her over the edge? 

Or was she already long gone? Had our time together really been nothing but a callous manipulation? Revenge for what I’d taken from her? 

My head was spinning. A dull ache pounded behind my eyes. My thoughts ran in circles. 

Every word out of her mouth was a lie.

She’s a dragon. Most ruthless and evil of all monsters.

Dragons always lie.

Dragons always lie.

“Your confidence in this woman is truly inspiring,” the Contessa said. “But it’s time for you to admit the truth.”

Dragons always lie.

Arkay

As soon as I slammed the door in Nadia’s face, I scoured the walls, sending minute surges of electricity into every crack and crevice. 

It was one thing to walk in on me while I was in bed. She was such a workaholic, maybe she forgot that other people actually slept. But now she was talking about phone calls I made and books I checked out, and suddenly I was asking myself how many times she’d let herself into my apartment. There was no telling what she could have done in that time, but I wouldn’t put it past her to plant listening devices, or video cameras, or... or whatever.

It wouldn’t be the first time I’d had my home bugged.

Fuck, as if I didn’t feel caged enough already. Now she was tracking the queries I made at the archives. She didn’t even try to hide the fact that she was watching me, lording it over me like fucking blackmail.

This complicated things. 

I wasn’t sure who she hated more, me or the Order. But either way, it would suit her perfectly to keep me locked up down here while Meph suffered. And thanks to her KGB-style surveillance system, she’d know all my plans the moment I made them, and she could block me at every turn.

Unless I didn’t make any turns. 

Right now she was angry, which meant she wouldn’t be thinking clearly. Maybe she’d take some time to fume, maybe take a walk, kick a puppy or something. But that gave me an opening.

I grabbed my phone and as much cash as I could fit in my wallet, and I stepped into the bathroom. 

Nadia had disabled most of the doors in my apartment, but one remained conspicuously open.

It was a small door, hidden behind the pipes of the bathroom sink, and it took some wiggling and contortion for even me to slip through. Getting someone Nadia’s size through the narrow passageway would have been nearly impossible. 

Maybe she thought I couldn’t get through, either. Maybe that’s why she didn’t bother sealing it. Or maybe she assumed I was too stupid to find it. Most likely, though, Nadia didn’t know it existed. I’d kept plenty of things from Rosa; I didn’t put it past ThreeClaw to keep secrets of her own. 

I’d used this door exactly twice: once out of curiosity, and then again to scurry back inside the second I realized where it led. 

I took a breath, steadied myself, and unlatched the little door.

The space under my sink was cramped and dark on its own merit, but as soon as I crossed the threshold of the portal, the dark became absolute. I blinked a few times, but there was no acclimating to the inky blackness. I shivered as the comfortable apartment air was replaced by the icy chill of deep underground.

I’d barely wriggled myself through the door when I emerged from the hollow of an old oak. Not the big, wide cracks between roots, but the kind of hole a squirrel might disappear into, a good thirty feet up the trunk. I knew the distance almost exactly, because I hadn’t expected to catch myself the first time I went through, and I wound up falling out of the damn tree. Sheer luck had kept me from breaking my neck on impact, which was probably the point. This time, I anchored myself against the branches, swallowed a few times to relieve a sudden pressure between my ears, and climbed down. 

The Forest of the Damned had its redeeming qualities— a two-story-tall yggdradeer named Comet, for one— but I avoided coming here alone. Every aspect of the Forest of the Damned had been designed to instill its victims with paranoia and dread. The whole place was one great big act of psychological warfare.

A wet crack split the air. I turned on my phone, letting the screen illuminate the immediate area. Living shadows slithered past, snapping lazily at the light, but they kept their distance. 

Another crack sounded, sharp as a gunshot, and another immediately afterward. They were getting closer.

I braced myself. Deep breath. Stay focused. 

A shape emerged from between the trees. The dim light barely distinguished it from the shadows, but it gave me an impression of the thing. The creature was roughly the size of a lion, but without any distinguishable head. Instead it had seven canine-looking legs, and an odd radial symmetry, almost like a starfish. Its thick, leathery hide was dotted by dozens of eyes, the nearest of which swiveled to stare at me, and new welts started to rise along its side. I lowered my phone, partly to avoid shining a bright light directly into all those eyes, and partly to avoid a detailed visual of human teeth punching through flesh from the inside. The teeth rearranged themselves into two rows, and the central body folded in half with a snap of breaking bones. 

“Hello there, Arkay,” the groundskeeper of the Forest said through their newly formed mouth. “Fancy seeing you out here.”

I waved my free hand. “Hi, Terry.”

The spells that powered the Felldeep’s doorways were recent inventions, commissioned specifically for ThreeClaw’s personal labyrinth. The first few doors built into the Forest didn’t go anywhere at all, and the next dozen or so didn’t go anywhere most people would want to visit. At least, nobody who stepped through them had ever come back. The only living thing to ever emerge from those portals was Terry, and they had expressed no interest in going back the way they came. 

“I’m afraid I’ve already fed Comet her breakfast,” they continued. “But I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if we snuck her a treat or two.” 

“I appreciate that.” I flashed a smile that almost could have passed for sincere. “But I’d rather not get you in trouble with Nadia.” 

Terry blinked in interest, their dozens of eyes twinkling like starlight as they caught the light of my phone. “Are you two fighting again? What happened?”

I waved my hand dismissively. “It’s fine. But I was wondering, do you have a minute? I was supposed to go over which doors go where, but it’s looking like Nadia won’t be helping with that, and...”

“Something did happen!” Terry lowered their voice into an approximation of sympathy. “I’ve always got time for you, Arkay. You know that. Even just to talk, if, you know, you need to get something off your chest.” 

“Don’t let Nadia hear you say that.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure she’s one misunderstanding away from sticking me in a chastity belt.”

Just like that, Terry was caught. All higher thought processes that would otherwise have been wondering why I needed to learn about the doors promptly disengaged, focusing instead on memorizing every juicy detail of my argument with Nadia. While I kept the conversation going, I steered us toward the patch of doors where Meph had disappeared.

“So you were—”

“Where does that one go?” I interrupted.

“Oh, that one’s to the back room of a little bakery in Reykjavik. So you were a real live stripper?” Terry’s voice squeaked. “Oh Arkay, that’s scandalous!” 

“It was just a job.” I shrugged. “I climbed around on stage and people paid to watch me. It was kind of like being in a zoo, except I got to take home a cut.” 

“Were there drugs? Was it awful?” 

“Not at the club I worked at. The owner had some bad experiences with people he knew, so he didn’t put up with that shit in his place. He made sure to keep everything up to code. Though apparently nobody told some of our clients.”

“Oh no!” Terry exclaimed eagerly.

“What about that one over there?” I asked. 

“That one’s to a mountainside in Bavaria.” Terry waved one leg dismissively in the air. “So you were saying—”

“Is that the only door that goes to Germany?” 

“It is. The closest door to it opens in a little village in Andalusia. You should see it sometime. It’s absolutely delightful at night. But you were saying about the clients?”

While I regaled Terry with tales of beating the shit out of local assholes, I memorized the door and the mannequins that served as the nearest landmarks. Afterward, it was just a matter of chattering on until Terry tensed. 

“Oh, dammit,” the groundskeeper muttered. “Sorry, Arkay, but there’s someone coming in from the rest stop entrance. Duty calls! But maybe we can continue this tour later...?” They bounced hopefully.

“Later,” I said. “Thanks, Terry. You’ve been a real lifesaver.”

“Always,” they said, wagging one leg in a parting wave as they vanished into the darkness. “Ta!” 

I waited until the sounds of Terry’s passing faded into silence, then I rushed back. Left at the beech tree with a paratrooper in its branches, right at the stairwell in the ground, slight right at the Order uniform with a blood splatter that looked like a maple leaf. Finally I reached the door to Germany.

There was no keyhole, no latch, no lock whatsoever. If somebody took a wrong turn and wound up going through an unfamiliar door, they were probably someone the Hoarde didn’t want here in the first place. That was the theory, anyway.

I turned the doorknob and pulled it open. The landscape on the other side was saturated by brilliant greens and browns and grays and a froth of purple flowers, all of them bright enough to hurt my eyes. But while the forest through the door was illuminated by an afternoon sun, no light diffused to the trees around me. I couldn’t smell the trees on the other side, or feel the wind that rustled their branches. It looked more like a video than a doorway. 

But when I reached through it, I felt the sun-warm air on my skin and the light drops of a recent rainfall filtering through the leaves. 

It wouldn’t be long before Nadia realized where I was going. I’d need to move quickly.

I crossed the threshold and, for the first time in four months, stepped into the sun.

Meph

I stared listlessly at the barred window. A stained-glass dragon glared back at me, like it held me responsible for the iron bars between itself and the open sky. I rolled over in bed and turned my back on it. I was tired. Tired of being used, tired of being manipulated, tired of being lied to. I was tired of dragons. And since escape looked impossible in the current conditions, I attempted to pass the time with sleep.

There was a time when I wouldn’t have been able to sleep at all with that lead-lined monster staring down at me. When I was a child, I was secretly terrified of the beasts that inhabited the windows of our church. I hated the way they seemed to come alive every time something moved behind the stained glass. The archangel Michael seemed animated by the same trick of light, but he was only one soldier surrounded by so many monsters.

I’d admitted that fear to the Reverend Lieutenant once. I couldn’t see his face through the grate of the confessional booth, but I could hear a smile in his voice. I was right to be afraid of them, he told me. Fear was what let recognize monsters for what they were. Remember the creatures that frighten you, so you can learn to destroy them.

Monsters were the work of the devil. In spite and jealousy, he ensnared man and bird and beast, corrupting them into twisted abominations. The most ruthless and evil among them were fashioned in his own image, and they were splashed across the windows and paintings of my childhood like carnage after a battle. They were the sons and daughters of the Father of Lies, who breathed lightning and hellfire, but took human form to better seduce God’s chosen.

I remembered the old stories, even when I stopped believing them literally, even when I disregarded them as more superstition than fact. But somewhere along the way, the meaning had eroded away under the pressure of other philosophies. 

I’d been in the focus of those influences for far too long. More than a year now, caught between the Contessa and Arkay. 

Dragons were ruthless and evil. They corrupted and manipulated and lied, until everything under their influence was as twisted as they were. 

I pushed the heels of my hands into my closed eyes. I needed to get out of this prison. 

Nadia

“You did what?” 

Terry’s legs folded beneath them. Their many eyes flicked nervously around, like they hoped to find a timely distraction on the forest floor. “Well, she said she needed to learn about the doors, and she sounded upset, so— I mean, I figured, she’s our dragon, right? She’s supposed to know.” The words came through a mouth so small it would have fit on an infant, and the voice that seeped between those narrow jaws was barely audible. 

“She is in absolutely no condition to go gallivanting off across all corners of the earth!” I snapped. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? What you could have caused?”

“No?” 

I clamped my mouth shut before I made the situation worse. Bad enough I had half the security force scouring the Felldeep for Arkay. Feeding information to the biggest gossip in the Hoarde would only multiply the crisis. 

“I didn’t give her a very long tour,” Terry said defensively. “Just a few doors. That’s it.” 

“Which doors?” I demanded between clenched teeth.

Terry waved one leg at the dark. “The ones over there. Europe, mostly.” 

Oh.

Oh no.

“Does that include the passage to Germany?” 

A cascade of confused blinks washed over Terry’s many eyes. “Well, yeah. Germany is in Europe these days.” 

“I know where she’s going.” I turned away and broke into a sprint through the trees, ignoring Terry’s call of “does that mean I’m not in trouble anymore?”

I raced through the door and into the hospital wing, tearing past nurses and gurneys until I all but dove inside the office of Dr. Quinque Magbantay.

“Quinn, I need a case of Styx.” 

The aswang looked up. “What happened?” 

“She’s going after the Contessa.” 

“God in heaven.” He scrambled to his feet. “When?” 

“Terry last saw her two hours ago, and she was heading through the door.” 

“Didn’t they try to stop her? No, never mind.” He started typing frantically at the keys while I hurried to open the safe that contained our supply of Styx. I grabbed two doses— one for her, and one for me. “Nadia, there’s still time. She’ll be another two hours in transit if she stole a car. Four, if she took the train. And that’s assuming she didn’t get lost—”

“Please don’t try being optimistic right now,” I snapped. “We can’t afford to guess. See if Ivan can track her phone, and have her bring a car to the German door.” 

I wouldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t let her run off and die.

Not again.

Arkay

The Contessa lived on a mountain.

I didn’t anticipate that this would be a problem. I’d been to mountains before. Lots of them. Turns out mountains are a lot harder to scale when you’re not in a car, and even harder when you’ve spent six hours going cross country by train. It was twilight by the time I reached what my map declared was the Contessa’s mountain, and the light was fading fast.

The first stretch of the climb was steep enough that it was almost vertical, with thick layers of underbrush interrupted by naked limestone cliffs. Almost as soon as I crossed under the shelter of the trees, that all went away. The trees were impossibly tall, armed with the spiky remains of branches until they erupted into a canopy of needles high overhead. Those same needles formed a dense carpet underfoot, so thick and soft that my feet sank in with every step, until I learned to brace myself against rocks and exposed tree roots. Light, misty rain seeped through the pines overhead, leaving me cold and damp without the drama of a proper downpour. I grabbed at nearby trees for stability as I climbed, and too quickly learned that a population of fat orange slugs had decided to climb those same trees to get out of the rain. I wiped away the freshly squeezed goo onto my jeans and kept climbing, but more carefully this time. 

By the time the waning moon made an appearance through the trees, I had every intention of turning around and coming back with the first motorized vehicle I could hotwire, except that would mean going back down and starting all over again. By midnight, I was second guessing that I’d even scaled the right mountain. 

Then I climbed past a jutting cliff, and my doubts were laid to rest. 

A huge house rose from among the trees, four stories tall under the blade of a steep roof. Overlapping slate shingles swept down the walls, looking impossibly like scales. It was a properly imposing house, perfectly befitting a dragon.

The building behind it, though, was even better. It was less of a house than a palace, huge and ornate. I spotted at least a dozen enormous windows from my vantage point, each one showing off a crimson stained-glass dragon. More dragon effigies served as water spouts and fountainheads and weather vanes. There was no lawn or garden to stand between the towering pines and the Roman columns that guarded the front door.

As I scaled the steep slope, I found a cobblestone road that twisted around to the other side of the mountain, probably taking a flatter path down the ridge. Some of the cobblestones carried ancient scorch marks, and patches of the rock were welded together with lines of rusted steel. The remains of a car, judging by the size. Maybe a truck. The damage to the road probably wouldn’t have taken much effort to repair, but someone had taken care not to scrub away the scorch marks. They were trophies.

I started to wonder if setting unwanted houseguests on fire was her only major security measure. The trees grew close enough to the mansion that I would have no problem climbing up to one of the upper windows— and let’s face it, nobody ever bothered locking those things anyway.

A light flashed in my direction. “Who’s out there?” 

The Contessa hired security guards. Good to know. I ducked into the shadows and flattened myself against the trunk of a tree.

More voices joined the first. 

“Did you see something?”

“There’s someone down there.” 

Footsteps clattered across the cobblestones toward me, accompanied by swinging flashlights. I froze, not even breathing until they passed my hiding spot.

I grabbed the first guard by the back of the neck and sent a surge of electricity down his spine. He dropped instantly, convulsing on the ground. The others turned their weapons on me. I dove for the closer of the two, ripping the rifle out of her hands and swinging it across her head. The third raised his rifle, took aim, and then collapsed in a heap on the ground.

I frowned, nudging him with my foot. What, did he faint or something? That seemed kind of unprofessional.

“Stop that,” a familiar voice hissed. “You’ll wake him up.” Nadia stepped out of the shadows and yanked an assault rifle off one of the fallen guards. Her meticulous hair was disheveled and unkempt, and she looked like she could use a nap. Or a drink. Or both.

I took a step back. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She grunted. “There’s a car down the road. We need to get out of here before the other guards notice they’re gone.” 

Okay, fine. Don’t answer my questions. “Sure thing. As soon as I grab Meph—” 

“There’s no time for that.” She grabbed my wrist. “We need to go now.”

I yanked my arm out of her grip. “Then make time. I’m not going back without Meph.” 

“There’s no point! The Contessa has him now. She isn’t going to just hand him over.”

“Then I’ll make her hand him over.”

Nadia grabbed me again, her fingers clawing into my shoulders. “Think for once in your miserable life. She’s bigger than you, and she’s stronger than you, and she will kill you if you give her half a reason. You can’t fight her, and I’m not going to let you throw your life away over some piece of shit Orderling.” 

I glared at her mouth to avoid looking at her ridiculously blue eyes. “I don’t remember that being your decision.” 

“You made it my decision when you left me in charge of the Hoarde,” she said. “You made it my decision when you walked away and got yourself killed by scum like him, and you left us alone to pick up the pieces. I’m not going to let you do this to us again. I am going to save you—”

“Save me?” I hacked out a laugh. “Is that what you call it? Shoving me into an oversized china cabinet and only ever letting me out when you want to impress company? Locking the doors into my room every time I talk to someone you don’t approve of?” I twisted my arms, dislodging my hold and shoving her backward. “What the fuck makes you think I’m ever going back with you?” 

Nadia froze like she’d been doused with ice water. “You aren’t leaving.”

“Look around you, Nadia. I’m already gone.” 

“You can’t leave. We need you. You have a responsibility. A duty—” 

“Yes, I do.” A duty to Rosario, who I hadn’t seen in months because Nadia kept me cloistered in the Felldeep. A responsibility to Meph, who was currently rotting in a cell because Nadia refused to help me look for him. “And I am done with you and the Hoarde trying to keep me from it.”

“A duty to us!” Nadia reached out to me. “To me—” 

“Fuck you,” I snarled, snatching her hand out of the air. “I am done being used. I am done being locked up.”

“No, wait—”

“And I am done with you.” 

I sank my teeth into her wrist and shot nine hundred thousand volts straight into her skin. Every muscle in her body contracted at once, but I held on until her eyes rolled back and she crumpled. 

I turned away from her, ready to scale the trees to the windows, but something moved in the shadows. A change in the wind brought a new scent to my nose. Musk and ash and fire, accented tastefully with a flowery perfume. Deadly nightshade and dragon’s blood. Subtle. The combination of odors was somehow not unpleasant, but instantly offensive. I coiled, my lips rising into a snarl.

“I’m sorry, was there something else you wanted to say? By all means, do continue. You’ve been so very entertaining.” 

A tall, broad-shouldered woman strode down the cobblestones with a confidence that shouldn’t have been possible in those heels. The train of her off-the-shoulder gown pooled at her feet like fresh blood. 

I straightened, narrowing my eyes. “The Contessa, I assume.”

“I do hope that didn’t take you too long to deduce.” She flashed a coy smile. “You must forgive my eavesdropping—”

“No, I mustn’t.” I peered into the shadows. At least half a dozen men and women waited in the gloom, all of them heavily armed. They stood upwind, but I could barely register their scents over the Contessa’s infuriating perfume.

“You picked such an interesting time for this meeting,” she continued. “I hope you didn’t get lost on your way up.”

“I just thought I’d get you back for that phone call.” I jutted out one hip, drawing undue attention to my muddy blue jeans. The Contessa and her guards all looked like they’d come from a night at the symphony. Elitist douchebags. “You have someone that belongs to me.”

“You mean Mephistopheles?” She didn’t pronounce his name quite right, and it grated my nerves. “Are you really sure the little pit bull is something you can handle? I find he has done far better in my care.”

“And I find I’d feel a lot more grateful if you bothered asking me before you started babysitting him,” I said. “You’ve held onto him long enough. Let him go.” 

She made a minute gesture, and I was staring down the barrels of half a dozen rifles. 

“This doesn’t have to turn violent,” I said. “We’re on the same side here.” 

She quirked an eyebrow. “Are we now?”

I’d read her files. I knew where she stood, at least on the major issues. “Hitler was bad, Stalin was bad, the Order is bad. That’s a hell of a lot of common ground right there.” 

“You say you’re an enemy of the Order, yet you make such a fuss about their chaff.”

“He’s my responsibility.”

“He’s an asset,” she corrected. 

No, he was desperate for positive attention and confused as fuck about how to go about getting it. He was the victim of a cult who was still trying to untangle himself from their twisted logic. He was a soldier who didn’t grasp that life after combat was a thing that happened. 

He was a frightened kid who needed help, and it was my job to help him find it.

“I can give you a bigger asset,” I said. She raised her eyebrows. “The Hoarde. Hand it over and it’s yours.”

“Is it now?” She graced me with a dainty snort. “What makes you think I want it?”

I blinked. That’s what I’d said, but my situation was different. She’d been trying to tempt away the Hoarde’s key personnel with promises of better pay and a proper dragon. She’d been sending scouting parties into the Forest. The endless harassment had been one of Nadia’s favorite things to complain about, second only to myself. 

“You’ve been making offers,” I said slowly. “For years. You flat-out said—”

“Posturing and politics,” she said lightly, but her teeth flashed between her lips. “Do you really think I’m stupid enough to fight a war on two fronts? By all means, keep your little Hoarde, or let them find another dragonet to take your place. God knows there are enough ambitious neophytes looking for a stake of their own. Perhaps if they’re all fighting over your Hoarde, then they’re not trying to carve off pieces of my forest.” She paused, tilting her head to one side. “I suppose keeping it for yourself really isn’t an option. But I’m sure you take my meaning.” She raised her hand in a wave goodbye. “Kill her.” 

“Why?” I said abruptly. 

The gesture stopped before she could signal a fatal shot. “Hm?” 

“Why kill me?” I asked. “I’ve never done anything to you. I don’t even know you. The only reason I’m here in the first place is because you took Meph and then bragged about where you were keeping him. I mean, seriously. You practically invited me here just to murder me? What, did a magic mirror say I’m prettier than you or something?” 

She didn’t look amused, and she wasn’t the kind of woman who would politely listen until I ran out of things to talk about. I needed an emotional response. Something to knock her off her train of thought. 

“Because all this?” I gestured wildly at the firing squad. “This is petty. This is, like, Mean Girls levels of petty. And that kind of cattiness only shows up when somebody’s feeling threatened. Seriously, what’s got you so insecure?” 

Her lips peeled back, baring teeth. “I am not threatened by the likes of you.” 

“Yeah, Voldemort said the same thing about a one-year-old baby. Seven books later...” I shrugged. “But you’re totally right. I’m smaller than you, I’m younger than you, and I sure as hell don’t want the Black Forest. So what exactly has you so scared that you have to kill me?” 

I kept my eyes locked on the Contessa, but in my peripheral vision, I caught minute shifts in her guards as they exchanged glances. 

The Contessa gave another short, sharp laugh. “What a nice little trap. Either I monologue like a cliché, or my darlings start filling the gaps with theories of their own. Very cute, Arkay.” 

I bobbed my head. “I aim to please.”

“I could simply kill you now and divulge my plans later.” 

“I’m sure you could use a few more minutes to come up with a decent lie.”

She scowled. “Try to swallow your delusions. You’re a means to an end, not anything important.” 

I aimed a sympathetic cringe at the guards in the shadows. Can you believe this lady? Talk about embarrassing. 

“Before Mephistopheles can return to the Order, they require him to kill a dragon. Namely yourself. It’s nothing personal.” Judging by the fire in her eyes, she was going to take a lot of satisfaction from butchering me.

I kept her talking. “But why? I mean, it’s nice of you to help him out, I guess, but...”

“But what use could I possibly have for an Order war hero who’s eternally indebted to me?” 

Her words hung in the air for a few moments. I crouched low, checking on Nadia. “You want him as a double agent.”

“I’m afraid my old one is getting on in years.” She sniffed. “Tragic, really, how quickly humans break.” 

“Yeah. Tragic.” I spared a glance behind me. I was caged in, with the house on one side and the cliff on the other. “Take it from me, you’re gonna have an easier time picking someone else to be your spy. Meph got kicked out for a reason. It’s gonna happen again, and you’ll have nothing to show for it but his sad puppy face and a bunch of wasted time.”

“You would be amazed what the Order is willing to put up with when they’re presented with a dragon,” the Contessa pointed out. “And there are so many dragons out to take my territory for their own.”

I scooted back a few inches. “So that’s how you held onto the Black Forest this long, huh? You had the Order kill off your rivals for you.” I let out a low whistle. “That’s fucked up.”

“That’s politics. I let my enemies destroy each other, and neither side ever lays a hand on what’s mine.”

“It’s clever.” I checked Nadia’s pulse. She’d be waking soon. “Also cowardly as fuck, but definitely clever.” 

The Contessa’s face twisted into a scowl. I’d hit a nerve. “Cowardly?”

“It’s the adjective form of ‘hiding behind a bunch of humans while they do your dirty work’. Killing me, killing other dragons, muzzling the Order... I’m seeing kind of a trend. But if it works for you, kudos.” I held out my hands in a gesture of acceptance. “I mean, sure, the Order is murdering people by the truckload, but you personally aren’t being affected, so I’m sure it’s no big deal.” I picked up Nadia and flashed a cheerful, toothy smile. Time to punch that last nerve. “I mean, that’s how you got through World War Two, right?”

All grace and elegance drained away as she crossed the space between us. With every step she loomed larger, more predatory, more furious. I threw Nadia over my shoulder and backed away. 

“Hey, it’s not like there were, what, a dozen concentration camps right within your borders or anything. It’s not like you had the badassery and sheer firepower to do something for all those people, right?” I narrowed my eyes. “Oh, wait. Yes, you did.” 

The guards lowered their weapons, watching their boss with abject fear. Had any of them ever seen a dragon rampage? Had any of them survived watching one up close?

The Contessa lunged at me and I jumped back, out of her reach and over the edge of the cliff. 

There was no crystal moment of staring each other down, no Wile E. Coyote pause while I lingered in the empty air. The Contessa was gone and I was falling, twisting to glimpse something other than unforgiving stone. Inky shadows reached out for me, and I grabbed at them, catching a sap-covered branch in my hands. The rough bark carved into my palms and gouged my fingers. The force of my momentum nearly dislodged Nadia, and I scrambled to keep her from sliding the rest of the way down. Gunshots rang out behind me. The tree shuddered as it was stuck by a bullet. 

I grabbed another branch and lunged at the next tree over, further away from the guards and their rifles, and then to the next. Flashlights swept over me, but their lights were weak and diluted.

Another round of fire perforated the trees before the Contessa silenced them.

“Save your bullets,” she said, composed once more. “She’ll come back soon enough. After all, we have what she wants.” 

Meph

The doors burst open and a pair of guards stormed into my room. Instantly, I started upright, jumping from the bed. 

“What is it?” I asked, backing toward the wall. “What did I do?” 

The nearest guard raised her rifle and I fell silent. “No questions.” I nodded. “You’re coming with us.” 

I moved passively as they marched me out the door and into the hallway. This was normal. They’d done this before.

But they’d never taken me in this direction before. I watched my surroundings carefully, peering at the hanging works of art that served to differentiate the halls from one another. We descended a staircase, and abruptly I recognized the paintings. I’d passed them exactly once before, when I was first taken from my cell to dine with the Contessa. The guards continued their march, taking me down increasingly familiar halls. 

“I don’t understand,” I said. And then again, louder. “I don’t understand! Where are you taking me? What did I do—” 

The butt of a rifle knocked the air out of my lungs. 

“No questions,” the guard repeated. She turned away from me and tapped a code into a keypad, yanking open a door. A row of fluorescent lights traced a staircase down to a long hallway. On either side of the hall were cells lined with bulletproof glass. 

I staggered backward. No. No, they couldn’t put me back. I’d cooperated. I’d done everything the Contessa asked of me. They couldn’t put me back in that cell!

But that was just it: I’d been cooperating. They’d had no need to restrain me.

The female guard jerked her head at the stairwell. “Get inside.” 

I gave a shaky nod and obeyed. My heart pounded. Sweat beaded on my skin. Behind me, the guards packed in close to fit down the narrow stair.

I whirled, grabbing the female guard’s leg and wrenching it out from under her. She fell backwards, crashing into the other guard and losing her grip on her rifle while she grabbed for the railing. I snatched the weapon out of her hand. The male guard moved to shoot me, but I was the quicker draw. He let out a howl of pain as a bullet tore into his arm. The rifle fell, and I kicked it off the stairs behind me.

“Next one hits your head.” I jerked the gun again. “Back up slowly. Either of you try to run, and I kill you both.” 

I marched them up the stairs and into the hallway, freeing a path for me to get out of that godforsaken dungeon. “Both of you down the stairs and into the cell.” 

I didn’t wait for them to obey completely. As soon as they were in the stairwell, I slammed the door shut behind them and smashed the keypad with the butt of the rifle. 

I’d fired a shot. Even if the dungeon was soundproofed, someone must have heard that. They’d be on their way any second. Now that I’d attacked my guards, there would be no mercy for me. 

I had to get out of here fast. 

I rushed down the hall, almost leaping toward what looked like a front entrance, then stopped short.

A cluster of guards waited at the front door. More surrounded a side entrance, and I spotted heads bobbing outside the first floor windows. No way of getting out that way. I needed to get somewhere else. Somewhere they wouldn’t look. 

I dove at the nearest staircase and rushed up, putting floor after floor between myself and the ground. Humans evolved from tree-dwellers, and it instilled us with an instinctive belief that no threat could possibly come at us from above. Consequently, humans rarely locked upper windows, and they never looked up when they were hunting for a threat. 

It was an advantage I’d used plenty of times, hunting serial killers with—

I forced myself to focus on my surroundings. I reached the last landing, which let out into an enormous room. It was almost as broad as the entirety of the house, with high ceilings that sloped as they neared the walls, and wooden floors set into intricate patterns. A ballroom, most likely. The only things on the floor were a few chaises and armchairs, all of them covered in sheets to protect them from dust. 

And a dragon.

She climbed in through the window, tracking mud and debris after her and pointedly grinding it into the floor under her feet. She could have been a hallucination, but I couldn’t make up anything more at odds with her surroundings. Grass stains smeared her hands and knees. Pieces of a pine cone clung to her short, spiky hair. She wore mud-splattered jeans and an oversized blue hoodie, every thread at odds with the fiery elegance of the Contessa’s manor. 

“There you are,” she said cheerfully. Like it hadn’t been months. Like I hadn’t been imprisoned and  starved since she last saw me. “That was easier than I thought.” She stepped into my personal space, looking me up and down and sniffing at me like I was a carton of old milk. “Are you good to climb? Because there’s like a million guards down there, and they’re armed like Rambo, but there are enough trees to get past their line of sight, and—” 

It took too long before I could find my voice. “What are you doing here?” 

Finally she stopped her incessant babble. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m rescuing you.” 

I stared, incredulous. Now? After all this time? After everything that had happened to me? After I’d finally managed to escape?

She left me to rot, and now she wanted the credit for saving me?

I jerked away from her intrusion. “I don’t need rescuing. Especially not from you.” 

“Meph?” She stiffened. She looked me over again, her stare lingering on my clothes and the rifle in my hand. “You’re not... Meph, are you working for her?”  

With the Contessa? Yes-maybe-no, no, she would kill me as soon as she found out what I’d done to the guards, as soon as she learned I escaped. She would hate me and she would find me and she would kill me.

Fear thrummed in my veins, cold and electric. I couldn’t panic. If I panicked now, I’d be lost and she would catch me and—

I clung to anger like a shield. “I’m not working for anyone. I’m nobody’s dog. Not hers, and not yours. Not anymore.”

She reached for me. “Meph—”

“Get away from me!” I smacked her hand away with the barrel of the rifle. “Don’t you dare play noble. I know what you did to me.” 

“Meph, we really don’t have time for this.” She grabbed at me again. “I know you’ve been through some shit, and we can get you a nice therapist once this is all over, but first—”

“So now you’ve got professionals to help you twist people’s heads around?” I tried to dig my heels into the floor, but my soles slid across the polished wood. Her hands felt like iron around my wrists. 

“We can talk about this later,” she snapped. “Right now you need to just shut up and come with me already.” 

I managed to pull my hand back far enough to squeeze the trigger, and a spray of bullets arced across the ceiling. Arkay jumped back so abruptly, I thought she’d been caught in the fire.

I went rigid, frozen solid by horror and guilt and fear and—

And triumph.

“The fuck?” She stared at me, wide-eyed and confused, like she couldn’t believe I’d just done that. Me. The man who’d been raised to exterminate her kind. The man who’d spent months watching her every move, waiting for the opportunity to take her down. The man who’d personally arranged to have her killed.

And she was surprised I pulled a gun on her?

Did she really think I was so completely under her control? 

I leveled the gun on her again. “Get away from me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Meph, I’m trying to help.” 

My finger tightened on the trigger. “Yeah, that’s what she said, too. Everyone’s trying to help me, aren’t they? How lucky that you’re all feeling so charitable.”

Arkay’s help had gotten me nearly eviscerated by an unholy aberration. Her help had driven me into the Contessa’s clutches. Her help had left me starved and alone in a dungeon cell.

“What the fuck’s gotten into you?”

The enemy of all dragons: the truth.

“I know what you did to me,” I said. “I know what you are. And I’m not going to let you use me anymore.”

Arkay’s expression turned stony and cold. “What the fuck did you do to him?” 

She wasn’t talking to me.

I turned to glance at the stairwell in the corner.

It wasn’t empty anymore. 

“Don’t be so dramatic.” The Contessa leaned against the railing, her gown as vibrant as spilt blood. “I merely pointed out the obvious.” She pushed off, moving gracefully across the floor toward me.

My knees lost all substance, and I folded into a crouch. A bow. Please, please forgive me, I didn’t mean to—!

Arkay lunged forward, her teeth bared at the other dragon. “Back off!” 

“You forget yourself, Schlängelchen. This is my house.” 

Arkay started to circle the Contessa. The other dragon matched her strides. 

“Don’t you start on fucking courtesy,” Arkay snarled. “You stole what was mine. Now back the fuck off so I can take him home.” 

“Home.” The Contessa curled the word around her tongue as she drew nearer, and I shivered. “Don’t you understand, you stupid child? That’s exactly where I intend to bring him. Dear Adam belongs with his kind. With the Order.” 

Dragons always lie. Dragons always lie. The Order is broken and flawed and—

Merciful Jesus, I want to go home. 

“The fuck he does.” Arkay lunged sharply to the left, cutting off the Contessa before she could get close to me. “His name is Mephistopheles, and he belongs with me.” 

“Of course,” the Contessa purred. “He’s so much more useful to you when he’s cut off from the rest of the world, isn’t he? When you can forge him into your own little toy soldier.” 

“Shut the fuck up!” Their slow, distant dance had taken them across the ballroom, and now they stood at such an angle that both were framed in the window like stained-glass caricatures. The Contessa, close to the glass, tall and elegant. Arkay, nearer to me, nearly feral with rage. Pride and wrath incarnate. I could already imagine a banner spread across the bottom of the window, its lettering framed in lead: The Queens of Hell fighting over a damned soul.

I wrapped my shaking hands more tightly around the rifle.

One shot through the back of the head. That was all it would take. A single bullet through the brainstem, and she’d be gone forever. 

Something in my mind screamed, but it blended seamlessly with panic and horror and rage until everything in my head cancelled itself out, leaving me with numb silence.

I took aim. 

I breathed. 

And I squeezed the trigger.

The shot was perfect. Or it would have been, if Arkay hadn’t chosen that moment to leap at the Contessa. They fell back, both of them tumbling through the window in a shower of crimson glass.

Nadia

I knew the dream wasn’t quite right, even as I was having it. The memory was off, distorted by recollections and lost details, but the scene remained vivid. Bright. The long table in the conference room was perhaps a bit more scratched than it had once been, a bit more marked up by scratches and stray strokes of pen. For a moment, the chair at the table’s head was an enormous pink monstrosity, but the moment passed and it was a stoic black office chair once more.

ThreeClaw perched in the seat, leaning over a binder of agendas and expense reports. A light fuzz had accumulated on her scalp, and I fought the temptation to see if it felt as soft as it looked. Her posture, normally as taut as the arc of a bow, was starting to flag. It had been a long day for her. For both of us. But she had to finish the day’s paperwork, and I volunteered to assist for as long as it took to get it done. I did that often, in those days. I couldn’t remember what it felt like to get enough sleep, but spending time with ThreeClaw was worth my fatigue. It wasn’t like when we went on missions together, surrounded by the rest of the team. These moments were quiet. Intimate. They were just ours.

Or just mine. Generally, she seemed too engrossed in her work to indulge me with more than a few brief words. But that didn’t bother me. It was enough that I could take a few moments between each page to bask in her presence. 

She sighed, laying down her fountain pen to massage her forehead. I’d spent enough time with her to know the language of that sigh. She wanted a distraction.

I pounced on the opportunity. “Did you find anything interesting?” 

“Not in this binder.” 

“Me neither.” Pause. Allow for a natural transition. “I did read an interesting article the other day, though.” 

“Hm?” 

“About... about Beowulf. The poem.” Xуй, she was losing interest! I spoke faster. “The author refers to the dragon— and Grendel and his mother, really— with a word that doesn’t quite fit into English. And— and many scholars want to translate it as ‘wretched’ and ‘monstrous’ and ‘evil’, because it describes creatures that aren’t human, but the same word is applied equally to Beowulf. There is a debate about what it means. ‘Monstrous’ or ‘supernatural’ or ‘warrior’ or... or something else entirely.” My voice trailed off. Why in the world had I picked that subject to ramble on about? It was stupid, and boring, and—

“Why not both?" ThreeClaw asked. "Heroes can be monstrous. Monsters can be heroic. We might as well have a word for the in-between.” Ebony eyes flicked in my direction. “What did you say the word was?”

“Uh...” My heart stuttered more than my voice. “A-aglaeca.”

She hummed again. “A lovely word for a brutal concept.” 

“Brutal things can be lovely.”

It was meant to be a casual bit of philosophy, spouted offhand like I had insights to spare. Not blurted out while I stared like she was the summer sun. Maybe she wouldn’t notice...

But her brow furrowed, and my stomach sank.

She knew. Oй блять, she knew. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to find out. I knew my attentions were inappropriate— she was my dragon, my master, how could I even dare?— but I wouldn’t ever ask anything of her. I was more than content to fight at her side, to serve her, to steal glimpses from across the conference table. I’d gladly stay this way forever.

But if she didn’t believe that— if she thought my feelings would cause a problem— if she sent me away—

Panic and horror calcified into resignation, as solid and heavy as a stone in my chest.

If she sent me away, then I would accept her decision. I had never argued against her orders. Never disobeyed. If I started now, I would only prove that my feelings had made me a liability.

At least I could leave with dignity. I could walk out before desperation set in. “I should go.” 

She responded with a small twitch, almost a shrug. “If you want.” 

What did that even mean?

While I tried to work it out, she continued. “Do you read much old poetry, or is Beowulf the exception?” 

I didn’t know how to answer that, so I settled for the old fallback: “Ma’am?” 

“La Damnation de Faust will be playing in Carnegie Hall next week. I find opera is much more enjoyable with company.” The corner of her mouth lifted, just slightly, into the shadow of a smile. “You seem like you would get something out of the experience.” 

I swayed, lightheaded. Was she— was she really— “I— I would like that. Ma’am.” 

“You’ve been part of my team for months, Nadia. You don’t have to call me that anymore.” 

“Yes, Aglaeca.” 

I don’t know why I said it. Maybe giddiness left me bold. Maybe I wanted to act out, just once, and see if she would shut me down.

Instead she snorted. Just once, so short it could have passed for a gasp if it not for the quirk of her mouth, the shake of her shoulders, the sparkle in her eye.

It was the first time I’d ever heard ThreeClaw laugh.

***

I woke up with a headache and the taste of ozone between my teeth. It took a few more seconds before my eyes properly adjusted to the dark. I lay in the shelter of a fallen log. The air around me was thick with the scent of mushrooms and wet moss. 

I crawled out, and found myself at the base of a sharp cliff, staring up at the Contessa’s manor and her guardhouse. I swept my hand over the uneven rock and gingerly pulled myself from one handhold to the next. My muscles ached, still sore from electrocution. My hand buzzed with pins and needles where Arkay bit it. I was going to give her hell when I found her again. 

If I found her again.

I quashed the thought and crawled over the last swell of stone and onto the wide ledge. Footsteps echoed through the dark, and I slunk into the darkest corners of the nearby house. Armed guards swarmed around the building, concentrating around windows and doors. They were looking for someone. For Arkay.

And all of them were looking in the wrong direction. I turned my gaze upward, squinting to make out the slightest movement among the wind-tossed trees. Within seconds I spotted her in the thick canopy, using the interlocking branches like a bridge to the highest levels of the house. I wanted to shout at her, to hiss, to throw something, but anything I could possibly do to get her attention would draw the guards right to her. I could only watch, powerless, as she lighted on the roof of the Contessa’s manor and pried open the attic window. 

Damn that idiot. She’d just trespassed into another dragon’s house. If she got caught— I wouldn’t let her get caught. Maybe I could cause a distraction. Something loud and flashy. Maybe I could go back and get the car and drive it through the crowd of guards. Dammit, why hadn’t I thought to bring explosives?

I weighed my options for longer than I would have liked. Longer than I should have. I didn’t get a chance to finish making a plan. A gunshot rang out. Two bodies burst through the attic window and fell, still grappling as they plunged six stories to the unforgiving ground.

Their trajectory changed mid-fall. The light of the house illuminated enormous crimson wings, ruby scales, a body that thickened and elongated into something that could no longer be mistaken for human. Those wings caught the night air and sent the two bodies arcing sharply upwards, snapping passing twigs as they broke through the canopy. 

As the Contessa grew, so did Arkay, replacing hands with claws and wrapping the Contessa in her serpentine coils. Claws raked against scales. Fanged mouths closed around limbs. The sky was lit up with a jet of white-hot flame, and I caught the unmistakable odor of cooked meat. They were ferocious and indomitable, so enormous that their combat blotted out the moon and stars. And the grand scale of their battle made it obvious just how one-sided it was.

Arkay was enormous, but the Contessa was titanic, at least ten feet longer, with more muscle and more mass. Arkay tried to crush the Contessa’s lungs in her coils, but Arkay was too short, the Contessa too thick, for the river dragon to be more than an overly-tight belt. A small matter for a woman who had spent a quarter century in a corset. Splashes of blood rained over the trees as the Contessa’s claws raked deep into Arkay’s sides; meanwhile, her own scales were barely scored. 

As the Contessa tilted her wings to spiral, Arkay lashed out and caught the Contessa’s shoulder in her teeth. Lightning danced across crimson scales. The Contessa went rigid, and the two dragons dropped through the air, a meteorite of sparks and scales. They fell, and kept falling, and Arkay kept pouring electricity through the Contessa’s veins.

They crashed back to earth, splitting apart in an eruption of shattered trees and burning pine. I took off running. I had to stop this. I didn’t know what I could possibly do, but I couldn’t just stand here, stunned into impotent silence like the wide-eyed guards who huddled in the light of the house. 

I scrambled down the slope to the newly-made clearing, just in time to watch the winged beast sink her teeth into Arkay’s shoulders. The Contessa’s claw clamped over the smaller dragon’s skull, grinding it into the dirt. Arkay thrashed and flailed, but she couldn’t escape the Contessa’s grip as the firebreather gave Arkay’s shoulders one last wrenching twist.

The crash of debris almost drowned out the sound of snapping bone. There was no disguising the moment when Arkay’s body went limp. Forty feet of dragon, no longer struggling to get free, became dead weight in the Contessa’s teeth. The larger dragon opened her jaws, and Arkay slipped to the ground.

My mind went blank, frozen by horror. I didn’t realize I’d started to howl until the sound shattered the sudden silence. I didn’t realize I’d been running until I vaulted over the last pile of stones that separated me from the Contessa. 

She was fifty feet long, and weighed at least ten tons. Her claws could rip me to shreds. Her teeth could snap me in half. A flare of her breath could leave me dying in agony.

I didn’t care. 

Because in her bloodlust and her fury, she’d forgotten who I was.

I was ThreeClaw’s partner for thirteen years.

I was Nadezhda Ruslanova Alkaev, Fext of the Indomitable Hoarde.

I was a poludnica.

The Contessa turned to face me, flames gathering in her open maw, and her eyes fixed on mine. Just like that, a connection was made. I held her gaze, pulling her into my stare until she was transfixed, and then I snuffed the light in her eyes. The tension eased from her frame. Her mouth shut, and she staggered. Swayed. Her legs folded underneath her, and she collapsed like a burning building. 

I could have killed her then. I could have gouged out her eyes. But she didn’t matter. Not anymore. 

I splashed through a pool of blood and knelt at Arkay’s side. Her scales were blackened and twisted, the flesh underneath charred beyond recognition. Exposed ribs gleamed in the moonlight, gouged to the marrow by unforgiving claws. Her head hung at an unnatural angle, dangling from a broken neck. 

I’d brought enough Styx for two people, but the dose was meant for someone my size. It would barely mend a scratch on a dragon in full scale.

My hand trembled as I reached for her face. A low, faint pulse pressed at my fingertips. Shallow breaths whistled through a crushed trachea. 

Her pulse stuttered. Her eye twitched. Cracked. Slowly, wearily, it opened and tried to focus on me. 

“It’s alright,” I whispered.  My hand strayed close to her nose to let her smell me, so she’d know I was close and she was safe. “It’s alright, Aglaeca. I’m here.”

Her lid started to droop.

“Please, you have to stay awake just a little longer. I just need you to become small, that’s all. It will be easy, I promise. Just become small again, and I can help you.” 

Her eye closed. 

“No!” My voice cracked. “Aglaeca, please. Please, this all I’m asking. Just this one thing. Please, just let me save you.”

She let out a heavy, wheezing sigh, and went still. 

“No, please no...” My hands fluttered over her, and I felt the soft warmth of breath against my palm. On her neck, a pulse. Faint and fading, but still there.

For now.

“It’s alright.” I swallowed a sob and stroked the concave of her cheek, the curve of her brow, the tender skin around her whiskers. “Everything is going to be alright. I’m going to take you to Quinn, and he will work one of his miracles. Just like he always does.” 

I didn’t know if she could hear me, or if she was too far gone to take comfort in my lies. It didn’t matter. At least she could feel a tender hand instead of the Contessa’s jaws.

At least she didn’t have to die alone. 

Not this time.

I pressed a kiss to the ridge of her eye, but she pulled away from me. No, not pulled away. She shrank. With every heartbeat she became smaller, more compact, her excess length wicking away until she was small and fragile and so deceptively human. 

I fumbled with my pockets, pulling the first case of Styx out of my shirt so abruptly that I ripped the fabric. That didn’t matter. None of it mattered. I could still save her. As long as she had an ounce of life left, I could still save her. I emptied a syringe into her fractured neck, her mangled chest, her charred sides. 

Behind me, the Contessa groaned.

She was still alive, and still right here. If she woke up— no, she didn’t even have to wake up. She had armed guards awaiting her return. If she didn’t come back soon, they would come looking for her. We couldn’t be here when that happened.

I stowed the rest of the Styx and scooped Arkay into my arms, carefully supporting her head. The Styx would mend any damage I inflicted by moving her, but I held her as tightly as I dared. 

I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting her any more. 

***

Dawn came slowly that morning, caught in the passage of disconnected moments. I drove to the safe house outside Stuttgart. I laid Arkay across the clean white linens. I watched those linens bloom red as I cut away her clothes and filled her veins with new blood from cold storage. I cleaned her wounds. I vomited until I had nothing left in me. I emptied another syringe of Styx into her chest, draining the last of the bottle.

By now the Contessa would be wide awake and out for blood. I’d taken precautions to keep our German safe houses a secret from her, but she was resourceful in ways I couldn’t imagine. There was no telling how long we could stay here before she brought the roof down over our heads. But we couldn’t leave. Moving Arkay now would risk re-fracturing her spine and reopening her gaping wounds. It would be at least a day before she’d be up to travel.

Unless I changed the dose.

I had enough Styx for two people. Theoretically, if I flooded her system with the drug, it would speed up the healing process. 

But pouring that much Styx into her system would rebuild her from scratch. There would barely be any original cells left in her body by the end of the week. It would be a complete tabula rasa.

Would that be so bad, though? Would it really be so awful to start with a clean slate? To wipe away everything crass and rude and flippant that she had picked up over the years, and let her be herself again? I could help her. I could teach her the things that made her ThreeClaw. I could shape her into the leader we needed. I could make her into the beautiful, perfect person I fell in love with.

I could call it an accident. As extreme as her injuries were, tabula rasa might even be unavoidable. I could take pictures if they didn’t believe me. Show them what the Contessa had done to her, what I’d risked in coming after her.

Nobody would have to know. Not even her. 

But I would. 

And I would spend the rest of my life knowing I turned the woman I loved into a puppet. 

I packed up the second dose and stuffed it into the upholstery of the car. It was too valuable for me to pour down the sink, but I didn’t need to have the temptation right in front of me. Instead I pulled a chair beside Arkay’s bed and took up watch. 

ThreeClaw was my everything. She always had been. As a child, I’d been obsessed with stories of the one-armed warrior who saved our people from the wickedness of mankind. When I joined the Hoarde, I trained every spare moment, studied every strategy, took every risk I could, desperately hoping she’d notice me. I became her immortal Fext so I could always fight by her side. My whole life had been spent chasing after her. Even when she vanished, I had hired countless necromancers to find her spirit, just so I could see her one last time. But they failed. I failed. ThreeClaw was gone. No matter how hard I worked or how tenaciously I held onto her memory, I couldn’t bring her back. 

Maybe I had already lost the one piece of her I had left.

“Is watching people sleep a thing you do with everybody, or is it just me?” 

I looked down. 

Arkay’s eyes were heavily hooded, open just barely enough to meet my stare. “Cause seriously, it’s creepy.” The muscles in her throat flexed in anticipation of motion as she tried to sit up.

“Don’t move,” I said. “The Contessa broke your neck. You’re still healing.” 

Her sleepy haze dissolved and her eyes opened wide, her pupils dilating. “Wait. Wait, are we talking like a cracked vertebrae or something?” Her fingers and toes twitched clumsily. “It’s not—she didn’t—”

“Calm down. I already dosed you with Styx. You’ll be fine in a few days, but only if you stop trying to move.”

Her expression twisted into a glower, and then dissipated into mild annoyance. Apparently the prospect of paralysis outweighed her misgivings about Styx. 

“Can I still talk?” she asked.

“Would you stop if I said no?” 

That actually got a laugh out of her. Nothing strong enough to jostle her head, just an amused snort. The gesture was so familiar it hurt.

I deflected. “Perhaps you can begin by telling me what the hell you were thinking, going in there like that? You almost died.” 

Arkay quirked her eyebrows, almost like a nod. “That is what almost happened, yes.” Her tone didn’t betray surprise or fear. She said it with all the neutrality of obvious fact.

“You knew that going in.” The realization curdled in my stomach. “That was a suicide mission.”

“Spare me the freakout. I wasn’t trying to get myself killed or anything. But it’s not like I didn’t know the odds, either. I read the Contessa’s files. I know how much bigger she is than me.” 

“Then what was the point?” I demanded. “Why start a fight you know you’re going to lose?”

Her lips curved into a sickle smile. “Because winning the fight wasn’t the point.”

I stared. She couldn’t be serious. “A distraction.”

“Two of them.” She had no right to look so proud of herself. “One to goad the Contessa into moving him, and another to give him a chance to scram while everyone was looking elsewhere.”

Oй блять. “You idiot.”

“It worked. I saw him climb out the window during the fight. And everyone was so busy watching us, there’s no way they were paying attention to him.”

“You mean you were watching him?” I scrubbed my hand down my face. She couldn’t give her undivided attention to the most vicious dragon in Europe in the middle of a fight? She almost died. “Why?”

“Well, it would have been a really shitty way to die if he didn’t make it out. I figured I should at least check.”

“Why did you do it at all?”

“Because Meph had to get out of there.”

“But you didn’t have to go alone!” I snapped. 

Arkay stared at me like I was an idiot. It only took me a few seconds to realize my mistake. 

Yes, she did have to go alone. I had made that abundantly clear. 

“So,” she said after a long silence. “Why are you here?” There was a forced lightness to the tone as she attempted to change the subject. I accepted it gratefully.

“Terry told me you were asking about the doors,” I said. “It wasn’t difficult to determine where you were going.”

“Not what I meant.” She looked me in the eyes, her gaze flickering between them to avoid getting caught in my stare. “The Contessa offered you a job. So why are you playing nurse instead of getting fitted for a cocktail dress?”

What kind of question was that? “You were hurt. You could have died.” 

“So? You hate me.” 

I winced. 

It hurt that she could think that about me. 

It hurt worse that she wasn’t wrong.

“Do you want me to take her offer?” I asked.

“You’re not happy here.” She let the fact hang in the air between us. Not an accusation, but permission.

I could get up right now and leave. Arkay would be fine, given a few more days. She could go back to the Hoarde and do her work, and the world would continue turning without me. I could go back to the Contessa, or back to Russia. I could live out the rest of my life without having to see ThreeClaw in Arkay’s face. 

But I didn’t want that.

I lowered my eyes. “I lost the love of my life. It’s going to take a while before I’m happy anywhere.”

“You mean ThreeClaw?”

It was supposed to be a secret. We’d always been so careful to keep it quiet. “Is it that obvious?” 

“You tried to kiss me, and apparently you have a habit of watching me sleep. So yeah. Fairly obvious.” 

I attempted to smile, but it fell flat.

“I’m not her,” she said softly. 

“I know.” I heaved a sigh, and she echoed it with one of her own.

“You want to talk about it?” 

I hesitated, confused by the offer. “Do you?” 

She twitched her eyebrows in something reminiscent of a nod. “It’s not like I brought a book to read.” 

It felt absurd even to think about it. This was a private matter. ThreeClaw had only ever told Quinn about our relationship, and only because he was her doctor. I never spoke a word about it to another soul.

Maybe that was part of the problem.

“It’s a long story,” I said.

“I don’t have anywhere to be.” 

I sighed. This was a mistake.

I let it out before I could change my mind. 

“I was seventeen the first time an Orderling tried to kill me. I had heard of them before that, but I always thought they were another exaggerated horror story to warn us away from the west. ‘Don't complain about waiting in lines, солнышко,’ our elders would tell us. ‘Because in America, they don’t have such a luxury. Over there, if you stand still too long, the Order will catch you.’ Nobody really believed it. But when the USSR began to collapse, our borders became porous. Members of the Order slipped through and arrived in our country. But so did she.” 

***

Arkay didn’t mention the reason for her leaving for two full days after that. Not until she was well enough to travel, and we were already on the road.

“We still need to find him,” she announced with no warning as I was pulling onto the autobahn. 

I checked the mirrors. We had barely left the safe house. I didn’t want to turn back now. “Who?” 

“Meph. I’m guessing he’s halfway to Spain by now. But we need to find him before he gets himself abducted by anyone else. Seriously, the guy has the instincts of a soggy cracker.”

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “That isn’t going to happen, Arkay.” I took a deep, hissing breath. I had managed to make it this long without getting into another shouting match. “You helped him escape, and that’s... that’s fine. Congratulations. But whatever... relationship you two had? It doesn’t change who he is. He belongs to the Order.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why he needs help.” 

“Can you hear yourself when you speak?”

“I’m serious. Between their indoctrination and whatever the fuck the Contessa did to him, I’m amazed Meph still has brains left to scramble. He’s a victim twice over, and he’s got literally nobody on this fucking planet who cares if he lives or dies. So that’s my job.” 

I tried to keep my voice controlled. “Or you could admit that the rest of the world might have a point.”

“No. There’s still some good in him.” 

I kept my eyes on the road. “Do you actually believe that?”

She hesitated. “I have to.” 

“Why?”

“I just do.”

“Why?” 

“Because it’s hard.” Arkay adjusted her seatbelt over her chest. “He took everything from me, Nadia. Absolutely everything. If there’s one person in the world I have a reason to hate, it’s him.” She sank lower in her seat. “If I can find good in him, then I can find it in anyone.”

I had no answer for that, and she made no effort to continue. We sat in silence while the miles rushed past.

It took almost a quarter hour before I gathered the nerve to ask again: “Why?”

“Because that’s what Rosa did,” she said softly. “It’s the one thing she ever asked of me, but I don’t know how, and she’s not around to explain it to me anymore.” She curled close against the window. “She’d want me to help him.” 

I kept my eyes on the road to keep from staring. I had seen her unconscious, paralyzed, and near dead. In another life, I had seen her in the throes of passion.

But I had never seen her vulnerable. 

I swallowed. “It isn’t that simple.”

Arkay sighed. “Nadia, are you really—”

“It may astound you to hear it, but I do have the discipline not to kill an enemy combatant, or a rogue agent, or whatever you want to call him.” My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “But I cannot promise the same of all my subordinates. People don’t volunteer for the Hoarde’s combat teams without a reason. Every single one of our soldiers has lost friends. Family. Some of them have lost everything to the Order. If they find out you want to bring him in alive, and it isn’t to rip his beating heart out of his chest, someone is going to have a problem with that. There’s no chance you will succeed in bringing him in alive.”

“What do you want me to do? Send him to a civilian therapist?” Her tone lost its edge. She was angry, but not with me. “The minute he starts ranting about dragons, they’re gonna have him sedated. Which really sucks, because he’s got combat training.” 

And the Order was wiretapping police all over the country. One report, and they would descend to silence their apostate.

Arkay banged her head against the window, and immediately yelped in pain. 

“Careful,” I said. “You’re still healing.”

She growled. “Well, I’m not just going to sit around and do nothing.” 

“Give me a moment,” I said. “I’m thinking.” And I continued thinking, while mountains rolled into valleys and folded back into mountains again. And finally, after hours of deliberation, I came up with an answer. 

“A nemesis.”

She jerked awake from a fitful doze. “Huh?”

“Declare him your nemesis, and nobody else will have the right to hurt him. It’s an ancient law, and relatively obscure, but you’re a dragon. You can get away with it.” 

“And that’ll work?” she asked, childlike.

“It should.” Unless the Contessa had already thought of it. Unless other organizations decided not to respect Arkay’s claim. “It isn’t a perfect solution, but it may keep him alive long enough for us to come up with something better.”

Arkay’s shoulders lost a tension I didn’t even realize they had been holding, and she nestled into her corner to rest properly. “Thanks.” 

I nodded in reply.

I shouldn’t give a damn. And, truthfully, I didn’t. I personally could not care less about what happened to the little lost Orderling.

But Arkay did. And that meant it mattered.

Arkay

I tried not to fidget as I crossed the lobby at the Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago. It was a nice lobby, all wide open space and organic curves and enormous windows. It was a place of light. 

She’d like that. I hoped she’d like that. I wanted her to like it. 

I swallowed and stepped through the glass doors into the garden. Bright trees and emerald lawns stretched to the edge of the building, then dropped off to reveal a serene view of downtown Chicago, high enough over the city streets to escape the worst of the noise. A few people meandered down the garden paths, some walking, some in wheelchairs, but my stare gravitated to the woman who sat at the edge of the garden.

Dark curls framed a warm, earthy complexion and a nervous smile. Her shoulders were broad, strong enough to hold the weight of the world, but still soft enough to give the best hugs. She leaned against the green on bare arms, idly threading one hand through the grass. There were no marks on her. No scars, no calluses, no crescent zombie bites. 

I took a deep breath. “Is this seat taken?” 

She looked up, startled. “No, no, go ahead. I was just waiting for...” She hesitated. “Are you Arkay?” 

“The one and only.” I flashed a smile.

She tried to mirror it, but the expression didn’t quite reach her eyes. Her brows furrowed as she stared at my face.

“Do you know me?” I asked quietly.

“I...” She looked into my eyes. “You were at the hospital. When I woke up.” This time, when she smiled, it strained with frustrated sympathy. “I’m sorry.”

I swallowed. “Don’t be. You’re up and moving. That’s more than enough.”

Her shoulders curled with the awkward need to comfort me. “Were we close?” 

For five years we were inseparable. We were best friends. We fought and killed and nearly died for each other.

You were everything to me.

“We only knew each other for a short time,” I said. “You made one hell of an impression, though.”

“Oh. Thank you, I think.” 

“It was a good impression.” 

She answered me with another half-finished smile. 

“But that’s not what you want to hear,” I inferred.

“No, it’s fine,” she said. “I appreciate it. I do.”

“But you get that a lot.” 

She bowed her head. “Kind of, yeah. Is that awful?” 

“Not at all.” I sat down beside her. “A bunch of complete strangers have all these expectations about who you are and what you’ll do, and you don’t know the first thing about them. That’s a lot of pressure to put on anyone.” 

She sighed. “They’re not strangers, though. They’re friends. They love me, and I don’t even know who I am. And the person they keep describing, the kinds of things they think I did or said, I don’t think I can do that. I don’t know if I want to.” 

I took her hand in mine. “That’s okay. You don’t have to be the person you used to be. Just try to figure out who you are now. Do what feels right to you. You’ve got good instincts.”

“And what if I don’t have good instincts anymore?” she asked with a sardonic smile, and I returned it with one of my own. 

“Then I guess that’s one more thing that you know about yourself.” 

The Contessa

I reclined across the drawing room chaise while gentle hands worked ointment into my skin. Most of the injuries had healed rather nicely, leaving behind nothing but a faint lightness to show that the skin had ever been broken. I couldn’t say as much about my shoulder. The little mud-crawler’s fangs had penetrated deep, and the tissue closest to those teeth was ripped and burned beyond repair. 

There were decisions to be made regarding my wardrobe, whether I would cover the scars or accentuate their asymmetry. 

But later. For now, I had other business to attend. 

My darling Safi waited on the other side of the drawing room door, his sultry voice turned coarse while he shouted on the phone. A few barks made it through the door: “For the last time, my name is Valentin Fabre. My ID number is R12-3477. My instructions were to report my findings directly to the Archduchess—no, it can’t wait. This is a matter of utmost importance!”

My eyes fluttered shut as he continued fighting his battles, and I went back to enjoying the affections of my caretakers.

Finally the door opened and Safi stepped inside, sinking to his knees at my feet. 

“She’s ready for you, my lady.” He bowed his head and extended the phone to me with both hands. 

I leaned forward to cup his cheek, ignoring the ache of my broken ribs. “My darling Safi. Always so very clever.”

He exhaled softly and shifted, daring to lean his lips closer to my hand. 

He would be fully rewarded later. He’d risked so very much to catch me another Orderling so soon after I lost my last. And this one was still a full member of the Order.

Or at least, he was. Shortly, Valentin Fabre would be fertilizing the rose bushes.

I took the phone from him and brought it to my ear, dismissing Safi and the rest of my staff with a nod. 

The phone clicked as the call was transferred. 

“What do you have to report?” came a familiar voice, high and graveled from ages of use. 

I smiled. “Only that you’ll live to regret it if you hang up on me again.”

She answered with a sharp intake of breath. 

“Hello, Gianna,” I purred. “I’m sure you’re very busy. It’s been so very difficult to get a hold of you lately.” 

She made a valiant effort at sounding courageous. “I’ve told you, I want no more dragons. No more favors. I don’t want anything to do with you.” 

I feigned hurt. “My dear Gianna, you insult me. I’ve come with a favor for you. Call it a gift.”

Her breath caught. “No. No, I don’t want it.” 

“Adam Preston is going to attempt to sneak into the United States. I want you to let that happen.” 

“Preston?” I could hear the frown in her voice. “Why?”

I lounged back, tracing a finger idly around my scar. “Because ThreeClaw’s Hoarde has finally found itself a new dragon, my pet. And your lost lamb is going to kill her for me.”
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