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Arkay

“Uh... guys?” The voice in my earpiece belonged to a rakshasa named Yash. He was new around here, which was saying something with this group. I was second in command on this mission, and I’d only been with the Hoarde for a little more than two years. “Is she singing the Spider-Man theme?” 

Nadia didn’t answer him, except with a very loud and long-suffering sigh. 

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m humming the Spider-Man theme. It’s much more professional. Why? Are you a fan?”

“A bit, yes,” he admitted. “But doesn’t this sort of thing call for...” I could hear him squirming. “...you know, silence?” 

“Yash, honey, it’s four in the morning and I’m stuck to the side of a fourteen story building. Anyone who’s awake to hear me is in no condition to notice.” They would most likely assume I was part of some dream, or the spillover of a neighbor binge-watching cartoons late at night. 

Nadia finally broke in. “Except perhaps the Orderlings who are actively conducting surveillance in this area. Arkay, could you please try to focus?”

“Focus on what, exactly? I haven’t moved an inch in fifteen minutes.” A cold April wind ruffled my hair and sent a fresh chill through my fingertips. “I can’t actually feel my hands anymore, so if you guys could hurry up and do your thing, that would be swell.” 

“We’ve got everyone inside,” said the other rakshasa. “Tomasi’s got the defensive runes up and ready. We’re good to go when you are.” 

“We’ll actually be needing silence out there,” Nadia said. “Arkay, give us sixty seconds to get into position. We’ll move when you give the signal.”  

Normal protocol was to rush in with guns blazing and mow down the Order goons before they could put up a real fight. But this time around, they’d set up on the fourteenth floor of a cheaply made apartment building in New Jersey. It wouldn’t take much for a stray bullet to rip through the walls and hurt an innocent bystander, especially with the massive caliber the Order liked to use in their firearms.

Thus our current plan. 

I inched along the side of the building and perched on the absurdly narrow ledge above the window. I wanted to dig my claws into the brick for better leverage, but the people inside would hear that. The less opportunities they had to grab their guns, the better. 

I counted down at a mutter: one macarena, two macarena, three macarena, and I jabbed an EpiPen full of Styx into my thigh. 

My team got into position in the hallway. There’d been too much surveillance in the apartment building itself, so instead of taking the elevator like actual sane people, we’d wound up bringing the entire team to the top of the office silo next door so they could zipline into the only empty apartment on this floor. 

And guess who had to climb fourteen stories by hand, just so I could open the damn window for them? And, of course, supply a distraction.

Fifty-eight macarena, fifty-nine macarena, sixty.

With a single stroke of a ball-peen hammer, I shattered the window. Shouts of surprise and alarm joined the sound of breaking glass. I dropped onto the windowsill and tucked into a crouch, bursting through the pane and landing in a bedroom that looked more like a barracks. Three military-style cots stood against the far wall. Two were buried in neatly organized equipment and duffel bags. The third was occupied by a man who looked like he’d only just jolted awake. The door sprang open, and another three figures rushed in. Ignoring them, I sprang on top of Sleepyhead, pinning him to his cot before he had a chance to get up. They couldn’t shoot me without hitting him. 

I sank my teeth into the exposed flesh of his neck and poured electricity into his veins. His spine arched so hard he nearly bucked me off, his limbs flailing as every muscle and nerve in his body lit up at once. 

A gunshot hit me like a punch in the kidneys. My body armor caught the bullet before it could do major damage, but the force of it threw me backwards. I fell into the pile of supplies, and one of the cots flipped and landed on top of me. 

A spray of bullets rained down around me. I flattened myself against the floor, sheathing myself in scales. The thin canvas of the upended cot made a shitty shield, but at least it hid me well enough to throw off the shooter’s aim. A few bullets grazed my legs. Another two sliced past the compromised vest and into the scales of my abdomen. Even slowed down, the impact burned like hellfire, but it wasn’t enough to kill me. 

A metallic click warned that the person who’d fired was reloading. 

“That won’t be the only one,” a woman barked. “Check the windows.” 

“I don’t see anything,” called another voice from the next room. 

“What about this one?” Footsteps crept closer to the pile of debris that hid me from view. “Is it dead?” 

“It sure as hell better be,” muttered the woman. 

A hand grabbed the shredded canvas close to my face. 

Any day now, Nadia.

My cover was yanked away. A second barrage of bullets peppered the ground as I sprang, tackling the woman to the floor. 

My whole body burned, too saturated with pain to distinguish any one source. I shoved it aside and raked my claws across the woman’s abdomen. Blood and sewage curdled the air as I opened her insides, and she fell back, her eyes wide and unseeing. 

One of the men shrank away in horror; the other lunged at me. A combat knife flashed in his hand. No time to roll away. I could only grab onto his wrist as he bore down on top of me. Cold steel glinted a bare inch from my face. I had a dragon’s strength behind me, but he had weight and leverage and animal fury. 

But before he could cut my face off, he gave a soft, sharp gasp, and his whole body shuddered and went limp on top of me. His chest bloomed red around the point of a second knife. A pair of pale, slender hands pulled him off me and tossed him aside. 

My rescuer was tall and corded with muscle, her long blond hair braided into a tight crown around her scalp. Blood splattered the stark white of her fatigues— more blood than she should have gotten from that one coup de gras. I glanced past her athletic calves. Two bodies lay just outside the door, and a growing pool of gore suggested more just out of sight. 

I frowned, counting on my fingers. “I thought this was supposed to be a two-bedroom apartment.”

“It is.” Nadia caught me by the arm and hauled me to my feet. I swayed, but managed to stay standing. Damn bullets.

“And they had— what, six people living here? Eight?” 

“Nine,” she said.

I tsked. “Nobody respects fire code anymore. It’s a damn shame.” 

Nadia rolled her eyes. “Are you going to be alright?” 

“I’ll get over it,” I said. The Styx was already repairing the damage, leaving behind an uncomfortable heat and pressure around the wounds. That shit still made my skin crawl, but damn if it wasn’t useful. 

Satisfied, Nadia turned away from me and returned to her team. “Tomasi, get on those computers and see if the hard drives have been wiped. Melissa, bring the van around front. We’ll take the elevator down. Jordana, get Kanti and Yash calm and start collecting what you can. Move fast. Police are already on their way.”

I leaned heavily against the wall and focused on my breathing while the Styx did its work. In the other room, Kanti and Yash hissed and snarled, still coming down from the high of bloodlust. Unlike the rakshasa on the rest of Nadia’s strike teams, these two could rein in their fury enough to leave survivors. Some of the time, anyway.

Okay, so we had yet to bring anyone in alive. At least we were working on it.

A gasping cough pulled me out of my thoughts. The man I’d electrified dragged himself upright. His gaze swept over the carnage around him before he turned to me.

“Morning, Sleepyhead.” I flashed a smile. “You slept right through the fight. Sorry about that. But on the plus side, you get to live.” 

Sleepyhead scrambled away from me. One arm groped at the scattered mess beside his cot.

On the other side of the open door, Nadia frowned and glanced my way.

Sleepyhead yanked a Desert Eagle from a duffel bag and flipped off the safety. His hands twitched as he pointed the enormous handgun at me.

“Calm down, dude,” I said. “It’s a noble effort and all, but you’re surrounded. There are a lot more of us than there are bullets in that little thing. So how about you put it down and sit tight for a while? I promise nobody’s going to hurt you.” 

He glanced at the bodies on the floor and smears of blood from the next room. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “You— you want to take me prisoner.”

“It’s really not as bad as it seems. We’re under new management, so now we do the whole rules of engagement thing. We’re practically Geneva Convention certified and everything.”

Maybe I’d mixed up my historic treaties, because the color drained from his face. His hands started shaking. “No. You won’t take me.” 

“You can call me a liar, but that won’t make it less true.” I stepped forward, still smiling cheerfully. “Now let’s put that thing down before you hurt someone.” 

Nadia appeared in the door. “Arkay, get away from him.” 

My gaze flicked to her face for just an instant. When I looked back, he had the gun pressed to his temple. 

“Hold on a second!” I leaped at him. “No, wait!”

The single gunshot felt louder than the entire firefight had been. I recoiled as blood and gray matter splashed the wall behind him. 

The rest of my team poked their heads in just in time to see his body fall.

I stood frozen, staring. I could still taste his blood in my mouth. 

“Back to your assignments,” Nadia snapped, and they retreated even faster than they’d come. She caught me around the waist and yanked me out of the room. “You, too, Arkay. We don’t have time for this. Let’s go.” I didn’t get a chance to protest before she slung an overburdened duffel bag across my shoulder and shoved a box of papers and notebooks into my arms. She grabbed another pair of bags and yanked the door out of its splintered frame. 

“Elevator’s this way.” She pushed me in front of her, through the hallway and into the elevator. The nylon straps of the bags pushed my vest into my wounds.

“He shot himself,” I said quietly.

Nadia glowered at the far corner of the elevator. “He did.”

I took a deep, ragged breath. “Is this going to keep happening?” 

“Give it time,” she said. “There is always a spike in suicides after an Orderling defects. Eventually it goes back down again.”

I ran my tongue over my teeth. “Any idea how long these spikes are supposed to last?” 

“Only a few years,” she said. 

A few years of suicides. 

“We could tie them up or something so they can’t shoot themselves,” I pointed out. “Or you could do that hypno-eye thing that you do. If we could keep them alive long enough to give them some decent therapy—”

“Then you would have a hospital full of dead therapists on your hands,” Nadia said. “This is a war, Arkay. There are going to be people you can’t save.” 

The elevator doors opened and we stepped into the lobby. The doorman stared at my bullet wounds and Nadia’s bloodstains with bulging eyes. I put down the crate and dug through my pocket.

“Hey.” I tried to flash a winning smile, but it felt strained and wrong on my face. “The police are already on their way. We’ve got some more people coming down on the next elevator. Don’t bother trying to stop them, and everything is going to be great.” I slapped a twenty on his desk. “And maybe get yourself a drink. You look like you need one.” 

Meph

We’d chosen a coffee shop for our rendezvous point. It typically served a college population, but the end of the semester meant that the large cafe was nearly deserted. A barista polished the espresso machine. A young coed lounged in an armchair, her latte forgotten on the small table beside her. Another student eyed her from his perch across the room.

I sipped at my own coffee, black, and didn’t look up when Mara walked in and sat in the booth behind mine. Her cane tapped an uneasy pattern into the tile floor.

“I take it you found something?” I asked. 

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” The vinyl booth cushion squeaked as she sat back. “Shit.” 

“Do you know how many?”

“At least two,” she said. “The Hoarde breaks into our network periodically, but they’re kicked out again before they can get much out of the system, and most of it is menial detail. Surface stuff. But someone else is accessing our data. Someone more experienced. More professional. It’s hard to spot, because they don’t do anything to it, and they use too many proxies to trace, and...” She hesitated. “And they know our passwords, Meph. Top-level passwords. RSA authentication. Shit you never had access to.”

“Which means?” I prompted.

“Which means you can’t be the mole. Or you can’t be the only one.” 

It was the closest to vindication as I was ever going to get.

“When the Contessa made her offer, she was talking like she could get me a high rank. She said she’d done it before.” 

“They’d have to be pretty high up there to get that kind of access.” The tapping of Mara’s cane gained a jagged rhythm. “How could they do that to us? How could they betray us that way?” 

“Maybe it didn’t feel like a betrayal from where they’re standing,” I said quietly. “Dragons are insidious. They get under your skin, make you see the world their way until you can’t see anything else. Giving up everything you ever believed in seems easy when a dragon asks it of you.” 

“Except for you?” Her voice was more bitter than my coffee. 

“Especially for me. The difference is that you and I are both aware of their influence, and we can compensate. Keep fact checking what I say. Keep making sure it makes sense. The best defense against a dragon is the truth.” 

The coed in the corner finally rose out of her armchair, leaving her coffee and her book to vanish into the bathroom. 

The other student stood and stretched, glancing around with forced nonchalance. I averted my eyes to my own beverage. 

Mara let out a heavy breath. “Do you think you’re ever going to get past this, Meph?” 

“I can kill them,” I said. “And then it won’t matter how many hooks they have in me.”

The student crossed the cafe and bent over the coed’s chair, pretending to read the cover of her book. The distracted baristas didn’t notice him tipping a packet into the spout of her drink.

I threw back the last of my coffee. “I need to get going.”

Mara tensed beside me. “What is it?”

“Just a bit of monster hunting,” I said. “Do me a favor, will you? Make sure the girl in the bathroom gets home in one piece.” 

I’d learned the hard way: not all monsters had claws.

Arkay

It was a long, quiet ride back to the Felldeep. I used baby wipes to scrub the gore from my face and hands, trying not to think too deeply about who the blood belonged to. Yash attempted to start up a conversation about comic books, but it fizzled into one-word sentences and awkward silence before it could get very far. We had a long night behind us. I wanted it to be over as soon as possible.

The sky lightened from a brooding charcoal to the color of a fresh bruise by the time we pulled up in front of a crumbling shed off to the side of a dirt path. I climbed out and stretched, my legs stiff from three hours of being crammed into the back of a van. The dry blood under my clothes had started to slough off into an itchy powder. I wanted to peel off the body suit and brush off the debris, but no such luck. Nadia was already organizing the rest of the team, and she motioned for me to get on with it.

She insisted that I always be the first person to go inside. It was supposed to be symbolic of leadership or something, but mostly, it came across as stupid. We all knew where we were going. Still, I tried hard not to roll my eyes as I led the file into the dilapidated shed. 

It was barely big enough to lay down, with a few emergency supplies to tide over whatever unfortunate soul found themselves this far into the middle of nowhere. The entire team wouldn’t have fit inside all at the same time. The only point of interest were the doors: it had two on the inside; on the outside, there was only one, so big that it took up the entire wall.

I pressed the secret latch and jiggled the knob a few times, and finally the door opened into a gaping black abyss. I stepped through, and the world went as dark as spilled ink. Slowly gradients of shadow emerged, revealing a pair of oni dressed in overalls. They carried lanterns, the glass tinted dark so as not to attract living shadows, and the faint light barely reached the path before their feet. Behind them walked a cave troll who squinted her huge eyes against the faint illumination.

The oni waited beside the door for the rest of our team to file through. Their tusks caught the light as they exchanged words in Japanese and chuckled. I didn’t miss the quick glance in my direction. The cave troll stayed behind, looking at her feet to avoid the brightness of the doorway. She was nearly twice my height, but she wasn’t as broad or muscular as the other trolls I’d met. Nadia dismissed the rest of my team, and they started to dissipate. I would have joined them, but the troll was directly in my way, and her awkward shuffling made it impossible for me to step past her.

As it turns out, that was deliberate.

“Um... hello, ma’am. Arkay. Ma’am.” She stumbled over the words. 

I tried not to look too nonplussed. “Hi?”

“Hi,” she squeaked. Before that moment, I did not know trolls could squeak. It sounded like a pair of boulders scraping together. Her head bowed so low that it almost retreated between her shoulder blades. “I... um... we’re here for the pick-up. I mean, we were told you would be here and you had stuff that needed... um... picking up... but you knew that.” She wrung her enormous hands, and I noticed pink sparkles in her chipped nail polish. “I just wanted to tell you that I— um—” 

“Ey! Dagny!” One of the oni stepped back through the doorway, a stack of boxes leaning in his hands. “Hurry up, there’s more here!” 

“I-think-you’re-really-cool-okay-thanks-bye!” The troll got the words out in half a breath and fled to the oni’s side, determinedly avoiding my stare.

It took me a few seconds to figure out what she’d been trying to say. “Er... thanks?” 

But she’d already vanished into the woods. The oni was back on the other side of the door, out of earshot. My entire team had vanished.

I was alone.

I tilted my head back and inhaled. The safe paths to the common areas had been marked by occasional dabs of scented oil— peppermint for the hospital wing, clove for the bazaar, and rose for the residential areas. I couldn’t remember exactly what oil had been used for the armory, but it hadn’t been reapplied in years. All you had to do was follow the smell of sweat, gunpowder, and blood.

Dagny’s interruption hadn’t been a particularly long one, and so it didn’t take me more than a few minutes to catch up with the rest of the team. 

Unfortunately, that was long enough for them to think they’d missed me altogether.

“...and then the guy shot himself,” Kanti said to the sayona who drove the van. “The boss freaked the fuck out.” 

“It’s not a very pleasant thing to see,” her cousin Yash muttered over his shoulder. He walked at the front of the group, carrying another tinted lantern to guide the way. 

“It’s not like it’s the first time this has happened,” Kanti continued. “But you should have seen her, Melissa. She got all broken up about it. My money says she was saving that one special.” 

“Gross.” Melissa made a face. “Hoping to add him to her harem?”

Yash paused. “Wait. The boss has a harem?” 

“Why?” Kanti laughed. “Are you wanting to join?”

“Might as well ask her,” Mellissa said. “It’s not like she’s going to turn you down.”

“Better wait your turn, though.” Their giggles grated my nerves. “Did you see her with that porter back there? Three guesses where they’ll be tonight.”

“Don’t be disgusting,” Jordana muttered from a little further on. “A troll?”

Really? I narrowed my eyes. That’s where you draw the line? 

There was a time when I’d threaten to break someone’s jaw for talking that way in front of me. But these were my subordinates. I had no right to abuse them, even if they did deserve it. Besides, I had enough trouble gathering teams who were onboard with taking living prisoners; I couldn’t afford to alienate them just because they were slut-shaming, racist shitheads. 

I drew back, seething. Not mauling half my team would be a lot easier if I couldn’t hear the rest of their conversation.

A shadow skittered behind me, accompanied by the sounds of sucking and cracking knuckles. 

“You okay, boss?” asked Terry, our resident eldritch abomination.

“There is absolutely nothing wrong with trolls,” I grumbled.

“Of course not, boss. Some of my best friends are trolls.” As the local gossip, Terry was personally responsible for the entire Hoarde knowing the details of my job history. They hadn’t done it in malice. In fact, they probably didn’t even realize at the time how much harder that bit of information could make my life. At least they had the decency to be ashamed of what they’d done, if not a little sycophantic. 

“Seriously, though,” I said. “Did you see Dagny’s nails? Super cute.” 

“Oh, yes. She has this friend who paints them for her. A djinn—Hammed, have you met him? He’s quite talented.” This was the kind of gossip I could actually get behind. 

“Yeah?” I asked. “What else has he done?”

Terry regaled me with tales of Dagny’s nail art, and by the time we reached the door to my apartment, I actually felt a little bit okay. 

As soon as I got inside, I shucked off my body armor and tossed it into the pile of laundry in the far corner. In short order the bullet holes would be patched, and the shattered ballistic plates would be replaced, and the armor would be etched with new protective runes, and I’d be ready to go out and kill a bunch of other brainwashed cult victims. 

Dried blood had plastered my clothes to my skin. Bits of fabric had been incorporated into the healing wounds, and so when I peeled off my shirt, it brought fresh scabs with it. Underneath, the skin was raw and half-mended, but at least I wasn’t bleeding anymore. I stepped into the shower and washed off the grime of the night, revealing dull stretches of words written in blue sharpie on my skin. Most of the marks were only a few hours old, but already they were faded.

My name is Arkay

Protect Rosario Hernandez

The Hoarde = mine

Mephistopheles = friend enemy brainwashed it’s complicated

Help him anyway. 

Order of ...chel of the Sun = bad people. DO NOT TRUST THEM.

That last instruction had been interrupted by a bullet, but the point came across nicely enough. A list of names crawled down my right leg. I read over them carefully, trying to place their faces, their voices, the way we’d met. 

No blank spots so far. 

My shoulders sagged in relief, and I started shampooing my hair.

Nadia had toned down the overprotective schtick over the past year, but I still wasn’t allowed to leave the Felldeep without a case of Styx in my pocket. For the most part, it was a reasonable safety precaution, like an all-purpose EpiPen. Only instead of beestings and peanut butter, the syringes of Styx protected me from little things like gunshot wounds. And where a dose of epinephrine might give a person nausea and heart palpitations, Styx’s major side effect was completely erasing your memory and identity. 

Every time I took a dose, I risked losing part of myself. And worse, I would never even know it. 

“Fuck that.” I pulled myself out of the shower, toweled myself dry, and dug a sharpie out of my duffel bag and traced over the faded words. 

My name is Arkay.

Protect Rosario Hernandez. 

I didn’t get much farther than that when I heard a knock at the door. One of the doors, anyway. Back when this was ThreeClaw’s apartment, it had been meant as a central hub of the Felldeep. The walls were lined with enchanted doors that led to every essential area in the compound, plus a few to the further reaches of the Hoarde. Nadia had locked most of them when I first got here, partly to keep me contained and partly to keep me from getting hopelessly lost. As much as I appreciated her lifting my house arrest, there was no saving me from the winding hallways full of identical doors. I only managed to keep them straight thanks to the generous application of post-it notes and door hangers. Not that either of those were particularly helpful in this situation.

I yanked on a bathrobe and started the tedious process of unlocking and opening every single fucking door in rapid succession. There had to be a better way than this. A peephole or something.

On my seventh try, I opened the door to the security wing. The dim hallway beyond was blocked by a figure so tall that the top of the door only reached about halfway up his barrel chest. The black of his fur and the dark blue of his tailored uniform blended seamlessly into the shadows. 

I pasted on my most chipper smile and stepped through the door. “Hey, Ives. What’s shakin’?” 

The minotaur glared down at me, though maybe that was just his default expression. I’d never seen him not glare at anyone. Ivan Pandev was the Hoarde’s head of security and one of the most intimidating people on staff. He was only a good eight feet tall— short compared to some of the oni and trolls in the loading bays— but between his rigid posture and the arc of his horns, he seemed to tower over them just as effectively as he did over me. 

Nadia did the same thing, come to think of it. I’m not sure if ThreeClaw sought out people who had a straight-edge shoved up their ass, or if that was part of the initiation to her inner circle. 

“There’s been an issue regarding the bodyguards assigned to Miss Hernandez,” Ivan said. “It requires executive oversight.”

Immediately I straightened. “Yeah?”

Ivan’s nostrils flared, but his expression remained otherwise stoic. “I believe this is a matter better discussed in private.” He gave me a stern look. “I believe you would feel the same.”  

“What kind of issue are we talking?” 

“Her security detail abandoned their posts. She has not come to harm,” he added, probably in response to the static electricity sparking from his horns like they were Tesla coils. Somewhere between the two sentences, all his fur started standing on end.

“That answers my first question,” I said evenly. “Next question: why?” 

“For coffee.” He had amazing composure for a guy talking to a pissed-off dragon. “She invited them inside her home.” 

Just like that, my anger deflated. “Oh. That’s different.” 

“It is not,” he said. “My teams pride themselves on their discretion and discipline. The fact that she became aware of their presence in the first place is shame enough. That they left their posts on a mere whim is unforgivable.” 

“Or it would be, if I didn’t tell them to do that,” I said. “I really appreciate you keeping me updated, Ivan, but that sounds completely in line with... Ivan?”

Have you ever seen a bull having an aneurism, all twitching ears and bulging eyes? It somehow straddles the line between disturbing and hilarious.

“Why... exactly... would you tell them to abandon the woman that you assigned them to protect?” 

“Well, that would be stupid,” I said. “I just told them to do what she says.”

“Why was she informed about the surveillance team in the first place?” 

“Because conducting surveillance on her behind her back is creepy as fuck. Just because I want her safe doesn’t mean she’s not entitled to privacy.”

He let out a sound between a bellow and a growl, as only a part-bull can make. “Is that why the indoor cameras are offline?” 

“Wait, you didn’t know about that?” I frowned. “Ivan, she’s been moved into her new house for almost a month already. If you thought there was a legitimate problem, why did you wait until now to tell me about it?” 

His shoulders shook. He looked like he would have strangled me, if he could fit his enormous hands around my neck. 

“Listen, I can see you’re stressed, so how about we just drop that. I’m sure you had your reasons.”

“Thank you,” he grated. “So much. For your leniency.” 

I smiled. “No problem.”

Meph

There was too much blood on my jacket to wear without attracting attention, so I left it in a nearby dumpster. As soon as I stepped out of the shelter of the alley, I regretted the decision. A cold wind blew across my back as I trudged back to the vacant house I’d been using as a base camp. With numb hands, I fumbled the sheet of plywood that covered the broken window and I climbed inside. 

It wasn’t this cold before. I’d spent the winter months in Arizona, tracking Arkay’s agents through a network of caverns in the Superstition Mountains, but that had gained me nothing but wasted time and a patchwork of new scars. Now intelligence told me that she was focusing her attention on the Midwest, which meant I had to do the same, even if it meant enduring the last cold snap of a Wisconsin April.

Out of the bitter wind, I sank to my knees and threw a mildewed blanket over my shoulders, cracking a chemical hand warmer to bring some heat back into my bones. 

A patch of darkness shifted in the corners of the house, and I drew my gun. “Who’s there?”

The darkness detached itself and stepped into the thin sliver of light that leaked from the front window. In the shadows, all I could see were his hunched shoulders and his hawkish glare.

“Dammit, Gage,” I muttered. “Ever hear of knocking?”

“Do you seriously think I’m going to stand around knocking on the front door of this shithole?” 

Commander Gage was once the Grand Master of this region, before he’d backed the wrong dog in a fixed race. Just like that, a lifetime of devoted service was wiped off the slate, and he worked as little better than a clerk. The only way he could regain his position and prestige was if his failed protégé actually amounted to something worthwhile. 

Unfortunately for both of us, that protégé was me.

“How’d you find me?” I asked, curling again under the blanket. 

“I tracked your phone.”

I frowned. I was sure I’d turned off the GPS. But that was beside the point. “What have you got for me?” 

He swooped past me, blocking out the sliver of light. In the dark, his fingers dug into my blanket and dragged me close enough to smell his breath. “Listen here, you ungrateful little shit—”

“Don’t pretend you’re doing me any favors.” I twisted out of his grip. Even in his prime, he had nothing on dragon claws. “I don’t want you here any more than you want to be here. So how about you do what you came here to do?”

He’d told the High Synod that my repeated failures were an elaborate strategy to nab him a dragon. It was utter bullshit, but it was bullshit he could sell them, provided that I delivered on his promise. And when he went back to complacency in a cushy desk job, I could start my investigation in earnest. 

“Word is that the Hoarde’s hacked our network again,” he said. “We’re using top-of-the-line encryption, but they’re waltzing through it like it doesn’t exist.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“The account they hijacked spent an awful lot of time looking at mission plans,” he continued. “This mission in particular.” 

He tossed me a file. It was short enough that it barely needed a paperclip to hold it together. A contract job. “You said this was the kind of job that would attract her attention.”

I skimmed the details. A small number of agents, a big payoff, and a low-income area. “Yeah, this has Arkay written all over it.” I glanced at the address. “If I jack a car, I can get there by morning.” 

“Then find yourself a fast one,” Gage said. “Get over there, and get me that dragon.” 

Arkay

The Order of Saint Michael of the Sun was not a small organization. They had agents all over the world, and they depended on a vast network of doctors, armorers, weapons manufacturers, and mechanics to help them deal with the most basic functions of their job. 

Keeping all that straight required one hell of a network. In the case of the Order, it was a digital network, like Facebook for fascists. Unlike Facebook, though, it had top notch security and a knack for identifying fake accounts, which made it annoyingly difficult to break in and find out what was trending among the Axis of Evil.

But we had an experienced hacker on staff, and even the most secure systems had a way in. Like a computer that was already logged into the system, thanks to some naughty little Orderling who didn’t like typing in their password every time they turned the computer on. And thanks to that surprise raid in Jersey, they hadn’t had a chance to fry the hard drive before we got to it, along with all their saved passwords.

This leads us to the other thing that vast and powerful organizations need a lot of: money.

And as much as the Order encouraged generous charitable donations and the liberty of being a tax-free religious institution, tithing wasn’t enough to keep the doors open and the bullets flying. Sure, there were records of sales, most of them labeled with codewords and serial numbers, but even those didn’t get the Order all the way into the black.

So they put on their best puppy faces and gave a heartfelt request for donations.

“Everybody get down! I see a single one of you move and I blow your head off, you hear me?”

By which I mean they hired a bunch of masked goons to rob a bank. 

“I said get down!” repeated the guy in the Frankenstein mask. Even if we didn’t hear him the first time, it wasn’t like anybody had missed the gush of bullets he’d fired into the ceiling. The rest of the brute squad— one dressed like Dracula, the other like what might have been a wolfman— dragged the tellers and patrons into a panicked crowd. 

I caught slight movement coming from behind the blinds in the bank manager’s office. The lights were off; hopefully the robbers wouldn’t think to check inside.

Frankenstein pushed me to my knees on the wheelchair ramp that led down from the entrance, close to the little desk that held all the deposit slips. 

“Over there, by the railing. All of you in a line.” He pinned my wrists to the bronze railing and fastened them in place with a pair of...

That couldn’t be right.

Zip ties? Really? This had to be some kind of joke. But the other masks were doing the same damn thing on either side of me, and the other hostages whimpered and cowered like they were bound by tempered steel and carbon fiber, instead of tiny strips of cheap plastic. I bowed my head, mostly to keep the masked brigade from noticing the look on my face.

Seriously, you could find better restraints in a sex shop.

An unfamiliar knee nudged against my hip. I opened my eyes to glance at one of the other bank patrons, who was leaning as close to me as his zip ties would allow. “Hey, don’t cry. It’s gonna be alright. The police are on their way.”

“No, they’re not.” I popped my head up. “But thank you for saying so. It’s really sweet of you.” 

"Of course they're coming," said one of the tellers on my other side. "They're gonna save us. They have to." Her voice faltered. "What's going to happen to us if they don't?"

“You’re gonna be just fine,” I said. “And you’re gonna get out of here in one piece.” I yanked my hands down, and the zip ties snapped apart like old rubber bands. “Just stay calm and keep quiet. The guys with the guns aren’t playing around.” 

That was a lie. This whole event was a performance, meant to be big and flashy. Then the police would come to investigate, and Order goons would pack up even more cash in evidence bags. Classic misdirection, worthy of a stage magician. 

I preferred action movies. 

A grunting question was tossed around behind the bank counter, and heavy footsteps moved toward us. 

“Shh. Not a sound.” I rolled onto my hands and knees and scurried behind the deposit desk.

“What the hell is going on back here?” Frankenstein demanded. “Who said you people could—” His head canted forward as he looked at the empty space where I had been. “What the hell? Where’s the kid—” The rest of the words were muffled by my hand over his mouth. 

I latched onto his back, my legs wrapping around his waist. With one hand I muffled his cries for help, and with the other I wrenched the rifle out of his grip and tossed it across the room. 

Frankenstein kept thrashing against me, gnashing his teeth in an attempt to bite through my hand.

I pulled his head to one side and sank my teeth into his exposed neck. A few thousand volts of electricity later, he dropped to the ground, smelling mildly of cooked meat and ozone. 

That was one goon out of the way. I could hear the other two arguing in the back. Apparently that hadn’t caught their attention yet. 

“Where was I?” I patted the hand of the guy who’d tried to comfort me, and my claws sliced through the zip ties on his wrists. “Right, right. There’s more guys in the back, and they’re armed, so it’s super important that you keep quiet.” 

“Are you with the police?” asked one of the tellers as I cut her free.

“Not exactly— hey, you, don’t touch that!” One of them started crawling toward the rifle. I darted past him and snatched it off the ground before he could grab it. “That’s mine now.”

The teller recoiled. “Wait, what? You’re not—” She glanced at Frankenstein, still unconscious and twitching. “Are— are you robbing us?” 

“Of course not,” I said. “The assholes in the mask are robbing you. I’m robbing them. It’s completely different.” 

“How is it different?” the teller started upright. Before she could rise to her feet, I stepped over her and pushed her back onto her ass. 

“We’re staying put, thank you very much. There’s guys with guns out there, remember?” I smiled with all of my teeth. “Besides, what do you care if this place gets robbed? The money’s insured, and you can probably argue for a pretty hefty compensation package for living through all this. So how about you worry about getting out of here, and I’ll worry about the costume party?” 

For some reason, that didn’t seem to persuade the rest of the hostages to trust me. They stared at me like I was one of the masked weirdos. Even the blinds in the manager’s office swung skeptically.

“Yeah, let’s get you guys out of here. Exit’s this way, folks.” I marched to the door and pushed against the glass. The door didn’t open. I tried again, with identical results. I tried pulling, in case I had somehow misinterpreted the sign on the door. Still nothing. 

“They locked the door when they came in,” the teller said. “And...” She pointed at the lock. The key had been snapped off inside the lock, jamming it shut. 

“We’re locked in,” one of the patrons said. “We’re trapped!”

“Are not,” I scolded. “Just stand back, I’ve got this.” 

It was all the warning I gave before I slammed the heel of my hand into the glass.

“Motherfucker!” 

To be fair, the glass did crack. As did, I suspect, a few of the bones in my wrist. 

I winced and glanced back at the teller. “Bulletproof?”

She gave a quick, frightened nod. “There’s another way out, but it’s through there. And you need a key.” 

“Do we have the key?” I asked.

The masked robbers continued to argue, but their tones had changed. Apparently they’d heard my little outburst. The crowd of hostages huddled closer together. 

The teller lowered her voice. “It’s in my cash drawer. Third station from the right.” 

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” I vaulted over the counter. “You show me which way is out, and I’ll take care of whoever’s waiting for us.” I pulled out a tray of cash and groped around until I found the key taped to the underside of the desk. “Got it.”

I stuffed the key into one pocket, and tossed a stack of twenties into the other. 

The teller gave me a disapproving look.

“What? You’re insured, remember?” 

“What about him?” asked one of the other hostages, peering anxiously at Frankenstein. “What if he wakes up?” 

“I dunno,” I said. “Tie him up or something. Sit on him. There’s one of him and five of you. Figure something out.” I rolled her eyes and marched down the hall, past the darkened blinds of the manager’s office. “These guys are wearing Halloween masks, for crying out loud. It’s not like they’re—” The muzzle of a rifle swung out of the dark and pointed right between my eyes. Behind it stood the guy in the wolfman mask. “Hi there.” 

“What were you saying?” He advanced, and I retreated a step. “Frank?” He narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck’d you do to Frank?”

"It’s a funny story, really.” I could probably duck into the manager’s office or dive under the counter, but either one would put hostages at risk. There had to be a third option. “See, he was coming by to check on us, and then—” 

“I don’t want to hear it.” Wolfman’s hand tightened around the stock of the rifle. His fingers tightened around the trigger.

And then he froze. Probably because the muzzle of another gun was now digging into the underside of his jaw. 

“Do it, and they’ll have to pry your molars out of the ceiling,” came a low, rasping growl. 

The gun was a .50 caliber Desert Eagle, and the man who held it was tall and muscular, but as lean and hunched as a street dog. 

“Aw,” I said. “Meph. You do care!” 

Wolfman attempted to turn, but he didn’t get a chance before Meph pistol-whipped him unconscious. 

He turned on me, and his lips parted into a snarl. “Nobody gets to kill you but me.”

“So you keep saying. And yet...” I ducked just in time to hear four gunshots fired inches from where my face had been. The screaming hostages were barely audible over the ringing in my ears.

Before Meph could adjust his aim, I grabbed the grip of the Deagle. The next three shot fired harmlessly into the ceiling. 

“Don’t be like that, Meph,” I said, springing right into his personal space. “No shooting at the audience. This is a dance, not dinner theater.” 

He bared his teeth. “We’re not dancing.”

“Are you kidding? That’s all we ever do anymore.” 

I didn’t know what else a rational person could call what we did.

Not fighting, because I had no intention of hurting him. 

Not sparring, because he genuinely intended to kill me.

Not brawling, because to date, only one bystander had gotten killed during our little spats, and that was because the guy had fled into oncoming traffic. Gone were the days that I flailed wildly at my opponents. Now I had daily training sessions with a woman who considered ballet a relaxing way to cool down after her workout. 

Meph grabbed a combat knife out of his belt and slashed at me, and I swung away without letting go of his other hand. The single point of contact turned my dodge into a twirl, and I rammed my elbow into his gut before he could swipe at me again.

He rocked back, the breath knocked from his lungs. I stepped in again, closing my other hand around the blade of the knife. We were hand in hand. Add a bouncy little beat, and you’d think we were doing the jitterbug. 

With his hands caught, he kicked at me. I sashayed past his left foot, then his right. And just to be an ass, I dropped to the floor, diving between his spread legs with both feet and dragging him along behind me. He toppled, tumbled, and rolled into a graceful arc. But he couldn’t do that without letting go of the weapons. 

By the time he sprang to his feet, I had the Desert Eagle leveled at his chest. He froze. Like I would actually shoot him.

“Ladies, gentlemen, et cetera,” I said. “This concludes tonight’s entertainment. Please follow the lovely bank staff to the nearest exit, and have a great day.” 

The hostages stared in dumbfounded silence.

I rolled my eyes and twitched the gun at them. “Any time now, folks.” 

Maybe it wasn’t a great idea to take my eyes off Meph. In that instant, he closed the distance between us and kicked the gun out of my hand. He drew a second knife and brought it in for the kill. I barely parried the attack before he struck again.

“I’m sensing a lot of anger.” I blocked a jab that was meant for my heart. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He made a sound between a bark and a roar.

“That’s good. Just let it all out.”

He drew yet another knife, and I had to spring away to escape a flurry of flashing steel. I rolled behind the counter, putting heavy wood between him and me.

“So let’s talk sources,” I said. “Who are you really mad at?”

“You!” One of the knives sailed past my ear and embedded itself in the wall behind me. Another knife followed right behind, and then a third.

What I wanted to know is how he got that many weapons into a bank in the first place.

“Why?” I twisted around him. “Why are you mad at me?” 

“You ruined my life!” He whirled, but I darted around him, keeping at his back. “You fucked with my mind!”

“Get specific, Meph,” I hissed. “If you’re gonna kill me, then at least let me know what I’m dying for.” 

The words were a script, plagiarized from Hoarde therapists and thrown around alongside punches, knives, and miscellaneous blunt objects. He’d resisted the witty banter the first few fights, but the more we fought, the faster he answered me, and the more honest he got. Maybe one day we’d get to some actual introspection, preferably before he put a bullet between my eyes. 

“You did this to me!” He spun, catching my ankle and throwing me off balance. “You made me like this!” He brought his knife down over my head. I blocked the blade, but I stumbled. I fell one way, the knife fell the other. He pinned me down with a foot to my collarbone. His knife glinted silver in the fluorescent light. “You made me like you!”

A gunshot split the air. Then a second. Then a third.

With each crack, Meph shuddered. 

His contorted features smoothed into a look of blank surprise. Of shock.

“Meph?” 

He staggered. Fell to one knee. His eyes were fixed on me.

I sat up. “Meph?” 

Three bullet wounds bloomed across his back.

A man in a Dracula mask stood at the end of the hall, a rifle in his hand. 

I grabbed the knife out of Meph’s hand and sheathed myself in scales.

Dracula took aim.

So did I.

A hail of bullets ripped through dragon scales and into the soft tissue of my chest. But I’d been shot before. I knew the pain. It was familiar. It was something I could live through.

Dracula couldn’t say the same thing about the knife in his throat.

I glanced back at the hostages. “The fuck are you waiting for? That’s all of them. Get out of here!” I didn’t spare them enough attention to make sure they obeyed. 

Meph was bleeding— fuck, there was blood everywhere.

I tried to make sense of it. Bleeding meant heartbeat. Heartbeat meant alive. But this fast— was this too fast? Too much blood all at once? Had he hit a major artery? 

I scrambled at the case of Styx that I was contractually obligated to carry with me at all times, and my wet fingers slipped on the zipper. I fumbled the EpiPen. 

First aid had to be administered fast. With every moment I wasted, he lost that much more blood. And when he lost enough, when he hit that certain tipping point, then the brain damage would begin, and...

I stabbed the EpiPen into his back and grabbed another. Right now he needed action, not a panic attack. More importantly, he needed another dose of Styx. 

I dug a second out of the case. It felt leaden and heavy. It felt wrong.

Too much Styx, and I’d erase him. 

But he needed more.

But I couldn’t risk an overdose. Not again. I couldn’t do that again. My head was spinning. It was getting hard to think.

“Shock,” I whispered aloud. “I’m in fucking shock.”

Meph wasn’t the only one who was bleeding. Better take care of that. 

I jabbed the second dose into my thigh with a hiss. Then, with shaking hands, I wrenched my phone out of my pocket. It wouldn’t cooperate. The touchscreen wouldn’t obey my blood-soaked fingers until I wiped the phone against my pants.

“Hello?” A familiar voice buzzed from the speaker. “Arkay? Is that you?”

“Hey, Quinn.” I couldn’t tell if my voice sounded calm, or just empty. “I need your help.” 

Meph

I woke up staring at a blank white ceiling, and immediately I knew something was wrong. Where was the cracked paint and water damage? Where was the creeping mold that dominated the southeastern quadrant of the room? Where was the barking of the overgrown Doberman from two doors down? Where was the smell of dust and dry rot?

I noticed a pressure around my wrist. A coldness when I moved. Handcuffs. I’d been handcuffed to a hospital bed. The fact sent a surge of adrenaline through me, and I jolted out of my doze. Something rattled beside me. A black woman in medical scrubs replaced an IV bag full of clear fluid. She looked oddly familiar. 

"What is that?" I asked. 

"You're awake." She fixed me with an odd, tightlipped smile that didn't look anything like the real thing. 

"What are you putting in me?" I asked again. 

"This?" She tapped the IV grip hooked up to my arm. "Just saline solution. You lost a lot of blood."

Blood? Oh. Wait. That was right. "I got shot."

"You're lucky to be alive." She pulled out a phone and tapped out a quick text message. God, why did she look so familiar? I’d seen her before, but where?

She glanced at a digital panel beside my bed and jotted down the readings on a clipboard. It was such a slight change of expression, but suddenly I remembered.

A would-be drug lord and his oversexed little brother. A wall full of photographs taken from the unnatural angles of a hidden camera. She was from the club where Arkay used to work. Another one of the dancers.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded. 

She glanced at me from the side of her eye, but her voice remained nonchalant. “I’m checking your vitals.”

I sat up. I’d suffered multiple gunshots to the back. Moving at all should have been impossible, or at least unbearable, but all I felt was sore.

This was wrong. This was all wrong.

People didn’t just magically heal from traumatic injury. They died, or they were crippled for life. I shouldn’t have been recovered already.

Unless...?

Ghouls were known to heal quickly. So were wendigos, and their affliction could be transmitted. Vampirism came with advanced healing, but vampires were extinct, weren’t they?

Weren’t they?

“What did you do to me?” She stepped away, but I caught her wrist with my free hand before she could escape. “I said, what did you do to me?” 

Her stare hardened, and she grabbed my middle finger, bending it back to the point of pain. “I’m doing my job. You can either let go of me, sir, or I can treat you for a broken hand.” 

The door swung lazily open, and a small figure sauntered in, carrying a fruit basket.

“I’d believe her if I were you,” Arkay said. “Rebecca is a certified badass.” 

“I knew it was you.” I released the nurse’s hand anyway. I’d made my point. 

“You know me.” Arkay grinned. “Always doing dastardly things like giving people proper medical attention. If I had a mustache, I’d be twirling it right now.” 

The nurse took shelter behind her dragon. “Should I call security?”

“Nah, he’s basically harmless. Thanks, Becky.” As soon as the nurse left, Arkay deposited the oversized fruit basket on my bedside table. “I brought you a present. Lots of Vitamin C for a speedy recovery.” 

This had to be a joke.

I sneered. “Do you really think a fruit basket will change anything?”

“It’ll do wonders toward preventing scurvy.” 

“I’m going to kill you.” I said it slowly, annunciating each syllable with careful precision. 

“You’d be a whole lot more intimidating if you weren’t in a paper gown.” 

I bared my teeth. Couldn’t she even pretend to take this seriously? “Where are my clothes?”

“In hazardous waste. Do you have any idea how much blood was on those? It’s unsanitary.” She waved a hand, dismissing my protests before I could form them. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you some new ones. Maybe something sturdier. It looks like your old stuff was getting a bit threadbare. I’m pretty sure your shirt would have dissolved if I tried bleaching the blood out.” 

Once again, a dragon wanted to dress me.  “Fuck you.” 

“Well, if you’re gonna be like that, then I’m gonna take your pear.” She snatched a piece from the top of the basket and took an exaggerated bite out of it. Her teeth sank into the soft flesh, and its juices seeped down her chin. “No pear for you.” 

It went to show what a dragon’s mercy was worth. First she handed you food, and in the same breath she took it away. 

The joke was on her, though. I didn’t even like pears.
Arkay


Raised voices echoed from inside the conference room. That was unusual; normally the people in charge kept their conflicts restricted to passive aggression and glaring before I arrived. It was especially surprising, given that the voices belonged to our two resident avatars of discipline and protocol.

“It’s beyond wasteful,” Ivan snarled. “It’s frivolous. We are strained enough for resources without catering to her guests.”

“He is not a guest,” Nadia said. “He’s a prisoner.”

“He’s her nemesis! He should be dead. Instead, I’m hearing reports that she’s bringing him fruit baskets.” 

“She has tapped this source for information before. He is the reason we know about the Order’s networks in the first place. There is no telling what other intelligence he could give us.” 

“And how do you intend to get it?” Ivan stomped his enormous hoof. “By plying him with produce?”

“That Arkay’s methods are unusual is not news to anyone. We have to trust that she has a plan.”

“A plan is what I’m afraid of,” Ivan said. “First she brings him into our home, then she brings him into her bed, and then she invites the entire Order to join them. And then—” 

I knocked a shave-and-a-haircut rhythm into the open door. Nadia tensed. Ivan whirled to face me.

“Look at you guys, getting all passionate about stuff.” I showed off my widest, toothiest smile. “Seriously, we need to invest in a debate team.”

“Arkay,” Nadia started.

I didn’t let her finish. “Oh, and while we’re tossing around pointless discussions, I’ve got another one for you: Deadpool and Spider-Man: bromance or romance? Be sure to cite your sources.” 

“There is nothing pointless about this,” Ivan said.

“I disagree,” I said. “It’s important for teenagers to have positive representations of same-sex relationships among their role models.”  

Unfortunately, Ivan couldn’t take a hint. “You brought an Orderling into the Felldeep. You made no preparations. You didn’t even consult me.”

“I was kind of in a hurry. Besides, up until about...” I checked the timestamp on Becky’s text. “Twenty minutes ago, he was unconscious.”

“Every person in that hospital is in mortal danger so long as he’s there.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s fucking handcuffed to the bed, Ives. You put a security detail at the door. What more do you want from me?” 

“I want you to get rid of him.” 

“And I will, as soon as he’s cleared to leave by a trained medical professional. Do you have an MD after your name? Because the last time I checked, that was a no.”

Ivan’s nostrils flared. “I want you to end this nemesis farce. I want you to kill him.”

“And you wonder why I don’t consult you on this stuff.” I flopped into my armchair.

“The Hoarde is getting restless,” he said. “Our people don’t feel safe with the likes of him in here.” 

“Then assure them that you have this under control.”

“You’re asking me to placate them with lies.” He spat the last world like a curse. “Nothing about this situation is under my control, because you insist on cutting me out of the chain of command at every opportunity.”

“Tell you what. You come up with some strategies that don’t involve war crimes, and then we can talk about putting you back in the loop.” 

The floor shook under his hooves as he marched toward me. “While you campaign for humans’ civil rights, the rest of us are fighting a war for the right to survive. You prioritize privacy while our people are dying in battle.” 

My expression didn’t change an iota. “I’m out there fighting right next to them.”

He snorted, and a blast of foul breath filled my nose. “You’re given the safest missions and a vein full of Styx. You are coddled and spoiled, and the Hoarde is suffering the consequences.” He turned and stormed away, slamming the door behind him.

I watched him go, running my tongue over my teeth.

The Hoarde was suffering. Didn’t I know it.

It seemed like there wasn’t a minute of the day the Hoarde wasn’t suffering. They needed money, they needed jobs, they needed better healthcare, they needed better trade agreements, they needed a morale boost, and they all expected me to provide it for them. 

Whatever happened to beating up stalkers and drug dealers? I liked doing that. I was good at it. 

But the Hoarde didn’t need me to be heroic, or just, or merciful. They didn’t need me to be the kind of person Rosa could call her friend. They didn’t even need me to be all that sane. 

They needed a leader. 

They needed a lifeline, even if it was a noose around my neck. And I could feel it tightening.

Nadia broke the silence. “Ivan is not entirely wrong. You should have sought his opinion on this.”

“Is that what ThreeClaw would have done?” I asked wearily.

“She would,” Nadia admitted. “But then, ThreeClaw would have had him made into shashlik for speaking to her that way.” 

I tried for a lighter tone. “I never said that option was off the table. If he keeps this up, I’m breaking out the skewers.” 

Nadia offered a small, thin smile. I didn’t push it further. We’d maxed out her sense of humor for the day.

“He would have told me not to bring Meph in,” I said.

“Maybe you should have listened to him.” 

I slumped into my armchair. “He was dying, Nadia. I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“I know.” She sighed. “Maybe it would have been for the best. A mercy killing—”

“Is not an option.” I didn’t have the energy to be mad at Nadia for the suggestion. Unlike Ivan, she wouldn’t act on it without my say-so.

“Then win us over,” she said. “Persuade the Hoarde that the benefits of keeping him alive outweigh the risks. There may still be information he can give us.”

“He’s been kicked out of the Klan, remember?” 

“And yet he has been following our movements and spoiling our plans for the past eighteen months. He’s better informed than we are, at times. He has to be getting his information somewhere. Start with that. Find his source.” 

Meph wasn’t going to talk to me. 

Which wasn’t to say the guy was impenetrable. He could be downright chatty when he got comfortable. But that was the problem. He had to be comfortable enough to spill his secrets, and that wasn’t going to happen while we were dancing the masochism tango. And no way was I letting anybody else near him, either. He was fucked up enough without sampling any of the Hoarde’s advanced interrogation techniques.

So I got creative. 

He had a phone on him when I brought him in, and the poor dear hadn’t changed his lock screen passwords since he’d traveled with me. He had enough sense to refer to all his contacts by nonsensical codenames, but there were little details he’d failed to account for. Somebody had activated his phone’s GPS, and some finagling informed me that he’d spent a lot of time in an abandoned building not far from the bank. Maybe I’d get lucky, and he’d have a conveniently labeled serial killer collage tacked up across a wall, like in the movies. Maybe he’d have all his important information stored in tidy little documents. Maybe he kept a nifty little flash drive stowed away behind an electrical outlet that was just a little bit askew.

Though, once I saw the house, the chances of finding such an outlet seemed an awful lot less like Sherlock Holmes and an awful lot more like finding a needle in a stack of straight pins. The house was a wreck. It looked like one of those old Sears Roebuck houses that they built at the turn of the century, the kind that got ordered from a magazine and delivered in pieces by train. The rest of the houses in the neighborhood looked like they’d come out of the same catalog; they were almost identical, except for their paint jobs and their states of disrepair. Meph’s was one of the nicer abandoned houses on the block, not too unlike the foreclosures Rosa and I used to huddle in when it got too cold to sleep outside. I used to spend those nights big and scaly, coiled around Rosa like she was a space heater. She’d pet my face and tell me stories that got steadily more nonsensical as she drifted off to sleep.

It was weird to feel nostalgic for bare floors, sub-zero drafts, and a complete absence of running water. 

I had always favored the upper windows for my entrance, but Meph wasn’t nearly as adept at climbing. I found a loose sheet of plywood over a window in the porch, and I slipped in.

The boarded-up windows left the inside wreathed in shadows, and I skulked through carefully, listening hard for the sounds of company. A pile of Goodwill blankets formed a nest in the front room, and beside it lay a pile of discarded clothes, too bloodstained or too rank with sweat to be worn in public. There was something wrong about it, an inorganic neatness to the piles. It was a display of occupancy, meant to ward off other homeless people from making camp here, and maybe give potential thieves a satisfying place to search before they moved on. But this wasn’t where Meph slept. There were too few vantage points, and too many opportunities for ambush. 

I climbed the stairs carefully, so as not to disturb the quiet. Meph had picked out a room along the corner and covered both windows with heavy blankets to insulate against the cold. The air was stuffy, oversaturated with blood and body odor and gun oil. He kept weapons in here, and supplies to take care of them, but they were nowhere in sight. The entire room was bare, aside from a meticulously rolled sleeping bag and a duffel full of clean clothes. It would have been easy to miss them in the dark, if I wasn’t looking for them. It would also have been easy to miss the body-sized patch of floor that had been worn free of dust. He’d made a habit of sleeping in front of the closet, so it would be impossible to open the door without waking him. 

Classic Meph.

The closet itself was empty, except for an attic access. And just inside the attic...

“Jackpot,” I muttered, dragging down a sports bag. Inside lay an assault rifle and enough ammunition to stock a gun store. And more importantly, notebooks. More than a dozen of them, ratty and thick from overuse, their pages smeared and waterlogged and stained by dirty hands. If this was a movie, I would have flipped open to a random page and found shocking details of something important. Instead I found abbreviated names and incomplete addresses and annotations written in an unintelligible shorthand. The only part I could make sense of were the doodles in the margins.

It was about time he got a hobby that didn’t involve shooting people.

The early books contained mostly drawings of eyes and awkward anatomical studies. But as the books progressed, so did his skill level. As the sketches became more detailed and recognizable, I realized he had a favorite subject.

He was drawing me, over and over again. Sometimes it was just my face, sometimes my entire body. In several of the drawings I was maimed or dead; in others, I was contorted in poses that wouldn’t have looked out of place at a strip club; in some, I couldn’t tell if I was meant to be sexy or suffering.

I’d been hoping for a serial killer vibe. I just hadn’t expected one like this.

I stepped into the impenetrable dark of the Felldeep and kicked the door shut behind me. The huge sports bag hung from a strap across my chest, and the ammo inside rattled against my ass with every step I took. 

With as much noise as I was making, it didn’t take long for the groundskeeper to notice my arrival. Within a few minutes, a series of bone-shattering pops and cracks faded into an insectoid skittering.

“Hey, boss.” I got Terry’s voice in stereo as they scurried around me. “Ooh, who do you have there? Is it another—” They paused, and then said carefully, “Another prisoner?”

I recognized the odd silence of Terry’s hesitation. Usually I heard it when they started telling me a joke before remembering that I was the punchline.

“It’s a duffel bag, not a body bag.” I couldn’t blame them for the mistake. The duffel was huge enough that I could have fit inside it without too much effort. “Do I want to know what they’re calling prisoners these days?”

“I don’t know,” Terry admitted. “I suppose it depends.” 

“Depends on what?”

“What’s a piñata?”

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. “What?”

“That’s the word they kept using when I asked, anyway. Which reminds me, they’re throwing a party in the receiving chamber. I heard Kanti talking about it, so I don’t know if you got an invitation or not. I know you two don’t really get along.” 

“A party,” I repeated slowly.

“It’s not like one of those crazy illegal raves or anything.” Terry’s sigh would have sounded a lot more wistful if it hadn’t come out of all those orifices. “Ivan’s going too, so it’s all perfectly legitimate. I’m sure they’ll clean it up after they’re done.”

But Ivan didn’t attend parties. He was the antithesis of a party animal. 

“Terry?” I asked slowly. “What kind of shindig are we talking here?”

Their blinking eyes glittered in the dark. “Didn’t I tell you? A piñata party.” 

Meph

Half a dozen monsters dragged me from the hospital room. By the time we left the fluorescent halls of the hospital, they numbered more than twenty, and the group kept growing. Down another hallway and through a door, I found myself in the kind of impenetrable darkness that had become the substance of my nightmares. 

I thought I could take advantage of the dark. I thought I could lose myself in the crowd long enough to make a break for it.

I thought wrong. I didn’t get more than five feet before I was caught. After that, my escorts elected to drag me by my leg. The fact that my ankle wasn’t meant to bend that way didn’t bother them in the slightest. They only let me get on my feet in order to march me up a goddamned spiral staircase, and then across an elevated walkway of some kind. 

White-hot pain stabbed through my leg with every step I took. The ankle might be broken, but the clawed hands on my back shoved me forward. The walkway shuddered beneath me. When I veered too far to one side, my arm brushed a metallic railing and the edge of my foot hovered over empty space. Another violent shove sent me stumbling forward, but this time, my feet hit solid stone. Another push forced me to keep going, and another. I was too busy trying to keep upright to notice the receding darkness until all at once it was gone, and the mob poured into one of the circles of Hell.

Dragons. Everywhere, dragons. The one nearest to me was made of white marble, though it seemed almost alive under the shimmering blue light that flooded the room. Another dragon was cast from steel; another from bronze. They transformed into walkways and twisted into helixes. They stretched high and looped overhead, so densely intertwined that I couldn’t see the borders of the room. Every direction I looked, there were more and more dragons. 

Living monsters crowded the floor and climbed onto the statues for a closer look. Some of them reached out to help shove me along as I was marched up a scale-lined walkway. Some shrieked and howled, lost in the frenzy of an angry mob. Some stared, transfixed by fascinated pity.

Stop this, I pleaded silently, trying to catch their eyes. Somebody, stop this.

Nobody did.

I was dragged before the face of a steel dragon. It was frozen mid-roar, its mouth gaping wide as if to swallow me whole. 

A rope hung from its antlers. One end was tied into a familiar loop.

The room swam. The statues seemed to come alive, writhing closer at the corners of my vision. I was going to be sick. I was going to pass out.

I was going to die.

The thought cut through my panic with a cold clarity. 

These monsters were going to kill me. For all my struggles, for all my fighting, I would die handcuffed and helpless. I would swing at the whim of a mob.

A minotaur caught the rope in its enormous hands and widened the loop to fit around my head. I didn’t watch. My attention was fixed on one of the faces in the crowd. It was a kid, a boy who looked even younger than me, with dark curly hair and a rakshasa’s tusks in his open mouth. He was shouting, scrambling to break through the mob, but other arms dragged him back. His eyes, wide with horror, never turned away from my face.

He was trying to help. Failing miserably, but at least he was trying.

That had to mean something, right?

The noose was forced over my head and pulled tight around my throat. The minotaur was bellowing something unintelligible to the crowd. There were cheers. There were screams.

The boy’s expression changed. His mouth was still agape, but it was with a different kind of shock. His stare fell to the empty air below my feet. To the place where I would hang.

The minotaur’s hands caught around my shoulders and gave me one last push. I couldn’t have resisted if I’d tried. I tipped forward. 

Overbalanced. 

Fell.

For an instant I arced through the air, waiting for gravity to drive me down. But before it could fully commit to that downward plunge, something hit me from behind, knocking the wind from my lungs.

I hung. 

Not from the noose, but from a vice grip around my waist. It squeezed me hard, pinning my arms tight against my chest, but it held me just high enough to keep the rope loose around my throat. 

Legs, I realized. Thin, muscular calves crossed under my sternum. Powerful thighs gripped me as tightly as they had once held a metal pole. Wiry arms stretched overhead, tendons straining as they clung to the sculpted arc of a dragon’s jaw.  

One of the hands slipped free, and we swung wildly to one side. The rope constricted, choking off my scream.

“Dammit, Meph,” Arkay hissed from behind my ear. “Stop wriggling. This is fucking hard.” 

Other people were shouting now. The chamber echoed with howls of outrage and fury. 

Arkay swiped at the rope, slicing through it with claws. The noose tightened around my neck as she pulled it loose, and finally I could breathe again. 

“I’m gonna drop you now,” she said.

“You’re what?” 

“Try to land on your feet.” 

That was all the warning I got before I plunged the last fifteen feet to the crowd below. My legs buckled as soon as I hit the ground, and I crumpled to my knees. Arkay landed far more gracefully beside me.

A wendigo rushed at me, its mouth stretched wide in a ravenous howl before an uppercut snapped its jaws shut. Arkay drove her knee into the creature’s gut, and it collapsed with a wheeze. 

“What are you waiting for?” she demanded. “Get up. We need to go.” 

“Working on it.” I struggled to get my feet back under me, but having my hands cuffed behind my back didn’t exactly improve my balance.

“For the love of...” Arkay knocked back an impundulu with a vicious roundhouse kick, then fell back. She grabbed my handcuffs and pulled. The metal hinge squealed and whined as it strained apart, but it was slow. Around us, the crowd was roiling, some scrambling to escape while others rushed closer. A fiery-eyed rakshasa lunged over the fleeing bodies, a knife in her hand.

“Hurry!” I yelped.

“I’ve almost...” My wrists were wrenched violently apart as the handcuffs separated. Arkay let out the beginnings of a whoop, but the sound collapsed into a gasp as the rakshasa tackled her. The knife flashed between them as they rolled across the floor, glinting first silver, then red. I tried to scramble upright, but collapsed again when weight bore down on my ankle. 

God fucking dammit!

I gathered my good leg beneath me and lunged at the fighters. I couldn’t get far, but I caught the rakshasa’s legs in my arms. She kicked like a demon, but I refused to let go, clamping on tight until I felt the convulsions of an electric shock.

“Thanks,” Arkay said, once she’d dislodged her teeth from the rakshasa’s arm. Before she could expand on the thought, another rakshasa closed in. 

I tensed. If I was fast, I could grab his feet out from under him. After that a few good punches to the kidneys...

But he extended a hand to help Arkay up. “You okay, boss?”

He was the boy who watched me hang.

“Hey, Yash.” Arkay accepted his hand and swung herself to her feet. “I take it you’re not with the Batshit Brigade?”

He shook his head, but his reply was drowned out by the crack of enormous hooves on the stone floor. The minotaur had leaped from the walkway overhead and landed beside us. Its bulk arched forward, its teeth bared. Its muscles rippled as it stormed toward us with enormous strides.

It let out guttural bellow, and Arkay shrank back against the rakshasa boy in an attitude almost like fear.

But I’d seen Arkay afraid, and it didn’t look like that. She was muttering something to him, and tilted her head up at one of the statues. 

A plan, then. An ambush? 

Before I could guess the details, the minotaur lunged with another deafening roar. Arkay leaped to one side, and the rakshasa boy dove for me. 

“Get up,” he hissed, then grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me upright.

My injured leg spasmed as my foot hit the ground, but the boy dragged me along before I had the chance to fall. In the next stride he was under my arm and supporting my weight.

“I’m the traitor?” Arkay snarled, and instinctively I turned my head to look. She had the minotaur by its horns, and forced its gaze away from our escape. “I’m not the one who invaded a hospital. I’m not the one who organized a fucking lynch mob. I’m not—” The accusation turned into a yelp as the minotaur tossed its head. Arkay had the strength to hold on, but she didn’t have the weight to keep it down. Instead, she whipped wildly over the beast’s head and crashed against its back. It tried to throw her again, but this time she twisted and wrapped her legs around its neck.

“Climb,” the rakshasa said, and pulled me vertical. A steel dragon statue rose out of the floor in a serpentine arc, its mane spread like something between a ladder and a staircase. The rakshasa shoved me up the first few feet, but turned abruptly away. An incubus was rushing after us with a broken bottle. It managed two swipes before the rakshasa swept its feet out from underneath it. A stonecoat charged at us from the other side. It lunged, but I swung over, catching its neck between my legs and yanking it hard enough to smack its scaly head against the steel sides of the dragon. The stonecoat faltered, dazed, and I detached myself just enough to grab it by the back of the head and drive it into the steel again, and then again. My fist wouldn’t do anything against the beast’s armor, but with enough blunt force I could crush its goddamned skull. 

My ankle twisted sharply to the side, and the world went white in a flash of agony. The stonecoat fell out of my grip as I howled in pain. 

The rakshasa boy let go of my foot and started climbing.

“Keep going.” Again he grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me after him, and I had no choice but to follow. 

“Jesus Christ!” I hissed once we were out of reach of the tallest monsters. “Who’s side are you on?” 

The rakshasa bared his teeth. “You’re a genocidal maniac. Whose side do you think I’m on?” He hauled himself into the antlers of the statue and opened a panel in the ceiling. A trap door. A trap? “Now get up here!”

I recoiled, suddenly wary. “If you’re not helping me, then what are you doing?”

“Hopefully, the right thing.” He climbed into the trap door and extended his arm to me. “You may be an utter shitstain, but that down there? Nobody deserves that. Not even you. Now get up here before they do!”

More monsters were climbing the dragon’s back. They’d be on us in seconds. Even if I had the higher ground, I couldn’t fight them all.

I grabbed his hand and let him help me up. 

As soon as I crossed through to the other side, he slammed the trap door shut and threw his weight on top of it. “Find me something sharp. A knife, a screwdriver, a pen— hurry!” The door rattled from the other side. 

I looked around warily. I wasn’t sure exactly what I’d expected, but this wasn’t it. We’d escaped into the living room of an apartment, a few feet away from a big-screen TV. I grabbed a nail clipper off the coffee table and tossed it at the rakshasa. “Will that work?”

He twisted out the nail file and carved rough lines into the frame of the door. When he scraped the last line into the wood, the pounding of fists stopped. He held his breath and listened, and I did the same. 

The only sound came from the humming of the refrigerator.

Slowly he wrapped his hand around the door handle and pulled it open. Where there’d once been a gaping hole, now there was only a square of carpet. 

He let out a long breath. “We should be safe now.” 

“What about those?” I pointed at the row of doors that occupied nearly every inch of the apartment’s walls. They were packed too closely to be anything but magical. Who knew where they led? 

The boy climbed to his feet and locked them, each in turn. “Okay. Now we’re safe.” 

Warily, I hoisted myself into the leather couch. “Now what?”

He crossed into the kitchen and sank into the chair of a dinette set. He sighed. “Now we wait.”

I wished he hadn’t said that.

I was still wired from a near-death experience. Every muffled noise that leaked through the doors sounded like the prelude to an angry mob. I wanted to pace the floor, but my ankle couldn’t take any more abuse. As the adrenaline slowly leeched out of my system, the pain shooting up my leg became harder to ignore. It washed over me in waves, interspersed with a mounting exhaustion. It was the wrong mindset to be in right now. There could be danger at any corner. The last thing I needed was to be crippled and exhausted when the enemy arrived. 

I tried at conversation. “So were you expecting a fight, or are you just paranoid?”

The rakshasa boy frowned. “What?”

“You’re wearing body armor under your clothes.”

For a moment he continued to look puzzled, and then clarity dawned on him. He rolled his eyes. “It’s a binder, dumbass.”

“Oh.” 

We fell back into awkward silence.

It seemed like hours passed, but according to the clock on the far wall, it was only forty minutes before something rapped a stuttering rhythm into one of the doors. 

Tap ta-tap. Tap ta-tap.

I jumped. “What’s that?”

Tap ta-tap. Tap ta-tap.

The rakshasa rose from his chair. “It’s Spider-Man.”

That must have meant something to him, because he unlatched the door and stepped aside.

Arkay stood in the doorway, and she took the invitation to enter. “Oh good, you made it.” She tossed a canvas bag into the corner. Her side was exposed, the torn shirt hanging loose around a bloodstained gash. The fabric was perforated around more than a dozen smaller cuts, some of them still bleeding. 

The rakshasa boy started forward. “Boss?”

She smiled, but it was a strained, weary expression. “Thanks for your help back there, Yash.”

He hesitated. “Is everything...?”

“The cavalry finally arrived.” She trudged to the kitchen and grabbed a can from the fridge. “You want a drink?” When the boy shook his head, she glanced at me. “What about you, Meph? Do you still drink Coke?” 

I stared at her, dumbstruck.

She shrugged and emptied the soda into a glass, adding a generous splash of rum. “Nadia’s enacting martial law until we get this shit with Ivan sorted out. She’d appreciate your help keeping the peace, if you’re feeling up to it.” She grabbed a set of kitchen shears from a knife block.

He bit his lip. “Boss, back in the—”

“The lynch mob?” 

“That. I thought I saw...” He squirmed. “With the knife. Was that... Kanti?” 

Arkay sighed. “Yeah.” When his shoulders sagged, she added, “You can get that look off your face, Yash. Her ass is grass, but I’m not going to kill her or anything.”

“Okay,” he said quietly. And again, louder, “Okay. Thank you, boss.” And he disappeared through the door.

Arkay worked in silence at the counter for a few moments, then turned again to me. “You sure you don’t want something?” 

When I said nothing, she plopped down on the armchair beside me, carrying with her a glass and a small sheet of aluminum that she’d liberated from the Coke can.

“Lemme see your hands,” she said after a few long gulps of her drink. “Come on. I’ve had those things on me before. They’re no fun.” 

This was a trick. She was trying to lure me into obedience. 

“Gimme.” This time she reached out and took my wrist. The movement was slow enough that I could have escaped her reach, but I didn’t. I was too exhausted to fight anymore.

As she shimmed open the handcuffs, the fake cheer melted off her face. In its stead was a grim, weary silence. If I turned my hand just a little, I could touch her knee. I could let her know that things were going to be okay. But that was the trauma talking. Just trauma, and the lingering remains of her influence. I kept my hands balled into fists until she dropped them. 

“Bathroom’s over there,” she said. “Go ahead and get cleaned up, if you want. You’ll feel better once you soak that ankle.” 

I was bloody and dirty from being dragged by the mob, but the thought of being so exposed so close to Arkay was even more uncomfortable. 

I kept my voice even. “You know your way around the kid’s apartment pretty well, don’t you?”

“It’s not his place.” She emptied her glass. “It’s mine.”

That couldn’t be right. I took in my surroundings again. The furniture was practical, if somewhat dated. There were no bright colors, no cute trinkets, no video games. Not even a mess, aside from a pile of dirty laundry in the far corner. I’d seen barracks on inspection day that had more personality.

She climbed to her feet and stretched. “If you’re not calling dibs on the first shower, I totally am.” And just like that, she vanished into what I could only assume was the bathroom, and I was left alone.

Alone and unguarded.

The doors were locked, but only from this side. I could escape right now if I wanted to. I’d have to hobble, but I could probably get decently far before she found me. Then again, I’d be escaping into unknown territory full of hostile monsters. For all her twisted machinations, Arkay had a vested interest in keeping me alive.

I could take advantage of that. I could stay here and let her think I was hers again. I could sleep on her bed like a loyal pet, and then...

It didn’t even have to be right away. I could listen in on all her secrets, learn all the weaknesses of the Hoarde. It would take some time, of course, before I could reasonably expect her to trust me. I’d have to eliminate all doubt. 

It wouldn’t be that hard, really. She already wanted me on her side.

Unless that was what she wanted me to think. Unless this was all a trap, meant to lure me into faking trust until it was real. It was the kind of thing the Contessa would do. But Arkay wasn’t the Contessa. But they were both dragons. 

And dragons always lie. 

My skin was starting to crawl. Sweat beaded on my forehead and moistened my hands. 

What if this was a trap? What if everything that had just happened to me was an elaborate plot? No, that didn’t make sense— did it? 

I leaned on the couch and hobbled toward the row of doors. 

God, the walls were lined with doors. Who knew what was waiting behind them all? How many of these passages were hiding armed guards and angry mobs? How many led to torture chambers and prison cells?

My lungs felt suddenly too small in my ribcage. I could feel the noose back around my throat, tightening, cutting off all air. Something roared in my ears—blood? The mob?

The room was spinning. The doors were spiraling around me. 

I needed to get out. 

“Meph?”

I turned so fast that I lost my footing and fell back against the nearest door. Arkay stood at the edge of the room, dressed in an outfit more fitting for yoga than for combat. But clothing meant little to a dragon. She was as dangerous naked as she was in Kevlar.

“You do know that door leads to the cafeteria, right?” Her voice didn’t sound quite right anymore. It was too loud, but it seemed to come from far away.

A stabbing pain arced through me as my ankle skidded across the floor. When I looked up, Arkay was on her knees, looming over me.

“Meph, breathe,” she said. “You’re okay. Nobody’s gonna hurt you.” 

It was a lie. A goddamned lie. There were mobs and monsters out there, and they wanted to kill me, and I was here alone with a dragon, and dragons always lie.

“Meph, look at me. You’re having a panic attack. You need to breathe.” She leaned closer, filling my vision. A pressure closed on my palm, gentle but solid. Inescapable. 

I hissed in a breath and yanked my hand away from hers. 

“Shit,” she muttered. “Okay, bad touch. Lemme just...”

Oh God. I’d pissed her off. She was going to lock me away and starve me and Jesus Christ I couldn’t breathe!

Something pressed into my hand again. A rod?

A pen. Paper crinkled as it landed on my lap.

“Meph, listen to me now.” Arkay’s voice seemed to come from everywhere at once, but she stood at the far corner of the room. “You’re going to pick up that pencil and you’re going to draw me something. Can you do that, Meph?”

What?

“Nod if you can do that.” 

I gave a faint jerk of my head. Yes, I could do that. My fingers curled around the pen, and I tightened my grip on the paper. 

“Good. You see that lamp in the corner? Draw me that lamp.” 

My hands shook, but I obeyed. My attention zeroed in on the shape, the color, the angle of the light. I was replicating exactly what I saw on the paper. Breathing came easier as the rest of the world faded into the backdrop. In increments my pulse slowed to something less alarming. The lamp was finished, and other images joined it on the crumpled paper. I barely saw them, lost in the flow of the drawing. 

A glimmer of light caught my eye, and I looked up. A glass of water had been set down just out of my reach. Beside it sat a plate of microwaved pizza bites. After a few moments of mute staring, I brought the glass to my lips. The water was clean and lacked any chemical aftertaste, and it was mercifully uncarbonated.

“I figure you might be hungry,” Arkay said. She sat cross-legged on the floor in the far corner. After an instant’s eye contact, her head bowed over her phone. “You don’t have to eat, though. I know some people get nauseous when they get like that.” 

I forced my eyes down. She wasn’t supposed to see that. It wasn’t supposed to happen at all. Goddamn it, why did this keep happening to me?

“There’s other food in the kitchen, if you want something else,” she added. “And there’s a pillow and some blankets on the couch.” 

“You expect me to sleep on your couch?” My throat was raw from hyperventilating. 

She gave an exaggerated shrug. “Well, there’s always the bed, but you better be prepared to share.” The attempt at comedy only lasted a moment. “Seriously, though, the bathroom’s big enough to sleep in, if you prefer something with a lock.” 

“You could still break in,” I said warily.

“Yeah, but it’d be more than loud enough for you to wake up and get some countermeasures together, so there’s that. Personally, though, I think the couch is more comfortable.” She climbed to her feet and tucked her phone into her pocket. “But I’ll leave the decision making to you. It’s not a super great idea to go out while the Hoarde is under lockdown, but whatever. I, for one, am going to bed.” 

I did wind up sleeping in the bathroom that night, or as close to sleeping as I could get while ten feet away from a dragon, with my head pressed against a pillow that smelled overwhelmingly of her shampoo.

The bathroom door was tightly locked, but I wondered if she’d locked her own door. Back when we’d travelled together, she forgot to lock up all the time. It was a dragon’s overconfidence, too secure in her own power to worry about intruders.

Would she wake if I entered? And if not, what would it take to wake her? A flick of a light switch? A knife to her chest? Would she notice if I pulled the covers back and slipped in beside her?

I knew the answer from experience. She would mumble groggily and then curl up tight against me, like the bed wasn’t warm enough without me in it. Like that was where I belonged.

I missed that feeling. I missed the warmth and the softness. I missed the safety of another body so near mine. I missed having her trust. 

But that was pointless. All her warmth had been an illusion. That safety was a lie. If she ever trusted me, it was as her pet.

I couldn’t be her pet anymore, even if I wanted to.

I had my own purpose now. I had to root out the corruption from the heart of the Order. But to do that, I’d need to get back in first.

And for that I would need a dragon.

I gave up on sleep and got up, disabling the traps I’d set on the bathroom door. 

The kitchen was illuminated by the glow of the microwave clock. Six-thirty, it read. I assumed it meant AM, but it was impossible to tell in this hole in the ground. Regardless, Arkay had gone to bed a little after twelve, and she wasn’t an early riser.

The wooden block on the counter provided me with a chef knife with a decent edge. It would give me a clean cut. It would be quick.

I stalked down the hallway to her bedroom door. I could do this. It didn’t matter that I’d hesitated before. I could do this. I had to do this. 

I took a deep breath and opened the door, careful not to allow it so much as a squeak. Silently I crept to the edge of the bed and stared at the murky shadows of the sheets. I’d get a chance to administer a single cut. Better make it count.

But as my eyes adjusted to the near-pitch dark, I realized the flaw in my plan.

The sheets were messy, but uninhabited.

The bed was empty.

Arkay was gone.

Arkay

I sat at the edge of my armchair, my elbows braced on my knees, my head bowed. The conference table before me was entirely buried under papers. Every single one was a letter of resignation.

It was a premeditated display. An act of protest. It was probably meant to rile me up, but I didn't have the energy to feel mad.

I didn’t have the energy to feel much of anything anymore.

The conference room door shut with a deliberate click. It was meant as a courtesy. Nadia’s posture told me that she wanted to slam the door off its hinges.

“Have you actually slept?” I asked.

“I’ll sleep when we’re not in a crisis.” If she got any more tense, her shoulder blades were going to overlap. “We’ve caught looters in the bazaar and the residential wing. Terry’s helping two of my teams keep guard, but the Forest is saturated right now. We physically cannot stop them all from leaving.”

“Then don’t.” I said. “Find out who the ringleaders were and focus on them. The rest don’t matter.”

“The rest could dramatically undermine public confidence in the Hoarde,” Nadia snapped. 

“You said it yourself, Nadia,” I said. “You can’t catch them all. Trying is only going to exhaust your teams. So just... don’t.” Nadia’s strike teams were loyal— to Nadia, at least. Even Kanti had switched sides when her Fext had arrived. She hadn’t hesitated to take a swing at me before that, though.

I didn’t know why I expected otherwise. 

I massaged my temples. “Any luck snagging Ivan?”

“I have all my soldiers on the lookout, but we aren’t going to find him.” She slumped into a chair at my right hand. “He was practically born in the Felldeep. He knows this place better than anyone.”

“Maybe have somebody keep an eye on Twitter. The guy’s eight feet tall, even without the giant-ass horns. It’s not like he can just put on a trench coat and blend in.” 

“Not unless his transportation was already arranged for.” 

Her tone was dark enough that I lifted my head.

“You have something in mind?”

She scowled. “The Contessa wasn’t shy about propositioning me for a job. I wouldn’t put it past her to extend an offer to him, too.” 

“Fuck,” I muttered. Ivan would be a sweet prize for her, too. As head of security, he’d had access to most of the Order’s top-tier information. Just like that, all our secrets were an open book to the Contessa. “We need to have revoke his clearance to our servers and change our passwords. We need to lock him out.”

“Already done,” Nadia said wearily.

Of course it was. Because Nadia had this handled. She’d always had this handled.

“How many people left with him?” I asked.

“It’s hard to get a solid number when we’re so short staffed.”

“Guess.” My tone left no room for argument.

“Like I said, we don’t know. It could be as little as ten percent. It could be as much as a third.”

A third of the Hoarde. Fuck.

I meant to crack a joke. Maybe something along the lines of ‘You know you’re having a bad day when getting decimated is the optimistic option’. 

Instead, what came out was, “Is this the part where you say ‘I told you so’?”

Nadia was silent.

“Because you did,” I continued. “Multiple times, and on multiple subjects. If you want gloating rights, now would be the time to cash in.”

“Arkay,” she said softly. “This isn’t your fault.” 

She really didn’t get it, did she?

“Fine, pass up a golden opportunity.” I forced lightness into my tone, but it didn’t sound natural, even to me. “I’m guessing fixing this isn’t an option. So how do we stop the hemorrhage? Do I need to go back to living under a rock?”

She shook her head. “Going completely off-radar would make it look like you’re running from the problem. You can’t afford to look weak right now. They need to see you acting like a dragon.”

I stared blankly at her. I wasn’t another one of her doppelgangers pretending to be ThreeClaw. “I’m never not acting like a dragon. I don’t know how to be anything else.” 

Hell, if they wanted me to act any more draconic, I’d be torching this ridiculous hole in the ground and go back to doing a job I was actually good at with people who actually liked me.

“They need to see you taking charge,” she corrected. “They need to believe you know what you’re doing.”

Except they didn’t want me doing any of the things I actually knew how to do. They wanted a dragon, but without the libido or territorial instincts or trademark narcissism that all dragons were born with. They wanted a leader, but not one with a past or personal attachments. They wanted perfection, constant and natural and effortlessly performed.

Fuck, I was tired. 

I climbed to my feet. Meph was still too unstable to talk to me, but he had a metric shit ton of notebooks. One of them was bound to have something important in it.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“To figure out what I’m doing.”

Meph

I woke up freezing. Cold stone leeched the heat out of my body, and even colder wind scraped across my side. The sky overhead was a stormy winter gray, only a few shades darker than the pale stone underneath me. I was lying on a wide octagon, hemmed in with ledges on every side. Beyond lay the distant expanse of a highway. I was on a tower of some kind. 

But that didn’t make sense. The last thing I remembered, I’d been in Arkay’s apartment. Then a door had opened, and I’d seen a pair of striking blue eyes.

Footsteps moved across the tower toward me, soft but unmistakable. When I turned, I found myself cornered by a pair of rakshasa. I recognized the boy who’d helped me escape the mob, but he made no move to help as a tall blond woman sauntered toward me.

I’d only seen her in pictures, her features blurred and grainy from shitty security feeds, but I recognized her instantly. The dragon’s first lieutenant. The immortal Fext. I would have been fascinated, but my attention was focused on the revolver in her hand. 

“Good morning, Mephistopheles.” She pointed the muzzle between my eyes. "I have some questions for you. I recommend you answer quickly."

I scrambled to my feet, belatedly noticing the lack of pain coming from my bad leg. The revolver followed me without hesitation.

“Question the first: what is the building behind you?” She took several purposeful steps forward.

I spared only a glance over my shoulder. The horizon was mostly an expanse of water. Before that lay a stark, beachless coastline. “Which one?”

The gun went off, close enough that its report left my ears ringing. It missed my face, but only by a few inches. 

“Which one?” I repeated. “There’s an entire fucking city down there, and—”

A powerful hand grabbed me by the chin and turned my head. The woman pressed close against my back, pinning my arms to my side as she held me still, forcing me to look at a particular stretch of the shore. The pistol pressed into the corner of my jaw. 

“That one,” she said into my ear. 

I didn’t have any choice but to stare at the line of sharp angles and twisted architecture that made up the industrial sector of the city. Several large, nearly-windowless buildings huddled close together, surrounded by grassless grounds and barbed-wire fences. 

Her accent grew more pronounced. “What is it?”

I swallowed, and my Adam’s apple pressed painfully into a ring of cold steel. “It’s a factory. A steel mill, I think.”

“Do you recognize it, then?” 

“It looks like another factory I’ve been to. But no. I’ve never seen this one in my life.”

“Are you sure about that?” Her hand tightened on my jaw. I had to fight her grip to give my confirmation. She leaned close, and her breath puffed against my ear. “You’re lying.” 

I didn’t get a chance to plead my case before a violent shove against my back sent me sprawling. I stumbled to the edge of the tower. Fext grabbed me by the collar and yanked me further out, until my shoulders hung over empty air.

“Jesus Christ!” I yelped as she pushed down on my shoulders. My hips left the ground as my balance shifted over the ledge, and I grabbed onto her.

“Think carefully about your answers.” 

“I don’t know anything!” I shouted.

“That address was marked in your personal notes as an Order stronghold. I want you to tell me everything you know about it.”

I stared, wide-eyed. My notebooks. She knew about my notebooks. But why did that even matter? Most of the information there was about corruption within the Order, not anything the Hoarde would care about. 

“I don’t know!” I kicked at the stone, trying to drag myself back onto solid rock.

“What is it?”

“I swear, I don’t fucking know! Gage gave me addresses sometimes,” I said. “Safehouses. Boltholes. Drop-off points.”

“Drop-off for what?” Fext pressed down ever so slightly. Any more, and I’d fall.

“For Arkay,” I said at last. “If I caught her, I was supposed to bring her there.” Her body, specifically, but this wasn’t the right time to bring up that particular detail.

“Why?”

“Because they wanted proof,” I said. “They weren’t just going to believe me if I said so.” 

“What’s inside?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know!” I could feel my center of gravity shifting. “For the love of God, I don’t know!”

She leaned in close. “I actually believe you.” When she pulled away, she yanked me back from the ledge, leaving me gasping on the floor. “I have no further use for you. Get out of my sight before I change my mind.” 

Arkay

"Nadia!"

I burst into conference room. She hadn’t been in the training hall and she hadn’t been in the bazaar and she hadn’t been in her room and if I didn’t find her I was going to go postal.

But there she was, hunched over a mountain of charts and forms and talking on the phone.

Right then, I didn’t care.

“Nadia?” I tried to clamp down on my panic. I couldn’t ask for help if I went non-verbal. “Nadia, I need your help. Like, yesterday.”

She lowered the phone, courteous enough not to look annoyed with the interruption.

“Meph is gone.” Fucking hell, if something happened to him— if Kanti or somebody got to him— “He was in my room this morning, but now he’s gone, and there’s no sign of a struggle, and I need to find him.”

“Calm down,” she said, like it was that easy. Like I could just shut it off on my own like that. I wanted to throttle her, but I kept my hands at my sides. “I’m the one who took Meph from your room.”

“Then where is he?” I shrieked. 

“If he’s smart, he’s halfway to Chicago by now.” She held my gaze, utterly steady while I reeled. “I questioned him and I let him go. Yash and Kanti will have spread the word by morning. And you running around in a panic will corroborate the fact that you had nothing to do with his release.” 

“Why?” I asked. “He was hurt. He was all kinds of messed up, Nadia. And it’s fucking April. And—”

“And he’s a distraction,” she said. “The Hoarde needs its dragon. We need you to be unflinching and focused and strong. But you cannot do that if you are living in fear for his life. And he will never be safe here. His best chance at survival is out there, where the majority of people don’t intend to kill him.” 

Fury and anxiety drained away, leaving me empty and exhausted. 

“I could protect him.” The words tasted like ash in my mouth. Nadia didn’t bother pointing out the lie.

“I dosed him with Styx and stuffed his pockets with money while he was unconscious,” she said. 

I slumped against the doorway.

“That’s smart,” I said dully. And I meant it. Nadia was good at this sort of thing. Even if it did hurt to have him gone again. I sat down. “Okay, then. Let’s get back to business.” 

***

The building was meant to look like a refinery, hidden in what had once been a major city in the steel belt. Even now when the city’s economy had collapsed and most of the buildings in the area lay abandoned, it still blended in almost seamlessly. Only the little details gave it away. 

Based on heat signatures, the walls were reinforced a few times over, likely concrete and cinderblock. What few windows were needed for ventilation were close to the ceiling, impossibly narrow, and fitted with iron bars. The grounds were rocky and covered in an asphalt mulch, but when the light was just right, hidden coils of razor wire glinted from among the rubble. Anybody who tried to cross the grounds on foot would either have to pick their way through an inch at a time, or else risk turning their legs into hamburger. After that, the barbed wire fence that surrounded the property was more of a courtesy than anything. The only road to the factory split off, one branch pooling into a small parking lot, the other leading to the docking bay of a massive warehouse. It was a relatively straight shot— assuming, of course, that you survived the sniper nests. 

Pillboxes, guard houses and turrets would be too obvious in a town like this, but lost jobs and shitty industry meant that a third of the houses in the city were laid to rot. Half a dozen of those empty buildings had been purchased and repurposed as security outposts. The only thing that marked them as unusual were the open windows on the upper floors, and the occasional glint of sunlight on a scope. The sniper nests were each within clear visible range of one another; the only way to take down any one of them was to take down all of them simultaneously. 

We dedicated three strike teams to the task, each one split between two nests, each one working with the kind of perfect synchronicity only Nadia’s elite could manage. Nadia herself barked out orders from inside an armored van a few blocks away, surrounded by a fourth team.

Four teams. Twenty combatants, including Nadia and myself. That was all the volunteers we could muster for this mission. The rest of her forces were back in the Felldeep, too busy or too exhausted or too apathetic to be lured by the promise of a raid. Even without Meph in the picture, tensions were high.

We needed a win right now.

Nadia fell silent, and her earpiece crackled with voices as each split team, in turn, gave the signal that they were in position.

“Melissa, start driving,” I said quietly. 

The sayona put the van into gear and pulled out onto the road. A gate house perched on the edge of the fence. At least four sniper rifles would be trained on us.

The van picked up speed.

“On your mark,” Nadia said.

I found a good handhold.

“Now!” 

In a single moment, our strike teams converged on six sniper nests. Two rounds of anti-material fire punched holes through the armor plating of our van. A third round shattered the supposedly bulletproof windshield. It would have hit Melissa, if she hadn’t picked that time to introduce the gas pedal to the floor. The engine roared, and the van leaped forward, accelerating as fast as its eight-cylinder engine could take it. 

The chain-link gate flew open as we barreled through. Rows of spikes lifted out of the ground. Which might have been an issue, if not for the van’s military-grade airless tires. We tore down the long road toward the docking bay when abruptly Melissa put on the parking brake and twisted the steering wheel. The van skidded into a turn that no vehicle that size had any right to make. With a sick lurch of shifting inertia, the van was speeding backwards. Yash and Jordana threw open the back doors, and I leaped out before the van stopped moving. As I hurtled through the air, I transformed, carried by sheer momentum into the garage doors. 

Those doors were reinforced by concrete and steel. But they couldn’t stand up against a forty-foot dragon moving at fifty miles per hour. 

I ripped through the doors like an oversized cannonball and landed on a loading dock full of terrified workers. Some of them ran screaming. The stupid ones drew their sidearms and started shooting at me, but their bullets might as well have been BBs against my scales.

One idiot got it in his head to hit me across the nose with a cattle prod. That was hilarious. Almost as hilarious as his face right before I opened my gaping jaws and flooded the room with lightning. 

Here’s a hint: when your entire loading bay is lined in steel, wear lots and lots and lots of rubber.

The light bulbs burst overhead in a shower of sparks, and the room plunged into darkness, lit only by the gaping hole I’d made through the door. That light was eclipsed as the van pulled up behind it and my team poured inside to finish securing the loading bay. 

Melissa was the last one out, climbing through just as I got small.

“Are we expecting backup?” she asked.

“No. Why?”

“There’s a motorcycle coming this way. Are they one of ours?” 

Nadia frowned at me. “I didn’t send for anyone. Did you?”

“What makes you think I sent for anybody? You’re the organized one.” 

We didn’t get a chance to debate about the lone motorcyclist. More people were pouring from the doorways, and they were ready for a war.

Meph

The motorcycle’s wheels squealed as I skidded to a halt in front of the factory’s main entrance. Arkay was already inside the loading bay, surrounded by her agents. I had no hope of catching her, especially not without decent weapons at my disposal.

But I could still put a dent in her plan.

Nobody tried to stop me as I stormed through the front doors. Inside, workers were already scrambling, their panic illuminated in red by blaring alarms. 

“What the hell is going on over there?” a well-dressed foreman shouted into her walkie-talkie. “Somebody answer me!” She switched channels frantically. “Monteiro, check the tanks. Shaffer, find out what kind of breach we’re dealing with. I swear to God, if that minotaur wasn’t secured—”

I grabbed the walkie-talkie out of her hand. “It’s not a minotaur.” 

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded. “Davis, who the hell let him in here?” 

I didn’t have time for this. “You’re under attack. This compound is surrounded by Hoarde strike teams. The Fext and a full-grown dragon are already inside. You need to evacuate before they kill you all.” 

The alarm lights washed like blood over the woman’s paling face. “But— but we have guards. We have snipers—”

“Heard from them lately?”

She stumbled backward. “No. Wait. There’s protocols for this. We need to destroy the paperwork. Activate safeguards. Flood the tanks.” 

“There is no time.” I bore down on her. She was a small, heavy-set woman who’d obviously never seen a day of combat in her life. Pure middle-management: she called the shots, but only inasmuch as they were handed down to her. “I’m giving you a direct order. Evacuate the compound. Now.” 

She raised her walkie-talkie to her mouth. “Evacuate the building. Spread the word. We need to get everybody out, ASAP.” 

Arkay

There was too much a risk of friendly fire for me to get big and scaly again, but I didn’t need to.

The five of us scattered, diving and weaving through the crowd. From the corner of my eye I glimpsed Yash picking up one of the armed guards and hurling her bodily into another two. Jordana whirled in a graceful dance. Nadia leaped and pirouetted, subduing them just as easily with her fists as with her eyes. The air grew warped and murky around Tomasi as he chanted, his eyes rolling back in his head, and the guards on him slowed to a standstill as time itself curved around them. 

I wove between my enemies, pausing only long enough to slash through tendons before I moved on. I needed to get deeper into the compound, far enough away that only card-carrying Orderlings wound up extra crispy. 

It looked like my first round of fireworks had hit a couple of the main electric lines. The deeper I went into the factory, the darker the halls became. Luckily, I had experience with navigating in pitch black. I moved quickly, maneuvering myself just right to trip running feet and then slice through Achilles tendons as more runners passed by. 

In the absence of light, I lost the luxury of relying on my eyes. My past experiences with factories had taught me not to inhale through the nose, and this one wasn’t a whole lot better. When I started breathing normally, my senses were assaulted by the sickly odors of industrial chemicals. They’d already coated my throat and made me want to gag, but now I got the full rainbow of stench. Molten iron, lime and fluorspar, burning magnesium and acrid sulfur, blood and fear and bone dust...

No. Wait.

I paused, taking deeper breaths. 

I expected blood and fear. The former was all over my hands, and the latter was the inescapable scent of armed combat.

But even on the occasions when I’d been too aggressive with my claws and nicked bone, I hadn’t hit hard enough to aerosolize the stuff.  

When I started moving again, it was at a slower pace, my face lifted to get the full bouquet.

There was plenty of human blood, but it wasn’t all human. The deeper I moved into the factory, the more distinctly nonhuman the scents became. I passed a branching corridor and other sounds rose over the footsteps: the drone of a generator and the slow whirling of a ventilation fan. I turned down the corridor. My pace slowed to a crawl as the scents were subsumed by the astringent smell of bleach. 

That never ended well.

The hallway ended with an enormous steel door, if you could call it that. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in a bank vault. I probably wouldn’t have been able to get through it at all, but it had been left ajar. Most likely whoever had been inside had left in a hurry when the power shut off. 

The echo of my footsteps told me that I was inside a larger chamber, but that was all I got. There were no windows, no exit signs, no source of light whatsoever. So I made my own.

I raised my hand over my head, and electricity arced between my outstretched fingertips. 

I’d seen restaurants with less floor space. Concrete floors sloped noticeably toward a drain. Reinforced doors led out on every side, interrupting sinks and counters that lined the walls. They looked like workshop tables, and saws and knives hung from hooks on the walls, all of them within easy reach. 

One table was dominated by a deer skull nearly the size of a minivan. An yggdradeer, just like Comet back in the Felldeep. Beside it hung a single detached antler, so huge and complicated that it took up most of the wall. Shadows danced in the contours of its fractal patterns. The stub of another antler lay on the next counter, along with the shadows of an industrial circular saw.

And beside the saw, bolted into the wall: an iron ring.

And another. Another. They were all over the room. Rings and clamps and handcuffs, their edges scratched and polished from repeated rubbing, the metal bent from a struggle. One of the rings nearest me was still wet with bleach. Apparently whoever had been in here had left before they had a chance to finish cleaning up the blood smeared behind it.

“Nope,” I said, even though there was nobody around to appreciate my wit. I kind of wished that somebody else was around to be grim so I could lighten the mood. Or to start hyperventilating so I could focus on keeping them calm. Or to throw themselves at the equipment and try to tear it off the walls, so I could remind them that there was a time and a place to take apart the torture dungeon, but it wasn’t in the middle of a raid. 

I was alone, which placed the full burden of freaking the fuck out on my shoulders. But I had a job to do, and it didn’t involve going feral. 

Don’t think about it, I told myself. Just move on. Do your job now. React later.

Next door, then. Two of the walls were occupied by more vault doors, but the last door was bigger and flatter, its cracks sealed with lines of folded rubber. I’d seen one just like it in some dude’s basement a long time ago, attached to the front of his big-ass walk-in freezer.

I found the door latch and yanked it open.

In hindsight, that may have been a mistake.

The stench of blood and offal hit me like a wave, so thick it made my eyes water. I should have turned around right then and slammed the door behind me. I knew enough of what was in that room to justify horror and fear.

But that was the problem. I was afraid. And dragons do not run from the things that scare us. 

Even with the brilliant light emanating from my hands, the room remained steeped in shadows, too huge for me to make out walls or a ceiling through the gloom. But slowly my eyes adjusted, and I could make out shapes in the dark. 

Don’t think about it. Move on. Move on. Move on.

I recognized the shapes, but they hovered at the edge of my mind, like a forgotten word on the tip of my tongue. 

A forest of odd, lumpy trees, or... or heavy coats, hanging from chains?

I marched forward, my hand held over my head like an explorer’s torch. I was too busy trying to make out the shapes to look down, and my foot plunged into something viscous and wet, and I almost fell. Aside from a narrow path, the floor was cut with gutters. The substance now squelching between my toes felt like egg white, but thicker, more goopy. When I yanked my foot out of the gutter, it came out stained a dark black. Not black, I realized when my eyes adjusted enough to pick out colors from the shadow. Not black, but dark, dark red. 

Blood.

Which would make the things hanging all around me carcasses. Like the meat packing plant from the Rocky movies. But that didn’t make sense, because they didn’t smell like pork or beef. 

They smelled like...

My mind tried to make the leap, but it couldn’t. I’d built a wall around the conclusion, tagged with a warning. Run. Don’t think, just run. 

I followed the walkway past the lines of carcasses. Fuck, how many were they? Were they trying to feed an entire city or something? Up ahead, though, the lines abruptly fell away, and the walkway curved into a ring around an enormous pit. The blood inside reflected my light like a black mirror. At least, until the water rippled. 

I tensed, searching the water for a sign of movement. Was this some kind of necromantic ritual, then? A blood sacrifice?

Now that I was paying attention, it was easier to see the next ripple when it happened. This time, I didn’t miss the large droplet raining down to join the pool.

I looked up.

Its tail vanished into the shadows, but it was easily sixty feet long, with the same broad muscle that I’d seen on the Contessa. But it was all wrong. It was suspended from the ceiling by its limbs and tail. Its head hung limp, stained red-black from the blood still dripping from a long gash in its neck. Its mouth gaped open, but no teeth glistened from inside the broken jaws. Its scales were a deep forest green, where they hadn’t been physically ripped out of the flesh. 

The shapes dissolved back into darkness as the light in my hands died. 

This was what the Order did to dragons. This was how they saw me: an animal to be slaughtered. A thing to be used and then thrown away.

I tried to force another light, but the electricity dissipated along my fingertips. I couldn’t concentrate enough to keep it going. Instead, I fumbled for the flashlight on my belt and flicked it on, careful to rip my eyes away from the dragon. 

Now I could see clearly. There were dozens of them. Hundreds of them. All of them bodies. Some were already skinned, others butchered, but I found identifying features. Hands and feet. Hooves and scales. Trolls. Oni. Nymphs. Ghouls.

I wobbled, dizzy. I should have turned around, but I found myself moving to the other side of the dragon. There was another door there. It was a way out.

If I stayed in here much longer, I would pass out from the smell alone. The thought of waking up in this hellish place made me break out in a cold sweat.

Get out. You have a job to do. 

If only I could remember what it was supposed to be.

I grabbed at the door and ripped it open. I couldn’t smell anything but the reek of cruor clinging to my clothes and hair. 

My pulse thundered in my ears. My vision blurred with a red haze. The room was spinning. 

All at once, the lights went on and I reeled, blinded by the sudden brightness. A door slammed open. A trio of booted feet rushed toward me.

They shouted, but I couldn’t make sense of the words. They were all jumbled nonsense.

But I recognized gunshots when I heard them, and I knew what they meant.

My lips peeled back from my teeth. Claws replaced my nails. 

They knew about this. They did this. 

It was their fault. Their fault. Their fault.

And they were going to pay.

Meph

The factory would have been difficult to navigate even if I’d had decent lighting; in the dark, it was almost impossible. I made another turn, glancing down at the map the foreman had given me. She’d marked the path in yellow highlighter, but under the glare of my flashlight, the line faded into the stark white paper. I’d probably taken a wrong turn somewhere along the way, because the room before me looked nothing like what it said on the map.

I was close, though. I smelled the faint sewer stink, and I could hear shouts and moans of combat. I just had to find the right passageway and hope I didn’t run into the rest of Arkay’s minions before I ran into her. 

Dammit all. “Would it kill you people to install some windows in here?”

As if in reply, the lights turned on all at once. Apparently the foreman had gotten the generators back up and running. I blinked away the spots in my vision and tried to get my bearings. I was way off. This was one of the biggest rooms on the map, easily thirty yards square, though most of that space was occupied by large sunken metal tanks, topped by the kind of hatches that you’d expect to find in a submarine. Now that I knew where I was, I could find a detour to take me right to the loading dock. 

But just as quickly as I’d thought of the new route, it slipped away.

I heard a noise. A raw, metallic cry. Not the sound of metal striking metal. Not the howls of combat. A sobbing, wailing sound. The kind a child would make.

And it was coming from behind me.

But that wasn’t possible. This was a factory, not a daycare. 

It came again: a long keen of misery. And then softer, rougher: “Shut him up before they come back!” 

The second voice was nearly a hiss, so low I wouldn’t have caught it if I wasn’t already listening. But it, too, came distinctly from behind me. 

Behind, and down.

I peered at the hatch door. Did this factory have a sublevel of some kind? Did the people down there not get the evacuation notice? Did they think they were trapped by the Hoarde’s minions?

I grabbed at the hatch door wheel and threw my weight against it. There were probably protocols for this kind of thing, but there was no telling how long these people had before the strike teams showed up. They needed to get out of here now. I yanked the hatch open and staggered back.

The air was thick with sewage and infection. The smell hit me like a solid wall I turned away to throw up before dragging myself back.

There wasn’t another floor below the hatch. Just the rest of the tank, nearly twenty feet down, and it was full of people.

People, packed so close together that they didn’t have room to sit down. Some of them were missing eyes or limbs. Some showed obvious signs of infection. 

At least one of them was a child, his sobs smothered into a woman’s hip. He couldn’t have been more than seven years old.

“Oh God,” I whispered.

This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be happening.

There were nine hatches in this room. Nine tanks full of people.

But that didn’t make sense. There had to be a mistake.

But the number of people trapped inside, the placement of the tanks, everything about this was ruthlessly efficient. Planned and deliberate. 

I’d seen similar in the workshops of serial killers, though nothing of this magnitude. Maybe the Order had confiscated it from a— from a—

Flood the tanks.

The foreman’s words hit me like a brick in the chest. 

She’d called the raid a breach. She’d talked about an unsecured minotaur.

There’s protocols for this, she’d said. We need to destroy the paperwork. Activate safeguards. Flood the tanks.

I saw the valves now, set into the metal walls. Were they meant for water or for gas?

I wanted to vomit again, but there was nothing left inside of me.

They knew.

The people who worked here were Order, and they knew. They knew exactly what they were doing, and they were going to do it anyway. Murder men and women and children in the name of protocol.

And I— I’d been a part of this. I’d supported this. 

Oh God. Oh merciful God, what had I done? 

My hands shook as I gripped the edge of the tank.

“Hold on!” I had to say it twice to be understood. “Just hold on. I’m gonna get you out of there. Everything’s...” I faltered. Everything’s going to be okay?

I couldn’t tell the lie. Nothing would ever be okay again.

I staggered back, shaking. I didn’t know what to do. There was no ladder inside the tank. I’d need rope, or a pulley, or something. The workers needed to have a way to get these people in and out of the tanks, didn’t they? A switch, or some kind of machinery, or something. I just needed to focus long enough to find it. 

Sounds approached. Running feet. 

What if the foreman had changed her mind about protocol? What if she’d decided to flood the tanks after all?  

I drew a Desert Eagle from its holster. They wouldn’t get past the door. I slowed my breathing, taking aim into the hallway. I could have them in my sights the moment they turned the corner.

Two figures turned into view, one long-limbed and pale, the other dark and stocky. Instead of the factory’s uniforms, they wore modified dragonscale body armor in shades of blue and black. I knew their faces. Fext and the boy from before. Yash.

They froze.

It couldn’t have been hard to see me, framed like I was by the mouth of the hallway, my weapon drawn and ready to fire. Fext moved with distilled combat discipline. Her eyes fixed on my hands, ready to judge the direction of my bullets before I pulled the trigger. Beside her, Yash sucked in a gasp, as though he’d been stabbed through the back. He looked betrayed, I realized dully, but not surprised.

He expected this of me. 

The tension slumped out of my shoulders. The gun drooped to point at the floor. 

You’re a genocidal maniac, he’d said.

That’s what I was to them. Just another one of the bastards who locked sobbing children in the cold and dark. Who crammed innocent people into impossibly tight corridors and murdered them without a thought if they became inconvenient. 

Of course their people had been angry to see me brought in alive. Of course they would riot. 

Of course they wanted me dead, if this was what they saw when they looked at me. 

And they weren’t wrong, were they? I was part of this. I was one of them. And there was nothing I could do to ever be clean.

“...help,” I rasped, barely audible. I could feel my sanity tipping at the edge of a precipice. I wanted to cut off the words spinning through my head. To make them stop. Please, for the love of Christ, make it stop.

But there were still people behind me, trapped in those tanks. Desperate for help.

“Help,” I said again, louder this time. I forced my teeth to stop chattering long enough to get the words out. “There’s people— they need your help. I don’t know how—” I couldn’t order my thoughts, much less my words, but I needed them to understand me. “Rope. Do you have rope? We need to get them out of there. There’s a kid in there.” 

Fext’s eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me. Yash gave her a glance, but when she didn’t direct him, he started toward me at a cautious run. “What do you mean, a kid?” 

“In here.” I dropped the gun and rushed to the open tank. Yash followed behind me, but paused as he stepped out of the shelter of the hallway, glancing at the ceiling as if looking for snipers. Of course he expected an ambush. Of course. 

“This is Yash,” I called into the tank. “He’s from the Hoarde. He’s going to help.” 

Voices erupted from below, starting as a murmur and breaking into a clamor when I mentioned the Hoarde. I caught a cry of “Thank God!” as Yash leaned over the pit. Horror dawned across his face as he took in this fragment of Hell.

“Fext!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Nadia, you need to see this!” 

As she padded toward the open tank, I threw myself onto the next hatch, twisting the hatch door wheel with all my might. A scream rose from inside as I pulled the door open. 

“Hold on!” I shouted back down. “We’re gonna get you out of here, just hold on.” 

I turned to the next door, and found that Yash was already at work at another. Fext stood over the first, shouting orders into an earpiece. The distant sounds of footfalls announced another pair of feet heading our way— a tunda and a suangi, by the looks of them, but I didn’t spare them more than a rudimentary glance. The former had pulled a length of chain from somewhere else in the factory, and when she arrived, she lowered it into the pit. I heard it clattering against the walls of the tank as Fext started to climb down into their midst.

“Wait!” I shouted, and she looked up. I opened my mouth to shout again, but the words stuck in my throat. Instead I rushed to her side. “Be careful about those valves on the walls. I don’t know what’s in them, but they’re meant to kill the people inside. Don’t set them off.”

She grunted and resumed her descent, but this time she carefully avoided the valves. 

The suangi glanced at me with suspicious surprise, but he didn’t speak to me. Neither did the other teams as they poured in, already outfitted with ropes and harnesses, and started lifting out the survivors. They offered narrowed eyes and sideways glances as I joined them at the ropes, but beyond that they were entirely focused on their work. But even more than a dozen people, the going was slow. There were injured among the survivors, and fae with nauseating burns on their legs who couldn’t bear close contact with the steel walls. It took care and coordination to lift them out without hurting them even more. 

We hadn’t finished evacuating the first tank when the first tremors shook the floor. A crash rattled the compound, and a crack appeared in the far wall. 

“What the hell was that?” demanded a sayona in a bloodstained uniform. “Did they rig the place with explosives or something?” 

Too many eyes turned to me, and I gaped helplessly. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t.”

Another crash. Another. Dust rained down from the ceiling.

The suangi raised his head. “It doesn’t sound right for explosives. It’s too irregular.” 

Another groan of metal, and another fissure appeared on the wall. The same wall as before. Fext stared at it, and her expression clouded with distant horror. 

“Where’s Arkay?” she asked. “Tomasi, Jordana, did either of you see Arkay on the way here?” 

The suangi and the tunda exchanged glances and shook their heads, but Fext didn’t look at them. She was pressing frantically at her earpiece. “Arkay? Arkay, turn the damn thing on.” 

Fear washed over her. Not secondhand fear for the life of a teammate, but real, visceral panic. She was staring at the ceiling like she thought it might collapse.

And suddenly I understood.

There was enough in this Godforsaken compound to send a dragon into a rampage a dozen times over. But it would only take one true rage to bring this whole building down on top of us. 

I let go of the rope and fumbled into my pocket for the foreman’s map. There were only three areas in the factory large enough for a dragon to move around freely. This was one of them. Another was on the south side of the building, nowhere near the cracking walls. 

“I know where she is,” I blurted, and I started running.

I looked back only once, half expecting Fext to try to stop me. But her stare had turned to the floor between us, to the gun that lay forgotten at her feet.

“Keep going!” she shouted at her soldiers. “We need to move faster!”

I followed the trail on the map. With every corridor I passed, the noise grew louder. I felt like I was running through an avalanche, deafened by the sounds of tearing steel and crashing stone. And laced through it all like a melody, inhuman howls of rage and despair. 

Jagged holes opened in reinforced cinder block. A steel walkway had been ripped out of the wall and embedded in concrete. Industrial machinery lay torn from its bearings and twisted beyond recognition. An entire wall had been torn away, revealing an enormous meat locker. Inside, bodies swung on their hooks, bumping into each other in a mad, swirling dance before they fell, a dozen at a time, their chains dropping with a crash around them.

Arkay was up there, ripping the beams from the ceiling to cut the bodies loose, and taking chunks of the roof and walls with them. The action was manic, crazed, and every lurch of metal came with another agonized roar. 

There had to be more than a hundred bodies, all dead and mutilated beyond recognition. More than a hundred lives cut short without mercy or hesitation. More than a hundred people that she had failed to save. 

“Arkay!” I shouted. Her snarl echoed off the metal walls and left my ears ringing. “Arkay, it’s me! It’s Meph. You need to—”

Blue bolts of electricity arced down from the ceiling. The dragon struck the floor mere seconds later, lunging at me with bared fangs. I leaped aside, barely escaping before her jaws snapped shut. She twisted with another furious howl and lashed out at me again.

She wanted to kill me.

For two years we’d been fighting. All this time she’d been holding back, humoring me out of some misguided attempt at mercy, and now that was gone. Now she genuinely wanted to kill me, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. 

No. Not nothing.

I dove past her as she came around for another pass, and rolled to my feet. There was one vulnerable spot on a Japanese river dragon. Rosa had shown it to me the first time I met her.

I used the momentum of her turn against her and hauled myself up onto her back, then onto her neck, and I pulled myself into the shelter of her antlers. She grabbed at me, but her claws couldn’t reach the one vulnerable spot on her neck. She turned and thrashed on the ground, but the antlers kept her head just far enough off the floor to keep from crushing me. In her natural habitat, she might have plunged into a river, but the gutters of blood on the floor weren’t deep enough to drown me. 

Abruptly she shrank, and the protective cage of her antlers disappeared. Before I could get my bearings, her fist connected with my stomach and I tumbled across the wall. 

I wheezed, choking for breath. “Arkay, wait—”

She lunged at me, inhuman only in her fury. I barely managed to roll away from a kick that could have shattered my ribcage. 

“Arkay, please,” I pleaded between jabs. “You have to listen to me.”

She snarled, and I ducked underneath a kick to my face.

“Arkay!” 

Madness gave her power, but it made her sloppy. I dodged every punch she threw, keeping just ahead of her. I led her, one lunge at a time, out of the icy tomb and into the narrow hallway, where she didn’t have to see the carnage. My throat was raw from gasps for breath. My limbs burned. My chest ached with broken ribs.

But she was slowing down. Every blow took a little more out of her. Every kick came a little slower.

A punch caught me in the shoulder, hard enough to send me stumbling back, but not enough to kill.

This time I didn’t leap out of the way, but into her. I threw my arms around her tiny frame and held on tight.

“Arkay,” I said. “Arkay, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

She uttered a wordless scream. I pulled her closer and buried my face in the crook of her neck. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said again. “I swear, I didn’t know this was happening.” 

Her claws dug into my back. She could cut straight through my spine if she wanted to. 

But she didn’t want to.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered over and over again, rocking her gently. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 

Arkay

It took a bus and four ambulances to get the survivors to the Felldeep. The factory collapsed into rubble and smoke as we drove away, courtesy of several bomb technicians and multiple cases of C4. 

It seemed wrong, blowing it up.

There were so many bodies still left inside. We didn’t know any of their names, or if they were spiritual, or what faiths they subscribed to. But at least some of them would have wanted proper burial rites. At least some of them would have been horrified to learn that their remains would be reduced to char and ash. Rosa would have worried about stuff like that. She would have wanted to go back in there and find ways to identify all the bodies, to give them the rites that they would have asked for, to find their families and let them know what had become of them.

But we didn’t have time for that. Getting all of the survivors out took more than an hour, even after I joined the rescue. It was only a matter of time before the Order sent reinforcements to take back the factory. We couldn’t allow it to remain standing. 

We had to make sure nobody would ever use it again.

Before transports arrived to get us out of there, volunteers scoured the buildings to search for more survivors, and they came back gray-faced and hollow-eyed. But they had found paperwork and computers. It was a small victory, even if it didn’t feel like one.

The next few days were a mad scramble to find enough hospital beds and supplies for the injured. We were short-staffed to start with, and meeting basic needs required double and triple shifts. Support poured in from our allies, and soon the hospital wing was crowded with volunteers and donated supplies. Quinn worked nonstop to make enough Styx for the survivors, but we were going to be tapped dry for a good month at least.

With the foreign aid came foreign scrutiny. Even the most sympathetic dignitaries wanted to know why we were suddenly so shorthanded. So while Nadia organized the volunteers, I wound up playing politics. Representatives from around the world were up in arms, some literally frothing at the mouth as they called for retaliation, for escalation, for revenge.

“Later,” was the only word they would listen to. For now, the focus had to be on the survivors. They needed medical care, psychological treatment, and safe places to take them in. If we left them in the dust, then what was it all for?

The conferences dragged on endlessly. There were nights when I seriously debated curling up in my chair and sleeping there, too tired to face the fifteen-minute walk back to my apartment.

I knew better, though. 

You would think that when somebody’s faced with that kind of bone-deep, mind-numbing exhaustion, they wouldn’t have enough left in them to have nightmares. But every night, without fail, I found myself back in that meat locker. Every night I found familiar faces hanging from iron hooks. Every night I ran frantically past them, tripping on gutters of blood, shouting desperately for Rosa. Because if I could just find her— if I could just get to her in time—

Sometimes I found her, floating in the pool of blood, under the shadow of a dragon.

Most nights, though, Meph woke me up before that happened, and he held me close and whispered soft nonsense into my hair until I stopped shaking. 

He never asked me about my nightmares. I never asked him about his. 

Meph

More than a week after the factory went down, my confiscated phone lit up with two messages, both from Mara.

Are you alive? and Meet me. Same place as last time.

Less than twenty-four hours later, I eased myself into the corner booth, careful not to jostle my broken ribs. I hadn’t gotten comfortable before I heard the distinctive tap of Mara’s cane. She paused and gave a low whistle.

“Damn. You look like hell.”

“We can’t all be blessed with your good looks,” I said.

“More’s the pity.” She lowered herself into the seat across from mine, and I tensed. Since when did she acknowledge me openly? “Some real shit went down not too long ago. One of our compounds in a town called Gary. But I don’t have to tell you about any of that, do I?” 

I glanced at the exits without turning my head. I could outrun Mara if I had to. But if she meant to bring me in, she’d be packing heat. 

“Close to a dozen witnesses put you at the scene,” she continued. “Identified you from old photos we had on file.”

I held my breath.

“They say you saved their lives. Evacuated the building before the Hoarde leveled the place.”

Arkay said I’d cleared a path to get the survivors out safely.

“Search and rescue teams found security footage in the wreckage. Footage of you.” Mara watched me with soldier’s eyes, documenting every covered bruise, analyzing every wince when my clothes brushed against broken skin and broken bone. Arkay assured me that my recent injuries would heal as quickly as my ankle had, once they were treated properly, but for now I had to wait. All the Hoarde’s medical supplies were earmarked for the refugees. 

Mara’s gaze returned to mine. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I stared blankly at her. The footage had been pulled from the wreckage and then buried again exactly where we’d found it, edited to remove a few key scenes. “They showed you a bunch of security footage?”

“They’re showing it to everyone,” she said. “Adam, you forced a feral dragon out of its true form. No one on record has ever done that. Not even the Archduchess. Gage is telling them that you’ve been in deep cover studying dragons all this time. Do you understand what this means?” 

She called me Adam.

Not Meph.

Adam.

“The High Synod wants you to come back to Chicago to reopen your case.” She caught my hand and gave it a squeeze. “They sent me here to bring you home.”

Thank you for reading Crusader Non Grata
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